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All of the linguistic units in a discourse contribute to the shared understandings that are achieved in the discourse, and therefore, to the common ground that participants maintain.   However, some units such as deictic expressions seem to function more saliently in the processes by which participants establish and modify the "knowledge, beliefs, and suppositions they believe they share"  (Clark, 1996:12).  These affixes, words, and phrases can be called lexical markers of common ground, and the central functions served by discourse markers make them likely to function as significant markers of common ground.


Clark (1996) describes four main classes of positive evidence that participants in interaction can provide to verify that they understand what has been communicated.  Presuppositions of understanding occur when participants respond appropriately to their partners’ contributions by taking up the joint project proposed.  We call this default verification because participants can assume understanding as long as they satisfy each other’s expectations for the current state of the interaction.  Understanding is the default assumption in the absence of evidence to the contrary.

Assertions of understanding occur when participants use acknowledging signals such as yeah, uh huh, and I see.  We use the term backchannel verification to emphasize the backgrounded quality of these contributions.  As Schegloff (1982) observes, these particles claim understanding, rather than simply assuming it, but they do not actually demonstrate understanding.  Backchannel verification is an effective strategy because it is not tied to the content of the communication.  Lacking syntactic or semantic constraints, backchannel acknowledging expressions are all-purpose devices for verification that are independent of the particular understandings achieved.

Clark also distinguishes displays of understanding and exemplifications of understanding.  He explains that answers to questions display how the question was construed, which is “more valid” (1996, p. 220) evidence of understanding than asserting or presupposing understanding.  Exemplifications of understanding such as repetition and paraphrase also allow participants to check for an acceptable construal.  In general, stronger evidence of understanding will be more closely tied to the specific understandings achieved, so that demonstrating understanding is less likely to be accomplished with all-purpose devices like backchannel verifiers.  However, Schegloff (1982) suggests that forms like yeah and uh huh do seem to show, rather than merely claim, understanding when they are used as continuers.  When these forms are used to pass instead of taking a full turn while the conversational partner is narrating a sequence of events, they show understanding by identifying the current state of the discourse as one at which passing on a turn is appropriate.

  The discourse use of ok is another example of a minimal form that lacks propositional and syntactic structure and serves to demonstrate understanding in a variety of contexts.  Descriptions of ok focus on the occurrence of the form at significant, yet expected, transitions in the discourse (Schegloff and Sacks, 1973; Schegloff, 1968, 1979, 1986; Hopper, 1989; Beach, 1990, 1993, 1995; Merritt, 1978).  Discourse ok marks a these mutually verifiable properties of the interaction:  the current state of the discourse is identified as a confluence of structural boundaries and as an expected transition.  Therefore, ok manages to be maximally informative about the speaker’s construal of the previous talk, while consuming minimal resources, and without providing an explicit representation of what is understood.


We examine occurrences of the discourse marker ok in decision-making interactions. These interactions are organized by a discourse routine in which an utterance orients the decision by formulating a goal (who else should we nominate), which is followed by a suggestion (bush  goo-goodolls and oasis) and an agreement (sounds good). The frequent occurrence of ok at the beginnings of these decision-making routines illustrates the use of ok to mark the common understanding that the previous decision routine has been completed and the expected next decision routine is being initiated (Condon, 2001; Condon and ech, 1996).  An example of several decision sequences in face-to-face interaction is annotated in (1) with 3 instances of discourse ok highlighted in boldface type.
(1)
a.
P1:
ok then [orients suggestion] we could walk down scenic uh tourist  district you 




know and go and sightsee in the French Quarter area [suggests action]

b.
P2:
ok [agrees with suggestion]


c.
P1:
ok so [discourse marker] we'll all see Jackson Square [suggests action]

d.
P2:
yeah [agrees with suggestion]

e.
P1:
and then [orients suggestion] we'll take a walk [suggests action] that'll be pretty 




much our morning [suggests action]


f.
P2:
well [discourse marker]

g.
P1:
breakfast at Cafe du Monde [elaborates, repeats]

h.
P2:
yeah [acknowledges only] and then [orients suggestion] go through 




Jackson Square and the--uh-- Riverwalk [suggests action]

i.
P1:
and the Riverwalk right [agrees with suggestion] ok then [orients suggestion] 




we'll eat lunch at Mospero’s [suggests action]
The annotations illustrate the coding system used to record the functions of utterances in decision-making interactions.

In previous work, we have used the coding system to quantify the stability and frequency of the decision-making routine (Condon and ech, 1996; Condon, ech, and Edwards, 1999) and the occurrence of ok at the beginnings of decision sequences (Condon, 2001).  In face-to-face decision-making interactions, discourse ok was frequently followed by utterances that initiate decision routines: utterances coded as “Orients Suggestion,” as in (6a,i), those coded as “Suggests Action,” and expressions coded as “Discourse Marker,” as in (6c).  The sequence ok + so + “Orients Suggestion” was frequent in the data, and some examples are provided in (1c) and (2).

(2) 
a.
ok so in the afternoon first day we there we...maybe go sightseeing


b.
ok so what are we doing in the afternoon?



c.
ok so where do you want to go Saturday night?


d.
ok so after they’ve eaten what do we do?

This paper addresses the question whether the discourse functions associated with ok in face-to-face interaction can also be found in computer-mediated interaction.  We report the results from 60 computer-mediated interactions in which participants were asked to plan an awards ceremony (like the Academy awards) for MTV music videos.  Messages appeared in a window on the sender's screen as they were typed, but did not appear on the receiver's screen under the sender pressed a "send" key.  In order to make the computer-mediated interaction more similar to face-to-face interaction, the message window held only one message at a time, so that messages to which participants were responding disappeared as soon as they began to type.  The messages were divided into utterance units and annotated for discourse functions such as those illustrated in (1).   


Table 1 provides the proportions of functions that followed ok in face-to-face decision-making interactions from the previous study and the proportions in the computer-mediated interactions of the present study.   Utterances were associated with one category in each of the three groups in Table 1.  For example, (2b-d) were all coded as “Requests Information” in the “Moves” group, as “No Clear Response Function” in the “Responses” group, and as “Orients Suggestion” in the “Other” group.  In addition to “Orients Suggestion,” orientations in statement form were coded as “Elaborates, Repeats,” a catch-all category for assertions that did not fit into other categories in the “Moves” group.  Consequently, some of the utterances following ok that were coded as Requests Information” and “Elaborates-Repeats” are among the 23% of utterances following ok that orient suggestions.
Table 1:  Proportions of Functions Following ok and Average Proportion per Interaction




         Face-to-Face  (n = 20)

Computer-Mediated









(n = 60)
Function



ok (n=234)          average
ok (n =96)        average
Moves:

Suggests Action

.12
.18
.19
.30


Requests Action

.07
.03
.10
.07
Requests Validation

.03
.04
.02
.02
Requests Information

.09
.06
.20
.12
Elaborates-Repeats

.45
.29
.23
.22
No Clear Move

.24
.40
.28
.25
Responses:

Agrees



.01
.11
.00
.11
Disagrees


.00
.02
.00
.00
Complies with Request

.00
.07
.04
.10
Acknowledges Only

.00
.09
.01
.03
No Clear Response

.99
.72
.95
.75
Other:

Discourse Marker

.23
.12
.23
.05
Explicit Management

.09
.05
.33*
.19*
Orients Suggestion

.23
.07
.23
.10
Personal Info


.02
.03
.00
.01
Jokes, Exaggerates

.01
.01
.00
.00
No Clear Other

.42
.71
.83
.54
*not mutually exclusive with “Orients Suggestion” 

Table 1 shows that the functions of utterances following discourse ok in face-to-face interaction are  very similar to those following ok in computer-mediated interaction.  Excluding the catch-all category “Elaborates, Repeats,” the highest proportions of utterance functions following ok are “Discourse Marker” and “Orients Suggestion,” and these proportions are identical in the two communication environments.  Relatively high proportions of utterances coded as “Suggest Action” also follow ok in both media, and all of these functions occur at the beginnings of decision sequences where ok marks transitions from one decision to the next.  Moreover, the proportions of utterances coded as “Discourse Marker” and “Orients Suggestion” following ok are 2 to 4 times higher than the average proportions of utterances associated with those functions in the interactions as a whole.


Another function that frequently follows ok, especially in the computer-mediated interactions is “Explicit Management.”  This category is associated with meta-pragmatic utterances that manage the interaction by explicitly referring to the interaction, as in (3).
(3) 
a. 
Actually we need to start figuring out who the presenters are too


b.
Let's move on to the opening and performing bands time is short



c.
ok, now we need to decide another band to perform.



d.
how about if you pick two categories and I’ll pick two also making it 



a total of 4.


In the analyses of the face-to-face interactions, “Explicit Management” was included in the “Other” group, but in the analyses of the computer-mediated interactions, “Explicit Management” was a fourth group of categories that included “Decision Management,” as in (3), “Transmission Management,” as in (4), “Repair,” and several other categories.
(4) 
a. 
are you there?






b.
Do you find this computer is slow in sending the messages, 



or are we slow in typing???





c. O.k. but try not to type when I type if you are, cause it messes up my screen for some 


reason.

In the coding scheme used for the face-to-face interactions, an utterance like (3c) that explicitly orients a specific suggestion would be coded only as “Explicit Management,” whereas in the coding scheme used for the computer-mediated interactions, (3c) was coded as “Orients Suggestion” in the “Other” group and “Decision Management” in the “Explicit Management” group.  Another difference between “Explicit Management” in the two conditions is the complexity of the MTV task in the computer-mediated interactions compared to the simpler decision-making tasks in the face-to-face interactions, which required participants to plan events such as getaway weekends and barbecues.  Consequently, the proportions of “Explicit Management” must be compared with caution.  Nevertheless, it is clear that these management functions occur more frequently following discourse ok than they do on average in the interactions in both communication environments.
 
It appears that the only difference between the use of discourse ok in face-to-face interaction and computer-mediated interaction is the fact that ok occurs far less frequently in the latter.  We speculate that discourse ok occurs less frequently in computer-mediated environments because more explicit management strategies are preferred when demands on processing are increased (Condon and ech, 1996, 2001). In both environments, ok occurs at transitions between decision sequences and preceding managing utterances, especially those that manage the decisions.  If the functions “Discourse Marker,” “Explicit Management,” and “Orients Suggestion” are indicative of discourse management, then Table 1 shows that more than half of the utterances following ok in face-to-face interaction are involved in management activities.  Similarly, though we cannot simply sum the three categories from the computer-mediated environments in Table 1 due to the overlap between “Explicit Management” and “Orients Suggestion,” the proportion of these functions following ok is well over half.  These proportions provide additional evidence for the claim that ok is associated with discourse-level activities.

Several properties make discourse ok unique as a lexical marker of common ground that verifies the speaker’s understanding of the current state of the discourse.  First, it does not necessarily participate in the kind of two-part structures that Clark (1996) describes as proposals and uptakes.  When ok marks the transition from one decision sequence to the next, it does not necessarily do so in response to an utterance from the conversational partner, as illustrated in (1j).  Furthermore, ok is not simply demonstrating understanding of a single utterance or turn:  the mutually verifiable state of the discourse that is marked by ok is a larger structure involving a sequence of utterances or turns.  Therefore, discourse ok is a simple, but powerful means for displaying understanding of the common ground established in an entire structure of utterances. 
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