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Don’t take that tone with me!
When we think about language and communication, we usually think about the words that 
we use and the order we put them in to create different meanings. At times, we forget that 
there is another part of language, the inflections and tone that we use. This information 
in speech is called prosody, which is the underlying meaning and intention of words. The 
elements of prosody are not individual vowels and consonants but are the linguistic 
functions of intonation, tone, stress, and rhythm.

For some time now, researchers have understood that language and music understanding 
are related to learning. They know this because when they study the brain regions while we 
are processing language and music, they see many similarities.

There are several theories about how they could be related;

• Music and language could be 
overlapping neural networks,

• Music processing may provide the 
auditory processing foundations 
necessary for speech, or

• The music and language processing 
networks may develop in parallel, 
meaning that we may understand 
language as music and music as 
language.

All of these theories make sense 
when we look at the definition above. 
Intonation and tone are both concepts 
we can identify in musical melodies and 
stress and rhythm are both concepts 
we understand as duration. Prosody is 
made up of a combination of the musical 
concepts of melody, rhythm and tone colour.

The first time a baby or young child comes in contact with prosody, the underlying meaning 
and intention of words, is as they begin to recognise speech above all other types of noise 
and sound. This is known as the pre-linguistic stage. Babies won’t understand the words, but 
they will understand if the speech is happy, concerned, joyful or fearful.

Put another way, think about when you hear someone speaking a language other than your 
own. You don’t know what they are saying but you can probably figure out how they are 
feeling.

The reason we now know more about how our brains understand prosody is because adults 
and children who undertake music learning seem to be able to identify differences and 
nuances in speech better than non-musically trained adults and children.

Researchers have focused on children and adults with Autism to understand how the brain 
processes speech tones. This is because one of the major identified symptoms of autism is 
a lack of recognition of speech prosody.
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Speech prosody is the underlying meaning and 
intention of words and the patterns of stress and 

intonation in language.
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Researchers have suggested that a vital part of music learning involves the fine-tuning of 
our auditory processing, helping us to hear the subtlest of changes in melody and rhythm in 
music. The research is currently exploring how this sensitivity to music elements transfers to 
sensitivity to speech elements, such as prosody.

Read More

With this fine-tuning comes a higher sensitivity to emotions in speech, the changes in 
the underlying meaning in speech and helps us predict what could be coming next in a 
conversation. To develop into an independent and productive adult, we spend a lot of time 
developing  our  ability to hear and understand speech prosody.

It takes years for children to develop the ability first to hear and then produce the tone they 
intend to use in their speech. You may have both heard and said the phrase “Don’t take that 
tone with me” in your own life. Usually, it is when a child or student has used the correct 
words but has laced their phrase with a melody and rhythm that conveys anger, disdain, 
disbelief or sarcasm.

Sometimes the prosody they have used is intentional, but other times they may not fully 
intend the underlying meaning they have conveyed. If we think of this part of language in 
its musical terms, we can give the child or student tools to change and take control of their 
speech prosody, as well as understand the power that the music of language can have on 
others.

https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2011-21907-001
https://academic.oup.com/jmt/article-abstract/47/1/2/900839/"target="_blank"
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-211-75121-3_9
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2011.00142/full
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1469-8986.00172.x
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15053726
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2059204318762650


22 23

Don’t take that tone with me!

Do you find yourself having a strong emotional reaction to being spoken to in a particular way
- maybe in a tone that you interpret as patronising, angry, flippant or pleading - what are the 
musical elements, the rhythm and melody of that speech?

Personal Brain Buzz Experiment Time
Sometimes we are not aware of how our tone impacts on others and how the melody and 
rhythm of our speech delivers strong and implicit messages about what we are saying. Here 
are some experiments you can do:

1. Next time you say one of your once-a-day lines, those sentences that you find yourself 
saying every day like “put your shoes on, or we will be late”, try saying it with a different 
rhythm and/or melody and see if you get a different reaction.

2. If you are feeling very brave, pick a one-word response like “what” or “why” or “when” and 
test out saying them in different ways such as “what?”, “what!” or even “Whaaaaaaat” :). 
How does the variation feel and does it elicit a different response from your audience?
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If you asked them, what descriptive words would your students use for your tone? How does 
your tone make them feel? Think about their learning and how do they respond to your tone? 
Do they mimic it a little?

When a student listens to your tone and the prosody of your speech, they use their auditory 
processing to filter speech and sound. Given this, how do you vary the tone and prosody to 
engage your students in effective and positive thinking and learning? Experiment with the 
following:

1. Ask your students to speak to you in the same way they believe you speak to them. Listen 
for melody, rhythm and remember it will be exaggerated!

2. Respond to your students using the same melody and rhythm that you believe they use 
and discuss the musical elements of speech.

3. Experiment with saying the same instruction using a number of different melodies and 
rhythms and get your students to do the same, always discussing how it makes each 
other think and feel about their learning environment.

After completing this professional reflection, write at least two questions you have about this 
topic.

Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time

Questioning Brain Buzz

Don’t take that tone with me!
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