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Overview 

Here is a promise. Understand and practice eighty percent of the content of this course and you 

would have attained enviable eloquence in spoken English with some bonuses on spelling rules 

that will help sprinkle your speech with other Nigerian and European languages. Please put effort 

into pronouncing words of local languages well. Many an announcer has murdered Nigerian 

names while skilfully rendering even the most jaw breaking English word. I am certain that you 

will soon be so familiar with phonetic transcription that you will read just any language so well it 

would appear that you spoke them.  

 

Some of the exercises are very tasking. As much as possible work-through each exercise. They 

deliver the essence of oral communication skills. Lectures 6 to 9 are particularly replete with 

exercises. They deal with vowels which constitute the „hard nut‟ of English for second language 

learners like you and me. Indeed, all through the course, attention is drawn to issues of second 

language learning. You will do well to devote careful consideration to them. There are a good 

many diagrams of articulation of specific sounds. See if you can make better diagrams. Apart 

from making you feel good about doing better than your teacher, making your own articulation 

diagrams will help crystallize your mental pictures of precise articulation. With such pictures 

etched in your subconscious, you will articulate sounds with uncommon ease. Tips are also 

provided herein about how to access phonetic freeware to aid word processing. So you need no 

longer pay huge amounts to typists who profiteer by lamenting the ordeal of typing special 

symbols.  

 

I have had great fun preparing this course. I sure hope you feel the same while working through 

it. Let me make the obvious point that there are no shortcuts to elocution in any language. 

Neither the native speaker nor the second language learner would speak with ease without much 

study and practice. When you notice the skills of a speaker and wonder how she does it 

effortlessly, remember that it must have been achieved by dint of hard work. There are no 

shortcuts to greatness. Go for it!  
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Lecture 1: Organs of Speech 
 

Introduction 

We refer to the parts of the human body which are used for oral communication as organs of 

speech. These are essentially articulators which line the vocal track from the lips through the oral 

cavity up to the lungs (Fig. 1.1). Pay careful attention to each organ of speech labelled in Fig. 

1.1. As much as possible, try identifying these speech organs in a friend whom you are sure 

brushes the teeth regularly.  

 

Objectives 

This lecture should help you: 

1. Identify the gross organs of speech: brain, mouth roof organs, tongue, larynx 

and lungs.  

2. Visualize the parts of each important organ of speech 

3. Understand the source of sound and voice. 

4. Learn how the pulmonic airstream functions. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Can you identify a sound for which the tongue does not play a role in its production? 

2. Why is it impossible to talk while breathing in? 

3. What is the source of the human voice? 

4. Why do you think humans need the brain in speech? 

 

Organs of Speech 

Speech is initiated at the Broca‟s area and interpreted at Wernicke‟s area of the human brain. The 

brain instructs the other organs of speech; the most important of which are situated in the oral 

cavity (lip to uvula and the tongue). All the sounds of English except [] are produced by the 

movement of a part of the tongue within the oral cavity. Pay attention to the organs which line 

the roof of the mouth in Fig. 1.1: upper lips, upper front teeth, alveolar ridge, palato-alveolar, 

hard palate and velum. These are the mouth roof organs relevant for English sounds. 

 

The tongue is the single most important organ of speech. Can you imagine talking without your 

tongue? Perhaps only God has achieved that! Indeed, there is hardly any sound that can be 

produced without the use of the tongue. To serve this purpose, the tongue is the most flexible 

organ of speech. Under the impulse of the brain, the tongue adopts different postures, which 

result in different shapes of the vocal tract. Phoneticians like to speak of six parts of the tongue. 

They are: tip, blade, front, centre, back and root (fig. 1.2). Each part of the tongue aligns with a 

particular part of the roof of the mouth to produce specific sounds.  
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 Figure 1.1: Organs of Speech 

 

 

   

a) Front View      b) Side View 

 
Figure 1.2: The Tongue 
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The other important organs of speech are the larynx and the lungs. The larynx (Fig. 1.3) is 

referred to as the voice box. It is composed of three cartilages – thyroid, cricoid and (two) 

arytenoid cartilages. The thyroid cartilage causes a protrusion that can be felt just below the jaw. 

It is more prominent in lean men than in fat ladies, and it constitutes the anterior portion of the 

larynx. A pair of arytenoid cartilages constitutes the posterior part of the larynx, while the cricoid 

cartilage forms the base. The vocal cords are two elastic bands attached (together) to the centre 

of the thyroid cartilage at the anterior and (separately) to arytenoids cartilages at the posterior.  

 

Figure 1.3: Cartilaginous Sketch of the Larynx  

                                                    
a) Side view of the Larynx          b) Front view of the Larynx 

 

                                             
 c)    Rear view of the Larynx          d) View of Larynx from above  
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The larynx is referred to as the voice box because it houses the vocal cords which vibrate to 

generate sound waves. These waves are perceived as human voice when they hit the ear. Thus, if 

for some reason, the vocal cords are too weak to vibrate, the person so affected would be 

incapable of voicing any sound. Basically, the vocal cords vibrate when arytenoid cartilages 

close up and go apart intermittently. When the arytenoid cartilages come together, we say that 

the vocal cords are adducted. When, they go apart, we speak of abduction. Thus voicing is the 

repeated adduction and abduction of the vocal cords. When the vocal cords are apart, the space 

between them is called the glottis (fig. 1.3a). 

 

The lungs are important in speech because they are responsible for the flow of air necessary for 

speech. Air must flow out of the lungs during speech for two reasons. In the first place, the vocal 

cords can vibrate only as a result of the force of air exiting the lungs. And of course, speech 

cannot be produced without the vibration of the vocal cords. The second relevance of air flowing 

out of the lungs is that it is the medium by which vocal cord vibrations are transported from the 

mouth of the speaker to the ears of the listener. We may therefore conclude that air molecules 

from the lungs vibrate the source of sound (i.e. the vocal cords) and transport the product of that 

vibration (i.e. sounds waves). The flow of air emitting from the lungs is referred to pulmonic 

egressive airstream.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post-Test 

Study the diagram of speech organs carefully and practice drawing yours but make sure yours 

does not seem to be suffering from kwashiorkor like mine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

The brain, as the initiator of human speech, instructs the other organs to adopt 

different shapes, which determine the quality of speech sounds. During the 

production of most English sounds, the tongue moves toward the roof of the 

mouth, and air flows out from the lungs. The same airflow from the lungs 

causes the vocal cords in the larynx to vibrate. That is what phoneticians refer 

to as voicing. The vibration of the vocal cords is the source of the human 

voice. 
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Lecture 2: Place and Manner of Articulation of English Consonants 

 

Introduction 

Sounds, like humans, pride themselves about their place of origin, a hometown. For sound, this 

place of origin is where two speech organs draw close to or touch each other during their 

production. Phoneticians call this the place of articulation. In addition to the place of articulation, 

factors such as the airflow, voicing, oral or nasal passage, as well as sudden or gradual release of 

air combine to determine the manner of articulation of sounds. Learning the place and manner of 

articulation of sounds is just as important as recognizing your friends and knowing their 

characters. 

 

Objective 

At the end of this lecture, you should have learnt all that goes into the production of English 

consonants. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Identify two English words with sounds produced at each of the following points on 

the roof of the mouth: 

a) Upper front teeth  

b) Alveolar ridge 

c) Velum 

 

2. State which of the sounds in the words you wrote in (1) above is voiced or voiceless. 

 

Place of Articulation (POA) 

The point along the vocal tract where articulators converge to produce a sound is the place of 

articulation. There are usually two articulators that come together at every place; one is 

considered passive, while the other is an active articulator. The articulators which line the roof of 

the mouth are passive, whereas those on the floor of the mouth (largely the tongue) are active. 

An articulation involving one passive and one active articulator is called a single articulation; 

that which involves two passive and two active articulators is double articulation and so on. 

English uses predominantly single articulation. Out of nine places of articulation for English 

consonants, eight are single articulation and one is of double articulation. Even at that, only the 

approximant [] is produced with double articulation. Learn the active and passive articulators 

for every place as indicated below. You must be precise about which part of the tongue is active 

and which part of the mouth‟s roof is passive. 
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   Place  Passive Articulator  Active Articulator  Illustration 

  Bilabial   Upper lip   Lower lip                 

 

  Labio-dental  Upper front teeth  Lower lip    

   

 

  Dental  Upper front teeth  Tip of the tongue              

 

 

  Alveolar  Alveolar ridge   Tip/Blade of the tongue   

     

 

Palato-alveolar Palato-alveolar  Blade of the tongue   

 

 

Palatal   Hard Palate   Front of the Tongue   
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Place   Passive Articulator  Active Articulator  Illustration 

 

Velar   Velum/Soft palate  Back of the tongue   

 

Glottal   NO PASSIVE   Vocal cords     

 

Labial Velar  All four articulators of the labial and Velar places            

 

Exercise 2.1: Hazard the production of sounds at every place of articulation and identify 

the sound(s) produced at each place with not more than three words. 

 

 

Manner of Articulation (MOA) 

Aside from being produced at a particular place, each sound has a manner of articulation. 

Manner of articulation pertains to the source and rate of airflow for the sound, as well as the 

extent to which articulators draw close to each other. Let me state straightaway that all English 

sounds are produced with air flowing out of the lungs. This is called the pulmonic egressive 

airstream mechanism. It is the same as the mechanism for expiration of air while breathing, 

except that it is harnessed to affect speech. Note that air flowing into the lungs (i.e. pulmonic 

ingressive airstream) is not utilized in speech. Whereas other languages may use airstreams other 

than the pulmonic for speech, English only utilizes the pulmonic egressive airstream. 

 

There are two basic manners of articulation, namely stops and non-stops. Sounds whose 

productions involve contact between the passive and the active articulator are referred to as 

stops. Non-stops are produced without contact between passive and active articulators.  
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Stops 

English has three types of stops, and they are plosives, nasals and affricates. Plosives are ideal 

stops because they fulfil all three stages of stops: 1) articulators make contact (shutting phase); 2) 

they remain together for awhile (closure phase) and 3) they suddenly go apart letting out air 

(release phase). Observe this sequence in Figure 2.1. 

                             
       Figure 2.1: Production Structure for Plosives 

 

Affricates are stops released with hissing sensation (referred to as friction). During the 

production of affricates, the articulators make contact and remain together for a while, but there 

is a gradual release of air from a tiny orifice, which causes the hissing sensation. Thus the third 

phase is different from that of ideal stops (Figure 2.2). 

 

                   
      Figure 2.2: Production Structure for Affricates 

 

Nasals differ from other stops because air is let out of the nose during their production. For 

nasals, articulators make contact and remain together throughout the production, while the air is 

let out of the nose. It is usually said that for nasals, there is a transfer from oral to velic action. 

This is because the velum, which usually seals off the space to the nasal cavity, is lowered to 

allow air escape through the nose (Figure 2.3). 

 

      
     Figure 2.3: Production Structure for Nasals 
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Non-Stops 

Non-stops are sounds during whose production articulators do not make contact. It could be that 

the articulators close up to the extent that only a tiny slot of space exists between them. Non-

stops so produced have a hissing quality caused by the friction of air molecules against closely 

packed articulators, and they are called fricatives (Figure 2.4). It should be mentioned that 

certain noisy fricatives like alveolar [] and [] give the sensation of contact of articulators 

during their production. Note that what is sensed in such cases is the friction of air molecules 

against articulators, not the contact between articulators. We refer to the fricatives of English as 

central fricatives because for all of them, air is let out through a small gap in the centre of the 

mouth. 

 

             
    Figure 2.4: Production Structure for Fricatives 

 

Approximants constitute a second set of English non-stops. During their production, the active 

articulator moves only slightly close to the passive articulator. There is thus a wide gap between 

both articulators for easy airflow (Figure 2.5). For this reason, approximants are sonorous 

(musical) consonants that have a lot in common with vowels in their production, perception and 

acoustics. Indeed we could say that approximants are the bridge between vowels and consonants. 

They are often referred to as semivowels. There are two ways in which air may exit the mouth 

during the production of English approximants: through the centre of the mouth (central 

approximants) and through the side of the mouth (lateral approximants).  English has three 

central approximants and one lateral approximant []. It should be mentioned that during the 

production of the lateral approximants, the tip of the tongue actually is in contact with the 

alveolar ridge. This could mislead the learner to assume that a lateral approximant is a stop. Ces 

ne pas! The emphasis should instead be placed on the blade of the tongue which makes no 

contact with the passive articulator. Rather, air flows out laterally on both sides between the 

tongue blade and the roof of the mouth; hence the name lateral approximant. 

                                      
   Figure 2.5: Production Structure for Approximants 
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Post-Test 

Identify the letters for sounds of different places and manners of articulation in the sentence 

below. 

The judge went to church. 
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Summary 

The point at which two articulators come close or touch each other along the 

vocal track during the production of a sound is the place of articulation (POA) 

of that sound. Each POA has an upper passive articulator and a lower active 

articulator. If the articulators at a place make contact, we say that the 

consonant so produced is a stop. Non-stops are produced with the articulators 

coming close but not touching each other. Some English stops are produced 

with a sudden let out of air – plosives and nasal. In addition, nasals are let out 

through the nose. Other stops are let out by a gradual flow of air – affricates. 

Non-stops produced with hissing sensation are fricatives. All fricatives are 

released through the centre of the mouth. Approximants are those non-stops 

which involve a sonorous free flow of air. They are called semivowels. 

English has both centrally and laterally released approximants.  
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Lecture 3: English Consonants 
 

Introduction 

Hardly any two languages have the same inventory of consonants. Even if they did, each 

consonant may not play the same role in both languages. For this reason, the first preoccupation 

of second language learners of any language is to identify the sounds of the language. This 

practice should also help the learner to isolate those sounds which may be mispronounced 

because of their phonetic closeness to and distance from sounds of the mother tongue. The focus 

in this lecture is on the consonants of English. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you would have learnt: 

 

1. The place and manner of articulation of each of the 24 consonants of English. 

2. How to label (name) the consonants of English. 

3. Those consonant sounds of English which African second language learners may find 

difficult to identify and pronounce. 

4. Basic spelling patterns for consonants in English. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Identify five sounds of your mother tongue which you suspect are not used in 

English. 

2. Identify five sounds of English which you suspect are not used in your mother 

tongue. 

 

English Consonants  

There are twenty-four phonemic consonants in English. We say these sounds are phonemic 

because they confer meaning on words. In example (3.1), all three words have the same sequence 

ending /:/. The only difference is in the consonants that start each word. Since the last two 

segments are the same for all three words, and they each have different meanings, we conclude 

that each initial consonant confers a meaning on its word different from the others. Thus, each 

initial consonant in the set (3.1) is a phoneme in English. 

 

(3.1) Some English Phonemes 

1. seal        /i:/        

2. wheel   /wi:l/        

3.  peel        /pi:l/        
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Table 3.1 situates English consonants in their places and manners of articulation. English 

consonants are produced in nine places of articulation and in six different manners. You would 

notice that there are fewer sounds on this chart than you would find on an elaborate chart of 

sounds such as the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). That is because this chart pertains 

only to English. You should get very acquainted with the chart right away!  

 

You would recall that we discussed the places of articulation in Lecture 2. The emphasis then 

was on the passive and active articulators at every place. I have repeated illustrations of these 

articulators beneath each place caption. Get used to visualizing the articulation for each place of 

articulation. 

 

Before learning sound symbols and names, pay attention to these basic details about the 

consonant chart. 

1. The first row of the chart is a list of Places of articulation. 

2. Places of articulation are usually named after the passive articulator. 

3. Places of articulation are listed left to right in the order in which they appear from front 

to back within the oral cavity. 

4. The first column of the chart lists different manners of articulation. 

5. Within the column of each place of articulation, the sounds written to the left are 

voiceless and those written to the right are voiced. Thus, in the dental column, [] is 

voiceless and [] is voiced. 

 

Table 3.1: Consonants of English. 

  Bilabial 

 

Labio-

dental 

 

 Dental 

 

Alveolar 

   

Palato- 

Alveolar 

 

 Palatal 

 
 

 

  Velar 

 

 Glottal 

   

 Labial-           

velar 

 

Nasal                                            

Plosive                                    

Affricate            

C.Fricative                                           

C.Approxi.              1                    

L.Approxi.                    

 

 

 

                                                             
1 The symbol  is preferred to  because it is more romanic. 
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Hints for Recognizing Phonetic Symbols 

 Nasals are written with the symbols „‟ and „‟. When the lips are involved, the symbol 

is []; otherwise, the symbol is a variety of n- the g-like n as velar nasal and the normal  

as alveolar nasal.. 

 Decide on the prominent sounds at every place. It is easy to recognize [, ] as bilabial, 

[, ] as dental [, ] as alveolar and [, ] as velar. 

 After noting the two points above, you may then begin to learn the symbols for each 

place one after the other. 

 At some point, you and your friend may stake your lunch on who puts up a chart faster 

than the other. When you‟ve missed lunch on a few occasions, the chart will stick 

forever. You may then try the trick on someone who has not learned the chart. 

 

Naming Consonants 

There is a strict sequence to follow in naming consonants. You start by naming the state of the 

glottis, then any diacritic
2
 around the sound, followed by the place of articulation and finally, 

the manner of articulation. When diacritics are absent, just go from naming state of the glottis 

to stating the place of articulation. Here are some examples: 

 

 

   Glottis State Diacritic Place    Manner 

  [] voiceless   labio-dental  central fricative 

     Voiceless labio-dental central fricative 

 

  [] voiced    velar   plosive 

     Voiced velar plosive 

 

  [] voiceless  aspirated alveolar   plosive 

     Voiceless aspirated alveolar plosive 

   

  [] voiced  labialized  velar    plosive 

     Voiced labialized velar plosive 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
2 Diacritics are extra symbols placed around a sound to indicate additional quality. 
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Tips Pronouncing English Consonants 

Here are a few simple tricks for pronouncing consonant sounds:  

a. Identify what passive and active articulators are involved. 

b. Practice moving the active articulator to the passive. Once you are sure about the two 

articulators,  

c. Pay attention to details of manner of articulation like whether the articulators should 

meet, and how the air is let out (suddenly, gradually or through the nose). 

d. Then, try to combine all details from (a) to (c) above, until you attain a level of 

proficiency. 

 

Issues with Second Language Learners of English  

It is usual for second language learners of any language to encounter difficulties in consonant 

recognition and pronunciation. This happens especially if such speakers are adults who are 

already used to certain sound patterns. Thus a Yoruba native speaker is likely to mispronounce 

the affricate [] as [], and [] for []; but an Igbo speaker will not ordinarily make such 

substitutions. The reason is simple. Igbo has [] and [] in its sound inventory and Yoruba does 

not. Let‟s talk about a few more issues: 

 

i. The voiceless alveolar central fricative [] is usually voiced to [] between vowels or 

voiced sounds in English – house [h] becomes houses [], knife [] becomes 

[], or even in the word prerequisite [:]. However, there are exceptions 

to this rule like the [] which is retained in words like basic [] and advertisement 

[:]. The trouble is that native speakers of English know these exceptions by 

convention, but for second language learners the whole process may seem arbitrary. For 

this reason, second language users are advised to look up the phonetic transcription of 

every English word. This may sound too tedious initially, but it should pay off after 

some time of practice. At some point, you would even begin to develop a near-native 

speaker competence and this will shore up your confidence. 

    

ii. Have you heard a Nigerian produce the word pleasure [] as [], [] or 

[]? Can you guess why? Of course it is because the sound [] (which English got 

from French) is scarcely used in Nigerian languages (I was going to say it is never found 

in Nigerian languages, but I‟ve learnt the saying „never say never‟). It is therefore not 

surprising that it is substituted with [] and [] by second language users. The logic is that 

we substitute foreign sounds with sounds from local languages which are similar in 

production and perception to the sound of the foreign language. In this instance as non-

native speakers of English, you should strive to first isolate those sounds you are not 
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used to, and learn their production properly. Soon after, you would begin to recognize 

certain spelling patterns that accompany certain sounds. 

 

iii. Many Nigerian speakers of English also have issues with the sound []. They pronounce 

[] before word initial vowels in English. Thus in [] is rendered as [], and engine 

[] as []. Paradoxically, these same speakers delete [] when it occurs word 

initially before vowels, producing house [] as ouse []. This phenomenon is now 

referred to as the H-factor. My friend Kunle solved this problem by:  

 

a) Being conscious of the defect.  

b) Writing out a long list of words beginning with vowels and those beginning with 

[], and practicing how to pronounce them appropriately,  

c) Identifying such words in speech and pronouncing them slowly until he got used 

to them. 

d) Deciding to fly his shirt for as long as it took to learn.   

 

iv. Nigerian speakers of English have the tendency to pronounce [, ] as [, ] respectively. 

Again this is due to not having the former set of sounds in inventories of local languages. 

Particular attention should be paid to this mix up; otherwise expressions like „We give 

thanks‟ may be rendered as „We give tanks‟, and „I had my bath‟ as „I had my bat‟.  

 

 

Spelling Notes Regarding Consonants 

 [b] and [g] deletion e.g. bomb [], plumb [], thumb [], long [], song [], 

bang []. 

 [, ] deletion before [] e.g. receipt, debt. 

 [, ] insertion e.g. width, dance [:], distance [], dunce []. 
 [] between vowels is usually pronounce []. Exceptions like in the word asic exist. 

Also, after „n‟, „s‟ is pronounce as []. 
 „ss‟ could be [s] or []. 
 „c‟  could be [] or []. 

 Arbitrary use of [, ] breathe [:], breath [], father [:], ether [:]. 

 „nce‟ word finally is pronounced as [nts] as in „dance‟ [].  
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Post-Test 

1. Repeat procedure (a) to (d) of the tips for pronunciation for all the consonants of English. 

 

2. Identify which of these consonants are absent in your mother-tongue. Are there any 

consonants present in your mother-tongue but absent in English? 

 

3. Practice naming all the consonants of English and their pronunciation. Pay attention to 

those consonants for which Nigerians have difficulties either in their production or in 

their appropriate usage in words. 

 

4. Discover five more spelling rules involving consonants which operate in English other 

than those in this text. 

 

5. Search the internet for consonant spelling rules for two languages from any continent.   

 

6. Pronounce the following pairs of words bearing in mind swapping of consonants. 

1. Mocks, mosque 

2. Ask, axe 

3. Fix, axe. 

4. See if you can spot more of such examples in people‟s speeches. 

 

 

Summary 

English has twenty four phonemic consonants. English consonants are 

produced in nine places of articulation and in six different manners. 

Many of these consonant sounds are present in Nigerian languages. 

However, a good number like [, , , , , , ] may be mispronounced 

by second language learners because of their productive, perceptive and 

acoustic proximity to other sounds in Nigerian languages. Sounds 

written to the left of each place of articulation (POA) column are 

voiceless, while those which appear to the right are voiced. As is the 

case with all languages, English consonants are described by the strict 

sequence of their state of the glottis, diacritics, place of articulation and 

manner of articulation. Non-native speakers of English should learn the 

spelling rules for English consonant sounds.  
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Lecture 4: Introducing Vowels 
 

Introduction: Vowels may only be described not defined 

Vowels maintain a free flow of air out of the mouth during their production. For this reason, we 

say they are produced with open articulation. Vowels are sonorous sounds which involve the 

vibration of the vocal cords. Hence all vowels are intrinsically voiced. But of course a good 

number of consonants (i.e. approximants) may also qualify as vowels, going only by the 

description so far presented. In fact, we did say while discussing consonants that approximants 

like [, , j] are also musical and involve little restriction to airflow. Thus, a strict distinction 

between vowels and consonants may only be achieved by resorting to their psychological 

realities. That is the task this lecture should achieve.  

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be familiar with: 

1. The mechanics of vowel production. 

2. Primary and Secondary cardinal vowels. 

3. How to describe and name vowels. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. What reason would you give for the music-like nature of vowels? 

2. Why do we say that vowels are naturally voiced? 

3. Try producing different vowels and decide with your friend which part of the tongue 

is used for each vowel.  

 

Vowels 

Any proficient speaker of a language can easily identify which sounds in any utterance are 

vowels and which are consonants. Accordingly, the definition of vowels will not be complete 

without an appeal to their psychological function as peaks of syllables. Roach (1991:11) tries to 

resolve the vowel-consonant puzzle by evoking their distribution in words. He put it this way:  

 

Consider English words beginning with the sound [h]; what sounds can come next 

after this []? We find that most of the sounds we normally think of as vowels can 

follow (for example [] in the word „hen‟), but practically none of the sounds we 

class as consonants.  

 

Production 

The articulations of vowels are made solely in the oral cavity within an area known simply as the 

vowel space - between the palate-alveolar and the velum as the roof, and the portion from the 

front to the back of the tongue constituting the floor. The position of the body of the tongue 
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within the vowel space is the major determiner of the quality of vowels. However, vowel 

articulation is best described by the tripartite criteria of tongue body, tongue height and Lip 

shape. 

 

Tongue Body Criterion: The expression body of the tongue is the collective name for the front, 

centre and back of the tongue. Consequently, we refer to vowels as front, centre or back vowels 

when they are produced by the raising of corresponding parts of the tongue body.  

 

Tongue Height Criterion: Aside from the part of the tongue body involved in their production, 

vowels are also classified by the height to which the tongue is raised (Figure 4.1). Going by this 

criterion, we may speak of close, open, mid-open and mid-close vowels in English. For close 

vowels, the tongue body is raised to the limit – the point at which any further raise will result in 

airflow restriction inappropriate for vowels. Open vowels are those for which the tongue body is 

as low as it can be – just above the rest level. Mid-open vowels are produced with the tongue 

body raised nearly to the centre of the vowel space but closer to the open position. In converse 

manner, mid-close vowels are pronounced with tongue body nearing the centre of the vowel 

space, but closer to the close position. 

 

                                            
  Figure: 4.1a: Sagittal view of tongue heights during production of vowels  

 

     
  Figure 4.1b: Sagittal view of tongue showing height and position of some vowels 
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Lip Shape Criterion: This refers to the shape the tongue assumes during the production of 

vowels. There are three basic lip shapes, and they are rounded, unrounded (i.e. spread) and 

neutral. The lips are rounded when the points at which the upper and lower lips meet on both 

sides of the mouth (hence referred to as side angles) are drawn close to each other and the lips 

protrude forward. Spread lips imply that the side angles of the lips are pulled further apart from 

rest position, and the lips are retracted. The lips are in neutral position when their deviation from 

rest position is marginal and insignificant.  

 

     Spread     Rounded    Neutral 

                           
 

Figure 4.2: Lip Postures during Production of Vowels 

 

Describing Vowels 

There are two sets of vowels which serve only as pointers to the nature of vowels. They are 

called the primary and secondary cardinal vowels. In describing these vowels, Jones (1956) 

reported in Ladefoged (1971) gives them archetypical features as fours: 

 

a) Primary Cardinal Vowels are: 

i. Arbitrarily selected 

ii. Exact in quality 

iii. They are eight auditorily equidistant vowels 

iv. Peripheral 

 

It aids understanding cardinal vowels to stress that they are an imaginary set put together 

primarily for didactic purposes. That is what is connoted by their arbitrary selection. It means 

that they do not belong to any language; they are just pointers, yardsticks. An extension of their 

arbitrariness is that cardinal vowels are exact in quality. Now it is near impossibility to produce 

the same vowel twice, with the same physical qualities. Therefore, the claim that cardinal vowels 

are exact in quality is essential an abstraction. It stipulates for instance that a particular vowel is 

produced at exactly the same spot in the vowel space with perfect precision. Thus, a half close 

vowel will always be at a precise level in the mouth and produced for the same duration and with 

the vocal cords vibrating at the same frequency every time the vowel is produced. By auditory 

equidistance it is implied that all eight primary cardinal vowels maintain equal acoustic and 

perceptual distance (and difference) one from the other. In reality however, vowels may be 

produced at any point in the auditory and acoustic continuum from vowel 1 to 8. Jones (1956) 

also placed primary cardinal vowels at the extremities of the vowel chart. He defines this quality 
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as (being) peripheral. Now, so long as we theorize, these features are true about cardinal vowels. 

In practice however, not even Daniel Jones can produce the same [] twice. You can‟t swim in 

the same river twice, can you? Indeed nothing real can be done twice with the same precision.  

Figure 4.3 charts the primary cardinal vowels. 

 

       1.                           8. 

 

      2.               7. 

                                    

             3.                                   6. 

   

             4.                  5. 
    Figure 4.3: Primary Cardinal Vowels    

 

Now we can describe or name these primary cardinal vowels by deploying the three criteria of 

production already discussed, plus an additional criterion stipulating the diacritic that a sound 

may have. These four criteria are applied strictly in the order: 1) Diacritic, 2) Tongue height, 3) 

tongue body specification, 4) Lip feature. It should help to note that in the primary cardinal 

vowel series, vowels 1 to 5 are considered spread or unrounded, while vowels 6 to 8 are rounded. 

Let‟ name four of them! 

  

   Diacritic Tongue height Tongue body   Lip feature 

   []   close   front   unrounded 

               Close front unrounded vowel 

 

   Diacritic Tongue height Tongue body   Lip feature 

  []   half-close  back   rounded 

      Half-close back rounded vowel 

    

   Diacritic Tongue height Tongue body   Lip feature 

  [:] long  open    front   unrounded 

      Long open front unrounded vowel 

 

   Diacritic Tongue height Tongue body   Lip feature 

  [  ] nasalized half-open  back    rounded 

      Nasalized half-open back rounded vowel 
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 b) Secondary Cardinal Vowels 

All conditions of primary cardinal vowels apply to secondary cardinal vowels, except that which 

refers to their peripheral nature. Jones (1956) added six central (interior) vowels to the body of 

secondary cardinal vowels, in addition to eight which occur at the traditional points of the vowel 

chart, but with lip rounding opposite those of their primary counterparts. As for the central 

vowels, the ones to the left are rounded and the ones to the right unrounded Figure 4.4.  

 

                                                

         

                                                

                                    

                                             

                   

                                 
    Figure 4.4: Secondary Cardinal Vowels   

 

   Diacritic Tongue height Tongue body   Lip feature 

  []   half-close  front   rounded 

     Half-close front rounded vowel 

 

   Diacritic Tongue height Tongue body   Lip feature 

  []   half-open  central    rounded 

     Half-open central unrounded vowel 

 

   Diacritic Tongue height Tongue body   Lip feature 

  []   close   central   unrounded 

     Close central unrounded vowel 
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Post-Test 

1. Name all the secondary cardinal vowels in your workbook. 

2. Practice producing each cardinal vowel, paying attention to tongue height, tongue 

body and lip features. 
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Summary 

The tongue is the single most important organ for the production of 

vowels. For each vowel, a part of the tongue body (i.e. front, centre and 

back) is raised to a level in the oral cavity, while air from the lungs flows 

out of the mouth. There are four cardinal heights to which the body of the 

tongue may be raised while vowels are produced, and they are: the open, 

half open, half close and close positions. Close position does not imply 

that the tongue touches the roof of the mouth. Rather, it means that the 

tongue is raised to that point where any further raise will prevent a free 

and sonorous flow of air. A vowel may also be produced in between any 

two of the four points described. Thus we say that the vowel space is a 

continuum. Aside from tongue height, the shapes the lips assume also 

add to the quality of the vowel. Broadly speaking, the lips could be 

spread or rounded; and in many languages, the only difference between 

two phonemes may be just the shape of the lips. The lips could also 

assume a neutral position. All vowels are voiced. Vowels are named by 

strictly following the sequence diacritic, tongue height, tongue body, lip 

feature. 

 

http://carynanerislywikispaces.com/
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Lecture 5: The Long and Short of Pure Vowels 
 

 

Introduction  

English vowel specifics begin here. There are three broad types of English vowels: pure vowels, 

diphthongs and triphthongs. Pure vowels are vowels of unchanging quality; they are further 

divided into short and long series. You are about to discover that the difference between long and 

short vowels goes beyond mere duration of production. Indeed, the most engaging aspect of 

English production and perception for the second language learner is the identification and 

distinction of vowels. You will do well to do all the exercises suggested herein. 

 

Objectives 

Here is the body of knowledge I expect you will gain from this lecture: 

1. The shapes which the tongue adopts while producing 12 pure vowels of English. 

2. How to develop mental and physical sketches of pure vowel articulations. 

3. Differences other than duration between long vowels and their short opposites. 

4. How pure vowels a represented in English orthography. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Explain the differences in pronunciation of the following pairs of words: 

a. Peel, Pill 

b. Forks, Fox 

c. Pool, Pull 

d. Hat, Heart 

 

Pure Vowels of English 

Vowels are melodious. The source of that melody is the vibration of the vocal cords, which 

resonates through free-flowing air. We refer to the rate of vibration of the vocal cords as 

fundamental frequency (F). The F of the vocal cords can be measured by instrumental 

procedure. However, the human ear can perceive F in terms of pitch. Pitch is thus defined as the 

perceptual correlate (i.e. equivalent) of fundamental frequency. We say that the pitch of the voice 

of females and children is higher than those of male adults, because the F of the former group is 

higher than the F of the latter.  

 

As you know, melody involves the switching of tunes. Different tunes arise from different 

fundamental frequencies. Pure vowels are those vowels for which F (and therefore tune) does 

not change during their production. We refer to pure vowels as vowels of unchanging quality. 

They are produced with a single tune. Pure vowels are further described as long or short. English 
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has twelve pure vowels – 5 long and 7 short. In Figure 5.1 some English words with pure vowels 

are used to situate these pure vowels in their positions within the vowel space.  

    
  Figure 5.1: Words with Pure Vowels in Vowels Space Positions (Wikispace) 

    

 

Long Vowels 

A simple description for long vowels is that they are those pure vowels that are perceived for a 

longer duration than other vowels. To emphasize their long duration, we write long vowels with 

the diacritic [:] placed after the vowel symbol (i.e. to the right of the symbol). See Figure 5.2 for 

the long vowels of English. Now, both long and short vowels of English are considered pure 

vowels, because their qualities do not change during production, and their positions in the vowel 

space are fixed. 

 

     :          : 

 

 

                            :       : 

        

   

            : 

       Figure 5:2 Long Vowels of English 
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The following is an overview of the long vowels of English. I present sagittal production 

diagrams and orient each vowel in its place in the vowel chart. A few words with these vowels 

are also provided plus their orthographic forms in words. You should start by observing each 

articulation, then try pronouncing the vowel in isolation, after which you can try producing the 

words. You should also begin to recognize the orthographic patterns in which vowels are writing 

in normal text. This has the advantage of helping you guess which vowel is in a word you 

haven‟t seen before. However, don‟t blame me if you get the vowel wrong! As you know 

English, like most people, is inconsistent.  

 

[:]:  Long close front unrounded vowel. Slightly spread lips. 

                         
 

         [:] Orthography                     Words  

-ee-   as in   see  

-ea-   as in   eat 

-ie-   as in   yield 

-ei-   as in   seize 

-e-   as in   scene 

-i-   as in   police 

-eo-   as in   people 

-ey-   as in   key 

-ay-   as in   quay 

 

 

[:]: Long mid central neutral vowel. This vowel is neutral to lip rounding. 
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  [:] Orthography                       Words 

   -w + -or-  as in   word 

-our-   as in   scourge 

-ir-   as in   bird 

-yr-   as in   myrtle 

-er-   as in   serve 

-ur-   as in   fur 

-ear-   as in   earth 

 

Let me state straightaway that there is a ubiquitous short form of [:], the schwa [], which 

represents many English vowels in weak syllables. This vowel is produced with the centre 

of the tongue placed slight higher than the position for [:] and for shorter duration. Other 

features are the same with [:]. Of course schwa [] is a short vowel. I only found it 

opportune to mention it now because of its proximity to [:]. 

 

[:]: Long open back vowel. Neutral lip position. 

 

                                                            
     

[:] Orthography                     Words  

-a-   as in   pass 

-ar-   as in   art 

-au-   as in   aunt 

-er-   as in   clerk 

-ear-   as in   hearth 

-al-   as in   calm 
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[:]: Long mid back rounded vowel. It has strong lip-rounding as evinced by protruding lips. 

Also notice that the tongue back is more posterior that for [:]. 

   

               

  [:] Orthography                     Words 

  -aw-    as in   law 

-ou-    as in   bought 

-au-    as in   taught 

-a-    as in   all 

-or-    as in   horse 

-oor-    as in   door 

-oar-    as in   hoarse 

-our-    as in   pour 

-oa-    as in   broad 

 

 

[:]: Long close back rounded vowel. The lips are rounded; notice their protrusion. 

 

            
 

  [:] Orthography                     Words 

  -o-    as in   who 

-oo-    as in   fool 

-u-    as in   rude 

-ou-    as in   soup 

-ew-    as in   few 

-ue-    as in   blue 

-eu-    as in   feudal 

-oe-    as in   shoe 

-ui-    as in   fruit 
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Short Vowels 

As the adjective suggests, short vowels are produced for shorter duration than long vowels. In 

addition, for many short vowels, the tongue back and root are pulled towards the pharyngeal 

wall, causing a narrowing of the pharynx during their production. There are seven short vowels 

in English (Figure 5.2). 

 

               

 

 

      

                         

                

Figure 5.2: Short Vowel of English 

[]:   Lowered close front unrounded vowel. Otherwise called the short []. It is more open than 

[:], slightly spread and with a constriction in the pharynx. Now, as a result of the 

tightening of the pharynx, the position of [] is slightly lower and more back than that for 

[:]. 

            
   [] Orthography                     Words 

    -i-   as in   rich 

-y-   as in   city, rhythm 

-e-   as in   wicket, pretty 

-ie-   as in   ladies, sieve 

-a-   as in   village, private 

-o-   as in   women 

-u-   as n   busy 

-ay-   as in   Monday, Sunday 

-ai-   as in   fountain 
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[]:  Mid front unrounded vowel. Lips are slightly spread. If you are a native speaker of 

Nigerian languages, this vowel is pronounced somewhere between mid-high and mid-

open IPA vowels [] and []. 

 

      
 

  [] Orthography                     Words 

   -e-   as in   egg 

-a-   as in   any 

-eo-   as in   leopard 

-ea-   as in   realm 

-ei-   as in   leisure 

 

 

[]:  Simply called the short []. It is a front vowel, not completely open like the Benue-

Congo []. Slightly spread.  

 

      
 

   [] Orthography                     Words 

    a  as in  hat, man, cash, cap. 

  

[]:  Lowered open-mid central vowel. Neutral lip position 
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   [] Orthography                     Words 

    -o-   as in   come 

-oo-   as in   flood 

-u-   as in   sun, cut, hut 

-ou-   as in  trough 

-oe-   as in   does 

 

[]:  Raised open back rounded vowel, or lowered mid back rounded vowel. Located between 

open-mid and open tongue heights. The lips are slightly rounded. Note that aside from 

duration, the main difference between this sound and [:] is that the lips are rounded here. 

   

                   
    

 

  

   [] Orthography                     Words 

    -o-   as in   sorry 

-au-   as in   because 

-a-   as in   what 

-ou-   as in   cough 

-ow-   as in   knowledge 

 

 

 

    

[]:   (lowered) Close back rounded vowel. There is constriction in the pharynx and slightly 

round lip position. As a result of the tightening of the pharynx, the position of [] is 

slightly lower and more back than that for [:], though not reflected in the vowel space.  
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   [] Orthography                     Words 

    -o-   as in   woman 

- oo-   as in   good 

- u-    as in   full 

- ou-   as in   could 

 

 

[]: Short mid central neutral vowel (Schwa). Pronounced very like a short [:]. It is slightly 

higher than [:] in the vowel space. It functions as substitute for practically any English 

vowel in unstressed syllables. It also appears in word initial position in many words that 

begin with vowel letter „a‟, and sometimes „u‟ and „o‟. For this reason, second language 

learners often pronounce the Schwa as [] at the beginning of words.  

 

       
 

   [] Orthography                     Words 

            --  as in          ago, away, along, amaze 

            --   as in   upon, suppose, circus 

            -o-  as in  reason, obtain, occur 

            -e-  as in  open, belief, jacket 

            -i-  as in   liquid, cousin, humid 
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Post-Test 

1. Distinguish the following pairs of vowels by production diagrams: 

a) [] and [:] 

b) [:] and [] 

c) [] and [:] 

d) [:] and [] 

 

2. Look up 20 new words from the dictionary, keeping your eye away from their phonetic 

transcription. Write the words and guess their transcriptions in your workbook. Then look 

their transcription up in to see how accurate you were. Repeat this exercise as often as 

you can.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

Pure vowels are those whose tunes are constant during their production. We refer to 

them as vowels of unchanging quality. English has 12 pure vowels; five of which are 

long, and seven short vowels.  Aside from the duration, a major difference between 

long and short vowels lies in the level of retraction of the tongue root (e.g. [:] versus 

[], and [:] versus []). Long [:] and short [] are produced by the back of the 

tongue, but the tongue back is slightly lower for []. In addition, whereas [] and [:] 

are referred to as short and long counterparts; [] is produced with the front, while 

[:] is produced with the back of the tongue. There are overlaps in the English vowel 

orthography, such that two or more different vowels may share the same 

orthographic form. For this reason, one should confirm the vowel in each word with 

a dictionary.  

 



37 

 

References 
 

British Council. Retrieved 14 May 2013 http://carynanerislywikispaces.com.  

 

Dale P. and Poms L. 2005. English Pronunciation Made Simple. Pearson Education: New York. 

 

Ladefoged, Peter. (1971). Preliminaries to linguistic phonetics. University of Chicago Press: 

Chicago. 

 

Laver J.1994. Principles of Phonetics. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. 

 

Lewis A. A. (to appear) Undergraduate Phonetics and Phonology. 

 

Roach P. 1991. English Phonetics and Phonology: A Self-contained Comprehensive 

pronunciation course. 2
nd

 ed. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. 

 

www.usingenglish.com Retrieved 14 May 2013. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://carynanerislywikispaces.com/
http://www.usingenglish.com/


38 

 

Lecture 6: Distinguishing [:] from [], [:] from [] 

Introduction 
The discussion here will centre on distinguishing vowels in the same close neigbhourhood 

within the vowel space.  We will pay attention to their similarities and especially differences, 

and show how they function as phonemes, distinguishing words in English. We follow up 

sound description with copious practical exercises – words and passages. Supplementary 

materials will be utilized in interactive classes. At this point you must possess and make the 

most of a Daniel Jones Pronunciation Dictionary, alongside any ordinary dictionary with IPA 

transcriptions of British English. 

 

Objectives 

It is usual for second language learners of English to miss the distinction between certain 

vowels with close articulatory and perceptual similarity. For instance, most Nigerians 

converge [:] and [] to []; and [:] and [] to []. In this lecture you will learn:  

 

1. To produce vowels [:] and [], [:] and [] distinctly. 

2. To perceive the vowels clearly, and 

3. To discriminate words with each of these sounds. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Identify the vowels in the following words: 

Bid, Bead, leave, live, niece, sheep, ship, feel, fill, still, steel, peace, piece 

2. Why do you think it is difficult for Africans to distinguish the vowels in the 

words in question (1)? 

 

Distinguishing [:] from [] 
Vowels [:] and [] 
[:]: Long close front unrounded vowel. Also called the long [:]. 

 Oral orifice is tense and in „smiling‟ position. That is, lips are spread. 

 Jaw almost completely raised in consonance with tongue height. 

 Tongue front is raised high near the roof of the mouth. 

 

[]:  (Short) close front unrounded vowel. Also known as the short [:] 
 Lips are relaxed and slightly parted 

 Jaw slightly lower than for [:] 
 Tongue high but lower than for [:] 
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Exercise 6.1: Practical Distinctions 

             Word        Pronunciation               Word        Pronunciation 

                                        /i:/                                                                  / / 
1. least        /i:t/       list   /t/ 
2. meal   /i:l/       mill   /l/ 
3. peel        /pi:l/       pill   /p l/ 
4. deep       /di:p/       dip   /d p/ 

5. been       /bi:n/       bin   /b n/ 

6. eat        /i:t/       it   / t/ 
7. seek       /si:k/       sick   /sk/ 

8. feel       /fi:l/       fill   /f/ 
9. seat       /si:t/       sit   /st/ 
10. sleep      /sli:p/       slip   /slp/ 

 

Exercise 6.2: Sentences having words with [:] boldface 

1. See you at three. 

2. Pleased to meet you. 

3. She received her teaching degree from Leads 

4. They reached a peace agreement. 

5. No cream or cheese for me please! 

 

Exercise 6.3: Sentences having words with [] boldface.  

1. This is it 

2. This is my sister 

3. I will sit in a minute 

4. My little sister is timid 

5. Did you give him his gift? 

 

Exercise 6.4: Identify the words with [:] and [] in the following sentences, then say the 

sentences aloud, making a distinction between the two sounds.  

 

1. Aroma‟s chips are cheap. 

2. Please sit in the seat. 

3. He did a good deed. 

4. I‟ll have my meal in the mill 

5. Which of the witches had the sandwich? 
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Exercise 6.5: Read the following passage aloud, paying attention to words with [:] and 

[]. 
The Winter Olympics 

Since 1924, the Winter Olympics has been an international event. Now these activities are 

seen by millions on television. Men and women from distant cities and countries participate 

in this competition. They all wish to be winners. They ski downhill amidst pretty scenery. 

Skill usually makes the difference. Some will finish with a silver medal, some with a gold 

medal, some with cheers and others with tears. But all will win our hearts and infinite 

respect. 

(Adapted from English Pronunciation Made Simple: 11) 

Distinguishing [:] from [] 

Vowels [:] and [] 

[:]: Long close back rounded vowel 

 Lips are tense and in whistling position. They are protruded 

 Tongue back and jaw are almost completely raised 

 Long duration 

 

[]: (Short) close back rounded vowel 

 Lips  are relaxed and slightly parted, causing slight lip protrusion 

 Jaw is slightly lower than for [] 

 Tongue root is retracted causing constriction in the pharynx.  

 

Points to Note 

i. When [:] comes after (non-clustered) [, , ] or [], it is pronounced as []. Not 

so for [].  

ii. The letters –oo- followed by  or  are usually pronounced [], like in good // 

and look //.  

iii. In like manner, -oo- followed by l, m, or n is usually pronounced as [:], like in 

school /:/, boom /:/ and moon /:/. Of course, exceptions abound.  
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Exercise 6.6: Practical Distinctions 

                  //                                                               / u:/ 

1. boo         / /   boot        /bu:t/ 

2. pull          /pl/    pool            /pu:l/ 

3. full           /f l/              fool        /fu:l/ 

4. cook        /k/             cool             /ku:l/ 

5. stood     //            stool           /stu:l/ 

6. soot         /st/                           suit             /su:t/ 

7. look     //    Luke        /:/ 

 

 

Exercise 6.7: Sentences having words with [:] boldface 

1. School will soon be through. 

2. He proved he knew the truth. 

3. Who ruined my new blue shoes? 

4. My tooth is loose. 

5. This group blew the truce. 

Exercise 6.8: Sentences having words with [] boldface 

1. Could you eat ten cubes of sugar? 

2. Take a good look. 

3. The woman stood a foot away. 

4. She took a look at the crook. 

5. Banjo is good-looking. 

Exercise 6.9: Bring out the distinction between [:] and [] in the following sentences. 

1. I hate the black suit    I hate the black soot 

2. She went to Luke    She went to look 

3. Take a good look at luke 

4. Pull him from the pool 

5. She stood and stewed about the problem 

6. There should be a full moon too. 

7. Too many cooks spoil the soup. 

8. The butcher cooked a goose 

9. I‟m too hungry, and couldn’t do with cookies. 

10. June is a good month to move. 
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Exercise 6.10:  

 Study the passage below.  

 Check the transcription of words you suspect have [:] or [], then  

 Let a colleague read the passage aloud, paying attention to words with [:] and 

[]. 

 Correct your colleague until the reading is flawless. 

 

Houdini 

Harry Houdini was a magician known throughout the world. Our own Professor Peller learnt a 

lot from him. Houdini could remove himself from chains and ropes and could walk through 

walls! He was born in Budapest, Hungary. He moved to New York when he was twelve and 

soon took up magic. Rumours had it that Houdini had supernatural powers. However, he was 

truthful and stated that his tricks could be understood by all humans! Houdini is an icon for all 

practising and would-be magicians. 

(Adapted from English Pronunciation Made Simple) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post Test 

1. Check your dictionary for 20 words with [:], and twenty words with []. Write them out 

with phonetic transcription in your workbook. 

2. Identify twenty common words for which Nigerians use [:] instead of [] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

The vowels [:] and [] are considered long and short counterparts in 

English. They are both produce by raising the front body of the tongue. 

Aside for the one being longer in duration than the other, the tongue 

elevation for [] is slightly lower than it is for [:], and the tongue root is 

advanced for [:] while it is retracted for []. The same relationship as [:] 
and [] applies to [:] and [], save for the facts that the latter pair are 

produced by the elevation of the back of the tongue and the lips are 

spread for the front vowels while they are rounded for the back pair. All 

for vowels are English phonemes. 
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Lecture 7: Distinguishing Vowels [:] from []; []; [] and [:]  

 
 

Introduction 

The second language learner usually mixes up the distinction between [:], [] and [] on the 

one hand, and [], [:] and [] on the other hand. This lecture should resolve some of these 

problems by magnifying their differences. There are ample exercises to do and passages to read. 

Aside from these, you should keep checking your dictionary to confirm doubts about any of 

these sounds in the words that you use on a daily basis. 

 

Objectives 

The objectives of this lecture are to: 

1. Discriminate between [:] and [], and among [], [:] and []. 

2. Articulate and perceive these sounds accurately. 

3. Rid you of regional accents as portrayed in the use of vowels. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Review lecture 5 for the sounds [:], [], [], [:] and [], until you have a clear 

enough mental picture of their production diagram. 

2. Watch an episode of the BBC News, listening out for each of the five sounds in focus 

here. Then look in a pronunciation dictionary to see how correct you are. 

 

 

Distinguishing [:], [] and [] 

Now, [:] and [] appear in this set largely because they correspond with each other in American 

and British English words. By which I mean that despite the fact that both American and British 

English speakers use both sounds, there is a high tendency for Americans to use [:] in words 

where the British use [].  Some key words are used to illustrate this pattern. Linguists refer to 

such consistent pattern of sound substitution among languages as systematic sound 

correspondence.    All three sounds in this section are open sounds. Described as follow: 

 

The Vowel [:]: Long open back neutral vowel 

 Lips completely apart in a “yawning” position 

 Jaw lower than for any other vowel 

 Tongue flat, on the floor of the mouth 
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The Vowel []: Raised open back rounded vowel. Often referred to as the short [], with 

the alternative name: lowered mid back rounded vowel. 

 Lips slightly round 

 Jaw is low but raised above the level of [:] 

 Tongue between open mid and open tongue heights. 

  

Observe these key words which illustrate systematic correspondence between British (£) 

and American English ($). 

 

£: cop [:], hot [:], Odd [:]  

$: cop [],  hot [],  Odd  [] 

 

 The Vowel []: Raised open front unrounded vowel. 

 Lips are spread 

 Jaw open wider than for [] 
 Tongue is low and near the floor of the mouth 

 

Key words: at [], fat [], happy [:] 
 

Second language learners often confuse the production and perception of these sounds. The way 

around that is to pay careful attention to their production, description and diagrams. Keep 

practising their production until you are convinced that you can produce them distinctly; after 

which you may do the following exercise. 
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Exercise 7.1: Each of the words is the numbers below has one of the vowels we just 

discussed. Pronounce each word in such a way that you or your partner can 

perceive each vowel different from the other. 

         $           £    Both 

      [:]           []     [] 

1. Cop [:]  Cop []  Cap [] 

2. Hot [:]  Hot []  Hat [] 
3. Pot  [:]  Pot []  Pat [] 
4. Odd [:]  Odd []  add [] 

5. Mop  [:]  Mop  []  Map  [] 

6. Top  [:]  Top  []  Tap  [] 

7. Log  [:]  Log  []  Lag  [] 

8. Lock  [:]  Lock  []  Lack  []   

9. Cot  [:]  Cot []  Cat [] 
10. God [:]  God  []  gad [] 

Vowel [:] Versus [] 

Now, let‟s take a closer look at the long and short [:, ]. You may have noticed that the 

connotation that they are just long and short alternatives of the same sound is essentially false 

from the point of view of production; and true regarding perceptual proximity. [:] is long 

alright, but it is a back vowel. [] has a shorter duration, yet it is a front vowel. In addition, 

whereas the lips are neutral for [:], they are spread (i.e. unrounded) for []. Regardless of these 

differences however, they are in the same neigbhourhood of perception. Exercise 7.2 should help 

sharpen your discrimination of [:] and []  

Exercise 7.2: Pronounce each word in such a way that you or your partner can perceive 

each vowel different from the other. 

                                       /:/                                          /æ/            

1. harm   /h:m/                          ham  /hæm/  

2. bark   /b:k/   back  /bæk/ 

3. barn   /b: n/   ban  /bæn/ 

4. mart   /m: t /   mat  /mæt/ 

5. park   /p :k/   pack  /pæk/ 

6. heart   /h: t/   hat  /hæt/ 

7. part   /p: t/   pat  /pæt/ 

8. chart   /:/   chat  /æ/ 
9. hard   /h: d/   had  /hæd/ 

10. cart   /k: t/   cat  /kæt/ 
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Exercise 7.3: Look through Exercises 7.1 and 7.2 and identify the spelling patterns for [:], 

[] and [] in English. 

 

 

Distinguishing [:], [] and []  

The emphasis in the similarity of vowels [:], [] and [] lies in their perception more than in 

their production. Nigerian second language learners of English usually neutralize all three sounds 

as [:] because hardly any Nigerian language utilizes the other two. You really should pay 

attention to production descriptions and try to catch the difference in their perceptions. 

  

The Vowel [:]: Long mid back rounded vowel 

 Lip is tense, oval in shape and slightly protruded 

 Jaw is open slight more than mid position 

 Low tongue position, but not as low as [:] 

 

Exercise 7.4: Pronounce the following words, paying particular attention to vowel [:]. 

1. cord        /k:d/    6. fork        /f:k/  

2. ward         /w:d/   7. court        /k:t/ 

3. nought   /n:t/     8. caught        /k:t/  

4. corn         /k:n/    9. poured        /p:d/ 

5. cork         /k:k/   10. roar        /:/ 

 

The Vowel []: Raised open back rounded vowel. Often referred to as the short [], with 

the alternative name: lowered mid back rounded vowel. 

 Lips slightly round 

 Jaw is low but raised above the level of [:] 

 Tongue between open mid and open tongue heights. 

 

 

Exercise 7.5: Pronounce the following words, paying particular attention to vowel []. 

  // 

1.     rod /rd/    6.    fox  /f ks/ 

2.     wad /wd/   7.   cot  /kt/ 

3.   not /n t/   8.   wasp  /wsp/ 

4.     copy /kp/   9.   pod  /pd/ 

5.     cock /kk/   10.   what  /w t/ 
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Exercise 7.6: In one string of utterance, say [:] [] [:] three times and see if you can sense 

the back of the tongue rising as you progress from [:] to [] to [:]. 

 

 

Exercise 7.7: Read the following sentences carefully, paying attention to the words with [
1. His is a hard lot. 

2. There is a dog near the black pot. 

3. It‟s a baby‟s cot. 

4. There‟s a lot of lines to learn by heart. 

5. Don‟t shoot the cock. 

 

Contrasting [] and [:] 

There are many pairs of words which reveal the status of [] and [:] as separate phonemes in 

English. Such words contain the same sequences of sounds, save for the one slot in which the 

two sounds in focus substitute each other. Linguists refer to such pairs of words as minimal pair. 

When more than two such words are listed, they are called minimal set. The following exercise 

involves minimal pairs of words in which [] and [:] contrast.   

 

Exercise 7.8: Pronounce the following words emphasizing the distinction between [] and 

[:]. 

         []                    [:] 
 1. cod /d/   cord  /k:d/ 

 2. wad /wd/   ward  /w:d/ 

 3. not /n t/   nought  /n:t/ 

 4.  cock /kk/   cork  /k:k 

 5. fox /fks/   fork  /f:k/ 

 6. cot  /kt/    court  /k:t/  

 7. pod /pd/   poured  /p:d/ 

 

 

The Vowel []: Lowered mid-open neutral vowel. Also described as the unrounded [:] 

 Lips are relaxed and in neutral position. 

 Jaw is slightly lowered. 

 Tongue is close to mid-open level but lower than for [:]. 
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Exercise 7.9: Pronounce the following words, paying particular attention to vowel []. 

 

1. Stuck //   6. ugly  /:/ 
2. come //   7. much // 
3. nut  //   8. cup  // 

4. wonder //  9. does  // 

5. country /:/  10. Luck // 

 

The next exercise presents a minimal sets of words which underscore the phonemic status of [, 

:, , :] 

 

Exercise 7.10: Read the following minimal sets of words aloud to your partner, and let her 

or him judge whether you made clear distinction of [, :, , :]. 

 

[]           []    [:]         [:] 

1. cot      // cut     //  caught     /:/ cart     /:/ 
2. don     // done  //  dawn      /:/ darn /:/ 

3. cod      // cud    //  cord     /:/ card /:/ 

 

 

Exercise 7.11:  

 Study the passage below.  

 Check the transcription of words you suspect have [], [] or [:], then  

 Let a colleague read the passage aloud, paying attention to words with [], [] 

and [:]. 

 Correct your colleague until the reading is flawless. 

 

Getting to Work Late 

I often get to my office late. That‟s because my clock loses time every year. It‟s quite odd and I 

have trouble explaining to my boss. Once, I knocked on his door at ten past eight. He took a 

long, hard look at me and asked me to go back home. However, he soon recalled me because he 

has a soft spot for me. I ought to be more conscious of setting my clock. 
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Post-Test 

1. After the nature of Exercise 7.10, check your dictionary for five minimal sets of 

words showing distinction among vowels [], [], [:] and [:]. 
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Summary 

Two sets of vowels which may confuse second language learners were 

discussed in this lecture. The first set comprises of vowels [:] and [], 

often referred to as the long and short []. Curiously, [:] is an open back 

vowel, while [] is a near open front vowel, yet they have similar 

perceptual cues. In addition, it was shown that there is a clear systematic 

correspondence between [] and [:] in American and British English 

respectively. The vowel [] is referred to as the short [:]. Both [:] and 

[] are back rounded vowels, with [] produced lower than [:]. The 

central vowel [] sounds a bit like [], but it bears a neutral lip posture. 
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Lecture 8: Distinguishing Mid Vowels [:], [] and [] 

 

Introduction 

Mid vowels are articulated with the tongue raised approximately halfway toward the roof of the 

mouth. There are five such vowels in English. Two of them, [:] and [], were discussed in 

Lecture 7 because of their perceptual similarity with low vowels [], [:]. For that same reason, 

the vowels presently in focus are [:], [] and []. Most African second language learners of 

English produce them all together as []. Such speakers are wont to pronounce bird [:] and 

bed [] as [], and ago [] as []. If you are confused about the words just mentioned, 

you need this lecture. 

 

Objectives 

This lecture is to help you: 

1. Pronounce [:], [] and [] distinctly 

2. Perceive [:], [] and [] clearly, and 

3. Achieve greater English proficiency. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. From the knowledge gained in Lecture 5, state two ways in which the articulation of 

[:] differs from [] and [], two differences between [] and []. 

 

2. Which of the sounds in (1) above is least likely to occur in strong syllable, which is 

least likely to occur in weak syllables and why? 

 

Distinguishing [:] from [] 

The vowels [:] and [] are considered long and short mid central vowels respectively. In 

addition to that it was pointed out in lecture 5 that the vowels in most unstressed syllables in 

English almost always sound like []. Therefore, phoneticians say that [] may represent any 

sound in unstressed syllable. It is therefore not considered a phoneme in English, but a phonetic 

representation of any other vowel in an unstressed syllable. Linguists describe sounds that 

represent phonemes in specific phonetic environments as allophones. Therefore, we could label 

[] as a ubiquitous allophone of any sound in unstressed syllables.  The ubiquity derives from the 

fact that Schwa [] can represent just any vowel of English. This ubiquitous nature is further 

amplified by the fact that [] may be written with any letter or combination of letters of the 

English alphabet. Now, [:] is quite distinct from schwa [] as [:] is abundantly found in 

stressed syllables.  
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The Vowel [:]: Long mid central neutral vowel. 

 Lips are slightly protruded and in neutral position. 

 Jaw is slightly lowered, and 

 Centre of the tongue is nearly exactly at the mid level of the vowel space. 

 

You should note that one of the traits of American English is that some r-colouring is added to 

the pronunciation of [:]. Birds [:] for instance would be pronounced [] by an 

American. The -colouring compensates for the length of the vowel, therefore in the American 

representation of this sound there may be no colon [:] indicating long duration in transcription. 

Phoneticians refer to the r-colouring of any sound as rhotacism and say that such sounds are 

rhotic. My personal preference is that [:] should not be rhotic. Nothing against America though!  

 

Exercise 8.1: Pronounce the following words convincing an informed colleague that you 

can articulate the vowel [:]. 

 

1. offered
3
 /:/   6. turn  /:/ 

2. learn /:/   7. girl  /:/ 
3. furniture /:/  8. shirt  /:/ 
4. search /:/   9. firm  /:/ 

5. journal /:/  10. nurse /:/ 
 

Exercise 8.2: Read the following sentences aloud. The words in boldface contain the vowel 

[:]. 

1. Practise, and you will certainly learn [:]. 

2. I heard the chirping of the birds. 

3. I prefer the scent of that perfume. 

4. Christians worship in churches. 

5. The Turkish also serve turkey. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
3 The present tense of this verb has schwa in the second syllable. 
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The Vowel Schwa []: Short mid central neutral vowel. 

 Lips are relax and in neutral position. 

 Jaw is slightly lowered, and 

 Centre of the tongue is exactly at the mid level of the vowel space. 

 This is the sound with the shortest duration in English. It is the weakest sound. 

Hence it is pushed around unstressed syllables by every other sound!  

 

All the while, it has been stressed that schwa only appears in unstressed syllables. But we may 

only speak of an unstressed syllable if another syllable in the same word or expression is 

adjudged as stressed relative to the unstressed one. By implication, an unstressed syllable must 

be adjacent to a stressed syllable. For this reason, you are sure not to find schwa in a 

monosyllabic word. Wherever there is a schwa, there are at least two syllables. 

 

Exercise 8.3: Pronounce the following words convincing an informed colleague that you 

can articulate the vowel schwa [].  

 

1. offer / /  6. alive  // 

2. above //  7. madam // 

3. teacher / :/  8. Favour / / 

4. success // 9. kingdom /:/ 

5. subdue /:/ 10. thorough /:/ 

 

Exercise 8.4: Say the following pairs of words carefully, such that you magnify the 

differences in the first vowel of each word. 

  

1. adverse / :/ adversity /::/ 
2. affirm /:/ affirmation // 

3. apply //  application // 

4. applaud /:/ applause /:/ 

5. adverb /:/ adverbial /:/ 
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Exercise 8.5: Guess which of the syllables in the following words has schwa, then check the 

dictionary to confirm. You can bet with a friend over transport fare home. 

 

1. pigeon  6. agony 

2. famous  7. buffalo 

3. delicious  8. signal 

4. nation  9. suppose 

5. certain  10. seventy 

 

Exercise 8.6: Read the following sentences aloud. Make sure you pronounce the syllables 

with [] (i.e. in boldface) with less force than other syllables. 

1. See you tomorrow. 

2. Consider my complaint. 

3. I suppose it‟s possible. 

4. Don‟t complain about the problem. 

5. My cousin arrived at seven. 

 

The Vowel []: mid front unrounded vowel. 

 Lips slightly spread and unrounded 

 Jaw higher than for [] 

 Front of tongue between half-close and half-open points 

 

The second language African learner of British English usually produces this vowel as []. The 

immediate cause for this is that many African languages have the vowel [], but not [] in the 

shade in which it appears in British English. Indeed the [] in most African languages is 

precisely produced at the mid-close (i.e. half-close) position. American English also has the 

African equivalent []. The [] in British English is however midway between the half-close and 

half-open points; hence the confusion. To articulate British English [] properly, it helps to 

producing a sound perceptually between African [] and []. 

 

Exercise 8.7: Pronounce the following words well enough to convince an informed 

colleague that you can articulate the British vowel [] properly.  

1. friend //   6. guest // 
2. bury /:/   7. press // 
3. health //   8. bell  // 
4. any  /:/   9. leisure // 

5. footsteps //  10. Death // 
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Exercise 8.9:  

 Study the passage below.  

 Check the transcription of words you suspect have [:], [] or [], then  

 Let a colleague read the passage aloud, paying attention to words with [:], [] 

and []. 

 Correct your colleague until the reading is flawless. 

 

 

The Bible 

The Bible is easily one of the most known and most read books, yet very few pause to find out 

its source. I am almost certain that even you the reader of this passage do not know how the 

Bible became. You may believe that it is inspired by the Holy Spirit; that it was written by holy 

men and so on. But have you paused to ask why there is no mention of the word Bible in the 

Bible? The reason is simple! There were many books written with the claim of divine inspiration. 

The situation got so bad that people no longer knew which of these scriptures to believe. 

Catholic Church leaders then got together in the 4
th

 century AD. After much prayer and 

deliberation, the books of the new and old testaments were pooled together into one bind, which 

the church called the Bible. That is what has been handed down from generation to generation to 

this day. The truth is that Christians believe the Bible because the Church says it is the inspired 

word of God. Thus, every word in the Bible is a product of both divine inspiration and tradition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

There are three mid vowels in English, and they are [], [:] and []. 

Whereas [:] and [] are central vowels with neutral lip posture, but 

with [:] produced slightly lower in the vowel space than []; [] is a 

front vowel produced with spread lips. Though schwa [] is 

considered a short counterpart of [:], it still plays a ubiquitous role in 

English as default allophone of any vowel phoneme in weak and 

unstressed syllables. Second language learners often pronounce the 

English [] like the half close front unrounded cardinal vowel, but in 

English [] has the tongue raised between cardinal vowels [] and []. 
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Post-Test 

1. First transcribe, then say the following words carefully in such a way that you 

pronounce variations for sounds in the position of [].  

i. advert/advertise 

ii. relation/relative 

iii. agree/agreement 

iv. assess/assessment 

v. append/appendage 

 

2. Investigate the possibility that American English may not have the [] sound as 

African languages have it. 
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Lecture 9: English Diphthongs and Triphthongs 
 

Introduction 

Up until now, we have discussed pure vowels. A pure vowel is a vowel whose quality (i.e. 

position in the vowel space) does not change during its production. A diphthong on the other 

hand, is a vowel whose quality changes once during its production. Diphthongs consist of 

movement or glide from one vowel position to the other vowel position during the pronunciation 

of just one vowel. They involve two tunes. In like manner, triphthongs involve quality change 

twice during the pronunciation of one vowel. They consist of glide from one vowel position to 

another vowel position, and yet to a third vowel position during the production of just one vowel 

(i.e. three tunes). Naturally, diphthongs are produced for longer duration than monothongs, and 

triphthongs take even longer than diphthongs to produce. Non-native speakers of English often 

substitute diphthongs with monothongs for lack of such sounds in their native sound inventory.  

 

Objectives 

At the close of this lecture I expect that: 

1. You would be able to visualize the movement of the tongue from one vowel 

point to another within the vowel space, during the production of every 

diphthong in English. 

 

2. You would have learnt a similar trajectory as (1) above for triphthongs in 

English. 

 

3. You would recognize English words containing diphthongs and triphthongs, 

and pronounce these sounds skillfully.  

 

Pre-Test 

1. Try producing [e] and slur into [], then produce [] and move into [], make sure you 

don‟t break the sequence between each vowel in the pairs. You are already producing 

diphthongs. 

 

 

Diphthongs 

There two types of diphthongs, namely centring diphthongs and closing diphthongs. Centring 

diphthongs move from the periphery of the vowel space to the centre, ending with schwa []. 

There are three centring diphthongs: [], [] and [].  
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Closing diphthongs move towards the top of the vowel space, ending with short vowels [] or []. 

There are five closing diphthongs, three ending in [] and two ending in []: [], [], [] and 

[] and []. Observe the chart (Figure 9.1) below for the eight diphthongs of English.  Table 

9.1 has words for each diphthong. A caveat is proper here to the effect that diphthongs do not 

always start at the point of an English pure vowel. Whenever this is the case, we use the symbol 

other than that of a pure vowel, [] for instance.  

 

                               
  Figure 9.1:  English Diphthongs show direction of vowel trajectory 

 

  Table 9.1: Words containing Diphthongs 

                             
 

Often, non-native speakers of English like you and I substitute pure vowels for diphthongs. This 

is because the first part of a diphthong is longer and stronger than the second part, and non-native 

speakers often do not perceive the second part. For instance cake is often pronounce [] 

instead of [], Here [] is taken for []. If the second part of the diphthong is heavier than 

the first, it could happen that the second part of the diphthong is pronounced by second language 

learners while the first part is dropped. 
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The Diphthong []  
This is essentially a mid front unrounded vowel gliding to the position of a lowered close front 

unrounded vowel. The pharynx is wide at the beginning of the vowel and constricted slightly at 

the end. Second language learners usually pronounce just the first part of this vowel. Now, the 

[] beginning of diphthong [] is perceptually the same as [] in Nigerian languages. For this 

diphthong, the first part [] is heavier than the second part []. When you think of it, it sounds 

natural considering the weight of the two vowels. 

 

     
 

Exercise 9.1: Produce each of the following sounds as you would in ordinary conversation, 

then produce them again paying attention to the diphthong []. You are 

likely to have rendered only the first part of the diphthong in the first 

instance. 

 

   1. pain   //   6. great  // 
   2. nail   //   7. fail  // 
   3. eight   //   8. raid  // 

   4. pay   //   9. tale  // 
   5. saint  //   10. late  // 
  

Orthography for []         Words 

-ai-   as in   paint, mail, wait 

-ei-   as in   eight, veil, neighbour 

-ea-   as in   great, break, 

-aCe-    as in   mate, came, snake 

-ay-  as in pay, day, way. 

-ey-  as in   they. „hey‟ 

 

Exercise 9.2: This comparison of [] and [] will help solve the problem of second language 

learners who produce [] as []. Say the following minimal pairs of words 

paying attention to the distinction between [] and []. 
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1. get   []  gate [] 
2. fell  []  fail [] 
3. west []  waist [] 
4. pepper []  paper [] 

5. tell  []  tail [] 
6. chess []  chase []   

 

Exercise 9.3: Read the following sentences, paying attention to words with the sound [] in 

boldface. 

 

1. It was raining when we left the railway station. 

2. Will I ever be able to find my way? 

3. I saw Jane rushing towards the main gate. 

4. I asked my crazy roommate to stay back. 

5. It is safe to keep relations at bay. 

 

The Diphthong [] 

This diphthong starts from a point close to vowel [] and rises to []. In the process, the lips 

transfer from neutral to slightly rounded position. The starting point is front alright, but it is a 

little more posterior and slightly lower than []. For this reason, we write a different vowel 

symbol [] for the starting point. Hence the diphthong is written as []. 
    

    
 

Exercise 9.4: Produce each of the following sounds as you would in ordinary conversation, 

then produce them again paying attention to the diphthong [].  
 

   1. nine /nn/  6. ride /rd/ 

   2. light /lt/  7. pie /p/ 
   3. fly /fl/  8. try /tr/ 
   4. white /wt/  9. bye /b/ 
   5. mile /ml/  10. sky /sk/ 
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Orthography for []         Words 

     -i-   as in  idle, child, iron. 

     -y-   as in  cry, bye, eye. 

     -ie-   as in  pie, tie, lie. 

     -uiCe   as in guide, guile. 

     -uy-   as in  buy. guy. 

 

Distinguishing between [] and [] 
The difference between diphthongs [] and [] is in the distance the tongue lifts during their 

production. The front of the tongue travels a longer distance for [] than for []. Vowels such as 

[] for which the tongue travels nearly through the length of the vowel space are referred to as 

wide diphthongs. Those like [] which involve distances like half of the vowel space or less are 

called narrow diphthongs. 

 

Exercise 9.5: The following minimal pairs of words illustrate the distinction between [] 
and []. Read them aloud to a colleague. 

  []             [a] 
1.  raid   //          ride // 

2.           tray        //     try // 
3.           mail    // mile // 
4.           fail  //  file // 
5.           pain //            vine // 

 

 

The Diphthong [] 
A mid back rounded vowel [] dovetails into a lowered close front unrounded vowel []. It is the 

only wide diphthong involving movement from the mid back position to the close front position. 

Hence, it is a closing diphthong. Second language eastern Nigerian learners of English may 

insert a palatal approximant between the starting and ending vowels. In such cases, even the 

ending vowel is converted to []; such that oil [] becomes []. If you watch a friend produce 

this sound accurately, you would notice the lips move dramatically from round to spread posture. 

Aside from this peculiarity, Nigerians have no real problems producing this sound. Note that the 

first part of [] is weightier than the second part. 
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Exercise 9.6: Produce each of the following sounds as you would in ordinary conversation, 

then produce them again paying attention to the diphthong []. 
 

   1. annoy /ən /   6. soil  /sl/ 
   2. avoid /əvd/   7. toy  /t/  
   3. boy      /b/   8. employ  /mpl/ 
   4. choice /tʃs/   9. noise  /nz/ 

   5. oil /l/   10. voice  /vs/ 

 

The orthography for [] is quite straightforward. 

 

Orthography for []         Words 

     -oy  as in deploy, royal, oyster.  

     -oi-  as in poison, coil, joint. 

 

Exercise 9.7: Read the following sentences, paying attention to words with the sound [] in 

boldface. 

 

1. The wells in Nigeria‟s oil producing areas have been poisoned. 

2. The boiling point of water is lower than that of oil. 

3. I have no choice but to toil. 

4. At this point we may employ boys. 

5. They found joy in fertile soil. 

 

The Diphthong [] 

The front the tongue rises from open position of [] en route the close back position of []. The 

lips are oval at the start and switch to rounded position just as remarkably as round becomes 

spread for [].  [] is a wide closing diphthong. Indeed, it is the diphthong with the widest 

trajectory. The first part of [] is weightier than the second part. 
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Exercise 9.8: Produce each of the following sounds as you would in ordinary conversation, 

then produce them again paying attention to the diphthong []. 

 

1. crown  /kraʊn/  6. how   /haʊ/ 

2. south  /saʊ/   7. shout   /ʃaʊt/ 

3. house               /haʊs/   8. loud   /laʊd/ 

4. mouse  /maʊs/   9. town   /taʊn/ 

5. now  /naʊ/   10. about   /əbaʊt/ 

 

Orthography for []         Words 

    -ou-   as in  couch, shout, loud, mouth. 

-ow-    as in     cow, bow(v),  owl. 

-ough-   as in plough, drought    

 

Exercise 9.9: Read the following sentences, paying attention to words with the sound [] in 

boldface. 

 

1. He should come around now. 

2. Don‟t shout in the house Klaus! 

3. She hates crowded compounds and towns. 

4. The count frowned at the mouse.  

5. Now I‟m completely confounded. 

 

The Diphthong [] 

This narrow diphthong starts as schwa [] and ends as the short [], with the lips moving from 

neutral to round position. It is one of the most confused sounds by second language learners. 

Most Africans and Americans pronounce this sound as []. This confusion may be because [] 
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begins with the weakest vowel [] and ends with [] which is in the perceptual neigbhourhood of 

[].  

     
 

Exercise 9.10: Produce each of the following sounds as you would in ordinary conversation, 

then produce them again paying attention to the diphthong []. 

 

1. coal   /kəʊl/   6. whole  /həʊl/ 

2. know  /nəʊ/   7. foe  /fəʊ/  

3. show  /ʃəʊ/   8. though  /ðəʊ   / 

4. load  /ləʊd/   9. road  /rəʊd/  

5. rose  /rəʊz/   10. hoe  /həʊ/  

 

  Orthography for []         Words 

   -oa-   as in   boat, road, load.  

-ow-  as in      know, zone, tow. 

-o-         as in    noble, so, sole. 

-oe-  as in  foe, woe, hoe. 

-oCe-         as in  rose, hole, hope.   

-ew-   as in     sew.  

 

Exercise 9.11: The following minimal pairs of words illustrate distinction between [] and 

[]. Read them aloud to a colleague. 

 

Contrasting // and // 

               /aʊ/     /əʊ /                              

1. house  /haʊs /   clone  /kləʊn/  

2. now  /naʊ /   know  /nəʊ/  

3. howl  /haʊl/              whole  /həʊl/  

4. loud  /laʊd/                load  /ləʊd/ 

5. thou  /ðaʊn/               though  /ðəʊ/ 

6. douse  /daʊs/   dose  /dəʊs/ 
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The Diphthong [] 

The tongue moves from the near close position of [] to the mid central position of schwa []. 

Thus the lips progress from unrounded to neutral position as the jaw drops. Observe this motion 

in the lips of your colleague as s(he) pronounces []. It is a narrow centring vowel. We could 

also refer to this sound as an opening diphthong, since it entails widening the space between the 

roof of the mouth and the tongue. Naturally, the first part of [] carries more weight than its end. 

Can you state why this is the case? 

 

     
 

Exercise 9.12: Produce each of the following sounds as you would in ordinary conversation, 

then produce them again paying attention to the diphthong []. 

1. idea //  6.   pierce // 
2. weird //  7.   beer // 

3. steer //  8.   serious // 
4. mere //  9.   career // 

5. surreal //  10. reappear // 

 

Orthography for []         Words 

ea   as in idea, reappear, surreal. 

eir   as in  weird, heir 

ere   as in  mere, sere, here . 

ear   as in  clear, ear, gear. 

ier   as in  pierce, fierce 

eer   as in beer, deer, career 
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Exercise 9.13: Read the following sentences, paying attention to words with the sound [] 

in boldface. 

 

1. He fears that his career may end this year. 

2. I‟m curious to know his weird ideas. 

3. The audience cheered when the man drew near. 

4. It was clearly a mere ear piercing infection. 

5. A fierce nuclear war is feared. 

 

The Diphthong []/[] 

The start of this diphthong is the half open front unrounded vowel [] properly so called. This 

vowel is common in most African languages. From the position of [], the tongue moves 

centrally and slightly upwardly to the positing of neutral vowel []. The lips also take a neutral 

position. A variant of the vowel [] is [], which starts from the position of the normal British 

[] and ends as schwa []. Both [] and [] are allophones of the same phoneme, and serve the 

same function in English. The choice of which to use rests on the sound inventory of the speaker. 

However, [] is referred by older speakers and [] by younger speakers. Note that American 

speakers render this sound as [], that is [] with a rhotic ending or r-colouring. 

 

     
 

Exercise 9.14: Produce each of the following sounds as you would in ordinary conversation, 

then produce them again paying attention to the diphthong [. 
1. wear   /w/   6.   square // 

2. stair  //   7.   Mary /:/ 
3. scare  //   8.   careful //  

4. there  //   9.   share // 

5. aeroplane  //  10. hair // 

Note: Every instance of [] may be transcribed as [], and vice versa. 
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Orthography for []         Words 

    -air-  as in air, fair, pair. 

    -eir-  as in heir,  

    -are-  as in  bare, stare, dare. 

    -ear  as in bear, pear 

 

Exercise 9.15: Practise distinguish between [] and [] in the following minimal pairs. 

(There are a few words spelt differently and pronounced the same way-

homophones). 

   //    // 

1. ear   //  air/heir  // 

2. here  //  hair  // 

3. beard  //  bared  // 

4. beer  //  bear/bare // 

5. peer/pier //  pair/pear // 

6. fear  //  fair/fare // 

7. steer  //  stare/stair // 

8. mere  //  mare  // 

9. cheer  //  chair  // 

10. deer/dear //  dare  // 

 

 

 

The Diphthong [] 

To produce [], the back of the tongue at the near-close position of [] transfers articulation to 

the mid central schwa [], in a narrow stretch across the vowel space. Thus [] is at once a 

centring and opening diphthong. The lips start off being rounded and end up in the neutral state. 

Nigerians substitute this vowel with conveniently composed diphthongs in words such as pure 

[p] rendered as [], sure [] as [], newer [] as [], and affluent [] as 

[]. Indeed, the diphthong [] is so obscure even in British usage that it assumes numerous 

orthographic shapes as you would find illustrated below. This vowel features a lot in the English 

adjective of degree „er‟, e.g. fewer []. Here the long [:] converts to short [], then glides to 

schwa []. 
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Exercise 9.16: Produce each of the following sounds as you would in ordinary conversation, 

then produce them again paying attention to the diphthong []. 

 

1. sure  //  6.   lure // 

2. pure //  7.   newer // 

3. tour //  8.   truer // 

4. fuel //  9.   bluer // 

5. cure //  10. obscure // 

 

Orthography for []        Words 

 -ure-  as in sure, pure, secure. 

 -our-  as in  tour, your 

 -ue-  as in  fuel, 

 -uer-  as in  truer, bluer, 

-oo-  as in  Moorish, 

-ewe-  as in  jewel, fewer, 

-ew-  as in  steward, stewart. 

-u-  as in  rural, 

-ua  as in  casual, usual, 

 

Exercise 9.17: Read the following sentences, paying attention to words with the sound [] 

in boldface. 

1. The steward is worried about fuel. 

2. The security of the nation is jeopardized. 

3. Fewer and fewer workers subscribe for life assurance. 

4. There is nothing truer than the lack of rural development in Nigeria. 

5. Tourist usually dress casually. 
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Triphthongs 

We refer to those vowels as triphthongs whose quality changes twice during production. 

Triphthongs glide from one vowel to another and then to a third. Thus they sound like a sequence 

of three vowels. Indeed, that is what they are; the co-occurrence of three vowels. All English 

triphthongs end in [], and peak at [] or []. Another way to conceive triphthongs is to view 

them as closing diphthongs -[], [], [], [], [] - gliding to []. 

 

  [] Peaks   [] Peaks 

      layer, player       lower, mower 

      lair, fire       power, hour 

      loyal, royal 

 

   Figure 13: Triphthongs [] and [] 

             

     

 

 

               

        

         

        

 

Exercise 9.18: Produce the following words with triphthongs naturally, then look up their 

correct pronunciations and try to articulate them appropriately.  

 

1. Sire 

2. Fire 

3. Sour 

4. Wire 

5. Towel 

6. Scour 

7. Syracuse 
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Coming by Phonetic Transcription Software 

Great! I can now produce and perceive all the sounds of English, but how do I transcribe then on 

my computer? Well, there are several ways to go round electronic transcription. Here is the 

cheapest. 

 

Summer Institute of Linguistics Fonts 

SIL has developed many fonts software for use by linguists, and they are all freeware! 

The most popular of these is the silipa93 (which means SIL-IPA-1993). There is also the 

doulos sil which is gaining in usage. You can access these and lots more from the 

website: www.sil.org. At the homepage, there are many links to different software. Click 

on software and  fonts. It will open up lots more linkages for different software and fonts. 

Then search and find the font you need - silipa 93, doulos sil etc., and download it.  

 

Sil fonts are very user friendly.  You can load any onto your computer just by clicking 

next on the set-up dialogue box, which shows up immediately after download. Before 

loading however, you may choose to save the software in your hard drive or desktop, so 

that you can reload it anytime or copy and share with a friend.  

 

Once loaded on your computer, you can access the fonts by clicking insert on the access 

toolbar (to the right of „Home‟), click symbols (Fig. 9.2), and then use the drop box to 

search for SILDoulous, SILSophia, SILManuscript or doulos sil as you wish (.9.3).  

 

 
Figure 9.2: Toolbar Showing „Insert‟ and „Symbol‟ Options 

 

http://www.sil.org/
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Figure 9.3: Toolbar Showing SILDoulous Symbols 

 

There are two ways to insert symbols using SILfonts. The first way is temporary; it involves 

clicking on the symbol (Fig. 9.4, Step 1), and then clicking the insert button in the same dialogue 

box (Fig. 9.4, Step 2). The desired symbol will then appear at the place where you placed the 

cursor in your working document.   

 

              

 Figure 9.4: Inserting the symbol [] from SILDoulous (Temporary) 

 

 

The permanent way to insert symbols is to click on the „shortcut key‟ button, write a shortcut 

macro using a command and a letter or number (e.g. ALT+SHIF+S), and then click the „assign‟ 

button. By so doing, whenever you type the macro for a symbol in the document text, the desired 

symbol will appear. This method is faster and easier, because you do not have to visit the 

symbols dialogue box to get symbols in your document. However, you will first have to write 
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down the macro for each symbol and look it up every time you wish to type a symbol, until you 

get used to your macros.  

 

              
             Figure 9.5a: Writing Permanent Macros for Phonetic Symbols 

 

               
               Figure 9.5b.: Assigning a permanent macro for [  ] 
 

 

Exercise 9.19: Carryout the procedure just described for downloading and using silipa93 

fonts on your computer. 

 

Exercise 9.20 

1. Discover five more spelling rules involving vowels other than those in this text which 

operate in English. 
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2. Search the internet for vowel spelling rules for two languages from any continent.   

 

Orthography versus Production of Vowels 
By way of summary, the following spelling rules apply in English. Note that the list is far from 

being exhaustive. It is put together as a guide for you to develop other such rules and patterns by 

which orthography may be linked with pronunciation. 

  

 Letter a at the beginning of words is usually pronounced as []. 

 Letter a followed by digraph except for ck and sh is usually pronounced as [:].  

 Letter a followed before sh, nt, cht is usually pronounced as [].  

 Letter e at the beginning of words is usually pronounced as [] or []. 

 -ar, -er, al, and –ear (between consonants) usually [:]. There are exceptions like dearth 

[:]. 

 -or, -our (after letter c []), -ar (preceded by letter w), aw  usually [:] 

 -ir, -ur usually [:] 

 -o, -au usually [] 

 -ea, -ee usually [:]. Note digraph ea before th and consonant clusters like lt, ns, is 

pronounced []. Other time as a combination of [] and [], [e]. 
 -e is usually [], which in English approximates [] 

 -i before obstruents usually []. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

Diphthongs are single vowels whose productions involve tongue 

movement from the position of one vowel to another within the vowel 

space, while triphthongs imply movement through three vowel positions 

during the production of one vowel. Thus diphthongs and triphthongs take 

longer to produce than pure vowels. Centring diphthongs move from the 

periphery of the vowel space to the centre, ending with schwa []. They 

are: [], [] and []. Closing diphthongs move toward the top of the 

vowel space, ending with short vowels [] or []. They are: [], [], [], 
[] and []. All English triphthongs end in [], and peak at [] or []. 

They are: [], [], [], [], []. You may download font freeware 

from www.sil.org. Tips on English vowel orthography are also provided 

in the section just above this summary.  

 

http://www.sil.org/
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Post-Test 

1. Look up, list and transcribe ten words other than those in this section, which contain 

triphthongs. 

 

2. Write a 300-word essay in phonetic transcription, then look up the words in a dictionary 

to be sure about your transcription. 

 

3. Audio record the narrative of a colleague. Transcribe the recording. Check to see how 

this speaker‟s pronunciation digresses from that of a native speaker. 
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Lecture 10: The Syllable and the Stress therein 

 

Introduction 

The aspect of phonetics which dwells on speech qualities beyond vowels and consonants is 

called prosodic phonetics. We say that prosodies are supra-segmentals because they involve 

features that transcend single segments (i.e. singletons). In fact, prosodies usually affect several 

segments; merging them together as a unit. The smallest prosodic unit is the syllable. The 

prosodic focus in this course will be on syllable, stress, rhythm and intonation in English. This 

lecture will cover the first two prosodic themes. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to; 

1. Perceive English syllables accurately. 

2. Put up syllabic structures for any word in English. 

3. Perceive and articulate stress in words. 

4. Describe basic stress patterns in English.  

 

Pre-Test 

1. Ask 10 colleagues for the definition of a syllable, and then see if you can compose a 

definition that summarises all their points.  

2. Point out 10 words of English for which you place stress on the wrong syllable. 

3. Can you derive a pattern of stress in English for the words in (2)? 

 

The Syllable  

The syllable (σ), like vowels, is a psychological phonetic reality. Native speakers perceive yet 

cannot define a syllable.  A simple yet inaccurate definition however is that the syllable is the 

smallest pronounceable unit of a word. Figure 10.1 portrays the typical syllable structure with 

onset, nucleus and coda. The onset of a syllable is comprised of one or more consonants at the 

beginning of a syllable. The nucleus is defined as the peak or the pulse of a syllable. It is usually 

occupied by a vowel, and it is the obligatory part of the syllable. Any consonant(s) occurring 

after a nucleus and at the end of the syllable is the coda. There is yet another internal unit within 

the syllable called the rhyme (r). The rhyme is comprised of the nucleus and the coda, or the 

nucleus alone if there is no coda. Syllables without codas are referred to as open syllables. Those 

with codas are closed syllable. 
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  Figure 10.1: Syllable structure the word „Plant‟  

 

Now the word „Plant‟ has only one syllable with the full complements of onset, nucleus and 

coda. Not every syllable has it that good. Some come without onset (Fig. 10.2a), some called 

open syllables, are without coda (Fig. 10.2b), yet others are missing both coda and onset (Fig. 

10.2c). However, every syllable must have a nucleus. Vowels usually act as syllable nucleus; but 

on several occasions vowels are missing in words. In such cases, a sonorous consonant (i.e. n, m 

or l) plays the role of the nucleus (Fig. 10.2.d). You may have noticed that some onsets and 

codas are composed of clusters of consonants while others have singletons (i.e. just a consonant). 

When a consonant peaks a syllable, the diacritic [   ] is written under the symbol for the 

consonant. Thus [ l ]  will imply that [  ] is at the peak of a syllable as its nucleus. 

 

Figure10.2: Illustrating three types of English Syllables 

 

                                        

 
a) Syllable without onset „at‟   b)      Open (no-coda) Syllable „plea‟  
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c)  Syllable without nucleus or coda „a‟ d)    Syllable comprising syllabic consonant „bottle‟. 

 

Let me point it out here that there is a tendency for second language learners of English to 

interpret the coda of syllable as the onset of the following syllable. This is contrary to the bias of 

British native speakers who prefer close syllables to syllables with onset. Thus the British natives 

will analyse [] as [.]4
 (Fig. 10.2 d) while second language Nigerian speakers would 

psychologically parse two open syllables [.] (Fig. 10.3). The reason is that Nigerian 

languages have a preference for open syllables, and syllable weight rests on the side of the onset 

and nucleus not on the nucleus and coda as is the case with British speakers. 

 

                                 
   Figure 10.3: Second language learners‟ syllabic analysis of „bottle‟ 

                                                             

4 Periods [.] within a transcription indicates syllable boundary. 
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Syllable Weight 

In earlier lessons, it was alluded that the vowel schwa [] only occurs in weak syllables in 

English. However, there are other vowels which may occur in weak syllables. The question to 

ask then is whether it is weak syllables which make vowels convert to weak forms, or it is the 

intrinsic presence of a weak vowel that makes a syllable weak. Indeed both proposals coexist in 

English. Aside from schwa the other vowels that occur in weak syllables are short close front 

unrounded vowel [] and short close back rounded vowel []. Sometimes also, the long 

equivalents of these vowels [:, :] are reduced to [, ] in weak syllables. Notice that shorter 

duration is illustrated by the absence of a colon after the symbols [, ], as in words like „volley‟ 

[.], „happy‟ [.]; and in the unstressed forms of words like „you‟ [], „too‟ [], or even 

preceding vowels in words like valuable [...] and influential [..]. 
 

A syllabic consonant like the alveolar lateral [  ] may also constitutes the peak of weak syllables. 

Syllabic consonants usually arise from the obligation to have a nucleus after a vowel like schwa 

has been elided. It should now be mentioned that there are two types of alveolar laterals in 

English. We speak of the clear [] when it precedes vowels and has an [] colouring or 

accompaniment; the dark [] is the one pronounced after vowels or preceding consonants; it has 

an [] colouring. The syllabic lateral [  ] is a dark []. 
 

Aside from telling the strength of a syllable from the type of vowel at its peak, you may also 

make judgments on the criteria of vowel length and intensity. Thus vowels in weak syllables are 

usually shorter and of lower intensity that those in adjacent strong syllables.  By way of 

characterization, weak syllables could present with any of the following features: 

 

a) Vowel reduction to schwa [] 

b) Vowel length reduction from [:, :] to [, ] 

c) Vowel elision and the conversion of a sonorous consonant [] to its syllable variant 

[]. 
 

By and large, the strength of one syllable is premised on the strength of adjacent syllables. 

Therefore, even the weak vowels we already mentioned [, , , ] would be classified strong 

when they appear in syllables preceding or succeeding a syllable with schwa [] or some other 

weak vowel, e.g. women []. So keep in mind that stress operates on the relative weight of 

syllables. The only perpetually weak syllables are those with schwa as the peak; other so called 

weak syllables may be strong when adjacent to yet weaker syllables.  
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Stress 

Certain syllables in English words are said with greater strength than others. They sound louder 

and more pronounced, relative to the other syllables in the word. We say that such syllables are 

stressed. Stress is caused by increased loudness, long duration and high pitch. After learning how 

to produce sounds accurately, learning where to place stress should boost elocution. Stressed 

syllables are referred to as strong, while unstressed syllables are considered weak. It often 

happens that some words have more than one stressed syllable. In such cases, one syllable will 

be more stressed than the other. The more stressed syllable is said to have primary stress, while 

the less stressed one has secondary stress. Primary stress is indicated as a superscript line [], 
while secondary stress is indicated with a subscript []. Both symbols are written before the 

stressed syllable. 

 

 Example: 

 Orthography  Phonetic Transcription 

 Letter   [] 

 Example  [] 

 

Primary or secondary stresses may occur on syllable at any position in words in English. This is 

why each time you learn a new word, you should check for stress patterns alongside 

pronunciation and word meaning in the dictionary. The best way to tell the stress pattern of a 

word is by humming its pronunciation, and listening out for the musical notes do, re, mi. The 

syllable with mi has primary stress. The one with re has secondary stress, while do is unstressed. 

Only the syllable before a stressed syllable may sound as do. Once a stressed syllable has been 

pronounced, any unstressed syllable after it should sound like a re. Long vowels do not usually 

occur in weak syllables; and some strong English vowels convert to schwa [] in weak syllables. 

Having established the point that stress in English may occur at any syllable position; it should 

be borne in mind that if stress is placed on the wrong syllable a word like invalid, meaning 

physically challenged may be mispronounced as invalid, meaning null or legally ineffective. Let 

us now look at some stress patterns.  

 

Exercise 10.1: Carefully read the following sentences, paying attention to stress differences 

in words as indicated. 

1. She was presented with a gift at the presentation 

2. Where was the record recorded? 

3. The advertisement should project the project. 

4. At fifty he had fifteen children. 

5. I heard recently that those with receding hairlines aren‟t prone to cancer. 
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6. He was still not content after taking all the content. 

7. No one contested the results of the contest. 

8. We resorted to spending sometime at the resort. 

9. A king should not subject his subjects to servitude. 

10. There are conflicting reports about the conflict in Syria. 

 

 

Stress Patterns in Disyllabic Words 

You and I know for a fact that disyllabic words have two syllables. Whenever a word is 

comprised of more than one syllable, one of them is bound to be stressed. Given the discussion 

on stress thus far, I am hoping that you can guess why a particular syllable is stressed in each 

disyllabic word you come by. 

 

Examples  

First syllable:   KETTle, FATher, COLLeague, WOMan, Adult 

Second syllable: exPECT, reTURN, esTATE, apPLAUSE, misTAKE 

 

Often, the place of stress could trigger a change of word class from noun/adjective to verb, while 

preserving semantic content. Other times, the change could be from noun to adjective. 

  

 

 Examples 

 Noun/Adjective   Verb 

 EXport    exPORT 

 IMport     imPORT 

 DESert    deSERT 

 REBel     reBEL 

 

 Noun     Adjective 

 AUgust    AuGUST 

 MINute    miNUTE 

 

Please note that when there is a single consonant between the vowels of adjacent syllables, the 

consonant is usually analysed as part of the stressed syllable: „minute‟ noun [.], adjective 

[.:]; noun [.], adjective [.:]. There are a few exceptions like in the word 

„August‟: noun [:.], adjective [:.]. These patterns are intuitive to the native speaker 

but only learnable for non-native speakers. 

 



81 

 

Stress Patterns in Polysyllabic Words 

By way of generalization, it should just be stressed here that any of the syllable positions of 

words with up to four syllables may be stressed. Hence the need to learn stress patterns word by 

word off a dictionary. Now, by the fact that any syllable position may be stressed, it does not 

follow that any syllable may be stressed. The emphasis is on the position of the syllable. 

Therefore, syllable weight still plays an important role; as only relatively heavy syllables may be 

stressed over less weighty syllables. Check if you can explain the reason for stress in the 

following examples.  

 Three-Syllable Words 

 1
st
 syl.  QUANtity, BAchelor, PHOtograph 

 2
nd

 syl.  enCOUNter, reLAtion, disCUssion 

 3
rd

 syl.  refuGEE, afterNOON, refeREE 

  

 Four-Syllable Words 

 1
st
 syl.  FORtunately, TRIbalism, COmmunism,  

 2
nd

 syl.  poLItical, unFORtunate, eXUberant 

 3
rd

 syl.  diploMAtic, insuFFIcient, photoGRAphic 

 4
th
 syl.  misrepreSENT, misunderSTAND    (usually starting mis-)  

 

However, the final syllable of five-syllable words is never stressed. In addition six-syllable 

words do not have stress on the first, second and last syllables, and seven-syllable words are 

stressed on the penultimate (i.e. sixth syllable) only.  

 

 5-Syllable Words 

 1
st
 syl.  CAPitalism, NAtionalism, CAnnibalism  (usually ending in –ism) 

 2
nd

 syl.  imPERialism, conSUmerism, FaNAtically 

3
rd

 syl.  interNATional, agriCULtural, situAtional  (usually ending in –al) 

4
th
 syl.  consideRAtion, examiNAtion, privatiZAtion  (usually ending in –tion) 

 

6-Syllable Words 

3
rd

 syl.  indisTINguishable, uncoOperative 

4
th
 syl.  inferiority 
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Stress in Compound Words 

Compound words are formed by the merger of two words to form one with one meaning. With a 

few exceptions, primary stress is on the first word of compound nouns. However, the second 

syllable of a reflexive pronoun carries primary stress. 

 

 Examples 

 Noun:   CARDboard, BRIDESmaid, EARTHquake, WINDscreen, FOOTprint 

 

 Reflexive pronouns: himSELF, herSELF, yourSELF  

 

Secondary Stress 

Pay attention to the fact that many polysyllabic words (usually with five or more syllables) have 

secondary stress []. The trick is to apply the doremi formula until you get used to the correct 

pronunciation. Note that once the secondary stress is produced as re, every other syllable is re 

until the primarily stressed syllable is pronounced. After the primary stress, the next syllable is 

pronounced do. Thus secondary stress may be conceived as the beginning of a string of re-

syllables. Note that either of primary or secondary stress may precede the other in words, but by 

far the usual case is for secondary stress to precede primary stress. 

 

    Examples 

    Word    Tune 

       do re re mi do 

      re re re mi do 

       re re re mi do 

 

Further still, it should be observed that English favours the order strong then weak –SW- in 

terms of syllables. This order of syllables - SWSW – is referred to as trochee. Thus English has a 

trochaic syllable structure. Pure, short and non-low vowels [, , ,  and ] are usually in weak 

syllables, long vowels and diphthongs usually constitute strong syllables. In addition, syllables 

with coda may be stronger than those without coda, except of course if they contain schwa [], 

which is considered the weakest and most ubiquitous English vowel.  Thus any syllable after 

schwa is stressed. Just as a syllable before schwa is stronger than the one which contains schwa. 

Remember! You may consider a syllable strong or weak, only relative to adjacent syllables.  
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Post-Test 

1. Observe the following words, break them into syllable, check you intuitions about their 

syllabic components in a dictionary, and then attempt mapping out syllable structures for 

each of them.  

 

a) confectionery  b)   peculiarity  c)   Ecclesiastes 

d)   hippopotamus e)   aristocracy  f)    rapprochement 

 

2. Source for ten words each with [, , , , ,  ] in weak syllables. 

 

3. Transcribe fifteen of the words used in this lecture as examples of stress patterns. For 

each of those words, provide a justification for primary stress, and also for secondary 

stress (if any). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

A simple yet inaccurate definition of a syllable is that it is the smallest 

pronounceable unit of a word. A typical syllable comprises of an onset, nucleus 

(i.e. peak) and coda. Only the peak of a syllable is obligatory, and it is usually 

occupied by a vowel. The onset and coda are consonants and they may or may not 

be present in a syllable. The onset precedes the nucleus which precedes the coda. 

The nucleus and coda of syllables together constitute the rhyme of syllables. In 

English, the relative prosodic weight of syllabic rhyme determines which syllable 

is stressed more than the others. Syllables with heavy rhymes are strong, while 

those with less heavy rhymes are weak. It may happen that there are more than one 

stressed syllables in polysyllabic words. In such situations, the heaviest syllable is 

assigned primary stress [  ], while the next heavy syllable has secondary [  ]. 

Stress symbols are written just before stressed syllables. There are hardly any strict 

stress rules in English; therefore to achieve proper erudition, the learner should pay 

attention to stress assignment while looking up words in dictionaries. 
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Lecture 11: Rhythm and Intonation Patterns 
 

 

Introduction 

Rhythm refers to pace and timing, while intonation is phrasal melody; both dwell on stress and 

syllable weight albeit to different extents. Essentially, rhythm in English is the interval between 

stressed syllables. It is so periodic that you can almost tap on a table at regular intervals of time 

and be sure that your taps would coincide with a stressed syllable. Intonation may be described 

as the music of language. By itself, intonation adds meaning to utterances. Rhythm and 

intonation are classical means by which English proficiency may be tested. Second language 

learners recognize but do not easily articulate English rhythm. An uninformed attempt to catch 

these rhythm and melody may yield awkward accent. That is why you need this lecture. 

 

Objectives 

It is desired that through this lecture you will learn: 

1. How stress affects English rhythm. 

2. Why English is a stress-timed language. 

3. What is meant by rhythmic foot. 

4. The difference between rhythm and intonation in English.  

5. Different tunes of intonation. 

 

Pre-Test 

State which of these sentences is true or false: 

a) The stress pattern of a word in isolation may change in connected speech. 

b) Rhythm is little concerned with sentence meaning. 

c) Stress may not affect intonation. 

d) The unit of intonation is the foot. 

e) English speakers contract words to maintain intonation pattern. 

f) Both rhythm and intonation are affected by pitch. 

g) Like English, Nigerian languages are syllable-timed languages. 

h) Prepositions may be stressed for effect. 

i) English is trochaic in rhythm. 

j) Intonation is to a word what tone is to a phrase. 

 

Rhythm in Connected Speech 

Natural speakers of English maintain a pace of stress in connected speech, which we refer to as 

rhythm. Second language learners initially miss out on English rhythm. This may give a 

mechanical tinge to second language speech. We refer to English as a stress-timed language 

because there is a tendency for stress to occur at regular intervals of time during connected 
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utterance. Here is how Dale and Poms (2005:83) describe English stress-timed rhythm, “English 

speakers slow down and emphasize heavily stressed words or syllables. They speed up and 

reduce unstressed ones”. The time it takes to pronounce the segment of an utterance from one 

stressed syllable to another is called a foot. Roach (1997:121) explains “… the foot begins with a 

stressed syllable and includes all following unstressed syllables to (but not including) the 

following stressed syllable”. It is interesting how syllables of a particular word do not necessarily 

have to belong to the same foot (Fig. 11.1). Pay attention to the word „pedestrian‟. 

 

        1   2      3 

 Taking pe  destrian  crossing 

 

Figure 11.1: Demarcations for an expression with 3 feet. 

 

According to Galley (undated), traditionally, in normal conversations, where no particular 

attention or focus is given to a particular word, rhythmic stress is placed on: 

 

a) Nouns 

b) Interrogative pronouns (who, what, how, when…) 

c) Demonstrative pronouns (that, those…) 

d) Adjectives 

e) Adverbs 

f) Verbs 

 

The following categories of words are usually not given rhythmic stress in utterance. 

 

a) Article (a, an, the) 

b) Prepositions (in, from, on, etc). 

c) Personal pronouns (he, she, we) 

d) Relative pronouns (the woman who bought it) 

e) Conjunctions (and, or) 

 

Aside from the afore-listed words however, stress may be placed on any word for specific 

emphasis, contrast or comparison; even for emotional effect. As has been said, it should take the 

same time to pronounce utterance from one stressed syllable to another in connected speech. Put 

simply, the period from one foot to another is approximately the same.  

 

Regarding the foot, English is a trochaic language because the preferred arrangement within a 

foot is a strong syllable (S) at the beginning followed by one or more unstressed weak syllable(s) 

(W). Therefore, the pattern SW SW is the norm from foot to foot. If the first syllable of an 

utterance is weak, it is analysed as unfooted, just so as to maintain the SW (i.e. trochaic) pattern 
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of syllables in English feet (Fig. 11.2). You may have noticed that the unfooted syllable of 

„pedestrian‟ joined with a preceding foot in the statement „taking pedestrian crossing‟ (Fig. 11.1 

also 11.3 and 11.4).  

 

  
 Figure 11.2: Showing an unfooted first syllable (W) followed by a trochaic (SWW) foot 

 

Now, when several feet converge to form a word or a longer expression, they are also described 

according to strength; such that a weak foot is followed by a strong one, and the third foot is 

weak, while the fourth foot in a sequence would be strong. This pattern of alternating weak and 

strong feet - WS WS - is iambic. We can therefore say of English that whereas the arrangement 

of syllables within foot is trochaic, the arrangement of feet in sequence is iambic. Thus, English 

is trochaic intra-foot and iambic inter-foot. It is also taken that strong feet pile up strength as the 

utterance proceeds. So, the last strong foot is the strongest of all. By implication, the foot at the 

beginning of an utterance is the weakest while that at the end, if strong, is the strongest. Keep in 

mind that every foot has a strong syllable, which has a cumulative increment effect on the 

strength of the strong syllable of the following foot. It is interesting how syllables of a particular 

word do not necessarily have to belong to the same foot (Fig 11.3).  

 
Figure 11.3: Showing cumulative effect of strong syllables from foot to foot 
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 Figure 11.4: Hierarchical structure showing trochaic foot and iambic phrase structure 

 

In order to maintain rhythm, it does happen that certain otherwise stressed syllables or words are 

de-emphasised in connected speech. Thus, to compensate for rhythm, English speakers may; 

 

a) Un-stress otherwise stressed syllables, 

b) Reduce the vowel in a syllable to schwa, or in length, 

c) Delete an entire syllable or render it weakly or rapidly, or 

d) Resort to linking.  

 

Examples of contraction by deletion include expressions like „I‟m‟, „won‟t‟ etc. They are used as 

compensations for time in order to fit weak syllables properly in utterance. In like manner, other 

strategies like weakening of vowels, reduction of length (i.e. time) are utilized.  These strategies 

usually apply to grammatical words. 

 

We therefore say that grammatical words like articles, prepositions, etc have 

strong and weak forms. The strong forms are the forms they have when they are 

alone or when they are stressed for special effect; and the weak forms are the ones 

used in normal utterance, when they are not stressed. 

                                 (Galley:78) 
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Here are a few strong versus weak forms of words. 

 Word   Strong  Weak  

 a   //  // 

 and   //  // 

 us   //  // 
 not   //  // 
 the   /:/  // 

 there   //  //  

 

In many languages, the vowel in every syllable is produced with equal weight. Such languages 

are called syllable-timed languages. This means that rhythm is determined by the number of 

syllables, not by the number of stresses. Syllable-timed languages do not deploy the strategies of 

reduction and elision as does English, which is stress-timed. Nigerian languages have syllable-

timed rhythm. Therefore, Nigerian speakers of English tend not to practice the economy of 

reduction or deletion of English syllables. They stress every word and impose lexical tones from 

mother tongue.   

 

Exercise 11.1:  

1. Read the following utterances aloud to a friend paying attention to rhythm. 

i. A young boy. 

ii. On top of the chair. 

iii. I‟d like to please my father. 

iv. What are those? 

v. You shouldn‟t have left. 

vi. I had custard and bean cakes. 

vii. Bimpe worked as hard as she could. 

viii. He gave me another. 

ix. They all slowed down for a minute. 

x. „Eat from your side of the plate.‟ She said.  

 

2. Where applicable, fit the words of the utterances in (1) into feet and determine 

which syllables are stressed and how many feet there are in each utterance. 
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Intonation 

Intonation is the rise and fall of voice pitch during speech. It is the quality of speech that adds 

meaningful melody to utterances. An utterance, Roach (1997:134) says, is the continuous piece 

of speech beginning and ending with a pause. For intonation to make sense, it must be done at 

the control of the speaker and perceptible by the listener. Intonation encodes grammatical 

meaning and speaker‟s attitude. The grammatical implications of intonation include asking 

questions and making statement. Its attitudinal implications portray confidence, doubt, 

annoyance, shyness, impatience and anxiety. 

 

Evolving from convention, different forms of intonation connote different shades of meaning in 

speech. The best way to learn intonation is by acquisition. For adult second language learners, it 

happens at a slow pace, and only if such a learner is in constant touch with the speech of natives. 

Therefore, regardless of what is learnt in this section, you are advised to device some means by 

which you would listen regularly to native speaker speech. News and documentaries on the BBC 

offer such daily contact. 

  

There are five basic intonation tunes: falling, rising, fall-rising, rise-falling and level voice. The 

falling and rising melodies are more frequently used than the other three. Naturally, the last 

syllables of expressions linger a little longer while the intonation is in effect. 

 

Falling (         ) 

The falling intonation involves lowering of pitch at the end of a statement. It is used in the 

following expressions: 

 

 Declarative statements –    The man died 

 

 

 Commands -    Get in the car 

 

 

 Wh questions (not how) -     Who is there? 

 

 

 Question with closed options-  Are you for or against? 

 

 

 Exclamations-    What a beautiful sight! 
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Fig.11.1: Falling Intonation 

 

Rising (          ) 

Rising intonation involves the raising of pitch at the end of a statement. It is used in the 

following expressions: 

 

 Yes/no questions –     Are you   leaving? 

 

 Simple, polite requests -    May I see you? 

        

 Simple greetings -                How are you? 

 

 Hesitation -     Do you mind my staying here? 

           

 Surprise -      Did you really do that?  

              

 Question tag requiring information –  He‟ll come, won‟t he? 
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Fig.11.2: Rising Intonation 

 

Fall-Rising ( ) 

The fall-rise tune is characterized by a sequence of short fall followed by short rise in pitch. It is 

used to express doubt. 

  

 Doubt-      You‟re John 

                  
       You left it for me 

              
 

 Name ending commands-   Call me Mark, John. 
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Fig.11.3: Fall-Rising Intonation 

 

 

Rise- Falling (    ) 

The rise-fall tune is characterized by a sequence of short rise and short fall in pitch. It is used to 

express unstated reservation. 

 

Unstated reservation -    He looks nice 

                    
 

             I am fine 

                     
 

 
Fig.11.4: Rise-Falling Intonation 
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Level Intonation/ Mid-sentence (     ) 

If your voice drops or rises at the end of an utterance, it tells your listener that you have 

completed the statement. To convey the sense that there are more words or phrases to come in a 

statement, speakers maintain a level pitch intonation. This level pitch voice is particularly 

exploited just before words which connect two phrases (i.e. but, and, if and so), or at short pauses 

which are usually written as with the comma symbol (,).  

 

Uncompleted part of a complex sentence –  When I saw him, … 

                

The initial items in a list –    He bought meat, fruits, … 

 

 

Exercise 11.2: Read the joke below. In the blank spaces, draw the correct intonation 

arrows  ( = fall;       = level; = rise etc.). To help you, 

sentence stress patterns and some intonation arrows are already provided.  

 

In and Out 

There were two skunks , In and Out . One day Out went out to play and mother 

skunk called in and said “Where is Out_____?” In said _____, “Out went out.” The mother 

skunk said to In, “You go out and get Out and bring Out in_____.” So In went out. In looked all 

over for Out to bring Out in , but In couldn‟t find Out. So In came in. Mother said 

“In_____,Where‟s Out_____?” In said, “Still out____.” Mother said, “You go out and get Out 

and don‟t come in without Out, In .” So In went out again_____. Now, while In was out, 

Out came in ____. Mother skunk said, “Where is In?” Out said, “Out?” Mother skunk said, “Go 

out and find In and bring In in, Out _____.” So Out went out. Out got In and brought In in 

_____. The mother skunk now said, “Out_____, how come when I sent In out to bring Out in 

_____, In couldn‟t find Out _____? But when I sent Out out to bring In in, Out got In and 

brought In in?” Out said, “It was easy____…In is a Skunk _____, In skinks _____.”  

(Adapted from How to Hold Your Audience with Humor by Gene Perret 
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Post-Test 

1. Record news cast on BBC and investigate utterances for rhythm; mapping out strong and 

weak syllables, linking such syllable to feet, and differentiating strong and weak feet. 

 

2. Read the following passage to a colleague, and have the colleague read it back to you, 

then you both should critique each other‟s reading and work out appropriate intonation 

tunes for the sentences like we did in Exercise 11.2. Then read out loud again to be sure 

your melodies are in place. 

 

Awolowo is a good conductor of heat 

One morning, Mr. Kentor had disposed of the little Physics he meant to teach us, and had 

already settled down to the more mutually acceptable tit-bits on Nigerian politics. 

Gradually, he warmed up to his subject. “Awolowo…” he stopped as the Principal 

walked through the door. We all became tensed, as we wondered how Mr. Kentor would 

finish the hanging sentence. But Mr. Kentor was a man full of resources; with little 

hesitation he said calmly “… is a good conductor of heat”.   

(Adapted from Read „n‟ Laugh Part One by Olaleye Falore) 

Summary 

Natural speakers of English maintain a pace of stress in connected speech, 

which we call rhythm. We refer to English as a stress-timed language 

because there is a tendency for stress to occur at regular intervals of time 

during connected utterance. Syllable weight is important in assigning stress. 

We say that English is trochaic because it prefers to have strong syllables 

followed by weak syllables (SWW). Within a word, the sequence from of 

syllables from one strong syllable to the next is called a foot. Note that a 

syllable is adjudged strong or weak, only relative to adjacent syllables. 

 

Intonation is the quality of speech that adds meaningful melody to 

utterances. An utterance is the continuous piece of speech beginning and 

ending with a pause. Intonation encodes grammatical meaning and speaker‟s 

attitude. The grammatical implications of intonation include asking 

questions and making statements. Its attitudinal implications portray 

confidence, doubt, annoyance, shyness, impatience and anxiety. There are 

five basic intonation tunes: falling, rising, fall-rising, rise-falling and level 

voice. The falling and rising melodies are more frequently used than the 

other three. 
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Lecture 12: Besides English: Tone and Nigerian Languages  

 

 

Introduction 

Our emphasis in this course has been to develop communication skills in English. However, 

communication skills in African and other languages are also of the essence. It is fast getting out 

of vogue for a non-native of English to take pride in being an eloquent speaker of English and 

not be equally proficient in the mother tongue. You probably know of people who put so much 

into writing English well and unashamedly proclaim that they cannot write a syllable of their 

native language. Such people belong in a museum! I hope this lecture spurs you to learn more 

about your language and other African languages, in such a way that it improves your erudition. 

 

Objectives 

This lecture should get you familiarized with: 

 

1. How tone works in language. 

2. Tone in Yoruba, Igbo and Hausa. 

3. Aspects of Nigerian Pidgin. 

4. Nigerian Names. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. The talking drum is reputed for speaking Yoruba, why not English? 

2. In view of you answer to question 1, do you think the talking drum can speak 

Chinese? 

3. Indentify four sounds of English that are not used in Nigerian Pidgin. 

4. Get five names from five African languages other than yours, find out what these 

names mean and practice their pronunciation. 

 

Tone 

Tone is lexically significant pitch. I wonder what that means! It means that pitch affects words in 

such a way that changing the pitch on a syllable of a word amounts to changing the meaning of 

the word. Almost all African languages operate like this; hence they are called tone languages. 

Most African tone languages operate two or three pitch levels of tone: high (  acute), low ( 

grave), (   macron). The musical tunes do re mi are best used for tones than for any other supra-

segmental category. A low tone sounds like do, a high tone like mi, and a mid tone like re. To get 

the tones on any word of Nigerian language, try and adapt the do-re-mi tunes to what you here. 

One may tell that the tone of a particular syllable is high, low or mid usually when it is compared 

with that of other syllables. What that means is that a pitch that serves as high tone in a particular 
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sequence may serve as mid tone in another sequence where it is adjacent to a higher pitch. Let us 

see how this operates in three Nigerian languages.  

 

Yoruba 

Yoruba has three discrete level tones, whose frequencies are set apart and may never overlap. 

Every speaker has absolute ranges of pitch for high, low and mid tone; meaning that the pitch of 

a high tone may never get as low as that of a mid tone, and that of mid cannot go as low as a low 

tone. Each speaker‟s tone operates within a particular pitch range. In Yoruba orthography, the 

low high tone is marked with the acute sign (    ), the low sign with the grave sign (    ), while the 

mid tone is unmarked. Thus, any vowel without a tone in orthography carries a mid tone. In 

addition, sub-dots are used in Yoruba orthography to differentiate the following: 

 

   [] written as e, and [] written as e   
   [] written as o, and [] written as o 
   [] written as s, and [] written as  or sh 

 

Pay attention to tone in the following words: 

    Orthography   Gloss 

  Jo   “dance” 

  Jo   “leak” 

  Jo  “burn it” 

da  “create” 

da  “good” 

da  “pour” 

 

Exercise 12.1: Those whose mother tongue is not Yoruba should practice tonal tunes with 

the following Yoruba names, and check correct pronunciations with native 

speakers of Yoruba. 

 

Obafemi Awo lo wo 
Bo la ji I ge 
Lamidi Lado ja 
Alao  Akala 
Ayo  Bamgbo se 
Olu femi Bamiro  
Fo lo runso  Adewo le 
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Abio la Odejide 
Bimbo  Olo yede 
Arinola Sanya  

Igbo 

There are two basic level tones in Igbo. They are high and low tones. Only the low tone ( ) is 

marked in orthography. So, in Igbo, a vowel written without tone mark is interpreted as bearing a 

high tone. Non-phonemic contour tones may surface in long syllable. When two high tones occur 

in unbroken sequence in Igbo, the second high tone steps down on the frequency scale. This 

phenomenon is referred to as downstep. Once a high tone has downstepped, subsequent high 

tones in the same utterance may only be produced on the same pitch as the downstep or even 

lower. A series of downstepping results in a terrace (i.e. staircase-like) tonal pitch track in 

normal Igbo speech.   

 

There is also a preponderance of labialized plosives in Igbo. These labialized sounds are written 

with the letter w put after the symbol of the affected plosive (e.g. kw, gw, nw). As is the case 

with Yoruba, sub-dots are used in Igbo orthography to differentiate the following: 

 

   [] written as i, and [] written as i 
   [] written as u, and [] written as u 

   [] written as o, and [] written as o 
 

Pay attention to tone in the following words: 

        Orthography   Gloss 

   akwa  “cry” 

   akwa  “egg” 

   akwa  “cloth” 

   akwa  “bridge” 

 

Exercise 12.2: Those whose mother tongue is not Igbo should practice tonal tunes with the 

following Igbo names, and check correct pronunciations with native 

speakers of Igbo. 

Nnamdi Azikiwe 

Odimegwu  Ojukwu 

Chinu a Ache be 

Chido zie Ahumibe 
   Madu abu chi Agbo 
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  Chidimma Amadi 

  Ochulo r Okoromadu  
Ameachi Obiora  
Chukwuma  Osakwe 

To chukwu Uwalaka 
Hausa 

There are two underlying tones in Hausa, namely high and low. In addition, it has a falling tone 

(represented with the circumflex   ). Only the low tone (   ) is marked in Hausa orthography. A 

falling tone results from a sequence of high and low tones within syllable whose nuclei are long 

vowels or diphthongs. In addition, within continuous utterance, high tones automatically reduce 

pitch after low tones. The tendency for non-low tones to be drawn down in pitch when they 

occur after low tones is called downdrift. Downdrifting leads to terrace tonal pitch pattern.  

 

Whereas sub-dots are not deployed in Hausa orthography, unlike Igbo and Yoruba, the language 

has diphthongs [] and [] written as „ai‟ and „au‟ respectively. Hausa also has labialised and 

palatalized consonants like „kw‟ and „ky‟. 

 

Pay attention to tone in the following words
5
: 

      Orthography   Gloss  

  baba  „father‟ 

  baba  „indigo‟ 

  baba  „paternal aunt‟ 

 

  fari  „grasshopper‟ 

  fari  „drought‟ 

  fari  „white‟ 

 

Exercise 12.3: Those whose mother tongue is not Hausa should practice tonal tunes with 

the following Hausa names, and check correct pronunciations with native 

speakers of Hausa. 

 

  Iarai Gambo 

  Barau Shehu 

  Tafawa Balewa 

  Aminu Kanu 

  Balarabe Musa 

                                                             
5 The high tone marked here (   ) is for expository purpose, as it is usually unmarked in Hausa prose. 
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  Danladi Bako 

Maikudi Umar 

Mairo Isiyaka 

Hadiza Jatau 

Magaji Zakari 

 

Nigerian Pidgin (NP) 

Nigerian Pidgin yet has not been given the attention it deserves, but its pervading influence in the 

domains of entertainment, politics and national orientation cannot be overlooked. Many confuse 

Nigerian Pidgin as broken English; that is English bereft of rules and used by the uncouth and 

unschooled. It is important to draw a line between broken English and Nigerian Pidgin. Contrary 

to first impressions, Nigerian Pidgin does have strict rules. The statement “A gree no” is a 

grammatically incorrect way of saying “A no gree” in Nigerian Pidgin. Any proficient speaker of 

Nigerian Pidgin will note such grammaticality or the lack there of.  

 

Having succinctly pointed out the legitimate grammar of NP; let me lend voice to the advocacy 

for the promotion of Nigerian Pidgin. There are now native speakers of NP in Nigeria. That 

means that a critical mass of people have NP as their mother tongue, as the language they 

acquired while growing up, as the language of their immediate environment. When a Pidgin 

develops to the stage that it is the mother tongue of children, linguists say that such a variety has 

creolized. Now, creolization is the point at which a speech variety legitimately becomes 

recognized as a language. NP has not just creolized, it is used across the nation as a language of 

wider communication. It is explored during political campaigns and then abandoned. It is used 

colloquially by friends and then denied a right of place at formal gatherings. The obvious reason 

for this attitude is the all too usual tendency for Nigerians to deride things with heavy Nigerian 

content. The same governments that won election on the platform of NP keep advocating foreign 

languages and pay polite lip service to NP. Even intellectuals pretend that this language does not 

exist, while still sneaking into stand-up comedy theatres where NP dominates as language of 

communication. This disservice to NP must stop if we must develop as a Nation; because, like or 

loath it, NP is spoken well by majority of Nigerians. Therefore, if developmental policies must 

be propagated, there is hardly any medium more effective than NP. Paying some attention to NP 

in this course is part of this advocacy. 

 

As a broadcaster or public speaker in the Nigerian clime, you would have need at some point to 

speak Nigerian Pidgin. The following tips should help you learn to speak it well. If you already 

have a mastery of NP, please teach others. I foresee a day when people will subscribe for paid 

lessons in Nigerian Pidgin. If you are reading this, that day has already arrived. 

 

 

 



102 

 

The Grammar of Nigerian Pidgin 

Back to our topic, linguists say that a pidgin is a language whose substratum is local and super-

stratum is foreign. What this means is that the grammar or sentence structure of a pidgin is 

patterned like that of a native language while the lexicon (i.e. vocabulary) is largely foreign. 

Consider (12.1) and (12.2). 

 

 (12.1)  

 NP:  A beg buy am 

   I  beg  buy it 

 

 Yoruba: Jo wo  ra     a  
   I beg    buy it 

 

 English:  Buy it, I beg you. 

 

 (12.2) 

 NP:  I   dey   go 

   1  cont. go 

 

 Yoruba: Mo on        lo  
   I     cont.   go 

 

 English I am going 

   I be  go+cont 

 

You have noticed from (12.1) and (12.2) that grammar of Nigerian Pidgin is similar to Yoruba. 

That is not to say that the similarity pertains to Yoruba alone. The bulk of Nigerian languages 

belong to the Benue-Congo stalk and they have similar basic grammatical layout. It therefore 

follows that NP is Nigerian in substratum and English in supra-stratum. Indeed there are ongoing 

projects that focus on geographical varieties of NP. 

 

Phonetics of Nigerian Pidgin 

Though the lexicon of NP may be largely foreign, its sounds are those of local languages. You 

will not here sounds like [:, , , , ] in Nigerian Pidgin, such sounds will be replaced by their 

closest auditory or acoustic neigbhours in local languages. In addition, NP abhors consonants 

clusters, especially at the end of words. Consonants like [] and [] are replaced with [] and [] 

respectively. The first person singular nominative pronoun „I‟ is written as „A‟ and pronounced 

as []. The third person singular nominative pronoun is written as „E‟ or „em‟ and pronounced as 
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[] or []; and its accusative counterpart is written as „am‟ and pronounced as []. In addition, 

the claim is made, yet not buoyantly substantiated, for tone in Nigerian Pidgin. 

 

Here are some English sound and their NP equivalents. 

 

  English  Nigerian Pidgin  

  [:, ]    [] 
  [, :, , ]   [] 

  [, :]    [] 

  [, :, ]   [] 

  [:, ]    [] 

  []    [] 

  []    [] 

  []    [] 

  []    [] 

  []    [] 

  []    [] 

  []    [] or [] in the case of first person singular „I‟. 

  []    [] 
  []    [] 

 

 

Exercise 12.4: Read the following Pidgin text till you achieve near native speaker 

proficiency
6
. 

Mak We Nak Pidgin 

 
Mai country men, a no no watin jus mek me dey write gramma sef, di tin wey dey vex 

me wel wel be say dem no wan repect dis ogonge language like Pidgin. If na joke you fit 
post me, make you do am, if na tori wey you jus wan nak, post am too. Una dey free to 
post watin una wan share with mai pipul dem. If na gramma una sabi make una nak am 
for mai blog. una fit post me e-mail too abi tori wey una wan show mani mani pipul dem. 

 
(Adapted from the Blog of Oluwagbemiga Ogboro-cole 08.06.13) 

 

   

 

 

                                                             
6 The Pidgin orthography here is by choice of authors and does not represent emerging Standard Pidgin orthography. 
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Post-Test 

1. Develop a database of ten local names and surnames and ten local place names in five 

Nigerian Languages other than Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba. Tone-mark these words by 

checking pronunciation with native speakers. 

 

2. Tune in a Nigerian Pidgin Channel on radio or television. Record a thirty minute 

programme. Transcribe the programme orthographically and phonetically. Analyse for 

ten traits of Nigerian Pidgin. 

 

3. Use the data you got in (2) above to argue for or against tone in Nigerian Pidgin. 

 

References 
 

Lewis A. A. (to appear) Undergraduate Phonetics and Phonology. 

 

Mamman M. 2013. Tone and Vowel Length Marking in Hausa: A Critical Study of their 

Desirability. Nilas Vol. 2 No.2. 

Ogboro-Cole O. Blog. Retrieved  08 June, 2013 

 

Perret G. 1984. How to hold your audience with humor. Writer‟s Digest Books: Cincinnati. 

 

Roca I. And Johnson W. 2003. A Course in Phonology. 4
th
 ed. Blackwell Publishing: Oxford. 

Summary 

Tone, which is lexically distinctive pitch, operates in nearly every African 

language (Swahili is a notable exception). Yoruba has three discrete level 

tones – high (    ), low (    ) and mid (unmarked in orthography). Igbo has 

two basic level tones – an unmarked high and a low ( ) tone. The second 

of two sequences of high tones in Igbo also steps down in frequency, thus 

sounding like a false mid tone. Since the low tone in Igbo is higher in 

frequency than that of a three-tone language, speakers of three-tone 

languages may perceive the low tone in Igbo as mid tone. There are two 

underlying tones in Hausa, namely high and low (   ), plus a falling tone. 

Only the low tone is marked in Hausa orthography. Nigerian Pidgin is 

Nigerian in grammar (i.e. substratum) and English in supra-stratum 

(lexicon), and its sounds are largely those of local languages. Foreign 

English sounds are usually substituted with their closest auditory or 

acoustic neigbhours from local languages. 
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Lecture 13: European! 
 

Introduction 

Germany, Russia and France alongside Britain have shaped the politics and economy of Europe 

for decades. Needless to say their languages collectively dominate mainstream global 

transactions. Therefore to attain world-class, communicators strive to acquire the basic sense of 

how these languages operate. Besides, a sprinkling of speeches and writings with expressions 

from these languages should add elegance to your discourse and repertoire. You would also find 

out that many so called English words derive from the languages discoursed here and from Latin. 

As we say in Nigerian Pidgin, “English na borrow borrow make me rich”. By the way, please 

learn a bit of Latin if you can. I know it is taught in the Classics Department at the University of 

Ibadan Nigeria and at the University of Ghana, Legon. The focus here is to help you master 

salient spelling rules in three European languages. These are just introductions. You will do well 

to include some European language dictionaries on your shelves. Jouir! 

 

Objectives 

I should be glad if at the end of this lecture you would have: 

 

1. Learnt the basic spelling rules of German, Russian and French. 

2. Gained enough confidence to spice your talk with expressions from European 

languages. 

3. Been stimulated enough to embark on self-paced or formal study of one more foreign 

language. 

  

Pre-Test 

1. Hazard a guess at the pronunciation of the following loan words in English: 

a. Volkswagen  f.   Repertoire 

b. Scepter   g.  Glasnost  

c. Schadenfreude  h.  Perestroika 

d. Vodka   i.   Ravine 

e. Repetend    j.   Buffet  

 

2. Determine the original language of the words in (1) above. 

 

German 

German is a member of the West Germanic group of Indo-European languages. It is the official 

language or one of the official languages in Germany, Austria, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg and 

Switzerland. Besides, German is spoken in forty other countries; notably Denmark, France 

(Alsace-Lorraine), Belgium, Italy (South Tyrol), Estonia, Hungary, Poland, Czech Republic, 

Croatia, Slovakia, Romania, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan. There are three main dialects of German 
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trending from north to south in Central Europe: Niederdeutsch (Plattdeutsch, Low German), 

Mitteldeutsch (Middle German) and Oberdeutsch (Upper German). Hereunder is a listing of 

German orthographic letters, their phonetic transcription and sample words in which they occur.  

 Orthography   Phonetic   German Examples Gloss 

 Sch         Schien [:]   shin 

         Busch []  bush 

 Ch word initial  ///    charge []  rank 

         charta []  charter  

         chatten []  chat 

         chirurg [] surgeon 

 Ch     if after i /   achtzig [] eighty   

 C        cembalo [] harpsichord 

 S        vase []  vase 

 Ss        wasser []  water 

 Sp/St word initially      spalt []  crevice 

         Strand []  beach 

 Pf     a Labio-dental Affricate pfarrer []  pastor 

 R     r    rasieren [:] shave 

 V     /v    vater [:]  father 

 W        Volkswagen [:] 

         Wernicke [] 

 Z/     also     zahl [:]  number 

 Ei        scheibe [] disc 

 Ie/ee    :    initiieren [‟:] initiate 

 Eu        heu []  hay 

         Heuchein [:] hypocrite 

 Au        saufen [] drink 

         msten [] over feed 
 o        okonom [:] economy 

 u        Ru ber [y:]  over 
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Nota bene:  

 Unlike English, what you see is what you pronounce in German. German spelling rules 

are rigid and easy to learn. 

  

 The sequence „sh‟ in German is always pronounced separately as [] followed by [] in 

two separate syllables. Thus the word bisher „up till now‟ is pronounced [.]. Second 

language learners with proficiency in English may mistake this sequence for []. 
 

 It is assumed that the letters omitted in the list above are pronounced the same way as 

they are in English. 

 

Exercise 13.1: Google for a map of Germany and learn the correct pronunciation of the five 

place names. 

 

Russian  

There are nearly 300 million speakers of Russian, an Eastern Slavonic language spoken in 

Russia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonian, Kyrgyzstan, Finland, 

Mongolia, Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Bulgaria. You may not be familiar with the 

Russian alphabet because it is written in Cyrillic script. This script has its origin in the Orthodox 

Church, and it is far removed from the Romanic script which most of us are all too familiar with. 

I strongly advise that you pay careful attention to the Russian alphabet presented in Table 13.1. 

Note especially that „B, , H, P, C, Y, ‟ represent [, , , , , ] respectively. Certain symbols also 

represent the sequence of the palatal glide followed by a vowel [je, , , ]. Just in case you 

need to type Cyrillic script, you would find the symbols in the Tahoma fonts of any Microsoft 

processor. 

 

Table 13.1: The Russian Alphabet 
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Deriving from the Table 13.1 above, here are a few Russian words and there phonetic 

transcription. 

  Russian Script  Phonetic Transcription 

  ACTPa   [] 

  Baa    [] 

  eBpo   [‟] 

  oHT    [] 
  KapTa   [] 

  MbI    [y] 

  ЯXTa    [‟] 

шap    [] 
aKT    [] 
дokTop   [] 

 

Exercie 13.2: Look up the meaning of each of the Russian words listed in Table 13.1. 

 

 

French 

French is a Romance language cognate with Italia, Spanish and Portuguese. It is spoken by over 

125 million people in about thirty countries worldwide. The country, France, has twenty 

provinces. The French culture extols family life. Each worker has an average of six vacations 

each year, which are spent with family. 

 

Many English words derive from French, largely because there have been layers of interaction 

between France and England. Indeed the French conquered and ruled England at some point. 

There is also some French blood in the British royal family, as there has been some intermarriage 

in history. Curiously, the British associate the French with notoriety, hence the expressions 

French leave, French kiss, French letter. There are a lot more chances that you come by French 

words in English than words of German and Russian or any other origin. Much of your 

communicative elegance will therefore be determined by your rendering of French words. 
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French Spelling Rules 

Regarding French sounds, the sounds written with the letters „b, d, k, l, m, n, o, p, s, t, v, z‟ are 

pronounced exactly as they are in English. Now there are several letters in French which may 

represent the same sound. In such cases, there are strict rules for pronunciation. Pay attention to 

these spelling rules. 

 

Orthography    Phonetic  French Examples Gloss 

c before e, i, y        cinema   movie theatre 

 before a, o, u       franais  French 

ss        tasse   cup 

s word initial and adjacent to other consonants    samedi   saturday 

        pistolet   gun 

x before a voiceless sound     expliquer  explain 

s between vowels       maison   house   

c before a, o, u  or consonant     cave   cave 

        crise   crisis 

k        kepi   cap 

qu and final q       quatre   four 

        cinq   five   

ch        chaut    hot 

sch        schema  diagram, 

g before a, o, u or consonant  7
   gateau   cake 

        graissage  lubrication 

g before e, i, y       age   age/era 

        manger  to eat 

j        janveir   January 

gn        agneau   lamb 

h     silent   home   man 

l final after i    y   fauteuil  armchair 

ll between i and e   y   billet   ticket 

ll elsewhere    l   elle   she 

f        fontaine  spring or fountain 

ph        photographie  photography 

 

                                                             
7 letter ‘c’ in words deriving from seconde is pronounced []: seconder, secondaire   
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Orthography    Phonetic  French Examples Gloss 

r/rr     8
   Paris   Paris   

        arrivee   arrival   

th     t   the   tea 

x before a       exact   exact 

x before voiceless consonant or e    exterieur  exterior  

 

Vowels 

Orthography    Phonetic  French Examples Gloss 

a, ,      :   a   dough 

e, er, ez, et       Allez!   Go! 

e before a consonant       belle   beautiful 

e, ei, ai, ai       pere   father 

        faire   to do 

e word final or without accent    naufrage  shipwreck 

eu/u        cu   heart 

/y      :   fini []  finish 

        cycle [s:]  cycle 

o, au, eau, o        eau   water 

        mot   word 

        au revoir  good bye 

        hotel   hotel 

o before pronounced consonants        
           
         
           
           
           a  

Diphthongs and Semivowels 

Orthography    Phonetic  French Examples Gloss 

ey, eil (word final)  or eille     bouteille  bottle 

        seyant   becoming 

y        yahourt  [R]  yoghourt 

ie        hier   yesterday 

                                                             
8  = voiced uvula trill is pronounces in the back of the mouth, like a light gargling sound. 
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Orthography    Phonetic  French Examples Gloss 

il     hy   il   eye 

ille     ije   fille   girl 

oi     /   moi   me 

        bourgeoisie [R :]  middle class 

oy        foyer   home 

oui     (w)u   Louis    Louis 

        oui [:]  yes 

ui        lui/ huile  him/oil 

qu latin derived words      aquarium [:R ] aquarium 

 

Nasal Vowels 

Nasal vowels are phonemic vowels that are let out both from the mouth and the nose. French 

nasal vowels, like in Yoruba, are written with an „n‟ at the end. Of course the „n‟ is not 

pronounced since it is only indicative of nasality (same as in Yoruba). For the sake of simplicity, 

I have classified the nasal vowels of French into three: [  ], [  ] and [  ]. 
  

Orthography    Phonetic  French Examples Gloss 

on, om, ion, eon      bonjour [:] Hello! 

        bombe   bomb 

        station   station 

        pigeon   pigeon 

un, um, eum       un   one 

        parfum   perfume 

        a jeun   fasting 

 

Every other combination of vowel (or semivowel) letters ending in „n‟ or „m‟ is [  ]. 
 an, am, en, em, ean, aon:  Jean, l‟enfant de l‟ambassadeur embrasse le paon 

John, the son of the ambassador hugs the peacock 

in, im, yn, ain, ein, aim :  intelligent, imparfait, lymphe   
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Post-Test 

1. Practice reading the following short texts in German, French and Russian. 

a) German 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

Unlike English, what you see is what you pronounce in German. Spelling 

rules are rigid and easy to learn. For instance, the sequence „sh‟ in German 

is always pronounced separately as [] followed by [] in two separate 

syllables. Thus the word bisher „up till now‟ is pronounced [.]. In 

Russian, the letters „B, , H, P, C, Y, ‟ represent [, , , , , ] 

respectively. The Certain symbols also represent the sequence of the 

palatal glide followed by a vowel [, , o]. Just in case you need to type 

Cyrillic script of Russian, they may be found in the Tahoma fonts of any 

Microsoft processor. French also has consistent spelling rules and its nasal 

vowels are written ending in „n‟ and „m‟.  
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b) Russian 

 
 

French 

 
 

2. Go over the words in the pre-test to know for sure their pronunciation and origin. 

3. Look up ten verbs each of German, Russian and French from a corresponding dictionary. 

4. Enumerate five orthographic similarities: 

a. Between Russian and German exclusive of French. 

b. Across German, Russian and French. 
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Lecture 14: Contrastive Pronunciation Glossary 
 

Introduction 

As an avid viewer of the BBC, I have been caught by surprise at the pronunciation of certain 

common words for which there was no suspicion I hitherto mispronounced. The comparative list 

here contains some of such words. For the sake of my pride, I hope you would be surprised by 

many of them. You aren‟t alone wondering why English orthography is so unpredictable. Quite 

frankly, what sense does it make to spell [:] as draught, and [] as drought? 

 

Objectives 

After going through this lecture, you should have: 

1. Corrected many disparities between Nigerian pronunciation and that of the 

British. 

2. Had a good laugh at yourself and your colleagues. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Challenge a friend to make three sentences without error in pronunciation. 

2. Pick out the errors in (1). 

3. If you partner contests the errors you noted, place bets on them and confirm with a 

dictionary. 

4. Exchange roles and repeat (1 to 3) above.  

 

Contrastive Glossary 

       

          

 
Word 

  
Nigerian pronunciation Bristish Pronunciation 

 1 Academy 
  

 
  

 
  2 Accede 

  

 

  

: 

  3 Adjacent 
  

 
  

. 
  4 Advertisement 

 

 
  

: 
  5 Again 

  

 

  

      

  6 Air 
  

: 

  

 

  7 Alex 
  

 

  

. 

  8 Aperitif 
  

 

  

..:     .. 
  9 Available 

  

 
  

. 
  10 Basic 

  

 

  

. 

  11 Basket 
  

 
  

:. 
  12 Because 

  

 

  

 

  13 Belief 
  

 

  

: 
  14 Blood 

  

 

  

 

  15 Boarder/border 
  

 

  

: 
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Word Nigerian pron British Pron 

16 Boss 
  

 

  

 

  17 Bother 
  

 

  

. 

  18 Burger 
  

 

  

: 

  19 Bus 
  

 

  

 

  20 Cadre 
  

 

  

: 

  21 Cake 
  

 

  

 

  22 Capable 
  

 
  

.. 
  23 Cassette 

  

 
  

 
  24 Cease 

  

 

  

: 

  25 Celebrity 
  

 
  

.. 
  26 Celestial 

  

 
  

.. 
  27 Certificate 

 

 
  

.. 
  28 Chandelier 

 

 

  

. 

  29 Cleanse 
  

 

  

 

  30 College 
  

 

  

. 

  31 Comb 
  

 

  

 

  32 conservative 
  

 

  

:.. 

  33 Country 
 

 
  

. 
  34 Cousin 

  

 

  

. 

  35 Creche 
  

 
  

 
  36 Cup 

  

 

  

 

  37 Dance 
  

 

  

: 

  38 Debt 
  

 
  

 
  39 Decease 

  

 

  

 

  40 Deposit 
  

 
  

. 
  41 Depot 

  

 
  

. 

  42 Depth 
  

 
  

 

  43 Derivative 
  

 

  

.. 

  44 Disease 
 

 

  

: 

  45 Distance 
  

 

  

. 

  46 During 
  

 . 

 47 Ate 
  

 
  

/ 
  48 Enjoy 

  

 
  

 
  49 Era 

  

 

  

. 

  50 Esophagus 
  

 

  

.. 

  51 European 
  

 

  

.: 

  52 Even 
  

 

  

: 

  53 Favour 
 

 

  

. 

  54 Finance 
  

 

  

. 
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Word 

  
Nigerian pron 

  
British Pron 

  55 Financial 
  

 
  

 
  56 Firm 

  

 

  

: 

  57 Fuel 
  

 
  

:.,  
  58 Fungicide 

  

 

  

. 

  59 Google 
 

 
  

 
  60 Gross 

  

 

  

 

  61 Heir 
  

 

  

 

  62 Here 
  

 

  

 

  63 Holiday 
  

 

  

/ 
  64 Hundred 

  

 

  

./. 

  65 Husband 
  

 

  

 

  66 Incisor 
  

 

  

 

  67 Janet 
  

 
  

. 
  68 Knowledge 

  

 

  

 

  69 Learning 
 

 

  

: 

  70 Leisure 
  

 

  

. 

  71 Liquid 
  

 

  

 

  72 Long 
  

 

  

 

  73 Love 
  

 

  

 

  74 Machete 
  

 
  

. 
  75 Machine 

  

 

  

: 

  76 Mechanic 
  

 

  

./ 

  77 Moan 
  

 

  

 

  78 Mortgage 
  

 

  

: 

  79 Obtain 
  

 

  

 

  80 Opacity 
  

 
  

.. 
  81 Opague 

  

 

  

 

  82 Open 
  

 

  

. 

  83 Paradigm 
  

 

  

.. 

  84 Parent 
  

 
  

. 
  85 Penchant 

  

 
  

:: 

  86 Plait 
  

 
  

 
  87 Plumb 

  

 

  

 

  88 Plumber 
  

 

  

. 

  89 Poem 
  

 

  

. 

  90 Pressure 
  

: 

  

. 

  91 Prophet 
  

 
  

. 
  92 Qualm 

  

 

  

:/: 

  93 Quasi 
  

 
  

./: 
     94  Quay 

  
 : 
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Word 

  
Nigerian pronunciation 

  
Bristish Pronunciation 

  95 Reason 
  

 

  

:. 

  96 Receipt 
  

 
  

: 
  97 Record (verb) 

  

: 

  

: 

  98 Relation 
  

 

  

. 

  99 Relative 
  

 

  

.. 

  100 Return 
  

 

  

: 

  101 Serious 
  

 

  

.. 

  102 Sewage 
  

 

  

:. 

  103 Siamese 
  

 

  

.: 

  104 Sing 
  

 

  

 

  105 Sister 
  

 

  

. 

  106 Stabilise  
  

 

  

.. 

  107 Status quo 
 

 

  

/ 

  108 Student 
  

 
  

: 
  109 Study 

  

 
  

. 
  110 Swallow 

  

 

  

. 

  111 Teacher 
  

 

  

: 

  112 Toilet 
  

 
  

./ 
  113 Transparent 

 

 
  

/ 

  114 Turn 
  

: 

  

: 

  115 Ubiquitous 
 

 

  

:.. 

  116 Uganda 
  

 

  

:. 

  117 University 
 

 
  

:.:..t 
  118 Vineyard 

  

 

  

. 

  119 Vulcanize 
 

 

  

 

  120 Width 
  

 
  

 

  121 Wonder 
  

: 

  

. 

  122 Walk 
  

 

  

: 

  123 Work 
  

 

  

: 

  124 Yacht         

125 Yoghourt                                               g./.    
         

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



120 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post-Test 

Listen to conversations around you, compare words you suspect are mispronounced with 

dictionary transcription, and compile a list of fifty mispronounced words after the nature of but 

not included those in the glossary presented in this lecture.  
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Summary 

Nigerian English has a smaller vowel inventory than British English. Therefore 

British English vowels are substituted with those most phonetically close to 

them in Nigerian English. In addition, the weak vowel [] is produced as [], 

just as [:] and [] are often jointly rendered as []. Diphthongs are simplified 

into monophthongs and the sounds [] and [] are often confused. There is also 

a tendency for second language speakers of English to pronounce words as they 

are written. While this is the right disposition, it is not always correct with 

English. Indeed, the orthography of English is long overdue for elaborate 

revision. 
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