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Abstract
This paper explores language in sport. It draws on Systemic Functional Linguistics to map
variations in language as coaches and players change situation, from setting up drills and giving
feedback, to calling for the ball during the intensity of play. In particular, it explores
grammatical and phonological shifts as coaches and players move more toward the ‘language
as action’ pole of mode. It shows that the more ‘language as action’ the situation is, the higher
levels of language start to ‘break down’ and shift the semiotic labour to lower levels. In terms
of strata this shifts meaning from lexicogrammar to phonology; in terms of rank, this breaks
down clause structures to rely heavily on group/phrase and word choices, and flattens
intonation, rhythm and syllable structures, to rely more on voice quality and timing. This paper
thus maps a rich space of registerial variation with significant deviations from typical English
patterns.
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1. Introduction
Language is used to get things done. There are few areas where this is more evident than in
sport. On the playing field, language is used to organise players, direct plays and warn of
impending opposition manoeuvres. On the training ground, it is used to instruct, to praise and
to correct. In these situations, language is rarely used as an end in-itself but rather as a means
of achieving some definite physical goal. Nonetheless, it plays a crucial role in all aspects of
sport. Coaches rely on it to manage their players, commentators use it to convey complex
actions to anxious listeners, crowds use it to yell their adoration or scorn and players use it to
communicate highly specific instructions in extremely short timeframes.
These uses are only possible through language’s extensive ability to change and adapt to
different situations and contexts. In Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) this has been
explored under the cover-term of register, which models language use in relation to context.
Although the precise modelling of register and context has long been debated (Matthiessen
1993), a number of the ways in which language varies are accepted. One of the most relevant
to understanding the language of sport is the degree to which language is constitutive or
ancillary to what is happening in any situation. This variable conceptualises the degree to which
language is self-contextualising or is able to achieve its goals by itself. When language is
largely oriented toward its own goals, it is often referred to as ‘language as reflection’ (Martin
1992), ‘language as constitutive of field’ (Halliday & Hasan 1985) or relatively contextindependent language (Hasan 1973; Martin & Matruglio 2020).1 In other words, what is needed
for understanding a text is made explicit within the language of the text. This can involve
language features such as endophoric reference to meanings within the text, internal
conjunction organising its unfolding logic, and higher-order periodicity to foreground and
summarise what it is saying. These kinds of texts thus seem more ‘written-like’ in their
organisation.
In contrast, language that is more oriented toward some external activity is often called
‘language as action’ (Martin 1992), ‘language as ancillary’ (Halliday & Hasan 1985) or
relatively context-dependent (Hasan 1973; Martin & Matruglio 2020). This type of language
tends to refer out to the broader situation and relies on external activities and items for its
meanings. Thus, it is more implicit, using exophoric reference out to the situation and is less
reliant on higher-order periodicity. This language is often considered more ‘spoken-like’.
This distinction between language as action and language as reflection is by no means a discrete
choice. These descriptors describe two end points of a cline, with any particular instance of
language being more or less language as action and more or less language as reflection
(Halliday & Hasan 1985; Martin 1992). Viewed from this perspective, the language used in
sport is often positioned as the archetype of context-dependent language as action (e.g.,
1
As this list of terms suggest, the modelling of this variable within SFL theory has been heavily debated. Halliday
and Hasan (1985) and Martin (1992), for example, situate it within the context- or register-variable mode (with
the terms context and register themselves being highly contentious) while Hasan (1999) situates it within field.
More recently Martin (2020) has reconceptualised this cline under the name ‘presence’ under the influence of
theory Legitimation Code Theory concept of semantic gravity which conceptualises the context-dependence of
knowledge (Maton 2014) (c.f. Hasan 1973’s discussion of Bernstein’s use of ‘context-dependence’ from a
linguistic perspective). In this paper we will not be concerned with the particular theoretical modelling, but rather
with the linguistic features that co-occur at particular points on this cline. Nonetheless, for ease of reference, we
will follow Halliday and Hasan (1985) and Martin (1992) and consider this variable as part of mode.
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Halliday 1979; Martin 1992). It is dependent on the changing conditions of the situation, it
tends not to be self-referential and it is aimed at producing some physical consequence. Yet
studies of sporting language have tended to focus on reactions to sport such as live commentary
(Bowcher 2003; Ross & Rivers 2018), post-match interviews (Caldwell 2009a; Wilton 2017)
and media reporting (Caple et al. 2011) rather than language in the actual participation of sport.
This means that despite sporting language being positioned as a canonical language as action
mode, we have little sense what this actually looks like. We have little idea what forms of
language are used, under what circumstances, and what, in fact, happens to language under the
extreme pressure to be useful in the here and now.
This paper will explore language in the doing of sport. It will present a map of how coaches
and players use language at increasingly extreme points in the cline toward language as action
– from setting up drills in training, to commenting on actions as they occur, to urgent calling
by players during play. This map will show that much of what linguistics tends to take for
granted as grammatical and phonological features of English begin to ‘break down’ as users
get more heavily involved in play, in service of making space for the urgent construal of
meanings. This paper will thus chart a registerial area that pushes language to an extreme, and
in doing so it will give a sense of a ‘pole’ in the language as action–language as reflection cline
from which we can view other points.
This focus is not born of idle curiosity. It arises in relation to a growing sporting industry that
is providing increased opportunities for athletes, coaches and administrators in a range of
sporting contexts. This growth has put pressure on sporting infrastructure to increase the
number of highly trained coaches and accommodate a wider range of players. This has seen an
emphasis on more formalised coach education and institute-based athlete training programs to
bring sport-specific knowledge together with empirical research into best practice. Key to these
programs is teaching coaches how to communicate with players and players how to
communicate with each other. This includes how to teach and direct specific skills, techniques
and strategies, and how to instil attitudes and dispositions required for athletes to be successful.
Due to the high stakes, language as action context of sport, the ways in which this language
and communication is taught and learnt will likely differ from other contexts such as the
classroom, which has been the focus of decades of research in educational linguistics (e.g. Rose
& Martin 2012). Thus, to teach this we must first understand how it works. This paper takes an
initial step toward this goal.
The paper will first review research on sporting communication and linguistics to highlight the
need for developing understanding of language in the actual doing of sport. Following this, it
will map how language varies as its moves further toward the language as action pole. It will
initially explore the language of coaches, considering the grammatical patterns they show.
Then, it will consider the language of players, focussing particularly on the phonological
patterns they produce. Overall, it will show that as players and coaches move more toward the
language as action pole, the semiotic division of labour undergoes a significant shift from
‘higher’ levels of language to the ‘lower’ levels.
2. Communication in sport
Research on communication in sport has, to date, tended to focus on discourse in its broadest
sense (Gee 1990), with attention paid to “the centrality and everyday positioning of sport as a
social and cognitive framework” (Meân & Halone 2010: 254). This has largely been oriented
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toward using sport as a means of dissecting and analysing a plethora of other social issues. For
instance, studies have variably addressed issues such as race (e.g. Eagleman & Martin 2013)
and gender (Bruce 2013; Messner 2013) through analysis of representations in media or in the
online context. The digital environment in particular has emerged as a rich vein of new research
in this regard (Kassing 2020; Lamont & Ross 2020; Ross & Zappavigna 2020; Thorpe 2017;
Tovares 2020). In addition, there is also a growing body of work specifically addressing the
language of sport, with many in particular exploring the use of metaphor in commentary and
the media. For example, Serazio’s (2010) study explains how, following Hurricane Katrina,
the unexpected success of the New Orleans Saints NFL team led to the media using the team
as a trope for metaphorical recovery, while Ross and Rivers (2018) explore the pervasive
“Sport is War” metaphor as used in the Tour de France cycling race to emphasise the challenge
and strategy involved in the sport. However, while much research has primarily focused on
communication around and about sport, there has been considerably less focus on language in
sport.
Approaching sport communication from a distinctly linguistic perspective helps move beyond
being only a lens through which to view other social issues, and to engage with the crucial
integration of sport with language. Linguistic studies of sport have emphasised that sport itself
is a rich communicative activity, with a diversity and plurality in its discourse that engages
with a wide “range of language varieties, genres, registers, lexes, grammars and
phonology/graphology” (Caldwell et al., 2016: 2). For example, early work by Ferguson (1983)
pointed out that sports commentary forms its own distinct register, while Kowalikowa (2009)
illustrated the multifaceted and characteristic lexicon and phraseology sport entails. From the
perspective of fans, sport has been explored in relation to the textured communities that bring
together athletes and supporters. For example, Tovares (2020) explores the ‘live’ activities of
endurance athletes and how the linguistic strategies used on Twitter helped to establish online
interactive communities.
More recently, Systemic Functional Linguists have begun to explore the nuances of language
used within a range of sporting activities. Illustrative studies in this regard include Caldwell’s
(2009a) analysis of post-game Australian Rules football interviews focusing on evaluative
language utilised by both journalists and players and Bowcher’s (2003) exploration of speaker
contributions in commentary. More closely linked to the current study is Walsh and Jureidini’s
(2016) analysis of sports coaching talk during matches. Crucially for this paper, this study of
Australian Rules football showed through analyses of genre, tenor, field, and mode, that the inmatch coaching register is largely an instructional one with close social contact between
participants, highly technical ideational meanings, and a highly language as action mode. As
we will see below, this combination of factors underpin the particular language features of onfield sport. The current paper extends this study by exploring in more detail how this mode
works both in terms of the grammatical and phonological resources deployed.
The data being explored comes from two sports: indoor volleyball and Australian rules football.
The grammatical aspect of the study focuses on a coach in an elite volleyball training centre in
Australia. The data was collected at a training session for this group of elite volleyball players
over the course of two separate visits. The Head Coach was recorded through the use of a
wearable microphone accompanied by focused video footage of the training drills. The
phonological aspect of the study arises from a project examining the on-field language
practices of a cohort of 16-18 year-old Aboriginal boys playing Australian Rules football and
representing the South Australian Aboriginal Sports Training Academy (SAASTA), a South
Australian Department for Education program to support elite Aboriginal athletes. The analysis
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examines data recorded through a wearable microphone, from a match between SAASTA and
an elite Aboriginal Football team from Victoria, focusing on one specific player – an
experienced player and leader on the SAASTA team.2
3. Language in action – grammar
In broad terms, the question for this paper is: what does the language of sport look like? Key
to answering this is recognising the immense variety of ways of speaking in sport. In this and
the following section we will map some of these in relation to how far they are along the
language in action cline, highlighting that there is a relatively clear pattern of change as
language is used in more time-pressing and ancillary forms. As we move closer to the extreme
of language as action, higher levels of language begin to ‘hand over’ the work of meaningmaking to lower levels. This manifests grammatically in higher ranks such as the clause
progressively breaking down, with meanings being construed more heavily in group grammar
when setting up training drills, followed by the group grammar progressively handing over to
the word rank during actual play.
At the same time, players’ and coaches’ phonology begins to take a larger role in organising
meaning. However, in phonology a similar pattern occurs, as intonation, rhythm and syllabic
structures begins to flatten under extreme time-pressure. This opens the way for other features
of sound, more commonly considered ‘sound semiotic’ rather than phonological, to begin
expanding their meaning potential.
These shifts downwards arise largely because many of the meanings being made can be
assumed from the situation. This means higher-level language features are often not needed
and so can be neutralised under considerable time pressure. This section will focus on the
grammatical shifts that occur in sport, while the next section will focus on phonological
variation.
3.1 Setting up a drill
During training sessions, a key task for coaches is setting up drills for players to practice. This
inevitably relies on the coach making reference to various aspects of the court or field and the
players themselves. Reference to the outside physical situation such as this, known as
exophoric reference (Halliday & Hasan 1976; Martin 1992), is a regular feature of more
language as action texts. Exophora hands over the burden of recovering what is being referred
to from language to the outside physical context. In the following text for example, an indoor
volleyball coach sets up a drill by making reference to various parts of the court, the players
and equipment within the gym through exophoric reference (in bold):
Right, now, can I get two people per stage and wheel them over, put the stages in four and
two?
And we’ll go on both courts. Yeah, in four and two on both courts. Maybe someone who
knows what they’re doing help out these two.
2

Funding for the grammatical component of the study was awarded by the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences,
The University of Sydney. The phonological component is from a larger HEPPP/UniSA funded research project:
Real Language in Real Time (Caldwell et al. 2017; Cominos et al. 2019).
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However, there is more to context-dependence than exophoric reference. The text is relatively
‘flat’ in terms of higher-level periodicity, (i.e., it does not use many hyperThemes and
hyperNews), indicating it has likely not been pre-planned, but is being said ‘off-the-cuff’. In
addition, it changes in response to what is going on in the outside world: the coach gives a new
direction of Maybe someone who knows what they’re doing help out these two, when he sees
that the two new players who have tried to set up, have not quite got it right. This works with
the exophoric references to compound its context-dependence (Martin & Matruglio 2020).
Importantly, as references to four and two show, being relatively context-dependent does not
stop the language of sport being technical. Four and two in this instance are technical terms
that refer to parts of the volleyball court. But they are also used here exophorically by virtue of
the coach pointing to the specific four and two he wants the stages in (i.e. specifying in which
court and what side of the court). Like all specialised fields, technical language encapsulates a
wide-range of highly specific meanings. However, unlike many other fields, the highly
language-in-action mode positions these meanings in relation to the physical space, rather than
in the abstract space usually established by writing. This combination of highly technical with
highly context-dependent language has significant effects on the language used. This is shown
in the following text from the same training session, where the coach is setting up another drill
called ‘Bernardinho’ (named after a former Brazilian coach). In this text we see the first
instance of the grammar we typically associate with English begin to fall away.
All right, first game, Bernardinho compulsory two-touch, dig or set only to begin with. Okay,
let’s have this half go to that end, that court, this half spread out on this court. Two on two,
compulsory two-touch.

In addition to a number of instances of exophoric reference, the coach establishes what the
players will be doing using a series of technical terms for specific actions. In terms of the model
of field presented by Doran and Martin (2021) these are called activities (technical activities in
bold):
All right, first game, Bernardinho compulsory two-touch, dig or set only to begin with… Two
on two, compulsory two-touch.

Unlike typically congruent discourse, these activities are not presented as full clauses with
verbs but as nominal groups. From the perspective of field, they are called itemised activities
where an activity is reconstrued as an item (Doran & Martin 2021).3 Itemised activities realised
grammatically through nominal groups are a relatively typical means of presenting technical
events in specialised fields as it enables them to participate in larger grammatical
configurations with other participants. In other modes, this configuration would include a
Process realising another activity or state. However, in this instance, this does not occur – the
nominal groups are largely configured without Processes.
Nonetheless, this text is perfectly meaningful for the players and coaches in the situation.
Viewed in terms of the relations between activities, it indicates that the first game involves tiers

3

Dig and set are in fact ambiguous here – without any morphological distinction in their nominal or verbal forms,
they can be read as nouns, and thus as activity entities (Hao 2020) realised through nominal groups, or as verbs,
in which case they make up the Process within an imperative clause realising a fill semantic figure: dig or set only
to begin with. Activitie entities in Hao’s sense are distinct from grammatical metaphors.
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of activity that constitute Bernardinho (here ^ indicates sequence, + indicates alternative, =
indicates an encapsulation of one side into the other).
first game

= Tier 1

Bernardinho

Tier 2

touch ^ touch

(compulsory two-touch)

Tier 3

dig+set ^ dig+set ^ [unspecified activity]

(dig or set only to begin with)

Although the meanings are relatively clear, analysing this excerpt grammatically poses
challenges due to the lack of main Process (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014). Nonetheless,
looking from below in terms of phonology, All right, first game, Bernardinho compulsory twotouch, dig or set only to begin with is spoken on a single tone group, which gives evidence for
reading it grammatically as a clause. Looking in terms of agnation patterns, the most likely
Process to be inserted would be to be (‘is’), which suggest a relational clause, with the Token
involving a nominal group that includes a series of embedded nominal groups as Qualifiers.
From this perspective, a possible grammatical analysis is:
First

Game

Bernardinho

Value

Token

nominal group

nominal group

Numerative

Thing

Thing

compulsory

two-touch

dig or set

only

to begin with

Qualifier
[nominal group
Epithet

]
Thing

Qualifier
[nominal group
Thing

Qualifier

]
Qualifier
[[clause

]]

Process

An alternative reading is a single nominal group complex related through elaboration:
First Game

Bernardinho

compulsory two-touch

dig or set only to begin with

1

=

=

=

nominal group

nominal group

2

3

nominal group

4

nominal group

Which grammatical analysis is appropriate, if in fact a clausal analysis is needed at all, is not
important. What is important is that the coach commits enough meaning for the players to
understand what is wanted. Ideationally speaking, the coach specifies enough technicality to
make it clear what the drill involves – and so a Process is not needed. Interpersonally speaking,
the situation is such that there is little ambiguity that the coach wants the players to respond
with an action, not an ‘answer’ (i.e. this is an action exchange, not a knowledge exchange), and
so a Finite and Predicator is not needed. Taken together, there is relatively little need for a main
verb.
This illustrates a general principle of highly language as action texts. Whereas language as
reflection texts are largely self-contextualising, meaning they typically involve significant
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redundancy to ensure there is minimal ambiguity, in language-as-action texts, the speaker can
rely on the situation to give much of the meaning. This means that it is often the case that only
enough meaning is given linguistically to get the message across. In this instance, the coach
does this by configuring nominal groups with minimal recourse to verbs.
This should not be seen as a decisive break with other slightly less language as action texts.
The use of exophoric reference in the previous text we looked at also illustrates this principle.
By using exophoric reference, a speaker gives only as much meaning as is needed for the
listener to recover the referent. When the referents are in the same room, this often means only
a pronoun is used; if more information is needed, a more elaborated nominal group may be
used.
3.2 Giving feedback
A step further toward the language-as-action pole often occurs when coaches give feedback to
players. During a drill this typically happens immediately after a player’s action so it can be
heard before their next attempt – often only a few seconds after. The time pressure coaches are
under when giving feedback means they typically have two broad options. This first is a
positive response that praises the action, typically using explicit evaluation (Good platform,
Rosie). The second option involves giving directions for their next action, generally following
an action that the coach deems unsuccessful (Weight forward, Kara). These two options are
shown in the following text. This text is the entirety of a coach’s speech through a training drill
lasting for slightly over five minutes. The vast majority of the coach’s talk involves giving
feedback to individual players immediately following an action they have done. In the text, a
new line indicates a response to a new action, usually directed at a different player to the line
before. The gaps between coach’s responses range from a few seconds to around twenty
seconds in length. Speech that is directed to the whole group or oriented toward getting a
players’ attention is in square brackets.
-

Good platform, Rosie.
Elbows to target.
Yes, Nater.
Elbows to target, Bella, wherever your elbows go, the ball’s going to go there, forward it
that way or this way. Keep cutting it off.
Good balance, Kara.
That’s it Rosie, way to get under it.
[Naamah. Naamah. Naamah.]
[Right, switch.]
On the line; see if you can get back, instead of there, just a little deeper, okay.
Weight forward, Kara.
Snap it.
Good.
Good shape, Nic.
[Keep this tempo up, girls.]
Yes.
Good, Nic, way to get under it.
Keep that ball in front, Bella.
[Kara. Kara.]
Good shape. Keep getting under that ball.
[All right, has anyone not gone? All right, one more round, then we’ll split out onto two.]
Height is our friend, Rosie.
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-

Here we go, still, arms to the ball.
Yes.
Really good height on that first one.
Here we go, platform to ball.
Good Mon, nice height.
Yes Rosie.
Good Kara.

Throughout this text, the coach regularly gives positive feedback to the players through
inscribed attitude such as good (Martin & White 2005) or simply using a positive polarity
Mood Adjunct yes (often with a Vocative to direct the praise, e.g. Yes Rosie, Good Kara;
Halliday & Matthiessen 2014).
-

Yes, Nater.
Good.
Yes.
Yes.
Yes Rosie.
Good Kara.

In terms of Martin and White’s (2005) model of attitude, these evaluations are extremely
generalised. As they evaluate an action, they can typically be read as appreciation. However,
how they are appreciating the action – in terms of its impact, quality, balance, complexity or
value (Martin & White 2005: 56) – and what part of the action they are evaluating (the target)
is not made explicit. Rather, they specify little more than positive polarity. As with previous
discussions, however, this is not to say that what is good about any of these actions is not
understood by the coach or the players. The shared situation means this generally would be
very clear to both, because, say, the ball has gone to the right place. The language-as-action
mode enables relatively decommitted appraisal.
If the coach does wish to specify more, this is generally done ideationally by including a target
that is typically one specific component of action:
-

Good platform, Rosie.
Good balance, Kara.
That’s it Rosie, way to get under it.
Good shape, Nic.
Good, Nic, way to get under it.
Good shape.
Really good height on that first one.
Good Mon, nice height.

Viewing this grammatically, in all except two examples, this positive evaluation occurs using
minor clauses that rely heavily on the nominal group. In doing so, as with the previous section,
the semiotic labour is shifted down the rank scale from the clause to the group.
A similar pattern occurs when giving directions for the next action. Although this can be read
as ‘negative feedback’, the coach rarely uses negative attitude. Rather, the feedback is
presented largely ideationally as something to focus on for their next turn. This of course
necessitates a greater dependence on ideational grammar. But just like the positive examples
above, this grammar tends to be relatively reduced:
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-

Elbows to target.
Elbows to target, Bella, wherever your elbows go, the ball’s going to go there, forward it that
way or this way. Keep cutting it off.
On the line; see if you can get back, instead of there, just a little deeper, okay.
Weight forward, Kara.
Snap it.
Keep that ball in front, Bella.
Keep getting under that ball.
Here we go, still, arms to the ball.
Here we go, platform to ball.

Each of these instructions direct the players for their following action, and so they can all be
read as commands in term of Halliday’s model of speech function (Halliday & Matthiessen
2014). In a small number of instances these commands are realised grammatically by full
imperative clauses:
-

Keep cutting it off.
Keep that ball in front, Bella.
Keep getting under that ball.
Snap it

In sporting contexts, these are called cues. Cues are short, sharp, technical phrases that function
as commands to players. They work to remind players of actions to focus on using knowledge
that has been previously built up.
Very commonly, cues are realised through smaller configurations of the grammar than
imperative clauses. A common construction involves a nominal group and/or prepositional
phrase sequence:
-

Elbows to target.
Elbows to target
On the line
Weight forward, Kara
Arms to the ball
Platform to ball

In these instances, the prepositions replace verbs as realising the activity themselves. Indeed,
these instances mirror Halliday’s suggestion of prepositional phrases as being best read as
reduced clauses with a (minor) Predicator^(minor) Complement structure (Halliday &
Matthiessen 2014).
This reduced grammar arises in part due to two factors. Interpersonally speaking, when giving
feedback, the main opposition is between giving positive attitude or giving a direction for the
next action. In this context, this distinction is realised simply by having positive attitude or not.
If there is no positive attitude, a command is implied and so the grammar does not need to
make this explicit through a full Mood structure. When there is a full imperative, this often
more to do with giving ideational detail in the Process (e.g. cutting, snap) rather than indicating
MOOD. Ideationally speaking, the meanings being given are generally highly technical.
Although words may be used that are understandable in an everyday sense in other contexts,
they hold very specific meanings in their respective sports. In volleyball, for example, when
the coach says ‘elbows to target’, he means that the players must move their arms against the
direction of the ball so that the front, flat part of their forearms in a ‘dig’ are directed toward a
10
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position called the ‘setter’ (generally between position two and three). It does not simply mean
to point your elbows at the target (i.e. by bending your arms and having the back of your elbow
aimed toward this target).
The technical nature of these cues is illustrated in instances where they have to be explained to
new players. Two examples of this occurred in the text above, distilling meanings into the cues
elbows to target and on the line:
-

Elbows to target, Bella, wherever your elbows go, the ball’s going to go there, forward it that
way or this way. Keep cutting it off.
On the line; see if you can get back, instead of there, just a little deeper, okay.

At the most extreme level, cues can be single words, as shown by still in:
-

Here we go, still, arms to the ball.

One-word cues such as this as particularly prevalent during play when coaches are very quickly
directing action. In these situations, they are often repeated in quick succession. In the
following example, the coach uses a verb as a cue in order to emphasise the need to chase a
ball hard if there has been an error in the previous hit:
-

run, run, run, run, run!

Though as with other cues, this does not need to be a verb. In the following example, a player
calls for the ball (and so tells other players not to take it) by using the possessive pronoun mine:
-

mine, mine, mine!

These examples shift the semiotic labour a step further down the rank scale from the group to
the word. As the following section will show, an important feature of these types of cues are
the repetitions (whether single words or phrases). By repeating the same lexical or grammatical
features, this enables a significant amount of phonological work to be done, which in turn
expands its overall meaning potential.
4. Language in action – phonology
As illustrated thus far, as players and coaches move more toward the language as action pole,
the semiotic division of labour moves from the ‘higher’ levels of grammar to the lower levels
– from clause to group to word. In this section, we will continue to examine this movement
downwards – from the lexicogrammar to phonology, where the ‘collapse’ of the grammar puts
increased demand on phonology to perform the semiotic labour. A similar pattern happens in
phonology, where it appears that many of its structures, at least as they are realised in other
English registers, also begin to collapse from higher to lower levels – from intonation to rhythm
to syllable to sound (here we will use ‘sound’ to capture both the phonemic patterns and the
more prosodic sound semiotic patterns). This will be illustrated through the language of players
during play, in this instance through a different sporting context – Australian Rules Football.
To understand shifts in phonology in this context, it is important to be reminded that many of
the meanings being presented in on-field action during the intensity of play are very regular
and constrained. In terms of speech function, they are almost entirely commands. In terms of
11
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ideation, they are predominately a relatively small set of highly technical meanings understood
by all players. With such restricted meanings, there is broader scope for them to be assumed,
which opens the possibility for their structural realisations to be neutralised. A key principle of
semiosis under the Systemic Functional interpretation is that structural distinctions arise in
relation to paradigmatic choices (implied by the precept ‘meaning is choice’). This means that
as the paradigmatic choices become fewer, much of the structural features indicating the
various choices are no longer needed and can be flattened. This is precisely what we see in the
on-field phonology of players.
In on-field play, there are number of noteworthy deviations from English phonology as it is
used in other registers (O’Grady 2020). These deviations are evident at the levels of intonation
(pitch movement), feet (rhythm) and syllable structure (Halliday & Greaves 2008). This will
be illustrated through four examples listed below. They are from the same player, named here
as Michael (pseudonym), and are taken from a one-minute phase of the game nearing the end
of the first quarter.
(1)

push up
push up

(2)

push across
push across
push across

(3)

go
go
go

(4)

go down
go down
go down

Grammatically, these clauses align with the more extreme language as action examples
identified in the previous section: repeated single word or two-word cues during play realising
commands that ideationally foreground activities and locations.
4.1 Intonation
As noted above, in this register the overwhelming speech functional meanings being made are
commands. Phonologically speaking, the unmarked realisation of commands involve tone 1 –
a falling pitch movement (Halliday & Greaves 2008). This is brought out in these examples
shown through an idealised SFL tone group analysis:4
// 1 push / up //
// 1 push / up //
// 1 push a / cross //
// 1 push a / cross //
4

See Halliday and Greaves (2008) for SFL phonological transcription conventions. In short: // marks the
beginning and end of a tone group; / represents a rhythm foot (and a stressed syllable); the number represents the
tone type (in this case, falling 1 tone); and bold indicates the tonic syllable.
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// 1 push a / cross //
// 1 go //
// 1 go //
// 1 go //
// 1 go / down //
// 1 go / down //
// 1 go / down //
However, closer phonological analysis, through both Praat acoustic analysis (Boersma &
Weenink 2020) and analyst perception, indicates a reduction in the overall quality of the tonic
syllable and its pitch contour, particularly those tonics at the end of a repeated sequence. In
other words, the tonic syllable and the overall pitch contour becomes less distinguishable and
audible as a falling tone 1, or any English tone for that matter. By way of illustration, Figure 1
below shows a Praat spectrogram pitch analysis for Example (3), with each blue line showing
the pitch movement for an instance of go.

Figure 1. Spectrogram analysis of example (3)
Reading the Praat spectrogram from left to right, the first two instances of go [gəʊ] express a
reasonably typical tone 1 with falling intonation (indicated by the dark patches/formants and
the overlayed blue horizontal lines representing pitch). This is also perceivable without the
acoustic software analysis. The third instance of go however (see far-right horizontal blue line)
has minimal downward pitch movement, and its overall duration is much shorter that the two
previous instances of the imperative go. This reduction in tone can be viewed just as with the
neutralisation of the grammar above. As there is little need to distinguish different speech
functions here, paradigmatically speaking, their structural realisations can be flattened.
Example (4) shows an even more extreme example of this reduction in pitch movement where
the falling 1 tone group is not especially pronounced or audible at all (see Figure 2). In this
case, where the player is saying go down, the tonic syllable shifts from the Process go [gəʊ] in
example (3), to the preposition down [daʊn]. While the falling tonic is evident (both
perceptually and through analytical software) in the first instance of down, the second, and
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especially the third repetition expresses minimal falling pitch movement to the point where it
is almost absent (see boxes in Figure 2 for the syllable down, specifically the vowel [aʊ], and
the corresponding overlaying blue horizontal line for the respective pitch movement).

Figure 2. Spectrogram analysis of example (4)
It is important to note we are not suggesting these examples do not comprise English intonation,
just as in the previous section we were not suggesting there was ‘no grammar’. Nor are we
suggesting more broadly that there is no English intonation at play when the mode of spoken
language shifts to these extreme instances of language as action. Rather, we are suggesting
these examples show that the English intonation system, like the grammar system, does not
necessarily function as it typically does for the vast majority of modes of spoken English (see
Caldwell 2009b, 2014a, 2014b for a similar phenomenon in hip-hop voice). Due to the relative
restriction in the choices for speech function, English intonation does not appear to have the
same prominence and functionality in these language-in-action examples. As we will see in
section 4.4 below, this reduced prominence enables other phonological meanings, more
pertinent to the on-field action, to come to the fore.
4.2 Rhythm
This flattening of intonation couples with similar reductions in rhythm and syllable structure.
Focusing first on rhythm, single and two-word examples tend not to express distinguishable
stressed and unstressed syllables as occurs in other modes. Rather, each syllable appears to
have similar amplitude and duration, meaning there are few unstressed syllables in the
examples above. In more traditional phonological terms (Abercrombie 1965), the language-inaction rhythm appears to shift from ‘stress-time’ towards the rhythmic qualities of ‘syllabletime’.
The repeated single and multi-word clauses contribute to this rhythmic phenomenon; the
shorter the clause, the more likely it is to have fewer non-salient syllables, and only the
obligatory salient tonic syllable. However, example (2) indicates this change in rhythm is not
simply a result of short clauses. In its idealised form, Example 2 is a repetition push across,
producing a predictable strong ^ weak ^ strong push a- cross sequence, typical of English
rhythm. In this instance however, there is an elision of the unstressed schwa syllable [ə] – a
feature common to syllable time languages (Brown 2014).
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Figure 3. Spectrogram analysis of example (2)
Rather than the idealised analysis presented above, Example 2 would be better represented as:
// 1 push / cross //
// 1 push / cross //
// 1 push / cross //
We recognise through both perception and spectrogram analysis that the cross syllable is
nevertheless a tonic syllable, expressing a tone 1 falling intonation. This can be seen in Figure
3, where every second set of formants representing the [o] vowel nucleus for cross (marked
with a box and corresponding overlaying blue horizontal lines for pitch movement) have darker
formants and are slightly higher in pitch and amplitude compared with the vowel/nucleus [ʊ]
for push. However, returning to the syllable time argument above, the distinction between these
two syllables is not especially marked. Both syllables have similar durations (vowel length)
and similar pitch movements. Moreover, when the three clauses are perceived and viewed
consecutively we can begin to see a very regular patter of sound and silence, typical of a
syllable time language, and at the very least, a movement away from typical English patterns
of rhythm.5
4.3 Syllable structure
This pattern continues as we move to the lower level of syllable. In fact, the reduction of
syllable structure across these examples is especially noteworthy and even more perceivable
than the shifts in intonation and rhythm. Specifically, in all the examples analysed above, there
is a consistent pattern of Coda/consonant deletion or reduction. The most extreme example of
this is example 1, a repetition of push up. In its idealised form, the phonological analysis is as
follows:
// 1 [pʊʃ ʌp] //
// 1 [pʊʃ ʌp] //

5

An alternate interpretation is that the player is not in fact saying push across but push cross (i.e. using the lexical
item cross, not across). This interpretation nevertheless accords with our analysis that the mode is such that
language choices are made to only have salient syllables occur with syllable timing, no matter whether this is
through phonological reduction or lexical choice of single syllable words.
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As with previous examples, the falling tone 1 intonation on the up is not especially perceivable
relative to the non-tonic syllable push. Similarly, in terms of syllable structure and consonant
deletion specifically, the tonic syllable of [ʌp] has no perceivable final consonant [p]. Indeed,
the example is in fact best represented as: [pʊʃ ʌ] [pʊʃ ʌ]. The same applies to other examples,
including the deletion of final [s] in cross (example 2): [pʊʃ kro], and [n] in down (example
4): [gəʊ daʊ].
In addition to consonant deletion, another change in syllable structure from standard English
phonology involves shifts in the vowels used. Throughout these examples, there is a shift from
diphthongs to monophthongs. This is illustrated in examples (3) and (4), where some of the
instances of go, typically spoken as [gəʊ] are in fact pronounced [go]. This vowel reduction
not only indicates a change in syllable structure in the mode of language as action, it aligns
with the rhythm of syllable time languages noted above (Brown 2014).
4.4 Voice quality and timing
As with the grammatical variation discussed above, reductions in higher level phonological
structuring should not be read as a loss of meaning. Rather, because much of the meanings
realised through these phonological patterns can be assumed, their distinctive structural
patterns can be neutralised. Interpersonally, players rely largely on commands with few
deviations into other speech functions. This means there is less pressure on intonation to
distinguish speech function which allows for the unmarked realisation of tone 1 to be flattened.
Ideationally, the relative constraint in possible technical meanings means less is needed
phonemically to distinguish meanings. This means unstressed syllables within feet can be
dropped, leaving only those most textually salient, while syllable structures themselves can be
reduced by dropping final consonants and reducing diphthongs to monophthongs.
However, this reduction in higher level phonology does more than simply allow for meanings
to be assumed. It also opens the way for the meaning potential of other phonological features
to be expanded. During the extreme language in action of intense play, there are two particular
sonic features that come to the fore: voice quality and timing (van Leeuwen 1999).
Shifts in voice quality and timing largely realise interpersonal meanings in on-field play. To
understand this, we can begin with the observation that it is standard for messages to be
repeated by players when they are demanding the ball. Repetition is a typical realisation of
graduation – the intensification and amplification of meanings (Martin & White 2005). But it
is not just repetition that does the interpersonal work of graduation. Poynton explains that
phonologically speaking, graduation (what she calls amplification), often arises through:
-

speeding up or slowing down speech rate;
increasing or decreasing pitch range in intonation contours;
speaking louder or softer than usual;
flattening-out normal stress and rhythm-patterns;
lengthening speech sounds, especially vowels;
repeating speech sounds. (Poynton 1990: 82)

The previous section showed extensive use of decreasing pitch range, flattening of normal
stress and rhythm patterns, and repeating speech sounds (through the repetition of lexical
items). In this section, we will consider the other three phonological modes of amplification:
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loudness, speed (syllables per second), and lengthening of vowels.6 Each of these features tend
to realise particular interpersonal meanings that are relatively independent of each other. To
illustrate this, we will look at how the same footballer from the previous section (Michael) calls
for the ball using the name of the player he is calling to.
During the intense action, the most obvious feature of players’ voice quality is their volume –
in general players speak much louder than in other registers, with shouting salient syllables the
norm. However, variations in this loudness play an important role in organizing the game. This
can be seen in the following example where a teammate moves toward a ball on the ground,
picks it up, sidesteps an opposition player and passes it to Michael. Through this series of
actions, the pressure from opposition players increase, the teammate with the ball gets closer
to Michael, and Michael calls for the balls by yelling (signified in the transcript below in CAPS
[loud] and bold [louder]):
(5) / yes / YES / YES7
The first two instances of yes occur as the teammate is moving toward the ball. The third
happens just as the teammate collects the ball, which corresponds to a significant increase in
loudness (crescendo). As the teammate sidesteps the opposition player and turns toward the
captain, the language changes to naming the teammate with the ball:
(6) / oi / CO BY / CO BY
As represented in the transcript the salient Co syllables increase in loudness before the captain
is passed the ball. This is also visualised in Figure 4, following Caldwell’s (2009b, 2014b)
sound representations for the performance voice, where the height of the oval shapes indicates
the perceived loudness of the syllable, relative to the speaker’s unmarked amplitude (average
loudness). These visual representations also capture syllable length (duration) and silence
(pausing) based on Praat acoustic images. All sound representations presented in this paper are
a total duration of 1.9 seconds (horizontal axis) so as to effectively and accurately compare
syllables size and pausing across the examples.

Figure 4. Visual representation of volume in examples 5 and 6
Viewed from the perspective of appraisal, this shift in loudness amplifies the call of the ball
(Martin & White 2005). During the initial two instances of yes, Michael is not particularly
close to the teammate and so is not the clearest player to help out, but by the time of the third
yes and the Co bys, the teammate has come under significant pressure from opposition players
6

There is also significant variation in pitch and pitch movement aside from that associated with intonation. This
interacts in complex ways with the other voice quality variables, so for reasons of space, we will leave it aside
here.
7
Transcriptions do not include intonation analysis.
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and moved closest to the Michael, making the pass considerably more important. Due to the
intense time pressure, Michael is not able to express this importance lexically, and so it arises
entirely through the increase in loudness.
A second function of loudness is to vary the range of people who can hear the message. As
noted above, the unmarked volume during on-field play is loudness (or ‘shouting’). This means
that instructions and calls can generally be heard by teammates and opposition players alike.
However, in certain situations, players considerably lower the volume of their voice in order
to minimise the range of payers that can hear the message. The following extract shows an
example where Michael is aiming to collect a ball at close range of a free kick in a way that
would take the opposition by surprise. This significantly reduced volume is visually
represented below in Figure 5 and can be compared to the previous example in Figure 4.
(7) / Josh / Josh / Josh

Figure 5. Visual representation of volume in example 7
This type of variation in loudness is perhaps better interpreted in terms of involvement (Martin
& White 2005) rather than amplification. Involvement conceptualises how interpersonal
closeness is enacted through language, in terms of social contact or solidarity. In this instance,
the captain tones down the volume both to lower the number of people who can physically hear
the message, but also to iconically indicate lower involvement – that the meanings are for Josh
only and no one else.
Variations in loudness couple with shifts in speech rate and vowel lengthening. To illustrate
this, we can compare the following two examples – Examples 8 and 9, visualised respectively
as Figures 6 and 7:
(8) / yeah / CO BY / CO BY / CO BY /

Figure 6. Visual representation of speed and vowel duration in example 8

(9) / Co by / Co by / Co by / Co by / CO / BY / CO / BY /
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Figure 7. Visual representation of speed and vowel duration of example 9
The main distinction between these two extracts is the speed of repetition and the duration of
vowels. In example (8), the entire extract of speech occurs over 0.75 seconds, comprising seven
syllables, with minimal pause between each syllable. This equates to approximately 9 syllables
per second. This is especially fast; double the rate of delivery for standard speech, which tends
to be around 4-5 syllables per second (van Leeuwen 1999). In terms of vowel duration, the
breakdown is: 0.1 seconds for the yeah, 0.16 seconds for the first Coby, 0.18 seconds for the
second Coby and 0.2 seconds for the third Coby. In contrast, example (9) is 3.8 seconds total
duration of repeated speech, comprising 12 syllables. This equates to approximately 3 syllables
per second, which is closer to (and in fact slower than) the speed of standard speech. In addition
to pauses between each Coby, the duration of syllables in example (9) are significantly longer
than in example (8). Indeed, the longest syllable is more than double the length of any syllable
in example (9) (Coby 1 = 0.239 seconds, Coby 2 = 0.257 seconds, Coby 3: 0.290 seconds, Coby
4: 0.312, Coby 5: 0.413 seconds, Coby 6: 0.330 seconds).
Example (8), which repeats Coby at much faster rate than example (9), occurs when Coby
suddenly gets the ball among a number of other opposition players. Coby in fact has the ball
for no more than a second – any longer and he would have been tackled. Michael’s speed of
repetition here thus has a two-fold orientation. One is simply to get the message out in time for
Coby to pass the ball. The second is to indicate phonologically the significant urgency in the
play – it expresses just how quickly Coby must pass, lest he is tackled and loses the ball for his
team.
In contrast, Example (9) occurs during a free kick. In this instance Coby is under relatively
little time pressure from opposition players, and so an expression of urgency through the speech
rate is not needed. However, as Figure 7 shows, there is a significant vowel lengthening from
the first two Cobys to the last two. These calls come as Michael is running at high speed past
Coby and ends when Coby kicks the ball elsewhere. Each Coby calls for the ball, but as these
calls are progressively not responded to, the vowels are lengthened to indicate increasing
desperation in the call. Together with an increase in volume, this amplifies the demand for the
ball into a sort of sonic yearn; in Martin and White’s (2005) terms, it produces an increasingly
intensified affect of desire – one that is eventually unrequited. This instance illustrates that
lengthening and loudness often couple together, especially when players are calling for more
general actions to the whole team (such as yelling at the team to tackle or move in a certain
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direction). Indeed, each of the phonological variables – lengthening, loudness, rate of speech,
as well as the flattening of intonation, rhythm and syllable structure – all occur at once to
efficiently enact a vast complex of ideational, interpersonal and textual meanings. Of course,
interpreting loudness, speech rate and lengthening in terms of intensification, involvement,
urgency and desperation involves the translation of spoken sound into written language. In
doing so, it necessarily loses much of the nuance of the spoken language, as occurs in all
phonological transcription and interpretation. However, it gives a sense of the richness of
meaning presented during what otherwise looks like a situation in which there is minimal
language.
6. Language as action
As stressed throughout this paper, the language used in each sporting situation is richly
functional. Although there are reductions in grammatical and phonological structures in certain
situations, this typically arises because meanings can be assumed – not because there is ‘less
meaning’ in any sense. As coaches and players move further into the language as action pole,
the situation itself increasingly determines the possibilities for meaning. This means that
pressure is taken off language to be fully explicit about all aspects of its meaning, enabling it
to shift the semiotic labour to other areas as needed. Looking in terms of the levels of language,
there is a progressive shift in this semiotic labour from higher to lower levels – higher to lower
strata, from lexicogrammar to phonology, and higher to lower ranks, from clause to word and
from intonation to sound. This is visualised in Figure 8.

Figure 8. Shifts in semiotic labour toward more language as action text
Of course, throughout any match or training session there are constant shifts in the language
by both players and coaches. They regularly move back and forth from more to less language
as action text – from calling for the ball during play to setting up a play at a free kick, from
giving feedback to a player to yelling instructions during their actions – and with this, come
changes in their lexicogrammar and phonology. There are also regular shifts in other variables
including tenor, field and genre, and key interactions with body language and movement (see
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Ngo et al. 2021). This indicates the richness of the linguistic space in which sport works, and
the breadth of ways of meaning players and coaches alike must master. For an appliable
linguistic theory that aims to account for the breadth of language use in our social world and
use this to improve training programs in coaching and physical education, understanding these
variables is vital. This paper has taken a step toward this goal.
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