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Does the final accent ‘upstep’ in repetitive as 
well as contrastive contexts?
Can repetitive & contrastive contexts be percep-
tually distinguished solely based on intonation?

methodology

As predicted, contrast and repetition had highest proportion of final upstepped ac-
cents. Repetition coordinated with again and the control condition had the least, 
which is compatible with the hypothesis.  
There were discrepancies between this (Fig. 3) and other another annotation 
therefore we need a more clear definition of how this ‘upstepped’ accent looks like.
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Experiment 1: Production

“Last week at the meeting, John ate a cupcake. 
What happened this week?”

“(Again) John ate a cupcake”

“Last week at the meeting, John ate a muffin. 
What happened this week?”

“Last week at the meeting, the food provided was 
extremely unhealthy. What happened this week?”

REPEATED AND REPEATED + ‘AGAIN’

CONTRAST

CONTROL

Experiment 2: Perception

Contrast 
Question

Repetition
Question

Recorded Answer 
(original contrast or repetition)

?

“Which of the two dialogues do 
you think was the original one?”

Contrast/
Repetition 
Question

Control
Question

Recorded Answer 
(original contrast or repetition)

?

ORIGINAL FOLLOW-UP

Experiments were performed and recorded in a sound booth located in 
McGill’s prosodylab. Participants were native speakers of North 
American English (born and raised in N. American environment).
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going forward 

A small corpus was compiled using excerpts from CBC Radio shows 
As It Happens and The Current. Sound files were transcribed on Praat 
following a set of guidelines adapted from [4], and used to find 
evidence of the upstep phenomenon. We have found a variety of 
examples where the upstepped accent is present that are not just 
restricted to the contexts we tested (contrast & repetition), which 
suggests that further analysis of the contexts it occurs in is required.
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Production: 

Perception: In both perception experiments, there was a strong bias for the contrastive context, 
when it was an option, otherwise there was a preference for the control condition.  
Whether the answer stimuli was upstepped or downstepped did not significantly 
affect participants’ responses, suggesting that intonation is not crucial to 
distinguishing the two conditions. 
It could also be that this paradigm is not sensitive enough for capturing the affect of 
the upstep  
Upstep may weakly correlate to contrast and repetition, but we do not see its 
effects perceptually. Further exploration is thus needed to determine the 
function of the upstepped accent in discourse.

Fig. 1 Downstepped Pitch Accent

Fig. 2 Upstepped Pitch Accent

Thank you to Professors Michael Wagner and Francisco Torreira for this wonderful opportunity 
and for their guidance throughout this internship. Thank you as well to the Arts Internship Office 
for funding and supporting this project.  

Fig. 6 Corpus Example: Repetition

*Images generated from Praat using production data from exp.1 unless otherwise stated
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what did we find?
Neutral English declarative display a falling stress pattern, in that primary stress in 
the utterance often displays higher pitch which is scaled lower from earlier accents 
(downstepped H) 
A salient rising-falling accent, annotated as L+H*, reverts this falling pattern, and 
has been said to convey contrastive focus, which we instead label as an 
upstepped H accent (a high accent scaled higher than preceding H accents) [3] 
Klassen & Wagner 2017 also observed full repetitions to exhibit this pattern [1] 
A similar pattern has been observed to also encode redundancy (Sag & 
Liberman’s “Surprise-redundancy contour”) [2]  
Previous descriptions present in the literature were based almost exclusively on 
introspection

background

results
Experiment 1: Production

Experiment 2: Perception
Fig.4 Original :  Contrast  v.  Repet i t ion

Fig.5 Fol low-up: Contrast  v.  Control
               /Contrast  v.  Repet i t ion

Fig.  3 Percent Upstep annotated
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Conclusion:
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Though our results were inconclusive, they serve as a good starting point for better 
understanding the upstepped accent.
Going forward we will: 

Perform acoustic analysis on the given data set to help us better understand the 
upstep’s form 
Further analyse datasets where corrective contrast is compared to non-corrective 
contrast to see whether there is a difference in upstep proportion, helping us better 
understand its function in speech

Further experimentation will be required once we better understand the form and nature 
of the upstepped accent.

english radio corpus
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*Images generated using R


