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· Introduction
In the preceding chapter, we investigated the physical production of speech sounds in terms of the articulatory mechanisms of the human vocal tract. Every individual has a physically different vocal tract. Consequently, in purely physical terms, every individual will pronounce sounds differently. In addition, each individual will not pronounce the word “me” in a physically identical manner on every occasion. How do we manage consistently to recognize all those versions of me? The answer to that question is provided to a large extent by the study of phonology.
Phonology is the study of the systems and patterns of speech sounds in languages. Phonology is concerned with the abstract set of sounds in a language that allows us to distinguish meaning in the actual physical sounds we say and hear.
Phoneme is the smallest meaning-distinguishing sound unit in the abstract representation of the sounds of a language. An essential property of a phoneme is that it functions contrastively. If we substitute one sound for another in a word and there is a change of meaning, then the two sounds represent different phonemes.
The basic phonemes of English are listed in the consonant and vowel charts in lecture 4.
· Phones and allophones
While the phoneme is the abstract unit or sound type (‘in the mind’), there are many different versions of that sound type regularly produced in actual speech (‘in the mouth’).We can describe those different versions as phones. Phones are phonetic units and appear in square brackets. A phone is a physically produced speech sound, representing one version of a phoneme
When we have a group of several phones, all of which are versions of one phoneme, we add the prefix ‘allo-’ (=one of a closely related set) and refer to them as allophones of that phoneme. An allophone is one of a closely related set of speech sounds or phones. For example, the [t] sound in the word tar is normally pronounced with a stronger puff of air (aspiration) than is present in the [t] sound in the word star.
· Minimal pairs and sets
When two words such as “pat” and “bat” are identical in form except for a contrast in one phoneme, occurring in the same position, the two words are described as a minimal pair (fan–van, bet–bat, site–side).
When a group of words can be differentiated, each one from the others, by changing one phoneme (always in the same position in the word), then we have a minimal set (big, pig, rig, fig, dig, wig).
· Phonotactics :
Phonotactics are constraints (restrictions) on the permissible combination of sounds in a language.
If we look at last minimal set, we can notice that it does not include forms such as lig or vig. According to the dictionary, these are not English words, but they could be viewed as possible English words.
It is, however, no accident that forms such as [fsɪg] or [rnɪg] do not exist or are unlikely ever to exist. They have been formed without obeying some constraints on the sequence or position of English phonemes. Such constraints are called the phonotactics (i.e. permitted arrangements of sounds) in a language and are obviously part of every speaker’s phonological knowledge.
· Syllables and clusters:
A syllable is a unit of sound consisting of a vowel (V) and optional consonant(s) (C) before or after the vowel.
Coda is the part of a syllable after the vowel.
Nucleus is the vowel in a syllable.
Onset is the part of the syllable before the vowel.
Rhyme is the part of the syllable containing the vowel plus any following consonant(s), also called “rime”
A consonant cluster is two or more consonants in sequence.
Syllables and clusters
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· Co-articulation effects:
Mostly our talk is fast and spontaneous, and it requires our articulators to move from one sound to the next without stopping. The process of making one sound almost at the same time as the next sound is called co-articulation. There are two well-known co-articulation effects, described as assimilation and elision.
· Assimilation: 
Assimilation is the process whereby a feature of one sound becomes part of another during speech production. when we say words like pin and pan in everyday speech, the anticipation of forming the final nasal consonant will make it easier to go into the nasalized articulation in advance and consequently the vowel sounds in these words will be nasalized. 
We may, for example, pronounce and as [ænd] by itself, but in the normal use of the phrase you and me, we usually say [ən], as in [yuənmi].
· Elision:
Elision is the process of leaving out a sound segment in the pronunciation of a word. In the last example, illustrating the normal pronunciation of you and me, the [d] sound of the word and was not included in the transcription. That’s because it isn’t usually pronounced in this phrase. In the environment of a preceding nasal [n] and a following nasal [m], we simply don’t devote speech energy to including the stop sound [d].
· Normal speech:
These two processes of assimilation and elision occur in everyone’s normal speech and should not be regarded as some type of carelessness or laziness in speaking. In fact, consistently avoiding the regular patterns of assimilation and elision used in a language would result in extremely artificial-sounding talk. The point of investigating these phonological processes is not to arrive at a set of rules about how a language should be pronounced, but to try to come to an understanding of the regularities and patterns which underlie the actual use of sounds in language.
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