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phonetic transcription and 
general revision 

[5]
5.01  Guidelines for Transcription

If you’ve worked through the various exercises given so far, you will already have a good 
idea of the basic principles of phonetic transcription. But for convenience, they will now 
be stated explicitly, and some further practice material will be given from English. 

Phonetic transcription of other languages follows the same principles as it does for English 
(see below), and, as you know, the same phonetic alphabet is used — plus or minus various 
symbols. So anyone who can transcribe English can adapt without much difficulty to French, 
German, Spanish, etc.  You can see this for yourself  by looking at the phonetic spellings in 
an up-to-date bilingual dictionary — by now you should be able to follow them.

English is a good language to train with: it contains a larger than average number of 
vowels and diphthongs, uses several of the less common IPA symbols, its spelling is often 
highly idiosyncratic and unrelated to modern pronunciation, and its vowels are prone 
to appear and disappear mysteriously according to where the stress falls (see below). All 
this makes the transcription of many other languages seem easy in comparison.

There are two “golden rules” for transcription:

 Think of the pronunciation, not the spelling.  Instead of letting 
yourself be mesmerized by the written form of the word, look away, or 
close your eyes, and ask yourself how you actually pronounce it. Among 
a thousand other pitfalls, this will help you to avoid inserting an [l] into 
your transcription of salmon, it will ensure that you transcribe the s of 
his with [z] not with [s], or the f of of with [v] not with [f ], and it will 
prevent you from including the silent b of doubt in your transcription.

 Use one symbol for each identifiable sound.  In many cases, the 
orthography (i.e. the spelling system) uses more than one letter in cases 
where a single symbol is required in a transcription: ps, sh, ch, tch are 
cases in point. And a transcription, though it may be shorter, can convey 
more precise information than the orthographic form (the spelling): th 
corresponds to either [T] or [D]) and the notorious -ough to [ʌf], [uː], [ə], 
[aʊ], [əʊ] or [ɒf] (enough, through, borough, bough, although, cough).
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Here are some punctuation conventions which you should note:

Capital letters and apostrophes are used only if some special IPA value is 
intended (as with [I] and [R] for example). So Tony Blair’s Britain would 
be transcribed [ten blz brtn], with lower-case throughout, and no 
apostrophe. Otherwise you can use the same punctuation and word 
spacing as the original. But it’s usually best to transcribe numbers and 
dates in full, and also initials like U.S.A. [ju.s.e]

Broad and narrow transcription

Some transcriptions provide less detail than others. In so-called “broad” transcriptions, 
differences between sounds are shown only if they can serve to distinguish words from 
one another in a particular language. For example, in English the difference between 
the [l] of look and the [r] of rook obviously has to be shown. However, “clear” and 
“dark” [l] (see 4.10) cannot distinguish words, as in English they don’t occur in the 
same place. An [l] at the beginning of a word is always clear (like), but at the end 
(well) only the dark variety [ɫ] occurs, so a pair of words [wɛl] and [wɛɫ] would not be 
possible. Accordingly in a broad transcription we write [lʊk] and [rʊk], differentiating 
[l] and [r], but [laik] and [wɛl], not differentiating between the two types of [l]. 
Similarly with the longer and shorter variants of vowels (see Exercise 46). The vowels 
of bee and beat would be transcribed with [i] in both cases, even though in bee the 
vowel is appreciably longer than in beat (this is because beat ends in a consonant and 
bee doesn’t). A pair of words like [bi] and [biː] would not be possible in English. Nor, 
in a broad transcription, need it be specified that RP r is an approximant: replacing 
approximant [ɹ] by some other kind of r wouldn’t change the identity of the word rook, 
so [rʊk] is a sufficiently distinctive transcription.

“Narrow” transcriptions, on the other hand, do include these less crucial differences. 
So well might indeed be transcribed as [w], bee as [bi], rook as [k], and so on.  
The more detail is included, the narrower the transcription becomes. When it is 
desired to specify which kind of transcription is involved — broad or narrow — the 
convention is to place broad transcriptions in slashes / /, reserving square brackets for 
narrow transcriptions. So rule could  either be /rul/ (broad) or [u] (narrow). The 
following transcriptions of English are of the broad variety (although, as is customary, 
the reduction of unstressed vowels to [] is indicated — see below). Further examples 
of narrow transcription are given in 5.03 in connection with French, German and 
Spanish.

A few other points now follow, relating particularly to features of English.

Regional accents.  

Most regional variations are far too subtle to be picked up by the broad system of 
transcription being introduced here. However, there are one or two conspicuous 
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differences which do have an effect on transcription: [fast] versus [fAst] for fast; [hAɹd/
hArd] versus [hA:d] for hard; [ʊp] versus [ʌp] for up. If you’re not an RP speaker, you 
should represent your own regional pronunciation, unless specifically asked to base 
your transcription on RP. The most important thing is (a) to avoid mistranscriptions 
that have nothing to do with regional variation ([fəst] for fast, or [hɛːd] for hard) and 
(b) to be consistent: don’t put [fast] for fast, then use [kAsl] for castle a few lines later.   

Word stress

In English, as in other European languages (apart from French), certain syllables in 
words and phrases are pronounced with greater force than others. Thus in conversation, 
the main stress, or “primary stress”, is on the third syllable, there’s a “secondary stress” 
on the first, and the vowels of the second and fourth syllables are “unstressed” — in 
rapid speech these may disappear altogether. Primary stress is indicated in the IPA by 
[ˈ] and secondary stress by [ˌ]. Both these diacritics are placed before the syllable in 
question. Syllables with no mark preceding them are unstressed. So in a transcription 
indicating stress, conversation would be [ˌkɒnvəˈseɪʃən].

Vowel reduction.

A big problem for foreign learners of English is the way vowels change in quality 
according to whether they are stressed or not. Compare (a) photograph with (b) 
photographic and (c) photographer. The o of the first syllable is pronounced [@U] in (a) 
and (b) but [@] in (c).  The second o is [@] in (a) and (b) but [¡] in (c). As for the a 
it changes from [ɑ] (in RP at least) to [æ] to [@]!  If this sounds confusing, repeat the 
three words to yourself to check: native speakers of English know instinctively where 
to place the stresses and what quality to give the vowels. None of this variation is 
revealed in the orthography, but it’s very important for acceptable pronunciation, and 
should therefore be shown in the transcription.

So once again the basic principle applies of not paying too much attention to the 
spelling. Here’s the transcription of (a) photograph, (b) photographic, (c) photographer, 
with this intricate interplay of stresses and “reduced vowels” indicated:

(a) [ˈfəʊtəˌgrɑf]  (b) [ˌfəʊtəˈgræfɪk]  (c) [ˌfəˈtɒgrəfə].

Reduced vowels are particularly common in the case of prepositions (to and of for 
example) and common verbs like was, were, has, have — especially in rapid speech. 
In some cases the reduction has gone so far that it’s acknowledged in the spelling: I’d, 
he’s, etc. But often the spelling doesn’t reflect it: you’ll find plenty of examples in the 
passages given below. 

The best thing is to base your transcription on a style that isn’t too stilted and 
unnatural — one that sounds more like informal conversation than formal reading. 
But you probably won’t want to go too far in the other direction. So shouldn’t 
have would be [ʃʊdnt həv] or [ʃʊdnt əv] (registering the dropping of the h in 
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rapid speech — even in RP), but maybe not [ʃʊnv], even though this is what it is 
sometimes reduced to. Unless you’re making a specific study of degrees of English 
vowel reduction, that is.  Basically the moral is that there’s often not just one single 
“correct” way of transcribing words and phrases: there are many different ways, 
depending on who is speaking, under what circumstances, and what the purpose of 
the transcription is exactly.  

5.02  Transcribing English

Here are the transcriptions (broad — see above) of some short items for further 
illustration. In the first one, the stresses have been marked, and in all of them vowels 
have been reduced to an extent appropriate for informal conversation.

a. Dozens of holidaymakers travelling on Leicestershire’s only remaining steam railway 
escaped injury yesterday after a collision with a lorry on an unguarded level 
crossing.

ˈdʌzənz əv ˈhɒlɪdɪˌmeɪkəz ˈtrævlɪŋ ɒn ˈlɛstəʃəz ˈəʊnlɪ rɪˈmeɪnɪŋ 
ˈstiːm ˈreɪlˌweɪ ɛsˈkeɪpt ˈɪnʤərɪ ˈjɛstəˌdeɪ ˈɑftə r ə kəˈlɪzən wɪð ə 
ˈlɒrɪ ɒn ən ʌnˈgɑːdɪd ˈlɛvəl ˈkrɒsɪŋ.

b. Ireland’s Jimmy Logan won the Eurovision Song Contest on Saturday night, the 
second time in a decade that his country has taken the prize.

aɪələndz ʤɪmɪ ləʊgən wʌn ðə jurəʊvɪʒən sɔŋ kɒntɛst ɒn sætədɪ 
naɪt, ðə sɛkənd taɪm ɪn ə dɛkeɪd ðət hɪz kʌntrɪ həz teɪkən ðə 
praɪz.

c. More than 330,000 of Britain’s poorest children will lose their right to free school 
meals when social security changes come into effect tomorrow.

mɔː ðən Triː hʌndrəd ənd T@:tɪ Taʊzənd əv brɪtənz puəːrɪst 
ʧɪldrən wɪl luːz ðɛ raɪt tu friː skuːl miːlz wɛn səʊʃəl sɪkjuːrɪtɪ 
ʧeɪnʤɪz kʌm ɪntu ɪfɛkt təmɔrəʊ.

Now see if you can read the following unaided.

d. weɪlz rɪvəːst lɑst ɔːgəsts stjuːdənt wəːld kʌp dɪfiːt baɪ ɪŋglənd, bʌt ðə 
wʌndə r əv lɑst naɪts ʌtəlɪ fəgɛtəbl geɪm ɪn kɑːdɪf wəz ðət ɪŋglənd ɛvə 
r əraivd ɑːftə ðə sevən brɪʤ həd bin kləʊzd wɛn ə lɒrɪ təːnd əʊvə.  ðɛː 
bʌs wəz snɑːld ʌp ɪn ə træfɪk kjuː ənd ðeɪ meɪd ðɪ ɑːmz pɑːk əʊnlɪ ɑftə 
rɪtəːnɪŋ tə pɑːkweɪ steɪʃn ənd kæʧɪŋ ə treɪn.
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5.03  Transcribing French, German and Spanish 

A broad and a narrow transcription is given for each language. Various other narrow 
transcriptions are possible, depending on how much detail is included.

Note that the transcriptions given in bilingual or monolingual dictionaries are 
essentially broad, though departures from a strictly broad representation are sometimes 
made in order to give a clearer idea of the actual pronunciation: thus length marks may 
be included for vowels in English or German; French r is often indicated as [R] (see 
below), and so on. Dictionaries vary in their practice in this respect — hence some of 
the discrepancies between their transcriptions.

Exercise: What features of pronunciation in each language do the narrow 
transcriptions reveal?

a. Broad transcription of French (educated Parisian variety).

Le territoire français est le plus étendu d’Europe, hors Russie. La densité de population 
est plus faible que celle de tous ses voisins, à l’exception de l’Espagne. La France dispose 
de réserves territoriales comme aucun de ses partenaires: sa position d’isthme (situé 
à l’ouest du continent) donne accès à tous les types de milieux existant en Europe: 
littoraux, méditerranéens, continentaux, atlantiques, montagnards.

l tritwar frs e l ply z etdy dørp, r rysi. la dsite de ppylasj 
e ply fbl k sl d tu se vwaz, a lkspsj d lspa. la frs dispoz 
d rezrv tritrjal km okœ̃ d se partnr: sa pozisj dism (sitye a 
lwst dy ktin) dn aks a tu le tip de miljø gzist  n ørp: litro, 
meditrane, ktinto, atltik, mtaar.

N.B. Many otherwise broad transcriptions represent standard French r as [R]. This is not 
strictly necessary, as the difference between different types of r isn’t used to distinguish 
between words in French. In any case, the actual pronunciation is generally a uvular 
fricative [] rather than a uvular trill [R] (see 4.11).

Many speakers of standard French never use the nasal vowel [ ˚ ], as in aucun, 
brun, parfum, replacing it by the [E] vowel of main, voisin, dessein. So, for 
example, they pronounce brun and brin in the same way: [brE]. 

b. A narrow transcription of the same French text.

l titwa fs e lply zetdy døp,  ysi. la dsite t ppylasj e 
ply fbl k sl d tu se vwaz, a lkspsj d lspa. la fs dispoz d 
ezv titjal km okœ̃ t se patn: sa pozisj dism (site a lwz dy 
ktin) dn aks a tu le tib d miljø ki gzist  nøp: lito, meditane, 
ktinto, atltik, mtaa.
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N.B. The plus sign [  ] beneath a vowel symbol indicates that the tongue position is more 

fronted than would be the case if it had the strict cardinal value.

c. Broad transcription of German (educated northern variety).

Kein zweites Land in Europa grenzt an so viele Nachbarstaaten wie Deutschland 
— größere und kleinere, ärmere und reichere, romanische, germanische und 
slavische. Sie alle werden — ob sie es gewollt haben oder nicht — mehr oder weniger 
von Deutschland beeinflußt: wirtschaftlich sowieso, politisch wieder nachhaltiger 
als früher, aber auch kulturell (obschon das traditionell meist eine Straße in zwei 
Richtungen war).

kain tsvaites lant n yropa grntst an zo file naxbataten vi dylant 
— grøsere unt kleinere, rmere unt raiçere, romane, grmane 
unt slave. zi ale verden — p zi s gvolt haben oder nçt — mer 
oder venger fn dylant beainflst: vrtaftliç zovizo, plit vider 
naxhaltiger als fryer, aber aux kulturl (opon das tradtsjnl aine 
trase n tsvai rçtuŒen var).

N.B. As [] in German is simply an unstressed variant of [e], it is not identified 

separately in this transcription.

d. A narrow transcription of the same German text.

khan tsvats lant n opa gntst an zo fil naxbatatn vi 
dlant — gøs un klan, m unt aç, oman, 
gman un slav. zi al vedn — p zi s gvolt ham od 
nçt — me od veng fn dlant banflst: vtaftliç zovizo, 
plit vid naxhaltig als fy, ab ax kltul (opon das 
tadinl an tas n tsva çtuŒŒ va).

e. Broad transcription of Spanish (educated Madrid variety).

La unidad de España le viene de su condición peninsular, de ese cerco de mar que 
la cierra en sí misma. Vista en el mapa, España no puede ser más que unidad. 
Sin embargo, todos los paisajes posibles se dan en la Península Ibérica: variedad 
cuya grandeza llegó a ser desconocida. Hay igualmente una España de belleza fácil 
que salta a los ojos, y otra que solo se sabe ver en todo su riqueza después de un 
aprendizaje prolongado. 

la unidad de espaa le bjene de su kondiTjon peninsula, de ese Teko 
de ma ke la Tiera en si misma. bista en el mapa, espaa no pwede 
se mas ke unidad. sin embago, todos los paisaxes posibles se dan en 
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la peninsula ibeica: baiedad kuja gandea ego a se deskonoTida. 
ai igwalmente una espaa de beea fail ke salta a los oxos, i ota 
ke solo se sabe beQ en todo su rikea despwes de un apendiTaxe 
polongado.

f. A narrow transcription of the same Spanish text.

la un ia d e spaa le jen e e su kn diTjn  pn in sula, dese k 
de ma ke la Tjra n  si mizma. bist a n  l mapa, spaa n pwee 
s mas ke unia. sin mbag, t s ls paisaxs psibls se an  n  
la pn in sula ieica: bajea kuja gan dea e a s d skn ia. 
ai iwalmn t e un a spaa e ea fail ke salt a a ls xs, i t a 
ke sl se sae  n  t  su rikea d spws de un  apn diaxe 
plŒga.

N.B. [j] is an increasingly frequent alternative to [] (see 4.05 and 4.10).

Sources:  A. Frémont, Portrait de la France, Flammarion 2001;   M. Gorski, Gebrauchsanweisung für Deutschland, Piper 1996;   G. Torrente-Ballaster, España, 

Pueblos y paises 1986.

Now make your own transcriptions of the following:

g. French.  Give a broad transcription.

Entretien général du magnétophone.  Placer l’appareil sur une surface dure 
et plate pour qu’il soit bien droit. Ne pas laisser des CD, des piles ou des 
cassettes en contact avec l’humidité, la pluie, le sable, à la lumière directe du 
soleil ou dans des endroits susceptibles de connaître des températures élevées 
comme à proximité d’appareils de chauffage ou dans des voitures garées au 
soleil. Manipuler toujours le CD en le tenant par les bords et le ranger dans 
sa boîte après l’usage, la partie imprimée tournée vers le haut.

h. German. Give a relatively broad transcription, but distinguish between [e] and 
[@] and between [x] and [ç]. Also indicate vowel lengthening.

Allgemeine Pflege des Kassettendecks.  Die Anlage auf eine harte, ebene Fläche 
stellen, damit sie nicht umkippen kann. CDs, Batterien und Kassetten vor 
Feuchtigkeit, Regen, Sand und direkter Sonnenstrahlung schützen und nicht 
an Orten aufbewahren, an denen es zu hohen Temperaturen kommen kann 
(z.B. in der Nähe von Heizungen oder in einem in der Sonne geparkten 
Auto) . Die CD stets am Rand halten und nach Gebrauch wieder in die 
Schachtel legen, um sie vor Zerkratzen und Staub zu schützen.
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i. Spanish. Give a relatively broad transcription, but distinguish between 
the stops [b, d, g] and the fricatives [, ð, ]; also between [n] and [Œ].

Mantenimiento general del magnetófono. Ubique el aparato en una superficie dura 
y plana de tal manera que no se incline. No exponga el aparato, los CD, las pilas 
ni los cassettes a la humedad, la lluvia, la arena, o a la luz directa del sol o dejarlos 
en lugares donde ocurren altas temperaturas, tales como en las cercanías de aparatos 
de calefacción o en automóviles estacionados en el sol. Siempre aguante el CD por el 
borde y guárdelo en su estuche después del uso, para evitar que se raye y se ensucie.

5.04  General Revision

Here are ten quotations from more advanced books on phonetics, which, in terms of 
style and terminology, are typical of much specialist writing on the subject. All the 
topics referred to have been covered in this book, so there’s nothing here that you 
don’t know about. However, the language used may seem somewhat forbidding and 
technical at first sight. It should yield quite readily to a little thought, so your exercise 
is to explain in your own words what each statement means (preferably with one or 
two examples for illustration when appropriate).

a. Consonants are made with a stricture involving contact of relatively large areas of 
both active and passive articulators.

b. The distinctive quality of sound of any vowel results from the general shape given to 
the oral cavity during its production.

c. The stricture which produces the type of consonant called a fricative is one of close 
approximation of the articulators, with central passage of the airstream.

d. We need more than two parameters for adequate description of a vowel.

e. A cardinal vowel is a fixed and unchanging reference point, established within the 
total range of vowel quality, to which any other vowel sound can be directly related.

f. Stops are produced with a supra-glottal articulatory closure, unless they are glottal stops.

g. Aspiration involves adjustments of timing between laryngeal and oral articulations.
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h. Affricates are an intermediate category between simple stops and a sequence of a stop 
and a fricative.

j. Nasals have an articulatory similarity to stops by virtue of their oral closure, but in 
other respects they are similar to approximants.

k. The r-sounds form a heterogenous group from the phonetic point of view, exhibiting 
a wide variety of manners and places of articulation.




