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This sludy examines Ihe use of filled pauses in English and Iheir associalion wilh olher non·fluen! 
or hesilalion phenomena. Parlicipan!s were five advanced learners of English who had Spanish as 
Iheir mOlher longue. They were asked 10 lel/ a SIOry in English and Iheir produclion was recorded 
and Iranscribed in order lo measure Ihe lenglh of Ihe pauses, Iheir frequency, Iheir diSlribution and 
Iheir associalion with silent pauses and otller Ilesitation phenomena. The resulls confirm the role 
of pauses at the planning and execution levels of language produclion and Iheir association with 
olher hesitation phenomena and communication strategies. Final/y, some pedagogical implications 
of the study of pauses are discussed. 

l . Introduction 

The sludy of pau es in spcech produclion has a long 
lradilion in psycholingui lics and pauses and 
hcsilalion phenomena have bccn analyscd a evidence 
10 infcr proce. es in language planning and 10 . ignal 
overloading of lhe produclion syslem in spcech 
produclion (Golman-Eisler 1968, 1972). everthe
less. as Garman (1990) observes. peakers need nOl 
pau c every lime lhey plan and nOl all pau c can 
be inlerprcled as evidence of language planning. 
Scholar. have identified diffcrent types of pauses 
according to formal. functional or contcxtual criteria. 
Formal and conlextual criteria correspond to 
objeclive measurc . uch as pau e length or distri
bution while funclional criteria are subjecl 10 more 
subjective interpretations. Goldman-Eisler (1972) 
identified three functions for pauses: i) a physio
logical function to allow the speaker to breath; ii) 
a cognilive funclion to allow lhe pcaker to plan 
hislher speech; and iii) a communicalive function, 
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10 help the listener 10 identify delllarcations in the 
speech Slrealll. 

Silent pau. es correspond to silent period bctween 
vocalizations and filled pauses 10 interruptions of 
spcech flow by non-Iexical sounds such a ah, mm, 
e/; erm, uh, etc. Silent pauses have been defined 
a "-verbal -phonation" and filled pause as "-verbal 
+phonation" (Garman 1990). 

Goldlllan-Ei ler suggestcd (1968) lhat filled pau e 
reflect affective states such as anxiety and silent 
pau es corre pond to lhe cognitive difficulty of the 
task involved. Other researchers (Maclay & Osgood 
1959) indicale thal filled pauses erve a floor
holding funclion, lhal is, lhey tell lhe listener thal 
lhe speaker has more 10 sayo However. lhe facl that 
filled pauses are very common in leclures with no 
possibility of inlerruplion seems 10 conlradict lhis 
hYPolhesis. Garlllan (1990) indicale lhat even 
lhough filled pauses are laken 10 be as ocialed with 



word relrieval and fonnulalion difficullies. lhe 
dislinclion bclwen lilled and ~ilelll pauses i~ arti 
ficial because bOlh lypcs lend lo occur in lhe same 
posilions. 

SlUdies on lhe lypes and dislribulion 01' pauses can 
shed lighl on lheir l11eaning ahhough lhe exaCl 
funclions of pauses in sponlaneous spcech produclion 
are difficuh 10 idenlify. If pauses and hesilalion 
phenomena occur wilh high frequenc) in lhe 
~polllaneous produclion of nati"e speakers. lhey are 
expecled 10 be more common when lingui:,lic 
diflicuhies arise in second language produclion. 

When cOl11paring pauses and hesilalion phenomena 
in firsl and second language produclion. Raupach 
(1983) nol only I'ound lhe differenl diwibulion 01' 
lhese phenomena bUl also lhal lhe naWre 01' lhe 
hesilalÍon phenomena was differelll in lirsl and 
second language performance. Learners have 
problel11s 10 maSler lhe language-specilic use of 
pauses and hesilalion phenomena and also presenl 
differelll unils when planning lhei!' discourse. 
Pau es and hesilalion phenomena give evidence of 
lhe learner's planning problems bUl may also 
funclion as an appeal for help frorn lhe illlerloculor 
(Raupach 1983). EXlcnsive usc of pauscs and 
he. ilalion phenomcna has also been associaled Wilh 
negalive evalualions of speech performance 
(Albrechslcn. Henrikscn & Faerch 1980: Olynik. 
d' Anglejan & Sankoff 1987). 

Ahhough more work on lhe dislribulion of pauses 
in second language produelion is needed. lhe 
limiled research in lhis arca seems 10 indicale lhal 
pauses and hesilalion phenornena co-occur Wilh 
olher performance fealures and can ael as . ignal 
l11arkcrs of cOl11muniealive problerns. Raupaeh 
(1983) found an increase nOl only in filled pauses 
bUl also in olher phenomena (rcpeals. false Slarts. 
eorreclions) il11medialely before a difficuh SlruClUre. 
such as indirecl spcech. 

The swdy of pauses and hesilalion phenol11ena in 
eornmunicalion has also shown lhal lhere are 
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indi,idual differences in frequency and use of 
dilTerelll lypes 01' pauses (Goldman-Eisler 1968. 
Raupach 1983). 

The role of filled and silenl pauses in seeond 
language fluency and lhe limiled number 01' sludics 
in lhis arca mOlivaled lhe presenl swdy. This 
exploralory slUdy on pauses in oral second language 
producl:on aims al deseribing lhe characlerislics 
and dislribulion 01' filled pauses in oral produelion 
in English by nali\'e speakers 01' Spanish. 

2. Method 

Participanl~ were Ii\'e ad\'anced learners of English 
who were slUdellls 01' English Philology al lhe 
Universily 01' lhe Basque Coulllry. They were asked 
10 look al lhe piclures 01' lhe slor) "Frog. wherc 
are you?" (Mayer 1969) and 10 lell lhe slory in 
English. Their produclion wa~ recorded. lranscribed 
and digilalized in order 10 measure lhe lenglh of 
lhe pauses from signal-speclra and signal-waves. 
Once lhe lenglh of lhe pauses was mea ured all 
filled pauses and lhose silenl pauses wilh a duralion 
of 200 msee 01' over were eoded and analy. ed. The 
eodificalion included lhe lenglh 01' lhe pauses. lheir 
lype (filled and silenl). lheir proxil11ily 10 silelll 
pauses. lheir dislribulion in lhe enlences. Ihe 
hesilalion markers used in lhe case of filled pauses 
("um". "eh". hah") . and lheir associalion with 
communicalion di fficulties. 

3. Results 

Although lhis slUdy mainly focuses on filled pauses. 
silenl pauses were also laken inlo consideralion. 
The number and pereenlages 01' siknl and filled 
pauses as well as lhe 10lal number of pauses and 
worcls for each of lhe oral produclions are given 
in lhe following lable: 



¡:illed pl/llses Sill' lII pl/llSl!~ Towll/lIl/1her TO/al I/lIl11ber 

SI 25 129 
S2 67 131 
S3 63 145 
S4 35 104 
S5 34 124 
TOlal 224 26<K 633 

The dala in lable I indicale lhal pauses are a very 
common phenomenon in oral produclion: a 10lal of 
857 pause~ were regislered in a corpus of 2.400 
word~. Even lhough lhere were individual differences 
all subjecls presenl more silenl pauses lhan filled 
pauses. 

01 "I/IIses 01 W0l1/., 

154 452 
198 540 
208 540 
139 355 
158 513 

73% 857 2.400 

The dala in lhe following lable indicale lhe co
occulTence of filled and silenl pauses and lhe tillen; 
used in lhe case of filled pauses (lable 2) 

T\IIU 2 

¡:iIIed "mISe.' 

Ne.ll lO silelll {JI/IIses ¡:iller 

SI 23 
S2 51 
S3 53 
S4 34 
S5 24 

TOlal 185 

The dala indicatc lhal 82.5% of lhe filled pauses 
are neXl 10 silelll pauses or even prcceded and 
followed by si1cnl pause. The mosl common filler 
u ed is 'ch' used in 84% of lhe filled pauses. 

In order 10 analyse lhe diSlribulion of filled pauses. 
lhe pauses wcre divided inlo lhree groups aceording 
10 lheir posilion. Junclure filled pauses are lhose 
lhal are produced as a link bclween Ullerances as 
il can be observed in lhe following examples: 

l .... and lhe dog slarted running #-648 ch #-486 
When he was up in lhe rock ... (S 1) 
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eh (25) 
eh (41 ) ah (26) 
eh (63) 
eh (34) um (1) 
eh (26) cm (8) 

82.5% eh (189) 84% 
ah (26) 12% 
um (1) 0,5% 
cm (8) 3.5% 

2. He looks a bil angry bccause he has broken lhe 
lhe tin em #-666 Laler on lhey .... (S5) 

The second group corresponds 10 pauses produced 
belween clauses as in lhe following examples: 

3. Then lhe lhe boy gels angry #-330 eh #-698 
because lhe dog has broken lhe jar (S4) 

4. He is ah eh looking al his lillle frog #-564 eh 
which is inside a bOll1c (S2) 
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The lhird group includes lhose pauses produced The data in tablc 3 shows the number and 
within clauses: percemages oflhe different types of pau es according 

to their distribution. 
5. The frog eh #-2073 eh #-1207 goes oul of the 
vase and then il escapes (S3) 

6. And lhey er lhe boy find #-509 eh #-556 an eagle 
(S4) 

TABLE 3 

JWICllIre Berweell e/alises IVirJ¡ill e/allse~ Toral 

SI 11 7 
S2 16 16 
S3 15 3 
S4 9 5 
S5 12 3 

TOlal 63 28% 34 

The dala indicate lhat most of lhe pauses are 
produced wilhin clauses (57%). The most common 
posilion for pauses wilhin clauses is belween the 
subjecl and the verb (35%) as in the following 
example: 

7. Ah the boy #-334 eh #-648 is #-497 ah on lhe 
lree (S2) 

8. The frog eh #-2073 eh #-1207 gocs out ... (S3) 

9. He and the dog eh #-648 realize_ (S4) 

Olher pauses within clauses werc produced between 
the verb or object and an adverbial (1 1 %): 

10. Ah lhe boy #-334 eh #-648 is #-497 ah on lhe 
trce (S2). 

11. A liule boy had a frog #-610 eh in a boule 
(S 1) 

12. 11' eh #-3462 in lhe cvening (S3) 

Another common po ilion for pauses wilhin clauses 
wa belween lhe verb and lhe object (10%): 
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7 25 
35 67 
45 63 
21 35 
19 34 

15% 127 57% 224 

13. lhey see eh a nest of bees (S3) 

14. bUl he doesn·t find er #-514 lhc frog (S4) 

15. So they conlinuc looking for eh lhe frog (S5) 

The analysis of lhc dala indicates that filled and 
silent pauses are associaled wilh the difficulties 
found by lhc subjccl . Pauses can function as a 
warning of an upcoming problem and can also be 
used as a slratcgy 10 gain time when sclecling 
Icxical items: 

16. lhe dog is ah playing #-296 with #-226 ah #-
296 ah #-497 bees (S2) 

17. 'fhen the boy is a bit # -960 eh #-1023 eh #-
1474 um a bit angry with lhe owl (S3) 

18. and sudenly a #-740 guinea pig appear (SS) 

In olher cases pauses are used in combination with 
communicalion strategies such as repetition, 
circumlocution or self correction. In examples 19, 
20 and 21 Ihe combinalion of silent pause, filled 
pauses and repelition indicates thal hesitalion 
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phenomena tend to cluster and shows the use of 
repetition as another form of time-filling. 

19. the frog eh #-2608 is #-734 is happy (SS) 

20. both of them go #-356 to #-430 the woods and 
scream #-755 eh #-1016 eh scream (SS) 

21. but he couldn 't find #-714 eh #-378 the the 
frog (S 1) 

Other examples show the combination of silent 
pauses. filled pauses and circllmlocution. In the 
following examples the subjects have difficulties to 
name a specific animal and slIbjects hesitate before 
they finish the sentence. 

22. the boy find eh #-535 a little animal (S4) 

23. where #-800 eh the animal which smells eh 
#-473 a bit funny (S3) 

24. eh #-294 a IitUe animal from from the woods 
(S2) 

Learners also use silent and filled pauses when they 
have produced a grammatical mistake and want to 
correct them clves: 

25. a pair of frog #-437 eh of frogs ... (S2) 

26. the boy and the dog #-513 eh wakes #-541 
wake up... (S3) 

27. the frog trying to look it #-358 to look for 
it (S4) 

In other case self-correetion takes place at the 
semantie level and learners reformulate their utte
rances in association with silent and filled pauses: 

28. and #-885 mmm #-1425 there they #-551 
they're they seem to be .... (SS) 

29. and they er the boy finds ... (S4) 

30. they see eh #-1354 a big #-440 eh #-493 a IiUle 
#-409 place (SS) 

In sumo in spite of individual differences all the 
productions present filled and ilent pauses and both 
types of pauses are associated with other non-fluent 
or hesitation phenomena when they are localed 
within clauses. 

4. Conclusions 

Even though the present study i exploratory and 
it is based on a relatively small corpus sorne 
conclusions can be drawn from its results: 

a) The presenl study shows thal pause are 
eXlremely frequent in second language oral 
production. In facl, pauses can be considered an 
importalll phenomenon thm has not received enollgh 
attention in second language acquisition research. 
Moreover, the importance of pauses is not only due 
to their frequency but also beeause they can affect 
the listener's perception of the speaker's fluency 
(Albrechsten. Henriksen & Faerch 1980; Olynik. 
d' Anglejan & Sankoff 1987). 
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b) Pauses can have different function and (hey 
can be used as linking devices for planning pur
poses but they can also be indieators of difficulties. 
The results indicate that most filled pauses are 
located within clauses. This location i the most 
likely to correspond to difficulties of the speech ta k 
and to affect the speaker' f1uency. 

c) Our data confirm that hesitation phenomena 
tend to cluster and that filled pauses are associated 
with silent pauses and other phenomena uch as 
repetition, circumlocution and self-correction (Rau
pach 1983). These findings confirm !he existence 
of 'pause units' rather than individual pauses when 
the speaker finds difficulties (Kenny 1996) and also 
confirm the distribution of pauses as indicators of 
communicative trategies (Perales & Cenoz 1996). 

d) The study of pauses and hesitation phenomcna 
can shed light on the process of second language 
acquisition because pause can indicate diffieultie 
in language planification and execution and they 
can be a cue to infer the psyeholingllistie processe 
taking place in second language production. 
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e) The sludy of pauses has importanl teaching 
implicalions. Pauses within scnlences can provide 
a diagno is of 1 earners , lexical. syntactic or pho
nological difficultie . Moreovcr. Ihe ludy of pauses 
can raise learners' awareness aboul fluency and Ihe 
leaching of appropriale fillers can substitule Ihe 
common filler 'eh' and improve the learners' slra
tegic compelence (Dornyei & Thurrell 1991). 

Only a small proportion of Ihe planning and 
execulion processes involved in second language 
produclion are represenled by pauses and il is 
difficull 10 infer Ihe underlying processes Ihal lake 
place in language produclion. everlheless. Ihe· 
study of pause in second language produclion 
needs more allenlion for several reasons: Iheir 
frequency, Ihe associalion of pauses with speech 
difficulties and communicalion slralegies and Iheir 
pedagogical implicalions. 
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