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Section one : Introduction  

1.1 Phonetics is a branch of linguistics that scientifically studies speech sounds in 

all human languages. There are many branches of phonetics: articulatory phonetics, 

acoustic phonetics (physical phonetics), auditory phonetics, etc.  

The main branches of phonetics 

Auditory Phonetics Acoustic Phonetics 

 

Articulatory Phonetics 

 

 

1.2 Phonology  is a branch of linguistics. It studies the system or pattern of speech 

sounds used in a particular language or in language in general. Phonology is the 

system of rules, representations, and principles governing the distribution of sounds. 

Within phonology, there are two branches of study; they are usually recognized as 

Segmental phonology and Supra-segmental phonology. 

 

1.3  Phoneme is the smallest unit of phonology or the minimal unit in the sound 

system. The complete set of phonemes is called the phonemic system of the 

language.  

 

1.4 Accents and Dialects 

 

     Accent is a particular way of pronouncing words that is connected with the 

country, area or social class that a person comes from. One accent is different from 

other accents only in pronunciation. For example, Welsh accent (Wales), London, 

accent (London), etc.  
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Dialect refers to a variety of a language which is different from other dialects not 

just in pronunciation but also in such matters as vocabulary, grammar and word 

order. For example, American English, Australian English, Canadian English, 

British English, African English, Indian English. In fact, different dialects of English 

do not have a great deal in common; they have far more differences than similarities.  

                                 

 

1.5  R.P.  and  BBC pronunciation  

Received Pronunciation (RP): RP was for many years the accent of British English 

usually chosen for the purposes of description and teaching, it is also called as “BBC 

pronunciation”.  

BBC Pronunciation: (The British Broadcasting Corporation) pronunciation, there 

is much to be said for using the “official” BBC accent as a standard for foreign 

learners wishing to acquire an English accent. Peter Roach prefers to treat the BBC 

accent as the best model for the description of English Language.  

 

         1.6 The Nature of English Spelling and English Pronunciation  

 Because of the confusing nature of English spelling, it is very important to study       

English pronunciation in terms of phonemes rather than letters of the alphabet 

(spelling). Examples: 

1-The two English letters (ch) have different pronunciations in different words: 

ool) ► [sku:l]                         (ch) produce  [k]ch(s  

]ʃ]                         (ch) produce  [tʃ) ► [spi:tch(spee 
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Section Two : Organs of speech  

 

 

 

 

 

2.1   Articulators  

     Articulatory phonetics (physiological phonetics) studies the production of speech 

sounds. All the sounds we make when we speak are the result of the processes of muscles 

contracting. The muscles in the chest that we use for breathing produce the flow of air 

that is needed for almost all speech sounds. The muscles in the larynx produce different 

modifications in the flow of air from the chest to the mouth.                                                                               

     In order to study how the speech sounds are produced, it is necessary to study the 

different parts of the vocal tract. The different parts of the vocal tract are called 

articulators.  
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     After passing through the larynx, the air goes through the vocal tract. The vocal tract 

ends at the mouth and the nostrils. We call the part that leads to the mouth the oral cavity 

and the part that leads to the nostrils the nasal cavity. 

Vocal Tract 

Nasal Cavity Oral Cavity 

It leads to the nose. 

(nostrils) 

It leads to the mouth. 

Vocal Tract 

2.2   Organs of Speech  

     Human beings have the ability to produce speech sounds. When we speak we make 

use of organs situated in the respiratory tract such as the lips, the teeth, the tongue, etc. 

It is important for us to have an elementary knowledge of the construction of the 

speech organs and how they are used to produce speech sounds.  

     The human speech system consists of many speech organs. Most speech organs are 

in the chest, pharynx (throat), and head.  

 

Organs of speech are divided into two main groups: 

1-Movable Organs of Speech: the lips, the tongue, and the velum (the soft palate). They 

are also called active articulators.  

2-Unmovable Organs of Speech: the teeth, the alveolar ridge, and the hard palate. They 

are also called passive articulators.  

     A speech sound is usually produced when a movable speech organ comes into contact 

with an unmovable speech organ. Examples:                                 

1-The English sound /f/ is produced when the movable speech organ (an active 

articulator) the lower lip comes into contact with the unmovable speech organ (a passive 

articulator) the upper teeth.  
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2.2.1   The Lips 

     They are movable organs of speech (Active Articulators). They can take up various 

different shapes when speech sounds are produced. They are divided into the upper lip 

and the lower lip.   

 

The lips can take up the following positions: 

1-Closed position:  

2-Spread position:  

3-Neutral position:  

4-Open position:  

 

 

2.2.2   The Teeth 

     They are unmovable organs of speech (passive articulators). They are divided into 

two main groups: the upper teeth and the lower teeth. The upper teeth and the lower 

teeth function as a point of articulation for certain sounds such as /Ө/, /ð/, /f/, /v/. in 

general, the upper teeth are used more than the lower teeth as a point of articulation 

(POA). The upper teeth are used in the production of certain speech sounds: /f/ and /v/ 

are produced when the lower lip comes into contact with the upper teeth. 

  

 

2.2.3   The Tongue 

     It is a major speech organ. Without the tongue, no one can speak any language. 

Because of its essential role in speech, one of the meanings of "tongue" is "language".  

     The tongue is one of the most important organs of speech in the human sound system. 

It is a very important articulator and it can be moved into many different places and 

different shapes. It is theoretically divided into different parts, though there are no clear 

dividing lines with its structure.  

The tongue has five parts: 
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1-The tip: It is very front part of the tongue.  

2- The front part of the tongue. ( blade) 

3-The center of the tongue. 

4-The back part of the tongue. It is also called the "dorsum".  

5-The root of the tongue. 

(tip, front, center, back, root) 

 

 

 
 

 

2.2.4 The hard palate  

The hard palate is often called the “roof of the mouth”. You can feel its smooth curved 

surface with your tongue.  

 

2.2.5 The soft palate  

The soft palate or velum allows air to pass through the nose and through the mouth. The  

important thing about the soft palate is that it is one of the articulators that can be touched 

by the tongue. When we make the sounds k, g the tongue is in contact with the lower 

side of the soft palate, and we call these velar consonants. 
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2.2.6   The Alveolar ridge  

     It is an unmovable organ of speech which forms the part between the upper front 

teeth and the hard palate. The English consonant sounds /t/, /d/, /s/, /z/ are produced 

when the front of the tongue comes into contact with the alveolar ridge.   

 
 

 

2.2.7 The Pharynx  

It  is a tube which begins just above the larynx. It is about 7 cm long in women and about 

8 cm in men, and at its top end it is divided into two, one part being the back of the oral 

cavity and the other being the beginning of the way through the nasal cavity. 

 

2.2.8  The Larynx 

    The larynx is a very complex and independent articulator in speech. It is an organ of 

speech which consists of four parts: 

1-the base: (It is a circular cartilage at the bottom of the larynx.) 

2-Adam's apple: (It is a cartilage and it forms the front part of the larynx.) 

3-the vocal cords: (They are two cords in the middle of the larynx. They are the most 

essential organ in the larynx.) 

4-the glottis: (It is the opening between the two vocal cords.)  
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The larynx is also called the "voice box".  

 
 

2.2.9   The Vocal Cords 

     The vocal cords are two cords in the middle of the larynx. They are the most essential 

organ in the larynx. The man's vocal cords are longer and thicker than the woman's vocal 

cords. So the vibrations of the vocal cords in men are less than the vibrations of the vocal 

cords in women. The average vibrations of the vocal cords in men are 100 – 150 per 

second while the average vibrations of the vocal cords in women are 200 – 300 per 

second.  

     The vocal cords play an essential role in speech. If the vocal cords vibrate, the speech 

sound becomes voiced, e.g., /z/, /g/, /m/, /n/, /r/. If the vocal cords do not vibrate, the 

speech sound becomes voiceless, e.g., /k/, /tʃ/, /s/, /t/, /f/. this means that the vocal cords 

are scientifically responsible for voice and voicelessness of speech sounds.  

 

2.2.10   The Glottis 

The glottis is the opening between the vocal cords.  If the speech sound is voiceless, the 

glottis opens. If the speech sound is voiced, the glottis opens and closes repeatedly. 

If the speech sound is glottal, the glottis closes completely.  
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Note: /h/ is the only glottal speech sound in English.  

/h/ : voiceless, glottal, consonant sound.  

 

 
 

2.2.11   The Trachea   

 The trachea is an air passage between the lungs and the larynx. It is also called 

"windpipe".                                                                            
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Section Three : Vowels and Consonants  

 

The English Language is created through the different combinations of 44 sounds 

(phonemes), 20 vowels and 24 consonants. In our written language we refer to the 

letters of the alphabet as being consonant or vowel letters depending on which type of 

sound they are representing. 

 

3.1 English vowels  

 

Vowels are open sounds because they involve no obstruction to the flow of air from the 

lungs as it passes up through the windpipe (trachea), through the voice box (larynx) and 

out of the mouth. Other than positioning the tongue, jaws and lips there is nothing to 

obstruct the airflow. All vowels are produced with the vocal folds vibrating and are said 

to be voiced sounds. 

 

Vowels are commonly described according to the following characteristics: 

1. The part of the tongue that is involved in the articulation: front, central or back. 

2. The tongue's height relative to the palate: close , close-mid, open-mid, open. 

3. The shape of the lips: rounded, spread, neutral.  

 

i) Make a vowel like the i: in the English word ‘see’ and look in a mirror; if you 

tilt your head back slightly you will be able to see that the tongue is held up 

close to the roof of the mouth. Now make an æ vowel (as in the word ‘cat’). 

The difference between i: and ae is a difference of tongue height, and we 

would describe i: as a relatively close vowel and ae as a relatively open vowel.  
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ii)  In making the two vowels described above, it is the front part of the tongue 

that is raised. We could therefore describe i: and æ as comparatively front 

vowels. A vowel in which the back of the tongue is the highest point is called 

a back vowel. If you make the vowel in the word ‘calm’, which we write 

phonetically as /a:/ you can see that the back of the tongue is raised. The vowel 

in ‘too’ (u:) is also a comparatively back vowel.  

 

iii) The lips can have many different shapes and positions:  These are: 1) 

Rounded, where the corners of the lips are brought towards each other and the 

lips pushed forwards as in [u]. 2) Spread, with the corners of the lips moved 

away from each other, as for a smile as in  [i]. 3) Neutral, where the lips are 

not noticeably rounded or spread as in /ə/ . 

 

 

3.1.1 The Cardinal Vowel System 

It is a universal system for the description of the vowels of different languages 

and dialects. It was devised by Daniel Jones. It has become traditional to locate 

cardinal vowels on a four-sided figure (a quadrilateral of the shape seen in Fig. 

4 - the design used here is the one recommended by the International Phonetic 

Association).  
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3.1.2 Short English vowels  

. The symbols for these short vowels are: i, e, æ , ʌ , ɒ, u, ə Short vowels are only 

relatively short; as we shall see later, vowels can have quite different lengths in 

different contexts. 

 

 

To describe a vowel, there is a need for three main features: height of the tongue, part 

of the tongue , shape of lips.  

/ Ι/ it is close-mid , front , spread  

/e/  open-mid , front , spread   

/ æ/ open , front, spread  

/ə/ between close mid -open mid,  central , neutral  
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/u/ close, back, rounded  

/ ɒ/ open-mid, back, rounded.  

/ʌ/ open-mid, central, neutral.  

 

Check the following transcribed words :  

 

 

 

 

Check the following contrasted short vowels:  
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Written exercise  

 

 

             5.Transcribe the following words :  

               Bit,      but ,   ask  

 

3.1.3 English long vowels  

The English long vowel sounds tend to be longer than the English short vowel sounds 

in similar contexts because the length of all English vowel sounds varies very much 

according to their contexts: "their contexts" refers here to:                                              

1-the type of sound that follows them. 

2-the presence and absence of stress.  

 

     The English long vowel sounds are: /i:/, /a:/, /u:/, /Ↄ:/, /Ә:/ (5 long vowel sounds in 

English). 
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Description of long vowels:  

/i:/  close , front , spread  

/u:/ close, back , rounded  

/з:/ open-mid,  central, neutral.  

/Ↄ:/ open-mid,  back, rounded  

/a:/ open, back, neutral.  

 

Check the following transcribed words:  

 

 
 

Check and compare short and long vowels:  

 

 

3.1. 4 English Diphthongs  
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English Diphthongs  

Diphthongs are sounds which consist of a movement or glide from one vowel to 

another. A vowel which remains constant and does not glide is called a pure vowel.  

 

 

The centering diphthongs glide towards the ə (schwa) vowel, as the symbols 

indicate. 

/Ιə/ is (example words: ‘beard’, weird’, ‘fierce’) dear (/dɪə/) or fear (/fɪə/) 

/eə/ (example words: ‘aired’, ‘cairn’, ‘scarce’) fair (/feə/) or care (/keə/) 

/uə/ example words: ‘moored’, ‘tour’, ‘lure’) sure (/ʃʊə/) or cure (/kjʊə/) 

 

The closing diphthongs glide toward / Ι/ :  

/eΙ/ (example words: ‘paid’, ‘pain’, ‘face’) late (/leɪt/) or gate (/geɪt/  

/aΙ/  (example words: ‘tide’, ‘time’, ‘nice’) time (/taɪm/) or rhyme (/raɪm/) 

/ↃΙ/  (example words: ‘void’, ‘loin’, ‘voice’) (/ʤɔɪn/) or coin (/kɔɪn/) 

 

Two diphthongs glide towards /u/, so that as the tongue moves closer to the roof 

of the mouth there is at the same time a rounding movement of the lips.  

/əu/ (example words: ‘load’, ‘home’, ‘most’) globe (/ˈgləʊb/) or show (/ʃəʊ/) 
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/au/ (example words: ‘loud’, ‘gown’, ‘house’) cow (/kaʊ/) or how (/haʊ/) 

 

 

3.1.5  English Triphthongs  

The most complex English sounds of the vowel type are the triphthongs. They can 

be rather difficult to pronounce, and very difficult to recognise. A triphthong is a 

glide from one vowel to another and then to a third, all produced rapidly and without 

interruption. 

The triphthongs can be looked on as being composed of the five closing diphthongs 

described in the last section, with 0 added on the end. Thus we get: 

 

 

Some example words are given here: 

 

Written exercises: 
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3.2 English Consonants  

Consonants are pronounced by stopping the air from flowing easily through the 

mouth, especially by closing the lips or touching the teeth with the tongue. 

Consonants are described and classified in the following main features that 

distinguish each one from the others:    

a. Voicing  

b. Place of articulation  

c. Manner of articulation  

                                                       

a. Voicing: it refers to the activity of  the  vocal folds. English Consonants are divided 

into two types:                                                           

 

 

 

 

1-English Voiced Consonants : The consonants which are produced with the                

vibration of the vocal cords are referred to as voiced consonants. 

 

 

 

English Voiced Consonants 

/n/ 11 /z/ 6 /b/ 1 

/ɳ/ 12 /Ʒ/ 7 /d/ 2 

/r/ 13 /dƷ/ 8 /g/ 3 

/w/ 14 /l/ 9 /v/ 4 

/j/ 15 /m/ 10 /ð/ 5 

  

2-English Voiceless Consonants:  The consonants which are produced without  the 

vibration of the vocal cords are referred to as voiceless consonants 
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English Voiceless Consonants 

/ʃ/ 7 /f/ 4 /p/ 1 

/tʃ/ 8 /Ө/ 5 /t/ 2 

/h/ 9 /s/ 6 /k/ 3 
 

 

b.  Place of articulation  

    Place of Articulation (Point of Articulation): It refers to the place or point of the 

oral cavity involved in the production of the sound. English consonant sounds can 

be categorized according to this variable or feature as follows:      

 

1-Bilabial Consonants: In the production of bilabial consonants, the upper and lower 

lips act as articulators and form a closure followed by a release. The English bilabial 

consonants are: /p/, /b/, /m/, /w/.                                       

  

2-Labio-dental Consonants: In the production  of labio-dental consonants, the lower 

lip comes into contact with the upper front teeth. The English labio-dental 

consonants are: /f/ and /v/.                                                              

 

3-Dental Consonants: In the production of dental consonants, the tip of the tongue 

comes into contact with the upper front teeth. The English dental consonants are: /Ө/ 

and /ð/.                                                                                 

 

4-Alveolar Consonants: In the production of alveolar consonants, the tip and blade 

of the tongue comes into contact with the alveolar ridge. The English alveolar 

consonants are: /t/, /d/, /s/, /z/, /l/, /n/.                                                   
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5-Post-alveolar Consonants: In the production of post-alveolar consonants, the 

tongue comes into contact with the back of the alveolar ridge. The English post-

alveolar consonants are: /ʃ/, /Ʒ/, /tʃ/, /dƷ/, /r/.                                

 

6-Palatal Consonants: In the production of palatal consonants, the tongue comes 

into contact with the hard palate. The English palatal consonant is /j/.   

 

  

7-Velar Consonants: In the production of velar consonants, the back of the tongue 

comes into contact with the soft palate. The English velar consonants are: /k/, /g/ , 

/ɳ/.                                                                                                   

 

8-Glottal Consonants: A glottal sound is produced in the glottis. The glottis is the 

space between the vocal cords. The English glottal consonant is /h/.     

 

 

 

c.Manner of Articulation:  

Manner of articulation refers to the type of closure made by the different organs of 

speech, i.e., the way in which the air passes through the vocal tract, while the 

sound is produced. Concerning manner of articulation, the English consonants are 

grouped as follows:  

1-Stop (plosive) Consonants: /p/, /b/, /t/, /d/, /k/, /g/  

2- Fricative Consonants: /f/, /v/, /Ө/, /ð/, /s/, /z/, /ʃ/, /Ʒ/, /h/ 

3-Affricate Consonants: /tʃ/, /dƷ/  

4-Nasal Consonants: /m/, /n/, /ɳ/  

5-Lateral Consonants: /l/ 

6-Approximants: /w/, /j/, /r/  
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1.Plosive Consonants  

English has six plosive consonants: p, t, k, b, d, g. The plosives have different places 

of articulation. The plosives p, b  are bilabial , t, d are alveolar .k, g are velar. 

P, t, k are voiceless , where as b, d, g are voiced.  

As for the position of plosives in words, they occur in all position.  

-Initial position : In the initial position, the release of p, t, k is followed by audible 

plosion - that is, a burst of noise, making a sound like h as in part, car,  this is called 

aspiration. The release of b, d, g is followed by weak plosion.  

-initial position, b, d, g cannot be preceded by any consonant, but p, t, k may be 

preceded by s. When one of p, t, k is preceded by s it is unaspirated. Like spy, score, 

stop . 

  

Exercises:  Initial p, t, k  

 

  Initial b, d, g  

  

 

   Final plosives  
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Fortis and lenis Consonants  

In linguistics, fortis and lenis, also called tense and lax, refer to consonants 

pronounced with greater and lesser energy. English has fortis consonants, such as 

the p in pat, with a corresponding lenis consonant, such as the b in bat. Fortis and 

lenis consonants may be distinguished by tenseness or other characteristics, such as 

voicing, aspiration, glottalization, velarization, length, and length of nearby vowels. 

Fortis and lenis were coined for languages where the contrast between sounds such 

as p and b does not involve voicing. 

 

2. Fricatives and Affricates  

Fricatives are consonants with the characteristic that air escapes through a narrow 

passage and makes a hissing sound. Most languages have fricatives, the most 

commonly found being something like s. Fricatives are continuant consonants, 

which means that you can continue making them without interruption as long as you 

have enough air in your lungs. The table below contain the place of articulation of 

the fricatives :  
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As for the position of fricatives, there is nothing different about them. They come 

initially, mid, and final position. However,  /h/ is somehow different.  

The place of articulation of /h/ is glottal, Phonologically, h is a consonant.  

So what is the evidence that proves /h/ to be a consonants ?  

a)It is usually found before vowels. b) As well as being found in initial position it is 

found medially in words such as ‘ahead’ shed, ‘greenhouse’ ‘boathook . c) It is 

noticeable that when h occurs between voiced sounds (as in the words ‘ahead’, 

‘greenhouse’), it is pronounced with voicing - not the normal voicing of vowels but 

a weak, slightly fricative sound called breathy voice.   

Check the following transcribed fricatives: 

 

 

 

Affricates are rather complex consonants. They begin as plosives and end as 

fricatives. A familiar example is the affricate heard at the beginning and end of the 

word ‘church’. tf, dƷ are the only two affricate phonemes in English. 

As for their position, /tʃ/ comes initial, middle and final. While /dƷ/  comes middle 

position.  
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Check the following comparison between fricatives and affricates:  

 

 

Check the following short sentences and remember to memorize the 

transcription:  

 

 

3.Nasals  

The basic characteristic of a nasal consonant is that the air escapes through the nose. 

It cannot pass through the mouth because of certain closure. Nasals are  

 - m, n, ƞ.  

The place of articulation of  /m/ is bilabial,  as for /n/ it is alveolar, and / ƞ/ is velar.  

The consonants m, n are simple and straightforward with distributions. However,  

/ƞ/ is special. This consonants never occur initially.  

Medially, /ƞ/  occurs quite frequently,. When we find the letters ‘nk’ in the middle 

of a word in its spelling , a /k/ will always be pronounced; however, some words 

with spelling ‘ng’ in the middle will have a pronunciation containing /ƞg/ and others 

will have /ƞ/ without g. For example, in 
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The important difference is in the way the words are constructed - their morphology. 

The words of column B can be divided into two grammatical pieces: ‘sing’ + ‘-er’, 

‘hang’ + ‘-er’  and we say that column B words are different from column A words, 

since these cannot be divided into two morphemes. ‘Finger’ and ‘anger’ consist of 

just one word.  

Check the following transcribed words:  

 

4.Lateral  

This is a consonant in which the passage of air through the mouth does not go in the 

usual way along the centre of the tongue; instead, there is complete closure between 

the centre of the tongue and the part of the roof of the mouth where contact is to be 

made (the alveolar ridge in the case of 1) 

Light (clear )  and Dark /l/  

We find /1/ initially, medially and finally, and its distribution is therefore not 

particularly limited. 

- /l/ is dark when(1) it comes in final position after a vowel ex eel, ball . Also, (2) it 

occurs when it comes before a consonants (eels) or in the end of a syllable ex. Pillow.  
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-/l/ is light or clear when (1) it comes at the beginning of a word ex like , lean. (2) 

when it comes before vowels.  

Exercise 

Clear /l/  

 

Dark /l/  

 

 

5.Approximants  

a.  Approximant /r/  

The important thing about the articulation of /r/ is that the tip of the tongue 

approaches the alveolar area in approximately the way it would for a /t/ or /d/, but 

never actually makes contact with any part of the roof of the mouth. 

The tongue is in fact usually slightly curled backwards with the tip raised; 

consonants with this tongue shape are usually called retroflex. 

The distributional peculiarity of /r/ in the BBC accent is very easy to state: this 

phoneme only occurs before vowels. Ex : 

 

In these words /r/ is followed by a vowel. But in the following words there is no /r/ 

in the pronunciation: 
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Many accents of English do pronounce /r / in words like those of (ii) and (iii) (e.g. 

most American, Scots and West of England accents). Those accents which have r in 

final position (before a pause) and before a consonant are called rhotic accents, while 

accents in which r only occurs before vowels (such as BBC) are called non-rhotic. 

  

b. Approximants /j/ and /w/  

These are the consonants found at the beginning of words such as ‘yet’ and ‘wet’. 

They are known as approximants 

The most important thing to remember about these phonemes is that they are 

phonetically like vowels but phonologically like consonants. 

Since they are similar to vowels, how to prove that they are consonants?  

a. they only occur before vowel phonemes. 

b. If a word beginning with /w/ or /j/ is preceded by the indefinite article, 

it is the ‘a’ form that is found (as in ‘a way’, ‘a year’) 

c. the rule is that ‘the’ is pronounced as /ðə/ before  consonants (as in ‘the 

dog’  ðə dog, ‘) and as ði  before vowels. And with words like way, it 

is pronounced as ( ðə wei)  

Check the following words:  
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Exercise:   

 

 

 

 

 

 


