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Abstract

This exploratory study investigates topic management in learners of Thai as a
foreign language at a public university in Singapore. A pair-based role-play task was
employed to engage the student participants, from beginners, pre-intermediate and
intermediate proficiency levels in discussion, with a particular focus on topic continuity. It
is believed that role-play tasks can help develop interpersonal skills in learners (Ramana
& Parvathi, 2012), as well as providing an insightful tool to measure learners’ interactional
competence. The findings suggest that the learners from different proficiency levels
demonstrated a range of interactional competencies in the area of topic continuity. The
beginners fulfilled the task requirements with some linguistic errors in utterance, while the
pre-intermediate learners appeared to demonstrate more linguistic competence than the
beginners, but failed to develop the topic to fulfil the task requirements. In the
intermediate learners, the two pairs of students produced contradictory results in that one
pair was the most pragmatically competent in topic maintenance, while the other

showcased the weakest management of topic continuity.

1. Introduction and Literature review
1.1 Interactional Competence and Language Proficiency

In the same vein of research on interactional competence and language proficiency
is Galaczi’s (2014) study on learners’ interactional management in paired speaking tests.
Based on Cambridge English speaking tests, candidates were categorized according to four
bands of language proficiencies, with twelve pairs in each band of varying socioeconomic

backgrounds. Each pair was given multiple tasks with an examiner/interviewer, although
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the interactions were not controlled by the examiner. Their results showed a direct
correlation between the development of IC and general language; more proficient
language users showed higher efficiency as speakers and listeners and therefore
demonstrate a higher level of IC. However, their study called for a broader scope of IC to
be considered, such as between-turn topic development, which is an aspect of topic-
continuity which this study seeks to investigate.

1.2 Discourse Approach to Topic Continuity

The notion of topic at the macro level of discourse, otherwise known as discourse
topic, will in this paper follow the definition by Todd (2011), which is the “topics of
ideationally coherent stretches of discourse ranging from a single sentence to a couple of
paragraphs.” In order to investigate topic continuity, it will be useful to understand
discourse topic analysis of which there are several popular methods worth mentioning,
including the theme-rheme analysis (Connor, 1996), given-new progression (Chafe & Li,
1976) and lexical analysis (Hoey, 1991).

In the theme-rheme analysis, sentence-level topics are analysed in a topic-
comment approach. Namely, the theme is what the sentence is about, and the rheme is
what is being said about the theme (Connor, 1996). Identifying themes and rhemes in
sentences will allow one to analyze how the subsequent sentences are associated with
one another. When observing topic continuity, a theme-rheme progression can be
distinguished, where succeeding sentences have the same theme. If no progression is
observed, one can observe a coherence break (Wikborg, 1990), that showcases a change
in topic and marks topic discontinuity. Themes can therefore be separated according to
coherence breaks, which allows for one to identify the topic in the discourse.

Secondly, in the given-new progression analysis, sentence-level topics are observed
as both psychological and linguistic. According to Chafe (1976), given information refers to
the information in the consciousness of the recipient, whilst new information is the
information that is being introduced into the recipient’s consciousness. Although
consciousness is difficult to quantify, aspects of given information can be characterised by
ellipted material, pronominalized material, and noun phrases with definite articles.
Identifying given and new information allows one to discern given-new progression, which

similar to the theme-rheme analysis, is bounded by given-new coherence breaks. These
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breaks are indicated by given information, which therefore act as markers of topic-
discontinuity.

Thirdly, in lexical analysis, networks of lexical items in a discourse are examined to
identify a topic. This is achieved by observing the recurrences of lexical items across
sentences, such as repetitions or paraphrases of lexical items (Hoey, 1991). These
recurrences act as cohesive links between sentences, and when sentences have a number
of links above a certain predetermined level, they become bonded sentences. Bonded
sentences are important since they are often markers of topic-opening sentences, with no
preceding bonded sentences (and the opposite works for topic-closing sentences). With
this analysis, boundaries between topics can be identified according to the weightage of
lexical items of sentences in a discourse.

With these three broad analyses of topics in mind, discerning what a topic is
according to these approaches will make more sense in the following literature that looks
at specific measures of analysing topic continuity in discourse.

In Mentis’ (1994) approach to topic maintenance in discourse, it is argued that the
discourse topic must be both locally and globally coherent. Local coherence refers to the
logical relations between two consecutive propositional utterances, whilst global
coherence refers to the overall semantic connectedness of discourse and the relevance
of each utterance to the topic under discussion. These cohesive links can be analysed via
5 major parameters:

1) Length of the topic/sub-topic sequence (topic length)

2) Topic-maintaining utterances that contribute novel information

3) Topic-maintaining utterances that do not add information to the ideational
development of the topics

4) Side sequence utterances

5) Problematic utterances

Whilst the first parameter of topic length showcases the development of the topic,
the second parameter is an indicator of which speaker actively contributes to topic
maintenance. This is insightful as it showcases which speaker is responsible for topic
development. The third parameter accounts for repetition and back-channel responses
which as mentioned earlier by Hoey, (1991) is one method of discerning topic in discourse.

Lastly, the final two parameters of analysis of side sequences and problematic utterances
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act as an indication of ambiguity, dissociations and incompleteness of topics. These can
also be seen as coherence breaks (Wikborg, 1990), which as used in given-new information
and lexical analysis, act as markers of topic change and the discontinuity of a topic.

In other works of measuring topic continuity in discourse is Givon (1983), who sees
topicality as a “non-discrete entity” or a “multi-point scale which has a functional
dimension in discourse” (Givon 1983 in Roth-Johnson, 1993, pp. 45). According to Givon, in
order to maintain cohesiveness of a text, three types of discourse continuity can be
observed. These include (i) thematic continuity, (2) action continuity, and (3)
topics/participants continuity. These discourses can be evaluated according to where the
topic is positioned in the discourse, the distance of the topic from its last appearance, the
thematic paragraph structure, clustering of topic with other potential interfering topics, and

topic persistence in the following discourse. Givon lays out 3 main measurements to

showcase this as in Table 1.

Measure

Explanation

Measures: Numerical Expression

Referential
distance (“look-

back)

Gap between previous
occurrence in the discourse
of a topic and its current

occurrence in a clause

No. of clauses to the left.

Ranges from 1 to 20.

Potential
interference

(ambiguity)

Disruptive effect which other
referents within the
immediately preceding
register may have on topic
availability or identification

within a clause

No. of semantically compatible
referents within 1-5 clauses to the
left with the predicate of the clause
as the topic under consideration.

No interfering referent value = 1, one

referent value =2

Persistence

Topic’s importance in

No. of clauses to the right in which

(“decay”) discourse, gauge of speaker’s | the topic/participant continues as an
topical intent uninterrupted presence as a semantic
argument of the clause.
Ranges from 0 to infinity.
106 MangraiSaan Journal Vol.7 No.2




Table 1: Measures of Topic Continuity, according to Givon’s (1983) framework

In Givon’s analysis, the clause is the simplest processing unit in human discourse
and is therefore used to analyse topic continuity across the three measures. Whilst his
analysis suggests that there is a direct correlation between message and code, Givon
recognizes that “topic markers exist along a complex functional continuum”, and his
analysis is not perfect.

Another aspect of topic continuity in discourse is the use of personal pronouns as
shown in Spanish discourse by Zulaica-Hernandez (2016). By contrasting the use of
personal pronouns with demonstratives, Zulaica-Hernandez’s study showcased how
personal pronouns are preferred as topical antecedents while demonstratives are
preferred as non-topical antecedents. Her study concluded that direct object personal
pronouns act as topic continuity markers in Spanish discourse and contribute to topic
coherence. Conversely, demonstrative noun phrases are markers of (sub)-topic shifts,
namely that of focalising referents, where they reintroduce suspended or declining topics.
2. The Study

This exploratory study aims at investigating topic management in learners of Thai
as a foreign language at a public university in Singapore, with a particular focus on topic
continuity. Twelve students, two pairs for each level of proficiency, from beginners 2 (Thai
2), pre-intermediate (Thai 3) and intermediate (Thai 4) courses were invited to take part in
the role-play. Thai courses are offered as electives to undergraduate and postgraduate
students across the university. Each course contains 52 hours; students are required to
attend two 2-hour lessons weekly, throughout a 13-week semester. The main objectives
of each module are to equip learners with communicative competence and develop their
Thai language skills.

This study makes use of a pair-based role-play task to engage students in
discussion. According to Hu (2015), investigation of interactional competence could be
more readily accessible through role-play tasks than other type of discussion pair work.
Role-play has also been used as a tool to promote interpersonal skills (Ramana & Parvathi,
2012), and is therefore pragmatically insightful to gauge student’s interactional
competence for this study.

Before starting the conversation, each pair of students was given 5 minutes to

prepare the conversation. During this, the students were allowed to ask the researcher
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about some useful vocabulary and expressions which they might need while conducting
the role-play. The audio recording was performed during the actual conversation, which in
fact took place approximately 5 minutes per pair. The researcher then transcribed the

students’ conversations for further discussion.

3. Findings and Discussion
The findings will be discussed according to the analysis of topic maintenance
inclusive of the five parameters as discussed by Mentis (2004). The findings are organized

according to the Thai proficiency levels of the participants.

3.1 Thai 2 Learners

In the general findings of the Thai 2 learners, it appears that all pairs were
interactionally competent in topical maintenance. By aligning themselves to both local
and global coherence, the pairs had minimal problematic utterances and actively sought
to develop the topic through their efforts seen in repetition and back-channelling.

In the first pair, (E) and Tim (T) actively helped one another to maintain the topic
of getting directions to Tim’s house, and can be seen as interactionally compatible with
one another in that one’s linguistic difference was not observed. There was a great use of
repetition by both parties, which act as both monitor sequences and repair sequences
(Morris-Adam’s, 2013) that seek to ensure that referents are in tune with the topic. Both
parties also actively contributed novel information that addressed the main points of the
role play with clear organization of points. Although Tim later had a problematic utterance
where he initiated a question asking where he was, Eddie carried out another repair
sequence, and contributed to topic maintenance. It is therefore observed that both parties
were globally and locally coherent in topic continuity.

E: Hallo aafasu [fi Tim]

E: Hallo, sawatdee” [Brother Tim.J*

T: [aTafnsu] Bauainsensu

T: [Sawatdee.] You have reached, huh?

E: lA¥y noutikudl o fianndl Bishan oy usnalad oy luthuamdils (1.5) Tevenuu oy

Tuduaudsliaiu
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E: Yes. I’'m now at, uh, at Bishan station. Uh, but | don’t know, uh, how to go to your
house. (1.5) Can you tell me, uh, how to get there?

T: a3u li-liwinlsasu e waates Ok.. 8u Eddie 9¥ (3.5) lU n1goon A nou LoauaInay
sniiulusudd Sy Winlusudldudn e Beadne Su asclu aseludiesn dudsu a8
Juhifunds o1 dervn Wuluiadien aviines Weaue Block-Block Adenuasy udren

T: Yes, it’s n-not much. Err, then, err, okay... Mm, you” (3.5) go to Exit A first, err then
you’ll... you’ll see a post office, mm, after you see it, err, turn left, mm, walk straight,
walk straight until, ahh, the petrol station. After r-reaching the petrol station, ahh, turn
right, walk a little bit further and you’ll reach, err, wait a moment... Block-block 443.
Then, ahh...

E: asu

E: Oh | see.

T: faUa29g 181 (1.0) INTIUNNIUY WUz-98 84 Loy aliuy

T: After reaching, erm (1.0), call me, okay? I’ll-I’ll... go down... eh? What is it...

E: oz... T9Asy on... S8y wu oy (1.0) Indfeduanudnuaginsaluman insiedos 81
Wi (1.0) 9r8Am 8y a9 (1.0) 919879 oy Haeds o (1.0) Foves

E: Uh... yes, ahh... In that case, I, uh (1.0), when | am about to reach your house, | will
call you, because you need to, ahh... because (1.0) you need to come (1.0) downstairs,
uh, to help carry, uh (1.0) buy things.

T: [AFU AU ASU]

T: [Oh, sure, sure.]

E: [¥8%78] 91089002 Do U89

E: [H-help...] help to reach, uh, carry... things.

T: ok ASU 19ATU ka7 1R8I T WULASY
T: Okay, sure. Then, call me later, alright?
E: ASU @ldnnAsu

E: Okay. Sawatdee.

Cultural Notes:
"Sawatdee [sawatdi:] is the Thai greeting for “hello” and “goodbye”, usually appended
with “khrub” [k'rap] or “kha” [k"a] at the back as a polite particle as in sawatdeekhrub. *A

younger person usually addresses someone older as “W” or [p":] which means “elder
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sibling” even if they are not related by blood, a kinship feature that is prevalent in many
Asian cultures. In Thai culture, one can refer to oneself or the other person by using the
name or kinship term (e.g. ﬁ) instead of the first person and second person pronouns. It is
similar to how mothers refer to themselves in front of their children as “Mommy” as in
“Stay right here because Mommy will be back soon, okay?”.

In the second pair from Thai 2, it is observed that Jess and Jan are more
collaborative in their topic maintenance as more turns were taken between the two in
topic-continuity. Although their responses were shorter as compared to Eddie and Tim,
topic maintenance was smoother in that directions were still given but in a natural
sequential order that matched the task of the phone call in the role-playing task. Novel
information was equally produced by each party and contributed to topic development.
It is also observed that the usage of both repetitions and back-channels were efforts by
both parties to ensure that the correct referents were produced to ensure they remained
relevant to the topic. This pair faced a similar problem to Eddie and Tim, where one
problematic utterance was faced by Jan who exclaimed “what” that initiated another
repair by Jess, who helped her remain relevant to the topic by explaining her task during
her turn. It is therefore observed that both Jess and Jan sustained topic management
successfully.

JESS: aanny

JESS: Sawatdee.

JAN: aiafry Jess

JAN: Sawatdee, Jess.

JESS: fidudts 18w annil Bishan ud luthunmdsleay

JESS: | have reached, erm, Bishan station. How can | get to your house?

JAN: 19 183 (1.0) Aae va0 iuld (1.0) Wiulunisesn A uaiies Auazisesanii e uly
an1il Aavde Loe auu Bishan 81 @AY UAY

JAN: Oh, erm (1.0), you, err, walk... (1.0) walk to Exit A, then, err, you will reach, err, the
station. Err, not the station, you will reach, err, Bishan Street, ahh, 30.

JESS: 19 flauan

JESS: Yes, yes! |’ve reached.

JAN: Ty ud evidendne

JAN: Okay. Then, uh, turn left.
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JESS: ok A

JESS: Okay.

JAN: W& wdunsaly §d-3-dusn duen

JAN: Then walk straight until the int-int-intersection, intersection.
JESS: 1uud Azl

JESS: | see it, | see it.

JAN: 18 1329 1nn wd B Jess v wddenun

JAN: Oh, that’s very fast! So, erm, you shall, ahh, turn right.
JESS: Ok fiz U7l Giant supermarket Taluumg

JESS. Okay. Walk to Giant supermarket, am | right?

JAN: Toay 18iuuaalalv

JAN: Yes. Oh! You’ve seen it, right?

JESS: 14

JESS: Yes.

JAN: ok 98 Giant supermarket U 18u azudNFL e
JAN: Okay, reaching Giant supermarket, erm, turn left.
JESS: ok A

JESS: Okay.

JAN: udnauiiy Loe Anee A-a-Asosaauanilalye

JAN: Then you’ll see, err, Block, err, f-f~four hundred and forty-three, right?
JESS: 109 Wi 19

JESS: Err, | see it, yes.

JAN: ok Fizudn 1By ThuRdwestuiiin wuiinils

JAN: Okay, then, erm, my house, err, story 7, unit number 1.

JESS: [ok Ag]

JESS: [Okay]

JAN: [WenA]aY 189 L8 what 181180 AdUIa (1.0) 9wan917 198 11989 TInas
JAN: [Then you]’ll, err, err, what... oh! Then, err, | shall, ahh (1.0), shall come, err,
downstairs, downstairs.

JESS: ok fig

JESS: Okay.

JAN: fiduagaieies Hieheglan (0.5) a@@n
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JAN: 1 will help, err, help to carry the plastic bags.
JESS: ok Ay Laaeniu

JESS: Okay. See you.

JAN: wenLaafiu

JAN: See you.

3.2 Thai 3 Learners

The two pairs of the level 3 Thai group were generally competent in ensuring topic
continuity despite the fact that the first pair did not fulfil the task requirements. Compared
to the topic management of the Thai 2 pairs, it would seem that the Thai 3 pairs paled in
comparison.

When observing the same task of getting directions to the other person’s house
which develops into the topic of helping the other to carry groceries, the first pair, Winson
(W) and Jing Hong (J), failed to maintain the topic long enough to initiate the task of helping
with carrying the groceries. The number of turns taken to develop this topic is also
observably shorter than the pairs in Thai 2, which in line with parameter 1 of Mentis’
analysis, reveals a weaker level of topic maintenance. However, the topic was still
developed sufficiently in that both parties contributed novel information and made use of
repetition and back-channels to ensure that the referents remained on topic. There were
no problematic utterances observed, however this must be considered in the failure to
complete the task given.

J: 18 @¥af Winson a3v (0.5) 198 nuundsanifisalniln Bishan waansu

J: Oh! Sawatdee, Winson (0.5)! Err, I... have reached Bishan MRT Station.

W: ASU AnuiL Exit A 84 180 (1.0) 5ol Bishan lnuasy

W: Oh, do you see Exit A of, err (1.0) Bishan station?

J: s9dnAsugAsy (0.5) 18 LAY

J: Wait a moment... (0.5) Oh, | see it!

W: LiukIAnay 188 astllueasu wunsely unssluuaan (0.5) Ades (0.5) U neaneus
ASU ARuiL Pump Shell lyaiasu

W: After seeing it, you shall, err, walk straight, okay? Walk straight, walk straight and
then (0.5)... then... go to the left. Do you see Shell petrol station?

J: ToTiunan
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J: Yes, | see it.

W: iuudinausies lUn1awan wdnf way winfnufiagiiiu (0.5) Supermarket Giant AU
W: After seeing it, you must go to the right, then, hah, then you will see (0.5) Giant
supermarket.

J: WULED Yasensy

J: | see it. Please continue telling me the directions.

W: iiuudagatiunteg (0.5) 188 n1at Supermarket Giant uda [189]

W: After see it, err, my house (0.5), err, in front of Giant supermarket. [Err.]

J: (laf] Toiiiuuan

J: [Yes], yes | see it.

W: féfafu amusers 180 (2.5) Atuitvildldlmau magly (6.0) lWnnsugady

W: In that case, can you wait for me... err... (2.5) on the first floor? | will go... (4.0) ¢o
to bring you up.

J: ANaeATU HUAY 18D FeAMBYUNENATY

J: Sure. I’ll, err, wait for you downstairs.

W: laiadiu YaunnenATy

W: Okay. Thank you very much!

J: WA 190 UATY

J: See you.

W: LaL990AU ATU

W: See you.

In the second pair with the same focus of topic, Wei Qi (W) and Kevin (K) observably
were able to develop the topic competently in that their topic length was observably
longer than Jing Hong’s and Winson’s. The turns were also sequentially organized well to
allow novel information to be produced by both parties that contributed to topic
maintenance. There was also the use of repetitions and back-channels that elicited an
effort in both parties to monitor their speech and ensure that referents made relate to the
topic at hand. A problematic utterance occurred when Kevin chose to close the topic
before the fulfilment of the last task, to which Wei Qi responded with an “Oh no?”,
signalling the need for topic continuity for both parties. It is therefore seen as a

collaboratively competent move in spite of the interruption since the other initiated
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repair/warning ultimately helped Kevin develop the topic enough to complete the task at
hand.

K: 81 sa-waifiefeannil Bishan Tuthuvesnndiliniy muduudn

K: Ahh, I just reached Bishan station. How can | get to your house? I’ve forgotten.

W: okay L8a miouil 61 Aaufes aenly 81 9nnsen A aaatulusudslu

W: Okay. Err, now, um, you must exit, uh, from Exit A. Do you see the post office?

K: 189... uLaA5U

K: Err... | see it.

W nouilige 1Readhe udnmasiuduentdlnuniy

W: Now, err, turn right, then you will see an intersection, right?

K: 18... Anla-Andnlensu

K: Eh... | think yes-I think so.

W: waidulufiduen wiudem LLé”J@m%Lﬁu%u[ﬁwﬁu Shell]

W: Err, walk to the intersection then turn right and you will see Shell [petrol station.]

K: [v0 39] falal glaids

K: [Wait, wait], I’'ve not, I’'ve not reach yet.

w: Ok luiiulsasu (1.5) fsludmioran)

W: Okay, it’s okay. (1.5) Have you [reached or not?]

K: [D9uan faudn]

K: [I’'ve reached, I've reached.]

w: Toransu

W: Okay.

K: [WiuAwenuda

K: [l see the intersection]

W: [udnnazdiu] Ausnuda deaen

W: [Then you’ll see] the intersection and turn right.

K: a5

K: Okay.

W: udnmaiiuduhiusgmadneldluuaiy

W: Then you will see the petrol station on the left, right?

K: 18 lonsu

K: Eh, yes.
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W: 48 hunssly udanmaziiiu 81 supermarket Giant lylvuasy ogniawan
W: Then, walk straight and you will see, ahh, Giant supermarket, right? On the right.
K: 61 14 Tomsu

K: Ah! Yes, yes.

W: 91 nouilnnuiiugniin wed ddau ldluuasy

W: Ahh, now you see, um, Block 443, right?

K: 18 1iu... wesluiiiiuay

K: Eh, see... | don’t see it.

W: agj... agj... M3 supermarket AU

W: It’s... it’s... opposite the supermarket.

K: 81 AU

K: Ah. Okay.

w: Towaasuny 813 Huagan3uRmAeul

W: Okay, I’'ll, um, I’ll pick you up now.

K: 98UAMATY HURIT8Y

K: Thank you. I’'m waiting.

W: oh no

W: Oh no.

K: oh oh oh 14 14 18 ¥ a1 11 919 819 181 81 T e ves TiNuTe

K: Oh, oh, oh, yea, yea. Err, Can. You. Come. Down. Stairs. Err, um, buy. Things. Things.
That | bought.

W: my-Humeuiagy

W: I-I’m coming now.

3.3 Thai 4 Learners

Data drawn from the Thai 4 pairs produced rather conflicting results since the first
pair provided strong topic continuity whilst the second pair of students showed a lack of
competency in topic continuity.

The first pair of Thai 4 involving Yi Xian (Y) and Valerie (V) showed a strong
development of the topic, with one of the longest topic lengths out of all the pairings.
The pair of students also managed to successfully address all components of the task

given. Novel information was also produced equally by both interlocutors and was
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organized in a clearly sequential manner that allowed collaborative topic development.
Whilst repetition and back-channels were used to ensure that referents remained on point
to the topic, they were not repeated as many times as the other pairs of students, which
could perhaps be the result of a stronger linguistic repertoire. A potential interference in
topic continuity was met with a locally coherent reminder by Valerie to Yi Xian which
ensured topic maintenance. This can be observed when Yi Xian directed Valerie to the
seventh floor of her house, forgetting the task of going downstairs to help with carrying the
groceries. Valerie maintained the topic by first asking her what seventh floor meant, and
after an oblivious reply from Yi Xian, Valerie then proceeded to remind Yi Xian to meet
her at the ground floor. This collaborative interchanging between the interlocutors ensured
topic continuity with no problematic utterances and can therefore be analysed as the
strongest management of topic amongst all the pairings.
Y: *phone ringing* @anAz

Y: *ohone ringing* Sawatdee.

[
LY 2

V: 18 aafirzans Yi Xian Adu 81 newilddu 1o fsan1ufl Bishan udh windulsiyin e thu
Anag il

V: Eh? Sawatdee, Ms Yi Xian. |, ahh, now [, err, have reached Bishan station, but | don’t
know, err, how to get to your house.

Y: 99 ﬂmLﬁuwNaaﬂ A uag B Ly

Y: Oh, do you see Exit A and Exit B?

V: B Tudiundn

V: Mm, oh, | see them!

Y: @mv&fm 199 §9NAINNDIN A...

Y: You must, err, exit from Exit A...

V: Ay

V: Okay.

Y: udnafendsidne derdouds

Y.... then you must turn left... turn left.

V: 1ola lols lolalols sesednag

V: Woah, woah woah woah... wait, wait a moment!

Y: 81999

Y: Hahahaha!
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V: 18 91nasouunn wazueaie uzaninunn lolee) ok ok Ay
V: Oh! The weather is so hot, and the mangoes, the mangoes are so heavy! Wow,
wow, okay, okay.

Y: ok ¢ Anagilluy

Y: Okay. Where, where are you?

V: 1 0¢jfl 180 0l Bi- Bishan NPC A

V: Ahh, I'm at, err, I’'m at Bi-Bishan NPC.

Y: lolg Aumee U-turn ug

Y: Woah, you must U-turn!

V: 199!

V: Oh, oh!

Y: A 8 1 (3.0) Pu-Pump thifu (1.0) T Shell Shell

Y: You, uh, do you see (3.0) Shell? Shell petrol st-station.
V: LA

V: | see it, | see it.

Y: Ok Aad 189 Wiull winnaaziu (0.5) 1we HDB a1 (2.0) fin
Y: Okay, you, err, walk and you’ll see (0.5), err, three HDB buildings.
V: 16 LA uuen

V: Oh, | see them, | see them!

Y: 109 Block v0dR@uAD Fa UL

Y: Err, my block is 443, okay?

V: Ay

V: Okay.

Y: udanidies (1.5) Sudstuidn

Y: Then you must (1.5) go up to “storey 7”.

V: udatnezls

V: What does it mean?

Y: ka1 seventh floor

Y: It means “seventh floor”.

V: 1ol Yi Xian AuA3s 08 a9 [ad]

V: Woah, Yi Xian, you should, err, come down, [come down]...

Y: [assulnadlaluy
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Y: [come down to pick] you up, right?
V: 1o

V: Yes.

Y: ok ok u&a Wweneuilnguaz A

© Okay, okay. Then, err, now I’ll go downstairs, okay?
: Aduiiuud evlauds

- I’'ve reached already.

ok ok

* Okay, okay.

11529 1579

" Quickly, quickly.

- ok LA2LADAuY

* Okay, see you.

< X X < << x X < < <

L uanLaefu (1.0) atanay

V: See you. (1.0) Sawatdee.

The second pair for Thai 4 with the same focus of topic, although seemingly having

a long topic length, there had many problematic utterances that disrupted topic
maintenance. The two interlocutors, Jia En (JE) and Nam Cha (NC), seemed to have
differential language proficiencies and did not seem to be collaboratively contributing to
the topic. When Nam Cha mentioned the directions of Bishan Street 30, Jia En seemed
rather confused in her response and did not directly acknowledge the direction in her
response. Moreover, when Nam Cha mentioned that she had reached lJia En’s house, Jia
En continued to give directions to Nam Cha, which was collaboratively not meaningful.
The poor management of topic continuity is further highlighted through the prompts of
the facilitator that reinforce the problematic utterances of the discourse. Whilst novel
information was produced by both parties which helped develop the topic to a certain
extent, they were disorganized and met with disruptions that interfered with topic
continuity.

NC: 188 afafif Jia En 100 thueg-tunnegilvuaz

NC: Err, sawatdee, Jie En. Err, where’s-where is your house?

JE: 109 (6.0)

JE: Err (6.0)
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NC: fiau (1.5) 19® ﬂzﬁaﬁ—saamﬁamﬁ Bishan

NC: 1 (1.5), err, will wait for you at Bishan station.

JE: 91 Aausied 81 8Nty Exit A 81 LAY AU

JE: Ahh, you must, ahh, exit from Exit A, ahh, walk, walk straight...
NC: Bishan Street 30

NC: Bishan 30.

JE: Hmm?

JE: Hmm?

NC: Bishan Street 30

NC: Bishan Street 30.

JE: 9only Bxit A then 81 (2.0) 81 91 &N oy s ntuanfeniunss 1U u fanu oz
AL o2 8y Shell Petrol [91]

JE: Exit from Exit A then, ahh (2.0), mm, ahh, after that, uh, after that you must walk
straight. Until. You, uh, you see, uh, uh, Shell Petrol, [ahh...]

NC: [mz] 1ty Shell Petrol waa [lU]

NC: [Oh, okay]. | see Shell Petrol, and [where]...

JE: [@1]

JE: [Ahh.]

NC: Tuluuazlulnu

NC: ...shall | go?

Ajarn Sasiwimol: You’re on the phone.

Facilitator: You’re on the phone.

NC: but wiu-1iu Shell Petrol uaa % fios doslulvu

NC: But, after se-seeing Shell Petrol, uh, where must... must | go?
JE: P11 Aaulded]

JE: Erm, you [must]...

NC: [aldnun

NC: [Reach] your house?

1%

JE: DY AMADIET LR8IV 1R8IV 81 818 B pgunall

=

1Le® supermarket 81
JE: Mm, you must tun... turn right... turn right. Ahh... ahh, there’s.. mm... there’s a
supermarket in this area. Ahh..

NC: 9gn3aty
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NC: Opposite?
JE: 9¥®1 supermarket 8¢-08n59U13 8¢ block ddanu
JE: Ah!' Ahh... The supermarket i-is opposite, uh, Block 443.

Y a o

NC: larg 183 a1 dAgudstiuaauas 1By Aduainsalum 1B el lvnudieie fe
plastic lalvy

NC: Okay. Erm, if, if | have reached your house, erm, | will call you. Erm, help to, can
| get you to help carry the plastic bags?

JE: 0 leirzen lenas B evanfisudaduas asn 1981e Haema

JE: Oh, sure. Ah, when you, mm, uh, have arrived, I’ll go downstairs to help you.

NC: 81 a¥afie Jia En Adueunds ox Block A3-a1uudd o Jia En 938 @-ia En adundns
eL0efe fo Plastic lab

NC: Ah, hello, Jia En. I, ahh, have arrived at, uh, Block 443. Uh, can you help m- can
you come downstairs, err, to help me c-carry the plastic bags?

JE: Tolpfy 91 dU9Y 89UNT19819

JE: Okay. Ahh, I’ll come downstairs.

NC: L@5auan

NC: It’s finished.

JE: 1@Saudn

JE: It’s finished.

In conclusion, it would appear that the four pairs demonstrated a range of
interactional competencies in terms of topic continuity. Whilst the Thai 2 learners were
seemingly hypothesized as less competent, they produced the most consistent data with
both pairings fulfilling task requirements with minimal problematic utterances. The Thai 3
learners, although linguistically more competent than the Thai 2 counterparts, produced
more problematic utterances and one pair had failed to develop the topic well enough to
fulfil task requirements. Finally, the Thai 4 learners produced contradictory results in that
one pairing was the most pragmatically competent in topic maintenance whilst the other
pairing showcased the weakest management of topic continuity.

These results therefore go against the hypothesis of this study in that the pragmatic
proficiency of L2 learners does not correlate to language proficiency. These results reveal

a more complex system of pragmatics for second language learners that cannot be
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measured against linguistic proficiency, and perhaps entail a greater range of factors such

as positive/negative transfer from L1, motivation of interlocutors etc.

4. Implications on Teaching and Limitations of Study

As seen from the contradictory results which did not align with the hypothesis, it
would be useful to investigate the pragmatic pedagogies taught in second language classes
since it appears to range across the Thai classes at the university. As language proficiency
did not correlate to pragmatic proficiency, it may also be useful to investigate the effects
of L1 to L2 transfer amongst students of stronger pragmatics and those of weaker pragmatic
strategies.

This study is limited in that a small number of pairs from each proficiency level
were investigated and may not give an accurate representation of the pragmatic strategies
of students across the levels. Moreover, the analysis via Mentis’ (1994) approach is
interpretative and could yield differing results based on differing interpretations. It would
therefore be useful to incorporate Givon’s (1983) measures of topic continuity in discourse
to yield a qualitatively stronger argument. In addition, the nature of the task, which was a
role-playing activity, represents a less realistic portrayal of conversations and topic
continuity, and therefore is restricted to the context of second language learning

classrooms.

References

Chafe, W. L., & Li, C. N. (1976). Givenness, Contrastiveness, Definiteness, Subjects, Topics,
and Point of View in Subject and Topic.

Connor, U. (1996). Contrastive rhetoric: Cross-cultural aspects of second language writing.
Cambridge University Press.

Galaczi, E. D. (2014). Interactional competence across proficiency levels: How do learners
manage interaction in paired speaking tests?. Applied Linguistics, 35(5), 553-574.

Givén, T. (1983). Topic continuity in discourse: A quantitative cross-language studly (Vol. 3).
John Benjamins Publishing.

Hoey, M. (1991). Patterns of lexis in text. Oxford University Press.

Hu, J. (2015). Interaction in Assessment-Oriented Role Play: A Conversation Analytic

Approach. Chinese Journal of Applied Linguistics, 38(4), 472-489.

5815595815 UN 7 avduh 2 121



Mentis, M. (1994). Topic management in discourse: Assessment and intervention. Topics in
Language Disorders, 14(3), 29-54.

Morris-Adams, M. (2013). Topic continuity in informal conversations between native
and non-native speakers of English. Multilingua, 32(3), 321-342.

Ramana, K. V., & Parvathi, V. (2012). Interpersonal Skills-A Pragmatic Approach to Promote
Multi-faceted Personality among Engineering Students Employing Role Play as
a Tool-A Report. Language in India, 12(11).

Roth-Johnson, D. (1992). Discourse structure and topic continuity in the oral and written
narratives of native speakers of French. Stanford University.

Todd, R. W. (2011). Analyzing discourse topics and topic keywords. Semiotica, 2011(184),
251-270.

Wikborg, E. (1990). Types of coherence breaks in Swedish student writing: Misleading
paragraph division. Coherence in writing: Research and pedagogical perspectives,
TESOL, Alexandria, VA, 131-148.

Zulaica-Hernandez, I. (2016). Topic-Continuity and Topic-Shift Effects in Spanish Discourse.

International Review of Pragmatics, 8(1), 1-35.

122 MangraiSaan Journal Vol.7 No.2



