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ABSTRACT 

Non-linguistic features, conveying meaning and speech as symbolic resources, is an activity that involves a wealth of 

modes, where non-linguistic symbols can play an important role. Thus, under the guidance of dynamic multimodal 

analysis framework as well as the video analysis tool ELAN, an analysis of the speech by Han Xue, a famous actor 

and singer in China was carried out. Findings are overused movements with hands, using speech rhyme for attracting 

attention, as well as single facial expression. Some non-linguistic resources are contributing to meaning-making, yet 

Han fails to use them properly. Besides, when relations of modes in Han's speech are investigated, it turns out that 

highlighting relation is the most frequent one, and body movement is the least appropriately used resources. 

Regarding to the education of English speaking ability, learners might adopt appropriately non-linguistic features 

through multiple relations of modes. 

Keywords: ELAN, Multimodal analysis, Non-linguistic features, TED speech, Education of English 

speaking ability. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Multimodal discourse refers to communication 

involving various means of communication such as 

language, image, sound, and action as well as symbolic 

resources through the use of auditory, visual, tactile, and 

other senses. Hu (2007) suggested that all modes are on 

the tendency to form an interactive network in meaning. 

Zhu (2007) is one of the early authors who bring 

multimodal discourse analysis into domestic research 

practice, and probes into the theoretical basis and the 

procedures. Li (2003) firstly introduces in detail the 

visual grammar. 

Theoretical researches on multimodality overreaches 

pragmatic ones, with pragmatic ones are virtually about 

the usage of theory to the study of image (Sun, 2012). 

Other symbolic resources except language are also 

vehicles of meaning, and the study of multimodal 

discourse contributes to the full understanding of 

discourse meaning (Guan, 2017; Wang, 2015). 

This speech To Be a Positive Pessimist s given by 

Han Xue in 2016, which could be accessed by 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/V8ZXSyPGHvxabzGEqAss

9Q. Han gives her life conviction that is to be a positive 

pessimist, which means to make the worst plan and try 

the best. Han Xue, as an actor and singer, impressed the 

audience a lot with her performance in TED because of 

her ability to give a speech.  

 This paper aims to address the following questions 

with the help of ELAN, which enables the user to 

underline the content, facial expressions, body gestures, 

voice, and tone of the speaker. 

1. What are Han's characteristics of the speech 

rhyme, body language, and facial expression? 

2. What are the relations of modes in Han's speech?  

2. METHODOLOGY 

2.1. Dynamic Multimodal Discourse Analysis 

Framework 

Based on Halliday's Systemic Functional Linguistics 

(1978), as well as Norris' work Analyzing Multimodal 

Interaction: A Methodological Framework (2004), 
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Zhang (2009b) proposed a synthetic framework for the 

analysis of multimodal discourse where there are four 

levels. Firstly, according to this framework, the culture 

level which is on the top of the framework plays a 

decisive role in fostering multimodal communication 

possible for prerequisites for communication. In a 

specific context, the factors in the situation context will 

restrict communication activities, namely field, tenor, 

and mode. These three concepts are from Systemic 

Functional Linguistics (Halliday, 1978). The third is the 

content level where there are two aspects: the semantic 

level and the form level. At the semantic level, there are 

three metafunctional meanings: ideational meaning, 

interpersonal meaning, and textual meaning. The form 

level is realized by the employment of different modes 

that can cooperate to establish a certain relationship to 

help construct the whole meaning of the discourse.  

Zhang (2009a) divides the relationships between the 

lexico-grammar of different modes into complementary 

ones and non-complementary ones. Different modes are 

all alternatives for expressing the whole meaning of the 

speakers and application of them is the compensation of 

monomodal discourse's inadequacy in conveying the 

whole meaning of discourse. This kind of relationship 

between different modes is named as complementary. 

The complementary relationship can be further 

distinguished into two kinds, namely reinforcement, and 

non-reinforcement. The reinforcement relationship 

means that in a multimodal discourse, there is only one 

mode is the main one and the others are just aiming to 

highlight it. Non-reinforcement means all the modes in 

the multimodal discourse are equal to each other and 

they are indispensable and complementary. Non-

complementary relation means the second mode has no 

greater significance than the first one but it is still used 

by the speaker as a kind of meaning-making mode.  

2.2. Transcription Criteria of Dynamic 

Multimodal Discourse 

Zhang (2009b) proposed criteria for segmenting the 

videos to conduct dynamic multimodal discourse 

analysis, namely grammar of image and discourse. 

According to the criteria, a story (discourse) can be 

divided into several plots, and a plot can be divided into 

many events. The events here are equal to the image. An 

image can be further segmented into a figure and then 

the figure can be divided into pixels. Besides, the 

discourse criteria for segmentation of a dynamic 

multimodal discourse as follows: (1) Discourse structure; 

(2) Empirical significance; (3) Foregrounding features 

and characteristics. 

2.3. ELAN for Annotating Video 

ELAN is a cross-platform multimodal discourse 

analysis software developed by Max Linguistic Institute 

of Psycholinguistics in the Netherlands.  

ELAN enables users to define language types and 

tiers as well as annotate videos. Then annotations could 

be searched and replaced. Besides, the annotation could 

be saved as different files depending on the demands.  

3. RESULT 

This video could be divided into two parts: lead-in 

and the main content of speech. Here only the first part 

is under analysis and investigation. The discourse of the 

first part aims to lead in and concerns with the idea to be 

a positive pessimist. Transcription is illustrated in 

Figure 1. There are two episodes under this discourse. 

The first one is to share simple works by herself and the 

second one is to raise questions and give possible 

questions. And each episode is realized by three events. 

She aims to give examples of her own life so she puts 

forward three events for each episode. In the first, she 

plays a song that she used to sing when she was young. 

Followed by two pictures painted by her in her early 

childhood and adulthood. In the other episode, she 

intends to raise a question about the reason on the worse 

performance of her work, and she gives the possible 

answer, which is that adults may lack imagination. And 

the last event is the introduction of her strategy--to be a 

positive pessimist. 

 
Figure 1 Transcription of the lead-in part 

Focusing on the non-linguistic languages, there will 

be a deeper understanding of one's performance in 

speech when we try to figure the whole meaning 

conveyed by other social symbol resources.  

3.1.1. Gestures 

When talking about the gestures in the video, it can 

be noticed that most of the gestures are done by two 

hands. Only when in the beginning of the video on the 

PowerPoint does Han Xue slightly move her body to 

look at the screen. Then, the most frequently used 

gesture is "pointing to the screen" and "stretching hands 

out". "Pointing to the screen" is a kind of directive 

gesture, but "stretching hands out" does not have this 

kind of function. When "the pointing to the screen" 

gesture is taken into consideration, some differences 

could be also noticed on various occasions. When she 
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points to the screen, sometimes she would turn her face 

to the screen, and sometimes she would like to have eye 

contact with the audience. Besides, some gestures seem 

to have no relation with the words meaning that she tries 

to express. For example, when she says "so I know, you 

might have a question" she stretches her hands out, this 

kind of gesture does not match this visual modal and 

they are in a redundancy relation.  

What's more, in her speech, there is a tendency to 

overuse gestures, “slightly point at” for instance. When 

she utters that "we dare not to try any mistakes", she 

points at every pause of a word, which shows her bad 

performance at using gestures to make the interpersonal 

relationship. She never uses direct gestures involving 

the audience to encourage them. For example, when she 

talks about the reason why we dare not to make 

mistakes, she just turns her palms outside without 

referring to the audience. 

 
Figure 2 Gestures in the lead-in 

3.1.2. Intonation 

Intonation, as one of the suprasegmental features of 

utterance, is also considered here because of its 

importance in English utterance. It is this utterance 

marked in the between of falling tone and raising tone, 

or level tone and raising tone that entails further 

information. Those comparatively huge changes of 

intonation are emphasized in the picture. Her usage of 

raising tone is mainly for attracting attention (Number 5 

and 6; 13 and 14; 16 and 17; 23 and 24) or for 

delivering important ideas such as in Utterance 34 and 

35 (See Figure 4). 

 
Figure 3 List of intonation and sentences 

3.1.3. Facial Expression 

Facial expression is also a vital tool in conveying 

meaning. When someone compliments you, you would 

more likely to accept that when she smiles at you rather 

than a seriously unhappy look. After analyzing the facial 

expression in Han's video, the authors find that in most 

of the speech, she smiles. When raising questions, 

important ideas, she would make a serious look, but 

then her look would immediately change into a smiling 

face. Her facial expression helps to convey meaning to 

some extent.  

When showing her drawing as an example, her 

embarrassing look on her face is complementary to the 

picture in the PowerPoint, which makes the audience 

burst into laughter. Another little embarrassing smile 

also occurs when she gives another picture of herself 

(See Figure 4). Above all, the authors might have a 

conclusion that Han fails to use facial expression to 

convey meaning, or at least, she is not good at using the 

facial expression as a meaning potential resource. 

 

 
Figure 4 Han's embarrassing smile  
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4. MULTIMODAL ANALYSIS OF THE 

SPEECH 

4.1. Cultural Context 

Cultural context is the key aspect that makes 

multimodal communication possible, including the 

ideology composed of people's mode of thinking, 

philosophy of life, habits and all social unspoken rules, 

and the communicative procedure or structural potential. 

Cultural context determines the different communicative 

stages and steps that people adopt according to different 

communicative purposes, namely genres.  

When in the leading part of a speech, the orator has 

to arouse the audience's interest in what he or she is 

going to talk about that is what the lead-in part for. 

Normally, there are self-introduction, warm-up, and 

then questions or information that he or she will focus 

on in a later speech. So Han also observes this routine. It 

begins with her self-introduction, warming up period by 

using two pictures in her early life, and then the 

question of why the earlier picture looks better than the 

later one.  She brings up her answer that is because of 

the lack of imagination. Finally, she puts forward her 

solution to this problem, i.e. to be a positive pessimist.  

4.2. Context of Situation 

Context of the situation is the concrete embodiment 

of cultural context, including three variables: field 

which refers to social activities involved in discourse; 

tenor which is the social relationship between 

communicative parties and mode which is the medium 

and channel of communication. In this speech, the 

analysis of the context of the situation are is as follows: 

Field: It is a speech by Han, who aims to inform her 

audience about her life conviction, that is to be a 

positive pessimist. 

Tenor: Two parties are in the relationship between 

an orator and the audience. 

Mode: The interaction between the orator and 

audience is virtually a one-way activity. The orator is 

kind and also serious, dressing up decently. She uses 

simple words, soft sound, and relaxing intonation. 

Besides, she chooses modes formed by the continuous 

changes of her body and non-body media (background 

picture) as the visual mode to spread the image meaning 

of her speech. 

4.3. Relations of Modes in Multimodal 

Discourse 

4.3.1. Overall Relation of Modes 

Collaboration between the two modes is both 

necessary and inevitable. In the speech, there are mainly 

three different modes. They are the auditory mode 

mainly formed by the lecturer's words, the visual mode 

formed by her body movement, and the visual mode 

formed by the screen, to be more specific, mainly the 

pictures on the screen.  

Mode relation and those modes involved in are 

annotated by researcher. Results are listed in the picture 

below. Here we can once again notice some interesting 

points. Firstly, it can be found that there are two periods 

where no relation of modes is marked out. And the total 

lasting time is almost 37 seconds, which is at a 

proportion of 28%. It means that she only uses a single 

auditory mode to express her idea and this counts one-

quarter of the time. In this circumstance, she might want 

to draw the audience's attention to her words but this 

single mode use is likely to yield boredom. According 

to the table above, she uses body movement as well as 

other modes, but they can not compose the whole 

meaning, we can tentatively conclude that she did not 

use these resources well. Then we can find out that her 

hand movement is least engaged in multimodality use. 

What's more, highlighting relation is the most frequent 

one in terms of the times it occurs. Highlighting does 

help to emphasize an idea, which is vital in the main 

content part of speech but are not supposed to be 

frequently used in the lead-in part. The overuse of 

multimodalities in the speech causes it is lengthy and 

inefficient. 

 
Figure 5 Relation of modes 

A different relationship between these modes 

contributes to the whole meaning. So, in this part, the 

authors intended to analyze their coordination. The 

visual mode has two main functions on auditory mode. 

One is strengthening, in which the audience can infer 

from visual mode to make the information obtained 

through auditory mode clearer and more accurate. And 

the other is supplementing or compensating, which is to 

supplement or compensate for the information missing 

in auditory modes or not clearly communicated or not 

fully received by the audience. After analyzing the 

relationship between different modes in Han's speech, 

there is some typical relation in composing meaning. 

4.3.2. Reinforcement 

When in the beginning, the music composed by 

herself is playing to create an atmosphere of serenity, 

and her relaxing facial look, as well as relaxed body, 

helps to compose this atmosphere. So this auditory 

mode and visual mode are in the reinforcement relation. 
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Her facial look helps reinforce the meaning of the 

music.  

Then when she wants to comment on her piece of 

music, she turned her face into a smile, which once 

again is a reinforcement to her words, i.e to the auditory 

mode.  

When she brings out the question, her face turns into 

a confusing look. Here she uses the visual mode to 

highlight the meaning made by the words, it is in a 

relation of primary and secondary. When the question 

“Why is the second work much better than the first” 

triggers audience's thinking, the facial expression of 

Han helps to lead the audience to focus on this question. 

Thus, the auditory mode is of the primary position and 

the visual one the secondary. 

4.3.3. Non-reinforcement Relation 

She displays the pictures she made in her younger 

days. She gives information by speaking as well as 

showing the picture on the screen. The information she 

utters is the auditory mode, and the picture displayed on 

the screen is the visual stimulus and they are in the 

relation of coordination, which means these two modes 

construct the whole meaning of the speaker and the lack 

of one mode will make the meaning of discourse 

uncompleted.  

5. CONCLUSION

To bring the paper to a close, main points are 

summarized here. Though Han Xue's English mastery is 

far above the average level, her speech given on TED is 

still of some inadequacies. She overuses her hand's 

movements and some of them are of no help to the 

meaning-making of the discourse. Besides her single 

facial expression and level rhyme indicates that she fails 

to use these symbolic resources properly. There might 

be cultural and societal factors. For instance, Chinese 

people tend to be moderate, while English learners in 

China are evaluated mainly by their linguistic 

competence rather than their linguistic performance. 

Additionally, Zhang (2009b) posited that the main topic 

of multimodal discourse research is to find out how 

different modes  are related to each other to achieve the 

intention of the speaker. Thus, the relations of different 

modes are also investigated, in which highlighting is the 

most frequent one, making the lead-in part lengthy.  

As we have seen above, it is not enough for a 

lecturer with a well mastery of linguistic knowledge to 

deliver a sound speech. Both teachers and students have 

to be aware of the significant role and cooperation 

patterns of non-linguistic features. 
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