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Perception experiments, as well as some production studies and much anecdotal 
evidence, have suggested that some varieties of African American English (AAE) exhibit 
intonational patterns that differ from those of other varieties of English.  In spite of this 
past work, there is no consensus about what makes AAE intonation distinctive.  Further 
complicating this issue, previous studies have suggested that some features that make 
AAE intonation distinctive are restricted to yes/no questions or declaratives or that others 
may characterize mainly competitive speech acts.  However, there may be a unifying 
principle that accounts for many of the observed differences.  Jennifer Cole (p.c.) has 
suggested either that AAE may show an H*+L contour not found in other forms of 
English or that they show an Accentual Phrase (AP) level not found in other forms of 
English.  Using interviews with African American and European American natives of 
Raleigh, North Carolina, we tested whether such a proposal would account for 
peculiarities in AAE intonation and whether the H*+L account, the AP account, or both 
together provide the optimal explanation.  European Americans and African Americans 
do indeed differ in their intonation.  AAE F0 pitch accents commonly show contours with 
a noticeable drop, which would seem to point toward H*+L tones.  Nevertheless, our 
AAE subjects showed a greater concentration of pitch accents than our European 
American subjects.   In some cases, more than one pitch accent occurred in a single word, 
which violates the expectations of intonational transcription systems for other varieties of 
English.  Moreover, the falls in F0 associated with pitch accents closely resemble those at 
Intonational Phrase boundaries, suggesting that they represent some type of phrasal 
boundaries themselves.  This evidence favors an AP interpretation. In the process of this 
investigation, we demonstrate the utility of intonational transcription for sociolinguistic 
studies of AAE.  
 
 
 


