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This research is grounded in integrated rhythmology, a school of thought that regards rhythm as an all-encompassing and multifaceted system structured by different language strata and means [3]. Within phonetics and phonology, rhythm is framed by all phonetic levels and means, including segmental, syllabic and prosodic ones. Another thread the current study makes an attempt to address is to view rhythm from the perspective of non-nativeness. Non-native discourse is deemed to be a speech performance marked by non-native (accented) language features. Within the domain of non-native discourse, speech rhythm is the least explored phenomenon [2]. Nevertheless, some important research has been carried out on speech rhythm and language proficiency [1; 4]. Little research, however, has been done into the rhythm of advanced learners preparing for International English language examinations (including B2 First, C1 Advanced and C2 Proficiency Cambridge examinations), focusing on larger units of rhythmic hierarchy, i.e. the phonetic description of rhythmic structures (RSs) and rhythmic schemes of syntagms (RSSs).
This study aims to describe two units of the speech rhythm hierarchy – RSs and RSSs – and to investigate how these units are redistributed among advanced learners at B2, C1 and C2 proficiency levels. The paper is driven by two core research questions: (1) Does speech rhythm function as a reliable indicator of language proficiency? and (2) In what ways do learners at B2, C1 and C2 levels differ in terms of RSs and RSSs, and what intragroup variation (i.e., rhythmic stability vs lack of rhythmic stability) can be observed?
The experimental corpus was collected from October through December 2024 by the author of this research. The corpus comprises approximately 20 minutes of oral speech. Each participant reads out a descriptive narrative passage taken from English examination preparation materials. Participants (n=13) for the research were candidates preparing for Cambridge examinations (B2 First, C1 Advanced, C2 Proficiency). Participants were assigned to language groups using the following procedure. First, they completed the EF SET proficiency test (https://www.efset.org/) to establish their level; second, they submitted two additional tasks on writing and speaking when filling out the application form; and third, they had a placement interview with the prospective instructor. This multistage placement protocol was used to ensure consistent and accurate classification of participants by language proficiency prior to examination course instruction and corpus recording.
This research encompasses several methods. Among them is L. Zlatoustova’s approach, involving the classification of RSs (the number of syllables and the position of the stressed syllable within them) and the analysis of RSSs (the number of RSs within a syntagm). To make the research more robust, Praat (version 6. 4. 52) is utilised when segmenting the speech material into RSs and RSSs. For the statistical analysis of the data, the coefficient of variation (CV) is applied to compare data variability between groups, as well as such methods as Manhattan Distance (L1) and Euclidean Distance (L2) to find out how the chosen groups differ from one another.
The results of calculating Manhattan and Euclidean distances demonstrate the smallest distance values are observed between groups C1 and C2 on level of RSs (L1=45; L2=12,5), indicating a high degree of similarity in the distribution of RSs between these two groups. By the same token, the group of B2 participants shows significant differences from both groups C1 (L1=98; L2=28,5) and C2 (L1=89; L2=27,3). This suggests that the rhythmic organisation of speech in group B2 possesses a set of specific features of RSs that set it apart from groups C1 and C2, while the C1-and-C2 participants form a more homogeneous cluster zone in terms of speech rhythm patterning.
A similar analysis conducted for RSSs confirms the identified trend. The distances between groups C1 and C2 are minimal (L1=29; L2=10,4), underscoring a homogeneity in the distribution of RSS lengths. Group B2 shows a significant distance from C1 (L1=72; L2=47,7) and C2 (L1=69; L2=35,8) groups. Hence, both types of analysis – at the level of RSs and RSSs – indicate that groups C1 and C2 form a close cluster in terms of speech rhythm organisation, whereas group B2 represents a distinct group with its own rhythmic characteristics. These findings shed new light on the possibility of distinguishing rhythmic proficiency between adjacent levels (such as B2 and C1, B2 and C2, C1 and C2), which was deemed rather unachievable by previous research [1]. This finding of the research is likely to result from the fact that the current study employs the analysis of much bigger units of the rhythmic hierarchy, whereas the previous investigations solely centre on segmental units and features of speech rhythm.
The calculation of the coefficient of variation (CV) shows that groups B2, C1 and C2 have varying degrees of intragroup stability regarding the use of RSs. In group B2, the most stable are the frequent RS classes and types: 1/1 (CV=6,6%), 2/1 (CV=23,2%) and 3/1 (CV=24,2%). In group C1, the same types show CV values of 14,3%, 7,6% and 5,6% respectively, and in group C2 – 13,9%, 13,8% and 8.5%. Rare RS types (including, for instance: 3/2, 4/3, 6/5, among others) have high CV (>100%) in all three groups under study, which is statistically typical for low-frequency phenomena. Meanwhile, the overall CV for the entire set of RSs within each group indicates the most vivid stability in B2 (2,8%), while in groups C1 (2,9%) and C2 (5,9%) the variability is quite higher. The analysis of RSSs demonstrates higher variability in the total number of RSSs among the groups compared to RSs. The CV is 12,1% in group B2, 16,2% in C1, and 10,3% in C2. The most significant variability in group C1 indicates important differences in the syntagmatic organisation of speech rhythm, while group C2 shows the greatest intragroup stability.  These results go to show that intragroup variability (which is calculated with the aid of the coefficient of variation) do not appear to be of assistance regarding the discrimination between language proficiency levels. All the same, this finding ought to be explored in much detail in future research projects on L2 speech rhythm.
The current research attains its primary goal of describing RSs and RSSs across advanced proficiency levels (B2, C1, C2). The results suggest that speech rhythm can serve as an indicator of language proficiency when analysed by using Manhattan and Euclidean distances, with these methods distinguishing between advanced proficiency levels.
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