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The speech functions of tag questions  
and their properties. A comparison of their 
distribution in COLT and LLC

Ditte Kimps, Kristin Davidse and Bert Cornillie 
KU Leuven

This article proposes a classification of speech functions of variable tag questions 
in British English conversations. Based on intonational, conversational and 
formal criteria the analysis shows that tag questions can not only function as 
questions and statements, but also as responses, commands and offers. A large 
group of tag questions cannot be captured by any of the traditional speech 
functions and are classified instead as Statement-Question blends. The article 
investigates the impact of the LLC and COLT corpora, and features such as 
gender, age and social roles, on the distribution of the different speech functions 
and their properties. The main finding is that all speech functions are present in 
the two different corpora, albeit with differing relative frequencies.

Keywords: tag question, speech function, conversation analysis, intonation, 
polarity

1. Introduction1

An issue central to tag questions (henceforth TQs) is which different speech func-
tions they can realize in dialogue. Basic speech functions are commonly labelled 
by terms such as questions, statements, commands, offers, responses (e.g. Martin 
1992; Halliday & Matthiessen 2004). In English reference grammars (e.g. Quirk 

1. The research reported on in this article would not have been possible without the doctoral 
grant awarded to Ditte Kimps by the FWO-Flanders Research Foundation as part of the research 
project G.0560.11. The research was further supported by GOA-project 12/007, “The multiple 
functional load of grammatical signs”, awarded by the Research Council of the University of 
Leuven. For helpful discussion of issues relevant to this study we are grateful to Hendrik De 
Smet and Wim Van der Elst. Our particular thanks go to the two anonymous referees for their 
helpful and challenging comments.
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et al. 1985; Huddleston & Pullum 2002; Aarts & McMahon 2006) TQs are mainly 
viewed as asking for information (1) or making requests (2). However, in actual 
usage, TQs are also used to give information in the form of statements (3) and 
responses (4). 

 (1) and you ^checked with ‘Mark ‘Timson that he wasn`t \interested# *((^d/
id you#))* (LLC)

 (2) ign\ore the damn thing will you# (COLT)
 (3) ^well in ‘fact I !((never)) !!w\ork with them# ^d\o ‘I# (LLC)
 (4) A: *is ^that* what ‘happened at :C\ambridge# – -
  B: I ^think that ‘got ‘thrown \out# ^d/idn`t it# (LLC)2

This has received insufficient attention in the literature, because, as noted by 
Axelsson (2011: 137), TQs “have often been described as typically asking for con-
firmation or verification (e.g. in Quirk et al. 1985: 811), i.e. as response-eliciting”. 

In this article, we will show on the basis of corpus study that TQs in spontane-
ous dialogue can realize all primary speech functions. We will correlate each 
speech function type with the most prominent formal and semantic-pragmatic 
features of the TQs that realize it. We will also examine the relative frequencies of 
the various speech functions and their properties in our dataset. In fact, no com-
prehensive qualitative and quantitative analysis has been carried out yet of the 
speech functions of English TQs in spontaneous dialogue data. As intonation is 
invoked in every discussion of the basic speech acts expressed by TQs, it seemed 
important to us to incorporate systematic prosodic information in our descrip-
tion. This is why we investigated the speech functions of TQs in the prosodically 
annotated dialogues of the London-Lund Corpus of Spoken English (LLC) and 
Bergen Corpus of London Teenage Language (COLT).3 

In Section 2.1, we will first set out the specific criteria on which our speech 
function typology is based, subdividing the criteria into formal, prosodic and con-
versational properties. We will also indicate the relative frequencies of these crite-
ria in the collection of combined LLC and COLT data. In Section 2.2, we will then 

2. The examples marked with (COLT) are from the Bergen Corpus of London Teenage Lan-
guage and those followed by (LLC) from the London-Lund Corpus. The data from COLT and 
LLC were taken from the ICAME CD-ROM. The prosodic marking in LLC includes the follow-
ing symbols: / rise; \ fall; /\ rise-fall; \/ fall-rise; – level; # end of tone unit; ^ silent onset; . brief 
pause; – unit pause of one stress unit; ‘ normal stress; “ heavy stress; : higher pitch level than 
preceding syllable; ! booster higher than preceding pitch prominent syllable; [ ] partial words or 
phonetic symbols; {} subordinate tone unit; * simultaneous talk; (( )) incomprehensible words; 
VAR various speakers; [@:] transcription of hesitation ‘uh’. COLT’s more restricted additional 
marking includes: . . . (3) long pause of 3 s; [ ] simultaneous talk.
3. We rely on the transcriptions included in the corpora and had no access to the sound files.
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set out our typology of the speech functions of TQs. As we will show, the different 
speech function types can be distinguished from each other on the basis of clusters 
of distinct statistical tendencies: each speech function favours some specific values 
within certain formal and semantic parameters.

The diversity of the LLC and COLT corpora in terms of the temporal prov-
enance and age of their speakers immediately raises questions with regard to 
the generalizability of analytical findings based on them. This is one of the 
main issues that we will tackle in this article. In Section 3 we will compare the 
relative frequencies of the various speech functions of TQs in the two corpora, 
and of their formal and conversational features. We will firstly verify whether 
TQs realize the same speech function types in the two corpora. We will also 
examine whether certain relative frequencies in the combined data that are not 
predicted by for instance Quirk et al.’s (1985) description, such as the rela-
tively low frequency of real question uses and the sizeable portion of state-
ments expecting no response, are caused by the COLT data, in which the 
teenagers might be affecting a distinct speech style. We will, in other words, 
identify the similarities and differences between the analysed data from the 
two corpora to assess if there is enough ground to use our speech function 
categorization for TQs in general. 

The minor statistically significant differences that remain will be looked at in 
Section 4. We will examine if they can be correlated with differences in temporal 
provenance, age and gender of the speakers in the two corpora. An explanatory 
factor of different uses and properties of TQs that has been put forward in the lit-
erature is gender, with women being claimed to use TQs more frequently and with 
more rising tones on tags than men (e.g. Lakoff 1975; Case 1988). On the basis of 
metatextual annotation of the data, including age, gender and social roles, such 
possible sociolinguistic explanations will be considered. 

2. Speech functions and properties of tag questions

The speech function typology we will present in this section builds partly on 
Axelsson’s (2011) typology, which takes Halliday Matthiessen’s (2004) speech 
function analysis as theoretical framework. Like Axelsson (2011), we recognize 
that TQs can realize questions, statements, commands, offers, and, most typically, 
what we refer to as statement-question blends. We also point out that TQs can 
even realize responses to questions or statements, which received little attention 
in the literature so far. This typology is based on a more comprehensive set of 
formal, prosodic and conversational features than has been considered in quali-
tative and quantitative descriptions of TQs up to this point. Section 2.1. sets out 
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these properties and in Section 2.2, we propose our typology of the speech func-
tions of TQs.

2.1 Tag question properties

The speech functions of TQs are assumed to be signalled by the formal properties 
of clause type and modality, and the polarity of anchor and tag, as well as by pro-
sodic properties. The relevant intonation features are: the tone of the tag, the num-
ber of tone units, and the tone patterns across anchor and tag (Bald 1979; Ladd 
1981). On the semantic-pragmatic side, the most relevant conversation features 
are: (i) whether the speech participant uttering the TQ is the primary knower 
(who has the information) or secondary knower (who lacks information) (Labov 
& Fanshel 1977); (ii) whether the TQ is part of an adjacency pair and, if so, which 
part; (iii) position in the turn (Andersen 1998); (iv) presence or absence, and type, 
of response (Axelsson 2011). For all these parameters we discuss the values rele-
vant to the speech functions of TQs, with reference to the relative frequencies of 
the values in the combined dataset visualized in Table 1. 

Table 1. General properties of TQs and their values with relative frequencies  
in LLC-COLT dataset.

Polarity % Tone type % Tone on tag %

Positive-negative 71 Separate tone unit 76 Fall 
Negative-positive 17

No separate tone unit

Post-nuclear  8 24 Rise 

Positive-positive 11 Pre-nuclear  5 Fall-rise 

Negative-negative Compound tone 11 Rise-fall 

Level

No tone*

Position % Response %

Turn-final 70 Response Confirmation 42 62
Turn-medial 30 Disagreement  8

Non-confirmative 12

No Response 32
Uninterpretable  6

*No tone: There is no pitch change on the tag, but there is one on the anchor clause. These are called post-
nuclear tags.



© 2014. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

 The speech functions of tag questions  

2.1.1 Clause type and modality
In reference grammars such as Quirk et al (1985), Huddleston and Pullum (2002), 
and Aarts and McMahon (2006), the illocutionary force of TQs is related to the 
mood and clause type of the anchor, leading to the distinction between declarative, 
imperative and exclamative TQs (Quirk et al 1985: 810–816). We will approach the 
speech functions of TQs in terms of the combination of clause type and modality, 
as did Axelsson (2011). Almost all examples in the COLT and LLC datasets have 
declarative anchors, while only 1% has an imperative anchor. However, commands, 
offers or advice are not only coded by imperative anchors as in (5). The anchor is 
actually more often a declarative as in (6a) and (7). It is thus “the interaction be-
tween mood, clause types and modal verbs” (Verstraete 2001) that is crucial to 
determine the speech function, as first pointed out with regard to TQs by Axelsson 
(2011: 177–200).

 (5) [@:] ^come and ‘sit “:h\/ere ‘will you# (LLC)
 (6) A: and I`ll ^post !\off ‘Rita`s ‘parcel sh/all I# 
  B: [@:] ^y\es# ^c/ould you# (LLC)
 (7) A: You will be c\areful with that#, w\on’t you#
  B: Y-eah# (COLT)

2.1.2 Polarity of anchor and tag
Traditionally two types of polarity patterns in TQs are distinguished: reversed versus 
constant polarity. This leads to a further subdivision into positive-negative, negative-
positive, positive-positive and negative-negative polarity. As shown in Table 1, the 
default polarity pattern found in face-to-face conversations is positive-negative polar-
ity (71%). Negative constant polarity is exceptional, while negative-positive and pos-
itive-positive polarity take up only a small portion of the data, namely 17% and 11%. 

2.1.3 Intonation
The important prosodic distinctions are whether or not the tag has a separate tone 
unit, and what that tone is (Bald 1979; Ladd 1981). The default intonational pattern 
of TQs is a separate tone unit for the anchor and for the tag as in (7). 76% of the 
cases have a separate tone unit on the anchor and the tag, while 24% do not, as in (5). 
The latter is an example of a post-nuclear tag, where there is a pitch change on the 
anchor clause, but not on the tag. With only 8%, these are not frequent. Tag ques-
tions with a pre-nuclear anchor, i.e. only a pitch change on the tag as in (8), are not 
frequent either (5%). In 11% of the corpus examples, the TQ has a compound tone, 
where there is a change of pitch on the anchor and on the tag, but there is no separate 
tone unit. These TQs usually have a fall on the anchor and a rise on the tag as in (9). 
Rises on the tag are not frequent at all. Only 16% of all TQs in our data have a rise. 
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Moreover, these rises usually coincide with one of the tone types that do not have a 
separate tone unit for the anchor and the tag (6, 9). This finding is surprising if we 
confront it with Quirk et al’s (1985) analysis of TQs: they state that the subtype of 
declarative TQs inviting verification, which is not presented as a minor option, typi-
cally has a separate rising tone on the tag. Falls, in fact, are the default tones on the 
tag, predominantly combined with a separate tone unit for each part, e.g. (7).

 (8) he’s hairy \ain’t he# (COLT)
 (9) C: +how long+ do you anticipate staying on this particular thing 

*Frank*
  A: *well* I`m sup^p\/osed to be _doing# a ^Ph!\D you s/ee#
  B: ( – simulated laugh) we ^heard !th\at ten y/ears ago#
  A: ^y\eah# – – ^and the !Ph’D – .
  B: but you ^haven`t got !!t\ime now h/ave you# 
  A: ^y\es# I ^h\ave# . 
  B: *((^h/ave you#))* (LLC)

2.1.4 Conversational features
A first conversational feature that is relevant to identify the speech function of TQs 
is their position in the turn. As observed by Axelsson (2011: 125), “[i]n many de-
scriptions of tag questions, one may get the impression that these are normally 
found at the end of turns, the speaker leaving the floor to another speaker”. This is 
not the case, and it is therefore important to determine whether the TQ is uttered 
at the end of a turn, i.e. is turn-final, or whether it appears in the middle of a turn, 
i.e. turn-medial. Example (9) is a turn-final TQ and (10) is a turn-medial TQ. In 
the case of turn-medial TQs, we further investigate whether the part after the TQ 
is a modification and/or if the TQ is followed by a pause (11). These features might 
indicate that the speaker is giving the floor to a co-participant in the dialogue even 
though turn-medial TQs are considered to be floor-holding devices. The majority 
of the corpus examples (70%) are turn-final and thus turn-yielding.

 (10) you ^don`t* ‘really ‘learn ‘much from !th\at# ^d\o you# you`ve ^got to be 
t\old a’bout# – [@:] ^whether ‘you`re too f/ast# or too **^sl/ow#** 
(LLC)

 (11) so . her ^recollection in De:cember ‘nineteen ‘sixty-f/our# . is ^wr\ong /is 
‘it# – on ^that /aspect# – – (LLC)

To understand whether or not a TQ is conducive to a response and what the orienta-
tion of the TQ is, it is revealing to take a closer look at the responses by the co-par-
ticipants and how these responses are received by the speaker. We learn from Table 
1 that most TQs are conducive to a response (62%), but that, still, a surprisingly high 
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number (32%) is not, as was also noted by Axelsson (2011: 137) and Andersen (1998: 
7). In the case where there is a response, it is a confirmation in 42% of the data as in 
(7). With a frequency as low as 8%, it becomes clear that TQs are not regularly fol-
lowed by a disagreement, as in (9). This is in line with the high number of TQs end-
ing in assertive falls. 12% is followed by an evasive or indecisive answer.

Closely related to the position of the TQ in the turn and the responses it receives, 
there is the issue whether or not the TQ is part of an adjacency pair (Schegloff 1972; 
Levinson 1983; Martin 1992; Ford 1993) and what part of the adjacency pair it is. 
Turn-medial TQs are usually not responded to and in those cases the TQ is not part 
of an adjacency pair (10). The default TQ, however, is a part of an adjacency pair and 
more in particular the first pair part as in (9). It initiates the adjacency pair. A small 
number of TQs is the second part of the adjacency pair. They are responses (12). 

 (12) A: what’s wr\ong with it# 
  B: it’s dead \innit# (COLT)

The last property to consider is the source of knowledge. When the speaker is the 
source of knowledge or the primary knower (Berry 1981) the exchange is an A-event 
(Labov 1972: 301; Labov & Fanshel 1977; see also Heritage 2012). In example (10) 
the speaker is the one who already has the information. B-events, as in (9), by con-
trast, are exchanges initiated by the person seeking the information (Martin 1992). 
In extending the distinction between primary and secondary knowers to utterances 
negotiating desired action, Martin (1992: 48--50) defines the relevant roles associ-
ated with the speakers as the primary actor, the one responsible for actually carrying 
out the action, and the secondary actor, the one involved in deciding on the desir-
ability of the action but not carrying it out. Demanding TQs, such as (5), are thus 
classified as B-events, while offers, such as (6), count as A-events. The speaker proj-
ects that s/he valorizes the other speaker as knower, e.g. (13).

 (13) A: gonna have a good y\ear#. cos I mean we had two cr\ap years hadn’t 
we#, w\ell#. 

  B: two cr\ap years#, diab\olical#. now th\is year might be all r/ight# 
(COLT)

If we put together the relative frequencies for all the features in Table 1, we can 
conclude that the prototypical TQ has a declarative as host clause with a reversed 
positive-negative polarity pattern over the anchor and tag. Each part has a separate 
tone unit and the tone on the tag is a fall. These TQs initiate the adjacency pair 
and, as suggested by their turn-final position, they expect a response. More in 
particular, they expect a confirmation. Having discussed all the properties relevant 
to speech function, we can now turn to using these characteristics as criteria for 
the classification of TQs with regard to their speech functions.
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2.2 Classification of tag question speech functions

As noted in the introduction, TQs are viewed mainly as devices for asking for in-
formation or making requests and offers in reference grammars of English, but in 
actual usage they are also used to give information in the form of statements and 
responses. Moreover, as we will argue, the most typical speech function of TQs 
combines characteristics from statements and questions, and is thus best viewed as 
a statement-question blend. In this section, we will present our typology of the 
speech functions of TQs, which covers all the main uses observed in the data: 
questions, statements, statement-question blends, commands/offers, responses, 
and ambiguous uses. We will typify each speech function expressed by TQs in 
terms of the properties described in Section 2.1. 

As we will show, the different speech function types can be distinguished from 
each other on the basis of clusters of distinct statistical tendencies: each speech 
function favours some specific values within certain formal and semantic param-
eters. Table 2 represents the typical features of each TQ speech function type. 
These specific values were found to be relevant for each speech function because 
they predominate in terms of relative frequencies for the speech function in ques-
tion (Kimps, Davidse & Cornillie 2014).4 The significance of these features was 
also tested by X2-tests, which are reproduced in Appendix 1. 

2.2.1 Question TQs
TQs are used as real questions in only a minority, about one sixth, of cases in our 
data. The crucial semantic-pragmatic characteristic of a question TQ is that the 
speaker is not the primary knower. S/he is truly seeking information that s/he does 
not have. The exchange is therefore a B-event and it is conducive to a response 
which is reflected by the TQ’s turn-final position and the fact that it initiates an 
adjacency pair. TQs expressing a questioning speech function do not necessarily 
expect a confirmation. This is confirmed by a relatively high number of disagree-
ments as responses. The speaker is uncertain about the outcome of the response 
and has no strong expectations. Moreover, question TQs also have distinct formal 
properties.

 (14) A: he ^says the con!traction ‘makes it quite n/ormal# but the ^other d\
oesn`t# – – – 

  B: you`re ^s\ure of that /are you# 
  A: ^y\eah# – ^pretty c\/ertain# – – – be^cause I ‘mean ‘I was ‘I was a!{gr\

eeing} with :what the !t\ext said# (LLC) 

4. The relative frequencies of the values associated with each speech function are discussed in 
detail in Kimps, Davidse & Cornillie (2014).
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Table 2. Main properties of speech function types.5
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AP 1
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tone unit 
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[separate tone 
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depends on 
AP 1

positive-
negative 
polarity

positive-
negative 
polarity

positive-
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polarity

positive-
positive 
polarity

positive-
negative 
polarity

depends on 
AP 1
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e A-events A(B)-events B-events B-events [A-events] AB-events

 (15) A: ^w/ell# you must ^say what you ‘want for a :pr\esent# – – cos ^I I 
^don`t know whether you`re ‘having. I ^don`t suppose you`re ‘hav-
ing a :l\/ist ‘are you# . ^that`s a bit ‘old “!h\at now I *th/ink#* 

  B: *well* we`ve we`ve tried to compile a list for our own purposes 
  A: ^y\/es# 
  B: ((in)) answer to such **questions** (LLC)

5. The properties between square brackets are deemed relevant on the basis of their relative 
frequencies, but the differences are not significant according to the X2-tests (see Appendix 1). 
This is mainly the case for ambiguous TQs, which are very low in frequency
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The intonation of TQs realizing questions is one of their most distinctive features. 
The tag typically has a rise, but mostly as part of a compound tone (14). A smaller 
subset has a post-nuclear tag often continuing the rising contour of the anchor 
(15). The rise on the tag conveys the speaker’s lack of certainty. TQs realizing ques-
tions also have constant (positive-positive) polarity in about half of all examples, 
e.g. (14).

2.2.2 Statement TQs
Almost a fourth of the TQs in our data are statements that are not conducive to a 
response. Statements are A-events: the speaker is the primary knower (16). The 
speaker gives information to the co-participant(s) in the dialogue in an assertive 
way and does not expect a response. Most of these TQs occur in the middle of the 
current speaker’s turn, with that speaker’s own discourse continuing after them, 
and without a noticeable pause or modification. They do not seem to be part of an 
adjacency pair as they do not receive a response in most cases. As indicated in 
Table 2, questions and statements do not share any conversational properties and 
the same is true of their formal properties. Statements are not part of an adjacency 
pair, are turn-medial and are not conducive to a response. Questions, on the other 
hand, are conducive to a response, show up in turn-final position and are clearly 
the first part of the adjacency pair. While questions typically have rises, no sepa-
rate tone units and constant polarity, statements typically carry a fall on the tag, 
which has a separate tone unit, and their preferred polarity pattern is positive-
negative, as in example (16). 

 (16) A: I wouldn’t call him g\enuine# but he’s not two f\aced#,if he doesn’t l\
ike you he t\ells you it# d\oesn’t he# m\ind you# I don’t know# 
(COLT)

2.2.3 Statement-question blend TQs
Almost half of all TQs in our data resist a classification in either the statement or 
question category in that they give information and state a specific proposition, 
but expect a response, as in (17).

 (17) A: and he ^makes this “!!{h\ideous} :g\iggle# ^d\oesn`t he# 
  B: *((^yes he d\oes#))* 
  A: *and he ^speaks* “!t\en ‘times {^more f\ast than ‘that#}# . (LLC)

These TQs share the conversational properties of questions on the one hand, but 
they have the formal properties of statements on the other (see Table 2). We will 
therefore refer to them as statement-question blends. Blends crucially involve the 
combination of two source forms, selecting only some elements from both, which, 
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however, remain recognizable (Aarts 2007: 192ff), and create a new meaning by 
their combination, in which elements from the readings of both source construc-
tions play an essential role. The blending of speech functions involves, at the coding 
level, selective mixing of formal features of questions and statement, and, at the se-
mantic-pragmatic level, the creation of a new meaning involving both knowing and 
giving of information (typical of statements) and demanding a response (typical of 
questions). Conversationally, statement-question blends initiate an adjacency pair in 
a turn-final position and they are conducive to a response. These properties nor-
mally point to a questioning speech function. However, the speaker is the primary 
knower, and the typically expected response, signalled by a fall, is a confirmation or 
acknowledgement (questioning TQs, in which the speaker lacks information, sig-
nalled by a rise, are more open to disagreements.) Formally, statement-question 
blends have declarative anchors and only very occasionally an epistemic modal aux-
iliary. Consonant with their level of assertiveness and certainty, they have mostly 
positive-negative polarity, conveying the assumption that the proposition is true. 
They have a fall on the tag and separate tone units by default, which expresses the 
assertive tone of statement TQs. They constitute the most typical uses of TQs. 

2.2.4 Response TQs
About one tenth of TQs in our dataset function as a response. Response TQs are 
the second part of an information-oriented adjacency pair. The first part of the 
pair may be a statement, a wh-question, a polar question or another TQ. TQs re-
sponding to a statement express an acknowledgement of the previous proposition 
(18). They tend to have a separate tone unit and a falling tone on the tag. 

 (18) A: Dan’s b\oxing day thing# was really really really sh\it# 
  B: it w\as actually# w\asn’t it# (COLT)

TQs responding to another TQ resemble TQs acknowledging statements (19).

 (19) A: *but ^where* . It`s ^so !b\ig {\isn`t ‘it#}# 
  B:  it`s ^gi!g\antic {^\isn`t *it#*}# (LLC)

TQs may also provide the answer to a wh-question (20) or a polar question (21). 
These responses share many conversational and formal features, including the fact  
that, in about two thirds of cases, the speaker answers his or her own question, as 
in (21).

 (20) A: ^what h\appens# ^this ‘comes right \/off does it# 
  B: no it screws in tight and the [@:m] (LLC)
 (21) A: would ^that _h/elp you# I ^think it !probably !w\ould# ^w\ouldn`t 

*it#* (LLC)
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2.2.5 Command and offer TQs
TQs negotiating desired action, instead of information, are quantitatively minor 
uses. The speaker initiates the exchange by demanding or offering/advising desired 
action. These TQs inherently expect the response of the hearer complying with the 
action, but a verbal response is not really necessary. The basic distinction between 
demanding and offering desired action contextualizes into various subtypes that 
TQs can express (Kimps & Davidse, 2008). The two contextual factors moulding 
these subtypes are dominance of, and benefits to, either speaker or hearer. At the 
‘demanding’ end, we find commands (22), understood as actions beneficial to and 
desired by the speaker. The ‘offering’ end is the locus of advice (24), and offers (25), 
actions judged beneficial and desirable to the hearer by the speaker. In-between 
demanding and offering, we find proposals for joint action (23), which are pre-
sented as benefiting speaker and hearer equally. They combine both an offer by the 
speaker and a command to the hearer to carry out action (Axelsson 2011: 65). 

 (22) you know, P\at# don’t d\on’t say that# w/ill you# (COLT)
 (23) well ^let’s think about the pr\esent sh/all we# (LLC)
 (24) A: you will be c\areful with that#, w\on’t you# 
  B: y-eah# (COLT)
 (25) ^r\/ight# ^sit down h/ere would you# (LLC)

The formal properties of desired action TQs resemble those of question TQs: they 
do not have a separate tone unit and they have positive constant polarity in a 
significant number of cases. However, depending on the subtypes (illustrated in 
22–25), the formal properties may differ.

2.2.6 Ambiguous TQs
A remaining small set of TQs, 1% of our data, is ambiguous between exchanging 
information or desired action. They have declarative anchors with modal auxilia-
ries such as have to and can, which typically describe the existence of obligation or 
ability (Nuyts 2001; Verstraete 2001), but which can invite inferences of the speak-
er imposing obligation on him- or herself, as in (26), or of the speaker expressing 
(un)willingness to carry out the action (27). Because ambiguous TQs are close to 
statements, one might classify them as exchanging A-events. These TQs have a fall 
and a separate tone unit on the tag. They usually have positive-negative polarity.

 (26) A: are you going to <unclear> tomorrow# 
  B: y-eah# I’ve bloody g\ot to# h\aven’t I# (COLT)
 (27) A: couldn’t you m\ake her give you your m\oney then# 
  B: well I can= I can’t say give me your m\oney# when she hasn’t g\ot it# 

c\an I# (COLT)
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In conclusion to Section 2.2 we can note that, when we combine the findings rep-
resented in Table 1 and Table 2, statement-question blends clearly have all the 
typical properties of TQs in general. Moreover, TQs expressing questions and de-
sired actions attract the marked or infrequent formal properties. TQs functioning 
as a statement, on the other hand, are marked because of their untypical conversa-
tional characteristics. Having characterized the different types of speech functions 
that TQs can fulfill and having described the main properties of each type, we can 
now turn to the distribution of each subtype in the whole of the data and in each 
corpus separately. 

3. TQs in LLC and COLT: Distribution of speech functions of TQs  
and their properties

In this section we will report on the distribution of each TQ speech function type 
in the whole of the data and in each corpus separately. Our aim in doing this is to 
solve the following questions. Are there any speech functions typical of a certain 
corpus and does that affect the overall frequencies? Does it, in turn, influence the 
representation of a certain property? And more importantly, is the above proposed 
classification applicable to all TQs found in today’s spontaneous English speech? 
Or is it idiosyncratic for a specific corpus or group of people? To tackle these ques-
tions, we will first briefly explain the specifics of the data (3.1), followed by a quan-
titative analysis of each speech function type in all of the data and for each corpus 
separately (3.2). We will also compare the relative frequencies of the different 
properties in each corpus (3.3). 

3.1 Description of the LLC and COLT datasets

The choice of the corpora used for this research was influenced, and also limited, 
by our interest in the intonational patterns of TQs. The London-Lund Corpus of 
Spoken English (LLC) and the Bergen Corpus of London Teenage Language 
(COLT) both contain transcriptions of spontaneous British English conversations 
with prosodic annotation. COLT is a corpus of transcribed conversations of teen-
agers. It was recorded in 1993 and it contains a subcorpus of about 150,000 words 
with prosodic information. The LLC, on the other hand, is collected speech of adult 
and educated speakers of British English. It derives from two projects, namely the 
Survey of English Usage (SEU) at University College London, and the Survey of 
Spoken English (SSE), started at Lund University (Svartvik 1990). The prosodi-
cally annotated texts were recorded between 1953 and 1987. 
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COLT LLC

Conversation disparates 34 101

Conversation equals 307 408

Conversation between ? 15 0

Sermon 0 1

Spontaneous commentary 0 17

Spontaneous oration 0 18

Telephone convers. business ass. 0 34

Telephone convers. disparates 0 22

Telephone convers. equals 0 27

Committee meeting 0 6

Cases in court 0 3
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Figure 1. TQs found in different text types of COLT and LLC.

Since all COLT conversations are spontaneous (see Figure 1), we limited the anal-
ysis to face-to-face conversations in LLC and discarded the TQs found in tele-
phone conversations, orations, commentaries, court cases, etc. In any case, 87% of 
the retrieved TQs occur in face-to-face conversations and the presence or absence 
of the discarded TQs does not impact on the frequencies of the speech functions 
of the TQs, as shown in Appendix 2. By this action, the prosodically annotated 
subcorpus of LLC was reduced from 500,000 words to 320,000. After the discard-
ing of TQs not tagged as conversations between either equals or disparates,6 our 
dataset retained 341 TQs from COLT and 509 TQs from LLC, totaling 850 TQs.

3.2 Distribution of the TQ speech functions in LLC and COLT

The 850 TQs were categorized according to the criteria described in Section 2.1. 
Table 3 lists the absolute, relative and normalized frequencies for each speech 
function type per corpus and for the total dataset. In the bottom rows, the absolute 

6. By this action we also excluded a small number of TQs which had not received a tag due to 
lack of information.
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figures are augmented with their Adjusted Pearson Residuals, which are the indi-
vidual contributions to the Pearson χ2 statistic. If the Adjusted Pearson Residual is 
equal to or higher than 2 this is indicated in the PR-total row. There is then a sig-
nificant difference in the distribution of the speech function in question in the 
datasets from the two corpora. If it is lower than 2, there is no significant difference 
(n.s.) in distribution between the two corpora for that speech function. 

When we take all the data from the face-to-face conversations in COLT and 
LLC into account, it becomes clear that TQs are certainly not typically used as real 
information-seeking questions. Only in 16% do TQs seek verification, while they 
function as a statement in 23% of the cases. The largest group (46%) is formed by 
the statement-question blends. A mere 3% of all the TQs found in the data is a 
desired action, and 1% of the examples is ambiguous between expressing a desired 
action or a statement. A surprisingly high percentage is a response, namely 10%. 

Even though there are some differences between the frequencies of the speech 
function types in COLT and LLC, it is important to point out that all speech func-
tion types are found in each of the two corpora (see Table 3 and Figure 2). If we 
home in on the similarities and differences for the individual speech functions, we 
can note the following. Firstly, the state ment-question blends are equally common 
in both corpora (43% and 47%). The Pearson χ2 test results indicate that there is no

Table 3. AF: absolute frequency, RF: relative frequency in %, NF: normalized frequency per 
100,000 words and PR: Adjusted Pearson Residuals of speech function types per corpus.
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AF total 388 198 134 85 25 10 10 850
AF COLT 147 94 24 45 18 5 8 341
AF LLC 241 104 110 40 7 5 2 509
RF total 46% 23% 16% 10% 3% 1% 1% 100%
RF COLT 43% 28% 7% 13% 5% 1% 2% 40%
RF LLC 47% 20% 22% 8% 1% 1% 0% 60%
NF total 83 42 29 18 5 2 2 181
NF COLT 98 63 16 30 12 3 5 227
NF LLC 75 33 34 13 2 2 1 159
PR total n.s. >2 >2 >2 >2 n.s. – –
PR COLT –0.9 2.6 –5.9 2.6 3.3 0.6 – –
PR LLC 0.9 –2.6 5.9 –2.6 –3.3 -0.6 – –
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significant difference for this speech function type between the two corpora. The 
general high percentage (46%) and the fact that the distribution is similar in COLT 
and LLC signal that these TQs represent the typical speech function type of TQs. 
Secondly, even the speech functions not commonly associated with TQs, such as 
statements and responses, are not limited to the teenagers of COLT, nor to the 
academics of LLC. However, statements are more frequent in COLT with 28% 
versus 20% in LLC, and TQs functioning as a response appear in 13% of the cases 
in COLT versus in 8% of the examples in LLC. Question TQs, thirdly, are also 
present in both corpora, but the frequencies diverge strongly: 7% versus 22%. 
Fourthly, desired action TQs are uncommon in both corpora, though COLT con-
tains 4% more than LLC. The ambiguous TQs, lastly, represent only 1% in both 
COLT and LLC, with no significant difference between them. In sum, despite the 
disparate corpora and the varying frequencies, we can conclude that the proposed 
categorization brings out the main speech functions of TQs found in spontaneous 
conversation in British English, and not only in a specific corpus. 

At the same time, the LLC and COLT speakers do show significant prefer-
ences for a couple of speech function types. Firstly, the frequency of TQs express-
ing a question is considerably lower in COLT (7%) than in LLC (22%). According 
to the Adjusted Pearson Residual (5.9) the difference is highly significant. This 
type of TQ seems to be typical of the LLC speakers, as no other type is biased 
towards the LLC corpus. The COLT speakers, on the other hand, use relatively 
more TQs expressing statements, responses and desired actions. The asymmetry is

S-Q blends Statements Questions Responses Desired
actions

Ambiguous Uninterpret.

COLT 43.11% 27.57% 7.04% 13.20% 5.28% 1.47% 2.35%

LLC 47.35% 20.43% 21.61% 7.86% 1.38% 0.98% 0.39%

0.00%
5.00%

10.00%
15.00%
20.00%
25.00%
30.00%
35.00%
40.00%
45.00%
50.00%

Figure 2. Relative frequencies of TQ speech function types in COLT and LLC  
with innit tags.
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largest for desired actions: 5% versus 1% for COLT with a Pearson Residual of 3.3. 
The difference in distribution of responses and statements in COLT and LLC is 
comparable, with a Pearson Residual of 2.6. Figure 2 visualizes how the categories 
resemble communicating vessels in their distribution over the two corpora. While 
COLT clearly has fewer information-seeking TQs, i.e. question TQs, it compen-
sates with a higher number of statements and desired action TQs.

These differences in the distribution are magnified by the presence of 95 in-
variant innit tags in COLT, and their absence in LLC. An innit TQ is formally in-
variant (28), but “it appears to retain elements of grammatical features which it 
does not share with other invariant tags” (Stenström & Andersen, 1996). Innit is 
thus “gradually becoming an invariant tag in London teenage conversations” 
(Stenström, Andersen & Hasund, 2002), even though “it is clearly the most fa-
voured subject, and is is the most favoured predicator” (Tandberg 1996: 83), as in 
(29). If the innit-tags in COLT are left out of consideration, the distribution of the 
different speech functions in the LLC and COLT datasets is as follows: 47% vs. 
42% statement question blends, 22% vs. 10% of question TQs, 20% and 26% of 
statement TQs, and 8% and 13% of response TQs, 1% vs. 7% desired action TQs, 
and 1% vs. 1% ambiguous (see Appendix 3).

 (28) [ah] but you’re going on T\uesday# at f\ive#, half past f\ive innit# 
(COLT)

 (29) it’s real f\unny# \innit# (COLT)

However, although the innit tags magnify the different relative frequencies of the 
TQ speech functions in LLC and COLT, they do not affect the generalizability of 
the analysis. We have found TQs with an innit tag in every speech function catego-
ry. Thus, they are not limited to a certain speech function type. Furthermore, the 
Pearson χ2 test results (see Appendix 4) show that the impact of innit on the speech 
functions is not significant. The presence of innit TQs does, however, influence the 
normalized frequencies. With the innit TQs, for instance, we see considerably 
more TQs per 100,000 words in COLT than in LLC (see Table 3), viz. 227 for 
COLT and 159 for LLC. Without innit, the normalized frequencies become 163 for 
COLT and 159 for LLC, which is very comparable. Since we do not have many 
examples of TQs with prosodic information in general, and in COLT in particular, 
we have included the invariant innit TQs in this analysis.

3.3 Distribution of TQ properties in LLC and COLT

The speech function variation between COLT and LLC correlates strongly with 
differences in the frequencies of the properties. This is not surprising since spe-
cific values of the properties are associated with certain speech functions. Thus, if 
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a certain speech function is used more in one corpus, then its typical properties 
will also be more frequent in accordance. Table 4 represents the formal properties 
of TQs per corpus, while Table 5 contains the conversational properties of TQs per 
corpus. The tables show the relative frequencies of each property per corpus and 
the Pearson Residuals. 

As mentioned in Section 3.2, TQs used as questions are much more frequent in 
LLC than in COLT. These TQs have distinct typical formal properties, such as pos-
itive-positive polarity, rises on the tag and compound tones (see Table 2). As a re-
sult, these properties are also much more frequent in LLC than in COLT. There is a 
high correlation between LLC and positive-positive polarity patterns in TQs, on 
the one hand, and LLC and rises on the tag, on the other. Compound tones are also 
more often used by LLC speakers, but the difference is less pronounced. Converse-
ly, falls on the tag are more frequent in COLT, which might follow from the higher 
representation of statements and responses. The significantly higher use of pre-
nuclear anchors in COLT is linked to the more frequent use of desired actions TQs. 
The number of TQs with separate tone units used in LLC is slightly higher, but this 
does not seem to link up with a speech function type that is more common in LLC.

Table 4. Distribution of formal properties per corpus with Pearson Residuals (PR)  
and their relative frequencies (%).

Polarity

Positive-negative Negative-positive Positive-positive Negative-negative

COLT PR n.s. n.s. -4.1 2.4
% 75 18 5 2

LLC PR n.s. n.s. 4.1 -2.4
% 69 16 15 0

Tone on tag

Fall Rise Fall-rise Rise-fall Level No tone

COLT PR 4.1 -3.6 n.s. -4.0 n.s. n.s.
% 80 11 0 0 1 8

LLC PR -4.1 3.6 n.s. 4.0 n.s. n.s.
% 67 20 1 5 0 8

Tone type

Separate tone unit Post-nuclear Pre-nuclear Compound

COLT PR -2.0 n.s. 7.8 -2.7
% 73 8 12 7

LLC PR 2.0 n.s. -7.8 2.7
% 79 8 0 13
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There is also a significantly higher use of negative-negative polarity TQs in COLT, 
but, again, this does not seem to correspond with a specific speech function. The 
distribution of reversed polarity patterns, finally, is not specific to COLT or LLC.

Regarding the conversational properties of TQs (Table 5), there are also differ-
ences in distribution between COLT and LLC. In the first place, COLT contains 
more TQs which are not part of an adjacency pair. This corresponds with the higher 
number of statements used in COLT: the vast majority of statements is not part of an 
adjacency pair (83%). COLT also shows a preference for TQs in the second pair part 
of the adjacency pair, which is a property of responses. On the other hand, being the 
first pair part is typical of TQs in LLC. This is influenced by the low frequency of 
statements and responses, and the high frequency of questions in LLC. Closely re-
lated to the higher frequency of TQs in the first part position of adjacency pairs is 
the significantly higher number of confirmations to TQs in LLC. The different posi-
tions of the TQ in the turn, finally, are similarly distributed in COLT or LLC.

It has thus become clear that there are some differences in the relative frequen-
cies of the speech function types between LLC and COLT, with the latter containing 
fewer question uses, but more instances of statements, responses and commands. 
Knowing that the corpora represent different layers of the British English popula-
tion and stem from different time periods, the question arises whether these dif-
ferences are specific for a certain group of speakers and/or due to language change 
over the past decades. We will try to shed some light on these questions in the 
next section.

Table 5. Distribution of conversational properties per corpus with Pearson Residuals 
(PR) and their relative frequencies (%).

Position in turn AP

Turn-final Turn-medial No AP AP1 AP2

COLT PR n.s. n.s. 3.0 –4.4 2.5
% 73 27 38 49 13

LLC PR n.s. n.s. -3.0 4.4 –2.5
% 68 32 28 64 8

Response

Confirmation Disagreement Non-confir-
mative

No response Uninterpret.

COLT PR –5.9 n.s. n.s. 3.0 3.6
% 30 9 13 38 10

LLC PR 5.9 n.s. n.s. –3.0 –3.6
% 50 8 10 28 4
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4. Explaining the differences between COLT and LLC

In this section, we will investigate the possible impact of the speaker’s age and gen-
der, and his or her status in the conversation, on the different frequencies of some 
TQ speech functions (4.1). As information is given per speaker in each corpus, the 
examples in our dataset could be metatextually annotated for all these aspects. We 
will also look into the possibility of an apparent or real time language change (4.2).

4.1 Possible impact of speaker’s age, gender and status role

The first apparent divergence between the two corpora is the age of the speakers, 
which links up partly with their level of education. The speakers in COLT are 
primarily teenagers going through secondary education, while the LLC speakers 
are considerably older, ranging from 30– to 60-year-olds, and most have had a 
university education. LLC provides detailed information on the speaker’s occupa-
tion in most cases, but the actual level of education of all speakers is not given. 
The same is true of the speaker’s social class. On the one hand, COLT classifies the 
speakers into a certain social class based on the speaker’s residential borough, 
their parents’ occupation and whether their parents are employed or not. Many 
speakers belong to the middle and lower class (Stenström et al. 2002), but a fair 
amount of speakers are not tagged for social class due to missing background in-
formation. On the other hand, LLC does not assign its speakers to a social class. It 
is possible to deduce the social class to a certain extent from occupation tags, such 
as ‘judge’ or ‘official’, but labels like ‘housewife’ or ‘employee’ are too vague. In 
other words, it was not feasible to develop a background classification for social 
class or level of education that would work across the corpora. We will, however, 
consider age as one of the determining aspects in the classification of TQs, which 
is -due to the specifics of each corpus- linked to a certain extent with the educa-
tion level of the speaker.

After metatextual tagging of all the TQs from COLT and LLC, we could 
establish that there is a difference in the use of speech functions according to age 
(see Table 6). Young speakers below the age of 20 show relative preferences for 
responses, statements and desired actions. This corresponds completely with the 
higher frequency of these TQs in COLT as this corpus contains almost all adoles-
cent speakers in our dataset. Conversely, question TQs are typical of speakers be-
tween the age of 20 and 40, and they are even more prominent among speakers 
who are 40 years old and older according to the Pearson Residuals. The statement-
question blends, however, are not used more often by a specific age group. They are 
rather neutral with regard to age, which further confirms their status of prototypi-
cal TQ. We can conclude that, except for the common statement-question blends 
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and the highly infrequent ambiguous TQs, age has an impact on the distribution 
of TQ speech functions.

The second speaker-related factor is his/her social role, or the relative status 
or power between the participants (Biber & Conrad 2009). This has a modest 
impact on the speech function types of TQs. In our data, most TQs occur in con-
versations between equals (84%) and only in 16% between disparates. The latter 
occur more often in LLC (20%), while they are less common in COLT (10%). The 
social role, then, only correlates with a significant difference in distribution for 
desired actions. According to the Pearson Residual of 2.2, these TQs are typically 
uttered between disparates and not equals. Yet, the age statistics indicate that TQs 
expressing a desired action are produced by young speakers (<20), and in most 
cases, they only occur when the conversation is between equals. Or in other 
words, these TQs are often uttered by teenagers in conversations with other teen-
agers. Whenever the conversation takes place between disparates, the speaker of 
the desired action TQ is the older person who is in charge, i.e. the teacher or par-
ent. The relative status between participants does not seem to affect the distribu-
tion of the other speech function types in these spontaneous face-to-face conver-
sations (see Table 6).

The third speaker aspect is gender. Here, the Pearson Residual χ2 test results 
are very straightforward: there is no significant difference depending on gender in 
the use of speech functions in our data (see Table 6). This is an interesting finding 
since much of the sociolinguistic literature on TQs has concentrated on the differ-
ent speech style of men and women. Calnan and Davidson (1998: 30) summarized 
the evolution in the literature as follows:

Table 6. Possible determinants investigated for speech function distribution.
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Age
<20 n.s. 2.8 –5.8 2.9 2.3 n.s.
20–39 n.s. –1.7 2.7 0.1 –2.1 n.s.
>39 n.s. –1.2 3.9 –3.2 –0.3 n.s.

Social
roles

Equals n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. –2.2 n.s.
Disparates n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. 2.2 n.s.

Gender
Male n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.
Female n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.
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Research on tag questions really began after Lakoff (1975) made her assertion that 
women use more tag questions and that this makes their speech sound less asser-
tive and more tentative. Further research on the issue of whether men or women 
do use more tag questions has, however, produced inconsistent results, with some 
researchers finding that women use more tag questions (Case 1988; Fishman 1980; 
McMillan et al. 1977), other researchers finding that men use more tag questions 
(Dubois & Crouch 1975; Lapadat & Seesahai 1977), and others finding that there 
is, in fact, no difference between the sexes on how many tag questions they ask 
(Baumann 1976). Some researchers have suggested that not all tag questions in-
dicate uncertainty as Lakoff (1975) had earlier suggested. Holmes (1984) suggests 
that there are two major types of tag question: affective and modal. [...] Research 
using this classification has found that women use more affective tag questions 
while men use more modal tag questions (Cameron et al. 1989; Holmes 1984).

In their own research, Calnan & Davidson (1998: 31) found that “there is little dif-
ference in the usage of TQs between men and women” and they suggest that not 
gender per se, but the role and “the situation providing the opportunities” have an 
important effect. In our data, males produce slightly more TQs than females: 54% 
versus 45%, and most of these male speakers are found in the LLC. This is not 
altogether surprising, given the nature of the LLC with its high representation of 
academic and older speakers. Moreover, the number of LLC corpus examples is 
considerably higher than the examples in COLT. This might explain the higher 
number of TQs produced by males in our data. This difference, however, does not 
follow through in the preference for a specific speech function by one gender, 
whether or not the conversation was between males or females only, or both. Table 6 
shows that none of the different speech function uses between males and females is 
significant. The combination of question TQs produced by males comes close to the 
threshold of being significant, i.e. 1.9. However, this is probably a side-effect of the 
nature of the data, because there are more male speakers producing TQs in LLC 
than in COLT, and the question type is typical of the LLC. Moreover, since males 
produce slightly more question TQs they also produce more TQs with rises (see 
Appendix 5), and not women as Lakoff (1975) and Case (1988) suggested.7 Our data 
and our analysis of speech function types thus do not offer any direct support for the 
idea that the production of TQs and/or a specific type of TQs8 is linked to gender. 
Rather, our results suggest that Calnan & Davidson are very much on the right track, 

7. In fact, women produce significantly more TQs with falls. In LLC women talking to other 
women even favour the S-Q blends, which have a fall, while men talking to other men favour the 
question TQs with rises.
8. Admittedly, the speech function subtypes are of a different nature than Holmes’s (1984) clas-
sification, which is a hybrid of speech functions and more attitudinal or pragmatic functions.
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and that the context and nature of the data play a significant role in the analysis 
of TQs. 

4.2 Apparent or real time language change?

A final important issue to consider is the time difference between the two corpora. 
The oldest LLC conversations were recorded 40 years before COLT in 1953, and 
the most recent texts still predate COLT by 6 years. Although the entire time frame 
is short, we have investigated whether there are noticeable clines in the speech 
function distributions. We have compared the normalized frequencies of each TQ 
speech function per 20 years. This means that there are three datasets: one dataset 
with TQs from LLC texts recorded between 1953 and 1969, one set of TQs from 
LLC texts recorded between 1970 and 1987 and the last set of TQs from COLT 
recorded in 1993. Figure 3 clearly indicates that there are no important changes 
within the LLC datasets. The higher and lower frequencies of certain speech func-
tions coincide completely with the different corpora. Thus, we cannot make a 
strong case for a real time language change, i.e. a change in the language of the 
whole population identified from the perspective of at least two different moments 
in time (Sankoff 2006; Ashby 2001; Meyerhoff 2006).
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Figure 3. Clines of TQ speech function distributions per 20 years.
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However, we see differences in age, whereby the adolescent speakers have prefer-
ences for atypical TQs such as statements and responses. This might be a sign of 
apparent time language change, i.e. a change identified by comparing speakers of 
different ages in a single speech community at a single time, under the assumption 
that speakers only minimally change the way they speak after the critical period or 
in adulthood (Sankoff 2006; Ashby 2001; Meyerhoff 2006), but it is not backed-up 
by a preference by women, which is often reported. More likely, though, this is a 
case of age grading, which is a “regular association of a variant with a particular 
lifestage” (Wagner, 2012). At this stage, it is impossible to determine the answers 
to these questions because of the different nature of the two corpora. The problem 
is that almost all young speakers are situated in COLT with their specific contexts 
of high school conversations, while LLC contains almost all older speakers with 
their specific contexts of academic conversations. The differences we see in the use 
of speech functions coincide with the differences between the corpora, and thus 
with the combined differences between the age groups/social groups, and the 
times of recording. The datasets are thus unsuitable to draw a conclusion or to 
exclude one of these theories.

5. Conclusion

The qualitative and quantitative analysis of the speech functions of TQs in our 
COLT and LLC dataset has provided us with a surprising view on TQs. Tag ques-
tions are not commonly used to ask for verification or information. On the con-
trary, they are more often used as a pure statement where the speaker does not 
expect a response at all (Figure 2). We have also identified TQs which are, in fact, 
a response to a previous question or statement. Furthermore, the most frequent 
and typical type of TQ is a blend between statements and questions. These state-
ment-question blends take up almost half of the data. They are not considered to 
be ambiguous between statements and questions as they do not fit into either of 
the categories. They fundamentally differ from the essence of questions and state-
ments. They do, however, combine characteristics of questions and statements and 
fulfill a distinct speech function in dialogue. Throughout our investigation they 
have proven to be the most unmarked TQ in our data in every respect. Strikingly, 
they are not favoured by a specific corpus, age, role or gender.

The latter was not the case for all speech function types. The LLC speakers 
have a clear relative preference for questions, while the COLT participants use 
significantly more statements, responses and commands and offers. These varia-
tions are reflected in the different frequencies of TQ properties. In the search for 
possible explanations of these differences between the two corpora, we established 
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that age has an impact on the distribution of these speech functions. Relative 
status of the participants in the dialogue only affects the frequencies of desired 
actions TQs. Gender has no influence on any of the speech function types. Since 
the adolescent speakers favour the less typical TQs, such as statements and re-
sponses, we might be dealing with an apparent time language change, or more 
likely, age grading. A real time language change is unlikely, though we are strug-
gling with the fact that almost all variation coincides with the differences between 
the two corpora, i.e. the differences of the age groups and the times of recording 
of LLC and COLT. 

Importantly, however, all the speech function types occur in both corpora, 
and the prototypical use of TQs, i.e. statement-question blends, is equally frequent 
in both corpora and in all layers of our corpus populations. This is, in our view, 
proof that the proposed typology applies to spontaneous English conversation in 
general. However, further research is necessary to establish whether the decrease 
of real question uses and the increase of statement, response and desired action 
uses of TQs is a language change (through apparent time or real time), a matter of 
age grading, or just a contextual difference.
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Appendices

The tables show the Adjusted Pearson Residuals, which are the individual contri-
butions to the Pearson χ2 statistic. If the Adjusted Pearson Residual is equal to or 
higher than 2 there is a significant difference in the distribution of the property per 
speech function. If it is lower than 2, there is no significant difference (n.s.) in the 
distribution.

Appendix 1. Adjusted Pearson Residuals of speech function types per property.

TQ type

S-
Q

 b
le

nd
s

St
at

em
en

ts

Q
ue

st
io

ns

Re
sp

on
se

s

D
es

ir
ed

 
ac

tio
ns

A
m

bi
gu

ou
s

Po
sit

io
n Turn-final  10.2 –16.3 4.6 n.s. n.s. n.s.

Turn-medial –10.2  16.3 –4.6 n.s. n.s. n.s.

A
P

Not part of AP –9.8  19.1 –5.8 n.s. n.s. n.s.
Initiate AP 14.1 –14.9 7.8 n.s. n.s. n.s.
Response to AP1 –8.2 –5.0 –4.0 20.4 n.s. n.s.

Re
sp

on
se

No response –11.5  17.7 –6.4 n.s. n.s. n.s.
Confirmation 9.3 –11.8 2.9 –2.1 n.s. n.s.
Disagreement n.s. –4.6 5.0 n.s. n.s. n.s.
Non-confirmative 2.1 –3.2 n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.

To
ne

 Fall 8.7  4.9 –16.8 n.s. n.s. n.s.
Rise –7.8 –6.2 18.1 n.s. n.s. n.s.

To
ne

 ty
pe

Separate tone unit 5.2  3.2 –10.5 n.s. – 2.4 n.s.
Compound –5.1 –4.4 12.1 n.s. n.s. n.s.
Pre-nuclear n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. 2.7 n.s.
Post-nuclear –2.2 n.s. 4.0 n.s. n.s. n.s.

Po
la

ri
ty Positive-negative 5.2  2.7 –10.3 n.s. n.s. n.s.

Positive-positive –6.6 –5.1 15.1 n.s. 3.4 n.s.
Negative-positive n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.

K
no

w
l-

ed
ge

A-event 8.3  10.3 –17.0 –3.1 –6.1 n.s.
AB-event 3.6 –4.7 –5.5 6.7 0.8 n.s.
B-event –13.3 –8.0 25.5 –2.4 6.7 n.s.
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Appendix 2. Adjusted Pearson Residuals of speech function types in all texts versus 
conversations only.

TQ type

S-Q
 blends

Statem
ents

Q
uestions

Responses

D
esired 

actions

A
m

biguous

Conversations only 0.4 0.7 –1.3 0.1 –0.3 –0.1
All texts –0.4 –0.7 1.3 –0.1 0.3 0.1
Difference: n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.

Appendix 3. Relative frequencies of TQ speech function types in COLT and LLC  
without innit tags.

S-Q blends Statements Questions Responses Desired
actions

Ambiguous Uninterpret.

COLT 42.04% 25.71% 8.98% 12.65% 6.53% 0.82% 3.27%

LLC 47.35% 20.43% 21.61% 7.86% 1.38% 0.98% 0.39%
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Appendix 4. Adjusted Pearson Residuals of TQ speech function types with  
and without innit.

TQ type S-Q
 blends

Statem
ents

Q
uestions

Responses

D
esired 

actions

A
m

biguous

With innit –0.0 0.5 –0.9 0.4 –0.1 0.5
Without innit 0.0 –0.5 0.9 –0.4 0.1 –0.5
Difference: n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.
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Appendix 5. Adjusted Pearson Residuals of tones per gender.

Tone type Rise Fall Rise-fall Fall-rise Level No tone

Female –1.8  3.4 –1.2 –0.4 –0.2 –2.4
Male  1.8 –3.4  1.2  0.4  0.2  2.4
Difference: n.s. >2 n.s. n.s. n.s. >2


