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Abstract
Discourse markers (DMs) play a significant role in spoken communication, assisting in 
coherence and fluency in first (L1) and second language (L2) acquisition. Understanding 
the use of these markers as disfluency strategies can inform language teaching by 
highlighting the significance of real-world communication skills. Researchers often focus 
on studying the use of these markers to unveil their various functions in spoken discourse 
and as signals of speakers’ pragmatic competence. However, there is little research on 
how L2 children employ speech management strategies such as DMs or filled pauses to 
overcome disfluency in their interactions. This study aims to explore how school-age Arab 
children learning English as an additional language employ DMs with other disfluency 
strategies (i.e., filled pauses and repetition) to manage disfluency in their speech by 
analyzing natural spoken data in a corpus of children’s speech. Results show that 
school-age Arab children employ the five most frequent DMs in the corpus (like, yeah, 
okay, so and oh) in co-occurrence with filled pauses and repetitions to serve primarily 
disfluency functions. The study contributes to the field of disfluency studies by offering 
insights into how Arabic-speaking child learners of English use discourse markers along 
with other strategies to manage disfluency and develop L1-like interactional patterns, 
thereby shedding light on the acquisition of pragmatic and interactional competence in 
L2 children.
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1	 Introduction

Everyday conversations often exhibit disfluency. The need to fill gaps 
in interaction, maintain the flow of conversation, and attend to various 
communicative purposes means that speakers are reacting spontaneously to 
conversational turns that cannot always be planned. Disfluency can take various 
forms, including prolonged silent pauses, verbal hesitations, and self-initiated 
repairs (Lickley, 2017). To navigate disfluency, speakers often employ different 
strategies, including the use of filled pauses, repetitions, and/or lexical fillers, 
such as discourse markers (DMs). Although they are often perceived as “bad 
habits” if used repetitively (Crible & Pasqual, 2020, p. 55), DMs serve various 
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pragmatic and discourse functions. DMs, which can also co-occur with other 
strategies such as filled pauses, often assist speakers in planning their upcoming 
utterances, marking grammatical boundaries or giving speakers time to breathe, 
thereby minimising disfluency in their speech (Bada, 2010, p. 1687).

Disfluency can occur at any stage of language acquisition, whether in the 
talk of L1 or L2 speakers. There are numerous studies of disfluency strategies, 
including DMs, in L1 children (e.g., Clark, 1982; Furman & Özyürek, 2007; 
Gósy, 2019; Laakso, 2010; Schweinberger, 2023). These studies demonstrate 
that young children learn how to communicate and manage disfluency through 
conversational interaction, which in most cases takes place with a parent (Clark, 
1982; see also Clark & Hecht, 1983; Laakso, 2010). In fact, there is strong evidence 
of children initiating a repair to their own utterances (self-initiated repair) from 
a very young age (less than 2 years old, see Laakso, 2010), demonstrating their 
ability to monitor their speech to coordinate with the rules of their L1 (Clark 
& Hecht, 1983, p. 341). Research also shows that, by the age of 5, children mark 
disfluency in their L1 using filled pauses, either alone or in combination with 
DMs (Laakso, 2010).

In child second language acquisition (SLA), the use of DMs with other 
disfluency strategies can indicate that children are still in the process of acquiring 
speech management strategies in the L2, similar to those of L1 speakers. In fact, 
learning L2 is more demanding for children than learning their L1 because they 
can often find themselves in unprepared situations, such as facing unfamiliar 
topics. These situations could lead them to deviate in using disfluency markers 
from the use of L1 speakers, resulting in frequent use of disfluency markers in 
their speech (see Götz, 2013).

Unlike the plethora of studies investigating disfluency strategies in children’s 
L1 acquisition, studies on L2 children’s acquisition of these strategies are rare. 
The co-occurrence of DMs and other disfluency strategies has also been studied 
extensively in the speech of adult L2 learners. Less attention has been given 
to how L2 children employ these markers. Although some studies suggest that 
young learners develop pragmatic competence through interaction, it remains 
unclear how DMs function as a disfluency strategy in this context. Previous 
studies also report that adult learners employ filled pauses with DMs differently 
in terms of types (uh, um) or positions (before or after the DM). Therefore, this 
study aims to investigate two main questions:
1)	� How do Arabic-speaking school-age children learning English as an 

additional language employ DMs to mark their disfluency alongside other 
disfluency strategies, including filled pauses and repetitions?
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2)	� Which types of filled pauses co-occur with DMs to mark disfluency in 
the speech of Arabic-speaking children learning English as an additional 
language, and in what positions do these filled pauses occur relative to DMs?
Answering these questions helps to clarify the strategies that L2 children 

employ along with DMs to manage disfluency in their speech. In addition, the 
findings from this study could inform language teaching by illustrating how 
learners use DMs and other disfluency strategies in authentic communicative 
situations. This study provides a useful basis for future comparisons with other 
child datasets or with other L2 adult learners.

2	 Disfluency

The phenomenon of speech disfluency refers to the interruption of the 
flow of interaction that does not add any propositional content to the ongoing 
communication (Fox Tree, 1995, p. 709). Corley and Stewart (2008) argue 
that disfluency occurs in speech as a result of increased cognitive load. This 
often happens when a speaker faces challenges while planning their upcoming 
message due to its complexity or length (see Lickley, 2017), thereby requiring 
more processing time. Other challenges can also cause disfluency; for instance, 
words that are less frequent in a speaker’s lexicon or that were acquired at a later 
stage often pose a challenge for speakers when it comes to retrieving them during 
their communication (especially in cases of unplanned speech).

As stated earlier, disfluency can take different forms, including hesitation and 
repairs (Lickley, 2017, p. 375). Hesitation, for instance, is considered a crucial 
conversational strategy, indicating that a speaker “needs a moment’s reflection, 
but is still in control of his/her turn” (Gilquin, 2008, p. 120). In SLA, hesitation 
is particularly important because speakers often experience planning problems 
when searching for the right L2 formulation (Gilquin, 2008). Hesitation can 
manifest as filled pauses (e.g., uh, um), filler expressions and repetition of 
utterances, or combinations of these features (Lickley, 2017, p. 375).

Self-initiated repair is another form of disfluency, documented and labelled 
by Schegloff et al. (1977). In their definition, Schegloff et al. (1977) argue that 
repairs mark some kind of trouble in spontaneous speech, which can include error 
correction, searching for a word, or a false start. They differentiate between two 
types of repairs: self-initiated and other-initiated repairs. In self-initiated repairs, 
the speaker who is the source of the trouble in speech provides the repair. In 
other-initiated repairs, other speakers offer the repair to the speaker who is facing 
trouble in their speech. Self-initiated repair is often linked to disfluency since 
speakers themselves interrupt the flow of their own turns to produce the repair 
items (Rieger, 2003, p. 48). These repair items can take various forms, including 
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substitution, insertion, or deletion (Lickley, 2017, p. 377). In substitution, a 
speaker replaces the error with a correct form, as in the example “go straight and 
then turn to the left-right”. Insertion, on the other hand, occurs when a speaker 
adds something to the repaired utterance. This often happens with modifiers, as 
in the example “When I came home, he was there, nearly there”. In deletion, a 
speaker abandons the whole utterance and begins a new one, as in the example 
“When I came home- actually, I did go to the post office earlier today”. In using 
deletion, the speaker often tries to draw the listener’s attention to background 
information before supplying more information (Lickley, 2017, p. 377).

In cases of self-repair, we can typically identify three key components in 
speaker turns: the segment being repaired, the initiation of the repair and the 
segment providing the repair (Rieger, 2003, p. 48). These correspond with Levelt’s 
(1995) three stages of self-monitoring in speech, which include: a) detecting the 
repairable item phase (error in Levelt’s term); b) the editing phase in which a 
speaker uses filled pauses such as uh and um(umm) and fillers including DMs; 
and c) the re-start in which a speaker produces the repaired item.

Although disfluencies can sometimes hinder listeners’ comprehension (see 
Fox Tree, 1995), experimental studies have found that mitigating strategies often 
assist listeners to “avoid erroneous syntactic parsing”, speed up word recognition 
and guide the prediction of the upcoming linguistic information (Bosker et al., 
2014, p. 105). Speakers can use disfluency strategies as a means to buy time 
and avoid long silences (Clark, 1982, p. 176). Hence, they work to enhance 
speakers’ fluency rather than marking their disfluency (Peltonen, 2024, p. 2). 
These strategies also serve important communicative functions, such as enabling 
a speaker “to better coordinate [their] interaction, manage turn-taking, or align 
their mental states” (Bortfeld et al., 2001, p. 124).

As such, many researchers argue in favor of looking at these strategies as 
means to enhance fluency rather than disfluency (see Crible, 2018; Cuenca 
& Crible, 2019; Götz, 2013; Kosmala & Crible, 2022; Kosmala, 2024; and Tottie, 
2017, among others). This view among researchers is rooted in the idea that 
fluency and disfluency should be seen as a scale rather than a separate division. 
In Götz’s (2013) account, disfluency strategies (i.e., ‘fluencemes’ according 
to their approach) are seen as means to enhance the communicative purposes 
rather than as a hindrance to the ongoing communications (see also Crible et al., 
2017; Crible, 2018). From this perspective, filled pauses are similar to DMs in 
that both can serve various discourse functions, such as planning, reformulation 
and monitoring (Kosmala & Crible, 2022). In addition, Tottie (2017, p. 123) 
argues that filled pauses and DMs often cluster together and can be classified 
as one category, known as “planners”. The use of filled pauses with DMs can 



Nuha Alharbi

8

also indicate that speakers are trying to maintain their turn while they need time 
to think about their upcoming utterance. In short, research on DMs finds that 
these elements can serve as markers to enhance communication and provide 
smoothness to the ongoing interaction (Crible & Pasqual, 2020).

2.1	Discourse markers and (dis)fluency

This study is concerned with discourse markers (DMs), specifically, and 
their use in relation to disfluency in L2 speech. Discourse markers, such as like, 
well, you know and I mean are small words that aid in the naturalness of the 
ongoing interaction. In Schiffrin’s (1987, p. 31) view, DMs are “sequentially 
dependent elements which bracket units of talk” and work as “contextual 
coordinates”, since they aid speakers in interpreting discourse based on context 
and shared understanding between interlocutors. Crible (2018, p. 34) describes 
DMs as “a very slippery category” for two reasons; first, the group of forms 
known as DMs often comes from different grammatical categories including 
nouns, verbs, adjectives, prepositions and adverbs, as well as in the form of fixed 
phrases or sometimes clauses (see Schiffrin, 2001, p. 57). The other reason is that 
researchers study DMs according to different theoretical backgrounds, which has 
therefore resulted in using different labels and definitions to define DMs. It is 
beyond the scope of this article to discuss the long debate on DMs in previous 
literature (see Fischer, 2006). In this article, the term DMs refers to a group of 
linguistic elements that “are syntactically independent of the sentence to which 
they are attached, and hence are moveable and appear to be omissible” (Brinton, 
2023, p. 7). In addition, DMs are non-propositional elements that do not add to 
the meaning of the host utterance (Schouroup, 1985).

Although DMs appear to be semantically empty, they serve important 
pragmatic and discourse functions (Andersen, 2011). Furthermore, DMs are 
multi-functional items in the sense that a single DM can carry multiple functions, 
and similarly, the same function can be expressed by different DMs. Attempts to 
identify the various functions of DMs draw on different theoretical frameworks, 
including Coherence-Based theory (see Schiffrin, 1987); Relevance theory (see 
Andersen, 2001, 2011; Blakemore, 2002); and Meaning-Potential (see Aijmer, 
2013). Many other researchers adopt a functional paradigm in analyzing the 
various functions of DMs (e.g., Aijmer, 2013; Brinton, 1996, 2006, 2023; Crible, 
2017, 2018; Müller, 2005), which typically signal either ideational, textual or 
interpersonal functions. Brinton’s (1996) taxonomy of DM functions (which 
discerns textual and interpersonal) has been highly influential in the field of DM 
studies. In this framework, textual functions are those related to the structuring 
of the sentences, including their use to a) provide examples, explanation or 
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justification, b) mark topic change or closure, or c) mark disfluency functions 
such as hesitation or repair. Interpersonal functions, on the other hand, are related 
to the functions that flag the relation between speakers and their hearers. These 
functions include face-saving and turn management.

In the field of SLA, many studies have investigated the use of DMs by 
learners and compared their use to that of L1 speakers (e.g., Fung & Carter, 2007; 
Gilquin, 2016; Müller, 2005) in relation to other disfluency markers. For instance, 
Gilquin (2008, p. 119) studied the use of DMs (‘small words’ in her terms) and 
other disfluency strategies, including filled and unfilled pauses as markers of 
hesitation in the speech of L1 and speakers. The results of their work show that 
unlike L1 speakers, L2 learners employ pauses more frequently than DMs to 
mark hesitations. Götz (2013) finds that L2 learners use DMs less frequently than 
filled and unfilled pauses. According to Götz (2013), L2 preference for using 
filled pauses to mark disfluency in their speech over DMs could be a sign of 
their being in a learning phase. By comparison, Huang et al. (2023) find that 
advanced proficient learners use more DMs than filled and unfilled pauses to 
mark their planning. They also find that across DMs (except for like) usage is 
higher among more advanced learners. These results show a positive correlation 
between speakers’ level of proficiency and DM frequency.

In studying the differences between the uses of disfluency strategies as 
clusters, Degand and Gilquin (2013) find that French speakers of English use 
DMs more frequently with filled pauses than English speakers. Similarly, Crible 
et al. (2017) examine the differences between L1 English speakers and L2 French 
speakers in using DMs alongside filled pauses and find a preference among L2 
speakers to use DMs to precede filled pauses.

The context of speech (spontaneous vs. non-spontaneous) may also affect 
the use of disfluency strategies, including DMs in both L1 and L2 speakers. For 
instance, Boughaba (2021) finds that professional Arabic-speaking interpreters 
produce higher rates of disfluencies, including filled and unfilled pauses in 
spontaneous speech compared with non-spontaneous speech. Similarly, Eren et 
al. (2022) compare the use of disfluency strategies by L2 speakers from different 
language backgrounds and report that L2 speakers’ use of disfluency strategies 
varies according to the type of speech (spontaneous vs. read) and proficiency, 
indicating that both cognitive demand and L1-related factors can affect the use 
of disfluency strategies.

The discussed studies show that the use of DMs with other disfluency 
strategies can differ according to the type of speakers (e.g., L1, L2) and the 
language (e.g., French, English or Arabic).
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3	 Methodology

3.1	Participants and data collection

As this study involves human participants, particularly minors, I obtained 
ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee before commencing data 
collection. With the headteachers’ approval, I obtained written formal consent 
from the children’s families to conduct recordings of interactions of the children 
while they were at school.

At the time of data collection, the children were studying in the upper grades 
(fourth, fifth and sixth) in international primary schools. In these English-medium 
schools, all school subjects are taught in English and any inside or outside class 
conversations are restricted to the English language. A background questionnaire 
filled out by the participants’ parents revealed that over 92% of participants 
had previously been enrolled in English/English-Arabic speaking preschools. 
Participants were included in the study if they a) were a native Arabic speaker, 
b) had been studying in an English-medium school since their first grade.

These criteria were applied to facilitate a cohort of learners whose level 
of English was comparable. To construct a corpus of Arab children’s speech, 
I recruited 120 female school-age children (aged 9-12 years) from three different 
international schools to participate in semi-spontaneous peer conversations. To 
collect recorded spontaneous speech from the children, I (with the teachers’ 
assistance) scheduled a room on the school premises with tables, chairs, an audio 
recorder and a prompt card box that included topic ideas for their conversations 
(e.g., friends, family holiday, happy stories). During the recording phase, 
participants were matched with their best friends as pairs. I invited each pair to 
a private room within the school premises. While participants were engaged in 
their conversations, I took notes that were valuable in recognizing their voices 
later, that is, during the transcribing stage. I planned to record each pair of 
participants for ten minutes. However, not all the recordings ended up being 
this long. Some pairs appeared to be inhibited by the presence of the recorder, 
although most were not. The data were a mix of unguided and semi-guided peer 
conversations since less than half of the participants chose to talk about their own 
topics and not to use the prompt cards.

I transcribed the recorded conversations, adopting the forms used in the 
Spoken BNC2014 (Love et al., 2017) for filled pauses, namely uh, mm and uhu. 
A total of 60 transcripts (78,035 words) were collated and indexed in the corpus 
analysis tool CQPweb (Hardie, 2012) for frequency analysis and coding. I refer 
to the dataset as the Ar-Children corpus and examples are attributed to individual 
file numbers. All names and identifying information are anonymized.
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3.2	Coding DMs

The first step in examining DMs as disfluency markers was to identify DMs in 
the data, which meant determining the relevant lexical forms and differentiating 
the use of those terms as DMs from non-DM use. Reviewing a list of the most 
frequently occurring terms in the data, I identified the most frequent candidate 
DMs as like, yeah, okay, so and oh. I then manually categorized occurrences of 
these terms that were consistent with the characteristics of DMs as identified by 
Schouroup (1985) and discussed in Section 2.2. For example, I excluded the use 
of these forms as grammatical elements with a role in the syntactic clause, as in 
the following:

(1)		 so, do you like the school (0846/Ar-Children)

(2)		 they’re like. hello sweetie are you okay. (8350/Ar-Children)

(3)		 I’m not really into clothes designing, I like singing so much. (0802/Ar-Children)

The manual identification of DMs reveals that the five most frequent DMs 
appear in 3,002 instances in the Ar-Children corpus to serve various textual 
and interpersonal functions. I manually coded occurrences of DMs to mark 
the various textual and interpersonal functions following previous studies (see 
Section 2.1). To maintain analytical focus in the present study, the discussion is 
limited to one textual function of DMs (i.e., signaling disfluency functions) with 
other functions deliberately excluded from the present analysis. As disfluency 
markers, DMs are often preceded or followed by other disfluency strategies, 
including hesitation, filled and unfilled pauses, self-repair or repetition. The use 
of filled pauses includes the use of the two transcribed pauses uh and mm (um). 
The following examples from the Ar-Children corpus illustrate examples of DMs 
flagging disfluency functions along with other disfluency strategies.

(4)	 	082402: and mm what uh what like uh how many uh mm your sisters or your 
brother (0824/Ar-Children) (DM+ filled pauses)

(5)		 094101: why / it is so good , with teacher [ANON-name]
		 094102: cause it’s so easy
		 094101: yeah okay, so mm what were we talking about? (0941/Ar-Children) 

(Repetition of DMs+ filled pauses)

(6)		 123001: brother. yeah, they go to- to the cats (.) uh okay they go to buy the cats/ 
(1230/Ar-Children) (pauses+ DM+ self-repair)
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In the next section, I present and analyze in detail instances of DMs used in 
the context of disfluency.

4	 Results

This section discusses the results of the five most frequent DMs (like, 
yeah, okay, so and oh) in the Ar-Children corpus to flag disfluency with other 
disfluency strategies, including filled pauses and repetition(s). Before discussing 
their use as disfluency, Table 1 presents the total numbers of these five DMs 
in the Ar-Children corpus, along with their frequencies and percentages as 
disfluency markers.

DMs Total DM use DMs as disfluency markers
N N %

like 1,199 346 28.8%
yeah 639 18 2.8 %
okay 548 88 16.1 %
so 322 36 11.2 %
oh 294 21 7.1 %
Total 3,002 509 16.9 %

Table 1: Total frequencies and disfluency use of the five DMs in the Ar-Children corpus

Out of the 3,002 instances of the five most frequent DMs in the Ar-Children 
corpus, 509 instances (16.9%) serve as disfluency markers, with variation in 
the proportion with which each term is used to mark disfluency. Participants 
employ like, the most frequent of the DMs, to flag disfluency functions in almost 
one-third of its occurrences (28.8%), which is also the highest proportion. In 
contrast, the DM yeah is rarely used to mark disfluency functions in the corpus 
(2.8 %), despite being one of the most frequent DMs. Lastly, oh is the least 
frequent to mark both DM and disfluency functions, with 294 occurrences as a 
DM and only 20 instances (7.1%) as a disfluency marker. A possible explanation 
for this higher frequency of some DMs (e.g., like) is the habitual tendency of 
speakers to repeat these DMs during conversation, as in Example (7).

(7)	 	835001: when do you want to hang out like, like, there’s a four days vacation 
(8350/Ar-Children)
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4.1	Repetition of DMs

Repetition often occurs as a natural part of speech to buy time while 
formulating thoughts and to maintain the flow of their turns. This repetition 
can manifest in various forms, such as repeating the same DM multiple times 
or combining it with other DMs to create complex disfluent patterns. Figure 1 
presents the percentages of DMs co-occurring with other forms of DMs in the 
corpus and occurrences of repetition (i.e., like, like).

Figure 1: The co-occurrence of DMs with same and different DMs

The values in Figure 1 show that okay is the most likely to co-occur with 
other DMs (36%), and this is often in combination with the DMs so and yeah, as 
in Example (8). These co-occurrences of okay, so and/or yeah appear mostly at 
turn-initial positions.

(8)	 	094102: yeah okay, so mm what were we talking about, oh what we go like 
shopping with [ANON-name] (0941/Ar-Children).

This finding suggests that participants in the Ar-Children corpus frequently 
use sequences of DMs at turn-initial position, a pattern consistent with previous 
findings on the positional preference of DM sequencing (Crible, 2018).

In comparison, the DM like co-occurs with a number of different DMs, such 
as oh, yeah, okay and you know, mostly at turn-medial position. This result is 
consistent with Blanchard and Buysse (2022), who find that these DMs are 
among the ten frequent DMs to co-occur with like. In Example (9), the speaker 
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employs a sequence of a connective and with two DMs yeah and like and a filled 
pause uh, as a stalling strategy, giving her more time to think without losing her 
turn in the conversation.

(9)		 082101: I want to just feel the feeling when I go to space and yeah, like, uh I will 
be so happy (0821/Ar-Children)

However, like as a disfluency strategy appears more often as a repeated DM 
in the form like, like. Speakers in the corpus also employ the repeated forms of 
okay and oh with different percentages (13% and 5%, respectively). Repetition of 
certain routinized DMs is common among L2 speakers (see Crible et al., 2017). 
In the Ar-Children corpus, participants tend to rely on a limited set of familiar 
DMs, recycling them in clusters during moments of planning difficulty.

Examining the various uses of DMs as disfluency markers reveals that 
repetition does not constitute the most frequent pattern, as demonstrated in 
Table 2. The five DMs can also co-occur with other disfluency markers, including 
filled pauses, repetition of adjacent previous utterance and self-repair.

DM Filled pauses DM repetition Self-repair Utterance 
repetition

like 154 48 74 70
okay 54 28 2 4
so 19 11 1 5
oh 7 7 5 2
yeah 6 6 1 5
Total 240 100 83 86

Table 2: DMs co-occurrence with other disfluency strategies

4.2	DMs with filled pauses

The most frequent pattern of DMs as a disfluency strategy appears in their 
co-occurrence with filled pauses. To mark their disfluency in the Ar-Children 
corpus, speakers employ different patterns of filled pauses with DMs, as shown 
in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Patterns of DMs clustering with various patterns of filled pauses

As evident from Figure 2, the two patterns of a DM+filled pauses (uh, mm) 
are the most frequently used strategy to signal disfluency in the corpus. When 
preceding DMs, participant use the filled pause uh more often than the filled pause 
mm to mark their disfluency. This result suggests a pattern that Arabic-speaking 
children employ that relies on uh more than um in clustering with DMs, consistent 
with previous studies of Arabic-speaking learners (see Alkhelaiwi, 2023).

Looking at the co-occurrence of specific DMs with other disfluency markers 
shows that like frequently co-occurs more with the filled pause uh in its three 
various patterns: DM+uh, uh+DM and uh+DM+uh. The reason for using these 
three patterns with like over others may stem from its frequent occurrence in the 
middle of speaker’s turns, where it assists speakers in searching for a specific 
word, as in Example (10); explaining their answers, as in Example (11); or trying 
to connect pieces of their questions, as in Example (12).

(10)		 11106: actually when uh we went, to uh like, the mall, when went to the mall, she 
also, my bestie, went to the mall (11106/Ar-Children)

(11)		 124502: yeah I like to travel, in like uh when- when I have a vacation, I like to 
travel so much (1245/Ar-Children)

(12)		 082101: what favorite subject like uh did the-did the teacher like tell you to do 
(0821/Ar-Children)
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In contrast, speakers use okay more frequently with the filled pause mm. In all 
its occurrences in the pattern DM+mm, okay marks a new question at turn-initial 
positions, as in Example (13).

(13)		 121401: okay mm do you love to skate? (1214/Ar-Children)

The pattern mm+DM with okay often appears in a sequence with the DM so, 
as in Example (14). Additionally, speakers often use this pattern with questions 
at turn-initial positions. Using such pattern at turn boundaries suggests that 
participants in the corpus employ disfluency strategies not only to manage 
disfluency but also to facilitate smooth turn initiation in ongoing interaction.

(14)	 	110701: mm okay so, what do you like to talk about? 
110702: mm games (1107/Ar-Children)

So appears more often in the pattern DM+uh to mark disfluency. The use of 
this pattern often appears in the middle of speakers’ narratives, as in Example 
(15).

(15)	 	111602: the car was so big and like it uh fit all my cousins and brothers, and like 
this, and my mum and dad so uh we-we my dad was driving (1116/Ar-Children)

The DM so exhibits contrasting patterns of use with filled pauses since 
speakers frequently employ the pattern mm+DM, marking it as the second most 
frequent pattern with so. In the corpus, this pattern appears in most cases in a 
sequence with repetitions and/or with unfilled pauses, as in Example (16).

(16)		 14601: wow (.) mm so (.) did- did you see (1460/Ar-Children)

Thus, the results show a preference for using mm to precede so than using uh. 
While speakers tend to use so+uh amid a narrative to show their thinking process 
and to link their upcoming utterances, they use the pattern mm+so to mark their 
uncertainty about what to say next.

Yeah rarely appears with filled pauses because it often serves as a confirmation 
marker in the corpus. The most used pattern of yeah with filled pauses is uh+DM, 
in which speakers mostly declare that they have arrived at the end of their 
thinking process, as in Example (17).

(17)		 125702: I watched let me see I only like horror movies but the most one I like is 
uh yeah the Conjuring, the movie (1257/Ar-Children)
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Oh is also rarely used with filled pauses. However, in its infrequent 
occurrences, speakers employ oh more frequently in the pattern uh/mm+DM, as 
in Example (18).

(18)	 	102602: what is your favorite color?
		 102601: uh uh oh, blue (1026/Ar-Children)

In the Ar-Children corpus, there is no occurrence of the three complex patterns 
of filled pauses and DMs, that is, uh+DM+uh, uh+DM+mm and mm+DM+uh 
with the two DMs yeah and oh. A possible explanation for their absence could be 
that speakers employ these two DMs with a preceding filled pause to mark the 
end of their thinking process, thereby signaling continuity rather than showing 
uncertainty.

The different combinations of DMs with the two filled pauses suggest the 
presence of systematic patterning in how speakers pair particular DMs with 
particular filled pauses, consistent with observations reported in previous studies 
(e.g., Crible, 2018; Kosmala & Crible, 2022).

4.3	DMs with utterance repetition and self-repair

The third most used pattern of DMs with other disfluency strategies is 
their use with total utterance repetition in the Ar-Children corpus. In using 
DMs with utterance repetition, speakers often repeat the same wording of the 
previous utterance while using a DM as a bracket between these two utterances. 
Participants use the DM like in 74 out of the 86 examples of utterance repetition, 
as in Example (19).

(19)		 093001: really I’m going try it , because once I like , uh taste it / I was young and 
did not like it but when I like, when I look bigger, I think, it’s really good (0930/
Ar-Children)

As a disfluency strategy, DMs can also flag self-repair. This pattern is the least 
used to mark disfluency in the Ar-Children corpus. In such cases, a DM appears 
between two utterances, where the former is the one to be repaired, and the latter 
is the repaired utterance. The DM often appears in the middle and works as “an 
editing term” (Levelt, 1995, p. 22). Speakers in the Ar-Children corpus employ 
DMs to flag self-repair in 86 instances (see Table 2). DMs mark self-repair as 
either a (total/partial) reformulation of a previous utterance or a repair of previous 
syntactic errors. Participants use DMs to mark a total reformulation of a previous 
utterance when they feel the need to modify their previous utterance and add 
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precise information. The modification can be a total modification of a single or 
multiple utterances, as in Example (20).

(20)		 113401: I-I love English after it Islamic after it-after it math, and-and, science 
okay the first is English the second is Islamic third is-is mm math the-the fourth 
the fourth is science (1134/Ar-Children)

In comparison, partial modification can cover a change on the level of a 
single word or phrase. For instance, the speaker in Example (21) describes a 
movie she has watched and modifies the verb make with control, using like to 
mark her upcoming repair.

(21)	 	115701: he like, he put poison in them, like this thingy and he makes them like, 
he controls them like a robot (1157/Ar-Children)

The use of DMs as self-repair can also indicate an upcoming correction for a 
previous syntactic error. In this type of self-repair, the participant is trying to show 
their ability to use the appropriate grammatical construction, as in Example (22).

(22)		 125702: my whole vacation I was like, uh I had, sleepovers with my cousins 
(1257/Ar-Children)

Most of the self-repair examples appear with the DM like. Oh is the second 
frequent DM in the Ar-Children corpus to mark self-repair and marks a total 
change of the speaker’s thought, as in Example (23).

(23)	 	392901: did you know when I was in KG the teach- oh mm did you know, when 
I was in KG mm I was like I was so happy. (3929/Ar-Children)

The infrequent use of the other three DMs to flag self-repair could be attributed 
to the strong correlation to their semantic meaning as markers of confirmation 
(e.g., yeah and okay) or as a marker of result (i.e., so).

5	 Discussion

This study examined how Arabic-speaking school-age female children 
learning English as an additional language employ DMs as clusters with filled 
pauses and repetition to flag disfluency as a sign of their language learning. The 
findings highlight four primary clusters of DMs as a disfluency strategy: repetition 
of same/different DMs, DMs with filled pauses, DMs with adjacent utterance 
repetition and DMs with self-repair. In the Ar-Children corpus, children use DMs 
alongside other disfluency strategies, suggesting an increased fluency of their L2 
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use comparable to L2 adults. As Lennon (1990) asserts, the increased ability of 
learners to monitor, reformulate and correct their produced speech indicates their 
development in L2 fluency. Arabic-speaking children’s use of DM clusters with 
other strategies indicates an ability to detect and manage speech breakdowns, 
often more effectively than relying solely on pauses. Williams (2022) argues 
that DMs and filled pauses work more effectively than silences as a disguise for 
speech interruptions.

The analysis also shows that combining DMs with filled pauses was the 
most common strategy to flag disfluency, with the DM+filled pause pattern 
occurring more frequently than the filled pause+DM pattern. While Kosmala and 
Crible (2022) report that the pattern DM+filled pauses is typical of L1 speech, 
Alkhelaiwi (2023) finds that Arabic-speaking adults learning English as L2 also 
favor this pattern. These findings suggest that other factors, such as proficiency 
level and L1 transfer influence disfluency strategies. In the Ar-Children corpus, 
the preference for using the pattern DM+filled pauses shows their ability to 
employ an emergent English pattern of complex DMs with filled pauses similar 
to and then (see Cuenca & Crible, 2019; Kosmala & Crible, 2022). On the 
other hand, the use of filled pause+DM could be an indicator of instances where 
the Arabic-speaking children are using the filled pause mainly to pause while 
planning, and the DM to signal the beginning of the upcoming utterance (see 
Kosmala & Crible, 2022). In these instances, the use of a filled pause (first) could 
suggest that the speaker lacks the speech strategies for planning their upcoming 
utterances (see Crible et al., 2017). In any case, the comparable frequencies 
of these patterns in the Ar-Children corpus demonstrate how Arabic-speaking 
children use various strategies to manage cognitive load during their speech 
production. Furthermore, sequences such as “like, uh like um” illustrate how 
DMs are layered with combinations of filled pauses and DMs to indicate 
hesitation. These findings warrant further comparative investigation comparing 
such clusters of DMs and filled pauses across languages, registers and speakers.

The use of the two disfluency strategies of DM repetitions and DM with 
utterance repetition further highlights the Arabic-speaking children’s reliance on 
repetition as a disfluency strategy. Although DM clusters with repetition do not 
add any new information or a change, they help speakers plan upcoming utterances 
(Crible & Pascual, 2020). In fact, speakers in a new speech environment (i.e., L2 
interactions), sometimes rely on repetitions as a planning strategy, which is often 
unnoticed by other speakers (Williams, 2022). It works mainly as a floor-holding 
technique. This function complicates its use as a disfluency strategy because it 
indicates that speakers are striving to avoid long silences or hesitation (Peltonen, 
2024). As disfluency does not always entail disfunctionality in speech, DMs 
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clustering with repetition could therefore be a positive sign of learners’ fluency 
development in L2 and their ability to manage their own speech.

In the Ar-Children corpus, like is the most prominent DM to co-occur with 
other disfluency markers. The overreliance on like as a DM in general – and as a 
marker of disfluency in particular – could suggest that Arabic-speaking children 
are still developing their language skills in line with Huang et al. (2023). While 
over-reliance on like can signal disfluency (Crible, 2017; Huang et al., 2023), 
its frequent use in the Ar-Children corpus also reflects its multifunctionality as a 
planning and self-repair marker. The DM+uh pattern, for example, occurs more 
often than other combinations and frequently precedes reformulations, indicating 
that L2 children are not only aware of speech errors but can actively manage 
them. This suggests that like functions as more than a disfluency marker; it is 
a tool for signaling, organizing, and smoothing speech, reflecting emerging 
pragmatic competence and developing fluency in L2 interaction.

In addition, the preference for using like over other DMs to signal disfluency 
in L2 could suggest that Arabic-speaking children’s exposure to colloquial 
English through media or peers. This interpretation comes from the fact that 
like in English is correlated with the speech of young speakers in findings of 
many studies (see Andersen, 2001; Beeching, 2016). Previous research also 
shows that the use of like increases as children enter school and expand their 
social interactions with teachers and peers, as well as through literacy-related 
practices such as social media and game chats (Schweinberger, 2023). Its high 
frequency may also be due to its relative simplicity and generalizability, making 
it an accessible resource for marking pauses and uncertainty during speech 
planning in L2 children. Overall, the prevalence of like suggests that children 
in the Ar-Children corpus are incorporating it into their L2 pragmatic repertoire.

The use of DMs alongside other disfluency devices reveals L2 
Arabic-speaking children’s awareness of conversational norms and their 
ability to manage disfluency appropriately, in line with Rieger’s (2003) 
observation that such strategies reflect pragmatic awareness in L2 interaction. 
The varied use of DMs further suggests that learners are internalizing their 
multifunctionality as both fillers and organizational resources. These findings 
have pedagogical implications, highlighting the value of attending to learners’ 
DM use in developing pragmatic competence. Although the present study did not 
systematically examine coursebooks, however, based on general observations 
and previous studies, current materials provide minimal coverage of the 
functions of DMs in spontaneous communications (see Crible, 2018). Thus, 
teachers could benefit from incorporating corpus-based activities that highlight 
the appropriate use of DMs in conversational contexts, emphasizing their 
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functions as a disfluency strategy. Teachers could also benefit from incorporating 
activities such as role-plays, guided conversations or listening tasks to support 
learners in the successful spontaneous use of DMs, assisting them in overcoming 
disfluency and managing the overflow of their interactions in L2. Additionally, 
the overreliance on specific DMs, such as like could guide teachers in addressing 
both the benefits and drawbacks of DM overuse, which can mark L2 speech as 
“unskilful” (Gilquin, 2008). In fact, the overuse of such DMs could be a result of 
explicit teaching of these DMs (Crible & Pascual, 2020). Thus, teachers need to 
focus on introducing the significance of using a variety of DMs.

6	 Conclusion

The study highlights the significance of DMs as tools for managing disfluency 
in the speech of Arabic-speaking learners of English as an additional language. By 
examining their use as hesitation and self-repair markers, this article contributes 
to our understanding of how L2 child learners manage spoken interactions. 
The findings highlight learners’ strategic use of DMs, particularly like, as they 
navigate the challenges of producing fluent and coherent speech in English. 
The variety in DM clustering with filled pauses indicates that Arabic-speaking 
children are gradually acquiring L1-like forms for organizing their interactions 
under planning pressure. Understanding how speakers overcome disfluencies 
using various strategies such as DMs, filled pauses and repetitions provides 
insights into the acquisition of L2 pragmatics competence.
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