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Abstract 

The following study examines the relationship between discourse markers, or 
vocal hiccups such as um, uh, like and you know, and speaker use of such mark-
ers in extemporaneous and impromptu speaking. One hundred and fifty speeches 
were transcribed and the number of markers used by each speaker was calculat-
ed. A gender comparison reveals no significant difference between speaker usage 
of two of the markers (um, uh). The study does however show a significant gen-
der difference in the usage of the other two markers (like, you know). Finally, this 
study draws conclusions about discourse marker usage, speaker credibility and 
competitive success. 

"Overall I liked their speech, but the delivery was a little bit shaky." "If this 
person is a collegiate competitor then why are they using so many um's?" "I think 
they have the right idea, but they don't sound very professional to me." These 
quotations came from public speaking students who were asked to watch and 
later critique five intercollegiate extemporaneous and five impromptu speeches. 
As with all forms of public address, the audience determines the competence of 
a speaker (Eastman, 1975, p. 116). Factors believed to influence this judgment of 
competence or credibility includes how the speaker is introduced, the speaker's 
perceived social status, and the organization of the speech. In addition, the 
strength and fluency of the speaker's delivery can have an impact on how the 
audience perceives the speaker. While many factors influence how the audience 
views speaker credibility, the degree to which these elements determine percep-
tion had not been concluded. 

What is evident is how the use of effective language is important to a speak-
er's ethos, or credibility. In the realm of competitive forensics, ethos plays a piv-
otal role in competitive success and ranking. Speakers with high ethos who 
appear to know what they are talking about and have confidence, are generally 
rewarded more than those with minimal ethos. A speaker's ability to use fluid 
deliver and language is a critical element of ethos (Gamble & Gamble, 2002; 
Zarefsky, 2002). One overlooked aspect of delivery is a speaker's use of dis-
course markers. 

Discourse markers, or vocal hiccups such as um, uh, like and you know are 
defined as a set of linguistic items functioning in the cognitive, social, expressive, 
and textual domains (Bright, 1992). This quantitative study examines the place-
ment of discourse markers and answers the following question: how often do col-
legiate extemporaneous and impromptu speakers utilize discourse markers? 
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Forensics is an appropriate arena to study the effects of discourse markers 
for three reasons. First, the typical forensics judge analyzes both the speaker's 
language and delivery to make a written determination of communicative com-
petence. When ranking speakers in a round, the judge is expected to provide 
written feedback on how the competitor can increase the perception of their 
competence (Cronn-Mills & Croucher, 2001). Second, forensics is an educational 
activity. Competitive speaking provides a setting for students to gain skills 
beneficial to effective public speaking and critical thinking. Lastly, the nature of 
the limited preparation events, such as impromptu and extemporaneous speak-
ing, provides a context conducive to studying normal vocal and linguistic pat-
terns. Discourse markers are more likely to occur in these events because 
students normally do not speak from manuscript and the speeches are typically 
delivered extemporaneously. 

Review of Literature 

Discourse Markers 

Discourse analysis, the understanding and comprehension of language and 
its use within conversation (Bright, 1992) has focused on various aspects of lin-
guistic theory. The studies have investigated how language links speakers and lis-
teners, how speakers structurally organize language, and how language coordi-
nates or dictates our daily activities. Linguistic studies serve as precursors to the 
study of discourse markers. To understand the development of discourse markers 
as an area of linguistic study, three areas must be addressed: a functional defini-
tion of discourse markers, how discourse markers assist in language acquisition, 
and what textual functions discourse markers serve. Initially, it is necessary to 
clarify the following studies on discourse markers do not address the use of these 
markers in forensics. No research has been conducted in forensics on discourse 
markers. Therefore, the following studies from linguistics and English as a sec-
ond language serve as exemplars and analogs for what kinds of linguistic studies 
could be conducted in forensics. 

The international encyclopedia of linguistics defines discourse markers as 
a set of linguistic items in the cognitive, social, expressive, and textual domains 
(Bright, 1992). Markers (e.g., um, like, uh, you know, well, by the way) aid 
communicators in linguistic or conversational consistency and coherence 
(Bussman, 1984). Bussman (1984) further contends the use of discourse mark-
ers helps speakers develop language skills, feel more comfortable about their 
conversational skills, and allows speakers to collect their thoughts before 
officially speaking. 

The majority of the research on discourse markers is devoted to how mark-
ers assist in language acquisition. Specifically, studies have focused on how dis-
course markers aid children and students of English as a second language. Sprott 
(1992) found the use of discourse markers adds to a child's discourse complexi-
ty, or ability. Sprott further revealed how during disputes and times of heightened 
tension or excitement, the use of discourse markers dramatically increases. The 
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delivery of an extemporaneous or impromptu speech is an example of a time of 
heightened tension or excitement. Anyone who has done one of these events will 
attest to their increased adrenaline levels and stress or excitement. 

Studies on the discourse organization of children (McTear, 1985; Bamberg 
& Marchman, 1990) illustrate how the use of markers becomes more sophisticat-
ed with age. At first, discourse markers are used at the local level, signifying 
upcoming talks or turns into a new subject. This level is known as the simple or 
one-dimensional level. Later, discourse marker usage becomes more advanced 
and the markers are used on a global level, covering larger units of discourse, 
such as returns to prior topics of discussions (Sprott, 1992). 

Further research on the acquisition of English as a second language has 
revealed similar results. In a 1996 dissertation, Johnson (1996) discussed how 
"OK" and related discourse markers in ESL grammar classes serve as linguistic 
soothers or verbal adapters. While learning English, Johnson argues students use 
the markers to fill in gaps in speech and comprehension. 

Another early study on discourse markers investigated the use of "OK" in 
service interactions between employees and their customers. By observing inter-
actions and analyzing the conversations' content and context, Merritt (1984) con-
cluded "OK" serves a specific linguistic purpose in interactions between person-
nel and customers. "OK" in fact "releases" the addressee to take the next step in 
the dialogue. 

Schiffrin's Discourse Markers formalized the study of discourse markers. 
By observing various types of conversation, or discourse, Schiffrin (1987) iden-
tified how certain terms and/or phrases indicate understanding or coherence in 
conversation. Schiffrin concluded each single marker in the communal lexicon 
has various functions, depending upon the situation of the speaker. 

Functions of discourse markers have been outlined in linguistic articles and 
reference materials from the Rutledge dictionary of language and linguistics to 
Perinbanayagam's (1991) Discursive Acts. The research points to four formal tex-
tual functions of discourse markers: (1) to indicate a turn in conversation (you know 
and well), (2) to identify a digression from the topic under discussion (oh by the 
way), (3) a speaker's attitude or sentiment can be shared through markers (like), and 
(4) discourse markers frame the general conversation. In forensics limited prepara-
tion events competition, a small portion of the markers used fill one of the four 
aforementioned formal functions. The large majority of discourse markers used in 
limited preparation events are deemed informal discourse markers. 

Three informal functions for discourse markers have also been designated. 
The three informal functions are: (1) to fill pauses in conversation, (2) to act as 
nervous glitches in speech, and (3) the markers have become part of our collec-
tive lexicon (Davis, 1992). Unfortunately, very little academic research has been 
done on the three informal functions of discourse markers. Two questions in par-
ticular remain to be addressed by linguistic or communication researchers: (1) 
how often are the markers used? and (2) are markers a conscious of unconscious 
decision? Furthermore, the impact markers have on perception and credibility has 
not been addressed. These areas are of keen interest because discourse markers 
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often function informally and are considered a part of the human psyche and 
intellect (Schiffrin, 1987). 

One specific area of communication where discourse markers play a perva-
sive, but under recognized role is in forensics. Specifically, the limited prepara-
tion events are more apt to include heightened use of these markers. Yet, the 
forensics community has not studied the linguistic side of this educational activ-
ity. The following section synthesizes forensics literature. 

Forensics 

Many scholars have studied non-linguistic specific elements of competitive 
public speaking. Aspects of both limited preparation events examined in this 
paper, extemporaneous and impromptu speaking, have been studied: Cronn-Mills 
and Croucher (2001) conducted a ballot analysis of limited preparation events. 
White (1997) explored gender as a predictor of competitive success in extempo-
raneous speaking. Aden and Kay (1988) discussed the education value of extem-
poraneous speaking. 

However, there is no existing research on the linguistic aspects of foren-
sics. A survey of forensics research in communication and forensics journals by 
Klumpp (1990), and a similar study by Worth (2000) notes studies of competi-
tive public speaking fall into three main categories: (1) descriptive surveys, (2) 
prescriptive pieces about how to coach individual events and debate, and (3) 
forensics theory. In addition, Porter states a stronger link needs to be made 
between forensic research and the theoretical background of the communication 
discipline. Porter (1990) asserts, "the most significant problem facing the foren-
sics community is that we have neither documented nor articulated the impor-
tance of our area of expertise to the community at large" (p. 95). I contend not 
only does the forensics community need to make a clearer link between foren-
sics and the larger communication discipline, but to other disciplines as well, 
such as linguistics. 

Indeed, if forensics aims to be an educational enterprise by improving the 
communicative competence of students, and providing them with skills to be 
effective speakers in and outside of the forensics realm connections between the 
use of language and the perception of speaker credibility must be made. This 
paper aims to expand the scope of forensics research by combining the impor-
tance of linguistics with forensics pedagogy, two areas not regularly linked. 

Method 

Participants 

The purpose of this study is discover how often discourse markers are used 
in competitive rounds of collegiate impromptu and extemporaneous speaking. 
Therefore, the participants in this study are collegiate competitors in either of the 
limited preparation events. Specifically, 42 males and 28 females were observed 
in extemporaneous speaking, and 36 men and 44 women in impromptu speaking. 
All together, the sample for this study is 75 students (N=150). 
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Procedures 

Speeches were audio-recorded at a number of tournaments throughout the 
Midwest. Tournament directors granted individual permission for this study 
before audio taping took place. The students were notified before giving their 
speech that they were being recorded for a linguistic study. Specific information 
about discourse markers was not provided before the round. The information was 
not provided so students would not consciously or unconsciously alter their lin-
guistic habits and language. Moreover, the researcher did not inform the students 
about the specifics of the study, so the student's performance would not be hin-
dered. Furthermore, students were told the tapes would not be listened to until 
after the tournament and would not affect their rank in the round. Anonymity was 
also very important to this study. No student names are on the cassette tapes, only 
tournament dates, and events. 

During the speeches, the researcher kept track of the non-verbals used by 
speakers when they utilized a discourse marker such as um, uh, like and you 
know. Non-verbals tracked included the following: twitching of fingers and 
hands, biting of the lip, hand gesturing without an apparent purpose, and rolling 
of the eyes. All rounds were chosen at random and all of the speakers in those 
rounds were the ones recorded for this study. After the speeches were transcribed, 
the number of markers in each speech was counted and documented. The mean 
of each of the four markers pre-determined by the study, was then established. 
Averages for each marker were categorized into male, female and combined 
sexes for quantitative comparison purposes. 

Results 

Table 1 

Male and female means and standard deviations 
for usage of um, uh, like and you know 

 

  Males  Females Combined
Utterance Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
UM 15.62 5.95 14.36 5.15 14.99 5.55 
UH 17.20 6.21 17.63 4.82 17.42 5.52 
LIKE 3.70 1.57 18.61 9.81 11.12 5.69 
YOU 
KNOW 

8.73 3.34 19.16 8.65 13.95 5.95 

Out of the four markers designated for this study, two of the markers (um, 
uh) were used equally by both genders, while the remaining two markers (like and 
you know) were overwhelming used more often by females. There is no signifi-
cant difference between male and female usage of um: t(149 ) = 1.39; p = .17; MM = 
15.62; SDM = 5.95; MF = 14.36; SDF = 5.15. There is also no significant difference 
between male and female usage of uh: t(149) = -.474; p = .64; MM = 17.2; SDM = 
6.21; MF = 17.63; SDF = 4.82. 
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While there is no significant difference between these two markers, there is 
a significance difference between male and female usage of like and you know. 
Females used like significantly more than men: t(149) = -13.01; p < .01; MM = 
3.70; SDM = 1.57; MF = 18.61; SDF = 9.81. Females also used you know signifi-
cantly more than men: t(149) = -9.81; p < .01; MM = 8.73; SDM = 3.34; MF = 
19.16; SDF = 8.65. 

As for non-verbals, all speakers, male and female used a non-verbal device 
while uttering a discourse marker in 97.8 percent of all cases. The typical non-
verbals used for urn and uh included: twitching of the fingers, biting of the lips, 
and rolling of the eyes. The typical non-verbals used for like and you know dif-
fered by gender. When men used one of these terms the non-verbals were nearly 
identical to the non-verbals used for um and uh. However, men also gestured 
toward the audience with their hand(s) in many cases. Women on the other hand 
almost entirely, 99 percent of the time gestured toward the audience or randomly 
moved their hand/arm when saying either like or you know. Non-verbals such as 
gesturing appear to be more controlled and conscious, when compared to twitch-
ing fingers or rolling eyes. The subject of conscious vs. unconscious will be 
addressed in the following section. 

One conclusion arising from this data is the correlation between frequency 
of discourse marker usage and gender. Specifically the results show women used 
two of the discourse markers significantly more often than men (like and you 
know). The use of terms such as like and you know do not represent natural paus-
es in speech, while um and uh do represent pauses (Schiffrin, 1987). These two 
markers are cognitively processed and used by a speaker, thus this study reveals 
how females more than men choose (consciously or unconsciously) to use mark-
ers, which serve no proper linguistic function. Therefore the question is why? 
Why do females use these markers more than men, and what purpose do the 
markers serve? 

While no research has addressed why women use these markers more than 
men I contend the primary reason is cultural. The large majority of the speakers 
(male and female) in this study were between 19 and 24-years-old. The two mark-
ers in question (like and you know) were implanted in the American culture by a 
popular cultural creation in the 1980s, "Valley Girls." The "Valley Girl" phenom-
enon was according to Wood (1999) a product of: 

a softening reaction by women to the hard-edged political activism of the 
baby boom generation. The new Valleyspeak - from "freak me out" to "gag 
me with a spoon" - was milder than the antiwar rhetoric and free-love 
speech of the 1960s (p. 1). 
Adolescent television programs and films in the 1980s and 1990s, particu-

larly Fast Times at Ridgemont High, Melrose Place, Beverly Hills 90210 and 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer fueled the "Valley Girl" phenomenon and in turn the 
negative stigma placed on "Valley Girls" diminished as many "Valley Girl" terms 
became an accepted part of the communal lexicon (Wood, 1999). Thus, it is 
arguable many of the females in this study do not notice their usage of such terms, 
and others (particularly judges) may not even recognize them unless used exces- 
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sively, because the terms are part of our language now. Further research needs to 
address this issue. In particular research should explore where or when speakers 
learn to use markers in specific manners, and if speakers realize their discourse 
marker usage. 

Limitations 

This study's results are limited as a result of two particular extraneous vari-
ables, which might impact marker usage and credibility: competitor competitive 
history, and coaching. It would be assumed the longer a person has been com-
peting they would use less markers or verbal fillers. In this study, the year in 
competitive speaking for a competitor was not included as a variable because 
this study simply wanted to quantify how many times a marker is used in a lim-
ited preparation speech. The addition of this variable may yield different quan-
titative comparisons. 

A second extraneous variable is the student's coaching. Students were not 
asked, nor was any information gathered about their team's coaches, or coaching 
styles and preferences. This variable could impact the number of markers used 
because different coaches look for different things when coaching, a team with 
multiple coaches may or may not address markers, and student or graduate stu-
dent run programs may or may not distinguish markers from general conversa-
tion. Coaching was specifically left out of this study because there are too many 
questions to be addressed and quantified in regard to this variable. 

Areas for Future Research 

This project alludes to two areas of future research: the link between mark-
ers and non-verbal devices and the potential relationship between marker usage 
and speaker credibility. The results of this study clearly indicate a correlation 
between marker usage and non-verbal communication. As stated earlier, the 
majority of the speakers used some non-verbal cue when delivering a discourse 
marker. Why do speakers use specific non-verbals when uttering a discourse 
marker? This relationship warrants future study. 

The impact and importance of discourse markers on perceptions of commu-
nicative competence and credibility should also be addressed. Individuals judge 
others based on the manner in which they communicate. It is necessary to deter-
mine whether the use of markers hinders the perceptions of competence, or cred-
ibility. In particular, research needs to examine the potential relationship between 
discourse marker usage and rank in a round. With further exploration of the pos-
sible link between rank and discourse markers, communicative ability and possi-
bly rank can be enhanced. 

Ultimately, with research questioning and forcing forensics educators to re-
evaluate their educational or competitive agendas, increased and broadened 
scholarly research must be conducted in the discipline. Forensics research needs 
to do more than provide how to lessons or life stories, it must address normally 
overlooked aspects of communication and forensics pedagogy. Not only will this 
kind of research increase the existing base of forensics pedagogy, it will poten- 
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tially show the forensics community and scholars outside the realm of forensics 
concrete qualitative and quantitative results. Research into the linguistic aspects 
of forensics may also give coaches and competitors a method to enhance the art 
and practice of public speaking and thus heightening the educational prowess of 
our students and discipline. 
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