
Vague language
 

 

How can I say it?
What's the word?

The section Speak out/Avoiding silences (SB, p 44) focuses on phrases we use when we aren't sure of all the details of something, to speak

informally in a friendly way, or perhaps just to save time in a conversation. When we find ourselves rattled while speaking — whether we’re

nervous, distracted, or at a loss for what comes next - it’s easy to lean on vague language. But when we start to overuse them, they become

crutches  that diminish our credibility and distract from our message.

 

Vague language is not totally accurate or clear. We use it when we are unable or unwilling to give accurate information, or we think it 

is either unnecessary or socially inappropriate to do so. A good example of vague language is rounding up numbers when telling the time. 

Twenty-six minutes past two becomes: It's about/almost half past two. It's half two-ish. It's nearly half past two.
 

Often, speakers use vague language not because they do not have accurate information, but because they feel it is more polite to make a less

definite statement. Thus, That is wrong. becomes I'm not sure that's completely correct.
 

Sometimes a speaker might start a list of some kind and then cannot remember the rest of the list or does not think the other items are important

enough to mention. (and/or stuff like that, and/or things/stuff, or something like that, or what/where/whoever)

I typed some letters, reports and other things like that.
You have to ask a doctor or a lawyer or someone like that.

 

Vague language is very common with numbers when expressing quantity or frequency. Low numbers are often substituted by phrases such as 

a couple of/a few, whereas larger numbers are rounded up with about/around or replaced with lots of/loads of.
It cost around 20 pounds or so. The computer caused loads/lots of problems.
With vague language, a couple does not necessarily mean two, it could mean up to three or even four. When people do not want to give 

accurate numbers they can use the following:

He's not that old. I'd say he's about 30-ish.; I've been to Prague a couple of/a few times.
 



 

thingamajig
whatchamacallit
whosi-whatsi

Let me think
then/well
I mean/I think/I'd say

Placeholders are words that can refer to objects or people whose names do not exist, are temporarily forgotten,

irrelevant, or unknown in the context in which they are being discussed. Grammatically these simply replace the

name of the person or object that the speaker cannot remember and never change their form.

Work, the what's-its-name of the thingummy and the thing-um-a-bob of the what d'you-call-it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

In speech, filler words are short, meaningless words (or sounds) we use to fill the little pauses that occur while we

decide what we’re going to say next. They’re the ums and uhs and ers that litter our conversations whether we like it 

or not. But although these little words don’t add any meaning to your statements, they do perform a function in

speech. 

Well, you have, um, you have a little something in your teeth.
Uhh. Umm. Well, you see... My dog ate it. I have like ten dogs.

 

 

 

Placeholder names
 

Fillers
 



 

 

SPEAKING AND LISTENING
This section will help you define vague language and filler words to gain strategies for avoiding silences

 

Task 1 How many examples of vague language can you find in this conversation? Write it in more suitable way.

“It’s a country, you know, in southwestern Asia. It’s a kind of big country with a population of seventy million or so and the country’s 
entire population is more or less Muslim. It’s sort of mountainous in most areas. Oil and natural gas are like the most important 
exports. It’s one of Turkey’s neighbors.” 
 

Task 2 Read through the sentences in Exercises 4 and 5, p44, SB. Focus on phrases in bold in the section Speak Out -
Avoiding silences. Now listen to Joanna (CD2.12) and complete her answers. Then decide which section do the phrases in 

bold belong to.

 

Task 2 Listen to the speaker (CD2.13) talking about attitudes towards pushing yourself to the limit and choose the best options. 

Sometimes both are possible but one is more natural. (Exercise 7, p45)

 

Task 3 Workbook Unit 5 activity

Do the following exercises:

Exercise 1, p41, T19
Exercise 2, p41, T20
 

Task 4 Watch the video to get more informed: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SX5BN9XhwyE. Then click here:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UZmKnfDwTRc to see how many times did Mark actually say "everything like that" 
in 58 seconds.

 



N A S T A V A  N A  D A L J I N U

 

U N I T  5  -   B A D  O R  G O O D ?

 

V A G U E  L A N G U A G E

 

U D Ž B E N I K  N E W  S U C C E S S  U P P E R - I N T E R M E D I A T E

 

3 .  R A Z R E D ,  G I M N A Z I J A  F R A  G R G E  M A R T I Ć A  P O S U Š J E


