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 Although falling intonation is the default for declaratives in English (Wells 2006), 
studies have shown that speakers of certain varieties often use rising intonation instead (e.g., 
Ching 1982, Guy et al. 1986, Warren 2005). However, such studies have not considered 
intonation in settings with special discursive norms, such as classrooms. This paper examines 
variation in the intonation of students’ responses to teachers’ questions. The data, recorded in 
three Southern California classrooms, include 149 naturally occurring responses spoken by 40 
White and Latino third graders during eight reading and math lessons. Despite their being 
declaratives, only 32.2% (n=48) of the responses are spoken with falling intonation. The results 
of a regression analysis show that ethnicity is not correlated with response intonation and that 
girls use rising intonation only marginally more often than boys (ß=.15, t(145)=1.75, p=.083). 
In fact, the only significant predictor of intonation is response accuracy, with incorrect 
responses (identified based on the teachers’ subsequent evaluations) being spoken with rising 
intonation significantly more often than correct ones (ß=.31, t(145)=3.96, p<.001). Moreover, 
of the 33 students recorded giving multiple responses, 84.8% (n=28) show within-speaker 
variation. The fact that students vary their intonation from one response to another, using rising 
intonation when they suspect a response is incorrect, suggests that rising intonation is a face-
saving strategy (cf. Goffman 1982). Since a student’s response is both the second part of a 
‘teacher question-student response’ adjacency pair and the first part of a ‘student response-
teacher evaluation’ pair (Mehan 1979), rising intonation deemphasizes its being the answer to a 
question while emphasizing its being presented for teacher evaluation. Interestingly, teachers 
appear to be sensitive to students’ face needs, being marginally more likely to preface rejections 
of incorrect responses with token agreement when they are spoken with falling intonation 
(ß=.28, t(34)=1.72, p=.095).  
  


