
Spanish Prosody: An introduction to the analysis of intonation 

Covadonga Sánchez-Alvarado, Winona State University 

 

Suprasegmental features contribute in different ways to the phonological structure of a 

language. For example, the main correlates of stress (i.e. fundamental frequency or F0, duration, 

and intensity) play a different role across languages and even within the same language, 

depending on the accentual pattern of a word or its position within the utterance (Gussenhoven, 

2004). Furthermore, F0 is manipulated at the word-level in tone languages and at the utterance-

level in intonation languages such as Spanish and English. As a result, in Spanish, the same 

string of words can have different pragmatic meanings based on the intonation that is used –

some of these differences may be captured by punctuation marks (e.g. Viene Juan, ¿Viene Juan?, 

¡Viene Juan!, ¿¡Viene Juan!?). Different models have been proposed to describe the intonational 

structure of languages. This workshop will introduce the Autosegmental-Metrical (AM) 

framework (Ladd, 1996; Pierrehumbert, 1980) and the derived annotation systems (Tones and 

Breaks Indices or ToBI). These provide the means to account for the phonological representation 

of intonation through the identification of intonational categories (i.e. tones) of two kinds: a) 

pitch accents, the tonal movements realized on the stressed syllable of a prominent word (e.g. 

L+>H*, H* and L* in figure 1), which may be further divided into nuclear (i.e. final) or pre-

nuclear (i.e. non-final); and b) boundary tones, the tonal movements realized at the edge of an 

intonational phrase (e.g. H- or L% in figure 1). The intonational grammar of a language will then 

be comprised of an inventory of tonal categories and grammaticalized form-meaning 

associations involving a single category (e.g. L+H* in pre-nuclear position in a declarative 

statement conveys contrast) or a combination of them (e.g. the nuclear configuration L* H% is 

associated with information seeking yes/no questions). More examples are presented in table 1.  

 

This workshop provides an introduction to the analysis of intonation in Spanish within 

the AM framework. Participants will use Praat to examine and reflect on the acoustic features 

(e.g. F0 range, peak alignment, duration) of different intonational contours in Spanish. Then, we 

will proceed to discuss the internal structure of relevant intonational events (i.e. pitch accents and 

boundary tones) and their associated meanings, following the parameters of the AM framework 

(Pierrehumbert, 1980). Participants will be presented with the annotation system that has been 

developed for Spanish within this framework, the Sp_ToBI (Aguilar, De-la-Mota, & Prieto, 

2009; Beckman, Díaz-Campos, McGory, & Morgan, 2002; Estebas-Vilaplana & Prieto, 2009; 

Hualde & Prieto, 2015; Prieto & Roseano, 2010). After reviewing the labels that have been 

proposed for different Spanish varieties and examining examples of their implementation and 

their contribution to the overall meaning of an utterance, participants will practice with the 

transcription of intonational contours. The workshop will end with a discussion of the challenges 

in the analysis of intonation (e.g. interrater agreement, cross-linguistic comparisons), the 

possibilities for future research, and the formal instruction on intonation in the language 

classroom. 

  



 
Figure 1. The utterance La niña Morena come mandarinas  ‘The brown-haired girl is eating 

tangerines’ transcribed following Sp_ToBI conventions, from Aguilar, De-la-Mota and Prieto 

(2009). 

 

 
Table 1. Some possible intonational contours for the Bebe la limonada ‘S/he drinks the 

lemonade’ in Peninsular Spanish, from Hualde and Prieto (2015). 
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