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Elucidated in this study were the positions in a turn and the sequential placement of epistemic
stance formulaic utterances such as "l don"t know" as jointly constructed by Japanese university
English language learners during peer discussions. This aids our knowledge of how languages can be
taught.

This research project examined the means by which Japanese university
language learners, operating within a task-based language learning approach, utilized formulaic
utterances that indexed their epistemic stance during peer small-group discussions. Formulaic speech

has long been a focus in second language acquisition as production and comprehension of a formula
requires less processing effort and, therefore, allows for greater fluency. Therefore, we examined,
through a database of over 240 hours of video-recorded classroom interaction, how learners actually
utilized formulaic utterances to express their ideas and achieve communication in language learning
tasks. This was accomplished by focusing on learner discussions from a conversation analytic
perspective, examining the structure of the formulas produced in both their full and reduced forms,
locating their positions in both turns and sequences as they were produced, and analyzing the
deployment of markers of epistemic stance.
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Background to Research Project

Researchers, depending on their approach, have employed a number of terms for formulaic
utterances: lexical phrases (Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992), formulaic sequences (Schmitt, 2004)
formulaic language (Wood, 2011, 2016; Wray, 2013), chunking (Ellis, 1996), and lexicalized
sentence stems (Pawley & Syder, 1983). These are stretches of language that have become routinized
and grammaticized and are deployed for pragmatic purposes. They have long been of interest to
researchers in language teaching, second language acquisition, and other areas of applied linguistics
as formulas may be learned whole, analyzed for their grammatical structures (thus learning occurs),
and then deployed swiftly to speed fluency as they are produced and comprehended as individual
units. Therefore, maintained in the field of applied linguisticsis a strand of research analyzing
formulaic speech, but usually within a psycholinguistic, experimental research domain that misses
much of how formulas in language are actually produced and understood by learners themselves

during natural, non-experimental, interaction.

Purpose of Research Project

This study examined the production and comprehension of formulaic utterances, specifically
epistemic stance markers, as they were utilized by second language |earners within a task-based
methodological approach (Long, 2014; Robinson, 2011). In task-based language learning, the
primary focusis on pragmatic meaning (a major purpose for formulaic utterances), there is some sort
of "gap" (for example, areasoning gap activity will be used in this study), the participants choose the
linguistic resources they use to conduct the task, and there are clearly defined communicative
outcomes (Ellis, 2003). Because it focuses on meaningful language—Ianguage chosen by
the interactants themselves (Hellermann & Pekarak Doehler, 2010)—the context of
task-based language learning is a primary site for analysis of language use. Moreover, it
isan essential site for empirical collection of data on deployment of formulaic
utterances. Accordingly, as formulaic speech is highly pragmatic, its use and acquisition
should be studied in its natural environment of actual use.

Research Methods

This study employed the research method of conversation analysis (CA) (e.g.,
Schegloff, 2007), which looks at how interactants (in this case second language learners
(Hellermann, 2015)) understand each other in and through interaction by examining
turn design and sequence organization. Therefore, the employment of aformulaic
utterance, whether it is fabricated in full or reduced form, its placement within aturn or
its use as acomplete turn itself, where it falls contingently in the course of
corresponding turns, and how it is responded to by recipientsis of central concern to
researchersin CA because the actions and functions of the formula change depending



on the position in and design of aturn. Consequently, researchersin CA areinterested in
analyzing the set phrases known as formulaic utterances. One approach to anaysis has
been to see how formulaic utterances relate to the perspective interactants take as to
their claims to knowledge on a specific piece of information, or their epistemic stance.
Interactants argument positions are often indexed with epistemic stance markers like |
don't know (Beach & Metzger, 1997) and | think (Kérkkéinen, 2003), the main interest
of this research project. The data for this project was comprised of 240 hours of video-
recorded L2 classroom interaction collected during small-group discussions in English
language classes in a Japanese university. The discussion tasks occurred as a part of the
curriculum design for the class in which the data were collected. The discussion groups
were made up of three to five students at an upper-intermediate level of English
proficiency. The students carried out six discussions. The discussions were carried out
in the target language, English, but at times the participants switched to their common
L1, Japanese. All participants signed consent forms after afull explanation of the
general. They were assured of anonymity. All ethical considerations were undertaken
according to standard research guidelines. Collected data were transcribed by both
researchers using the conventions commonly used in CA studies (Atkinson & Heritage,
1984). The transcripts were reviewed, adjusted, and verified. Observing both transcripts
and original recordings, the two researchers anayzed the data.

Research Results

During thisinitial stage of the research project, our attention came to rest on the
common formulaic phrase of epistemic stance | don't know (IDK) as it appeared without
complement and was utilized and functioned as a pragmatic marker. This contrasts with
its literal function of noting actual lack of knowledge. All cases of IDK and wakannai
examined in this research project occurred in first position turns during production of
opinion sequences. Analysis reveaed that during a single discussion session,
participants deployed IDK and wakannai to perform differential actions.
Overwhelmingly, in the data used for this project, IDK was marshaled by the
discussants to manage epistemic stance, while wakannai was built for publicly asserting
instances of insufficient knowledge. Another formulaic phrase that came to the fore
during our analysis was How about. We examined how it marks changes in speaker and
topic. Analysis revealed various positions and actions of how about~ as it occurred
during peer discussions by the Japanese learners of English. Emerging from analysis
was afocus on how these learners deployed this formulaic utterance to achieve
differential actions within sequences of interaction. We found that participants used how
about~ for (a) explicitly selecting next speaker, (b) shifting topics, (c) proposing a
solution, and (d) suggesting alternative procedures. Although the formula was utilized to
perform the four different actions listed above, consistent throughout all instances was



the disclosure of learner orientation to the progressivity of the task. The findings
highlight how language learners deploy this formulaic utterance in discussion tasks
designed for language learning and demonstrates the pragmatic functions of this phrase.
The results of this research project have led us to notice how formulaic utterances are
coordinated with reference to the language learning materials utilized in the discussion
tasks. We are therefore pursuing this line of research in our upcoming project.
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