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In Emotion and Discourse in L2 Narrative Research, Matthew Prior examines the man-
agement of emotionality in second language (L2) autobiographical interviews of former 
refugees living in North America over a period of six years. Some of the main themes of 
the book are research reflexivity, for which Prior does a stellar presentation, and how a 
discursive constructionist (DC) approach (the fruit of conversation analysis (CA) and 
discursive psychology (DP)) facilitates transparency in researcher analysis and data gen-
eration. Emotionality is seen not as the outcome of the interview experience, but as a 
constitutive interactional element of it.

Over nine chapters, Prior draws on the interviews of seven focal participants to illus-
trate various aspects of emotionality in L2 talk. While Prior offers tidbits of information 
concerning the participants, details related to their family or work situation, we do not 
get enough information to feel that we actually ‘know’ the participants but rather that we 
know of them, and in this vein the book is not as descriptive or ethnographic as one 
might expect. This being said, and perhaps more importantly, we do feel that we know 
Prior, who is incredibly candid about the data and the interactions, for example, ‘I ini-
tially assessed this interview as a “failure”; however, in a later reanalysis I found that …’ 
(p. 98) or ‘I consciously avoided giving or reciprocating signals that could be construed 
as romantic interest’ (p. 14). The way Prior incorporates information surrounding the 
interviews is not only fruitful, but also exemplary for those conducting this type of 
research, in particular those interested in narrative inquiry.

The prologue reads poetically: ‘the seeds that inspire scholarly inquiry may be planted 
long before the official study is ever undertaken’ (p. x). It is rich with details and ethno-
graphic insight about Prior – we learn how initial research on another project led him to 
realize how participants digressed into storytelling and how he eventually ‘learned to 
listen’. He explains that this book represents his journey of challenges, failures and suc-
cesses (and he comments widely on all aspects of his research process) ‘but mostly the 
inescapable emotionality of it all’ (p. xiii).

The first chapter provides a thorough literature review on the management and repre-
sentation of emotionality in L2 autobiographical research. Chapter 2 is the most techni-
cal and jargon infused, as it explores the intersections of the discursive methods (CA, DP, 
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ethnography and ethnomethodology) which make up the DC approach. In Chapter 3, 
Prior takes up the contributions of the interviewee, drawing on examples of repetition 
and tellability in L2 autobiographical stories. This chapter is particularly rich, not only 
with details of participants’ experiences, but also with data on L2 experiences. Here, Prior 
cites examples of ‘emotion-indexed episodes’ specifically related to language learning, 
where participants either learned a new word or were called a name. This is the most 
meta-language infused chapter of the book. I make this distinction because the majority 
of the data in the other chapters seems to deal more with living abroad as an immigrant 
and all the emotional elements that potentially entails (discrimination, lack of compre-
hension, and bullying in high school by peers) rather than a specific focus on the L2.

In Chapters 4 and 5, Prior examines the role of the interviewer in the construction of 
emotionality in autobiographical talk. He shows how interview questions are a coordi-
nated activity which result in emotion-laden tellings. Fitting with his commitment to 
reflexivity, he illustrates how pursuits on behalf of the interviewer strongly influence the 
details and stories the interviewees provide. Chapter 6 underscores the therapeutic qual-
ity of autobiographical interviews, taking as its focus reformulations of emotion-laden 
words within the interviews. Prior again suggests that researchers must be meticulously 
reflexive with our methods, as he contends that ‘what gets talked about in interviews and 
how that talk is understood is directly tied into the specific formulations and reformula-
tions that are used and treated as relevant’ (p. 153).

One should read this book for Chapter 7 alone, which I found to be the chapter de 
resistance. This chapter examines an overlooked area in qualitative research method 
courses or manuals, which is the examination of emotional work that transpires 
between researcher and research participants. Prior offers examples and testimony 
from his own research practice of how to deal with distress. He highlights the effects 
of emotion-laden research, which is the toll that it can have on the researcher. This 
chapter resonated with me as I remember the ‘weight of the stories’ when I was con-
ducting research on genocide narratives and survival. I remember at times not being 
able to re-listen to narratives due to their content. At the time, I was unprepared for this 
aspect of the research project and the ‘emotional contagion’. Prior, however, does an 
excellent job of validating the emotional aspect of the work. He comments on the 
‘emotional danger’ and the physically draining effects of listening to untold stories. 
This is not to suggest that this type of work should not be conducted, it is to show how 
to prepare ourselves by openly addressing these concerns and studies in qualitative 
research conversation and classes.

While Prior writes that the book may be of interest to qualitative researchers, he 
suggests its primary audience is L2 scholars (Teachers of English to Speakers of 
Other Languages [TESOL] and related multilingualism research). I think this book is 
relevant to L2 studies in the sense that the participants are all L2 speakers; however, 
I see in this book an immense treasure for graduate students and researchers using 
qualitative methods and all related narrative inquiry fields. This book not only pro-
vides the most up-to-date theoretical explanations and frameworks in the field, it also 
addresses the answers to questions that surely graduate researchers were/are silently 
asking, but for which there was simply an ample absence of research. This book is a 
must for students of narrative inquiry.


