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ABSTRACT  

In the theoretical framework of fluency whose 
concept is defined, the article analyses the relationship 
between fluency and pause distribution from the 
perspective of obvious difficulties facing Nigerian learners 
of French as a foreign language. An experiment shows 
that enhanced fluency is a function of better pause 
management as highlighted by the results of acoustic 
analysis before and after treatment. 

While the first reading by all the subjects showed 
abundant use of pauses, with non-syntactic pauses (NSP) 
accounting for a greater percentage of the total speech 
time, confirming illegal pauses as being responsible for 
lack of fluency,  the second reading of the text by the 
experimental group showed a significant reduction in the 
occurrence of NSP, thus confirming the efficacy of a well-
articulated pedagogical approach in enhancing fluency 
through pause frequency reduction. 
1. INTRODUCTION 

Fluency is free flowing language devoid of 
unwarranted breaks in the continuous flow of acoustic 
signal. Frieda GOLDMAN-EISLER’s (1968, 1972) 
psycholinguistic investigation into second language 
learning views fluency in the light of speech as a serial 
phenomenon where the time axis is made up of an 
alternation between continued and discontinued speech 
with the continued and discontinued portions representing 
continuous speech and pause respectively. Silent or 
theoretical pause is the prosodic infrastructure for 
demarcation or syntactic structuring GUIMBRETIERE 
(1994). Mastery of syntactic structuring makes for a high 
level of coherence and cohesion in discourse. This implies 
that if the learner places pauses at the right places, his 
discourse is structured more easily at the syntactic level 
and with that adequate meaning is transmitted.  

Syntactic structuring has to do with grouping and 
presents varying degrees of difficulty or ease depending 
on whether we are dealing with a mother tongue or 
whether it is a foreign language. If grouping can be 
achieved with effortless ease in one’s mother tongue, the 
situation is different in a L2 after a certain age where 
cognitive structuring mechanisms have set in and make 
explanation indispensable. This is because according to 
Elizabeth LHOTE (1988), if one speaks and understands a 
particular language, it only means that that person is able 
to extract, to isolate and combine units or building blocks 
of varying sizes (words, syllables, phonemes) of the 
language. The implication of the foregoing is that 

syntac
reacti
Genev
CRIS
LLOR
struct
about
exten
distrib
sensit
focus
persp
enhan
mana

2. FL

works
albeit
DESC
betwe
that in
speec
tende
From
fluenc
intelli
KENW
length
typolo
measu
texts 
separa
betwe
bound
in the
in in
thresh
catego
(meas
ms. a
from 
fluenc
equiv
refer 
at syn
and c
readin
they h
disflu
(NSP
g of a French Text: An 
cs Approach 

o 
ge Village 

yahoo.com 

tic structuring is language-dependent. In similar 
ons, Gabrielle KONOPCZYNSKI (1977 & 1999), 
iève CAELEN-HAUMONT (1985), Albert DI 

TO (1981), Daniel LEPETIT (1992) and Régine 
CA (1987) have shown how different syntactic 

uring occasioned by pause distribution can bring 
 stress and rhythmic difference in French. To that 
t, if fluency must be attained in French, pause 
ution must be mastered through adequate 

isation. In what follows, this paper will first of all 
 on fluency and pause distribution from theoretical 
ectives and then go on to show in an experiment that 
ced fluency is a function of better pause 
gement. 

UENCY AND PAUSE DISTRIBUTION 

In line with GOLDMAN-EISLER and in their 
 in measuring pause-related variables in French, 
 for spontaneous speech, GROSJEAN & 
HAMPS (1972) have shown pause time to be 
en 40 - 50% of the total utterance time, indicating 
 an ideal situation pause time should not exceed real 

h time. LUCCI (1973) has confirmed the same 
ncy as accounting for stability in reading in French. 
 the foregoing, duration of pauses is a vital factor in 
y considering that unduly long pauses can mar the 
gibility of discourse. BROWN, CURRIE, 

ORTHY (1980) study on the link between pause 
 and semantic structure of a text resulted in a 
gy of pauses along length including “topic” pauses 
ring more than 1000 ms. which help in organising 
in paragraphs; pauses between 600-900 ms which 
te smaller units of intonation as well as short pauses 
en 300-400 ms. generally associated with syntactic 
aries. Our study shall record all the pauses observed 
 reading of the French text by our subjects. However, 
terpreting their significance, we shall maintain a 
old level of 250 ms. Accordingly, the pauses will be 
rised into three groups as follows: short pauses 
uring below 250 ms.), average pauses (between 250 
nd 900 ms.) and long pauses (above 900 ms.).Apart 
pause length, location is also a crucial factor in 
y. To that extent theoretical pauses are the oral 

alent of punctuation signs in a written text. We shall 
to them as syntactic pauses (SP) because they appear 
tactic boundaries delimited by punctuation marks 

onnectors like “et” in the case of French. In fluent 
g theoretical pauses are observed at places where 
ave been programmed by the punctuation, whereas 

ent reading is replete with non-syntactic pauses 
). 



3. EXPERIMENT 

Over the years we have observed lack of fluency 
in students’ productions in oral French but we needed an 
experimental insight in evaluating fluency confident that 
experimental research in acoustic phonetics which 
examines the relationship between articulation and the 
resulting acoustic signal, will provide us the right 
prognoses for more effective teaching. Consequently, 
since Experimental Phonetics is about the development 
and testing of hypotheses in phonetics research according 
to Peter ROACH (1992), Frieda GOLDMAN-EISLER’s 
(1968, 1972) theory on fluency, provided us with the 
theoretical framework for the development of our 
hypotheses. Essentially, the theory establishes a direct link 
between fluency and the pause phenomenon considering 
that the more pauses there are in a production, the less 
fluent it is. Furthermore, existing fluency-related studies 
Pierre MASSELOT (1988), Vincent LUCCI (1973), 
Isabelle GUAÏTELLA (1991, 1996), Pascale NICOLAS 
(1995) informed our choice of reading as an appropriate 
testing instrument since it is possible to predict the number 
of pauses and their location. Based on the foregoing, a six-
week longitudinal study guided by two operational 
hypotheses was carried out with four male Nigerian 
University learners of French as a foreign language. Our 
hypotheses were: that lack of fluency in the performance 
of our students would be as a result of abusive use of 
pauses (in other words, that in the reading of a French text 
they are bound to use NSP); that the fluency could be 
enhanced through adequate pedagogical treatment. Two 
readings were recorded for our subjects. Having split them 
into two groups - experimental group (EG) and control 
group (CG) - after the first reading, the former received 
training on the organisation of rhythmic groups before the 
second reading, while the latter did not. Below is the text 
that served as instrument for data collection: 

 “Aujourd’hui, maman est morte. Ou 
peut-être hier, je ne sais pas. J’ai reçu un 
télégramme de l’asile : “ Mère décédée. 
Enterrement demain. Sentiments distingués. ” 
Cela ne veut rien dire. C’était peut-être hier. 

 “ L’asile de vieillards est à Marengo, à 
quatre-vingts kilomètres d’Alger. Je prendrai 
l’autobus à deux heures et j’arriverai dans 
l’après-midi. Ainsi, je pourrai veiller et je 
rentrerai demain soir. ” 

 Albert CAMUS (L’Etranger, Gallimard, 
1942 : 9. The underlining is ours) 

Theoretically, the text has 16 syntactic 
boundaries delimited by punctuation and the prosodic 
connector “et” as shown by the underlined syllables, thus 
implying the possibility of 16 syntactic pauses per speaker 
i.e. a total number of 64 SP for the text for all the 4 
readers. In the absence of these, any other occurrence of 
pauses would be considered illegal (i.e. NSP).  
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CUSSION OF FINDINGS 

Our acoustic analysis of the 1st reading showed 
ck of fluency in the reading of our subjects was due 
 abusive use of pauses. Their reading was replete 

not only NSP but also long SP. The oneness of the 
ation in this text did not call for long topic pauses 

scribed by BROWN, CURRIE and KENWORTHY 
), however, not only did topic pauses occur, ranging 
1234ms. to 2719ms., but they occurred at unusual 
: L’asile de viellards est à Marengo/,1234ms/ and 

it peut-être hier/.2719ms/.The occurrence of NSP 
rise to faulty syntactic structuring like L’asile # 
lards # estàMarengo # . This was a clear case of 
t grammar for incorrect music in sensu LEPETIT 
) as far as French is concerned. Above all, there was 
f pause time to NSP. A total of 162 pauses were 
ed by our subjects as against 64. Out of these 98 

NSP, representing 13.6% of the total utterance time. 
ll, the pause/utterance relationship was 47% which 
 have been within the normal range of 40 - 50% 
ished by GROSJEAN, DESCHAMPS (1972) and 
I (1973) had all the pauses been SP, but part of this 

 time was lost to NSP due to lack of mastery of 
tic structuring. 

It was hypothesised that the EG would be more 
 than the CG after the treatment. The result was that 
G lost greater time to NSP than did the EG, proving 
int that the pausing profile of the subjects in the EG 
ed improvement from the pedagogical treatment. A 
f 182 pauses were recorded by the 4 readers instead 

. NSP were 118 in number, representing 27% of the 
utterance. Two tendencies emerged in the result For 
f the speakers in the EG, there was reduction of 
s while the second speaker recorded an increase in 
mber of pauses. From an initial number of 11 NSP 
orded a leap to 29 NSP. This tendency of increase in 

umber of pauses after treatment raises the question 
 the second type of correction we were expecting - 
duction in the duration of the pauses. Despite an 
se in the number of pauses, a close look at their 
on shows that the duration of 25 out of the 29 NSP 
elow the 250ms threshold level fixed for our study. 
ther 4 were not long because they were below 900 

n the 1st reading the EG lost 29% of pause time to 
reducing this to 26% in the 2nd reading. On the 
ry, in their 2nd reading the CG lost 33.4% of pause 
o NSP, adding 3% to their initial time loss of 30.4%. 

NCLUSION 

Having linked students’ lack of fluency in oral 
h to abusive use of pauses we conducted a two-stage 
iment that compared their performance before and 
treatment. In line with our hypothesis on their 
e use of pauses, the set of results obtained before 
ent showed indiscriminate use of long topic pauses 

an excessive number of misplaced pauses. This 
ated our initial position that students’ lack of 
y in reading is traceable to their poor pausing 

e, thereby corroborating GOLDMAN-EISLER. 



Results obtained after treatment showed better 
performance by our experimental group who lost less time 
to illegal pauses proving the point that fluency can be 
enhanced through adequate pedagogical treatment as it is 
clear that one of the readers in our EG is able to manage 
grouping better after treatment. This correction is 
noticeable in his rhythm and more stabilised tempo, with 
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