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Abstract


Several studies have noted that electronic discourse does not readily fit into a spoken-written discourse paradigm, but rather shows characteristics of both.  Especially chat room and instant message dialog, the most synchronous form of electronic discourse, tends to resemble speech more than writing.  Here it is hypothesized that two factors account primarily for these characteristics: (1) turnaround time, in terms of composition time, delivery time and especially pickup time, which explains spontaneity and transience of spoken discourse, and (2) comfort, which allows the participants to be more casual, open and relaxed.  Expectations in turnaround time create differing rhythms of communication for different modes.  Hybrid modes in which turnaround time differs for different parties involved, and simultaneous use of more than one mode are also discussed from this point of view. 

1. Introduction.

As long as discourse has been a field of research, there has been a distinction between spoken and written language.  Differing traditions and research methods have developed for both; university courses are built around one or the other.  Even spoken vs. written language dictionaries and reference materials have been published (cf. Cobuild dictionary of spoken English, Longman).


However, with the advent of more-or-less synchronous communication via Internet (IRC, MOOs, chat, etc.), the old dichotomy has come into doubt (Davis 1997, Collot and Belmore, 1996).  Specifically, it has been argued that although chat uses a mode that has been always considered written (i.e. the typed word), the language used shares more traditionally spoken characteristics, such as transience, spontaneity, interactivity and adjustability (Hirota 1999).


There is no doubt that the type of language commonly used in speaking differs from that of writing.  Here, however, in the light of recent research on chat, the question becomes one of whether it is simply the written or oral expression that forms the basis for this difference, or some deeper distinction in the way people relate to each other.  

The present paper offers turnaround time, and specifically, pick-up time, as a major factor that differentiates traditionally spoken vs. written discourse.  It is specifically this factor that provides the psycholinguistic background to produce the transience, spontaneity, interactivity and adjustability characteristic of spoken texts.  It is this factor, too, that generally differentiates synchronous and asynchronous discourse.


In addition, it is hypothesized that other major characteristics of traditional spoken discourse are due to shared knowledge, personality factors and interrelationships between the discourse participants.  These are all assumed to contribute to what is termed here “the comfort factor”: the combined effect of all of the above plus inherent characteristics of the discourse mode itself that allow the participant to feel comfortable. 

2.  The Problem of Definition

The biggest problem with the spoken/written distinction is that it is difficult to define.  What is spoken discourse?  The obvious answer is that it is spoken, i.e. oral, but there are modalities of non-oral communication that we would intuitively want to include in such a classification; sign language, for example.  Conversely, we would probably want to exclude such modalities of expression as oral reading of books on, say, radio programs or cassette tapes.   Thus, to account for such intuitions, we must add caveats to our definition: "spoken" communication is immediate, or casual, or conversational.  For each of these caveats, however, there are also exceptions--tape letters, question/answer sessions at academic conferences or press meetings, monologues.  We end up then, with a circular definition that uses the characteristics of the most stereotypical form of spoken language to judge what should be included as a member of the category.
	SPOKEN
	WRITTEN

	
	

	media is voice (can hear)
	media is letter (can read)

	casual
	formal

	simple
	complicated

	know audience
	audience more indefinite

	adjustable
	less negotiable, interactional

	extralinguistic information
	standardised

	more spontaneous (feedback) backchanneling
	more of a consensus as to what is appropriate

	interjections
	not all societies have written

	social interactional meaning
	more specific

	more interactive
	more permanent

	turn place holders, fillers
	more densely packed

	looser organization
	more organized

	more topic shifting
	　


Fig. 1　General features of spoken and written English discourse (based on Hirota 1999:43)


The problem is analagous for the definition of written discourse.  


And what are we to do with speeches or prewritten lectures, which exist in both spoken and written form?  Naturally, the spoken presentations will differ from their counterparts in written format in certain patterned ways -- inclusion of hesitation markers and interjections in the spoken format, orthographic markers in written, for example.   But do such variations represent differences between the spoken and written modalities themselves, or there is there another, more basic duality that can account for them?
	Media 　
	Mode 　
	Features of spoken discourse

	
	
	transient 　
	spontaneous
	interjections 　
	interactive 　
	fillers 　
	topic shifting 　
	adjustable 　
	colloquial 　

	Spoken 　
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	TV 　
	talk show
	○
	△
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○
	△

	
	news
	△
	×
	△
	×
	△
	△
	○
	×

	debate
	△
	×
	×
	△
	△
	×
	△
	×

	　 presentation
	○
	△
	×
	△
	○
	×
	○
	△

	　 F2F talk
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○
	○

	Written 　
	　 　 　 　 　 　 　 　

	Paper 　
	news
	×
	×
	×
	×
	×
	△
	×
	×

	
	thesis
	×
	×
	×
	×
	×
	×
	×
	×

	Letter 　
	personal 
	×
	△
	△
	△
	△
	○
	△
	×

	
	business
	×
	×
	×
	△
	×
	×
	×
	×

	Book 　 　 　
	novel
	×
	△
	△
	×
	×
	△
	×
	×

	
	text book
	×
	×
	×
	×
	×
	×
	×
	×


Fig. 2　“Spoken” Characteristics of various forms of media (based on Hirota 1999:43)


( ○ = usually true, △ = sometimes true, X = usually untrue)


An escape route for the definition difficulty is to conceive of the distinction as a continuum rather than a dichotomy, defined by several different characteristics simultaneously.  The more characteristics such as "immediate", "oral", "conversational" are present, the more "spoken" a modality can be said to be.  Fig. 2 shows classification of several discourse modes as to spoken characteristics.  Judging from this figure, we may propose a continuum of modes as follows:

        F2F     talk show
  news
  personal letter   novel     business letter    textbook

More spoken
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
more written

 
Whether we assume the distinction to be a dichotomy or a continuum, however, the problem of definition remains the same.  We can only define written vs. spoken in terms of a set of generalized characteristics, and for each of these characteristics (including “written” and “spoken” themselves) we can point to exceptions.


Such difficulties with definition naturally have both research and pedagogical consequences.  One obvious application that suffers repercussions is the burgeoning field of corpus linguistics.  The spoken/written paradigm can be found to classify subcorpora in almost all of the major databases available.  ICAME, for example, offers a variety of categories of both spoken and written texts, with subcategories such as dialogue vs. monologue and scripted vs. unscripted for the former, and printed vs. non-printed and informational vs. creative for the latter.
 

However, written works such as novels and especially playscripts include much “spoken” discourse, and spoken corpora may include media such as prewritten news reports or speeches (such as the “scripted” category in ICAME above).  This difficulty may be accounted for by further subcategorizations, which may allow us to linguistically analyze the differences, and we then end up with spoken modes which show highly written characteristics, and vice versa.

Pedagogically, we find the paradigm problem cropping up in language textbooks and materials.  The great majority of textbooks that profess to teach “spoken” English actually do not, for the simple reason that both the conversations and tapings made of them are prewritten and then "performed".  Such designs are bound to result in simply a written interpretation of what happens in spoken contexts, but will never be able to actually reproduce such contexts.  


Other textbooks have been designed, of course, with a prerecorded conversational or interview format which is then post-transcribed.  Advances in spoken discourse transcription has given such textbook writers concrete methods of handling "typically spoken" features such as overlapping, hesitation, emphasis, etc., but the resulting transcriptions are sometimes unwieldy and, at best, take a lot of page space to reproduce.  
3.  The Placement of Electronic Discourse

“electronic discourse is writing that very often reads as if it were being spoken—that is, as if the sender were writing talking.” (Davis 1997:2)


Davis uses the term electronic discourse, as opposed to computer-mediated communication, to focus on the language rather than the medium of communication.  Included in electronic discourse, however, are at least 5 different modes: (1) mailing lists, (2) bulletin boards, (3) e-mail, (4) electronic conferencing and (5) chat.  

Several of these modes have already been discussed in terms of discourse characteristics.  Collot and Belmore describe BBS messages as electronic language, or “a new variety of English”, which is neither “spoken” nor “written” (1996:14).
  Yates (1996), analyzing a corpus of electronic conference messages, found this mode to resemble writing in terms of type/token ratio, lexical density and overall frequency of pronoun use, but to be closer to speech in relative usage of 1st, 2nd and 3rd pronouns.  Hirota (1999) argued that chat shares more traditionally spoken characteristics, such as transience, spontaneity, interactivity and adjustability.

Indeed, each of these electronic modes shows differing characteristics, as seen in Fig. 3:
	Mode      Features
	transience　
	spontaneity 　
	interjections 　
	interactivity 　
	fillers 　
	topic shifting 　
	repair
	Colloquial expressions 　

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Mailing lists
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Bulletin boards
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	△
	X

	E-mail 
	X
	△
	△
	△
	△
	O
	△
	X

	Conferencing
	X
	△
	△
	△
	△
	△
	△
	△

	Private chat (IM)
	O
	O
	O
	O
	O
	O
	O
	O


Fig. 3　Features of electronic discourse : (1) mailing lists, (2) bulletin boards, (3) e-mail, (4) electronic conferencing and (5) chat.  ( ○ = usually true, △ = sometimes true, X = usually untrue)


Here, even within the different modes of electronic discourse, we find a range of variation between “spoken” and “written” characteristics that rivals more traditional modes.  As above, too, this difference can be expressed in terms of a continuum:

        chat
 electronic conferencing 
e-mail 

mailing lists 
bbs


More spoken
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
more written

Thus we find that the top four modes are more written-like, whereas chat acts more like spoken discourse.  

What is it, however, that separates these modes?  Of the “spoken” characteristics listed in Figs. 2 and 3, we can identify two that are directly related to synchronicity: transience, spontaneity and interactivity.  Other characteristics seem to be more related to personality factors, interrelationship between speakers and speakers’ choice of language use.  These include colloquial expressions, fillers, and interjections, and less directly, repair. 

In the following, we hypothesize that two factors produce the apparent dichotomy between traditional spoken and written discourse.  The first factor is what has been termed the “rhythm of communication”, and accounts for above time-related characteristics of transience and spontaneity.  Especially, the question of turnaround time between the speakers plays an important role.  The second is what we will refer to as the comfort factor, that of personality, roles and interrelationships between participants. This factor can explain the second set of characteristics above to a great extent.

3.1  Rhythm of communication and turnaround time


Kolb (1996) makes an interesting point regarding the differences in “rhythm of communication” of e-mail, written letters, and published articles and comments.  These three modes represent three different types of 2-way written communication, but each has its own rhythm (days, weeks and years) and corresponding lengths (from a few lines to several pages).  In other words, we may be able to surmise here that the shorter the missive, the shorter the rhythm, and vice versa.  


There is comfort in anonymity, a comfort that allows participants to feel free to express their opinions honestly and openly (Kelm 1992:446-447) and without undue stress (Beauvois 1995: 184-185).  In addition, in terms of floor-taking, anonymity provides what Kelm (1992:442) refers to as a “leveling effect” where “participants say as much as they want, whenever they want, and are never interrupted.”

Consider next from this point of view various modes of “spoken” communication.  Here too, we see similar differences in rhythm in, for example, an academic lecture, the following question-and-answer session, and at the kaffee klatsch afterwards, even if the three discourses may involve exactly the same participants.  We may also note that the lengths of each discourse turn will tend to decrease with increasing rhythm of communication, just as with the written discourse modes above. 

Here, limitations of time, place and occasion play a large role in defining these rhythms.  Thus, someone responding to a lecturer may choose both the manner and the timing of their response—it can be relatively immediate and public, less immediate and more premeditated but private and casual, or even less immediate and more premeditated, in which case it will most likely take a written form.

Extending this analogy to forms of electronic discourse, we find the rhythm of communication going from faster to slower in the following order:  (1) chat, (2) electronic conferencing,(3) e-mail, (4) bulletin boards and (5) mailing lists.  (Notice that this parallels the order in the spoken-written continuum discussed on the previous page). With electronic discourse, however, both the length of time required and the relative length of discourse turns is similar to the three “spoken” examples discussed above—somewhere ranging from a week or so at longest to mere seconds in the case of 2-party chat.  Thus, it seems that in terms of rhythm of communication, electronic discourse resembles spoken rather than written discourse.


Let us explore this avenue a bit further.  Communication rhythm is based on turnaround time between participating parties—in other words, the time it takes for a message to be composed, communicated and responded to.  If we use this criterion—a timeline of turnaround time, as it were—we can place different modes of communication along the line as such:

Spoken         F2f  phone
                   (Q&A 
debate)     







Written
     
         

     (note-passing)      fax telex      letters

books&articles

Electronic          chat  

elect conf    email  bbs m lists 

 htext




Immediate ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------delayed or none

  0s   1-2s    3-5s   7-10s  10-60s   minute(s)    hour(s)  day(s)  week(s)    month(s)   year(s)

Fig.  4  Turnaround time for various discourse modes

The top portion of this figure shows how traditional written and spoken modes would be placed along the line, and the bottom places newer electronic discourse modes.  Note that for the former we can find a synchronous/asynchronous break between seconds and minutes that coincides to a certain extent with the break between “spoken” and “written” discourse.  The modes that fall within this break are shown in parentheses: Q&A sessions and debate, in which synchronicity is artificially controlled by discourse rules, and note-passing, in which asynchronicity is reduced by the close physical presence of the participants. For electronic discourse, however, we see a variety of turnaround times in this break area, with chat discourse rapidly approaching that of face-to-face speech.

Davis (1997:   ) states that “turn taking is constrained for electronic conference discourse, both by time and by the computer software…hence the interruptions and overlaps so characteristic of conversation are not possible.”  This may be true to a certain degree for electronic conferencing (especially for teacher-monitored student work, which is the type of conferencing Davis is referring to), but is much less true of two-party private chat.  In the latter, even if messages are delayed slightly, this delay only serves to create more interruptions and overlaps with respect to the theme(s).  Take the following short conversation, for example:

L1  FG: We also have a date today...we're going to a costume shop in Hollywood.

L2  KJ: how's he doing with the alcohol?

L3  FG: terrible

L4  KJ: for halloween?

L5  KJ: that's too bad

L6  FG: yeah.

In this conversation, the time delay between the question in line 2 and answer in line 3 (terrible) allows KJ the time to respond to line 1 with the Line 4 query “for Halloween?”.  The delayed line 3 response, however, immediately provokes the reaction in line 5, which is sent at the same time as the response “yeah” in line 6 to Line 4.  This sort of overlapping of rhythm almost allows the correspondents to follow two streams of thought simultaneously, without the confusion that this overlapping would create in face-to-face (F2F) conversation (where, for example, L6 would most likely be taken as a response to L5).  However, we would never find this sort of overlapping in written discourse, as the time delay, or turnaround time, is too great to allow immediate responses.  Thus, a variety of topics may be addressed in one written message, but each must be referred to separately in a response.

Taking the discussion further, we can distinguish three points at which the turnaround time may differ—composition time, delivery time and pickup time.  These are each defined respectively as follows:

Composition = time between the conception of the message and end of message creation

Delivery = time between the sending of the message and it’s arrival at a point where it may be retrieved by the participant.

Pick-up = time between the point when the message arrives at the retrieval point and when it is acknowledged by the speaker.
The composition and delivery time for F2F conversation occur simultaneously, and the pick-up time can be practically instantaneous.  On the other hand, published matter may well take from months to years at each point.  For modes in between, there is usually control or delay imposed on at least one of these three points.  For example, delivery time for the questions in Q&A sessions is controlled by a moderator or by the respondent. Debates formally limit the pickup and delivery time to several minutes; thus, composition time is artificially provided for organizing thoughts and clarifying logic.  Traditional one-way spoken modes such as television and radio programs allow for simultaneous composition, delivery and pick-up time, but only in one direction.  In addition, communication will only occur in these modes if the pick-up is simultaneous with the delivery or if the delivery is “captured” on tape, video or some other recording medium.  

In contrast, traditional written modes are limited in terms of composition time due to the natural constraints of “getting words down”.  However, pickup and delivery time may be close to instantaneous.  Note-passing (the way we used to do in boring classes in junior high school) has the fastest turnaround time as delivery and pickup times take only a few seconds, due to physical closeness of the participants.   Faxes provide a short delivery time but the pickup time is uncertain, as the recipient must “notice” the message, unless it is expected.  


  Returning to electronic discourse, even though some composition time for each mode is required
, delivery time is almost instantaneous; indeed, much faster than in F2F speech.  Additionally, messages tend to be abbreviated and short cut keys can be used to compose and send a message in a few quick keystrokes, cutting down even further on composition time.  


Thus, only one point in turnaround time differentiates the various electronic discourse modes: that of pick-up time.  This difference in pick-up time results from whether the correspondents are reasonably especting an immediate response, as is true with face-to face speech, or assuming that the time required by the partner to “notice” will delay pick-up time and hence the response.  

We see now that this difference in pick-up time seems to differentiate not only the three “written” modes and the two “spoken” electronic modes, but can also be applied more generally to the spoken-written dichotomy as well.  That is, “written” modes generally include a certain length of pick-up time, which can vary from minutes to months.  On the other hand, “spoken” modes, including chat and electronic discussion, generally have a pick-up time that is concurrent with the delivery of the message.

3.2  The comfort factor

As mentioned above, some other characteristics traditionally attributed to spoken discourse are colloquialism and use of fillers and interjections.  However, these facets may be considered to relate more to discourse formality stemming from personality factors and relationships between the parties involved than to the discourse type itself.  For example, a scholarly discussion between professors who have just met may well be on a much more formal level, i.e. show much fewer “spoken” characteristics, than a series of personal letters between teenagers who have been friends for years.

We tend to feel comfortable in a discourse if we feel secure in our position against attack.  This security stems from the following factors:

1. knowledge of the topic

2. knowledge of the other participant(s)/audience

3. anonymity

4. control

Let us look at each of these factors in terms of a typical 2-party private chat discourse compared with F2F discourse, both between participants who have previous knowledge of each other and those who have just “met”..  

In chat, as in spoken discourse, the topic is generally agreed on between chatters.  Both discourse types allow freedom of topic shift, introduction of new topics, and avoidance. .  However, there is a special form of avoidance that is much easier to exercise in chat mode than in face-to-face communication, and that is leave-taking.  If one finds the conversation taking a turn to ones disliking, one can simply “drop out”, with or without forewarning to the other participants.  In a real situation, this is difficult to do simply because of the time involved and level of attention garnered in simply turning around and leaving the room.  However, in a chat situation it is much easier to “drop out” either by making convenient (and unverifiable) excuses or simply by cutting the connection.

In terms of knowledge of the other participants, parties who know each other are on the same footing both in chat and F2F situations, with the exception that extralinguistic clues such as eye contact and intonation are not available to the chatter.  This is especially true (and sometimes dangerously so) for newly met chatters, who may be just as in the dark about their audience as users of any other mode of written communication.  Perhaps due to the fact that the majority of people using net-based chat services are younger, however, relationships are assumed automatically to be less formal rather than more.
  A comfort factor related to knowledge of the other party is that of knowledge of the audience, which plays much less of a role in 2-party chat (as there is no audience) than in F2F conversations, where one may always be “overheard”.

Anonymity is a unique feature of net-based communication.  In fact, anonymity may be the one feature that separates public and private chat from all other transient discourse, with the exception of anonymous telephone calls.  Even for non-transient discourse, although it is possible to write letters, novels and editorials anonymously or under an alias, it is generally not the norm.  On the other hand, it is relatively rare to come across someone who uses their own real name in chat rooms unless they are on such terms with the other members of the rooms, especially with public chat.  This assumed anonymity is part of the game--in fact it may not be unusual for a man to enter under a woman’s alias or vice versa.  

This atmosphere of anonymity allows a chat room to take on a personality of its own, which may be said to both control and be controlled by the participants.  There are two faces to the aspects of control in discourse: (1) how much the participant feels he or she controls the flow and topic, and (2) how free the participan feels from external control.  In terms of the former facet, it has been noted in multiparty chat that “conversations are effectively dominated if not controlled by fast typists experienced in the use of arcane shortcuts particular to the medium” (Paramskas 1999:7), but this is not as likely to occur with 2-party chat, where more adjustment occurs to balance control.  

In both multiparty and 2-party variations, chat resembles F2F speech with respect to this first facet.  External control, however, is much easier to impose on F2F communication (i.e. age, sex, status differences, introduction of a third party with status) but due to the anonymity and privacy of 2-party chat, such controlling factors may have little or no effect.

4.  Hybrid and simultaneous discourse modes


The two factors of rhythm of communication and comfort combine to produce modes in which the turnaround time differs for the discourse participants, or what we will call hybrid discourse modes.  The hybridity is usually due to some difference in number or status of participants, creating and/or created by differing levels of comfort. Classroom discourse, Q&A sessions, press interviews and audience-participation talk shows, where the moderator has direct control of the topic and conversation are examples.  In these cases, the bulk of turnaround time is usually used by the moderator due to his or her favored status, 

One-way mass media communication modes such as news broadcasts and articles provide for non-immediate turnaround only through certain channels and thus can be considered hybrid discourse modes as well.  Feedback is possible, but the mode of feedback must be chosen carefully-- telephone and in-person communication, for example, may fall on deaf ears.  Written feedback may be safer, but may require an inordinately long turnaround time. Thus any discourse resulting from mass media communication is bound to be both lopsided in turnaround time and low on the communication rhythm scale, simply because the statuses of the discourse partners, the individual and the system, are different.


Hybrid modes are also possible between two individuals if they are using different means of communication.  For example, if one party has access to a telephone and the other only to a pager, conversation can still ensue by one party leaving spoken messages on the pager and the other paging back messages.  Thus if two or more modes are used by one or more participants, a hybrid discourse results.

If more than one participant uses several modes simultaneously, then simultaneous hybrid discourse results.  Indeed, talk shows provide an interesting example of three discourse modes sometimes occurring simultaneously—pure face-to-face communication, studio audience Q&A, and home audience participation.  No matter whether the latter is done by spoken (i.e. telephone) or written (fax or e-mail) communication, the turnaround time is about the same, due to the control imposed by the program.  

In multimedia discourse, two or more modes are routinely used simultaneously within the same discourse.  Naturally humans use various modes to communicate with each other, but until the advent of electronic communication it was extremely difficult to use two different modes simultaneously with the same partner and within the same stream of discourse.  Now it is commonplace.  During a telephone or chat conversation we may hear or read  “I just e-mailed it to you”, and expect a response sometime later in the same conversation.  Similarly chat and telephone conversations may be simultaneous, as well as computer mediated communication in which visual, audial and textual data packets may fly about simultaneously.  

5.  Conclusion


The traditional paradigm of spoken vs. written discourse does not apply readily to electronic discourse modes, especially to chat.  Within the paradigm, however, time-oriented factors such as transience and spontaniety can be explained in terms of turnaround time—the combination of composition time, delivery time and pickup time—which is used to define the rhythm of communication of different discourses and naturally divides traditional spoken and written discourse relatively neatly.  Specifically, pick-up time is postulated as a key factor in differentiating spoken and written discourse, and using this factor, chat classifies as the former rather than the latter.


Other characteristics that have traditionally been ascribed to spoken discourse may be accounted for by the difference in comfort level provided by personality, role factors stemming from shared knowledge between the speakers, and security and control with respect to the discourse. 


With the burgeoning repertoire of communication modes, however, hybrid discourse is becoming more and more commonplace.  Also much more common is the simultaneous use of several modes by one or more participants. In hybrid discourse, the rhythm of communication may differ due to differences in mode used by the participants.  Hybrid discourse has always existed, but is especially commonplace now with the advent of so many novel electronic discourse modes of recent years.

Notes

� The conceptualization of spoken vs. written characteristics as being part of a continuum rather than a dichotomy is a view of mine which is shared by G. Leech, editor of  (personal communication, Tokyo, 2000).


� Cf. � HYPERLINK http://www.ucl.ac.uk/english-usage/ice/design.htm ��http://www.ucl.ac.uk/english-usage/ice/design.htm�


� Collot & Belmore  (1996) used a tagged corpus to analyze bulletin board messages, and found that in comparison to other discourse modes, such messages were more involved than informational, less narrative, slightly situation-dependent, used overt expression of persuasion, abstract information and informational elaboration relatively frequently, 





� Of course, for many skilled typists this time is less than what it would be if the message were handwritten.


� In multiparty chat, a group of supposed 20 year olds can usually banter away unsuspected in a chat room if they do not realize that a 50 year old is among them. but when the conversation turns around to age, a “too-high” number can change the atmosphere of the room quite easily. A fascinating line of discourse study might be the contrast and comparison of discourse characteristics of chat by age; using e.g. transcripts from a typical 20-year-old and 50-year-old chatters room.
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