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Vowels

You’ll recall that consonants are grouped according to certain “dimensions”: Place of articulation, manner of articulation, etc. Vowels can also be grouped according to the dimensions along which they vary. The Language Construction Kit lists these dimensions as Height, Frontness, Roundedness,

Height

How high is the tongue – i.e., how close to the roof of the mouth? This is usually divided into three positions, quite creatively named “High,” “Mid,” and “Low.” :-) Say “Bee” or “You.” That is High. Say “Cat” or  “Father.” That is Low. Say “Say” or “Show.” That is Mid. 

 Frontness

What part of the tongue is involved; that is, what part is raised or lowered? Is it the part close to the front of the mouth, the back, or the center? These are ever-so-cleverly classified as “Front,” “Central,” and “Back.” Front vowels are heard in “Bee,” “Snake,” and “Cat.” Back vowels are heard in “You,” “Show,” and “Father.” English has only two (some would lump them together and say only one) Mid vowels.
 Essentially, it’s the same sound but is classified as to whether it’s used in a stressed or unstressed syllable. For stressed syllables, the Mid vowel is that which you hear in “Shut Up.” The same sound, in an unstressed syllable, is the famous “Schwa Sound,” which all English vowels very sneakily mutate into whenever you don’t bother to put syllable stress on them. It’s the sound of the first syllable in “about,” for one example.  

Roundedness

In pronouncing these vowels, your tongue can’t do it all alone; the position of the lips is also a consideration. Compare “See” and “Sue.” Both have High vowels; “See” has a Front vowel and “Sue” a back vowel. What else differentiates them? It’s the lip-rounding; for “See” you pull the corners of your mouth back tightly while for “Sue” you round them into a nice little “O” 

Hint:

All vowels involve free passage of lung air through the upper vocal  tract.  
(This is what distinguishes them from consonants, for which, as you began
to see in the last chapter, there is always some obstruction above the level of the
larynx).
The impediment to the airstream for vowels is located at the glottis, not  in the supra-glottal tract:  the vocal folds are in close enough contact for vibration  to occur.  The sound wave that this generates is amplified by the resonance of the  cavities above the larynx.



Hint: 

This means that vowels are normally voiced:  “normally” because voiceless vowels 
are a possibility — they can best be thought of as whispered vowels.  Although the 
vocal folds aren’t actually vibrating for these, there’s still sufficient constriction at the 
glottis for the airstream to be impeded and for turbulence (i.e. a sound wave) to be 
generated — you can feel this constriction if you say a few vowels in as loud a whisper 
as you can. 

VOWELS

They are sounds in which there is no obstruction to the flow of air as it passes from the larynx to the lips
They are classified on the basis of a close-open and front- back diagram.
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Classifying vowels is in large part a matter of specifying tongue positions. Here is
the diagram for Jeed (i-type vowe). The surface of the tongue s high in the mouth
— close o the hard paate, but not close enough for theairlow to be impeded. which
‘would tum the vowel into 2 consonant.

Fig.7

i s said o be 2 high vowel.
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For had, the tongue islow in the mouth — almost flat; the mouth is much more open
inside than for Aced.

Fig.8

fal s said to be low vowel.
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Now the [u] of whod is also a high vowel. What makes it different in quality from
o

who'd
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Fig.10

[i] high + front

fa] low + front

[ul high + back
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Again without looking at the text. say whether the following statements are true
or fase. Cortect any that are fase.

a. fa)isahigh back vowel.
b. ] isa high front vowel.
@ lu]isalow back vowel.
4 [alisalow front vowel.
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Practise using the alternative terminology:
a. Which s il, open or loset
b, Which is ], open or dose?

. Whichis al. open o dlose?
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Match the articulatory terms in the first column with the descriptions in the
second column

a
b
&

d
.

i

low  “surfaceof tongue rased towards hard pabte”
open “tongue advanced”

front “tongue retracted”

high “narmow oral cavity”

back “tongue flat”

dose “wide oral cavity”




image1.jpeg
(rounded/unrounded
Y pain ou,u:
(contrastive vowel
length indicated)

@1 (diphthong)

\Y

€ @ (unrounded vowel
abeled on left) @O0

(rounded vowel
O @ labeled on right)





image2.jpeg
Close-mid €

Open-mid

e Gy

‘Where symbols appear in pairs, the one to the right
represonts a rounded vowel.
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