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Abstract

This paper attempis a description of the rhythm and intonation of the variety of English
spoken by the Ibibio. It analyses the speech rhythm and pitch variation of the English of sixty
final year secondary school students selected from six secondary schools by a stratified random
sampling technique from the Ibibio speaking areas of Akwa Ibom State of Nigeria.

The terms rhythm and intonation are first explained before their applications to English
and Ibibio are examined. Qur findings as regards the performance of the informants are then
presented and discussed before conclusions are drawn.

It is shown that Ibibio English has a peculiar kind of rhythm in which accentuation is
given on more syllables than what obtains among British speakers, for instance. Also unidirec-
tional intonation patterns are shown to occur more often than bi-directional ones in the perfor-
mance of Ibibio speakers of English.

1.0 Introduction
11 The Nature of Rhythm and Intonation

One indisputable feature of natural languages is that utterances are normally of rising
and then falling, or falling and then rising patterns, or a combination of these major patterns. 1f
the patterning relates to utterances whicn are of the rank of words, then, the pitch variation
relates to tone and a language that uses pitch patterns in this way is said to be tonal. If the
patterning relates to utterances which are of the same rank of sentences, then the pitch variation
relates to intonation and a language that uses pitch patterns in this way is said to be intonational.
A similar view is expressed in Abercrombie (1982:105) thus:

Tone is speech melody when it is a property of the word
while intonation is speech melody when it is a property
of a sentence.

Also, variations in tone are generally significant: they result in changes in the meaning
of the words involved. Variations in intonation are important in a different way: they result
mainly in changes in the shades of meaning of the sentences concerned. lbibio has been classi-
fied as a tonal language' while English has been classified as an intonational language?. Details
in respect of this distinction are shown later in our discussion of tone in Ibibio and intonation in
English. )

Another peculiarity of human speech is that it possesses rhythm even though the
realisation of rhythmic patterns varies from language to language. Rhythm is experienced as
mowemant by both the speaker and the hearer. Abercrombie (1967:36) also sees it as resulting
from the manner in which accented and unaccented syllables succeed éach other. Three types of
rhythm have been identified: stress-timed, syllable-timed and mora-timed but the two main kinds
of rthythm often analysed in languages are the syllable-timed and the stress-timed rhythms often
associated with K.L. Pike’ who first used the terms,

Langua%es with a stress-timed rhythm are those whose utterances can be divided into
feet which are of equal length; that is isochronous. The accented syllables together with any
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numbet of unsccented syllables betwoen the acoented ones form the basis of division. English
and German are said to have stress-timed rhythms. The utterances in syllabie-timed s
on the other hand, can be segmented into tgm‘ta; but the syllable, which can be acoented or
unacoented is the unit of segmentation. Itis therefore the number of’ les that determine the
duration of an utterance in a syllable-timed ¢. French, Spanish, and Nigerian
like Yoruba, Ibibio and Igbo are examples in this class (¢f Abercrombie 1967:96, Eka 1986:1).
Given the above description of English and Ibibio namely: that English is an intona-
tional language while Ibibio is a tonal one, and English has a stress-timed thythm, while Ibibio
,is allable@ned, itis to be expected that Tbibio speakers of English are influenced by the nature
of the thythm, tone and intonation! of their language when they speak English.

h2 so“mr;""mﬁperr f sixty Thibio English f

In this paper, ormance of sixty Ibibio speakers of English regarding aspects o
thythm and intonation in selected phrases and sentences will be presented. %rese data age the
result of two tests: a Production and a R.eco%\g?:m Test. The sixty final year students were
selected from six secondary schools in Akwa State of Nigeria. A Stratified Random Sam-
pling Techrﬁ%l:g was used to select the schools from six of the eleven local government ares
which are Ibibio speaking. The criteria for stratification were rural-urban location. Ten students
were selected from each of the six schools. They each had to read a passage at normal speed
during which their accentuation of ten chosen 'Elhmses were noted. Then they each had to read
five sentences of specific intonation patterns. The test result are shown in Tables | and II. These
will latter be discussed and the extent of difficulty that exists for Ibibio speakers of English as a
result of the differences between the specific aspects of rhythm and intonatior in ish and
Ihibio will be assessed. We shall first examine the issues of tone, intonation and thythm in
English and Thibio.

2 Tone in Ibibio

As already mentioned above, Ibibio is a tonal having ‘lexically significant
and contrastive pitch on each syllable’ (Pike 1948:3). The following pairs of Ibibio words
which show identical morphological shapes but are different in meaning as a result of tone
iltustrate the main features of tone:

dep  /dép/, buy,
. dep a8/, rain, shower,
_efim  /étimd, millipede;
etim  /étim/, you (plural) arrange.

The above pairs of words illustrate lexical finctions of tone. Also, in the above examples, the
contrast is made between high and low tones. Besides these two basic tones in Tbibio, there is
terracing which involves downstep and down drift. This is why Ibibio has been described as a
register tone e with a classical terraced level system (Urua 1987:108-109).

Downstep is the Jowering of a high tone after an earlier high tone. It is nonautomatic
and contrastive as can be seen in the examples:

Uko  Aiké/, Valour,
Uko iké/,  Over there;
Mbok /hbdk/, Wrestling,
Mbok /ibSk/, Please.
Downdrift, on the other hand, is the automatic lowering of a high tone which follows a low tone.
ding to Essien (1990:58), downdriftis phonologicaily conditioned and nonphonemic, unlike
downstep. In the following examples: )

Ubom /ibony, Canoe;
) lme Amé/, Patience; .
. the high tones following the low tones are not as high as they she uld be because of the influence
of the low tone. Downdrift also occurs across word boundaries as i

esit /ésid/, Heart,
; kot fikot/, blsh,
: . esit ikgt/ésid ikot/, interior bushvinside the bush. )
Thete are also modifications of the two basic tones: high and low in Ibibio which result in
20

rising and falling tones. These are contour tones since ‘there is a perceptible rise or fall or some
combination of rise or fall’ (Pike 1948:44). in Ibibio, contour tones are significant.’ They
contrast with high, low and downstepped tones as the following examples show:

ima fim&/, love;

ima Am&/,  so..(what next?)
eti féti/, good;

eti fati/, guts;

okpe  /dkpd/, male;

okpo™ /okpd/, - a non-initiate.

Tone can also perform grammatical functions in Ibibio besides the semantic ones dis-
cussed above. This is seen in compounds of nouns one of which has an adjectival function. It
can also be seen in adjective plus noun constructions as well as in verb aspects and in the forma-
tion of nouns from verbs by the addition of prefixes. In the following compound words {one of
which has an adjectival function), the tone of the second noun is modified to a high-low pattern:

ikpdii fikpary/, spoon; e
eto 1ét6/, wood, tree;

ikpdh-eto fikpan-étd/, wooden spoon,

owo 16w/, person;

emem fémém/, peace;

owo-emem fowh-émem/, a peaceful person.

From the above examples, the following patterns are observable:

LHHH ———>LHHL
HHLL ———>HHHL

This pattern obtains i most compound words in Ibibio. Ibibio tones also affect the aspect of
verbs. In the following examples, the changes of the tone in the verb signals a change from the
progressive to the perfective aspect:

Emem atem ndidia;

/émém atém fididia/, Emem is cooking.

But

/émém atém ndidia/, Emem has cooked.
Atim adep ntuen

/atim 4dép ntien/, Atim is buying pepper.
But :

/atim &dép nten/, Atim has bought pepper.
In the above examples, the verb roots /tém/ and dép/ have low and high tones respectively.
These change to the High-Low (falling tone) in the progressive aspects and the downstepped
tone to mark the perfective aspect as in the exanples above. .

The other area where the grammatical function of tone in Ibibio is noticeable is in the
nominalisation of verbs by the addition of a prefix to a verb root as in the following examples:

/man/, give birth -fU-man/, birth;
/mé/  love (verb) -fi-ma/, love (noun).

As the above examples show, there is a correspondence between the tone of the préfix and that
of the werb root. Any attempt to change the tone of the prefix could change the word'class as in:
& /uman/  birth process;  foman/, female. ~
/!‘Jwéd/ book; lewed/, I'm writing. -

Thus it is the tone of the prefix that indicates the nominalisation.

1 Aspects of Intonation in 1bibio ) o ) ]
It has been shown that a tone language can utilize variations of pitch with reference to
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a phrase or sentence, and therefore intonation (CF Jibril 1982:277, Essien 1989:99-111, Urua
1987:141- 143 ). Three intonation patterns have been identified in Ibibio: the ‘O’ intonation
pattern, the imperative intonation pattern and the interrogative intonation pattern (Essien 1989:100-
107). Each of these intonation patterns involves the addition of the tonal morpheme at the end of
an utterance to signify an attitude or a shade of meaning.

When ‘O’ is added to a sentence or a word which is rank-shifted to function at the level
of asentence, i: signals informality, intimacy or warmth, Attimes it gives information which the
speaker suspects the listener does not know as in the following:

ka di/ka di/, Go and Come  (literary)
ka di-o/ka di-&/, Go and come (Hint of interest)
Afd 4d6 Anwan 6md? Are you his wife?’

Amind6 shwéan 6mé-6: Iam his wife  (did you not know?)

If 2 vowel which harmonises with the vowel of the verb root is added to an imperative sentence
the imperative intonation is realised. An attitude ofimpatience or disapproval is often conveyed
by the imperative intonation as in the following:

Dop uy6 keep quiet {soft command).

Dop y6-& keep quiet (impatience)

Tié sit down, (normal order}

Tié-€ sit down (What are you waiting for?).

The. interrogative intonation pattern-is realised by the replacement of the verb to be /bd/ and
question morpheme /moof or /dié/ by a harmonising vowel which acts as the question morpheme
(Essien 1989:106, 1990:63). The pitch of the harmonising vowel is a falling one similar to the
falling tune of wh-questions in English as in the following:

isé aba méo

Where is your father?
s6-6
Ayadia udia

Do you want to eat yams?
Ayadia-&

It has been observed that the Ibibio do not distinguish between a question requiring
‘“Yes’ or “No’ answer and a statement (Cf Essien 1989:106; 1990:63,Urua 1987:143). This
distinction is, however, often made when the speaker demonstrates some warmth, anxiety or
excitement. For instance, the following sentences:

Ayadis udi:

Do you want to eat’'yams?
{dém mf6 dsd ¢y '

Are you well?

require the answer ‘Yes' or ‘No’ when they are satd with the falling tune 7\ /. If the speaker
wants to show some warmth or concern the same sentences can be rendered with the rising une.

4. Intonation in English

As already explained above, intonation refers to the rise and fall of pitch at the and of 2
sentence or an utterance of sentence status. According to Gimson (1980:264) such a variation
may be said to have accentual, a grammatical or an attitudinal function. In the examples below
intonation has an accentual function, drawing the hearer’s attention to those parts of the utter-
ance where the speaker wants to concentrate attention. A change of pitch signals the word or
wors carrving the accent.

e

Mdl‘“ likes beans (not Jane).
» | 4
It can’t be done.

] ® .2 q

Yesterday was fine.

I 4

_ Intonation in English also distinguishes sentence types (that is , whether a statement or
a question is dealt with), and to indicate the attitude of the speaker. This is achieved with the use
of the falling ot rising tones or a combination of these as in the examples below:

He has %ne (statement).
Can you corfid. (question).
How nice of him ™ (sarcastic).

[ am waiting ~/ (0 hurry up).

However,as has been shown by Gimson (1980:227-278) and Fries (1964:242-253), any of the

tunes can be used for any kind of utteran i th text Frisiais
ofﬂlespeakcr’spcrsanal‘]!ty. ce depending on the context both of situation and also

) y pointed out, Ibibio has a syllable-timed rh: : syllable tends to
receive an equal amount of accentuation. In : ce like: ooy i

Akon ad6ayinékdmmi - Akon is my sister.
we notice that there are five words of ten syllables: A-kona-do a-yin e-kam-mi. Ittakes Xi-
mately the same amount of time to say A- as it will take to say -kon. Also where a word has two
syllables as in A-kon; a-do; the first syllable is rendered on a much more emphatic accentuation.
mcre the wqtds constitute single syllables, they are equally emphasized as m ‘ben’ and ‘sio” in

Mbénvikpo ado sio - Take that thing away.

- Ibibio tones also contribuse to the thythm of Ibibio: th® yusing and falling of pitch consti-
tutes the essence of the melody of the language. The melody Canreside in the ndividual words
in the uﬁr_st instance, where the words have more than one syllable, and then in the entire utter-
ange as Bt

Ubok utom AMhok atomy/,
sop di fsap di/,

Craft, hand work;
Come quickly.

. Ibibio tones vary when words occur together as has been shown above in section 2.
I'us affects the thythrm of the language. For instance in ‘ubok” and “utom’ the individual words
which have high tones change to three high tones and a final low tone. Though there ate certain
word combtnations which resist this tendency so many words in Ibibio follow this patten and
the thythm of [bibio tends to feature low tones at the end of utterances.

The other very important features of Ibibto rhythm has to do with the behaviour of high
tone i association with other succeedir.2 high tones. For instance in the utterance:
That ve,a.ﬁ-‘ TG

ke ubak usen ado / ke ubdk usén ado/
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wo {ind that the phenomenon of downstep operates. Here, the second high tone is slightly lower
thasn the indtind kigh tone. The result is that in a sequence of many words in an utterance in which
each word begins on a high tone, the final high tone will be rendered virtually on a low tone. In
the above examples all the words except ‘ubak’ have high tones as individual words but in
association with other high tones, the tones on the last two words are altered. The same phenom-
¢non obtains in:

mbom éti Owo ado - pity (expressed) for a good person.

6. Rhythm in English

English rhythm is regular and quite often predictable. This is because of the stress-
timed nature of the language. The alteration between accented and unaccented syllables pro-
duces the flow of the language. For example, the sentence:

Can I have your pencil, please?

has three accented syllables and four unaccented syilables. The cyllables carrying the accentua-
tion are signalled to the listener by means of pitch prominence. Those not accented are articu-
lated faster. An utterance containing more content words - nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs -
has more accentuation than one having more form words - pronouns, prepositions, conjunc-
tions, Negative markers and demonstratives are also often accented in English. But where a
special effect or emphasis is required, any word in the sentence can be accented. The following
examples demonstrate the accentual pattern in English:

“This is a ‘book (2 stresses).
I *want a ‘pen’ ‘not a ‘pencil (4 stresses).
This is ‘my ‘ruler not ‘yours (contrastive).

It is the alternation between the prominence given o accented syllables and the lack of promi-
nence which leads to hurrying over the unaccented syllables that give English its speech rhythm.

.Another observation about English speech rhythm is that accented syllables tend to
have the same interval of time between them even though the number of unaccented syllables
may be-different. ‘If there are several unaccented syllables, the rhythm is fast. If there are no
unaccented syllables the rhythm is slow because the accented syllables are often spoken more
slowly. Also to maintain the natural thythm in English, it is important not to realize the weak
forms as if they were strong forms. This is because structural and form words have weak and
strong forms. The weak forms are hurried over in English speech. In the following examples,
the strong forms of the structural words have been capitalised to give an idea of how they are
normally said: )

What are you looking At?

I'm looking at the house.

Can you swim?

Yes | CAN. 1 can swim very well,

7. 1Ibibio and English Rhythm and Intonation: Comparison and Implications

From the foregoing discussion of issues in the rhythm and intonation of English and
Ibibio, it is clear that the rhythm of Ibibio is different from that of English: every syllable in
Ibibio is strongly accented.” The accentual patterning of English on the other hand is quite
complex and tends to follow specific phonelogical rules. For example, in an unmarked uiter-
ance, every noun, adjective, full verb, adverb and relative pronoun teads to be accented, other
words are normally not accented. In a marked utterance, however, practicaily every word in
English can be accented. The above is owing to the syllable-timed nature of Ibibio as contrasted
with the stress-timed nature of English.

Also following the usual nature of the tone languages Ibibio tone operates on words. A
change in tong can, and often does, lead 1o a change in meaning of the word. Again, tone in
Ibibio has grammatical function in that words in association tend to compel changes in tone
which do not necessarily lead to changes in meaning, On the contrary, English is an intonational
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Ilnguage. Like other langunges of this class, intonation operates on the sentence and signals not
i change in menning as such but a change in a shade of meaning.

Two other issues in relation to rhythm are worthy of mention. Ibibio constantly admits
of the use of *O" at the end of an utterance resulting in what has come to be called the ‘O’
intonation pattern. In an utterance of more than one word, the Ibibio language tends to have a
[ragressive reduction in the pitch; a high tone after an initial high tone tends to be progressively
lower in pitch than the preceding high tone. This feature generally referred to as downstep, does
not operale in English.

The implication of the above differences in the rhythm of 1bibio and English is that an
Ihibio speaker of English will tend to employ syllable-timed rhythm in rendering English utter-
ances. In other words, Ibibio speakers of English will tend to place accentuation or at'least
make prominent almost every syllable in an English utterance. Also, contrastive emphasis as in

I *saw her and 1 saw ‘her.
would prove difficult for an Ibibio speaker of English.

With regard to intonation, many Ibibio speakers and learners of English will tend to have a
falling intonation pattern for many utterances: questions, statements or commands. Also, the
combined intonation patterns - bi-directional patterns-like the falling-rising tunes and the ris-
ing-falling tunes are likely to be problematic to Ibibio speakers and they are likely to use the
falling tune again in such situations. In spontaneous speech, there will also likely be a tendency
for Ibibio speakers to introduce the intonation patterns peculiar to Ibibio namely. the ‘O’ intona-
tion pattern and the special imperative and interrogative intonation patterns into English,

8 The Findings

Our test was aimed at finding out the extent to which Ibibio tone and rhythm may be said to
affect or interfere with the realisation of English intonation and rhythm. It was made up of a
passage which was to be read at normal conversational speed to test the subjects” disposition to
accentuation, and another section containing five sentences also to be read at nornral speed and
the informants’ ability to use English intonation assessed. Details in respect of our subject’s
performances are shown in Tables [ and I1.

INTONATION PATTERN NO. Abld No. Not | Percentage .Percentage
Able Able -~ | Not Able
1. Rise, Rise, 27 33 45 55
Fall or Fall;
Fall, Fall
2. Falling tune + 28 Co32 47 53
low-level tag i
3. Rising tune 60 o 100 0
4, Rising and
Falling tune 6 54 10 90
5. Falling tune + 2 58 3 ‘97
Falling tag

TABLE 1I: REALISATION OF ACCENTUATION PATTERNS

CATEGORY Average Average No. Percentage Able | Percentage
No. Able Not Able No. Able
1. 3 stresses, 26 34 43 57
no pause
2. 2 siresses, 27 33 45 55
no’pause




9. Discussion

“Ax can be soen [rom table 1 above the subjects were able to read the sentence with the rising
e, We however observed that all the words in the sentence were accented so that the sentence
which would be normally produced as:

Do you 'like’ rice
was realised as
‘Do ‘you’ like ‘rice

The worst produced patterns were the rise-fall and the falling tune followed by a falling tag in
the sentences

Early last year, Paul went to Abuja.
That was the problem, wasn’t it?

The reason for the poor performance can be attributed to the tag: the informants did not appear
capable of realising it with the pattern. The performance in numbers | and II though better are
still below average. This we put down again to the presence of more than one tune. This state of
affairs vindicates our suggestions in section 7 about the production of unidirectional and bi-
directional tunes.

Table I reveals that the problem with accentuation is not as acute as we suggested. However,
in each category © less than a haif (50%) were able to read the sentences giving the appropriate
accentuation and avoiding pauses between the words. That the problem has not been as acute as
anticipated shows that there has been an intervening variable which we identify as the quality of
teachers and teaching in the school visited.

10. Conclusion

The above results show that there is no one to one correspondence between the syllable
timing in Tbibio and stress-timing in English. Also, a great majority of our informants realised
appropriately, utterances requiring unidirectional intonation patterns: the fall and the rise while
the bi-directional'intonation patterns: the rise-fall, the fatl-rise and other combinations tended to
be difficult for them. )

With regard to pauses, we found that many of our informants used irrelevant pauses thereby
obstructing meaning. Also hardly did any informant use syllable-timing in its pure form in the
realisation of English utterances. What featured was a predominant use of accented syllables.
The rhythm of Ibibio English can therefore be described as having a peculiar syllable-timing
with a preponderance of accented syllables.

END NOTES
1. Essien (1990:52).
2 Abercrombie (1983:97).
3. The existence of syllable-timed and stress-timed rhythms was first pointed out by

Arthur Lyloyd (1940:25) and he called them "machine-gun rhythm’ and ‘morse-code
rhythm’. The terms syllable timed and stress-timed were coined by K.L.Pike (1945:35)
and first used by him in * The intonation_of American English. (See Abererombie

1967:171).

q. Though atonal language, 1bibio also utilises intonation (Cf Essien: 1989:99, Urua 1987-
14-43).

5 Urua (1987:117-121) analyses contour tones in 'bibio as resulting from segment dele

tions and therefore not significant. We, however agree with Essien (1990:53-54) that
contour tones in Ibibio are significant and contrast with high, low and downstepped
tones

6 Of the ten sentences which the subjects were supposed to read at normal speed giving
correct accentuation, four had three accented syllables while six had two. The average
score of the sixty subjects are therefore presented in two categories.
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