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FOREWORD 

 

The BS English study guides aim to include all possible queries that students may 

have and gently stimulate their intellect to probe into further questions. The courses 

intend at professional development of the students in various disciplines of 

linguistics and literature using versatile methods adopted by course writers while 

writing the units. The topics and ideas presented in each unit are clear and relevant. 

Owing to the same reason, the text is comprehensive and accessible to students 

having no prior knowledge of linguistics and literature.  

 

 

The BS English study guides are a powerful tool even for BS English tutors 

teaching in various regions, focusing upon a uniform scheme of studies for all the 

courses. Also, these courses will help tutors by providing adequate teaching 

material for independent teaching. All study guides strictly follow the standardized 

nine-unit sub-division of the course content for optimum understanding. The short 

introduction at the beginning provides an overview of the units followed by 

achievable learning objectives. The study guides also define difficult terms in the 

text and guide the students for accessible learning. The units are finally summed up 

in summary points and the assessment questions not only guide students but also 

help to revise the content developed upon previously formed concepts. Moreover, 

they provide links and a list of the suggested readings for further inquiry. 

 

 

In the end, I am happy to extend my gratitude to the course team chairman, course 

development coordinator, unit-writers, reviewers and editors for the development 

of the course. Any suggestions for the improvement in the programme/courses will 

be fondly welcomed by the Department of English. 

 

 

 

Prof. Dr. Zia-ul-Qayyum 

Vice-Chancellor 
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INTRODUCITON TO THE COURSE 

 

The course on Phonetics and Phonology is one of the core topics in the field of 

Linguistics. The subject is considered more important for it is instrumental in giving 

appropriate training to the students of English as Foreign Language (EFL) or/and 

English as second language (ESL) and build their confidence in exploring it further. 

Learning the sounds of English as EFL/ESL can enhance their critical and creative 

skills to take up major assignments in the field of Phonetics and Phonology.  

 

This course is, therefore, designed to introduce Phonetics and Phonology as a 

subject and support the learning and teaching of English sounds through effective 

activities given throughout the course.  

 

The following is the distribution of the units in the present module: 

 

Unit-1: Introduces Phonetics and Phonology and important concepts related 

to the field including comparing phonetics with phonology, briefly 

highlighting the types of phonetic studies, and distinguishing among 

phoneme, allophone and phone and the concept of speech 

production. 

 

Unit-2: Provides an in-depth introduction to the vowel sounds of English.  

 

Unit-3: Introduces in detail the consonantal sounds of English.  

 

Unit-4: Explains what syllable is and further discusses it in detail with 

examples from English. 

 

Unit-5: Presents ‘syllable’ as a suprasegmental feature and provides rules, 

guidelines, and activities for learning stress in English. 

 

Unit-6: Discusses features of connected speech such as ‘assimilation’, 

‘elision, ‘juncture’ and intonation etc. with appropriate examples.  

 

Unit-7: Defines ‘intonation’ as an important feature of human speech and 

describes its forms and structure for further analysis. 

 

Unit-8: Deals mainly with various functions of ‘intonation’ including 

discourse, grammatical, attitudinal and accentual functions and their 

formulations.  
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Unit-9: Highlights ‘transcription’ as an important technique used in 

‘Phonetics and Phonology’ and provides a number of practices 

based on doing transcription activities as individual word level and 

in connected speech at phrase and sentence levels. 

 

This is a study guide mainly written for the students of BS English at Allama Iqbal 

Open University. The book, however, also caters for the needs of any university in 

Pakistan offering the topic at undergraduate level. It is also relevant for a course in 

communication and is equally effective for teachers teaching English at school and 

college levels.  

 

The step-by-step approach used in the study guide is designed to introduce the 

aspects of a new and technical topic to the students with no or little background of 

the subject area. Accordingly, it is hoped that the students would find some interest 

in the topic towards the end of the course and explore it for their major research in 

future.  

 

Happy reading! 

 

Dr Muhammad Kamal Khan 

Assistant Professor of English 

Course Coordinator   

 

 

Islamabad  

April 5, 2021 
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Introduction 
 

The present unit, being the very first unit of the module on ‘phonetics and 

phonology’, introduces the subject field as one of the core areas of linguistics at 

undergraduate level. While introducing the subject, the focus remains mainly on 

presenting some of the fundamental concepts of ‘phonetics and phonology’ 

preparing the students for taking up more detailed and advanced level courses on 

this subject in future. The unit starts with introducing ‘phonetics and phonology’ 

and goes on to compare phonetics with phonology as two separate fields and briefly 

highlight the types of phonetic studies, and distinguish among phoneme, allophone 

and phone and further include the concepts of speech production and oro-nasal 

process as part of it. Towards the end, the unit takes a brief account of ‘accent 

variation’ as well.  

 

The following topics are mainly included in the present unit: 

 

 Why study ‘phonetics and phonology’? 

 Distinguishing between phonetics and phonology 

 The emergence of phonetics as a branch of linguistics 

 Types of phonetic studies 

 Phoneme, allophone and phones  

 Speech production  

 The oro-nasal process 

 Accent variation  

 

While presenting these important topics on the subject, the following major learning 

objectives were the focus of the unit.    

 

 

Learning Objectives 
 

At the end of this section, the students will be able to: 

 

 know about ‘phonetics and phonology’ as a subject and as an important part of 

linguistic studies; 

 compare and distinguish between phonetics and phonology as separate fields of 

linguistics; 

 understand and distinguish among phoneme, phone and allophone; 

 have an idea about the branches of phonetics; 
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 briefly explain about the emergence of ‘phonetics’ as a modern field of study, 

and,   

 recognize and describe about the following topics of phonetics and phonology: 

 

o Speech production  

o The oro-nasal process 

o Accent variation 

 

 

 

1.1  Why Study Phonetics and Phonology? 
 

Linguistics, in a very basic sense, is the study of human language. It studies the 

nature and functions of human language; what it is and how it works. 

Fundamentally, human language is made up of various building blocks of different 

types and sizes.  

 

Note the following example: 

 

1. Speech sounds are put together to form words, and different forms of words. 

Just take the example of ‘man’ which is a word made of three sounds; ‘m’, 

‘a’ and ‘n’. Further, if you analyze another form of the word – plural form 

of it; ‘men’, a collection of other three sounds ‘m’, ‘e’, and ’n’ (it is called 

phonology).    

 

2. Similarly, words are arranged in a specific order to create phrases and 

sentences (it is syntax). For example, ‘man is mortal’.  

 

3. Sometimes, we also change the beginnings and endings of words (compare 

‘stay’ with ‘stayed’) to adjust their meaning according to the context (it is 

morphology).  

 

4. The meanings can also be affected by the order of words (semantics) and by 

the knowledge of the speaker and the hearer (pragmatics).  

 

Thus linguistics is the study of all of these fields and their sub fields. Table 1.1 

shows this connection between various fields of linguistics and their subject matter. 
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Table 1.1 Fields of Basic Linguistic Studies 

 

Level 

 

Sounds 

 

 

Words 

 

Sentences 

 

Across 

sentences 

 

Meanings 

 

Use of 

meanings 

 

 

Field of 

Study 

 

Phonetics 

and 

Phonology 

 

Morphology  

 

Syntax  

 

Discourse 

 

Semantics  

 

Pragmatics  

 

 

The above table shows that, like other fields of linguistics, such as morphology, 

syntax, and semantics, we need to study human speech sounds, i.e., phonetics and 

phonology, as one of the basic fields of linguistics dealing overall with the structure 

of speech sounds in general (phonetics) and, sometimes in a specific language 

(phonology).  

 

Phonetics and phonology is the study of the description of speech sounds such as 

consonants and vowels and their structure. Moreover, in phonetics and phonology, 

we study the sets of phonemes and their various forms and patterns (e.g., dynamic; 

as in connected speech, and static; as in isolation) within a human language.  

 

Expertise in phonetics and phonology, among other things, enables researchers to 

describe spoken languages which are not yet documented thus proving very 

important for language documentation and language description. Similarly, it is an 

important field for typological studies and for cross linguistic comparisons and 

generalizations in terms of sound systems (languages) and their classifications. 

Section 1.2 explores the difference between phonetics and phonology. 

 

 

1.2  Distinguishing between Phonetics and Phonology 

 
We need to distinguish between phonetics and phonology in the very outset. Both 

of them are important subfields of linguistics dealing with human speech sounds 

overlapping each other.  
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The key difference between the two is that phonetics is the study of general human 

speech sounds whereas phonology is the exploration of how sounds are organized 

in individual languages (such as English, Urdu or Arabic).  

 

Phonology focuses on the organization of sounds by studying speech patterns (e.g., 

phonological rules within a specific language) and possibilities. The key words for 

describing phonology are ‘distribution’ and ‘patterning’ related to speech.  

 

Phonologists may look into questions like – why there is a difference in the plurals 

of cat is ‘cats’ (ending with the ‘s’ sound), of dog is ‘dogs’ (ending with the ‘z’ 

sound), and of watch is watches (ending with ‘iz’ sound). This example of plural 

‘s’ also shows that phonology interacts greatly with morphology and the study of 

this interface between phonology and morphology is called morpho-phonemics. 

 

Phonetics is the study of actual process of speech sound production. The word 

‘phonetics’ has been derived from the Greek word ‘phone’ meaning sound or voice 

and ‘etics’ means studies. It covers the domain of speech production, its 

transmission and reception. The speech sounds produced by humans are studied 

through different branches of phonetics like acoustic phonetics, auditory phonetics 

and articulatory phonetics.  

 

Phonology, as discussed above, is the study of the sounds of a particular language 

(e.g., English). In phonology, it matters whether sounds are contrastive or not, that 

is, whether substituting one sound for another gives a different, or ‘contrastive’ 

meaning. For example, in English, [r] and [l] are two different sounds - and the 

words ‘road’ and ‘load’ differ in meaning and accordingly these two are different 

phonemes. In other words, phonology governs the sound system of a language. 

 

 

The following table compares phonology with phonetics and tries to make sense of 

this comparison with examples and analogies. 
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Table 1.2 Distinguishing between Phonetics and Phonology 

 

Phonetics  Phonology  

Phonetics is mainly a part of descriptive 

linguistics. 

Phonology is mainly a part of theoretical 

linguistics. 

It mainly studies production, transmission and 

reception of human speech sounds. 

It mainly studies how different patterns of 

sounds are found in different languages. 

Phonetics focuses on general human speech 

sounds and it does not normally center on a 

particular language. 

For example, phonetics studies general human 

speech capabilities and possibilities (speech 

production and perception) without focusing 

on a specific community. 

Phonology mainly focuses on specific 

languages – analyzing how sounds combine 

and change in combination in particular 

systems (languages). For example, English 

phonology covers how consonants, vowels and 

their combinations (phonological rules) operate 

in English as a language. 

 Phonetics studies sounds (phones) from their 

production (articulatory) and physical 

(acoustic) features point of view. For 

example, /p/ and /b/ are stops (plosives).    

Phonology studies sounds (phones) from their 

phonemic and allophonic (meaningfulness in a 

language) point of view. For example, /p/ and 

/ph/ are different phonemes in Urdu.   

Phonetic study is a basis for further 

phonological analysis. 

Phonology is a base for further works in fields 

like morphology, syntax, discourse and 

orthography.  

1. Phonetics studies human sounds in 

concrete forms. 

 

2. It focuses on the physics of sounds. 

3. It may focus on theories like speech 

production and perception.  

1. Phonology operates on the abstract 

forms of human sounds (sound patterns 

and interpretations). 

2. It focuses on the psychology (mental 

association) of sounds. 

3.  It may focus on theories related to rules 

of organization and distribution of 

sounds.   

Example of phonetic studies: 

While phonetically studying vowel sounds [iː] 

and [uː], we may focus on: 

 Height of the tongue 

 Part of the tongue raised 

Example of phonological studies: 

While phonologically studying vowel sounds 

/iː/ and /uː/, we may focus on: 

 Distribution of these sounds – where they 

can occur (in either in beginning or 
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 Shape of the lips 

 Tenseness of the tongue 

 Physical features of the sounds such as 

length duration and loudness. 

 

ending of words, or both) in a specific 

language (e.g., English)   

 Variants of these sounds – in what forms 

they can occur (reduced, full or 

prominent forms) in a language.  

 

 

 

1.3  The Emergence of Phonetics as a Branch of Linguistics 

 

We have studied above that phonetics and phonology is a branch of linguistics 

concerned with the production, physical nature, perception and distributional 

features of human speech sounds. Phonetics as a branch of study has been explored 

for many centuries and even for millennia. As an ancient branch of knowledge, 

phonetics and phonology has been a popular subject in the Sub-continent where it 

has been studied for more than 2000 years. In early periods, phoneticians from then 

India (and now Pakistan) such as Panini were among the pioneers of phonetic 

sciences who developed tremendous grammatical and articulatory features for 

teaching and learning of pronunciation of Sanskrit and other ancient languages. 

Grammarian Panini belonged to an area between the modern day Chota Lahore 

(Swabi) and Attock District and his methods of phonetic explorations are still very 

effective and admired by modern scholars. During his period and subsequently, the 

Greeks, the Egyptians and the Arabs also took interest in the learning and teaching 

of phonetics for their religious and cultural activities. Similarly, the Buddhist and 

the Christian missionaries also developed manners for their religious recitations and 

contributed to the studies of phonetics.   

 

Dane J. Mattiahs, author of ‘De Litteris’ is considered as the first phonetician of the 

modern world who wrote his notes on the topic in 1586. An English mathematician 

named John Wallis classified vowels according to their place of articulation in 1653 

whereas a German scholar, C.F. Hellwag invented the vowel triangle for the 

description of vowel sounds in 1781. On similar lines, an Austrian expert 

phonetician, Wolfgang von Kempelen, invented a speech sound machine for 

studying human speech sounds. After him, in 1863, a German physicist, Hermann 

Helmholtz, started exploring the physical features of speech sounds (thus acoustic 

phonetics) and wrote ‘Sensations of Tone’ in 1863. Subsequently, a Frenchman, 

Abbé Jean Pierre Rousselot, pioneered the field of ‘experimental phonetics’.    

 

In the beginning of the last century, a Polish linguist, Jan Baudouin de Courtenay 

and a Swiss structuralist, Ferdinand de Saussure advanced the theory of phoneme 
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and contributed to the field of phonetics and phonology. In 19th and 20th centuries, 

American linguists including Edward Sapir and Leonard Bloomfield were among 

the contributors who worked on phonetic theories and advanced the studies on 

phonetic sciences. Roman Jacobson developed and highlighted the universal 

features of phonemic systems.  

 

With these advances, the field of phonetic sciences emerged as a very potential area 

for interface studies involving physiology and psychology with phonetics and 

physics. In the last century, this new field of studies increased research and 

exploration with a wide range of theories and applications involving not only 

computer sciences (artificial intelligence) but also many other fields with speech 

oriented focus such as sociology and anthropology in descriptive and theoretical 

linguistics.  

 

Phonetics and phonology, therefore, is one of the basic areas of linguistics emerging 

rapidly and covering many fields and disciplines and creating many possibilities for 

research and exploration. The fundamental branches of phonetics are introduced in 

the next section.       

 

 

 

1.4  Types of Phonetic Studies  
 

 

Phonetics, as a discipline, is the scientific study of human speech sounds. It includes 

the understanding of how sounds are articulated using the mouth, nose, teeth and 

tongue, and that how the ear hears those sounds and can tell them separately. In 

phonetics, the physical properties (such as the wave form of each sound and its 

length duration) can also be analyzed with the help of computer programs (e.g., 

PRAAT). There are three major types of phonetic studies; articulatory phonetics, 

acoustic phonetics and auditory phonetics. Table 1.3 explains these branches and 

shows the questions which each one of them addresses fundamentally, and very 

briefly defines them as separate branches of phonetic studies.  
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Table 1.3 Major Braches of Phonetics 

 

 

Articulatory Phonetics 

 

Acoustic Phonetics 

 

Auditory Phonetics 

 

How speech sounds are 

produced? 

 

How speech sounds carry 

their physical properties? 

 

How speech sounds are 

processed and perceived?  

It is the study of how the 

human vocal organs produce 

speech sounds. 

It is the study of the sound 

waves produced by the  

human vocal apparatus. 

It is the examination of how 

speech sounds are  

perceived by the human ear. 

 

 

In the first of these areas, when we study the production of speech sounds we can 

observe what speakers do (articulatory observation) and we can try to feel what is 

going on inside our vocal tract (kinesthetic observation).  

 

The second area is where phonetics overlaps with phonology and where 

phoneticians are interested evaluating the physical properties of sounds and where 

they are interested in discovering the range and variety of similar sounds used in 

other languages of the world. This is also sometimes known as linguistic phonetics. 

For recognizing various speech sounds and differentiating among them, there has 

always been a need for agreed conventions for using phonetic symbols. The 

International Phonetic Association (IPA) has played a very important role in doing 

this and has created charts for consonants, vowels and their special properties.  

 

Finally, the auditory aspect of speech is very important as the human ear is capable 

of making fine discrimination between different sounds, so much so that sometimes 

it is not possible to define in articulatory terms precisely what the difference is but 

we can still hear and note the difference.  

 

These three major branches of phonetics are briefly introduced in the following sub-

sections.  
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1.4.1 Articulatory Phonetics 

 

Articulatory phonetics studies the production of speech sounds by the vocal tract; 

the place from where and the way in which the speech sounds are made 

(‘articulated’) by the vocal organs. It describes speech sounds and vocal activities 

through which these sounds are produced and use these activities of vocal tract as 

classification criteria. In traditional articulatory phonetics, the modifications that 

occur in the vocal tract are further used for classifications of sounds (e.g., difference 

between vowels and consonants).  

 

Speech articulation is a central focus in articulatory phonetics whereby various 

modifications such as changes in the place of articulation (from the sound is 

produced?), the manner of articulation (how is the sound is produced?), the tract 

used (whether the nasal or oral tract was used?), or/and the position of glottis 

(voicing) are noticed and further used as criteria for defining speech sounds. Note 

the first consonant sound in each of the following words: 

 

 

Mine          -         Fine    -    Dine   -  Line       -      Pine 

 

 

As you see, the place of articulation for all of these sounds is different. /m/ and /p/ 

are bilabial. /f/ is labiodental. /d/ are /l/ alveolar. 

 

From manner of articulation point of view: /d/ and /p/ are stops. /f/ is fricative. /l/ 

is approximant and /m/is nasal stop.   

 

For /m/ nasal cavity is used whereas for /f/, /d/, /l/ and /p/, the oral tract is used. 

 

From voicing point of view, /m/, /d/ and /l/ are voiced whereas /f/ and /p/ are 

voiceless.   

 

The above mentioned modifications and features are very important as these are 

used in articulatory phonetics.  

 

Articulatory phonetics derives much of its descriptive terminology from the fields 

of anatomy and physiology, and is sometimes referred to as physiological 

phonetics.  

 

Articulatory phonetics has traditionally held a central place in the training of 

phoneticians and language experts, the movements involved being reasonably 
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accessible to observations and experiments and, in principle, under the control of 

the investigators.  

 

The major areas studied in ‘articulatory phonetics’ are air stream mechanism, 

phonation (the activities of vocal cords), oro-nasal processing and various 

articulatory gestures.   

 

Figure 1.1 shows what human articulators are used for the production of various 

speech sounds and how their respective adjectives are used for naming those 

particular speech sounds. 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Human Articulators 

 

 
 

Source: 

  

https://www.uni-due.de/SHE/REV_PhoneticsPhonology.htm 

 

 

https://www.uni-due.de/SHE/REV_PhoneticsPhonology.htm
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1.4.2 Acoustic Phonetics  

 

Acoustic phonetics is the study of the physical attributes of human speech sounds. 

It is the branch of phonetics which deals with the physical properties of speech 

sounds (i.e., loudness, length and formants etc.), as transmitted between mouth and 

ear. It is the branch of phonetics which involves the principles of physics and uses 

mathematics and computer for analysis thus primarily involving the use of 

instrumental techniques of investigation (e.g., computer software), particularly 

electronics. In other words, using physics and mathematics is a prerequisite for 

advanced study of this subject. It is a highly technical subject providing a clear and 

objective data for the investigation of speech sounds – the physical ‘facts’ and 

figures.  

 

Acoustic phonetics studies sound waves technically using machines, computer 

programs and software developed specifically for the purpose. For example, vowel 

sounds could be studied in terms of their length duration, pitch, loudness, frequency 

and other qualities accurately using the techniques of acoustics. In experimental 

phonetics, waveforms of sounds are recorded to create real world data which is 

further evaluated and analyzed in terms of their wave motion, types of sounds and 

their physical characteristics such as: 

 Frequency – low or high frequency 

 Amplitude – degree of motion of air molecules within the air 

 Intensity – the distance at which the sound can be heard – based on an average 

flow of energy. 

 Quality – what is different even if the frequency and the amplitude are 

similar/identical. 

 Speed of sound – speech signal processing.      

 

 

1.4.3 Auditory Phonetics 

 

Auditory phonetics deals with understanding that how human ear perceives sound 

and how the brain recognizes different speech units. This branch of phonetics 

studies the perceptual response to speech sounds, as mediated by ear, auditory nerve 

and brain. Hearing is defined as a series of vibrations and their moving as waves 

through air and their touching of ear drums. The human ear is divided into three 

sections; outer, middle and inner ear and their physiology is further explored in 

auditory phonetics. As a basic human faculty, ear is capable of perceiving an 

extraordinary wide range of changes in loudness noticing tiniest audible sound. This 

loudness is measured in decibels (dB) starting with softest possible sound for 
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human ear of 1 dB size and reaching the loudest possible with 140 dB (with painful 

hearing).  

 

Auditory phonetics is a very less well-studied area of phonetics, mainly because of 

the difficulties encountered as soon as one attempts to identify and measure 

psychological and neurological responses to speech sounds. On the other hand, 

anatomical and physiological studies of the ear are well advanced, as are techniques 

for the measurement of hearing, and the clinical use of such studies is now 

established under the headings of audiology and audiometry. But relatively little 

pure research has been done into the attributes of speech-sound sensation, seen as 

a phonetic system, and the relationship between such phonetic analyses and 

phonological studies remains obscure. The subject is closely related to studies of 

auditory perception within the domain of psycholinguistics. 

 

Nowadays, phonetics is a multidisciplinary field and it also studies speech sounds 

in terms of general linguistics, language development, dialectology, 

sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, anatomy, physiology, developmental 

psychology, robotics and information processing.  

 

There are various other fields which are newly emerging and take phonetics into 

account for detailed analysis such as instrumental phonetics, applied research in 

speech technology, and theoretical and experimental phonetics. 

 

 

1.5  Phoneme, Allophone and Phone 

 

There are various terms which are frequently used in phonetics and phonology. 

Speech sounds, when studied individually, are given different technical terms and 

names in different contexts. They mainly include; phone, phoneme and allophone. 

For better understanding, we need to distinguish among them.  

 

Phonemes are basic building blocks which further develop the sound system of a 

language. This is simple. Every language has a limited number of distinctive 

phonemes which are further used to form syllable, words and sentences. For 

example, English (the RP accent) has 44 phonemes (both consonants and vowels) 

which work as basic building blocks to form larger units such as syllables and 

phrases.  

 

There are many other ways to define phonemes. Let us explore few of them here so 

that you fully understand the concept of phoneme.  
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A phoneme is the smallest meaningful unit of sound (therefore, the smallest unit in 

phonology) in a language and this meaningful unit of sound is one that will change 

one word into another word. For example, the difference in both ‘light’ and ‘right’ 

(while studying speech, ignore spellings and focus on sounds) is the difference of 

two sounds (l – r) which are different phonemes and they have the ability to change 

meaning. Similarly, take another example of ‘cat’ vs ‘bat’ (the difference between 

sounds k – b here).  

 

You can also think about difference among words such as BILL, TILL and PILL 

and between PILL and PAL. There is only one phoneme different in the each of 

both sets of words making them different words and thereby changing the meaning 

of the words. This is the basic quality of a phoneme to change meaning of words 

and phrases. 

 

More minutely, linguists have also defined phoneme as a group or class of sound 

events having common patterns of articulation. If phoneme is a group then 

allophones are the group members. Let us discuss now allophone.  

 

An allophone is a definable systematic variant of a phoneme. Compare the 

following sets: 

 

‘s’ sound in words like sill, still and spill or in words like seed, steed and speed 

(think about the difference in various /s/ sounds found in these words as /s/ in seed 

is different from speed). 

‘k’ sound in words like key and car. 

‘t’ sound in words like true and tea. 

‘n’ sound in words like tenth and ten. 

 

If you carefully analyze these words, you should find that the specific sound is not 

exactly the same in each of the given word examples above. But since these variants 

do not change meaning (and we simply take them as alternate sounds), these are 

called allophones. In other words, an allophone is a variant of the same phoneme in 

a given context. 

 

A phone, on the other hand, is a sound (or a segment) which has some physical 

features. Phone is comparatively a neutral word and this term is mostly used in a 

non-technical sense. 

 

Now, to summarize this discussion: 

 A phoneme is a (distinct) sound having the ability to change meaning. 
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 An allophone is the systematic variant of a phoneme. A single phoneme 

might have many allophones (alternate sounds). 

 Phone is a sound pattern having some (i.e., physical) features. A sound is, 

very simply, a spoken utterance. 

 

How sounds are made is the focus of the next section on speech production. 

   

 

1.6  Speech Production 

 

We need to understand the fundamentals of speech production as part of broader 

phonetic phenomena. Speech sounds are basically the outcome of many movements 

including that of air movement from lungs into larynx and then from there into 

vocal tract and the movement of tongue and lips.  

 

Speech sounds involves pushing air (the same air which we take in while breathing) 

out of lungs through windpipe and into larynx (technically known as trachea) thus 

making noise in throat and mouth and exploiting the air with the help of tongue and 

other articulators. Producing sounds need energy and nearly all sounds use the basic 

respiratory system is the source of power in which the air is coming out of lungs. 

This air mechanism is called the pulmonary air stream mechanism.  

 

In speech production, there are four basic components involved. The following 

figure shows these components for your understanding of the system. 
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Figure 1.2: The Four Main Components of Speech Mechanism 
 

 
 

Source:  Ladefoged & Johnson, 2011 (page 6) 

 

The four components shown in Figure 1.2 are briefly summarized for you here: 

 

1. Air stream process: as the result of the respiratory system, the air goes out 

of lungs through the windpipe and into larynx (also known as sound box).  

  

2. Phonation process: in larynx, the air passes through two small folds 

(known as vocal folds) – this process makes sounds voiced or voiceless. 

When the vocal folds are apart the sounds are voiceless (such as /f/ and /p/) 

and they are closed and there as vibration the sounds produced are voiced 

(such as /b/ and /d/). 

 

3. Oro-nasal process: above the larynx, there are two tracts (making either 

nasal or oral sounds). With the help of velum, the passage of the air is 

determined – when the velum is up the air goes through the oral tract making 

oral sounds (such as /p/, /b/ and /t/) and when it is down the air passes 

through the nasal cavity creating nasal sounds (such as /m/ and /n/). 
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4. Articulatory process: the movements of the articulators in the vocal tract 

are part of the articulatory process involving tongue and lips and other 

organs involved in the articulatory gestures.    

 

 

The oro-nasal process is further discussed briefly in the next section.  

 

 

 

1.7  The Oro-nasal Process 

 

Consider the consonantal sounds at the ends of words ram, ran, rang. When you 

pronounce these sounds (m, n, ng) by themselves (separately), you shall notice that 

the air is coming out through the nasal cavity. In the formation of these sounds in 

sequence, the point of articulatory closure moves forward, from velar in rang, 

through alveolar in ran, to bilabial in ram.  

 

Now, while producing these sounds, you will notice that in each of these three 

sounds (m, n, ng), the air is prevented from going out through the oral cavity but 

is able to go out through the nasal cavity. This is possible mainly because the soft 

palate (or velum), is lowered and the air is passing through the nasal cavity. 

 

As most of the speech sounds are oral, the soft palate is raised so that there is a velic 

closure. When it is lowered and there is an obstruction in the mouth, we say that 

there is a nasal consonant. Lowering or raising of the velum controls the oro-nasal 

process, the distinguishing factor between oral and nasal sounds.  

 

This process is shown in the following figure. 
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Figure 1.2: The Oro-nasal Process 

 

 
 

Oral cavity in use                      Nasal cavity in use 

 

Source: 

https://www.ling.upenn.edu/courses/Fall_2013/ling520/oronasal.png 

 

 

 

1.8  Accent Variation 

 

As an introductory unit to the broader field of phonetics and phonology, this last 

section of the unit is dedicated to one of the most important phenomena in the field, 

i.e., accent variation.   

 

 

‘Accent’ is the typical way people from a particular geographical area, country or 

social group pronounce words (speak differently).  A specific accent depends 

mostly on pronunciation of specific words or phrases used by a particular 

individual, group, social or geographical community. Accents usually differ in the 

quality of voice, pronunciation of vowels and consonants, and prosody 

(suprasegmental aspects). The accents of English exhibit great variation across the 

areas where English is spoken as the first or the second language. 

 

Remember that today, we have so many accents of English that the experts have 

started calling it rather Englishes (meaning that we don’t have any one particular 

way on English accent). Imagine the distinctive features of English accents spoken 

in Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the United States, Singapore, China and 

African countries and other parts of the world. Now we have terms like Singlish 

https://www.ling.upenn.edu/courses/Fall_2013/ling520/oronasal.png
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(Singaporean English), Minglish (Malaysian English) or Pinglish (Pakistani 

English) frequently used in the field of phonetics and phonology. 

 

Accent variation as a phenomenon of World Englishes has greatly influenced the 

research work produced recently by experts in the field of phonetics and phonology. 

Experts are of the opinion that there are mainly four areas where different 

pronunciation could be noted down for accent variation: 

 

1. Systematic variation: where there are more or fewer phonemes found in a 

separate variety. For example, northern English (spoken in the United 

Kingdom) lacks /ʌ/ sound found in words like STRUT. As a result, they 

could not differentiate between the vowels in STRUT and FOOT.  

 

2. Distributional variation: when two varieties have the same number of 

phonemes but they do not similarly pronounce it. For example, the 

difference between rhotic (when /r/ sound is realized in all contexts) and 

non-rhotic accents.    

 

3. Lexical variation: when words are differently pronounced by different 

varieties. For example, the BATH words (bath, path and dance) are 

pronounced in the way word CAT is spoken in Northern and Midland 

English accents in the United Kingdom.   

 

4. Realization variation: when certain phonemes are not equally realized by 

different varieties. For example, the diphthongs in FACE and GOAT are 

spoken narrowly in accents like Scots, Irish, Welsh and Northern accent but 

widely realized in Cockney, Australian and New Zealand accents of 

English.  

   

Having discussed the features of accent variation, you should also remember that 

in Pakistani universities and colleges the RP (Received Pronunciation) accent also 

known as BBC accent is used as a standard variety and the same accent is 

appreciated in international educational institutions.  
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Summary Points 

 
 Phonetics and phonology is a branch of linguistics concerned with the 

production, physical nature, perception and distributional features of human 

speech sounds. 

 Phonetics is the study of the description of speech sounds such as 

consonants and vowels and their structure. In phonology, as a subject, we 

study the sets of phonemes and their various forms and patterns (e.g., 

dynamic; as in connected speech, and static; as in isolation) within a human 

language. 

 The key difference between phonetics and phonology is that the former is 

the study of general human speech sounds whereas the latter is the 

exploration of how sounds are organized in individual languages (such as 

English, Urdu or Arabic). 

 As an ancient branch of knowledge, phonetics and phonology had been a 

popular subject in the Sub-continent where it had been studied for more than 

2000 years. In early periods, phoneticians from here like Panini were among 

the pioneers of phonetic sciences who developed tremendous grammatical 

and articulatory features for teaching and learning of pronunciation of 

Sanskrit and other ancient languages. 

 With many advances, the field of phonetics has emerged as a very potential 

area for interface studies involving it with physiology, psychology, physics 

and many other subjects. In the last few decades, this new field of studies 

increased research and exploration with a wide range of theories and 

applications involving not only computer sciences (artificial intelligence) 

but also many other fields with speech oriented focus such as sociology and 

anthropology in descriptive and theoretical linguistics. 

 Articulatory phonetics studies the production of speech sounds by the vocal 

tract; the place from where and the way in which the speech sounds are 

made (‘articulated’) by the vocal organs. It describes speech sounds and 

vocal activities through which these sounds are produced and these 

activities of vocal tract are used as classification criteria. 

 Acoustic phonetics studies sound waves technically using machines, 

computer programs and software developed specifically for the purpose. For 

example, vowel sounds could be studied in terms of their length duration, 

pitch, loudness, frequency and other qualities accurately using the 

techniques of acoustics. In experimental phonetics, waveforms of sounds 

are recorded to create real world data which is further evaluated and 
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analyzed in terms of their wave motion, types of sounds and their physical 

characteristics such as frequency, amplitude, intensity, quality and speed of 

sound. 

 

 Auditory phonetics deals with understanding that how human ear perceives 

sound and how the brain recognizes different speech units. This branch of 

phonetics studies the perceptual response to speech sounds, as mediated by 

ear, auditory nerve and brain. Hearing is defined as a series of vibrations 

and their moving as waves through air and their touching of ear drums. The 

human ear is divided into three sections; outer, middle and inner ear and 

their physiology is further explored in auditory phonetics. 

 A phoneme is the smallest meaningful unit of sound (therefore, a smallest 

unit in phonology) in a language and this meaningful unit of sound is one 

that has the ability to change one word into another word.  

 An allophone is a definable systematic variant of a phoneme. A phone, on 

the other hand, is a sound (or a segment) which has some physical features. 

Phone is comparatively a neutral word and this term is mostly used in a non-

technical sense. 

 Speech sounds are basically the outcome of many movements including that 

of air movement from lungs into larynx and then from there into vocal tract 

and the movement of tongue and lips. 

 Above the larynx, there are two tracts (making either nasal or oral sounds). 

With the help of velum, the passage of the air is determined – when the 

velum is up the air goes through the oral tract making oral sounds (such as 

/p/, /b/ and /t/) and when it is down the air passes through the nasal cavity 

creating nasal sounds (such as /m/ and /n/). 

 ‘Accent’ is the typical way people from a particular geographical area, 

country or social group pronounce words.  A specific accent depends mostly 

on pronunciation of specific words or phrases used by a particular 

individual, group, social or geographical community. Accents usually differ 

in the quality of voice, pronunciation of vowels and consonants, and 

prosody (suprasegmental aspects).  

 

 The accents of English exhibit great variation across the areas where 

English is spoken as the first or the second language. 
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Assessment and Evaluation 
 

1. What is phonology? Discuss the difference between phonetics and 

phonology in your own words.    

 

2. Prepare your assignments on any one topic from the following list: 

o Oro-nasal process 

o Acoustic phonetics 

o Articulatory phonetics 

 

3. Define phonetics as a field of study and explain how it is concerned with 

the production, physical nature, and perception of speech sounds. 

 

4. Which are the main fields of phonetics and phonology?  

 

5. Explain experimental phonetics, articulatory phonetics, acoustic phonetics 

and auditory phonetics as the core branches of phonetics. 

 

6. Give a brief account of the contributions of the modern phonetician who 

developed and advanced the field of phonetics and phonology. 

 

7. Phonology is the study of all aspects of the sounds and sound system of a 

language, discuss in detail with a reference to your mother tongue. 

 

8. What is the major difference between phonetics and phonology? 

 

9. Phonetics is concerned with the description of speech sounds while 

phonology is concerned with the description of the sound system of a 

language. Discuss with proper examples. 

 

10. Discuss auditory phonetics as a branch of phonetics that has to do with the 

reception of the human speech sounds. 

 

11. Discuss phonetics and phonology as a branch of basic linguistics. 

 

12. Write down a brief note on oro-nasal process as part of articulatory 

phonetics. 

 

13. How would you define accent variation? Discuss Pakistani English and its 

peculiar features as a distinct variety of English. 
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Further Readings 
 

Ladefoged, P. & Johnson, K. (2011). A Course in Phonetics (6th Ed.). Boston: 

Wadsworth.  

 

Roach, P. (1998). English Phonetics and Phonology: A Practical Course (2nd Ed.). 

Cambridge: CUP. 
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https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/
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Introduction 
 

This unit is designed to introduce English vowels focusing on the RP (BBC) accent 

of British English. We take a start by introducing English phonemes and dividing 

them into consonants and vowels. The vowel phonemes are, in turn, further divided 

into monophthongs and diphthongs classifying them into sub categories and types. 

Thus the topic of vowel sounds is explored with further explanations and important 

concepts. Overall, the following topics are covered in this unit: 

  

 English phonemes 

 Introduction to English pure vowels 

 Introduction to diphthongs  

 American and British vowels  

 Rhotic vowels 

 Three forms of vowels 

 

 

The following are the major learning objectives of the unit. 

 

Learning Objectives 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

 

 Know and distinguish among English vowels. 

 Have an overall idea about English monophthongs and diphthongs. 

 Describe the fundamental features of English pure vowels. 

 Explain the basic ideas related to English vowels and diphthongs including 

vowel quality, tense and lax vowels, and rhotic vowels. 

 Comment on various aspects of British and American vowels. 

 

 

2.1  Vowels and Consonants  
 

Generally human sounds are divided into two broad categories called consonants 

and vowels. A consonant is basically a speech sound in which the air is at least 

partly blocked whereas a vowel is a sound in which there is no obstruction found 

and the air is passing through the cavity freely. Moreover, a consonant is classified 

in terms of the (1) places and (2) manners of articulation and (3) voicing whereas a 

vowel is classified in terms of (1) the position of tongue, (2) the part of tongue and 
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(3) lip-rounding (and sometimes, also by its length). Vowels are further classified 

in terms of pure vowels (monophthongs) and diphthongs.  

 

In this section, we are going to study English vowels in detail. The students are 

required to explore these sounds and grasp their relevant symbols fully as these will 

be further used for transcription in the subsequent part of the unit and further in 

Unit-9. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.1:  44 English Phonemes with Details of Vowel Sounds   

 

As the above figure shows, there are 44 phonemes/sounds in English RP (BBC) 

accent. Out of them, 20 are vowels which, in turn, are further divided into pure 

vowels and diphthongs. Pure vowels or monophthongs are 12 out of which 5 are 

long and 7 are short vowels. These vowel sounds are further explained in the 

coming sections. 

 

 

2.2  What is a Vowel? 

  

A vowel is a sound in which there is a continuous vibration of the vocal cords and 

the air passage is allowed to escape from the mouth cavity freely without any 

interruption or obstruction. In other words, the main difference between a 
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consonant and a vowel sound is that in the case of a consonant, the air passage is 

exploited somewhere in the oral cavity whereas, in the case of a vowel, it is allowed 

to escape freely. Consider Figure 2.2: 

 

 
Figure 2.2: The Airflow during the Production of a Vowel Sound 

2.3  Classification of English Vowels 
 

English vowels are classified in the following ways: 

 

1. Part of the tongue: 

 

Which part of the tongue is involved in the production of a specific sound; 

Front, Center or Back?  For example: /ɪ/ is a front vowel, /ǝ/ is central and 

/ʊ/is a back vowel. 

 

2. Position of the tongue: 

 

How high is the tongue when the vowel is produced; High – Mid – Low? The 

high-low positions are sometimes also called as close-open positions of the 

tongue.   

For example:    /ɪ/ is a high vowel whereas /æ/ is low vowel.  

 

3. Lip-rounding: 

 

Whether the vowel is produced with rounded lips or not? 

For example: /ɪ/ is unrounded whereas /ʊ/ is a rounded vowel. 

 

4. Vowel length:   
 

Sometimes, the length of the vowel is also considered as a contrast between 

short and long vowels. For example: /ɪ/ and /e/ are short vowels whereas /iː/ 

and /ɜː/ are long vowels. 
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Figure 2.3 below shows these dimensions of the vowel classification.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.3: Quadrilateral Showing the Dimensions of Vowel Front-ness and 

Height   

 

Conventionally, the quadrilateral shown above is taken as the four sides of human 

tongue and thus it is used to describe vowel sounds of any language. For our 

analysis in this section, we are also going to use the same pattern. 

In addition to the above classification system, the primary cardinal vowel system is 

a standard reference used by phoneticians for the description of vowel sounds. 

Initially introduced by International Phonetic Association (IPA), we are also going 

to use this quadrilateral (four-sided figure) shape with eight cardinal (basic) vowels. 

This shape is called primary cardinal vowels which is given here for your 

understanding. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.4: Primary Cardinal Vowels (Taken from Peter Roach, 1998) 
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2.4  Introduction to English Pure Vowels 
 

As shown in Figure 2.1, English has 12 pure vowels (also called as monophthongs 

– as they are single sounds individually) which are briefly introduced here. We are 

starting with short vowels. 

 

 

English Short Vowels 

 

Short vowels are called ‘short’ because of their shorter duration (in comparison 

with long vowels). Including schwa /ǝ/ they are seven in number which are 

described one by one here:  

 

/ɪ/  

 

Example words: pit, quit, six, 

rim, hit, pin, fix, quiz, knit, 

wrist, quilt, mix, SIM, win  

 

High – front vowel. Slightly 

towards center.  

 

Between cardinal vowels no. 1 

and 2.  

 

The lips are slightly spread. 
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/e/  

 

Example words: pet, bet, set, 

men, yes, dead, send, dealt, 

meant, net, well, beg, crept 

 

Mid high – front vowel.  

 

Between cardinal vowels no. 

2 and 3.  

 

The lips are slightly spread. 

 

 

 

 

 

/æ/  

 

Example words: pat, bat, sat, 

man, cap, track, gas, had, hack, 

pat, stack, pack, mac, tramp 

 

Slightly higher than cardinal 

vowel no. 4 – front vowel.  

 

Close to cardinal vowels no. 4.  

 

The lips are slightly spread. 
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/ʌ/  

 

Example words: but, some, 

luck, cub, struck, rush, monk, 

blood, sun, done, sum, hush, 

putt  

 

It is a central vowel. Slightly 

more open than the open- mid 

tongue height vowel.  

 

At the center between cardinal 

vowels no. 3 and 4.  

The lips are neutral. 

 

 

/ɒ/  

 

Example words: pot, got, pop, 

dock, moss, bond, odd, want, 

what, flock, rock, gone  

 

Between Open-mid and open – 

not quite fully back vowel.  

 

Close to cardinal vowels no. 5.  

 

The lips are slightly rounded. 
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/ʊ/  

 

Example words: put, took, 

hook, stook, good, could, full, 

pull, wood, push, bull, book 

 

Slightly close to cardinal 

vowel no. 8 – but more open 

and towards the center.  

 

The lips are rounded. 

 

 

 

 

/ǝ/  

Example words: (at the 

beginning of) ago, about, 

another (at the end of) sister, 

brother and other words 

ending with ‘er’. 

 

This is called schwa sound. It 

is the mostly occurring sound 

in English. Most of the vowels 

take schwa sound when they 

are in weak form. 

It is a central vowel. Slightly 

with more close than the open- 

mid tongue height.  

The lips are neutral. 
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English Long Vowels 

 

Long vowels are another monophthong phonemes in English. They are called ‘long’ 

because they are longer than the short vowels. You might be able to detect the 

difference clearly if you compare words having short vowels with words having 

long vowels such as ‘grin’ vs ‘green’. The length is shown with colon (:). The five 

vowels long vowels of English are described here one by one.  

 

 

/iː/ 

 

Example words: keen, mean, 

preen, green, team, seem, 

meet, leak, grief, deed, beat 

 

High (close) – front vowel. It 

is very near to cardinal vowel 

no. 1 – but it is closer and 

higher than short vowel /.  

 

The lips are only slightly 

spread. 
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/ɜː/  

 

Example words: bird, burn 

nurse, turn, fern, dirt, purse, 

firm, birth, earn, verse, learn    

 

It is a central vowel (between 

high-mid and low-mid 

vowels) and is well-known in 

most English accents.  

 

The lips are neutral. 

 

 

/ɑː/  

 

Example words: card, park, 

half, harm, pass, yard, bark, 

lark, hard, palm, art, pass, 

grass  

 

It is an open vowel from the 

region of cardinal vowel no. 

5. It is a ‘back’ vowel but 

slightly frontal than cardinal 

vowel no. 5.  

 

The lip position is neutral. 
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/ɔː/  

 

Example words: horse, taught, 

torn, fraught, board, row, saw, 

sought, ought, brought   

 

The tongue height for this 

vowel is between cardinal 

vowels no. 6 and 7. It is 

almost completely ‘back’ 

vowel.   

 

There is quite strong ‘lip-

rounding’ in this vowel. 

 

 

 

 

/uː/  

 

Example words: food, boot, 

moon, soon, school, loose, 

blue, two, sue, pool, grew 

 

This is a back vowel not very 

different from cardinal vowel 

no. 8 – but is slightly more 

open and a very little towards 

the center.  

The lips are moderately 

rounded. 
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Summary of English Pure Vowels: 

 

The following is the summary of the pure vowles of English as discussed in this 

seciton:  

 

Front vowels:  iː ɪ e æ                

Central vowels: ʌ ǝ ɜː 

Back vowels:  uː ʊ ɒ ɑː ɔː  

 

High (close) vowels:  iː ɪ ʊ uː        

Mid-high/Mid-low vowels: e ɜː ǝ ʌ ɔː 

Low (open) vowels:  æ ɒ ɑː 

 

Rounded/slightly round vowels: ɒ ʊ ɔː uː  

Unrounded/spread/neutral:  iː ɪ e æ ʌ ǝ ɜː ɑː 

  

Short vowels:  ɪ e æ ʌ ɒ ʊ ǝ        

Long vowels:  iː ɑː ɔː uː ɜː 

The summary of the twelve monophthongal vowels is given in the following 

quadrilateral diagram with their particular dimensions: 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.5: Twelve Pure Vowels of English  
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2.5  Introduction to English Diphthongs 
 

A sharp distinction is made between monophthongs and diphthong in English. 

Monophthongs (mono means one and thongs means sounds) are individually single 

sounds whereas diphthongs (di means two-thongs means sounds). A diphthong is, 

therefore, a single vowel consisting of the features of two vowel sounds. Its most 

important feature is the glide (movement) from one vowel quality to another one.  

 

The BBC (RP) accent of English contains a large number (eight in total) of 

diphthongs including: 

 

Three ending in /ɪ/ (eɪ, aɪ, ɔɪ – as in words ‘bay’ ‘buy’ ‘boy’), 

Two ending in /ʊ/ (əʊ, aʊ – as in words ‘no’ ‘now’), and, 

Three ending in /ə/ (ɪə, eə, ʊə - as in words ‘peer’ ‘pair’ ‘poor’). 

 

On the basis of fundamental phonetic classification of vowel sounds and on the 

basis of their manner of articulation, we need to compare diphthongs with 

monophthongs. A diphthong is a vowel where there is a single (perceptual) 

noticeable change in quality during a syllable (as in English words beer, time, loud) 

whereas a monophthong is a vowel with no qualitative change in it.  

 

English diphthongs are divided into two categories; centering (which end with ‘ǝ’ 

sound) and closing (which end with either ‘ɪ’ or ‘ʊ’ sounds respectively). Closing 

diphthongs are further divided into ‘fronting’ and ‘backing’. These diphthongs are 

described in detail in the following lines. 

 

Centering Diphthongs  

The following are three 

centering diphthongs in 

English:  

                    /ɪə/     /eə/       /ʊə/ 

Examples: peer     pair      poor 

                  near    dare      moor    

                  queer  square   tour 

                  beard   fair      boor   
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In all of these three diphthong 

vowels, the glide is towards 

the center of the tongue. 

 

 

 

Front-closing Diphthongs 

Ending with /ɪ/ 

 

The following are three front-

closing diphthongs in English:  

                  /eɪ/      /aɪ/      /ɔɪ/ 

Examples: bay     bye       boy 

                  lake    like      Lloyd    

                  bake   bike     noise   

                weight   wide    void  

 

In all of these three diphthong 

vowels, the glide is towards 

the front high position of the 

tongue. 
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Back-closing Diphthongs 

Ending with /ʊ/ 

 

The following are two back-

closing diphthongs in English:  

                        /əʊ/              /aʊ/ 

Examples:       no               now 

                        load            loud    

                        crow        crowd 

                        tone           town  

 

In these two diphthong vowels, 

the glide is towards the back 

high position of the tongue. 

 

 

 

The following figure summarizes the above discussed English diphthongs. 

 

 

 
   

Figure 2.6: Eight English Diphthongs  
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2.6  American and British Vowels 
 

We need to discuss briefly about the difference between American and British 

vowels here. Many of the American vowels are essentially different than those of 

British – and that is why it is a different accent of English (compare Standard 

American Newscaster English, known as SANE, with British English as spoken by 

BBC newscasters (also known as the RP accent). When you carefully listen to the 

American vowels [ such as i, ɪ, ɛ, æ] as in words heed, hid, head, had (spoken by a 

native speaker of American English) these vowels sound as if they differ by a series 

of equal steps. Even some Eastern American speakers would make a distinct 

diphthong in heed so that their [i] sounds really like a glide (diphthong) starting 

from almost the same vowel as that in hid. Similarly, the back vowels also vary 

considerably in both forms of English (e.g., many Californians do not distinguish 

between the vowels in words father and author). Moreover, the vowels [ʊ, u] as in 

good and food also vary considerably as they have a very unrounded vowel in good 

and a rounded but central vowel in food.   

 

In short, American English in many ways is distinct from the British English and 

as the students of phonetics and phonology we should try to explore these 

differences. It is only about American English, there are many other varieties which 

have vowels different from British English. One aspect of this variation is the 

emergence of word ‘Englishes’ as today we have more varieties of English than 

before. Accent variation is certainly one of the major reasons for these dialects and 

accents of English language.    

 

 

2.7  Rhotic Vowels 

 

This term is used to describe some varieties of English (e.g., American) 

pronunciation in which the /r/ phoneme is found in all its phonological contexts. 

Remember that in the BBC accent of English, /r/ is only found before vowels (as in 

‘red’ /red/, ‘around’ /əraʊnd/), but never before consonants or before a pause.  

 

In rhotic (e.g., some American) accents, on the other hand, /r/ may occur before 

consonants (as in ‘cart’ /ka:rt/) and before a pause (as in ‘car’ /kɑ:r/). While the 

BBC accent is non-rhotic, many accents of the British Isles are rhotic (including 

mostly spoken in the south and west of England, much of Wales, and all of Scotland 

and Ireland). Similarly, most speakers of American English speak with a rhotic 

accent, but there are non-rhotic areas including the Boston area, lower-class New 

York and the Deep South.  
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From English language learning and teaching point of view, foreign learners 

encounter a lot of difficulty in learning not to pronounce /r/ in the wrong places. 

Rhotic vowels are also sometimes called ‘retroflex’ vowels as they are produced 

with curling tip of the tongue. Rhoticized vowels are the norm of American English 

mostly prevalent in North America.   

 

 

2.8  Three Forms of Vowels 
 

A vowel may take one out of three possible forms:  

1. Stressed form (when it is loud and long vowel with a different quality being 

stressed), 

2. Unstressed form (when it is a kind of neutral form, not necessarily in 

reduced form), and,  

3. Reduced form (most vowels take the shape of schwa /ə/ when they are 

reduced).  

 

Most of the time a vowel is completely pronounced when it is in a stressed syllable 

but the same vowel is different in quality (allophonic form) when it takes place in 

an unstressed syllable, and, of course, it is reduced to another form when it is in a 

reduced syllable. Remember that, in most cases, various reduced vowels are taking 

the shape of a schwa vowel /ə/. The symbol /ə/ may be used to show many types of 

vowels with a central, reduced vowel quality. Ladefoged and Johnson (2011) give 

the following table for the comparison of the three forms of vowels. 

 

 
 

Table 2.1 Three Possible Forms of Vowels 
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A vowel in an unstressed syllable does not necessarily have a completely reduced 

quality. All the English vowels can occur in unstressed syllables in their full, 

unreduced forms and not all but many of them can occur in all possible three forms.  
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Summary Points 
 

 A consonant is basically a speech sound in which the air is at least partly 

blocked whereas a vowel is a sound in which there is no obstruction found 

and the air is passing through the cavity freely. 

 

 A vowel is classified in terms of (1) the position of tongue, (2) the part of 

tongue and (3) lip-rounding (and sometimes, also by its length). Vowels are 

further classified in terms of pure vowels (monophthongs) and diphthongs.  

 

 There are 44 phonemes/sounds in English RP (BBC) accent. Out of them, 

20 are vowels which, in turn, are further divided into pure vowels and 

diphthongs. Pure vowels or monophthongs are 12 out of which 5 are long 

and 7 are short vowels 

 

 A vowel is a sound in which there is a continuous vibration of the vocal 

cords and the air passage is allowed to escape from the mouth cavity freely 

without any interruption or obstruction. 

 

 Monophthongs (mono means one and thongs means sounds) are 

individually single sounds whereas diphthongs (di means two-thongs means 

sounds). A diphthong is, therefore, a single vowel consisting of the features 

of two vowel sounds. Its most important feature is the glide (movement) 

from one vowel quality to another one.  

 

 A diphthong is a vowel where there is a single (perceptual) noticeable 

change in quality during a syllable (as in English words beer, time, loud) 

whereas a monophthong is a vowel with no qualitative change in it.  

 

 English diphthongs are divided into two categories; centering (which end 

with ‘ǝ’ sound) and closing (which end with either ‘ɪ’ or ‘ʊ’ sounds 

respectively). Closing diphthongs are further divided into ‘fronting’ and 

‘backing’. 

 

 American and British vowels are essentially different. Eastern American 

speakers would make a distinct diphthong in heed so that their [i] sounds 

really like a glide (diphthong) starting from almost the same vowel as that 

in hid. Vowels [ʊ, u] as in good and food also vary considerably as they 

have a very unrounded vowel in good and a rounded but central vowel in 

food.   
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 Most speakers of American English speak with a rhotic accent, but there are 

non-rhotic areas including the Boston area, lower-class New York and the 

Deep South.  

 

 Rhotic vowels are also sometimes called ‘retroflex’ vowels as they are 

produced with curling tip of the tongue. 

 

 A vowel may take one out of three possible forms; stressed form, unstressed 

form, and, reduced form (most vowels take the shape of schwa /ə/ when 

they are reduced). 
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Self-Assessment Questions  
 

1. Describe English vowels focusing on their distinctive dimensions.  

 

2. Compare ‘monophthongs’ and ‘diphthongs’ and provide examples how 

these vowels differentiate from each other.  

 

3. Write a note on rhotic vowels as distinctive features of American English.  

 

4. How different are American vowels from British? Provide appropriate 

examples in favour of your argument.   

 

5. Now without looking at the vowel charts given in the unit, place your 

vowels in the following chart by showing their relevant dimensions: 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

6. Think about the vowel sounds of your own mother language. Place the 

vowels of your mother language in the following chart with their relevant 

dimensions: 
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7. Write one sentence which should cover (at least once) all 20 vowels of 

English: 

 

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________   

 

 

8. Provide seven example words for each of the following vowel sounds. Do 

not repeat words that we have already discussed in the unit. Consult 

dictionary if you are not clear about the vowel sounds. 

 

/ɪ/ 

/e/ 

/æ/ 

/ʌ/ 

/ɒ/ 

/ʊ/ 

/ǝ/ 

/iː/  

/ɑː/  
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/ɔː/ 

/uː/ 

/ɜː/ 

/ɪə/ 

/eə/ 

/ʊə/ 

/eɪ/   

/aɪ/   

/ɔɪ/ 

/əʊ/   

/aʊ/  
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INTRODUCTION TO ENGLISH CONSONANTS  
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Introduction 
 

Speech sounds can be classified into different categories such as vowels and 

consonants according to the activity of the organs of speech involved in their 

production. The distinction between vowels and consonants is mainly made on 

phonological grounds, i.e., the function particular speech sounds have in a syllable. 

Generally speaking, consonants shape the airstream coming from the larynx in a 

more perceptible manner than vowels. Yet, there are no clearcut boundaries in 

articulatory terms between all members of the two groups.  We already know that 

consonants are sounds that are produced by an obstruction of an airstream either in 

the pharynx or in the vocal tract. In articulatory phonetics, a consonant is a speech 

sound that is articulated with complete or partial closure of the vocal tract. The 

obstructions that occur to create different types of consonants can take place at 

various locations between the glottis and the lips. There are 24 consonant phonemes 

in RP and in most other accents of English.  

 

The aim of this lesson is to describe these consonant phonemes to a point where 

there is only one phoneme in the sound system of English that fits each description. 

For the description of English consonant phonemes, we therefore use only the 

distinctive features: the voicing aspect of articulation, the place of articulation, and 

the manner of articulation.  

 

Learning Objectives 

 

After completing this unit, the learner should be able to: 

1. differentiate between voiced and voiceless sounds 

2. describe how a consonant sound is made 

3. describe the place of articulation of each consonant sound 

4. group manners of articulation of the consonant sounds 

5. differentiate between active and passive articulators 

6. distinguish among phonemes as voiced and voiceless in certain contexts   

7. differentiate between clear /l/ sound and dark one 

8. describe each consonant in term of place, manner and voicing  

 

 

3.1  Voiced and Voiceless Sounds 

 

The air exhaled from the lungs does not in itself produce speech sounds.  It is the 

larynx which actually gives "vitality" to speech. To create such sounds, the flow of 

air must be altered into sound waves of varying qualities and characteristics. This 
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begins in the larynx with the degree of opening of the vocal cords. The cords are in 

a constant state of fluctuation when we make a sound. To understand how sound 

making process takes place, let’s look at the following images of the vocal folds.  

 

 
 

How voiceless sounds are made?  

 

When the vocal folds are pulled apart as illustrated in right side of the figure, the 

air passes directly through the glottis (the opening of the vocal folds) without much 

interference. Any sound made with the vocal folds in this position is said to be 

voiceless. You can confirm whether a sound’s voicelessness by touching your 

fingers to the larynx as you produce it. You will not feel any vibration from the 

vocal folds being transmitted to your fingertips. The initial sounds of fan, song, and 

house are all voiceless. Voicelessness is a true speech state distinct from breathing; 

the vocal folds are not as far apart during speech voicelessness as they are in silent 

breathing.  

 

How voiced sounds are made? 

 

When the vocal folds are brought close together, but not tightly closed, voicing 

takes place. The air passing between them causes them to vibrate, producing sounds 

that are said to be voiced (See the left side figure). The way you determined 

voicelessness, you can determine whether a sound is voiced by lightly touching the 

fingers to the larynx as you produce an extended version of the initial sounds of the 

words zip or vow, or any vowel. You can sense the vibration of the vocal folds 

within the larynx. It can be helpful to contrast voiced versus voiceless sounds while 

resting your hand on your throat or put your finger tips into your ear producing long 

f and v or s and z sound like the following.   
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[ffffffffffffffffffffffffvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv] 

[sssssssssssssssssssssssszzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz]  

 

The difference in these sounds is easy to feel.  Therefore, /v/ is a voiced sound and 

/f/ is voiceless.  

 

Voiced sounds are more numerous in English than voiceless sounds; the following 

nine sounds are voiceless:  

                              / -p, -f, - θ, -ʃ, -s, -t,  -ʧ - k, -h,/ 

 

We put a negative sign to describe that a sound voiceless. The rest of the 15 

consonant sounds and all vowel sounds are voiced and we use a plus sign to show 

that a certain sound is voiced.  

                         

 


 

However, dividing most natural events, like the production of speech sounds, into 

a limited number of categories is a convenience. In the real world there are differing 

degrees of voicing, with some sounds being more voiced than others. Also, voicing 

depends in some instances on context that is, surrounding sounds. For instance, the 

normally voiceless consonant [h] becomes partially voiced in the word behind and 

in other instances when [h] appears between two voiced sounds, such as vowels.   

 

 

3.2  Place of Articulation 

 

We already know that virtually all English sounds are made with air that is pushed 

up from the lungs. In the production of approximately two thirds of these sounds, 

the air-stream is obstructed fully or partially in the throat, technically called the 

pharyngeal cavity or pharynx or in the vocal tract before it leaves the body through 

the mouth or nose. These sounds are called consonants. An important feature for 

the description of consonants is the exact place where the air-stream is obstructed. 

The place of articulation names the speech organs that are primarily involved in the 

production of a particular sound. To produce a consonant, there is usually one 

active, mobile, lower speech organ (the lower jaw) that moves and makes contact 

with a passive, immobile, upper speech organ (upper jaw). For example, in the 

articulation of the last sound in the word surf, the air-stream is obstructed by the 

contact of the lower lip with the upper teeth. This sound is therefore called a 

"labiodental consonant", or simply a "labiodental".  Following are the places where 

English sounds are produced: 
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Bilabials       

 
/p/ /b/ /m/ as the initial sounds in pat, bat, and mat  

 

Bilabial sounds are made by pressing both lips together.  These sounds are formed 

using both (bi) upper and lower lips (labia). There are three bilabial consonant 

sounds. The initial sounds in the words pat, bat and mat and the final sounds in the 

words lap. tab and gem are all bilabials. They are represented by the symbols /p/, 

which is voiceless, and /b/ and /m/, which are voiced. Both the lower and upper 

articulators are active in the production of these sounds. The /w/ sound found at the 

beginning of way, walk and world is also a bilabial sound as the two lips make a 

rounding shape while articulating this sound. However, as the back of the tongue is 

also raised while producing it, it is, therefore, call labio-velar and is a voiced sound.  

 

 

 

Labiodentals  

 
/f/ /v/ as the initial sounds in fat and vat 

 

 

Labiodental sounds are made when the lower lip is raised to touch the upper front 

teeth. The back of the top-front teeth meets the bottom lip. These are the sounds 

formed with the upper teeth and the lower lip. The initial sounds of the words fat 

and vat and the final sounds in the words safe and save are labiodentals. They are 

represented by the symbols /f/, which is voiceless, and /v/, which is voiced. Notice 

that the final sounds of laugh and cough, and the initial sound of photo, despite the 

spelling differences, are all pronounced as /f/. The lower jaw is active articulator in 

the production of these sounds. 
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Dentals  

  
/θ/ / as the initial sounds in thin, and then 

 

In producing dentals, the tongue tip or blade of the tongue touches the back of the 

top-front teeth. The term interdental is sometimes used to describe these sounds in 

which the tongue tip comes between the upper and lower teeth. These two sounds 

refer to the digraph ‘th’. The initial sound of thin and the final sound of bath are 

both voiceless dentals. The symbol used for this sound is /θ/, usually referred to as 

‘theta’. The voiced dental is represented by the symbol //. This sound is found in 

the pronunciation of the initial sound of common words like then, there, and thus. 

It’s also the middle sound in feather and the final sound of bathe. The active 

articulators are tongue and lower jaw.,  

 

 

Alveolars    

 
/t/ /d/ /n/ /s/ /z/ /l/ /r/ as the initial sounds in tap, dog, night, sip, zeal, lie and red  

 

In alveolar sounds the tongue-tip or blade of the tongue touches the alveolar ridge 

or tooth ridge behind the top-front teeth. This is the most usual place of articulation 

for English sounds. The alveolar ridge is a rough, bony surface immediately behind 

the upper teeth. The initial sounds in top, dip, sit, zoo, nut, lion, rat, sure and last 

sound of beige are all alveolars. The symbols for these sounds are:  /t/, /d/, /s/, /z/, 

/n/ /l/ and /r/. Of these, /t/ and /s/ are voiceless, whereas /d/, /z/, // , /n/ , /l/ sound 

and /r/ are voiced. The lower jaw and tongue are active articulators. The /r/ sound 

in the beginning of the word read is also actually a post-alveolar sound. The tip of 

the tongue is curled back to the rear part of the alveolar ridge. In this sense the 

sound is also considered post-alveolar. 
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Post alveolars/ Alveo-palatals     

 
 and // the initial sound in sure and as the final sound in beige  

as the initial sounds in chip and general  

 

Post alveolar or alveo-palatal sounds are formed when the blade of the tongue 

articulates with the back of the alveolar ridge or palate. The lower jaw and tongue 

are active articulators.  The initial sounds in ship with the symbol //and the ending 

sound in beige with the symbol //. The first sound is voiceless and the second is 

voiced.  

 

The other two post alveolar sounds are in chip and beige. 

Phonetically, the  is a voiceless and is voiced. represented with the symbol 

. The lower jaw and tongue are active articulators in the production of these 

sounds. 

 

 

 

Palatal     

 
/j/ as the initial sound in yes 

 

The flat part of the tongue is raised against the hard palate, creating a sort of “y” 

sound which is produced with the tongue in the middle of the palate. The symbol 

for the sound is / j/ to be found at the beginning of words like you and yet. This 

sound is described a palatal and it is a voiced one.  
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Velars      

 
/k/ /g/ as the initial sounds in cut, get and /ŋ/ as the last sound in sing 

 

In velar sounds the back of the tongue is pushed up against the soft palate.  There 

is a voiceless velar sound, represented by the symbol /k/, which occurs, not only in 

kid and king, but is also the initial sound in car and cold. The voiced velar sounds 

are found in the beginning of girl and in the end sound in sing, and are represented 

by the symbol /g/ and /ŋ/ respectively. The velar sound /ŋ/ is used for different 

spellings.  Be careful not to be misled by the spelling – the word bang ends with the 

[ ŋ] sound only. There is no /g/ sound in this word. In some words, nk combination 

does have the same sound /ŋk/ as in bank. The sound /k/ is voiceless and the sounds 

/g/ and /ŋ/ are voiced. The lower jaw and back of the tongue are active articulators. 

 

 

Glottal 
 

    
/h/ as the first sound in hat  

 

The glottal sound occurs at the beginning of words like have and house, and, for 

the most speakers, as the first sound in who and whose. This sound is usually 

described as a voiceless glottal. The ‘glottis’ is the space between the vocal cords 

in the larynx. When the glottis is open, as in the production of other voiceless 

sounds, but there is no manipulation of the air passing out through the mouth, the 

sound produced is that represented by the symbol /h/. The vocal folds constrict the 

airflow, but aren’t close enough together to vibrate. Effectively [h] is a whispered 

version of the (voiced) vowel that follows it: compare the /h/ of hard with the /h/ of 

he: during the articulation of the /h/ the tongue takes up the preparatory position for 

the vowel that is to follow. 
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Here you can see the following figures showing both ‘narrow’ and ‘tightly closed’ 

glottis.  

 

                       
 

Another sound take place at glottis known as glottal stop. It is represented by the 

symbol [?]. As the name suggests, this consonant is produced at the glottis using 

the same three-stage manner of articulation as all the other stops. One example of 

its use in English is the exclamation commonly spelt uh-uh (an expression of wary 

agreement, slight surprise, or refusal, depending on the intonation). Phonetically 

this might be transcribed []: after the first schwa the vocal folds are (1) closed 

tightly, then (2) held together while air-pressure builds up beneath them, and finally 

(3) released suddenly. Though there’s no perceptible “explosion”, the sudden 

release gives a distinctively sharp onset to the second schwa, and the silent pause 

between the two vowels is very noticeable.  

 

Another situation where a glottal stop can be used in English is to separate adjacent 

vowels in phrases like India [?] and Pakistan (though many speakers insert an r 

instead: India [r] and Pakistan). Separating adjacent syllables (the second of which 

begins with a vowel) is a common function of the glottal stop in German. 

 

 

3.3  Manners of Articulation 
 

At most places of articulation there are several basic ways in which articulation can 

be accomplished. The articulators may completely close off the oral tract for an 

instant or a relatively long period, they may narrow the space considerably, or they 

may simply modify the shape of the tract by approaching each other. On the basis 

of these activities, the lips, tongue, velum and glottis can be positioned in different 

ways to produce different sound types. These various configurations are called the 

manners of articulation. 

 

 

Oral and Nasal Sounds 

 

A basic distinction in the manner of articulation is between oral and nasal sounds. 

We have already introduced the oro-nasal process in Unit-1. When the velum is 
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raised, cutting off the airflow through the nasal passages, oral sounds are produced. 

The velum can also be lowered to allow air to pass through the nasal passages. This 

process produces a sound that is called a nasal sound. Both consonants and vowels 

can be nasal, in which case they are generally voiced. The consonants at the end of 

the English words sun, sum and sung are nasal. However, the vowels in English are 

oral though there are nasal vowels in other languages such as French. For many 

speakers of English, the vowels of words such as bank and wink are also slightly 

nasal due to their proximity to nasal consonants. We will learn in later chapters that 

neighboring sound do have effects on each other. 

 

 

Plosives/ Stops  

 

Plosives also called stop sounds are made by complete closure of the articulators 

involved so that the air stream cannot escape through the mouth.  To give a 

complete description of the plosive consonant, we must describe the following four 

phases which take place in its production:     

 

1. Closing phase: it the phase when articulator or articulators move to form 

the stricture for the plosive. In this phase we close the two articulators 

firmly.  

2. Compression phase: in this phase the compressed air is stopped from 

escaping while continuing to allow air to come up from the lungs: air 

pressure builds up behind the closed articulators.  

3. Release phase: in this phase the articulators which made the stricture are 

moved so as to allow air to escape.  

4. Post-release phase:  The air under pressure will suddenly release, 

generating a disturbance (a sound-wave) in the surrounding air.  

 

These four phases are known respectively as (1) closure, (2) hold, (3) release (4) 

post-release. The sounds which completely block off the air through the mouth in 

English are: /p/, /b/, /t/,/d/, /k/,/g/, /m/, /n/, /ŋ/. The first three pairs are called oral 

plosives or stops (or obstruent), the latter three sounds are nasal stops. Generally, 

plosives or oral stops will be labeled simply as “Stops”, whereas nasal stops will be 

called “Nasals”. In oral stop in addition to the articulatory closure in the mouth, the 

soft palate is raised so that the nasal tract is blocked off, then the air stream will be 

completely obstructed. Pressure in the mouth will build up and an oral stop will be 

formed. When the articulators come apart the air stream will be released in a small 

burst of sound. Because the air is stopped at different places in the oral cavity, there 

are three sets of plosive sounds. The glottal plosive occurs frequently but it is of 

less impotence in English. We use this symbol / for the glottal stop sometimes as 
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an alternative pronunciation for / p, t, k / in specific situations. Let’s look at each 

one in detail. 

 

 

Bilabial Plosives/Stops  

 

 
 

/p/, /b/ as initial sounds in pine and bite 

 

A bilabial plosive/ stop is made with both lips (hence bilabial) held tightly enough 

to block the passage of air.  To achieve this, the articulators involved move together 

to make this closure, and this is termed the shutting (or 'approach') stage of the stop. 

The articulators are then held closed for a period (about 40-150 ms), during which 

air pressure builds up behind the closure: this is called the closure phase. During 

this closure stage there is, in fact, silence if the stop is voiceless /p/, or the buzzing 

of the vibrating vocal folds if the stop is voiced /b/. Finally, when the articulators 

move apart, we have the release stage, which is normally accompanied by the 

outrush of compressed air, which gives plosives their characteristic 'popping' 

quality. This popping noise is often termed 'plosion', or the 'plosive burst'.  This 

may be taken as a fourth stage termed post-release stage (by Peter Roach). The 

velum is up in stop articulations.  

 

 

Alveolar Plosives/Stops 

 

  
/t/, /d/ as initial sounds in tire and dire 
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An alveolar plosive/ stop is made with the tongue in contact with the alveolar ridge 

located just behind the upper teeth. It is held tightly enough to block the passage of 

air. The articulators are then held closed for a period (about 40-150 ms), during 

which air pressure builds up behind the closure: this is called the closure phase. 

During this closure stage there is, in fact, silence if the stop is voiceless /t/, or the 

buzzing of the vibrating vocal folds if the stop is voiced /d/. Finally, when the 

articulators move apart, we have the release stage, which is normally accompanied 

by the outrush of compressed air, which gives plosives their characteristic 'popping' 

quality. This popping noise is often termed 'plosion', or the 'plosive burst'. It also 

makes the fourth stage of the plosive articulation. The velum is up as it closes off 

the airstream passage for releasing from the nasal cavity.  

 

 

Velar Plosives/Stops 

 

 

/k/ and /g/ as initial sounds in cat and gate 

 

A velar plosive/stop is made with the back part of the tongue in contact with the soft 

palate or velum located just at back of the roof of mouth. It is held tightly enough 

to block the passage of air. The articulators are then held closed for a period (about 

40-150 ms), during which air pressure builds up behind the closure: this is called 

the closure phase. During this closure stage there is, in fact, silence if the stop is 

voiceless /k/, or the buzzing of the vibrating vocal folds if the stop is voiced /g/. 

Finally, when the articulators move apart, we have the release stage, which is 

normally accompanied by the outrush of the compressed air, which gives plosives 

their characteristic 'popping' quality. This popping noise is often termed 'plosion', 

or the 'plosive burst'. It also makes the fourth stage of the plosive articulation. The 

velum is up as it closes off the airstream passage for releasing from the nasal cavity. 

 

The term stop may be defined so that it applies only to the prevention of air escaping 

through the mouth. But it is commonly used to imply a complete stoppage of the 

airflow through both the nose and the mouth. 
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As mentioned above /p, t, k, / are voiceless, and /b, d, g/ are voiced. However, the 

later can be sometimes partly voiced and sometimes voiceless. All six plosives can 

occur in all three positions of a word: initial position, medial position and final 

position. After the release of / p, t, k, / in the initial position there is an audible 

plosion or burst (of noise). There is then a period during which air escapes through 

the vocal folds, making a sound like /h/. This is called aspiration. As there is weak 

plosion in the release of /b. d, g/, the voiced plosive will have no aspiration. An 

initially fully voiced plosive sounds unnatural to the native English speakers, while 

a voiceless unaspirated /p, t, k/ will be taken by them as /b, d, g/ because it is 

aspiration not voicing which distinguishes them initial /p, t, k/ from /b, d, g/.    

 

In the initial position no consonant precedes /b, d, g/ but /p, t, k/may be preceded 

by /s/ and in that case /they are unaspirated. In the final position /b, d, g/ have little 

voicing, if there is voicing, it is at the beginning of the compression phase.  

 

 

Fortis and Lenis  

 

Some phoneticians are of the view that the voiceless /p, t, k/ are produced with more 

force than /b, d, g/. Therefore, / p, t, k/ are called fortis meaning strong and / b, d, 

g/ are called lenis meaning week. The preceding vowel has a shortening effect 

especially long vowel and diphthong though the effect is also noticeable in short 

vowel. The plosive phonemes are presented below: 

 

 

Places of Articulation 

 

 Voicing  Bilabial Alveolar Velar 

 

Fortis  Voiceless  p t k 

Lenis  Voiced  b d g 

 

When a sound such as /l, m, n / follows /p, k. t/ instead of a vowel, the effect of 

these continents is the same as on vowels. They are considerably shortened.  For 

example: 

 

        melt  //    lump  //   bend /bend/   link  // 
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However, when these voiceless plosives take place at the beginning of a syllable 

and followed by a vowel, they are aspirated.  Followed by sounds like /l, r, j, w/ 

instead of a vowel, /p, t, k/ make these sounds voiceless. So in the following words 

these sounds are devoiced.  For example: 

 

tree   /tri:/   quite  //    
 

where /r/ in the first word and /w/ in the second are devoiced. However, if tree is 

pronounced without devoicing, it would be pronounced /dri:/. 

 

 

Nasal Stops 

 

If the air is stopped in the oral cavity but the soft palate is down so that the air can 

go out through the nose, the sound produced is a nasal stop. Sounds of this kind 

occur at the beginning of the words my (bilabial closure) and nigh (alveolar closure) 

and at the end of the word sang (velar closure). There are three nasal stops in 

English. 

 

 

Bilabial Nasal Stop 

 

 
 

/m/ as initial sound in map 

 

The voiced bilabial nasal is a type of consonantal sound used in almost all spoken 

languages. The bilabial nasal occurs in English, and it is the sound represented by 

/m/ in map and hem. It is produced by obstructing airflow in the vocal tract. Because 

the consonant is nasal, the blocked airflow is redirected through the nose. Its place 

of articulation is bilabial, which means it is articulated with both lips. The airstream 

is allowed to escape through the nose, either exclusively or in addition to partly 

going through the mouth. The uniqueness of nasals is the fact that, during their 

articulation, the velum is lowered, allowing air to exit through the nose.  
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Alveolar Nasal Stop 

 
/n/ as initial sound in nose 

     

If the airstream is obstructed at alveolar instead of bilabial, /n/ is the result. The 

slightly different shape of the oral cavity gives rise to a slightly different sound 

wave. It is articulated with either the tip or the blade of the tongue behind the 

alveolar ridge. The air is allowed to escape through the nose, either exclusively 

(nasal stops) or in addition to through the mouth. It is a voiced sound. It is a central 

consonant, which means it is produced by directing the airstream along the center 

of the tongue, rather than to the sides.  

 

 

Velar Nasal Stop 

 

 
/ŋ/ as the last sound in king 

     

The velar nasal stop is a frequently occurring sound in English (ng in the spelling, 

e.g. singer, singing). This has the same place of articulation as /k/ and /g/, but the 

same manner of articulation as/m/ and /n/, specified above. The symbol for this 

sound is /ŋ/.  The airstream is held before velum and as this is a nasal sound, so 

when the back of the tongue is removed from the velum, the airstream passes 

through the nasal cavity. It is a voiced sound. Generally, the /ŋ/ is used for ng 

digraph in the end of the syllables and in the word sing or as in the word nk as in 
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bank /. However, not all ng digraphs in the words have /ŋ/ sound only. For 

example, in the word finger the ng digraph is pronounced / as in 

whereas in singerthere is only/ŋ/. The reason is that finger is 

one morpheme the letters ‘er’ are not a morpheme, whereas in singer there are two 

morphemes sing + er. It can be concluded that if the word contains ‘ng’ in the 

spelling, /ŋ/ occurs at the end of a morpheme; if it occurs at the middle of the 

morpheme, it has a following /g/. However, there are some exception which make 

the rule complicated. For example, the comparative and superlative forms of long 

should not have /g/ after /ŋ/. However, the correct pronunciation of them 

isand So it can be said that comparative or superlative degree 

consist of one morpheme. Another distribution of /ŋ/ is that it follows the short 

vowels never a long vowel or diphthong. In case of ambiguity, a 

dictionary must be consulted.   The /ŋ/ sound never occurs in the initial position.  

 

 

Fricative Sounds  

 

Fricatives are produced by an incomplete obstruction of the airstream. Instead of 

the complete obstruction that produces the stops, the airstream is only partially 

obstructed, creating turbulent friction beyond the constriction. The result is a 

hissing sound similar to the first sound you hear coming from a whistling teapot. 

The consonants in five, van (labiodental), thin, that (dental), sip and zip (alveolar), 

ship and last sound of rouge (alveolar) and hat (glottal) are examples of fricative 

sounds. The higher-pitched sounds with a more obvious hiss, such as those in sigh, 

shy, are sometimes called sibilants. Fricatives are continuant consonants as the 

speaker can continue making them without interruption as long as he/she has 

enough air in the lungs. The production of fricative takes the following steps:  

 

Make a long, hissing /s/ sound and gradually lower the tongue so that it is no longer 

close to the roof of the mouth. The hissing sound will stop as the air passage gets 

larger.  

 

Similarly, while making a long /f/ pull the lower lip away with your finger and 

check how instantly the hissing sound stops. 
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Labiodental Fricatives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

/f/ and /v/ as initial sounds in fine and vine 

 

In the production of /f/ and /v/ the airstream is restricted between the lower lip and 

the upper teeth (labiodental); however, instead of a complete closure, there remains 

a narrow channel between the two articulators, so when the airstream is released it 

rushes out through this narrow channel with a friction creating a fricative sound. 

The /f/ sound is voiceless and /v/ is a voiced one. The velum is down in the 

production of this sound as it is an oral sound.   

 

 

Dental Fricatives  

 

 
 and // as initial sounds in thin and that 

 

The dental fricative are the initial sounds in the words thin and that having symbols 

 and // respectively. While producing the sound, the tip of the tongue comes 

behind the upper teeth creating a narrow channel. The coming airstream though this 

narrow channel creates a fricative sound. The sound is a voiceless sound and 

is a voiced sound.   
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Alveolar Fricatives 

 
/s/ and /z/ as initial sounds in song and Zong 

  

The sounds /s/ and /z/ in the words sing and zip are alveolar fricatives/. The front 

or blade of the tongue is held against the alveolar, but sufficiently loosely for the 

air to be able to force its way through. Nonetheless, there is enough resistance at 

the point of constriction. The air passes through a narrow passage along the centre 

of the tongue. The tongue position can be seen in the figure above. The sounds /s/ 

is voiceless while /z/ is voiced.  

 

 

Postalveolar Fricatives  

 

 
// and // as initial sound in ship and the final sound in rouge  

 

The sounds // and // are post-alveolar also called palate-alveolar sounds. Their 

place of articulation is partly palatal and partly alveolar. The tongue is in contact 

within an area slightly further back than that for /s/ and /z/ sounds. The two sounds 

found in the initial sounds in ship and last sound in the word rouge.  The manner of 

articulation is sibilant fricative, which means it is produced by directing air flow 

through a groove in the tongue at the post alveolar region and direct it over the sharp 

edge of the teeth, causing high-frequency turbulence. // is the voiceless consonant 

and // is voiced sound. Remember that /s/ is alveolar and // is post-alveolar. Say 

them in succession and you should feel the difference. 
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Glottal Fricatives  

 
/h/ as initial sound in hat 

 

The last fricative consonant is the first sound in the word hat with symbol /h/. As 

given in the above figure, in the production of the glottal fricative the flow of air 

out of the body is constricted by tightening the glottis creating a narrow opening 

through which the air passes. It is a voiceless sound. It’s technically not even a real 

consonant sound since there’s no constriction/obstruction of airstream. Fricatives 

like plosive are also discussed a fortis (strong) and lenis (weak). The following table 

explains them: 

 

 

Places of articulation 

 Voicing  Labiodental  Dental  Alveolar  Post-

alveolar  

Glottal  

Fortis 

 

Voiceless  F  s  h 

Lenis  Voiced  V  z 

 

 

 

1. As it is clear from the above table, with the exception of glottal /h/ sound 

all phonemes have one fortis and one lenis. The fortis have greater force 

when articulated than lenis. Besides the lenis fricatives have little or no 

voicing in initial and final position, but may be voiced between voiced 

sounds. Like the fortis plosives, the fortis fricative fortis have the effect of 

shorting a proceeding vowel.   The glottal /h/, however, is neither fortis nor 

lenis. 
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2. Most English speakers make a rounding of the lips while producing 

/and this rounding differentiates these two sounds from /s, z/. /is rare 

in the initial position, whereas, the rest of the fricatives can be found in 

initial, medial and final positions. 

 

3. The /h/ sound is phonetically similar to a voiceless vowel with the quality 

of a voiced vowel following it. Phonologically /h/ is a consonant which is 

usually found before vowels. It is also found medially in words like ‘ahead’, 

‘boathouse’, etc. The /h/ sound between the voiced sound has a breathy 

voiced sound. Generally, in unstressed pronunciations of the words like 

‘her’, ‘he’ ‘him’ and in auxiliaries like ‘have’, ‘has’ etc., the /h/ sound is 

missed by most BBC speakers.  

 

 

Affricates 

 
 

 

English has two contrastive affricates (one voiceless and one voiced): //, as 

found in the first and last sounds of 'church' and 'judge' respectively. Affricates are 

classed here as obstruents, and are prolongable both in the closed stage of the stop 

part, and in the release stage of the fricative part. In production these sounds involve 

more than one of these manners of articulation. Say the word cheap and think about 

how you make the first sound. At the beginning the tongue comes up to make 

contact with the back part of the alveolar ridge to form a stop closure. This contact 

is then slackened so that there is a fricative at the same place of articulation. When 

two sounds occur, one right after the other – stop then fricative, it is an affricate.  

 

 

These two affricates are classified as post-alveolar (this is the point of articulation 

of the fricative element): // is a voiceless post-alveolar affricate; // is a voiced 
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post-alveolar affricate. There’s a fairly obvious difference between an affricate like 

//, which counts as a single consonant, and a sequence of stop + fricative (two 

consonants). Compare he cheats (affricate: // and heat sheets (stop + 

fricative: //. In heat sheets, the separate identity of the /t/ and the // should 

be quite perceptible. 

 

 

Places of Articulation 

 Voicing Post-Alveolar 

Fortis Voiceless  

Lenis Voiced 

 

 

Approximants 

 

In approximant the air is even less restricted than a fricative, meaning the tongue is 

only shaping the mouth cavity to produce a sound or a sound in which one 

articulator is close to another, but without the vocal tract being narrowed to such an 

extent that a turbulent airstream is produced. The English /l/, /r/, /w/, and /j/ are 

approximates.  

 

Notice that there is a fine line between approximants and vowels. Compare / j / with 

/i/, as in “year”, and happy. Whether a sound is an approximant or a vowel often 

depends more on the phonological grammar of the language than the phonetics.  

 

 

 
The consonants in the word we (approximation between the lips and in the velar 

region) and, for some people, in the word raw (approximation in the alveolar 
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region) are also examples of approximants.  The phonemes /j/ and /w/ are 

phonetically like vowels, but phonologically they are consonants. 

 

The articulation of the approximant /r/ has considerable differences especially for 

foreigner. Generally, it is considered alveolar. However, in its articulation the tip 

of the tongue approaches the alveolar area like /t, d/, but it doesn’t make contact 

with palate. It is called a post-alveolar sound. This sound is articulated differently 

in different languages where some kind of tongue plate contact is made. The tongue 

is slightly curled backwards with the tongue tip raised. This type of /r/ articulation 

is called retroflex. This is the symbol /ɹ/ for retroflex r. The /r/ occurs before vowels, 

but in postvocalic position it has no pronunciation (in BBC accent).  

 

i)   run //    ii)   car //    iii) work // 

 

In most American, Scots and West of England accents in which /r/ sound is 

pronounced in the final position as in (ii) and (iii) are called rhotic accents. The 

accents in which /r/ sound after the vowel is not pronounced are called non-rhotic. 

We have already discussed this phenomenon in Unit-2 (Section 2.7 on Rhotic 

Vowels).  

 

 

Lateral (Approximant) 

 

It is obstruction of the airstream at a point along the centre of the oral tract, with 

incomplete closure between one or both sides of the tongue and the roof of the 

mouth. The consonants in the words lay and ale are lateral. They are usually 

alveolar lateral approximants. In English, the only lateral sound is /l/ approximant 

and its various forms such as these (in lay and ale). They are often called simply 

alveolar laterals; their approximant status being assumed. Say lay and ale and note 

the tongue position. You may be able to find out which side of the tongue is not in 

contact with the roof of the mouth by holding the consonant position while you 

breathe inward. The tongue will feel colder on the side that is not in contact with 

the roof of the mouth. 

 

Pronounce the following two words: leaf and fall.  Notice that the /l/ sounds in the 

initial position in leaf and end position in fall are not pronounced in the same way. 

In the first word, the /l/ is made with the tongue tip touching the alveolar ridge. In 

the second word, however, you will notice that the /l/ sound is made with additional 

constriction further back in the mouth (at the velum). This type of /l/ is known 

technically as a velarised /l / and more casually as a dark /l/. The phonetic symbol 

is [ł]. It is a voiced sound.  
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The following grid is used to combine all the consonant sounds according to their 

places and manners of articulation.   

 

 

 
 

 

Manners of 

Articulation 

 

Places of Articulation 

Bilabial 

 -        +     

 Labiodental 

   -              + 

 Dental 

 -        +  

Alveolar 

 -           + 

Postalveolar 

  -               +  

Palatal 

 -        + 

Velar 

 -          + 

Glottal 

  -          + 

Stops  p         b      t           d   k           g                   

Nasals         m              n                 

Fricatives   f              v s            z     h 

Affricate          

Approximants          w                              r          j          (w)  

 Lateral 

Approximants 

               l     

 

 

Note: the minus sign (-) before the phoneme shows that the sound is voiceless while 

the plus sign (+) shows that the sound is voiced. Alternatively, all the voiceless 

sounds are written at the left side of the column and the voiced on the right side.  
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Summary Points 
             

 All English sounds are made with air that is pushed up from the lungs.  

 Consonants are produced by restricting and then releasing the flow of air in 

three ways: vibrating the vocal cords, changing the part of the anatomy 

which restricts the air flow, and changing the extent to which the air flow is 

restricted.  

 Consonants with relatively little vibration of the vocal cords are called 

voiceless consonants. 

  Consonants with relatively more vibration of the vocal cords are called 

voiced.  

 Consonants fall into various categories, depending on what part of the 

anatomy is used to restrict the air flow in either of the cavities.   

 The distinction between vowels and consonants is mainly made on 

phonological grounds such as their role in the nucleus of the syllable. This 

point will be discussed further in the next unit. 
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Self-Assessment Questions 

 

1. List the phonetic symbols for consonants that are usually pronounced essentially 

the same as they are in orthography (spelling). 

 

2. What English alphabetic symbols for consonants are used in the phonetic 

alphabet but used differently than in the English alphabet? 

 

3. What symbols used in the phonetic alphabet for consonants are not equivalent to 

any of the symbols in the English alphabet? 

 

4. Say the place, voicing and manner of articulation of the following sound.  

 

a. /b/ is a ____________________ ____________________ consonant  

b. /k/ is a ____________________ ____________________ consonant  

c. /d/ is a ____________________ ____________________ consonant  

d. /t/ is a ____________________ ____________________ consonant.  

 

5. Give the IPA consonant symbol corresponding to each of the following 

characterizations:  

a. voiceless alveolar fricative  _____________________________  

b. voiced velar stop  _____________________________  

c. voiced dental fricative  _____________________________  

d. voiceless bilabial nasal _____________________________  

 

6. Transcribe into phonetic symbols the initial consonant sound in: 

 

a.     grow  i.       thing  q.      kick 

b.     vow  j.       zoo  r.       judge 

c.     hem  k.      You  s.       let 

d.     run  l.        pleasure  t.      nose 

e.     paper            m.       men  u.      toe 

f.     shed  n.       beg  v.      then 

g.    send  o.       fan  w.     wet 

h.    cheap             p.       due  x.      sheep 

 

7. Transcribe into phonetic symbols of the final sounds in the following words: 

 

a.     ooze  h.      gain  o.       tooth 

b.     have  i.       wrong  p.       pail 

c.     sand  j.       kick  q.       each 
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d.     top  k.      scarf  r.        ask 

e.     plant  l.       breathe  s.        tub 

f.      bag  m.     us  t.        far 

g.     arm  n.      zoos  u.        batch 

 

8. Transcribe into phonetic symbols the underlined sections of the following 

words: 

a.     enjoy  g.      motion 

b.     inhale  h.      ink 

c.     vision  i.       birth 

d.     rather  k.      throng 

e.     twin  l.       speech 

f.      anger            m.      paths 

 

 

9. For the following words, identify which letters are silent and mark all 

combinations that represent only one sound. 

 

Example: Autumn         ‘mn’ 

 

 

a.    listen             g.      bride 

b.    anger              h.     teethe 

c.    passed              i.      mechanic 

d.    who              j.      comb 

e.    critique              k.     hiccough 

f.     philosophy 1.      knight 
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Introduction 

 

A syllable is a unit of organization for a sequence of speech sounds. It is typically 

made up of a syllable nucleus which is most often a vowel and with optional initial 

and final consonants. Syllables are often considered the phonological "building 

blocks" of words. They can influence the rhythm of a language, its prosody, 

its poetic metre and its stress patterns. A word can usually be divided up into a 

number of syllables: for example, the word read consist of one syllable, whereas, 

reading is composed of two syllables: read and ing. 

  

 

Learning Objectives 
 

After the completion of the topic, the learners will be able to:  

 

1. describe what a syllable is  

2. differentiate between syllable and morpheme 

3.  describe which phonemes are found in the initial position of an English 

syllable   

4. describe which phonemes are found in the final position of an English 

5. describe phonotactics. 

 

 

4.1 What is a Syllable?  

A syllable is a single, unbroken sound (part) of a spoken (or written) word. Syllables 

primarily contain a vowel but can also have consonants. Even if a person cannot 

define a syllable, s/he can easily count the number of syllables in a word or phrase.  

Sometimes, syllables are referred to as the beats of spoken language. However, a 

syllable may not be confused with a morpheme. In morphology, a morpheme is a 

meaningful linguistic unit consisting of a word such as ‘cat’ or a word element such 

as ‘s’ at the end of the word ‘cats’ which cannot be divided into further smaller 

meaningful units. So a syllable is a unit of pronunciation and it is different than 

morpheme.        

    

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phone_(phonetics)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vowel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phonology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isochrony
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prosody_(linguistics)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metre_(poetry)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stress_(linguistics)


90 
 

A syllables also differs from phonemes in that a phoneme is the smallest unit of 

sound; the number of syllables in a word is unrelated to the number of phonemes it 

contains. For example: /b/, /k/, /t/, are all phonemes. The 

word ‘cat’ is made up of three phonemes /. The word ‘light’ is made up of 

three phonemes / /.  However, both the words ‘cat’ and ‘light’ have only one 

syllable each. 

A word that consists of a single syllable like the English cat is called a monosyllable 

(and is said to be monosyllabic). Similar terms include disyllable (and disyllabic; 

also bisyllable and bisyllabic) for a word of two syllables; trisyllable (and 

trisyllabic) for a word of three syllables; and polysyllable (and polysyllabic), which 

may refer either to a word of more than three syllables or to any word of more than 

one syllable. 

 

4.2 The Nature of Syllable  

As we differentiate between a consonant and vowel on the basis of the obstruction 

of the air flow on the basis of phonetic or on vowels and consonants having different 

distribution on phonological grounds. Similar situation is found with syllable. A 

syllable can be defined both phonetically and phonologically. 

Languages vary as to which type of speech sounds are allowed to occur in which 

position of the syllable. In English, consonants can only appear in the onset and the 

coda position, whereas the nucleus position is nearly always filled by a vowel. The 

syllable cat thus consists of /k/ in the onset position, // as the nucleus and /t/ in the 

coda position. In English, all parts of a syllable can be filled with more than one 

speech sound.   

Syllables are described as consisting of a centre which has little or no obstruction 

of air before or after this centre there will be greater obstruction to airflow and /or 

less loud sound. Almost always the centre is a vowel sound and before and after 

this vowel sound are consonants. The centring vowel sound is called nucleus and 

the consonant before is called onset and the last consonant is called coda. Both the 

vowel sound and coda create rhyme, so a syllable can be figured way:  
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Syllable 

 

 

Onset                rhyme 

 

 

               Peak                  Coda 

The consonant after the nucleus is optional in some languages as in English, highly 

restricted or prohibited in others. The syllable is usually considered right-branching, 

i.e. nucleus and coda are grouped together as a "rime" and are only distinguished at 

the second level. The nucleus is usually the vowel in the middle of a syllable. The 

onset is the sound or sounds occurring before the nucleus, and the coda (literally 

'tail') is the sound or sounds that follow the nucleus. They are sometimes 

collectively known as the shell. The term rhyme covers the nucleus plus coda. The 

syllable can be abstracted as a consonant-vowel-consonant syllable, abbreviated 

CVC.  

Minimum syllable: a single vowel sound in isolation can stand alone as a minimal 

syllable. For example, the words (are) // (or) // (err) // are minimal syllables.  

They are processed and followed by silence. Isolated sounds such as m /m/ or sh // 
sometimes are also regarded as syllables (in some languages).  

 

Onset  

The initial sound of the syllable is called onset which is a consonant.  For example:  

(car)   /k/   (key) /k/    (no)   // 

 

Zero onset  

A syllable may not have an onset but have a coda. For example; 

(and) //   (of) //    (each) // 
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Some syllables have both onset and coda. For example; 

     (had) /      (need) //      (bake) // 

Some syllables have a consonant cluster; however, onset is obligatory in some 

languages, and optional or even restricted in others. 

  

Rime  

The right branch in the figure above splits into nucleus and coda.  

Nucleus  

A nucleus is a vowel as discussed above or syllabic consonant (will be discussed 

later). Nucleus, like in English language is obligatory in most languages.  

Coda  

The coda comprises the consonant sounds of a syllable that follow the nucleus. The 

sequence of nucleus and coda is called a rhyme. As discussed above, the 

syllables can consist of only a nucleus, only an onset and a nucleus with no coda, 

or only a nucleus and coda with no onset. 

 

Open Syllable: when a syllable ends in vowel. 

 

Closed syllable: when a syllable ends in consonant or consonant cluster. 

 

Light Syllable: A syllable which is open and ends in a vowel. 

 

General Description – CV. 

Example, ‘to’. 

Closed Syllable: Closed syllables or syllables ending in consonant  

Example: ‘opt’ 
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4.3 Phonotactics  

Phonologically, the study of the possible phoneme combinations at syllable level 

of a language is called phonotactics. Languages vary greatly in the restrictions on 

the sounds making up the onset, nucleus and coda of possible syllables (called 

syllabification).  

The simplest way to understand it to look at what can occur in the beginning of an 

English syllable as onset and what can occur at the end of it as a coda. In an English 

syllable there is a possibility of up to three phonemes, whereas, no word in English 

ends with more than four consonants. 

 

4.3.1  The structure of the English syllable  

If the first syllable of the word begins with a vowel, there can be any vowel though 

the vowel // is very rare in the beginning of a word. If the syllable begins with one 

consonant, that initial consonant may be any consonant phoneme except 

// is rare. Where there are two or more consonants at either edge of 

a syllable, we call them a consonant cluster.  

Initial two-consonant cluster are of two sorts.  One sort is composed of /s/ followed 

by one small set of consonants.  Example are:  

            s+t=stay             s+w=sway          s+m=smoke  

The /s/ in these words is called the pre-initial consonant and the consonants /t. w, 

m/ are called the initial consonants 

The other sort begins with one of the set of about fifteen consonants followed by 

one of the set /l, r, j , w/ consonants. For example:  

           (play)  //      (try)  //      (quick)   //    (few)    // 

The first consonant of the clusters is called the initial consonant and the second the 

post-initial. There are some restrictions on which consonants can occur together. In 

three consonant cluster, we can recognize a clear relationship between them and the 

two sorts of two-consonant cluster discussed above.  Let’s look at three consonant 

cluster examples: 

 

            (split) //  (stream) //   (square) //  
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In these three-consonant cluster, the /s/ is pre-initial consonant the // are initial 

consonants and the // are post initial consonant. The possibility of three-

consonant clusters is quite small in English language.  

Let’s now look at the final consonant clusters. The possibility of final consonant 

cluster is up to four consonants at the end.  If there is no consonant, we call it is 

zero coda. One consonant at the end is called Final Consonant.  Any consonant may 

be final consonant except /h, r, w, j/ 

There are two sorts of two-consonant final consonants. In one sort a final consonant 

may be preceded by a pre-final consonant and in the other, a final consonant 

preceded by a pre-final consonant and is also followed by a post-final consonant. 

The pre-final consonants form a set of the following sounds: /m, n,  s/                                            

(bump, bent, bank, belt, ask) 

Similarly, the post-final consonants form a small set: /,/  

(bets, beds, backed, bagged, eighth).  

The post-final can be identified as separate morphemes (although not always, in 

words like ‘axe’ /ks/, the final /s/ does not have separate meaning). The final 

plosive-plus-plosive has no plosion in words such as ‘backed’ and ‘bagged’. 

 

Final Consonant Clusters  

 Pre-final Final  Post-final 

Helped    T 

Banks    S 

Bonds  n d Z 

Twelfth twe l F  

 

The second type shows that more than one post-final consonant can occur in a 

final cluster: final post-final1 plus post-final 2. Post-final 2 is again one of the /s, 

z, t, d,  
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 Pre-final Final Post-final 1 Post-final 2 

Fifths  - f  S 

Next  - k s T 

Lapsed   - p s T 

 

Most four-consonant clusters can be analyzed as consisting of a final consonant 

preceded by a pre-final and followed by post-final 1 and post-final 2. 

 Pre-final Final  Post-final 1 Post-final 2 

twelfths twe l F  S 

Prompts   m P t S 

 

A small number of cases seem to require different analysis, as consisting of a final 

consonant with no pre-final but three post-finals: 

 Pre-final Final Post-final 1 Post-final 2 Post-final 3 

Sixths   - k S  S 

Texts  Te - k S t S 

 

(Adopted from English Phonetics and Phonology by Peter Roach) 

 

4.3.2  Syllable Division  

Despite what has been said about the structure of syllable, there are still problems 

as to where to divide a syllable when we find a connected sequence of them as we 

usually find in normal speech.  For example, the word going // consists of 

two syllables as most English speaker would agree with it. On phonetic grounds, 

we can decide that the / sound in the middle is the dividing point between the two 

syllables since the articulation is slightly closer to obstructing airflow than the 

vowel next to it. This would not answer the question of whether the 

/ 
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Although we know that // belongs to the // diphthong. A similar problem occurs 

with the division of syllables in the word extra , /s/ between /k/ and /t/ 

would be counted as a syllable. Most English speakers feel that the word has two 

syllables but they have disagreement where to divide the syllable boundaries. There 

are the following possibilities of the two syllables: 



Peter Roach sums up the English syllable as having the following maximum   

phonological structure: 

 

preinitial-initial-postinitial-vowel-prefinal-final-postfinal1-postfinal2-postfinal3 

   ONSET                                                                CODA 

 

The vowel sound in the centre of the syllable is a must. However, there is a special 

case of syllabic consonants which is discussed separately later in this chapter.  

 

The boundaries of syllables in a word are not always clear-cut. Let’s take the word 

students  the word consists of two syllables with /stju/and /In a 

more detailed way, either the syllabic feature of /n/ or the schwa sound /between 

is creating the second syllable in this word.

The type of analysis of the syllable structure given above can be very useful to 

foreign learners of English. There are many more limitations on possible 

combinations of vowels and consonants, but an understanding of the basic 

structures described above will help learners to overcome syllable related problems.  

 

4.3.3 Strong and Weak Syllables  

Like the features of syllables in other languages, English too has both strong and 

weak syllables. It is important to learn how these weak syllables are pronounced 

and where they occur in English. The distribution of strong and weak syllables is 

discussed under many topics such as stress, and elision. Even in considering 

intonation, the difference between strong and weak syllables is also significant. 
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Finally, words with "strong'' and "weak" forms are clearly a related matter.  Let’s 

discuss below the general nature of strong and weak syllables.  

 

Difference between Strong and Weak 

In the present context, we are using these terms to refer to phonetic characteristics 

of syllables. Comparing weak syllable with strong syllable, we find the following 

characteristics: 

A weak syllable tends to be shorter like // etc. 

A weak syllable is of lower intensity. 

A weak syllable is different in quality from a strong syllable of the same word. For 

example, in the word father and famer //, the second syllable 

in these words is weak, shorter than the first, less loud and has a vowel that never 

occurs in strong syllables. Similarly, in words like little and listen (/ˈlɪs. 

ṇ/), the second syllables consist of the consonant /ḷ /and /ṇ/ respectively which have 

no vowel sounds. This is an example of syllabic consonant. The syllabic consonants 

always have a small vertical sigh under it called diacritic.  

Other features of strong and weak syllables can be described in terms of stress by 

saying that strong syllables are stressed and weak syllables are unstressed (the 

concept of stress can be fully understood by studying the chapter on stress). A weak 

syllable will have any of the three following sounds: / i, u,  The strong syllable 

will give either long vowel or diphthong as its peak. However, if the syllable has a 

short vowel, the strong syllable will always have a codaThe weak syllable can 

have a very small number of peaks. A word may end with a weak syllable that may 

consist of a vowel without any coda.  There are the following possibilities: 

i) the vowel / ("schwa") e.g. teacher  

ii) a close front unrounded vowel in the general area of /i:/and /I/ or 

symbolized /i/ as the      ending sound in happy / 

iii) a close back rounded vowel in the general area of /u:/and // or the 

symbolized /u/ /ju/ 

iv) a syllabic consonant.  bottle ḷ

/
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A weak syllable inside a word behaves differently. The weak vowel sounds 

discussed above act as peaks without codas e.g.  

Paragraph   / 

The short vowel /I/ can become peak if it is preceded by a consonant and without 

coda: Direct / / 

 

Different Types of Weak Syllables 

The /ə/ vowel schwa 

The schwa /ə/ is the most frequently occurring vowel associated with weak syllables 

in English. In quality it is mid central vowel sound in between half close and half 

open. It is generally described as lax, that is, not articulated with much energy.  

 

Close 

 

Half close 

Mid 

Half open  

                           

                                Open 

 

This vowel does not always have the same quality; however, the variation is not 

important. Any vowel letter can be pronounced as schwa and the pronunciation of 

a vowel letter can change depending on whether the syllable in which it occurs is 

stressed or not. In the word 'man' the letter 'a' has its full sound - represented by the 

symbol /æ/. In 'postman' the syllable 'man' is not stressed and the letter /ə/ is 

pronounced as schwa, represented by the symbol schwa e.g.:  

(man)  / /             (postman) /  / 
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Besides, the sound schwa does not only represent a single letter. In some words, it 

is the sound of several letters or even a whole syllable. This is often, but not only, 

seen in words which have a syllable made up of a vowel letter followed by the letter 

'r'. Remember the schwa sound is only used if the syllable which it is in is not 

stressed. 

Not all weak syllables contain /.  It is a difficult question to answer where we can 

use /here it is not possible. In this regard, we seek more help from 

spellings than phonemic theory. Let us look at some examples;   

 

i) The strong pronunciation of letter ‘a’ is /æ/ while weak letter / 
Apple  attend  

ii) The strong pronunciation of letter ‘ar’ is / while weak letter / 
         Car / particular //  

iii) The suffix ‘ate’ have strong pronunciation as / 
         Appropriate / accurate  

iv) The strong pronunciation of letter ‘o’ is /ɒ/ or //while weak is 
         Hot /gocustomer 
v) The strong pronunciation of letters ‘or’ is // while weak letter / 
         Forget //   doctor 

vi) The strong pronunciation letter 'e' is /e/ while weak is / 
  Settlement / salesman  // 

vii) The strong pronunciation ‘er’ is // while weak is / 
Earn //   perhaps // 

viii) The strong pronunciation of the letter ‘u’ is   // while weak is / 

         Supper //   support //             

ix) The sequence for letters    ‘ough’ has many pronunciations.  

       plough // ought /t / cough / rough // thorough // 

x) The sequence ‘ous’ has strong pronunciation as // while weak is / 

Gracious / 
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Close front and close back vowels 

 

 

These vowels /i:/ and // are commonly found in weak syllables. They are 

distinguishable from each other in strong syllables, but in weak syllables the 

difference is not very clear.  Similar is the case with close back rounded /u: The 

two words may be like the following; 

                                     Easy // and busy //  

                                     Easy // and busy / / 

However, the /sound may be replaced with a nonstandard 

phoneme/u:/. 

 

4.3.4 Consonant Syllabicity  

We have already said that all syllables must have a nucleus which may optionally 

be preceded by an onset consisting of one or more consonants and it may optionally 

be followed by a coda again consisting of one or more consonants.  Sounds which 

may perform the function of syllable nucleus are said to be syllabic. Vowels are 

syllabic and consonants are not. However, in English there is a process known as 

syllabic consonant formation (SCF) in which consonants such as /n/ and /l/ etc. may 

become syllable nuclei. A syllabic consonant or vocalic consonant is a consonant 

that forms a syllable on its own, like the /l/, /m/ and /m/ in the English words 



101 
 

bottle//, listen //   and rhythm//. In this process a sequence of /ə/ 

followed by the above-mentioned consonants may merge so that the vowel 

disappears giving its syllabic characteristics to the consonant.  To represent 

syllabicity, the understroke diacritic in the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) is 

used/,/ (a vertical small line below the syllabic consonant. However, for a syllabic 

consonant the sequence / ə/ plus /l/, /n/ and /m/ must be in the same syllable. There 

are, however, some conditions more restrictive for nasal then lateral. The alveolar 

nasal /n̩/ may become syllabic in the following conditions: 

The sequence of / ə/ plus /n/ is preceded by an obstruent (plosive, fricative or 

affricative) consonant.  

Button   //  →        / n̩/ 

Pardon  //   →  / n̩/ 

However, if there is a consonant cluster before, syllabicity is possible except if 

one of the preceding consonants is a nasal:  

Golden  n/  →   /n̩ / 

London  //  →   /n̩/ 

The syllabicity of / is not very frequent if the sequence comes before the 

stressed syllable: 

Contract  / →  n̩/ 

The alveolar lateral /l/ require that the sequence be preceded by at least one 

consonant, other than the approximants /w, j, r, /.  

              Panel    //        →      /l̩/    

             Parcel   /l/        →      /l̩/     

             Pistol   //         →       /l̩/ 

             Handle  //      →       // 

 

Syllabic /r/ 

Syllabic /r/ is also found in many accents of English especially American. In a word 

like particular the syllabic /r/ is pronounced in the following way: 
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Particular //  in BBC /,/ 

Syllabic /r/ is less common in RP and in most cases where it occurs there are 

perfectly acceptable alternative pronunciations without the syllabic consonant. 

Here are some examples: 

 

Syllabic /m/ and // 

These two consonants occur as syllabic as a result of assimilation (will be discussed 

later) in which /n/ sound may be assimilated in these two. Look at the following 

examples: 

Happen    /     n̩/    after assimilation  m̩/  

Broken key    //    after assimilation          /ɳ̩       

We have seen in the above discussion on syllable that most syllables contain both 

vowels and consonants, but some, such as eye and owe, have only vowels. Many 

consonants can also function as syllables. Alveolar laterals and nasals (as at the 

ends of button and bottle) are common in English, but other nasals may occur, as 

in blossom and bacon. Though it is not difficult to count the number of syllables in 

a word, there are disagreement with some words such as temperature whether the 

pronunciation is / or / 

For an adequate definition of a syllable, we need to do two things. We must account 

for the words in which there is agreement on the number of syllables, and we must 

also explain why there is disagreement on some other words. One way of trying to 

do this is by defining the syllable in terms of the inherent sonority of each sound. 

The sonority of a sound is its loudness relative to that of other sounds with the same 

length, stress, and pitch.  

 

 

4.4 Syllable Theories 

 

4.4.1  Prominence Theory 

The prominence theory (Pike (1943), claims that in a string of sounds, some are 

intrinsically more 'sonorous' than others, and that each peak of sonority corresponds 
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to the centre of a syllable e.g., entertaining /ɪŋ/. The peaks of 

prominence are the four vowels (/e/  /ə/  /eɪ/  /ɪ/) so as a result the number of syllables 

is 4.  

 

4.4.2  Chest Pulse Theory 

 

‘Chest pulse’ is a term particularly associated with the theory of speech production 

proposed by Stetson. He was of the view that each syllable is marked by a burst of 

activity from the muscles controlling the expiration of air. These periods of activity 

were known as chest pulses. The chest pulse theory discusses the syllable in the 

context of muscular activities and lung movements in the process of speech. 

Experiments have shown that the number of chest pulses, accompanied by increase 

of air pressure can determine the number of syllables produced (Gimson, 1980: 56), 

thus allowing to associate the number of syllables with the number of chest pulses. 

This approach, however, cannot account for cases when 2 vowels occur one after 

the other – for example in words like being /ˈbi:ɪŋ/ or playing /ˈpleɪɪŋ/ the second 

chest pulse might be almost irrelevant and thus lead erroneously to the conclusion 

that such English words consist of one syllable only. 

 

4.4.3  Sonority Theory  

 

Speech sounds can be ranked in terms of their intrinsic sonority according to 

a sonority scale. The sonority scale for English is given below also applicable to 

other languages. According to this theory, voiced segments are more sonorous than 

voiceless ones and sonorants are more sonorous than obstruents (plosives, fricatives 

and affricatives). Vowels are more sonorous than consonants, open vowels being 

more sonorous than close ones. The disyllabic word painting // has been 

plotted onto the sonority scale as an example. 

 

 

 

mailto:%25en.t@%22teIn
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↑ Vowels   •     •   

more 

sonorous 
approximants             

Nasals     •     • 

less sonorous 

Fricatives             

Affricates             

↓ Plosives •     •     

    p eɪ n t ɪ ŋ 

    → linear sequence of phonemes → 

 

As can be seen from the chart, there are two peaks of sonority in the phoneme 

string /p-eɪ-n-t-ɪ-ŋ/, namely the vowels /eɪ ɪ/. This is to indicate that the number of 

syllables is 2 as well. Speech sounds vary on a scale of sonority, with vowels at one 

end (the most sonorous end) and obstruents at the other end. In between are the 

liquids [l] and [r], and nasal consonants like [m] and [n].  

 

*             

*   *         

*   *   *     

*   *   *   * 

Vowels   liquids   nasals   Obstruents 

(a, i, u...)   (l, r…)   (m, n...)   
(t, d, f, 

z…) 
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Languages tend to arrange their syllables so that the least sonorous sounds are 

restricted to the margins of the syllable -- the onset in the simplest case -- and the 

most sonorous sounds occur in the center of the syllable -- most often a vowel. Here 

are some typical English syllables that illustrate this pattern. 

 

SOON 

  *   

  *   

  *  * 

*  *  * 

[s]  [u]  [n] 

 

Take one more one-syllabic word (blend) and analyze the order of consonants in it.  

BLEND 

        *         

    *   *         

    *   *   *     

*   *   *   *   * 

[b]   [l]   [e]   [n]   [d] 
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As a consequence of this sonority requirement, an English word such as film is 

one syllable. 

FILM 

    *         

    *   *     

    *   *   * 

*   *   *   * 

[f]   []   [l]   [m] 

 

 

But if we try to reverse the last two consonants, the hypothetical word fiml comes 

out as two syllables, since [l] is a new peak, higher in sonority than the preceding 

nasal. (This new word would end just like pummel.) 

 

 

FIML 

 

    *         

    *       * 

    *   *   * 

*   *   *   * 

[f]   []   [m]   [l] 
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Similarly, if we change the [l] in film to an obstruent such as [z] in hypothetical 

fizm, once again we end up with a new syllable. (It would rhyme with prism.) 

 

 

FIZM 

 

    *         

    *         

    *       * 

*   *   *   * 

[f]   []   [z]   [m] 

 

These syllabifications aren't something we need to learn for each word: they're a 

general property of the language. That's why we know how these hypothetical 

words would be pronounced. 

In these last two words, the consonant serves as the sonority peak at the end of the 

word. The consonant is syllabic, serving as the nucleus in the absence of a vowel. 

English permits nasals and liquids to serve in this way, at least in unstressed 

syllables. 

 

Sonority Hierarchy 

This too is part of our general knowledge of the language: we can distinguish blick 

and *bnick as "possible" and "impossible" even if we've never heard either word 

before. 

But what about words like snow, with an obstruent + nasal onset cluster? You can 

take any ordinary English onset, and (subject to some restrictions) take an [s] on 

the front of it, completely ignoring sonority. This includes clusters of two 

consonants that obey the general rule; if the first of these is a voiceless stop, [s] can 

be added to make three consonants. 
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STOP 

        *     

        *     

        *     

&   *   *   * 

[s]   [t]   [o]   [p] 

 

The case of phoneme /s/ is an interesting case. This is a special property of [s] and 

no other obstruent has this quality in English. Essentially, it's because [s] is a 

perceptually salient sound with loud fricative noise: it doesn't depend in the normal 

way on syllable structure. Now take the example of another word starting with /s/.  

            * 

        *   * 

        *   * 

   *   *   * 

[s]   [p]   [r]   [e] 

 

In summary, we can say that there are two types of theories attempting to define 

syllables. First, there are theories in which the definitions are in terms of properties 

of sounds, such as sonority (acoustic energy) or prominence (some combination of 

sonority, length, stress, and pitch). Second, there are theories based on the notion 
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that a syllable is a unit in the organization and planning of the sounds of an 

utterance. You will further learn about them in advance courses on phonology. 
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Summary Points            

 

 A syllable is a unit of pronunciation.  

 

 A syllable is a single, unbroken sound (part) of a spoken (or written) word. 

Syllables primarily contain a vowel but an also have consonants. 

 

 Languages vary as to which type of speech sounds are allowed to occur in which 

position of the syllable. In English, consonants can only appear in the onset and 

the coda position, whereas the nucleus position is nearly always filled by a 

vowel. 

 

 Phonologically, the study of the possible phoneme combinations at syllable 

level of a language is called phonotactics. Languages vary greatly in the 

restrictions on the sounds making up the onset, nucleus and coda of possible 

syllables (called syllabification). 

 

 A syllable consists of an onset which is a consonant sound, a nucleus which a 

vowel sound and a code which is again a consonant. 

 

 An English syllable can have three initial consonants (at onset level). 

 

 Similarly, an English syllable can have up to four final consonants (at coda 

level). 

 The possibility of initial and final cluster is restricted in English language. 
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Self-Assessment Questions 
 

1. Define with examples what is a syllable. 

2. How would you differentiate between a syllable and morpheme? 

Explain with examples from English and Urdu. 

3. Which phoneme clusters are possible in English language? Discuss. 

4. Write a comprehensive note on English phonotactics. 

5. Differentiate between weak and strong syllables. 

6. Explain ‘syllabicity’ with examples from English and highlight the 

case of syllabic consonants. 

7. Compare and exemplify open and closed syllables.      
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Introduction 
 

This unit provides an overview of stress in English. There are two types of 

languages, stress-timed language and syllable-timed language. In stress- timed 

language, the stressed syllables are articulated at approximately regular intervals 

while in syllable-timed language, each syllable takes roughly the same amount of 

time.  English is a stress-timed language. However, in French and Italian, each 

syllable receives equal value of stress with its own length. Syllabic languages’ 

speakers, mostly, do not understand why native speakers of English speak quickly 

or they swallow a number of words in a sentence. The reason behind it is that native 

English speakers spend more time on specific stressed words by gliding quickly 

over the other, less important words.  It is, therefore, necessary to know about 

English stress patterns to facilitate foreign English language learners.  

 

 

Learning Objectives  
 

At the end of this unit, learners will be able to: 

  

1. define the stress.  

2. explain the importance of stress in English.  

3. understand and apply the rules and guidelines for word (simple and complex) 

stress.  

4. differentiate among different levels of stress in a word.  

5. comprehend the underlying patterns of sentence stress. 

6. participate in activities to reinforce learning. 

 
 

5.1  Stress 
 

English is usually known as a stress-timed language. There is roughly an even 

duration between successive stressed syllables. Unlike it, in syllable-timed 

languages, each syllable is pronounced with approximately the same length of time. 

Stress is the degree of force used in the pronunciation of a certain syllable making 

higher sound for listeners. A syllable is a unit of pronunciation that has one vowel 

sound. Stress and syllable are both linked to each other closely; however, it is 

difficult to define stress from a listener’s point of view.  
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A stressed syllable is often, but not always, louder than an unstressed syllable. A 

stressed syllable is produced with greater respiratory energy by pushing more air 

out of the lungs in one syllable as compared to others. The most reliable thing for a 

listener to detect is that a stressed syllable frequently has a longer vowel than it 

would have if it were unstressed. But this does not mean that all long vowels are 

necessarily stressed. The second and third vowels in radio, for example, are 

comparatively longer, but they do not have the extra push of air from the lungs that 

occurs on the first vowel. Conversely, the vowels in the first syllables of cupcake 

and hit man are comparatively shorter, but they have extra respiratory energy and 

so are felt to be stressed. It is noted that in English at least one of the syllables is 

longer and louder than the other syllables. English words with more than one 

syllable, known as polysyllabic, always have one syllable that is stressed. Most of 

the English dictionaries use a stress mark which resembles an apostrophe (ˈ) to 

show the stressed syllable. The stress mark precedes the syllable that is stressed.  

 

A stressed syllable is more prominent than other syllables in the same word. 

Prominence is one of the essential components of stressed syllable as pointed out 

by Roach. The following four factors usually effect prominence:  

 

i. Loudness: Stressed syllables are louder than unstressed syllables. This is a direct 

result of speech production factors. 

 

ii. Length: It is one of the effective components in the prominence. A stressed 

syllable has a longer duration and strong vowels than unstressed syllable. 

 

iii. Pitch: It is a very important part of perceptual characteristic of speech sound. 

Each syllable of the word is produced either as low or high pitched. Stressed 

syllable is resulted as higher pitch which makes it prominent to be heard clearly by 

the listener. To place some movement of pitch (e.g., rising or falling) on a syllable 

is more effective.  

 

iv. Vowel quality: It is one of the affective parts in determining the prominence of 

stressed syllable. Stressed syllable contains a vowel that is different from other 

syllables in its environment. So that, the prominence of stressed syllable can be 

shown by comparing it with other syllables near it. 

 

Prominence is produced by above mentioned four factors. In general, these factors 

work together to produce stress; however, sometimes it is made prominent by 

means of one or two factors. Experiments done on these factors have reported that 

the strongest effect is produced by pitch and length. Loudness and vowel quality 

are the factors which have much lesser effect on stress.  
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5.2  Importance of Stress 
 

It is important to put the stress in the correct position of a syllable. It helps a listener 

to understand the message more easily. The stress over the wrong syllable in a word 

make it very difficult to understand. Wrongly stressed words are able to alter the 

meaning or the type. For example, the word import can be distinguished as a noun 

and as a verb by the users of English. If the listeners understand the meanings of 

the uttered words, mistakes with word stress can make them feel irritated which 

hinder effective communication. One of the researchers found out that, “there is a 

great deal of evidence that native speakers rely very much on the stress pattern of 

words when they are listening to others. In fact, experiments have demonstrated 

that often when a native speaker mishears a word, it is because the foreigner has put 

the stress in the wrong place, not because he or she mispronounced the sound of the 

word” (Longman, 1987). 

 

It is important for English learners to comply the correct placement of word stress 

in order to avoid confusion. For example, the alteration of stress in words such as 

ˈobject and obˈject may create confusion if they are not stressed properly. 

Comprehension and pronunciation can be improved instantly by using the proper 

word stress in speech.  

 

On a sentence level, stress is used to give special emphasis to a word or to contrast 

one word with another using contrastive stress on a word. This contrast can be 

implicit rather than explicit. For example, if someone says: 

ˈJohn or ˈMary should ˈgo. 

You might, without any prior context actually spoken, say: 

I think ˈJohn and ˈMary should ˈgo. 

 

Here, the sentences show that stress is applied to words; John, Mary and go to 

highlight the importance of their going together. Therefore, it is important to mark 

the stress patterns clearly to deliver the information in a right manner.  

 

 

5.3  Types of Stress  
 

In English language, there are only three main types of stress. These types are called 

primary stress, secondary stress and unstressed. These types of stress are enough to 

play two main roles; they show the features of the word itself (word stress) and they 

also show the points in the word which may carry the important information when 
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the word is used in longer utterance (sentence stress). Roach (2009) refers to the 

fourth level of stress which is Tertiary. Tertiary level is rare in English language. 

 

  

5.3.1  Primary Stress 
 

When we pronounce certain words, we put stress on certain syllables. There are 

some syllables which are very prominent and strong due to the effect of stress. 

Primary stress represents the maximal prominence of the syllable in a word. Roach 

(2009) mentions that primary stress is on the strongest syllable in a word which 

appears to be more prominent than other syllables. Primary stress can be marked 

with a vertical mark [ ' ] placed above and in front of the syllable.  

 

Examples: 

Father    /ˈfɑːðə/  

About   /əˈbaʊt/  

Receive  /rɪˈsiːv/  

Camera  /ˈkæmərə/  

 

 

5.3.2 Secondary Stress 
 

In long words of more than one syllable, a type of stress can be observed, that is 

weaker than primary stress (strong). The IPA marking for secondary stress is [ˌ] to 

be placed before the syllable concerned. 

 

Examples: 

Photography   /fəˈtɒgrəfi/  

Anthropology   /ˌænθrəˈpɒləʤi/  

Organization   /ˌɔːgənaɪˈzeɪʃən/  

Activation   /ˌæktɪˈveɪʃən/  

 

5.3.3 Unstressed Syllable 
 

This involves a non-prominent syllable. This level of stress is often the weaker 

syllable in a word in that it contains the short vowel /ə/. Unlike primary and 

secondary stress, unstressed level is left unmarked.  

 

Examples:  

Open   /'əʋpən/  
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Announcer  /ə'naʋnsər/  

Programmer  /'prəʋgræmər/  

 

 

5.4  Rules of Stress 
 

Like many other languages, English has its own stress pattern. Generally, a specific 

syllable is stressed. There are different variations in stress patterns like the first 

syllable, second syllable, third syllable, or any other part of the syllable can be 

stressed. There is a great deal of difficulty for the foreign learners in placing correct 

stress on syllables. Therefore, it is a genuine academic question how can one select 

the correct syllable or syllables to put stress in English? In comparison to other 

languages, stress in English is decided in relation to the syllables of the words. In 

French, last syllable of a word is usually stressed, and in Czech usually first syllable 

is stressed. English stress pattern is complex phenomenon according to many 

English writers. It is, therefore, recommended that stress placement being the 

property of the word needs to be learned when the word itself is learned.  

 

 

5.4.1.   Rules of Word Stress 
 

In order to analyze English stress placement, it is important to outline a few general 

rules followed by English natives. They can pronounce the words with correct stress 

even if they are unfamiliar with the words. The given information is important to 

place stress on a word correctly:  

 

i. Morphological structure of a word, whether simple or compound due to the 

addition of one or more affixes (suffixes or prefixes). 

 

ii. The grammatical category (noun, verb, adjective etc.) to which a word 

belongs.  

 

iii. The number of syllables a word has. 

 

iv. The phonological structure of the syllable present in a word.  

 

v. A word can only have primary stress. There are few exceptions that a 

secondary stress may also occur other than primary stress.   

 

vi. Only vowels are stressed, not the consonants.  
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In the following section, word stress rules for simple and compound words 

are discussed in detail:  

 
 

5.4.2 Simple Word Stress  
 

A simple word has one or more than one syllables. The stress patterns of simple 

words are explained below: 

 

 One-Syllable Words  

 

In one syllable words, it is obvious that the stress is put on only one syllable. For 

example, the words dog, bag, bash and well get the stress as ˈdog, ˈbag, ˈbash, and 

ˈwell respectively. Every category of grammatically correct words gets the stress 

on the first syllable. 

  

 Two-Syllable Words  

 

In two syllable words, both the syllables are not stressed it is either the first or 

second syllable is stressed. We will look into verbs first. It is a basic rule that if the 

second syllable of the verb has a long vowel or diphthong, or it ends with more than 

one consonant, second syllable will get stress. As in aˈttract and deˈcide.  

 

On the other hand, if the final syllable contains a short vowel and one (or no) final 

consonant, the stress is placed on the first syllable. For example, the words ˈenter 

and ˈassist. The final syllable remains unstressed if it has əʊ sound (e.g., hollow, 

borrow etc.). However, fewer exceptions may also be present in verb forms, and 

are referred to as morphologically complex such as perˈmit.  

 

Simple adjectives with two-syllables are stressed according to the same rule. The 

adjectives like purple, hollow and divine are stressed as purˈple, ̍ hollow and diˈvine 

respectively. Like most of the stress rules, there are a few exceptions for adjective 

stress as well. For example, the words honest and perfect end with two consonants, 

but the stress falls on the first syllables as ˈhonest and ˈperfect.  

 

As far as nouns are concerned, they require a different rule. If the second syllable 

contains a short vowel, the stress is given to the first syllable. Otherwise, it will be 

on the second syllable. For example, stress comes on first syllable of the words 

parent and member as ˈparent and ˈmember respectively.  
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Adverbs and prepositions with two-syllable words also seem to behave like verbs 

and adjectives, but they are not being discussed in this unit.  

 

  

 Three-Syllable Words 

  

A three-syllable word that has the last syllable with a short vowel and ends with not 

more than a consonant, the second last syllable will be unstressed. The stress, thus, 

will be placed on the preceding (penultimate) syllable. Thus, encounter and 

determine are pronounced with following stress:  

                       enˈcounter                         deˈtermine  

Moreover, the final syllable, which has a long vowel or diphthong or that ends with 

more than one consonant, will be stressed as in enteˈrtain and resuˈrrect. While 

talking about nouns, if the nouns have the final syllable that contains a short vowel 

or əʊ, it is unstressed. The middle syllable will be stressed if the syllable, preceded 

by a final syllable which has a long vowel or diphthong, or it ends with more than 

one consonant. For example, poˈtato, syˈnopsis, and diˈsaster. On the other hand, 

if the final syllable contains a short vowel and the middle syllable has a short vowel 

and ends with not more than one consonant, the final and middle both syllables are 

unstressed, whereas the first syllable is stressed. For example, as in ˈquantity, 

ˈemperor, and ˈcinema.  

 

Three-syllable simple nouns are different from the above discussed rules, which 

only shows the stress falling on the syllables having a long vowel or diphthong or 

ending with one or more consonants. If the final syllable is of this type in a noun, 

the stress is usually placed on the first syllable. The last syllable also gets 

prominence and sometimes it could be said to have secondary stress. For example, 

the words intellect, marigold, and alkali have the stress pattern, ˈintellect, 

ˈmarigold, and ˈalkali respectively.  

 

Adjectives seem to have the same rule to produce the stress patterns such as in 

ˈopportune, ˈinsolent, and ˈanthropoid etc.  

 

The above-mentioned rules, of course, are not applicable to all English words due 

to their complexity. They are only applied to some major categories like nouns, 

verbs and adjectives. Other function words like articles and prepositions are not 

discussed here.  

 

  



121 
 

 

Table 5.1: Examples of stressed syllables 

 

 

5.4.3  Complex Word Stress  
 

In this section, the words having complex grammatical units will be discussed in 

relation to stress. For example, the word care is simple while careful and careless 

are complex and are composed of three grammatical units each. Complex words are 

categorized into two main types: 

 

i. Words that are formed with a basic stem word with addition of a suffix 

(e.g., warmly, enjoyed etc.) or a prefix (e.g., implant, undone etc.). The 

suffixes and prefixes are commonly known as affixes.   

ii. Words that consist of two or more independent words (e.g., ice-cream, 

armchair etc.).  

 

 Words with Affixes 

 

The following are the possible effects of affixes on the word stress:  

i. Primary stress is received by the affix itself. For example, the words 

semicircle (semi + circle) and personality (person + ality) get the stress at affixes 

as ˈsemicircle and personˈality.  

ii. The word is stressed just as if the affix was not there such as the words 

unpleasant and marketing are stressed as unˈpleasant (ˈpleasant) and ˈmarketing 

(ˈmarket) respectively.  

One 

Syllable- 

Stressed 

Two 

Syllable-  

First 

Syllable 

Stressed 

Two 

Syllable - 

Second 

Syllable 

Stressed 

Three 

Syllable - 

First 

Syllable 

Stressed 

Three 

Syllable - 

Second 

Syllable 

Stressed 

Three 

Syllable - 

Third 

Syllable 

Stressed 

TALK 

SING 

WELL 

PRETty 

PICture 

CENter 

enJOY 

aHEAD 

aLLOW 

ENergy 

OPerate 

ORGanize 

conSIder 

inHerit 

inJUStice 

personnEL 

employEE 

voluntEER 
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iii.  The stress lies on the stem, instead of affix, but is shifted to a different 

syllable. Like, magnetic is stressed as magˈnetic (like magnet is stressed as 

ˈmagnet).   

 

 

 Compound Words  

 

Compound words are made up of two independent English words. Such words can 

be analyzed independently. Compound words are written in different ways; as a 

single word like armchair, sometimes separated by hyphen as in above-mentioned, 

and sometimes two words simply separated by a space like battery charger. 

Therefore, it gets difficult for a foreign learner to identify the compound words that 

may not likely occur together.  

 

The question of stress is not that complicated, because the primary stress is placed 

on the first syllable of the compound word. Sometimes the words that do not get 

primary stress have the secondary stress. The compound word with two nouns 

joined together get the stress on the first word as shown below: 

ˈsemicircle   (single word)                           

ˈcar-ferry   (separated by hyphen)   

ˈsun rise   (separated by space) 

 

However, a variety of stress may occur on the second element of the word. For 

example, compound words with adjectival first element and -ed morpheme as 

second element at the end of the word have different stress pattern as depicted 

below:  

bad-ˈtempered                         heavy-ˈhanded 

 

Compound words having number as a first element also tend to have the final stress:  

Two-ˈhanded                       first-ˈclass                     one- ˈthumb   

 

Compound words which function as adverbs also have final stress:  

head-ˈfirst                       North-ˈEast                        down-ˈstream 

 

Compound words which function as verbs have an adverbial element also take the 

final stress:  

down-ˈgrade                     back-ˈpedal                       ill-ˈthreat  
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5.5  Rules of Sentence Stress  
 

A sentence stress involves picking out one word or phrase within the sentence. A 

special emphasis of some sort in pronunciation is given to this word or phrase. In 

spoken English, sentence stress creates music which gives ˈrhythm’ or ˈbeat’ to this 

language. Like word stress, sentence stress also helps the speakers to understand 

spoken English meaningfully. A sentence stress is based on following rules: 

 

i. Stress falls on the content words.  

ii. Function words do not get any stress. 

iii. A focused word gets stress.  

iv. The time between stressed words always remains same.  

 

In the following section, these rules will be discussed in detail.  

 

A sentence consists of two basic types of word, content words and function words. 

Content or lexical words are the main or key words of a sentence. All the meaning 

or sense of a sentence is composed within content words which are nouns, verbs, 

adjectives and adverbs.  

 

 

Content Words – Stressed 

Words Carrying the Meaning Examples 

Main verbs Take, employ, enjoy 

Nouns Bus, drama, sofa 

Adjectives Blue, small, boring 

Adverbs Quickly, never, softly 

Negatives  No, nothing, nowhere  

 

Table 2: Content Words  

 

In contrast to this, function or structural words are not important part of a sentence. 

They are usually small and simple words which only aid in understanding a 
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sentence grammatically correct. The structure of the sentence is based on function 

words like prepositions, conjunctions and articles etc.  

 

Function Words – Unstressed 

Words Carrying the Meaning Examples 

Pronouns He, she, we 

Prepositions In, out, on 

Articles The, a, an 

Conjunctions Or, and, nor 

Auxiliary verbs Do, be, have 

 

Table 3: Function Words 

 

 

The stress will be given to content words in a sentence. Consider the following 

sentence:  

 

She will make me a card because it is my birthday.  

 

There are three content words: make, card and birthday. These words are stressed 

or accentuated while the functional words in the sentence like she, will, me a, it and 

is etc. are eliminated for the stress.  

 

Consider the following sentences: 

(1) The beautiful Mountain appeared transfixed in the distance. (14 syllables) 

(2)  He can come on Sundays as long as he doesn’t have to do any homework 

in the evening. (22 syllables).  

 

It is noticeable that the sentence (2) is longer than sentence (1), but both sentences 

are uttered in almost five seconds. How come the two sentences are uttered within 

the same amount of time? It is because there are only five stressed words in each of 

the above-mentioned sentences. The content words convey the real sense of the 

sentences, and are thus stressed while the function words only aid the grammatically 

correct structures of a sentence. 

 

When talking about focus word stress, almost in every other sentence, the speaker 

gives emphasis or focus to one word only. The loudest part is the strong syllable of 
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the focus word. These focus words help the listener to understand the message in a 

better way by digging out the important information conveyed through the loudest 

stressed word. The strong and soft beats in pronouncing the words in a sentence 

give rise to music in English. Usually, a focus word comes at the end of a sentence 

as given in the following example: 

 

My brother is AMAzing! 

 

The time between stressed words always remains the same is also outlined as an 

important rule of sentence stress. Consider the following example: 

 

Will you sell my car because I’ve gone to France?  

 

Here the four key words (sell, car, gone, France) are stressed, omitting all the 

functional words. If the time between each stressed word is noticed, it is almost 

equal. The pronunciation of the sentence is important to add rhythm to the language. 

The change in speed while speaking the words creates music in it. It can be noticed 

that there is only one syllable between SELL and CAR and three syllables between 

CAR and GONE. However, the time between SELL and CAR and between CAR and 

GONE remains same. The beat of the pronounced words remains same as my is 

spoken more slowly than because I’ve. The rhythm of the functional words can be 

changed to keep the stress pattern of content words balanced.   

 

 
 

5.6 Alteration in English Stress Pattern  
 

 

5.6.1 At Word Level  
 

Grammatical structures of the words lead to a variety of stress in words. Therefore, 

alterations can occur in stress pattern of words. In the given table, the words in the 

first column have the main stress on the first syllable. However, with addition of 

noun-forming suffix “-y”, the stress shifts to the second syllable in the given words. 

Moreover, in the third column, the adjectival suffix “-ic” moves the stress to the 

syllable immediately preceding it, which in these words is the third syllable. There 

are exceptional lexical items such as differ and defer have different stress patterns 

but they have the same syntactic function (both are verbs).  
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Alterations in English Word Stress 

ˈ___ __ ___ 

diplomat 

photograph 

monotone 

__ˈ __ __ __ 

diplomacy 

photography 

monotony 

__ __ ˈ__ __ 

diplomatic 

photographic 

monotonic 

 

Table 5: Alterations in English Word Stress 

 

 

5.6.2 At Sentence Level  
 

Rules for normal sentence level are discussed in section 5.5.2. Sometimes a 

structure word can be stressed in order to focus on the piece of information or to 

claim the individuality of a person. Consider the following exchange of dialogue:  

 

They have visited Pakistan last year, haven’t they? 

 

No, THEY haven’t, but WE have.  
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Summary Points  
 

 English is usually termed as a stress-timed language.  

 Stress is the degree of force used in the pronunciation of a certain syllable. 

 It is evident that stress and syllable have close relationship.  

 In English dictionaries, mostly a stress mark resembling with an apostrophe 

(ˈ) is used to show the stressed syllable.  

 Prominence is the major factor that affects stress.  

 Stress is used to avoid misunderstanding in communication. 

 Non-native speakers need to learn rules and guidelines of word stress to put 

accurate stress on specific syllables of simple or compound words.  

 A word can either have primary or secondary stress or it remains unstressed.  

 A sentence also has specified rules of stress which are complied by native 

English speakers.  

 A few alterations may occur in word and sentence level stress. 
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Self-Assessment Questions   
 

Exercise 1: Mark the stress on the following words:  

 

i. Verbs  

 

a. slam  

b. complete  

c. detest  

d. plucking  

e. enjoyed  

f. preparing  

 

ii. Nouns  

  

a. book 

b. profession 

c. career  

d. pillow  

e. wound  

f. heart 

  

 

Exercise 2: Underline the compound words and mark the stress on the right place. 

  

i. He heard a blue bird singing. 

ii. She is a bad-tempered old lady. 

iii. My grandparents are little old-fashioned. 

iv. My parents need to visit supermarket this weekend.  

v. He is waiting at the bus-stop for me.  

 

 

Exercise 3: Put the stress on the right syllable of the following sentences: 

  

i. It was my friend’s birthday party.  

ii. You misbehaved with me yesterday. 

iii.  Shut the windows and lock the door right now! 

iv. You really need to learn the stress management.  

v. Whatever! This is never going to happen again.  
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Exercise 4: Attempt to identify and stress the content words in the following 

sentences:  

 

i. I am trying to learn English for two months.  

ii. She has planned nothing this weekend.  

iii. I need to visit my friend in April.  

iv. I am planning to spend the weekend next to the lake fishing for trout. 

v. I tried to complete my assignment on time.  
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Introduction 
 

The previous unit gave an overview of stress along with different rules for word 

stress and sentence stress. English is a stress-timed language. Stressed languages 

are spoken with differing degrees of emphasis on the words and syllables in a 

sentence. The stressed and unstressed syllables follow each other after equal 

intervals in a connected speech. This unit will discuss some of the features of the 

connected speech followed by some practical exercises.  

 

 

Learning Objectives  
 

After completing this unit, you will be able to: 

1. identify weak forms and strong forms of words 

2. know the aspects of connected speech  

3. understand the concepts of assimilation and elision  

4. understand the concepts of juncture, contractions, linking and intrusion 

5. practice different features of the connected speech  

 

 

6.1 Weak Forms and Strong Forms 
 

In English, certain words can be pronounced in two different ways, which are 

known as weak forms and strong forms. For example, the word “that” can be 

pronounced as /ðæt/ which is a strong form.  It can also be pronounced as /ðət/ 

which is a weak form. The occurrence of these strong and weak forms can be found 

in sentences such as “I like that” is pronounced as /aɪ laɪk ðæt/ (strong form) and “I 

hope that she will” is pronounced as /aɪ həʊp ðət ʃi wɪl/ (weak form). There are 

almost forty words in English that have weak and strong forms. However, it is 

possible to use only strong forms, and many non-native speakers do so. The 

understanding of both forms is quite significant as the native speakers perceive “all-

strong-form” pronunciation to be unnatural and foreign-like accent. Besides that, it 

becomes difficult for a non-native speaker, who is not familiar with the weak forms, 

to perceive the pronunciation with weak and strong forms. All native speakers of 

British English use both weak and strong forms. Hence, it is important for English 

language learners to learn these forms in order to improve their listening capability.   

 

We must be able to differentiate between the weak forms and contracted forms. 

Contracted forms are contractions of certain word (into a single phoneme) in the 
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informal writing. Some popular contracted forms are “it’s” for “it is” and “I’ll” for 

I will. These contracted forms are not included here and are discussed later in the 

chapter.  

 

All strong and weak forms are categorized into the function words (words that lack 

a dictionary meaning which is normally expected from nouns, adjectives, verbs and 

adverbs). The function words are auxiliary verbs, prepositions and conjunctions etc. 

They are pronounced in their strong forms and weak forms as well. However, it is 

important to note that there are certain contexts in which a speaker is required to 

use a strong form and, in some contexts, using a weak form is mandatory. Following 

are some rules for using the strong forms: 

 

i. Many words have strong form when they occur at the end of a sentence. For 

example, the word “of” has a strong form /əv/ in the following sentence: 

 

I’m fond of chips. [ɑɪm fɒnd əv ʧɪps] 

 

But when this word comes at the end of a sentence it has a strong form. For 

example, the word “of” has a weak form /ɒv/ in the following sentence:  

 

Chips are what I am fond of.  [ʧɪps ə wɒt ɑɪm fɒnd ɒv] 

Many words such as “the” and “your” never occur at the word final position. 

However, some words (particularly the pronouns) have weak forms in the 

word final position.  

 

ii. When a weak form is contracted with another word, for example:  

The letter’s from him, not to him. [ðə letəz frɒm ɪm nɒt tuː ɪm]  

A similar case can be observed in the following sentence in which there is 

a coordinated use of prepositions. 

  

I travel to and from London a lot.  [ɑɪ trævl tuː ən frɒm lʌndən ə lɒt]  

A work of and about literature.  [ə wɜːk ɒv ən əbɑʊt lɪtrʧə]  

 

iii. When a stress is given to the weak form for the purpose of emphasis, for 

example:  

You must give me more money [juː mʌst gɪv mi mɔː mʌni]  

 

iv. When a weak form word is being cited or quoted, for example: 

You shouldn’t put “and” at the end of a sentence.  

 

[juː ʃʊdnt pʊt ænd ət ði end əv ə sentəns] 
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Another important point to note is when weak forms whose spellings begin 

with “h” such as “her” and “have” occur at the beginning of a sentence the 

pronunciation is with the initial /h/ which is omitted in the other contexts.  

The most common weak forms are introduced in the following: 

 

1. “The” 

Weak forms: ðə (before consonants)  

  Shut the door.   [ʃʌt ðə dɔː] 

  ði (before vowels)  

  Wait for the end.   [weɪt fə ði end] 

 

2. “A”, “An” 

Weak forms: ə (before consonants)  

  Read a book.    [riːd ə bʊk] 

  ən (before vowels)  

  Eat an apple.   [iːt ən æpl] 

  

3. “And”  

Weak form: ən (sometimes after t, d, s, z, ʃ)  

   Come and see.     [kʌm ən siː] 

  Fish and chips.     [fɪʃ n ʧɪps] 

 

4. “But” 

Weak form: bət  

It’s good but expensive.  [ɪts gʊd bət ɪkspensɪv] 

 

5. “That” (This word has a weak form when it is used in a relative clause 

but when it is used as a demonstrative pronoun, it has a strong form) 

Weak form: ðət     

The price is the thing that annoys me.   [ðə prais iz ðə θɪŋ ðət ənɔɪz mi] 

 

6. “Than”  

Weak form: ðən  

Better than ever.    [betə ðən evə] 

 

7. “His” (When it occurs before a noun) 

Weak form: ɪz (hɪz at the beginning of a sentence)  

Take his name.       [teɪk ɪz neɪm]  

 

Another sense of “his” as in “It was his” or “His was late” always has strong form. 
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8. “Her”  (When it gives the sense of possessiveness, preceding a noun; as 

an object pronoun and it can also occur at the end of a sentence)  

Weak forms: ə (before consonants)  

 Take her home. [teɪk ə həʊm] 

 ər (before vowels)  

 Take her out.     [teɪk ər aʊt] 

  

9. “Your”  

Weak forms: jə (before consonants)  

 Take your time.     [teɪk jə taɪm]  

 jər (before vowels)  

 On your own.    [ɒn jər əʊn] 

 

10. “She”, “He”, “We”, “You” 

This group of pronouns has weak forms when it is pronounced with weak 

vowels instead of i: and u: of their strong forms. /i/ and /u/ are used to denote 

the sounds in the weak forms.  

“She”       ʃi 

Why did she read it?     [waɪ dɪd ʃi riːd ɪt] 

Who is she?       [hu: ɪz ʃi]  

“He” /h/ is not pronounced at the beginning of the weak form except the 

when word is used at the beginning of the sentence) 

Which did he choose?    [wɪʧ dɪd i ʧuːz]  

He was late, wasn’t he?      [hi wəz leɪt wɒznt i]  

“We”   wi  

How can we get there?       [haʊ kən wi get ðeə]  

We need that, don’t we?    [wi niːd ðæt dəʊnt wi]  

“You”   ju 

What do you think?      [wɒt də ju θɪnk]  

You like it, do you?      [ju laɪk ɪt duː ju] 

  

11. “Him”   

Weak form: ɪm  

Leave him alone.        [liːv ɪm ələʊn]  

I’ve seen him.      [aɪv siːn ɪm] 

 

12. “Her”  

Weak form: ə (hə when sentence-initial)  

Ask her to come.      [aːsk ə tə kʌm]  

I’ve met her.         [aɪv met ə] 
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13. “Them” 

Weak form: ðəm 

Leave them here.     [liːv ðəm hɪə]  

Eat them.        [iːt ðəm] 

 

14. “Us”  

Weak form: əs 

Write us a letter.      [raɪt əs ə letə] 

They invited all of us.     [ðeɪ ɪnvaɪtɪd ɔːl əv əs]  

The prepositions and other function words have strong forms when they 

occur at the final position of a sentence.  

 

15. “At” 

Weak form: ət  

I’ll see you at lunch.     [aɪl siː ju ət lʌnʧ] 

In final position: æt 

What’s he shooting at?      [wɑts i ʃuːtɪŋ æt] 

 

16. “For” 

Weak form: fə (before consonants) 

Tea for two.       [tiː fə tuː] 

fər (before vowels)  

Thanks for asking.   [θæŋks fər aːskiŋ] 

In the final position: fɔː 

What’s that for?      [wɒts ðæt fɔː] 

 

17. ”From”  

Weak form: frəm 

I’m home from work.    [aɪm həʊm frəm wɜːk] 

In final position: frɒm 

Here’s where it come from.    [hɪəz weər ɪt keɪm frɒm] 

 

18. ”Of”  

Weak form: əv 

Most of all.      [məʊst əv ɔːl] 

In final position: ɒv 

Someone I’ve heard of.      [sʌmwʌn aɪv hɜd ɒv] 

 

19. “To” 

Weak forms: tə (before consonants)  
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Try to stop.       [traɪ tə stɒp] 

tu (before vowels)  

Time to eat.       [taɪm tu iːt] 

In final position: tu 

(The strong form tu: is not usually used and the pre-consonantal weak form 

tə is never used) 

I don’t want to.       [aɪ dəʊnt wɒnt tu] 

 

20. “As” 

Weak form: əz 

As much as possible.      [əz mʌʧ əz pɒsɪbl] 

In final position: æz 

That’s what it was sold as.     [ðæts wɒt ɪt wəz səʊld æz] 

 

21. “Some”  

There are two different ways in which this word is used. When it precedes 

a countable noun (e.g. An unknown individual) it has the strong form sʌm.  

I think some animal broke it.   [aɪ θɪnk sʌm ænɪml brəʊk ɪt]  

It has a weak form səm when it precedes uncountable nouns and other nouns 

in the plural. 

Have some more tea.     [hæv səm mɔː tiː] 

In final position: sʌm 

I’ve got some.        [aɪv gɒt sʌm] 

 

22. “There”    

This word always has a strong form ðeə when it has the demonstrative 

function.  

There it is.        [ðeər ɪt ɪz]  

Put it there.        [pʊt ɪt ðeə] 

Weak forms: ðə (before consonants)  

There should be a rule.      [ðə ʃʊd bi ə ruːl] 

ðər (before vowels)  

There is.       [ðər ɪz] 

 

The pronunciation can be both ðə and ðər in the word final position. 

  

There isn’t any, is there?     [ðər ɪznt eni ɪz ðə] or [ðər ɪznt eni ɪz ðər] 

 

Auxiliary verbs are the remaining weak form words. There are verbs which 

are used as conjunctions with other verbs. However, they never have the 

weak pronunciation in their negative forms (When combined with not). 
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Some auxiliary verbs (don’t, can’t) have different vowels from their non-

negative strong forms.  

 

23. “Can”, “Could”  

Weak forms: kən, kɘd 

  They can wait.          [ðeɪ kən weɪt] 

 He could do it.       [hiː kəd duː ɪt] 

 In final position: kæn, kʊd 

 I think we can.       [aɪ θɪŋk wi kæn]  

 Most of them could.     [məʊst əv ðəm kʊd] 

 

24. “Has”, “Have”, “Had” 

Weak forms: əv, əz, əd (with h in initial position)  

Which have you seen?       [wɪʧ əv ju siːn] 

Which has been best?    [wɪʧ əz biːn best] 

Most had gone home.      [məʊst əd gɒn həʊm] 

In final position: hæv, hæz, hæd 

Yes, we have.      [jes wi hæv]  

I think she has.      [aɪ θɪnk ʃi hæz]  

I thought we had.       [aɪ θɔːt wi hæd] 

 

25. “Shall”, “Should” 

Weak forms: ʃəl or ʃl, ʃəd 

We shall need to hurry.      [wi ʃl niːd tə hʌri] 

I should forget it.       [aɪ ʃəd fəget ɪt] 

In the final position: ʃæl  ʃʊd 

I think we shall.       [aɪ θɪŋk wi ʃæl]  

So you should.      [səʊ ju ʃʊd] 

 

26. “Must” 

When “Must” is used in order to make a conclusion or deduction, then there 

is a less probability that it has a weak form. However, it has a weak form 

when it is used with the sense of obligation.  

 

Weak form: məs (before consonants)  

 

You must try harder.   [ju məs traɪ haːdə] 

məst (before vowels)  

He must eat more.      [hi məst iːt mɔː] 

In final position: mʌst 

She certainly must.       [ʃi sɜːtnli mʌst] 
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27. “Do”, “Does” 

Weak forms:  

 “Do” də (before consonants)  

 Why do they like it?      [waɪ də ðeɪ laɪk ɪt] 

 du (before vowels)  

 Why do all the cars stop?       [waɪ du ɔːl ðə kaːz stɒp] 

 “Does” dəz 

 When does it arrive?       [wen dəz ɪt əraɪv] 

In final position: du:, dʌz 

We don’t smoke but some people do. [wiː dəʊnt sməʊk bət sʌm piːpl duː] 

I think John does.    [aɪ θɪŋk ʤɒn dʌz] 

 

28. “Am”, “Are”, “Was”, “Were” 

Weak forms: əm  

 Why am I here?      [waɪ əm aɪ hɪə] 

ə (before consonants)  

 Here are the plates.      [hɪər ə ðə pleɪts] 

ər (before vowels)  

 The coats are in there.  [ðə kəʊts ər ɪn ðeə] 

wəz 

 He was here a minute ago.   [hi wəz hɪər ə mɪnɪt əgəʊ] 

wə (before consonants)  

 The papers were late.    [ðə peɪpəz wə leɪt] 

 wər (before vowels) 

 The questions were easy.    [ðə kwesʧənz wər iːzi] 

  

In final position: æm, aː, wɒz, wɜː 

 She’s not as old as I am.     [ʃiz nɒt əz əʊld əz aɪ æm] 

 I know the Smiths are.      [aɪ nəʊ ðə smɪθs aː] 

 The last record was.     [ðə laːst rekɔːd wɒz] 

 They weren’t as cold as we were.    [ðeɪ wɜːnt əz kəʊld əz wiː wɜː]  

 

 

6.2 Other Aspects of Connected Speech 
 

Many years ago, scientists invented machines that were able to produce speech 

through a limited set of vocabulary. Those machines were designed to make 

sentences by joining the words together. Such machines were used for delivering 

very limited messages such as taking clock. This mechanical speech approach was 

doable, but there were also some deficiencies associated with it. One of the major 

problems was the intelligibility. The speech produced by these machines was quite 
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difficult to comprehend. However, this failure opened new horizons in 

pronunciation teaching and learning. The linguists realized the significance of the 

connected speech to bear in mind the way humans speak.  

 

 

6.2.1. Rhythm 
 

The notion of rhythm refers to some noticeable event happening at regular interval 

of time. One can catch the rhythm of a heartbeat as our heart beats on regular 

interval time. There is also a rhythm in ticking of a clock. English speech is referred 

to as a rhythmic speech in which the regular occurrence of stressed syllables is 

detectable. The timing of the speech is not as much regular as it is in music or 

ticking of the clock, but the occurrence is regular and predictable. The occurrence 

of stressed syllables at regular intervals, whether they are separated by unstressed 

syllables or not, refers to a theory that English is a stressed timed language. The 

relative occurrence of syllables would not be the case in the mechanical speech. An 

example is given below. The stressed syllables are given numbers in the following 

sentence. The syllables 1 and 2 are not separated by any unstressed syllables. The 

syllables 2 and 3 are separated by one unstressed syllable. Syllables 3 and 4 are 

separated by two and 4 and 5 are separated by three unstressed syllables.  

 

   1        2              3               4                 5 

Walk down the path to the end of the canal  

 

According to the stress-timed rhythm theory, the time interval between each 

stressed syllable is same. Even the intervening of unstressed syllables does not 

influence the balanced timing of stressed syllables.  Some languages (Arabic and 

Russian) have similar stress-timed rhythmic structure, however, some languages 

(Yoruba, Telugu and French) have a different rhythmic pattern which is known as 

syllable-timed rhythm. In such languages, all syllables (stressed or unstressed) 

occur at regular time intervals. A unit of rhythm, the foot, has been used in some 

theories of English rhythm. The foot begins with a stressed syllable and includes 

all unstressed syllables up to the following stressed syllable. The example sentence 

given above would be divided into feet in the following:  

 

Walk1 ‖ down2 the  ‖ path3 to the ‖ end4 of the ca  ‖ nal5 

 

This point has been further explained in some theories that some feet are stronger 

than others. Hence, producing strong-weak patterns in larger pieces of speech is 

above the level of the foot. There is one strong and one weak syllable in the word 
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“twenty” which forms one foot. The following diagram displays its rhythmic 

pattern where “S” stands for strong, and “W” stands for weak syllable. 

 

TWENTY 

 

 

 

       S                   W   

   twen     ty 

 

 

 

The word ‘places’ as the same form.  

  

PLACES 

         
           S       W 

         pla        ces 

 

 

One can measure the strength of any particular syllable by counting the number of 

times a strong syllable occurs. There is a regular alternation between stronger and 

weaker syllable in English language. It also tends to adjust stress levels to bring this 

about. Stress are altered according to the context. The speaking English varies how 

people rhythmically speak. Sometimes people speak very rhythmically which is a 

feature of connected speech, and at other times, people speak arhythmically when 

they are nervous or hesitant. Stress-timed rhythm can be referred to as one of the 

styles of speaking. The degree varies between a minimum value (arhythmical) and 

maximum (completely stress-timed rhythm) value. Many English learners practice 

English with a regular rhythm. It is done with the teacher beating time or clapping 

at the stressed syllables. The difference between syllable-timed and stress-timed 

could not be possibly shown using different measurement techniques. People tend 

to hear speech as more rhythmical than it really is. This is what the proponents of 

stressed-timed rhythm theory have been led to do in their auditory analysis of 

English rhythm. Some languages do not have such a noticeable difference between 

strong and weak syllables as English has. It can be helpful for practice repeating 

strongly rhythmical utterances since this forces the speaker to concentrate on 

making unstressed syllables which are weak. Speakers of languages like Japanese, 
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Hungarian and Spanish who do not have weak syllables as English does may find 

such exercises of some value.   

 

 

6.2.2. Assimilation  
 

The sounds of one word can cause changes in pronunciation of another word 

making a significance difference in the connected speech. When we find a phoneme 

to be realized differently as a result of some other neighboring phonemes belonging 

to a neighboring word then this phenomenon is known as assimilation. Assimilation 

varies according to the speaking rate and style. It is more likely found in casual and 

fluent speech; however, its occurrence is low in the careful speech. The difference 

caused by assimilation in pronunciation is significantly noticeable and sometimes 

it is quite minute. Generally, consonants are affected by the causes that are regarded 

as assimilation.  

 

Let’s consider a case where two words are combined. The first word ends with a 

single final consonant, and the second word starts with a single initial consonant. 

The diagram can be constructed like this: 

- - -    - Cf   ‖  Ci -   -   -  - 

                          Word Boundary  

 

The assimilation is called regressive when Cf changes to become like Ci, and the 

assimilation is called progressive when Ci changes to become like Cf in some way. 

There are three main differences according to that a consonant can change.  

i. Differences in place of articulation  

ii. Differences in manner of articulation  

iii. Differences in voicing  

 

Hence, an assimilation of place, manner and voicing can be identified. When a final 

consonant (Cf) with alveolar place of articulation is followed by an initial consonant 

(Ci) with a place of articulation which is not alveolar, the assimilation of place of 

articulation is clearly observable. For example, the final consonant in “that” ðæt is 

alveolar /t/. The /t/ will become /p/ in a rapid casual speech when it comes before a 

bilabial consonant as in “that person” /ðæp pɜːsn/, /light blue laɪp blu/; “meat pie” 

miːp paɪ. Before a dental consonant, /t/ will change to a dental plosive, for which 

the symbol is t̪ such as “that thing” /ðæt̪ θɪŋ/ “get those” get̪ ðəʊz; “cut through” 

kʌt̪ θruː. Before a velar consonant, the /t/ will become /k/ such as: “that case” ðæk 

keɪs; bright color braɪk kʌlə; “quite good” kwaɪk gʊd. In similar contexts, /d/ would 

become /b/, /d̪/ and /g/ respectively and /n/ would become m, n̪ and ŋ. However, /s/ 

and /z/ behave differently, the only noticeable change is being that /s/ becomes /ʃ/, 
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and /z/ becomes /ʒ/ when followed by /ʃ / or /ʒ/, such as: “this shoe” ðɪʃ ʃuː; “those 

years” ðɘʊʒ jɪəz. It is important to note that consonants that undergo assimilation; 

they do not simply disappear. In the above examples, the duration of consonants 

remains as it is for a two consonants cluster. Assimilation of place is obvious in this 

regressive assimilation of alveolar consonants. It is not something that foreign 

learners need to learn.  

 

Assimilation of manner is much less obvious, and is only found in rapid and casual 

speech. There is a higher tendency of regressive assimilation regressive. Hence, the 

change in manner is most likely towards an “easier consonant” (one which makes 

less obstruction to the airflow). It is possible that final plosive may become a 

fricative or nasal. However, the tendency is low that a final fricative or nasal would 

become a plosive. It is very common to find that the Ci becomes identical in manner 

to the Cf but with dental place of articulation. For example: 

 

“in the” ɪn ðə              ɪnn̪n̪ə 

 

“get them”  get ðəm   get̪t̪əm 

 

Assimilation of voice is also found in a limited way. There is only regressive 

assimilation across the word boundaries. If Cf is a lenis (voiced) consonant and Ci 

is a fortis (voiceless) consonant, we often find that the lenis consonant has no 

voicing. When Cf is fortis (voiceless) and Ci is lenis (voiced), Cf would become 

voiced. Assimilation in clear terms is a natural phenomenon that can be seen in any 

sort of complex activity.  

 

Assimilation creates some problems for phoneme theory. For example, /d/ becomes 

/g/ in the context “good girl” gʊg gɜːl or /b/ in the context “good boy” gʊb bɔɪ. Can 

it be said that one phoneme has been substituted with another. If it is so, then how 

can we describe the assimilation in “good thing” where /d/ becomes /d̪/ before the 

/θ/ of “thing”, or in “good food”, where /d/ becomes a labiodental plosive before 

the /f/ in food. English has no dental or labiodental plosive phonemes. In such cases, 

there is clearly assimilation as there cannot be a substitution of one phoneme for 

another. It can also be said that assimilation causes a phoneme to be realized by a 

different allophone. It means that in gʊg gɜːl and gʊb bɔɪ, the phoneme /d/ has velar 

and bilabial allophones. In the traditional sense, the phonemes were not supposed 

to overlap in their allophones so that only plosives could have allophones e.g., 

bilabial place of articulation - /b/ and /p/. However, this restriction is not considered 

so important.  
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6.2.3. Juncture  
 

The occurrence of many phonetic phenomena that occur in transition from one unit 

to another across boundaries such as timing, stretching, release is known as 

juncture. It is basically the manner of moving between two syllables. The 

suprasegmental phonemic cue by which a listener can distinguish between two 

identical sequences of sounds with distinct meaning is referred to as juncture. The 

juncture phonemes of timing, release etc. are quite important as they contrast with 

phonetically similar phonemes. The following expressions in English have identical 

segments but they contrast in meaning:  

 

a) Night rate (e.g. in the sentence “What is the night rate for taxis here”?)  

b) Nitrate (e.g. A preservative used in processed food is sodium nitrate)  

 

The segments found in the two examples above are /naɪtreɪt/. The difference 

between them lies in the transition from /t/ to /r/ represented with the presence of 

“+” in the following: 

  

a) /naɪt+reɪt/   b) /naɪtreɪt/ 

 

The two expressions are perceived differently because of the presence of juncture.  

When there is a juncture between two segments, it is called Open Juncture or Plus 

Juncture. Its absence is called Close Juncture. There are many other expressions of 

this nature such as “I scream” versus “ice-cream” and “a rise” versus “arise”.  

 

 

6.2.4. Elisions  
 

Elision occurs when a sound disappears in a certain situation. It can be technically 

stated as that in a certain situation a phoneme may be realized as zero or have zero 

realization or be deleted. Elision is characterized as fast, casual speech as 

assimilation. Gradation occurs as there is a change in realization of phoneme 

produced by changing the speed and calmness of speech. It is not important for 

foreign learners to learn elisions, but the knowledge of them is essential for them 

to understand how native speakers pronounce some words in their communication. 

Like in the sentence ‘she leaves next week’, the /t/ in ‘next’ is generally elided (left 

out) by the speaker, saying /neks wi:k/. This shows the economy of the effort of the 

speaker, and in some instances, there is also a difficulty in putting the few consonant 

sounds together while maintaining a regular speech rhythm and speed.  
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A few other examples are discussed below for the purpose of clarity. 

  

i. Loss of weak vowel after p, t, k  

The vowels in the first syllable of the words, ‘potato’, ‘canary’, 

‘perhaps’, ‘today’ may disappear. The whole middle position of the 

syllable is taken up by the aspiration of the initial plosive that results in 

these pronunciations (aspiration is shown by ʰ). Above stated words are 

pronounced as pʰteɪtəʊ, kʰneəri, pʰhæps, and tʰdeɪ. 

  

ii. Elision of /t/ in Contracted Forms: The phoneme /t/ is elided in 

negative forms, especially in disyllables before a consonant, e.g., ‘You 

mustn’t lose it’ / ju mʌsn lu:z it/  and ‘wouldn’t she come?’ /wudn ʃi 

kʌm/. It may also occur before a vowel. For example, ‘You mustn’t 

overeat it’ /ju mʌsn ouvðri: it/  

 

iii. Weak vowel + n, I or r becomes syllabic consonant  

Examples: ‘tonight’ /tn̩aɪt/; ‘police’ /poḷi:s/; ‘correct’ /kṛekt/.  

 

iv. Avoidance of complex consonant clusters  

It is believed that no native speaker would ever pronounce all the 

consonants between the last two words of the following sentence:  

‘George the Sixth’s throne’ /dʒɔ:dʒ ðə sɪksθs θrəʊn/  

It is not difficult to pronounce the words ‘Sixth’s throne’ /sɪksθrəʊn/. 

However, in the clusters of three plosives or two plosives plus a fricative, 

the middle plosive may disappear. The words ‘acts’, ‘looked back, and 

‘scripts’ are pronounced as æks, lʊk bæk, and skrɪps respectively. 

  

v. Loss of final v in ‘of’ before consonants 

Examples: ‘lots of them’ said as lɒts ə ðəm; ‘waste of money’ 

pronounced as /weɪst ə mʌni/.  

 

6.2.5. Contractions  
 

Contractions are the combination of the two words to the extent that the two are 

pronounced as one word, or one syllables. In written language, contractions follow 

some conventions as ‘I am’ and ‘you are’ are written as ‘I’m’ and ‘you’re’. Due to 

their special spellings forms, they are different from other examples of elisions. 

Following are the few cases of contractions:  

a. ‘Had’ and ‘Would’: They are spelt as ‘d, pronounced as d (after 

vowels), and əd (after consonants).  
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b. ‘Is’ and ‘Has’: They are spelt as ‘s, pronounced s (after fortis 

consonants), z (after lenis consonants), except that after s, z, ʃ, ʒ, tʃ, dʒ, 

‘is’ is pronounced ɪz. ‘Has’ is pronounced as əz in contracted form.  

c. ‘Will’: It is spelt as ‘ll, pronounced l (after vowels), ḷ (after consonants).  

d. ‘Have’: It is spelt as ‘ve, pronounced v (after vowels), əv (after 

consonants).  

e. ‘Not’: It is spelt as n’t, pronounced nt (after vowels), ṇt (after 

consonants).  

(There are also vowel changes associated with n’t, e.g., ‘can’ kæn – 

‘can’t’ kɑ:nt, ‘do’ du: - ‘don’t’ dəʊnt.) 

f. ‘Are’: It is spelt as ‘re, pronounced ə after vowels, usually with some 

change in the preceding vowel, e.g., ‘you’ ju – ‘you’re’ jʊə, ‘we’ wi: - 

‘we’re’ wɪə, ‘they’ ðeə. Contracted ‘are’ is also pronounced as ə or ər 

when following a consonant. 

 

6.2.6. Linking and Intrusion 
 

When two vowel sounds meet, speakers often link them in various ways. 

 

Linking /r/ 

 

Rhotic, which means that when the letter r appears in the written word after a vowel, 

the /r/ phoneme is used in the pronunciation of the word. 

Non-rhotic, do not pronounce the /r/. 

Her English is excellent. (/r/ is not pronounced)      

 

• Her German is absolutely führerious! (/r/ is not pronounced)                

• My brother lives in Tokyo. (/r/ is not pronounced)                   

• My brother always wears that pink suit. (/r/ is not pronounced) 

 

Intrusive /r/ 

 

Where two vowel sounds meet and there is no written letter "r", speakers with non-

rhotic accents will still often introduce the /r/ phoneme in order to ease the 

transition. This happens when the first word ends in /ə/, /ɑ:/ or /ɔ:/. 

• They are victims of media exploitation. (/əre/) 

• The media are to blame. (/əra:/) 

• It's a question of law and order. (/ɔ:rən/) 

• I saw it happen. (/ərı/) 
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Linking /j/ 

 

When a word ends in /i:/, or a diphthong which finishes with /ı/, speakers often 

introduce a /j/ to ease the transition to a following vowel sound. 

 

I agree, this is a paper. (/aıjə/) 

I think, therefore I am. (/aıjæm/) 

I am, therefore I ought to be. (/aıjæm/-/aıjɔ:t/) 

They are, aren't they? (linking /j/ and linking /r/ - /ðeıjɑ: rɑ:nt/) 

 

 

Linking /w/ 

 

When a word ends in /u:/, or a diphthong which finishes with /ʊ/, speakers often 

introduce a /w/ to ease the transition to a following vowel sound. 

• Go on! Go in! (/gəʊwɒn/-/gəʊwın/) 

• Are you inside, or are you outside? (/ju:wın/-/ju:waʊt/) 

• Who is? (/hu:wız/) 

• You are. (/ju:wɑ:/) 
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Summary Points  
 

 English is a stress-timed language. Stressed languages are spoken with 

differing degrees of emphasis on the words and syllables in a sentence. 

 

 In English, certain words can be pronounced in two different ways, which 

are known as weak forms and strong forms. For example, the word “that” 

can be pronounced as /ðæt/ which is a strong form.  It can also be 

pronounced as /ðət/ which is a weak form. 

 

 Many words have strong form when they occur at the end of a sentence. 

 

 Auxiliary verbs mostly have their weak forms. There verbs are used as a 

conjunction with another verb. 

 

 The notion of rhythm refers to some noticeable event happening at regular 

interval of time - just like in ticking of a clock. English speech is referred to 

as a rhythmic speech in which the regular occurrence of stressed syllables 

is detectable.  

 

 The occurrence of stressed syllables at regular intervals, whether they are 

separated by unstressed syllables or not, refers to a theory that English is a 

stressed timed language. 

 

 The sounds of one word can cause changes in pronunciation of another word 

making a significance difference in the connected speech. When we find a 

phoneme to be realized differently as a result of some other neighboring 

phonemes belonging to a neighboring word then this phenomenon is known 

as assimilation.  

 

 The occurrence of many phonetic phenomena that occur in transition from 

one unit to another across boundaries such as timing, stretching, release is 

known as juncture. It is basically the manner of moving between two 

syllables. Juncture is a small tiny gap between two syllables. 

 

 Elision occurs when a sound disappears in a certain situation. It can be 

technically stated as that in a certain situation a phoneme may be realized 

as zero or have zero realization or be deleted.  
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 Contractions are the combinations of the two words to the extent that the 

two are pronounced as one word, or one syllable. In written language, 

contractions follow some conventions as ‘I am’ and ‘you are’ are written as 

‘I’m’ and ‘you’re’.  

 

 Rhotic vowel means that when the letter r appears in the written word after 

a vowel - when the /r/ phoneme is used in the pronunciation of the word. 

 

 Where two vowel sounds meet and there is no written letter "r", speakers 

with non-rhotic accents will still often insert the /r/ phoneme in order to ease 

the transition. 
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Self-Assessment Questions  
 

1. Divide the following sentences up into feet, using the ‖ mark as a boundary 

symbol. If a sentence starts with an unstressed syllable, leave it out for consideration 

– it doesn’t belong in a foot.  

a) A bird in a hand is worth two in the bush.  

b) Over a quarter of century had elapsed since his death.  

c) Computers consume a considerable amount of time and money.  

d) Most of them have arrived on the bus.  

e) Newspaper editors are invariably underworked.  

 

2. Try to draw tree diagrams of the rhythmical structure of the following phrases.  

 a) Christmas present  

b) Rolls Royce  

c) Pet food dealer  

d) Rolls-Royce rally event 

  

3. The following sentences are given in spelling and in a “slow”, “careful” 

phonemic transcription. Rewrite the phonemic transcription as a “broad phonetic” 

one so as to show likely assimilations, elisions and linking.  

 

 a) One cause of asthma is supposed to be allergies  

wʌn kɔːz əv æsθmə ɪz səpəʊzd tə bi æləʤɪz 

[       ] 

 

b) What the urban population could use is better trains  

wɒt ði ɜːbən pɒpjʊleɪʃn kʊd juːz ɪz betə treɪnz 

[       ] 

 

c) She acts particularly well in the first scene  

ʃi ækts pətɪkjələli wel ɪn ðə fɜːst siːn 

[       ] 
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Introduction 

 
This chapter intends to introduce to language students a description of English 

intonation that will take into account the actual nature of intonation in spoken 

language. Intonation is in fact part and parcel of the English language, as it is for 

every language of the world. Intonation is inevitable whenever a language is 

spoken; it is important, because we eventually realize that it carries meaning and 

often is the most important part of a message; and it is integral to the study of any 

language, for it links up not only with meaning, but also with grammar, 

pronunciation and spoken discourse at large.  

 

Intonation is an important suprasegmental feature which is based on changing of 

complex pitch system in speech. In this module, we have tried to make intonation 

as simple as possible for the understanding of Pakistani students. For the purpose, 

we have tried to make this unit a simple introduction to the form of intonation and 

the next unit is dedicated to some basic functions of intonation in English. The 

following are the major topics covered in the present unit: 

 

 What is intonation? 

 Tone and tonal languages  

 Intonation as a suprasegmental feature 

 Types of intonation 

 Functions and meanings of English tones 

 Structure of Intonation 

 Practice exercises  

 

 

Learning Objectives 
 

At the end of this section, the students will be able to: 

 

 foster a deeper understanding of rules governing the intonation 

 understand the nature of intonation as a suprasegmenatal feature 

 carry out intonation analysis of short dialogues and consider various parts of 

an intonation unit 

 apply theoretical knowledge to classroom practices 

 comment on structure and forms (types) of intonation. 
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7.1. What is Intonation? 
 

Intonation has traditionally not had the same kind of attention in the past that has 

been accorded to the study of consonants, vowels and word stress. Rhythm has also 

been the focus of attention to a greater extent than intonation because of its crucial 

role in poetry. But in the last two decades, linguists have been turning to intonation 

in a much more systematic fashion as a result of the upsurge of interest in discourse 

studies, and as a result, much more is now known. But people are much less able to 

talk confidently about intonation and rhythm because these are features of language 

in use rather than of language in units (like words). Although people can recognize 

the significance of the ‘way’ something was said, there isn’t the same certainty in 

talking about intonation as there is about talking about words and their 

pronunciation. 

 

Pitch of the voice plays an important role in human speech as we continuously 

change pitch according to the context of the communication with a lot of arbitrary 

choices and constantly changing between ‘high’ and ‘low’ pitch. This variation in 

pitch carries a number of linguistic information very important for conveying 

meaning. Remember that speech with fixed and unvarying pitch is very rarely 

possible and that is in very unusual situation. In usual lively discussion, human 

beings constantly change their pitch levels. In other words, intonation refers to the 

rise and fall of the pitch of the voice at phrase or sentence level. When you say 

something, you cannot say it without some kind of intonation – even a monotone 

can be classed as a kind of intonation. Intonation is inevitable in speech. 

 

Language students and teachers will also find intonation of interest as it is part of 

the structure of any particular language. People can hear that the intonation of 

English is different from the intonation of French, or German, or Russian or any 

other European language, and is decidedly very different from the intonation of 

Japanese, Hindi, Swahili, Quechua and all the other non-European languages of the 

world. Furthermore, the intonation of English varies within the range of national 

and regional accents that we recognize: the so-called drawl of Southern USA 

intonation is quite distinct from the melody of Welsh English intonation; and the 

intonation of Scottish and Irish English seems to have rises where others have falls, 

and vice versa. People are thus aware of intonation in a very general way.   

 

Intonation is the use of pitch variation in utterances. Intonation does in fact have 

both a linguistic and a paralinguistic dimension. The linguistic dimension concerns 

the message itself: how many pieces of information there are; what information is 

new; whether the message is complete or incomplete; whether the speaker is telling 

you something or asking you, or whether the speaker is turning to a new topic or 
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finishing off an old one. The paralinguistic dimension concerns the messenger 

rather than the message: the speaker’s state of mind, their degree of politeness and 

their effort to associate or dissociate from you. But paralanguage – and this is the 

point – involves not only pitch, but also volume, tempo and voice quality, indeed 

all the vocal effects that are available within a given language community, effects 

like giggling, sobbing, tut-tutting, husky voice, speaking ‘through the teeth’ and 

many, many more. It is important to make the point that we are not interested in all 

aspects of a speaker’s pitch; the only things that should interest us are those which 

carry some linguistic information. Intonation itself is confined to the use of pitch 

alone.  

 

 

 

7.2 Tone and Tonal Languages  
 

It seems important to briefly introduce the concept of tone and tonal languages at 

this point. Tone in phonetics and phonology, in general, is taken as a 

suprasegmental feature which refers to an identifiable movement (variation) or 

level of pitch that is used in linguistically contrastive ways. In tone (tonal) 

languages, the linguistic function of tone is to change the meaning of a word. For 

example, in Mandarin Chinese, [́ma] said with a high pitch means ‘mother’ while 

[̀ma] said on a low rising tone means ‘hemp’. In other (non-tonal) languages, tone 

forms the central part of intonation, and the difference between, for example, a 

rising and a falling tone on a particular word may cause a different interpretation of 

the sentence in which it occurs.  

 

In the case of tone languages, it is usual to identify tones as being a property of 

individual syllables, whereas an intonational tone may be spread over many 

syllables. English is not a tonal language so its intonation patterns need to be 

explained as a suprasegmental feature. In the analysis of English intonation, tone 

refers to one of the pitch possibilities for the tonic (or nuclear) syllable. For further 

analysis, a set of four types of tone is usually used including fall, rise, fall–rise and 

rise–fall, though others are also suggested by various experts. These types of 

intonation are explained further in detail in Section 7.5. 

 

 

 

7.3 Intonation as a Suprasegmental Feature 
 

In simple sense, ‘intonation’ refers to the variations in the pitch of a speaker’s voice 

used to convey or alter meaning (at sentence level). In its broader and more popular 
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sense, it is used to cover much the same field as ‘prosody’, where various features 

such as voice quality, tempo and loudness are also included. It is a term frequently 

used in the study of suprasegmental phonology, referring to the distinctive use of 

patterns of pitch, or melody and the study of intonation is sometimes called 

intonology. Experts have suggested several ways of analyzing intonation. In some 

approaches, the pitch patterns are described as contours and analyzed in terms of 

levels of pitch as pitch phonemes and morphemes while in others, the patterns are 

described as tone units or tone groups which are further analyzed as contrasts of 

nuclear tone, tonicity, etc. The three variables of pitch range, height and direction 

are generally distinguished. Some approaches, especially within pragmatics, 

operate with a much broader notion than that of the tone unit: intonational phrasing 

is a structured hierarchy of the intonational constituents in conversation. A formal 

category of intonational phrase is also sometimes recognized which is an utterance 

span dominated by boundary tones. 

 

Intonation as a suprasegmental feature performs several functions in a language. Its 

most important function is as a signal of grammatical structure (e.g., creating 

patterns for distinguishing among grammatical categories), where it performs a role 

similar to punctuation (in written language), but involving far more contrasts (for 

conveying meaning). Intonation marks of sentence, clause and phrase level 

boundaries. It also provides the contrast between some grammatical structures 

(such as questions and statements). For example, the change in meaning illustrated 

by ‘Are you asking me or telling me’ is regularly signaled by a contrast between 

rising and falling pitch.  

 

Note the role of intonation in sentences like;  

 

He’s going, isn’t he? (= I’m asking you.) opposed to He’s going, isn’t he! (= I’m 

telling you.) 

  

(These examples are given by Peter Roach).  

 

The role of intonation in the communication is quite important as it also conveys 

personal attitude (whether it shows sarcasm, puzzlement or anger etc.). Finally, it 

can signal such contrasts in pitch, along with other prosodic and paralinguistic 

features and creating change and variation in meaning and signaling the social 

background of the speakers. These are called the functions of intonation which are 

discussed in detail in the next unit.  
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7.4 Approaches to Intonation 

 

There are two main approaches to intonation. One is known as a ‘contour analysis’ 

and the other may be called the ‘grammatical approach’. 

 

The first is represented by a large group of phoneticians: H. Sweet, D. Jones, G. 

Palmer, L. Armstrong, I. Ward, R. Kingdon, J. O'Connor, A. Gimson and others. It 

is the traditional and widely used approach. According to this approach, the smallest 

unit to which linguistic meaning can be attached is a ‘tone-group’. Their theory is 

based on the assumption that intonation consists of basic functional ‘blocks’. They 

pay much attention to these functional ‘blocks’ but not to the way they are 

connected. Intonation is treated by them as a layer that is superimposed on the 

lexico-grammatical structure. In fact, the aim of communication determines the 

intonation structure, not vice versa. 

 

The grammatical approach to the study of intonation was worked out by M. 

Halliday. The main unit of intonation under this approach is a ‘clause’. Intonation 

is a complex of three systemic variables: tonality, tonicity and tone, which are 

connected with grammatical categories. Tonality marks the beginning and the end 

of a tone-group. Tonicity marks the focal point of each tone-group. Tone is the third 

unit in Halliday's system. Tones can be primary and secondary. They convey the 

attitude of the speaker. Halliday's theory is based on the syntactical function of 

intonation. 

 

 

 

7.5 Types of Intonation 

 
We are introducing four basic types of intonation in this section. These are the 

mostly used intonation patterns by English native speakers. Since teaching of 

English intonation to English as second language (ESL) and English as foreign 

language (EFL) students is one of the big challenges, we have tried to use the 

patterns and examples mostly used by English language teachers.   

 

 Falling Intonation [↘] 

 

It is the most common type of intonation found in English language. At 

the end of the sentence the tone is falling. It is used for asking and giving 

information in normal and quite style. It is used on the last stressed 

syllable of the sentence in: 
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1. Statements (Declarative Sentences):  

We live in MOScow. 

This is the end of NEWS. 

 

2. Wh Questions:  

Where do you LIVE? 

 

3. Imperative Sentences:  

STOP it.  

Sit DOWN. 

 

4. Exclamatory Sentences:  

What a wonderful SURprise! 

 

5. Tag questions: (When the speaker is sure that the answer will be 

‘yes’.)  

You live here. DON’T you? 

 

6. The last part of alternative questions:  

Do you want TEA/COFfee? 

 

 

 Rising Intonation [↗] 

 

Rising tones are indicative of politeness, diffidence, and are inquiring. 

1. Rising tone conveys the impression that something more is to 

follow:  

I phoned them (but they were not at home).  

You must right it again (and this time get right).  

I am to leave now (because I am getting late) 

 

2. General Questions:  

Was she glad to SEE him. 

 

3. It may be used while encouraging someone:  

You will get it right.  

There is always next time. 
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 Fall-Rise Intonation [↘↗] 
 

Fall-rise tone shows limited agreement, response with reservation, 

uncertainty, or doubt.  

1. You may be right. 

2. It’s possible. 

3. He may be honest. 

 

 

 Rise-fall Intonation [↗↘] 

 

This tone is used to show strong feelings of approval or surprise. 

1. It’s impossible! 

2. You were first! 

3. It’s true! 

 

Our discussion on the structure of intonation in the next section is 

going to clarify the above examples further. 

 

 

Intonation Symbols  
 

The following symbols are mostly used by experts to show the 

intonation patterns while analyzing them. It is better to learn them and 

systematically use them while analyzing speech for intonation: 

 

|         =  intonation unit boundary 

_ (underlining) =  tonic syllable (sometimes also shown as BOLD/in 

CAPS) 

ˈ     =  non-tonic stressed syllable 

\  (↘)     =  falling tone 

/  (↗)     =  rising tone 

\/ (↘↗)      =  falling-rising tone 

/\ (↗↘)       =  rising-falling tone 

 – (→)    =  level tone 

 -      =  pause (equivalent to a syllable) 

 .      =  brief pause 

 (xx)      =  indecipherable 
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7.6 Structure of Intonation 
 

The intonation of English not only displays a system but it also displays a structure. 

Indeed, structures of some kind are found in all intonation systems in the world 

languages. 

  

1. What are you going to do tonight? (Question) 

2. I’m going into the town this morning. (Statement) 

 

If above mentioned examples are said in one ‘go’, each example is considered as a 

unit of intonation, each handling one piece of information (whether asking about it 

or stating it). Then, think again of the statement below and say it in two ‘goes’. 

 

3. I’m going into town | this morning. 

 

Each part is a unit of intonation: one piece of information is given in the first unit, 

a second piece in the second. In the same way, the part of the utterance given in 2 is 

a single unit of intonation, whereas the same wording in 3 is a sequence of two 

units: the first unit of 3 simply gives the topic and the second provides an extra 

piece of information about the topic. 

 

Each intonation unit has a structure. For example:  

 

4. A dog is a man’s best friend. 

 

If someone says this just as the conversation turns to the topic of dogs. It is most 

likely to be said as a single unit of intonation, with the word friend being most 

prominent, and the pitch of the voice falling to a low level on that word.  

 

This shows three systems: 

 tonality (segmentation of the discourse into units of intonation) = one unit;  

 tonicity (identification of the most prominent word within the unit) 

= friend; 

 tone (specification of the contrastive pitch movement) = falling).  

 

In example 4, the word friend is said to be the ‘nucleus’ or the ‘tonic syllable’. The 

part of the utterance up to best is called the ‘pre-tonic segment’, which in turn can 

be divided into the ‘pre-head’ and the ‘head’. The head is the part which begins 

with the first stressed syllable, known as the ‘onset’ syllable, in this case the 

word dog; the word ‘a’ before ‘dog’ is unstressed and precedes the head, hence its 

label ‘pre-head’.  
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This structure is thus given in the following table for your understanding: 

 

Table showing the structure of intonation 

 

pre-tonic segment tonic/nucleus segment 

pre-head Head   

A ‘dog is a ‘man’s 'best ‘friend 

 

 

The tonic/nucleus is obligatory, because it is that part of the intonation unit that 

bears the contrastive pitch movement, the tone; it is also always stressed not only 

because it bears the tone but also because of its essential prominence. The other 

parts of the unit are optional, in the sense that they may or may not happen to be 

present. 

 

5.  ‘Dogs are ‘men’s ‘best ‘friends. 

 

In the above example, there is no pre-head, because there happens to be no 

unstressed syllable before the onset syllable of the head (Dogs). 

 

Now suppose the topic of the conversation had been different, say, horses, and 

somebody claimed that in fact horses were men’s best friends. Another could retort: 

 

6. ‘Dogs are ‘men’s ‘best ‘friends. 

 

In this case, the contrastive emphasis is placed on Dogs right at the beginning of 

the intonation unit. In example 6 ‘Dogs’ is the most prominent; it is, therefore, the 

tonic (nucleus) and is not preceded by anything; therefore, there is no pre-tonic 

segment, no head, and no pre-head. The tonic (nucleus) and all following words in 

the same unit are collectively known as the ‘tonic segment’. The tonic segment can 

then be subdivided into the tonic and the tail. The tail thus refers to all the words 

subsequent to the tonic syllable. 

 

Now the question arises why it is necessary to identify so many points in the 

structure of the intonation unit. The answer is that different pitch movements can 

contrast with each other at each point of structure, and thus produce changes of 

meaning. The pitch of the pre-head may be either higher or lower than normal, and 
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these variations have a significance; the pitch movement in the head is capable of 

many variations and these, too, have their significance; the pitch movement at the 

tonic provides the basis of the tone system, and the tone has an effect on the pitch 

of the tail. The sole purpose of this elaborate dissection of the intonation unit is to 

indicate the points or areas where intonation can vary and produce differences of 

meaning. It is the explication of the choices in meaning that determines the essence 

of linguistic structures. 

 

 

Table showing complete structure of intonation unit 

 

  

Pre-tonic Segment Tonic Segment 

Pre-

head 
Head Tonic/nucleus Tail 

1 A 
'dog is a 'man's 

'best 
Friend  

2  
'Dogs are 'men's 

'best 
Friends  

3   Dogs 
are 'men's 'best 

'friends 

 

 

The structure of the intonation unit has been presented mainly in terms of words so 

far; the tonic is the most prominent word, the tail consists of the words following 

the tonic, and the pre-tonic segment refers to the words preceding the tonic. We 

have also had recourse to refer to syllables, stressed and unstressed. Which should 

we use: words or syllables? It seems inevitable that when we think of the content 

of the message contained in an intonation unit, we shall refer to words. However, 

strictly speaking, an intonation unit is a structure of sound and belongs to 

phonology. 

Halliday shows how intonation belongs to phonology. There is a hierarchy of 

phonological structures and units. It can be described in the following way: an 

intonation unit has a structure (is made up) of one or more rhythmic units, or ‘feet’; 

each foot has a structure of syllables; and each syllable has a structure of phonemes. 

Thus there are four ranks of phonological structure: at the lowest level, phonemes, 

then syllables, feet and intonation units. 
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It can also be shown that there is a relationship of function, as well as structure, 

between the ranks. Certain phonemes have certain functions in the syllable: vowels, 

in the main, function as the nuclei of syllables, consonants as the margins. Then, 

certain types of syllable have their functions in feet (rhythmic units): stressed 

syllables function as the nuclei of feet, unstressed syllables as margins. And certain 

types of feet have their function in intonation units: the foot containing the tonic 

acts as the nucleus, the others contribute to the head and the tail. The nucleus at 

each rank is obligatory; the rest of the structure may or may not be present. It seems 

inevitable, therefore, that when we think of the formal structure of the intonation 

unit, we shall use phonological terms like feet’ and their structure of stressed and 

unstressed ‘syllables’. The labels and examples given in our second table above can 

thus be interpreted in terms of words or syllables, depending on whether we are 

dealing with meaning or form, respectively. 

 

But what if the tonic consists of a word with more than one syllable, as in 7? 

 

7. ‘Snakes are ‘men’s ‘most ‘dangerous ‘enemies. 

 

The most prominent word, enemies, is the tonic segment; the stressed initial syllable 

is the tonic syllable and the subsequent unstressed syllables are the tail. In the 

following example, the prominent word gets divided even further: 

 

8. But ‘that’s ‘quite ri’diculous. 

 

The prominent word is ridiculous: the stressed syllable is -dic-; the following 

syllables constitute the tail, but the initial, unstressed syllable belongs intonationally 

to the head. 

 

We have now considered all parts of the structure of an intonation unit. The tonic 

(or nucleus) is obligatory; without it we cannot identify a complete unit. The head, 

pre-head and tail are optional in the sense that they may or may not be present. It 

should also be remembered that we identify these components solely on the grounds 

that they are points, or areas, where meaning can be affected by variations in an 

intonation pattern.  

 

 

7.7 Summary on Structure of Intonation 
 

The following is going to be presented as a simplified summary of the discussion 

on the structure of intonation which identifies various parts of an intonation unit: 
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Imagine the following sentence is spoken by a native speaker of English: 

 

‘I wish I under\stood it.’ 

 

This sentence, as one intonation unit (giving us a single piece of information), with 

a focus on the word ‘understood’, there is a falling tone indicating that it is a 

‘statement’. The structure of this intonation unit consists (at one level) of the 

following two parts: 

 

Part 1. The Tonic Segment 

That includes the tonic syllable with its distinctive tone, and any syllables that 

follow (in this case -‘stood it’). 

 

Part 2. The Pre Tonic Segment 

The part of the intonation unit that precedes the tonic segment (in this case ‘I wish 

I under’-).  

The tonic segment is usually divided into two: the ‘tonic syllable’ itself, and the 

remaining part/ syllables, often called ‘the tail’.  

 

The ‘pretonic segment’ is also usually divided into two: the segment that contains 

the first stressed syllable and all the remaining syllables up to the ‘tonic syllable’ – 

often called as the ‘head’; and any unstressed syllables preceding the head are often 

called the ‘pre-head’. All four segments as illustrated in the example sentence are 

given in the following table: 

 

 

Table showing the parts of an intonation unit 

 

 

                      pretonic segment   tonic segment 

                     I       ˈwish I under   \   stood           it 

Pre-head Head   Tonic Tail 

 

 

As shown above, there is the potential for contrasts not only in the tonic syllable 

but also between the head and pre-head segments, and, that is why we need to 

identify them. The ‘tail’ does not usually carry contrasts, but it does carry pitch 

changes and pitch movement. 



165 
 

 

Remember that the tonic syllable is an obligatory element in an intonation unit. For 

example, if a unit of intonation is begun, but no syllable is made tonic, then we may 

conclude that that intonation unit has been abandoned. This sometimes happens in 

informal discourse when a speaker changes his mind and starts an intonation unit 

afresh. The tail, head and pre-head are all optional, in the sense that they may 

perhaps not be required in the construction of an intonation unit.  

 

 

Consider these examples: 

 

I ˈwish I under\stood  : No tail 

\think about it   : No head, no pre-head 

I’ll \think about it        : Pre-head, but no head (the first stressed syllable 

happens to be the tonic syllable) 

\think    : Tonic syllable only; no head, no pre-head, no tail 

  

We have discussed the form and structure of intonation in English so far in this 

unit. This interesting discussion needs to continue on various functions of the 

phenomenon (such as attitudinal, accentual, grammatical, and discourse functions 

of intonation) which is the topic of the next unit.  
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Summary Points 
 

 Pitch of the voice plays an important role in human speech as we 

continuously change pitch according to the context of the communication 

with a lot of arbitrary choices and constantly changing between ‘high’ and 

‘low’ pitch.  

 

 This variation in pitch called intonation carries a number of linguistic 

information very important for conveying meaning.  

 

 In usual lively discussion, human beings constantly change their pitch 

level (the rise and fall of the pitch of their voice) at phrase or sentence level 

which is called intonation. 

 

 Intonation does in fact have both a linguistic and a paralinguistic 

dimension. The linguistic dimension concerns the message itself: how 

many pieces of information there are; what information is new; whether 

the message is complete or incomplete; whether the speaker is telling you 

something or asking you, or whether the speaker is turning to a new topic 

or finishing off an old one. The paralinguistic dimension concerns the 

messenger rather than the message: the speaker’s state of mind, their 

degree of politeness and their effort to associate or dissociate from you. 

 

 In tone (tonal) languages, the linguistic function of tone is to change the 

meaning of a word. For example, in Mandarin Chinese, [́ma] said with a 

high pitch means ‘mother’ while [̀ma] said on a low rising tone means 

‘hemp’.  

 

 In other (non-tonal) languages, tone forms the central part of intonation, 

and the difference between, for example, a rising and a falling tone on a 

particular word may cause a different interpretation of the sentence in 

which it occurs.  

 

 Intonation as a suprasegmental feature performs several functions in a 

language. Its most important function is as a signal of grammatical 

structure (e.g., creating patterns for distinguishing among grammatical 

categories), where it performs a role similar to punctuation (in written 

language), but involving far more contrasts (for conveying meaning).  

 



167 
 

 Intonation marks of sentence, clause and phrase level boundaries. It also 

provides the contrast between some grammatical structures (such as 

questions and statements). 

 

 There are two main approaches to intonation. One is known as a ‘contour 

analysis’ and the other may be called the ‘grammatical approach’. 

 

 There are four basic types of intonation patterns in English; falling, rising, 

fall-rise and rise-fall: 

 

Falling intonation is used in WH questions, declarative statements, 

imperatives, exclamatory sentences and tag questions.  

 

Rising intonation is used for enquiring, to show politeness and to 

encourage someone.  

 

Fall-rise tone shows limited agreement, response with reservation, 

uncertainty, or doubt.  

 

Rise-fall tone is used to show strong feelings of approval or surprise. 

 

 For better understanding, we need to analyze the structure of intonation 

unit highlighting various parts; contrast in pre-tonic and tonic segments, 

and, tonic syllable and tail. 

 

 The tonic syllable is an obligatory element in an intonation unit. The tail, 

head and pre-head are all optional, in the sense that they may perhaps not 

be required in the construction of an intonation unit.   
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Self-Assessment Questions  
 

1 What is intonation and how important role does it play in human 

communication? 

 

2 How can we improve learning intonation patterns in English? 

 

3 What are various types of ‘intonation’?  

 

4 What are the basic four types of intonation? How differently are these types 

used in communication? 

 

5 Briefly comment on the role of intonation in tonal languages.   

 

6 Discuss the structure of intonation while highlighting its various parts with 

appropriate examples.     

 

7 Discuss tonality, tonicity and tone with examples.     

 

8 Identify the tone groups and the tonic syllables in the following ((From 

Davenport & S.J Hannahs and Peter Roach): 

 

a. Yesterday I saw him in the garden twice. 

b. Did he have a lot to work? 

c. I’m not absolutely sure, to be honest. 

d. He seemed to spend most of the time slumped in a corner with a packet of 

nuts.  

 

9. Add a number of extra syllables (as specified by numbers in the brackets) to 

make a tail.  

 

Example: Go (2).  

Answer: ‘Go for it’. 

 

a) Buy (3) 

b) Hear (1) 

c) Talk (2) 

 

10. Now expand the following tonic syllables by putting heads in front of 

them, containing the number of stressed syllables indicated in the brackets.  
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Example: (2) dark.  

Answer: ՝John was a՝fraid of the dark. 

 

a) (1) step 

b) (3) train 

c) (2) hot 
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Introduction 
 

In previous unit, we have introduced the basic structure of intonation as a 

suprasegmental feature in English. While discussing the patterns and forms of 

intonation, we highlighted some relevant examples from English language based 

on types of intonation applicable in certain contexts and for conveying specific 

purposes. Now the present unit is designed to introduce various functions of 

‘intonation’ for communicating special kinds of meaning. In this unit, therefore, we 

are mainly concerned with: 

 

 Functions of intonation 

 The attitudinal function of intonation  

 The accentual function of intonation  

 The grammatical function of intonation  

 The discourse function of intonation 

 

Apart from discussing the above mentioned functions of intonation, we are also 

going to provide sufficient exercise for the understanding of students and their 

classroom activities. Here are the objectives of the unit:  

 

Learning Objectives 
 

At the end of this section, the students will be able to: 
 

 Examine, evaluate and define functions of ‘intonation’ as a suprasegmental 

feature. 

 Analyze and understand ‘attitudinal, grammatical, accentual and discourse’ 

functions of ‘intonation’ as an important feature of English phonology. 

 Grasp the importance of ‘intonation’ as a feature of communication and use it 

in specific contexts accordingly.  

 Create activities based on ‘intonation’. 

 

 

 

8.1  Functions of Intonation 

 

Intonation as a suprasegmental feature performs several important functions in 

English. Its most important function is as a signal of grammatical structure (e.g., 

creating patterns for distinguishing among grammatical categories), where it 
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performs a role similar to punctuation (in written language), but involving far more 

contrasts (for conveying meaning). Intonation also marks of sentence, clause and 

phrase level boundaries. It provides a very important contrast between some 

grammatical structures (such as questions and statements). For example, the change 

in meaning illustrated by ‘Are you asking me or telling me?’ is regularly signaled 

by a contrast between rising and falling pitch. 

 

Note the role of intonation in sentences (given by Peter Roach) like;  

He’s going, isn’t he? (= I’m asking you) opposed to;  

He’s going, isn’t he! (= I’m telling you).  

 

The role of intonation in the communication is quite important as it also conveys 

personal attitude (whether it shows sarcasm, puzzlement or anger etc.). Intonation 

can signal such contrasts in pitch, along with other prosodic and paralinguistic 

features and creating change and variation in meaning and signaling the social 

background of the speakers. 

 

 

What is intonation? 

 

Intonation is about how we say things, rather than what we say. Without intonation, 

it's impossible to understand the expressions and thoughts that go with words. 

Listen to somebody speaking without paying attention to the words: the 'melody' 

you hear is the intonation. It has the following features: 

 

It's divided into phrases, also known as 'tone-units'. The pitch moves up and down, 

within a 'pitch range'. Everybody has their own pitch range. Languages, too, differ 

in pitch range. English has particularly wide pitch range. In each tone unit, the pitch 

movement (a rise or fall in tone, or a combination of the two) takes place on the 

most important syllable known as the 'tonic-syllable'. The tonic-syllable is usually 

a high-content word, near the end of the unit. These patterns of pitch variation are 

essential to a phrase's meaning. Changing the intonation can completely change the 

meaning. 

 

Example: 

Say: 'It's raining'. 

Now say it again using the same words, but giving it different meaning. You could 

say it to mean 'What a surprise!', or 'How annoying!', or 'That's great!'. There are 

many possibilities. 
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The examples of YES/NO sentences: 

 

In order to analyze the role of intonation, a very simple example that could be given 

is of one-word YES/NO sentences. We can utter such a sentence (e.g., ‘YES’) while 

keep our tone ‘level’ (a rare possibility) or with ‘moving’ tone (most of the time 

with falling/rising tone). Primarily there are three possibilities for such sentences: 

 

1. Level tone:  → no/ → yes (steady manner – unnatural/rare 

example) 

 

2. Falling tone: ↘   no /  ↘  yes  (showing definite manner) 

 

3. Rising tone:  ↗  no / ↗  yes  (showing questioning manner) 

 

 

While discussing the functions of intonation, another approach is to concentrate on 

its role in conversational discourse. This involves such aspects as indicating 

whether the particular thing being said constitutes new information or old (in 

sentence, for example). It further creates the regulation of turn-taking in 

conversation, the establishment of dominance and the elicitation of co-operative 

responses as well. As with the signaling of attitudes, it seems that though analysts 

concentrate on pitch movements there are many other prosodic factors being used 

to create these effects.  

 

Intonation bears relevant information which is not carried by any other means and 

therefore has several significant functions in interaction (not only) with other 

interlocutors.  

 

Peter Roach (1998) states the following four main functions of intonation: 

 

1. The attitudinal function of intonation  

2. The accentual function of intonation  

3. The grammatical function of intonation  

4. The discourse function of intonation  

 

In the remaining part of this unit, we are going to discuss these various functions of 

intonation in English language.    
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8.2 The Attitudinal Function of Intonation  
 

Intonation is crucial for communication. It's also a largely unconscious mechanism, 

and as such, a complex aspect of pronunciation which is used to express emotions 

and attitudes. Attitudinal function of intonation is based on communicating special 

kinds of meaning. In this section, we discuss in detail the attitudinal aspect of the 

function of intonation.     

 

Intonation carries attitudinal meaning by reflecting feelings and attitude such as 

anger, happiness, boredom, gratefulness and so on. Form of intonation is different 

in different languages. We, therefore, need to learn it properly while acquiring 

English as a second or foreign language. Consider the following sentence: 

 

I want to buy a new bike.  

 

This sentence could be spoken in a number of ways such as while pleading, or being 

angry, or happy, or sad, or proud, and so on. We will create these kinds of emotions 

by pitch range or pitch movements. So, the attitudinal function of intonation 

expresses the mood and emotions of a speaker, their attitude to the certain situation 

and also to the listener or other interlocutor. This function is expressed only by our 

intonation patterns. 

 

In other words, a single sentence can be pronounced in a number of different ways 

depending on intonation of the utterance. Let us take one more example sentence: 

 

What a beautiful day!  

This sentence may be interpreted in the following ways: 

 

(a) What a beautiful day! Simple fall pattern of intonation – meaning: when said 

perfunctorily; 

(b)  What a beautiful day! Rising intonation – meaning: when said 

enthusiastically; 

(c)  What a beautiful day! Rising-fall intonation – meaning: when said 

sarcastically. 

 

However, intonation can create differences in meaning that go further beyond 

attitudinal information. The sentence “I didn´t get the job because of my husband” 

can be understood from two points of view depending on intonation. 
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1. The sentence “I didn´t get the job because of my husband” pronounced with the 

falling intonation means that the speaker did not get the job because her husband 

messed things up. 

 

2. The same sentence “I didn´t get the job because of my husband” pronounced 

with the rising intonation at the end of the utterance means that the speaker did get 

the job but her husband could not claim any credit for the achievement 

(Lier,1995:25). 

 

Peter Roach (1998) has given the following four patterns of intonation with broader 

generalizations from English native speakers: 

 

1. Falling tone: 

To show finality/definiteness: 

  Examples:  That’s the end of the news. 

     I’m absolutely certain. 

     Stop talking. 

 

2. Rising tone: 

For general questions: 

Listing:  

More to follow: 

Encouraging: 

 Examples: Is it over? 

    Red, brown, yellow, blue… 

    I call them right away. 

    You may write again. 

    It’s easy. 

 

3. Fall-rise: 

For uncertainty/doubt: 

Requesting: 

Examples: You may be right. 

   It’s impossible. 

   Can I buy it? 

   Will you lend it to me?  

  

4. Rise-fall: 
To show surprise: 

Being impressed: 
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Example:   You are first! 

   All of them! 

 

It's important that students should be aware of the strong link between intonation 

and showing specific attitude, even if it is difficult to provide broader generalized 

rules here.  

 

It is also important to note that the above patterns as given by Peter Roach are too 

broader generalizations. These rules are not enough alone for making 

communication meaningful through intonation. We also need to consider the 

complexity of the situation and other paralinguistic features. Intonation can the best 

be acquired while listening and talking to the native speakers of English.   

 

For learning point of view, the first thing is for learners to recognize the effect of 

intonation changes. For example; say the word 'bananas' - firstly with an 'interested' 

intonation (varied tone); then 'uninterested' (flat). Students can identify the two 

attitudes and describe the difference. You can also try to brainstorm attitudes, such 

as 'enthusiastic', 'bored', 'surprised', 'relieved'. Now say 'bananas' for these attitudes 

one by one. You can do the same in pairs, guessing each other's attitudes. 

 

There are some other ways to learn showing attitude in your speech. This can be 

developed by asking your class-fellows to 'greet' each other with a particular 

attitude. At the end, the class identify each person's attitude. You can use characters 

(such as Miss Happy, Mr Grumpy, Miss Frightened, etc.). Each of you might be 

allocated a particular character and, as said above, you can greet the class with that 

particular character's attitude and voice. 

 

 

 

8.3 The Accentual Function of Intonation  
 

Accent (also known as ‘stress’) plays an important role in intonation such as the 

role of ‘stressed syllable’ in a tone unit. We have discussed these forms in the 

previous unit. The accentual function of intonation is based on two ideas; (firstly) 

the placement of ‘stress’ is something determined by intonation and, (secondly) 

intonation is carried entirely by the ‘stressed’ syllables of a tone-unit.    

 

The main accentual functions of intonation include: 

 

1. To place sentence level stress to show particular prominence on a specific 

syllable/word. 
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2. To show considerable linguistic importance by placing emphatic stress.  

 

For example, note the role of stress in this sentence:   

I have plans to leave. (meaning I have some plans to leave.) 

I have plans to leave. (meaning I’m planning to leave.)  

 

3. To place ‘tonic stress’ in a tone unit (to show in tone unit). 

 

For example, note the role of stress in this sentence:   

Here’s the book you wanted me to bring.  

 

Accentual function helps to recognize the end of a sentence/utterance by means of 

pauses of different length together with an emphasis on the most prominent 

word/part of an utterance. Look at the following example sentence:  

 

When danger threatens your children call the police.  

 

Two different sorts of intonation change the semantics of the whole sentence. 

Compare case a) and case b). 

a) When danger threatens your children call the police. 

b) When danger threatens your children call the police. 

 

Italics highlight the intonation phrase boundary (delimitation of syntactic 

constituent 

 

 

For further clarification, consider the examples below in which slashes correspond 

to pauses: (taken from Peter Roach, 1998) the meaning is given in brackets. 

 

a. Those who sold quickly / made a profit. (A profit is made by those who sold 

quickly.) 

 

b. Those who sold / quickly made a profit. (A profit was quickly made by those 

who sold.) 

 

More examples can be used in order to illustrate the significance of pausing, and 

further, it can be pointed out that right pausing may become a necessity to 

understand and to be understood well. 

 

The notion of stress in words as perceived in connected speech is an important 

aspect of intonation. In addition to the existence and discovery of tonic stress as 



179 
 

discussed above, the following major types of stress are explicated. There are four 

major types of stress identified as part of intonation: 

 

1. Unmarked tonic stress (to show head/pre-head in a tone unit) 

2. Emphatic stress (to show sentence level prominence for linguistic meaning)  

3. Contrastive stress (to create contrast between two or more constituent units 

in a sentence)  

4. New information stress (when some new topic/information is given) 

 

Being an important prosodic feature (aspect of intonation), 'stress' applies to 

individual syllables, and involves, most commonly, loudness, length, and higher 

pitch (Peter Roach, 1998). The accentual functions of intonation, therefore, are so 

important as they contribute in a number of ways to carry ‘intonation’ and create 

variation in meaning.  

 

 

 

8.4 The Grammatical Function of Intonation  
 

The grammatical function is another important aspect of intonation as a 

suprasegmental feature. The rise and fall of pitch, as part of intonation determine 

various grammatical and syntactic boundaries (consider pauses showing the 

boundaries among, phrases, clauses and sentences). It also determines the major 

difference between the grammatical categories and syntactic nature of sentences. 

For example, the basic difference between a ‘statement’ and a ‘question’ is that of 

intonation.    

 

Remember our earlier example: 

 

Those who sold quickly made a profit.   (those who sold made a profit quickly) 

 

Now compare it with the following sentence with different intonation:  

 

Those who sold quickly made a profit.  (those who sold quickly made a profit) 

   

Similarly, in tag-questions, a difference between falling and rising tone may 

determine the level of certainty on part of the speaker. For example, with ‘falling 

tone’, in the following sentence, the speaker is comparatively certain that the 

information is correct and he expects the listener to confirm.  

 

They’re coming on Tuesday, aren’t they?  
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Certain patterns associating intonation and its grammatical functions are 

predictable. The following are given here as starting-points, rather than rules: 

 

Some examples of intonation pattern showing grammatical functions are: 

 

Wh-word questions:    Falling intonation 

Yes/No questions:    Rising 

Statements:     Falling 

Question-Tags:    'Chat' – falling 

      'Check' - rising 

Lists:      Rising, rising, rising, falling 

 

 

Grammatical function is important because intonation becomes important part of 

grammatical realization of an utterance. Antipova et al. (1974) set the example of a 

simple sentence showing necessity of unambiguity with plain communicative goal 

without distinguishing in pitch and stress. So the following sentence (utterance) can 

be taken for a statement, a question, an exclamation, or an implication of one´s 

attitude depending on intonation: 

 

He´s passed his e↘xam. – a (pure) statement 

He´s passed his e↗xam? – a question 

 

He´s passed his e↗xam? – a question as an expression of surprise /it is unbelievable 

that he has passed his exam because he had not been studying a lot). 

 

He´s ↘passed his e↘xam. – an exclamation 

He´s ↘passed his e↘xam. – a statement suggesting that he must know something, 

he may not be so lazy and now he deserves to take a rest after all. 

 

The last point regarding the grammatical function of intonation is that there is an 

overlap possible between ‘attitudinal’ and ‘grammatical’ functions of intonation. 

Mostly, they work together and complement each other.  

  

 

 

8.5 The Discourse Function of Intonation 
 

Discourse function of intonation is obvious from the fact that communicatively 

different types of sentences/utterances are distinguished by intonation alone: for 
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instance, the following sentence can express a polite request (a) or a categorical 

order (b) depending on its intonation: 

 

(a) a rising tone – Wait ↗ here! 

 

(b) a falling tone – Wait ↘ here! 

 

This function may be also named discourse function because this one looks at the 

act of speaking in a broader way in a sense that intonation can signal the listener 

what is to be taken as new information and what is already given; it may indicate a 

contrast, convey to the listener what kind of response is expected and so forth. 

(Jesenská, 2001) 

 

By means of intonation various ranges of meaning can be seen uttering such a 

simple monosyllabic word as yes: 

 

(a) ↘yes – meaning: That is so. 

(b) ↘yes (but starting from the higher point of pitch) – meaning: Of course it is so. 

(c) ↗yes↘ – meaning: Most certainly. 

(d) →yes↗ – meaning: Is it really so? 

(e) →yes↗ (but lower than in case d) – meaning: Yes, I understand what you have 

said. / please, go on (in the telephone conversation). 

(f) ↘yes↗ – meaning: It may be so. 

 

(Jones, 1992) 

 

 

We also need awareness regarding patterns of intonation in conversation and longer 

stretches of language. Note the following tips and a bit clearer guidelines:  

 

'new' information = fall tone;  

'shared' knowledge = 'fall-rise'. 
 

These features are demonstrated in the following simple shopping dialogue between 

a shopkeeper (SK) and a customer (C): 

 

SK: Can I help you? 

C: I'd like a chocolate (fall) ice-cream. 

SK: One chocolate (fall-rise) ice-cream. Anything else? 

C: One strawberry (fall) ice-cream. 

SK: One chocolate (fall-rise), one strawberry (fall-rise). Anything else? 
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C: Yes. One chocolate (fall-rise), one strawberry (fall-rise), and one vanilla (fall). 

 

 

The discourse function of intonation is a comparatively new area of research and 

linguistic analysis. However, the most important aspect of the discourse function of 

intonation is the ‘tonic stress’ showing the ‘information content’ and the 

‘importance of information’ – meaning that what is important and/or what is new 

in the conversation.  

 

Consider the following sentence, for example:    

 

She went to Karachi.  (showing, in this case, that she and her going is already 

known whereas the new information is stressed).    

 

 

We have discussed, so far in this unit, the attitudinal, the accentual, the grammatical 

and the discourse functions of intonation as highlighted by Peter Roach and others. 

However, there are linguists who provide some additional information. David 

Crystal, for example, distinguishes among the five functions of intonation. These 

functions are briefly introduced here:  

 

 

1. Emotional Function: 

 

Emotional function's most obvious role is to express attitudinal meaning - sarcasm, 

surprise, reserve, impatience, delight, shock, anger, interest, and thousands of other 

semantic nuances. 

 

2. Grammatical function: 

 

Grammatical helps to identify grammatical structure in speech, performing a role 

similar to punctuation. Units such as clause and sentence often depend on intonation 

for their spoken identity, and several specific contrasts, such as question/statement, 

make systematic use of it. 

 

3. Informational function: 

 

Informational function helps draw attention to what meaning is given and what is 

new in an utterance. The word carrying the most prominent tone in a contour signals 

the part of an utterance that the speaker is treating as new information. 
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4. Textual function:  

 

Textual function helps larger units of meaning than the sentence to contrast and 

cohere. In radio news-reading, paragraphs of information can be shaped through 

the use of pitch. In sports commentary, changes in prosody reflect the progress of 

the action. 

 

5. Psychological function: 

 

Psychological function helps us to organize speech into units that are easier to 

perceive and memorize. Most people would find a sequence of numbers, for 

example, difficult to recall. The task is made easier by using intonation to chunk 

the sequence into two units. Indexical function, along with other prosodic features, 

is an important marker of personal or social identity. Lawyers, preachers, 

newscasters, sports commentators, army sergeants, and several other occupations 

are readily identified through their distinctive prosody. 

  



184 
 

Summary Points 
 

 Intonation exists in every language and the concept itself is very old. 

Intonation can be as important as word choice – though we don't always 

realize how much difference intonation makes. 

 

 Awareness of intonation aids communication. Incorrect intonation can result 

in misunderstandings, speakers losing interest or even taking offence. 

 

 Remember that intonation is a very suprasegmental feature and is relevant to 

any speaking activity capable of making our conversation interesting and 

meaningful. 

 

 Remember that every language has its own rhythm and rules regarding 

intonation, so don’t assume that you will automatically understand English 

intonation the first time you use it.  

 

 Intonation is an important characteristic of speech. Without variations in tone, 

language is monotone and flat and not as easy to understand. Intonation is 

responsible for making language alive and giving it interesting colors. It adds 

emotion to words and works as punctuation while speaking. 

 

 Peter Roach (1998) states the following four main functions of intonation: 

 

 The attitudinal function of intonation  

 The accentual function of intonation  

 The grammatical function of intonation  

 The discourse function of intonation 

 

 Intonation is crucial for communication. It's also a largely unconscious 

mechanism, and as such, a complex aspect of pronunciation which is used to 

express emotions and attitudes. Attitudinal function of intonation is based on 

communicating special kinds of meaning.  

 

 Intonation carries attitudinal meaning by reflecting feelings and attitude such 

as anger, happiness, boredom, gratefulness and so on. Forms of intonation are 

different in different languages. We, therefore, need to learn it properly while 

acquiring English as a second or foreign language. 
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 Accentual function helps to recognize the end of a sentence/utterance by 

means of pauses of different length together with an emphasis on the most 

prominent word/part of an utterance. 

 

 Accent (also known as ‘stress’) plays an important role in intonation such as 

the role of ‘stressed syllable’ in a tone unit. 

 

 The accentual function of intonation is based on two ideas; (firstly) the 

placement of ‘stress’ is something determined by intonation and, (secondly) 

intonation is carried entirely by the ‘stressed’ syllables of a tone-unit.  

 

 The grammatical function is another important aspect of intonation as a 

suprasegmental feature. The rise and fall of pitch, as part of intonation 

determine various grammatical and syntactic boundaries (consider pauses 

showing the boundaries among, phrases, clauses and sentences). It also 

determines the major difference between the grammatical categories and 

syntactic nature of sentences. 

 

 This discourse function of intonation looks at the act of speaking in a broader 

way in a sense that intonation can signal the listener what is to be taken as 

new information and what is already given; it may indicate a contrast, convey 

to the listener what kind of response is expected and so forth.  

 

 David Crystal highlights five functions of intonation; emotional, 

grammatical, informational, textual and psychological functions. 

  

  



186 
 

Self-Assessment Questions 
 

1. Write a detailed note on the functions of intonation in English language. 

 

2. Distinguish among various functions of intonation with relevant examples 

from your own contexts as discussed in this unit (such as attitudinal, 

accentual, grammatical and discourse function).  

 

3. Try to speak YES/NO with varying ‘tone’. What possibilities are there for 

speaking such utterances? 

 

4. Look at these examples and consider how intonation can change the 

meaning of each one: 

 

a).  ‘aah!’ = surprise (sharp fall) / realisation (rise-fall) / ‘cuteness’ 

(fall, slow) / fear  

(flat, long) 

b)  ‘what?’ = surprise (sharp rise) / confusion (long, flat) / irritation 

(sharp fall) 

c)  ‘a handbag’ = affirmative statement (fall) / An item on a list (flat) / 

interest or curiosity (rise) / an old lady’s outrage (sharp, extreme 

fall-rise) 

 

5. Try to use the following sentence with various possible intonation:  

 

'I have something to tell you.' 

Think about using the above sentence in the following four 

attitudinal contexts.  

1. Happy  

2. Excited 

3. Sad and worried  

4. Nervous and worried 

 

6. Now select a sentence of your own choice and speak it differently while 

shifting through the following attitudes: “excitement,” “fear,” “sadness,” 

“confusion” 

 

7. Form groups of two or three students and think about a number of 

different scenarios, such as: 

Meeting a friend for the first time in years 

A driver and his conductor in public transport.  
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Arguing with a stranger 

A doctor and a very sick patient 

 

Every scenario has a different type of emotion that can be expressed through 

intonation. Can you think about an appropriate type of intonation that 

demonstrates the relevant features such as excitement or happiness, while 

arguing with someone would be sarcastic or angry. Form your roles in any 

of the above contexts and create dialogues for you to speak.   

 

8. Briefly explain the five functions of intonation as highlighted by David 

Crystal.  
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Introduction 
 

As a final topic of this module, this unit is designed to introduce ‘transcription’ as 

an important learning feature for the students of ‘phonetics and phonology’ at 

undergraduate level. Learning transcription skills is, for a number of reasons, an 

important task for the students of ‘linguistics’ in general and, ‘phonetics and 

phonology’ in particular. While highlighting this important aspect of phonetics and 

phonology, the transcription is introduced at beginner’s level and it is slowly 

developed into advanced skills required for complex and detailed level of 

transcription. The unit mainly covers the following topics: 

 

 Why transcribe? 

 Irregularity of English spellings 

 Grapheme-phoneme correspondence: a challenge 

 Introduction to IPA charts  

 Transcription of vowels 

 Transcription of consonants 

 Broad and narrow transcription 

 Transcription beyond words 

 Transcription beyond words: stress 

 Transcription beyond words: accent 

 Transcription beyond words: phrases 

 Transcription beyond words: rhythm and beyond 

 

Learning Objectives 
 

At the end of this section, the students will be able to: 

 

 know the need for learning transcription skills 

 understand the nature of irregularity between English spellings and sounds 

 realize the challenge posed by the grapheme-phoneme correspondence in 

English 

 explain IPA alphabets and use them in transcribing English phonemes 

 have idea about two major (broad and narrow) types of transcriptions  

 transcribe English words, stress, phrases and beyond. 
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9.1  Why Transcribe? 
 

Transcription is an important tool and a useful skill in the subject of phonetics and 

phonology. Based on a specific set of International Phonetic Association (IPA) 

symbols (sometimes also called International Phonetic Alphabets), transcription is 

the writing down of a spoken utterance. In its original meaning the word 

‘transcription’ implied converting from one representation (e.g., written text) into 

another (e.g., phonetic symbols).  

 

Transcription exercises are a long-established practice for teaching and learning of 

phonetics as an important field of linguistics. There are many different types of 

transcription patterns; the most fundamental division that can be made is between 

phonemic (broad) and phonetic (narrow) transcription. We will distinguish between 

these two types of transcriptions in detail later in this unit. In the case of the former, 

the only symbols that may be used are those which represent one of the phonemes 

of the language, and extra symbols are excluded. In the case of latter (i.e., phonetic 

transcription) the transcriber may use the full range of phonetic symbols if these are 

required. Transcription is an important part of the present course based on the 

objectives to understand the sound-symbol correspondence in English.  

 

Transcription skills are particularly important while: 

 

1. Learning and improving pronunciation skills. 

2. Managing the problems of teaching pronunciation to students. 

3. Understanding the irregularity of English spellings. 

4. Handling the challenges of grapheme-phoneme correspondence. 

5. Highlighting the phonemes of a language during documentation and 

description (transcription being a useful technique for describing the 

phonological inventories of lesser studied languages). 

6. Carrying out the phonological analysis while studying phonological rules of 

a specific language and determining the sound patterns of particular 

grammar (in this case, transcription being an important tool for linguists).  

 

These points are clarified in the following sections where various aspects of 

transcription are highlighted and activities are created for their practice. We are 

going to highlight the irregularity of English spellings as a starting point.  
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9.2 Irregularity of English Spellings  
 

The irregularity of English spellings is a great challenge for the learners of English. 

Note down the following words, for example: 

 

Each    Either   Scene 

 

We know that there is one single vowel sound /i:/ in all of the above words written 

with different letters. Similarly, in the following words one letter <a> represents 

many different phonemes: 

 

Gate   Any    Father   Above     

 

It means that the single letter <a> has four different vowel sounds in the above 

words.  

 

Similarly, the <a> in ‘tall’ is not the same as in ‘tally’. The <oo> (double o) letters 

in ‘brood’ have different pronunciation from <oo> in ‘brook’. Interestingly, there 

might be similar sounds created by different letters in English. Consider and focus 

on the /u:/ vowel in the following two words: 

Brood  vs  Brewed  

 

We have an abundance of examples for showing discrepancies between spellings 

and sounds in English.  Note the following brief examples: 

 

Letter <t> is differently pronounced in ‘rat’ and ‘ration’. 

 

Letters <ss> are not the same in both words ‘pass’ and ‘passion’. 

 

Even <ss> in the same word are differently pronounced as in ‘possess’.  

 

Letter <b> is silent in ‘debt’. 

 

Letter <c> is not pronounced in ‘muscle’. 

 

Letter <d> is silent in word ‘handkerchief’.  

 

Such discrepancies are very common in English. Of course, there are many 

historical reasons for this mismatch between spelling and sounds such as, the Old 

and Middle English interaction, the great vowel shift, and borrowing from French, 

Latin and other languages of the world. Anyhow, whatever the reason may be, we 
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now have IPA symbols to solve our issues related to English pronunciation based 

on irregularity of the spellings. The next section highlights more examples related 

to this ‘grapheme-phoneme’ correspondence as a challenge.    

 

 

9.3 Grapheme-Phoneme Correspondence: A Challenge 
 

While dealing with the correspondence between grapheme and phoneme in English, 

we have pretty good examples to show how one phoneme is represented by different 

graphemes. We start with the examples from three consonants /k/, /s/, and /: 
 

Phoneme  Grapheme  Example Words: 

 

/k/    c    card, care 

cc    accord, acclaim 

ck    pack, lack 

ch    character, chorus 

cq    acquire, acquaint 

k    keen, break 

qu    liquor 

q    Iraq 

que    mosque 

/s/    s    sale 

ss    moss 

sc    scene 

c    cell 

se    course 

ce    ice 

st    listen 

ps    psychic 

cc    flaccid 

   sh    show 

ce    ocean 

ch    Chicago 

ci    special 

s   sure 

sci    conscience 

sch    schnapps 

sc    crescendo 

se    nauseous 

si    tension 
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ssi    session  

ti    nation 

 

The above three examples of consonantal phonemes show that how challenging it 

is to show the correspondence between graphemes and phonemes. It is the case with 

almost all of the English consonants. Now let us have some examples from three 

English vowels , and . 
 

Phoneme  Grapheme  Example Words: 

/i/    e    be 

ea    meat 

ee    free 

ae    Caesar 

a    karaoke 

ay    quay 

y    silly 

ie    niece 

ue    Portuguese 

ei    deceive 

i    machine 

eo    people 

ey    key 

oe    amoeba 

   i    miss 

y    mystic 

u    busy 

e    exam 

o    women 

ee    been 

ei    counterfeit 

ie    sieve 

ui    build 

   u    bus 

o    son 

ou    couple 

oo    blood 

oe    does 

a    about 

 

The above examples of phoneme-grapheme for both English consonants and 

vowels show that the situation is even more complicated than what we discussed in 
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Section 9.2 on the irregularity of the English spellings. The experts of English 

phonetics and phonology have certainly worked on it and they have devised system 

which is the best solution for handling these issues of pronunciation.   

 

In order to deal issues related to the spellings irregularity or mismatch between 

grapheme and phoneme in English (as discussed in the above two sections), we 

have to resort to the IPA system for transcription. Phonetic symbols facilitate the 

pronunciation of English to a greater deal and make it easy for new learners to 

understand even the minutest of the pronunciation detail of English. The IPA charts 

are introduced in the next section. 

 

 

9.4 Introduction to IPA Charts 

 
Established in 1886, the International Phonetic Association (IPA) is a forum for 

teachers and practitioners who were inspired by the idea of using phonetics to 

improve the teaching of the spoken language to foreign learners. The association is 

still a major international learned society and it is also maintaining a vibrant website 

(https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/) where tools for phonetic study 

and language teaching are available. It also maintains its specific set of alphabets 

(also called IPA - International Phonetic Alphabets or IPA charts) for transcription. 

The IPA chart for consonants is shared below for your understanding of the possible 

consonant sounds in world language.  

 

 

 
The following is the IPA chart for vowel sounds. You can try understanding the 

vowels of English and your mother tongue from this chart. 

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/
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Having introduced the IPA charts for consonant and vowel sounds of the world 

languages, we will now turn to the transcription of English vowels and consonants 

in the next sections. 

 

 

 

9.5  Transcription of Vowels 

 
The BBC accent of English is generally described as having seven short vowels, 

five long vowels and eight diphthongs. The following are the IPA symbols and their 

examples for English vowel sounds: 

 

Short vowels:    ɪ    e   æ    ʌ    ɒ    ʊ            ǝ  

pit  pet  pat  putt  pot  put  another  

 

Long vowels:      iː   ɑː   ɔː    uː    ɜː 

    bean  barn  born  boon  burn 

 

Diphthongs:    eɪ  ai  ɔɪ  ǝʊ  aʊ  ɪǝ  eǝ 

 ʊǝ 

    bay  buy  boy  no  now  peer  pair 

 poor 

 

 

Practice on short vowels:      Example: ‘sit’ /st/ 
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Lick ______ Leg ______ Lack ______ Luck ______ Lock ______ Look  ______  

 

 

Now we will practice these short vowels one by one:   

 

Example:  ‘kit’   /kt/ 
 

 

pick  tick  kick  nick   wick   trick 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

pet   net  debt   well   tent   send  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

pack  back  mac  knack  whack  quack  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

buck   duck  tuck  muck  ruck  truck 

  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

dock  mock  knock  sock  rock  crock  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

took  book  cook  nook  hook  brook  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

As our seventh short vowel, can you think about the schwa /ǝ/ sound and transcribe 

it in the following words: 
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sister  brother  about  banana  drama  better 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Practice on long vowels:   Example:  ‘seen’   /s/ 

 

 

keen  mean  teen  dean  deem  lean  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

park   lark   start  harm  farm  yard  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

taught  fraught  haul  sort  lord  talk  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

boot  pool  hoot  noon  soon  school  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

nurse   curt  spurt  turn  spurn  burst  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Practice on diphthongs:    Example: ‘way’ /we/ 
 

 

bake   pay   eight   tale  brake  great 

  

__________________________________________________________________ 
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pike    wide  rhyme  nice  high  tie  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

void  voice  noise  coin  boy  toy   

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

toad  oats  float  roam  own  stone  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

proud  cloud  house  count  brown  cow  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

ear  gear  rear  queer  beard  deer  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

air   dare  care  square  prayer  mare  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

moor  tour  boor  dour  spoor  dual  

  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

As already introduced in Unit-2, you are now required to learn and remember these 

vowels symbols which we are going to use for transcription subsequently. For 

distinguishing among various vowels you can use the example words and further 

look for your own examples from dictionary and other resources.  Now we are going 

to introduce the symbols for English consonants in the next section.  
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9.6 Transcription of Consonants 

 
The BBC accent of English has 24 consonants. The IPA symbols for these sounds 

are given in the following chart:  

   

 
 

The following examples are added to the consonants of English. Practice them and 

look for your own examples (five words for each sound): 

 

Plosives:  p  b  t  d  k  g 

pin  bin  tin  din  kin  gum 

 

Fricatives: f  v  θ  ð  s  z  ʃ    ʒ     h 

fine  vine  think  this  seal  zeal  sheep  measure   how 

 

Affricates:  ʧ  ʤ 

chain   Jane 

 

Nasals:         m     n       ŋ 

sum  sun  sung 

 

Approximants: l  r  w  j 

light  right  wet  yet  

 

 

Practice on English consonants: 

 

Plosives (p b t d k g):     Example: ‘lack’ /læk/ 

     

cap   cab   peck  peg  rope  sob 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 
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rope   robe   hake  ague  cake  bag 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

debt  dead   bright  bride  tide  state   

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Fricatives (f v θ ð s z ʃ ʒ h):    Example: ‘shine’ /a/ 

 

 

grief  grieve  safe  save  fine  vine 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

thin  thing  think  then  them  those 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

sight  descent  practice rose  maze   cruise 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

show  English  vision  pleasure house   hose  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Nasals (m n ŋ):    Example:  ‘nice’   /a/ 

 

 

mouth  morning  new  name  bank  ink   

 

__________________________________________________________________ 
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Affricates (ʧ ʤ):    Example:  ‘church’  /ʧɜːʧ/ 

 

 

gem  chip  catch  cheek  jaw  jazz  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Approximants (l r w j):   Example:  ‘yet’   /jet/ 

 

 

yacht  rot  you  what  wrap  lake  

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

9.7 Broad and Narrow Transcription 
 

 

Having introduced the vowel and consonant symbols for English sounds, now we 

need to differentiate between two major kinds of transcriptions namely; broad 

transcription and narrow transcription.  

 

 

The table below is going to clarify between the two types of transcriptions: 
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Broad Transcription 

 

Narrow Transcription 

It is also called phonemic 

transcription. 

It is also called phonetic transcription. 

Conventionally oblique lines enclose 

phonemic transcription. For example: 

/kæt/ 

Conventionally square brackets enclose 

phonetic transcription. For example: 

[kʰæt] 

It is the simplest form of transcription 

(that’s why it is called ‘broad’). 

It is the detailed transcription with 

minutes possible information (that’s 

why it is called ‘narrow’). 

In broad transcription, sounds are 

symbolized just on the basis of their 

linguistic functions. 

In narrow transcription, sounds are 

symbolized on the basis their detailed 

physical and individual features. 

The phonemes which account for 

differences in meaning are 

represented, e.g., /pin/, /pen/, /pæn/. 

Sounds are transcribed on the basis of 

their articulatory/auditory identity 

Phonemes and their function in a 

language is important in this kind of 

transcription. 

The aim is not judge the functional 

significance of sounds but their 

phonetic variation is important. 

Example: 

The north wind and the sun were 

disputing. 

 

/ðə norθ wɪnd ən ðə sʌn wər dɪspjutɪŋ/ 

 

Example: 

The north wind and the sun were 

disputing. 

 

[ðə ˈnɔɹθ ˌwɪnd ən ə ˈsʌn wɚ 

dɪsˈpjuɾɪŋ] 
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9.8 Transcription beyond Words 
 

In the last three sections, we have practiced the transcription of vowel and 

consonant segments (sounds) at word level. Now we also need to work on the 

features of connected speech at suprasegmental level such as stress, accent and 

processes such as assimilation and elision at phrase level. This kind of transcription 

is needed when we analyze spoken language as a continuous sequence, particularly 

in natural utterances (conversation).  

 

It is now realized by experts that important changes happen to sound units when 

they are used in connected speech. For example, ’and’ may become /en/ or /n/ in 

such phrases as: boys and girls. Similarly, /n/ may also become /m/ in phrase like 

‘green bus’. These features of connected speech include; assimilation, rhythm, 

stress, elision, linking, tone and intonation. 

 

In the next few sections, we are going to discuss various aspects of transcribing 

beyond ‘word’ level.  

 

 

 

9.9 Transcription beyond Words: Stress 
 

In phonetics, ‘stress’ refers to the degree of force used while producing a syllable. 

The usual distinction is mainly made between stressed and unstressed syllables; the 

stressed one being more prominent than the unstressed one. The stressed syllable is 

marked in transcription with a raised vertical line [ˈ] above it.  

 

The ‘prominence’ placed on a stressed syllable is usually made with the help of an 

increase in loudness of the stressed syllable. In addition, increase in length and often 

pitch also contribute to the overall impression of ‘prominence’ on a stressed 

syllable. In other words, a stressed syllable is more prominent than others in a 

multisyllabic word.  

 

We also need to differentiate between ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ syllables in a long 

word. The IPA symbol for stress is: 

 

Primary stress:  
 

Symbol [ˈ] above the line and before the stressed syllable such as; 

 

/ˈsnip.it/   /ɪgˈzɪst/      /prənʌnsiˈeiʃən/ 
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Secondary stress:  
 

Symbol [ˌ] below the line before the stressed syllable: /ˌmɪnɪmaɪˈzeɪʃən/ 

 

 

Practice on transcription including both primary and secondary stress: 

 

 

 

fundamental       educational university       scientific         communication 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

moderate  advocate  associate          delegate duplicate       graduate 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

9.10 Transcription beyond Words: Accent 
 

Today, there are many Englishes with many national and regional varieties based 

on their typical ways of speaking called accent (e.g., BBC, Australian, Indian, 

American or Chinese accents of English). Accent differences may be realized while 

transcribing for a specific variety of English (e.g., British vs US accent). In other 

words, there is a possibility of one English language with many different 

transcriptions. We, therefore, need to know about four basic types of variations 

among various varieties of English language: 

 

a. Difference in phonological inventories:  

Compare /strʌt/ vs /strʊt/. 

 

b. Difference in phonetic features:  

Such as pronouncing /t/ as [ʔ]. 

 

c. Phonological distribution:  

For example, rhotic vs non-rhotic accents. 
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d. Lexical distribution: 

For example, /θ/ and /ð/ differences (as England and Wales have /ð/ and 

Scottish accents have /θ/). 

 

 

Note the difference between British and American difference of accent in the 

following words:   

 

Words:   British     American 

 

Frustrate   /ˌˈ/    /ˈˌ/ 
 

Cremate   /krəˈmt/    /ˈkrˌmt/ 
 

Vacate    /vəˈkt/    /ˈvˌkt/ 
 

Can you think about some more examples of such accent differences between 

British and American varieties of English? You may also would like to give 

examples from Pakistani English where the accent is different from British 

pronunciation.     

 

 

 

9.11 Transcription beyond Words: Phrases 
 

 

Words are always put together in phrases creating many transitions and changes in 

the pronunciation. For example, in phrase ten green bottles (when spoken in a 

connected speech), the pronunciation of ten and green changes because of the 

contact and ten would probably be pronounced with its /n/ changing to /ŋ/ in 

anticipation of its contact with the /g/ of green; and green would probably be 

pronounced with its /n/ changing to /m/ in anticipation of its contact with the /b/ of 

bottles.  

 

These kinds of changes reflect a process known as simplification, which is the 

equivalent in pronunciation to processes like economy of effort. In these cases, the 

two /n/ sounds have changed to suit their contexts by becoming a little bit more 

similar to the consonants that follow in the next word. This type of phrase level 

change is called ‘assimilation’. Other changes of such types are called elision, 

linking, epenthesis and liaison. 
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Assimilation: 

 

Examples: on purpose          /ɒmˈpɜːpəs/          in person            /imˈpɜːsn/ 

 

 

Now transcribe the following phrases: 

 

on paper  __________________  in print  __________________ 

 

on principle __________________   in prison  __________________ 

 

on behalf   __________________ in between  __________________ 

 

on balance  __________________ good morning  __________________ 

 

on Monday  __________________ good boy  __________________ 

 

on my behalf  __________________ this shop  __________________ 

 

 

 

Elision: 

 

Examples:      ‘grandparents’    /ˈgræmˌpεərənts/      ‘handbag’       /ˈhæmˌbæg/ 

 

 

Now transcribe the following phrases: 

 

grandma  __________________  wild beasts  __________________ 

 

soft spot __________________   goldfish __________________ 

 

first serve   __________________ facts   __________________ 

 

 

 

 

9.12 Transcription beyond Words: Rhythm and beyond 
 

While transcribing, it is also important to take care of noticeable events at regular 

intervals as the part of connected speech. These regularities (of rhythmicality) may 



208 
 

be stated in terms of patterns of stressed vs. unstressed syllables, syllable length 

(long vs. short) or pitch (high vs. low) – or some combination of these variables. 

Maximally regular patterns, such as rhythm are encountered in any kinds of poetry, 

are referred to as ‘metrical’. Analyze the example of the following poem and think, 

how are the rhythmic and other features of connected speech taken care of while 

transcribing: 

 

 

Ten green bottles 

Hanging on the wall 

And if one green bottle 

Should accidentally fall 

There’d be nine green bottles 

Hanging on the wall 

 

 

Exercise on connected speech (while transcribing, consider all the processes of 

connected speech which you studied in the above sections e.g., stress, assimilation 

and elision etc.): 

(A part taken from the story of Goldilocks) 

  

1 Once upon a time there was a ________________________________________ 

 

2 little girl called Goldilocks.  _________________________________________  

 

3 One day both words are stressed ______________________________________ 

 

4 she went for a walk in the woods______________________________________ 

 

5 all by herself.    _________________________________________ 

 

6 And as she walked down one path ____________________________________  

 

7 she saw a nice house.  _________________________________________ 

 

8 Since she was full of curiosity _______________________________________ 

 

9 she walked close by  _________________________________________ 

 

10 and noticed that the door  _________________________________________ 
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11 was a little ajar.  ____________________________________________ 

 

12 She knocked but there _________________________________________ 

 

13 was no reply.    ___________________________________________ 

 

14 She called and there  __________________________________________ 

 

15 was still no reply.  ___________________________________________ 

 

16 And because she was so curious _________________________________ 

 

17 she decided to peep inside. _____________________________________ 

 

18 There she saw a table  _________________________________________ 

 

19 and on the table there _________________________________________ 

 

20 were three bowls of porridge –__________________________________ 

 

21 a big one, a middle-sized one,  __________________________________ 

 

22 and a little one.  _____________________________________ 
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Summary Points 
 

 Transcription is an important tool and a useful skill in the subject of phonetics 

and phonology. Based on a specific set of International Phonetic Association 

(IPA) symbols (sometimes also called International Phonetic Alphabets), 

transcription is the writing system of a spoken utterance with one to one 

relationship. In its original meaning the word ‘transcription’ implied 

converting from one representation (e.g., written text) into another (e.g., 

phonetic symbols). 

 

 Transcription skills are particularly important while; learning and improving 

pronunciation skills; managing the problems of teaching pronunciation to 

students; understanding the irregularity of English spellings such as handling 

the challenges of grapheme-phoneme correspondence. Moreover, transcription 

is important while highlighting the phonemes of a language during 

documentation and description and while carrying out the phonological 

analysis of a specific language and determining the sound patterns of particular 

grammar.  

 

 The irregularity of English spellings is a great challenge for the learners of 

English which could be handled with the IPA symbols effectively.    

 

 Spelling discrepancies are very common in English. There are many historical 

reasons for this mismatch between spelling and sounds such as, the Old and 

Middle English interaction, the Great Vowel Shift, and borrowing from French, 

Latin and other languages of the world. 

 

 Established in 1886, the International Phonetic Association (IPA) is a forum 

for teachers and practitioners who were inspired by the idea of using phonetics 

to improve the teaching of the spoken language to foreign learners. The 

association is still a major international learned society and it is also 

maintaining a vibrant website 

(https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/) where tools for phonetic 

study and language teaching are available. It also maintains its specific set of 

alphabets (also called IPA - International Phonetic Alphabets or IPA charts) 

for transcription.  

 

 The RP (BBC) accent of English is generally described as having seven 20 

vowel sounds (short vowels, five long vowels and eight diphthongs) with the 

following IPA symbols: 
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Short vowels:   ɪ  e  æ  ʌ  ɒ  ʊ  ǝ  

Long vowels:   iː  ɑː  ɔː  uː  ɜː 

Diphthongs:  eɪ  ai  ɔɪ  ǝʊ  aʊ  ɪǝ  eǝ  ʊǝ 

 

 

 Similarly, the RP (BBC) accent of English is supposed to have the following 

24 consonant phonemes: 

 

Plosives: p  b  t  d  k  g 

Fricatives: f  v  θ  ð  s  z  ʃ ʒ h 

Affricates:  ʧ  ʤ 

Nasals:   m  n  ŋ 

Approximants: l  r  w  j 

 

 There are two kinds of transcription; broad and narrow. The ‘broad’ (simplest) 

transcription is also called the phonemic transcription in which only the 

phonemic level of sounds is realized while placing slashes /k/ at both ends of 

the transcription. The ‘narrow’ transcription is the detailed transcription with 

phonetic (physical features) details of individual sounds with square brackets 

at both ends [k]. 

 

 Primary stress: symbol [ˈ] above the line and before the stressed syllable such 

as /ˈsnip.it/   /ɪg.ˈzɪst/   /prə.nʌn.si.ˈei.ʃən/ 

 

 Secondary stress: symbol [ˌ] below the line before the stressed syllable 

/ˌmɪ.nɪ.maɪ.ˈzeɪ.ʃən/ 

 

 Accent differences may also be realized while transcribing for a specific 

variety of English (e.g., British vs US accent). Such differences include: 

difference in phonological inventories, difference in phonetic features, 

phonological distribution, and, lexical distribution. 

 

 Words are always put together in phrases creating many transitions and 

changes in the pronunciation. For example: the phrase ten green bottles (while 

spoken in connected speech) with changes like: 

 

 /n/ of ten becomes /ŋ/ due to /g/ in green 

 /n/ of green becomes /m/ due to in contact with /b/ of bottle  
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 We need to consider such changes at phrase level and account for 

‘assimilation’, ‘elision’ and ‘epenthesis’ etc. while transcribing discourse or 

connected speech.     

 

 While transcribing, it is also important to take care of noticeable events at 

regular intervals as the part of connected speech. These regularities (of 

rhythmicality) may be stated in terms of patterns of stressed vs. unstressed 

syllables, syllable length (long vs. short) or pitch (high vs. low) – or some 

combination of these variables. 
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Self-Assessment Questions  
 

1. What are the major benefits of learning IPA symbols and using transcription 

for a new language? 

 

2. How can we improve learning and teaching of English pronunciation while 

using IPA transcription system? 

 

3. Differentiate between ‘phonemic’ and ‘phonetic’ symbols transcription 

with examples. 

 

4. How important it is to count for the features of connected speech such as 

assimilation and elision in transcription? 

 

5. Transcribe the following words, carefully noting how the <x> is 

pronounced: 

 

Excess   Exempt  Exhibit  Except  

Extent   Exact   Axe   Excess 

 

6. Transcribe the following words, including stress; 

 

Mystic   Cryptic  Wicked Quintet   

Extant    Septic   Tennis  Illiterate  

 

 

7. Transcribe the homophones: 

 

sea / see    bean / been   leak / leek  team / teem  

seam / seem   scene / seen   be / bee         meat/meet/ mete  

 

 

8. Transcribe the following while focusing on diphthongs: 

 

tier   tare   tour  

 

mere   mayor   moor  

 

spear   spare   spoor  

 

speed   speared  sped   spared  



214 
 

 

bead   beard   bed   bared  

 

feed   feared   fed   fared   

 

  
9. Transcribe any English short story of your own choice. 

 

 

10. Select a documentary of 30 minutes from a standard channel such as CNN, 

BBC or Animal Planet and transcribe it manually while accounting for the 

features of connected speech. 
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