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SEMANTICS, SYNTAX AND SENTENCE ACCENT 

Anne Cutler 
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It is well known that English has complex prosodic contours 

involving many levels of stress and . . . that these contours 

are determined in some manner by the surface structure of the 

utterance. 

N. Chomsky & M. Halle (1968) 

The location of sentence accents is not explainable by syntax 

or morphology. Accented words are points of information 

focus. 

D.L. Bolinger (1972> 

Performance evidence favours the latter view. In language 

production, speakers place accents to reflect the information 

structure of the message they wish to impart. In language 

comprehension, listeners use accentual structure to locate points 

of information focus. Moreover, children's acquisition of the 

production and comprehension of accent appears to be intimately 

related with the mastery of focal structure. 

a. Production evidence 

The source of relevant data here is the study of slips of the 

tongue. In some such slips the error consists solely in miscon­

struction of utterance prosody - misplacement of lexical stress, 

of phrase stress etc. (Fromkin 1977; Cutler 1980). Fromkin's con-
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t r i b u t i o n to t h i s symposium dea l s wi th many types of prosodic 

e r r o r . The p resen t d i s c u s s i o n , however, is concerned with only 

one type, namely accent assignment e r r o r s , such as ( l ) - ( 4 ) ; and 

these provide evidence r e l a t i n g to the determinants of accent 

assignment only i n d i r e c t l y , through t h e i r pa t t e rn of co r r ec t ion . 

(1) The only t r oub l e WITH it is the hood is too small . 

(2) I v a n ' s t ry ing to ho i s t Ewan with HIS petard 

to avoid being ho i s ted with HIS own petard. 

(3) There ' s nothing l i k e it r i g h t around where we 

LIVE - where WE l i v e . 

(4) Now if it only occurred - if it ONLY occurred 

in free r e c a l l spacing with words, I 'd say . . . 

In my la rge c o l l e c t i o n of such e r r o r s , co r rec t ions appear to 

be issued only when the e r r o r has a l t e r e d the content ( the l i t e r a l 

meaning or the pragmatic import) of the message the speaker was 

intending to convey. Thus the accent in (1) should have fa l l en on 

the word t r o u b l e . However, the i n c o r r e c t accent placement does 

not suggest a p a r t i c u l a r ' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the u t t e r ance at v a r i ­

ance with what the speaker c l e a r l y intended. It does not , for 

example, sugges t a c o n t r a s t with " the t rouble without i t " , s ince 

t h i s would be meaningless . (1) was not correc ted . In (2 ) , the 

accentua t ion of h i s in the f i r s t c l ause seems to have perseverated 

in the second, d i s p l a c i n g the accent which ought to have been 

placed on own; but no obvious a l t e r n a t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 

u t t e r ance is c a l l e d to mind by th i s e r r o r . (2) was not corrected. 

In (3) a c o r r e c t i o n was issued immediately - the reference was to 

a p a r t i c u l a r s t y l e of house, and although the l i t e r a l meaning of 
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the utterance ("there's nothing like it where we live") remains 

unchanged by the accent shift, the pragmatic force does not. 

Accent on we, as intended, implies that, by contrast, there are 

such houses around where other people live; the erroneous place­

ment of accent on live, on the other hand, implies that such 

houses may be found where the speaker does something else - e.g. 

works. Similarly, in (4), failure to give added prominence to 

only the first time round allows the phrase "if it only occurred" 

to be ambiguous with "if only it occurred", which the speaker did 

not intend. This pattern holds throughout my corpus of accent 

errors (or more properly, accent repairs: it is impossible to tell 

whether in an utterance like [4] the speaker has corrected an 

erroneous implementation of his original intention, or changed his 

intention once he became aware of the possible misinterpretation). 

When the accent placement suggests an alternative, unwanted, mes­

sage, it is corrected; when it doesn't, no matter how anomalous it 

is, no correction is issued. In other words, in producing accent 

patterns, speakers have in mind the meaning of their message 

rather than its form. 

b. Comprehension evidence 

As listeners process an utterance, they actively search for 

the accented words, by using cues in the prosody which tell them 

where accent is likely to fall. This is shown by a series of stu­

dies using the phoneme-monitoring task, in which listeners respond 

as fast as possible to a pre-specified word-initial sound occur­

ring somewhere in a sentence. Responses in this task are signifi­

cantly faster if the target-bearing word is accented (Cutler & 

Poss 1977). This is not solely because accented words are acoust-
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i c a l l y more d i s t i n c t , because if two acous t i ca l l y i d e n t i c a l tokens 

of a p a r t i c u l a r word are subs t i tu ted respec t ive ly for an accented 

and for an unaccented occurrence of the same word, the t a r g e t 

which is in the "accented" pos i t ion e l i c i t s f a s t e r responses than 

the one in the "unaccented" pos i t ion (Cutler 1976). The only 

di f ference between the u t t e rances with an "accented" word in th i s 

study and the paired ut terances with the same word "unaccented" 

lay in the prosodic s t ruc tu re , so l i s t e n e r s were apparent ly using 

the prosody to t e l l them whether upcoming words were l i k e l y to be 

accented or not. 

The usefulness of t h i s s t ra tegy in sentence unders tanding is 

i l luminated by a further experiment (Cutler & Fodor 1979) in which 

the e f fec t of accent on phoneme-monitoring response time was mim­

icked by manipulation of semantic s t r u c t u r e . By changing the sur­

rounding discourse without changing the c r u c i a l sentence i t s e l f , 

it was possible to determine which par t of the sentence was most 

important, i . e . which words were focussed. If a sentence such as 

"The j a n i t o r at the bal lpark joined the cus tod ians ' union" occurs 

as answer to "Which j an i t o r joined the union?", then the focussed 

information is tha t i t was the b a l l p a r k ' s j a n i t o r , whereas i f i t 

answers "Which union did the j a n i t o r j o i n ? " , then the focus is on 

"cus tod ians ' " . Lis teners were cons i s t en t ly f a s t e r responding to 

t a r g e t s in focussed posi t ion. That i s , those l i s t e n i n g for a [b] 

in the example sentence responded f a s t e r if the preceding question 

had been the f i r s t ra ther than the second one, while the reverse 

was t rue for those l i s t en ing for a [ k ] . 

This r e su l t suggests that l i s t e n e r s were d i r e c t i n g t h e i r 

a t t en t ion to the focussed points of a sentence in j u s t the same 
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way as they d i r e c t a t t e n t i o n to the accented p a r t s of a s e n t e n c e ; 

in o ther words tha t the accent e f f e c t and the focus e f f e c t a r e 

l i k e l y to be a l t e r n a t i v e r e f l e c t i o n s of the same comprehension 

s t r a t e g y . A fur ther experiment in which a c c e n t u a l and focus 

information were placed in c o n f l i c t showed t h a t , as e x p e c t e d , 

e i t h e r could produce a f a c i l i t a t o r y e f f e c t upon r e sponse t i m e s , 

but when they were in c o n f l i c t the e f f e c t of e i t h e r one was only 

half t h e i r combined e f f e c t . 

c_. Acquisi t ion evidence 

Chi ld ren ' s speech ea r ly a c q u i r e s an a c c e n t p a t t e r n . Even a t 

the two-word stage d i f f e r e n t accen t placement can s i g n i f y d i f ­

fe ren t underlying p ropos i t i ons (Brown 1973) . F o u r - y e a r - o l d s 

c o r r e c t l y use c o n t r a s t i v e s t r e s s (Hornby & Hass 1970) . However, 

there is evidence t h a t f u l l mastery of the use of a c c e n t i s 

a t t a ined much l a t e r than t h i s e a r l y p roduc t i on ev idence would 

i n d i c a t e , because comprehension of a c c e n t u a l i n f o r m a t i o n seems to 

be acquired ra ther l a t e r . Ch i ld ren who can produce c o n t r a s t s of 

the "BLACKbird - black BIRD" type can not r e l i a b l y p e r c e i v e the 

same c o n t r a s t s (Atkinson-King 1973) . Nor a r e a c c e n t u a l cues to 

pronominal reference c o r r e c t l y i n t e r p r e t e d (Solan 1980) . I n a p ­

p rop r i a t e accent does not d i s r u p t f o u r - y e a r - o l d s ' comprehension 

(Bates 1976). 

In an attempt to compare the a c q u i s i t i o n of the a b i l i t y to 

c o r r e c t l y i n t e r p r e t accent placement and t h e a b i l i t y t o unde r s t and 

focal s t r u c t u r e , Cu t l e r and Swinney (1980) conducted a word-

monitoring study with ch i ld ren analogous to the phoneme-moni tor ing 

s tudies with adul ts descr ibed in the preceding s e c t i o n . They 

found t h a t s ix -year -o ld and o lde r c h i l d r e n responded f a s t e r to 
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accented words than to unaccented words, j u s t as the adu l t s did; 

but four- to s ix -yea r -o lds f a i l ed to show any response time 

difference as a r e s u l t of accent pa t t e rn . It was then found that 

within th i s l a t t e r age group the older chi ldren responded fas te r 

to focussed t a rge t s than to t a r g e t s which were not focussed; the 

younger chi ldren, however, did not exhib i t an e f f ec t of focal 

s t r u c t u r e . This suggests t h a t although accent p a t t e r n s a re 

cor rec t ly produced by q u i t e young chi ldren, these ch i ld ren do not 

apprehend the r e l a t i o n of accent to sentence focus; and t h a t ch i l ­

dren have to learn t h a t a t t e n t i o n to sentence focus is a useful 

comprehension s t ra tegy before they can learn tha t a t t e n t i o n to 

accented words is a way of implementing t h i s s t r a t e g y . The 

semantic/pragmatic na tu re of accentual s t r u c t u r e in language per­

formance is once again i l l u s t r a t e d by th i s p a t t e r n of f i nd ings . 

Conclusion 

Performance evidence, then , suggests t h a t in producing, 

comprehending and acqu i r ing language, language users behave as if 

sentence accent placement were concerned with the semantic and 

pragmatic s t ructure of u t t e r a n c e s , r a the r than with t h e i r syntax. 
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