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Conversational Coherency

Rachel Reichman

1. Introduction

While classes arée given to teach the rules of wriﬁimg,‘canversatianal
speech has often béen thought of as'a rule-free process of g@miunicati@n, The
analysis of actual dialogues foreces one to reject such an hypothesis and to
recognize that oral speech iz a rﬁle governed mode of gémmuniéaéicn_

This paper demonsirates that the econversations in which people partake
daily ars highly structured and formaliy. analyzab;e entities. Some of the
impiicitly underatood rules used by the participants in a conversation are made
explicit and formalized. These rules 1démtify gome of the necessary elements of
a coherent conversation, and their violation results in a breakdown c¢f this
coherengy.

This research rests upon the assumption that we all have some notion of
'coherency'. My ‘g@als are tc¢ identify some procedures by which a }erscn
analyzing a conversation can fermally explain a conversation's seeming coherency
or incoherency. and to aspecify some steps Qf‘the proceas by whieh participants

maintain coherency in their conversations. (1)

(1) A complete model of such a process would . have ta& 1include jfnter alia a
semantic component that was capable of determining, for example, that the event,
"Alice hit Bob,' was an example of the generic aectivity, 'Person X hitting
Object Y!. '

a
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1.1 Appligatioﬁ To Current Researeh On Reading And Writing

In studying the literature, one notices a renewed interest on the part of
educators and cognitive scientists in the tasks of reading and writing. A&
recent work by Rubin (1977) stresses the necessity of differentiating betweén
the skiiisA required in oral and written communication. As Rubin correctly
points out, a switeh in the medium of communication from oral to written often
influences many aspects of the communicative proceas suéb as: concreteness of
reference, interaction involvement, spatial and  temporal commonality, ete.
Rubin rejects the traditional position which contends that reading comprehéension
= oral comprehension skills + decoding. Moreover, she fzels that it is quite
possible that children might have %o unlearn many of the skills of oral
communication to achieve reading competence. While the work undert;kén here
does not delineate the cognitive skills required in reading, writing, or
conversational speech, the findings may, nevertheless, help those sﬁudying a
child learning, or having difficulty with, reading and writing.
| As noted above, this work describes the nature of conversaiions and
formalizes rules used by conversants in the process of oral communication. The
paper demonstrates rthat speakers use linguistic mechanisms that paraliel
accepted conventions of what appropriately ECLlcws what in conversation. 3Since
a reader's firat contact with language is usually in the form of oral speech, it
épeech to the task of reading. . What are thése skilla? What are thesge
assumptions thgt s/he uses in oral ccmmunigaﬁian that s/he ﬁrobably asaumes will
apply to reading? Do they apply to reading, or as Rubin suggests, do they have
to be unlearned? In order to answer these gquestions we obviously have to know

more about the processes of both oral and written communication.
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After reading this paper, the researcher interested in reading and writing
will have some notion of the expectations and assumptions that a child will most
likelj be bringing to her/his first encounter with these tasks. Thé researcher
can then use this knowledge in some of the following ways:

(i) As an aid in identifying the underlying structure of written material
and the rules governing this mode of communication. Knowledge of the types of
rules and relationships occurring in oral speech can be used as a guide for
analysis of alternative modes of communication.

(2) As an aid in teaching a child to read. Having found similar
st%uctures‘ and rules by (1), a curriculum for téacbiﬁg reading can be
constructed wherein a teacher can take advantage of the 1aﬂguage skilis that the
child is bringing to this task. The structures and mechanisms found in writing .
that are isomorphic in nature to the ones in oral communication should be 30
explained to the child. For example, a linguiscic clue word may be used in oral
cammuni@aéion to indicate a shift in topic while a paragraph indentation is used
in written material. This correspondence could be pointed out to the child.

(3) As a means of identifying the Bsource of a child's diffi&ulty in
reading and planning ways to alleviate this difficulty. A child's difficulty
with reading may be due to written material lacking isomorphisms to rules and/or
structures appearing in oral language. If these rules and/or structures can be
identified we could then explain to the child their inapplicability to written
text, thereby preveating misinterpretations ongher/his éart. Additionally, if
new rules or structures surface In our analysis of written material, we could

plan our teaching curriculums s0 that the new, unfamiliar, items would be

heavily stressed.
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1.2 Details of Methodology

I decided to appreach this area of researcnh by taping actual conversations
that  transpired betweern, people. My aim was to describe what rules df
regularities, if any, govern the sequences of utterances within a conversation.

The findings, specified below, are the result of a detailed analysis of two
taped recordings of free dialogue; each recofding iz about rorty-five minutes
long. These findings were then used in an analysis of four additional taped
recordings each about a half hour in length. These later tapes supported and
evidenced the predictions specified in the theory. In all, eight people were
recorded. Each conversation occurred naturally between two friends, who were
aware that they were being taped. They did not know, however, any of my
specific goals in the endeavor.

The individuals involved were all young female adults. Their converéatiOns
deal in the main with personal aspects of their lives and people that they know
in common. I believe that the rules formalized do appiy to a much wider rzange
of population and type of discourse. To confirm this hypothesis, as the next
stage of this research I plan to study different kinds 'of conversations and

conversants of various ages and social relations.

1.3 A Conversation Analyzed
Consider the following excerpt of an actual conversation between two
friends, Sue and Amy.(2) Sue has just recently broken up with her boy friend,

(2) ALl wames appearing in the transcripts are fictional. Underlines have been

used for peference purposes lalter in the work, There 13 no correspondence
between the underlines and intonational stress pattersns. Gestural movements,
facial expressions, intonation patterns, and length of pauses, are not reflected
in the transcripts or in the analysis. I believe that my conclusions are

=l4-
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Albert, and is describing to Amy the circumstances of the breakup and her
present emotional state. _The parsing structure on the right and the underlines
can be ignored for the present; they Will be referred to later. In this and all
other excerpts a comma is used for a short pause, a dash for an incomplete
thought, and a period for the end of a single thought.

-EXCERPT 1=

I used to be a very emctional person, = €1
Amy. Do you know wiat I said about ~

"Albert? I mean - and Carol pointed this-lcg - FULL ILLUSTRATIVE
out to me, and it was just so funny - " RELATION (C1 - CZ2)
I am so afraid - I mean it's so funny,

one of my problems is that I - I - I put
everything, my feelings, in a total
intellectual basis. 1 said that - it's |c1,
funny 'cause, by the way, when I wWas —
thinking ahout- Alkert, I was thinking
about how I would think about Albert, (3 INTERRUPTION RELATIO:N
years from now. You know look back upon (c2 - c3)

it and what context Albert would fit in )
my life. And my gut phrase was, and ;_\“f
said, "And I decided that history will

o ey

T ~d I
=y
[
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really be kind to Albert." That is what I
said, and ghe said, #Well you can't get RETURN RELATION
much more removed than that." And I (C2,03 - C8)
thought - and I realized that was the
terms I put it in. . That when - Because, =
you know, it's true, I do believe that. I

went through a very healthy thing with

Albert, and that is really - no matter

24, what, restored a lot.

=
[=a]

[
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—
00~y
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A: 25, That's very important.

8: 26. ?eah,raﬂd 8o fo;rtﬁaF?rn9 maFtEfrwhat, - c4 TOTAL SHIFT RELATION
27. I mean I can feel angry at him now, (c2 - ¢4

A: 28, Well you had a real relati@nship.

independently discernible and valid, and expect that a detailed analysis of such
prosodics would be consistent with my findings. However, I am aware that the
lack of 'such information may cause & reader some difficulty on their first
reading of the excerpts. Any awkwardness or incoherence that the reader notices
in their reading is probably (unless I specify otherwise) due to this lack. The
actual conversations flowed smoothly.




Conversational Coherency

Reichman

S: 29, Yeah, exactly.

A: 30 No matter what.
' ¢4

5: 31, Exactly. And that was real important to

32, me. It proved scmething to me. it

33, proved that I could, and I didn't know if A

34, T could. You know? And so - But that's 7| SIMPLE RRSPECIFICATION

6. to _Albert," and she just kinda looked at ' '

37. me .

The passage seems to have a number of very puzzling aspects. To mention

but a few -
(1)  Wny in reference after reference {Lines 10,11,13,16,23} is Albert referred
to by name rather than pronominal form, whereas, despite the many intervening
statements between the references, Carol is repeatedly {Lines 17,36} referred to
by pronominal form?
(2) What does 'by the way' {Line 9} tell us about the relationship between the
. ) ,
preceding and succeeding utteraﬁees? Why, in this case, is the succeeding
utterance appropriate, whereas, the utterance, "By the way; my dog was run over
by a car a year ago," wWould be inappropriate?
(3) What is the function of the word 'but' in the sentence, "But that's what I
said..." {Line 34}. The usual sense of 'but' is to negate a presupposition in .

the preceding clause. Huwever, there is no presupposition in the pregeding
elause to negate. What is 'but' doing then? ’
The theory proposed in this paper addresses and answers such questions

about the nature of conversations.

1.4 Overview & Relation To Previous Research

Current research on conversational speech has been heavily centered on

understanding the intent and semantic import of individual utterances or groups

-6 9
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of utterances within a single domain (Allen & Perrault, 1978; Bullwinkle, 1977;
Kaplan, 1977; Grosg,1977ii Their approaches are based on speech act
interpretation, recognizing the goals and plans underlying a speaker's
utterances, having knowledge about physical and conceptual properties of one's
world, and knowledge of one's conversant's Eﬁdwledge of this sams world. The

research of Dore (1977), and Labov & Fanshel (1%77) may also be categorized in
the above group as they also stress speech acét interpretation. H@weverii the
works of Dore and Labov & Fanshel differ in the types and levels of speech acts
identified as underlying utterances. In addition, Dore and Labov & Fanshel are
not concerned with actually modelling the process of understanding and so need
not be constrained to any particular domain. The works of Bruce (1977), and
Cohen (1978), are also based on the above types of analyses (i!e;; speech act
interpretation, recognition of a person's goals, belief structures, etec.).
However, Cohen's aim is po model the incorporation of speech acts into plans to
achieve non linguistic goéls, rather than to model the processes by vgﬁich
utterances are understoocd, And Bruce's concentration is on the analyaié of

stories in an attempt tofidentify a story's underlying plot, and to recognize

1

¥

the dynamiecs occurring therein by the interpretation of speech acts as social

actions,

The analysis of conversation given in this paper differs fundaﬁentally from
the research mentionéd’above. It stresses the importance of identifying the
structural relationships' among groups of utterances in order to explgin many
linguistic pbenamena:and to identify those elements underlying a coherent
converasation, rathef than deeply analyzing the azemantic: and pragmétic content of
individual  utteFan§e5. The analysis 1is content-independent and is concerned
with specifying sope of the abstract mechanisms that pérticipants_SEEE!to employ

in order to facilitate coherency in their conversations. A comprehensive

| -1
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conversational system would necessitate both levels of analysis working
simultaneously on these different aspects of discourse.

Certain faatureé éf the work of Grosz (1977) are however closely related to
the work being presented here. (rosz demonstrated that a task-related diaiogue
has an underlying structure that parallels the structure aff;he task bging
discussed. This structure can be seen as the relationship of a- number of
utterances to each other, which then in turn hierarchically relate as a single
unit to another group of utterances. For example, given a task A which has
subtasks B and C, where subtask B has subtask D, and subtask C has subtasks E &
F, a dialogue corresponding to such a task might have the following type of
hieraréhical structure: (X) a group of utterances related to theréverall task ﬁ,
(SUB 'X) a group of 'utterances related to subtask C, (SUB(SUB X)) a group of
utterances related to suétask E, (SUB(SUB Xi) a group of uﬁteragcés related to
subtask F, (SUB X) yet an;ther group of utterances reiated to subtask C.

For each such graup\@f utterances Grosz builds a Kfocua:space,' All items
mentioned -in an input utterance are considered in ‘explicit' focus iﬁ that
space., For each item in explicit focus an associated sel of items, taken from a
knowledge representation, are é@nsidered to be in 'implieit' focus.

" A focus space under discussion is called an 'active' focus space; one that

concerns an unfinished topic and may become active again is called an 'open!

focus space; and one whose topic has been fully discussed is called a 'closed'

entered, (2) A .uew parallel level task is entered, (3) A new higher lovel task

is entered, (U4) A subtask of any of the above i3 entered. Criteria (1) through
(4) are determined by the semantic processing of the inpu! sentence and then
finding where in the hierarchically structured knowledge representation this

step of the task lies. [In the case of (1) the new active focus space (NA) is

1
i
|
i

' -8
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created below the éurrent active focus space (CA) whose fz§ate‘ iz changed to
opégi In general, the structural placement of NA and the change in CA's state
is determined by the hierarchical relationship bétween ﬁhe step c@rréspanding‘to
NA and the step corresponding to CAi CA is clésed whenever a’task at the nsame
or ?higher 1evél is entered. It is left obén whenever a ;ower iéve; task gs
entered. Whenever a_lower level focus space ;s closed the open focus space at
the next highest level becomes the active focus spaeé%'ﬁ

active or closed -- to highlight those items in the knowledge “Fepresentation

~that were most relevant to the current’discourse for the purposes of anaphoric -

¥

The analysis presented in this paper heavily rests upon this same notion

of grouping utterances into separate spacés; recognizing that the structure

underlying a conversation is the sét of relationships that hold among these

. 5paces, and ihat at any point in the conversation spaces have different degrees

.of. relevancy. The conversations studied in this work were all of an informal

and social nature. Therefore, unlike the workrofsros—zi this work ‘does. not rest

upon a Tglobal Knowledge of a domain structure .and its relationship to the

structure of the ensuing conversation. Rather, a major part of this work is: to
independently forialize what constitutes a space; to identifj{ and demonstrate
the ‘importance of, some general relationships that spaeés seem to have with one

another; and to bring to iight some of the linguistic mechanisms that speakers
. : 4 ’ . 3 %
use to indicate these relationships.

Below I(!wiil show how this notion of grouping utterances into related

" spaces is needed to understand a conversation's'coherency. I will also give a

brief overview of some additional elements underlying coherent conversations

that are identified in this work. For thE'pQFPQSES of c1§ﬁity of exposition and
_ f;l;§=

-Qu " -
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theoretical simplicity these elements are stated in terms of two-party

conversations, although there are clear extensions to conversations with three

or ‘more participants.

(A) The Partitioning Of Utterances Into A Hierarchy Of Context Spaces: In
a coherent conversation the re;éti@nébip between successive utterances is clear.
In his study of ‘'small talk'(3) Schank (1977) formalized some of the
possible relationshiéa that utterances may have with one another. Hfé analysis

was based on keeping track of the discourse topic which he claimed was changed

o ‘ o s
each time an utterance was made. The new topie consisted of the intersection of

3
i

Lhe‘.gcﬁcepts(g) of the old topic with the concepts in the succeeding

(=

utterance, plus all the new concepts mentioned in the succeeding utterance.

<.

‘Schank's study then showed that an appropriate succeeding utterance to a

précedingbonE‘was one that concerned the concepts of this new topic.(5).

One cculd infer from Schank's work that coherency depended on each
sggeéeding utterance's being =0 related to a preceding one. Sugh an inference,
however, would be incorrect. As Schank himself points out, his work was meant
to -apply to 'small talk': As such, his analysis was based on studying pairs of
senténees; where the first statemént of sug@ a pairéwauld Se a regark made:by a
speaker A, and the second statemeg;_of the péir gould' be a respénse to‘ that

stétement by a speaker B.

e . ' o . -

(3) Small talk refers@to ShQFt 1nterchanﬂes of a superflclal nature such as Dne
often encounters in a cocktail party. _

(4) Schank uses 'concept' to refer to any object, person, location, action,
state, or time mentioned in an utterance.

(5) Schank's work can be seen as an analysis of a two part pracess The first
part of his work, "with which I am concerned here, discusses topies and topie
shifts. The second part discusses the procedure by which people decide what to
say about a given concept once they have decided to- discuss that concept based
on its relevancy to the present topic of discourse. I believe that some aspects
of such a procedure do apply to actual conversation as well as to ‘small talk'.
I therefore would not want the reader to infer from my discussion here that I
consider z11 of Schank's work tangential to any theory of actual conversation.

4

-10- 4 .
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In actual conversatian, one rarely finds this type of paradigm. Rather,

one speaker has usually made a number of statements by the time a second party

is called upon to respond. Often these succeeding utterances do not share

~concepts at all, but might refer to events that took place in a single episode.

Using Schank's analysis, these successive utterances would be inappropriately
connected and would constitute radical topiec shifts at each turn.
To determine the relationship between. utterances it is necessary to realize

that their relationship does not depend upon their. sharing concepts. As. noted

' above, successive utterances must often be seen as constituting a structured

unit. Such a unit shall hereafter be referred to as a 'context space'.(6) Two
utterances are related by either being part of the same context spaéé or by the
relationship between their respective context spaces,

- To recognize éhat line 34 of Excerpt 1 is not a éon sequitur, one muét
understand -that ' it introduces a context sﬁaée‘whose structural .relationship to

preceding context spaces is understood. As indicated on the bight hand Sidp of

Excerpt - 1, line 3” lies in context space C2, Its preceding utterance lies in
" ‘context space CR, which is made up of lines 21 - 33. The reader should notice

that immediately before Sue began her discussion of CU she had been discussing

GE,'an episode that occurred between herself and " Carol. Quite often in

that story begin a new, but related, topic. Upon completion of the new topic

the initial speaker may repeat thé"ﬁajar point of the initial story,; for fear
- :

(E)‘Tgé'undérlying principle of a context space is the same as that of Grosz's
focus space, 1i.e., it forms a unit out of a number of utterances. However, as

which referred to a single task or subtask. As I am not analyzing task-oriented
dialogues the utterances belonging to a single context space are of a different
nature. Roughly, a group of utterances referring to a single episode or issue
forms the basis for a context space.

-11-14 o
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that in the égick transition this point was lost upon the hearer. This.is what
has hapéeneﬁ in Excerpt 1. The ccnversstién”ccntinued'to;ﬁun smoothly as the
listener uﬁderstaéd what had taken place, i.e., that ;antext space CU4 had been
completed and that context space C2 was being feturned te.

There are many linguistic mechanisms by whieh context space transitions are
indicated to the listener. One such wmechanism is the use of the clue word
;but'. "But' is used to close the context space under present discussion and to
being carried out by the 'but' on line 34. Bather'thaﬁ éénying a presﬁppasiti@ﬁ
of a 'precedingé utterance, it 1is being used to deny a presupposition of the
preceding discourse. The presupposition being denied by Sue 1is the likely

inference on the part of Amy that since Sue closed C2 and bégaﬁ a new topic of

~ discourse in C4 she had finished all discussion of Cé; and would now Jjust

continue to develop Ci. Sue uses the clue word 'but' to deny any such
presupposition that Amy might have made based on ﬁhe discourse Structuﬁéi A
paraphrase of 'but“heﬁe @ouid be something like this: 'Set aside all utterances_;
relating to the present topic of dis;@urseg I wish.to returﬂfta the tapiavof
previous utterances.' -

Ihus{ to undér;tand the relationship of 1line 34 to line 33; and to
ECGFFECtly intérpret and;deﬁermiée the scope of such alﬁérna§§ ésesaof ;inguistic
Qonnéctives such as 'but'!', one needs to have a notion of a context space ané

context space transitions.

(B) Role Distinction: Participants seem to alternate between two major

‘roles during a conversation. Each role has associated with it certain rights,

[~]

obligations and expectations. In the speaker's role, a participant is expected
and entitled to bring up a topie for.discussion, and to indicate items which

s/he wishes to focus upon. In the listener's role, a participant is expected

1

"y
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and obliged to adhere to the topie brought up by the speaker, and to discuss
those items which the speake» has brought into focus.

(C) The Discernment Of Topic From Context Space Relationships: Given that

the underlying cohesiveness af a groﬁp of utteranees lies in their referring to
tﬁe events of a single e}:isodei one still has to determine an:apprapriate topic
fo; the narrative. The listener can often determine this topic by understanding
the relationship betweéﬁ the context space of_théseiutierances and a 'breceding
one. For ekample, the context space preceding C2 in Excerpt 1515 C1, concerning
the iésue: of Sue no longer being an eﬁati@nal person. €2 concerns an episode
with a number_éf eveﬁt paﬁts, one of whiech is Sue séying that histgry will- look
kindly -.upon . her ex-boy friené Albert. Recognizing that this event exempiifies
the ié;pe of C1 enables the listener taxunqérsﬁand the relevancy and purpose of.

"

the narrative at this particular time in the conversation.

(D) Determining Focus Levels From Context Space Relationships:

A major

componedﬁ in decid?ng upon a topic of a group of utterances lies  in selecting
those items;xof the context space from which;the topice is,éagftrucﬁedi  §?@525
diffe}entiated between thdse items that were in explicit focus, implicit fogus
and non-focused. It is my feeling, however, that such a differentiation is not

yet sufficient, and that we must also distinguish in importance among those -
items in explicit focus. v
In the development of a context space a speaker will often introduce many -

concepts that are tangential to its main point! Such concepts are often

inéhQQUged merely as the vehicle through which a gpeaker can copvey a thought.

§o§iexéiﬁie, to illustrate that John is cute, a speaker may relate an episode -

that took place in a park, between John and a poodle that s/he saw while on the

way to work. If a hearer Were to give equal importance to all these concepts

s/he would be missing the point of the narrative. Mere mention of a concept
does not imply that a speaker is focusing on,this concept.
' -13- L0 B
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As stated in (B), for an utterance on the part of a ;iétener :ta be
approp%iate-it must at least concern those concepts that the speaker has bﬁéught
into »feéusi In the above, for example, a response that concerned the ﬁérk or
poodle would be inapprapriate! Using the context in which a context space is
cited enables one to understand whieh of the concepts in a context space are of
direct relevance to the point being made. 1In this paper, rules bas@d!on context
space relstioﬁéhips are given that assign different 'focus levels' t@ithe; items
of a context sﬁace in order to capture such a differentiation.

Just as.context space transitions are signalled in our Sééeég by such cluen
words as 'but', so are the different focus levels attributed to a concept. D@ly
Ehcse items with high focus levels will ée refefred to by pronominal form. This
exblaiﬁs Sue's repeated nonprondmiggl'referéﬁcés to Albert in C2. One aspect of
understanding thé point of this narrative rests in the rea;;zation' that while
Albert plays a role in C2, Sﬁe's focus of attention-is not on him at all. |

Differentiéting between the focus levels of the explicitly mgnti@ned itéms
in a éonééxt space is ﬁEEESSaF} both to determine the ﬁopié of a group ois

utterances (and - appropriate: response) and to explain.certain of the rules that

seem to govern inter-sentential pronominalization in discourse.

(E) -Obligations Associated With The Role Of Speaker: As stated in (B), a

speaker is entitled to bring up a topic for discussion-and to indicate those

items that ./he wishes to focus upon. However, there are certain obligations in

_ this role as well.

(1)- Connectivity: A speaker's utterances have to clearly follow one another 80

that the iistener is always able to discern the underlying topic.
(2) Precision: A speaker is.constrained to the introduction of a single topic

and is not given license to discuss tangential items.

e 17
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As shown in (A) and (C), by grouping utterances into a context space that
has a formal relationship to.the context spaces that precede 1it, a speaker
enables a liéﬁener to determine the éopig*gf her/his utterances. Each type of
Felatianship-has fﬁ;es that identify the type of utterances ;hat are appropriate

in its constituent context spaces. For example, if an episode is’ cited to

- exemplify Qs particular 4issue under discussion,; elaboration upon events which

occurred in!the episode but that were not instances of this issue would ~ be

inappropriate. : Such elaboration would indfcate to the listener that the speaker

waé'bﬁinging?up this:episode to foeus on issues other than the initial one. The

listener wou;d then be confused as to the connection of the narrative to

preceding uttéraneesii At this point the listener would have two options; to

decide that per/his initial expectations were incorrect and reanalyzé-previous

o) s - . - o L
utterances trying to find a relation between the elaborated-upon events and the
! . - . . : : ’

preceding discourse; or s/he could hold onto the initial expectations and

dééide that Ehé'speaker is being inappropriate.  The latter alternative is often

chosen and manifested in a listener's saying, 'Well get to the point already,

okay?'

b
-

There are a nﬁmber of rules thatlspécify whét anrappfopriate utterance
would be in light.pf preceding utterances. These rules serve to demonstrate
that while only ia single géntext spaﬁe may be active at aﬁy one time in the
conversation, precéﬁing context spaces can highly affect what can be said within

this agtive:ecntextispace. To capture this influénce of preceding context:

context space may be at any one time. In the example given above the episode

being cited lies in the active context space, while the preceding context Spage_

that contains the initial issue under discussion is said to be in a

'eontrolling' state.

-15-13 T



(3) The Use Of Context Space

single issue. or episcde forms the basis for a context apace.

Reichman Conversational Coherency

Indicators: A speaker should use ‘linguistic

mechanisms to indicate to the listener the relationship between the context
space s/he is developing and 'the preceding ones.

(4) The Use Of Focus Level Indicators: The speaker's focus level assignments

to the entities of a given context space should also be reflected in her/his

speech.: L

2. Context Spaces
Superficiaily a conversation is a sequence of utterances; at a deeper level

it is a structured entity whose utterances can be parsed into hierarchically

'reiateg“'context spaces'. Roughly, a group of " utterances that refers to a

I shall

demonstrate that a,c@nversaticn may beésegmentéd into a number of context spaces
which stand in certain formal rela;ioaships one, to another. The major thru;t of
this paper will.be on the syntagtislpeehanisms used by speakers to shift bEEWééﬂr
context spaces, and to specify whg@ is a reasonable shift of context. It isjt
hgwe§éf, first necessary to discuss what constitutgs a sinéle context spaéé

within 2 conversation.

2.1 Types of Context Spaces and Their Constituent Entities

issue context 1ces, and

There are al least two types of context spaces,

T event »§9n;e%;” spagéf; The constituent entities of each are the following:

abstractions derived from a set of utterances:
An” Issue Context Space:

1. A general issue of concern (which is its topiec)
2. The actors (and objects) participating in the issue, i any
3. The time of occurrence of the issue, if any

4 The duration period of this issue, if any

5. Focus level assignments to each of the above

" 19
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6. State of the context space at a given time in the conversation

Consider context space C1 of Excerpt 1.

Actors: . Sue

Issue: ' Sue, in general, putting her feelings on an intellectual basis
Time: " The présent'

Duration: From not too far back in the past té‘presént“:

An Event Context Space:

A particular episode ‘and the events that occurred therein

1.

2. The actors (and objects) participating in the episode

3. The location at which the episode occurred

4, The time of occurrence of the episode

5. The duration period of the episode

6. Focus level assignments to each of the above

7. A topic of, or point being expressed by, the event cont=2xt space
8. 'State of the context space at a given time in the conversation

Consider context space C2 of Excerpt 1.
Actors: " ' .Sue, Carol, and Albert -
Main Ev"eint: A conver‘sation between Sué and’ Gar@l

Event Parts: :Sue says to Carol that "hlstory will be kind to Albert“
. Carol 1on§ at Sue

Time: Past’

Duration:  Unspeqtfied

Location: Unsxieciéiga, E ‘.

Topie§' Sue; in a conversation with Carol, putting her fe2lings about her

recent breakup on an intellectual basis °

All of the utterances in the dialogues studied were covered by these two
types of context : spaces. However, I expect the analysis of further

conversations, particularly those of a more explaﬁatory and technical nature, to

r%sult'in the formalization of other types of context spaces.

-17-
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3. Céntext Séace Eélationships

The underlying SEEUQture of a conversation is the set of relationships that
hold among: its gonstituenﬁ context spaces. The context space relationships
?Vidéﬂ&éd. in the dialogues studied are listed below. The sequence of conte#t

sbaces in the lists represent tbegbrder in which the context spaces occur -in a

conversation. The lists are written in Kleene Plus notation, i.e., + indicates

one or more instances of the item in parenthesis, and * indicates zero or more

instances of this item. ) . -

&
rrrrr S

Illustrative and .estatement Relations. An I1lustrative Relation is-a

relation between an issue context space and = succeeding event context space,

and is represented by the relation between (1) and (2) below. The Restatement

»Relatién is represented by the relation between (1),(2) and (3).

"(1) Issue contéxt space .
12) (An event context space that exemplifies that issue)+
(3) The issue context space of (1) rectated
There are two types of illustrative context spaces: (1) BReferenge

Iliustrative is when the event context spaeé being cited is a;ready,kncwn to the

listener. This .is the reiation between issue context space G1‘and event context
space C3 in Excerpt 3, which appears at the end of this section. (2) Full

Illustrative is when the listener does not have previous knowledge of the events

:‘ in the cited event eaﬁtext space. An example erthlsris the .relation between

context spaces C1 and CE in Excerpt 1. v A second. exémple is the relation between
issue context space C1 and event context space CE ‘in Excerpt 3 (7)
An Illustrative "Relation is usuaLly followed by the Restatement Relation,

in effect closing the issue context space. Its function may be paraphrased -by

the following: 'So yes in light of the evidence and illustration of this issue

= =

(7) Labov & Fanshel (1977, pp.104-110) alﬂc hote this relation in their

discussion of the role of a narrative in discourse.

18 Bj_
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by these narratives I would agree/or hope that you agree that this issue 1is a
real one. Now that we've dealt with it let's go on to talk about something

glse.!

Generalization Relation. A Generalization Relation is a relation between an

event context space and a succeeding issue context space and is represented by
the relation between (1) and (2) below.
(1) (Event context space)+ ‘
(2) An issue context space whose issue of concern is a general activity
discussed in the event context spaces of (1)
The relation between event context space C2 and C3 and issue context space Ch in
Excerpt 3 exemplifies this relation. The general activity that is specified in

A C4 and common to both C2 and C3 is P'a sehsitivity to unpleasant situations.

vy - 7 ‘
The Interruptién Relation is represented

by the relation between (1) and (2) below, and the Return Relation is
represented by the relation between (1),(2) and (3) below.
(1) Issue or Event context épage

(2) Issue or Event context space that

i digression .
(3) Issue or Event context space that is

continuation of (1)

Tﬁere are three thiggs that can caése "an igterruptiog= (1) Something
mentioned in the first context space trigger% off an aésoeiati@n thaﬁ leads to a
digression. An ‘example of such a digression is context space C3 in Excerpt ‘1.

A second example of this occurs in Excerpt 2 below. .At this -point in the

conversation D is in the fmiddléiof telling S an~experieace she had (context
space C1) that' showed her ;the cohtinued existence of discrimination. (Her
opening statement in the development 6f C1 was, "Speaking of discrimination, I
wanted to tell you this story, a ﬁeally good story for you about what happened.
It really shook me. It was really surprising how much discriﬁinaticn there

still is in 1977.7)

22
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Reiehman
-EXCERPT 2-. ;
D: 1 He made a comment to me about uh, I'm .
2 not too sure what it was, something about ¢l
3 the Portuguese people. Ineidentally -
4, +while I was standing there I noticed that
5. -peopl€ were- speaking what 1 thought was
6 Spanish or French. I couldn't really
7 tell, and I asked someone and they said _ I
8 it was Portuguese. And I thought to . INIEREUP?;@N RELATION
9 myself, "Isn't that nice, there are a lot - (c1 - c2)
10.  of Portuguese people here," or you know, ,
11 foreign people. I like people that speak )
12. different languages. It reminds me of «
134" Puerto Rico. ' (L
i} : ' e ’
S: 14. This was in Dartmouth, right? Maybe
15. " "there's a big Portuguese community there. .
D: 16. Yeah, I think it is. It must be. There y fizk
17. were quite a few people there that uh )
18. were first generation, and = couldn't
19. understand what I was saying. And the )
20.  younger people would help them out, and
21. explain to them what I was trying to get ,
22, them to taste. And there were some young \>
23. people that were really funny and I was _
24, really enjoying ‘myself. But he made a =
25. comment, and I didn't catch what he said 1 N _
26. Dbecause there was a woman wélking right RETURN REL%TIQN
- 27. towards him, and he said, "Did you hear (EZSCS:= c1)
28.  that?" He said, "That's why you didn't .
29. ° sell very many." ]

(2) Somethiné the speaker has been meaning to tell the 1listener, but has.

forgottén, can lead to a digreésion For examp;e, "oh I forgot to tell you,

; -
Your father called last night and he said to tell you...", where the speaker is

reminded of this by a phoné ringing. (3)  An éxtérnal evebt can lead to a
digression if it either dlsruptﬂ one's line of thought or warranta immediate

attention, for sxampie, ‘the doorbell Finging_

two issue context spaces mediated by at least one event context space. It 1is

a

represented by the relation between (1),(2) and (3) below. The Jaiﬁiﬁg Relation

RES

-20- e

Thé Subissue Relation is a relation between:
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is reﬁ% ented by the relation between (1),(2),(3), and (5) below. The joining
of the issues in (1) and (3) in (5) is necessary to indicate that (3) stands in
such a relation with (1), (2), and that what is taking place 1is not menely , an

{
Interruption Relation. The Joining Relation creates a single QOmPQSitE issue of

two separate issues of concern. It says that the second 1sagé is nnt tangential

to the first, but that the first issue is contingent upon the second (e g., the
second causes the first).. (The relation between (1) and (2), or (3) and (4), is

an Illustrative BRelation, and the relation between (2) and (3) is a

Genenalizati@q}Relatian,)

(1) Issue context space

(2) (Event context space that exemplifies the issue of (1))+

(3) A pew issue context space whose issue is common to the event context
spiaces in (2) and is different from that of (1) .

(4) (Event context space that exemplifies the issue of (3) alone)*

"(5) The issue of the context space in (1) and the 1issue of the context
space in (3) combined into one issue of concern in either a new issue
context space or the last event context space cited in (2)

An example of .-a Subissue Relation is the relation between issue context spaces
C1 and CU4 in Excerpt 3. P's tendency to notice unpleasant situations and yet not

begin to feel responsible for them‘ane joied on line 55, "I noticed it but I

_ didn't start feeling guilty about it." ’ .

ReSjecifleaticn,Rel,n, N

ation. The Respecification Relation is .represented by the

relation between (1);(3) and (4) below. .

(1) Event or Issue context space fully 'specified /fJ

(2) (Event or Issue context space that stands in one of the previously
defined context space relationships with (1))*%

(3) (Event or Issue context space that are unrelated, or related by only a

. single concept, to (1))*

(4) Event or Issue context space of (1) rediscussed
. The 'ma ajor distinetion betwegn a Respeecification and a Return is that in the

Return Relation a speaker is obl iged to return to the previous context Spatg, in

_the Respecification Relation the returned-to context space has been fully

returm. Tt differs from the Restatemént

o

Spécifié%§ and does not demand

oy ’ ,
—214 )
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i1

Relation in that the Restatement Relation is used merely to resbate and close

the issug coritext space of an Illustrative Relation. Its function is to mark
the termination of the influence of this issue context séaeev on succeeding
statements. The Reéspecification Relation marks .the beginning of an issue or

_event context space's influence .. on..succeeding- -utterances ~rather™ than ~the

‘termination of such of an influpence. _ i

‘There  are three passiblé forms for this relation: (1) Simg;e
This Eeeurs wheq‘anrevent context space is abruptly cioseé S0
that a new ‘Egt connected thought may be stated. In siuch a case a speagegimay
feel the need to fegeat the initial context space, (1), theugh s/he dées not add
anything new to it in the respecificaﬁicn. An example gf thié} is the

respecification of context space C2 on lines '34f3? of Excerpt 1. (2)

Contrastive Respecification. In this case (1) is respecified to contrast it -(or

relate it) to (3). In such a case there is an overlap of entities or topics
between (1) and (3). An example of this is the respéeifieatian of context spage

C6 in Excerpt 3 in terms of the last .issue discussed between P and F. (ise.,-P's

assessment of her progress in %éacting to ‘unpleasant situations with éeaple' in
. . B . ' v . : Y

general.) As a second example, I return to the conversation from which Exderpt

1

(1) Event Context Space: A store manager being diseriminatory to

) Portuguese customers. = ;

(2) A Generalization Relation: .Issue Context Space: The tendency of.:
) wsrk;ng clzss people to be discriminatory. ’

" (3) Issue Context Space: A negative experience with a group of people from
one class causing one to dislike that entire“class of people - related
to (1) by the GOngept 'prejudice' but not cited in connection to the
events in (1). :
Anuf;;ustﬂatlve Relation: Event .Context Space: A woman having ‘a
negative experience with a group of children resulting in her dislike

. of all children:

“(4) (1) Respecified to discuss ‘whether the people invelved had been doing
anything unpleasant to cause the store manager to have a negative
experience. E :

25
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(3) New Perspective Respecification. Sometimes an event context space is

. . ¥ X
brought up to demonstrate one pafti&ular issue, -as 13 the case in :an

Illustrative Relation. As a result, a speaker may not feel it apprapﬁiaté to
discuss other aspects or issues connécted with the event caﬁtext’space?gt that

particular time. However, after the initial issue under discussion has “been

- exhausted, the speaker may then féél;ffée to reintroduce that context spaee and

discuss the other issues connected.to it. In this case there would not be a

connection between (1) and:(B); and: (3) would not.be needed. g

i

Total Shift Relation. This is the relation between two context spaces

where the succéééing context space " introduces {a .new topie. VThe . succeeding
eén;ext space is introduced when all previous topies have been exhausted., O0ften
o A ,

the new topic will involve entities from the ﬁreviousxccntext space but this is

not necessary,

- The followWwing excerpt demonstrates a number of these relations.

_EXCERPT'B-

!

P: 1. I think a lot of progress has béen made,
2. not a lot - Progress has been made, even .
37 in my not being overly sensitive anymore | €1
4. to people's hangups, you know. If I see
5. “someone being totally insecure it's _not
6. my fault,.you know, and I don't get that
7. super involved in it. That - I'm=
8. actually referring to something last E
9. night. This girlfriend of mine, Debbie, - o e
10. was over ahd we were talking and I think FULL ILLUSTRATIVE |
; 11. ZI.interrupted her, but‘I'm not sure, I'm RELATION (C1 - (2)

'12. really not sure if I did or not. But all
13. Qf a - Eut anyway, all cf a gudden her co

14. :
15. shgw; hgr em@ticns - took i
16. features in a way. And I natieed it. And

. 17. a couple of weeks ago, months ago, L
18.. would've felt very guilty. What did I do
19. wrong, etc. etc. And this time I didn't. 2
:20. And I just:@ finished what I was saying,
" 21. you know? And then - I might have
22. interrupted her I'm not sure though - and

ki = she
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then I said, "What were you saying?", and
not getting into, "Why are you upset,”
and "Oh I'm really sorry if 1 interrupted
you." 'Cause if I interrupted her 1ii's
all right too. I can interrupt once in a
while. And I didn't get into her
hangups, or her feelings of insecurity.
Un, I was aware of it -“but I didn't start
feeling guilty myself. You know, like
with - when 1 went to the movies with
Cindy and Bob and I felt she was ignoring
him. I noticed it, I really think like I
notice these things maybe more than other
people, .which 1isn't even good. I mean
Cindy didn't even know. I mentioned it to
her aftervards - remember when I thought
she wasn't talking to him? 1 mentioned
it to her after the conversation. I
don't know - I said,- "Oh you know I zaid
something about you today." Because I
had a tape, and I was listening to the
tape, and she goes, "What tape is that?"
And then I said, "It's for school." And
she went out. And then I said, "Actually

Ty
Lo

c3
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Y

REFERENCE ILLUSTRATIVE
RELATION (C1 - C3)

GENERALIZATION RELATION
(C2,03 - C4)

(C1,02,C3 - C4)

FULL ILLUSTRATIVE
RELATION® (C4 - (3)

you vwant to hear something?" And
played her that first part where I talkeu
about her, And then she goes, 0h
really?" And sHe goes, "I was ignoring
him?" And she wanted to get in this
whole trip about how’ she was ignoring
him, what she was doing, which I didn't
really feel like getting into. Buty uh,
yYeah, even there, I mean I noticed it but |03 (C1,04 -
I didn't start feeling guilty about it. _ -
8¢ there's some progress but not enough.
- (c1,c2,03 -
But you said you were concerned that I g
~Would be disappointed. Yet it sounds
like you learned something through that
experience of having called. o -

” JOINING RELATION
c3)

RESTATEMENT RELATION
¢1)

58.
59.
60.
61.

o

Ea

C6  CONTRASTIVE

RESPECIFICATION
RELATION

(C6,C1 - (6)

(note: previous discusaion

Some Elements Underlying Coherent Conversationa of €6 not ineluded)

The idea of hierarchically structured context spaces is useful . in

dentifying and explaining several mechanisms for maintaining ébherengy in

onversations.

A
g
o
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4,1 'Topic Discernment

The notion of ‘topice?® used in this analysis is equivalent to.the one that
denctes-the relationship that ﬁalds beiﬁeeﬁ a title and the passaée that the
title applies to. This is the relationship that elementary sghaél Studenﬁs are
expected to employ in reading comprehension exams when réquested to choose an
appropriate title for a passage. While a passage usually has many possible

titles, based on its context, some of these topics will be more appropriate than

others.

b,1.1 Ccnversatianal Coherency -- Topic

The two major tasks confroriting a listener are integrating succeeding
utterances with preéeding ones and understanding the point being expressed byca
speaker's utterances. A smooth and coherent conversation from the viewpoint of
the listener is one in which s/he can fulfill both tasks easily. As the studies
of Bransford & Johnson (1972, 1973} illustrate, it is easier for people to
comprehend utterances if they begin their processing . ~h some nctian of their

underlying topic. Their studlies also demonstrate that given such é‘tapic,

1isteﬁers will interpret utterances in reference to this‘ tople and will haGé
difficulty in understanding u;teranees tangential to it.

Each type of context space relationship has an assdciated sec of rules that
identify the type of utterances that are app;cpriate in it=s constituent context
spaces. These rules are a férmalizgti@n of some of the expectations that“

~listeners seem té create for themselves so as to bé able to easily\integrate and
uﬁderstané a speaker's utterances.

The listener will feel that s/he has correctly integrated a new utterance
{f it lies in the same context space as the preceding gﬁteraﬂégs do or 1f a/he

can determine the relationship between the context space in which the new

v =252 5
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uttarance Lies znd the context space in which the preceding utterances 1lie. A
topic is associazed with a context space which covers all the utterances within
it. If a new UEtEEEEEE lie= within the same conttext spaceAas previous ones, the
proposed topic wWill cover this new utterance. If it does not the 1lisZcner has
two alternatives; s/he can change fthe topic of the preceding-utterances to one
which will cover the déw cticerance as well, or decide that the new Utterance
lies in a different context space. If the listener d¢an find an alternative
topie to cover both the preceding utterances aid thi= new one, then -sfhe‘ will

would

n

change thne topie of +the context space to this alternative topic. Thi

constitute integrating the new utterance with preceding ones. If, hovever,

5=

there is no topic that will cover all the utterances, a context space transition

has occurred. The listener will then atteupt to determine the relation between

the old context space_and this succeeding one by wusing her/his knowledge of
possible context space relationships. Having found a relation, s/he will use
the expectations s/he ha=s associated with it to generate an appropriate toplc

for the succeeding context space. Succeeding utterances will then be processed

in terms of this new topic-.

For example, in the <context of a Full/Reference Illustrative Relation
(i.e., after an 1issue context =pace has been specified, a speaker beings the

discussion of an event context space), a listener willsexpect the event context

= x

space to exemplify the issue under discussion and will therefcre'hypathesize

that the topic of this rmgrrative will be an 'instaﬂ;ef(B) of the issue of the

5,

issue .context space. (9) ' N g . \

(8) A is an 'dnstance' of B if it is a particular member of the class that
corresponds to the generic description, B.

(9) Labov & Fanshel (1977) similarly note that the ‘'evaluative point' (i.e.,
topie) of a narrative (similar to the notion of an event context space) is often
a preceding 'general proposition' (i.e., the issue of an issue context space).

2
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4_? Semantic Relational Rules

4.2.1 Struectural Considerations
An appropriate succeeding utterance in light of preceding ones on the part
of a speaker is one that a listener ecan ezsily integrate with the preceding

‘utterances. A listener integrates utterances by using her/his knowledge of

possible context space relationships. Therefore, when a speaker's utterance

results in a context space transition, the succeeding context space should stand
in one of these known context space relationships with preceding context spaces
for the utterance to be appropriate. In Appendiﬁ B a number of 'Semantic

Relational Rules' have been formalized that define appropriateness in terms of

the abpve criteria, SEM 1 is an example of such a rule.

(SEM 1) " After the specification of an event context space, it is appropfiate to
discuss one of its points in general terms, i.e., create an issue
context space (A Generalization Relation); unless: (1) the event
context space has been brought up specifically to illustrate a separate
issue of concern, and the new issue being highlighted 1s not a subissue
of this dnitial issue; or (2) a second issue context space has been
introduced and not yet fully discussed. (Note that this does not dimply

that the event context space under discussion was introduced in
connection with this issue context space.)

4.2,2 State Considerations

It is a speaker's obligation to state hér/his renarks in such a manner that
a listener caﬂ at all times diséern their underlying topie. It has been shown
that a l;stéﬁEF aceomplishes this task by noting the relationship of the present
“context space” to preceding- - ones 1in the ccnvEfastiééi and using -certain
éxpegﬁé&igns s/hé has associated with each type of context space relationship.
In developing a 'gontéxt apace, a sgeakeﬁ must take ﬁhesé expectations into
consideration so that a l1istener will not have difficulty in. integrating

uttarances,
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Just 'as. speakers nust take iﬂtﬂ-accaunt Eheir listéners when Zeciding on
the content of a suseeeding utterance s0, too, a listener must take into account
the speaker when s/he responds. An appropriate response on the part of a
Listener is one that adheres to the topic brought up by a speakKer and thése!
itens upon vhich the speaker is focusing. A listener can determine these items
by recognizing the relationship cf the context space develcped by a speaker to

’précééing context spaces in the discourse.

To capture this influence of preceding context spaces on what may be said

within a context space under discussion, five states have been distinguished. A

context space may be In any one of these states at a given time in the
conversation. Below the five states are defined and some exanples of Semantic
Relational Rules Spécifiéi in teroms of ﬁ2?§;}5t3§5$ are given. | |
Active: A context space under discussion. There can only be one active
context space at a given point in the QQH?EFSEEiQnQ
Closed: A context =pace that was previ@usly discussed and fully specified.
(10) |
Open: A previously active.context spéce that was interrupted before
comp letion By the introduction of a ﬁeylagtive context space. -
Controlling: If, at a given point in the conversation, the‘aésive context space’
;s an 4i£$ﬂ§ context space and a speaker then inmtroduces an event
context space to exemplify the issue of this dssue context space,.
then the event context space int?aduced becones the scéive‘cantexn

space. and the .issue " context space is assighed a 'controlling'

state. | ~

i

(1@) My notion of”ifuliﬁ séecifLed"carﬁéspéhdérré'ﬁhe intuitive notion of a
“completed story, L.e., one that has reached a conclusion and i3 not left
dangling. 31
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Generating: If, at a given point in the conversation, thg active cégtext‘spaéé
is an event context space and z speaker then introduces an issue
econtext space whose issue is a generalization of one of the event
parts of this event context space, then the issue context space
becomes the active context space and the event context space is
assigned a 'generating® state. ;

As each ﬁEH.EDﬁﬁEKt space is éniered; it is assigned =n active state, At

the same time, the states of previous spaces are reassigned based upon their
i
relationship to the new active context space. The rules for these assignments

are glven in Appendi§ A.

Having distinguished between these states we can now formalize a number of
Semantic Relational Bules in terms of them. A complete list of such rules are
given in Appendix B. Three of these rules are illustrated beléﬁi

(SEM 8) An open context space demands completion immediately after the
digression has been concluded unless: External events prevent this; in
thé interim a new context space has been given an open state status
(The context space most recently left open places the highest demand
for a return.); much time has elapsed since the context space first
became open. The strength of the demand of returning to an open
context space is inversely proportiornal to the length of time for which
the context =space has such a status. The longer a context space is
left open, the lower its influence on succeeding statements and the
lower its chances of being returned fo.

(S 12) In the presence of a contralling context space, elaboratlon upon any
event part of the event context space that is not an instance of the
{ssue of the controlling context spaée is inappropriate and constitutes
a digression.

(SEM 13) In the presence of two controlling context spaces (i.e., a Subissue
Relation), the Jjoining of the issue of the last controlling context
space to the issue of the first controlling context space is required,
i.¢., it would be inappropriate to have the subissue supersede the
initial issue under discussion resulting In the abandonment of the
initial isaue. ' =

SEM 8 is illustrated by the immediate return to C1 in Excerpt 2, after C2

has been concluded; it 138 due to SEM 12 that context space C2 of Excerpt 2 1is

27
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1

an inierfupti@n context space, despite the fact that it desgribes event parts
that occur im the same episode as the event parts of C1; and 3EM 13 1is
illustrated in Excerpt 3 by the joining of the issues in C1 and CH in conteéxt

- space C3, and the respecification of C1 on line 57.

4.2.3 An Example Of The Use Of Semantic Relational Rules To Maintain Coherency
The following excerpt demonstrates violations of some of the Semantic

Relational Rules noted above and the resulting dynamics of such violations

within a conversation. It demonstrates that since iﬁterrgptians are basically -

inappropriate, they are highly rule gavgfned and only tolerated up to = é@int.
The excerpt also illustrates a case where the parties of the conversation have
‘different priorities, context space strugtuégs, and focus level assigﬂpents_ It
demaﬁsﬁrétes the initial speaker's use of scme of the ccnvenﬁiaﬂslnaﬁed above to
assert her right not to follow the responder's shifts in focus level zssignments

and context space formaticns.

-EXCERPT U=

It is 1like  .walking on eggshells, it ijCi
really is. Um, I remember what happengd "
in January. I wWent home and I, um, was
with my cousin, he's ny age, 1've
mentioned-him before. We were in his s TR iCIIA T LA
apartment, and um we were talking. I [C2 {QLLﬁébLUQ{ﬁAIIHé
just casually asked how my mother was RELATION (C1 - C2)
doing, ‘'cause I hadn't - you know I
~wasn't involved. I didn't know what was
happening. And he goes, 'Oh I think |
she's depressed.' This is before she |
12 changed - she had this whole fiasco with
13. a job. She never liked her position in
14. her Jjob, which was a big part of her
15. stupid problem, that she never changed
16. it. Oh I didn't tell vou, when I was - _
Y31 17. home a couple ¢f - about two months ago, (3 ITNTERRUCTION RELATION
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18. I was really angry 'causé I know how much (c2 - C3)
19. she's suffered 'cause she hasn't had a .
"20:; ecareér = or feelings of inferiority. And
21. here I'm doing it and she's trying . to

-30-
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22.
23.
24,
25.
26.
27. .
28,
29,

30,

42.
43,

44,
45,

46,
47.
48,
49,

~Yeah. That wasn't even that bad,

Conversaticnal Cohwerency

stop me. And so, you krow, I get so
angry, and she was sitting and talking
how impertant it is to have a career =nd
to be able to do what you're doing. And
I was just sitting in the living room
dying, really getting angry-. But I
didn't say anything, which I thought was
progress that I didn't say anything.

Is it?
1

.’|cf-5

Oh it was progress, 'cause I used to get
inte stupid arguments and fights with
them.

But isn't it hard work, to keep.all that
in?

T

But it was better. Because I would get
intd arguments with them, and it wouldn't '
help. What would I do? Just scream or |C3
say, 'How could you say you want' = I.;
would have gotten into an argument. '

There might be =something .between an

argument and saying nothing.

Yeah, but that wasn't

-

Not to feel Four

gut.

like you're bursting

=

But anyway, I went
that she .

was just a. thing.
home in January and he told me
was upset.’

c?

GENERALIZATION RELATI(
(C: - C4)

{4

(refererce to C3)

(44

that (reference to C3)

RETURN RELATION
(C2,03.= €2)

T

On line 16, A interéupts her discussion of écntezt apage‘\ﬂa and begins
. I "

discussing context space C3, an event context space related to €2 by the

concepts, 'Job' and 'A's mother'. On line 30, B begins issue context space Cl,

indicated by her switch to present tense. The issue highlighted din C4 is a

generalization of the event part of context space c3 WhEFE_A does neot express

her anger to her parents about their attitude about her

Work. Note that the

introduction of C4 by B is a violation of SEM 1 as isaue context space C1 has

not yet been ci@aadi

In the lines which Ffollow, &

34
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this nrew issue, and will DDi% oblige B in so far as discussing ﬁhg igsue a3 it
pertains to context space C3. Afs main concern is to return to ‘cntext space €2
which she has left open (SEM S)! The respective state and focus assignments for
A and-Eiat this point in the conversation are as follows. B has context space
C4 as active, and its issue has a high focus level (ef. 5% 2 and FL 2, that are
dis;usseé in the appendiées), A has not entered context space C4, and for her
‘context space C3 1s still active. She is discussing an event part of (3 tﬁai
for her has a low focus level (of. FL 15 in appendices) in deferéacé to B. 0

line 43, A indicates with the use of the deictic expression *that', that she has

context space C3 for herself. ('This' refers in generzl to sorwstiing in

closed
the active context space, whereas, 'that' refers to uomething Zn a closed
context space.) On line 47, A returns to the open context space, C2,; which now

becomes the active context space for both A & B.

4.3 Determining Focus Levels

A majér component of deciding ﬁp@n a topic of a group of utterances Iis
determining bthe items upon which. the =speaker is focusing. They need to be:
distingui shed from items that are mentioned in a context space merely as
vehicles through whiech to convey a thought. In order to capture such a
differentiation, a set of Focus Level Rules have been developed that assign =a
'focus level' to each constituent of é context apace (i.e., actors, cbjects,
events/issue, location, time, and duration period).

"Foeus' i3 a function of two arguments, where the first argumenit is a
context space entity and the second a specified time in the conversation. This
functien, based éﬂ context space relationships, méasures the attention given to
the eﬁtity at the specified time. I waqld like to atress that my uze of foecus

does not correspond to an item's place in active memory. Rather, I nean it to

A
L5
5.

*
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be &2 more global concept which refers to the priority of (or overall importance
given to) an entity vis-a-vis the conversation as a Qh@ié- As a result, it is
possible that an entity is assigned a low focus level despite its repeated
wention in the active context space. I have chosen an arbitrary classification
of focus into four categories, high, medium, low, and zero, called focus levels,’
“that are approximaticns of cutoff points along an underlying continuum of focous.
“he resulting assignment of focus leve;; has some correspondenze fo one's
intuitive n§tian .f an entity's degree of importance in a narrative or to an
issue. However, the strength or utility ofizhe setvof Focus Level Rules does
not depend upon this correapondence, but rather on its usefulnesas in déiéfminihg
the syntactic and semanti:- relational rules which seem to govern EQHVEPE&tiQﬁalV
spéecﬁ. ’

Tha assignments arel vfrcm the speaker's perapective. The defaﬁlt
assignments for the listéner_aée those of the speaker, unless the 1listener's

succeeding utterances indicate otherwise.

4.3,1 Conversational Coherency -- Focus Levels

It is very .impéﬁﬁanb to realize that the focus level measurements of the
entitie= within a conversation are subjective evalQatians, and that the parties
within a given conversation do not necessarily make the same evaluations. As a
conversation proceeds each party is building up a model of -the conversation.
Sueh a médel includes the ganversaﬁian's context space structure "and associated
states, a notion of the present tople of discourse, and a 1list of items being
presently foeu§ed upon. An important factor upon which the smoothness and

coherency of a conversation depends is the 1lack of conflict between the

- respective models of the participants.

e
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Partaking in a conversation obliges one to be sensitive to the items with
which the second party is concerned. In the role of responder, one 1is often
required to suspend discussion of one's own.interests, and discuss those that

the last speaker has brought into focus. If a'person is unwilling to make this

“ adjustment, then all parties’ will inevitably be frustrated and talk at cross

. purposes. Taking turns. can be thought of as alternating between the roles of

B

speaker and responder. ‘As speaker a person indicates what items are in focus
for them, while the appropriate action  of tée- responder 15 to continue, to
dizcuss those items which the spaaﬁér has braug@t into focus.

In Appendix C the Focus Level Rules are presented. Using these rules, a

listener can determine the focus level assignments of the items introduced by a

. speaker in a context spacé! The rules are based on the relationship of the

i

active context space to preceding context spaces. The focus level assignments

, of the entities making}up thesexpreviaus context 3apaces are also affected by the

new context space. These effects are apecified in the appenéix in terms of .
their new states. FL 3 and FL U deméﬂst?ate the effect of a state assignment on
a context spacelan the focus levels of its constituent entities, while FL. 6
demonstrates the effect of the type of context space relationship that occurs on
the focus levels of the new active context space. |

Closed:

(FL 3) When a context spaée is closed, all of its constituent entities receive
zero focus levelsa.

Open, Controlling & Active:

(FL 4) The constituent entities of an open or controllipg context space retain
their focus level assignments throughout the,time that the context
space has such a status. All cited entities of an active context space
are initially assigned low or medium focus levels (depending upon
whether they are referred to by name or description), except %hose that
are’ part of ., an open or controlling context space. The initial focus
level assignments for these entities ire those which they have in the
open or é%ntrslling context space.

&
= izug
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An Illustrative Relation:

(FL 6) All events in the event context space .a an Illustrative Relation
(called a "subspace™ of the initial issue context space), that are not
instances of the issue in the issue context space are assigned low
focuz levels 23 these events merely serve as props or backgraund to the
point being made. . .

The - speaker's sﬁee2h reflects an entity's focus level. One of thg factors
facilitating conversational smoothness and;kgoheréncy is the correspondence
between these 1in§uistic indicators and the assignments predicted by the Fceus(

Level Rules. FacedEWith an ineansiateicf a listener has a ﬁumbe& of options.

One such option d4s for the 1listener to reasses her/his assum%tians of the

5peaker'svfc:u§ of attention and to reconstruct hér!hisém@de; of the discourse

so that it will coineide with the speaker's. .

‘ One of the 1linguistie mechanisms by which speaggrs,indiaatg their forus
level assignmeﬂbs iz their Qge of ﬁran@minal reference. An item with a high
focus level will be referred to by pronominal form, whereas an item with a low
focus level will be repeatedly referred to by name or description. A second
such mechanism i3 the usze ;f deictic expressiaﬁs. 'This' refers to something in

the active context space, whereas, 'that' refers to something in a closed

context space.(11) EC A

The following excerpt demonstrates an example of conversants having

different focus level assignments. and their use of these two linguistic

S c i
mechanisma to indicate this. .

<EXCERPT 5-

So I said, 'Le; meé tell you about my
chess .game.' And he goes, 'You don't do
what. 1 want you to do so I'm not
interested in anything you do.' ('HE!
REFERS TO G°S BROTHER); And so I said,
'Oh,' and we just hung up the phone, you

(11) C. Bullwinkle (1977) néteé'éiéiﬁi}ar use of 'this-that' in terms of.topic.

3%



I
|
I

= e

Reichman Coriversational Coherency

know. And then my sister called me back
and I didn't ‘tell her I was angry. 1
didn't say anything, but I guess she

“knew. She said, 'Why'd you hang up?’
And I said, 'l thought we had said our
goodnights.' Because sometimes she gets
involved and then she becomes the victim,
right? And I didn't want to have that
happen.

|
1

1]

I I b O W O~

B: 16. This was befween the two of vou.

G: 17. Between me and my brother, and I didn't
18. want her to get involved.

G initially focuses upon her brother and a disagreément that they had.
Then, on line 7, she switches her. focus and discusses her sister's role in the
interchange. B's statement, however, indicates that she has not gone along with

G's switch, and that she is continuing to focus on G's brother and G's argument

with him. (This is strongly reflected in B's speech by her use of 'this' to
refer to Lhe argument, and her use of a pronominal ;eferenceg embadded ‘in the
plural personal pronoun 'you', to refer to G's brother.) It is G'sh response
which is interesting. Despite the fact that it was clear to G wﬁat B was
referring to in her phrase, 'the two of you,' G explicated B's statement. G's
intonation pattern for the phrase, 'between me énd my’bﬁcther' (wnieh i% Ehat of
a sﬁétement and not of a questian) confirms this faect. In addition, it would
hafg been suff;?ié;t for 3 to use the pronoun 'gim' to eclear any semantie
ambiguities; instead she -used the full desecriptor, 'my brother'. G did.this
because in her own discourse model her brother no longer had’a high focus level.

Her reintroduction of him in this manner is an indication to B that this was the

case, Having made this point clear, G can now either follow B's lead and

refocus on her brother or she can continue to focus on her sister whom she has

not yet taken out- of high focus. (This is indicated by G's continued pronominal

reference to her sistér on line 18.) “
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5. Linguistie Mechanisms ‘ —

In stﬁdying the t?a's 'i bed dialcgues I abaerved certain regularities of
speeeh that then sceempany context ®pace transitiaas These r‘F'-.iguZLar‘rities,i I
believe, "are the . linguistig=toals used by speakéfs to indicate their model of

the Eonversatién. The chlawing five mechanisms have been identified thus far:.

. Clue Hard Shiftg and Deictic. Expresaians :&1
~ 2. FExplicitly Labelled Shifts o

3. Mode of Reference - {

4, Repetition of Words ‘ :

5. Tense Shift . & i

5.1 Clue Word Shifts and Deictic Expressions

Rec@gnising the relatiaﬁship that a Eontext apace has with preceding ones

¥

the focus levels. of the constituent entities of the new context space. A

-
=

listener then uses these assignments to determine what would be an appropriate

cantinuéne; of * the new acntext space‘ This recognition i2 not left aalely to

the listener's semantie capabllities, it is facilitated by a number cf syntactic

3

Elués used by a speaker to indi cat ) éeisely what typé of rélationship 15 __w;;

i

. baking =placei Among these. mechanisms is the use of linguistic clue Hardsi

- 3imple words, that one hears éveryday-in‘canVErsapién but probably does not pay

H

_ mueﬁ conscious attention Fté; such as “;houéh“, "hut", "yeah", ﬁiﬁcidentally“,!

L -]

"anyway", "like"™, "when", and "so", .are in fact wordgi heé#ily loaded with.

N . s . _ : i v . = .
information necessary for'a smooth conversation. I have observed that each of
i = ‘,“ . ) e - -
the above words garreapgbds to. a speeifiéé rélatiaﬂahip oceurring between a

N =

preceding and new c@ﬁtégé spage;(ié) ’ . ' § .

(12) Thlg Ls nﬂt to say that eagh use of* sugn a ward signifiés a context space
transition. -One must distinguish between when a word is being used to convey
its.usual semantic import and when it 1is serving as a context space shift
mechanism. I assume that a semantic component would first test each word to see

- N ) . - .3!, i , = . B
. = € Wt )



(1) Like

F: 1. I'm starting to, ?au know, to get more f]
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~ Clue Hord ! " Relation -

(SYN 1) ‘Like Fuil Illustrative
(SYN 2) Like When : Reference Illustrative
(SYN 3) So _ Restatement
(SYN 4) Jdncidentally ( Interruption
(SYN 5, By the way Interruption
(SYN- 6) Anyway : : Return
(8YN 7) (50/But) Yeah Joining
(SYN 8) Deictic Expressions Contrastive Respecification
’ - &Though ' : '
(SYN 9) But - Simple/New Respecification .

For each clue word an illustration is présented‘belcﬁ of it serving as a context

L]

space shift mechanism. c

-EXCERPT &

. 2v~. insight about dreams. And they're so
3. ) pevealing about where you're at. They

c1
4. really are. Like -Susan and I spent an7| ng
5. hour the other night just dissecting her®| FULL ILLUSTRATIVE
6. drean. | RELATION (C1 - €2)

C: 7. I know., I should write them down. . (comment on (1)

F: 8. And she wrote it down, and when.I read it
9. I saw new things into it. And it was
10. Jjust so_ interesting. _And it really |(2
11. reflected so much of where she's at in
12. therapy and everything. S -

(2) Like When is used to introduce subspace C3 of Excerpt 3; "You' know, like -
& .

with - when I went to the movies with ...".

"(3) So is used in the restatement of issue context-space C1 of Excerpt 3 after

the aspecification of a number of subspaces to it; “ég,ﬁhere's some progress but

not enough.". : . -

€
2

if its ordinary semantic sense usage would apply in the given sentence.
However, there are additional clues as to whether a word is being wused ‘in its
semantic or 'shift' sense, (e.g., if it 1s combined with some other shift
mechanisn then it too is probably serving such a function). In addition, a

_cursory - study of the tapes seems to indicate different intonation patterns for

the shift and semantic senses of these words. At the present time, however, I
am“not prepared to formalize these differences.

© 38 43 .
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4) I?EidéﬂtaLlyviSVUSEd to interrupt context space C1 of Excerpt 2, and to

indicate the transition onto context space éz; "Ineidentally, while I was

. ) b &
standing there ...".

(5) By the way is used to interrupt context spaeev C2 of -Exéérpt 1i and ' to
indicate the transition onto context spage“GB; "By the way, when I was thinking

about Albert ...",
i

(6) Anyway 1is used to return to context space C2, after the digression onto

t_anyvay, I went home in Jarnuary and he told

context space C3, in Excerpt 4; "B
me thaq she was upsét;". A uses 'but' in conjunction wibﬁ 'anyway' to strongly
close context spaces - €3 and GQ for B. B's statements make it clear to A thag
B's fdeus of attention iies é}sewhere. If a digression is prefaced vwith either
the clues wgrés 'incidentally! or 'by the way', then the elge word 'anyway' will
ﬁ;t be used :t@ indicate the return to the interrupted context space. Ra;her.
the clué word 'but' with Peéetitiaﬁ is usually used. This 1a because ﬁhese
Eermé convey like infofmatién about the status of the canéext space tha% aerves
as a_digfesaiég. - The information éénveyed by 'anyway' is: 'The statements that
I have just uttéred are tangential to my initial point which I will now :recurn ;
toi;l The  information conveyed by ‘'incidentally' and 'by the wa;‘ is: 'The
statements i am about to make are tangential to my 15itial point.? |

(7) But/Yeah is used on line 54 of Egeérpt 3; ﬂgggd uh, yeah, even there, I
mean I -natiged it ...". P uses the clue word 'butf to close context space C5
and uses the clue word 'yeah' to join the two, issues into one Jéiﬂtvissﬁe in the
last generating céjtext space == C3. i

(8) Deictic Expressions P uses the deictic eipréssion 'there' as a reference
point to, eantgét space C3, Eﬁﬁgrpt 3, in her respecification of it in terms of

both the initial issue of concern and the subissue (ef. 7 above).

L i
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(9) But' is used to close context space Ci of Excerpt 1, and to “4ndicate the

respecification of context space C2; “ﬁgg,that‘s what I said, I said ...m.

A clue word may perform three tasks:

1. Indicate a context space transitloﬁ

. Reflect on the.state of the preceding context spaee

3. Indicate which context space iz to follow (e.g., a previausly dlscussed

context space or a new one) .

While all three taskg are performed by each clue word, some of the clue words
express these functions more atrﬂngly than othera. In particular, the-elue word
tanyway' ©best perfarms ggﬁsbi@n 3 (i.e.,' it says that the SUEQEEdlng context
space will be a resunption of the last. one 1left open as a result of the
digression), while the clue word 'but' best performs function 2 (i.e., it
-str@ng%y closes the preceding E@ntéxt_spaee). Therefore, a speaker Hill often
use two clue words in éanjuﬁgtiaﬂ;ﬁith each other. In such a case the Qéfd that
best specifies the fupction is used, For instance, a Return Réléticn is often
specified by the term, 'but anyway‘;;wheré the clue word Thut! is bgiﬂg used to
enphasize Ehé ¢lose af the digreasion and 'aﬁyway' is being. used: to specify the
return to the interrupted ‘context spaéeg B

An appropriate FéspgﬂSE on the part of a listener to a speaker's utterances
is one that concerns ﬁﬁé topic of these utterances and thcsé items which are
shown to be in high focus. Semeﬁiﬁés haﬂevgr, a DEFSQH will want ‘to disgﬁés
. something even if it 1is ﬁéﬁ in high f@cus . A linguistic mechanism that a
speaker can use to do this, i.e., iha&_wllL transform an otherwise inapprgpriébe

remark into an appropriate one, is to preface the comment 'with the clue " word

Tbut', In these cases, one caﬁlg paraphrase the information that *'but' carries

as: "I, the speaker, knay'yau, the listener, are focusing on_ X. Despite the
fact that X may warrant further discussion on my part, or your desire to focus

on it, I wish to return to a different issue .of concern." This is analogous to

o - 43
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av; gane situation Hher‘e it would be inappr‘apr‘iste for playera to mer'eiy‘ walk f::f‘:f‘
the fleld but It is all right if they first call "Timﬁ" |
Similarly, thé clue vwords, 'anyway', 'iggidsntally',’ and 'by the 'way',
emabLe(Téggakers to inappgapriatéLy shift the focua af the cénveréatian without
eausingvun;ue disruption. A coherent ﬁ@nversatiag is one wvhere t@e topie “and
items being focused upon are cléar at all times. Digressions -threaten
egnvergati@nal coherency because jusﬁ as these items have Eeeﬂbimélééitif sgrgéd
upon by the par&iéi?antsi the assignments are suddenly 'switeﬁedf Because
digressions are so disruptivé there are mahy conventionas that people use when
they do digress. Some of ﬁhese conventions are rioted in the Semantic Relational
Rules (SEM 7 & E)j _Thé aée@mpaniment of -digressions witﬁ such clue words as,
"anywar'i’3ingidentai;y;, and 'by. the way', are some of these other conventions.

Ohe could paraphrase the information carried by such terms as, "incidentally’

: and,3br the way', with thé f61lowing apologetic statement on the part of the

person ‘causing the digression: "I know thatxﬁe've Just agreed to talk about X,
‘and have thereby established.a topic of disgaurgs\and'thg items that we're going
to focus on. But jusi-FGf the moment, please bear with me and suspend all these

A Y ’

assignnents,  Let me establish some new ones because I really want to tell you

about Y before we go on with X." With the clue word ‘'anyway' the‘épalagyr

follows the act and is used to reestablish *he old assignments between the

partiaeipants . - *
5.2 Explieitly Lahelled Shifts .

A speaker will sometimes preface a context sSpace shift with a full phrase
to that effect. Some of the phrases that were used in the dialogues studied

were:
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What I waz saying before

Speaking of X

Remember we were talking abaut X

. 0h I didn't tell you that X

Tell you one aﬁher thlng firat
HhiLe this mechanism d4s neater and more explicit than ﬁhg élué word shift it
ocours 1353 frequently. This is contrary ta;ﬁ;itten' téxt; ) Tﬁisk i$ 1probabl§
because people are clearer and more precise in writbeﬁ text than in ‘oral speech
Hbitten text usually presupposes minimal contextual knowledge on the part of a
feaderrsnd thus requires Leés crass—rgféréﬁﬂing wgrgg
5.3 Mode of Refeéencé j }.

. A majer syntactle me;hanism that speagers useAta indicate tbéir focus of
attention is"the mode of referenée that they choose for the e§£i§135~@f a given
context space. In analyzing tﬁsnSéribeiédialnguea, I-found it more reyealing to

r;aSﬂertain th;:iﬁ a place where Ltiwéuld normally be expected, a pronoun was pot

© used, rathgr than to étqdy pronoin resolution. In answering this questian I

»Vféund that a strategy governs the use or non-use af pfénauns, and I was able to
identify a number of aﬁatract ruleg, intriecately bound to the théafy of
oonversation being . presented here, that seem to govern intersentential
pran@ﬁiﬂalizatinn. |

with high f~"us Ilevels -are

N |

(SYN 10) Within a‘givéﬂ context space, a
' referred to by pfanaminaL farm

14

[n] ’
.Jm
ol

r

(S¥YN 11) Hithln a given context SpaEE, all actors who do not have high focus

' lévels will not be referred to by pronominal form. This will be true
even for an entity that is frequently referred to within sequential
utterances (i.e., 1if this entity is not in high focus it will be
repeatedly Fefsr?eﬂ to by name or description).

It {2 due toi SYN 11 that the pranamiﬁal form is never used for Albert in ucntext
space C3 of Excerpt 15 "By the way, when I was thinking about” Albert, I was

thinking about how I would think about Albert, years fron now. JYou know, look/

v

wﬁ
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back upon it and what context Albert would fit in my life.". Tﬁis rule is also
illustrated by context space C5 of Exﬂefpt 3; "And she was ignoring him. - I
noticed it, I feally_tﬁink like I notice these ‘hings maybe more than other
people, which isn'g even good. 1 mean, ;ggil didg't even know.!. Notice that
Cindy is feinﬁr@duced,here, despiie-tbe fact that she was jusﬁ referred to by
pronominal Farm in a preceding utterance (lying in cantéxt spacge C3). Howéver,
she wWas only in high focus vis-a-vis CS, based on rule FL: 7 (gf.‘Appéndix c): A
third example of an entity's mode of teferenge being depgnéeﬁﬁ upon its focus
level is dllustrated in the Eéliawing éiaefﬁt where vi§lati§ﬂs of these
syntactic rules résﬁltﬁin ambiguities»and egﬁruaion_
| ~EXCERPT 7

I bought one of these for Afthufi It's soap.

c: 1
F: 2. Oh that's nice. ' ' “4
S &

C: 3. He really wanted to get a soap and a dish but he doesn't want to
4, get one when he lives with Wilson, 'cause Wilson has one in our
5. bathroom, and anything about Wilson really bothers Arthur. He
6. doesn't’want to get one because Wilson has one.

F: 7. Does he still spend a lot time there?

e 8. Wilson? No, ﬁo not rgsily, he's. not théré very ﬂfﬁen.
F*s pronominal reference +to Hiis§n ég@fuggs C a=a he? fagus1gf attehtién is on
Arthur, rather than on Wilson. This is dem@nﬁbrétéd by her econtinual pronaﬁinsl
referernice to Arthur and none so for Wilson. (C's nanpraﬁémiﬂal reference to

Artbur an liné 5 can be éxplained by thé presence of a aecand male actor within

.

the same sentenee.)

(SIN 12) If the focus level of an actor has been shifted from a high focus
' level (by way of FL 22 or 23) within a single context space since the
last reference to the acter, the next Feferénce to this actor Hill not
be in pr'canéminal f‘t::;'m .

The following excerpt illugtrates this rule
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-EXCERPT 8-

P: 1. What happened, her boy friend from

2.  Holland, ('HER' REFERS TO A WOMAN NAMED

3. TAMMY) - they just left today as a matter

4. of fact, but we've beerf spending the past

5. couple of days together, no Jjust evenings

6.  at home - and somehow they got into. this

7. discussion about Americans. . And they

8. were still doing it. And this - his name _

9. is Tom - and he said something, "Oh yeah, SHIFT IN FOCUS FROM
10: Americans are so open. The minute they TAMMY TO TOM

.11. meet you they tell you their whole life
12.  history." And I was getting- very upset
13. because despite everyone saying that -
14. and even her own, Tammy's own saying -

LN

(SYN 13) By the time an entity.is referred to .with a pronoun % must already be
i in high focus, unless, the entity is referred to as the agent of an.
: " event and s/he by this time is in medium focus.

(SYN 14) If a conversant mentions an actor that is not well known to the
listener s/he will initially introduce the actor by déscripbign_ If
the speaker wants to focus on ‘the actor, 8/he will then’ cite the
actor's -name as well. If, however, the actor does not play a major

: role in the context space, s/he WwWill not .be named. Under these
- circumstances (i.e., where the ‘entity 1s not well known to the
conversants), an entity referred to by deseription has a low focus
level; by name a nedium focus level; and by pronoun a high focus

level. ' .
Excerpt 8 demonstrates a ‘speaker’'s speech reflecting an actor's shift along

the focus continuum from -low to high: Tom has an initial Ilow focus level as
féfleéted: in P's use of the: description, 'her boy friéng from'Helléng‘ to refer
té him on line 1. On line 9, however, P wishes to discuss an event part of the
_episode Iwith; Tom as the agent of the event. Doing this would briﬁg him iﬂﬁo
high focué.(fL 23)5 ,P'S staéémentkén line 8, 'his naﬁe is Tom' enables P to dq .
this by bringing Tom intaxﬁédium focus. From a médium focus level, ‘Tom can theg
be taken into high focus (SYN 13), as reflected by P's neit reference to Tom by
the pronominal form.

The following are -some af{the cgnsequen;es;that ﬁ@ld as éﬁr33glt; of these

syntactic rules and the focus level algarithm specified earlier.
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; T F

1. A Total Shift Relation demands that the entitfies .of the new context

’ space be initially referred to by name or deseription -- not by
pronominal form. This is the case even if the last reference wWas in an
immediately preceding sentence, but not in the same context space. (ef.
SYN 13 above and FL 21 in Appendix C) = '

The above explains the need for the reiﬂtraﬁucﬁién of Albert by naﬁe in context

space ClU of Execerpt 1. A TQtél;Shift Relation that results in an entity 'being

béen referred Lo by pronominal form in the

. . ) R
referred to by name after s/he had
preceding context space is sh&ﬁn in the following excerpt,

¥

-EXCERPT 9- . o A

The first time it happened 'I felt wvery
embarrassed. Because that must have been -
an uncomfortable feeling for her. ('HER'

W B

MAIN ACTOR WITH WHICH THIS CONTEXT SPACE | . ]
IS5 CONCERNED.) Cl
And you can't even pick up for her
because you have no idea where she
stopped. - ’

o e

And I don't want to say, "I'm sorry for

being so rude and not .listening." But I,

uh, just let it happen. -

’ o o - TOT4L SHIFT

S: 10. What's the relation 1like hn2tween your : REL{ TION (c1 - ¢2)
11. - father and Saily now? : e ‘

WO D0~

2. ‘Actors cited in the succeeding event context space of a. New/Simple

Respecification Relation all demand reintroduction, so as to clearly .

establish which context space is beling respecified. If, however, by the
time an entity that had a high focus level in the ifnitial discusslon of

a aimple respecified context space 1is referenced, the context space has
been firmly re«established, then that actor may. be referemced by
pronominal form. In .a Contrastive Respecification Relation, entities
that are being contrasted with the controlling context space nay be
referred to pronominally. (FL 20, SYN 13)

. The ‘speaker's pronominal reference to Carol on line 36 of Excerpt 1 i3 explained

by the above ﬁualifieé%i@n on the Simple Respecificationn Relation.

L In an Interruption Relation, the concepts that tgiggeréd the digression,
_and which nad high focus levels in the interrupted context space, do not
" need to be reintroduced in the digression context space. (FL 13, SYN 10)

43
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A's continued ér@nnminal reférénee to her Ecther in context spéeé C7 of Excerpt
4 demonstrates Conaequence 3; "Oh I didn't tell you, when I was home 'a couple of

about two months ago, 1 was really angry 'cause I know how much she's ...",

U, Iggan’illustraﬁive event context space, actors carried over from the
preceding issue context space do not need reintroduction. (FL 8, SIN 10)

5. In a Return Relation, the actors that were in high focus before the
digression do not need reintreoduction. (FL 17, SYN 10)

Consequenice 5 1is illustrated in Excerpt U4; "But anyway, I went home in January

and he told me that she was upset.". ' ‘ ’ °

I

6. In a Eéstatgmént Relation, the actor involved in the issue under
~ discussion does not need a reintroduction. (FL 10, SIN 10)

-

Two major points of interest here are that the mode of reference to an

entity can be used as an indication of the focus level of the - entity for. the

speaker, and that it can be uséé as an indication of a context space shift.

The theory is also able to predictjQhewlinguistréally legal combinations of
B . B i , *
clue words and modes of reference. For example, the clue word 'but' alone does
not facilitate pronominalization; while the clue word:' 'anyway' does. The

following . excerpt - demonsatrates the clue word 'but’ Elaekiﬁg pronominalization.

-EXCERPT 10~

A: 1. I think in a way that's what she does to

frd

do it ¢o her. ("SHE' refers to A's =
nother. )

el

But you said you have some feelings about
bringing up this whole topic of what goes
on between you and your mother. You said
. because. it was negative?

~ @ R

-4 6-

me, and I don't like it. So I try not to ‘ .
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.+ 5.4 Repetition of .Words
‘In the retelling of an episode, a speaker will often interject "aide

comments" Into- the-mai?stream of thesstary; Thésé sideAcamments déinab result
in_géntext”spgge transitions. Therefore theré-is a spécialsmeehaﬁism‘té“ ﬂgndie
them. After the siéé comment has béen*eﬂmpleted a speaker will reeamméﬁee=thef‘,
‘telling of the episode by repeating the words that s/he said immeéﬁataly before
the sidesgamment. |

| X -EXCERPT 11- '
Prior: : .
Then I go "Oh you know, the one from school."

N

-

Sidé Comment.:
Whenever I have to justify any'of my relationships I go, "The?'re fr;m
school." And the reason I say it is to jus;;fy them, because, you'
know, otherwise  -they're not okay people. . ‘ ‘

Repetition:

S0 I said, "Oh the one frgm séhael,"

" In the abév’t;, repetition was sufficient Fag only a side gi;mment was
1ntérj§etéé by the speaker. Repetition, however, is‘nztxsuffieient as é ﬂ@ﬁtexﬁ
, Space 5gift mechanism, sinee it is not strong énoﬁgh to éigfe an inte§VEn5ég
context space. It cané‘béjuééd as such only when it iégéémbined with aertaiﬁ
* additional mechanisms., For instance, a? Si;ple @especifieaticn Relation is
sonetimes prEESEEd with the clue word 'but' (which closes the prégédiﬁg space)
and a repetition of a significant phrase of the context space being returned-to

(hhieh indicates whiéﬁ conbexﬁ-spaee is being respecified). When this happens

neither mechanism is cénsiééred alone, so that, for instance, pronominalization

in : such cases is allowed. The respecification of C2 on line 34 of Excerpt 1 is

accomplished by this means.

g

o

;E‘[‘ i .
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Within the same excgrpﬁ; however, there is a misuse gf tﬁis mechanism as it
is used on line 15 to return to context space C2, after the oceurrence of an
Lﬁtervening eaqte;t space -- C3. és a resuli, the passége'dees ﬁot Pégd well at
all. Dﬁ first Peading the passage, line 15 seens t§ be a c@nﬁiﬁuation of C3
rather than a return to C2. It is énly when one reads its éucceedinﬁ line,
'That ia what T said, and she said...,' that one raélizes that the p?eceding
1£ﬂe must, in fact, lie within context space C2, rather than context _égace €3.
Tnis supports the claim that repetition is not meant, _to be used as a-eéﬂtext
space transition mechanism. The Peasaq.that the\spéaker uéed it in this manner
was 380 that QBZHauld in fact not be elosed, as she wanted line 15 té sBply batﬁ
;t@ C3 and €2 (Eeﬁ thought and verbal expression were the same - 'History will be
kind to Albart:‘); In*d senéeg the speakér at this point Jjoined C2 and C3 Eint@
onie context space, aﬁd;ffar this réason she was able ﬁ@ continue to refer to

H

" Carol by the prannminal form on line 17.

5.5 Tense Shift .t L o

Tense seems to be a more locally used mechanism than the ones cited above.

= < * 5

The time an episode occurred is one of the constituent entities of an event

context space. An adverbial phrase such as "four years ago",-or "last week" is

usuélly usgd for the time specification of a past event. "In the retelling of

the actual. episode, a’speaker seems to mainly use the simple past tense. Thus,

a

. tense alone cannot be used to order past events fromg two different context
spaces. However, events or issues occurring in the present can be distigguished
- from pézt events and issues by tense aleone. To close a context space whose main

event’ occurred in the past, it is sufficient for a speaker to switch from the

past to present tense. Conversely, a switch in tense from present to past is

sufficient to indicate the beginning of a new context space whose main. event, or
5%
=48
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%

issue of “concern, took place in the past. The transitions in Excerpt 1 from C2

3

to €1, "It was Just so funny - I"gg so afraid...", and from C2 to CU, "I

'tthat was the terms I put it in. That when - Because, it's true, ...",
are aﬂcamplis,ed by this methad.

Eeiehenbach (1947) demanstrateé ‘that  thé tenses determine the time af an
event in relation to three points in time. These three points are: the time of
speech (S{; the actual time when tgeﬁé§ent took place (E); and the refgrencé
point éf -tﬁe eyent (Eig (R) is some point in time between (E) and (Sj and can
be ;hgggbt of as thét‘poiht in time wheréggné's focus of attention lies. Within
a’ebnversati@n, éﬁé‘s focus of aﬁtentian is on ‘the acti;é eontext apace I
therefore beiiavs tﬁa% the reference point Df an event 13 always- tﬁe time
specification of the context space in whiéh the event is being ﬂisaussedi

Reiﬂhenbach claiméd Ehat within a compound statement all canstiﬁuent glauses
'muét have the same reference point.(13) E believe that what Reichenbach stated
for a single statement is true of a single eantéxt space aé wellw Stagemeﬁts
lying ﬁwithlﬂ‘ a single ;cﬂtext space must all share the same point of reference
(the time sgéeifigaﬁiﬁn_af the context space). -Dne could therefore define a
context space.as being a sequence of ugterances.all Qf-ﬁhich hsve‘the:samé_paint
laf reference, A Eanggxt Space éransiti@n gauld then be defined as a sgift in
thé reference point (unless a speaker éxplicitli statés'that the. new reference
point will bte the same xés ihat of the preceding context spaée by usiﬂg a
temporal ganneeti\re such as 'whilé') ) | 7 -

It would folilow, therefare; that the intrcduepi@n of events _specified in

the past perfect tense does not cause a c@ntext:spaee trahsiti@n_ Since the

Mi) Thia principle is statéd in 'The Pemanence of t;he Reference Point", It ié
‘reYaxed only for clauses which are combined by -temporal connectives 5uch ‘as
'befora', 'when', and 'after' ('The Positional Use of Reference Point').

4902
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reférence point of theée eventsbis tﬁé tiﬁe of the ﬁain event being'diseuséed in
the active context space, their intr?duetien'dées not introduce fa new reference
point and,rtherefaré, is not shifbing one's attention onto a new context space.

The past perfect tense seems to be used in éhe ‘deseription of background

naterial relevant to the active context space, such as: "Pam was a royal pain.

L : : Lo o
All right, so her boy friend had _broken up with her, REt that wasn't my fault."®

The speaker's use of the past perfect for Pam's breakup with her boy friend

demonstrates that her focus of concern is not on this évent§- the only  reason
N . 7 Eoow .

3

= .

context apace. - ]

5
l H

The past perféé£ is>alsa used Lo order in time event parts of the : episode - é,i
being deseribed "in the active context space, A speaEEﬁ%Hill,afEEﬂ swiﬁ%h from
thie .simple past tenée to ‘the past perfect tense to cite an event pa?t which had
been left out !in the retelling of the episode.  The follewing exeefﬁﬁ
illustratea thia tfpe of past perfect usage. The speaker's continued pronominal
reference to an actor of ﬁhe last active context spaee’aﬁd hér use of Fepetitién
to return tasﬁhe item mentioned beférei;ﬁéiiﬁééiﬁifsti ﬁ‘@fA,tﬁe eéent vii the
past perféét;' sérye_ta-ggpéaftzﬁhé claim thabaéEZ?tzzénﬂe,in the pasf pérfegt;
does not result in a c%n£exﬁ éggge ﬁransitian. i

. -EXCERPT 12- : )

Prior: ‘\, . ” ‘
\ . : , S

. And I said, “ﬁeil,“

Y

Event In The Past Perfect: : » : - ' _ B

Um, she hgqrsaii something like, "If Jou're not going to’be .responsible
about this maybe we should part our ways."

Repetition:
And so I said, "Well...."

N - 83
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£. A Process Model

Two of the primary tasks confronting 2 conversant are (1) appropriately

responding to preceding utterances, and (2) integrating a speaker's utterance

wWith preceding utterances. Underlying the accomplishment of these tasks is a

conversant's ability 'to structure a conversation 1into related context  spaces

a context space. The- following figures outline the process by which
participants do this.

To Preceding Utterances:

Content Of Responge: Figure 1la. represents a small part of Lhe

process involved in deciding the content of an appropriate response to preceding

preceding utterances that- are relevant to the generation of a Péspcnség
Relevant. utterances are those in the éctive context space, and in the preceding
éante§t spaces thgt related to the active context space. a

Usiné the notions of context space felatiénsﬁips and state assignments we
cén }ist‘ang constrain the possible types of queations that con;ersants nave to
pose for themselves. |

I :gntrailing context space exerts an influence on what should be
c@nsiﬁéred a legitimate response to a succeediﬁg context space (e.g., a response
that ipgréducés a new issue of concern that is not a subissue of the initial
issue Q;S inappropriate - SEM 1). V"I‘l'zusi in determining an appropriate Eéaponse!
one must disecover whether or not the active eohtext spaée is being citéd in the
presence of . a écntrqlling' context space, This quéstién;is represented by

Configuration A of Figure 1la.

Given that the listener's discourse model does contain a controlling

context space, the listener must question if the active context space is an

5. 04
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event context space cited as an illustration of a main issue or a subissue under

discussion (Configurations B and C, Figure fa.). If it is an event context

space exemplifying a subissue, as reflected. by the presence of a prior

EQntFOllinééfQéﬁtéxt space in the discourse model, the conversant can next
consider whether pr not s/he had brppght up this prior issue context sgpace for
discussion (Configuration F, Figure 1a.). If s/he had, then s/he could feel
: free to return to the initial issue of discussion by joining:the two issues into
one cpmposit%iissue in the 1ést generating po;pext space (Configuration G,
Figure 1a.). Dtper -alpernatives in this environment (and the case where the
listener had not begun the initial _issue of dispﬁssipn) are represented in
Figure 1a. by Configurations H,I,J, and K. These Qonfigpratipnsi and others of
the figure not here cited, should be self-explanatory.

3

Form of Response: Having decided on the content of a response, a

listener must étill determine an apppppriate form in which to state it. ‘E

conversant's process of integraping utterances is governed by the assumptien

that an ;utﬁeranégjs relationship to previous ones will be reflected in the

linguistic form of that utterance, The variables to deéide upon are: choice of

clue wvord; type of"deictic expressions; tense; and mode of reféréncé_x Fiéure

1b. specifies appropriate linguistic forms for the responses decided upop ing
Figure 1a. - (i.e., those cited in Configurations E,G,H,I,J,K, and L). The

following Speéifiés an appropriate liﬂguisticffprm'for the response decipéd upen

above -- Configuration G, Figure 1la.

Preface the response with 'So/But Yeah', and

onfiguration
simple past tense, and therefere a tense shift will usually not occur in this
kind of environment.) The pronominal form should not be used for first

references to the entities of the generating context space (except for
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lue word 'So' and shift to

@ﬁfigj%gti;:nw’é; Preface the response with the clue word 'So

present tense. Continue use of pronominal reference for high focus level
entities of issue context space. 7
anf}gégtigq G: F‘réféee ghéréspanse with 'So/But Yeah', and return ts the
tense of the generating context space. (This will usudlly be the simple past
tense, and therefore a tense shift will wusually not occur in this kind of
.| envirorment.) The pronominal form should not be used for first references to
the entities of the generating context space (except for ref&re.nces A to eitﬁer
oneself or one's conversant as actors in this context space). Delectic
expressions such as 'there' and 'that', rather than ones such as iﬁere' and
'this', should be used for Tfirst references to eﬂtitie; of the éer;erating
context space.
(;@ﬁfigjra;ignﬁ: Preface the response with the clue word 'But’ and respecify
the event part of the closed context space that exemplifies the issue of the
. Eentralling context spacé. " Again, the pronaminal form should not be used f‘air*'
first references, and deictic expressions such as 'there' should be used
initially.
Configuration I: Return to present tense. All entities of the centrolling

context space in high focus may be referred to pronominally in the response.
Deictie expressions such as 'here' and 'this' should be used, .

Configuration J: Preface the response with the clue word 'Like', or 'Like

When' if you've previously (on a different occasion) told this episode to your
canve,ﬁsént and believe that s/he would remember _itu First references to any
entity in the new event context space that is not an entity of the eén\:mllini‘ff
context space with a high focus level should not be in pronaminal form, even if
this entity appears in- the last active event context space-t

- Configuration K: References to entities of the active context space. that do

not play a role in the issve under discussion should not be in pronominal form.

Configuration L: Shift to present tense. FReferences to actors of the event

context space that do not play a role in the controlling context space should

not be in pronaminal form, even if they have been referred to by pronaminal form

in the active context gpace.

FIGURE 1b.

GOAL: TO CHOOSE AN APPROPRIATE LINGUISTIZ FORM FOR
A_DECIDED’ UPON RESPONSE.
' ’ -54. [t
O | 7 . o J

ERIC “

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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references to either éneself or ore's  conversant as actors in this context
space). Deictiec expressions such as 'there' and 'that', rgther than ones such
as ‘'here' and 'this', should be used for first references to éntitieg af the
geﬁerating gontext.spaceg

(2) Integratine A New Utterance w;th,Préc?@iﬂE’Uﬁtéfaﬁéegi

A listener will feel that‘thié“task is accomplished if a new uttéranée,lies
in the same context spage as the prsceding ones or if s/he Eaﬂ! determine’ the
relationship between the context space in which the new uﬁteéance ;ies and the
ééntext space in which precediné utterances lié; Thus, one of the first steps
in the process of integrating utterances is to decide if the new utterance lies
in the same context space as thefpreceding utterances.

In order to determine whether a new uttergnca lies in a different context
space listeners can take advantage of the 1linguistic context switching

mechanisms that are at a speaker's dispcsal. The first step of the process - of

integration will be to test the new utterance for a linguistic context switching

5 . . 1‘9 )
mechanism. This step 1s. represented by Cenfiguration A of Figure 2. Figure 2

whether or. not a context 5wit§hiﬁ§ meéhaﬁism{has been used, and, if so, which
particular one was used. Dﬁly one of these processes will be discussed here:

the process triggered by a tense shift as it is represented in Figure 3.

Tense ~ Shift: A shift to present tense usually indicates a
transition onto an issue context space. Given that the preceding context _ space
was an event context space (Configuration A, Figure 3), it is necessary to

determine whether the environment of this event context space already contains

an issue context space (Configuration 3, Figure 3). If it does, the first thing

to check 1s whether or not the new ﬁttEfance reﬁeats or elaborates upon the

issue of this issue context space (Configuration C, Figure 3).

553
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NEW UTTERANCE

CONTAINS A B ¥ ]

CONTEXT SWITCHING \\' B ) -

MECHANISM? & \ | . ___TENSE SHIFT _ | Frome
Y o T

T 3.

* . EXPLICITLY
> - _LABELLED

. _SHIFT

—

y | SEMANTIC PROCESSOR:
1S CLUE WORD BEING
USED IN USUAL

SEMANTIC SENSE?

FIGURE 2

GOAL: TO INTEGRATE A NEW UTTERANCE WITH
PRECEDING UTTERANCES.
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If the new utterance does not refer to theaissue already under discussion,
the 1listener would note the introduction of a new is§pe context space
(Configuration E, Figure 3);1 At this point, the listener must détéfmiﬁéﬁWhEther
the new iasue being highiignted is a generalization of- an event part of the
active context space (Configuration F, Figure 3). 1If it is, the listener must
then consider wheﬁhe; this new issue can be seen as a subissue of tne initi=1
issue under discussion (Configuration G, Figure 3). .

If the new issue can be seen as aAsubissue: but the listener was the one
who intréduced the initial issue context space into the discussion, it 1is
her/his prerogative to decide whether s/he .83ees this new subissue as being
relevant in her/his case (Configurations Q and R, Figure 3). |

i listener has two courses of actiaﬁ if s/he feels the Eéubissue not
relqunt: Process the new issusgéniy as it ;értainé to the active esvent context
space, 1.e., do not close the active context space orbéreate a new active isszue
context space (Configuration H, Figure 3); follow the speaker's lead and creaie
a new 2ctive issue context séazé_

If the latter option is chosen, a listener must first decide " upon the

status of the preceding issue context space before creating a new active issue

4

context space. A listener can consider the introduction of a new issu=s context

space 1in this environment as closing the gaﬁtralling=space if the event context

the épea;er means to close it (Configurations I - K, Figure 3).

if the listener, however, feels that either s/he or the speaker might wish
to further discuss‘the‘active or controlling context spaces, s/he will consider
the introduction of this new izasue c@ntext-space an interruption. This decision
results  in the following changes in the listener's ‘discourse model

(Configurations L -.P, Figure 3): A. A notation will be made in the active
3 ) _

-56-
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s

context space that it was initially introduced to exemplify the issue of the
QOﬁtr@Lling cantéxt space; B. ecurrent chus level aséignments of the entities
of the active .éantext space wWill be saved; C. the controlling éontext space
will be assigned an open state; D. the entities of the act%ve cantext space
will be assigned-lcw Eécus levels; E. the active context space will be assigned
-a generating state; F. the new issue context space wiilﬁbeecmé the active
context space.(14)

Returning to Configuration R, Figure 3, haégthé listener felt that the
issue raised by the speaker was indeed relevant to her/his initial concern in
the controlling context space, the listener would not considesr this discussion
an interruption on the part of ' the speaker. This wauld‘ be noted in the
listener's discourse model by gerfhis not reassigning the controlliing éﬂntéfit
space an cpen state. Rather, though the listener would create a new active
issue ‘context space, s/he woulé note the e;péetation of a-joining of the new
issue to thé initial issue of discussion by 1leaving the initial issue of

discourse in a contreclling centext space (Configurations 3 -V, Figure 3).

Ls

3

7. Excerpt 3 Analyzed In Terms Of The Theory

[

The f@ilowing analysis of Excerpt 3 1illustrates the parsing of a
conversation into related context spaces, wherein each context space is defined

by its constituent entities.

(14) Saving the 'environment' of the active event context space (via A. and B.)
iz negessary. After completion of the digression, a return to this event
context space will automatically result in the re-establishment of its initial
purpose in the discussion, i.e., we can then automatically re-establish the open
issue context space as a contrclling context space. To enable this the list &f
the constituent entities of a context anace must be updated to ineclude a pointer
to a place wherein we can store the environment of an active context space when

needed.
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Actors:
Issue:

Time:

Duravion:

Actera:
Main Event:
EvenEEPaftsz

-Time:

Duration:
Location:
Topie:

lli:"

Conversational Coherency

P

P's assessment of her prograss ~in
situations with people in general
The present

The past few mont 1s

reacting to unpleasant

P, Debbie

A conversation between P and D

P interrupts D while D is speaking
D appears insulted .

‘P notices D's discomfort

P continues speaking, and daé; not feel guilty over the
situation )
P asks D to continue what she had been saying

‘The night before the present discussion between P and F

Unspecified
P's apartment

P not getting upset or feeling guilty about D's getting

uptight

The relationship between C1 and .2 is 4 Fulli Illustrative Relation.

C3:

Actors:
Main Event:
Event Parts:

Time:
Duration:

"Location:

Topic:

P, Cindy, and Boh

P, C, and B at the movies

P feels that C is ignoring B

P does not feel responsible for the situation

Sometime in the past

Unspecified

A movie theater

P not feeling guilty or responsible for C's ignoring B

The relationship between C1 and C3 is a Reference Illustrative Relation.

Ch:

Actors:
Iasue:

Time:
Duration:

P, and people in general

P's belief that she notices unpleasant situations more
other people do

The present

Unzspecified

than

The relationship between C€1,C2,C3 and C4 is a ‘Subissue Relation. The

relationship between C2,C3 and C4 is a Generalizatlon Relation.

C5:

Accors:
Objects:
Main Event:
Event Parta:

P and Cindy

A tape

A conversation between P and C

P 1s playing a tape

C asks P what tape she is playing

P says it is for =zchool, but then decides to let C hear the

part of the tape whieh concerns C

C atates that she was unaware of her actions, as described
by P in the tape

C then begins to discuss with P the referred to event -
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] " P does not wish to continue the discussion with C
Time: ’ After a conversation between P and F about the events
. described in the tape
Duration: = Unspecified
Location: Unspecified _
Topiec: C not being aware of an unpleasant situation, wherez=z, P was

* The relationship betwéen Cl and C5 is a Full Illustrative Relation.
The relationship between C1,C4 and the second citation of C3 is a Jeining .
Relation.
Cé: Actors: P,F, and a person A ,
Isaue: ; P*s.uncalled fear that F would be.disappointed in her action
of having called person A, as the call enabled E* to assess

“her progress in handling unpleasant situations

Time: The present
Duration: From the time of the call to date

. The relationship between a previous discussion of C6,C1 and this citation of C6

is a Contrastive Respecification Relation.

In the table below, for each active context space, each of its constituent
entities (as specified above) with its_associated fogus level aﬁd FL rule upon
which the assignment i2 based, is listed. In addition, 'eagh of the context
spaces précédiné this one, with its assocliated state and SA rule upon which the

assignment is based, is listed.

I‘\M
]

o
[

Context Entity F.L. FL P.C. State

L

1 P High
Iazue High
Time Low
Duration Low

M M P Py

c2 P High C1 Controlling 1
D.(vis a vis C2) High
Main Event Low
Event Part Low
Event Part Low
Event Part Low
Event Part High
Event Part Low
Time Lew
Duration Zero

- Location Low .
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High
High

c1
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Closed
Controlling

1
1

: Low
Main Event Low
‘Event Part 1 Low
Event Part 2 High

]

N~ oy on ~1 =3 o

Time = Low '
Duration Zero
Location Low
ol P High 2 C3  Generating U
Issue High 2 c2 Generating A
Time Low 2 C1 Controiling U4 &
Zero 1

Duration

-

=

ch Controlling
C3 Generating
cz Generating
C1 Controlling

Cs P High
C (vis-a-vis C5) High
A Tape Low
Main Event Low
Event Part - Low
< Event Part Low
Event Part Low
Event Part High
Event Part Low
Event Part Low
Time Low
Duration Zero
Location Zero

oA

[o TR R WV L%
=t g OO D O O O O =~ o

& 20 c5 iosed
cu Closed

cé High ¢

High

m oo
P s D DO

Re

"

o

]

A Zero C3 Clozed
Issue - High & 20 .C2 Closed

Lo W < IV e

Time Low 26 (o)

, ~ Controlling
Duration Zera.~1- . v

Semantic Relational Rules . we can now

Using these assignments and the
formally explair a number of the elemenés determining the ccnférsants' chQices
" of statements in the excerpt.

1. Notice that in eiting C2 P-does not mention other événts that pyabably
occurred in this episcde between herself and Debbié. Her discussion.is-
limited to those evenﬁs that are necessary to make C2 understandable to f,'
as explained in SEM 10. b

2. Though P demonstrates that she 1is bgthereé - by the passiﬁility that =she
interrupted Debbie; thereby causing the rgsultiﬁg_unpleasant sjtuation, she

-b2

{;“ﬁ
2
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< does not.allow herself to-dwell on this part of the episode. SEM 12
i .
i':' ! L ' ¥ N = N N “
explains 'P's reluctance to discuss this event part that introduces the
T/
* tangential issue @i P perhaps causing the unpleasant éiﬁuations that = she

finda hébsel )
\\i \ . = )

3. In eitlnngB ﬁﬁcnly mentlcns the main .event and event part that . exempllfles

the issue in Ci. SEM 9 explalns P's choice of statements.

4. Knowledge of "SEM 13 enables F ‘to recognize sthaty the "™here' in P's
. = : “*

statement, - 'But, uh, yeah, éven there, I mean I noticed it but I didn't

e

start feeking guilty about it,' is a réf&rence to C3. .

5., Readﬁng the excerpt one  finds .F's response to P's statements ahprapriate
Y : 1

e,

Tts apprepristeness is due to the faet that it concerns the issue upon which

" P has bgen focusing, as captured'bi sEH S_v We woula probably all agree that

rgspénsgs by F that concerned eiﬁher the movie mentiaﬂéﬁ by P in C3, or the

tape recdﬁﬁer mentioned by ¢ in CE, fwouid be inapprcpriate. The

—1n§pprapriateness of these responses are capﬁured by SEM 15.
¥

'8, Conclusion --

‘.~ The undéflying elements that govern conversational speech and by which

cqggersants malntaln ccherency in their c@nvnrsations are summarized bélow.
s . 4
T 1a, A conversation is;not merely a temporal sequence of utteranﬂes, but
v o instead is made up of a number of context spaces. There are two types
N ' of context 'spaces that make up a canversation* issue eontexﬁ spages
- and EVEnt context spaces. s
.;;si"t - . : * N ’
E 1b. Ea}h issué and-event context spaces are made up of a number of,
' ' @écnstituént entities: A '
An-, issue context space is def;ned by a general aativity, act@rs,
_ times duration perioa and topic:
. - An event cgntcxt apace is def;ned by a main event anﬁ its parts,
actors, time of accurrence, duratién _period, location, and topic.
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2a. Assﬂciated w*th éach cantext space is a ‘State assignmént ‘whieh

2b.  Associated with each of the constituent entities of a context spac’ is
a focus level assignment that specifies the relative importa: of
each of the entities to the context space. The focus level ot an
entity determines 1its mode of reference and whether it -is reasonable
" to further discuss' it in succeeding utterances. - \ Va
A conversation is not a mere temporal sequence of unrelated context
spaces. Context spaces themselves relate to each other and form
hierarchical networks. The possible types of such relationships are:

ok
o

1. 1'sﬁrative & Restatement Relatiora
~ (2. Interruption & Return Relations
3. Subissue & Joining Relations

4, Res ,ecif;eatlon Relations

]

5. Total Snift Relation
(P ,-%- B : !
3b. Eath of the 4bove relationships is governed by rules Jhich constrain
its formation. These rulezs are bound to the notion of state
assignments. ’ - -

W

4.  There are specific linguistic rules that must be 'eﬁployed tc enable’
smcoth context space trana;ticns. The five major mechanisms that have
been demonatrated are: o

1. Clue-Word Shifts & Deietic Expressions

2. Explicitly Labelled Shifts

= i N .
! ) 3. Mode of Reference
o ‘ S ¢
- .4, Repetition of Words
A 5. Tense Shift : ' R

5. These rules form a partial theory of conversation. A coherent
conversation is one made up of context spaces related and formed by
such rules. ' R ' y

i =

A theory such as’ this 1is necessary to understand the
caﬂvérsat;éh, and - the higﬁ level syﬁtactié and semantic relational rules that

. L, e e e
people seem to use in coriversational speech.
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9. Appendix

L] e

APPENDIX A ' -

The State Assignment Rules
o

As each new context space is entered, it is assigned an active state. At

the same time, the states of previous spaces are reassigned according to the

=

rules listed below. The assignments are based on the relationship of Athqse

X

g@ﬁtgxa SéaQES to the  new one, and are from theﬂspeaker's_pérspective_ The
reader should refer back to Section 3 fai the definition of each relationship
and Seection U4.,2,2 for the deflnition of each state. In the table below, the
imtroduction of a new active context space is represenfed by the creation “of  a
new énvi?anment (i.e., ENV. in the tablei, and the context spaces involved are
represented by parenthesized numbers? as defined in Section 3.> For example, the
I1lustrative & Restatement Relations were represented by:

(1) Issue context space

(2) (Event context space that exemplifies the issue in (1))+

(3) Issue context space of (j) restated
The introduction of the initial issue- context space (1) is repreaented b&x ENV,
1. Each c¢itation of an event cdntegt'apace (2) is represented by ENV. ¥, and

the restatement of the initial. issue context space (1) is represented by ENV.: 3,

In the table only the first instance of an optionally repeatable item is
specified. Each repeated instance of such an item closes the preceding citation
of that item, and the new instadee becomes the active context space. However,

: o

such a new-citation does not, uaffect the states of the context spaces of a

‘context space

different category. For example, the citation of a second evE

in an I1'wstrative Relation, closes the first event context Spaéé:éiﬁéd, but it

does not affect tks state of the issue context space that remains contrnlling.

L]

.,
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-1

(SA 1) TIllustrative & Restatement

ENV. 1: (1) Active _ _ :
ENV. 2: (1) Controlling (2) Active . ‘ : . ¢
ENV. 3: (2) Closed (3=1) Active : "

(54 2) Generellzetlen

ENV. 1: (1) Active
ENV. 2:° (1) Generating (2) Aetlve

(SA 3) Interruption & Eeturn

ENV. 1: (1) Active L : | , - o ” v
ENV. 2: (1) Open (2) ' .ive _ ) '
ENV. 3: (2) Closed (3=1) Active °

(SA 4) Subissue & Joining

ENV. "
ENV.
ENV.
ENV.

(1) Active -
(1) Controlling (2) Active
(1) Controlling (2) Generating (3) Active )
(1) Controlling (2) Generating (3) Controlling (4) Active
(2) Closed (4) Closed (5=1&3) Active

: or '
'ENV. 5: (1) Controlling (3) Controlling (4) Closed (5=2) Active

IO By =

(SA 5) iwspecification - New Perspective/Simple - . S

ENV, 1: (1) Aetive

ENV. 2: (1&2) Appeoprlete assignments dependent on reletienehip
ENV. 3: (1&2) Closed (3) Active < ¢
ENV. 4: (2) Closed (3) Closed (l=1) Active

{SA 6) Respecification. - Ceﬁtreetive

ENV., 1: (1) Active

ENV. 2: (1&2) Appropriate e351gnmente dependent on relationship

ENV. 3: (1&2) Closed (3) Active

ENV. 4: (2) Closed (3) Controlling (The issue Lontext space) (4=1) Actlve
(SA 7) Total Shift ‘ 5

ENV. 1: (1) Active :
ENV. 2: (1) Closed (2) Active

ry

N\F

i
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AF?ENDIX B
Ihé!Semantic“Eelaticnél Rules 
A semantic relational rule specifies éhat would bév an appropriate’
continuance of previous utterances. These rules are dgtérmined by the
underlying structure of a conversation, the states af §ﬁeceding context spaces,
and the foc.” 1evei assignments of constituent entitieg af the active context

spacéi The rules apply to both speakers and responders unless &therwise noted.

Structure - Context Space Relationships: - ’ "

(SEM 1) After the specification of an ‘event context space, it is appropriate to

- - discuss one of its points in general terms, i.e., create an issue .

‘context space (A Generalization Relation), unless: (1)  The event

context space has been brought up specifically to illustrate a zeparate

issue of concern, and the .new issua being highlighted is not a subissue

of this ihitial issue; or (2) a second izaue context space has been

introduced and not yet fully discussed. (Mota that this does not imply

that the event context space under discusnzion was introduced in
connection with this issue context space.) ’

(SEM 2) After the specification f an issuc context space, it is appropriate tc
cite an instance of that issue. (An Illustrative Reiation) .

a controlling issue context space, it is appropriate to generalize upon
an event of that event context space that is not an instance of the
issue undér discussion if this new {ssue can be seen as a subissue of
the issue of the controlling context -yace. (A Subissue Relation)

(SEM 3) After the specification of an event context space as an illustration of

(SEM 4) It is appropriate to either generalize or particularize the issue of an
" 1ssue context space. Such an action does not constitute a context
. space transition. ‘ : -

(SEM 5) After the specification of an issue context space, it is apg?apriate to
rediscuss a closed context space in.light of this new issue context
space. (A Contrastive Respecification Relation) - -

(SEM 6) If there is a lapse in the conversation, or all the context spaces have
' been closed, then it is appropriate to“begin a new and unrelated iopic.
If this is not the case it would be inappropriate to do so. (A Total

‘Shift Reélatioen)

el ﬁ
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In the presence of an open context space, it is inappropriate to create

.a second open context space, i.e., it would be inappropriate to digress

on a digression.

An_ open context space demandsencompletion immediately after the
digression has been concluded unless: External events prevent this;
in the interim a new context space has been given an:.open state status
(The context space most recently left scpen places the highest demand
for a return.); much time has élapsed since the context space first
became open. The strength of the demand of returning to an open
context space is inversely proportional to the length of time for which
the context -space has such a status., The longer a context space is
left open, the 1lower its influence on succeeding statements and the

lower its chances of being returned to.

Controlling:

(SEM 9)

[

(SE}]} '10)

(SEM 11)

(SEM 12)

(SEM 13)

Focus Levels: The fallowing two rules apply to responders.

(SEM 143

In eiting a reference illustrative caﬂtéxt gpace, only the main event
and the event parts that direetiy refer to the issue under diseussioen
are .propriate. . :

In eiting a full illustrative context space, only brief mention of the
event . parts that occurred prior to°the event part that is an instance
of the issue under discussion, and that are necessary to make the
episode understandable, is apprapriate@

In the presence of a controlling context space, elaboration upon actors
and objects that were not part of the initial issue context space is
inapproprlaté and conatitutes a digression.

In the presence of a chtﬁolling context spacé, elaboration wupon any
event ’part Df the event contéxt spacé that is ~3t an 1nstance cf tha

a dlgressian. , y

In the presence of two controlling context apace (i.e., a BSubissue
Relation), the joining of the issue of the last controlling context

space to the issue of the first controlling context space is required,
i.e., it would be inappropriate to have the subissue supersede the’
initial issue undér discussion resultlng in the abandonment of the
initial issue. :

For an utterance to be wuppropriate as a response to :a_ speaker's
development of a context space, it must at least concern an entity wlth
a high focus Jevel in the active conteéxt space. -

a-

T 73

68-



)

Reichmsn Conversational Ccherenéy

(SEM 15) An utterance that is concerned with an entity from the active context
space that has a lew or medium feocus Llevel 1s an inappropriate
response, and results in Lhe formation of an Interruption Relation.

APPENDIX C
- The Focus Level Algorithm
Eaeh constituent entity of a given context space - actors, objects, events,
issuéé, lo:ation, time, and duration period - has an associated focus level

assignment, There are four levels of focus: high, medium, low, and zero. -The

focus level of an entity indicates its importance at a given time in the

;onversatian_ These assigﬁﬁents are derived from tke relationship of the entity
to the eagtext space of which it is part, and the relationship tha; this context
space has with preceding ones. It is clear thét“intonaﬁianal stréss and marked
syntactiec structures (i. ., sueh as_togieélization, pseudo cléfts, iang clefts)
can be used to determine, and do Péflect, the focus levels of en;ities. :These
markers have not been incgrpoﬁéted cé used in this Hark; because in the
dialogues studied I did not find major emplcy@eits of them. In addition, I
believe the approach taken here elucidates the cognitive’ ééasaning behind the
differentiations, whereas a syntactié analysis does not.

The focus level assignments are from the speéker's perspeective. The
default assignments for the other participants are these same assignments,
unless a succeeding utterance on the part of a participant indicates otherwise.

A participaiity.-P2, -may not follow the lead of a speaker, P1, because s/he feels

P1 wa: being inappropriate, This could occur, for example, if P2 felt that

" conventions called for P1 to be in the role of responder. In such a situation, .

alternative cause may be just P2 being inappropriate.

(FL-1) ALl unspecified entities of a context space receive zero focus levels.

L
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An Issue Context Space:

(FL 2) An.initial issue context space sets up the concern to be focused upon.
As a result the issue receives a high focus level. If the issue
_concerns an entlty then that entity receives a high focus level as well.
For example, if the issue is 'A's mother being clumsy', then A's mother,
as well as the issue, receive high focus' levels, All entities not
mentioned as part of the issue receive low focus levels.

There is an interaction between the state of a context space and the focus

levels of its constituent entities. : ~

Closed:

—————

(FL 3) When a context space is closed, all of its constituent entities receive
zerc focus levels. ;

Open, Controlling & Active: 2
Y

(FL 4) The constituent entities of an open or controlling context space retain
their focus level assignments throughout the time that the context space
has such a -.status. All cited entities of an active context space are
initially assigned low or medium focus levels. (depending ﬁpmn whether
they are referred to by name or deseription), except those that are part
of an open or controlling context space. The initial focus level
assignments -for these entities are thgse that they have in the open or
controlling context space. : ‘

Génerating:

(FL 5) The entities of. a genéraﬁing context space have. low focus levels |
throughout the time that the context spacg has such a status,

There is an interaction between the relat;onshlp of a“context space to
previous ones and the resulting focus levels of its constituent entities.

Illustrative:

(FL 6) All events in the event context space “in an Illustrative Relation
(called a PMsubspace" of the initial issue context space), that are not
instances of the issue in the issue context space. are assigned low focus,
levels as these events merely serve as props or background to the. point

. being made. ‘

(FL 7) All entities cited in tﬁe subspace that doc not play a role in the issue

context space (i.e., within the issue itaelf) have initial low or medium
focus level assignments., Main actors of the subspace may later receive
high focus levels within that space if they are mentioned as agents of
events occurring in the episode. However, they are only corsidered to
be in high focus vis-a-vis the events of the subspace.

10—ty
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(FL 8) The actors in the subspace which are part of the initial concern retain
their hign focus 1level assignments within the subspace. (This follows
from SA 1 and FL 4.) * ' ’

(FL 9) The event part of the suLspace that is an instance of the initial issue’
receives a high focus level assignment.,
£

Restatement:

(FL 10) Upon the return to the issue context space all entities begin with the
same focus levels as they had before the citatlcn of the subspace (This
follows from SA 1.and FL 4. )

Generalization:

(FL 11) Actars of the generating context spaces that are cited in the succeeding
isyue context space receive high focus levels, after their first
reintroduction in the issue context space. ’

(FL 12) The activity of the genersting context spaces which. is cited “in Lhe
succeedins 1issue context space receives a high focus leveil in the issue

context upace.
&

Interruption: One need only discuss an interruption that is caused by an item

e

mentioned in the preceding context space, as in the other two cases (i.e., a

forgotten item; an éxternal event) tnere is no overlap of eancepts between the
initial context space and the context space which serves, as a digression.
’ i
(FL 13} The initial focus level assignments of the actors of. the sucgeedlng
eontext space that appeared in the interrupted context space are those
which these actors had in the 1ﬁtcrruphed space. (This follows from 3A 3
and FL 4.)"

(FL 14) If any new actors appear Hlthlﬂ the new f;ntexn space they are assigned
low focus levels. :

(FL i§) Events not related to the concepts that triggered the dlgre ien receive
;only low focus levels. :

(FL 16)'Even s.related directly to the concepts that triggered the digression
: receive high focus levels. :

-

Return: =:

(FL 17)lﬂpcn the return to the interrupted context space - all of its entities
‘“begin with #the same focus level assignments as before the digression.
‘ (This follows from SA 3 and FL 4.)
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Subissue:

(FL 15} Same as FL 11 & 12 .
Joining:

(FL 19) Same as FL 10

. Respecification:

(FL 20) In a _New Perspective Respecification Relation, focus 1level assigmf:nis
~are the same as in a Total Shift Relation. " In a Simple Respecificaticn
Relatien, all entities have .low focus level assignments until the
context space'is firmly re-established. Once it is re-established, its
entities are assigned the focus level assignments that they had in ~the

first specification - of the context  space. In a Contrastive
Respecification Relation, entities that are contrasted with the issue in

the controlling context space receive high focus levels. Other cited
entities have low focus levels. (This follows from SA 6 and FL 3 & 4.)

Total 3hift:

(FL 21) Upon entrance to the succeeding context space all entities have zero
focus levels. (This follows frem SA 7 and FL 3 & 4.) First references-
to entities put them in low or medium focus, except for entities
mentionad as agents of events. They are assigned high focus levels
after their first reference.

The focus level of an actor A can shift from high to medium within a single

context space if:

(FL 22) A second participant is introduced in conjunction with actor A as ~being
equally involved in the events or issue under discussion. In such a case

neither individual actor 'has a high focus level.

(FL 23) A second entity is brought into high focus from a medium focus level by
the discussion of an-event part in which that actor acted as agent and:
actor A did not.

e
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