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 Vice-Chancellor’s Message 
 

I congratulate you on being part of the historic evolution of our Centre for 

External Studies into a Distance Learning Centre. The reinvigorated 

Centre, is building on a solid tradition of nearly twenty years of service to 

the Nigerian community in providing higher education to those who had 

hitherto been unable to benefit from it. 

 Distance Learning requires an environment in which learners 

themselves actively participate in constructing their own knowledge. They 

need to be able to access and interpret existing knowledge and in the 

process, become autonomous learners. 

 Consequently, our major goal is to provide full multi media mode of 

teaching/learning in which you will use not only print but also video, 

audio and electronic learning materials. 

 To this end, we have run two intensive workshops to produce a fresh 

batch of course materials in order to increase substantially the number of 

texts available to you. The authors made great efforts to include the latest 

information, knowledge and skills in the different disciplines and ensure 

that the materials are user-friendly. It is our hope that you will put them to 

the best use. 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Olufemi A. Bamiro, FNSE 

Vice-Chancellor 
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Foreword 

The University of Ibadan Distance Learning Programme has a vision of 

providing lifelong education for Nigerian citizens who for a variety of reasons 

have opted for the Distance Learning mode.  In this way, it aims at 
democratizing education by ensuring access and equity.   

 The U.I. experience in Distance Learning dates back to 1988 when the 

Centre for External Studies was established to cater mainly for upgrading the 

knowledge and skills of NCE teachers to a Bachelors degree in Education.  

Since then, it has gathered considerable experience in preparing and 

producing course materials for its programmes.  The recent expansion of the 

programme to cover Agriculture and the need to review the existing materials 

have necessitated an accelerated process of course materials production. To 

this end, one major workshop was held in December 2006 which have 

resulted in a substantial increase in the number of course materials. The 

writing of the courses by a team of experts and rigorous peer review have 

ensured the maintenance of the University’s high standards.  The approach is 

not only to emphasize cognitive knowledge but also skills and humane values 

which are at the core of education, even in an ICT age. 

 The materials have had the input of experienced editors and illustrators 

who have ensured that they are accurate, current and learner friendly. They 

are specially written with distance learners in mind, since such people can 

often feel isolated from the community of learners. Adequate supplementary 

reading materials as well as other information sources are suggested in the 

course materials. 

 The Distance Learning Centre also envisages that regular students of 

tertiary institutions in Nigeria who are faced with a dearth of high quality 

textbooks will find these books very useful. We are therefore delighted to 

present these new titles to both our Distance Learning students and the 

University’s regular students.  We are confident that the books will be an 

invaluable resource to them. 

 We would like to thank all our authors, reviewers and production staff 

for the high quality of work. 
 

Best wishes. 

 

 

Professor Francis O. Egbokhare 

Director 
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General Introduction and Course Objectives 
 

As professionals or educated speakers of English, much is expected of 

you. Your oral ability needs not be in doubt, because communication is 

first oral before it is reduced to writing. If your oral communication skills 

in English are poor, you stand the risk of being unintelligible when you 

speak and of not following coherently normal conversation carried out in 

educated English. This course, therefore, has been designed to teach you 

the sounds and sound system of English. The aim is to cause you to 

consciously rehearse an important segment of communication you may 

have missed hitherto. 

 

Course Objectives 

1. To introduce elementary phonetics of the English Language. 

2. To teach the sound system of English with the aim of improving 

oral communication skills. 

3. To identify areas of weakness and emphasize them by providing 

practical exercises leading to internalized knowledge as well as 

application. 

4. To get learners to appreciate the interdependency of oral and 

written communication skills. 

5. To assist learner to discuss certain salient points intelligently on 

demand. 
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LECTURE ONE 

 

 

 

Introduction to the Course 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

In this first lecture on Oral Communication Skills, my basic objective is to 

introduce learners to the importance of oral English and its significance to 

efficient and effective oral communication.  

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. appreciate the necessity for students of Communication and 

Language Arts to develop positive learning attitudes to oral 

English, elements of  phonetics and phonology of the English 

Language; and 

2. discuss intelligently why you should work hard on yourself to 

improve your  spoken English.  

 

Pre-Test 

1. Why do you think that it is worthwhile to study the sound system 

of English in Communication and Language Arts? 

2. Look up in a good dictionary and encyclopaedia the meanings and 

concepts of (a) Phonetics and (b) Phonology. Without checking the 

meaning again, take ONLY five minutes to write the differences 

between them. 
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CONTENT 

General Background 

There is a general apathy towards the study of phonetics, and learners who 

are not core students of linguistics or English have often asked, “Why 

study phonetics when it is not possible to speak like native speakers of 

English?” The answer is simple. As educated speakers of the language, we 

have to speak it intelligibly instead of tolerably. I believe that what is 

worth doing at all is worth doing well. So if communication in English is 

worth doing, it must be done well.  

 Students generally approach the study of phonetics with fear, disdain 

and/or disinterestedness. They complain that: “The course is too difficult, I 

cannot pass it”. It should not be so. Language is essentially speech and the 

study of speech must not be “too difficult” since we all can learn one 

another’s language. 

This lecture is written to achieve two purposes: 

1. to present English phonetics material in a simplified and 

interesting manner so that even the least enthusiastic student can 

benefit from reading it; and secondly; and    

2. to provide a supplementary reading and reference materials for the 

much needed text in this important area of oral communication 

studies. In this regard, therefore, even students and teachers at 

levels lower than university work will find it useful for Oral 

English courses. 

 With the above in mind, this course material is written to be useful to 

students, teachers and interested researchers. 

 

The Study of English Phonetics 

When we talk, we successively produce a set of sounds which are 

arranged in groups of words. This phenomenon is universal, though 

sounds and sound systems are not the same in all language. Therefore, 

when we learn a new language, we are in effect, learning the sounds of 

that language. As a matter of fact, to speak another language intelligibly, 

we must use only the sounds of that language, no matter how many other 

languages we know. Indeed, to mix up the sound systems of two or more 

languages when speaking only one is to make fun of our communicative 

competence. It also renders our speech unintelligible. This fact justifies 
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thorough teaching and learning of English phonetics in our learning 

system, since we also communicate officially in English in this country. 

 The learner of a new language must realize that he is dealing with 

new sounds and sound systems which are different from those of his 

native language. He must not, therefore, be contented with transferring or 

approximating the sounds of his native language to the new language 

being learnt – the target language. A complete mastery of the sounds and 

sound system of the English Language is thus the goal of this course, and 

that goal we must achieve. 

 A Nigerian learning English Language in school (not just picking it 

from the market square) who makes no effort to master the sounds of 

English is only begging the question of oral communication because such 

a learner will certainly end up speaking his/her own language as English. 

He/she may also continually engage in unacceptable analogy within the 

target language itself. 

 

Why learn English Sounds? 

The answer is because we want to attain international intelligibility in oral 

communication. Secondly, we wish to justify our educational status. As 

university students and as communicators we need to overcome second 

language interference problems. The aim of learning a new language is to 

enable you to communicate effectively in it, and this is why we teach the 

sounds and sound system of the English language so that as educated 

speakers of the language, you can improve on oral communicative 

competence and performance in the language. 

 The sound system of one language makes the learning of the sounds 

of another language a difficult task because the learner is blind and deaf to 

the fine features of the sounds of the new language. Only conscious effort 

on your part can help you to overcome this problem. The following sounds 

may sound the same in your ears if you do not consciously learn them in 

phonetics classes: 

/i:/ as in beans /bi:nz/   /ɪ/ as in bins /bɪnz/  

/ɑ:/ as in barn /bɑ:n/  /æ/ as in ban /bæn/ 

/ɔ:/ as in cause /kɔ:z/  /ɜ:/ as in curse /kɜ:s/ 

/u:/ as in fool /fu:l/  /ʊ/ as in full /fʊl/ 
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 The strangeness of these sounds will disappear as you begin this 

course and to make conscious efforts to learn them. 

 

Summary 

It is important to note that learning the sounds of another language is 

learning to form a set of new habits. It involves a re-ordering of one’s 

speech organs to take on new sound values and reform the attitudes of 

the old ones. It calls for a change of behaviour and a taking-on of a new 

set of positions not used in speaking one’s earlier language. Often, it is 

difficult to do so at first but conscious effort and constant practice will 

lead to overcoming initial difficulties and a mastery of the new sounds 

 

Post-Test 

Why do you think it is necessary for you as a professional communicator 

to learn the sounds and sound system of English? 

 

References 

 Abolade, J.O. and M.H. Combe Martin (1981). Oral English for West 

Africa. London: Macmillan. 

 Jones, Daniel (1979). The Pronunciation of English. London: J.M. 

Dent Publisher. 

 O’ Connor, J.D. (1974). Better English Pronunciation. London: 

Cambridge University Press. 

 Onuigbo, Fam (1990). Oral English for School and Colleges. Onitsha: 

African-FEB Publishers. 
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LECTURE TWO 

 

 

 

Speech Production: Theoretical Basis 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

My major purpose in this discussion is to expose you to basic the factors 

in speech production.  

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. intelligently and coherently discuss at least three speech organs; 

2. build on this discussion to learn better in subsequent lectures; and 

3. have a blurred understanding of this lecture which will result in a 

flurried understanding of the whole course. 

 

Pre-Test 

Define:  

1. Vocal cords 

2. Palate 

3. Tongue 

4. Teeth and 

5. Lip 

Explain how they function in speech production. 

 

CONTENT 

Speech sound is composed with the air released from the lungs. The lungs 

are principally designed to serve the purpose of breathing but they also 
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serve as the originator of speech breath. The air released from the lungs is 

interfered with at various points by the organs of speech. The sounds so 

produced are manipulated to produce words and sentences. This process is 

so involuntary and spontaneous that we hardly ever take notice of it until 

there is something either medically or physiologically wrong with any of 

the speech organs such as, the vocal cords, the palate, the teeth the tongue 

or the lips. Here is a diagram of the organs of speech. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Organs of Speech (Schematic Diagram) 
 

1. The Vocal Cord:  The air released from the lungs comes up through a 

narrow passage called the wind pipe and arrives at the upper part called 

the larynx. The elastic tissue-like cords situated inside the larynx are 

called vocal cords. Because the cords are elastic, they can move towards 

each other, overlap, and cover the top of the wind pipe. They can also be 

drawn back, so that a gap is created between them. This elastic movement 

takes place in such a way and in such a quick succession that it is often not 

possible to time the process; but it is believed that it takes place about 

eight hundred times in one second. As noted earlier, the closing is 

accompanied with vibration which produces “voicing”. The opening of the 

cords terminates the vibration and produces “voicelessness”. 
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2. The Palate: The palate is the roof of the mouth cavity close to the 

nose. It has two parts called the HARD and the SOFT palates. The upper 

part of the mouth that begins immediately after the teeth and runs up to the 

middle of the cavity is called the hard palate. It is a hard casing through 

which you can run a finger without having a vomiting sensation. The hard 

part of the palate is used in producing many consonant sounds such as, 

/ʤ/, /ʃ/. 

 The soft palate begins immediately after the hard palate. It is so soft 

and sensitive to touch that it cannot tolerate running a finger over it 

without causing automatic vomiting or serious gurgling.  

 This soft palate can move to take any position: side ways, front, back, 

up, downwards, etc. This flexibility in movement enables the soft palate to 

be raised to block the passing air from the lungs and larynx and prevent it 

from entering the nasal cavity. When lowered, the soft palate allows air to 

enter the nose to produce such sounds as /m/, /n/ and /ɳ/ with the mouth 

partially closed.  

 

3. The Teeth: The four front teeth (called incisors) are very useful in the 

production of speech sounds. Some sounds cannot be pronounced well 

without them, such as, ‘th’ /θ/ and /ð/, /s/ and /z/. Loss of some or all of 

them, or in some cases, even an unusual gap between them, causes funny 

mispronunciation of some speech sounds in English. 

 

4. The Tongue: The most active organ of speech is the tongue. It is very 

flexible and has a great variety of movements in the mouth. Though the 

tongue has no natural division, we can divide it into four principal parts as 

follows: 

a. the tip of the tongue – its pointed part; 

b. the blade of the tongue – the region immediately after the tip of the 

tongue  but before the front; 

c. the front of the tongue – the flat mid-region of the tongue; and  

d. the back  of the tongue – the region immediately behind the front 

but before the epiglottis. 

 The tongue can move freely and touch any part of the mouth at will. 

This flexibility produces a great variety of sounds. Its four regions can be 



 8 

mobilized to produce any sound at will, to utter any given sound at any 

given time and for any given purpose, if there are no biological, medical 

or physiological abnormalities. 

 

5. The Lips: Though the lips are the last and outmost speech organs, 

they play a prominent part in speech production. A defect in lip formation 

leads to defective production of the sound that they influence. Indeed, 

without their appropriate shaping, speech sounds would be unmusical, 

tuneless and timeless; and utterances could become a jumbled monotony 

of sound. The lips takes various and different positions and shapes in order 

to complete the external production of English sounds. 

 There are two other speech organs that need some mention here, the 

larynx and the pharynx. These are in actual fact, not separate organs but 

parts of one organ. The wind pipe in itself has no further function in 

speech production other than being pipe through which the breath air from 

the lungs passes. 

a. The larynx is that part of the windpipe that houses the air rushing 

to the nose or mouth. 

b. The pharynx is the region immediately below the soft palate and 

serves as the terminal point of the pipe and beginning of the mouth 

cavity.  

 

6. The Nose: The nasal cavity is used for the production of /m/, /n/, and 

/ɳ/ sounds, in the manner described in 2 above. 

 

Summary 

The production of speech sounds begins when air is released from the 

lungs. The air is principally meant for breath purposes but is 

additionally manipulated by the vocal cords, the palates, the tongue, the 

teeth and the lips to produce speech sounds. The manipulation can take 

various forms, such as closing of the air passage to cause blockage of 

the wind-pipe for certain sounds, or opening to cause free passage for 

other sounds, and partial closing or opening for yet other sounds. 

 The tongue and the soft palate are flexible and take various 

positions to perform the functions demanded for given sounds. Though 

the tongue has no natural divisions, the function it performs makes 
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analysts to identify four parts, which are: 

a the tip of the tongue; 

b the blade of the tongue; 

c the front of the tongue; and 

d the back of the tongue. 

 

Post-Test 

1. In not more than ten sentences, describe how speech is produced. 

2. Differentiate between: 

a. Wind pipe 

b. Pharynx 

c. Larynx and 

d. Vocal cords 

3. Identify two speech organs and describe them. State some sounds 

that they are manipulated to produce. 

 

References 

Jones, Daniel (1979). The Pronunciation of English. London: J.M. 

Dent Publisher. 

O’ Connor, J.D. (1974). Better English Pronunciation. London: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Abolade, J.O. and M.H. Combe Martin (1981: vii-xii). Oral 

English for West Africa. London: Macmillan. 
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LECTURE THREE 

 

 

 

The Sound System of English – An Introduction 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

In the previous lectures, an opener into the relevance and importance of 

English phonetics to all educated speakers of the English language was 

treated. In this lecture, I introduce the sound systems in English. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. launch into the study of the English sound system; and 

2. discuss in some detail the features that need to be practised 

constantly and consciously for improved oral communication. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Distinguish between segmental and supra-segmental features in 

English phonetics. Use appropriate examples. 

2. Compare and contrast the supra-segmental features of English and 

your language. 

 

CONTENT 

Now that we have had an opener into the importance of English phonetics 

in our lives as educated Nigerian speakers of the language; and have been 

introduced to the organs of speech and how they function, it is imperative 

for you to become acquainted also with the sound system of the language. 

No two speakers pronounce the same words exactly alike. This is a fact of 

phonetics – the science dealing with the production and study of sounds. 
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Features of the Sound System of English 

Two main features make up the sound system of the English language. 

These are segmental and supra-segmental features. 

a Segmental features are the vowels and consonants used in speaking 

the language. 

b The supra-segmental features are the prosodies: syllable, stress, 

rhythm and intonation. 

 Although we shall analyse these two features in detail in successive 

lectures in this course, we need to briefly touch on them here because of 

their importance for oral communication in general. 

 Vowels and Consonants are individual sound segments, but stress, 

rhythm and intonation are the features that affect the quality of the sounds 

in speech units, that is, in words, phrases and sentences. As a matter of 

fact, an educated speaker of English who ignores the proper application of 

stress and intonation in English is often misunderstood because such a 

speech could be un-intelligible. 

 The main problem of English pronunciation is building a new set of 

speech habits and attitudes that will approximate the habits and attitudes 

of native speakers and de-emphasising those features of our native 

languages that have been deeply ingrained in our speech practice. You can 

do this only by consciously retraining your speech organs and developing 

new speech habits. 

 For example, the way the supra-segmental features are used in 

English is quite different from the way they are used in most of our 

languages. English is stress-timed while most Nigerian languages are tonal 

and hence syllable-timed. 

 The combination of stressed and un-stressed syllables gives the 

English language a peculiar rhythmic pattern. The same is not true in our 

languages because of their tonal features. As noted in the last lecture, this 

apparent disparity between the sound systems of the target language 

(English) and the source languages (mother tongue) makes it rather 

difficult for us to perceive the distinguishing features of similar sounds in 

both languages. To overcome this natural anomaly, you need deliberate 

and conscientious effort as an individual and in groups. Habitual learning 

behaviour and constant practice will bring about the much needed 

improvement in oral communication skills that will make you speak with 

greater confidence. Stress and intonation affect effective oral 



 12 

communication skills in English because the rise and fall in voice pitch are 

active in producing meaning in the language. They also suggest attitude, 

emphasis, educational status and tone. These features deserve a special 

place in the study of oral communication skills which we will discuss in 

subsequent lectures in the course. We will also do practical exercises in 

them. 

 

Post-Test 

Define the significance of the following declaration: “Written English 

consists of marks on paper…while spoken English is organized sound…” 

 

References 

 O’Connor, J.D. (1974). Better English Pronunciation. London: 

Cambridge University Press 

 Jones, Daniel (1979). The Pronunciation of English. London: 

Cambridge University Press 

 Christophersen, Paul (1981). An English Phonetics Course. Harlow- 

Essex: Longman Group. 
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LECTURE FOUR 

 

 

 

Pure Vowel Sounds in English Language 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

This lecture will discuss the pure vowel sounds in English Language. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. explain the pure vowels in English language; and 

2. explain the concept of “cardinal vowels” and its place in the study 

of the  vowels of English. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Draw two vowel charts: (i) Cardinal vowels and (ii) Pure English 

vowels. Note the differences between the cardinal vowels and 

actual vowels. 

2. What is the significance of Received Pronunciation (RP) in the 

study and practice of oral communication skills in English? 

 

CONTENT 

Speech sounds fall into natural divisions in accordance with the ways they 

are produced and the organs of speech used in producing them. A vowel of 

English or any natural language is a segmental feature produced with a 

free flow of the air released from the lungs. This is saying that the speech 

air leaves the mouth cavity without any interruption, interference or 

blockage by any speech organ during the production of vowel sounds. In 

this lecture, we will concern ourselves with the vowels of English, but let 
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us first examine the cardinal vowel to help us understand better the 

positions and functions of pure vowels in the English language. 

Cardinal Vowels: Cardinal vowels are not the vowels of any natural 

language. They are, if anything, absolute standards relative to which 

vowels of the language being studied and described can be situated. The 

vowels of English now to be studied are listed and described relative to the 

cardinal vowels. There are eight cardinal vowels while the English 

language has twelve pure vowel sounds, and eight diphthongs (see the 

diagram below). 

 Examine the figures below in order to have a greater insight into what 

has been said above. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2 (a) Conventional diagram indicating vowel positions (Source: Jones; 

1979:15) 
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Fig. 2 (b) Cardinal Vowels (Source: Jones (1979:21) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 2 (c) BBC English pure vowels (Source: Jones; 1997: viii) 
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Vowel Sounds in English 

A vowel is a language sound produced without air blockage at any point 

by any organ of speech, namely the glottis, the velum, the palate, the 

tongue, the teeth and the lips. There are twelve pure vowels (Fig. 2c) and 

nine diphthongs in English (diagram in Lecture Six). 

The twelve pure vowel sounds are represented in the phonetic script as 

follows: 

1.     /i:/ as in beat /bi:t/            2.    /ɪ/ or /i/ as in bit /bɪt/  

3.    /e/ or/ɛ/ as in bet /bet/       4.    /ӕ/ as in bat /bӕt/   

5.    /ɑ:/ as in part /pɑ:t/           6.   /ɔ/ as in pot /pɔt/   

7.   /ɔ:/ as in port /pɔ:t/             8.   /ʊ / or /u/ as in full /fʊl/  

9.   /u:/ as in fool /fu:l/             10.   / ʌ /as in hut /hʌt/    

11. /ә:/ as in girl /gә:l/             12.  /ә/ as in ahead /әhed/ 

 You may find these sounds represented slightly differently by 

different authors. The symbols used here are those used by Jones, D. 

(1979), Abolade, J.O. et al. (1981) and O’Connor, D.O. (1974).  

 These pure vowel sound symbols and the nine diphthongs (shown in 

Lecture Six) represent all vowel sounds in English. Note the considerable 

differences between the characters of the (written) alphabet and those of 

the phonetic script and learn to keep them separate from one another. Note 

also that there is no one-to-one correspondence between the characters 

(letters) of the (written) alphabet and the sounds represented in the 

phonetic scripts. Your major task in learning the sounds is to know their 

manner of articulation and the place of articulation. The manner of 

articulation explains how a sound is pronounced, that is with the mouth 

open or closed, the lips rounded or spread, the teeth clenched or parted, 

etc. Place of articulation explains what organs of speech and where in the 

mouth region the sound is made. That knowledge will enable you to 

realize the sound with accuracy and to practise it with relative ease. But 

before we do that, let us discuss two salient points that are relative to the 

exercise. 
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Received Pronunciation (RP) 

Professor Daniel Jones coined this term to replace his earlier Public 

School Pronunciation (P S P). By RP, Daniel Jones referred to the English 

pronunciation which was prevalent among the educated speakers in 

London and within the Upper Class in England. This became accepted as 

the standard pronunciation. As such it is the standard adopted by the 

British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). From this initial conception, RP 

has come to include the Standard English pronunciation taught in schools 

in the English-speaking world. Its teaching is aimed at enhancing regional 

standards of educated English. As a matter of fact, Received Pronunciation 

(RP) has sometimes been referred to as Educated English pronunciation 

(EEP). 

 

Transcription 

To transcribe is to make a copy of (something) in writing. It also means to 

transliterate, that is, to write a language in the symbols of another 

language or code. Here, it means to represent sounds in corresponding 

conventional characters. Therefore, each phonetic notation represents a 

family of sounds but the value attached to them depends on the phonetic 

context and the variety of the language in focus.   

 RP vowels are classified into long and short vowels and transcribed as 

shown below. 

a.  Long Vowels /i:/  /ɑ:/  /ɔ:/   /u:/   /ә:/ 

b.  Short Vowels    /ɪ/ /e/  /ӕ/ /ɔ/ /ʊ/ /ʌ/ /ә/ 

c.  Diphthongs    /eɪ/ /aɪ/  /ou/ or /әʊ/  /aʊ/  /ɔɪ/  /ɪә /  /eә/  /ʊә/ 

     (See examples in the next lecture)  

 

The Tongue as a Speech Organ 

 To fully understand the value of English sounds is to recognize the 

pertinent tongue positions. The tongue is the most important and active 

organ of speech production. It is glued to the lower jaw, and although it 

has no natural divisions, its flexible movement in the mouth makes it 
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susceptible of a conventional imaginary division into a tip, a blade, a front 

and a back for purposes of phonetic description.  

 Please, refer to Figure 1 in Lecture One and note the four divisions of 

the tongue mentioned here. You are also advised to master the vowel 

symbols described in this lecture. 

 

Summary 

Speech sounds fall into two natural divisions in accordance with (a) 

their manner of articulation and (b) the organs of speech used in 

articulating them. A vowel is produced without any stoppage of the 

vocal air stream as it moves from the lungs to the outside world. 

Cardinal vowels represent a standard scale, reference to which the 

vowels of natural languages are described. While there are eight such 

cardinal vowels, English has twelve pure vowels that are so described. 

Together with nine diphthongs, we have a total of twenty-one vowel 

sounds in English. The tongue plays a crucial part in the pronunciation 

or articulation of sounds.   

Received Pronunciation (RP) is a replacement by Daniel Jones of his 

earlier Public School Pronunciation (PSP). It has been accepted in the 

English speaking world as the standard pronunciation and adopted by 

the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). It is fast becoming an 

Educated English Pronunciation (EEP) across the English-speaking 

world. 

Transcription means to ‘represent in writing’. Phonetic transcriptions 

are more or less photo-representations of sounds in Received 

Pronunciation.  

         

Post-Test 

1. Explain the following: 

a. Received Pronunciation 

b. Transcription 

c. Cardinal Vowels 

2. Draw a chart of the natural divisions of the mouth and place of 

articulation in: 

i. Close and open vowels of English 

ii.   Front and back vowels of English 
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iii. Bottom and top vowels of English 

iv. Central vowels of English 
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LECTURE FIVE 

 

 

 

A Classification of Vowel Sounds 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

This lecture discusses classification of vowel sounds in English.  

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to:  

1. distinguish between pure vowels and diphthongs in the English 

sound system; and  

2. master and internalize the phonetic symbol used in transcribing 

each vowel sound. 

 

Pre-Test 

Attempt the exercise given at the end of this lecture before you study the 

content. 

 

CONTENT 

English vowel sounds are classed into Pure Vowels and Diphthongs. A 

diphthong is a union of two vowel sounds pronounced in one syllable. We 

noted earlier in (Lecture Four) that pure vowels are grouped into two, long 

and short vowels. Long vowels are written with additional two dots to 

indicate the lengthening quality in their articulation. 
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The Pure vowels (or Monophthongs) 

1. /i:/ 2. /ɪ/ 

3. /e/ 4. /æ/ 

5. /ɑ:/ 6. /ɔ / 

7. /ɔ:/ 8. /ʊ/ 

9. /u:/ 10. /ʌ/ 

11. /ә:/ 12. /ә/ 

 

Long Vowels 

  Vowel No. Symbol Word Example Transcription 

 1     /i:/     Meat     /mi:t/ 

 5    /ɑ:/     Card      /kɑ:d/ 

 7   /ɔ:/    Caught     /kɔ:t/ 

 9   /u:/    fool      /fu:l/ 

 11   /ә:/  search     /sә:ʧ/ 

 

Short Vowel 

Vowel No. Symbol Word Example Transcription 

 2    /ɪ/  fit   /fɪt/ 

 3   /e/  ten   /ten/ 

 4  /æ/  that   /ðæt/ 

 8 /u/or/ʊ/ full, pull  /fʊl/, /pʊl/ 

 10 / ʌ /  blood, cut  /blʌd/, /kʌt/ 

 12 /ә/  about   /әbaʊt/ 
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Following below is a description and examination of these twelve pure 

vowels. The focus of the description is how to produce the vowels, both in 

isolation and in words, and to explain their manner and place of 

articulation. 

 

Point/Place of Articulation – The highest, lowest or farthest tongue 

position in the mouth. 

Manner of Articulation – How a sound is pronounced depending on the 

function and position of the speech organ used in the pronunciation in 

relation to the tongue.  

 

Vowel Production 

1. Long, close, unrounded front vowel: /i:/ 

 /i:/ is realized in such words as: 

 meat /mi:t/   receive /risi:v/ 

seen /si:n/  beans /bi:nz/ 

 

Production 

a. The blade of tongue is raised high up towards the hard palate. 

b. The lips are slightly spread. The gap between the lower and the 

upper teeth is small. 

c. The tongue and lip muscles are fairly tense. 

 

2. Short, close, unrounded front vowel: /ɪ/ or /i/ 

/ɪ/ or /i/ is commonly found in such words as: 

 sit /sɪt/      exact  ɪgzӕkt      Friday /fraidɪ/ 

races  /reisɪz/ waited /weitɪd/ 
 

Production 

a. The front part of tongue is raised towards the hard palate but not as 

high as for vowel No. 1, /i:/ 

b. The lips are slightly spread, with a small gap between the lower 

and upper incisors. 

c. The lips and tongue muscles are relatively relaxed. 
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3. Short, half close, unrounded front vowel: /e/ 

The /e/ vowel is the third in the number of pure vowels in English and 

is common in such words as: 

 said  /sed/ friend /frend health /helθ/  red  /red/ 

 

Production 

a. The front part of the tongue is raised towards the hard palate and 

gets halfway to it.  

b. The lips are half-spread and half-open. 

c. The tongue and lips are more or less relaxed. 

 

4. Short, half-close, unrounded front vowel: /æ/ 

It is the fourth of the twelve pure vowels of English. Its common 

spellings include:  

handle /hӕndl/    can’t /kӕnt/    bag  /bӕg/ 

Production 

a. The front part of tongue is raised a short distance to the hard 

palate. 

b. The lips are more obviously spread. 

c. The lips and tongue are relatively tensed. 

 

5. Long, open, unrounded back vowel: /ɑ:/ 

 It is the fifth vowel. It is common in such words as: 

barn /bɑ:n/ pass /pɑ:s/ car /kɑ:/  

heart /hɑ:t/ laugh /lɑ:f/ half /hɑ:f/ 

 

Production 

a. The tongue is held low and the opening between the jaws is fairly 

wide. 

b. The lips are more or less oval in shape. 

c. The lips and tongue are relatively lax. 
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6. Short, open, rounded back vowel: /ɔ/ or /ɑ/ 

 It is the sixth vowel in the English  sound system. It is realized 

differently in words, for example: 

  lost /lɔst/ quantity /kwɔntitɪ/ want /wɔnt/  

  cough /kɔf/ laurels / lɔrәlz/ 

 

Production 

a. The back of the tongue is raised rather slightly in the direction of 

the soft palate. 

b. The lips are moderately rounded. 

c. The tongue and lips are slightly tensed. 

 

7. Long, open, rounded back vowel: /ɔ:/ 

 Its common spellings are realized in: 

  pawpaw /pɔ:pɔ:/ abroad /brɔ:d      all  /ɔ:l/  

  quarter /kwɔ:tә/ naughty /nɔ:tɪ/ 

 

Production 

a. The back of the tongue is raised towards the palate – higher than 

for /ɔ/ 

b. The tip of the tongue is withdrawn from the lower teeth in the 

same way for/ɑ:/ and /ɔ/. 

c. The lips are more firmly rounded for /ɔ:/ than for /ɔ/ and the 

opening is moderate in size with no protrusion. 

d. The lips and tongue are more tensed than for /ɔ/. 
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8. Short, half-close rounded, back vowel: /u/ or /ʊ/ 

English vowel number eight is, like vowels two and six, represented 

by two phonetic symbols, /Ʊ/ or just /u/. Both of these symbols are 

accepted. It is realized in: 

took /tuk/ would /wud/ wolf /wulf/ should /ʃud/ 

 

Production 

a. It is a back vowel with a high tongue position and narrow distance 

between the jaws.   

b. The tip of the tongue is withdrawn and the lips are rounded with no 

obvious lip protrusion. 

c. There is greater muscular relaxation here than for /u:/. 

 

Exercise 

a. Try the following and note the tongue and lip positions, as well as 

the relative muscular tension. 

b. Summarize your experience in writing 

 /u/ or /ʊ/      /u:/ 

Words  Transcription      Words      Transcription 

 put    /pʊt/         

 full   /fʊl/       fool            /fu:l/    

 cushion /kʊʃɪn/      school  /sku:l/  

 pull  /pʊl/       pool  /pu:l/  

 would  /wʊd/     wood  /wu:d/ 

  

9. Long, close, rounded back vowel: /u:/ 

 It is the ninth English pure vowel and is exemplified in words like: 

 fool /fu:l/ food /fu:d/ pool /pu:l/ 
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Production 

a. The back of the tongue is raised high up towards the soft palate, 

reaching vowel limit. 

b. The tongue tip is withdrawn like for other back vowels. 

c. The lips are rounded and protruded.  

d. The lips and tongue are tensed. 

 

The Central Vowels 

Central vowels, /ʌ/, No. 11 /ә:/, and No. 12 /ә/ are so called because of 

their central position on the vowel chart. Also, in pronouncing them, the 

central part of the tongue is raised highest to the roof of the mouth. Most 

Nigerian languages have no central vowels and we, therefore, have 

perceptual difficulties hearing and producing them. 

 

10. Short, open, unrounded central vowel: /ʌ/ 

 Vowel No. 10 / ʌ / is common in such spellings as: 

blood /blʌd/      hundred /hʌndred/    country /kʌntrɪ/    bus /bʌs/ 

Production 

a. The tongue is raised in the direction of the soft palate. 

b. The mass of the tongue is not withdrawn sufficiently to cause the 

tip of the tongue to lose contact with the lower front teeth. 

c. The lips are spread unobtrusively. 

d. The tongue muscle is relatively lax. 

 

11. Long half-open, unrounded central vowel: /ә:/ 

English vowel eleven is represented by two phonetic symbols, /ә:/ or 

/ɛ:/ – older books use /ɛ:/ while newer ones go for /ә:/. Both symbols 

are accepted. Its common spellings are found in: 

church /ʧә:ʧ/  earth /ә:θ/  work /wә:k/ 
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Production 

a. The centre of the tongue is raised towards the spot where the hard 

and  soft palates meet for the tip of the tongue to remain in close 

contact with  the lower front teeth. 

b. The lips are slightly spread and the jaw space is narrow. 

c. The lip and tongue muscles are relatively relaxed. 

 

12. Short, open, unrounded central vowel: /ә/ 

The last pure vowel in the English sound system is represented as /ә/ or 

/ɛ/ in different books. The common spellings are found in: 

alone /әloun/                   column /kʌlәm/        kingdom /kɪŋdәm/  

backward /bӕkwәd/ actor /ӕktә/ mother /mʌðә/ 

 

Production 

a. The centre of the tongue is raised towards palate. 

b. The tongue is held low and relaxed. 

c. The lips are unobtrusively spread. 

 

Summary 

English pure vowels provide the background for sounding (saying or 

pronouncing) words. They are twelve in all, are grouped according to 

tongue position in articulation and can be summarized as: 

1. Top frontal 1  /i:/  and   2 /ɪ/ 
2. Top back 8 /u/  and  9 /u:/ 
3. Mid frontal 3 /e/ 

4. Front Low 4 /æ/ 
5. Mid back 5 /a:/ 

6. Low back 6 /ɔ/  and 7 /ɔ:/ 

7.   Mid Central      10 /ʌ/  11 /ә:/  and  12 /ә 
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Post-Test 

1. Draw (a) a conventional chart of the tongue position describing 

front, back, top, bottom and centre of the mouth as will suit the 

positioning and articulation of English Pure Vowels; (b) Fix in the 

pure vowels. 

2. Why would you describe English vowels positions as front, back, 

low, mid, central or high? 

3. Write short notes explaining how any five of the twelve pure 

vowels in English are produced. 

4. Distinguish between articulation, production and pronunciation. 

5. Why is the tongue so important in sound articulation? 
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LECTURE SIX 

 

 

 

Diphthongs in the English Sound System 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

This lecture presents a detailed description of diphthongs in the English 

sound system. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. discuss coherently the importance of diphthongs in the English 

sound system;  

2. explain how diphthongs are formed in English; and 

3. produce the diphthongs accurately. 

 

Pre-Test 

Do the exercises in the figure (Fig. 3) as many times as you can before you 

study this lecture. 
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Fig 3: English diphthongs (adapted from Jones: 1997: viii & ix and 1979):  

Tongue movement for formation of Diphthongs in English 

 

Note: Study the chart showing diphthongs and discover vowel movement for the 

formation of the nine diphthongs that we have in the English sound system. This will 

assist you immensely to better understand our description of diphthongs in this lecture. 

You are advised to become very familiar with the chart before reading the main lecture 

content in the discourse that follows. 

 

CONTENT 

In discussing pure vowels (read Lecture Five) we mentioned diphthongs 

and said that each diphthong is two vowel sounds brought together to 

produce one vowel sound such as /aʊ/ in ‘down’ and /ɔɪ/ in ‘boy’. 

Diphthong is a Greek word which means two sounds. We use it in English 

phonetics to describe vowel sounds which begin from the position for one 

sound but end in the position for another. 
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 Because a diphthong is a two-part sound, it is dynamic in nature and 

application. The surest way to describe it is to record it in a diagram with 

an arrow originating from where it begins and pointing at where it ends 

(Please study Figure 3 again. You are advised to get very familiar with this 

chart before you read this lecture further). 

 

Formation and Production of Diphthongs 

1. Close Diphthong: /eɪ/ as in ‘bay’ /beɪ/ and taste /teɪst/. 

 

Production 

The front of the tongue is raised from about the position for cardinal 

vowel No. 2 /e/ to that for RP vowel No. 2 /ɪ/. Its common spellings are as 

in: 

gave /geɪv/ great /greɪt/ way /weɪ/  

late /leɪt/ raid /reɪd/ steak /steɪk/ 

 

2. Closing Diphthong: /әʊ/  

/әʊ/ is a closing diphthong. The tongue rises from the position for the 

12th pure vowel to that for the 8th, as shown by the arrow numbered 2 

in the diagram. 

 

Production 

The lips are open at start and slightly closed at finish but left hanging half-

open. At starting, the frontal part of the back of the tongue is raised to the 

soft palate. The lips are fairly rounded to create the opening required for 

starting the sound. The tongue glides from /ә/ to /ʊ/. Its common spellings 

are realized in: 

boat /әʊt/  road /rәʊd/ 

know coke dose choke  rote 
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3. /aɪ/ is a closing Diphthong: as in buy /baɪ/ and file /faɪl/.  

The tongue glides from cardinal vowel No. 4 /a/ to pure vowel No. 2 

/ɪ/. 

 

Production 

The tongue is rather flat at the starting and rises partially at finishing.  The 

lips are neutral, between oval and spread, while the jaws are slightly 

parted. Its common spellings are as in: 

light ride night pine tries mine 

mine fire my eye pie line height 

 

4. Closing Diphthong: /aʊ/ as in: 

 town /taʊn/  sound /saʊnd/.  

 The tongue glides from vowel No. 5 /a/ to vowel no. 8 /ʊ/. 

 

Production 

The tongue is generally flat but tends to rise at finish; and the lips are 

rounded. 

 

5. Closing Diphthong: /ɔɪ/ as in: void /vɔɪd/ and coin /kɔɪn/ is made 

from low back vowel No. 6 /ɔ/ and front high vowel No. 2 /ɪ/ and so 

it is a rising or closing diphthong. 

 

Production 

The back of the tongue is raised for /ɔ/ and glides to /ɪ/. The lips are 

rounded but moderately open and hence leave a gap between the jaws. It is 

commonly spelt as in: 

 foil coil boy oil voice loin coin boil 

  

6. Centring Diphthong: /ɪә/ as in year /jɪә/, fear /fɪә/ and here /hɪә/.  

 The tongue glides from vowel No. 2 to vowel No. 12. 
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Production 

The front of the tongue is raised high for /ɪ/. The upper and lower sets of 

teeth are close to each other at the onset, but open moderately as the 

tongue glides to /ә/. The common spellings are as in: 

steer clear mere idea curious 

 

7. Centring Diphthong: /eә/ as in pear /peә/ and there /ðeә/ is the 7th 

diphthong in English. It is formed from a combination of vowel No. 3 

/e/ and the central vowel No. 12 /ә/. 

 

Production 

The lips are open from start to finish with the front of the tongue raised 

mid way between /e/ and /ӕ/ before gliding to /ә/. /e/ receives greater 

force than /ә/. The common representations of the vowel are as in: 

square there stairs aeroplane wear spear beard 

 

8. Centring Diphthong: /ɔә/ as in door /dɔә/, is formed from pure vowels 

No. 6/ɔ/ and Vowel No. 12 /ә/. 

 

Production 

The back of the tongue is raised to the position required for /ɔ/ with the 

lips fairly closed and rounded, leaving a small narrow opening between 

them. It is a centring diphthong. Its common spellings are as in: 

door four soar drawer before  

 

9. Centring diphthong: /ʊә/ as in poor /pʊә/ and tour /tʊә/ is the last 

diphthongal sound in English. 
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Production  

The back of the tongue is raised for the production of /ʊ/ and then glides 

to /ә/. The lips are rounded with a moderate distance between the jaws. It 

is a centring diphthong. The sound is realized in spelling as in: 

sure cure tour contour 

 

Summary 

A Diphthong is a coalescence of two vowel sounds that yields another 

vowel sound. Diphthongs are dynamic in nature because the tongue 

glides from the position for one vowel to the position for another vowel. 

The easiest way to master diphthongs is to study the diagram very 

carefully, and practising the movements of the organs as indicated by 

the arrows.  

 

Post-Test 

1. List the closing diphthongs. Describe how each is produced. 

2. List the centring diphthongs how is each one produced. 
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LECTURE SEVEN 

 

 

 

Introduction to Consonant Sounds 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Pure vowels and diphthongs were discussed in Lectures Five and Six. A 

general description of consonant sounds in the English language will be 

discussed in this lecture.   

 

Objective 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to explain the nature of 

consonant sounds in English. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. In not more than 5 sentences, differentiate between vowels, 

diphthongs and consonants. 

2. In one sentence, comment on the relationship between sounds and 

letters.  

 

CONTENT 

Earlier in this work, we described vowels as sounds that are produced 

without any obstruction of the airstream anywhere in the sound production 

process. For our purpose in this course, we will describe consonants as 

sounds produced when the flow of air from the lungs (the airstream 

mechanism) is impeded at some points in the vocal cavity. That is to say 

that the airstream is interfered with in some ways in producing the sound. 

This interference may be:  
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1. Total blockage, that is, there is a complete stoppage of the 

airstream such as in the production of /p/ in ‘pay’ or /t/ in ‘take’.  

2. In some cases there may be only a partial obstruction. This means 

that air is passing out at one point while being stopped at another; 

for example /l/ in ‘like’ or /m/ in ‘home’.  

3. Finally, there may be no clear cut obstruction anywhere but the air 

may have to force its way out through a narrow channel, producing 

a hissing sound or a guttural variety of sound. 

I have mentioned three categories of consonants in the above discussion: 

1. Those with total stoppage of the air current are called plosives or 

stops because the air current is totally stopped during their 

articulation. 

2. Those with partial stoppage during which air passes at one point 

while being stopped at another. These include laterals and nasals. 

3. Those with no stoppage but a creation of a narrow channel.  

 The diagram in Lecture Eight (Fig. 5: Typical constant classification) 

will help to explain these groupings better. Some consonants are voiced 

while others are voiceless. For the majority of consonants, the production 

is effected with the air passing out through the mouth only, while in the 

other few sounds also require an exit for the air through the nose passage. 

Consonants are grouped partly in accordance with the point or place of 

articulation and partly according to the manner of articulation. 

 

1. Voicing and Voicelessness of English Sounds 

Voicing or voicelessness of sounds can be explained only with the 

background knowledge of the interaction of the vocal cords and the speech 

air released from the lungs. The vocal cords situated in the larynx behave 

like the lips in speech production. They run horizontally from back to 

front. The space between them is called the glottis. They may be kept 

apart or brought together to block the air passage altogether. If they close 

and air is forced to pass through them, they vibrate, causing the effect we 

refer to as VOICING. When they are wide apart and air passes between 

them, the effect produced is VOICELESSNESS. 
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2. Sound and Letters 

In English, like in all natural languages, sounds are heard while letters are 

seen. Letters provide a means of symbolizing sounds. If they do so 

logically and consistently, that is, if the essential sounds are represented 

consistently, the writing becomes phonetic. 

 This is not the case in English with only 26 letters of the alphabet but 

many more sounds than the letters. Phonetic symbols are employed to 

represent the sound system consistently. We examined the vowel sounds 

and diphthongs in Lectures Five and Six. We shall describe the consonants 

in detail in Lecture Eight. 

 

3. English Consonants 

In describing vowels and diphthongs, we noted that the alphabetic 

characters of writing are inadequate to describe all the sounds in English. 

We therefore need phonetic symbols to do what letters cannot do 

sufficiently. 

In describing the consonant sounds of English, we need theses 

symbols much more than for vowels because of the nature and complexity 

of consonant sounds in the language. Now, take a look at the chart in 

Lecture Eight. Study the three broad categories, namely; plosives, 

fricatives and nasals. Remember that the alphabetic characters that appear 

therein have lost or shelved off their letter significance to become phonetic 

symbols – each representing a sound or a family of sounds. 

A Family of Sounds 

Manner of Articulation 

Mode of 

formation 

Voiceless Voiced Place of formation 

Plosives  p b Labial 

 t d Alveolar 

 k g Velar 

Fricatives f v Labio-dental 

 θ ð Dental 

 s z Alveolar 

 ʃ Ʒ Alveolar 
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 ʧ ʤ Palato-alveolar 

(affricates) 

 h glottal 

Nasals m Labial 

 n Alveolar 

 ɳ Velar 

 

Fig. 4: Broad classification of consonants according to place and manner of 

Articulation 

 

4. Place of Articulation 

The place or point in the vocal tract where the air flow is interfered with 

for the production of a sound (consonant) is the place of articulation. 

Though certain speech organs can be identified in the interference, it is 

safer to approximate since it is not easy to divide the tongue and the part 

of the mouth into discrete part –– for example, it is hard to pinpoint to 

where the hard palate ends and the soft one starts. 

 

6. Manner of Articulation 

The manner of articulation indicates how the air stream is interfered with: 

total or partial (complete or incomplete) stoppage of the out-going air. 

This is the factor that brings about the grouping of consonants into 

plosives, affricates, nasals, and fricatives (see chart given earlier in the 

lecture). 

  

Summary 

Consonants are produced by affecting the airstream at given points or 

places in the vocal tract by stoppage/blockage or narrowing of the air 

passage. They are grouped according to what happens at their 

production and called plosives, fricatives affricates, nasals, laterals or 

semi-vowels. Voicing or voicelessness is determined by the action of 

the vocal cords –– where they vibrate, the sound is voiced, and where 

they do not vibrate, the sound realized is voiceless. 

 Sounds are heard while letters are seen. Letters represent sounds, 

and since they cannot do so adequately in English, phonetic symbols are 
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better for learning the pronunciation of words. Transcription is writing 

in which each symbol represents a sound and none other (unlike in 

writing). The place of articulation refers to the point where a consonant 

sound is located. The manner of articulation indicates how a consonant 

sound is produced. 

 

Post-Test 

Write short notes on:  

1. Transcription  

2. Place of Articulation  

3. Manner of Articulation  

4. Voicing  

5. The relationship of sound and letters 
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LECTURE EIGHT 

 

 

 

Classification of Consonants 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

I introduced English consonants to you in the last lecture during which we 

discussed some concepts that we need in this lecture. These were sounds, 

letters, transcription, place and manner of articulation and voicing. 

 

Objective 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to discuss fully the 

consonants of English. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Study the chart below carefully. What difference does it suggest 

between  consonants and vowels? 

2. Write short notes on: 

a. Place of articulation 

b. Manner of articulation 

  c.   Transcription 
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CONTENT 
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Plosive p   b   t   d    k   g  

Affricate      ʧ   

ʤ 

   

Fricative  f   v θ  ð 
 

s   z  
ʃ   ʒ 

 

 (x) h 

Nasal m   n      

Lateral    I      

Approximant          

Semi-Vowel  w     r  j   
 

Fig. 5: Typical consonant classification [Source: Jones (1981: xviii) adapted] 

 

Consonants are classified according to where and how they are produced. 

The chart in this lecture gives six broad categories of consonants: Plosives, 

Fricatives, Nasals, Affricates, Laterals and Approximants (Semi-vowels). 

As noted by Jones (1981) the sounds which the organs of speech are 

capable of uttering are of many different kinds, and since sounds are heard 

and letters seen, it may not be possible to represent all the sounds, even in 

a broad transcription. Therefore, as you may notice in the chart, there are 

more discrete identification marks which refer more to the place of 

articulation rather than the manner of pronouncing them. You will notice 

the subdivisions according to the place where the obstruction takes place. 

Study the diagram again. You will notice that obstruction takes place at 

the lips (bilabial); some times at the teeth (dental); other times at the palate 

(palatal); a combination of lips and teeth (labio-dental); a manipulation by 

the back of the tongue ( velar); near the glottis (glottal); and a combination 

of the palate and the tongue (palato-alveolar), etc. Let us examine them 

one by one. 
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1. Plosive Consonants  

Plosives are also called Stops because the articulators stop the breath air 

from escaping through the mouth or nose. Pressure is built as a result of 

this stoppage. When the air is finally released, there is an explosion, and 

hence the name plosive. There are three pairs of these stop consonants. 

a. /p/ and /b/ (Bilabials) 

b. /t/ and /d/ (Alveolar) 

c. /k/ and /g/ (Velars) 

 For /p/ and /b/, the lips are firmly closed to block the rushing air (from 

the lungs) from escaping. When the lips are suddenly parted, the rushing 

air puffs out with an explosion. /p/ is strong and voiceless, and /b/ weak 

and voiced. Both sounds appear in all positions in English spelling. 

i. Initial position       – /p/ put /pʊt/         pleasant /plezәnt/ 

         – /b/ bad /bæd/          brӕd/bred/ 

ii. Medial Position   – /p/ grapple, græpl/         people /pi:pl/ 

          – /b/ gamble /gæmbl/       amber /ӕmbә/ 

iii. Final position     – /p/  stop/stɒp/         strip /strɪp/ 

          – /b/ stab /stæb/         bib /bɪb/ 

For /t/ and /d/, the front of the tongue is firmly placed on the upper 

teeth ridge (the alveolar ridge) completely blocking air passage out of the 

mouth. The air is then released with a puff. /t/ is strong and voiceless 

while /d/ is weak and voiced. These sounds appear in all positions (initial, 

medial and final) in English spelling system. 
  

Exercise 

Give three examples each of initial, middle and final positions for the /t/ 

and /d/ sounds. 
 

 For /k/ and /g/, the back of the tongue is firmly placed against the soft 

palate while the palate itself is raised towards the glottis to completely 

stop the rushing air for only a short while. The tongue is suddenly lowered 

from the soft palate and there is a popping sound, an explosion of some 

sort. /k/ is strong and voiceless, while /g/ is weak and voiced.  
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Note: /k/ is a phonetic sound while ‘k’ is an alphabetic letter; both should not be 

confused in transcription and spellings of words such as, ‘accord’ /әkɔ:d/, 

‘school’ /sku:l/, academic /ӕkәdemik/. 

 

2. Fricative Consonants 

Fricatives are consonants whose articulation causes some form of friction 

(weak or strong) somewhere in the oral cavity. For all the nine fricatives, 

the lungs push the air through a narrow opening which causes friction of 

various kinds. There are four pairs and one that appears alone, while there 

is a debate on whether /x/ exists or not; and if it does, whether it should be 

admitted as friction, approximant or plosive. 
 

a. For /f/ and /v/, though the tongue does not lie down doing nothing, it 

is not as active as in the production of plosives either. It takes a 

position in readiness for the sounds while the soft palate is raised to 

stop the air from going through the nose and to force it into the 

mouth. The lower lip is very close to the upper front teeth in order to 

cause a narrowing which causes friction. /f/ is strong and voiceless 

while /v/ is weak and voiced. Common spellings are as in: 
 

/f/ /v/ 

Initial Medial Final Initial Medial Final 

1. Family Before Self Very Heavy Love 

2. Foe After Stiff Volvo Evict Twelve 

3. Fat Afraid Stuff Visit Over Wave 

4. Father Different  Violet Evade Five 

5. Foolish Left  Vast Beverage Eve 

6. Farm Office Of Venue Invest Receive 

 

Exercise 

Transcribe the words listed above into phonetic script. 

 

b. For /θ/ and /ð/, the soft palate is raised to force the breath air to go 

through the mouth. The tip of the tongue is placed close to the upper 

front teeth causing a narrowing where the friction is made. They are 

both represented in writing as ‘th’ in initial, medial and final 
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positions. /θ/ is strong (long) and voiceless while /ð/ is weak (short) 

and voiced.  

 

Exercise 

Make a list of 2 words each containing /θ/ and /ð / in the initial, medial 

and final positions, and show their phonetic transcription. 

 
c. /s/ is a strong friction sound while /z/ is weak. For their production, 

the soft palate is raised to force the breath air to go through the mouth. 

The tip and blade of the tongue are very close to the alveolar ridge, 

causing a considerable narrowing at the point. The friction is greater 

for /s/ than for /z/. 

 

Exercise 

List at least three words containing each of the sounds /s/ and /z/ in 

initial, medial and final positions. 

 

d. /ʃ/ and /ʒ/ provide another pair of fricatives. /ʃ/ is voiceless while /ʒ/ is 

voiced. Note that though all the voiceless consonants may be 

aspirated; voiced ones are not. To articulate /ʃ/ and /ʒ/, the soft palate 

is raised to force the breath air to go through the mouth only. There is 

a considerable narrowing between the tip of the tongue and the back 

of the alveolar ridge. The front of the tongue is higher for /ʃ/ than for 

/ʒ/. 

e. /h/: There are many /h/ sounds in English. It often occurs before a 

vowel. Its production is very much like a vowel, but for a subtle 

stricture at the glottis. 

 

Exercise 

List and transcribe five words having the /h/ sound in the initial 

position. 
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3. Nasal Consonants 

A nasal sound is produced by lowering the soft palate while the mouth 

passage is blocked at some point to push all the air out of the nose. 
 

a. /m/ and /n/ are produced with the soft palate lowered. The mouth is 

blocked by closing the two lips for /m/ while/ for /n/, the tip of the 

tongue is pressed against the alveolar ridge while its sides are firmly 

pressed against the sides of the palate. Both sounds are voiced. Both 

appear in initial, medial and final positions. 
 

 Exercise 

List five words each for /m/ and /n/ in initial, medial and final positions. 

Transcribe them into their phonetic representation. 
 

b. /ŋ/ is produced by lowering the soft palate to free the air to go through 

the nose while the back of the tongue is firmly pressed against the soft 

palate to block air passage through the mouth. /ŋ/ is represented by 

‘ng’ in spelling. 

 

Nasals Classification 

Bilabial Nasal  – /m/ both lips 

Alveolar Nasal – /n/ tongue tip and ridge of teeth 

Velar Nasal  – /ŋ/ back of tongue and soft palate. 

 

Advice 

You are advised to read the relevant sections of Abolade (1981); Jones 

(1979 and 1981) and O’Connor (1974) for detailed explanation. Any of 

these texts is as good and comprehensive as desirable for you. See a fuller 

listing in Lecture One of this course book. 

 

Summary 

The summary for this lecture and the next will be given together since, 

in actual fact, they belong together but have been separated here only to 

keep each within reasonable limits for this series. So move on to Lecture 

Nine, after doing the post-test. 
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Post-Test 

1. Repeat all the exercises in this lecture. 

a. Which do you find most interesting? 

b. Which do you find most boring and why? 

c. Make a very brief comparison of i. Plosive    ii. Fricative and  

 iii.  Nasal consonants. 

2. Why are some consonants called:  

a. Plosives b. Affricates c. Fricatives 

d. Nasals e. Laterals  f. Approximants 
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LECTURE NINE 

 

 

 

Other Consonants 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Lecture Eight was cut down in order not to make it too long for reasonable 

comprehension or meaningful study-reading. The objectives for this 

lecture, therefore, are the similar to that for Lecture Eight. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. distinguish between the six classes of consonants, namely Plosives, 

Fricatives, Nasals, Affricates, Laterals and Approximants (or 

Semi-vowels); and 

2. produce them appropriately in isolation and within utterances. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. How would you define a consonant that is not articulated by any 

active  involvement of the lips, teeth, tongue or the palates? 

 2. Repeat the Pre-test in Lecture Eight. 

 

CONTENT 

Affricates 

You will notice only two affricates on the chart in Lecture Eight, /ʧ/ and 

/ʤ/. Indeed, some scholars wonder if they actually deserve a separate 

mention, since they are a combination (so to say) of alveolar plosives /t/ 

and /d/, and palato-alveolar fricatives, /ʃ/ and /ʒ/. Affricates, therefore, 
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resemble plosives somehow. Jones (1979) presents them as affricates but 

O’Connor (1974) presents them as stop (plosive) consonants. 

 For their articulation, the air is trapped as for any stop consonant 

(plosive) but is slightly released as for fricatives. The common spellings of 

these sounds are as in: 

  /tʃ/  /ʤ/   /tʃ/  /ʤ/ 

 chin  gin   riches  cadging 

 cheer  jeer   catching ridges 

 choice  Joyce   fetching edging 

 choke  Jones   bathes  badges 

 chain  joke   watching lodging 

 chest  jest   kitchen pigeon 

  

Exercise 

Transcribe the list above phonetically 

 

2. Lateral Consonants 

You will notice only one lateral consonant /l/ in the alveolar category. For 

its production, the soft palate is raised, the tip of the tongue and its blade 

are in firm contact with the alveolar ridge, thus obstructing the centre of 

the mouth. The air escapes laterally by the sides of the blade of the tongue. 

 

3. Approximant/Semi-Vowel /Gliding Consonants 

There are three consonants in this category. They are called gliding 

consonants because each of them consists of a quick, smooth, frictionless 

glide towards the vowel that follows it. 

a. /j/ often transcribes common spelling of initial ‘y’ in the written 

alphabet, as  in: 

yes /jes/ yard /ja:d/ your /jɔ:/ you /ju:/  

Other spellings include: 

 few /fju:/  value /vӕlju:/    view /vju:/ beauty /bju:tɪ/  
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b. /w/ consists of a quick glide from the vowel /u/. It appears both 

initially and medially in the English sound system. It is commonly 

spelt as in: 

 Initial    Medial 

 wheel /wi:l/   away /әweɪ/ 

 weary /wɪәrɪ/   sweet /swi:t/ 

 wine /waɪn/   sweat /sweәt/ 

 while /waɪl/   swear /sweә/ 

 wail /weɪl/ 

c. /r/ is the third gliding consonant even though it does not resemble /j/ 

and /w/ in all characteristics because the tongue, lip and palate 

positions for its production are varied and complex. The final sound 

produced after all the differing positions of speech organs can be best 

described as gliding. The soft palate is raised as the voiced air flows 

quietly between the tongue-tip and the palate with no friction. Its 

common spellings include the following: 

Initial:    read reach rich remember  

real  right rest road rather 

Medial:  arrange   already dress every  

story  from terrible 

 

Summary 

The sounds of a language that are produced with interruption or 

interference of the air stream in the oral cavity are called consonants. 

The interference may be a stoppage, a partial blockage or a temporary 

interruption, and then release of the air, causing varying sound 

realizations. Consonants are identified and classified by these variations 

and called plosives, fricatives, nasals, laterals, affricates and 

approximants of glide (semi-vowels), as appropriate. This identification 

is by the MANNER OF ARTICULATION, that is, how they are 

pronounced. But how sounds are pronounced is influenced by the 

behaviour of the speech organs used in articulating them. This is called 

PLACE OF ARTICULATION and gives consonants such identity 
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names as labial, bilabial, dental, alveolar, palatal, palato-alveolar, labio-

dental, velar, glottal, etc (Please refer to the consonants chart again to 

familiarize yourself with these categories). 

       You do not need to memorize these names. You need to master and 

internalize their functions. Very constant practice (not just reading these 

lectures), conscientious and habitual exercise will lead to a natural 

acquisition of these sounds in your SPOKEN English. 

  

Post-Test 

1. Attempt the exercises provided variously in Lecture Eight and 

Nine. 

2. Repeat the exercises given in Lecture Seven. 
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LECTURE TEN 

 

 

 

Supra-segmental: An Introduction 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Vowels and consonants are segmental features of a language because they 

are described in their single segments. In this and the next three lectures, I 

shall discuss the supra-segmental features of the English sound system. In 

this lecture, discussions will be on the features of English sound that are 

analysed in groups of words accompanied by natural behaviour. 

 

Objective 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to recognize and operate the 

supra-segmental features of the English sound system. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. What is a segment? 

2. What is a feature? 

3. What are supra-segmental features? 

 

CONTENT 

If this course were to be divided into topical sections, section one would 

be called segmental features, while section two would be supra-segmental 

features. This would be so because, the sounds of any natural language fall 

into these two natural features. Segmental features are those sound units 

that can be identified singly, analysed independent of others and described 

on their own terms. They may be vowels or consonants but they are 

capable of being sounded alone. 
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 Supra-segmental features, on the other hand, do not have that 

independence of segments; they are sounded only in relation to the 

segmental features. This means that a supra-segmental feature is operated 

because of the subsisting sounds: for emphasis or for meaning clarification 

that cannot be extracted from the sounds in isolation. Three of these can be 

identified. They are: 

1. Syllable structure – weak and strong forms (their formation) 

2. Stress – primary and secondary 

3. Intonation – rising, falling and level. 

 

Syllables, Stress and Intonation 

When we speak, we successively produce sounds in strings of phonemes. 

The sounds of language may be strung together as single words or 

group(s) of word.  The group(s) of words may be phrases, clauses or 

sentences. Sentences may be short and simple or long and complex. All 

these units of speech are also called utterances. An utterance is affected by 

stress, syllables and intonation. Speech is a continuous activity given 

meaning by supra-segmental features such as stress, rhythm and 

intonation. 

 A word is made up of vowels and consonants. A word may contain 

one or more syllables. The word ‘but’, for instance, contains one syllable, 

but the word ‘BUTTERFLY’ contains three syllables: BU-TTER-FLY. 

 Similarly, stress is an important feature of the English sound system. 

When an utterance is made, the speaker exerts greater effort on some 

sounds than on others. This greater effort results in some sounds being 

heard as louder than others, being held longer or drawn long, while others 

may be glossed over. The sound unit may be individual words or parts of 

one word. For example, the word ACCOMMODATION does not receive 

the same sounding on every syllable. Those parts of a word or utterance 

that are not said as loudly as a portion/s are said to be unstressed while 

that/ those that is/are loud is/are said to be stressed. 

 Also, in natural speech, there are the natural variations in the pitch of 

the voice at the sentence level. These variations in voice pitch are called 

intonation.  

In the next three lectures of this work, we shall study these supra-

segmental features, called Syllables, Stress and Intonation. I shall describe 
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how each of them works and give you several practical exercises to help 

you become used to them in order to make you improve your oral 

communication skills. 

 

Duration 

Duration refers to how long the speaker can hold on to a particular sound. 

Most speech sounds are capable of being continued during longer or 

shorter period. However, the actual lengths of sound differ greatly in 

connected speech. Three degrees of duration can be identified, especially 

for vowels. They are short duration, long duration of half-long and half-

short (mid/duration). Five English pure vowels are identified traditionally 

as long. These are: /i:/ /a:/, /ɔ:/ /u:/ and /ә:/; and the other seven as short: 

/i/, /e/, /ӕ/, /ɔ/, /u/, /ʌ/ and /ә/. 

 Consonants vary, to some extent, according to their surrounding 

environment. In final positions, some consonants tend to be drawn and 

long, especially after short vowels than when they follow long vowels. 

Also, vowel lengths are affected, like consonants, by the nature of the 

consonant following them. 

 It is important to note that the principles of duration are only 

approximate and that no hard and fast rules of articulation have been 

established. Duration also varies according to regional varieties of English 

such as, American, Scottish and Australian. 

  

Summary 

When we speak, we produce sounds in successive units called 

phonemes. A phoneme is the smallest unit of sound which may be a 

vowel or consonant. These form words and words are uttered in units of 

phrases, clauses or sentences. Vowels and consonants are produced 

singly and can be segmented individually. They are thus called 

segmental. Words or group of words, such as, phrases, clauses and 

sentences are uttered in strings of phonemes. These groups of sound 

make meaning only in company of others and must be articulated in 

tunes and rhythms. The tunes and rhythms are brought about by the 

features of syllables, stress and intonation. We shall discuss each of 

these in separate lectures of this work. 
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Post-Test 

1. What relationship exists between segmental and supra-segmental 

features in English? 

2. What is duration and how does it influence an utterance? 
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LECTURE ELEVEN 

 

 

 

Syllable 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

You were introduced to supra-segmental features of English in Lecture 

Ten. In this lecture we shall be concerned in particular with the syllable as 

a supra-segmental feature. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. explain the significance of the syllable in speech; and 

2. apply the knowledge correctly in speech and transcription in order 

to improve their oral communication. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. What is a syllable and what is the relationship between the syllable 

and stress in English speech? 

2. How do you recognise a syllable? 

 

CONTENT 

Speech is uttered in continuous streams of words with pauses only where 

they make grammatical or semantic sense. Many words are made up of 

more than one sound unit. In these words, some units are pronounced and 

heard more distinctly than others. A word like ‘pathology’ has four of 

such sound units, pa-tho-lo-gy. Each of these units of sound is known as a 

syllable. Transcribed, ‘pathology’ becomes /pәθɒlәʤɪ/. 
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 If there is only one such unit, such as in the words, ‘come’ /kʌm/, 

‘the’ /ðә/ and ‘all’ /ɔ:l/, the sequence is said to consist of a single syllable. 

Syllable may be defined as a sound or group of sounds uttered with one 

puff of breath in the course of speaking. 

 A syllable must be so structured that it does not spoil the syllable 

unity of the word. We cannot, for example, separate ‘puzzle’ differently 

from its natural syllable division puz-zle. Words must be separated only in 

their syllable parts or else their unity is spoilt. Except in very rare cases, 

English words have a maximum of three parts namely: Onset, Peak and 

Closure. The peak may also be called nucleus. Let us look at the following 

examples: 

 Onset  Peak  Closure  Word 

1. Doc  tor  -   doctor 

2. An  gry  -   angry 

3. Con  di  tion   condition 

4. Ad(ap)  ta  ble   adaptable 

5. Saw  -  -   saw 

6. Thin  ka  ble   thinkable 

 

Syllable Separation in English 

There is no simple way of knowing which syllables in an English word 

may be stressed. The best way of learning this is to note the syllable 

marking whenever you look up a word in a good English dictionary. If you 

stress the wrong syllable, it spoils both the shape and meaning of the word 

or utterance. 

 Some points connected with the separation of words into syllables can 

only be explained with reference to phonemes. A phoneme, we said, is the 

smallest unit of sound. The word ‘BUT’ for example, has three phonemes, 

/b/, /ʌ/ and /t/.  

 Many times, students of speech are discouraged by many technical 

words; but this needs not be so because, without some of them, it takes 

long to explain matters. I will advise such learners to work hard to 

understand and internalise the knowledge gained from that understanding. 

The danger of memorizing them is that they are forgotten as soon as they 
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are memorized. You are also advised to do a lot of practical exercises on 

you own. 

 

Summary 

When we speak, we utter sounds in puffs or units. These units of sound 

are called syllables. Most English words have a maximum of three 

sound units called Onset, Peak and Closure. Some others defy such neat 

analysis. It is not easy to state in isolation which words in English must 

be stressed because several factors such as tone, mood, emphasis and so 

on may determine how an utterance is said. Syllable is the smallest 

pronounceable unit of sound and it is made up of phonemes.  

       In considering these sound qualities, the phonemic environment of 

sounds is the determining factor. 

 

Post-Test 

1. Separate the following words into onset, peak and closure 

a. Syllable 

b. Accident 

c. Professor 

d. Sound 

e. Go 

f. Competition 

g. Accompany 

h. Photograph 

i. Hospital 

j. Ingratitude 

k. Continue 

l. Half 

2. Transcribe these words 

a. Transcribe 

b. Twenty 

c. Hour 

d. Half 
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e. Jones 

f. Mood 

g. Shoes 

h. Just 

i. You 

j. Meaningful 

k. Sound 

i. These 
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LECTURE TWELVE 

 

 

 

Stress and Rhythm 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Lecture Twelve discusses stress and its importance in English speech. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. explain the relevance of stress to connected speech in relevant oral 

communication; and 

2. recognize the internal relationship between stress and syllables 

(and intonation). 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Is there any difference between stress and syllable? What is it if 

there is? 

2. Use CAPITAL letters to write the sounds you consider more 

prominent in the following words: for example, never = NEver, 

completely = comPLEtely, car = CAR. 

a anxious     e. sunshine i. research 

b conduct (noun)    f. Between j. promulgate 

c. conduct (verb)     g. Intonation k. mess 

d. examination     h. Success l. beautiful 
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CONTENT 

In discussing syllable in the last lecture, I said that it is a unit of sound 

within a word. We saw that some sounds are said louder while some are 

not so loud. Those said louder are those that receive greater effort or 

speech energy from the speaker. In other words, those sounds are stressed. 

The three levels of stress in English speech are primary, secondary and 

weak (unstressed). We shall see how these work in English. 

 

1. Stress – General 

The degree of force with which a speaker pronounces a sound or a syllable 

is called its stress. The pressure from the chest wall gives the force 

expended in stressing sounds in English. The degree of stress heard by 

listeners is that of loudness. 

 Stress varies from syllable to syllable. In English some syllables are 

said and heard as if they did not even exist. English is a stress-timed 

language and only strong syllables are pronounced prominently while 

weak ones remain unstressed. Stress is not the same thing as 

‘prominence’. The length of a sound and its stress give it prominence; that 

is, the longer the sound, the more prominent it is, and if accompanied by a 

strong stress, it becomes more prominent still. 

 English polysyllabic words contain one or more syllables which are 

more prominent than their neighbours. The syllables achieve this salience 

by stress, pitch, length and quality; and any stress markings that do not 

take these into account is not complete. It is, therefore, desirable to 

examine the prominence in long sentences or words. 

 

2. Stress and Tone Marking 

Strongly stressed syllables are shown in International Phonetic 

Transcription (IPT) by the high mark /ˈ/ placed at the beginning of the 

(stressed) syllable. Check the words FATHER, ARRIVE and 

OPPORTUNITY from a good dictionary. You will discover their 

transcriptions as /ˈfa:ðә/, /әˈraɪv/ and /ˌɒpәˈtju:nətɪ/. The stress marks, 

you will notice, are placed only on those primary (and secondary) 

syllables.  
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A word with three or more syllables may have a secondary stress. 

The secondary stress may occur before or after the primary stress. In 

‘opportunity’ the secondary stress falls on the first syllable. Secondary 

stress is placed on the syllable with less prominence than that carrying the 

primary stress but with more prominence than the other syllable(s) in the 

word.  

In groups, sounds are stressed as they are influenced by the 

environment. The utterance, IT’S TIME TO GO HOME will be 

transcribed as: 

/ɪts ˈtaɪm tә ˈgəʊ ˈhəʊm/  

In general therefore, we have word stress and sentence stress. Let us look 

at these few examples: 

a. Word Stress: 

      Word      Stressed sound     Stress Mark     Transcription 

i. hostile  HOstile I hostile / Ihɒstaɪl/ 

ii. eating  EAting  I eating  / Iɪ:tɪɳ/ 

iii. never  NEver  I never  / Inevә/ 

iv. doctor  DOCtor I doctor  / Idɒktә/ 

v. pretend  preTEnd preI tend / prɪ I tend/ 

 

b. Sentence Stress 

i. Can I? /ˈkӕn ˈaɪ/ 

ii. ‘Have you ‘finished? / ˈhӕv ju: ˈfɪnɪʃt/ 

iii. It was an accident. /ɪt wɒz en ӕˈksɪdent/ 

 

3. Stress, Beats and Rhythm Units 

Within word groups, the stressed syllable stands out but the length of the 

syllable in short groups depends on the natural length of vowels and the 

consonants that follow. The unstressed syllables within the group are said 

rather quickly and without any force. This inequality brings about what is 

called rhythm. Rhythm is regular succession of weak and strong syllables 
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in speech. In essence, therefore, rhythm units are determined by the 

speaker and the nature of the speaking task. Poems, for instance, are 

written to keep regular beats while prose is not so timed and the beats may 

not be regular, thereby breaking rhythmic unity. 

 

4. Fluency  

Fluency connotes the smooth and ready flow of words and ideas in speech. 

When we speak, words and ideas are expected to flow without hesitation 

or gaps between words and their groups. You should know what words to 

choose and how to order them, such that you do not stumble over the 

sounds and sequences of sounds. In English, words are not separated from 

others by pauses or hesitation. The end of one word flows on to the 

beginning of the next.  

 Fluency is very important in oral communication in several respects. 

It gives beauty to the ear and shows that the speaker has command of the 

language and ideas. Verbal fluency in particular is a must for ALL 

communication students. An understanding and mastery of stress and 

rhythm contributes to fluency.  

 

Summary 

Syllables are units of words or divisions of sounds in a word. Some of 

these units are said louder than others. Those said louder are said to be 

stressed while those not said so loudly are said to be unstressed. There 

are primary and secondary stresses. A syllable with a primary stress is 

naturally drawn and hence longer than the unstressed one. Stressed 

syllables are also influenced by whether they are preceded by long 

vowels, diphthongs or drawn consonants. Any good dictionary should 

also include transcriptions and stress markings before giving the 

meaning of words.  

Rhythm signifies the unity of beats in stressed and unstressed 

syllables. Speech fluency connotes the smooth flow of ideas and words 

in continuous sentences, and this is aided by correct operation of stress 

and rhythm. Verbal fluency gives beauty to the ear and indicates the 

speaker’s verbal power and language competence. 

 Stress changes meaning in English. A change in stress may bring 

about a change in meaning. 
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Post-Test 

Pronounce the words below with appropriate stress: 

 Noun    Verb    Noun     Verb 

 OBject obJECT CONtrast conTRAST 

 CONtest conTEST PROtest proTEST 

 CONvict conVICT EScort   esCORT 

 Sport transPORT RECord reCORD 

 Rebel reBEL  IMPort  imPORT 
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LECTURE THIRTEEN 

 

 

 

Intonation* 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Lecture Thirteen presents the last of our discussion on the supra-segmental 

features in the English sound system. In this lecture, I intend to discuss 

intonation and relate it to syllables and stress. 

 

Objectives 

At the end of this lecture, you should be able to: 

1. recognize and operate the major intonation tunes in English; and 

2. relate the three supra-segmental features in given utterances. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. In not more than two sentences say what each of these features is 

a. syllable 

b. stress  

c. intonation 

2. Without syllables, there can be no stress. Discuss. 

3. a. Transcribe the following sentences: 

   i. I never knew he was that bad. 

  ii. Mother, father and uncle will soon arrive. 

b. Write the following in the orthographic script. 

 /teɪk ðә bʊks ɒn ðɪ ʃelvz/ 

                                                 
* With revision and additional materials by Nkechi M. Christopher  
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CONTENT 

Every language in the world has melody, and no utterance is spoken on the 

same musical note all the time. When we speak, the voice goes up and 

down. The pitch with which a sound is pronounced is called 

INTONATION. In connected speech, the voice pitch is continually rising 

and falling. These variations produce intonations which are sometimes 

described as tunes or contours. 

 A rising contour is known as rising intonation; when the pattern falls, 

it produces a falling intonation; and if held without rising or falling, we 

produce a level intonation. These different pitches of voice combine to 

make up tunes. In English, the tune belongs to word group but not to 

individual words. Word group can be used to ask questions or make 

statements. They can be said angrily, kindly, politely, emphatically, with 

interest or disinterest, or even with a show of indifference. When we do 

so, the words do not change their meanings but we do add to them the 

speaker’s feeling and/or attitude at the moment.  

 

1. English Intonation 

English intonation is not the same as the intonation of any other language. 

It is important that you learn the shapes of the English tunes. You must 

also learn the meanings of these tunes too because they will assist you to 

speak educated English. 

 

An Example 

THANK YOU may be said in two major ways. 

i. The voice starts high and ends low: /ˈθӕɳk ju:/ which shows real 

gratitude. 

ii. The voice starts low and ends high: / θӕɳk ˈju:/ which shows 

casual politeness. 

An English friend, for instance, who invites you to his house for a 

weekend, would be offended if you said ‘Thank you’ the second way. He 

would feel you did not show enough gratitude. In English, the first shows 

strong feeling of gratitude while the second shows a casual expression of 

gratitude or strained politeness. 
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2. Tune Shapes and Important Words in English 

The shape of an intonation tune is decided both by the number of 

important words in the group and the attitude of the speaker. Important 

words in an English utterance are those words which carry most of the 

meaning in a word group (sentence). These words may be nouns, verbs, 

adverbs or adjectives. Less important words in English (called function 

words) help the grammar more than the meaning of an utterance and are 

generally not stressed. Important words in an English utterance are those 

words which carry most of the meaning in a group of words (sentence). 

These words are called content words. However, in some instances (e.g. to 

express contractiveness or for emphasis) some function words may be 

uttered with similar importance as content words, as the list below 

indicates: 

Content/Stressed Words Function/Unstressed Words 

verbs, e.g. sleep, run, entertain 
modal auxiliaries, e.g. can, do, 

were 

nouns, e.g. man, stone, Mary articles, e.g. a, the, some 

adjectives, e.g. fantastic, adorable, 

healthy 
conjunctions, e.g. and, but, as 

adverbs, e.g. slowly, always prepositions, e.g. after, beside 

question words, e.g. how, what, why pronouns, e.g. he, our, us 

prepositional adverbs (e.g. “up” in 

You should just give up; and “out” 

in Take it out) 

 

 

negatives, e.g. can’t,  “don’t” in “I 

said don’t take it” 
 

 

 A graphic representation of an utterance shows how the 

nature/importance of each word adds to the picture and drama created in 

an expression.  
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Fig. 5: Phonological transcription of intonation pattern of a sentence. Source: 

Grabe, Esther (2001a) “The IViE Labelling Guide.” 

http://www.phon.ox.ac.uk/IViE/guide.html 
 

The image shows the approximate height of voice on each syllable 

and the relative importance of each word in the utterance. Some syllables 

are stressed and some are not. This is why English is said to be a stressed-

time language, while Nigerian languages are syllabic – giving about equal 

attention to all syllables in a word or sentence. The words that are not 

pronounced distinctly are not very important in understanding the 

utterance.  

John will visit today in the evening (stressed words underlined) 

In speaking or reading out, one needs to pay attention to stress. 

Focusing on pronouncing each word distinctly can take away from the 

sense being expressed or made. You should learn to emphasize only 

content words and deemphasize function words. Also, see that more 

attention is drawn to the words that are of most importance. 

You should note carefully that important words do not always 

receive high tunes or stress mark as seen in ‘arrived’ and ‘limo’ in our 

example above. The tune falls from stressed to unstressed syllables 

(producing rhythm). The word(s) that carries the major stress may depend 

on what sense is being conveyed.  

http://www.phon.ox.ac.uk/IViE/guide.html
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Example: 

      Word  Syllable: stress/unstressed      Transcription  

a. Two   high     /’tu:/ 

b. Excellent    high/level/level   /ˈeksәlәnt/ 

c. How   high    /ˈhaʊ/ 

d. Can   level    /kӕn/ 

e. I    level    /aɪ/ 

f. Hundred   high/level   /ˈhʌndrəd/ 

g. Naira   high/level   /ˈnaɪrə/ 

h. For   level    /fɔ:/ 

i. This   level    /ðɪs / 

The words in group:  ˈHow can I pay ˈtwo ˈhundred ˈnaira for this? 

Attempt a transcription of the above sentence with tune markers as 

indicated. 
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2. Tunes and Word Groups 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6: Intonation patterns of a sentence realized as a statement and as a 

question. Source: Grabe, Esther (2001b), 

http://ufal.mff.cuni.cz/~ess2001/doc/grabe/Grabe1.ppt. 

 

Intonation may be shown conveniently in graphical forms (as we can see 

in the above examples) both for words standing alone or words in groups.  

 To do your own representations, place dots and lines in the 

appropriate places if high, low, rise, fall or level tones depending on 

natural pitch of voice or for emphasis. The dots represent level or near 

level pitches, while rise or fall are shown by lines. This graphic 

representation is best done above phonetic transcription of words for the 

ease of sounding, but shorter utterances can be down after the words. 

Thick or dark dots represent stressed syllables while thin and high dots 

represent unstressed syllables. 

 

You    remembered    the     lillies?

You    remembered    the lillies.

 

http://ufal.mff.cuni.cz/~ess2001/doc/grabe/Grabe4.ppt
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4. Falling Tunes 

In word-groups (utterances/expressions), where there is just one important 

word, the falling tune consists of a fall in the voice from a fairly high pitch 

to a very low one: 

a. /tu: ˈhʌndrәd naɪrәәʊnli/ Two hundred naira only?  

b. /ɪt wɒs ˈkwaɪt gu:d/  It was quite good. 

c. /ˈkʌm  әʊvә hɪә/  Come over here. 

d. /aɪʃӕl nɔt bi: lɒŋ/  I shall not be long. 

As you study (a) to (d) above, note the following: 

i. On a single syllable, the voice falls within the syllable. 

ii. Where there are more syllables than one the voice falls either 

within the stressed syllable or jumps down from that syllable to the 

next. 

iii. Unstressed syllables at the end remain very low. 

 

5. Types of Tunes 

Three principal shapes of tunes can be identified.  

a. The Glide down starts from high to low level tunes and is shown as 

       It's 

              never  

                          too  

                                  late to  

                                              mend. 

Fig. 6a. Source: Bailey, N. Charles-James (1998) 
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b. The Glide up starts with a rise in the voice from low to high. 

                             th 

                       do 

                 n't 

       would                    t! 

He                             a 

Fig. 6 b. Source: Bailey, N. Charles-James (1998) 

 

c. The Take off comes after the glide down or glide up. Like an 

Aeroplane, it starts by running along at a low level and rises 

gradually into the air. This may spread over many syllables as 

shown below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

Fig. 6c. Source: Grabe, Esther (2001a) (Northern Irish English sample) 

 

d'you       know   where the alleyway is? 
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These principal tune shapes can be used in various speech manners. 

1. Glide down for complete and definite statements. 

 /aɪ wʊdәnt maɪnd ðӕt/   I wouldn’t mind that  

2. Glide up in encouraging statement 

 /aɪ ʃa:nt bɪ lɒɳ/    I shan’t be long 

 

3. Take off for a grumble. 

 /əʊnlɪ ɪf aɪ nju:/    Only if I knew. 

4. Glide up for questions or interrogations. 

 /kӕnt ju: gəʊ/     Can’t you go? 

5. Glide up to show interest 

 /wen a ju: kʌmɪɳɳ əgen/  When are you coming again 

6. Glide down for strong commands. 

 /kʌm əf ðӕt/    Come off that  

 

Summary 

Speech is made beautiful and more meaningful by its tone; music, pitch 

and tune. These ups and downs of speech are called intonation. English 

intonation is not the same as those of other languages. When speaking in 

English, we must keep to English tunes only. 

       The tune of English speech is decided by the number of important 

words in an expression and the attitude of the speaker. Intonation can be 

shown graphically by in phonetic/phonology mappings or dots and 

adjoining lines. Three principal tunes of English can be identified as 

Glide-down, Glide-up and Take-off. These are used in accordance with 

the manner of speaking.  

 

Post-Test 

Attempt again Question 2 in the Pre-Test and compare your answers here 

with your earlier response. Which do you like better? 
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LECTURE FOURTEEN 

 

 

 

Glossary 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Because of the highly technical nature of this course, it was not practicable 

to keep the language as simple as one would have liked to make it. This 

would have led to over simplification and inexactitudes. I am however 

aware of the many and usual complaints of students that ‘the course is too 

hard.’ No, it is not even hard. You only fear it. If you don’t fear this 

course, you will enjoy everything in this book. Enjoy this glossary as a 

reference point. It is arranged, not in alphabetical order but by the lecture 

sequence. The words are glossed as used in this book. 

 

Lecture 1 

Phonetics  – sounds of human speech; transcriptions that give 

differences between variations of the same 

phoneme. 

Phonology  – science or study of the structure or organization of 

speech     sounds. 

Intelligibility  – making sense in speech, sounding meaningful, or 

being understood in speech. 

Unintelligible  – opposite of intelligible; that is, ‘does not make 

sense’ to the hearer  

communication  –  utterance or expression of ideas and meanings in 

interactions with one’s hearer. 

Sound  –  utterance, pronunciation, meaningful human noise. 

Phenomenon  – something perceived by the senses to be unusual or 

remarkable. 
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Universal   –    affecting all, leaving no exceptions, done by all. 

Approximating  –   coming near to in quality, getting near, almost 

the   same. 

 

Lecture II 

Lungs     –  breathing organs in the chest of man. 

Speech      – spoken language, manner of speaking. 

Interfere/interrupt  – to tamper with. 

Voicing/vocalizing  – sound made when speaking or using the voice 

while speaking. 

Manipulate – to manage or control skilfully, using influence 

to cause a change in behaviour. 

Vocal cords  – elastic bands located in the larynx. 

Palate  – roof of the mouth from teeth ridge to the uvula. 

One part is hard while the other is soft. 

Wind pipe  – Narrow channel that carries breath air from the 

lungs to the mouth for speech. 

Utterance  – expression, saying something; speaking. 

Consonant – sounds of language produced with an 

obstruction in the vocal tract by the speech 

organs. 

Vowel –   sounds of language produced without any 

obstruction any-where by the organs of speech. 

Flexibility                   – adaptability, the quality of being easily swayed 

or bent; an easy change to suit situations, 

conditions or circumstances. 

 

Lecture III 

Segment features        –     features of human speech systems that can be      

                                            described individually.     

Supra-segmental features– those features that cannot be analysed 

                                      individually, because they spread over  

                                       stretches of utterances. 
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Quality of sound        –    lengthening, drawing or keeping longer than 

other in speech. Quality is equated in this 

book with the length of sounds, especially 

vowel sounds. 

Intonation   – the up and down movement of speech voice. 

Articulate   – to produce sounds, to pronounce a sound. 

Rhythm   – regular succession of weak and strong  

     syllables or tresses, accent, sounds or  

     movement in speech. 

 

Lecture IV 

Obstruction  – interference/interruption of the breath air  

     used to produce speech sounds. 

Blockage/stoppage – obstructing, blocking or stopping the breath  

     air to produce certain sounds. 

Cardinal vowels –  Vowels used in linguistics that do not  

     belong to any particular language; idealized  

     vowels. 

Alphabetic characters   –  letters of the alphabet 

Received Pronunciation –  educated English sounds, features of spoken  

     English accepted for school learning. 

Transcription   –  representation of sound in corresponding 

     characters; transliteration. 

Transliteration  – Writing words of language in a particular  

     system. 

 

Lecture V 

Diphthong                  – a combination of two vowel sounds to 

produce one vowel sound.  

Place of articulation    –  the highest, lowest and furthest tongue  

     position for the pronouncing of a sound. 

Manner of Articulation –  how a sound is produced. 
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Isolation   –  not in group, singly, said alone. 

Upper incisors  –  upper front teeth 

Tongue withdrawn  –  retreat of tongue from certain positions. 

Muscular Relaxation  –  muscles not tensed up. 

Narrowing   –  closing a gap using speech organs such as  

     lips, making narrower by closing. 

 

Lecture VI 

Diphthong formation    – positions from where vowels move to form a 

diphthong. 

Glide    –  a quick move from one sound to the other. 

 

Lecture VII 

Discourse   –  a discussion, a continuous talk. 

Voiced sounds  – sounds produced with the vocal cords  

     vibrating. 

Voiceless sounds – sounds produced with the vocal cord not  

     vibrating. 

Phonetic significance – phonetic relevance. 

 

Lecture VIII 

Sound                          – letter relationship – the relationship that 

written words have with their   

sounds. 

Broad transcription     – the phonetic sound representation that seeks 

to be all-embracing, general transcript 

description of sounds. 

Narrow transcription   –  phonetic sound representation that is 

specific to particular sounds or sound units. 
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LECTURE FIFTEEN 

 

 

 

Practical 
 

 

 

 

Introduction 

In this last lecture of the course, I give practical exercises that you will 

practise on your own. Indeed, this course should be taught in a language 

laboratory where the gadget should actively support the verbal 

explanations. As a matter of fact, learning the sounds of another language 

is both a skill and an art. No skill is mastered by receiving the best lectures 

on performance but by DOING. Practise the skills explained in this book 

in order to attain perfection. 

The practical is divided into:  

i. ‘segmental feature,’ which covers Lectures One to Nine; and  

ii. ‘supra-segmental feature,’ which covers Lectures Ten to Thirteen. 

 

Exercise on Vowel and General Phonetic Bases 

1. Say the following as fast as you can and report you experience in 

writing. 

He bit the meat but she hit the seat.  

We see the pig in the pit as the pig sits in the pit. 

2. Identify the number of phonemes in the following words 

a. write 

b. through 

c. measure 

d. six 

e. half 

f. first 
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g. one 

h. castle 

i. father 

j. should 

3. Transcribe the word in number 1 in phonetic scripts. 

4. Draw a diagram of the organs of speech and label the following 

speech  organs: 

k. lungs 

l. pharynx 

m. larynx 

n. vocal cords 

o. the palates (hard and soft) 

p. teeth 

q. tongue 

r. lips 

s. nose 

5. Describe how speech is produced. 

6. Three different actions take place in the larynx during speech 

production.  What are they? Describe them. 

7. Choose a pair of plosive and fricative sounds, say /t/ and /d/; /f/ 

and /v/. Do the following: 

a. Time yourself and say them as fast as you can until you run out 

of  breath. 

i. How long did it take before you ran out of breath? 

ii. How many times did you say it? 

b. Write your experience down in 5 sentences. 

8. Draw 

a. A chart of cardinal vowels  

b. A chart of English vowel sounds 

c. Explain fully why you can call some vowels central, some 

close and others open. 

d. Describe high back and low back vowels. 

9. Make a list of long and short vowels. 

a. Show how they appear in five pairs of words each. 

b. Transcribe these words. 
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10. Write short notes that you will teach your SSCE candidate to help 

them pronounce: /ɔ/ or /ɒ/and /ʌ/; /a:/ and /ӕ/ sounds. 

 

Exercise on Vowels and Diphthong 

1. Distinguish between vowels and diphthongs in the English sound 

system. 

2. Make a list of vowels and diphthongs in your language and 

compare them  with those in English. 

3. Make a list of 20 words containing the vowel you consider most 

difficult in  English. 

4. Repeat the exercise in 3 using the diphthong you consider the 

easiest. 

5. For each vowel you know, write ten words without using a 

pronouncing  dictionary; and for each diphthong you are not 

familiar with, use a  pronouncing dictionary to write 15 words. 

6. Which two vowels and diphthongs each do you find difficult to 

pronounce  in English. Justify your difficulty by comparing 

them with the sounds of  your language. 

7. Transcribe the following in phonetic scripts: 

a. knowledge 

b. fear 

c. principles 

d. great 

e. ever 

f. teacher 

g. English 

h. book 

i. coverage 

j. come 

k. vowel 

l. full 

8. What is the difference between phonetics and phonology? 
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Exercises on Consonants 

1. Identify phonetic difficulties in the following mispronunciations 

and wrong  meanings: 

a. *I think he was crasy  

b. *Fear not God is wit you 

c. *The course of his deat is not know 

2. Read a fairly long passage in English 

a.    Mark all the ‘th’ sounds in: 

i. Initial position; 

ii. Medial position 

iii. Final position 

b. Use a good dictionary to write which ‘th’ are /θ/ and which /ð/ 

(five examples of each) 

3. Say /h/ and /ɪ/ for 3 minutes and report the sensation on your 

tongue. 

4. Describe the behaviours of your tongue, the lips and the soft palate 

in  relation to air passage through the mouth for the production 

of two  plosives, two fricatives and two affricates. 

5. A consonant is……………………………………………………… 

  ……………………………………………………………………… 

6. A plosive sound is produced with………………………………….. 

  ……………………………………………………………………… 

7. An approximant is also called a……………………………………. 

  ……………………………………………………………………… 

8. An affricate is produced without 

       a.  friction   b.  an explosion   c.   all the above   d.  none of the 

above  (choose one) 

9. For the production of nasals the air………………………………… 

  ……………………………………………………………………… 
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Exercises on Supra-segmentals – General 

1. Supra-segmental features are………………………………………. 

 ……………………………………………………………………… 

2. I cannot describe supra-segmental feature with……………………. 

 ……………………………………………………………………… 

3. Primary stresses are ………………while secondary ones are…….. 

 …………………………………………………. 

4. A syllable is………………………………………………………… 

 ……………………………………………………………………… 

5. Intonation means the……………………... and…………………of  

 …………………..in………………………………………… 

6. Duration is………………………………………………………….. 

7. A glide-down starts from………………………and ends…………. 

 …………………While a take-off starts from and………………… 

8. Rhythm is………………………………………………………….. 

 …………………………………………………………………….. 

9. An interrogation is also called a……………………………………. 

10. Words in group means……………………………………………... 

 ……………………………………………………………………… 

 

Exercises on Syllables, Stress and Intonation 

1. Transcribe the following conversation phonetically 

a    i.   Where do you want to spend Christmas? 

        ii.   Home, of course 

     b     i. Why are you not at school when you have so much work? 

        ii. Work or no work I’II be home before long. 

       iii. I know what both of you are: a bookworm and a homer. 

2. Show the syllable division by placing two bars in between the 

syllables in  each word: 

 communication   erode   ineffective 

  afford    sound  unfortunately 

  indispensable   ruler  incidence 
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3. Show tone by writing high toned syllables in CAPITAL LETTERS 

  conduct (verb)  create  record (noun) gain 

  conduct (noun) Mary  record (verb) Pencil 

  research (noun) Joseph knowledge  gun 

4. Transcribe the following in phonetic script. 

I think something seriously went wrong 

with the team towards the end of the game. 

The coach has cause for sleepless nights. 

5. Transcribe the following: 

  completely  football  striker   roast 

  downwards worldcup team-mate stadium 

  trend  Olympic Peterside contact 

6. Write a short essay explaining and giving examples of:  

a. take-off 

b. glide-down 

c. glide-up 

7. Is it true that there can be intonation without stress and no stress 

without syllable? 

8. Repeat two exercises of your choice from each of the sections. 
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