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c h a p t e r  4

Exploring Discourse Units and Interaction
Context, Cooperation and Scaffolding

4.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter we established that the short-text MDA approach, 
coupled with the discourse unit-annotated corpus, could give us insight 
into discourse functions in learner and examiner language. We also saw 
how macro-structure and micro-structure could intersect in distinct ways. 
For example, in Dimension 2 we saw how there may be a link between 
the macro-structural discourse unit and the micro-structural turn – 
Information Seeking at the turn level was common in the Informative and 
Instructive discourse function in that dimension. Yet, for other functions 
explored, the link between the macro- and micro-levels was not as direct, 
as the macro-level appeared to be formed by an assemblage of diverse func-
tions at the micro-level. In the case of Dimension 3 with the Realis func-
tion, the dominance of Information Seeking in turns was strongly linked 
to task, as the Greetings task, with its need for the transaction of known 
information, often comprised a synergy of the Information-Seeking func-
tion and Realis function turns, to the extent that Realis discourse units 
were built from them. The needs of the task, for information exchange, 
were key in requiring this. Therefore, task evidently plays a key role in 
influencing the discourse function at the turn and discourse unit levels as 
well as the relationships between these levels.

Recognising the varied relationship between the macro and the micro in 
terms of discourse functions, as well the potential for task type to influence 
this varied relationship, this chapter begins with the analysis of narrative 
as a feature of the spoken language assessment in the TLC with a view to 
further investigating the relationship between turns and discourse units. 
Narrative emerged as a feature of the micro-structural analyses of Chapter 2 
and, as is presented in this chapter, is evident in the discourse unit anal-
ysis in Dimension 4. Therefore, while in the case of the Informative and 
Instructive function we might claim that the macro-structural function 
could be the result of a concatenation of Information-Seeking turns at the 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009208932.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 216.73.216.63, on 02 Aug 2025 at 06:55:40, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009208932.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core
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micro-level of discourse and the subsequent development of complemen-
tary discourse units at the macro-level, the question that opens this chapter 
is whether the same can be said of narrative: the Narrative function at the 
micro-structural level builds the Informational Narrative function at the 
macro-structural level. To respond to this question, this chapter explores 
Dimension 4 and then moves to Dimension 5 to complete our introduc-
tion of the discourse unit functions of the TLC.

4.2 Dimension 4: Informational Narrative 
versus Seeking and Encoding Stance

Dimension 4 is essentially shared between the turn and discourse unit 
view of the data. However, in the case of the discourse unit view, the view 
of Narrative and Non-Narrative is refined. The narratives associated with 
the positive side of this dimension constitute a function that we will call 
Informational Narratives as they are expressly oriented towards conveying 
information rather than, for example, being used principally to convey 
feelings or attitudes. On the non-narrative side of the dimension, the dis-
course units have the function of Seeking and Encoding Stance (Table 4.1).

There are numerous features associated with the Informational 
Narrative function, such as several noun types and noun modifiers which 
are used to produce dense noun phrases, for example, numeral and  ordinal 
nouns, numeral and ordinal determiners (four periods), demonstrative 
 determiners, and definite articles. There are also features associated with 
narrativity, such as past tense, passive constructions (can be played by 
piano),  third-person pronouns, and existential there (there are many types). 
These features  co-occur in discourse units that have an Informational 
Narrative function. One such discourse unit, from a grade 7 exam by an 
Argentinian student produced in the Discussion task for which they were 
awarded a B (file 2_7_AR_45), is given in Figure 4.1.

By contrast, the features associated with the non-narrative Seeking and 
Encoding Stance function relate to stance taking and asking questions. 
Copular verbs, predicative adjectives, to adjective complement clauses and 
amplifiers, for example, are used to encode stance. Question features, such 
as question marks and second-person pronouns, are closely associated with 
seeking information. Thus, all of these features co-occur in discourse units 
that are functioning to seek and encode stance. Consider the following 
example, from an Italian student (file 2_6_IT_106) taking a grade 6 exam. 
This discourse unit is taken from the discussion task, for which the student 
was awarded a C.
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104 Learner Language, Discourse and Interaction

(39) S: I th= I don’t know but I think it’s not im= very important
E: no uhu
S: what do you think about that?
E: oh well I I think it’s a very risky profession
S: yeah
E: it’s difficult to be successful
S: yeah

This example clearly shows the orientation of this discourse unit to the 
Seeking and Encoding Stance function. The student takes the lead in 
selecting this function with their initial utterances by seeking stance. The 
examiner engages with that stance seeking, providing an initial response 
and more detail when prompted. Note that this example also shows 
another way in which the discourse functions are important – as a cohesive 
device. We saw in the discussion of the Realis function in Chapter 3 how a 
non-sequitur can break that cohesive device. In this case, we see a sustained 
Seeking and Encoding function in effect making the interchange coherent. 
The discourse unit is a coherent chunk of discourse precisely because both 
examiner and examinee are contributing to it in a way that is appropriate 
to the function of it.

Table 4.1 The linguistic features strongly associated with Dimension 4.

Dim. 4 Features (coordinates, contributions)

+ Laugh_A (0.151, 0.856), Pronoun it_A (0.206, 0.921), Auxiliary DO_A (0.226, 
1.226), Definite Article_P (0.234, 1.949), Amplifier_A (0.263, 1.368), 
Numeral Noun_P (0.276, 0.701), Third-Person Pronoun_P (0.278, 1.737), 
Past Tense_P (0.303, 2.295), Positive Interjection_A (0.353, 1.347), BE as 
main verb_A (0.373, 0.886), Predicative Adjective_A (0.378, 3.325), 
Demonstrative Determiner_P (0.388, 1.644), Question Mark_A (0.4, 
2.324), Existential there_P (0.442, 1.518), Superlative_P (0.483, 0.865), 
Contracted Forms_A (0.502, 3.711), First-Person Pronoun_A (0.523, 1.45), 
Ordinal Noun_P (0.547, 0.881), Numeral Determiner_P (0.549, 3.411), 
Relative Clause_P (0.617, 2.03), Ordinal Determiner_P (0.662, 1.928), 
Passive_P (0.794, 3.881), Second Person Pronoun_A (0.937, 7.392)

− General Noun_A (−1.274, 1.428), Preposition_A (−0.943, 4.619), Adjective + 
to complement clause_P (−0.934, 4.507), Definite Article_A (−0.551, 4.595), 
Laugh_P (−0.432, 2.45), Coordinating Conjunction_A (−0.399, 1.537), 
Predicative Adjective_P (−0.32, 2.816), Past Tense_A (−0.293, 2.221), 
Negative Interjection_P (−0.281, 0.785), Copular Verb_P (−0.249, 1.148), 
Third-Person Pronoun_A (−0.221, 1.384), Contracted Forms_P (−0.205, 
1.518), Auxiliary DO_P (−0.202, 1.092), Second-Person Pronoun_P (−0.186, 
1.469), Amplifier_P (−0.168, 0.877), Question Mark_P (−0.16, 0.93), 
Numeral Determiner_A (−0.157, 0.977), Pronoun it_P (−0.153, 0.682)
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 Exploring Discourse Units and Interaction 105

If we look at the 100 prototypical discourse units, on either side of the 
dimension, what do we see? On the negative side, in the Seeking and 
Encoding Stance function we see the examiner dominating – there are 
5,119 words in the 100 units studied, 3,073 are spoken by the examiner (60 
per cent versus a proportion of 43 per cent in the whole corpus) and 2,046 
are spoken by the student (40 per cent versus a proportion of 57 per cent 
in the whole corpus). Formulaic speech in each case indicates that there 
is a link to the Greeting task of the exam, as shown by expressions in the 
examiner speech such as how are you (fourteen occurrences) and my name is 
(eight occurrences). Some of these sequences are echoed by the student in 
that task, with nice to meet you (twenty-eight occurrences in the examiner 
data, fourteen in the student data) and my name is/my name’s (eight out 
of twelve occurrences for the examiners, one out of eight for the students) 
being shared. More telling for the examiner speech in this case, however, 
is the prevalence of markers of agreement in the speech, designed to mark 
agreement and to encourage the student to continue (yeah, eighty-three 
occurrences, okay eighty-four occurrences, mm forty-two occurrences and 
uhu twelve occurrences). Similarly, the interactive nature of this function 
is shown in the frequency of you in the discourse unit – this word, which 
is a feature whose presence contributes to the function according to the 
short-text MDA, is the most frequent word in both examiner speech (245 
occurrences, 7.97 per cent of all examiner speech) and student speech (134 
occurrences, 6.54 per cent of all student speech). Another notable feature 
of the student turns is the presence of laughter, occurring sixty-five times 

Figure 4.1 An example of an Informational Narrative.

S: and now I will tell you a little bit
E: mm
S: about the evolution of the piano
E: mm mm <pause/>
S: erm the piano was invented by Bartolomeo Cristofori
E: mm
S: and there are many types <unclear text=‘his’/> music that can be played by piano
E: mm
S: one of them is classic music <pause/> the classic music was divided into four 

periods <fw>impressionismo</fw> <fw>romantisismo</fw> er <pause/> 
<fw>classisismo</fw> and <pause/> and baroque

E: mm mm
S: after the classic music it came ragtime music
E: mm
S: then jazz then rock and roll and then <pause/> pop was born from the rock and roll
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106 Learner Language, Discourse and Interaction

for the students, contributing to the presence of this feature being part of 
the feature set which defines the Seeking and Encoding Stance function.

On the positive side, in the Informational Narrative function the pic-
ture is sharply reversed – it is very much a student-dominated discourse 
function. The prototypical discourse units for this function are also longer 
than on the other side of the dimension, with the 100 units being com-
posed of 8,337 words, 1,144 from the examiner (13.72 per cent versus a 
proportion of 43 per cent in the whole corpus) and 7,193 from the students 
(86.27 per cent versus a proportion of 57 per cent in the whole corpus). 
The relative passivity of the examiner is also shown by the words most fre-
quently uttered by the examiner – backchannels make up the majority of 
the examiner speech, with mm (332), yeah (45), okay (51), uhu (35), oh (24), 
ah (15), yes (20) and right (30) making up 8 out of the 11 most frequent 
examiner words, representing 48.5 per cent of all examiner speech in these 
examples. There are no examples of formulaic speech that meet our criteria 
in the examiner speech in prototypical discourse units with this function. 
The contrast with the student data is stark; the top 5 most frequent words 
contain two filled pause markers, er (450) and erm (173)—a clear sign that 
the student is working to hold the floor in the interaction. Other words 
of interest form part of the feature set that define this dimension – the 
definite article (the, 467 examples), a past tense verb (was, 159 examples) 
and the third-person pronouns (he, 98 examples, they 79 examples). The 
orientation to the past is not only apparent in the verbs used – formulaic 
speech also orients to the past with expressions relating to dates (in two 
thousand and, four occurrences), the linking of existential there to the past 
(there was a, six occurrences) and comments relating to time (when he was, 
six occurrences).

Overall, a thumbnail sketch based on this exploration of the  prototypical 
examples shows Seeking and Encoding Stance to be co-constructed. 
Informational Narratives see students engaged in long stretches of speech 
in which they actively seek to hold the floor and orient their conversation 
to past events. This is clearly in line with the discussion of the functions 
so far, though it adds the insight that one function seems to be led by the 
examiner and the other by the examinee.

While these prototypical examples may show the examples which are 
most typical of use, it does not imply exclusivity – examiners may use the 
narrative function and students may use Seeking and Encoding Stance, 
in principle. To better understand both functions, it is worth unpacking 
them further.
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 Exploring Discourse Units and Interaction 107

In the Seeking and Encoding Stance function, questions emerge as an 
important feature. Notably, this is not the first time questions were iden-
tified as an important feature of the discourse discussed in this book as, 
in Chapter 3, their use in the Irrealis function was noted. We may assume 
that their use is not identical as the bundle of features that make up the 
Irrealis and Seeking and Encoding Stance functions appear linked but suf-
ficiently different. In fact, there are only two present features which are 
shared in both functions – the use of auxiliary do and negative interjec-
tions. In terms of absence, there is one feature, the use of contracted forms, 
which is absent in Irrealis, but present in the feature set of the Seeking 
and Encoding Stance function. Therefore, the link between the two seems 
slight in terms of form,1 though we might be able to argue for a stronger 
connection in terms of function.

This is a useful point at which we may be reminded that the discourse 
units analysed here have values on all of the dimensions we are analysing. 
So, we can examine the hypothesis that the Irrealis and Seeking and 
Encoding Stance functions are, in fact, linked. Can we see evidence in the 
discourse units that we have analysed that the two functions are strongly 
linked? For example, does a high score on one imply a high score on the 
other? Consider the last example we looked at, from file 2_6_IT_106. This 
was a student using the Seeking and Encoding Stance function. An argu-
ment could be made for the example that while it is Seeking and Encoding 
Stance, it also clearly has elements of Irrealis to it – the student is expressing 
an opinion about something which they are unsure of. They do not couch 
their statements in terms of secure knowledge—that is, with the Realis func-
tion. If we consider the scores assigned to the discourse units for Seeking and 
Encoding Stance, and correlate those with the scores received for Irrealis, 
we should see a systematic relationship between the two if this is a consis-
tent feature linking the two functions, that is, if the Seeking and Encoding 
Stance is systematically bound to Irrealis. When that is done, a correlation 
may be observed. For example, for the Discussion task, the presence of a 
negative score on Dimension 4 (Seeking and Encoding Stance) correlates 
meaningfully with a positive score on Dimension 3 (Irrealis)2 – ther score 

1 Predictably so perhaps – the nature of the short-text MDA is such that the dimensions revealed are, 
in terms of form, orthogonal.

2 This is based upon a parametric Pearson correlation, resulting in, for the Discussion task, r = –0.121; 
p = 4.160837E-13. All discourse units with negative coordinates on Dimension 4 were isolated. The 
Dimension 3 coordinates of those discourse units were extracted and correlated to the Dimension 4 
coordinates. The negative correlation is indicating a link between the Dimension 4 negative coordi-
nates and positive coordinates in Dimension 3.
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108 Learner Language, Discourse and Interaction

for the correlation is −0.121, showing a weak relationship (after Cohen, 
1988). This is in line with the observation made about the minimally shared, 
but far from identical, feature set linking the two functions – while very 
weakly related, the Irrealis and Seeking and Encoding Stance functions are 
not the same.3 Distinct forms here are giving an indication of distinct func-
tions. So the functions, while related, are distinct.

If we switch our focus to the issue of the preference of the examiner 
or the examinee for a function, we can also see how the two functions 
on this dimension interact. Let us begin by considering an Informational 
Narrative that matches the prototypes well. The Informational Narrative 
function is used to convey information about an event, typically in the 
past. These events are factual rather than imaginary. Consider the follow-
ing example, from the Conversation task in a grade 7 exam. The student 
is from Moldova and they were awarded a B for the Conversation task of 
which this discourse unit is a part (see file 2_7_MOL_3):

(40) S: erm I remember I was in in Moscow I was er visiting my uncle who lives 
there and when I came back it was the eighteenth of September

E: mm
S: and the next day my mum wa= called my dad and she told that er she 

gave birth to twins and
E: <laugh/>
S: I was amazed because we weren’t expecting twins
E: uhu
S: were expec-expecting a girl but
E: right

This shows nicely the nature of the Informational Narrative. This is a 
successful narrative – the student selects the function and performs it 
well. The narrative is not co-constructed and the role of the examiner is 
to use backchannels to indicate their understanding and to encourage 
the student to proceed. So this stands as a good example, both in terms 
of examiner and examinee behaviour, of the type of interaction that was 
implied by our analysis of the 100 prototypical examples of this function 
in the data.

Moving away from the prototypes, as was shown in the discussion of 
Dimension 3 in the previous chapter, the fit of the discourse function chosen 
to the needs of the conversation is key to understanding the performance 

3 It should be noted that if we repeat the correlation test with the positive side of Dimension 4 in the 
Discussion task, we observe no or very weak correlation between the Informational Narrative func-
tion and the Realis function, with r = –0.08; p = 2.012146E-8.
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 Exploring Discourse Units and Interaction 109

of the student. This is the case in this dimension also.4 Conversation has 
a preference for the Seeking and Encoding Stance function, while for 
Discussion the Informational Narrative function is preferred. However, 
in both tasks students scoring D are associated with discourse units with 
coordinates that are more strongly related to the function preferred by 
that task than the students receiving higher grades. But is the driver for 
the selection of the function the same in each case; that is, do the factors 
at work in driving the selection of the function in interactions with stu-
dents of lower proficiency in Conversation match those which drive their 
choices in the Discussion?

To begin to understand the relationship of the grade D students to 
the conversation task, consider the following discourse unit, produced by 
a Spanish student taking a grade 7 exam who was awarded a D for the 
Conversation task (file 2_7_SP_3):

(41) E: okay okay so so you didn’t used to look after dogs and erm your grand-
mother did it so would you like to have you got any pets now?

S: I think that no because I live in a ah in a flat erm f= it’s difficult to have 
a a pet in in

E: mm
S: in a flat
E: mm
S: if if I I could have erm
E: mm
S: er a house in a country
E: mm
S: probably yes but it’s difficult thing in I live in a small flat with my sister 

and my mum
E: mm mm mm so you wouldn’t be able to have any pets
S: sorry
E: you wouldn’t be able to have any pets
S: no er <laugh/> in this in this moment
E: no
S: er no <laugh/>

The examiner starts the turn and does so in a way that orients to the Seeking 
and Encoding Stance function, asking for the student’s attitude to having 
a dog. The student then begins to reveal a stance, and the examiner leaves 
space for the student to self-repair. However, the examiner has to scaffold 
the interaction by making the student’s response relevant to the question 
with ‘so you wouldn’t be able to have any pets’. The seeking of stance is 

4  Tables 4.2 and 4.3 show the use of the functions of Dimension 4 by task and grade combined.
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very much from the examiner, the student is required to self-repair and 
the relevance of what they have to say to the examiner is resolved by the 
examiner, not the student. So while the discourse unit is squarely related 
to Seeking and Encoding Stance, the seeking is exclusively done by the 
examiner and the examiner leads the interaction. So here we have a clear 
example, and motivation, for the use of this function by the examiner, 
which helps to explain why the function links to grade D students – it is 
examiner-led and repair-oriented.

Contrast that with this discourse unit, from the Conversation in a grade 
6 exam with a Mexican student awarded an A (file 2_6_ME_25):

(42) E: right er <pause/> so erm i-i-if you want to avoid stress <pause/> what do 
you need to do?

S: erm it’s possible I’d say to my boss please respect my privacy
E: mm
S: respect my leisure time
E: mm
S: don’t call me at home
E: I see yes
S: <fw>si</fw> <laugh/>
E: yes
S: I need to rest I need to take a rest rest
E: uhu
S: at home
E: mm
S: don’t call me
E: mm

While the examiner initiates the Seeking and Encoding Stance func-
tion, the student then drives the interaction, with the examiner pro-
viding nothing but backchannels. While the student does code-switch 
to Spanish at one point, and the examiner either responds with a back-
channel or a correction, the student does very clearly respond appro-
priately to the initiation of the Seeking and Encoding Stance function 
by making their feelings abundantly plain, with auxiliary do, predica-
tive adjective, contracted forms and pronoun it, all of which are drawn 
from the set of features that constitutes this function. So the student’s 
performance is successful at the level of discourse because it is rele-
vant to the function initiated. But importantly, this also shows that 
the student using Seeking and Encoding Stance may in fact effectively 
interact. So while the function is linked to examiner repair strategies, 
it is also possible for the function to be used in the task felicitously by 
the student.
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If we look at the dimensions of the examiners’ turns, do we see any fur-
ther evidence in favour of this hypothesis: that it is examiner behaviour 
that is driving the placement of discourse units involving D grade students 
in the Conversation task further into the Seeking and Encoding Stance 
function than students awarded higher grades? The evidence is the same 
as we have discussed previously – where examiners’ turns draw least upon 
the Information-Seeking function in the turn-based short-text MDA, the 
student is likely to receive a higher mark. This pattern is most pronounced 
at grade 6, as shown in Table 4.2. These Information-Seeking turns fit well 
into the Seeking and Encoding Stance function when we explore discourse 
units. It is the elevated level of these Information-Seeking turns for the D 
grade students that sees the discourse units associated with these students 
more strongly associated with the Seeking and Encoding Stance function 
than for students at higher grades.

So the micro-structure and macro-structure intersect again here. Where 
the examiner builds a Seeking and Encoding Stance macro-structure using 
Information-Seeking micro-structures in tasks where the students are sup-
posed to be interacting and leading discussion, it is a sign of repair and it 
is indicative of low proficiency on the student’s behalf. So function, role 
in discourse, micro-structure and macro-structure interact here. It is not 
simply that Seeking and Encoding Stance indicates poor performance. As 
shown in Example 42, the function may be student-led and be a sign of 
successful interaction. Likewise, the simple presence of the function with 
the examiner initiating it need not be a sign of poor performance – as we 
have seen, there is a strong link of this function to the Greeting task, irre-
spective of the level of attainment of the student. The selection of the dis-
course function in the Greeting is driven by the communicative purpose of 
that task. However, where certain tasks and roles come together with this 
function, for example examiner selection of the function in Conversation, 
then the function is likely to be a repair strategy indicating problems with 
proficiency. So while the prototypical usages are useful guides to begin our 

Table 4.2 The association of the examiner turns to 
Information-Seeking (negative Dimension 2) 

function at grade 6 according to learners’ mark.

Conversation_A_B1_six −0.055
Conversation_B_B1_six −0.155
Conversation_C_B1_six −0.278
Conversation_D_B1_six −0.371
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discussion of a function, cases which vary from those examples do so with 
purpose – for example, the examiner may most often use the Seeking and 
Encoding Stance function in the Greeting, but their use of that function 
in other tasks is, arguably, even more important for our understanding of 
the interaction of the L2 and L1 speakers in this case. In our next example, 
we will see, in an exploration of the Discussion task, more clearly how this 
may cast light on how the two functions on this dimension may interact.

What of the students’ performance in Discussion? As noted, like 
Conversation, the students awarded a D are different to the others – but 
rather than being more strongly associated with Seeking and Encoding 
Stance, Discussion is linked to the Informational Narrative function, 
and the students graded D are associated with discourse units that are 
more markedly associated with that function than other students (see 
Table 4.3). At grade D, we can find narratives which, while marked by 
notable disfluencies, are the students’ own. However, we can also find 
narratives which are essentially co-constructed, in which the examiner pro-
duces the Informational Narrative discourse unit. Example 43 from the 
Discussion task of an Indian student, marked D for the task in a grade 
6 exam (file 2_6_IN_100), shows this. The student has chosen to talk 
about women’s safety. The discourse units of the task are heavily laden 
with examiner speech as the student provides short responses to the ques-
tions of the examiner. The examiner tries to encourage the student with 
backchannels, but is also obliged to encourage the student to try to keep 
the conversation going – thus at the micro-structural level there is an 

Table 4.3 The Dimension 4 association of the 
discourse units in the Conversation, 

Discussion, and Interactive tasks according to 
the mark the learners received.

Conversation_A −0.114
Conversation_B −0.061
Conversation_C −0.102
Conversation_D −0.373
Discussion_A 0.206
Discussion_B 0.281
Discussion_C 0.233
Discussion_D 0.322
Interactive_A 0.004
Interactive_B −0.006
Interactive_C −0.015
Interactive_D 0.077
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eruption of Information-Seeking turns into the Informational Narrative 
 macro-structure. In this example, through those questions, a story builds 
of children being abducted for ransom in India. That leads to the examiner 
producing an Informational Narrative discourse unit with minimal input 
from the student. This is clearly scaffolding to help a weak student who is 
struggling to tell the story – they have built up to the point where a sum-
mary or conclusion of some sort is needed, but the discourse unit opens 
with the student struggling to produce it. The examiner then presumes 
the student was trying to select the Informational Narrative function and 
proceeds to produce one, via Information-Seeking turns, that makes the 
student’s point for them

(43) S: for the erm erm <pause/> for they erm <pause/>
E: so just the if the girl comes from a rich family
S: yes
E: are they will be kidnapped
S: yes
E: then the the parents have to pay a ransom
S: yes

So, we might hypothesise that the pronounced preference for discourse 
units with an Informational Narrative function in low-scoring students 
in the Discussion task is driven by the use of examiner-led narratives like 
this, by micro-structures drawing on the Information-Seeking function 
as a scaffolding device, either in whole or part constructing the narrative 
to sustain the conversation. Is there evidence to support this hypothesis if 
we examine the short-text MDA of examiner turns from Chapter 2? The 
key here is Dimension 7 of the examiner turns: Narrative (positive) ver-
sus Stance Seeking (negative). When the distribution of this dimension 
across the examiner turns is considered with regards to task and grade (see 
Table 4.4), we find that Conversation elicits more Stance turns from the 
examiner, while Discussion elicits more Narrative turns.

Do these contributions from examiner and student to the discourse 
units in this dimension become clearer when we consider grade, mark and 
task together?

The analysis of examiner turns seems to suggest that for the Informational 
Narrative function at least, grade 6 may represent a point at which the 
development of this function might be at a tipping point. We will begin 
by considering Conversation and then return to consider the role of nar-
rative in Discussion.

For Discussion, the pattern is quite consistent with regards to exam-
iner turns, with a preference for Narrative turns. Yet that preference is 
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consistently muted for students scoring a D, suggesting that, as shown, 
other functions such as Information Seeking and Stance Seeking are 
used to help the weaker students co-construct a narrative. The choice of 
Informational Narrative (positive Dimension 4) is appropriate for this task 
and we may see that differences in proficiency of students marked A, B and 
C are apparent: as the grade at which those scores are awarded increases, 
so the orientation of the discourse units to the Informational Narrative 
function increases, as can be seen in Table 4.5.5 At grade 6 students marked 
D seem to be associated with discourse units linked to Informational 
Narratives more than students scoring A or C, and at grade 7 there is 
a pronounced peak in such an association for these students. Does the 
behaviour of the examiners as co-creators of narratives in such cases pro-
vide us with an explanation for this patterning?

5 The pattern for students graded D is considered at grades 6 and 7 only, for, as noted in Chapter 3, 
there is a sparsity of data for students marked D at grade 8.

Table 4.4 The association of the examiner turns to 
Dimension 7 (Narrative versus Stance Seeking) 

according to the task and the learners’ grade and mark.

Discussion_A_B1_six 0.035
Discussion_B_B1_six 0.035
Discussion_C_B1_six 0.033
Discussion_D_B1_six 0.024
Discussion_A_B2_eight 0.002
Discussion_B_B2_eight 0.078
Discussion_C_B2_eight 0.067
Discussion_D_B2_eight 0.166
Discussion_A_B2_seven 0.021
Discussion_B_B2_seven 0.033
Discussion_C_B2_seven 0.083
Discussion_D_B2_seven 0.069
Conversation_A_B1_six −0.14
Conversation_B_B1_six −0.168
Conversation_C_B1_six −0.153
Conversation_D_B1_six −0.204
Conversation_A_B2_eight −0.045
Conversation_B_B2_eight −0.085
Conversation_C_B2_eight −0.056
Conversation_D_B2_eight −0.083
Conversation_A_B2_seven −0.064
Conversation_B_B2_seven −0.076
Conversation_C_B2_seven −0.035
Conversation_D_B2_seven −0.065
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From grade 7 onwards, the use of the Narrative function in Discussion 
at the micro-level by the examiner generally declines as the mark attained 
by the student increases, until, by grade 8, the Narrative function is only 
slightly marked in terms of usage for students awarded an A, as shown 
in Table 4.4. To some extent, the relationship between grade and the use 
of the Narrative function is observable at grades 7 and 8 for the  examiner 
turns also, but the pattern is reversed – the examiner produces less 
Narrative function turns at higher grades with students marked A–C, as 
can be seen by looking at grade 8 in Table 4.4. This is evidence that the 
burden of narrative production in the interaction is being taken up by 
the students. The examiner does not need to co-construct the narrative 
with the student as the latter’s proficiency in the use of Informational 
Narratives increases. This is a sign that the use of Narrative turns by the 
examiners in Informational Narrative discourse units links to scaffolding. 
However, the sustained reliance of students marked D on Narrative turns 
from examiners is a sign that, beyond grade 6, such students are still hav-
ing issues with the formation of Informational Narratives in this task, as 
illustrated earlier in this discussion.

The most striking finding with regards to Conversation, presented in 
Table 4.6, is that, for students marked A–C, the discourse units associated 
with them shift over the grade. While at grade 6 all students are associated 
with Seeking and Encoding Stance discourse units, at 7 and 8 they are 
associated with Informational Narratives instead.

Table 4.5 The association of the discourse units in the 
Discussion task to Dimension 4 (Informational Narratives 

versus Seeking and Encoding Stance) according to the 
learners’ mark, grade and proficiency level.

Discussion_A_B1_grade6 0.109
Discussion_A_B2_grade7 0.313
Discussion_A_B2_grade8 0.377
Discussion_B_B1_grade6 0.141
Discussion_B_B2_grade7 0.384
Discussion_B_B2_grade8 0.497
Discussion_C_B1_grade6 0.073
Discussion_C_B2_grade7 0.322
Discussion_C_B2_grade8 0.486
Discussion_D_B1_grade6 0.132
Discussion_D_B2_grade7 0.808
Discussion_D_B2_grade8 0.432
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This result is congruent with what is happening with Discussion. 
As students progress, they are much more successful at performing the 
Informational Narrative function and the supporting questions of the 
examiner are a less marked feature of the conversation. However, as dis-
cussed earlier, the link of the students marked D to Seeking and Encoding 
Stance is a sign that there is a proficiency issue and there is the use of scaf-
folding turns from the examiner. When we consider again the association 
of the examiner turns with Dimension 2 in the Conversation according 
to the learners’ mark and grade (Table 4.2), we find support for the view 
that at grade 6 examiners selecting Information-Seeking turns are driving 
this behaviour for all marks, though the behaviour is most notable with 
students receiving a D, indicating again a link to the use of this func-
tion by examiners as a form of scaffolding. This intensity of engagement 
with Information Seeking with lower grade students lessens as students 
progress through the grades. Eventually the examiner’s performance at the 
micro-level begins, for example with students receiving an A at grade 7, to 
be more associated with the other side of the dimension – a Descriptive 
function.

So a clear pattern has emerged: the interaction with students is driven, to 
an extent, by the selection of Seeking and Encoding Stance discourse units 
by examiners. These discourse units contain Information-Seeking micro-
structures used to scaffold the performance of students. This behaviour is 
marked for students at lower grades in general and with lower marks in 
particular. In turn, this suggests that, as students progress in their language 
learning, as indicated by grade and/or mark, their performance requires 

Table 4.6 The association of the discourse units in 
the Conversation task to Dimension 4 according to 

the learners’ mark, grade and proficiency level.

Conversation_A_B1_grade6 −0.298
Conversation_A_B2_grade7 0.096
Conversation_A_B2_grade8 0.106
Conversation_B_B1_grade6 −0.303
Conversation_B_B2_grade7 0.147
Conversation_B_B2_grade8 0.175
Conversation_C_B1_grade6 −0.302
Conversation_C_B2_grade7 0.131
Conversation_C_B2_grade8 0.058
Conversation_D_B1_grade6 −0.448
Conversation_D_B2_grade7 −0.046
Conversation_D_B2_grade8 −0.309
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less scaffolding by the examiner. It is the development of competence in 
the selection and performance of discourse unit functions, as appropriate 
to the task, that is the factor controlling our view of discourse unit func-
tions on this dimension.

To conclude the discussion of this dimension, let us summarise the key 
findings that have emerged. Firstly, the prototype exploration was helpful 
in terms of giving us strong, typical examples to focus on. But, as we saw, 
usage which went against those examples was motivated by choice and 
communicative purpose; for example, the use of Seeking and Encoding 
Stance as a scaffolding device by the L1 speaker outside of Greeting. We 
also saw that the Seeking and Encoding task function is typically examiner-
led, while the Informational Narrative task is typically student-led. The 
relationship between the two thus relates, in part at least, to roles in social 
interaction – the L2 speakers, in the tasks where they use the Informational 
Narrative function, are licensed to do so. It represents a choice of discourse 
function appropriate to the task they are performing. The same is true 
of examiners as their role is licensed too and the Seeking and Encoding 
Stance task helps them to discharge that function. This may be related to 
task (specifically Greeting) but it also relates to their role in the conversa-
tion – they are a cooperative conversational partner and they may use that 
function to scaffold the interaction of L2 speakers also. Especially in the 
context of scaffolding, we see some of the functions at the micro-structural 
level discussed in Chapter 2 come into play for the examiner – their use 
of Narrative and Information-Seeking turns can be key resources for them 
in helping the L2 speaker, and an element of co-construction of discourse 
units, in particular Informational Narratives, may ensue.

So, overall, at an abstract level the variation we see in the data has a 
common root in discourse in that the same factors are driving choice and 
variation – the role of the speaker in the interaction, their proficiency, the 
task in question and the appropriateness of the discourse resources they 
have to the goal they are pursuing. With regards to the Interactive task, 
there is a lack of clear patterning around the task, with the functions them-
selves not being diagnostic of proficiency.

Before leaving the discussion of this dimension, we must return to an 
important question posed at the start of this chapter and consider the 
interaction of narrative functions at the macro- and micro-structural lev-
els. We see an important feature of the Informational Narrative that is 
implied by the discussion so far – it is composed of narrative elements. We 
have seen that Narrative is present at the micro-structural level and that 
these turns can build to create a macro-structural Informational Narrative. 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009208932.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 216.73.216.63, on 02 Aug 2025 at 06:55:40, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009208932.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


118 Learner Language, Discourse and Interaction

What is the process governing the composition of such micro-structures to 
compose a macro-structure? May we be able to find, in essence, interme-
diate structures between the turn and the discourse unit? May higher level 
macro-structures be present which, in turn, are composed of discourse 
units? We will return to focus on these questions in Chapter 8. For now, 
we will focus on concluding our discussion of the short-text MDA of the 
TLC discourse units by considering Dimension 5.

4.3 Dimension 5: Persuasion versus Information Seeking

The final dimension that characterises the discourse units produced in the 
TLC sees Persuasion on the positive side of the dimension and Information 
Seeking on the negative side of the dimension. The features which consti-
tute both are given in Table 4.7.

The Persuasion function is constituted by features, such as suasive verbs 
and prediction modals, that are associated with trying to bring about some 
future action. There are also many features used to encode stance such as 

Table 4.7 The linguistic features strongly associated with Dimension 5.

Dim. 5 Features (coordinates, contributions)

+ Pro-Verb DO_A (0.145, 0.855), Contracted Forms_P (0.148, 0.916), Negative 
Interjection_A (0.166, 1.312), Proper Noun_A (0.169, 0.823), Infinitive_P 
(0.196, 1.187), Past Tense_A (0.197, 1.165), Stance Verb_P (0.206, 0.916), 
Indefinite Article_A (0.209, 0.883), Analytic Negation_A (0.232, 1.551), 
Nominalisation_P (0.252, 1.357), Predicative Adjective_P (0.271, 2.36), Time 
Adverb_P (0.301, 1.516), Indefinite Pronoun_P (0.306, 1.751), Second-Person 
Pronoun_A (0.324, 1.027), Copular Verb_P (0.33, 2.35), WH-Word_A (0.35, 
3.242), Phrasal Verb_P (0.354, 2.334), Auxiliary DO_A (0.432, 5.189), 
Comparative_P (0.432, 1.369), Prediction Modal_P (0.446, 4.032), Adjective 
+ to complement clause_P (0.502, 1.517), Question Mark_A (0.555, 5.215), 
Suasive Verb_P (0.992, 5.37),

− Negative_Interjection_P (−0.68, 5.367), WH-clause_P (−0.569, 1.019), BE as 
main verb_A (−0.387, 1.111), Auxiliary DO_P (−0.384, 4.621), Contracted 
Forms_A (−0.361, 2.241), Adverbs of Frequency_P (−0.326, 0.832), Attributive 
Adjectives_A (−0.321, 0.891), Predicative Adjectives_A (−0.32, 2.786), 
Pro-Verb DO_P (−0.319, 1.878), WH-Word_P (−0.284, 2.628), Time 
Subordinator_P (−0.267, 0.724), Prediction Modal_A (−0.232, 2.096), 
HAVE as main verb_P (−0.232, 0.917), Question Mark_P (−0.222, 2.087), 
Analytic Negation_P (−0.22, 1.473), Infinitive_A (−0.214, 1.296), Past 
Tense_P (−0.203, 1.204), Copular Verb_A (−0.19, 1.351), Phrasal Verb_A 
(−0.163, 1.076), Proper Noun_P (−0.161, 0.787), Nominalisation_A (−0.143, 
0.769), Indefinite Pronoun_A (−0.142, 0.812)
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comparatives, to + adjective complement clauses, predicative adjectives and 
stance verbs and infinitives. These features co-occur in discourse units that 
are often suggesting/advising/guiding a particular course of action or shar-
ing their opinion in order to persuade and encourage some desired future 
action. The following example shows an Indian student, taking grade 7 
(file 2_7_IN_47), trying to persuade an examiner, in the Discussion, of 
the virtues of a footballer. The student was awarded an A for this task. 
Note that the examiner engages in exclusively phatic communication in 
this interaction. The discourse unit also has many of the features which are 
present in the Persuasion function, including contracted forms (e.g. I’d), 
stance verbs (e.g. like) and comparatives (e.g. better).

(44) S: and if it’s done purposely then you might even get a yellow card or 
something like that

E: oh
S: depending upon the referee
E: right
S: er now I’d like to divert your attention to my favourite player
E: yes
S: so my favourite player is Cristiano Ronaldo I mean
E: oh yes
S: he’s just the best player in the world for me
E: mm
S: and he’s got all the qualities so like we want he is fast
E: mm
S: he can control the ball and he’s really strong
E: mm
S: oh like of the world and he he’s got a really good right leg and he can be 

really devastating with his left leg also
E: mm
S: I mean I know people might think that Messi is a little bit better than 

him since he move to Real there were comparisons drawn with Messi 
but now I feel that nowadays Ronaldo is like way ahead

E: right okay mm mm

By contrast, Information Seeking is characterised by several question fea-
tures, such as WH-words, question marks and WH-clauses. There is also a 
past tense orientation through past tense verbs and have as a main verb, 
which is often used to talk about experience. Time subordinators and 
adverbs of usuality also suggest that time is important in these discourse 
units. By looking at the discourse units most associated with Information 
Seeking, it is possible to see that these linguistic features co-occur to realise 
the underlying Information-Seeking function. The function is especially 
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related to the past. The following discourse unit, from a grade 6 Discussion 
task with an Italian student (file 2_6_IT_50) awarded an A for this task, is 
an example of Information Seeking. In this case, the behaviour is mutual – 
the examiner initiates the function by asking the student for information, 
and in turn the student builds upon the Information-Seeking function 
initiated by the examiner by asking the examiner for information.

(45) E: so if you have if you have invite friends for dinner
S: haha
E: what kind of things do you cook?
S: I erm I erm would like prepare pinzimonio have you ever ate er
E: no I don’t
S: pinzimonio
E: think so no
S: erm
E: not not with not knowingly

What do the prototypical discourse units for each of these functions show? 
For Persuasion, it shows that the examiner draws heavily on this function 
when introducing tasks – here it takes the form of providing an explana-
tion to the student of what they are to do in a task. This is shown by the 
highly formulaic nature of examiner speech in the discourse units marked 
most strongly for this function, including lengthy, frequent fixed expres-
sions such as need to keep the conversation going (eighty-five examples) and 
after four minutes I’ll end the conversation (sixty-six examples). By contrast, 
student speech is reduced to communicating agreement, with okay and 
yes being the most frequent words spoken by the student in these dis-
course units (occurring 169 and 117 times respectively) and I’m ready and 
yes ma’am being the most frequent multi-word units (occurring 18 and 16 
times respectively). So these prototypical uses are clearly examiner-led and 
relate to the introduction of tasks. The dominance of the examiner is again 
apparent when we look at the contributions – the 100 discourse units most 
strongly associated with persuasion are composed of 6,707 words: 5,703 by 
the examiner (85.03 per cent) and 1,067 by the student (14.97 per cent).

For Information Seeking, the contributions from examiner and exam-
inee are more evenly balanced, with the discourse units being composed of 
7,675 words: 3,765 from the examiner (49.06 per cent) and 3,910 from the 
student (50.94 per cent). The examiner speech is characterised by a wide 
range of multi-word expressions, mainly oriented towards asking ques-
tions of the student, such as do you have (twenty-three occurrences), what 
do you (thirteen occurrences), do you know (twelve occurrences), did you 
have to (seven occurrences) and do you think (seven occurrences). These are 
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directed towards the student, contributing to you being the most frequent 
word uttered by the examiner in these discourse units (257  occurrences). 
By contrast, the student talks from a personal perspective, with I being 
the most frequent word uttered by the students in these discourse units 
(241 occurrences). The students use filled pauses to hold the floor in the 
interaction, making er and erm the second and third most frequent words 
spoken by the students (160 and 125 times, respectively). The first-person 
singular orientation of the student speech is reflected in the multi-word 
expressions used by the students, which include I don’t know (eighteen), no 
I don’t (seven), when I was (seven), I didn’t (five) and I think that (five). So 
the indications are that these discourse units are interactive in nature and 
jointly constructed, though in terms of Information Seeking the weight 
of questions leans towards the examiners, with the students responding.

If we consider task, how do the Discussion and Conversation tasks 
relate to the functions of Dimension 5? Table 4.8 presents the association 
of the discourse units in the different tasks according to the marks the 
learners received. To begin with Discussion, the task is linked overall to 
Information Seeking, with the lowest grade, D, being most pronounced in 
linking discourse units to that function.

A possible explanation for this may suggest itself to the attentive reader – 
as discussed in the previous section, the function Information Seeking 
is also present as a feature of examiner speech at the  micro-structural 
level, suggesting that the increased salience in discourse units of the 
 Information-Seeking function is caused by examiners intervening with 
that function at the micro-structural level to support weaker students. 

Table 4.8 The association of the discourse 
units in the Discussion task on Dimension 
5 according to the mark learners’ received.

Conversation_A 0.021
Conversation_B 0.022
Conversation_C −0.028
Conversation_D −0.208
Discussion_A −0.138
Discussion_B −0.111
Discussion_C −0.183
Discussion_D −0.257
Interactive_A 0.536
Interactive_B 0.433
Interactive_C 0.423
Interactive_D 0.367
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A good example of that can be seen in the following Discussion example 
(from file 2_6_IN_59). This discourse unit involves an examiner and an 
Indian student taking a grade 6 exam who was awarded a D for the dis-
cussion task. The discourse unit that follows is the sixth of nine discourse 
units produced in the task.

(46) E: okay what about how was ice cream er so was ice cream invented here?
S: no it was not invented in here but it was invented outside like in foreign 

countries
E: uhu okay so what kind of ice cream were you eating when you were 

three years old?
S: three years old in fact I didn’t ate ice cream it when I was three I started 

it eating ice cream at er five

In this exchange it is the examiner who introduces the Information-
Seeking function and they sustain it. The examinee does not participate 
in the information seeking. If we look at the other discourse units in this 
task, Information Seeking predominates, with seven of the nine discourse 
units in the task having that function. When we examine the Information-
Seeking discourse units, it is almost exclusively the examiner seeking the 
information. Only in the first discourse unit does the student produce 
turns which are Information Seeking (the student asks a series of ques-
tions). Thereafter the student abandons this function and responds to 
questions rather than asking them. All Information Seeking is then initi-
ated and sustained by the examiner, as we saw in the example just given. 
This is in spite of a prompt from the examiner in the seventh discourse 
unit of the task for the student to engage in information seeking– they ini-
tiate an Information-Seeking discourse unit by saying to the student ‘okay 
alright and erm can you ask me a question about ice cream?’. The student 
fails to do so. So it seems that the association of this function to low pro-
ficiency is indicated by an increased incidence of Information Seeking by 
the examiner and a related low incidence of Information Seeking by the 
student. Information Seeking itself, as in the example from the seventh 
discourse unit, can itself become a scaffolding function, where the exam-
iner explicitly uses Information Seeking to see whether the student is able 
to perform this function.

If we return to the discussion of Dimension 3 in the previous chapter, 
we see the same explanation in operation here in the Discussion as we 
saw in the Conversation there. At all grades, salience of the Information-
Seeking task is linked to poor student performance; more specifically, the 
production of turns with an Information-Seeking function by the exam-
iner is most pronounced with students scoring a D. This is for the reasons 
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outlined – it is because the ability of the student to produce that function 
seems limited, leading to the balance of Information Seeking shifting back 
to the examiner, who produces these utterances both to sustain the dis-
cussion and, on occasion, to attempt to expressly prompt the student to 
produce this function.

For the Conversation task, a similar argument seems to present itself. 
Students scoring A and B are associated more with discourse units relying 
on Persuasion, while students scoring C and D are linked to discourse 
units engaging in Information Seeking, very markedly so in the case of 
students scoring D (see Table 4.8).

The increased reliance on the Information-Seeking function for those 
scoring a D can, once again, plausibly be ascribed to the link with exam-
iner behaviour at the micro-structural level. At all three grades for the 
Conversation task, the examiner turns draw markedly on the Information-
Seeking function, and the function declines in use as the attainment of 
the student increases, as shown for grade 6 in Table 4.2. It should also 
be noted that when students scored an A at grades 7 and 8, the examiner 
turns are actually associated with the Descriptive (positive Dimension 2 at 
the micro-structural level) function, as opposed to Information Seeking, 
suggesting that there is an interaction between grade and function for this 
task, as will be explored shortly.

Before leaving this point however, it should be noted that increased 
usage is, once again, generally indicative of examiners being obliged to use 
Information Seeking as a strategy to sustain an interaction. Yet the func-
tion itself need not necessarily align with a low score if, for example, it is 
used appropriately by a student. Consider the following discourse units, 
both drawn from the Conversation task and both associated with the 
Information-Seeking function. The first, from file 2_6_IN_106, is from a 
grade 6 examination of an Indian student who was awarded a D for the 
task. While initially Information-Seeking turns by the examiner are used 
to encourage responses from the student, the laconic nature of the replies 
finally forces a more explicit request from the examiner for the student 
to continue their response in the seventh turn and arguably in the ninth 
turn also.

(47) E: yeah okay and at home do you have any rules?
S: means
E: at home in your family does your mother have rules?
S: no
E: no rules so you can do whatever you want?
S: no not everything
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E: uhu so
S: sometimes erm sometimes there are rules that are sleep at nine thirty 

sharp
E: okay uhu
S: but I don’t sleep at nine thirty

The second is from file 2_6_AR_37, and is, once again, a Conversation 
discourse unit. This Argentinian student was awarded an A for their 
 performance. Relative to the previous example, this one shifts the weight 
of the interaction towards a balance of seeking and revealing of  information, 
with much of both being framed by the past in the first,  second and fifth 
turns.

(48) S: where did you learn er your language?
E: my language at school I learnt French and erm I I lived in Poland for 

five years so I learnt Polish as well
S: oh
E: yeah
S: did you know a lot of of languages?
E: well erm language is like a muscle if you don’t s= if you don’t go to 

the gym
S: haha
E: every day you lose it yeah so you you have to practise

The difference between the two examples is stark – in the former, the 
examiner is using the Information-Seeking function to sustain a conver-
sation with a student who briefly responds to the questions given, placing 
the burden of sustaining the conversation on the examiner. By con-
trast, the roles are reversed in the second example. The A-graded student 
understands how to lead the conversation by an appropriate use of the 
Information-Seeking function and initiates and constructs discourse units 
with that function. The student effectively carries the burden of directing 
the course of the conversation. Similar examples have been presented for 
other functions discussed so far – poorer grades for students are linked 
to functions selected by the examiner who is trying to encourage the stu-
dent to proceed with an interaction where the student is struggling to ini-
tiate and/or construct discourse functions appropriately to perform a task. 
However, once mastered, the use of those functions by the student may 
betoken a successful acquisition and use of that discourse function.

For Discussion, our view of the dominance of Information Seeking 
becomes refined when we consider task, grade and score together, as pres-
ented in Table 4.9. There is a clear link with proficiency which reinforces 
the view of Information Seeking being a sign of scaffolding – grade 6 sees 
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the most marked use of Information Seeking for all students, irrespec-
tive of the score they received. However, students scoring C and D are 
more strongly linked to the function than those marked A and B. Also, 
as  proficiency builds, the highest scored students become linked with 
Persuasion – starting at grade 7, students scoring A or B become linked to 
Persuasion rather than Information Seeking.

Below is a discourse unit, from the discussion task of a Portuguese stu-
dent taking a grade 8 exam, who received a score of A. The example is 
taken from file 2_8_POR_1.

(49) S: so nowadays when we think about avia-aviation especially if we live in er 
a developed countries like Europe and America we immediately think 
about big jet liners however in the past planes were much smaller 
and much lighter as we didn’t have the technology or the knowledge 
needed to build er big and heavy planes so erm in the past the avia-
tion was also more dangerous than now because and er that danger 
factor I guess that in my opinion erm makes aviation erm a more 
desirable activity because it has it has a bit of adventure included

E: mm
S: so the planes are very developed these days and erm they have lot of 

technology and if you have asked me maybe a year ago whether I 
like technology on planes I would have said that I don’t I didn’t like 
technology on planes

E: what what do you mean by technology on planes exactly?
S: like in the cockpits
E: mm

Table 4.9 The association of the discourse units in 
the Discussion task according to learners’ mark, 

grade and proficiency level on Dimension 5.

Discussion_A_B1_grade6 −0.254
Discussion_A_B2_grade7 0.014
Discussion_A_B2_grade8 0.032
Discussion_B_B1_grade6 −0.243
Discussion_B_B2_grade7 0.019
Discussion_B_B2_grade8 0.002
Discussion_C_B1_grade6 −0.344
Discussion_C_B2_grade7 −0.011
Discussion_C_B2_grade8 −0.082
Discussion_D_B1_grade6 −0.378
Discussion_D_B2_grade7 −0.068
Discussion_D_B2_grade8 −0.1
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There is one Information-Seeking turn from the examiner, who otherwise 
only encourages the student to continue through the use of backchannel-
ling. The bulk of the discourse unit demonstrates the student confidently 
using the discourse unit function of Persuasion, trying to encourage the 
examiner to understand their view on the use of technology in planes. This 
particular Discussion runs over five discourse units and all of them are 
linked to the Persuasion function and, once the introduction to the task is 
completed, the interaction is very much led by the student, as the example 
just given illustrates.

What about Conversation? Again, the combination of factors refines our 
view of the data. As with Discussion, the Information-Seeking  function is 
dominant for all students at grade 6, though the prevalence of discourse 
units with this function increases with declining proficiency (see Table 4.10). 
However, unlike Discussion, all students bar those awarded D are  associated 
with Persuasion discourse units for grades 7 and 8. The association of the 
students awarded D with Information Seeking continues across grades 7 
and 8, though it declines as the grade of exam increases, suggesting that 
there is still an increase of proficiency across grades even for these students.

For both Conversation and Discussion, the impression of a  declining 
incidence of Information Seeking as proficiency increases, either between 
grades or as measured within a grade, is reinforced by looking at  examiners’ 
production of Information-Seeking turns. As noted, this is true of Discussion 
and it is also true of Conversation. In Conversation at grade 6 the  association 
between examiner turns and the  Information-Seeking  function increases 
as student proficiency declines. At grade 7, students scoring C and D are 

Table 4.10 The association of the discourse units in 
the Conversation task on Dimension 5 according to 

learners’ mark, grade and proficiency level.

Conversation_A_B1_grade6 −0.111
Conversation_A_B2_grade7 0.191
Conversation_A_B2_grade8 0.144
Conversation_B_B1_grade6 −0.15
Conversation_B_B2_grade7 0.193
Conversation_B_B2_grade8 0.145
Conversation_C_B1_grade6 −0.199
Conversation_C_B2_grade7 0.148
Conversation_C_B2_grade8 0.148
Conversation_D_B1_grade6 −0.269
Conversation_D_B2_grade7 −0.075
Conversation_D_B2_grade8 −0.038
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associated with Information-Seeking turns by the examiner; those marked 
D most notably so. At grade 8, irrespective of student score, the examiner 
turns are not Information Seeking, they are Describing; that is, the func-
tion paired with Information Seeking on Dimension 2 of the analysis of 
examiner turns in Chapter 2. However, some degree of sensitivity to profi-
ciency is visible, with students scored A being most strongly associated with 
the Descriptive function in examiner turns.

In the Interactive task, there is a clear link between proficiency and the 
Persuasion function. Persuasion is an important function for the task; the 
higher the proficiency of the student, the higher their average score for 
this function is on the positive side of this dimension (see Table 4.8). The 
Interactive task often hinges on Persuasion – indeed, one of the prompts 
used in the task in the corpus is ‘my friends have been trying to persuade 
me to join a social networking site’. The A-graded students pursue the 
Persuasion function in response to this, though for the weaker students, 
Information Seeking is apparent. Consider the following discourse units 
(Examples 50 and 51) from the Interactive task. Both were produced as part 
of the task by grade 8 students when the prompt regarding social media 
was used. The first is a Brazilian student marked D (file 2_8_BR_1). The 
interaction is brief, covering just three discourse units. The second dis-
course unit follows.

(50) S: are you do you want to enjoy it? <pause/>
E: I do and I don’t I’m not sure
S: and <pause/> is this a group of what? <pause/> like
E: well they’re trying to persuade me to join Facebook and Twitter
S: oh yes but do you do you know the thi= do you know it?
E: well I know people who use it yes
S: and do you like it? do you do your someone your <pause/> like your son 

they they have it
E: yes my children have it and a lot of my friends and they’re trying to get 

me to join but I’m really not sure
S: and will erm don’t you think that they’re Facebook or Twitter can be 

can be good can there can have <pause/> good things?
E: possibly but I’m not sure what the good things are
S: but why do you don’t <pause/> sure about it
E: well I think people seem to spend a lot of time on Facebook

The student, throughout the interaction, largely gathers information. The 
examiner repeatedly signals that they want to be persuaded – but with 
the exception of ‘Twitter can be a good thing’, the student neither tries 
to understand the motives of those trying to persuade the examiner nor 
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tries to use the information either to suggest that the friends are wrong 
or to persuade the examiner to change. The discourse goal of the exam-
iner – wanting to be persuaded one way or another – does not match 
well the discourse strategy of the student, as realised. Contrast this with 
this Argentinian student, scored A (file 2_8_AR_4). The discussion begins 
with the student asking for the examiner’s thoughts about social media 
and their friends’ motives, moves through an assessment of both and con-
cludes with a discourse unit (Example 51) where the student engages in the 
Persuasion function to advise the examiner to both join social media and 
remain engaged face to face with friends. The examiner reflects back that 
the student has understood their position and the Persuasion reaches a 
conclusion – they agree on a position.

(51) S: <laugh/> no well I I would say I would say that your for your best you 
should er go and connect onto the network but as I said as I s= 
<unclear text=‘prevally’/> said as I previously said you should also s= 
er still erm hang out your friends and and with your family

E: yeah I mean of course I would er there’s no question I think about th-
that I would never become absorbed in social networks it’s just that 
I feel social networks are very so superficial because you don’t really 
tell people what you’re really thinking

S: yes I actually agree with you
E: because there’s so many people reading it you’re not gonna tell everyone
S: yes
E: anything important <laugh/>
S: <laugh/>
E: okay thank you for that

4.4 Conclusion

This chapter and the one preceding it have shown that the conversations that 
L2 speakers engage in with their L1 examiners are influenced by social con-
text as well as proficiency. Given what has been seen, it may also be argued 
that proficiency itself, in the exam context, represents an important part of 
the social context and, hence, that social context is the prime force influenc-
ing the form and function of language in this corpus, whether that be at the 
micro- or the macro-structural level. The social context is the examination, 
and that social context proceeds through a range of tasks. The social context 
in its broader sense controls discourse – the examiner has a role, relative 
to the student, that puts them in a position where they are warranted to 
engage in certain behaviours which the student is not. So, for example, in 
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the Greetings task we see the examiner checks the student’s personal details 
to make sure that they are the person who is to be examined and that the 
level of the exam is right. The social context does not allow the student to 
do the same. At the same time, as the examination itself moves through the 
tasks, the social context alters and the roles alter with them, to a degree, as 
the task demands that the student leads in some tasks, for example.

It is with that broad social context that proficiency intersects – the stu-
dent’s ability to engage in verbal interaction which is appropriate to the 
social context varies by proficiency. As proficiency improves, we see the L2 
speakers able to perform their role in the interaction better. Where this is 
not the case, we see the role of the examiner flex – rather than simply elic-
iting a performance from the student, the examiner alters their stance to 
be a source of support, aiding the student to continue with the interaction 
and guiding the conversation. The examiner’s choice to act in this role 
may be triggered by proficiency, but it is still part of the social context of 
the examination in two important ways. Firstly, and perhaps from the stu-
dent’s perspective most importantly, it is central to the ethos of the exam-
ination – the exams are designed as ‘one-to-one, face-to-face assessments 
of English language speaking and listening skills with a Trinity examiner, 
who encourages the candidate to show what they can do through prompts 
and authentic interactive dialogue’ in a way which builds student confi-
dence.6 So the behaviour of the examiner should match the expectations of 
the examinee – this is what the exam is about. However, there is a second 
way in which the examiner’s behaviour is part of the expected social con-
text – this is what conversation is like. The exam is seeking to assess spoken 
interaction in English through authentic conversations. Part of conver-
sation is not to act as though one is in a rather harsh exam, correcting 
an interlocutor continuously or simply halting an interaction if the other 
interlocutor cannot perform well enough. Rather, an important part of 
interaction is a key feature of pragmatics – the cooperative principle. Grice 
(1975: 45) introduced the idea by saying that in speech you should:

Make your contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, 
by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are 
engaged.

This controls the interaction in the TLC – it is the principle by which both 
the exam and conversation are organised. Students who fail to do this, as we 

6 Taken from www.trinitycollege.com/qualifications/english-language/GESE. Website accessed 11 
October 2023.
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have noted, require the examiner to effect a repair or scaffold. That leads to a 
judgement that their proficiency is not high. Students who can abide by the 
cooperative principle elicit behaviours from the examiner focused on partici-
pation in the task at hand rather than a repair or some such and, accordingly, 
are rated as being more proficient. Hence the exam itself, by not artificially 
constraining the speech of the examiner, actually permits a major organising 
principle of discourse into the conversation – the cooperative principle. 
Some of the principles that are related to the cooperative principle have cer-
tainly been evidenced so far, in particular the maxim of relevance – that 
one’s contributions should be relevant. Again, we have seen in Example 36 
in the previous chapter that the examiner intervenes where students violate 
this maxim, in the example cited challenging a non-sequitur.

However, the conversations are not entirely authentic – people are not 
generally rated on their performance in conversations, nor do such con-
versations usually proceed through a fixed set of tasks. Also, the exams do 
lead the interlocutors away from Gricean maxims in an obvious way. It is 
almost certainly the case that the maxim of quality is disregarded – there is 
no need for the examiner or the examinee to speak the truth, avoid false-
hoods or make statements which are not well supported with evidence. 
For the examiner, working to prompts given to them, we may reasonably 
expect that when they say, as a prompt at the start of the Interactive task 
‘my teenage nephew has decided that he wants to take up boxing’ (occur-
ring in five different files) that this is not true. There is no such nephew. 
It is simply a prompt used by the examiner to stimulate a conversation. 
If we check the metadata on the examiners, we discover that five different 
examiners say this, stretching our credulity further. Likewise, the scenarios 
discussed, and the opinions expressed by the students, may or may not be 
true. These are unimportant for the purpose of the exam, which is very 
much about assessing the ability of the students to interact in a range of 
tasks requiring a mastery of different functions in discourse. The truth of 
the propositions presented by either of the interlocutors, to the extent that 
this does not disrupt the coherence of the interaction, is unimportant.

The question arises, however, of the degree to which both student and 
examiner abide by the cooperative principle. Might it be that this princi-
ple is language-specific and, in effect, introduces a variable into the exam 
which should be considered? Some theorists are clear on the matter – the 
cooperative principle is language-independent: Leech (1983: 10–11) notes 
that while we may think of general pragmatics, and place something like 
the cooperative principle within that, the cooperative principle in practice 
may be influenced by local conditions. So, abstracted from context, one 
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might conceive of the cooperative principle as an ideal which operates 
across languages. However, in use, the realisation of the principle may 
vary – for example, somebody who has committed a crime and is ques-
tioned by the police about it may be well motivated not to abide by the 
cooperative principle. On the other hand, an innocent person interviewed 
in the same circumstances may be highly motivated to be as cooperative 
as possible. The influence of local conditions on the cooperative principle 
is clear but, of course, depends on a degree of shared knowledge – another 
crucial aspect of local conditions may be an awareness of those conditions 
and the realisation of those conditions being clear to both interlocutors. 
This is crucial because it explains why we might expect the cooperative 
principle to apply across our data – because the interlocutors are aware 
of the local conditions that will shape its use. Hence our view of the 
 cooperative principle here falls clearly within what Leech would call social 
pragmatics – this is less abstract than general pragmatics as it is bound to 
local conditions – it is the ‘sociological interface of pragmatics’ through 
which something like the cooperative principle may ‘operate variably in 
different cultures or language communities, in different social situations, 
among different social classes, etc.’ (Leech, 1983: 10). In the case of the 
exam, the social context is one for which both the student and examiner 
have prepared – the student has been made aware of the nature of the 
exam, which is rooted in the cooperative principle, and the examiner is 
tasked with delivering an exam in which they play the role of a cooper-
ative interlocutor. Additionally, as each task starts, the examiner makes 
the cooperative nature of the interaction clear by alerting the student to 
the nature of the task and acquainting the student with their role in it. In 
that context, while some authors have sought to identify ways in which 
local context in non-English-speaking cultures may vary with regard to 
the interaction between local conditions and the cooperative principle 
(e.g. Keenan, 1976), this does not really change or challenge Leech’s argu-
ment – the cooperative principle exists at a level of general pragmatics and 
is influenced by, but not negated by, local conditions in socio-pragmatics.7 
So in our socio-pragmatic context, the student has been prepared for the 
local context of the exam, the examiner reinforces those expectations and, 
throughout, the cooperative principle is in effect in the interactions.

Of course, this argument stands at a level of abstraction – it is possible 
to see that the socio-pragmatics of the interaction should be such that the 

7 A point which contextualises and reframes the critique of the cooperative principle by Ameka and 
Terkourafi (2019: 75–76).
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cooperative principle should be applied irrespective of the cultural back-
ground of the speaker. But is there a way of seeing whether this is the 
case? While we might look to see whether certain discourse units marked 
with functions associated with scaffolding are present with speakers from 
one background rather than another, our attempt to study this is con-
founded by the co-constructed nature of the discourse units – without 
going into the data and coding the discourse units carefully to say whether 
the function of the discourse unit is scaffolding or not in each case, and 
then determining whether the discourse unit is student- or examiner-led, 
approaching this question becomes problematic. However, at the micro-
structural level the approach seems clearer – if we look at examiner speech 
and consider the cultural background of the learner and their proficiency, 
then we may see that micro-structures associated typically with scaffolding 
by the examiner are more commonly associated with learners from one 
background rather than another. This would be an indication that the 
examiner is having to do more scaffolding with students from certain cul-
tural backgrounds, which may, in turn, suggest that the local conditions 
vary by student background.

With the data at hand we may hypothesise that task, social, and perhaps 
cultural, context have an impact upon the data, but it is hard to explore 
the hypothesis critically. For example, if we consider for a moment the 
top-down discourse unit coding and look for examples of discourse units 
relating to conflict, we find that there are only nine discourse units in the 
corpus where conflict is the primary code of a discourse unit. It is very 
little data to work with – we might note that the units are produced by 
nine different students: five from India, three from Mexico and one from 
Spain. Likewise, we may note that those students are linked to a range of 
proficiencies, with the students being scored as A (once), B (three times), 
C (four times) and D (once) in a range of tasks (Conversation, Discussion, 
Interactive). But while that allows us to dismiss some absolute statement 
we could make – for example, it is not true that students producing a con-
flict discourse unit will never be graded A – it does not really allow us to 
explore why this discourse unit code is dispreferred. To begin to do that, 
we need a different type of data – we can switch to contrasting the TLC 
data discussed in this chapter and the previous one with data where the 
examiner and examinee share the same L1 and the examinees have not 
been trained to take the exam; Rather, they are simply responding to the 
tasks as L1 speakers. With that data, a clearer view of the factors at play 
in L2 performance in the corpus may be achieved. That is the goal of the 
next chapter.
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