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Traditionally, grammar deals with morphosyntax, and so does Construction Grammar. Prosody, in contrast, is deemed paralinguistic. Testifying to the “multimodal turn,” the past decade has witnessed a rise in interest in multimodal Construction Grammar, i.e., an interest in grammatic constructions other than exclusively morphosyntactic ones. Part of the debate in this recent area of interest is the question of what defines a multimodal construction and, more specifically, which role prosody plays. This paper will show that morphosyntax and prosody are two different semiotic modes and, therefore, can combine to form a multimodal construction. To this end, studies showing the independence of prosody for meaning-making will be reviewed and a small-scale experimental study on the ambiguous utterance Tell me about it will be reported on.
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1 Introduction

Grammar deals with morphosyntactic patterns. True to this claim, the introductory sentence to the Oxford Handbook of English Grammar states that “‘grammar' is used in the sense which encompasses morphology (the principles of word formation) and syntax (the system for combining words into phrases, clauses, and sentences)” (Aarts et al., 2019). Construction Grammar is no exception to this rule: Goldberg defines a grammatical construction as a “learned pairing of form with semantic or discourse function, including morphemes or words, idioms, partially lexically filled and fully general phrasal patterns” (Goldberg, 2006, p. 5). While Construction Grammar foregrounds the role meaning plays in forming grammatical structures, neither intonation nor prosody are explicitly mentioned. This is surprising to the extent that research at the prosody-meaning interface has a long tradition and intonation is acknowledged to fulfill grammatical functions (see e.g., Tench, 1996; Wells, 2006; Levis and Wichmann, 2015; Nolan, 2021). One of the reasons for separating prosody from grammar may have to do with the fact that even within prosody research, its grammatical function used to be downplayed, maintaining that “in practice it is usually context that disambiguates and the role of intonation is minimal” (Levis and Wichmann, 2015, p. 151), even though Wichmann and Blakemore (2006, p. 1,537) argue earlier that “[t]he choice of a rise or fall, or the placement of a pitch accent, may be as important a cue to speaker meaning as its phonetic realization.” Rather, the so-called paralinguistic functions of prosody were foregrounded, i.e., its role in indicating emotions and attitudes (Féry, 2017, p. 7) and, indeed, the grammatical and the attitudinal functions of prosody are often interrelated (Gussenhoven, 2004).

Testifying to the “multimodal turn,” the past decade has witnessed a rise in interest in multimodal Construction Grammar (see Section 2.2 below), i.e., an interest in constructions other than exclusively morphosyntactic ones. Part of the debate in this recent area of interest is the question of what defines a multimodal construction and, more specifically, which role prosody plays. While it seems uncontested that the combination of a morphosyntactic and a kinesic form might form a multimodal construction (see e.g., Ningelgen and Auer, 2017; Ziem, 2017; and other papers in Zima and Bergs, 2017; or in Uhrig, 2020), prosodic peculiarities of constructions are seldom addressed (notable exceptions include Lelandais and Ferré, 2019; Põldvere and Paradis, 2020). There is no a priori reason to exclude prosody from a constructional analysis, though; the only reason to do so seems to be the traditional misconception of prosody being something outside of the scope of grammar and, therefore, not worth any further consideration.

The aim of the present paper is twofold. First, it will show that prosody and morphosyntax can (and should) be considered independent semiotic modes (in the sense of Bateman et al., 2017), which independently can fulfill grammatical functions. Second, the paper will also show that the two semiotic modes can combine to form a multimodal construction (in the sense of Construction Grammar). The paper will proceed as follows: The main tenets of usage-based Construction Grammar and the notion of multimodal constructions will be introduced. Based on previous research, the paper will then argue that prosody and morphosyntax are independent semiotic modes by showing that they make use of different materiality and forms and that they independently contribute to the discourse semantics. It will then report on evidence that the two different modes may combine to form a multimodal construction using the results of a forced choice experiment.



2 (Usage-based) Construction Grammar and multimodality

In this section, the core assumptions of (usage-based) Construction Grammar and its relation to multimodality will be introduced. More specifically, the debate surrounding the notion of multimodal construction will be reviewed.


2.1 Constructions in Construction Grammar

Construction Grammar is no unified theory. For an overview of the different strands of Construction Grammar, Hoffmann and Trousdale (2013) is a useful resource. One of a few things all Construction Grammars have in common is that they consider the construction to be the core unit of language-related knowledge. A unit is considered a construction (C) “iffdef C is a form-meaning pair < Fi, Si> such that some aspects of Fi or some aspect of Si is not strictly predictable from C's component parts or from other previously established constructions” (Goldberg, 1995, p. 4). Figure 1 provides a schematic representation of a construction (taken from Croft and Cruse, 2004, p. 258). An example is the English idiom Tell me about it. Its component parts suggest (predict) that information is requested, but experienced language users know that it can also mean “‘I'm well aware of that,' ‘I agree;' ‘you don't have to tell me”' (Tell, 2023). Since its meaning cannot be predicted from its component parts, it is a separate construction and must be learned. From such a perspective, idioms enjoy the same ontological status as words and more schematic constructions.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Schematic representation of a construction.


Usage-based approaches to Construction Grammar also consider predictable units to be constructions as long as they occur frequently enough so that they become entrenched in the language users constructicon, i.e., the mental repository of constructions (e.g., Bybee, 2006, 2013; Goldberg, 2006; Divjak, 2019). One example for this is the word singer. Even though its meaning “someone who sings” is perfectly predictable from its component parts, the verb sing and the derivational morpheme -er, the derivate singer is likely stored as a separate construction, because it is one of the 5,000 most frequent words in (written) English (Singer, 2023). Usage-based approaches to Construction Grammar further assume that the cognitive processes involved in language production and comprehension are domain-general and not specific to language. One of these domain-general cognitive processes is cross-modal association, which “allows humans to match up the phonetic (or manual) form experienced with properties of the context and meaning” (Bybee, 2013, p. 50), and which seems to be key in language learning (Imai and Kita, 2014; Dingemanse et al., 2015). An example of cross-modal association is sound symbolism, which is more pervasive in English than traditionally assumed. Sidhu et al. (2021) could show that sounds associated with roundedness (like /m/) more often than not denote round objects in English, while sounds associated with spikiness (like /k/) often denote spiky objects in English; an effect also known as the maluma/takete effect (Köhler, 1929).



2.2 Multimodal constructions

Constructions can be of any size, “including morphemes or words, idioms, partially lexically filled and fully general phrasal patterns” (Goldberg, 2006, p. 5) as well as argument and information structure constructions (see e.g., relevant chapters in Hoffmann and Trousdale, 2013; Hilpert, 2019; Hoffmann, 2022), but, evidently, the vast majority of constructions considered is of a morphosyntactic nature. This is surprising to the extent that usage-based Construction Grammar emphasizes language knowledge to emerge from the input language users get—and arguably this input commonly is multimodal. For instance, spoken language, i.e., the language infants are exposed to first, is inherently multimodal (Vigliocco et al., 2014; Feyaerts et al., 2017; Perniss, 2018), since speakers use gaze, gestures, facial expressions and other resources to convey meaning (see also Section 4.1 on the multimodality of Tell me about it). But also written language is often produced in multimodal situations (see e.g., Kress, 2000; van Leeuwen, 2014; Hiippala, 2017). Internet memes, for example, use written language and an image to convey their (conventionalized) meaning (Dancygier and Vandelanotte, 2017; Bülow et al., 2018). Despite these facts, multimodal constructional analyses are often noticeably absent from research in (usage-based) Construction Grammar.

In parallel to the multimodal turn in linguistics in general (see Stöckl, 2020), the past decade has also witnessed a growing interest in multimodal issues in Construction Grammar. One strand of research concerns itself with speech-embedded non-verbal depictions, i.e., gestures that may fill specific slots of constructions, such as Verb or Noun Phrase (see e.g., Clark, 2016; Ladewig, 2020; Hsu et al., 2021). Although not all of these studies position themselves in a Construction Grammar framework, their examples can be reanalyzed, like in Example (1):

(1) [MB was discussing a measure in a Mozart sonata] But then he writes “(gazing at audience and singing) dee-duh dum.” That is very expressive.

(Clark, 2016, p. 325)

From a Construction Grammar perspective, the nonverbal depiction (i.e., dee-duh dum) fulfills the function of the object noun phrase in the transitive construction. Examples like these thus show that constructional slots need not be filled by morphosyntactic elements but can also be realized by other means.

Another strand of research discusses the possible existence of multimodal constructions. Ziem (2017) names four conditions under which a construction can be seen as multimodal, of which only the first two will be reviewed here, because they are central to the argumentation put forward in this paper.1 The first condition states that

(a) A multimodal construction is a conventionalized pairing of a complex form that consists, at least, of a verbal element combined with a kinetic element (Ziem, 2017, p. 5).

In other words, a multimodal construction needs some kind of verbal form (with syntactic, morphological and/or phonological properties) and, necessarily, a kinetic element (like a manual gesture, a facial expression, or a particular gaze behavior) to be called such. Based on the representation of a construction (provided in Croft and Cruse, 2004, p. 258), Figure 2 depicts the representation of a multimodal construction.
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FIGURE 2
 Schematic representation of a multimodal construction.


A prime example for such a multimodal construction is the complex form of a deictic expression like there and a deictic gesture (like pointing, a head nod or directed gaze; Levinson, 2006), which, together, serve to identify a location in a given situation. This condition, however, may be and, as will be argued in this paper, is, in fact, incomplete. While a complex form might be a verbal plus a kinetic element, it might also be a verbal element plus a prosodic pattern. To show that the second combination is also a possible manifestation of a multimodal construction, it needs to be shown that morphosyntax and prosody are two different modes, each contributing independently to the meaning of the construction. Alternatively, it might be assumed that prosody is yet another aspect of unimodal constructions, on a par with their phonological properties. The review provided in Section 3 will rule out this alternative viewpoint.

The second condition Ziem (2017) puts forward runs as follows:

(b) Multimodal constructions manifest themselves either as inherently multimodal units or as entrenched cooccurrences of a verbal and a kinetic element (as opposed to constructions solely realized in a multimodal way).

This condition indicates that there are two kinds of multimodal constructions, which need to be kept distinct from incidental cooccurrences of e.g., a construction and a gesture (see also Hoffmann, 2017). The first kind of multimodal construction is inherently multimodal, i.e., it is non-predictable in some way. This holds for the combination of a deictic expression and a deictic gesture: The deictic expression remains incomplete in meaning (at least in some of the cases) unless it is used with deictic gesture. The second kind of multimodal construction follows from the usage-based premise that an expression can be fully predictable and still be a construction when it occurs with sufficient frequency. Schoonjans (2018), for example, could show that the German particle einfach cooccurs with a head shake in 24% in his corpus. Zima (2017) could show that [all the way from X PREP Y] is produced with a gesture in 80% of cases. And Uhrig (2022) could show that verbs of throwing are, on average, accompanied by a gesture in 54% of cases (with 66% for fling but only 42% for lob). Even though these corpus studies attest statistically significant cooccurrences of morphosyntactic and kinetic elements, they could only provide indirect evidence that this statistical significance can be equated with practical significance, i.e., show that these multimodal realizations constitute cognitive units. Therefore, in Section 4, the present paper will provide some evidence that language users actively make use of the prosodic mode to disambiguate (multimodal) constructions by reporting on a forced-choice experiment using the construction Tell me about it.

The present paper is not the first trying to bring together Construction Grammar and prosody. The past decade has also seen a rise in studies researching the prosody-syntax interface from a Construction Grammar perspective, but did so independently, i.e., without referring to multimodal constructions. In the Introduction to their edited volume on Prosody and Construction Grammar, Imo and Lanwer (2020) summarize possible synergies. One possibility is the existence of prosodic constructions, i.e., assemblies of prosodic features that convey a particular meaning (relatively) independent of the words that are used with it. These prosodic constructions combine with morphosyntactic constructions in an ad hoc manner if their functions are compatible. Prosodic constructions have been proposed for French (Marandin, 2006), Persian (Sadat-Tehrani, 2010), Spanish (Gras and Elvira-García, 2021), and English (Ward, 2019). Another possibility is that prosodic properties, if recurring, can be part of the formal side of the (unimodal) construction. This was proposed for the reactive what-x construction (What mince pies?), which reacts to something in the preceding turn by another speaker and needs to be prosodically integrated (Põldvere and Paradis, 2020). And, finally, a third possibility is that prosody and morphosyntax interact in a meaningful way such that a construction would be incomplete without considering both components and none of the two components constitute independent constructions. This seems to be the case for German appositive structures (e.g., der Spitzenkoch Tim Mälzer, English the top chef Tim Mälzer), as evidenced in Lanwer (2020). Even though this is not made explicit, this possible relation between prosody and Construction Grammar fits the definition of a multimodal construction with the only exception that “kinetic” form needs to be replaced by “prosodic” form. Figures 3–5 summarize all possible configurations.


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 Schematic representation of an ad hoc relationship between prosodic and (morpho) syntactic constructions.
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FIGURE 4
 Schematic representation of a unimodal construction with prosodic properties.
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FIGURE 5
 Schematic representation of a multimodal construction made up of a morphosyntactic and a prosodic form.


In a nutshell, the present paper aims to show that there are multimodal constructions that consist of a syntactic and a prosodic form, which combine to convey one meaning. To do so, evidence for a prosodic mode (in English) will be reviewed to show that, in principle, prosody and morphosyntax (or rather the phonological properties of morphosyntactic elements) are two different modes. Moreover, a forced-choice experiment will be reported on, which shows that certain prosodic forms are not just used incidentally, but that they are part of language users' knowledge.




3 Evidence for a prosodic mode in English

There are many definitions of the term mode and some of them equate mode with sensory channel. Such a, often pre-theoretical, notion of mode might be one of the reasons why prosody has been largely neglected in usage-based, multimodal approaches to Construction Grammar. From such a view, prosody and spoken language belong to the same mode and, thus, need not be part of multimodal analyses. The present paper, however, will use the notion of semiotic mode, which is prevalent in multimodality research. More specifically, the paper will make use of the definition of semiotic mode as proposed by Bateman and colleagues (Bateman, 2011, 2022; Bateman and Wildfeuer, 2014; Bateman et al., 2017).

Bateman defines a semiotic mode as “a three-way layered configuration of semiotic distinctions developed by a community of users in order to achieve some range of communicative or expressive tasks” (Bateman, 2022, p. 68). The first layer of the semiotic mode is the material substrate, i.e., “the ‘stuff' which is used when making meaning” (Bateman and Wildfeuer, 2014, p. 181). In other words, semiotic agents manipulate the material to communicate. The second layer is the form side of the mode. The form consists of categories derived from the (noisy) material that are, by convention, used to distinguish meanings. These forms can be simple or complex. And, finally, the third layer of the semiotic mode is that of discourse semantics, i.e., the meaning contribution of the mode in relation to its surroundings. The following subsections will show if and to what extent (spoken) morphosyntax and prosody differ along these lines.


3.1 The material substrate

From an articulatory perspective, the material substrate of spoken English morphosyntax is part of introductory knowledge in linguistics. Speakers use the air stream coming from the lungs and manipulate this air stream with the help of different, active and passive, articulators to create sounds. One main active articulator is the vocal folds, which can produce voiced sounds when vibrating and voiceless sounds when not vibrating. The other articulators of English sounds are mainly found in the oral cavity: the lips, the teeth, the tongue, the alveolar ridge, the hard and the soft palate (also called velum) as well as the uvula (depending on the variety of English spoken). Acoustically, this manipulation of the airstream results in different shapes of the sound waves produced. For example, plosive sounds are characterized by a silent period and a sudden release burst, fricatives by a strong turbulence noise and vowels by energy peaks at certain frequencies (also known as first and second formants), to name but a few.

The articulatory mechanisms behind prosodic features in English (to be discussed below) partially overlap with that of the sounds of English. The most central prosodic features—pitch, loudness, and duration—are manipulated largely with the help of the diaphragm and the vocal folds. The diaphragm is a large muscle below the lungs that controls breathing and thus, the airstream. The greater the airflow, the louder the speech tends to get. The diaphragm is also involved in producing (English) speech sounds, because, when there is no airflow, no sounds can be produced.2 Technically, speakers may also “speak from their throats,” i.e., without support from the diaphragm, but even that has respiratory constraints. Still, even though the diaphragm is involved in the production of speech sounds, it does not have an influence on the perception of these sounds as phonemes. A/l/is a/l/, no matter whether it is loud or quiet. Acoustically, with greater airflow, the pressure the sound signal exerts on the surrounding particles is higher. The other main articulator in prosody is the vocal folds, which are responsible for pitch production. The speed with which they vibrate correlates with the fundamental frequency (f0) of the sound produced. The faster they vibrate, the higher the sound is perceived. As outlined above, the vocal folds are also involved in sound production. However, even though the articulator is the same, it does two different things here. For sound production, it is important to either let the vocal folds vibrate or not. For pitch, what matters is the speed with which they vibrate. From an acoustic perspective, higher frequency of vibration causes the sound waves to oscillate faster, too.

All in all, what can be seen from this necessarily brief overview is that sounds (as the building blocks of spoken morphosyntax) and prosodic features are produced by different parts of the articulatory system. This means that they can be (and are) manipulated independently in the meaning-making process and, thus, also can take on different forms.



3.2 Form

Regarding the form of spoken English morphosyntax, the paper will only consider phonological categories, since these are most central for the present argument. The phonological features that serve meaning-distinguishing purposes in English are the state of the glottis, the manner of articulation, and the place of articulation for consonants, and the positioning of the tongue and duration for vowels. For English vowels, further meaning-distinguishing features have been proposed, either in addition or substituting duration, namely muscular tension and position of the lips. In any case, features like these enable language users to distinguish categories such as /b/ and /p/ (state of the glottis), /b/ and /m/ (manner of articulation), /b/ and /d/ (place of articulation), /i:/ and /u:/ (position of the tongue) as well as /i:/ and /ɪ/ (duration, but also position of the tongue).

For prosody, features that serve meaning-distinguishing purposes include, at least, the “big three” pitch (the perceptual correlate to fundamental frequency), loudness (the perceptual correlate of the pressure of the sound signal), and aspects of timing (such as speaking rate, articulation rate or pauses). These features enable the language user to perceive categories such as rising and falling intonation (pitch), loud and quiet speech (loudness) as well as fast and slow speaking tempo (timing). These three often work together to form prosodic constructions, i.e., configurations of prosodic forms that convey a particular meaning independent of the words used (see Section 3.3. below for examples). There are further prosodic features, such as voice quality (nasality, creakiness) and articulatory precision, but these seldom serve meaning-distinguishing functions on their own. In sum, there is some overlap regarding the meaning-distinguishing features of spoken morphosyntax and prosody, since (vowel) duration and timing are both time-related features, but other than that, the features can clearly be distinguished from one another. What is more, even though vowel duration and timing seem to correlate, language users are able to distinguish the two nonetheless. Just consider a word like bit. Its vowel, /ɪ/, is short in duration, but the meaning of the word does not change if it is pronounced in a slow manner (which is the case, of course, because no two words in English are ever distinguished by vowel duration alone) as long as the contrast with other vowels of a similar quality is maintained.

An interesting exception might be stress placement. There are words in English that only differ by word stress, e.g., differ /'dɪfə/ or /'dɪfər/ and defer /dɪ'fə:/ or /dɪ'fər/. The acoustic correlates of stress in English include, among others, pitch, loudness and timing (see e.g., Fry, 1955, 1958; Lieberman, 1960), i.e., the “big three” mentioned above. Examples like differ and defer blur the lines between meaning-distinguishing features that are relevant for morphosyntax and those for prosody. Therefore, one could treat them as counterevidence that prosody is an independent mode because a prosodic configuration that language users perceive as word stress serves morphosyntactically relevant functions. Likewise, it could be argued that words like differ and defer are, in fact, multimodal constructions combining a phonological (e.g., /dɪfə/) and a prosodic form (e.g., /'σσ/) for differ. It is outside the scope of the present paper to provide evidence for one or the other claim. Still, the argument put forward in the following clearly favors the second option.



3.3 Discourse meaning

From a Construction Grammar perspective, all morphosyntactic units of interest, i.e., constructions, carry meaning per definition (although this is not uncontroversial, see e.g., Fillmore et al., 2012 on constructions without meaning). Therefore, there is no need to discuss the meaning of these.

The more interesting question is rather whether prosodic forms, independent of the words that are used with them, carry meaning. There is, in fact, quite some evidence for the existence of prosodic constructions. Prosodic constructions have been identified for Spanish (Elvira-García, 2019; Gras and Elvira-García, 2021), German (Neitsch and Niebuhr, 2019; Niebuhr, 2019), French (Marandin, 2006), Persian (Sadat-Tehrani, 2010), and most notably for the present purposes, English (Ward, 2019). One of the prosodic constructions attested for English, the consider this construction, will be reviewed in more detail, because it is one of the constructions that is understood best. This prosodic construction was first described in Liberman and Sag (1974) and is attested both experimentally (Kurumada et al., 2012) and with the help of corpora (Hedberg et al., 2003; Ward, 2019). Its formal features are illustrated in Figure 6. While most of its formal descriptions focused on the pitch movements only, recent advances show that it consists formally of three parts: The first is a region that is high-pitched, loud and slow, to be seen on the word LOOKS in Figure 6. The second is a region of level pitch, which can be seen on like a ze- in Figure 6. And, third, another high-pitched region, visible on the last syllable -bra in Figure 6 (Ward, 2019, p. 5–24). Functionally, it marks some kind of contradiction or contrast, a piece of information that is offered to the hearer for further consideration. Thus, the syntactic string It looks like a zebra uttered with the prosodic pattern described above implies that even though the animal in question might resemble a zebra, it is actually some other animal (Kurumada et al., 2012). There is compelling evidence that this form-function pairing is indeed conventionalized in American English: Corpus studies suggest that this prosodic form is more often than not used with contradictions (Hedberg et al., 2003; Ward, 2019) and experimental evidence suggests that language users favor a “no zebra” interpretation when presented with an utterance like depicted in Figure 6 (Kurumada et al., 2012). What is more, Liberman and Sag (1974) even argue that “without having any idea of the content of his utterance, we know from the melody performed … that [the speaker] objects in some way” (422), i.e., that the prosodic form has an independent meaning. This independent contribution to the discourse semantics of prosody is probably the most convincing piece of evidence that prosody is an independent semiotic mode.


[image: Figure 6]
FIGURE 6
 Waveform and pitch contour of the “consider this” construction (taken from Kurumada et al., 2012).





4 Entrenching prosodic information: Tell me about it

Section 3 argued that prosody is best seen as an independent semiotic mode. For the discussion on the relation between prosody and morphosyntactic constructions this means that prosodic properties cannot be analyzed on a par with other properties of morphosyntactic construction but need independent consideration. Section 3.3, in particular, has shown that there are prosodic constructions, like the consider this construction, that may combine with morphosyntactic constructions in an ad hoc manner to form a multimodal construct. In what follows, the paper will present some evidence for a genuinely multimodal construction, i.e., a construction with both entrenched prosodic and morphosyntactic properties. The construction under consideration is called stance-related Tell me about it and will be contrasted with another, formally similar construction, i.e., requesting Tell me about it.


4.1 Requesting and stance-related Tell me about it

Formally, requesting and stance-related Tell me about it (henceforth TMAI) are morphosyntactically similar. While formal variations for the stance-related construction can be found (e.g., Tell me more or Tell me more about it), these are rare and Tell me about it seems to be the preferred variant as this is the only form that is listed in dictionaries (e.g., in the Oxford English Dictionary Online, Tell, 2023). Functionally, the two TMAI constructions fulfill different, non-overlapping functions. Requesting TMAI is used to request information as is illustrated in Example (2).3

(2) “sci-fi thriller” (simplified)

  A: I know she also has a sci-fi thriller. Arrival.

  B: Uh-huh.

  A: Tell me about it. Is it worth seeing?

  B: Absolutely.

  (2016-09-25_0832_US_KNBC_Access_Hollywood, 29:41-29:48).

In Example (2), speaker A introduces a referent, i.e., a science fiction thriller called Arrival. After speaker B's brief backchannel, speaker A encourages speaker B to provide more information on this film using TMAI and specifies the preferred continuation to be an evaluation (i.e., Is it worth seeing?). Speaker B then provides the requested information. As can be seen in this example, requesting TMAI usually initiates speaker transition. This transition need not occur directly after issuing TMAI, but constitutes what Sacks et al. (1974) call a transition-relevance place. Moreover, the next turn is expected to be an informing sequence, providing some more information on the referent that was introduced shortly before.

Stance-related TMAI fulfills completely different functions as is illustrated in Example (3).

(3) “we're all getting older” (simplified)

  A: We're getting older. We're all getting older. So…

  B: ((laughs)) T- Tell me about it.

  A: ((laughs))

  (2021-11-26_0600_US_KNBC_Dateline_NBC, 03:39-03:44).

In Example (3), speaker A makes an observation (we're getting older), which many people find saddening. This seems also to hold for speaker A since he repeats this utterance, slightly modifying it (we're all getting older). Speaker B reacts to this observation, at first, with laughter and then with stance-related TMAI. This construction expresses an affective stance, i.e., a saddening view on aging. Likewise, it expresses epistemic authority. Speaker B is, apparently, older than speaker A and thus claims to be more knowledgeable person on this matter. Crucially, stance-related TMAI neither necessitates speaker transition nor an informing sequence. Speaker A reacts with laughter to speaker B uttering TMAI and the conversation is cut at this point.

It could be argued that both TMAI constructions are ambiguous and are only disambiguated in predictive context. However, in a corpus study using the multimodal NewsScape Library of International Television News (Steen and Turner, 2013), Lehmann (2023) showed that stance-related TMAI, when compared to requesting TMAI, is produced, more often than not, with raised eyebrows, averted gaze, smiling, some kind of head movement (often nods, shakes or tilts) and a slower speaking rate. This is illustrated with frame grabs of Example (3), which are provided in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Frame grabs of an extract of example (3).

[image: Table 1]

As can be seen Table 1, before uttering stance-related TMAI, speaker B looks at his interlocutor, already smiling. At the onset of TMAI, he turns his head (line 2) to the left and avoids eye contact with the recipient. In addition, he raises his eyebrows and continues smiling (see also line 3). Only after finishing uttering TMAI, on the last syllable, he turns his head orientation and his gaze back toward his interview partner. The duration of TMAI in Example (3) is 667 ms, which corresponds to a speaking rate of 7.4 syllables per second. This is very close to the mean speaking rate of stance-related TMAI in face-to-face interactions, which is 7.48 syllables per second, whereas requesting TMAI is faster in these contexts, with a speaking rate of 8.44 syllables per second (see Lehmann, in press).

All of these visual as well as prosodic properties of stance-related TMAI were shown to be statistically significant (Lehmann, 2023), but as was argued above, some Construction Grammarians claim that statistical significance need not be equated with practical significance. Therefore, both visual and prosodic properties of TMAI were put to the test in a forced choice experiment to provide evidence that language users indeed draw on these properties when interpreting an instance of TMAI.



4.2 Putting the multimodal properties of Tell me about it to the test
 
4.2.1 Method
 
4.2.1.1 Participants

The participants in this experiment were 25 adult native speakers of American English, who were recruited via Prolific Academic (Palan and Schitter, 2018). They were rewarded £4.50 for their participation. In addition, 18 adult advanced learners of English participated. These were students of the study program English-speaking Cultures at the University of Bremen, Germany. To be admitted to this study program, students need to have a command of English at level B2 (“independent user”) of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council for Cultural Co-operation, Education Committee, and Modern Languages Division, 2001), but many of them self-reported to know English on a C1 level (“proficient user”). They participated for course credit.



4.2.1.2 Procedure

The participants were requested to complete an online forced choice experiment, which had been designed with SoSci Survey (Leiner, 2021). In the instructions to this experiment, the participants were introduced to the two uses of TMAI, named requesting information and ironic rejoinder. This was done to make sure that the non-native speaker understand the task (in case they did not know TMAI could also be used in a stance-related way) and to introduce the two response options in the experiment. The label ironic rejoinder was preferred over the label stance-related in the experiment because the Oxford English Dictionary defines stance-related TMAI this way (Tell, 2023). The participants were told that they would see and/or hear a speaker uttering TMAI and that their task was to guess whether this utterance is requesting information or an ironic rejoinder.



4.2.1.3 Stimuli

The experiment consisted of 69 stimuli in total. All of these were selected observations of the corpus study from Lehmann (2023). These observations were presented in four different conditions. In the first condition, called “context condition,” the participants were presented with TMAI with what was considered sufficient sequential context to disambiguate TMAI with the help of this context. This served as the reference condition. In the second condition, called “multimodal condition,” the participants could both hear and see a speaker uttering TMAI, but without further sequential context. In the third condition, called “visual condition,” the participants saw a speaker uttering TMAI, but they could not hear this person. Since these video snippets were extremely short with less than a second and some online video players have a time lag, the videos were played in slow motion. The participants were informed about this. Furthermore, to facilitate speaker identification in case there was more than one speaker visible, the videos were edited to such an extent that only the speaker of TMAI was visible. Finally, in the fourth condition, called “acoustic condition,” the participants were provided with an audio recording of a speaker uttering TMAI only. Within, but not between these conditions, stimuli rotated.

The stimuli were further selected regarding their anticipated interpretation. The statistical model that was fitted for the corpus data in Lehmann (2023) makes clear predictions about how participants should interpret these stimuli, if the results were of practical significance. Thus, stimuli were selected according to the visual and/or prosodic features that the speakers used during the utterance. That is, some stimuli were selected as either prototypically requesting or stance-related uses of TMAI, when they displayed the properties that the statistical model predicted. Vice versa, some of the stimuli were selected as ambiguous stimuli when they displayed conflicting properties, e.g., when the speaker raised their eyebrows (a property of stance-related TMAI) but continued looking at the recipient (a property of requesting TMAI).

Table 2 gives an overview on the stimuli used in the experiment.


TABLE 2 Overview on the stimuli used in the experiment.

[image: Table 2]




4.2.2 Statistical analysis

The results of the forced choice experiment were analyzed with R (R Core Team, 2022). With the help of the glmer function of the lme4 package (Bates et al., 2015), a generalized linear mixed-effects model was fitted. The correctness of the response (i.e., whether the response was in line with the actual construction) was treated as the dependent variable. Initially, participant, language proficiency, stimulus, and construction were entered as random intercepts, while condition and anticipated interpretation were entered as fixed effects. This led to problems with convergence due to its complexity. An inspection of the initial model with the summ function of the jtools package (Long, 2022) showed that language proficiency and participant were negligible effects and were, thus, removed from the model. No problems with convergence occurred thereafter. The summ function was used to summarize the fitted model, including the computation of confidence intervals, and the ggplot2 package (Wickham et al., 2023) as well as the sjPlot package (Lüdecke, 2023) were used to visualize the fitted model.



4.2.3 Results

Figure 7 shows the overall distribution and central tendencies of correct responses for the different stimuli across conditions.


[image: Figure 7]
FIGURE 7
 Grouped boxplots with jitter of correct responses regarding the anticipated interpretation across conditions. The asterisk indicates outliers.


Figure 7 suggests that, overall, the participants were successful at guessing the meaning of TMAI based on visual and/or acoustic cues alone, given that the median ratio of correct guesses for the unambiguous stimuli is higher than 0.75. Figure 7 also suggests that, when compared to the context condition, participants seemed to have difficulties with the ambiguous stimuli, but neither the requesting nor the stance-related ones, except for five stimuli which score lower than 0.75, three of which in the visual condition and two in the acoustic condition.4 In general, participants perform worse in the visual and the acoustic condition than in the multimodal condition. In these two conditions, the ambiguous stimuli seem to pose the greatest difficulties to the participants, as expected.

Table 3 provides a summary of the fitted model and Figure 8 shows the odds ratios of the model terms (condition and anticipated interpretation).


TABLE 3 Summary of the fitted model for correct responses.

[image: Table 3]


[image: Figure 8]
FIGURE 8
 Odds ratios of correctness of response [p < 0.05 (*), p < 0.01 (**), p < 0.001 (***)].


With a pseudo-R2 of 0.64 for the total effects and a pseudo-R2 of 0.36 for the fixed effects, the model summarized in Table 3 explains a good amount of variance in the responses obtained. It shows that the participants were significantly worse at guessing the meaning of TMAI in the multimodal (with p = 0.04, OR = 0.13), visual (with p < 0.001, OR = 0.02) and acoustic condition (with p < 0.001, OR = 0.002) when compared to the context condition. It further shows that there is no significant difference between guessing requesting and stance-related TMAI correctly (with p = 0.33, OR = 2.09), but the ambiguous stimuli contribute to the model with borderline significance (with p = 0.06, OR = 0.35), suggesting that most incorrect guesses were due to the ambiguous stimuli, but not entirely.



4.2.4 Discussion of the forced-choice experiment

The experiment reported above shows that prosody alone can disambiguate TMAI if the prosodic features that are associated with the construction are displayed, i.e., the speaking rate in this case. If TMAI is ambiguous regarding its speaking rate and hearers lack other pieces of information, they seem to have difficulties in guessing its meaning. Vice versa, if the speaker produces TMAI with a slower speaking rate, hearers are more likely to understand this as stance-related TMAI, even if there are no further features available. Interestingly, the results also suggest that hearers use prosodic information alone to disambiguate TMAI about as accurate as they use visual information alone. This observation might suggest that the strength of association between prosodic properties and the construction is comparable to the one between visual properties and the construction.

Technically, these observations can be explained in two ways. One explanation is that slow speaking rate is an independent prosodic construction. Niebuhr (2010), for example, has shown that lengthened consonants correlate with negative sentiment in German. The same could be true for English stance-related TMAI. Informal observations of TMAI, however, suggest that it is not the lengthening of the consonants alone that result in a slower speaking rate, but also the lengthening of the vowels. At the same time, speaking rate alone does not explain all the findings observed in the experiment. There are quite a few stimuli that were neither slow nor fast (i.e., ambiguous), which posed no difficulties to the participants. This suggests that there might be more, albeit undetected, prosodic features associated with TMAI. Given that, it is possible that there is a (complex) prosodic construction that is often used with stance-related TMAI, but, at the moment, there is only scarce evidence for that. The other way to explain the findings of the experiment is to assume that the slow speaking rate is part of the stance-related construction, forming a multimodal construction. If there is, indeed, no prosodic construction that can be identified, and given that prosody is a mode, then stance-related TMAI must be considered a multimodal construction with morphosyntactic and prosodic (and, possibly, visual) features. Even if future studies show that there is a prosodic construction such as “slow speaking rate,” both the frequency with which it is used with stance-related TMAI and the apparent use of this construction to disambiguate TMAI would speak in favor of treating TMAI as a multimodal construction from a usage-based perspective.





5 Conclusions

The present paper had two objectives. The first objective was to show that prosody and morphosyntax are two independent semiotic modes with distinguishable differences in material and form as well as independent contributions to the discourse semantics. It could be shown that the aspects of the sound stream that are relevant for spoken morphosyntax are not the same as the aspects that are relevant for prosody. Using these different aspects, hearers transform the input from the sound stream to either arrive at categories like /p/, /m/ or /e/ (spoken language) or high pitch, loud speech, and/or fast speech (prosody). These categories are then combined to form meaningful structures like It looks like a zebra (spoken language) or (contextually meaningful) assemblies conveying “consider this” (prosody), and they do so largely independent of one another. Since spoken language and prosody differ in all three layers of the semiotic mode, they must be considered independent. For constructional analyses, this means that prosody cannot be represented on a par with other, morphosyntactic and phonological, properties. Rather, it needs its own place. This place could take on the form of a prosodic construction (in case the prosodic configuration has an independent meaning) or of being part of a multimodal construction (in case the prosodic configuration has no independent meaning). Such a view on prosody strengthens the multidimensional network approach to language-related knowledge, which assumes that constructions are interrelated by various kinds of associations (Diessel, 2023). Prosodic constructions as well as multimodal constructions are prime examples of such a network of (cross-modal and multimodal) associations.

The second objective of the present paper was to provide evidence for a multimodal construction consisting of, at least, a morphosyntactic and a prosodic form. Both corpus and experimental evidence suggest that the stance-related use of Tell me about it is a likely candidate for such a multimodal construction. Regarding its prosodic form, stance-related Tell me about it is slower in tempo than its requesting counterpart. When language users are provided with nothing but this difference in tempo (i.e., they lack other clues like sequential context or visuals), they use this prosodic feature to disambiguate Tell me about it. In other words, this knowledge on the two uses of Tell me about it must be stored in the language users' minds in some way. Stance-related Tell me about it thus fulfills Ziem's second condition of multimodal constructions, because it cannot be considered a construction that is “solely realized in a multimodal way,” but the paper has shown that it is an entrenched cooccurrence of a verbal and a prosodic form. In conclusion, the evidence presented in this study on Tell me about it is strongly suggestive of the existence of multimodal constructions. As a consequence, the role prosody plays in forming them needs more systematic attention in constructional analyses.

From a methodological perspective, the present paper could show that a triangulation of corpus and experimental evidence is valuable because it was able to shed light on both the production and the comprehension side of language and, in doing so, draw a complementary picture of prosody and multimodal constructions. However, the present study suffers from obvious limitations that require further systematic attention in future studies. One limitation is the low number of participants in the forced-choice experiment and the missing demographic information. From a usage-based perspective, the constructional network (including multimodal and prosodic constructions) is dynamic and, therefore, can vary for certain demographic groups. This aspect is not reflected in the present study and needs to be addressed in the future. In addition, future research also needs to address the role prosody plays in the constructional network in more detail. Studies that explore prosodic and multimodal constructions could identify the exact (inter)relations and associations between different types of constructions and, thereby, provide an answer to the question if multimodality is a central or a peripheral aspect of grammar.
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Footnotes

1 The other two conditions follow from the first two and therefore do not need explicit attention. The third condition specifies what should not be considered a multimodal construction (e.g., a construction only realized multimodally) and the fourth condition states that multimodal constructions need to be part of the constructional network of a language, i.e., a network that covers the relevant knowledge a speaker of that language needs for understanding.

2 Languages other than English have non-pulmonic sounds, i.e., sounds where the airflow does not come from the lungs, but these will not be considered here.

3 All examples of TMAI come from the NewsScape Library of International Television News, an archive of televised discourse (Steen and Turner, 2013). At the end of each example, the name of the source file and the relevant times are provided. Video snippets of the examples are provided on OSF: https://osf.io/2sq7h/?view_only=746f3703bbde4236b832b34234d51beb.

4 There seem to be at least two reasons why the participants scored low in correctness for these prototypical stimuli. One reason might be the timing of TMAI and the visuals. That is, for some visual stimuli, some important visual displays (gaze aversion, raised eyebrows, and smiling) occurred right before, but not during the speaker uttered TMAI. This non-synchrony might have affected the speakers' choices. Another reason might be that the model reported in Lehmann (2023) is incomplete. It seems that, while the duration of TMAI is a good predictor, it is not the only one.
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