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USING THE ENGLISH PHONETIC ALPHABET



ENGLISH PHONETICS

The English language is fundamentally dependent on its phonetics. That means, phonetics plays an important
role in determining the right form of the morphologic sentence elements, and even in deciding on the
meaning of our messages. In addition, as a branch of grammar, phonetics helps pronouncing the English
words correctly, and the foreign one as well.

The globalization of our world comes with increased information exchange form one language to another;
because English is “the” dominant international language, this also implies that foreign names need to be
translated into English phonetic sounds appropriately. Pronouncing foreign names correctly is a matter of
consideration, respect, and it shows good knowledge/control of phonetics, and of grammar.

The structure employed to present this part is:
PH1: English Sounds

PH2: Vowels

PH3: Semi-Vowels

PH4: Consonants

PHS: Diphthongs and Triphthongs

PH6: Pronouncing Foreign Names

PH1: ENGLISH SOUNDS

Considering its phonetics, English is particularly difficult to master due to the following aspects.

1. The greatest problem in English is, words are pronounced differently compared to their written
Jorm. There are words having one written form, though two different pronunciations, (“the apple”;
“the man”), and there are words written differently, only they are pronounced the same: (“I like to read
books”; “I got rid of all books™). In addition, there are words having the same form and the same
pronunciation, but they take different meanings: (“I like to flv”; “the fly was terribly annoying”). In
other words, English has plenty of “multiple” and “implicit’ meanings.

2. English lacks sounds specific to other languages. There are very many known languages (existing,
dead, and artificial languages) and they employ an incredible variety of sounds. However, with little
efforts, and knowing the phonetic alphabet, all foreign sounds may be translated acceptably into
English sounds.

3. English has a few particular “English sounds”. Despite the fact that English is a Latin-roots
language, it has unique and specific sounds. Those particular English sounds form the so called
“British accent”, and they are quite difficult to pronounce for all ESL students. English phonetics
helps a lot the ESL students, except it needs to be “translated” into sounds specific to each foreign
language. Note that the phonetics notions presented in this part are not sufficiently developed,
therefore additional, more adequate references are strongly encouraged.

4. Same written letters may have up to seven or eight different pronunciations. Although there are
some general rules of pronouncing the English words correctly, the number of exceptions is so great



38

that the best approach is to learn each word according to its phonetic translation.

The English alphabet contains 26 letters: they are pronounced as 36 “basic sounds”, and 47 “phonetic
sounds” (a phonetic sound may group several basic sounds). In order to use English appropriately, ESL
students and native speakers as well need to know the phonetic alphabet. “Phonetic symbols” correspond to
the basic phonetic sounds, and they are always written within square brackets. For example, the phonetic
sound [e] is the letter (and the sound) “e” from: “fen” “seven”, “error”, “lemon’.

2

The following set of definitions explains a few phonetic notions which are further needed in this book, in
Morphology part.

A “phonetic sound” is a distinct phonetic unit. Phonetic sounds are grouped in:
Al. “basic sounds”: vowels, semi-vowels, consonants;,
A2. “complex sounds”: diphthongs, triphthpongs.

“"Syllable” is a group of phonetic sounds pronounced naturally together, and containing
at least one vowel, or a semi-vowel. Generally, a syllable groups a few consonants
around one or more vowels.

"Words” are formed from one or more phonetic syllables; therefore, they are further
subcategorized as being: “monosyllable” or “"polysyllable”.

“"Phoneties” is the part of linguistics dealing with pronouncing the words of a
language. In English, words are pronounced differently than their written form,
therefore, phonetics becomes automatically a sub-branch of the English grammar needed
to communicate (orally and in writing) meanings/ideas correctly.

Note that the symbols used to represent phonetic sounds in this book are the ones used in most international
grammar books and dictionaries; however, in many publications phonetic symbols are written differently
(particularly in N. America). Now, in order to identify the 36 phonetic symbols correctly, the method of “the
analog comparison of the well-known words” is highly recommended. The analog comparison method is
used a lot in English, therefore it is described in the following pages.

English phonetics differentiates the sounds as being: basic sounds, and compound (or complex) sounds.
Further, the basic English sounds are: vowels, semi-vowels, and consonants. Vowels are ample, resonant
sounds produced by the open or semi-open mouth. There are 12 vowels in English, and they are presented in
details in the coming sections. Consonants are buffered sounds produced by an almost closed mouth, or
while opening it. There are 22 English consonants, and they are further divided into “pulmonic” and “non-
pulmonic”. Semi-vowels are only 2 sounds: they have characteristics common to both vowels and
consonants.

Complex sounds are grouped in diphthongs and triphthongs. Diphthongs are groups of two vowels/semi-
vowels pronounced together. English works with 9 diphthongs. There are only 2 triphthongs in English: they
are groups of three vowels/semi-vowels pronounced together. The following chart presents graphically the
structure of the English sounds.

PHONETICS
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CHART PH1: THE STRUCTURE OF THE ENGLISH SOUNDS
| PHONETICS 'BASIC SOUNDS

Particularly important in phonetics is the accent, marked by a reverse apostrophe ahead of the accentuated
syllable. A few instances of accentuated syllables are highlighted in the following example.

MARKING NATURAL PHONETIC ACCENT

John -——> [Ydzan]

three apples ——> B0t et

Sit down, please. == [sit Ydaun pli:zz]
I see Jane. —=> fai="siz ‘dzein]

The clock 1s ticking. ——> [6s “klok iz “tikin]

In a sentence, natural phonetic accent stresses the most important sentence elements: nouns, main verbs,
some adjectives, some adverbs, some pronouns, and numerals.

PH2: VOWELS

Particular to English is, the vowel sounds have ample, harmonic resonance, and they have great frequency in

words. It appears that English is one of the best suited languages for singing songs, due to its particular,
melodious phonetics.

As mentioned, there are 12 vowels in English, but the difficult aspect is, there are many written letters
representing one and the same vowel sound. In order to identify a vowel sound correctly (or any other
sound), the analog comparison of the well-known words method is employed, which is specific to English.

This method uses a few usual words, all having the same sound embedded, in order to help identifying the
written forms (the letters) a particular sound could take.

The following table lists all vowel symbols accompanied by a few instances of usual words, each having the
corresponding vowel sound embedded.

PHONETICS
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TABLE PH2: VOWEL SOQOUNDS

cup, sun, some, shut, cover, color, Canada, supper, sum

[a:] (strong form) large, dark, sharp, garden, part, car, are

[8] a4, an, the, of, cover, other, labor, letter, finger
[8:]or[3:] (strong form) first, girl, person, her, fur, learn, sir

[] apple, cat, lamp, jam, that, fat, bad, sand, man, Ann

[i] dspinmtla; tinger, ring, dndex, It, J47L, they, Juicy

[1:] (strong form) see, street, tree, sea, eat, leave, three, the

[0] Tom, on, dog, ox, lost, spot, clock, not, pop, knot, watch

[0:] (strong form) George, tall, door, your, for, horse

[u] book, look, full, put, good, do, pudding, inteo, room

[u:] (strong form) moon, two, roof, blue, Jjuicy, Juliet, too

[e] red, end, question, seven, ten, lemon, error, let, shell

In Table PH2, phonetic vowels correspond to the letters in bold type—and they are quite different
sometimes. Further references to the written form of the vowels are made in Morphology, part two in this
book. Very important is, in written form vowels are represented by the letters: “g, e, i, o, u”. Another
remarkable morphological aspect is, vowels can Jorm syllables alone, or accompanied by consonants.

PH3: SEMI-VOWELS

There are only two semi-vowel sounds, and they have a double character: of a vowel, and of a consonant.
However, in most instances semi-vowels behave as vowels do. The following table lists the two semi-
vowels.

TABLE PH3: SEMI-VOWEL SOUNDS

‘fjjl4 you, your, yes, student, yellow, few, nephew, Indian
[w] with, white, window, week, word, watch, one, we, what ;:

Semi-vowels also can form syllables (alone or accompanied by consonants). In written form, semi-vowels
are represented by: “y” and “w”.

PH4: CONSONANTS

Not all English consonants are equal, phonetically (and functionally), because they are produced in different
ways. Accordingly, consonants are grouped in: pulmonic, and non-pulmonic. Further, each group is sub-
categorized into many subgroups. However, in this book consonants are presented summarily, as being
divided only in pulmonic and non—pulmonic because this division is needed in part 2, Morphology. The
following table presents the group of pulmonic consonants.

PHONETICS
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TABLE PH4.1: THE GROUP OF PULMONIC CONSONANTS

‘ , girl, full, leg, learn, loyal
16 [x] red, roof, bright, garage, ring, error, street, bravo
17 | [3] pleasure, vision, rouge
18 | [d3] June, large, jam, Jane, juicy, John, jade, garage
19 [8] the, with, this, other, brother, that, those, though
20 [n] ring, finger, king, charming, playing, thing, sing
21 | [b] bad, bench, but, Bulgaria, bun, big, bag, bait, bald
22 [d] did, duck, Denmark, Danube, Denver, dent, dig, deny, depart
25 [g] goat, grammar, give, gossip, gray, garment, -gap, gross, egqg
24;3 [v] voice, wector, victory, vortex, veal, veggie, vehicle
7 [z] zoo, zeal, zeta, zinc, zero, zeppelin, xylene, Xerox
26 [m] man, marine, Maine, minor, mercury, my, mean, must, name
> [n] no, neither, new, neglected, nod, nothing, nor, neck
NOTE
The consonant [8] is a unique sound specific to English.

The non—pulmonic group of consonants is presented in the following table.

TABLE PH4.2: THE GROUP OF NON-PULMONIC CONSONANTS

sharp, short, sure, shut, Shakespeare, shock, shunt, English

LEll charming, picture, watch, question, chin, chimney

[0] mouth, three, thought, path, thick, thrust, thanks

[p] put, pen, part, pastry, ping, plum, plenty, pull, pencil

[t] tea, teacher, town, plate, Tom, tune, tent, trick, true
[k]lor[x] cat, Canberra, Canada, contract, quail, consonant, quake

[ E] fall, fungi, feel, fun, festival, France, fence, front

[s] sound, so, secret, solstice, sun, sauce, sensation

[h] hollow, hen, harbor, Hamburg, high, humble, hint, hut

NOTE
The consconant [0] is a unique sound specific to English.

In syllables, consonants are never pronounced alone: they are grouped around one or more vowels or semi-
vowels. In written form, consonants are represented by: “b, ¢, d, Se BB sl bosl Tl 0l G So il Ve X B

PHS: DIPHTHONGS AND TRIPHTHONGS

Diphthongs are two vowel sounds pronounced together; they are presented in the following table.

PHONETI€CS
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TABLE PH5.1: THE ENGLISH DIPHTHONGS

o

stay

9o, open, bone, yellow, zero, home,
mouth, town, how, now, down

boy, toy, noisy, Troilus

here, zero, beer, we’re pioneer, dear
pear, there, chair, airplane, hair
your, four, goer

poor, sure, plural, doer, sour

our, tower, flower

PH6: PRONOUNCING FOREIGN AND UNKNOWN WORDS

English may be the only Latin-roots language employing 47 distinct sounds, and that richness in phonetic
sounds should be sufficient to translate phonetically into English any foreign word. Unfortunately, things are
not that shiny. Despite the fact there are so many distinct English sounds, most of them are specific to
English, only; as a result, many foreign sounds have no English correspondent. The good news is, there are
techniques and methods of breaking and re-grouping the basic English sounds, which allow for accurate
reproduction in English of almost any foreign sound. If the readers intend to study English phonetics in
details, two prestigious Internet sites are recommended:

A. “UCL” (University College London) and;

B. “IP4” (International Phonetic Association)—their Internet addresses are listed in Bibliography

section.

Foreign names need to be translated into English using phonetic symbols for a correct pronunciation; the
same technique is used for neologisms (new words) or for little known English words. Phonetic translations
are inserted between square brackets in a few dictionaries and thesaurus books because, unfortunately, not all

of them present phonetic translations. Following are the phonetic translations of a few foreign/unknown
words.

A. READING FOREIGN NAMES

Ghethe Dakka BB
Najé Xallas

PHONETICS



