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Before reading the transcript: 
 

Think back over any visits to the dentist you have made.  
 

 How were you greeted?  

 Did the dentist address all comments to you, or not?  

 Did you need reassurance?  If so, how was it given? 

 Did the dentist use any technical language to do with the job?  Were these 
addressed 1) to you?  2) to the dental nurse?  

 What was the atmosphere like in the surgery?  

  
 
Now read the following transcript. 
 
Transcript: Going to the dentist 
 

A carer (daughter) takes an elderly man with dementia to the dentist for a filling.  
 
Dental nurse: [patient’s full name] come through please (local radio is playing in the 

background) 

 Man goes to ordinary chair 

Carer:  You’re in the big chair [patient’s first name, shortened] 

 Patient gets into dentist’s chair. 

Dentist: Are you normally numb for your fillings? 

Patient: No 

Carer: Where there’s no sense there’s no feeling eh [patient’s first name, 
shortened] 

 Laughter from patient 

Dental nurse: [to carer] Is he still on his tablets? 

Carer: erm (.) yeah 

Dentist: It was quite recently we saw him wasn’t it? 

Carer: Yeah 

Dentist: just pop these on (safety goggles) we all have to wear them it’s health 
and safety(.) just pop your hand up if it gets too much ok? 

 Drilling.  Patient raises hand 

Dentist: All right there? Have a drink of water 

 More drilling.  Receptionist comes in and collects tea mugs. 

Receptionist: Would you like a drink as well since you’re here for a double 
appointment? 
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Carer: Er, yeah that’s very thoughtful of you 

Receptionist: Tea or coffee? 

Carer: Tea please just a little milk like just a drop 

Receptionist: sugar? 

Carer: No 

Dentist: [inaudible to dental nurse] … ready for the band 

 On the radio DJ mentions somewhere in Liverpool 

Dental nurse: [animated] It’s horrible in there! I went on Saturday (.) there was 
hardly anyone in there 

Receptionist: [comes in with three mugs.  To carer] There’s your tea 

Carer: Ahhh, thank you [struggles to put it down] 

Receptionist: sorry (.) I gave you that with the handle away from you [puts other 
mugs down and leaves] 

Dentist: Put your teeth together for me 

 Noise of polishing machine 

Dentist: [inaudible to patient] ... in the back there (.) all back in place you can 
smile at everyone again now 

Patient: it’s catching there 

Dentist: it’s because you’ve had a gap there for so long we’ve built it up the 
same as the other teeth but it will feel strange for a bit (.) we can take 
it down if you want but try it first 

Carer: I had a bridge fitted a while ago and it still feels a bit strange 
sometimes (.) you’ll get used to it(.) it looks great 

Dental nurse: there’s a mirror there see how it looks 

Patient: yeah, it’s all right isn’t it?  

Carer: I think you’d better take those off now 

Patient: Oh yeah [removes goggles] I forgot I was wearing them [takes them 
off and hands them to dental nurse] (.) this feels funny 

Carer: it will do, but you will get used to it 

Dentist: it’s bound to feel strange (.) you’ve had a gap there so long but give it 
a try see how it feels 

Carer: He’s got a scrape and polish (.) will we be called for it? 

Dentist: Yes, just go back in the waiting room and the hygienist will call you 
when she is ready 

Patient: [to carer] have you got my stick? 

Carer: here it is [to dentist] thank you very much 
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Tasks 
 

 Highlight all the words connected with dental care in one colour.  What proportion of 
the conversation do they take up, and does this surprise you?  

 Who dominates the turns in the conversation?  

 Would you say this conversation is polite?  Why?  

 Is any of the conversation aimed at distracting the patient?  

 How does the dentist speak to the patient?  Which words are intended to reassure 
him?  

 Why do you think the dentist speaks so quietly to the dental nurse?  

 There is a moment where the dental nurse slips out of role.  Find it and consider why.  

 What role does the carer play in the conversation?  

 Why do you think the carer is so surprised to be offered a cup of tea?  How do you 
know she is surprised?  

 The patient has memory loss.  How does this show up in the conversation?  

 How important is humour in the conversation?  
 
 
Further investigation 
 

Some of the conversations we have in life work to an unwritten script.  In other words, 
there is a certain format we use without realising it.  This is described as Frame theory.  
It can frequently be seen in professional situations, for example, on a visit to a doctor the 
conversation will usually start with the doctor asking the patient what is wrong.  The 
doctor then listens to the symptoms, may make some simple examinations, and 
pronounces a diagnosis.  
 

Frame theory: 
 

 Politeness rules are followed. 
 Conversations are likely to be structured using adjacency pairs. 
 The professional might well dominate the turns. 
 There will be an outcome such as a diagnosis, hairstyle, treatment completed etc.  

 
Can you think of any other situations that generate conversations like this?  Share them 
with your class. 
 

Now choose one or two of these situations to visit and, if possible, make a recording or 
written transcript of what you hear.  Remember to ask permission first if you are 
recording.  
 

Compare your conversations with the transcript above.  This research can form the basis 
of your coursework assignment.  


