
LEA X2NLA – Programme amménagé 2009 
 
6  INTONATION 
 
You will have realised that people can mean different things by using the same word or group 
of words, but saying them in different ways by choosing a different intonation pattern. Thus, 
somewhat impressionistically, intonation can be described as the variation in the speech 
melody of a spoken utterance. More specifically, there are three aspects to the study of 
intonation in English: TONALITY, TONICITY and TONES. 
 
 
Note: Tonality and Tones are no longer part of the modified program in 2009.  But 
still read through the brief introduction (which has been slightly changed in 
comparison to the brochure) to gain a better understanding of what intonation implies.  
The only relevant section for the exam is Tonicity / Tonics. 
   
 
TONALITY / TONE-UNITS 
 
Tonality is breaking up what we say into groups of words, which are pronounced 
together.  These phrases or chunks of speech are called tone-units (or ‘breath 
groups’, i.e. roughly a sequence of sounds articulated in the course of a single 
exhalation). Tone-units are separated by a slight pause.  Even though speakers have 
considerable freedom when dividing speech into units, the most basic rule is that each 
grammatical clause is pronounced as a separate tone unit. 
 
Examples 
/ I once saw a dog / that could sing the Marseillaise /  
/ I saw his dog / which was waiting outside the shop / 
/ I saw his dog / which is strange / because I thought he was on holiday /  
 
 
TONICITY / TONICS 
 
Tonicity is the placing of the most prominent syllable (tonic syllable or tonic) within 
each tone-unit.  There is only one tonic syllable per tone-unit.  The position of the 
tonic is important since it tells us what information the speaker wishes to highlight in 
order to focus the hearer’s attention (for details, see below). 
 
Examples 
/ I once saw a dog / that could sing the Marseillaise /  
/ I saw his dog / which was waiting outside the shops / 
/ I saw his dog / which is strange / because I thought he was on holiday /  
 



TONES 
 
Each tone-unit in English is pronounced with a particular melody, or tone, i.e. the 
pitch of the voice rises or falls.  This tone conveys important information on how to 
interpret the utterance. The main pitch movement of the voice starts on the tonic 
syllable.  The most frequent tones in English are the fall (\), the rise (/), and the fall-
rise (\/). 
 
Examples: 
 
John: And then his dog sang the Marseill\aise. (falling tone; here: indicating a simple 
statement).  

Mary: The Marseill/aise ?!? (rising tone => here: indicating a surprised repeat question) 

John: Well I \/think it was the Marseillaise. (fall-rise; here: indicating a reservation about 
what is said)  
 
 
 
CONTEXT-FREE TONICITY 
 
Within each tone unit, we select one word as particularly important for the meaning. 
This is where the tonic goes.  More specifically, the tonic is placed on the stressed 
syllable of the word under consideration.  Unless you have a good reason to do 
otherwise, you will put the tonic on the Last Primary Stress or Last Lexical Item 
of a tone unit (LPS or LLI rule).  To find the tonic syllable in an English intonation 
pattern correctly it is essential, therefore, to know which words in an utterance are 
stressed (cf. brochure chapter 4) and which syllable in each lexical word bears the 
primary stress (cf. brochure chapter 5). 
 
 
Exercise 6.2 Context-free tonicity 
Indicate all the stressed syllables in the following sentences, and underline the tonic syllable. 
 
1. Roger’s coming to dinner. 

2. I know him very well. 

3. I’ve got a terrible bruise on my arm. 

4. We’re going skiing in Switzerland. 

5. There’s been a sharp rise in inflation 

6. Are you sure he gave it back? 

7. What do you think he wants it for? 

8. When are you leaving? 

9. Why don’t you give it to Frank? 

10. Hold it for me. 

11. What do you think of Birmingham? 



12. I’m going home. 

 
Exercise 6.3 Tricky cases…  
In each of the following sentences the most natural place for the tonic has been indicated. Try 
reading them with the tonic in different places. Suggest reasons why the tonic does not fall 
naturally on the last primary stress. 
 
1. Don’t forget to turn it off 
 Don’t forget to turn the radio off. 
 
When phrasal verbs (verb + particle) are separated by a complement, the tonic syllable 
is located on the particle when the object is a pronoun (i.e. non lexical), but in the case 
of a lexical object (noun or noun phrase), the tonic syllable goes on the object (cf. I 
want it back vs. I want my money back). 
 
 
2.  They’re coming to dinner tomorrow. 
 
Adverbs or adverbial phrases of time and place (tomorrow, last month, nearby, at the 
door, etc.) at the end of an utterance usually do not bear the tonic syllable. 
 
 
3. She must have forgotten it, I suppose. 
 
Reporting clauses (I suppose, he said, etc.) usually do not bear the tonic syllable. 
 
 
4. Do you want to come for a drink, John? 
 
Vocatives, i.e. calling the name of a person one is talking to (John, darling, Mrs 
Miller, etc.), usually do not bear the tonic syllable. 
 
 
5. Could I have a glass of water, please? 
 
Some unfocused adverbs or adverbial phrases (please, of course, well, in fact, etc.) 
usually do not bear the tonic syllable. 
 
 
 
CONTEXT-DEPENDENT TONICITY 
 
We talk about context-dependent tonicity when the speaker chooses NOT to put the tonic on 
the last primary stress. By putting the tonic elsewhere he can highlight different information 
in the utterance. This information is always highlighted in relation to the previous context. 
Sometimes the last primary stress is not the tonic because the information it conveys is 
already present in the preceding context (OLD/ NEW INFORMATION), or sometimes the 
speaker wishes to correct what has just been said (CONTRAST). 



 
Read the following sentences out loud, and see how changing the place of the tonic changes 
the overall meaning of the utterance. 
 
John walked down to the village on Friday.    (Where did John go…?) 

John walked down to the village on Friday. (When did John go… ?) 

John walked down to the village on Friday. (How did John get there…?) 

John walked down to the village on Friday. (Who walked to the village…?) 

 

 

Exercise 6.4 Context-dependent tonicity I 
Underline the tonic syllables in the following exchanges. Put old information in brackets. 
 
Note: Old information is not necessarily a matter of repeated words.  Old information 
can be repeated using synonyms, in which we express with different words a concept 
already mentioned (cf. sentence 4). 
 
Example: / Do you like Glasgow / 
  / I love (Glasgow) / 
 
1.  / Are you happy / 
 / I’m very (happy) / 
 
2. / Why are you laughing / 
 / Because it’s funny / 
 / What’s (funny) / 
 
3. / Let me tell you what to do / 
 / I know (what to do) / 

 
4. / I’ve just read Twelfth Night / 
 / Do you like (Shakespeare) / 

 
5. / I hear you’ve got a big house /  
 / Well, it’s quite (big), I suppose /  
 
 
 
Exercise 6.5 Context-dependent tonicity II 
Underline the tonic in the utterances in italics. 
 
 What’s a Fiat ? / An Italian car / 
 And a BMW? / A German car / 
 And a Peugeot? / A French car / 
 And a kir? / A French drink / 
 And a Martini? / An Italian drink / 



Exercise 6.6 Context-dependent tonicity III 
Underline the tonic syllables in the italicised part of the following exchanges.  Take notice of 
the previous context when determining the contrastive stress in sentence B. 
 
Example:  A: / Why aren’t you doing your homework / 

B: / I am doing my homework / 
 
 
1 A: / Those apples look rotten / 

B: / Those apples are rotten / 
 
2 A: / That painting cost five thousand euro / 

B: / I’ve just bought a painting for ten thousand euro / 
 
3 A: / What do you think of Kinsley Amis / 

B: / I quite like Martin Amis / 
 
4 A: / I told him to put it by the sofa / 

B: / I think he must have put it under the sofa / 
 
5 A: / Here’s your strawberry milkshake, sir / 

B: / But I asked for a coconut milkshake / 
 
6 A: / Just look at that car over there / 

B: / I’m more interested in this one actually / 
 
7 / John says you are going to resign / Are you?/ 
 
8 / I’m certainly going to resign / Are you?/ 
 
9 / I’m going to resign / aren’t you? / 
 
10 / You’re going to resign / aren’t you? /  
 
11 / I told him to go jump in the lake / and he did /  
 
12 / I don’t see why I shouldn’t do it / if he did /  



 
 
Exercise 6.7 Tonicity 
Underline the tonic syllables in the tone-units in italics. 
Say which rule you have applied   - Context dependent tonicity / given information 
  - Context dependent tonicity / contrast 
 
Example: A: / Let me tell you what to do / 
 B: / I know what to do / - Given information (what to do) 
 
 
1. A: Who took my copy of Ulysses? 
 B: / I did / - Given information (took my copy of Ulysses = did) 
 
2. A: Of course he married Kate on the rebound. 

B: / Who did he marry on the rebound / - Given info. (he married Kate on a rebound) 
 
3. A: What shall we have? Red wine or white wine? 

B: / I prefer red wine / - Contrast (red vs. white wine) 
 
4. A: Is it a Swedish play? 

B: / No it's a German movie / Contrast (movie vs. play) 
 
5. A: Matthew says he found it. 
 B: Well, he's wrong. / I found it / - Contrast (he vs. I) 
 
6. A: I'll make an omelette, shall I? 
 B: Oh no. / I'm sick of eggs / - Given information (omelette = eggs) 
 
7. A: He says that Peter didn't do it. 

B: / And I say that Peter did / - Contrast (didn’t do vs. did) 
 
8. A: What was David doing in the garage? 

B: / He was washing the car / Given implicit information (garage = car) 
 
9. A: He says that Mary did it. 
 B: / And I say that Jane did /  - Contrast (Mary vs. Jane) 
 
10. A: If it's fine we could eat out of doors. 
 B: / But I hate picnics / - Given info (eating out of doors = picnic) 
 
 


