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Hesitation markers among EFL learners: pragmatic deficiency or difference?
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1 guess what I'm trying to say is, I don’t think you can measure life in
terms of years. I think longevity doesn’t necessarily have anything to
do with happiness. I mean, happiness comes from facing challenges
and going out on a limb and taking risks. If you re not willing to take
a risk for something you really care about, you might as well be dead.

Diane Frolov and Andrew Schneider,
Northern Exposure, Northern Lights, 1993

1. Introduction

A couple of years ago, during a course on “Language and Thought” taught by Professor
Herbert Clark at Stanford University, the audience was asked to transcribe a short sentence
extracted from a recorded conversation. The sentence was simple enough: “I think that the
situation that you describe has gone completely out of hands”. At least, this is how several
people (myself included) transcribed the sentence. In reality, the recorded sentence included
vocalisations and other (parts of) words which had escaped our notice. What happened was
that we concentrated on the semantic content of the sentence, but did not pay attention to what
we considered mere interference, namely the markers of hesitation present in the sentence.
This account will probably sound familiar to anyone who has had experience with
verbatim transcriptions of spontaneous speech. Since vocalisations, false starts, repetitions
and other “smallwords™" such as well or I mean “do not contribute essentially to the message
itself” (Hasselgren 2002: 150), they tend to be disregarded. Not only are they disregarded by
hearers, in fact, but also, until quite recently, by specialists of language (for an exception to
this fact, see Maclay & Osgood’s study, dating from 1959). Talking about smallwords,
Hasselgren (2002: 168) refers to an “essential but hitherto largely neglected body of
language”. Spoken corpora, by giving access to detailed transcriptions of authentic speech,

have made it possible to study hesitation phenomena with a precision and reliability that were

! The term “smallword” is borrowed from Hasselgren (2002).
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practically unattainable before. Taking advantage of the availability of spoken corpora, and
more precisely of a newcomer to the field, the spoken learner corpus, which contains samples
of non-native speech (NNS), this paper sets out to investigate the function of hesitation among
EFL (English as a Foreign Language) learners with French as a mother tongue, using as a
baseline the way the function is performed in native speech (NS). The paper is structured as
follows. First the function of hesitation in speech is briefly introduced. Next, the two corpora
on which the study is based (LOCNEC and LINDSEI-FR) and the three categories of
hesitation phenomena investigated (pauses, smallwords and other devices) are described. The
following two sections present the main results of the corpus-based analysis and discuss these
results in the light of Foreign Language Teaching (FLT) and English as a Lingua Franca
(ELF). Section 7 concludes the paper.

2. The pragmatic function of hesitation in speech

Spoken language, in its purest form, is unrehearsed and spontaneous (see e.g. Burns & Joyce
1997). Interactants build speech as they go along, in a process of on-line planning. As a result,
there are times in a conversation when the speaker is inevitably hesitant and does not know
what to say next (or how to express it). Such hesitation may manifest itself in various ways.
Wiese (1984), for example, mentions filled pauses (e.g. uh, mhm), repetitions, corrections and
drawls. But the literature also recognises a number of smallwords which, among other
functions, allow the speaker to “buy time” (e.g. well, I mean or vague words such as stuff or
things like that). Here, I will adopt a very broad definition of hesitation, which covers (silent
and filled) pauses, drawls, truncated words, repetitions, as well as a representative selection of
smallwords of hesitation which commonly appear in the literature.”

The function of hesitation is crucial as a conversational strategy. Since speech is
dialogic in nature (Burns & Joyce 1997: 13), it is important that a speaker should indicate that
s/he needs a moment’s reflection, but is still “in control” of his/her turn. Hesitation markers,
by signalling a small delay, ensure that the speaker can keep his/her turn in the conversation
and is not interrupted by the other participants. As Larcombe (1995) nicely puts it, “[i]n order

to keep the floor while we hesitate, we place dummy words in the empty spaces between our

? Corrections (or “repairs”) will only be dealt with as a special case of word truncation, when the speaker starts a
word and then goes on to produce another word (e.g. fo a few p= bars). Other types of corrections (e.g. when the
speaker starts with a particular structure and then produces a different one) are not discussed.
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words, much as we might drape our coats on a seat at the cinema to prevent others from
taking it”. Even silent pauses have been demonstrated to play a part in the structure of the
message and to contribute to its internal cohesion (Romero Trillo 1994). For foreign (or
second) language learners, hesitation is even more crucial. In their search for a formulation
which is acceptable in the foreign language, they are likely to experience many planning
problems and, therefore, need techniques that enable them to gain time while they are trying
to solve these problems.”

Paradoxically, while hesitation is an inherent characteristic of spontaneous
conversations and fulfils an important pragmatic function, it goes largely unnoticed in speech
(at least native speech).” Talking about the transcription of recorded spoken data, McCarthy
(1998: 13) notes that even the best audio typists “often simply ‘miss’ relevant details” (he
gives the example of repetitions) and that they can be “deaf to the presence of discourse
markers and other ‘little’ words which become important the moment one starts to analyse the
work they do in the creation of interaction” (see Lindsay & O’Connell 1995 for a clear
demonstration of this). Watts (1989), considering the opposite perspective, that of the speaker
him-/herself, shows that one may be unaware of the extent to which one uses such little
words.

This lack of salience explains why corpora are an ideal resource for the investigation
of hesitation markers. Provided they have been transcribed carefully and with some detail,
spoken corpora give access to a record of authentic language, including various types of
disfluency phenomena, which can be queried automatically and analysed quantitatively and
qualitatively. An analysis based on intuition, by contrast, would very probably underestimate
the role of hesitation in speech. In the next section, I describe the two corpora that were used

in this study.

3. The corpora

In order to investigate the use of pragmatic markers of hesitation by EFL learners, I used a

corpus of interviews with advanced French-speaking learners of English, and a comparable

corpus of native speech which served as a baseline for the study of the NNS data.

* De Cock’s (2003, 2004) study of recurrent sequences of (two or more) words in native and learner speech has
highlighted the particularly large proportion of sequences containing hesitation markers among learners.

* See Chambers (1997) or Temple (2000) on the inequality between native and non-native speakers in this
respect, and the fact that disfluency phenomena are more easily stigmatised in non-native speech.
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The NNS corpus, LINDSEI-FR, is the French component of LINDSEI (Louvain
International Database of Spoken English Interlanguage). The LINDSEI project, launched in
1995 at the University of Louvain (UCL) and resulting from the collaboration between a
number of universities internationally, aims at gathering oral data produced by advanced
learners of English. To date, 11 mother tongue backgrounds are represented: Bulgarian,
Chinese, Dutch, French, German, Greek, Italian, Japanese, Polish, Spanish and Swedish. All
the components follow the same format so as to make the data comparable. They consist in
transcriptions of interviews between a non-native advanced’ learner of English and a (native
or non-native) interviewer, recorded with the consent of the participants. Each interview lasts
about 15 minutes and takes place in three stages. First, the subject is asked to talk for a few
minutes about a topic which s/he has chosen® and has had some time to think about before the
interview starts (without taking any notes). The conversation then continues informally, with
the interviewer asking questions related to the topic chosen by the subject and questions about
more general topics (hobbies, life at university, travels abroad, etc). Finally, the subject is
presented with four pictures making up a story and is required to recount what happens.
Subjects also have to fill in a learner profile questionnaire with information such as gender,
number of years of English or knowledge of other foreign languages. The interviews are
transcribed orthographically but include indications of pauses (short, medium or long), fillers
(eh, er, erm), truncated words, syllable lengthening, overlapping speech, etc.” Each
component of LINDSEI contains the transcription of 50 interviews, for a total of over 100,000
words per component. The corpus has been marked up in such a way that the sentences
uttered by the learner (B-turns) can be queried independently of those uttered by the
interviewer (A-turns), and this is how the corpus will be used here. At this stage, the corpus
has not been annotated, but there are plans to have it POS-tagged.

In parallel with LINDSEI, a comparable corpus of native English, LOCNEC (Louvain
Corpus of Native English Conversation), has been compiled (see De Cock 2003).® Like the

> The proficiency level is established on the basis of an external criterion, namely the number of years of English
at university (subjects were in their third or fourth year).

% The topic is chosen among the following three: (i) an experience you have had which has taught you an
important lesson; (ii) a country you have visited which has impressed you; (iii) a film/play you have seen which
you thought was particularly good/bad.

’ The transcription, however, has its limitations when it comes to the (automatic) retrieval of certain hesitation
phenomena. While simple programs can be written to extract exact repetitions (e.g. he knows he knows), cases of
retracing with modification (e.g. he know he knows...), are not amenable to such treatment. See Osborne (2006)
for an oral learner corpus, the PAROLE corpus, annotated using the CHILDES system (MacWhinney 2000) and
encoded with several hesitation phenomena, including retracings.

¥ At the moment, access to LINDSEI and LOCNEC is restricted to the project collaborators. However, we expect
to release a first version of LINDSEI on CD-ROM in 2008.
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LINDSEI components, it contains 50 interviews made up of three parts (set topic, free
discussion, picture description), which were transcribed using the same conventions. The
interviewees were all native speakers of British English and most of them were undergraduate
students in linguistics or English language. In this study, LOCNEC was used as a control
native corpus. By comparing the LINDSEI-FR data with data produced by native speakers, it
was possible to identify cases where French-speaking learners’ use of hesitation markers
diverges from that of native speakers, either quantitatively or qualitatively.

Table 1 shows the number of interviews found in each corpus, LOCNEC and
LINDSEI-FR, as well as the total number of words for interviewer’s and interviewee’s turns
(A and B turns) and for interviewee’s turns only (B turns only). The results presented in this

paper are limited to the B turns.

Nr. of interviews Nr. of words Nr. of words

(A and B turns) (B turns only)
LOCNEC 50 170,533 125,226
LINDSEI-FR 50 149,127 94,406

Table 1. Number of interviews and words in LOCNEC and LINDSEI-FR

4. Three categories of hesitation markers and their extraction

For the purposes of the analysis, the function of hesitation was divided into three main
categories, namely (silent and filled) pauses, smallwords and a miscellaneous category. All
markers, except repetitions, were extracted automatically using the programme WordSmith
Tools (Scott 1999). When necessary, the hits were manually disambiguated.

Silent pauses, which are defined as gaps in the utterance, are probably the most basic
way of dealing with problems of formulation. Not knowing what to say, the speaker just
remains silent. As pointed out by Fillmore (1979), silent pauses are multifunctional, since
they both have a rhetorical function and serve as a marker of disfluency. Because it is almost
impossible to identify with any certainty cases where the pause merely has a rhetorical
function, however, all silent pauses were taken into account in the analysis. Following the
LINDSETI transcriptions, a distinction was made between short pauses (under one second),

indicated in LINDSEI by means of one dot, medium pauses (one to three seconds), indicated
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by two dots, and long pauses (over three seconds), indicated by three dots. An example is

provided in (1).

(1) I was there for ages and . again I thought right I can’t do this so I went out of

Breda again <LOCNEC 041>

Alternatively, pauses can be filled by vocalisations, sounds such as er or erm, as
shown in (2).” Discussing uh and um (the American spelling variants of er and erm,
respectively), Clark & Fox Tree (2002: 75) note that they are “characteristically associated
with planning problems”, being used by speakers to announce a delay in speaking. In the
LINDSETI transcriptions, the following “fillers” are recognised: ek (for a brief sound), em, er,

erm and mm. Each of them was extracted automatically from the corpora.

(2) yeah I went to see erm another one Jane Eyre and that was really bad it was a a

real amateur production <LOCNEC 010>

A number of smallwords can also be used to signal hesitation, as exemplified in (3)
with kind of. Other examples include well, defined by Fuller (2003: 187) as “a delay device
when the speaker is not sure how to respond”, I mean, which can be used “when pausing to
think about what you are going to say next” (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English,
Summers 1995: 886), and vague words such as stuff and or something, which can be used to
fill knowledge gaps or lexical gaps (Drave 2002: 26; see also Channell 1994). Most of these
words are multifunctional (see Schiffrin 1987: 61 or Aijmer 2002: 19ff). You know, for
instance, may be used “when you need to keep someone’s attention, but cannot think of what
to say next” (Summers 1995: 781), but it may also function as “a speaker appeal for hearer
cooperation in a discourse task™ (Schiffrin 1987: 63). Often, several pragmatic functions are
performed simultaneously by one and the same word and it may prove extremely difficult to
disentangle them, despite the help of the surrounding context. Therefore, no attempt was
made to disambiguate such cases in the corpus data. By contrast, some smallwords have, next
to their pragmatic function(s), a non-pragmatic meaning which can clearly be identified. Kind
of, for example, illustrated in (3) in its pragmatic function, may also be used with a non-

pragmatic function, as a synonym of “type of”, cf. (4). Similarly, well has both pragmatic and

’ White (1997) counts as filled pauses cases of syllable lengthening (drawls). Here, however, drawls will be
considered as a category of their own and dealt with as one the miscellaneous devices (see below).
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non-pragmatic functions. Consider the sentence in (5). While the first occurrence signals
hesitation, the second one does not, functioning as an adverb together with as. Whenever a
smallword was used with a non-pragmatic meaning, hence ruling out the function of

hesitation, it was discarded manually from the hits returned by the automatic extraction.

3) as I say during the year I kind of changed my mind about what I wanted to do
<LOCNEC 030>

(4) it produces just the most fantastic kind of sweets <LOCNEC 054>

(5) yeah well I do enjoy it so I just thought well I might as well do something I
enjoy <LOCNEC 055>

In the miscellaneous category, finally, I included drawls (i.e. syllable lengthening),
truncated words and repetitions, which are all signals that the speaker is hesitating (see for
example Fox Tree & Clark 1997 on drawls, Temple 2000 on truncations and Wiese 1984 on
repetitions). Drawls and truncated words were extracted from the corpora by searching for the
symbols used in the transcriptions, namely a colon for drawls and an equals sign for truncated
words. Repetitions were identified automatically by means of a program written specifically

for this pulrpose.10 Examples of drawl, truncated word and repetition are given in (6) to (8).

(6)  they were brilliant so we went skiing and we went to: various parts of France
<LOCNEC 008>

(7)  they’ve had to rethink and they’re coming back in their f= forties even in their
fifties <LOCNEC 011>

(8)  but the last time I got organised and went to Spar first and bought some some
supper to eat during the film <LOCNEC 035>

Once the different hesitation markers were extracted from the corpus and, when
necessary, disambiguated, their frequency in the learner corpus was determined and compared
with that in the native corpus. It was thus possible to identify phenomena of overuse and
underuse, i.e. cases where learners use significantly more or significantly less of a particular
item than native speakers. Statistical significance was tested by means of the chi-square test

and probability values of less than 0.05 were considered significant (but most of the results

"1 thank Marie-Catherine de Marneffe for her help in this matter.
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presented are actually significant at the 0.001 level). This quantitative approach was
supplemented by a more qualitative analysis, which highlighted differences in use between

native and learner English.

5. The hesitation function in native and learner speech

This section presents the main results of the analysis for the three categories of hesitation
markers outlined above, namely (silent and filled) pauses, smallwords and a miscellaneous

category.

5.1. Pauses

Silent pauses are very frequent, as appears from Table 2, especially short pauses (under one
second), which represent the most common device for signalling hesitation, both among
native speakers and learners. Medium pauses (one to three seconds) are slightly less frequent
and long pauses (over three seconds) are comparatively rare. Learners, however, make heavier
use of silent pauses than native speakers, in a way which is statistically significant. This is
true of the three lengths of pauses. The words after which pauses typically occur are relatively
similar in NS and NNS. In the top four list we find filled pauses (er and erm), yes (or yeah in
NS) and and. This is illustrated in (9) to (11) for native speech.

9) he m= he was erm .. a lecturer at I think it’s Oxford it might have been
Cambridge one of one of the[i:] Oxbridge universities <LOCNEC 021>

(10) yes yeah . you you don’t really think about anything else you’re just sort of
sitting there thinking oh gosh <laughs> <LOCNEC 020>

(11) I think she acted very well and . again you really felt for her and erm .. you
could kind of imagine yourself in her shoes <LOCNEC 035>

LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR X2 +/-
Short pause (.) 2087.43 4391.67 958.04 +
Medium pause (..) 1636.24 3153.40 554.10 +
Long pause (...) 54.30 295.53 198.57 +
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Total 3777.97 7840.60 1702.24 +

Table 2. Relative frequency of silent pauses in native and learner speech (per 100,000

words)"!

Like silent pauses, the category of filled pauses is, generally speaking, more
characteristic of learner speech than of native speech, as shown in Table 3. The individual
fillers follow the same tendency, except for erm, which is underused by learners. It is
interesting to note that, of all the items listed in Table 3, learners prefer es and er, which come

closer to the normal filled pause in French, euh.'? The fillers involving “m”, by contrast, are

less frequent in learner speech.

LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR X2 +/-
eh 81.45 1326.19 1361.18 +
em 42.32 381.33 329.60 +
er 754.64 5260.26 4172.45 +
erm 1266.51 498.91 341.84 -
mm 216.41 414.17 70.05 +
Total 2361.33 7880.86 3636.22 +

Table 3. Relative frequency of filled pauses in native and learner speech (per 100,000 words)

5.2. Smallwords

While French-speaking learners tend to overuse silent and filled pauses to express hesitation,
they do not exploit the full range of smallwords that may be used to perform this function, as
is clear from Tables 4 and 5, which give the relative frequency of a number of markers of
hesitation regularly discussed in the literature. Table 4 lists the smallwords that are shared by
native speakers and learners. For some of them the difference in frequency is not statistically

significant between the two groups, but in the majority of cases (12 out of 18), there is a

"' In this table and the following, a plus sign signals a case of significant overuse, while a minus sign signals a
case of significant underuse. Sometimes, the values were too small to perform a chi-square test; this is indicated
by means of “n.a.” (“non-applicable”).

"> In fact, going back to the original sound files, it turns out that the pronunciation of these fillers is often closer
to French euh than to English ek or er. This is in line with Clark & Fox Tree (2002: 93), who claim that
“[s]peakers of English as a second language often import the fillers from their first language”. They add that this
is “one reason they continue to be heard as non-native speakers”.
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significant underuse among the learners.”” Particularly striking is the underuse of like,
illustrated by (12), which is extremely common in native speech (527.05 occurrences per
100,000 words) but is hardly ever found in learner speech (6.36 occurrences per 100,000

words).

(12) I don’t wanna swim any more people come out with like bruises all over their

legs where they’ve hit rocks at the bottom <LOCNEC 025>

LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR X2 +/-
all right 12.78 3.18 5.73 —
all that 3.99 2.12 0.59
anyway 45.52 33.90 1.79
I mean 352.16 152.53 80.75 -
in away 15.97 3.18 8.41 —
Jjust 746.65 274.35 222.07 -
kind of 86.24 67.79 2.34
like 527.05 6.36 482.73 —
or so 3.19 7.41 1.91
or something 43.92 13.77 15.81 —
right 99.02 5.30 80.55 —
something like 27.95 40.25 2.45
sort of 456.77 34.96 348.65 —
stuff 67.88 5.30 51.47 —
thing 142.14 49.78 44.86 -
things like 55.90 23.30 13.66 —
well 415.25 1076.20 338.60 +
you know 479.13 190.67 126.57 —
Total 3581.52 1990.34 484.37 -

Table 4. Relative frequency of smallwords of hesitation shared by native speakers and

learners (per 100,000 words)

" Influence of the context in which the interview took place may not be totally excluded. In LINDSEI-FR the
interviewer was one of the participants’ teachers, whereas in some of the LOCNEC interviews the interviewer
was a fellow student. This difference may have resulted in a more relaxed atmosphere in the latter case, which in
turn may have led to a heavier use of some smallwords (see Stubbe & Holmes 1995: 66). However, the number
of interviews by a fellow student in LOCNEC is too small to be solely responsible for the observed differences.

10
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A notable exception to learners’ tendency to underuse smallwords of hesitation is well, which,
as Table 4 shows, is significantly overused by learners (sentences (13) and (14) are just a
couple of illustrations taken from LINDSEI-FR). To paraphrase Hasselgren (1994), one could
say that well is a “pragmatic teddy bear” for learners, who cling to it because it is familiar,'*
safe and widely useable. This over-reliance on well probably explains why learners do not feel
the need to use other smallwords of hesitation, which results in an overall underuse of this

category of hesitation markers.

(13)  but <laughs> er well when I’ve seen the number of my room . well I I noticed
that it wasn’t the case <LINDSEI-FR 002>

(14) er . with the school .. the first time I was well about fifteen or sixteen .
secondary school .. er . the second time . well in fact .. er ’ve been studying in

a: teachers training college before I was here <LINDSEI-FR 048>

Table 5 lists smallwords which occur in LOCNEC but are never found in LINDSEI-
FR (at least not with the function of hesitation). Most of these belong to what Stubbe &

Holmes (1995) call “set marking tags”, e.g. and things, or anything:

(15) and so we spend the days doing things like climbing mountains and going
swimming in lakes and things and the nights at the pub drinking you know
<LOCNEC 023>

(16) it wasn’t like a test or anything it was just like to see what they got right . how
much they understand of it <LOCNEC 019>

French-speaking learners’ failure to use common expressions including the word thing (and
things, all that kind of thing) and their underuse of the word thing and the expression things
like (see Table 4) are quite surprising in view of the fact that, in writing, they (like learners
from most mother tongue backgrounds) overuse the word thing, which, because of its vague

character, tends to be avoided by native writers."> In fact, it appears that French-speaking

'* As underlined by Mukherjee & Rohrbach (2006: 216), well is one of the only discourse markers not to be
underrepresented in ELT (English Language Teaching) textbooks and materials.

"> The relative frequency of the word thing in the French component of the International Corpus of Learner
English (Granger et al. 2002), a corpus of essays written by advanced learners of English, amounts to 37.92 per

11
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learners use the word thing almost as often in writing as in speech (37.92 vs. 49.78 per
100,000 words, X? = 1.95, non-significant), which is in stark contrast to the situation among
native speakers, who use it much more often in speech than in writing (113.69 vs. 11.01 per
100,000 words, X2 = 12509.11, p<0.001).'® This suggests that learners, as a rule, fail to
distinguish between genres, using a single type of English, undifferentiated between speech
and writing. Put more simply, learners tend to write as they speak and speak as they write (see
also Granger & Rayson 1998), which implies, in the latter case, a lack of hesitation markers

typical of native spoken interactions.

LOCNEC
and things 39.13
and stuff 24.76
stuff like that 18.37
or anything 16.77
a bit of a 14.37
or anything/anybody like 3.19
all that kind of thing 2.40
what not 2.40
all that kind of stuff 0.80
all that sort of stuff 0.80
all that stuff 0.80

Table 5. Relative frequency of smallwords of hesitation restricted to native speech (per

100,000 words)

Not only do learners fail to exploit the whole gamut of smallwords of hesitation, but
they also use them in a way which may be quite different from their use in native speech.
Consider Table 6, which compares the types of phrases modified by sort of in native and non-
native speech. In both cases, sort of most frequently modifies a noun phrase, as in (17) and
(18). However, in LINDSEI-FR, sort of is regularly used when the learner does not know a

word, as illustrated in (19) and (20), which is not the case in native speech.

100,000 words, against 11.01 in the academic component of the British National Corpus, World Edition
(Burnard 2000), a difference which is statistically significant at the 0.001 level.

'® The results for native English come from a comparison of the spoken component and the academic component
of the British National Corpus, World Edition (Burnard 2000).

12
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(17)

(18)

(19)

(20)

the teacher one of the[i:] English teachers out there she was amazing she was
like a sort of second mom she just adopted me <LOCNEC 008>

erm .. and then there in fact we: .. we rent a: a sort of apartment <LINDSEI-FR
025>

yes yes .. yeah because of the: sort of eh vapeur I don’t know how you say it
<LINDSEI-FR 040>

it’s a: a round instrument with er . and you er bat= beat against it (...) it’s a
sort of drum but er (...) it’s big= it’s bigger and it and the sound is <LINDSEI-
FR 003>

LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR X2 +/-

NP 41.08% 72.73% 12.76 +
VP 30.94% 12.12% 5.27 —
AdjP 5.59% 3.03% 0.40

AdvP 2.45% 0.00% n.a

PrepP 0.35% 0.00% n.a

Other 19.58% 12.12% 1.12

Total 100% 100%

Table 6. Types of phrases modified by sort of in native and learner speech

In addition, premodification of a noun phrase is much more common among learners, who

show a strong preference for this type of phrase to the detriment of others. Native speakers, on

the other hand, use sort of with a wider range of functions (see also De Cock 2004), including

the modification of a verb phrase, e.g. (21), an adjectival phrase (22), an adverbial phrase (23)

and a prepositional phrase (24), or the use as an adverb, cf. (25). In the same way as learners

fail to exploit the whole repertoire of smallwords of hesitation, it thus turns out that they also

fail to exploit the different functions of the smallwords they do use.

21)

(22)

and basically .. the . er the young lion gr= grows up .. he sort of runs away sort
of thing <LOCNEC 002>

I do know they’re looking for somebody so that’s that’s sort of quite positive I
know that nobody else has applied yet <TOCNEC 015>

13
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(23) we had to start at eight o’clock in the morning and we finished at sort of one
<LOCNEC 013>
(24) so yeah and er .. the rhinos were sort of on the track in front of us <LOCNEC

050>

(25) it’s quite a personal thing I think isn’t it sort of <LOCNEC 041>

Another illustration of the different use of a smallword by native speakers and learners

concerns the position of well in utterances. Table 7 shows that, while native speakers favour

the utterance-initial position, e.g. (26), learners use well “all over the place”, with a clear

preference for the utterance-medial position, as in (27)."” This confirms the “teddy bear”

nature of well, which, like Hasselgren’s (2002) lexical teddy bears, tends to be

overgeneralised (from a mainly initial position to a variety of positions).

(26)  well yes .. you don’t have to sort of worry about getting a bus home in the
middle of the night <LOCNEC 016>

(27) and then . eh we’ve some family in Portugal so I go there very often . er to

Spain to France well Europe in general I like sun so <laughs> I go where the

sun is <LINDSEI-FR 002>

LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR X2 +/-
Utterance-initial 58.85% 31.89% 103.31 -
Utterance-medial 36.73% 63.68% 100.77 | +
Utterance-final 4.42% 4.43% 0.00
Total 100% 100%

Table 7. Position of well in native and learner speech

Finally, it should be pointed out that LINDSEI-FR contains three French smallwords

of hesitation, namely enfin (‘well’), allez (‘you know’) and hein (‘right’), illustrated in (28) to

(30). The frequency of enfin is particularly striking, being higher than the frequency of most

of the English smallwords listed in Table 4.

"7 The results are highly significant, except for the utterance-final position of well.
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(28) 11 don’t meet man= meet many: . many students who are in enfin with me
during the: the lectures and er .. enfin it’s not <LINDSEI-FR 020>

(29) it was. it was really a pleasant experience because it was . they were . allez em
quiet and .. <LINDSEI-FR 022>

(30) there are two coasts in Italy hein there are the[i:] . the[i:] east coast so on the

si= on the side of er the[i:] Ad= .. Adriatic <LINDSEI-FR 017>

LINDSEI-FR
enfin 70.97
allez 7.41
hein 2.12

Table 8. Relative frequency of French smallwords of hesitation in LINDSEI-FR (per 100,000

words)

The presence of this type of interference in the oral production of even advanced learners is a
common phenomenon. While for French-speaking learners the most conspicuous example is
enfin, it is not rare to hear Dutch-speaking learners sprinkle their foreign talk with smallwords
like allez or nou, or German-speaking learners, with ach or also. Such smallwords seem to
escape learners’ conscious attention (see also De Cock 2004: 235), which makes them prime
examples of what Faerch & Kasper (1986: 59) call “automatic transfer”, which “involves the
activation of highly automatized sub-routines from a secondary area of declarative
knowledge, in situations in which attention is concentrated on something else”. That
automatic transfer occurs in relation to the hesitation function should come as no surprise,
since moments of hesitation are typically moments when one’s attention is concentrated on
the content of one’s speech (i.e. what to say next) rather than on its form, which gives free
rein to the transfer of markers which are, to use Blackwell’s (2000: 5) words, “at the bottom

of the metalinguistic awareness hierarchy”.

5.3. Miscellaneous

This section examines a number of other devices that may be used to express hesitation,

namely drawls (syllable lengthening), truncated words and repetitions. A cursory look at

Table 9 reveals that all these three devices are overused by learners.
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LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR X2 +/-
Drawls 344.18 1958.56 1365.54 | +
Truncated words 304.25 1113.28 54390 | +
Repetitions 1801.54 4152.28 1088.38 | +
Total 2449.97 7224.12 2853.54 | +

Table 9. Relative frequency of miscellaneous hesitation markers in native and learner speech

(per 100,000 words)

Let us start with drawls and note, first, that the figures in Table 9 include the

lengthening of the article a in [ei], but do not include the lengthening of the in front of a

vowel, since lengthening in such cases is in principle obligatory and, hence, does not (or at

least not necessarily) indicate hesitation. Tables 10 and 11 show the words which are most

frequently lengthened in LOCNEC and LINDSEI-FR, respectively. We notice that in learner

English, the word that is most often lengthened is 7o, both as an infinitive marker, cf. (31), and

as a preposition, cf. (32). In both corpora, function words are the most likely candidates for

syllable lengthening, especially articles (a and the) and personal pronouns, e.g. (33) and (34).

(31) no because you know when you you dance rock it’s always the man who has

to: to do everything <LINDSEI-FR 030>

(32) well I’'m thinking about doing erm a a another year but I’'m not sure where in

Brussels or I want to go to: England but I I have to try and convince my
boyfriend to do so <LINDSEI-FR 005>
(33) before I went I thought that I might not cos I thought theli:] .. the[i:] sort of .

the problems with . disease and <LOCNEC 012>

(34) she: gets up she sees the picture and she doesn’t look too impressed actually

with what he’s done <LOCNEC 008>

LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR
the 151.73 to 542.34
to 67.08 the 451.24
a 43.92 a 296.59
she 12.78 we 83.68
50 9.58 she 80.50
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we 7.19 very 59.32

you 5.59 they 57.20

they 5.59 1 52.96

veah 3.19 | | you 38.13

my 2.40 he 34.96
Table 10. Most frequent syllable Table 11. Most frequent syllable
lengthenings in native speech (relative lengthenings in learner speech (relative
frequencies per 100,000 words) frequencies per 100,000 words)

It is interesting to focus on the two articles, a and the, and examine the ways in which
they are lengthened. Both of them may be lengthened in two ways, namely by prolonging the
final vowel, [2], or by using a different sound, [i:] for the and [ei] for a. These four

possibilities are exemplified for native English in (35) to (38).

(35) when the: the fat kid falls in the chocolate river they do this song about how
it’s not wise to be greedy <LOCNEC 054>

(36) it’s all set up through theli:] erm the research <LOCNEC 031>

(37) she was a: Spanish teacher no French teacher but she spoke Spanish
<LOCNEC 036>

(38)  Macbeth himself was actually a[ei] erm a gangster <LOCNEC 047>

Table 12 shows that, while the difference in frequency between native and learner speech is
not statistically significant in the case of the/i:] (followed by a consonant) and a/ei/, it is
significant with the: and a:, which are both overused by learners. In fact, the: and a: are
learners’ preferred drawls on the articles (to be compared with native speakers, who favour a:
and the[i:])."® It is probably not a coincidence that these two forms correspond to the normal

mode of lengthening for the French articles, namely the lengthening of the final vowel ([9] for

'8 In the case of a, however, the sound of the lengthening is similar to that of the filled pause er, so that the
presence of a: may sometimes just be the result of an interpretation on the part of the transcriber. While in (37)
above there is little doubt that the speaker indeed had the article in mind (as otherwise the sentence would be
ungrammatical), in (i) the sound [3:] could also have been transcribed as er.
(1) yes yeah it’s very big erm . you’d need a: a good five days to see all of it really <LOCNEC
006>
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the definite article /e and [ce] for the indefinite article un)." Learners seem to shy away from

the special drawls (those that use a different sound) and show a predilection for the mode of

lengthening they are used to in their mother tongue.

LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR X2 -
the[i:] (+C) 134.16 111.22 2.28
the: 17.57 353.79 376.01 | +
afei] 8.78 3.18 2.65
a: 43.92 296.59 22564 | +

Table 12. Relative frequency of prolonged /e and a in native and learner speech (per 100,000

words)

Truncation, like syllable lengthening, is overused by French-speaking learners. The
difference between native and non-native speakers, however, is not only quantitative but also
qualitative. In native speech, most of the truncations involve just one letter, as in (39). This
represents 85% of all truncations, against 65% in non-native speech. Learners, by contrast,
regularly pronounce whole morphemes before actually truncating the word, as exemplified in
(40) to (42). This tendency seems to point to a high degree of decomposition of words in
learners’ mental lexicon, which echoes the claim made by Kjellmer (1991: 124) about word
sequences that learners’ “building material is individual bricks rather than prefabricated

sections”.

(39) and just it was a bit boring but just working in the shop .. and s= eh selling
people newspapers and magazines <LOCNEC 013>

(40) it was a few years ago and er I had a boy= a boyfriend but eh my mother is
extremely severe strict with eh with me <LINDSEI-FR 003>

(41)  then I decided yeah .. you you’ve done more more Dutch than German in in
second= in secondary school so now you m= you’re doing you’re making
some some German but em <LINDSEI-FR 007>

(42) and the parents were er . just er behind them and er .. we [ was say= saying the

last words of eh the weekend er say goodbye <LINDSEI-FR 042>

! These are the masculine forms of the articles. For the feminine form of the definite article, /a, the final vowel
[a] would be lengthened. For the feminine form of the indefinite article, une, things are slightly more complex,
as either the initial vowel [y] or the final vowel [9] could be lengthened. In some cases, even the consonant [n]
may be lengthened.
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Native and non-native speakers also display a difference in terms of the types of truncations
they have recourse to. In Table 13, a distinction is made between three types of truncations,
namely stutter, when the complete word comes immediately after the truncation as in (43),
delay, when the complete word comes later in the utterance as in (44), and repair, when the

complete word does not occur in the utterance at all as in (45).

(43) and it just has roads it doesn’t have any other form of transport there’s no tube
no tram . n= no buses <LOCNEC 050>

(44) yeah..soerm .. yeah we arrived in Italy . and erm .. we st= basically we sort of
stayed one or two nights in each town <LOCNEC 014>

(45) and eh . one of my teach= one of my tutors who was there .. erm called erm .

<name> she: . was familiar . with Lancaster University and the Linguistics

Department <LOCNEC 002>
LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR X2 +/-
Stutter 48.56% 46.24% 0.60
Delay 31.23% 28.34% 1.20
Repair 20.21% 25.57% 428 | +
Total 100% 100%

Table 13. Types of truncations

The three categories are ordered identically in NS and NNS, with stutters coming first, delays
second and repairs last. Stutters and delays occur with a frequency which is not statistically
different between native speakers and learners. What differs is the proportion of repairs
among the two groups: learners use significantly more of them than native speakers.
LINDSEI-FR abounds with examples such as (46) to (48), where the learner wants to utter a
particular word (presumably each, tricky and said, respectively, in the examples), but goes on
to use another one, which s/he considers more appropriate or perhaps safer (cf. tricky, which
is presumably less familiar to the learner than the adjective complicated, which has a cognate
equivalent in French). Paradoxically, this “self-correction” is not always for the better. In (47)
the speaker fails to select the correct form of the word, using the verbal form instead of the
adjectival one (complicated), and in (48) s/he starts with what looks like the correct verb, say,

but then decides against it and uses the inappropriate verb zell.
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(46) they used to cook cos I I used to love Sunday lunch <laughs> you know cook
Sunday lunch ea= every . every Sunday so I .. with Yorkshire pudding and
everything <LINDSEI-FR 005>

(47) and er . one day a woman arrives at er . her husband’s house and her name is
Shag and in fact er it is her husband’s mistress .. it’s very very tri= enfin
complicate <LINDSEI-FR 038>

(48) she was not stressed er .. and she s= she told yes er I I I cannot c= not cry here

soerit’ser..i=itnever enfin .. er it helps . nothing <LINDSEI-FR 042>

The last hesitation device to be examined is the repetition of words or sequences of
words. Table 14 gives the results for one-, two- and three-word repetitions in native and
learner speech.” In the three cases, repetitions are used much more often by learners than by
native speakers. Not unexpectedly, the longer the sequence of words, the less likely it is to be

repeated (see also Biber et al. 1999: 1055).

LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR X2 +/-
One-word repetitions 1395.08 3540.03 1094.15 | +
Two-word repetitions 348.97 527.51 4048 | +
Three-word repetitions 57.50 84.74 578 | +
Total 1801.54 4152.28 1088.38 | +

Table 14. Relative frequency of repetitions in native and learner speech (per 100,000 words)

Table 15 gives an overview of the most frequent (sequences of) words that are repeated in the
two corpora. With a few exceptions the rank orders are different, but many repetitions are
common to the two groups. By and large, they also correspond to the types of repetitions
mentioned in Biber et al. (1999: 1055ff) as particularly frequent, with the presence of
nominative personal pronouns, the definite article the or personal pronouns + verb
contractions. One difference with Biber et al.’s results, however, is that prepositions figure
quite prominently in the repetitions. This is especially true of learner English, which has

seven prepositions in the forty most frequent one-word repetitions (to, in, for, of, on, with, at),

%% Contractions are counted as one word, following Biber et al.’s (1999: 1061) suggestion that, since they are
likely to be processed as single words, they should be treated as such for the purposes of studying disfluency
phenomena.
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but this is also the case in native English, with its four prepositions in the top forty (¢o, in, of,

for). Some typical repetitions are shown in (49) to (52) for LINDSEI-FR.

(49) 11 liked it very much of course but I’'m you know after five years you see it’s
eh a bit like eh routine <laughs> <LINDSEI-FR 029>
(50) and also the the telephone er booth . it was very astonishing you could er you
could telephone to: to: anyone er .. er without paying anything <laughs> it was
gratis er I don’t know if you can say that in English <LINDSEI-FR 015>
(51) we also went in a in a pub and they were singing eh lovely Irish songs
<LINDSEI-FR 006>
(52) maybe I don’t know I don’t know but it’s very impressive because you walk
along this wall and you see all these names .. it’s ve= really very impressive
<LINDSEI-FR 040>
LOCNEC LINDSEI-FR
One-word repetitions
I 149.33 |11 530.69
yeah yeah 129.37 |toto 433.24
it’s it’s 91.83 | the the 342.14
no no 7746 |aa 233.04
and and 73.47 | yes yes 170.54
aa 71.07 | nono 146.18
it it 63.09 | they they 123.93
the the 62.29 | we we 110.16
you you 4472 | you you 106.98
to to 36.73 |inin 102.75

it was it was
Idon’tIdon’t
I think T think

I was I was

Two-word repetitions

3434 |inaina 19.07
11.18 | no no no no 19.07
11.18 | in the in the 18.01

7.99 | it was it was 13.77
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that was that was 7.99 on the on the 10.59

Three-word repetitions

I don’t know I don’t know 2.40 I don’t know I don’t know 11.65

you have to you have to 2.40 | and so on and so on 5.30

Table 15. Most frequent repetitions in native and learner speech (relative frequencies per

100,000 words)

Combined with the results from the preceding two sections, all this gives a picture of
French-speaking learners neglecting smallwords of hesitation and, instead, favouring
alternative devices such as (silent or filled) pauses, drawls, truncations and repetitions. We
have also seen that, when compared with native English, the learners’ use of hesitation
markers reveals a number of idiosyncrasies. It is time, now, to assess the impact of such
“differences” on learners’ discourse and to determine whether they deserve a place in the FLT

(Foreign Language Teaching) curriculum.

6. Assessing learners’ use of the hesitation function

Non-native speakers are more likely to hesitate than native speakers. This is because, next to
the question of what to say next (“conceptualisation”), speakers have to work out how to say
it (“formulation”),”' and given that the language in which learners express themselves is not
their mother tongue but a — usually imperfectly acquired — foreign or second language, this
second stage normally involves more difficulties for them than for native speakers. The above
analysis, however, has shown that not all categories of hesitation markers are overused by
learners, as one may have expected. Learners overuse pauses and other such non-lexical
devices, but smallwords, on the other hand, tend to be significantly underrepresented in
learner speech, well being a notable exception. One may wonder whether these differences
between native speakers’ and learners’ use of the hesitation function are just that — differences
— or whether they should best be viewed as pragmatic deficiencies, which should somehow be

remedied. This is the issue that is addressed in this section.

I See Kempen (1977) on the distinction between conceptualisation and formulation.
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Pragmatic differences have been given considerable attention in the literature on
English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), i.e. English as a means of communication between
speakers with different mother tongues (see e.g. Seidlhofer 2005). According to the advocates
of ELF, only those features which cause misunderstanding should be eradicated. Features
which differ from native English but allow mutual intelligibility, on the other hand, are
tolerated (or even promoted). In this context many cross-cultural encounters are claimed to be
successful, and according to Aston (1993: 245), “interlanguage pragmatics should operate
with a difference hypothesis rather than a deficit hypothesis”. Hesitation phenomena such as
those investigated here do not normally lead to misunderstanding or communicative

(1313

breakdown. They are at best “‘ripples’ on the pragmatic surface” (Seidlhofer 2001: 147). As
such, they should not qualify for the label of “deficiencies”, but should instead be considered
as mere differences, which are “non-fatal” (Jordan & Fuller 1975) to the conversation. In
what follows, however, I would like to argue that markers of hesitation may have a role to
play in the success (or otherwise) of interactions, and that it is precisely those markers that are
overused by learners which may be detrimental to the conversation, whereas the markers they
underuse help make the pragmatic “ripples” smoother.

Let us consider silent pauses. Not only do they fulfil the function of hesitation, but
they may also indicate that the speaker has finished his/her turn and that the floor has become
empty. Silences, therefore, may be misinterpreted, and the learner who overuses them runs the
risk of losing his/her turn, while s/he was just trying to gain some time. This is especially true
of long pauses (three seconds or more), where speaking may be “declared to have stopped
rather than merely paused” (Griffiths 1991: 346). Pauses of one second or less are
comparatively well tolerated, one second being, according to Jefferson (1989), the “standard
maximum silence” in interactions. It should also be noted that the position of the silent pause
(not examined here) may be relevant, as Lennon (1990: 393) points out, with pauses occurring
at major syntactic boundaries being more easily accepted (and, I would add, less likely to be
misinterpreted) than pauses occurring within syntactic units. Yet, whatever their length or
position, silent pauses have a feature, shared by other non-lexical markers of hesitation such
as fillers or drawls, which makes them undesirable in interactions, especially when they are
overrepresented: they are, in Mohle’s (1984: 36) words, “communicatively disturbing”. More
precisely, these markers, often referred to as “temporal variables” (Grosjean 1980), have been
shown to contribute to the impression of non-fluency among EFL speakers (see Lennon

1990). In comparison, the (native-like) use of smallwords of hesitation enables the speaker to
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hold the floor and stall for time, but in addition, gives an impression of fluency, as
convincingly demonstrated by Hasselgren (2002).

The key issue here seems to be fluency, that is, “the ability to contribute to what a
listener, proficient in the language, would normally perceive as coherent speech, which can be
understood without undue strain, and is carried out at a comfortable pace, not being
disjointed, or disrupted by excessive hesitation” (Hasselgren 2002: 148). Although fluency
would not be considered as one of the “core” features of ELF, since it is not crucial to
intelligibility (it just helps to be “understood without undue strain”), it is nonetheless an
important aspect of oral language. As Lennon (1990: 391-392) explains, “fluency reflects the
speaker’s ability to focus the listener’s attention on his or her message by presenting a
finished product rather than inviting the listener to focus on the working of the production
mechanisms”. In other words, it makes it possible for the listener to concentrate on what
should be central to an utterance, namely its content. Fluency is crucial in the acquisition of a
foreign/second language, as witnessed for example by the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages (Council of Europe 2001: 129), which lists spoken fluency as one of
the two generic qualitative factors determining the functional success of the learner (the other
one being propositional precision) and requires that learners at the C2 level be able to
“express [themselves] at length with a natural, effortless, unhesitating flow”. To the question
of whether learners’ use of the hesitation function is “deficient” or merely “different”, I would
therefore argue for the former. If learners are to achieve native-like proficiency — and despite
the claims made by ELF, this is still a goal pursued by many of them (Mukherjee 2005) and
one that is pedagogically sound (Kuo 2006) — they have to learn how to deal with hesitation
(which is part and parcel of any unplanned spoken interaction) in a way which does not
impair fluency.

It therefore seems important to incorporate the function of hesitation into the
(advanced) FLT curriculum, at least in the form of awareness-raising activities. Until recently,
students were invariably presented with “aseptic” spoken texts (both in reading and listening
comprehension tasks), from which all hesitation markers had been removed.”* The textbook
extract in Table 16 is a case in point. Lately, mainly under the impetus of corpus linguistics
and the ensuing wave of “authenticity”, hesitation markers have started to creep into
textbooks, as illustrated by the extract in Table 17. Because of the lack of salience of such

markers, however, simple exposure is not enough to raise students’ consciousness. Hesitation

** See Romer (2004) on the general lack of authenticity of dialogues in textbooks.
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markers need to somehow “emerge” and be brought to students’ attention by means of
appropriate activities. This could involve addressing issues such as the non-universality of
fillers,” the variety of hesitation markers, the multifunctionality of smallwords or the role of
hesitation as a politeness strategy (in the extract of Table 16, for example, Sue’s answer could
have been made more polite simply by adding a hesitation marker before “I can’t actually”).>*
Learners should be taught to rely less on pauses and other non-lexical devices, overused and
“communicatively disturbing”, and to have recourse, instead, to smallwords, since these are

less disruptive and “oil (...) the wheels of verbal interaction” (Stubbe & Holmes 1995: 63).°

JOAN: Do you think you could lend me I What? You ring people up and say,
£10, Sue? give me so much money and I’ll
SUE: I can’t actually. Sorry but I’ve jump out of an aeroplane?
only got £20 for the weekend. S: Yeah, yeah, because I think people
JOAN: OK. Thanks anyway. are more willing to do that because
SUE: Sorry about that. the, you know because it’s
JOAN: It’s OK. Don’t worry about it. something that kind of is right at the
edge of the sort of comfort zone, so
people are going, ‘Oh I wouldn’t do
that, I’1l, I’1l give...’

Table 16. Textbook extract 1 (Mills 1990: Table 17. Textbook extract 2 (Gomm &
176) Hird 2001: 132)

7. Conclusion

Hesitation phenomena are inherent in spontaneous speech, both native and non-native. As
noted by Lennon (1990: 392-393), it is therefore not the presence vs. absence of such features
that distinguishes between NNS and NS performance, but their frequency and distribution.
The corpus analysis carried out on the basis of LINDSEI-FR and LOCNEC has revealed that,
while advanced French-speaking learners of English overuse pauses and other non-lexical
devices, they tend to underuse smallwords such as like, I mean or you know. This is quite
unfortunate since non-lexical hesitation markers are precisely those that give an impression of

non-fluency, whereas smallwords “keep our speech flowing” (Hasselgren 2002: 150). For this

# Cf. Clark & Fox Tree (2002: 92), who list the most common fillers in several languages.

** The politeness function of hesitation markers is briefly discussed in Stubbe & Holmes (1995). See also Brown
& Levinson (1987) on the politeness function of vague language.

% See also Romero Trillo (2002) on the need to teach such discourse markers.
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reason, learners’ use of the hesitation function has been described as “deficient”, rather than
just “different”, and it has been suggested that the function deserves a place in the (advanced)
FLT curriculum. The idea is not to eliminate hesitations, which are inseparable from
spontaneous speech, but to equip learners with techniques of hesitation that are less disruptive
to the interaction.

Fox Tree & Clark (1997: 166-167) note that “[s]pontaneous speech is replete with
signals about the actual process of production”. They add that “[a]ny model of production will
be incomplete until it accounts for these signals, including how they are planned and produced
on the fly”. This paper has gone some way towards accounting for such aspects in non-native
speech. Many more avenues need to be explored, however. To give but two examples, one
could examine whether any influence of the mother tongue is noticeable in learners’ use of the
hesitation markers, or whether interviewers react differently to native and non-native
speakers’ ways of hesitating. Along these paths too, as was the case for this study, corpora
should turn out to be valuable resources, able to shed light on areas which had hitherto largely

remained in the dark. And this, we can assert without much hesitation.
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