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INTRODUCTION: HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

This guide is a combined Year 11 and 12 English Language resource and is designed to
help students understand and use the metalanguage required for this study. It is not a
textbook but rather a glossary, or a go-to guide, providing definitions and explanations of
metalanguage. The chapters are organised into subsystems, mirroring the format of the
Study Design, and the metalanguage for all four units has been combined under these
subsystems. Where possible we have tried to mirror the order of the terminology listed in
the Study Design, but in some instances we have changed the order to better reflect the
sequence of teaching and learning that will take place in the classroom.

Some topics are specific to Year 11 and some to Year 12, while others are relevant to both
year levels. For clarity, we have indicated level-specific content in the guide using the
following icons:

@ for Year 11 @ for Year 12

There is a range of accompanying exercises on the metalanguage - identifying, defining and
short-answer style ‘Check your understanding’ questions, and more detailed, analysis-
based ‘Apply your knowledge’ questions. These questions and exercises are designed to
test students’ knowledge of the metalanguage and linguistic concepts — they are not
necessarily ‘exam style’ questions. (For exam practice, students are advised to refer to
Insight’s English Language Exam Guide, by Kirsten Fox). Answers and sample solutions to
‘Check your understanding’ questions and to some of the ‘Apply your knowledge’ questions
are provided at the back of the book. For consistency we have used one transcription style
for spoken texts, but students are advised to practise reading and using other transcription
symbols over the course of the year.
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Phonetics is the study of speech sounds. It concerns how sounds are produced,
transmitted and received. It is not related to any particular language. Phonetic transcription
focuses on the precise way in which a sound is produced by a particular speaker on a
particular occasion.

Phonology is the study of the sound system of a language. The sounds of English, for
instance, are very different to the sounds of Italian or Mandarin, and the sounds of
Australian English differ from those of American English.

There are 44 sounds in Australian English but only 26 letters of the alphabet. This means
that sometimes letter combinations are required to make a sound (for example, ‘sh’ in ‘ship’,
‘ch’ in ‘chip’ or ‘ee’ in ‘feed’). A letter or group of letters can also represent different sounds:
‘0’ has different pronunciations in the words ‘hot’, ‘money’ and ‘women’, as does ‘ough’ in
the words ‘though’, ‘cough’, ‘through’ and ‘rough’. English spelling lacks the phonetic
consistency of some other languages.

THE INTERNATIONAL PHONETIC ALPHABET

(IPA)

The IPA is a phonetic notation system used to represent all of the sounds (phones) in
human speech. It encompasses all of the world’s languages and uses symbols to represent
each individual sound. You can view the complete IPA chart on the official IPA website
(http://www.internationalphoneticalphabet.org/ipa-charts/ipa-symbols-chart-completey).

Symbols representing Australian English sounds are taken from the IPA; dictionaries such as
the Macquarie use these IPA symbols to indicate the pronunciation of words. In Australian
English there are 44 different sounds (24 consonants and 20 vowels). These sounds have
traditionally been represented by the symbols used by Alex Mitchell and Arthur Delbridge,
who published The Pronunciation of English in Australia in 1965. Another common
transcription system is that of Harrington, Cox and Evans (1997). In this text we will

use the Mitchell and Delbridge method of transcription.

To understand how to do a phonetic transcription of a word, you need to start thinking
about sounds rather than spellings. Within Australian English, there are geographical
variations in pronunciation, as well as variation according to age, social background and
gender. These are not captured by dictionaries, which use a form of transcription called
phonemic transcription, an abstract representation of the way a word is usually pronounced.
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CHAPTER 1: PHONETICS AND PHONOLOGY

For example if you consult a dictionary you may find the pronunciation of the word ‘bogan’
written as /bougon/. But a common variant pronunciation is [bougan]. Note the use of slanted
brackets for phonemic transcription and square brackets for phonetic transcription.

Consider the IPA symbol tables below, then read the descriptions of the linguistic
terminology.

Symbols for transcribing English consonants

Fricatives Nasals Ap;:c:iirr:nlant Affricates Approxi
p | pit f | fat m | mat 1 | like tf | chat 1 | rope
b | bit v | vat n | no & | jar j lyes
t | tip 6 | thorn n | song w | wand
d | dip & | then
k | cat s | sit
g | got z | 200
§ | shimmer
5 | Measure,
genre
h | hot

Symbols for transcribing Australian English vowels

Monophthongs Diphthongs

i seen ar try
1 sit el day
e(or‘e’) | set o1 toy
® sat av cow
2 (called a
‘schwa’) | about ou boat
3 turn &) beer
a mark e bare
A hut U tour
D hot
% thought
U look
u hoot
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CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING

1

How do phonetics and phonology differ?

How many ways in English can you spell the ‘0" sound /ou/, such as in the word ‘go’?
Try to come up with at least three different spellings of the sound in different words.

How many ways in English can you spell the ‘0" sound /u/, such as in the word ‘do’?

You've seen from the two questions above that the letter ‘o’ can be pronounced in at least two
different ways. Are there any other ways we pronounce that letter?

SPEECH SOUND PRODUCTION

The air from the lungs passes through the vocal tract, which turns it into different vowel or
consonant sounds, and then exits the vocal tract through the mouth or nose or both.

See the diagram below of the vocal tract and read the definitions of the different
anatomical parts in the glossary provided.

The vocal tract

Nasal cavity

Alveolar ridge

Blade of the tongue

Tip of the tongue
Root of the tongue

Lip Teeth~~

—— Epiglottis

- Glottis

~—%— Esophagus

I—Vocal cords

insight ENGLISH LANGUAGE FOR SENIOR STUDENTS
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CHAPTER 1: PHONETICS AND PHONOLOGY

SOUND PRODUCTION - 9
GLOSSARY OF ANATOMY

Alveolar ridge: This is the ridge just behind the upper teeth — you can feel its contours if

you place the tip of your tongue there. Consonants such as /d/ and /t/ are produced there
and are called alveolar consonants. Say the words ‘dip’ and ‘tip’ and feel the tip or blade of
your tongue touch this ridge. Consonants such as /z/ and /f/, as in the words ‘genre’ and
‘she’, and /ds/ and /tf/, as in the words ‘jam’ and ‘chip’, are described as palato-alveolar
(or alveo-palatal) as they are produced using the blade of the tongue and the back of the
alveolar ridge.

Epiglottis: This is the little flap at the upper part of the larynx that folds down during
swallowing to send food into the esophagus rather than the trachea (or ‘windpipe’).

Glottis: This is the opening (or ‘aperture’) between the vocal cords. We make the /h/ sound
using this space, such as in the word ‘hat’. This consonant sound is referred to as glottal.

Hard palate: This is the hard roof of the mouth. Consonants produced here are called
palatal. In English we produce the /j/ consonant here, as in the word ‘yes’ by raising the
front (or body) of the tongue to the hard palate.

Larynx: The larynx is the part of the windpipe that includes the vocal cords (vocal folds).
It is often referred to as the Adam’s apple.

Lips: A consonant produced at the lips is called labial; if produced with both lips, such as
/b/, it is called bilabial. Notice how your lips come together to say the word ‘bat’.

Nasal cavity: This is the area where air passes through the nose. It is separated from the
oral cavity by the hard palate.

Oral cavity: This is the area inside the mouth.

Pharynx: The pharynx is the cavity above the larynx. Air passes through here into the oral
cavity.

Soft palate (velum): The soft palate, or velum, is the continuation of the hard palate (roof of
the mouth). As you move your tongue across the roof of your mouth from front to back you
will notice the palate is softer at the back of your mouth. Consonants such as /g/ and /k/ are
produced here and are called velar consonants. Try saying the words ‘get’ and ‘cat’, and
you should feel the back of your tongue touching your velum.

Teeth: We use our teeth to make different consonant sounds. When we say the words ‘that’
and ‘thin’, we place our tongue tip between the teeth or behind the upper teeth to produce
the sounds /38/ and /6/. These are called dental consonants. We also use our teeth when
producing the sounds /v/ and /f/. In this instance we place our upper teeth on our lower lip —
you can try this with the words ‘van’ and ‘fan’. These consonants are called labio-dental.

Tongue tip, blade, front, centre, back and root: The tongue is a very important speech
organ, and different regions are used in the production of consonant sounds - the tip

(the pointed end of the tongue), the blade (the part of the tongue just behind the tip), the
front (or body, which lies underneath the hard palate when the tongue is at rest), the centre
(middle of the tongue), the back (beneath the soft palate) and the root (opposite the back
wall of the pharynx).
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Uvula: This is the little dangling short appendage at the end of the velum. You can see it
quite clearly at the back of your mouth and it moves up and down as the velum is raised
and lowered. When the velum is raised we are said to produce ‘oral sounds’. These are all
consonant sounds except for the ‘nasal sounds’ (/n/, /m/ and /u/), which are produced when
the velum is lowered and air exits the nose.

Vocal cords (or folds): These are the membranes that stretch across the larynx. When the
vocal cords are apart, sounds produced are said to be voiceless; when they are vibrating,
the sounds are said to be voiced.

Vocal tract: This comprises the air passages above the vocal cords - the oral cavity and
the nasal cavity.

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING

Label the diagram below with the appropriate terminology.

CONSONANT PRODUCTION

When considering consonant production, we need to look at the place of articulation, the
manner of articulation and whether or not the vocal cords are vibrating (voicing).

Place of articulation

Consonants are the result of constriction of some type in the vocal tract. The location of
this constriction is known as the place of articulation — in other words, the point at which

a sound is produced or articulated. Usually this occurs at one of the fixed structures of the
oral cavity (e.g. hard palate), and the constriction takes place when the articulator (usually
the tongue), moves to that location to obstruct the airflow.

6 insight ENGLISH LANGUAGE FOR SENIOR STUDENTS



CHAPTER 1: PHONETICS AND PHONOLOGY

The table below lists the places of articulation of consonants in English.

Label | Place of articulation Articulator

bilabial lip lip

labiodental upper teeth lower lip

dental front teeth tongue tip

alveolar alveolar ridge tongue tip

palato-alveolar near alveolar ridge blade of tongue

palatal hard palate front of tongue

velar soft palate back of tongue

glottal glottis (opening between the vocal cords (slightly close over
vocal cords) the glottis)

Adapted from Language: Its Structure and Use, Finegan et al. (1992, p.44)

Manner of articulation

The manner of articulation is the way in which the airflow is obstructed in the vocal tract
when producing a consonant sound. There are six manners of articulation to consider:

Stop: a total blockage of the outgoing airflow in the oral cavity.

Nasal (or nasal stop): a total closure of the oral cavity with the velum (soft palate) lowered
so that air flows through the nose.

Fricative: the airstream is partially blocked by two speech organs coming together,
creating friction.

Affricate: a stop followed by a fricative — a complete closure in the oral cavity followed by
a slow release of air.

Approximant: sounds that come towards (approximate) their articulation point.
They have a lower degree of constriction than stops or fricatives.

Lateral approximant: represented by the ‘I' consonant in English. It occurs when the
airstream flows along the sides of the tongue, which is touching the teeth ridge and blocks
the air from going through the middle of the mouth.

Voicing

The vibration of the vocal cords when a consonant sound is produced is called voicing.

It occurs when air is forced through the narrow opening (glottis) between two folds of muscle
(vocal cords). You can feel this if you hold your fingers against your larynx (Adam’s apple) and
produce a ‘zzz’ sound. The vibration you feel is the air being squeezed through the glottis.

If you try again, this time producing the ‘ssss’ sound, your lips and tongue remain in the
same position, but there will be no vibrating or ‘buzzing’ sensation. We describe the ‘z’
sound as voiced, and the ‘s’ sound as voiceless.
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The following table shows the consonants according to the place of articulation, the manner
of articulation, and whether they are voiced or voiceless. (Note that certain sounds are
‘paired’ — one is voiced, the other is voiceless, e.g. /b/ and /p/).

Place of articulation

io- latal-
Manner of | g pial | 3P0 | pental | Awveolar | P2 | pajatal | velar | Glottal
articula dental alveolar
Stop
voiced b d g
voiceless P t k
Nasal m n 1
Fricative
voiced v 0 z 3
voiceless £ 0 s f; h
Affricate
voiced &
voiceless )
Approximant w 1 j
Lateral |
approximant

When we describe consonants, we typically do so in the following order: voicing +
place of articulation + manner of articulation (e.g. voiceless alveolar fricative).

@ VOWEL PRODUCTION

When we make vowel sounds, the air is not blocked in its passage from the lungs. Instead,
the different shapes of the mouth and different positions of the tongue and lips come into
play. We describe some vowels as being ‘high’ as the tongue is high in the mouth when we

say them (e.g. the vowel in ‘me’), whereas other vowels are ‘low’, with the tongue lower in the
mouth (e.g. the vowel in ‘mat’). For ‘mid’ vowels the tongue is somewhere in between as, for
example, in the vowel in ‘pet’. We also consider which part of the tongue - the front, centre
or back — is moving to shape the airflow, and whether the lips are rounded or unrounded —
think how your lips change when you go from saying ‘he’ to ‘who’.

To summarise, when making vowel sounds we consider:
¢ the height of the tongue (high, medium, low) in the mouth
¢ the front-back position of the tongue (front, central, back)

¢ the extent of lip-rounding (rounded or unrounded).

8 insight ENGLISH LANGUAGE FOR SENIOR STUDENTS



CHAPTER 1: PHONETICS AND PHONOLOGY

The following diagram illustrates where in the mouth various vowels are formed.

Types of vowels

A monophthong is a simple vowel that has the same sound throughout its pronunciation;
that is, the tongue does not move when making this sound (e.g. the vowel in ‘bin’).

A diphthong occurs when the tongue starts in one place and moves to another in order
to produce the vowel sound (e.g. the vowel in ‘buy’). In other words, diphthongs are two
vowel sounds. This is why diphthongs are represented by two symbols joined together
rather than the single symbols for monophthongs. Diphthongs tend to be more prone to
variation than monophthongs and can reveal social and regional variation. In Australian
English, elongation of diphthongs can often reveal the degree of broadness of accent
(compare ‘mate’ with ‘maaaaate!’).

Long vowels (vowels that are elongated or ‘stretched’ in their pronunciation) are often
indicated by a colon (:) in dictionaries, such as the ‘ee’ sound in ‘agree’ /agri:/, but you won'’t
need to worry about including these in your own transcriptions. Concentrate instead on
whether the vowel is a monophthong or diphthong.

Remember that we typically put phonetic transcriptions between square brackets,
like this [keet] (cat). This refers to how a sound was made by a particular person on a
particular occasion. A phonemic transcription is written between slashes, like this
/keet/ and is a general guide to the way the word is usually pronounced.

1. True or false? When making vowel sounds, airflow is constricted in some way.
2. Consonant production relies on which three factors?

3. The sounds /p/ and /b/ are both bilabial stops, but in what way do they differ?

insight ENGLISH LANGUAGE FOR SENIOR STUDENTS 9



4. Pair the following voiced consonants with their voiceless match: /v/; /8/; /z/; /3/; /&/

5. Name the three nasal consonants in English.

10

6. What is the difference between a monophthong and a diphthong?

APPLY YOUR KNOWLEDGE

1. Read the following IPA transcriptions and write out the translations. The first one has been
done for you. (Answers are provided at the back of the book.)
a) /haii/ (hurry) f) /my/ k) /but/ p) /hio/
b) /koum/ 9) /fat/ ) /d&amp/ q) /teza/
c) /flegz/ h) /kof/ m) /fea/ or /fea/ r) /jestoder/
d) /6xu/ i) /mart/ n) /dou/ s) /inaf/ or /onaf/
e) /vju/ i) /plem/ o) /stitfi/ t) /mglf/

2. Read the following examples of transcriptions using the IPA, then transcribe the words

in the exercise, using the IPA symbols. Say the words out loud and think about the different
sounds needed to make each word. (Answers are provided at the back of the book. Note that
the answers to this exercise represent the author’s pronunciations of the words - you might
have different answers depending on your own pronunciations, so don’t worry if your answers
don’t match these.)

Word ‘ IPA provided transcription

phone [foun]

dogs [dogz]

share [fea]

letter [leta] or [leta]

cheese [fiz]

caught [kot]

maybe [merbi]
a) pleasure h) fumigate 0) heart V) anteater
b) could i) college p) final w) watchtower
c) strong j) collage q) enjoyable x) bookworm
d) elephant k) collection r) Australia y) invisible
e) joke I) yacht s) Tuesday z) chairperson
f) honey m) brother t) peanut butter

g) through n) leather u) knife
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CHAPTER 1: PHONETICS AND PHONOLOGY

SOUNDS IN CONNECTED SPEECH AND

CONNECTED SPEECH PROCESSES

If you think about the way you speak, you’ll notice that you don’t put up boundaries or
pauses between words — words and sentences tend to connect to each other in a seamless
sea of sounds. So a word heard in isolation might sound quite different from when it’s part
of a string of words in conversation. We refer to spoken language in a continuous sequence,
such as in conversations, as connected speech - this is because the words, and sounds,
all join up together or ‘connect’.

In casual speech, there are many ways our sounds can be modified. Sounds can reduce

or disappear altogether; they can change to become more like other sounds around them;
and new sounds can appear where they normally wouldn’t. Although some people might
complain about poor elocution, this sort of sound modification is perfectly normal — indeed,
our speech would sound quite robotic without it!

Here are some of the typical processes of connected speech found in everyday conversation.

Elision

Elision refers to the omission (deletion) of a sound in connected speech - this sound may be
a vowel, a consonant or even a whole syllable. It is common in print to see this omission
written as an apostrophe (e.g. ‘cos for because, or didn’t for did not.) We often elide (omit)
sounds in rapid everyday speech purely for ease of pronunciation - ‘fish and chips’
becomes ‘fish 'n’ chips’, ‘want to’ becomes ‘wanna’, ‘cup of tea’ becomes ‘cuppa tea’ and
‘library’ /laibioii/ becomes ‘libry’ [laibii]. Unstressed grammatical words, such as ‘and’ and
‘of’, are quite prone to be elided in fast speech.

Vowel reduction (or vowel centralisation)

Vowel reduction (centralisation) is similar to elision but, instead of disappearing completely,
vowels in unstressed positions are reduced to a schwa /o/. So the word ‘to’ /tu/ might be
reduced to [to], and the word ‘and’ /eend/ might be reduced to [ond] or [an] (or, as we saw
above, it may be elided entirely to give just [n]). Similarly, the word ‘you’ might be reduced
to [ja].

Assimilation

Assimilation occurs when a sound changes (or assimilates) to become more like a
neighbouring sound. Assimilation may be progressive, where the sound is affected by a
preceding sound, or regressive, where the following sound is affected. We may also see
assimilation to sounds on either side, such as when a voiceless consonant between two
voiced sounds becomes voiced (e.g. ‘bitter’ is pronounced [bids] by some speakers).

Some types of assimilation are discussed below.

Note: The following terms under ‘Assimilation’ are not in the Study Design but it is useful
to understand the concepts, if not the terminology, particularly in Unit 2 Area of Study 1,
and Unit 4 Area of Study 1.
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Nasal assimilation: occurs when nasals assimilate to the place of articulation of the
consonants around them.

Take the word ‘handbag’: rather than being pronounced /hendbzg/, the alveolar nasal /n/
anticipates the place of articulation of the bilabial /b/ and converts the sound to a bilabial
[m], producing [hambzg]. We see exactly the same situation with the word ‘sandwich’.

The nasal /n/ assimilates the bilabial /w/ by converting the sound to a bilabial [m], which is
why most people say [semwitf] rather than /senwitf/. In both these examples the /d/ sound is
often elided (not pronounced).

The same situation occurs with the word ‘pancake’ — the nasal /n/ can sometimes sound
more like the nasal /i/, so that /penkeik/ becomes more like [papkeik]. This is because the
[n] anticipates the velar /k/ and converts to a velar nasal, [g].

Flapping: assimilation of voicing occurs (voiceless consonants become voiced). Put simply,
the /t/, which is voiceless, becomes /d/, which is voiced, and it is called flapping because
the tongue flaps against the alveolar ridge. An example of this would be pronouncing
‘kitten’ /kiton/ as ‘kidden’ [kiden]. Flapping often occurs between vowel sounds, as the vocal
cords are already vibrating to create the vowels and it is easier not to shut off the voicing for
the consonant in between. So a sentence like ‘Butter tastes better’, will often sound more
like ‘Budder tastes bedder’ as a result of flapping.

Palatalisation: two nearby sounds with different places of articulation merge in their place
of articulation. In most cases, the palatal sounds /tf/ and /d&/ replace other consonant
sounds. It often occurs between words: for example, in the word sequences ‘can’t you’ and
‘did you’. These sequences often sound like [kantfu] and [didsu] rather than /kantju/ and
/didju/. It also occurs within words, and is why we say, for instance, ‘choona’ for ‘tuna’, or
‘Choos-day’ for ‘“Tuesday’. You might pronounce ‘tissue’ as ‘tiss-yoo’ [tisju] or ‘tishoo’ [tifu],
depending on whether you palatalise or not.

Insertion

As its name suggests, insertion involves the addition of sounds where they don't strictly
belong. Both consonants and vowels can be added to the pronunciation of words in
connected speech. It is quite common, for instance, for people to insert a vowel in ‘souvlaki’
so that it sounds like ‘souv-e-laki’ [suvalaki]; similarly, ‘humbling’ sometimes becomes
‘humb-e-ling’ [hambalig]. Insertion is not as common as elision but it crops up in words that
contain difficult consonant clusters, such as the ‘bl’ in the ‘humbling’ example, or ‘thl’ in
‘athlete’, which is sometimes pronounced ‘ath-a-lete’ [«0alit].

Consonants can also be inserted between words or syllables for ease of pronunciation.
Australians, for instance, are prone to inserting an ‘r’ sound between the words ‘law’ and
‘and’ in the sequence ‘law and order’ so that it sounds more like ‘lor-an-order’ [loion oda];
the word ‘drawing’ /diom/ might become ‘draw-ring’ [dxomg]. This is known as a ‘linking r’
and is something that differentiates Australian English from other varieties. Other common
insertions are the addition of a ‘w’ sound between the ‘go’ and ‘ing’ in ‘going’ /gouy/ so that
it sounds more like ‘go-wing’ [gouwin], or the insertion of a /j/ in ‘seeing’ so that it sounds
like ‘see-ying’ [sijin].
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CHAPTER 1: PHONETICS AND PHONOLOGY

Some linguistic textbooks refer to insertion as ‘epenthesis’, ‘intrusion’ or ‘anaptyxis’, but you
won’t need to use these terms — they’re here just in case you want to do further research.

Of froffies and fricatives

As the weather warms up here in the southern hemisphere, moving us towards the summery
days Australia is known for, we have noticed an aligned increase in the use of the word

‘froffies’.

Urban dictionary confirms that the definition of froffies is beer, or any other alcoholic
beverage:

Tom: Derek you hitting the froffies this weekend?
Derek: Sure am buddy.

We reckon this word is pretty endearing. It is a very typical Australian English slang word
involving some of our favourite features like shortening (just like grundies).

It also plays with the tricky pronunciation of the word ‘froth’, which challenges us with two
fricative sounds in close succession. It’s a difficult word to say.

The ‘f* requires the lips and teeth to come together and push air through a narrow channel as
a ‘voiceless labiodental fricative’ sound, then we have to quickly move to make the ‘r’ sound
straight after. And we quickly finish the word by pushing our tongue forward against the
alveolar ridge behind the teeth, to make the ‘th’ sound (a voiceless alveolar non-sibilant
fricative).

It’s a kind of linguistic calisthenics (which BTW is a word with its own phonetic traps, with
that ‘s’ and ‘th’ in quick succession). It’s understandable that the final sound in ‘froth” would
assimilate to the word-initial f”.

Hence, froffies.

Source: Georgia Webster, Superfinguo, a blog about language and linguistics.
www.superlinguo.compost/97249566511/of-froffies-and-fricatives

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING

Look at the following pronunciations of words and decide whether they are examples of
assimilation, elision, vowel reduction or insertion. In some instances you might decide there is
more than one possible answer.

a) ‘im (him) f) didn’choo (didn't you) k) bananarand cream
b) won’chu (won't you) g) Feb-u-ry (February) (banana and cream}
c) Australi-ya h) sort'v (sort of) I el e 0
d) wanna (want to) i) dunno (don't know)
e) madder (matter) j) ingcompetent

(incompetent)
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PROSODIC FEATURES

Prosodic features (sometimes referred to in linguistics as ‘suprasegmental features’) are
phonological properties that relate to the pronunciation of syllables, words and phrases — not
simply phonemes (sound segments). These prosodic features are stress, pitch, intonation,
tempo and volume. (If you study music you will understand many of these terms — in a way,
they concern the ‘musicality’ of speech). We will consider each of these in turn.

Stress

In order to understand stress, we first need to consider syllables, because stress refers to
the degree of strength used to produce a syllable. In speech we give prominence to certain
syllables in both words and phrases - this is what we mean by stress. Variations in the use
of stress give our speech its rhythm; we tend to stress syllables at fairly regular intervals,
and English syllables are not all the same length. Some are stressed, some are unstressed.

Words are made up of syllables (groups of sounds). You can hear, for instance, that the
word ‘cat’ is just one syllable (one ‘clap’ of the hand, if you were counting beats in music),
whereas the word ‘puppy’ has two syllables (two beats: pu-ppy), dinosaur has three (di-no-
saur) and caterpillar has four (ca-ter-pi-llar). When words contain more than one syllable, we
tend to give one syllable greater stress than the others (this is called primary stress, or main
stress). In some languages each syllable is given equal value, or equal stress, but in English
this is not the case - in ‘dinosaur’ and ‘caterpillar’ we give greater stress to the first syllable,
whereas in ‘subtraction’ we give stress to the second, and in ‘adulation’ to the third. In
these examples, the other syllables are unstressed — you can hear that they are not as long
as the main syllable.

We tend to know instinctively what is meant by a stressed syllable, but from a prosodic
perspective we can say stress is marked by a movement or sustention of pitch when
uttering the stressed syllable. (‘Sustension’ is the nominal, or noun, form of ‘sustain’.) This is
often accompanied by greater amplitude (loudness) and greater duration (length) in the
stressed syllable than is to be found in the adjoining syllables. Stress typically falls on the
vowel in a syllable.

To complicate matters, English uses variation in stress patterns to distinguish nouns from
verbs, as you can see in the following pairs:

Nouns | Verbs
research research
survey survey
insult insult

Note that nouns tend to have the first syllable stressed, whereas verbs often have the
second syllable stressed. This is typical in Australian English, although with some words,
such as ‘research’, there is a degree of variation in stress patterns.
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