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1 General introduction

Abstract

The present study treats two main research questions: what acoustic-prosodic
means do speakers use to mark the information structure of spoken discourse
and which cues are most important for the listener to detect this structure? More
specifically, how does this process work in spontaneous speech? In this first
chapter, the importance of such research is described, from a theoretical point of
view as well as from an acoustic-phonetic point of view. The research goals are
discussed in more detail, and the outline of the thesis is given.



2 CHAPTER 1 -

1.1. Introduction

Spoken discourse basically involves three different aspects: the speaker, the
listener, and the message itself. Speakers may use various acoustic-phonetic
means to signal the structure of the message they are producing. They will mark
certain words as more important than others, and they will also divide the whole
message into smaller parts, such as paragraphs and sentences. When listening to
such a spoken discourse, /isteners have certain ideas about the structure of the
incoming text. They perceive certain words or word groups as more important
than others, while they are also able to detect different types of boundaries, such
as sentence boundaries and paragraph boundaries (Lehiste, 1979). The message
itself, i.e., the text as produced by the speaker, also has a structure. Assuming
that it is more or less coherent (a requirement for the listener to understand it), it
can be divided into paragraphs, sentences, clauses, phrases, and so forth. Apart
from acoustic means, the speaker also has a variety of linguistic means available
to indicate the structure of the message.

The variety of acoustic-phonetic means used to convey the structure of a
spoken message will be referred to as the prosodic realization of the message.
Prosodic characteristics are supra-segmental in that they are present in the speech
signal, independent of the sequence of segments (vowels and consonants) that
build up the signal (cf. Rietveld & Van Heuven, 1997). In the present study we
will focus on two prosodic aspects, namely, intonation and pausing. It is
generally assumed for Dutch that speakers use mainly intonation, i.e. pitch
accents and boundary marking pitch movements, and pausing to signal
prominence and phrasing. A combination of both intonational and pausal
features may also be used (e.g. Blaauw, 1995; Swerts, 1994). A more elaborate
discussion of prosodic features in relation to prominence and boundary marking
can be found in chapters 4 and 5.

The present study has two main questions. First of all, from a production
point of view: what acoustic means are used by the speaker to signal the
structure of spoken discourse? Secondly, from a perception point of view: how
are the acoustic cues, as provided by the speaker, used by the listener to detect
the structure of what has been said?

Spoken discourse can be produced in a number of ways, and the prosodic
realization of spoken discourse may be influenced by a number of factors. First
of all, a distinction can be made between speech read aloud, and spontaneously
uttered speech. So far, most research into the relation between discourse
structure and its prosodic realization was done using speech read aloud.
Furthermore, during the last ten years, researchers have also been interested in
the prosodic difference itself between speaking styles (Koopmans-van Beinum,
1992a, 1992b; Blaauw, 1995; Laan, 1997; Bruce & Touati, 1992; Eskénazi,
1993; Granstrom, 1992; Harmegnies & Poch-Olivé, 1992; Howell & Kadi-



