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Abstract

This paper looks into the mechanisms through which learners of English can explore the potential of Small talk as a tool for articulating and validating personal beliefs. It tries to identify universal content categories of small talk and then translate those into key topics to be explored by the learner and illustrated by a personal story or anecdote. Finally it reviews the 5 discourse scenarios and proposes a simplified user friendly model of a Small talk scenario. 
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Introduction

Human language has long been recognized as the ultimate tool capable of constructing meaning of the world and social affiliation that is to guarantee the existence of the community. These basic functions are realized and supported through easily identified generic patterns and shared social practices of speech acts, adopted by the particular community. Research shows that currently “Small talk” is associated with personal success and that accounts for the number of semi-formal Small talk tips publications available on the net. Another domain interested in Small talk appears to be business communication and the more practice-oriented communication skill courses, yet advice is very general, difficult to be trained or set into procedural knowledge. You can find sample starters and closing phrases, a list of topics, yet the learner is to discover that these samples are difficult to pull through while involved in a real life conversation.

What follows after “It is a nice day, isn’t it? Do second language learners know how to continue? Are they comfortable talking about the weather? Is this really what Small talk is about? Are cultures similar or different in the way they structure small talk? These are some of the questions we aim to provide answers to.

Theoretical background
Small talk is a relatively new area to focus on in TEFL but some research has already started, yet it is focused on performance rather than methodology of teaching small talk. One such researcher is Christiane Meierkord who explores Small talk through use of English as a lingua Franca in non-native mixed communities and outlines a few issues that surely need to be addressed if we are to train learners to conduct successful interaction. Non-native interlocutors resort to SAFE topics and treat them superficially dropping up the subject after a few exchanges; they tend to use the same opening formulas for different conversational practices and compensate the verbal deficit with a lot of laugh. Another tendency is the overuse of sentence completion and restatement. Non-back-channeling gambits are realized in a way that significantly differs from native BrE speakers. Such findings only indicate deficit of functional models for training students in speaking skills, or rather, their preference for deploying only those models that they have been trained to in the classroom. Inability to construct generic meaning of the message through drawing on one’s attitudes and values is likely to be substituted by other strategies such as description and paraphrasing that contradict the very nature of conversation as a social phenomenon its pragmatic aspect. 

We believe that a few models validating different theories connected with studies of human conversation come into play. 
First, there is the General Communication Model (Shannon and Weaver’s) According to this model a message which consists of information is communicated. The information gets encoded or transformed in a variety of ways into a signal that is to be decoded by the receiver.
We believe that specific culturally-defined information, perceived as an absolute truth for the individual that articulates his perception of the world, is encoded in a few exchanges that take place during the interaction and that is the basic difference between small talk and other forms of conversation (e.g. a talk initiating action or requesting permission).

Small talk has a special status in human speech since this is the most economical way of affiliating individuals through a basic pattern of a speech act. So it is justified to claim that messages should reflect partners’ personal perception of the world along universal categories of the life of the individuals. It is only natural to transform such interactions in a kind of ritual, since these issues are the mechanisms for procreating our society through creating shared cultural knowledge and common ground. Relating the message to universal categories also provides the speaker with the comfort area in undertaking the risky business of talking with strangers. Furthermore, it is the individual that through his authorship and personal experience relates the particular message to other cultural phenomena and encodes it in the message.
Here we touch on another theory, namely the Cognitive psychology model of conversation that can provide insight on how people construct meanings from the interaction. The essence of the cognitive model is that thinking (cognition) consists of the processing of a stimulus by mental processes acting on mental representations such that the mental representations are transformed (changed) in some principled, orderly and lawful way. We don’t expect the person to change his opinion but rather to enrich his mental representation of the world through adding a different prospective and through adding information of common ground. Since experience is an interpretation based on our unique mental representations and mental processes, no two people ever have the identical experience. We see the world subjectively and this creates natural incentive to get involved in interaction. The cognitive perspective also predicts that there will be a great deal of overlap in the interpretations of people who are exposed to the same stimulus. Our biological structure  could account for this  our sensory-perceptual systems are identical for all intents and purposes.Another important claim is that people from the same culture speaking the same language are likely to have developed similar types of mental representations and mental processes.
 The two theories presented so far can help us identify content areas for small talk conversation; there is still the question of structuring the chunks of the message and the whole small talk as a ritual. The Contribution theory which underlies our classroom practice and  leads to identifying a set of winning formulas for students and teachers will try  to explain the mechanisms of the utterance construction.In 1989 Clark and Schaefer introduced the idea of the Contribution Theory which claims that any utterance by a speaker in a two-party conversation is simultaneously a presentation by an individual and the start of a contribution at the level of the collective action, and should be modelled accordingly. Every contribution requires acknowledgement on behalf of the interlocutor. In case it is granted and expanded in an adequate way, the contribution can be presumed to be a success. The ability of the partner to minimize the processing effort requires as much coordination between both parties as dancing   or making music together. 
This basic set up allows for all sorts of variations in the nature of the material to be discussed: maps, missing cells in a spreadsheet, actions, stories, objects with common lexicalized labels vs. difficult to describe objects), the set of alternative objects the matcher must choose from (or what Olson [1970] called the referent array). Another fundamental finding is that speakers produce chunks that appear to be tailored to particular addressees. These chunks may be based on speakers’ prior beliefs about the addressee or on judgments about the addressee’s needs in the current situation (see Krauss & Fussell, 1996, for discussion). Findings also   show that in interactive discourse speakers often make choices that benefit listeners. Contributions are realized through assumptions about what is mutually known based on three main kinds of information: physical copresence, linguistic copresence, and community co-membership. Assumptions about community co-membership are important since they provide a corpus of information for the speakers and listeners to operate with. Interlocutors can resort to mutually known various facts, beliefs and assumptions that are shared within the many communities to which they belong. At the most generic end of the spectrum, two adults who are both native English speakers can assume that a great number of words and constructions is intelligible to each other. And at the more particular end of the spectrum, two people who have lived together for years can assume that their particular shared vacations, meals, disagreements, and private jokes are mutually known and can be referred to. 
In between, the many other sorts of groups that people can belong to, by choice or not - family, profession, gender, age group, cities, nations, religions, ethnicities - can provide further bases for assuming community based mutual knowledge. So it is natural to claim that contribution is realized through identifying common ground with a partner, which respectively requires a mental representation of the partner, however this is not always the case since some construction can be based on purely egocentric reasons (Cf.  Horton & Keysar, 1996, p. 91).
Results and discussion:

Authors across scientific fields distinguish five types of communication scenarios which speakers resort to. We have decided to examine those  in relation to  the construction of the  Small talk discourse  We argued that  teaching English through  culture focused activities ( see the book By Jill Johnson) could yield a reliable source to constructing a multi exchange  talk between the learners, however it turned out that input –output scenario works best. Second comes the Conceptual Pact scenario for adult learners, Generic assumption scenario works best for students, since they share a lot of common ground. Learners tend to avoid the egocentric scenario.
The five types of small talk scenario are as follows:
1. Generic Assumptions Scenario
According to Clark and Marshall (1981), the level of detail of the information that comes into play depends on how much speakers and listeners know about each other.When strangers meet, they can make only Generic assumptions about the communities to which each other belongs, based on appearance and the situations they happen to be in). When strangers meet, their introductions  allow us  determine some basic facts about each other that help narrow down the communities to which they belong: where they are from, their professions, their interests. The longer people know each other, the more information they have to draw on about which communities they do share and don’t share, and this allows them to produce and interpret utterances appropriately.
2. Output–Input Coordination Scenario
Garrod and Anderson (1987) claim that speakers and listeners in conversation apply an output–input coordination model. The speaker takes the lead role with the addressee as follower (see also Sperber & Wilson, 1986). Output–input coordination is an extremely local and literal form of coordination.Output is based on the most recent input
3. The Conceptual Pacts Scenario.

 Brennan and Clark’s (1996) apply  The  conceptual pacts model to conversation e.g. focusing on temporary, flexible agreements by partners to conceptualize an object in the same way. In this case a speaker’s initial referring expression represents a proposal for a perspective on an object, which the addressee then ratifies or revises. The initial referring expression may be marked as a proposal via hedges (e.g., “a  national pie, kind of sweet”), which drop out on rereferring.Two partners mark having reached a conceptual pact by reusing the same or similar expressions. This view differs from output– input coordination in that a conceptual pact is not local; the more well established a pact is between two people the more often they have used it to refer to an object according Brennan and Clark’s experiments), the more likely it is to persist. Unlike Clark and Marshall’s view, a conceptual pact need not be based on a model of a partner’s knowledge, but may be shaped and maintained by the partner’s feedback (Brown and Dell, 1987)
4. Egocentric unrestricted search scenario with perspective adjustment

A perspective adjustment theory also called monitoring and adjustment 

 This theory argues that initial processing of information is always egocentric, and “common ground… only plays a role in monitoring” (Horton & Keysar, 1996, p. 91). Speakers and addressees often make the appropriate adaptations to each other only as a repair when they notice breakdown. Cases of addressee first interpreting utterances from their own perspective and only later ajust their interpretations to match what speakers might have intended from their (speakers’) perspectives also come into this group.
5. Initial design scenario
Horton and Keysar (1996) claim that interpretation is restricted to only the information that is in common ground. Applied to small talk this means that only phenomena around common both speakers can be explored in the speech act, with no before and no after.
Once these scenarios have been applied, a new mental representation is  created  in the case of small talk   e.g. Affiliation of the individuals as group member through speech acts on the one hand, on the other the social practice of interaction is being given a meaningful representation in the mind of the individual involved in the interaction. This dual relation is what   accounts for the importance of Small talk and its transformation into a RITUAL. Small talk also possess characteristics that link it with higher order  phenomena, it can be referred and interpreted  to as a  metasocial commentary about action, the person, social relations, feeling, and dwelling in place. As Michael Moerman (1988) wrote, “In every moment of talk, people are experiencing and producing their cultures, their roles, their personalities”. Hence the following question arises:

Is Small talk the same for the Brit and for the Speaker of English from the Balkans
We argue that in terms of generic concepts such as (emotions/states (neuro-specific), adaptability to changes (species relevant), compliance/refusal of moral, ethical values (social)) the mechanisms that generate need for communication are essentially the same, only the encoding is different and the ritual opening and closing phrases can vary to match the concept of civility that a particular culture is to guard and transmit to the future generation.
Just a few examples of misperception of  British coded language due to different cultural sets of values as perceived by a speaker of Bulgarian language ( British Business Culture, PPP by Michael Gates; Book of Common Phrases by Betty Kirkpatrik)
  
	A Brit says 
	Brit means
	BG speaker means 

	It has lots of future potential.
	It’s failed.
	I am a genius!

	He works intuitively
	He’s completely disorganised.
	Intuition has always been his greatest asset.

	Hm….interesting idea
	What a stupid idea
	He finds my idea intriguing.

	It is too bad you have to leave 
	I’m sorry that you have to leave but I understand you
	It is a pity/shame that you have to leave

	I have got it bad.
	I am deeply in love with sb
	I was unluncky/ framed/cheated.

	It was a good job that I took an umbrella
	It  was a fortunate state of affairs
	What a smart guy I was to take an umbrella

	You could say that
	I wouldn’t
	It is acceptable to say that or Your position allows  you to say that

	To strike a balance 
	To reach an acceptable compromise
	Our powers are equal


However, this constraint can be easily overcome as long as we approach the Small talk genre of conversation as a basic personal right to articulate one’s own understanding of the world in line with a specific culture. Then the speaker has to engage all his personal resources (perception, thinking abilities, vocabulary resources) to set into language means things that he takes for granted (every minor ritual and deeply implanted beliefs that influence and define our social and respectively verbal behaviour that every textbook fails to recognize)that govern the speaker’s world.
Small talk and the resources of the person

Articulated values of the individual in terms of good - bad, right - wrong, beautiful - ugly are the triggers that can lead you to real meaningful, engaging and successful communication, or discover those things that relate you to the world of “the other” who is supposed to be willing to share common ground with you. Identification and marking of the personal space with opinions, filling it with stories and reflection about events here and there, aided by discovering something beautiful right here, right now is the perfect recipe for a successful Small Talk.

 Strategies to aid a successful small talk interaction

Content related

Talk about Small things but Talk Big

Applying (I-We-US) platform in constructing the utterance guarantees communication that can result in affiliation as long as it is exploits culture (meaning My personal /Your /Our Culture). It is our claim that speech acts should be based on exchange of meaningful information between partners that can be derived from our personal perception of the world along universal categories of the life of the individual his

· emotional   states (happiness vs. distress)

· adaptability to changes (time, surroundings-city, weather)

· compliance with /rejection  of a set of moral, ethical, social issues ( fair vs. unfair, female vs. male role models vs. success)

· aesthetic issues (harmony, order, beauty)

· family and social ties(role models, responsibilities, special events)

It is only natural to transform such interactions into a kind of ritual, since these issues are the mechanisms for procreating our society through creating shared cultural knowledge and common ground. Furthermore these concepts provide the speaker with the comfort area in undertaking the risky business of talking with strangers since the listener will be familiar with this basic set of concepts and willing to contribute
Structure and strategy based

1. Think visual. (Space arrangement of information allows for extension, asks for clarification.)

2.  Think in dichotomies. (Choose a subject that can be elaborated and contrasted from the speakers’ cultural, social, educational etc. profile.)
3. Use appropriate language (Language that allows for further contribution on behalf of the partner). Provide a HOOK.
Performance based

1. Experiment. Identify your comfort areas, or strengths on a topic.
2. Experiment with taboo topics. Think of alternative ways to refer to the problem

3. Transform negative notions into positive messages (The neighbourhood is so ugly, we do need a change →We deserve a better place to live. I am sure we can change the area)

4. Think of a personal story /anecdote to illustrate your perception of the world. Practice telling it. 

5. Be short!

6. Provide floor for your partner.
Function   based

Reflect→ Invite→ Ask for action→ Opening/closing formulas
Models and Mechanisms of the Speech Act 

Garrod and Pickering argue that conversation is pertinent to human beings as we are designed to apply interactive information processing mechanisms that eventually bring about alignment of linguistic representations in the participants of the speech act .This alignment takes place at the level of space, situation, but it does affect the choice of linguistic means one is to resort to if he is to complete successfully the interaction. Alignment process is complicated yet it is possible because speech act partners work together toward establishing a joint understanding of what they are talking about. Having a common goal aids the process of “opportunistic planning” because it makes your partner’s contributions more predictable.  However, having a common goal does not in itself solve many of the problems of structuring the one’s utterances.  

So what is Interactive alignment? It is the mechanism that ensures that partners operate on common representations and guarantees that in speaking the partner generates his utterance on the basis of what he has just heard from the other and can leave out redundant information without the risk of misunderstanding. Similarly in listening, aligned representations at the levels of the situation model, semantic interpretation, and syntactic form enable the listener to fill in the gaps at these levels. This model explains the basics of the interaction pattern, and points to the two specific characteristics of the alignment. It is post-conscious it cannot take place unless there is some stimulus, it is also conditional, i.e. it can be inhibited if it contradicts current goals and purposes or promoted when it supports these goals.

If we try to construct our scenario of a Small Talk dialogue we will see the exemplification of the model above. The question here is how to build on this mechanism in order to initiate a set of interaction by both interlocutors.
The Skeleton of the discourse

Basic Types of discourse

Step 1

Observe → Name it. → Invite → Listen
Step 2

Join in. →Contribute. → Name the feeling. (+)→ Generalize (Time or Region).

Step 3 

Use filler→ Expand.
Step  4

Relate to step 3→ Look for, identify and name it. (This will inevitably trigger a small question–answer sparring exchange).
Step 5

Summarize by stressing the common ground

Step 6 

End up with a formulaic expression-qualify the experience /acknowledge the merits of the partner.
So it is all about the shared responsibility of contribution and the Talk is only the platform through which we articulate our observations, reflections, deepest beliefs.  We do not judge the validity of the observation because we expect to be treated the same way, we just articulate the norms that govern our world, even in a distressing  situation (i.e. a bus is running late )we still  look together for solutions to make our world a better place to live.

Taboo topics 
Another issue are the so called taboo topics. Councillors advise to avoid certain topics such as financial situation, politics, personal problems, gossip about people, but we believe that it all depends on the way we structure our thoughts and how we feel about the issue, so it is a matter of practice, rhetoric or the personal affective factor rather than the topic itself. Some examples of taboo topics could be: age, e.g. "How old are you?"; appearance or weight, e.g. "You seem to have put on some weight"; offensive jokes (e.g. sexist or racist jokes); money, e.g. "How much do you earn?; sex (some people have strong religious views about this, or are embarrassed by the subject); previous or current relationships, e.g. " Are you married?"; religion, e.g. "Do you believe in God?"; etc.)

It will not be farfetched to claim that real world is built upon the language habits of the group, so we hear and see and interpret experiences as we do because of the language habits of our community that predispose certain choices of interpretation. This is one of the major functions of the small talk: to affiliate the people, to relate them by stressing similarities and positive experiences on the hand and to prolong and foster current attitudes of the social group, which is why Small talk can be discussed in terms of culture and can be qualified as an Arte fact of civilized society. A cultural phenomenon that can be studied only through the tools applied to culture as a truly semiotic fact.

Small talk schemata in L1 vs L2

One may argue that the presented skeleton holds true for Small Talk in L1, since in those situations speakers are more concerned with the meaning while L2 speakers are primarily concerned with discerning the meaning of the elements of the sentence, so actually they will never be able to discern meaning different from the basic one, unless trained appropriately. Linguists claim that this is due to the incomplete information of the lexical item that we acquire as learners of a foreign language, lack of info about metaphors and the scope of the item in the semantic field with other similar items.

This is clearly not the case when interaction is realized through validation of personal truths and projection of the people’s expectation in terms of the situation and possible agenda to be generated. The latter holds true for interactions incorporating rituals expected to generate new meanings (e.g. small talk intended to present the Self through reference to a specific experience or a story that is to serve as an illustration of the message). In such cases agents of the interaction are more likely to be engaged in the particulars of the situation and to be experiencing problems with the sentence structure, choice of specific vocabulary items rather than the interpretation of the message itself. The same holds true for the listeners of the stories. By the very virtue of what is to follow (e.g. that reminds me of an incident….) and by activating the specific schemata of the story pattern they provide floor for the speaker eager to find out what the message of the story is, what basic belief does the story illustrate. However, this can turn into a great torture for the listeners, as long as the speaker is not trained or proficient enough to tell stories.       

   Our definition of small talk

It’s all about:

· strategy and win –win situation 

· hidden messages not about formulas

· dealing on the spot with the resources we have

· the language that we use and the notions we operate and think with…it is all about culture

· emotions and the status that we attribute to the person we are talking with /being in the same pot/ 
Culture in its personal and social material manifestation is a valuable asset that is yet to be explored in teaching Small talk to foreign learners. It does possess great potential to draw on the emotions and conviction of an individual and is to be easily verbalized through the medium of English. But most importantly it can produce a reliable means of scaffolding conversation and transferring it into a real meaningful speech act in which both partners share the responsibility for their contribution and for the language that is to serve as a productive platform for adding meaning to the interaction. In this respect Small talk can serve as a great tool since it fosters lifelong social skills through exploring a number of real situations. It trains learners to vary different scenarios patterns that will be manifested in great confidence and fluency in English in the long run. Small talk is not a trade mark of UK, it is an essential skill that makes the world go round and allows us to become authors, through completing a journey to our in-depth feelings and beliefs.
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