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Phonetics: The Vowels 
By michelle

English and Spanish phonemes do not correspond. Spanish has 5 vowels and English has 12 and this implies, for instance, that a Spanish listener would hear /a/ for the 3 different English vowel phonemes in “cat”, “cart” and “cut”. Look at the Daniel Jones trapeze (trapeze) and the Helwag triangle (dotted triangle), which indicate the position of the tongue in the production of vowels in English and Spanish, respectively. 

JONES’S TRAPEZE & HELWAG’S TRIANGLE superimposed
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· Vowels: 12 in English (5 in Spanish)
/ (((((((((((((((/

cart, cot, court, could, food, bead, bid, bed, bird, bat, but, again.

· Diphthongs: 8 in English (13 in Spanish)

/ ((((((((((-((((((((/. Plus an old dipthong: / (( /. 

my, day, toy, wow, show-coat, care, beer, poor; sore

· Tripthongs: 5 in English (6 in Spanish?)

/ (((((((((((((/ 

flower, mower, fire, layer, employer

· Semi-vowels: 2 in English
/ w, j / queen-question-wood, yes-beyond-yet
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	Vowel no. 1: front, closed, long

	Closest in Spanish
	í + cons. dentales, palatales: sí, china, castillo

	Allophones
	Voiceless cons. closing syll. shortens quantity, makes the i sound shorter but not as short as i! 
Examples (compare): feed – feet – fit ; seed – seat – sit ; seem – seek – sick ; each - itch

	Spelling
	Common

All ee: sleep

Most ea:* read, eat

Long e: be, these
	Less common

i: machine, police

ie:* field, piece ei: receive

ey: key - People
	Notes

ea can be /e/ too
ie can be /e/ too

Spelling rule: i before e except after c

	Minimal pairs
	been – bin

beach – bitch
	cheap – chip

leave – live
	feel – fill

feet – fit
	seat – sit

sheep – ship
	these – this

wheel – will
	heathen – hidden



	Phoneme in speech
	She dreams of green fields; She feeds these sheep cheap beans; She lives in the street ; She sees pretty things in the bin; We eat fish and chips ; Have you seen Bill’s pen?
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	Vowel no. 2: front, semi-closed, short

	Closest in Spanish
	i (posición átona): último, pitar

	Spelling
	Common: i if, sit, film

Unstressed: a language; u minute; y body, sleepy; e pretty, women
suffixes: wanted, patted, watches, boxes, James’s; prefixes: rewind, decode.
	Notes
a village;  o women;  u busy



	Minimal pairs
	bin – been

bitch - beach
	chip – cheap

live - leave
	fill - feel

fit - feet
	sit – seat

ship - sheep
	this - these

will – wheel

	
	middle – medal

miss – mess

bill - bell
	lift – left

pit - pet 
	pig – peg

built - belt
	bin – Ben - been

sit – set - seat

fill – fell - feel
	mitt – met - meat

will – well – wheel

tin – ten – teen

	Phoneme in speech
	Bill lives in a pit ; The little kitten still looks ill ; When I was in my teens I used to sleep in a big bed ; The sick children who fell are now green! 
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	Vowel no. 3: front, intermediate between semi-closed and semi-open, short

	Closest in Spanish
	e in cerro, dejar, pleito (English e is more open)

	Spelling
	Common e: egg, went, editor ; Less common: ea dead, breath, read, ie friend a any, says, said

Notes: bury, leisure

	Minimal pairs(
	tell – till ; sell – sill ; pen- pin ; N – in ; in tens – in teens

	Phoneme in speech
	We had a rest on a bench next to the Thames ; He said the TV set was wet ; She’s still sitting on her bed thinking about her friend Jean the Green Queen
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 Vowel no. 4 
	Front, intermediate between semi-open and open, short

	Closest in Spanish
	a valenciana; ≈ la a en sílabas con consonantes palatales: chanza, llano, fallo, castaña

	Allophones
	 +(voiced cons. ending syllable) →  sounds longer: cab, bad, bag

 +(voiceless cons. ending syllable) →  sounds shorter: cap, cat, back 

	Spelling
	Common

 a sat, marry, hand, ran
	Exceptions
ai plait 

	Minimal pairs
	
	had – head

bag – beg

can - Ken
	land – lend

marry – merry

pat - pet
	pan – pen

mat – met

cattle - kettle
	hat – het – hut

track – trek - truck
	bad – bed – bud

bag – beg – bug



	Phoneme in speech
	That flat is packed with back-packs (((((

	
	The rats ate the bag under the bed (((((((
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 Vowel no. 5
	Back, open, long

	Closest in Spanish
	a  de siga, lago; pronunciarla como si se fueran a hacer gárgaras.

	Allophones
	RP - a + r = ((car, farm, bark, bar, far, March, market. In US Am English, it’s also (( +  . Still, in the USA and even within the UK it is often pronounced as .
RP - a +  (= ((path, bath, calf, after, ask, grass, laugh. US Am - (

	Spelling
	Common

ar farm, artist

a (+  () father

al half, calm
	Less Common

er, ear  clerk, sergeant, heart

au aunt, laugh
	

	Minimal pairs
	((  
	jars – jazz

hard – had 
	
	path (UK) – path (US)

fast (UK) – fast (US)
	bath (UK) – bath (US)

pass (UK) – pass (US)

	
	((  (
	farce – fuss

calm – come

dark – duck
	
	mast (UK) – mast (US) – must

lark – lack - luck 

March – match – much
	bark – back – buck

heart – hat – hut

barn – ban - bun

	Phoneme in speech
	My dog barks at the larks in the park  (((((((((

	
	Have a bath in the dark and… good luck! (((((((((((((
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 Vowel no. 6
	Back, intermediate between open and semi-open, short

	Closest in Spanish
	o + r  portal, loro

	Allophones
	Open and short, it has no rounding of the lips: hot, sock.

In US Am English it is more central, so Spanish-speakers tend to hear a. This poses some problems in minimal pairs such as: 

	
	hot – hut
	stock – stuck
	lock - luck

	Spelling
	Common

All o + final consonant: dog

All ock: shock

All o + double consonant: bottle
	Less common

w, wh, qu + a: watch, what, quantity
	Exceptions

au because, sausage

ow knowledge
ou cough

	Minimal pairs
	((
	shot – shut

cop – cup
	strong – strung

long - lung
	gone - gun
	(
	(
	((
	((

	
	
	
	
	
	lock

mock

pot

cod

hot
	luck

muck

hut
	lark

mark

part

card

heart
	port

chord

	
	(((
	stock – stark

stock - stalk
	
	
	
	
	

	
	(((
	won – worn

cot - court
	spot – sport


	
	
	
	

	Phoneme in speech
	The cops shot the wrong robber ((((((((((((hot water(((((

	
	Knock at the door ((((((Stop talking (((((
What’s this muck in my coffee mug? (((((((((?
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 Vowel no. 7
	Back, intermediate between semi-open and semi-closed, long

	Closest in Spanish
	It may sound as if it were a u. Quantity here is essential.

	Allophones
	One contrasts with (.

caught – cot (?), cork – cock, sport – spot

poor, pour: some use (( instead of ((
	The other is close to the ( in could

cord, port, short, taught, daughter

off, cloth, cross: (( is possible - arrogant

	Spelling
	Common

Most or: horse

Most oar: board

All ow: saw, lawn

Most au: daughter

a  +  l: all, walk
	Less common

a: water

w, qu  +  ar: warm, quarter

oor: door, floor
our: four, court

ought + cons.: bought
	

	Minimal pairs
	((  (
	court – cot

caught – cot


	worn – won

sport - spot
	short - shot
	See (

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	((((
	pork - park

stock - stalk
	born – barn

form - farm
	

	
	(((
	short – shut

bored - bud
	bought – but

dawn - done
	

	Phoneme in speech
	I bought a horse at dawn (((((((((((

	
	Warm the lard before you pour it on the pork (((((((((((((((((

What I bought made you laugh  ((((((((((((
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 Vowel no. 8
	Back, semi-closed, short

	Closest in Spanish
	u + l, r: hurto, pulso. Spanish u goes further back and is more tense.

	Allophones
	The most common: foot, look, put, took, book.

In US Am English and RP there is no rounding of lips: good, should, could.

	Spelling
	Common

Some oo: good, book

u: put, full
	Less common

ou: could, should, would

o: woman, bosom
	

	Minimal pairs
	(((
	could – cooed

full – fool
	(( ((((
	(((
	
	foot – boot good – food
	wool - tool

	
	(((
	wood – word 

hood – heard
	took – Turk

stood – stirred
	
	
	look – lurk – Luke

pull – pearl – pool

	Phoneme in speech
	You could look at the good bull (( ((((((((((Good book ((((

	
	The full moon could turn brooks into blue words 

((f(l (m(((((((((((((((((
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 Vowel no. 9
	Back, closed, long

	Closest in Spanish
	English long u is longer and lips are not as rounded as when pronouncing Spanish u.

	Allophones
	Most genuine (( free syll. or syll. ending in voiced cons. do, lose, who, shoe, food, flu, crew

(( +(voiceless cons.) → (( sounds shorter: group, soup, hoof, coop, route, droop

u, eu, ew, ue, ui can be pronounced: (( and (  suit, duke, nuisance, mute, cute, newt.

	Spelling
	Common

Many oo: food

u: music (?)     u with final e: June, blue

Most ew: few, chew
	Less common

o: do, move, shoe

ou: soup, through

ui: juice, fruit
	Exception

eau: beautiful

	Minimal pairs
	(((
	cooed –  could

fool – full
	shoed – should


	(((

(( ((((
	
	boot – foot food – good
	tool - wool

	
	((((
	shoot – short 

drew – draw
	boot – bought


	
	
	pool – Paul – pull

fool – fall – full

	Phoneme in speech
	The fool threw the ruler in the pool (((((((((((((((((

Use my boots  (((((Blue wool  ((((((

	
	A rude cook took a wodden spoon and cooked some good food from a foolish book (((((((((((((((((((((((((
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 Vowel no. 10
	Central, intermediate between semi-open and open, short

	Closest in Spanish
	a with a velar cons.: gato, jabalí, coja, boca

	Allophones
	Some English people replace ( with ((; others with (, as a phonological regularization.

In the north of England, for many ( you get : cup, shut, cut, sun.

	Spelling
	Common

u: cup, uncle, funny, us


	Less common

o: one, mother

ou: young, trouble

ough: enough, rough
oo: blood, flood
	Exception

does

	Minimal pairs
	((
	run – ran

sung - sang 
	uncle – ankle

fun – fan
	mud – mad

some – Sam
	cup – cap – carp

but – bat  –Bart
	much – match – March

hut – hat – heart

	
	(
	money - many
	won – when
	done – den
	
	

	Phoneme in speech
	Some of us won a cup (((((((((
Lunch must be done under cover (((((((((((((((((((((((((((

	
	Sam ran to the bus (((((A sudden bang (((((
My uncle drank like a sad rat and hurt his ankle in a car park  (((((((((((((((((((((
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 Vowel no. 11
	Central, between semi-closed and semi-open, long

	Closest in Spanish
	The closest sound is Spanish e, which is actually a very different sound.

	Allophones
	In US Am English and some UK varieties, the r usually accompanying graphically this vowel is pronounced: earth /((((/.

	Spelling
	Common

All er, ir, ur + cons./ final stressed position: her, verb, prefer, fir, girl, first, fur, turn, church
	Less common

w + or: word, work

our: journey, courtesy

ear: learn, earth
	

	Minimal pairs
	(((
	bird – bed

birth – Beth
	turn – ten 

burn - Ben
	dirt – debt

word – wed
	learned – lend

heard – head
	

	
	((((
	fur – fair
	stir - stare
	her - hair
	
	

	
	((((
	stir - star
	Birth – bath
	
	
	heard – hard – had – head

hurt – heart – hat – het

	Phoneme in speech
	The cat in a jersey hurt the bird (((((((((((((((((((

	
	The world is madly turning and my heart is madly burning – wed me, Beth!  (((((((((((((((((((((((
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 Vowel no. 12
	Central, intermediate between semi-closed and semi-open, short

	Closest in Spanish
	Nothing similar. To the Spanish-speaker ear it sounds like a Sp e and in final position like an a.

	Allophones
	In a final position, it is more open: mother, daughter, cover, worker.

Linking r: When the spelling of this sound ends in r and the word following starts with a vowel, the swa closes, the r is pronounced linked to the next word: my brother and I, the farmer or the doctor, the worker is stressed.

This vowel is used for certain unstressed syllables: in about 50 function words. See “Gradation”.

	Spelling
	Any vowel can be a swa.
	
	

	Special use
	The swa never occurs in stressed positions. Therefore, it is not contrastive and cannot be presented in minimal pairs. However it is closely linked to rhythm (see 09: stress, rhythm and intonation). See “Gradation”. 

	Phoneme in speech
	A lot of the wonderful students are miserable (((((((((((((((((
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