
Phonetics 1.0.1:
Phonemic Transcription for Beginners

Introduction

Like all Germanic and, indeed, most other 
languages, English possesses more sounds 
than there are letters in the Roman alphabet. 

Also, the spelling of English is somewhat 
erratic and not phonetically oriented.

Why should this be so?



Intro: The History of Spelling (1)

Anglo-Saxon England was conquered by the 
French-speaking Normans in 1066. French 
became the language of the ruling class. 

As only those in power could read, write and 
afford books, the written English tradition 

practically vanished. Also, vast amounts of 
French vocabulary entered the language.



Intro: The History of Spelling (2)

When King John 'Lackland' (the bad guy in 
Robin Hood) lost his French possessions in 

1205, things slowly began to change. English 
was back in business, albeit in a much-

changed form.
The legal scriveners who began to write in 

English in the 13th century did not know how to 
-they used French conventions. 



Intro: The History of Spelling (3)

In 1475/6, William Caxton introduced 
Gutenberg's printing press to Britain. His 

customers were rather conservative, so he 
used a conservative mode of spelling. That 

mode soon became the mode to spell English. 



Intro: The History of Spelling (4)

Caxton's decision combined with a gigantic 
change in the language to farther complicate 

things: The Great Vowel Shift. 
Starting c. 1400 and going on until c. 1600, 
practically all vowels of the English language 
underwent total change. Thus, the connection 
between vowel spelling and vowel sounds was 

broken.



Intro: The History of Spelling (5)

Apart from that, the first Renaissance 
grammarians brought English spelling closer 

to what they believed to be the words' 
etymology. Thus,

'det' became 'debt' (Lat. Debitare)
despite its /det/ sound.



Intro: The Usefulness of Phonetic Script 

In a nutshell, all this means that when looking 
up a word in a dictionary, we are often faced 

with the problem of having to figure out how to 
pronounce a word without the help of simple 

rules. 
Phonetic script can help us there. But, of 
course, we need to know how to read it.



1: Consonants

Consonants are sounds that are produced by 
obstructing the air flow from the lungs in some 
 way, producing a friction, a sudden release or 

other effects. 
They are transcribed with signs that resemble 

the well-known 'Times New Roman' font, as 
are various vowels. 

Here, we shall look only at those that are 
significantly different from their Spanish 

counterparts.



1.1: Consonants: Voice

One of the dimensions along which we classify 
consonants is that of voice or the related one 

of force (fortis/lenis).
Basically, the term 'voice' refers to a vibration of 

the vocal chords in the voice box.
Put two fingers on your Adam's apple and say

/s/. Then, say /z/. The second phoneme is 
voiced, the first voiceless. 



1.2: Consonants: /r/, /w/, /j/

● /r/ - this sound is not rolled and produced 
rather in the throat than with the tip of the 
tongue. In BE, it is mute before consonants.

●/w/ - does not exist in Spanish. Almost a very 
short vowel produced with slightly spread lips: 
whiskey
●/j/  - similar to Spanish 'y'. Almost a very short 
'i': yes, spaniel 



1.3: Consonants: /ʃ/, /ʒ/

●/ʃ/ - this sound does not exist in Spanish. 
Voiceless. The tongue is raised a bit and its 
sides touch the premolars to create friction: 
show, sure.
●/ʒ/ - unknown in Spanish. The voiced version 
of /ʃ/. Vision, beige.  



1.4: Consonants: /θ/, /ð/

●/θ/ - this sound does exist in Spanish: cielo. 
Voiceless. The tip of the tongue is between the 
front teeth or just behind them to create friction: 
thick, thief.
●/ð/ - unknown in Spanish. The voiced version 
of /θ/. The, soothe.  



1.5: Consonants: /s/, /z/

●/s/ - this sound does exist in Spanish: serio. 
Voiceless. The tip of the tongue is on the 
alveolar ridge to create friction: serious, niece.
●/z/ - unknown in Spanish. The voiced version 
of /s/. Zoo, hesitate, watches.  



1.6: Consonants: /f/, /v/

●/f/ - Practically the same as in Spanish. 
●/v/ - Does not exist in Spanish and is often 
considered difficult by Spanish speakers. 
Voiced version of /f/. Very, voice, Stephen. 
Unlike Spanish, the letter 'v' is never 
pronounced /b/ or /ᵬ/ in English.



1.7: Consonants: /h/

●/h/ - Glottal fricative, voiceless. The friction is 
produced in the throat, like a sigh. Unlike 
Spanish,  /h/ is always fully pronounced in 
English: he, whole, behave. 



1.8: Consonants: /b/, /d/, /g/, /p/, /t/, /k/

●All of these are very close to their Spanish 
counterparts.  /d/ and /t/ are never interdental, 
though. Also, all of these are always plosives.



1.9: Consonants: /m/, /n/, /ŋ/

●/m/ and  /n/ are practically the same as in 
Spanish. 
●/ŋ/ - The central sound in Spanish hongo. 
Often followed by a /g/ or /k/; if '-ng' is final, the 
'g' is mute: working.



1.10: Consonants: /l/

●/l/, in English, is quite similar to its Spanish 
counterpart in most contexts. However, /l/ has 
three variants (allophones) unknown to Spanish 
and can be syllabic in words such as 
'bottle' /'bɒtl/.



2: Vowels

Vowels are sounds produced by merely 
modulating, not obstructing the air flow. English 

has substantially more vowels than Spanish: 
Twelve pure vowels, eight diphthongs and 
various triphthongs. Vowels can be long or 

short, front, centre or back, open, half-open, 
half-close or close. 



2.1: Vowels: The Cardinal Vowel Diagram

 

Close

Open

Front Back

ə
ɜː

iː
ɪ ʊ uː

e ɔː

æ ᴧ aː ɒ



2.2: Vowels: Front and Front-Centre Vowels

● /iː/ - beet, he, see.
● /ɪ/ - hit, kiss, this.
● /e/ - pet, very, centre.
● /æ/ - cat, head, contact.
● /ʌ/ - cut, just, up.



2.3: Vowels: Centre Vowels

● /ɜː/ - her, perceive, yearn.
● /ə/ - position, away, standard.

The 'schwa', /ə/, is always unstressed. It is the 
most common vowel sound in English; all 

function words, if unstressed, tend to convert 
their vowels into /ə/.



2.4: Vowels: Back Vowels

● /uː/ - lose, cool, juice.
● /ʊ/ - put, look, full.
● /ɔː/ - dog, before, fall.
● /ɒ/ - hot, not, hobby.



3: Diphthongs

Diphthongs are independent vowel phonemes, 
but they consist of two vowel qualities. When 

uttering one, we glide from one vowel to 
another, either by centring or by closing.

In English, the first element of a diphthong is 
much longer and louder than the second, a 

marked difference to Spanish.



3.1: Diphthongs: Centring

 

Close

Open

Front Back

ə

ɪ ʊ

e
eə

ɪə ʊə



3.1: Diphthongs: Centring

●/ɪə/ - here, beer, fear.
●/eə/ - care, pair, there.

●/ʊə/ - poor, sure, abjure.



3.2.1: Diphthongs: Closing in /ɪ/

 

Close

Open

Front Back

ɪ

e ɔː

ᴧ

eɪ

aɪ ɔɪ



3.2.1: Diphthongs: Closing in /ɪ/

● /eɪ/ - date, play, obey.
● /aɪ/ - like, dry, revise.
●/ɔɪ/ - joy, voice, annoy



3.2.2: Diphthongs: Closing in /ʊ/

 

Close

Open

Front Back

ʊ

aː

aʊ
ə əʊ



3.2.2: Diphthongs: Closing in /ʊ/

● /aʊ/ - loud, down, how.
●/əʊ/ - owe, photograph, Joe.



4: Some Additional Points
● Initial /s/  + consonant: Unlike the Spanish 
convention for anglicisms, no /e/  or /ɪ/ is 
needed: /ˈspeɪn/, not */eˈspeɪn/.  

● The/ˈ/  and /ˌ/ signs stand for primary and 
secondary stress. English uses volume for 
stress; stress is stronger than in Spanish.

● Unlike Spanish, English is stress-timed. The 
space in time between two stresses is 
indepandent from the number of intervening 
syllables. 
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