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Lecture 03: Detailed Study of English Vowels
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» We have 5 vowels in English alphabet, but 20 vowel sounds

The vowel letters

Vowel sounds

1. ()

call / ko:1/, case / keis/, can / kaen/, can’t / kaeent/,American /2" merikon/

2. (i) Sit /s1t/, site /sait/, discipline /disaplin/

1. Definition of a vowel:

1.1.From a linguistic point of view:

in a syllable

Examples:

- The indefinite article a (vowel)

- at (ve~'+consonant) -to ‘~*"
- cat ' "=t /(cvc)
- fox /foks/( cvee)

a vowel is a sound that has the central function

- streets /stri:ts/ ( ccevee)

1.2. From a phonetic point of view:

a vowel is a sound articulated with a voiced
egressive airstream without any
closure/narrowing in the vocal tract to give rise
to an audible friction. There are 20 vowel
sounds in English
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20 vowel sounds

12 monophthongs:

8 diphthongs:

e 7 short vowels:
,lel, lel,/al, Ivl, o], /dl.
e and 5 long vowels:
a1, 13, i/

e 5closing vowels:
lev/ , /al/ , /o1, Jav/ , [av/.
e and 3 centring vowels:

leal, 1a/, [va/

2. The Difference between Vowels and Consonants:

Consonantal Sounds

Vowel Sounds

1. There is an obstruction or narrowing of airflow
~in the vocal tract from the larynx to the lips.

1. There is no obstruction of airflow as it

passes in the vocal tract from the larynx to the

lips

2. ‘We have voiced and voiceless consonants.

2. All the vowel sounds are voiced.

3. Optional in a syllable (we can find it or not).

3. Obligatory in any syllable (it must be found).

3. Déscription of a vowel:

English vowel sounds are affected by the changing shape and position of the articulators.
The different vowels can be categorised according to four features:
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The position of the soft palate (raised or lowered)

e.g. the soft palate is raised in ‘key’
/i:/ , but lowered in ‘car’ /a:/

The shape of the lips (rounded, spread or neutral)

e.g. the lips are rounded in ‘new’ /u:/
but spread in ‘bee’ /i:/

The shape/position of the tongue in the mouth (high, low)

e.g. seefi:/ the tongue is high, but
low in thought /o:/.

The duration of the vowel (long or short)

When a vowel takes a short
period of time it is called short
vowel whereas long vowels take
longer time.

N.B. A vowel which is articulated when the back of the tongue is highest point towards the soft

palate is called a back vowel. A central vowel is articulated when the center of the tongue is

raised towards the soft palate. A front vowel is a vowel produced with the front of the tongue

opposite to the soft palate

4. The vowel chart:

In phonetics, we represent the quality of vowels and diphthongs by placing them on a four-
sided figure usually known as the Cardinal Vowel Quadrilateral Chart, describing the English
vowels. Thus, cardinal vowels are a standard reference system to describe, classify and compare
vowels. It is invented by Daniel Jones (1881-1967) this is why it is called Daniel Jones Diagram.

T he Vowel Chart

5. Articulatory Classification of Vowels:

Although precise description of vowels is difficult, but the vowel diagram is the best scheme

used for classifying vowels, in which we have three vertical labels for the position of the
tongue (front, central and back) in the mouth opposing the soft palate. On the other hand, we

have four horizontal | lines for the shape of the tongue or the degree of opening of the mouth (close,
close-mid, open-mid, open). In the vowel chart, we can place all the English vowel sounds.
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5.1. ARTICULATIONS OF THE FRONT VOWELS

5.1.1. Description of the articulation of /i :/:

fmoNe

CINT

ALK

L llnl“v

\

MIDCLON

\/

-
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Soft palate: raised
Tongue: high

Lips: spread
Duration: long
e.g. meet,!bean,!people.

5.1.2. Description of the articulation of /I/:

oNT

CINTNE

NALCK

Closa

my

MiDClosa

\lllbc”’!\\
o N

\/
V

Soft palate: slightly raised
Tongue: slightly high

Lip: loosely spread
Duration: short
e.g.'kid,!busy,!'women.!
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5.1.3. Description of the articulation of /e/:

FTRONT CINTRY

BACK

e\ ]

AR

Mll)nﬂ\\ V
orN
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Soft palate: slightly lowered
Tongue: slightly low

Lips: neutral

Duration: short
e.g.:!Get,!leisure,'any,!dead.!
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5.1.4. Description of the articulation of /ee/:

Soft palate: lowered
FRONT CENTRE BACK Tongue: |0W

' \ \ / Lip: neutrally open
MIDCrOSE Duration: short
\ / e.g. Cat,!ran,!hand.!
e Y
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Drills for practising front vowels
1) Listen and repeat
O1b. /iz/ see agree eat seat team field piece these metre secret evening equal
02b. Peter key ski kilo litre pizza police machine people
03b. /1/if ship miss dinner swim busy building system history honey village
04b. /e/ check leg letter red sentence bread head read(pp) friend any
many again said

05b. /&@/ back camera factory hat jam manager map plan  traffic  family

2) Practise the following sets of minimal pairs

Minimal pairs are two words which differ in meaning when only one sound is changed. A group of
words differentiated by each having only one sound different from all others, e.g. pin vs. bin, cot vs. cut...

/i N/ 2) /e J®/
ﬁlrﬁ;g Beat bit 7 bet bat
Heel hill hell Hal
Lead lid led lad
Neat knit set sat
Teen tin ten tan
3) Read the sentences and find the front vowels in the following words
08b. 09b.
1. Can you see the sea? 1. Tell me again.
2. A piece of pizza, please. 2. Send me a cheque.
3. Peter’s in the team. 3. Correct these sentences.
4. A kilo of peaches and a litre of cream. 4. Twenty to twelve.
5. Please can you teach me to speak Portuguese? 5. Help your friend.
@ 1. Fifty-six C;ﬁ;ﬂ 1. Thanks for the cash.
2. Dinner in the kitchen. 2. | ran to the bank.
3. A cinema ticket. 3. Where is my black jacket.
4. A picture of a building. 4. That man works in jam factory.
5. Big business. 5. Let me carry your bags.
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5.2. ARTICULATIONS OF THE CENTRAL VOWELS

5.2.1. Description of the articulation of /3:

TRONT CENTN NACK

e\ ]
Y

Soft palate: lowered
Tongue: low

Lips: neutrally open
Duration: short

e.g. Run, front, double.
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Soft palate: slightly lowered
Tongue: slightly low

Lips: neutrally open
Duration: long

ulunﬂ\\ V e.g. Learn, burn,bird.

5.2.2. Description of the articulation of /a/:

FRONT CENTRE

o\

\ / a/\ [

\Ill}n?l\\ V
OMN

5.2.3. Description of the articulation of /A/:

FRONT

CENTRE BACK

e

\ J

MEDC1LOSE

\/

""""“\ /.\/V

Soft palate: slightly lowered
Tongue: slightly low

Lips: neutral

Duration: short

E.g._About, actor, centre, era
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Drills for practising central vowels
12
ﬂ 1: Listen and repeat

/A/ bus colour come cup front bus London luck Monday month
mother  much nothing number run study sun uncle under

18b. /31/ bird first birthday circle thirty word work world  worse turn

Thursday journey early earth heard learn service prefer verb
2: Practise the following sets of minimal pairs

14b. 15h. 16b.

1) /3/ /A/ 2) /3 Jay/ 3) /A &/
bird bud bird bard bud bad
lurk luck lurk lark luck lack
burn bun burn barn bun ban

hurt hut hurt heart hut hat
curt cut curt cart cut cat

3: Underline the following sentences 17b.
- Good luck with your exam next month!
- Take the number one bus.
- I said ‘Come on Monday’, not ‘Come on Sunday’.

- My brother’s studying in London.
4: Find the central vowels in the following sentences 18b.

- The girl was watching the birds.

- How far’s the car park?
- That was the worst journey in the world.
- Have you ever heard this word?

- The cakes weren’t very good.
- She went to university to learn German.
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5.3. ARTICULATION OF THE BACK VOWELS

5.3.1.. Description of the articulation of /a:/:

5.8.2. Description of the articulation of /v/:

—y— —— ween | Soft palate: lowered O . =25 | Soft palate: lowered
....\.\ \ l Tongue: low \ \ [ Tongue: low
MID C1LOE Lips:fully open S \ / Lips: slightly rounded
\ / Duration: long p— Duration: short
\......'u\ V e.g. Car, half, calm, farm. ""\ \] ‘nisE.g. Got, lost, pot, what.
OPEN .0y

5.3.3. Description of the articulation of /a:/:  4.3.4. Description of the articulation of /u/: 4.3.5. Description of the articulation of /u:/:

ON ~
FRONT CINTRE BACK SRONS SN SACK

cLoss CLO&I:FRONT =2 DAk
CrLosE /uz/e
\ \ 1 .0/ \ \ /

MIECLON MY Lo MID-CLOSE
AlLw
MID-OPEN
MED-OF N MED-OFE N V \ \/
\ V OPEN
N o~

Soft palate: slighty lowered Soft palate: slighty raised

Soft palate: raised
Tongue: slightly low

Tongue: slightly high Tongue: high
Lips: rounded Lips: rounded Lips: rounded
Duration: long Duration: short Duration: long
e.g. Course, caught, bought. e.g. Look, put, full, would. E.g. Fool, moon, lose, you
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sten and repeat
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19
ﬂ /a:/ after afternoon ask answer bath bathroom can’t class dance
Gz% fast  father glass tomato car card far park Star Start

/1)/ bottle  box chocolate clock  coffee copy cost cross  Qot
@ quality want wash wasn’t watch  what

/31 / all ball call fall tall  wall quarter ~ warm  water  born
@ short  autumn door saw before daughter taught thought
ﬂ /U/ full sugar book foot would woman good look put
23

/u:/ too group shoe blue  music new two fruit  juice
241 Consider the fc @ing sets of mit ',6 | pairs @

1) /ox/ o/ 2) or/  Jazx/ g 3) /w/ o/ 4) Jo/ o/
port pot port  part pool  pull good  god
cord cod born  barn fool  full look lock
stork  stock court cart suit  soot put pot
cork cock store  star Luke look could cod
sport  spot form farm cooed could shook  shock

@ 3: Find the back vowels in the following sentences

- I’ll ask my aunt where is my glasses.

- See you tomorrow afternoon.

- You can find him on the fourth floor.
- John has gone to the shops.

- The dinner will be ready soon.

- He bought a lot of books and novels.

Page9/14



Mohamed Khider University- Biskra
Facutfy of Arts and Languages

Department of Foreign Languages
English Language Division

5.Diphthongs & Triphthongs

8 diphthongs (gliding vowels) two short vowels

triphthongs

let/, 31/, lan/, 13/, /eal, [vdl, [du/, lav/

lerdl, d1d/, /ard/, [3vd/, /aval.

Diphthongs /'difOpyz/:

Definition: a diphthong or a gliding vowel is a term used in the phonetic classification of vowel sounds. It refers to a glide or a
movement from one vowel to another one in which the first part is more prominent than the last. It involves a change in
quality within the one vowel, they are classified according to their ending as follows:

1. Closing diphthongs end in /v/ like /ex/, /o1/, /ax/ or in /o/ like /av/, /av/.
2. Centering diphthongs end in /a/ like /13/, /eal, /val.

5.1. Closing Diphthongs:
This category of diphthongs may be placed on the Cardinal Vowel Chart between a starting-point and ending in the space of close position
(between mid-close and close position).

1. The diphthong /er/

Exercise

.| Description:
— —/ev/ o

\‘\ 1. Position:

b I T The starting-point:
!

, W front mid position /e/

A\ The ending point:

L3 i -

front close position /1/
2. Lips : shift from
neutral to loosely
spread

Examples:

Ache /eik/, base /beis/, chase
/tfeis/, face /feis/, gaze /geiz/,
make /meik/, safe /seif/ Aim
/eim/, Braille /breil/, fail /feil/,
straight /streit/, veil /veil/, break
/breik/, great /greit/, café /'
kaefer /

Example sets of minimal pairs:
Edge /edz/ - age /eid3/; let /let/ -
late /lerit/; met/met/ - mate
/mert/; Pen /pen/ - pain /pein/;
pepper /' pepa/ - paper /' peipa/;
shed /fed/ - shade /feid/; test
/test/ - taste /teist/.

Exercise: Underline the
diphthong /er/ in the
following:
made, change, may, train,
eight, grey.
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2. The diphthong /ar/ Exercise
_ Description: Examples: underline the diphthong /ai/ in
lay . .
1. Position: Fly /flar/, die /day/, mine /main/, the following:
BN ' The starting-point: hide /hard/, eyes /arz/, fight /fait/, | why, hi, night, five, drive,
\ front open position /&/ L . .
\ i ) aisle_isle /ail/. miles, library.
\ \ The ending point: o _
| front close position /1/ Example sets of minimal pairs:
1. Lips : shift from fight /fart/-fate /fert/; bite_byte
neutrally open to /bart/-bit /bit/; might /mart/- mate
loosely spread /mett/.
2. The diphthong /o1/ Exercise
Description: Examples: try to transcribe the following
/o . . | /)
1. Position: Boy /bo1/, noise /noiz/, point

The starting-point:
back mid position /o:/
The ending point:
front close position /1/
Lips : shift from rounded to

loosely spread

/pomt/, joint /d3oint/, choice

/tfo1s/, soil /so1l/, voice /vois/.

Example sets of minimal
pairs: all /o:1/-0il /o11/; corn
/kom/-coin /koin/;
roar/ra:/- Roy /ro1/.

toy, noise, voice, spoilt,
pointing, destroyed, poison.
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3. The diphthong /av/ Exercise
Examples: Look up the transcription of the

laul

Description:
The starting-point:
back open position /a:/
The ending point:
Back close position /u/

how /hav/, gown /gavn/, now
/nav/, around /a' ravnd/, couch
/kauvtf/, plough /plav/

Minimal pairs:

now /nav/ - no /nav/; mice
/mais/ - mouse /mavs/; sand

following:
Audi, count, ground, foul,
flour, mountain

AN Y T 1. Lips: shift from fully /seend/ - sound /s aond/
open to rounded
4. The diphthong /av/ Exercise
N Examples: Find the transcription of the
S— Description: bow /bav/, joke /dzouk/, know | words:

The starting-point:
back open position /o/
The ending point:
Back close position /u/
Lips : shift from neutral to

rounded

/mau/, low /lav/, smoke
/smavk/, shown /[aun/, so/sav/.

Minimal pairs:
must /mast/-most /moust/;
abide /o'baid/ - abode /

2'boud/; whole /havl/- hill /hil/.

folio, folklore, load, road,
gross, soldier, role, own.
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5.2. Centering Diphthongs:

5. The diphthong /13/

Exercise

\ \ | /12
i
. .

Description:
The starting-point:
front close position /i:/
The ending point:
Central mid position /of

Lips : shift from spread to

Examples:

here /h1o/; near /n1a/; peer_pear
/p1a/; zero /' ziorau/; Algeria /al'
dzrorio /; mania /' memio/
Minimal pairs:

fear /fio/-fare /fea/; peer /pro/-
pair /pea/; fierce /fias/-face /feis/;
pierce/pios/-piece /pi:s/.

Find the transcription of the
words:

hero, sincere, deer, cheer, career,
weird, idea, media, material,
familiar, year, real, area, beard,
period, opinion, previous,
medium, million, union.

o neutral
6. The diphthong /ea/ Exercise
Description: Examples: air /ea/, pair /ped/, Find the transcription of the
care /kea/, fair_fare /fea/, where | following:

\ /ed/

The starting-point:
front mid position / i:/
The ending point:
Central mid position /o/

Lips : neutral

/wea/, there /0ea/, scarce
/skeas/.

Minimal pairs: spare /spea/ -
spear /sp1o/; bear /bea/ - beer
/bra/; rear/r1o / - rare /rea/; air -
ear.

bare, hair, heir, their, swear,
share, various.

7. The diphthong /va/

Exercise

/|-

N X

The starting-point:
back close position / u:/
The ending point:

Central mid position /o/
Lips : shift from rounde to
neutral

Examples:

poor /pva/, plural /' pluaral/,
pure /pjua/, cure /kjua/, endure
/m' djua/, during /' djvarm/.
Minimal pairs:

sure /[uva/ - show /[ou/; moor
/mua/ - more /mo:/; poor /pud/ -
pour /po:/.

Transcribe the following
words:

curious, furious, security,
actual, mutual, usual, gradual,
influence, valuable.
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6.Triphthongs /'trifOonz /:
Definition: a triphthong is a glide from one vowel to another and then to a third, all produced rapidly and without
interruption. For example, a slow pronunciation of the word “hour” begins with a vowel quality similar to /a:/

and goes on towards /u/then ends with schwa /a/to get /awa/. A triphthong is
made up of two vowel sounds, a closing diphthong plus a schwa (diphthong+ schwa= triphthong).

The triphthongs are composed of the five closing diphthongs described before, with schwa /a/

added to the end. Thus we get:  /et/ + A/ = /ernd/ i.e: Player /' plero/, payer /' pero/
/ar/ + Al = /ad/ i.e: Fire /' faro/, higher /' haro/
R+ Al = o/ i.e: Loyal /' lool/, royal /' roral/
ol + Al = /dvd/ i.e: Lower /' loua/, slower /' slova/
lav/+ /3l = /avad/ i.e: Our-hour /' avo/, power /' pavo/

Performance Exercises
Task1.1 Listen, and practise the difference.

low law toe tore
Joe jaw tone torn
yoke, yolk York snow snore
boat bought hole hall
cold called sew, BOW saw
bowl ball show shore

Task 1.2: find the spelling form (orth(-agraphy)-of the following minimal pairs.

/mua, mo:/ /mea/ /bait/ /baut/
/pua, pa:/ /pes/ /dar/ /dov/
/tva, to:/ /tea/ /flar/ /flaw/
/bua, ba:/ /bea/ /mart/ /maut/
/fos, Jo:/ /fes/ /rart/ /rout/

References for further study:

1- Roach, Peter. English Phonetics and Phonology. pp 18-25. Cambridge University Press.
2- Gimson, A, C. Pronunciation of English. pp 32-37. Cambridge University Press.
3- Hancock, Mark. English Pronunciation in Use. pp 44-50. Cambridge University Press.
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