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1 Discourse Salience in Social Dialog
1 According to functional-cognitive literature,
salience in dialog can be defined as a real-time
property of mental entities which accounts for the
fact that these mental entities come to be in the fore-
ground of an interlocutor’s attention at the given
time and therefore are referable from that inter-
locutor’s perspective (cf. Nolan, 2022). The term
“discourse salience” is adopted to refer to salient
content derivable from linguistic cues available in
conversational discourse, such as morphosyntactic
marking, noun phrase form and definiteness, syn-
tactic role and construction, and discourse structure
co-constructed by interlocutors.

I am conducting an empirical study of discourse
salience in social conversation, using linguis-
tic annotation and discourse analysis of NEWT-
SBCSAE, a publicly accessible corpus of natu-
rally occurring casual dialogs in American English
(Du Bois et al., 2000; Riou, 2015; Lưu and Mala-
mud, 2020a). Performed by Linguistics majors and
native speakers of English2, the annotation focuses
on the arguments of coherence relations in NEWT-
SBCSAE and covers different linguistic aspects
characterizing the “main point” of utterances con-
stituting these arguments3. The discourse analysis
includes statistical examination of annotation re-
sults and conversation analysis of target instances
filtered based on annotated categories.

This paper focuses on analyzing edge cases of
discourse salience identified based on two main
aspects of information packaging at the utterance
level, namely the given-new ordering of informa-
tion and syntactic variations for realizing that order-
ing. The investigation scope is narrowed down to
inter-speaker coherence relations, the first choice to
explore the co-constructed nature of social dialog.

1This paper’s live version is located at https://osf.io/cedvx/.
2From North-Eastern US. They were paid $16/hour.
3This is grounded in the concept of at-issueness in formal

semantics and pragmatics (e.g. Koev, 2018, inter alia).

The examples examined in this paper are for-
matted as shown in Table 1. The center of each
example is the bold utterance, which encapsulates
an instance of edge cases, and its surrounding utter-
ances which are connected to it via annotated co-
herence relations (in parentheses) (Lưu and Mala-
mud, 2020a). The index of each utterance reflects
its chronological order (with the increment of 1).

Utterance Simplified transcript
38-AL (en-
tity)

Bill comes over with his leather-
man toolman or or whatever it is.

39-AL Few minutes he had it undone.
[laughter]

40-AN (con-
cession)

So she can’t use it now though.

Table 1: A contextualized utterance (in bold) from di-
alog SBC043Spoonfuls in NEWT-SBCSAE between
Alice (AL) and her daughter Annette (AN).

2 Edge Cases of Discourse Salience

There is a scholarly consensus that the given-
before-new ordering of information in discourse
is preferred; and among syntactic variations for re-
alizing that ordering, canonical word order (CWO),
e.g. subject-verb-object (SVO) in English, is un-
marked (Prince, 1992; Birner, 2012, inter alia).
Generally, CWO is felicitous even in the context
where it doesn’t adhere to the preferred ordering
of information, while noncanonical word order
(NWO)4 is felicitous only when it is used to realize
the preferred information structure. In this work,
new-before-given ordering and NWO characterize
the edge cases of discourse salience as illustrated
in Table 1. Knowing that the pronoun it in the
utterance 39-AL refers to an attaché case in prior
discourse, we can conclude this utterance features
the new-before-given ordering in the information

4Including preposing (e.g. topicalization and focus-
movement), postposing (e.g. existential and presentational
there), argument reversal (e.g. inversion and passivization),
their combinations, and cleft constructions (wh-, it-, th-).

https://alexluu.flowlu.com/hc/6/250--annotated-corpus
https://alexluu.flowlu.com/hc/6/250--annotated-corpus
https://osf.io/cedvx/
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exchange dimension: few minutes is newer than he
had it undone. Moreover, the utterance is a NWO
sentence as few minutes is preposed.

Among 1920 annotated arguments of inter-
speaker coherence relations available in NEWT-
SBCSAE there are 14 new-before-given cases
(0.73%) and 95 NWO cases (4.95%).

New-before-given Two clear new-before-given
categories emerge from conversation analysis:

• dialogic resonance (Du Bois, 2014) (T. 2, 3)
• non-epistemic emphasis (Lưu, 2022) (T. 4)

Utterance Simplified transcript
2886-K (temporal) I left my bag there.
2890-S Now the ghosts’ll get it.
2892-K (entity) Ghosts’ll get it.

Table 2: An example in SBC034Times between a couple.

The utterance 2890-S in Table 2 shares a simi-
lar sequence of information slots with 2886-K – a
triple of an agent, an action, and the bag (referred to
by the noun phrase my bag and pronoun it). While
this similarity results in the change of information
ordering from given-before-new in 2886-K to new-
before-given in 2890-S, it preserves dialogic reso-
nance at the syntactic level between two arguments
of a coordinating coherence relation (temporal).

Utterance Simplified transcript
225-AL
(entity)

Oh and you know how I get when my
heart just beats really fast?

229-AN Cathleen has to wear a heart moni-
tor because of that mom.

230-AL
(entity)

When did she get that?

236-AL
(entity)

Would hers do that stop and then get
real fast and?

Table 3: An example in SBC043Spoonfuls.

In Table 3 dialogic resonance happens at the so-
cial level: the utterance 229-AN is an interlocutor-
decentric move (Lưu and Malamud, 2020b) from
topics focusing on the hearer, Alice – the mother, to
Cathleen. As the immediately preceding discourse
of 220-AN is solely dedicated to how overwhelmed
Alice was at work, it is reasonable for Annette, the
daughter and the speaker of 229-AN, to lighten the
conversation by switching the social focus to a third
person at this moment. The resonance pattern here
is someone had some trouble recently.

Different from above examples, the preposed
new content in utterance 2582-D (Table 4) is the
speaker’s strong self-positioning (I do know) and

Utterance Simplified transcript
2580-P (con-
cession)

You haven’t read the book so you
don’t know.

2582-D Yeah but I do know it it’s an
awfully it’s it’s an awfully pre-
sumptuous thing to sit down and
write a book about death when
you haven’t died.

2583-P But.
2584-P (con-
cession)

It has it has it has stories in there
from from the Zen and.

Table 4: An example in SBC005Book between a couple.

expressive evaluation (it’s an awfully presumptuous
thing), demonstrating the dominance of the norma-
tive and affective dimensions in discourse salience.
This non-epistemic emphasis allows the speaker to
detach from the preferred information ordering.

Noncanonical word order All new-before-given
cases examined above, except for the one in Table
1, preserve CWO and therefore confirm its felicity
in the context of non-preferred information order-
ing. Examining the sole exception (39-AL), we
can observe that it ends with laughter and there-
fore involves non-epistemic dimensions, similar
to the case in Table 4. The difference is 39-AL
doesn’t involve strong self-positioning, which is
usually realized by I in the subject position. Thus,
we can argue that the epistemically older infor-
mation in 39-AL, he had it undone [laughter], is
actually a new focus in the affective dimension.
Consequently, NWO expressed in this utterance is
still used to realize the preferred given-before-new
structure, but in a non-epistemic dimension.

It’s worth noting that the minor portion of NWO
(4.95%) in annotated data supports CWO as the
easiest and preferred way to produce salient content
in spontaneous conversation, in which interlocutors
constantly faces pressure of real-time interaction.

3 Conclusion

The new findings based on examining the edge
cases of discourse salience are directly relevant
to social dialog system modeling and evaluation.
They confirms the importance of non-epistemic
dimensions and relational work interlocutors rely
on to co-construct their utterances’ meaning. The
findings also reveal concrete discourse configura-
tions of these understudied aspects. As a result,
this work demonstrates how theoretical work both
underpins and arises from the empirical.
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