
Introduction to the International
Phonetic Alphabet

All spoken languages are made up of sounds. Most languages have unphonetic character-
istics, that is, the words are not pronounced the way they are spelled. This is especially
true of English. For example, the words, "rough," "dough," and "through" are all spelled
with the same vowel combination but are pronounced with three different vowel sounds.

This poem sums up just how difficult English can be to learn and pronounce!

When the English tongue we speak,
Why is break not rhymed with freak?
Will you tell me why it's true
We say sew but likewise few;
And the maker of a verse
Cannot cap his horse with worse ?
Beard sounds not the same as heard;
Cord is different from word.
Cow is cow but low is low;
Shoe is never rhymed with foe.
Think of hose and dose and lose;
And think of goose and yet of choose.
Think of comb and tomb and bomb;
Doll and roll and home and some;
And since pay is rhymed with say,
Why not paid with said, I pray?
We have blood and food and good;
Mould is not pronounced like could.
Wherefore done but gone and lone ?
Is there any reason known?
And, in short, it seems to me
Sounds and letters disagree.

(Anonymous, "Our Queer Language")

The International Phonetic Alphabet, known as the IPA, is a pronouncing alphabet that
indicates the exact sounds of all languages regardless of their spelling. It was devised in
1888 by a group of European scientists and linguists.
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1. It is made up of conventional letters from the Roman alphabet plus some new
symbols.

2. Each letter of the alphabet equals one sound and always the same sound.
3. All letters are enclosed in brackets [ ] to distinguish them from normal language

spellings.
4. The IPA, or the International Phonetic Alphabet, is a key to all languages and is

therefore a perfect tool for singers who must be able to switch easily back and
forth between the pronunciations of several languages. For example, the same [u]
"oo" vowel sound in the words "food," "jewel," and "wound" is the same sound
as in the words "ruhe" in German, "luce" in Italian, and "douce" in French.

5. Here is a vowel comparison for English, German, Italian, and French. All four
languages use the Roman alphabet and have the same five vowel letters: "a," "e,"
"i," "o," "u." However, the same five vowel letters represent a different number of
vowel sounds in each language:

Italian has 7 vowels using these letters.
German has 14 vowels, including unlauts and open and closed vowels.
French has 14 vowels, including nasals and mixed vowels.
English has 16 vowels, including diphthongs.

How to Use This Book

This book focuses on three different dialects: American Standard (AS), Received Pro-
nunciation (RP), and Mid-Atlantic (MA) pronunciation. You may choose to work with AS
at the beginning of the book and continue straight on through, or start directly with RP or
MA found at the end of the book. For the purpose of clarity, these three dialects have been
dealt with separately throughout the book. Although the book begins with American Stan-
dard pronunciation, it is not necessary to focus on this pronunciation first. The chapters in
the middle of this text, chapters 2 through 13, focus on the production of consonants and
vowels and are applicable to all three dialects. The treatment of the text within the context
of the musical setting for expression and musicality again applies to all three pronuncia-
tions. The specifics of British Received Pronunciation and Mid-Atlantic pronunciation are
found in chapters 14 and 15 at the end of the book.

If you are a British or British Commonwealth speaker, you may want to familiarize
yourself first with the International Phonetic Alphabet as it applies to the British Received
Pronunciation. It is found in chapter 14 on page 208. Once you have gone through chap-
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ter 14, continue on with chapter 2. Chapters 2 through 13 will contain applications and
texts for both American and British English. Throughout all the chapters, American texts
are treated in American Standard and the British texts are treated in Received Pronuncia-
tion and Mid-Atlantic pronunciation.

If you are a North American English speaker, just continue on in chapter 1 to learn the
IPA as it applies to American English speech sounds. Chapters 2-13 will contain applica-
tions and texts for both American and British English. The American texts are treated in
American Standard pronunciation and the British texts are treated in Received Pronunci-
ation and Mid-Atlantic pronunciation.

An Exercise Guide with phonetic transcriptions and applications for all the exercises
and drills can be found on the companion website.

IT'S DECISION TIME!!
FOR

IPA for American English IPA for British English
Continue below Go to page 208

On to the IPA .. . !!

The International Phonetic Alphabet for
American English

Consonants

The following symbols are identical to the letters of our English (Roman) alphabet:

[b], [d], [f], [g], [h], [k], [1], [m], [n], [p], [s], [t], [v], [w], [z]

The symbols below are new symbols added because no corresponding symbols exist
in the Roman alphabet:

Symbol Key Words
[rj] (ng) in sing, think
[6] (th) in thin, thirst
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Symbol Key Words
(th) in thine, this
(hw) in whisper, when

in y_ou, y_es
(sh) in she, sure
(ch) in choose, church

in vision, 'azure*
in George, joy
in red, remember, every (the burred r)

Vowels

Key Words
in father, hot
in wed, many, bury
in hit, been, busy
in me, chief, feat, receive
in pretty_, lovely_
in cat, marry, ask, charity
in too, wound, blue, juice
in view, beautiful, usual, tune
in book, bosom, cushion, full
in obey, desolate, melody (unstressed syllables only)
in awful, call, daughter, sought
in learn, burn, rehearse, journey (stressed syllables only)
in father, doctor, vulgar, elixir (unstressed syllables only)
in hum, blood, trouble, judge (stressed syllables)
in sofa, heaven, nation, joyous (unstressed syllables)

* See alternate pronunciation and stress pattern in RP.
** The use of rolled [R] and flipped R's [r] is found in the British RP and Mid-Atlantic dialects. They
should not be used in American Standard pronunciation.
t [3-] and [a--] are the r-colored vowels characteristic of American Standard pronunciation, AS.

Symbol
(ah)
(eh)
(ih)
(ee)
(ee)

(oo)

(oh)
(aw)
(er)
(er)
(uh)
(uh)
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Triphthongs

Symbol Key Words
in fire, choir, admire
in our, flower, tower

Listed below are some frequently used words that are transcribed into the International
Phonetic Alphabet; American Standard pronunciations are listed.

Now give these exercises a try. (Note that the phonetic characters in exercises and text
throughout the book are in different fonts and some appear slightly different from each
other in the two fonts.)

Diphthongs

Symbol Key Words
in night, buy, sky_
in day, break, reign
in boy, voice, toil
in no, slow, reproach
in now, about, doubt
in air, care, there
in ear, dear, here, tier
in pour, four, soar, o'er
in sure, tour, poor
in are, heart, garden

sing
word
walk
jaw
church
this
bear
dawn
new

song
would
war
judge
choose
thou
beard
double
nuisance

singer
wonder
whisper
joyous
children
thine
burden
darkness
numerous
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EXERCISES

IPA Drill

1. Change the following words in IPA symbols into English spellings:

2. Change the following English words into corresponding IPA symbols:

charm

pensive

flood

zephyr

earth

anoint



4. Find a short paragraph from a newspaper or magazine and transcribe it into
phonetics.

5. Change the following texts in IPA into English spellings:

American Standard pronunciation:
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bought

winter

hatch

absurd

passion

usage

younger

beautiful

worthy

vision

once

giant

year

enough

difficult

languish

pronounce

technical

3. Write your name in IPA symbols
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