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ABSTRACT 

Spanish prenuclear rising pitch accents have been 
described as having a Low tone consistently aligned near 
the onset of the tonic syllable and a High tone, whose 
alignment may vary depending on focus marking.  An 
examination of Dominican Spanish (DS) reveals a 
previously unreported alignment pattern for Spanish.  The 
DS data reveals a variable Low tone alignment; an early 
alignment near the tonic onset, and a late Low alignment, 
past the tonic midpoint, typically 100-180 ms into the tonic 
syllable.  The High tone does not demonstrate two 
categories of alignment seen with the Low tone.  The 
variation observed in the DS prenuclear pitch accent 
alignments provide clear evidence of intonational dialectal 
variation and contributes to the growing body of research 
on intonational variation in general. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Pitch accent tonal alignment refers to the location of a 
valley or tonal peak with respect to a syllable boundary. 
Researchers in many languages have noted and described 
contrastive pitch accents based on the tonal alignment of 
the F0 contour with the lexically stressed syllable.  

Most previous reports of Low tone alignment of prenuclear 
rising pitch accents in Spanish note a Low tone that occurs 
near the onset of the tonic syllable (see Figure 1a) [2, 3, 4, 5, 
8, 9, 11, 13, 17].  There are only two reports of a Spanish 
prenuclear rising pitch accent with a Low tone that occurs 
late in the tonic syllable; both reports were for Caribbean 
dialects of Spanish [2, 15].  

Figure 1: Schematic of rising pitch accents in 
Peninsular Spanish. 
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2. PROCEDURE 

ata for the current study is based on a corpus of 
atives produced with broad focus and contrastive 
by four female speakers of DS (a total of 288 

ative utterances).  The speakers were all volunteers 
udents of the Pontificia Universidad Católica Madre 
estra (PUCCM). In all cases, the speakers were 
teers and were naive as to the purpose of the study. 

formants for the experimental data all fit a particular 
inguistic characterization determined from a brief 
phical survey conducted prior to the experiment, 
 is necessary when addressing dialectal variation.  
xperimental corpus findings are corroborated by data 
spontaneous speech conversations by additional 

ers.  



The sociolinguistic characteristics of the experimental 
corpus speakers are listed in (1).  

(1a) The speakers were all monolingual speakers of 
Spanish with little or no foreign travel experience,    

b) The informants were natives of the dialectal region and 
residents of the dialect metropolitan area,   

c) No informant had lived outside the dialectal region for a 
period of more than one year or within the last six months,  

d) All informants were between the ages of 17-23,  

e) At least one parent had a university education, 

f) Both parents were from the same dialectal region or had 
lived in the Santiago metropolitan area since the 
informant’s birth.   

There were nine target utterances repeated three times each 
with per focus condition per informant for a total of 72 
utterances per speaker (12x3x2).  The experimental target 
utterances were comprised of two lexical words, both with 
penult stress.  The utterances all had one unstressed syllable 
between the target stressed syllables and an utterance 
boundary with two unstressed syllables intervening 
between the stressed syllables as seen in (2).  Each target 
utterance was produced in response to a  preceding  context.  
The two contexts per utterance were designed to elicit two 
possible focus responses for each utterance: a) broad focus, 
where the entire utterance is the response to the previous 
question, and b) contrastive focus on the first word of the 
utterance.  The two intended variations for focus structure 
for the sentence Miraba la luna.  “He was looking at the 
moon.” are illustrated in (2).  Underlines indicate the 
intended focus domain based on the preceding context 
question. 

(2)  Focus domains for the declarative utterances. 

a) Miraba la luna.  “He was  LOOKING at the moon.” 

b) Miraba la luna. “He was looking at the moon.”  

In several cases, the precise location of the Low or High 
tone, often realized as a turning point, was not obvious.  
The alignment or position of these tones was calculated 
using a two-slope best-fit regression analysis.   

3. RESULTS 

In the experimental data, there were two clearly observable 
tonal alignments for the prenuclear Low tone illustrated in 
Figure 2 and 3.  Figure 2 has a Low tone near the onset of 
the tonic syllable, similar to reports of Peninsular and 
Mexican Spanish.  
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e 2: DS prenuclear rising pitch accent with an 
Low tone alignment aligned at the tonic onset. 
 la mina.  ‘He adores the mine.’  

 3 is a contour of an utterance with an identical stress 
n, lexical stress on the second syllable; however, the 
ise does not begin until the offset of the tonic syllable.  
orth noting that the rising prenuclear pitch accent 

tone is aligned at the same point in both prenuclear 
accents in Figures 2 and 3; at the word boundary.  In 
two figures we have clear evidence for a variable Low 
early Low versus late Low) while the High tone does 
monstrate this distinction. 

e 3: DS prenuclear rising pitch accent with a late 
one alignment aligned at the tonic offset.  Lamina 
a. ‘She laminates the moon.’. 

alidity and productivity of the alignments shown in 
s 3 and 4 and are further corroborated in the corpus 
ntaneous speech.  Figures 4 and 5 demonstrate the DS 
ow alignment of a prenuclear rising pitch accent.  

 

e 4: Spontaneous speech late Low prenuclear 
 pitch accent on the word sacar ‘to take out’.  The 
ed syllable is –car, and the tonal rise begins just 
the tonic offset.  Y a sacar la ropa de la lavadora. 
to take the clothes out of the washer.’ 

 been suggested that the alignment of Spanish 
clear is in part conditioned by the word boundary [9].  
ver, for the DS dialect, the word boundary does not 
r to play a role in the alignment of the High tone even 
the tonic syllable is word final.  This may be yet 

er example of dialectal differences. 



Figure 5: Spontaneous speech late Low prenuclear 
rising pitch accent on the word pagaba ‘were paying’. 
The stressed syllable is –ga, and the tonal rise begins 
later, past the midpoint,  in the tonic syllable.  A mí que 
si pagaba la . . .  ‘For me if they were to pay the . . .’. 

An example of an early Low tone alignment is seen in 
Figure 6.  The rising pitch accent in this example on the 
word estudiar ‘to study’, tonic stress is word final similar to 
the word sacar in Figure 4.  Based on the discourse context 
the word is produced with contrastive focus. 

Figure 6: Prenuclear rising pitch accent with an early 
Low tone near the onset of the tonic syllable. 

The alignment patterns observed in Figures 2-6 are further 
corroborated in a scatterplot and histograms of all the 
declarative tokens (265 tokens).   

Figure 7:  Scatterplot of the DS prenuclear Low tone 
alignment.  The x-axis is the Low tone alignment and 
the y-axis is the duration of the tonic syllable. 
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e 8: Histograms of prenuclear Low tone alignment 
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 is the number of occurrences within the 
arily selected histogram ranges.  

o categories of Low tone alignment seen in Figures 7 
 tended to correspond to the focus intent of the 
nce.  It was found that the late Low tone was 
ated with utterances in broad focus, and that the early 
tone occurred more often in utterances with an 
ed contrastive focus.  Some speakers used both 
ent patterns in both intended focus contexts.  The 
neous speech examples give additional support to the 
that focus plays a role in tonal alignment; Figures 4 
with late alignment are words with broad focus, while 
ar  (with an early Low tone) in Figure 6 is produced 
ontrastive focus. 

4. DISCUSSION 

S data, with variations of Low tone alignment 
ated by phonological focus, suggest a significant 
ication to our previous understanding of Spanish 
tion and the use of tonal alignment within the tonic 
le.  Whereas before we had a broad versus focus 
ction based on the alignment of the High tone [2, 3, 4 
3], we now have a similar focus distinction based on 
ow tone alignment.  These three alignment 
ilities are illustrated in Figure 9. 

stingly, the tonal alignment pattern for broad focus in 
sular and Mexican Spanish (early Low late High) is 
ttern used for contrastive focus in DS.  The broad 



focus pattern for DS (late Low early High) has not been 
reported for Peninsular or Mexican Spanish.  It should be 
noted that while the focus configuration for Peninsular 
Spanish (early Low early High) did not occur in the DS 
experimental data, it was present in the spontaneous speech 
(see Figure 6). 

Figure 9:  Schematic of observed prenuclear rising 
pitch accents in Spanish. 

It is clearly no longer sufficient to characterize Spanish 
prenuclear rising pitch accents based on the alignment of 
just the High tone.  There can be fundamental dialectal 
differences in the tonal inventory based on tonal alignment 
and in the expression of phonological focus again based on 
tonal alignment.  Furthermore, these tonal variations can 
make use of both Low and High tones in Spanish, as has 
been previously demonstrated for other languages.  This 
variation within the Spanish intonational system 
contributes to our knowledge base of prosodic variation 
similarly seen in other languages such as English [7], 
German [1], Serbian and Croatian [13] and Italian [6] to 
name a few.  

* I would like to express gratitude to José Ignacio Hualde 
for numerous discussions concerning the material and to 
Mary Beckman for discussions on Spanish tonal alignment 
in general and assistance with the “best fit two slope 
regression analysis”. 
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