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LLCM20AN English Phonetics Week 2: Syllables (strong and weak syllables) T. Kamiyama, Université de Marne-la-Vallée 2007-2008



0. Some more basic spellingpronunciation rules (revision): ‘Long’ and ‘short’ pronunciations of vowel letters with 



‘Long’ and ‘short’ pronunciations of vowels letters followed by • ‘Long’



• ‘Short’



• /e/



• //



• //



• //



• /a/



• //



• //



• //



• // //



• //
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‘Short’ word-finally • // as in /k/ • // as in /p/ • // as in /s/ • // as in // • // as in /f/ 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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‘Short’ when followed by a word-final consonant letter • // as in /kt/ • // as in /tm/ • // as in /fm/ • // as in /pt/ • // as in /kd/ 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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‘Long’ when followed by word-final ‘silent’ • /e/ as in /ke/ • // as in /sf/ • /a/ as in /fa/ (/fa/ /f/), /ta/ (/ta/ /t/) • // as in /m/ • /(j)/ /(j)/ as in /kj/ /kj/ 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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1. Strong and weak syllables



Demonstration • Listen to the sentences: • Mark the stress pattern with O (strong) and o (weak): • 1. OoOoOo • 2. OooOooOoo • What differences can you find between strong and weak syllables? 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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Doesn’t Oscar listen?
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Hurry and give it to Jonathan.
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Strong syllables are … • • • •



1. Longer (greater duration) 2. Stronger (greater intensity) 3. Pitch (melody) change 4. Vowel quality: the vowel has a “clearer” (not “obscure”) quality.
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Strong and weak syllables • Strong and weak syllables tend to alternate: • OoOoOo • But it is not always the case: • OOO
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In a single word, pronounced in isolation • When there is only one syllable (monosyllabic words): you cannot compare • When there more than one syllable (polysyllabic words): one syllable is necessarily stronger than its neighbours. -> “stressed syllable” 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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In a single word, pronounced in isolation • When there more than one syllable (polysyllabic words): one syllable is necessarily stronger than its neighbours. -> “stressed syllable” Examples: Harvard banana
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Har - vard
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ba - na - na
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Reminder: Strong (stressed) syllables are … • • • •



1. Longer (greater duration) 2. Stronger (greater intensity) 3. Pitch (melody) change 4. Vowel quality: the vowel has a “clearer” (not “obscure”) quality.
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Word stress • “Harvard” Oo : the stress (word stress) falls on the first syllable. • “banana” oOo : the stress (word stress) falls on the second syllable. • /hvd/ /bnn/: the (primary) word stress is represented by // placed before the stressed syllable. 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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Word stress • In longer words, there may be more than one stressed-syllables. Example: “international” OoO(o)o • But one of them (usually the last one) is stronger than the other(s): OoO(o)o (-> primary stress and secondary stress) The secondary stress is represented by //: /ntnænl/ 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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2. Syllable: what is a syllable?



What is a syllable? • It is not easy to define. • But the speakers are generally conscious of the number of syllables in a word or a phrase.
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What is a syllable? • When we speak, we tend to alternate two gestures: opening and closing of mouth. • When you open your mouth, the airstream flows out freely, with little or no obstruction in the vocal tract, generating a (relatively) loud sound. • When you close your mouth (completely or incompletely), the airstream is obstructed (completely or incompletely) somewhere in the vocal tract, generating a less loud sound. 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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What is a syllable? • Very roughly speaking, the number of syllables corresponds to the number of times you open your mouth.
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Structure of a syllable? • 1. A minimal syllable: a single vowel in isolation. Examples: ‘R’ //, ‘eye’ /a/, ‘awe’ // • 2. Some syllables have an onset (initial consonant). Examples: ‘bar’ /b/, ‘buy’ /ba/, ‘more’ /m/ • 3. Syllables may have no onset but have a coda (final consonant). Examples: ‘art’ /t/, ‘ice’ /as/, ‘all’ /l/ • 4. Some syllables have onset and coda. Examples: ‘card’ /kd/, ‘right’ /rat/, ‘port’ /pt/ 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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Structure of a syllable? Onset and coda are optional.



Syllable Rhyme



(Onset) 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama



Nucleus (peak) LLCM20AN English Phonetics 2007-2008 Week 2



(Coda) 25



Structure of a syllable: 1. nucleus (peak) • An indispensable element. • The centre of a syllable, where the sonority (loudness) reaches the peak: nucleus is usually louder than the other elements in the same syllable.
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Nucleus in strong and weak syllables • 1. A strong syllable contains one of the strong vowels as nucleus: – Long vowels: /i    u/ – Short vowels: / e æ   / – Diphthongs: / e  e a  a / – Triphthongs: /e a  a /



• 2. A weak syllable contains as nucleus: – Either one of the weak vowels: / i  u / – Or a syllabic consonant: /l n m  r/ 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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Structure of a syllable: 2. onset • Syllable initial consonant(s). • An optional element. • // is not possible in this position. // is rare. • A syllable may have 0-3 onset consonants. Examples: / it/ /rid/ /tri/ /strit/ 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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Structure of a syllable: onset • Two-consonant clusters (groups of consonants): • 1. /s/ + another consonant:
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Structure of a syllable: onset • Two-consonant clusters (groups of consonants): • 2. A consonant + /l r w j/:
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Structure of a syllable: onset • We can see that not all combinations are possible for consonant clusters: phonotactic constraints. • Example 1: /t/ /d/ /l/ are found in such words as /ti/ /de/ /lk/, but /tl/ and /dl/ are not allowed in onset in English (except in loanwords and foreign names: “Tlingit”). • */tl/ /dl/ are found word-finally (/tatl/ /kredl/), but /l/ is considered to form an independent syllable (syllabic consonant). 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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Structure of a syllable: onset • We can see that not all combinations are possible for consonant clusters: phonotactic constraints. • Example 2: /s/ // /l/ /r/ are found in such words as /si/ /ep/ /lk/ /rat/, and /sl/ /r/ are found in such words as /slip/ /rk/), but /sr/ /l/ are not allowed in English (except in loanwords and foreign names: “Sri Lanka”). 4/02/2008 T. Kamiyama
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