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ABSTRACT
LAUGHTER IN INTERACTION: THE DISCOURSE FUNCTION
OF LAUGHTER IN WRITING TUTORIALS
By
Mary Ruth Thompson Zdrojkowski

Laughter is a multi-faceted paralinguistic cue speakers use to signal alignment or
misalignment, or to reveal underlying emotional states. This dissertation broadens
existing knowledge about how interlocutors use laughter in institutional settings by
focusing on the types of laughter used and their relation to power differentials in
interaction that takes place in university writing center tutorials.

Drawing upon research from sociolinguistics, writing center theory and practice,
institutional discourse, and humor studies; and using the lenses of politeness theory and
the concept of facework, this study looks at the dynamics of laughter in interactions
between tutors and students. This dissertation employs a hybrid methodology using (1)
Conversation Analystis techniques of audio-and video recordings which are then
transcribed and examined for patterns of interaction, (2) Enthnomethodological
techniques of participant interviews and triangulation through trained data coders, and (3)
quantification and analyses of laughter types as well as discourse features indicative of
claims to power.

The data for this study consists of ten audio and video taped writing tutorials that
took place in a university writing center. Trained coders rated initiations of laughter
according to whether (1) the laughter initiation was designed to show affiliation, to

mitigate a comment so as to relieve tension for the speaker or the hearer, or to show



disaffiliation; or whether (2) the hearer’s response to laughter was one of four affiliative
types, was neutral, or was one of three disaffiliative types.

Major findings were that laughter did much to accomplish mutual facework, that
participant roles were somewhat more egalitarian than in other institutional dyads, and
that the tutor both initiated more and responded to more laughter by the student than did
professionals in other contexts. Also, students in this study employed a greater number of
responses to tutor laughter than did laypersons in other contexts. Both participants used
laughter primarily to preserve their own positive face and mitigate tension for
themselves.

Findings of this study have implications for methodologies used in the study of
laughter, for further investigation of the relationship between power differentials and the

use of laughter, and for writing center praxis.
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PROLOGUE: THE EVOLUTION OF THIS STUDY

When I began this project, I did not set out to study laughter, although that is what
emerged as the focus. At the time I began to collect data, I had directed a writing center at
a four-year regional university in the Midwest for two years, and set out to help fill a gap
in writing center research on tutor-student talk in writing tutorials. There had been much
scholarship on what should be discussed in a tutorial, how the agenda should be set, and
whether the tutor or the student should be more authoritative. However, while much
discussion focused on what should be done, little was known about what acrually went on
in the verbal interaction between participants in writing tutorials.

I wanted to collect data which would allow me to see first-hand the discourse
strategies tutors and students used as they proceeded to discuss a piece of student writing.
I chose discourse analysis, specifically Conversation Analysis (CA), as the methodology
through which I could study how tutors and students went about doing such things as
deciding what to talk about, asking for or offering suggestions, and how authority/power
was negotiated and realized through verbal interaction. CA methodology uses tape
recordings of actual speech events, transcribes those recordings, and then looks for
patterns of interaction over a range of data. This methodology would allow me to have on
tape the actual conversation that occurred between participants, and I would not have to
rely on hastily written and woefully inadequate observation notes to see how the
moment-to-moment business of verbal interaction was carried out.

After I had concurrently video and audio-taped 36 writing tutorials, I watched the
videos looking for significant patterns in how the participants discussed the student’s

writing keeping in mind such questions as “Who decides what topics to talk about?”
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“How are weaknesses in student writing approached?” “Who decides when to change
topics?” Does the tutor seem more a representative of the academy or an ally of the
student?” I noticed that for the most part, the model of conferencing that was used in our
tutor training sessions (that ideally the student sets the agenda and that the tutorial should
be student-centered), was not generally what was actually used: students didn’t seem to
articulate their concerns, and tutors, assuming an authoritarian persona, generally decided
what should be discussed and for how long. As the course of interaction proceeded, I also
noticed that while at times the interaction seemed to be somewhat tense—particularly
when tutors’ suggestions were either not understood or not accepted by the student—
there were also times when the interaction seemed more like casual, care-free
conversation between friends.

As I then began making transcripts from the audiotapes, I paid close attention to
the sections in which the interaction seemed unusually tense or casual. In the course of
listening closely to the audiotapes, I noticed several instances of laughter, sometimes
unilateral and subtle—not much more than fleeting exhalations of air, and other times
long voiced laughter that the participants shared. Many of these instances had no apparent

-humorous stimulus, and yet did not occur to be randomly interjected. Further, many
instances of laughter, though clearly audible, did not elicit from the other participant
additional laughter or even an acknowledgement that laughter had occurred at all. 1
became intrigued as to what role this discourse feature played in the coordination of
speech between tutors and students, and as I listened to more audiotapes, I consistently
found laughter occurring when student and tutor seemed most or least aligned. To me,

these opposite degrees of alignment could also be framed as opposite degrees of sharing
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authority: when the tutor/student roles are seen dichotomously as expert/novice,
professional/lay person, or teacher/student, power in discourse—power to talk the most,
ask the questions, decide what or what not to talk about—is more easily claimed by the
person with more status and more easily relinquished by the person with less status.

Finding out concurrently that (1) I had quite a few instances of laughter in my
data, (2) there was quite a bit written about the role of laughter in institutional settings,
and (3) there existed virtually nothing written about laughter and writing tutorials, I
decided to focus this study on the function of laughter and its relation to authority in
writing tutorials. I situated this study in the discipline of Interactional Sociolinguistics,
which looks at the ways language is used in interaction, and for the purposes of this
study, the ways language and laughter are used in institutional discourse. Further, this
study draws heavily on the literature in the interdisciplinary field of Humor Studies, in
particular the subfield of Laughter Studies which includes perspectives from psychology,
anthropology, sociology, linguistics, and communication studies.

What follows in this project consists of Chapter 1: Literature Review, in which I
highlight existing knowledge about the functions of laughter; Chapter 2: Methodology, in
which I discuss how the data were collected and analyzed; Chapter 3: Results, in which I
present primarily quantitative data; Chapter 4: Initiations, in which I focus on the types of
laughter speakers use, Chapter 5: Responses, in which I focus on the types of responses
by hearers to speakers’ uses of laughter; Chapter 6: Discussion, in which I summarize the
ways laughter is used in tutorials and its relation to authority; and finally Chapter 7:

Conclusion, in which I summarize the major findings of this study, the applications of



those findings to writing center praxis, and the ways in which this study might lead to

further research.
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TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS

T: (Tutor is speaking)
S: (Student is speaking)
CAPS: loud voice
( ): transcriptionist’s comment
[ ]: overlapping speech
=: latched speech
.: brief pause. One . equals one second
.(7): a pause of 7 seconds
?: rising intonation
<QxxxxxxxQ> words within arrows indicate speaker is quoting someone
<xxxxxx> words within arrows are spoken in a hushed or quite voice
:::::lengthening or stretching out of a word
um-hum: agreement
unh-unh: disagreement
<U..4U> unclear passage for 4 seconds
@: pulse of laughter
hahaha: laughter with “ah” vowel
hehehe: laughter with “ee” vowel
hhhh: laughter with is exhaled through nose, mouth closed
hnnn: laughter with a voiced nasal sound, mouth closed
V. LAUGH: voiced laughter with mixture of vowel sounds
Oxxxxxx©: utterance said in smiley or playful voice

T:I’ll go= =through this revision and see what you’ve done

S: =ok= [what’s wrong]

T: and then we’ll talk..(reads silently 2 minutes)..oh this is an interesting beginning
and I WANT to read on. when you say here <Q I was all alone in my car except
for my fear Q>= ok, I'll read through the rest of the draft

S: =yeah I was SO scared..

T: as quickly as I can and <U...3U> and then we’ll go from there. would you like

something to drink while you’re waiting= = ©Omay@be a beer?©

S: =no I’m fine= hhhh

this is a re:::ally different hh writing center

T: ..© we@@@II we try to be helpful©®
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

This chapter begins with a general discussion of the need for more research
focused on the verbal discourse that occurs between tutors and students in writing
centers, and moves to the specific lack of research focused on the function of laughter in
writing tutorial interaction. Next, factors which characterize writing centers as
institutional spaces are discussed. Following this, an overview of laughter research
particularly pertaining to institutional contexts is presented, and finally this study’s

theoretical orientation in discussed.

1.1. WRITING CENTER TALK AS AN OBJECT OF STUDY

Research into the dynamics of verbal institutional discourse has, over the past
twenty years, become a rich source of understanding and improving institutional
effectiveness. In academic writing centers—institutions within institutions—talk is the
lingua-franca between students and tutors, and understanding whatr gets communicated
and how it gets communicated is paramount to making each writing tutorial as successful
as possible. As Stephen North observed, talk is the essence of the writing center:

Talk is everything. If the writing center is ever to prove its worth in other than

quantitative terms—numbers of students seen, for example, or hours of tutorials

provided—it will have to do so by describing this talk: what characterizes it

what effects it has, how it can be enhanced (82).

Indeed, many university writing centers post mission statements of the centrality of talk

to writing center praxis: “The writing advisors here at Salt Lake Community College



Writing Center, like to talk. We talk about what you think about your writing, what you
expect from it, and most importantly, how you write” (Student Writing Center). ““‘Our
Writing Center offers to Denison students a place to study and talk about writing”
(Writing Center) or “Even good writers come to the Consulting Center for Research and
English Writing (CREW) because they know it's useful to talk about what they're writing
and to get some feedback” (CREW).

In 1984, those who work in writing centers were given a wake-up call about the
lack of research on tutorial talk when North said, *“We don’t know very much, in other
than a practitioner’s anecdotal way, about the dynamics of the tutorial,” (82) and
reminded again in 2002 when Joan Hawthomne noted that “there may be a mismatch
between our theories and our practices, a mismatch that can be addressed only through a
more thorough analysis of writing center sessions as they occur in practice,” and that
“discourse analysis is a rich and relatively untapped source of important insight into
writing center practice” (2). It is not surprising, then, that researchers have begun to focus
not only on the content and effectiveness of tutorials, but also the dynamics of the
interactional nature of the speech event itself.

While many of the 127 results of a keyword search for “‘writing center” in
Dissertation Abstracts focus on administrative, technological, and WAC issues
surrounding writing centers, a handful do look at the tutorial itself, and two studies are
mircoanalyses of tutor-student talk that include attention to laughter. Terese Thonus
examined such features of writing center verbal interaction as discourse phases,
volubility, overlaps, type and frequency of directives and their mitigation, backchannels,

and laughter; and Marjory Ann Boudreaux looked at non-verbal behavior including



laughter in the first five minutes of a writing conference (accessed 3 May 2007). Further,
writing center talk research had been published in other academic venues. Kevin Davis et
al. identified and coded conversational moves; Susan R. Blau, John Hall, and Tracy
Strauss examined questions, echoing, and the use of qualifiers; and David C. Fletcher
examined how authority is granted or claimed by tutors and students, but none of these
studies looked at laughter. However, one area—an area that has amassed a significant
body of literature in other institutional contexts—has received scant attention in writing
center literature: the conversational uses of laughter. With the exception of Thonus’s and
Boudreaux’s studies, both of which looked laughter as but one of many analytical
categories, virtually nothing exists in the literature on tutorial interaction that focuses on
laughter beyond its indication of participant solidarity. Laughter is a highly sophisticated,
multi-functional communication device that people use to create and interpret social
interaction not only in casual speech events, but also in formal, institutional interactions.
Since laughter has been shown to be an important discourse feature in other institutional
contexts, not to examine how laughter influences writing center tutorials is to miss an

opportunity to improve writing center praxis.

1.2. THE INSTITUTIONAL NATURE OF WRITING CENTERS

A writing center is an institution-within-an institution, and its purpose is to
verbally interact with students to help them become better writers. In comparing the
verbal interaction of institutional speech to what is considered casual speech, the context

within which the interaction takes place is influential. Though there is no “hard and fast



distinction to be made between the two in all instances of interactional events, nor even at
all points in a single interactional event” (Drew and Heritage 21), there are some widely
used criteria that differentiate institutional discourse from everyday conversation:

1) Institutional interaction involves an orientation by at least one of the

participants to some core goal, task, or identity (or set of them)

conventionally associated with the institution in question.

2) Institutional interaction may often involve special and particular

constraints on what one or both of the participants will treat as allowable

contributions to the business at hand.

3) Institutional talk may be associated with inferential frameworks and

procedures that are particular to specific institutional contexts (22).

Writing tutorials, like teacher-student writing conferences, take place in academic

institutions; however, writing tutorials are not synonymous with writing conferences, and
in this study, the distinction will be made. As Thonus points out, “In the writing
conference, the student’s instructor acts as a consultant whereas in the writing tutorial,
the tutor is on the staff of a writing center that is neither linked to nor answerable to the
student’s classroom instructor” [italics original] (32). She further notes that teachers
evaluate students’ writing while tutors do not, tutorials are much longer than typical
writing conferences, and many tutorials are voluntary whereas teacher-student
conferences are not. In the present study, the speech event that takes place between tutors

and students in a writing center shall be referred to as a tutorial.



1.3. AN OVERVIEW OF LAUGHTER STUDIES PRE-1970’S

1.3.1. DECIDING WHAT TO STUDY

Everyone knows what laughter is, yet studying laughter is a complex, difficult
undertaking. Laughter has been variously defined as an emotion, an instinct, or a
behavior, and has been classified as solely a response to humor. Traditionally, laughter
has been marginalized by mainstream linguistics, but has been widely investigated by
researchers in sociolinguistics, and contemporary research shows laughter to be a highly
sophisticated device that people use to create and interpret social interaction in both
formal and informal settings. This present day view of laughter evolved over many
centuries, and for the most part involved disentangling laughter from being either
synonymous with or in response to humor. A synopsis of this evolution follows.

Selecting what scholarship to use when studying laughter is problematic since the
body of literature on laughter is immense: philosophers from Plato to the present have
attempted to answer why we laugh, and scholars in both the arts and sciences have
through the years addressed the physiological mechanisms that produce laughter, the
evolutionary advantages of laughter, the psychology of laughter, the health and medical
values of laughter, the universality of laughter, the descriptions of the sounds of laughter,
and have more recently focused on the social functions of laughter. Laughter scholarship
has also been intricately entwined with humor scholarship, and to discuss the history of
laughter scholarship is to discuss the history of humor scholarship. Several scholars have
made this task easier by compiling overviews of the history of humor and laughter

research, and as humor scholar Salvatore Attardo writes, since the “body of literature



concerning humor is so large...it is not pragmatically possible for any single scholar to
cover it in its entirety...reviews and syntheses of the literature on humor are readily
available” (15). Attardo mentions several reviews—*‘Piddington 1993; Bergler 1956;
Keith-Spiegel 1972; McGhee 1979; Raskin 1985; Morreal 1987; Holland, 1982”—and
even though many are quite extensive, they only begin to cover the range of disciplines
and cultures concerned with studies of humor and laughter (14-15). For example, Attardo
points out that Goldstein and McGhee “quote about 400 works concerning humor
published between 1000 and 1971, but remarkably, the bibliography covers only the
Anglo-Saxon world” (15). Therefore, in light of the breadth of the field of humor and
laughter studies, and of the numerous literature reviews readily available, this discussion
will focus only on the major trends in scholarship until the 1970’s when laughter began to

be more closely studied in its own right.

1.3.2. HUMOR AND LAUGHTER STUDIES PRE-1970°’S

Early research in laughter emphasized the philosophical, and physical/ biological,
dimensions of laughter. These early studies of laughter, though not particularly useful in
explaining laughter in institutional interaction, are worth noting since they are illustrative

of the many lenses through which laughter has been viewed.

1.3.2.1. Philosophical Theories

What, exactly, laughter is or why humans laugh has been the object of much
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philosophical debate. Some philosophers, such as Plato and Aristotle, reason that it is an
emotion, and as such should be kept under control (Morreall, Philosophy 10,14). Henri
Bergson argues the opposite: humor and laughter can only exist in the absence of
emotion. These two extremes, and the many gradations between them, comprise what
Elizabeth Graham, Michael Papa, and Gordon Brooks cite as over 100 theories of humor
(161). In philosophy, three major theoretical strains have emerged to explain why we
laugh or find something funny. Patricia Keith-Spiegel has categorized these theories into

Superiority theories, Incongruity theories, and Relief theories.

1.3.2.2. Superiority Theories

Superiority theories, first proposed by Plato and Aristotle (see Keith-Spiegel for a
discussion of how these were expanded in 1651 by Hobbes, 1988 by Bain, 1911 by
Bergson, and by many others), argue that what makes us laugh or what we find funny is
when we find ourselves in a superior position to someone else. “Elation is engendered
when we compare ourselves favorably to others as being less stupid, less ugly, less
fortunate, or less weak” (Keith-Spiegel 6). We laugh when the bank discovers the
mistake was theirs, when the driver speeding past us gets pulled over by the police, or

when a lover who jilts us gets jilted.

1.3.2.3. Incongruity Theories
Incongruity theories attempt to explain the object of amusement, and generally
attribute the association of disjointed ideas or situations as the basis for humor and/or

laughter. The dog dressed in pajamas makes us laugh since we usually don’t associate




dogs with human clothing. In jokes, the listener is led to one set of expectations, and then
is surprised when another set is revealed to apply as well. Keith-Spiegel discusses over
twenty theorists whose notions of humor include the clash of “uncommon mixtures of

AT 34

relations and the contrariety of things,” “inconsistent or unsuitable circumstances united
into one complex assemblage,” or who view “the cause of laughter to be the perception of
contrast” (7-9). She writes the most often noted proponents of Incongruity Theory are

Immanuel Kant (1790), Arthur Schopenhauer (1819), Henri Bergson (1911), and Arthur

Koestler (1964).

1.3.2.4. Relief Theories

Relief theories view the function of humor and laughter to be a release of stress or
tension, and joke cycles following tragic events or laughter at funerals would be
explained by such reasoning. Herbert Spencer and Sigmund Freud are perhaps the most
noted proponents of Relief Theory, according to Keith-Spiegel, and she mentions another
twelve theorists who have incorporated notions of Relief or Release into their theories

(10-11). The venting of pent-up anxiety or nervous energy takes place through laughter.

1.3.3. PHYSICAL AND BIOLOGICAL THEORIES

Research into the physical processes of laughter has focused mainly on how we
laugh, and has also lead to theories about why we laugh or what evolutionary function
laughter has served. Scholars as early as Francis Bacon (in Glenn, Laughter 9) have

supplied detailed descriptions of the facial, vocal and bodily manifestations of laughter,
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but it was perhaps Charles Darwin’s 1872 highly detailed description of the mechanics of
laughter and his theory of evolution that gave most impetus to a scientific approach to the
study of laughter (200). John Morreall points out that many early scholars focusing on the
evolutionary aspects of laughter believe laughter to have no survival value, and in fact
could “only be disadvantageous” (Taking 3). “Laughter often involves major
physiological disturbances. There is an interruption of breathing and the loss of muscle
tone; in heavy laughter there may be a loss of muscle control—the person’s legs may
buckle, he may involuntarily urinate, etc.” (3). However, many scholars thought the
opposite, and much writing produced in the late 1800’s through the 1940’s focused on
what adaptive advantages humor and laughter might serve. Research took a turn towards
investigating the similarities between human laughter and apparent laughter in other
species. Some theories held that laughter and humor are but “vestiges of archaic adaptive
behaviors” and that the similarity between laughter and an assault stance--“exposed teeth,
contorted face, sprawling movements of the limbs’—suggests that laughter serves an
aggressive function; indeed, Albert Rapp shows how “present day ridicule can be traced
to the primitive thrashing of enemies” (qtd. in Keith-Spiegel 6). Aggression theories
postulate that laughter is a hostile action, its auditory presentation evolved to scare off
attackers or to signal victory, and laughter’s visual manifestation—the smile with its
accompanying teeth-barring—serves as a way to ward off enemies. On the other hand,
many theorists postulated that laughter and smiling were an alternative to combat and that
in pre-lingual times, these communicative acts signaled “appeasement to potential

adversaries,” group safety, or “good fortune” (Glenn Laughter 14). Since laughter




appears early in life and is a universal phenomenon, many theorists used these

observations to argue that laughter is instinctual.

1.3.4. SHIFT TO A PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

Some scholarship dealing with theories about laughter was produced in the period
between 1900 and 1950 and is reviewed in detail in Keith-Spiegel (16-19), but as
anthropologist Mahadev L. Apte notes, “theorizing [about humor and wit] reached its
peak in the nineteenth century and in the first half of the twentieth” (267). Further,
psychologist and humor scholar Robert Provine observes that while there is a long history
of philosophical analysis, the “history of empirically based laughter and humor science is
little more than 100 years old” (18). Scholars began to envision laughter as more than
merely an “overt expression of humor—an indicator that the person is in an ‘amused
frame of mind’ or experiencing something as ‘funny’”(16). In the early part of the
twentieth century, while laughter was not yet viewed as an interactional strategy, laughter
began to be conceptualized not only as a response to humor, but also to other stimuli as
well as well as being related to, though not the same as, smiling. Looking at laughter
from a psychological point of view, Freud, in 1905, developed his tension-release theory
of humor during this time, and postulated that in order for humans to keep their
inhibitions in check, considerable psychic energy must be spent. Building on relief
theory, Freud argued that humor and laughter can serve as a release valve by tricking the
superego into liberating psychic energy. Humor can allow us to give in to aggressive,

hostile, or obscene desires by disarming the superego, and thereby saving energy. An
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insult can be veiled as a compliment through the use of laughter. Later, in 1951,
philosopher David H. Monro further shifted the focus of laughter from a response to
humor to 10 “non-humorous” causes of laughter: ““(1) tickling, (2) laughing gas (nitrous
oxide), (3) nervousness, (4) relief after a strain, (5) the defense mechanism of ‘laughing it
off,” (6) joy or the expression of high spirits, (7) play, (8) release from restraint, (9)
make-believe, and (10) the victory expression of ‘ha-ha’ after winning a game or contest”

an.

1.3.5. SHIFT TO A SOCIOLINGUISTIC PERSPECTIVE

In the 1960’s, two developments occurred concurrently which would drastically
alter the nature of investigations into laughter: (1) the development of the portable
cassette tape recorder (and other technologies), which would allow language in use to be
captured and repeatedly reviewed, and (2) the theories, methodologies, and assumptions
from many disciplines coalesced into what would become known as the field of
sociolinguistics. This latter development was the result of the heightened milieu of social
unrest in which institutionalized social inequality—along with the language that
perpetuated it—was put under the microscope. These two developments chartered the
course of language study that would become multi-disciplinary and continue to the
present. First, this discussion will focus on the development of technologies that enabled
the study of laughter, and then refocus on how those studies were carried out in the

humanities and sciences.
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1.3.5.1. The Impact of Technology

The impact of technology greatly affected the nature of laughter studies. In 1963,
Phillips introduced the compact audio cassette, and as its use as a data gathering device
became widespread, researchers were able to more closely study language in interaction.
This technology allowed researchers to hear and analyze the many subtle and fleeting bits
of laughter that are present in conversation—bits that would eventually prove significant
in studies of conversational interaction. Previously, language researchers had to rely on
field notes of language in interaction, and in attending to topics of conversation,
discourse strategies and conversational devices went unnoticed. Other advances in
technology—heart monitors, respiration monitors, video recording devices, chemical
tests to measure various chemicals in the blood, sensors to record eye movement, and
others—allowed sophisticated testing for physical and metabolic evidence of what,
exactly, goes on during laughter. Inquiry into laughter further shifted from the
philosophical nature of laughter to those concerning what happens physiologically to

induce laughter.

1.3.5.2. The Field of Sociolinguistics
The field of sociolinguistics was also developing in the latter half of the twentieth
century. Prior to the 1970’s, the field of linguistics had largely ignored laughter as part of
language. Apte states:
The reason for such neglect is that linguists do not consider laughter an
integral part of any linguistic system. Although individuals in all cultures

intuitively perceive that a variety of meaningful messages are
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communicated by different kinds of laughter, these meanings are neither
as precise nor as amenable to rigorous analysis as the rest of the language
system (250).

Laughter was relegated to the classification of paralanguage along with such other
phenomena as “the grunt, cough, belch, weeping, and moaning” (Apte 250). These
sounds can have interactional meaning, but the meaning is not as identifiable as with
linguistic units such as words. While clearing one’s throat or voluntarily producing a
cough can discreetly signal a speaker to watch what he or she is saying, and while a laugh
can convey much to interlocutors, traditional linguistics had been more concerned with
language as an autonomous system independent of a social context. Further problems
with studying laughter from a linguistics point-of-view are that laughter is not clearly
articulated, sometimes voiced and sometimes not, and as Markku Haakana points out, has
“often been seen as an uncontrollable index of emotion” (Laughing Matters 9). How
then did the present interest by linguists in laughter develop?

At the beginning of the 1960’s, the Chomskyan approach to the study of
linguistics abstracted language from the social and contextual influences surrounding its
use. Linguistics at that time focused mainly on the sounds, words, and sentences—the
grammar—of languages, and sought to explain what language is and what it means to
know a language. However, as the 1960’s progressed, wide-spread social reform and
unrest were taking place: post World War Il saw countries with emerging independence
trying to decide on “official” languages, movements for minority rights in the United

Sta tes were occurring, and issues such as gender equality, social injustice, and unequal

distribution of power in relationships were studied with increasing intensity. Chomskyan

13




linguistics failed to explain the ways in which people actually use language to
communicate. Disciplinary fields such as education, social science, anthropology,
psychology, and communication began to examine the social functions of language in
human interaction. Factors such as formal vs. informal settings, the social identities of
speakers, variations and dialects, language attitudes, ethnicity of speakers, and so forth
were examined, and as studies proliferated and the interdisciplinary nature of the field
became more complex, subfields developed and research methodologies from these other
disciplines intertwined and changed the way language was investigated. The analysis of
spoken discourse—aided by the technology of tape recorders—began to show the many

ways in laughter were used by speakers and hearers to accomplish conversational goals.

1.4.1970’S AND BEYOND: LAUGHTER AS AN OBJECT OF STUDY

The 1970’s through the present have witnessed a number of disciplines beginning
to look empirically at laughter, and as research progressed, previous theories of
superiority, incongruity, or relief were not enough to explain the many circumstances in
which laughter takes place. While laughter is certainly often a response to something
funny, to one-upsmanship, to something ridiculous, or to the release of psychological
tension, it is also a response to tickling, an attempt to break down or put up barriers with
another person, and much more. Though scholars have continued to develop theories of
humor or laughter that would be comprehensive, most theories remain applicable to only

thes discipline in which they originate.

A number of disciplines evolved theories that eventually lead to a social view of
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laughter. In psychology, for example, Freudian theories of humor, which were closely
aligned with relief theories in that they were based on an arousal-relief model, gradually
lost dominance as empirical studies began to emerge. Researchers such as Howard Pollio,
Rodney Mers, and William Lucchesi challenged prior scholarship on laughter that was
based on either common sense scales of laughter and smiling or “humor diaries.” They
stated that empirical studies to date had focused on variations of a scale with “low-level
bodily expression of cheerfulness at one end and paroxysms of violent laughter at the
other” and which typically used common-sense terms arranged as:
(1) No response noted
(2) Smile—varying in magnitude from a gentle smile with small cheek
furrows to a broad smile producing a total pattern
(3) Laugh—ranging from a laugh with normal voice sounds to a deep-
throated one involving moderately active head and shoulder movements
(4) Explosive laugh—profound body movements, changes in respiration,
tears, etc.” (213)
Pollio, Mers & Lucchesi also noted that other prior research involved participants
- keeping “humor diaries” in which they would record all of the things they laughed at
each day. In order to gather more naturalistic data, Pollio, Mers & Lucchesi’s study
employed a Bruel and Kjaer sound-level recorder and the placement of a microphone in
the center of audiences at an amateur musical production, a movie, and near a television
speaker in a quiet room when a sitcom with canned laughter was airing. The researchers
th en analyzed the data by transposing auditory laughs to visual representations. While

their immediate analysis focused on the contribution of cognitive and motivational
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factors in humor appreciation, they began to see social value of laughter. Laughter was no
longer seen as just an expression of humor. In fact, Glenn reported that laughter “is so
inconsistently associated with humor that experimental psychologists have abandoned
using it as a reliable indicator that the subject perceives something as funny” (Laughter
24). Studies in psychology, in addition to measuring reactions to humorous stimuli such
as eyebrow raising, respiration rates, etc., also note that laughter is influenced by the
presence of other people: people laugh more when others around them are also laughing
(see Glenn Laughter for a review).

Several general reviews of contemporary scholarship on laughter exist (see Ruch
and Ekman, Glenn, Apte, Provine, and Morreall). While debates continue about
constructing a general model of humor and laughter that would account for the varied
circumstances in which laughter occurs and which would explain the nature of laughter
(see Ramachandran and the “False Alarm” theory, Attardo and Raskin and the “General
Theory of Verbal Humor,” and Moreall (Taking) and his theory that laughter results from
a “Pleasant Psychological Shift”), the present discussion is not concerned with theories of
the nature of laughter, but rather with the function of laughter in interaction, and in
particular institutional interaction. Investigations germane to laughter in interaction have
yielded results and observations that are consistent across studies, and these will be noted
by topic below.

Gail Jefferson, Harvey Sacks, and Emanuel Schegloff note that “people orient not
simply to the presence or absence of laughter in conversation, but to its length,
placement, acoustic shape, and coordination with other bits of talk,” (cited in Glenn

Laughter 128) and these orientations have directed the course of investigations into
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laughter. Research endeavors tend to fall into three groups: those concerned with the
psychological functions of laughter, those that look at the social function of laughter, and
those that look at the verbal interactional features of laughter. The present discussion in
concerned with the latter group of studies; however, since any particular study of laughter
often builds upon knowledge constructed in other disciplines, a brief mention of

psychological and sociological studies will be helpful.

1.4.1. PSYCHOLOGICAL STUDIES OF LAUGHTER

Laughter studies in psychology often occur in labs, tend to use the terms humor
and laughter interchangeably, and focus “on a variety of corollary issues about humor,
personality, social dynamics, and cognition” (Provine 19). Paul Devereux, in a review of
studies of the psychology of laughter, shows that laughter has been examined in its
relation to sense of humor, attitudes revealed, and in the relationship of its production to
stimuli such as alcohol or laugh tracks. The focus of most psychologically oriented
studies is ““What do people do when they laugh?’ Many of these studies are done in
laboratory conditions: students are recruited from psychology courses, and either are
asked to rate the funniness of a selection of jokes, or have some metabolic or respiratory
function, or a facial action measured as they watch a funny video or listen to a laugh track
(see Ruch & Ekman). Examples of other investigations include measuring the effects of
exposure to humor before and after an unpleasant stimulus (see Cann, Calhoun, and
Nance) or measuring the effects of voicing, an acoustic feature of laughter (see

Bachorowski and Owren). There is considerably more research on the functions of humor
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than there is on the functions of laughter, due in great part to the problem that laughter is
more difficult to study than humor: unlike humor—which can be introduced as a variable
in clinical experiments in the form of funny videos, questionnaires with jokes, etc.—the
phenomenon of laughter is very difficult to elicit in a lab, so it must be studied in the

field.

1.4.2. STUDIES OF THE SOCIAL FUNCTION OF LAUGHTER

The social and communications sciences’ studies of laughter look at how laughter
functions in society as a communication device, and how it reveals, establishes, or
complicates people’s roles in interaction. Research in social approaches to studying
laughter tends to address such questions as “When does laughter occur?”” “What are
people doing socially when they laugh?”” “Who has the right to laugh and at whom” and
“Does laughter function differently in everyday conversations than it does in institutional
discourse?” Researchers operate under the assumption that verbal interaction is
sequentially organized, and that laughter influences the course of this interaction. While
many studies have focused on the talk-in-interaction of everyday, casual conversation,
the studies below are selected for their focus on institutional discourse. There is no *“hard
and fast distinction to be made between the two in all instances of interactional events,
nor even at all points in a single interactional event” (Drew and Heritage 21). However,
there are some widely used criteria that differentiate institutional discourse from
everyday conversation. Institutional discourse occurs in settings that are “task-related,

involve at least one person who represents a formal organization of some kind,” and the
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task is “primarily accomplished through the exchange of talk between professionals and
lay persons (1). Janet Holmes notes that the nature of discourse in professional situations
is “fundamentally dynamic’ and that as the interaction proceeds, “the constant
realignment of participants” shifts from “doing power” to “‘doing collegiality” to even
*“doing friendship” (379). Participants can become more or less at ease with each other as
topics shift and social identities can become less clearly defined.

Studies of laughter in institutional interactions have taken place in medical
settings (see Coser, West, Haakana, Saunders, and Astedt-Kurki), group therapy sessions
(see Schenkein), job interviews (see Adelswird), welfare offices (see Rostilla),
international business negotiations (see Adelswird and Oberg), youth detention homes
(see Osvaldsson), New Zealand government departments (see Holmes), New Zealand
businesses (see Holmes and Marra), service encounters in bookshops in England and
Italy (see Gavoli), career counseling (see Nevo), mentoring (see Johnson and Ridley),
manufacturing and retail in the UK (see Mullany), and women colleagues in Information
Technology positions discussing workplace barriers (see Allen, Reid, and
Riemenschneider).

Some of these studies examining the uses of laughter, though, are problematic in
the same sense that Holmes (4) faults much humor research. The data reflect indirect
methods of how people actually use humor: field notes from conversations rather than
video/audio recordings, self-report data, interview responses, and questionnaires designed
to capture people’s reflections on how they actually use humor. As concerns laughter,
without audio recordings, fleeting, often ephemeral particles of laughter in conversation

cannot possibly be noted and analyzed. For example, Paivi Astedt-Kurki , in her study of
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humor between nurse and patients and among staff, recruited 17 nurses and asked them to
keep diaries and record for one week all instances of humor. While laughter was
mentioned in Astedt-Kurki’s introduction as having “many positive effects on both a
person’s physiology and the psyche” the data collected mentioned laughter in such ways
as a nurse’s retelling of an instance of forgetfulness in class in which she begins to
deliver a lecture that she has forgotten she delivered the week before: “I slap my forehead
with my hand and burst into laughter and the class joins me” (454). The laughter is noted
as the nurse recalls it, but perhaps not as it may actually have happened. The class may
have laughed because they thought it was appropriate, but not because they thought her
forgetfulness was funny. Indeed, the class may have been troubled by this lapse.

Most studies of laughter are qualitative. Haakana discusses the problems with
quantitative studies of laughter: while in the future quantitative studies may become more
prevalent, they need to become *“nuanced and contextualized enough to meet the
complexity of interactional practices” (Laughter in Medical Interaction 229). For
example, mere counts of instances of not accepting invitations to laugh does not fully
shed light on the different reasons why an interlocutor may decline to share the laughter.
Listeners sometimes don’t accept an invitation to laugh because they are aligned with the
speaker rather than not aligned. For example, if a speaker begins to relate a problem and
laughs while explaining it, the listener may interpret the laughter as a way to hide
embarrassment over the problem: for the listener not to laugh may be an indication that

the listener chooses to focus on the seriousness of the problem.

20



1.5. ISSUES IN STUDYING LAUGHTER-IN-INTERACTION

This section shall be concerned with studies that incorporate the techniques of
discourse analysis in investigating laughter as talk-in-interaction—laughter as it actually
occurs and is recorded and transcribed. Of primary importance to consider when
analyzing laughter in a particular context are the types of laughter and their transcription,
their placement in the interaction, whether the laugh occurs in a conversational slot in
which it is expected or if it occurs spontaneously, whether the laughter is shared by the
participants or is unilateral, and the ways in which power differentials such as age, rank,

or gender are configured among the participants.

1.5.1. TRANSCRIBING THE FINE NUANCES OF LAUGHTER

Discourse analyses of spoken texts rely on recordings—audio as well as video—
of speech events and careful, accurate transcription of those recordings. Jane Edwards
notes that the transcript *“‘plays a central role in research on spoken discourse,” and
“enables the researcher to focus efficiently on the fleeting events of an interaction”
(Edwards and Lampert 3). The researchers must make choices about what types of
information “to preserve (or to neglect), what categories to use, and how to organize and
display the information in a written and spatial medium” (3). Felicia Roberts and Jeffrey
Robinson also emphasized the importance of accurate transcriptions: “Conversation

analysists understand that transcripts are at least third-generation versions of data (the
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first being in vivo interaction and the second being audio or videotapes of interaction)”
(1).

Tape recorders allow the many different sounds of laughter to be captured, and
video recorders allow facial expressions to be viewed in slow motion and close up. While
early researchers of conversation indicated laughter in a transcript (if at all) with a simple
insertion of the word “laugh,” or maybe added the word “smile” in the margin, soon it
became evident that a more complex system would be needed. Systems were developed
to account for various phonemic and prosodic details, as well as paralinguistic features,
suprasegmental properties, utterance alignment, and others. “Because the placement of
laughter can be of great consequence for a conversational interaction...it is important to
note it carefully” (Edwards and Lampert 67). Laughter can occur within a word, by itself,
or between words, can extend over a number of syllables, and can make up an entire
conversational turn (Glenn Laughter 43). In addition to the placement of laughter, the
type of laughter is important as well. Not all laughs are alike, and one simply has to think
of the lexical manifestations of laughter that are present in English—guffaw, titter, sneer,
giggle, snigger, cackle, chortle, howl, chuckle, snicker—to see the variation. The same
- holds true for smiles: they can be a grimace, a smirk, a grin, and can be a half-smile or an
ear-to-ear smile. To further complicate matters, people often talk while they are
smiling—a phenomena Schegloff termed the “smile voice” and which also has been
referred to in the literature as “smily” or “smiling” voice (qtd. in Haakana Laughing
Matters 79).

Both smiling and laughter are expressive behaviors and can be indicative as well

as communicative and therefore of interest to those studying interaction. However,
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scholars disagree about the relationship between laughter and smiling and how that
relationship should be transcribed, and this disagreement warrants discussion. Since the
same face muscles are involved in both laughing and smiling, some scholars have chosen
to interpret a smile as a voiceless laugh on a continuum from *no response” to “explosive
laugh. Laughter and smiling can be thought of as a continuum with smiling occurring
first—a silent laugh—and then the vocalization of laughter occurring. Pollio, Mers, and
Lucchesi rank reactions to humorous stimuli: no response, smile, laugh, and explosive
laugh, and Jan Van Hooff (1972) uses a two-dimensional continuum that shows on one
dimension that “increased barring of the teeth reflects increasingly non-hostile or friendly
attitude” while “increased mouth opening and vocalization accompany increased
playfulness” (qtd in Glenn Laughter 14-15). Developmentally, researchers such as Apte
and Glenn (Laughter) generally agree that initial smiling can begin as early as five weeks
with social smiling occurring between the second to fourth month. Smiling and laughter
are present in all cultures although the reasons for and stimuli of these behaviors vary
from culture to culture (Stewart 2)

Additionally, since smiling and laughter tend to occur together, and both can be a
response to a common stimuli as well as can show pleasure or amusement, many
researchers see them as differing only in intensity (Glenn Laughter 15). Julia Vettin and
Dietmar Todt found both smiling and laughter to contribute to a common communicative
role:

Laughter is a prominent nonverbal human behavior. It is ubiquitous and
typically consists of a vocal and a visual signal complex: the laughter

vocalization and the associated facial expression (Darwin, 1982; Ruch &
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Ekman, 2001). Both signal complexes contribute to the communicative
role of laughter (Ekman, Friesen, OSullivan, & Scherer, 1980; Grammer
& Eibl-Eibesfeld, 1990), although there is evidence that the laughter
vocalization is sufficient to elicit laugh-related responses (Lawson,
Downing & Cetola, 1998; Martin & Gray, 1996) (93).

However, others, “see [laughter and smiling] as distinct, although related,
phenomena” (Glenn Laughter 15). “Laughter is associated more with aggression,
dominance, or hostility; smiling is associated more with submissive friendliness” (16).
Further, Antony Chapman notes that while laughter and smiling “converge functionally as
non-verbal expressions of humor appreciation” they “probably have different phylogenetic
origins” (157). “No doubt mirthful smiles are attenuated laughs on occasion, but this is not
always the case. Laughter and smiling are indubitably alternative responses under other
circumstances and therefore these expressive responses cannot be conceptualized along a
single continuum” (158).

Technology has unveiled fine nuances in the production of laughter and smiling,
and has forced researchers to examine how these nuances might affect interaction.
Willibald Ruch and Paul Ekman present a detailed review of laughter and smiling in
terms of respiration, vocalization, facial action, and body movement, and observe that
laughter is a human phenomenon that emerges later than smiling and happens in about
the fourth month. It is innate and estimated to be about 7 million years old, and “it is safe
to assume that laughter—Ilike other utterances such as moan, sigh, cry, groan, etc.—was
there before man developed speech and served as an expressive-communicative social

signal” (1). Laughter can be spontaneous or emotional, which cannot be controlled, or it
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can also be done voluntarily such as when someone does a fake laugh or smiles in silent
response to an insult. Jonathan Miller, writing from a cognitive neuropsychological
stance, makes a distinction between voluntary and involuntary smiling as well. He
mentions victims of strokes that affect the motor neurons in the cerebral cortex often are
paralyzed on one side of the face. When asked to smile, these patients can only smile on
one side of their face. However, when amused, there is “‘bilateral symmetry in their
performance” (8). Coughing and belching are similar, too, in that they can be done
involuntarily or voluntarily—reasons why traditional linguistics has ignored these
phenomena and banished them to the realm of paralinguistic aspects. It is interesting to
note, though, that a contrived cough serves an interesting communicative function when
Person A wants to get Person B’s attention.

Ruch and Ekman point out that while much of the research is inconclusive, it
does show, on an anatomical level that many of the same muscles that are involved in
laughter—but not all—are involved in smiling. They find this distinction to be of
importance in “how to detect whether laughter is faked or felt, how to distinguish among
different types of emotional laughter on a morphological basis, and what is the
relationship between smiling and laughter” (424). This relationship is important to the
researcher of laughter in interaction to help interpret the function of laughter if it is
accompanied by smiling, or if smiling is indeed a silent form of laughter. Glenn writes
that “smiling and establishing mutual eye gaze can work to create an environment ripe for
beginning shared laughter,” though smiling is not a necessary cue to shared laughter
(Laughter 4).

In addition to transcription decisions that must be made regarding smiling and
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laughter, the conventional transcription markings developed by Jefferson for such
features as overlapping speech, interruptions, rising or falling intonation, pauses and the
like, have to be augmented if the researcher’s focus necessitates indicators for quality of
laughter, duration, volume, phonology, visual cues, and coordination with other laughter.
Many researchers indicate how many exhalations or pulses of laughter occur with the @
symbol, and other researchers assign such syllables as ‘huh’ ‘heh’ or ‘hah’ to
approximate the “‘prototypical laugh particle [that] is a syllable consisting of aspirated
“h” sound plus a vowel” (Glenn Laughter 46). The letter h (or several) may indicate an
exhalation while a .h may indicate an inhalation (which often represents an ending of
laughter or the possibility of speaker change). Shifts in pitch or other acoustic variability
may be important to note. For example, Jo Anne Bachorowski and Michael Owren
investigated whether listeners responded differently to the absence or presence of
voicing, a “salient, distinguishing acoustic feature” of laughter, and found that “voiced,
songlike laughs were significantly more likely to elicit positive responses than were
variants such as unvoiced grunts, pants, and snortlike sounds” (252). Thus, whether or
not a laugh is voiced may be important to indicate on a transcript. Additionally, open
mouthed laugh particles are less nasal than closed-mouth particles, and sometimes a
transcript may indicate this difference through the use of “hih” for open mouthed laughter
and “hnn” or @N for closed-mouth laughter. Some sociologists use a much simpler
version which describes laughter in parenthesis “(laughs shortly) or (laughing in-breath)”
and “mark words uttered through laughter with (H) for louder sounds and (h) for more

silent sounds...and a smiling voice with £ (e.g. £can you explainf)” (Gronnerdd 33).
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Transcription decisions depend foremost on the purpose of the study undertaken.
As Jefferson notes:

I take it that when we talk about transcription we are talking about one
way to pay attention to recordings of actually occurring events. While
those of us who spend a lot of time making transcripts may be doing our
best to get it right, what that might mean is utterly obscure and unstable. It
depends a great deal on what we are paying attention to. It seems to me,
then, that the issue in not transcription per se, but what it is we might want

to transcribe, that is, attend to (‘“Exercise” 25).

1.5.2. THE PLACEMENT OF LAUGHTER

Laughter is not a random contribution to interaction, but rather occurs at strategic
points. A laugh at the end of an utterance, or a laugh that occurs during the utterance in
progress in known as a first laugh and can serve as an invitation to laugh (see Jefferson
“Technique”): speakers may use this slot in the flow of conversation to elicit affiliative
laughter from the hearer. Hearers may signal affiliation by accepting the invitation to
laugh, or may decline, which may signal disaffiliation or affiliation under certain
circumstances. Neal Norrick shows laughter to be part of an adjacency pair in which
laughter is the expected response to a humorous utterance, and “a failure to laugh at the
correct juncture suggests a lack of understanding—or, under the right circumstances, a
lack of amusement” (23). Silence as a response when laughter is expected is, to use Rose

Coser’s widely cited metaphor, like initiating a handshake only to have one’s out-
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stretched hand ignored (*“Laughter’”). Not laughing when expected can be a sign of
misalignment, or in the case of professionals in institutional settings, can be a sign of
*“professional cautiousness” or “neutrality”: “Laughter is an affective action that is often a
deviation from these attributes; we would not even expect the doctor to be very affective,
in fact, we might find this to be a sign of unprofessionality” (Haakana Laughter in
Medical Interaction 228). By not sharing laughter, persons of higher status can maintain
a distance between themselves and the lay person and an objective role or stance.
However, a speaker’s first laugh is not always an invitation for a laugh response
from the hearer. A first laugh by a speaker that accompanies the announcement of a
trouble or complaint is a signal that something serious is going on. Jefferson states:
*“A laughing troubles —teller is doing a recognizable sort of job. He is
exhibiting that, although there is this trouble, it is not getting the better of
him; he is managing; he is in good spirits and in a position to take the
trouble lightly. He is exhibiting what we might call ‘troubles-resistance’.
But this does not mean that...a recipient is invited to join in the
merriment, to also find the thing laughable...In troubles-talk, it appears to
be a recipient’s job to be taking the trouble seriously; to exhibit what we

b A2)

might call “troubles-receptiveness’” (“‘Organization”16).

First laughs can also be uttered by the hearer at the end of the speaker’s turn, and
can also “routinely appear at an earlier recognition point at which the laughable nature of
the utterance-in-progress becomes evident” (Glenn “Initiating™ 128). This latter

placement of laughter by the hearer during the speaker’s turn shows a quick

understanding—at least from the hearer’s point-of-view—of the speaker’s developing
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topic. If the speaker was not intending his or her utterance as humorous, the laugh serves
as a cue that a repair or that an elaboration of the topic will be necessary.

Adelswird and Oberg found in a study of international negotiations that the
placement of laughter can serve as discourse boundary device, can signal what topics are
more or less important, and that unilateral laughter occurs more often with participants
who are at a disadvantage (411). In an earlier study, Britt-Marie Oberg found that
negotiations—even informal ones—proceed through phases: there is a greeting phase,
followed by information exchange, discussion, decision, and finally a leavetaking phase
(in Adelswird and Oberg 418). Adelswird and Oberg found approximately the same
phases to occur in the negotiations they studied, and about 60% of all laughter occurred
in the transitions between phases and topic boundaries. Adelswird and Oberg made use
of Goffman’s term “footing” to explain that in these phase and topic shifts, there is a
slight change of footing, a “change that often simultaneously releases, and is marked by,
laughter” (420).

Nick O’Donnell-Trujillo and Katherine Adams observe that laughter can signal a
turn-taking cue: “In its most robust sense, to laugh is to momentarily lose control of
- speaking” (177). If a speaker begins to laugh while speaking, and the speaking dissolves
into laughter, this offers the hearer an opportunity to initiate a speaking turn. An outburst
of laughter such as this (what Goffman calls flooding out) breaks the ordinary interactive
frame (cited in Osvaldsson 518).

Laughter also occurs when awkward or socially inappropriate moments enter the
conversation, and in institutional encounters awkward moments are frequent and can

result in embarrassment: a teacher may have to discuss poor academic performance with
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a student, a patient may need to disagree with a doctor’s suggestion, or an employer may
need to suggest a performance improvement plan to an employee. Ilmari Rostila found
that in encounters between social workers and clients, “laughter is often used when and
where the client is either reproached or the discussion otherwise touches upon client
responsibility” (202). Clients respond by laughing rather than accepting responsibility for
shortcomings. As mentioned above, Hakaana’s study revealed that patients often laugh at
the beginning of the medical interview when they are presenting symptoms that they feel
are unusual or “atypical” and “may need extra legitimizing as a reason for the visit”
(“Laughter as a Patient’s Resource” 1). Laura Gavioli, in a cross-cultural study of the
remedial function of laughter in service encounters in bookshops (such as the socially
awkward moment when an employee must tell a customer that a book is not available or
that the customer is at the wrong desk), analyzed where laughter occurs in relation to
turns. “In the English corpus, laughter is recurrently turn-initial, anticipating an account
by the assistant in the same turn, whereas in the Italian corpus, it is recurrently turn-final,
leaving to the customer the possibility of eliciting an account and/or an alternative
solution™ (369). Finally, Osvaldsson studied discursive practices in Swedish youth
detention homes, and found that laughter established “participants’ orientation toward a
situation as sensitive or tense” and that laughter was an “efficient tool” for allowing both

professional and lay persons to participate in the flow of talk” (517).
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1.5.3. THE SOCIAL NATURE OF LAUGHTER

In an early study of the social functions of laughter in a hospital setting, Coser
remarked:

Laughter, like all other expressions of emotions, as well as most
physiological reactions, is regulated by society. It is expected to remain
under control: ‘mad laughter’, ‘hysterical laughter’, are disapproved. This
is to say that laughter is socially patterned....[it] is expected to occur only
within patterns of interaction....The man who laughs or chuckles to
himself is looked at as ‘probably crazy’....Laughter, like language, is
supposed to function within a communicative relationship and the man
who laughs to himself, like the man who talks to himself...is considered

an asocial man (171).

It has been well documented that people laugh more when others are present than
when alone. Provine , in his ten-year study of laughter, discussed the sociality of laughter
and stated that people were about 30 times more likely to laugh when other people were
present than when they were alone. “Laughter almost disappeared among solitary
subjects not exposed to media stimulation” (45). Provine argued that laughter is a vocal
signal that “we seldom send unless there is an audience” (43). An audience can not only
respond with laughter, but can also initiate laughter in others as well. For example, the

sound of laughter in movie theaters and in sound tracks can cause people to laugh.
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1.5.4. VOLUNTARY VS. SPONTANEOUS LAUGHTER

Laughter served in pre-speech times as an expressive-communicative social signal
(Ruch & Ekman 410). There are different types of laughter for these functions—
spontaneous and voluntary—and the difference lies not only with intent, but also with
how the sound is produced. Spontaneous laughter is emotional in nature and follows an
impulse. In this type of laughter, there is no attempt to suppress or control the laugh: this
laughter is enjoyable. On the other hand, voluntary laughter—also called fake laughter—
is intentionally produced and can be used to signal someone not only that we appreciated
a humorous utterance even if we did not enjoy it, but also that we did not appreciate
something intended to be funny. In the first case, particularly in multi-party
conversations, a hearer may “get” a joke, but not find it particularly amusing. Out of
politeness, or to join others who may be laughing, the listener may make an attempt to
produce what sounds like a spontaneous or genuine laugh. In the latter case, a listener
may actually be offended by an utterance and signal this dissatisfaction with a contrived,

sarcastic laugh.

1.5.5. SHARED LAUGHTER VS. UNILATERAL LAUGHTER

People can laugh in unison (shared laughter) or they can laugh alone (unilateral

laughter). What is unique as a conversational feature of either of these instances, is that

laughter can occur without following the basic rule of turn-taking as established by

Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson in 1974: one party at a time speaks (see “Simplest”). If
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the speaker laughs, the listener can laugh simultaneously, and the listener can laugh alone
before the speaker completes his or her turn. As Sacks et al. note, laughter seems to be a
parallel activity to the norms of turn-taking.

Researchers have demonstrated certain generalizations about when shared
laughter or unilateral laughter is likely to occur. Jefferson found that when shared
laughter occurs in two-party conversations, the speaker usually laughs first and the
listener laughs second (“Technique”). Glenn (1989) found that in multi-party
conversations, more than 70% of the time, a listener laughs first and initiates shared
laughter (145). In institutional interaction between lay people and professionals, lay
people frequently laugh at their own utterances as a strategy to present or discuss a
problem, laugh more than professionals, and respond more often to professional’s
invitations to laugh than the reverse. Jarna Grgnnergd, in her study of research interviews
of non-professional rock musicians, found that interviewees *“often laughed alone when
presenting a contradiction between ideal images and the realities of band life” or in
moments when they seemed troubled (35). Haakana shows that patients routinely use
laughter at the beginning of the medical interview if they believe their problem to be
‘“untypical”or “strange” (“‘Patient’s” 187). Additionally, West found that patients’
invitations to laugh were accepted by physicians less than were physicians’ invitations for
patients to laugh: “Physicians invited laughter much less readily than their patients, but
their laughter invitations had a better likelihood of eliciting acceptances from their
recipients” (127). Explanations for why these patterns tend to occur, and the effects on

subsequent interaction lie in an examination of the conversational purposes of laughter.
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1.5.6. FUNCTIONS OF LAUGHTER-IN-INTERACTION

As an expressive-communicative device, laughter serves many functions both
positive and negative, Perhaps the most positive function of laughter is its power to align
participants: speakers can laugh to cue listeners how to take an utterance, and listeners
can laugh to cue how the utterance was taken. Coser remarked that “To laugh, or to
occasion laughter through humor and wit, is to invite those present to come close.
Laughter and humor are indeed like an invitation, be it an invitation for dinner, or an
invitation to start a conversation: it aims at decreasing social distance’ (emphasis added
172). Laughter can promote social bonding and encourage affiliation, and building on
Coser, Jefferson refers to this action by a speaker as an “invitation to laugh™: speakers
invite laughter by laughing first themselves, and listeners can signal alignment by also
laughing or as Jefferson terms it, accepting the invitation (see “Technique”). Listeners
can also laugh first and indicate alignment with the speaker. Conversely, laughter can
signal disaffiliation, can distance participants, and can promote feelings of superiority or
disparagement. This negative type of laughter can occur when a listener laughs at an
inappropriate place, i.e., when the speaker is intending to be taken seriously. Also, by not
accepting an invitation to laugh (what Jefferson terms a declination of laughter
invitation), listeners can signal disaffiliation.

Jefferson, in 1979, used a simplistic, yet highly effective way to account for the
other functions of laughter: “laughing with” and “laughing at.” This dichotomy has
served to classify subsequent research into the many diverse conversational uses for

laughter. “Laughing with” laughter can be used as a backchanneling device to support the
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current speaker, to signal a play frame (see Glenn and Knapp); to “regulate the flow in
interaction and mitigate the meaning of the preceding utterance” (Vettin and Todt 93); to
“solidify members of a group against outsiders,” to boost morale (Glenn Laughter 30); to
allow the speaker to bring up discussion of delicate, uncomfortable, or socially
inappropriate topics (see Jefferson “Organization,” Haakana “Patient’s,”Grgnnergd), to
allow people to participate in conversation without using words (see Osvaldsson); and to
serve as a signal to the speaker to elaborate further (see O’Donnell-Trijullio and Adams).
On the other hand, “laughing at” laughter can be used to ridicule, to make uneasy, to
judge, to display nervousness (see Schenkein 345); to allow speakers to “boast, to
challenge or to make emotionally-laden statements” (Stewart 5); and to interrupt or
contradict the current speaker.

Recognizing the differences between “laughing with” and “laughing at” is often
difficult for participants in the midst of interacting. People continuously shift alliances
with each other: at one moment they may be in complete agreement and at the next
moment in utter opposition, and most often are somewhere in-between these two
extremes. Further, “Because laughter can invoke such a wide variety of cues (humor,
sarcasm, irony, facetiousness, evasion, etc.) its occurrence in conversation can make the
recognition of specific accomplishments problematic” (O’Donnell-Trujillo and Adams,
184). For researchers studying interaction, differentiating “laughing with” from “laughing
at” requires careful analysis. Glenn states, “Four keys, which may be present in any
laugh-relevant sequential context, help distinguish laughing at from laughing with:
laughable, first laugh, (possible) second laugh, and subsequent activities” (“Laughing ar”

43.) In likely cases of laughing at, the laughable is some co-present as a butt; first laugh
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is by someone other than the butt; the (possible) second laugh occurs in multi-party
conversations and is not done by the same person doing the first laugh, or in two-party
conversations, laughter is not shared; and the subsequent activities might include such

strategies as extending the topic through word or phrase repetitions.

1.5.7. GENDER AND LAUGHTER

Most studies show that women laugh more than men, and that if a man laughs, the
woman usually joins in, but when a woman laughs, the man frequently remains silent.
Provine in his study of 1,200 bouts of laughter in public places, found that male speakers
laugh only slightly more than male listeners; female speakers laugh considerably more
than female listeners; male speakers laugh 7% less than female listeners; and female
speakers laugh 126% more than male listeners (27-28). Laughter can serve a supportive
function in conversation, and since women are generally believed to play a more
supportive role in conversation than are men, it follows that women would laugh more to
support men. Pamela Fishman writes:

As with work in the usual sense, there appears to be a division of labor in
conversation. The people who do the routine maintainance work, the
women, are not the same people who either control or benefit from the
process. Women are the “shitworkers” of routine interaction, and the
“goods” being made are not only interactions, but, through them, realities
(99).

Further, Hay summarizes gender and laughter studies in conversation: “Much
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research has found that women are generally more conversationally supportive of humor
than men...even when they do not find the humor funny. Several researchers have found
that women respond to humor with laughter more than men do...” (58). Women’s
gendered role, it is widely believed, influences them not only to laugh in support of
men’s conversation, but also to smile in support.

The visual manifestation of laughter—smiling—is also noted to occur more often
in women than in men. Francine Deutsch researched the consequences of the observed
behavior that women smile more than men. Male and female college students rated the
characteristics of men and women after receiving a verbal description and photographs of
both women and men. The findings showed that *‘the absence of smiles has a greater
impact on perceptions of women than of men. When not smiling, women were perceived
as less happy, less carefree, less relaxed than men...if women fail to perform expressive
and warm nonverbal behavior, they will be evaluated more harshly than men” (341).

However, more recent studies have begun to question these long held beliefs that
women use laughter and smiling much more frequently than men. Jefferson argues in her
recent investigations using both quantitative and case-by-case data, that while this
stereotype is inviting to use, it does not occur in the magnitude prior studies claim.
Rather, stereotypes are “crude expressions”--a constitute *“gloss” for a whole complex of
regularities (“Note” 131) Further, Martin Lampert and Susan Ervin-Tripp, say that the
long held assumption that women are more likely than men to laugh at nonsensical, non-
aggressive humor and that men are allowed more leeway in public humor, find that this
portrayai is inaccurate (52). While earlier studies were done in laboratory settings and on

analyses of joking performances, conversations collected in “more naturalistic and
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intimate settings suggest that the humor of men and women is more variable than earlier
reports have claimed” (3). Louise Mullany refuted earlier scholarship that women lack a
sense of humor in workplace interactions, and argued instead that female chairs use
repressive humor as a mitigation strategy—a “linguistic politeness device when

attempting to gain control” (14).

1.6. THEORETICAL ORIENTATION OF THE PRESENT STUDY

This study is concerned with the ways in which participants use laughter in
interaction and how the use of laughter is related to power as realized in discourse. In
order to interpret the ways in which the participants in this study use laughter, I draw
upon theories from two disciplines: facework theory from the discipline of interpersonal
communication, and since individuals frequently use humor to elicit laughter, the
construct of dimensions of humor styles as theorized in the discipline of psychology. In
gathering data and defining power, I draw upon discourse theory and in particular the

work of the late Nancy Ainsworth-Vaughn.

1.6.1. FACEWORK THEORY

Through both initiating and responding to laughter, non-verbal communication
takes place which allows participants to convey emotions, negotiate power, and to signal
their willingness to become more or less aligned. These uses of laughter not only allow
interaction to proceed, but also allow participants to project an image of themselves, to

support or challenge the image the other person projects, and to allow participants to see
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beneath the projected images each presents. Theories of how the self is projected and
interpreted fall under the name of “facework” and are based largely on the initial writing
of Erving Goffman who, in his 1959 publication The Presentation of Self in Everyday
Life, argues that individuals essentially perform identities much in the same way actors
perform characters. Individuals try and control the impression others receive of them
through their words, gestures, and actions. A particular performance according to
Goffman, “may be defined as all the activity of a given participant on a given occasion
which serves to influence in any way any of the other participants (15). Goffman posits
that “When an individual enters the presence of others, they commonly seek to acquire
information about him or to bring into play information about him already possessed” (1).
Clues about a person (‘sign-vehicles’) are emitted through two different kinds of sign
activity: “the expression that he gives and the expression that he gives off’ (italics original
2). Expressions a person gives are conscious, and through *“‘verbal symbols or their
substitutes’ convey what a person wishes others to know or think about him or her. On
the other hand, expressions given off are “performed for reasons other than what the
information” was given for. Expressions given off can be done consciously or
unconsciously. In applying Goffman’s theory to laughter, we can see not only that
individuals can give impressions through laughter, but also that individuals can give off
impressions both intentionally and unintentionally. For example, in the case of
Jefferson’s observations of “troubles telling,” a person who intentionally laughs gives the
impression that the troubles are not getting the best of him or her when indeed the
troubles may be difficult to handle. On the other hand, by laughing often and for no

apparent reason, a person may give off the impression of being nervous or anxious.
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In 1978, building upon Goffman, Penelope Brown and Stephen C. Levinson
introduced politeness theory incorporating the notion of “face” or “the public self-image
that every member wants to claim for himself” (61). Face consists of two aspects:
negative face, which is “the basic claim to territories, personal preserves, rights to non-
distraction—i.e. to freedom of action and freedom from imposition,” and positive face,
which is “the positive consistent self-image or ‘personality’ (crucially including the
desire that this self-image be appreciated and approved of) claimed by interactants (61).
Individuals want to maintain positive face, and it is of mutual interest for speakers and
hearers to maintain each other’s face. According to Brown and Levinson, some actions
intrinsically threaten face (face-threatening acts of FTAs) such criticisms, requests,
apologies, embarrassing statements that cause an interlocutor to “lose face” or an
imposition which restricts the freedom of the hearer. An example of the latter, in tutorial
terms, would be a bald request such as *“This is the wrong word so change it” or “This
paragraph doesn’t fit here. Move it.” However, interlocutors most often try and maintain
each other’s positive face, and so FTAs can be minimized through such strategies as
indirect requests (‘I wonder if this paragraph would make more sense over here”) or
mitigated language (‘“Perhaps you just might give a little bit of thought to using a
different word™.)

In the context of tutorials, deciding on a face—the projected public image one
wishes to convey—can be problematic particularly for tutors. On the one hand, they are
representatives of an academic institution, and so they may wish to maintain an
authoritative face and distance themselves from a closer, more personal relationship with

students. On the other hand, since tutors are students themselves, they may wish to
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project an image of confidant or peer. Through laughter, both these images can be
constructed: the limited use of laughter can maintain distance, and the intentional
initiation of laughter can close the distance. In addition to deciding on a public face,
tutors as well as students find themselves in a specialized situation in that tutors need to
deliver face-threatening comments while students must accept them. Students come to the
writing center either voluntarily or by the mandate of a teacher, and in so doing ask for
advice, which normally is “intrinsically threatening to negative face wants (i.e.the desire
to be unimpeded)” and because advice messages are directives, “impose symbolic
constraints on a support seeker’s autonomy” (Burleson and MacGeorge 397). Tutors give
advice that students may or may not welcome, and in order to negotiate maintaining the
student’s positive face, tutors may use laughter as a mitigating strategy, or at the risk of
the laughter being received as ridicule, tutors may avoid its use. Students also negotiate a
public face as they shift between presenting themselves as competent writers whose only
problem is making careless mistakes or as incompetent writers who are ignorant of
writing conventions. The use of laughter is a strategy by which students can maintain
face in such potentially embarrassing activities as troubles telling, and laughter can also,
when used supportively, help students to maintain the positive face of tutors.

Expanding on the work of Goffman and Brown and Levinson, Stella Ting-
Toomey and her colleagues developed face-negotiation theory to more fully explain what
happens in conflict situations, and how cross-cultural aspects of facework come into play.
Face-negotiation theory argues that “face is an explanatory mechanism for different
conflict management styles in different cultural groups” (Oetzel and Ting-Toomey 600).

Cultural groups may consist of such units as family groups, co-workers, nations, or in the
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case of writing centers, academic communities. “Conflict” is defined as “the perceived
and/or actual incompatibility of values, expectations, processes, or outcomes between
two or more parties over substantive and/or relational issues,” and indeed much of the
interaction that takes place in tutorials involves discussion of the incompatibility of a
student’s writing with the expected values of content and form that the academic
community requires (Ting-Toomey, 599-600). “Conflict management style” refers to
“general tendencies of patterned responses to conflict in a variety of interactive
situations” and as Putnam and Wilson note, can be reduced to three primary types: “(a)
control, forcing, or dominating; (b) solution-oriented, issue-oriented, or integrating; and
(c) nonconfrontational, smoothing, or avoiding” (qtd in Oetzel and Ting-Toomey 601).
These types, according to Oetzel and Ting-Toomey, can be associated with whose face an
individual is more interested in saving: “Self-face is associated positively with
dominating conflict styles...other-face is associated positively with avoiding conflict
style...and integrating [nonconfrontational style] [is] associated positively with both self-
and other-face (603).

Depending on an individual’s cultural upbringing and his or her orientation to the
culture of a writing center, the ways in which self is presented and maintained as well as
the ways the face of the other is regarded will vary with the individual. The use of
laughter is a strategy that can be used to talk about delicate matters by lightening a
potentially unpleasant discussion, and can be used by both tutors and students to maintain
self-face as well as other-face. For example, tutors can use laughter to poke fun at the
student’s teacher for making so many corrections on the student’s paper. The cause for

tension is then deflected from the student’s shortcomings as a writer to the teacher’s
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focus on problems. Also, students can use laughter as a response to a tutor’s critical
comment and thereby indicate that he or she is accepting of the comment.

Facework then allows individuals to work their way through conflict and
uncomfortable situations without damaging the self-esteem of themselves or the other. I

shall invoke the concept of facework in Chapter 6 as I discuss the results of this study.

1.6.2. DIMENSIONS OF HUMOR STYLES

Helga Kotthoff, in a review of literature on humor and gender, notes that humor
can be an indicator of status, and “Anyone who makes other people laugh has, as Coser
(1960) states, momentary control of the situation. Using humorous remarks, an actor can
redefine a situation and redirect peoples’ attention. To this extent, humor in formal
contexts is linked to a high situational status can affirm one’s dominance in the hierarchal
social structure”(8). In investigating laughter, how a participant uses humor to invite
laughter warrants attention.

Laughter is one strategy participants use in doing facework, and though laughter
. has often been used interchangeably with humor (as discussed earlier in this chapter), it is
not the same. However, as Provine observes, humor is a precursor in roughly 20% of
laughter initiations in casual conversation, and though one would expect a lower
percentage in institutional discourse, humor nonetheless is worth considering since it can
be used to induce as well as to respond to laughter.

An individual’s use of humor can be related to notions of performance and

facework. Goffman notes, “It is sometimes convenient to divide the stimuli which make
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up a personal front into ‘appearance’ and ‘manner’ according to the function performed
by the information that these stimuli convey” (24). Appearance, for Goffman, “refers to
those stimuli which function at the time to tell us of the performer’s social status,” and
manner “‘may be taken to refer to those stimuli which function at the time to warn us of
the interaction role the performer will expect to play in the oncoming situation” (24). He
gives two examples:
Thus a haughty, aggressive manner may give the impression that the
performer expects to be the one who will initiate the verbal interaction and
direct its course. A meek, apologetic manner may give the impression that
the performer expects to follow the lead of others, or at least that he can be
lead to do so (24).

A person’s sense of humor and the extent of its expression can affect that person’s
manner and the consequent image the other forms of that person. For example, a person
who makes frequent use of acceptable humor will probably project an image of a person
who is fun to be around, doesn’t take life’s problems too seriously, and who makes others
laugh. Conversely, a person whom others deem as having no sense of humor will
probably not be viewed favorably. However, in the context of tutorials, the use of humor
can be a two-edged sword: humor used to induce laughter, when successful, can bring
participants closer together; when humor is used too often, the user may appear to not
take his or her work seriously, or when a failed humor attempt occurs, the result may be a
further distancing of participants.

An individual’s sense of humor, and his or her inclination to project or not project

a humorous manner is a function of personality. Just as the construct of personality has




been studied and various measurement scales devised to place on a continuum such
dichotomous features as introversion/extroversion, optimism/pessimism, or
intuition/thinking, humor researchers have devised models to describe the construct of
sense of humor. Psychologist Rod Martin, who has done much research on humor styles,
posits four dimensions which differentiate individuals’ use of humor, and which may be
used to understand how participants in this study use humor to elicit laughter. (1)
Affiliative humor is humor used to “engage in witty banter to amuse others, to facilitate
relationships, and to reduce interpersonal tension” (Sec. 1.1) Individuals whose humor
style is affiliative, use humor “to put others at ease...[and] are also likely to engage in
self-deprecating humor, say funny things about themselves...[and this] enhances
interpersonal cohesiveness.” (2) Self-enhancing humor “involves a generally humorous
outlook on life, a tendency to be frequently amused by the incongruities of life.” People
who use self-enhancing humor use it to create a humorous perspective that allows them
cope with stress and to regulate emotion. (3) Aggressive humor is humor in the form of
“sarcasm, teasing, ridicule, derision, ‘put down,’ or disparagement humor...It also
includes the use of humor to manipulate others by means of an implied threat of
ridicule...In general, people with an aggressive humor style have a tendency to express
humor without regard for its potential impact on others.” (4) Self-defeating humor
involves “excessively self-disparaging humor, attempts to amuse others by doing or
saying funny things at one’s own expense as a means of ingratiating oneself or gaining
approval...or the tendency to engage in humorous behavior as a means of hiding one’s

underlying negative feelings.” Individuals who use self-defeating humor “may be seen as
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witty...[but] there is an element of emotional neediness, avoidance, and low self-esteem
underlying their sense of humor.”

These dimensions of humor, according to Martin, are not distinct and often
overlap. Any individual may, at different times, use humor that exhibits some of these
dimensions; however, in the present study, where participant roles are more defined than
in casual conversation, roles may influence the predominance of one dimension of humor
within each individual, and may affect subéequent initiations and/or expectations of
laughter. For example, one of the tutor’s roles, in theory, is to make students comfortable
in discussing weaknesses in their writing, or in revealing their ignorance of writing
conventions. Tutors who have an affiliative humor style may quite comfortably use
humor to, as Martin posits, “facilitate relationships™ or to “put others at ease,” (or in
facework theory to maintain the positive face of the other) and while that same tutor may
also in everyday conversations among friends use aggressive humor in teasing and
joking, he or she would most likely not use aggressive humor directed at the student in a
writing tutorial.

However, occasionally tutors do use humor affiliatively, but in a way that has
aggressive overtones for some target other than the student. As Martin notes, “relatively
benign forms of affliative humor may often involve some degree of disparagement, such
as when groups of friends or colleagues enhance their feelings of group identity,
cohesiveness, and well-being by making fun of other groups or individuals outside the
group who are disliked or pose some threat to them,” (Sec. 1.1). Tutors and students
using humor to disparage some “‘other,” and who seek a laughter response as verification

that the underlying message was received, is evident in the present study.

46



A person’s humor style or humorous manner can be related to that person’s
communication orientation toward conflict in the sense of whether he or she is more
concerned with self-face, other-face, or mutual-face. A person concerned primarily with
maintaining his or her own positive face might be prone to using self-enhancing humor
whereas a person concerned with maintaining positive mutual-face may employ an
affiliative humor style. Self-defeating humor is indicative of someone who has trouble
maintaining his or her own positive face and may in fact be a plea for the hearer to do

some face-giving or other-concerned facework.

1.6.3. POWER IN DISCOURSE

Much of the research into the uses of laughter in institutional discourse has been
done in the context of doctor-patient interviews. As mentioned earlier in this chapter,
West and Haakana looked at laughter in doctor-patient discourse, and found that who
initiated laughter and who supported laughter was heavily dependant on who had the
most power. In both these studies, doctors were assumed to have more inherent power
than patients; however, neither researcher attempted to examine the relative degree of
power individual doctors held as compared to individual patients.

In Claiming Power in Doctor-Patient Talk, anthropological linguist Nancy
Ainsworth-Vaughn contrasts the recurrent theme in philosophical and social-theory
analyses that sees power as “implementing one’s agenda” with that of educational
theorist Nicholas Burbules’ view that power is synonymous with domination, and finds

both views inadequate to describe claims for power that occur in interaction. In the first
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view, the outcome of having one’s agenda implemented assumes an either-or outcome.
Ainsworth-Vaughn argues that “It is often difficult to say whose agenda prevail[s] in the
end because participants modif[y] their proposals on the basis of what they hea[r] during
the negotiation” (43). A major problem with Burbules’ view, according to Ainsworth-
Vaughn, is that assuming power is always domination also assumes that there must be a
conflict of interest in order for one person to dominate or have power over another. She
explains, “If there is no conflict of interest, power is not realized. Thus, Burbules does
not see parents as exercising power when they protect young children from danger
against the child’s will. It is in the interest of the child to be protected” (41). Ainsworth-
Vaughn points out that Burbules is looking solely at the outcome and not the process
involved, and she argues that in the process of protecting the child, the parent exercises
power. Thus, Ainsworth-Vaughn sees that power can be exercised through a process of
action.

Ainsworth-Vaughn distinguishes between “agency” and “structure” as bases for
claiming power, and this distinction is applicable to tutorial discourse. “Discourse moves
are part of agency. Structural power in medical encounters is that arising from the
speaker’s affiliation with the social institution... .” (italics original 42). Tutors have
structural power in that they are representatives of an academic institution, and they may
claim or relinquish power, as may students, through discourse moves. Ainsworth-Vaughn
asserts, using the term “identity” in much to same way Brown and Levinson use “face,”
that “Identity is constructed in part by successful claims to speaker rights—the right to
take a turn, to hold the floor an appropriate length of time, to initiate and pursue a topic,

to finish a point” (43). In her study, Ainsworth-Vaughn examines how power is
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negotiated through the discourse moves of questions, interruptions, overlaps, topic
control, and turn-taking, and building upon her work, I also include these features in the

present study.

1.7. THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS

In this study, I assume that participants wish to present themselves in a positive
light and use linguistic and paralinguistic strategies to maintain their positive face as well
as the positive face of the other. I also assume that laughter is used both intentionally and
unintentionally to supplement messages communicated by participants during talk-in-
interaction. Further, I assume that participants negotiate and claim power through
discourse moves, and that by quantifying these moves, individual differences in the

degree to which power is claimed by participants can be seen.

1.8. NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Laughter is an important multi-faceted discourse device that participants use to
communicate a variety of messages in both everyday and institutional interactions. While
laughter in interaction has been researched in a variety of other institutional settings,
there is a virtual void of scholarship concerning the use of laughter by participants in
writing tutorials. Further, while prior research has demonstrated consistently that laughter
in institutional discourse is related to the unequal distribution of power between

participants in dyads or among participants in multi-party interactions, no studies have
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examined writing tutorials to bring to the surface the relationship between laughter and
power as measured by discourse features.

The present study, by looking beneath the surface of both initiated and responsive
laughter, can contribute to the general body of knowledge concerning laughter and the
specific body of knowledge of tutor-student interaction. My hope is that my research will
also benefit applied linguistics and writing center praxis by making tutors more aware of

what students might be saying beneath the guise of laughter.
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In this chapter, I describe the impetus for the study; the corpus of data including
the setting in which the data were collected, the participant selection procedure, and the
data collection process; the research questions that were grounded in and emerged from
the data; the rationale for a hybrid approach to the analysis of the linguistic and

interactional features of laughter in writing center tutorials; and the coding process.

2.1. IMPETUS FOR THE STUDY

Research interest in academic spoken discourse has a long tradition involving
corpus linguistics—collections of texts “collected according to some set of principled
criteria” (Simpson and Swales 227). From the early pioneers of studies of specific
corpora of written or recorded and transcribed texts such as Charles Carpenter Fries’ The
Structure of English (1952), which emphasized a *““descriptive approach grounded in
empirical data” (Simpson and Swales 8), to contemporary researchers relying on such
massive computerized corpora as the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English
(MICASE), descriptive or applied linguists have had two main research agendas: “(1) to
look at the linguistic elements emerging from the data, that is, investigate language as a
resource [emphasis added]; and (2) to investigate the kinds of discourse practices that are
characteristic or less characteristic of university settings™ (167).

The academic talk-in-interaction that occurs between tutors and students in
writing centers—the talk that is the impetus for this study—is institutional discourse, and

exhibits the characteristics which distinguish institutional discourse from everyday
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conversation (Drew and Heritage 22). Tutors represent a formal organization, and their
“professional identities are somehow made relevant to the work activities in which they
are engaged” (4); the interaction is goal oriented; there are “special and particular
constraints on what one or both of the participants will treat as allowable contributions to
the business at hand [italics original]” (22); and the interaction occurs in a designated
setting. Much research has been done on the teacher-student talk-in-interaction that
occurs in traditional classrooms (see Cazden), yet little has been done to investigate the
verbal discourse in writing centers. Writing center tutors share with classroom
composition instructors the goal of helping students to become better writers; however,
unlike classrooms in which one instructor deals with several students concurrently, the
working environment of writing centers is based primarily on one-on-one conferencing.
Also, while classroom instructors have highly visible or inherent status signs—the
authority/responsibility to assign grades to papers, the power to pass or fail students, a
personal office, a privileged seat in the classroom—the identity of writing center tutors is
not based on such powers. While tutors do serve as institutional representatives, and do
make evaluations about student papers, tutors do not assign grades, do not pass or fail

- students: their space is usually not private but rather but one of several public conference
tables, and their role is not as gatekeeper, but rather as consultant. Additionally, tutors,
unlike credentialed and/or tenured classroom instructors, are often graduate students or
part-time lecturers who may be fairly close in age to the students with whom they work.
Granted, many entry level writing courses may be taught by graduate assistants, but as
mentioned above, traditional classroom settings lend an inherent power to the classroom

instructor that writing center tutors do not command.
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How then might this unique status of tutors affect talk-in-interaction? Since the
status of participants in writing center tutorials is more equal than that of teachers and
students in classrooms, how might the discourse strategies differ? Might writing center
discourse be more conversational in nature than that which occurs in classrooms?

With these questions in mind, I turned to applied linguistics, and in particular
Conversational Analysis (CA), as a methodology to study the institutional processes that
g0 on in writing tutorials. Research endeavors in academic spoken discourse have long
relied on CA, with its focus on the analysis of audio and video recordings of interaction,
and which offers the “advantage that it cuts across basic problems associated with the gap
between beliefs and action and between what people say and what they do”” (Drew and
Heritage 5). Since I was keeping in mind power differentials, I decided to supplement the
CA analysis of the data with quantitative analyses of discourse features that were
indicative of claims to power in discourse. I began this research project to explore the
linguistic strategies participants use in writing center tutorials, and collected data as

described in the following section.

2.2. DATA COLLECTION

2.2.1. SETTING

Eastern Michigan University’s Writing Development Center (WDC), or The
Writing Center as it is known today, has operated as some variant of an institution-
within-an-institution since the early 1970s. Originally, a rather creative interpretation of

the Michigan laws governing the distribution of funds earmarked for instructional support
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for adult education enabled certified secondary school teachers to be hired by the
Ypsilanti Public School Adult Education Program. These teachers were then sent to
EMU, and EMU students below the age of twenty were offered this tutorial service. As a
result of this collaborative effort, by 1982 the program employed a half-dozen full-time
teachers who were paid by the hour and who operated under an Adult-Ed remedial
philosophy. The WDC was not viewed campus-wide writing center where “good” writers
went in search of a responding audience, but rather as a fix-it shop where students under-
prepared to write at the college were sent to master basic English.

As the 1990s began and the laws governing the distribution of Adult Ed funds
were changed, writing support at EMU nearly vanished as funding and personnel to
support a writing center dwindled along with the center’s visibility. The WDC relocated
from a ground-floor room in the biggest classroom building on campus to a difficult-to-
find corner room on the sixth floor in an interior faculty-office hallway. Soon, outside
pressure from external review boards as well as internal pressure for writing support
resulted in the Provost’s office developing a Developmental English Fund to be -
administered through the English Department and to help support writing and reading.
The WDC was at first directed by a faculty member with one course release time, and
then by a part-time lecturer who, together with five FTE in the form of five graduate
students who were majoring in English, comprised the staff.

It was at this point that I was hired as the director, and I soon discovered that
though the WDC was no longer programmatically or financially tied to Adult Ed,
its persona in the university community was. Students who used the WDC were primarily

at-risk students enrolled in ENG 120: Basic English Composition (a course which
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counted towards graduation but not for fulfilling the General Education requirement of a
introductory composition course) or those in ENG 121: Freshmen Composition. In both
these courses, students were required by their instructors to make at least one
appointment during the semester. Additionally, about a third of the total number of
student appointments were made by non-native English speakers. Many faculty across
campus who knew of the center’s existence believed it continued to operate under the old
remedial education philosophy, and referred students who, in the words of one
department head, “needed their writing hygiene cleaned up.” Expectations about the
WDC from both faculty and students were that tutors in the WDC were there to help
“fix” papers in terms of sentence structure, punctuation, grammar, and mechanics.

Tutor training in 1997, when the data for this study was collected, consisted of a
three-hour workshop before the WDC opened in the fall semester, and weekly hour-long
staff meetings throughout the fall. In establishing an institutional identity—an identity
that would ultimately guide the tutorials, primary emphasis was first placed on tutoring
for higher-order concerns such as content, organization, and argument, and secondarily
addressing grammar and mechanics. Tutors were traditionally graduate students majoring
in English who worked part-time in the WDC and taught either a section of ENG 120 or
assisted in a large lecture section of a literature class. The year this data was collected, I
had also hired linguistics majors, TESOL majors, and two undergraduate tutors who were
funded through a program which was designed to academically support minority
students. The actual taping began at the tail end of the fall semester, and was completed
during the winter semester.

Tutors were used to being observed: the WDC served as a research site for classes
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in English Education as well as Introduction to Composition courses. Students from these
courses observed the goings-on in the WDC and occasionally sat in on a tutorial and took
notes. Some English Education students’ presence became routine as they followed a
particular student’s progress over the course of several visits to the WDC. Additionally,
for purposes of tutor evaluation, I had sat in on tutorials and had given feedback to each
t<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>