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Abstract 

This study discusses rising intonation and pitch range in male and female English conversations in 

an informal setting in Brunei. The research looks at recordings of conversations by ethnically Malay 

first-year undergraduates completing a map task. Eight female-female and eight male-male 

conversations were recorded, and it was found that there a small difference in pitch range but there 

was no difference in the frequency of rising intonation between women and men. 

Introduction 
Every language has intonation, but at the same time intonation is different in every language. 

This paper compares the intonation of English in Brunei of male and female speakers using 

the model of intonation usually adopted for British English, with a distinct pitch movement 

called a tone, associated with each stretch of speech, called a tone unit (Wells, 2006). 

However, let us first consider different models of intonation.  

Models of Intonation 

There are several ways to represent intonation. For describing the intonation of English, the 

models that are generally adopted in Britain contrast with those that are used in America. The 

usual model for British English involves tone units with one or more tones anchored on key 

syllables (Wells, 2006). Brazil’s (1985) Discourse Intonation model is also based on tones for 

describing the intonation of Standard British English, but it views intonation according to its 

discourse function, with a referring tone (r) for old information and a proclaiming tone (p) for 

new information (Brazil, Coulthard, & Johns, 1980). Though the intonation system of 

American English is similar to that of British English, the model adopted for American 

English often involves complete contours instead of tones (Bolinger, 1998). An alternative 

analysis that has been used both in Britain and in America is the ToBI  (Tones and Breaks 

Indices) system, which analyses intonation by breaking pitch contours into sequence of High 

and Low tones, some of which are associated with accented syllable, while others are edge 

tones (Ladd, 1996). The model is based on Pierrehumbert’s work on the intonation of English, 

and the analysis proposes a tone tier, an orthographic tier showing a sequence of High and 

Low tones, and a break index tier which differentiates between boundaries associated with 

words, phrases, and complete utterances (Pierrehumbert, 1987).  

Any of these models of intonation could be applied to the current research. However, the 

model used to discuss intonation in this paper is the Standard British English model of 

intonation, although the transcription conventions adopted are the ones proposed by the 

VOICE Project (2007). The reason for this is that it is often difficult to identify a tonic 

syllable, so it is simpler to apply the transcription conventions proposed by VOICE with a 

final ‘?’ to show rising tones. This model is chosen to discuss intonation in this paper because 

Brunei English is based on Standard British English, and the model described by Wells 

(2006) is the usual model adopted for British English. While the Discourse Intonation model 

of Brazil (1985) could be adopted, it proposes a fall-rise tone is rare in Brunei English. 
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Gender Differences 

Male and female speech differs in several aspects, particularly regarding intonation (Crystal, 

1975). More varied intonation patterns are sometimes associated with female speech (Wu & 

Childers, 1991), and it has been claimed that women have a higher pitch range and tend to use 

more rising tones than men (Lakoff, 1975). It has further been claimed that women tend to use 

tag questions and back-channeling more than men, as they are likely to have a more 

supportive role in a conversation (Lakoff, 1975). However, it has been suggested by others 

that some claims about gender and speech may have been influenced by stereotypical ideas 

(Cameron, 2007).  

The fundamental frequency of the speech of males generally lies within the range of 60 

Hz to 240 Hz, while that of female speakers, ranges between 180 Hz and 400 Hz (Cruttenden, 

1997), so it seems that the pitch range of women (220 Hz) is greater than that of men (180 

Hz). However, Henton (1986) reanalysed several studies by converting the data from Hertz 

values to a logarithmic semitone scale and came to the conclusion that men actually have a 

slightly larger pitch range, though the difference was not significant. Biemans (1998) also 

found that the differences in pitch range between the two genders are not significant.  

Studies have shown that variation in pitch is used to mark social attitudes such as 

deference, powerlessness or superiority (Brown & Levinson, 1978). According to Paboudjian 

(2011, p. 1917), this implies cross-cultural tendencies, and these have been confirmed in 

several studies relating pitch range with social class and gender. The differences in pitch 

between male and female speakers appear not only to be determined anatomically but also 

culturally, and in some societies the differences may even be exaggerated (Talbot, 2010). 

Speakers tend to adjust their speech to reflect the gender stereotypes which are culturally 

determined (Sachs, 1975).   

Uptalk, or High Rising Terminals (HRT) is a new use of rising tone that is believed to 

have started around the 1980s and is often associated with women’s speech. It involves the 

use of a rising tone in circumstances where a falling tone would generally be used by the 

older generation of native English speakers (Wells, 2006). A study on generational 

differences in rising intonation patterns of New Zealand English showed a general increase of 

rising intonation in statements and a shift from late rises among middle-aged speakers to 

earlier rise onsets among younger speakers (Warren, 2005). This pattern is also observed in 

varieties of English in the United States and the United Kingdom (Ching, 1982; Shobbrook & 

House, 2003). Research on the use of HRT in countries like America, Australia, and New 

Zealand has confirmed that women are more likely to produce HRTs than men (Ching, 1982; 

Guy & Vonwiller, 1986; Allan, 1990) 

However, these claims on speech differences between the genders are based on research 

in native English speaking communities. This paper investigates whether rising tone is more 

common among female Bruneian speakers, and also whether they have a higher pitch range 

than male Bruneian speakers.  

Intonation in Malaysian English 

Previous studies have shown that non-native English speakers often do not use native-speaker 

intonation patterns and their use of pitch may be influenced by their first language (Goh, 

2005; Gut, 2009; Wennerstrom, 1994). A study by Gut and Pillai (2014) on Malaysian 

English, found that Malay speakers have a preference for using rising tones in English 

questions not just for yes-no questions but also for wh-questions, whereas wh-questions tend 

to have falling tones in British or American English (Wells, 2006). 
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Mat Nayan and Setter (2016) claim that the cooperative rise is a distinct rising tone found 

among Malay speakers of English. It is a rising tone used by speakers to emphasise important 

information and to show cooperation and support during a conversation. It is distinct from a 

simple rise and also a fall-rise tone because it starts with a gradual rise on a low pitch and it is 

longer and slower in duration than a simple rise.  

Brunei English 

There are seven indigenous ethnic groups in Brunei and each has its own language, but the 

most commonly used language is Brunei Malay (Martin & Poedjosoedarmo, 1996). In this 

study, the participants are ethnically Bruneian Malay students majoring in English medium 

programmes. Since 1984, the education system in Brunei has been bilingual, so students have 

been taught in both Standard Malay and English (Jones, 1995). Standard Malay is the official 

language of Brunei and it is used in official correspondence and as a medium of instruction in 

schools, but English is also widely used (Jones, 2012). Before the introduction of the SPN21 

education system in 2009, students were only introduced to English medium education when 

they reached Primary 4, and up to that time they received Malay medium education (Jones, 

2012). The SPN21 education system now introduces English medium education much earlier 

than before, as English is the medium for some subjects at Primary 1 (Jones, 2012). However, 

the students in the current study were in school before the implementation of SPN21 in 2009, 

so they were not affected by the new system. We assume they are competent in both English 

and Malay. 

Universiti Brunei Darussalam is a bilingual university that offers both Malay medium and 

English medium programmes (Deterding & Ishamina, 2017). Since 2009, a minimum of 

grade C in English ‘O’ Level or grade 6.0 in IELTS is a requirement for entry to the 

university, and local undergraduates are also required to pass one compulsory Malay medium 

module, MIB, so they have to be bilingual (Deterding & Salbrina, 2013).  

Not much work has been done on the intonation of Brunei English. However, it has been 

noted that a rising tone often occurs at the end of an utterance, and it may not only indicate a 

question, but it may also show uncertainty or interest in discussing a topic further (Deterding 

& Salbrina, 2013). One other pattern that has been reported is that a falling tone on the word 

‘yeah’ in Brunei English usually indicates the speaker’s end of a turn in a conversation 

(Deterding & Salbrina, 2013). 

Data  

The current research investigates same-sex conversations among first year undergraduates 

studying English Language and Linguistics at Universiti Brunei Darussalam using recordings 

of participants completing a map task. According to Anderson et al. (1991, p.353), the map 

task is a method of obtaining data which is designed to provide researchers with a common 

set of materials that allows the study of several different aspects in linguistics.  

One speaker from each pair acts as the Leader (L) and the other acts as the Follower (F). 

Only the Leader has a path on their map. The task is for the Leader to guide the Follower 

from the Start to the Finish along the path. To prevent the speakers from seeing each other’s 

map, they are seated opposite each other. The map task is designed to coax the speakers to ask 

questions, as the two speakers have to ask each other about various things in order for the 

Follower to follow the route. 

The map task for this paper is taken from Faahirah (2016), and the data used in this 

research is the same data in the map task used by Khairunnisa (2016). There are 32 
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participants, and 16 recordings in total: 8 male-male and 8 female-female. The participants are 

all bilingual ethnically Malay Bruneians. English is their second language and Brunei Malay 

is their first language. They are between 19 to 25 years old and have received education under 

the bilingual education system, so they are comfortable using English. The data will be 

labelled by the gender (F or M) followed by the order of recorded conversation, so MG1 is the 

first male conversation recorded. For the individual speakers, they are labelled by their gender 

(F or M) followed by L or F (Leader or Follower) and then a digit (1-8). For example, FL1 is 

the Leader for the first female recording. 

Methodology  

The pitch range is estimated by measuring the lowest and highest pitch for the five longest 

utterances from each speaker. The pitch was measured using Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 

2014) with the frequency range set between 100 Hz and 400 Hz for female speakers and 60 

Hz and 265 Hz for male speakers, though in a few cases these ranges had to be adjusted. The 

low and high pitch of each utterance were located by examining the pitch tracks and by 

listening to the data. 

It is normal to express pitch movements in the analysis of intonation by means of a 

logarithmic scale such as the semitone scale, to ensure that pitch range is equivalent at 

different frequencies (Henton, 1995; Nolan, 2003). For example, a jump from 75 Hz to 150 

Hz is an octave jump, which is 12 semitones. Similarly, a jump from 100 Hz to 200 Hz is also 

an octave jump, so it is also 12 semitones. If there were no conversion, the jump from 100 Hz 

to 200 Hz would be regarded as larger when in fact it is perceived to be the same. All pitch 

values in the current study were therefore converted to semitones, as was done by Henton 

(1986). 

Pause particles like ‘er’ and ‘erm’, as well as laughter and overlaps, were not included in 

the measurements. Any uncertain pitch movements like sudden jumps or falls were 

discounted, as pitch tracking errors are common in Praat.  

All instances of rising tones were identified by listening to the recordings. The inter-rater 

reliability was calculated by comparing the results of the researcher, who is a native Malay 

speaker from Brunei, with those of two different listeners: a native English speaker from the 

UK and another native Malay speaker from Brunei. Each listener identified all instances of 

rising tones and the results were then compared. The agreement with the native English 

speaker was 84.7% and with the native Malay speaker was 75.6%. The researcher heard more 

tokens of rising tones compared to the native English speaker and fewer than the native Malay 

speaker. The major difference was in the male recordings. There are many instances of level 

tones among the men, and the second native Malay listener marked some of these instances as 

rising tones. The results reported in this paper are based on the judgement of the researcher.  

Results: Pitch Range 

The average pitch range of the female speakers is 7.69 semitones and for the male speakers it 

is 6.38 semitones. Table 1 shows the pitch range of the female speakers and Table 2 shows 

the pitch range of the male speakers. 

The findings suggests that the women have a slightly larger pitch range than men, 7.69 

semitones versus 6.38 semitones. The difference is marginally significant, and this provides 

some support to confirm the prediction that women have larger pitch range than men (t = 

2.11, df = 30; independent samples, 1-tailed, p = 0.04, ns).   



Pitch and Rising Tone in Brunei English    47 

 

Speaker 
Average 

Low (Hz) 

Average 

High (Hz) 

Average 

Range (Hz) 

Average Range 

(Semitones) 

FL1 169 315 145 10.7 

FF1 174 314 145 10.8 

FL2 168 271 103 8.11 

FF2 187 299 112 8.01 

FL3 190 270 80 6.09 

FF3 200 261 60 4.57 

FL4 177 263 85 6.77 

FF4 201 254 53 3.88 

FL5 205 459 254 13.47 

FF5 213 339 126 7.88 

FL6 205 304 98 6.68 

FF6 186 278 92 6.87 

FL7 195 304 109 7.69 

FF7 216 343 127 8.03 

FL8 160 229 70 6.28 

FF8 187 287 100 7.29 

Average 190 299  7.69 

Table 1. Pitch of Female speakers. 

Speaker 
Average 

Low (Hz) 

Average 

High (Hz) 

Average 

Range (Hz) 

Average Range 

(Semitones) 

ML1 102 150 47 6.53 

MF1 89 139 49 7.36 

ML2 130 209 78 8.12 

MF2 114 175 61 7.22 

ML3 87 148 61 9.09 

MF3 103 162 59 7.64 

ML4 98 135 37 5.46 

MF4 120 156 36 4.51 

ML5 111 159 47 6.11 

MF5 135 193 58 6.17 

ML6 113 137 23 3.20 

MF6 84 102 17 3.25 

ML7 97 139 42 6.17 

MF7 121 188 67 7.47 

ML8 125 207 82 8.87 

MF8 99 134 35 5.05 

Average 108 158  6.38 

Table 2. Pitch of Male speakers. 
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However, there is substantial variation within each gender. For example, FF4 has a pitch 

range of 3.88 semitones, while FL5 has a pitch range of 13.47 semitones; and ML6 has a pitch 

range of 3.20 semitones, while ML3 has a pitch range of 9.09 semitones.  

In conclusion, there is some evidence that there are differences in the pitch range for men 

and women, but the difference is not large and within-gender variation is substantial. 

Accommodation 

According to Speech Accommodation theory, speakers tend to change their manner of 

speaking in face-to-face interaction in order to adapt to their interlocutors (Gallois, Ogay, & 

Giles, 2005). There are two main processes: convergence and divergence. Convergence refers 

to strategies through which speakers adapt to each other's communicative behaviors, and 

divergence is the opposite. Speakers sometimes adjust their pitch depending on who they are 

conversing with. For example, convergence in pitch by adults in conversations with young 

children by using higher pitch to match the pitch of children (McRoberts & Best, 1997).  

Table 3 and 4 show the pitch accommodation of the speakers. In calculating the average 

differences, the absolute values are used. For the low pitch, the average low for each speaker 

is compared with the overall average low for all speakers (Column 2) and the average low for 

each speaker is compared with the average low of their partner (Column 3). If there is positive 

accommodation, the values in Column 3 should be less than those in Column 2. Similarly for 

Columns 4 and 5, which show average high: if there is accommodation, the values in Column 

5 should be smaller than those in Column 4.  

Speaker 

Difference 

from overall  

average low 

(Hz) 

Difference 

from 

partner’s 

average low 

(Hz) 

Difference 

from 

average high 

(Hz) 

Difference 

from 

partner’s 

average high 

(Hz) 

FL1 -21 
-5 

+16 
+1 

FF1 -16 +15 

FL2 -22 
-19 

-82 
-82 

FF2 -3 0 

FL3 0 
+10 

-29 
+9 

FF3 +10 -38 

FL4 -12 
-23 

-36 
+9 

FF4 +11 -45 

FL5 +15 
-8 

+160 
+120 

FF5 +23 +40 

FL6 +15 
+19 

+5 
+26 

FF6 -4 -21 

FL7 +5 
-21 

+5 
-39 

FF7 +26 +44 

FL8 -30 
-27 

-70 
-58 

FF8 -3 -12 

Average 13.5 16.5 38.6 43.0 

Table 3. Pitch accommodation of Female speakers. 
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Speaker 

Difference 

from overall  

average low 

(Hz) 

Difference 

from 

partner’s 

average low 

(Hz) 

Difference 

from 

average high 

(Hz) 

Difference 

from 

partner’s 

average high 

(Hz) 

ML1 -6 
+13 

-8 
+11 

MF1 -19 +19 

ML2 +22 
+16 

+51 
+34 

MF2 +6 +17 

ML3 -21 
-16 

-10 
-14 

MF3 -5 +4 

ML4 -10 
-22 

-23 
-25 

MF4 +12 +2 

ML5 +3 
-24 

+1 
-34 

MF5 +27 +35 

ML6 +5 
+29 

-21 
+35 

MF6 -24 -56 

ML7 -11 
-24 

-19 
-49 

MF7 +13 +30 

ML8 +17 
+26 

+49 
+73 

MF8 -9 -24 

Average  13.1 21.3 23.1 34.4 

Table 4. Pitch accommodation of Male speakers. 

The results show that there is no positive accommodation among the female speakers, 

and the males actually seem to exhibit negative accommodation. For the females, the average 

of Column 3 is slightly greater than that of Column 2, while that of Column 5 is slightly 

greater than that of Column 4; but there is no significant difference. For the males, the 

average of Column 3 is significantly greater than that of Column 2 (t = 0.98, df = 30, 

independent samples, 2-tailed, p = 0.33) and that of Column 5 is greater than that of Column 

4, though the latter difference is not significant. 

Results: Rising Tone 

Table 5 and Table 6 shows the total number of rising tones per second for each recording. 

There are slightly more rising tones found in the female recordings (0.27 per second) than the 

male recordings (0.26 per second), but the difference is not significant (t=0.41, df=14, 

independent samples, 2-tailed, p=0.86, ns). Once again, we can see substantial variation in 

each set of recordings. For example, FG7 has 0.46 rising tones per second, while FG1 has just 

0.17; and MG8 has 0.49 rising tones per second, while MG1 has just 0.13 
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Recording 
Final Rising 

Tones 

Medial 

Rising 

Tones 

Total Rising 

Tones 

Duration 

(Seconds) 

Rising Tones 

per second 

FG1 14 11 25 146 0.17 

FG2 20 8 28 165 0.17 

FG3 21 7 28 168 0.17 

FG4 22 23 45 170 0.26 

FG5 12 25 37 197 0.19 

FG6 34 22 56 139 0.40 

FG7 31 42 73 159 0.46 

FG8 41 27 68 203 0.33 

Total 195 165 360 
 

 0.27 

Table 5. Total rising tones for female speakers. 

Recording 
Final Rising 

Tones 

Medial 

Rising 

Tones 

Total Rising 

Tones 

Duration 

(Seconds) 

Rising Tones 

per second 

MG1 12 6 18 143 0.13 

MG2 14 17 31 122 0.25 

MG3 24 27 51 160 0.32 

MG4 10 15 25 150 0.17 

MG5 29 14 43 220 0.20 

MG6 34 22 56 241 0.23 

MG7 37 33 70 241 0.29 

MG8 80 62 142 290 0.49 

Total 240 196 436 
 

0.26  

Table 6. Total rising tones for male speakers. 

Classification of Rising Tones 

The rising tones from the data are classified into six categories: Backchannels, wh-questions, 

yes-no questions, surprise, continuation, and uptalk. The classification of rising tones is based 

on the perception of the researcher. This task was not easy; but an attempt was made by the 

researcher to do this classification. Tables 7 and 8 shows the rising tones and their 

classification. 
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Recording 
Back-

channels 

Wh-

Questions 

Yes-no 

Questions 
Surprise Continuation Uptalk Total 

FG1 2 1 8 0 9 5 25 

FG2 3 0 4 2 9 10 28 

FG3 4 1 6 1 5 11 28 

FG4 8 0 11 1 14 11 45 

FG5 3 2 8 1 19 4 37 

FG6 11 1 3 1 20 19 56 

FG7 9 1 18 3 31 12 73 

FG8 4 1 9 1 22 31 68 

Total 44 7 67 10 129 103 360 

Average 5.50 0.88 8.38 1.25 16.13 12.88 45.00 

 Table 7. Female rising tones and their classification.  

Recording 
Back-

channels 

Wh-

Questions 

Yes-no 

Questions 
Surprise Continuation Uptalk Total 

MG1 6 0 8 0 2 2 18 

MG2 3 0 5 0 12 11 31 

MG3 5 0 1 0 30 15 51 

MG4 2 0 4 0 13 6 25 

MG5 4 2 12 1 11 13 43 

MG6 7 2 2 0 22 23 56 

MG7 11 2 6 0 29 22 70 

MG8 32 1 13 0 54 42 142 

Total 70 7 51 1 173 134 436 

Average 8.75 0.88 6.38 0.13 21.63 16.75 54.50 

Table 8. Male rising tones and their classification. 

There are an average of 8.75 backchannels on a rising tone in the male conversations and 

only 5.50 in the female conversations. However, this difference is not significant (t=0.888, 

df=14, p=0.389) because of the huge variation in the data, particularly with MG8 having 32 

backchannels on a rising tone while MG4 only has 2.  

Both the male and female recordings have 7 instances of wh-questions on a rising tone 

and an average of 0.88. Females have an average of 8.38 instances of yes-no questions on a 

rising tone and males have 6.38, but the difference is not significant (t=0.882, df=14, 

p=0.393).  

There are significantly more instances of surprise on a rising tone in the female 

conversations (t=3.334, df=14, p=0.0049). There are an average of 1.25 instances of surprise 

in the female conversations and 0.13 in the male conversations.  

There are more instances of continuation shown by rising pitch and uptalk from the male 

conversations. There are an average of 21.63 continuations in the male conversations and only 

16.13 continuations in the female conversations. However, the difference is not significant 

(t=0.850, df=14, p=0.410) as there is variation in the data. For example, FG3 has only 5 

instances of continuation with rising pitch while FG7 has 31; and MG8 has 54 instances of 

continuation while MG1 has only 2. 

There are 16.75 instances of uptalk in the male conversations and 12.88 uptalk in the 

female conversations. However, it seems that there is no evidence that women use more 

uptalk than men in Brunei (t=0.723, df=14, p=0.482). Again there is a huge variation in the 

data. FG1 has 5 instances of uptalk while FG8 has 31; and MG1 has 2 while MG8 has 42.  
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Backchannels 

Tables 9 and 10 shows the total number of instances of the backchannel tokens ‘yeah’, ‘okay’, 

and ‘mhm’, and also those with a rising tone used by the speakers. 

Recording 

Instances of 'yeah' Instances of 'okay' Instances of 'mhm' 

Total 
With 

rising tone 
Total 

With 

rising tone 
Total 

With 

rising tone 

FG1 0 0 9 2 0 0 

FG2 5 0 17 2 1 1 

FG3 2 0 36 1 4 3 

FG4 7 0 20 7 1 1 

FG5 5 1 18 2 0 0 

FG6 14 3 6 3 5 5 

FG7 12 0 14 9 0 0 

FG8 9 1 14 1 2 2 

Total 54 5 (9%) 134 27 (20%) 13 12 (92%) 

Table 9. Backchannel tokens ‘yeah’, ‘okay’, and ‘mhm’ of female speakers. 

Recording 

Instances of 'yeah' Instances of 'okay' Instances of 'mhm' 

Total 
With 

rising tone 
Total 

With 

rising tone 
Total 

With 

rising tone 

MG1 14 1 13 5 0 0 

MG2 3 0 10 3 1 0 

MG3 5 0 19 5 1 0 

MG4 2 0 19 2 0 0 

MG5 21 0 33 4 0 0 

MG6 12 0 19 7 0 0 

MG7 33 4 8 3 5 4 

MG8 32 8 38 10 17 14 

Total 122 13 (11%) 159 39 (25%) 24 18 (75%) 

Table 10. Backchannel tokens ‘yeah’, ‘okay’, and ‘mhm’ of male speakers. 

The most common backchannel used by the speakers is ‘okay’ with a total of 134 tokens 

from the female recordings and 159 tokens from the male recordings, but only 20% of the 

female tokens and 25% of the male tokens have a rising tone. The least common backchannel 

is ‘mhm’ with only 13 tokens from the female recordings and 24 tokens from the male 

recordings, but it has the highest frequency with a rising tone, especially by women. The 

women tend to use ‘mhm’ (92%) with a rising tone more than men, and use ‘yeah’ (9%) with 

a rising tone the least. Similarly, the men tend to use ‘mhm’ with a rising tone the most (75%) 

and the least is ‘yeah’ (11%).  
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Tones in Questions 

Table 11 and 12 shows the wh-questions and yes-no questions identified from the recordings. 

Recording 
Yes-no questions Wh-questions 

No rise Rise No rise Rise 

FG1 0 8 4 1 

FG2 1 4 5 0 

FG3 0 6 7 1 

FG4 3 11 0 0 

FG5 0 8 10 2 

FG6 1 3 1 1 

FG7 1 18 3 1 

FG8 0 9 4 1 

Total 6 67 (92%) 34 7 (17%) 

Table 11. Total number of questions from the female recordings.  

Recording 
Yes-no questions  Wh-questions  

No rise Rise No rise Rise 

MG1 3 8 0 0 

MG2 0 5 3 0 

MG3 1 1 0 0 

MG4 2 4 3 0 

MG5 4 12 7 2 

MG6 0 2 5 2 

MG7 0 6 0 2 

MG8 1 13 0 1 

Total 11 51 (82%) 18 7 (28%) 

Table 12. Total number of questions from the male recordings.  

In the analysis of discourse, ‘interrogative’ and ‘declarative’ are syntactic terms, while 

‘statement’ and ‘question’ are discourse terms. Interrogatives involve word order, particularly 

subject-auxiliary inversion, with the exception of wh-interrogatives in which ‘who’ is the 

subject. On the other hand, questions in discourse look at the function of the utterance, 

whether it is asking for information. 

Both females and males tend to use rising tones with yes-no questions and falling tones 

with wh-questions, as expected (Wells, 2006). However, the deviation from this pattern is a 

little greater for males than females, though the difference is not significant for yes-no 

questions (χ2 = 2.07, df = 1, p = 0.097) as for wh-questions (χ2 = 0.972, df = 1, p = 0.32). 

Yes-no questions are utterances for which the expected answer is either ‘yes’ or ‘no’. 

Table 13 and 14 show the instances of yes-no questions categorised into interrogative and 

declarative. 
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Recording 
Interrogative Declarative 

No Rise Rise No Rise Rise 

FG1 0 6 0 2 

FG2 1 1 0 3 

FG3 0 3 0 3 

FG4 0 2 3 9 

FG5 0 8 0 0 

FG6 1 2 0 1 

FG7 1 18 0 0 

FG8 0 5 0 4 

Total 3 45 3 22 

Table 13. Yes-no questions from female recordings. 

Recording 
Interrogative Declarative 

No Rise Rise No Rise Rise 

MG1 3 4 0 4 

MG2 0 2 0 3 

MG3 0 0 1 1 

MG4 1 2 1 2 

MG5 4 2 0 10 

MG6 0 2 0 0 

MG7 0 5 0 1 

MG8 0 9 1 4 

Total 8 26 3 25 

Table 14. Yes-no questions from male recordings. 

Here, we can see that most of the male tokens that deviate from the expected pattern are 

interrogative yes-no questions with no rise. In contrast to yes-no questions, wh-questions are 

questions that are used to obtain information and the answer cannot be ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Wh-

questions typically begin with ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘when’, ‘where’, ‘why’ or ‘how’.  

In fact, there are no instances of wh-questions in declarative form (i.e. with no subject-

auxiliary inversion). So the results shown for wh-questions in interrogative form have already 

been shown in Tables 11 and 12. 

Choice questions or alternative questions are questions that have the features of yes-no 

questions but have the word ‘or’ and functions like wh-questions without having wh-words 

(Karttunen, 1977; Nicolae, 2014). Wells (2006, p.76), treats choice questions as lists and 

states that a closed list ends with a falling tone and an open list tentatively ends with a rise, 

but speakers sometimes ignore this rule.  

There are seven instances of choice questions found: five instances from the female 

conversations and two instances from the male conversation. From the data, instances of 

choice questions are only found in four conversations (FG6, FG7, FG8, and MG2) and all 

instances have the rising tone in the first part and a falling tone in the second part.  

For this paper, the first part of choice questions are treated as yes-no questions as these 

could be answered with ‘yes’ or ‘no’. The second part of choice questions are classified under 

wh-questions and are considered as a type of wh-questions. This is because even though ‘or’ 

is not a wh-word, these questions cannot be answered with ‘yes’ or ‘no’. So the results for 

choice questions are already shown in Tables 11, 12, 13 and 14. 
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Discussion 

As shown in Tables 5 and 6 above, rising tones can occur at the end of an utterance or in the 

middle. Example (1) illustrates rising tones found at the end of an utterance. (The number 

after MG4 indicates the time in seconds from the start of the recording, and the rising tone is 

shown by means of ‘?’. The rise occurs on the phrase in bold. The full transcription 

conventions can be found in the Appendix.) 

(1) MG4: 91 

 F: around it okay i saw a Football Field in front of me  

 L: a Football Field?  

 F: yeah Football Field  

 L: do you see a Hill? 

The rising tones used by the Leader in extract (1) both occur at the end of the utterance. 

In the first, L is asking for clarification or maybe expressing surprise because L does not have 

a football field in his map. In the second, he is asking a yes-no question which is syntactically 

marked as an interrogative by means of subject-auxiliary inversion.   

Example (2) illustrates an instance where rising tones occur in the middle of an utterance. 

The two medial rising tones are indicated in bold: 

(2) MG4: 80 

 L: to the Monument and go in front of the Monument  

 F: in front of the Monument all right (1) and then okay? where should i go 

next  

 L: after you go around the Monument? you around around it? (.) 

 F: around it okay i saw a Football Field in front of me 

The first rising tone in example (2) seems to indicate uncertainty. The Follower is 

indicating to the Leader that has completed the instructions so far and is signaling the Leader 

to continue. In the second, the Leader is confirming with the Follower that they understand 

each other, indicated by the utterance-medial rising tone, and this second rising tone just 

indicates that the clause is non-final. 

In this paper, backchannels consist of three types: ‘yeah’, ‘okay’, and ‘mhm’. Examples 

(3), (4) and (5) illustrate clear instances of these three different backchannels occurring with a 

rising tone. In all three cases, the backchannel seems to be asking for clarification, so we can 

classify them as functioning as yes-no questions. 

(3) MG7: 73 

 F: go past this <1> Mango </1>  
 L: <1> yeah? </1>  

 F: Tree? 

 F: and then? (1) and: if i see a Waterfall i should just (.) pass through it?  

(4) FG7: 24  

 L: er you can just? (.) yeah you can? (.) pass? (.) we can walk by the 

Longhouse?  

 F: <2> okay? </2> 

 L: <2> and then you </2> can hhh er:m (.) cross the Waterfall i’ve to guess: 

hh= 

 F: =and then should I go to the Forest? (.) 
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(5) FG6: 99 

 L: you (.) you have to turn: to the right? 

 F: mhm? 

 L: so you just have to: (.) follow the path again? 

 F: mhm? 

The classification of rising tones is based on perception, and there is some uncertainty 

involved. Example (6) illustrates an instance of rising tone where there may be a 

disagreement about its classification.  

(6) FG4: 66 

 L: left turn (.) to the Fenced another Fenced Meadow (1) 

 F: there’s a Fenced Meadow? wait (.) there’s 

 L: oh <L1bm> kau nadakah {you don’t have it} <L1bm>  

 F: no <L1bm> nada {no} <L1bm>  

In Example (6), the rising tone is classified as a surprise rather than a yes-no question. 

Based on the context, the speakers are unaware that their maps are slightly different from one 

another and the Follower is surprised by the Leader’s instructions because there is no Fenced 

Meadow in her map, so the Follower’s statement functions to express her surprise. 

Alternatively, if it is interpreted as her asking the Leader if there is a Fenced Meadow, then it 

is possible to classify it as a yes-no declarative question. 

There are more instances of surprise expressed by means of a rising tone in the female 

conversations than in the male conversations. There are ten such instances of surprise in the 

female conversations and only one instance in the male conversations. It could be that women 

are simply more expressive and tend to use rising tones to indicate surprise more than men. 

Further analysis and more data is required to confirm this hypothesis. 

As mentioned previously, in Brunei English the use of the word ‘yeah’ with a falling tone 

often indicates the end of a turn (Deterding & Salbrina, 2013). However, from the recordings 

in the current study, it seems that the speakers also sometimes use a rising tone with ‘yeah’ to 

signal the end of a turn (4 tokens). Examples (7), (8), and (9) illustrate the use of ‘yeah’ with 

rising tone to signal the end of a turn. In these cases the speaker is probably encouraging their 

interlocutor to continue.  

(7) FG8: 188 

 F: oh okay 

 L: find the Monument? 

 F: and (.) yeah? 

 L: wa- er no go straight (.) some more (.) down the Monument (.) below the 

Monument 

(8) MG7: 43   

 L: just get past that Waterfall (.) then there’s a Fenced Meadow? (1) yeah?  

 F: there’s a Fenced: 

(9) MG8: 101   

 F: okay (.) 

 L: okay (.) so: okay we’re gonna go from the Mango Tree (.) yeah?   

 F: mhm?= 

 L: =we’re gonna revise again hhh so we’re gonna go to my house: in the 

Farmed Land: because i’m going to kill you (.) 
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In Example (7), it seems that the speaker was intending to say more but then decided not 

to. According to Deterding and Salbrina (2013, p.74), the use of ‘yeah’ with a falling pitch 

may sometimes indicated a speaker’s change of mind, where they are originally intending to 

continue but then saying ‘yeah’ with a fall to show that the turn is over. However, in (7) the 

speaker seems to be using a rising tone to encourage L to continue. Examples (8) and (9) 

similarly show the speakers using ‘yeah’ with a rising tone to signal that they are done 

speaking.  

Example (10) also shows the use of ‘yeah’ with a rising tone but with a slightly different 

pattern from those in Examples (7), (8), and (9). In this instance the speaker continues 

speaking after the ‘yeah’. He did not receive a response from the Follower after a long pause 

of about one second and so adds a question to ask for reassurance from the Follower. 

(10) MG7: 183 

 F: oh: (1) and you’re sure this is a short cut (1) and not <1> just: hh the 

wrong way? </1> 

 L: <1> yeah: if you wanna be </1> (.) go to a dangerous place? (.) yeah? (1) 

so (.) you getting what i’m (.) showing you? 

 F: yes okay (.) so (.) from the Mango Tree: 

The results suggest that ‘yeah’ used with a rising tone is used as a backchannel, with the 

exception of the four instances discussed in the examples above in which it is used to indicate 

the end of a turn. In contrast, the use of ‘yeah’ with a falling tone is used to indicate 

agreement, as a substitution for ‘yes’.  

Speakers also sometimes use ‘okay’ with a rising tone to signal the end of a turn (7 

tokens). Examples (11) and (12) illustrate the use of the word ‘okay’ to signal the end of a 

turn by the speakers, presumably indicating they want their interlocutor to continue. 

(11) MG6: 77 

 L: the: your left (.) 

 F: my left 

 L:  yeah=  

 F: =okay? (.) and <1> then? </1> 

 L: <1> and </1> then (.) near the Fenced Meadow there’s a New Bridge (.) 

 F: okay? 

 L: you just: cross the bridge 

In the first token of ‘okay’ in Example (11), the speaker indicates the end of his turn with 

‘okay’ but then adds ‘and then’ after a pause because the Leader did not say anything 

immediately. This misunderstanding is indicated by the overlap in speech. In the second token 

of ‘okay’ in Example (11), it seems that the Leader understands that the rising tone on the 

word ‘okay’ is meant to signal the end of the turn. 

(12) MG6: 85 

 L: you just: cross the bridge (.) and then (.) to the West Lake? (1) 

 F: all right (1) 
 L: and then you just go to the Monument (1) 

 F: Monument? (.) <1> okay? </1> 

 L: <1> to the left </1> (.) yeah (.) and: up towards the Hills? 
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Later in the recording, in Example (12), the Follower again uses ‘okay’ with a rising tone 

to signal the end of his turn, and in this case the Leader continues immediately, overlapping 

with the ‘okay’ of the Follower. 

Example (13) illustrates some instances of rising tone that are used to indicate 

continuation. 

(13) FG6: 10 

 L: oh okay sure i’ll help you (.) okay so er:m as you can see we’re now? (.) 

near the Mango Tree? 

 F: yeah?= 

 L: =so you just (.) go straight? and then you turn left? (.) and then you just 

follow the path? 

In Example (13), the Leader is using rising tones in the middle of her utterance to indicate 

that she has more to say and so this use of rising tone is classified as continuation. The use of 

continuation is the most frequent occurrence of rising tone in the data: 129 instances in the 

female conversations and 173 instances from the male conversations. This is probably due to 

the context of the map task where one speaker is given the task to give instructions step by 

step and the other to follow them. 

From the total number of rising tones classified as continuation, 10% (31 tokens) are on 

the phrase ‘and then’. Example (14) illustrates an instance of ‘and then’ used with a rising 

tone both by the Follower and also by the Leader. 

(14) FG6: 65 

 L: oh yeah you’ll (.) you’ll see the: next Fenced Meadow? after you pass the 

Abandoned Cottage= 

 F: =oh:: right yeah and then? 

 L: and then? (.) once you reach (.) the second Fenced Meadow? 

It seems that the Follower uses ‘and then’ with a rising tone to signal the end of her turn 

and is encouraging the Leader to continue speaking. The Leader uses ‘and then’ with a rising 

tone to signal continuation. For every instance of ‘and then’ with a rising tone from the 

recordings (32 tokens), a phrasal rising intonation is found on the second syllable, which is 

similar to what was observed by Mat Nayan and Setter (2011) among Malay speakers of 

English in Malaysia. 

Only one speaker, the Leader from FG7, used the distinct rising tone termed as the 

cooperative rise. As discussed above, this tone is found among Malay speakers of English and 

is different from the ordinary rise because it is longer in duration and starts with a gradual rise 

on a low pitch (Mat Nayan & Setter, 2016). Figure 1 shows the pitch plot of a cooperative rise 

from FG7 on the word ‘really’. 



Pitch and Rising Tone in Brunei English    59 

 

 

          o:                  r               i:              l                  i 

Figure 1. Cooperative rise from FG7. 

In Figure 1, there is a gap in the pitch track but the visible cooperative rise starts off at a 

low pitch and gradually rises. The gradual curve of the cooperative rise in the diagram lasted 

approximately 220 milliseconds. There are a total of three instances of a cooperative rise in 

the FG7 recording and these were considered as rising tones. It is also interesting that all three 

instances occur during overlaps in speech. This is why it was difficult to obtain a clear pitch 

plot with only one participant speaking. Examples (15), (16), and (17) are the instances when 

FL7 uses a cooperative rise. 

(15) FG7: 20 

 L: i don’t think there’s a Longhouse? 

 F: there is a Longhouse?=  

 L: =oh <1> really? </1>  

 F: <1> before </1> the Waterfall? 

(16) FG7: 92 

 F: er: i cannot see any Fenced here <1> @@@ </1> 

 L: <1> really? </1> okay er:m can you see the bridge? When you: (.) 

 F: a:h is it the new one? 

(17) FG7: 157 

 F: okay will try my best okay thank <1> you </1>  

 L: <1> all right? </1> 

FL7 uses the cooperative rise on the word ‘really’ in Examples (15) and (16) to indicate 

surprise. In Example (17), it is used on ‘all right’ as a closing statement. The speaker seems to 

use cooperative rise to indicate the end of an utterance in (15) and also (17). 

Example (18) illustrates instances that have been classified as uptalk.  

(18) MG6: 147 

 F: <@> hhh i’m currently at the: Abandoned Cottage? (.) still? (.) </@> 
 L: <9> hhh @@@</9> 

 F: <9> @@@ </9> <@> hhh because </@> just now i was just (.) er: (.) 

looking at the: map? (1) 
 L: erm (.) so (.) you wanna go to your left? (1)  
 F: <1> okay? </1>  

 L: <1> which is </1> the Fenced Meadow? 

 F: but i don’t see a Fenced Meadow to my left? (1) 

 L: er: (.) it’s: left to the <@> Abandoned Cottage </@> 
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Uptalk is the use of a rising tone on statements in situations where a falling tone might be 

expected by the older generation of native English speakers (Wells, 2006). Example (18) 

shows four instances where a rising tone is used when generally a falling tone might be 

expected. As these instances illustrate, uptalk also tends to occur at the end of an utterance. 

The default tone for yes-no questions is a rising tone (Wells, 2006). In the data, a rising 

tone on the first part of a choice question is treated as a yes-no question because it could be 

answered with ‘yes’ or ‘no’, and the second part is classified as a type of wh-question, as 

illustrated in Example (19). 

(19) FG8: 3 

 L: erm s-starting from the Start? (.) it’s i said @@@ hhh <1> e- </1> 

 F: <1> should </1> i go to the left? <2> or to the right </2> 

 L <2> erm you make a </2> turn to the left? (.) 

In (19), there are two questions linked by ‘or’. The first part of the choice question can be 

considered as a yes-no question because it can be answered with a ‘yes’ or ‘no’. the second 

part of the question is considered as a type of wh-question because of the word ‘or’ at the 

beginning as mention previously. This type of question can not only can be answered with a 

‘yes’ or ‘no’, but also with the choice of ‘left’ or ‘right’, or a combination of both like ‘No, go 

to the left’. 

Yes-no declarative questions are classified based on the context of the conversation. 

Declarative questions have the grammatical form of statements and can only be identified as 

questions based on their discourse role and on intonation which is usually a rise (Wells, 

2006). The instances of yes-no questions in declarative form are sometimes due to ellipsis. 

They are understood to be yes-no questions because the next speaker answers the question 

with yes or no. Example (20), (21) and (22) show instances of utterances that are classified as 

yes-no questions in declarative form with rising tone. 

(20) MG1: 61 

 L:  so:: (.) i guess you should (1) go (.) past the a Bridge (.) you see the 

Bridge? 

 F:  yeah it’s the New Bridge? 

(21) MG4: 8  

 L: er you should go around the Mango Tree?  

 F: around the Mango Tree then down the: Longhouse?  

 L: er no you go over the Waterfall?  

(22) FG1: 70  

 F: i don’t have a Fenced Meadow but i have a Bridge  

 L: the New Bridge? 

 F: yes the New Bridge  

 L: passing by the West Lake? (1) 

 F: erm (.) yes? (1) 

Example (20) is classified as a yes-no declarative question because the Leader is asking if 

the Follower sees the bridge and Follower answers with a ‘yeah’ which can be taken as ‘yes’. 

We might say that the Leader has omitted the word ‘do’ in his question. In Examples (21) and 

(22), the utterances have no verb but are classified as yes-no questions. In (21), the utterance 

is a prepositional phrase with a rising tone at the end. It is classified as a yes-no question 

because the Follower is asking for reassurance if he should go down to the Longhouse and the 

Leader answers “no” to his question. The Follower could have said ‘then do I go down the 
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Longhouse?’, but ‘do I’ is omitted. The same can be said for Example (22), where the first 

one is a noun phrase and the second one is a non-finite clause without a subject. Both 

utterances in (22) have a rising tone at the end and are meant as a yes-no question, as is 

confirmed by the answers by the Follower. 

Declarative questions can sometimes occur with a falling tone (Wells, 2006). There are a 

few instances where yes-no declarative questions occur without a rising tone. Example (23) 

shows an instance of this. 

(23) MG3: 3  

 F: <1> hello </1> 

 L: <1> you see </1> a Mango Tree (.) 

 F: <2> yes i start </2> 

 L: <2> a- and above </2> the Mango Tree? as a start (1) 

The Leader’s utterance is classified as a yes-no question because the Follower answers 

with a “yes”. It is in declarative form because there is no auxiliary verb ‘do’. However, the 

reason why it does not have a rising tone is unclear. There are only six instances of yes-no 

declarative questions with no rising tone. Yes-no questions with a falling tone usually indicate 

that the question is more insistent or serious (Wells, 2006). 

Yes-no questions in interrogative form generally have a rising tone (Wells, 2006). 

Example (24) is a clear instance of a yes-no question in interrogative form with a rising tone. 

(24) FG1: 122 

 F: i have an (.) a: East Lake (.) towards my right (2)  

 L: do you have a Hill? 

 F:  no i don’t (1) 

The question form has the auxiliary verb before the subject and it is answered with a 

“no”. From the recordings, there are 71 instances of yes-no interrogative questions with a rise 

and only 11 instances with no rise. 

There are no instances of wh-questions in declarative form from the recordings. From the 

results, most of the wh-questions in interrogative form have a falling tone, as would be 

expected in British English (Wells, 2006). Example (25) illustrates instances of wh-questions 

in interrogative form without rising tones. 

(25) FG5: 15 

 F: where are you now (.) 

 L: hi i’m at the Mango Tree (.) where are you (.) 

 F: er okay i’m goi:ng? er at the (.) to the Mango Tree? so where do i go next  

According to Wells (2006, p.42), wh-questions have a falling tone as default in British 

English and wh-questions with a rising tone is said to be more gentle and less businesslike. 

Example (26) is a clear instance where a wh-question in interrogative form has a rising tone. 

(26) MG5: 16 

 L: okay? er now where is the Mango Tree?  

 F: it’s (.) just e:r next to the Longhouse? (.) are you there? 

In the example above, the question begins with a wh-word and the copular verb occurs 

before the subject, so it is in the form of a wh-interrogative. It is also not answered with a yes 

or a no in contrast to yes-no questions. 
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Conclusion 

The results show that the average pitch range of female speakers is not significantly different 

from that of males.  

It would be interesting to investigate whether the results are the same in mixed sex 

conversations as speakers may modify their speech according to the person they are talking 

to. It is claimed that women have a tendency to modify their voice and use a higher pitch 

when talking to men and that similarly men use a lower pitch and a more varied pattern of 

intonation when talking to women (Pennebaker, 2011). Men appear to exhibit negative 

accommodation, as there is greater deviation in largest pitch within conversations than 

expected. Maybe men see a need to show their individuality. 

There are more rising tones found among men than women, but the difference is not 

significant. Men use significantly more rising tones to indicate continuation and backchannels 

with rising tones. Women tend to ask more yes-no questions while the men tend to ask more 

wh-questions, but again the difference is not significant. It would be interesting to investigate 

the patterns in mixed sex conversations. 

The obvious limitation to this study is that the number of participants is too few in order 

to make a confident conclusion about speakers in Brunei. Also, the participants do not 

represent the English spoken by all speakers among undergraduates at the university. 

Speakers from Malay medium programmes or other faculties in the university may yield 

different results, and speakers from different social classes are likely to have different speech 

styles. Furthermore, it is unclear if performing the map task represents ordinary 

conversational speech, or if it is stylised in some way. It would be valuable to analyse 

ordinary conversational speech of Bruneian undergraduates. 
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Appendix 

 
 Transcription Conventions 

L Leader 

F Follower 

<1> Overlap Begins 

</1> Overlap Ends 

? Rising Intonation 

= Latching 

@ Laughter 

<@> </@> Laughing speech 

(.) Pause 

(1) One second pause 

(2) Two second pause 

<L1bm> </L1bm> Utterance in Brunei Malay 

{ } 
Direct Translation from 

Brunei Malay to English 

Bold 
Utterance containing the 

rising tone discussed 


