
© The Author(s) 2023. Published by Oxford University Press.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted reuse, 
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

Key Concepts in ELT

Fluency revisited
Pauliina Peltonen

Key words: fluency, interaction, speaking style

Fluency is a key indicator of second language (L2) oral proficiency and, as 
such, it is widely used as the basis of L2 assessment. As a concept, fluency 
is often characterized in terms of ‘smoothness and effortlessness of speech’ 
(Chambers 1997). As fluency is a key goal for L2 learners and an important 
focus in language teaching (e.g., Lintunen, Mutta, and Peltonen 2020), 
research on L2 speech fluency can offer important insights for teachers to 
support their learners’ speech fluency development. While there is a relatively 
long research tradition in studying L2 speech fluency, dating back to the late 
1970s and early 1980s, we have seen significant growth in fluency research in 
the twenty-first century, including emerging research themes that contribute 
to new ways of conceptualizing fluency. Therefore, it is timely to revisit the 
Key Concept of fluency (discussed in ELT Journal 47; Hedge 1993) from the 
perspective of three themes that offer new ways of thinking about fluency 
and are particularly relevant for language teaching, learning, and assessment: 
fluency in interaction, the continuum between fluency and disfluency, and 
first language (L1) speaking style as a factor influencing L2 fluency.

In everyday language use, fluency is often understood as equivalent to 
general (oral) proficiency in a particular language. This has been regarded as 
the broad sense of fluency by Lennon (1990). However, in L2 fluency research, 
a narrow sense (Lennon 1990) is applied, and fluency is approached as one 
dimension of L2 speech, relating especially to temporal aspects, such as 
speed of talk and pausing. Based on this narrow sense, fluent speech is thus 
produced with a ‘natural’, relatively fast speech rate and without frequent 
mid-clause silent pauses. Thus, learners’ speech fluency can be characterized 
by measuring these fluency-related aspects from speech samples. In 
Segalowitz’s (2010) widely cited triadic conceptualization of fluency, the 
fluency measurements capture a speaker’s utterance fluency, which is enabled 
by fast and efficient underlying cognitive processing (cognitive fluency) and 
forms the basis for listeners’ impressions of a speaker’s fluency (perceived 
fluency). For measuring utterance fluency, most recent studies choose fluency 
measures that relate to Skehan’s (2009) three dimensions of  
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fluency: speed (e.g., speech rate), breakdown (aspects of pausing), and 
repair (e.g., corrections). It is important to note that traditionally these three 
dimensions (speed, breakdown, and repair) have been examined from 
monologic speech samples, such as picture descriptions in the L2. This 
reflects the idea of fluency as an individual speaker’s characteristic, and the 
concept of fluency as individualistic/cognitive in nature.

However, as learners commonly use their L2 in interactional settings, one 
of the themes in recent fluency research has been to explore fluency in 
interaction. This line of research extends our understanding of fluency from a 
purely individual activity to a social one (e.g., Segalowitz 2016; Tavakoli 2016; 
Wright and Tavakoli 2016; Peltonen 2017, 2020b; Tavakoli and Wright 2020). 
Thus, in interaction, fluency is viewed as a collaborative activity rather than 
as the sum of two individual speakers’ fluencies. The participants’ mutual 
efforts to maintain fluency in interaction have been referred to as confluence 
(McCarthy 2010) or interactional fluency (Peltonen 2020b). Interactional 
fluency can be analyzed based on, for instance, the extent to which learners 
minimize silences between their individual turns collaboratively and 
create cohesive links across turns (Peltonen 2017, 2020b). Multimodal 
analyses based on video-recorded L2 interactions can shed further light on 
additional resources (e.g., gestures) for maintaining fluency collaboratively 
beyond the spoken output (Peltonen 2020a; Kosmala 2021). In teaching 
fluency, it is thus essential to raise learners’ awareness of strategies for 
maintaining interactional flow and to highlight that interactional fluency is 
the responsibility of both participants. This also has important implications 
for L2 assessment in interactional settings: while some aspects of fluency 
can be evaluated from an individual learner’s perspective, test takers could 
receive a joint score on interactional fluency to reflect its collaborative nature 
(Peltonen 2022; see also Roever and Kasper 2018).

Adopting an interactive perspective to fluency highlights another important 
theme raised in recent fluency research: while fluency measurement based 
on monologues tends to be based on the division to ‘fluent’ and ‘disfluent’ 
speech, this distinction is not as clear-cut as it may first seem. Many 
features traditionally considered as signs of disfluency, such as repetitions 
or filled pauses (uh, um), can be approached from a strategic perspective as 
means to buy time, avoid long silences, and thus even to enhance fluency 
(Götz 2013; Peltonen 2020b). In interactional settings, these features have 
additional functions, such as holding the floor (e.g., Clark 1996), which 
further complicates their treatment as straightforward disfluency indicators. 
Thus, researchers have suggested that fluency and disfluency should be 
approached as a continuum (Lintunen, Mutta, and and Peltonen 2020; 
Tavakoli and Wright 2020). In language teaching, learners could be guided 
to notice ‘disfluencies’ in L1 speech and interaction, drawing attention to 
their prevalence in natural language use. Ultimately, this could reduce anxiety 
related to L2 speaking situations: L2 speech does not have to ‘perfect’ or free 
of so-called disfluencies (Lintunen, Mutta, and and Peltonen 2020).

Viewing fluency and disfluency as a continuum is linked to the third theme 
highlighted in recent fluency research, namely the role of L1 speaking style 
influencing L2 fluency. While the point of comparison and model for learners 
has traditionally been a native speaker of the target language, recent fluency 
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studies have shifted the focus from comparing learners and native speakers 
to comparing fluency characteristics in the learners’ L1 and L2 speech to 
reveal individual speaker profiles (e.g., De Jong et al. 2015; Huensch and 
Tracy-Ventura 2017; Peltonen 2018; Duran-Karaoz and Tavakoli 2020). 
Recently, the approach has been extended to multilingual learners and 
comparisons across three languages (L1, L2, L3) in their repertoire (Peltonen 
and Lintunen 2022). The accumulating evidence from these studies points 
to the importance of L1 speaking style in influencing at least some aspects 
of L2 fluency (see Gao and Sun 2023), which could inform classroom 
practices in various ways. Learners could be guided to reflect on their own 
fluency profile: not just in their L2, but L1 as well. In practice, learners could 
record and compare their speech in the L1 and L2 from the perspective of 
fluency and, with the help of the teacher, identify aspects related to their own 
speaking style. This self-reflection could form the basis for setting individual 
learning goals based on one’s own fluency profile in the L1.

To conclude, the rapidly growing body of research on L2 speech fluency is 
a testament to a vibrant research field that has recently extended the scope 
of fluency research to new directions and provided the foundations for 
new understandings of fluency. These efforts contribute to increasing our 
shared understanding of the multifaceted phenomenon that is L2 speech 
fluency. The three themes discussed in this article highlight the importance 
of supporting both individual and interactional fluency development in 
language teaching, advocate for the reconceptualization of ‘disfluencies’ as 
potentially fluency-maintaining strategies, and underscore the benefits of 
raising awareness of the learners’ individual speaking styles in facilitating 
L2 fluency development. In recent years, fluency researchers have 
undoubtedly shown increased efforts to connect research and practice. 
However, ensuring that most recent findings are available for teachers and 
designing research-based fluency activities remain important goals for 
fluency researchers now and in the future (Tavakoli and Hunter 2018; Foster 
2020; Lintunen, Mutta, and and Peltonen 2020; Tavakoli 2023). Dialogue 
across language teaching and assessment professionals as well as L2 
fluency researchers is vital in achieving these goals.
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