 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Vowels

The vowel sounds are produced by vibration of the vocal cords and modified by changing  the size and shape of the mouth cavity.   The International Phonetics Association recognizes twenty-eight different vowel sounds.  We don=t need to be concerned with most of these vowels, because students generally have trouble with only a few of them.

I do not use phonetic symbols in this website because they are not familiar to most readers and because there are so many different systems.  The IPA has its system, and each dictionary seems to have its own peculiar system for representation of sounds.  When I can=t use ordinary letters to represent sounds adequately, I=ll try to give familiar examples.

The most difficult vowel sound for most learners of English is the uh sound.  I don=t really understand why, because in making the uh sound , the vocal muscles are very relaxed, and the sound comes naturally to Americans.  That=s what we say when we can=t think of the answer.  AUh.  Uh.  I don=t know.@  It sometimes happens that doing nothing is more difficult than doing something.  

It is unfortunate that this is so, because the uh is so ubiquitous in American English. 

There are strong correlations between syllabic stress and vowel sounds.  In general, unstressed vowels lose their distinct character and come closer to that most common of all English sounds, uh. 

In the word organization, a speaker of French would say, or-gah-nee-zah-see-on, with pretty equal emphasis on all syllables.  An American would say, or-guh-nuh-ZAY-shun. With a very strong emphasis on the ZAY, the other vowels lose their distinct character, and gah becomes guh, nee becomes nuh, and see-on becomes shun.


The vowel sounds of many short words lose their distinct character and become closer to  uh.

The article a is pronounced uh in almost all cases.

uh boy

uh girl

uh table 
uh chair

The article the is pronounced thuh in almost all cases.

thuh house
thuh car
 thuh man
 thuh woman

The prepositions of and from are pronounced uv and frum in most cases.

She=s  frum Korea.      The United States uv America

The exception to this general rule is the rare instance in which the speaker wants to emphasize the character of the word.  

He=s not just a writer.  He=s the American writer of this century.

She=s not coming from Africa.  She=s going to Africa.

A government of the people, by the people, and for the people.

The long uh, as in mud, love, and cup are also very difficult for English learners.  Most of the time, ah as in father is substituted for the uh.  Mud becomes mod and cup becomes cop.  

The distinction between ee as in police and ih as in city is particularly difficult for people whose first language is Latin based; Italian, Spanish, French, Portugese, etc.  The ee sound, as in police, takes more muscular effort than the more relaxed ih sound as in city.  To help to understand the difference, I suggest put your finger on your throat just above the Adam’s apple, which is the prominent thyroid cartilage that is easy to see and locate.  Then say eeeeeee.  You can feel your finger being pushed forward by the muscular contraction.  Then say iiiiiiiih.  If you say it properly, you should feel very little muscular movement.

