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Introduction 

Toward Elucidation of Regularities on Disfluent Spoken Language 

For many students of the Japanese language, the motivation for learning 
the language is an orientation toward spoken language (i.e., the desire to 
speak with Japanese people) rather than one toward written language 
(i.e., the desire to exchange email with Japanese people). The concept 
that the foundation of human language is spoken, not written (Sayce 
1990, 90-91; Gray 1939, 13; Hockett 1960; Potter 1975, 48; Lyons 1981, 
11-17), advocated consistently in contemporary linguistics, is consistent 
with this need. However, despite the advocacy of this concept, actual 
language research has not stressed spoken language. Even the exceptions 
in which spoken language is examined have tended to be centered on 
reading written language, as seen in studies of proper enunciation by 
announcers. 
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In many cases, the differences between written and spoken language 
are not merely those of media (i.e., letter character vs. sound). Since 
people can read much faster than they can write, normally the writer and 
the reader are not present together in the same place. In addition, writing 
can be transported long distances and retained for a long time. For these 
reasons, written language is language used to discuss general information 
that could be read by anybody in any place. In contrast with written 
language, since in the case of spoken language the speaker can adjust his 
or her speed of speech to match that of the listener for the most part, it is 
easier for the speaker and listener to be present together in the same 
place. In addition, speech has ephemerality in that it disappears the 
moment it is spoken. Because of these circumstances, spoken language is 
used as language for communication in person (Chafe 1982; Tannen 1980, 
1982; Sadanobu 2016).  

This also means that spoken language essentially is disfluent in that it 
is generated instantly while looking at the responses of the other party. 
To respond to the needs of students of the Japanese language, there is a 
need to recognize and shed light properly on this disfluency of spoken 
language instead of overlooking it. 

In fact, this trend is gradually strengthening. While native speakers 
have been considered fluent traditionally (or at least ideally), today such 
fluency is coming to be considered the exception rather than the rule 
(Lickley 2015). Amid this trend, even the concept of fluency itself is 
being reconsidered. Traditionally, fluency has been considered to refer at 
least partially to the ability to continue speaking without pausing or hesi-
tation (Fillmore 1979), while pausing and hesitation in speech have been 
derided as signs of disfluency. However, in recent years, some have taken 
the position that patterns of pausing and hesitation in native speakers’ 
speech should be considered aspects of fluency, as one goal for language 
students to learn (Lickley 2015, 449—speech fluency). This paper, 
however, employs the term ‘fluency’ with a meaning close to the traditio-
nal standpoint, that is, refers to “the nature of speech able to commu-
nicate a message smoothly.” Consequently, there are two kinds of dis-
fluency. One is the disfluency of native speaker’s speech, and the other is 
that of L2 learner’s speech. Of course, they differ in quality. The former 
abounds in regularity from which the latter deviates. Many teachers of L2 
languages now try to make their students speak fluently like newscasters, 
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but this is too difficult even for most native speakers. Rather, it may be 
much easier for us to let L2 learners speak disfluently just like native 
speakers, by teaching them the patterns of native speaker’s disfluency 
(Figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1: Two kinds of disfluency 
 

 
Based on the above understanding, this paper intends to discuss the find-
ings of the authors’ project now underway regarding one type of dis-
fluency in spoken Japanese and consider the possibility of their applica-
tion to Japanese language education. 
 
 
Types of Disfluency in Speech 

Disfluency, the opposite of fluency, refers to the nature of speech being 
unable to utter a message smoothly. Specifically, this refers to an intended 
message (e.g., A B C) taking a form that involves repetition (e.g., A A B 
C), omission (e.g., A C), or delay (e.g., A ... B C), when doing so is not 
necessary for emphasis or other reasons. In Table 1, we tentatively pro-
pose five types of disfluency in speech. 
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Type 1: Breakdown of sequence due to faulty memory. 
(i) Redundancy  e.g., abareru umakara rakubasuru. 

[“to fall from a horse from a raging horse”] 
(ii) Lack   e.g., kareno ii tokorowa yasashii desu. 

 [“The good thing about him is nice.”]) 

Type 2: Looping due to faulty memory.  
 e.g., yappari senshusoga yappari atsuikara yappari … 

  [“after all, the athletes, after all, are big, after all …”] 

Type 3: Breaking down into small components.  
e.g., shinagawaekide, shinkansenni, norikaete  
   [“Change trains, to the shinkansen, at Shinagawa Station”] 

Type 4: Speaking slowly due to inability to recall words. 
(i) Insertion of impurities.  e.g., eeto burukinafaso  [“umm Burkina Faso”] 
(ii) Substitution   e.g., buru-nantoka-faso  [“Bur-something or other-Faso”] 
(iii) Prolongation  e.g., buruu  [“Burr”] 
(iv) Pausing      e.g., buru,  [“Bur”] 

Type 5: Mispronunciation  e.g., nanbojiakanmin 
                       [“Canbojiananmin” (Cambodian refugees) intended] 

 
Table 1: Types of disfluency in speech. 

 
 
In Type 1, the speaker speaks (i) redundantly or (ii) insufficiently, due to 
an inability to recall clearly the form of the words s/he was speaking just 
then. Abareru umakara rakubasuru (to fall from a horse from a raging 
horse) is an example of this type in which redundancy arises, while 
kareno ii tokorowa yasashiidesu (the good thing about him is nice) is an 
example in which while correct Japanese usage would involve redun-
dancy of tokoro (thing, aspect), as in kare no ii tokoro wa yasashii tokoro 
desu (lit.: the good thing about him is nice thing), the latter instance of 
tokoro is lacking. It should be noted that as this example shows, fluency 
does not always correspond to correct usage (Sadanobu 2006). It is not 
uncommon for disfluent ways of speaking involving redundancy to be 
considered correct usage as ‘agreement,’ ‘concord,’ or kakarimusubi 
(linking) (Hunnicut 1985). Thus, study of disfluency overlaps only par-
tially with study of misuse. 

Like Type 1, Type 2 is another type that arises when the speaker 
does not recall well what s/he has said. It involves repeating the same 
word in a loop form. As an example, in yappari senshuso ga yappari atsui 
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kara yappari... (after all, the athletes, after all, are big, after all …) the 
speaker unconsciously and tenaciously repeats the word yappari (after 
all). 

Type 3 involves breaking down an utterance that should be spoken 
in one breath into multiple small components, for example, by saying 
Shinagawaeki de, shinkansen ni, norikaete (Change trains, to the shinkan-
sen, at Shinagawa Station), instead of Shinagawaeki de shinkansen ni 
norikaete (Change trains to the shinkansen at Shinagawa Station). Ultima-
tely, it takes longer to speak this way even though there are no redundant 
or lacking words. 

Type 4 is a type in which the speaker speaks slowly because s/he is 
unable to recall a word (for example, the name of the country Burkina 
Faso). It includes the subtypes of (i) insertion of impurities called fillers, 
resulting in eeto burukinafaso (umm Burkina Faso), (ii) replacing the 
unclear portion of the word with another form nantoka (thingy, 
something or other) in the example buru-nantoka-faso) (Channel 1994), 
(iii) prolongation to the form buruu, and (iv) pausing, in the form buru. 

Type 5 is mispronunciation, such as mispronouncing kambojia nan-
min (Cambodian refugees) as nambojia kanmin. 

Of the above five types, this paper refers to the subtypes of prolon-
gation and pausing under Type 4, together as ‘getting stuck’ and considers 
the subtype of prolongation in an effort to see whether some kind of 
regularities can be identified. 
 
 
Previous Research on Prolongation 

Previous studies on English, Swedish, and Tok Pisin have identified strong 
tendencies regarding the positions where prolongation occurs. According 
to them, hesitant prolongation during pronunciation is basically suppres-
sed at word-internal position. In the English and Swedish languages, the 
positions in which hesitant prolongation occurs are split 30:20:50 between 
the start of the utterance, its middle, and its end, while in Tok Pisin, the 
corresponding split is 15:0:85 (Eklund 2001, 6-7). Our preliminary 
investigation on Japanese and Chinese (Sadanobu and Nakagawa 2005) 
indicates that Japanese contrasts sharply with these languages, whereas 
Chinese has the similar tendency with them. 
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What is common among English, Swedish, Tok Pisin, and Chinese is 
their feature of low agglutinativity. Here, agglutinativity refers to the 
nature of an agglutinative language. An agglutinative language is one in 
which the grammatical positions occupied by words within sentences are 
indicated by markers attached to the words. Agglutinative languages are 
differentiated from other types such as inflective languages in which the 
grammatical positions of words are indicated by their inflections and 
isolating languages in which they are indicated by word order. However, 
rather than being differentiated clearly from non-agglutinative languages 
such as inflective languages and isolating languages, the relationship 
between agglutinative languages and non-agglutinative language is along a 
continuum. That is, rather than a binary question of whether or not a 
language has agglutinativity, the question is one of the degree of 
agglutinativity, from high to low. 

The English language is known widely to belong to the category of 
inflective languages. Swedish also is an inflective language, in which nouns 
use different endings, although not based on case, and verbs use different 
endings too. Tok Pisin, like many of its neighboring languages, is con-
sidered an isolating language (Lyovin 1997, 417). Chinese too is a well-
known example of an isolating language. In contrast, Japanese is consi-
dered a classic example of an agglutinative language, one with a high 
degree of agglutinativity. Therefore, it is worth examining the connection 
between the degree of agglutinativity and the plausibility of hesitant 
word-internal prolongation.  

In order to examine this, we need some languages that share the 
feature of high agglutinativity but no other features with Japanese. In this 
respect Korean is one of the best candidate languages as shown in Table 2. 
 

language item language type rhythm syllable lexical accent 

Japanese agglutinative mora Open + 

Korean agglutinative syllable Closed - 
 
Table 2: Features of Japanese and Korean 

 
 
Thus, in this paper, we investigate whether hesitant prolongation is com-
monly detected within words, not only in Japanese but also in Korean. 
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Methodology for Data Collecting and Analyzing 

Since it would be difficult to follow the methodologies of previous 
studies for the reasons described below, we devised our own method. 

First, in light of the fact that the study is in its beginning stages, as a 
policy we decided to focus on ascertaining patterns of speech efficiently. 
To do so, leaving recording of conversations among multiple people in a 
completely natural environment as a subject for future study, we used a 
soundproof chamber for interviews (Yamaha Avitex) (Figure 2). It had 
two soundproof compartments, separated by a wall with a glass window 
in it. We had one speaker enter each compartment and then asked the 
two speakers to chat through the glass window, recording the speech of 
each speaker using video cameras installed in each compartment (Sanyo 
Xacti DMX-CG65). This method successfully resolved the problems 
associated with recording a conversation, in which it can be difficult to 
hear what one or both are saying when two people speak simultaneously. 

 

 
Figure 2: Exterior (left) and interior (right) of interview room (Yamaha Avitex). 
 
To ensure that the speech would be as natural as possible, the subjects 
were free to talk about any topic, without specifying subjects of conver-
sation. Audio and video recordings were made. We devised a tool for use 
with the audio and video recordings of each speaker so that they could be 
observed not just as the speech of each speaker but as part of a dialogue 
(Figure 3, 4). Figure 3 reproduces the conversation by replaying the 
audio and video recordings of the two speakers synchronized with each 
other, while Figure 4 shows the replaying of the audio and video recor-
dings of only the speaker on the right-hand side for ten seconds. It should 
be noted that the video of the speaker on the left-hand side remains 
unchanged from the stage shown in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Reproducing the dialogue through synchronized playback of the audio and video 
recordings of the two speakers. 

 
 

 
Figure 4: Replaying only the audio and video recordings of the speaker on the right-hand side from 
the stage depicted in Figure 3. 

 
Thus, we were able to not only observe the individual speech of each 
speaker (Figure 4) but also to return to observation of the dialogue at any 
time (Figure 3). This was intended to check for and eliminate the often 
overlooked possibility pointed out by Eklund (2000, 992) and Lickley 
(2015, 450) that the disfluency in an individual’s speech might arise not 
from hesitancy on the part of the speaker but as a result of the behavior 
of the other party. It is known that the judgment of whether speech is 
fluent or disfluent should be made with flexibility and that application of 
absolute standards is difficult (Lickley 2015, 457). Based on this under-
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standing, in this paper, we depended on the intuition of native speakers 
to make the judgment as to whether or not elongation had occurred. 

There is no consensus among researchers on methods of classification 
of disfluency, and some categories do not look so clear. For example, in 
the following description of the unfilled pause (UP) in Tok Pisin, the 
definition of the UP differs between the first, second, and third sentences: 
“One word-internal UP is found in TP in the compound word wok ... de 
(workday). However, no example is found where a UP occurs within a 
lexical root. In all cases of mid-root UPs, the word is re-started after the 
silent interval, e.g., ti … tiket (ticket), tr- … traim (try), w- … wetlist 
(wait list).” (Eklund 2000, 992).  

There seems to be a possibility of inconsistency here in that in the 
first and second sentences, the UP would not be expected to include a 
case involving re-start, while in the third sentence it would. Furthermore, 
in some cases the attitude of the speaker is included in the formal 
classifications. For example, in Eklund (2001, 5), the attitude of hesitation 
is included in the definition of prolongation: “. . . segment prolongation 
(PR), i.e., the ‘stretching out’ of speech sounds as a means of hesitation.” 
As noted immediately below, this cannot be considered a good policy. 
Accordingly, we have established our own method of classification based 
on getting stuck. It is shown in Table 3. 

 

 
Table 3: Classification of the speech unit AB by way of getting stuck 

 
This classification method uses the combination of the form of expres-
sion and treatment of getting stuck. The form of expression is the speci-
fic pattern of the act of getting stuck itself, comprising the two categories 
of pausing and prolongation. The treatment is the pattern of the speaker’s 
behavior after getting stuck, comprising the two categories of restarting 
and continuing. 

Pursuing formal classifications separate from the speaker’s attitude in 
this way actually helps to clarify the correspondence between the method 

Forms of expression 
Treatment 

Restarting Continuing 

Pausing A, AB A, B 
Elongation A: AB A: B 
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of getting stuck and the speaker’s attitude. For example, in Japanese 
methods of getting stuck due to surprise are limited to the forms of paus-
ing and restarting, while as described below getting stuck due to hesita-
tion can take any of these four forms. This also serves as grounds for 
considering surprise and hesitation to be differentiated as separate atti-
tudes in Japanese society. Under current conditions, in which the essence 
of what is referred to as the speaker’s attitude and appropriate methods 
of classifying it remain unclear, one should probably be cautious about 
bringing the speaker’s attitude into play in the types and definitions of 
getting stuck. 

Lastly, we will describe our method of analysis. The results of recor-
ding and observation using the methods described above were subjected 
mainly to qualitative analysis. While previous studies (e.g., Eklund 2001) 
are appealing in that they assigned specific numerical values to the posi-
tions in which hesitative prolongation is likely to arise in English, 
Swedish, and Tok Pisin, this paper leaves quantitative analysis as a topic 
for future study, employing it only to the extent of identifying very gene-
ral tendencies because of the following issues. 

The first issue concerns differences among speakers. Results of obser-
ving the speech of roughly ten speakers (approximately one hour for 
each) in each language showed substantial individual differences in their 
positions on the fluent-disfluent continuum. Of course, these individual 
differences could vary even more due to factors such as subjects of con-
versation and interpersonal relationships. Accordingly, we have determi-
ned that if possible it would be useful for purposes of quantitative com-
parison to prepare conversational data with a degree of resemblance, 
through means such as assigning the same topics to speakers in each lan-
guage, based on study of such individual differences. 

The second issue concerns identification of concepts serving as the 
assumptions of quantification. As with sentences, there have long been 
various definitions of words in each language, and no simple conclusion 
has yet been reached. Probably, there is a need for further study on 
whether these can be used as assumptions behind comparison and con-
trast across different languages. Also, previous studies do not make clear 
the details of standards for categorization of the start, middle, and end of 
words. Furthermore, previous studies do not clarify how they have 
counted cases of getting stuck involving plosive sounds. For example, it is 
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unclear whether the case of pronouncing rimpasen (lymphatic gland) as 
rim, pasen is considered a case of pausing or of prolongation, resulting 
from taking longer time to pronounce the closure part of plosive sound 
[p]. Although we depend on our intuition as native speakers for their 
distinction between pausing and prolongation in such cases, we believe 
that it is more important first to consider issues such as these through 
qualitative analysis than to seek quantitative comparison with previous 
studies. 

For the above reasons, in this study we mainly examine whether pro-
longation occurs in morphemes, avoiding the issue of identifying words as 
much as possible.  
 
 
Results 

As the result of our investigation, prolongation was detected within 
words and even within morphemes, in both Japanese and Korean. Let us 
show just one example respectively from both languages. 
 

(1) keseeennn   -ga     yaru-tteyuu    -nde 
 final match  -NOM   do  -hearsay   -so 
 “I heard that the fffffinal match was taking place so” 
 [http://www.speech-data.jp/chotto/2015_sub/2015009.html, 0:17-0:19]1) 
 

(2) taipppei -lo   neomeowa-ss-na. 
 Taipei-to come over –past-I seem to remember  
 “I seem to remember that he came over to Taipei” 

 
In the Japanese excerpt (1), while hovering between kessen and kesshō-
sen both of which mean ‘final match’ or in some other hesitant feeling, 
the speaker prolongates the pronunciation of the vowel [e] as well as the 
nasal [n] in the second syllable sen of the Sino-Japanese word kessen. 
Unlike its Chinese origin, this Japanese word is a simplex word made of 
just one morpheme kessen. So, this is the case of morpheme-internal 
prolongation. Likewise, the speaker of the Korean excerpt (2) prolon-
gates the pronunciation of the closure part of plosive [p] in the second 
syllable pei of a word taipei. In this example, the speaker traces her 
vague memory back for what has happened in the past. Since this is a 
simplex word meaning a place (i.e. Taipei), this is the case of morpheme-
internal prolongation. 
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Although it is not easy for us, for the moment, to show this in a 
quantitative way because of the reasons explained above, such hesitant 
word/morpheme-internal prolongation is not rare. Unlike low-agglutina-
tivity languages such as English, Swedish, Tok Pisin, and Chinese, Japan-
ese and Korean, with high-agglutinativity, are likely to allow for hesitant 
word/morpheme-internal prolongation. 
 
 
Agglutinativity Hypothesis 

Thus, is the connection between the degree of agglutinativity on the one 
hand and that of the plausibility of hesitant word/morpheme-internal 
prolongation on the other hand just accidental? If not, how can we 
understand this connection? Here, we suggest a hypothesis named Agg-
lutinativity Hypothesis to understand the connection as natural.  

The Agglutinativity Hypothesis is an attempt to identify a unique 
property in the highly agglutinative languages as follows.  

 
(a) The difference between high/low-agglutinativity languages has its 

reflection on the cognitive system. 
 
(b) High degree of agglutinativity of the language necessitates a ‘buffer’ 

in the mental process. This makes it more likely that prolongation 
will occur outside grammatical boundaries, such as within a word, 
and even within a morpheme. 

 
For purposes of comparison, we will look at English as an example of 
languages with low degree of agglutinativity.  

In English, the single element he expresses the two meanings of the 
third-person singular masculine pronoun and the nominative case. For 
this reason, when the word he is uttered within a sentence, the listener 
understands the new element as the third-person singular masculine 
pronoun, while at the same time proceeding smoothly to the sentence 
understanding that it is the subject. There is no need for buffering lexical 
information. Chinese is similar in that when ta is spoken before a verb, 
the listener can understand it to be the third-person singular masculine 
pronoun and at the same time proceed to the sentence understanding that 
it is the subject (Figure 5). 
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  Figure 5: Comprehension process in low-agglutinative languages 

 
 
In contrast, Japanese expresses the same meaning by connecting the two 
elements of kare and ga. At the stage at which the listener has heard only 
kare, s/he cannot proceed to a sentence understanding. This third-person 
singular masculine pronoun cannot be placed into the sentence under-
standing process as the subject until the listener hears the next element, 
the nominative marker ga. Until then, the listener needs to hold on to the 
meaning of kare in a type of buffer (Figure 6). 

 
 

 
 
  Figure 6: Comprehension process in high-agglutinative languages. 
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From a cognitive point of view, agglutinative means the indirectness be-
tween lexical and sentential processes. In highly agglutinative languages, 
the buffer works as the interface between them (Figure 7). 

 

 
 

  Figure 7: Agglutinativity from a cognitive point of view 

 
If this buffer is understood to play a filtering role with regard to prolon-
gation, then it can be seen that a highly-agglutinative language, with 
highly developed partial understanding process, is one that is more likely 
to permit prolongation, ignoring grammatical boundaries. In such langua-
ges, the buffer prevents the trouble in lexical input from affecting senten-
tial process by keeping the input until lexical process finds the right word 
and then is corrected (Figure 8). 

 

 
 

 Figure 8: Buffer’s prevention of troubles in lexical input from affecting sentential process 

 
By adopting the Agglutinativity Hypothesis like this, it is possible to 
understand the connection between the agglutinativity and hesitant 
word/morpheme-internal prolongation as natural.  
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Summary and Future Research 

In this paper, we argued first that Japanese and Korean contrast sharply 
with previous examined languages such as English, Swedish, and Tok 
Pisin in that they do not have any obvious restrictions on hesitant pro-
longation in word/morpheme-internal position. If this difference among 
languages is taught to them, it could be an effective method for allowing 
Japanese and Korean language learners, who are not fully accustomed to 
the pronunciation, to speak at their own pace with natural prolongations. 

Secondly, we discussed that this difference among languages may be 
due to the difference in degree of agglutinativity among languages. Accor-
ding to Agglutinativity Hypothesis, a high degree of agglutinativity neces-
sitates the mental buffer as the interface between lexical and sentential 
processes. If there is some trouble in lexical input, the buffer prevents it 
from affecting sentential process, by keeping the input until the lexical 
process finds the right word and then is corrected. In this way, a high-
agglutinativity language is one that is more likely to permit prolongation, 
ignoring grammatical boundaries. 

We are now beginning investigation on the other languages of 
relatively high agglutinativity including Tamil, Turkish, Hungarian, and 
Sinhalese. For the moment, they all have word-internal prolongation 
commonly, which may indicate the validity of Agglutinativity Hypothesis 
as a loose tendency. Further research is needed to clarify this point. 
 

 
 

Note 

This excerpt is elicited from one of the entry works to the 6th Watashi no chotto 
omoshiroi hanashi kontesuto (“My funny talk” tournament). For the details of this 
tournament see Sadanobu (forthcoming). 
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