
This is a contribution from Second Language Interaction in Diverse Educational Contexts. 
Edited by Kim McDonough and Alison Mackey.
© 2013. John Benjamins Publishing Company

This electronic file may not be altered in any way.
The author(s) of this article is/are permitted to use this PDF file to generate printed copies to 
be used by way of offprints, for their personal use only.
Permission is granted by the publishers to post this file on a closed server which is accessible 
to members (students and staff) only of the author’s/s’ institute, it is not permitted to post 
this PDF on the open internet.
For any other use of this material prior written permission should be obtained from the 
publishers or through the Copyright Clearance Center (for USA: www.copyright.com). 
Please contact rights@benjamins.nl or consult our website: www.benjamins.com

Tables of Contents, abstracts and guidelines are available at www.benjamins.com

John Benjamins Publishing Company



© 2013. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

Chapter 14

Interaction in conversation groups
The development of L2 conversational styles

Nicole Zieglera, Corinne Sealsa, Steffi Ammonsa, Julie Lakea, 
Phillip Hamricka, and Patrick Rebuschatb

aGeorgetown University and bBangor University

This exploratory study examines the potential learning opportunities of interactions in the 
naturalistic setting of a German conversation group. Eleven intermediate L2 German learners 
participated in weekly conversation groups, which were recorded and then transcribed. In addi-
tion, information regarding learners’ perceptions, confidence, and willingness to communicate 
was obtained by means of self-report surveys and interviews. A discourse analytic approach 
indicated that learners’ styles were more passive or active depending on their ability to identify 
and use, consciously or unconsciously, German conversational style in the group interactions. 
These findings suggest that interaction in L2 conversation groups can play an important role in 
providing learners with opportunities to acquire native-like conversational styles and structures 
in an environment representative of authentic, real world conversational contexts. 

Introduction

During the last few decades, numerous empirical studies and meta-analyses have dem-
onstrated clear benefits of interaction on second language (L2) development (e.g. Keck, 
Iberri-Shea, Tracy-Ventura, & Wa-Mbaleka 2006; Mackey & Goo 2007; Mackey & Oliver 
2002; Mackey, Oliver, & Leeman 2003). Much of the focus of these studies has been the 
development of lexis and grammar; however, interaction has also been shown to benefit 
learners by providing opportunities to produce modified output (Swain & Lapkin 2001) 
and receive comprehensible input (Gass & Varonis 1985), as well as negotiate for mean-
ing and receive feedback (Pica, Lincoln-Porter, Paninos, & Linnell 1996), all of which 
may provide opportunities for development above the lexical and grammatical levels. 
Consequently, interaction may be integral to the development of discourse structures, 
conversational styles, and interactional features, which are all important aspects of suc-
cessful L2 development. 



© 2013. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

270 Second language interaction in diverse educational contexts

Although L2 research tends to focus on conversation in classrooms and lab settings, 
these environments do not necessarily result in the kind of ‘natural’ oral interaction that 
might benefit the learning of L2 interactional conventions and styles. Although previous 
research acknowledges this lack of investigation of ‘natural’ conversation, there are few 
studies that have addressed this gap (see Brock, Crookes, Day, & Long 1986; McDonough 
& Hernández González this volume; Polio, Gass, & Chapin 2006, for exceptions). However, 
to our knowledge no studies have investigated the development of L2 conversational style 
in more naturalistic settings.

In sum, the acquisition of L2 conversational features, including conversational style 
and discourse structures, although important aspects of successful oral interaction, are 
under-investigated in second language acquisition (SLA) research overall, particularly in 
naturally occurring conversation. In addition, naturalistic settings, such as conversation 
groups, may promote the development of conversational features more than structured 
classrooms. However, because the majority of interaction studies have focused on lab and 
classroom-based environments (Mackey & Goo 2007), we argue there is a clear need for 
more research examining interaction in other learning environments. 

In order to address these gaps, we examined interaction-driven development of 
L2 conversational features in intermediate level German learners outside of traditional 
classroom and lab-based contexts in a more naturalistic setting. We conducted our study 
in the context of an L2 conversation group. Given the present focus on the acquisition 
of conversational features, we used conventions and constructs well established within 
discourse analysis research to examine participants’ interactions. Before proceeding to 
the details of the study, we first briefly review conversational interaction and its impor-
tance to SLA. 

Conversational interaction and SLA 

Successful L2 development is not limited to learners’ development of linguistic skills, 
such as grammar and lexis, but also includes the development of social and interactional 
practices (Batstone 2010; Lantolf 2000). When engaged in face-to-face social interactions, 
participants draw on interactional resources, such as turn and topic management and con-
versational style, to successfully negotiate various communicative situations. These inter-
actional skills, which are often acquired through observation and participation (Young 
1999), may be crucial for learners to develop so that they may successfully navigate L2 
interaction. When learners are able to follow the expected interactional patterns of the L2, 
this helps to avoid potential cross-cultural miscommunication and ensures a successful 
conversation between the interlocutors. Features of conversational style, such as overlap, 
pauses and intonation, make up the conventions through which meaning is communi-
cated in social interactions (Tannen 2005), underscoring the importance of these features 
to L2 conversational development. However, despite the importance of interactional devel-
opment, the acquisition of conversational features remains relatively under-researched in 
the field of SLA.
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Acquired as part of the social process of language development (Tannen 2005), con-
versational style can be defined as a summation of the social norms linked to a linguis-
tic and cultural framework (Byrnes 1986). These norms, which signal to participants the 
meaning of an utterance, vary across language groups and influence discourse conven-
tions, such as the occurrence of interruptions and the ordering of turn-taking. Previous 
research in discourse analysis has indicated different patterns in conversational styles 
across linguistic and regional groups (Berry 1994; De Fina, Schiffrin, & Bamberg 1999; 
Sharma 2005; Tannen 2005), with results demonstrating differences in involvement, over-
lap, backchanneling, and collaborative sequences. In light of these differences, learners 
may experience a knowledge gap regarding the relevant features of L2 conversational style. 
Given that these features play a key role in successful interaction, they become an impor-
tant part of any account of the effects of interaction on L2 development. 

In the present study, we focus on U.S. native speakers of English learning German as 
an L2. These learners may encounter problems in learning how German conversational 
styles contrast with the conventions and norms of U.S. English, given that these languages 
differ across several dimensions, including politeness strategies, turn-taking, overlap, and 
discourse structure (Byrnes 1986; Kothoff 1991, 1993). However, in order to better under-
stand how interaction may impact learners’ strategies in approaching the gaps between 
their L1 and L2 conversational styles, we first must characterize the differences between 
the conversational styles associated with their L1 (U.S. English) and L2 (German). We 
operationalized U.S. English as North American English, from a variety of different states, 
and going forward will refer to it as “American English.”

Use of American and German conversational style

Although there is no monolithic “American” conversational style (see Tannen 2005, and 
her discussion of the ‘California style’ versus the ‘New York Jewish style’), when contrasted 
with other cultural and language backgrounds, commonalities among American English 
styles may emerge. Within Tannen’s (1984) and Brown and Levinson’s (1987) model of rap-
port strategies, Brown and Levinson (1987) isolate several key conversational American 
beliefs that link to solidarity, with American interlocutors striving toward a common point 
of view and in-group membership. Byrnes (1986), on the other hand, places emphasis on 
the role that language plays in conveying information as opposed to creating social bonds 
in German conversational styles (pp. 200–201). German conversational style is marked by 
overlapping, short to non-existent pauses between turn-taking, the completion of inter-
locutors’ sentences, and a more argumentative format (Byrnes 1986; Kothoff 1991, 1993; 
Straehle 1998). On the other hand, American interactional style is focused more heavily 
on politeness strategies. The importance of politeness in the American style can be noted 
by clear turn-taking with relatively little overlap and a willingness to cede the floor should 
overlap occur (Berry 1994; Byrnes 1986). 

Research comparing German and American conversational styles has shown 
that each group exhibits distinct communicative behavior patterns, influenced by the 
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relationship  between hearer and listener, the type of interaction, and the traits of the 
interlocutors (see Clyne 1995; House & Kasper 1981; Nees 2000; Schmidt 2001). For 
example, Straehle (1998) found differences in German and American conversational 
strategies, despite both being what Tannen (1984) referred to as “high-involvement” 
conversational styles. Straehle (1998) posited that Americans frame much of their con-
versation in a ‘storytelling context’, relying on involvement strategies while Germans 
frame conversation in an ‘agonistic discussion’, relying more on argument-building tac-
tics. This fits into Kotthoff ’s (1991, 1993) German conversational ‘opposition format’, 
in which conversationalists in German are expected to undermine their interlocutors’ 
position in order to strengthen their own. Schleef (2009), in a quantitative analysis of 
naturally occurring speech of American and German lecturers and their students, found 
differences in the academic discourse. His analysis led him to four contrastive stylis-
tic parameters: “(1) formality; (2) student-teacher interactivity; (3) discourse structure 
and speech management; and (4) conversational support and conversational contrast” 
(Schleef 2009: 1121). These parameters support a German academic discourse style with 
a higher degree of formality, less speech management devices to maintain student com-
prehension, and more use of linguistic devices (e.g., but, well) that express contrasting 
opinions in a turn-initial position.

Overall, patterns of conversational style suggest some differences between American 
speakers of English and native German speakers. Before detailing learners’ reactions to 
these differences, we first review some of the necessary constructs of discourse analysis 
relevant to the present study. 

Features of conversational interaction

One feature of conversational style relevant to the investigation of a naturalistic interac-
tional L2 setting is control of the conversational floor. Edelsky explains conversational 
floor control as a conversational setting that can be either a “one-at-a-time type of floor” 
or “a collaborative venture where two or more people either t[ake] part in an apparent 
free-for-all or jointly buil[d] one idea,” (1981: 384). Within the context of this study, when 
the L2 conversation group meets and holds a group discussion, they are all building a “col-
laborative floor.” This is distinct from a classroom setting where a “one-at-a-time” struc-
ture typically occurs, with the instructor controlling the overall allowance of turn-taking 
by “calling” on participants and then “yielding the floor” to them (Duncan 1972). Thus, 
there are clues in how students in a conversation group are participating in their own L2 
acquisition by the frequency and character of their turns as they collaboratively build 
the floor. However, learning to share the floor in the L2 style may not be a simple task. 
There is a difference between sharing the floor through collaborative overlap and taking 
the floor through interruption (Schegloff 2000; Tannen 1990), and it is plausible that learn-
ers may have difficulty distinguishing between the two. Interruption involves a second 
speaker beginning her turn while the first speaker is still taking her turn, with the effect 
of the second speaker ultimately taking the floor from the first. Collaborative overlap, as 
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defined by Schegloff (2000), occurs when “one participant initiates an utterance and pro-
vides for another to complete it,” (p. 6). Thus, collaborative overlap is a sharing of the floor 
between participants who often have the same linguistic style (Tannen 1990). However, 
communication issues can arise when participants do not or cannot negotiate this prac-
tice of sharing the floor, and may instead interpret collaborative overlap as interruption. 
This miscommunication may lead to social misunderstanding, or may even impact the 
effectiveness of subsequent interactions and opportunities for negotiation of meaning. 
Moreover, learning the conversational features that permit successful and acceptable con-
trol of the floor may lead to more opportunities for production and modified output, 
making floor control an area of L2 development worthy of investigation. Although previ-
ous sociolinguistic research has examined control of the floor using number and length 
of turns (Schegloff 2000; Tannen 1990), these conversational structures have been under-
explored in interaction research in SLA settings.

Another conversational feature worthy of study in an L2 context is topic change. 
Traditional discourse analysis (e.g. Murray 1985; Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson 1974) has 
suggested that the initiation of topic changes can be considered as a specific type of turn 
used to gain control of the floor through negotiation rather than sharing. Speakers who 
take the most turns or who are successfully able to initiate the majority of topic changes 
in a conversation, may also negotiate more control of the floor. Once again, such success-
ful management of the floor may potentially lead to increased production and modified 
output opportunities.

Overall, fostering learners’ abilities to notice, and potentially adopt, features of L2 
conversational style is an important interaction-driven aspect of L2 learning not often 
addressed within traditional lab-based and classroom contexts. Naturalistic settings, such 
as the conversation groups from which our data are extracted, may offer learners more 
authentic conversational opportunities than the classroom. Thus, the social and collabora-
tive nature of the conversation groups offers learners opportunities to acquire features of 
L2 conversational structure, as well as grammatical structures and lexical items. Seeking 
to address these gaps in the literature, this exploratory study uses a discourse analysis 
approach to explore interaction-driven development in the unique L2 context of a con-
versation group. 

Methods

Context of the study

Regularly used as supplementary practice to formal instruction within educational con-
texts, L2 conversation groups provide learners opportunities to practice oral language 
skills in a naturalistic and authentic language setting. Conversation groups may take on 
various forms depending on the linguistic, social, or educational context, varying widely 
in structure and formality, with some groups relying on prepared topics, tasks, or games 
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to ensure continuous conversation and inclusion of all proficiency levels, while others 
may rely solely on the participants to conceive of topics for spontaneous conversation. 
Conversation groups may be led by native or non-native speakers of the target language 
and may include participants of similar or varying levels of proficiency.

However, regardless of the leadership structure or levels of formality, conversation 
groups provide students of all proficiency levels the opportunity to practice oral interac-
tion in a less formal setting than the classroom. Because conversation groups are designed 
to reduce anxiety and provide a comfortable atmosphere, they provide an environment in 
which learners can practice their L2 skills and test their hypotheses about the language. 
Additionally, conversation groups offer components found in well-structured tasks, e.g., 
a setting in which learners can freely make mistakes and participate in authentic oral 
interaction. In addition, they give speakers a unique setting in which to observe and 
acquire L2 conversational features, including conventions of topic initiation and turn tak-
ing, through the use of naturally occurring language. Although there may be a great deal 
of individual variation across cultural and social contexts, conversation groups provide 
an informal atmosphere outside of the classroom for learners to practice and improve 
their L2 abilities. 

In terms of SLA, conversation groups also present researchers with unique opportuni-
ties not often found within classroom contexts. For example, social context is an important 
factor in interactions, and native speakers may be more likely to be perceived by par-
ticipants as a true conversational partner rather than an instructor within a conversation 
group. This perception of the more experienced speaker as a partner may provide the 
researcher with differential interactional outcomes than what might occur in a more for-
mal, structured classroom or lab environment. 

Participants

The eleven German as a second language learners who participated in the research 
were recruited from intermediate level undergraduate German courses at Georgetown 
University. Biographical details appear in Table 1 below, and pseudonyms have been 
given for all participants. All participants were native speakers of English. The partici-
pants’ length of previous German instruction ranged from one semester to seven years, 
with an average of 2.46 years (SD = 2.42) of formal instruction. Only one student, who 
also happened to have had the most formal instruction, was a declared German major 
with previous experience participating in a conversation group. All other participants 
were enrolled in German courses as electives or to meet foreign language requirements, 
and had no previous experience in conversation groups. Proficiency levels were deter-
mined by the German Department’s placement test and were also self-reported on a 
questionnaire. 
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Table 1. Biographical data of participants

German pseudonym Gender Age Years studying

Nathaniel M 19 .5
David M 20 5
Bryan M 19 7
Jacob M 18 1
Meg F 18 3
Katherine F 21 6
Molly F 20 1
Amanda F 20 1.5
Deanna F 19 1
Mark M 19 .5
Anne F 18 1

Design

In order to keep the group size small and to encourage a friendly and intimate atmosphere, 
participants were assigned to one of two conversation groups depending on their schedule 
and availability. Each conversation group met for one hour each week for six consecutive 
weeks. Each of the 11 participants completed a biographical data and language survey 
prior to the first conversation group meeting, as well as a language survey, exit survey, 
and exit interview following the last meeting. Language surveys were designed to elicit 
participants’ self-assessment of their speaking, listening, grammar, and vocabulary skills, 
while the exit survey and interview were designed to obtain richer data regarding learners’ 
experiences and perceptions regarding the conversation group. 

Data collection procedure

The data for the current research came from audio and video recordings of two German 
as an L2 conversation groups, as well as surveys and interviews prior to and following 
completion of the study. All conversation group meetings were held in a conference room 
located on the participants’ university campus. Meetings were both audio taped using 
handheld digital recorders and video taped using a Flip video camera stationed on a tri-
pod. They were moderated by the third author, who is a native speaker of German and 
an experienced German as a foreign language instructor. None of the participants were 
currently in a class taught by the moderator, thus eliminating the possibility of confusion 
surrounding the moderator’s role in the different contexts. 

Because the overall goal of this study was to examine what happens in learner interac-
tions in a naturalistic setting, the moderator aimed to create an environment that main-
tained learner engagement regardless of their level of language production. Following 
Gamble and Gamble (2004), who state that in conversation “speakers need to speak so 
that listeners can listen, and listeners need to keep in mind that they are not just waiting 
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to speak but need to be actively involved in listening” (p. 123), the moderator encouraged 
participants to actively listen as well as speak. In addition, this allowed the moderator to 
assume a role more akin to a knowledgeable peer rather than an instructor. This allowed 
her to scaffold participants’ learning and coordinate their turns as needed, maximizing the 
interaction between the participants rather than between the moderator and individual 
learners. 

In order to retain a supporting rather than instructional role, thus limiting the pro-
vision of corrective feedback and maintaining the naturalistic features of interpersonal 
conversation, the moderator focused on responding to the content of participants’ utter-
ances through verbal and non-verbal messages, such as signaling interest and encourage-
ment or opening the floor with general questions. However, in an effort to prevent learner 
frustration and to provide guidance when necessary, the moderator provided linguistic 
scaffolding in the form of lexical or grammatical suggestions, either when explicitly asked 
by a participant or when it was deemed necessary to aid the continuing flow of natural 
conversation. The moderator also used pre-selected discussion topics when it was neces-
sary to initiate a topic to maintain continuous conversation within the group. Topics for 
discussion were self-selected by the participants through responses on the pre-study lan-
guage survey, including general themes such as undergraduate life, German and American 
film and music, and life in Germany. 

Although all conversation group meetings were recorded, only the initial, medial and 
final sessions were transcribed and analyzed for the current research (please see Appendix 
for transcription conventions). Table 2 provides additional details regarding the analyzed 
data and the data collection timeline. 

Table 2. Data collection timeline used for the current study

Timeline Data 

Pre-study Background survey
 Language survey
Week 1 Initial conversation group meeting 
 Audio recording and transcription
 Video recording of initial meeting
Week 3 Medial conversation group meeting 
 Audio recording and transcription
  Video recording of medial meeting
Week 6 Final conversation group meeting 
 Audio recording and transcription
 Video recording of final meeting
Post-study Exit surveys and interviews
(most interviews Language survey
conducted within Data validation interviews
2 weeks of the 
end of the study)
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Analysis

This study was exploratory in nature and sought to investigate how the development of L2 
learners benefited from interaction in a naturalistic setting. Using a data-driven approach 
to identify key themes with minimal a priori assumptions, we began by watching the vid-
eos and listening to the audio recordings of each conversation group meeting. In order 
to gain a holistic perspective of the significant themes emerging within the data, sessions 
were examined on an individual level as well as across the six weeks of the study. Out of 
six sessions, the first, third, and sixth sessions were selected based on their representation 
of participants’ baseline, middle and final conversational behaviors. After reviewing these 
sessions, we noticed that the amount of overlap occurring between the moderator and the 
learners, as well as between the learners themselves, varied across the sessions. In addition, 
the conversational format of the interaction, for example, whether it was more represen-
tative of a classroom question and answer with the moderator controlling the floor, or if 
it was more of a natural conversational style, also emerged as a dominant theme. These 
initial analyses seemed to indicate that the moderator was holding the floor most often 
during the first meeting. However, by the sixth and final meeting, we noticed that a num-
ber of learners in each conversation group had begun to collaboratively overlap through 
sharing control of the floor with the moderator and appeared to be imitating her conver-
sational style. These data-driven observations were then triangulated with participants’ 
independent reactions, including their observations and perceptions of group dynamics 
and conversational styles, in a second set of interviews. During these interviews, partici-
pants listened to playback of the sessions used for analysis, and provided their perspective 
of the interactions. In addition, transcripts of sections selected for analysis were checked 
and confirmed by the participants. 

To further investigate the data, the researcher/moderator coded 100% of the tran-
scriptions of the initial, medial, and final conversation group meetings selected for 
analysis. Transcripts were coded for the number of turns for each individual learner and 
occurrence of topic initiation, including if a previous topic was re-introduced. Transcripts 
were then coded to identify learners’ control of the floor and participation in the group 
meeting. Floor control was operationalized as the number of topic introductions by each 
learner while participation was operationalized as the number of turns. A co-researcher 
then reviewed the coding and either agreed or disagreed with what was marked as a new 
topic or a return to a topic. Disagreements were discussed, and the researchers reached 
100% agreement before continuing with further analyses. 

Results and discussion

Overall, the analyses suggest that over the six weeks of the study, the participants either 
became more active interactors, by which we mean that they increased their participation 
and control of the floor from the first to the final meeting, or more passive interactors, 
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indicating that they reduced their participation and adopted the role of listeners more than 
speakers over the course of the study. We argue that one reason learners became more pas-
sive interactors was because they were less able to identify and adapt to the native German 
conversational style, either consciously or unconsciously, defined by the pace and flow of 
the discourse, while the more active interactors were more able to recognize and utilize 
German discourse structure. 

We support this argument by first providing native speaker and learner examples of 
typical German conversational style found in this data and in previous research. We then 
illustrate how learners’ success or failure to adopt German conversational style led to the 
learners’ more active or passive roles. Although some learners may have been more suc-
cessful than others at using German discourse structure, regardless of their level of inter-
action, we suggest that all learners appeared to benefit in some way from participation, 
particularly regarding their levels of confidence and willingness to communicate (WTC), 
as evidenced from their interview and survey data. 

Conversational style and control of the floor

The analysis of participation and control of the floor reveals striking changes in some 
of the learners’ conversational styles across the six weeks of the study. For example, the 
interaction in the first meeting in Group B follows what might be considered an American 
conversational style, with the control of the floor relatively evenly shared between the 
learners. One speaker speaks at a time, with minimal instances of overlap. As this was the 
first group meeting and much of the conversation consisted of sharing information and 
discussing introductory topics designed to help students get to know one another, this 
was not an unexpected finding. However, discussions of general topics produced similar 
interactions, with learners sharing the control of the floor. In the Excerpt (1) below, taken 
from Group B’s first group meeting, this shared control of the floor is illustrated through 
the learners’ lack of interruptions or overlap. Rather, speakers only seem to respond to a 
previous utterance when it is clear the interlocutor’s turn is complete. Excerpt (1), which 
follows American discourse style, is taken from a conversation involving Bryan, Meg, and 
Jacob, three of the learners in Group B, and S., the moderator. 

 (1)  1 B: Ähm es ist bei ähm Tenleytown.
   2 M:  Welche Instrument.
   3 B:  Ich spiele Gitarre, 
   4 M:  Hm. 
   5 B:  Bluesguitarre. (laughs)
   6 S:  Und ihr macht Bluesmusik.
   7 B:  Ja.=
   8 S:  =Oh cool.
   9 B:  Ich habe ein Radioshow am Georgetown Radio… Donnerstag elf 
  10  bis midnight. (laughs)
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  11 M:  Kennst du das wir haben or wir recording studios?
  12 S:  Hä?
  13 M:  Recording studios. Wie sagt man recording studios?
  14 S:  Aufnahmestudios.
  15 M: Aufnamestudios hier in Georgetown du kannst äh für kostenlos…
  16  äh… rent? Wie sagt man rent or like check out?
  17 J:  Meit.
  18 S:  Mieten.
  19 M:  Mieten, ja in Lau also.
  20 B:  Für keine Geld?
  21 M:  Kein Geld. Du musst zu Gelardin gehen. (laughs) 

   1 B:  Um it is near um Tenleytown.
   2 M:  What instrument. 
   3 B:  I play the guitar.
   4 M:  Hm. 
   5 B:  Blues guitar. (laughs)
   6 S:  And you are playing blues music.
   7 B:  Yes.=
   8 S:  =Oh cool.
   9 B:  I have a radio show at the Georgetown radio… Thursday eleven
  10  till midnight. (laughs)
  11 M:  Do you know that we have or we recording studios? 
  12 S:  Um? 
  13 M:  Recording studios. How do you say recording studios?
  14 S:  Recording studios. 
  15 M: Recording studio here at Georgetown you can um for free… 
  16  um… rent? How do you say rent or like check out? 
  17 J:  Rent. ((mispronounced))
  18 S:  Rent. ((infinitive))
  19 M:  Rent, yes, in Lau, so. 
  20 B:  For no money?
  21 M:  No money. You have to go to Gelardin. (laughs) 

In line 13, Meg, identified by ‘M’ in the excerpt above, is making a bid for help with the 
use of the lexical item with rising intonation recording studios?, which indicates to the 
other learners and the moderator that she is seeking assistance. After the needed item is 
provided, Meg continues to speak in lines 15–16, again seeking help with a lexical item. 
Jacob provides the needed verb in line 17, although he mispronounces it. He is corrected 
by the moderator, at which point Meg seeks confirmation of the word and proceeds with 
her previous thought. Yet, throughout this process, the conversational participants take 
turns one at a time without overlap, thus following a more American conversational style.



© 2013. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

280 Second language interaction in diverse educational contexts

By the third week, the moderator’s control of the floor had increased from 16.7% 
to 42.4%, indicating that participants had progressed from shared control in session 1 
to reduced floor control in session 3. Nathaniel, Jacob and David dramatically decrease 
their control of the floor, reducing control from approximately 16% to 3% in some cases, 
while only two learners, Bryan and Meg, maintain control rates similar to session 1. The 
Excerpt (2) below demonstrates that although learners are controlling the floor less than 
in the first session, they maintain a polite discourse style more similar to an American 
than a German style, with minimal overlap and clear turn-taking. Note that in this excerpt 
Meg is using the same conversational style as S., as seen in the latching done by the two 
of them (denoted by “=”). David latches in line 5 and overlaps with Meg in line 12. This 
latching demonstrates a move from an American to a more German conversational style 
(in comparison to previous excerpt).

 (2)  1 S:  Ich bin am Montag nach Leesburg gefahren.
   2  Ich wollte in ein- in ein deutsches Restaurant gehen. (laughs)
   3  Und da gibt es ein Döner- kennt ihr Döner Kebab?
   4 M:  Oh ja… Dön-
   5 D:  =Ja, ja, ja.=
   6 M:  =Ja. Wie Türkisch-
   7 S:  =Ja.=
   8 M:  =essen.=
   9 S:  =Genau. Das gibt es in Leesburg. Und ich bin eine Stunde 
  10  nach Leesburg gefahren und dann war es geschlossen.
  11 M:  [Oh!]
  12 D:  [Oh!] That sucks.
  13 S: Aber wenn ihr mal,
  14  Döner Kebab essen wollt oder,
  15  äh Currywurst-
  16 M:  =Um: ja.=
  17 S:  =oder deutsches Bier. Das gibt es in einem Restaurant in Leesburg.

   1 S:  I went to Leesburg Monday.
   2  I wanted to go to a- to a German restaurant. (laughs)
   3  And there is Döner there- do you guys know Döner Kebab?
   4 M:  Oh yeah… Dön-
   5 D:  =Yeah, yeah, yeah.=
   6 M:  =Yeah. Like Turkish-
   7 S:  =Yeah.=
   8  M:  =food.=
   9 S:  =Exactly. It’s in Leesburg. And I went an hour 
  10  to Leesburg and then it was closed.
  11 M:  [Oh!]
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  12 D:  [Oh.!] That sucks.
  13 S:  But if you guys want to eat,
  14   Döner Kebab or,
  15  uh Currywurst-
  16 M: =Um: yeah.=
  17 S: =or German beer. There’s a restaurant in Leesburg with it.

We hypothesize that the reduction in learner participation may have been a reaction to the 
unfamiliar German conversational style, with learners not noticing the new style or failing 
to adjust to a more native speaker structure. However, it should also be acknowledged that 
speakers may also not have felt the need to adjust to the more aggressive German speaker 
style due to the relaxed environment of the conversation group. Bryan and Meg, the two 
most experienced German learners in this group, seem to encounter the least amount of 
difficulty here, evidenced by their relatively stable amount (less than six percent change) 
of floor control from session 1 to session 3. This is increasingly evidenced by the fact that 
by the final meeting in the sixth week, these same participants are relatively equal with the 
moderator in terms of control of the floor. Table 3 illustrates Group B’s control of the floor 
across session 1, 3, and 6. 

Table 3. Group B (topics/control of floor)

Participant Week 1 Week 3 Week 6

Moderator 16.7% 42.4% 27.3%
Nathaniel 16.7%  3.0%  3.1%
David 16.7%  9.1% 12.5%
Bryan 20.8% 18.2% 30.3%
Jacob 12.5%  3.0%  3.1%
Meg  18.3% 24.2% 21.9%

In the sixth session, Nathaniel and Jacob have not increased their control of the floor more 
than 1/10 of a percent, suggesting that they have not adjusted to the German conversa-
tional style. Although David increases his participation by approximately 3% from session 
3 to session 6, the floor control of these three learners in the last session is markedly dif-
ferent than the first session, with all three learners controlling the floor less than the other 
participants. As demonstrated in the following Excerpt (3), Bryan and Meg seem to have 
picked up on the native German conversational style modeled by the moderator and have 
adapted their interactions accordingly, sharing the floor nearly equally with the native 
speaker and successfully imitating the features of her conversational style. 

 (3)  1 B:  Kennen Sie failblog=
   2 M:  =Mhm.
   3 D:  Was?
   4 M: [Failblog].
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   5 B:  [Failblog] dot com… es ist- es gibt viele videos und Bil- 
   6   Bilder das zeigt… ah… fails… [ 2 von Leute].
   7 D:      [2 Oh ja.] 
   8 M:     [2 Oh wie] Engrish dot com… 
   9  [3 fails].
  10 B:  [3 Es] ist viel besser aber nicht When Parents Text.=
  11 M:  =Hm, ja!=
  12 B:  =Das ist besser.= 
  13 M:  =Oder den XXX.
  14 S:  Was ist das?
  15 B:  When Parents Text like es ist es gibt texts ähm zwischen eltern und 
  16  ähm [kin]dern, und eltern kennt.  
  17 M:  [Kin-]
  18 B:  Kennts- [2 kennen] sie nicht über das technology… so das ist
  19  lustig.=
  20 M:  [2 (laughs)]
  21 S:  =Wie haben woher haben sie ähm die SMS… 
  22   SMS heißt [3 text] message woher haben sie das?
  23 M:   [3 Ja.]
  24 B:   [3 Hm.] 
  25  Woher?=
  26 M: =Oh ähm internet, es gibt es die sie- sie [kann das-]
  27 S:      [Aber ist] das nicht privat
  28  oder-
  29 M:  =Ähm, man kann das like senden [2 und checken] XXX.
  30 B:      [2 You post it].
  31 S:      [2 Oh].
  32 B:  [3 Wenn seine eltern] lustig sind du [4 gehst] an web.
  33 M:  [3 XXX]   [4 Ja].

   1 B:  Do you know failblog=
   2 M: =Mhm.
   3 D:  What?
   4 M: [Failblog].
   5 B:  [Failblog] dot com… there is- there are many videos and pic- 
   6  pictures which show… uh… fails [2 from people].
   7 D:     [2 Oh yes].
   8 M:    [2 Oh like] Engrish dot com… 
   9  [3 fails].
  10 B:  [3 It] is much better but not When Parents Text.=
  11 M:  =Hm, yes!=
  12 B:  =That is better.= 
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  13 M:  =Or the XXX.
  14 S:  What is that?
  15 B: When Parents Text like it is there is texts um between parents and
  16  um [chil]dren, and parents knows. 
  17 M: [Chil-]
  18 B: Knows- [2 know] they not about technology… that is so 
  19  funny.=
  20 M:  [2 (laughs)]
  21 S:  =How have where do they have them from um the SMS… 
  22  SMS means [3 text] message where do they have it from?
  23 M:   [3 Yes].
  24 B:   [3 Hm].
  25   Where from?=
  26 M:  =Oh um internet, there is the they- they [can that-] 
  27 S:     [But that] is not private 
  28  or-
  29 M:  =Um, one can um one can like send [2 and check] XXX.
  30 B:     [2 You post it].
  31 S:     [2 Oh].
  32 B: [3 When his parents] are funny you [4 go] to the web. 
  33 M: [3 XXX]   [4 Yes].

In line 11, Meg is latching on to Bryan’s utterance when she utters hm ja!, which is indica-
tive of German discourse style. Bryan and Meg continue to follow this style as they collab-
orate in the construction of the dialogue, building on each other’s utterances and sharing 
the control of the floor. In lines 16–17, for example, Meg collaboratively overlaps with 
Bryan when she begins to say children. Bryan continues, and Meg, instead of finishing her 
utterance, agrees with Bryan’s statement and pauses as the moderator becomes involved in 
the topic discussion. Line 25 demonstrates a comprehension check from Bryan when he 
utters woher, as he attempts to clarify his understanding of the moderator’s question. Meg 
provides the response in line 26, quickly latching on to Bryan’s response and providing the 
information herself. The native speaker moderator then interrupts Meg’s utterance in lines 
27–28 by saying aber ist das nicht privat oder. These learners, having figured out the native 
speaker style modeled by the moderator, have become the more active interactors, sharing 
the floor with the native speaker and dominating the conversation more than the remain-
ing participants. The learners who became more passive participants, on the other hand, 
spend a sizeable portion of the interactions providing American style backchanneling (e.g. 
ja [yeah]), which the more active learners talk over. 

Turning to Group A, learners demonstrate a similar pattern regarding the adop-
tion of German conversational style, yet the interactions are slightly different due to the 
presence and absence of Anne, suggesting that the social relationships between learn-
ers played a particularly influential role in determining learners’ levels of floor control. 
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For example, when Anne is present in the first session, she immediately shares the floor 
with the moderator (39.5%), although her floor control remains at a slightly lower level 
(26.3%). The remaining learners, with the exception of Deanna, share control of the floor 
less than 8% of the time. This is in stark contrast to the first session in Group B, in which 
all of the learners shared the floor somewhat equally with the moderator, controlling the 
floor between 8%–16.7%. When Anne is absent in the third session, the other learners 
share floor control more equally, with most participants (especially Katherine, Molly, and 
Amanda) raising their control of the floor noticeably from session 1 to session 3. Table 4 
illustrates floor control for Group A. 

Table 4. Group A (topics/control of floor)

Participant Week 1 Week 3 Week 6 

Moderator 39.5% 33.3% 30.1%
Katherine  7.9% 20.0% 12.8%
Molly  2.6% 13.3%  5.1%
Amanda  5.3% 16.7% 15.4%
Deanna 15.8% 10.0% 12.8%
Mark  2.6%  6.7%  5.1%
Anne 26.3% Not present 17.9%

However, when Anne returns in the final session, she again takes back a large amount of 
floor control in proportion to the other learners. Despite Anne’s dominance and success in 
taking control of the floor, Amanda and Deanna maintain a high degree of participation 
as well. Katherine’s participation also remains relatively high, in contrast to the decrease in 
floor control exhibited by Molly and Mark. The primary contributors to these discussions 
are the moderator, Amanda and Deanna, with Mark and Molly as more passive interac-
tors, providing mainly backchanneling. The decreased participation of Mark and Molly 
seems to indicate that they have not yet successfully negotiated the interactional structure 
of German discourse, while Katherine, Amanda, and Deanna have begun to adopt features 
of a more German conversational style. Nathaniel and Jacob, in Group B, have likewise 
not adapted to the native German conversational style, and are frequently unsuccessful 
at taking the floor and regularly interrupted by the other learners. Similar to the pas-
sive interactors in Group A, their continued use of a more American conversational style, 
which does not use overlap and interruptions to the same degree as the German style, 
results in reduced floor control, subsequently leading to decreased interactional oppor-
tunities. In failing to adopt the German conversational style, Nathaniel, Jacob, Molly, and 
Mark have become more passive interactors, participating through listening rather than 
through speaking. 

Although they continue to receive the same input as the more active participants, their 
opportunities for output have decreased along with their control of the floor. However, 
as previous research has suggested (Ellis, Tanaka, & Yamazaki 1994; Mackey 1999; Pica 
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1992), learners need not be active interactors to still benefit developmentally. For example, 
Mackey found that learners who observed interactions but did not participate, still dem-
onstrated slight increases in developmental stages, suggesting that passive interaction may 
also be somewhat beneficial to L2 development. Similar to the observer group in Mackey’s 
study, the more passive interactors in the current research were exposed to negotiations for 
meaning, modified output opportunities, and corrective feedback that may have occurred 
between the moderator and the active interactors. Swain’s Output Hypothesis (Swain 1985, 
1995) suggests that output is a critical component of L2 development, and because of 
the exposure to modified output opportunities produced by the more active participants, 
passive interactors may also be able to benefit from these interactional opportunities. For 
example, in the following Excerpt (4), we see that the moderator has asked one of the 
learners about her weekend. When the moderator (indicated by S.) asks Deanna about 
the film she watched, she doesn’t understand, and the moderator repeats the question. 
However, rather than Deanna providing the answer, Mark, a more passive interactor, pro-
vides the target word. Although Mark’s involvement overall is more passive than active, 
this example demonstrates that despite not having produced the original utterance, Mark 
is still presented with opportunities for interactional benefit. That is, although Mark was 
not actively participating in the interaction, he was still attending to the input and was 
able to produce output in response to the moderator’s repetition, suggesting that passive 
interactors are still able to benefit from the positive effects commonly associated with 
interaction. 

 (4) 1 S:  Und hast den Film gesehen mit deinem Freund?
  2 D: Ja. (laughs)
  3 S:  Hat sich’s gelohnt?
  4 D:  Was?
  5 S:  Hat sich der Film gelohnt? Lohnen. Kennt ihr das? 
  6  Das lohnt sich?
  7 M:  Is it worth it?
  8 S:  Ja.
  9 D:  Oh. Yeah. 

  1 S:  And you saw the film with your boyfriend?
  2 D:  Yeah. (laughs)
  3 S:  Was it worth it?
  4 D:  What?
  5 S:  Was the film worth it? Worth it. Do you guys know that?
  6  To be worth it?
  7 M:  Is it worth it?
  8 S:  Yeah.
  9 D:  Oh. Yeah. 
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Although passive interactors’ abilities to adapt to the dominant conversational style may 
impact their interaction, low floor control does not necessarily indicate low participation. 
For example, when considering the number of turns for Group B, Jacob, a more passive 
interactor according to his low proportion of floor control, produces a high number of 
turns. Although the data indicate that Jacob does not introduce as many topics as his 
peers, he continues to participate in the conversations. However, his turn taking and topic 
control follow an American style, thus reducing his possibilities for interaction despite his 
continued turn taking. Active interactors, on the other hand, seem to not only maintain 
a high proportion of control of the floor, but also a greater number of turns overall when 
compared to the passive interactors. For example, the more active interactors in Group B, 
Bryan and Meg, initiate more turns in both session 3 and session 6, while Anne, Deanna, 
and Katherine in Group A produce the most turns of the learners in their middle and final 
sessions. Tables 5 and 6 indicate the turns per learner in each group.

Table 5. Group A (turns/participation)

Participant Week 1 Week 3 Week 6

Moderator 27.9% 26.3% 25.3%
Katherine 15.1% 12.4% 20.1%
Molly  4.7% 12.4%  5.2%
Amanda 11.8% 12.7%  6.5%
Deanna 14.8% 25.4% 18.8%
Mark  7.4% 10.9%  6.5%
Anne 18.4% Not present 17.6% 

Table 6. Group B (turns/participation)

Participant Week 1 Week 3 Week 6

Moderator 21.3% 24.9% 24.8%
Nathaniel 15.2%  6.2%  3.6%
David 13.4% 15.6%  9.2%
Bryan 13.4% 17.0% 27.1%
Jacob 19.1%  9.7% 13.2%
Meg  7.6% 26.6% 22.1%

Overall, the data suggest that within naturalistic settings, the passive interactors are those 
learners who did not change their conversational style to match that of the more advanced 
speakers, as evidenced in their control of the floor, resulting in reduced interactional 
opportunities. Although the more active interactors, defined as those learners who were 
successful in adapting to the native German speaker style, may have had more output 
opportunities due to their higher floor control and participation, all learners were exposed 
to the same amounts of input. Our findings indicate that regardless of whether learners are 
passively or actively involved in the interaction, they are still provided with input, feed-
back, and output opportunities. This suggests that learner participation in  conversation 
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groups may still result in positive effects commonly associated with interaction, such as 
increased opportunities for modified output and meaning negotiation, regardless of their 
level of interaction. For example, learners who did not initiate topics were still able to par-
ticipate in the ensuing discussion, thereby producing speech and increasing their oppor-
tunities for modified output. Learners that had low levels of participation were still able 
to attend to input through active listening and observation of other learners in the group. 
This provided additional opportunities for learners to notice mismatches between their 
language and that of their peers when compared to the language of more advanced learn-
ers or a native speaker.

Confidence and willingness to communicate

Learners’ exit surveys and interviews indicated additional benefits, namely that they felt 
more confident and willing to communicate due to participation in the conversation 
group. For example, in his exit interview, Jacob, who was one of the more passive interac-
tors, said, “I feel like I’m confident enough that I could stumble through German in front 
of a native speaker and not be embarrassed.” Although the data demonstrate that Jacob’s 
control of the floor and turn taking were some of the lowest in his group, 4% and 13.2% 
respectively, his interview data indicate that he felt he benefited from participation and 
was now confident enough to communicate with native speakers in the target language 
environment. Even though his participation in the interactions was minimal compared to 
other learners, he was able to benefit from the interaction in a positive way. 

In addition, learners reported feeling more confident in class. For example, on his exit 
survey, David remarked that “as a result of the German conversation group, I am more 
willing to communicate to another German speaker inside or outside of class.” This quote 
demonstrates that the conversation group contributed to his willingness to communicate 
in both naturalistic settings and classroom contexts. The ability of conversation groups 
to improve WTC and confidence for in-class communication is further evidenced by 
Amanda, who stated on her exit survey that she had “more confidence speaking in class.” 
These findings suggest that interaction within conversation groups may have wide ranging 
positive effects for learners in both academic and social settings. 

Participation in the informal, and more social, atmosphere of the conversation group 
seems to have provided learners with an environment free from judgment in which they 
felt they could freely test their hypotheses and make mistakes. This notion is supported by 
learner interview data in which learners discussed that they felt more comfortable making 
mistakes with each other than they did in class. For example, Anne remarks that “it was 
more relaxed…if people feel less pressured that everything has to be perfect, then that 
means they’ll be more willing to speak out, and that means they get to practice more.” 
This statement demonstrates that settings such as conversation groups, where the informal 
nature of the context is emphasized, may provide anxious or introverted learners with 
interaction and speaking opportunities they may not have had in class. Furthermore, in 
his interview, David discusses how in his German class, he felt he needed to prepare all 
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his utterances on paper, checking for grammar and practicing the pronunciation silently 
to himself, before speaking or interacting with other students. He was afraid he would be 
corrected harshly by his instructors and did not want to embarrass himself in front of his 
peers. In the conversation group, however, the more relaxed environment contributed to 
his ability to produce more spontaneous speech. 

Learners also found the conversation group to be an environment encouraging of col-
laborative learning. For example, because the moderator’s role was one more akin to par-
ticipant than instructor, learners were largely responsible for providing each other with 
corrective and interactional feedback, or lexical and grammatical assistance. In an exit 
interview, when asked what role correction played with the group, Jacob responded, “It 
wasn’t so much correction, but looking for a word and someone would supply it. Or if it was 
a little bit off, it wasn’t correction but filling in gaps. And that worked really well, actually.” 
The learner is describing how participants assisted one another with form and meaning 
during their interactions by “filling gaps” and supplying words, thus providing one another 
with feedback and modified output opportunities. Referring to instances where a speaker 
may not know a lexical item, Bryan states, “Everyone would start guessing together. We’d 
all shoot out our guesses and if not one could figure it out, we’d be like “(Moderator)”?” 
This remark demonstrates how the learners interacted as a group to address the gaps in 
their language abilities, demonstrating how interaction was shared among the participants. 

Because the moderator only provided feedback when requested, the learners pushed 
each other to find the language to further the conversation. By having to assist one another 
in solving form and meaning difficulties, learners received needed opportunities to test 
their hypotheses and demonstrate their knowledge of the target language, subsequently 
building their confidence in their abilities to make online linguistic decisions in real time. 
This confidence may have led to learners’ increased WTC in classroom and real world 
contexts, suggesting that overall, conversation groups positively contributed to learners’ 
development through the improvement of their communicative abilities. 

To summarize, this study examines the interaction-driven development of L2 con-
versational style in an environment representative of authentic, real-world conversational 
contexts. Following the model of the native speaking moderator, learners developed into 
either more passive or more active interactors based on their ability to identify and use, 
consciously or unconsciously, German conversational style in the group interactions. 
Based on our analysis, learners who did not identify and adapt to the native German 
conversational style, such as the pace and flow of the discourse, had less control of the 
floor and fewer topic initiations than learners that did adapt to German conversational 
style, and thus assumed a more passive interactor role. The more active interactors may 
have had more interactional opportunities due to their increased floor control and overall 
participation; however, passive learners were still able to attend to the input and  modified 
output of their peers, providing them with opportunities to benefit from the positive 
effects associated with interaction. Finally, although adoption of German conversation 
styles was not uniform, nearly all learners reported positive outcomes due to participation 
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in the conversation group, with many learners reporting improved willingness to com-
municate and greater confidence in their exit interviews and surveys. 

Conclusion

This exploratory study provides an initial look at the developmental benefits of interaction 
in the naturalistic, informal context of L2 conversation groups. We argue that the results 
from these data demonstrate that L2 conversation groups are valuable in that they pro-
vide participants with interaction-driven learning opportunities. In addition, conversation 
groups give learners the opportunity to learn native-like conversational structure in an 
environment more representative of real world conversational contexts than a traditional 
classroom or lab-based interaction might be. Conversation groups with native speaker 
participants may result in improved knowledge of L2 conversation structures by providing 
opportunities for learners to become more fluent in language specific turn-taking struc-
ture, including knowledge of specific floor-taking and floor-holding strategies. By develop-
ing these abilities, learners may gain more opportunities for interaction as they improve 
their ability to more evenly distribute control of the floor. However, regardless of their 
ability to identify and use conversational styles, learners still stand to benefit from expo-
sure to modified input and output opportunities occurring within the conversation group, 
suggesting that conversation groups may provide both active and passive learners with 
interactional benefits. Furthermore, participation in these conversation groups seemed to 
have a clear positive impact on learners’ confidence and willingness to communicate in 
real-world authentic contexts. These results suggest that conversation groups may drive 
L2 development by providing opportunities for learners to acquire conversational features 
important to L2 communication, as well as additional opportunities for learners to experi-
ence the positive developmental benefits commonly associated with interaction. The cur-
rent data suggest that conversation groups, when used as a supplement to foreign language 
instruction, afford learners valuable speaking and listening practice in a naturalistic set-
ting, providing them with an environment where they might feel more comfortable trying 
out new words and hypotheses, thus potentially leading to increased output or interaction.

Conversation groups not only provide learners with unique opportunities to develop 
L2 conversational competence. They also present valuable second language research oppor-
tunities. The naturalistic context of conversation groups not only provides SLA researchers 
with the chance to examine naturally occurring oral interactions, but also with additional 
research opportunities not often found within classroom or lab-based environments. For 
example, complex social aspects of language learning, such as the effects of peer relation-
ships on L2 development, may be more accessible in the informal setting of the conver-
sation group than in structured classrooms. Although this study takes an initial step in 
examining the L2 learning outcomes associated with conversation groups, more research is 
needed to explore such hypotheses in this unique and under-investigated context. 
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Limitations and future research

Although this exploratory research provided general and particular descriptions of the 
discourse-level L2 development associated with interaction in conversation groups, giv-
ing a fresh perspective on the benefits of multiple levels of interaction in a naturalistic, 
informal setting, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of this study. Perhaps the 
most prominent limitation is that the conclusions drawn from this descriptive research are 
based on two groups of learners in a specific social context at a single educational insti-
tution and therefore should not be generalized to other social and educational contexts 
without a more diverse pool of data. A further limitation is the short duration of the study. 
Participants met only once per week for six consecutive weeks, a short amount of time 
considering language learning is a complex and difficult process. Future research should 
consider examining the effects of conversation groups over a longer period of time more 
representative of educational contexts, such as a semester or academic year. In addition, 
future research in other foreign language learning environments with learners of different 
proficiency levels will provide more information regarding the benefits of interaction in 
conversation groups. It also would be of value to compare conversation groups with dif-
ferent levels of structure, examining relatively informal groups, like the one in this study, 
with more formal groups with added structure.

Overall, this study takes an important first step in examining the effects of interac-
tion on second language development outside of the traditional lab and classroom-based 
contexts, finding that conversation groups provide learners with opportunities to learn L2 
conversational structure in an informal environment, as well as improve their confidence 
and willingness to communicate in the target language. This research highlights the fact 
that learners acquire language in a variety of contexts, and in order to further our under-
standing of the benefits of interaction on multiple levels, additional research in naturalistic 
settings is needed. 
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Appendix

Transcription conventions

… Indicates a time gap of over half a second (roughly).
. Periods indicate the end of an intonational unit with falling intonation.
,  Commas indicate the end of an intonational unit with a continuing intonation.
= Indicates ‘latching’ between utterances.
[  ] Square brackets between adjacent lines of concurrent speech indicate the onset and 

end of a spate of overlapping talk.
( ) A description enclosed in brackets indicates a non-verbal activity.
(( )) Indicates commentary from transcriber
- A dash indicates the sharp cut-off of the prior sound or word, as well as a false start.
: Colons indicate that the speaker has stretched the preceding sound or letter.
? A question mark indicates a rising inflection. It does not necessarily indicate a 

question.
XXX Unintelligible speech. 
Under Underlined fragments indicate speaker emphasis.
CAPS Words in capitals mark a section of speech noticeably louder than that surrounding it.
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