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 The meaningful contribution of terminal rising pitch has received a fair amount of 
scholarly attention, discussed for its ability to create questioning force on declarative 
syntax (Gunlogson 2008), as part of listing intonation (Ladd 2008), as well as indicating 
discourse relationships (Pierrehumbert & Hirschberg 1990, Jasinskaya 2010, Nilsenova 
2006). Sometimes it is discussed simply as a final rise, like in the above work, other 
times as part of a rise-fall-rise contour, sometimes called contrastive pitch accent (Büring 
2003, Constant 2012). Recent experimental results contribute to this discussion, showing 
a rise can bias towards the coordinating interpretation of a coordination/subordination 
discourse ambiguity (Tyler 2012). In this paper, I will briefly present these results and 
then try to integrate them into a unified account of the contribution of rising pitch, which 
I see as a signal of incompleteness with respect to the structure of discourse. 
 Experimental results in Tyler (2012) show that prosody can bias the interpretation 
of ambiguously structured discourse. The experiment involved ambiguous discourses like 
(1): 

 

(1) I sat in on a history class. I read about housing prices. And I watched a cool documentary. 
 

The discourse in (1) could be interpreted such that the narrator read about housing prices 
and watched a cool documentary in history class (Subord interpretation) or separate from 
history class (Coord interpretation). In the Subord interpretation, sentences 2 and 3 
provide further information, i.e. elaborate, the event described in sentence 1. In the Coord 
interpretation, each sentence describes a separate event. To create the experimental 
contrast, sentence 1 was synthetically manipulated to create a rise or fall from the last 
stressed syllable to the end. Sentence 2 final pitch was synthetically flattened. The only 
contrast between the two conditions was the rise vs. fall at the end of sentence 1. 
 
Table 1: Pitch contours for the three sentences in (1) 
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A norming study was conducted on over 100 discourses with structural ambiguity like (1). 
The 48 most ambiguous discourses were selected for inclusion in the experiment. For the 
experiment, 58 participants were recruited through Mechanical Turk to take an online 



survey where they heard 24 discourses with rising pitch and 24 with falling pitch. The 
discourses were counterbalanced such that each participant heard each discourse only 
once, but that overall each discourse was heard equally often in rise and fall conditions. 
After hearing the discourse, participants were asked an interpretation question (e.g. Did 
Sally [the supposed speaker] read about housing prices and watch a cool documentary in 
history class?).  

A Generalized Linear Mixed model was used to test for an effect of the rise/fall 
manipulation on the binary response of Coord vs. Subord interpretation, with a random 
subject effect to control for inter-subject variation. Results show that a rise biased 
participants towards more Coord interpretations relative to a fall (t=2.743, p=.006); rises 
and falls led to 52% and 43% Coord interpretations, respectively. Moreover, participants 
were more confident in their interpretation when they chose the Coord interpretation after 
hearing a rise or a Subord interpretation after hearing a fall, compared to the alternative 
combinations of Coord/fall or Subord/rise (F=11.657, p=.001).  
 These results show that terminal rising pitch can bias towards coordinating 
interpretations. I propose that this biasing effect of the rise has similar discourse 
structuring properties as rises that create questioning force on declarative syntax, namely 
that each makes an incomplete contribution to the relevant parts of the discourse. A 
question introduces a question under discussion which needs an answer. A coordinating 
relation suggests partial answerhood to some dominating question under discussion. 
Either way, the rise conveys incompleteness with respect to the discourse. 
 To flesh this proposal out more, I will convert the coordination/subordination 
ambiguity in (1) to a QUD structure (Roberts 1996; Büring 2003). The discourse 
ambiguity in (1) was modeled by Tyler as ambiguous between a Narration (coordination) 
structure and an Elaboration (subordination) structure using Segmented Discourse 
Representation Theory (SDRT) (Asher & Lascarides, 2003). I propose the two meanings 
of (1) could be modeled as having the two QUD structures below, where (2) and (3) 
correspond to the Coord and Subord interpretations and of (1) respectively. 
 

(2) What did you do yesterday? 
2.1 I sat in on a history class. RISE 
2.2 I read about housing prices. 
2.3 I watched a cool documentary. 

 

(3) What did you do yesterday? 
3.1 I sat in on a history class. FALL 
3.2 What did you do in the history class?  

3.2.1 I read about housing prices. 
3.2.2 I watched a cool documentary. 

 

Both interpretations of (1) are felicitous answers to the superdominant question What did 
you do yesterday?. The interpretations differ as to whether sentence 2 of (1) continues at 
the same hierarchical level (2.2) or a different hierarchical level (3.2.1). Sentence 2.2 
continues to answer the superdominant question while sentence 3.2.1 answers a 
subquestion (3.2). Because a rise ending sentence 1 resulted in more offline 
interpretations like (2), it may be the case that the rise creates an expectation on the part 
of the listener that the following sentence is more likely to be at the same level of 
hierarchical structure (e.g. 2.2) relative to an alternative at a deeper level of hierarchical 
structure (e.g. 3.2.1). I argue we can think of this contribution of the rise as a kind of 



discourse incompleteness, where the speaker is interpreted as not yet finished speaking at 
that level of hierarchical structure, perhaps as indicating partial answerhood to the 
superdominant question What did you do yesterday?. 
 Büring (2003) discusses two ways discourses can be infelicitous: incoherence (the 
discourse is “defective in content proper”) and incongruence (the discourse is “defective 
in (intonational) form”). Incongruence is then cashed out in terms of probabilistic weights, 
i.e. not categorical contrasts. This probabilistic explanation fits with the fact that the rise 
in Tyler (2012) biases interpretation, but not categorically. Evidence of this incongruence 
of Subord interpretations after hearing a rise and Coord interpretations after hearing a fall 
can be seen in the higher confidence participants showed in congruent interpretations 
(Tyler 2012). 
 In contrast to this proposal of rising pitch as incompleteness with respect to 
discourse structure, Nilsenova (2006) provides an account of rising pitch as uncertainty. 
She argues rises are a kind of intonational adverb, analogous to a modal structure like “It 
might be that…”. If we apply this to the discourse in (1), the version with and without a 
rise could be paraphrased as the following. 
 

(4) Coord: It might be that I sat in on a history class. I read about housing prices. And I watched a 
cool documentary. 

(5) Subord: I sat in on a history class. I read about housing prices. And I watched a cool documentary. 
 

This would mean that the speaker is uncertain about whether they sat in on a history class 
in (4). But the difference in interpretation found in Tyler (2012) is not with respect to 
epistemic uncertainty, but with respect to the interpretation of the reading and watching 
events of (1) as happening during history class or not. At least for these data, it is hard to 
see how the uncertainty interpretation can account for the effect found in Tyler (2012). 
 Finally, Jasinskaya (2010) discusses rising pitch as a trigger away from default 
interpretations. One of her defaults is topic continuity, stating that without external 
effects (e.g. from discourse markers, topic shifts, or intonational marking), speakers 
would prefer to continue on the same topic. This suggests that speakers would prefer the 
Subord interpretation of (1), because once the history class event is introduced they 
would rather continue on that topic. The norming study in Tyler (2012) suggests that 
topic continuity as a default may be off-track, as the 100 ambiguous discourses showed a 
continuum of preferred interpretation from more Coord to more Subord. This shows that 
lexical content, and thus world knowledge, can bias what is more default. On the other 
hand, Jasinskaya’s claim that intonation can trigger interpretation away from a topic 
continuity default is in line with Tyler’s experimental results. Tyler found rising pitch at 
the end of the first sentence of discourses like (1) biased listeners more towards a Coord 
(i.e. new topic) interpretation. In this way, her interpretation of the role of intonation 
parallels the results of Tyler (2012) and the account presented here. 
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