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Concurrent Operations on Talk:
         Notes on the Interactive Organization of Assessments

CHARLES GOODWIN
     MARJORIE HARNESS GOODWIN*

The analysis of conversation has a strong relevance to the study of
pragmatics. Thus in introducing the scope of pragmatics Levinson (1983:
284) notes that

It is not hard to see why one should look to conversation
for insight into pragmatic phenomena, for conversation is
clearly the prototypical kind of language usage, the form
in which we are all first exposed to language - the matrix
for language acquisition.

The field of study that has provided the most extensive analysis of the
pragmatic organization of conversation is the line of inquiry initiated by
the late Harvey Sacks and his colleagues.1 Indeed

* We are very deeply indebted to Alessandro Duranti, William Hanks,
Gail Jefferson and Emanuel Schegloff for insightful comments and
suggestions on an earlier version of this analysis. This paper was
initially presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Sociological
Association, San Francisco, September 9, 1982.

1. For a detailed study of both work in conversation analysis, and how
that work is relevant to pragmatics in general, see Levinson (1983).
See Heritage (1984a) for more extensive treatment of the relationship
between conversation analysis and the ethnomethodological tradition it
emerged from within sociology, and Heritage (1985) for a detailed
summary of work within the field. For collections of specific analysis
see for example Atkinson and Heritage (1984), Button and Lee (in
press), Schenkein (1978), and Zimmerman and West (1980). C.
Goodwin (1981) and Heath (1986) examine in detail the
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L
evinson (1983: 285) observes that

if, 
as 

w
e 

shall 
argue, 

the 
proper 

w
ay 

to 
study

conversational 
organization 

is 
through 

em
pirical

techniques, this suggests that the largely philosophical
traditions that have given rise to pragm

atics m
ay have to

yield 
in 

the 
future 

to 
m

ore 
em

pirical 
kinds 

of
investigation of language use.

T
hough starting from

 an ethnom
ethodological, rather than linguistic or

philosophical, tradition the basic goals of conversation analysis are quite
com

patible w
ith those of pragm

atics. T
hus H

eritage and A
tkinson (1984:

1) note that

T
he central goal of conversation analytic research is the

description and explication of the com
petences that

ordinary speakers use and rely on in participating in
intelligible, socially organized interaction. A

t its m
ost

basic, this objective is one of describing the procedures
by w

hich conversationalists produce their ow
n behavior

and understand and deal w
ith the behavior of others. A

basic assum
ption throughout is G

arfinkel's (1967:1)
proposal that these activities - producing conduct and
understanding and dealing w

ith it - are accom
plished as

the accountable products of com
m

on sets of procedures.

M
uch research w

ithin conversation analysis has investigated how
subsequent utterances display an analysis of prior ones, and how

 such
sequential organization is a basic resource utilized by participants for the
production and understanding of action, and the talk that em

bodies it.
A

nalysis in the present paper w
ill focus

----------
pragm

atic organization of nonvocal phenom
ena, and processes of

interaction betw
een speakers and hearers that occur w

ithin individual
turns at talk, a topic that is quite relevant to the analysis being
developed w

ithin the present paper.

3

instead 
on 

how
 

individual 
utterances 

and 
single 

turns 
at 

talk 
are

them
selves constituted through an ongoing process of interaction betw

een
speaker and recipient. T

o do this w
e w

ill exam
ine the process of assessing

or evaluating entities that are being talked about. Study of this process w
ill

provide an opportunity to investigate w
ithin a coherent fram

ew
ork of

action a range of phenom
ena that are typically studied in isolation from

each other, including:

-
H

ow
 participants achieve, and display to each other, congruent

understanding of the events they are talking about;

-
T

he dynam
ic achievem

ent of social organization w
ithin the

turn at talk;
-

T
he interactive organization of affect and em

otion;

-
H

ow
 participants attend in detail to structure in the stream

 of
speech 

as 
a 

resource 
for 

the 
organization 

of 
their 

ongoing
interaction.

-
T

he integration of speech and body m
ovem

ent w
ithin

coherent activity system
s.

-
T

he w
ay in w

hich activity system
s provide organization for

both interaction and the talk occurring w
ithin it.

In brief, the analysis of assessm
ents w

ill perm
it us to analyze the

pragm
atic organization of a range of social, linguistic, and cognitive

phenom
ena, as they are displayed and utilized by participants in the details

of their actual talk.

1 Interaction W
ithin the U

tterance

O
ne very productive strategy for uncovering the interactive

organization of talk has focused on w
ays in w

hich subsequent utterances
display an analysis of prior ones (S

acks, S
chegloff and Jefferson 1974:

728). H
ow

ever, despite the great pow
er of this
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m
ethodology, and in particular its ability to reveal how

 participants
them

selves analyze prior talk in a w
ay relevant to the activities they are

engaged in, there are lim
itations to it. For exam

ple, w
ith it it is difficult to

determ
ine precisely how

 participants attend to utterances as they are being
spoken. T

he treatm
ent that a bit of talk gets in a next utterance m

ay be quite
different from

 the w
ay in w

hich it w
as heard and dealt w

ith as it w
as

spoken; indeed, rather than presenting a naked analysis of the prior talk
next utterances characteristically transform

 that talk in som
e fashion - deal

w
ith it not in its ow

n term
s but rather in the w

ay in w
hich it is relevant to

the projects of subsequent speaker. T
hus w

hile subsequent utterances can
reveal crucial features of the analysis participants are m

aking of prior talk
they do not show

 how
 participants hear the talk as it is em

erging in the first
place, w

hat they m
ake of it then, and w

hat consequences this has for their
actions, not in a next turn, but w

ithin the current turn. F
rom

 another
perspective it can be noted that the stream

 of speech is highly organized in
syntactic and other w

ays. W
hat, if any, consequences does such structure

have for the organization of action w
ithin a turn of talk; for exam

ple w
hen

the utterance m
anifestations of a noun phrase em

erge w
ithin the stream

 of
speech, can the distinctive properties of such a structure (including the
syntactic fram

ew
ork it displays, and the ordering of elem

ents w
ithin it) be

used by participants as a resource for the organization of their interaction
w

ith each other?
In brief it w

ould be valuable to begin to uncover the types of
organization that a strip of talk provides, not sim

ply for subsequent talk,
but for the organization of action as it is being spoken.

2 D
ata and T

ranscription

W
e w

ill investigate in som
e detail sequences of conversation recorded on

audio and videotape. T
he tapes are from

 a larger sam
ple of data recorded

in a range of natural settings. T
he data to be exam

ined here are draw
n

largely from
 a fam

ily dinner, a

backyard picnic, and a telephone call betw
een tw

o college students. 2 T
alk is

transcribed through use of the Jefferson transcription system
 (S

acks,
S

chegloff and Jefferson 1974:731-733). T
he follow

ing are the features
m

ost relevant to the present analysis:

     -
Italics indicate som

e form
 of em

phasis, w
hich m

ay be
signaled by changes in pitch and/or am

plitude.

- 
A

 L
eft B

racket connecting talk on separate lines m
arks the point at

       w
hich one speaker's talk overlaps the talk of another.

-
C

olons indicate that the sound just before the colon has
been noticeably lengthened.

 -
 A

 dash m
arks a sudden cut-off of the current sound.

 -
  Intonation

: Punctuation sym
bols are used to m

ark

  intonation changes rather than as gram
m

atical sym
bols:

∞ 
A

 period m
arks a falling contour.

∞ 
A

 question m
ark indicates a raising

contour.
∞ 

A
 com

m
a indicates a falling-raising

contour.

-
N

um
bers in parentheses m

arks silences in seconds and
tenths of second's.

 -
A

 series of `h"s preceded by a dot m
arks an Inbreath.

 -
D

ouble parentheses enclose m
aterial that is not part of the

talk being transcribed, for exam
ple a com

m
ent by the transcriber if

the talk w
as spoken in som

e special w
ay.

  -
A

 degree sign ϒ ϒ indicates that the talk follow
ing it is

spoken w
ith noticeably low

ered volum
e.

----------

2. For m
ore detailed analysis of the data and the m

eans used
to obtain it see C

. G
oodw

in (1981).



3 A
ssessm

en
ts

O
ne activity that both speakers and

 recipients perform
 w

ithin the
turn at talk is evaluating in som

e fashion persons and
 events being

d
escribed

 w
ithin their talk. T

he follow
ing provid

e exam
ples of such

assessm
en

ts: 3

(1) G
. I 26:22:40

(2) 6.84:10:30

E
ileen

:

C
u

rt:
->

 T
his guy had

, a beautiful, thirty tw
o O

:ld
s.

In both cases sp
eakers p

reface d
escrip

tive nou
ns w

ith the w
ord

"beau
tifu

l" and
 thu

s evalu
ate the p

henom
ena referenced

 by those
nou

ns (i.e., in #
1 E

ileen assesses the "Irish Setter" she is talking
about by d

escribing it as "beautiful").

T
he w

ord
 "assessm

ent" can in fact be u
sed

 to refer to a range of
events that exist on analytically d

istinct levels of organization. In
view

 of this som
e d

efinitional issues arise:

1.
T

h
e term

 can
 be u

sed
 to d

escribe a stru
ctu

ral u
n

it th
at

occu
rs at a sp

ecific p
lace in

 th
e stream

 of sp
eech

, for
exam

p
le the ad

jective "beau
tifu

l." For clarity this sense of
the term

, w
hich is u

sed
 to d

esignate a sp
ecific, segm

ental
u

nit in the stream
 of sp

eech can be called
 an assessm

ent
segm

ent. T
hough w

e w
ill quickly see that not all assessm

ent

----------

3. For other relevant analysis of how
 assessm

ents are organized
w

ith
in

 con
versation

 see C
. G

ood
w

in
 (1986), M

.H
. G

ood
w

in
(1980), and

 Pom
erantz (1978, 1984a).

signals are lim
ited

 to sp
ecific segm

ental p
henom

ena in this
w

ay (and
 m

oreover that segm
ents that p

reced
e the exp

licit
assessm

ent term
, for exam

p
le intensifiers, m

ight also be p
art

of the activity of assessm
ent), being able to talk abou

t an
assessm

en
t occu

rrin
g at a p

articu
lar p

lace offers great
ad

van
tages for startin

g an
alysis of th

e larger activity of
perform

ing assessm
ents - e.g., once an assessm

ent segm
ent is

located
 an analyst can look in d

etail at the d
ifferent typ

es of
action that not only co-occu

r w
ith this event bu

t also p
reced

e
and

 follow
 it. M

oreover, p
articip

ants them
selves attend

 to
th

e 
d

istin
ctiv

en
ess 

an
d

 
salien

ce 
of 

su
ch

 
seg

m
en

tal
p

h
en

om
en

a; for exam
p

le th
ey d

istin
gu

ish
 an

 assessm
en

t
segm

ent from
 events that p

reced
e it, and

 treat it as a p
lace

fo
r 

h
eig

h
ten

ed
 

m
u

tu
al 

o
rien

tatio
n

 
an

d
 

actio
n

 
(a

phenom
enon to explored

 is d
etail later in this paper).

2.
In

 
ad

d
ition

 
to 

u
sin

g 
p

h
en

om
en

a 
th

at 
can

 
be 

n
eatly

segm
en

ted
 in

 th
e stream

 of sp
eech

, su
ch

 as assessm
en

t
ad

jectives, p
articip

ants can also d
isp

lay their involvem
ent in

an assessm
ent thou

gh nonsegm
ental p

henom
ena su

ch as
intonation, and

 also throu
gh recognizable nonsocial d

isp
lays

(M
.H

. G
ood

w
in 1980). Ind

eed
 it som

etim
es becom

es qu
ite

d
ifficu

lt 
to 

p
recisely

 
d

elim
it 

th
e 

bou
n

d
aries 

of 
an

assessm
ent." A

s a fu
nction of langu

age (in the P
ragu

e sense
of th

at w
ord

) rath
er th

an
 a sp

ecific act, th
e activity of

assessm
ent is not lim

ited
 to w

ord
 or syntactic level objects,

bu
t rather, like p

rosod
y in an u

tterance, ru
ns over syntactic

units. In this sense it acts m
uch like intonation (w

hich is

----------

4. Frequ
en

tly th
e left bou

n
d

ary of an
 assessm

en
t is esp

ecially
d

ifficu
lt to p

recisely d
elim

it. N
ote, for exam

p
le, not only the

an
alysis later in

 th
is p

ap
er of h

ow
 p

articip
an

ts atten
d

 to
intensifiers, etc. that p

reced
e assessm

ent segm
ents as d

isp
laying

em
erging involvem

ent in the activity of assessm
ent, bu

t also the
w

ay in w
hich p

rior talk can "seed
" a su

bsequ
ent assessm

ent by
foresh

ad
ow

in
g 

th
at 

an
 

ev
alu

ation
 

is 
abou

t 
to 

occu
r 

(a
p

h
en

om
en

on
 th

at is bein
g in

vestigated
 in

 w
ork cu

rren
tly in

progress).

6
7



indeed one principal resource for displaying evaluation) 5 vis-a-vis
segm

ental phonology. 6 A
 display show

ing a party's involvem
ent in

an assessm
ent can be called an assessm

ent signal. A
ssessm

ent
segm

ents constitute a particular subset of assessm
ent signals. It is

how
ever quite relevant to distinguish assessm

ent segm
ents from

the larger class of assessm
ent signals since they have the special,

and quite useful, property of being precisely delim
ited in the

stream
 of speech.

3.
T

he term
 "assessm

ent" can also be used to designate a particular
type of speech act. T

his sense of the term
 differs from

 the first tw
o

in that em
phasis is placed on an action being perform

ed by an
actor, rather than on the speech signal used to em

body that action,
or the particular place w

here it occurs in the stream
 of speech. A

n
assessm

ent in this sense of the term
 can be called an assessm

ent
action.

----------

5. W
ith respect to the close ties betw

een evaluation and intonation note
that P

ike, in his sem
inal study of E

nglish intonation (P
ike 1945),

argued that the principal function of intonation w
as to show

 the attitude
of the speaker tow

ard w
hat he w

as saying. W
hile such a view

 of the
function of intonation is clearly inadequate as a general analysis of the
w

ork that intonation does, it does capture and highlight the w
ay in

w
hich intonation can tie together phenom

ena being talked about, w
ith

the speaker's alignm
ent to, and experience of, those phenom

ena. Such
analysis 

of 
the 

w
ay 

in 
w

hich 
intonation 

can 
display 

speaker's
evaluation of the talk being produced is m

ost relevant to the structure
and organization of assessm

ent actions.

6. In his analysis of narrative L
abov (1972) classifies evaluation as one

distinct elem
ent of narrative structure, but also notes that unlike other

features of narrative w
hich occur at specific places w

ithin the overall
structure of a narrative (for exam

ple the coda occurs at the end)
evaluation can pervade the narrative. S

uch analysis supports the
argum

ent about the distribution of assessm
ent signals that is being

m
ade here.

9

Several issues relevant to the analysis of assessm
ents on this level

of organization can be briefly noted. F
irst, w

hile m
ost analysis of

speech 
acts 

has 
focused 

on 
actions 

em
bodied 

by 
com

plete
sentences or turns, assessm

ents constitute a type of speech act
that can occur in the m

idst of an utterance. Subsequent analysis
in this paper w

ill investigate som
e of the consequences of this.

Second, a crucial feature of assessm
ent actions is the w

ay in w
hich

they involve an actor taking up a position tow
ard the phenom

ena
being assessed. For exam

ple in assessing som
ething as "beautiful"

a party publicly com
m

its them
self to a particular evaluation of

w
hat they have w

itnessed. B
y virtue of the public character of this

display others can judge the com
petence of the assessor to properly

evaluate the events they encounter (such a process is clearly central
to the interactive organization of culture), and assessors can be held
responsible for the positions they state. T

hird, in so far as
assessm

ents m
ake visible an agent evaluating an event in his or her

phenom
enal w

orld, they display that agent's experience of the
event, including their affective in

volvem
en

t in the referent being
assessed. A

ffect displays are not only pervasive in the production of
assessm

ents, but also quite central to their organization. M
oreover,

public structures such as this, that display the experience of one
participant, also provide resources for the interactive organization
of c

o
-experience, 

a 
process 

that 
can 

be 
accom

plished 
and

negotiated in fine detail w
ithin assessm

ents.

4.
A

ssessm
ent actions are produced by single individuals. H

ow
ever

(as w
ill be investigated in som

e detail in this paper) assessm
ents

can be organized as an interactive activity that not only includes
m

ultiple participants, but also encom
passes types of action that are

not them
selves assessm

ents. T
his can be called an assessm

ent
activity. 

W
ithin 

this 
activity 

individuals 
not 

only 
produce

assessm
ent actions of their ow

n but also m
onitor the assessm

ent
relevant actions of others (M

.H
. G

oodw
in 1980), and indeed

dynam
ically m

odify their ow
n behavior in term

s  of both

9
8



5.

w
hat they see others are doing, and the recognizable structure of

the em
erging assessm

ent activity itself (a topic to be explored in
detail later in this paper).

F
inally the w

ord assessable w
ill be used to refer to the entity

being evaluated by an assessm
ent.

In subsequent analysis the context in w
hich the w

ord "assessm
ent" is

being used w
ill usually indicate w

hich of the several senses of the term
noted above is relevant at that point. T

herefore these distinctions w
ill not

be m
arked in the text unless necessary.

4  A
ssessm

ents that P
recede A

ssessables

W
hat consequences does the fact that a speaker doesn't just describe

som
ething, but also does an assessm

ent of it, have for how
 that tallk is to

be heard and dealt w
ith by recipients? T

o start to investigate this issue w
e

w
ill look at #1 in som

e detail. F
or com

pleteness a full transcript of this
sequence w

ill now
 be provided. H

ow
ever to m

ake the presentation of the
analysis as clear as possible sim

plified extracts from
 this transcript w

ill
then bw

 used to illustrate specific phenom
ena.

(1) G
.126:22:40

4.1 U
sing an A

ssessm
ent to Secure R

ecipient C
o-P

articipation

R
eturning to the question of how

 speaker's assessm
ent m

ight be
consequential for recipients' action it can be noted that in #1 just after the
noun phrase containing the assessm

ent, one of E
ileen's recipients, D

ebbie,
responds to w

hat has just been said w
ith an elaborated "A

h::".

(1) G
.126:22:40

B
y placing an assessm

ent in her talk speaker secures an im
m

ediate
subsequent assessm

ent from
 a recipient. M

oreover, though the w
ay in

w
hich she pronounces her "A

h: ::" D
ebbie coparticipates in the evaluative

loading of E
ileen's talk, and indeed m

atches the affect display contained in
E

ileen's assessm
ent w

ith a recip
rocal affect d

isp
lay. T

he talk m
arked

w
ith the assessm

ent is thus not treated sim
ply as a description, but rather

as som
ething that can be responded to, and participated in, in a special

w
ay.Further insight into w

hat this m
ight m

ean from
 an organizational point

of view
 can be gained by exam

ining the sequential structure of this talk
in m

ore detail. It can be noted, first, that recipient's action does not occur
at the end of speaker's current turn-constructional unit, the characteristic
place for recipient response, but rather at a point w

here her current
sentence has recognizably not reached com

pletion. Structurally, the

11
10



assessm
ents of both speaker and recipient are placed in the m

idst of a
turn-constructional unit. 7

4.2
D

ifferential Treatm
ent of Talk as it E

m
erges and W

hen it
R

eaches C
om

pletion

T
he issue arises as to w

hat relevance such sequential placem
ent has for the

organization of action w
ithin the turn. For exam

ple does access to m
ultiple

places to operate on the sam
e strip of talk provide participants w

ith
resources for the organization of their action that they w

ould not otherw
ise

have, and if so how
 do they m

ake use of these resources? O
ne w

ay to
investigate this issue is to look at how

 this talk is treated w
hen it does

eventually com
e to com

pletion. L
ooking again at the data it can be seen

that at its com
pletion E

ileen's talk is not dealt w
ith as an assessable but

rather as a laughable. M
oreover such treatm

ent of this talk w
as in fact

projected for it before it began (arrow
s m

ark points of laughter in the
preface, clim

ax and response sequences):

----------

7. For m
ore detailed analysis of how

 assessm
ents contrast w

ith continuers
in term

s of their precise placem
ent relative to the talk of another see C

.
G

oodw
in (1986).

13

C
om

ponents of this sentence are thus dealt w
ith In one w

ay as it em
erges

through tim
e, w

hile the sentence as a w
hole Is treated in a different fashion

w
hen 

it 
reaches 

com
pletion. 

S
chegloff 

(1980) 
has 

argued 
that 

one
system

atic issue posed for recipients of extended sequences of talk is
w

hether to operate on a current piece of talk in its ow
n right or treat it as a

prelim
inary to som

ething else. H
ere w

e find the participants able to deal
w

ith a single piece of talk in both w
ays. B

y m
arking the description of the

dog as an assessable speaker w
as able to extract it from

 its em
bedded

position w
ithin the story as a w

hole for treatm
ent on its ow

n term
s.

H
ow

ever in that that description occurred at a point w
here speaker's

sentence w
as recognizably incom

plete, the not-yet-actualized tying of this
talk to relevant further talk. is also an operative feature of its structure, w

ith
the effect that the larger sentence rem

ains som
ething to be returned to after

the assessm
ent activity has been brought to com

pletion. W
ithin this single

utterance the participants are thus able to perform
 a range of

12



----------

different interactive activities, and deal w
ith the talk that it contains in

distinctive, separable w
ays.

4.3 P
re-P

ositioned A
ssessm

ent A
djectives as G

uides for H
earers

L
et us now

 exam
ine in m

ore detail the interactive organization of the noun
phrase itself, the w

ay in w
hich its com

ponents m
ight be attended to as it

em
erges 

through 
tim

e. 
It 

can 
be 

observed 
that 

w
ithin 

it 
speaker's

assessm
ent term

 occurs in a particular position relative to the object being
assessed, i.e., it occurs before that object. T

hus by the tim
e the object itself

em
erges recipients have been alerted to hear it in a particular w

ay. T
he

issue arises as to w
hether recipients do in fact track the em

erging structure
of a noun phrase on this level of detail. Is it the case that at the com

pletion
of the w

ord "beautiful" a recipient w
ill deal w

ith the next w
ords to be

spoken in a different w
ay than he w

ould have before hearing this term
?

Features of these data not yet exam
ined provide som

e evidence that indeed
recipients do deal w

ith the interactive im
port of em

erging talk on this level
of detail. Just after saying "beautiful" speaker hesitates. P

aul, the party
w

ho experienced w
ith teller the events being described, appears to

interpret this hesitation as the beginning of a w
ord search; just after it he

provides the projected next item
 in speaker's talk, the w

ords "Irish setter,"
beginning an instant before speaker herself says this. H

ow
ever, Paul does

not sim
ply speak these w

ords; rather through his actions w
hile speaking he

m
akes visible an alignm

ent 
tow

ard them
 that is congruent w

ith the
assessm

ent just m
ade by the speaker. H

is talk is produced in a low
ered

"reverent" tone and w
hile speaking Paul perform

s a prototypical nonvocal
assessm

ent m
arker, a lateral head shake. 8  Indeed this action is escalated

during D
ebbie's receipt of the assessm

ent w
hen he closes his eyes and

perform
s an even larger head shake over her "A

h:::,":

8. F
or m

ore detailed analysis of the w
ay in w

hich such a headshake is
used as an assessm

ent m
arker see M

.H
. G

oodw
in (1980).

T
hus in the very next m

om
ent after E

ileen says "beautiful" Paul treats as an
assessable w

hat is about to be described in the not-yet-com
pleted noun

phrase. M
oreover this m

arks a definite change in his alignm
ent to that

phenom
enon. W

hen, in asking E
ileen to tell the story, he first m

ade
reference to "the dog" he did not orient to it as an assessable.

W
hat happens here is also relevant to the analysis of affect as an

Interactive phenom
enon. It w

as noted earlier that D
ebbie reciprocated the

affect display m
ade available by E

ileen's assessm
ent. W

e now
 find that

P
aul does this as w

ell. E
ileen's assessm

ent thus leads to a sequence of
action in w

hich three separate parties coparticipate in the experience
offered by the assessm

ent through an exchange of affect displays. T
hese

data also dem
onstrate how

 evaluative loading is not restricted to specific
segm

ents w
ithin the stream

 of speech, but instead can accrue to a sequence
of rather heterogeneous phenom

ena (for exam
ple the noun "Irish S

etter"
and the non-lexical "A

h:::") and can even bridge actions perform
ed by

separate speakers (i.e., Paul's head

14
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shake encom
passes not only the joint production of "Irish Setter" but also

D
ebbie's subsequent "A

h:::"). 9  In 
brief, 

w
hile 

on 
the 

one 
hand

assessm
ents constitute a m

ode of interaction that can occur w
ithin

utterances, indeed w
ithin subcom

ponents of utterances, on the other hand
they also provide an exam

ple of an activity structure that can seam
lessly

span m
ultiple utterances, and even utterance: by different speakers.

T
he follow

ing provides further inform
ation about how

 the activity of
assessing w

hat is being said m
ight provide organization for the interaction

of participants w
ithin relevant descriptive units, such as the utterance

m
anifestations of noun phases. H

ere, even though the original description
of the ice cream

 is responded to as an assessable (lines 1 and 2), w
hen

speaker, after describing the m
achine used to m

ake it, returns to the ice
cream

 itself in line 9, recipient does not display any heightened alignm
ent

to it. S
peaker then interrupts the noun phrase in progress before it has

reached a recognizable com
pletion and redoes it, only this tim

e placing the
w

ord "hom
em

ade" before the type of ice cream
. Just after this w

ord, over
the second production of "peach" recipient begins to treat the talk in
progress of as an assessable:

----------

9. F
or other analysis of actions spanning m

ultiple speakers see O
chs,

Schieffelin and Platt (1979).

T
he second version of "peach" is treated by recipient in a w

ay that the first
w

asn't, and this change in alignm
ent appears to be responsive to the details

of the w
ay in w

hich speaker organizes her em
erging description. First, by

interrupting that talk before it has reached a point of recognizable
com

pletion speaker show
s recipient that for som

e reason it is no longer
appropriate for that talk to continue m

oving tow
ards com

pletion. W
hat

speaker does next, in part by virtue of its status as a repair of the talk just
m

arked as flaw
ed, provides som

e inform
ation about w

hat she found to be
problem

atic w
ith the earlier talk. Insofar as the second version differs from

the first prim
arily through the addition of the w

ord "hom
em

ade" that term
is m

arked as in som
e sense essential for proper understanding of the

description in progress. H
ow

ever, recipient has already been told in line 1
that the ice cream

 w
as hom

em
ade. T

hus speaker is not telling recipient
som

ething new
, but instead inform

ing her that som
ething that she already

know
s has not yet been taken proper account of. B

y taking up the sam
e

alignm
ent to this new

 version of the description that she gave to its first
production in "hom

em
ade," speaker attends to the repair as having

precisely this im
port. In brief it w

ould appear that the problem
 being

rem
edied w

ith the repair lies not so m
uch in the talk itself as in the w

ay in
w

hich recipient is visibly dealing

16
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w
ith it. M

oreover speaker is able not only to see this problem
 but to

initiate action leading to a rem
edy of it w

hile the description itself is still
in progress. S

uch events enable us to see in greater detail som
e of the

w
ays in w

hich concurrent operations on talk ate sustained and show
n to be

relevant through an active processes of interaction betw
een speaker and

recipient as the talk is being spoken.

5 P
ost-P

ositloned A
ssessm

ents

In the data so far exam
ined the assessm

ent term
 and the phenom

enon
being assessed have been packaged together w

ithin a single unit, for
exam

ple w
ithin a single noun phrase. It is, how

ever, , possible to perform
these activities separately. F

or exam
ple, in the follow

ing "asparagus pie"
is introduced in a first sentence and then it is assessed in a second: 10

----------

10. C
onstructions such as this, in w

hich an entity is introduced in a first
structure, and then com

m
ented on in a second, have been the subject

of extensive analysis from
 a num

ber of different perspectives. T
hus

linguists have studied such structures both in term
s of syntactic

processes such as left dislocation (G
undel 1975; R

oss 1967), and in
term

s of how
 topics, and com

m
ents on those topics, are organized w

ith
respect to the contrast betw

een "given" and "new
" inform

ation (C
hafe

1976; L
i and T

hom
pson 1976). It should how

ever be noted that w
hile

organizing inform
ation is a very im

portant aspect of the discourse
organization of such constructions, inform

ation m
anagem

ent is
nonetheless only one of a range of functions that such structures can
perform

 (Silverstein 1976). T
hus, as w

ill be seen later in this paper, in
m

any cases recipient collaborates in the assessm
ent, operating on it

even before speaker has explicitly stated her position. In addition to
m

arking the salience of different types of inform
ation, such a

structure thus invokes a fram
ew

ork for

----------

heightened m
utual focus on, and coparticipation in, the tal

containing 
the 

assessm
ent. 

T
hough 

the 
current 

analysi
em

phasizes the organization of participation structures, rather tha
the transfer of inform

ation, it seem
s quite com

patible w
ith th

em
phasis in previous analysis on foregrounding the m

aterial in th
com

m
ent or proposition. R

ecently students of discourse (D
uran

and O
chs 1979; O

chs and Schieffelin 1983a, 1983b) have begun t
.investigate 

the 
pragm

atic 
organization 

of 
left-dislocation

exam
ining phenom

ena such as how
 the `R

eferent +
 P

roposition
structure can be used to organize and focus recipient's attention
the w

ay in w
hich such structures m

ight be fruitfully investigate
as discourses (i.e., sequences of com

m
unicative acts), rather tha

as single syntactically bound units (O
chs and S

chieffelin 1983a
and 

how
, 

as 
a 

m
ulti-purpose 

gram
m

atical 
construction

left-dislocation can be used to provide a w
arrant for a speaker

current claim
 to the floor (D

urand and O
chs 1979). S

uch 
pragm

atic 
focus 

is 
quite 

consistent 
w

ith 
the 

analysis 
bein

developed here. T
he present data provide an opportunity to expan

the dim
ensions and fram

es of reference that have so far bee
em

ployed to study structures of this type. O
n a m

ore general leve
w

e think that it is quite im
portant that study of the functiona

organization of linguistic and discourse structure not be restricte
to 

issues 
of 

inform
ation 

m
anagem

ent, 
but 

also 
include 

th
m

ultifaceted activities, pragm
atic functions and participatio

structures that are invoked through talk.

18



20H
are the assessm

ent occurs after the assessable has been m
ade

available
11 and is the only activity done in the speaker's second sentence.

T
he ability to perform

 assessm
ents in this fashion is useful to participants

in a num
ber of different w

ays. F
or exam

ple, w
ith such a structure

participants are able to assess phenom
ena that w

ould not fit neatly w
ithin

a 
single 

unit. 
In 

the 
follow

ing 
speaker 

has 
provided 

an 
extended

description of a m
ovie she has seem

5.1
P

ost-P
ositioned A

ssessm
ents as Techniques for D

isplaying
C

losure

A
 

first 
observation 

that 
can 

be 
m

ade 
about 

such 
post-positioned

assessm
ents is that, by m

oving to the assessm
ent, speaker show

s that
though her talk is continuing, a m

arked structural change has occurred in
it. L

ooking again at #5 it can be observed that w
hen speaker begins the

assessm
ent she is no longer describing events (here incidents in the

m
ovie), but instead com

m
enting on the description already given:

T
he issue arises as to how

 actions such as these are perceived,
attended to and participated in by recipients.

----------

11. W
here the assessm

ent occurs in the stream
 of speech relative to the

assessable is attended to in the fine detail w
ithin these utterances.

T
hus in #l, in w

hich the assessm
ent preceded the assessable, the

clause containing the assessm
ent w

as introduced w
ith "this" (i.e.,

"this beautiful Irish Setter"), w
hich established its upcom

ing referent
as an available object for com

m
entary, w

hile in #4 the anaphoric term
"it" presupposes the prior establishm

ent of the referent as available
w

ithin the discourse.

S
uch a shift from

 D
escription to A

ssessm
ent of D

escribed E
vents in fact

constitutes one of the characteristic w
ays that speakers begin to exit from

 a
story. H

ere H
yla does not end her story but instead begins to tell N

ancy
m

ore about w
hat happened in the m

ovie. H
ow

ever the w
ay in w

hich she
resum

es the telling in fact supports the possibility that participants do
attend to assessm

ents as m
arking a m

ove tow
ard closure. A

fter N
ancy

produces her ow
n assessm

ent H
yla does not, as she had after earlier

continuers and brief assessm
ents, produce a next event in the story. Instead

she follow
s recipient's assessm

ent w
ith another one of her ow

n. H
yla then

interrupts this assessm
ent before it reaches com

pletion and m
arks her

return to the description of the m
ovie w

ith a m
isplacem

ent m
arker, "oh."

12

T
hus the resum

ption of the telling

----------

12. S
ee H

eritage (1984b) for m
ore detailed analysis of how

 the particle
`oh' functions w

ithin interaction.

21



22
23

is show
n to be a m

isplaced activity, rather than one that w
ould follow

unproblem
atically from

 the assessm
ent activity then being engaged in.

6 P
erform

ing an A
ssessm

ent as a Structured Interactive A
ctivity

L
ooking 

now
 

at 
the 

structure 
of 

the 
sentences 

used 
to 

construct
post-positioned assessm

ents in #4 and #5, it can be noted that despite
differences 

in 
the 

w
ords 

used 
a 

sim
ilar 

form
at 

is 
found 

in 
both

assessm
ents:

[it] + [copula] + [adverbial intensifier] + [assessm
ent term

]

A
 first observation that can be m

ade about this form
at is that it seem

s
to reflect a division of activity w

ithin the utterance, w
ith the first part of

the sentence being occupied w
ith referencing the assessable and the

second, specifically the m
aterial after the verb, w

ith the activity of
assessm

ent itself. M
oreover the w

ay in w
hich each utterance is spoken is

consistent w
ith such a possibility. In both cases the speech quality of the

assessm
ent term

 itself is heightened through noticeable lengthening of
sounds w

ithin it. Such enhancem
ent of the talk is absent from

 the first part
of the utterance but begins to em

erge at the beginning of the adverbial
intensifier, w

hich in both cases receives additional stress in addition to
lengthening of sounds w

ithin it. In brief both the sem
antic organization of

these sentences, and the w
ay in w

hich they are spoken, seem
 to reveal a

m
ovem

ent tow
ard heightened participation in the activity of assessing by

speaker, as the sentence unfolds.

L
ooking at these data from

 a slightly different perspective it can also
be noted that speaker's heightened participation in the activity of
assessm

ent begins before the assessm
ent term

 itself,

w
ith the intensifier .13 E

arlier it w
as seen that im

m
ediately upon the

occurrence of an assessm
ent adjective recipients could begin to treat the

talk to follow
 as an assessm

ent. T
his raises the possibility that by attending

to the pre-positioned intensifier recipients of sentences of the type now
being exam

ined m
ight be able to align them

selves to the em
erging talk as

an assessm
ent before the assessm

ent term
 itself is actually produced.

Indeed w
hen the actions of hearers to these utterances are exam

ined it is
found that

----------

13. T
he intensifier is clearly part of the assessm

ent activity and it w
ould

be w
rong to suggest that the assessm

ent does not begin until the
adjective explicitly states an evaluation. It is how

ever quite useful to
distinguish the intensifier from

 the assessm
ent adjective in order to

dem
onstrate how

 participants collaboratively w
ork tow

ard achieving
heightened 

m
utual 

focus 
over 

the 
assessm

ent 
adjective. 

T
he

distinctions at the beginning of the paper betw
een a

ssessm
en

t
segm

ents and assessm
ent activity w

ere draw
n precisely to deal w

ith
situations such as this. T

he intensifier is an assessm
ent segm

ent in its
ow

n 
right, 

but 
one 

that 
can 

be 
clearly 

distinguished 
from

 
the

assessm
ent adjective that follow

s it.
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in both cases recipients start to produce an assessm
ent of their ow

n just as
the intensifier com

es to com
pletion:

T
hus at the point w

here speaker actually produces her assessm
ent term

recipient is sim
ultaneously providing her ow

n assessm
ent of the sam

e
m

aterial. S
uch activity has a num

ber of consequences for the present
analysis. First, it provides a clear dem

onstration of how
 the production of

an assessm
ent can constitute a social activity involving the collaborative

action of m
ultiple participants. Second, the placem

ent of recipient's action
supports the possibility that she is tracking in rather fine detail both the
em

erging structure of speaker's sentence, and the activity that speaker is
progressively entering. It w

ould thus appear that subcom
ponents of

speaker's utterance, such as the intensifier, as w
ell as the details of its

sound production, contribute to the interactive organization of the actions
of speaker and hearer in the activity they are jointly engaged in. In this
sense the em

erging structure of speaker's utterance, and the details of the
w

ay in w
hich it is spoken, constitute one aspect of the context that

recipients are actively attending to w
ithin the turn as consequential for the

organization of their ow
n actions. M

oreover that context, and the utterance
itself, 

are 
intrinsically 

dynam
ic, 

and 
are 

attended 
to 

as 
such 

by
participants. 

B
y 

m
aking 

projections 
about 

the 
future 

course 
of 

an
utterance, recipients dem

onstrate that they are not dealing w
ith it as a

m
onolithic w

hole, or sim
ply as a static string of sym

bolic com
ponents tied

together through

25

syntax, but rather as a process that em
erges through tim

e and carries w
ith It

an expanding horizon of projective possibilities that are relevant to the
actions that recipient m

ight engage in w
hile acting as a hearer to the

utterance. 14

6.1 E
xtended O

verlap

T
he assessm

ents produced by recipients in these data take the form
 of

com
plete substantial sentences in their ow

n right. In that they are placed
not after speaker's action has com

e to com
pletion, but w

hile speaker's
assessm

ent is also in progress a state of extended sim
ultaneous talk by

different participants results (i.e., in length and structure som
ething m

ore
than overlap of ongoing talk by continuers or brief assessm

ent tokens such
as "oh w

ow
".) 15

----------

14. For other analysis of how
 the w

ay in w
hich recipient projections about

the future course of a sentence are relevant to the organization of their
interaction w

ith speaker see Jefferson (1973) and Sacks, Schegloff and
Jefferson (1974). F

or analysis of how
 deictic term

s dynam
ically

m
odify em

erging context as an utterance unfolds see H
anks (1986).

15. F
or m

ore detailed analysis of the interactive organization of brief
assessm

ents such as "oh w
ow

", and the w
ay in w

hich they contrast
w

ith continuers such as "uh huh" see C
. G

oodw
in (1986). A

ssessm
ents

by recipient can range from
 fully referential and predicational ones

dow
n to relatively desem

anticized displays of em
pathy, etc., that lack

an 
explicit 

referent 
and 

evaluation, 
but 

do 
display 

affective
involvem

ent in principal speaker's statem
ent. Indeed som

e evidence
suggests that this division of labor, w

ith principal speaker providing
the referent that recipient is responding to, m

ay be attended to in fine
detail in the sequential organization of concurrent assessm

ents. T
hus,

w
hen recipients produce brief concurrent assessm

ents, speakers m
ay

delay entry into subsequent units of talk until the assessm
ent has run

its course, so that the a new
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T
his is not, how

ever, treated as a situation requiring a rem
edy; 16 for

exam
ple, 

neither 
party's 

talk 
contains 

restarts, 
hitches, 

or 
other

perturbations, or indeed any displays that problem
s exist w

ith the current
state of talk. M

oreover, if the analysis developed above is correct, this
sim

ultaneous talk is not the result of an accidental failure to achieve proper
coordination but rather som

ething that the participants have system
atically

achieved through close attention to the em
erging structure of the talk and

activity in progress. W
hat happens here thus provides further support for

the possibility that assessm
ents do indeed constitute w

ays of analyzing and
operating on talk that can be perform

ed w
hile that talk is still in progress.

Indeed it appears that constraints w
hich elsew

here exert quite pow
erful

influence on the sequential organization of talk, for exam
ple an orientation

to one but only one party speaking at a tim
e, can be relaxed for

assessm
ents. It w

ould thus appear that, in a num
ber of different w

ays, the
activity of assessing som

ething provides participants w
ith resources for

perform
ing concurrent operations on talk that has not yet com

e to
com

pletion.

6.2
D

ifferential A
ccess as an O

rganizing F
eature of C

oncurrent
A

ssessm
ents

T
hough the talk of both speaker and recipient in #4 and #5 is assessing the

sam
e m

aterial each party in fact says rather different things. Is such
variation sim

ply haphazard or does it reveal further aspects of the
phenom

ena the participants are orienting to as relevant for the organization
of their activity? L

ooking m
ore carefully at precisely w

hat is said it can be
noted that in its details the talk of each party attends to the access each has
to the phenom

ena being assessed. For exam
ple, H

yla w
ith her initial

----------

referent does not occur w
hile the assessm

ent is still in progress (C
.

G
oodw

in 1986).

16. 
For analysis of how

 participants can negotiate speakership w
ithin

overlap see Jefferson (1973) and Schegloff (in press).
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"it's" m
akes reference to an actual m

ovie she has seen, and assesses it in
unequivocal term

s. N
ancy, how

ever, by saying "T
hat sounds so: goo::d?"

attends to w
hat she is assessing as being available only through H

yla's
current description of it. S

im
ilarly in #4 D

ianne, w
ho depicts herself as

having directly experienced in the past the pie she is now
 describing, m

akes
reference to that specific pie. H

ow
ever, C

lacia, by putting her assessm
ent in

present tense, deals not w
ith the specifics of that particular pie, but rather

w
ith it as a class of phenom

ena that the pie currently being described
instances. A

 m
om

ent later, after D
ianne has described the pie in m

ore detail,
C

lacia says "O
h: G

o: d that'd be fantastic." H
ere by constructing her

assessm
ent in conditional tense, she again m

akes visible in her talk the
lim

ited access
17 she has to the phenom

ena she is assessing. T
hus one of the

reasons that the assessm
ents of the separate participants differ from

 each
other is that each has different access to and experience of the event being
assessed. T

his feature provides organization for a range of phenom
ena

im
plicated in the construction of each utterance, such as the choice of

particular w
ords and verb tenses. B

y constructing their assessm
ents in this

fashion participants also attend in detail to how
 they have been organized

relative to each other by the telling in progress. F
or exam

ple the different
positions of describer and describee are show

n to rem
ain relevant even

w
hen both are assessing in a sim

ilar fashion the events w
hich have been

described. In brief, despite their apparent sim
plicity, assessm

ents show
 a

view
 of the assessable as som

ething perceived by an actor w
ho both takes

up a particular alignm
ent to it and sees the assessable from

 a particular
perspective, one that m

ay be quite different from
 that of a coparticipant w

ho
is sim

ultaneously assessing the sam
e event.

It can also be noted that insofar as both the assessable, and the activity
of assessing it, em

erge as talk unfolds through tim
e,

----------

17. For other analysis of how
 the structure of talk displays the type of

know
ledge that speaker has of the event being talked about see M

.H
.

G
oodw

in (1980), H
anks (1986) and Pom

erantz (1980).
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differences in participant perspective have a tem
poral organization as

w
ell. T

o note one sim
ple exam

ple, in #1 P
aul, the party w

ho saw
 w

ith
speaker 

the 
dog 

being 
assessed, 

w
as 

able 
to 

act 
just 

after 
the

pre-positioned assessm
ent adjective w

as spoken. H
ow

ever at that point
the assessable itself w

as not yet available to speaker's addressed recipient,
D

ebbie, and indeed her response occurred only after the assessable had
been described. Issues of em

erging perspective w
ithin the activity of

assessing are clearly relevant to other processes as w
ell, such as w

ays in
w

hich recipients project from
 an intensifier that an assessm

ent is about to
occur.

6.3 M
aking V

isible C
ongruent U

nderstanding

T
hough the talk of the separate parties show

s that each is view
ing the

assessable from
 a different perspective, in other w

ays the assessm
ents

produced by each seem
 to have an underlying sim

ilarity. For exam
ple in

#4 both speaker and recipient assess asparagus pie positively. T
hus w

ith
their assessm

ents the participants are able to display to each other that
they evaluate the phenom

ena being assessed in a sim
ilar w

ay. M
oreover

by virtue of the w
ay in w

hich each assessm
ent takes into account the

distinctive position of the party m
aking it, these sim

ilar evaluation: are
show

n to result from
 independent appraisals of the phenom

ena being
assessed. In essence w

ith the assessm
ents the participants show

 each other
that, on this issue at least, their m

inds are together, they evaluate the
phenom

ena being discussed is a sim
ilar w

ay.

A
ssessm

ent: reveal not just neutral objects In the w
orld, but an

alignm
ent taken up tow

ard phenom
ena by a particular actor. M

oreover
this alignm

ent can be of som
e m

om
ent in revealing such significant

attributes of the actor as their taste, and the w
ay in w

hich they evaluate
the phenom

ena they perceive. It is therefore not surprising that displaying
congruent understanding can be an

29

issue of som
e im

portance to the participants. 18  Further support for active
attention to such an issue is found w

hen a visual record of the actions of
the participants in #4 is exam

ined. A
s C

lacia produces her assessm
ent she

nods tow
ard D

ianne:

W
ith her nods C

lacia proposes that the talk she is producing, and the
position taken up through that talk, is in agreem

ent w
ith D

ianne's. Indeed,
taken as a w

hole the actions she perform
s here provide a strong display of

agreem
ent. First, w

ith the content of her utterance she states a view
 of the

assessable that is com
patible w

ith D
ianne's. S

econd, w
ith her nods she

m
arks that talk nonvocally as an agreem

ent. T
hird, she perform

s this action
not after hearing D

ianne's assessm
ent but at the very m

om
ent it is being

spoken. It is of course true that the talk so far produced provides m
aterials

(for exam
ple the intensifier) that strongly suggest, and perhaps actually

project, a favorable assessm
ent. N

evertheless at the point w
here C

lacia
acts, D

ianne has not officially stated a position. B
y placing her talk w

here
she does C

lacia argues that her w
ay of view

ing the assessable is so attuned
to D

ianne's that she is prepared to both com
m

it herself to a position, and
categorize that position as an agreem

ent w
ithout

----------

18. F
or other analysis of displaying congruent understanding see C

.
G

oodw
in (1981:114-116) and Jefferson (1983).
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actually hearing D
ianne's. 19  T

hus w
ith the content of her talk, nonvocal

displays about it, and its sequential placem
ent, C

lacia argues strongly that
her view

 of the assessable is congruent w
ith D

ianne's.

It is being argued that recipients produce concurrent assessm
ents by

m
aking projections about events w

hich have not yet occurred. If this is
indeed the case then it w

ould be expected that on som
e occasions the

projections m
ade by recipients w

ould turn out to be inaccurate. R
ather than

providing evidence against the position being argued in this paper, such an
event w

ould constitute strong evidence that recipients are in fact engaged
in the activity of anticipating future events on the basis of the lim

ited
Inform

ation currently available to them
. T

he follow
ing provides an

exam
ple of how

 a recipient's projection of an em
erging assessm

ent can be
erroneous, w

ith the effect that the concurrent appreciation being displayed
by recipient is quite inappropriate to w

hat speaker turns out to in fact be
saying:

----------

19. It m
ay be noted that the placem

ent of this strong agreem
ent is alm

ost
the m

irror im
age of one of the w

ays in w
hich im

pending disagreem
ent

is displayed sequentially. Pom
erantz (1984a) describes how

 recipients
prepared to disagree frequently delay a response to w

hat has just been
said.

In the beginning of this sequence E
m

m
a describes a "D

A
R

L
IN

G
 D

R
E

SS"
that she has m

ade and N
ancy replies to her description w

ith concurrent
assessm

ents in lines 5, 13 and 20. In lines 19 and 21 E
m

m
a starts to m

ove
tow

ard a recognizable assessm
ent, follow

ing `w
as' w

ith the intensifier 'so'.
R

ight after this happens N
ancy in line 22 starts to coparticipate in the

assessm
ent by producing an elaborated, appreciative "A

 h : : : : : :". T
he

positive affect displayed by N
ancy is quite congruent w

ith the favorable
w

ay that the dress has been described in the sequence until this point.
H

ow
ever it turns out that E

m
m

a is now
 m

oving her talk to a negative
description of the w

eather on her trip, i.e. it "w
z so h

o:t there" that they
didn't even stay for dinner. B

y relying on cues of the type being analyzed in
the present paper N

ancy has attem
pted to align herself to an assessm

ent
before it is
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actually produced, but the talk has progressed in w
ays quite incom

patible
w

ith 
her 

projection 
of 

it, 
w

ith 
the 

effect 
that 

she 
is 

responding
inappropriately to w

hat E
m

m
a is saying. S

uch data provide a strong
dem

onstration of how
 projecting w

hat another is about to say so as to
concurrently coparticipate in it constitutes a contingent accom

plishm
ent.

F
ortunately the em

erging structure of interaction provides resources for
m

oving past, and attem
pting to recover from

, such a faux pas, and in line
33 w

e find N
ancy once again producing a concurrent assessm

ent to
E

m
m

a's description of the w
eather, only this tim

e her response is quite
appropriate.

R
eturning now

 to exam
ple #4 w

e  find that D
ianne also perform

s a
num

ber of relevant nonvocal actions. A
s she produces the assessm

ent
term

 she low
ers her head into a nod w

hile sim
ultaneously lifting her

brow
s into a m

arked eyebrow
 flash. T

hese actions are preceded by
m

ovem
ent of her head and upper body in a w

ay that show
s heightened

orientation tow
ard recipient over the intensifier:

D
ianne's nonvocal behavior like her talk seem

s to display a
progression tow

ard heightened involvem
ent in the assessm

ent as

33

her utterance unfolds. 20 T
hese actions becom

e m
ost intense over the

assessm
ent term

 itself, and indeed at this point in the talk quite a range of
both vocal and nonvocal action is occurring. T

he ensem
ble of things done

over the assessm
ent does not, how

ever, seem
 a collection of separate

actions, but rather integrated elem
ents of a single interactive activity of

assessm
ent. M

oreover the visible behavior of speaker, as w
ell as the

unfolding structure of her talk and recipient's participation in that talk,
seem

 to dem
onstrate system

atic m
ovem

ent tow
ard this point through tim

e.
In essence one seem

s to find here an organized activity that participants
recognize and system

atically bring to a recognizable clim
ax.

6.4 B
ringing A

ssessm
ent A

ctivity to a C
lose

H
aving seen how

 participants attend to the structure of assessm
ents as an

activity so as to collaboratively bring that activity to a recognizable peak or
clim

ax, w
e w

ill now
 look at som

e of the w
ays in w

hich m
ovem

ent aw
ay

from
 such a point m

ight be accom
plished. O

ne w
ay to approach this issue

is 
to 

ask 
"W

hat 
can 

participants 
do 

next?" 
S

om
e 

actions 
w

ithin
conversation have the property of being nonrepeatable (see for exam

ple the
analysis of sum

m
ons-answ

er sequences in Schegloff (1968)), i.e.,

----------

20. In that recipient's nod begin after speaker's body displays heightened
orientation tow

ard her over the intensifier, one m
ight be tem

pted to
argue that the nods are solicited or at least triggered by the body
m

ovem
ent speaker has just m

ade. H
ow

ever it seem
s m

ore accurate to
say that recipient is responding to the em

erging activity of assessm
ent,

som
ething visible in a range of different w

ays, e.g., the intensifier
itself, its placem

ent in the talk so far produced, the w
ay in w

hich it is
articulated, the visible actions of speaker's body relevant to it, etc.
A

rbitrarily segregating interactive events in term
s of w

hether they are
produced vocally or nonvocally seem

s neither helpful analytically, nor
to accurately reflect w

hat the participants are doing.



once they have been validly perform
ed they cannot be im

m
ediately

redone. A
ssessm

ents, how
ever, are repeatable. M

oreover w
hile som

e
repeatable actions are used to progressively operate on new

 m
aterial, for

exam
ple a series of questions in a m

edical interview
, so that each instance

of a sim
ilar action actually deals w

ith separate phenom
ena, a participant

can m
ake continuing assessm

ents of the sam
e assessable. F

or exam
ple

after producing "Irish setter" as an assessm
ent P

aul continues to display
involvem

ent in the activity of appreciating it. First, he coparticipates in the
assessm

ent m
ade by D

ebbie's "A
h:::," by producing an assessm

ent head
shake in tim

e w
ith it. T

hen, as his eyes return to D
ebbie, he uses an

assessm
ent form

at sim
ilar to that found in #4 and #5 to extract the

assessm
ent from

 the em
bedded

34
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position it occupies in E
ileen's sentence, and m

ake it the exclusive focus of
a new

 sentence of his ow
n:

Paul's utterance is also accom
panied by assessm

ent head shakes. T
hus as

E
ileen returns to the substance of her story Paul m

akes
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use of both vocal and nonvocal phenom
ena to produce repeated

assessm
ents of the assessable. 21

----------

21. P
aul's continued assessm

ents co-occur w
ith E

ileen's return to her
story.

It
can be noted that P

aul's talk is produced w
ith noticeably low

ered
volum

e and that he does not orient tow
ard the sam

e recipients E
ileen

is then gazing at. H
e thus seem

s to produce m
inim

al intrusion into
E

ileen's talk. F
or exam

ple w
ith the contrast in volum

e betw
een his

talk and E
ileen's he show

s others present that though that talk
overlaps E

ileen's, it should not be heard as com
petitive w

ith hers, and
indeed 

she 
does 

not 
treat 

it 
this 

w
ay. 

M
oreover, 

even 
w

hile
continuing in the assessm

ent, P
aul seem

s to rem
ain aw

are of the
em

erging structure of E
ileen's talk, and to organize at least som

e
features of his actions in term

s of it. For exam
ple as she com

es to the
com

pletion of the background m
aterial in her story he brings his

assessm
ent activity to a close and returns his gaze to her as the clim

ax
segm

ent of the story is entered (for m
ore detailed analysis of how

participants m
ight attend to the em

erging structure of a story to
organize even actions unrelated to the story see C

. G
oodw

in (1984)).
Finally, it can be noted that insofar as Paul actually participated in the
events being described by E

ileen the issue arises as to how
 he can act

as a recipient to her current talk (for m
ore detailed consideration of

this issue, and the interaction it engenders, see Sacks 10/19/71 and C
.

G
oodw

in (1981, chapter 5). B
y perform

ing the extended assessm
ent

Paul finds a w
ay to deal w

ith the events being described in the current
talk in a w

ay that is appropriate to his experience of them
.
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R
eturning to #4 it is found that just after the assessm

ent produced
concurrently w

ith D
ianne's, C

lacia repeats that assessm
ent:

H
ow

ever during this second assessm
ent she acts quite differently than

she had during the first. T
hus the subsequent assessm

ent is spoken w
ith

m
arkedly low

ered volum
e (this is indicated in the transcript by the sm

aller
type). M

oreover w
hile speaking C

lacia actually w
ithdraw

s from
 her

coparticipant.

T
hus, w

hile the initial concurrent assessm
ent w

as produced w
ithin a state

of heightened orientation tow
ard coparticipant and the talk in progress, this

second 
assessm

ent 
is 

done 
w

hile 
C

lacia 
is 

displaying 
dim

inished
participation in the activity, and indeed seem

s to be w
ithdraw

ing from
 it

It is thus found that a sin
gle assessm

en
t activity can

 en
com

p
ass a

range of different types of participation. T
he sequencing of participation

in these data —
 collaborative orientation tow

ard the em
ergence of the

assessm
ent, elaborated participation in it as it is actually produced and

finally a trailing off of involvem
ent in it —

is consistent w
ith the possibility

that
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w
hat is occurring here are successive stages of a single natural activity

that em
erges, com

es to a clim
ax and is then w

ithdraw
n from

.

6.5 A
ssessm

ents as R
esources for C

losing Topics

Instead 
of 

just 
analyzing 

these 
different 

participation 
structures 

as
successive stages of an unfolding activity it is also useful to exam

ine in
m

ore detail how
 the possibility of investing assessm

ents w
ith different

kinds of participation m
ight provide participants w

ith resources for the
organization of their activity. F

or exam
ple, assessm

ents are one of the
characteristic activities used to exit from

 larger sequential units in talk such
as stories and topics. Indeed one frequently finds strings of assessm

ents at
such places. W

hen one exam
ines precisely how

 such assessm
ents are

spoken it is found that frequently they are operating not only to exit from
w

hat w
as being talked about in the story to topic, but that in addition the

different 
participation 

possibilities 
provided 

by 
assessm

ents 
are

system
atically being used to bring the heightened m

utual orientation that
such a focused activity has engendered to a close. A

 sim
ple exam

ple is
found shortly after the sequences analyzed in #4. In the intervening talk
D

ianne has described in greater detail the asparagus pie that Jeff m
ade:

39

A
s D

ianne m
oves from

 a description of the pie to an assessm
ent of it,

she noticeably reduces the volum
e of her talk w

hile sim
ultaneously

w
ithdraw

ing her gaze from
 C

lacia. T
hus she has not only m

oved into a
different kind of talk (e.g. from

 description to assessm
ent) but also

changed the nature of her involvem
ent in that talk and the structure of her

orientation to coparticipant. D
espite the apparent sim

plicity of w
hat

D
ianne has done, the changes produced are in fact rather intricate. T

hus
som

e of w
hat happens —

 the m
ove from

 description to assessm
ent, the

reduction in volum
e and the w

ithdraw
al of gaze from

 recipient —
 indicate

that she is proposing topic closure. H
ow

ever even as she does this she is
displaying heightened involvem

ent in the substance of her talk. T
he

assessm
ent itself w

ith its "savoring" voice quality (achieved in part
through the sam

e low
ering of volum

e that m
ight otherw

ise indicate m
ove

tow
ard closure of the sequence) and actions of her body during it, such as

the assessm
ent head shakes, all display elaborated appreciation of w

hat
she has been talking about. In essence the actions D

ianne perform
s seem

both to foreshadow
 topic closure and to show

 heightened involvem
ent in

the topic.
A

t first glance such a com
bination m

ight appear inconsistent or even
contradictory. H

ow
ever to see this m

ixture of phenom
ena in
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such a w
ay is to im

plicitly assum
e that topics run out only because

participants lose interest in them
. If a topic has in fact engrossed the

attention of those talking, this w
ould be a very poor w

ay to end it. O
n the

other hand, one w
ould not w

ant to talk about that topic forever. T
hus one

m
ight w

ant to look for w
ays of dealing w

ith talk in progress that show
heightened appreciation of it, w

ithout how
ever proposing that others need

continue talking about it forever. D
ianne's assessm

ent has precisely these
properties. S

he is able to show
 coparticipant (for exam

ple w
ith her gaze

w
ithdraw

al) 
that 

she 
is 

not 
aw

aiting 
further 

talk 
from

 
her, 

w
hile

sim
ultaneously appreciating w

hat has just been said. Indeed one of the
reasons w

hy assessm
ents m

ight be so extensively used to close stories and
topics is that they provide this m

ixture of participation possibilities for
organizing the interaction then in progress.

Som
e dem

onstration that the participants them
selves m

ight analyze an
assessm

ent such as D
ianne's as including an ensem

ble of activity of the
type just described is provided by the talk C

lacia produces next. In its
productional features this talk responds to the various elem

ents of D
ianne's

talk, w
hile ratifying the change in participation status she has proposed:

F
irst, as C

lacia begins to speak she too w
ithdraw

s her gaze from
 her

coparticipant. S
econd, her talk is produced w

ith not sim
ply low

ered
volum

e but drastically reduced volum
e (indicated in the transcript by the

tw
o degree signs before it.) T

he talk itself is, how
ever. a m

arked upgrade
of the assessm

ent D
ianne just m

ade:
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T
he exchange of affect provided by the exchange of assessm

ents gives
the w

ithdraw
al the intim

acy of a parting touch, in w
hich the character of

the apparent referent of the assessm
ent becom

es far less im
portant than the

shared affect and coexperience the participants display to each other. In
these data speaker and recipient, through the details of the w

ays in w
hich

they perform
ed their assessm

ents, have m
oved aw

ay from
 the substance of

the 
topic 

in 
progress 

w
hile 

sim
ultaneously 

show
ing 

their 
ongoing

appreciation of it. A
t the sam

e tim
e they have dism

antled the facing
form

ation that had been sustained through that talk. Insofar as no new
 topic

is yet on the floor, the state of disengagem
ent w

hich has thus been
collaboratively entered
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through this process of phased w
ithdraw

al 22 is quite appropriate to their
current actions.

7   R
efusal by R

ecipient to C
oparticipate in the A

ssessm
ent

In the data so far exam
ined recipients have accepted speaker's proposals

about how
 the entity being assessed should be evaluated. H

ow
ever not all

assessm
ents are responded to in such a felicitous fashion. R

ecipients can
refuse to treat as an assessable som

ething that speaker proposes should be
so treated, and in so doing call into question a speaker's com

petence to
properly evaluate the phenom

enon being assessed. E
xam

ple #2, w
hich has

not yet been exam
ined in detail, provides data in w

hich this happens. B
y

looking at it w
e w

ill be able to investigate som
e of the consequences that

producing som
ething as an assessable has for both the party m

aking the
assessm

ent, and the talk in progress.
T

his utterance w
as produced as speaker w

as beginning an extended
story. In form

 it is quite sim
ilar to # 1:

W
ith the w

ord "beautiful" speaker m
arks the talk to follow

 as a description
of an assessable. Indeed both the w

ord "beautiful" and the talk after it are
given special salience through the com

m
a intonation around "beautiful."

M
oreover this talk is accom

panied by relevant nonvocal actions, including
gestural intensifiers and head m

ovem
ents by speaker, that seem

 to both
enhance 

the 
assessable 

character 
of 

his 
talk 

and 
invite 

recipient
participation in

----------

22. F
or m

ore extended analysis of the organization of engagem
ent

displays and entry into disengagem
ent see C

. G
oodw

in (1981, chapter
3).
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it (for purposes of the present analysis it is not necessary to exam
ine these

actions in detail).
It w

as seen in the data exam
ined earlier that after hearing an assessable

recipients are not only able to respond to such action but participate in it in
a variety of different w

ays. Indeed less than tw
o m

inutes earlier in this
sam

e conversation M
ike produced a description of a car that C

urt assessed
in rather elaborate fashion:

H
ow

ever, in #2, despite the explicit assessm
ent term

 before C
urt's

description of the "thirty tw
o O

:lds", and the intonational and nonvocal
em

phasis given it, M
ike does not respond to w

hat C
urt has said in any

w
ay. A

fter leaving a full half second of silence that not only provides M
ike

tim
e for response, 23 but also m

akes

----------

23. F
or m

ore extended analysis of how
 speakers analyze the absence of

response to their talk and use further talk to pursue such response see
Pom

erantz (1984b).
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visible interactively the absence of such a response, C
urt produces further

talk:

B
y providing further inform

ation about the car being described C
urt show

s
that he is still aw

aiting a response to his earlier talk. M
oreover the w

ord
chosen 

Is 
inform

ative 
about 

the 
type 

of 
response 

he is 
seeking.

Specifically this term
 provides recipient w

ith further grounds for treating
w

hat has just been described as som
ething to be assessed. Indeed

"original" w
as the very first attribute used by C

urt to assess the C
ords tw

o
m

inutes earlier (c.f. #8).
A

t this point M
ike does provide a response:

M
ike's nod receipts C

urt's talk but in no w
ay assesses it. R

ather the nod
seem

s to constitute a type of continuer, an action w
hich deals w

ith the talk
w

hich has just been heard as prelim
inary to further talk, rather than as

som
ething to be appreciated in its ow

n right (C
. G

oodw
in 1986; Schegloff

1980). Insofar as C
urt's talk is recognizably one of the early stages of a

story it is technically possible to analyze it in this w
ay. H

ow
ever, as #1

dem
onstrated, it is also possible to deal w

ith such talk in its ow
n term

s,
and indeed C

urt hiss form
ulated this description as an assessm

ent, an
action recipients can and do participate in. T

hus by responding in the w
ay

that he does M
ike show

s that he has dealt w
ith w

hat C
urt has said, w

ithout
how

ever treating it in the w
ay that C

urt proposed it
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should be treated. R
ather by responding w

ith a continuer M
ike has m

ade a
counterproposal - that C

urt should m
ove forw

ard w
ith the story.

Such a sequence of action m
akes it relevant to exam

ine w
hat

happens next. A
fter M

ike's action C
urt produces further description of the

car, and then reveals this to be not a next event in the story but additional
dem

onstration of how
 "original" the car w

as. W
hen this assessm

ent
extends into yet another turn constructional unit M

ike turns aw
ay from

C
urt and begins to search for a cigarette.

M
ike does not return his gaze to C

urt for over 33 seconds, m
oving back

into orientation tow
ard him

 at the point w
here the story approaches its

clim
ax.

T
hese data provide som

e dem
onstration of how

 establishing the
assessable character of an object is not som

ething done by speaker alone,
but rather an interactive event. T

he participation possibilities provided by
assessm

ents enable participants to negotiate both the status of a proposed
assessable, and the w

ay in w
hich the talk containing it w

ill be attended to.
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8   A
ssessing P

henom
ena E

xperienced O
nly T

hrough T
alk

O
ne m

ight w
onder how

 M
ike, or any recipient w

ho hasn't actually him
self

experienced the assessable being described, could be expected to evaluate
it. Q

uite clearly, as the data exam
ined earlier in this paper dem

onstrate,
recipients do assess phenom

ena available to them
 only through a speaker's

talk. W
hat is involved in such a process? S

om
e issues relevant to this

question w
ill be briefly noted. First, as has already been seen, recipients do

organize their assessm
ent w

ith attention to w
ays in w

hich their access to
the assessable differs from

 speaker's. S
econd, recipients m

ay choose to
trust the com

petence of speaker to properly evaluate w
hat she is treating as

an assessable. T
hird, it w

ould appear that the assessable character of at
least som

e phenom
ena can be adequately established entirely through an

appropriate description of them
. F

or exam
ple neither "hom

em
ade ice

cream
" nor "C

ord" is preceded by an explicit assessm
ent term

 (such as
"beautiful”) but recipients receipt both w

ith assessm
ents. T

his suggests
that independent of the specifics of the particular entity being described,
its m

em
bership in the classes of phenom

ena identified by those term
s is

itself adequate grounds for finding it to be an assessable. A
s C

urt says
elsew

here "A
ny C

ord is nice."
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to be taken for granted, but rather som
ething to be interactively achieved.

Indeed it w
ould appear that m

aking such assessm
ents Is one of the

places w
here a participant's fine grained com

petence In a particular
dom

ain of culture is not only displayed to coparticipants but challenged or
validated by them

. T
hus in these data w

e find that M
ike is som

eone w
ho

w
ill refuse to give a "thirty tw

o O
:lds" the kind of evaluation that C

urt
w

ould give both it and a "C
ord." Indeed, unlike C

urt, M
ike is som

eone
w

ho m
akes distinctions betw

een C
ords. In essence it w

ould appear that
w

hat is at issue in show
ing com

petence in m
aking such distinctions is not

sim
ply a cognitive phenom

enon (though the processes involved m
ay be

central to the construction and operation of "dom
ains of know

ledge" that
anthropologists and other students of the cognitive organization of culture
have studied as static phenom

ena, and analyzed in isolation from
 the

detailed interaction w
ithin w

hich they becom
e visible) but a social and

interactive process, and indeed one that can have real consequences for
the standing participants achieve vis-à-vis one another.

L
ooking back at #1 in light of these considerations it can be seen that

in unproblem
atically accepting E

ileen's assessm
ent as som

ething that she
w

ill participate in, D
ebbie validates E

ileen's com
petence to properly

evaluate the phenom
ena she encounters. T

hough this m
ight seem

 so
unrem

arkable as to escape notice, it is quite a bit m
ore than M

ike gives
C

urt.

9   Initial A
lignm

ent and Subsequent U
nderstanding

D
o any system

atic reasons exist for C
urt to pursue his assessm

ents of the
car w

ith such tenacity? C
urt's activity of assessing the car occurs in a

particular sequential position, in an initial "background" segm
ent of a m

ore
extended story. In #1 it w

as seen that assessm
ents m

ade in this position
m

ight treat phenom
ena quite differently from

 the w
ay in w

hich they are
dealt w

ith later in the story. T
his does not how

ever exclude the possibility
that on

H
ow

ever, as C
urt finds out w

hen he offers a "thirty tw
o O

lds" as is itself
an assessable, the status of any particular descriptor is not
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som
e occasions assessm

ents perform
ed on phenom

ena in such a position
m

ight nonetheless also be relevant to the larger organizational structure of
the em

erging story. Indeed attending to the kind of w
ork that assessm

ents
could do here w

ould help us to uncover in m
ore detail the range of

activities that participants are engaged in w
hile attending the initiation of a

story. In C
urt's story it is eventually revealed that the ex-w

ife of the ow
ner

of this car caused its engine to blow
 up by stuffing a rag in its radiator

hose. A
fter the story reaches its clim

ax the participants deal w
ith it by

debating w
hat w

ould be proper punishm
ent for the ex-w

ife -- the m
ildest

(and only printable) suggestion being C
urt's "I'd kill y'know

 that'd be
enough t'go after a shotgun w

ith." Q
uite clearly punishm

ent like this
w

ould not be appropriate for som
eone w

ho dam
aged the engine of just any

car. R
ather to understand the events in the story in the w

ay that
participants show

 that they understood them
, one m

ust conceptualize the
car as an extrem

ely special, very highly valued object, one w
hose

destruction m
erits extraordinary punishm

ent. T
hus, w

hen C
urt introduces

the car early in the story he is faced w
ith the task of aligning his recipients

to it in a particular w
ay. A

 process w
ell suited to not only displaying

alignm
ent, but securing it from

 others, is the activity of assessm
ents.

W
hen used to introduce entities that w

ill figure prom
inently in a story a

noun phrase containing an assessm
ent adjective, such as "a beautiful thirty

tw
o O

:Ids", contains w
ithin its structure elem

ents capable of perform
ing

tw
o of the central tasks posed during story initiation: m

aking phenom
ena

available for subsequent reference
24 and aligning participants to those

phenom
ena in an appropriate fashion. F

rom
 such a perspective C

urt's
attem

pt to have the car evaluated in a particular w
ay w

ould appear to be
neither idiosyncratic, nor sim

ply an attem
pt to rem

edy an affront to his
judgm

ent, but rather a system
atic part of the w

ork he is faced w
ith in

beginning a story: preparing his

----------

24. For m
ore extensive consideration of how

 this issue is relevant to the
organization of stories and other m

ulti-unit turns see S
chegloff

(1980:114-115).
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recipients to understand w
hat he is to tell them

 in an appropriate w
ay, or

at least the w
ay that he w

ants them
 to understand it.

A
ssessm

ents are found to occur in a diverse range of sequential
positions w

ithin talk, for exam
ple, as subordinate parts of sentences

dealing prim
arily w

ith other m
atters, in the background segm

ents of
stories, and as extended sequences w

hen stories and topics are brought to
com

pletion. T
he phenom

ena just noted w
ould suggest that the assessm

ents
in these apparently heterogeneous positions m

ight in fact be related to each
other. For exam

ple, the understanding of a story displayed in a sequence of
assessm

ents 
at 

its 
conclusion 

is 
intim

ately 
tied 

to 
w

ays 
in 

w
hich

participants w
ere led to see characters and events in the story w

hen they
w

ere first introduced. A
ssessm

ents thus constitute a m
ost Im

portant
resource for collaboratively building w

ithin the talk itself an interpretive
context that w

ill utilized for the analysis of subsequent talk and action. In
brief, despite their apparent sim

plicity assessm
ents constitute one central

resource available to participants for organizing the perception and
interpretation of w

hat is being talked about, providing them
 w

ith the ability
to not sim

ply display alignm
ent to ongoing talk, but establish and negotiate

that alignm
ent through a system

atic process of interaction w
hile the talk

being aligned to is still in progress.
T

he data w
hich have been investigated here have enabled us to

investigate a range of issues relevant to how
 assessm

ents are organized as
an activity w

ithin the turn at talk. O
ne of the very interesting things about

assessm
ents is the w

ay in w
hich they integrate a range of phenom

ena
occurring w

ithin the turn that are frequently studied quite separately. In so
far as assessm

ents are achieved through the collaborative action of m
ultiple

participants they provide an elem
entary exam

ple of social organization
w

ithin the boundaries of the turn. A
t the sam

e tim
e they constitute a key

locus for the display and achievem
ent of congruent understanding, and thus

are quite relevant to the study of cognition as a practical, everyday activity.
In addition they provide an exam

ple of how
 affect and the display of

em
otion are organized as interactive phenom

ena. In accom
plishing this

activity participants m
ust pay close attention to w

hat other participants are
doing, the details of



w
hat is happening in the stream

 of speech, and the recognizable structure
of the activity itself. T

he study of assessm
ents thus perm

its analysis in an
integrated fashion of a range of phenom

ena relevant to the organization of
language, culture, cognition and em

otion in the m
idst of actual interaction.
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