


What are vowels?

Those speech sounds which are articulated without any 
obstruction or closure in the vocal tract. 

Those speech sounds which occur at the centre of 
syllables.

For example: 

/e/  as in ‘bet’

/i:/ as in  ‘seat’



How are vowels classified? 

They are classified on the basis of

1)    the position of the tongue, 

and

2)   the shape of the lips.



Position of the Tongue

The position of the tongue within the mouth can change 
while articulating vowels: 

1)  horizontally (along front—central—back axis)

and

2)  vertically (along high—mid—low axis)



Horizontal Position (front—central—back)
a) The body of the tongue may be pulled backwards in 

the mouth;  for example, in the production of the 
vowel /u:/ as in ‘doom’.  The vowels so produced are 
called as back vowels.

b) The body of the tongue may be pushed forward in the 
mouth; for example, in the production of the vowel  
/i:/ as in ‘me’. The vowels so produced are called as 
front vowels.

c) The body of the tongue may be in an intermediate 
position in the mouth; for example, in the production 
of the vowel /ə/ as in ‘above’. The vowels so produced 
are termed as central vowels.



Vertical Position or Height

(high—mid—low)
a) The body of the tongue may be high in the mouth; for 

example in the production of the vowels /ɪ/ and/ʊ/ as 
in ‘pit’ and ‘put’ respectively.  The vowels so produced 
are called high vowels.

b) The tongue body may be relatively low in the mouth; 
for example, in the production of the vowels /æ/ and 
/ɒ/ as in ‘fat’ and ‘hot’ respectively. The vowels so 
produced are called low vowels. 

c) The tongue body may be in an intermediate position  
vertically in the oral cavity; for example in the 
production of the vowels /e/ and /ə/ as in ‘bed’,  and 
‘about’ respectively. These are called as mid vowels.



We can map the horizontal and vertical positions of the 
tongue within the mouth (oral cavity) by means of the 

Vowel Diagram:



Vowel diagram of English
(Received Pronunciation)



The image  on the right side is of the figure given in David Crystal’s  book “How 
Language Works”.



Shape of the Lips

This refers to whether the lips are rounded or unrounded 
while pronouncing a vowel. 

a) The vowels produced with rounded lips are called as 
rounded vowels. 

b) Those produced with unrounded lips are called as 
unrounded vowels.  

Examples: /ʊ/, /ɒ/, /u:/ and /ɔ:/ are rounded, and /i:/, 
/ɪ/, /e/, /ɑ:/, /æ/, /ə/ and /ʌ/ are unrounded.



Pure Vowels and Vowel Glides
Sometimes there is a shift in the position of the tongue 

during the articulation of a vowel. As a result the vowel 
starts off with one quality and changes to a different 
quality. 

If there is no shift in the quality of a vowel, the vowel is 
called a pure vowel or a monophthong; for example, 
all the vowels discussed above.

However, if there is a shift in the quality of a vowel, it is 
called a vowel glide.



Vowel Glides: Diphthongs
A single shift in quality results in a diphthong. There are 

eight diphthongs in English: 

1) /eɪ/ as in ‘say’ 

2) /ɑʊ/ or /aʊ/ as in cow

3) /ɑɪ/ or /aɪ/ as in ‘fine’ 

4) /ɔɪ/ as in ‘boy’

5) /ɪə/ as in ‘dear’ 

6) /eə/ as in ‘air’ 

7) /ʊə/ as in gruel  and 

8) /əʊ/ as in ‘home’



Vowel Glides: Triphthongs
A double shift in the quality of a vowel results in a 

triphthong. 

David Crystal in his book “ How Language Works” 
informs us that triphthongs /aɪə/ and /ɑʊə/ are found 
in certain pronunciations of such words as ‘fire’  and 
‘power’.



Note
It must be mentioned here that this presentation for the 

most part describes the Received Pronunciation: the 
standard form of  British English pronunciation, based 
on the educated  speech of  southern England.
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