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General editor’s preface

Introducing a second edition of what has been a remarkably success-
ful contribution to the Applied Linguistics and Language Study Series is
one of the better ways of beginning a new decade in Applied Lin-
guistics, especially when, as with Gillian Brown’s book, we are able
to look back with confidence at the impact of the original edition on
the state of the art.

At that time, it was possible to regard Listening as a poor sister
of work in Applied Linguistics, and for several reasons. The over-
whelming concern of most available Language Teaching courses with
the development of oral fluency had led many to assume that the
teaching of the spoken language (what Gillian Brown calls ‘slow
colloquial’) naturally developed the learner’s listening competence, in
short, that listening skill would follow the development of spoken
competence. Secondly, research into the processes of second lan-
guage reading was much further advanced at that time than com-
parable work in Listening; indeed, a glance at the research literature
indicates that it is only relatively recently that Listening has begun
to feature strongly in published work in Applied Linguistics. Thirdly,
a pedagogic preference for making connections between phonetic
ability and speaking rather than with listening cut Listening off from
what now seems an equally natural link to the receiver as well as the
utterer of spoken messages. One might add here, too, that the then
prevailing view of conversation as a speaker to hearer process, rather
than as a mutually informing interaction again marginalised Listening
in favour of spoken competence. To this we must also add, the lack
of empirical research at that time into learners’ listening strategies,
the processes of Listening, if you like, and a corresponding uncer-
tainty as to how one might go about designing appropriately motivated
listening syllabuses to parallel the familiar contours of those target-
ting speaking.

In short, Gillian Brown’s first edition was a pioneering work. She
showed that the implied natural development of listening competence
from speaking competence was not warranted, partly because of the
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lack of identity between the slow formal delivery of the pronunciation
drill and the wide range of pronunciation styles encountered by the
foreign listener to native speakers, and partly because the emphasis
on mastery of the phonological code (whether segmental sounds or
tonal contours) had been at the expense of relating auditory signals
to the message structure of the discourse. Of course, as language
teaching over the last decade became more influenced by work in
pragmatics and discourse analysis, this latter discrepancy became only
more acute, and her argument in consequence the more telling.

Assessment of the performance of non-native English speaking
students in the context of listening to lectures has only served to
highlight the need for practice in comprehending messages amid the
simplifications of informal speech. A training in listening only to how
something is being said has been shown to militate against the ability
in such a mode to perceive, interpret and retain what is being said.
In her Chapter 4 on Patterns of Simplification in Informal
Speech Gillian Brown examines in some detail assimilations and
elisions in connected spoken text, with a wide range of illustrative
examples, stressing the need for students to discover similar examples
in the text they are exposed to and to reflect on the amendments to
the phonotactics of ‘slow colloquial’ English speech instanced in in-
formal styles of speaking.

Notwithstanding the social psychological and pragmatic problems
attending the correlation of speech style with interpersonal evaluation
and attitude, the Journal of Language and Social Psychology regularly
attests to the pervasive linkages that are routinely made, often in quite
critical social contexts and often with adverse social consequences for
the discriminated participants. Gillian Brown’s Chapter 6 on Para-
linguistic Features continues in consequence to be very timely,
especially in its rewritten and extended form in this edition. She
shows very clearly how attitude can be associated with a range of
vocal features (pitch, volume, tempo, placing in voice range), thus
indicating to the teacher the parameters within which attitude itself
can be described phonetically (he spoke/exclaimed sadly/warmly/sexily),
but also suggesting how these features can be used as signposts to
guide the listener through the structure of spoken argument.

In her final, totally recast Chapter on Teaching Listening Com-
prehension, Gillian Brown not only lays out the framework for a
listening syllabus but incidentally offers from a practical perspective
what a theory of listening needs to account for. Here she brings
together current research into ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ language
processing, the issue of variable interpretation of the same acoustic
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signals, the links to be made between stress allocation and infor-
mation salience and the connections to be recognised between the
vocal and the kinesic in human communication. The breadth of the
applied linguistic model offered in this Chapter is of much wider
significance than the ostensible focus of her book, precisely because
it addresses not only the language teaching audience, but also those
applied linguists concerned with professional-client communication
and with the treatment of the hearing and speech impaired. More-
over, her emphasis on the social context of listening adds strength to
the arguments of those whose view of linguistics requires the inter-
section of the formal and the functional, and she thus provides
through her focus on listening a model for applied linguistic research
in general.

It will readily be seen, therefore, that this second edition does
much more than merely providing an update on the basis of recent
research. We can now see how central the study of Listening is to
applied linguistics, not only for those concerned with language teach-
ing but more generally, and, moreover, how important its study is
for our understanding of the workings of language as a whole. For
this widening of our focus we are all deeply in Gillian Brown’s debt.

Christopher N Candlin
General Editor,
Macquarie University, Sydney
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Introduction to the second edition

This second edition, prepared nearly fifteen years after the book was
originally written, has given me the opportunity to incorporate a great
deal of what we now know about the processes of listening com-
prehension which we did not know then. Occasionally, too,
particularly. in the chapters on rhythm and on intonation, scholarly
work in the intervening years has yielded better descriptions, and
there too I have incorporated some of the insights deriving from such
work.

For those who are familiar with the first edition, it will be con-
venient to have some indication of where the main changes lie.
Chapter 1 has been largely rewritten to give an outline of current
approaches to a model of comprehension of spoken language. Chap-
ter 2 has a new initial section but otherwise remains as it was.
Chapter 3 incorporates a new section on ‘pause’ and how this inter-
acts with rhythm, and rather more on the function of stress. Chapter
4 has an extended initial section but otherwise remains largely as it
was. Chapter 5 on intonation contains several sections which have
been rewritten to varying extents. Chapter 6 of the first edition has
disappeared: in 1977, very little work had been published on ‘fillers’
and it seemed worth while incorporating a chapter that sat rather
oddly with the phonetic/phonological interests of the rest of the book.
Now that there is a great industry of descriptions of the forms and
functions of these and similar phenomena there seems no reason to
retain this early but admittedly primitive account. The chapter
on ‘Paralinguistic features’, now Chapter 6, has some modest
rewriting in the early part but considerable rewriting in the last sec-
tions. The final chapter on ‘Teaching listening comprehension’ has
grown greatly in length. It still incorporates some material from the
original chapter but most of it is completely rewritten.

I should make a stylistic point. I remember holding the opinion
when [ wrote this book originally that the masculine third person
pronoun was properly to be interpreted as neutral as between male
and female where no question of different gender was involved. I
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find, somewhat to my surprise, that my feelings (note that I do not
say ‘my thoughts’) have changed radically. I now find the insistence
on the masculine pronoun dated and repetitive. You will be able to
recognize those parts of the book which have been rewritten, by the
elaborate lengths I go to to avoid using the singular pronoun. Among
the original sections that remain there are some expressions of
opinion which I now find tendentious but no doubt the present edi-
tion will similarly offer its own hostages to the years to come.



Transcription conventions

Symbols in the phonemic transcription are used with the following

values:

i/ as in pit

/e/ pet

[x/ pat
/v/ pot
Ju/ put
/o putt
/of apart
N/ peat
fey tape
fayf type
[o1/ boy
fiw/ tube
Jav/ how
Jou/ hoe

o/ who

/15/ as in  beer

e/ bear

Ja/ bar/balm
/5/ court/caught
Jua/ tour

/3/ bird

Jtf/ church
/d3/ judge
/o/ sing

/6/ think

16/ they

/§/ ship

/3/ measure
/i/ you

The vowel symbols used here are those used in Dictionary of Contem-
porary English and in the English Pronouncing Dictionary (see
Bibliography). However, the length mark /:/ is not used in this book.



1 The need to teach the comprehension
of spoken English

1.1 ‘Slow colloquial English’ and normal speech

There has been a revolution in the teaching of English in the last
twenty years. In the early seventies it was still the case that spoken
language was the poor relation of written language. Today the im-
portance of teaching the spoken language is universally
acknowledged. Much of the energy and imaginativeness of many
publishing enterprises is now poured into spoken language materials
and it is taken for granted that anyone learning a foreign language
needs to be able to use it for talking even though their primary need
for it may still be to read or write it. This revolution has ensured
that the problems of understanding the spoken form of the foreign
language have received increasing attention both in research and in
teaching. We now have a much better understanding of the processes
of comprehension and there are now many courses on offer which
claim to teach listening comprehension, and there are many books
and conferences which claim to teach teachers how to improve their
students’ performance in listening comprehension.

As is often the case in education the pendulum seems to have
swung with such violence away from the preoccupations of English
language teaching in the period 1950-1979, that some of the concerns
and expertise of that period have become, temporarily at least, largely
lost. Whereas all trained teachers of English at that time would have
received a thorough grounding in the phonetics of English, to
prepare them for the job of teaching pronunciation, it is often the
case nowadays that teachers emerge from ELT training with little, if
any, knowledge of phonetics. This is because the teaching of pronunci-
ation is no longer such a fashionable enterprise as it used to be in
many parts of the world. The loss of training in phonetics impinges
not only on the teaching of pronunciation but also on the teaching
of listening comprehension: one of the problems of listening to a
foreign language, though, as I shall make clear, by no means the
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only one, is that you are listening to the sounds of a foreign language
and that they are not organized in the same way as the sounds of
your own familiar language. It is harder to determine which bits of
the acoustic blur that hit your ears are the beginnings and ends of
words, in fact, which bits are words, and what words they might be,
and harder to determine how they are organized—which bits hang
together—and what the speaker might mean by saying them. One of
the ways a teacher can help his or her students in understanding a
foreign language is to help them find their way around the sounds
of the foreign language, to identify the bits which will give them most
information, to help them recognize the most important cues to
meaning. This involves paying attention to the way English is typi-
cally spoken by native speakers, and that is what this book is intended
to help you do.

One reason why it is hard to understand a foreign language is that
we typically learn the foreign language, particularly if the learning
setting is a classroom, in terms of words and sentences. We see
words with clear edges written on the board or in books and we learn
to write words with spaces between them. The words are organized
into sentences which are also clearly demarcated: they might begin
with capital letters and end with full stops. When the teacher
pronounces these words he or she will tend to pronounce them fairly
slowly and clearly, giving us plenty of opportunity to recognize them.
Indeed many teachers of foreign languages develop particularly <low,
clear styles of speech when speaking the foreign language to learners.
In real life, however, ordinary speakers of the foreign language are
simply using it to get on with living. They speak only clearly enough
to make themselves understood in a particular context. Most of them
will speak more slowly and clearly to the deaf and elderly, to young
children and to foreigners, especially at the beginning of the conver-
sation when they are particularly aware that the other person needs
to be treated with consideration, but many speakers quite quickly
adopt a more normal, more rapid style of speech.

Now it may be objected that this is a ‘degenerate’ and ‘slovenly’
form of English and that no foreigner ought to be expected to
understand it. I have heard this opinion expressed. The answer to
this objection is that the situation exists. The native English speaker
is not going to reform his speech habits overnight—if an overseas stu-
dent wishes to understand spoken English, he will have to learn to
cope with the English he hears around him. Another difficulty is that
many teachers, especially native English teachers, have a very idealis-
tic impression of how English is spoken. Most literate people find it
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very difficult to disassociate knowledge of how a word is spelt from
how it is pronounced. Although such a person may be quite aware
that the spoken forms of the words pale and pail are identical, there
nonetheless persists an aura of difference because of the different
spelling. Each word retains its own identity—a complex audio-visual
identity—even when it is very indistinctly pronounced. And since each
meaningful message must be composed of words, it is very hard to
suppose that one has somehow heard less than a word. Consider for
example an agitated mother rounding up her family for a family out-
ing. When at last she has them all assembled she might say: Ready
at last! ’s go then. If one of her family is asked to repeat what she has
just said he will repeat it in terms of the words he has understood:
Ready at last. Let’s go then. He will have to have interpreted this little
piece of acoustic information which I have symbolized by s as a
word, because messages are composed of words, not odd acoustic
bits and pieces. Clearly most of the time anyone is listening to
English being spoken, he is listening for the meaning of the message—
not to how the message is being pronounced. Indeed if you listen to
how the words are spoken it is very unlikely that you can simul-
taneously understand what it is that is being said. On the whole
people do not listen critically to the way the message is pronounced.
The odd glottal stop or unusual pronunciation of a word may strike
the listener, but most of the time he is busy abstracting the meaning
of the message, and preparing his own mental comments on it. This
is why most peopie are quite unaware of how English is actually
spoken. If asked to listen carefully and critically, with all their
phonetic sophistication, to a tape-recording of a speaker, they are
usually astonished, and often shocked, to notice how the speaker is
speaking. This is even true of sophisticated phonetics students being
asked to listen critically to a tape-recording of a perfectly normal and
representative radio newsreader. Until one listens to how the message
is being spoken, rather than to what is being said, it is perfectly
reasonable to have a very idealistic and starry-eyed view of how
English is pronounced by public speakers.

This idealistic view is naturally attractive to teachers in that they
want to teach ‘good’ English to their students. Since their main in-
terest is in teaching their students correct pronunciation, they
naturally want to find a slow, clear model for the students to imitate.
Slow colloquial is an ideal model for their purpose for the following
reasons. Each sentence is uttered as a sequence of readily identifiable
words. It is repeatable because each word has a very stable phonetic
form in this style of English. The teacher can provide a clear model
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and can hear whether or not the student is copying the model cor-
rectly. It is an eminently teachable model. It is also valuable in that it
ensures that the student copying it will speak slowly and carefully.
Even if the foreign student’s speech is marred by syntactic and
vocabulary flaws, native speakers of English will find this slow careful
type of speech reasonably easy to understand. I should like to make
it quite clear that I am not suggesting that there is any more suitable
model than this for teaching the production of spoken English. On
the contrary, I believe slow colloquial to be the only practicable
model, at least for all but the most sophisticated students. Very ad-
vanced students can of course progress to a model based on English
as normally spoken by native speakers. Having said that this is a good
model for teaching pronunciation, we should be quite clear that this
does not mean it is the only ‘correct’ or ‘acceptable’ style of spoken
English. It is clear that in a normal English context the notion of
‘correctness’ needs to be replaced by a notion of ‘appropriateness’.
If native speakers of English can communicate perfectly efficiently in
informal English which is far removed from slow colloquial there is
no reasonable sense in which such English may be described as
‘incorrect’. There is also nothing to be gained by describing it in
such emotionally charged words as ‘slipshod’ and ‘careless’. If this
style of pronunciation provides an efficient mode of communication
and, at the same time, by the fact that all the members of a group
are using the same style of speech, reaffirms their sense of being
members of a group, we have to recognize this style as being as ap-
propriate and efficient as any other. Words like ‘slovenly’ appear to
be used as terms of social evaluation prompted by strongly held
norms of behaviour rather than as objective descriptive terms.
Pronunciation might reasonably be described as ‘careless’,
‘slipshod’ etc. when it functions inefficiently as a mode of com-
munication, when the speaker finds that people just do not
understand what he says. The most likely place to find these
derogatory terms being used is, of course, the classroom—and the
classroom in native English speaking countries just as much as
others. The teacher will often tell a child to ‘speak up’ or to talk
more clearly, even if he has understood what the child has said. The
reason here seems to partly be that the teacher values highly the child
who looks him in the eye and answers clearly, as though he is not
ashamed of what he is saying (which seems to be, to some extent at
least, a moral and social evaluation), and partly that the teacher is
encouraging the child to speak appropriately in a given situation. In
the public situation of the classroom, where the child is speaking, as
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it were, before an audience, it is appropriate for him to speak more
clearly than he would in private conversation with one of his friends.
The notion of the appropriateness of speaking loudly enough in
public so that everyone can hear you, is presumably part of the same
cultural code which insists that it is rude to whisper in front of other
people—no member of the group must feel himself to be excluded be-
cause he cannot hear what is being said. Whereas, in the native
English situation, the teacher can rely on the child learning to speak
and listen appropriately in the everyday situations that arise outside
the classroom, in countries where English is not the first language
there is a danger that students may never develop the ability to use
an appropriate style of pronunciation in such situations. This in itself
may not be too unfortunate since the foreign speaker will probably
sound foreign to some extent anyway—though it always seems a shame
when one meets foreign speakers of English with a very impressive
command of spoken English who speak in conversation as though
they were addressing a public meeting. What is very unfortunate and
much more important is that such students are not given any oppor-
tunity to learn to understand an informal style of speech.

I have been talking so far as if there were only two styles of speech
in English—slow colloquial and the informal, almost conversational
speech used by many public speakers. This is of course a vast over-
simplification. There are certainly more than two styles of speech,
indeed there are an infinite number and they have no definable bound-
aries, each merges imperceptibly into the next. We can construct a
scale which will show us the impossibility of stating a definite number
of styles. At the most informal end of the scale let us put two people
who know each other very well and are familiar with each other’s
speech, way of life, mode of thought—husband and wife for example,
intimate friends, long-standing colleagues. Such people will often ex-
change a remark that even a third native speaker of the same accent
and general background cannot understand. The next point along
the scale may be represented by our first couple and this third per-
son—they will have to be slightly more explicit in a conversation with
him. We can then add other people to this group who may speak
with a different accent, be members of a different social group, come
from a different background. With each of these variables the ut-
terances must become more explicit—and if one of the members of the
group differs from the others in all these variables the others will
have to make a considerable effort to make clear what they are saying.
So even in the context of small group discussion we can expect
several different styles of speech. If we were now to begin to vary
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the context—to place our speakers in public meetings, private formal
meetings, and so on, and to vary the members of the group so that
it might include one very distinguished individual, much admired,
perhaps even feared by the other members of the group, we shall see
that other styles, no single one uniquely identifiable, will emerge. A
foreign student in Britain or in any other country where English is
the main native language may find himself in any or all of these situ-
ations but the one I am concerned with here is when he finds himself
as a member of a group of native speakers of English, being taught
by a native speaker of English, and participating in discussions with
the group. I shall call the style of English found in this situation
‘informal’. And I shall include within ‘informal’ the style of speech
used in radio and television broadcast discussions. ‘Informal’ will ob-
viously have many shades within it, but in general I shall describe it
as though it were a homogeneous style and compare it explicitly with
a ‘formal’, ‘slow colloquial’ style of speech.

Students whose education has been largely couched in slowly and
deliberately spoken English are often shocked to find, when they
enter a context in which native speakers are talking to each other,
that they have considerable difficulty in understanding what is being
said. The foreign student may have a good command of spoken
English—may speak fluently and comprehensibly and be able to under-
stand speech which is deliberately addressed to a foreign student or
intended to be listened to by foreigners, but such students enter a
quite different realm when they try to follow speech which is primar-
ily addressed to native speakers. This is a common experience for
visitors to Britain, and for students who come to follow courses in
colleges and universities. The phenomenon will also be experienced
as students leave the relatively carefully articulated programmes of
the BBC World Service and tune to radio and television programmes
intended for a native-speaking audience. Even BBC newsreaders,
whose speech was once subject to careful analysis by phoneticians
who were employed to cultivate the ‘best possible’ pronunciation
among this elite corps of broadcasters, have now descended from
those Olympian heights and they read the news for the most part in
a casual, relatively informal style, just like a member of the public
might. There are relics of a former era which can be observed when
the death of a famous individual, or some appalling accident which
has caused many deaths is announced: in these circumstances news
broadcasters regularly lower the pitch of their voices, and speak more
slowly and clearly. In general, however, they speak as naturally as if
they were talking to someone they know, rather than to a huge,
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anonymous audience which might include listeners for whom English
is not the first language. Similarly, the style of public speaking in the
late twentieth century, of actors on stage as well as in the cinema,
of teachers and university lecturers is an informal, almost conver-
sational, style where the speaker wishes each member of the audience
to react as though he or she were being personally addressed by the
speaker who is a friendly and approachable human being.

You will observe that I am talking about a ‘public’ manner of
speech rather than private intimate speech. This is because I believe
that it is the public manner of speech which has most dramatically
changed in the last forty years or so. This book will be largely con-
cerned with talking about this ‘public’ style of speech, rather than
trying to give a description of the much more attenuated style of
speech which may be encountered in informal conversations between
people who know each other very well. It is already often a cause of
astonishment and, often, disapproval for people who are not used to
paying attention to the phonetic detail of speech to analyse carefully
speech which is produced in the ‘public’ manner. As will be seen in
Chapter 4 of this book, we have to strain the conventions of phonetic
representation in order to draw attention to features of this type of
speech—speech, for instance, heard on BBC news. It is frequently not
possible to come up with a satisfactory phonetic representation of
speech even in this mode. When we come to listen to recordings of
relaxed conversations between people who know each other well,
‘private’ speech, the stretches of obscure acoustic blur often no
longer permit any representation on a segment-by-segment basis. A
much more sophisticated representation which involves noting how
the various articulators which contribute to speech are moving over
syllable-sized or even larger stretches of speech is necessary here.

There is a further reason for concentrating on the ‘public’ style of
speech—this is the style of speech which is typically used to transmit
information. We can identify two major functions of language: one
is ‘transactional’ and is concerned with transmitting information; the
other is ‘interactional’ and is concerned with the establishment and
maintenance of human relationships. Naturally both functions often
occur together, since even if your primary concern is to give some-
body information, you will always try to present that information in
a way that will make it comprehensible, and, usually, acceptable, to
the person you are speaking to. However, we can identify instances
of language use where the focus of the speaker’s attention is on the
transmission of information and this is particularly clear in examples
of ‘public’ speech: speeches, broadcasts, debates, announcements at
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railway stations, lectures, and educational classes of all kinds. This
is not necessarily the most important function for a student of English
to master, but for many students it is a very important function, since
their main reason for learning English may be to study in English.
The discussion in this book will in general lean on examples of
‘public’ English which is spoken to be understood by many listeners,
and where the function of the language is primarily to give infor-
mation to the listener. This seems a reasonable minimal level for

students who wish to pursue advanced courses in English to try to
attain.

1.2 ‘Testing’ or ‘teaching’ comprehension?

For many years it was suggested that students would learn to under-
stand the spoken form of the language simply by being exposed to
it. Many courses which purport to ‘teach’ listening comprehension
in fact consist of exercises which expose the students to a chunk of
spoken material on a tape and then ask ‘comprehension questions’
to try to find out whether or not the student has understood the
language of the text. This does not seem so much an example of
‘teaching’ as of ‘testing’. The students are not receiving any help in
learning how to process this unfamiliar language—they are simply being
given the opportunity of finding out for themselves how to cope.
Many of them, of course, will not learn how to do this satisfactorily
and they will undergo repeated experience of failure and, as a con-
sequence, may choose to withdraw from learning this unfamiliar
language. The great contribution that the teacher can make is to give
the student the experience of success.

In order to do this, the teacher needs as good an understanding
as we currently have of the nature of comprehension and the pro-
cesses of comprehension. I shall briefly address these two points.

1.2.1 The nature of comprehension

The traditional model of comprehension supposes that there is an
idea in a speaker’s head; he or she encodes this into words; the lis-
tener hears the speaker’s words; he or she ‘understands’ them, which
means that the listener now has the idea which the speaker originally
had. Understanding in this model presupposes an exchange of ideas,
mediated by language. It is a model which is particularly attractive
still to people who work with computers and are impressed by the
computational model of language.
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It is not difficult to demonstrate, however, that this is not a good
account of how human beings understand language. I once gave a
20 minute lecture to a group of six mature, experienced teachers of
English. I had prepared copious notes on my lecture and I asked
them to take detailed notes of what I said. At the end of this we
compared notes—you will not be surprised to learn that there were
some remarkable differences between them. Different individuals
paid attention to different points which meshed with their own pre-
vious experience and interests in different ways. The crucial thing to
remember is that human beings each have a unique experience of
life behind them, a unique cast of mind, a unique set of interests.
At a trivial level such a set of listeners would doubtless agree on what
was said in a one-sentence utterance, particularly if it was something
simple like ‘what time this afternoon’s lecture begins’. But it is only
for uncomplicated, bare facts about the world that the simple tra-
ditional model of comprehension will do. And indeed even at this
basic level if I am firmly convinced that the lecture begins at five
o’clock and I am only half-listening to what you say, I may be con-
vinced that you said it was five o’clock even though you actually said
it was to be at four o’clock: my previous belief so structures my ex-
pectations that these override the details of what you say. In
considering the nature of comprehension then, we must expect that
any extended discourse will be experienced differently by different
listeners and they may have varying interpretations. Since we all have
fluctuating attention, each listener may pay particular attention to a
different part of the message and structure the rest of the message
around what was, for that listener, the salient point.

But even beyond that, listeners who pay attention at the same mo-
ment, and agree on what was actually said, may disagree about what
the speaker meant by what was said. If you are convinced that this
politician really has the good of his constituents at heart and I am
convinced that he has his own self-interest at heart, we will tend to
interpret what he says in different ways—you as confirmation of your
beliefs and I as confirmation of mine. If a friend and I meet a lecturer
who has just been marking our exams and she says ‘I really enjoyed
reading your papers’, my friend, who is an optimist, may take this
as an indication of a good mark and I, who am a pessimist, may
think she meant it sarcastically since 1 believe I wrote a poor paper.
There is always a potential mismatch between the words the speaker
uses and what the speaker meant by using those words.

Our normal experience of using our own language is that we
achieve an adequate understanding of what the speaker said and what
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the speaker meant most of the time—occasionally later experience
shows that actually we got it wrong to some degree. Communication
is a risky business. Speakers know when they launch into speech that
they may be misunderstood, indeed there may be some sorts of close
relationships where the speaker may feel that there is no possibility
of not being misunderstood. However, in spite of the fact that we
normally achieve only partial success with our own utterances and
must expect only partially to understand the language addressed to
us, we manage our everyday lives in the expectation of sufficient
mutual comprehension, a tolerable level of understanding. Ob-
viously we have evolved a sufficient level of mutual comprehension
as a species to have ensured our survival at least until the moment
you are reading this—but we all know there are risks involved. This
common-sense, everyday view of comprehension as being partial
must surely be the view that we want our students to develop of com-
prehension in English. They should not expect or be expected to
attain 100 per cent ‘correct’ comprehension. There is no such thing.
One of the most damaging effects of testing is that it operates in
terms of such expectations. At least in our teaching we should try to
avoid this view. It instils a panic in students struggling with a foreign
language. We should, rather, delightedly encourage groping towards

some sort of comprehension which is tolerably consonant with our
own.

1.2.2 The processes of comprehension

The view of the processes of comprehension which was developed
during the 1940s and 1950s and which dominated EFL teaching for
decades assumed that comprehension was built up from the bottom.
You start off with recognizing phonetic sounds, you identify these as
phonemes, you sort out the morphological structure—identify plural
endings and so on—and so you arrive at a word. Then you undertake
the same procedure for the next word and eventually you identify a
phrase, say a noun phrase, and so you continue, building up struc-
tures until you have a sentence. You then interpret the sentence and
come up with a semantic reading which will yield ‘a thin meaning’,
and you then look at this in terms of the pragmatic context which
will yield ‘a thick meaning’, which will include, for instance, what
you think the speaker meant by what he or she said.

We now know that this simple model, ‘the bottom up’ model, is
insufficient on its own. It has been repeatedly demonstrated that if
listeners are presented with little bits of words on tape and asked to
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identify the consonants and vowels that these bits are composed of,
they cannot do it. They perceive an acoustic blur without sufficient
structure to enable them to recognize what it is they are listening to.
Some researchers have shown that even chunks of sliced-off speech
consisting of several syllables (indeed several ‘words’) may not be
identified by native speakers. Equally, on the other hand, it has been
shown that listeners perfectly well understand taped speech from
which details of segments, even syllables, have been excised and
replaced by, for instance, ‘white noise’, as long as they are given
sufficient speech to understand. (This will not surprise someone who
reads Chapter 4 of this book.)

It is clear that listeners are not simply passive processors who
undertake automatic signal recognition exercises as acoustic signals
are fed into them and so construct ‘a meaning’. To begin with, as
we have just shown, the signals they receive in human speech are
frequently so debased that a signal-recognition processor simply does
not have adequate data to work on, and cannot even get started. And
yet human listeners do manage pretty well to identify what someone
has said. How? The answer is that humans are active searchers for
meaning. As soon as someone begins to speak, the co-operative
human listener is actively trying to work out what he is saying, what
he is likely to say next and what he is likely to mean by what he says.
The active listener will use all relevant background knowledge—
knowledge of the physical context of the utterance (the immediate
surroundings, the place, the time of day, etc.), knowledge of the
speaker (gender, age, known opinions), knowledge of the topic (and
what the speaker is likely to know about it, or feel about it), and so
on. Armed with all this activated knowledge the listener monitors the
incoming acoustic signal, which will simultaneously shape and con-
firm his expectations.

A crucial part of the comprehension processes is this ‘top down’
processing, in which the listener actively marshalls previous
knowledge in interpreting what is being said, as it is being said, so
that prediction and interpretation have to be seen as interlinked
processes which cannot be separated. Teachers often exploit this view
of comprehension, trying to set up rich contexts for listening, con-
texts which will themselves activate any relevant knowledge that the
foreign learner can bring to bear in trying to achieve an interpret-
ation. This is without doubt an essential part of good teaching
practice.

However, a problem for the foreign learner of a language still lies
at the phonetic level. Even if you do manage to develop a rich set of
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predictions you still need to be able to monitor the incoming acoustic
signal so that you know which of your predictions is being confirmed
and which is not. You do need to be able to use all the phonetic
cues that a native speaker takes for granted. You need to be able to
use what segmental cues there are and to recognize how they are
likely to be distributed in the acoustic continuum—this is the question
addressed by Chapter 2. You also need to be able to use the infor-
mation provided by the regular saliencies of speech, which draws
your attention to the bits of language which the speaker is treating
as crucial to the message. This is discussed in Chapter 3. Chapter
4 describes the ways in which the non-salient pieces of speech are
typically simplified so that words often take on a form which is very
different from that represented in a pronouncing dictionary. Chapter
5 draws attention to various functions of intonation in structuring
messages and Chapter 6 describes some of the vocal features which
may reveal what the speaker means by what he or she says. All of
these chapters are intended to draw attention to cues which exist in
the acoustic output of the speaker, which the listener needs to learn
to use in a systematic fashion in monitoring what the speaker says.
The final chapter discusses some of the implications of this for trying
to teach, rather than test, listening comprehension.

1.3 The accent of English described in this book

The accent of English described here is that which is known in
British phonetics literature as ‘RP’—‘received pronunciation’. This is
the obvious accent to choose for several reasons—it is the only accent
of which several segmental and intonational descriptions are readily
available (cf. Gimson, 1962; Jones, 1962; Quirk et al., 1973; Roach,
1983; Wells, 1982), it is the accent which is most usually taken as a
model for foreign students and, finally, it is the accent towards which
many educated speakers of other accents tend. Let me explain more
fully what I mean by this last point. RP was, in the early years of
the century, very narrowly interpreted. It applied only to speakers of
‘Oxford’ or ‘BBC’ English and often implied not only certain
phonetic vowel and consonant qualities but also a certain very dis-
tinctive ‘upper class’ voice quality. Today it is more widely
interpreted. Someone whose vowel qualities differ slightly from those
described by Daniel Jones will still be said to speak with an RP accent
if his vowels are distributed like those of RP—if he uses a given vowel
that is quite like an RP vowel in the same set of words that other
RP speakers use this vowel in. If a speaker from the north of England
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has in his speech vowels quite like the RP vowels in ant and aunt
but he pronounces past and some similarly spelt words with the vowel
like that in RP ant rather than that in aunt he will not be said to
speak with an RP accent. If, however, because of social or other
pressures, he learns to ‘redistribute’ these vowels to conform with a
typical RP distribution he will then be said, in this wider usage, to
‘speak RP’. Many teachers in universities and colleges and speakers
on radio and television speak with an RP accent in this sense—their
vowel and consonant qualities are quite like traditional RP qualities
and they are distributed as in RP rather than in some other English
accent. No doubt some people would prefer to restrict the term RP
to its original narrow confines. I think it is more meaningful today
to expand the term to include what might be called ‘educated
southern English’. Most of the examples in the earlier chapters of
this book are taken from radio and television broadcasts. All examples
of types of simplification in informal speech are types which occur
regularly on BBC radio news broadcasts. I have imposed this lower
bound of formality because it seems to me that everyone knows what
he expects from such a style of delivery. For students using a British
model of English, this is the most reasonable starting-point.



2 ‘Ideal’ segments, syllables and words

In this chapter I shall describe in some detail the consonants and
vowels of English and how they combine into syllables and into words.
I shall describe them as they would be pronounced in their clearest
and most explicit form; later, in describing some of the characteristics
of informal speech, I shall speak of these as diverging from the
maximally explicit, ‘ideal’ forms.

I have paid particular attention in the description to features which
are often not made salient in conventional descriptions, for instance
the fact that /f/ when pronounced in English looks different from /f/s
pronounced in many neighbouring European languages. Also to
points which, in my experience, teachers of English often find con-
fusing and confused—Iike what ‘voiced’ and ‘voiceless’ consonants
sound like in different phonetic contexts in English: | have tried to
show whereabouts in the stream of speech the identifying features of
voicing in voiced consonants are typically found. This is a charac-
teristic of the general strategy in this chapter. It is not primarily
concerned with giving a good and full description of how a particular
sound is articulated by a speaker. What it is concerned to do is to
draw attention to any visual cues which are regularly (or even fre-
quently) present and which characterize a segment or a class of
segments, also to striking auditory cues which it would be helpful for
the teacher to draw the student’s attention to. It is an account of
pronunciation viewed not from the stance of the speaker but from
the stance of the listener, and particularly of the listener who has the
opportunity of watching the speaker speak. It is immensely helpful for
most listeners to see the speaker’s face as the speaker is talking. (It
is well known that skilled deaf, or partially deaf, lip-readers can
derive an extraordinary amount of information from carefully watch--
ing the speaker’s lips, jaw, tongue when visible, as well as larger
muscular movements which indicate the placing of stress and the pat-
terning of intonation.) Students learning a foreign language need to
be helped to use all the cues available to them.
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2.1 The phoneme

It is well known that the orthographic form of a word may not always
correspond directly with the sequence of segments which is heard
when the word is spoken aloud. Thus for example the initial con-
sonant in ne, know and gnome is n in each case despite the
orthographic variety. On the other hand boot and foot are pronounced
with different vowels despite the orthographic similarity. However,
for any given accent of English it is possible to construct a phonemic
transcription, in which the same sound is always represented by the
same symbol. For our examples no, know and gnome the phonemic
transcription would be /nau/, /nau/ and /noum/ respectively.
Similarly boot will be transcribed /but/, where the /u/ represents the
same vowel that is heard in through, whereas foot will be transcribed
/fut/ which contains the vowel that occurs in the rhyming word put.

Teachers of spoken English are quite familiar with the idea of the
phoneme and are accustomed to turning to pronouncing dictionaries
using a phonemic transcription when they are in doubt about the
pronunciation of a word. The idea of ‘the same sound’ is not usually
a difficult one. Vowels can be tested to see whether or not they rhyme
and the English orthography already predisposes us to accept the idea
that the same consonant can appear in different places in a word as
in pip, tot and noon.

It is important to realize that the notion ‘the same sound’ is an
abstract notion and not one that can be physically demonstrated. If
instrumental recording of a number of people’s pronunciation of the
vowel in ok are examined, it will be found that there is a considerable
difference in the acoustic signal. Furthermore there is nothing in the
acoustic signal which will uniquely identify this vowel as the vowel
in ok and no other. If the same group of people now pronounce the
words coat, load and home, which all have the ‘same’ vowel, the
acoustic signals will be found to be even more widely divergent. Even
if one individual pronounces this set of words, it will still be found
that there is nothing in the acoustic, physical signal which will uni-
quely identify the vowel in these words as the ‘same’ vowel. It is not
until a native speaker of the language identifies the vowels as the
‘same’ that they can be grouped together into the same phoneme.
What the native speaker means by the ‘same’ is that he will allow
these various acoustic signals to be acceptable tokens of the same
basic type. In just the same way in our everyday lives we may handle
many coins of a given value—the coins will have individual differences—
they may be scratched, deformed, shiny and new, almost worn away,
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differing in absolute weight and size, differing in the date of their
manufacture and perhaps in their design, but we still accept them,
without even looking at them, as acceptable tokens of the basic type
ten pence piece. The important point, with sounds and coins alike, is
that they should be accepted as the ‘same’ in the community that is
using them.

In their everyday informal speech, native speakers of English
produce many sounds that they would regard as exotic and perhaps
impossible to pronounce if confronted with in a foreign language. A
sound rather like that at the end of German ack for example occurs
very frequently—even in slow colloquial English—following a stressed
vowel as in working, sacking or marker. When English native speakers
come to learn a language in which such a sound occurs as a separate
phoneme they tend to hear it, to begin with at least, as a token of

Speakers of all languages produce a far wider range of different
phonetic sounds than phonemic descriptions would suggest. It is this
phonetic overlap between languages—where very similar, even ident-
ical, phonetic sounds have to be interpreted as different phonemic
tokens—which causes a great deal of difficulty in the teaching of the
spoken form of a foreign language. In many languages of the world—
for example, Cantonese or Luganda—the differences which hold
pronunciations of /I/ and /r/ apart for English native speakers are
quite unimportant. They are as unimportant as the posture of the
lips, open or closed, at the beginning of the initial /k/ in kick for an
English native speaker. For speakers of these languages our phoneti-
cally various [l]s and [r]s are tokens of the same phoneme, the ‘same’
sound. It is extremely difficult for speakers of these languages to dis-
tinguish between the different phonetic sounds that we produce in
lead and read and play and pray. There are four phonetically distinct
sounds here (l/ and /r/ are pronounced without voicing following
/p/) which speakers of these languages are used to accepting as
tokens of one phoneme—but in order to control spoken English they
have to learn to distinguish between them and assign two phonetically
dissimilar sounds to an /I/ phoneme and the other two phonetically
dissimilar sounds to an /r/ phoneme.

Where there is no phonetic overlap between a sound in one lan-
guage and any sound in another, where one language has a sound
that is really exotic to a student from the other language, the student
rarely has any difficulty in perceiving the sound though he may have
difficulty in producing it. Thus for instance speakers of English
rarely have difficulty in perceiving the very retroflex sounds of South
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Indian languages made with the tongue tip curled up and back, but
the slightly retroflex sounds of North Indian languages are much
more difficult to distinguish since phonetic sounds very like them can
occur in normal English speech.

The ability to perceive phonetic sounds as tokens of one phoneme
rather than another is also limited by the possible combinations of
phonemes in the speaker’s language and by his knowledge of what
words are possible in his language. Suppose a native English speaker
hears, in the middle of a sentence, a word that sounds as if it begins
with /1/, then has the vowel in lark, and finally the consonant at the
end of sing—/lan/. He knows there is no word larng in English, he
may even at some sub-conscious level be aware that the phoneme
/a/ never precedes the consonant at the end of sing, so he must
choose either long or lung as the word which is intended, and in this
of course he will be guided by the context of the sentence and its
syntax. Just as the English speaker finds it difficult to distinguish the
vowels in cup and carp when they occur before /n/ in a foreign lan-
guage, so the Greek or Slavic speaker finds it difficult to distinguish
between English /s/ and /z/ when they occur word finally, and for
the same reason. The difference between the pronunciation of /s/
and /z/ does not distinguish between word shapes in Greek and
Slavic languages in word final position. It must not be supposed,
then, that because the native speaker of a given language will assign
two phonetically different sounds to two different phonemes when
they occur in one context, that he will necessarily preserve the same
distinction in another context.

So far we have considered the ‘abstract’ nature of the phoneme
from two related points of view. Firstly we considered the wide
variety of physical signals that might be assigned to one phoneme and
then we went on to think about some of the implications of viewing
the phonemic system of a language as a system proper to each native
speaker of the language, which each individual matches any given
message to. When we come to considering the nature of a phonemic
description of a language we find we need to develop our discussion
of abstraction even further. Just what are we describing in a
- phonemic description? We are describing a phonological system
which enables speakers of a language to communicate with each
other. The only way we can begin to describe this phonological sys-
tem which resides in the brains of the members of the speech
community, is by observing the units of the system, the phonemes,
as they are physically realized, as they are pronounced. But we have
already said that the instrumental examination of the ‘same’ sound
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spoken by different individuals and in different contexts will not yield
a unique set of characteristics by which we can unhesitatingly identify
all the examples as examples of the ‘same’ sound. Clearly the physical
characteristics of individuals, the size and configuration of larynx,
tongue, palatal arch, cheeks, lips, to mention only a few relevant
features, will profoundly affect the character of the acoustic signal.
Similarly the manner of delivery, the speed, the physical circum-
stances of the individual—whether he has a cold or not, whether his
mouth is full or not, whether he is drunk or not—will affect the acoustic
signal. In order to describe the system of communication which is
common to a speech community peopled with individuals of different
physical characteristics and circumstances, we must ignore these in-
dividual variables. We must ignore a great deal of the physical
message and try to abstract those variables which are common to the
majority of members of the speech community in producing tokens
of each phoneme. The easiest way to describe these in a way com-
prehensible to others is by selecting certain physical variables whose
behaviour we can observe. We select the smallest number of ar-
ticulatory variables which will enable us to characterize each phoneme
and distinguish it from all the others. Notice how very far away we
are from describing a sound. No measurable information is given
about rate of movement of the articulators, degree of constriction or
even the precise place of constriction. Only terms particular enough
to keep each phoneme separate from the others are employed. Only
movements which primarily contribute to the identification of the
phoneme concerned are mentioned—there is no description of the pos-
ture or movement of any of the other articulators. Though it is clear,
for instance, that the sides of the tongue must be in some relation
to the upper and lower molars and that this relation will affect the
resonance of any sound, since this relation of the sides of the tongue
and the teeth and gums is crucial only in the identification of /l/,
we ignore it for the identification of all other phonemes.

A further point needs to be made. We speak of making a phonemic
description. In making such a description we isolate each phoneme
and hold it, as it were, under the magnifying lens. This is yet another
exercise in abstraction. It is clear that no native speaker of English
walks around uttering tokens of phonemes in isolation. In describing
the pronunciation of a phoneme we have to exercise a ‘willing
suspension of disbelief. We have to pretend that we can freeze the
articulation of a phoneme at some central point and that this central
point will be representative of most pronunciations of the phoneme.
(Any striking variant can be dealt with under the heading ‘important
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allophone’.) We have to ignore the fact that any one realization of
any phoneme will be different from any realization in a different en-
vironment. We have to ignore the fact that there are no determinable
boundaries to a phonetic ‘sound’, that the acoustic signal is a con-
tinuum in which each realization of each sequential phoneme flows
into the next. We have to ignore the fact that the only way we can
identify the consonants in pip, tit, kick, by hearing alone, is by at-
tending to the shape of the medial vowel.

One last point. It should be clear that, in order to make a
phonemic description, we need to hear a token of each phoneme
pronounced in short, clearly enunciated words. Then we describe
the ‘ideal’ frozen posture of the phoneme as it is articulated with
maximum clarity with all its characteristic features fully present. We
need to have a form such as slow colloquial in order to be able to
arrive at a phonemic description. It is quite impossible to make a
phonemic transcription of normal informal speech. The number of
phonemes grows so rapidly that the investigator finds himself quite
unable to assign odd scraps of acoustic mess to a phoneme on any
rational basis. The only basis on which he can do it is to require the
speaker to repeat a form—and the repeatable form will be much clearer
and slower, much more like slow colloquial. Every form, produced
by every native speaker, no matter how informally and indistinctly
pronounced, can be repeated by the speaker in a maximally clear
way, in a slow colloquial style.

In describing the phonemes of English we rely on all these ideas
of abstraction. We pretend to ‘freeze’ each phoneme as if a stable
posture was maintained during its articulation. We pretend that a
phoneme can be described independently of its context, of the
phonemes on either side of it. We pretend that a phoneme can be
physically identified by describing only those articulatory attributes
which distinguish it from all other phonemes. We pretend that these
articulatory attributes will be present in all instances of the pro-
nunciation of the phoneme by all members of the speech community.

In the sections that follow I shall give a brief overview of the
phonemic structure of English. I shall make a clear distinction be-
tween the phonemic classification, where we discuss the abstract units
of the system of communication of a speech community, and the
possible phonetic realizations of these abstract units. It is important to
remember that the symbols used to represent phonemes, and the
three-term labels used to characterize phonemes, are not phonetic
descriptions. On the contrary, they are merely mnemonic devices to
remind us of the general class of phonetic segments which these
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phonemes will be realized by. We would need much more infor-
mation than this for a phonetic description. Consider /s/ which is
characterized in many descriptions of English as a ‘voiceless alveolar
fricative’. This gives us very little specific indication of the phonetic
character of an [s] which is very complex and involves, crucially, the
formation of a groove or slit down the centre of the tongue while the
sides of the tongue form a closure with the teeth and gums. If you
simply release a [t}, drawing the tongue slightly down and keeping
it flat, you will produce a ‘voiceless alveolar fricative’ that is ar-
ticulatorily and acoustically quite different from [s].

Since the characterization of an abstract phoneme is not the same
as the phonetic description of a phonetic segment, I shall not feel
bound to follow the conventional arrangements of pronunciation
manuals in discussing classes of phonemes. I shall group phonemes
together into classes which are determined by the way in which they
function in English. We shall find that the phonetic segments which
realize these classes will indeed have phonetic features in common,
but in general we shall not need to identify such specific features as
are needed in the discussion of pronunciation teaching. Thus at the
phonemic level we shall not distinguish between ‘bi-labial’ and ‘labio-
dental’ consonants since this distinction is not relevant at the
phonemic level. At the phonemic level, where we are concerned with
discussing the patterning of phonemes, all we need to know is
whether a phoneme is ‘labial’ or not. At the phonetic level it is of
course extremely important to know that the initial consonant in pew
is bi-labial and that in few labio-dental—and of course we need a great
deal more phonetic information than just that. The reader who would
like more detailed phonetic information is referred to Gimson (1970).
The phonological approach offered here owes more to Chomsky and
Halle (1968)—that is to say at the phonological level I am more con-
cerned with the patterning of phonemes than with the detail of their
phonetic realization, and I believe that our knowledge of the patterns
significantly affects the way in which we perceive phonetic detail.

2.2 The consonants of English

It is possible to identify each consonant by stating three facts about
it:

(a) whereabouts in the mouth it is produced
(b) what sort of articulatory posture it is formed by

(c) what is happening in the larynx—is the consonant ‘voiceless’ or
‘voiced’
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Rather than describe each consonant separately, I shall describe the
features that identify sets of consonants. In the following table the
consonants are arranged into rows and columns. Each row and each
column have some articulatory feature in common.

Only /h/ does not share any classificatory features with any other
consonant. Each column contains a set of consonants that have in
common the fact that they are produced in the same part of the
mouth. Rows 1 (and li) to 4 contain sets of consonants that are
formed by similar articulatory postures. Rows 1 and 2 contain con-
sonants that differ from those in rows 1i and 2i by being voiceless
as opposed to voiced. I shall describe the features shared by each
column and each row. I am aware that this may produce some prac-
tical difficulties. It is impossible, in this presentation, to look up a
phoneme and find all its identifying features discussed under one
heading. The advantage of this presentation on the other hand is that
it is possible to show the quite general patterns of similarity between
different classes of phonemes without repeating the information
several times over in the discussion of individual phonemes. Also we
shall find the format of this table useful when we come on to dis-
cussing syllable and word structure later (section 2.4). 1 hope the
advantages will outweigh the disadvantages.

TABLE 1
A B C D E F
1 p t tf k
1 b d d3 g
2 f 0 s I
2i v 0 z 3
3 m n N
4 w 1 r j
5 h

Under each heading I shall discuss the general feature which is
shared by members of a column or row. Then I shall point out any
special way in which this feature is realized in the pronunciation of
each phoneme. I shall mention not only the interior arrangements of
the articulatory tract but also any visual feature which may be relied
on as an identificatory signal. Where pronunciation of the English
feature raises few or no difficulties for foreign learners the descrip-
tion is very brief. Where the identificatory phonetic features of
English differ from those of several foreign languages in a striking
way, | shall comment on these differences. It is important to make
a clear distinction, in this context, between phonological and
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phonetic entities. Whereas many languages may possess a phoneme
that may be phonemically transcribed as /f/ in the phonemic inven-
tory of the language, this does not mean that the phonetic features
which identify /f/ will be identical in all these languages. As we shall
see in our discussion of the formation of English /f/, it is articulated
in a way which is strikingly different from the /f/s of most other
European languages. Similarly the phonemic pair /p/, /b/ exists in
many languages. The way in which these phonemes are to be
identified phonetically differs from one language to another and,
again, the realization of this pair in English is very different from
that of many other languages. We shall pursue this in 2.2.3. The
general point to note here is that the fact of two languages each pos-
sessing a phoneme transcribed by the same phonemic symbol, and
called by the same phonemic name, must not be taken to mean that
these phonemes are pronounced with identical phonetic identifying
features.

In the descriptive sections which follow I shall pass over well
known and well described aspects very rapidly. The reader who
would like more detailed description of these points is referred to

Gimson (1970).

2.2.1 Place of articulation

The first column, column A, contains the following phonemes /p,
b, m, f, v, w/. All of these phonemes share the feature that the
bottom lip is primarily involved in its articulation. These consonants
are all labial consonants. /p, b, m/ are all formed by closing the
lower lip against the upper lip. /w/ is formed by pushing forward
the corners of the mouth and wrinkling the lips so that a small
rounded central aperture is formed while simultaneously raising the
back of the tongue towards the roof of the mouth. /p, b, m/ rarely
prove articulatorily difficult. /f/ and /v/ however are pronounced in
a way rather different from the /f/ and /v/ of many other languages.
The upper teeth bite into the soft inside of the lower lip. In most
other European languages the upper teeth bite either on to the top
of the lower lip or even on to the outside of the lower lip. The visual
impression is quite different. In those languages where the teeth bite
on to the top or the outside of the lower lip, there is a clear view of
the lower edges of the upper teeth during the articulation. In English
the lower edges of the upper teeth are quite obscured by the lower
lip.

The second column, column B, contains the following consonants:
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/t, d, n, 8, 8, 1/. All these consonants are formed by a stricture be-
tween the tongue tip or blade and the dental ridge or back of the
upper teeth. In forming these consonants the tongue tip forms a stric-
ture either with the back of the upper teeth or with the dental (also
called alveolar) ridge. We shall call this set dental/alveolar. /t, d, n/
are pronounced with the tongue tip or blade making a closure against
the dental ridge, the area immediately behind the upper teeth. The
area of contact between the tongue tip or blade and the dental ridge
is very narrow. This is quite unlike the pronunciation of /t/ and /d/
in many languages where the tip of the tongue forms a closure right
up against the back of the upper teeth, and the blade of the tongue
continues the closure against the dental ridge. This extensive closure
results in a very much ‘thicker’ sound than that which is produced
by the relatively small area of closure in the pronunciation of these
consonants in English. /6/ and /8/ are pronounced with the tongue
tip forming a stricture just behind the upper teeth. These consonants
are frequently taught to foreign students as interdental consonants,
with the tongue tip actually showing between the front teeth during
the articulation. There are obvious pedagogical advantages in this,
in that the teacher can see that the student is making a gesture
towards the teeth rather than the dental ridge. There are however
disadvantages in that the big forward movement of the tongue tends
to slow up the articulation of words containing these consonants. Also
when foreign teachers of English retain this habit in their own
speech, they accustom their students to a visual clue which they will
be denied in watching native English speakers talking. The last con-
sonant /l/ is formed by making a tongue tip closure, as for /d/,
against the dental ridge but lowering one or both sides of the tongue
so that the air can flow over the side(s) of the tongue.

The third column, C, contains only three consonants, /s, z, 1/.
All these involve complex articulations with the tip or blade of the
tongue opposed to some part of the dental ridge. All three involve
the blade of the tongue being pulled down to form a cupped area
with the sides and tip of the tongue forming the rim of the cup. This
is not a class which can be easily characterized. However in order to
identify this set I shall call it post-dental.

Column D contains the consonants /tf, d3, f, 3, j/. Since they
all involve articulation further back in the oral cavity than any we
have yet encountered I shall identify them as palatal. It is a marked
feature of the first four of these consonants that many speakers have
strong pouting-out of the lips during their articulation. The corners
of the mouth are pushed strongly forward and the lower lip may be
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so markedly pouted that the soft inner surface of the lip is visible.
The lip movement on these consonants is more marked than on any
other English sounds, including the so-called ‘rounded’ vowels.

Column E contains /k, g, n/. All these consonants are formed
with the back of the tongue making a closure against the soft palate
or velum. These consonants are call~d velar.

Column F contains only /h/. English /h/ must not, as in some
languages which have a phoneme symbolized by /h/, be considered
as primarily a glottal or pharyngeal fricative. It is rather a voiceless
breathy onset to the following vowel. Thus if the articulation of /h/
in ke and hard is prolonged it will be found in each case to have the
resonance of the following vowel. There may be a little local friction,
appropriate to the following vowel, when the vowel is formed by the
tongue being close to the roof of the mouth as in ke and hue.

2.2.2 Manner of articulation

We shall look along the rows of consonants in Table 1 as we discuss
the manner of articulation, the articulatory posture which charac-
terizes the pronunciation of a consonant.

Rows 1 and 1i contain the consonants /p, t, tf, k, b, d, d3, ¢.
All of these consonants are formed by a complete obstruction of the
airstream so that no air escapes while the closure is maintained either
through the mouth or into the nasal cavities. There is a velic dosure,
a raising of the soft palate to prevent air entering the nasal cavities
during the pronunciation of these consonants, as well as an oral
closure. The oral closure is as we have seen, lgbial in the case of /p/
and /b/, alveolar in the case of /t/ and /d/ and so on.

/p, t, k, b, d, g/ are called stops or plosives.
/tf/ and /d3/ are called affricated stops.

This distinction is made because in the pronunciation of /tf/ and
/d3/ the stop period is relatively short, shorter than it is for the other
stops, and the release of the closure is very gradual giving rise to a
strongly fricative sound.

Rows 2 and 2i contain the consonants /f, 0, s, [, v, 3, z, 3/.
During the pronunciation of a fricative there is no complete obstruc-
tion of the airstream as there is in a stop, but one articulator is placed
so close to another as to interfere with the passage of air. This yields
the characteristic ‘hissing’, ‘hushing’ or ‘buzzing’ sound that one as-
sociates with fricatives. The obstructing articulator causes turbulence
of the airstream just as the presence of a large number of rocks in
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a rapidly flowing river gives rise to turbulence in the current. The
description fricative does however better describe some members of
this set of consonants than others. Even in slow colloquial pronunci-
ation some fricatives sound much more fricative than others. All
the consonants in row 2 sound more fricative than /v/ and /8/. This
is because in the pronunciation of the consonants in row 2 the
obstruction which causes the friction is assailed by the unobstructed
airstream from the lungs. For the consonants in row 2i on the other
hand there has already been some obstruction at the larynx as the
airstream passes through the narrowed and vibrating glottis.

The fricatives in the first two columns, /f, v, 0, &/ sound much
less fricative than those in columns C and D. /s, z, [, 3/ are often
referred to as sibilant fricatives because of the particularly high
pitched friction associated with them.

We can rank the fricatives on a scale of ‘sounding more fricative’
to ‘sounding less fricative’ in the following order:

/S) .ra z, 3 f, e, v, 6/

/v/ and /O8/ are frequently pronounced, even in slow colloquial
pronunciation, with no audible friction.

Row 3 contains the nasal consonants /m, n, /. For each of them
the place of articulation is exactly that of the homorganic stop in their
own columns. Thus /m/ is articulated at the lips like /p/ and /b/
and so on. Whereas the stops have a velic closure, a raising of the
velum which prevents air resonating in the nasal cavities, during the
articulation of nasal consonants the velum is lowered thus allowing
air to pass into the nasal cavities and set up resonance there.

Row 4 contains a set of consonants that are called by a wide variety
of names, and they are indeed an assorted set. I shall refer to them
as approximants. They share the characteristics of being realized
neither by complete obstruction of the airstream (as in a stop) nor by
such partial obstruction as causes a turbulence of the airstream (as
in a fricative) but by a much more vowel-like articulation, in which
it is clear where the place of maximum modification of the airstream
is located in the mouth. All of these sounds, if prolonged, sound like
vowels. However, they must be classified as consonants in English
because they behave like consonants—for instance they can all precede
a vowel in the same syllable as in wet, let, red and yet, and in each
case we can demonstrate that the form of the articles before words
beginning with these phonemes is that appropriate to a consonant,
not a vowel.

/w/ is formed by pushing forward the corners of the mouth and
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contracting the lips round a small central opening. Vertical lines ap-
pear on the surface of the lips. Simultaneously the back of the tongue
is raised towards the soft palate.

/V is realized by a central closure of the blade of the tongue
against the dental ridge and the lowering of one or both sides of the
tongue to allow a lateral escape of the airstream. If the front of the
tongue is raised simultaneously a ‘clear’ /l/ results—as in low where
the /I/ sounds as though a close front vowel (like the one in eat) is
being uttered during the /l/ articulation. ‘Clear’ /i/s occur in syllable
initial position—the ‘clearest’ I/ of all is in syllable initial position and
immediately preceding a close front vowel, as in leaf or lean. ‘Dark’
/V/s occur syllable finally. During the articulation for the /I/ the back
of the tongue is raised in the mouth giving to the /l/ the resonance
of a back vowel like the one in caw. ‘Dark’ /I/s are especially ‘dark’
following back vowels as in call and pull.

/t/ can be realized in several marked's different ways. Initially, as
in rose or red, it is formed with the tongue tip turned up towards the
back of the dental ridge. No friction is heard in these words. When
/r/ follows a consonant it may be slightly fricative as in drive and
tree. The lips are pouted and the corners of the mouth pushed for-
ward during the articulation. Following /6/, as in thre, and between
vowels, as in very and orange, /1/ is sometimes realized as a quick

TABLE 2
consonant consonant
(stop) (approximant) vowel
indefinite a pet a war an oar
article /o pet/ /> wa/ Jan o/
a lot an ear
/> ot/ Jon 13/
a room
/> rum/
a year
2 i1/
definite the pet the war the oar
article /85 pet/ /8o wo/ /81 o/
the lot the ear
/63 -lot/ /81 19/
the room
/65 rum/
the year

/83 j1a/
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tap against the dental ridge—rather like a very fast [d]. This last variant
is rare in younger RP speakers.

/i/ is formed with the hump of the tongue pushed up towards the
hard palate but not pushed so far as to cause friction. The stricture
is closest before front vowels so the /j/ in yeast for example is ar-
ticulated with the front of the tongue more raised than it is in yak.
All these consonants have a voiceless variant which may be slightly
fricative when they follow ‘voiceless’ initial consonants as in tmwist,
play and free.

The last row contains only /h/. /h/ is a ‘loner’ with a wide variety
of realizations, all of them breathy onsets to following vowels. It is
sometimes described as a fricative but is rarely fricative in English.

2.2.3 ‘Voicing’ and ‘voicelessness’

I have left this part of the description of consonants to last because
it is the most difficult and the most widely misunderstood. In most
descriptions of English (see especially Jones, 1962; Gimson, 1970) a
distinction is made between voiced and voiceless consonants. Thus the
consonants in Table 1 (p. 21) rows 1 and 2 are said to be voiceless
(that is /p, t, tf, k, f, 0, s, [/) and the corresponding consonants in
rows li and 2i to be voiced. In reading such descriptions it is impor-
tant to make a clear distinction between the general phonetic meaning
of the terms voicing and voicelessness and the phonological meaning
of the terms. I shall try to make clear how such a distinction is to
be drawn.

In general phonetic terms a voiced segment is uttered with vibra-
tion of the vocal cords and a voiceless segment is uttered with the
vocal cords apart, with no vibration of the vocal cords. You can test
this general phonetic description by putting your fingers in your ears
and saying a long [sssss] followed by a long [zzzzz]. During the
[sssss] you should not perceive any buzzing resonating in your head,
but during a voiced [zzzzz] there will be a quite remarkably loud
buzzing in the head. In general phonetic terms the [sssss] will be
said to be voiceless and the [zzzzz] to be voiced. Any recorded segment
can be examined to see if there is vocal cord vibration during its
articulation. If there is, it is said to be voiced, no matter what lan-
guage it is taken from, no matter what its environment is. Voicing,
then, in general phonetic terms is a physical property which can be
stated of a particular stretch of acoustic signal with no access to any
information about its language of origin, environment and so on.

Now it is perhaps a pity that these terms were ever used to describe
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the pronunciation of classes of phonemes in particular languages. (It
is for this reason that some authorities have used the terms “fortis’
and ‘lenis’ rather than ‘voiceless’ and ‘voiced’, cf. Gimson, 1962,
p. 32.) In English for example the term ‘voiced stop’ does not mean
that in all positions and in all realizations such a consonant will be
voiced. Let us consider the class of ‘voiced stops’ in English, /b, d,
g/. In initial position there is no voicing during the closure for the
stop. From a general phonetic point of view the segments initial in
boy, duck and gull must be said to be voiceless. This is of course very
confusing for speakers of Romance languages like Italian and French

where their initial /b/, /d/ and /g/ are all from a general phonetic
point of view ‘voiced stops’.

The terms ‘voiced’ and ‘voiceless’ as used in the characterization
of the consonants of English must be understood to be used to charac-
terize classes of consonants that behave in a certain way—not to be
a phonetic description of all realizations of all these consonants. I
shall continue to use the terms ‘voiceless’ and ‘voiced’ to identify the
sets of stops and fricatives in English since these are familiar terms.
When I use them in this identifying, phonological sense, 1 shall sur-
round them with inverted commas—"‘voiceless’, ‘voiced’. Since these
terms are not, in fact, descriptive phonetic terms it is necessary to
examine carefully what we mean by ‘voiced’ and ‘voiceless’ in dif-
ferent contexts.

The ‘voiceless’ stops

Consider the ‘voiceless’ stops in row 1 of Table 1-—/p, t, k/. Initially
in a stressed syllable, they are immediately followed by a puff of air
which has the quality of the following approximant or vowel—this puff
of air is called ‘aspiration’. In the following examples, I shall attempt
to show how the quality of the aspiration varies. In the first column
I shall give the orthographic form of the word, in the second the
phonemic form, and in the third a phonetic transcription in which
the subscript [,] indicates the quality of the aspiration following the
‘voiceless’ stop:

pea /pi Ipiil

two Joy/ [tuu]
core [ko/ (ko]
please  /pliz/ [pliz]
tray Jtrey/ [tre1]

quick Jkwik/ [kwik]

It is this aspiration which chiefly distinguishes initial ‘voiceless’ stops
from their ‘voiced’ counterparts.
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In word final position all members of row 1 are distinguished by
being preceded by a comparatively short vowel and glottalization.
I include within the term glottalization both tenseness of the vocal
cords, which may give rise to creakiness in the vowel, and closure
of the glottis which forms a glottal stop. In forming a glottal stop,
the vocal cords are brought together and closed, so that no air seeps
through them. This complete closure necessarily has an effect on the
type of vibration of the vocal cords immediately preceding it. The
quality of voicing in vowels immediately preceding a glottal stop is
‘tighter’, more ‘creaky’ than the fully voiced voicing which precedes
final ‘voiced’ stops. This difference is especially remarkable following
the close front vowel /i/ as in seat and seed. The ‘voiceless’ stops and
the affricate /tf/ are distinguished from their ‘voiced’ counterparts
in word final position by being preceded by

(a) a relatively short vowel with ‘tight’ voicing
(b) a glottal stop.

In the following examples the dot under the vowel indicates that it

is short and has ‘tight’ voicing and the symbol [?] represents the
glottal stop:

leap /lip/ [1i*p]
pot /poy/ [po?t]
soak /[sauk/ [sou7k]
catch fkeetf/ [kae?tf]

In each case the vowel is chopped off abruptly by the closure for the
glottal stop. Where the ‘voiceless’ stops follow a nasal or lateral, the
nasal or lateral is shorter than it is before a ‘voiced’ consonant, as
well as the vowel being shorter:

help fhelp/  [hel’p]
sent /sent/ [sen?t]
pinch  /pintf/  [pmn?tf]
bulk foalk/  [bal’k]

Intervocalically before an unstressed syllable the ‘voiceless’ stops are
not normally preceded by a glottal stop. They are very briefly, lightly
articulated and are frequently not realized by a stop at all but by an
articulation which just stops short of a stop. This would have to be
described as a ‘fricative’ articulation in general phonetic terms but it
is much less fricative than the articulation associated with segments
symbolized [f], [s] etc. I shall therefore place an asterisk after the
relevant symbols in the phonetically transcribed examples to indicate
a segment that is either realized as a very lightly and briefly articu-
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lated stop or as an articulation which does not quite reach the
position for complete closure:

tapping  /tapi/  [tap*1p]
writer [rarta/ [rart*s]
worker /w3ka/  [w3k*9]

The affricate /tf/ is normally pronounced with a very brief closure
intervocalically, followed by friction.

The ‘voiced’ stops

Initially the ‘voiced’ stops are realized by a period of voiceless closure
(i.e. no vibration of the vocal cords) with, as the closure is released,
immediate onset of voicing in the following segment. The difference
between initial ‘voiceless’ and ‘voiced’ stops lies, then, in the timing
of onset of voicing immediately following the release of the closure.
The behaviour of the vocal cords during the period of closure itself
is no different. This is, of course, quite different from the case in
French, for example, where there is vibration of the vocal cords
during the period of closure.

I shall try to illustrate this difference by a diagram. indicates
closure. We shall consider the words peat and beat so that — rep-
resents, in the first place, closure at the lips and, finally, closure at the
dental ridge. , , , , , indicates voicing:

peat EEEREEEEERE
p i i i ? t

bead 3222323303237 3%3)3r YN
.

b i d

(The length of the line ____ indicates the comparative length of the
periods of closure. All things being equal, ‘voiceless’ consonants have
a longer period of constriction than ‘voiced’ ones, and initial ones
are shorter than final ones. This is however a difficult variable to
learn to perceive and bring under conscious control so we shall not
discuss it further here.)

The point to notice is that the /p/ closure is released into a period
of voiceless vowel (aspiration) whereas, as the /b/ closure is released,
it is immediately followed by a voiced vowel. So the main difference
in the following pairs lies in the different timing of the onset of voice:

palm balm  /pam/ /bam/ [pgam]  [pam]
tin din /tin/ /din/ [t1in] [tin]
con gone  /kon/ /gon/ [kpon] [kon)
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I have tried, by this somewhat controversial phonetic transcription,
to indicate that the distinction between the initial segment in each
pair lies not in the period of closure but in what immediately follows
the period of closure. The fact that two symbols are used following
the ‘voiceless’ stop should not be taken to indicate that the vowel
element is longer in these words than in those containing the ‘voiced’
stop—itis not.

The same distinction holds in ‘voiceless’ versus ‘voiced’ initial
clusters:

plight  blight  /plait/ /blait/ [plart] [plait]
trunk drunk  /tragk/  /dragk/  {tapk]  [trapk]
crow grow [krau/ fgrou/ [krou] [krau]

Having made the point that the difference between ‘voiceless’ and
‘voiced’ initial stops lies in the timing of the onset of voice in the
next segment rather than in the period of closure, I shall now revert
to a more conventional phonetic transcription.

I have dealt at some length with the initial ‘voiced’/voiceless’ dis-
tinction in stops, in a sense unnecessarily so, since this is a
well-known characteristic of English and in any case no
misunderstandings are likely to arise if voicing does appear in initial
‘voiced’ closures—after all in some native accents of England,
Yorkshire for example, such voicing is frequently found.

A much more important point to dwell upon, since this is not
usually stressed in manuals of English pronunciation and it is con-
sequently often unknown to foreign teachers of English, is the way
the word final distinction between ‘voiceless’ and ‘voiced’ stops is
made. The main distinction is between a relatively short vowel, with
‘tight’ voicing and glottal stop preceding a ‘voiceless’ stop, and a
relatively long vowel with ‘full’ voicing preceding a ‘voiced’ stop. Let
us consider for a moment the pair seat and seed. We shall ignore the
beginning of the word and concentrate on the end:

Seat 9))’3)!)t

--------

seed
i d

The vowel in seat is quite short and chopped off abruptly by the
glottal stop. The voicing in the vowel is ‘tight’ and is represented by
[,I. In seed the voicing is full and continues unabated into the closure.

The vowel is very much longer than that in seaz. (This demonstrates
the fact that the much used terms ‘short’ and ‘long’ to designate
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classes of English vowels can be misleading since here the same
vowel phoneme /i/ is realized in seat as a relatively ‘short’ vowel
and in seed as a long vowel.)* Let us now turn to what happens
during the closure and release phases of /t/ and /d/ respectively
in these words. There is voicelessness during the closure for /t/ and,
if the closure is audibly released, it is released into a tiny voiceless
central vowel [si®®]. For /d/ some speakers will have a dying away
of voicing, some ‘whisper’ during the beginning of the closure, for
others there will be no voicing at all during the closure. /d/, like
/t/, will be released, if it is audibly released, into a voiceless central
vowel. This is a very important point to note since many foreign (and
indeed many native English) teachers tend to demonstrate a final
‘voiced’ stop in English by releasing it into a voiced central vowel—
/'sid /. This form only occurs in very unusual situations in English—as
for example where someone wishes to draw attention to the ending
of a word — ‘I said seat (['si®t3]) not seed (['sidg])’. It never occurs in
normal speech. The main distinction between ‘voiceless’ and ‘voiced’
stops in word final position lies in the realization of the preceding
vowel—not in the articulation of the stop itself or of its release. It is
thus quite parallel to the distinction between ‘voiceless’ and ‘voiced’
stops in initial position where, as we have seen, the distinction lies
not in the closure of the stop itself but in the timing of onset of
voicing in the segments following release of the closure. Let us ex-
amine some pairs of words differing in the ‘voicing’ of the final stop.
In each case we show them with final release:

cup cub  /kap/  /kab/  [ka®p?] [ka:*p°]
kit kid  /fky [kid/ [ki?t] [ki:9¢%
knack nag /na&k/ /nzg/ [nx’k? [nae: 87

([:] marks length on the vowel before the ‘voiced’ consonants.) Again
I have used a rather controversial phonetic transcription to try to
bring home the point that the distinction between these two sets of
stops in final position lies not in the final closure and its release but
in the preceding vowel. In fact as this transcription suggests, there

* Those who use the ‘short’~‘long’ classification wish to draw attention to the fact
that in the same phonetic context /i/ will be realized as longer than /1/, and /p/ than
/5/. This is of course true. However, the unfortunate result of this is that many
foreign learners interpret this as meaning (a) that a ‘long’ vowel is long in all
phonetic contexts and (b) as meaning that ‘short’ vowels are equally short and
‘long’ vowels are equally long. In fact at least one of the ‘short’ vowels, /z/ is
regularly longer than /i/ in the same phonetic context, and some of the ‘long’
vowels, notably /5/ are very much longer than other ‘long’ vowels in the same
phonetic context.
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will often be some whisper (very slight voicing) at the beginning of
the closure for /b, d, g/. It does however clearly make the point that
the crucial distinction that must be observed lies in the realization of
the vowels preceding these sets of consonants.

The distinction between the final affricates /tf/ and /d3/ is real-
ized like that between the stops in final position—the vowel preceding
/tf/ in catch is shorter and has ‘tighter’ voicing than the vowel
preceding /d3/ in cadge. Similarly the /tf/ is immediately preceded
by a glottal stop which abruptly cuts off the vowel:

catch cadge /ketf/ /adz/ [ke?tf] [ke:tf]

Again this transcription is slightly misleading in that the closure for
the affricate in cadge will have very slight voicing or whisper in it—but
the final fricative element will not be voiced in either case.

In intervocalic position the terms ‘voiceless’ and ‘voiced’ which
characterize the two sets of consonants in rows 1 and 2 can be in-
terpreted in general phonetic terms. The distinction is between
‘voiceless’ /p, t, tf, k/ as in capping, utter, catching, lacking, and
‘voiced’ /b, d, d3/ and /g/ as in cabby, udder, cadging and lagging.
The ‘voiced’ stops, like the ‘voiceless’ stops, tend to be articulated
very lightly when intervocalic before an unstressed syllable—or indeed,
like the ‘voiceless’ stops are realized by an articulation which falls
just short of being a stop. In the following examples this ‘weak’ stop,
or phonetic non-stop, is shown followed by [*]:

labour /lerbs/ [le1b*3]
seeding  /sidig/  [sid*ip]
wagging  /wegiy/  [weg*in]

The fricatives

The fricatives, like the stops, are divided into sets which are fre-
quently labelled ‘voiceless’ and ‘voiced’.

‘voiceless’ f 0 s S (row Z)
‘voiced’ v o} zZ 3 (row Zi)

Initially the main difference between the two sets is that the
‘voiceless’ member of each pair is realized as longer and more frica-
tive than its ‘voiced’ congener. Thus in fie, vie and thigh, thy the
initial /f/ and /8/ are held longer and are more fricative than the
comparatively non-fricative /v/ and /&/ which are briefly and laxly
articulated with little, if any, audible friction. The contrast between
/s/ and /z/ as in sip and zip is even more striking as the relatively
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long and hissing /s/ contrasts with the shorter, much less fricative,
/z/. There is of course no contrast between /J/ and /3/ initially since
/3/ never occurs initially. /f/ initially has strong ‘hushing’ friction.
The ‘voiced’ set may have whisper during the constriction which
develops into voice as the stricture opens into the following vowel.
The initial onset of the stricture is not voiced. Thus we might nar-
rowly transcribe these ‘voiced’ fricative onsets thus:

veal il [fvial]
those [Bauz/ [685uz]
Z00 [zu/ [szu]

In this respect the ‘voiced’ fricatives are just like the ‘voiced’ stops—
there is never a voiced onset to the constriction in initial position.

In word final position the fricatives again have something in com-
mon with the stops. The main distinguishing feature of
‘voicelessness’ and ‘voice’ lies in the length of the preceding vowel,
There is of course no question of the ‘voiceless’ fricative being
preceded by ‘tight’ voicing and a glottal stop, but the vowel is still
comparatively short. Again there is more friction in the realization of
the ‘voiceless’ fricatives and they are longer than the ‘voiced’ ones.
There may be very slight voicing in the final ‘voiced’ fricatives but,
like the stops, they are released as phonetically voiceless—in the case
of the fricatives like voiceless fricatives. Thus the contrast cease, seize—
/sis/, /siz/ is not phonetically realized as [siis], [siiz’] as is
sometimes supposed, but as [sis], [siizs]. Here are examples of the
fricative pairs:

safe  save [self/ [serv/ [seif] [ser:vf]
teeth teethe (v) /6 15/ [66]  [t:56]
mace maize /meis/ /meiz/ [mers]  [mer:zs]

rush  rouge fraf/ fruz/ [raf] [ru:3f]

Once again this transcription is slightly misleading in that it suggests
that affer the long vowel one has to produce two consecutive segments
in order to articulate a ‘voiced’ fricative—in fact there is only one and
that is like a very weak version of the ‘voiceless’ fricative—certainly for
those students who have a tendency to produce a voiced vowel after
a final ‘voiced’ fricative a valuable exercise is to learn to expect a
‘voiceless’ fricative instead.

Intervocalically the main difference between the two sets of frica-
tives lies in the presence of voicing in the ‘voiced’ -set and in the
greater friction in the ‘voiceless’ set.
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2.3 The vowels of English

The vowels of English are dealt with very briskly in this section. This
is because a very complete and detailed description is available in
Gimson {1962). I am, however, going to take advantage of this short
section to mention in detail some points about specific vowels which
are sometimes overlooked by teachers of English. The following table
shows the vowel phonemes of English:

TABLE 3*

A B C D
1 I i ju 12
2 e el ed
3 x al au a
4 D J1 QU )
5 U u U9
6 A
7 3 3

This table is not arranged according to the fine detail of phonetic
pronunciation. I have chosen to group together vowels which have a
similar distribution and they are arranged in classes whose members
behave in similar ways in the stream of speech (cf. 4.4).

Column A shows the basic vowel series, sometimes referred to as
the ‘short’ vowels, but since they are of varying lengths and (/&/
especially) are frequently longer than some of the so-called ‘long’
vowels, we shall not use these general categories here. The basic
vowel series is exemplified in the following words:

/Yy pit
/e[ pet

[x/ pat

o/ pot

Ju/ put

/A putt/cut
/a/ apart

* Where I wish to indicate that a diphthong is realized phonetically as long, I put
the length marker [:] after the complete diphthongal symbol. This does not imply
that it is only the ‘second part’ of the diphthong which is lengthened, since I take
the diphthong to be an unanalysable whole during which the tongue is constantly
in motion. The length symbol indicates that the whole diphthong is lengthened

with the relative balance of weight over the diphthong remaining as it is in its
unlengthened form.
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These vowels all share the distributional characteristic that none of
them can appear in a stressed monosyllable that is not closed by a
consonant—in all examples above, each stressed monosyllable is closed
by the consonant /t/. The final vowel /3/ can only occur in un-
stressed syllables. This series is also distinguished by the fact that
the only vowels which can precede /n/ appear in it—the vowels in sing,
sang, song and sung. (There is also a rare occurrence of /e/ as in
length.)

The only vowel of this series that I want to make a particular com-
ment on is /&/. It is not sufficiently realized that this vowel is quite
long in modern English. It is strikingly longer than /i or /e/, for
instance. Before voiced consonants it is often diphthongized as in
[baad], bad.

Column B shows the front closing vowels:

i beat, bee
/er/  bait, bay
/al/  bite, buy
/oy boil, boy

The degree of closeness of the front closing depends on the degree
of closeness of the first part of these complex segments. Thus the
first vowel, /i/, may be equally close throughout, but /51/ will end
in a much more open quality. In all these vowels there is more weight
in the first part than in the second and the tongue shape keeps on
changing.

/i/ is a close, front, unrounded vowel, a good deal closer and more
front that /i/. It may sometimes be marginally longer than /i/ but
this is not a consistent feature and, compared with the other vowels
in columns B, C and D, /i/ must be considered a ‘short’ vowel.
Before a ‘voiceless’ consonant /i/ is realized as short and with un-
varying quality. Before ‘voiced’ consonants and in open syllables, as
in bead, bee, [i/ is realized with a diphthongal quality beginning from
a more open position and rising to the close, front position.

In slow, explicit, ‘idealized’ speech, all of these vowels share the
characteristic that, if they are immediately followed by another vowel
the front closing is often realized as a slight [j] glide thus:

being /bitn/ [bi'tp]

baying foeny/  [behp)
buying foany/  [ba'ip]
buoying  /boug/  [bolig]

The closeness of stricture for the [j] depends on the closeness of the
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starting point of the vowel so it is closer following /i/ and more open
following /a1/.

Column C contains the back closing vowels:

fiv/ cute, new
/av/  shout, now
Jou/  boat, no

N/ boot, do

/iw/ is treated as a single phonological unit in this description for
two reasons. First, we find /ju/ functioning in morphological alter-
nation to a single unit, /A/, in pairs like punitive and punish (a
relationship which is clearly borne out by the orthographic convention
in this case) and in general, in morphologically unrelated pairs like
cute [kjut/ and cut [kat/. Secondly, we find that the sequence /ju/
has a normal distribution for a vowel, in that it can occur following
most consonants. If this item is analysed as consonant /j/ plus vowel
/u/ we have to explain the curious distributional constraint which
allows only the vowel /u/ to follow a sequence consonant plus /j/ as
in pew /pju/, few /fju/ and queue /kju/. Why do we not find */kjz/,
*/pia/,*/fio/?

/ju/ starts with the front of the tongue in a close position and then,
like a wave, the front of the tongue is depressed and the back of the
tongue rises to close position. The prominence is on the last element
(which is why this is sometimes analysed as a sequence approximant
/i/ + vowel /u/). The lips move from unrounded to close, rounded.

Ju/ is a close, back, rounded vowel, closer and with the lips much
more tightly rounded than /u/. It may occasionally be longer but the
qualitative difference of tongue height and lip posture is much more
striking. Before ‘voiceless’ consonants it is of unvarying quality, but
before ‘voiced’ consonants and in open syllables the tongue rises to
a closer position, as in food and two.

When any of these vowels is immediately followed by another

vowel in slow, formal speech the back closing is followed or realized
by a slight [w] glide:

queueing  /kjuig/ [kju“p]
bowing  /bauiy/ [ba%1n]
snowing  /snauln/ [sno¥in]
doing /duig/ [du™n]

Most of the words containing the vowels in column D have an r in
the spelling which is of course pronounced in ‘r’-pronouncing ac-
cents of English. When the r occurs in the spelling immediately
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before a vowel the r is pronounced in RP. The following examples
show:

(a) words which have a final r
(b) the final r being followed by a vowel

(¢) examples of words which are pronounced with the relevant
vowel in RP but which have no r in the spelling:

1 2 3
/15/ hear hearing idea
Jed/ air airing —
Ja/ tar tarring calm, path, ah, laugh
Jo/ core coring caught, law, talk
Jua/ tour touring fluent
/3/ purr purring colonel

/e begins with the front of the tongue in half-open position. The
front is depressed as the centre of the tongue rises to just about half-
open position. The prominence is on the first element of this
diphthong. There is a strong tendency, especially among younger
speakers, for this vowel to be realized as a long, half-open front
vowel, especially before ‘voiced’ consonants and in word final pos-
ition as in cared, bear, [e3/ thus follows the pattern already established
by the simplification of /ar/ and /or/, through /as/ and /59/, to /a/
and /5/. So /er/ to /ea/ yields [e:].

/o/ is realized as a half-open, back vowel with considerable
protrusion of the corners of the mouth and pouting of the lips. It is
a type of rounding that shows the inner side of the lips, rather than
the type involving tight closure of the lips round a tiny central space
as for /u/. It is a very long vowel. Some speakers, especially in the
London area, realize this with slight diphthongization as [03]. For
those who have difficulty in distinguishing /o/ and /5/ the simplest
distinction may be made in terms of the very much more marked
pouting rounding for /o/ and its much greater length.

/u3/ begins with the back of the tongue in half-close position, then
this lowers as the centre rises to between half-open and half-close.
This phoneme is rapidly disappearing in the speech of younger RP
speakers as it merges with /5/. For such speakers the examples given
above would be realized as /to/ and /flont/ respectively. Even though
for many such speakers some isolated lexical items appear to retain
Jua/~—moor is such a one—these items remain as fossilized forms—/ua/
for all practical purposes does not exist as a phoneme in the speech of
many younger RP speakers.
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When any vowels in this column are followed immediately by a
vowel in a second syllable, the two vowels are normally separated by
an [r] glide when there is an r in the spelling:

hearing  /hiorig/  [hr’rip]

airing Jearin/  [e’rin]

tarring Jtarig/ [tarip]

coring fkoriy/  [korip]

touring  /tuarig/  [turig] or /toarig/ [torip]
purring  /pariy/  [parip]

When there is no 7 in the spelling, the speaker has a choice:

(a) pronouncing the liasion as though there were an r in the spell-
ing, yielding idea of [a1dr’rov], law and order [loranado)

(b) interrupting the vowel sequence with a glottal stop: [aidia?pv],
[15?anods]

(c) introducing a [w] glide if the vowel concerned has strong lip
rounding: [lowanods]

(d) allowing the two vowels to coalesce into one vowel: [lo:nodal.

Some speakers make use of this last option even when there is an r
in the spelling, so one may hear far away realized as [faiweI].

2.3.1 The transcription of vowels

There are many different transcriptions of English available (cf.
Abercrombie, 1964a). I have preferred not to use the most widely
known, that of Daniel Jones’ English Pronouncing Dictionary, because
I have found the use of the length symbol for the vowels especially
in pairs like /it/. /i/; /ut/, /u/ misleading for many foreign students.
They tend to interpret the length symbol as indicating length
wherever it occurs, even before ‘voiceless’ consonants. This means
that the essential contrast of vowel length before ‘voiceless’ and
‘voiced’ consonants is obscured. I have used instead a slightly
modified version of the transcription used in A Dictionary of Contem-
porary English (1978) (see Table 1 on page 21). This avoids the use

of the length mark and introduces as few exotic symbols as is
practicable.

2.4 The ‘ideal’ syllable and the ‘ideal’ word

One of the most striking differences between slow colloquial pronunci-
ation and informal speech lies in the way the structure of syllables
and words is simplified and altered in informal speech. In this section
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we shall, very briefly, discuss some of the constraints on the structure
of syllables and words in slow colloquial pronunciation. In Chapter
4 we shall see how these constraints may be modified in informal
speech.

There are constraints on the sequences of consonants which can

occur initially in monosyllabic words. We shall state some of the more
obvious constraints* here (see Table 1, p. 21):

(@) no member of any column may cluster with its own ap-
proximant—so we may find twist, dwell, quick, swifi, thwack but
not *t-, *dl-, *01-; pray, bray, fray, tray, drown, throw, shrick,
crow, grow but not *sr-,

(b) no member of column D may cluster except /f/ with /1/ as
in shriek.

(¢) /m/ and /n/ may only cluster with /s/ as in smear and sneer.
/u/ does not occur initially.

(d) /s/ may precede any member of row 1 except /tf/— see point (b);
all members of row 4 except /j/'—see point (b)—and /r/ see point
(a); /m/ and /n/—see point (c); and /f/ in rare Greek borrow-
ings like sphere.

(e) all three term clusters must begin with /s/, have a ‘voiceless’
stop as the second member (i.e. /p, t, k/) and an approximant

(as allowed by point (a) above) as third member, for example
split, straight, squirt.

Many other constraints on the structure of monosyllables could be
stated.

If we examine the structures of polysyllabic words we will find that
it is possible to analyse any sequence of consonants which we find
medially in a word into two parts, the first of which may occur as
the final cluster in a monosyllabic word and the second of which may
occur as the initial cluster in a monosyllabic word. However, if we
listen carefully to how English speakers divide up words we may find
that they produce phonetic forms which do not conform to the
regularity I have just stated. We may find words divided up phoneti-
cally in ways which our analysis does not allow: e.g. meadow with the
division /me/ + /dou/, butler with the division /ba/ + /tlo/, pixie
with the division /p1/ + /ks1/. In all of these examples the first syl-

* For a full description of phonotactic possibilities, see Gimson (2nd edition,
1970, paragraph 9.08).

 Note that in this analysis the sequence /sju/ as in pseudonym is analysed as
consonant /s/ plus vowel /ju/.
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lable contains one of the ‘basic’ vowel series which, it is usually
claimed, can only occur in a syllable closed by a consonant. In the
second and third examples the second syllable begins with the se-
quences /tl/ and /ks/ respectively, sequences which are excluded by
the regularities we have stated. In order not to be confused by the
apparent conflict between some of the data that we may observe and
some of the regularities that we have stated we need to make it very
clear that there are two different levels of statement here. The state-
ment of the regularities governing the structure of monosyllabic and
polysyllabic words in English is made at an idealized, phonological
level. It is a statement of the same sort of level as the one where we
listed the phonemes of English. It asserts that there will not be intro-
duced into English, words which have initial clusters like t-, pt-,
ml-, or final clusters like -lzg, -bdg, -kf®, or medial sequences like
-mrsg-, -sfsf-, -pbw-. The syllable at this level of description is
conceived of as the unit of distribution of phonemes. We might coin
the term ‘distributional syllable’ for it.

We need however to be able to appeal to a notion of syllable when
we are describing phonetic performance. [ shall call the syllable at
this level of description the ‘phonetic syllable’. We can say then that
the word butler which can be analysed into the distributional syllables
/bat/ + /la/ may be realized by a speaker by the sequence of
phonetic syllables /ba/ + /tla/. It may of course also be realized by
some speakers, or indeed the same speaker on another occasion, as
the sequence of phonetic syllables /bat/ + /la/ where the phonetic
syllables are in a very direct relationship with the distributional syl-
lables. In Chapter 4 we will encounter many examples of data where
the phonetic syllable differs markedly from the distributional syllable.
Even in slow formal speech we will find that individuals differ in the
way they divide up the phonetic syllables of polysyllabic words. Con-
sider the word extraordinary. In very explicit speech it may have six
syllables divided like this: /ek/ + /stro/ + /o/ + /di/ + /no/ +
/r/. (There may well be some local disagreement about how these
phonetic syllable boundaries are assigned—1 simply spoke the word as
I might over a noisy telephone wire and found that, on this occasion,
this is how I divided it) But very commonly, and still in formal
speech it may be pronounced with five phonetic syllables—/1k/ + /stro/
+ /dif + /n3/ + /ri/—or even four—/1k/ + /stro/ + /din/ + /r/.
We know very little about the principles by which people divide words
into phonetic syllables. Many individuals seem to prefer to divide
words into a sequence of phonetic syllables which are not closed by
a consonant, yielding a preferred structure consonant-vowel + con-
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sonant-vowel + consonant-vowel—as in my pronunciation of
extraordinary discussed above. Where this preference would give rise
to phonetic consonant sequences which are prohibited within the dis-
tributional syllable, most speakers seem to prefer a solution which
yields a sequence in the phonetic syllable which is allowed in the
distributional syllable. Thus spanking will tend to be realized as
/spen/ + /[kig/ rather than as /spa&/ + /pkin/, dumpling as /dam/
+ /plig/ rather than as /da/ + /mplig/ and acted as /=k/ + /ud/
rather than as /&/ + /ktid/. However, as we have already observed
in discussing possible realizations of butler and pixie, some speakers
will produce phonetic syllables which do not conform to the con-
straints stated for the distributional syllables. It seems probable that,
at the phonetic level, some syllable initial sequences which are
prohibited at the distributional level are less likely than others. It is
quite usual to find initial sequences of /t/ or /d/ + /I, and
‘voiceless’ stops followed by /s/ as in extra—/e/ + [kstro/.

People sometimes suggest that wherever possible they will make
the phonetic syllable break coincide with a morpheme boundary.
This suggestion seems very plausible in words like football, ice-cream
and mousetrap. However, the tendency to produce phonetic syllables
of a consonant-vowel structure may be more important than the mor-
pheme boundary in forms like nosey and mworthless which are likely to
be realized phonetically as /nau/ + /zi/ and /w3/ + /Blas/. 1 think
the influence of morpheme boundaries in determining phonetic syl-
labification is very weak compared with that of the preference for
consonant-vowel structured syllables. One might also point to the
common usage in the furniture trade of referring to wardrobes as
drobes.

Let us briefly summarize the main points made in this section:

(a) The distributional syllable conforms to very strict constraints
on consonant and vowel sequences.

(b) Any sequence of consonants within a polysyllabic word must
be capable of being divided in such a way that some of the
consonants can be assigned to an acceptable distributional syl-
lable final cluster and the rest can be assigned to an acceptable
distributional syllable initial cluster.

(¢) Constraints on phonetic syllables are less stringent than those
that operate at the distributional level. (Further discussion of
this point may be found in 4.2.)



3 The function of rhythm

3.1 The rhythmic structure of English

Every language has its own characteristic rhythm and one of the most
difficult areas to master of the spoken form of a foreign language is
that of rhythm. The rhythm is part of the general look of how the
speakers of their language speak it. It is intimately bound in with the
whole muscular setting which characterizes the speakers of different
languages—the way the head is held and moved during speech, the way
the lower jaw and tongue are held in relation to the upper jaw, the
great variety of bodily movement of different kinds which help us to
identify speakers of different languages even without hearing them
speak. It takes a great deal of confidence to be able to put aside the
identifying muscular characteristics of one’s own language and adopt
those of another, and very few teaching programmes will find time
to try to teach students to master anything so difficult. It is however
essential that students should be encouraged to be aware of these
characteristics. This is because rhythm in English is not just
something extra, added to the basic sequence of consonants and
vowels, it is the guide to the structure of information in the spoken
message.

We will begin by discussing what rhythm #s and then go on to
discuss its function. The rhythm of English is based on the contrast
of stressed and unstressed syllables. If you watch an English speaker
talking you will be able to see, without hearing what he is saying,
where the stressed syllables are. All the big muscular movements that
he makes are in time with the stressed syllables. When he waves his
arms, nods his head, puts his foot down, raises his eyebrows, frowns,
opens his jaw more widely, purses his lips; all this is done in time
with the rhythm of speech. This is of course hardly surprising. All
human physical activity which is extended in time tends to be rhyth-
mical activity—breathing, running, walking, sewing, knitting,
swimming, pecling potatoes for example. The rhythm may not be
absolute, some ‘strokes’ may be missing and some may be mistimed
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but there is a sense in which all these activities can get into ‘a rhyth-
mical swing’. Speech is just like these other activities. There is a
tendency for a rhythm to be established in speech. The rhythmic beat
in English is the stressed syllable. These beats will coincide with
other muscular beats of the body. This unity of bodily rhythm and
speech rhythm is particularly clearly seen in the case of the stutterer
who, when he gets stuck on an articulation, may enlarge some other
muscular rhythm—nod his head or tap with his foot—in trying to
re-establish the speech rhythm.

The stressed syllables and their accompanying muscular move-
ments elsewhere in the body will tend to occur at roughly equal
intervals of time but just as in other human activities, swimming for
instance, some beats will be slightly early, some slightly late and some
may be missing altogether. The more organized the speech the more
rhythmical it will be. Thus, in general, prose read aloud by a fluent
reader has a much more obvious rhythm than conversational speech
which may be full of pauses and false starts. Very fluent speakers,
who can organize their thoughts well in advance of actually uttering
them, also establish a far more obvious rhythm than those who have
to search for the right word and keep trying to refine a thought while
in the middle of expressing it. So we can say that there is a tendency
to establish a rhythm. The rhythmic beat will consist of stressed syl-
lables. Any unstressed syllables occurring between the stressed
syllables will be compressed as far as possible in order to allow the
next stressed syllable to come on the regular beat. In the following
example each stressed syllable is underlined:

The electricity board stated that they would be obliged to
consider the reintroduction of power cuts.

This example was read in the manner shown here by a radio news
reader. Now it is quite clear that the stressed syllables are not divided
by an equal number of unstressed syllables. We can show this by

representing the stressed syllables by capital As and the unstressed
syllables by small as:

aagAaaAAaaaaacAaaAaaAaaAaaAacA

You will notice that there is a fairly strong Aaa pattern in this sen-
tence. All the examples of Aaa can be expected to be of pretty much
the same length, so the sequences
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tricity

bliged to con
sider the
reintro
duction of

set a strong rhythmic pattern in this sentence. What happens then
when there is a sequence of two stressed syllables, of A4 as in board
sta(ted)? The answer is that the first of the A syllables will be
stretched in time, not, certainly, so that it takes up as much time as
Aaa but, still, it is longer than it would have been if it had been
immediately followed by an unstressed syllable. What happens to the
sequence of six 4 syllables is even more dramatic—they are squashed
closely together in time so that they are heard as an acoustic blur
rather than a series of six separate syllables. We shall talk more about
what happens to such syllables in the next chapter. The point to
notice here is the following. Any speaker (or any writer if we are
considering reading aloud) will set up a dominant rhythmic foor. In
the sentence above, and indeed throughout the whole of the news
broadcast that this sentence was abstracted from, the dominant foot
was of the pattern Aaa,—stress, unstress, unstress. The beat comes on
the A and then there is a space for the a4. However not every foot
will be of this structure—some feet, as we have seen, may be of the
structure A, some of the structure Agaaaaa. Any deviation from the
Aaa foot structure will throw the beat off for a moment but then it
will briefly re-emerge, be lost again, re-emerge and so on. You may
wonder why I choose to state the foot pattern as Aaa rather than a4a
or aaA. The reason is that if we have a sequence like tricity board
stated it is board that gets stretched in time, not sta(ted). (For a
discussion of the foot structure of English see Abercrombie, 1964b).

3.1.1 Stressed and unstressed syllables

The face of the speaker will always give a visual clue to the stressed
syllables. Even an impassive speaker who has very few obvious ex-
traneous movements while he is speaking will make larger gestures
with his jaw and lips in producing the initial consonants and the
vowels of stressed syllables than in producing unstressed syllables.
Stressed syllables are sometimes said to be produced with more
‘force’ than unstressed syllables. Experiments have shown that there
is no single variable which is always present in stressed syllables and
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is not present in unstressed syllables. ‘Force’ must be interpreted in
a very general way. Some syllables which are perceived as stressed
are louder than the surrounding unstressed syllables but sometimes
there is no measurable difference of loudness. Some stressed syl-
lables are spoken on a higher pitch than surrounding unstressed
syllables—but a sudden dramatic drop in pitch may have the effect of
marking a stressed syllable. Any syllable on which the pitch of the
voice moves perceptibly—whether the pitch rises or falls—will be per-
ceived as stressed. Any syllable which is markedly longer than the
surrounding syllables will also be perceived as stressed. (From the
point of view of teaching production of stress, length is the variable
that most students find easiest to control, and is a reliable marker of
stress. Speakers of languages where each syllable is roughly equal in
length would do well to practise producing English stressed syllables
with a count of two on each stress as against one on unstressed
syllables.)

One valuable guide to learning to distinguish stressed from un-
stressed syllables is the degree of explicitness of articulation of the
syllable. In a stressed syllable the initial consonant(s) and the vowel
will be comparatively clearly enunciated whereas in an unstressed
syllable the consonants may be very weakly enunciated and the vowel
very obscure. It is important to realize that this is a feature of slow
colloquial speech just as much as it is of informal speech. This is
another area in which the dilemma of the teacher who is teaching
foreign students to speak English is particularly apparent. On the one
hand he knows quite well that there are unstressed syllables in
English—every text book writes about them and every pronouncing dic-
tionary marks the stressed syllable and leaves the unstressed syllables
unmarked. On the other hand he is anxious to offer the most ex-
plicitly pronounced model for his students to copy. This frequently
results in very little distinction being made between the pronunciation
of stressed and unstressed syllables in the model that the students
are offered. The unstressed syllables in such models are just as
clearly pronounced as the stressed syllables—the only difference be-
tween them lies in pitch, loudness and length. This is a particularly
unfortunate model since it is a model of spoken English which is
never spoken fo native English speakers by native English speakers.
It is spoken exclusively to foreigners. The trouble is not simply that
it is not a model of natural English, but that it accustoms students
to listen for a set of segmental clues which will be denied them when
they come to listen to English native speakers speaking naturally.
Constant exposure to this sort of ‘spoken English’ means that stu-
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dents find it quite impossible to understand normal spoken English.
They do not learn to rely on the structural information given them
by the rhythm of speech but rely instead upon clear and distinct
pronunciation of all vowels and consonants.

In slow colloquial English, just as much as in informal English,
the consonants and vowels of unstressed syllables are less explicitly
pronounced than those of stressed syllables. Unfortunately this is a
‘more or less’ statement. It is impossible to say that all unstressed
syllables will lose such and such a characteristic which a stressed
syllable will not lose. We are again talking in terms of tendencies.
All things being equal, the following tendencies will be observed:

(a) Stops which are initial in stressed syllables will be pronounced
with a moment of firm closure which completely obstructs the
airstream. ‘Voiceles