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Introduction

Speech disfluencies, referred to in this thesis as hesitation phenomena, such as filled and
unfilled pauses, false starts, repetitions or filler words among others, are natural
occurrences in spontaneous speech. It is impossible to fully omit such phenomena without
sounding artificial or rehearsed. In basic interpreter training, students are taught to
actively avoid such utterings for the sake of fluency and accurate information transfer
into the target language. The act of simultaneous interpreting encompasses a wide range
of processes, such as listening, understanding, reformulating and self-monitoring. All of
these have to be performed within a limited time frame, oftentimes even overlapping, and
thus can be highly mentally taxing. Due to this, a complete deletion of hesitations is
difficult to achieve.

In the theoretical part of this thesis, I pay attention to past research on hesitation
phenomena in spontaneous speech. Many scholars from different fields have scrutinized
them and thus adopted a slightly different terminology. I provide categories for the most
commonly occurring phenomena as suggested by Rose (1998) and other authors, working
with the data acquired from the speeches of interpreters in the European Parliament,
which is the main subject of the practical part. A chapter of the theoretical part describes
the process of simultaneous interpreting, looking closely at the underlying mental
processes with the help of Gile’s Efforts Models and various interpreting strategies,
looking at how those might tie into the production of hesitations. I also comment on the
possible pragmatic role of hesitation markers in signalling an upcoming delay in speech
as suggested by Clark and Fox Tree (2002), and whether they should be considered non-
linguistic elements or words on their own.

In the practical part, I examine speeches of Czech simultaneous interpreters in the
European Parliament. I inspect individual hesitation phenomena, mainly focusing on
fillers, with close attention to their place of occurrence within a sentence as well as
looking at the surrounding speech environment and giving factors that might be involved
in their production (for example dealing with the tempo of the original speech, difficult
terminology, reformulation or omissions of certain pieces of information and others).
Influence of the original speech will also be considered.

The goal of this thesis is to put together a comprehensive overview of past research

done on the topic of hesitation phenomena. It works with the premise that speech of



simultaneous interpreters is mostly spontaneous, with the interpreting itself taking place
“online”, without prior preparation. It aims to show that some underlying factors for the

dispersion of hesitations can be found.



1 Hesitation phenomena

Every communication aims to be as fluent as possible — to retain the greatest amount of
information and to be clearly understandable to the listener. Flawless conversations are
often presented to us by the media, done by professional public speakers. In this setting,
we scarcely encounter imperfect speech that would be comparable to how we talk every
day, and elements such as um and uh are often considered undesirable and with a
“disagreeable status” (Fox Tree 2001, 320).

We are aware of a so-called “ideal delivery” when speaking, defined by Clark
(2006, 245) as “a single action with no suspensions — no silent pauses, no fillers, no
repeats, no self-corrections, no delays except for those required by the syntax of the
sentence.” Kosmala and Morgenstern (2018, 2), however, note that “speech disfluency is
an inherent human phenomenon as speakers typically do not know in advance what they
are going to say and how they are going to say it.” O’Connell and Kowal (2005, 557)
agree with this notion and add that speaking cannot occur in an ideal continuous flow due

to these reasons:

(1) Every speaker must breathe, and breathing inevitably disrupts the flow of
speech. (2) The capacity of listeners to understand is limited by the density of
speech per time unit; intelligibility is diminished by failure to interrupt
speech. (3) Language is reductively dialogical; listeners turn into speakers

and speakers in turn into listeners. Turn-taking disallows continuity. (...)

This implies that disfluent features, although generally perceived as redundant elements,
are a natural part of spontaneous speech. Many authors have thus decided to investigate
them through both descriptive (e.g. Maclay and Osgood 1959) as well as experimental
(e.g. Goldman-Eisler 1961) types of research.

What does it mean to hesitate in speech? Lickley (2015, 21) answers this question

in simple terms:

Hesitation usually involves the temporary suspension of flowing speech. It
may be achieved by stopping altogether and remaining silent for a moment,
by prolonging a syllable, by producing a filled pause or a lexical filler, or by

repeating the onset of the current phrase. It may also be achieved overtly in a
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phrase openly expressing the speaker’s uncertainty. Combinations of these

phenomena are normal.

In this description, we can already recognize some individual categories of hesitation
phenomena (HP) that will be described in the Typology section. Rose (1998) also remarks
that HP slow down the transmission of lexicalized information, and Gosy (2007, 93) adds
that these elements “do not add propositional content to an utterance.” Fox Tree (1995)
gives a figure of approximately 5 of every 100 words being influenced by some type of
disfluency, and Volin (2016, 54) recorded that in the Czech language, these sounds
account for 20 to 30% of the overall speaking time.

The topic of speech disfluencies (SD) is relevant to a wide range of disciplines,
for example medicine (studies on aphasiac patients or children with developmental issues,
e.g. Quirting 2019), psychology and psycholinguistics (e.g. Mahl 1956) or speech
recognition software and artificial intelligence (e.g. O’Shaughnessy 1993). Naturally, the
more authors pay attention to SD, the more varied the terminology, descriptions,
definitions and typology are, as Boughaba (2021, 16) states: “there is a lack of consensus
over the definition of speech disfluencies since scholars have examined the phenomenon
in different disciplines and from different perspectives.” Additionally, Shriberg (1994,
11) mentions a number of terms that have been used for the same phenomenon:
“disfluencies, (self)repairs, (self)corrections, reformulations, restarts, edits, and
hesitations,” with some of those terms used as cover terms and others only as names for
subordinate categories. In this thesis, I will be using the term “hesitation phenomena”
(HP) as an umbrella term encompassing different categories that are elaborated on in
Chapter 1.1, and this term will be used interchangeably with “speech disfluencies,” (SD)

describing the same hypernym.
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1.1 Typology

As has already been mentioned, different authors use different categorizations for
individual disfluencies and hesitations. Shriberg (1994, 9) goes as far as to say that “it is
probably not an exaggeration to say that there are as many different classification systems
as there are studies involving classification.” Most authors deal with a narrow set of HMs
according to the data they are examining, and those are put into general categories. To
give an example of such categories, let me mention several authors; Boonsuk et al. (2019)
work with filled pauses, small words, and repeats. Wiese (1984), aside from filled pauses,
also works with repetitions and corrections. Maclay and Osgood (1959) define four types
of hesitations: repeats, false starts, filled pauses and unfilled pauses. Mahl (1956), instead
of a filled pause, marks an “ah”, and his other categories include sentence correction and
incompletion, repetition, stutter, intruding incoherent sound, which is also similar to a
filled pause, tongue-slip, and omission, which could be called an unfilled pause (silence).
Jean E. Fox Tree, a prominent name in the study of collateral signals in spontaneous
speech, works with several types of HMs throughout her work: “uh” and “um” (Fox Tree
2001; Clark and Fox Tree 2002), false starts and repetitions (1995) or discourse markers
such as well, I mean and oh (1999). And the last example is Hieke’s (1981) unique view

2

on taxonomy of hesitations, listing two superordinate groups: “stalls,” which include
silent pauses, filled pauses, prospective repeats and syllabic prolongations, and “repair,”
which encompasses false starts, retrospective repeats or bridging.

Some of the above-mentioned categories overlap and are commonly encountered,
some are unique and used more sparsely. In my opinion, the most comprehensive yet
easily understandable system of typology has been summarized by Rose (1998) in his
Master’s thesis The Communicative Value of Filled Pauses in Spontaneous Speech. This
classification most closely reflects the findings in my own dataset as well, therefore I

have decided to introduce these groups because I will be working with them further in the

practical part. Rose identifies the following categories:

1.1.1 False starts

In beginning their utterance, if the speaker says a few words and then stops themselves

mid-sentence, it is considered a false start. Maclay and Osgood (1959, 24) consider false
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starts to be “all incomplete or self-interrupted utterances.” Rose (1998, 9) gives this

example (note that the transcriptions used by Rose are simplified in this work):

(1) (...)lightning has not struck me yet // as far as what I finally want
to do or what I’m really capable of doing ... // er ... we’ll see //
[I still have] I’m twenty seven now // so I still have a few years

to figure out some things (...)

The first attempt at lexicalizing the thought is discarded: / still have. This is then followed
by I'm twenty seven now which could be called a “fresh start” (Fox Tree 1995). Maclay
and Osgood (1959) also differentiate between a “retraced false start” and “non-retraced
false start,” according to whether the speaker “backed up in an attempt to correct one of
the words he had already used,” as in / saw a very big // a very small boy. In (1), the false
start is retraced to some degree in the next sentence: so [ still have a few years (...), but
this retraction does not immediately follow the false start. Rose (1998) also notes that FS
can be followed either by a revised attempt at lexicalizing them correctly, such is the case
in the example (1), or abandoned altogether, thus, if it occurs in a dialogue, releasing the
conversational turn.

An example of a false start from my dataset is as follows:

(2) (...) vyznat v aktivech které drzi jiné nez americké instituce //
[myslim Ze na$*] muZzeme Fici ze naStésti jsme nevidéli az

takovou destrukci tady v Evropé (...)! (_18282000)

The interpreter starts the segment myslim Ze na$- with the intended nastésti half-
articulated. This word is then used in the next part: miiZeme Fici Ze nastésti. False starts,
as the name suggests, occur only at the start of utterances, and by that characteristic are

different from self-corrections.

! Interpreted from the source speech: “One thing we can be thankful for in Europe is we have not seen the
same scale of destruction as has happened in the United States.” No variation of “I think that” (mys/im, Ze)
can be found in the original.
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1.1.2  Repeats

Maclay and Osgood (1959, 24) define repeats as “all repetitions, of any length, that were
judged to be non-significant semantically” and that they “can vary from a single phoneme
to an extended stretch that could, theoretically, be of any length.” They note an important
distinction between two types of repetition; the first one changes the meaning of the
sentence, as in very very big boy, with the repeated very serving as an intensifier, thus
describing the boy as huge. The second case of repetition does not have any impact on
the meaning, as in I I saw a very big boy, which can be taken for a marker of hesitation.
Lickley (2015) notes that repetitions also occur normally in fluent, non-hesitant speech.
What distinguishes hesitant and “non-hesitant” repetitions is their prosody and
subsequent presence of another hesitation device, most often silent pauses or
prolongations (lenghtenings).

Boonsuk et al. (2019, 138) come with a similar and simple definition of
“immediate repetition of a sequence of one or more words,” and Wiese (1984, 18)
mentions repetitions as “the unchanged re-occurrence of some substring of an utterance.”
Rose describes repeats as lexical items that are said again, but also that occur mid-

sentence, distinguishing them from restarts. This is the example Rose gives (1998, 10):

(3) (...) I just think of always getting the [best possible] best
possible results with my students (...)

In my example of a repetition, only one word is repeated in each instance:

(4) (...) predevsim musim zduraznit skuteCnost Ze tento organ je
nastrojem nikoli= nikoli cilem protoze ten orgén neni nicim
jinym nez nastrojem= nastrojem ktery ma zlep§it regulatorni

konzistentnost (...)* (_16061000)

Hieke (1981) gives two types of repetitions: prospective and retrospective. Prospective

repeats are anticipatory. They are linked to the planning process and serve as means to

2 Interpreted from the source speech: “But above all, I must stress the fact that the body is a means to an
end and not the end in itself. The body is nothing more than an instrument in order to improve regulatory
consistency.”
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gain time in the search for proper lexical items. Retrospective repeats “perform primarily
a bridging function to prior speech segments which have become separated from the rest
through intervening time (due to pauses and other hesitations)” (Hieke 1981, 152). In the
case of my example, the first repetition nikoli= nikoli would be an instance of a
retrospective repeat, since there is a short silent pause in-between them. This also
conforms to the need of the interpreter to pause and listen to the original speaker, in order

to successfully continue the interpretation.

1.1.3 Restarts

Oftentimes, authors group restarts under more general categories, such as repetitions or
aforementioned false starts, as is the case of O’Shaughnessy (1993), who uses the terms
fresh start and restart interchangeably. Rose (1998) lists it separately but his entry on this
category is short. Restart is a simple case of hesitation in which the speaker begins their
utterance, then stops themselves in the middle of it, returns to the beginning and iterates
the same words again. Restarts are similar to fresh starts since both of these phenomena
occur at the beginning of utterances, and another similarity can be drawn between restarts
and repetitions because both use the same information again.

Rose (1998, 10) provides this example:

(5) (...) but yeah [my first r-] my first reaction to that erm was a

reaction to myself (...)

Observing restarts in my dataset proved to be a difficult task. Most of such phenomena
are a cross between self-corrections, false starts and repetitions. In the case of interpreting,
the beginning of utterances and sentence boundaries are not always clear due to the rapid
simultaneous mode. Because of the rarity of this category, I have decided not to record it,
instead grouping such instances into the three above-mentioned categories according to

their similar characteristics.

1.1.4  Self-corrections

Self-corrections, also called self-repairs (Levelt 1983), happen when the speaker
identifies a mistake in one word or a stretch of words they have uttered, and goes on the

repair the utterance. Rose (1998, 10) describes self-corrections as “utter[ing] one word,
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and then a replacement which is to be understood to constitute a retraction of that word.”

In concordance with this description, he provides this example:

(6) (...)Iteach only the [fifth] five-year olds (...)

I believe such definition to be too narrow; it should not involve only whole word
retractions or replacements. Speakers can stop themselves mid-word, realizing their
mistake and self-correcting it. Fox et al. (2009, 59) use a broader description of self-repair
as “the process by which speakers stop an utterance in progress and then abort, recast or
redo that utterance.” Boughaba (2021, 17) reflects this statement, describing repairs in
similar words as “occur[ing] when the speaker notices that there is an error in his
utterance, and he tries to repair himself before finishing the words or phrases.” An
example of a self-correction from my dataset that is not a retraction of a whole word, but

rather self-correcting while continually speaking, would be this:

(7) (...) evropskéa ekonomika bude potifebovat obrovske instit- @eh
in- @eh: investice v budoucnosti takze bez uvedenych fondu i
soukromych fonda by: se: Evropa jesté¢ pomaleji vzpamatovala

(...)* (18282000)

The interpreter started the utterance with instit- followed by a short filled pause @eh,
attempted to self-correct with in- that was left unfinished, followed by a long filled pause
@eh: (the system of labelling of HMs in this thesis is explained in Chapter 4.1). Finally,
the interpreter arrived at the intended investice. This misplacing likely happened due to
the similarly sounding instituce/investice pair, each, however, having a different meaning.
In the context of European Parliament where both expressions are commonly used, this
substitution is understandable, and this error is likely tied to the word retrieval process.
Levelt (1983, 45) delves deeper into the underlying processes that tie into the

production of self-corrections, as described here:

3 Interpreted from the source speech: “Let me be clear, the EU economy is going to need massive investment
in the time ahead. Without sovereign wealth funds, private equity and alike, Europe’s recovery=recovery
from today’s turmoil would be all the slower.” Note that the speaker makes a repetition, which could be
tied to the interpreter’s lengthening, because she is waiting for the next words to come. The original speaker
also has a strong accent, adding to the difficulty of the interpretation.
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Self-correction in speech results from a complicated interplay of perceptual
and productive processes. In order to make a repair, the speaker must, firstly,
notice some trouble and interrupt his or her flow of speech, and, secondly,
create a new utterance, which takes care of the trouble and its potential

consequences for the listener.

He uses the term “self-repairs” for this hesitation phenomena, and he pays attention to the
creation process of a S-R, dividing it into three phases. In the first phase, the speaker
monitors their own speech and is able to interrupt it when they detect trouble. The second
phase involves a type of hesitation: most commonly pausing, but the speaker can also use
a so-called “editing term.” An editing term is a means of signalling this trouble in speech
production to the listener; it can be a filled pause (e.g. “uh™) or a word (e.g. “sorry,”
“well,” “rather”). The third phase then consists of the repair proper, arriving at the
intended “correct” linguistic element(s).

Apart from the creation process, Levelt (1983, 44) also describes the composition

of a self-repair. As a model sentence, he uses this:

(8) (...) Go from left again to, uh ... from pink again to blue (...)

The first part of this segment is called the “original utterance” (OU). In this example, it
is Go from left again to. In this original utterance, a “trouble spot,” or more technically,
a “reparandum” can be found, in this case, it is the word /eft: the speaker produced this
word erroneously and will shortly attempt to correct it. A repair can start directly at the
reparandum, which is the case in the example (7) from my dataset, or the speaker can
backtrack to an earlier point. After three more syllables (again to), the speaker has
realized this mistake and arrives at a “moment of interruption.” The natural flow of speech
is halted in this instance, and the speaker produces a hesitation, specifically a filled pause
“uh”. This can also be called the aforementioned “editing term.” What comes after this
“editing phase” is the repair proper. In this case, the speaker retraces in the span of one
syllable (firom), which they repeat, and replaces the incorrect /eff with the intended pink,

which Levelt calls “alteration.” The speaker then finishes with pink again to blue, and the
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repair is thus completed. This structure, along with the individual phases of a self-repair,

are best described visually in (9):

moment of
interruption
(n
# original utterance (ou) editing phase repair (R) #
| | 11 |
Go from lefi again to uh.. . , from pink again to biue
/ span of \
reparandum delay d = 3 editing term (ET) retracing s = 1 alteration

(9)  The structure of a self-repair as described by Levelt (1983).

Shriberg (1994) suggests some alterations to this system. According to her, the term
“reparandum” should be used for the entire segment of the OU that is meant to be deleted,
rather than just the one element perceived as “incorrect.” She renames the “moment of
interruption” to “interruption point” which is equivalent to the “cutoff” used by Blackmer
and Mitton (1991). She also notes that the place of the interruption point is only a surface
feature; the actual detection of an erroneous element in the speaker’s mind might have
happened earlier than at this specific point. Shriberg (1994) introduces a novel term, the
“interregnum,” which is the equivalent to the “editing phase” Levelt (1983) uses. She
clarifies that interregnum is a more neutral term, since it “can be used to specify the
temporal region from the end of the reparandum to the onset of the repair even if this
region contains no editing term, and it does not imply an editing function for the speaker”
(Shriberg 1994, 8).

To conclude, Rose (1998) notes that the three preceding categories (repeats,
restarts, self-corrections), if grouped together, can also be generally referred to as only

“repairs,” since the initial “wrong” information is replaced with the “correct” one.

1.1.5 Lengthenings

A lengthening, also called a prolongation (Lickley 2015) or a drawl (Wiese 1984),

happens when the speakers draws out the pronunciation of a word past its normal length.
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This usually occurs at the end of words. Betz and Wagner (2016, 1) point out that
lengthening is a feature that occurs naturally in spoken speech as well, and is “in its
default form a cue for perceiving phrase boundaries.” Therefore, they distinguish this type
from “disfluent lengthening,” which is what this thesis is concerned with, and define it as
“a marked prolongation of one or more phones, resulting in above-average syllable and
word duration” (Betz and Wagner 2016, 1) This is accompanied by an unexpected halting
of speech rate, which in turn evokes disfluency and hesitation. Rose (1998, 10) uses this

example:

(10) (...) well it goes back to: always wanting to be a missionary (...)

To 1s drawn out past its usual length. A colon [:] is placed next to the vowel o to indicate
such instance; this sign is a simplified version of a length mark [:] that is used in phonetics
to indicate vowel length. Another way of marking this phenomenon would be to
transcribe it as f0oooo, but the precise length of the prolongation is not the subject under
study in this thesis.

An example of a lengthening from my dataset is this:

(11) (...)jsme omezeni v tom co muzeme navrhnout a nebo se:
musime vice zamg¢fit na spolupraci s ostatnimi a: to: vytvari

ramec naSeho veskerého konani (...)* (_10324000)

A common instance of lengthening which occurs in English is when #he is pronounced as
thee — the reduced vowel schwa (9) is replaced with non-reduced vowel, in this case (e)

(Fox Tree 1997).

1.1.6 Pauses

Pauses are perhaps the most prominent category of hesitation phenomena and the simplest
in execution. Without being a linguist or a researcher, even an uninformed listener notices

silent, prolonged pauses or their vocalized and lexicalized variants. “The modern pioneer

4 Interpreted from the source speech: “(...) We are at least limited in what we can propose or we have to
work together with the other institutions. And that is what sort of what=what is- what forms the framework
for whatever we do.” The lengthening might be influenced by the original speaker’s false starts and
repetitions of the word “what”.
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of the science of pausology” (Dechert and Raupach 2011) is often credited to be Frieda
Goldman-Eisler with her experimental research on the duration and distribution of pauses
in speech (e.g. 1958).

Pausing occurs in fluent speech as well, most commonly at significant
grammatical points (e.g. after sentences). Goldman-Eisler (1958) set a precedent
regarding the length of a pause that is not hesitation-related. According to her, such pause
is shorter than 250 ms and is usually tied to articulatory adjustments. Many authors adhere
to this set length and use it in their work, recording only pauses longer than 250 ms in
relation to HP (e.g. Boomer 1965, Quirting 2019).

Two groups of pauses are commonly recognized: unfilled/silent pauses and filled
pauses, and this distinction is used by a majority of authors (e.g. Maclay and Osgood
1959, Boomer 1965, Goésy 2007, Lickley 2015). Let me examine both categories

separately.

1.1.6.1 Unfilled pauses

Unfilled pauses, as the name suggests, are periods of silence at points where silence is not
expected to be present, given the prosody of the sentence. The speaker, in their brief
moment of uncertainty in the speech planning process, stops themselves and ponders
silently. Rose (1998) does not state any examples of silent pauses, so I will demonstrate

with two of my own:

(12) (...) konzi- po @eh konzistenci o upozoriiovani téch narodnich
@ehm regulatort podle ¢lanku sedm @_ novy mechanismus

arbitraze v ¢lanku sedm a parlamentu ukazuje Ze (...)° (_16061000)

5 Interpreted from the source speech: (...) to reinforce the article seven consistency procedute for notifying
national market, in which, by the way, the body will play its part. Parliament’s new arbitration mechanism
in the article seven A shows that the Commission and the Parliament (...)” Here, it is clear to see that the
pause the interpreter produces is to mark sentence boundaries, mimicking the original speaker’s pause as
well.
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(13) (...)jakst novou prekdzkou pro konkurenéni boj do budoucna a
mame spoustu dikazl které naznacuji ze prechod @_ tento @eh
@eh pi- prechod @eh m:Gze byt problematickym pro nové @,_

pro @ehm nové investory (...)° (_16061000)

I chose two utterances from the same interpreter in order to see a clear difference. Taking
into account the nature of simultaneous interpreting, the silent pause in (12) could be
considered an “initial pause,” because it occurs in-between grammatical boundaries
(sentences). It should therefore not be considered a hesitation, as Tissi (2000, 113)
explains: “The initial pause, namely the silence before starting with the linguistic task,
was left out [of her analysis], considering that SI requires by definition a certain time-lag
which cannot be considered a non-fluency.” The two silent pauses in (13), however, are
hesitation pauses, given the fact that the following segments are repetitions of what the
speaker said before he resorted to pausing. This is a distinction closely tied to the matter
under scrutiny in this thesis. In normal spontaneous speech, silent hesitant pauses would

be more obvious to the listener.

1.1.6.2 Filled pauses

In comparison to their silent counterpart, filled pauses employ a type of sound to signify
a moment of hesitation, as Boughaba (2021, 17) explains: “Filled pauses occur when the
speaker cannot maintain the flow of speech and introduces sounds such as ‘uh’ and ‘umm’
within his utterance instead of silence.” Maclay and Osgood (1959, 24) list that filled
pauses are “all occurrences of the English hesitation devices [, @, r, 9, m],” of which
schwa [o] is the commonest instance. The devices which fill this type of pauses are
generally referred to as “fillers.” Clark and Fox Tree (2002) are of the opinion that u/
signals a minor delay, whereas um signifies a major delay. Rose (1998, 11) gives these

examples of filled pauses:

¢ Interpreted from the source speech: “(...) must not become a new and enduring bottleneck for competition
in the future. And we have plenty of evidence that the transition to fiber will make the business case for
alternative investors much more difficult.” The interpreter is likely waiting for the rhematic information
that appears at the end of the segment, and in doing so, resorts to omission of several words.
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(14) (...) my cousin’s daughter came down and said [er] princess

diana was in an accident (...)

(15) (...)soit’s hard to say [erm] probably: the: blame lies with many
different people (...)

An example from my dataset that is similar to (13) also shows filled pauses:

(16) (...)<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>