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It is well established in (psycho)linguistic literature (Cutler, Dahan, van Doneselaar 1997, 

Gussenhoven forthcoming) that in Germanic languages, placement of pitch accent is crucial for 
interpreting information status. In contrast, the role of pitch accent type is far from clear. 
Theories of intonational meaning (Brazil 1975, Gussenhoven 1984, Pierrehumbert & Hirschberg 
1990, Steedman 2000) claim that different types of pitch accent convey different types of 
information status. However, there is no consensus on the postulated meanings of the pitch 
accents. Empirically, the relation between pitch accent type and information status is largely 
unexplored. Exceptional are Baumann and Hadelich (2003), who studied H* and H+L* in 
marking givenness in German, and Watson, Tanenhaus, Gunlogson (submitted), who 
investigated H* and L+H* in marking newness and contrastive givenness in American English.  

Adopting the eye-tracking paradigm used in Dahan, Tanenhaus and Chambers (2002), the 
present study set out to pin down the role of H*L, L*H L, H*L H and L*H, in interpreting give. 
vs. new information in both human and synthetic speech in British English. Eye fixations were 
monitored as participants followed pre-recorded instructions to move objects displayed on a 
computer screen via a computer mouse. On each experimental trial, two of the four objects 
displayed had names that were phonemically similar (e.g., comb, coat). Each trial consisted of 
two consecutive instructions (e.g., Put the comb/coat below the triangle; now put the comb 
below the triangle). The object mentioned in the 2nd instruction was the target; its phonemically 
related counterpart served as the competitor. The 1st instruction mentioned either the target or the 
competitor, marking the competitor either new or given during the 2nd instruction. The target 
word in the 2nd instruction was said with each of the four pitch accents as well as deaccentuation. 
The instructions in human voice were recorded by a male speaker in Southern Standard British 
English. The instructions in synthetic voice were generated with the Festival diphone synthesiser.  

The data of each participant’s right eye were coded in terms of fixations from the onset of 
the target word in the 2nd instruction to the moment when participants clicked on the target 
picture. Proportion of fixations (PoF) to the competitor picture was calculated in 33-ms time 
interval for each condition and each participant. It was found in human speech that when the 
competitor was given, L*H and deaccentuation triggered a higher PoF to the competitor picture 
than H*L and L*H L; when the competitor was new, H*L and L*H L triggered a higher PoF to 
the competitor picture than L*H and deaccentuation. These results clearly show that pitch accent 
type matters when interpreting information status, with the falling accents creating a bias towards 
newness and the rise accent, like deaccentuation, creating a bias towards givenness. Interestingly, 
the effect of pitch accent type is also reflected in how fast the participants could adjust their 
decision as to which picture to move before the name of the picture was fully revealed. For 
example, when the competitor was given, the PoF to the competitor picture increased in most 
accent conditions in the first 300 ms as a result of a bias towards a given entity, but started to 
decrease substantially earlier in the H*L condition than in the L*H and deaccentuation. 
Remarkably, the same effects were observed when listeners were presented with synthetic 
speech of which the segmental quality may not be ideal. As regards H*L H, listeners appeared to 
be biased to the target picture independent of what was mentioned before. An explanation for 
this unexpected finding is proposed in the light of the effect that the duration of phonemically 
identical sequences can have on lexical recognition. In addition, topics for further investigation 
are suggested. 
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