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Abstract

The present study investigated repair fluency, one of the three main aspects of
fluency in Skehan’s model (2003; 2009), across different proficiency levels
using the giver test-taker data in a speaking test. There are three main aspects of
fluency in the model: Speed fluency, breakdown fluency, and repair fluency. To
date, there is no research aiming to measure the speech fluency of foreign
Persian test takers. Therefore, this study sought to achieve an appropriate rating
scale for speech fluency. The study, in particular, has examined some parts of
the repair fluency construct in the mentioned model, specifically repetition and
false starts, and attempted to determine the extent to which repetitions and false
starts varied across different Persian proficiency levels of foreign Persian test-
takers. This study transcribed, rated, and labeled repetitions and false starts of
23 foreign Persian language learners taking a speaking test. The spoken data
were classified into four proficiency levels according to the Persian Teaching
Standard Reference (PTSR), namely pre-intermediate, intermediate, upper-
intermediate, and advanced. The duration of recordings was 44 minutes in total
(11 minutes for each level). The results were analyzed, using the Kruskal-Wallis
test, and revealed that false starts and repetitions did not make a distinction
across Persian proficiency levels. The findings imply that raters and rating scale
designers do not need to consider repetitions and false starts for identifying or
describing different Persian proficiency levels.
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1. Introduction
For most people, knowing a language is synonymous with the ability to
speak that language. The reason for this may be that speaking is the
most visible and evident manifestation of linguistic proficiency. Spoken
language has gained a higher position in linguistic sciences in the 21st
century to the extent that it has become intertwined with the term
“language” in applied linguistics and broader research domains
(Hughes, 2011, p. 5). It is worth noting that in terms of speech fluency
in Persian as a first language, and in general, research has mostly been
done in the fields of cognitive sciences, medicine, education, and
rehabilitation. The present research can fill a small part of the existing
gap in providing the necessary materials for the development of
assessment scales. With the findings of this research (and other data-
driven and corpus-based studies that scientifically examine and
measure the influential components of speech assessment), one can
hope for more fair and objective judgments of the speech performance
of Persian language learners. In particular, conducting this research is a
step toward developing a reliable assessment scale, and its absence, at
least in two cases, namely placement tests and proficiency tests can lead
to incorrect and problematic decision-making. Erroneous decisions in
these two cases (especially the latter) can cause confusion and distrust
among test-takers and other stakeholders, and ultimately even damage
the reputation of the test, undermining the credibility of the test and its
administrators.

Research Questions

Pursuing the research objectives, the following research questions were

raised in this study.

1. To what extent does false start change among Persian language
examinees at different proficiency levels?

2. To what extent does the frequency of incomplete and complete
repetitions (including repetition of sentences, phrases, and words)
change among Persian language examinees at different proficiency
levels?

2. Literature Review

In this section, several important definitions of speech fluency in a
second language are presented. As can be guessed, different aspects
have been adopted so far to describe this speech component. For
example, some definitions have been influenced by definitions of



Estajietal. | 71

fluency in the first language; some have had a holistic and categorical
view, while others have had an analytical view. Evidently, there are also
overlaps among these definitions. Fillmore’s (1979) definition of this
element, although focusing on speech fluency in the first language, is
considered one of the groundbreaking perspectives on speech fluency,
according to Tavakoli and Wright (2020). In fact, this holistic view of
fluency formed the basis for definitions that were later presented in the
1980s regarding speech fluency in a second language (Tavakoli &
Wright, 2020). In this view (Fillmore, 1979), one “type” of fluency is
the ability to speak for a long time with fewer pauses and fill the time
with speech. Someone equipped with this type of fluency does not have
to pause frequently to think about what they want to say or how to
express it. One of the best examples of this type of fluency can be found
among sports commentators.

The second type of fluency is the ability to speak in a continuous,
logical, and deeply meaningful way. The most important component of
this ability is mastery of the semantics and syntax of the language.
Individuals with this ability do not need to fill their speech with a large
amount of meaningless content. The third type of fluency is the ability
to use the appropriate words in a range of contexts. Someone who is
fluent in this regard always uses the most appropriate content and has
no linguistic problems in different conversational contexts. In contrast,
someone who is not fluent in this regard may feel completely
comfortable in familiar and informal contexts, but becomes silent in the
presence of strangers or when faced with an unexpected crisis in human
interaction.

The fourth type of fluency is the ability to be creative and
imaginative in language use, expressing ideas in novel ways, making
jokes, playing with the sounds of words regardless of their meaning,
changing style, creating and using metaphors, among others. The
impression the listener has of such a speaker is that they quickly edit
what they are stating, and are able to quickly consider a very diverse
range of alternative methods in response to a situation and choose the
one that seems the most impressive and masterful. Therefore, a truly
proficient language user is someone who possesses all four of the
mentioned skills.

Lennon (1990) presented two concepts of fluency: A macro concept
and a micro concept. In his macro concept, he considers fluency as “an
umbrella term for oral proficiency” (p. 389). In his micro concept, he
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regards fluency as “a component, possibly separable, of oral
proficiency” (p. 389), alongside accuracy, coherence, appropriateness,
pronunciation, lexical resource, and the like.

The most comprehensive classification of the definitions presented
regarding fluency and its different dimensions belongs to Tavakoli and
Hunter (2018). Based on the quantitative and qualitative data obtained
from 84 second language teachers in England, they concluded that there
are four approaches to fluency among them: One very broad approach
that defines fluency in terms of mastery and general proficiency;
another broad approach that equates fluency with the ability to speak a
second language; a narrow approach in which fluency is synonymous
with ease, smoothness, and continuity, and is distinct from accuracy and
complexity; and finally, a very narrow approach with three aspects of
speed, breakdown, and repair. This last approach is the basis for
conducting this research, and there were two reasons for choosing it:
One is that this is the most detailed approach among the four mentioned
approaches, and the other is that this approach has an objective and
empirical view of fluency and enumerates components that are all
scientifically and empirically measurable.

The variables calculated in each type of fluency have a considerable
diversity. The present research only focuses on repair fluency, the most
common variables of which are self-repair, false start, and incomplete
and complete repetition (of words, phrases, and sentences). Self-repair
refers to the learner’s correction of their own linguistic errors in
pronunciation, grammar, word choice, and the like (Pishghadam et al.,
2011, as cited in Sultana, 2009; Pishghadam et al., 2011, as cited in
Lam, 2006). In the present research, whenever the Persian language
learner noticed their own mistake and immediately corrected it, it was
considered one instance of self-repair.

In false start, the individual starts their utterance and then, as if a new
idea has occurred to them, suddenly stops it before it is completed and
begins a new utterance (Fox Tree, 1995; Institute of Phonetics and
Speech Processing, n.d., paragraph 1). The terms “false start” and
“restarting” are used to refer to the unfinished information and the new
information, respectively (Fox Tree, 1995). In this research, whenever
the Persian language learner started an utterance and then suddenly
stopped it before it was completed and began a new and different or
unrelated utterance, it was considered one instance of false start.
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Repetition here does not have a significantly different meaning and
definition compared to the general definition, and it is more or less the
same as what we all know. This term refers to the immediate and
repeated saying of words or phrases (Houston, 2016; Skehan et al.,
2016). The only thing to keep in mind is that the Persian language
learner sometimes repeats their utterance incompletely and sometimes
completely. It should be noted that the present research examines the
two variables of false start and repetition among these three variables.

Considering its goal and questions, this research has chosen the most
common measurable components in the repair fluency, namely
incomplete and complete repetition of words, phrases, and sentences,
and false start, based on Tavakoli and Wright (2020), to be measured.
This research aimed to implement the oral data of the examiner-
examinee in test conditions, label them, and measure one of the three
broad aspects of fluency, i.e., repair, and its constituent components at
different levels. In this way, it can provide a small part of the ideal scale
mentioned earlier for evaluating Persian learners’ speech. Accordingly,
the ultimate goal of this research and similar studies that each complete
a piece of this puzzle is to facilitate the process of examining the speech
fluency of foreign Persian learners and make the decisions based on test
results as fair as possible.

3. Methodology

In this research, the speech of 23 Persian language learners was
examined using the Saadi Foundation’s speaking assessment scale. At
this stage, the speeches were selected in which the researchers had the
highest confidence about the language level; that is, they reached a
conclusion about the level of proficiency with much greater confidence.
Of the total 23 examined speeches, 8 were placed at the pre-
intermediate level, 6 at the intermediate level, 6 at the upper-
intermediate level, and 3 at the advanced level. The duration of the
speeches at each level was 11 minutes, totaling 44 minutes. Three of
these speeches were recorded during an in-person exam, and 20 were
recorded during an online exam. As for their gender, 8 of the examinees
were male, and 15 were female.

After determining the levels, all speeches were transcribed with all
details (including repeated and incomplete words, errors, and fillers)
and included in the Saadi Foundation’s international corpus along with
the metadata. To answer the questions, 7 fluency labels were applied to
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the recorded speeches after defining them in the Saadi Foundation’s
international corpus. These labels were derived from Tavakoli and
Wright (2020). One label was for false start, and 6 labels were for
different types of repetition.

1. False start
Incomplete word repetition
Incomplete phrase repetition
Incomplete sentence repetition
Complete word repetition
Complete phrase repetition
Complete sentence repetition

The Saadi Foundation’s speaking test and speaking assessment scale
were the instruments of this research. The Saadi Foundation’s speaking
test contained questions about global and lived human experiences,
such as music, family, human relationships, education, holidays, sports,
books and reading, history, vehicles, traffic, food, movies, parties, gifts,
television, travel, and the like, and therefore, only measured the general
language proficiency of Persian language learners. In this test, the
speech performance of the Persian language learners was examined
based on the Saadi Foundation’s assessment scale, which considers four
aspects of speech as follows:

1. Fluency and cohesion

2. Lexical resource

3. Grammatical accuracy and complexity

4. Pronunciation

Each of these four components was assigned a level from 1 to 7
based on the Saadi Foundation’s speaking assessment scale, and the
average of the four criteria, rounded down, was considered the
individual’s level in the speaking test.

Nogakown

4. Conclusion

This research aimed to measure a part of the repair fluency construct as
one of the three aspects of the speech fluency model (Skehan, 2003;
2009), which considers fluency to have three aspects: Speed,
breakdown, and repair. Examining the speech of 23 Persian language
learners at four levels - pre-intermediate, intermediate, upper-
intermediate, and advanced - from this perspective, showed that none
of the seven repair fluency variables considered in this research, namely
false start, incomplete word repetition, incomplete phrase repetition,
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incomplete sentence repetition, complete word repetition, complete
phrase repetition, and complete sentence repetition, could differentiate
the levels of Persian language proficiency. Although in two of them
(false start and complete word repetition) a significant frequency
difference was observed between the first two levels on the one hand
and the second two levels on the other. Overall, based on the Kruskal-
Wallis test result, the difference in these variables among the individual
levels was not significant.

This finding is useful for at least two groups of Persian language
education practitioners. One is for those who, due to their activity in
this field, occasionally need to evaluate (proficiency level) the speech
of Persian language learners. These individuals do not need to pay
attention to the extent to which the examinee makes false start or repeats
words and sentences in their evaluation. The second is for groups or
organizations that intend to develop a speaking assessment scale. These
groups or organizations can create a scale regardless of the variables
examined in this research and look for other variables that can
differentiate the proficiency levels.

This research, like many others, had limitations. The most significant
limitation of this research was the lack of a suitable assessment scale
for determining or assessing oral proficiency. In particular, this research
was a step toward developing a reliable assessment scale. To reduce the
effect of this limitation, only the speeches with the least uncertainty
about the assessment result were selected. Another limitation of this
research was that not even a similar research sample had been
conducted on foreign Persian learners, so that researchers could refer to
it and gain a clearer understanding of what they should do in the
research process. Even the number of similar foreign studies to the
present research was few, making it more difficult for researchers.
Although the few existing studies had considerable similarities with this
research in terms of data collection conditions and the linguistic and
national diversity of the examinees, only a part of them was devoted to
repetition and false start. Finally, it is suggested that the variables of
this research be measured in other research conditions, such as in non-
test conditions, with the same test questions (e.g., only asking about
traffic from the examinees), controlling variables such as nationality,
gender, and age, with a longer speech duration per level, and with a
different assessment scale.
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. pause

. repair

. self-correction
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14. continuity
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