Longer silence duration in L2 conversations is modulated by proficiency:
Evidence from turn-timing in German and Italian
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Turn-taking, a fundamental component of fluency and interactional competence in second
language learning [1, 2], has been relatively underexplored in quantitative analyses of L2
speech (see discussion in [3]). This study presents the first comprehensive analysis of turn-
timing comparing L1 with L2 speakers of different proficiency levels.

The corpus analysed consists of Map Task dialogues performed by 20 dyads of Italian native
learners of German in both their L1 and L2 (11 dyads of advanced learners and 9 dyads of
beginners) as well as 9 dyads of German native speakers. Turn-timing was analysed using the
continuous measure of Floor Transfer Offset (FTO), where positive values represent silent gaps
and negative values represent overlaps. Bayesian modelling was used for statistical analysis.
All data and scripts are freely available at https://bit.ly/48qzhTm.

Results reveal a clear pattern of longer silent gaps in L2 as compared to L1 dyads, reflected in
higher FTO values; see Fig. 1. While no clear difference could be observed between L1 German
(mean: 481 ms; SD = 805) and Italian (mean: 551 ms; SD = 893), FTO values were considerably
higher for the L2 beginner group (mean: 959 ms; SD = 1250) compared to the L2 advanced
group (mean: 693 ms; SD = 1074); see Fig. 2. A considerable degree of by-dyad variability is
also evident in Fig. 2, particularly for non-native dyads. Another noteworthy pattern to emerge
from the dyad-level analysis is that all beginner L2 speaker pairs exhibited higher FTO values
in their L2 compared to their L1; this was not observed for dyads of advanced learners.

Bayesian hierarchical regression modelling of FTO values by GRoOUP, including DYAD as a
random factor, confirms the difference between advanced and beginner learners of German as
a robust effect (with longer silent gaps in conversations between beginners; 95% CI [218, 423];
P (8 > 0) = 1). At the same time, both the beginner and advanced learners showed a robust
difference to turn-timing in the L1 German group (with fewer long silent gaps in L1 German).
The similarity in turn-timing between L1 speakers of German and Italian is also corroborated
by Bayesian modelling, as evinced by the absence of a robust group effect (95% CI [-61, 260];
P (6>0)=0.84).

Our findings show that learners produced longer silent gaps, but can approach native-like turn-
timing with increasing proficiency. Turn-timing should thus be considered as an important
component for assessing fluency and interactional competence in L2 learning. Our results can
be related to previous work reporting longer silent gaps in L2 learners and neurodiverse
speakers [e.g. 4, 5], while also adding to the substantial evidence for cross-linguistic similarity
in the turn-timing of L1 speakers. The current results furthermore extend and refine related
research on the same data set [3] by indicating, for instance, that the previously reported overall
higher proportion of silence in L2 conversations is made up of both longer within-speaker
pauses and longer between-speaker gaps. Finally, it is worth noting that for the current findings
on turn-timing, proficiency effects outweighed dyad- (or individual-) specific variability,
contrasting with the analysis of backchannel productions in the same data set [6].
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Figure 1. Turn-timing values by speaker group (L2 German showing combined values for beginner and
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Figure 2. Turn-timing values (FTO = floor transfer offset) by dyad;

German data only.
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