
Integrating this account with other meanings of rises 
 

Nilsenova (2006): rises are intonational adverbs, conveying something modal like (“It might be that…”). 
 Coord: It might be that I sat in on a history class. I read about housing prices. And I watched a cool documentary. 
 Subord: I sat in on a history class. I read about housing prices. And I watched a cool documentary. 

The difference in interpretations are not about whether the speaker actually sat in on the history class (epistemic uncertainty) but about whether the reading 
and watching happened in history class. It is hard to see how Nilsenova’s uncertainty interpretation can account for the results above.   
Jasinskaja (2010): rises trigger away from default interpretations, e.g. topic continuity. This claim fits the results above. If the Subord interpretation is taken 
to be the topic continuous (continuing to discuss the history class) and topic continuity is accepted as default, then the rise is shifting interpretation away 
from the default (towards Coord, i.e. a new topic). 
Büring (2003): Using Büring’s terminology, both interpretations (2) and (3) are coherent, but a rise with (3) and a fall with (2) are relatively incongruous. 
Pierrehumbert & Hirschberg (1990): while they say H% is “forward-looking”, the results above show the rise affects the nature of what is to come (Coord 
vs. Subord), not just that more is to come. Moreover, their suggestion that H% conveys elaboration is contradicted by the results above. 
Gunlogson (2008): rises as questions and partial answers are both incomplete contributions to the current level of hierarchical structure 
Listing Intonation (e.g. Cauldwell & Hewings 1996): Rises convey incomplete contributions to a list; elements of a list are hierarchically equal, so non-
final elements are incomplete at that level of structure. 

S1-final pitch biases interpretation (t=2.743, p=.
006): (riseCoord, fallSubord)  

 Rising pitch: (Coord/Subord): 747/693 
 Falling pitch: (Coord/Subord): 622/818 

 
Moreover, participants are more confident when 
their interpretations match the prosody, i.e Coord 
with rise and Subord with fall, than when they 
mismatch (F=11.657, p=.001). 
 
 
 
 
 (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. 

A unified account of the meaning of rises: 
 an incomplete contribution to the relevant parts of the QUD structure of the discourse. 

(2.2) answers the superdominant question What did you do yesterday? while 
(3.2.1) answers a subquestion What did you do in history class? 
 

The RISE precedes more material answering the same QUD, i.e. at the same level 
of hierarchical structure. The FALL precedes an embedding down one level. 
 

The RISE may create an expectation for listeners that the next sentence will 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).  
 

The rise conveys discourse incompleteness. The speaker is not yet finished 
speaking at that level of hierarchical structure, indicating partial answerhood to the 
superdominant question What did you do yesterday?. 

Background: 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.  
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Interpretation 

Coord Interpretation 

(1) I sat in on a history class. (S1)     
      I read about housing prices. (S2)  
   And I watched a cool documentary. (S3) 

Q: Did Sally mean that she read about housing   
     prices and watched a cool documentary  
     (in history class/separate from history class)? 
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