
2 INTRODUCTION TOPIC: Phonics (Vowel & Consonant Sounds & Letters) 

To use new words and phrases in speaking, we need to                  
know their pronunciation. There are several ways to                     
learn how to say (articulate) vocabulary items aloud: 
Ask a clear native speaker of English to read each                       

new item aloud. Imitate his or her pronunciation.                        
Ask if you’re correct—or at least understandable. 

Say the word or phrase aloud according to the rules of 
phonics—the patterns of letters and sounds in English. 

Look up the vocabulary item in a dictionary. Read aloud 
the symbols for sounds that show how to pronounce it.  
Better yet—type the word into an online program and 
click on “Sound” to hear its correct pronunciation.  
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P ronouncing Vowel Sounds 
The diagrams of the mouth on the next two pages 
show where to pronounce the main 16 vowel sounds 

of American English. In the left part of each diagram are   
the “front vowels” (pronounced with the tongue in the                
front of the mouth). In the middle are the “central” ones—
articulated with the tongue in the middle of the mouth.                     
On the right side of the diagram are the “back vowels”—  
said with the tongue in the back of the mouth). 

Pronounce the vowel sounds at the top of the diagram with 
closed lips—flat for the front vowels and rounded for the back 
vowels. Pronounce the central vowels with the mouth half 
open. Say the vowel sounds at the bottom with open lips.  

For each vowel sound, there’s a sound-symbol from the IPA 
(the International Phonetic Alphabet) between slashes /  /. 
There’s also a key word to pronounce. Practice each sound 
and example well and remember it.  

Introduction:  
Reading Words Aloud      

= Pronouncing          
New Vocabulary  

Vowel sounds at the                  
bottom of the diagram                  
are pronounced with                   

the mouth open. 

Vowel sounds at the top of                   
the diagram are pronounced                    

with the lips closed—                            
flat or spread in the front                    
of the mouth and rounded                    

at the back.   
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3 INTRODUCTION: READING WORDS ALOUD = Pronouncing New Vocabulary 

 I nstructions: To practice clear pronunciation of                 
the vowel sounds of American English, work with                    

a (near-)native speaker of the language, if possible. 
1. First, imitate his or her pronunciation of each     

sound-symbol (between slashes /  /) in the two                    
Mouth Diagrams. Then repeat each Key Word                         
(as in . . .) several times.  

2. Next, listen carefully to a (near-)native speaker’s 
pronunciation of the sounds and words in mixed-
up order. Identify each sound by number. Then 
repeat the sound and the word several more times. 

3. Now pronounce the sounds and key words in 
mixed-up order yourself. Your listener(s) will try                   
to identify the sound by number (1-7 and 10-16).    

What’s a “simple” 
vowel sound? 

A “simple” vowel 
sound is one sound 
only. It’s not a 
combination of two 
sounds. In some 
books, it’s called a 
“short vowel sound,” 
even if it’s not 
pronounced quickly. 
There are seven (7) 
“simple” vowels in 
American English—
between slashes /  / 
in this Diagram.     
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Where to Pronounce 7 Simple Vowel Sounds of American English 

1 /œ/                
as in bat 

3 / I /                   
as in bit 

 4 /A/                      
as in 
pot 

6 /U/                  
as in put 

7 /O /              
as in 

bought 

2 /E/                    
as in bet 

5 /´/                   
as in but 
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Where to Pronounce 7 Complex Vowel Sounds of American English 

12 /ay/ as 

in bite 

13 /ow/ as 

in boat 

14 /uw/ as                 

in boot 

15 /aw/ as  

in about 

16 /O y/ as                    

in  boy 

11 /iy/ as in 

beat 

10 /ey/ as                 

in bait 

What’s a “complex” 
vowel sound? 

A “complex” vowel 
sound consists of two 
sounds said together. 
It “counts” as one 
vowel sound.  

In some books,          
it’s called a “long 
vowel”—even if it’s 
pronounced quickly for 
a short time.  

It may also be called a 
“tense vowel” or                       
a “diphthong.”  

What are doubled sounds 
or glides?  

Notice that all the symbols        
for complex vowel sounds  
are doubled—that is, there are 
two sound-symbols between 
the slashes of each pair /  /.   

To articulate a complex vowel 
sound, begin with your tongue 
in the position of the first 
symbol. Then glide it to the 
second position. Keep the 
mouth muscles tense.  

(The arrow lines show the 
direction of the glides.) 

Where are the “missing” 
Sounds 8 and 9?  

Although variants of Sounds 
10-16 exist before /r/, 
they’re not very different 
from those shown above.   

But Sounds 8 & 9—/ä/
and /û/—come only before 
the /r/ sound, as in bar                 
or part; berth, bird, or burr   

It’s difficult to show these  
vowels in a mouth diagram. 
They’re the only “simple” 
vowel sounds that come 
before /r/, by the way.   


