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SUMMARY

Phonic gestures are a communication tool as well as a regulator of social relationships and 
their meaning depends on the intentions of the sender, which is understood in a particular consitu-
ation. Phonic gestures may take on various forms: non-lexical or more lingual, they may also play 
many roles in speech therapy, also with kindergarten-age children. Not only do they complement the 
meaning of words, but also emphasise or explain the meaning of a verbal statement, they provide 
structure for the course of interaction and occasionally become an equivalent of the whole statement. 
The analysis of sonic mimic movements enables identification of emotions and moods that accom-
pany the meeting of speech therapy subjects, it determines the possibility of regulating the course of 
a conversation and adjusting to the situation, it also influences the quality of personal relationships 
in interactions.
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INTRODUCTION

The communication perspective of research in linguistics, recognizing non-
linguistic and linguistic means of communication as equal and complementary 
instruments of communication, originates in nineteenth-century psychological 
concepts and functional linguistics. If we assume that every human behavior is 
a message (Watzlawick et al., 1967), non-verbal behaviors can also be used to 
negotiate and build meanings in interaction, expression of emotions or mental 
and communication needs. Such a research perspective takes into account com-
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munication events, i.e. situations involving “at least two acts of speech in the 
interaction space between the sender and the recipient, in which real communica-
tion activity of both parties takes place – verbal, non-verbal or mixed” (Antas, 
Majewska, 2006, pp. 56–57). The significance of particular non-verbal behaviors 
emerges and shapes in the consituation, in which the whole determines the inter-
pretation of the components, and the reflection is also subjected to non-linguistic 
elements of interaction, including: relations between the sender and the recipient, 
communication intention, body posture, gestures.

Social interaction through consciously used sounds (non-phonemic ones, 
spoken ones, etc.) requires targeted actions of the sender and sanctioned in the 
context of meaning, readable both for the sender and the recipient (Krzemiński, 
1986). With the intention of communication, as well as the interpretation and 
modification of the message in interaction, they are inseparably connected with 
different types of gestures (Załazińska, 2014), including the phonic gesture (pho-
neo from Greek “to make sounds”, “to speak”), synonymous with the terms: Laut-
gebärde, Lautgeste, gesti fonici imitativi, gesti fonici indicativi, “sound mimic 
movement”, “a sign acting acoustically”. This phenomenon is of interest to many 
fields of science, including theories of radio (J. Mayen, E. Pleszkun-Olejnicza-
kowa, S. Bardijewska), acting (S. Wołkoński), psychology of speech (W. Wundt, 
F. Kainz) or linguistics (F. Ameka, C.W.L. Heyse, T. Milewski , H. Steinthal, 
T. Wharton).

From the point of view of linguistics, verbal communication can be divided 
into three main types of codes: linguistic, para-linguistic and non-linguistic. 
In the model of dialogue that distinguishes two planes describing the relation-
ship between the sender and the recipient: interactive and personal1, overlap-
ping the ideational and modal planes (Załazińska, 2006), phonic gestures can 
be interpreted against the background of various linguistic and communicative 
behaviors of the participants. The communication perspective allows to recog-
nize the auditory sign as a communication tool with a function often related to 
or identical to verbal communications, though in a form that goes beyond the 
linguistic inventory.

GESTURE – A MEANINGFUL GESTURE – PHONIC GESTURE

Understanding the sign that audibly works through communication pragmat-
ics is close to the assumptions of symbolic interactionism in sociology. In social 

1 Interactional actions relate to the topics and problems discussed in the dialogue by the inter-
locutors, while interpersonal activities characterize the relationship to the interlocutor as a personal 
being, You/Other (see: Kaźmierczak, 2016).
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interaction, mutual influence of a man on another, the gesture plays a significant 
role. For G.H. Mead (1975) gesture is any movement that triggers a reaction. 
In the case of a man, he is aware2, because it is dictated by the desire to obtain 
a response anticipated by the sender, the recipient for whom the gesture gains 
significance in the act of interpretation: “the recipient of the gesture reacts to him 
as if the whole action was done” (Lejzerowicz, 2003, p. 305). Mead distinguishes 
gestures from symbols (meaningful gestures) – they are also aware of the acting 
sender, they cause him the same reaction as in the recipient (Krzemiński, 1986). 
According to the theory of action of Mead, gestures and symbols are forms of 
communication activities, because they combine biological and social elements, 
and also contain psychological motivation outside the physical layer. A meaning-
ful gesture is not just an expression of human emotions. Thanks to the awareness, 
the gestures are subjected to self-reflection, conducive to better self-knowledge, 
affecting the change in the attitude of man towards himself and others. Interaction, 
mediated by symbols and their interpretations, becomes a source of meanings in 
various communication situations (Blumer, 1984).

For the basic and dominant source of meanings, Mead recognizes linguistic 
communication in which vocal gestures are the source of meanings3. They re-
main audible to all participants of the interaction about normal physical hearing, 
and the ability to receive their own verbal message and having auditory control 
over it (autoaudition, autophonation) are possible for the sender almost anywhere, 
time or circumstances. According to Mead, conscious gestures that have a certain 
universal meaning, interacting in the same way with both the recipient and the 
sender – these are symbols, therefore, and phonic gestures should be considered 
as such. Radio theorists also perceive the sound mimic movement as a meaning-
ful gesture. S. Bardijewska defines the phonic gesture as an element having “full 
autonomy of meaning, and its co-occurrence with an articulated word proves the 
integrity of the linguistic and non-verbal sphere and the relationship between the 
two layers of speech – verbal and gesture; he passes on those contents that are not 
subjected to the process of verbalization” (Bardijewska, 1977, p. 127). Phonic 
gestures have the status of symbols, i.e. their meaning can be inferred from the 
recipient’s behavior and reactions, reading and interpreting the message in a spe-
cific communication situation based on the sum of co-occurring verbal elements 
and non-verbal behaviors.

In studies of the non-verbal structure of dialogue, phonics in pure form (origi-
nal) are those with a low degree of linguistic expression, i.e. particles, onomato-

2 Conscious communication using gestures is carried out only by people, because it is also 
self-conscious (Mead, 1975).

3 Mead depreciates non-verbal communication, but nowadays the importance of various codes 
in communication – apart from the linguistic also: iconic, proxemic, kinesis, prosodic or acoustic – 
is appreciated.
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poeias, expressions, impressions, and possibly exclamatory words (see: Krupska-
Perek, 2001). However, according to J. Mayen (1972), the phonic gesture can 
take various non-lexical or more lexical forms. Being aware of the fluid boundary 
between the indicated categories, Mayen distinguished in his classification:

1.  Interjection gestures4 – reflecting the emotional or voluntary coloring of 
the speaker’s speech; strongly related to the content and used exclamation 
words5, because both intonation and the pace of expression further define 
the meaning of the message and the emotions it contains; after Z. Klemen-
siewicz (1937) J. Mayen indicates that interventions can be divided into 
two groups: 

a)  the right exclamation words (e.g. ah!, unfortunately!), particles (e.g. no!) 
and similar to them (e.g. yes); 

b)  improper exclamation words (e.g. God!), some vocative functions (e.g. oh 
Lord!, oh mother!) and “additional judging language components” (e.g. of 
course, fortunately);

2.  Gestures – so-called “tow-words”, i.e. interferences that act as punctuation 
characters, often used in an imposing function (e.g. true, no true?);

3.  Intraword gestures – related to word modifications; intentional deformation 
arises at the moment of speaking a given word, when the accent shifts or 
introducing an additional accented syllable (e.g. fántástic!), the sender in 
a specific way articulates the words or uses the accumulation (e.g. veeery 
far – in the sense of “very far”), pause filled with articulated sounds (e.g. 
yy, aa );

4.  Inarticulate gestures – paralinguistic sounds based on the natural reflexes 
of the organism, including respiratory or spirant, also reverberation, or re-
verberation (e.g. strong breath, loud and prolonged exhalation, breath, fast 
breathing, wheezing, sighing, grunting, coughing, smacking, munching, 
groaning, etc.);

5.  Gestures taking the form of silence – punctuated and motivated gestures 
that modify the message; pause psychological (Mikuta, 1963), intentional 
detention and non-speech reinforcing the expression of the statement.

In opposition to H.G. Mead, J. Mayen, claims that the phonic gesture can 
precisely convey a communication intention that cannot be introduced verbally 
due to language limitations. A single phonic gesture replaces many language sym-

4 According to the definition of F. Ameka, interjections are “relatively conventionalised vocal 
gestures (…), which express a speaker’s mental state, action or attitude or reaction to a situation” 
(1992, p. 106).

5 Some linguists (e.g. G. Zifonun, H. Steinthal) recognize exclamations as so-called interac-
tive units (interaktive Einheiten), not parts of speech (see: Bednarczyk, 2014, Steinthal, 1881 in: 
Mayen, 1972).
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bols (the meanings of verbal and non-verbal behaviors are not redundant). What 
is more, the delimitation of intentionality and volitional character of non-verbal 
messages (see: Wharton, 2009) is important for the interpretation of language and 
communication behavior in interpersonal relations.

THE USE OF PHONIC GESTURES IN SPEECH THERAPY

In speech therapy phonic gestures are performed by speech therapists, pa-
tients and parents/guardians. In communication events, phonic sounds are used, 
which, due to the functions and meaning they perform in speech therapy6, can be 
divided into: 

1. Phonic gestures expressing the desire to establish and maintain contact, 
2. Phonic gestures confirming the hearing of the message, 
3. Phonic gestures which are an expression of dialogical listening7, 
4.  Phonic gestures expressing the attitude to the message and/or subject of 

diagnostic and therapeutic activities, 
5. Phonic gestures used when imitating non-speech sounds, 
6. Phonic gestures used in an acousion8.
Phonic gestures expressing the desire to establish and maintain contact are 

the expression of a relationship between the speech therapist and the patient. This 
process begins with meeting and manifesting the intention and purpose of interac-
tion, not always in the form of a verbal statement. The phonic gestures used in the 
interaction are often related to the build-up of auditory attention or uncertainty 
about the recipient’s reaction to the initiated dialogue, emphasize the autonomy 
of each participant of the communication event. They can take many forms and 
perform many functions. Gestures taking the form of silence are a pause in silence 
when a meeting participant expects another person to start a conversation. They 
are related to the mimic code (e.g. smile), gesture (e.g. a slight nod to the other 
participant, subtle handshake, slight inclination towards the interlocutor) that re-
place or complement the phonic and verbal message.

6 The examples of phonic gestures given in this study occurred during the screening and di-
agnostic or therapeutic classes of a speech therapist with 99 children (age: 3–6 years) in one of the 
kindergartens in 2017 (see: Kaźmierczak, 2018). 

7 According to J. Stewart and M. Thomas, dialogue listening (different from empathic listen-
ing) requires commitment and active participation in communication, reciprocity, cooperation and 
the expansion of the content heard from the co-talker. This attitude results in closer interpersonal 
relationships and “making sense” (Stewart, Thomas, 2008).

8 The term acusia refers to the process of transforming acoustic sensations into imaginary 
icons, i.e. an acoustic vision, which is possible due to the visual and auditory type of human imagi-
nation (Blaustein, 2005).
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Due to the authority of deontic solidarity9, the speech therapist most often 
initiates the conversation and the first interrupts silence, which can release the 
patient in need or at least readiness to start a conversation. In turn, inarticulate 
gestures (e.g. breath holding, paralinguistic sounds: sigh, grunts, grunt), intraword 
articulations (e.g. yyy, eee, hmm) or lexicalized (e.g. yes, exactly), given by means 
of pauses filled or partly filled, means silence preceded or followed by sound. 
This phonic gesture informs about the interlocutor’s presence, can provoke the 
initiation of a conversation, serves to concentrate the attention of the recipient, 
express the emotional state or intensifies the expression of the statement following 
the pause. Interjections in the form of exclamation marks are used by the patient 
during greeting (e.g. daydreams) or a goodbye (e.g. a nice day), spoken instead 
of the usual good morning and goodbye. They prove the knowledge of linguistic 
etiquette principles, they also carry an emotional charge, express the patient’s  
attitude to a speech therapist and meetings with him, inform the speech therapist 
about the patient’s well-being and (un)readiness to work, indicate a good atmo-
sphere during the diagnostic and therapeutic process (sense of security, sympathy, 
trust, etc.), they also want to reduce the distance with the speech therapist.

The next group are phonic gestures confirming the hearing of the message, 
which express focus on the message and readiness to receive information. They 
encourage the broadcaster to continue speaking, play a role similar to the so-
called “attention reaction” (Gordon, 1996). Among them, one can distinguish 
inarticulate gestures (e.g. short laughter, sigh, breath holding), often combined 
with head lifting and simultaneous stopping the eyesight, raising eyebrows and 
body congealment, which is an expression of focusing on the speaker, a sign of 
satisfaction with the sender’s presence and its communication activity. There are 
also articulated gestures (e.g. a, mm, aha, mhm) or lexicalized (e.g. yes, sure, of 
course), performed by the recipient in the course of the sender’s statements, but 
not interrupting the argument – one or multiple confirmation of readiness to con-
tinue listening to the speech.

The third group – phonic gestures which are an expression of dialogical lis-
tening, motivate the participant to interact with communication activity in the area 
of initiating and maintaining dialogue, are proof of the opening to another person. 
These gestures express readiness to change roles in dialogue. They do not reveal 
directly the opinions or judgments of the sender, they have a similar meaning 
to the so-called “door openers” (Gordon, 1996). It is possible to point here the 
multicolored interactions (e.g. indeed!, yes!, interesting...) or non-lexicalized (e.g. 
aha!, oh!, aaa!), which are proof of empathic listening and allow to communicate 

9 For more on the authority of a speech therapist: epistemic (based on competences) and deon-
tic solidarity (related to the common goals of the therapist and patient and the organization of speech 
therapy), see: Kaźmierczak (2016).
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the sender’s acceptance of the co-talker. In this group, there are also lexicalized 
interjections (e.g. really?, what are you?, yes?, how did you know?!, interesting...) 
or non-lexicalized (e.g. ooo!, yh!?), intraword gestures (e.g. reeaally?, yees?, 
ohhhh!), seemingly expressing disbelief and surprise, and highlighting the rel-
evant observations of the co-talker. With great enthusiasm and commitment, they 
are used in speech therapy contacts with younger patients or parents with children. 
Showing interest in selected topics may affect the course of the conversation, 
and indirectly also direct the therapy in accordance with the objectives set by the 
speech therapist.

Many phonic gestures express the attitude of the sender to the message and/
or the subject of diagnostic and therapeutic activities. These auditory signs are 
an illustration or interpretation of the internal speech, referring to the discussed 
problem and mutual expectations of the interlocutors. This group is represented in 
large numbers. It can be noted here gestures in the form of a proper pause occur-
ring before the wording of the command (e.g. a speech therapist: “Try to ... touch 
the tongue of the lower tooth”) or as a preview of the next stage of action (e.g. 
“Well, now there will be ... puzzles”), they are intended to emphasize key message 
fragment.

In this group there are also signs acting acoustically in the form of silence, 
cast by means of a pause or pause filled with inarticulate paralinguistic sounds 
(e.g. panting, temporary breathing followed by a long exhalation) or non-lexi-
calized sounds (e.g. eee, yyy, mmm) that express the wondering, the process of 
formulating answers or looking for an idea to solve the problem. Interword ges-
tures in the form of a pause filled with lexical units (e.g. a moment..., I know...), 
articulated non-lexicalized sounds (e.g. hm, yhm, eee, yyy) or inarticulate paralin-
guistic sounds (e.g. sigh, gasp, moaning) are used to fill the silence or deferment 
of the moment of speech, they may result from the fear of answering, often also 
embarrassment, reluctance of the patient, if the task is considered too difficult or 
incomprehensible.

Interjections (e.g. oh!, ups!), a pause filled with articulated non-lexical-
ized sounds (e.g. eee, mmm) or gestures of silence in the form of a pause, often 
accompanied by an apologetic smile and embarrassment – this is the expression of 
the patient’s reaction to the incorrectly performed task, awareness failure to meet 
the expectations of a speech therapist and readiness to accept criticism. The use of 
interjections (e.g. yes!, okey!, of course!), paralinguistic sounds (e.g. hearty laugh-
ter) or intra-word gestures (e.g. yees, okeey, exaactly, ahaaa) as confirmation of 
correct patient responses or preceding the repetition of the correct answer frag-
ment the patient, is an expression of approval, aimed at strengthening and encour-
aging the patient to continue speaking or to take further activities. Indirectly, these 
gestures also serve to draw attention to the scheme for solving similar exercises.
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The use of a pause filled with inarticulated paralinguistic sounds (e.g. pant-
ing, sighing, groaning, grunting), articulated non-motivated (e.g. hm, yh, eee, e-e), 
and also interjections (e.g. no!) or intra-word gestures (e.g. ojojooojj..., yhhh..., 
ehhh..., nooo...) expresses explicit or clumsy masked dissatisfaction and frustra-
tion of a speech therapist or parent when the exercise was not done correctly by 
the patient or the therapy does not bring the expected effects in the estimated 
time. At the same time, it may be an expression of a speech therapist’s doubts 
about the method used or the technique and effectiveness of similar exercises. 
The use of interjections (e.g. right away!, moment!, wait a minute!), a pause filled 
with non-lexicalized phonetic sequences (e.g. eee, yyy, mmm, hmm) or intra-word 
phonic gestures (raised tone, greater intensity of sounds, accelerated speech rate) 
is intended to immediately stop or interrupt the actions performed by the patient 
inaccurately, incorrectly or too quickly. This is a form of paying attention to the 
right pace of work (if it was previously demonstrated and discussed) and the need 
to modify the way the tasks are performed.

It must be mentioned here that phonogestic replicas (e.g. go-go) or intra-
word gestures (e.g. ..., whaaaat?; ..., yeah?) in the appealing function encourage 
and motivate the patient to work faster, attempt to complete a task or formulate 
an answer to a given question. Interjections (e.g. bravo!, fantastic!, you did it 
yourself?!) or intra-word gestures (using the quantitative accent, e.g.: yeeeeeah!, 
oooh!, dynamic, e.g.: great!!! or chanting, e.g.: ex-cel-lent!) express satisfaction 
with the patient’s task and fulfill the expectations of a speech therapist or a par-
ent, it is an expression of the adult’s unawareness of the competences or skills of 
the patient. Connected with a smile and a state of joyous excitement, interjections 
(e.g., easy!, I know!), intra-word gestures (mainly using the quantitative accent, 
such as he hee!; eeasy-care!, eeasy!, yaa!) or gestures taking the form of silence, 
given by means of a proper pause, can be interpreted as an indicator of a high de-
gree of understanding of the task being performed, an expression of complacency 
of the patient, expecting both a compliment and equally enthusiastic praise from 
the speech therapist or parent. Interjections (e.g. ooo, ojoj, uuu) can also be an 
expression of a speech therapist’s understanding of sadness or patient’s suffer-
ing (e.g. after falling down, losing something) or a fictional protagonist, showing 
compassion after listening to a dangerous adventure.

In the case of younger children, phonic gestures, used to imitate non-linguis-
tic sounds, are often the equivalent of a word or the entire expression, sometimes 
they are used as the dominant element of the so-called “phonic dialogue”, which 
is accompanied by a certain conventionality. Because not every participant of the 
“talk” can imitate properly, not everyone has adequate phonic equivalents in in-
ternal speech, the recipient tries to read the intention and interpret the phonic ges-
ture in the consituation. Adults often transpose the message of a small child into 
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a questioning phrase, thus, seeking confirmation of proper understanding of the 
sender’s communication intentions. The articulated gestures, in the form of ono-
matopoeia, are used to reproduce sounds, natural sounds or signals (e.g. shuffle, 
slap, brum, ko). While performing exercises to improve articulatory organs or 
reproducing primary activities, there are paralinguistic sounds (e.g. munching, 
smacking, air gush), also with the use of articulated gestures (eg yum, mmm ... 
meaning something delicious), often with exaggerated gestures and mimicry.

During the voice interpretation of the text due to the accompanying second-
ary emotions (played, though they can be really lived), associations or imagina-
tions, the audio phonic representation takes the form of an acousion. In speech 
therapy, acoustic vision is often reinforced by visual stimuli (illustrations, ges-
tures, mimicry, etc.). The presentation of some aspect of the message is mimetic, 
and all kinds of phonic gestures are used to recreate characters during loud read-
ing or storytelling, which become tools to build a fictitious situation and charac-
ters, that is, they further define their physical and mental characteristics as well 
as their role and social position. Unlike voice text instantiation (reproduction), 
during the interpretation (creation), the broadcaster uses various verbal and non-
verbal elements that are to make the characters and situations as likely and prop-
erly understood as possible. Thanks to the phonic gesture, the sender reflects his 
image of the character and situation, he also determines his own attitude to the 
imagined reality, enlivens the text, engaging the viewer in a story or a read story. 
Interiorisation of the message means empathizing with the situation and identify-
ing with fictional characters, which also allows to raise the level of communica-
tive competences in real life.

CONCLUSIONS

The analyzes and examples presented here seem to partly contradict the thesis 
that the phonic functions of the “casing” of communication gestures (Krupska-
Perek, 2001) are performed by phonic gestures. The sound mimic movement by 
a speech therapist and a pre-school patient is used purposefully and can play dif-
ferent functions in interpersonal communication, although – like any other sym-
bol – its meaning is interpreted from the point of view of both the sender and the 
recipient. The phonetic gesture not only completes the meaning of the word, it 
emphasizes or explains the meaning of the verbal message, it structures the course 
of interaction, sometimes becomes the equivalent of the whole message, but it can 
also evoke visual imagery when it is related to the mimic gesture (Mayen, 1972). 
The strongest effect is when it opens the speech, precedes the word crowning the 
emotional-mental process. It can also be a sound equivalent of a mimic gesture or 
add a statement, explain the meaning of a finished statement, or strengthen a lin-
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guistic message, refer to the idea of expression. It can therefore appear next to or 
independent of the word (Mayen, 1972).

The phonetic gesture is an interpretation of the message, among others, 
thanks to the specific role of intonation and other prosodic elements (Szwajkows-
ka, 2010), which make the psychic message of the message vivid. Although the 
phonic substance is unstable and the phonic gesture is characterized by a signifi-
cant dynamics of change, the analysis of sound mimics of pre-school patients in 
relation to the speech therapist allows to take into account the ways of expressing 
emotions and the adequacy of the phonic gesture towards the sender’s intention in 
a situation. The phonic gesture identification of feelings and moods that accom-
pany the meeting of speech therapy entities, defines the possibility of regulating 
the course of the conversation and adapting to the situation, as well as affects the 
quality of interpersonal relations in interaction.
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