LS12453 English Phonetics and Phonology Take Home Test


Or Hin Pan 柯衍鑌  50670102  L03
7. What is intonation and why is it important in English speech?

    Intonation is the sound changes produced by the rise and fall of pitch in a speech, especially when this has an effect on the meaning of what is said.
    Intonation is important in English speech as English is an intonation language. Unlike tone languages such as Mandarin and Cantonese, intonation languages do not rely on tones to determine the meaning of a word (i.e. syllables are not contrasted by tones). For example, in Cantonese, ma1(媽, mother) and ma4(麻, hemp) are pronounced identically except for their tone, which gives the two words distinct meaning. However, pronouncing the English word "yes" in whatsoever tone will not produce distinct words. 
    Intonation in English exhibits its linguistic significance by serving the following functions in speech:
i) enabling the expression of emotions and attitudes
    For example, in response to questions like `do you know John Mayer?', a speaker can answer `yes' with either a falling tone or a rising tone. The falling tone almost always gives an utterance a definite, final manner, which signals that the speaker knows who John Mayer is and desires to end the conversation. In contrast, the rising tone signals an invitation to keep the conversation going and let the questioner continues with what he/she wishes to say. In practice, the speaker may want to say `Yes, I know him. Why are you talking about John Mayer? Anything interesting about him?', which shows that he is interested in the topic.
    Similarly, one can answer `no' to the above question with either a falling tone or a rising tone. Except for the fact that the speaker now doesn't know who John Mayer is, the attitude of the speaker remains unaltered, with a falling tone still signalling the end of conversation and a rising tone signalling an invitation to continue (i.e. the speaker requests to know more about John Mayer).
ii) marking out prominent words with the placement of a tonic stress
    In a sentence, the tonic(stressed item) has the greatest amount of pitch movement. Placing a tonic stress on a particular syllable marks out words that the speaker wishes the listener to pay attention to. Sometimes identical sentences can convey different message when spoken with different stressed words. For instance, in the following sentences in which the stressed words are underlined,
  John is here
  John is here
the first sentence place the emphasis on WHO is in the place (John not Mary or David), while the second sentence place the emphasis on WHERE John is (here not there).
iii) facilitating turn-taking
    In a conversation, when a speaker wants to continue with his speech, he would maintain his speech at a high pitch. When the speaker has finished, a fall in pitch will be heard. For example, when one cites a list of his favourite rock bands, the names will be delivered at a high pitch until the last one is cited, when a fall is heard. For example,
`I love the Rolling stones, the Beatles, the Beach Boys, Jimi Hendrix and the Doors.'
the word `Doors' will probably fall considerably in pitch.
iv) help giving grammatical and syntactic information
    The placement of boundaries between phrases, clauses or sentences, the different between questions and statements and the use of grammatical subordination may be indicated by intonation. For example, in the sentence `He is not a lawyer', lowering the pitch in  `lawyer' indicates that the sentence is a statement, while raising the pitch in `lawyer' indicates that it is a question.
    Intonation provides a way for speakers to inject additional information into their speech. Therefore, it follows naturally that a good mastery of intonation is crucial to the effectiveness of oral communication in English.
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