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Uptalk is the semantically bleached use of a rising intonation pattern over a 
declarative sentence. Uptalk runs counter to the cross-linguistic generalization that rising 
contours indicate interrogatives, uncertainty (Ohala 1983), or continuation (Ladd 1996). 
Although uptalk has been discussed extensively in academia and the media (Britain 1992, 
Cruttenden 1994, Fletcher et al. 2002, Gorman 1993, McLemore 1991, Warren 2005), 
there has been no precise phonetic examination of this contour in North American 
English, where it is used extensively. My work investigates rising contours in Southern 
Ontario English, examining their phonetic nature and semantic interpretation.  Some 
findings of particular interest are a) women uptalk significantly more than men; b) the 
overall use of rising terminal contours appears stable; and c) men more readily interpret 
the traditional falling contour as an indicator of certainty and finality and rising contours 
as indicators of uncertainty and continuation, while women are less inclined to perceive 
the contours as having their traditional meanings.  

To study uptalk, I investigate the general use of rising terminal contours over 
declarative sentences to determine i) who uses rising terminals; ii) whether the use of 
rising contours is on the increase; iii) how rising intonation (L*H-H% and H*L-H%), 
opposed to the standard falling contour (H*L-L%), is interpreted.  To examine the use of 
rising contours, I recorded 12 native speakers of Southern Ontario English drawn from 
two age groups (19-25 and 45-55) and balanced for gender as they performed a direction 
task, an activity designed to elicit a high proportion of sentences with continuation or 
uncertainty readings. DAMSL sentence tagging is used to categorize the semantic nature 
of each sentence (Allen and Core 1997) and ToBI labeling (Beckman and Ayers 1993) to 
notate the contours.  To examine the interpretation of rising contours, I played tokens 
from the production study for participants selected from the same age and gender groups 
as the production study.  They were asked to rate speakers’ certainty, finality, and 
confidence for tokens produced with falling contours (H*L-H%) and rising contours 
(L*H-H% and H*L-H%). 

The results of the production study show that women from both age groups use 
rising terminal contours extensively:  younger women use rising contours on 67.3% of 
sentences and older women 63.2%. Men use rising contours much less (on 30.1% of 
tokens), but like the women, age does not affect contour use (32.7% for younger men and 
27.3% for older men).  According to this measure of apparent time, the use of rising 
terminal contours is not increasing.  

The perception study revealed that men interpret intonational contours as having a 
more traditional function than women do.  Men reported that the falling contour 
conveyed finality and certainty and one of the rising contours, L*H-H%, conveyed 
continuation.  Women did not interpret these contours to have their conventional 
readings, suggesting that women use these contours to convey other social functions.   

In addition to presenting the results of production and perception studies of rising 
terminal contours, this work addresses the larger question of how intonation can be 
examined in a variation framework. 



References 
Allen, James and Mark Core. 1997. Draft of DAMSL: Dialog Act Markup in Several 

Layers. http://www.cs.rochester.edu/research/speech/damsl/RevisedManual.   
Beckman, Mary and Ayers Elam, Gayle. 1993. Guidelines for ToBI labelling. 

http://ling.ohio-state.edu/phonetics/E_ToBI. The Ohio State University Research 
Foundation.  

Britain, David. 1992.  ‘Linguistic change in intonation:  The use of HR terminals in New 
Zealand English’ Language Variation and Change. 4:77-104. 

Cruttenden, Alan. 1994. ‘Rises in English’, in J. Windsor Lewis (ed.) Studies in general 
and English phonetics:  Essays in honour of Professor J.D. O’Connor.  London: 
Routledge, pp. 155-73. 

Fletcher, Janet, Lesley Stirling, Ilana Mushin, and Roger Wales (2002) ‘Intonational 
Rises and Dialog Acts in the Australian English Map Task’. Language and speech, 
pp. 229-253. 

Gorman, John.  1993. ‘Like, Uptalk?’ New York Times, August 15th.  
Ladd, Robert. 1996. Intonational Phonology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
McLemore, Cynthia.  1991. The Pragmatic Interpretation of English Intonation: Sorority 

Speech. Austin, TX: University of Texas PhD dissertation.  
Ohala, John. 1983. Cross-language use of pitch: an ethological view. Phonetica 40: 1-18. 
Warren, Paul. 2005. ‘Patterns of late rising in New Zealand English: Intonation variation 

or intonational change?’ Language Variation and Change, 17:  209-230. 


