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Abstract

The following essay presents a case study based on participant observation of a group of
Swedish secondary school students’ interaction in English. The study focused on what is
commonly referred to as communicative competence, or more specifically strategic
competence, which represents how language speakers overcome linguistic breakdowns or
gaps in their communicative skill. The aim of the study was to better understand how students
use linguistic fillers in different situations. By observing students in two different situations,
one stressful and one regular conversational situation, it was found that when in a stressful
situation, students are more likely to use linguistic fillers in general and also that some
students rely on their first language, Swedish, when using linguistic fillers. In this case study,
it was found that some students experience difficulties in using English linguistic fillers.
Based on these findings, there is a need for teachers to address this problem if students are to
develop confidence and skill in using them. For this reason, there is a need for further

research on developing and testing different teaching methods on the use of linguistic fillers.
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1 Introduction

When speaking, even native speakers sometimes struggle with finding a proper way to
express themselves and the less proficient the speaker is, the more communicational problems
he or she will face (Kaivanpanah, Yamouty & Karami, 2012). This happens when there is a
mismatch between the linguistic ability and the communicative intention (Dornyei & Scott,
1997, p. 174). To compensate for this mismatch, we use different communication strategies
and one of these strategies is using linguistic fillers. These are words and vocalizations such
as, but not limited to: um, erm, er, like and you know (Rose, 1998, p. 2; Fox, 2010, p. 1;
Vicars, [www]). These words and vocalizations can be split into two subcategories: lexical
and non-lexical fillers. Being lexical means that they are actual words; for example, in this
case the lexical fillers would be the two latter ones /ike and you know. The other ones, um,
erm and er are called non-lexical, and these are simply sounds, often also referred to as filled
pauses. These words and vocalizations are often considered undesirable, but to put that into
contrast, Yule (2014, p.144) says that they are common in all conversations and that they “are
part of what makes conversations work”; that means they have a unique, prominent and
requisite strategic function. The lexical items, expressions and vocalizations used as linguistic
fillers vary from one language to another, but linguistic fillers of different types can be found
in many languages all over the world. There are even linguistic fillers in sign language - that

gives a hint of how common and fundamental they are in communication (Vicars, 2016).

When it comes to communicative competence there is a substantial amount of research

conducted already (Kaivanpanah, et al., 2012, Saeidi & Farshchi, 2015, Mirsane & Khabiri,
2016), but there is much less research made regarding learning and acquisition of linguistic
fillers and there is an extremely limited amount of studies with a specific focus on Swedish

students or the Swedish school. This research aims to fill, at least, part of that gap.

This research has been based on the same stance that Yule (2014, p. 144) presents: fillers
make conversations work, and the aim of this essay is to identify, analyze and compare
students’ different strategies when using/not using fillers, in a stressful and in a conversational
context. Understanding this process, the cognitive aspects and the challenges learners face

when in different contexts, is important as it gives the teacher information about what



happens when the students are speaking in another language than their native tongue

(Khojasteh & Abdullah, 2012, p. 108).

In the Swedish curriculum it is stated that through the subject students are to develop
confidence in their use of the English language in different situations (Skolverket, 2011, p.
32). One way for them to develop this confidence is to improve their strategic competence, to
overcome or solve any problems where their language skills may not be sufficient. As a
teacher, it is of utmost importance to understand s#ow students will learn, the cognitive aspects
of speaking and learning another language. O’Malley & Chamot (1995, p. 25-26) claim that
students will in fact pick up language skills from simply being in an environment where that
language is spoken, even skills of complex character. This should mean that students will
acquire language skills, such as using linguistic fillers, even if the teacher has not taught them
these skills explicitly. Although this might be true for some students, teachers need to
consider how to make language elements more noticeable and thus possible to learn for all
students. This can be seen a reason to teach different communication strategies, such as

linguistic fillers, explicitly, to boost their confidence and skill in terms of keeping the floor.

Fluency is a major part of oral proficiency, and as English teachers in Swedish schools, much
like language teachers in general, one constantly strives for the students to become proficient
users of the target language. Specifically, in the teaching of English as a Foreign Language
(EFL), the subject has become more and more focused on productive and interactive skills

and in the Swedish syllabus, this is stated in the following terms:

Through teaching, students should be given the opportunity to develop all-round
communicative skills. These skills involve understanding spoken and written English,
being able to formulate one’s thinking and interact with others in the spoken and written
language, and the ability to adapt use of language to different situations, purposes and
recipients. Communication skills also cover confidence in using the language and the
ability to use different strategies to support communication and solve problems when
language skills by themselves are not sufficient.

(Skolverket, 2011, p. 32)



In the quote above it is made clear that students are to develop communicative skills, to a
degree where they can solve linguistic problems, even where their language skills may not be
sufficient. Through English as a compulsory subject, the Swedish school strives to make them
competent language users and one way for students to become more competent is learning
different strategies to cope with foreseen and unforeseen situations. The underlying ambition
is that students should become proficient enough to function and be able to communicate in

an English speaking environment.

To complete this research project, some methodological decisions were made. These were
based on a number of different sources and previous research, and led to a couple of
classroom observations with students in 8th grade. Two different contexts were set up, based
on the stance by Khojasteh & Abdullah (2012, p. 108), that different contexts will mean that
learners are faced with different challenges linguistically. When choosing students to observe,
it was crucial that they were of at least B1 level on the Common European Framework of
Reference scale (CEFR) (Council of Europe, [www]), which meant that they would be able to
function in a spontaneous conversation and that they were of at least this level was confirmed

by their English teacher.

1.1 Aim & Research Questions

The aim of this study is to better understand how students use linguistic fillers in different
contexts. The hypothesis is that in different contexts, students will use linguistic fillers
differently, that some students have yet to learn how to use linguistic fillers properly and that
they will use alternative strategies to communicate the same message as is mentioned above: /
am not finished yet, I just paused to think. As stated previously, linguistic fillers are used and
needed in spoken language to buy oneself time to think and plan what to say, to communicate
to the other participants that one is simply pausing, not having finished speaking yet.
However, since this is not usually something explicitly taught in schools (Erten, 2014, p.71),
there is a risk that students might not learn how to use linguistic fillers. With this hypothesis

in mind, two research questions were formulated:

e How does the usage of linguistic fillers vary in different situations?



e What strategies are used to compensate for any lack of such knowledge or skill on

how to use linguistic fillers?

2 Theoretical Background

There are some concepts and terminology in this essay that are essential to understanding the
linguistic phenomena of fillers in all their entirety and detail. These concepts and terms will
be explained in this section, along with the previous research that will be used as the

theoretical framework in the analysis of the results.

2.1 Linguistic fillers

One fundamental aspect of this research is how students use linguistic fillers, and to be able to
identify this it will be crucial to define exactly what a linguistic filler is. The definition
presented below is the one used when analyzing the data and throughout this essay as a

whole.

In the introduction, it was mentioned that linguistic fillers can be divided into two different
categories: lexical and non-lexical. The lexical ones are the ones who we recognize as actual
words, for example /ike and you know, while the non-lexical ones, for example um, erm and
er are better described as vocalizations, rather than words. The non-lexical linguistic fillers
are also often referred to as filled pauses. Linguistic fillers can also be divided in two different
ways: either definition or function. In the results section of this study, the linguistic fillers will
not be divided, but rather analyzed all together. As defined by Crystal (2008) a linguistic filler
is a part of speech, “a term used by some linguists to refer to a non-silent pause, i.e. a
hesitation which has been “filled” by er, erm or some such vocalization.” (Crystal, 2008, p.
188). In other words, it is any sound we make to fill a pause. To explain the function as
simply as possible, we need to understand that we use fillers to buy time. Linguistic fillers
give us time to plan our next utterance, without being interrupted or interfered by the other
participant(s) of the conversation. As we use linguistic fillers, we inform the other participants
of the conversation that we are not finished yet. If we were to simply be silent instead, the

listener might interpret the situation as us being finished and try to insert their own thoughts



into the conversation. Rose (1998) confirms this when describing one function of fillers:
stalling, as ”a complementary act which enables the speaker to prolong a conversational turn”

(Rose, 1998, p. 13).

Cited in Skehan (1998, p. 36) is Pawley and Syder’s (1976) one clause hypothesis, which is
based on the theory that we can only plan what to say next, one clause at a time. Thus, in the
boundaries between these clauses, linguistic fillers are likely to appear, for us to buy time to
plan the next clause. Pawley & Syder (1983) also found that some speakers will pause mid-

clause, although this is not as common as pausing in clause boundaries.

Scheppers (2011, p. 22) presents a theory, also existing in other studies (e.g. Silber-Varod,
2011), about extending the last syllable of a word, as a way to "fill”. Furthermore, the writer
refers to this as a type of a hesitative pause and that it usually reflects temporary processing
problems (Scheppers, 2011, p. 22), and it can thus be seen as a type of linguistic filler. This
definition, that linguistic fillers can also be an extension of the last syllable of a word, has also

been used in the analysis of the data collected in this research.

It is important to remember that we use linguistic fillers, almost to a full extent,
autonomously. Goto , [tou & Hayamizu (2000) explain that linguistic fillers and filled pauses
“are uttered when the thinking process cannot keep up with the speaking process” (Goto et al.,
2000, p. 227). Technically, any word or vocalization, for example extension of the last
syllable, as presented by Scheppers (2011, p. 22), could be used as a linguistic filler. This is
an important note to this study, since one of the research questions is about strategies when
not knowing how to use linguistic fillers as a communicative strategy — the students might use

some other word or vocalization than the most common ones that were previously mentioned.

2.2 Previous Research

As with any scientific research, there are several studies that have influenced the research in
one way or another. Below, a number of studies in language acquisition and native-like

fluency are presented, each one presented under a separate subheading.



2.2.1 Language acquisition and learning

Firstly, it is necessary to note that there are different ways to develop one’s linguistic
proficiency and knowledge in a second language and Krashen (1982, p.10) divides these into
two ways: acquisition and learning. The difference between the two is that acquiring a second
language refers to the autonomous, non-conscious learning, and learning on the other hand is
the conscious process. These two are important to differentiate, since this research primarily
focuses on acquisition, intending to raise awareness of how to incorporate linguistic fillers in
the EFL classroom. As previously stated, using linguistic fillers as a communication strategy
is generally not taught explicitly (Erten, 2014, p.71), which means that the students may
instead acquire these skills (Krashen, 1982, p. 162). However, acquisition is also closely
related to the linguistic skill level. As we become more proficient we improve our ability to

notice and reproduce more complicated skills.

2.2.2 Stages of skill acquisition

O’Malley & Chamot (1995, p. 25) present a theory of skill acquisition in second language
learning, based on Anderson’s (1983; 1985) research. The theory describes the process of
acquiring a second language as a matter of three stages, where the last one is relatable to the
process of acquiring something as intricate as the use of linguistic fillers. These stages of skill
acquisition are the cognitive, associative and autonomous stages. The cognitive stage is where
learners are given instructions on how to complete a certain task, either by observing an
expert doing the same task or by studying and trying to figure it out themselves. This stage is
where the learners are skilled enough to describe what they have learned and how to
communicate in the given language, but lack the knowledge and proficiency to reproduce it
themselves and will hence make mistakes. During the associative stage the proficiency is
higher and errors are progressively minimized. Based on what O’Malley & Chamot (1995)
and Anderson (1983; 1985) have presented, it was crucial that the participants were at least on

the associative stage, for them to function properly in a spontaneous conversational situation.

Even as the learners become more proficient, they still remember the grammatical rules and
apply them to the language produced consciously. In the third and last stage, the autonomous

stage, rules are used autonomously and therefore there is a significant effort reduction in



what, based on Anderson’s research, is referred to as the working memory (consciousness).
The two authors proceed to explain that “individuals will learn the rules underlying
performance of a complex skill as a precursor to competent and automatic skill execution.”
(O'Malley & Chamot, 1995, p. 26) and refer to this as knowledge compilation (Gagné, 1985
cited in O’Malley & Chamot, 1995, p. 26). The assumption that learners have the potential to
acquire such a level of the second language that they can reproduce it autonomously, even
underlying skills of high complexity, strengthens the premise that learners will in fact be able
to reproduce the usage of linguistic fillers in a second language - of course depending on what
stage they are in. Having students who were on the associative or the autonomous stage
should mean that they would be at least on their way in terms of acquiring skills on how to

use linguistic fillers as a communication strategy, thus testing their strategic competence.

2.2.3 Components of communicative competence

As is previously mentioned, this study circles around what is commonly referred to as
communication strategies and more specifically a closely related term called strategic
competence. In their research, Canale & Swain put forward a framework for communicative
competence based on three main areas: grammatical, sociolinguistic and discourse
competence, and according to Canale & Swain (1980, p. 29-31) these determine a learner’s
proficiency. Three years later, in a subsequent revision, Canale (1983, p. 6-14) added a fourth

and last component area: discourse competence.

Table 1. Competence areas by Canale & Swain

Grammatical Competence in terms of words and morphological / syntactic
Competence rules of the target language

Sociolinguistic Competence in terms of appropriateness - using the socially
Competence correct words

Strategic Competence Competence in terms of using communicational strategies -

for example bridging communication breakdowns

Discourse Competence Competence in terms of cohesion and coherence - making the
language meaningful

(Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 29-31; Canale, 1983, p. 6-14)
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Strategic competence is particularly central to this research. This term describes the language
learner’s ability to compensate for and/or overcome any communication problems that might
occur, and in this project, the students’ strategic competence will be tested in terms of what
tools they use, and how they use these tools, to compensate for or to bridge any gaps in their
communicative skill, by giving them different conversational tasks with deliberately unevenly
stressful settings. In the stressful situation students are forced to think on their feet, hence
process language spontaneously, rather than having time to plan ahead what to say next

(Canale & Swain, 1980, p.30-31).

2.2.4 Linguistic fillers as a communication strategy

A central position in this research is that teaching how to use linguistic fillers as a
communication strategy could improve students’ confidence when speaking English. This
argument is also found in Basurto Santos et al.’s (2015, p. 195) research, where students
claimed that knowing how to use linguistic fillers helped making them feel relaxed and more

comfortable when speaking, and also that it helped them improve their fluency.

In several previous studies, the frequency of linguistic fillers has been measured, or more
specifically how many linguistic fillers were used, in relation to the total number of words
spoken. These studies show that, without non-filled pauses, roughly 6% of the total words
spoken are linguistic fillers in regular conversation (Brennan & Schober, 2001; Bortfeld,
Leon, Bloom, Schober & Brennan, 2001; Eklund, 2004). Since this study is based on two
different observations, one situation which aims to simulate a stressful environment and one
regular, conversational situation, this percentage is interesting to keep as a reference point for

what can be found in this research.

3 Method & Material

The outline of the method for this research was mentioned in previous sections, and in this

section, there will be more detailed explanations of the method used in this observational case
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study. The section is divided thematically into a number of subheadings, each one discussing
different methodologic aspects, such as ethical considerations, validity, reliability and the

problems and limitations of the research.

3.1 Method

This research is a participant observation case study conducted primarily using a qualitative
approach, focusing on the students’ ability to use linguistic fillers in regular conversation and
in linguistic breakdowns. According to Bryman (2016) the qualitative approach mainly
focuses on words rather than numbers, but that it should not necessarily be defined as research
absent of numbers (Bryman, 2016, p. 380). However, the author goes on to say that case
studies often take both a qualitative and quantitative approach, for example in participant
observations (2016, p. 68), which is the case in this research. More to this point, Bryman
(2016, p. 377) also stresses that participant observation is one of the main research methods

that are associated with qualitative research.

Denscombe (2011) discusses the concept of case studies as a method focusing “on one (or just
a few) instances of a particular phenomenon with a view to providing an in-depth account of
events [...] or processes occurring in that particular instance” (Denscombe, 2011, p. 52). This
explanation is highly relevant to this study, as it aims to analyze how students use linguistic
fillers in regular conversation and in unforeseen linguistic breakdowns, focusing on in-depth
data. Furthermore, Bryman (2016, p. 383) says that the case study method is common in

qualitative research.

After reviewing previous research, it became clear that to complete this research and to be
able to answer the research questions, at least two observations would have to be set up. The
first research question, closely related to what is stated in the curriculum that students are to
develop all-round skills and confidence in different situations, leaves no specific demands as
to how the situations should be set up, but that there is a need for situations that differ in order
to explore their all-round abilities. With two different settings, it would be possible to learn
more about students’ ability to use linguistic fillers in various situations, and with that in mind
the research was designed to cover different types of communicative processes. The second

research question was based on the theories about strategic competence or communication
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strategies. To be able to answer this research question, it would also be necessary that the
students go through some sort of communicational breakdown. This breakdown was crucial,
because it would show how they would solve the situation where their “language skills by
themselves are not sufficient” (Skolverket, 2011, p. 32). In order for all these criteria to be
met, one situation which would simulate a regular conversation and one which would trigger

communicative breakdowns were set up.

The case study was based on two participant observation situations, one with a stressful
setting and one with the character of a regular conversational discussion. These two sessions
were recorded with a smartphone placed in the middle of a table that all students were seated
around. Bryman (2016, p. 503) mentions a few reasons for recording. For example, the author
stresses that it enables the researcher to be more “present” in the session, and not have to ask
the subjects to hold on while you write something down, as that would be very disruptive. As
these sessions had five observation subjects it would be practically impossible to write
everything down, hence recording was the best solution. In that way, it would be possible to
transcribe, analyze and listen to the material several times, which would arguably make the
analysis much more accurate. Given plenty enough time to go through the recordings, it

would be possible to make a deeper and more accurate analysis.

As has been mentioned previously, linguistic fillers are used for buying time in situations
where the thinking process is not as fast as the speaking process; we use them to buy
ourselves time to plan what to say next (Goto et al., 2000). Hence, to give reference points to
different types of situations, to be able to draw reliable and valid conclusions, the observation
had two stages. The first observation situation began by playing a game called Catchphrase or
In Other Words. In this game, the observation subjects were split up into teams of two or
three. One person in each team received a flip card with a word - it could be a person or a
thing, and they were to describe that word, without using that particular word itself. In 30
seconds, they were given the task of describing and guessing as many words correctly as
possible. This way students were forced to think quickly and did not have much time to
prepare what to say, which would cause communicative breakdowns and possibly affect how
they use linguistic fillers, or any other strategy to handle the breakdown. Using a game as a
research tool was a simple way of increasing comfortability in participating. Causing too
much stress, without the benefit of at least making linguistic errors more accepted due to the

stressful nature of the game, might lead to the students being unwilling or too uncomfortable
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to speak freely. Since this research completely depended on the students speaking, this was a

simple way to make them more likely to.

In order for the stress level to decrease from the first observation, the second observation was
completed a few days later. The second observation was a plainly communicational,
discursive task, where the students were to discuss a few different topics, to give a reference
point to how a normal conversation would proceed in terms of linguistic fillers. This setting
was based on a task by Nunan (2004, p. 20-21), and was shaped in a way that will encourage
students to use different language functions and structures, a form of task-based learning. The
students were given a hypothetical question such as: You are going to a desert island. You can
bring 10 kg of gear. Which of these objects will you bring? followed by a number of
alternatives of objects and their weight. For example, you could bring 2 medical kits of 2 kg
each, one axe of 3 kg and 3 sheets of waterproof fabric of 3 kg. Nunan (2004, p. 21) claims
that task-based learning is an effective way to increase communicative involvement, which

was of high value in this research.

As was mentioned previously, the method was a participant observation. However, the
ambition when taking the participant observer role was to participate as little as possible, and
still keep the tasks going. In reality, since the students were very keen to play the game in the
first observation and discuss during the second one, there was almost no need to participate at
all. Apart from this, there was a need to ensure that the observations and the different methods
worked as expected, and for that reason, this was the method chosen. This may have caused
the students to be less comfortable. To make the students more comfortable it was once more
pointed out that this was not an assessment in any way, and that my participation was simply

so they could ask if they were unsure of anything regarding the tasks.

Bryman (2016, p. 206) mentions a few aspects to keep in mind that have to do with making
respondents comfortable. He claims that having respondents who are too comfortable might
influence the respondents both positively and negatively. On the one hand they might be more
comfortable compared to being in a situation with a complete stranger observing them, which
of course is positive, but they might also be too comfortable and hence not take the activity
seriously or digress from the topic. However, since the topic was not the focus of the
interviews, but rather the process, to analyze the language, the respondents being too

comfortable was a negligible risk. Furthermore, since the research aim was to analyze how
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students speak, it was crucial to get the students to talk as much as possible. In order for this
to happen a participant observation was necessary (Denscombe 2010, p. 207), where the

researcher takes a minor role in the activity. This was necessary to ensure that good material
of high validity was collected - a good conversational flow and that all respondents took part

in the activity and had the opportunity to speak.

Since there is a limited amount of research similar to this, it was necessary to use different
strategies, also known as triangulation. By using several different techniques, the accuracy of
the data was increased and it would reduce the risk of making methodological pitfalls.
Denscombe (2011) describes triangulation as a “practice of viewing things from more than
one perspective” (Denscombe, 2011, p. 346), and goes on to say that it enables the researcher
to contrast the data from the first situation with what is found in the other. By using
methodological triangulation, it is reasonable to claim that the findings are more accurate and
valid (Denscombe, 2011, p. 299). As for reliability, Eisenhardt (1989, p 545) claims that 4 to

10 cases are enough ground to be able to generate reliable theories.

3.2 Material

The results presented in this essay are based on two recorded sessions of approximately 40
and 30 minutes respectively, with the stressful session being the slightly longer session. The
data from these sessions have been analyzed, specifically to address the two research
questions, and the students have been categorized accordingly with how they use English
linguistic fillers and any other strategies used. The use of linguistic fillers has also been
analyzed in terms of frequency, more specifically how many of the total words spoken are
linguistic fillers. As was mentioned in subsection 2.2.4, other researchers have found that for
every hundred words we speak, roughly 6 of these words are linguistic fillers, a number found
simply by counting the total words spoken and how many linguistic fillers can be found.
However, this percentage does not include silent pauses, as not all silent pauses are signs of
disfluency— it can also be a result of a speaking style (Markel, 1990, p.82). For that reason,

silent pauses have not been counted as linguistic fillers.

As was previously described, there were a few key points to consider when selecting

observation subjects. It was essential having subjects who were at such a level linguistically
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that they could carry on a conversation, which meant they would need to be of at least B1 on
the Common European Framework of Reference scale (Council of Europe, [www]). To
ensure that the students were at this level or higher, their English teacher chose the informants
based on the requirement that they were of at least B1 level. This teacher’s professional
insight of their linguistic ability and their skills in relation to the CEFR (Council of Europe,
[www]) was of great value for this research. It was also highly desirable that the students
were comfortable with the researcher as a participating observer, partly to make them speak
as freely as possible without the author forcing them to, and partly to increase the chances of
them accepting the request of participating in the research - it was of utmost importance that
they were comfortable enough to agree to the research itself to be of any value scientifically.
With this in mind, a local school, the class mentor, parents (since the observation subjects
were underage) and the subjects themselves were all contacted, informed about the research,
and given the option of participating or withdrawing from the study. As with any research
projects, more observation subjects in the sample will give a more reliable result, but in this
case there were 5 who agreed to participate, all of them L2 learners of English with Swedish
as their L1 (Yule, 2014, p. 187). However, according to Eisenhardt (1989, p 545), theory
generation is possible if there are at least four cases, which adds to the reliability of the results

found in this research.

3.2.1 Ethical considerations

After contacting a school, the head teacher, their English teacher, five gt grade students, their
parents and obtaining consent, the research project was begun. The observation was designed
in a way that would encourage spontaneous speech, with the students unknowing of exactly
what was being researched. The Swedish Research Council (2011, p. 7) explain that the
students are to be informed of anything that might affect their willingness to participate in the
research. To this they also add that in situations where information given in advance could
risk the purpose of the research, alternatives to individual advance information can be
considered. However, since the purpose or the method of this research was not something that
realistically should affect any observation subjects’ willingness and that giving the
information would risk the very foundation of the research, exact information of what
specifically was being researched was not given in advance to the observation subjects. They

were only informed that the research was about how students use language and strategic
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competence. The Swedish Research Council (2011, p.7) also add that if this is the case, the
researcher should provide the information as soon as possible. In this research, the
participants were informed straight away after the last observation of the exact purpose and

once again given the chance to drop out of the research.

As was mentioned earlier, both sessions were recorded. Denscombe (2011, p. 187) says that
this may make some subjects nervous, but that they normally become more relaxed after a
short while. To minimize the effect of the potentially uncomfortable feeling the subjects
might experience, it was once more pointed out to them that the recordings would not be
listened to by anyone else than the researcher and that the material would be used specifically

for this research project only.

Denscombe (2002, p. 212) mentions a few codes and considerations the researcher should
take into account when planning and performing an observation as in this research, and
stresses that these are not rules, but rather guidelines, simply because it is virtually impossible
to form a set of rules which can apply to any type of research. One should rather remember
that different studies have different circumstances and should be dealt with accordingly.
Nevertheless, they should be considered carefully and any transgression of these guidelines
must be rigorously motivated (Denscombe, 2002, p. 213). Most of these codes are directly
applicable to this research and have therefore been carefully considered when designing this
research. Bryman (2016, pp. 120-146) also brings up these guidelines and divides them into
four points, related to what has been commonly accepted by humanistic- and social science
researchers in Sweden (The Swedish Research Council, 2011, pp. 5-14). These are stated as a
number of requirements of: information, consent, confidentiality and usage. The requirement
of information is that the researcher must inform respondents about the purpose of the
research, the different stages of the actual research/field study/observation/interview etc.; that
their participation is completely voluntary and that they have the right to decline to
participate, before, during or after the observation. The requirement of consent is that the
researcher needs all respondents’ consent to participate, and if they are underage also their
parent’s consent. Confidentiality means that all data collected is to be treated accordingly -
inaccessible for anyone but the researcher him-/herself. The last one is the requirement of
usage and has to do with how the data is used, that it is solely used for the purpose of the

research and nothing else.
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3.2.2 Problems and limitations

In 1972, Labov (1972, p. 209) coined an expression called the observer’s paradox, which he

described with these words:

The aim of linguistic research in the community must be to find out how people talk
when they are not being systematically observed; yet we can only obtain this data by
systematic observation.

(Labov, 1972, p. 209)

This refers to the intricate scenario during an observation where the observation subjects
behave differently, all due to the fact that they are being observed. In a perfect world, from a
purely scientific perspective, this would not happen. What we observe would be directly
corresponding with what is happening when we are observing. One solution to this paradox,
according to Labov (1994, p. 25) is that the researcher should take several different approach
directions - triangulation. This way, when comparing the results, one can draw a more reliable
conclusion. In this research, there were two observations, and apart from the previously
mentioned reasons about “confidence in different situations”, the fact that there were two
sessions also minimized the effect of this paradox. As was mentioned previously, the task by
Nunan (2004, p.21) was chosen because it triggered communicative involvement. By using a
task that naturally triggered communicative involvement, the effect of the observer’s paradox

was decreased.

To make the observation subjects more comfortable, Stewart, Shamdasani & Rook (2007)
claim that conducting group sessions may be an advantage, in comparison to individual, one-
on-one interviews, and go on mentioning a number of positive effects, all of which were
highly desirable in my research. These positive effects, or Respondent Interaction Advantages
(Stewart et al., 2007. p.46), are synergism, snowballing, stimulation, security and spontaneity.
The last four of these positive effects especially influenced the choice of method for this
research. Snowballing and stimulation both have to do with students becoming excited and
wanting to speak. What one person says, triggers the others to speak their mind as well, and
give their opinion on the matter. When a topic and a discussion is interesting, subjects become

excited and want to express their feelings. Since this research depended on the respondents
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making everyday conversation, this effect was highly desirable. Apart from this, also security
and spontaneity were important factors as they represent subjects’ comfortability. Subjects
will feel more secure because of the fact that their feelings and opinions are similar to the rest
of the group members’ feelings and opinions. Furthermore, when the subject feels unsure of
what to say next, it is easier to “hide” in a group than it would be in an individual session,
which increases the comfortable, relaxed feeling. More to this point, making the students feel
as relaxed as possible during the second session was also important to increase the contrast

from the first observation where they were more stressed.

4 Results & Analysis

In this section of the essay, the results of the case study will be presented. The subheadings
are presented thematically, based on the two observations. Students’ names are pseudonymes.
After the results section, there is a separate subheading containing the analysis of the case

study. In the analysis, results will be processed in relation to the previous research.

4.1 Results

The results section has been structured into two different subsections accordingly with the
two observation sessions that were conducted. The findings will then be presented in a
number of themes that have been found in the research, relating to the two research questions.
Quotes are explained individually and transcribed following this transcription notation:
Linguistic fillers are given in ifalics, pauses are marked with “-” and further explanations, for
example extensions, are given in square brackets ’[...]”. The quotes have been transcribed as
they are spoken, and may therefore be ungrammatical and hard to understand in written

English. This is to better reproduce what exactly was said during the observation.

The skill levels given in tables (1), (2), and (3) below have been given in terms of the relative
frequency of using Swedish linguistic fillers, compared to using English linguistic fillers. The
pre-intermediate skill level means that the student will use Swedish linguistic fillers 50% or
more of the time. In other words this skill level means that the student is more likely to use

Swedish than English linguistic fillers. The intermediate level means that the student mostly
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uses English linguistic fillers, but still uses Swedish equivalents now and then. These students
use English linguistic fillers 51-90% of the time, and thus use Swedish linguistic fillers 10-
49% of the time. The highest skill level in this study is the advanced level and means that the
students consistently use English linguistic fillers, 91-100% of the time. This categorization
has been made merely to give a reference point to the readers of how likely or unlikely the
student is to use Swedish linguistic fillers. The skill levels have been set based on both

observations together.

4.1.1 The first observation — students’ use of linguistic fillers in a stressful
situation

The first situation was designed in a way that would cause stress, yet still in a playful manner.
This setting would create a distinguishable contrast to the regular conversational setting in the
second observation. From the two observations, data was collected and at a later stage

analyzed and compared.

From the first of the two observations, a number of points were observed. First of all, the
observation showed that the observation subjects did not only use English linguistic fillers,
but also Swedish ones, for example e and 64. As stated some observation subjects used more
English linguistic fillers, but also that they more frequently extended the last syllable and used
chains of linguistic fillers. The data has been compiled into a table (table 2), based solely on

the first observation.

Table 2 - Linguistic fillers in observation 1

Ella Adam Maria Hanna Sara

Skill level (in terms of Pre- Intermediate Intermediate Advanced Advanced
use of linguistic fillers)  intermediate

Consistently using No No No Yes Yes
English linguistic fillers

at the start of an

utterance

Using Swedish linguistic Yes Yes No No No
fillers mid-utterance
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Using chains of No Yes No Yes Yes
linguistic fillers

Using extension as a No Yes No Yes Yes
linguistic filler

In all the quotes below, the reader will notice that students start off their sentence with a
linguistic filler of some sort and the most common one to use is a Swedish-sounding eh. It is
possible that they used Swedish linguistic fillers when they were thinking in Swedish,
specifically when they were unable to find a particular word in English. As is shown in table
2, three of the five students use Swedish linguistic fillers at the start of an utterance when in

the stressful situation. The other two instead use English linguistic fillers consistently.

The following are four examples of these tendencies. In examples (1) and (2), Maria and Ella
both use a Swedish-sounding e/ as linguistic fillers in the beginning but towards the end of
their utterance they start using English fillers instead. Examples (3) and (4), Sara and Hanna,

are students who consistently used English fillers.

(1) Maria: Eh Smaland is um is um famous for this

(2) Ella: Eh it’s eh in North America. Eh it’s a country and it’s high, you can walk on it
and like climb.

Sara and Hanna instead use English fillers consistently:

(3) Sara: Er, you know when you put on a [extended a-sound] thing to secure your pants.
The [extended e-sound] thingies that hold the actual [extended I-sound]. 1t’s, you

know - come on guys!

(4) Hanna: Er, you know, when you’re looking for a er often it is a [extended a-sound]

big pile of money.
All four of the observation subjects use fillers to buy more time, but what type of fillers they

use varies from one person to another. Maria and Ella both rely on their Swedish skills, to

some extent, whereas Sara and Hanna use English linguistic fillers exclusively.
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As mentioned earlier, it was also clear that some students started off with a Swedish sounding
eh when in need of more thinking time. Generally, after that, they transitioned to English, in

terms of linguistic fillers.
(5) Maria: Eh you wear, it’s two parts, when you swim.

(6) Adam: Eh it’s a brand ek and you have it in your face like [extended and

transitioning into an “er’”], like it’s a clothing brand.

4.1.2 The second observation — students’ use of linguistic fillers in a regular
conversation

During the second observation the setting was different. Instead of the stressful nature of the
game and the unpreparedness of having everyone’s attention drawn to oneself, this time the
students were given more time to plan and to opt out if they did not know what to say. For
this stage, they would be given a much more conversational task, to see if their use of

linguistic fillers would change in a much less nerve-wrecking setting.

Students tended to use linguistic fillers very rarely in the second stage and when they were
used, they were used in short stretches. For example, in example (7) below, Hanna used an
extension when unable to find what word to use next. Another student then filled in with a

word that fitted in, in an attempt to facilitate the continued exchange:

(7) Hanna: These two would be good to have like for [extended o-sound]...

As far as using linguistic fillers at the start of the utterance is concerned, this phenomenon
was almost non-existing during the second observation. Since students had more time to plan
their next utterance, without the expectation from the other participants that they, specifically,
were to say something, there was no need for them to use linguistic fillers in the beginning of
the utterance. Therefore, this phenomenon has been listed as not applicable in the second

observation. Table 3 is compiled exclusively on the data from the second observation.
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Table 3 - Linguistic fillers in observation 2
Ella Adam Maria Hanna Sara
Skill level (in terms of Pre- Intermediate Intermediate Advanced Advanced

use of linguistic fillers)  intermediate

Consistently using N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
English linguistic fillers

at the start of an

utterance

Using Swedish linguistic Yes No No No No
fillers mid-utterance

Using extension as a No Yes No Yes Yes
linguistic filler

Another student used linguistic fillers when trying to remember a saying:

(8) Maria: We need much water like, you know, - they say three days without food and
three weeks [stops to correct herself]. No, three days without water and three weeks

without food.

(9) Adam: I’m thinking that we need to [slight extension of the o-sound] make our [gets

interrupted, then continues] but I think we shouldum think about our park.

(10) Sara: So, there’s the short-wave radio and [extended a-sound] um...

In all of these examples, it is clear that the students are in less need of using linguistic fillers
and when they are used, they are used much shorter and made a less prominent part of their

speech - almost unidentifiable in example (9), where Adam said “shouldum”.

4.1.3 Comparison of the two observations

The two tables from the observations clearly show that some students have changed the way
they use linguistic fillers. They have all decreased the overall frequency, how often they are
used, but also how frequently they use Swedish fillers. In the table below (table 3), both tables

(1) and (2) have been merged to better show how the students’ use of linguistic fillers
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changed between the two observations. The first observation results are written first in the
cells, and the second observation results follow afterwards. Where there is a change in how
the students have used linguistic fillers between the two observations, the text is bolded. The
data show that when in a less stressful situation, the students were less likely to start their
utterance with a linguistic filler, Swedish or English. In the less stressful situation, there was
time for the students to plan their next utterance. Related to Pawley & Syder’s (1976) one
clause hypothesis, in the stressful situation, the students had not been given time to plan even

one clause ahead, and thus they used linguistic fillers to buy more time.

Table 1 - Linguistic fillers in both observations

Ella1/2 Adam1/2 Marial/2 Hannal/2 Saral/2

Skill level (in terms Pre- Intermediate Intermediate Advanced Advanced
of use of linguistic intermediate
fillers)

Consistently using No /N/A No /N/A No /N/A Yes / N/A Yes / N/A
English linguistic

fillers at the start of

an utterance

Using Swedish Yes/ Yes Yes / No No / No No / No No /No
linguistic fillers mid-

utterance

Using extension asa  No / No Yes/ Yes No /No Yes/ Yes Yes/ Yes

linguistic filler

4.1.4 Frequency of Linguistic Fillers

One aspect in focus in this research is frequency; that is how often linguistic fillers are used.
In a study carried out by Fox Tree (1995) it was measured that linguistic fillers usually make
6% of the words spoken, non-filled pauses excluded, but Pawley & Syder (1983) found that
there is an individual distortion to these numbers. However, when measuring all of the
students, the number does land very close to these 6% and hence one can safely claim that in
terms of frequency, the students also show proof that they do know how to use linguistic

fillers.
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Table 2 - Frequency of linguistic fillers in both observations

Observation 1 Observation 2
Frequency of linguistic fillers 27% 6%
Frequency of Swedish linguistic fillers, relative 32% 5%

to English

The skill level of the observation subjects seemed to influence how they used linguistic fillers.
Some of the students also used extension of a regular word as a filler. Silber-Varod (2011)
explains that the extension of a word’s final syllable often occurs, used as a linguistic filler
when we hesitate what to say next, thus it can be considered a linguistic filler or a filling
strategy. For example, Sara in examples (3) and (10) and Hanna in (4) and (7) used fillers
somewhat differently from the rest of the group. Instead of using Swedish sounding fillers,

they both had a distinguished General American accent, even when starting his/her sentences.

The other students, Adam, Ella and Maria, tended to use Swedish linguistic fillers and
especially in the beginning of a sentence. As O'Malley & Chamot (1995) claim, this relates to
the student’s working memory. The student of a higher skill level and proficiency would be,
and is in this case, less likely to use Swedish linguistic fillers than the rest, most likely
because the others have a higher strain on the working memory. Still, all students showed on

more than one occasion that they can also use English linguistic fillers.

How frequently fillers were used was mainly dependent on how stressful the situation was.
The stressful nature of the game made observation subjects more likely to use fillers than
during the discussions, and linguistic fillers made circa 27% of the total words spoken,
extensions included and silent pauses excluded. In the discussions, students rarely used
linguistic fillers and there are a number of possible explanations for this phenomena. Goto et

al. (2000) formed this hypothesis:

When the speed of speaking becomes faster than the speed of preparing its content, a
speaker uses filled or unfilled pauses until the next speech content resulting from the
thinking process arrives at the speaking process.

(Goto et al., 2000, p. 227)
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This means that the speaking process is in fact faster than the thought process, and in
situations where the time needed is not given, the speaking process will need to wait, which
usually means that one will use a linguistic filler of some sort. This hypothesis functions well

in terms of explaining the results of this study.

In the conversational discussion, the second stage of the observation, students had time to
think through and prepare what to speak, which should and does mean that they will use less
linguistic fillers. While someone else is speaking, students think of what they want to say and
in that way they are prepared when their time comes. In the first stage of the observation
however, the students were not given time to prepare. They were presented with a word and
the focus was on them to produce words to explain. This means they would have to wait for
the thought process before even being able to start speaking, which means they would use
linguistic fillers, which also all of them did. Furthermore, the students also used linguistic
fillers mid-clause and normally more than one linguistic filler per clause. Similarly, Pawley &
Syder (1983) too find the same result, but they also find that this seems to be unique to the
speaker’s individual style of speech. In their research they find that most of the respondents
show hesitations, i.e. pauses and linguistic fillers, as frequently as the rest of the group, but
there are differences in where these hesitations occur; some occur at clause boundaries and
some appear within the clause (clause internal). In a study made by Fox Tree (1995, p. 710) it
has been estimated that normal conversation contains somewhere around 6 linguistic fillers
per 100 words, non-filled pauses excluded. This percentage is extremely close to what can be
measured in this research, and the two results both show that in normal conversation, although

linguistic fillers are not used a great number of times, they are definitely there.

Based on the above quote by Goto et al. (2000, p. 227) one guess is that the reason the
students used linguistic fillers much more frequently in the first stage of the observation, is
because the thought process simply does not go faster, although desirable in some situations.
When the students were stressed, the speaking process was greatly enhanced in relationship to
the thought process, but the speaking process was not the limiting factor to start with, which
meant that even though they tried to explain something faster, they instead started using
linguistic fillers much more - in average 4-5 times as often. This should also mean that even
when we try to speak faster we simply cannot, at least not significantly, and the results from
this research arguably point in that direction, when counting syllables per minute. For

example, Adam still lands at roughly 150 syllables per minute, even when trying to speak
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faster, which in many ways makes perfect sense, because the thinking process has not

improved - to speak unplanned speech faster one would have to practice thinking faster.

Pawley & Syder (1983, p. 202) also find that this is the case when they claim that the “rate
does not increase significantly in rehearsed speech”, that is to say that even when we know
roughly what to say, we do not by default say it faster. Now, it is not impossible - not even
very hard - to speak fast for a very short period of time, but when trying to convey a message

of information, it is hard to make that transfer go much faster.

4.2 Analysis & Discussion

In the following section, the results will be analyzed from a pedagogical standpoint focusing
on how students’ use of linguistic fillers varies in different situations, and what strategies they

use to overcome any lack in knowledge or skill on how to use linguistic fillers.

4.2.1 Linguistic Fillers in Different Situations

The research found that there is a distinct difference in how the students will use linguistic
fillers, when in a stressful situation compared to a regular conversational situation. Tables 3
and 4 show that there is a difference both in terms of frequency of English and Swedish
linguistic fillers. As Erten (2014, p. 71) claims, linguistic fillers and their function as a
communication strategy are generelly not taught explicitly in school, even though they are, as

the results show, a major part of spoken language.

What can be seen in the results is that when in a more stressful situation, the students are far
more likely to rely on Swedish linguistic fillers, than when they are in the conversational
situation. From what is made clear in the Swedish school curriculum (Skolverket, 2011, p.
32), that students are to develop confidence and skills to handle different language situations,
the results from this case study show that there is a need to help students further. In the
stressful situation, the students are forced to fall back on linguistic skills from their native
language, which signals that there is a lack in what Canale & Swain (1980) call strategic

competence (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 29-31). From the findings in the two observations it is
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clear that some of the students are experiencing difficulties in using English linguistic fillers
consistently (see table 4), even students of a relatively high skill level as B1 (Council of
Europe, [www]). Based on these findings, for students to develop confidence and skills to

overcome communication breakdowns, there is a need for additional teaching.

4.2.2 Strategies Used to Overcome Communication Breakdowns

As is presented in the results section, the students used Swedish linguistic fillers when trying
to buy themselves time to plan what to say next. Based on what was found in this research,
there is a need for teachers to further support students in terms of developing sufficient skills
to use English linguistic fillers, especially in stressful situations. Using linguistic fillers is one
way of overcoming communication breakdowns, and therefore a part of strategic competence
(Canale & Swain, 1980, p.30-31) and, as was pointed out previously, in the curriculum it is
clearly stated that students are to develop confidence in solving communicational
breakdowns, even in unforeseen contexts (Skolverket, 2011, p. 32). In order for them to
develop these skills, explicitly teaching students how to deal with communication breakdowns
is arguably one way of helping them develop greater confidence and skill in terms of strategic
competence, and teaching this could be done simply by setting up the same situations as was
done in this research. The first observation setting was specifically designed to trigger
communication breakdowns by increasing stress, in a playful manner, and as far as that is
concerned, the results show that there is an undeniable increase in communication
breakdowns, judging by how often students needed to buy more time by using linguistic
fillers. Not only did the frequency of linguistic fillers increase, but also how and which
linguistic fillers were used. In the stressful situation, Swedish linguistic fillers were
significantly more common, which means that some students lack skill in solving the situation
while using English only. Another idea about how to teach students more about linguistic
fillers and how they are used could be done simply by showing a video clip of a conversation
and let the students, either by themselves or by giving them a list of linguistic fillers, find or
identify which linguistic fillers are used, let them analyze if there are any difference in terms

of culture or region, formal or informal language.
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5 Conclusion

The aim of this study was to investigate and to better understand how students’ use of
linguistic fillers differs in different situations. Since there is a gap in research conducted on
this topic, and especially research conducted in a Swedish school context, this study helps
filling that gap. The study was based on the concept that linguistic fillers make conversation
work (Yule, p. 144) and that they are part of what Canale & Swain refer to as strategic
competence, (1980, p. 30-31). The results from this case study show that there is indeed a
difference and unforeseen situations may force the students to change the way they use their

language.

This research was designed to answer two research questions, how the usage of linguistic
fillers varies in different situations, and what strategies are used to compensate for any lack of
such knowledge or skill on how to use linguistic fillers. These two research questions were
addressed by setting up unevenly stressful situations, one of which was designed to trigger
linguistic breakdowns, and one that to simply engage students to converse. By using this
method, the two observations would show if there indeed was a difference in how the students
use linguistic fillers in different situation and by triggering linguistic breakdowns it would

also be possible to study what strategies the students used to solve it.

Time is an extremely limiting factor when conducting small scale studies such as this one, and
it would have been desirable to include more students and longer sessions to add more
substance to the study as a whole. Although this may be true, this study is an in-depth study of
a number of students’ use of linguistic fillers, and while these results may not reflect all
students, they do show that there are indeed students who need more support when it comes to
developing strategic competence. Based on what is found in this study, as this research first
and foremost has focused on examining the problem as such, there is a need to conduct
research with a specific focus on developing and testing different ways of teaching strategic
competence and the use of linguistic fillers specifically. By developing students’ confidence
and skill in using linguistic fillers and strategic competence, English becomes more natural

and fun for them to speak — and that is an invaluable component of learning.
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Appendix 1 — Letter of consent to parents
Hej!

Jag heter Oskar Jonsson och skriver till er angadende en undersokning pa [school]. [class
mentor] ska tidigare ha kontaktat er angdende detta, men jag ville ocksa personligen kontakta
er och fi dubbelkolla att det kdnns okej att [student] d&r med 1 detta arbete. [student] har sjéalv
uttryckt sitt samtycke. Undersokningen handlar om hur elever anvander utfyllnadsord 1
engelskan. Sjéalvklart fir ni ocksé ta del av undersdokningen nér allt dr klart, om ni vill! Allt &r
saklart 100% anonymt, bade deltagande personer och skolan. I arbetet kommer inga namn
nimnas.

Svara girna pa detta sa jag vet att allt kédnns okej. Om ni har ndgra fragor eller funderingar ar
ni varmt vilkomna till mig med dem! Skulle ni eller [student] dndra er har ni saklart rétt att

gora det, bara hor av er!

Tack pé forhand!
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Appendix 2 — Letter of consent to school principal

Hej [school principal],

Jag ville fraga dig om mdjligheten att géra en undersdkning pé [school]. Som du vet sa r ett
av mina dmnen engelska, och det dr nu dags for mig att pabdrja min c-uppsats. Jag hoppas
kunna skriva om nagot i facktermer kallas for speech disfluencies vilket enkelt beskrivet ar
ord och ljud som svenskans "6h", "eh", "liksom", o.s.v. For att kunna gora detta till en c-
uppsats behdver jag dirfor {4 intervjua elever, dér de bara ska sitta i en grupp och samtala
med mig pa engelska. Jag kommer behdva spela in detta for att kunna analysera det 1
efterhand.

Jag har vadrat detta med [class mentor]| och ndmnt det for [assistant principal] och de bada var
positivt instdllda, s darfor ville jag nu fraga dig ocksa om godkinnande att fa genomfora
denna studie! Saklart dr det helt frivilligt att delta 1 studien, alla elever har chansen att sdga nej
bade innan, under och efter om de inte vill vara med i studien. Allt ar helt anonymt, savél
skolan som eleverna. Kommer ocksa kontakta fordldrar om godkidnnande for de elever som
uttrycker intresse att delta.

Om det dr nagot jag glomt ta upp sé fraga girna! Tack pa forhand!
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Appendix 3 — Discussion Questions

1. You are on a ship that is sinking. You have to swim to a nearby island. You have a

waterproof container, but can only carry 20 kilos of items in it. Decide which of the
following items you will take. (Remember, you can’t take more than 20 kilos with

you.)

Axe (8 kilos)

Box of novels and magazines (3 kilos)

Cans of food (500 grams each)

Packets of sugar, flour, rice, powdered milk,

coffee, tea (each packet weighs 500 grams)

Bottles of water (1.5 kilos each)

Medical kit (2 kilos)

Short-wave radio (12 kilos)

Portable CD player and CDs (4 kilos)

Firelighting kits (500 grams each)

Rope (6 kilos)

Notebook computer (3.5 kilos)

Waterproof sheets of fabric (3 kilos each)

(Nunan, 2004, p. 20-21)

2. Your school has just won $1,000,000. What will your investments be?
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