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Speech fluency is a central component of second language (L2) oral proficiency (Skehan, 2009). Its
temporal dimension has traditionally been examined through group means of speed and breakdown
measures. Some studies argue that within-speaker variability, i.e. how consistent a speaker’s rate is
across time, deserves equal attention (e.g., Baese-Berk & Morrill, 2015). Research employing
utterance-to-utterance rate change as a measure of such variability has shown that rate consistency is
systematically related to the task mode, such as spontaneous speech or a reading task (see Morrill et
al., 2016). Morrill et al. (2016) further hypothesised that, as proficiency increases, learners may first
focus on attaining consistency in speaking rate before progressing to native-like variation for
communicative effect. Longitudinal evidence exploring and supporting this developmental question is,
however, strikingly scarce. The few existing longitudinal fluency studies typically span a single
semester or year abroad and track group means of speed and pausing measures rather than within-
speaker temporal variability (e.g., Kahng, 2024). To our knowledge, no study has yet examined the
development of speaking rate variability in a multi-year longitudinal corpus of the same L2 speakers.

Our project aims to address this gap by tracking the temporal variability of L2 English speech in the
same speakers over three years. Specifically, our project asks whether temporal variability and speech
rate of learners’ spontaneous L2 spoken production change at the group level, and whether the
possible change is uniform across learners. The data consist of 42 recordings from 14 advanced Czech
learners of English, each recorded on three occasions at one-year intervals. The recordings consist of
unprepared monologues prompted by a general question chosen by the participant. The recordings
were then segmented into 5-second windows, and the number of syllables per window was counted,
resulting in per-window speaking rates. From these windows we derived three measures: the
coefficient of variation of the window rates (CoV; primary variability measure), the mean absolute rate
change between adjacent windows (an adaptation of Baese-Berk and Morrill's (2015) rate-change
measure), and mean speaking rate (baseline speed). Group-level change was tested with repeated-
measures ANOVA supplemented by linear and quadratic polynomial trend contrasts; all parametric
results were cross-validated with exact sign-flip permutation tests, and individual change was assessed
with per-speaker bootstrap confidence intervals and permutation tests.

The results showed no statistically detectable group-level change in temporal variability across the
three years (p =.17). However, the linear contrast approached significance (p =.061), with 9 of 14
speakers becoming more consistent; in other words, their speech became slightly less variable over the
three years. At the individual-level temporal variability, only one speaker showed a statistically
significant change. Cohort mean speaking rate (number of syllables per 5-second windows) likewise
did not change meaningfully (p = .20), yet individually, 6 of 14 speakers changed their rate
significantly, in both directions: 4 speakers sped up, 2 speakers slowed down. The adapted variability
measure from Baese-Berk and Morrill’s (2015) between adjacent windows showed no change at either
level (group p = .81; no statistically significant speakers). In summary, our findings suggest that L2
variability in temporal speech rate development is dominated by individual trajectories and differences
rather than a uniform group trend.
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