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VOWELS – MONOPHTHONGS

Phonetics of English

VOWELS

• Vowels are the most sonorant (or intense) and 
the most audible sounds in speech. 

• They usually function as the nucleus (or core) of a 
syllable.

• The consonants that surround vowels often 
depend on them for their audibility. 

• Take the word pop for example.
• The [p]’s are heard mainly because of the way 

they affect the beginning and end of the vowel 
sound. 

VOWELS

• Ask someone to describe where the tongue is 
at the beginning of a consonant and you will 
get a concrete answer. 

• Ask someone to describe where their tongue 
is at the beginning of a vowel, and you will get 
a variety of responses. 

• It is much more difficult to give a satisfactory 
articulatory description of vowels.

VOWELS

• Vowels are sounds produced with a relatively 
open vocal tract, so they do not have a 
consonant-like point of articulation. 

• Instead, the vocal tract above the glottis acts 
as a resonator affecting the sound made by 
the vocal folds.

1. Type of articulation: vowels

VOWELS

• The shape of this resonator determines the 
quality of the vowel. 

• Since vowels are so very different from 
consonants, we have to use different 
articulatory features than those used to 
describe consonants. 

• Using a new feature system, we can create a 
chart to describe vowels. 

VOWELS

2. Manner of articulation:

– Monophthongs,

– Diphthongs,

– Triphthongs.
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MONOPHTHONGS MONOPHTHONGS

3. Part of the tongue
• The tongue can be pushed forward or pulled back 

within the oral cavity. 
• For example, in beat, the body of the tongue is 

raised and pushed forward so it is just under the 
hard palate. 

• In boot, however, the body of the tongue is in the 
back of the mouth, toward the velum. 

• The tongue is advanced or pushed forward for all 
the front vowels, and retracted or pulled back for 
the back vowels. 

MONOPHTHONGS
Front: /i:, e, æ/ + /j/

Front to central: /i/

Central: /ə, ɜː, ʌ/

Back to central: /ɑː, u/

Back: /ɔ, ɔː, uː/ + /w/

MONOPHTHONGS

4. Degree of raising the tongue

• If you repeat to yourself the vowel sounds in 
seat, set, sat, you will find that you open your 
mouth a little wider as you change from each 
sound. 

• These varying degrees of openness 
correspond to different degrees of tongue 
height: high, mid, low. 

MONOPHTHONGS

• High vowels are made with the front of the 
mouth less open because the tongue body is 
raised, or high.      

• Mid vowels are produced with an 
intermediate tongue height.

• Low vowels are pronounced with the front of 
the mouth open and the tongue lowered. 

MONOPHTHONGS
High: /i:, u:/

High to mid: /i, u/

Mid: /e, ə, ɜː, ɔː/

Low to mid: /æ, ɔ, ʌ/

Low: /ɑː/
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MONOPHTHONGS

5. Degree of tension

• Tense

• Medium

• Lax

• Vowels that are called tenseare produced 
with an extra degree of muscular effort. 

• Laxvowels lack this extra effort. 

MONOPHTHONGS

TENSE: /i:, u:, ɜː/

MEDIUM: /æ/

LAX: /i, e, ə, ɔ, ʌ, u, ɑː, ɔ:/

MONOPHTHONGS

6. Lip position

Spread

(spread-to-neutral)

Neutral

Rounded 

• Vowel quality also depends on lip position. When 
you say two, your lips are rounded. 

• For tea, however, they are unrounded. 

LIP POSITION

SPREAD: /i:/

SPREAD TO NEUTRAL: /e, ɜː/ 

NEUTRAL: /i, æ, ɑː, ʌ, ə/

ROUNDED: /u, u:, ɔ, ɔ:/

MONOPHTHONGS

7. Length

Long

Short 

Study questions

• According to the manner of articulation, how can we 
classify vowels?

• Explain the articulatory feature part of the tongue. Provide 
the classification of monophthongs according to this 
criterion.

• Explain the articulatory feature degree of raising. Provide 
the classification of monophthongs according to this 
criterion.

• Apart from the part of the tongue and the degree of 
raising, what other criteria can be used to describe and 
classify monophthongs? 

• Draw the chart representing the English monophthongs.
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Differences between the BrE and the 
AmE pronunciation

• British /ɔ/ usually corresponds to the 
American /a:/ or /ɔ:/

• British /a:/ usually corresponds to the 
American /æ/

• There are also differences in the 
pronunciation of certain suffixes, as well as 
differences in the pronunciation of particular 
words

British American

calf /kὄΈf/ /kÞf/

graph /grὄΈf/ /ὗrÞf/

giraffe /dᾎᴅ῁rὄΈf/ /dᾎᴅ῁rÞf/

half /hὄΈf/ /hÞf/

laugh /lὄΈf/ /lÞf/

staff /stὄΈf/ /stÞf/

after /ὄ̈͂Έftᴅ/ /Þ̈͂fĿtᴅr/

draft /drὄΈft/ /drÞft/

raft /rὄΈft/ /rÞft/

shaft /ώὄΈft/ /ώÞft/

bath /bὄΈɗ/ /bÞɗ/

aunt /ὄΈnt/ /Þnt/

plant /plὄΈnt/ /plÞnt/

canôt /kὄΈnt/ /kÞnt/

advantage /ᴅd῁vὄΈntὤdᾎ//ᴅd῁vÞnĿtὤdᾎ/ 

sample /῁sὄΈmp(ᴅ)l//s̈͂ÞmĿpᴅl/

example /ὤὗ῁zὄΈmp(ᴅ)l//ὤὗ῁zÞmĿpᴅl/

  British  American 

apricot /῁eὤprὤῄkὅt/ /῁Þprὤῄkᴅt/ 

schedule /ώ̈͂edjuΈl/ /῁skedᾎᴅl/ 

privacy /῁prὤvᴅsi/ /῁prὄὤvᴅsi/ 

vitamin /῁vὤtᴅmὤn/ /῁vὄὤt┤ᴅmὤn/ 

semi /῁semi/ /῁semὄὤ/ 

tomato /tᴅ̈͂mὄΈtᴅᾆ/ /tᴅ̈͂meὤt┤oᾆ/ 

vase /vὄΈz/ /veὤz/ 

fertile /῁fὒΈtaὤl/ /῁fὒrtᴅl/ 

hostile /῁hὅstaὤl/ /῁hὄstᴅl/ 

volatile /῁vὅlᴅtaὤl/ /῁vὄlᴅt┤ᴅl/ 

mobile /῁mᴅᾆbaὤl/ /῁moᾆbᴅl/ 

advertisement /ᴅd῁vὒΈtὤsmᴅnt/ /ῄÞdvᴅr῁tὄὤzmᴅnt/ 

organisation /ῄὉΈὗᴅnaὤ῁zeὤώ(ᴅ)n/ /ῄὉrὗᴅnᴅ῁zeὤώᴅn/ 

civilisation /ῄsὤvᴅlaὤ̈͂zeὤώ(ᴅ)n/ /ῄsὤvᴅlᴅ̈͂zeὤώᴅn/ 

globalisation /ῄὗlᴅᾆbᴅlaὤ῁zeὤώ(ᴅ)n/ /ῄὗlᴅᾆbᴅlὤ̈͂zeὤώᴅn/ 

 

 British  American 

lieutenant /lef῁tenᴅnt/ /lu῁tenᴅnt/ 

patriot /῁pÞtriᴅt/ /῁peὤtriᴅt/ 

premier /῁premiᴅ/ /prὤ̈͂mὤᴅr/ 

neither most often 

/῁naὤðᴅ/  

most often 

/῁niĦᴅr/ 

glacier /ὗ̈͂lÞsiᴅ/ /ὗ̈͂leὤώᴅr/ 

zebra /῁zebrᴅ/ /῁zibrᴅ/ 

Z /zed/ /zi:/ 

new /njuΈ/ /nu/ 

student /῁stjuΈd(ᴅ)nt/ /῁studᴅnt/ 
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The letter ñTò in the middle of a 

word can be pronounced like a fast 

ñDò in American English

• better

• water

• hated

• writing

• bottom

• Native

• notice

Exercises

Pronunciation and recognition of vowels
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