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3.01 Tongue Position for Vowels

There are a huge number of different vowel sounds in the languages of the world, 
and, as will be seen in a moment, one of the jobs of phonetics is impose order on 
chaos by providing a way of describing them coherently and concisely.  But whatever 
their differences, all vowels involve free passage of lung air through the upper vocal 
tract.  (This is what distinguishes them from consonants, for which, as you began 
to see in the last chapter, there is always some obstruction above the level of the 
larynx).  The impediment to the airstream for vowels is located at the glottis, not 
in the supra-glottal tract:  the vocal folds are in close enough contact for vibration 
to occur.  The sound wave that this generates is amplified by the resonance of the 
cavities above the larynx.

This means that vowels are normally voiced:  “normally” because voiceless vowels 
are a possibility — they can best be thought of as whispered vowels.  Although the 
vocal folds aren’t actually vibrating for these, there’s still sufficient constriction at the 
glottis for the airstream to be impeded and for turbulence (i.e. a sound wave) to be 
generated — you can feel this constriction if you say a few vowels in as loud a whisper 
as you can.  

Quite a few languages (Portuguese is a well-known example) have voiceless or 
whispered vowels in unstressed syllables.  (They aren’t sonorous enough to be much 
use in stressed syllables).  Voiceless vowels are even possible in English in words like 

 or :  here the stress is on the last syllable, so the  in the first syllable, 
instead of being fully voiced, may, with some speakers, be devoiced as a preliminary 
to disappearing altogether: , .

Now, although the air passes freely through the vocal tract, the shape of the tract varies 
from one vowel to another according to the position taken up by the tongue.  (But it 
never gets so constricted that the airstream is slowed down or blocked.)  

Figures 7, 8, 9 and 11 below are from tracings of X-ray photographs taken while 
the vowel sound of the word in question was being uttered, so they give a true 
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representation of the shape of the tongue — something which we’re usually only very 
dimly aware of.

You can see how the position of the tongue differs from one vowel to another.  This 
is the crucial factor that distinguishes, say, an  from an , or a  from an .  For each 
vowel the differently shaped interior of the oral cavity generates a sound wave with 
unique properties, and this gives the hearer an auditory impression of vowels that are 
different in “quality”.  (The shape of the lips can also have an effect, though it doesn’t 
show up on these pictures, as they are taken from sideways on:  the role of the lips will 
be considered in 3.03.)

Vowel quality (determined by tongue — and lip — position) is independent of 
loudness (determined by the force with which the air is expelled from the lungs) and 
pitch (controlled by the tension of the vocal folds — see 2.03).  Even when pronounced 
at the same pitch and with the same degree of loudness, an  will always be different 
in quality from an , or an  from an .   In much the same way, an identical note will 
differ in quality according to whether it’s played on a violin or a trumpet:  violins and 
trumpets being different in shape (and indeed in material).

Classifying vowels is in large part a matter of specifying tongue positions.  Here is 
the diagram for  ( -type vowel).  The surface of the tongue is high in the mouth 
— close to the hard palate, but not close enough for the airflow to be impeded, which 
would turn the vowel into a consonant. 

[i] is said to be a high vowel.

For , the tongue is low in the mouth — almost flat;  the mouth is much more open 
inside than for .

[a] is said to be a low vowel.

Fig. 7

Fig. 8
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Having seen these diagrams, you should be able to sense the high/low difference simply 
by saying [i] and [a] to yourself, and feeling the difference in tongue posture.

In some books you’ll find the terms  and  instead of  and  respectively.  
But there’s no difference in meaning:  a high vowel is the same thing as a close vowel;  
a low vowel is the same as an open vowel.   and  are the commonest terms, 

and they will be used in most of what follows.

Now the [u] of  is also a high vowel.  What makes it different in quality from 
[i]?

It’s not quite so easy to sense the answer just by saying [i] and [u] and trying to 
compare the effects.  But Fig. 9 should be clear enough:  for [u] the tongue is pulled 
backwards (“retracted”), in such a way that it’s arched towards the soft rather than the 
hard palate.  So [u] is a back vowel as well as a high one.  Vowels like [i] and [a], by 
contrast, are said to be front vowels:

The [ ] of  differs from each of these three.  For [ ] the tongue is low (unlike [i] 
and [u]), but retracted (unlike [ ] and [ ]). 
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So the gap in Figure 10 can now be filled in:

The high-low and front-back “parameters” thus operate independently of one another, 
intersecting to give four basic vowel sounds which occur in a great many languages.

Notice how the IPA makes a distinction between the [a] symbol (known as “front 
”) and the [ ] symbol (“back ”).  These represent different sounds and are not 

interchangeable, as they would be in the ordinary alphabet.  In other words, [ ] 
is one word, [k t]  is quite another. 

 Without looking at the above text, say which of the vowels [i, u, ] is 
represented in each of the following diagrams.
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 Again without looking at the text, say whether the following statements are true 
or false.  Correct any that are false.

 [a] is a high back vowel.

 [i] is a high front vowel.

 [u] is a low back vowel.

 [a] is a low front vowel.

 Practise using the alternative terminology:

 Which is [i], open or close?

 Which is [u], open or close?

 Which is [a], open or close?

 Match the articulatory terms in the first column with the descriptions in the 
second column

 low “surface of tongue raised towards hard palate”

 open “tongue advanced”

 front “tongue retracted”

 high “narrow oral cavity”

 back “tongue flat”

 close “wide oral cavity”

3.02 The Cardinal Vowels

[i], [a], [u], and [ ] are the basis of the standard “international” chart of vowels 
— devised in the 1920s by the London University phonetician Daniel Jones, and a 
particularly useful invention for anyone studying Modern Languages.  This chart is 
independent of any individual language:  it provides a general grid or matrix in terms 
of which vowels in particular languages can be specified.

Jones’s starting-point was to make a recording of the highest and “frontest” vowel 
which the human vocal apparatus can produce (move the tongue any higher or further 
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forward, and the vowel will turn into a consonant because the airstream will become 
constricted).  This is a kind of archetypal [i] vowel.  For the English vowel of , the 
tongue is somewhat lower and less fronted than this;  Jones’s “Cardinal Vowel No. 1” 
is much more like the [i] vowels of French, German or Spanish.

The other three “cardinal points” of the “vowel compass” were provided by the lowest 
possible front and back vowels (physically impossible for the tongue to be lowered any 
further), and by the highest and “backest” possible vowel (again, any further tongue 
raising or backing results in a consonant).

Here are these four vowels displayed around a quadrilateral.  For anatomical reasons 
low front vowels can’t be as far forward as high front vowels, so the resulting figure isn’t 
quite symmetrical.

The English vowel of  is a fairly good approximation to [a], but, in Southern British 
pronunciation at any rate, the vowels in  and  are respectively higher and 
lower than cardinal [a] and [u].  French  and , German  and , Spanish 

 and  have vowels that are much closer to these two cardinals in quality.

Here is the chart again, with  marking the position of three “non-cardinal” English 
vowels in relation to the “basic four”.    

Such diagrams are schematic representations of the “vowel area” of the mouth:  just 
like the vowels of ,  and  in Fig. 14, each of the hundreds of different 
vowels that the the human vocal apparatus can produce is locatable at some point 
within the space bordered by [i, a, u, a].  Not that there is any need actually to include 
hundreds of vowels on the chart:  another dozen cardinals are enough to allow all the 
others to be specified. 

Fig. 13

Fig. 14
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So in between the highest and lowest vowels we have “mid vowels” at equidistant 
intervals: 

[e] (mid-high front) as in Fr , Ger , Sp 

[ ] (mid-low front) as in Eng , Fr , Ger , Sp 

[ ] (mid-low back) as in Fr , Ger , Sp 

[o] (mid-high back) as in Fr , Ger , Sp . 

Figure 15 shows how the four mid-vowels fit into the quadrilateral alongside the previous 
four.  We now have a set of eight cardinal vowels that are numbered anticlockwise, 
starting with [i] (no. 1).  Often they are referred to just by their numbers.

  

As before, Southern British English isn’t much of a guide.  The vowel of  is a bit lower 
than Cardinal 6, though not very different from it.  But the vowels of  and  
really are very unlike Cardinals 2 and 7 (they’re actually diphthongs — see 3.07).  

Note the name of the special phonetic symbol for Cardinal 3 [ ]:  “open ” (recall 
that a low vowel is also known as an open vowel, and that [ ] is open compared 
with [e], or “close e”).  Similarly “open ” for No. 6 [ ] — this resembles an o 
which has been “opened up” on one side (printers use a backwards-facing c for this 

symbol.)

One more vowel to complete this section.  This is actually the commonest vowel in 
English, although it doesn’t have its own letter in the spelling (probably because it only 
occurs in unstressed syllables).  It’s the vowel spelt  in ,  in ,  in , 
 in ,  in .  It also occurs in German (e.g. in the last syllable of ) 

and in French words like , .  As the IPA operates on a strict principle of each sound 
having its own symbol, with no overlapping of the sort that occurs in English spelling, 
this vowel is represented as [ ].  The name of the symbol is  (it was adapted from 

Fig. 15
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the Hebrew alphabet).  So  would be transcribed [h d ] and you would read this 
out as “aitch, open , dee, schwa”.

Make sure you write the  symbol as an inverted (upside-down) , not as a 
reversed (back-to-front) .  And certainly not as an inverted and reversed !   

  
For [ ] the tongue is held in a neutral position:  neither particularly high nor particularly 
low (but “mid”);  neither particularly front nor particularly back (but “central”).  You 
can see this if [ ] is added to the vowel chart:

This mid-central position explains why in English (and many other languages) [e] 
serves as a “hesitation noise” — a sound uttered when you’re not sure what you’re 
going to say next, but want to signal that you’ve not finished yet.  The tongue is, so 
to speak, poised to move in any direction once you’ve made up your mind.  So the 
phonetic transcription of ,  would be [ m, ], or better still [ ] with a length 
mark (see 3.08).

 Multiple-choice revision test (don’t look at the text!)

  Daniel Jones was Professor of Phonetics at the University of:

London
Oxford
Southampton
Derby
Edinburgh

  Cardinal vowels are so called because:

the symbols used for them look like cardinal’s hats
they are more important than the other vowels
they guide you like the cardinal points of a compass
they occur in all languages

Fig. 16
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  The cardinal vowel chart is important because:

it provides a framework for the description of the vowel sounds of any 
language
it makes the difference between vowels and consonants clearer
the first eight cardinal vowels are exactly the same as those of  Southern 

British English.
it shows the most important vowels of any language

 Without referring back to the text, complete this chart by inserting the symbols 
for cardinal vowels 1-8.

 Write out the schwa symbol a few times, then check that you’ve done it properly 
by turning the page upside down.  What you’ve written should now look like an 
.

 For whichever of the languages you know, indicate the cardinal vowels that 
correspond to the vowels underlined in the spelling:
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 Read out the following nonsense words (i.e. words not actually occurring in 
any of the languages).  Don’t just pronounce them as though they were English 
words:  the more “foreign” you can make them sound, the more likely your 
cardinal vowels are to be authentic!

3.03 Lip Rounding

The two high cardinal vowels 1 and 8 aren’t only differentiated by the fact that [i] 
is front and [u] is back.  For [u] the lips take on a rounded position, much as for 
whistling.  But for [i] the lips aren’t rounded in this way — in fact the most authentic 
cardinal [i] is obtained if the lips are spread energetically sideways (as if the teeth were 
being bared).  This difference between “rounded” and “unrounded” applies to other 
vowels as well.  The front vowels [e, , and a] are unrounded just like [i];  the back 
vowels [o and ] are rounded like [u].

As before, English isn’t the best language to illustrate this point.  The lips are indeed 
somewhat rounded for the vowels of words like  or  (try these for yourself), and 
rounding is unquestionably absent in the case of  or  (try these too).  But the 
rounded vowels aren’t very strongly rounded, nor are the lips noticeably spread for the 
unrounded ones.  In French, German or Spanish, the rounding/unrounding effect is more 
marked — this is something to be imitated if you want to make your pronunciation more 
“authentic”.

So we can add a further parameter to the two we met before.  Vowels are distinguished 
by tongue position (the high/low axis and the front/back axis) AND by lip position 
(the rounded/unrounded axis).  In practice there are significant intermediate positions 
between high and low (the mid-vowels described in 3.3) and sometimes between front 
and back:  on the other hand, the rounded/unrounded axis operates in a binary way, 
with vowels counting as either one or the other.

Which of the following words contain rounded vowels and which unrounded vowels?

  

.
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 Characterize the following vowels in terms of the three parameters.  For example:  
[i] = .

[u]

[e]

[ ]

[a]

[ ]

[ ]

3.04 Reversing the Lip Position

With the vowels considered so far, if they are  they’re  and 
if they are  they’re .  But things don’t have to be that way:  these 
parameters are independent of one another, and both French and German contain 
examples of  vowels that are .  Thus the vowel of French  or 
German  resembles [i] in tongue position (high, front), but is like [u] in lip 
position (rounded).  Anyone studying these languages knows only too well that 
this is an entirely distinct vowel:   is not the same as  or ;   is different 
from  and .  Therefore it needs its own phonetic symbol, and [y] is used 
for it.  (In the IPA  has the same value as in ordinary German spelling where it’s 
identical to : , etc.). 

Be sure that you’re clear about the difference between:

And clear about how the vowels in the various words just mentioned are transcribed:

[i] high, front, unrounded

[u] high, back, rounded

[y] high, front, rounded

[ri] = ,  [ru] = ,  [ry] = 

[fir] = ,  [fur] = ,  [fyr] = 

(See 4.11 for other ways of transcribing )
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English speakers tend to mispronounce [y] as [u], i.e. they keep it rounded, but use a 
high back instead of a high front tongue position.  So in French they confuse  and 

.  This is because all the rounded vowels of English happen to be back, so the reflex 
of English speakers is to retract the tongue for  rounded vowel they come across.

An alternative anglophone subterfuge is to make French  sound like English .  
This time the single French front rounded [y] vowel is being split into a sequence of 
two vowels:  a short [i] (front) then a [u] (rounded).  Ingenious, but it won’t do either.

Curiously, speakers of Spanish or Italian, whose languages don’t have front rounded 
vowels either, often mispronounce [y] in the “opposite” way — as [i].  That is, they 
keep the front tongue position, but make the vowel unrounded.

So the only way to get it right is to try as hard as you can to keep the vowel front 
(tongue position for [i]) while strongly rounding the lips (lip position for [u]).  At 
all costs avoid retracting the tongue — this turns front [y] into back [u], which is 
precisely what is wanted.

 Give the IPA symbols for the vowels underlined in each of the following words, in 
either or both languages:

    

 

Now read the words aloud, using the appropriate vowel.

 Rewrite, using ordinary spelling: 

    

  

3.05 The secondary Cardinal Vowels

French and German have more front rounded vowels than just [y].  If the mid-high 
front [e] is pronounced with rounded lips, the the result is the vowel of  or the first 
syllable of .  In other words this is a vowel that has the same relationship to [e] 
as [y] has to [i].  It’s a distinct and important item, and therefore it too has its own 
symbol:  [ø] (“slashed ”).

Try to keep the front tongue position of [ ] while rounding the lips.  A common 

anglophone mispronunciation is to pronounce [ø] like a long version of [ ].  But this 

is too far back, and it isn’t rounded, so it won’t do.  
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As Spanish and Italian don’t have [ ], the usual hispanophone or italophone 
mispronunciation is simply to unround [ø] and pronounce it as [e], so that  and 

 become identical.

Yet another front rounded vowel in both French and German is the counterpart of 
[ ].  This occurs in  or , and is transcribed [œ], following the spelling of 
French words like .   Get the distinction between [e] and [ ] fixed in mind, then 
say [e] with rounded lips, and the result should be a perfect [œ].  Again, a long [e] isn’t 
acceptable:   is a very poor substitute for !

One problem with [ø] and [œ] is that French and German spelling don’t distinguish 
clearly between them:  the vowels of  and  are not in fact the same.  As a rule 
of thumb, in French the letter sequence  is pronounced [ø] at the ends of words, but 
[œ] before a consonant.  Accordingly  is [œrø].

To summarize, we’ve looked at the following examples of reversal of lip rounding:

[y] high, front, rounded [i] high, front, unrounded

[ø] mid-high, front, rounded [e] mid-high, front, unrounded

[œ] mid-low, front, rounded [ ] mid-low, front, unrounded

It should come as no surprise if it’s now revealed that the lip position of any of 
cardinal vowels 1 to 8 can be reversed in this way.  Many languages of the Far East, for 
example, have vowels.  Try saying the Japanese name with 
lips resolutely spread throughout (not rounded), but no less resolutely keeping a back 
tongue position for the two ’s, and this should give you an idea of what [ ] — the 
unrounded equivalent of [u] — sounds like.  Again, schwa won’t do — this time 
because it’s too far forward.

Japanese lacks a back rounded vowel of a [u] type altogether — in fact the only one 
of this language’s five vowels that’s to any extent rounded is [ ]: all the others ([

]) are unrounded.  This relative lack of rounded vowels naturally has a marked effect 
on Japanese pronunciation of European languages, especially French, which, with 
more rounded than unrounded vowels, is the “opposite” of Japanese in this respect.

The correct term for a composite letter like [œ] is , not :  
diphthongs are something different, as will be seen in 3.07.  Read [œ] as 
“O-E digraph” or “O-E ligature” (the latter is the official IPA name, the 
term  referring to the tie-bar sometimes used as an alternative way of 
linking two elements of a digraph: ts).
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So alongside the “primary” series of cardinal vowels (1 to 8), there is a 
“secondary” series (9 to 16) — identical in tongue position, but opposite in 
respect of lip rounding.  This too figures on Daniel Jones’s historic recording.  
Here is the chart with both primary and secondary cardinals included:

At this stage, you should be able to reproduce the chart of the eight primary 
vowels from memory, and also locate on it [ ] and cardinals 9, 10 and 11.  You 
needn’t worry about 12-16 — apart from noting their existence.  You should also 
have a clear auditory image of what each of these vowels sounds like, and a clear 
understanding of why each of them occupies its particular place on the chart.

 Match the vowels in the first column with the descriptions in the second.

[y]   high, front, unrounded

[e]   mid-low, front, unrounded

[ ]   high, front, rounded

[ø]   mid-high, front, unrounded

[i]   mid-low, front, rounded

[œ]   mid-high, front, rounded

 Say whether the following statements are True or False:

front vowels are always unrounded in English
any vowel can be rounded or unrounded
intermediate lip positions between rounded and unrounded are important 

in distinguishing vowels
intermediate tongue positions between high and low are important in 

distinguishing vowels.

(9) 

(10) 

(11) 

(16) 

(15)

(14)

(13) (12) 

(2) 

(6)(3) 

(4) 

(1) (8)

(7)

(5)Fig. 17
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 Which of the following languages make(s) use of lip rounding to distinguish 
between vowels?

English, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Spanish.

 Give the IPA symbols corresponding to the underlined vowels in one or more of 
the languages indicated:

  

 What words do you get if you reverse the lip rounding in the following 
(concentrate on pronunciation, not on spelling)?

 

 

 Rewrite in ordinary spelling:

 

 

3.06 Focus on English

In this section, you will see how the cardinal vowel system can be used to identify and 
characterize a few of the pronunciations of English vowels heard in the British Isles 
and across the world.

One term you should note at this point is  or  (another Daniel 
Jones invention).  This slightly odd expression refers to the “standard British English 
accent”, the one used for example by most BBC television and radio newsreaders and 
presenters — or, in a somewhat more conservative form, by the Queen herself.  (Hence 
the expression , which is roughly equivalent;  is another 
term sometimes encountered).  Middle-class pronunciation in England approximates 
to RP.  This is especially true in the South, as Received Pronunciation derives from 
southern — particularly London — varieties, not from Midland, northern, Scots, 
Welsh, Irish, etc.

As has been hinted already, the vowels of RP are not particularly close to the cardinal 
values.  The pronunciation is less tense than that of, say, standard French:  the tongue 
takes up positions that are less “extreme”, and the lips are less energetically spread 
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or rounded.  So RP vowels tend to be located towards the centre of the vowel area, 
not around its edge.  For the more obviously “non-cardinal” RP vowels, the IPA uses 
additional symbols;  for the others the cardinal symbols are retained — with the 
proviso that the pronunciation may deviate from the strict cardinal value (compare 
the [i] in Eng  with the one in Fr ).

Here are a few extra symbols commonly used in the transcription of English.  The 
sounds they represent aren’t unique to English of course, and the symbols can be used 
for other languages if appropriate.  None of them are required for French or Spanish, 
but two of them are needed for German.

 This symbol (“ -  ligature”) is for the vowel of , which is somewhat higher 
than Cardinal 4, though still front — it’s midway between [a] and [ ] in fact:

This is why the symbol consists of an  and an  linked in a digraph.  

As for the pronunciation, think of the difference between an authentically French 
pronunciation of  and the usual S. British pronunciation of this word that makes 
it sound too much like .  But many speakers from other parts of the British Isles 
pronounce  with a vowel that is close to, or identical with Cardinal 4 — and 
accordingly close to or identical with the French, German or Spanish [a].

[ ] This is for the vowel of , which is lower and backer than the [i] of  
— itself a little lower and backer than Cardinal No. 1:

The [ ]/[ ] distinction is a crucial one in English, as hundreds of pairs of words depend 
on it:   etc.  It is no less important in German (

).  But standard French and Spanish have only an [i] and no [ ].   However, 
[ ] is a feature of the French of Belgium and Canada. 

(1) 

(2) 

Fig. 19

Fig. 18 (4) 

(3) 
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The symbol is referred to as “small capital ”.  For languages like English and German 
which need [ ] as well as [i], the latter can be referred to as “lower-case ” when clarity 
is required.

 Read “upsilon”.  It’s the mirror-image of [ ] in the opposite corner of the vowel 
chart, being further forward and lower than back [u], which itself is slightly 
further forward and lower than Cardinal No. 8.   [ ] and  [u] illustrate 
the difference in English;   [ ] and  [u] in German.  

Germanists should note a further symbol!  English has two high vowels [i] and [u], 
each with a more central equivalent [ ] and [ ], as you’ve just seen.  But German has 
three high vowels [i], [u] and [y], and, symmetrically enough, each of the three has 
a “centralized” equivalent [ ], [ ] AND [ ].  This last vowel (read “small capital y”) 
is found in many common words ( , ) and sometimes serves to distinguish 
pairs, e.g. , with [y], and , with [ ].  Standard French, on the other hand, 
which lacks [ ] and [ ], also — not surprisingly — lacks [ ].  (But the latter, like [ ] 
and [ ], is used in Canada and Belgium.)

[ ] This is sometimes used for the vowel of  (read “reversed italic ”).  
It’s actually the symbol for Cardinal 13. The English vowel in question is 
located  between this and Cardinal 6 [ ], so some transcribers prefer to use [ ] 
for , , , etc.

[ ] This is Cardinal 6 with a length-mark (see 3.08) and the normal way of 
representing the vowel of :  [h s], [k t], [l n].

[ ] “Turned ” is actually the symbol for Cardinal 14 (one of the back unrounded 
vowels you were told not to worry about in 3.05).  The RP vowel found in 
words like  is close enough to this for [u] to be used to represent 
it in transcriptions of English.  Note it carefully:  it’s a very common sound in 
RP, where , with [ ], is not at all the same thing as the golfing term , 
with [ ].

These symbols are in general use for transcribing English.  Less widely adopted is 
[ ] (“reversed open ”), which some phoneticians use for the vowel in , 

(8)

(7)

Fig. 20
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etc.  But this sound is really just a long schwa, so it’s OK to represent it as [ ] and 
economize on a symbol (see 3.08 for the length-mark ).

 Can you remember?

a. what the standard British accent is called?
b. the term used for composite symbols like [æ] or [œ]?
c. the names of the symbols [i],[u] and [ ]?
d. the characteristic general difference between Southern British vowels 

and those of standard French, German or Spanish?

 Southern pronunciation is the basis for the British standard because:

a. London is the capital of the UK
b. It is a more attractive way of pronouncing words
c. Southern vowels are less like the vowels of continental languages
d. It is an easier, more natural way of speaking.

 Say what IPA symbols would best represent the vowels underlined in the 
following words:

 The following are all identical in pronunciation:  , , .  What’s the 
transcription?

 Here are some common English words in IPA transcription.  Rewrite them in 
ordinary spelling and/or read them out.  Make sure you are clear  the symbols 
are used in the way they are.

æ u

æ .

. The pronunciation of the vowels in the following words differs from RP 
in the localities indicated.  Insert the vowel symbol appropriate to the local 
pronunciation.
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 (Scotland) [   ],  (N. England) [   ],  (USA)  [   ] ,  (N. England) 
[   ],  (S. Africa) [   ],  (Buckingham Palace) [   ],  (USA) [   ].

 Complete this vowel chart by inserting [ ].

3.07 Diphthongs

In spite of their various crucial differences, all the vowels studied up to now have one 
thing in common:  the tongue stays in the same position all the time any of them is 
being articulated.

But there are also vowels like the one in , during which the tongue moves from one 
position to another (passing through a series of intermediate points as it does so).  In the case 
of the  of , the starting-point is an [a]-type low front position, and the end-point is an 
[u]-type high back position.  If you say  very slowly to yourself, the difference between 
the beginning and end of the vowel should be clear, as should the intermediate stages.  

A gliding vowel like this is known as a .  The term  designates 
vowels in which the tongue position doesn’t change.  (Sometimes the expression 
“pure vowel” is used for these, but is perhaps best avoided, given the implications of 
superiority which it conveys.)  The IPA represents diphthongs by means of a sequence 
of two symbols, the first indicating the starting-point and the second the finishing-
point.  So  would be transcribed [hau].  [a] and [u] are referred to as the first and 
second elements of this diphthong.  (Note that the two symbols are not joined in 
a digraph, and remember that digraphs and diphthongs are different things.)  The 
movement of the tongue can be indicated on the vowel quadrilateral:
English abounds in diphthongs.  Here are some more.  In each case repeat the example 

Fig. 21
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word to yourself so as to get a clear feel for the starting and finishing points. 

In the following cases, the second element is high and front:

[ai] as in 
[ i] as in 
[ei] as in 

As the tongue doesn’t actually move all the way to the Cardinal No. 1 point, these 
diphthongs are often transcribed more realistically with the retracted [ ] symbol:  
[ ], [ ], [e ].

The second element of the diphthong found in , or  is high 
and back.  But the first element, for most RP speakers, is similar to schwa.  (Check 
whether this applies to your own pronunciation.)  So the usual transcription is 
[ ] or [ ].  [ ] is sometimes used instead of [u], for the same reason that [ ] is 
sometimes used instead of [i] (see previous paragraph).

Many languages — standard French and Spanish for example — have no 
diphthongs.  A typical anglophone mispronunciation of the vowels in words 
like  or  in French or  or  in Spanish is to “diphthongize” them, i.e. 
supply them with a glide leading to a second element:  the result in the former 
case is a diphthong [ei] instead of a monophthong [e] and in the latter [ ] 
instead of [o].  There is no surer give-away of an English accent — so this is a 
point of pronunciation which is worth paying a lot of attention to. 

The same also applies to German.  Even though this language does have some 
diphthongs of its own (e.g. in  and ), the vowels of  or  are 
monophthongs, and English [ u] or [ei] are not satisfactory substitutes for anyone 
who aims at passing for a native speaker.

Anyone who has problems with words like  can console themselves with the thought 

Be careful not to confuse spelling and pronunciation.  The term  
relates  to pronunciation.  A sequence of two or more vowels in the 
spelling isn’t necessarily evidence for a diphthong. (And, as was pointed out 
in 3.04, if two vowels are joined together as in [æ], the result is known as a 

.)  Thus, in French,  isn’t a diphthong — it’s just a sequence of vowel 
letters corresponding to the monophthong [u].  And  isn’t a triphthong:  
it too corresponds to a monophthong — this time [o].  In Spanish, beware 
of books that talk about the “diphthongs” in , etc.  These words 
don’t contain diphthongs — any more than English  or  do.  (See 3.08 
for more discussion.)  Again,  are just sequences of vowel letters.
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that learners of English as a foreign language have the opposite difficulty, and may well 
have even greater problems:  learning to imitate the exact starting and finishing points 
of English diphthongs is a very difficult task.  It’s all the more difficult as quite slight 
variations in the precise tongue movement for some of the English diphthongs can 
change their nature greatly:  anglophones are well attuned to such differences, as these 
can be informative about a person’s regional or social origin. 

Thus if the  of  is pronounced [ ] rather than [ ] (i.e. with the first element fronted), 
the effect is perceived as “refined” or “posh”.  By contrast, if the first element is again fronted 
but also lowered slightly (to [æ]), the resulting [æu] is felt to be “vulgar” or “uneducated”.  
Not that there is anything inherently posh or otherwise about the sounds themselves:  it’s a 
matter of who uses them and in what context.  If the “refined” [eu] just referred to is used 
instead of the RP [au] in , it instantly takes on “sub-standard” associations itself.

English has monophthongs as well of course, as we saw earlier (in words like 
, for example).  But so prone are RP-users (and Southern British speakers in general) 

to “diphthongize” vowels that the long monophthongs in or are preceded by 
a distinct “onglide” — i.e. a movement of the tongue giving a hint of the presence of 
another element besides the vowel itself.  So not only is the vowel of RP  more retracted 
than Cardinal No.1 (illustrated by French ), it’s also slightly diphthongized:  [ i].

Similarly for English  compared with Cardinal 8 (or French route):  [ u].
You can see from Fig. 22 that the tongue moves through only a short distance.  So these 

sounds are considered as “diphthongized vowels” rather than fully-fledged diphthongs, 
and are normally transcribed just [i] and [u] for convenience.  At least, that applies to 
RP:  for some London speakers, this onglide is of much the same duration as a true 
diphthongal element, and the distance travelled by the tongue is greater:  therefore 
the transcription [ i] is justified for diphthongs like the one heard in the Cockney 
pronunciation of . 

Fig. 22

Fig. 23
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 Explain the difference between a vowel, a pure vowel, a monophthong, a 
diphthong and a digraph.  Then say why the phrase “vowels and diphthongs” 
isn’t quite logical.

 Making use of the IPA, try to characterize:

Northern Irish pronunciation of the vowel of  (RP [feis]).

Northern English pronunciation of the same vowel.

American pronunciation of the vowel of .

Australian pronunciation of the vowel of 

 Transcribe the diphthongs heard in the RP pronunciation of the following 
words (i.e. by giving the IPA symbol for each of the two elements):

 [    ]       [    ]       [    ]      [    ]       [    ]
 
           [    ]       [    ]      [    ]   [    ]     [    ]

 Rewrite the following English words in ordinary spelling:

æ

  For Spanish specialists,   Does the   in  represent a diphthong like 
the one in RP , or a sequence of two separate vowels (as found in RP 

)?

  For German specialists.   Transcribe the diphthongs in  and .  
(N.B. each of these is subtly different from the RP diphthongs in ,  and 

 — can you capture any of these differences in your transcription?) 
 

  For French specialists.   Why is it wrong to describe the vowel of Fr  as 
a diphthong (or the vowel of  as a triphthong)?  And can you specify the 
difference between the vowels of English  and French  ?

 The [i ] of RP   is sometimes described as a , the [ai] of 
 and the [au] of house as .  Can you explain why?

3.08 Length and Nasalization;  Diacritics
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Changing the height, fronting, or rounding of vowels (i.e. their “quality”) isn’t the 
only way of modifying them.  Consider the words  and  (the latter 
meaning “preface in a book”).  The main difference between them is that the [ ] in 
the second syllable of  is longer than the corresponding [ ] in .  Vowel 
length isn’t often distinctive in this way in English — but there are languages in which 
it’s important, and in any case the IPA needs a way of indicating it.  This is done by 
placing the mark [ ] after a long vowel:  [ ] in this case.  As you know, the vowel of 
the first syllable of  is itself a long version of [ ], so the two words are 
transcribed [f w d] and [f w d] respectively.  

As an alternative to the rather elaborate [ ], a simple colon [:] is sometimes used.  And 
when writing phonetic symbols by hand, the colon is the obvious way to represent the 
length mark.

Note that for cases where a vowel is intermediate between “short” and “long”, the IPA 
provides a “half-length” mark [ ] (more simply a raised dot ).   Exercise 46 will give 
you an opportunity to use this sign.

German also sometimes distinguishes words by means of vowel length:  the first 
syllables of  and  are a case in point.

In both English and German, the difference of quality between [ ] ( ) and [i] 
( ) is accompanied by a length difference, with [i] usually slightly longer 
than [ ].  Indeed older studies of English phonetics treat the length difference as the 
primary feature:  they refer to the vowel of  as a “short vowel” and the vowel of 
as a “long vowel”, and transcribe them as [fit] and [f ] respectively, making no use 
of [ ] at all.  Nowadays, however, it is believed that the quality difference is the one 
that hearers mainly listen out for, so the [i]/[ ] style of transcription is less common 
than it used to be.

A second way of modifying a vowel is to lower the velum while it’s being articulated.  
Some of the air will continue to pass through the mouth, and the positions of tongue 
and lips will have their usual effect on vowel quality.  But some of the air will now also 
pass through the nasal cavity, so that its distinctive resonances will be superimposed 
on those of the mouth and pharynx.  Hence the found in French 
— and in a range of other languages including Portuguese, Polish, and many languages 
of Africa and the Indian sub-continent.  Note that the term  is preferred 
to  by phoneticians:  they are really just “oral” vowels with nasality 
superimposed.

In order to indicate vowel nasalization, the IPA places a tilde [~] over the relevant 
vowel symbol, e.g. [eʩ].

Any vowel can be nasalized.  Standard French has just four nasalized vowels: [8ʩ] 
( ), [N}] ( ), [D}] ( ), [@}] ( ).   French had more 
in the Middle Ages, and in this respect resembled modern Portuguese which still 
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has, among other things, a nasalized [i}] ( , “yes”) and nasalized diphthongs like 
[a}u}] ( , “no”).  Notice how in Portuguese (unlike Spanish where it occurs only 
over ), the tilde is used in ordinary spelling, as well as in phonetic transcription, to 

identify certain nasalized vowels or diphthongs (it’s placed over the first element of 

a diphthong).

At this point you might like to note a useful term covering all the various length-
marks, tildes, accents, and other items which are placed above, below, before or after 
phonetic symbols in order to indicate a modification of some sort.  Collectively they 
are known as , or  marks.  An individual accent, length-mark or 
whatever is a .

Further examples of diacritics are the superscript [h] denoting aspiration (see 4.07), the 
subscript circle [ ] used to indicate certain rare kinds of voiceless consonant (see 4.09), 
or the “tooth mark” [ ] placed under dental [t ] or [d] (see 4.02).

 Rewrite the following in ordinary spelling:

[k d]   [k d]   [k d]  [r p tw ]   [s lzbr ]  [k t s ]

  [i] and [i] aren’t the only pair of English vowels that differ in length as well 
as in quality.  For each of the following pairs, say which word has the longer 
and which the shorter vowel:

.

  A characteristic feature of English pronunciation is the way in which the 
length of some individual vowels can vary according to whether they are 
followed by a voiceless consonant, a voiced consonant, or no consonant at 
all.  Arrange the words in each of the following groups in terms of the length 
of their vowel, and see whether you can produce a general rule for what is 
going on.  (N.B. you’ll need the half-length mark as well as the length mark 
— and of course no mark at all for the shortest vowels).

.
 A properly written tilde starts low, then rises, then falls, and then ends up on a 
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rise.  Some people, quite wrongly, start high and end on a fall.  Check that you 
are writing your tildes correctly.

 (For French specialists in particular.)  Though standard French has only four 
nasalized vowels, there are considerably more than four ways of spelling them.  
How many differently spelt French words can you find that are all pronounced 
[ @}]?  And how many that are all pronounced [ D}]?

3.09 Semi-Vowels

In English, a short version of [i], spelt , occurs in  and a short version of [u], spelt 
,  occurs in .  If you say  giving the  the length of an ordinary vowel, you’ll 

notice that it is in fact the same as [i] in quality (high, front, unrounded).  Similarly 
with the  of  (high, back, rounded.)  

These truncated high vowels are, for obvious reasons, known as .  They 
always occur at the beginnings or ends of syllables, just as consonants do, never as 
the centre of a syllable:  thus  (consonants) and  (semi-vowel).  In short, 
semi-vowels are sounds which are articulated like vowels but positioned in words like 
consonants.  (Indeed the term  is occasionally applied to them.)  

The symbol [w] has been adopted unchanged by the IPA to represent the high back 
semi-vowel of  ([ ]).  However, the [y] symbol isn’t available for , as it’s 
already in use for Cardinal 9 (the vowel in  and ).  Instead [j] is used:  so  
is transcribed [ ].  Like [y], [j] in the IPA has the same value as in German spelling 
(cf. , etc.).  But it’s not called “jay”, as this would be too suggestive of the sound it 
has in English.  Instead you should read it as “yod”.  [w] on the other hand is still read 
“double-you”.

Note that [j] isn’t always spelt with the letter  in English.  Often  serves to indicate 
the combination [j + u], as in  [ ], and occasionally other spellings indicate 
the presence of [j] (e.g.  in  [ ], or  in  [ ]).

A point to note about [w] relates to words like .  In some accents 
(notably American, Scots, and conservative RP), [w] in such cases becomes voiceless:  
the  in the spelling is an attempt to represent this, in the absence of any distinctive 
letter.  A special symbol has been devised for the IPA, however — an inverted w:  [ ].  
So for some English speakers there is a difference between [wain] ( ) and [ ] 
( ), or [weilz] ( ) and [ ] ( ).    

French specialists should know that as well as [j] and [w], French (unlike English, 
German or Spanish) has a third semi-vowel — a shortened version of [y].  The 
phonetic symbol is [G] (“turned ”).  This is the sound that is usually represented 
in ordinary French spelling by  when followed by another vowel, e.g. in  or 

.  It should be distinguished from [w], which corresponds to  in the spelling.  
So there’s a difference between  [lwi] and  [lGi], and between “bury oneself ” 
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—  with [w]: [s@}fwir] — and “run away” — , with [G]: [s@}fGiÒ].  
The best way to practise a word like  is to start by pronouncing it with two full 
vowels [py] + [i] and gradually shorten the [y] so that you end up with a word of one 
syllable, containing a semi-vowel and just one vowel:  [pGi].  But make sure you’re 
pronouncing the [y] as [y] and not as [u]:  otherwise you’ll be saying [pwi]!

Notice also that [j] can occur at the end of words in French:   [travaj],  
[parDj],  [gr?nuj].  [aj, Dj, uj] aren’t diphthongs:  in [aj] for example there is a 
rapid transition from low [a] to high [j], with minimal time spent on the intervening 
stages.  This is quite unlike the much more “drawn out” diphthong of English , 
with its gradual transition. (The case of  mentioned in Exercise 42c — is 
different again: this word has two syllables each consisting of a full-length vowel [a + 
i], and the same amount of time is spent on each.)

 Which of the following English words contain the semi-vowel ?

 Rewrite these English words in ordinary spelling:

[j t]  [fj d]  [m nju ]  [p sj ]  [j ]  [kwait]  [kweint]  [w m]  

[w t]  [kw n]  [kj ].

 Some English accents distinguish between [w t] and [ t].  What do these two 
transcriptions correspond to in ordinary spelling?

 Do (a) German and (b) Spanish have    , just one of them, or 
neither of them?  Give example words when appropriate.




