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Consonants
A consonant is a speech sound which obstructs the flow of air through the vocal tract.  Examples are [p], pronounced with the lips; [t], pronounced with the front of the tongue; [k], pronounced with the back of the tongue; [h], pronounced in the throat; [f] and [s], pronounced by forcing air through a narrow channel (fricatives); and [m] and [n], which have air flowing through the nose (nasals). 

Some consonants do this (obstructs the flow of air) a lot and some do it very little: the ones that make maximum obstruction ( ie plosives, which make a complete stoppage of air stream) are the most consonantal. Nasal consonants are less obstructive than plosives as they stop the air completely in the oral cavity but allow it to escape through the nasal cavity. Fricatives obstruct the air flow considerably, causing friction, but do not involve total closure. Laterals obstruct the air flow only in the centre of the mouth, no the sides, so the obstruction is slight. Some other sounds, classed as approximants, obstruct the air flow so little that they could almost be classed as vowels if they were in a different context ( eg /w/ or /j/). There are 24 consonants in standard southern British English. They are plotted on the chart in the table below.
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	Examples of consonant sounds
	
	


The English vowel system
Vowel sounds





During the production of all the English vowels, the soft palate is raised and the vocal Cords vibrate. The articulatory features that distinguish different vowel sounds are said to determine the vowel's quality. Daniel Jones developed the cardinal vowel system to describe vowels in terms of the three common parameters - height (vertical dimension), backness (horizontal dimension) and roundedness as you can see above. 

A vowel sound whose quality doesn't change over the duration of the vowel is called a monophthong. Monophthongs are sometimes called "pure" or "stable" vowels. A vowel sound that glides from one quality to another is called a diphthong, and a vowel sound that glides successively through three qualities is a triphthong.
All languages have monophthong and many languages have diphthongs, but triphthongs or vowel sounds with even more target qualities are relatively rare cross-linguistically. English has all three types: the vowel sound in hit is a monophthong /ɪ/, the vowel sound in boy is in most dialects a diphthong /ɔɪ/, and the vowel sounds of flower, /aʊər/, form a triphthong or disyllable, depending on dialect.

The RP variety of British English, with twenty vowel phonemes (standard American English has fifteen), has a relatively large vowel system. There are seven short vowels, five long vowels and eight diphthongs. The vowels and their corresponding phonemic symbols are shown in the table below:
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The articulation of the vowels is represented in the vowel chart below. The shape of the chart is modelled on the shape of the phonetic space ie the shape of the oral cavity produced by various positions of the tongue. For English, the phonetic space is represented as a trapezoid but some languages would be represented by a triangle.
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Pure Vowels
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Examples of Vowel sounds
	Pure Vowels

feet - [image: image28.png]



pig - [image: image29.png]1/




wet - [image: image30.png]e/




bat - [image: image31.png]JS&/




father - [image: image32.png]Ja/




computer - [image: image33.png]S/




bird - [image: image34.png]/3




hut - [image: image35.png]SN/




hot - [image: image36.png]/D




bought - [image: image37.png]S0




foot - [image: image38.png]



food - [image: image39.png]





	
	Diphthongs
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Description
· /i:/ The front of the tongue is raised to a height slightly below and behind the close front position; the lips are spread; the tongue is tense, with the side rims making a firm contact with the upper molars; the tongue tip is behind the lower teeth. It does not occur in a syllable closed by /ŋ/. 

· /I/ A part of the tongue nearer to center than to front is raised just above the half-close position; the lips are loosely spread; the tongue is lax, with the side rims making a light contact with the upper molars; the tongue tip is behind the lower teeth.   /I/ may occur in all positions in the word. 

· /e/ The front of the tongue is raised between the half-open and half-close positions; the lips are loosely spread and are slightly wider apart than for /I/; the tongue may have more tension than in the case of /I/, the side rims making a light contact with the upper molars; the tongue tip is behind the lower teeth.   /e/ does not occur word-finally or in stressed open syllables. 

· / æ/ (In RP) The front of the tongue is raised just below the half-open position, with the side rims making a very light contact with the back upper molars; the mouth is slightly more open than  for /e/; the lips are neutrally open; the tongue tip is behind the lower teeth. It is often produced with considerable constriction in the pharynx (esp. in the south of England), the tongue having rather more tension than is the case of /e/.  In American English, /æ/ is produced with the tongue closer to the half-open position than in RP. 
· /^/  (In RP) The center of the tongue (or a part slightly in advance of center) is raised just above the fully open position, no contact being made between the tongue and the upper molars; the jaws are considerably separated and the lips are neutrally open; the tongue tip is behind the  lower teeth. /^/ does not occur word-finally or in stressed open syllables.
· /ɑ:/ A part of the tongue between the center and the back is in the fully open position, no contact being made between the rims of the tongue and the upper molars; the jaws are considerably separated and the lips are neutrally open; the tongue tip is behind the lower teeth. /ɑ: / does not normally occur before /ŋ/.
· /ɒ/: The back of the tongue is just below the half-open position, no contact being made between the tongue and the upper molars; the jaws are wide open and there is slight, open lip rounding; the tongue tip is behind the lower teeth.  Its quality is that of an open lip-rounded /ɒ/does not occur word-finally or in stressed open syllables. 
· / ɔ:/ The back of the tongue is raised between the half-open and half-close positions, no contact being made between the tongue and the upper molars; there is medium lip-rounding.   / ɔ: / does not normally occur before / ŋ /. 
· / ʊ / a part of the tongue nearer to center than to back is raised just above the half-close position; the tongue is laxly held, no firm contact being made between the tongue and the upper molars. The lips are closely but loosely rounded; the tongue tip is behind the lower teeth.   This vowel occurs in both accented and unaccented syllables. / ʊ / does not occur in stressed word-initial position or before word-final/ ŋ /. 
· /u:/ The back of the tongue is raised relaxed from the closest position and is somewhat advanced from the true back; its articulation is tenser compared with that of / ʊ /, though no firm contact is made between the tongue and the upper molars; the tongue tip is behind the lower teeth. The lips tend to be closely rounded.   / u: /does not normally occur before / ŋ /. 
· / ɜ:/ The center of the tongue is raised between the half-close and half-open positions, no firm contact being made between the tongue and the upper molars; the lips are neutrally spread. The tongue tip is behind the lower teeth.  Its quality is remote from all peripheral Cardinal Vowel values, but it often coincides with that of unaccented / ə /. / ɜ: / does not normally occur before / ŋ /. 

· / ə / In non-final word positions, the center of the tongue is raised between the half-open and half close positions; in the vicinity of the velar consonants /k/and /g/ and / ŋ /, the tongue may be slightly more raised and retracted; in word-final positions, the tongue is in the half-open central position or in the most open region of the central area. The tongue tip is behind the lower teeth. The lips have a neutral position (i.e., are unrounded). So the quality of / ə / will vary depending on its position in the word. This sound has very high frequency of occurrence in unaccented vowels. It is considered the neutral English vowel.
[Adapted from: Gimson, A. C. (1980). An introduction to the pronunciation of English. London: Edward Arnold. (Chap. 7: The English Vowels; pp. 90-148)] 
Note: The vowel sounds / i/, / u/ have been added to the 12 pure vowels that we have. These vowel sounds are generally used word finally i.e. as the last sound and they are not as long as /i:/ and /u:/ but are longer than / I / and / ʊ /.   

Producing Diphthongs

There are eight English diphthongs altogether. To make diphthongs, your tongue, lips (and your jaw on occasions!) have to move. Sometimes the journey your tongue makes is short and very controlled; in some of the diphthongs; it has to move a long distance in your mouth, involving a lot of jaw movement too.
The first three diphthongs have the vowel sound /I/ in "pit" or "if" as the finishing position. To make this sound, your tongue has to be high and towards the front of your mouth and your lips kept relaxed.
· / eI/  as in day, pay, say, lay. The starting position is /e/ with tongue in mid position at front of mouth as in "egg", "bed" or "Ted". Therefore you move the tongue up to make the diphthong.
· / ɑI/as in sky, buy, cry, tie. The starting position is /ɑ:/ the same sound as in "car" or the noise "ah" which you make when you open your mouth at the dentist's. To make the diphthong you need a big jaw movement, less opening as you move the tongue up and front.
· / ɔ I / as in boy, toy, coy or the first syllable of soya. The starting position is / ɔ:/ the sound in "door" or "or". Your tongue needs to be low, but you need to pull it back and make your mouth round. To make the diphthong, you relax the lip rounding and move your tongue forward and up.

The next three diphthongs have the neutral "shwa" vowel sound  /ə/which occurs in grunting noises and the weak forms of "the" and "a", as the finishing position. To make the neutral vowel sound keep your tongue fixed in the centre of your mouth, lips fairly relaxed and speak.
· /Iə/ as in beer (the drink), pier, hear. The starting position is /I/ as in "if" or "pit" with tongue front and high and lips relaxed.

· /eə/ as in bear (the animal), pair and hair. The starting position is /e/ as in "egg" or "bed" with tongue in mid position at front of mouth. To make this diphthong, pull your tongue slightly back from mid front to the mid central position in your mouth using a small controlled movement.
·  /ʊə / as in "tour", "poor" or the first syllable of "tourist". The starting position is/ ʊ/ with tongue pulled back but small mouth aperture as in "hook", "book" or "look".

To make the diphthong, this time the small controlled tongue movement goes from the back position to the mid central position, losing the lip rounding and relaxing your mouth from the tight starting position.
The last two diphthongs have the back vowel / ʊ/ (tongue pulled back but small tight mouth aperture as in "hook", "book" or "look") as the finishing position.

· /əʊ/ as in "oh", "no", "so" or "phone". The starting position is the neutral vowel sound, also known as "shwa" /ə/, which sounds like a grunt, as in the weak form of "the" or "a". To start in this way, the tongue should be fixed in mid central position in your mouth with lips relaxed. To make the diphthong, make short controlled movement from the centre to the back moving your relaxed lips into a tighter small round aperture. Your cheeks should move in a bit!

· / aʊ /  as in all the words of "How now brown cow!". The starting position is the vowel sound /æ / as in "at" "bad" or "rat" with tongue front but also low (i.e. mouth open). To make the diphthong the journey for your tongue from front low (mouth very open) to back high (small tight mouth aperture) is a very long excursion. Your jaw will move a lot too. 
Look at the following diagram to understand it better.
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The English variety described here is known as RP English (or Received Pronunciation English), “the form of British pronunciation that many educated people in Britain use, and that is thought of as the standard form” (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 2000). It is said that this was the kind of English used by the King/Queen of England when receiving their guests during official visits. 
