PHONETI C TRANSCRI PTI ON FOR LANGUAGE- LEARNI NG TEXTBOOKS

Text books for |anguage-learners that treat the |anguage on a phonetic basis seem
to have had their heyday between the 1930s, when there were a nunber of
publications fromthe University of London, and the 1950s, when phonetic
transcriptions were seem ngly overtaken by audio recordings. The result has been
that publishers of popular materials no | onger provide even a nininal phonetic
anal ysis. This devel opnent is unfortunate: phonetic analysis is, in ny view, the
first step in adult |anguage-learning. In fact audio recordings cone a poor second
to a good transcription. They are difficult to learn from since they don't tel
the |l earner which features are inportant and which are not; they are difficult to
use as reference-material, since it takes so long to find a particular fragnent;
they are expensive to buy; and, unlike a book, they require special equipnent. A
good phonetic transcription has none of these di sadvantages, and once the sounds
have been | earned is as good as a native speaker speaking fromthe page.

Thi s docunent di scusses the problens that arise and the choices to be nmade in
produci ng such a transcription for beginners' textbooks. It is addressed to those
with a detailed technical know edge of phonetics, and refers particularly to ny
pronunci ati on package for Lewis Gaelic (also on this website). As will be clear
fromthe di scussion below, a good transcription is one that puts as few barriers
as possi bl e between the synbols on the page and the | earner's nental hearing of

t he sounds.

2. THE PHONE- SET

Assuming that a nminimal phonetic analysis is one that distinguishes all the
phonenes, the first requirenment is a phonene inventory. (Popular naterials do not
normally provide even this.) The real problemthen comes with allophones.

Al | ophoni c detail cannot be conpletely omtted: it helps learners to sound nore
native-like nore quickly, it accelerates their ability to understand the spoken

| anguage, and it reassures them when they hear unexpected sounds. But it can soon
build up to an alarmi ng anmount of material, discouraging for the |learner. The
problemis that sonmewhere we have to draw a |ine between, for exanple, /trw and
[thgeu"] as representations of south-of-England true, and there seens to be no
[inguistic principle on which to draw it. There are however various ways of
mtigating these difficulties:

a. The naterials witer can decide to include only the nost salient instances of
al | ophony. What counts as salient is of course a subjective judgenent, but a
subj ective judgenent is better than none, and feedback from pupils can provide
gui dance

b. These all ophones - chosen as above - should be shown in all cases where they
could occur. This nmeans that within words they can be included wi thout comment, so
that the word help, for exanple, might in one variety of English appear
consistently as heop, with no nention of help; but across word-boundaries the
processes need to be described and applied, so that tell it would appear as

'telzt, but tell ne as 'teomi. The material can also include exercises dealing
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with the fornms that cross word-boundaries: the | earner converts the unreduced form
to the reduced, to acquire fluency, and the reduced formto the unreduced, for
practice in reconstructing the underlying utterance.

c. The nechani cal application of allophonic processes sonetines produces a crude
and inflexible version of the | anguage. In such cases nmaterials witers can

i nclude a disclainmer saying that the changes vary according to speaker and soci al
context; and provided that this has been nade clear, they can then apply the
changes randomy in only a proportion of cases. Exercises can also stipulate that
a given set of allophonic changes is, or is not, to be made.

d. Atactic that is econonical of space and | earning-effort, but still provides
reassurance, is to briefly nmention specific allophones but not discuss them
further. To read that 'in the south, s is often pronounced as h', for exanple,
will reassure | earners of Spanish.

The above di scussion of allophones nmakes clear how inportant it is for the
materials witer to decide exactly which variety of the language is to be dealt
with, if allophonic chaos is to be avoi ded.

The phonenes and t he chosen al |l ophones constitute the 'phone-set' for the variety
of the language that is being described, and any distinction between phonenes and

al | ophones can thereafter be ignored - it has no significance for the learner. In
nmy descriptions, therefore, |I avoid the word ' phonene' and talk only of 'sounds',
and where al |l ophoni c processes need to be described - as opposed to being

i ncorporated w thout conment - | refer to themas 'changes in connected speech'.

By the same token | use neither slants nor square brackets to nark off the
phonetic synbols - the typeface is sufficient for this. Further, ny descriptions
refer to an 'original' or '"underlying' sound 'changing' to a different sound in
certain phonetic contexts: this formof words natches |earners' intuitions, and
whi ch underlying phonol ogi cal nodel is used isn't inportant.

2.1. Choice of synbols

As far as the choice of synbols is concerned, | have adopted the follow ng
gui de-1i nes:

a. Use the International Phonetic Al phabet. The IPA is not the only synbol -set
avai | abl e, but whereas others have nostly been devel oped for specific | anguages,
the I PA can be used for any |language. So if students know sonme | PA synbols

al ready, they start with an advantage; and if they don't, then one can offer the
incentive that |earning the | PA synbol-set is an investnent for |earning other

| anguages.

b. Choose the | PA synbol that nost closely matches the typical sound of the phone
that is being represented. This precludes the use of 'cover' synbols and
phonol ogi cal Iy notivated synbols. For exanple, r cannot be used as the synbol for
south-of -England r, since r represents a trill: a nust be used instead. This
contravenes one of the recomendati ons of the International Phonetic Association
to use the sinplest possible synbol that preserves the necessary distinctions
within the [ anguage. In a | anguage-|earning text, however, the transcriptionis in
effect a 'conparative' transcription, noting differences between the |earner's
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speech-sounds and those of the target |anguage, so this recomendati on can be
overriden. The effect of this tactic is to incorporate the 'conventions' - the
text which specifies howthe synbols are to be interpreted - into the
transcription itself. (The ideal would be to have a single convention, 'synbols
have their |PA values', which can then be assumed.) This approach neans that the
transcription directly represents the sounds that a native speaker woul d nake, and
so speaks inmediately to the | earner

c. Use as few diacritics as possible, so as to reduce clutter in the text. This
requi renent may conflict with the need to distinguish all phonenes - a | anguage
may have phonemnic differences that cannot be captured by the raw I PA synbols, in
whi ch case either diacritics nust be used, or a synbol nust take on an unusua
neani ng.

d. Retain orthographic spaces. This is a conpronise with (b) above, which ains to
show on the page exactly what the learner will hear, but a necessary help to
begi nners.

A further constraint on synbols is that they nust be available in the chosen font.
My choice of font for the materials on this website was circunscribed: for various
reasons it had to be fixed-w dth, non-Unicode (and therefore limted to
256-characters), and free of charge; it had to contain as many | PA synbol s as
possi ble; and it had to produce synbols that were clear when displayed or printed
on a hone conputer. The only practicable choice was the | PA~-samm SIL series from
the University of London Phonetics Departnent website.

2.2. 'Sane' sounds

Anot her consideration that affects the choice of synbols is the problem of the
"sane’ sound. By this | nmean a sound which is broadly the same in the |learner's

| anguage and the target |anguage, but is different when exam ned nore closely. An
exanple is British and French t, 'a t-sound' in both |anguages, but alveolar in
one case and denti-alveolar in the other (anong other differences). The naterials
witer needs to decide which differences to note, whether to note themin the
description or in the synmbols, or in both.

The materials witer mght al so have a wi der goal of producing an account that was
neutral with regard to the learner's |anguage. The Illustrations that appear in
the Journal of the International Phonetic Association are an exanple of this: they
i ncl ude secondary features (dental or alveolar, aspirated or unaspirated, for
exanpl e), but without reference to the secondary features of similar sounds in

ot her | anguages, and therefore provide a | anguage-i ndependent description. The
result is that readers can arrive at a good pronunciation irrespective of their
nati ve | anguage. But the Illustrations are addressed to phoneticians, who are able
to work out for thenselves the featural differences between their native |anguage
and the target |anguage, and experience shows that non-speciali st

| anguage-l earners can't do this. In a teaching package, therefore, the featura

di fferences woul d need to be spelled out: there would need to be, for the one
target |anguage, a different set of conventions for each | anguage-group of

| earners, and a different set of synbols if the featural differences were
synbolised. This is clearly not within the scope of the sort of teaching package
bei ng consi dered here.
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So we can return to a nore conventional view of features, on the basis that the
target |anguage is to be described in terns of a single known | anguage. The known
| anguage that | have adopted in this case is Southern British English. For each
sound | give not only a technical description, consisting of the trinom al
specifier together with any featural differences between the target sound and the
Southern British English sound, but also a |aynan's description, intended to
elicit the correct features fromthe |l earner - 'pronounced against the teeth and
with a strong puff of breath', for exanple. | decided to mark no differences in

t he synbolisation, however. One reason for this was to keep the text uncluttered,
as noted above; another was that feature differences are adequately covered in the
technical and |ayman's description; a third was that sone features -
"unaspirated', for exanple - have no | PA synbol. But the nost inportant was that
wi thout feature differences the transcription could remain detached from any

| earner's native | anguage, and so woul d need no change if the naterial were

devel oped for audiences with other first |anguages.

3. APPLI CATION TO LEW S GAELI C

How have the above considerations played out in my pronunciati on package for Lew s
Gaelic? (I should at this point make it clear that ny information on the

pronunci ation of Lewis Gaelic is drawn fromthe four published sources listed at
the end of this docunment. | have seen no evidence to suggest that these accounts
are in any way inaccurate, but | have nade no special effort to listen to or
analyse Lewis Gaelic in the field.) The phonene inventory is large. Here it is in
a phonol ogi cal synbolisation: -

Vowel s: i

O O ¢
P % =

Sem vowels: j w

Pl osi ves, aspirat ed: pP phd th thi kb KkhJ
Pl osives, unaspirated: p pJ t ti k ki

Fricatives, voiceless: f fI s § ¢
Fricatives, voiced: v v i

Sonorants: rd r rY¥
13 1 1v
nd n nv
QO her nasals: m mJ
Vowel -1 ength component: 'tunds man; 'tw:nde nen
Di pht hongs are treated as two-vowel sequences.

Nasal ity conponent: mar 'val¥e like a wall; mar 'vdl¥se |ike an eyebrow

There are sonme minor problens associated with this phonene inventory: -
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a. Some commentators deny the existence of the palatalised |abials phd pi fi v
mJ. However, the controversy concerns only the analysis, and it is generally
accepted that the string pj etc. adequately represents the pronunciation. | have
therefore adopted this solution, elimnating these five phonenes.

b. The sound nY is not well attested. Ladefoged et al. did not hear it, and both
Borgstrgm and Oftedal say that it is hard to distinguish fromneutral n. But since
they also say that it reveals its existence by influencing the adjacent vowel, |
have included it.

c. Sonme pairs of phonenes overlap phonetically, with the result that a given phone
may be assigned to one phonene by one commentator and to anot her phonene by
another. The pairs in question are e ~ &, ¢ ~ a and o ~ o, exanples are fébrk
versus féhk, liepi versus liapi, kPréPk versus kPrshk. | have nade a nore or |ess
arbitrary choice in each case

3.1. Phonetic synbols for Lewis Gaelic

More serious difficulties arise when choosing synbols that give an accurate
phonetic representation:-

a. Sonme long vowel s have narkedly different qualities fromtheir short
counterparts - so different that the long vowel is closer to a different cardinal
The nost striking case is that of /e¢/ and /e:/, where /e:/ is phonetically closer
to [e] than to [e]. However, using e: for /e:/ would also require the use of a
lowering diacritic to distinguish /e:/ from /e:/, and the lowering diacritic did

not print well. An alternative tactic would have been to use e: for both phonenes,
elimnating one of them but since no comentator says that native speakers
confuse them that solution was not acceptable. | have therefore retained g: and

sacrificed some phonetic accuracy (and included a note to that effect).

b. Regarding the two sets of plosives, the phonenic difference between themis not
that one set is voiceless and the other is voiced (as popul ar publications woul d
have it), but that one set is aspirated and the other is unaspirated. Under these
ci rcunst ances, the choice of p b nade by nobst popul ar publications is nisleading,
since it inplies that one set is voiced.

- those who favour the p b solution sonetines argue that p will automatically
elicit an aspirated plosive fromEnglish speakers, since that sound is aspirated
in English. I amnot persuaded by this: south-of-England speakers produce |ess
aspiration than is required in Gaelic, and Scottish speakers produce |less still.
Moreover it is surely unsound to choose synbols that depend on the speech-habits
of a particular group of I|earners.

- anot her solution would be to use the voiceless diacritic, but this clutters the
text and requires different synbols for ascenders and descenders. | therefore use
p etc. for the unaspirated sounds, which in turn neans that the aspirated sounds
require ph etc. This is the solution adopted by Ladefoged et al. (and by

transcri bers of Cantonese and Standard Chi nese, where the same probl em occurs).

c. Concerning the opposition between pal atal and non-pal atal plosives, the
phonol ogi cal notation marks the palatals with J and | eaves the non-pal atal s
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unmar ked. There are two objections to this. One is that palatal kkJ ki are
adequately represented by the I PA synbols cP ¢, given that the fricative offglides
for these two plosives are not strong. The second objection is that thJ gives no
information on how the palatality is realised. On this point, the follow ng
observati ons seem pertinent:

- all accounts indicate that the sound is an affricate, not a succession of
pl osive and fricative.

- according to Borgstrgm the plosive is made with the tongue-tip touching the top
teeth, and the fricative offglide is ¢. However, | find | cannot produce an
affricate that consists of a dental plosive followed by a palatal fricative: there
is delay while the front of the tongue is raised, so that the result is two
sounds, not one. | can however elininate the delay by advancing the fricative,
maki ng it al veol o-pal atal rather than pal atal

- in Otedal's account, the plosive is nmade with the tongue-tip touching the | ower
teeth. Wth the tongue in this position, | can make the alveol ar plosive that he
specifies, but again not a palatal affricate, only an al veol o-pal atal one.

- the synbol § is particularly unsuitable for the fricative elenment, since it
specifies a post-alveolar place of articulation, and usually denotes that the
tongue-tip is the active articulator. Neither of these seens to apply in the
present case.

| have therefore adopted the al veol o-pal atal synbol ¢ for the fricative off-glide
of these two pl osives.

d. The nine sonorants pattern prettily in three triplets; each triplet has one
pal at al i sed nenber, one neutral nenber and one velar nmenber. There is a Celticist
tradition conpeting with the phonol ogi cal notation

r' r R
L' I L
N n N

My decision to use the I PA precludes using the Celticist synbols. The phonol ogi ca
notati on has two di sadvant ages:

- non-diacritic | PA synbols exist for 13 and nJ, nanely £ and n, so they should be
used;

- the notation rJ does not adequately represent this sound, which is a palatalised
dental fricative. | have therefore followed earlier comrentators in using &J.

e. The custonary notation of svarabhakti vowels using phonetic square brackets,
enbedded between slants in phonenmic transcriptions, is surely clunmsy, and
unnecessary in a textbook of this type. | have there adopted a 'surface' notation
using the | PA synbol for upstep, the small upward arrow, 'en’em.

f. | have used the IPA notation for a syllable break, rather than the Celticist
hyphen: 'lY¥a.e.
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3.2. Al ophony

Under the scherma which | present above, there are three main ways of dealing with
an al l ophonic feature: incorporate it wi thout comrent within the word; explain it
and give rules for the changes that are required across word-boundaries; ignore
it.

The processes that | incorporate within the word without comment are three:

- when an aspirated plosive cones at the end of its syllable, its aspiration cones
before it, not after. So | wite maPk etc. without coment.

- aspirated plosives are deaspirated in unstressed syllables, neutralising the
opposi tion between them and unaspirated plosives (though conmentators note smal
phonetic differences). | use the unaspirated set in unstressed syllables.

- anong the semvowels, | reserve i for word-initial and word-nedial positions,
and use j word-finally.

| deal with two processes that cross word boundari es:

- there is a variation between u and u, which one comrent ator notes native
speakers are fully conscious of. | note it and give rules for it, and use synbols
which reflect the two phonetic values. This process interacts with lenition

I enition can change a vel arised consonant into a non-vel arised one, and this in
turn changes v into w. The change therefore crosses word boundaries, and so needs
to be expl ai ned.

- an r-sound conbines with a follow ng al veol ar consonant to forma retroflex. |
give rules for this and use the usual retroflex notation. (It could be argued that
t hi s phenonmenon does not really cross word-boundaries, since it applies only to

cl ose-knit phrases.)

Al I ophoni c features which | have ignored are: -

- variation between a and a.

- devoi ci ng of sonorants when adjacent to voicel ess pl osives.

- varyi ng behaviours of word-final h and word-final o

3.3. Nasalisation

The last area requiring conment is nasalisation - the change of plosives, in
certain gramatical contexts, to nasals at the sane place of articulation

a. For the nasalisation of aspirated plosives, | have foll owed the account of
Ladefoged et al., which is the sane as those of Borgstrgm and O tedal except that
it specifies the h as breathy. The breathy voi ce nakes the sound perceptually nore
distinctive, so | synbolise it. It is also necessary to show five nasal sounds:
since it is the place of articulation of the nasal that tells the |istener which
pl osi ve has di sappeared, there nust be one nasal for each of the five plosives. |
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therefore introduce two additional nasal sounds, pJ and p, to match the plosives
ch and kb.

b. As far as nasalisation of the unaspirated plosives is concerned, the effect is
produced by timing, for which there is no obvious notation. | have therefore used
a bracketed (b) (d) etc., and extended the series of voiced sounds to five to

mat ch the pl osives. Superscripts would have been preferable to brackets, but are
not in the font.

4. RESULT

Putting together the above considerati ons produces the phone-set shown bel ow,
synbol i sed phonetically; this can be conpared with the phonenme-set shown at the
start of this docunent and synbolised phonologically. In the |ist bel ow

al | ophones of the sane phonene are shown in brackets (they al so appear round the
nasal i sed unaspirates): -

Vowel s: i (u v) w
o] (¥ 9)
€ 0 a

Sem vowel s: (1 j) w

Pl osi ves, aspirat ed: (p® Pp) (tP Pt) (tehr Ptg) (kM Bk) (ch Be)
Pl osi ves, unaspirated: p t te k e}
Nasal i sed unaspirates: (b) (d) (dd) (g9) (3)
Fricatives, voiceless: f s § ¢ x h
Fricatives, voiced: \' i v
Sonorants: &3 r rv
£ 1 1v
n n nv
Nasal : m
Ret r of | ex: t s n
Add'| nasalisation sounds: A nJ 1
Stress, nasality, vowel-length, syllable-break, svarabhakti: S S
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