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Resum. ‘Això sí que és aprofitar una estada’: Posicionaments i perspectives sobre com 
fer una estada a l’estranger verdaderament intercultural. Tradicionalment, una estada a 
l’estranger es percep com a una oportunitat de millorar el coneixement en una llengua estrangera 
en submergir-se en la cultura d’aquell país. Tanmateix, no tots els estudiants se submergeixen en 
la cultura d’acollida de la mateixa manera. Aquest estudi, dut a terme en una universitat catalana, 
compara el posicionament de professors de llengua i estudiants internacionals respecte a com 
fer que l’estada a l’estranger sigui verdaderament intercultural i la importància d’aprenendre 
les llengües locals. L’anàlisi ens aporta dos resultats principals. D’una banda, els professors de 
llengua legitimen l’experiència d’immersió total en la cultura local, ja que consideren que així 
s’assoleix un nivell de competència més elevat en la llengua estrangera. La seva visió, lògica des 
de la perspectiva de professors de llengua, contrasta amb la dels estudiants, els quals tendeixen a 
interactuar principalment amb altres estudiants internacionals a causa de la manca d’oportunitats 
que tenen d’entrar en xarxes socials locals.

Paraules clau: estudiar a l’estranger, posicionament, interculturalitat, aprenentatge d’una llengua 
estrangera.

Abstract. ‘That’s how you make the most out of a stay’: Positionings within, and perspectives 
on, the truly intercultural experience during study abroad. Study abroad has traditionally been 
perceived as an opportunity for students to learn a foreign language by immersing themselves in 
the foreign language culture. However, students do so in very different ways. This paper examines 
how language instructors and international students at a university in Catalonia (Spain) project 
contrasting views of the ‘truly’ intercultural experience abroad and the importance that each 
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group ascribes to learning the local language(s), Catalan and Spanish. The analysis leads to two 
main findings. The language instructors legitimise the experience of full immersion in the local 
culture as they believe that this contributes to the achievement of high levels of competence in 
local language(s). Nevertheless, their position stands in marked contrast to the experience of 
the international students, who tend to interact primarily with other international students as 
a result of the lack of opportunities that the local students offer them to enter local networks.

Keywords: study abroad, stance, interculturality, foreign language learning.

1. Introduction: Study abroad in Catalonia

Study abroad (SA) has traditionally been conceived as an efficient context to learn 
a foreign language, which the L2 classroom cannot emulate in terms of the quantity 
and quality of the input. However, not all students immerse themselves in the foreign 
language culture during their SA experiences and those who do, do so in very different 
ways (Block, 2007/2014; Kinginger, 2013). This paper examines how language 
instructors and international students at a university in Catalonia (henceforth, UC) 
project contrasting views of the “truly” intercultural experience during SA and the 
importance that each group ascribes to learning the local language(s), Catalan and 
Spanish by means of participating in socialisation networks abroad. By focusing on the 
role of language learning during a SA experience in the bilingual context of Catalonia, 
we can see the role and value of minority languages in relation to majority languages 
in SA programmes and how they can represent an added value or a handicap for the 
students’ academic development and satisfaction during their stay. 

Catalan universities are located in a bilingual context where a minority language, 
Catalan, and a majority language, Spanish, coexist. This sociolinguistic situation can 
persuade as well as dissuade many international students who are in the process of 
selecting a university for their stay abroad. The city where the UC is located is a small 
city in Inland Catalonia where, according to the Catalan Institute of Statistics (Institut 
d’Estadística de Catalunya, 2013), almost 62% of its inhabitants speak Catalan as their 
usual language of communication. The proportion of Catalan at the UC is very similar. 
During the academic year 2010-2011, when the data for this project were collected, the 
distribution of the teaching languages at the UC was the following: Catalan represented 
the language of instruction of around 65% of the courses, Spanish some 30%, and 
English almost 5% (reference omitted to preserve the anonymity of the university). 
Most exchange international students know some Spanish on arriving in Catalonia 
but they often have no experience of Catalan, and, in general, they show little interest 
in learning it (Atkinson & Moriarty, 2012; Gallego-Balsà, 2014). Despite the efforts 
that Catalan universities make to present Catalan as an added value and as part of its 
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authenticity (Gallego-Balsà & Cots, 2016), international students may see the minority 
language as an obstacle for their social integration and their academic success. 

This paper aims at analysing the language teachers’ and students’ perceptions on how 
to make the most out of a stay abroad in the specific context of a Catalan university. It 
shows a clash between both perspectives. Whereas the teachers see the stay in Catalonia 
as an opportunity for the students to integrate in local social networks and learn the 
local languages, the students emphasize other aspects of their stay such as travelling, 
living an adventure and a feeling of disappointment towards the local community, who 
do not appear willing to open their circle of friends to include them. 

This paper is structured into four parts. First, it presents previous research on language 
learning during SA focusing on individual and contextual variables that affect students’ 
linguistic and cultural development. Second, it presents stance as the methodology 
employed for the analysis of the data and frames this work within the context of a 
wider research project. Third, it presents the analysis of the data to finally draw some 
conclusions.   

2. Language learning and SA

SA constitutes a hybrid variety of second language acquisition (henceforth, SLA). 
Whereas SLA was traditionally considered to be achieved under two circumstances, 
either instructed or naturalistic (Kinginger, 2009), in a SA situation, both these forms 
occur. Language learners have access to instruction in class but are also exposed to real 
life interactions in the foreign language culture. For this reason, Kinginger (2009), 
drawing on Ochs (2002), argues that language learning in SA is a process of socialisation 
and acquisition at the same level. Language socialisation focuses on the linguistic 
development of language learners while they are being socialised in a new environment 
where they learn about the practices of the new communities and the local meaning of 
the same practices. 

Although the language gains resulting from immersion in the foreign language 
culture appear to be greater than those achieved inside the classroom back home, 
the benefits of spending a year immersed in a foreign cultural and linguistic setting 
depend dramatically on individual and contextual factors. For this reason, Kinginger 
(2011) claims that SA should not be conceived as an elixir for learning the foreign 
language. If we look back at previous research, we can find that the following variables 
have been addressed: (1) gender (Isabelli-García, 2006); (2) the instructors’ teaching 
style (Pellegrino-Aveni, 1998, 2005); (3) the course programme (Tarp, 2006); (4) the 
students’ expectations, motivation and power of self-regulation (Willis Allen, 2013); 
(5) the languages of the learning environment or linguistic diversity (Dervin, 2013); 
(6) intercultural development (Jackson, 2013); and (7) social networks (Coleman, 
2013) and (8) contextual factors (Pérez-Vidal, 2015). I will next review the last three as 
relevant to this paper.
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First, Coleman (2013) proposes a model of concentric circles to explain the dynamic 
socialisation networks that students establish during their stay abroad. The model aims 
to represent the dynamic nature of friendship rather than the level of intimacy of those 
friendships. In other words, it does not differentiate whether the people students meet 
while abroad become close friends, friends or acquaintances. However, Coleman (2013) 
recognises that there can be a progression in the types of friends. The model looks as in 
Figure 1:

Figure 1. Coleman’s concentric circle representation  
of SA social networks (Coleman, 2013, p. 31).

This model, according to Coleman (2013), is not universal and the progression 
towards the local community may vary significantly depending on such individual 
factors as the students’ motivations to meet the local community or their social skills. 
In the inner circle, students have fewer opportunities to practice the L2, since students’ 
socialisation within the same national group would imply using their L1. In the outer 
circle, students use one or more L2s. The middle circle requires the use of a lingua 
franca, which tends to be English or the language of the locals. 

Second, Jackson (2013) examines the intercultural development of a Hong Kong 
student in Canada, who assumed he had a high degree of intercultural competence prior 
to his stay although he had very limited previous intercultural experience. Jackson (2013) 
addresses the cultural clash as a factor that affects the accommodation of the student into 
the hosting culture, the establishment of new social networks and, therefore, the acquisition 
of the L2. At the beginning of his stay, the participant in this study could not recognise 
his incapacity to accept cultural differences, which pushed him from an international to a 
Chinese-only circle of friends. For instance, the participant felt uncomfortable going to the 
pub, a practice that put him in contact with both local and international students at the 
beginning. The participant went through a process of critical reflection in order to recognize 
cultural gaps and improve his intercultural communicative competence while abroad. 
Jackson concludes that this student’s experience was affected by a complex intertwining 
of four factors: sociocultural factors (such as social networks), personality attributes (such 
as ethnocentrism), depth of investment in language and intercultural change, and degree 
of self-analysis and reflection. It would be interesting to see whether students can find 
alternative routes to meet international and local students when the socialization conditions 
are not suitable for them.    

Co-nationals

Other outsiders

Locals
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Finally, Pérez-Vidal (2015) reports on the findings of the Study Abroad and Language 
Learning project, which examined the impact on advanced level university English as 
foreign language learners of staying in two different contexts: within (1) the ERASMUS 
mobility programme and (2) formal instruction. The study, which measures the 
learners’ evolution in oral and written skills, shows that in the ERASMUS programme 
there are higher gains in fluency and accuracy than in formal instruction but not in 
phonological perception. For written skills, the study shows that most of the benefits are 
for the students who had been abroad. They appeared to be better in written accuracy 
and fluency although not in complexity. These results seem to be motivated by the 
communicative pressure of living abroad as it requires students to focus in the meaning 
of their utterances and the resolution of a task rather than in the form. The author 
concludes that the students who went abroad benefited the most but it was key for their 
success their capacity to transfer the knowledge acquired in formal instruction into the 
SA context and benefit from participating in meaningful interactions with speakers of 
the foreign language. All in all, it seems like the students’ metalinguistic awareness and 
degree of expertise in language learning also affects their linguistic evolution abroad.   

To summarise, from a holistic perspective of language learning in SA contexts, 
language development can be affected by the students’ social skills to meet new people 
(whether from the local community or from the international students’ community) as 
well as by their metalinguistic awareness and their capacity to transfer the knowledge 
acquired in formal instruction into the SA situation. In our specific context of research, 
we need to keep in mind that the students’ willingness to immerse themselves in the 
host community intersects with the particularity of living in a bilingual context, where 
the minority language is the usual language for communication and the one in which 
the students show less competence on arrival. Therefore, international students studying 
in Catalonia are required to activate their social skills (making friends), their second 
language(s) skills and also their sociolinguistic skills (knowing the relationship between 
the local languages in the social context). Before we see how this intersection occurs 
in our context of research, the following section presents the methodology for data 
collection and analysis.

3. Data and methodology

This paper is based on the analysis of two focus group discussion sessions (FG, 
henceforth) organised in June 2011 within the framework of a wider ethnographic 
project about the internationalisation process and the language policy of a university in 
Catalonia (Gallego-Balsà, 2014). The participants in the first focus group session were 
three Catalan language teachers (Sílvia, Montse, Dolors) and one Spanish language 
teacher (Maria), all of them employed by the Language Service of the university, a body 
initially conceived to promote and protect Catalan as a language of instruction at the 
university, but which also takes up responsibility for the teaching of other languages. 
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The participants of the second focus group session were five international students: 
three Chinese (Shu, Yin and Wei), one Korean (Kim) and one French (Marion), who 
were at the end of their stays at the UC. All the names of the participants are fictional 
names.

The analysis adopts a discourse analysis perspective and adopts the notion of stance 
(Du Bois, 2007; Jaffe, 2009) as its main analytical tool. Du Bois (2007) defines stance 
as “a public act by a social actor, achieved dialogically through overt communicative 
means (language, gesture and other symbolic forms), through which social actors 
simultaneously evaluate objects, position subjects (themselves and others), and align 
with other subjects, with respect of any salient dimension of value in the sociocultural 
field” (p. 169). Du Bois focuses on stance as a process and provides a strictly interactional 
scheme for its study, emphasizing turn-by-turn interaction. 

4. Analysis 

The analysis of the data has been divided into two parts. First, I will present the 
teachers’ stance towards the truly intercultural experience during SA and the importance 
of learning the local languages. Next, the analysis will focus on the focus group discussion 
session with international students. 

4.1. SA as an opportunity for immersion in the local language and culture

In the language teachers’ focus-group session, the object of stance is achieved after 
discussing the aspects that international students value the most of the hosting city. 
Among these aspects, the language teachers report on the economic advantages of 
living in a small-size city as well as its proximity to sites of natural interest and the 
city of Barcelona. The discussion about the strategic geographical position of the UC 
develops into a discussion about whether travelling outside the host city is actually 
something beneficial for the students. Extract 2 shows how the teachers legitimise 
sporadic travelling to other cities or countries but position themselves against it when 
it occurs in groups made up exclusively of international students.  

In extract 1, Maria reports on a conversation she had with her Czech students 
and explains that there is a trend among international students to visit their home 
university classmates in their host universities abroad (lines 1-5). This type of 
mobility that occurs in groups made up of co-nationals is negatively evaluated by the 
teachers in the following turns. The first one to position herself against it is Montse. 
She uses an onomatopoeic expression followed by laughter (line 6). This intervention 
sets the floor for Dolors to openly express her negative stance towards this trend 
(line 7), thereby affiliating herself with Montse, and Maria joins them categorically 
saying “no” (line 8) with a loud tone of voice. In the following turn, Dolors repeats 
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her stance and simultaneously uses gesture to reinforce it (lines 10-11). Next, Maria 
adds that this type of mobility affects negatively the students’ academic experience as 
it turns it into a sort of tourism experience (lines 12-13). She compares this way of 
travelling to the American soap opera The Love Boat, which explained the romantic 
and comic experiences of the passengers and the crew of a cruise ship. 

Extract 1. University turns into The Love Boat (Teachers’ FG, June 2011)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

Maria:     els de la República Txeca em van comentar que hi
               havia noies a Portugal també de la mateixa universitat
               que elles unes altres estaven a Madrid llavors se van
                 troba:nt [moves her hands pointing at different points
              in the air]
Montse:  puah [laughs]
Dolors:   però jo això no ho veig una cosa positiva
Maria:    ◉no◉ jo tampoc
Lídia:     no:↗ vale↘
Dolors:     no↘ [moves her finger and dissents with her head] no
               la veig positiva 
Maria:     pel que fa a: a l’àmbit universitari no↘ (.) perquè 
               es converteix una mica en vacaciones en el mar↘

the students from Czech Republic told me that some 
girls from the same university were studying in Portugal 
and some other in Madrid. They meet each other
[moves her hands pointing 
at different points in the air]
oh dear [laughs]
I don’t think that’s positive
◉no◉ neither do I
don’t you↗ ok↘
no↘ [moves her finger and dissents with her 
head] I don’t think it’s positive
at an academic level it isn’t (.) because 
it becomes something  like the love boat↘

Studying abroad on The Love Boat appears as an experience during which the 
students set little contact with the local people. International students seem to live on 
the cruise ship whereas the local people do it on solid ground. In this situation, the 
linguistic interactions that occur among co-nationals would mainly be in the mother 
tongue and therefore the exposure of the students to Spanish or Catalan would 
be minimal. If we bear in mind Coleman’s (2013) concentric circles, the students 
reported in extract 1 appear to willingly remain within the inner circle. The language 
teachers are hence, projecting an ideal of SA experience where students move, or at 
least try to move, towards the outer circle to reach locals with whom to practice the 
local languages.

This idea appears more defined in extract 2 as the teachers justify their stance. From 
their perspective, international students should integrate in the host place. Travelling 
around during the stay abroad is evaluated by Dolors and Maria as something lacking 
interest (lines 1-2) and illogical (lines 7-8). The stay abroad appears as an opportunity 
for the students to maximise their knowledge of the local context by remaining in it 
and putting down roots or, in other words, for immersion (line 11). From the teachers’ 
perspective, the host context (where immersion takes place) is limited to the city or the 
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region surrounding the UC. However, the students could have a wider notion of where 
they are doing their stay. In the case of the students referred to in extract 2, it could 
include all the Iberian Peninsula, as they travelled to Madrid and Portugal. This view on 
the side of the students could imply that from their perspective they are actually getting 
deep knowledge of the hosting context. 

Extract 2. Living the city (Teachers’ FG, June 2011)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

Dolors:  quin interés té↘ anar o sigui a veure
Maria:   cap↘
Dolors:  (…) per mi quan te’n vas a fora és per viure una 
             experiència ◉al llo:c◉ no vol dir que no surtis de [la 
              ciutat] però que coneguis (…) al màxim aquell lloc 
               però si si vinc aquí i me’n vaig a Madrid i me’n vaig a
               Portugal ◉amb◉ els meus amics de Txèquia m: no li 
              veig el sentit
Maria:    no: per res
Sílvia:    [dissents] sí que tens raó que la idea és una mica 
             quedar-te i fer una mica d’◉arrels◉ entre cometes

what’s the point of going 
there is no point↘
(...) from my perspective when you go abroad the aim is to 
live an experience ◉in the place◉ which doesn’t mean you
shouldn’t leave [the city] but you should know that place to
the maximum level and if I come here and I go to Madrid
 and I go to Portugal ◉with◉ my friends from Czech
 Republic m: I don’t see the point
definitely
[dissents] you are right the idea is 
to stay and put down ◉roots◉ in quotation marks

Socialising with students with the same cultural and linguistic background in the 
local context is reframed by the teachers into something that affects their language 
development in the local languages, Spanish and Catalan. As Pérez-Vidal (2015) 
showed in her study, the students’ willingness to engage in meaningful communication 
with speakers of the foreign language is key to experience linguistic gains while 
abroad and moving in a circle of friends made up by students from the same origin 
is presented by the teachers as detrimental. In extract 3, we will see how the teachers 
bring it to their terrain of language instructors arguing that students who immerse 
themselves in the host culture improve their language skills significantly more than 
those who do not. 

In extract 3, Maria describes an alternative group of international students, a less 
numerous one, which, in opposition to The Love Boat students, includes students who 
enter local social networks (lines 1-6). The evolution of these students in Catalan and 
Spanish appears to be outstanding compared to those students who decide to remain 
within groups of co-nationals or other international students. Language learning 
during SA appears mostly enhanced when formal instruction (which is the teachers’ 
job) is combined with practising outside the class (which appears as the students’ duty) 
(lines 10-12). The SA experience that the teachers explicitly legitimise is the “language 
immersion” experience (line 13). 
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Extract 3. Full language immersion (Teachers’ FG, June 2011)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

Maria:   i a més i la gent que se surt de això es nota molt a classe 
             no sé vosaltres però els meus aquelles tres quatre
             persones que: fan l’esforc de buscar companys de pis
             d’aquí: de buscar amics d’aquí: de fer amics a dins de
             classe però a la universitat amb gent d’aquí: i així↗ la
             evolució que fan quan aprenen la llengua es nota molt
Montse: i tant
Sílvia:    oh clar
Sílvia:    es nota moltíssim
Maria:   perquè clar no és lo mateix parlar a classe i per plaer
             diguéssim o per la teva vida social que parlar les dos hores 
             que tens a classe i ja està
Montse: fan una immersió lingüística 

and also you can see clearly in class who are those 
students who don’t do it I don’t know about you but in 
my case I can see who are those three four people who
make an effort to find local flatmates and local friends 
and meet people from here at university their evolution
learning the language is much more evident
sure
obviously
it’s evident
It is clearly not the same to speak in class and let’s say 
for pleasure or for your social life as speaking just for 
two hours in class 
they make a linguistic immersion

All in all, the language teachers seem to put the responsibility for integration on the 
international students. We can see that when teachers place the students as subject of 
their sentences: “students who don’t do it” (lines 1-2, extract 3); “I go to Madrid” (line 
6, extract 2). However, they never talk about other trips that the university organises 
for the students (such as a trip to Barcelona during the first two weeks of their stay). In 
this line, the following section analyses the students’ expectations and disappointments 
regarding their SA experience as well as their feelings of having failed in integrating 
themselves in the local culture. 

4.2. SA as an opportunity to expand one’s knowledge of the world

At the end of their stay, students activate two positionings in connection with the 
degree of integration that they have achieved during their stay. On the one hand, 
some international students construct a distant relationship with the local students. 
This appears to be due to the lack of interest that local students have in getting to 
know other cultures. In the following extract we can see how the home students 
appear as narrow-minded and unwilling to live intercultural experiences.

In extract 4, the line that keeps international and local students apart in Coleman’s 
(2013) concentric circles is projected as impermeable. Wei states that Spanish students 
avoid meeting international students (lines 1-2) and that local and international 
students never meet (lines 4-6). Shu, Kim and Yin align with Wei in the following 
turns (line 7) and Shu adds that Spanish students do not feel like doing new things 
(lines 10-11) which, by contrast, emerges as a distinctive feature of the international 
students. Wei adds that among the Spanish students, Catalans are especially distant 
and laughs, probably as an attempt to save face in front of the interviewer, who is 
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Catalan (line 13). Shu laughs as well (line 14), which helps Wei to save face. The rest, 
however, do not intervene. 

Extract 4. “Catalans are narrow-minded” (Students’ FG: June 2011)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

Wei:   ellos [estudiantes españoles] no quieren juntarse con los
          alumnos internacionales
Lídia: mhm vale 
Wei:   ellos (.) de una parte [moves his hands towards his left]
          y nosotros de otra parte [moves his hands towards his 
          right] 
Shu:   sí:
Kim:  [assents] sí
Yin:    ya:
Shu:   ellos no tienen [looks at the others] muchos ganas 
          sobre las cosas nuevas 
Lídia:  va:le 
Wei:   sobre todo los catalanes [laughs]
Shu:   [laughs]

they [Spanish students] don’t want to get together with the 
international students
mhm right 
they (.) on one side [moves his hands towards his left] 
and we on another side [moves his hands towards his 
right] 
ye:s
[assents] yes
I kno:w
they don’t feel [looks at the others] like doing 
new things 
ri:ght 
especially Catalan people [laughs] 
[laughs]

However, a contrasting stance appears towards the way in which local Catalan 
students treat international students. In extract 5, we can see how Marion, a French 
student, positions herself against the idea that Catalan students avoid mixing up with 
international students.

Extract 5. Living with international students vs. living 
with local students (Students’ FG: June 2011)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Yin:       yo creo que vivir con unos ERASMUS es más 
             cómodo es verdad 
Wei:      sí entre nosotros podemos habla:r 
Kim:     es más cómodo [assents] 	
Marion: yo no estoy de acuerdo[looks at Lídia] porque: 
              vivo con catalanes y he descubrido muchas cosas 
              que: no sé la- la cultura: lo entiendo mejor 

I think that living with ERASMUS students is more 
comfortable it’s true
yes we can speak among us
it’s more comfortable [assents]
I don’t agree [looks at Lídia] because 
I live with Catalan people and I have discovered many things 
I don’t know I understand the culture in a better way

First, Yin evaluates living with ERASMUS students as something more comfortable 
and presents it as a true fact (lines 1-2). In the following turn, Wei aligns with her and 
adds that it is due to the fact that it is possible to speak among the ERASMUS students. 
It is not clear whether the matter is that international students use Spanish as a lingua 
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franca to communicate among themselves, whereas local people use Catalan, or a matter 
of willingness to communicate. However, Marion breaks her silence to openly disagree 
with the rest of the participants and construct a relationship of disaffiliation (lines 5-7). 
She reports living with local students and having shared knowledge with them during 
her stay. As a consequence, Marion considers that she understands the local culture in 
a better way. Marion would be a case of a student who projects a similar stance to that 
of the teachers, one of immersion, and who appears to be satisfied with how she lived 
her experience abroad. If we compare Marion to the student who appeared in Jackson’s 
(2013) study, we can say that her immersion and her satisfaction abroad can be due to 
a better introduction into local social networks, a lack of ethnocentrism which enabled 
her to invest in language and intercultural change and the ability to reflect upon cultural 
difference.

The SA experience appears as an opportunity to expand one’s knowledge of the world 
and, as we see in extract 6, the UC’s location is evaluated as being too small for that 
purpose. Extract 6 shows how, despite having its limitations, the locality counts on 
what appear as two fundamental aspects of a stay abroad destination: a university and 
a discotheque. 

Extract 6. “Hay disco y hay universidad, hay todo” (Students’ FG: June 2011)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Lídia:  qué le dirias a una persona de tu universidad que
           quiere venir aquí 
Kim:   (…) es muy tranquila (.) demasiado tranquila porque
           vale↘ (.) hay disco y hay universidad hay todo
           pero: cuando en la tiempo de día cuando quiero hacer 
            una pasear o alguna: cosa así especial (…) creo que 
            [the city] es un poquito más pequeña (…) intercambio
            es para ver más cosas y así: adventura: 

What would you say to someone from your home university 
who wants to come here
(…) it is very calm (.) too quiet because 
ok↘ (.) there is a disco and there is a university it’s everything 
but during the day when I want to go for a walk or do 
something special (…) I think that 
[the city] is a bit small (…) the exchange 
is to see more things and this way: adventure

The UC’s location appears to lack opportunities for students to live “adventure” (line 
8). It could be interpreted that, whereas the teachers see SA as an opportunity to become 
localised in a new culture and immersed in the local language, the students see it as 
an opportunity for expanding their knowledge of the world, and the way to achieve 
it is through adventure. When the locality does not offer enough opportunities to live 
adventures, the students could try to compensate it with trips to other cities.

Interestingly, the Chinese students, who evaluated the local people as narrow-minded 
and unwilling to participate in intercultural exchanges with the students, evaluate the 
city and the university as a good place for language learning (extract 7). 
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Extract 7. A very good city for language learning (Students’ FG: June 2011)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

Lidia: por ejemplo una persona de vuestro país o vuestra
          universidad os dice que quiere venir a hacer su estancia
          (…) qué le diríais↗ 
Wei:   no hay tantas cosas malas porque es un tipo es diferente:
          cultura pero para estudiar español sí ven a [the city]
Lídia:  mhm↗
Wei:  yo creo que es muy: buena ciudad para estudiar el español 
Lídia: mhm↗ 
Wei:   porque es muy tranquilo

For instance if someone in your country told you 
that they want to come to do their stay here 
(...) what would you say↗
there aren’t so many bad things because it is a different type 
of culture but to study Spanish yes (.) come to [the city]
mhm↗
I think that it is a very good city to study Spanish
mhm↗
because it is very calm

Lídia, the researcher, repeats the question that she posed before to Kim about what 
the students would say to someone who is considering the UC as a SA destination 
(lines 1-3). Wei replies that there are not so many bad things as it is a different kind of 
culture (lines 4-5). Wei seems to have interpreted that the local students’ unwillingness 
to participate in intercultural encounters is a characteristic of the local culture and 
therefore, from his perspective, he is accepting cultural difference. Despite not having 
made local friends at the UC, Wei evaluates it as a very good place to learn Spanish 
(lines 5 and 7) as its city is very calm (line 9). Therefore, being in a context with very few 
distractions appears as a factor that helps students to focus on studying and improves 
their linguistic competence. The Chinese students could be pointing to a perspective 
on learning a foreign language as a process of intensive formal learning rather than 
as a process of immersion in the foreign language culture. If we bear in mind Pérez-
Vidal’s (2015) study, these students seem to be doing formal instruction abroad but not 
transferring their knowledge acquired in formal instruction to their live abroad. It is 
important to bear in mind that Chinese international students at the UC participate in 
a special exchange programme where Spanish is formally instructed. It could be argued 
that the UC, through this special exchange programme and thanks to the fact that 
it is located in a small and calm city, has compensated the lack of opportunities for 
integration and immersion that Wei and the rest of Chinese students experienced during 
their stay, as they perceive it as a very good place to learn Spanish. Still, since the UC 
is located in a predomintantly Catalan-speaking area, it would have been interesting to 
see whether Wei, Yin and Shu would have learnt Catalan apart from Spanish if they had 
been able to integrate into local social networks during their stay. This is what happened 
with Marion, who shared a flat with Catalan home students. 

5. Conclusions

This paper has analysed how language instructors and international students at a 
university in Catalonia project contrasting views of how to make the most of a stay 
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abroad and the importance that each group ascribes to learning the local language(s), 
Catalan and Spanish by means of entering socialisation networks in the hosting context. 
The analysis leads to two main findings. On the one hand, the language instructors 
construct a stance by which they legitimise the experience of full immersion in the local 
culture as they believe that this approach contributes to the achievement of high levels of 
competence in the local language(s). In addition, they reject what we could call a more 
tourism-oriented approach to SA, which appears to be a more superficial experience and 
detrimental for the students’ development of the local languages, making no reference 
to the responsibility of the local community to open space for the international students 
in their networks. Their position, logical from their perspective as language instructors, 
nevertheless stands in marked contrast to that of the international students. The latter 
(with one exception) tend to interact primarily with other international students 
during their stay abroad and criticise local home students for their lack of interest in 
participating in intercultural exchanges with them. 

In Coleman’s (2013) terms, the teachers position themselves against a stay abroad 
during which students move in the inner circle of friends or in other words, in which 
interactions occur among co-nationals, and construct a favourable stance towards 
interactions in the outer circle, i.e. between internationals and local people. The 
students, on their side, despite reporting to interact mainly with other international and 
co-national students, i.e. within Coleman’s (2013) middle circle, they would ideally do 
it in the outer circle, thereby sharing their stance with that of the teachers. 

In addition, the role of the UC in creating a course programme that ensures the Chinese 
students’ development of Spanish is crucial to compensate their lack of integration in 
local social networks and satisfy their expectations on the linguistic outcomes after 
their year abroad. If we consider Pérez-Vidal’s (2015) study on the difference between 
formal instruction and SA learning, we can argue that the UC has created a context 
of formal instruction within a SA context in which meaningful communication with 
speakers of the foreign language (Spanish) occurs mainly with other international 
students (in Coleman’s 2013 middle circle). Considering that the local context is a 
mainly Catalan-speaking context, interactions in the outer circle, between the locals 
and the internationals, may involve switching from Catalan to Spanish. International 
students may need to assess the cost-benefit of learning the minority language (Catalan) 
to accommodate to the hosting culture, establish new social networks with local people 
and meet their expectations on intercultural change (Jackson, 2013). This was the case 
of Marion, the French student, who invested in reading and listening skills to gain the 
social benefits of having Catalan friends.

In conclusion, international students and language(s) instructors’ stances towards 
how to make the most out of a stay abroad are not so different. They both idealise it as 
an experience of cultural integration and language immersion. However, their stances 
clash when it comes to deciding who needs to take the initiative to create intercultural 
encounters between the local and the international communities and practice the local 
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languages. Such findings offer food for thought for university programme directors and 
those responsible for SA in the home institutions of students as more work appears to 
be necessary to reconcile the demands of the local institutions and those of international 
students.
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Appendix: Transcription conventions

: long sound
↗ rise
↘ fall
◉ louder
[the city] anonymised name of the city of the UC
(…) text omitted

[laughs] description of communicative 
features which accompany language
(.) pause of less than one second
Underlined text: switch into Spanish
Italics: onomatopoeic expression
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Resum. L’amuntegament tonal en friülà, català i castellà en la Teoria de l’Optimitat.  El 
friülà, el català i el castellà solucionen de manera diferent les situacions d’amuntegament tonal 
(és a dir, els casos on tres o més dianes tonals s’associen amb el mateix element segmental). La 
primera llengua ho fa mitjançant el truncament tonal, és a dir, no realitzant fonèticament un 
dels tons fonològics. Les altres dues llengües ho fan allargant el segment al qual s’associen els 
tons. La diferència entre aquestes solucions es pot explicar mitjançant una jerarquització diferent 
del mateix conjunt de restriccions. Bàsicament, en friülà la restricció de nivell més elevat és 
DepLink-μ(voc), mentre que en català i castellà és Max(T). Aquest resultat representa el primer 
pas cap a una explicació interlingüística més general dels efectes de l’amuntegament tonal.

Paraules clau: fonologia entonativa, amuntegament tonal, Teoria de l’Optimitat.

Abstract. An Optimality Theory account of tonal crowding in Friulian, Catalan and Spanish. 
Friulian, Catalan and Spanish solve tonal crowding (i.e. a situation where three or more tones 
are associated with the same segmental element) differently. Friulian solves it by means of tonal 
truncation, which means that a phonological tone does not surface. The other two languages lengthen 
the segment the tones are associated with. The difference between these solutions can be explained by 
a different ranking of the same set of constraints. Basically, in Friulian the highest ranking constraint 
is DepLink-μ(voc),  whereas in Catalan and Spanish it is Max(T). This result represents the first step 
towards a unified account of the effects of tonal crowding in several languages.
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1. Introducció

La descripció de la fonologia entonativa d’una llengua qualsevol, segons Pierrehumbert 
(1980), ha d’incloure quatre elements, que són 1) la descripció de les unitats entonatives 
i de les seves fronteres, 2) la representació mètrica del text, 3) la descripció de l’inventari 
del tons fonològics i 4) la descripció de les regles d’implementació que expliquen com 
els tons fonològics es realitzen fonèticament.

Pel que fa al friülà, els primers tres punts ja han estat assolits (Roseano, 2012; Roseano 
i Fernández Planas, 2013; Roseano, Vanrell i Prieto, 2015). Per contra, encara no s’ha 
efectuat la descripció de les regles d’implementació que descriuen com es realitzen 
fonèticament els tons fonològics en casos de tonal crowding o amuntegament tonal (és 
a dir, quan hi ha més tons dels que es poden associar amb les unitats portadores de to 
disponibles). Per al català i el castellà, que igualment tenen ben establerts els tres primers 
punts, encara que les regles d’implementació hagin estat l’objecte d’estudis puntuals      
–com el de Prieto i Ortega-Llebaria (2009), entre d’altres–, la seva descripció no es pot 
considerar encara completa. Per omplir aquests buits, aquest article presenta en primer 
lloc (apartat 2) un resum molt succint de les característiques de la fonologia segmental 
i suprasegmental del friülà que són imprescindibles per a l’explicació dels fenòmens 
entonatius que es descriuen als apartats següents. L’apartat 3 conté la descripció del 
mètode que s’ha utilitzat per a la recollida i l’anàlisi de les dades. A l’apartat següent, el 
quart, es descriu des del punt de vista fonètic el fenomen més destacat que s’observa al 
corpus, és a dir, el del truncament tonal, en les tres llengües objecte d’aquest estudi. A 
l’apartat 5 es proposa una interpretació fonològica del fenomen en qüestió en el marc 
d’un model fonològic, el de la Teoria de l’Optimitat, que s’ha fet servir sovint amb èxit 
per explicar la fonologia segmental i tonal d’algunes llengües (a Yip, 2002, es pot trobar 
una síntesi), però molt poques vegades per il·lustrar la fonologia entonativa. Encara 
que els intents en aquesta direcció s’hagin multiplicat des que Gussenhoven (2004) va 
dedicar un capítol del seu manual sobre l’entonació a com enfocar, en termes generals, 
l’entonació des del punt de vista de la Teoria de l’Optimitat, els estudis d’aquest tipus 
són escassos. Per a les llengües romàniques, per exemple, només podem comptar amb un 
conjunt limitat de publicacions recents com ara les de Feldhausen (2010), Feldhausen i 
Vanrell (2015), Martín Butragueño (2014), Prieto (2007) o Rao (2007). 

2. Aspectes bàsics de la fonologia segmental i suprasegmental del friülà

Des del punt de vista segmental, el friülà presenta un sistema vocàlic tònic que inclou 
vocals fonològicament bimoraiques o llargues (com a [ˈmiːl] ‘mel’) i monomoraiques 
o breus (com a [ˈmil] ‘mil’) (Finco, 2007; Prieto, 1992; Torres Tamarit, 2015; Vanelli, 
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1998). Com veurem més endavant, aquesta característica, que no existeix ni en català ni 
en castellà, comporta conseqüències entonatives molt importants.

Des del punt de vista suprasegmental, cal recordar en primer lloc que en friülà la unitat 
portadora de to (o TBU, de l’anglès Tone Bearing Unit) és la mora, tal com passa també a 
altres llengües (Gordon, 2004; Watkins, 1984). Cada mora –com s’ha descrit també en el 
cas de les llengües tonals (Zhang, 2002)– pot portar com a màxim dues dianes tonals, com 
es demostra a Roseano (2012). En segon lloc, és oportú tenir present que el friülà, segons 
Roseano et al. (2015), té un inventari de tons fonològics més restringit del que presenten 
altres llengües romàniques. En aquesta llengua, de fet, només existeixen deu configuracions 
nuclears. Aquí ens ocuparem tan sols d’una d’elles, la L+¡H* L%, que consisteix en un 
moviment tonal ascendent molt marcat (més de 6 semitons) associat a la vocal tònica de 
l’última síl·laba accentuada d’un enunciat (o, en el cas que es tracti d’una vocal bimoraica, a 
la primera mora de la vocal), seguit d’un descens d’F0 que arriba fins al final de la frase1. De 
cara als paràgrafs següents, cal destacar que aquesta configuració nuclear és la que caracteritza 
les preguntes eco o reiteratives tant en friülà com en català (Prieto, Aguilar, Mascaró, Torres-
Tamarit i Vanrell, 2009) i en castellà (Escandell, 1999).

3. Metodologia

Mentre que per al català i el castellà ja es disposa de descripcions dels fenòmens 
entonatius d’especial interès per a aquest treball (Prieto i Ortega-Llebaria, 2009), per 
al friülà s’han hagut de recollir dades per poder fer-ho. Per a aquest article, doncs, 
s’han enregistrat 50 frases interrogatives eco pronunciades per un total de 5 parlants 
del dialecte friülà de la Baixa Vall de Gorto (Itàlia). Les frases del corpus es van obtenir 
mitjançant una tasca de compleció del discurs o Discourse Completion Task (Billmyer i 
Varghese, 2000). Les situacions que l’entrevistador presentava als informants per obtenir 
frases amb focus de correcció es poden exemplificar amb l’exemple (1) traduït al català.

(1) 	 Entrevistador: Estàs parlant amb el teu germà i li preguntes de què és el seu jersei.    	
	 Ell et contesta, però no el sents bé perquè hi ha soroll. Et sembla que t’ha dit de 		
	 llana. Torna a preguntar-l’hi.
	 Frase esperada: De llana?

1. Per a la transcripció de l’entonació seguim el model ToBI. En concret, fem servir les convencions anomenades 
Fri_ToBI per al friülà, les del Cat_ToBI per al català i la notació Sp_ToBI per al castellà (Frota i Prieto, 2015, 
per a una descripció d’aquests tres sistemes). Recordem que, d’acord amb aquestes convencions de transcripció, 
el conjunt de símbols L+¡H* indica una pujada que va des d’un to baix (L, de l’anglès low) al començament de 
la síl·laba o vocal tònica i que arriba fins a un màxim local d’F0 (que s’indica amb ¡H, on la lletra H indica que 
es tracta d’un to alt, de l’anglès high, i el signe d’exclamació indica que no es tracta d’un to senzillament alt, sinó 
que és extraalt) al final de la mateixa. El símbol L% indica que al final de la frase entonativa hi ha un to baix.
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Les 10 situacions de l’entrevista estaven pensades per obtenir preguntes eco que 
continguessin, en posició nuclear, paraules amb diferents patrons accentuals (agut, pla i 
esdrúixol), amb vocals tòniques de quantitat diferent (monomoraiques i bimoraiques), 
amb codes diferents (sordes i sonores), i amb diferents números de mores entre la vocal 
tònica i el final del mot2. La Taula 1 conté una il·lustració de les característiques de les 
frases esperades. Tal com s’hi observa, es van prioritzar les paraules agudes, ja que són 
les que permeten d’observar millor els fenòmens entonatius que es descriuen a l’apartat 
següent.

Taula 1. frases del corpus de friülà

Frase esperada Posició  
accentual

Mores de 
la vocal 
tònica

Coda
síl·laba 
tònica

Mores entre 
tònica i finalTranscripció Traducció

[da.ˈkoː.zu.la] de la bajoca? esdrúixola 2 no 4
[da.ˈdʒɔ.vi.na] de la noia? esdrúixola 1 no 3
[da.ˈmaː.ɾi] de la mare? plana 2 no 3
[di.ˈla.na] de llana? plana 1 no 2
[da.ˈmiːl] de la mel? aguda 2 sonora 3
[di.ˈɾaːʃ] de naps? aguda 2 sorda 3
[di.ˈlaː] d’anar? aguda 2 no 2
[di.ˈpaŋ] de pa? aguda 1 sonora 2
[al.ˈɟat] al gat? aguda 1 sorda 2
[a.ˈva] se’n va? aguda 1 no 1

Les frases es van analitzar amb Praat i es van etiquetar entonativament d’acord amb el 
sistema Fri_ToBI (Roseano et al., 2015).

4. Resultats fonètics

Des del punt de vista fonètic, s’observa la presència de dos tipus de moviments tonals 
finals clarament diferents. A la majoria de casos (40/50), s’observa el moviment tonal 
esperat, és a dir, una pujada de més de 6 semitons a la vocal tònica (o a la primera mora 
si es tracta d’una vocal llarga) i una baixada que arriba fins al nivell més baix d’F0 de tota 
la frase (la Figura 1 conté quatre exemples d’aquest tipus de moviment, tots pronunciats 
pel mateix parlant). En un nombre més limitat de casos (10/50), el contorn acaba amb 
un moviment final ascendent de més de 6 st (semitons), sense que hi hagi un descens a 

2. Recordem que una vocal llarga projecta dues mores, una vocal breu en projecta una i una consonant en 
posició de coda també en projecta una, mentre que una consonant en posició d’atac no en projecta cap 
(Hayes, 1989; Hyman, 1985; v. també McCarthy i Prince, 1993).
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continuació. La distribució d’aquests dos tipus de moviment tonal no és aleatòria, sinó 
que tots els informants, de manera sistemàtica, fan servir el segon contorn només en 
dues frases ([al.ˈɟat] i [a.ˈva]), mentre que en la resta de casos empren el primer. Abans de 
proposar una possible explicació per a aquesta distribució dels contorns, caldrà il·lustrar 
alguns exemples significatius, tant en friülà com en català i castellà.

La Figura 1 conté unes realitzacions que podem definir com canòniques de la 
configuració nuclear L+¡H* L% en friülà. De fet, s’observa que a la vocal tònica es 
realitza un ascens tonal respecte de la vocal pretònica (L+¡H*), la pujada del qual s’acaba 
al final de la vocal accentuada (o de la seva primera mora). Al temps mateix, el to de 
frontera final baix (L%) s’associa amb el final de la frase. Per tant, la primera vocal del 
tonema porta associat un accent bitonal, és a dir, caracteritzat per la presència de dues 
dianes tonals (la diana L i la diana ¡H que formen l’estructura L+¡H*), mentre l’última 
mora sonora del mot només porta una diana (és a dir, la diana baixa que caracteritza el 
to de frontera L%). 

 
 
vocal del tonema porta associat un accent bitonal, és a dir, caracteritzat per la 
presència de dues dianes tonals (la diana L i la diana ¡H que formen l’estructura 
L+¡H*), mentre l’última mora sonora del mot només porta una diana (és a dir, la diana 
baixa que caracteritza el to de frontera L%).  

 

 
Figura 1. Espectrograma, corba d’F0 en Hz, transcripció ortogràfica, transcripció 
fonètica ampla i anotació entonativa de les interrogatives reiteratives “Da mâri?”, “Di 
lana?”, “Di pan?” i “Di lâ?” pronunciades per un parlant de friülà de la Baixa Vall de 
Gorto. 

 
La Figura 2 conté frases amb un moviment tonal final clarament ascendent, totes 

pronunciades pel mateix informant. En ambdós casos s’observa que a la vocal tònica 
es realitza un ascens tonal respecte de la vocal pretònica, la pujada del qual s’acaba al 
final del mot. Aquest moviment, fonèticament (Hualde i Prieto, 2016), podria 
representar-se amb l’etiqueta [L+H* ¡H%]. 

 

 
Figura 2. Espectrograma, corba d’F0 en Hz, transcripció ortogràfica, transcripció 
fonètica ampla i anotació entonativa de les frases interrogatives eco “Al gjat?” i “A 
va?” pronunciades per un parlant de friülà de la Baixa Vall de Gorto. 

 
Cal, per tant, preguntar-se per què a les preguntes que contenen les frases [al.ˈɟat] i 

[a.ˈva] no s’observa la baixada final que caracteritza les altres preguntes eco. Les 
hipòtesis són dues. La primera consisteix en postular que en friülà existeixen dues 
configuracions nuclears que codifiquen la pregunta eco: una ascendent-descendent 

Figura 1. Espectrograma, corba d’F0 en Hz, transcripció ortogràfica, 
transcripció fonètica ampla i anotació entonativa de les interrogatives 

reiteratives “Da mâri?”, “Di lana?”, “Di pan?” i “Di lâ?” pronunciades 
per un parlant de friülà de la Baixa Vall de Gorto.

La Figura 2 conté frases amb un moviment tonal final clarament ascendent, totes 
pronunciades pel mateix informant. En ambdós casos s’observa que a la vocal tònica es 
realitza un ascens tonal respecte de la vocal pretònica, la pujada del qual s’acaba al final 
del mot. Aquest moviment, fonèticament (Hualde i Prieto, 2016), podria representar-se 
amb l’etiqueta [L+H* ¡H%].

Cal, per tant, preguntar-se per què a les preguntes que contenen les frases [al.ˈɟat] i 
[a.ˈva] no s’observa la baixada final que caracteritza les altres preguntes eco. Les hipòtesis 
són dues. La primera consisteix en postular que en friülà existeixen dues configuracions 
nuclears que codifiquen la pregunta eco: una ascendent-descendent (L+¡H* L%) que 
s’empra només als mots esdrúixols, als mots plans i a les paraules agudes que tenen un 
nucli sil·làbic vocàlic bimoraic o bé un nucli vocàlic monomoraic amb coda sonant, i 
l’altra que és ascendent (L+H* ¡H%) i que s’utilitza només als mots aguts amb nucli 
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monomoraic sense coda o amb coda no sonant. Aquesta hipòtesi té un desavantatge 
important. De fet, si s’acceptés, implicaria d’alguna manera que l’estructura accentual 
condiciona la configuració nuclear subjacent, la qual cosa equivaldria a dir que la 
configuració nuclear subjacent està associada lèxicament amb determinades categories 
accentuals de mots. Això és clarament incompatible amb la idea segons la qual a les 
llengües romàniques l’entonació és postlèxica. La segona hipòtesi, per contra, parteix de 
la idea que l’entonació en friülà és, efectivament, postlèxica i que, per tant, les diferències 
fonètiques que s’observen entre la corba d’F0 d’una frase com [di.ˈlaː] (Figura 1) i la 
d’una frase com  [a.ˈva] (Figura 2) es poden explicar a partir de processos fonològics 
capaços de justificar que la mateixa configuració nuclear subjacent L+¡H* L% es 
realitza com un moviment ascendent-descendent en el primer cas i com un moviment 
només ascendent en el segon. Creiem que el procés fonològic que pot explicar aquestes 
diferències és el truncament tonal, que consisteix a elidir una (o més d’una) diana tonal 
quan hi ha amuntegament tonal.
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Figura 2. Espectrograma, corba d’F0 en Hz, transcripció 
ortogràfica, transcripció fonètica ampla i anotació entonativa 
de les frases interrogatives eco “Al gjat?” i “A va?” pronunciades 

per un parlant de friülà de la Baixa Vall de Gorto.

A les Figures 1 i 2, de fet, s’ha observat que la configuració nuclear L+¡H* L% no es 
realitza de forma completa si s’associa amb un tonema que està format per un mot agut 
amb nucli vocàlic monomoraic sense coda o amb coda no sonant. Els tonemes d’aquest 
tipus tenen en comú el fet de disposar només d’una TBU sonora. Per tant, si es té en 
compte el fet que en friülà una TBU pot contenir com a màxim dues dianes tonals, 
és evident que aquests mots no disposen del nombre mínim de TBU sonores que es 
requeririen per realitzar totes les dianes d’una configuració tritonal. El friülà soluciona 
aquesta situació d’amuntegament tonal (és a dir, d’associació de més de dues dianes 
tonals amb una sola mora) elidint una de les dianes tonals, en aquest cas l’última (és a 
dir, L%). Tot i això, cal esmentar que aquesta solució no és ni molt menys general des 
del punt de vista interlingüístic, ja que altres llengües opten per solucions diferents. 
En l’àmbit de les llengües romàniques, el català i el castellà poden solucionar el tonal 
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crowding mitjançant l’allargament de la vocal tònica, un procés que se sol anomenar 
compressió tonal (Prieto i Ortega-Llebaria, 2009). La Figura 3 conté quatre frases, 
pronunciades per una informant de castellà peninsular central, que exemplifiquen com 
en aquesta llengua, tal com descriuen detalladament Prieto i Ortega-Llebaria (2009), és 
possible allargar la vocal tònica d’un mot agut sense coda per realitzar un configuració 
tonal complexa com a L+¡H* L%. La Figura 3 conté en primer lloc una realització 
canònica de la configuració nuclear: a la paraula prosòdica de lana s’observa que l’accent 
tonal L+¡H* es realitza a la síl·laba tònica la- i la diana L% del to de frontera està 
associada al final de frase. Una situació semblant s’observa quan el mot és agut i acaba 
amb sonant (pan), ja que el to L% s’associa amb el final del mot sense que hi hagi cap 
canvi segmental. Per contra, quan aquesta configuració nuclear s’associa amb un mot 
prosòdic agut sense coda com ara mamá, totes tres dianes tonals es realitzen a la vocal 
tònica, que –i aquí rau la diferència amb el friülà– es produeix amb una durada molt 
superior a la durada d’una vocal tònica (en aquest cas, aproximadament dues vegades la 
durada habitual). La mateixa cosa passa si el mot prosòdic agut té una coda sorda, com 
capaz, on la diana tonal baixa es realitza al final de la vocal tònica allargada. 

 
 
prosòdic agut té una coda sorda, com capaz, on la diana tonal baixa es realitza al final 
de la vocal tònica allargada.  
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transcripció fonètica ampla i anotació entonativa de les frases 

interrogatives eco “¿De lana?”, “¿De pan?”, “¿Mamá?” i “¿Capaz?”  
pronunciades per una parlant de castellà peninsular central.

El català central presenta exactament el mateix fenomen. Tal com es pot veure a la 
Figura 4, la configuració L+¡H* L%, associada a la paraula prosòdica de llana, presenta 
l’accent tonal L+¡H* a la síl·laba tònica lla- i la diana L% del to de frontera al final del 
mot, tal com seria d’esperar. Una situació del tot semblant passa quan el mot acaba 
fonèticament amb una consonant sonant (sang). Si aquesta configuració nuclear s’associa 
amb un mot prosòdic agut sense coda com a mà, totes tres les dianes tonals es realitzen a 
la vocal tònica, que es realitza amb una durada molt superior a la durada habitual d’una 
vocal tònica. La mateixa cosa passa si el mot prosòdic agut té una coda sorda, com al gat, 
on la diana tonal baixa es realitza al final de la vocal tònica allargada.
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Figura 4. Espectrograma, corba d’F0 en Hz, transcripció ortogràfica, transcripció 
fonètica ampla i anotació entonativa de les frases interrogatives eco “De llana?”, 

“De sang?”, “Al gat?” i “A mà?”  pronunciades per una parlant de català central.

El fet que el català, el castellà i el friülà, tres llengües de la mateixa família, solucionin 
el tonal crowding de manera radicalment diferent indica que l’amuntegament tonal no se 
soluciona de manera universal i que, per tant, és oportuna una reflexió comparada sobre 
les fonologies entonatives d’aquestes llengües.

5. Interpretació fonològica

En aquest apartat proposarem una interpretació fonològica, en el marc de la Teoria de 
l’Optimitat, dels fenòmens entonatius que s’han descrit a l’apartat anterior. Per tal de fer-
ho, en primer lloc (apartat 5.1) presentarem el conjunt de restriccions que s’utilitzaran. 
A continuació, al subapartat 5.2, il·lustrarem com aquestes restriccions s’ordenen per tal 
de permetre la selecció del candidat òptim en friülà, en català i en castellà. 

5.1. Les restriccions

En primer lloc, per a qualsevol llengua que faci un ús lingüístic de la modulació d’F0, 
es pot proposar una restricció (1) que podem considerar bàsica, que apareix ja a les obres 
de Myers (1997) i Yip (2004) i que impedeix que hi hagi elisió de tons. 

Max(T): tots els tons subjacents s’han de realitzar superficialment.

En segon lloc, tal com hem esmentat breument a l’apartat 1, en friülà una mora es pot 
associar com a màxim a dues dianes tonals. Aquesta restricció (2), coneguda també com 
a no crowding constraint, en realitat no és de cap manera exclusiva del friülà, sinó que es 
retroba, amb algunes possibles variacions, també a les llengües tonals (Gordon, 2001; 
Gussenhoven i Jacobs, 2013; Yip, 2002; Zhang, 2002). Tal com es veurà, es pot aplicar 
també al català i al castellà.
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*3T-μ: assigna una marca de violació per cada to que s’associa amb una mora a partir del 
tercer (inclòs).

En tercer lloc, per explicar els fenòmens entonatius del friülà es necessita, a més a 
més, una restricció de tipus segmental per impedir la inserció de mores vocàliques, cosa 
que provocaria la pèrdua de contrastos lèxics com el que hi ha entre /ˈmil/ ‘mil’ i /ˈmiːl/ 
‘mel’. La restricció que s’utilitza en aquest article, DepLink-μ(voc) (3), és una versió més 
específica de la restricció més general Dep-μ (Hume, Muller i van Engelenhoven, 1997) 
que va ser proposada per Morén (2000). 

DepLink-μ(voc): en el nivell superficial no poden aparèixer mores vocàliques que no 
estiguin presents en el nivell profund.

D’aquesta manera hem definit un conjunt de tres restriccions que permetran de 
descriure un aspecte interessant de la fonologia entonativa del friülà i de comparar-la 
amb la del català i del castellà. 

5.2. Candidats i avaluació

En aquest apartat ens concentrarem només en els casos més problemàtics i 
interessants, és a dir, aquells en què la configuració nuclear L+¡H* L% s’associa amb 
un mot que acaba amb vocal tònica monomoraica (com [a.ˈva]), o amb vocal tònica 
monomoraica seguida d’una consonant sorda (com [al.ˈɟat]). En ambdós casos, l’input 
és el mot associat amb una configuració nuclear. Els outputs es representen d’una forma 
gràfica que permeti entendre l’associació dels tons. A les representacions esquemàtiques 
dels outputs, el rectangles grisos representen les mores vocàliques tòniques, el rectangle 
blanc a l’esquerra representa l’atac consonàntic de la síl·laba tònica, el rectangle blanc a la 
dreta representa la coda de la síl·laba tònica i la línia negra gruixuda representa l’F0. En 
consideració de les limitacions d’espai i de la necessitat de no allargar innecessariament 
l’exposició, limitarem el nombre de candidats.

Quan la configuració nuclear tritonal L+¡H* L% s’associa, en friülà, amb un mot agut 
amb vocal tònica breu i sense coda ([a.ˈva]), els tres candidats més interessants són els que 
apareixen al tableau de la Figura 5. El candidat (c) infringeix DepLink-μ(voc), una restricció 
que en friülà evita, en última anàlisi, els canvis semàntics. El candidat (b) infringeix la 
restricció que preveu que una mora només pugui dur dues dianes tonals, una restricció que 
sembla ser potser universal (Zhang, 2002). Finalment, el candidat guanyador, que és (a), 
infringeix Max-T, és a dir, que presenta truncament tonal. Com que el guanyador és (a) i 
que no tenim elements per determinar la posició relativa de (b) i (c), hem de concloure que 
en el cas del friülà la jerarquia de les restriccions és DepLink-μ(voc), *3T-μ >> Max(T).
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El cas en què la configuració nuclear tritonal L+¡H* L% s’associa a un mot agut amb 
vocal tònica breu i amb coda sorda (/al.ˈɟat/), tot i presentar la mateixa realització fonètica 
(és a dir, un ascens tonal final; Figura 2), es presta a una interpretació lleugerament 
diferent (Figura 6). De fet, podem hipotetitzar que la diana tonal baixa L% en aquest cas 
s’associa regularment amb la mora consonàntica final i que, en un nivell més superficial, 
no es realitza fonèticament perquè la consonant en qüestió és sorda i, per tant, no té F0. 
En altres paraules, en aquest cas el candidat guanyador continua infringint Max(T), 
encara que de manera diferent. La jerarquia de restriccions, doncs, continua sent la 
mateixa.
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Figura 6. Tableau de la interrogativa eco /al.ˈɟat/ en friülà. 
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Figura 3 i De pa? de la Figura 4) obtenim el resultat que apareix al tableau de la Figura 
7. S’hi observa que el candidat (c) infringeix Max(T) i el candidat b. infringeix *3T-μ. 
Finalment, el candidat guanyador, que és (a), infringeix DepLink-μ(voc). Com que el 
guanyador és a. i que no tenim elements per determinar la posició relativa de (b) i (c), 
hem de concloure que en el cas del català i del castellà la jerarquia de les restriccions ha 
de ser Max(T), *3T-μ >> DepLink-μ(voc).
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a.  
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Figura 7. Tableau de la interrogativa eco /ma.ˈma/ en castellà. 

Si considerem els casos en els que, en català i castellà, la configuració nuclear 
L+¡H* L% s’associa amb un mot prosòdic agut amb coda sorda com capaz  (Figura 3) 
o del gat (Figura 4), la situació és la que es pot resumir al tableau de la Figura 8. Un cop
més, s’observa que la jerarquització per al català i el castellà és MAX(T), *3T-μ >> 
DEPLINK-μ(voc). 
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Figura 8. Tableau de la interrogativa eco /ka.ˈpaθ/ en castellà. 
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Si considerem els casos en els que, en català i castellà, la configuració nuclear L+¡H* L% 
s’associa amb un mot prosòdic agut amb coda sorda com capaz  (Figura 3) o del gat (Figura 
4), la situació és la que es pot resumir al tableau de la Figura 8. Un cop més, s’observa que la 
jerarquització per al català i el castellà és Max(T), *3T-μ >> DepLink-μ(voc).

En general, si es comparen les tres llengües, s’observa que els candidats guanyadors 
infringeixen restriccions diferents. Això, com s’ha esmentat abans, implica que les 
restriccions estan jerarquitzades de manera diferent. Per resumir el que s’ha observat al 
llarg d’aquest apartat, podem afirmar que el friülà (2) i el català i castellà (3) presenten 
les jerarquitzacions que s’il·lustren a continuació mitjançant uns diagrames de Hasse.

    (2)  *3T-μ       DepLink-μ(voc)	 (3)  *3T-μ	 Max(T)

 	        Max(T)		       	        DepLink-μ(voc)	

6. Conclusions

Aquest treball ha emprat la Teoria de l’Optimitat en un sector de la fonologia, el 
dels processos fonològics que afecten l’entonació, on encara no s’ha aplicat de manera 
extensiva. En concret, ens hem ocupat de les estratègies de solució del tonal crowding 
en tres llengües de la mateixa família i hem demostrat que ho fan de forma diferent: 
una d’elles mitjançant el truncament tonal, és a dir, infringint Max(T), i les altres 
mitjançant l’allargament vocàlic, és a dir, infringint DepLink-μ(voc). No obstant això, 
cap d’aquestes llengües infringeixen *3T-μ, que es confirma com una restricció que 
ocupa una posició jeràrquica alta a nombroses llengües (Gordon, 2001; Gussenhoven i 
Jacobs, 2013; Zhang, 2002; Yip, 2002). 

Aquest resultat representa sens dubte un avenç, ja que permet de millorar el 
coneixement de la fonologia entonativa de les llengües romàniques. A més, obre el camí 
per intentar arribar a una explicació més general, és a dir, interlingüística, dels diferents 
efectes del tonal crowding. En aquest sentit, caldrà tenir en compte que l’amuntegament 
tonal no només s’observa en posició final de frase entonativa, sinó que també apareix en 
el seu interior (on se sol anomenar stress clash o xoc accentual). A més, una explicació 
generalitzada haurà de tenir en compte el fet que el tonal crowding en altres llengües pot 
tenir efectes diferents del truncament i de l’allargament vocàlic, com ara la repulsió tonal 
(tonal repulsion) amb el conseqüent desplaçament de les dianes tonals (peak retraction), 
la reducció del rang dels moviments tonals (tonal undershoot) o l’epèntesi vocàlica (vowel 
epenthesis). Una explicació interlingüística, en termes de la Teoria de l’Optimitat, haurà 
doncs de considerar totes aquestes solucions diferents i adoptar un conjunt de restriccions 
capaces de justificar la variabilitat de resultats que s’observen en llengües diferents.
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Resum. Entre la quantificació i la negació: Els minimitzadors i el paper que desenvolupen 
en la negació emfàtica en asturià. L’expressió de la negació emfàtica en les llengües romàniques 
és un fenomen de microvariació sintàctica en què l’origen de les unitats que actuen com a reforços 
negatius postverbals (minimitzadors o quantificadors) condiciona el comportament sintàctic 
d’aquestes marques i la interpretació pragmàtica de l’enunciat. La coexistència de diferents 
estructures sintàctiques amb minimitzadors en l’asturià actual ens permetrà reconstruir el procés 
de gramaticalització experimentat per aquestes unitats fins convertir-se en quantificadors i en 
marcadors negatius postverbals. Encara que el procés és semblant al que s’ha produït en altres 
llengües, les restriccions semàntiques i sintàctiques que presenten els mininimitzadors indiquen 
que els resultats de la gramaticalització, condicionats per l’estructura gramatical de cada llengua, 
són diferents.

Paraules clau: minimitzadors, quantificació, negació emfàtica, gramaticalització, asturià.

Abstract. Between quantification and negation: Minimizers and their role in emphatic 
negation in Asturian. The expression of emphatic negation in Romance languages is a 
phenomenon of syntactic microvariation in which the origin of postverbal negative markers 
(minimizers or quantifiers) constrains their syntactic behavior and the pragmatic interpretation 
of a sentence. The coexistence of many syntactic structures with minimizers in modern Asturian 
allows us to reconstruct the grammaticalization process these items have undergone in becoming 
quantifiers and postverbal negative markers. Although this process is similar to the one that 
has taken place in other languages, the results of grammaticalization are different, due to the 
grammatical constraints of each language.
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1. Introducción1

Las lenguas románicas muestran que buena parte de las unidades que se emplean 
para reforzar la negación oracional proceden de nombres que designan objetos de 
pequeño tamaño, que mediante un proceso de gramaticalización (Garzonioy Poletto, 
2008, 2009; Roberts y Roussou, 2003) han perdido contenido semántico y propiedades 
combinatorias y se han convertido en unidades semiléxicas o funcionales, según el caso, 
que cuantifican a otro nombre, dando lugar a construcciones partitivas o cuantitativas. 
Una vez gramaticalizados, los minimizadores pueden abandonar el sintagma nominal del 
que forman parte e insertarse directamente en la oración como unidades cuantificadoras 
e incluso, en un estadio posterior que no todos alcanzan, pueden perder el contenido 
cuantitativo y convertirse en marcadores negativos que refuerzan la negación preverbal. 

En primer lugar describiré los tipos de marcadores negativos del asturiano, para 
centrarme después en los enfáticos que proceden de minimizadores. Puesto que estas 
unidades intervienen en construcciones partitivas y cuantitativas que constituyen el 
primer paso hacia la gramaticalización, dedicaré el tercer apartado a explicar su estructura 
y las particularidades que presentan antes de abordar el proceso de gramaticalización y el 
estatus de los minimizadores en los apartados 4 y 5, respectivamente.

2. La negación en asturiano

Partiendo de un modelo cartográfico, Garzonio y Poletto (2008, 2009) y Zanuttini 
(1997) consideran que en la oración existen cuatro posiciones que pueden alojar 
elementos negativos de distinto tipo (1): negación oracional preverbal (SNeg1), negación 
metalingüística (SNeg4) y negación postverbal enfática (SNeg2 y SNeg3). El asturiano 
tiene marcadores negativos para cada uno de estos tipos de negación que caracterizaré 
brevemente a continuación, simplificando y modificando la representación sintáctica de 
Zanuttini (1997) como en (2).

(1)	 [SNeg1 [ST1 [SNeg2 [ST2 [SNeg3 [SAsp_Perfective [SNeg4]...]]]]]]
(2)	 [[SNeg1 nun [SFlex verbo [SNeg2 gota/ SNegP3 ná]]]  SNeg4 non]

1.Quisiera dar las gracias a Ares Llop por su ayuda con el catalán y por las conversaciones que hemos 
compartido sobre los minimizadores; a Xosé Lluis García Arias, por estar siempre dispuesto a proporcionar 
datos diacrónicos; y a Xulio Viejo, por aportar la información solicitada. Agradezco también los comentarios 
y sugerencias de los revisores anónimos a la primera versión de este trabajo.
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La posición SNeg1 corresponde al marcador de negación oracional nun, que se 
coloca siempre delante del verbo flexionado (SFlex) y provoca el desplazamiento de los 
clíticos pronominales (en asturiano, enclíticos en contextos positivos no enfáticos) a 
la posición preverbal (Lorenzo, 1995). Como marcador negativo interno a la oración, 
condiciona o anula la referencia de una proposición y es el elemento que legitima la 
presencia de palabras negativas (nada, naide, nunca) con las que establece una relación 
de concordancia negativa. 

Cuando el acto de negar consiste en refutar el contenido de una aserción previa 
(negación metalingüística (Horn, 1989; Martins, 2014)), en asturiano se emplea un 
marcador específico: non. Aunque tradicionalmente se ha considerado que non y nun son 
variantes de una misma unidad lingüística2 (Academia de la Llingua Asturiana [ALLA], 
1999; Andrés, 1995), San-Segundo-Cachero (2016) presenta varios argumentos que 
justifican la existencia de dos marcadores negativos diferentes (Tabla 1) y que permiten 
situar a non en la posición SNeg43.

Tabla 1. Caracterización de non y nun

Negación 
metalingüística

Negación
oracional

non nun
Legitimación discursiva  

Intolerancia a la manifestación 
morfológica

 

Legitimación de IPNs  

Compatibilidad con IPPs  

Efectos sobre la posición de clíticos  

El marcador de negación oracional nun puede verse reforzado mediante la adición de 
elementos negativos postverbales que, como explican Garzonio y Poletto (2008, 2009) y 
Zanuttini (1997), proceden de la gramaticalización de nombres minimizadores (m-neg) 
o SNeg2 (mica, filu) o bien de cuantificadores (q-neg) o SNeg3 (niente > nen (piamontés), 
nia (retorromance). Estos autores sostienen que m-neg y q-neg ocupan posiciones 
sintácticas diferentes ya que los q-neg presentan más restricciones sintáctico-semánticas 
asociadas a la telicidad y al carácter monotónico del predicado verbal que los m-neg. 

2. Non y nun solo son variantes de la negación oracional en algunas zonas (De Andrés, 1995).

3. Siguiendo a Martins (2014) sitúo SNeg4 en la periferia izquierda de la oración, precedido del segmento 
refutado (San-Segundo-Cachero, 2016).

Sintagma 30 bis.indd   41 19/11/2018   11:46:45



Sintagma 30, 39-55. ISSN 0214-9141 / DOI 10.21001/sintagma.2018.30.03

Rosabel San-Segundo-Cachero42

En cambio, en asturiano se produce la situación contraria: son los minimizadores (gota 
‘gota’, plizca ‘pizca’, migaya ‘miga, migaja’) los que tienen más restricciones y los que, 
en contraste con el q-neg (nada > ná), presentan un menor grado de gramaticalización, 
por lo que habría que considerarlos unidades semiléxicas. Puesto que existe variación 
interlingüística en cuanto a la posición que ocuparían ambos tipos de unidades, en el 
esquema simplificado de (2) no aparecen ordenados, sino como alternativos en posición 
postverbal.

Tanto los minimizadores como el cuantificador ná pueden formar parte de 
construcciones partitivas y cuantitativas que constituyen argumentos verbales, por lo 
que en determinados contextos, (3) y (4), es posible interpretarlos como expresiones 
cuantificadoras o como marcadores negativos enfáticos. Por ello, el análisis de 
estas estructuras nos permitirá conocer mejor su comportamiento y entender la 
gramaticalización que han sufrido.

(3)	 Nun fai gota fríu
	 ‘No hace nada de frío’ 			   (cuantificación)
	 ‘No hace frío en absoluto’ 		  (negación enfática)
(4)	 Nun fai ná fríu
	 ‘No hace nada de frío’			   (cuantificación)
	 ‘No hace frío en absoluto’		  (negación enfática)

3. Las construcciones partitivas y cuantitativas 

Las construcciones partitivas (5) son estructuras bimembres que constan de una 
unidad cuantificadora (cabeza) y un elemento cuantificado (coda). En las lenguas donde 
no hay morfología de Caso estos constituyentes se articulan mediante un elemento 
preposicional: de en las lenguas románicas (Alexiadou, Haegeman y Stavrou, 2007;  
Brucart, 1997; Demonte y Pérez-Jiménez, 2014; Martí, 2010; Milner, 1978; Real 
Academia Española-Asociación de Academias de la Lengua Española [RAE-ASALE], 
2009; Sánchez López, 1999). Cuando la coda contiene un determinante (sintagma 
determinante, SD), designa un conjunto extensionalmente determinado y, por tanto, 
referencial, se obtiene una construcción partitiva (6); mientras que, cuando la coda es 
un conjunto extensionalmente indeterminado o sintagma nominal (SN) –singulares no 
contables o plurales escuetos–  no tiene valor referencial sino intensional y la construcción 
resultante es de tipo pseudopartitivo o cuantitativo (7), término que prefieren Martí 
(2010) y Milner (1978) y que utilizaré en adelante por ser más preciso. 

(5)	 cabeza=cuantificador + preposición + coda=cuantificado
(6)	 Partitivas:	 un vasu de la lleche
	 ‘un vaso de la leche’
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(7)	 Cuantitativas:	un vasu de lleche
	 ‘un vaso de leche’

En la cabeza de ambas construcciones podemos encontrar cuantificadores propios 
o nombres cuantificativos (acotadores, de medida y de grupo, según la clasificación 
de Bosque (1999) y RAE-ASALE (2009)). Pertenecen al grupo de los acotadores los 
minimizadores, pues en realidad acotan o delimitan porciones ínfimas de un conjunto 
determinado o indeterminado, de ahí que intervengan también en construcciones 
partitivas (8) y cuantitativas (9). 

(8)	 Partitivas
a.	 una plizca de la farina
	 ‘una pizca de la harina’
b.	 una gota del vinu
	 ‘una gota del vino’
(9)	 Cuantitativas
a.	 una plizca de farina
	 ‘una pizca de harina’
b.	 una gota de vinu
	 ‘una gota de vino’

Tradicionalmente suele considerarse que las partitivas y las cuantitativas presentan 
estructuras diferentes: las primeras serían construcciones binominales, integradas por 
dos unidades léxicas; mientras que las segundas serían monoproyecciones, constituidas 
por un único elemento léxico, lo cuantificado o SN, de cuya proyección extendida 
formarían parte la preposición, el nombre acotador y el indefinido, como unidades 
funcionales o semiléxicas (Alexiadou, Haegeman y Stavrou, 2007; Rutkowski, 2007; 
Stickney, 2009).

Sin embargo, para el asturiano parece más adecuado adoptar la propuesta de Martí 
(2010) y explicar ambas construcciones mediante la hipótesis de la predicación invertida 
(Corver, 1998, 2009; Dikken, 2006; Kayne, 1994). Esta propuesta se basa en que tanto 
la cabeza como la coda son unidades léxicas que proyectan y es el elemento cuantificador 
el que selecciona semánticamente el SN/SD de la coda y el que ocupa la posición más 
baja en la estructura sintáctica. La inversión que supone el desplazamiento del elemento 
cuantificador en ambos casos, se produce como consecuencia de la proyección de 
una categoría funcional requerida para la comprobación del Caso partitivo (SK), que 
genera una posición para alojar al SN/SD y permite su subida a proyecciones más altas, 
necesarias para la comprobación de número (SNúm) y la asignación de Caso externo 
(SD) para la inserción en una oración. 

En adelante utilizaré la representación simplificada de (10), en la que los constituyentes 
quedan ordenados en SK. Partiendo de esta estructura sintáctica podemos explicar las 
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construcciones partitivas y cuantitativas en asturiano, ejemplificadas en (11) y (12), 
respectivamente.

(10)	 [SF [SD/SN] [F de [SQ]]] > [SK  [SQ] [K de [SF [SD/SN] [F de ↓]]]]
(11)	 Partitivas:
	 una gota del vinu 
	 [SK  [SQ una gota] [K de [SF [SD el vinu] [F de ↓]]]]
(12)	 Cuantitativas
	 una gota de vinu 
	 [SK  [SQ  una gota] [K de [SF [ SN vinu] [F de ↓]]]]

Una de las características del asturiano es la posibilidad de eliminar la preposición 
de dentro de algunas estructuras nominales. Tradicionalmente se ha considerado una 
cuestión estilística que obedece a la regla de que la preposición no puede omitirse 
si la palabra precedente acaba en consonante (ALLA, 1999). Como se muestra 
en (13) y (14), esta regla afecta a los plurales, pero en singular solo es aplicable 
en las construcciones cuantitativas, lo que indica que actúan restricciones de tipo 
semántico-sintáctico.

(13)	 Partitivas: 
a. 	 dos kilos de les mazanes/ *dos kilos les mazanes
	 ‘dos kilos de las manzanas’
b.	 una gota del vinu/ *una gota el vinu 
	 ‘una gota del vino’
(14)	 Cuantitativas: 
a.	 dos kilos de mazanes/ *dos kilos mazanes
	 ‘dos kilos de manzanas’ 
b.	 una gota (de) vinu 
	 ‘una gota de vino’

Aunque es una cuestión controvertida (Alexiadou et al., 2007), Martí (2010) explica 
que esta asimetría se asocia a la morfología de Caso. Así, en las cuantitativas el SN 
que constituye la coda permitiría el filtrado del Caso que recibe externamente toda la 
construcción. En cambio, en las partitivas la preposición es necesaria para la asignación 
de Caso porque la coda es un SD y la presencia del determinante convierte a todo el 
sintagma en impermeable al Caso externo.

Puesto que el asturiano no tiene morfología de Caso, ¿qué mecanismo permite la 
comprobación de Caso en SK? A falta de un estudio detallado sobre esta cuestión, 
me gustaría plantear como hipótesis para futuras investigaciones que el mecanismo 
alternativo que posee el asturiano y que legitimaría la ausencia de preposición podría ser 
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la no-delimitabilidad semántica de los nombres que se refleja morfológicamente a través 
de la concordancia con adjetivos, indefinidos y pronombres que presentan la marca -o 
para indicar el carácter continuo o no-delimitable de la entidad designada (en oposición 
a -u y  -a que indican masculino y femenino, respectivamente, al concordar con los 
contables).

Aunque este fenómeno conocido como neutro de materia se ha considerado 
tradicionalmente un tercer género (Alonso, 1958; Menéndez Pidal, 1990 [1906]), 
en los últimos años se ha demostrado que se trata de un rasgo asociado al número, 
estableciéndose en algunos casos una oposición entre la interpretación contable y la 
continua mediante la concordancia (15) e incluso en la morfología nominal (16) en 
determinadas áreas (Arias Cabal, 1999; Neira, 1982; San-Segundo-Cachero, 2015; 
Viejo, 2003).

 
(15)	 la fueya seco (continuo)/ la fueya seca (contable)
	 ‘la hoja seca’ (continuo)/ ‘la hoja seca’ (contable)
(16)	 pelo roxo (continuo)/ pelu roxu (contable)
	 ‘pelo rubio’ (continuo)/ ‘pelo rubio’ (contable)

Para explicar esta situación en San-Segundo-Cachero (2015) se adopta la clasificación 
léxica de Jackendoff (1991), basada en la combinación de dos rasgos semánticos, 
delimitabilidad <D> (boundedness) y estructura interna <EI> (internal structure). 
De los cuatro tipos léxicos que arroja la combinación de estos rasgos (17), los no-
delimitables semánticamente <-D>, sustancias y sumas, son los que pueden adoptar la 
marca -o y son los que constituyen la coda de las construcciones cuantitativas. Como 
se puede ver, los plurales escuetos son sumas, pues designan conjuntos estructurados 
internamente, pero sus límites no están visibles, sino que se representan mentalmente 
como ilimitados (están divididos pero no contados, según explica Borer (2005)), igual 
que las sustancias.

(17)	 Tipos léxicos (Jackendoff 1991):
	 {<+D>, <-EI>}	individuos 	 mazana
	 {<+D>, <+EI>}grupos		  rebañu
	 {<-D>, <-EI>}	sustancias 	 sidra
	 {<-D>, <+EI>}	sumas		  ganao, mazanes

El reflejo de la no-delimitabilidad semántica es un fenómeno generalizado y 
sujeto a distintas opciones de microvariación, lo que indica una alta operatividad y 
su relevancia para las construcciones cuantitativas.  La no-delimitabilidad hace que 
tanto sumas como sustancias puedan ser medidas por un cuantificador no cardinal,  
con el que podrían mantener una relación de concordancia en la que estaría implicada 
la correspondencia de rasgos semánticos (Demonte y Pérez-Jiménez, 2014), lo 
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que permite la omisión de la preposición de. Cuando el SQ está constituido por 
nombres acotadores (un vasu) el indefinido divide y cuenta dentro del SQ, pero la 
expresión en conjunto [indefinido+nombre] no se comporta como un cardinal con 
respecto de la coda, sino como un indefinido, pues expresa una porción de producto, 
no cardinalidad, por lo que es compatible con una coda <-D>, (18) y (19). Sin 
embargo, cuando el acotador está en plural <+D>, el plural divide y el cuantificador 
(numeral o indefinido) cuenta esas divisiones (Borer, 2005), luego no se produce 
la correspondencia de rasgos y la derivación fracasa, a menos que se introduzca la 
preposición como encargada de legitimar la relación entre ambos constituyentes,  
(20) y (21). 

(18)	 [SK [SQ un vasu <±D>] [K Ø/de [SF [SN lleche <-EI>, <-D>]]]		  
(19)	 [SK [SQ un sacu <±D>] [K Ø/de [SF [SN patates  <+EI>, <-D>]]] 		 
(20)	 [SK  [SQ dos vasos  <+D>] [K *Ø/de [SF [SN lleche <-EI>, <-D>]]]
(21)	 [SK  [SQ dos vasos  <+D>] [K *Ø/de [SF [SN patates  <+EI>, <-D>]]]	

Puesto que el asturiano tiene una sensibilidad morfológica a la no-delimitabilidad 
semántica ausente en otras lenguas románicas, esta propiedad podría explicar la ausencia 
de la preposición de en las construcciones cuantitativas. Al no haber indicios fónicos 
de la existencia de una predicación invertida, la coda (SN) y la cabeza constituida 
por un minimizador (14b) pueden interpretarse como constituyentes oracionales 
independientes, lo que habría favorecido el reanálisis de los minimizadores como 
cuantificadores monotónicos del predicado verbal y como m-neg, dando lugar a 
estructuras ambiguas. Sin embargo, la adyacencia de un minimizador y un SD, solo se 
puede interpretar como un m-neg y un OD referencial, pues la lectura partitiva queda 
bloqueada por la ausencia de la preposición (13b), ya que el SD no permite establecer la 
correspondencia de rasgos  que se produce en las cuantitativas y que legitima la omisión 
de la preposición. 

Como explico en el siguiente apartado, al gramaticalizarse los minimizadores, la 
posibilidad de omitir la preposición en las cuantitativas se reanaliza como una nueva 
estructura en la que el minimizador depende directamente del verbo, lo que convierte 
en gramaticales las secuencias [minimizador+SD]. Luego la gramaticalización de los 
minimizadores no altera la estructura interna de ambos tipos de construcciones, sino 
que provoca la emergencia de nuevas unidades, los m-neg, que permiten interpretar 
como gramaticales secuencias que no lo eran.

4. La gramaticalización de los minimizadores

En esta sección reconstruiré el proceso de gramaticalización de los minimizadores 
a partir de la coexistencia actual de diversas estructuras en las que se puede observar el 
comportamiento del minimizador como unidad léxica, cuantificativa o negativa enfática. 
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Las fases reproducen el proceso de cambio documentado en otras lenguas románicas 
(Bosque, 1980; Garzonio y Poletto, 2008, 2009; Jespersen, 1917, Llop-Naya, 2017; 
Medina Granda, 2000; Meyer-Lübke, 1890-1906; Pinto, 2015; Rueda, 1995; Vallduví, 
1994; Zanuttini, 1997)4.

Los datos del corpus Eslema5 (Viejo y Neira, s.f.) (Figura 1) muestran que los 
minimizadores gota, gotera, migaya, plizca y sacramentu se han gramaticalizado como 
marcadores negativos enfáticos sin necesidad de ir acompañados del indefinido. 
Únicamente plizcu no puede prescindir del indefinido y no ha llegado a convertirse en 
un m-neg.

9 
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Fig. 1. Fases de la gramaticalización (datos de Eslema) 

 
4.1. FASE 1  
 

Pese a su valor cuantificativo, el minimizador conserva sus posibilidades 
combinatorias (pluralización, modificación, complementación) y las restricciones 
semánticas con respecto al tipo de complemento que puede seleccionar (Garzonio y 
Poletto, 2008, 2009).  
 

(22) esa gota que lu faiga rebosar (L’estrañu) 
‘esa gota que lo haga rebosar’ 

(23) una migaya gorda de pan  (Estatutos) 
‘una miga gorda de pan’ 

(24) una gotera que pinga (Nueche) 
‘una gota que gotea’ 

 
4.2. FASE 2  
 

En contextos negativos el minimizador en singular precedido del indefinido se 
interpreta como un cuantificador que indica el punto más bajo de una escala. Dado que 

                                                       
5 Eslema está integrado por 1894 textos de diversa tipología (10.000.000 de palabras) escritos entre 1980 

y 2007 (datos facilitados por el coordinador del proyecto Xulio Viejo).  
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Figura 1. Fases de la gramaticalización (datos de Eslema).

4.1. Fase 1 

Pese a su valor cuantificativo, el minimizador conserva sus posibilidades combinatorias 
(pluralización, modificación (22), complementación (23)) y las restricciones semánticas 
con respecto al tipo de complemento que puede seleccionar (Garzonio y Poletto, 2008, 
2009). 

(22)	 esa gota que lu faiga rebosar		  (L’estrañu)
	 ‘esa gota que lo haga rebosar’
(23)	 una migaya gorda de pan 		  (Estatutos)
	 ‘una miga gorda de pan’

4. Dos ejemplos del s. XVIII confirman la existencia de gota como cuantificador argumental (García Arias, 
en prensa): 
i.	 no se pierde gota [Grangerías XVIII: 697]
ii.	 Yo que fui per mio escudiella, /¡rape el diablu!, gota dan {‘nun dan nada’}[Relación (Porléi): 312-313]

5. Eslema está integrado por 1894 textos de diversa tipología (10.000.000 de palabras) escritos entre 1980 y 
2007 (datos facilitados por el coordinador del proyecto Xulio Viejo). 
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(24)	 una gotera que pinga			   (Nueche)
	 ‘una gota que gotea’

4.2. Fase 2 

En contextos negativos el minimizador en singular precedido del indefinido se 
interpreta como un cuantificador que indica el punto más bajo de una escala. Dado que 
la negación de un punto de una escala implica conversacionalmente la negación de los 
niveles superiores (Fauconnier, 1975; Horn, 1989), si el minimizador es afectado por 
la negación, toda la escala al completo resulta negada, por lo que el significado de [un/
una+minimizador] es equivalente a cero en términos de cantidad (25).

(25)	 llevaba más de dos meses ensin cayer una gota d’agua	 (Díes)
	 ‘llevaba más de dos meses sin caer una gota de agua/ nada de agua’

4.3. Fase 3 

La lectura cuantitativa del minimizador provoca el debilitamiento de su contenido 
semántico original y de las restricciones que este impone, lo que le confiere mayor 
libertad combinatoria en construcciones partitivas (27) y cuantitativas, (26, 28 y 29), 
no solo en los contextos negativos (26 y 28), sino también en los positivos (29). 

(26)	 …ensin una gota (d’)esmolición		  (Tren)
	 ‘sin nada de preocupación’
(27)	 Non perdí ni una migaya del to cuentu	 (Cuentiquinos)
	 ‘No perdí detalle de tu relato’
(28)	 Nun tenía un plizcu (de) potencia muscular	(Homes)
	 ‘No tenía nada de potencia muscular’
(29)	 entrugó-y […] con un plizcu (de) violencia	(Románticu)
	 ‘Le preguntó con un poco de violencia’

4.4. Fase 4

Puesto que bajo el efecto de la negación la secuencia [un/una+minimizador] pierde 
la interpretación referencial, los hablantes reanalizan la estructura y consideran que el 
minimizador ya no se comporta como un nombre sino como un cuantificador, por lo 
que el indefinido deja de ser necesario (31, 32 y 33). Adoptando el modelo de Borer 
(2005), en esta fase el minimizador satisface por sí mismo los requisitos de S# (Quantity 
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Phrase) asociados a la cuantificación que antes comprobaba el indefinido y se produce un 
reanálisis sintáctico que se ajusta al concepto de gramaticalización de Roberts y Roussou 
(2003), pues simplifica la derivación y sustituye el movimiento por el ensamblado (30).

(30)	 [S#una [SCluna<DIV> [SNgota]]] > [S#gota [SNgota]] > [S#gota]
(31)	 Nun me costó gota trabayu  			   (Románticu)
	 ‘No me costó nada de trabajo’
(32)	 nun diben pagar migaya de tributu 		  (Potestas)
 	 ‘No iban a pagar nada de impuestos’
(33)	 ensin plizca enfotu nes idees universalistes 		  (Diálogu)
 	 ‘Sin nada de confianza en las ideas universalistas’

4.5. Fase 5a

Reanalizado el minimizador escueto como cuantificador en los contextos negativos 
y teniendo en cuenta los condicionamientos sintáctico-semánticos que operan sobre 
la preposición, las secuencias [minimizador+SN/SD], podrían ser susceptibles de una 
triple interpretación: 

a.	 cuantificación nominal, si se considera que el minimizador actúa como cabeza 
de una construcción cuantitativa/partitiva sin preposición cuya coda resulta 
cuantificada por el minimizador; 

b.	 cuantificación monotónica decreciente  del predicado verbal como resultado de la 
disolución de una construcción cuantitativa/partitiva que lleva a interpretar que 
cabeza y coda son constituyentes oracionales independientes6; o 

c.	 negación enfática postverbal, si se interpreta que, disuelta la cláusula predicativa, 
el minimizador, como constituyente oracional, ya no expresa cantidad, sino valor 
negativo enfático.

En los dos últimos casos, al no haber una cláusula predicativa, tanto el minimizador 
como el SN/SD son constituyentes oracionales dependientes del verbo. Por lo tanto, 
si tenemos una secuencia [minimizador+SN] (34),  son posibles las tres lecturas, 
ya que el verbo con un SN como OD puede interpretarse como un evento atélico 
susceptible de cuantificación monotónica (Garzonio y Poletto, 2008, 2009). En 

6.  La consideración del minimizador como un cuantificador monotónico decreciente implica que “the 
set of events on which the quantifier applies will have to order on a (decreasing) scale and each of them 
is associated with the function of the quantifier, hence negated” (Garzonio y Poletto, 2008, p. 75). Para 
cumplir este requisito los predicados deben poder proyectarse en una escala temporal, bien porque puede 
dividirse en eventos sucesivos menores, bien porque se trata de un evento intrínsecamente durativo, aspectos 
asociados a la atelicidad. A diferencia de los dialectos italianos, en asturiano los minimizadores pueden 
generar esta cuantificación monotónica decreciente.

Sintagma 30 bis.indd   49 19/11/2018   11:46:46



Sintagma 30, 39-55. ISSN 0214-9141 / DOI 10.21001/sintagma.2018.30.03

Rosabel San-Segundo-Cachero50

cambio, la secuencia [minimizador+SD] (35) solo puede interpretarse como c): a) no 
es compatible porque necesitaría una preposición para construir una partitiva y b) 
resulta agramatical porque tendríamos un OD referencial y una interpretación télica 
del predicado que impide la cuantificación monotónica.

(34)	 Nun comí gota pan 
a.	 Nun comí [gota (de) pan] 		  (cuantitativa)	
	 ‘No comí nada de pan’
b.	 Nun como [gota]  [pan] 		  (cuantificación monotónica)	
	 ‘No como pan habitualmente’
c.	 Nun comí [gota+NEG] [pan] 		  (negación enfática)
	 ‘No comí pan en absoluto’
(35)	 Nun comí gota el pan 
a.	 *Nun comí [gota (de) el pan] 		  (cuantitativa)
	 *‘No comí nada del pan
b.	 *Nun como [gota] [el pan] 		  (cuantificación monotónica)
	 *‘No como el pan habitualmente’
c.	 Nun comí [gota+NEG] [el pan] 		 (negación enfática)
	 ‘No comí el pan en absoluto’

Una vez que el minimizador se desvincula de la coda, se amplían sus posibilidades 
combinatorias y puede aparecer con verbos atélicos intransitivos (36 y 37). En estos 
casos es posible una interpretación monotónica (el predicado puede descomponerse en 
eventos sucesivos menores y ser modificado por otros cuantificadores, como muncho); o 
de negación en fática equivalente a en absoluto. 

(36)	 Y nun esaxero gota (/muncho) 		  (L’Andecha)
a.	 ‘No exagero nada (/mucho)’
b.	 ‘No exagero en absoluto’
(37)	 …nun me prestó pizca (/muncho)	 (L’arna)
a.	 ‘No me gustó nada (/mucho)’
b.	 ‘No me gustó en absoluto’

4.6. Fase 5b 

Mientras que el minimizador escueto solo es gramatical en contextos negativos (34-
37),  las secuencias [indefinido+minimizador] son compatibles con entornos de polaridad 
positiva (39), ya que son gramaticales como expresiones cuantitativas, lo que hace que 
bajo el alcance de la negación, como en (38) puedan interpretarse como implicaturas 
escalares (Horn, 1989). 
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(38)	 Nun se mueva una migaya... (Psicokiller)
a. ‘No se mueva nada’
b. ‘No se mueva en absoluto’
(39)	 Charramos una migaya y dormimos	 (Boleru)

‘Charlamos un poco y dormimos’

5. El estatus de los minimizadores

Tomando como referencia los criterios propuestos por Roberts y Roussou (2003) para
caracterizar la gramaticalización (Tabla 2), podemos concluir que los minimizadores 
del asturiano cumplen todos los requisitos de las unidades gramaticalizadas salvo la 
reducción fónica (excepción registrada en otras lenguas románicas (Roberts y Roussou, 
2003, p. 224, nota 10), pero hay varias razones que nos llevan a considerarlos categorías 
semiléxicas:

1. Como nombres cuantificativos escuetos únicamente pueden aparecer en contextos 
negativos, lo que los convierte en ítems de polaridad negativa que mantienen una 
dependencia semántica con la negación oracional. 

2. Como marcadores negativos enfáticos postverbales, aportan contenido
adicional que puede ser de dos tipos (Llop-Naya, 2017): intensivo, si se 
genera una implicatura escalar, o presuposicional, si implica la ruptura de unas 
presuposiciones que no se generan necesariamente en el discurso previo, sino 
que pueden estar activas en el entorno cognitivo del hablante (Israel, 2001; 
Schwenter, 2006). 

3. En contraste con el marcador negativo enfático ná (San-Segundo-Cachero,
2017), que sí presenta reducción fónica (nada > ná) y a veces parece no aportar 
realmente énfasis, estos minimizadores no son interpolables en perífrasis verbales 
obligativas ni pueden concurrir en una oración con un OD negativo. 

Tabla 2. Características de la gramaticalización (basado en Roberts y Roussou, 2003)

Características de la gramaticalización Minimizadores ná

a. efectos sobre subclases morfológicas de Y  

b. cambio categorial  

c. desgaste semántico  

d. reducción fonológica  

e. posible ciclidad  
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6. Conclusiones

Los minimizadores del asturiano siguen un proceso de gramaticalización similar al 
registrado en otras lenguas románicas en el que la sensibilidad morfológica de esta lengua 
para reflejar la no delimitabilidad semántica podría haber sido un factor relevante, pues, 
al legimitar la relación predicativa entre cabeza y coda de una construcción cuantitativa 
y permitir la omisión de la preposición, se borra fónicamente la existencia de una 
predicación invertida y se puede considerar que ambos segmentos son constituyentes 
oracionales. Este reanálisis da lugar a interpretaciones ambiguas de las secuencias 
[minimizador+SN] (cuantificación nominal, monotónica y negación enfática), mientras 
que las secuencias [minimizador+SD] solo son gramaticales si el minimizador es un 
marcador negativo. Por lo tanto, la gramaticalización de los minimizadores, aunque 
genera nuevas unidades y convierte en gramaticales secuencias que no lo eran, no altera 
la estructura interna de las construcciones partitivas/cuantitativas, pues el tipo de coda 
(SD/SN) sigue condicionando la presencia/ausencia de la preposición.
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Resum. L’aprenentatge de la pronúncia anglesa mitjançant REO: El cas de Voki.  Al llarg dels 
anys, l’anglès s’ha situat com una vertadera llengua global a la nostra societat. Això ha donat pas a 
l’aplicació d’un nombre de mètodes i enfocaments pel que fa a l’àrea d’ensenyament i aprenentatge 
de l’anglès com a llengua estrangera o segona llengua, on tant la integració de les Tecnologies de 
la Informació i la Comunicació (TIC) com dels Recursos Educatius Oberts (REO) és primordial. 
Tenint això en compte, aquest estudi té dos objectius. D’una banda, es pretén investigar fins a 
quin punt els estudiants universitaris matriculats a l’assignatura de Pronunciació i Comprensió 
de l’Anglès Oral són capaços de millorar la pronunciació mitjançant l’eina en línia anomenada 
Voki. D’altra banda, es vol examinar si tenen una actitud positiva cap a la utilització de les TIC 
per a l’aprenentatge de la pronunciació. Els resultats mostren que les TIC, en aquest cas Voki, té 
un gran potencial per a estimular l’aprenentatge de la pronunciació anglesa.

Paraules clau: anglès com a llengua estrangera/segona llengua, TIC, pronunciació anglesa, Voki.

Abstract. Teaching English pronunciation with OERs: The case of Voki.  Along the years 
English has emerged as a truly global language in our society. This has resulted in a number 
of methods and approaches used in the field of teaching and learning English as a Foreign or 
Second Language (EFL/ESL), where both the integration of Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICTs) and the Open Educational Resources (OERs) are paramount. Bearing this 
in mind, the objective of the present paper is twofold. On the one hand, to investigate to what 
extent university students enrolled in the Pronunciation and Understanding of Spoken English 
module are able to improve their pronunciation through an online tool called Voki. On the 
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other hand, to examine if they have a positive attitude towards the use of ICTs for the learning of 
pronunciation. Results showed that ICTs, particularly Voki, have the potential to stimulate the 
learning of English pronunciation.

Key words: English as a Foreign/Second Language (EFL/ESL), ICTs, English pronunciation, 
Voki.

1. Introduction

There is little doubt that it takes a great deal of practice to have an excellent command 
in a foreign language (FL). It is generally agreed that pronunciation should be taken into 
account when developing speaking skills. However, its instruction has been neglected 
for a long time, thereby being perceived as the “Cinderella area of foreign language 
teaching” (Kelly, 1969, p.87). In this sense, the instruction of foreign language has 
evolved throughout the years, following new models and approaches. At first, educators 
followed the grammar-translation method, which involved little or no communication, 
since the emphasis was on writing and reading skills (Larsen-Freeman, 1986). Contrary 
to this view, the direct method and the audiolingual method were based on imitation 
and repetition. As a consequence, pronunciation received attention from the start.

During the following decades, the teaching of pronunciation fell from grace with the 
arrival of the cognitive approach and the Total Physical Response (Celce-Murcia, Brinton 
& Goodwin, 1996; Celce-Murcia, Brinton, Goodwin & Griner, 2010). Nevertheless, 
the communicative approach, which seems to prevail since the 1980s, aims at developing 
students’ communicative competence. To achieve this purpose, learners are provided 
with meaningful contexts through the use of authentic materials, language games, and 
role-plays, among other techniques. In this respect, Sobkowiak (2003, p.151) claimed 
that “texts and images from magazines, leaflets, advertisements, informal notes, graffiti, 
short message services (SMSs), emails, and the Internet” may raise learners’ awareness.

A major trend in the field of foreign languages is the use of Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs) in educational settings, particularly in English 
pronunciation. Mompean and Fouz-González (2015) gather a number of relevant 
contributions in computer-assisted pronunciation teaching which involve the use 
of apps and other devices in the FL classroom. Likewise, many studies revealed that 
computer applications may be used as a tool to practice vocabulary (Bărbuleț, 2013), 
reading (Alkahtani, 1999), writing (Krajka, 2000), and pronunciation (Lee, 2008). 
Occasionally, computer-assisted language learning (CALL) programs are designed 
to facilitate the acquisition of English vocabulary and pronunciation through games 
(Young & Wang, 2014). For instance, Jones (1997) reported that software and 
websites present a wide variety of English accents from which to choose. Even though 
Received Pronunciation (RP) and general American English are traditionally the most 
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prestigious models followed when learning this target language, the web gives students 
the opportunity to choose whether they want to learn British, American, Australian or 
Canadian accents, among others. 

So far, there has been a growing interest in the use of social networks devoted to 
language teaching. Evidence may be found in studies by Fouz-González and Monpean 
(2012) and Mompean and Fouz-González (2016). They have carried out some research 
to determine the effectiveness of Twitter to teach pronunciation, an often neglected 
area in foreign language instruction. A first study focused on English words that may 
be tricky for EFL Spanish students, their mispronunciations being explained by means 
of Twitter-based interaction. Afterwards, a second study did not only focus on words 
commonly mispronounced by EFL learners, but on how this social network can foster 
online participation. The results of this research revealed the beneficial effects on 
students’ oral performance as Twitter helped students recall on accurate pronunciation. 

ICTs can have beneficial effects in the area of pronunciation, as online resources 
give students the chance to repeat and practise sounds as many times as necessary 
(Pennington, 1999). At the same time, they provide immediate feedback, and promote 
individual and collaborative work (Beatty & Nunan, 2004). In this way, the use of 
new technologies may not only foster learners’ autonomy (Martins, Steil & Todesco, 
2004), but also may reduce learners’ language speaking anxiety (Young & Wang, 2014). 
Similarly, other projects on active audio description (Talaván & Lertola, 2016) have 
proven to be useful online tools as to promote speaking skills in online environments.

Conole and  Alevizou (2010) also stressed the role of Open Educational Resources 
(henceforth OERs) in the generation of new forms of communication and collaboration. 
By means of these technologies teachers cannot only reduce the time they spend 
preparing classes, but they can also communicate with their students, who become the 
main protagonists of the learning process (Mayes and Freitas, 2004). 

Higher education institutions in Europe have recently developed new policies to 
generate OERs for tertiary education. Even though the vast academic community may 
find OERs easily accessible, not all members of the community accept its use broadly 
(Bellés-Fortuño & Bellés-Calvera, 2017). In a recent study conducted at a Spanish 
university with first-year Medicine students, resources such as Voki (Oddcast Inc., 
2007)1 and LEO network (Learn English Network, 1999) were used in practical sessions 
of the English for Health Sciences module to enhance students’ pronunciation. By 
means of tools like the “Text-to-speech” option and “Learn English through dictation” 
incorporated in Voki and LEO network respectively, learners could develop their spoken 
skills and thus improve their pronunciation performance. Notwithstanding, the results 
of this study revealed that, although OERs like Voki and LEO network may be helpful, 

1. Voki is a platform that allows learners to create their own talking avatars and so make FL lessons more 
appealing. By uploading an audio file or recording themselves with a microphone students can check their 
pronunciation in the language they select.
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some students still prefer being taught using traditional instruction models (Bellés-
Fortuño & Bellés-Calvera, 2017).

In this line, the current study focuses on the following research questions: (a) Does 
Voki help students to improve their English pronunciation? and (b) Do they have a 
positive attitude towards the use of ICTs, and more concretely Voki, for the learning of 
pronunciation? Thus, the objective of this paper is twofold. On the one hand, to investigate 
to what extent university students enrolled in the Pronunciation and Understanding of 
Spoken English module at university are able to improve their pronunciation through 
an online tool called Voki. On the other hand, to examine if they have a positive attitude 
towards the use of ICTs for the learning of pronunciation. To achieve those purposes, 
the first part of the study provides some theoretical framework on the basic notions of 
pronunciation and OERs. The second part of the study was conducted in the Pronunciation 
and Understanding of Spoken English module held at a Spanish university.

2. Theoretical framework

There is no doubt that pronunciation is a key issue in the mastering of a foreign 
language. Gilakjani (2012, p.96) points out that “we judge people by the way we speak, 
and so learners with poor pronunciation may be judged as incompetent, uneducated or 
lacking in knowledge”. This is not to say that a native-like accent is required, but EFL 
learners should master the language as accurately as possible. Pronunciation problems 
may result in misunderstandings despite being proficient in grammar and vocabulary 
(Celce-Murcia et al., 1996), so communication should not be taken for granted.

The development of CALL programs has been paramount in the EFL classroom. Over 
the last decades, research has focused on pronunciation, a generally neglected aspect 
in the field of foreign languages, hence leading to Computer-Assisted Pronunciation 
Training (CAPT) (Llisterri, 2007). In other words, scholars have explored how EFL 
learners can train their pronunciation through new technological resources. This practice 
has also taken place in Europe, for example with a project known as Telecollaboration 
for Intercultural Language Acquisition (TILA) (European Commission, 2013). Based 
on a communicative approach, it seeks to enhance foreign language acquisition among 
students from different countries through the use of ICTs, allowing them to enhance 
spoken and written communication.

By means of updated software, students can be exposed to the FL in a way that can help 
them perceive their errors. For example, spectrograms, which stand for 3D representations 
of sounds, can help learners to identify the correct place of articulation (e.g. English /r/ as 
post-alveolar, rather than alveolar, as in Spanish). As to weak forms, Spanish speakers do 
not usually distinguish the phoneme /ə/ as it does not occur in their mother tongue. These 
articulation differences result in weak forms being “replaced by the strong pronunciation 
of the written vowel” (Coe, 1987, p.91). Therefore, the use of educational tools available 
on the net cannot only be helpful to expose learners to different accents and voices, but 
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to provide them with immediate feedback of their speech thanks to Automatic Speech 
Recognition (ASR) technology (Fouz-González, 2015).

In addition, the combination of CAPT programs and authentic materials can 
approach learners to real-life situations. In fact, the implementation of realia in the 
EFL classroom has proved to be a motivational factor (Lee, 1995). In this sense, music 
could have a great potential when it comes to pronunciation training. As Falioni (1993, 
p.98) claims, phonological features could be practised through the use of songs since 
“many people often remember rhyme, rhythm, and/or melody better than ordinary 
speech”. That being said, research should focus on finding alternative ways in which the 
incorporation of new technologies can support pronunciation instruction. To do so, 
learners could be introduced to accessible and affordable programs that encourage them 
to work on their pronunciation on a daily basis. 

3. Method

In this section we are going to describe the method used for the analyses and data 
gathering. ICTs usage habits, issues related to the learning of English pronunciation, 
and the tools used as well as a detailed description of the participants, materials, and 
procedure of the study, will be revised.

3.1. Participants

The analysis includes 22 first year undergraduate students taking the module 
Pronunciation and Understanding of Spoken English, delivered at a Spanish university 
within the English Studies degree. The group under study consisted of 17 females and 5 
males, with ages ranging from 18 to 27 years old (mean age: 20.68 years). However, not 
all of them participated in each of the data-collection phases. Thus, the total number of 
learners who completed all the surveys and activities was limited to 20. With regard to 
the participants’ geographical background, most of them were Spanish whereas two of 
them were international students from South Korea.

3.2. Materials

Two different course materials were designed to accomplish the objectives of the 
present study: three activities which assessed participants’ pronunciation competence 
and performance, and two questionnaires providing the subjects’ attitudes towards the 
implementation of new ICTs in the teaching of pronunciation. In fact, questionnaires 
have proven to be useful research instruments (Dörnyei, 2003), since they are versatile, 
provide a huge amount of information, and can help the researcher to save time if they 
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are well designed. Regarding the teaching and learning of pronunciation, questionnaires 
have also proved to be useful in a recent study by Mompean and Lintunen (2015) who 
found out student’s opinions regarding the use of phonetic symbols in the teaching and 
learning of pronunciation.

Two Likert scales were incorporated in students’ questionnaires. They were asked 
to answer a first initial survey including 11 items or questions measured in a ranging 
scale from 1 to 5, that is, from I totally disagree to I totally agree.  The survey included 
questions about their personal background and their ICT usage, such as What is your 
level of English? and Have you used ICTs in your EFL classes? (Appendix 1).

The second survey included 10 questions in a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5, which 
stand for I totally disagree to I totally agree. Within this questionnaire participants were 
given the option to make suggestions for improvement, thus facilitating qualitative 
results. Some of the questionnaire items were: The use of ICTs has allowed me to improve 
my English pronunciation, I will keep using ICTs at home, or The implementation of ICTs is 
aimed at developing the competencies established in the course syllable (Appendix 2).

The data for this research was also collected from students’ work on course activities, 
which had been designed to promote the use of ICTs and online resources, namely Voki 
and lyricstraining.com. These online tools were used to record themselves and so practise 
the pronunciation of diphthongs, minimal pairs, connected speech, and listening skills. 
Focusing on the objectives underlying the course, activities were developed to raise students’ 
awareness and make them reflect on their own foreign language learning progress.

Hence, in this study, data were analysed mainly quantitatively, though in combination 
with qualitative methods. First, students’ questionnaires, course work, and Voki 
recordings were analysed in search for progress related to foreign language learning. 
The qualitative analysis involved observation and reflection on students’ suggestions for 
improvement, whereas in the quantitative analysis subjects’ recordings were examined 
in depth to check whether they improved their pronunciation in the target language or 
not (e.g. minimal pairs, diphthongs, connected speech).

3.3. Setting

In order to create an interactive environment for the teaching of pronunciation, all 
the lessons took place in one of the two language laboratories available at university. 
This lab is equipped with twenty-five computers connected to the university network, 
which allow students to surf on the Internet and so make use of online dictionaries on 
a regular basis.

Apart from having Internet access, computers in the language laboratory are fully 
equipped with audio software and hardware that students were expected to use, including 
headphones and audio programs like Mymp3 and Audacity. To use the equipment 
appropriately, students were given some practical lessons at the beginning of the course.
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3.4. Procedure

As for the planning and timing of every lesson, this course was taught during the second 
semester of the academic year, the group meeting twice a week in two-hour sessions. Since 
this proposal was conceived to be implemented in the pronunciation module, eight sessions 
were allocated to carry out this case study in the month of February.

To begin with, the teacher informed students that a researcher would be collaborating 
during a short period of time where they would deal with some new audio software. 
Within this first session, they were introduced to the notion of ICTs and their possible 
implementation in educational settings. Afterwards, the researcher explained the 
advantages of using Voki in the classroom, and gave them the corresponding instructions 
to create a Voki account and all the steps they had to follow to use the tool appropriately. 
Later on, a questionnaire to measure their command of ICTs was distributed.

The second session was devoted to complete the minimal pairs’ activity (Appendix 
3). Students had to add their voice to Voki characters by uploading an audio file or 
recording themselves with a microphone saying nine minimal pairs. The activities were 
designed in line with the course syllabus of the Pronunciation and Understanding of 
Spoken English module, which included the revision of minimal pairs. Then, they were 
expected to check their pronunciation by selecting the option text-to-speech or paying 
attention to the phonetic symbols given in an online dictionary. If any of the words 
was mispronounced, students were supposed to record themselves again. Finally, when 
they had finished and published their Vokis, students were asked to email them to the 
researcher in order to analyse their progress.

In the third and fourth sessions diphthongs were the central point (Appendix 3). 
This activity aimed at helping students discriminate diphthong sounds by using realia, 
that is, authentic materials that enrich the learning experience (Budden, 2011). Clear 
examples include songs, which provide students with samples of authentic language 
use. Participants had to listen to the song Demons by Imagine Dragons, which is full of 
diphthongs. As a warm-up activity, learners accessed lyricstraining.com website to get 
in contact with the song. This site encourages students to learn English through music, 
being used by teachers all over the world. Then, they would identify the diphthongs in 
the song and would record themselves in British and American accents (Appendix 3).

Connected speech was the core of instruction in the following sessions. Students 
were given some basic notions on connected speech, such as assimilation, elision, and 
contractions to do the activity. The teacher provided them with relevant information 
and explanatory videos that would help them in the performance of the activity. Having 
drawn an outline of the most relevant concepts, students were asked to identify those 
features of connected speech in five popular songs excerpts. To make the task easier, they 
could use lyricstraining.com in an attempt to complete the activity and enjoy the process. 
Once the activity was completed, they had to record themselves using their Voki account. 
The focus was on pronunciation, stress, intonation and features of connected speech. 
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By means of these activities, students had always the possibility of listening to the 
songs and recording themselves as many times as necessary. Hence, students did not only 
have the opportunity to improve their pronunciation, but also to train their listening 
skills by putting into practice predicting, inferring, monitoring, clarifying, responding 
and evaluating strategies (Rost, 2002).

At the end of the study, a final survey was administered to the participants to test not 
only how ICTs helped them to improve their pronunciation, but also their impressions 
and feelings towards the proposal. Both the qualitative analyses of students’ comments 
and the results of the quantitative data are discussed in the next section.

4. Results and discussion

In this section, the results obtained in the surveys as well as students’ performance 
on the activities are discussed. First of all, the answers gathered in students’ initial 
questionnaire are presented. Afterwards, a detailed account of the results obtained in 
the activities is displayed. Lastly, students’ impressions and opinions are commented in 
the final questionnaire section.

4.1. Students’ initial questionnaire

Regarding students’ initial questionnaire, there are certain aspects that deserve 
especial attention. As to question 1 (Q1): Which is your level of English? The level 
of English is quite heterogeneous. Most first year students claimed having a low-
intermediate (41%) or upper-intermediate level (32%), in contrast to those students 
who claimed having a beginner level (18%) or even an advanced level (9%). This is 
quite surprising considering that the new Organic Law on Education (LOMCE), 
passed by the Spanish Government, determined that at the end of their baccalaureate 
studies, students should have a command of the English language equivalent to a B1 
level according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) (Real Decreto 1105/2014, de 26 de diciembre, por el que se establece el 
currículo básico de la Educación Secundaria Obligatoria). It is worth mentioning that 
an intermediate level of English is required for the objectives of the pronunciation 
course to be achieved, since learners should be able to discriminate sounds. Therefore, 
this item underlines the fact that those students with a lower level of English may need 
to work harder to pass the subject (Figure 1).

Interestingly, only one out of twenty-two participants answered negatively to Q2: Do 
you use ICTs regularly? A quite unexpected result if we take into account that millennials 
have generally grown in a technological era where mobile phones, computers and social 
networks are used on a daily basis, with rare exceptions. In Q3 students were asked: What 
do you use ICTs for?; the answers are quite varied. Figure 2 reveals that students use ICTs 
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for a range of purposes, such as Internet access (52%), e-mail (25%), blog (5%), Facebook 
(8%), Twitter (5%), and online dictionaries. In other words, ICTs are mainly used for 
entertainment purposes. From these results, it can be stated that students may lack some 
knowledge about the application of pedagogical tools like Voki in educational settings 
(Figure 2).

questionnaire are presented. Afterwards, a detailed account of the results obtained in 
the activities is displayed. Lastly, students’ impressions and opinions are commented 
in the final questionnaire section 
 
4.1. STUDENTS’ INITIAL QUESTIONNAIRE 
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other words, ICTs are mainly used for entertainment purposes. From these results, it 
can be stated that students may lack some knowledge about the application of 
pedagogical tools like Voki in educational settings (Figure 2). 

  

 
Figure 2. Students’ initial questionnaire: b) ICTs usage. 

As to Q4: Have you ever used ICTs in your EFL classes?, the vast majority of the 
students (17 out of 22) indicated that they have made use of ICTs in other EFL 
classes. Regarding Q5, that is, What’s your level of English pronunciation?, 17 out 22 
learners were satisfied with their pronunciation, in comparison with 5 participants 
who seemed to be unsatisfied. There might be a close relation between this question 
and Q1 regarding their English proficiency. Likewise, they mostly answered positively 
to Q6 (20 out of 22): Do you think it is important to speak English accurately? This item 
highlights the relevance of speaking accurately among the students in the English 
Studies degree given that they will become future linguists. In Q7 nearly all students 
totally agree or simply agree on the item Would you prefer to speak more English in class 
rather than doing book activities? They prefer activities where spoken English is practised 
rather than covering all the units of the textbook. This is not to say that all 
pronunciation units are redundant. Instead, the coursebook is a resource that could be 
completed partially at home as part of students’ self-assessment. The answers for Q8, 
that is Do you usually use ICTs in other subjects?, are quite similar to those in Q4 regarding 
the use of ICTs. This may be the consequence of using ICTs in a compulsory first-
year degree subject called New Technologies for Language and Humanities 
(Computing), taught in the first semester of the academic year as part of the study 
programme. Finally, Q9 results are also relevant since most students seem to be 
satisfied with instruction as they find the methodology interactive (Figure 3). 
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As to Q4: Have you ever used ICTs in your EFL classes?, the vast majority of the students 
(17 out of 22) indicated that they have made use of ICTs in other EFL classes. Regarding 
Q5, that is, What’s your level of English pronunciation?, 17 out 22 learners were satisfied 
with their pronunciation, in comparison with 5 participants who seemed to be unsatisfied. 
There might be a close relation between this question and Q1 regarding their English 
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proficiency. Likewise, they mostly answered positively to Q6 (20 out of 22): Do you think 
it is important to speak English accurately? This item highlights the relevance of speaking 
accurately among the students in the English Studies degree given that they will become 
future linguists. In Q7 nearly all students totally agree or simply agree on the item Would 
you prefer to speak more English in class rather than doing book activities? They prefer activities 
where spoken English is practised rather than covering all the units of the textbook. This is 
not to say that all pronunciation units are redundant. Instead, the coursebook is a resource 
that could be completed partially at home as part of students’ self-assessment. The answers 
for Q8, that is Do you usually use ICTs in other subjects?, are quite similar to those in Q4 
regarding the use of ICTs. This may be the consequence of using ICTs in a compulsory first-
year degree subject called New Technologies for Language and Humanities (Computing), 
taught in the first semester of the academic year as part of the study programme. Finally, 
Q9 results are also relevant since most students seem to be satisfied with instruction as they 
find the methodology interactive (Figure 3).

   

 
Figure 3. Students' initial questionnaire: c) Questions’ results. 
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We will present now the results obtained from the activities prepared after their 
completion. These activities are, in order: minimal pairs, diphthongs and connected 
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Concerning minimal pairs, some pronunciation problems were identified. Given 

that these activities were designed for intermediate EFL students, the difficulty of the 
recorded material resides on the pronunciation of words that may be troublesome for 
Spanish native speakers.  

Figure 4 that follows shows the number of words mispronounced by students in 
two different recordings. As can be observed, at the very first attempt most of the 
participants could not discern some phonemes. These pronunciation errors have 
nothing to do with the set of minimal pairs being pronounced the same way, but with 
considerable changes in the pronunciation of phonemes.  

Most likely pronunciation errors committed by EFL learners occur in words like 
pin, toy, top and vine among others. In this sense, the plosives /t/ and /p/ are not 
followed by an aspiration. The underlying assumption here is that lack of aspiration in 
Spanish interferes in the pronunciation of English voiceless aspirated plosives word-
initially. Unlike Spanish, Korean has aspirated and non-aspirated plosives so that 
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4.2. Activities

We will present now the results obtained from the activities prepared after their 
completion. These activities are, in order: minimal pairs, diphthongs and connected speech.

4.2.1 Minimal pairs
Concerning minimal pairs, some pronunciation problems were identified. Given 

that these activities were designed for intermediate EFL students, the difficulty of the 
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recorded material resides on the pronunciation of words that may be troublesome for 
Spanish native speakers. 

Figure 4 that follows shows the number of words mispronounced by students in two 
different recordings. As can be observed, at the very first attempt most of the participants 
could not discern some phonemes. These pronunciation errors have nothing to do with 
the set of minimal pairs being pronounced the same way, but with considerable changes 
in the pronunciation of phonemes. 

Most likely pronunciation errors committed by EFL learners occur in words like pin, 
toy, top and vine among others. In this sense, the plosives /t/ and /p/ are not followed 
by an aspiration. The underlying assumption here is that lack of aspiration in Spanish 
interferes in the pronunciation of English voiceless aspirated plosives word-initially. 
Unlike Spanish, Korean has aspirated and non-aspirated plosives so that phonetic 
contrast should be no problem, but curiously, one of the two Korean speakers did not 
articulate the aspiration in pin and top. 

Strangely, some students recorded the word gig pronouncing it as /j/, whereas the 
word gut was pronounced as spelt. A reduced number of subjects tend to pronounce 
the sound /v/ in vine as /b/, and the sound /d/ in sped as /ð/, which are common errors 
among Spanish learners of English as a FL (Coe, 1987). 

On the contrary, once participants had recorded themselves for the first time, they 
made use of the text-to-speech option where they introduced all the minimal pairs. As 
some of them noticed that they made some mistakes on oral production, they recorded 
again for a second time. As a result, the number of pronunciation errors decreased 
considerably in the second attempt, which may be the result of the feedback they 
received from Voki in their first recording (Figure 4). 

phonetic contrast should be no problem, but curiously, one of the two Korean 
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some of them noticed that they made some mistakes on oral production, they 
recorded again for a second time. As a result, the number of pronunciation errors 
decreased considerably in the second attempt, which may be the result of the 
feedback they received from Voki in their first recording (Figure 4).  

  

 
Figure 4. Minimal pair activity: First and second attempts. 
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Results from the diphthongs activity are quite interesting and deserve especial 

attention. In this case, Figure 5 illustrates the number of words with diphthongs that 
were not identified by students. Approximately 42% of students classified at least 34 
words out of a total of 44, whereas over half of participants (58%) presented serious 
difficulties in identifying diphthongs. In other words, 42% of the subjects failed to 
identify between 1 and 10 words with diphthongs, 32% of them did not distinguish 
the diphthongs in, at least, 10 or 15 words, and 26% failed to classify the diphthongs 
in 15 or 25 words. Comparing the results obtained, it is worth mentioning that the 
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4.2.2 Diphthongs
Results from the diphthongs activity are quite interesting and deserve especial 

attention. In this case, Figure 5 illustrates the number of words with diphthongs that 
were not identified by students. Approximately 42% of students classified at least 34 
words out of a total of 44, whereas over half of participants (58%) presented serious 
difficulties in identifying diphthongs. In other words, 42% of the subjects failed to 
identify between 1 and 10 words with diphthongs, 32% of them did not distinguish 
the diphthongs in, at least, 10 or 15 words, and 26% failed to classify the diphthongs 
in 15 or 25 words. Comparing the results obtained, it is worth mentioning that the 
progress of those subjects (26%) who found the activity extremely challenging should 
be examined in depth.

The analysis of the results indicates that, even though recorded words were 
pronounced correctly, students had problems in identifying diphthongs, being the 
most salient ones /əʊ/, and /eə/. Clear examples include words like woven, gold and 
don’t, which were not classified in the table. This is a common error among Spanish 
students since this diphthong tends to be pronounced as /ɒ/ (clock) or /ɔ:/ (ball). 
Similarly, a great number of students did not identify the diphthong /eə/ in words 
such as where, nowhere, and there, which sometimes may be pronounced as spelt 
(O’Connor, 2009) (Figure 5).  

Regarding the diphthong /eə/, it should be pointed out that in modern British 
English the diphthong is considerably monophthongised by many young and middle-
aged speakers and its quantity-quality is [ɛ:]. Most modern phoneticians like Cruttenden 
(2014) and Roach (2009) stress that the quality of /ɛ:/ is similar to that of /ə/, even 
though they differ in length. However, when occurring in final positions, vowels should 
not be too long or too short, especially in a non-rhotic accent. It may be the case 
that Spanish students pronounced a closer monophthong [e] because of L1 transfer, 
orthographic interference, or both but the key is length. Indeed, Spanish only has five 
pure vowels, and consequently most Spanish learners may have problems in producing 
or discriminating sounds like /eə/. As for Korean speakers, they do have long and short 
vowels in their system so there should be no problem in producing the correct sound 
with the help of Voki.

It is worth mentioning that students did not make the most of Voki’s resources when 
it comes to words containing diphthongs. Given that they were so confident about 
pronouncing words that were familiar to them properly, they did not even take the 
time to check carefully if they were right. Otherwise, results would have been different. 
In other words, if they had employed the text-to-speech option along with online 
dictionaries to check the pronunciation of diphthongs, their oral performance would 
have been more accurate. 
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Figure 5. Diphthongs activity. 

 
4.2.3 Connected speech 

 
Results from the connected speech activity suggest that students had some 

difficulties in identifying the features of connected speech. Contractions were easy to 
recognise in verb forms; however, difficulties arose in words like until and because, 
where over half of the participants (12 out of 20) confused the contracted forms of 
these words with the notion of elision. Regarding elision, thirteen students did not 
realise that the sound /t/ in the word might was dropped in the song excerpt. As to 
weak forms, ten subjects did not distinguish the weak form /ә/ in the and to as it does 
not occur in Spanish. As for assimilation, almost nine students had problems to 
recognise the articulation of a new sound. Lastly, the concept of linking ‘r’ was unclear 
to some students, getting mistakes with a flapped realisation of /t/ and /d/. This is 
the case appearing in lost it all, for example (Figure 6). 
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4.2.3 Connected speech
Results from the connected speech activity suggest that students had some difficulties 

in identifying the features of connected speech. Contractions were easy to recognise in 
verb forms; however, difficulties arose in words like until and because, where over half of 
the participants (12 out of 20) confused the contracted forms of these words with the 
notion of elision. Regarding elision, thirteen students did not realise that the sound /t/ 
in the word might was dropped in the song excerpt. As to weak forms, ten subjects did 
not distinguish the weak form /ə/ in the and to as it does not occur in Spanish. As for 
assimilation, almost nine students had problems to recognise the articulation of a new 
sound. Lastly, the concept of linking ‘r’ was unclear to some students, getting mistakes 
with a flapped realisation of /t/ and /d/. This is the case appearing in lost it all, for 
example (Figure 6).

 
Figure 6. Students’ failures on connected speech. 

 
Within this activity, we gave students the option to sing the songs excerpts or read 

them aloud. Out of the twenty participants, seven students showed high participation 
and engagement in class during the development of the connected speech activity, 
where they sang the songs excerpts. The rest of the subjects, despite being 
participative and responsive to the activity proposed, just read the excerpts. 

These findings are relevant in many aspects. Although they put a lot of effort 
performing the activity, most of their recordings did not sound natural or fluent. This 
makes us think that more activities involving connected speech should be designed to 
overcome students’ weaknesses. In fact, recent research on connected speech 
demonstrated the benefits of using songs to promote fluency (Tayari and Mahdavi, 
2015). 
 
 
4.2.4 Students’ final questionnaire 

 
As regards the students’ final questionnaire, the most notable results can be seen in 
Figures 7, 8 and 9 below. Looking into individual questions and as to Q1: I consider a 
waste of time having to use ICTs. It should be optional, 14 of 22 students totally or simply 
disagree that using ICTs is a waste of time. Due to the technological world in which 
students have grown, they seem to be particularly encouraged to make the most of 
ICTs and other online resources to develop foreign language skills. Another 
outstanding result is found in Q2: I prefer working in groups and using spoken language 
because that would be better for my learning process. The majority of the students answered 
positively to this statement, which denotes that some pair or group activities should 
be implemented to suit students’ particular needs. For instance, while a student 
speaks, the other listens and writes down pronunciation errors. In this way, students 
may learn from their classmates.  
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Within this activity, we gave students the option to sing the songs excerpts or read 
them aloud. Out of the twenty participants, seven students showed high participation 
and engagement in class during the development of the connected speech activity, where 
they sang the songs excerpts. The rest of the subjects, despite being participative and 
responsive to the activity proposed, just read the excerpts.

These findings are relevant in many aspects. Although they put a lot of effort performing 
the activity, most of their recordings did not sound natural or fluent. This makes us 
think that more activities involving connected speech should be designed to overcome 
students’ weaknesses. In fact, recent research on connected speech demonstrated the 
benefits of using songs to promote fluency (Tayari & Mahdavi, 2015).

4.2.4 Students’ final questionnaire
As regards the students’ final questionnaire, the most notable results can be seen in 

Figures 7, 8 and 9 below. Looking into individual questions and as to Q1: I consider 
a waste of time having to use ICTs. It should be optional, 14 of 22 students totally or 
simply disagree that using ICTs is a waste of time. Due to the technological world 
in which students have grown, they seem to be particularly encouraged to make the 
most of ICTs and other online resources to develop foreign language skills. Another 
outstanding result is found in Q2: I prefer working in groups and using spoken language 
because that would be better for my learning process. The majority of the students answered 
positively to this statement, which denotes that some pair or group activities should be 
implemented to suit students’ particular needs. For instance, while a student speaks, 
the other listens and writes down pronunciation errors. In this way, students may learn 
from their classmates. 

   

 
Figure 7. Student's final questionnaire (a): Total results. 

 
The answers for Q3: The activities are motivating and attractive are rather positive since 
students find the activities appealing and amusing. Regarding Q4, a large number of 
students believe that I can monitor my own progress, thereby showing how ICT tools like 
Voki may promote learners’ autonomy. In fact, lyricstraining.com and Voki are useful 
tools in EFL teaching. On the one hand, lyricstraining.com allows learners to practise 
listening skills, whereas Voki, on the other hand, allows them to keep a record of their 
performances at the same time they receive immediate feedback. As for Q5, most of 
the students somewhat agree with the statement The implementation of ICTs is aimed at 
developing the competencies established in the course syllable.  
  

 
Figure 8. Student's final questionnaire (b): Total results. 
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The answers for Q3: The activities are motivating and attractive are rather positive 
since students find the activities appealing and amusing. Regarding Q4, a large number 
of students believe that I can monitor my own progress, thereby showing how ICT tools 
like Voki may promote learners’ autonomy. In fact, lyricstraining.com and Voki are 
useful tools in EFL teaching. On the one hand, lyricstraining.com allows learners to 
practise listening skills, whereas Voki, on the other hand, allows them to keep a record of 
their performances at the same time they receive immediate feedback. As for Q5, most 
of the students somewhat agree with the statement The implementation of ICTs is aimed 
at developing the competencies established in the course syllable. 

 

  

 
Figure 7. Student's final questionnaire (a): Total results. 
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Figure 8. Student’s final questionnaire (b): Total results.

Nevertheless, students’ agreement on Q6: The use of ICTs has allowed me to improve 
my English pronunciation shows that the objectives described in the course syllabus 
are achieved. Thus, there might be a close relation between Q6 and Q7, where most 
of the students reported that ICTs contribute to the development of independent foreign 
language learning. The results in Q8: ICTs should be implemented in the following 
courses of the degree and Q9: I will keep using ICTs at home highlight students’ 
likeness towards the use of ICTs and their effectiveness in foreign language learning. 
Finally, in Q10: I’m satisfied with this teaching proposal participants mostly answered 
positively towards it. These results along with those obtained in a research carried 
out by Kibishi, Hirabayashi and Nakagawa (2014) prove that online resources are 
advisable to engage students in the foreign language classroom as well as to improve 
their pronunciation.
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Nevertheless, students’ agreement on Q6: The use of ICTs has allowed me to improve my 
English pronunciation shows that the objectives described in the course syllabus are 
achieved. Thus, there might be a close relation between Q6 and Q7, where most of 
the students reported that ICTs contribute to the development of independent foreign language 
learning. The results in Q8: ICTs should be implemented in the following courses of the degree and 
Q9: I will keep using ICTs at home highlight students’ likeness towards the use of ICTs 
and their effectiveness in foreign language learning. Finally, in Q10: I’m satisfied with this 
teaching proposal participants mostly answered positively towards it. These results along 
with those obtained in a research carried out by Kibishi, Hirabayashi and Nakagawa 
(2014) prove that online resources are advisable to engage students in the foreign 
language classroom as well as to improve their pronunciation. 
  

 
Figure 9. Student's final questionnaire (c): Total results. 

 
The qualitative analyses of the students’ suggestions for improvement revealed certain 
teaching issues that deserve especial attention. For instance, a student wrote “We 
should speak every session at least half an hour. It will improve our pronunciation”. 
This makes us think that the learner would not only focus on pronunciation teaching 
through ICTs, but s/he would also like to perform oral activities in groups where all 
of them can interact with each other. Another student said  “We could record some 
films or series scenes”, that is, the design of these activities would be appealing for 
EFL learners. Other comments they wrote were related to Voki’s advantages; saving 
all the recordings in the platform, for example. In this sense, students do not have to 
worry about losing their audio files since the Voki platform allows immediate access. 
Astonishingly, there was a student who claimed “I don’t know what is Voki’s 
advantage is but I like lyricstraining.com”. It may be the case that this student could not 
manage with the use of Voki easily. 
 
5. Conclusions 
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The qualitative analyses of the students’ suggestions for improvement revealed certain 
teaching issues that deserve especial attention. For instance, student A wrote “We should 
speak every session at least half an hour. It will improve our pronunciation”. This makes 
us think that the learner would not only focus on pronunciation teaching through ICTs, 
but s/he would also like to perform oral activities in groups where all of them can interact 
with each other. Student B said  “We could record some films or series scenes”, that is, 
the design of these activities would be appealing for EFL learners. Other comments they 
wrote were related to Voki’s advantages; saving all the recordings in the platform, for 
example. In this sense, students do not have to worry about losing their audio files since 
the Voki platform allows immediate access. Astonishingly, student C claimed “I don’t 
know what is Voki’s advantage is but I like lyricstraining.com”. It may be the case that 
this student could not manage with the use of Voki easily.

5. Conclusions

Conclusions to this study can be drawn in two different dimensions. On the one hand, 
students’ level of English pronunciation, their use of ICTs for learning purposes and other 
aspects related to their learning of the English language have been observed. On the other 
hand, a study like the one presented here allows us to draw some conclusions as to the 
practical advantages of the online resource under study, and its impact in educational 
settings. In line with this, small studies concerning the use of ICTs in the EFL classroom 
such as the one carried out here stand for a deeper analysis of the usefulness of Voki and its 
implementation in a teaching curriculum.

This study departed from the following research questions: (a) Does Voki help students 
to improve their pronunciation? and (b) Do they have a positive attitude towards the use 
of ICTs, and more concretely Voki, for the learning of pronunciation? Thus, the purpose 
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of this paper was twofold. On the one hand, to check to what extent the incorporation 
and use of Voki in the Pronunciation and Understanding of Spoken English module, 
delivered at a Spanish university, contributed to improve first-year students’ pronunciation. 
On the other hand, to investigate if they have positive or negative attitudes towards the 
implementation of ICTs for the learning of pronunciation. 

Results suggest that it has been a satisfactory experience for EFL learners. The conclusions 
drawn from students’ initial questionnaires show that a large number of participants had 
little previous experience with the use of ICTs in the EFL class. They claimed having used 
ICTs for entertainment purposes rather than for the learning of a target language. Once 
their experience with these online tools finished, it can be stated that most of them have 
improved their English pronunciation. In fact, as can be observed in the minimal pairs 
activity results (Figure 4), the number of mispronunciations decreased in their second 
attempt. This is the reason why they are satisfied with this teaching proposal as can be 
observed in their second recording. In other words, they have shown a positive attitude 
towards the use of ICTs as they consider that Voki is potentially useful for the learning of 
English pronunciation. 

Nonetheless, limitations of this study need to be acknowledged. Firstly, the site provides 
students with neither phonetic symbols nor the characteristic features of connected speech. 
Because of that, Voki has been used in combination with other ICT tools, such as online 
dictionaries and lyricstraining.com, which allow them to check those phonetic symbols 
and pick up features of connected speech respectively.

Secondly, the fact that not all of the students attended class regularly made it difficult 
to gather all the data in the same session, and thus give them feedback. Finally, network 
problems might discourage participants from enjoying the learning experience. 

From our point of view, this teaching proposal may be relevant to the extent that it 
shows the beneficial effects of using ICTs and authentic materials in the Pronunciation 
and Understanding of Spoken English module. Apart from that, some authors (Lee, 
2008; Pennington, 1999; Young & Wang, 2014) pointed out that students can benefit 
from digital resources in the field of pronunciation for several reasons: these can 
provide the opportunity to repeat and practise sounds as many times as necessary, and 
to develop their autonomy in the learning process, among others. The implementation 
of ICTs in educational settings is not only restricted to EFL instruction, but they also 
promote learners’ autonomy and positive attitudes towards the learning process. In fact, 
students are highly motivated, thereby participating actively in the classroom. Hence, its 
implementation as part of its course syllabus should be taken into consideration in other 
English pronunciation modules. To do so, three aspects should be paramount: (a) having 
broad and high quality access to online resources, (b) making use of online resources on 
a regular basis, and (c) training not only students but also teachers to use ICTs –in this 
particular case the use of Voki– in the EFL classroom.

To this point, special mention should be made of these findings in terms of pedagogical 
implementations. This research study also showed that most of the students would 
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preferably work collectively, in pairs or groups. Therefore, interactive activities should be 
developed. Secondly, the results of this proposal have proved to be satisfactory. The use of 
Voki in the minimal pair and diphthongs activities raises students’ awareness as they get 
to distinguish their pronunciation errors, correcting them in a second recording. In this 
sense, the purposes of the course syllable are fulfilled. 

As Voki does not contain features of connected speech, it should be employed together 
with other ICTs to complete the activity competently. At the same time, it could be used 
to expose EFL learners to a variety of accents, including Scottish, Australian, and South 
African among others. This would allow students to train their listening skills as well as to 
know how the intonation changes from one accent to another.

Nonetheless, some longitudinal research could be useful in the Pronunciation and 
Understanding of Spoken English module to get a chronological view of students’ progress. 
This would allow us to come to an agreement on the incorporation of this teaching practice 
in the university curriculum.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Students’ initial questionnaire

Students’ Initial Questionnaire
Subject EA0910 English Pronunciation

2015-2016

Gender:                ⁪  M                  ⁪  F

Born in (YEAR): 

What is your level of English? 

⁪ A1              ⁪ A2              ⁪ B1             ⁪ B2              ⁪ C1              ⁪ C2

Do you use Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) regularly? 

⁪ Yes                          ⁪ No

What do you use ICTs for? 

⁪ Internet          ⁪ e-mail           ⁪ Voki          ⁪ blog          ⁪ others: which one?______

Score yourself from 1 to 5.

less-more

Questions 1 2 3 4 5

Have you ever used ICTs in your EFL classes?

What’s your level of English pronunciation?

Do you think it is important to 
speak English accurately?

Would you prefer to speak more English in 
class rather than doing book activities? 

Do you usually use ICTs in other subjects? 

Do you think the English language methodology 
is interactive and suitable? (learner-centred, 
communicative, competence-led)
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Appendix 2: Final Students’ Questionnaire

Final Students’ Questionnaire

less-more

Questions 1 2 3 4 5

I consider a waste of time having to use ICTs. It should 
be optional.

I prefer working in groups and using spoken language 
because that would be better for my learning process.

The activities are motivating and attractive.

I can monitor my own progress.

The implementation of ICTs is aimed at developing 
the competencies established in the course syllable.

The use of ICTs has allowed me to improve my English 
pronunciation.

ICTs contribute to the development of independent 
foreign language learning.

ICTs should be implemented in the following courses 
of the degree.

I will keep using ICTs at home.

I’m satisfied with this teaching proposal.

Observations / Suggestions for improvement 
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Appendix 3: Activities

Minimal Pairs

1. Read the following minimal pairs and record yourself using Voki.
•	 Fine, vine
•	 Pin, spin 
•	 Top, stop, strop 
•	 Bed, sped
•	 Toy, tie
•	 Say, seer
•	 Dog, god
•	 Bib, did, gig
•	 Gate, get, got goat, gut

2. Then, use Voki to check if you pronounced them correctly. If you did not pronounce a word 
properly, write it down and record it again.

Diphthongs

1. Read the lyrics of the song Demons by Imagine Dragons. Identify the words with 
diphthongs and classify them in the table below.

/aɪ/ /aʊ/ /eɪ/ /əʊ/ /eə/

2. Now use Voki and record yourself saying these words. Try it first with a British accent, and 
then with an American one.

3. Then listen to the song and check if you pronounced them correctly. If you did not 
pronounce a word properly, write it down and record it again.

4. Can you identify any minimal pairs? Record them.
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Connected Speech

1. Reproduce these songs excerpts as part of natural conversation. To do so, use features of 
connected speech (e.g. contractions, weak forms, assimilation, elision, linking r, etc.).

It might seem crazy what I am about to say 
Sunshine she is here, you can take a break 
I am a hot air balloon, I could go to space 
With the air, like I do not care baby by the way
(Happy by Pharrell Williams)

Yeah I am going to dance my heart out until the dawn 
But I will not be done when morning comes 
Doing it all night, all summer 
Going to spend it like no other
(Lush life by Zara Larrson)

I do not want to close my eyes 
I do not want to fall asleep 
Because I would miss you, baby 
And I do not want to miss a thing
(Don’t wanna miss a thing by Aerosmith)

If I got locked away 
And we lost it all today 
Tell me honestly, would you still love me the same? 
(Locked away by Adam Levine)

2. Then listen to the songs and check your pronunciation.
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Resum. Comunicació per correu electrònic iniciada per l’estudiant: Una anàlisi de les 
obertures i els tancaments usats per estudiants espanyols d’anglès com a llengua estrangera. 
El correu electrònic és una de les formes de comunicació més utilitzades en el context institucional 
i, de fet, abunden en la interacció professor-estudiant. Aquest estudi analitza les obertures i els 
tancaments en els correus electrònics de primer contacte enviats per dos grups d’estudiants amb 
característiques similars: un grup va usar la seva llengua materna (espanyol) i el segon la llengua 
estrangera (anglès) al realitzar una petició a un dels seus professors. Els resultats indiquen que, 
independentment de la llengua utilitzada, les obertures no han demostrat el nivell de formalitat 
esperable en aquest tipus d’enviament. Per contra, en els tancaments es detecta deferència i 
respecte al professor en els dos idiomes. 

Paraules clau: obertures, tancaments, correu electrònic, distància de poder.

Abstract. Student-initiated email communication: an analysis of openings and closings by 
Spanish EFL learners. Emails are one of the most widely-used forms of communication in the 
institutional context since they are pervasive in lecturer-student exchanges. This study analyzes 
opening and closing sequences in first-contact emails written by two groups of students with 
similar characteristics: one group employed their mother tongue (Spanish) and the second their 
foreign language (English) when making a request to one of their lecturers. Results show that 
regardless of language, openings did not show the degree of formality expected in this type of 
emails. In contrast, closings revealed deference and respect to the lecturer in both kinds of emails.

Keywords: openings, closings, email, power distance.
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1. Introduction

In the academic context, the use of email in student-lecturer interactions has become 
increasingly popular over the last 20 years. According to Economidou-Kogetsidis 
(2011), students are encouraged to use email in their exchanges. In this sense, “student-
faculty interactions at the university level have undergone a shift from face-to-face office 
hour consultations /…/ to more and more ‘cyber-consultations’ between students and 
faculty” (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2006, p. 81). Especially in first-contact emails sent by 
students requesting feedback, advice or tutorship, the need to use specific politeness 
formulae so as not to threaten the recipient’s face is evident (Brown & Levinson, 
1987). The students may also face additional difficulties when writing emails due to 
their asymmetrical relationship and the degree of imposition of the request, and also 
because of their limited pragmalinguistic competence (e.g., the ability to use language 
to express appropriate utterances), which may result in perceived impoliteness or 
offence on the lecturer’s part. Accordingly, greetings and closings in emails are regarded 
as essential variables in “maintaining politeness and showing respect towards the 
addressee” (Hallajian & David, 2014, p. 86). These authors also argued for the need 
to draw attention to authentic emails instead of more controlled data arising from, 
for example, discourse-completion tasks. In this sense, the present study attempts to 
analyse real opening and closing formulae in first-contact student-initiated emails sent 
to their lecturer taking into account the variable of power distance in Spain (Hofstede 
& Hofstede, 2005).

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Hofstede’s power distance index

The Hofstede Model (Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005) constitutes a 
framework to analyse cross-cultural communication. In this model five dimensions of 
national cultures are described, namely, power distance, individualism/collectivism, 
masculinity/feminity, uncertainty avoidance, and long-/short-orientation. These 
dimensions depict the deeply-ingrained values of different cultures, which have an 
impact on the behaviour of people from distinct cultures and also on the way in which 
they may behave in a work context. In Hofstede’s model, 76 countries were analysed 
for each dimension, obtaining a score from 0 to 100. Broadly speaking, higher scores 
are found for East European, Latin, Asian and African countries, and lower scores for 
Germanic and English-speaking Western countries (De Mooij & Hofstede, 2010). For 
the purposes of the present study, the first dimension (i.e., power distance) is at stake. 
The power distance index measures “the extent to which the less powerful members 
of institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is 
distributed unequally” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 9). In this model, Spain scores relatively 
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high in the rank (57), which means that it is a hierarchical society in which bosses’ and 
teachers’ authority should not be questioned. Everyone has a place and no justification 
for unequal power distribution is needed. For example, respect and authority are 
implemented by means of the expressions usted, the formal variant of tú (Hofstede, 
Hofstede & Minkow, 2010).

According to Lan (2000), both the sender’s origin and the fact of being a non-native 
speaker of the target language, among other factors, may affect the degree of formality in 
emails. (In)formality and (in)directness were two aspects under analysis in Lorenzo-Dus 
and Bou-Franch’s (2013) study, which addressed Peninsular Spanish and British English. 
These authors claim that the former is generally more informal and direct than the 
latter in different speech situations. Spain has been characterized as a positive politeness 
culture (Haverkate, 2003), and, accordingly, Peninsular Spanish shows, for example, 
the use of unmitigated requests (e.g., requests with no softening devices to reduce the 
imposition) because the addressee is considered as a “member of an in-group, a friend, a 
person whose personality traits are known and liked” (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 70). 
Yet, the particular speech act of requesting is regarded as a face-threatening act since the 
requester is impeding the requestee’s freedom and it might make the interlocutor lose 
face or damage it in some way. Therefore, the requester’s task is to minimize or mitigate 
the threat by means of politeness expressions such as downtoners (just, maybe, possibly) 
or the word please.

2.2. Openings and closings in email communication 

Some authors have claimed (Laborda, 2003) that emails have come to substitute 
letters in the last century; however, some elements of the epistolary format can also be 
found in institutional/formal email conversations (Chen, 2006). In this sense, openings 
(or salutations, greetings) and closings (or signatures, farewells) are optional elements 
in email communication (Crystal, 2006). Previous research shows great variation in the 
use of opening and closing sequences. For example, Gains’ (1998) study in institutional 
settings revealed that 92% of the emails had no opening; similarly, Lan (2000) found 
out that 54% of the emails in her corpus also lacked an opening. In exchanges among 
Australian and Korean academics, Murphy and Levy (2006) claimed that the use of 
greetings and closings is a way to show politeness and formality en email communication. 
Bou-Franch’s (2011) study showed that in emails between unequals (i.e., students and 
lecturers), greetings predominated and closings “contained eight times more thanking 
moves than emails sent down” (Bou-Franch, 2011, p. 1781). These results support the 
fact that, due to the asymmetric nature of emails among lecturers and students, the 
absence of openings or closings may result in impolite behaviour.

Variation is also exhibited in closing formulae, although there are two elements 
which seem necessary to sign off the email: a pre-closing formula and the name of the 
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sender (Crystal, 2006). According to this author’s data, no instances of avoidance of 
closing formulae were found; however, other research has shown different results: in his 
institutional sample, Gains (1998) found 8% of emails without a closing, and a much 
higher percentage (25%) was obtained by Lan (2000). The absence of closing formulae 
may result in perceived impoliteness on the recipient’s part, especially when the email is 
a request to a higher-up. 

3. Methodology

3.1. Purpose and research questions

This investigation is framed within the university academic context, in which opening 
and closing sequences are pervasive, according to Bou-Franch (2011). Yet this author 
claimed for more research to confirm this argument, and the present study aims to 
address this need. Therefore, the pragmalinguistic variation in the realization of opening 
and closing sequences in email communication will be examined taking into account 
the power distance index for Spain. On the basis of previous research on openings 
and closings in email discourse (Bou-Franch, 2011; Félix-Brasdefer, 2012), we have 
formulated the following research questions:

-- RQ 1: What are the opening and closing realizations of Spanish students writing 
emails in Spanish?

-- RQ 2: What are the opening and closing realizations of Spanish students writing 
emails in English?

-- RQ 3: Are there differences in openings and closings between these two groups 
of students?

This study is innovative in the sense that it addresses emails written by Spanish 
students when establishing a first-contact exchange with their lecturers. Previous research 
has looked at emails sent to faculty members, for example, Spanish students writing in 
Spanish (Bou-Franch, 2006), non-native English speakers writing in English vs. native 
speakers (Lan, 2000) or non-native students (Iranian) vs. native English (Eslami, 2013). 
Also, most research on email communication has been mainly comparative, i.e., native 
vs non-native (Tseng, 2015). Yet, to our knowledge, no study has examined whether 
there are pragmalinguistic differences between Spanish speakers writing request emails 
in Spanish and in English. Moreover, previous research on emails has mainly focused on 
the request head act to examine politeness (for example, Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Chen, 
2006), but fewer studies have tackled opening and closing formulae. Furthermore, 
previous research on email conversations involving students and lecturers (Bou-Franch, 
2011; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011) did not focus on students’ first-contact emails 
as the lecturers and the students knew each other. The present study aims at shedding 
further light on these gaps.
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3.2. Data collection

All emails under analysis were written by Spanish graduate students addressing a 
lecturer of a Spanish university. For the purposes of the present study, 25 emails written 
in Spanish and 25 written in English were selected. To ensure comparability between 
both groups, these emails shared the following features:

-- They were first-contact emails requesting information about enrolment in a 
master’s programme, deadlines or about guidance in the master’s thesis elaboration.

-- The students’ level of proficiency was, in all cases, above B2 in English (Common 
European Framework of Reference for Languages). As for their L1, they were 
native speakers of Spanish.

-- The power distance variable was stable (unequal-status relationship in institutional 
context).

4. Results and discussion

In an attempt to answer the first research question, a descriptive analysis in terms of 
frequencies and percentages follows (Table 1).

Table 1. Opening and closing realizations in emails written in Spanish

Openings % (frequency) Closings % (frequency)

No greeting 4% (1) Only thanks 8% (2)

Only greeting 44% (11) Only leave-taking 8% (2)

Greeting + lecturer’s 
first name

44% (11) Leave-taking + 
student’s first name

8% (2)

Greeting + lecturer’s 
title + full name

8% (2) Leave-taking + 
student’s full name

20% (5)

Thanks + leave-taking 16% (4)

Thanks + student’s 
full name

12% (3)

Thanks + leave-taking 
+ student’s first name

16% (4)

Thanks + leave-taking 
+ student’s full name

12% (3)

Our results show that in only one email (4%) in the Spanish corpus the student did 
not greet the lecturer in the opening sequence, very close to Félix-Brasdefer’s (2012) 
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findings. In this case, the student directly introduced herself and requested the lecturer’s 
guidance on her master’s thesis. The lack of greeting, according to Economidou-
Kogetsidis (2011), may render the email more direct, as a greeting can serve as small 
talk. Another possible explanation for the lack of greetings is put forward by Bou-Franch 
(2006): greetingless emails allow the email sender “to avoid the difficult situation of 
choosing form of address” (Bou-Franch, 2006, p. 70). In contrast, our data reveal higher 
percentages when the students did greet the addressee: 44% of openings were realized 
by the ‘Only greeting’ category, although these greetings were implemented in several 
forms, depending on the time of the day the email had been written (Buenas tardes 
(Good evening), Buenos días (Good morning), or simply Hola (Hello). Similarly, 44% of 
openings included a greeting along with the first name of the lecturer (Hola + lecturer’s 
first name). To a much lesser extent (8%), some students provided a greeting followed 
by the lecturer’s title and name (for example, Buenas tardes Dra. + lecturer’s full name). 

In light of these results, this particular group of data does not seem to adhere much 
to the variable of power distance set for Spain, because if we take into account the 
first three categories from Table 1 (that is, No greeting, Only greeting and Greeting + 
lecturer’s first name), they amount to 92% of openings which are not deemed as polite 
by Hallajian and David (2014). Lack of polite openings is somewhat supported by 
the fact that in only 64% (16 out of 25) of the emails, below the opening formula the 
student’s self-identification was found, either with the expression Soy (I’m) + student’s 
name or Me llamo (My name is) + student’s name, as example (1) shows:

(1)
Buenas tardes, [Good afternoon,]
Mi nombre es (student’s first name + last name) y soy estudiante del máster (master’s 
name). El año pasado realicé el trabajo fin de grado con mi tutora (name of supervisor). 
Me gustaría que fueras mi tutora en el trabajo fin de máster, si fuera posible. [My name 
is (student’s first name + last name) and I’m a student in the master (master’s name). Last 
year I elaborated my bachelor’s thesis with my supervisor (name of supervisor). I would 
like you to be my supervisor for the MA thesis, if possible.]
Gracias por la atención y un saludo! [Thanks for your attention and regards!]

In 9 mails (36%) there was no student’s identification before making the request, a fact 
that may be regarded as impolite behaviour, as in first-contact emails one is supposed to 
introduce or identify him/herself before the request. In those exchanges in which the students 
did not identify themselves at the beginning of the email they did so when signing off.

In light of our results, we may claim that the degree of formality1 expected in these 
unequal-status emails only shows in 8% of the cases with the sequence Greeting + 

1. Formality in the body of the email was also expressed by usted, but this analysis was beyond the scope of 
the present study.
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lecturer’s title + full name. Therefore, this finding does not lend support to Hofstede 
and Hofstede’s (2005) power distance index as in over 80% of the openings the students 
preferred a more egalitarian opening, by means of only a greeting, with or without 
the lecturer’s name. In this sense, our results are in line with Moreno’s (2003) claims 
that in contemporary Spain the speaker is concerned about his/her listener’s positive 
face regardless of the interlocutor’s age or status. Similar findings are reported by Alcón 
(2015) in her study with Spanish teenagers sending request emails to their teachers. 
The author argues that lack of mitigation is due to the fact that these students “do not 
perceive their relationship with their learning mentor as one of social distance” (Alcón, 
2015, p. 40).

As for the closing formulae, Table 1 illustrates a wider variation, since eight categories 
have been identified. To start with, the emails which sign off thanking the lecturer or 
only provide a leave-taking formula2 (with or without the student’s name) score low 
(8% each). These findings are in line with Félix-Brasdefer (2012), as he also reported 
low scores in these types of closings. Our data show that the highest percentage (20%) 
belongs to the category in which the student fully identifies him/herself with his name 
and last name after the leave-taking, closely followed by the formula Thanks + leave-
taking and Thanks + leave-taking + student’s full name (both 16%).

The use of Gracias (Thanks) or Muchas gracias (Many thanks) seems natural in 
this type of emails, since the students have requested help or information. This polite 
behaviour reflects the students’ awareness of the unequal relationship with their lecturer, 
in line with Eslami (2013). The results for closing formulae seem to suggest, on the one 
hand, students’ concern about formality attempting to mitigate the imposition of the 
request, and on the other, the tendency to adhere to traditional epistolary format.

The findings for the second research question (see Table 2) show that there was one 
occurrence of a greetingless email and 5 emails opened only with a greeting in the 
form of Good morning/Good afternoon/Hello. The highest number of emails contained a 
greeting together with the lecturer’s first name. To a much lesser extent, only one email 
was addressed to the lecturer with the academic title Professor.

The opening formulae in the English data, therefore, are not characterized by 
formality, disconfirming Ebsworth, Bodman and Carpenter’s (1996) findings. The use 
of the lecturer’s first name in this type of emails does not conform to politeness criteria 
and also departs from the power distance index expected, as they do not show deference 
to the lecturer. In fact, no greeting or the omission of the form Dear can be regarded 
as a pragmatic infelicity in these asymmetrical exchanges (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 
2011). In addition, the use of Dr. + lecturer’s first name (for example, ‘Dr. María’) is an 
unacceptable construction in English, along with the use of an incorrect academic title 
(Mrs. + lecturer’s last name).

2. Leave-taking formulae (Good-bye, Saludos) refer to the phatic function of language, in this case to close 
the email.
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Table 2. Opening and closing realizations in emails written in English

Openings % (frequency) Closings % (frequency)

No greeting 4% (1) Only thanks 8% (2)

Only greeting 20% (5) Leave-taking + 
student’s first name

8% (2)

Greeting + lecturer’s 
first name

68% (17) Leave-taking + 
student’s full name

4% (1)

Greeting + lecturer’s 
full name

4% (1) Thanks + leave-taking 8% (2)

Greeting + ‘Professor’+ 
lecturer’s last name

4% (1) Thanks + leave-taking 
+ student’s first name

8% (2)

Thanks + leave-taking 
+ student’s full name

36% (9)

Thanks + student’s 
first name

28% (7)

Turning our attention to closings, results reveal a high percentage (80%) of emails 
which included a thanking formula, often together with a leave-taking. Given the fact 
that all the emails involved a request, thanking the lecturer in advance may be considered 
a way to soften or mitigate the students’ imposition, as example (2) depicts: 

(2)
Good morning! I’m (student’s full name), an online student of (name of subject).
(request asking for information about deadlines)
Thank you very much,
(student’s full name)

A further category (Thanks + student’s first name) was added in the English data as 
there were 7 emails which were signed off by thanking the teacher followed by only the 
student’s first name, a category which had not been identified in the Spanish data, as 
example (3) illustrates:

(3)
Good morning,
(request)
Thank you very much for your attention.
(student’s first name)
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The third research question asked whether there would be differences in the opening 
and closing realizations between the two groups of emails. Table 3 displays the percentages 
in our data, indicating the overwhelming presence of openings and, above all, closings 
in both kinds of emails. These results are in line with Hatch’s claim noting that an 
email writer “may or may not provide an additional opening, but will have to generate 
a closing” (Hatch, 1992, p. 13). Yet, and despite the high use of opening and closing 
formulae this group of students employed when writing their emails to the authoritative 
figure (lecturer), the degree of formality expected in the opening realizations did not 
show either in the Spanish or in the English data, as attested by the results of our first 
and second research questions. The biggest differences between the Spanish and the 
English emails can be found in the category Only greeting and Greeting + lecturer’s first 
name. In the former, the Spanish data doubles the English (44% vs 20%), and in the 
latter, the percentage of emails written in English is much higher than the one obtained 
in the Spanish corpus (68% vs 44%). A possible explanation for the use of a greeting 
word in the Spanish emails lies in the fact that the use of Buenos días (more formal) or 
Hola (more informal) is a highly standardized way of salutation in Spanish. It is also 
likely that, due to the hybrid nature of computer-mediated communication (Lorenzo-
Dus & Bou-Franch, 2013), the students may have used characteristics of oral speech 
in their emails, which may result in more egalitarian communication in detriment of 
formality. Again, these results seem not to corroborate Hofstede’s (2001) power distance 
index for Spain and they are in line with previous research. For example, Alcón (2013) 
claimed that the international English speakers (mainly Spaniards) in her study did not 
consider their relationship with their mentor as involving social distance, and thus they 
tended to use more informal greetings.

Table 3. Opening and closing realizations in the two types of email data

Emails written in Spanish Emails written in English

Openings 96% 96%

Closings 100% 100%

Our findings reveal low percentages in minimal closings (i.e., Only thanks and Leave-
taking + student’s first name) both in Spanish and English mails. The picture changes 
when the closing becomes more complex: for example, the categories Thanks + leave-
taking and Thanks + leave-taking + student’s first name are twice as high in the Spanish 
data. However, in the case of Thanks + leave-taking + student’s full name, the number of 
English emails is three times higher than the emails written in Spanish (36% vs 12%). 
This disparity in results may suggest that students writing emails in English adhere to 
a more formal letter-writing structure, in which, apart from the appreciative formula 
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Thanks, a leave-taking and their full name are included to increase the degree of respect 
to the lecturer.

The coincidence in the percentages from Table 3 may be linked to the fact observed 
by Wei (2010) that, although a universal phenomenon, greetings are culture specific. 
Therefore, Spanish speakers may have transferred Spanish opening formulae to English 
when greeting and the same circumstance may be applied when signing off their 
emails. This fact lends support to Tseng’s (2015) claims that non-native students “can 
only resort to their existing L1 pragmatics” (Tseng, 2015, p. 26), due to their limited 
pragmalinguistic competence. 

5. Conclusion

The prevalent use of emails in student-lecturer communication makes it necessary 
to employ status-congruent language, especially in first-contact emails in which no 
familiarity is presupposed. The analysis of openings and closings in the present paper 
reveals that there is a high occurrence of those moves in email communication, in line 
with Bou-Franch (2011) and Hallajian and David (2014). Due to the high power distance 
index set for Spain (Hofstede, 2001), markers of politeness in the email openings and 
closings were expected so as to account for inequality and power differences. However, 
openings in both groups of data did not reveal politeness or deference. Contrarily, 
closings may be regarded as respectful both in the Spanish and in the English data 
since our findings show enough status-appropriate deference to the lecturer. These 
findings may have important pedagogical implications both in the L1 classroom and in 
the English-as-a-foreign-language classroom. Instruction on how to write appropriate 
openings seems to be an urgent task in light of our results. Openings in emails which 
may sound too familiar or rude to the recipient might result in not getting a reply on the 
part of the lecturer. This is a relevant aspect in the university context, in which deference 
and respect are expected, especially in first-contact emails. In this sense, we adhere to 
Biesenbach-Lucas’ (2005) urge on the need of training how to write effective emails so 
as to avoid pragmatic infelicities. Moreover, awareness-raising tasks using natural data 
(such as the opening and closings under analysis in this paper) may prove useful in 
making learners notice politeness and formal expressions. Also, other factors (e.g., age, 
status and power of participants, degree of imposition) could be looked in order for 
learners to understand how relevant they are to avoid sociopragmatic failure.

Our study is a contribution to the body of research on openings and closings in email 
communication. Although the sample was small, we believe that it has revealed that, in 
the case of openings in both languages (Spanish and English), the forms of address do 
not match the expected Power Distance Index in Spain. The openings written in Spanish 
cannot be regarded as polite, and this fact seems to be transferred to the ones written in 
English, in which polite or formal markers are a minimal percentage and the use of the 
lecturer’s first name almost reaches 70%.
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This paper presents some limitations. First, students share the same characteristics 
(i.e., same mother tongue, similar level of proficiency in English) and thus, any 
conclusion deriving from our analysis may not be applicable to other contexts. Second, 
the limited number of emails examined does not make results generalizable. Therefore, 
more research including different levels of proficiency and a wider sample is needed. 
This may shed further light on how politeness is shown in email openings and closings, 
a fact that might have an impact on the lecturers’ quick reply and also on their positive 
feedback (Tseng, 2015). Moreover, further research should address opening and closing 
realizations of subsequent mails after the student’s first-contact one. As Biesenbach-
Lucas (2007) states, less formal formulae may arise with more contact between students 
and their lecturers.  Also, issues of punctuation and capitalization (Lan, 2000) are in 
need of more investigation as they may affect the institutional expectations of email 
communication. Although the current study focused on a small sample of emails, in 
our opinion it may widen the scope of email communication by shedding light on how 
a specific group of graduate students with similar features write to their lecturers for 
the first time. We concur with Chen’s (2006, p. 36) idea of “email literacy”, an issue 
which deserves further attention in the field of education due to the possible negative 
consequences a lack of pragmatic competence may bring about when foreign-language 
learners use the email to address their professors. 
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Resum. Els refugiats en la premsa espanyola: Estudi de corpus sobre la prosòdia semàntica 
del terme refugiat des d’una perspectiva diacrònica. Aquest article estudia la prosòdia semàntica 
del lema refugiat a la premsa espanyola durant un període de set anys (2010-16) amb l’objectiu 
d’analitzar la representació discursiva dels refugiats en aquest gènere textual. L’estudi se centra 
en aspectes diacrònics i quantitatius, a la vegada que determina les unitats lèxiques negatives que 
acompanyen un refugiat. La recerca es basa en l’anàlisi d’un corpus d’1.8 milions de paraules 
format per notícies en espanyol sobre els refugiats que van ser extretes de les hemeroteques 
digitals d’El País i El Mundo. Els resultats mostren que la freqüència de refugiat augmenta al 
llarg del període estudiat, igual que ho fa la prosòdia semàntica negativa associada a aquest 
mot. Aquesta negativitat, que és molt més alta en els dos últims anys analitzats, es construeix a 
través de determinades col·locacions constants, col·locacions puntuals i mitjançant patrons lèxics 
relacionats amb l’ocupació massiva i la victimització dels refugiats.

Paraules clau: refugiats, premsa espanyola, lingüística de corpus, prosòdia semàntica, perspectiva 
diacrònica. 

Abstract. Refugees in the Spanish press: A corpus-assisted study of the semantic prosody of 
the term refugiado from a diachronic perspective. This paper explores the semantic prosody 
of the lemma refugiado in the Spanish press over a 7-year period (2010-16) with the aim of 
examining the discursive representation of refugees in this textual genre. The study is concerned 
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with diachronic and quantitative aspects, while focusing on the negative lexical units collocating 
with refugiado. The research is based on the analysis of a 1.8-million-word corpus of Spanish 
news articles about refugees that were extracted from the digital libraries of El País and El Mundo. 
The results show that the frequency of refugiado increases over the 2010-16 period, and so does 
its negative semantic prosody. This negativity –which is much higher in the last two years under 
study– is constructed through certain consistent collocates, seasonal collocates and patterns of 
language associated with refugees’ massive occupation and victimization. 

Keywords: refugees, Spanish press, corpus linguistics, semantic prosody, diachronic perspective. 

1. Introduction

Despite the considerable number of studies about semantic prosody (henceforth, 
SP), there exist few of them which examine the SP of nouns. There are some exceptions 
such as Alcaraz-Mármol and Soto-Almela (2016) and Taylor (2009). Furthermore, most 
lexical units explored in previous studies (Hunston, 2002; Louw, 1993; Partington, 
1998, 2004) do not imply any social controversy, and have been studied in the context 
of general English corpora. By contrast, the present study focuses on the term refugiado 
as a political status.

	 Whilst migration movements have been present over the history of human 
beings, the years after the Second World War –especially the 1950s– were a turning 
point regarding refugees. This phenomenon has been present since that moment and, 
during the years, Europe has been a referent in granting protection to asylum seekers 
from all over the world. Although refugees have been arriving in Europe during the 
second half of the 20th century and the first years of the 21st century, the number of 
asylum seekers has dramatically increased in the last years due to the conflicts in the 
Middle East, and especially the civil war in Syria. This phenomenon has called the 
attention of the media, where daily news about this issue has been published. 

In the last decades, Spain has turned from being a country left by people who 
migrate to other places to being a recipient of immigrants. The migratory flow has 
been continuously growing due to the global economic crisis and some international 
conflicts, which have forced many people to leave their homes. Consequently, Spain, 
together with other developed countries, has publicly advocated the need to control 
its borders. The massive flow of people crossing European borders has brought to light 
alarming data that relate immigration to xenophobia (European Network Against 
Racism Annual Report, 2016). In the particular case of Spain, the Spanish Centre 
of Sociological Research (CIS, 2011) shows that 21.6% of respondents associated 
immigration to negativity. Yet, humanitarian institutions such as the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) or the Spanish Commission for Refugee 
Aid (CEAR) have claimed that international agreements about human rights should be 
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applied, and they have even denounced that some of these developed countries are not 
committed to those agreements. 

Not only has immigration in the Spanish written media been the object of 
psychosocial studies (Antonín & Tomás-Sábado, 2006; Buades, Díe & Melero, 2010; 
Checa & Arjona, 2011), but also of studies which explore the connection between the 
media and migration from a linguistic viewpoint (Cisneros, 2008; Crespo Fernández & 
Martínez Lirola, 2012; López-Maestre & Scheu-Lottgen, 2003; Martínez Lirola, 2008). 
These linguistic studies rely on critical discourse analysis and visual grammar to explore 
the connection between language, attitude and ideology. Despite their diversity in aims 
and scope, they all seem to point to the conclusion that the media tends to offer a 
negative picture of migration. Furthermore, the last eight years have seen how the Syrian 
civil war has brought the phenomenon of refugees to the forefront. The way the Spanish 
government has managed this issue has been admonished by the European Union, being 
the media a crucial witness that has not helped to curb the political and social tensions 
that have arisen as a consequence. 

	 Given the repercussions that the phenomenon of refugees has been having in 
the last years and its social and media impact, the present study aims to diachronically 
explore –within the methodological framework of Semantic Prosody (SP)– how the 
term refugiado has been constructed in two major Spanish newspapers from 2010 to 
2016. The analysis hinges on the identification of negative collocates and the prosodic 
meaning they transfer to the lemma refugiado over these seven years. 

2. The study of the phenomenon of refugees and other migratory groups from a 
linguistic perspective

Linguistics has played a major role in the study of the discursive representation of 
different migratory groups such as refugees, immigrants or asylum seekers. The study 
of these phenomena has been approached from various perspectives within linguistics, 
being the most common corpus linguistics (CL), critical discourse analysis (CDA) or 
a combination of both, resulting in corpus-assisted discourse studies (CADS). In this 
section, we aim to offer an up-to-date overview of how refugees and other migratory 
groups have been linguistically explored in the media discourse.

The project entitled Discourses of Refugees and Asylum Seekers in the UK Press 
(Baker et al., 2008) is perhaps a ground-breaking project in this regard, as it combines a 
series of methodologies associated with CL and CDA to examine how RASIM (refugees, 
asylum seekers, immigrants and migrants) are linguistically defined and constructed 
in the British press over a period of 10 years (1996-2005). Baker et al. (2008) carried 
out both diachronic and synchronic studies grounded on the examination of relative 
frequencies, significant lexical patterns and concordances. Their results demonstrated 
that certain categories related to numbers or quantification negatively portrayed RASIM, 
representing them as “an out-of-control, agentless, unwanted natural disaster” (Baker et 
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al., 2008, p. 287). Taylor (2009) replicated the study by Baker et al. (2008) applying a 
CADS methodology with the aim of exploring the representation of ICES (immigrati, 
clandestini, extracomunitari and stranieri) in the Italian press, and also observed that the 
Italian newspapers tended to negatively portray ICES as an invading army which was 
out of control and needed to be stopped or blocked.

Likewise, in the framework of the above mentioned project, KhosraviNik (2008, 
2010) also conducted diachronic studies focused on the discursive representation of 
RASIM groups. Nonetheless, KhosraviNik’s studies approached this phenomenon from 
a selection of CDA methodologies and detailed textual analyses aiming at researching 
the portrayal of RASIM within different socio-political events at five critical points in 
time, and contrasting these groups among a variety of newspapers of different political 
ideologies. KhosraviNik’s results are in the line of those obtained by Baker et al. (2008). 
They seem to point to the RASIM phenomenon –regardless of the newspaper political 
ideology– as an issue or problem firmly associated with common topics such as natural 
disasters, large quantities, economic burden, threat to community values, danger and law. 
The discursive and rhetoric analyses carried out by Lynn and Lea (2003) about the social 
construction of asylum seekers’ image in the UK press also confirmed that this group was 
represented with different negative attributes which characterized them as the “other” or 
“enemy” group who is harming “us” and is associated to terrorism and criminality.  

Allen (2016) and Blinder and Allen (2016), in collaboration with The Migration 
Observatory at the University of Oxford, have more recently contributed to understanding 
how the British press has actually talked about this issue. Blinder and Allen (2016) 
employed corpus linguistic and quantitative methods to find the most common collocates 
accompanying immigrants, migrants, asylum seekers, and refugees, thus detecting patterns 
of language use from 2010 to 2012. Their study was particularly focused on examining 
L1 collocates and consistent collocates (C-collocates), understood as those that regularly 
occur within five words (to the left and right) of the target word, consistently over the 
period under analysis. Regarding language around refugees, they obtained that both L1 
collocates and C-collocates referred to conflict, fleeing, and refugees’ nationalities. In his 
study of British print editions of newspapers, Allen (2016) noticed an important change 
in the portrayal of refugees between January 2006 and May 2015 as references to Syrians 
increased dramatically coinciding with the war in Syria.

As it has been shown through this section, most of the studies which analyze migratory 
groups from a linguistic standpoint have focused on the English language and, as a 
consequence, have primarily dealt with British tabloids, midmarkets and broadsheets. 
On the contrary, to our knowledge, this paper is the first one to adopt a methodology 
based on the identification of semantic prosodies to explore the particular phenomenon 
of refugees in the Spanish press. Furthermore, unlike the studies in the dominant 
English-language literature, our study examines a span of years which includes the 
whole 2015-16 period, offering thus more updated data as the analysis also covers the 
years coinciding with the aggravation of the Syrian refugee movement.  
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3. Exploring SP: Approaches and types 

The term prosody was first used by Firth (1957) within the context of prosodic 
phonology, and then borrowed by two post-Firthian corpus linguists, Sinclair (1987) 
and Louw (1993). Although Sinclair (1987) was the first to observe the phenomenon of 
SP in the collocational behavior of words, the concept itself was not coined in linguistics 
until 1993 by Louw. Since then, various linguists (Hoey, 2005; Hunston, 2002; Louw, 
2000; Partington, 1998; Schmitt and Carter, 2004; Stubbs, 1995, 1996, 2001a) have 
shown interest in the study of the semantic environment of certain items. Even though 
these scholars have approached the concept of SP from many different angles, they do 
at least seem to agree to describe it as a “(type of ) meaning”. SP has been defined as an 
“aura of meaning” (Louw, 1993), “halo of meaning”, “transferred meaning” (Bublitz, 
1996), “evaluative meaning” (Sinclair, 1996; Stubbs, 2001b), “pragmatic or attitudinal 
meaning” (Sinclair, 2004) or “attached meaning” (Stewart, 2010).

SP has been explored from both diachronic and synchronic approaches. Understood 
in synchronic terms, SP has been defined as an extending meaning which characterizes 
a group of items rather than a single item. As Stubbs (2001a) pointed out, SP refers to 
“a feature which extends over more than one unit in a linear string” (p.65). Accordingly, 
it is said to be a meaning which “belongs to or is distributed over a unit of language” 
(Stewart, 2010, p. 53), ranging over several units or combinations of words (Sinclair, 
2003).

As for the diachronic approach, SP is defined as an attached meaning or as a meaning 
which is transferred from one word to another during the course of time (Stewart, 2010). 
A wide range of metaphors have been used to describe SP as a meaning transferable to 
an item over time. Indeed, Stewart (2010) pointed out that:

Prosodic meaning may be attached, be taken on, be taken, be acquired, be accorded, be 
carried or be held; it may imbue, colour, taint, rub off, be reflected or spill over; further, 
prosodic meaning is an aura, a halo, a shade or a hue, and is the result of infection or 
contagion. (Stewart, 2010, p. 43)

This collection of metaphors is the result of several studies that have dealt with the 
concept of SP. For instance, Louw (1993) defined it as “a consistent aura of meaning 
with which a form is imbued by its collocates” (p. 157). Louw (1993) added that 
“prosodies are undoubtedly the product of a long time of refinement through historical 
change” (p.164). Morley and Partington (2009) explained that the development of 
negative prosody happens with co-occurrence through time. Other studies, such as 
those conducted by Whichmann, Simon-Vandenberger and Aijmer (2010) and Zhang 
(2013), exemplify the diachronic dimension of SP by examining the behavior of different 
words through time.
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Partington (2004) stated that SP affects wide stretches of text characterized by a 
particular evaluative valence which can be positive, negative or neutral. According to 
McEnery & Hardie (2012), words or phrases are said to have one type or another of 
SP depending on the meaning of the units they co-occur with, that is to say, whether 
that meaning is negative or positive. Thus, negative semantic prosody is given if a word 
“co-occur[s] with units that have a negative [...] meaning” (McEnery & Hardie, 2012, 
p. 135). Following these authors, in this study, negative semantic prosody is identified 
when the term of analysis –refugiad*– co-occurs with negative words, that is, words 
having unpleasant or unfavorable meanings. 

Most authors have identified many more negative examples of SP than positive ones 
(Louw, 2000). Thus, in the list of English lexical items compiled by McEnery, Xiao and 
Tono (2006), only three examples of positive prosody (build up to, provide, career) were 
identified against the numerous cases of negative prosody (break out, happen, set in, bent 
on, cause, fan the flame, commit, peddle, etc.). All of them coincide on the idea of negative 
semantic prosody as an adverse meaning which is transferred to a term as a result of 
the words with which it usually co-occurs. Furthermore, previous studies on SP have 
focused mainly on the analysis of verbs and adverbs that have been explored in general 
English corpora (Louw, 1993; Partington, 1998, 2004; Sinclair, 1991; Stubbs, 2001a) 
or have been the object of contrastive studies (Sardinha, 2000; Tognini-Bonelli, 2001; 
Xiao & McEnery, 2006). By contrast, this paper pursues to analyze the SP of a noun in 
a specific Spanish corpus made up of newspaper articles. 

From a methodological point of view, SP has been mostly approached by means 
of computational methods, although some researchers like Stewart (2010) have also 
advocated for a role of intuition and introspection. Most authors (Channell, 1999; Hoey, 
2005; Hunston, 2002; Louw, 2000; Sinclair, 2003; Stubbs, 1995; Widdowson, 2000; 
Zhang, 2013) seem to agree that we should go beyond native speakers’ intuitions and 
introspection, and explore SP by using attested data from corpus and computational 
methods, given that a large number of examples of a lexical unit are needed for the analysis.

As SP is a co-text-dependent phenomenon, it can vary from one textual genre to 
another. This SP that only appears with certain items in specific-genre texts is called 
local prosody (Tribble, 2000), which is the one that is to be applied to our study, in 
which the prosody of the item refugiado is specifically explored in Spanish newspapers. 
Therefore, local prosody is strongly related to the particular genre in which a word is 
combined with its collocates. 

4. Methodology

4.1. Corpus description

The study is based on a corpus of 1,808,400 words compiled ad hoc. The over 2,000 
news articles that make up this corpus were extracted from the digital libraries of the two 
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most widely read national newspapers in Spain, namely El Mundo and El País (Oficina 
de Justificación de la Difusión, 2012). Although our analysis focuses on these two major 
Spanish newspapers, it is worth noting that the articles that were collected did not only 
report on the phenomenon of refugees in Spain, but also worldwide. The number of 
words collected from the two newspapers is comparable with 936,286 from El Mundo 
and 872,114 from El País. The time span for the articles selection covered 7 years, from 
2010 to 2016. 

4.2. Corpus analysis

The analysis was based on the lemma refugiado, which included the inflected forms 
refugiado, refugiada, refugiados and refugiadas. The lemma is hereafter represented as 
refugiado. Hence, we focused on the analysis and quantification of lemmas, being 
understood as the base forms of words. Therefore, verb tenses, plural, or –s third singular 
person were counted as one single lexical item. For instance, the lemma huir represents 
the inflected forms huyen, huían, huyendo, etc. However, derivational forms –that is, 
those that contain semantic affixes such as prefixes or suffixes– were considered other 
different lemmas. It is also important to clarify that we distinguished between refugiado 
as a noun and as a participle. In Spanish both terms adopt the same form, but our 
analysis focused on the former, as it is the noun form the one that describes the political 
status of asylum seeker. 

The software Wordsmith (Scott, 2012) enabled us to examine how refugiado behaved 
in the corpus. It offered the words that co-occurred with this node in question. 
Furthermore, we limited our analysis to collocates which co-occurred at least ten 
percent of their occasions with the lemma refugiado. A stop-list was used so that all 
non-informing or potentially misleading words were avoided. The list contained highly 
common words such as determiners, conjunctions or prepositions, which were filtered 
out prior to text processing. 

5. Results and discussion 

Refugiado appears 19,310 times in the corpus. Figure 1 shows the occurrences of 
this lemma per year with respect to the total number of content words. In general, 
the number of instances tends to increase every year, starting with 375 times in 2010 
up to more than 7,000 occurrences in 2016. Nevertheless, the year with the highest 
number of occurrences is 2015, where refugiado is found 8,621 times. Furthermore, the 
percentage that this lemma represents in each year of the corpus is shown in Figure 2, 
where it can be observed that the percentage of refugiado has been regularly increasing 
up to 2012, the dramatic rise happening from 2014 to 2015, where this lemma occurs 
25 out of 100 words in the corpus, multiplying by five its percentage with respect to 
2010. The percentage slightly decreases in 2016, although it is still over 20%. 
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Therefore, it can be stated that over the seven years analyzed the lemma refugiado has 
grown in salience, experiencing a notable rise particularly in 2015-16. Similar results 
were found by Allen (2016) in his study based on the British press, in which he pointed 
out that the highest number of articles mentioning refugees ranged from January 2015 
to May 2015, coinciding with the most critical moment of the Syrian refugee movement.
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Figure 3 shows the percentage of negative collocates per year co-occurring with 
refugiado. During the 2010-11 period, the negativity can be found in no more than 
3% of the collocates of refugiado. The percentage of negativity significantly increases 
in 2012 up to almost 10% and decreases during the two following years (2013-14). 
However, the highest percentage of negativity around refugiado is found in 2015, where 
its negative collocates rise up to 20.4%, almost 17 points more than the previous year 
2014. Put another way, every 100 times refugiado appears in the corpus, around 20 times 
it co-occurs with a word of unfavorable meaning in 2015. In general terms, although the 
negative SP is found in all the years under study, the collocates transferring a negative 
prosodic meaning to refugiado increase notably in the 2015-16 period, when negativity 
around this lemma becomes more pronounced. 
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Table 1 shows the negative collocates of the 2010-14 period. In 2010 and 2011, there is 
only one negative word that co-occurs with refugiado, while 2012 and 2013 experience an 
increase. In the former, we find 4 different negative collocates co-occurring with the node 
in L5-R5 position, and 5 in the latter. Yet, 2014 only presents two negative collocates 
with a frequency of 42 in total. The last two years of the analysis, 2015 and 2016, make a 
difference with respect to the previous ones and will be then examined separately. 

Table 2 shows up to 24 different negative collocates co-occurring with refugiado in 
2015. The first in the table is crisis (crisis), appearing 677 times. Frontera (‘border’) is 
found in second place (180 instances), although the difference with crisis is remarkable. 
Following frontera, we find guerra (‘war’), flujo (‘flow’), huir (‘flee’) and masiva (‘massive’), 
all of them with over 80 occurrences.
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Table 1. Negative collocates with refugiado (2010-14)

	 Word Total L5 L4 L3 L2 L1 Node R1 R2 R3 R4 R5

2010 desplazados 9     1    

R         
E
F
U
G
I
A

  D*

3 4   1  
2011 huir 17     1       6 6 2 2
2012 huir 29 1 1 1 2   2 9 9 3 1

frontera 17 2   2       1 4 5 3
flujo 13     1 12            
desplazados 11   1   1   3 4 2    

2013 huir 11             3 7 1  
frontera 8   1           1 6  
flujo 7     2 5            
guerra 7 2   1         1 2 1
crisis 7     1 5         1  

2014 desplazados 22       4 1   14 2 1  
guerra 20 2   1       1 10 2 4

Table 2. Negative collocates with refugiado (2015)

Word Total L5 L4 L3 L2 L1 Node R1 R2 R3 R4 R5
2015 crisis 677 12 12 345 272 2

R
E
F
U
G
I
A

  D*

  9 11 8 6
frontera 180 22 15 13 3 2 3   43 38 41
guerra 94 4 5   1     19 14 19 32
flujo 89 1 6 4 74     1   1 2
huir 88 1   1 2   18 45 12 5 4
masiva 85 4 3 11 61     2     4
drama 76 5 6 59 2       1 2 1
frente 47 19 11 4     4 2 1 5 1
frenar 46 4 23 17         1 1  
conflicto 36 3   1 1     8 8 7 8
problema 33 1 1 19 3       2 3 4
oleada 29   1 2 22     1 2 1  
afluencia 27 2   7 17           1
ola 27       21   1   1 3 1
ataques 26 4 8 1 6     4 1 1 1
evitar 23 4 9 1   1   4 2 2  
avalancha 21   1   19       1    
muertos 20 3   1 2   6 3 3 2  
contingente 18 1 2 2 10     1 1   1
yihadistas 18     10       1 7    
detener 15 2 7 5           1  
rechazan 15 1 9 3     1     1  
atrapados 14           5 2 5 1 1
impedir 13 7 4 1     1        
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The year 2016 follows the same line as 2015. As shown in Table 3, the collocates crisis 
and frontera are again the ones with the highest number of occurrences. Crisis, which 
repeats as the top word, occurs 554 times. It still counts over 500 times, although its 
frequency is lower in this year. After frontera, the list continues with drama (‘drama’), 
flujo, guerra and expulsión (‘expulsion’). 

Table 3. Negative collocates with refugiado (2016)

Word Total L5 L4 L3 L2 L1 Node R1 R2 R3 R4 R5
2016 crisis 554 7 6 283 228 5

R
E
F
U
G
I
A

  D*

  10 6 3 6
frontera 87 7 7 10 2   2 1 27 11 20
drama 68 2 4 54 3     1 1 2 1
flujo 53   2 7 44            
guerra 51 3 1 2       9 12 13 11
expulsión 43 1 2 9 24     1 1 2 3
masiva 32 1 2 8 21            
huir 27 1     2   2 18 3 1  
atrapados 26           14 6 3 2 1
frente 25 10   4     6 1 3   1
frenar 24 2 17 4             1
evitar 22 3 6 4     1 6     2
ataques 20 3 6 1 3       1 4 2
expulsar 16 3 2 7 2         2  
conflicto 16 1 3 3 1     1   6 1
problema 15 1 1 12           1  
ola 14   1   13            
oleada 13   1   11         1  
vulnerables 13 1 1       1 9 1    
desalojo 13 2 6           1 1 3
rechazo 12 4   7             1
contingente 12     2 4       1 1 4
avalancha 11     1 10            
éxodo 10     3 5     1     1
detener 10   6 3 1            
terrorismo 10 1     2     3 1 1 2
violencia 10 1 2 6             1
detención 10 1   2 2         3 2
sufrimiento 10   2 6         1 1  
desesperación 9 1   4 2         2  

A detailed analysis of Tables 1-3 reveals that the most consistent collocates over this 
7-year period are huir, which is present in five years of the corpus, frontera and guerra, 

Sintagma 30 bis.indd   105 19/11/2018   11:46:49



Sintagma 30, 95-113. ISSN 0214-9141 / DOI 10.21001/sintagma.2018.30.06

Gema Alcaraz-Mármol, Jorge Soto-Almela106

which occur over four years. These three words can be considered C-collocates that 
relate to the intrinsic definition of refugees. 

As it can be observed in Figure 4, the collocate huir reaches its highest frequency in 
2012, when every 100 times refugiado appears, it co-occurs 4 times with some of the 
forms of huir. Indeed, according to the UNHCR (2016), refugees are persons fleeing 
armed conflict or persecution. Fleeing involves “going to another country in order to 
escape from something or someone, especially because of danger or fear” (Cambridge 
University Press, 2008). People thus flee negative situations such as violence, death, 
hunger or war. In fact, the collocate guerra is also a constant from 2013 onwards, 
occupying a relevant position in 2014 (see Figure 4). 

The collocates of huir found in the corpus CREA stress its negativity since words 
such as guerra, violencia (‘violence’), catástrofe (‘catastrophe’), miseria (‘misery’), muerte 
(‘death’), combates (‘combats’), horror (‘horror’), crisis, hambre (‘hunger’) or conflicto 
(‘conflict’) are frequent collocates. Some examples from our corpus illustrating this 
negativity are: 

(1) Miles de refugiados huyen de la guerra, la violencia y la persecución (‘Thousands of  
      refugees flee war, violence and persecution’).
(2) Cientos de refugiados huyen de la miseria y del terror del ISIS (‘Hundreds of refugees 
      flee misery and the terror of ISIS’). 
(3) Un número creciente de refugiados sirios huyen de la represión y del conflicto (‘An 
      increasing number of Syrian refugees flee repression and conflict’). 

These results show similarities to those obtained by Blinder & Allen (2016) since they 
also found out that “refugees [were] depicted as FLEEING” (p.18). In fact, words such 
as fleeing, camps or war were consistent collocates used to describe refugees across the 
2010-12 period, leading to the consideration that “the word ‘refugees’ […] appears most 
associated with international crises” (Blinder & Allen, 2016, p.18). 

The word frontera is another C-collocate of refugiado that shows a remarkable presence 
over the time span studied. It appears for the first time in 2012, and its frequency starts 
to grow in the following years, with the exception of 2014 (see Figure 4). The collocate 
frontera contributes to the view of the phenomenon of refugees as something to be 
stopped from reaching Europe. According to DRAE, frontera is defined as “confín de 
un estado; límite” (‘boundary of a state; limit’). In the beginning, this word may not 
imply any type of negativity. Nevertheless, in this context, the term has been considered 
to convey a negative prosody to the node. In the first examples provided by the CREA, 
frontera appears with items such as miedo (‘fear’), desesperanza (‘hopelessness’) or 
dificultad (‘difficulty’). The definition of frontera may not be denotatively negative in 
isolation, but its behavior in context points to negativity, as you normally put limits 
to negative things, not positive ones, so that they do not reach or affect you. Some 
examples extracted from our corpus are: 
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(4) Schuster ha pedido a Merkel que cierre fronteras a los refugiados (‘Schuster has asked  
      Merkel to close borders to refugees’).
(5) Hay 5.000 refugiados varados en la frontera que viajan sin documentos (‘There are 
      5,000 refugees stranded on the border traveling undocumented’). 
(6) Los jefes de Estado y de Gobierno se reúnen este martes y miércoles en Malta para hablar 
      sobre refugiados y control de fronteras (‘Heads of State and Government meet on Tuesday 
     and Wednesday in Malta to talk about refugees and border control’). 

In addition to huir, guerra and frontera as C-collocates, Figure 4 shows the development 
of crisis and drama as the two most significant seasonal collocates found in our corpus. 
A seasonal collocate is the term used by Baker et al. (2008) to refer to collocates that 
are very frequent in a small number of years. In fact, the collocates crisis and drama are 
concentrated in the last two annual sub-corpora (2015-16) and reflect the dynamics of 
migration and refugee issues. Although crisis occurs occasionally in 2012, it is in the last 
two years when it ranks first in the list of negative collocates co-occurring with refugiado. 
This collocate mostly appears in L2 and L3 positions, giving rise to the most repeated 
lexical patterns in 2015-16: crisis de refugiados or crisis de los refugiados. Likewise, drama, 
which collocates with refugiado 76 times in 2015 and 68 times in 2016, is principally 
found in L3 position, forming the expression drama de los refugiados. These lexical 
patterns are found in sentences such as the following: 

(7) La peor crisis de refugiados desde la Segunda Guerra Mundial está golpeando 
       fuertemente  Europa (‘The worst refugee crisis since World War II is strongly hitting 
       Europe’). 
(8) El Consejo de Ministros ha tratado la crisis de los refugiados a la que se enfrenta 
        Europa (‘The Council of Ministers addressed the refugee crisis which Europe is facing’).
(9) Colau lleva días exigiendo al Gobierno español que responda al drama de los 
       refugiados (‘Colau has been demanding for days that the Spanish Government responds  
       to the drama of refugees’). 

The negative SP of refugiado is also displayed through collocates that share certain 
semantic features and can be then classified into more specific semantic fields that go 
beyond the abstract category of negative SP. Thus, refugiado typically co-occurs with 
items which are directly related to massive occupation. Collocates such as oleada (‘flood’), 
ola (‘wave’), avalancha (‘avalanche’) and contingente (‘contingent’) are, by frequency 
order, among the ones co-occurring with refugiado in the 2015-16 period. Ola and 
oleada show a very similar behavior. In 2015, they co-occur with the node 29 and 27 
times, respectively. Both are usually found in L2 position, bringing about the patterns 
ola de refugiados and oleada de refugiados. The collocate avalancha co-occurs up to 32 
times between 2015 and 2016. This figure is very similar to that of contingente with 30 
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instances. Their most frequent position with respect to the node is also L2, giving place 
to the patterns avalancha de refugiados and contingente de refugiados. 
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concept of violent occupation that must be prevented:  

 

Figure 4. Percentage of top negative collocates per year.

Refugees are, therefore, described as an excessive sudden phenomenon harming 
us, and they are compared to water or natural disasters threatening cultural identities 
and community values (KhosraviNik, 2008). Taylor (2009), in her study based on the 
Italian press, also obtained the collocate ondata/e (‘wave/s’), which was used “both in 
English and Italian newspaper discourse with similar targets” (p. 25), that is, to portray 
a situation which is out of control and must be stopped. Indeed, collocates such as 
frenar (‘slow down’), evitar (‘avoid’), detener (‘stop’) or impedir (‘prevent/impede’), which 
are frequently present in the co-text of refugiado in 2015-16, contribute to the idea of 
fighting against this phenomenon. The following are some examples from our corpus 
illustrating the concept of violent occupation that must be prevented: 

(10) La UE se acerca a Turquía para que frene la oleada de refugiados (‘The EU is   
        approaching Turkey to stop the wave of refugees’).
(11) Europa levanta muros, físicos o simbólicos, para contener la ola de refugiados  
        (‘Europe builds walls, physical or symbolic, to contain the flood of refugees’).
(12) Se han reforzado los controles fronterizos para detener la avalancha de refugiados 
       (‘Border controls have been tightened to stop the avalanche of refugees’).
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Collocates from the semantic set of ‘victimization and vulnerability’ also tend to co-
occur with refugiado. For example, words like vulnerables (‘vulnerable’), muertos (‘dead’), 
atrapados (‘trapped’), sufrimiento (‘suffering’) or desesperación (‘desperation’) describe 
refugees in our corpus as unprotected victims deprived of human rights. In KhosraviNik’s 
words (2008, p. 36), “such an attitude may best be described as ‘victimization’ rather 
than as ‘positive’ representation”. This victimization and vulnerability can be seen in 
sentences such as the following:

(13) Los refugiados sirios son los más vulnerables en este escenario (‘Syrian refugees are 
        the most vulnerable in this scenario’). 
(14) Hicieron un llamamiento a la acción urgente para aliviar el sufrimiento de los  
        refugiados (‘They called for urgent action to alleviate the suffering of refugees’).
(15) La desesperación de los refugiados por llegar a Europa es un caldo de cultivo para  
     las mafias de tráfico humano (‘The desperation of refugees to reach Europe is a  
       breeding ground for the mafias of human trafficking’). 

6. Conclusion and final considerations 

Our study seems to mirror a negative SP of the lemma refugiado in the Spanish 
newspapers under analysis. The results show that this negativity has increased over the 
2010-16 period, and how the lemma refugiado has become to be linked to negative 
issues. In this sense, the results show how language can module a linguistic unit like 
refugiado, making it acquire this negative “halo” of meaning.  

In general terms, this negative tendency is in line with studies conducted in 
other European countries such as the UK and Italy, which leads us to consider that 
the negative picture of refugees is not idiosyncratic of a specific country like Spain, 
but rather something crosslinguistic and crosscultural, regardless of different press 
environments and national contexts. This negative picture of refugees offered by the 
press may contribute to the social and political tension that is arising in the European 
continent. 

The analysis tries to offer a general view of the negative prosodic meaning of refugiado. 
Nevertheless, we are aware of the fact that inferring certain prosodies may raise some 
controversy. For instance, we acknowledge that collocates such as avalancha or ola can 
be positive in avalancha de prosperidad (‘avalanche of success’) or ola de suerte (‘wave of 
fortune’). Notwithstanding, they have been interpreted as negative in the context of 
immigration since they explicitly refer to an uncontrollable phenomenon and transfer 
a negative meaning to refugiado. These examples bring to light the parameter or the 
criterion with which the prosody should be inferred as one of the unresolved dilemmas 
in studies on SP: is the concept denoted by the collocate unfavorable in the mind of the 
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person who produces the utterance, or is it a generally negative concept? This is one of 
the issues regarding SP that remains open to discussion.

Our study has focused on the two most important papers in Spain, although they are 
not the only written press published in this country. There are other newspapers that 
could have contributed to our analysis. These other papers are aligned with more radical 
ideologies, which could have influenced our outcomes. The time span analyzed seems 
to coincide with a conservative period in the history of Europe as it can be seen in the 
results of the last elections held in countries like Hungary, Austria or Germany, where 
the right wing has gained in importance. In fact, the negative picture of refugees may be 
partly influenced by this era of conservatism. 

 For future studies, in addition to violent occupation and victimization, other specific 
aspects of negativity such as objectification are intended to be further explored. This 
type of categorization will offer a more accurate picture of how the negative prosody of 
this term is conceptualized in the Spanish press. 
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Resum. La influència del sexe i el rol en les interrupcions produïdes en tertúlies periodístiques 
sobre política. Dins de l’àmbit d’estudi que tracta les diferències lingüístiques existents entre la 
parla dels homes i  les dones, són moltes les investigacions realitzades al voltant de la manifestació 
de cortesia verbal atenent el factor sexe del parlant. En aquesta ocasió, ens centrem en el cas 
específic de la interrupció, fenomen en el qual els estudis inicials semblaven confirmar l’estereotip, 
vigent en les cultures occidentals, que consistia a afirmar que les dones parlaven en excés i que els 
homes les interrompien. En aquest sentit, en aquest treball pretenem ensenyar la correlació que 
s’estableix entre la realització en la conversa d’interrupcions de diferent naturalesa i els factors 
sexe i rol del parlant en un tipus discursiu específic: la tertúlia periodística de tema polític, on es 
produeix un sistema, en general, lliure pel que fa a la distribució del torn de parla.

Paraules clau: interrupció, tertúlia política, sistema d’alternança de torns, anàlisi del discurs, 
discurs mediàtic.

Abstract. Influence of gender and role on interruptions in political talk shows. Several works 
have been carried out about linguistic differences between men and women talk and, specifically, 
about how they use polite and impolite strategies. In this article, we aim to focus on interruption, 
an impolite strategy whose appearance in conversation was initially explained by some authors 
as the consequence of the fact that, in Western communities, women spoke so much that men 
interrrupted them. In this sense, we intend to show the correlation between different kinds of 
interruptions and gender and role variables in a specific discourse type, the political talk show, in 
which turn-talking generally takes place freely. 
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1. Introducción

La interrupción constituye uno de los fenómenos más analizados en el marco del 
análisis del discurso oral y los estudios de la cortesía1. Si bien es cierto que en las primeras 
aproximaciones que se llevaron a cabo únicamente se contemplaban los intercambios 
ideales, concibiendo la interrupción fundamentalmente como una violación de la 
correcta alternancia de turnos de habla (Duncan, 1972; Sacks, Schegloff y Jefferson, 
1974), trabajos posteriores han ido colocando al fenómeno en un punto central, 
hasta demostrar que su aparición forma parte de la norma de muchas conversaciones 
cotidianas (Bañón, 1997; Briz, 1998; Cordisco, 2003; Gallardo, 1993; Hidalgo, 1998; 
Ridao, 2009). 

También ha sido ampliamente debatida la función que este fenómeno desempeña 
en el discurso: durante décadas se explotó la vinculación existente entre interrupción y 
poder (Fraser y Nolen, 1981), de manera que interrumpir constituía un recurso más en la 
manifestación de descortesía (Haverkate, 1994). Contrarias a esta idea surgieron algunas 
voces discordantes que reivindicaban la naturaleza polifuncional del fenómeno (véase, 
entre otros, Goldberg, 1990), al incluir en el análisis no solo interrupciones intrusivas 
y descorteses, sino también otras de naturaleza cooperativa (Ávila, 1997; Bengoechea, 
1993; Briz, 1998; Cordisco, 2003; Gallardo, 1993; Hidalgo, 1998; Hutchby, 1992; 
Murata, 1994; Tannen, 1994). Además de la polifuncionalidad intrínseca que presenta la 
interrupción, el análisis de este fenómeno debe realizarse desde una perspectiva discursiva 
y atender necesariamente a la interacción en la que se produce, dado que se encuentra 
altamente condicionado por factores tales como la situación de comunicación, el género 
discursivo (Bolívar, 2010), la norma en cuanto a la gestión interactiva (López Serena 
y Méndez, 2009; Watts, 1991), la interpretación que hacen los propios interlocutores 
del fenómeno (Ávila, 1997), las propiedades específicas de cada cultura (Fant, 1989, 
1996; Haverkate, 1994; Johnson, 2006; Murata, 1994; Poyatos, 1980) o el rol y el sexo 
de los hablantes implicados en el proceso, variables en las que nos centramos en este 
trabajo. En lo relativo al último parámetro, los estudios iniciales parecieron confirmar 
un estereotipo, vigente en las culturas occidentales, que consiste en afirmar que las 
mujeres hablan en exceso, y que los hombres las interrumpen2. El trabajo fundador de 
esta tesis fue realizado por Zimmerman y West (1975), que comenzaron una línea de 

1. Véase Hutchby (1992), Murata (1994) y Roger, Bull y Smith (1988) para obtener una panorámica 
internacional del fenómeno. En España el estudio de la interrupción comienza años más tarde (Bañón, 
1996 y 1997; Bengoechea, 1993; Carbó, 1992; Cestero, 1994a y 1994b; Gallardo, 1993; Hidalgo, 1998).

2. Véase García Mouton (1999), James y Clarke (1994) o Tannen (1994) para esta idea.
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estudio continuada por otros muchos autores en la década de los 70 y 80. Todos ellos 
concluyen que, efectivamente, los hombres interrumpen más a sus interlocutoras que 
a sus interlocutores (Holmes, 1995; West y Zimmerman, 1987)3. Sin embargo, estos 
análisis parecen no atender a las diferencias que se producen en contextos comunicativos 
específicos (Lozano, 1995), donde los datos apuntan a conclusiones contradictorias 
(Beattie, 1981; Cestero, 2007). 

Así las cosas, en este trabajo pretendemos mostrar la correlación que se establece entre 
la realización de interrupciones, fundamentalmente descorteses pero también corteses y 
neutras, y los factores rol y sexo del hablante, de manera que podamos comprobar si, 
como ocurre en otros contextos de comunicación, en la tertulia periodística de tema 
político también se producen más interrupciones procedentes de los interlocutores 
masculinos o si, por el contrario, las contertulias interrumpen con más frecuencia 
que los participantes masculinos. Asimismo, incluiremos en el análisis las variables 
rol y sexo del interlocutor, para observar si, como parece ocurrir en otras situaciones 
de comunicación, las mujeres son más interrumpidas por sus interlocutores (ya sean 
masculinos o femeninos) que los hombres. 

2. Corpus y metodología

Para alcanzar nuestros objetivos de investigación, hemos partido de un estudio 
global sobre la tertulia periodística de tema político, que ahonda en su caracterización y, 
específicamente, en el funcionamiento que presenta la descortesía en este tipo discursivo 
(González-Sanz, 2017). Para esta investigación específica, hemos seleccionado un corpus 
formado por un total de 8 transcripciones de tertulias radiofónicas (4 programas) y 
televisivas (4 programas), que fueron emitidas entre los años 2009 y 20134. La equilibrada 
presencia de material de radio y de televisión garantiza la fiabilidad de las conclusiones5. 

El marco teórico del que partimos en este estudio es la lingüística pragmática, tal y 
como aparece descrita en Fuentes (2000). De manera específica, nos hemos valido de las 
herramientas desarrolladas en el seno de los estudios sobre cortesía y descortesía verbal, 
en especial sobre el funcionamiento de la interrupción, para lo que hemos partido del 
modelo teórico propuesto por Bañón (1997), así como de los análisis efectuados desde 
la perspectiva de la pragmática sociocultural (Bravo y Briz, 2004; Fant, 1989). 

3. Una de las explicaciones aducidas radica en la concepción negativa que tienen las mujeres de la 
interrupción, relacionada con una clara violación de las normas interaccionales, diferente a la tolerancia 
hacia el fenómeno que parecen mostrar los hablantes masculinos (Bresnahan y Cai, 1996).

4. En concreto, se trata de los programas La noria (19/09/2009), El gato al agua (15/09/2011), El programa 
de Ana Rosa (20/12/2010), Espejo público (30/11/2009), Herrera en la Onda (30/05/2011), Hoy por hoy 
(01/03/2013), La linterna (23/05/2011) y La noche de César (03/07/2012).

5. En términos estadísticos, el material procedente de tertulias televisivas se corresponde con un 57%, 
mientras que el correspondiente a programas radiofónicos alcanza el 43%.
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Para realizar el estudio cuantitativo, se ha llevado a cabo un análisis descriptivo de las 
principales variables cualitativas del estudio, para lo que se han calculado las frecuencias 
absolutas y relativas. Para ver la relación entre las variables se han utilizado los test de 
comparación de proporciones para muestras independientes, en concreto la prueba de 
chi-cuadrado. El nivel de riesgo alfa aceptado para todos los contrastes de hipótesis se 
ha establecido en 0.05. El programa estadístico utilizado para realizar dichos análisis ha 
sido Epidat 3.1 (DXSP-OPS, 2006).

3. La interrupción en la tertulia periodística de tema político

La tertulia periodística de tema político constituye una modalidad de talk-show, 
de gran éxito en nuestro país, en la que varios contertulios tratan asuntos relativos a 
la actualidad política nacional y, en menor medida, internacional. La interacción se 
encuentra regulada por un moderador que introduce y gestiona el tema y distribuye los 
turnos de habla, en especial en las fases iniciales y finales de la tertulia. En la etapa central 
del programa se produce una interacción esencialmente libre, en la que no se establece 
una distribución previa del turno de habla y las sucesivas intervenciones se guían por el 
método de autoselección. 

Se trata de una situación comunicativa de gran complejidad, que combina rasgos 
propios del discurso político (dimensión argumentativa, tratamiento ideológico del 
tema, eufemismos) con características vinculadas al discurso mediático (estructura de 
la interacción, registro coloquial o caracterización enunciativa). El fin que persiguen los 
participantes de la interacción posee, en consecuencia, una doble naturaleza mediático-
ideológica: pretende, por una parte, aumentar o, como mínimo, mantener los niveles 
de audiencia; por otra parte, persigue convencer a los espectadores o a los oyentes de 
seguir una determinada opción ideológica. Además, este tipo discursivo presenta un 
rasgo caracterizador, común a muchos textos políticos y mediáticos: la descortesía 
verbal (González-Sanz, 2014). En concreto, en las interacciones que forman parte de las 
tertulias analizadas es común encontrar descalificaciones, manifestaciones de desacuerdo 
e interrupciones, fenómeno del que nos ocupamos en este trabajo. 

De entre los múltiples enfoques que existen para abordar el análisis de la interrupción, 
nos hemos decantado por considerarlo como un proceso semiocomunicativo, de 
naturaleza interactiva, natural a intercambios comunicativos de diverso tipo (Bañón, 
1997). En el caso específico de las tertulias que analizamos, la sucesión de hablantes 
en turno de habla, que se lleva a cabo fundamentalmente mediante el mecanismo de 
autoselección, se presenta conflictiva en el 32% de los casos. 

(1)	 Moderador: Mari Antonia↓  por favor Mari Antonia↓
	 Enric Sopena: a la señora Merkel le faltan unas elecciones no [sé si te 
                               has entera(d)o]
	 Mª Antonia Iglesias: [bueno a ver]
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	 César Sinde: y a [Zapatero también]
	 Mª Antonia Iglesias: [vamos a ver]
	 Enric Sopena: 	       [sí sí↓  no] (es)pera a Zapatero [dentro de dos años y 		
	 medio]=
	 Mª Antonia Iglesias:			     [oye ¿me dejas hablar?]
	 Enric Sopena: =y la de-las de Merkel [es la semana que viene]
	 Mª Antonia Iglesias: 		   [¡bueno! ¡pues nada!]
	 Enric Sopena: ¿eh?§
	 Moderador:           §Mari Antonia Iglesias
	 Enric Sopena: o sea fíjate tú la [oportunidad que tiene Merkel]
	 Mª Antonia Iglesias: 	 [¡Enric por favor!oye que-que] hab-hablemos un poquito 	
	 los demás también ¿no?
	 (La noria, 19/09/2009)

Como podemos observar, en el ejemplo (1) se produce una verdadera lucha por 
obtener el turno de habla, a través de diferentes mecanismos, tales como el solapamiento, 
la repetición, el uso de marcadores de inicio de intervención, etc. Estos procesos 
interruptores pueden aparecer en cualquier punto del desarrollo de la tertulia e involucrar 
no solo a tertulianos sino también al moderador del programa. No nos extraña, por otra 
parte, que la interrupción tenga una presencia tan elevada en el corpus que analizamos: 
por un lado, se trata de interacciones polilogales, más complejas que los intercambios 
protagonizados únicamente por dos hablantes (Beattie, 1981); por otro lado, desde un 
punto de vista cultural, los hispanohablantes peninsulares presentan un alto grado de 
tolerancia a las interrupciones (Fant, 1989), por lo que no se precisa un elevado nivel de 
consenso para continuar una conversación. 

El corpus sobre el que hemos realizado esta investigación está compuesto por 
2.859 intervenciones, con la siguiente distribución de hablantes según rol y sexo: 5 
moderadores hombres (en adelante MH), 3 moderadoras mujeres (MM), 20 tertulianos 
hombres (TH) y 11 tertulianas mujeres (TM). El nivel de participación de cada instancia 
discursiva (en cantidades absolutas y porcentuales) se ofrece en la Tabla 1: 

Tabla 1. Intervenciones emitidas por cada  
hablante, según los parámetros rol y sexo

Número de 
intervenciones

Porcentaje

MH 529 18,5%
MM 112 3,92%
TH 1380 48,27%
TM 838 29,31%
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El número de interrupciones producidas por cada tipo de hablante se muestra en las 
siguientes tablas, en las que hemos diferenciado entre los programas de televisión (TV) 
(Tabla 2) y radio (RD) (Tabla 3):

Tabla 2. Distribución de interrupciones emitidas por cada tipo de hablante (TV)

Frecuencia Porcentaje Porcentaje 
válido

Porcentaje 
acumulado

Válidos Moderador hombre 83 5,6 12,0 12,0
Moderador mujer 39 2,6 5,6 17,7
Tertuliano hombre 398 26,8 57,6 75,3
Tertuliano mujer 171 11,5 24,7 100,0
Total 691 46,6 100,0

Perdidos Sistema 792 53,4
Total 1483 100,0

Tabla 3. Distribución de interrupciones emitidas por cada tipo de hablante (RD)

Frecuencia Porcentaje Porcentaje 
válido

Porcentaje 
acumulado

Válidos Moderador hombre 90 6,5 20,3 20,3
Moderador mujer 11 ,8 2,5 22,7
Tertuliano hombre 198 14,4 44,6 67,3
Tertuliano mujer 145 10,5 32,7 100,0
Total 444 32,3 100,0

Perdidos Sistema 932 67,7
Total 1376 100,0

Desde el punto de vista del medio, se detectan diferencias significativas entre las 
interrupciones producidas en radio y las correspondientes a la televisión: en prácticamente 
todas las instancias discursivas, a excepción de las moderadoras mujeres6, contamos con 
mayores índices de producción de interrupciones en televisión que en radio. Así ocurre 
con los moderadores (39,34% en televisión frente a 28,30% en radio), los tertulianos 
hombres (48,89% en televisión y 34,98 en radio) y, por último, las tertulianas mujeres 
(45,36% en televisión frente a 31,45% correspondiente a la radio). En todos estos casos 

6. De la que contamos con una única representante en el medio radiofónico, lo que nos impide generalizar 
las conclusiones obtenidas acerca de esta instancia discursiva en concreto. 
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el P valor ha sido inferior a 0,05 y ello que constata que nos encontramos ante diferencias 
significativas en términos estadísticos.

Ahora bien, como señalábamos antes, no todas las interrupciones poseen el mismo 
valor en la interacción. En términos de cortesía verbal, si bien no podemos aceptar 
el valor cortés de la interrupción, esto no impide que podamos distinguir entre 
interrupciones no descorteses e interrupciones descorteses. Dado que la interrupción 
constituye un fenómeno pragmático, altamente dependiente de la incidencia de factores 
extralingüísticos, hemos optado también por atender a las diferencias jerárquicas 
existentes entre los interlocutores implicados7 para describir el proceso interruptor ante 
el que nos encontramos en cada caso. Así, en interacciones de tipo M>T, esto es, aquellas 
en las que un moderador interrumpe el discurso de un tertuliano, hemos considerado 
descorteses únicamente aquellas interrupciones destinadas a introducir la expresión de 
una discrepancia con la opinión manifestada en la intervención interrumpida. 

(2)	 Ester Esteban: tiene voluntad↓ mañana mismo hay elecciones↓ o sea 
	 el que con- el que tiene capacidad [para decir]
	 Fernando Rayón:                          [no↓ ¡es él!]
	 Ester Palomera: ¡claro!
	 Federico Quevedo: claro
	 Ester Esteban: ni el PP- o sea→ perdón↓ ni el PNV↑ ni CIU↑ ni nadie↑// [pasa 	
	 por esto↓ entonces]
	 Moderador: [pues anoche ha declarado] que esa voluntad no la tiene↓
			    [entonces]
	 Federico Quevedo: [bueno yo no lo tengo tan claro↓ eee↑]
	 Fernando Rayón: [porque Zapatero no tiene↓/ porque Zapatero es el el [el que se 	
	 queda en evidencia↓ siempre]
	 Ester Esteban:  [ayer lo dejó clarísimo]
	 (La linterna, 23/05/2011)

En (2), el moderador de la tertulia radiofónica de La linterna interrumpe el discurso 
desarrollado por la contertulia E. Esteban para mostrar una opinión discordante con 
ella. A pesar de la diferencia jerárquica de rol que existe entre ambos interlocutores, la 
expresión de una opinión discordante constituye un acto descortés por la amenaza que 
conlleva sobre la imagen de la tertuliana. Por el contrario, el resto de interrupciones 
producidas por moderadores sobre el discurso de tertulianos son no descorteses, debido 
a que la diferencia de rol permite al moderador interrumpir el discurso del resto de 
participantes para regular la interacción o colaborar en la construcción de su discurso 
sin que la imagen de estos resulte dañada. Estas interrupciones del moderador sobre el 

7. Véase Bañón (1997). 
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discurso de tertulianos se dividen, a su vez, en interrupciones de tipo neutro (3), fruto 
del cumplimiento del rol del moderador, encargado de regular los turnos de habla y 
dinamizar la interacción) o cooperativo (4), destinadas a colaborar en la construcción 
del discurso del hablante interrumpido, proporcionando una palabra necesaria que 
el hablante no localiza, realizando preguntas para que el interlocutor desarrolle la 
información u opinión que proporciona, etc.

(3)	 Carlos Rodríguez: yo creo que el movimiento del quince eme tiene-tiene dos 		
	 posibilidades SEGÚN sea como nos plantearon al principio↓ es decir§ 
	 Moderador: 	 §nos quedan treinta segundos doctor↑
	 Carlos Rodríguez: ah ¡pues!- o bien eres independiente↑ o bien eres de izquierda↓/
	 si eres independiente es como el movimiento argentino ese de ¡QUE SE VAYAN 	
	 TODOS!/ que os acordáis que al final pues quedó en nada↓/ y si es de- entonces va a
	 desaparecer↓ pero si es de verdad de izquierdas y tiene alguna relación con la izquierda 
	 entonces va a perdurar sobre todo ahora en época electoral
	 (Herrera en la Onda, 30/05/2011)

(4)	 Ester Palomera: =[y no] quedarnos solo en LA [CONVOCATORIA]=
	 Federico Quevedo: [sí pero]
	 Ester Palomera: =DE ELECCIONES ANTICIPADAS↓/ porque hoy por hoy eso 	
	 parece que [no va a ser]
	 Moderador: [que no sale↓] no sale↓ no sale↓ [no sale]
	 (La linterna, 23/05/2011)

Así, en (3), el moderador interrumpe el discurso del contertulio para recordarle que el 
programa se encuentra próximo a su fin, mientras que en (4) apoya con su intervención 
el discurso de E. Palomera. 

En lo relativo al esquema interactivo establecido entre tertulianos, encontramos 
igualmente interrupciones efectuadas con propósito cooperativo (el ejemplo (5) muestra 
cómo la contertulia A. Estrada completa el enunciado que M. Á. Rodríguez no es capaz 
de finalizar por no hallar el término preciso) o descortés (6), introduciendo, por ejemplo, 
discrepancias con respecto a la posición mantenida por el interlocutor interrumpido: 

(5)	 Eloísa de Dios: [pero si hay una ley] de libertad religiosa↑/ no- lo que no puedes 	
	 hacer es contradecir [esa ley dentro del]= 
	 Amparo Estrada: 		        [o(eso digo yo)o] 
	 Eloísa de Dios: =mismo país§ 
	 Miguel Ángel Rodríguez:    §¡ya! lo que pasa es que ee-e frente a una ley -de 		
	 libertad religiosa y OTRAS↑/ está el principio de de contraprestación- no se dice 	
	 contraprestación [pero ¡en fin!] 
	 Amparo Estrada: 				     [de reciproci]dad 
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	 Miguel Ángel Rodríguez: de-de reciprocidad ¿no? 
	 Amparo Estrada: pero no puede existir reciprocidad ee- [en-] 
	 Miguel Ángel Rodríguez: 				     [¿por] qué? 
	 (Espejo público, 30/11/2009) 

(6)	 Antonio Miguel Carmona: digamos que estas pueden ser las clases más 
	 adineradas adineradas↓/ que eluden- que pueden pagar el impuesto del IRPF pero 
	 tienen capacidad de elusión fiscal↓/ y luego hay una tercera copa que no existe
	 Alejo Vidal-Quadras: qué tienen capacidad↑ ¿cómo?
	 Antonio Miguel Carmona: de elusión fiscal
	 Alejo Vidal-Quadras: ¡ah! ¿sí?
	 Antonio Miguel Carmona: sí↓ sí↓ ¡hombre!/ [te lo voy a decir yo↓]
	 Alejo Vidal-Quadras: ¡¿[LA CLASE MEDIA] TIENE
	 CAPACIDAD DE ELUSIÓN FISCAL?!
	 Antonio Miguel Carmona: no↓ yo no he dicho eso↓ [déjeme-déjeme terminar]
	 Alejo Vidal-Quadras: 				    [¿elusión? ¿elusión?]
	 (El gato al agua, 15/096/2011)

En este último caso nos encontramos ante un acto amenazante para la imagen 
de A. M. Carmona, cuyo discurso ha recibido una opinión disentiva que además ha 
interrumpido su exposición. 

Las siguientes tablas ofrecen, en términos cuantitativos, los tipos de interrupciones 
localizados en el corpus que manejamos, tanto en televisión (Tabla 4) como en radio 
(Tabla 5):  

Tabla 4. Distribución de interrupciones según su naturaleza 
atendiendo a las variables rol y sexo del hablante (TV)

Hablante Naturaleza de la interrupción Total
Neutras Cooperativas Descorteses

Moderador hombre 45 21 17 83
54,2% 25,3% 20,5% 100,0%

Moderador mujer 18 6 15 39
46,2% 15,4% 38,5% 100,0%

 
Tertuliano hombre 

0 13 385 398
0% 3,3% 96,7% 100,0%

Tertuliano mujer 0 3 168 171
0% 1,8% 98,2% 100,0%

Total
 

63 43 585 691
9,1% 6,2% 84,7% 100,0%
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Tabla 5. Distribución de interrupciones según su naturaleza 
atendiendo a las variables rol y sexo del hablante (RD)

 Hablante Naturaleza de la interrupción Total
Neutras Cooperativas Descorteses

Moderador hombre
 

21 50 19 90
23,3% 55,6% 21,1% 100,0%

Moderador mujer 6 0 5 11
54,5% 0% 45,5% 100,0%

Tertuliano hombre 0 8 190 198
0% 4,0% 96,0% 100,0%

Tertuliano mujer 0 6 139 145
0% 4,1% 95,9% 100,0%

Total
 

27 64 353 444
6,1% 14,4% 79,5% 100,0%

En ambos medios encontramos diferencias estadísticamente significativas. Tanto en 
televisión (96,7% y 98,2%), como en radio (96,0% y 95,9%), tertulianos y tertulianas 
cometen más interrupciones descorteses que los moderadores, resultado esperable 
dado el tipo discursivo que abordamos. En televisión, los moderadores (54,2%) y las 
moderadoras (46,2%) suelen cometer más interrupciones neutras, fruto del ejercicio 
de su rol en esta situación comunicativa específica. Las interrupciones cooperativas en 
televisión también son más frecuentes en el discurso de los moderadores, tanto hombres 
(25,3%) como mujeres (15,4%). En radio, por su parte, son los moderadores los que 
suelen cometer más interrupciones cooperativas (55,6%). Las interrupciones neutras, 
por último, se encuentran en porcentajes más altos en el discurso de las moderadoras 
(54,5%). En todos estos casos, el P valor ha sido inferior a 0,05, en concreto, menor a 
0.001, lo que constata que nos encontramos ante diferencias altamente significativas en 
términos estadísticos. 

Finalmente, hemos considerado oportuno observar la incidencia que las variables sexo 
y rol del interlocutor interrumpido tiene en el fenómeno analizado. Los datos extraídos 
se reflejan en la siguiente tabla: 

Tabla 6. Distribución de interrupciones según su naturaleza 
atendiendo a las variables rol y sexo del interlocutor

Frecuencia Porcentaje Porcentaje 
válido

Porcentaje 
acumulado

Válidos Moderador hombre 152 5,3 13,4 13,4
 Moderador mujer 42 1,5 3,7 17,1
 Tertuliano hombre 566 19,8 49,9 67,0
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 Tertuliano mujer 375 13,1 33,0 100,0
 Total 1135 39,7 100,0
Perdidos Sistema 1724 60,3
Total 2859 100,0

A pesar de que la inclusión de la variable rol/sexo del interlocutor interrumpido ha 
arrojado algunas diferencias significativas (por ejemplo, que los tertulianos son más 
interrumpidos por los moderadores hombres que por contertulios de ambos sexos), se 
trata de diferencias esperables según el tipo discursivo en el que nos encontramos. En lo 
relativo a las interrupciones recibidas por tertulianos o moderadores en función de su 
sexo, no se han registrado diferencias estadísticamente significativas. 

4. Conclusiones

El análisis que hemos llevado a cabo nos ha permitido profundizar en el funcionamiento 
de la interrupción en un contexto comunicativo específico: la tertulia periodística de 
tema político, una interacción de naturaleza polilogal con una elevada presencia de 
interrupciones, hecho esperable dada la tolerancia sociocultural de los españoles a la 
aparición de este fenómeno (Fant, 1996). 

Al realizar un análisis pragmático de la interrupción, contextualizado en el tipo 
discursivo de la tertulia política, se ha puesto de manifiesto la necesidad de atender 
a la variable rol de los hablantes implicados. La inclusión de este parámetro nos ha 
permitido, por una parte, constatar un mayor uso de interrupciones por parte de los 
tertulianos que de los moderadores y, por otra, delimitar el uso de las interrupciones 
de naturaleza neutra al esquema interactivo M>T. En lo relativo a las diferencias por 
medio, hemos constatado mayores índices de aparición de interrupciones totales en 
televisión que en radio, en el discurso de todas las instancias discursivas, a excepción de 
las moderadoras de radio. 

Atendiendo a la naturaleza de la interrupción, se han alcanzado las siguientes 
conclusiones: 

•	 En ambos medios encontramos diferencias estadísticamente significativas: 
tertulianos y tertulianas cometen más interrupciones descorteses que los 
moderadores, resultado esperable dado el tipo discursivo en el que nos 
encontramos. 

•	 En televisión, los moderadores de ambos sexos producen más interrupciones 
neutras y cooperativas, fruto del ejercicio de su rol en esta situación comunicativa 
específica. 

•	 En radio, por su parte, son los moderadores los que suelen cometer más 
interrupciones cooperativas. Las interrupciones neutras, por el contrario, se 
encuentran en porcentajes más altos en el discurso de las moderadoras. 
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•	 No hemos constatado diferencias estadísticamente significativas atendiendo al 
sexo/rol del interlocutor, esto es, del hablante interrumpido.

En este sentido, ha sido más determinante la variable rol que la de sexo en los 
resultados extraídos, en la misma línea que las conclusiones obtenidas por Beattie 
(1981)8. Este hecho constata la existencia de normas particulares en los diferentes 
intercambios conversacionales: en la tertulia periodística de tema político lo significativo 
es el rol que desempeñan los hablantes, que les permite producir o no diferentes tipos 
de interrupciones, mientras que el sexo no resulta un factor diferenciador. Finalmente, 
de este trabajo se desprende, una vez más, la necesidad de incorporar elementos 
extralingüísticos (rol y sexo de los hablantes implicados, tipo discursivo, intención del 
hablante) al análisis, lo que nos permite obtener una visión más amplia y certera de este 
fenómeno en cuestión.
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Apéndice: Convenciones de transcripción

Nombre Apellido:	 Intervención de un interlocutor identificado en la interacción.
§ 			   Sucesión inmediata, sin pausa apreciable, entre dos emisiones 	
			   de distintos interlocutores.
= 			   Mantenimiento del turno de un participante en un 		
			   solapamiento.
[ 			   Lugar donde se inicia un solapamiento o superposición.
] 			   Final del habla simultánea.
– 			   Reinicios y autointerrupciones sin pausa.
/ 			   Pausa corta, inferior al medio segundo.
// 			   Pausa entre medio segundo y un segundo.
/// 			   Pausa de un segundo o más.
↑ 			   Entonación ascendente.
↓ 			   Entonación descendente.
→ 			   Entonación mantenida o suspendida.
Partido Popular		  Los nombres propios, apodos, siglas y marcas, excepto las 		
			   convertidas en «palabras-marca» de uso general, aparecen con 	
			   la letra inicial en mayúscula.
PESADO 		  Pronunciación marcada o enfática (dos o más letras 		
			   mayúsculas).
pe sa do 		  Pronunciación silabeada.
pa’l 			   Fenómenos de fonética sintáctica entre palabras, 			 
			   especialmente marcados.
°( )° 			   Fragmento pronunciado con una intensidad baja o próxima al 
s			   usurro.
aa 			   Alargamientos vocálicos.
nn 			   Alargamientos consonánticos.
¿¡ !?			   Interrogaciones exclamativas.
¿ ? 			   Interrogaciones. También para los apéndices del tipo ¿no?, 
¿eh?, 			   ¿sabes?
¡ ! 			   Exclamaciones.
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Resum. La contribució dels mètodes d’aprenentatge automàtic no supervisat al disseny de 
mètodes per a la classificació textual segons el grau d’especialització. Les teories terminològiques 
modernes es basen en la hipòtesi que existeix un grau d’especialització textual, que depèn de factors 
diversos, tant lingüístics com extralingüístics. Aquest article té per objectiu mesurar la utilitat dels 
algoritmes d’aprenentatge automàtic no supervisat (en concret, l’algorisme simple k-mitjans) per 
classificar textos segons el grau d’especialització. Per això, s’usa com a font una base de dades amb 
informació intra i extratextual i es comparen els resultats amb les etiquetes de classe assignades 
prèviament mitjançant un mètode numèric de classificació. Els resultats obtinguts suggereixen 
l’existència del grau i demostren la presència de patrons particulars que se situen en els límits entre 
classes, la qual cosa revela l’existència de límits difusos i problemes en el mètode plantejat.

Paraules clau: aprenentatge automàtic no supervisat, k-mitjans, mètode, terminologia, text, 
classificació.

Abstract. The contribution of unsupervised machine learning to design methods to study text 
classification according to specialization degree. Modern terminology theories are based on 
the hypothesis of the existence of a text specialization degree that depends on different elements, 
both linguistic and extralinguistic. This article aims to test how useful unsupervised machine 
learning algorithms (specifically simple k-means algorithm) are to classify texts according to its 
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specialization degree. To that end, a database with intra and extra textual information is used as a 
source tool. Results are compared with the class tags previously assigned by means of a numerical 
classification method. The obtained results suggest the existence of the degree and prove the 
presence of particular texts that are placed in limits between classes. This fact reveals the existence 
of vague limits and problems in the proposed method.

Keywords: unsupervised machine learning, k-means, method, terminology, text, classification.

1. Estado de la cuestión

La investigación en torno al grado de especialización textual reconoce la existencia de 
un contínuum que varía de la mayor especialización de un texto (texto especializado: TE) 
a la menor especialización (texto divulgativo o no especializado: TD) pasando por un 
estadio intermedio al que denominamos texto semiespecializado (TSE). La investigación 
teórica se ha centrado en la caracterización lingüística de los polos opuestos (Cabré, 
2007; Cabré, Bach, Castellà y Martí, 2007) y ha reconocido la eficiencia de los métodos 
de las ciencias de la computación en el contraste cuantitativo de dichas características, 
como avalan los trabajos de Cabré, Bach, Da Cunha, Morales y Vivaldi (2010), Cabré, 
Da Cunha, Sanjuan, Torres-Moreno y Vivaldi (2011), Cabré, Da Cunha, Sanjuan, 
Torres-Moreno y Vivaldi (2014) y Da Cunha et al. (2011), o en la recomendación de 
textos a partir de un modelado de tópicos (Hernández, Tomás y Navarro, 2015). En 
cuanto a la aplicación específica de algoritmos a tareas de clustering de documentos, 
encontramos estudios como el de Nigam, McCallum, Thrun y Mitchell (2000), aplicado 
a la clasificación textual; trabajos sobre desambiguación semántica (Martín y Berlanga, 
2012) y de nombres de persona (Delgado, Martínez, Fresno y Montalvo, 2014), así 
como de creación de sistemas de predicción de palabras (Cruz et al., 2011).

A pesar de estas aproximaciones al grado de especialización, el nivel intermedio, 
controvertido desde un punto de vista teórico y metodológico, queda silenciado en 
dichos análisis. 

En trabajos anteriores, se han realizado propuestas para analizar el contínuum al que 
hacemos referencia a través de la interrelación de diversos elementos analizables en un corpus 
con diferentes tipos textuales. La investigación que aquí presentamos hunde sus raíces en 
las líneas de investigación futuras que se proyectaron en dichos trabajos (Rodríguez-Tapia, 
2015, 2016a, 2016b) sobre los criterios teóricos y metodológicos para analizar el grado de 
especialización textual. En concreto, dos de los nuevos objetivos propuestos en el trabajo 
de Rodríguez-Tapia (2015, p. 29) pretendían dar respuesta a las siguientes necesidades:

a.	 Elaborar un corpus mucho mayor con el objetivo de analizar el mayor número de 
usos, casos y ocurrencias posibles, así como de tipos textuales.

b.	 Aplicar la lingüística computacional y la lingüística de corpus a los resultados 
obtenidos en la caracterización del texto semiespecializado.
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2. Objetivos

En este artículo, se pretende trabajar con un corpus ligeramente más amplio y emplear 
los métodos de las ciencias de la computación para identificar los distintos grados de 
especialización textual a partir de una base de datos con información intra y extratextual. 
En concreto, nos centraremos en métodos de aprendizaje automático no supervisado 
(Bishop, 2010). Partiendo de la hipótesis de que el aprendizaje automático, supervisado 
y no supervisado, contribuye notablemente a interpretar de manera más eficiente los 
datos relativos a dicha base de datos, nos planteamos los siguientes objetivos:

a.	 Contribuir al análisis de las lagunas teórico-metodológicas en la identificación, 
extracción e interpretación de datos relativos a tipos textuales según la 
especialización.

b.	 Como objetivo secundario, y como fruto del objetivo anterior, avanzar en 
la construcción de un método fiable y eficiente para caracterizar los objetos 
textuales según su grado de especialización, que sirva de proyecto piloto para 
una investigación con mayores dimensiones. Este método tendrá por objetivo 
interrelacionar los elementos de análisis del texto para comprobar la probabilidad 
de que un texto se clasifique dentro de una clase u otra.

A nuestro juicio, esta tímida experimentación resulta necesaria para evaluar la utilidad 
de un método que emplee el aprendizaje automático. Este método, a partir de los resultados 
de clasificación obtenidos por los algoritmos de clasificación, permitirá poder correlacionar 
características lingüísticas y extralingüísticas y clases textuales, proponer un modelo teórico 
sobre el grado de especialización y validarlo posteriormente sobre un corpus.

Debe subrayarse que este trabajo no usa el método no supervisado para demostrar 
la hipótesis del contínuum sino que nuestro objetivo es comprobar si el método que 
propusimos en Rodríguez-Tapia (2016a) (véanse Tablas 1, 2 y 3) es descriptivo de los 
límites de las categorías del grado de especialización.

3. Marco teórico

La utilidad de la distinción de textos según su grado de especialización tiene relación 
directa con el trabajo que llevan a cabo los profesionales e investigadores en lingüística 
aplicada. Los objetivos finales de un proyecto que se entronque a discriminar los textos 
según su grado de especialización deberían corresponder con la construcción de un modelo 
que proporcione unos criterios teóricos sólidos y rigurosos a partir de datos empíricos. Estos 
criterios serían útiles, por ejemplo, en la enseñanza de lenguas para fines específicos, la 
traducción o la propia lingüística de corpus. En la enseñanza de lenguas podría servir para 
medir el grado de dificultad que a veces comportan las tradiciones discursivas de ciertas 
disciplinas, de forma que, aun siendo reales, los materiales proporcionados al aprendiz 
pueden ser seleccionados según su nivel de competencia sociocognitiva y lingüística. En 
relación con la traducción, estos criterios son útiles en la búsqueda de textos paralelos de 
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donde extraer terminología o en la elaboración de estrategias discursivas según el grado 
de especialización. Por último, para la lingüística de corpus estos criterios son útiles para 
la compilación de corpus que tengan por objetivo estudiar características muy diversas de 
cualquier texto siempre que se vinculen con su grado de especialización.

En relación con los enfoques sobre el contínuum, la postura a favor de este usa como 
objetos de referencia los dos objetos textuales opuestos. Esto permite contrastar sus 
características como una idealización del texto especializado y una idealización del texto 
no especializado. Entre ambos, es posible hallar una escala gradual de realizaciones “de 
tal manera que hay palabras o conceptos más o menos especializados o generales según el 
contexto y el uso que se les otorgue. Hay, pues, niveles de especialización y generalidad 
en todos los textos” (Cabré, Domènech, Morel y Rodríguez, 2001, p. 178).

La teoría comunicativa de la terminología considera que el criterio principal para 
distinguir textos especializados y no especializados tiene que ver con el emisor del 
texto. Si el emisor es especialista, el texto será clasificado como especializado. En este 
nivel, según el texto y la situación comunicativa, es posible hallar diferente nivel de 
especialización y experticidad (especialización alta, media y baja). En esta investigación 
divergimos ligeramente de dicha propuesta y consideramos que es posible discriminar tres 
grados de especialización (textos especializados, semiespecializados y no especializados). 
No obstante, en cada uno de estos estadios puede identificarse gradación y, a nuestro 
juicio, el emisor no tiene por qué ser un especialista. Nuestro modelo difiere en este 
sentido en que es necesario conjugar el emisor con otros criterios, como el receptor y las 
características lingüísticas del texto, para poder clasificar el texto dentro de alguno de 
los diferentes grados en los que es posible dividir los diferentes niveles del contínuum.

4. Corpus y materiales

El presente artículo constituye uno de los proyectos piloto para elaborar un modelo 
integrador para analizar el grado de especialización textual y pretende experimentar con 
una metodología fiable y eficiente para estudiar relaciones entre atributos y proponer 
probabilidad de clases. Este proyecto permitirá, por tanto, conocer y poner a prueba 
las lagunas teóricas y problemas metodológicos que suponen los valores de los atributos 
y las clases con las que trabajamos, así como las posibles conclusiones con respecto al 
uso de algoritmos de aprendizaje automático y su utilidad al relacionar atributos, clases 
y límites difusos. Para extraer estas conclusiones, el principal recurso de análisis es la 
preparación de una base de datos que sintetiza los datos extraídos del análisis manual 
realizado por el experto a partir de un corpus lingüístico.

4.1. Criterios de confección de la base de datos

En este trabajo utilizamos el corpus analizado en Rodríguez-Tapia (2015, 2016b) 
aunque ha sufrido ciertas modificaciones para que, basándonos en la posición teórica 
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respecto a la relevancia de los corpus lingüísticos (Biber, 2012; McEnery y Hardie, 
2012), cumpla con las especificaciones teóricas que permitan diseñar un corpus más 
representativo para nuestro estudio. Así, los criterios seguidos para su diseño han sido 
los siguientes:

a.	 Partimos del campo temático médico, en concreto, del objeto insuficiencia 
cardíaca1.

b.	 Seleccionamos 6 tipos de texto o superestructuras en español y 10 textos por cada 
superestructura, lo que suma un total de 60 textos, 189 000 palabras, 118 000 
unidades léxicas, de forma que podamos garantizar que trabajemos con un corpus 
balanceado en tipos textuales y patrones.

c.	 Una vez analizados de forma manual los 60 textos, se ha diseñado una base de datos 
mediante MO Excel que contiene información relativa al número de palabras que 
contiene cada texto, su número de unidades léxicas, su número de términos, su 
índice de densidad terminológica, la relación discursiva entre interlocutores de 
cada texto, su función lingüística y su superestructura. De esta forma, cada patrón 
de la base de datos cuenta con un valor para cada atributo diferente y, como 
resultado de la suma de estos, con una clasificación según la clase (en TE, TSE y 
TD). Esta investigación no explota el corpus de forma automática, por lo que no 
se usan las palabras, lexemas, categorías morfosintácticas, etc. como características 
de los textos que son de entrada al algoritmo de clustering.

Debemos recordar que este estudio constituye un proyecto piloto de un proyecto más 
amplio y que nuestro objetivo aquí no es caracterizar lingüística y extralingüísticamente 
las clases textuales según el grado de especialización, sino identificar las fortalezas y 
debilidades de los métodos que proponemos usando el aprendizaje automático. Así, 
somos conscientes de que trabajamos con un corpus muy restringido y reducido en 
número de instancias y número de palabras. No obstante, a nuestro juicio, resulta 
suficiente para comprobar coincidencias entre máquina y experto, identificar problemas 
de clasificación derivados de los límites difusos, así como analizar problemas teóricos en 
la concepción del método.

4.2. Valores de los atributos y método numérico de clasificación

Según se justifica en el modelo numérico descrito en Rodríguez-Tapia (2015 y 
2016b) y Rodríguez-Tapia y Camacho-Cañamón (2018), los valores de cada atributo 

1. Las hipótesis que se barajan con este proyecto pretenden también saber qué papel desempeña el campo 
temático en el grado de especialización de los textos. Para ello se cuenta con un corpus multidisciplinar. 
En este trabajo solo se presentan los resultados aplicados a la medicina como simplemente una muestra 
del corpus. En futuros trabajos se compararán los resultados de las diferentes muestras. Además, se decidió 
seleccionar el objeto insuficiencia cardíaca debido a la atención que recibe en el sector público, profesional, 
investigador y divulgador actualmente, tanto en las lenguas inglesa como española.
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(Tabla 1) se codifican numéricamente de mayor a menor según su relevancia en el grado 
de especialización de un texto2 (Tabla 2).

Tabla 1. Valores de atributos y clases de la base de datos

Atributos

Función Índice de densidad 
terminológica

Representativa
Representativa-comunicativa
Comunicativa

Valores entre 0 y 1

Relación discursiva de 
los interlocutores Superestructura

Especialista-especialista
Especialista-lego
Instruido-lego

Artículo científico
Artículo divulgativo
Tesis doctoral
Carta al editor
Guía para el paciente
Manual para el especialista

Clases
Texto especializado
Texto semiespecializado
Texto divulgativo

Tabla 2. Valores porcentuales por atributos3

Relación discursiva entre interlocutores
(Máximo 0,3)

Especialista-especialista 0,3
Especialista-lego 0,2
Instruido-lego 0,1

Función principal del texto
(Máximo 0,4)3

Representativa 0,4
Representativa-comunicativa 0,3
Comunicativa 0,2

Índice de densidad terminológica
(Máximo 0,3)

Valor numérico del IDT 
multiplicado por 100

0,3

Cada texto es calificado con un valor numérico (por ejemplo, en el caso de la relación 
discursiva, 0,3; 0,2; 0,1) cuando se identifica en él el correspondiente valor del atributo. 

2. Debe tenerse en cuenta que, desde nuestra perspectiva, la superestructura no es condicionante esencial 
del grado de especialización, por lo que no está presente en dicha tabla.

3. El modelo eminentemente funcional que empleamos considera que la función lingüística tiene mayor 
relevancia en la clasificación textual. Las investigaciones que se están llevando a cabo actualmente en el 
marco del proyecto pretenden analizar las implicaciones de esta decisión y la posibilidad de modificar dicha 
concepción funcional hacia una más sociocognitiva.
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Así, la conjunción de los valores de los atributos proporciona un valor numérico total 
que permite clasificar los textos de forma objetiva según un intervalo de valores en tres 
clases diferenciadas (Tabla 3).

Tabla 3. Valores numéricos para clasificar las clases

Clase Valor clasificador
Texto especializado 11 ≤ x
Texto semiespecializado 7 ≤ x < 11
Texto divulgativo 0,3 ≤ x <7

El mínimo obtenible de la suma de valores es 0,3: 0,1 del valor instruido-lego y 0,2 
del valor de función comunicativa. El rango hasta 7 y hasta 11 se estableció a priori, 
considerando la hipótesis de que existe un número mayor de textos divulgativos en la 
realidad. Esta decisión metodológica repercute en la clasificación final, si bien nuestro 
interés no se halla tanto en proponer un método definitivo de clasificación, sino en 
hallar las fortalezas y debilidades de esta propuesta metodológica en este proyecto piloto.

Estos valores, como se defendía en Rodríguez-Tapia (2016b) silencian los límites 
difusos entre clases, aunque permiten aproximarse al contínuum. En otras palabras, 
trabajar con un modelo numérico basado en un análisis manual permite clasificar 
los textos de forma objetiva y teorizar sobre sus características prototípicas, con la 
desventaja de que los límites discretos no son totalmente descriptivos (y mucho menos 
explicativos) del fenómeno de gradación. La comparación de la clasificación con el 
método matemático y la clasificación de los algoritmos no supervisados deberían poder 
revelar dicha debilidad, aun siendo el porcentaje de acierto muy elevado.

4.3. Software

Uno de los programas más extendidos y utilizados hoy en día para el tratamiento de 
datos y la extracción de conocimiento es WEKA (Waikato Environment for Knowledge 
Analysis). Contiene una avanzada y puntera colección de algoritmos de aprendizaje 
automático y herramientas de preprocesado de datos, como pueden ser el modelado 
de tablas de decisión, los árboles de decisión, las reglas de decisión y clasificación, o la 
creación de agrupaciones de datos en clusters (Witten y Frank, 2005, pp. 365-366).

5. Resultados

Utilizando la base de datos con la información extraída del análisis del corpus y los 
diferentes algoritmos supervisados y no supervisados del programa WEKA, se obtienen 
resultados muy variados, cuyo estudio repercute directamente en el planteamiento 
metodológico de investigación del grado de especialización textual. Este apartado se 
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divide en: a) un primer análisis estadístico de la información de la base de datos, y b) una 
sección dedicada a analizar los resultados del aprendizaje automático mediante algoritmos 
no supervisados. Tras esto, se comparan los resultados con la clase determinada por el 
modelo numérico mencionado anteriormente.

5.1. Primer análisis de la base de datos

En esta primera sección, analizamos los valores de cada atributo, además de la clase, 
para conocer algunos datos de partida relevantes a la hora de trabajar con los diferentes 
algoritmos.

5.1.1 Sobre la clase
El corpus (y, por tanto, la base de datos), se encuentra desbalanceado hacia el texto 

especializado (25 textos de un total de 60), por lo que se trata de la muestra más 
representativa sobre el total de las clases (Figura 1).
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FIGURA 1: NÚMERO DE TEXTOS POR CLASE 
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Figura 1. Número de textos por clase.

5.1.2 Sobre el índice de densidad terminológica
El índice de densidad terminológica codifica la relación que existe entre número de 

unidades léxicas especializadas o términos entre el número de unidades léxicas totales 
de un texto. En otras palabras, codifica de forma numérica el grado de conocimiento 
especializado que integra un texto. Los valores del índice de densidad terminológica 
oscilan entre 0,575 (mayor densidad) y 0,009 (menor densidad), siendo el valor 
promedio de 0,168.

5.1.3 Sobre la relación discursiva
Existen dos clases que se vinculan exclusivamente con un tipo de relación discursiva, 

no existiendo casos de diversos valores de relación discursiva para un mismo atributo. Se 
trata de los TE, que siempre presentan un valor de especialista-especialista, y los TD, que 
siempre presentan un valor de instruido-lego. El TSE presenta opciones más variadas, lo 
que coincide con su condición de transición entre polos opuestos.
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5.1.4 Sobre la superestructura
No se comprueba relación directa entre clase y superestructura como ocurre con la 

relación discursiva. Aunque no sean valores exclusivos para cada clase, sí que es posible 
percibir varias cuestiones:

a.	 El artículo científico, el manual para el especialista y la tesis doctoral casi siempre 
son TE y, en menor medida, TSE.

b.	 La guía para el paciente y el artículo divulgativo casi siempre son TD y, en menor 
medida, TSE.

c.	 La carta al editor es la forma más variada y destaca la clasificación en TSE por 
encima de los otros dos valores.

5.2. Resultados con algoritmos automáticos no supervisados: Tres clusters

El aprendizaje automático no supervisado no emplea la etiqueta de clase para 
construir el modelo, sino que se nutre únicamente de los atributos facilitados. De esta 
forma, el algoritmo desconoce la clase que hemos asignado a cada patrón mediante 
nuestro modelo numérico de clasificación. En ocasiones, se puede aplicar aprendizaje 
automático no supervisado aun teniendo la etiqueta de clase, pero ignorándola en 
todo el proceso de modelado. Esta solo se emplea para la evaluación del modelo para 
comprobar la similitud entre los resultados del experto y el algoritmo.

Frente a los algoritmos supervisados, los métodos no supervisados tienen la desventaja 
de que no pueden utilizar el conocimiento que se podría extraer de la etiqueta de clase 
para crear el modelo. Pero, a cambio, son más robustos en tanto que son capaces de 
realizar las agrupaciones sin necesidad de conocer dicha etiqueta (Marsland, 2015, pp. 
195-196).

A continuación, presentamos una tabla con los resultados de los algoritmos 
utilizados (Tabla 4). En ella, se puede observar el porcentaje de error en la clasificación 
textual de acuerdo con los valores de los atributos proporcionados en la base de 
datos y el número de grupos (clusters) que propone cada algoritmo (utilizando como 
datos de comprobación de los resultados la clase asignada a cada texto). Los tres 
últimos algoritmos necesitan que el experto les indique el número de clusters con los 
que desea trabajar (en nuestro caso, tres agrupaciones, puesto que nuestra hipótesis 
distingue tres clases).

Toda la experimentación se ha realizado siguiendo una metodología de validación 
cruzada con un 10-fold para estimar los parámetros de cada uno de los algoritmos sobre 
el conjunto de entrenamiento. Los resultados que se muestran en la Tabla 4 son los 
obtenidos tras aplicar los algoritmos en el conjunto de generalización. De este modo se 
ha garantizado la validez de la experimentación y la independencia de los conjuntos de 
entrenamiento y generalización.
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Tabla 4. Resultados de los algoritmos no supervisados

Algoritmo Número de 
clusters propuesto

Textos mal 
clasificados

Simple expectation
maximization (EM)

3 14 23,33 %

Farthest First 3 13 21,67 %

Cluster jerárquico 3 14 23,33 %

Simple k-means 3 12 20 %

En primer lugar, cabe destacar que el algoritmo EM trata de encontrar el número 
óptimo de grupos que deben crearse y, en este caso, acierta en el número de clusters (3), 
puesto que trabajamos con tres clases diferentes. No obstante, el porcentaje de error es 
elevado (23,33 %).

En contraste, simple k-means obtiene resultados muy positivos en relación con el resto 
de algoritmos empleados (de hecho, muestra una tasa de acierto del 80%). La contribución 
del algoritmo no es la creación de tres grupos, pues es lo que se le indica al algoritmo, sino 
que los tres grupos que crea el algoritmo coinciden en gran medida con las agrupaciones 
realizadas manualmente mediante el método numérico de clasificación, muy posiblemente 
porque los resultados con los que se comparan son fruto de un método matemático. Las 
asignaciones que realiza se relacionan en la Tabla 5.

Tabla 5. Clasificación de textos usando simple k-means (tres clases)

Asignado a → C2 (TE) C0 (TSE) C1 (TD)

TE 20 textos correctos 5: [15,33,36,38,48] 0

TSE 2:[3,4] 13 textos correctos 3: [29,53,54]

TD 0 2: [20,11] 15 textos correctos

Puede comprobarse que el objeto TSE es el que mayor conflicto causa, siendo los 
polos opuestos los que no conllevan error en la clasificación. La Figura 2 muestra la 
matriz de confusión de forma gráfica.

A pesar de esta nula coincidencia, cabe estudiar los textos que han sido mal clasificados 
(Tabla 6). Para ello, recurrimos a los valores numéricos que empleamos para clasificar 
cada texto dentro de una clase (Tabla 3).
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Figura 2. Representación de los clusters generados 
por el algoritmo k-means con las etiquetas para tres clases.

Tabla 6. Comparación de clasificaciones según 
nuestro modelo numérico y simple k-means

Textos Nuestra
clasificación

Clasificación 
de k-means

Valor numérico 
de clasificación

3 TSE TE 9,75

4 TSE TE 9,36

11 TD TSE 6,41

15 TE TSE 11,26

20 TD TSE 5,9

29 TSE TD 9,69

33 TE TSE 11,79

36 TE TSE 16,37

38 TE TSE 15,45

48 TE TSE 11,93

53 TSE TD 7,37

54 TSE TD 7,09
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Con estas tablas, podemos justificar a través de los valores numéricos de la clasificación 
los límites difusos entre categorías y, de alguna forma, las confusiones del algoritmo:

•	 El texto 11 (TD) tiene un valor de 6,41, valor que se aproxima estrechamente al 
TSE (límite numérico = 7) por debajo.

•	 Los textos 53 y 54 (TSE) tienen valores de 7,37 y 7,09 respectivamente, valores 
que se aproximan estrechamente al TD (límite numérico = 7) por encima.

•	 Los textos 15, 33 y 48 (TE) tienen valores de 11,26, 11,79 y 11,93 respectivamente, 
valores que se aproximan estrechamente al TSE (límite numérico = 11) por 
encima.

Asimismo, encontramos casos (textos 3, 4, 20, 29, 36, 38) que no son justificables 
desde el punto de vista del valor numérico del método de clasificación. De esta forma, 
podría dilucidarse que el algoritmo no asigna la misma relevancia que el modelo de 
Rodríguez-Tapia (2016a) a cada uno de los atributos (lo que podría justificar el cambio 
de concepción funcionalista en la asignación de relevancias en los atributos, Tabla 2). 
Esta hipótesis y estos textos deberían tratarse en trabajos futuros para comprobar sus 
condiciones especiales, quizá usando 4 o 5 clusters.

Esta cercanía en los valores al límite numérico de clasificación permite defender la idea de 
gradualidad. De hecho, podría afirmarse que, por ejemplo, los textos 15, 33 y 48 (asignados 
a TSE pero clasificados por el experto como TE)4 se configuran como textos cuya tendencia 
es a constituirse como tipo TE más que TD. Este hecho nos hace pensar en la amplitud 
de las regiones de cada clase, que, por ejemplo, podrían ser más amplias para el TE y el 
TD y más estrechas para el TSE. O al contrario, dependiendo de la perspectiva teórica que 
elijamos. Estas múltiples posibilidades tienen estrecha relación con la lógica difusa (Zadeh, 
1965 y 1968), que permite explicar la posición diferencial que existe entre TE y TD.

5.3. Resultados con algoritmos automáticos no supervisados: cuatro clusters y 
comparación

Observados los límites del método numérico propuesto, en investigaciones posteriores 
(Rodríguez-Tapia y Camacho-Cañamón, 2017) se decidió realizar de nuevo la misma 
prueba variando tanto el método de clasificación como el número de clases: a) el método 
sigue los fundamentos de la teoría sociocognitiva de la percepción (Caravedo, 2014), 
por la que el experto es quien decide las clases que corresponden a cada texto; y b) las 
clases pasan a ser cuatro. Dichas clases se correspondían con:

a.	 TE: texto especializado.
b.	 TE>TD: texto especializado con tendencia o características del texto divulgativo.
c.	 TD>TE: texto divulgativo con tendencia o características del texto especializado.
d.	 TD: texto divulgativo.

4. El mismo caso se aplica a los objetos 53 y 54 para el TD.
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El estudio de Rodríguez-Tapia y Camacho-Cañamón (2017) volvió a realizar las 
pruebas con k-means con cuatro clusters en lugar de tres. La Tabla 7 muestra los patrones 
correcta e incorrectamente clasificados y la Figura 3 permite observar gráficamente la 
clasificación de textos relacionada en la Tabla 8.

Tabla 7. Comparación de clasificaciones según estudios con tres y cuatro clases

Estudio con
tres clases

Estudio con 
cuatro clases

Patrones bien clasificados 80,0 % 76,7 %
Patrones mal clasificados 20,0 % 23,3 %
Textos mal clasificados 12 textos 14 textos

Tabla 8. Clasificación de textos usando simple k-means (cuatro clases)

Asignado a → TE TE>TD TD>TE TD

TE 25 textos correctos 4:
[3, 29, 31 y 35]

TE>TD 3: [22, 33, 45] 5 textos correctos 1: [9]
TD>TE 1: [13] 1: [1] 6 textos 

correctos
2: [2, 26]

TD 2: [47, 48] 10 textos 
correctos

 

Textos mal clasificados 12 textos 14 textos

 
TABLA 8: CLASIFICACIÓN DE TEXTOS USANDO SIMPLE K-MEANS (CUATRO CLASES) 

 

Asignado a 
→ TE TE>TD TD>TE TD 

TE 25 textos 
correctos 

4:
[3, 29, 31 y 35]   

TE>TD 3: [22, 33, 45] 5 textos 
correctos 1: [9]  

TD>TE 1: [13] 1: [1] 6 textos 
correctos 2: [2, 26] 

TD   2: [47, 48] 10 textos 
correctos 

 

 
 

FIGURA 3: REPRESENTACIÓN DE LOS CLUSTERS GENERADOS 
POR EL ALGORITMO K-MEANS CON LAS ETIQUETAS PARA CUATRO CLASES 

 
Los resultados por ahora sugieren que en los dos clusters intermedios es posible hallar 

un elevado porcentaje de patrones muy similares, divergentes en valores como la 
densidad terminológica. Aunque estos resultados deben seguir siendo estudiados y 

Figura 3. Representación de los clusters generados 
por el algoritmo k-means con las etiquetas para cuatro clases.
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Los resultados por ahora sugieren que en los dos clusters intermedios es posible hallar 
un elevado porcentaje de patrones muy similares, divergentes en valores como la densidad 
terminológica. Aunque estos resultados deben seguir siendo estudiados y contrastados 
con otras agrupaciones, consideramos que parte de los dos clusters intermedios coinciden 
con el cluster de texto semiespecializado de la prueba con tres clases.

Como es posible comprobar en la Tabla 9, parece ser que el nivel intermedio es el que 
genera mayores problemas al algoritmo. Con las pruebas con tres clases, los textos que 
siempre se confunden tienen por protagonista al TSE; con las pruebas de cuatro clases, 
los textos que siempre se confunden tienen por protagonistas las categorías próximas: 
TE con TE>TD, TE>TD con TD>TE y TD>TE con TD (a excepción del texto 13). 
Desde nuestro punto de vista este es un argumento claro a favor de los límites difusos 
que existen entre las categorías y permiten esbozar la hipótesis de la existencia del nivel 
semiespecializado. Si este es divisible en dos, tres o cuatro estadios intermedios (lo mismo 
podría argumentarse para los textos especializados o divulgativos) es una cuestión que 
debe resolverse en próximas investigaciones.

Tabla 9. Comparación de los textos 
cuya clasificación es errónea (tres y cuatro clases)

N.º (A) 
Clasificación 

numérica
(tres clases)

(A) 
Clasificación 

k-means 
(tres clases)

(B) 
Clasificación 

perceptiva 
(cuatro clases)

(B) 
Clasificación 

k-means 
(cuatro clases)

¿Textos 
clasificados 

erróneamente 
en ambos casos?

1 TE TE TD>TE TE>TD NO

2 TE TE TD>TE TD NO

3 TSE TE TE TE>TD SÍ

IDT: 0,09			   Función: representativa
Relación: especialista-especialista	 Superestructura: artículo científico

4 TSE TE TE TE NO
9 TE TE TE>TD TD>TE NO

11 TD TSE TD>TE TD>TE NO
13 TSE TSE TD>TE TE NO

15 TE TSE TE TE NO
20 TD TSE TD>TE TD>TE NO
22 TD TD TE>TD TE NO
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N.º (A) 
Clasificación 

numérica
(tres clases)

(A) 
Clasificación 

k-means 
(tres clases)

(B) 
Clasificación 

perceptiva 
(cuatro clases)

(B) 
Clasificación 

k-means 
(cuatro clases)

¿Textos 
clasificados 

erróneamente 
en ambos casos?

26 TD TD TD>TE TD NO

29 TSE TD TE TE>TD SÍ

	 IDT: 0,19			   Función: comunicativa
	 Relación: especialista-lego	 Superestructura: guía para el paciente

31 TE TE TE TE>TD NO

33 TE TSE TE>TD TE SÍ

IDT: 0,19			   Función: representativa-comunicativa
Relación: especialista-especialista	 Superestructura: manual para el especialista

35 TE TE TE TE>TD NO

36 TE TSE TE TE NO
38 TE TSE TE TE NO
45 TE TE TE>TD TE NO

48 TE TSE TD TD>TE SÍ

IDT: 0,20				    Función: comunicativa
Relación: especialista-especialista 	               Superestructura: tesis doctoral

53 TSE TD TD>TE TD>TE NO
54 TSE TD TD>TE TD>TE NO

En la Tabla 9 también identificamos los cuatro textos que han sido clasificados 
erróneamente tanto al usar k-means con tres y con cuatro clases. Dadas las similitudes 
que existen en el IDT y en la relación discursiva en los cuatro textos, parece ser que 
el algoritmo k-means con cuatro clases usa los valores de la función como atributo 
discriminador de clases. La relevancia de los atributos en las clasificaciones y las 
posibles justificaciones se tratarán en trabajos futuros que usen aprendizaje automático 
supervisado.

6. Conclusiones y futuros trabajos

La primera aproximación al análisis de clases según el grado de especialización 
empleando métodos de aprendizaje automático no supervisado ha permitido trabajar 
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con tres agrupaciones de patrones. El primer análisis de los tres clusters propuestos por 
k-means (Figura 2) presenta grupos lo suficientemente homogéneos como para defender 
la existencia de clases diferenciadas por cada cluster.

No obstante, existe una agrupación muy confusa: la perteneciente a la clase TSE. En 
su mayoría, los textos de tipo TSE han sido agrupados en un solo cluster independiente. 
Sin embargo, algunos textos de tipo TSE se han infiltrado en los grupos donde 
principalmente estaban agrupados los de tipo TE y TD respectivamente. Algo parecido 
sucede con los textos TE y TD, son agrupados en clusters individuales pero algunos 
textos se confunden y aparecen agrupados en el cluster donde se incluyen los de tipo 
TSE. A la luz de estos datos, puede concluirse que la clase TSE tiene unos límites más 
difusos de los que a priori podía parecer.

En definitiva, con este primer experimento pretendemos comprobar si las agrupaciones 
realizadas por k-means y las clases propuestas manualmente por el experto a través del 
método numérico coinciden (y en qué medida coinciden). Para ello, una vez agrupados 
los textos por el algoritmo, hemos revisado la clase predominante en cada grupo, de 
forma que esta pudiese representar la clase del cluster. De esta forma se puede analizar 
qué textos han sido agrupados en un cluster cuya clase predominante coincide o no con 
la clase del texto.

Así, es posible identificar patrones que implican problemas de clasificación según 
los tres grados que proponemos al algoritmo, debido a que se constituyen como textos 
con particularidades que los sitúan en los límites entre clases. Estos textos son los que 
demuestran: a) los problemas teóricos y metodológicos de clasificación textual según el 
grado de especialización debido a la inexistencia de límites claros y b)  las debilidades 
del método de clasificación propuesto por Rodríguez-Tapia (2016a) en cuanto a su 
potencial para describir completamente el fenómeno del grado de especialización.

Con una segunda prueba, esta vez con cuatro clases y usando un método de 
clasificación manual siguiendo la teoría de la percepción, vemos que los errores de 
clasificación se dispersan más entre las dos categorías intermedias. Los datos obtenidos 
tanto con las pruebas con tres como con cuatro clases no permiten demostrar el número 
de estadios que existen en el contínuum pero sí refuerzan nuestra hipótesis del grado de 
especialización.

Este punto de partida hace posible contar con líneas de trabajo futuras que permiten 
evaluar la eficiencia y utilidad de los métodos de clasificación de textos según el grado de 
especialización, como pueden ser las siguientes:

•	 Aplicar métodos de aprendizaje automático supervisado a una base de datos que 
contenga las clases usando el método numérico de clasificación y a otra cuyas 
clases hayan sido establecidas usando otro tipo de clasificaciones, como las 
obtenidas a partir de un grupo de informantes.

•	 Aplicar métodos de aprendizaje automático no supervisado a bases de datos 
con dos o cinco clases con el objetivo de profundizar en el análisis empírico del 
contínuum.
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•	 Aplicar métodos de clasificación ordinal, atendiendo a la hipótesis del contínuum.
•	 Aumentar el número de atributos, sobre todo de carácter lingüístico, como tipos 

de términos o tipos de reformulación. La preparación de los siguientes estudios 
tiene previsto poder incluir unos 10 o 12 atributos.

•	 Debido a que los métodos numéricos resultan demasiado restrictivos, proponemos 
abandonar dichos modelos matemáticos e incorporar la teoría sociocognitiva de 
la percepción como teoría vertebradora de la clasificación textual según el grado 
de especialización.
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