
 
 

 

DOTTORATO IN SCIENZE LINGUISTICHE, FILOLOGICHE E LETTERARIE 
SEMINARI0 DI LINGUISTICA INGLESE 

A.A. 2016/2017 

 
How the prosody in our hands helps us learn a 

first and a second language 

 

Pilar Prieto 

Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona, Spain 

 
10 Aprile, ore 14.30  

Sala Scattola, Palazzo Maldura – Padova 

 

 

DiSLL - DIPARTIMENTO DI STUDI LINGUISTICI E LETTERARI 
LCL – LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION LAB 

 

LCL –– 
http://www.disll.unipd.it/LCL/ 



Abstract 
 
 
 
Over the past decades research has shown how co-speech gestures are tightly 
interconnected with speech in time and in semantic function (e.g., McNeill 1992, among 
many others). While a bulk of research has explored gesture-speech interactions at the 
semantic level, little work has addressed the relationship between prosodic and gestural 
features of language, and how they are integrated from a temporal and from a semantic 
point of view (e..g. Esteve-Gibert & Prieto 2013; Hübscher et al. 2017, among others). 
Functionally, both the gestural and the prosodic components of language constitute 
powerful cues for parsing speech, marking of information status and pragmatic 
information. In this talk, I will claim that synchronized gestural and prosodic prominences 
of language act as scaffolding mechanisms in language development. Even though recent 
research presents contradictory evidence on the role of beat gestures on children's recall 
of information (e.g., So et al 2012, Igualada et al. 2015, among others), I will discuss 
evidence that we have on the several experiments carried out in our research group with 
a Catalan population which show how synchronized prosodic and gestural prominences 
act as scaffolding mechanisms of L1 language learning, e.g., they facilitate the recall of 
focused information (Experiment 1), help boost narrative abilities (Experiment 2), and act 
as precursors for later language development (Experiment 3). The second part of the talk 
will present the results of two experiments (Experiments 4 and 5) related to how our 
coordinated gestural and prosodic prominences help us learn words and pronunciation in 
a second language. I will conclude that a multimodal/embodied approach is essential to 
understanding language learning, and that it can be successfully applied to language 
teaching and language treatment contexts. 
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