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The vowel sounds in English : A lack of

uniformity on transcription and number.

Sulaiman Ghaith.

ABSTRACT

The transcription of the vowel sounds in English may scem confusing 1o

an uninitiatcd phonetician. This is duc (o the fact that well-knwn phoneticians
want to account for the vowel sounds in their own dialects only. For such phon-
clicians, the nbumer of vowel sounds may not exceed twenty two. Others try 10
account for vowel sounds in their own specch and that of speakers of other dia-
lects. This always leads to variation in nbmber and symbolization. Mcrcover,
certain vowel sounds, in the process, are highlighted and others are ignored.
Some others i.c., phonclicians, employ different methods of analysis. Certain
vowel [caturcs may be accepted by one phonctician while, at the same time, re-
jected by another. This also decreascs the chances for conformity on the number
and transcription, and conscquently, the actual articulation, of the vowel sounds
in English. Modificd versions of on¢ type of symbolization or another make
such chances even slimmer. This article aims at clarifying these issues and ex-

. plaining why such diffcrences exist
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The vowel sounds in English: A lack of
uniformity on number and transcription.
Sulaiman Ghaith.

Introduction:

As instructors of English, we are sometimes
baffled by looks of amazement on the faces of our
students especially when we transcribe a word, for
pronunciation purposes, on the board. Good students
start looking at each other as if they want to say
that there is something wrong with our transcrip-
tion. Such amazement may be caused by the fact that
certain instructors may transcribe a word like nice
as [nals). Another may represent the same word as
[nays] ; a third as [n®ys] or even as [NdYys}. 1In
other words, such amazement may be due to the fact
that some instructors may be influenced by one
transcriptional system or another. It seems that
our students would even lose faith in us if we told
them that a word like obdurate could be transcribed
in eight differentrways. Moreover, textbooks, whe-
ther in phonetics or the teaching of pronunciation,

portray such confusion in their treatment of the
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vowel sounds in English. In some of such textbooks
the material and exercises are presented in such a
way that indicate that only one system of phonetic
transcription and pronunciation exists. (See 0'Con-
ner, 1973). In others, certain vowel sounds are
ignored (Crane et al, 1981). In still some others,
students are asked to give different renditions of
pronunciation and transcription, depending on the

varieties that the students speak (Kreidler, 1989).

The problem:

Qur problem can be expressed in the form of
the following inquiries:

Do phoneticians use different systems of
symbolization for English vowels? If they do, are
the differences in symbolization merely different
versions of transcription? In other words, do
phoneticians try to account for the same data,
using different types of transcription? Or, do they
want to account for different data, and hence,
there are differences in symbolization and number ?

Or, do they perceive the same data in different
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ways? Are there any reasons for such differences

if they exist? What are these reasons?

Objectives of the study:

The main aims of this study are:

l. To point ocut, to a certain extent, some oflthe
characteristics and differences among some of
the existing phonetic systems used in the
transcription of the vowel sounds in English.

2. To explain why these systems of symbolization
lack uniformity in transcription, which is very
often a reflection of pronunciatioh, and number.

It is hoped, in an indirect way though, that
the study will inculcate in novice phoneticians and
prospective Arab teachers of EFL an awareness of
the ramification of the problems involved in the
transcription and actual pronunciation of the vowel

sounds in English.

Methodology:

In order to achieve the above—mentioned

-Y4. o




5

objectives , we will attempt to delineate the main
characteristics of some of the transcriptional
systems of the vowel sounds in English that had
been developed over the years. We will also try to
peint out the differences among these systems.
Towards the end of the article , we will give an
account of why such systems vary in number and
symbolization. Due to the fact that the Iissues
involved are interwoven and, at the same time, so
varied +that they may tax the readers' memory, we
recommend that the readers constantly refer to the
charts appended to the article in order to fully
understand the thrust of the following presenta-

tion.

Presentation:

A leading phonetician whose main concern was
to transcribe British speech, or what is known as
received pronunciation, is Daniel Jones. Following
the IPA ( Internatibnal Phonetic Alphabet ), Jones

(1940) wuses roughly seventeen symbols for simple
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vowels and diphthongs. ( For more detail, see Chart
1). However, the number of vowels increases in
certain cases. This is due to the fact that Jones
acknowledges the existence of complex vowels i.e.,
simple vowels such as [i], [u], or [{o] ending with
a half glide, as [ ], that results in the movement
of the tongue towards the center , especially. when
an r is dropped. (See Chart 1.B ). A major trait
of Jones' symbolization system is the use of double
dots [:]. These dots stand for length. Sleet and
slit are represented as [sli:t] and [slit] respec-
tively. Double dots are also used for differentia-
ting tense vowels from lax ones. The word.curb is
symbolized as [ka:b] i.e., with an r-loss, but the
vowel in the last syllable of writer is represent-
ed by a mere schwa [2].

Trying to account for the same data, i.e.,
British speech, Ward (1945) adopted a transcrip-
tional system which is almost similar to that of
Jones except for some minor differences. In Jones'
rendition of the vowel sounds of British English,

the mid central vowel in the last syllable of
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author is {3 ]. This vowel 1s always lax and
unstressed. When such a vowel is tense or stressed,
it is rendered as [@:] by Jones. Ward uses {o ] for
the unstressed vowel sound and [3 ] for its
stressed counterpart. Jones' [b2:t] for Bert, is
Ward's [b 3 t] i.e., with an r-loss 1in both cases.
Where Jones uses double dots for length, Ward does
not. Jones' [bi:] for bee is Ward's [bi]. And
finally, where Jones uses [D], Ward uses [9©].
Jones' [ko>t]}, for the British pronunciation of cot,
is Wward's (k9@ t]. In other words, these differences
are merely different ways of transcribing the same
data. ( See Chart. 2 ).

Kenyon (1940}, and Kenyon & Knott (1951), who
wanted to give a rendition of the vowel sounds of
Mid-Western American English, followed almoét
closely in the footsteps of Ward. Some differences,
ﬁowever, must be pointed out. First, Kenyon & Knott
dd not show any gliding in the transcription of
tense monophthongs as in bait (bet], and boat
[bot], while ward does. Second, they consider [¥ ]

and [j'] as in order {ordx ] and curt [k3¥t], to be
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phonetically different, i. e., retroflex vowels,

from Ward's [@2 ] and [3 ]. They also use [2] and

[3], with an r-loss, to account for other pronun-

ciations. Third, as-pointed out by Gleason (1961

:319), Kenyon & Knott transferred the value of

[Al, as used in British EngiiSh in a word such as
cup [(kap]l, to the Mid—Weétern variety, although the
rendition of the vowel sound ([A], in Mid-Western
American English is somewhat higher than its
British counterpart. Fourth , they use [a ) for
representing the vowel sound in the first syllable
of both father [fq§& ] and brother [bra 3= ],
though such vowel sounds in these words are diffe-
rent from each other in other dialects of Mid-
Western American English. ( See Chart 3 ).

The transcriptional system for the vowel
sounds in English developed by Block & Trager
(1942) and later refined by Trager & Smith (1951)
is based on the idea that English, with the
exception of real diphthongs such as [2Y], [aw)],
and [ay]), has long vowel sdunds and short ones.

Long vowel sounds are diphthongized while short
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ones are not. Vowel sounds as in bee and go are
diphthongized and transcribed as [‘311] and [3ow]
by Trager & Smith. Vowel sounds as im boy, buy
and bow (v) are always diphthongs. In their view,
short vowel sounds are really true vowels that
English has. These short vowel sounds can be
represented in words as bit [bit], bet [bet] ,bat
[b®t]), just (adv) [jtst], just (adj) [jast], put
[put] ,car [kar], cot [k>t], and whole [hol]. It
should be noted , here, that the vowel sound in
just (adv) [jtst] 1is the same as the one in the
first syllable of minute. It is considered to be
a high central vowel that contrasts with both [i]
as in bit and [ »] as in just (adj), according to
Trager & Smith. The vowel sound in whole [hol]
and road [rod] represents a short vowel sound that
is different from the diphthongized one used in
hole [howl] and rode [(rowd]. All in all, the short
vowels are nine. With the addition of three
glides, namely {w], [y], and (h], a thirty-six

vowel system was devised by Trager & Smith. In

other words the system consists of nine purely
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short vowels, nine short ones ending with [w],
nine short ones ending with [y], and nine short
ones ending with [h]. The [h] is used as a glide
in American dialects in which an [r] is dropped.
Examples are cord [kohd], barn [bahn] and 1light
[laht] , as used in Virginia , substituting for
the glide [vy]- When preceded by a vowel , [h]
takes the same mouth configuration , i.e., in
articulation, as that of the preceding vowel.
Trager & Smith claim, of course, that their vowel
System can account for all dialectal differences.

(See Chart 4).

In his treatment of American dialects, Thomas
(1958) envisages more vowel sounds, and consequent-
ly more symbols, than those proposed by Trager &
Smith, Thomas, at the same time, draws our
attention to other phonetic features and vowel
qualities not covered by Trager & Smith. First
and foremost, Thomas (1958) differentiates among
(¢t1, [d]), and {2£]. For him, [a] is a low back
central vowel used by some speakers in Upstate New

York in words such as arm, cart, spa, and, shah.
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The vowel is alsco wused in words such as stop, lock
and odd. [Q ] is considered to be a low central or
front central lax vowel used in the first syllable
of barrel. [2¢] is a low front lax vowel used in man
and cat in American English. As reported by
Thomas, barrel can be transcribed as [bar<l] in
some dialects, or as [bar4¢l] in others. The three
vc;wels are exemplified in the word rathér, which
can be produced as [raeé‘a’] by some speakers , or
[roaods ] to rhyme with father, by other speakers or
compromised as (rdd4] by a third group of speakers.
Incidentally, Thomas makes a parallel distinction
along this front-central-back continuum , among
[2!], [&f], and {a1] (Thomas 1958: 141). The word
ice can be given three renditions such as [&YS],
[d1s], and [o15]. Second, Thomas dréws our atten-
tion to the existence of another notable vowel
sound, which is different from the previous three
in quality and symbolization. It occurs in for,
[fp r}, as pronounced by some American speakers.
This vowel is defined as a low back lax vowel. It

has less rounding than [3]. [ 2], with more round-
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ing than [9 ], is also used in the ﬁronunciation of
for [f> r] by other speakers. Some people pronounce
forest as [for st)], i.e., the first syllable rhym- :
ing with for , with some rounding, or as [f r st],
the first syllable rhyming with far [far)], without
any rounding , or compromised as [fur stj. Water
is also proncunced in three different ways, i.e., .
as [wo t#], [watd], or [wp tF], depending on dial-
ectal wvariations. It should be noted in this
respect, that [Dl), as a diphthong, occurs as a
diaphone of [d1] as in ice [Q)YS5], in some .dia;
lects, and not as a diaphone of [31) as in boy.
However, [01] is used as a diaphone of [5i] in some
areas of the U.S. |

Third, a phonetic feature, pointed out by
Thomas, is that of fronting. It is shown by two |
dots over a vowel symbol. The second element of
the diphthong in house [hAUs] or out [aUt] is
fronted in Eastern Maryland and North Carolina.
Fronted [a 1, as a diaphone of [0 ], also occurs

before (r] and [l) as in roar [rBr] or role [fBl]

in New York City (Thomas 1958:208). Other pho-
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neticians use horizontal arrows for showing the
fronting and backing of vowels (Crane, 1981:65).

Fourth, another phonetic feature of Thomas'
transcription of vowel sounds in dialects of
American English is that of raising. This is shown
by an accent grave over a vowel symbol. In the
pronunciation cof such vowels, the tongue is raised
so that it reaches almost the level of the next
higher vowel. The vowel iIn rain [ren] , for ex-
ample, has a raised diaphone in areas of Wisconsin.
It is transcribed as [rgn]. In this case [3]
almost reaches the 1level of [i] as in bee [bi].
Words such as lake and day are also pronounced with
a raised vowel sound. They are rendered as [lgk]
and [dées], respectively , in South Carolina. All
in all, Thomas lists forty-four vowel symbols that
can be used in accounting for vowel variations in
American dialects. ( For further information, see
Chart 5).

Thbugh vowel length in English has been
tackled by Jones, and others, it has not been given

sufficient treatment. 1In his contrast of English
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and German, Moulton (1963:76) suggests that the
vowel sounds 1in English tend to be short if they
occur pbefore voiceless consonaﬁts, half long before
voiced consonants, and long if they are free or
unchecked. For Moulton, beat is transcribed as
[bit], bead as [bi-d] and bee as [bi:]. The use of
one dot indicates that a vowel 1is half long. Two
dots mean that a vowel is long. Moulton also points
out that the diphthongization of simple vowels
increases in the speech of Americans along high-
mid-low and short-halflong-long dimensions. Accord-
ing to Moulton, phonetically correct renditions of
the previous words, i.e., beat, bead, and bee, are
[bit], [bi"!'d] and [bi:!\), respectively. 1In other
words, there is neither length nor upgliding in the
pronunciation of beat, but there are a half long
vowel and an upglide in bead, and a completely
diphthongized 1long vowel in bee. Upgliding also
affects every 1lax vowel in certain areas of the
U.S. Words such as beg, bag, and dog are rendered
as [belg], [baxlg) and [d2%g] by some speakers.

Ingliding or ‘centering', i.e., gliding towards a
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mid-central tongue position, occurs before colored
1's in words such as feel, £fill, fail, fell , and
- pal. These words are phonetically symbolized as
[£i?1], [f\;?l], [fe®1), [fg?l], and [p®®] by
Moulton. ( For more information, see Kreidler:
1989) .

The two vowel sounds of [>] and [ 0o ] as in
bought and boat are quite distinct. This opposition
is maintained in words such as war;ing [w;rjn] and
boring [borxn] in some areas of the U.S. However
such an opposition between the two previous vowels
is neutralized before an intervocalic [r] in other
areés of the U.S. In other words , the two distinct
vowels tend to have the same quality of lip round-
ing, and mouth shape if used before an intervocalic
[r]. ( For more information on neutralization, see
Hyman:1975:69 ). Other examples include the words
Mary, merry, and marry. In some areas of the U.S.,
the thiee words are pronounced with three different
vowel sounds in the first syllable, i.e., [€2],
( %], and [¥¢], respectively. In other areas, the

contrast between the first two words is neutra-
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lized and the words are pronounced with a vowel

sound similar to [e]. In some other areas, the

contrast between the last words is lost, and both

are pronounced in a similar fashion to merry

[meriy]. 1In still other areas, all the three words
<

are pronounced with a neutralized vowel in the

first syllable of each word (Moulton, 1963:78).

Variation in vowel sounds, due to a lack of

contrast in unstressed positions, is common in Eng-
lish. This occurs before stressed syllables at the
beginning of words. The vowel of the first syllable

7 /
from the left in prepére , defend , and deceive

can be represented as [1] ,[+] or [2]. (See the

system developed by Trager & Smith). Words such as

vacation, July, and Korea can be symbolized as

[veykeyga nj, or [vakeyga n] for the first word,

{Juwlay], [julay] or [je2lay] for the second and

the third.

[kowriypa] or [keriya] for
of variation occurs after
in
syllable from the left in

- can be transcribed as [i]

unstressed positions.

The same type
stressed syllables, i.e.,

The vowel in the second
miiigate and cahdidate,

,[+] or [@]. Words such

- YVAL
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as é;gument and p;pular can be pronounced as
[drgument] or [argsm®nt] for the first word and as
[popyuldr] , [popular] or [p>p2ladr] for the second.
The same phenomenon occurs in the final syllables
of words such as easy and happy, continue and
issue. The vowels in the final syllables of the
first two words can be +transcribed as [iy] or {[i}.
The vowels in the final syllable of the last two

words can be rendered as [uw], [u] or even [p»].

(For further investigation, see Kreidler: 1989).

In the previous part, we have tried to give
the reader a glimpse of some of the characteristics
and differences in the phonetic systems used in the
transcription of the vowel sounds in English by
some well-known phoneticians. In this part, we
will try to point out some of the reasons that
account for such differences in the symbolization
and number of such vowel sounds. These reasons have
to be deduced and imbibed from the previous discu-
ssion.

One reason, for such differences, is the vari-

ety of domains or territories covered by these
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phoneticians. Jones (1940) and Ward (1945) were
interested in the rendition of the English of the
upper classes in England. Kenyon (1940) was con-
cerned about dialects in Mid-Western American Eng-
lish. Trager & Smith (1957) and Thomas (1958) were
absorbed in devising a vowel system that could ac-
count for sounds in dialects of American English.

If one examines the different systems deve-
loped by such phoneticians, one will find out that
some of these systems partially overlap, i.e., in
the sense that the vowel sounds in words such as
beat, bit, bait, bet, bat, boot, put, boat, bought,
bite, bough, and boy can be accounted for in one
way or another by these systems. In such a case,
the differences are , to some extent, those of
symbolization. 1In other cases, some vowel sounds
can not be accounted for by one system or another.
This is due to the difference in the type of pho-
netic data treated by proponents of some of these
phonetic systems. Even though Trager & Smith (1957)
claim that their system can account for all dialec-

tal variations, nevertheless, their system fails to
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account for fronted and raised vowels used in some
dialects ( For further information , see Thomas:
1958). Kenyon & Knott's system (1951) also fails
to account for differences , in vowel tenseness,
between whole and hole, road and rode, even though
these words are not homophonous for some speakers
of English. It also fails to accouﬁt for cases of
vowel simplification and replacement ( For more
information, see Thomas, 1958:210, Abel, 1953: 247-
258).

A second reason for differences in the symbo-
lization and number of vowel sounds in English ,
which may be related to the first one, is the pro-
liferation of adaptations of some of the phonetic
systems mentioned before. These adaptations are
usually used in the teaching of introductory cours-
es in phonetics and pronunciation. Authors of these
adaptation advocate the use of modified versions of
one system or another (See O'Conner, 1973, Palmer
, 1968 and Gimson, 1980). Some even ignore certain
ﬁowel sounds. Crane and his collaborators ( Crane

et al, 1981:65 )} do not account for the vowel sound
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used in bird. They do not even mention whether it
can be accounted for by any other vowel symbol ex-
emplified in their phonetic chart. These modified
versions really increase the chances for differ-
ences in the transcription and number of vowel
sounds in English.

A third reason for differences in the symbo-
lization and number of vowels can be attributed to
the different methods of analysis employed by such
phoneticians. Certain phonetic features may be

considered important cnes by one phonetician, while

they may be ignored by another. On the one hand,

Kenyon (1951) rejects the notion of gliding in
vowel sounds except for diphthongs such as [dU] ,
[»>V], and [§i]. However, he accepts the notion of
vowel quality. For Kenyon, a certain vowel is pro-
nounced correctly as long as the tongue is in a
specific position, and when the mouth and the lips
take a specific shape. A vowel like [1] as in
£ill will remain the same even if it is made long,
for example, by a singer in a song. Aall in all,

Kenyon recognizes twenty-one vowels. On the other
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hand, Trager & Smith (1951) make extensive use of
gliding. Twenty-seven, out of thirty-six of their
vowels, end in glides. Jones (1940) follows the
vowel system developed by the I1.P.A. He borrows the
concept of cardinal vowels from that system. Eight
vowels, namely, [i%]), (2], [u:l, [2 ], [{€]1, [ £},

low) - [9:]‘are considered to be cardinal ones.

"These vowels constitute the two'highest and lowest

front ones, and the two highest and lowest back
ones. The other four vowels are produced, in the
mouth, within the boundaries of the first four. All
other vowels, not mentioned above , are described,
in terms of production, with reference to the eight
cardinal ones. Jones (1940) accepts the notion of
front gliding, back gliding, and center gliding.
The number of vowel units, on the basis of such an
analysis for Jones' dialect, is twenty-two.

A fourth reason, for differences in the sym-
bolization and number of vowel sounds in English,
which is related to the previous one, is the rea-
lization by some phoneticians of the dynamic nature

of sounds in relation teo each other in a language.

A
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Such phoneticians (Moulton:1962 , Kreidler: 1989)
emphasize that any correct , phonetic rendition of

any vowel sound in English should take note of the

environment surrounding each vowel sound. The dif-

ferent degrees of length, full gliding, half glid-
ing, the absence of gliding, variation and the loss
of distinction among some vowel sounds can not be
accounted for unless the environment surrounding
such vowel sounds is determined. This realization
of the dynamic nature of sounds in a language is
nct quite new, but it has been ignored by some
phoneticians. To view vowel sounds as independent

entities would obscure such phonetic information.
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Chart 1.A.

Daniel Jones.

[1:]beat [WL: ]boot
[y]bit [w]put
[et]bait [@-]Bert [ ]Jaroma foulno
[ ]bet [ 2:]caught
[2]bat [a: ]Jcart [>]pot
Diphthongs
[ai]buy [&U]now [5:]boy
Chatrt 1.B.

Daniel Jones.

[ ia]fear [LL?]tour
[s?]fair [W2)influence
[ui]issg}ng

[»2]tore
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Chart 2.

Ida Ward.

[ I ]beat [tA] oot

[1]bkit [u]lput
[egr]bait [3]bird [2]about [ou])most
[Alsome ~
[¢]bet [»]ward
[#£]bat {a]particle ' [o]cgnduct
Diphthongs

[d{]buy [AU]now [ D1]boy

Other vowels
[12]here, [¢2 ]there, [>®]more, [U?2]moor,

[at?]shire




Chart 3.

EKenyon & Knott.

[{]bee [ W] boot
[f]lbit ' [U]put
[¢)bait L}]curt [#Imanner [po]boat
* Jecut *
[g¢lbet [?]curt [@]manner [ D]bought
[#]bat [d]lyard [d] palm [D]pot
Diphthongs

[@&3]might {dU]hpw {21 ]hoist [fU]few

* Vowel used in an r-less dialect.

-




Chart 4.

Trager & Smith.

[l | W]new

- [+W]new [Uwnew
[eWknow [2Wlknow [oW]know
[XW]now [dW]now [> h]gnaw
[ihlfeel [thifirst [uh] fool
rehytail [ahlfirst (oh]fore
[Beh]fad [@h]lfar [‘)h]for
[g\]‘ ]bee [-}Y]beat [uy]push
[y ]bay [2y]pike [oY]boy
[xylclass (dy by [2Ylboy
[ ;]sis [ f]such [ U ]foot
[ € ]Jset [ 2 ]but [ 0 ]whole
[ ]sat [& Jhot [ > ]song
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[ 1 ]beat
[ i ]bit
[ elbait
[ & ]bet
[ € }bat

{Al)fly

Chart 5.

C. K. Thomas.

[3)bird [¥)bird
[2]butter [#]butter
[ A] cup

Diphthongs

[AU]house

[ L] beoot
[ U] put
[ 0] beat

[ 2> ] bought

[d]rather [ a ]fatherr [®]log

[ 21]1boy

Other monophthongs and diphthongized diaphones

[il]peel

(Irjhit
(Julmilk

[g£5]gaze

» ¥

*

T r>

[¢U]help
[#1]ask

[%rake
t]

[arlice

[3i]fire

[pilfly

[or]oil

[3y]bird

[YV] [Ud][U J[Vv]luke

[ ¥ ]rue

[ou][ou][ou]{ ©]road

[ev][3¢]
[vu][avihouse
(361 [Av]

* vowels used in r-less dialects.
** raised vowels.

*** fronted vowels.
{ ] a high back unrounded vowel as in French rue.
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