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BBeneHue Ha pyccKoM si3bIKe

JlanHas aMIUIOMHast paboTa TOCBSIIEHA IPOBEICHHUIO JKCIEPHUMEHTa IO BOCIPHITHIO
PUTOPUYECKHUX BOIPOCOB B aHIVINHCKOM SI3bIKE€ HOCUTEIISIMU UTAJIbSIHCKOTO SI3bIKA.

B coBpeMeHHOHN nuTeparype CylIECTBYET MHOXECTBO HMCCIEHOBAaHMM, KACAIOLIMXCS
MIPOU3HOIICHUS] PUTOPUUECKUX BOMPOCOB (Hanee — ROs) U MPOBOJUBIIUXCS B OCHOBHOM Ha
MaTepuaje aHIIMUCKOro sA3blka. OAHUM U3 aKTyalbHBIX HUCCIIEI0BAHUI HA 3Ty TEMY SBIISETCS
pabora H. lexe u np. (2022). [lo MHEeHHIO HCClieOBaTeNel, CYIIECTBYET Pa3HULA MEXIY
CHHTAKCUYECKUM YpPOBHEM PHUTOPUYECKMX BOMNPOCOB W APYTUMH HX (YHKIHSIMH, O
CPaBHEHHIO C OCTAJIbHBIMM TUIIaMHU BOIIpocoB. HecMOTps Ha TO 4TO PUTOPUUYECKHE BOIIPOCHI
UMEIOT T€ K€ CEMaHTUUYECKNE U CUHTAKCUUYECKUE 3JIEMEHTHI, KaK U APYTHUE THUIbI BOIPOCOB,
OHHU BCE€ )K€ PA3UTENILHO OTIMYAIOTCS TeM, 4TO He TpeOyroT orBeTa. Ilo 3Toif mpuumnHe Ha
PUTOPUYECKHI BOIPOC COOECETHUK MOXKET OTBeYaTh IO CBOEMY YCMOTpeHHIO. B kauecTBe
OCHOBHBIX (DYHKIUI PUTOPUUECKUX BOTIPOCOB MOKHO BBIACITUTH CATHPUUYECKIE, HPOHUYECKHE
U JpYKECKHE, OHHM MOTYT HCIOJIb30BaThCS, YTOOBI JOCTHYh COOTBETCTBYIOIIUX
IIparMaTU4ecKUX 1eyied. boabIIMHCTBO HCCIe10BaHUI 3aHUMAIOTCSI N3Y4EHUEM KaHaJCKOro U
aMEPUKAHCKOT0 BApUAHTOB aHIVIMHCKOIO, B TO BPEMsI KAK OCHOBHOE BHMMAHHME HACTOAIIETO
WCCIICIOBAHMSI yNENIeTCs BapUaHTy aHTJHUICKOro, Ha KOTOpoM roBopsAT B /JlyGmuue, B
WNpnanauu. [IpuarHONM TaKOro peIIeHus CTAJIO JKEJIaHUE PACIIUPUTL KOJIMYECTBO BApUAHTOB
AHIJIMIICKOr0, IPOAHAJIU3UPOBAHHBIX B paMKaXx »JOKCIEPUMEHTOB IO  BOCIPHUSATHIO
PUTOPUYECKHUX BONPOCOB. B CBA3M ¢ TeM, 4YTO CYLIECTBYET Majlo€ KOJIUYECTBO

HCCHGHOBaHHﬁ, MOCBAIICHHBIX BOCHIPHUATUIO PUTOPUUCCKHUX BOIIPOCOB HA AHTJIIUNCKOM SI3BIKE



WTaJbsSHLIAMH, U3YyYAIONIMMU aHTJIMMCKUN SI3bIK Kak MHOCTpaHHBIN (L2), nenbio Hactosien
JTUTUIOMHON paboThI OBUTO TaKXkKe 3alOTHUTH Ty JTaKyHY.

JlaHHasi TUIUIOMHAss paboTa COCTOUT M3 BBEICHMSA, YETHIPEX IJIaB M 3aKIIOUYCHUS.
[Tocne KkpaTKOro BBEACHHUS, COJAEPKAIIEro 0030p HCCIEIOBAHUSA M IPOBEACHHOTO
HKCIEPUMEHTA, B MEPBOM IJIaBe 3TON pabOThl pedb MOUAET O (QYHKIHIX U MPOCOTUYECKUX
CTPYKTypax pUTOPHUUECKHUX BOIIPOCOB B aHIJIMIICKOM U B UTAJIbSHCKOM si3bIkax. Kpome Toro, B
ATOW YacTH TOBOPUTCS O HHTepdepeHinn pomHoro s3eika (L1) mpu mpowsHOIEHUH U
BOCIPUATUH PUTOPUUECKUX BompocoB B L2. Bropas 4vacTh mnepBoil IaBbl IOCBSIIEHA
CPaBHEHHUIO HETABHUX HKCIIEPUMEHTOB, OCBSIIEHHBIX PUTOPUYECKUM BOIIPOCAM B PA3JIMYHBIX
a3bIkax. Jlanee ocoboe BHUMaHUE OYJET yIEIeHO aHTTTUICKOMY U UTAJIbsHCKOMY SI3BIKaM.

Bo BTOpOW riaBe ONUCBHIBAETCS CTPYKTypa HKCIIEPUMEHTa M €ro y4acTHUKH. B
YaCTHOCTH, OyJeT MPEICTaBICHO OMHMCAaHUE CTUMYJIOB U (DMILICPOB, UCIOIH30BABIIUXCS B
SKCIepUMeHTe. B 3TOM HCClieZoBaHUM 5 CTPEMUIACh BBICHUTH, OyIyT JIM MTAIbSHIBI
YCIIEIIHO OTIMYaTh PUTOPUYECKHE BONPOCH OT HH(POpManuoHHBIX (manee — ISQOs) u
HEKOTOPBIX JPYrux (UIEpOB 0e3 KaKoro-iu0o MOSICHUTETFHOTO KOHTEKCTa. UTOoOBI
IIPOAHAIM3UPOBATh  BOCHPHUATHE PUTOPUUECKHX BOINPOCOB HA  AHIVIMMCKOM  SI3BIKE
UTANbSHIAMU, OBUTM co37aHbl M 3amucaHbl 20 OJMHAKOBBIX Map YacTHBIX W OO0IIUX
PUTOPUYECKUX U MH(POPMALMOHHBIX BOMpocoB. Kpome Toro, ObUIM BKJIIOYEHBI B YHUCIIO
CTUMYJIOB M 3amucaHbl 6 ¢QuiuiepoB, 3amgaueil KOTOPHIX OBLIO KOHTPOJIUPOBATH IOPOT
BHUMAaHMS YYaCTHUKOB BO BpeMsl dKcnepuMeHTa. Duiiepsl SKCIEPUMEHTa ObLITH Pa3/ieIeHbI
Ha JIBe TPYMIBL: BOCKIMLATENbHBIE (Guiepsl (wh-exclamative fillers) n noBenUTENbHbIC
bunnepst (imperative fillers). Jlanee B paboTe TOBOPUTCS O MOSICHUTEIHHBIX KOHTEKCTaX
skcnepuMenTa. Ctumynbl Obuld 3amucaHbl B mporpamme PRAAT B Buze ayTeHTHYHBIX
IIPOU3HECEHUN TPEX HOCUTEIIEH AHIVIMMCKOTO S3bIKA, KOTOpPbIE POAWINCH MU BBIPOCIU B

JlyObnuHe U, KaKk pe3yJibTaT, TOBOPAT Ha UPJaHICKOW BEPCUN aHTJIIUHCKOTO.
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Jlnst c6opa JaHHBIX 5 peUIniia UCIoIb30BaTh nporpammy Google Forms, B KOTOPYIO 5
no6aBuiia Bce ayHO-CTUMYJIBI, IIOTOMY YTO OHA MO3BOJISIET CO3/1aBaTh OMPOCHI C JIETKOCTHIO U
OBICTPO aHAIM3UPOBATH UX PE3YyJIbTAThl. Ba’KHO MOIYEPKHYTh, YTO B TO BpEMs KaK HOCUTEIIN
AHTJIMICKOTO $3bIKA, IPOM3HOCUBLIIME CTUMYJIBl, UMEIHU BO3MOXHOCTb O3HAKOMUTBCS C
MOSICHUTENFHBIMU KOHTEKCTaMH JIi COOTBETCTBYIOIIMX BONPOCOB M (MIJIEPOB, B aHKETE
SKCIIEPUMEHTA JIaHHBIE IMOSICHUTEIbHBIE KOHTEKCTHl OTCYTCTBOBAIM, TaK Kak Lelb
HKCHEPUMEHTa COCTOsUIa B TOM, YTOOBI MOHATH, CMOTYT JIM OIPOIICHHBIC IPABHIBLHO
BOCIIPUHUMATh CTHUMYJIbI 0€3 MOSCHUTEIBHOIO KOHTEKCTa. BO BpeMst SKCTIepUMEHTa KaxIbIi
YUYaCTHHK JIOJDKEH OBbUI MPOCIyIIaTh KOPOTKHHA (parMeHT ayJuo W yKa3aThb OJUH OTBET U3
CIHCKA, BBIOPAB MEXIy PUTOPUYECKUM BoOmpocoM (rhetorical question), nH(DOPMATUBHBIM
BonpocoM (information-seeking question) ¥ BapHaHTOM «HH TO, HU Jpyroe» (none of the
above).

UYro kacaercsl y4aCTHUKOB, B OKCIIEPUMEHTE MPUHSIN yJacTHe 13 aHTIoroBopsAImMX 1
64 wranbsHua. M3 13 aHrioroBopsImMx Tpoe MPOU3HOCWIM CTHMYJBI, a OcTajibHble 10
HOCHUTEJNICH aHTJUICKOTO sI3bIKa CTalld KOHTPOJBHOW rpynmnoi (control group), 4bsi poib
3aKJI0Yajach B MPOBEPKE AayTEHTHYHOCTH ayauodaitnoB. Habop y4acTHUKOB MpPOXOIWI B
JlyOMTUHCKOM YHHUBEpPCUTETE, a TakXKe dYepe3 MPHIOKEHHS Jiasi OoOMeHa MIHOBEHHBIMH
cooOmieHussMu (cpenu uTanbsHIEB). [locKoNbKy emie oIHOW LeNbio 3TOi paboThl ABIAIOCH
MOHSTh, CMOTYT JIM UTAJIbSHIIBI BOCIPUHUMATh PUTOPUUYECKUE BONPOCH! Kak Hocutenu L1,
ObUIM CO3/1aHBI JIB€ aHKETHI: MepBasi Al KOHTPOJIBHOMN T'PYIIIbI, a BTOpas Uit HocuTesnei L2.
[Tocne Toro Kak KOHTPOJIbHAS TPYIINA MOIYyYHIa CChUIIKY Ha SKCIIEPUMEHT, OH ObLI OTIPABIICH
UTaNbSHIAM. Ba)XXHO 3aMETUTh, YTO BCE OTBETHI AaHKETHI ObUIM aHOHMMHBIMH. UTO KacaeTcs
CPOKOB MPOBEJICHUS MIPOEKTA, JAHHBINA SKCIIEpUMEHT Jtriics ¢ mapta 2023 o utons 2023.

Ilepen Tem Kak COCpPEeNOTOYMTh BHUMAHWE Ha CIICAYIOUICH IJIaBe JaHHOH paboTHl,

CTOUT YIHOMSHYTb O TpeTbefI Oejan HMCCICOAOBAaHUA. EH.[C OIWH BOIPOC HUCCICAOBAHUA
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3aKJII0YAJICS B TOM, MOXET JIM YPOBEHb BIIAJICHUS AHIVIMIMCKUM SI3BIKOM U IMOTCHLMAJIBHBIN
OTBIT HAXOXKJICHHUS UTAIBSHIEB B JII000M aHTIOS3BIYHON CTpaHe MOBIUSATH HAa CIIOCOOHOCTH
TOYHOTO PaclO3HaBaHUs PUTOPUYECKHUX BorpocoB. Erle oHa 3a1a4a cOCTOsIa B TOM, YTOOBI
MOHATH, MOKET JIM THII BOIPOCOB (YAaCTHBIM MM OOIIMIT) BIMATH HA MPOLECC BOCTIPUSATHSA
PUTOPHUUYECKUX BOIIPOCOB. B Hauase s3KkCriepruMeHTa BBIABUTAJIACh TUIIOTE3a O TOM, YTO YPOBEHD
AHIJIMKMCKOTO SA3BIKA, OIBIT 32 TPAHULIEH U TUII BOIIPOCA MOIJIM OKa3bIBATh BIUSHUE HA IIPOLIECC
IIPaBUIILHOTO BOCIIPUATHUS PUTOPUYECKUX BOIIPOCOB.

UYroObl MpPOBEPUTH JAHHBIC TUMOTE3bl M CIeNaTh BBIBOJBI, B CJEIYIOIIEH TIiiaBe
pe3yabTaThl OBUIM PACCMOTPEHBI C HUCIOJB30BAHHEM METOJIOB CTATUCTHYECKOTO aHAIN3a.
Takum 00pa3oM, B OCHOBE TpEThEH TJaBbl JIGKUT NOAPOOHOE OMHMCAHUE PE3yJIbTAaTOB
KOHTPOJBHOM M O3KCIEPUMEHTAILHOW TpyHnn C TOMOIIbI0O TpaduKOB, MPOLEHTHBIX
COOTHOIICHHUH, a TAKXKE UCIIOJIb30BAHUS CTATUCTUYECKOW MOJIEIH JIOTUCTUYECKON pEerpeccuy,
HCIIOJIB3YEMOM U1 OIpPEACIICHHUs B3aUMOCBA3U MEXKAY HE3aBUCUMBIMU I€PEMEHHBIMU
(YpOBEHD BJIaJICHUS AHTJIMICKUM A3BIKOM, ONBIT IIPOKUBAHUS 332 TPAHULIEH U TUII BOIIPOCA) U
OJIHOM 3aBUCUMOMW NEPEMEHHOM (TpaBUIbHBINA WM HENPAaBWIbHBIN 0TBET). CTaTUCTUYECKUI
aHamM3 JaHHBIX ObLI TMPOBEJCH B MporpaMMme R ¢ UCIOIb30BAHUEM CMEIIaHHOU
perpeccMoHHON Mojenu. IlepBbIi moapasnes TpeTbeil INIaBbl MOCBSAIIEH pe3yJbTaTaM ABYX
AHKET, pa30CIaHHBIX JECATU HOCUTEISIM aHIVIMUCKOro. [ NpencTaBiIeHUs Pe3ysbTaToOB
aHaJIM3a HCIOJIb30BAINCH [HMAarpamMMbl, IIPEACTABISIONIUE IMPOLEHTHOE COOTHOIIEHUE, C
KOTOPBIM HOCHUTENH si3bIKa BepHO HAeHTU(umpoBanu ISOs, ROs n ¢umiepsl anker 1 u 2.
Bropoii moapasaen TpeTheil Ii1aBbl aHAJOTHYHBIM 00Opa3oM MpPEACTaBIAET pe3yibTaThl 64
HOCUTEJIEY UTAIBIHCKOTO S3bIKA.

YerBeprass r7laBa AMIJIOMHOW paOOThI TOCBSIIEHA OOCYXACHUIO MOJYYSHHBIX
pe3ysnbTaToB. JTa 4acTh pa3/ieiieHa Ha JBa IMOJpa3felia: MEPBbIil NOCBSIIEH OrpaHUYCHUAM

MCTOAOJIOIMHM HCCIICAOBAHUA, a BTOpOI>'I — BBIBOJIaM, CACIAHHBIM Ha OCHOBC 3KCIICPUMCHTA.
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bnaronaps aHanu3y U U3y4EHUIO TaHHBIX, COOPAHHBIX BO BPEMs SKCIIEPUMEHTA C HOCUTEISIMH
AHTJIMIICKOTO U WTAJBSHCKOIO SI3bIKOB, BBIICHWIOCH, YTO HE TOJBKO Hocutenu L2, HO u
HocuTtenu L1 wWcOBITBIBaNM TPYIHOCTH MpU PA3NIMUEHUM PUTOPUYECKUX BOIIPOCOB,
MH(POPMALIMOHHBIX BONPOCOB U (puiuiepoB. KpoMe Toro, n3Ha4aapHO MPeanoaraioch, 4To
YeM BBIILIE YPOBEHbD BIIaJCHUS aHIJIMICKUM, TEM BBILLE BEPOSTHOCTb IPABUIIBHOTO BOCIIPUSATHUS
cTuMysoB. OIHaKO aHaJIM3 JaHHBIX [10KA3ajl, YTO YPOBEHb BIAJCHHUS MHOCTPAHHBIM A3BIKOM,
a TaKOKe OMBIT MPAKTUKHU S3bIKA 32 TPAHULICH U TUIT BOIIPOCOB (YaCTHBIE MITH OOIIKE) HE UTPAIOT
3HaYUMOM POJIU B MPOLIECCE BOCIPUATHS PUTOPUUECKUX BOIIPOCOB.

Hakonern, B 3aK/1I09UTEIHHON TJIaBe 0OCYKIAeTCs TOCIEIHUN BOIIPOC UCCIIEIOBAHUS,
KACaOIUNCA BO3MOXHOCTH HOCHUTEJEH UTAIBSIHCKOIO s3bIKa BOCIPUHUMATh PUTOPUUECKHE
BOIIPOCHI TaK, KAK UX BOCIPUHHUMAIOT HOCUTENIN aHIVIMHCKOIO fA3bIKa. J[aHHBIE MOKa3anu, 4To
HE TOJIBKO UTAJBSHIbI UCIIBITHIBAIOT TPYJHOCTU C BOCIPUSATUEM PUTOPUYECKUX BOIIPOCOB B
OTCYTCTBUE TMOSICHSIOIIETO KOHTEKCTa, HO M CaMH aHIIM4yaHe. TakuMmM o0Opa3oM, MOKHO
CUMTATh, YTO OTCYTCTBHE MOSICHSIOIIETO KOHTEKCTa IO HPOCIYyLIMBAHHUS 3alMCH MOKET
3aTPyJIHUTH BOCIIPUSATHE PUTOPUYECKUX BOIPOCOB. BrICKa3pIBaeTCs MPEANIONOKEHHE O TOM,
yro 0€3 JOCTaTOYHOTO KOHTEKCTa CIyIIAaTeJd MOTYT HOJb30BATHCS YHUBEPCATbHBIMH
MapaJMHIBUCTUUECKUMU CPEICTBAMU MapKUPOBAHUS PUTOPUUECKUX BONPOCOB. OQHAKO pOJIb
3THX YHUBEPCAIbHBIX aCIEKTOB He Oblila MOABEpKEeHA ITyOOKOMY aHaNIM3y, TaK KakK 3TO HeE
ObUIO TJIABHOM IENbI0 AaHHOW paboThl. Takum 00pa3oM, yTOOBI MOMYYUTH O0Jiee MOJHYIO U
HCYEPIBIBAIOIIYIO KapTUHY TOT0, Kak RQs BocrpuHumMarotest B L1 n L2 u kak HocuTenu Toro
WIM HHOTO $3bIKA MOTYT II0JIb30BAThCS YHHUBEPCAJIBHBIMU CPEICTBAMU MapKUpPOBaHUS
PUTOPUYECKHX  BOINPOCOB, PEKOMEHAYETCS IPOBECTH  JAJNBHEHIINE  MCCIEIOBAHMUA,

yIIIyONSIOIINE JaHHBIN acTIeKT.

13



INTRODUCTION

“The speech signal is the end point for speaking and the starting point of listening”

(Pisoni & Remez, 2005, p.7)

In the current literature of linguistics, there are few studies focused on the perception of
rhetorical questions in comparison to those devoted to the investigation of their production.
Despite rhetorical questions being widely examined in English, little is still known about their
perception in other languages. This thesis seeks to offer a new perspective on this matter by
means of employing two languages which are English and Italian, respectively. Indeed, this
present study is an attempt to bridge the gap between the sheer amount of research on the
production of rhetorical questions in English and the restricted field of research on their
perception by Italians who are studying or have studied English as L2. What emerged from
recent experiments on this field of study is that the American and the Canadian variety of
English are one the most frequent varieties to be considered and investigated. In order to
broaden the number of English varieties taken into account in this type of studies, it has been
decided to put at the core of this thesis the one spoken in Dublin, Ireland. This choice of
focusing on the Irish version of English can offer an additional value to the research since it is
not a variety tendentially familiar to Italian speakers. Furthermore, its adoption is not accidental
since it is the product of a five-month direct experience in Ireland. For the purpose of the
research, an ad-hoc experiment encompassing the use of the software Google Forms and the

involvement of 64 Italian native speakers and 13 English native speakers has been designed.
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The reason behind the adoption of this software is represented by its manageability since it
enables researchers to obtain numerous answers in a short amount of time through the
possibility of incorporating into questionnaires several audio inputs which can be identified via
multiple-choice options. The experiment has been carried out through a multi-step process
which included the initial recording of three English native speakers in loco. In order to provide
an in-depth investigation on the perception of polar and w#- rhetorical questions in English by
Italians while answering the research questions, 20 string-identical pairs of wh- / polar
rhetorical and information-seeking questions as well as six fillers have been created and
inserted later in the experimental questionnaires. In this study, it has been opted for the
introduction of six fillers, divided into wh- exlamative and imperative fillers for controlling
participants’ threshold of attention during the whole experiment. In order to provide the
listeners with stimuli which are natural in their realisation, the experiment has been designed
so that to comprehend five explicatory contexts related to the wh- /polar rhetorical and
information-seeking questions which were read and used only by the English native-speakers
while being recorded. Since it is fundamental to obtain natural audio inputs for the purpose of
the study, these aforementioned explicatory contexts have been created to reflect real life
situations. On the other hand, fillers’ explicatory contexts do not possess the same topics of the
rhetorical and information-seeking questions despite being related always to real life situations.

Behind this multi-step process, there is the need for determining to what extent L2
speakers — in this scenario the experimental group represented by the Italian native speakers—
can perceive correctly some wh- and polar rhetorical questions uttered by three English native
speakers among other information-seeking questions and fillers without the aid of any
contextual reference attached to each question and filler. Another aspect which will be
delineated along the lines of this thesis is whether Italians’ level of proficiency in English and

their potential experiences in any Anglophone-Country might have an impact on the process
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or recognising accurately the given rhetorical questions. Since rhetorical questions are still
motivating much debate within the field of linguistics, it has been decided to investigate
whether a control group made up of ten English native speakers might distinguish the given
acoustic inputs in the same way as the experimental group does by means of adopting the
software PRAAT to examine the waveforms, spectrograms and pitch curves of the target
stimuli. For the analysis of the final results obtained from the experiment, it has been opted for
using the Logistic Regression Model which offers the possibility of understanding the relation
between the dependent variable of the thesis (i.e., right or wrong answers of the target stimuli)
and the independent variables (i.e., the predictors of the level of proficiency in English, the
experiences abroad and the type of questions).

The entire thesis develops into four chapters. The first chapter will be dedicated to the
functions of rhetorical questions and their prosodic structure with a major focus on English and
Italian. Subsequently, after the presentation of these details relative to rhetorical questions’
main features, particular attention will be given to the interference in L2 production and
perception. As regards the latter, the reader will be provided with a panoramic view on major
discoveries on L2 perception beginning with the Speech Learning Model by Fledge (1995) and
the Perceptual Assimilation Model by Best (1995) to the recent contribute of researchers
condensed by Wayland (2019) and Sebastian-Gallés (2005). Attention will be then dedicated
to a cross-language comparison between studies on rhetorical questions, diverging only later
to those concerning English and Italian. The second chapter will offer an in-depth description
of the experiment prioritizing the presentation of the stimuli with the items and fillers and the
related explicatory contexts. The second subchapter will provide a comprehensive view on the
participants involved in the experiment — starting with a description of the recorded group
which consisted of three English native speakers, moving further to the control group made up

of other ten English native speakers and the experimental group represented by 64 Italians. The
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following subchapters will analyse the structure of the questionnaires for both the control and
experimental group, concluding with an explanation of the survey methodology. The third
chapter will deal with the results as well as the descriptive and statistical analysis of the
experimental data while providing details on both the control and experimental groups’ results.
Furthermore, this third chapter will also aim at describing the Logistic Regression Model
adopted for the statistical analysis. As ultimate, the fourth chapter will concentrate on the
discussion of the experimental results, providing a portrait of the limitations of the study

together with the report of the main findings and implication of the study.
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CHAPTER 1

THE FUNCTIONS OF RHETORICAL QUESTIONS AND THEIR

PROSODIC STRUCTURE IN ENGLISH AND ITALIAN

Speech is like a mirror where emotions, knowledge and thoughts can be reflected vividly. It
can either have the force of transmitting information and knowledge or the power of persuading
interlocutors while conveying speakers’ ideals. The most salient characteristic of speech is
indeed its complexity. While interacting, people realise different speech acts whose function is
highly dependent on interlocutors’ intentions. These speech acts range from being a mere
realisation of sounds and sentences (i.e., locutionary acts), to illocutionary acts represented by
orders, questions and promises or perlocutionary acts where speakers strive for having an
impact on interlocutors’ ideas. Ultimately, there is another act (i.e., propositional act) which
refers to precise entities or proprieties. This latter is the only speech act which can be omitted
while talking (Graffi & Scalise, 2002). However, despite speech being a distinctive feature of
humanity that echoes humans’ inclinations, its phonetic and phonological representation is not
universal and can be perceived differently among all the languages in the world. In this thesis,
the focus will be placed on a particular niche of linguistics which is represented by the
investigation on the perception of rhetorical questions in English by Italian speakers. Giving
resonance to the peculiarities and difficulties of producing and perceiving speech in a second
language (henceforth, L2) while highlighting the prosodic structure and functions of rhetorical
questions is the main aim of this Chapter. This first part will be therefore dedicated to essential
information that provides the reader with preliminary details on the functions and prosodic
features of rhetorical questions as well as a thorough description of the difficulties that might
occur while producing and perceiving speech in L2. Both at the level of production and

perception, learners might encounter difficulties in maintaining separated their first language
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(henceforth, L.1) and L2 intonation contours, especially at the beginning of their process of
acquiring a second language. These potential discrepancies between L1 and L2 prosody is what
allows me to narrow the search on the perception of one specific type of question (i.e.,
rhetorical question) among information-seeking questions and fillers in English by Italians who
are studying or have studied it during their lives, focusing mostly on suprasegmental features.
Therefore, English and Italian will be placed at the core as they will be the main languages
taken into consideration throughout the lines of this thesis. An analysis of the features and
functions of rhetorical questions in these aforementioned languages will be thus provided and
offered to the reader as a preparation to the following Chapters that will be dedicated to the

experiment.

1.1. The functions of rhetorical questions

Rhetorical questions (henceforth, RQs) have been defined in linguistics as questions which are
properly (i.e., at syntactic and semantic level) interrogatives but with a dissimilar speech
function. What has been pointed out so far is the fact that the most salient characteristic of RQs
is the absence of an expected answer which led to the conclusion that RQs might be answered
at one’s discretion (Dehé & Braun, 2020). Indeed, RQs “have the feel of an assertion” (ibid.,
p. 608) despite not being themselves assertive. Yet an answer can be returned given their
interrogative structure (Dehé et al., 2022). These characteristics, typical of RQs, might not be
relegated only to one language, such as English, but can be broadened to other languages.
Taking into account the Italian language, Sorianello (2018) pointed out that there are also cues
to RQs which are similar to those in English. Thus, NPIs (negative polarity items) can be
detected also in this latter language. In English it is frequent to use strong NPIs (e.g., after all,

at all, budge an inch, lift a finger) and weak NPIs (e.g., ever, anything, anybody), as well as in
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Italian where it is possible to notice the same pattern in items such as “alzare un dito, forse,
mica, dopotutto” (Sorianello, 2018, p. 41).

However, while strong NPIs can be considered as powerful detectors of rhetorical
interpretations, weak NPIs could lead to ambivalence and misinterpretation which can be sorted

out only through prosody (ibid.). The following example (1) illustrates concisely this matter:

(1) Who lifted a finger to help Mary? (Han, 2002, p. 223)

The implied meaning of this question indicates that nobody helped Mary; the NPI “lift a finger”
is what exemplifies the process of discrimination between a RQ and an information-seeking
question (henceforth, ISQ). Similar to what has been claimed above, in Italian the same
structure and the adoption of NPIs can be noticed. In the following sentence (2), which is the
literal translation of the previous English sentence by Han (2002), the rhetorical interpretation

can be recognised as equivalent to the English one:

(2) Chi ha alzato un dito per aiutare Mary? (Sorianello, 2018, p. 41)

Likewise, in this case the NPI “alzare un dito” helps the reader to identify the question as
rhetorical due to the implied meaning that reveals how “nessuno” is willing to help Mary.

If we shift the focus on the speech function of a RQ, it is worth mentioning that its
major function exploits the possibility of expressing personal beliefs as well as restate the
obviousness of a matter. Therefore, RQs are not ordinary questions as they have the potential
to achieve communicative aims by means of persuading and making people ponder over a
circumstance. As it has been highlighted, RQs in English can be compared to speech expedients

as they can have an influence on interlocutors’ point of view and ideals (Sorianello, 2018).
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Another aspect which is crucial to consider when discussing the qualities of RQs regards the

pivotal role of speakers compared to the one of receivers. Indeed,

the assumption that Speaker’s and Addressee’s Beliefs are shared in regard to a specific
RQ is taken by the Speaker. [...] the Speaker may just pretend or presume that
something is a part of the Common Ground when it is not. In the case of RQs, it means
that the implied answer is just presented as obvious by the Speaker, whether it is a part

of the Addressee's Beliefs or not. (Spago, 2020, p.73)

RQs are therefore used with precise goals by speakers. In fact, RQs can be divided into
categories whose functions can range from being employed for prominence and critics to
friendly exchanges. With regards to the first option, aggressive RQs are used in case a speaker
needs to condemn receivers’ actions or emotions. It has been noticed that these aggressive RQs
are usually used in political discourses and in social media forums (Spago, 2020). Further
research, which supports this line of argument, took into consideration the role of RQs within
court trials in American Closing Arguments for Defence— RQs in court present specific features
which are used to induce a reaction to a specific input (Osetrova, 2020, p. 208). According to

the researcher,

KOMMYHUKATHBHBII TEpCya3sUBHBINA IPOLECC MOXET OBITh MPEICTaBIC€H TaKUMHU

CUTyallUsIMH, B KOTOPBIX TOBOPSIIME CO3HATENBHO NPOIYHHUPYIOT COOOIICHUS,
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HalleJICHHbIE Ha TO, YTOOBI BBI3BATH OMPEICIICHHYIO PEaKIUI0 Yy PELUIIUCHTA WU

HOBJIMATEL Ha €ro Touky 3penus. (Osetrova, 2020, p. 209) !

Thus, RQs can be associated with negative and persuasive feelings since a speaker is capable
of diverging addressees’ ideas and thoughts. However, RQs should not be only referred to these
negative emotions because researchers revealed that they can be also employed in friendly
communicative acts. Within this area, speakers behave politely with a neutral tone to the
speech. If we consider an example taken from several American movies by Spago (2020), it is
possible to perceive this positivity between the lines of the script which reveals the neutrality
of the communicative act by the speaker. In the following example (3) taken from the film
Shawshank Redemption, it is possible to state that the RQ is used to calm the interlocutor rather

than accusing and being aggressive towards him.

(3) Relax. What are you so nervous about? She's just a woman. (Spago, 2020, p.

75)

Ultimately, RQs can be employed to express satire as well as irony with both aggressive and
friendly connotations. Considering the following example (4) taken from Absolute Power and
used by Spago (2020), it is clear that the RQ here stands for an interrogative which is used by
the speaker to ironize on the expertise of the interlocutor with a friendly undertone. RQs,
therefore, possess forceful and influential characteristics which can be employed for specific

speakers’ purposes and can be used to either determine or express specific feelings.

! Translation in English provided: The communicative and persuasive process can be represented by these
situations in which the speakers consciously create messages aimed at either triggering specific reactions in the

receivers or influencing their point of view.
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(4) When did you become such an expert, Bill? (ibid., p. 76)

However, RQs possess unique and distinctive functions which distinguish them from
information-seeking questions. ISQs require an answer and their aim is to collect information
from the addressees. Contrastingly to RQs, ISQs usually are not pragmatically loaded since
their goal is to obtain data from a particular request. Their function, thus, is neither directed
towards persuading receivers nor towards influencing their state-of-mind, but rather on seeking
information which are essential to speakers (Dehé¢ & Braun, 2020).

What is worth mentioning is the fact that both RQs and ISQs questions can be divided
into two separate categories, namely polar and wh- questions. Whereas polar questions “request
an answer that specifies whether the proposition expressed by their sentence radical holds or
does not hold” (Krifka, 2011, p. 1747) and therefore they can be answered with a no or yes; the
wh- questions “create an open proposition by leaving parts of the description of the proposition
unspecified” (ibid., p. 1744). What is worth mentioning is that despite RQs and ISQs possessing
both wh- and polar structures and have this feature in common, they do not share the same

functions and their prosodic structures differ consistently.

1.2. The prosodic structure of rhetorical questions

In this thesis, two types of RQs in English will be analysed. Particular attention will be placed
on wh- questions and polar questions. Despite not taking into account all the existing wh- words
which are what, where, when, who, whom, which, whose, why, how, in this experiment only
what and who will be accounted for. When analysing the prosodic structure of RQs, it is
possible to see that in English wh- questions have tendentially a final fall, whereas wh- ISQs

are uttered with a nuclear high-fall contour labelled H* L-L% in the Autosegmental-metrical
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phonology system (Dehé¢ et al., 2022). On the other hand, polar RQs and ISQs show different
outcomes. With regards to polar ISQs, there is a tendency towards a low rise whereas polar
RQs “have the intonational contour of an assertion, and are thus realised with falling intonation,
like declaratives expressing assertions, but unlike polar ISQs” (Dehé & Braun, 2020, p. 611).
What has been considered as a further element which could make a difference in the
distinction between RQs and ISQs in the English language is the analysis of nuclear accents.
On account of this, studies revealed that in essence, “a nuclear accent early on in the utterance,
unless due to information structure, hints to rhetorical interpretation” (Dehé et. al, 2022, p. 15).
At the level of phonetics, however, it is crucial to consider three other parameters when
it comes to comparing wh-/ polar RQs and ISQs which are relatively voice quality, duration
and pitch height (i.e., scaling). The parameter of voice quality defines the type of voice which
can exist. For instance, once the voice is breathy, “the vocal folds are vibrating while remaining
apart” (Wayland, 2019, p. 42). Moreover, the voice can be creaky in case “the posterior portion
of the vocal folds held tightly together while the anterior section is slack and vibrating at a very
slow rate” (ibid., p. 43). Another feature which characterises the voice quality is exemplified
by the modal voice, when “voiced sounds are produced with normal phonation or voicing with
the vocal folds vibrating along most or all of their entire length” (ibid., p. 42). Lastly, whenever
there is an absence of vocal fold vibration, the voice is recognised as voiceless (ibid.). The
duration, or length, refers to the suprasegmental phonetics and indicates the duration of vocals
and consonants in a speech and these lengths are extremely dependent on the speech rate at
which they are uttered (Leoni & Maturi, 2002). The last parameter, which is expressed by the
scaling or pitch height, represents, on the contrary, the f0 value (Mennen, 2007). In the
production experiment carried out by Dehé & Braun (2020), it has been discovered that these
two types of questions differ in their prosody and in the aforementioned parameters. In the

voice quality category, they recognised that wh- RQs presented a larger share of breathy voice
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than ISQs, whereas for what concerns the pitch in polar questions it has been registered an
increased number of RQs with a first pitch accent on the subject “anyone” compared to ISQs;
as for the wh-questions, they noticed that there was not a dissimilarity in the illocution category
(i.e., questions vs. statements). Ultimately, the duration of both wh- and Polar RQs has been
described as considerably longer than ISQs.

The case of Italian, however, differs from English. The first issue that researchers had
to cope with is related to the huge variety of dialects which are spoken all around Italy. Up to
now, the only variety that has been studied, with regards to RQs and ISQs, is the one used in
Bari (Puglia). Other varieties of Italian, therefore, have not been taken into account and
investigated extensively. In the Bari variety it is shown that both in polar ISQs and RQs there
is a tendency towards L+ H*, while in wh-ISQs there is H+L* and in wh-RQs there is also
H+L* and L+H* (Dehé et. al., 2022, p. 20). Another interesting discovery encompasses the
fact that when a RQ “mitigate the assertion” (ibid., p. 20), it is possible to find an ending H%
boundary tone, whereas in case of supporting personal beliefs it is more likely to detect a L%
falling boundary tone (ibid.). What is worth mentioning is that the only factor which appears
to be utterly relevant for the distinction between RQs and ISQs in Italian is the duration which
is longer in the case of RQs but only at accented vowel level not at the sentence-level like in

English. (ibid.)

1.3. Interferences in L2 production

Mastering a foreign language might be a non-trivial process as it involves honing
communicative skills as well as achieving proficiency by means of acquiring phonological and
phonetic patterns of L2 intonation. Being able to produce the correct intonation which could
differentiate a rhetorical question from an information-seeking question could be crucial when

it comes to convey a specific communicative act or message. In the last decades, particular
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attention has been given to the importance of suprasegmental properties and their impact within
the field of Second Language Acquisition (henceforth, SLA). In literature, there has been a
great shift from the study of segments, specifically vowels and consonants, towards the
examination of suprasegmental features such as stress, lexical tone, length and intonation
(Wayland, 2019). When interacting with people, individuals are manipulating these elements
to change and convey specific meanings through dialogues and prosody. Prosody, which counts
on these elements, is “the linguistic structure which determines the suprasegmental properties
of utterances” (Cutler et. al., 1997, p. 142) and exists in each language but differs from language
to language in for different directions labelled “dimensions” in Mennen & De Leeuw (2014).
The first category, named as “systemic dimension”, deals with structural elements such as pitch
accents and boundary contours. Another category which is essential is called “functional” as it
classifies the nature of an utterance (e.g., whether it is an interrogative or not). The
“distributional dimension”, on the other hand, takes into account the way in which the
aforementioned structural elements are put together. Ultimately, the “realisational dimension”
is dedicated to the phonetic realisation of systemic elements. Since human exchange of speech
and information is based on prosody, it is uncontroversial to state that it plays a crucial role in
our daily communicative acts. Suprasegmental features, thus, are essential when it comes to
give prominence to our emotional state and our communicative intentions, because by
combining and adopting intonation with the speed of speech it is possible to emphasise salient
emotions and state of mind (Leoni & Maturi, 2002). However, given its complex nature, it is
notoriously difficult to learn and separate between the prosody of L1 and L2 (Mennen & De
Leeuw, 2014) since this process of learning prosody is not straightforward and can be compared

to a hierarchical system where
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learners may go through different stages in the learning process and may first acquire
phonological patterns of L2 intonation before they acquire the correct phonetic

implementation of these patterns. (Mennen, 2007, p. 71)

Therefore, mastering L2 prosody without interfering with L1 is arduous and treacherous for L2
learners. What has been highlighted so far within the field of linguistics is that during the
process of acquiring a second language, students are more likely to face difficulties in avoiding
interferences in the intonation contour between their L1 and L2 (Zahner et al., 2022). The
consequence of this lack of control over this interference, is what might lead to a disruption of
intelligibility between learners and native speakers (Wang, 2020). For instance, Mennen (2015)
suggests that students of English from different linguistic backgrounds cope with problems
related to alignment and scaling of pitch accents whereas Italians, according to her, do not
possess complex pitch accents which can be represented through the Autosegmental-Metrical
framework (AM) as “H* LH and L* HL” (ibid., p. 176).

Moreover, what has been discovered recently is that “the same phonological category
may be realised (aligned) differently in different languages or dialects” (Mennen, 2007, p. 58).
For instance, if we switch the focus from learners of English to English (or German) native
speakers learning Italian, it is possible to see that these aforementioned languages have a
specific fall in common which has been defined by Ladd (1996) as “a local peak associated
with the accented syllable, followed by a rapid fall to low in the speaking range, followed by a
more gradual fall to the end of the phrase or utterance” (p.128). However, the realisation of this
fall differs drastically among these aforementioned native speakers. Indeed, the peak in the
English language would be later than the one in Italian, as reported in figure (1) with the Italian

word “Mantova” taken from the example by Mennen (2007). Whereas in the first example of
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“Mantova” the peak by English native speakers is placed later, in the second one it is possible

to see that Italians place the peak earlier than English native speakers (ibid.).

V4

Mantova M a ntova

Figure (1). representation of the differences in the alignment between English native speakers and Italians
with the word ‘Mantova’. Example taken from Mennen (2007, p. 59).

Indeed,

The following rapid fall in English (or German) takes place between the stressed and
following unstressed syllable, whereas in Italian the fall starts well before the following
syllable. As a consequence, English or German learners of Italian may use their native

alignment pattern when producing an Italian falling tune. (ibid., pp. 58-59)

However, despite the potential absence or difference of prosody between L1 and L2, the more
learners are exposed to L2 input, the better the linguistic performances will be (Mennen, 2015).
Studies pointed out that there is another factor which can potentially contribute to the
enhancement of performances, that is age. It has been revealed that when the age of acquisition
of a specific language is relatively early, the chances of obtaining “accurate peak alignment in

nuclear pitch accent” (ibid., p. 180) are higher. Exposure and age, therefore, might be
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considered as powerful tools which can potentially bridge the gap between the divergences in
the L1 and L2 intonation (ibid.).

In this thesis, these aspects related to production in L2 will not be extensively
considered since the perception of RQs in English by Italians who have learnt or are learning
this language will be prioritised. However, the importance of providing a global overview of
the interferences in the production in L2 is undoubtedly fundamental for a better understanding
of the difficulties which learners of foreign languages can encounter while acquiring new or

similar phonologic and phonetic structures.

1.4. Difficulties in L2 perception

Producing speech requires different skills compared to perceiving speech. At the end of the
20th century, two main models for the perception of speech were developed. These models
were not an end in themselves as they have been a priceless value for the study of cross-
language perception. The first archetype to be mentioned is the Speech Learning Model
(henceforth, SLM) by Fledge (1995). At the basis of this model, there is the assumption that,
whenever a person perceives sounds in L2 as analogous to those of their own L1, the new
categories of sounds will not be created effortlessly but with a complicated process due to the
equivalence of sounds. On the other hand, another model which had resonance within the field
of linguistics and cross-language perception is the Perceptual Assimilation Model by Best

(1995). According to his definition,

PAM predicts that learners will have the most trouble distinguishing between two L2
sounds that are assimilated to a single L1 sound category. [...] Discrimination will be
easiest when two L2 sounds are considered good exemplars of two different L1

categories. (Wayland, 2019, p. 245)
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Thus, L1 sound classifications contribute to dictating the extent to which speech learning can
be successful or not. According to these two main models, the more the L1 categories are
differentiated and divergent from L2 classifications, the easier the perception should be (ibid.).

Perception of L2 is therefore a broad field which encompasses the necessity to give
particular attention to both segmental and suprasegmental elements. Indeed, it is possible to
claim that speech perception is a complicated process that entails retrieving speakers’ acoustic
message and examining it through the receivers’ auditory system. Moreover, it has been
suggested that speech perception depends also on the intrinsic qualities of speakers which
contribute to a variation in the acoustic perception (Wayland, 2019). Indeed, recent research
suggested that the age and gender of speakers might have an influence not only on the way a
specific sound input is produced, but also perceived. This is attributable to the different length
of the vocal tract as well as to the type of formants of the vowel, which may massively vary
from male and female adults to children and can have an impact on the perception of the
acoustic input by the listener (ibid.). Moreover, another interesting factor which can contribute
to a variation in the source of an acoustic input is the rate at which speakers talk. It has been
suggested that the consequence of changing the tempo in speech can change the duration of
vowels and consonants, leading eventually to a different perception of them within an
utterance. In fact, the faster the tempo is, the shorter the segments and lower the f0 are and vice
versa (ibid.). Ultimately, Wayland (2019) asserts that, at the level of phonetics, the context
plays a crucial part in differentiating the perception of speech. Indeed, “due to coarticulation,
both the preceding and following segments exert an influence on the production of a target
vowel or consonant” (ibid., p. 233). Notwithstanding, the intrinsic nature of vowels and
consonants may also play a huge role in the perception of speech. In fact, vowels are

notoriously uttered with longer timing and more prominence compared to consonants which
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are complicated to perceive because of the aforementioned sources of acoustic variation and
their different categorization into plosives, fricatives, liquids and their glides and voicing
(ibid.).

Moreover, if we shift the focus from speakers to listeners it can be noticed that, when
listening to foreign languages, several different speech illusions can occur. By considering the
classification of speech illusions provided by Sebastian-Gallés (2005), it can be seen that there

are three main categories of situations, which are relatively:

1. Deafness (i.e., the listeners could not perceive and hear any difference in terms
of sounds);

2. Mirage (i.e., the listeners add new information that is not in the original input);

3. Mutation (i.e., the transformation of sounds by the listeners).

(ibid., pp. 547-548)

With respect to the first category, Japanese is the most representative example of this deafness
illusion since Japanese native speakers struggle with perceiving different sounds such as /r/ and
/1/, like in “road and load” (ibid., p. 547). Whereas for the second classification, Spanish native
speakers tend to put the “epenthetic vowels that (e)Spanish (e)speakers add at the beginning of
English words” (ibidem, p. 547). Lastly, the last category can be exemplified by French native
speakers who could change the perception of sound /tl/ into /tr/ or /kr/ (ibid., p. 548).
Moreover, as mentioned before, the other valuable element which can intervene in the
interpretation and perception of speech is age. Adults strive for differentiating “sound
categories that are not contrastive in their native language” (Wayland, 2019, p.243) and fail to
do it with ease. Children, up to 5-7 years old can acquire these contrastive sounds quite

effortlessly (ibid.).
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The same happens with suprasegmental elements where “sensitivity to native-language
prosodic patterns begins very early in life” (ibid., p. 247). A compelling discovery revealed
that four-day old newborn infants are able to discriminate between sentences which are uttered
in their native language and those uttered in another foreign language. Babies and toddlers are,
therefore, sensitive to sound and suprasegmental changes compared to adults who are
approaching the study of a foreign language who make notoriously more effort to reach a native
speaker intonation level (ibid.).

An analogous situation occurs with bilinguals. Indeed, another piece of research which
confirms this essential role of age in the correct perception and classification of stimuli is the
experiment carried out by Geiss et. al. (2023) which investigates the perception of rhetorical
questions in both German and Italian by bilinguals who use Italian as their heritage language
and German as their majority language. When referring to a heritage language, specialists in
the field of SLA refer to a language which is mainly used in family environments which is
different from the major language spoken in a specific surrounding context and Country
(Otwinowska et. al, 2021). What has been discovered through this study is that age plays a
crucial role in perceiving correctly the RQs in both the heritage and majority language — the
older the child is, the greater the chances of perceiving correctly the RQs are.

However, little is known about the process through which Italian speakers perceive both
wh- and polar RQs in English and discriminate them from ISQs. In this thesis, perception will
be prioritised over production and suprasegmental parameters will be taken into account while
focussing on the specific case of polar and wh- rhetorical questions compared to information-

seeking questions by analysing the results of the experiment in Chapter 3.

1.5. Experimental studies on RQs
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Before presenting the methodology and the results of this experiment, it is important to mention
the current state of research on the RQs. This section of the thesis will be dedicated to literature
review of experimental studies on the prosody of wh- and polar RQs in different languages. |
will first attempt to provide the reader with an overview of the most recent studies within this
sector, shifting later the attention on the comparison between the experiments on the English

and Italian languages.

1.5.1. Cross-language comparison between studies on RQs

The contrasting features between the functions of RQs and ISQs have been investigated in a
great number of languages. Detecting the difference between these two questions goes at the
same pace with their prosodic analysis, a crucial step for the majority of languages. If we begin
with the research carried out by Ozerov (2019), it is possible to notice that in Hebrew the
distinction between RQs and ISQs can be obtained by focussing on specific prosodic markers.
In this particular case, not only is it essential to take into account the prosodic markers of these
specific interrogatives, but it is also important to give resonance to the different functions that
they can perform (i.e., gapping the bridge of information, being appealing to the interlocutors).
Overwhelmingly, what has been discovered is that in Hebrew wh- ISQs have a tendency in
configuring a final rising tone, unlike in English. On the contrary, wi-RQs in Hebrew end with
a falling intonation. Another compelling aspect of this analysis is that the researcher opted for
operating with natural and everyday Hebrew speech, and not, therefore, with a controlled
language created ad hoc for experiments (Ozerov, 2019).

In German, the research conducted by Repp (2019) revealed that wh-questions can be
distinguished from wh-exclamatives by prosodic means. The overall experimental dynamic
was centred in the creation of a semi-natural conversation for the participants who were asked

to be recorded while uttering several questions and exclamations. The researcher yielded two
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specific experiments which displayed that with wh-exclamatives there is a tendency towards
an ending fall, whereas with wh-questions there are more falls than rises. In order to detect
these variances, several parameters had been taken into account: duration, intonational contour,
intensity and pitch (Repp, 2019). Moreover, another piece of research conducted by Braun et
al. (2019) in German showed that ISQs and RQs, both polar and wh-, possess different prosodic
characteristics. While dealing with polar RQs, it is possible to notice a high-plateau, whereas
in wh-RQs there is a low edge tone. When considering polar ISQs, on the other hand, it can be
detected a high-rise configuration which is different from wh-ISQs since these latter questions
present a varied tonal configuration that can be ranged from being “L-%, L-H% to H-"%”
(Braun, 2019, p. 796). Furthermore, RQs have a breathier voice and longer durations (ibid.).
Some similarities can be detected between Icelandic and these two aforementioned
languages. Indeed, it has been discovered that in Icelandic RQs possess longer durations than
ISQs, similar to English and German. However, despite Icelandic being a SVO language like
English, in order to create polar questions, it does not involve the use of an auxiliary and for
wh-questions an initial pronoun is required. Unlike English and German, the distinction
between RQs and ISQs cannot be determined by the analysis of the boundary tones. What

makes the difference is the pitch accent classification (Dehé et al., 2022). As it has been noticed,

Within wh-questions, ISQs typically have (monotonal) peak accents (H*/!H*/"H*),
while RQs, similarly to polar RQs and declaratives, have (bitonal) rising accents with

the peak aligned in the stressed syllable (L+H*/L+!H*/L+"H*). (ibid., p. 17)

French, on the other hand, possesses a different status. In order to create polar questions, it is

necessary to use the particle est-ce que, whereas for wh-questions it is compulsory to employ
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the particle qui. For polar ISQs it has been discovered that there is a tendency towards having
a nuclear rise, while for wh- ISQs a rise or an ending plateau can be detected. The overall
situation of RQs, on the other hand, is utterly variable. (ibid.) Polar RQs can have either a
rising-falling or rising and falling contour, as well as possessing a plateau contour, unlike wh-
RQs which can end more frequently with a rise or plateau. However, a characteristic which is
in common with the aforementioned languages regards the duration of the RQs — RQs have

longer durations than ISQs. (ibid., p. 30)

1.5. 2. Experimental studies on RQs in English and Italian

The first article which is worth considering when it comes to take into account the English
language is the research on the prosody of RQs in the Canadian variety of English by Dehé and
Braun (2020). The main peculiarity of this study is that it gave a distinguishable contribution
to the investigation of the production of string-identical English RQs and ISQs. Indeed, not
only did they limit their study to the intonational realisation of the last section of a sentence,
but they also devoted their attention to several phonetics and phonological elements which
range from pitch accents, to the duration of utterances and voice quality. These prosodic
elements are, thus, at the core of their research. In order to study thoroughly this matter and
obtain data while investigating the parameters of RQs and ISQs questions, 21 contexts were
created. For each main context there were two different contextual variations, one meant to
cause an information-seeking interpretation (with both wh- and polar), and a second for a
rhetorical one. Two tables related to triggering polar ISQ and RQ interpretations and wh- ISQ
and RQ interpretations were thus created. For instance, in one particular context of this
experiment, the researchers opted for inserting the Limburger cheese, a particular stinky
cheese, to trigger both rhetorical and information-seeking interpretations from the participants

who were about to be recorded. However, despite both dealing with the Limburger cheese, the
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illocution results were different. Indeed, the first context for ISQs illustrates a garden party and,
in this particular case, some linguistic items such as modals (e.g., would like to) have been
added in order to cause an information-seeking interpretation. On the other hand, for the context
of RQs, they opted for another linguistic item (i.e., it is well known that) which helps trigger a
rhetorical interpretation. After providing the contexts, the two polar and wh- questions were
added. With regards to the Limburger example, the researchers inserted these two following

questions:

(1) Does anyone eat Limburger? (Polar question)
(2) Who eats Limburger? (Wh- question)

(Dehé & Braun, 2020, p. 614)

In order to study the difference between the prosody of RQs and ISQs in English, they started
by hypothesising that the prosodic manner through which polar and wh-RQs and ISQs are
realised was not similar. Whereas ISQ polar questions can be represented by a rising H-H%
scheme defined as a “rise to a high level in the speaker’s range” (Deh¢ & Braun, 2020, p. 629),
in polar RQs it can be possible to see a “rise only to a mid-level resulting in a plateau” (ibid.,
p. 629) scheme. Moreover, both ISQ and RQ wh-questions are tendentially falling with a L-
L% scheme. Therefore, their first discovery highlighted that, in order to differentiate RQs from
ISQs, it is crucial not to either focus only on the boundary tone or just on the edge tone, but

rather on a combination of them. As they asserted,

Within polar questions, it is the upstepped rise vs the mid-level plateau, which

distinguishes between ISQs and RQs. Crucially, this is very different from simply

distinguishing between phrase-final rising and falling intonation. (ibid., p. 629)
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Another interesting discovery regards the nuclear accent. While for wh-questions it contributes
actively to the distinction between RQs and ISQs with a L+!H* for RQs and H* or 'H* for
ISQs, for polar questions their location is what makes a difference (ibid., p. 630).

As regards the phonetic parameters, the researchers discovered that RQs possess longer
duration than ISQs without a distinction between wh- or polar questions. Ultimately, what has
been stated is that voice quality is a parameter which is distinctive only for whi-questions and
not for polar questions. Moreover, in rhetorical wh-questions, there is a larger share of breathy
voice than in ISQs (ibid.).

However, in 2022 this study on RQs was broadened and expanded to several other
languages, including Italian, German, Icelandic, Standard Chinese, Cantonese, Japanese and
French (Dehé et al., 2022). The most valuable discovery is that these languages, which are
utterly different one from the other at both word and sentence level, do not share the same
prosodic parameters. Relatively, when it comes to differentiate RQs and ISQs in these

languages the following parameters differ:

(1) FO-features (e.g., position and type of pitch accent, type of boundary tone, as well as
more global fO-parameters, depending on language type);
(i1) duration / speaking rate (rhetorical questions are typically longer / produced with
slower speaking rate than information-seeking questions).

(ibid., p.1)

If we dive deeper into the Italian language, it can be stated that the absence of a standardised

version is what led researchers to the conclusion that narrowing the field to specific varieties

of Italian would make the process of investigating the functioning and perception of RQs more
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straightforward and efficient. Indeed, Sorianello (2018) carried out a piece of research on the
production of RQs and ISQs within the Bari variety of Italian. Out of 20 pairs of -w#/ and polar
RQs and ISQs, it was found that the major element of distinction between these two questions
was their duration (i.e., RQs are longer than ISQs). Another interesting finding concerned the
final contour which appeared to be tendentially falling for both polar (62%) and wh- RQs
(56%), as opposed to the patterns of ISQs.

The following year, a further experiment on the functions of RQs in Italian was
conducted by Sorianello (2019). What has been discovered is that out of 260 semi-spontaneous
RQs uttered by Italian native speakers, 60.8% of RQs were labelled as “amplifiers”, whereas
39.2% as “mitigators”. Indeed, according to her, whenever a RQ is employed to emphasise and
thus amplify speakers’ opinion, the engagement between speakers and receivers will be
reduced, leading to a “face-threatening act” (Sorianello, 2019, p. 105) where these two

interlocutors end up in disagreement (ibid.). The following example (1) exemplifies this matter:

(1) Non potevi stare piu attento? (ibid., p.105)

As a consequence, in this case, speakers are placed in a superior position with respect to the
listeners since their aim is to prevaricate and sustain their ideals over the listeners. On the other
hand, when a RQ is considered a “mitigator”, the distance between speakers and listeners will
always be reduced and an agreement can be found. Yet, negotiating is still needed because
there is the necessity to reach a deal in which nobody’s ideals are placed above others. For

instance,

(2) Non dovevi gia essere a casa? (ibid., p. 105)
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The RQ here is called “face-saving act” since no aggressions towards listeners can be found
but a balance between the interlocutors (ibid.).

However, what is more relevant to the topic of this thesis is her following research
based on an experimental study on the perception of polar RQs and ISQs. The Bari variety of
Italian was one more time at the core of her research. The researcher opted for an online
experiment where participants were asked to take part in two tests. The first test consisted of
only natural stimuli which were not altered with PRAAT. On the other hand, in the second test
the stimuli were modified through the aforementioned phonetic software. At this point of this
thesis, only the first experiment will be taken into consideration. Firstly, participants were
required to listen to natural acoustic inputs which were deprived from contexts, which could
potentially give hints on the pragmatic recognition of the questions. The results of this research

revealed that,

Estratti dalla loro cornice testuale, gli stimoli perdono quell’indispensabile aggancio
contestuale che, sebbene costruito artificialmente, ¢ comunque adeguato alla

trasmissione del loro contenuto pragmatico. (Sorianello, 2020, p. 356)?

Indeed, providing contexts might foster and facilitate the correct perception of RQs and ISQs.
What has been found is that while perceiving the RQs and ISQs, participants were more likely
to perceive the ISQs more accurately than the RQs. However, despite the absence of a context
and this tendency towards recognising correctly only the ISQs, several RQs were recognised

in any case correctly (ibid.).

2 Translation in English provided: Removed from their textual framework, the stimuli lose that essential contextual
link which, despite being created artificially, is nonetheless adequate for the transmission of their pragmatic

content.
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1.6. Hypothesis and research questions

The experiment by Dehé & Braun and the study by Sorianello advanced significantly
the investigation of the role of RQs compared to those of ISQs in English and Italian. However,
as it can be noticed, there are few studies focussed only on the perception of these types of
interrogatives in the aforementioned languages, leading to a trend-line which encompasses the
analysis of the parameters of RQs and ISQs in production rather than research lingering on the
perception of them. This thesis is an attempt to bridge the gap in the current literature between
the sheer amount of research on the production of RQs in English and the restricted field of
research on their perception by Italians who are studying or have studied English as L2. The
peculiarity of this experiment is the fact that neither the Canadian nor the American variety of
English has been adopted, but the English variety spoken in Ireland has been prioritised. This
approach could give new perspectives, since it promotes the comparison between the
production of RQs in the Irish variety of English and their perception by Italian speakers who
come from different regions of Italy. The absence of explicatory contexts and the necessity of
relying only on prosodic elements is what characterises this experiment, while the
heterogeneity within the Italian participants is what could make it more inclusive since it goes
beyond the niche of the Bari variety of Italian. The starting point of this research is determining
to what extent L2 speakers — in this case Italian speakers — can perceive correctly the RQs in
English without any given context. It is well known in the literature of SLA that production in
L2 is a complex process which requires several skills and steps to achieve proficiency.
However, production is not the only factor which can have an impact on the quality of second
language acquisition. For this reason, I decided to explore another important section of L2
learning which is its perception by speakers with different scholastic backgrounds. The

research questions which I attempt to answer are:
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1) Can Italians perceive and identify RQs in English correctly among ISQs and
several fillers?

2) Can their level of proficiency in English impact the outcomes?

3) Can Italians distinguish the given acoustic inputs in the same ways as the native

speakers do?

The first hypothesis (H1) is that Italians can experience difficulties while identifying correctly
the RQs among ISQs and fillers since the Italian prosodic system differs from the English one.
Moreover, I expect that their level of knowledge of English can have a role in the identification
of the RQs. I presume that the higher the level of competence in English is, the better are the
chances of identifying the RQs correctly. The second hypothesis (H2) is that in case Italians do
not possess an advanced level of English, an interference between L1 and L2 prosody might
easily occur. Throughout these lines, I will attempt to see to what extent an interference
between L1 and L2 can take place. As far as the third hypothesis is concerned (H3), I expect
that Italians and English native speakers identify the RQs and ISQs differently. However, the
absence of a previous explicatory context could have an effect on the identification of RQs by
English native speakers as well. Therefore, I hypothesise that not providing a context before
listening to the RQs and ISQs can pose problems also to English native speakers because the

context could be exploited as a means to convey additional information on speakers’ intentions.
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CHAPTER 2

THE EXPERIMENT ON THE PERCEPTION OF RQs

One of the most suitable and effective methods to explore the perception of RQs by non-native
speakers might be the creation of questionnaires incorporating numerous audio inputs that have
to be identified via multiple-choice options. Given the manageability of answering through
multiple selections, the number of responses and the time spent on the study can be utterly
affected since questionnaires offer the possibility of obtaining numerous answers in a relatively
short amount of time. In order to delve into the perception of polar and wh-RQs in English by
Italians and answer the research questions, this study was conducted through a multi-step
process. The recording of English native speakers in loco has been an opening and fundamental
step in this research as it exerted a great influence on the entire evolution of the study. This
shift of focus to the Irish variety of English with a homogeneous Irish group of recorded
participants from Dublin offered an additional value to the research since it is a variety of
English that Italians are tendentially not familiar with — Italians were thus supposed to
determine the type of questions by listening to these audio files taken directly from these
Dubliners.

In this Chapter, the reader will be provided with a description of the experiment and its
methodology. The structure of the questionnaires used in the experiment will be thoroughly
delineated, while addressing the attention to the description of the sections and the variety of
stimuli presented. A comprehensive depiction of the participants involved in the experiment
will be ultimately offered taking into account potential experiences abroad and the relative span

of time spent studying English.
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2.1. Stimuli

The experimental materials can be divided into two groups. The first category named target
stimuli is made up of 20 string-identical pairs of wh- and polar RQs and ISQs (e.g., Who is
going to eat insects? Does anyone want to eat insects?) which were divided into 10 target
stimuli for group 1 and 10 target stimuli for group 2. This first categorization into target stimuli
is crucial for the aim of the research since it includes the object of investigation (i.e., the
perception of RQs). On the other hand, the second category consists of 6 fillers whose goal is
to verify participants’ attention span while operating like distractors (e.g., What a beautiful
view). In order to provide the listeners with stimuli which are authentic and natural in their
realisation, it has been opted for the creation of five explicatory contexts which were read and
used only by the English native-speakers while being recorded. These explicatory contexts
were created to induce both a rhetorical and information-seeking natural interpretation for each
pair of questions. However, since the experiment deals with the perception of RQs by Italians,
the explicatory contexts have been removed from the questionnaires, maintaining only the
string-identical pairs of wh- and polar RQs and ISQs with the 6 fillers for each group. For
instance, as reported in the following extract of Table (1) taken from the first questionnaire, the
six beginning audio inputs were relatively a wh-RQ, a polar ISQ, a wh-1SQ), a filler, a following
wh-ISQ and a final wh-RQ. The organisation of these stimuli, together with the following 10
other stimuli, has been fixed and all the participants from each questionnaire could listen to the
same ordered list of audio inputs with the relative transcription. The entire list of stimuli for
each questionnaire can be found in the Appendix (1) and Appendix (2) respectively. The second
extract of Table (2), on the other hand, begins with different stimuli compared to those of

questionnaire 1 — its ordering is always fixed and not modifiable. By focussing on the first
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questionnaire, it can be seen that it offers these six initial audio inputs which are put in the

following extract in Table (1).

(1) 1) Who wants to buy a tractor that is on sale;
2) Does anyone want to eat insects;
3) Who is going to watch this curling match;
4) Do me a favour and buy me a drink;
5) Who is going to eat insects;

6) Who drinks carrot juice for an energy boost.

Table (1). Six initial audio inputs from questionnaire 1.

What is worth stating is that all the audio inputs were recorded through the software PRAAT
which provides an analysis of the waveforms and the several proprieties of the audio inputs
used in this experiment. For instance, observing the following Figure (2) representing the first
rhetorical question of questionnaire 1 (i.e., who wants to buy a tractor that is on sale), it can
be noticed that it is possible to visualise the waveform and the narrow-band spectrogram to get
information on the timeline (illustrated on the horizonal axis), on the frequency (represented
on the vertical axis), on the intensity (yellow notations), on the voice pitch signal (blue
notations) of the audio input. What is relevant is that the darker the sections are, the more
intense the frequency component is (Wayland, 2019). Moreover, another important
characteristic is that through the software PRAAT, it is possible to add the transcription of the
audio file directly on the programme, visualising the transcription, the wave form and the

spectrogram simultaneously.

44



0.06815

~ non-modifiable copy of sound

-9.155-10°5,

-0.05255! A T 5 A A
5000 Hz . : ‘ § : ‘ § W derived spectrogram = dnvd IYI:XEIISIQ' —e— denvedpllch 396.8 Hz

3326 Hzl- - AR T -» - L L R i MR | mml LAl

\ " \ | ) ) " i \ | )
06 = modifiable TextGrid > 12

words
(1/10)

|-}
£
s
(=]
£
5
©w
53
g
<

a tractor that | is on sale

Figure (2). First audio file of questionnaire 1 annotated in PRAAT.

On the other hand, the second questionnaire presents these following six initial audio inputs

put in the following extract in Table (2).

) 1) Does anyone drink carrot juice for an energy boost;
2) Does anyone want to buy a tractor that is on sale;
3) Does anyone want to eat insects,
4) Do me a favour and buy me a drink;
5) Who knows her surname;

6) Who is going to watch this curling match.

Table (2). Six initial audio inputs from questionnaire 2.

What is relevant to mention is that the randomisation of the stimuli occurred only once at the
beginning of the creation of each questionnaire so that to obtain a homogeneous sample of
RQs, ISQs and fillers. Therefore, participants were provided with the same two ordered lists of

stimuli for group 1 and group 2. Another pivotal point to be illustrated regards the absence of
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punctuation in the transcription of all the stimuli. Indeed, it has been opted to remove any

punctuation to avoid influencing the participants’ responses.

2.1.1. Items and the explicatory contexts

Initially, in the production part of the experiment, each stimulus was accompanied by an
explicatory context which helped obtain a better understanding of the circumstances in which
the audio input took place. The five explicatory contexts were designed to be the reflection of
real-life situations. The contexts have been classified into five main categories which are

relatively:

1. Considering insects as a possible food source;

2. The willingness to watch a curling match;

3. The possibility of drinking carrot juice as an energy boost;
4. The possibility of buying a tractor on sale;

5. Questioning the surname of the singer Adele.

Each context can be divided into two tables — one dedicated to polar interrogatives, the other
to wh-questions. For instance, these two tables named Table (3) and Table (4) express two
contexts, one for eliciting a rhetorical interpretation, the other for an information-seeking one.
For this part of the experiment, the research by Dehé & Braun (2020) has been taken as a
reference. Following their steps, to induce an information-seeking interpretation based on the
necessity of acquiring knowledge, it has been opted for including some sentences like “you
would like to know” in the description of the contexts. On the other hand, since rhetorical
questions are not aimed at obtaining information and the answer is obvious, it has been decided

to add another sentence which is relatively “it is well known that”. Moreover, as it can be seen
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in Table (3) and Table (4), all the polar RQs and ISQs possess the word “anyone”, unlike the

wh- 1SQs and RQs which start with the word “who”.

Table (3). Context and target polar interrogatives.

Context for ISQ

Context for RQ

At University there is a lecture with a special
guest discussing insects as a food source.
You would like to know whether other
colleagues of yours are ready to try them or
not. You say:

At University there is a lecture with a special

guest discussing insects as a food source. It is
well known that all of your colleagues are
disgusted by the possibility of eating stinky
insects. You say:

Target Q: Does anyone want to eat insects?

Target Q: Does anyone want to eat insects?

Table (4). Contexts and target wh- questions.

Context for ISQ

Context for RQ

At University there is a lecture with a special
guest discussing insects as a food source.
You would like to know whether other
colleagues of yours are ready to try them or
not. You say:

At University there is a lecture with a special
guest discussing insects as a food source. It is
well known that all of your colleagues are
disgusted by the possibility of eating stinky
insects. You say:

Target Q: Who is going to eat insects?

Target Q: Who is going to eat insects?
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2.1.2. Fillers

As regards the fillers created, it is possible to divide them into six topic categories. Fillers’
topics are always related to real-life situations, but they do not possess features in common

with the context for the RQs and ISQs. They can be separated into these following sections:

1. A birthday party;

2. A beautiful view after a hiking;

3. A description of a stressful day and the need for a drink;
4. New phone features;

5. Binge watching;

6. A terrible idea of adding wasabi to ramen.

For these fillers, six explicatory contexts have been also created. For instance, as represented
in Table (5), it can be noticed that the way in which contexts for fillers were introduced is

identical to the one for the explicatory contexts of RQs and ISQs.

Table (5). Context for filler 1.

Context for filler 1

You are organising a birthday party for a
friend. Since she is fond of flowers, you are
discussing what kind of flower decoration
might suit her best. You suggest brightening
up the room with fresh flowers. Your friends
do not seem to care about it and disagree.
You therefore say:

Filler: Please tell me what you want to put!
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Moreover, what is worth mentioning is that the fillers selected for the experiment possess
specific features and can be divided into two main categories which are wh- exclamative and

imperative fillers, relatively:

- Wh-exclamative fillers: What a beautiful view, What a terrible idea, How interesting
this is;
- Imperative fillers: Do me a favour and buy me a drink; Please tell me what you want to

watch, Please tell me what you want to put.

2.2. Participants

The participants of this experiment can be separated into three main groups: the recorded, the
control and the experimental group. The first category is composed by three recorded English
native speakers. The second category is represented by ten other English native speakers who
were asked to take part in the experiment to control the validity of the stimuli provided.
Moreover, the third classification refers to the Italian native speakers who were asked to prove
their capability of differentiating rhetorical from information-seeking questions and fillers

while discriminating the audio inputs provided.

2.2.1. Recorded group

The first group consisted of three recorded English speakers who were born and raised in
Dublin, Ireland. This sample of participants is composed of one male and two females in their
mid-twenties. The criteria for the selection of this sample underlies the necessity to avoid
listening to the same repetitive voice tone throughout the experiment and offer a variety of

voices which could prevent Italian participants from being distracted and diverting their
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attention from the goal of the experiment. In order to obtain meaningful and appropriate results,

this group has been informed of the aim of the experiment before being recorded.

2.2.2. Control group

The second group is the control group which is composed of ten English native speakers whose
aim was to control whether the stimuli targeted to the Italian participants could be appropriate
and discernible. This sample has been selected among some university students currently
enrolled in a college in Ireland and it is composed of ten participants whose age range from 20
to 22 years old. What is worth mentioning is that this second group is not composed of only
Dubliners but also participants from other regions of Ireland and England. This control group
was asked to fill out two different modules on Google forms provided with the same acoustic
items to be discerned subsequently by the Italian participants. Four participants filled in the
first module, whereas six people took part in the second module. This control group was
informed of the goal of the entire experiment and their role in it and has been provided with all
the needed information to get acquainted with the difference between a rhetorical and an

information-seeking question.

2.2.3. Experimental group

The experimental group is composed of 64 Italian native speakers who are studying or have
studied English with a minimum of Bl level in the Common European Framework of
Reference (CEFR). The experimental group were divided into two main groups which are the
direct consequence of the division of the experiment into two questionnaires according to the
season in which they were born (i.e., if they were born in autumn or spring, they should have
participated in the first questionnaire and vice versa). In the first module, 30 Italian native

speakers took part in the experiment, whereas 34 participants answered the second

50



questionnaire. What has been relevant to the outcome of the experiment is the information that
none of the participants studied English as a second language for less than a year, resulting in
a majority of people that have been studying it for more than ten years. Indeed, this parameter,
which investigates the time frame spent studying English, has been introduced in the
questionnaire since it can give the researcher a great deal of information about participants’
background and level of proficiency in English. Another aspect which has been inserted into
the Google forms was represented by potential past experiences abroad in an Anglophone
Country, a variable that has been included to verify the participants’ exposure to real English
language. For the purposes of this study, the investigation on the past experiences abroad and
the time span of studying English has been prioritised over participants’ age and gender

identification.

2.3. The structure of the questionnaires for the experimental group

The research has been created through the online software Google Forms and it consisted of
two questionnaires divided into three main sections. The first part of each Google Form was
dedicated to the background information of the participants, ranging from their level of
proficiency in English to potential experiences in any English-speaking Country. Since the aim
of this study is to verify whether Italians are able to perceive correctly the RQs in English, a
confirmation of their mother tongue was required. Moreover, given that participants’ level of
English can have a great impact on the outcomes of the research, the duration of their period
of studying English has been incorporated in the questionnaire. In order to manage efficiently
this great deal of relevant information, multiple-choice options have been included.

The second section was not aimed at collecting information but rather ensuring that
participants, before proceeding with the experiment, were aware of the difference between RQs

and ISQs. In order to achieve this, it has been opted for including an example taken from the
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research carried out by Dehé & Braun (2020) followed by a formal explanation, as it can be
seen in Figure (3). By dividing the example into rhetorical and information-seeking question,
it was possible to highlight how rhetorical questions are not usually used to elicit information
but rather confirm the obviousness of the answer, unlike ISQs. The inclusion of both an
example and an explanation of the difference between RQs and ISQs supported by images

enabled participants to continue with the questionnaire.

Information-seeking question Rhetorical question
At a garden party, you offer canapés with | Your friend offers his guests a cheese
Limburger cheese. You would like to | tray, including Limburger. However, it is
know which of the guests eat this and | well known that none of your friends like
want some of it. stinky cheese and therefore, nobody will
You say to the guests: touch it.
You say to your friend:
?
I Who eats Limburger? |

Figure (3). Example taken from Dehé & Braun (2020, p .614)

The third part was the core section of the experiment. Participants were provided with
16 audio recordings (10 target stimuli and 6 fillers) for each questionnaire, resulting in a total
of 26 stimuli with 6 fillers in common among the two questionnaires. Participants were given
a transcription of all the audio inputs of the questionnaires. However, as it has been already
mentioned, no punctuation has been added to avoid influencing participants’ perception of the
audio inputs. Each audio input was followed by a multiple-choice option. Participants were
required to select between three alternatives which are: rhetorical question, information-

seeking question and none of the above, as represented in the following Figure (4). All the
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answers were stored anonymously and were taken into account for research purposes only. The

estimated time per questionnaire has been approximately fixed to ten minutes.

1st audio input *

1. Who wants to buy a tractor that is on sale

Rhetorical question
Information-seeking question

None of the above

Figure (4). Example of audio input taken from the first questionnaire.

2.4. The structure of the pilot questionnaires for the control group

In order to verify the validity and the reliability of the experiment and the stimuli, the two
questionnaires have been shared firstly with 10 English native speakers. As mentioned
previously, two groups have been created: control group 1 (made up of 4 participants) and
control group 2 (made up of 6 participants). Some prior information has been given to the
control group in order to help the process of filling the questionnaire out. After presenting the
research and the functioning of Google Forms, the control group has been informed about the
time management. It has been suggested that the average expected time for filling in should be
around 5 minutes, unlike the questionnaires for Italians which were supposed to last twice the
amount of time. The same stimuli offered to the experimental group has been given to the
control group, except for not having pictures provided. These two pilot questionnaires were

therefore unaltered at the level of stimuli and completely identical to those of the experimental

group.
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2.5. Survey Methodology

Given the objective of the research and the attempt of providing a contribution to the current
literature on this matter, the first step taken was gathering three English native speakers willing
to be recorded for the purpose of the experiment. All the needed information about the
experiment and its goal has been given to this sample of English native speakers prior to the
beginning of the recording in order to facilitate the process of obtaining authentic and valid
data. Once informed about the methodology and the aim of the research, the recordings took
place in a quiet environment in such a way that background noises were minimised. The audio
files were recorded using the software PRAAT with the aid of a laptop. English native speakers
were then required to read each explicatory context and the related question or filler as naturally
as possible. After completing the recordings, which took a couple of hours in total, the
explicatory contexts were removed to give room to the perception of only the questions and
fillers.

The second step of the experiment consisted in creating a Google drive fold in which
all the audio recordings were added. Consequently, two Google forms were designed adopting
the aforementioned structure while the audio inputs could be accessed by means of clicking the
hyperlink connected to the Google drive fold provided for each audio input. Firstly, the two
questionnaires were forwarded to the control group as a form of verification of the validity of
the audio inputs. Subsequently, the experimental group received the two questionnaires to be
filled in. The peculiarity of this study is that the questionnaires have not been open for a long
period of time — participants could fill them out for a time span of three weeks. In order to
obtain data and broaden the possibility of increasing the number of potential participants, it has
been decided to submit the Google forms via both email and broadcast lists on instant

messaging apps. Participants from the very beginning were informed about the treatment of
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their data obtained through the questionnaires. It has been then assured that all the participants
were aware of the anonymity of the answers and the fact that the data will be kept confidential
to the full extent of the study.

Once received the link to the experiment, participants were welcomed to click on it,
express the informed consent and complete the questionnaire in around 10-15 minutes. The
hard data collected over time was later converted into statistical charts and boxes in order to
facilitate the process of analysing the results and outcomes of the study. Since no open
questions and qualitative data were collected, the only parameter for the examination of the
results was the statistical analysis based on quantitative data acquired from the questionnaires.
The entire experiment, from the recordings to the submission of the two Google forms, lasted

4 months from March 2023 to June 2023.
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CHAPTER 3

THE RESULTS AND THE DESCRIPTIVE AND STATISTICAL ANALYSIS OF THE

EXPERIMENTAL DATA

At the core of this section of the thesis there will be an extensive description of the
results of the control and experimental groups by means of providing charts, percentages as
well as adopting the statistic model named logistic regression model to determine the relation
between the independent variables (e.g., participants’ level of English, abroad experiences,
question type) and the dependent variable (i.e., the correct or wrong given answer). What is
crucial to mention is that this chapter will be initially dedicated to the descriptive analysis of
the data from the questionnaires of either the control group or the experimental group, moving
forward subsequently to a detailed presentation of the statistical analysis. The outcomes of the
two questionnaires given to the ten English native speakers will be firstly analysed by
presenting several charts which represent the percentages at which the native speakers detect
and identify the ISQs, RQs and fillers among the various stimuli of questionnaire 1 and 2. The
description of the results of the 64 Italian native speakers divided into group 1 and group 2 will
be provided later with a focus on the difference in their background information and their
answers to the questionnaires. Outlining the overall number of participants for the statistics (64
Italian native speakers and ten English native speakers) while providing an all-encompassing
examination of the different outcomes will be therefore the priority and major aim of this

section of the thesis.

3.1. Control group results

Unlike the experimental group questionnaires, the questionnaires designed for the control

group did not include the section dedicated to participants’ background information (i.e., time
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span learning English, level of proficiency, abroad experiences). Therefore, this section
dedicated to English native speaker results will present only the outcomes of the main part of
the experiment focused on the identification of RQs, ISQs and fillers.

By focussing on the first control group, it can be noticed that the RQs have been
identified correctly most of the times, as reported in Table (6). Indeed, despite the first RQ
“Who wants to buy a tractor that is on sale” being identified as a RQ by 3 out of 4 participants
(75%) and the remaining 25% as an ISQ, the rest of RQs of questionnaire 1 have been perceived
correctly by 4 out of 4 participants (100%). The only exception is represented by the 10" RQ
“Who knows her surname” which will be discussed separately in the following Chapter as it

was perceived by 100% of participants as an ISQ.

Table (6). First control group.: RQ results.

1* RQ “Who wants to buy a tractor that is on sale” 75%
6™ RQ” Who drinks carrot juice for an energy boost” 100%
10" RQ “Who knows her surname” 0%
13" RQ “Does anyone know her surname” 100%
15" RQ “Does anyone want to watch this curling match” 100%

Analogously to the RQs, the ISQs in the first control group have been identified correctly the
majority of times — despite the 2", 3" and 5™ ISQs which have been considered as such by
75% of cases, the remaining ISQs have been identified correctly by 100% of participants.
Shifting the attention to the identification of the RQs by the second control group, it
can be stated that the percentages at which they have been recognised correctly range from 66.7
% to 100%, as it can be seen in Table (7). Indeed, the 3" RQ “Does anyone want to eat insects”

has been recognised correctly by 5 participants out of 6 (83.3%) whereas only one identified it
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as an ISQ (16.7%). On the other hand, the 6" RQ “Who is going to watch this curling match”
have been considered by 66.7% of participants as a RQ, whereas by 16.7 % as an ISQ and the
remaining 16.7% as “none of the above”. Moving on to the 8" RQ “Who is going to eat insects”
it can be stated that 66.7% identified it as a RQ, whereas 33.3% as an ISQ. Moreover, the 10™
RQ “Does anyone want to buy a tractor that is on sale” has been recognised as such by 100%
of participants, whereas the 13" RQ “Does anyone drink carrot juice for an energy boost”

presented the same outcomes of the RQ number 6 since it has been perceived as a RQ by 66.7%

and 16.7% as a ISQ and the other 16.7% as “none of the above”.

Table (7). Second control group: RQ results.

34 RQ “Does anyone want to eat insects” 83.3%
6™ RQ” Who is going to watch this curling match” 66.7%
8th RQ “Who is going to eat insects” 66.7%
10" RQ “Does anyone want to buy a tractor that is on sale” 100%
13" RQ “Does anyone drink carrot juice for an energy boost” 66.7%

As regards the ISQs within the second questionnaire, it is possible to see that the
percentages at which the English native speakers identified them range, similarly to the RQs,
from 66.7% to 100%. More specifically, whereas 66.7% of participants identified the 15" ISQ
“Does anyone want to watch this curling match” as an ISQ, 33.3% categorised it as a RQ. The
1t ISQ “Does anyone drink carrot juice for an energy boost” has been identified as such by
83.3% of participants, while 16.7% identified it as a RQ. The same percentages occurred with
the 12" “Does anyone know her surname”. To conclude, the 2™ ISQ “Does anyone want to
buy a tractor that is on sale” and 5" ISQ “Who knows her surname” have been identified

correctly by 100% of participants.
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By moving forward to the fillers in both questionnaire 1 and 2, it is possible to notice
that their identification has posed some difficulties. Indeed, as represented in Figure (5), if we
consider the 4" filler “Do me a favour and buy me a drink” it can be stated that in group 1 only
one out of four participants (25%) identified it as a “non-interrogative”, while the other 25%

identified it as an ISQ and 50% as a RQ.

@ Rhetorcal question
@ Information-seeking question
None of the above

Figure (5). First control group results:4™ filler “Do me a favour and buy me a drink”.

Group 2, on the other hand, presented dissimilar results from group 1. This 4% filler “Do me a
favour and buy me a drink” has been identified correctly by four out of six participants (66,7

%) and just 33.3 % as a RQ as represented in Figure (6).

@ Rhetorcal question
® Information-seeking question
None of the above

Figure (6). Second control group results:4th filler “Do me a favour and buy me a drink”.

Moving on to the 7 audio input, it can be said that in group 1 this 7% filler “What a beautiful

view”, has been identified correctly as a “non-interrogative” by 75% of participants, whereas
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25% considered it as an ISQ. Group 2 identified it correctly with a rate of four out of six
participants (66,7 %) and just 33.3 % as a RQ. The 9™ filler “Please tell me what you want to
put” presented dissimilar outcomes — whereas in the first group 50% of participants considered
it as an ISQ, the remaining 25% identified it as a filler and the other 25% as a RQ; within the
second group 50% perceived it as an ISQ, whereas 33.3 % as a filler and the remaining 16.7%
as a RQ. As regards the 11 filler “How interesting is this”, it has been categorised as such by
1 out of 4 participants (25%), as an ISQ by 25% and as a RQ by 50% in group 1, whereas it
can be noticed that it has been perceived as a RQ by 50% of participants whereas only 16.7 %
as a filler and 33.3% as an ISQ in group 2. On the other hand, with the 14" filler “Please tell
me what you want to watch”, it is possible to notice that 75% perceived it as an ISQ whereas
25% as a filler in group 1, whereas it has been considered by 50% as an ISQ, by 33.3 % as a
filler and by the remaining 16.7% as a RQ in group 2. Lastly, the 16™ filler “What a terrible
idea” has been identified correctly by 2 out of 4 participants of group 1 (50%) whereas 25%
considered it as an ISQ and the other 25% as a RQ. As regards the second group, 50% identified

the last filler “What a terrible idea” as a filler and the other 50% as a RQ.

3.2. Experimental group results

This section is fully dedicated to the report of the experimental data obtained from
questionnaire 1 and 2 aimed at the 30 Italian native speakers of questionnaire 1 and 34 of
questionnaire 2. Since the design of these questionnaires differs from the English native
speaker model, it has been opted for an initial description of the whole collection of data
dedicated to the background information of the participants, and a second following report of

the remaining collection of experimental data of group 1 and group 2.
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3.2.1. Description of the results within the background information section

The analysis of the data obtained from the section of questionnaire 1 and 2 dedicated to
participants’ background information reveals that the majority of Italian native speakers have
been studying English for an extensive period of time which results in a preference for the “5-
10 years” and “more than 10 years” options as shown in Table (8). More specifically, if we
take into consideration the answers from questionnaire 1, it is possible to see that 23
participants out of 30 (76.7%) have been studying English for more than 10 years, while 7
Italians out of 30 have been learning it for a time span of 5-10 years (23.3%). Within the first
questionnaire, none of the participants selected the options “less than a year”, “1-2 years” or
“2-5 years”. Comparing the same section dedicated to the period of time spent studying English
of questionnaire 1 to questionnaire 2, it can be stated that similar outcomes can be noticed.
Indeed, whereas 76.5% of participants from questionnaire 2 admitted that they have been
learning it for more than 10 years, only 17.6% selected the “5-10 years”. However, contrary to
questionnaire 1, in questionnaire 2 it is possible to see another value which is represented by

the sample of 2 participants out of 34 (5.9%) who have been learning English for 2-5 years.

Table (8). Experimental group: results of the Background Information. “How long have you been
studying English?” section.

“How long have you been | Questionnaire 1 Questionnaire 2
studying English?”

Less than a year 0% 0%

1-2 years 0% 0%

2-5 years 0% 5.9 % (2/34)
5-10 years 23.3% (7/30) 17.6 % (6/34)
More than 10 years 76.7 % (23/30) 76.5 % (26/34)
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Moving forward to the section dedicated to the level of proficiency in English, it can
be stated that among the two groups of Italian native speakers different values can be detected.
As represented in Table (9), since the threshold for taking part in the experiment was B1, none
of the participants selected the option “A1/A2” level of English. In the first questionnaire, 9
participants out of 30 stated that they possess a B1/B2 level (30%), whereas just 5 participants
out of 34 (14.7%) declared to possess the same level in questionnaire 2. As regards the
following level which is “B2/C1”, it can be stated that 12 out of 30 (40%) in questionnaire 1
selected this option compared to 17 out of 34 participants (50%) of questionnaire 2. The results
for the “C1/C2” option are analogous — 11 out of 34 (32.4%) in questionnaire 2, whereas 9 out
of 30 (30%) in questionnaire 1. The only value which is absent in questionnaire 1 is the “native
speaker” selection which has been chosen once by only one participant in questionnaire 2
(2.9%). To summarise, taking into account the whole sample of Italian native speakers, it can
be stated that 14 people possess a B1/B2 level, 29 people have a B1/C1 level, 20 Italians
affirmed to possess a C1/C2 level of proficiency and only one claimed having a native speaker

level.

Table (9). Experimental group: results of the Background Information. “What is your level of
proficiency in English” section.

“What is your level of | Questionnaire 1 Questionnaire 2
proficiency in  English”

section

Al1/A2 0% 0%

B1/B2 30% (9/30) 14.7 % (5/34)
B2/C1 40% (12/30) 50 % (17/34)
Clr/c2 30% (9/30) 32.4% (11/34)
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Native speaker 0% 2.9 % (1/34)

As regards the last section dedicated to the background information of the Italian native
speakers, it can be noticed that the majority of the participants have never lived in an
Anglophone Country. Indeed, as illustrated in Table (10), in the first questionnaire 23 out of
30 (76.7%) stated that they have never lived in such a Country whereas only 2 out of 30 (6.7%)
mentioned to have lived there short-term and 5 out of 30 participants (16.7 %) stated to have
lived there long-term. Similarly, in questionnaire 2 only 11.8% lived short-term and 8.8% long
term, whereas 79.4% of participants have never lived in an Anglophone Country. In total, 50
Italians have never lived in an Anglophone Country, whereas 14 admitted having experienced

this permanence abroad.

Table (10). Experimental group: results of the Background Information. “Have you ever lived in an
Anglophone Country” section.

“Have you ever lived in an
Anglophone Country”

section.

Questionnaire 1

Questionnaire 2

No

76.7 % (23/30)

79.4 % (27/34)

Yes, short-term

6.7% (2/30)

11.8 % (4/34)

Yes, long- term

16.7 % (5/30)

8.8 % (3/34)

Overall, these previous tables have been introduced to offer a visual representation of the
overall time spent studying English, the potential experiences abroad as well as the actual level
of English proficiency by all the Italian participants who participated in this experiment. From
these tables, it is possible to notice that, although the participants were assigned to the two
groups arbitrary, the general level and experiences by the Italians were almost analogous and

not divergent.
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3.2.2. Description of the results within the experimental section

This section dedicated to the experimental section will be divided into two parts — one devoted
to the outcomes of the Italian native speakers of group 1 and the other to the results of the
remaining group 2. Moreover, an in-depth analysis of fillers will be provided after the
exposition of the descriptive analysis of the whole collection of data.

By scrutinising separately each audio input of group 1, it can be stated that the threshold
of recognition of ISQs and RQs is not always particularly high. Indeed, if we address our
attention to the way in which RQs of questionnaire 1 were perceived, it can be noticed that only
2 out of a total of 6 RQs were recognised correctly with a percentage higher than 80%. More
specifically, as reported in Figure (7) the first wi- RQ “Who wants to buy a tractor that is on
sale” has been perceived correctly by 26 participants out of 30 (86.7%) whereas just 3

participants (10%) considered it as an ISQ and one (3.3%) as “none of the above”.

@ Rhetorical question

@ Information-seeking question
A None of the above

Figure (7). First experimental group results:1st RQ "Who wants to buy a tractor that
is on sale".

The case of the 6! RQ is practically equal, as it can be seen in Figure (8). Indeed, the wh-RQ
“Who drinks carrot juice for an energy boost” has been recognised correctly by 26 out of 30

(86.7%) and the remaining 6.7% and 6.7% identified it as an ISQ and “none of the above”,

respectively.
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@ Rhetorical question

® Information-seeking question
} @ None of the above

Figure (8). First experimental group results:6th RQ "Who drinks carrot juice for an
energy boost".

Different is the outcome of the 10" RQ. What is worth mentioning is that this wh-RQ “Who
knows her surname” posed some difficulties in its recognition. Indeed, only 19 out of 30
(63.3%) recognised it correctly, while 33.3% identified it as an ISQ and the remaining 3.3%
as “none of the above”. Moreover, the 13" polar RQ “Does anyone know her surname” has
been identified as a RQ only by 13 participants (43.3%), whereas 53.3% considered it as an
ISQ and the 3.3% as a “none of the above”. Lastly, the 15" polar RQ “Does anyone want to
watch this curling match” has been identified as a RQ by 22 out of 30 (73.3%), whereas 23.3%

as an ISQ and 3.3 % as “none of the above”.

@ Rhetorical question
® Information-seeking question
© None of the above

10th RQ 13th RQ 15th RQ

Figure (9). First experimental group results: 10th, 13th and 15th RQs.
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If we consider the remaining ISQs in questionnaire 1, it is possible to notice that they were
recognised correctly with span which ranges from 40% to 86.7%, as reported in Figure (10).
More precisely, whereas the 2™ polar ISQ “Does anyone want to eat insects” has been
identified as such by 63.3% of participants while the remaining 33.3% as a RQ and 3.3% as
“none of the above”; the following 3™ wh-ISQ “Who is going to watch this curling match” has
been recognised correctly with a higher percentage which is 80% as an ISQ, 10% as a RQ and
the other 10% as “none of the above”. Furthermore, the 5% wi-ISQ “Who is going to eat
insects” presented unusual percentages as it obtained a 56.7 % of participants who recognised
it as a RQ and only a 40% as an ISQ with a remaining 3.3% as “none of the above”. On the
contrary, the 8" wA-ISQ “Who wants to buy a tractor that is on sale” has a percentage of 86.7%
of participants who categorised it as an ISQ and the other 13.3% as a RQ. Lastly, the 12 wh-
ISQ “Who drinks carrot juice for an energy boost” has been recognised as an ISQ by 66.7 %

of participants with 30% of Italians who considered it as a RQ and 3.3% as “none of the above”.

100%

75%

50%

25%

0%

8thISQ 3rdISQ  12thISQ 2ndISQ  5thISQ

Figure (10). Percentages of correct recognition of ISQs by the first experimental group.
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If we proceed with the analysis of group 2 results, it is possible to claim that divergent
outcomes can be found. Indeed, the rate at which RQs were correctly identified is sharply
higher, ranging from 88.2% as a maximum to a minimum of 61.8%. As reported in Figure (11),
if we inspect the 3™ polar RQ “Does anyone want to eat insects”, it can be seen that 27 out of
34 participants (79.4%) considered it as a RQ, whereas 6 participants (17.6%) as an ISQ and
one remaining participant (2.9 %) as “none of the above”. Furthermore, while the 6" wi-RQ
“Who is going to watch this curling match” received an overall 88.2% of participants
identifying it as a RQ and 5.9% as an I1SQ while the 5.9% as “none of the above”; the 8" wh-
RQ “Who is going to eat insects” obtained the same 88.2% of Italians who categorised it as a

RQ with an 8.8% of participants who considered it as an ISQ and a 2.9% as “none of the above”.

3.8% @ Rhetorical question
/ ‘ @ Information-seeking question

None of the above

3rd RQ 6th RQ 8th RQ

Figure (11). Second experimental group results: 3rd, 6th and 8th RQs.

On the other hand, as it can be seen in Figure (12), the 10" polar RQ “Does anyone want to
buy a tractor that is on sale” has been recognised as such by 21 out of 34 participants (61.8%)
and as an I1SQ by 32.4%, while 5.9% put “none of the above”. Lastly, the 13" “Does anyone
drink carrot juice for an energy boost” obtained 73.5% of participants perceiving it as a RQ,

whereas 26.5% as an ISQ.
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@ Rhetorical question
® Information-seeking question
None of the above

61,8%

10th RQ 13th RQ

Figure (12). Second experimental group results: 10th, 13th RQs.

As regards the results concerning the ISQs identified by group 2, it can be stated that, as
represented in Figure (13), the rate at which they have been selected ranges from 94.1 % to a
minimum of 64.7%. More precisely, the first polar ISQ “Does anyone drink carrot juice for an
energy boost” has been identified correctly by 26 out of 34 participants (76.5%), while 20.6%
considered it as a RQ and a small percentage of participants (2.9%) as “none of the above”. On
the other hand, the second polar ISQ “Does anyone want to buy a tractor that is on sale” has
been categorised as such by 73.5% of participants, whereas 20.6% considered it as a RQ and
the remaining 5.9% as “none of the above”. A smaller percentage of participants (64.7%)
categorised correctly the 5™ wh-ISQ “Who knows her surname”, while the remaining 35.3%
identified it as a RQ. The 12" ISQ “Does anyone know her surname” presented a significant
percentage of participants (94.1%) who recognised it correctly, with only 2 Italians out of 34
(5.9%) who perceived it as a RQ. The last 15" polar ISQ “Does anyone want to watch this
curling match”, on the other hand, is composed of 67.6% of people who perceived it correctly
and 29.4% of participants who considered it as a RQ with a remaining 2.9% as “none of the

above”.
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100%

75%

50%

25%

0%

12th ISQ  1st ISQ 2nd ISQ  15thISQ  5th ISQ

Figure (13). Percentages of correct recognition of ISQOs by the second experimental group.

Switching now the attention to the fillers employed in group 1 and 2, it is possible to
notice that, as represented in Figure (14), the minimum rate at which they have been identified
correctly is around 20%, whereas the maximum range between these groups is approximately
80%. What is worth mentioning is that the results of the six same filler inputs were considerably
analogous. For instance, the 4" filler “Do me a favour and buy me a drink” obtained similar
percentages in terms of correct recognition between group 1 and 2 —while 80% of participants
from group 1 categorised it as a filler and 13.3% as a RQ with a remaining 6.7% as an ISQ,
79.4% of participants from group 2 identified it as a filler, 14.7% as an ISQ and 5.9% as a RQ.
The same occurred with the 7% filler “What a beautiful view” where within the first
experimental group 83.3% considered it a filler, 10% as a RQ and 6.7% as an ISQ, whereas in
the second group a slightly smaller percentage (76.5%) identified it as a filler, 14.7% as an ISQ
and the other 8.8% as a RQ. The most unforeseen result is represented by the 9" filler “Please
tell me what you want to put” since it has the lowest rate of correct identification of which is
around 20% in both group 1 and 2. More specifically, only 6 out of 30 participants of group 1

(20%) considered it as a filler, whereas 70% as an ISQ and 10% as a RQ. On the other hand,
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only 29.4% of participants from group 2 categorised it as a filler, with 64.7% of participants
who considered it as an ISQ and the remaining 5.9% as a RQ. Moving further to the 11™ filler
“How interesting is this” it can be stated that within the first experimental group 33.3%
identified it as a filler, while 30% as an ISQ and the other 36.7% as a RQ. As similar percentage
of correct recognition has been obtained from group 2 where 41.2% considered it as a filler,
50% as a RQ and the other 8.8% as an ISQ. Moreover, a small proportion of participants from
both group 1 and 2 identified correctly filler number 14 “Please tell me what you want to
watch”. More precisely, 33.3% of participants from group 1 perceived it as a filler, while 56.7%
as an ISQ and the other 10% as a RQ, whereas 26.5% of Italians from group 1 perceived it as
a filler, 61.8% as an ISQ and the other 11.8% as a RQ. Ultimately, the 16" filler has been
categorized correctly with a rate which range from 76.7% of group 1 and 79.4% of group 2.
More specifically, in the first group the remaining 10% considered it as an ISQ and 13.3% as

a RQ, whereas in the second group 5.9% perceived it as an ISQ and the other 14.7% as a RQ.

90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

filer 4 filler 7 filer 9 filler 11 filer 14 filler 16

s GIOUDP 1 e Group 2

Figure (14). Experimental group results: comparison of the fluctuation of the filler
recognition rate in group 1 and 2.
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3.3. The Logistic Regression Model and the statistical analysis

Understanding the relation between the dependent variable of this thesis (i.e., right or wrong
answers of the target stimuli) and the independent variables (i.e., the predictors of the level of
proficiency in English, the experiences abroad and the type of questions) can help draw the
conclusions of this experiment. These aforementioned factors can be studied through the
Logistic Regression Model which offers a statistical analysis of the relation between a
dependent variable, which need to be binary and dichotomic (i.e., the value can be 0 or 1), and
independent variables. What is worth mentioning is that this level of dependence is represented

by the Odd Ratios (henceforth, OR) which can be:

e OR > 1. Whenever the OR is above one there is a great level of dependence between
the two variables;

e OR < 1. In case the OR is negative, there is a negative association between the two
variables and the probability of influencing each other is low;

e OR = 1. Whenever the OR is equal to one, there is an absence of association between
the variables.

(Osborne, 2006)

For the statistical analysis of this thesis, the software “R” has been adopted (R Core Team,
2021). In this thesis the dependent variable is represented by the factor of “correctness”,
whereas the independent variables are the “predictors”. The Logistic Regression Model offers
also the possibility of taking into account the Confidence Intervals (henceforth, CI) and the p-
values as factors of correctness, whereas the intercepts for the predictors are the proficiency of

the English language by Italians, the experiences abroad and the question type (wh- vs. polar).

71



At the basis of this statistical model there is the fact that the variables should be binary and
dichotomic, thus, in this experiment whenever the answer of a participant is correct, the value
associated to it is 1. On the other hand, in case the answer is wrong, the dependent variable is
0. If we focus on the importance of this regression model, it can be stated that it exerted an
important role in determining whether the students with higher proficiency levels are more
successful at detecting the RQs and if the experiences abroad can have an impact on the
identification of them. Lastly, this statistical model contributed to state which question is
identified more correctly as (non-) rhetorical between polar and -wh.

The following Figure (15) summarises the parameter of Correctness (i.e., Odds Ratios,
CI, p-values) derived from the statistical analysis. What is worth mentioning is that the tables
related to the Logistic Regression Model were created using the R package sjPlot (Liidecke,
2023). If we inspect these parameters, it can be seen that the most important column for the
purposes of the study is represented by the p-value section which is higher than the significance
level fixed at 0.05 for all the predictors. This led to the conclusion that none of these variables
(i.e., proficiency of the English language by Italians, the experiences abroad and the question

type) affect significantly the success rate of RQ identification.

Correctness
Predictors Odds Ratios CI Jo)

(Intercept) 0.35 0.20-0.62 <0.001
factor_Proficiency 0.87 0.54-1.42 0.589
[linear]

factor_Proficiency 0.99 0.68-1.44 0.952
[quadratic]

Abroad [Yes] 0.74 0.40-1.37 0.342
Qtype [wh] 0.66 0.31-1.43 0.295

Figure (15). Results from the Logistic Regression Model of the target stimuli.
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Moreover, the Logistic Regression Model offered also the possibility of obtaining

random intercepts, named “effects”, from the speakers and stimuli, as reported in Figure (16).

Random Effects

0° 3.29
To0 Subject 0.23
Too StimulusCode 0.54
ICC 0.19
N Subject 64

N stimulusCode 20

Observations 618

Marginal R / Conditional R* 0.017 / 0.204

Figure (16). Random Effects from the Logistic Regression Model.

However, before moving further to the following chapter of the thesis dedicated to the
discussion of these aforementioned data obtained from this study, it is important to shed lights
on the total observations of the experiment. It is essential to mention that the overall number
of question type is 1024, which can be divided among the two groups of Italian native speakers
into 384 fillers, 328 polar questions and 312 wh- questions. However, if we consider how these
64 participants perceived only the target stimuli (polar and wh-), the number of observations
drops from 640 (238 polar questions + 312 wh- questions) to 618 since 10 polar questions and
12 wh- questions have been categorised by the Italian participants as “none of the above”, that
is, non-interrogatives. Therefore, these 22 questions were classified as <NA> and were
removed from the statistical analysis, reducing the total from 640 to 618. In the following Table

(11), the values of correct, wrong and <NA> classification can be found.
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Table (11). Question type (polar/wh-) classification.

Polar questions | Wh- questions

Correct 233 235
Wrong 85 65
<NA> 10 12

As it has been reported, 233 polar and 235 wh- questions have been recognised correctly, 85
polar and 65 wrongly, whereas 10 polar and 12 -w#/ have been classified as <NA>. These results
are in line with the outcomes of the statistical analysis which demonstrate that the success rate

for polar and wh- questions was almost analogous.
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CHAPTER 4

THE DISCUSSION OF THE EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS

This section of the thesis will be dedicated to the discussion of the key findings of this study
devoted to the investigation of the perception of rhetorical questions in English by Italian
speakers. Thus far we analysed the structure of the experiment, the participants involved (see
Chapter 2) as well as the statistical analysis with its outcomes (see Chapter 3). Along with the
discussion of the results and implications of the findings, in this Chapter space will be also
given to the limitations of the study and to answer the research questions by means of either
using supporting data from the statistical analysis or stating the implications of the study while

delineating the role that some acoustic cues might have played in the identification process.

4.1. Discussion of the limitations of the study

Before discussing the main findings of the research, it is essential to give space to the discussion
of the limitations of the study. In the previous Chapters, it has been mentioned the methodology
of the experiment and the software employed in the study. Now it is time for giving particular
attention to the limitations of the experiment due to Google Forms for future studies and

research on the matter.

The first issue to be discussed concerns the software used to carry out the experiment.
On the one hand, Google Form offered the possibility of obtaining information from the
participants with the incorporation of the section dedicated to the background information to
the main section of the study devoted to the recognition of RQs among all the experimental

stimuli. Moreover, another positive attribute related to Google Forms is that both the control
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and experimental groups were well acquainted with its functioning and characteristics, thus,
prior training was not necessary. On the other hand, Google Forms lacked effective and strict
control over participants’ answers. The main issue of Google Forms in this experiment was
that participants were freed from any limitation in terms of movement along all the acoustic
inputs. More specifically, there was neither a concrete control over how many times the
participants listened to one specific audio nor on the order through which they listened to the
entire list of acoustic inputs. Another aspect which is worth mentioning is that Google Forms
did not allow any randomization of the stimuli, resulting in a fixed and not modifiable order of

presentation.

Lastly, an additional limitation of the study design concerns the wh- exclamative fillers
used in the experiment. Indeed, despite the presence of the indicator of politeness “please”, the
existence of “what” in the same utterance might have caused difficulties in process of
discerning the fillers from the wh- ISQs or wh-RQs, as it will be further explained in the

following subchapter.

Despite these limitations due to the functionality of Google Forms, it can be said that
this experiment sought to bring nevertheless new knowledge within this field of linguistics
providing new perspectives on the process of recognising RQs in English, more specifically in

the Irish variety of English by Italian speakers, which will be listed later on in the Chapter.

4.2. Discussion of the main findings and implications of the study

At the beginning of the study, it has been questioned whether Italians could perceive and
identify RQs in English correctly among several ISQs and fillers and if their level of
proficiency in English and their potential experiences in any Anglophone-Country might have

had an impact on the correct recognition of RQs. The results emerged from the statistical
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analysis reveal and support the first hypothesis (H1) that Italians experienced some difficulties
in identifying correctly the RQs used in the experiment — the percentages related to the correct
recognition of RQs ranged from 43.3% to 86.7% (group 1), whereas in group 2 the percentages
ranged from 61.8% to 88.2 %. However, before shifting the attention to the RQs which have
been recognised with more difficulties, it is essential, for the purpose of the study and
answering the research questions, to provide the reader with two summative tables, named
Table (12) and Table (13), which represent the percentage of recognition for each stimulus

between native and L2 speakers in questionnaire 1 and 2.

Table (12). Percentages of RQ and ISQ recognition between Italians and English native speakers
from questionnaire 1.

RQ

English native Italian native

speakers speakers

(4 participants) (30 participants)
1 RQ “Who wants to buy a tractor that is on 75% 86.7%
sale”
6™ RQ” Who drinks carrot juice for an 100% 86.7%
energy boost”
10™ RQ “Who knows her surname” 0% 63.3%
13" RQ “Does anyone know her surname” 100% 43.3%
15" RQ “Does anyone want to watch this 100% 73.3%
curling match”

ISQ

English native Italian native

speakers speakers

(4 participants) (30 participants)
2" ISQ “Does anyone want to eat insects” 75% 66.7%
3" 1SQ” Who is going to watch this curling 75% 50%
match”
5" ISQ “Who is going to eat insects” 75% 40%
8™ ISQ “Who wants to buy a tractor that is on 100% 86.7%
sale”
12" ISQ “Who drinks carrot juice for an 100% 66.7%
energy boost”
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Table (13). Percentages of RQ and ISQ recognition between Italians and English native speakers
from questionnaire 2.

RQ

English native Italian native

speakers speakers

(6 participants) (34 participants)
3" RQ “Does anyone want to eat insects” 83.3% 79.4%
6™ RQ” Who is going to watch this curling 66.7% 88.2%
match”
8™ RQ “Who is going to eat insects” 66.7% 88.2%
10" RQ “Does anyone want to buy a tractor 100% 61.8%
that is on sale”
13™ RQ “Does anyone drink carrot juice for 66.7% 73.5%
an energy boost”

ISQ

English native Italian native

speakers speakers

(6 participants) (34 participants)
1" 1SQ “Does anyone drink carrot juice for 83.3% 76.5%
an energy boost”
2" ISQ “Does anyone want to buy a tractor 100% 73.5%
that is on sale”
5™ ISQ “Who knows her surname” 100% 64.7%
12" ISQ “Does anyone know her surname” 83.3% 94.1%
15" ISQ “Does anyone want to watch this 66.7% 67.6%
curling match”

As it can be noticed from these two tables, neither the percentage of RQ recognition by Italian
native speakers nor by the English native speakers is always elevated. Indeed, few are the
straightforward results by the English native speakers — in questionnaire 1 they were able to
recognise at 100% three RQs out of 5, whereas in questionnaire two it can be seen that only the
10" RQ has been recognised at 100%. As regards the Italians native speakers, however, none
of the participants from questionnaire 1 and 2 perceived the RQs at 100%.

What emerged from these results is the fact that Italians experienced indeed some

difficulties in the perception of RQs. Thus, it has been opted for focusing initially the discussion
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mainly on the 10" and 13" RQ of questionnaire 1 and dedicating a separate discussion on them
since they have been recognised with the lowest percentages. Indeed, it is possible to see that
the 10" wh- RQ “Who knows her surname” and the 13" polar RQ “Does anyone know her
surname” of questionnaire 1 posed particular problems for both L1 and L2 speakers. If we
begin with the analysis of Figure (17) representing the 10" wh-RQ, it can be seen that it
terminates with a final fall — this aspect is in accordance with recent research which discovered
that wh- RQs in English tend to have a final fall analysed within the AM-model as L% (Dehé
et. al., 2022). In this case, the following reported question has indeed a final fall and longer
duration compared to the relative ISQ. This aspect, which considers the duration of the RQ,
seems to be in accordance with recent studies which declare that wh- and polar RQs in English
and Italian are uttered with longer duration compared to the ISQs (Dehé et. al., 2022). What
emerged from the analysis of the RQs within the experimental section (see Table 14) is that the

duration of all the RQs were uttered with longer duration in comparison to the ISQs.

Table (14). Duration of the target stimuli.

Tractor on sale

Wh-RQ 23s. Polar RQ 2.7s.
Wh-ISQ 1.93s. Polar ISQ 1.86s.
Adele’s sumame

Wh-RQ 1.12s. Polar RQ 1.38s.
Wh-ISQ 0.9s. Polar ISQ 1.12s.
Eating insects

Wh-RQ 1.90 s. Polar RQ 1.59s.
Wh-ISQ 1.10 s. Polar ISQ 1.58s.
Drinking carrot juice

Wh-RQ 2.65 s. Polar RQ 2.19s.
Wh-ISQ 1.6s. Polar ISQ 1.89s.
Curling match

Wh-RQ 1.7 s. Polar RQ 2.04 s.
Wh-ISQ 1.46 s. Polar ISQ 1.69 s.
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However, despite the terminal fall and longer duration, neither the experimental group nor the
control group fully identified the 10" RQ as such. More specifically, 63.3% of Italians
perceived it as a RQ whereas, more surprisingly, four out of four participants from the first

control group perceived this acoustic input at 100% as an ISQ.

surname

who I knows | her |

Figure (17). Waveform, spectrogram and pitch curve of the 10th stimulus, RQ "Who knows her
surname" from questionnaire 1.

If we move on to the 13" polar question “Does anyone know her surname” represented in
Figure (18), it can be seen that unlike the 10" RQ, this acoustic wave is not characterised by a
falling intonation. It has been previously reported (see Chapter 1) that normally “polar RQs
have the intonational contour of an assertion, and are thus realised with falling intonation, like
declaratives expressing assertions, but unlike polar ISQs” (Dehé & Braun, 2020, p. 611).
However, this specific acoustic wave seems to prove the opposite as it supports Bartels’(1999)
claim that “polar RQs may be rising or falling, depending on polarity (positive vs negative
sentence radical) and speaker’s commitment to the proposition” (Dehé & Braun, 2020, p. 611).
Indeed, in case speakers are dealing with assertiveness, it is frequent to detect the L-L%
scheme, on the contrary, whenever there is “speaker’s commitment to the polar opposite of

proposition” (Bartels, 1999, p. 252) the H-H% scheme can be noticed. This can be supported
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by the 15" RQ “Does anyone want to watch this curling match” of questionnaire 1 and the 10t
RQ “Does anyone want to buy a tractor that is on sale” of questionnaire 2 where English native
speakers perceived them correctly at 100% whereas the Italian native speakers at 73.3% and
73.5%, respectively. Thus, since these aforementioned RQs possess this rising contour and
were recognized with lower percentages by the L2 speakers in comparison to the 100% of
English native speakers, it can be assumed that this might be the expression of the speaker’s
commitment to the communicative act and it can be therefore hypothesised that Italians might

find it difficult to perceive RQs which express commitment rather than assertiveness.

W derived spectrogram derived intensity —e— derived pitch
W ‘ U

= modifiable TextGrid

does I anyone I know I her I surname

Figure (18). Waveform, spectrogram and pitch curve of the 13th stimulus, RQ "Does anyone know her
surname" from questionnaire 1.

Since the remaining 1% and 6" RQs from questionnaire 1 and the 3" RQ from questionnaire 2
did not pose any particular trouble for their identification to both the English and Italian native
speakers, it has been decided not to provide an in-depth discussion on their features. However,
it is important to mentioned that these RQs possess the L% in accordance with Dehé and Braun
(2020) findings.

Another interesting result which is worth discussing regards the 6" wi- RQ “Who is
going to watch this curling match” of questionnaire 2. In this case, it can be seen that, whereas

a great percentage of Italians (88.2%) recognised it correctly as a RQ, the control group faced,
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on the other hand, more difficulties since only 66.7% of them perceived it as a RQ. As reported
in Figure (19), this acoustic wave has a L% edge tone, therefore it is in line with all the
aforementioned research by Deh¢ & Braun (2020). However, despite this, English native
speakers seemed to have experienced more difficulties than the Italians at perceiving and

identifying correctly this RQ.

Iden"‘vegs ectrogragwm derived intensity —e— derived pitch
y' Ao

= modifiable Te)xtGrid<

who I is I goingl to I watch I this I curling I match

Figure (19). Waveform, spectrogram and pitch curve of the 6th stimulus, RQ "Who is going to watch
this curling match" from questionnaire 2.

A similar result which is worth discussing is represented by the 8" RQ “Who is going to eat
insects” from questionnaire 2. The majority of Italian native speakers did not experience
particular difficulties at perceiving this RQ correctly as 88.2% of participants considered it a
RQ. On the other hand, 66.7% of English native speakers had difficulties in perceiving it
correctly despite its L% scheme. Lastly, both the control and experimental group found the 13™
RQ of questionnaire 2 quite challenging —it has been recognised correctly as such by 73.5% of
Italians and only by 66.7% of English native speakers. Differently from the previous 8% RQ,
this RQ has a rising tone and posed difficulties to both the two groups.

Thus, these preceding samples of acoustic waves taken from the experiment, combined
with the rest of RQs in the study, might reflect and validate the assumption that the absence of

an explicatory context before any question might pose difficulties not only to those who are
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learning a foreign language, in this particular case Italians learning English, but also to English
native speakers themselves. Indeed, this is perfectly in line with recent findings from
Sorianello’s research (2020) in which she claimed that whenever a context related to a question
is removed, the pragmatic content is affected, and listeners might resent it finding the
identification of question types challenging. In this case, therefore, it seems that the root cause
of a misleading interpretation of RQs should not only be found in the differences in the prosodic
system between these two languages as firstly hypothesised, but also in the absence of an
exhaustive explicatory context which can be helpful to also native speakers who might rely on
pragmatic and contextual information to detect the correct question type.

Another essential aspect which needs to be discussed at this point of the thesis is the
role that fillers had on the entire study. As it has been previously discussed, fillers have been
introduced to control participants’ threshold of attention during the whole experiment. Since
their outputs were not impacting the results of the study relative to the RQs, they were not
removed from the statistical analysis. From the statistical analysis, it has been discovered that
what posed more difficulties were the imperative fillers compared to the remaining wh-
exlamative fillers. Indeed, as the data showed, the 9™ filler “Please tell me what you want to
put” together with filler number 14 “Please tell me what you want to watch” were tendentially
perceived as ISQs and not as non-interrogative, in all likelihood due to the fact that they are
embedded wh-questions. As it has been already mentioned in Chapter 1, polar and wh-ISQs
have specific prosodic representations. Indeed, since wh-ISQs in English can be uttered with a
H* L-L% tonal configuration, it seems reasonable to hypothesise that Italians classified these
aforementioned fillers as ISQs since their intonational contours were similar to those of the wh-
ISQs and not to polar ISQs which present a low- rise scheme. More specifically, if we take into
consideration filler number 14 represented in Figure (20), it can be seen that it presented a

similar scheme to a wh-ISQ as it finishes with a L% contour. Since the acoustic representation
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of filler number 9 is similar to the one of filler number 14, it has been opted not to add the

relative representing figure.

W derived spectrogram derived intensity —e— derived pii
T

please ‘ tell |me ‘v;?iyoul want ‘to‘ watch

Figure (20). Waveform, spectrogram and pitch curve of the 14th stimulus, filler "Please tell me
what you want to watch" from questionnaire 2.

= modifiable TextG)

More than the role that fillers covered in the experiment, it is essential to discuss the
impact that the declared proficiency in English, the potential experiences abroad and the
question type had on the RQ recognitions. What emerged from the data obtained through the
statistical analysis is that none of these aforementioned variables affected significantly the
success rate of RQ identification. This conclusion can be drawn taking into account the p-value
level. Indeed, the significance level (represented with o) has been fixed conventionally to
0=0.05 while the null hypothesis (henceforth, Ho) and the alternative hypothesis (henceforth,
Ha) have been postulated later. Whereas the Ho expresses the absence of relation between the
independent variables (i.e., the predictors of the level of proficiency in English, the experiences
abroad and the type of questions) and the dependent variable (i.e., right or wrong answers of
the target stimuli), the Ha supports the assumption that there is a connection between these two
variables. Whenever the p-value is above the significance level of 0.05, the Ho can be

maintained and the Ha rejected. Thus, since the p-values obtained from this statistical analysis
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were higher than the significance level fixed at 0.05 as they ranged from 0.295 to 0.952, it was
possible to state that in the first place the Italian participants’ proficiency level of English and
their experiences abroad were not influencing the recognition process of RQs. This finding
appeared to be contrary to the second hypothesis (H2) which assumed that the better the level
of English proficiency was, the higher were the chances of identifying correctly the RQs
without having an interference between the L1 and L2 prosody. Moreover, another interesting
factor to be discussed is the question type, more specifically it has been investigated whether
there could be a difference in the recognition between wh- and polar RQs. What emerged from
the data is that the success rate for the identification of wk- and polar RQs was analogous and
almost equivalent, as represented in Table (11) in Chapter 3. Once again, the p-value level
played an important role in stating whether there was a general tendency in the recognition
between wh- and polar RQs. The results from the Logistic Regression Model showed that, since
the p-value of Qtype is 0.295, this independent variable was not influential. Therefore, there is
strong evidence for the Ho which can be confirmed and confirm at the same time that these
two variables were not influencing each other. This implied that the question type as well as
the level of competence in English and the experience abroad did not exert any influence in the
process of recognising the RQs. Since these aforementioned factors were not influential and
did not change the outcomes of the experiment, it can be hypothesized that this might be due
to a universal means of marking RQs which goes beyond the mere linguistic and prosodic
separation into English and Italian. Indeed, this might come along with one discovery by
Gussenhoven (2004) in which it has been stated that “speakers manipulate their phonetic
implementation for communicative purposes in a way that is to some extent independent of the
language they speak” (Gussenhoven, 2004, p. 71). According to him, this system of
communication employs paralinguistic features which are assumed to be the same for all the

languages. More specifically, he asserted that these universal features count on biological
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aspects (e.g., vocal tracts, vibration rate) which are at the basis of three defined biological
codes. The first code to be mentioned is the “frequency code” which can be described as the
“size code” (ibid, p. 81) since it deals with the amplitude of the vocal tracts and represents the
change of the fold vibrations due to social purposes and positions (i.e., the employment of
breathy voice or creaky according to social functions). The second universal code is the “effort
code” which is focused on the emphasis of specific words under the so-called
grammaticalization process (i.e., the prominence of a word by means of marking essential
information for focus). Lastly, the “production code” represents the association between the
utterances and breaths (ibid.) Even though Gussenhoven’s finding (2004) put at its core the
production process rather than perception, his contributions can still be relevant for this study
as they are in line with current research which highlights that intrinsic and biological qualities
of speakers have an impact on the way a specific sound input is firstly produced and,
subsequently, perceived (Wayland, 2019). In light of what has been discussed so far, it can be
stated that these aforementioned aspects related to the three biological and universal codes are
still reflecting today’s state of research which suggests that these intrinsic speakers’ features
might have a great influence on the consequent perception of any acoustic wave. This may lead
to the assumption that, in this experiment which did not provide contextual references, people
might have relied on acoustic cues based on universal aspects to detect and mark RQs among
ISQs and fillers rather than counting on their actual level of English or their previous
experiences abroad. Therefore, this potential universality of marking RQs vs. ISQs might be
dependent on their duration, pitch excursion as well as other acoustic measurements. However,
since these aspects were not at the core of this thesis, further studies on the matter should be

needed.

To draw the final conclusions of this thesis, however, it is crucial to discuss thoroughly

another final and important factor concerning the comparison between the way in which the
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experimental and control groups discerned the RQs, ISQs and fillers. If we therefore shift our
attention to the third research question which takes into consideration the possibility that
Italians can distinguish the given acoustic inputs in the same way as the English native speakers
do, it is possible to affirm that, on the basis of the results and outcomes of the experiment,
Italians and English native speakers do not always perceive and interpret the given acoustic
input similarly. Comparing the results from the control group to those of the experimental
group, it can be reckoned that the way in which the acoustic inputs were perceived was not thus
equal —what is relevant to mention is that there were cases in which English native speakers
experienced more difficulties in the recognition of the RQs compared to Italians and vice versa.
For instance, the aforementioned 10" RQ from questionnaire 1, which posed some difficulties
in the experimental group and caused problems to the control group since none of the
participants recognised it correctly, can be an emblematic example as it mirrored how these
two groups perceived the acoustic inputs differently. An alternative interpretation for the 10
RQ of questionnaire 1 might be, on the other hand, that the L1 speaker did not convey any
markers necessary for the rhetoric interpretation. However, what is interesting to mention is
the fact that the third hypothesis (H3) has been fully validated. Indeed, it has been assumed that
the absence of a context could have had an impact on the English native speakers as well.
Considering what has been discussed above, it can be concluded that not providing a context
before listening to RQs can pose problems to either English native speakers or Italians who

might rely upon universal means of marking RQs in absence of a contextual framework.
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CONCLUSIONS

Throughout the lines of this thesis, it has been attempted to provide the reader with a new
perspective on the perception of RQs by means of showing the design of an experiment which
investigated the process of perceiving RQs in English by Italian native speakers. Within the
linguistic field, there are plenty of studies focused on the analysis of suprasegmental features
of RQs in production rather than on their perception in English. Due to this limited presence of
experiments on the perception of RQs in English by L2 learners whose mother tongue is Italian,
in this thesis it has been sought to bridge the gap between the vast presence of studies aimed at
exploring RQs’ features in production and the limited field of experimental studies based on
the investigation of their perception. The narrative thread of this thesis has always been,
therefore, the perception of RQs without the aid of any contextual reference. Indeed, the main
goal of this study was to investigate the way in which Italian speakers discriminate the RQs,
uttered by a restricted group of English native speakers who were born and raised in Dublin
(Ireland), from ISQs and fillers. This choice of selecting this specific Irish variety of the English
language to be recorded is what contributed to offer an additional value to the entire research
as it possesses peculiar features which are tendentially not familiar to Italians.

Along with the description of the functioning and the prosodic aspects of RQs in
English and Italian, in this thesis it has been presented and discussed the methodology of the
research. The first step of the entire experimental procedure allowed me to give access to a
great deal of information relative to the prosody of RQs in English. Indeed, recording the
English native speakers while they were reading the explicatory contexts and the following
questions has been beneficial to the scope of the thesis since it let them produce natural and
spontaneous rhetorical questions which were then analysed through the software PRAAT. The

subsequential removal of all the explicatory contexts related to the RQs, on the other hand, is
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what contributed to answer the research questions which have been postulated at the beginning
of the research. The first research question regarded the possibility of experiencing some
difficulties in identifying correctly the RQs of the experiment while discriminating them from
the other ISQs and fillers due to the absence of any contextual reference. The results of the
statistical analysis supported the initial hypothesis (H1) as it proved that, in the majority of
cases (see Table 12 and 13), Italians had difficulties in perceiving correctly the RQs in absence
of any given context, especially those possessing a rising contour. To provide a potential
explanation to this outcome, it has been taken into account the research by Bartels (1999) which
claimed that whenever a RQ possesses a H% boundary tone, it indicates the “speaker’s
commitment to the polar opposite of proposition” (ibid, p. 252), whereas if it characterised by
a falling tone it becomes an indicator of assertions. Relying on this research and the research
carried out by Dehé & Braun (2020), it can be assumed that Italians might have more
difficulties in identifying RQs which express commitment rather than assertion. However, what
the statistical analysis revealed is that not only the experimental group was striving for
perceiving correctly the RQs, but also the control group. Indeed, this led to the conclusion that
the absence of a context seems to be problematic to either those who are studying an L2, in this
case Italians studying English, or the English native speakers themselves. This reflects totally
the current state of research represented mainly by Sorianello’s (2020) findings which evaluate
the fact that whenever a context is removed, listeners might experience troubles as a
consequence of the fact that the pragmatic content is affected. As regards the second research
question, which investigates whether L2 learners’ level of proficiency in English together with
their potential experiences abroad and the question type (i.e., wh- or polar) might have had an
impact on the outcomes, it can be summarised that they did not influence the recognition
process of RQs, contrary to all the expectations and hypothesis postulated at the beginning of

the study. This has been supported by the analysis of the p-values derived from the statistical
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analysis. This outcome led to the following assumption that this might be caused by the
possibility of dealing with universal means of marking RQs which takes into account not only
linguistic and prosodic aspect of the English and Italian languages but also biological and
intrinsic speakers’ features which can exert an impact on the way an acoustic wave is perceived.
As regards the third research question, it can be concluded that Italians did not perceive the
RQs similarly to the English native speakers. Moreover, the results concerning the duration of
RQs compared to ISQs revealed and supported recent findings which claim that the lengths of
RQs are tendentially longer than those of ISQs.

In conclusion, the findings of this thesis support the idea that, in absence of any
contextual reference, listeners may count on intonational cues focused on universal aspects in
order to discern and consequently mark correctly the RQs amid the ISQs and filler since their
L2 level of proficiency, the question type as well as their possible experience abroad, seem not
to be relevant as they do not affect the outcome of the study. However, this potential
universality of marking RQs vs. ISQs has not been thoroughly explored in this experiment
given that it was not the first goal of the study. Therefore, since this universality may be
dependent on other speakers’ intrinsic parameters such as the pitch excursion or other acoustic
measurements, further studies focused on this aspect should be carried out in order to obtain

an exhaustive panoramic on how RQs are perceived in L1 and L2.
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APPENDIX

Appendix (1). First questionnaire for Italian native speakers: list of stimuli.
An Experiment on the Perception of Rhetorical Questions in English

Background information

Please see the following general questions and answer them referring to your personal
experience.

Are you an Italian native speaker?

o Yes
o No
o Others

How long have you been studying English?
o Less than a year
o 1-2years
o 2-5years
o 5-10 years
o More than 10 years

What is your level of proficiency in English?

o Al/A2
o BI/B2
o B2/Cl
o Native speaker

Have you ever lived in an Anglophone Country?

o No
o Yes, short-term (3-6 months)
o Yes, long-term (more than 6 months)

The experiment

The aim of this experiment is to understand whether the difference between rhetorical and
information-seeking questions can be perceived without an explicatory context. In this
experiment, you are going to listen to 16 questions and your goal is to detect whether you are
dealing with rhetorical or information-seeking questions. In order to listen to the audio file, you
need to click on the hyperlink in the question section.

Before starting, please see the following example to understand the difference between

Information-seeking questions and Rhetorical questions. In the example on the left, the person
asking the question wants to know the answer and he genuinely wants to know whether his
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friends would like some cheese. This type of question is called "Information-seeking question".
On the right, instead, the person asking the question does not want to know whether his friends
would like to taste the cheese or not because he knows that nobody is going to taste the
cheese since it is stinky. This latter question is called “rhetorical question™ as it is used not to
elicit and get information but rather to confirm the obviousness of the answer (i.e., nobody will

taste it).

Information-seeking question Rhetorical question

At a garden party, you offer canapés with | Your friend offers his guests a cheese
Limburger cheese. You would like to | tray, including Limburger. However, it is
know which of the guests eat this and | well known that none of your friends like
want some of it. stinky cheese and therefore, nobody will
You say to the guests: touch it.

You say to your friend:
? ? A
-\_ \ ia -4 ’r{;; *
I Who eats Limburger?

(example from Dehé & Braun, 2020)

1) 1%t audio input “Who wants to buy a tractor that is on sale”

o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

o Rhetorical question

27 audio input “Does anyone want to eat insects”

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

3) 3" audio input “Who is going to watch this curling match”

o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

o Rhetorical question

4™ audio input “Do me a favour and buy me a drink”

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

5) 5™ audio input “Who is going to eat insects”

o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

6) 6™ audio input “Who drinks carrot juice for an energy boost”
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o Rhetorical question
Information-seeking question
o None of the above

o

7) 7™ audio input “What a beautiful view”
o Rhetorical question
Information-seeking question

o None of the above

o

8) 8™ audio input “Who wants to buy a tractor that is on sale”
o Rhetorical question

Information-seeking question

o None of the above

o

9) 9™ audio input “Please tell me what you want to put”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

10) 10" audio input “Who knows her surname”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

11) 11" audio input “How interesting is this”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

12) 12" audio input “Who drinks carrot juice for an energy boost”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

13) 13" audio input “Does anyone know her surname”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

14) 14" audio input “Please tell me what you want to watch”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

15) 15" audio input “Does anyone want to watch this curling match”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above
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16) 16" audio input “What a terrible idea”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

98



Appendix (2). Second questionnaire for Italian native speakers: list of stimuli.
An Experiment on the Perception of Rhetorical Questions in English

Background information

Please see the following general questions and answer them referring to your personal
experience.

Are you an Italian native speaker?
o Yes
o No
o Others

How long have you been studying English?
o Less than a year
o 1-2years
o 2-5years
o 5-10 years
o More than 10 years
What is your level of proficiency in English?
o Al/A2
o BI/B2
o B2/Cl
o Native speaker

Have you ever lived in an Anglophone Country?

o No
o Yes, short-term (3-6 months)
o Yes, long-term (more than 6 months)

The experiment

The aim of this experiment is to understand whether the difference between rhetorical and
information-seeking questions can be perceived without an explicatory context. In this
experiment, you are going to listen to 16 questions and your goal is to detect whether you are
dealing with rhetorical or information-seeking questions. In order to listen to the audio file, you
need to click on the hyperlink in the question section.

Before starting, please see the following example to understand the difference between

Information-seeking questions and Rhetorical questions. In the example on the left, the person
asking the question wants to know the answer and he genuinely wants to know whether his
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friends would like some cheese. This type of question is called "Information-seeking question".
On the right, instead, the person asking the question does not want to know whether his friends
would like to taste the cheese or not because he knows that nobody is going to taste the
cheese since it is stinky. This latter question is called “rhetorical question™ as it is used not to
elicit and get information but rather to confirm the obviousness of the answer (i.e., nobody will

taste it).

Information-seeking question

Rhetorical question

At a garden party, you offer canapés with
Limburger cheese. You would like to
know which of the guests eat this and

Your friend offers his guests a cheese
tray, including Limburger. However, it is
well known that none of your friends like

want some of it.

You say to the guests: touch it.
You say to your friend:
? ? A
O an * i

stinky cheese and therefore, nobody will

" T

n

1)

6)

I Who eats Limburger?

(example from Dehé & Braun, 2020)

1%t audio input “Does anyone drink carrot juice for an energy boost”

Rhetorical question
Information-seeking question
None of the above

2" audio input “Does anyone want to buy a tractor that is on sale”
Rhetorical question

Information-seeking question

None of the above

37 audio input “Does anyone want to eat insects”
Rhetorical question

Information-seeking question

None of the above

4™ audio input “Do me a favour and buy me a drink”
Rhetorical question

Information-seeking question

None of the above

5™ audio input “Who knows her surname”
Rhetorical question

Information-seeking question

None of the above

6™ audio input “Who is going to watch this curling match”
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o Rhetorical question
Information-seeking question
o None of the above

©)

7) 7™ audio input “What a beautiful view”
o Rhetorical question
Information-seeking question

o None of the above

©)

8) 8™ audio input “Who is going to eat insects”
o Rhetorical question

Information-seeking question

o None of the above

©)

9) 9™ audio input “Please tell me what you want to put”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

10) 10" audio input “Does anyone want to buy a tractor that is on sale”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

11) 11" audio input “How interesting is this”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

12) 12" audio input “Does anyone know her surname”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

13) 13" audio input “Does anyone drink carrot juice for an energy boost”

o Rhetorical question
o Information-seeking question
o None of the above

14) 14" audio input “Please tell me what you want to watch”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above

15) 15" audio input “Does anyone want to watch this curling match”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above
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16) 16" audio input “What a terrible idea”
o Rhetorical question

o Information-seeking question

o None of the above
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