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Abstract

Dialoguehasitsoriginsin joint activities,whichit servestocoordinate.Jointactivities,in turn,usually
emergein hierarchicallynestedprojectsandsubprojects.We proposethatparticipantsusedialogueto
coordinatetwo kindsof transitionsin thesejoint projects:vertical transitions,or enteringandexiting
joint projects;andhorizontaltransitions,or continuingwithin joint projects.Theparticipantshelpsignal
thesetransitionswith projectmarkers, wordssuchasuh-huh, m-hm, yeah, okay, or all right. Thesewords
have beenstudiedmainly assignalsof listenerfeedback(back-channelsignals)or turn-takingdevices
(acknowledgmenttokens).We presentevidencefrom several typesof well-definedtasksthat they are
alsopartof a systemof contrastsspecializedfor navigatingjoint projects.Uh-huh, m-hmandyeahare
usedfor horizontaltransitions,andokayandall right for verticaltransitions.

Keywords:Dialogue;Conversation;Jointactivity; Discoursemarker;Back-channel;Acknowledgment
token;Okay

1. Introduction

Many featuresof dialogueariseaspeopleinteractwith eachother.Oneof theseisturn-taking.
Peoplein conversationcannotall speakat once,so they have to managewho speakswhen
(Sacks,Schegloff, & Jefferson,1974). Thecurrentspeaker, for example,canselectthenext
speaker by usinga statementor questionthat requiresan immediateresponse.WhenAnna
asksBenoit,“Where’stheskillet?” heis projectedto answerthequestionin thenext turn,say,
“In thepantry,” andtheresultis anadjacencypair (Schegloff & Sacks,1973). Speakerscan
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l’H ôpital 106,2000Neucĥatel,Switzerland.Tel.: +41-32-718-13-18;fax:+41-32-718-13-91.

E-mail address: adrian.bangerter@unine.ch(A. Bangerter).

Published in 
Cognitive Science 27, issue 2, 195-225, 2003

which should be used for any reference to this work

1



useadjacency pairsto projectbothlongerturnsandsequencesof turns.Two otherfeaturesof
dialoguethatemergefrom people’sinteractionsarefeedbackandrepair. Benoitmayproduce
uh-huhin themiddleof Anna’sturntosignalhertocontinue(Schegloff, 1982),orask“Where’s
thewhat?”to initiatearepair(Schegloff, Jefferson,& Sacks,1977). Peopleusetheseandother
techniquesto groundwhat they say—toestablishthemutualbelief that theaddresseeshave
understoodwhatthespeaker saidwell enoughfor currentpurposes(Clark & Schaefer, 1989;
Clark& Wilkes-Gibbs,1986). Therehasbeenmuchresearchonhow peoplemanagedialogue
perse.

But whatdopeopleusedialoguefor?In thecourseof aday, peopleengagein joint activities
that rangefrom buying goods,working with colleagues,andattendingclassesto gossiping,
planningparties,and making dinner. Joint activities take coordination,and peopleachieve
muchof that coordinationthroughdialogue.WhenAnna andBenoit make dinnertogether,
they mustagreeon what to eat,who is to preparewhich dishes,setthetable,serve thefood,
clear the dishes,andwhento do eachof thesethings.They reachtheseagreementslargely
throughdialogue.If they hadnothingelseto talk about,their dialoguemight consistentirely
of thesearrangements.Therehasalsobeenmuchresearchon how peopleuselanguagein
carrying out joint activities—from calls to emergency assistance(Zimmerman,1992) and
homeconsultationsby nurses(Heritage& Sefi,1992) to operationsin airportcontrol rooms
(Goodwin,1996) andonships(Hutchins,1995).

Dialogues,therefore,divideinto twoplanesof activity (Clark,1996,1999,in press). Onone
plane,peoplecreatedialoguein serviceof thebasicjoint activitiesthey areengagedin—making
dinner, dealingwith theemergency, operatingtheship.On a secondplane,they managethe
dialogueitself—decidingwhospeakswhen,establishingthatanutterancehasbeenunderstood,
etc.Thesetwo planesarenot independent,for problemsin thedialoguemayhavetheirsource
in thejoint activity thedialogueis in serviceof, andvice versa.Still, in this view, basicjoint
activitiesareprimary, anddialogueis createdto managethem.

In this paperwe considerhow peoplenavigatejoint activities by meansof wordssuchas
okay, all right, uh-huh, andyeahwithin both planesof activity. Most previous studieshave
investigatedjoint activitiesonlyoneplane—dialoguemanagement.Andthejoint activitiesthey
studieddid nothaveaclearstructureoutsideof thedialogueby whichthey weremanaged.Our
tackhereis to investigatejoint activities thatconsistof well-definedprojectsandsubprojects.
We show that peopleinitiate andcompletecertainjoint projectswith words like okayand
all right, whereasthey continuethem with words like uh-huhand yeah. We begin with a
characterizationof joint activities.

2. Joint activities and joint projects

In cognitivescience,activitiesby individuals—autonomousactivities—havelongbeenana-
lyzedinto hierarchiesof projectsandsubprojects(vonCranach,Kalbermatten,Indermühle,&
Gugler, 1982; Leont’ev, 1981; Miller, Galanter, & Pribram,1960; Newell & Simon,1972;
Tschan,in press; Zacks,Tversky, & Iyer, 2001; von Cranach,Ochsenbein,& Valach,1986).
Anna’s going to a film, for example,might be divided into threeprojects—traveling to the
cinema,watchingthefilm, andreturninghome—eachof whichdividesinto subprojects.Anna
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doesn’tplantheentireactivity in detail.Shemightplanto travel by car, but ondiscoveringher
cardoesn’twork,shetakesabus;shemightplanto seethewholefilm, but whenshediscovers
shehatesit, sheleavesaftera few minutes.Anna’splansareflexible andopportunistic.

Joint activities areno different,exceptfor onefeature:they mustbe plannedandcarried
out by theparticipantsjointly. AnnaandBenoit’shaving dinnertogether, for example,might
divide into preparation,eating,andclearingup, eachof which divides into subprojects.To
succeed,AnnaandBenoitneedto coordinateon eachof theprojectsandsubprojects.Anna
mayoffer to preparethebroccoli,but becauseBenoitwantsto do that,sheagreesto prepare
thepotatoes.Jointactivities areasflexible andopportunisticasautonomousactivities,but to
coordinateon theoptions,theparticipantsmustrely oncommunication(Clark,1996).

Theissuehereis projectnavigation—how participantsusedialogueto move throughjoint
activities. If they navigate by dividing joint activities into projectsand subprojects,and if
they completethemoneaftertheother, thatshouldbereflectedin thedialogueby which they
accomplishthis.Thereis muchevidencethatit is.Spontaneousdialoguegenerallyemergesas
hierarchicalunits,variouslycalledcontext spaces(Reichman,1978), focusspaces(Grosz&
Sidner, 1986), or topics(Brown & Yule,1983). Participantsoftensignaltheirmovesbetween
theseunits by meansof discoursemarkers (sometimescalledcuewords or clue words). In
this approach,however, thehierarchicalunitstendto beviewedaspartsof thedialogue.Our
argumentis thatthey arealsoproductsof thebasicjoint activitiesbeingcarriedoutandreflect
thehierarchicalnatureof thoseactivities.

How, then,do peopleusedialogueto navigatejoint projects?Herewe focuson thesystem
of wordssuchasokay, all right, uh-huh, andyeahin their role aswhat we will call project
markers—markersusedfor navigating joint projects.But first we discussprojectnavigation
itself.

3. Navigating joint projects

Jointprojectstendto emergeasa hierarchyof joint actions.SupposeEd andJohnwereto
movetwobenchesfromoneroomto thenext. Thestructureof theirjoint activity mightemerge
asfollows:
OpenA-project1. EdandJohnagreeto move two benches

OpenB-project1.1.EdandJohnagreeto movebench1 first
C-project1.1.1.Edagreesto take theleft end,andJohntheright end
C-project1.1.2.EdandJohnlift thebenchtogether
C-project1.1.3.EdandJohnputdown thebenchtogether

CloseB-project1.1.EdandJohnagreethatthey havefinishedmoving bench1
OpenB-project1.2.EdandJohnagreeto movebench2 next

C-project1.1.1.Edagreesto take theleft end,andJohntheright end
C-project1.1.2.EdandJohnlift thebenchtogether
C-project1.1.3.EdandJohnputdown thebenchtogether

CloseB-project1.2.EdandJohnagreethatthey havefinishedmoving bench2
CloseA-project1. EdandJohnagreethatthey havefinishedmoving thetwo benches
OpenA-project2. EdandJohnagreeto gohaveabeertogether
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Fig. 1. Hierarchical and sequential structure of joint activity. A, B and C represent different hierarchical levels of
joint projects. Transitions within and between levels are indicated by the arrows. “O1” means “open project 1,”
“O1.1” means “open project 1.1,” “C1.1” means “close project 1.1” and so on.

This activity is represented graphically inFig. 1.
Ed and John engage in two types of activities—basicactions andcoordinatingactions. They

take the basicphysicalactions necessary for moving the benches (stepping to one end of the
bench, lifting the bench, etc.). But they also take the communicative actions necessary for
agreeing who is to do what when. Their first four turns might go as follows:

(1) Ed Would you help me move these two benches into the next room?
John Yes, I’d be happy to.

Ed Okay, let’s move this bench first.
John Okay.

Ed and John use the first two turns to agree on joint project 1, the next two to agree on joint
project 1.1, and so on.

Navigating hierarchies requires two kinds of transitions—verticalandhorizontaltransitions.
Vertical transitions gobetweenlevels in the hierarchy, as the participants enter and exit joint
projects or subprojects (e.g., A and B moving from 1.1 to 1.1.1). These are analogous topush
andpoptransitions in programming hierarchies (Grosz & Sidner, 1986). Horizontal transitions
go between moveswithin a single level of a hierarchy—as the participants proceed through
the moves at that level. As Ed and John’s dialogue illustrates, both horizontal and vertical
transitions are done sequentially, because dialogue is a linear medium. Still, the participants
mark when a transition is horizontal and when it is vertical. Our proposal is that they useproject
markersin part to do this. Some of these markers are specialized for horizontal transitions, and
others for vertical transitions.

4. Project markers

Project markers have been investigated before under various labels. One of these isback-
channel response(Yngve, 1970). In this view, dialogue divides into afront channel, the speech
of the person who currently has the floor, and aback channel, the speech and other signals
from those who don’t currently have the floor. Back-channel responses aren’t separate turns,
but rather are located at junctureswithin the current speaker’s turn (Duncan, 1974; Duncan &
Niederehe, 1974). They include not only words likeuh-huh, yeah, m-hm, but also utterance
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completions,requestsfor clarification,nodding,smiling,andbrief statements(Brunner, 1979;
Duncan,1974). Back-channelsserve a rangeof functions:signaling the listener’s “active
participation”in theconversation,encouragingthespeaker to continue,or expressingagree-
ment,acceptance,or understanding(Oreström,1983).

Projectmarkershavealsobeenanalyzedasdevicesfor regulatingturns(Sacksetal.,1974),
wherethey areoftenreferredto asacknowledgmenttokens(Jefferson,1984). Theideais that
differentacknowledgmenttokenshave differentfunctions.Wordssuchasuh-huhandm-hm
areoftenusedaswhatSchegloff (1982)hascalledcontinuers. Addresseesinsertthembetween
unitswithin thespeaker’s turn to establishthejust-producedunit aspartof aseriesof unitsin
asingleturn—tosignalthespeaker to continue.Continuerscontrastwith assessmentssuchas
ohwowor gosh(Goodwin,1986). Addresseesusetheseto reactto particularsof thespeaker’s
currentspeech(e.g.,expressingsurpriseoraffiliation), sothey tendtoproducethemwithinunits
within a turn.Speakerswill evendelayinitiation of thenext unit to keepfrom overlappingan
assessment.Continuerslikeuh-huhandm-hmalsocontrastwith wordslikeyeah(Drummond&
Hopper, 1993;Jefferson,1984). Whereascontinuersexhibit passiverecipiency(theaddressee
is not seekingthefloor), wordslike yeahexhibit activerecipiency, or a readinessto take the
floor. So continuers,assessments,andrecipiency markersarethreewaysin which listeners
influencetheemerging turnsof aconversation.

But how are thesewordsusedin joint activities morebroadly?Many observationshave
comefrom informalconversation,suchasgossip,whereit is notoriouslydifficult to infer what
peoplearetryingtodo(Tracy & Coupland,1990). In talk for talk’ssake,thegoalsof thetalkare
negotiatedfrom onecontributionto thenext in whatSacksetal. (1974)call local organization.
Our tack,instead,hasbeento studywell-definedjoint activities andexaminewhereandhow
theparticipantsuseprojectmarkersin theprocess.If weknow whatparticipantsaretrying to
do, it is easierto determinewhatthey areusingprojectmarkersfor.

Also,previousresearchhasoftenbeentoobroadortoospecific.In theback-channeltradition,
differentkindsof words,phrases,andnon-verbalbehaviorshaveoftenbeenlumpedtogether. In
conversationanalysis,in contrast,projectmarkershaveoftenbeenstudiedin isolationorin pairs
(e.g.,uh-huhvs.yeah). Weassumethatprojectmarkersarerelatedto eachotherasspecialized
componentsof a system. Whenspeakersusea word, they useit in contrastto otherwords
they couldhaveused(Grice,1975). Projectmarkersarenoexception.Whenspeakersuse,say,
uh-huh, they areselectingit over othersthey couldhave used.Our goal is to considerproject
markersasaconventionalsystemof contrasts—inparticular, for markinghorizontalandvertical
transitions.Thehypothesisis thatthewordspreviouslystudiedasback-channelresponsesand
acknowledgmenttokensalsomark horizontalandvertical transitionsin navigating through
joint projects.

4.1. Markers specializedfor horizontaltransitions

Projectmarkersspecializedfor horizontaltransitionsserve to groundcontributionswithin
joint projects.They enableparticipantsto proceedwith thecurrentjoint project.We propose
thatm-hmanduh-huhandyeah, yesandyepall work ashorizontalmarkers.

Whenpartnersuseuh-huhandm-hmascontinuers,aswe noted,they displaytheir under-
standingthat the currentspeakersarecontinuingtheir turn, andthey signalthat they do not
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intendto takethefloor (Goodwin,1986;Jefferson,1984;Schegloff, 1982). Thatis, continuers
arehorizontalnavigationaltools thatallow thecurrentspeakersto continuewhatever action
they wereperforming.

Yeah in its differentforms (yeah, yesor yep) canbe usedin at leasttwo ways.As noted
earlier, yeahcanalsobeusedasanacknowledgmentof understandingand,often,asa signal
that the addresseesarereadyto take the floor. By doing so, addresseessignal that they are
readyto continuethejoint projectin course(e.g.,by contributing to topic development).Yes,
in contrast,is commonlyusedasanaffirmative answerto a yes-noquestion.It is thesecond
part of a questionplus answerviewed asan adjacency pair (Schegloff & Sacks,1973). An
adjacency pair usuallyaccomplishesa minimal joint project.Asking a questioninitiatesthat
project,andansweringthequestiondisplaystheaddressee’sunderstandingof thequestion.If
thespeakeris satisfied,thepartnersarein apositionto proceed.If not,thespeakermayrequest
further information.In eithercase,yescontinuesthe joint projectinitiated by a question.In
this sense,bothyesandyeahfunctionastoolsfor horizontalnavigation.

In brief,uh-huhandm-hmallow thecurrentspeaker to continue,whereasthevariousforms
of yeahcansignalthat theaddresseeintendsto continue.Thesetwo equations,however, are
notabsolute,soit is importantto determineexactlyhow they contrast.

4.2. Markers specializedfor vertical transitions

Therearemany techniquesfor verticaltransitions—forentryinto andexit from subprojects.
Onetechniquecanbeillustratedwith repairsor clarificationsaccomplishedin sidesequences,
ashere(London-Lundcorpus,Svartvik & Quirk, 1980):

(2) A thatwasn’ttheguy I met,wasit—whenwesaw thebuilding?—
B saw it where,—
A whenI wentover to ChetwyndRoad,
B yes,

In turn1, A asksaquestionthatB cannotanswerwithout furtherinformation.So,in turn2, B
initiatesasidesequence,askingA for thatinformation,whichA providesin turn3,completing
thesidesequence.Only thendoesB answerA’s originalquestion.Turns2 and3 aretherefore
anembeddedjoint project.B makesaverticaltransitioninto it by askingaquestionwherean
answerwouldbeappropriate(seeSchegloff, 1972), andhemakestheverticaltransitionoutof
it by returningto answertheoriginalquestion.

Digressionsareanotherkind of verticaltransition.Participantstemporarilysuspenda joint
project to initiate andcompleteanotherone,beforereturningto the original project(Clark,
1996). Entriesinto digressionsareoften marked with by the way or incidentally, andexits
with anywayor so(Grosz& Sidner, 1986). Thesearepre-turnmarkers or discoursemarkers
(Schiffrin, 1987), becausethey markupcomingtalk asanentryor anexit. Hereis anexample
of anentry into a digressionfrom theSwitchboardcorpus(Godfrey, Holliman,& McDaniel,
1992):

(3) A Um, I personallythink to seta mark with the judicial systemandwe’re talking
aboutcriminals,
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B Uh-huh.
A criminal casesthatthey shouldbringbackhangingsonweekends,
B In publicplaces.
A in publicplaces.Thereis onestatethatdoesthat,by theway.
B Really?Whatis that?
A I wantto sayOklahoma,I saw somethingtheothernightaboutit.
B Um.
A They don’t do themrealoften.
B Yeah.
A Which is obviously thedeathpenalty.
B Yeah.
A Um, but I think [continues].

A andB arediscussingweekendhangings.A suggeststhat they bereinstated,andmentions
thatthereactuallyis a state,Oklahoma,wherethis is alreadythecase.He usesby theway to
enterthedigressionandbut to exit from it.

What aboutokay? We examinethe proposalthat it is usedprimarily for vertical transi-
tions into andout of extendedjoint projects.It oftenappearsasa pre-turnmarker for transi-
tions into suchprojects,whereasit often appearsalonefor transitionsout of suchprojects.
It createsthesetransitionsby marking the speaker’s commitmentto his or her role in a
mutual agreementto an extendedjoint project.Let us expandon this hypothesisby look-
ing at the functionsattributedto okay. We suggestthat all of thesefunctionsmark vertical
transitions.

First, notethat okaycanbe usedaseitheran adjective or an interjection.It is usedasan
adjective in exampleslike “that’s okay,” and“but it maynotbeokayto everybody”(Svartvik
& Quirk, 1980). Hereit means,roughly, “acceptable.”Whenokayis usedasaninterjection,it
cannotbeparaphrasedas“somethingor someoneis okay,” andit is thatusethatwewill focus
on.

Okayasaninterjectionhasbeenobservedin avarietyof contexts.First, it canbeusedasa
pre-closingdevice in telephoneconversations(Schegloff & Sacks,1973). At somepoint in a
telephoneconversation,bothpartiesindicatethatthey havenothingmoreto say, andthatthey
arereadyto initiate closing.Characteristically, thefirst partysaysokay, andthesecondparty
takesup thefirst with asecondokay. In thisway, they useokayin moving vertically from the
bodyof theconversationinto theclosingsection.

Okaycanbeusedtoreturnfromadigression.In thefollowingexamplefromtheSwitchboard
corpus,two peoplearediscussingfootball playerson thetelephone.

(4) A Uh, but I like,uh,ReggieRoby.
B ReggieRoby, whodoesheplay for?
A He,Miami.
B Okay.
A Uh, at timesI likeKevin Butleron theBears.

A is tellingB whichplayershelikes.B initiatesasidesequencebyaskingaquestion.A answers
thequestionandB indicateshis satisfactionwith A’s answerby sayingokay, whereuponA
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continues.Notethatthissidesequenceis alsoaquestion–answeradjacency pair. Beach(1993)
describesthis asa caseof “third-turn receiptby currentspeaker.” In termsof joint projects,it
is averticaltransition.

Okaycanalsousedasalink betweendifferentlevelsof discourseorganizationor partsof an
encounter. It isusedtobrackettheseparts(Goffman,1981;Sinclair& Coulthard,1975). People
engagedin discussionsoftenstartandendtheir interactionsusingokay(Condon,1986,2001).
They alsouseokayto link largephasesin a decision-makingprocess(Condon,1986,2001)
or aninstitutionalencounter(Antaki, Houtkoop-Steenstra,& Rapley, 2000; Merritt, 1984), or
to markcompletionof a longerturnat talk (Guthrie,1997). And, asHoyle (1994)hasshown,
boysplayingtheroleof sportscastersdescribingabasketballgameuseokayto switchbetween
levelsof pretense—inmoving from commentaryto a pretendinterview with a player, or the
reverse.

Weproposethatall theseusesof okaycorrespondto verticaltransitionsin ahierarchy. As a
pre-closingdevice,okayis usedin exiting themainbodyof conversation.In usingokayto link
largersegmentsof discourseor to move betweenlevels,peopleareenteringandexiting joint
projects.Sookayis a primecandidatefor beinga verticalnavigationtool. In theliteratureon
okay, all right is treatedasapproximatelyequivalent(Beach,1993;Heflin,1962;Louwerse&
Mitchell, in press;Merritt, 1984), sowe will examinewhetherall right is indeedusedin the
samewayasokay.

In what follows, we examinea rangeof projectmarkers,including m-hm, uh-huh, yeah,
okay, and all right, as they are usedin different kinds of well-definedjoint projects.We
usethesedatain turn asevidencefor the reality of horizontalandvertical transitionmark-
ers and, in particular, for the idea that languageuse emerges from the structureof joint
activity.

5. Sources of evidence

Webaseourproposaloneightcorporaof spontaneousdialogues,totalingabout3.5million
words,from several typesof conversationandtwo languages.We analyzedthe first four in
detail:

• U.S.-Tangram corpus: Conversationsfrom 18 pairsof StanfordUniversity studentsas
oneof them,thedirector, got a partner, thematcher, to arrange12 Tangramfiguresin a
particularorder.

• Swiss-Tangramcorpus(fromBangerter& Smolenski,2000): Conversationsfrom19pairs
of Universityof Baselstudents(SwissGermanspeakers).They alsoworkedtogetherto
arrange8 Tangramfiguresin aparticularorder.

• Lego corpus(from Clark & Krych, in press): Conversationsfrom 16 pairsof Stanford
University studentsas one of them, the director, got a partner, the builder, to build a
particularmodeloutof Legoblocks.

• Trainscorpus(from Gross,Allen, & Traum,1993): Sixteenconversationsbetweeneight
pseudo-pairsof people,eightstudentsfrom theUniversityof Rochesterwhoeachtalked
to aninthstudentplayingtheroleof acomputersystem.
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Table1
Corporacharacteristics

Corpus Task Language Word count

U.S.-Tangram Ordering pictures U.S. English 36,675
Swiss-Tangram Ordering pictures Swiss German 21,554
Lego Building Lego models U.S. English 50,627
Trains Logistical planning U.S. English 11,841
London-Lund Informal talk British English 170,000
Switchboard Telephone discussion of topics U.S. English 2,959,024
Directory Enquiries Calls to operator British English 65,087
Map Task Describing routes on map British English 146,855

In addition, we included four corpora for which we report rates ofokay,yeah, anduh-huh:

• London-Lund corpus(from Svartvik & Quirk, 1980): Fifty surreptitiously recorded face-
to-face conversations, recorded between 1961 and 1976 among British adults, mainly
academics, in two- to six-person settings.

• Switchboard(Godfrey et al., 1992): Spontaneous telephone conversation between Texas
Instruments employees speaking American English about pre-assigned topics.

• Directory Enquiries (Barnard, 1974): Customers calling “directory enquiries” in
Cambridge, England, for information about telephone numbers.

• Map Task(Anderson et al., 1991): One hundred and twenty-eight dialogues between 64
students of the University of Glasgow, Scotland, describing routes on a map.

Table 1 gives an overview of the eight corpora, including number of words in each corpus.
We worked from transcripts of these corpora. The U.S.-Tangram, Lego, and Trains corpora

were transcribed in English, but included fillers (uh,um), major pauses, markings of over-
lapping speech (the onset of which we indicate with an asterisk), and word fragments. The
Swiss-Tangram corpus was transcribed in German with similar markings. When we cite utter-
ances from this corpus, we will present them in German, with an English translation on the
following line. We assume that words likem-hmandja (yes) are understandable to the reader
and do not translate them. The London-Lund corpus was also coded for intonation and length
of pauses (see Svartvik & Quirk, 1980), though we made use of only the wording. All examples
we present are taken from real discourse unless otherwise specified.

Our analyses focused mainly on four classes of project markers: (1)M-hm anduh-huh.
We assume thatuh-huhcomes in two variants, one with lips open (uh-huh) and another with
lips closed (m-hm). In what follows we will usem-hmand uh-huh interchangeably—even
though we assume they contrast in some way. (2)Yeah,yes, andyep. Although these are
semantically and phonologically related, they are clearly not interchangeable (but see Louwerse
& Mitchell, in press). We will useyeahto refer to this whole class unless otherwise indicated.
(3) Okay,kay, m-kay, andokey-dokey, were collectively considered variants ofokay. Most
okays in this corpus are interjections, not adjectives (e.g., “I’m okay”). (For the disputed
etymology ofokay, see Condon, 1986; Heflin, 1962.) And (4)All right andAll righty. Speakers
can pronounce most of these items in a variety of different ways, some of which modulate
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preciselyhow they arebeingused(Hockey, 1993;Kowtko,1996). Noneof ourcorpora(except
the London-Lundcorpus)mark intonation,so in this paperwe were unableto take it into
account.

Inter-rateragreementwasassessedfor all codingproceduresrelyingoncoderinterpretation.
This mainly involved classifyingutterancesprecedinga given projectmarker into different
categoriesasshown in theresultswewill presentin Tables3,5 and6 andin Section6.3. About
10%of thedatain eachcorpuswascodedby twodifferentcoders.Agreement(Cohen’skappa)
washigh: 0.87 for the U.S.-Tangramcorpus(Table3), 0.85 for the Swiss-Tangramcorpus
(Section6.3), 0.83for theLegocorpus(Table5), and0.79for theTrainscorpus(Table6).

All thechi-squarestatisticswereportaresignificantatp < .001unlessotherwisespecified.

6. Tangram matching task

Tostudyprojectmarkersin well-definedjoint projects,weturnedfirst to twomatchingtasks
in which pairsof peoplemadematchingarrangementsof two setsof Tangramfigures.The
directorD, whomwewill refertoasfemale,andthematcherM, whomwewill refertoasmale,
wereeachgivenasetof cardswith Tangramfigureson them.D’s job wasto getM to arrange
hiscardsin thesameorderasD’s. They couldtalk asmuchasthey liked,but they couldn’tsee
eachotheror eachother’scards.They wereaskedto completethetaskspeedilybut accurately.
After they finishedeacharrangement,thecardswereshuffled,andthey repeatedthetaskona
new trial. They completedtrials1–6with onesetof cards,andtrials7–12with anotherset.

TheU.S.andSwissexperimentsdifferedin severalways.First, therewere12cardsin aset
in theU.S.procedure,and8 in theSwissone.TheU.S.participantsarrangedtheTangramson
computermonitorswhile talking over headsets,whereastheSwissparticipantsarrangedthe
Tangramsprintedon cardboardwhile talking without headsets.The U.S. participantsspoke
AmericanEnglish,andthe Swissparticipants,SwissGermanor German.To make the U.S.
andSwisssamplesmorecomparable,we usedonly 18 of the original 30 pairs in the U.S.
experiment,selectingthosewith themostintelligible recordings.

Table2 shows theoccurrence(per1,000words)of six typesof projectmarkersin thetwo
corpora.Okaywasusedin both corpora,but aboutfive timesasoften in the U.S. corpusas

Table2
Occurrencesper1,000words(andstandarddeviations)of six typesof projectmarkersin two matchingtaskcorpora

Project marker U.S.-Tangram Swiss-Tangram

Okay 57.5∗∗∗ (23.8) 11.2 (6.3)
M-hm 12∗ (11.7) 22.1 (15)
Ja – 77.5 (22.4)
Yeah 28 (19.1) –
All right 2.1 (2.7) –
Got it 5.9 (5.4) –

∗ p < .05.
∗∗∗ p < .001.
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in theSwissone,t(35) = 8.2, p < .001.Onereasonfor thedifferencemaybethatokayis a
foreignword in German;aswewill document,okayis alsousedsomewhatdifferentlythanin
English.In contrast,m-hmwasusedalmosttwice asoftenin theSwisscorpusasin theU.S.
one,t(35) = 2.3, p = .03.

The matchingtaskreflectedin thesetwo corporaemergesin a hierarchyof joint projects
definedby thetaskgoalsandsubgoals.Thelevelsof joint projectsarethese:

A. The overall taskdivides into 12 trials; we will call theseA-projects. We investigated
A-projectnavigationby analyzinghow pairsinitiatedandendedtrials.

B. Eachtrial dividesinto the identificationof 8 or 12 Tangramfigures;we will call these
B-projects. We investigatedtheseby analyzinghow pairsendeddescriptionsof each
figurebeforemoving ontothenext one.

C. Eachidentificationinvolvesdiscussingfeaturesof theright Tangramfigure;wewill call
theseC-projects. We investigatedtheseby analyzingquestion–answersequencesabout
features,especiallyin theSwiss-Tangramcorpus(Section6.3).

Okay, uh-huh, yeah, andtheotherprojectmarkersshouldariseat characteristicplacesin this
hierarchyof joint projects.

6.1. NavigatingA-projects

The two partnersregularly usedokay and all right to mark entriesinto and exits from
A-projects(trials). Typically, D would sayokayasa preface,or pre-turn,for herdescription
of thefirst Tangramfigure(“Okay, thefirst oneis . . . ”), andM would useokayto signalhis
completionof theentirearrangement(“Okay.”). Numericanalysesfollow.

In theU.S.-Tangramcorpus,okayor all right wasthefirst word in 74%of trials, andthe
last word in 45%.D produced91.3%of trial-initiating okays andall rights. This is signifi-
cantlyhigherthantheoverallpercentageof okayandall right spokenby D (26%),χ2(1, N =
2, 017) = 402.9. M produced89%of trial-endingokays andall rights,which is significantly
higherthananoverall rateof 74%,χ2(1, N = 2, 017) = 11.7. Thenumberof pairsbeginning
orendingatrial with okayorall right didnotvaryfromtrial 1totrial 12(beginning:χ2(11, N =
161) = 5.9, ns, ending:χ2(11, N = 98) = 4.6, ns). Overall, navigation on A-projects
accountedfor 12%of all occurrencesof okayand28%of all occurrencesof all right in this
corpus.

In theSwiss-Tangramcorpus,okaywasthefirst wordin 10%of trialsandthelastwordspo-
kento theotherpartnerin 43%of trials.D produced96%of trial-initiating okays,significantly
higherthanan overall rateof 28%,χ2(1, N = 244) = 56.1. M produced87% of the trial-
endingokays,whichwassignificantlyhigherthananoverallrateof 72%,χ2(1, N = 244) = 16.
NavigationonA-projectsaccountedfor 49%of all occurrencesof okayin theSwiss-Tangram
corpus,andthat is significantlyhigherthanin theU.S.corpus,χ2(1, N = 2, 262) = 222.2.
Thenumberof pairsusingokayto eitherbegin or enda trial did not vary over the12 trials,
χ2(11, N = 107) = 3.9, ns.

So,in thematchingtask,D is tacitly responsiblefor initiating A-projects,andM for closing
them.Thisdivisionof labor, in boththeU.S.andSwisscorpora,isevidencefor thejoint projects
account.Thelayoutof thetaskdeterminestheresponsibilityof eachpartner:D knowstheright
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order, andM determineswhenthey aredone.Theiruseof okayandall right is determinedby
whatthey aretrying to accomplishandnotmerelyfor thesakeof turn-taking.

6.2. NavigatingB- andC-projectsin theU.S.-Tangramcorpus

Within trials,D andM alsocollaboratedto matcheachof the8 or 12 cards,or B-projects.
Matchingcardsis difficult in thefirst trials, but becomeseasierasD andM developconven-
tionsfor namingeachcard(Brennan& Clark,1996;Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs,1986;Krauss&
Weinheimer,1966).Ontrial 1,D andM mustpropose,confirm,andacceptorrejectdescriptions
of eachTangramfigure,andthattakestimeandeffort. Theseactionsgettheminto C-projects,
asin thefollowing example:

(5) D And thenthe next onelooks like there’sa diamondon top andsomethingon the
bottomthatlookslikeasquarewith atriangleputontopof it andthediamondis really
smallontop.Soit lookslikealmostlikea lampor somethingwith likeadiamondon
top.

M okayis theis thebottomumlikeaperfectsquare.
D yeahit’s ( ) perfectsquarewith likesomethingthatlookslikeatriangleoverlapping

it on top.
M okay.
D okayandthenthethird [proceedsto describenext card].

M acknowledgesD’s first descriptionwith okay(in turn 2), but thenimmediatelyasksabout
anotherfeatureof thefigure(“is theis thebottomumlikeaperfectsquare”),which initiatesa
sidesequence(aC-project).D confirmsthefeature,andM returnsto theB-projectlevel,again
with okay(in turn 4). Thatallows D to closethatparticularB-project(with okayagain)asa
prefaceto initiating thenext one.Okayis usedby D andM to locatethemselvesin levelsof a
projecthierarchyandto move from onelevel to thenext.

D andM’s perspectiveonB- andC-projects,however, changesin thecourseof thetask.As
Example5 illustrates,placingacard(aB-project)is anextendedtaskatfirst,becauseD andM
havetopropose,confirm,andacceptorrejectdescriptionsof eachTangramfigurebydiscussing
features(C-projects).But asD andM develop conventionsfor referringto the figures(like
“the lamp”), they no longerneedC-projectsandareableto placeeachcard(B-projects)with
one-word descriptions.Theresultis a changein perspective: in later trials, they shouldview
eachcardplacement(B-project),notasanextendedjoint project,but simplyasacontinuation
of theoveralltrial (A-project).They needokayto initiateandcompleteextendedjoint projects,
but all they needis uh-huhto continuewithin theoverall trial.1

Thereis goodevidencefor suchachangein perspective.First,okaydecreasedover thesix
trials.Fig. 2 shows thenumberof cardswhosedescriptionendedwith okayover thesix trials
with new figures(wecombinedtrials1 and7,2 and8,andsoon).(Codingreliability, assessed
onthebasisof double-codingof 244carddescriptions,or 10%of all cases,washigh,Cohen’s
kappa= 0.87.)WhentheTangramfigureswerebrandnew (trials 1 and7) their descriptions
endedwith okay65%of thetime.By thelasttrial (trials6 and12),thepercentagehaddropped
to 31%,lineartrend,b = −0.8, t(10) = −4.6,p < .001.Second,uh-huhincreasedover trials
(seeFig. 1). For brandnew cards,descriptionsendedwith uh-huhonly 5%of thetime;by the
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Fig. 2. Number of card descriptions ended byokayanduh-huhin the U.S.-Tangram corpus.

end of the last trial, the percentage had increased to 19%, linear trend,b = 0.3, t(10) = 3,
p = .004. That is,okaydecreased over trials, anduh-huhincreased, as D and M streamlined
their B-projects by eliminating their subprojects (C-projects). Here is evidence thatokay is
used for navigating into and out of extended joint projects and not simply for continuing on to
the next minimal joint project.

Let us now look at how different markers were used within trials.Table 3shows the moves
that immediately preceded each type of marker in percent of total occurrences of that marker.
We distinguished betweendescriptions(“so it looks like almost like a lamp or something with
like a diamond on top”),questions(“is the is the bottom um like a perfect square”),answers
(“yeah it’s like a perfect square”),suspended speech(“the next one looks like um okay he’s
leaning over”), andother project markers(“okay got it”).

The seven types of project markers were used very differently.Uh-huh, yep, andyeshave
specialized uses:uh-huhandyepwere used primarily to acknowledge descriptions, whereasyes
was used primarily to answer questions and not to acknowledge descriptions. In contrast,yeah
has a variety of uses—from acknowledging descriptions to answering questions and following
up suspended speech and other project markers. This is all the more surprising becauseyeah,
yes, andyepare semantically and phonologically related.Okayandall right are different from

Table 3
Predecessors of seven types of project marker in the U.S.-Tangram corpus (%)

Okay Uh-huh All right Yeah Yes Yep Got it

Description 50.9 88.9 42.9 26.8 8.3 78.9 33.3
Question 0.9 5.5 1.8 32.7 72.2 3.3 0.5
Answer 11.6 0.7 3.6 2.9 1.4 0.4 5.7
Suspended talk 7.8 0.7 10.7 9.5 8.3 7.4 3.6
Other project marker 12.2 1.7 19.6 15.5 4.2 4.5 36.5
Other 16.6 2.4 21.4 12.6 5.6 5.4 20.3

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
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Fig. 3. Cluster analysis of project marker use (similarity of context profiles) in the U.S.-Tangram corpus.

uh-huh, yep, yes, andyeah. They were used for acknowledging descriptions and following up
other project markers, but almost never for answering questions. In addition,okaywas often
used for acknowledging answers.Got it was used primarily to acknowledge descriptions and
to follow up other project markers (okayin particular).

To look at similarities among the seven project markers, we performed a hierarchical clus-
ter analysis on the data inTable 3(using the average linkage between groups method with
phi-square measures of dissimilarity). The results are shown inFig. 3. Okay and all right
were joined early as highly similar, and so wereuh-huhand yep. Then got it was joined
with the okay-all right cluster, and finallyyeahandyeswere joined. The picture looks the
same with another clustering method (average linkage within groups) except thatyeahwas
added on to theokay-all right-got itcluster, andyeswas joined with all other clusters much
later. Theokay, all right andgot it cluster is a class of vertical navigational devices, whereas
uh-huhandyepare horizontal devices.Yesseems to be specialized for answering questions
affirmatively, andyeahhas a number of uses, all of them corresponding to horizontal transi-
tions.

6.3. Navigating B- and C-projects in the Swiss-Tangram corpus

Swiss German speakers usedokaysomewhat differently from American English speakers.
They used it less often, and when they did, over half the time it was for starting and ending trials
(A-projects). But how do they use project markers to coordinate their actions on the individual
cards (B-projects)?

M-hmandja were often used in a similar fashion—for example, to acknowledge descrip-
tions—though they still contrasted in use. Consider this example:

(6) D das sechs ist der mit dem Kelch.
six is the one with the cup.

M mmm-hm ja.
D das sieben ist. . . [proceeds to describe next card].

seven is. . . .
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M acknowledgesD’s descriptionin turn 2 with an extendedmmm-hmto indicatethat he is
searchingfor the right figure. But he saysja when he is readyto go on. Or considerthis
example:

(7) D Christus.die ∗Tänzerin.
Christ. the∗dancer.

M ∗wartwartwartChristusja.
∗wait wait wait Christ yeah.

Thisexcerptis fromalatertrial, bywhichtimethepairhasnamesfor eachcard.D isdescribing
thecardssoquickly thatM signalsherto slow down by repeatingthenameof thelastcardhe
hasplaced,andby thensayingja for D to continue.M usesja to displayreadinessto move to
thenext card(thenext B-project).

Ja thereforesignalsamoredefinitiveclosurethanm-hm. M-hmwasoftenusedto acknow-
ledgeacontributionaspreliminary,asacontinuationof thecurrentB-project,asin thisexample:

(8) D ja?Danndie6 Karteist ähmsiehtmanauchvonvorne.
yeah?thenthesixthcard is umyouseeit fromthefront.

M m-hm.
D Hatähmwie sodieArmenachobenundähm.

hasumlikearmsupwardsandum.

In thefollowing example,D challengesM’s useof m-hmasinappropriate:

(9) D unddieArmegehenhinauf.
andthearmsare raised.

M m-hm.
D ja?
M ja.
D ja unddasvier ist [proceedsto describe].

yeahandfour is.

M usesm-hmto acknowledgeacarddescription,but D is not surewhetherthismeansthathe
cancontinuewith thenext card,soheasksfor a ja andM givesit.

Thecorpususagebearsout thesecontrastsamongm-hm, ja, andokay. D andM used79%
of their m-hms to acknowledgedescriptions,comparedwith 67% of their jas, χ2(1, N =
2, 045) = 23.4. They usedonly 22%of theokaysthisway. In contrast,they used12%of their
jas to answerquestions,comparedwith only 3% of their m-hms,χ2(1, N = 2, 045) = 33.9,
and2%of theirokays.To comparem-hmandja, we lookedatwhetherD wenton to describe
thenext cardafterM producedm-hmor ja following adescription.We lookedat freestanding
occurrences(wherem-hmor ja wasthe only word of a speaker’s turn) from trials 1 and7,
sincethesearewhencardsarenew andmorecomplex descriptionsarenecessary. D movedto
thenext card69%of thetimeafter ja and57%of thetimeafterm-hm. Thiswasnota reliable
difference,χ2(1, N = 136) = 1.7,ns. Betweentrials1 and6,andbetween7 and12,however,
thenumberof pairsusingm-hmdeclinedby abouthalf, whereasthenumberof groupsusing
ja did not (Fig. 4). As the Tangramfiguresbecamefamiliar andcould be named,D andM
preferredto useja over m-hmto signaltheir readinessto move to thenext card.
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Fig. 4. Number of pairs usingokayto start and end trials,okaywithin trials, m-hmand ja in the Swiss-Tangram
corpus.

The use ofokaydecreased within trials in the Swiss corpus (Fig. 4), just as it did in the
U.S. corpus. As partners went on, they streamlined their Tangram descriptions (B-projects)
and turned them into continuations of the full trials (their A-projects). Whenokaywas used
within trials, it was used mainly for closing impromptu side sequences (e.g., question–answer
pairs about card features; these are in fact C-projects). We compared a sub-sample of 52
freestandingokays (i.e., they were the only word in a turn) with a matching sub-sample of
freestandingm-hms andjas from the same trials. Partners used 61% of theseokays to close
such side sequences, compared with 12% form-hmandja together,χ2(1, N = 143) = 37.2.
The descriptions they closed withokaywere an average of 4.6 utterances long, and that is
almost twice as long as those they closed withm-hm(2.6 utterances long) orja (2.4 utterances
long),F(2, 99) = 14.4, p < .001. So when pairs usedokaywithin trials they tended to use it
when they had encountered problems in identifying cards, which resulted in questioning and
longer descriptions. With these problems, they had a greater need to mark the closure of a
description, and for this they usedokay.

7. Building Lego models

For another well-defined joint project, we chose a building task in which one person de-
scribed for another how to build a model from Lego blocks (Clark & Krych, in press). A
director D, whom we will refer to as female, was given an abstract sculpture, or prototype, of
six to eight Lego blocks and was instructed to tell a builder B, whom we will refer to as male,
how to build an exact copy, or model, from individual Lego blocks. Each pair of participants
completed 10 models from 10 prototypes. In avisiblecondition, D could see the model as B
built it; in ahiddencondition, she could not. We analyzed 16 pairs, 8 from each condition. Pairs
produced an average of 4,531 words in the hidden condition and 1,798 in the visible condition,
t(14) = 5.23,p < .001.
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Table4
Occurrenceper1,000words(andstandarddeviation)of fourtypesof projectmarkersin hiddenandvisibleconditions
of theLegocorpus

Project marker Hidden Visible

Okay 42.8 (7.6) 49 (33.8)
Uh-huh 10.3 (8.1) 6.9 (5.6)
Yeah, yes, yep 16.2 (4.0) 33.3 (17.2)
All right 8.5 (12.8) 5 (7.1)

We analyzedokay, uh-huh, all right, andyeah(includingyesandyep). Table 4shows the
occurrence per 1,000 words for these four types of words.Yeahwas used twice as often in the
visible condition as in the hidden condition,t(14) = 2.76,p = .015; otherwise, there were no
differences between the two conditions.

The Lego task, like the matching tasks, emerges as a hierarchy of joint projects reflecting
its goals and subgoals. We defined the three main levels of this hierarchy as follows:

A. The overall task divides into 10 model constructions. These are A-projects.
B. Each model divides into 6–8placement cycles, as defined by the placement of a single

block. These are B-projects.
C. Participants often divided each placement cycle into three main parts. (1) Identifying

the next block to be placed (“take a red two by four”). We will refer to these astake
sequences. (2) Determining an approximate location (“put it on the blue”). We will call
theseput sequences. (3) Specifying its final location (“so that it faces towards you”).
We will call thesesosequences.Take, put, andsosequences are all C-projects.

7.1. Navigating A-projects

The participants often entered and exited the 160 A-projects usingokayor all right. They
initiated 75% of them with eitherokay (84 trials) orall right (36 trials). And they closed
61% of them by usingokay(77 trials) orall right (20 trials) among themselves before call-
ing in the experimenter to check on the correctness of their models. Directors produced 98%
of project-initiatingokays andall rights, which is significantly higher than their overall rate
of 39%, χ2(1, N = 2, 516) = 178.6. Directors also produced 65% of the project-ending
okays andall rights in the visible condition and 45% in the hidden condition. The first
percentage did not differ from their overall rate of 65%,χ2(1, N = 684) = 0.03, ns,
but the second was greater than their overall rate of 30%,χ2(1, N = 1, 831) = 6.39,
p = .012.

So the division of labor was slightly different in the building and matching tasks. In the
building task, directors initiated most of the trials (usingokayandall right), as in the matching
task, but builders did not do the same for trial endings. The difference may reflect a difference
in tasks. It was immediately evident to matchers in the matching tasks when the trial was
finished. But builders in the Lego task couldn’t know when the model was complete, so it was
up to the director to signal the end of the trial.
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7.2. NavigatingB- andC-projects

Placementcycles (B-projects) typically consist of three kinds of contributions—take,
put, and so sequences(C-projects).Considerthis example of a placementcycle (hidden
condition):

(10)D Okay. Um let’s see.Sowe needa yellow two by two. Okayandthat’sgoingto
fit on theright sideof theblueblock.

B M-hm.
D Sothathalf of it ohyeahononerow of theright sideof theblueblock.
B Okay∗sohalf of it’s pointingto theright.
D ∗Sohalf of it is pointingoff to theright. Yeah.
B Got it.

D first initiates a take sequence,telling B how to identify the next block (“so we needa
yellow two by two”). Shetheninitiatesa put sequence,telling him approximatelywhereto
put theblock (“that’s goingto fit on theright sideof theblueblock”). Shefinisheswith a so
sequence,telling him preciselywhereto put theblock (“so thathalf of it . . . ”). WhenD and
B accomplishedtheput andsosequencesin a singleexchange,we treatedtheexchangeasa
sosequence.Note theprojectmarkersthatpunctuateeachcontribution in this example(i.e.,
eachC-project).D initiatesbothher take andput instructionswith okays (turn 1). B accepts
the preliminaryput instructionwith m-hm(turn 2), on the understandingthat morespecific
informationis to come,but sheacknowledgesthefinal pieceof information(turn3) with okay.
D andB confirmthepositioningwith a question–answersequence,acknowledgedwith got it
(turn6).

Thedatain Table5 supportthis pictureof the typical usesof uh-huh, okay, all right, and
yeahwithin trials. Theseitems were usedto ground take, put and so sequencesin place-
mentcycles,in sidesequences(answeringquestionsandacknowledginganswers),following
otherprojectmarkers,and following suspensionsof speech.Indeed,they wereusedin the
building task much as they were in the matchingtask.Okay was usedin the widest vari-
ety of ways—inplacementcycles,to acknowledgeanswers,andafterotherprojectmarkers.
Uh-huh, in contrast,wasusedin a very specificway: threetimesout of four in placement
cycles, and also to answerquestions.Over half the time, all right followed other project
markers. Finally yeah (and yesand yup) were usedin answerto questions,in placement
cycles, and in following up other project markers (to a lesserdegree than okay and all
right).

Placementcycles(B-projects)arejoint projectsundertakento identify andplaceoneLego
blockof themodel.In thesecycles,60%of occurrencesof okaywereusedto acknowledgeso
sequences,comparedwith 20%of occurrencesof uh-huh, χ2(1, N = 1, 297) = 170.So okay
wasusedmainly to closethesecycles,anduh-huh, to continuewithin them.

As in the U.S. matchingtask,yeah, yes, and yep contrastedin use.Yeah was the most
frequent,occurring940 times,comparedwith 40 for yepand46 for yes. Yep andyeswere
usedmore often for answeringyes/noquestions:Yeah was the answerto a question45%
of the time, yep 57% of the time, and yes69% of the time, χ2(2, N = 1, 026) = 12.4,
p = .002.
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Table5
Whatprecedesokay, uh-huh, all right, andyeahin theLegocorpus(%)

Okay Uh-huh All right Yeah

Placement cycles
Take 10.5 38.6 6.5 2.4
Put 7.2 23.1 2.5 2.4
So 26.9 16.1 13.3 15.7

Subtotal 44.6 77.8 22.3 20.5

Side sequences
Question 1 11.6 1.8 47
Answer 20 1.4 6.8 5.3

Subtotal 21 13 8.6 52.3

Other project markers
Okay 7.8 1.8 33.5 5.4
Uh-huh 1.4 0.2 5.8 0.4
Yeah 5.3 0.8 4.3 4.2
All right 1.2 0 1.4 0.1
Othera 3.2 0.4 7.2 1.1

Subtotal 18.9 3.2 52.2 11.2

Other
Suspensions 4.5 0 4 8.5
Otherb 11 6 13 7.6

Total 100 100 100 100

a Includesthat’s it, got it, oh, andright.
b Including unintelligible speech, laughter, self-talk, verbatim repeats, etc.

7.3. Differences between visible and hidden conditions

The placement cycles (B-projects) elicited much less talk from the builder in the visible
condition than in the hidden condition (Clark & Krych, in press). Here is an example of a
complete placement cycle in the visible condition:

(11) D Okay. Now get a uh eight piece green. And join the two so it’s all symmetric.
Yeah right in the center.

Whereas D speaks, B says nothing in response. The reason is clear. B is able to tell D what
he understands by exhibiting a block or by showing where he would put it (Clark & Krych,
in press). He has no need to acknowledge thetake, putandso instructions explicitly.

Here is an idealized model, orschema, for a placement cycle for the hidden condition:

(12) D okay, take a blue two by four,
B uh-huh [takes block],
D put it on the red,
B uh-huh [gets ready to attach block at a location],
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D sothatit’s hangingover towardsyouby two.
B okay[attachesblockat thelocation],
D okay, now takea [proceedsto describenext block].

For comparison,hereis aschemafor aplacementcycle in thevisiblecondition:

(13)D okay, takeabluetwo by four,
B [exhibitsblock to D],
D put it on thered,
B [poisesblock for D ata location],
D sothat,like that∗yeah,
B ∗[attachesblockat thelocation],
D Okay, now takea [proceedsto describenext block].

Theseschemassuggestseveraldifferencesbetweenthetwo conditions.First, in thehidden
condition,thereshouldbea higherproportionof uh-huhs within placementcycles(see12),
sincematchersneedto acknowledgetake andput instructionsexplicitly. Indeed,therewere:
in thehiddencondition,80%of uh-huhs wereusedin placementcycles,comparedwith 70%
in thevisiblecondition,χ2(2, N = 498) = 4.3,p = .038.Thereshouldalsobemoreuh-huhs
by buildersin thehiddenconditionthanin thevisible condition,andthis, too, wasthecase,
94%versus77%,χ2(2, N = 498) = 26.Finally, thereshouldbeahigherproportionof okays
usedin placementcyclesin thehiddencondition,wherecompletingtheC-projectstakesmore
timeandeffort, andtherewere,50%versus29%,χ2(2, N = 2, 040) = 74.8.

In the visible condition, in contrast,thereshouldbe a higher proportionof yeahs used
in placementcycles.This is becausedirectorscanseewhena block is correctlypoisedand
immediatelysignalthistobuilderswith yeah(see11and13).Thiswasthecase,36%versus9%,
χ2(2, N = 1, 019) = 115.7.Thereshouldalsobeahigherproportionof okaysfollowing other
projectmarkers(especiallyyeah), becauseafterdirectorshave confirmedcorrectplacement,
they canseefor themselveswhenthey canproceedto thenext block; in thehiddencondition,
thismove is madeby builders.Thiswasalsothecase,29%versus15%,χ2(2, N = 2, 040) =
46.8.Finally, thereshouldbemoreokaysandyeahsspokenbydirectorsin thevisiblecondition
thanin thehiddencondition.And therewere:okay, 63%versus20%,χ2(2, N = 2, 040) =
327.8; yeah, 98%versus73%,χ2(2, N = 1, 019) = 114.9. All thesedifferencessupportthe
schemasin Examples12 and13 asmodelsof typical placementcycle talk in thehiddenand
visibleconditions.They show how addingonemoreelementtocommongroundtransformsthe
structureof joint projectsin placingblocks;this, in turn, is strongsupportfor thehierarchical
accountof joint projects.

8. Planning tasks

For anotherwell-definedjoint project,we chosetheTrainstask,which calls for logistical
planning.Oneparticipant,themanager(M, wewill refertomanagersasfemale)wasresponsible
for assigningcargo (suchas bananasor oranges)to trains,schedulingshipments(suchas
sendinga boxcarof bananasfrom Avon to Corningvia Dansville),andmanufacturingthings
(suchasorangejuicefromashipmentof oranges)in asimpleworldof four towns,warehouses,
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andafactorylinkedby railwaylines,boxcars,tankercars,andengines.Thesecondparticipant,
thesystem(S,we will referto thesystemasmale)wasactuallya personwho playedtherole
of anartificial planningassistant,supplyinginformation,evaluatingplans,andsoon (Gross
etal.,1993).Thecorpusconsistsof eightsystem-managerpairs.Eachpairsolvedtwoproblems,
an easypracticeproblemanda harderproblemwherean initially successfulplan hadto be
modified.Theroleof thesystemwasplayedeachtimeby thesameperson.

TheTrainstaskis lesswell-definedthanthematchingandbuilding tasks.It is definedby an
overallgoalindicatedin theinstructionsfor eachproblem,for example:“The timeis now mid-
night.Shipaboxcarof orangestoBathby8a.m.”Letuscall theseA-projects.But therewereno
standardsub-goals,soit wasuptotheparticipantstoanalyzetheproblemintoB- andC-projects.

As in the matchingand building tasks,okay and all right were usedto enterand exit
A-projects.Managersinitiated 75% of the 16 trials with either okay (7 trials) or all right
(5 trials).Similarly, 56%of thetrials wereendedwith okay(six by themanager, threeby the
system).In threefurther cases(another19% for a total of 75%) okayaroseamongthe last
wordsof the trial (e.g.,“okayso we’re donewith that”). Within A-projects,therewere395
casesof okay(33.4per1,000words),143casesof right (12.1per1,000words),77 casesof
yeah, yes, or yup (6.5per1,000words),33 casesof all right (2.8per1,000words),andonly
16casesof m-hm(1.4per1,000words).How weretheseprojectmarkersused?

Table 6 shows what precededproject markers in A-projects.We distinguishedbetween
questions,answers,otherprojectmarkers,suspensionsof talk, andfour typesof statements:
orientation(factualstatementsaboutstatesof affairs in theworld, e.g.,“so it’s now 2 a.m.,”
“that would take 6h”); planning(e.g.,“engineE1 is gonnatake theboxcarfrom Danville”);
evaluation(assessingwhetheraplanmeetstheobjectives,e.g.,“which is plentyof time”); and
instructionsanddecisions(e.g.,“I have to shipa boxcarof orangesto Bathby 8 a.m.,” “let’s
schedulethat”). Orientation,planning,evaluation,andinstructions/decisionsarewhatwewill
call taskfunctions; they dealdirectlywith designingaplanto solve theproblemathand.Here
is anexampleof someof thesefunctions:

(14)M . . . andthere’sa tanker at. . . Corning.[4 s] okaycanya- canwe hookup the
tanker with the engineandthe boxcarin whenwe’re gettingthe w-orangesfrom
thewarehouse(QUESTION).

Table6
Predecessorsof projectmarkersin theTrainscorpus(%)

Okay M-hm All right Right Yeah

OPEIa 38.2 68.7 28.6 55.9 27.6
Question 4 0 3.6 12.6 28.9
Answer 11.3 25 14.3 0.7 1.3
Other project markers 13.2 0 10.7 11.2 6.6
Suspension of talk 23.6 6.3 42.8 5.6 32.9
Other 9.7 0 0 14 2.6

Total 100 100 100 100 100

a Orientation, planning, evaluating, or instruction/decision, combined.

21



S yesyesthat’snoproblem(ANSWER).
M okaysowe’ll do that(DECISION).
S okay.

M so thenwe’ll . . . we’ll be in a positionto load theorangejuice into the tanker
car. . . andsendthatoff (ORIENTATION).

S okay.
M sothatsoundslikeagoodtemporaryplan(EVALUATION).

Asshownin Table6, okayandall right weremostoftenprecededby taskfunctionutterances
andby suspendedtalk. They werealsousedin a third-turnposition(acknowledginganswers)
andafterotherprojectmarkers.Thesepatternsareverysimilartothoseobservedin thematching
andbuilding tasks.Rightwasusedmainlyto acknowledgetaskfunctionutterances,but alsoto
answerquestionsandfollowing otherprojectmarkers.Yeahwasusedin acknowledgingtask
functions,answeringquestions,andresumingspeechafterasuspension.

Participantsoftenplayedout plansverbally, asin thefollowing example,whereeachstep
in aplanis acknowledgedby thepartner.

(15)S okaysoE2goesto Corningthenon to Bathandgetsaboxcar(PLANNING).
M m-hm.
S thenon to Avon loadbananas(PLANNING).

M m-hm.
S andthengobackto Corningwegetto Corningat3 (PLANNING).

M fantasticthatsolvestheproblem(EVALUATION).

As Example15 illustrates,m-hmwas precededby one of the task functions (orientation,
planning,evaluation,or instruction)in 11cases;in 8 of thesecases(73%),talk continuedwith
the samefunction after it. For okay, this only happened41% of the time. This differenceis
marginally significant,χ2(1, N = 79) = 3.8, p = .051.So whenm-hmwasusedat all, it
wasasa continuerwithin a B-project,whereasokaytendedto beusedin switchesfrom one
B-projectto thenext.

In thinking aboutwhat to do next, speakers sometimesfell silent. When they resumed
speaking,they oftenusedokayto endtheir own andtheir partner’ssilences(see14, turn 1).
Thetranscriptsmarkpausesin speakingandsilenceslongerthanasecond.Of the241silences
over 1s, okaywasusedto resumespeech18% of the time. Okaywasthusthe singlemost
frequentwordusedto resumespeakingafterasecondor moreof silence.Otherfrequentwords
werefillers (uh andum) anddiscoursemarkers,includingand, so, andoccasionallywell and
all right (seeTable7). Of course,okayalsooccurredmoreoftenoverall thantheotherwords,
so its rateof usefor resumingtalk (11%of all okayoccurrences)wascomparableto thatof
um(13%),andwell (12%).

9. Dialogues and types of tasks

Dialoguesdiffer in theoccurrenceof okay,uh-huh, andyeah. If okayisusedfor initiatingand
completingwell-definedtasks,it shouldbeprevalentin thosetasks,but rarein conversations
devotedmainly to gossipandnews.Uh-huhandyeahshouldbeusefulin both.
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Table7
Wordsoftenusedto resumetalk aftersilencesof morethan1s

Okay And Um So Well Uh All right

Number of cases 43 29 20 13 7 6 5
Percentage of silences 17.8 12 8.3 5.4 2.9 2.5 2.1
Percentage of total cases 10.9 7.8 13.4 5 12.5 3.6 15.2
Length of silence (s) 2.2 2.3 1.8 2.8 3.4 2.4 3.2

To examine this possibility, we compared the rates of occurrence ofokay, uh-huh(including
m-hm), andyeah(includingyesandyep) for the seven English language corpora fromTable 1.
The results are shown inFig. 5. We grouped the seven corpora by dialect (American vs. British
English) and ordered them roughly by how well-defined the task was. Bywell-defined, we
mean that the task could be hierarchically decomposed into a clear set of subtasks.

The first four corpora are American English. (1) The best defined tasks are reflected in
the U.S.-Tangram and Lego corpora. These consisted of simple actions (ordering pictures and
building Lego models) that were executed repeatedly over trials. (2) Next comes the Trains
corpus, which reflects a more complex but clearly defined task. (3) The least defined tasks is
reflected in the Switchboard corpus, where people were asked to talk about a specific topic—say,
clothing in the work place—but were otherwise unconstrained. The last three corpora are British
English. (1) The best defined task of these is the Edinburgh Map Task. It had a clear goal and a
number of sub-goals, although it included several maps, and each route could be decomposed
in several ways. (2) The Directory Enquiry calls were less well-defined. People called the
operator for information about telephone numbers or addresses. Although this constrained
what they did or did not talk about, there were many ways of organizing this information. (3)
Finally, the London-Lund corpus consisted mostly of exchanging news and gossip.

Fig. 5shows thatOkayis clearly used more often in dialogues that reflect well-defined tasks.
For American English speakers, it was most frequent in the U.S.-Tangram (55 occurrences per

Fig. 5. Production rates per 1,000 words ofokay, uh-huh, andyeahfor American and British English corpora.
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1,000)andLego corpora(43.5per1,000).It wasusedabout20 timesasoftenthereasin the
Switchboardcorpus.It wassofrequentin theU.S.-Tangramcorpus(55timesper1,000words)
thatit rankedamongthemostcommonwords,with the, and, andsooccurring92.1,19.3,and
5.2timesper1,000words.In theTrainscorpus,okayoccurred33.4timesper1,000compared
with and, uh/um, andsoat31.2,26.9,and21.8timesper1,000words.For theBritish English
speakers,okayoccurredfivetimesasoftenin theMapTaskcorpusasin theDirectoryEnquiry
corpusand80 timesasoften asin the London-Lundcorpus.So both British andAmerican
speakersuseokaymoreoftenin tasksettingsthanin informalconversation.In contrast,uh-huh
andyeahdid not show any systematicrelationshipto thetypeof taskinvolved.

10. Discussion

Our findingssuggestthat peoplemark their progressthrough,or navigate, joint projects
in part by meansof words we have called project markers. In the taskswe have studied,
Englishspeakersusedonetypeof marker (e.g.,okayandall right) for verticaltransitions,and
anothertype(e.g.,uh-huhandyeah) for horizontaltransitions.Germanspeakersmadethesame
contrasts.Indeed,they usedokaywith roughlythesamemeaningthatit hasin English,except
thatthey usedit for higher-level transitionsthantheEnglishspeakersdid. Okayor equivalent
expressionsexist in otherlanguagesaswell (Maschler, 2002;Miracle,1989).

Thesefindingsraisethreeissues.In whatwaydoprojectmarkersconstituteasystem?How
dopeopleconceptualizejoint actionswith theuseof projectmarkers?And whereelseshould
wefind projectmarkers?

10.1. A conventionalsystemof contrasts

Projectmarkers, we assume,belongto a conventionalsystemof contrastsfor marking
location and progressin joint activities. The oneswe have examinedfall into threemain
groups:(1) acknowledgmenttokens(yes, yeah, yep, uh-huh, andm-hm); (2) agreementtokens
(e.g.,right); and(3) consenttokens(okayandall right). TherearealsowhatGoodwin(1986)
hascalledassessments(e.g., terrific andoh no!), but they didn’t occur in our tasks.All of
thesewordscanbeusedassecondpartsin adjacency pairs.Wewill arguethattheir functions
asprojectmarkersderive from their role assecondpartsof suchtwo-partserialactions:to
producea projectmarker is to take up a first part,which maybeexplicit or merelyentailed.
Thethreeclassesof markersdiffer in whatthey takeupandhow.

Wordssuchasyes, yeah, yep, uh-huh, andm-hmcanall beusedasaffirmative answersto
yes-noquestions,asin 16and17 (from theSwitchboardcorpus):

(16)Alice Sodoyouhaveany creditcards?
Bill Yes,I do.

(17)Charles Shouldwehavebeenthere?
Dan Uh-huh.

Thesewordsdivide into at leasttwo subgroups:thefull formsyesandyeah; andthereduced
formsuh-huhandm-hm. Accordingto examplesfrom theSwitchboardcorpus,Bill couldhave
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repliedto Alice, “Yes,I do,” “Yeah,I do,” andeven “Yep, I do,” but not “Uh-huh, I do” or
“M-hm, I do.” Intuitively, theseformsalsorangein strengthof assent.Yesseemsmoreforceful
or decisivethanyeahor yep; anduh-huhseemsstrongerthanm-hm. Many of thesedifferences
arereflectedin Fig. 3.

Yes, yeah, yep, uh-huh, and m-hmalso appearas second-partsto statements,as in the
following example(from theSwitchboardcorpus):

(18)A He,matterof facthewasheretoday. It wasthefirst really warmweatherwe’ve
had.

B Uh-huh.

In 18, uh-huhis usedto acknowledgeA’s statementsashaving beenunderstood.Theseare
what arecalledacknowledgmenttokens.We suggestthat yes, yeah, yep, uh-huh, andm-hm
carry the samecontrastswhenusedasacknowledgmenttokensaswhenusedasanswersto
yes-noquestions(e.g.,16and17).

Right, in contrast,is usedto assertagreementwith a claim, asin this example(from the
Switchboardcorpus):

(19)A Youknow, soyoucan’t, theonly way thatyoucando it is throughamodem.
B Right.

In usingright,B isagreeingwith A’s claim.B’s “Right” is roughlyelliptical for “That’s right.”
Right is not thesameasyeah. In theSwitchboardcorpus,yeahwassometimesaccompanied
by right, or that’s right, eitherbeforeor after, asin (20):

(20)A Betterthanjust sitting in jail all daynotdoinganything.
B Yeah.Right.

Okayandall right alsooccurassecondpartsof adjacency pairs,andwhenthey do,they are
usedto giveconsentto joint arrangements, asin theseexamples:

(21) (from Beach,1993, Example6).
Camilla CanI borrow yourcar?

Betty When?
Camilla Thisafternoon.

Betty Okay.
(22) (FromMerritt, 1984, Example3).

Customer C’n I have two packsof VantageGreen?
Server Okay. [turnsto get].

(23)Daughter I wantto stayatSarah’shousetonight.
Mother Okay.

In 21,Camillarequestsa concreteactionfrom Betty, andBetty usesokayto give herconsent
to thatarrangement.Thesamegoesfor 22. In 23 (an inventedexample),thedaughterseeks
permissionto stayat a friend’s house,andthe motherusesokay to give her consentto that
arrangement—togive her daughterpermission.In theseexamples,okaymeans,roughly, “I
givemy consentto thejoint arrangementat issue.”
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Speakers,therefore,makedifferentcommitmentswith acknowledgmenttokens,agreement
tokens,andconsenttokens:

1. Acknowledgmenttokens: The objectsthat get acknowledgedare presentations. When
partnersacknowledgea presentation,they claim to have received it well enoughfor
currentpurposes.In 18,A says,“It wasthefirst reallywarmweatherwe’vehad,”andB
sayshehasreceivedit with “Uh-huh.” In context, speakersoften implicatefurther that
they haveunderstoodandevenacceptedwhathasbeenpresented—atleastwell enough
to continue.

2. Agreementtokens: The objectsthat get agreedwith arepositions. Whenpeopleagree
with a position(aswith right), they arealigningthemselveswith thatposition.In 19,A
statesthat “the only way thatyou cando it is througha modem,”andB alignshimself
with A’s positionwith “right.” “Right” hereis shortfor “you’re right” or “that’s right.”

3. Consenttokens: The objectsthat partnersgive consentto are joint arrangements. By
joint arrangement,wemeanaprojectedundertakingthatrequiresthepartner’sapproval.
When partnersgive consentto a joint arrangement,they are approving the projected
undertaking.In 21, the projectedundertakingwasCamilla’s borrowing of Betty’s car,
which requiredBetty’sapproval. Bettygaveherapproval by responding“Okay.”

Partnersmakestrongerandstrongercommitments,therefore,asthey gofrom acknowledg-
mentsto agreementsto consents.With acknowledgmenttokens,they arecommittedto the
receiptof a presentation—althoughin context they may implicateunderstandingor accep-
tanceaswell. With agreementtokens,they arecommittedto agreeingwith a position(which
impliesthey haveunderstoodtheposition,too).And with consenttokens,they arecommitted
to beingpartof theprojectedundertaking(which alsoimplies they have understood).To see
thesecontrasts,supposeA says,“I’d like to seeJonesin that job.” If B responds“Uh-huh,”
heis claimingto have receivedand,by implication,understoodA’s statement.If heresponds
“Right,” he is alsoaligning himself with A’s desireto seeJonesin that job. If he responds
“Okay,” he presupposesthat A is proposingan undertakingthat requiresB’s approval (say,
A andB aretrying to hire someone),andhe is giving that approval. That is, B’s choiceof
uh-huh, right, or okaydoestwo things(seeClark,1996, Chapter7). It displayshisconstrualof
A’s contribution(asapresentation,positiontaken,or projectedundertaking).And it acknowl-
edges,claimsagreementwith, orgivesconsenttoA’s contribution(construedasapresentation,
position,or undertaking).

Second-partsaresometimesproducedwithout explicit first-parts.Whenspeakersproduce
suchsecond-parts,they presupposethemissingfirst-partsandimplicatetheircurrentrelevance.
Considera signat theentranceof a building, “Thank you for not smoking.”Its logic is this:
You, the customer, promisenot to smoke in the building, and the managementthanksyou
for thatpromise.You have madeno explicit promise,of course,but in acceptingthe thanks,
you acceptthemanagement’spresuppositionthatyou have. That is, acceptinga second-part
(“Thank you for not smoking”)entailsacceptingtheunspokenfirst-partof thepair for which
it is asecond(“I promisenot to smoke”).

Projectmarkers,wesuggest,workby thesamelogic: touseanacknowledgment,agreement,
orconsenttokenistoacceptthefirst-partof thepairfor whichit isasecond,whetherthefirst-part
is explicit or not.Take uh-huhusedasa continuer. It entailsthatthereis a first partfor which
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it is a second.The first part dependson the context, but it might be, for example,“Do you
understandmesofar?” Yeahdiffersfrom uh-huhin whetherthefirst-partimpliescompletion
of the speaker’s contribution. Insteadof “Do you understandme so far?” yeahpresupposes
“Haveyouunderstoodme?”Thetransitionsembodiedin thetwo partswith acknowledgment
tokensarehorizontaltransitions.

Okayworksthiswaytoo,but thefirst partfor whichit is asecondis ajoint arrangementthat
requiresconsent.Considera builder who hasjust completeda Lego modelandsays“Okay.”
Hepresupposesafirst-partthatreads,roughly, “Let’s regardtheLegomodelascomplete,”and
hisokaygiveshisconsentto thearrangement.Or consideracustomerin theDirectoryEnquiry
corpuswho says“Okay” whentheoperatorcouldn’t find a telephonenumber. Thecustomer
presupposesafirst-partthatreads,roughly, “Let’s regardoursearchfor thetelephonenumber
ascomplete,”andhis okaygivesthatconsent(Merritt, 1984). Or considerthedirectorin the
Legotaskwhoasks“Okay?” to whichthebuilderreplies“Okay.” Thefirst okayis usedto ask,
“Shall weregardthismodelascomplete?”andthesecondgivestheconsent.In thisway, okay
marksa transitionoutof thecurrentjoint project—averticaltransitionup.

Pre-turnokays work much the sameway. Whenthe director in the Lego task initiatesa
trial by saying,“Okay, now find a two-by-fourblock,” the initial okayis againa second-part
of an implicit two-partsequence.Using it presupposesa projectedjoint action,andthe tacit
first-part,“Let’s dotheprojectwehavejointly arranged.”In sayingokay, thedirectormakeshis
consentexplicit andthenbegins.It is in thiswaythatheframesthatutteranceasthefirst move
in that joint project.If insteadof okayhe hadusedwell or so—two othercommonpre-turn
markers—hewouldgivenit analternative framing(Condon,2001). Sopre-turnokaysmarka
transitioninto thefirst moveof thenext joint project—averticaltransitiondown.

Giving consentto an overall joint undertakingdoesnot eliminate the needfor further
coordination.OnceEd and Johnhave consentedto move two benches(Fig. 1), they still
mustcoordinateonmoving eachbench.Usingokayatmajortransitionsdisplaysthespeaker’s
consentto componentjoint projectsandrenewed consentto the overall joint undertaking—
whetherthatis moving two benches,placingaseriesof cards,pickingupafriend,or having a
beertogether.

An importantissuewe did not investigateis prosody. Intonation,for example,canbeused
to modulatethemeaningof projectmarkers(seeBolinger, 1989), asin thefollowing invented
example:

(23)Betty CanI askyouapersonalquestion?
Camilla Okay[fall-riseintonation].

Here,Betty is askingCamilla if shecanaskhera question(a pre-question,Schegloff, 1980).
Camilla,in producingokaywith afall-riseintonation,givesBettyherprovisionalconsent.But
by makingtheconsentprovisional,shereservestheright not to answerBetty’squestionif she
considersit toopersonal.Intonationisusedtomodulatethemeaningof otheracknowledgment,
agreement,andconsenttokens,too(see,e.g.,Hockey, 1993;Kowtko, 1996;Oreström,1983),
thoughsofar it isn’t clearhow theseaid navigationthroughjoint projects.Prosodyis known
to beusedin regulatingturn-taking(e.g.,Beattie,Cutler, & Pearson,1982), soit is surelyused
in markingtransitionsinto, outof, andthroughjoint projects.
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10.2. Conceptualizingjoint actions

Peopleappearto differ in their useof project markers. In the matchingtask,we found
thatparticipantsusedokaylessandlessoftenover trials,switchingto uh-huhasthey became
morefamiliar with theTangramfigures.But someparticipantscontinuedto useokaywithout
switchingto uh-huh. Did okayanduh-huhhave a differentmeaningfor thesetwo classesof
participants,or did thetwo classeshave a differentconceptualizationof thetask?If oneclass
of participantswastreatingokayanduh-huhasinterchangeable,thatwouldcountagainstour
view of projectmarkers.

We suggestthat different usesof project markers reflect differencesin how people
conceptualizetheactionsthey areperforming.Peopledo indeeddiffer in how they describe
actions.The samebehavior can be identified as turning a doorknob,openinga door, or
leaving a room (Goldman,1970; Vallacher& Wegner, 1989). Indeed,observers who are
askedto segmentongoingactivity tendto agreewith eachotheronhigher-level actionsandto
disagreemore at lower levels (Newtson, 1973; von Cranachet al., 1982; Zacks et al.,
2001). Likewise,in our tasks,mostpairsusedokayto enterandexit (higher-level) A-projects.
They were lessconsistentmainly at the lower levels (B- and C-projects).At theselevels,
they could conceptualizea next joint project either as a minor continuationof the current
one,which requiredan acknowledgment,or as a major new joint arrangement,which re-
quired consent.Someparticipantsconstruedthem as minor, and othersconstruedthem as
major.

10.3. Implicationsandapplications

Our resultsunderscorethe needto analyzedialogueas the way peoplecarry out basic
joint activities. Although this point is not new, it hasoften remainedimplicit in researchon
dialogue.It wasby treatingprojectmarkersasreflectionsof theseactivities thatwewereable
tocharacterizethemaswedid—toshow thatthey areusedfor morethanturn-taking,affinitive,
or emotionalfunctions.

Projectmarkersshouldbeuseful,therefore,in creatingor analyzingdialogueusedfor other
joint activities. Intelligentconversationalagents(e.g.,Cassell,Sullivan,Prevost,& Churchill,
2000), for example,needto beableto monitor the joint projectsthey aretakingpart in and
useprojectmarkersto helpnavigatethem.Thatapplies,for example,to conversationalagents
servingastutorsin artificial tutoringsystems(Brandle& Evens,1997;Fox,1993;Tsukahara&
Ward,2001). Tutoringconsistsof suchjoint projectsasproblemsolving,questionanswering,
andexplainingwith examples(Graesser, Person,& Magliano,1995), andaccordingto some
evidence,experttutorsareskillful in usingprojectmarkersto navigatethem.Whentuteesgive
a partialanswerto a question,for example,experttutorsmaysayyeswith a rising intonation
to signalthat theanswerso far is correct,but incomplete.In sayingyes, they alsosignalthe
continuationof the joint projectof answeringthe question.They would useokay to signal
that the problemis complete,and that they are moving on. Artificial tutoring systems,to
be effective, must track the joint projectscreatedand usethe appropriateproject markers.
Theanalysisof projectmarkersshouldalsobeusefulin otherpedagogicalactivities, suchas
classroomdiscourse(seeSinclair& Coulthard,1975).
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In this paper, then,we have assembledevidencethat wordslike uh-huh, yeah, okay, and
all right areusedasprojectmarkers,asa systemof wordsfor navigating joint projects.The
existenceof suchasystemis,in turn,strongevidencethatdialogueemergesfromjoint activities
thatthemarkersareusedto navigate(Clark,1996,1999). Dialogueservesto coordinatejoint
activities and,therefore,derivesmuchof its structurefrom thoseactivities. It is shaped,in
particular, by thecommitmentspeoplemake in agreeingto engagein joint projects.

Note

1. Weareindebtedto CorinneC. Yatesfor this suggestion.
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