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ABSTRACT

This paper concerns turn-taking mechanism and describes especially the kinds of turn signals
that speakers interpret with respect to such conversational functions as holding, yielding, taking,
claiming, and suppressing the speaking turn. The speakers were examiner and candidates who took
turns in IELTS speaking practice. The speaking practices were videotaped and transcribed to allow
the analysis of speakers’ turn signals through gesture, verbal and nonverbal cues. The result shows
that the examiner and candidates employed turn taking signals 75 times, turn holding signals 40 times,
turn yielding signals 40 times, turn claiming signals 5 times, and turn suppressing signals 2 times.
These turn signals were used by the examiner and candidates as indications of holding, yielding,

taking, claiming and suppressing the speaking turns.
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INTRODUCTION

Being able to speak and understand
English does not mean that the speakers can
successfully manage a good face to face
communication with other speakers of English.
In fact, this interaction can be negatively
affected by severe communication problems
caused by the lack of speakers’ knowledge
about turn-taking mechanism. Goffman (1963)
studies that with the help of turn-taking
mechanism, participants can create smooth and
appropriate exchange of speaking turns. In fact,
this turn-taking mechanism consists of signals
which guide the speakers to achieve successful
exchange of their interchangeable roles as
speakers and listener. Rahman (2006) states
that the turn signals in English conversations
consist of verbal turn signals such as ok, okay,
yeah, and well and non-verbal ones such as
increasing volume, posture shift, nodding, and
laughter.

There will be some particular
situations where turn signals are performed
when two or more people are talking to each
other. Goffman (1955) states that first the
speaker talks and gives some signals to the
listener to claim his turn. Second, the speaker
talks simultaneously and the listener employs
some signals trying to take his turns to speak.
Third, both participants claim the speaking
turn at the same time or act as a speaker.
Fourth, both participants may also become
listeners by not claiming the turn which creates
a silence for duration of time. In order to

ensure a smooth exchange of speaking turns,
speakers may display some turn signals which
are parts in a turn taking mechanism.

When conversing, speaker and listener
will look for some behavioral signals
performed by other speakers such as hand
gestures, verbal and nonverbal cues to
determine when they can yield the turn to other
speaker, take the turn when other speakers
release the turn, hold the turn when they want
to lengthen the speaking turn, or claim the
speaking turn when they feel that the current
speaker has talked for such a while.

Poyatos in Rahman (2006)
summarizes the kinds of turn signals such as
turn claiming, turn yielding, turn taking, turn
holding, turn suppressing as well as an item
called back channel item which is not a part of
turn signals, but this item does occur as listener
response in conversation. Turn claiming is a
signal made by a listener indicating that he
wants to say something or that the speaker has
held the floor long enough. Rahman (2006:67)
mentions verbal turn claiming signals
employed by Indonesian speakers in the
conversation including and, because yeah, but,
but er, hm, hm hm, oh, oh I see, oh yeah, okay,
okay but, okay okay, or..., so, that’s right, yap,
yeah, er, yeah and, yeah whether, and yes.
Non-verbal turn claiming signals made by the
speakers in conversations include raising hand
palm upwards, raising eyebrows, shifting one’s
posture and laughter.

Turn yielding signal is a signal
occurring when the speaker feels he has gone



on long enough, when the listener look bored
or ignorant of the subject, or when the listener
has claimed or briefly taken the floor. Turn
yielding signal is a signal occurring when the
speaker feels he has gone on long enough,
when the listener look bored or ignorant of the
subject, or when the listener has claimed or
briefly taken the floor. Duncan (1972) defined
a set of six behavioral cues referred as the turn
yielding signals. These six behavioral cues
maybe displayed either individually or together.
First is intonation in which the speaker
terminates in a final clause with a rising or
falling pitch level. Second, the speaker drawls
on the final syllable or on the stressed syllable
of a terminal clause. Third, the termination can
be seen from the hand gesticulation used
during a speaking. Fourth is the appearance of
one of expressions which typically follow a
statement such as “but uh,” or “something
like” or “you know.” Fifth, a specific phrases
at the end of the syntactical unit such as “that’s
it”, “that’s what I want to say”, “that’s what I
am saying”, or “that’s all”. Sixth, there are
changes in gaze direction for example the
speaker looks away from the hearer as the
utterance begins and look toward the hearer
when the utterance ends.

Turn taking signal, on the other hand,
is a signal that occurs when a listener takes the
floor after the speaker shows his willingness to
relinquish his turn or when his turn claiming
has failed and he just decides to take it. Turn
taking signal is a signal that occurs when a
listener takes the floor after the speaker shows
his willingness to relinquish his turn or when
his turn claiming has failed and he just decides
to take it. The signals for turn taking are
something like no, I was going to say that ...,
yveah ..., well ..., uh ..., a thankful nod, or a
posture shift. Rahman (2006:64) stated that the
verbal turn signals employed by Indonesian
speakers in the conversation include ah, and,
but, eh, em/mm, em so, er, hm, hm and, hm hm,
hm hm okay, hm hm so, hm yeah, hm okay but,
nah, oh, oh I see, oh I see okay er, oh I see so
okay, oh I see yeah, oh oh, oh okay, oh okay er,
oh so, oh yeah, oh yeah yeah, oh yes, okay,
okay okay, okay okay so, okay so, okay so so,
okay well, or, so, sure, well, yup, yeah, yeah
but, yeah (laughter), yeah I see, yeah er, yeah
so, yeah yeah good, yeah so er, yeah yeah,
yeah yes, yes, yes but, yes okay okay. On the
other hand, the non-verbal turn taking signals
performed by the speakers in the conversations
include eye contact or casting a glance at the
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eye of other parties, increasing volume, a
thankful nod, shifting one’s a posture, and
laughter.

Turn holding signal is an attempt to
suppress a turn claim with something like
wait ..., let me finish ..., or an increase volume
to overpower the listener. The turn holding
signals will be performed by the speakers
when they want to hold or prolong their turn.
The turn holding signals will be performed by
the speakers when they want to hold or
prolong their turn. Rahman (2006:65) stated
that the verbal turn holding signals used by
Indonesian speakers are and, and then,
because, but, er, er and, in home, okay, okay
well, or, so, so er, so em, then, yeah, yeah but,
yeah so, and yes and then, while the nonverbal
turn holding signals employed by these
speakers are raising hand palm upwards,
increasing volume, and laughter.

In addition, turn suppressing signal is
related to turn holding but it can be started by
any of those present and not simply the
speaker, for example, let him finish, wait, listen,
and gestures symbolizing stop or holding the
claimer’s hand.

IELTS stands for International English
Language Testing System. It is a test of
English which consists of writing, speaking,
reading and listening practice. IELTS speaking
practice takes between 10 and 15 minutes. It is
composed by an oral interview between the
examiner and the candidates. Seedhouse (2006)
states that there are three main parts in IELTS
speaking practice. Each part fulfills a specific
function in terms of interaction pattern, task
input, and candidate output.

In speaking practice part 1, the
candidates are required to answer general
questions about themselves, their
homes/families, their jobs/studies, their
interests, and other familiar topic areas. In
speaking practice part 2, the candidates will be
given a verbal prompt on a card and is asked to
talk on a particular topic. The candidates have
one minute to prepare before speaking for
about one or two minutes. The examiner then
asks one or two questions. Finally, in speaking
practice part 3, the examiner and candidates
will engage in a discussion of more abstract
issues and concepts which are link to the topic
prompt in speaking practice part 2.

RESEARCH METHOD

The method used in this research was a
descriptive qualitative method. This research



aimed at gaining the data that were observed
during the face to face interaction between the
examiner and participants. The data were
transcribed in order to gain the complete
sequences of speech and behavioral cues used
by both speakers. After that, the data were
categorized and analyzed based on the
concepts of turn-taking mechanism. The
participants of this research were the examiner
and the candidates of IELTS preparation class
in ELC Makassar. One IELTS examiner and 6
students participate in this research. The
examiner was a native speaker from Brazil
who was assigned to examine IELTS speaking
in ELC Makassar. The IELTS candidates came
from various educational backgrounds and had
different goals in taking IELTS tests. They
were a bank teller, home developer, secretary
who took IELTS test to certify their English
language command, students who wish to
pursue international educations in Australian
and United Kingdom, and an unemployment
who used to work in Australian company in
Middle East.

FINDINGS & DISCUSSION

The kinds of turn signals that were mostly
used in IELTS speaking practice.

There are different numbers of turn
signals occurred in each observed IELTS
speaking practice. It can be seen that, in the
first speaking practice, participants performed
5 turn claiming signals namely it’s okay,
laughter, okay, sorry, may [ answer?, and
raising hand palm upward, however, in the
following speaking practices (SP), participants
did not use any turn claiming signals. Turn
taking signals appeared to be the most
frequently used signals in each speaking
practice in that participants in SP1 used 14 turn
taking signals namely so, ee, okay, oh well,
yeah, okay, so, okay, well, okay well, eye
contact, shifting one’s posture, start hand
gesticulation, in SP2 used 12 turn taking
signals including okay, so, and okay so, in SP3
used 15 turn taking signals including so, okay
so, ah, yeah okay, okay ee, um okay, yeah but,
start hand gesticulation, in SP4 used 12
signals namely okay, so, okay so, it’s okay, ee,
in SP5 used 9 turn taking signals including
okay, okay so, so, um so, owh yeah, and in SP6
used 13 turn taking signals namely well, so,

okay so, okay, but, and start hand gesticulation.

The second most frequently used turn
signal is turn yielding signal. The signals
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appeared 5 times in both SP1 and SP2
including the signals okay, it is, laughter,
termination of hand gesticulation, forward
hand movement , 10 times in SP3 including or,
so (drawled by the speaker), eye contact,
termination of hand gesticulation, 3 times in
SP4  including ftermination of  hand
gesticulation, eye contact, so, 5 times in SP5
including just like that, yeah, you know, so,
termination of hand gesticulation, and 12 times
in SP6 including just that, termination of hand
gesticulation, eyebrows raised, eye contact,
leaning forward, head nod.

On the other hand, the number of turn
holding signals used in each speaking practice
was slightly different from the number of turn
yielding signals. Participants in SP1 displayed
7 turn holding signals namely so, increasing
volume, but, in SP2 displayed 9 turn holding
signals including so, okay, and then, okay so,
and, laughter, ee, in SP3 displayed 7 turn
holding signals including and, ee, so, in SP4
displayed 6 turn holding signals so, and then,
and, in SP5 displayed 4 turn holding signals
namely and also, so, and in SP6 displayed 6
turn holding signals including so, then, looking
at the sailing. In addition, the table showed
that the least frequently used turn signal is turn
suppressing signal. This signal was merely
employed twice by the participants in SP3
including wait a second, gesture symbolizing
stop.

Discussion

The examiner and the candidate of
IELTS preparation class performed various
turn signals in their face to face speaking
practice. As a matter of fact, turn taking
signals, turn holding, and turn yielding signals
seemed to be the most frequently used signals
during the IELTS speaking practice.
Meanwhile, turn claiming signals and turn
suppressing signals were used less frequently
during the practice. Candidates were required
to perform their speaking ability in order to
ensure the examiner that they were able to
conduct a good English conversation both
professionally or academically. Due to the
candidates were required to answer some
questions in the given time, the examiner
needed to claim the speaking turn when the
candidates exceeded the time in answering the
questions.

The candidates also needed to take the
speaking turn when the examiner relinquished



her turns. When the candidates were not able
to signal that they would take the turn, the
examiner might have thought that the
candidates  had  insufficient  language
knowledge to say something as a response, or
the candidate did not understand the question
and she needed to explain the question one
more time. When expanding their answer to
convince the examiner that they are capable
enough in using the language. Turn holding
signal is used by the participants when
expressing their ideas in order that they are
given time to give their clear explanation
toward the related question. The examiner and
the candidates needed to yield the turn when
they thought that they had already finished
what they wanted to say. Examiner may yield
the turn by asking question or by signaling the
candidates with turn yielding signals. The
candidate may yield the turn when they
finished answering the question or had no
more thing to say by the use of turn yielding
signals as well.

The candidates generally used hand
gesticulation when dealing with difficult topics
in IELTS speaking part 2 and 3 in which they
should gave their opinion about some
particular topics. McNail (1992) also stated
that a speaker will display hand movements
more frequent when dealing with difficult
topics. It can be inferred that when the
candidates spoke and performed hand
gesticulation, the examiner would not interrupt
to take the speaking turn. These hand
movements also can be considered as turn
taking signal because when the candidates
began to speak and started the hand movement,
it was indicated that the candidates had taken
the speaking turn.

CONCLUSION & SUGGESTION

Based on the findings and discussion
in the previous chapter, the researcher put
forward the following conclusions:

1. IELTS examiner and candidates in ELC
Makassar employed turn signals. It was
indicated that the most frequently used turn
signals were turn taking, turn holding, and
turn yielding signal and the less frequently
used turn signals were turn claiming and
turn suppressing.

2. Turn taking signals were used 75 times,
turn holding signals were used 40 times,
and turn yielding signals were used 40
times during the speaking practices whereas,
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turn claiming signals were used 5 times and
turn suppressing signals were used twice.
The examiner and candidates performed
these signals in order to best decide when
they could take, hold, yield, claim, and
suppress the speaking turns.

The researcher suggests several things as
follows:

1. It is suggested that the examiner and
candidates of IELTS preparation class
know more about turn signals and
backchannel signals in order to conduct a
good and smooth exchange of speaking
turns.

2. It is suggested that teachers equip their
students with sufficient knowledge of turn-
taking mechanisms especially turn signals
and backchannel signals in order to prepare
the students to be a good intercultural
speakers of English.

It is recommended that the next
researcher observed deeply about turn signals
particularly in term of speakers’ culture, social
status, and the level of speaking topic
difficulty.

REFERENCE

Boyd, F.D. 2000. Nonverbal Behavior of
Effective Teachers of at Risk African-
American Male Middle School
Students. Dissertation. Blacksburg,
Virginia: Virginia Polytechnic Institute
and State University.

Brazil, D. 1997. The Communicative Value of
Intonation in English. Cambridge:
CUP.

Cook, G. 1989. Discourse. Oxford: OUP.

Coulmas, Florian, ed. 1981. Conversational
Routine: Explorations in Standardized

Communication Situations and
Prepatterned Speech. The Hague:
Mouton Publishers.

Creswell, J.W. (2008). Educational Research
Planning, Conducting, and Evaluating
Quantitative and Qualitative Research.
New Jersey: Pearson Prentice Hall

Damen, Louise 1987. Culture Learning: The
Fifth Dimension in the Language
Classroom. Massachusetts: Addison-
Wesley Publishing Company.

Dornyei, Z. and Thurrell, S. (1991) ‘Strategic
competence and how to teach it” ELT
Journal 45/1



Duncan S., Jr. & Fiske, D. W. 1985.
Interaction structure and strategy.
Cambridge:Cambridge University
Press.

Duncan, S., Jr. 1972. Some Signals and Rules
for Taking Speaking Turns in
Conversations. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 23(2), 283-292.

. 1973. "On the structure of
speaker-auditor  interaction  during
speaking turns." Language in Society 2:
161-180.

Edelsky, Carole. 1981. "Who's got the floor?"
Language in Society 10: 383-421.
Republished in Tannen, Deborah. (ed.),
1993. Gender and Conversational
Interaction. New York: Oxford UP:
189-227.

Gay, L. R. 2006. Educational Research.
Competencies  for  Analysis and
Applications. New Jersey: Pearson
Merrill Prentice Hall.

Goffman, E. 1963. Behavior in Public Places:
Notes on Social Organization of
Gatherings. New York: Free Press of
Glencoe.

. 1955. On Face Work: An Analysis of
Ritual Elements in Social Interaction.
Psychiatry, 18, 213-231.

Goodwin, C. 1981. Conversational
Organization: Interaction between
Hearers and Speakers. New York, NY:
Academic Press.

Gosling, John. 1981. Kinesics in discourse. In
Coulthard, Malcolm, and Martin
Montgomery, (eds.), Studies in
Discourse Analysis. London:
Routledge: 158-183.

Hayashi, Reiko. 1996. Cognition, Empathy,
and Interaction: Floor Management of
English and Japanese Conversation.
Advances in Discourse Processes LIV.
Norwood, N.J.: Ablex Publishing
Corporation.

Isenberg, H. M. 2008. The Organization of
Conversation. Asian EFL Journal.

Jaffe, J., & Feildstein, S. 1970. Rhythms of
Dialogue. New York: Academic Press.

Jordan, S. 2001. Transforming Consciousness

through Ethnographic Writing.
Language and Intercultural
Communication.

Keller, Eric. 1979. "Gambits: Conversational
Strategy  Signals."  Journal  of
Pragmatics 3.3/4: 219-238.

Republished in Coulmas 1981: 93-114.

Jurnal Publikasi Pendidikan | Volume VI No 1 Januari 2016 | 12

Kendon, A. 1967. “Some Functions of Gaze-
Direction in Social Interaction.” Acta
Psychologica 26, pp. 22-63.

Kohonen, S. 2004. Turn-taking in
Conversation: Overlaps and
Interruption in Intercultural Talk.
Association for French Language
Studies. (Online).
(http://www.fmg.uva.nl/emca/turn-
taking.pdf retrieved on November 7,
2012).

Levinson, C. Steven. 1983. Pragmatics.
London: Cambridge University Press.

1985. Pragmatics.
London: Cambridge University Press.

Materson, J.T. 1996. Nonverbal
Communication in Text-based Virtual
Realities.  Thesis.  University of
Montana.

McDonough, J. and Shaw, C. (1993) Materials
and Methods in ELT. Blackwell
McNeill, D. 1992. Hand and Mind: What
Gestures  Reveal about Thought.
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago

Press.

O'Grady, W. et al. 2001. Contemporary
Linguistics: An Introduction. Bedford

Rahman, A. Qashas. 2006. Turn-taking
Mechanisms and  Pragmatics in
English  Conversations. Makassar:
Badan Penerbit UNM.

Sacks, H. 1992. Lectures on Conversation, Vol
1I. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.

Sacks, H., Schegloff, E. and Jefferson, G. 1974.
A Simplest Systematic for the
Organization of Turn-Taking for
Conversation.

(http://www.answer.com/topic/CA. Retrieved
on November 7 2013).

Scarcella, Robin C. 1992. Interethnic
Conversation and Second Language
Acquisition: Discourse Accent
Revisited. In Gass, Susan M., and
Larry Selinker, (eds.) Language
Transfer in Language Learning.
Language Acquisition & Language
Disorders 5. Amsterdam: John
Benjamins Publishing Company: 109-
137.

Schmatzer, Hannes, and Gerlinde Hardt-
Mautner (1989). How to master
meetings, negotiations, presentations.
Wien: Service-Fachverlag.

Seedhouse, P, and Egbert, M, 2006, The
Interactional Organisation of the
IELTS Speaking Test, IELTS Research



http://www.fmg.uva.nl/emca/turn-taking.pdf

Reports Volume 6, IELTS Australia,
Canberra and British Council, London,
pp 161-206.

Stenstrom, A. B. 1994, An introduction to
spoken interaction, London, New
York : Longman.

Sudjana. 1991.  Penelitian  Pendidikan.
Bandung: Sinar Baru.

Taboada, Maite. 2006. Spontaneous and Non-
spontaneous Turn Taking. Pragmatics.
16:2/3. 329-360

Wardhaugh, Ronald. 1985. How Conversation
Works. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Wieman, J. M. 1973. “An Exploratory Study
of Turn-Taking in Conversations:
Verbal and Nonverbal Behavior.”
Unpublished Thesis. Purdue University.

Willis, J. (1992) ‘Inner and outer: spoken
discourse in the language classroom’
in

Coulthard, M. et al (eds.) Advances in Spoken
Discourse Analysis. Routledge

Jurnal Publikasi Pendidikan | Volume VI No 1 Januari 2016 | 13



