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Question intonation revisited: the intonation
of conversational questions

Margret Selting

1. Imtroduction

In grammars and in much of linguistic research, the intonation of questions (—
most cases isolated or invented interrogative sentences) is commonly thought
be closely related to syntactic sentence types such as declarative, interrogati
imperative etc. The general assumption is that a particular syntactic sentence ty
in unmarked cases calls for a particular unmarked intonation; choices of otl
intpnations are said to constitute marked cases. For instance, in German, int
rogative sentences with a question-word of the English wh-word type are co
monly said to call for falling terminal pitch in unmarked (‘neutral’) cas
whereas rising tenminal pitch in these interrogatives is claimed to be marked &
interpreted as ‘polite’ or the like. This is exemplified by Pheby’s (1980:81
examples (75a,b): ' '

(75) a. //\wic heiflen sic // (“neutral™) b. /1 w;ic heifien sie / (“polite™)

On the other hand, interrogative sentences with subject-verb inversion (so-cal
“yes/no questions’) are said to reverse this picture by calling for rising termi
pitch in unmarked cases and falling terminal pitch in marked cases. This is ill
trated by Pheby’s (1980:887) examples (78a,b):

(78) a. ///kommt der klempner heute // (informationally unmarked) -
b. ' //\ kommt der klempner hente // (informationally marked).

With reference to the syntactic structure of these question types, I shall call th
‘question-word’ and “verb-initial interrogative sentences’ respectively.

This type of analysis was and still is widespread. Yet it is not at all confirn
by my data from natural conversational interaction; neither quantitatively, :
qualitatively. For reasons of space I cannot go into detail on this." More rec
approaches in intonational and metrical phonology such as Selkirk (1984)
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Nespor & Vogel (1986) prefer not to say much about the functions of intonation
(but cf. Pierrehumbert & Hirschberg 1990).

If, however, the usual analysis is unsatisfactory, what difference does it make,
then, whether speakers choose falling versus rising pitch in conversational ques-
tions? Here, 1 shall'try to give an alternative analysis.

2. Aim and approach of the present analysis

I shall present evidence that intonation in conversational questions is not sys-
tematically related to grammatical sentence type, but is used as an autonomous
signalling system.? In co-occurrence with constitutive cues from the other
autonomous signalling systems ‘syntactic structure’ and ‘semantic relation to
prior turn’, the intonation of questions seems to be used to signal and contextual-
ize (Gumperz 1982, Aner 1992) particular types of conversational questions that
make a particular type of answer by the recipient relevant in the next turn. Meth-
odologically, the properties of this answer in the next turn can be looked upon as
a validation for the differentiation of question types, and as evidence for the in-
terpretative relevance of the different question types for the participants. My
notion of ‘question’ and methodology are adopted from conversational analysis
(cf. Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson 1974; for an introduction see Levinson 1983:
ch.6). i
The analysis presented here is part of a larger analysis in which I looked at the
activities in conversation which participants constitute by the use of questions
"with different syntactic and prosodic structures and different relations to the prior
turn. My taxonomy of conversational questions is given in the Figure. There, 1
have mapped the interpreted conversational activities given in the upper part of
the Figure with three autonomous signalling systems in the lower part. Speakers
choose cues from these three signalling systems to constitute bundles of co-
occurring features for the constitution of activity types in conversation (cf. also
Selting 1992). My analysis here will be restricted to the two types of conversa-
tional questions, which I call ‘non-restrictive “open”’ and ‘more restrictive
“parrower” * conversational questions’.

The difference between these two types of questions results mainly from their
different semantic relations to the prior tum: In ‘non-restrictive “open” ques-
tions’, the speaker chooses or presents a topical focus as new in relation to the
last turn, and thus tries to bring about a new topical orientation for the further
conversation. In contrast, in ‘more restrictive “narrower” questions’, the speaker
does not choose or present a topical focus as new, but continues a prior topical
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Figure. Taxonomy of conversational questions

CONVERSATIONAL QUESTION
(interrogative sentence, phrase or word)

restrictive canlversational
jon

detatling orBecuring \exm problem
of understanding ‘/‘skgalllng\
signalling® problem signalling a problem
A of understanding of expectation
non-restrictive “open” more restricti inferential g refe | ic  BiesoAvarum “astonished”
conversgﬁomfc “narrower” cheek  problem  problem problem (‘why') question  probl

ferew [focdfon [sccented citation fsubstiwtlon of [, Sord fvainit [X-phe] [

topleal  additional  of, or anaphoric d for vsee (GG G
focus] information] pro-form for, pml‘;l::mcium] lnterr] - intert] sent]
problematic item]

[+ continued ¥+ refocussing prior topical
topical focus]  focus: focussed resumption
of prohlematic item]

[~ new topical focus} [+ interr, sent.] [~ interw, sent.] [~ prosodically {+ prosodically
marked] marked)]

SEMANTIC RELATION / TOPICAL
FOCUS IN RELATION TO PRIOR TURN SYNTAX PROSODY

0

focus and produces on-topic or continuous topical talk with respect to that prior
topical focus.

In what follows, I shall present some extracts from natural conversations in
German which illustrate the two question types. For purposes of the analysis
presented here, it is only necessary to look at the terminal pitch movements in the

~ question-turns; these are notated in the intonation line.beneath the text line. I
shall deal primarily with the questions in the starred lines of the transcripts and
their answers. However, as I need the sequential context of these question-
answer sequences in order to warrant my analysis, this sequential context has to
be presented as well. First, I shall present cases i which the questions are re-
sponded to by the recipient as expected by the questioner. Thereafter, I shall
discuss the treatment of “deviant cases”. v ’

3. Non-restrictive ‘open’ conversational questions

Extracts (1) and (2) exexﬁplify the category of ‘non-restrictive “open” questions’:
question-word and verb-initial interrogative sentences with rising terminal pitch.
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((Lea has just told how & school teacher visiting in hér seminar criticized her teaching
style and her students.))

JA . BUMM . DA hat ich mein FETT WECK ne
(\) N T,.F{/ A\ \ /)
yes : then I really got it you know
((clicking))
un WAS has du geSA:CHT

M\ / }
and what did you say
&h n-F}EL mir ersmal NICH mehr viel ein

s( )

uhm at first I couldn’t think of very much

dann hab ich gesacht

‘<all all>

then I said

nadA ich mein das wir nich so EINfach
M\ / )
well ¥ mean it wasn’t that simple

DIE KENNtn sich alle nich
MO\ / )
they all didn’t know each other

un BIS die mal W?Rngelaufn wdrn und ..
M\ . - :
and until they had warmed up and ((Lea continues to relate the story.))

In line 5, Eli changes the topic of Lea’s storytelling from Lea’s talk about her
visiting teacher’s behaviour to her own reaction to this. In response to this ques-
tion, Lea now describes at length how she reacted to the teacher’s insults.

@

QLA WN

* HE O
O

-
N

13

14
15

16

KI:

Nat:
Nat:
Ida:
Nat:

Ida:
Nat:
Ida:
Nat:

Nat:

Ron:

Ron:

Nat:

Ron

Nat:

¥

£

pr——

((Line 11 changes the topic from talk about Nat’s friend’s concussion to Ron’s com-
muting between two towns.})

hat ne gehirnerschiitterung gehabt
und 3h .. (?nun) is dicht ne
nhm

och wulite sie vorher au nich bis sie (27?) zum arz
gegangen is un der da .. tausend tests gemacht hat
un dann meint er s: kam von der gehirnerschitterung

dja:
[ (?hja) n da kann man nichts mehr machn
: nee
{ (laughs))
FAHRS du denn AUCH jeden tach (1.0}
F\ / )

do yoéu drive every‘day too
ich HAB hier: . noch ne wonnuhg (0.5)
F(\ \ }

X have here another flat

also ich WOHne in wilhelmshaven 7RSTwohnsitz
]

s0o I live in Wilhelmshaven permanent residence

mhm
und HAB hier (0.8) n ZWEITwohnsitz
F(\ \

and have here a second residence

\Y4
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17 Ron: un:d dann bin ich am Wochenende immer in wilhelmsHAven
and then I am at thesm/aekend always in h'ilhelmsh:vex)w
{1.0) '

18 Ron: un:d mittlerWEIle auch: . UNter der WOche einmal
and meanwhi!;;/ also once during the week !

19 Nat: mhm
\/

In extract (2), line 11, Nat changes the topic from talk about Nat’s friend’s con-
cussion to Ron’s commuting between his home town and his university town.
Ron answers the question elaborately.

In many cases like these, but certainly not all, answers to such questions are
elaborate, and result in longish contributions. This type of question seems to be a
useful technique to bring about a new topical orientation for the following talk.
Only if these questions are used in series of questions or to initiate short side-
sequences, does the speaker seem to expect only short answers.

4, More restrictive “narrower” questions
Next, extracts (3) and (4) show two ‘more restrictive “narrower” questions’:
question-word and verb-initial interrogative sentences with falling terminal pitch:

(3) KI1:99-109 ((The topic is the over-representation of women students in university seminars.))
1 Ida: also ICH fin das immer FURCHterlich wenn: . n da
F(\ \

)
<all all> <l

1
well I think it’s terrible if there
2 sone URERbevdlkerung von FRAUN besteht
F(\ \ l)>

such an overrepresentation of women is

3 Nat: find ICH AUCH ....
M(/ O\
<p p>
think I too
4 Ron: das is ja sowieS0: . grundshTZlich ne

M(\)} "M /)
that’s the case anyway always you know

5 Ida: JAA . aber in: . in VIEln veranstaltungn is das so

(\) t .
yea but in in a lot of classes it is so

6 mas8I:V da'so .... *mh
\ ) <tense>
<l 1> .

massive or so

* -

Nat: ((draws in breath)) wastu?{ms du denn .
H

)
what are you studying then
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8 Nat: r ich mein das K?MMT ja auch immer
M{

<all all all all>
I mean it  just depends
9 Ron: ich: mach auch DEUTSCH: und: muSIXK
M{/ . \)
<f £
<1 1>

L I am studying German and music

10 Nat: p ach SO:=
M{\)
oh
11 Ron: =also fir mich is musik das %Rste
M( ... )
L well for me music is my first subject

((After this Nat continues to talk about the situation in the German department.))

In extract (3), Ida and Nat, two female students, have declared that they do not -
approve of the over-representation of women in university seminars. Ron, a male
student, reacts by pointing out that this is the normal situation. In line 7, Nat ob-
viously wants to make sure what subject Ron is studying, since the ratio of
women students might vary with the subjects and, without more precision they
might be talking about quite different situations after all. In his short answer, Ron
mentions his subjects. Nat’s reaction ach SO: signals that she has just now
changed a former assumption. This reaction retrospectively confirms the interpre-
tation of Nat’s question in line 7 as a “narrower” question seeking to secure un-
derstanding by checking an assumption.

) Kl
1 Ida: das KRICH ich auch immer in grofien
I algc()/always get that in large
2 HALLN und :i.n muS%EN un sT

halls and in museums and so

3 Nat: un da WARS du noch NICH mit beim ARZT um mal zu
/ }

M{\
: and you haven’t seen a doctor for it just to
4 Ida: *NEE
T{\)
noo

+tn.

Nat: has SCHISS oder was
. T\ )
are y’afraid or what

6 Ida: N:sE ich denke eignlich
M(
no I just think.
7 das kommt vom KRI\SIslauf und von der LI{E‘T und:
F{ )

<all all” ‘ ali>
it comes from the circulation and from the air and

Nat: [ { {laughs))
Ida: { (laughs too?)})

oo
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10 Nat: irgnwie erKLARN kann man sich das SCHON
somehow you can find an explanation

11 " also ICH widr da schon LANGST mit hingegangn
well I would have gone a long tinie ago

In extract (4), Ida has been telling the others that her ears frequently get plugged,
especially when she is staying in large rooms. In line 3, Nat responds by asking if
she has not seen a doctor to have this examined. After Ida’s negative answer, she
then asks in an elliptical verb-initial interrogative sentence whether Nat is afraid
of the doctor. This question is used to continue on-topic talk by detailing the
topic and checking Nat’s own inferences about Ida’s behaviour. After Ida’s fairly
short answer and common laughter, Nat takes the floor again and further devel-
ops the topic.

The two “narrower™ questions in the extracts (3) and (4) seem to develop on-
topic talk on a previously established topical focus and the answers tend to give
shorter and more to-the-point contributions to this on-topic talk than the answers
to the “open™ questions in (1) and (2). ‘

In the extracts presented so far, the recipients seemed to respond in the way
expected by the questioner. The answers have been straightforward and the
questioner did not give any indication that she was dissatisfied with the answer.
And exactly this “straightforwardness” and “simplicity” of interactional work can

_ be looked upon as evidence that in these cases the question-answer sequences
are being performed as expected.

This seems to indicate that interrogative sentences with rising intonation are
used for the constitution of ‘non-restrictive “open” conversationdl questions’ in
order to focus upon new topical foci or to bring about a new topical orientation
for the further talk. They seem to yield the turn to the recipient with unrestricted
scope for a preferably elaborate answer which contributes to the further topical
development. In contrast, interrogative sentences with falling terminal pitch seem
to be used for “more restrictive “narrower” conversational questions’ which de-

- velop on-topic talk about a previously established topical focus. They seem to
yield the floor with more restricted scope for an answer which gives detailing or
additional information or which confirms or corrects the questioner’s inferences
and understanding. After these latter answers, which may be very brief, the first
speaker often takes the floor again to continue topical talk him/herself.

5. “Deviant cases”

Yet there are many “deviant cases”, in which the answerer does not seem to re-
spond in the way expected by the questioner. This, however, only seems to be
relevant if a questioner has asked a ‘non-restrictive “open” question’ in order to
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yield the floor for an elaborate contribution to the conversation, but the answerer
only answers briefly and then stops talking. In this case, the questioner can invest
additional interactional work to make the recipient offer a more elaborate contri-
bution. In my data, this happens in about a third of the cases in which questioners
asked ‘non-restrictive “open” questions’. '

Extracts (5)-through (7) illustrate the management of deviant cases.
G) K2:

1 Nat: was HAS du denn da ftir NARbm ...

* R {/ \ /)

what are those scars you have there
2 Ida: ACH sod* . JA das: .. die SIEHT nur so:
H{\- ) M\ - P\’
oh well well that that only looks so
3 SCHRECKLich aus weil die nicht geNAET wordn i)s .
7 !

horrible because it wasn’t stitched up

*

Nat: was HAS enn da geMACHT
M\ \ )
what did you do there

] Idas da hab ich mich mal geSCHNITIn inner SCHUle ..

< all > F(\ \W2
that was where I once cut myself at school
[ also quasi n SCHUL*UNfall sach ich da immer zu
L,FN N Y)Y -
<all all>
s0 gsort of a school accident I always call it

((Ida laughs for about 2. seconds, after that she tells the story of this incident,))

In extract (5), line 1, Nat.asks a ‘non-restrictive “open” question’. The focus here.
is on Ida’s soars, and their possible origin. In her answer, though, Ida shifis focus
. to the way these scars look. In her second question in line 4, Nat focuses on the
topical focus of the scars and their origin again. This question has falling terminal
pitch. It seems to focus the topic more narrowly than before, and to call for on-
topic talk on that topical focus. This is indeed what happens in Ida’s next turn.
After her short answer in line 5, Ida pauses, and after this, in 6, Ida signals her
willingness to relate the story. After laughing, she tells the story about her scars
in detail in the next passage, thus possibly giving the more elaborate answer that
Nat wanted to elicit with her first question. In this case, then, the second question
is indeed a second question insisting upon a more elaborate contribution to the
_ first question than was offered before. ' ~
©® K ‘
1 Ida: na dazu g;ﬂ(\mz'].‘ ja. au noech . 8h

well for that you also need eh
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Ida:

Ida:

Nat:

Ida:

Nat:

Ida:

Nat:

Idat

Nat:

Ida:

Ida:

Nat:

Tda:
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das GE:ILD=was ich nich (h)HAB
)<all all> M{/)
the money which I don’t have

. mho=
\/

=wWeil ich kein BAf&g krich: .. .
\ M/ )

< all >

because I don’t get a grant

oa 80 GUT wie RICHATS .,
<all > F(\ !/ )
or almost nothing
un Hit finanziers du dein:
F{

<p

STUdium
/)
p>

and how do you finance your studies

ja ich geh ebm abms ARbeitn ...

}

\ < all > M\

well I work in the evenings
JEDN ABMD

F(\ \ )

every evening

N:EE das: aber DAS wir ja unMOGlich .
M/ \

M{ - ) -

< all >

)

no that but that would be impossible

M/

DAS wiirde man berhaupt nich SCHAFfen
\

l

you wouldn’t be able to do that

NEE: *ich ARbeite AU=deswegn FRAG ich
\}

M(\) M\

M\ )

no I also work that’s why I ask

NEE: +*ich geh DREImal in der WOche abends arbeitn
\ )

M\ ) < all > F{\

no I go out to work three times a week

\/

und DREImal in der woche das REXCHT d7nn mh: .
. ) -

and three times a week that’s enough te m

wenn DANN: . .
[AY

if then

aber du MERKS es ne
M{\ /)

<f £>

but you feel it don’t you

ja wenn DANN VORlesungszeit }s:' .
!

\ s(/ \
< all >,

yes if then it is during term-time

DANN is es aber auch nur
F{/
then it is really only

((Ida continues.))

.. aso STRESSzeit ne
\ /

}
well stress-time you know

251
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In extract (6), line 6, Nat asks a ‘non-restrictive “open” question’ and changes
the focus from Ida’s not getting a grant to other ways of financing her studies.
Ida gives only a short answer, and after a pause Nat initiates repair (Schegloff,
Jefferson & Sacks 1977) by asking JEDN ABMD, thereby selecting Ida as the next
speaker once more. After the repair or clarification sequence which lasts from
line 9 to 11, Ida finally gives the elaborate answer to Nat’s question.

@) K1:513-522  ((After Nat has explained that she has been working a lof))

1 Nat: und #h: ich war kaPUTT=
N

<aspirated>

<p p>

and eh I was exhausted

2  Nat: =das: das G{NG iberhaupt nich n7
{ )

<p p>
it it didn’t work at all you know
hmm

3 Ida: ja
\ \/
4 Nat: «.. hja ..
.5 Ida: | WIE lange GEHT das da
* . H{\ / )
how long does that go
6 Nat: BIS um:4h: .. BHALB zw8lf ZWOLP
F(\ \ \)
till eh half twelve twelve
((i,e, 11.30 or midnight))
7 Ida: N}:.j'a .+ {(drinks some coffee))
(N}
oh well
8 Nat: WAS machs DU;
* H{\ /)
what do you do
9 Ida: das GEHT ja noch
(\ )
that’s okay then
10 Ida: 4 ICH bin in som: .. 4h BIStro: . restoRONG:=
F{/ \ ' AU
e I am in like a eh  bistre restaurant
11 =das is so ne XNEIpe mit* . “*zehn TIschn wo man
M{ \
that’s like a pub with ten tables where one
12 auch ESsen kann mit KUche mit na: KL{JINku::he .o
\ \ )
can algo eat with warm meals with a few warm meals

13 Ida: [ und ICH mach dann die TIsche da die beDIEnung=
F(\ )
and I do » the tables there the serving
14 Nat: =] y; .
\

In extract (7), there are two ‘non-restrictive “open” questions’. In line 5, the fo-
cus goes from the amount of work to the times of work; in line 8, it goes from
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Nat’s job to Ida’s job. The answer to the second question, starting in line 10, is
quite elaborate. But Nat’s answer to Ida’s first question in line 5 is only brief
Note, however, that here Ida does not take the floor again to continue talking. On
the contrary, she produces a pass Naja and attends to her cup of coffee, thus
signalling that she is not going to continue talking but leaves the floor to Nat.
And indeed, it is Nat who takes it and produces a new question addressed to Ida.
The three extracts (5) to (7) showed cases in which the questioner yields the
floor to the answerer for an elaborate contribution, but the answerer only gives a
short answer and then stops talking. If the questioner wants to insist on the pro-
duction of a more elaborate contribution by the answerer, s/he reacts as follows:
S/he either takes the floor again, but only to ask a second question on the same
topical focus, or to initiate repair, or s/e simply refuses to take the floor again
and thereby silently implies that more talk is expected from the answerer. Reac-
tions such as these, however, seem to occur only after ‘non-restrictive “open”
questions’, very seldom after “more restrictive “narrower” questions’. Methodol-
ogically, this way of treating deviant cases provides evidence that participants
indeed orient themselves to the question types.

6. Conclusions

If this analysis is correct, the intonation of conversational questions has to be
conceived of as an autonomous signalling system. Each syntactic sentence type,
i.e. question-word and verb-initial questions, can have falling or rising intonation.
In co-occurrence with the syntactic structure and the semantic relation to the
prior turn, the intonation differentiates between particular types of conversational
questions which suggest and make relevant particular types of answers by the
recipient. Methodologically, the properties of this answer in the next turn and
further participant reactions can be looked upon as warranting the differentiation
of the different question types with their question-type specific intonations, and
as providing evidence for their interactional relevance for participants. '

Of course, the result that ‘non-restrictive “open™ conversational questions
seem to have rising pitch reminds us of the old lay stereotype that questions are
said to have rising intonation. According to my analysis, however, this is only
true of a very particular type of conversational questions, namely just those
which yield the turn to the recipient for a non-restricted and preferably elaborate
contribution to the topical development.

This result now also suggests that previous analyses of the intonation of ques-
tions with reference to categories such as ‘politeness’ or ‘interest’ are not en-
tirely wrong, but unexplicated and unwarranted short-hand interpretations of the
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questions’ having different sequential implications for the recipients’ answers.
My analysis reconstructs this difference with reference to the more or less re-
stricted scope that the question types imply for the answer by the recipient. And
this more or less restricted scope for the answer can in turn perhaps be related to
interpretations like ‘politeness’ or “interest’ (cf. Brown & Levinson. 1987).

Notes

1 For a more thorough. critique of the traditional analysis in intonational phonology see Selting
(1993), for more detail on the corpus and approach underlying my analysis see Selting (in press).
The overall distribution of question types in my current data base is:
Question-word questions —  with falling intonation: 42 with rising intonation; 46
Verb-initial questions —  with falling intonation: 14 with rising intonation: 51

2 This view has previously been put forward by Bolinger (cf. esp. 1989) and Gibbon (1984)

3 The following transcription conventions have been used:
Transcription symbols in the text line of transcripts:

aber DA kam primary accented syllable of a unit
aber DA kam secondary accented syllablc of a unit
SIcher extra strong/loud accent

si:cher lengthening of a sound

brief pause of up to ca 0.5 sces
each dot ca 0.5 secs pause, here ¢a 1 sec

{0.8) pause timed in tenths of a second
{(lacht)) para- and/or non-finguistic events

(? er kommt ?)  transcriber’s uncertainty in identifying words
a(lyso - ‘doubtful sound within a word

* glottal stop

= latching

[LCh ggl;e simultaneous talk, overlapping utterances

Transcription symbols in the prosody line(s) of transcripts:

Global pitch direction: (noted before the opening parenthesis)

F,R,H,M,L{ ) notation of the global pitch direction before the accent sequence delimited by
parentheses: F=falling, R=rising, H=high, M=mid, L=low (Parentheses are

. usually noted before the first accent and at the end of the cohesive unit.)

H, P ( ) combination of global characterizations

Le ye . combined contours with only weak or no boundaries between units with dif-
ferent global pitch directions (e.g. ‘paratones”)

* Accent (protojtypes or unaccented local pitch movements on and afler accented and/or unac-

cented syllables:

\ falling - level /\ - tising-falling

/ rising . \/ falling-rising

Accent modifications: :

N, 2, M- locally larger pltch movements than in surrounding accents, higher or lower

accent peaks than usual
. sequence of unaccented syllables
(Ou!stde the parentheses, local pitch movements function as “pre-head” (“Vorlauf") or unstrmed
pitch movements after the accent sequence.)
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9

Other prosodic parameters which are used with local or global extension, the extension is indi-
cated by the position of the <~ >:

<> forte, loud <p>  piana, quiet <dim> diminuendo, decreasing
<1> lento, slow | <all> allegro, fast v loudness
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