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ABSTRACT

This study examines how prosodic patterns contribute to meaning
construction and discourse organization in spoken academic English.
Although prosody has been widely recognized as an important feature of
spoken communication, its specific role in structuring academic arguments
and guiding listener interpretation remains insufficiently explored. Using a
qualitative discourse-analytic design supported by descriptive acoustic
quantification, this study analysed 15 recordings of spoken academic English
collected from one faculty at a university in Indonesia. The corpus consisted
of 6 English-medium lectures, 6 academic seminar presentations, and 3
academic discussions, with a total duration of approximately 10 hours and 20
minutes involving 12 academic speakers. The unit of analysis was the
academic discourse segment, and 248 segments were identified as having
clear prosodic functions. Acoustic analysis using Praat was conducted to
examine intonation, pitch movement, stress placement, intensity, pauses, and
speech-rate variation. The findings show that rising intonation was mainly
used to introduce new topics, claims, and subpoints, while falling intonation
marked closure, conclusion, and certainty. Stress placement, increased
intensity, pauses, pitch shifts, and speech-rate variation also supported
emphasis, transition, argument structuring, and listener guidance. These
findings indicate that prosody is not merely a pronunciation feature, but a
discourse-level resource that shapes coherence, salience, and academic
meaning-making.

Key words: Prosody, Spoken Academic English, Meaning Construction,
Intonation, Academic Discourse

INTRODUCTION

Spoken academic English is a complex mode of communication because it requires
speakers to present ideas, explain concepts, develop arguments, and guide listeners
through dense information in real time. In academic settings such as English-
medium lectures, seminar presentations, and academic discussions, meaning is not
constructed only through lexical choices and grammatical structures. It is also
shaped by how speech is delivered through prosodic features, including intonation,
stress, pitch movement, rhythm, pauses, duration, intensity, and speech rate. These
features help listeners identify important information, follow transitions, recognize
emphasis, and understand the logical flow of academic discourse. Therefore,
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prosody should be viewed as an essential linguistic resource in spoken academic
communication rather than merely as an additional aspect of pronunciation.

The theoretical basis of this study is grounded in the view that prosody functions as
a discourse-organizing system. Discourse intonation theory explains that intonation
helps speakers signal whether information is new, continuing, shared, emphasized,
or complete (Brazil, 1997). Wennerstrom (2001) argues that pitch movement,
prominence, thythm, and pausing contribute to spoken coherence because they help
listeners identify relationships among ideas beyond the sentence level. This
perspective is also supported by Systemic Functional Linguistics, which views
language as a resource for constructing ideational, interpersonal, and textual
meanings (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). In spoken academic English, prosody
contributes to ideational meaning by highlighting concepts and findings, to
interpersonal meaning by signaling emphasis, stance, and certainty, and to textual
meaning by organizing discourse into coherent units. For example, a speaker may
use rising intonation to introduce a new claim, falling intonation to signal closure,
stress placement to highlight a key concept, or a pause to create emphasis before an
important point.

Previous studies have shown that prosody plays an important role in spoken
communication. Research has examined how prosodic cues support speech
intelligibility, syntactic processing, interactional organization, and second-
language comprehensibility. Degano et al. (2024) demonstrate that speech prosody
enhances the processing of syntactic structure, showing that acoustic cues influence
how listeners interpret spoken language. Szczepek Reed (2023) emphasizes
prosody as a resource for organizing interaction, while Wagner and Watson (2010)
highlight that prosody affects listener interpretation through pitch, prominence,
phrasing, and rhythm. In second-language contexts, Saito (2019) shows that
pronunciation-related features, including prosodic control, contribute to
comprehensibility. These studies indicate that prosody is central to spoken
communication because it helps listeners process meaning beyond the level of
words and grammar.

In the context of academic communication, prosody becomes especially important
because academic speech requires clarity, coherence, and argumentative
organization. Academic speakers must not only present information accurately but
also make complex ideas accessible to listeners. Prosodic cues help fulfill this
communicative demand by signaling topic shifts, emphasizing key findings,
marking the relationship between claims and evidence, and indicating the
completion of arguments. Studies on discourse and prosody have shown that
intonation and prominence can guide listeners in recognizing agreement,
disagreement, stance, and discourse boundaries in spoken English (Pickering et al.,
2012). This suggests that prosody is closely related to how academic discourse is
structured and interpreted in real time.

Although previous research has recognized the importance of prosody in
pronunciation, intelligibility, speech perception, and interactional organization, the
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role of prosodic patterns in meaning construction within spoken academic English
remains insufficiently explored. Many studies have treated prosody mainly as a
feature that improves pronunciation quality or listening comprehension. Less
attention has been given to how prosody functions as a meaning-making resource
at the discourse level. In particular, there is still limited discussion of how
intonation, stress, pitch movement, rhythm, pauses, and speech rate help academic
speakers organize arguments, highlight central claims, signal transitions, and guide
listener interpretation during complex academic speech. This gap is significant
because academic communication is not merely a matter of fluent delivery, but also
of constructing coherent and persuasive meaning.

This study addresses this gap by integrating prosodic analysis with discourse-level
meaning construction in spoken academic English. Unlike previous studies that
tend to position prosody mainly as a feature of pronunciation or intelligibility, this
research views prosody as a central component of academic meaning-making. The
study examines authentic spoken academic data collected within one faculty-based
academic setting at a university in Indonesia. The data consist of English-medium
lectures, academic seminar presentations, and academic discussions. By focusing
on this specific academic context, the study does not aim to generalize across all
disciplines or institutions, but to provide a focused and context-sensitive
explanation of how prosodic features function in real academic communication.

The novelty of this study lies in its focus on prosody as a constitutive resource for
constructing meaning and organizing discourse in spoken academic English. The
study does not merely identify prosodic forms, but analyzes their communicative
functions in relation to academic argumentation. It links acoustic features such as
intonation, pitch movement, stress, pauses, intensity, and speech-rate variation with
discourse functions such as topic introduction, claim marking, emphasis, transition,
conclusion, and listener guidance. This perspective is relevant for both linguistic
research and academic speaking pedagogy, particularly for non-native speakers of
English who need to communicate complex ideas clearly and persuasively in
academic contexts.

Based on the theoretical background and research gap above, this study is guided
by three research questions. First, how are prosodic patterns used to structure
arguments in spoken academic English? Second, how does intonation, stress, pitch
movement, thythm, pauses, and speech rate contribute to meaning construction in
spoken academic discourse? Third, what discourse functions are performed by
prosodic cues in guiding listener interpretation during academic speech? Through
these questions, this study aims to provide a deeper understanding of prosody as a
meaning-making resource in spoken academic English and to contribute to the
development of more effective academic communication practices.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Previous Related Study

Recent studies have increasingly highlighted the importance of prosody in spoken
communication, particularly in relation to intelligibility, meaning negotiation, and
discourse management. However, research examining the integrated role of
prosodic patterns in both meaning construction and discourse organization within
spoken academic English remains relatively limited.

One notable study was conducted by Holliday (2021), who investigated the role of
prosodic variation in spoken English communication. The study demonstrated that
prosodic features, including pitch movement, stress placement, and rhythm,
significantly influence listeners’ interpretation of spoken messages. Holliday
argued that prosody serves as a crucial communicative resource that shapes
meaning beyond lexical and grammatical structures. The findings emphasized that
listeners rely heavily on prosodic cues to infer speakers’ intentions, attitudes, and
discourse functions.

In the context of academic discourse, Viana and O’Boyle (2021) explored corpus-
based perspectives on spoken academic English. Their study revealed that spoken
academic discourse possesses distinctive organizational characteristics that differ
from everyday conversation. Academic speakers frequently employ discourse
structuring strategies to manage complex information, facilitate comprehension,
and maintain audience engagement. Although the study acknowledged the
importance of prosodic resources in spoken communication, it did not specifically
examine how prosodic patterns contribute to meaning construction and discourse
organization.

Another relevant study was conducted by Zarei et al. (2022), who investigated the
effects of prosody instruction on English speaking performance. The findings
indicated that learners who received explicit instruction in stress, rhythm, and
intonation demonstrated significantly higher levels of intelligibility and
communicative effectiveness than those who focused primarily on segmental
pronunciation. The researchers concluded that prosodic competence plays a
fundamental role in successful spoken communication and should be considered an
essential component of language instruction.

Similarly, Lascotte and Tarone (2022) examined the relationship between
intelligibility and prosodic performance in second-language English
communication. Their study found that appropriate use of prosodic features enabled
speakers to communicate more effectively and enhanced listeners’ comprehension.
The findings suggested that prosodic competence extends beyond pronunciation
accuracy by facilitating the interpretation and organization of spoken information.
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A more recent study by Klimczak-Pawlak and Waniek-Klimczak (2023) explored
the contribution of pitch accents to fluency in English academic presentations. The
study demonstrated that effective use of prosodic prominence improved both
speech fluency and presentation quality. Participants who successfully employed
pitch accents were better able to highlight key information and maintain coherent
discourse throughout their presentations. These findings indicate that prosody
contributes not only to speech production but also to the organizational structure of
academic discourse.

Further evidence was provided by Iskakova, Karagoishiyeva, and Dorleijn (2024),
who investigated the pragmatic effects of prosody in English-language academic
lectures. Their findings revealed that variations in pitch, stress, and intonation
significantly affected audience interpretation and engagement. The study concluded
that prosodic choices function as pragmatic signals that influence how listeners
construct meaning during academic speech events. This research provided
important insights into the communicative functions of prosody within academic
settings.

Additionally, Chang and Windeatt (2024) examined pausing behavior in second-
language academic presentations. Their study found that strategic pausing played a
crucial role in discourse planning, information segmentation, and audience
comprehension. Appropriate pausing patterns enabled speakers to organize
complex information more effectively and improved listeners’ ability to follow the
progression of ideas. The findings highlighted the importance of prosodic features
in structuring spoken academic discourse.

Despite these valuable contributions, most contemporary studies have focused on
specific aspects of prosody, such as intelligibility, pronunciation instruction,
fluency development, or audience perception. Limited attention has been given to
the combined role of multiple prosodic features—including pitch movement, stress
patterns, rhythm, and pausing—in simultaneously constructing meaning and
organizing discourse within spoken academic English. Furthermore, many studies
have examined general spoken communication or language learning contexts rather
than authentic academic speaking situations.

Therefore, the present study seeks to address this gap by investigating how prosodic
patterns operate as integrated communicative resources in spoken academic
English. Specifically, it explores how prosodic features contribute to meaning
construction and discourse organization during academic speech events, thereby
extending current understanding of prosody in academic communication.

Prosody in Spoken Academic English
Prosody has increasingly been recognized as a crucial component of spoken

communication, encompassing features such as intonation, stress, rhythm, pitch
variation, speech rate, and pausing. Contemporary research suggests that prosody
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functions as an essential resource for conveying information beyond lexical and
grammatical structures. According to Nicole Holliday (2021), prosodic features are
highly salient perceptual cues that influence how speakers and listeners interpret
spoken messages. Prosody not only contributes to linguistic interpretation but also
facilitates interpersonal communication and discourse management.

Within academic speaking contexts, prosody serves a particularly important role
because speakers are required to communicate complex ideas clearly and
coherently. Recent corpus-based investigations of spoken academic discourse
indicate that successful academic communication relies heavily on spoken
organizational strategies that help audiences process and interpret information
efficiently. Spoken academic discourse differs substantially from written discourse
because it depends on real-time interaction and auditory processing, making
prosodic cues indispensable for comprehension and engagement.

Furthermore, contemporary research on English for Academic Purposes (EAP)
emphasizes that effective academic speaking extends beyond grammatical accuracy
and vocabulary knowledge. Speakers must strategically employ prosodic resources
to organize ideas, highlight important information, and maintain audience attention
throughout presentations and discussions.

Prosody and Meaning Construction

Meaning construction in spoken communication involves the dynamic
interpretation of linguistic and contextual information. Recent studies suggest that
prosody acts as a meaning-making resource by signalling emphasis, information
status, speaker intention, and pragmatic stance. Holliday (2021) argues that
prosodic variation provides listeners with important interpretive cues that support
comprehension and facilitate meaning negotiation. Prosodic features therefore
function not merely as phonetic embellishments but as integral elements of
communicative meaning.

In academic communication, meaning construction becomes particularly
significant because speakers often present abstract concepts, research findings, and
complex arguments. Recent research on academic lectures demonstrates that
prosodic features influence how listeners interpret and evaluate spoken information.
Iskakova, Karagoishiyeva, and Dorleijn (2024) found that prosodic variation in
English-language academic lectures produces significant pragmatic effects, shaping
audience interpretation and engagement. Their findings suggest that pitch
movement, stress placement, and pausing patterns contribute directly to the
construction of meaning during academic speech events.

Similarly, recent studies on intelligibility have highlighted the importance of
prosodic competence in successful communication. Lascotte and Tarone (2022)
argue that intelligibility depends not only on accurate pronunciation but also on
speakers’ ability to use prosodic resources effectively. Appropriate prosodic
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realization enables listeners to identify key information, interpret communicative
intentions, and process spoken messages more efficiently.

Prosody and Discourse Organization

Discourse organization refers to the ways speakers structure information to create
coherent and comprehensible communication. In spoken discourse, prosodic
features function as organizational signals that help listeners recognize topic
boundaries, information hierarchy, transitions, and discourse structure.

Recent investigations into academic presentations have demonstrated that pausing
behavior, pitch movement, and prominence patterns contribute significantly to
discourse organization. Chang and Windeatt (2024) found that pausing patterns in
academic presentations are closely associated with speakers’ cognitive processing
and discourse planning. Strategic pauses help speakers segment information, signal
transitions between ideas, and facilitate audience comprehension.

Likewise, research on academic presentation training has shown that pitch accents
and prosodic prominence support the organization of spoken discourse by directing
listeners’ attention toward important information. Klimczak-Pawlak and Waniek-
Klimczak (2023) reported that improvements in pitch accent usage enhanced the
fluency and effectiveness of academic presentations. Their findings indicate that
prosodic awareness contributes not only to speech fluency but also to the coherent
organization of academic discourse.

In addition, contemporary scholarship on academic discourse highlights the
importance of oral communicative competence in academic settings. Spoken
academic discourse requires speakers to organize information in ways that facilitate
real-time comprehension, making prosodic signalling particularly important for
maintaining coherence and audience engagement.

Prosodic Patterns in Spoken Academic English

Current research increasingly recognizes that prosodic patterns operate as
integrated communicative resources rather than isolated phonological features.
Stress, rthythm, intonation, pitch movement, and pausing interact to create meaning
and organize discourse simultaneously. Recent studies in pronunciation pedagogy
and intelligibility research have demonstrated that speakers who effectively manage
prosodic features tend to produce more comprehensible and persuasive academic
speech.

Despite growing scholarly interest in prosody, relatively limited research has
specifically examined how multiple prosodic features work together to support both
meaning construction and discourse organization in spoken academic English.
Existing studies often focus on individual aspects of prosody, such as intelligibility,
fluency, or pronunciation instruction, rather than investigating the integrated
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communicative functions of prosodic patterns within academic discourse.
Therefore, further research is needed to explore how prosody simultaneously shapes
meaning and organizes discourse in academic speaking contexts..

Although previous studies have established the importance of prosody in spoken
communication, relatively few investigations have examined the interaction
between prosodic patterns, meaning construction, and discourse organization
within academic English-speaking contexts. Existing research tends to emphasize
pronunciation accuracy, intelligibility, or isolated prosodic features rather than
exploring how multiple prosodic resources function together to shape academic
discourse. Consequently, this study addresses an important gap by investigating the
role of prosodic patterns in constructing meaning and organizing discourse in
spoken academic English.

METHOD
Design and Samples

This study employed a qualitative discourse-analytic design supported by
descriptive acoustic quantification to investigate how prosodic patterns contribute
to meaning construction and discourse organization in spoken academic English.
The qualitative approach was selected because the study sought to interpret the
communicative functions of prosodic features rather than establish statistical
relationships among variables. Descriptive acoustic quantification was used to
identify the occurrence and distribution of prosodic features without making
statistical generalizations (Tracy, 2019; Couper-Kuhlen & Selting, 2018).

The study utilized a corpus of spoken academic English collected from one faculty
at a university in Indonesia. The corpus consisted of lectures, seminar presentations,
and academic discussions conducted in English. Purposive sampling was employed
to ensure that the selected recordings contained rich instances of academic
discourse and observable prosodic variation.

Table 1. Corpus Composition

Number of Number of Duration
Data Source .

Recordings Speakers
English-medium Lectures 6 4 4 h 10 min
Academlfz Seminar 6 5 4120 min
Presentations
Agaderrpc Discussions/Panel 3 3 1 h 50 min
Discussions

Total 15 12 10 h 20
min
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The recordings were selected based on the following inclusion criteria: (1) English
was used as the primary medium of communication, (2) the discourse represented
formal or semi-formal academic interaction, (3) the audio quality was sufficient for
acoustic analysis, (4) observable prosodic variation was present, and (5) the
discourse contained identifiable academic structures such as topic introductions,
claim presentations, concept explanations, evidence elaboration, transitions, and
conclusions.

Table 2. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria
English as the primary language Dominant background noise
Formal or semi-formal academic discourse | Incomplete speech segments
Clear audio quality Very short recordings
Observable prosodic variation Non-academic interactions
Presence of academic discourse structures | Unclear speaker identification

Instrument and Procedure

The primary instruments of this study consisted of audio recordings, transcription
protocols, and Praat software (Boersma & Weenink, 2024). Praat was used to
conduct acoustic analyses of prosodic parameters, including pitch movement,
fundamental frequency, intensity, pause duration, rhythm, and speech rate.

Data collection began with the identification and selection of eligible recordings.
Each recording was manually transcribed to capture both verbal content and
prosodic phenomena. The unit of analysis was the academic discourse segment
rather than isolated words or sentences. The analyzed segments included topic
introductions, argument claims, concept explanations, evidence elaborations,
discourse transitions, contrastive statements, and conclusions.

Table 3. Acoustic Parameters Examined

Acoustic Parameter Description Analytical Purpose

Fundamental Measurement of vocal | Identify pitch variation and

Frequency (FO0) pitch intonation patterns

Pitch Contour Direction of pitch Examine discourse signaling
movement functions

Intensity

Loudness level

Identify emphasis and
prominence

Pause Duration

Length of silence

Detect discourse boundaries
and transitions

of speech

Speech Rate Speed of speech Examine pacing and
delivery information density
Rhythm Temporal organization | Analyse discourse flow and

coherence
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For acoustic analysis, the initial pitch range was set at approximately 75-300 Hz
for male speakers and 100-500 Hz for female speakers, with adjustments made
according to individual vocal characteristics. Pauses were identified when they
lasted approximately 0.20 seconds or longer and fulfilled a discourse function
such as segmentation, emphasis, or transition signaling (Xu, 2011).

Table 4. Analytical Units

Academic Discourse Segment Description
Topic Introduction Introduction of a discussion topic
Claim Presentation Presentation of a central argument or claim
Concept Explanation Explanation of key academic concepts
Evidence Elaboration Supporting arguments with evidence
Transition Segment Movement between ideas or topics
Contrastive Statement Presentation of contrasting viewpoints
Conclusion Segment Closure or summary of discussion

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted through four stages: transcription, prosodic
annotation, thematic coding, and discourse interpretation. Following transcription,
prosodic features were identified through both auditory observation and acoustic
measurement using Praat. The identified features were subsequently coded’ and
linked to their discourse functions.

Table 5. Prosodic Coding Framework

Prosodic Feature Code Operational Definition
Rising Intonation RI | Upward pitch movement
Falling Intonation FI | Downward pitch movement
Stress Placement SP | Prominent syllable emphasis
Pitch Shift PS | Sudden change in pitch level
Pause PA | Silence of > 0.20 seconds
Increased Intensity II | Noticeable increase in loudness
Slower Speech Rate SSR | Reduced speaking speed
Faster Speech Rate FSR | Increased speaking speed

The coded prosodic features were then interpreted in relation to their discourse
functions within spoken academic English.

Table 6. Discourse Function Coding Scheme

Discourse Function Description
Topic Introduction Introducing a new topic or section
Claim Marking Highlighting a central argument
Concept Emphasis Stressing important concepts

1121



INTERACTION: Jurnal Pendidikan Bahasa Vol. 13, No. 2; Juni 2026
P-ISSN: 2406-9558; E-ISSN: 2406-9566

Evidence Presentation Supporting claims with evidence
Transition Signaling Marking movement between ideas
Contrast Marking Indicating comparison or opposition
Conclusion Marking Signaling closure or summary
Listener Guidance Assisting audience interpretation

To enhance trustworthiness, the study employed repeated listening, transcript
verification, Praat-based acoustic checking, and triangulation among recordings,
transcripts, and acoustic measurements. Coding reliability was strengthened
through independent recoding of approximately 25% of the data by a second rater
with expertise in discourse analysis and basic prosodic analysis. Discrepancies were
discussed and resolved through consensus to ensure coding consistency and
interpretive credibility (Braun & Clarke, 2021; O'Connor & Joffe, 2020).

RESULT AND DISUSSION
Distribution of Prosodic Patterns in Spoken Academic English

The analysis of 15 recordings of spoken academic English, consisting of 6 English-
medium lectures, 6 academic seminar presentations, and 3 academic discussions,
produced 248 academic discourse segments with identifiable prosodic functions.
These segments were taken from approximately 10 hours and 20 minutes of
recordings involving 12 academic speakers. The findings indicate that prosodic
patterns were not used randomly, but functioned systematically in organizing
academic discourse, emphasizing important information, marking transitions, and
guiding listener interpretation.

Table 7. Distribution of Prosodic Features in Academic Discourse Segments

Prosodic Feature Main Discourse Function | Frequency | Percentage
Rising intonation Inttoducmg new topics, 82 33.1%
claims, or subpoints
Falling intonation Markmg closure, ) 68 27.4%
conclusion, or certainty
Stress placement and | Highlighting key concepts, o
: : . ) . 61 24.6%
increased intensity findings, or evidence
Signaling transition,
Pitch shift and pause | contrast, or topic 22 8.9%
movement
_ Managing pace for clarity 0
Speech-rate variation . 15 6.0%
and emphasis
Total 248 100%

Rising intonation was the most dominant prosodic feature in the data, appearing in
82 segments or 33.1% of the corpus. This pattern was commonly used when
speakers introduced new topics, opened explanatory sequences, or presented new
claims. In lectures, rising intonation often occurred before the speaker moved from
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background information to a key concept, while in seminar presentations it
appeared when presenters introduced research findings, methodological points, or
theoretical arguments. This finding supports Pickering and Baker’s (2012)
argument that prosody contributes to discourse structure and intelligibility in
academic spoken English because rising intonation helps listeners identify the
beginning of a new discourse unit. It also strengthens Xu’s (2011) view of prosody
as a structural system in speech communication, since the rising contour in this
study functioned not only as a pitch movement but also as an organizational cue for
academic reasoning. In relation to Saito and Plonsky (2019), the finding suggests
that prosodic cues such as rising intonation may support listener processing and
comprehensibility, particularly in academic contexts where listeners must follow
complex ideas in real time. Thus, the present study confirms previous findings on
the role of prosody in intelligibility and listener processing, while extending them
by showing how rising intonation specifically contributes to topic introduction and
argument development in faculty-based spoken academic discourse.

Falling intonation appeared in 68 segments or 27.4% of the data and was mainly
associated with closure, conclusion, and certainty. Speakers frequently used falling
intonation at the end of claims, after summarizing an explanation, or when
completing an argumentative sequence. In academic discussions, falling intonation
was especially visible when speakers finalized their position or responded to
previous arguments. This finding shows that falling intonation helps listeners
recognize the completion of a discourse segment. It also confirms that prosody
contributes to discourse organization by making the boundary between ideas more
recognizable. This result is consistent with studies on prosody and discourse
structure, which argue that intonation helps segment spoken discourse and supports
listener interpretation (Cheng & Lam 2023; Niebuhr & Skarnitzl, 2022).

Prosody as a Resource for Argument Structuring and Discourse Navigation

The second level of analysis focused on the discourse functions performed by
prosodic features. The findings show that prosody served four main functions:
argument structuring, emphasis of key points, discourse transition and navigation,
and listener guidance. These functions directly answer the research questions
concerning how prosodic pattern’s structure arguments, construct meaning, and
guide listener interpretation in academic speech.

Table 8. Main Discourse Functions of Prosodic Patterns

Discourse Function | Dominant Prosodic Cues Frequency | Percentage
A t Rising intonation, falli

rgumen Rising intonation, falling 9 371%
structuring Intonation, pause
Emphasis of key Stress placement, increased 73 29 49
points intensity, slower speech rate e
Di transiti Pitch shift isi

iscourse transition | Pitch shift, pause, rising 56 22.6%
and navigation Intonation
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Listener guidance Rhythm, speech-rate o
SO . . 27 10.9%
and engagement variation, intonation shift
Total 248 100%

Argument structuring was the most frequent discourse function, appearing in 92
segments or 37.1% of the data. Speakers commonly combined rising intonation at
the beginning of a point with falling intonation at the end of an explanation. This
pattern created a clear prosodic frame that helped listeners identify where an
argument began, how it developed, and when it reached closure. In lectures, this
structure was often used when lecturers introduced a concept, explained its
relevance, and summarized its meaning. In seminar presentations, presenters used
similar prosodic framing when moving from research background to findings or
from findings to implications. This result supports Pickering and Baker’s (2012)
claim that prosody contributes to discourse structure and intelligibility in academic
speech. It also extends Xu’s (2011) view of prosody as a structural system by
showing that prosodic structure does not merely organize sound patterns, but also
organizes academic reasoning.

Discourse transition and navigation appeared in 56 segments or 22.6% of the data.
Speakers used pitch shifts, pauses, and rising intonation to mark movement from
one section to another, such as from introduction to explanation, from evidence to
interpretation, or from one subtopic to another. Pauses were especially important
when speakers shifted from one argumentative unit to the next. In panel discussions,
pauses and pitch resets often helped speakers separate responses, clarify contrast,
and signal a change in focus. This finding is in line with Szczepek Reed’s (2020)
argument that prosody plays an important role in organizing interaction. The
present study adds that in academic settings, prosody also works as a navigational
device that helps listeners follow the progression of complex ideas in real time.

Prosody and Meaning Construction through Emphasis, Pause, and Speech
Rate

The findings also answer the second research question by showing how prosodic
features contribute to meaning construction in spoken academic discourse. Stress
placement and increased intensity appeared in 61 segments or 24.6% of the data.
These features were used to highlight theoretical terms, key concepts, research
findings, methodological decisions, and evaluative expressions. Speakers placed
stress on words that carried strong academic value, such as important concepts,
central claims, and evidence markers. This pattern shows that prosody helps
construct meaning by assigning different levels of importance to information.
Academic meaning is therefore not only constructed through lexical and
grammatical choices, but also through the speaker’s prosodic prioritization of
information.

This finding supports Arvaniti’s (2021) discussion of prosodic prominence, which
explains that prominence helps mark information as salient within speech. It is also
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consistent with Saito and Plonsky’s (2019) view that prosody affects listener
processing and comprehensibility in second-language speech. The difference is that
the present study does not treat prosody only as a pronunciation feature. Instead, it
shows that stress, intensity, and emphasis operate as discourse-level tools for
constructing academic meaning. In this corpus, emphasis helped speakers
distinguish between central and supporting information, making the structure of
academic explanation more accessible to listeners.

Pauses, pitch shifts, and speech-rate variation also contributed to meaning
construction, although they appeared less frequently than intonation and stress.
Pitch shifts and pauses occurred in 22 segments or 8.9% of the data, while speech-
rate variation appeared in 15 segments or 6.0%. Slower speech rate was used when
speakers explained complex concepts, defined key terms, or presented important
conclusions. Faster speech occurred when speakers reviewed background
information or moved through supporting details. This finding shows that speech
rate helps regulate information density in academic discourse. It supports de Jong
& Wempe (2009) view that pauses and temporal organization influence spoken
communication. In this study, pauses and tempo changes helped listeners process
academic information more effectively by creating boundaries, emphasis, and
processing time.

The results show that the three research questions are closely connected. First,
prosodic patterns structure arguments by marking openings, developments,
transitions, and closures. Second, intonation, stress, pitch movement, pause,
rhythm, and speech rate contribute to meaning construction by assigning salience,
organizing information, and shaping listener interpretation. Third, prosodic cues
guide listeners by making the direction of discourse more visible in real time. These
findings confirm that prosody should be understood as a discourse-level resource
in spoken academic English rather than as a secondary feature of pronunciation.

The findings support previous studies that emphasize the role of prosody in
discourse organization, intelligibility, listener processing, and syntactic
comprehension (Degano et al., 2024; Pickering & Baker, 2012; Saito & Plonsky,
2019; Xu, 2011). At the same time, this study differs from earlier research by
focusing specifically on how prosody constructs academic meaning within a
faculty-based academic setting. Previous studies have mainly emphasized prosody
in relation to speech perception, intelligibility, pronunciation, and general discourse
organization. The present study shows that prosodic cues do not only make
academic speech clearer; they also help build academic argumentation by marking
topic development, organizing claims, highlighting evidence, and guiding
interpretation.
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CONCLUSION

This study concludes that prosodic patterns play a central role in meaning
construction in spoken academic English. Based on the analysis of 15 recordings
involving 12 academic speakers, with a total duration of approximately 10 hours
and 20 minutes, the study identified 248 academic discourse segments in which
prosodic cues performed clear discourse functions. Rising intonation was mainly
used to introduce new topics, claims, and subpoints, while falling intonation marked
closure, conclusion, and certainty. Stress placement, increased intensity, pitch
shifts, pauses, and speech-rate variation also contributed to emphasizing key
information, organizing arguments, marking transitions, and guiding listener
interpretation. These findings show that prosody is not merely a feature of
pronunciation or fluency, but a discourse-level resource that shapes coherence,
emphasis, and academic argument development.

Theoretically, this study positions prosody as a constitutive component of academic
meaning-making because it connects verbal content with acoustic organization in
spoken discourse. Prosody contributes to ideational meaning by highlighting
academic concepts, interpersonal meaning by signaling stance and emphasis, and
textual meaning by organizing discourse into coherent units. Pedagogically, the
findings suggest that academic speaking instruction, particularly for non-native
speakers of English, should include explicit training in intonation, stress, pausing,
pitch movement, intensity, and speech-rate control. Although this study is limited
to one faculty-based academic setting, it provides a focused understanding of how
prosody functions in authentic academic communication. Future research may
expand the corpus across disciplines, institutions, and linguistic backgrounds, as
well as examine the interaction between prosody and multimodal resources such as
gesture, facial expression, visual aids, and audience response.
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