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Background 

 Segalowitzʼ three-dimensional fluency concept (2010) 

utterance 
fluency 

perceived 
fluency 

cognitive 
fluency 

„Normally, all three meanings will more or less coincide and be mutually 

supportive or, at least, people will normally assume this to be the case. Of 

course, this assumption may not always be true and, in any case, the three 

senses of fluency address rather different issues. It is important, therefore, 

to keep these three senses of fluency apart“ (Segalowitz 2010, 47). 

  Research on the relationship between utterance fluency and cognitive fluency 

 
Quantitative approach 
based on an analysis of features of utterance fluency  

(e.g. speech rate, pause position, pause duration) 

 

 

Examplary studies: 

• Schmid/Fägersten (2010) document differences in the 

number of hesitation phenomena between attriters and 

non-attriters and interpret them according to their location 

as indicators of the attriters‘ difficulties in lexical retrieval. 

• Bergmann et al. (2015) prove a higher degree of fluency 

for monolingual speakers than for L2 speakers and L1 

attriters and interpret these results as evidence for 

language competition during bi-/multilingual speech 

production. 

 

 

Qualitative approach 
based on a combined investigation of features of utterance 

fluency and the speakers‘ retrospective comments about their 

speech production 

 

Examplary studies: 

• Dörnyei/Kormos (1998) document a differentiated picture 

of problem-solving mechanisms in L2 speech production. 

• Kormos (2000) reveals an L2 specific type of self-repair 

(rephrasing repair). 

• Kahng (2014) proves that lower proficiency learners can 

report better on cognitive processes in a stimulated-recall 

study than higher proficiency learners. She interprets 

these findings as evidence for different levels of automa-

tization in speech production between the two groups. 

 

The pilot study 
Design 

• qualitative approach 

• elicitation of L3 speech data and retrospective comments 

 

Step 1: The participants completed a speaking task in their L3 French.  

Step 2:  They listened to their recorded performance and they were asked to stop the 

 audio file in the context of disfluent speech and to describe (in German) what 

 they were thinking while hesitating. 

Step 3: They listened to their L3 performance once again and the researcher asked 

 further questions to certain phenomena of interest (e.g. disfluent speech or 

 products of cross-linguistic influence). 

Participants 

Speaker 1 Speaker 2 Speaker 3 

Age 33 years 39 years 27 years 

Languages 

L1 

L2 

L3 

L4 

L5 

  

German 

English 

French 

Spanish 

--- 

  

German 

English 

French 

Spanish 

--- 

  

German 

English 

French 

Norwegian 

Spanish 

Explicit learning 

of French at 

school 

1995-1999 

(= 15 years ago) 

1989-1994 

(= 20 years ago) 

2001-2005 

(= 10 years ago) 

Selected results 

Objective: Which contribution can this qualitative approach make to (L3) attrition research? 
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The complexity of the relationship between utterance and cognitive fluency 

[1] Insights into not retrievable structures/words 

Extract le père (.) a:m:: (---) va:: à lʼau:tre: (--) chambre 

Retrospective comment 
(translated into English) 

[Step 2:] I wanted to say ,the father wants to search for the sonʻ, but I did not know ,searchʻ. 

Therefore, I decided to say ,he goes to the other roomʻ. 

[2] Doubt about the correctness of planned structures 

Extract m:: (---) j’ai:: (---) tre:: (--) sœurs 

Retrospective comment 
(translated into English) 

[Step 2:] I needed so much time for speech planning because I was not sure if ,j’aiʻ means ,I 

haveʻ, if it was the correct form. And ,three sistersʻ, I was not sure if ,sœursʻ was the plural form. 

[3-4] Stepwise access to L3 knowledge and searching strategies 

Extract et:=m:: (---) ils s:’app:ellent (---) 

Brigitte (-) Eva (-) et Gabriele 

le père (.) a:m:: (---) va:: à lʼau:tre: (--) chambre 

Retrospective comment 
(translated into English) 

[Step 3:] I saw the word in its written 

form, but I did not know how to 

pronounce it. I saw in my head - if it 

is right – such an ,-entʻ at the end, 

but I was not sure how to pronounce 

it. 

[Step 2:] I wanted to say ,the father wants to search for 

the sonʻ, but I did not know ,searchʻ. Therefore, I 

decided to say ,he goes to the other roomʻ.  

[Step 3:] I think that I was thinking about the English 

word ,searchʻ and I was wondering if it could be 

,sercherʻ or something like that, but finally, it seemed 

strange to me. This cannot be the correct form. 
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[5] Pause position and the planning of distant structures 

Extract et il trouv::e (-) a le:: fils:: (--) et (--) le: fils:: […] 

Retrospective comment 
(translated into English) 

[Step 3:] I am not totally sure, but I think that I was already one step ahead in planning, because I 

knew ,le filsʻ, but I think that I was already planning how to say ,who is reading a bookʻ […] but I 

did not know how to construct this relative clause. 

[6] Pause position and the monitoring of already uttered structures 

Extract et:=m:: (---) ils s:’app:ellent (---) Brigitte (-) Eva (-) et Gabriele 

Retrospective comment 
(translated into English) 

[Step 2:] I was not sure if ,appellentʻ - which form it was, if it was the correct form. 

[7] High degree of utterance fluency in combination with unconscious use of other languages 

Extract la Bretagne est divisée en la Hausse-Bretagne y la Basse-Bretagne 

Retrospective comment 
(translated into English) 

[Step 3:] This was a text at school, our teacher often asked this text, at written exams and also at 

the final exam. So, we all memorized it, we all produced the same first sentence. 

[When asking the speaker, she confirmed that neither while speaking nor while listening to her own 

performance she had noticed that ,yʻ is Spanish/not French.] 

Potential of the qualitative approach for (L3) attrition research 

On the one hand, the retrospective comments (see [1]-[4]) give interesting qualitative insights into speech production in the context of L3 

attrition and can be used as a complementary qualitative data source to quantitative measures of utterance fluency. 

On the other hand, the examples [5]-[7] document the complexity of the relationship between utterance and cognitive fluency that is not 

always direct and prospective. Thus, the results  presented above support Segalowitz’ perspective and can contribute to a new 

methodological discussion in attrition research. 

 

Constraints of the qualitative approach  

Despite this potential, the qualitative approach based on stimulated-recall also has its constraining points. First, it does not allow an 

evaluation of all hesitation phenomena occurring in a speech sample. Secondly, in some cases, a doubt about the concerned phenomenon 

remains (e.g. [6]). Thirdly, it is necessary to practise an interview behaviour that is as little guiding and manipulating as possible. 

 


