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Abstract—The present study examines the differences in the use of three self-repair markers well, I mean and 

maybe between native speakers and Chinese English learners. The corpora of BNC (British National Corpus) 

and SECCL (Spoken English Corpus of Chinese Learners) are employed in the study. The research results 

indicate, that the Chinese English learners underuse well and I mean, but overuse maybe, compared with 

native speakers. The detailed analysis, supported by statistical tests, proves the role of “Pragmatic 

Fossilization” as an element to consider in second language learning and teaching. 

 

Index Terms—self-repair marker, pragmatic fossilization, corpora 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

One of the central findings of earlier work on repair concerned the preference for self-correction. Schegloff, Jefferson 
and Sacks (1977, p.361-382) noted a strong ―empirical skewing‖ which resulted in the vastly more common occurrence 

of self over other-repair. Of the self-repair category, same-turn self-repair (STSR) is most common and has gained a 

considerable amount of attention in recent years (Fox et al., 1995; Wouk, 2005; Laakso and Sorjonen, 2010). However, 

research on the means for initiating this type of repair is still scarce. Often the initiators have merely been mentioned in 

the study and most of the mentions deal with prosodic cut-offs, whereas other means have remained unexplored (Laakso 

and Sorjonen, 2010). Other non-lexical initiators mentioned in prior studies are pauses, sound stretches and 

vocalizations such as um\uh\er, etc. (Schegloff et al., 1977, p. 367; Levelt, 1983). A few English lexical initiators have 

also been mentioned in prior studies (Schegloff et al., 1977; Levelt, 1983; Laakso and Sorjonen, 2010). These include 

words such as or, well and sorry or discourse markers such as you know and I mean. In some prior studies they are 

commonly referred to as self-repair markers (Chen, 2005; Wang, 2007). Self-repair markers (hereafter SRMs) belong to 

the general category of discourse markers. The speaker utilizes them to signal to the addressee that there is trouble and 

he/she is going to repair it. SRMs are short in form and may convey little semantic meanings. But they may serve as 
discourse lubricants and ensure interactions to go smoothly. They are important interactional devices (Biber et al., 

1999).  

The purpose of this study is two fold. First, through a close investigation of SRMs, it aims to find how differently 

SRMs are used by Chinese English learners (hereafter L2 learners), compared with NSs. Second, based on the research 

results, it aims to examine whether or not pragmatic transfer from Chinese to English is evident in the use of SRMs by 

L2 learners and whether pragmatic fossilization is the fundamental cause of the differences between L2 learners and 

NSs in the use of SRMs. This will also foster a better understanding of appropriate ways for L2 learners to use SRMs 

and also help teachers develop their learners‘ pragmatic awareness and sensitivity of employing discourse markers, 

including SRMs.  

II.  RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

Among previous research on SRMs, Bois‘ (cited in Svartvik, 1980) discussion is insightful in that it classified SRMs 
into four types and used the term ―editing‖ to mean editing  terms or discourse markers: reference editing such as that 

is, nuance editing such as rather, mistake editing such as I mean, and claiming editing such as well. This classification 

describes the form-function relationship of SRMs, but there is no doubt that it may not cover the overall forms of 

SRMs. 

According to Schiffrin (1987), virtually every discourse marker (hereafter DM) has a basic function, but in 

interaction it may serve a wide range of functions. A typical example is that of well, which has received considerable 

attention in recent years specifically in the area of pragmatic functions. Previous research (Svartvik, 1980; Schiffrin, 

1987; Ran, 2003) substantiated that well was endowed with a function of self-repairing and it is used when the speaker 
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feels hesitant in conversation or tries to self-repair while making statements. The previous research on I mean found that 

it had a basic function of serving as SRMs (Schiffrin, 1987; Brinton, 1996; Tree & Schrock, 2002). I mean can 

contribute to repair in at least three ways. Firstly, it explicitly forewarns upcoming adjustments to what has just been 

said including speaker‘s modification, expansion or clarification of the prior utterance. Secondly, it can also be used to 

substitute a pause or to avoid a break in fluency caused by the pause. Thirdly, it serves to acquire more time as the 

speaker completes the conversation, including planning what to say, selecting words or restarting a false-started 

utterance (Tree & Schrock, 2002). According to Schiffrin (1987), I mean encourages listeners to focus more on 

speakers‘ thoughts, and this view is in accordance with the proposal that I mean is more speaker-oriented. The previous 

research also found that Chinese English learners tended to overuse maybe as SRMs (Chen, et al., 2005; Wang, 2007). 

Validity testing should be administered to provide empirical evidence to support this claim. 

Previous researchers used CIA (Comparative Interlanguage Analysis) to explore the different utilization patterns of 
DMs between native and non-native speakers (Weinert, 1998; Trillo, 2002; Fuller, 2003a; Li, 2004; Hellermann & 

Vergun, 2007; Li& Chen, 2007; Wang & Wang, 2007; Cuenca, 2008; Liao, 2009). The research showed, in general, 

non-native speakers (hereafter L2 learners) tended to underuse well and I mean as SRMs. The previous studies did find 

some general patterns of SRMs, yet there is still a lack of detailed investigation on the patterns of SRMs. And 

comparative studies of the patterns of SRMs between NSs and L2 learners are even fewer. So it is difficult to generalize 

whether judgments such as ―underuse‖ or ―overuse‖ are ubiquitous and universal among L2 learners. And if the 

findings are evidently proved, what then would be the underlying causes of them? 

Based on the previous research, the current study will compare the different use of three SRMs—well, I mean and 

maybe in conversation between NSs and L2 learners. The following research questions will be addressed: 

(1) In general, what is the difference in patterns of SRM use when comparing L2 learners and NSs? 

(2) What is the difference in patterns of the sub-categories of SRM use when comparing L2 learners and NSs? 

III.  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

A.  Data Collection 

The L2 learner data is obtained from the Spoken English Corpus of Chinese Learners (SECCL) (Wen, etc., 2005). 

SECCL, a learner spoken English corpus in China, has been developed by a team headed by Professor Qiufang Wen 

from The Foreign Language Education Research Center in China. The corpus sample size is designed to encompass 

more than 1 million tokens and expected to provide researchers with valuable and authentic data on Chinese College 
learners‘ spoken English. The samples are randomly selected from the TEM (Test for English Majors, which is a 

nationwide oral test for English majors) and the period of time for the selected tests ranges from 1996 to 2006. By doing 

so, the corpus developers wish to ensure the representativeness of the samples in the corpus. In SECCL, there are three 

kinds of oral activities: story retelling, monologue and role-play. In the present study, we only utilized the transcribed 

data of role-play since our intention is to observe the utilization patterns of SRMs in conversation. We select the data 

composed of about 93,000 tokens from SECCL. The data of NSs are from BNC (British National Corpus), and the texts 

from the TV interviews are randomly chosen with the total token of 93, 131. In this case, the observed corpus and the 

reference corpus have almost the same number of tokens. The fact that the sizes of two corpora are the same enhances 

the validity of measurement in the study. As for the topics, the two corpora share some similar topics, such as family life, 

sports and mass media. 

B.  Data Coding 

TABLE 1 

THE CATEGORIZATION AND EXEMPLIFICATION OF SRMS 

Categories  Examples 

Repetition marker Syllabic R well th well there is two of them involved at the time, but they…… 

(BNC-fl6-Eating disorders.txt) 

One-word R you know temptation you just I well I I've found that that's where my 

faith comes in…… (BNC-hmp-Jonathan Cowap Morning Show.txt) 

Two-word R  There's a, well there's a thin line between it, being a very positive 

experience, and……(BNC-fl6-Eating disorders.txt) 

Multi-word R They cannot pay all the tuitions for their children, maybe for their 

children, they, they will still, still  (SECCL-04-128-13A.txt) 

Information RM Information 

supply/replacement 

Social experience is a good thing. But you know, I mean the study is, is, 

er, I think is more important for us now. (SECCL-04-199-08A.txt) 

Error RM Lexical R I can’t well I don’t know I I don’t think you did.  (BNC-d8y-Museum 

society meeting. Txt) 

Morphological R He didn't er... he, I mean, he wasn't responsible for their children. 

(SECCL-04-128-16B.txt) 

Syntactic R What did you I, well I just didn't realize it was anything like that. 

(BNC-flf-Mental health.txt) 

Appropriate RM replacement You can't... er, concentrate, I mean you can't focus on the black side. 

(SECCL-05-005-30B.txt) 

insertion But if you find a proper job, I mean, a proper part- time job,…… 

(SECCL-05-005-30B.txt) 
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Considering the categories of self-repair, we follow both Levelt‗s model (1983) and van Hest‘s model (1996a, 1996b), 

of which the former was developed for NSs and the latter for L2 learners. We modify them for the fulfillment of the 

purpose of the present study (see table 1). We divided self-repair into four general types: self-repetition, error repair, 

information repair and appropriate repair. Self-repetition is sub-divided into 4 sub-categories: syllabic repetition, 

one-word repetition, two-word repetition and multi-word repetition. Under this category, a wrong syllable, an erroneous 

word or an inappropriate syntactic structure is selected. Information repair is related with the speaker‘s problem in 

conveying information (Under Levelt‘s system of classification, it was called different repair since the current message 

was replaced by a different one). We sub-divided it into information supply and information replacement. Error repair 

concerns repair on lexical, morphological and syntactic levels. The last category is appropriate repair, which concerns 

the manner of repair. This type of repair aims to make utterances more appropriate under the condition that the previous 

information is not changed. It is further divided into insertion and replacement in this study. Following the above 
categorization, We separate SRMs into four categories accordingly: self-repetition marker (It was sub-divided into 

repair markers for syllabic repetition, one-word repetition, two-word repetition and multi-word repetition), error repair 

markers (repair markers which concerns with error repair on lexical, morphological and syntactic levels) , information 

repair markers (repair markers which signal information supply or replacement) and appropriate repair markers (repair 

markers which signal insertion or replacement). 

The analytical procedure was as follows: first, we used WordsSmith Tools 5.0 to calculate the frequencies of three 

SRMs used by both NSs and L2 learners in two corpora. Second, we examined the concordance lines closely to exclude 

the other uses of the three DMs, such as the use of well in ―very well‖, and maybe used as an adverbial,  and the use of 

I mean in ―Do you know what I mean‖and―You know what I mean‖, etc.. After doing this, we employed a foreign 

teacher (He holds a doctorate in English literature from a certain Canadian university, and has taught English in China 

for two years.) to reexamine the materials to confirm whether a discourse marker was used as an SRM or not. By doing 
so, we hoped to position ourselves as to most effectively understand and interpret our findings. As previous research on 

the use of maybe as SRMs was minimal, the current study was tentative in its course. By observing the concordance 

lines from SECCL, We found that L2 learners used maybe as SRMs frequently. But this was a rare case in BNC. 

IV.  RESULTS 

 

TABLE 2 

OVERALL DISTRIBUTION OF SRMS 

 Well I mean Maybe 

BNC SECCL BNC SECCL BNC SECCL 

Total frequency 443 273 184 47 66 388 

Log likelihood -40.51** -86.65**      +253.37** 

Frequency  41 6 177 34 6 39 

Percentage (%) 9.3 2.2 96.2 72.3 9.1 10.1 

Log likelihood -29.21** -99.40** +27.09* 

Result underuse underuse overuse 

 

Table 2 showed the overall distribution of three SRMs. The results suggested that the percentages of well for NSs and 

L2 learners be 9.3% and 2.2% respectively. Log likelihood equaled -32.09(p<0.01), which indicated there was a 

significant difference between NSs and L2 learners in the use of well as SRMs. The L2 learners tended to underuse well 

as SRMs, compared with NSs. As for I mean, the percentages of NSs and L2 learner were 92.3% and 72.3% 
respectively, with the log likelihood of -99.40 (p<0.01). This also indicated that there was a significant difference 

between NSs and L2 learners in the use of I mean as SRMs. Compared with NSs, L2 learners tend to underuse I mean 

as SRMs. The result also showed that the percentages of maybe by L2 learners and NSs are 10.1% and 9.1% 

respectively. Finally according to log likelihood (+ 27.09 (p<0.05)), there was a significant difference between NSs and 

L2 learners in their use of maybe as SRMs. L2 learners tended to overuse maybe as SRMs. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1218 JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE TEACHING AND RESEARCH

© 2012 ACADEMY PUBLISHER



TABLE 3 

DISTRIBUTION OF SRMS BY SUB-CATEGORY 

SRM  Well  I mean   Maybe 

  BNC SECCL BNC SECCL BNC SECCL 

Repetition 

RM(RRM) 

Syllabic RM  3 

 

0 0 0 0 0 

One-word RM 3 1 0 0 0 10 

Two-word RM 2 0 1 2 0 5 

Multi-word RM 1 0 2 1 0 2 

Total   10 1 3 3 0 17 

Information RM 

(IRM) 

Information supply 

RM/replacement RM 

10 2 160 12 1 2 

Total   10 3 162 16 2 3 

Error RM(ERM) Lexical RM 3 0 4 3 0 6 

Morphological RM 6 0 2 1 0 1 

Syntactic RM 2 1 2 3 0 4 

Total   11 1 8 7 1 11 

Appropriate RM 

(ARM) 

Replacement RM 6 1 2 7 1 4 

Insertion RM 4 0 2 1 1 4 

Total   10 1 4 8 2 8 

Z score  z=-2.8, p=0.005 z=-1.44, p=0.886 z=-2.52, p=0.012 

 

Table 3 showed the distributions of SRMs under the sub-categories. The statistic results indicated a significant 

difference in terms of well, with a z-score of -2.81(p=0.005). But the result showd no significant difference in the use of 

I mean by NSs and L2 learners under the sub-categories (z =-1.44., p=0.886). Since maybe tends to be overused by L2 

learners, the result was diversified. Maybe was mainly used in repetition as SRMs with a total number of 17, in error 

repair with a total number of 11. The total number of maybe used by NSs as SRMs was only 6. Hence, the statistic 

results indicated a remarkable difference between NSs and L2 learners in the use of maybe as SRMs (z=-2.52, p=0.012). 

To sum up, the present research had the following major findings while referring to the research questions: (1) In 

general, L2 learners and NSs used the three SRMs in a significantly different way. L2 learners tended to underuse well 
and I mean while overuse maybe; (2) Under the sub-categories, NSs and L2 learners had remarkable differences in the 

use of well and maybe, but no significant difference was found in the use of I mean. However, an interesting pattern 

showed that NSs tended to employ I mean mainly for information supplement or replacement while L2 learners used it 

to signal different kinds of self-repair, either for signaling self-correction or for achieving appropriateness of the 

utterances. (3) One more striking finding was that the NSs tended to use a ―discourse marker+ maybe‖ pattern, whereas 

L2 learners tend to employ maybe directly as SRMs; (4) Further observations on the sub-categories indicate that, in 

BNC, well was almost equally deployed as RRMs (10), IRMs (10), ARMs (10) and ERMs (11), whereas, I mean was 

mostly deployed as IRMs (162). As for maybe in SECCL, it was deployed mainly as RRMs (especially one-word 

RRMs, with a total number of 17), less as ERMs (11), ARMs (8) and least as IRMs (3). Hence, the aforementioned 

findings may help specify the character of repair operations, for example, the ways in which an element of the prior talk 

ccould be self-repaired. 

V.  DISCUSSION 

Next, we began with a closer look at the examples from two corpora which may demonstrate some striking patterns 

of three SRMs, which might have been exhibited in the aforementioned results. Example (1) and (2) below illustrated 

the practice of well as SRMs. 

(1) It changed so much that you co committed an offence that ended up you in prison, in prison for, well you got a 

three year sentence. (BNC: hv1-Central Weekend Live.txt) 

(2) After all I will try to manage it, because I think in the US, well, look at the things in US, when the kids gets 18 

years old…… (SECCL: 04-199-31A.txt) 

In example (1), the speaker replaced the previously uttered information by using well as an information replacement 

marker. In example (2), the speaker supplied more information by using well. The data from Table 3 further showed a 

strong tendency that NSs use well more often as DMs or SRMs than L2 learners. We would further explain this result in 

later sections. Example (3) and (4) illustrated the practice of I mean as SRMs. 
(3) Right, now, what has this got to do with eating disorders? I mean, where do eating disorders come from?                

(BNC: fl6-Eating disorders.txt) 

(4) Yes, I, I, read the report from the newspaper this morning. And I think, er, it's very wonderful. I mean, it‘s very 

competitive for them to compete for the position. (SECCL: 05-005-30B.txt) 

In example (3), the speaker used I mean to make adjustments to what had just been said. In example (4), the speaker 

used I mean to signal the instantly upcoming self-repair for what had just been said. We found an interesting pattern that, 

in BNC, I mean was mainly used as information repair markers while in SECCL I, mean served, not only as information 

repair markers, but also as error or appropriate repair markers. In both cases, I mean was used to explicitly indicate what 

kind of repair is to follow. We would further interpret this kind of idiosyncratic usage in later sections. Example (5), (6) 
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and (7) illustrated the practice of maybe as SRMs. 

(5) You can communicate with the maybe the guests of the hotel and just improve your abilities in some aspects.                   

(SECCL: 05-005-03B.txt) 

(6) A:  Are you wealthy? 

B:  Wealthy? I wish I was. Er I mean one maybe one day I will if if it makes a hit eh…… 

(BNC: hmd-BBC Radio Nottingham.txt) 

(7) A:  If they're stupid enough to be homeless! 

B:  Well maybe sometimes it's not their fault. Most of the time people don't want to … 

(BNC: fld-Families.txt) 

In example (5), maybe served as SRMs to initiate the upcoming self-repair. But in example (6), speaker B first used I 

mean as an initiator of self-repair, then he/she uses maybe to finish the self-repair implicitly. In example (7), speaker B 
first used well as an initiator of self-repair and uses maybe to implicitly expressed his/her idea. In both cases, maybe 

served not as explicit SRMs, rather it was used as a supplementary part of SRMs. As we further observed the 

concordance lines from BNC, we found that NSs tended to use a ―discourse marker+ maybe‖ pattern. But we did not 

discover this striking pattern in SECCL. We found L2 learners tended to use maybe directly as SRMs. 

In interpreting the aforementioned findings, we assumed that pragmatic transfer and overgeneralization were the 

major causes of learners‘ overuse or underuse of SRMs. In recent years, there had been a convergence of SLA and 

pragmatics in what had been termed interlanguage pragmatics. Kasper (1992, p. 203) defined interlanguage pragmatics 

as ―the branch of second language research which studies how non-native speakers… understand and carry out 

linguistic action in a target language, and how they acquire L2 pragmatic knowledge.‖ Kasper (1992) expanded the 

scope of the Interlanguage Pragmatics and put forward the notion of pragmatic transfer, which refers to the influence 

exerted by learners‘ pragmatic knowledge of languages and cultures other than L2 on their comprehension, production 
and learning of L2 pragmatic information. Some other notions, such as pragmatic fossilization in SLA have also been 

applied to the pragmatic aspect of language development. Trillo (2002) addressed fossilization from a pragmatic 

perspective and put forward the notion of pragmatic fossilization, which was defined as the phenomenon by which a 

non-native speaker systematically used certain forms inappropriately at the pragmatic level of communication. We 

would further explored how pragmatic transfer and overgeneralization exerted influence over L2 learners‘ use of SRMs 

in the following part. 

As for well and I mean, some previous studies supported our findings (Wong, 2000; Tree & Schrock, 2002; Trillo, 

2002; Liao, 2009). Liao (2009) found that Chinese English learners had an overall infrequent use of well and I mean in 

conversation. One of the possible explanations was that there were no countparts of well and I mean in Mandarin. In 

Mandarin, the equivalent marker to well as a delay device would be ―um.‖ As for I mean, the countpart in Mandarin was 

―Wo de yisi shi‖ (my meaning is) which contained five Chinese characters with five syllables, and thus was never 
regarded as DMs in Mandarin. Based on the above analysis, Liao came to a conclusion that the influence of L1 transfer 

might explain why these DMs were employed at a lower rate by Chinese English learners. Liao‘s research had another 

striking finding in which there was a high rate of yeah as SRMs. This supported Wong (2000)‘s findings in which she 

observed the function of same-turn repair by her non-native participants whose native language was Mandarin. This 

usage of yeah had been found to be extremely rare in native discourse, yet non-native speakers used this yeah to resolve 

what was problematic or troublesome about the utterance. The studies mentioned above gave solid evidence to the 

present findings. The discrepancy between NSs and L2 learners in the use of I mean under the sub-categories 

demonstrated that L2 learners had not yet acquired the meaning of this SRM. They might overgeneralize its usage. 

As for maybe, the previous studies also supported our findings (Wu, 2009; Hu, 2010). Wu‘s corpus-driven study, 

which compared the usage of two adverbs –probably and maybe by NSs and L2 learners, showed that NSs tended to use 

a ―discourse marker+maybe‖ pattern to initiate self-repair, whereas Chinese L2 learners tended to use maybe directly as 

SRMs. Similarly, Hu‘s study found that Chinese English learners tended to overuse maybe when they tried to express 
epistemic possibility in English and he further suggested that maybe is perhaps entrenched in learners‘ cognitive system. 

Our possible explanation of this idiosyncratic usage was that the counterpart of maybe in Mandarin was ―ye xu‖ or ―da 

gai‖, which were frequently employed in oral Mandarin. As the present research results showed, L2 learners had not yet 

acquired the use of I mean and well as SRMs. Instead they tended to use maybe as SRMs in resolving what was 

problematic or troublesome about the utterance. Finally, we postulated that L2 learners in the study were reserved in 

making use of lexical items. When they were hesitant in choosing lexical items, they preferred to use some semantically 

familiar items like maybe as vocalized fillers to stall for time in speech organization processes. 

As for the last aforementioned finding, we attempted to have the following interpretations. Previous studies indicated 

that sprinkling I mean into speech had been thought to provide three types of interpersonal information: information 

about the speaker, information about the situation, such as its formality or intimacy and information about the level of 

politeness (Tree & Schrock, 2002). Hence, I mean can be used as information management displays. This was in 
accordance with the present finding that I mean was mostly deployed as IRMs (In this study the total number is 162) by 

NSs. As for may (maybe is utilized mainly as RRMs (17) and ERMs (11), less as ARMs (8) and IRMs (3) by L2 

learners in the present study), the finding may partly be a sign of L2 learners‘ language proficiency. Due to the limited 

language proficiency, L2 learners tended to focus on the accuracy of lower-level linguistic forms, such as lexical, 
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morphological and syntactical items rather than on the appropriateness of language expressions. There could be another 

interpretation for this. Repair is a speech activity during which speakers locate and replace a prior information unit. 

Because they focus on prior information, repairs achieve information transitions—forcing speakers to adjust their 

orientation to what has just been said before they respond to it in upcoming talk (Scheffrin, 1987). In this kind of 

repairing process, SRMs tended to be utilized to fulfill the information management tasks. Hence, the aforementioned 

findings may also show L2 learners‘ lack of the awareness of SRMs as information management displays. Further 

validity testing is needed to provide empirical evidence to support this claim. 

Next, we attempted to further explore the reasons behind these remarkable differences between NSs and L2 learners 

in the use of SRMs. According to Painter (1999), NSs followed what was called a ―function-to-form‖ developmental 

process, where the needed to communicate precedes the use of form; whereas non-native speakers follow a 

―form-to-function process‖, based on the learning of certain items which are usually contextualized at different 
subsequent stages. Based on this statement, Trillo (2002) believed that ―the form-to-function language development 

process that was characteristic of non-native speakers was the key factor in the appearance of certain aspects of 

language fossilization‖. Trillo (2002) further postulated that non-native speakers may find the learning process of 

form-to-function problematic because of the de-contextualized nature of L2 learning environments. In most cases L2 

learners acquire some simplified and context-free register of the target language with no explicit relationship between 

form and function. Therefore, he suggested that it is essential to teach the pragmatic function of language items of a 

target language, ranging from lexicalized phenomena to the functions of DMs in conversation. Similarly, Weinert‘s 

(1998) findings of L2 learners‘ incompetence of using DMs led her to question whether L2 language learning materials 

may be biased toward written language, whether naturalistic language development and classroom teaching are 

separated and whether oral discourse coherence devices like DMs might be explicitly taught. 

Based on the above arguments, we assumed that the fundamental cause of pragmatic fossilization was that L2 
learners could not acquire the target language through natural language contact, but in most cases they followed a 

―form-to-function‖ learning process in which the learning materials are de-contextualized. As was stated by Trillo 

(2002, p. 770-783), ―pragmatic fossilization appeared in L2 learners not because of a lack of competence in other 

linguistic areas such lexis, grammar, etc., but because there was delay in the presentation of the pragmatic variation that 

existed with respect to the way communication competence is acquired in the mother tongue‖. The lack of this 

communicative competence may lead to pragmatic fossilization, and in many cases, to pragmatic failure. Considering 

pragmatic failure, Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1986) made the important point that pragmatic failure may also occur 

between NSs, but there was a good chance that the speaker would recognize the failure and the reason for it, and would 

therefore perform suitable repair. Non-native speakers, however, might be completely unaware of the reason for the 

failure and therefore unable to repair the interaction. 

VI.  CONCLUSION AND PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

A.  Conclusion 

The present study was a corpus-based study on the use of three SRMs: well, I mean and maybe by NSs and L2 

learners. The availability of two representative corpora guaranteed the objectivity of the results and also might shed 

light on future research where variables of the corpora might be different. The findings indicated L2 learners overused 

maybe and underused well and I mean as SRMs, compared with NSs. The study then explored the fundamental reasons 

for the differences and postulated that these SRMs might be fossilized both in the quantity and the diversity of usage. 
The study also has its own contributions to the present literature of interlanguage pragmatics in that it not only 

examined pragmatic transfer from Chinese to English was evident in L2 learners‘ use of SRMs, but also verified that 

the cause of pragmatic fossilization in L2 was due to the ―form-to-function‖ learning process, in which the learning 

materials are de-contextualized. 

B.  Pedagogical Implications 

First, regarding the phenomenon of pragmatic fossilization, we conclude if DMs, including SRMs, are retained and 
used as part of L2 learners‘ interlanguage system, then L2 learners must obtain repeated exposure to and rehearsal of 

those markers through conversational interaction either inside or outside of the classroom. Since L2 learners do not 

always have the opportunities to be immersed in an English-speaking environment outside of the foreign language 

classroom, pedagogical factors, including textbooks, teachers‘ roles and learner factors, exert much influence on this 

aspect. As pointed out in many studies, textbooks play a crucial role in syllabus design and lesson planning. Textbooks 

constitute the bread and butter of L2 learners‘ language learning experience (Lam, 2009). As is often the case, the 

descriptions of DMs in textbooks are far from satisfactory and many examples are invented and decontextualized 

(Wang, 2007; Lam, 2009; Quan, 2010). The learners may be denied access to these useful DMs in their learning 

processes. In order to present a more comprehensive picture to learners concerning how DMs are used in real-life 

contexts, textbook writers can introduce corpus evidence into textbooks using authentic examples. In this respect, a 

corpus-based and data-driven learning approach to learning DMs with the use of concordancers may be useful (Lam, 
2009). 

Next, direct teaching of DMs on the part of teachers may increase the usage by L2 learners. Teachers may not spend 
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much of their class time teaching DMs, but they can make learners aware of these markers and their pragmatic 

functions by giving language samples from everyday conversation between native speakers. Also, teachers can give 

learners structured time for pair work and small group interaction in class after giving learners‘ input of the use of DMs 

through video or movie watching. Such increased awareness and classroom practice may provide learners with gradual 

access to DMs in appropriate situations inside and outside of the classroom. 

Finally, as for learner factors, we think L2 learners‘ acquisition of appropriate pragmatic forms depend much on 

learners‘ conscious learning. According to Gass and Houck (1999), one reason for the difficulty in obtaining 

appropriate knowledge of the pragmatics of L2 may be a human assumption about learning a L2, namely, what needs to 

be learned is the phonology, lexicon, and syntax of a L2. Pragmatics, speech acts or even more specific, DMs, are 

initially perceived to be universal. Therefore, L2 learners are not aware of those pragmatic aspects and they are unlikely 

to notice the subtle differences between target language and their native language. As such, noticing mismatches 
between L1 and L2 is a major driving force in L2 learning. How to raise L2 learners‘ awareness on pragmatic forms 

concerns the roles of attention and awareness in L2 learning. This needs further discussion in future research. 

This study was not without its limitations. The major weakness of the study was that the sizes of two corpora were 

limited. Future research which employs large- scaled corpora is needed to give more supporting evidence for the present 

study.  

NOTES 

1. The following example is an instance of a cut-off as repair initiators in English: 

[Schegloff, Jefferson and Sacks, 1977: 366] 

Naomi: But c‘d we- c‘d I stay u: p? 

Here, Naomi stops her utterance by cutting it off after the word we, marked with a dash at the end of the word. This 

cut-off functions as repair initiator. After that, she recycles the verb form c‘d in her prior talk and then replaces we with 
I. 

2. Although terms such as ―editing terms or expressions (Levelt, 1983: 41-104; 1989), discourse markers or particles; 

(Schiffrin, 1987: 31-40; Aijmer, 2002), cue phrases (Heeman & Allen, 1999), and repair markers (Chen, 2005; Wang, 

2007) are preferred by some researchers, we think the term SRMs can display the functions of those discourse markers 

more explicitly, and we will therefore use the term ―self-repair markers‖ in this article. 

3. In table 1, the italicized parts indicate the whole self-repair segments: trouble sources, SRMs and repair outcomes. 

By doing so, we intend to show the ongoing self-repairing processes clearly. For instance: You can't... er, concentrate, I 

mean you can't focus on the black side. In this sentence, ―concentrate‖ is the trouble source, I mean serve as SRMs, and 

the repair outcome is ―focus on.‖ In this sentence, the speaker traced back to the trouble source by repeating ―You 

can’t.‖ 

4. In the present study, if there is significant difference between NSs and L2 learners in their use of SRMs (p<0.05), 
then we use ―+‖ to signal the state of ―overuse‖ and ―- ―to signal the state of ―underuse.‖  

5. In BNC, I mean is mainly used as information repair markers, whereas in SECCL, I mean serves, not only as 

information repair markers, but also as error or appropriate repair markers. 
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