
Phonetics 

• The study of linguistic speech sounds and how they are produced (articulatory phonetics) how they are 
perceived (auditory or perceptual phonetics) and their physical aspects (acoustic phonetics).  

• Segment: an individual sound that occurs in language/ the act of dividing utterances into sounds, 
morphemes, words and phrases.  

• A special set of symbols, called the International Phonetic Alphabet or the IPA, can be used to represent 
these sounds.  

• /kæt/ 
Morphology 

• To indicate more than one cat, you need to add an ‘s’ sound to the word ‘cat’ 

• Two /kæts/ 

• The word ‘catnap’ is a compound word 
Sociolinguistics  

• There is a range of terms used to identify the creature 

• There is also a range of terms used describe the noises a cat makes 

 
Phonetics and phonology: the ‘expressive’ level of language  
Morphology: word formation; the ‘building blocks’ of words  
Syntax: the rules whereby the speakers of any one language join words together to form phrase, clause and  
sentence structures  
Sociolinguistics: interactions between language and the structures of social life (e.g. the ways in which language 
usage may be determined by features of our personal identity and/or by our membership of a cultural grouping).  
 
Basic Concepts 

1. Speech has primacy 

• Humans have an innate ability to articulate speech sounds 

• Writing is a learnt behaviour 

• – Individuals must learn to read and write 
2. Creativity  

• We have a finite number of linguistic units to use to describe the world around us 

• But we use that finite set in infinite ways 

• We combine existing words to create new ones: up + load = upload 

• We change the function of existing words: text as a noun   text as a verb 
 
Approaches to language 
Approach 1: The Prescriptive Approach 

- Only one correct way to use language. Anything that veers away from the ‘correct’ and standard rules of that 
language is just wrong.  

- A statement about the ‘correctness’ of language use 
- Authoritarian: the ‘standard language’ is favoured over all others and should be imposed on the community 
 

Approach 2: The Descriptive Approach  

- There are many ways to use language. Differences in language use reflect differences in speakers’ identities, as 
well as differences in the contexts and places where language is used. 

- Does not judge the inherent correctness of a language 
- Looks for patterns of use 
- Systematic in its investigation and description  
- There is no “correct” version of English (or of any other language).  
- Linguists describe languages and the varieties that occur within those languages. That is, linguists are non-

judgmental about language and its use 
- Linguists still recognise the primacy of the ‘dominant culture’ when it comes to formal contexts (essay 

writing; job applications).  
- But linguists also recognise that language usage changes and always has, and that there may be social 

and/or regional varieties.  
- There is no such thing as a “pure” form of any language.  
- And no living language is fixed in space and time 



 
Spelling v Sound 
We want a system of one-to-one sound-symbol correspondence. 

- This is clearly not the case with spelling. 

• lice vs police 

• tine vs machine 
 
The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) 

• developed in 1888 in Paris 

• by members of the International Phonetic Association 

• to symbolise the sounds of all languages 

• originally inspired by foreign language teaching 

• one-to-one correspondence between phonetic symbols and speech sounds 
 
Phonetics vs Phonology 

• Phonetics: The study of the physical characteristics of speech, in particular: production and perception. 

• Phonology: The study of sound patterns and systems in language: how sounds are represented in the mind 
 
Fields of Phonetics 

• Articulatory phonetics 

• How sounds are produced 

• Acoustic phonetics 

• Physical properties of sounds 

• Auditory phonetics 

• How sounds are perceived 
 
Applications of Phonetics 

• Forensic phonetics: the use of phonetics for legal purposes 

• Speech recognition: the analysis and transcription of recorded speech by a computer system 

• Speech synthesis: the production of human speech by a computer system 

• Pronunciation: to learn actual pronunciation of words of various languages 
 
Phonetics in Numbers 

• Across the human languages: 
- there are about 600 consonant sounds about 200 vowel sounds. 

• Australian English has: 
-  24 contrastive consonant sounds and 19 contrastive vowel sounds 

• English alphabet writes 
- 21 consonant letters 
- 5 vowel  
- Articulatory Phonetics 

• The production of any sound involves the movement of air. 

• Most speech sounds are produced by pushing lung air through the vocal folds, up the throat, into the mouth 
or nose and finally out of the body. 

 
Basic Anatomy  

• The opening between the vocal folds is the glottis and is located in the voice box or larynx. 

• The tubular part of the throat above the larynx is the pharynx. 

• What sensible people call “the mouth,” linguists call the oral cavity to distinguish it from the nasal cavity, 
which is the nose and the plumbing that connects it to the throat. 

• Finally, we have the tongue and the lips, both of which are capable of rapid movement and shape changing. 

• Together they make up the vocal tract. 
 


