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The focal model. Nucleus placement.

This work has been carried out in the light of one main general area of study in phonetics
and phonology: nucleus placement. It is aimed at revealing how nucleus placement may differ from
one speaker to another. Adopting the analysis of broad and narrow focus, nucleus placement will
also be dealt with considering other notions that are taught in Fonética y fonologia inglesa Il at ESI
(stressing of compounds, fossilized expressions, final adverbs, among others). To illustrate these
points, theoretical explanations will be contrasted with empirical evidence by analyzing different
readings of the same written text. The pronunciation of native and non-native speakers of English

will be compared.

In spoken language, speakers make use of various phonological devices that help them
convey meaning. Utterances may be phonologically structured in different ways, which leads us to
say that there is a great deal of information that is not found in written discourse. When we speak,
we give importance to only some parts of our utterances. In other words, we consider some parts
of our discourse to be relevant, whereas some other portions are regarded as being of less

importance, which is strictly down to a particular context.

Every utterance has a nucleus, which is the syllable that carries the most important
information and that gets special phonetic and phonological treatment. Its position is not at random;
this is why nucleus placement -the position of the nucleus in the tone unit- is an area of study
whose analysis, carried out by a number of theories, explains the placement of the nucleus on a
particular item and not on another. The focal model is one of the many schools of thought that
account for nucleus placement.

The focal model deals with the way in which speakers give importance to what they utter, i.e.
the way a stretch of spoken language is put into focus. In Ortiz Lira (1998)%, we encounter two
concepts that “are closely connected with the information structure of the utterance: broad and
narrow focus; the former [...] refers to the fact that the information conveyed by the intonation-
group is completely new (‘all-new’) and therefore ‘in focus’. On the other hand, an utterance is in
narrow focus when only a portion of it is in focus, i.e. when it contains new and given information.”

In general, when an utterance is in broad focus, the nucleus is placed on the last lexical item
-LLI rule-, whereas in narrow-focused tone units the nucleus is on the constituent that is put into
focus. Whether any material is in focus or not is absolutely bound to the specific context in which
an utterance is produced. In the following example, we will see the importance of context in

bringing different constituents into focus.
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1. a-What's new?

b - 've bought a new watch

2. a-What have you bought?

b - I've bought a new watch.

3. a-You've bought an old watch, right?

b - I've bought a new watch.

4. a- Have you found a new watch?

b - I've bought a new watch.

5. a- You've bought new watches!

b - I've bought a new watch.

6. a-Mary's bought a new watch, hasn’t she?

b - 've bought a new watch.

We can clearly see that any bit of language can be brought into focus. In 1. b we notice that
the entire utterance is new; this has to do with the knowledge that these two speakers may share.
We classify 1.b. -repeated in 7- as a tone unit in broad focus. Thus the nucleus is placed on the last
lexical item -capitalized and underlined material:

7. [I've bought a new WATCH] Focus

Let us examine the way in which the nucleus is placed in narrow-focused tone units:

8. What have you bought?
I've bought [a new WATCH]FOcus

9. You've bought an old watch, right?
I've bought a [NEW] FOCUS watch.

10. Have you found a new watch?
I've [BOUGHT] FOCYS g new watch.

11. You've bought new watches!

I've bought [A] FOCUS new watch.

12. Mary’s bought a new watch, hasn’t she?
I'VE] FOCUS phought a new watch.



In general terms, the nucleus has been placed on the focused constituent -capitalized and
underlined. This is due to the context in which these utterances have been pronounced. We can
perfectly say that the focus is narrow given that the speaker considers only some parts of his/her

discourse to be relevant, and therefore we get new and old information.

The following dialogue serves as a larger context to exemplify instances of broad and narrow
focus. This dialogue has been written with the purpose of encouraging readers to pronounce forms
of language that could be relevant, in general terms, for the theoretical notions in question. The first
transcription of Injured Johnny includes nucleus placement and division into tone units; these two

have been assigned according to my criterion:

Injured Johnny

A—/* Have you seen JOHNNYy these days? /2 | need a helping hand with my PROJect/? and

I'm sure he has the iIDEAS that I've been trying to find. /

B — /4 The IDEAS that you've been trying to find. /° I've HEARD something. /6 He was
involved in a CAR accident /7  when he was leaving Mexico CITy. /2 And now he has one
of his RIBS broken. /°  In MY opinion, /*°  he’ll stay in hospital for a WEEK or two./

A-/1  WHAT?/ Can this HAPPen to me? /A3  I'm so very LUCKYy. /**  After winning a
gold MEDal, /5 Johnny has [NFgeneral KNOWLedge] of the subject. /16 He's
[NFPROMised] to help me. /Y7  But NOW /¥  he won’t show great mental aGILity. /

B - /19 Are you about to [NFEINish] your project? /2° Perhaps you could [NFPAY] another
specialist. /21 They cannot be high-PRICED, can they?/

A—-/?2 NO./2 Youre RIGHT. /24 You can’t imagine how much ENergy I've devoted to it. /25
And | [NFstill have some PAGes] to write. /26 Johnny must be in BED, naturally./?” I
[NFREALLY] need him./2  On SECond thoughts, /2°  I'll PHONE him right now. /2°  What
d’you SAY? /31 Oh, [NFwho's left these BREADcrumbs] over my desk? /

From the dialogue above we obtain the following result: tone units in broad focus 2, 7, 12, 13,
14, 17, 18, 21, 23, 30; tone units in narrow focus: 15, 16, 19, 20, 27, 31. There are a great number
of broad-focused tone units in which the nucleus is placed on any constituent but the last one.
These are exceptions to LLI rule and some of them are exemplified in the preceding dialogue and
explained as follows:

Final adverbs of general reference and adverbs of time generally reject nucleus placement or
nuclear accent; this can be seen in tone units 1, 5 and 29. Final afterthoughts are not usually
accented, as in 26. When relative clauses are in final position, the nucleus is generally placed on

the noun they modify, as in 3 and 4.
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In tone units 9, 10 and 28, there are expressions that have a fossilised pronunciation pattern.
Nouns that are followed by a past participle form carry the nucleus; this is the case in 8. In addition
to this, single-accented compound words represent another exception to LLI, as in tone unit 6.

Finally, indirect questions have their objects accented: tone unit 24.

In the following section, we can observe how different speakers assign nucleus placement in
a wide variety of ways. The first and second speakers have Spanish as their mother tongue; the
former has passed Elementos de fonética y diccién inglesa and the latter has passed Fonética y
fonologia I; both at ESI. The third and the fourth are English native speakers; they are from New
Zealand and England respectively.

Each speaker was given the text in ordinary spelling for him/her to get the gist of it. After a
second or third reading, they were asked questions related to the dialogue so as to make sure they
had understood it. Once they felt ready, they were asked to read the text aloud in order to be

recorded.

Speaker 1

A — Have you seen JOHNNYy these DAYS? | need a helping hand with my PROJect and I'm SURE
he has the iDEAS that I've been trying to EIND.

B — The ideas that you've been trying to FIND. I've HEARD something. He was inVOLVED in a car
ACCident when he was leaving Mexico CITy. And NOW he has ONE of his RIBS BROKEN. In
my oPINion, he'll stay in HOSPital for a week or TWO.

A — WHAT? Can this happen to ME? I'm so very LUCKYy. After winning a GOLD medal, Johnny
has GENeral KNOWIledge of the SUBject. He’s PROMised to HELP me. But NOW he WON'T

show great mental aGILity.

B — Are you about to finish your PROJect? PerHAPS you could pay aNOTHer specialist. They
cannot BE HIGH-priced, CAN they?

A —NO. You're RIGHT. You CAN’T imagine how much ENergy I've deVOTed to it. AND | still have
some pages to WRITE. Johnny must be in BED, NATurally. | really NEED him. On second
THOUGHTS, Il phone him right NOW. What dyou SAY? OH, who's left THESE
BREADcrumbs over my DESK?

Speaker 2

A — Have you seen JOHNNYy these days? | need a helping hand with my PROJect and I'm sure he

has the ideas that I've been trying to FIND.
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B — The ideas that you've been trying to FIND. I've HEARD something. He was involved in a CAR

accident when he was leaving Mexico CITy. And now he has one of his RIBS broken. In my

oPINion, he'll stay in hospital for a week or TWO.

A — WHAT? Can this HAPPen to me? I'm so very LUCKYy. After winning a GOLD medal, Johnny
has general knowledge of the SUBJect. He's promised to HELP me. But now he WON’T show

great mental aGILity.

B — Are you about to EINish your project? PerHAPS you could pay another SPECialist. They
cannot be high-PRICED, CAN they?

A — NO. You’re RIGHT. You can’'t imagine how much ENergy I've deVOTed to it. And | still have
some pages to WRITE. Johnny must be in BED, naturally. | really NEED him. On second
THOUGHTS, I'll phone him right NOW. What d’'you SAY? OH, who's left these BREADcrumbs
over my DESK?

Speaker 3

A — Have you seen JOHNNYy these days? | need a helping hand with my PROJect and I'm sure he
has the IDEAS that I've been trying to find.

B — The IDEAS that you've been trying to find. 've HEARD something. He was involved in a CAR
accident when he was leaving Mexico CITy. And NOW he has one of his RIBS broken. In MY

opinion, he’ll stay in hospital for a WEEK or two.

A — WHAT? Can this happen to ME? I'm so very LUCKYy. After winning a gold MEDal, Johnny has
general knowledge of the SUBject. He’s promised to HELP me. But NOW he won’t show great

mental aGlLity.

B — Are you about to FINish your project? Perhaps you could pay aNOTHer specialist. They cannot
be high-PRICED, can they?

A — NO. You're RIGHT. You can’t iIMAGine how much energy I've deVOTed to it. And | still have
some PAGes to write. Johnny must be in BED, NATurally. | really NEED him. On SECond
thoughts, I'll phone him RIGHT now. What d’'you SAY? OH, who'’s left these BREADcrumbs

over my DESK?
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Speaker 4

A — Have you seen JOHNNYy these days? | need a helping HAND with my project and I'm sure HE

has the ideas that I've been trying to FIND.

B — The ideas that you've been trying to FIND. I've HEARD something. He was involved in a CAR

accident when he was leaving Mexico CITy. And now he has one of his RIBS broken. In MY

opinion, he’ll stay in hospital for a WEEK or two.

A — WHAT? Can this happen to ME? I'm so very LUCKYy. After winning a gold MEDal, Johnny has
general KNOWIledge of the subject. He’s promised to HELP me. But now he won’t show great

mental aGIL ity.

B — Are you about to finish your PROJect? Perhaps you could pay aNOTHer specialist. They
cannot be high-PRICED, CAN they?

A — NO. You're RIGHT. You can't iMAGine how much energy I've deVOTed to it. And | still have
some pages to WRITE. Johnny must be in BED, naturally. | really NEED him. On SECond
thoughts, I'll phone him right NOW. What d’'you SAY? OH, who’s left these BREADcrumbs

over my desk?

These four speakers read the same dialogue differently. First of all, the division into tone
units differs from one reading to another. Secondly, they placed nuclei in different positions. One
reason for this is related to the individual interpretation of the dialogue. In other words, each
speaker has brought different parts of each tone unit into focus.

In relation to non-native speakers, we can see that some ways of pronouncing English did
not fulfil what any proficient speaker would expect. This may be explained by saying that they
haven’t been taught a particular way of pronouncing English, or that they haven’t had enough
exposure to assimilate a pattern of accentuation. Certain rules and notions that are dealt with in
Fonologia Il (compounds, generally deaccented constituents, fossilized expressions, etc.) are not
present in their readings. Furthermore, it is also noticeable that they have used the Spanish system
of intonation; for instance, exceptions for LLI weren’t respected, complying with the Spanish
tendency to place the nucleus on the last item in the utterance.

As far as native speakers are concerned, they pronounced, as it was expected, fossilised
expressions and final deaccented adverbs for instance; complying with what is found in the
literature. However, the difference in their readings is strictly linked to how they interpreted the
situation in the dialogue. Their tone units are differently focused, which leads to a dissimilar form of
nucleus placement.

In relation to the number of nuclei, we get the following:
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SPEAKER NUMBER OF NUCLEI

1 Having passed Elementos de fonética y diccion inglesa 53
2 Having passed Fonética y fonologia inglesa | 35
Having passed Fonética y fonologia inglesa I 31
3 Native — New Zealand 36
4 Native — England 34

We know that for the listener to get our message better, we need to highlight only some parts
of our spoken discourse; the larger the number of nuclei, the more effort our listener has to make in
order to process the information. The figures above show a desired result, in the sense that

advanced students provide a close approximation to the number of nuclei in native speakers.

To conclude, it's been empirically shown that broad and narrow focus is intrinsically linked to
the contextual and pragmatic aspect of every utterance. The way speakers have understood the
situation in Injured Johnny is reflected on their readings. To put it differently, considering a stretch
of speech to be given (not relevant) or to be new (relevant) is up to the speaker and to his/her
understanding of a text in particular and of reality in general. Each speaker brought into focus
different parts of their utterances, which led to different positions of the nucleus within a tone unit.

In non-native English speakers, we have found a nhumber of instances in which the Spanish
system of intonation prevailed. By interpreting nucleus placement on these speakers, we can also
observe whether they master other prosodic elements or not. This is the case for compounds, final
adverbs, to name but a few. This leads us to be aware of the importance of the content taught in
pronunciation-related subjects at ESI. Furthermore, a considerable and strong similarity has been
found in native speakers’ readings in relation to the literature on English intonation.

From this analysis, we can derive a number of implications for the teaching of English. It
is of great relevance to help students understand that it's not necessary and useful to give strong
and special emphasis on many parts of an utterance. It is advisable, as well, to teach students how
to master a wider pitch range; and to make students aware that languages have significantly
different ways of being pronounced, i.e. English and Spanish don’'t share the same system of
intonation.

This simple and revealing work has allowed us to integrate theory -nucleus placement
accounted by the focal model- with empiric evidence. Considering the five phonological treatments
of Injured Johnny and stating that the underlying aim of all students of English is to reach a native-

like level of performance, we can say that students at ESI are heading in the right direction.
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