
The Articulation of Vowels

Vowels are produced when the air stream is voiced through
the vibration of the vocal cords in larynx, and then shaped
using the tongue and the lips to modify the overall shape of
the mouth. The position of the tongue is a useful reference
point for describing the difference between the vowel
sounds.



Open Spread Neutral Round

Open:the jaw is fully open,and the tongue is low in the mouth

Spread: the corners of the lips are moved away from each other,
As when smiling. Example sound /i:/.

Neutral: the lips are not noticeably rounded or spread. Example
Sound: /ə/.

Round: the lips are pushed forward into the shape of a circle.
Example sound: /ʊ/.

Lips Positions



Close vowels
For close vowels the tongue is quite high in the mouth. Moving from /i:/ through to /u:/,
we also notice the different positions of the tongue; /i:/ is a front vowel, and /u:/ is a back
vowel.

i:

I

Characteristics
The front of the tongue is slightly behind and below the close
front position. (The “close” position is where the tongue is
closest to roof of the mouth). Lips are spread. The tongue is
tense, and the sides of the tongue touch the upper molars.

.…yuaple, qeoce, pine, polese, scee,cheyd, keaAs in.. b

Characteristics
The part of the tongue slightly nearer the center is raised to just
above the half-close position. (not as high as in /i:/). Lips are
spread loosely, and the tongue is more relaxed. The sides of the
tongue may touch the upper molars.

n.emosy, wun, baithm, mountyst, rheggige, bat, sausiAs in.. h



ʊ

u:

Characteristics
The part of the tongue just behind the center is raised, just above
the half-close position. Lips are rounded, but loosely so.
The tongue is relatively relaxed.

.…llush, puman, pod, wook, gooAs in.. b

Characteristics
The back of the tongue is raised just below the close position.
Lips are rounded. The tongue is tense.

.…oup, suit, fro, whuede, trud, rooAs in.. f

Close vowels
For close vowels the tongue is quite high in the mouth. Moving from /i:/ through to /u:/,
we also notice the different positions of the tongue; /i:/ is a front vowel, and /u:/ is a back
vowel.



e

ə

Characteristics
The front of the tongue is between the half-open and half-close
position. the half-close positions. Lips are loosely spread. The
tongue is tenser than for /I/ and the sides of the tongue may touch
the upper molars.

sure .einy, lad,ead (past), instead, read, haift, segg, leAs in..

Characteristics
The center of the tongue is between the half-close and half-open
position. the half-close positions. Lips are relaxed, and neutrally
spread.

(before consonant).en, thio, natanana, berbout, papaAs in..

Mid vowels
For mid vowels the tongue is neither high nor low in the mouth. Moving from /e/ through
to /ɔ:/, we also notice the different positions of the tongue; /e/ is a front vowel, and /ɔ:/ is
a back vowel.

Commonest vowel sound in English never stressed, and many un stressed vowels tend
towards this sound. Differs from other phonemes, in that its contrast with similarly
articulated long sound /ʒ:/ does not involve a change of meaning. Gets its name from
Hebrew /ʃəwɑ:/, meaning “emptiness”, or “nothing”.



ɔ:
Characteristics
The back of the tongue is raised to between below the half-open
and half-close positions. Lips are loosely rounded.

,our, pawd, soart, bought, baugh, torell, snak, corAs in.. f
.…se.oarse, hor, hlawll,ad,oabr

Mid vowels
For mid vowels the tongue is neither high nor low in the mouth. Moving from /e/ through
to /ɔ:/, we also notice the different positions of the tongue; /e/ is a front vowel, and /ɔ:/ is
a back vowel.

ʒ:
Characteristics
The center of the tongue is between the half-close and half-open
position. the half-close positions. Lips are relaxed, and neutrally
spread.

tle.yrve, merl, searther, purd, for, wert, hirAs in.. sh



ʌ
Characteristics
The center of the tongue is raised to just above the full open
position. Lips are neutrally open.

.…doome, flos, coerish, dount, noncle, frun,uAs in.. r

Open vowels
For open vowels the tongue is low in the mouth. Moving from /æ/ through to /ɒ/, we
also notice the different positions of the tongue; /æ/ is a front vowel, and /ɒ/ is a back
vowel.

æ
Characteristics
The front of the tongue is raised to just below the half-open
position. Lips are neutrally open.

.…taintique, plack,at, attaAs in.. h



Characteristics
The tongue between the center and the back, is in the full open
position. Lips are neutrally open.

stralia.Auledge,owse, knaunt, becagh, wouften, co,ogAs in.. d

ɒ

Open vowels
For open vowels the tongue is low in the mouth. Moving from /æ/ through to /ɒ/, we
also notice the different positions of the tongue; /æ/ is a front vowel, and /ɒ/ is a back
vowel.

ɑ:
Characteristics
The tongue between the center and the back, is in the fully open
position. Lips are neutrally open.

nty .au,oirk, memernd, class, commaf, clalt, harr, paAs in.. f



Centering diphthongs

Characteristics
The glide begins in the position for /ʊ/, moving forwards and
down to towards /ə/. The lips are loosely rounded, becoming
neutrally spread.

.…ure, obscour, toor, mure*sAs in..

ʊə

ɪə
Characteristics
The glide begins in the position for /I/, moving down and back
towards /ə/. The lips are neutral, but with a small movement from
spread to open.

.…ea, ideren, hIace,ier, peard, fearr, beebAs in..

*Quite a rare diphthong. Many speakers replace it with /ɔ:/..



Centering diphthongs

Characteristics
The glide begins in the position for /e/, moving forwards and
down to towards /I/. The lips are spread.

.…nei, veyn, thai, pay, seigh, why, wakecAs in..

eI

eə
Characteristics
The glide begins in the position for /e/, moving back towards /ə/.
The lips remain neutrally open.

.…ere, thare, starer, dai, chere, werewhAs in..



Characteristics
The glide begins in the position, between front and center,
moving up and slightly forward towards /I/. The lips move from
neutral, to loosely spread.

.…eye,yt, crighte, mi, kuy, bie, tighhAs in..

ɔI
Characteristics
The glide begins in the position for /ɔ:/, moving up and forwards
towards /ə/. The lips start open and rounded, and change to
neutral.

.…oy, boyce, enjoid, voi, avoytAs in..

Closing Diphthongs

aI



Characteristics
The glide begins in the position quite similar to /ɑ:/, moving up
towards /ʊ/. The lips start neutral, with a movement to loosely
rounded. The glide is not always completed, as the movement
involved is extensive.

.…ough, bown, howd, dou, lousehAs in..

əʊ
Characteristics
The glide begins in the position for / ə/, moving up and back
towards /ʊ/. The lips are neutral, but change to loosely rounded.

.…ough, althome, hellost, hoa, tow, snogAs in..

Closing Diphthongs

aʊ


