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Editors’ Note 
 

This international seminar on Language Maintenance and Shift II is a continuation of the previous 

international seminar with the same theme conducted by the Master Program in Linguistics, Diponegoro 

University in July 2011. We do hope that the seminar with this theme can become a yearly program of the 

Master Program in Linguistics, Diponegoro University, as we see that this topic still needs our serious 

attention due to the inevitable impact of globalization on the life of indigenous languages. 

 

We would like to thank the seminar committee for putting together the seminar that gave rise to this 

collection of papers. Thanks also go to the head and secretary of the Master Program in Linguistics 

Diponegoro University, without whom the seminar would not have been possible. 

 

The table of contents lists all the papers presented at the seminar. The first five papers are those presented 

by invited keynote speakers. They are Prof. Dr. Hanna (Balai Bahasa Provinsi Sulawesi Tenggara, 

Indonesia), Prof. Dr. Bambang Kaswanti Purwo (Atma Jaya Catholic University, Indonesia), Dr. 

Sugiyono (Language Center, Indonesia), Peter Suwarno, Ph.D (Arizona State University), and Herudjati 

Purwoko, Ph.D (Diponegoro University).   

 
In terms of the topic areas, there are 33 papers on language maintenance, 24 papers on language learning, 

19 paper on sociolinguistics, 15 paper on pragmatics, 8 papers on discourse analysis, 8 paper on 

morphology, 2 papers on syntax, 2 papers on translation, 1 papers on psycholinguistics, 1 papers on 

phonology, and 1 papers on semantics.  
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AM I A TROUBLE MAKER? 

FILLER WORDS IN SPONTANEOUS SPEECH; STRATEGIES OR INTERFERENCE 

(PRELIMINARY STUDY) 
 

Arapa Efendi 

University of Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta 

arafaefendi@gmail.com 

 

Abstract 

 

The present paper attempts to address the subtopic of the seminar, language acquisition, by 

going through the phenomenon of filler words in students’ spontaneous speech. In addition, 

this paper also tries to scrutinize the two opposing questions; 1) are filler words 

intentionally produced by the students as the planning process of communicative strategies, 

and 2) are they the results of the interference which cause speech disfluencies? Responding 

to the first question, this paper tries to look at the role of filler words if they are considered 

as the communicative strategies. Meanwhile, to respond to the second question this paper 

tries to determine the sources of the occurrences of those filler words. The subject for this 

study are the the Indonesian learners of English at the Language Training Center (UMY). 

The spoken data was derived largely during the dialogue sessions.  

 

Keywords: filler words, spontaneous speech, interference, speech disfluencies.  

 

 

1. Introduction 

On occasion, some learners may find difficulties when they are asked to speak in the target language 

they learn (i.e. English) especially when they have no preparation of doing so. In contrast, they can still 

manage themselves when they are given a topic and are asked to write something even though they have 

no preparation at all. Why does it happen? Why makes spoken and written language different that some 

learners seem quite successful when they are opposed to the written language? The answer is obvious that 

the spoken language is fast and spontaneous in which learners do not have enough time to process the 

ideas on their minds. On the other hand, in written language, learners may still have enough time to 

process the ideas on their minds before put them into words on the paper. In addition, it is widely believed 

that the meaning in spoken language is determined by the context in which the learners may be exposed 

to interact to one another by exchanging the information verbally. Unlike the spoken language, the 

context in the written language is already provided by the text. Additionally, the flow of the utterances in 

spontaneous speech does not go smoothly because it might be filled with pauses and fillers (e.g. umm, uh, 

well, you know, etc). However, those are the elements of spontaneous speech which can’t be denied to 

occur. However, whether those elements are considered as the communicative strategy or the interference 

in spoken language, they become the primary focus discussed in this paper.  

 When learners have difficulties to move to the next segment of their utterance, they may either come 

to the unwanted pauses or produce the filler words before formulate the entire utterance. In addition, 

when the learners attempt to change their ideas they may pause speaking for the moment and then 

continue the speech by adding, omitting, or replacing the previous words that they already produced (see 

Clarck 1998, p.201). Filler words can be seen in two opposing angles. They can be seen as the 

communicative functions when learners use them as the strategies before they formulate the entire 

utterances . The other way around, they can also be the interference that cause learners stuck in serious 

pauses. Consider the following dialogues between Kaleh and Dani. The dots (.) indicate the silent pauses 

within the utterances.  

 

1. (A) Dani: Well…how are you today? 

    (B) Kaleh: Umm….I’m fine thank you. And you? 

    (C)  Dani: I’m very well Kaleh, umm.………….. it’s been..uhh.. long time not to see you Kaleh. 

    (D) Kaleh. Yes it’s I’m pleased to meet you Dani. 
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    (E) Dani: umm....yeah, I’m pleased to meet you too Kaleh.  

    (F) Kaleh: umm…. By the way…umm.. who with you stay here dani? 

 

At the beginning of the talk, Dani  produces “well” followed by short pause ( short dots) before 

continuing with the interrogative questions “how are you today”. The thing is why he should start with 

“well”. It may be because it’s the beginning of the talk and he uses “well” while he’s processing the idea 

on his minds to complete the entire utterance. It can be said so, because there is only short pause 

following the filler words “well”. Meanwhile, the response from Kaleh starts with “umm” followed by 

longer pauses (long dots) which takes quite extra time before Kaleh moves to the next utterances. 

Similarly, at the next response Dani produces “umm” in the middle of his utterances followed by long 

pauses before he continues. After that Dani produces incomplete expressions “it’s been” followed by 

filler “uhh” with short pauses.  The third response by Dani, again, starts with “umm” followed by short 

pauses, and he also produces another filler “yeah” which is directly followed by the next utterance. In 

reply to it, Kaleh produces filler “umm”  with  short pauses and another filler comes up “by the way” but 

it does not directly go to the next expressions  because it’s followed by short pause and another filler 

“umm” (with short pause) leads to the next utterance.  

2. Data & Method 

The (preliminary) spoken data for this study comes from the recording during the dialogue sessions 

among the (Indonesian) students participated in the English speaking class at the language center 

University of Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta.. In addition, during the dialogues session, the researcher made 

use of a small voice recorder to gather the spoken data. This is done in order to keep the naturalness of the 

exchange information between the students. The design for the recording session is made up controlled 

because the students were asked to have a question and answer sessions with his/her partner of the given 

topic. However, the sample data for the analysis here is based on the 2 segments of recorded dialogues  

 

3. Literature Review 

 

3.1. Communicative functions or interference? 

From the given example above, we can clearly find that ‘fillers’ may serve as either the 

communicative functions or as interference that indicates the process of acquiring target language. The 

first angle leads to the positive effect of filler that is communicative function. To explain this, I shall refer 

to the Stenstorn (1994) as cited in Rose (1998) which defines 3 types of acts to which spontaneous 

interaction takes place. They are namely (1) primary, (2) secondary, and (3) complementary acts. These 

are important because they are relevant to the discussion of fillers in spoken interaction which include 

objecting, framing, filling, and stalling. Objecting refers to the primary act to which the speaker attempts 

to change the ideas from the previous one he/she stated.  Meanwhile, framing refers to the complementary 

acts which frame some section of the discourse by signaling the boundary. Another is filling. It also 

belongs to the complementary act which is used by the speaker to fill the gaps within the discourse. The 

last one is stalling which refers to the complementary function. This allows the speaker to prolong the 

conversational turn.   

To illustrate, it is apparent that in 1 (A) Dani’s first utterance is a complete act of an interrogative 

question. Apparently, Dani wishes to complete the entire utterance, but is not quite prepared to continue 

fluently. By inserting lexicalized filler “well” Dani continues to the next utterance. Thus, the function of 

“well” within the utterance is as the “filling” act while it takes time to process the ideas.  It is also found 

that ‘filler’ can also function to manage the turns. In 1 (E and F) Dani and Kaleh start the turn with a 

series of fillers as shown again below; 

  

Dani: umm....yeah, I’m pleased to meet you too Kaleh.  

Kaleh: umm…. By the way…umm.. who with you stay here Dani? 

 

The above expressions show that Kaleh and Dani produce filler as to manage the turn or called framing 

act. Hence, it also provides them the extra time (as a stalling act) that is needed for the following act 

(Stenstrom, 1994) 

What Stenstrom formulated may serve as the useful tool to analyze the spoken interaction but this is 

not always the case that filler is only seen in one positive angle. The opposing view towards filler word 

that the one that sees filler as the interference to the target language which causes speech disfluencies.  
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Thus the production of fillers that are followed with the long pauses indicate the side effect of difficulties 

in the planning process.  False starts, and serious repetitions are two of the side effects of the filler words.  

Consider the following dialogues below; 

 

(2) A:  where do you come from? 

 B: um.. I am come from..um… South Sumatera 

 A: Where is it? 

 B: um…umm… little…little village in Sumatera, Musirawas 

 A: what is the special from your village? 

 B: Um… natural.. nature 

 

From the small segment of the conversation above, it is noted that the unlexicalized fillers “um” produced 

by B refers to the interference rather than the communicative values. It is because the filler “um” takes a 

long pause which causes the speech delay. This speech delay then leads to affect the comprehension of 

the B in forming the following utterances. Another interference caused by the fillers ‘um’ is that it is 

frequently followed by the repetitions of other expressions. Those side effects show weaker degree that 

the filler words may serve as the communicative functions.  

 

3.2. Sources of filler words 

To find the sources of the occurrence of the filler words, I refer to the Krashen’s affective filter 

hypothesis. In his framework Krashen (1982) in Gass and Selinker (2001) proposes the condition to 

which the learners cannot maximally perform their comprehensible input because of the affective factors 

(p. 201). These affective factors involve motivation, anxiety, and self-confidence. In addition, the 

affective filter hypothesis is useful to account for the failure of second language acquisition in one of the 

two ways; (1) insufficient input of the right sort and (2) the very high affective filter. Related to such 

framework, hesitation is one of the most affective factor to the production of the language in which 

learners are failed to come into the comprehensible input. This condition then leads the learners into 

speech disfluencies. As they are exposed to speak without preparing for the given topic, they receive 

more exposures which create unsupportive condition for them. As a result, the filler (mostly unlexicalized 

fillers as in “um” or “uh”) words occur to interfere the exchange of the information between learners and 

their counterparts.  

 

4. Findings and Discussions 

 

4.1. Data presentation 

For this part, the two small segments of the dialogues are given as the sample for data presentation. 

These two segments were taken out from the two learners (S) who had their individual interview with 

their instructor (I). The underline __ is given for indicating the short pauses and dots (…) are given for 

the long pauses. In addition, the L is given to the lexicalized features of fillers (e.g. anyway, by the way, 

so, well, etc) and (U) is given to the unlexicalized fillers (uh, um, er etc).  

    

Segment 1       Segment 2 

I:  Where do you come from?     I: where do you come from? 

S: um(u)__ I am come from um (u)…. South Sumatera.  S:aa__I come from Banjar 

I: Where is it?       I: what is the special thing from  

S: um (u)…..um (u)…..little….little__ village in Sumatera    your hometown? 

I: What is the special thing from your hometown?  S: a special__aa (u) Dieng  

S: Um (u)…natural__nature.         Mountain. 

I: When did the first time you come to Jogja?   I: what do you study? 

S: Um..um (u)__two thousand and eight    S: aa (u)__government science 

I: Why did you choose political science?                                        I: why do you choose it? 

S: Because I want um (u)__change__um  (u)__law in Indonesia  S: because um__ I am_aa__what 

is it?__a (u)__opinion…and a 

(u)_knowledge..a..government 
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4.2. Analysis 

From the data presentation above, the fillers in the segment 1 show weaker degree to the communicative 

function rather it shows the interference that affect communication. The learner in the first segment does 

not produce any lexicalized features of fillers because most of the fillers are in the forms of unlexicalized 

features (e.g. um, uh, a..etc). The learner (1st segment) begins the answer with the filler “um” followed by 

the short pause before moves to the next expression “I am come from” but then, again, the filler “um” 

appears to before he says “South Sumatera”.  The following fillers occur in the next answer followed by 

quite long pause until the learner comes to the next fillers, the expressions following the fillers are 

repeated twice as the fillers occur. From the first segment, the fillers “um” mostly appear at the beginning 

of the utterance that is followed by either the short pause and the longer pause. However, the positive side 

of the filler in segment 1 is that the filler is only used to signal the stalling act in which they are applied 

while the learner is processing to complete the following utterance.  

The same fillers happen to occur in the second segment, and the similarity between the first and the 

second segment is that the learners lack of lexicalized features of the fillers because most are in the form 

of unlexicalized fillers. The new feature of unlexicalized feature of the fillers happen to occur in the 

second segment in which the fillers are “aa” is marked as the unlexcaized feature. The same is true for the 

segment 2 in the way that fillers take the initial position of an utterances followed by the short pauses. In 

segment 2, the repetitions also occur after the fillers come before the expressions intended. Additionally, 

in the 2nd segment it is observed that the learner, at the last utterance, produces a high number of 

unlexicalized fillers by means of filling the gaps between the information while trying to formulate the 

entire utterances. The fillers in the second segment are also observed to function in maintaining the false 

start as in a special…..a_Dieng. In this expression the learners attempts to discard the first attempt of 

lexicalization. So, a special is considered as the false start. The ‘false start’ can be followed by the the 

revised item of the same idea or just by being silent. But then, the learner neither revises the item, nor 

stays silent after the false start but producing the fillers “aa” and followed by the simple information word 

as “Dieng”.   

 

5. Conclusions 

It is been noted earlier above that learners might find it difficult to be exposed to the spontaneous 

interaction because this sort of condition might create a very bad atmosphere for them. As a result, they 

might be over anxious. Fillers are one of the many results caused by the spontaneous speech. However, it 

is considered normal within the spontaneous speech but even so it does not mean that fillers can be seen 

only in the positive angle that lead the native or non-native speaker of a target language into 

communicative functions. Practically and in this (preliminary) finding, the fillers only show small or 

weaker degree that result in communicative functions. The common feature of fillers produced by the 

learners are; umm, aa, and uh. These fillers normally (for the Indonesian learners of English) occur in the 

initial position or the beginning of the utterances followed by the short or long pauses. However, although 

the finding indicates that the fillers show a weaker degree to the communicative functions but they can 

still function as the positive strategies for filling out the gaps between the boundaries while processing to 

the rest of the utterances. They can also be used to manage the speech which begins with the ‘false start’. 

The interference caused by the unlexicalized fillers for the learners are of the three. The first is the speech 

delay. It is when the learner stuck with the unusual pauses. The second is that it is the source of the 

repeats information. From the finding, it is reported that the repetitions mostly occur after the filler words 

which are followed by the long/short pauses.   
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