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This study reports on the influence of a givendapi rate of speech, one
measure of oral fluency. Twenty college-level leesrof Spanish from four
learner populations participated in a thirty-minuteterview. The four
groups were classified as follows: fifth semestiéh wo experience abroad
(AHy), seventh semester with no experience abroad)(Aldventh semester
with one or two semesters abroad (SA), and firsr ystudents with
experience in an intensive overseas immersion prag(iM). A total of
twelve common topics were found to appear withie tburse of each
interview. A quantitative analysis followed, and averall mean rate of
speech was calculated for each topic across altipgants’ interviews. A
Mixed Model was run to determine if significantfeiénces occurred
between topics and groups. Results showed thatgivey among groups,
there was a significant difference in the respoaseording to topic as well
as a significant interaction between Group and Tpgndicating that
differences between groups depended on the topaushied. Implications
are drawn for future work on fluency measures, mitlee findings of the
current analysis.

Key words: fluency, topic, study abroad, immersléghSpanish

Los resultados del presente estudio muestran lduantia de un
determinado tema en una medida de fluidez, la igddcde habla. Un total
de veinte aprendices de espafiol de cuatro grupstinttis participaron en
una entrevista de 30 minutos. Durante la recoletaie datos todos los
participantes estaban matriculados en una univemidoublica de los
EEUU. Los cuatro grupos eran: quinto semestre sipeeencia en el
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extranjero (AH), séptimo semestre sin experiencia en el extranjakH,),
séptimo semestre con uno 6 dos semestres de exqieren el extranjero
(SA), y estudiantes de primer afilo con experienciaue programa de
inmersién en el extranjero de caracter intensivd)(IDurante el analisis de
cada entrevista se encontrd un total de doce tetbasunes para todos los
participantes. Se prosiguié con un analisis cuatitto y se calculé una
media total de velocidad de habla para cada tema kargo de las veinte
entrevistas. Con el propdsito de encontrar cualgdiéerencia significativa
entre los temas y los grupos de participantes se@pn modelo mixto, que
revelé que habia una diferencia significativa emdapuesta entre los temas
asi como una interaccion entre grupo y tema, lo gignifica que la
cantidad de diferencias entre los grupos depend¢edea discutido. Dados
estos hallazgos, se plantean implicaciones parar&sstigaciones futuras
en medidas de fluidez.

Palabras clave: fluidez, tema, estudio en el exaem inmersién, espafiol
como L2

1. Introduction

The last thirty years of research on fluency hagenbmarked by intense
research that has strived to uncover how fluencyeldps in the

interlanguage of L2 learners and how it can be eodd in a pedagogical
approach. Although the core of the quantitativelysis on L2 fluency has
focused on the measurement of temporal variableb as rate of speech
(measured in words per second, or syllables pamnsketc.) and so-called
disfluencies(e.g., filled and unfilled pauses, repetitions,orafulations,

etc.), other factors influencing fluency have abe®n examined. A number
of studies have focused on the type of task thatnkrs perform (e.g.,
Bygate, 1996; Ejzenberg, 1992; Skehan & Foster9}3$h planning issues
that influence fluency (e.g., Crookes, 1989; Foét&kehan, 1996; Ortega,
1999; Wigglesworth, 1997, Yuan & Ellis, 2003), ometdimensions of
fluency that affect native listener judgments sush hesitancy, foreign
accent, and questions of accuracy and complexitycgQiarini, Strik, &

Boves, 2002; Derwing, Rossiter, Munro, & Thomsof04#); Ejzenberg,

1992; Freed, 1995; Lennon, 1990a; Riggenbach, M@&hnerstrom, 2000),
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on comparisons of both L1 and L2 speech produdtizeschamps, 1980;
Raupach, 1980)n the effect of learning contexts on fluency (Dgsex,
1991; Freed, 1995, 1998; Freed, Segalowitz etQ@l42Towell et al., 1996;
Temple 1992, 2000, 2005), and on longitudinal ¢ffen fluency (Dechert,
1980; Lennon, 1990b; Towell, 1987).

While the aforementioned body of research hasbksted a
theoretical foundation from which to understandflu2ncy, it is not without
methodological shortcomings. In trying to accouat fluency gains by
considering speech rate (words/syllables per misetend) as a standard
measure and by analyzing small fragments of omdiytion, these studies
may have overlooked the potential impact of topftea on fluency
measures. Garcia-Amaya (forthcoming) has shown legn the rate of
speech of several turns is measured, learners sbogiderable ranges of
variation! His findings suggest that topic can have an impaltiiough that
was not the principal focus of his investigation.

Although it is broadly accepted that speakers éemegal have
difficulties elaborating on topics with which theye not familiar, it is still
unknown how this lack of familiarity influences LfBuency. Moreover,
while psycholinguistic literature has considered thle of topic under the
study of disfluenciesin L1 speech (Merlo & Mansur, 2004; Schachter,
Christenfeld, Ravina, & Biluis, 1991; SchachteruBeher, Christenfeld, &
Crone, 1994), only a few studies have taken intmawat the role of topic in
second language learning (e.g., Pulido 2003, 2R0@7a, 2007b). In terms
of the literature on L2 fluency, however, no studys yet to provide a
detailed analysis of the effect that a given togias on fluency
measurements and on the quantitative analysisngpdeal variables. The
current study was designed to fill this gap in teeearch on L2 fluency.
Additionally, by addressing a methodological isthiat arises in studies of
second language fluency this investigation triesséove as a model for
future work on temporal variables in oral productresearch.

The current analysis addresses the effect that toay have on
measures of fluency across different groups of nie@: A detailed
investigation of a variety of topics may providenare insightful approach
for accounting for possible developmental stratege gain fluency in the
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L2. The research goals of this paper are firsexjpand on current research
that examines the range of variation that is exdibin fluency measures
(Garcia-Amaya, forthcoming); second, to analyze oasible correlation
between topic effect and fluency; and finally, f@mine the role of topic in
L2 speech for four groups of learners of Spanisth wiifferent learning
experiences. These results may have pedagogichtatipns with regard to
the teaching of fluency (cf. Nation, 1989; Wood02)

This paper is organized as follows: Section 2ewsi the previous
literature; Section 3 presents the research quessaad the method used to
describe the participants, data collection, andyaisa The results of the
study are presented next in Section 4. Sectiorséudses the research and
finally, Section 6 concludes the article.

2. Literature Review

The present review of the literature condensegthrain venues of research
on second language fluency. It reviews the diffedafinitions of fluency
that have been put forth in the research on L2 cpethe various tools
employed to measure fluency, the effect of contdxiearning on fluency,
and finally, the importance of topic in oral proton for both native
speakers and second language learners.

2.1. Perspectives on Fluency: Trying to Define the Concept

The first question that deserves attention conctraglefinition of fluency.
Almost every study addressing the topic of fluemtyboth L1 & L2 oral
speech has tried to provide a definition for thesnt. With regards to
research on L1 fluency, Schmidt (1992) cites File'® (1979) classification
of the characteristics of a fluent person. Accaydio Fillmore, a fluent
speaker is a fast speaker, one that is coheremiple@, and dense, one that
knows what to say and when to say it, and finalhe ¢hat is able to be
creative with language (i.e., jokes, metaphors,) enhen the situation
requires it.
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The termdluentandfluencyhave also been used to make reference
to L2 speakers, and numerous studies have trigdodde explanations of
how these terms are understood by both expertsiamexperts in the field
of linguistics. As Freed (1995) mentions, therearaimber of concepts that
people have in mind when they are asked aboutdiudn Freed (1995) and
Freed et al. (2004), the authors mention that sixcated adult native
speakers (NSs) defined fluency as “speaking quickhd smoothly”,
“speaking without sayingum, without hesitations”, “being bilingual”,
“speaking perfectly”, “the ability to make jokes @nlanguage” and “talking
easily” (2004:277). Chambers (1997) also commemis éxpressions such
as “he speaks the language fluently” or “he is vidmgnt” (536) refer to
someone who is speaking a foreign language. Althotlte previous
statements may very well reflect the opinion of ¢femeral public, the field
of SLA has been trying to define this topic for thst thirty years.

The termfluencyis directly related to speech production in barst f
and second languages. Levelt has provided one edfnbst influential
models to explain how speech is produced from aitog perspective. His
1989 model explains speech production as the catibinof automatic and
controlled processes that are responsible for g#ingr the message.
According to this model, the message to be uttagederates in the
conceptualizer, is structured in the formulizerd s finally realized in the
articulator. According to Levelt, “most of the coaments underlying the
production of speech function in a highly automateflex-like way. This
automaticity makes it possible for them [the conmgua underlying the
production of speech] to work in parallel, whichaisnain condition for the
generation of uninterrupted fluent speech” (2). iexkough the primary
intention of Levelt was that this model be appliem first language
production, a number of researchers have attentptade it as the basis for
other models of L2 speech (De Bot, 1992; Temple9212000, 2005).
Specifically, a number of researchers have trigolaoe the study of fluency
at the core of our understanding of the relatignshbetween
psycholinguistics and L2 oral production.

While the literature provides psycholinguistic aéfons of fluency
such as that of Schmidt (1992) - who defines setammguage fluency as “an
automatic procedural skill” (358) - others, like neon (1990b), have
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equated fluency with proficiency and define thenfer as “the highest point
on a scale that measures spoken command of a rfiolanguage” (389).
Wood (2001) also observes this ambiguous definitibfluency and points
out how this term is normally used to describe grenfince but is sometimes
also used instead to describe certain charactsrisfi proficiency. Indeed,
Wood's perspective on fluency is in agreement wwittre recent research on
this topic, as he establishes that fluency is lihke temporal variables of
speech, and therefore to psycholinguistic aspedtsoral production.
Moreover, Chambers (1997) explains how the definitf fluency involves
different characteristics of speech, and how sormensasurable (e.g., rate
of speech), while others, such as the perceptioanwothness or ease of
effortlessness can only be measured within thenreaf qualitative
judgments. These two basic ideas, a procedural @lel, performing a
procedure, which is a sequence of activities taeaeha goal) on the part of
the speaker and a perception task on the paredidtener, are the basis for
the more complete definition that Derwing et al0q2) provide. These
researchers have reached the following consensusecond language
fluency: “second language fluency is an automaticedural skill on the
part of the speaker and a perceptual phenomeritwe irstener” (656).

In terms of the relationship between fluency aokifyn language
pedagogy, studies have approached fluency aslatsilcan be taught and
improved in the classroom (e.g., Nation, 1989; W@681). For Wood, the
term fluency is “used frequently to describe larguperformance, yet it is
often defined vaguely and used as a substituteafgroup of aspects of
proficiency in general” (574). Indeed, his perspecton fluency is in
agreement with more recent fluency studies as tableshes that fluency is
linked to temporal variables of speech, and theeeto psycholinguistic
aspects of oral production. His main contributisrthie establishment of a
pedagogy of fluency that has as core elementsrtiragiion of automaticity
and formulaic language in classroom practice. Opisgcholinguistic aspects
considered along with fluency are lexical retrievahd its possible
enhancement.

Other authors have investigated the role of foamuh L2 fluency.
Chambers (1997) claims that formulaic units allosarhers to produce
longer and more fluent runs. According to Pawlegt 8gder (1983), the use
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of memorized chunks allows the speaker to focusrhythm, variety, a
combination of memorized chunks, or the productibareative connections
of lexical strings and concepts. Wood (2001) stHtasL2 pedagogy should
facilitate the acquisition of formulaic competenas well as its
automatization. According to Wood, the basic elemmen fluency pedagogy
are reflected in the integration of interaction @ndduction, as well as in the
attention to input and to the formulaic languagailable.

2.2. Measuring L 2 Fluency

Currently, there is a lack of agreement with regardhe way fluency is
measured. The most recurrent aspect to be measuilegncy studies is the
temporal component of oral production, which acowydo Griffiths (1991),

iIs comprised of: speech rate, articulation ratel sitent pause phenomena.
On the other hand, Lennon, 2000 (cited in Derwih@le2004) points out
that fluency is not only influenced by temporal ightes, but also by an
additional series of factors. Indeed, other waysassessing fluency besides
calculating rate of speech, include measuring annheagth of run (MLU),
so-called disfluencies which includes rate of pausing (both filled and
unfilled pauses), repetitions, and reformulatiom®ag others.

With regards to how rate of speech can be cakdldhe literature
presents a number of procedures. While some autfadesilate it in words
per minute (Ejzenberg, 1992; Freed, Segalowitd.(®4; Lennon, 1990b;
Segalowitz & Freed, 2004) and in words per secdidngnporte et al.
2005) - that is, by examining a given fragment divibling the total number
of words by the total amount of minutes or secdndshich the fragment is
uttered - others calculate rate of speech in dgifaper minute (e.g., Towell
et al. 1996) and in syllables per second (Garciayean forthcoming;
Temple, 1992). In an article on pausological rededan an L2 context,
Griffith (1991) mentioned that a measurement ofdsoper minute was not
accurate enough to be used in L2 research. Otherk,as Ejzenberg (1992),
have defended the use of words per minute to sluéycy in L2 English
speech production. She claims that native speakKdPertuguese and other
Romance languages (e.g., Spanish and Italian) padern of articulation in
which when they produce English words they addé&driginal number of
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syllables. Therefore, a word such &pain can be pronounced as a two-
syllable word [e.g., es-‘pein], when it only hasedn English [e.g., ‘spein].
According to Ejzenberg, this syllabic addition ipranunciation transfer and
using syllables per second as fluency measure cquidvoke a
miscalculation.

These measurements often include or exclude thgepame, and for
the most part, it is the responsibility of the wesber to define what is
included or excluded in each measure of rate okdpeFor instance,
Chambers (1987) defines rate of speech as the nuohlsyllables uttered
per second; she includes batiticulation rate and pause timein this
measure. Chambers agrees with Towell (1987) ingusitiables per second
to also measurarticulation rate.According to these authors, this measure
provides information about the number of syllalyppes second produced in
actual speech yet excluding the time taken by mauseChambers’ words,
speech rate is a more comprehensive measureattignlation rate and
pausing time According to her, rate of pausing is not as r@h\for the
perception of fluency as the location, the lengtid the reason of pauses in
discourse.

Although the study of pauses is not a focus of present
investigation, it is still relevant to mention itaportance in the research on
L1 and L2 speech production. These investigatioesehbeen very
influential for the study of fluency measures. hmistline, a number of
researchers have attempted to investigate the oblepauses in L2
production. Griffiths (1991) reviews studies on k@search along with
studies on temporal variables and assesses tlat“dhie of the least
distinguished sectors of applied linguistics resean359). According to
Griffiths, only two out of seven studies in Chauaso 1985 review of
classroom investigations mentioned pause phenonhermaldition, Griffiths
criticizes that previous pausological research 2nspeech (until 1991) had
barely considered the ample results obtained foprlotluctions and had not
employed the specific and accurate measures that kabitual in this type
of research.

The role of pauses in L1 oral speech was inveastigan early
psycholinguistic experiments in the tradition of |@oan-Eisler's
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pausological studiesO’Connell & Kowal, 1980 (cited in Griffiths, 1991
definepausologyas “the behavioral investigation of temporal disiens of
speech” (8). Although Goldman-Eisler herself nevesed the term
pausology her studies made her the founder of this subf@ldapplied
linguistics/psycholinguistics. In one of Goldmarskér's most cited studies
on pausing (1958), she showed that participantscagkguess the next word
in a transcription of spontaneous speech requireck rguesses for words
that had been preceded by a hesitation than thedewere preceded by
another word. This is a crucial finding since itymsuggest that (using
Shriberg’s terminology, 1994) the unit of encodisgthe word and filled
pauses represent the vocalization of a processiechamism in which a
word is retrieved and also articulated. Clark &oct Tree (2002) indicate
that “in (L1) conversation — the prototypical foiwhlanguage use — fluent
speech is rare” (22), and in the same way Chaf80)j1omments on the
importance of pausing in native speech product®olaims that speaking is
a creative act that goes beyond reproducing storaerial, including both
thoughts and language which need adaptations andodeding.
The studies mentioned thus far have consideredafaspeech as a
temporal variable that should be measured to reaftllency measure. But
what remains an issue is the length of the fragmeder analysis. So far,
well-known fluency studies such as Freed & Segdowet al. (2004),
Segalowitz & Freed (2004), and Temple (1992, 20@&)png others, have
reached fluency measures by analyzing small fraggnenoral production.
Temple (1992, 2005) analyzed 22 samples of L2 simamius spoken French
of 11 second year French learners. Each of theeeleamples recorded at
the beginning and at the end of an academic semlasted approximately
two minutes. Freed, Segalowitz & Dewey (2004) coragahe production
of 28 students of French as an L2 in three diffecentexts of learning (i.e.,
traditional or at home (AH), domestic immersion ansecond language
environment (IM), and study abroad (SA)). In thairestigation, a total of 4
minutes of each student’s recording, 2 minutesaahdesting time, were
selected for analysis. The analysis included twoiddte segments extracted
from each student’s pretest and posttest oralviieer Segalowitz & Freed
(2004) analyzed two 2-minute segments, thus givingninutes of pretest
interview and 4 minutes of posttest interview fercle student. Although
these two studies present an improvement fromwloeds-second samples
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analyzed by Freed (1995b), they still fail to pdei an accurate
measurement of L2 fluency given the range of viamatthat learners
produce. This issue has already been noticed byci&amaya
(forthcoming), who has proven that the analysisnoitiple turns (i.e., the
longest 15 turns) in longer conversation shows asiderable range of
variation for a single learner’s rate of speeclodlghout a sociolinguistic
interview. To the best of my knowledge, Garcia-Amd#fprthcoming) is the
only study that calculates fluency measures byntakito account more than
one turn from a single recorded sample (i.e., lstigeturns per participant).
Garcia-Amaya (forthcoming) advocates a more thdraagglysis of speech
production that calculates rate of speech (alorl wther fluency measures)
based on a mean of different samples of a particgaaker’s production.
This procedure seems to provide a more accuratsuree¢ghat helps balance
the existing range of variation.

2.3. Fluency Studies and L ear ning Contexts

The most researched learning environments in #ieé @f SLA are the study
abroad (SA) context and the formal classroom “andib (AH) context.
Since these two environments offer different oppdaties of exposure to the
target language and are radically different in gewhlocation, the field of
SLA has debated for many years which is superioreims of L2 gains.
Research has shown that each context has its #iseagd its weaknesses,
and although there has traditionally been a consetisat the SA context is
better, empirical research has demonstrated timismot always the case
(see Collentine and Freed 2004 on grammatical ctanpe), and that there
are many aspects of each context that have yet itoviestigated.

Although this section of the literature review lwdenter on the
impact of learning contexts on fluency, it is wavttile to mention the
advances that were made with the publication ofedr€él995a), which
expanded our knowledge on learning contexts froth beethodological and
critical perspectives. Along with Coleman (199@ijistwas the first volume
on second language acquisition research devotaifisplly to study abroad
programs. The volume provides an overview of stthat had investigated
SA vs. AH programs as well as questions on theditgliof studies done
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during the previous decades. Moreover, it incluglggethora of studies that
report on language performance from different gtethte and qualitative

perspectives which present more precise and aecunathodologies than
previous research on learning contexts. Overasehstudies show that
language learners in a SA program speak more atidless pauses, at a
faster rate of speech, and are also able to expresscomplex ideas (Freed,
1995). Lafford (2006), in an overview of study admovs. classroom

contexts on Spanish SLA, reports that while the ®itext is generally

better in terms of L2 gains, this is not the caweall domains of linguistic

structure.

Interestingly, the findings on research done ie ®A and AH
context have overlooked the role of IM settingsdkird individual learning
context. The literature reveals that the tammersionhas been used to
define an intense program where learners spend ohdiseir time attending
classes, talking and interacting in an L2 contextib based in the native
country of the learners (e.g., the US based Fréichrogram investigated
by Freed, Segalowitz, & Dewey 2004). Another exampi an immersion
program is the one that takes place abroad buh#satules about not using
the L1 such as the intensive summer program irgegstil in Garcia-Amaya
(forthcoming), Geeslin, Garcia-Amaya, Hassler, Heen & Killam (2008),
Geeslin, Willis & Henriksen (2008), and also in fresent investigation. In
this intensive overseas immersion program learagended four hours of
formal instruction on a daily basis and approxiryate&o hours of activities
(i.e., sports, theatre or singing) each afterndéinally, all learners were
expected to abide by a strict no-English rule.

As can be seen, the lack of agreement with regarthe term
immersion presents a challenge for proper definition of ¢hefifferent
programs, but the main difference is the locatidnttee program (i.e.,
overseas or local setting). In fact, the type oéreseas immersion program
previously described previously seems to resenti@deohe studied in Freed,
Segalowitz, & Dewey (2004) in terms of number adssles, contact hours
and duration. Their study investigated second lagguluency in French by
comparing AH formal language classrooms, an intensummer immersion
program (IM), and a study abroad (SA) setting. @éhors found that the
IM program made significant gains in oral performaii.e., total number of
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words spoken, length of the longest turn, ratepegsh, and speech fluidity).
Although the SA showed statistically significantirgawith respect to the
AH group, it did not improve as much as the IM grotinally, the AH
group did not achieve significant gains. In a moeeent study, Garcia-
Amaya (forthcoming) also found that the learnerann(IM) group provided
the fastest rates of speech.

2.4. Topic Effect in L1 and L2 Research

A number of studies in L1 English have considetedlimportance of topic
with regards to the production disfluenciesAlthough these studies did not
examine rate of speech directly (typically measuresyllables per second,
words per minute, etc.), they did calculate ratedisfluencieswhich are
directly connected to speech production and sppeateption. In this line,
Schachter et al. (1991nvestigateddisfluenciesin lectures and found that
those of social science contained mblers than those of humanities. In
this study as well as in Schachter et al. (1994)dhthors suggested that
speakers have a tendency to use nfibees when they have to decide from
a larger set of options.

Bortfeld, Leon, Bloom, Schober, & Brennan (200Namined
disfluency ratesin a large corpus of task-oriented conversatiofise
participants were grouped in male-female dyadsteadito discuss objects
that were familiar to them such as photographshiifiien, in addition to
unfamiliar ones, such as black and white abstracngetric forms. Each
dyad was required to complete four trials, eachamsisting of matching a
set of picture cards (i.e., photographs of childred tangrams). Among the
factors included in Bortfeld et al.’s study wereakers’ ages, task roles, and
relationships between speakers, gender, and dfsmulty of topic domain.
The results showed that mofiters were produced to discuss pictures of
children than tangrams, a result that contradices/ipus findings which
showed thaffillers were due mainly to planning difficulties. The auth
indicated that the elevated amounffiérs that appeared during the picture
of children trials are produced by males with higipesitions and they
suggest that there could be a certain inequity éetwmales and females
with regards to this type of picture.
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In another L1 English study, Merlo and Mansur @06tudied the
relationship between lexical fillers, repetitionsida topic during oral
descriptive discourse of adult NSs of English. ieidnts had to describe
the most familiar and unfamiliar topics. Differesceere found between
familiar and unfamiliar topics in that more attries (e.g., physical
characteristics, functionality of the object) werevided when the topic was
familiar (e.qg., refrigerator) than when it was tetg., helicopter). Overall,
participants could describe very familiar and venfamiliar topics very
well. Although not explicitly addressed by the ard) this result may be
due to the fact that there was not enough topiabaity, and even those
that were supposed to be less familiar were alsmuan to the participants.
Although information about whether or not participmwere familiar with
helicopter terminology was not provided, it is ma@ble that one can
speculate that they had seen one before.

With regard to research on topic effect in L2,yoal few studies
have considered the effect of topic in second lagguacquisition. One
exception is the work of Pulido, who has carrietltoto studies on reading
proficiency and topic familiarity. Pulido (2003)wvemls robust effects of
reading proficiency, differential effects of topfamiliarity, and isolated
effects of passage sight vocabulary. Pulido (20&d90 studies the
relationship between topic familiarity and passaganprehension and
intake, and gain and retention of new lexical itetopic familiarity. Leeser
(2007) investigates the interaction of topic faarity and working memory
capacity and its influence of beginning Spanishriegs comprehension and
processing of future tense morphology. The resmticated consistent
effects for topic familiarity on all the tasks. Alsthe experience that
participants had with the texts’ topics also appdato be an important
variable for the significant findings for workingamory.

This literature review has presented a summarthefissues that
have been at the core of the research on fluencst, Blthough definitions
of fluency have been provided in previous workser¢his no general
agreement as to how this term should be definedorgk the specific
variables in empirical research on fluency are mooeg and research
methodologies studying L1 fluency have yet to btemrsed to L2 fluency.
Third, the impact on L2 fluency of context of lemgy and in particular of
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overseas IM programs, has yet to be fully explofdally, although the

effect of topic has been explored in work diefluenciesn L1 English and

within the realm of L2 reading comprehension nalgthas yet to determine
its impact on L2 oral fluency.

3. The Current Study

3.1 Resear ch Questions

This investigation is guided by the following resdaquestions:

1. Is there an overall effect for topic on oralefhcy (for all
learners)?

2. Is there a topic effect for specific groupdeafrners?

3.2 Participants

A total of twenty adult NS of English learners a2 Spanish from a large
Midwestern university participated in the study! participants (=20; M
age= 19.7 yearsSD= 1.20) were recruited through email. Each pardiotp
met with the researcher in a quiet location in Whike informed consent
(approved by the Human Subjects IRB) and the lagguand learning
background questionnaire was presented. Once theipants read the
information and agreed to sign the consent formey tharticipated in a
sociolinguistic interview with the researcher. Abl@a included in the
Appendix summarizes the participants’ experiendh Bpanish as a second
language. All twenty learners reported that they haken introductory
classes of Spanish at the pre-University and Usitierdevels? For the
purpose of this study the twenty learners weredédi into 4 groups
according to their Spanish learning experience:

AH; Group (=5). This group consisted of 3 males and 2 females
ranging in age from 18-19 yeansl € 18.8,SD =.446). The 5 participants
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wereenrolled in a Hispanic culture class (the secoadscthat counts credit-
wise towards the Spanish major or minor) and hadistl Spanish in a
formal traditional at-home context only and had evegtudied abroad.
Learners in this group average 4.8 years of pressgity classroom
instruction and 2.6 semesters of University clawsranstruction.

AH, Group (=5). This group consisted of 3 females and 2 males
ranging in age from 19 to 21 yealM € 20.4,SD =.89). The 5 participants
were enrolled in an introductory course in Hispahinguistics (a more
advanced class than the Hispanic culture clasenSpanish minor or
major) and had never studied Spanish abroad. Alhficipants had been
enrolled in a number of University-level Spanishssles in the lower and
upper divisions. They had studied Spanish in tiaahtl at-home context and
had never studied Spanish abroad. Learners irgtbigp average 6 years of
pre-University instruction and 5.6 semesters of vgrsity classroom
instruction.

IM Group (=5). This is one of the two study abroad groups
analyzed in the current study. It consisted of 3esiand 2 females who
participated in an intensive overseas immersiorgnam in the north of
Spain for 7 weeks. The 5 subjects ranged in age 8 to 19 yearsM =
18.4,SD =.547). They were all first year students enrolledinumber of
courses counting towards the Spanish minor or méjer, Hispanic culture,
Hispanic literature introductory class and convosd. In addition to
abiding by a no-English rule during their stay ipa#, these participants
attended 4 hours of formal instruction on a daisib and approximately
two hours of activities (i.e., sports, theatre orgsg) each afternoon. In
addition to spending 7 weeks abroad, learnersisngtoup average 6 years
of pre-University classroom instruction and 1 seeresof University
classroom instruction.

SA Group (=5). This group consisted of 5 females rangingge a
from 21 to 22 yeard = 21.2,SD = 44). Learners in this group average 6
years of pre-University classroom instruction, Se8nesters of University
classroom instruction, and 10.2 months in a stuolpad program at the
college-level in a Spanish-speaking country. Bytthe the interview was

ELIA 8, 2008, pp. 117-150



132 L. Garcia-Amaya

recorded, they were taking the same introductiomigpanic Linguistics
course that the Afparticipantsvere taking.

3.2. Data Collection

The researcher conducted a sociolinguistic intervigith each of the
participants. Each interview dealt with a varietytapics such as their travel
plans, how to cook a favorite dish, plans for taife, who would win the
next presidential elections, what they would dahiéy won the lottery,
providing a family description, etc. During the sdinguistic interviews,
each question was presented individually so thath e@pic could be
developed separately. The participants were neverrupted during their
responses; the interviewer waited to take his iarorder to encourage
further elaboration after a natural pause by theruewee. Also, when the
participants left a topic open, the interviewer mpbed for more
information. All interviews were recorded with an Olympus DS-gjitl
voice recorder. The oral data were then transcrdvetlanalyzed for rate of
speech.

3.3. Analysis

The primary metric that was chosen to measure fydn the current
investigation was that of syllables per secondhéldgh there is no general
consensus as to which fluency measure is the nppsbpriate for this type
of study, the measurement of syllables per secasloliosen due to the fact
that Spanish is a syllable-timed language. Addétiln previous studies on
L2 French and Spanish have employed this measutemeheir analyses
(Temple, 1992, 2005; Garcia-Amaya, forthcoming).

In order to analyze a possible effect of topicflaency measures, it
was necessary to identify those topics that hadc bdeveloped by all
participants. Of all the topics that appeared i shciolinguistic interview,
only twelve were repeated in the entire set ofigpent interviews. These
topics are: 1. travel; 2. cooking and food; 3. pléor the future; 4. politics;
5. five million dollar lottery; 6. movie plot; 7.niversity life; 8. family
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description; 9. personal description; 10. fears;dckidents; and 12. second
language instructor.

While the majority of the topics were developedjust one turn,
others were developed in more than one turn, dépgrah the participant.
Overall, participants used between sixteen and tysémee turns to
elaborate on the twelve topics. Once all turns ecated and labeled per
topic, each turn was analyzed for rate of speedhis Tneasure was
calculated by dividing all syllables of all Englisind Spanish words
appearing in the turn by the total number of sesahé participant took to
produce the given turn. When a participant devealogdopic in more than
one turn, a second mean was obtained for all thestthat addressed the
same topic. Next, a third mean was obtained foh éajgic developed for all
the participants in each group. Finally, a meamefins was calculated for
each group of participants so that the behavidghefdifferent groups could
be observed. Although some of the participants ssede English words
during the interview, this study will only accouot their use of Spanish.

4, Reaults

| now turn to the results of the analysis. It isportant to bear in
mind that the goal of this project was to quantifg effect that a given topic
had on fluency measures for four groups of L2 leesrof Spanish: AH
AH,, SA, & IM. | first examine the ranges of rate gfegch that exist for
each group of learnershis is provided in Table 1 to help the reader bszo
acquainted with the nature of the speech sampbgswibre analyzed. The
data reported in Table 1 take into account the $eli of turns that was
subject to investigation. That is, the minimum anaximum values of the
ranges correspond to the rate of speech of singles.tIn a number of
occasions in order to calculate the rate of spéarch specific topic that was
developed in more than one turn, a mean was olotdorehe rate of speech
of all the turns that covered the same tdpic.
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Table 1. Range of measurement for rate of speedilfgroups (all the turn
included)
AH AH, IM SA
.66-4.33 .88-4.14 1.12-4.93 .66-4.48

As can be observed, the ranges of rate of speedluéte similar for
all groups of learners. If the AHgroup - whose participants have no
experience abroad and the lowest level of Spaidsbpmpared to the SA
group - whose participants have spent a semesteacband have the
highest level of Spanish, very similar ranges canobserved: .66-4.33
syllables per second, and .66-4.48 syllables peorsk respectively. The
AH,, with a range of .88-4.14 syllables per secondwsithat its fastest turn
is slower than the same turn for the AH.e., 4.33 vs. 4.14). Only the
participants in the IM group present a higher valnan the other three
groups both for the slowest turn (1.12) and theefigurn (4.93).

Table 2. Range of mean rate of speech (all grongsided)
AH, AH, IM SA
1.46-2.18 2.13-2.55 2.69-3.26 2.26-3.12

Table 2 shows the ranges of the means of ratpedéch of each
group for all participants. The ranges of mean wdtgpeech present very
different results from those in Table 1. In fabk tanges in Table 2 increase
according to the different levels of proficiencyhifé the AH group, whose
participants had the least exposure to Spaniskept@ mean range between
1.46 and 2.18 syllables per second, the three gtioeips surpass 2 syllables
per second in their means (2.13-2.55 for the;AH69-3.26 for the IM; and
2.26-3.12 for the SA). As can be seen, only learivethe IM and SA groups
(i.e., those with experience abroad) overcome thit Ithreshold of 3
syllables per second on their fastest productidiee IM overcomes this
threshold in thecookingandfood topic, and both the IM and SA overcome
this threshold when talking about ttiavel topic. With regard to participants
in the groups with no experience abroad, partidggpdrom the AH group
only overcome 2 syllables per second when they |dpvéhe family
descriptiontopic and the one gflans for the future.Finally, the AH group
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does not show too much variability (between 2.13tFe fears topic and
2.55 for thetravel one).

Table 3. Percentage of the difference betweenratstest and slowest turn
AH, AH, IM SA
33.03% 16.50% 17.50% 27.60%

Table 3 reports the percentage of the differentcedmn the fastest
and slowest mean rate of speech for the slowesfamtelst topic for each of
the learner groups. As the table indicates, the ¢waups that show the
largest difference in rate of speech between tamieshe AH (33.03%) and
the SA (27.60%). Bear in mind that the Aghd the SA were taking the
same introductory class at the University and thly difference between
these learners is that the SA learners had spergemester abroad

Figure 1 shows the group means for rate of speechhé twelve
topics under analysis. In order to plot these tmpicfirst included the
response of the AfHgroup in an ascending order, from the slowest t(ipBc,
five million dollarg to the fastest topic (i.eplans for the future Next, the
results for each topic for the remaining three geowere plotted in this
fixed order. As can be observed from the data aigd in Figure 1, a
number of topics such d&/e million dollarsare found among the topics
developed within the slowest turns for all groupgher topics such dsavel
appear among the topics that are developed withenfastest turns. The
underlying reason why topics influence rate of spewill require further
research. Using Figure 1 as a landmark, | will eeon the line of the AH
group as a point of reference for faster and sldegics. Topics with which
learners were faster (e.g., those at the left anfdigure 1) show the larger
number of turns. Moreover, six topics that prompiedre turns are also
among the fastest ones. Learners used between 8 tmds to develop the
plans for the futurgranked fastest in Figure 1), between 5 and 8stfion
thefamily descriptionranked 2 fastest turn in Figure 1), between 5 and 12
turns totravel (ranked & fastest in Figure 1), between 5 and 12 turns for
university life(ranked & in Figure 1), between 15 and 27 turnsgersonal
description(ranked 8 fastest in Figure 1), and between 6 and 14 tusns f
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politics (ranked ¥ fastest in Figure 1). Although the correspondesasot
exact, topics that prompted more than five turnsigerner group were also
among the fastest ongs.

In order to obtain a better understanding of thuegta, two statistical
procedures were run. For the current analysisdépgendent variable was
rate of speech, and the two independent variabkre roup and Topic.
Descriptive statistics for these variables andraridal statistical analyses
are provided below.

Figure 1. Group mean rate of speech per topic

Group mean rateof speech for 12topics
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A Mixed Model is a statistical procedure that amely the
relationship between groups and topics with respecate of speechThe
type Il of fixed effects provided by the Mixed Meld showed three
statistically significant results that can shedign the tendencies that the

ELIA 82008, pp. 117-150



The effect of topic on rate of speech 137

participants share with regard to the rate of dpéeovhich the topics are
developed.

In terms of results, the Mixed Model showed thatraging across
topic, there is a significant difference in thepasse among the four groups
(F(3,16)=3.89p=.029). Second, averaging across all groups, tisea¢so a
highly significant difference in rate of speech amgaopics (F(11,16)=10.54,
p<.001). Third, there is also a significant inteiactbetween Group and
Topic (F(33,16)=3.20p=.008), which means that the differences in rate of
speech between groups depends on the topic distusse

5. Discussion

The first portion of this analysis examined thegem of the rate of speech
measurement for each group of learners (Tablenlgoparison to Garcia-
Amaya (forthcoming), who analyzed the 15 longesidof the interview for
his 25 participants (20 Spanish L2 learners andafive speakers), the
current investigation presents a different analjrsi$ was necessary in order
to analyze the effect of topic. In the current gtud was necessary to
analyze a larger amount of turns for each partitipggEince as was previously
mentioned, responses to some topics spanned nameotie turn. Also, the
goal was to include data for the twelve topics tgpeared in the twenty
interviews, implying that the turns analyzed hesrewnot necessarily the 15
fastest turns produced by each speaker. The cuapgmbach has shown that
learners from four learning contexts (AHAH,, IM, and SA) can produce
turns with the same rate of speech. For exampéed#ta in Table 1 shows
that all learner groups have strikingly similareraf speech ranges (from ~.6
to ~4.2). The IM group, however, demonstrated ghtlly higher range, from
1.1 to 4.9. Looking at the data from Table 2, whieports mean rate of
speech for all groups for turns relating to theidspanalyzed here, a
somewhat different pattern can be observed. Theres observed that
learners with experience abroad (IM & SA) providgher ranges than
learners without experience abroad (A&1AH,). For example, the IM and
SA learners are those that exceed the 3 syllalelesqrond threshold.
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Keep in mind that another research goal of thigstigation was to
understand the impact of topic effect on fluencyaswuges on four groups of
L2 Spanish learners. In order to determine the texaitire of topic effect in
the learner data, a Mixed Model was run, which éeldetermine the nature
of topic effect in learner production. The statali analysis showed a
significant difference in rate of speech amongfthe groups for the topics
used (F(3,16)=3.8%=.029). This result indicates that significant eifnces
in speech rate exist across the four learner groms second result showed
that averaging across all groups, there was ayhgghificant difference in
speech rate among topics (F(11,16)=10@4001). The third result showed
that there was a significant interaction betweenfittors Group and Topic
(F(33,16)=3.20p=.008), implying that not all groups of learnergak about
the twelve topics with comparable rates of speech.

Although a given topic should ideally have the saffect on rate of
speech for all groups, it can be observed thatwiais not the case for the
data analyzed here. That is, while we would expeetdifference in the
mean rate of speech of each group to be a funofigmoficiency (i.e., that
more advanced groups should speak at a fastefatate given topic), the
results extracted from the current data set sh@wopposite. Specifically,
group speech rate means were a function of topiaduition to level of
proficiency.This type of variability associated with topic effdvas not been
addressed in previous studies of fluenSuch results demonstrate that in
order to account for fluency measures, one mustrenthat the topic of
conversation is controlled.

These results also show that it is insufficientmeasure small
samples of speech, as has been the practice irestsigch as Freed et al.
2004 and Segalowitz & Freed, 2004, who measuredniim and two 2-
minute recording samples respectively. Since thidggaants of the current
study produced their most complex turns (i.e., nveoeds and more time) in
different moments of the interview, it is reasoratd believe that previous
studies on fluency that have accounted for ratespeéch in different levels
of proficiency may have missed the effects thaictbpd on oral production.
Another focus of this study was to analyze the ichjpd context of learning
on L2 fluency. As Derwing et al. (2004) mentiorhétrelationship between
exposure to the L2 and fluency is complex” (66M)erk is little doubt that
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the results obtained from the current study supthistclaim. While there is

certain parallelism between the two groups withesigmce abroad (SA &

IM), regarding the mean rate of speech with whiuh participants develop
each topic, the sharpest differences occurred enpérformances of these
two groups that studied overseas (IM & SA).

With regard to the pedagogical implications of duerent findings,
it can be said that any approach to L2 teachind,empecially the teaching
of fluency, could benefit from these findings. Tfiedings of the current
study imply that it is necessary for learners toerege exposure to and
elaborate on a variety of topics in the classrodhis is in line with studies
which have approached fluency as a skill that canalbight and improved
within a teaching methodology (e.g., Nation, 198&0d 2001). In Nation’s
(1989) model, for example, learners prepare a foiaute talk, but in the
end they are only given between two or three mitdedeliver the talk. In
his experiment, Nation found that in all cases pkder one, the rate of
speech increased while the number of hesitatiepgtitions, and false starts
diminished. Wood’'s (2001) model of fluency is basmd the automatic
processing and retrieval of formulaic language auimitoral production. By
combining automatization, creative construction &rdhulaic competence,
Wood develops a model to improve L2 fluency thatludes a series of
activities such as 4/3/2 (based on Nation's (198®%)del), shadowing,
mingle jigsaw, and production tasks. The latter, dgample, consists of
talking spontaneously about a random topic in dyAfter this dialogue, the
rest of the group is expected to comment on thelymtion, the speed of
delivery, pauses and hesitations, and other clarstits of the production.

Certainly, models such as those developed by Ngtl®89) and
Wood (2001) could benefit from the findings of tpeesent study. The
current results have shown that not all learneugsgnor individuals) speak
about a given topic with the same rate of speecbmRhe standpoint of
foreign language methodology, this implies thatdstis should be
motivated to speak about a wide range of topictheg interact with peers
and with instructors. Otherwise, there may be a bavards one or another
topic of discussion within a given level of insttioa (e.g., family). Future
research on the improvement of fluency needs tisdevway of integrating
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a wide range of topics into the foreign languageassioom. So far, the
aforementioned models have failed to take this aumount.

6. Conclusions and Future Directions

The results of the current analysis have shownttpt effect is of crucial
importance not only for speech rate, but also ims$eof the total amount of
speech produced. It has been shown in speech sangien from four
groups of L2 Spanish learners with different leagribackgrounds, there is a
topic effect on learners’ rate of speech. AlthoadjHearner groups present
significant differences for rate of speech andtalics present significant
differences as well, there is a significant intéat between Group and
Topic, implying that not all groups of learners ab@&bout the twelve topics
that were analyzed with comparable rates of speElebse findings show
that previous psycholinguistic accounts of fluenmay have missed
important differences in learner groups and actogies by measuring small
speech samples and by not addressing the impach thiaen topic has on
learner production. Thus, the methodology advocatede, in which
numerous turns and longer time intervals of speeehanalyzed, provides a
more comprehensive view of the combination of fexctbat contribute to L2
fluency. These findings are intended to motivatén lpsycholinguists and L2
researchers to develop new methodologies for theldement of fluency
where the topics available to the learners arercthed! for both familiarity
and complexity.

In terms of future research, follow-up projects Wblbenefit from an
analysis of the syntactic/grammatical complexitylemying the full set of
speech samples that were analyzed here. What retaabe learned is what
syntactic structures or how filled pauses (e.g.,aéim, eh, ehm, mhm, etc.)
affect the planning process in oral production.tlyast is yet to be fully
ascertained which learner level benefits the meostmfa SA or IM
experience as well as what motivational aspects@ressary to obtain gains
from a SA program. It has been shown here that Ikheparticipants
maintained somewhat faster rates of speech thaisghearticipants. The
difference was not especially robust, so futureknoould benefit from a
more detailed comparison of these two learner group
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Notes

! In this study, | adopt Levinson’s (1983) definitiof a turn: “a turn is a time during
which a single participant speaks, within a typicaiderly arrangement in which
participants speak with minimal overlap and gapveen them” (295-296).

2 One female mentioned that in addition to Englisthe also considered Urdu and
Panjabi as L1s.

% Most of the words used by the L2 learners wereliEingliscourse markers (also
known as lexical fillers)like, you knowgtc. Garcia-Amaya (2006) proposed that
advanced L2 learners of Spanish use Spanish dseonarkers as a strategy to gain
oral fluency. Future research should address the obthese structures both in
English and Spanish in the oral speech of the atnlers in this study.

* Those turns that were not related to topics (rabttiem were used to interact with
the interviewer) were not considered in this aralyBvidently, these turns represent
another type of oral production, and future redeafwould address this other aspect
of learners’ oral fluency.

> All topics that were not developed at least in e by all twenty participants in
all learner groups (e.g., AFAH, IM, SA) were discarded from the study.

ELIA 8, 2008, pp. 117-150



142 L. Garcia-Amaya

® First, a 2-way ANOVA was performed but subsequeabiandoned as the test for
sphericity was strongly rejectegp=.004). Next, it was necessary to find a better
fitting model for this type of data that includesly4 groups with multiple repeated
measures of rate of speech, and a Mixed Model wasen as it is more flexible in
how it adjusts for the correlation within subject.

” Another unexpected finding pertains to the faeit tmost topics that prompted a
higher number of turns also resulted on higherniye Although a more thorough
analysis should be devoted to this aspect by fidtudies, it is plausible to surmise
that frequency of occurrence of these topics isstiaom setting (e.gplans for the
future), along with the grammar and/or vocabulary might be of the underlying
reasons to explain both the higher level of flueand the multi-turn development.
Perhapdive million dollarstopic was among the slowest turns for all leagreups
because of the hypothetical setting that it entaisswell as the need to use yet-to-
be-attained constructions such as the subjunatiee This interpretation is certainly
speculative, and a more qualitative approach teetliata will be needed in order to
clarify these assumptions.
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Appendix

Table 4. Language experience

Group Participant i )
classroom instruction

Years of pre-University ~ Semesters of Universi%Ionths spent abroad

classroom instruction

John
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3

Average 4.
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