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Chapter Sixteen – Intonation 2 

16.1 The Tone Unit 

 

Q/What can the substitution of a distinctive tone in a word or morpheme lead to? 

A/ 

1- Cause a change in the lexical meaning 

2- Cause some change in its grammatical categorisation. 

 

Intonation languages: the languages in which the pitch variation is used to convey 

the meaning. It is a property of longer utterances than syllables. English is considered 

an intonation language. In tone languages, the main suprasegmental contrastive unit 

is the tone, and it is unit to the syllable. 

 

Q/If English were spoken in isolated monosyllables, the job of tonal analysis would 

be similar to tone languages, Discuss. 

The answer: 

The main suprasegmental unit in tone languages is the tone, since the tone is linked 

to the syllable, therefore; one would be occupied in examining utterances by looking 

at each syllable as an independent item, but English is not a tone language, i.e. 

examining it requires looking into units generally greater in size than the syllables, 

these units are called tone units and the tones can only be identified on a small 

number of particularly prominent syllables. 

 

Tone-unit: is the minimal unit that can carry the intonation. It may consist of one or 

more than one syllable. 

Example:  

is it↗ you 

The third syllable ‘you’ is more prominent than the other two (is it) and carries a 

rising tone.  

 

Q/ why do we not say that each of the syllables "is" and "it" carries a level tone? 
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A/ It is unusual for a syllable said on a level pitch to be so prominent that it would 

be described as carrying a level tone. 

“is it↗ you” is an utterance of three syllables, consisting of one tone-unit; the 

only syllable that carries a tone is the third one. 

"is it↗ you"  

 

Tonic syllable: the syllable which carries a tone. It has a high degree of prominence 

and carries stress. 

 

Tonic stress: a type of stress that can be carried by the tonic syllable. Some 

phonologists use the terms "nucleus" for "tonic syllable", and "nuclear stress" for 

"tonic stress".  

 

v John is it↗ you 

 

A fall-rise tone is used quite commonly in calling someone's name. Sometimes it is 

pronounced with a pause between "John" and "it is you", but it is quite likely that a 

speaker would say  'vJohn is it↗you’with NO pause. So that the four syllables 

would make up a single utterance. Despite the absence of any pause, the utterance 

would normally be regarded as divided into two tone-units: ‘vJohn’ and ‘is 

it↗ you’. 

 

 We can notice that the tone-unit has a place of this range of phonological 

hierarchical: 

 

Speech 

↓ 

Utterance 

↓ 

Tone Unit 

↓ 

Foot 

↓ 

Syllable 
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↓ 

Phoneme 

16.2 The Structure of the tone-unit 

 

Q1/ what are the types of the tone-units?  

1- Simple tone-unit  

2- Compound tone-unit  

 

Q2/ what is the obligatory component of the tone-unit? 

A/ The tonic syllable is the obligatory component of the tone-unit. There is no 

tone-unit unless there is a tonic syllable. As the role of the peak, the vowel, in the 

syllable. 

 

The components of the tone-unit  
 

1- The Head:  
The head is all of that part of the tone-unit that extends from the first stressed 

syllable up to (but not including) the tonic syllable. 

 

1- 'give me ↘ those 

('give me) is the head  

(↘those) is the tonic syllable  

 

2- 'Bill 'called to 'give me ↘ these 

('Bill 'called to 'give me) is the head  

(\these) is the tonic syllable  

 

*NOTE*:- If there is NO stressed syllable before the tonic syllable, there cannot be 

head. 

example:  
in an ↘hour 

There is no stress in the two syllables ‘in an’ preceding the tonic syllable, 

therefore, there is NO head. They are called "Pre-head". 

 

2- The Pre-head  
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The pre-head: is the component that is composed of all the unstressed syllables in 

the tone-unit preceding the first stressed syllable. 

 

Q/ where are the pre-heads found? ' 

A/  

1- When there is no head (no stressed syllable preceding the tonic syllable) as in 

this example; 

in an ↘ hour 

(in an) = pre-head (↘hour) = tonic syllable 

 

2- When there is a head, as in this example; 

in a 'little 'less than an↘hour 

- (in a) (pre-head)  

- ('little 'less than an) ( head )  

- (↘hour) (tonic syllable)  

 

3- The tail  

The tail: is any syllables between the tonic syllable and the end of the tone-unit. 

1- ↘look at it  

2- ↗what did you say 

- (↘look) (tonic syllable) (at it) (tail) 

- (↗what) (tonic syllable)  (did you say) (tail)  

 

*NOTE* When it is necessary to mark stress in a tail, a special symbol is used, 

which is a raised dot ( • ) 

1- ↗what did you •say  

2- ↘both of them were •here 

(pre-head) + (head) + tonic syllable + (tail) 

(PH) (H) TS (T) 

In the analysis of the longer stretches of speech, it is necessary to mark the places 

where tone-unit boundaries occur. 

 

Q/ where do the tone-unit boundaries occur?  
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1- Where one tone-unit ends and another begins. 

2- where a tone-unit ends and is followed by a pause. 

3- where a tone-unit begins following a pause. 

Q/ What are the types of boundaries and their marks? 

1- Pause-type boundaries can be marked by double vertical lines ( ǁ ). 

2- non-pause boundaries with a single vertical line ( ǀ ). 

The divisions between tone-unit components are marked by using dotted lines ( ┋ ) 

 

For examples:  

 

      PH                    H                 TS          PH         TS         PH            H         TS 

ǁ and then ┋ ˈnearer to the ┋ v front ǁ on the ┋ ↗left ǀ there a ┋ ˈbit of ┋ ↘for ┋ 

 
    T                 H                  TS         T           PH               H            TS 

┋ est ǀ ˈcoming ˈdown to ┋ ↘wa ┋ terside ǁ and then a ┋ ˈbit of a ┋ ↗bay ǁ 

 

 

16.3 Pitch possibilities in the simple tone-unit 
 
1- Tone is carried by the tonic syllable.  

2- Intonation is carried by the tone-unit.  

3- In a one-syllable utterance, the single syllable must have one of the five tones. 

4- In a tone-unit of more than one syllable, the tonic syllable must have one of the 

five tones. 

If the tonic syllable is the final syllable, the tone will not be much different from 

that of a corresponding one-syllable tone-unit. 

 
Example: 
The tone in the word ‘here’ in the following examples is not much different. 

 

↗here (one-syllable tone-unit)  

'shall we 'sit ↗here (multi-syllable tone-unit)  
If the tonic syllable is followed by a tail, the pitch movement of the tone is NOT 

completed on the tonic syllable but exceeds it to the syllable, or syllables, of the 

tail. 
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1- If a tail follows a tonic syllable that has a rising tone, almost always the syllable 

or syllables of the tail will continue to move upwards from the pitch of the tonic 

syllable. 

 

Example: 

 
 

The pitch movement in syllables that follow the tonic syllable (↗what) will 

continue to move upwards over the rest of the tail 

 

 
Similar situation with falling tone. On a single syllable ‘↘why’, the pitch 

movement might be of this sort: 

 

 
 

2- If a tail follows a tonic syllable that has a falling tone, almost always the syllable 

or syllables of the tail will continue to move downwards from the pitch of the tonic 

syllable. 

 

Example:  

 

 
 

 

1- If a speaker's highest pitch is reached before the end of the tail, the pitch 

continues at the high level. 
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2- If a speaker's lowest pitch is reached before the end of the tail, the pitch 

continues at the bottom level. 

3- in the case of a level tone, syllables following the tonic syllable in the tail will 

continue at the same level.  


