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Introduction: Sounds in Language

 Initial role in the speech process

 Differ and cannot be repeated

Sometimes the speakers differ in repeating the same 

sounds because of many factors:

- The silence/noise in the room

- Whether the speaker is tired

- Whether the speaker is distracted

- Whether the speaker is not willing to repeat

- According to his/her background



Systems of language

• Language consists of 3 interlocking systems

– The system of sounds

– The system of words 

– The system of grammar

• These systems form the resources for creating 

meaning

• Each system is language specific

• English vs. any language?



Characteristics of the speech system

FL speakers find themselves in a chaos of sounds 

because of the nature of the “problem” i.e. the 

speaking or learning a foreign language. This chaos 

is supposed to be fixed by following a certain 

rule/rules or codes. Thus, each system (the speech 

system) has two main characteristics:

- It contains a limited number of sound units

- It contains certain rules to combine those units



The sounds of English



The sound system 

The speech sub-system of the verbal code has 2 
types of units:

1. Distinctive features (sound properties)

2. Speech sound types (phonemes) 

The sound system of any language can be studied 
from two points of view:

 how individual sounds in the language are made 
(phonetics)

 The relationship between sounds and meaning 
(phonology)



The number of phonemes

 The minimum number of phonemes is different 

across languages (never exceeding 50)

 13 for natives of Hawaii

 32-59 phonemes in Danish and Lithuanian

 A phoneme is the smallest unit of a sound which can 

be meaningful/meaningless and by combination of 

phonemes we get morphemes. Whereas, a 

morpheme is the smallest linguistic unit with a 

semantic meaning. 





Other interesting features of sounds

 One of the properties of 

the speech phonological 

subsystem is a tendency 

towards symmetry. 



Redundancy

The possibility to predict the presence of a linguistic unit 

merely on the basis of the presence of another unit with which 

is always coupled. Redundancy is a means in each language 

that fights disturbance in communication. 

 Clements (2005: 50) "languages tend to organize their sound 

systems by maximizing the use of a small number of highly 

valued features" Again, redundancy is minimized to achieve 

representational simplicity.

 



How do we make speech sounds?

• Use air from our lungs as well as the organs of speech, 
i.e. lips, tongue, teeth , vocal cords to create different 
sounds

• By manipulating the sounds in different ways, we make 
different sounds

– Phonemes are different sounds that indicate a different 
meaning, e.g. pill/bill, till/dill, mill/nil

– Allophones are variations in pronunciation of individual 
sounds that do not signal difference in meaning, e.g. the 
difference in the way the /l/ is pronounced according to  
the sounds that surround it, as in “plane and pail”



Representing spoken language
12

• More sounds in English than letters

– e.g.12 vowel sounds, only 6 vowel letters

• To represent pronunciation the International Phonetic 
Alphabet has been created

– Allows representation of how words are pronounced

 coot noun /kuːt/

– Allows UK/US variations to be noted

 YouTube noun 

 UK /ˈjuː.tʃuːb/ US /ˈjuː.tuːb/



Conclusion 
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