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Those of u s  who have been involved i n  the 
study of languagq have often thrown UQ our 
hands in  dismay a t  the complexity of the 
pro~lem ( a t  l eas t  I have, almost dai ly)  and 
t r i ed  somewhat desperately t o  find some facet 
of the many-faced gem we confront which 
appears manageable. T h i s  deskre to focus - t o  
t ra in  the f lashl ights  we use to  illuminate the 
problem on a well-circumscribed area - led,  
for example, to the early transformational 
grammarians' separation of syntax from the 
rest,  of language, Many researchers have since 
discarded that  part icular  focus and attempzed 
to  integrate syntax, semantics and pragmatics 
i n  a single theory. Yet, ewn they end up 
focusing on a particular kind of l ingu is t i c  
interaction. Many s t u d y  ora l  conversations, 
some . ldok a t  computer-person dialogues, some 
s t u d y  newspaper a r t i c les .  These l imitat ions 
i n  scope are often not exp l ic i t ,  bu t  a r e  
reflected in  the examples they choose and 
dlscuss. Very few people study more than one 
communicative situation and even i f  they do, 
they do not usually analyze the s imi la r i t i es  
and differences among them. 

Just  as the early transformatlonal focus 
on syntax resulted I n  a model which missed 
many crucial  insights about language, so does 
our current research r i s k  formulating 
incomplete and even inaccurate models by 
focusing on certain communicative s i tuat ions  
without adequate insight  ln to  the i r  
relat ionship to  others. My own focus in an 
attempt to  polnt out what such a narrow view 
might miss, and t o  provide a framework i n  
which %o -examine a wide variety of language 
experiences and discover what ef fect  the 
differences among them have on theories of 
language. Th i s  paper f i r s t  p r e s e m  the 
framework, then examines further one dimension 
of language experience -- the audience for an 
utterance -- as an example of the k ind  of 
considerations such an analysis suggests. 

1 .  Building the Space of Language Jixperlences 

Consider f i r s t  two language experiences 
commonly studied b4 present-daj ~nves t lga tors :  
face-todace opal conversations and 
computer-per-n dialogues. These two 
s i tuat ions  d i f fe r  i n  a t  l e a s t  two ways: the 

modality of the interaction (current 
computer-person dialogues a re  written) and the 
lack of poss ibi l i ty  of communicating with 
extra-l inguist ic  devices such a s  gestures and 
fac ia l  expressions. The kinds of questions we 
want to  be able t o  address are: 

wnat \are the e f fec t s  o f  these two dis t inct ions  
on tne language used in  each of these 
sl tuat ions? What are  the e f fec t s  on the 
models of language llse which we thereby 
formulate? 

In order t o  capture these kinds of 
differences In a way which w i l l  enable us co 
approach these questions, I have used the  
metaphor of a multi-dimensional space, Each 
language experience l i e s  a t  a point i r  the 
space defined by i ts pos5'ition along aeveval 
dimensions of the l ingu is t ik  medlum. The 
med-iuq of a language experience i s  defined In 
contrast to  its mess-me; in  as  much as they 
?an be separated, the message is what is 
2ommunicated, whrle tne medium is how lt is 
comgpnicated. Further, the medlum here is 
expressed i n  experiential terms and does ndt 
represent s imply  the vehicle for the &ssage; 
for example, the contrast 1s made between 
being I n  a conversation and watching 9 play, 
rather than between a conversation and a play. 
( 1  1 

Consider as  a s t a r t i ng  point i n  building 
&he space the following message: an 
invi ta t ion and direct ions to a party. One 
common i ingu ls t i c  s i tua t ion  in which t h i s  
might be communicated is  face-to-face o ra l  
conversation. Conversations, however, do not 
need t o  be ora l ;  it i s  q u i t e  possible t o  
maintain a l l  the aspects of a conversation 
while writing it down by, for  example, passing 
notes. These two language experiences form a 
"minimal pai rv;  that  is ,  they a i f f e r  along 

( 1 )  I have omitted from t h i s  discussion any 
conslderation of the messam. communicated i n  a 
language experience. I n  Rubin (1978) I 
identify three message-related dimensions - 
structur-e, functiQn and t o ~ ~ i c .  - and discuss 
theSr interactions w i t h  the mediumelated 
dimensions introduced here. 



only  one dimension. We might r e p r e s e n t  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  g r a p h i c a l l y  by l a b e l l i n g  t h e  l i n e  
connect ing t h e  two exper iences  wi th  t h e  
dimension a l o n g  which they d i f f e r .  The 
r e l e v a n t  dimension i n  t h i s  diagram is p l p d a l i t ~ ,  
i.e. whether a language exper ience  is o r a l  of 
w r i t t e n .  (Modali ty w i l l  be f u r t h e r  d i s s e c t e d  
below. ) 
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Let u s  now look a t  two o t h e r  p a i r s  o f  
language exper iences  which i l l u s t r a t e  ano ther  
dimension. Consider communicating t h e  same 
message over t h e  telephone compared t o  us ing  a 
t a p e  o a s s e t t e .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  c a s e ,  it is 
p o s s i b l e  f o r  t h e  two p a r t i c i p a n t s  t o  i n t e r a c t ,  
f o r  t h e  l i s t e n e r  t o  expfiess confus ion  and ask  
for a d d i t i o n a l  informat ion,  f o r  t h e  speaker  t o  
monitor t h e  l i s t e n e r ' s  r e a c t i o w  and provide  a 
more complete explanat ion.  I n  t h e  c a s s e t t e  
s i t u a t i o n ,  tRe speaker  must dec ide  once and 
for a l l  how t o  g ive  t h e  d i r e c t i o n s  wi thout  t h e  
b e n e f i t  of i n t e r m e d i a t e  feedback; any feedback 
which might occur would happen a f t e r  t h e  
l i s t e n e r  had heard t h e  t a p e  a l l  bhe way 
through and would be temporally removed from 
t h e  thncr t h e  speaker composed t h e  tape. I 
have termed t h i s  dimension of  language 
exper iance  i n t e r a c t i o q ,  a s  F igure  2 
i l l u s t r a t e s .  

The o t h e r  minimal p a i r  i n  F igure  2, whi-ch 
a l s o  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  dimension, 18 
communicating by le t ter  v e r s u s  communicating 
by a conversa t ion  over  t e l e t y p e s  (whi le8  t h i s  
is a somewhat unusual  communicative s e t t i n g ,  
many of t h e  people reading t h i s  paper have 
probably p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  i t )  . Here dga in  t h e  
c r u c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e  betwee& t h e  two is t h e  
p o s s i b i R i t y  of feedback. In  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  
t a s k ,  f o r  example, t h e  speaker  might want to  
a s k  of t h e  l i s t e n e r ,  "Do you know t h e  corner  
o f  LewB and fair vie^?^ and base he r  f u r t h e r  
e x p l a n a t i o n  on t h e  response. Such an exchange 
would be impossible i n  the case of a l e t t e r  
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Notiae now t h a t  we can connect  t h e  two minimal 
p a i r s  i n  F i g u r e  2 by l i n e s  l a b e l l e d  
nmodal i tyw.  Reading a l e t t e r  and l i s t e n i n g  t o  
a cassette form a minimal p a i r  which d i f f e r  
on ly  i n  modal i ty ;  t h e  same is t r u e  f o r  
t e l e t y p e  and t e lephone  conversa t ions .  The 
modal i ty  and i n t e r a G i o n  axes  t o g e t h e r  form a 
p lane  i n  which Me can p l a c e  t h e s e  f o u r  
language exper iences .  
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Other dimensions can s i m i l a r l y  be added 
t o  t h i s  space ,  by f i r s t  d i s c o v e r i n g  a minimal 
p a i r  which f o c u s e s  on a p a r t i c u l a r  dimension, 
then a t t e m p t i n g  t o  p inpo in t  each language 
exper ience  a-eady i n  t h e  space  on t h a t  
dimension and f i n a l l y  f i l l i n g  i n  t h e  h o l e s  
which e x i s t  because  of  t h e  added a x l a .  As an 
example of' one s t e p  i n  b u i l d i n g  t h e  space ,  
c o n s i d e r  the dimension of g x t r a - l i n g u i s t i c  
communication, t h a t  is, c o m u n i c a t i o n  by 
g e s t u r e s ,  f a c i a l  q p r e u s i o n s ,  etc.  ?or t h e  
message we are c o n s i d e r i n g ,  g e s t u r e s  would be 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  u s e f u l  t o  i n d i c a t e  s p a t i a l  
f e a t u r e s  such a s  " r i g h t v  and " lef t"  and t h e  
r e l a t i v e  l o c a t i o n  o f  o b j e c t s  ,and landmarks. 
None o f  t h e  f o u r  media i n  F igure  3 admit t h i s  
type  o f  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  b u t  f o r  each of  them it 
is p o s s i b l e  t o  c o n s t r u c t  an  exper ience  which 
d i f f e r s  from k t  along o n l y  t h i s  new damenslon. 
For example, garden-var ie ty  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  
d i f f e r  from te lephone  c o n v e r s a t i o g s  because 
they  a l low t h i s  e x t r a  dimension, and pass ing 
n o t e s  d i f f e r s  from convers ing over  a t e z e t y p e  
l i n k  i n  t h e  same way. We now see where t h e  
p a i r  of language exper iences  i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  
F igure  1 comes i n  and by adding two more nodes 
we g e t  t h e  fo l lowing  c m e .  
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The language exper iences  i n  t h i s  subspace  
d i f f e r  i n  t h e i r  degrees  of  a a t u r a l n e s s ;  
w r i t i n g  on t h e  blackboard i n  such a way a s  t o  
a l low e x t r a - l i n g u i s t i c  communication b u t  
p r o h i b i t  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  f o r  example, seems 
c o n t r i v e d .  Th i s  awkwardness i s  due p r i m a r i l y  
t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  c e r t a i n  dimensions g e n e r a l l y  
coxary and t h a t  t h e  independence impl ied  by a 
dimensionak a n a l y s i s  d o e s n i t  r e a l l y  hold .  
S e c i i o n  3 below d i s c u s s e s  t h e s e  
in te rdependenc ies  i n  more d e t a i l .  

2. TheuDimensiona of  Language Experience 

I n  a  similar f a s h i o n ,  we can add more 
dimensions t o  t h e  space o f  language 
exper iences .  I have so  f a r  i d e n t i f i e d  e i g h t  
s e p a r a t e  dimensions a long which t h e  medium o f  
a  language exper ience  may vary .  The 
dimensions a r e  a t  l e a s t  semi-independent; my 
in fo rmal  c r i t e r i o n  f o r  l i s t i n g  a  dimension 
s e p a r a t e l y  waa t h e  e x f s t e n c e  of dome minimal 
p a i r  of language exper iences  whose media 
diff-ed only a long t h a t  dimension, The 
medium-related dimensions o f  language 
exper ience  a r e :  moda l i ty ,  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  
e x t r a - l i n g u i s t i c  communication, s p a t i a l  
commonality, temporal commonality , 
c a n c r e t e n e s s  of  r e f e r e n t s ,  s e p a r a b i l i t y  o f  
c h a r a c t e r s  and s p e c i f i c i t y  o f  audience.  
Below, each dimension is explica-ted by means 
of t h e  ques t ion  one would have t o  a s k  about  a  
language , e x p e r i e n c e  t o  c o r r e c t l y  p l a c e  i t  on 
t h a t  dimension and additional d e t a i l s  abou t  
i ts s u b s t r u c t u r e  arrd r a m i f i c a t i o n s  are g iven .  

1 .  MODALITY - Is t h e  message w r i t t e n  o r  
spoken? Even i n  t h i s  seemingly s imple  
dimensiofl a r e  hidden a t  l e a s t  two d i f f e r e n t  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  whlch a f f e c t  t h e  communicative 
s i t u a t i o n :  prosody and permanence. I w i l l  
W i e f l y  d i s c u s s  t h e s e  h e r e ,  b u t  a more 
e x t e n s i v e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  components o f  
modal i ty  may be found i n  S c h a l l e r t ,  Kleiman h 
Rubin (1977) and S t i c h t ,  Beck, Hauke, Kleiman 
& James (1974) provide  a  review of t h e  
l i t e r a t u r e  cw-paring aua lng  (comprehension o f  
o r a l  language) and read ing .  

An obvious difference between an o r a l  
ut.terance and a t e x t  is t h e  availability of 
prosodic  cues.  Temporal c h a r a c t e r l s t i c s  o f  
speech such a s  pauses and changes i n  sp9ed 
provide  c l u e s  f o r  t h e  chunklng o f  wmds ~ n h  
l a r g e r  c o n s t i t u e n t s .  I n  g e n e r a l ,  pauses and 
b r e a t h s  ocTur a t  s y n t a c t i c  boungar ies  and a 
mare quickly  spoken s e t  o f  words may i n d i c a t e  
an a y ~ o s i t f v e  phrask o r  an a s i d e  whlch 1s n o t  
germane t o  t h e  top- l eve l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  me 
sen tence .  We r e l y  on $tress i n  o r a l  language 
a s  an i n d i c a t o r * o f  such d i s c o u r s e  organizing 

t o p i c s  as g i m l n e w ,  c o n t r a s t  and focus ,  as 
w e l l  a s  t o  a i d  i n  t h e  disambiguation of  
pronaminal r e f e r e n c e s .  I n t o w t i o n  i s  o f t e n  
u9ed as an i n d i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  i l l o c u t i o n a r y  
f o r c e  o f  an u t t e r a n c e  o r  t o  communicate 
a f f e c t i v e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  language such a s  humor 
o r  sarcasm. 

While w r i t t e n  t ex t  c l e a r l y  l a c k s  t h e s e  
p r o p e r t i e s ,  it h a s  aome compensating f e a t u r e s .  
Punc tua t ion  and o t h e r  t e x t u a l  d e v i c e s  provide  
a  p a r t i a l  analogue o f  many prosod ic  f e a t u r e s ,  
i n c l u u n g  i l l o c u t i o n a r y  f o r c e  ( . ? ' I  ) , pauses  
( ; ) ,  l ' t s  ( ,  : ; ) ,  r e l a t e d  s t a t e m e n t s  (;) and 
c o n t r a s t  and emphasis ( u n d e r l i n i n g  and 
i t a l i c i z i n g ) .  A w r i t t e n  message a l s o  providbs  
t h e  r e c i p i e n t  wi th  c o n c r e t e l y  indicates 
segments both on t h e  lower l e v e l s  o f  word and 
sen tence  and on t h e  more a b s t r a c t  l e v e l  o f  
paragraph and s e c t i o n  s t r u c t u r e .  

The second major d i s t i n c t i o n  inc luded i n  
modal i ty  is t h e  permanenhe of w r i t t e n  t e x t  i n  
c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  t r a n s i t o r y  n a t u r e  of  o r a l  
language. T h i s  permanence makes p o s s i b l e  
v a r i 6 u s  "good reading"  t echn iques  such as 
skimming ahead t o  l o o k  a t  c b ~ t e r  head ings ,  
r e - read ing  an e n t i r e  paragraph whose p o i n t  
became c l e a r  on ly  a t  t h e  l a s t  s e n t e n c e ,  o r  
j u s t  r e - read ing  a  s e n t e n c e  which was misparsed 
t h e  first t ime around. I n  o r a l  language 
s i t u a t i o n s ,  such h e u r i s t i c s  f o r  d e a l i n g  w i t h  
misunders tanding axle o f t e n  rep laced  by a n  
appea l  t o  ano the r  ( independen t )  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
of language e x p e r i e n c e s  - i n t e r a c t i o n .  

2. INTERACTION - Are t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  a b l e  t o  
i n t e r a c t ?  I n  an i n t e r a c t i v e  language 
e x p e r i e n c e ,  p a r t i c i p a n t s  have t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  
t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e y  have n o t  understood a  
p rev ious  u t t e r a n c e ,  t h a t  a pronominal o r  o t h e r  
r e f e r e n c e  i s  amblguoug o r  t h a t  they  wlsh t o  
change t h e  t o p i c .  Keenan and S c h i e f f e l i n  
(1976) i n  p a r t i c u l a r  have rep resen ted  t h e  
e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  d i s c o u r s e  t o p i c  a s  a  dynpJmic 
p rocess  which i n c l u d e s  i n p u t  from a l l  
p a r t i c i p a n t s .  T h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  
interaction means t h a t  t h e r e  1s l e s s  n e c e s s i t y  
f o r  a p a r t i c i p a n t  t o  e n t e r t a l n  and malnta l& a 
s e t  of  competing hypotheses  about  t h e  meaning 
of  some p a r t  o f  t h e  message. 

3 .  EXTRA-LINGUISTIC COMklUNICATION - Can t h e  
p a r t i c i p a n t s  communicate v i a  e x t r a - l i n g u i s t i c  
means which r e q u i r e  v i s u a l  O r  t a c t i l e  a 

i n t e r a c t i o n ?  ( T h i s  communication may 
sometim5s be one-way, a s  I n  t h e  c a s e  o f  a 
l e c t u r e r  speaking t o  a l a r g e  c l a s s . )  
G e s t u r e s ,  f a c l a l  e x p r e s s b n s  and even body 
p o s i t i o n s  a r e  a l l  powerful I n  t h e i r  
communlbative p o t e n t i a l .  I n  s i t u a t j b n s  where 
emotions o r  s p a t i a l  a t t r i b u t e s  a r e  be ing 
communicated, t h e s 3  extra-linguistic means may 
be especially r e l e v a n t .  C h l l d r e n v s  e a r l y  
language exper iences  a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  dependent  
on t h l s  a s p e c t  of  cornmunlcation; deLaguna 
(1927) describes one developmental  t h r e a d  i n  
c h l l d r e n t s  language u s e  a s  "a p r o g r e s s i p e  
f r e e i n g  of speech from dependence on t h e  
pe rce ived  conditions under w h ~ c h  z t  1s u t t e r e d  
and h e a r d ,  and from t h e  behavior  whlch 
accompanies it." 



4. SPATIAL COMMONALITY - Can t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  
i n t e r p r e t  s p a t i a l  d e i c t i c  words such  as l lherdl  
a n d  " t h e r e H  wi th  r e f e r e n c e  t o  their own 
l o c a t i o n ?  One i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  
which t h i s  c o n d i t i o n  is n o t  met are difficult 
is t h e  well-known s i t u a t i o n  i n  which two 
peop le ,  having a r ranged  over  t h e  t e l e p h o n e  t o  
meet \Ivhere1', d i s c o v e r  t h a t  t h e y  had two 
d i f f e r e n t  p l a c e s  i n  mind. Because t h e  
l i s t e n e r  had t o  i n t e r p r e t  t h e  s p e a k e r ' s  use  o f  
"heren  r e l a t i v e  t o  t h e  s p e a k e r ' s  l o c a t i o n ,  it  
was n e c e s s a r y  f o r  h e r  t o  know where t h e  
speaker  w a s  ; i n c o r r e c t  in fo rmat  i o n  i n  this4 
s i t u a t i o n  Can have s e r i o u s  consequences. 
yourig c h i l d r e n  may a c t u a l l y  i n t e r p r e t  "herew 
and " t h e r e n  r e l a t i v e  t o  t h e i r  own p o s i t i o n ,  
r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  s p e a k e r ' s .  ( s e e  Tanz (1976) 
f o r  d e t a i l s 3  

5. TEMPORAL COMMONALITY - Do t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  
s h a r e  a temporal  c o n t e x t  which a l l o w  f o r  
s ~ m p l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  temporal d e i c t i c  
te rms such a s  "nowv, " todayn and " l a s t  
Sudday"? The c o r r e c t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  such 
words, as well a s  v e r b  t e n s e  markers ,  cmqBkes 
t h e  r e a d e r / l i s t e n e r  to  t a k e  t h e  temporal  p o i n t  
of  vlew of t h e  s p e a k e r / w r i t e r .  

6 .  CONCRETENESS OF REFERENTS - Are t h e  
o b j e c t s  qnd e v e n t s  r e f e r r e d  to  v i s u a l l y  
p r e s e n t  f o r  the p a r t i c i p a n t s ?  I f  an  o b j e c t  o r  
even t  i s  c o n c r e t e ,  many of  i ts  d e t a i l s  a r e  
immediately apparen t  t o  t h e  r e a d e r / l i s t e n e r  
b e a i d e s  the ones l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  d e s c r i b e d  I n  
t h e  message. Readxng o r  h e a r i n g  a b w t  an 
o b j e c t  which is n o t  p r e s e n t  o f t e n  r e q u i r e s  
remembering a p a r t i a l ,  incomple te  description 
and then r e f o r m u l a t i n g  ~t as more in fo rmat ion  
becomes a v a i l a b l e .  Objects ( o r  p i c t u r e s )  a l s o  
provide  an e x t e r n a l  "memoryn f o r  t h e m  
e x i s t e n c e  and p r o p e r t i e s .  

7. S@ARABILITY OF CHARACTERS Are t h e  
dlst inctb. ions among different p e o p l e ' s  
s t a t e m e n t s  and p o i n t s  o f  vdew c l e a r l y  
i n d i c a t e d ?  I n  face- to- face  conversations, 
such d i s t i n c t i o n s  a y e  obvious ,  as each person 
makes h i s  own s t a t e m e n t s  and each p o i n t  o f  
view h a s  a ~ h y s i c a l  "anchorw I n  r e a d i n g  a 
p l a y ,  e h a r a c t e r s l  l i n e s  are c l e a r l y  marked, 
a l though  t h e r e  1s no p h y s i c a l  o b j e c t  t m  which 
t o  atLa4h each c h a r a c t e r .  I n  a book, t h e  
r eader  must p a n e l  o u t  comments, f e e l i n g s  and 
m o t i v a t i o n s  t o  c h a r a c t e r s  on t h e  b a s i s  o f  mope 
s u b t l e  c l u e s :  puno tua t ion ,  pa ragraph  s t r u c t u r e  
and i n f e r e n c e s  based on some c o n s i s t e n t  model 
of each o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s .  

8. SPECIFICITY OF AUDIENCE - How complete and 
s p e c i f i c  is the speaker1  s model o f  t h e  
audience  f o r  h e r  meseage? Two ex t remes  which 
i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  dimension are garden- v a r l e t y  
c o n v e r s a t i o n s  i n  which t h e  s p e a k e r  and h w r e r  
know e a c h  o t h e r  w e l l  and books, which are 
w r i t t e n  f o r  wide non-speci f ic  aud iences .  I n  

t h e  former case, r e f e r e n c e s  t o  s h a r e d  
knoQledge are p ~ s s i b l e ,  g u ~ h v  as "The man 
looked l i k e  Uncle J o e  ," w h i l e  In t h e  l a t t e r ,  
such aq a t t e m p t  would s u r e l y  miss a l a r g e  
p o r t i o n  of &he aad ience .  To make m a t t e r s  
worse ,  o f t e n  a w r i t e r  (or?  s p e a k e r )  does  n o t  
know who t h e  aud ience  18 l i k e l y  t o  be and i n  
t h e  case of  books which are s e v e r a l  hundred 
y e a r s  o l d ,  t h e  in tended  a u d i e n c e  d i f f e r s  i n  
s i e n i f  i c a n t  ways f ro@ c u r r e n t  r e a d e r s .  

Now t h a t  we have t h e s e  e i g h t  d imensions ,  
ge  can u s e  them t o  g e n e r a t e  new language 
e x p e r i e n c e s  which beg in  t o  f i l l  up t h e  spaole. 
Watching a p l a y ,  r ead ing  a book \SL%h p i c t u r e s ,  
viewing a movie wi th  s u b t i t l e s ,  $ read ing  a 
comic book - a l l  t h e s e  f i t  i n  t h e  
e igh t -d imens iona l  space  we have de f ined .  ( I n  
Rubin (1978) I d i s c u s s  q u i t e  a  number of 
" i n t e r m e d i a t e H  language e x p e r i h c e s  and show 
how they f i t  i n t o  a mul t i -d imensional  space . )  
HowevBr, sope areas of t h e  space  a r e  o n l y  
s p a r s e l y  f i l l e d .  T h s e  r e l a t i v e l y  empty 
s e c t i o n s  are i n d i c a t i o n s  o f  in te rac t ; lons  
between dimensions ;  g iven  a p a r t i c u l a r .  
gos i%ion on one dimension,  t h e  c h o i c e s  f o r  
c e r t a i n  o t h e r  dimensions may be s h a r p l y  
c o n s t r a i n e d .  D e s c r i p t i o n s  of some o f  t h e s e  
i n t e r a c t i o p s  fo l low.  

I n t e r a c t i o n s  Among t h e  Dimensions 

One f a i r l y  obvious  in te rdependency  is 
e tween s p a t i a l  commonality 
x t r a - l i n g u i s t i c  c o m m u n i c a ~ o n .  S i n c e  bo Yd h 
e l y  p r i m a r i l y  on t h e  p a r t i c i p d h t s  be ing i n  
he same p l a c e ,  ~t is n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  most 
anguage e x p e r i e n c e s  which e x h i b i t  t h e  
o t e n t i a l  f o r  e x t r a - l i n g u ~ s t i c  communication 
l s o  a l l o w  p a r t i c i p a n t s  s t r a i g h t - f o r w a r d  use  
f s p a t i a l  d e i c t l c  terms. ( I n  fac t ,  i n  Rubin 
1978), I t r e a t  the two as a s i n g l e  
imension.) Howeuer, i n  a  n o t e  l e f t ,  f o r  
xample, on t h e  k i t c h e n  t a b l e ,  t h e  w r i t e r  may 
s e w  "he ren  and " t h e r e v ,  b u t  cannot  use  
e s t u r e s  o r  f a c i a l  e x p r e s s i o n s ,  s o  t h e  two 
imbnsions do n o t  always co-occur.  

E x t r a - l i n g u i s t i c  communication i3.d a l s o  
most commohly found i n  o r a l  language 
s i t u a t i o n s .  The s i t u a t i o n  w l t h  t h e  mosb 
p o t e n t i a l  for combining e x t r a - l i n g u i s t i c  
communication w i t h  a w r i t t e n  message is t h a t  
o f  two peop le  p a s s i n g  n o t e s  i n  what amounts t o  
a  w r i t t e n  conversa t ion .  Although it i s  
t h e o r e t i c a l l y  p o s s i b l e  f o r  them t o  p o l n t  and 
gr imace ,  it would be d i f f i c u l t  for  thbm t_o 
c o o r d i n a t e  t h e s e  g e s t u r e s  w i t h  the ,words  i n  
t h e  w r i t t e n  t e x t .  

I n t e r a c t i o n  and temporal  commonality a l s o  
appear c l o s e l y  l i n k e d .  If t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  
a r e  n o t  communicating i n  Itreal timevi " tha t  
is, i f  t h e  s e n d i n g  and r e c e i v i n g  t a k e  p l a c e  a t  
d i f f e r e n t  times A t h e n  lt might  even seen 
imposs ib le  for them t o  i n t e r a c t .  However, $If 
w e  a l l o w  t h e  k ind  of a t t e n u a t e d  i n h r a c t i o n  
t h a t  hakes p l a c e  i n ,  f o r  example, an  exchange 
of lekters, de can  main ta in  these dimensions  
a s  a t  least semi-independent .  



Finally,  we note that  speci f ic i ty  of 
audience and interaotion have an in teres t ing 
rela6tonship. Less well-defined audiences 
tend to  occur n situatioris i n  whlch 
Lnteraction is di f f icul , t ,  i f  not impossible. 
In lectures,  for example, the speaker has only 
a vague idea of the audience's bel iefs  and 
interaction between them is  limited. T h i s  
covariance re f lec t s  t w ~  different  fac ts .  One 
is that  in a large (and therefore 
poorly-specified) audience, interaction is 
rdstr icted s imp ly  because of its size.  The 
other i s  tha t  interaction is one device by 
which speakers construct bet ter  models of 
their  audiwces; t h u s ,  a laqrK of interaction 
would leaa to l ess  well-specif ied audiences 

An &vious question at: t h i s  point i s :  Why 
bother t o  separate dimensions that are so 
closely related? There are real ly  two 
answers: the f i r+t  methodologicat, the second 
h i s to r i ca l ,  In  terw of get t ing a clean model 
of  the compl ex tangle d'f language experiences, 
i t  i s  bet ter  t o  postulate a large number of  
dimensions and specify how they Lnteract than 
t o  identify only a small number b u t  t a lk  about 
subdimensions. Having a larger number of 
dimensions also inspires a wider range of 
language experiences when the process of 
f i l l i n g  i n  the space i s  carried out. Without 
the separation of temporal commonality and 
in teract  ion, f ~ r  example, we would have missed 
the sybtle nation of temporally attenuated 
interaotion. 

The his tor ical  explanation derives rrom 
the d g i n a l  motivation for th i s  work, which 
yas an attempt to assess the relevance of 
children's early language experiences t o  the i r  
learning to read. Even i f  the dimensions 
identif ied here interact  s ignif icantlyJ each 
s t i l i  represents a cognitive s k i l l  which a 
child must learn in making the t ransi t ion from 
garden-variety conversations t o  reading a 
text .  In t h i s  framework, interactions among 
the " dimensions are interest ing because they 
represent pairs of g k i l l s  which the child may 
have to learn together, rather than be'ing able 
to separate them and learn one a t  a t ime .  

Now that  we have a notion where 
parden-varlety dialogues f i t  in to  the 
framework of language experiences, i t  is 
possible to see what k i n d s  of consid8ratiom 
we arc  l i ab le  t o  leave out i f  wb focus only on 
conversations. While a l l  of the dimensions 
identif ied above point out areas which deserve 
a t tent ion,  I want to focus here on specif ic i ty  
of atdience as an example of the ways our 
models m u s t  be stretched to account for the 
divers i ty  of language experience. 

4. Limitations and Coaxpensat ion in Language 
Experiences: Non-Specific Audiences 

Certain language experiences present 
problems for the part icipants,  especially in  
comparison w i t h  garden-variety conversations, 
which have many commurlication-facilitating 
features. Lack of spa t ia l  commonality, for  
example, poses extra d i f f i cu l ty  in the 

in terpre ta t ion of ae r ta in  defkio words, and I 

the abaenae of non-verbal aomuniaation i n  
telephone oonversations makes exprabsfflg 
emotion espedially hard. I n  some ohses, ad 
aspect of the medium i t s q f  provides 
compensation for the l imitat i6ns.  Written 
t ex t ,  for example, pa r t i a l l y  compensates for  
i t s  lack of prosodic cues t o  structure by its 
permanenre, which allows the reader to make 
several attempts a t  parsing and bmderstandipg 
the words on the page. In other oases, we 
ourselves take into account the l imitat ions of 
t h e  medium by express1 ng 3ur message 
d i f f ~ e n t l y .  I n  talking on the phone, for  
example, we express our emotions more 
exp l ic i t ly ,  rathar than +relying on f ac i a l  
expressions t o  communicate thed in more subtle 
ways 

An important f ac i l i t a t i ng  aspect of most 
garden-variety conversations is  that they take 
place hetween peopw who have f a i r r y  good 
models of one another and who share a large 
s e t  of beliyfs.  (See Cohen (1977)  arid Clark & 
Marshall (1978) for  de t a i l s  on shared 
beliefs .  1 The disappearance of t h i s  feGure  
i n  other language experiences can caus6 
d i f f i c u l t i e s  which require special a t tent ion 
from both speaker and l i s tener .  To get a 
feeling 0 the e f fec t  of an audience, 
consider bh& task of explaining-the PIifference 
between analog and d i g i t a l  computers. Talking 
to a technically unsophist isated pergon makes 
the task hard enough, but it would be even 
more d i f f i c u l t  i f  the audience were a large 
number of people w i t h  widely trslrying technical 
backgrounds. When One is  faced wi th  
communicating wi th  a person about whom one 
knows very l i t t l e  o r ,  worse yet ,  an audience 
made up of many people with different  4 e l i e f s  
it becomes necessary to use several 
compens&ing techniques to Bnsura tha t  the 
message gets  across I w i l l  descri-be below 
some of the heur is t ics  b&h speaker/writers 
and l is tener/readers use to deal wi th  complex 
and poorlyspecified audiences. (From here on, 
I w i l l  use the words "speakern and "l is tenern 
to refer  t o speaker/writers and 
l i s tener / readers ,  respectively.) 

5. Speakers1 Heuristics for Complex Audiences 

The audience for an utterance may be 
poorly specified in two different  ways: it may 
be a single person about whom the speaker has 
l ess  than complete knowledge or a group of 
people, each of whom the speaker knows more, or  
l e s s  well. The speaker's task is to  construct- 
an utterance which is comprehensible to  those 
who perceive that  they are part of the 
intended audience. The following a r e  
techniques by which speakers may accomp1;l sh 
t h i s  task. 

Jdent-e -: In somd cases, thez 
speaker rea l ly  wants to  address her remarks t o  
a single person, even though several people 
are physically present and "availablew a s  
audience. Straightforward techniques ex i s t  
for idehtifying the audience in these 
si tuat ions:  a speaker may simply look i n  the 
direction of the intended audience m address 



her by name. In giving a technical t a lk  Jo a 
large and varied audience, a speaker may 
analogously se lect  a subset of those present 
as th"a audienda for  a particular remayk by 
u s i n g  a phrase like "for you l inguis ts  i n  the 
audiencen. A pore subtle and interest ing 
method for accomplishing the same goal is to 
include i n  thq remark a reference which only 
some af t h e  audience undsrstands, thereby 
clueing $ he others i n  to the faot  that  t h e y  
may not get1 a ~ y t h i n g  out CJY the utterance. A t  
a @ec& conference attended by l inguis ts ,  
computer scienkists  and psychologists, a 
speaker, in  answering a question from a 
computer s c i en t i s t ,  resorted to  FRme teGhnical 
language ( m a t  be actually said was, w T t b s  EQ, 
not EQUAL") , evenethough- he knew two-$birds of 
the audiense would be los t .  Afterwards, he 
remarked that  he ,had also realized that it was 
precisely the computer sc ien t i s t s  wruu were 
confused about the point he was trying to 
make, go the  remark was doubly appropriate: it 
' h t ~ o t e r i  exa3tEy the audience who needed to 
comprehend it ,  

av It Safe: Cover the AL&UE&: If he 
rxalizes that  the audience consists of two or 
more- definable subgroups, a speaker may choose 
Yo ihclude several descriptions of the same 
topic, one for each s e t  of people. I n  
addressing an audience made up 3f computer 
sc ien t i s t s  and psychologists, a speaker might 
refer  to the same concept by two different  
terms, e.g. Itcache memory" for  the computer 
sc ien t i s t s  and "working memoryv for the 
psychologists. I n  t h i s  case, most members of 
the audience understand only one of the two 
descriptions so both are  necessary. A 
slighMy dii%went si tuat ion exis ts  when a 
speaker makes a statement such as, "He had 
eyes j u s t  lika- Paul Newman.. .deep, dark blue ." 
Here the elaboration may be seen as  a e6mment 
t o  those i n  the audience who don't know whaL 
Paul Newman s eyes look l ike.  Tho& who do 
must real ize tha t ,  i n  some sense, the 
elaboration was noudirected a t  them since it 
was planned for l i s teners  w i t h  different  
knowledge. A t h i r d  example of the llplay, it 
safffl strategy is t h i s  conversation which took 
place in front of an audience: 

8 :  Jerry has been studying the same 
thing. 

M: That's r igh t . . , tha tqs  Jerry Fodor,..T 
read his paper. 

Had B and M been conversing in private, 
the expl'anation that the Jerry being re fehed  
to was Jerry Fodor would have , been  
unnecessary, However, M was aware thaC some 
people in  the a m e n c e  might not be able to  
figure out who was being referred to ,  so he 
played it safe and made the reference clear.  

raoe -: Sometimes, the speaker is 
aware that  an utterance may be interpreted i n  
two different  ways, but decides that the 
ambiguity is acce8able or even desirable. An 
example from a personal l e t t e r :   h he weather 
has been , beaut-iful.. .perfect for riding a 
motorcycle - i n  the country." What the writer 

had i n  mind here Mas a particular.time she and 
the addressee had taken a motorcycle ride; she 
want~d t o  allude t o  that  eyent , If ,  however, 
h'$ didn't; remember the r ide ,  the aentenge 
still  communicated a cnherent, i f  less  
s p e d  f i c  , message. THe writer actually 
considered both of tfiese s s ib i l i t i eD and 
deciqed that  ei ther  readi of bhe sentence 
was acceptable. 

P 
The following  sent^^- taken from an 

advertising brochure shows a different  hind 6f 
ambiguity: "The cane seats  of a Mad River 
canoe provide excellent venti lat ion and 
drainage.-'' The ad w i l l  be read both by p e a l e  
who already know that Mad River ibanoes have 
cane seats  and by those for whom th i s  is a,new 
fac t ,  For the l a t t e r  group, the word "canen 
obviously conveys new information; for the 
former group, perhaps, it focuses on that 
aspect of the seat which i s  relevant to the 
groperties discussed. ( I  use the  word 
tffocuse5N here i n  arb informal sense, b u t  it is 
similar to  its &e fn Grosz (1977) an& Sidner 
( 19789. Again, the ambiguity exis ts  because 
of the non-specificity of the audience, b u t  
both r e a d i n g ~ a r e  acceptawe and, i n  f ac t ,  
desirable. 

flelv o j  Interaction: The standard way speakers 
chedk whether or not they a re  being OndersCood 
and modify thei r  utterances appropriately is 
by interacting with the hearer. I n  the Paul 
Neman exampdle above, the speaker oould have 
watched for  signs of' ltecognition ( a  smile or a 
nod) from the l i s tener  which would have made 
the elaboration - - unnecessary. I n  an 
interactive si tuat ion,  the motorcycle example 
could have been' followed by "Do you remember 
t&t time?" UnfortunaBely , language 
experiences in  which the audience is unknown 
or unknowable, such as b o k s  and lectures,  are 
often those in which interaction is d i f f i cu l t .  
The presence of both a specif ic  audidce and 
inJeraction is_a wpsi t  ive feedbackv s i t ua t i on  
i n  which communicat~on 19 greatly faci l i ta ted .  
The absence of both, however, necessitates the 
adoption of some of the heurist ics mentioned 
here - and even then, comrnunicatio~,mav be 
impaired 

rhe heurist ics identified above assume 
that the speaker takes the responsibility f6 r  
t h e  efficacy of t h e  comm~nication. Speakers 
in7gen@al, though, can assume that they share 
w i t h  the l i s tener  certain cammunicative 
principles of the type explicated by Grice 
(1975).  They can similarly assume $at 
listeners have certain heurist ics for 
determining what aassumptions the speaker is 
making about the audience and whether or not 
they as  l i s t enem f i t *  thdse assumptions. 
Because the&' have t h i s  fa i th  in thei r  
l i s t eners ,  speakers sometimes ju s t  "broadcastN 
a remark, leaving it to the l i s tener  to decide 
who, bhe intended audience is. Some of these 
l i&ene r l s  heurist ics for interpreting 
broadcast utterances are described in the next 
section. 



6. Rearers Heurist ics for  "Broadcastn 
Utteranoes 

m t e g r a l  t o  a l is t .enerbs understanding of 
any utterance is a model of Che speaker's 
model of the hearer. khere there is  some 
mismatch &&ween t h i s  model and the l i s t e n e r  
himself,  i t  may be d i f f i c u l t  for him t o  f igure 
out  what the speaker real ly  intended t o  
communicate. In language experie nces where 
the l i s t ene r  suspects that  the speaker is 
broadcasting -- that is, not being careful  
abdut specifying an audience he mus t  
l1"broadreceiveW, using some heur i s t i cs  for  
deciding whether or not he should consider the 
remark t o  be addressed t o  him. 

h e  general technique a l i s t ener  might 
use is t o  compare the  intended e f fec t  of the 
utterance w i t h  h i s  current s t a t e .  I f  he has 
already fu l f i l l ed  the e f f ec t ,  he can consider 
the  remark t o  be addressed elsewhere. 
Commands have c lear  intended effectq ,  so it is 
re la t ive ly  simple fo r  a l i s t ene r  to use t h i s  
heur i s t i c  w i t h  such speech ac t s .  A member of 
a congregation who is already standing when 
the  minister says "Please stand u p  w i l l  
understand that the utterance is not meant for  
him, rather than yel l ing out ,  "1 already am!". 
Signs are another medium i n  which t h i s  
broadcast behavior is appa~en t .  A s5gn asking 
pat ients  to PLEASE REGISTER WITH THE 
RECEPTIONIST is c lea r ly  meant only for  those 
who haven1 t already done so; i f  pat ients  
didnl t use t h i s  heur i s t i c ,  they would find 
themselvss i n  an i n f i n l t e  loop of registering.  
A somewhat more complex example is the 
familiar  a i rpor t  hnnouncement : Extinguish a l l  
swking materials and have your boarding pass 
ready." which s e l ec t s  two di f ferent  subsets of 
the  audience which hears it - those who are  
smoking and those who do not yet have t h e i r  
boarding passes ready. 

Deciding on the intended e f f ec t  of an 
utterance is no mean t r i ck ,  of coarse; the 
speech ac t  11 te ra tu re ,  (e.g.,  B u s t i n  ( 19621, 
Searle (1969)), makes t h i s  c lear .  One 
in te res t ing  example of the in teract ion of 
these considerations with those of audience i s  
a subway sign proclaiming SMOKING IS DANGEROUS 
TO YOUR HEALTH. The intended effect  may be 
seen e i ther  as  get t ing smokers to give up 
t h e i r  habit or as  t e l l i ng  smokers and 
non-smokers a l ike  tha t  smoking is not 
heal thful .  In the f i rs t  case, the intended 
audience 13 smaller than in  the second. 
Although t h i s  more res t r i c ted  audience i$ 
implied by the use o f  I'youfl on the s ign,  it 
seems plausible that  the, informational e f f ec t  
and, therefore ,  the larger  audience is 
intended. as  well. A non-smoker s 
in terpre ta t ion of the sign is then a complex 
process, involving an awareness of the two 
possible audiences fo r  the message. 

Finally,  and most obviously, speakers y6 
assume t ha t  hearers w i l l  make use of pragmatic 
clue8 to determine whether they a re  part of 
the intended audience. -A vollffybaLl player 
yel l ing "1'11 s e t w  assumes that  only the 
members O F  her team w P f 1  attend t o  the remark; 
she doesn't need t o  preface it with a d i r ec t  
address t o  her teammates. Similarly, the same 
player ca l l ing  "You h i t m  hopes tha t  the 
pragmatic context is strong enough tha t  the 
one rnrdon who is the intended audience can 
ident i fy  herself .  

7 .  Summary 

This admittedly brief  d i s c u ~ i o n  of the 
spec i f ic i ty  of audiences is meant t o  
i l l u sb ra t e  the k i n d s  of considerations a 
narrow focus on a s ing le  language experience 
might overlook. It is clear  from j u s t  these 
Tew examples that  the pracess of planning a 
speech a$t must U t i l i z e  heu r i s t i c s  l i k e  those 
l i s t e d  above and tha t  speakers1 models of 
l i s t e n e r s  must: contain some exp l i c i t  
representation of the size and spec i f ic i ty  of 
the audieme. These ins ights  wauld not have 
arisen had w e  r e s t r i c t ed  ourselves t o  
two-person conversations. The 
multi-dimensional spAce developed in  t h i s  
paper provides eight  dimensions which can 
provoke slmilar invest igations and a framework 
i n  which t o  in tegrate  the resu l t s .  
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