
Japanese Learners' Repetition in 
Conversation in Relation to English 
Proficiency Level 

Hiroe Kobayashi 
Hiroshima University 
Keiko Hirose 
Aichi Prefectural University 

This study of Japanese learners' use of repetition in conversation examined: (1) 
the relation between the frequency of repetition and English language proficiency, 
and (2) the differential use of three major repetition functions: production, repair, 
and interaction. Spoken data from learners at three proficiency levels (N "'18), 
collected during regular class activities, were analyzed using a schema of repetition 
functions developed on the basis of the data collected. The results showed that: 
(1) the frequency of repetition decreased for high proficiency learners, (2) overall, 
learners repeated most frequently for the production process, less for repair, 
and the least for interaction, and (3) the higher groups repeated for the interaction 
process with greater frequency than the lowest group, whereas no significant 
differences were found for the other two processes. The results suggest that 
repetition is a possible L2 strategy for facilitating production as well as for smooth 
conversational interaction. 
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R
epetition is characteristic of spoken discourse; it is commonly 
observed in everyday conversation of both children and adults. 
Given this observation, researchers have tried to explain why 

repetition is pervasive in conversation. Keenan (1974, 1977) examined 
repetition in first language (L1) child-child discourse and described its 
functions. According to her studies, children do not repeat simply to 
imitate, but rather to satisfy specific communicative intents such as greet
ing, querying, answering and confirming. Unlike many psycholinguists 
who viewed repetition as imitation, Keenan (1977) argued that "the 
child is learning to communicate" through repetition (p. 133). 

Tannen (1987a, 1987b), analyzing adult L1 conversation, considered 
repetition as performing four major functions: production, comprehen
sion, connection, and interaction. Repetition usually facilitates the pro
duction of language by enabling a speaker to use ready-made utterances 
or to "set up a paradigm and slot in new information" (Tannen, 1987a, 
p. 581; see also Brown 1977, p. 113 for a similar observation). The 
discourse containing such redundant information, in tum, may benefit 
the interlocutor in comprehending what has just been said. Further, 
repetition performs a referential and tying function, as Halliday and 
Hasan (1976) have described. It also can contribute to managing the 
business of conversation by performing a variety of interactional func
tions such as keeping the floor, showing listenership, providing back
channel responses, and stalling (Tannen, 1987a, p. 583). Tannen argued 
that these functions combined "operate simultaneously to create coher
ence in discourse as it builds on interpersonal involvement" (p. 601). 

Whereas Tannen focused on repetitions in cross-utterances, Maclay 
and Osgood (1959) looked at self-repetitions (or "same-speaker repeti
tions" follOWing Norrick's [1987] terminology) as part of hesitation phe
nomena, which is closely related to language production. They defined 
"repeats" as "all repetitions, of any length, that ... [are] judged to be non
significant semantically" (Maclay & Osgood, 1959, p. 24) and counted 
their frequency in spontaneous adult L1 speech, together with that of 
three other hesitation types (filled and unfilled pauses and false starts). 
They found that repeats involving function words frequently occurred 
prior to lexical words such as nouns and verbs, and concluded that 
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repeats seIVed the same function as pauses, "providing time for selec
tion among diverse lexical alternatives" Cp. 39). 

In addition to its part in the production process, especially at the 
planning stage, repetition also plays a role when the speaker attempts 
to repair self-recognized problems in utterances. For example, in the 
case of "retraced false start," (Faerch & Kasper, 1983b, p. 216), the speaker 
usually repeats a part of the utterance such as in "they will be they will 
try," in which "they will" is repeated. This kind of repetition provides a 
context for the trouble source to be repaired, and often occurs in spon
taneous speech (Maclay & Osgood, 1959). 

Repetition selVes varied functions in spontaneous L1 conversation, in
volving many facets of the speech production process and a number of 
discourse functions. Similar obselVations have been made in child second 
language (L2) acquisition (Itoh & Hatch, 1978; Peck, 1978) and in adult L2 
learner interaction studies (Doughty & Pica, 1986; Long, 1980; Pica, Young 
& Doughty, 1987). Nevertheless, as Schmidt and Frota (1986) have clearly 
pointed out, there is a paucity of research in such areas as L2 acquisition 
and learning processes, and few studies have thoroughly investigated L2 
learners' repetition. In spite of this, some studies suggest that frequency of 
repetition changes as L2 proficiency develops. Schmidt and Frota (1986) 
analyzed self-repetitions by a beginning adult learner of Portuguese and 
found them used significandy less over a several month period, with some 
change in the kinds of functions being performed. Furthermore, Hirose 
and Kobayashi (1990), viewing repetitions as one interlanguage perfor
mance feature, examined those in false starts and self -corrections and found 
that frequency related to proficiency level. These studies imply that repeti
tion may contribute to the development of second language proficiency, 
but are still far from describing in full how it may do so. Perhaps, as 
Keenan (1977) noted in the case of child L1 acquisition, L2 repetition gives 
way to other syntactic devices that fulfill the same functions. Before this 
can be fully addressed, however, we need first to describe more precisely 
how much and in what ways L2 learners repeat in relation to their lan
guage proficiency. 

The Study 

The present study investigated the relation between repetition and 
English proficiency level and the differential use of three major repeti
tion functions, prodUction, repair, and interaction, by Japanese learners. 
This study first developed a schema of repetitions in spoken discourse, 
based on previous research and the data collected, and then used this 
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schema for quantitative analysis. A sample size of 18 learners was adopted 
so that the results could be assumed to be further generalizable (cf. 
Schmidt & Frota, 1986). The study addressed two research questions: 

1. Does English proficiency level affect japanese learners' use of rep
etition? 

2. Is there any difference among the three major repetition functions 
(production, repair and interaction) used by japanese learners? 

Method 

Subjects: A total of 18 japanese university students were chosen from a 
sample of 43 students who had taken the TOEFL and an oral test. The 
oral test (total points possible == 60), consisting of warm-up questions, 
picture-descriptions and an opinion-statement task, was administered 
individually. Given the significant correlation between the scores on 
these two tests (r =.88), selection was made primarily on the basis of 
oral test scores. The six highest scoring students, the six lowest scoring, 
and six chosen at random from among remaining students were placed 
in three groups with the following characteristics: high (TOEFL mean == 
572, range == 550-603; oral test mean == 53.8, range = 45-60), intermediate 
(TOEFL mean I::: 516.5, range = 487-553; oral test mean = 37.5, range == 
37-40), ,and low (TOEFL mean = 457.3, range c 407-480; oral test mean 
== 24.7, range ... 18-27). One way analysis of variance indicated signifi
cant differences among the three groups both for TOEFL (F=30.7, P < 
.01) and oral test scores (F=60.2, p< .01). 

Data Collection: The subjects were placed in six homogeneous groups: 
two for high, two for intermediate, and two for low. Each group carried 
out a discussion in E~glish in a normal classroom situation, where the 
topic ("What are the good points of international marriage?") was intro
duced by the teacher and relevant information provided through a 
video. 1 From the tape-recorded discussions, the first 16 minutes of 
conversation by each group were transcribed for analysis, six total, two 
from each proficiency level. 

Data Analysis 
Forms of repetition: Long (1983) defined repetition as partial or full re
peat of an utterance made by the same speaker (self-repetition) or the 
interlocutor (other-repetition), with its form ranging from exact repeti-
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tion, to modification, to paraphrase. Exact repetition is the repeating of 
a part of the preceding speaker's or the speaker's own utterance with
out any evident auditory changes. On the other hand, modification con
tains variations, such as change of tense or noun form and change of 
intonation; and paraphrase, in which the speaker expresses the same 
ideas in slightly different words, replaces one form with another with
out changing the original meaning. 

Repetition can occur at any linguistic level, from syllabic to clausal, 
but most units in the present data consisted of one or two words, along 
with some phrasal or clausal repetition. We considered as repetition any 
repeat that recurred within five conversational turns taken by the speak
ers (Long, 1983; Pica & Doughty, 1985), except those occurring in refer
ence to a topic or a SUbtopic being discussed (see Criteria for 
Classification). "Any repeat" here means that repetition was not limited 
to repeats defined as "non-significant semantically" (i.e., I I saw a very 
very big boy), as in Maclay and Osgood's study 0959, p. 39), but also 
included those used in larger units, such as building up, which is made 
up of repetition and expansion (e.g., so they need they need a lot of 
patience), and those in a retraced false start consisting of repetition and 
correction or insertion (e.g., they understood uh they understand) (Faerch 
& Kasper, 1983b). Furthermore, the boundary was established as within 
five conversational turns partly because, due to simultaneous or short 
utterances, turn taking sometimes occurred so quickly that it did not 
allow the speaker to interrupt for immediate repetition. However, it 
should be noted that most repetitions occurred either within a single 
turn or across adjacent turns. 

Major roles of repetition: From the perspective of the operations repeti
tions play in learner conversation, we identified, through analysis of the 
spoken data and transcripts of it, the three major roles of production, 
repairand interaction and within these 15 repetition functions, as shown 
in Figure 1. The identification of the roles and functions was made on 
the basis of the present spoken data as well as of what the previous 
literature had suggested.2 In this section, we first explain each repeti
tion role and then briefly discuss the criteria we established to distin
guish one from another. 

1. Production-related repetition: One of the major roles of repetition 
is to facilitate speech production. This function has been obsetved in 
the speech of Ll children and adults (Maclay & Osgood, 1959; Norrick, 
1987; Peters, 1983 [cited in Schmidt & Frota, 1986]; Tannen, 1987a), and 
can be assumed to playa greater role in that of L2 learners, particularly 
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Figure 1: Schema of repetition functions 

Role Function 

[

building up 
Production -------1 gaining time 

incorporating 
word-fonning 

[ 

clarifyi~g 
Repair --------1- confimung 

correcting 
restating 

Interaction -------i 

agreeing 
answering 
echoing 
el iciting responses 
emphasizing 
topic-marking 
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verbaJ nodding/head shakin~ 

those with limited proficiency. In conversation, where participants have 
to produce talk relevant to a topic, it may be demanding for learners to 
do this in the target language (Knox, 1994). Thus, they are likely to 
employ repetitions as one device for simplifying speech production. 

The production role is assumed to be related to a planning stage, 
one of the two stages of speech production identified in this study (the 
other, repair., is described next). In this stage, learners set up a commu
nicative goal and develop plans for linguistic constituents (Ellis, 1986; 
O'Malley & Chamot, 1990). More specifically, repeats used for produc
tion contribute primarily 10 facilitating the planning or encoding process 
during speech, specifically in building up, gaining time, incorporating 
and word-forming. In gaining time speakers, by repeating part of their 
utterances exactly, can pause to formulate what to say next. In incorpo
rating, they simplify the task of production by borrowing or reusing 
part of the preceding speaker's or the speaker's own preceding utter
ance (see Appendix for a detailed characterization and examples). Re
peats used for these functions should be understood as contributing to 
the prospective production of a yet unmade utterance, as illustrated in 
this case of building Up.3 
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(1) S: But I think it is good point uh because he can he can have uh he can have a chance to 
decide 

In 0), the goal of the speaker was apparently to create the unit "he can 
have a chance to decide," however, before reaching the goal, he re
traced to the beginning twice, appearing to repeat "he can" and "he can 
have," to plan the rest of the unit. 

2. Repair-related repetition: Another role of repetition, repair, a sec
ond stage of speech production, is comprised of clarifying, confirming, 
correcting and restating. Repairs, generally self-repairs, are observed to 
occur in two instances: when a speaker runs into some difficulty at the 
time of executing an initial plan, and when a speaker considers the 
already executed plan unsatisfactory in expressmg intended meaning 
(Faerch & Kasper, 1983b, p. 215). This study focuses only on the latter 
case of repair because when a speaker employs repetitions, it is for an 
already executed utterance that is found to be problematic, e.g., gram
matically incorrect or "not sufficiently contextualized" (Levelt, 1989, p. 
461). Unlike repeats for production, those for repair, perform an opera
tion on items already produced, as shown below. (Each dot represents 
a pause of approximately a half second.) 

(2) S: When they were in the U.S. Japanese husband are very kind to her because lady first and 
other. Very kind to her but when he come came back to Japan perhaps he is very busy 
because of job. And he don't he .. now he doesn't care about her· .. 

(3) S: Yeah, yeah, we know the many couples uh ... many international marriage couples are 
broken uh··for example Mizutani Yutaka and .. . 

Repeats here were self-initiated correction (2), where the speaker used 
modification to change the tense of the verb "come" from present to 
past, and self-initiated clarification (3), where the speaker inserted the 
new information "international marriage" between many and couples. 

In addition, repair also deals with the interlocutor's difficulties in com
prehending preceding utterances. Generally repetitions, including those 
with slight modification, facilitate comprehension by providing redundant 
information (Tannen, 1989), and this function serves well when the inter
locutor has problems understanding the intended meaning. Thus, repeats 
are utilized when a speaker restates the same information in response to a 
request, as in (4), and when interlocutors confirm what they heard by 
changing the intonation of the original item, as in (5). 

(4) S3: If if you are you make yourseff understood, so do you marry a foreigner? 
82: Er pardon please 
S3: If you make yourself understood, do you marrY! 

(5) 83: Forget what they are called anyway they are arranged marriage 
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81: Yeah 
82: Arranged marriage? 
S3: Definne~ 
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3. Interaction-related repetition: In the case of repetition across ut
terances, some of the functions mentioned above are inherently of an 
interactive nature. However, the third role of repetition, interaction, 
was more narrowly focused in this study. Interaction primarily facili
tates smooth conversational interaction or simply manages the busi
ness of conversation (Tannen, 1987a). More specifically, repeats classified 
under interaction often constituted part of an adjacency pair, as Norrick 
(1987) observed, and contributed to or signaled the hearer's recogni
tion of the speaker's message. This includes agreeing, answering, echo
ing, eliciting responses, emphasizing, topic-marking and verbal noddingl 
head shaking (see Tannen, 1989 for detailed description of functions of 
repetition used by adult L1 speakers). 

Criteria for Classification: Given the three roles of repetitions identi
fied, it should be noted that repetitions potentially play multiple roles 
in discourse which are not mutually exclusive. Nonetheless, the present 
study aimed to classify repetitions into the functional categories which 
were subsumed under the roles; therefore, several criteria were estab
lished to distinguish one role from another. First, the formal aspect of 
an utterance was considered in terms of whether any addition was 
made in the second occurrence, particularly to distinguish production 
from repair, where this distinction can sometimes be blurred because 
problems may occur both in the planning and the execution of speech 
(Faerch & Kasper, 1983b) and also because "repair/correction is found 
where there is no hearable error, mistake or fault" (Schegloff, Jefferson 
& Sacks, 1977, p. 363). Second, in dealing with the problem that repeti
tions can perform mUltiple functions in conversation (Norrick, 1987; 
Tannen, 1989), we determined the roles of repetitions based on their 
relatively more characteristic or salient function, by giving consider
ation to how the use of repetition related to the illocutionary force of 
the discourse (or the speaker's intention), as well as to formal aspects. oj 

Finally, in relation to the multiple roles of repetitions, the present 
study did not include a tying function (or "connection" in Tannen's 
term, 1989) as one of the categories. Although we understand that this 
role is important, especially in terms of linking one speaker's idea to 
another's through lexical repetitions, it often overlapped with one of the 
three roles identified in this study, as shown in the dyad below. 
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(6) S 1: ... if he has two nationalities or he, he has two language· •. 1 afraid, 1 afraid he may has no 
culture 

S2: No culture? 
S1: He may have no cunure· .. because· . uh . ·1 heard that uh as 1 said before I heard that that 

uh that that uh bi-bilingual children has no culture. 
S2: Really? 

In this conversation, "no culture" is recycled three times. When S1 used 
this phrase, S2 immediately checked to see what the speaker meant 
(repair). The first speaker responded to S2's question by repeating the 
phrase (interaction), and further incorporated it into his new utterance 
(production). When the repetitions of the phrase perform these three 
roles, they appear simultaneously to contribute to creating coherence in 
this discourse. However, because the roles of repetition often overlap, 
and because this study focused on the use of repetitions in coping with 
face-to-face communication rather than in creating discourse coherence, 
the roles of repetition were limited to production, repair and interac
tion. In this connection, lexical items being recycled in reference to a 
topic or a subtopic being discussed, in spite of their tying function, were 
not treated as repetitions unless they were performing one of the three 
roles (see Norrick, 1987, pp. 247-248, for a similar approach). 

Counting Function Frequencies and Repeated Words: Repetitions were 
counted in terms of both frequency and number of repeated words. 
When a repetition occurred within one of the 15 functions identified (cf. 
Table 1 in Appendix), it was counted as one occurrence and then the 
number of repeated words constituting such a function was counted. In 
counting repeated words, only those that occurred in the second utter
ance were taken for the count, by assigning one point to a single word 
and a half point (0.5) to a "partial word" repeat of one or more than one 
syllable. (The numbers in the parentheses to the right indicate the total 
number of repeated words per occurrence of function.) 

(7) S: So the difficulty difficulty is in taking care of ... (1) 
S: And problem about the job or· .. (0.5) 
S: But if you have a . ·if you have a chance· .. (4) 

Prior to data analysis, interrater reliability between the two researchers 
was tested, using part of the spoken data collected. For the occurrence of 
repetition, the raters achieved an average of 960AI agreement, and for counting 
repeated words, 9SOAI. Further they reached 93% agreement for coding the 
functions. All the transcripts were then coded by the two raters separately. 
Discrepancies were resolved through discussion. We relied upon both 
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audiotaped and transcribed data for data analysis. 
Statistical computation followed the coding. Two-way analysis of 

variance CANOVA) with repeated measures on each factor was applied 
to determine whether use of repetition was affected by two indepen
dent factors: proficiency (high, intermediate, and low) and role (pro
duction, repair, and interaction). 

Results 

Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations of frequencies of 
repetitions per 100 words, and Table 2 displays the results of a repeated 
measures ANOVA. 

As shown in Table 2, the results of the repeated measures ANOVA 
revealed significant main effects for the two factors of proficiency [J{2, 
15)=3.59, P = .05] and role [J{2, 30)=15.32, P < .00 ]. There was no 
significant interaction between these two factors. 

Table 1: Means and SDs of repetition frequencies per 100 words 

Low Intermediate Higb 
Role M SD M SD M SD 

Production 5.96 3.74 4.92 1.72 2.87 1.30 
Repair 2.80 1.88 2.73 0.91 1.72 1.06 
Interaction 0.52 0.65 2.02 1.13 1.41 0.69 

Table 2: Two-way ANOVA of dependent measures 
(frequencies of repetition) 

Source of variation SS df MS F p 

Proficiency 16.237 2 8.119 3.593 0.05 

Role 99.257 2 49.628 15.315 0.00 

Proficiency x Role 24.577 4 6.144 1.896 0.14 

Thus, the two major factors of proficiency and role were found to 
affect use of repetition in the spoken discourse. The post hoc compari
sons CNewman-Keuls test), used to locate differences among the three 
proficiency groups, indicate that, overall, the two lower groups (low 
and intermediate) used repetitions significantly more often than the high 
group (p< .01), whereas no difference was found between the former 
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two groups [mean total frequencies per 100 words: 9.28 for low, 9.67 for 
intermediate, and 6.00 for high]. 

The learners' use of repetition also involved different mean total 
numbers of repeated words for each group; although the two lower 
groups used repetitions with nearly the same frequency, the low group 
used more repeated words per 100 words than the intermediate, and 
the high group employed the fewest repeated words per 100 words 
(21.36 for low, 17.44 for intermediate, and 9.08 for high). This in tum 
led to a difference in the number of repeated words per occurrence of 
repetition among the three groups (the low group used 2.30 words, the 
intermediate group 1.80, and the high group 1.S1). 

Regarding the roles of repetition, the results showed that, overall, learners 
used repetitions most frequently for production, less frequently for repair, 
and least frequently for interaction (mean frequencies per 100 words: 
4.58, 2.4 and 1.32, respectively). This general tendency holds true for all 
three groups; nevertheless, the results of the post hoc comparisons (Newman
Keuls test) showed that the only comparison that achieved significance 
was that between the two lower groups in their use of interaction, whereas 
no significant differences were found between any pairs of groups with 
respect to the roles of production and repair. Regarding production, al
though the three groups appeared to differ in their mean frequencies (5.96 
for low, 4.92 for intermediate, and 2.87 for high, see Table 2), this was not 
strong enough for statistical Significance, most likely because it was over
ridden by individual differences, particularly among the low level learners 
whose frequencies for production ranged from 0.77 to 32.90. Also for 
repair, such individual differences, in addition to the small group differ
ences (2.80, 2.73 and 1.72, Table 2), may account for the non-Significant 
results. Regarding interaction, of the two higher groups showing differ
ences from the low group, it was the intermediate, not the high, that used 
repetitions for this role with significantly higher frequency. 

Discussion 

The findings of the present study suggest that frequency of repetition 
relates to both proficiency level and the role of repetition. As learners 
increased their language proficiency to an advanced level, they tended to 
repeat less frequently, particularly for production and somewhat for re
pair. On the other hand, low and intermediate learners repeated with 
nearly the same degree of frequency, but their use tended to differ in 
terms of role and length of repeated unit. The low group repeated more 
frequently for production, whereas the intermediate made more repeti-
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tions for interaction. Further, the low group produced more words per 
repetition than the other two groups. 

Many of the repetitions were employed during two stages of speech 
production, planning and monitoring. The fact that the most frequent 
use of repetition related to the planning stage indicates that learners 
generally need time to establish a linguistic plan for their intended mean
ing and that those with inadequate oral proficiency need the most time. 
They repeat to gain time to make a lexical or syntactic decision, just to 
keep the floor, or to stall while trying to reach such a decision. This is 
particularly true for the low level learners in this study who had seem
ingly adequate grammatical knowledge for understanding the target lan
guage (mean scores for TOEFL = 457.3), yet had not highly automatized 
their processing skills (Faerch and Kasper, 1983a), perhaps due to a lack 
of opportunity for "comprehensive output" (Swain, 1985), in which learn
ers may be pU$hed more to produce their desired meaning. Thus, as 
illustrated in the case of building up below, they often resorted to step
by-step repetitions, where the learner "moves backward and fOlWard 
from planning to execution" (Ellis, 1986, p. 176). 

so they·· 
so they .• 
so they have uh .. 

they have mm 
they have idea· mm .. 
they have idea what they 

what they should do 

This case of building up with many layers indicates that the speaker 
in the above example apparently had a problem establishing a linguistic 
plan for the intended meaning. In fact, it appears that the learner did 
not have a whole plan for all the constituents of the utterance in the 
beginning. The speaker appears to have Ualternate[d] between the plan
ning of individual constituents and their execution" (Ellis, 1986, p. 176), 
in that he seems to have been making lexical and! or syntactic decisions 
one at a time. In this process, the speaker repeated or paused until he 
made a decision by retrieving an interlanguage rule or an item, employ
ing all possible means, notably both formal and functional reduction 
strategies (Faerch & Kasper, 1983a), and then applied the selected rule 
or item to the context. In fact, it appears the speaker used such strate
gies, given that he simplified the utterance by omitting an article (an) 
and a preposition (on), and perhaps also that the goal of the utterance 
was changed due to limited language ability. (This interpretation is based 
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on the leamer's L1 elaboration of what he had intended to say immedi
ately after the original utterance was made.) 

Utterances by higher level learners also contained bUilding up with 
layers, although their use of building up involved fewer layers, thus 
reSUlting in fewer words per occurrence on average (3.33 words for 
low, 2.50 words for intermediate, and 2.21 words for high). This implies 
that whereas the higher level learners presumably have less difficulty in 
retrieving specific rules or items, they, too, ·employ bUilding up when 
such rules or items are not readily available. Considering that building 
up is being used by learners at all three proficjency levels, it would be 
reasonable to conclude that it is a strategy frequently used by L2 learn
ers for producing utterances. However, whether the use of this strategy 
is limited to learners or not is an open question for future investigation. 

In terms of frequency of repetition for repair, no significant differ
ences were found between group. As opposed to production, where 
the learners tended to repeat less frequently as they became more ad
vanced, proficiency level did not affect the learners' repetition for repair 
as much. The learners in this study were found to monitor the already 
executed utterances from many perspectives including lexical, syntactic, 
and phonological, as well as informational, although such monitoring 
might have been assisted or initiated by interlocutors' feedback. 

However, the learners' attention app~ars to be selective in monitoring; 
that is, they did not attend Simultaneously to all aspects of their utterance, 
in that some sources of trouble were noticed and others were not. When 
the sources were recognized, the learners tended to interrupt to rectify the 
trouble, thereby using repetition in the process of retracing. They cor
rected or clarified the already executed plan by replacing an initially se
lected item with another for grammatical/semantic change or refinement. 
For example, in the utterance "the 1V program like that uh in NHK on 
NHK," the speaker retraced to the beginning of a prepositional phrase to 
correct the preposition "in" and repeated the rest of the unit. In the case, 
"love is over no love is all," the speaker also retraced to the boundary of the 
unit for semantic change from "over" to "all," even though she did not 
realize the problem until reaching the end of the unit. 

As the above cases illustrate, the extent to which the learners re
traced appears to depend on the location of a trouble source within a 
syntactic unit and their identification of the trouble as a problem. Never
theless, the differences in mean number of repeated words per occur
rence of correcting among the three groups (2.78 for low, 1.64 for 
intermediate, and 1.40 for high) suggest that the length of retracing 
differs among the learners, which is perhaps related in part to the lower 
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level learners' delay in recognizing the trouble as trouble, as well as, in 
part, to their difficulty in repairing the trouble. 

For interaction, all three groups employed repetitions less frequently 
than for production and for repair. However, the two higher groups, 
particularly those at an intermediate level, tended to make more fre
quent repetitions for interaction than the low group. The intermediate 
learners have developed sufficient oral skills to encode their message in 
the target language, but a lack of fluency appears to necessitate the use 
of repetition to facilitate smoother conversational interaction. In fact, by 
either self- or other-repetition, they performed a variety of discourse 
functions, namely agreeing, answering, echoing, emphasizing, and ver
bal noddinglhead shaking more often than advanced learners. It seems 
that the high level learners did not require as much use of repetition 
because of well-developed oral skills or because of use of other strate
gies for achieving the same goal. The two examples of agreeing below 
illustrate such characteristics for each of the two groups. 

[lntermediate1 
S1: But but husband is bad. I think. 
S2: Yes yes. 
S1: He was very influenced by surrounding. 
S2: Yes yes yes he is bad. Umm I also think. 

[High1 
S1: Sometimes maybe dH· er you know ~ may be interesting to find out differences· .. 
S2: Yeah, sometimes you can you can enjoy n ... 

In these conversations, the participants were discussing cultural differ
ences that internationally mixed background couples might run into in 
their daily lives. S2 in each conversational exchange was showing agree
ment with what the previous speaker S1 had said. In the first exchange, 
the intermediate learner did so by repeating the same structure and 
words (" ... he is bad. I also think") used in the first utterance of S1 
(though lexical substitution and lexical addition were included). On the 
other hand, in the second exchange, the high level learner showed 
agreement not by simply repeating the preceding utterance but in a 
more sophisticated way, i.e., by referring back to the previous speaker's 
idea using a different structure and lexical choice (enjoy). Although the 
utterance by the high levelleamer contained two repetitions, one other
repetition (sometimes) for incorporating which also appears to show 
rapport with the previous speaker, and one self-repetition (you can you 
can enjoy it) for building up, no repetition was actually used for the 
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function of agreeing. Because of their higher oral proficiency, advanced 
L2 learners, like native speakers, have more syntacticllexical choices 
available in formulating what they want to say and may be able to make 
a lexical or syntactic decision fairly quickly. Thus, there appears to be 
less necessity for them to rely upon a repetition strategy for conversa
tional interaction. 

In short, as these examples suggest, L2 learners' repetitions, like those 
of L1 children (Keenan, 1977), may gradually decrease once other syntac
tic devices or strategies are acquired to perform the same functions. How
ever, similar to the speech of adult L1 speakers, repetitions do not entirely 
disappear even from the speech of advanced learners as long as the repeti
tions contribute to creating "coherence in discourse and interpersonal in
volvement in interaction" (Tannen, 1989, p. 97). Finally, in the case of low 
level learners, infrequent use of repetition for interactional purposes can 
be explained by their inadequate oral proficiency, which leads to frequent 
message abandonment or code-switching to L1, thus resulting in a mini
mal amount of interaction-related repetition. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies 

The limitations of the present study should be mentioned. First, be
cause the study used audiotapes rather than videotapes to identify learn
ers' repetitions, the analysis was limited in terms of utilizing evidence 
from nonverbal behavior such as facial expressions and body move
ments. Second, the scope of the study was confined mainly to learners' 
self-repetition, rather than fully examining interactional other-repetition, 
mainly because of relatively fewer instances of this type. The study 
should be supplemented by research which investigates Ll English speak
ers' repetition, given a similar task, because the amount and functions 
of repetition by native speakers can be expected to differ from those of 
EFUESL learners. The comparison between Ll and L2 speakers of En
glish may broaden the perspectives on repetition functions, providing 
richer insight into repetition than the present study. Further studies should 
also explore differences in the use of repetition among L2 learners based 
on within- and between-subject comparison, such as between learners 
from different linguistic backgrounds. These studies would show more 
precisely whether repetition is a learner-specific strategy related to a 
particular language being learned or the particular cultural group learn
ing it. Lastly, the studies should investigate how repetitions, particularly 
those used for production, interact with other performance features (no
tably pauses) whose functions are similar to those of repetitions. 
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Notes 
1. This topic was chosen for several reasons. First, the discussion was con

ducted as a class activity for a cross-cultural course, and so the topic was rel
evant. Second, a similar topic ("Are you for or against international marriage?") 
was one of the most popular among 10 topiCS Japanese university students had 
discussed in English (Hirose & Kobayashi, 1991). 

2. The functions of word-forming, restating, eliciting responses, topic-mark
ing, and verbal nodding/head shaking were created based on the present spo
ken data. The other functions, building up, gaining time, incorporating, clarifying, 
confirming, correcting, agreeing, answering, echoing, and emphasizing, were 
drawn from the literature. 

3. Because we assigned students within each discussion group sequential 
numbers from 1 to 3, SI, S2, and S3 do not necessarily refer to the same students 
in the excerpts cited in this paper. 

4. Despite obvious difficulties in exactly determining illocutionary force, the 
analysts' interpretation was based on the conversational partners' reactions to 
the speaker's utterance. 
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Appendix: Characterization of Repetition Functions 

Function 
Productton 

building up 

gaining time 

incorporating 

Definition 

When constructing or 
formulating new linguistic 
units, the speaker retraces to 
the beginning of the units, and 
in retreating, repeats and then 
builds up a phrasal or clausal 
unit. 

This involves self-repetition of 
mostly one word when the 
speaker attempts to gain time 
to plan or formulate what to 
say next. 

This occurs in either self
repetition (a) or other
repetition (b). In (a), the 
speaker reuses a lexical item 
or syntactic structure from her 
own preceding discourse, 
whereas in (b) incorporates 
part of the prior utterance 
made by an interlocutor into 
her own utterance. 

word-forming This is a syllabic self
repetition, occurring at a 
syllable boundary. 

Examples 

(a) I think there are ah 
some cases . . . some 
cases of international 
marriage. 

(b) They might need er 
they might need more 
efforts. 

I think I I don't want to 
marry a foreigner 
because. mm because I 
l. .. I make her 
understood ... 

(a) He do in a way of 
America and he came 
back be do in a way 
of Japanese. 

(b) SI: Kobayashi-san 
said the children have 
to decide ... 

S2: Ah nationality 
SI: Nattonaitty when he 

grew up. 

my grand-grandmother 
lives in Hiroshima. 
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Repair 
clarifying 

confirming 

correcting 

This involves both self- and 
other-repetition. In self
initiated clarification (a), the 
speaker attempts to clarify his 
own speech by retreating to 
add further information. In an 
other-initiated case (b), the 
interlocutor requests 
clarification by repeating part 
of the prior speaker's utterance 
with rising intonation, which 
requires further elaboration or 
explanation from the speaker. 

This involves only other
repetition. By repeating part 
of the preceding speaker's 
utterance, often with rising 
intonation, the interlocutor 
checks to see if she has 
correctly heard or understood 
what was said, and requires no 
additional information. 

This involves both self- and 
other-repetition. In self
initiated correction (a), the 
speaker corrects his own 
errors, whereas in other
initiated correction (b), the 
interlocutor corrects the 
preceding speaker's errors. 

71 

(a) So you mean ... you 
mean ah which way 
ah which natural way 
ah not national . . . 

(b) SI: There may be 
difficulties from 
political situation I 
mean political 
situation between the 
wife's country and the 
husband's country. 

S2: Political? 
SI: Er . .for example, if the 

wife's country has er 
... is ... 

S1: One is Japanese the 
other is in case in case 
of in case that the 
other uh English or 
American 

S2: American? 
SI: Yeah maybe their chi

the child can speak 
two language 

(a) Love is over no love is 
all. 

(b) S1: Perhaps he will 
forget English if 
without umm be taught 

S2: Being taught. 
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restating 

Interaction 
agreeing 

echoing 

The speaker restates the 
semantically same utterances. 
The urge to restate comes 
both from the speaker and 
from the interlocutor. This, 
therefore, involves (a) self
initiated restatement and (b) 
other-initiated restatement. 

This occurs only in cases of 
other-repetition, and forms 
the second half of an 
adjacency pair. The 
interlocutor shows agreement 
or acknowledges the speaker's 
utterance by repeating partly 
or fully, with falling intonation. 

This is the second half of an 
adjacency pair performed 
through other-repetition. The 
interlocutor responds to a 
yes/no question by repeating 
the speaker's utterance exactly 
with falling intonation. 
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(a) So they have grown in 
differ place so they 
have differ backbone 
backport? 
backbone .. so 
dakarasuuuimasen [so 
I'm sorry] so they 
have durer backbone 

(b) S3: So I after we 
overcome the crisis we 
will we will we shall 
have grown more as a 
human being. And ... 
do you understand? 

S2: No no 
Sl: If after we overcome 

the crisis maybe we 
shall have grown up as 
a human being. 

Sl: That's a good idea. 
S2: Yeah good idea. 

Sl: Junior high? 
S2: Junior high. 
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eliciting 
responses 

emphasizing 

topic-marking 

verbal 
nodding! 
head shaking 

This is self-repetition with 
rising intonation when the 
speaker attempts to draw ideas 
or opinions from the 
interlocutors and at the same 
time avoid silence among 
them. 

This self-repetition is used 
when the speaker wants to 
emphasize the point being 
made (a) or tum the 
interlocutor's attention to the 
point (b). 

The speaker Signals the topic 
she is going to deal with at the 
beginning of an utterance, 
followed by discussion of the 
topic. 

The speaker shows either an 
affirmative or negative 
response by continuing to 
utter "yes" or "no." Some are 
uttered rather mechanically 
without any obvious intent, 
more for showing listenership 
or rapport, whereas others are 
uttered with emotional 
involvement. The two are not 
always distinguishable. 
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Do you have an idea ... 
do you have an Idea .. . 
anyone have . . . anyone 
have? 

(a) There are many 
many ... conflict. 

(b) I think it's uh it's uh .. 
_ . special ... of 

international 
marriage. Special 
case. 

Uh religion what what ah 
how do they deal with 
religion? 

51: But but husband is 
bad I think. 

52: Yes yes .. 
51: He was very 

influenced by 
surrounding. 

52: Yes yes yes he is bad .. 
em I also think 
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