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Introduction 3|

This book will help non-native speakers of English learn to speak with an American accent.

Which American Accent Will This Book Teach Me?

You will learn to produce the standard American accent. Some people also call it “broad-
caster English.” It's the kind of standard, neutral speech that you hear on CNN. It's a non-re-
gional American accent, meaning that people do not associate the dialect with any part of
the United States.

How Should | Practice?

Listen to the recorded material over and over. You will hear words and sentences pronounced
followed by a pause for you to repeat after the speaker. You may want to record yourself
repeating so that you can compare your accent to the accents of the speakers on the audio.

Before you're ready to apply this new way of speaking to real-life situations, you will need
to spend some time practicing the new sounds on your own. One method is to select a
document that you plan to read aloud. Before reading it, highlight or underline the new
sounds that you have learned from this book. Then read the document slowly and carefully.
Don't worry if you sound exaggerated or strange at first. If you read the same document over
and over again, you will notice that your speech will start to sound more natural, and you
will be able to speak more quickly. Focus only on a few sounds at a time and only practice
additional sounds in the same document when you feel ready.

Then try speaking English to yourself, slowly and carefully, when no one is listening. You
may need to repeat something you said several times until it sounds correct. This is a great
practice technique for improving quickly.

And finally, apply this new way of speaking in social situations. Don’t worry about making
mistakes. It's a natural process of learning. If you pay attention to how you speak, you will

gradually break your old habits and make fewer and fewer mistakes.

Be patient with the process and remember: you will be successful if you keep trying, and
you don’t give up.

Let's get started.
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Chapter One

THE VOWEL SOUNDS

— ==

JC =]

The English alphabet has five vowels, a, ¢, i, 0 and u, but it has about 15 main vowel sounds.
For some learners this is one of the most difficult aspects of American English to master.
Speakers of languages which have fewer vowel sounds are likely to speak English using only
the same number of sounds that exist in their native language. Sometimes they do not even
hear the distinction between certain sounds in English. Consequently, non-native speakers
might pronounce “hill” and “heal” the same. Similarly, the words sell and sale, (or) cup, cop,
and cap may also sound the same when spoken by a non-native speaker.

In this chapter you will learn how to accurately pronounce all of the main American English
vowel sounds. First, you will be briefly introduced to each of the vowel sounds. Then, you
will study each sound in detail. At that point, you will learn the correct lip and tongue po-
sitions of each sound. Then you will have an opportunity to practice them in word groups
and in sentences. You will also practice the sound contrasts, so that you can learn to clearly
distinguish between the different vowel sounds that may have previously sound the same
to you.

Production of Vowels TZWES

We categorize vowels as front, middle, or back depending on which part of the tongue is
used to produce the sound. For example, /i/ is a front vowel because the front part of the
tongue goes up in the front of the mouth, and /u/ is a back vowel because the back part of
the tongue goes up in the back part of the mouth. We also categorize vowels as high or low.
In high vowels, the tongue is pushed up higher near the roof of the mouth as in /i/, and in
low vowels, the tongue is flat down at the bottom of the mouth, as in /=/.

Diphthongs consist (AT # ) of two different vowel sounds that are closely joined together
and treated as one vowel. They are represented by two phonetic symbols. To create these
sounds, move your tongue smoothly from one vowel position to another. The following
vowels are diphthongs: /e1/ as in take, /ou/ as in boat, /ai/ as in time, /au/ as in house, and
/a1/ as in boy.

You will now learn how to correctly produce each of the vowels. (Refer to the diagrams on

the next page to help you better understand the correct tongue and lip positions for these
various vowel sounds.)

THE VOWEL SOUNDS

1



front (FjJCHE)

/i/ meet
/e/ get
J&/ fat

middle (FIT#)

[or/ bird
/a/ fun

hu/ ol lal [s/

back (J5I0#)

/u/ too
Ju/ good
/a/ father
/o] saw

Chapter One



The Main Vowel Sounds of American English
EXREFNEELT

Please eat the meat and the cheese before

1. /i/ read, heat, meet, seat, seen, feet
: you leave.
2. /1 in, bit, this, give, sister, will, city My sister Linda will live in the big city.
) T ; .. .| Jane's face looks great for her age of

3. Je1/ | late, gate, bait, fail, main, braid, wait cighty-eight.

4. e/ | let, get, end, any, fell, bread, men, said | I went to Texas for my friend’s wedding.

5. jm) [last apple, 4dd: cam, wsiver; chass Tl.ue handsome man lost his baggage after

his travels.

6 stop, lock, farm, want, army, possible, | John is positive that his car was parked in

-laf got that lot.

7./n) | come, up, jump, but, does, love, money :l(g;xr younger brother doesn’t trust us, does

8. /a/ ;;Z ;;::l' ausar also, apploud. tesight Paula was doing laundry all day long.

9. Jou/ | 8o, slow, so, those, post, moment, drove | Oh, no! Don't open the window; it’s cold.
10. /u/ | look, took, put, foot, full, wolf, cookie He would read the good book if he could.
11. /u/ | cool, soup, moon, boot, tooth, move, true | Sue knew about the food in the room.

12. Jar/ z:cr;:uork, Rl JUSURG -GN Oy What were the first words that girl learned?
13. /a1/ | time, nine, dry, high, style, five, China | I advise you to ride a bicycle in China.

14. /au/ | south, house, cow, found, down, town | He went out of the house for about an hour.
15. /a1/ | oil, choice, moist, enjoy, avoid, voice Let’s avoid the annoying noise.

THE VOWEL SOUNDS



/il as in meet [i/%E ( meet)

A thief believes everybody steals.
— E.W. Howe

Lips: Slhightly smiling, tense, not rounded.
Tongue: Tense, high and far forward near the roof of the mouth.

Common Spelling Patterns for /i/
1. ee meet, feel, see, free
2.ea team, reach, mean, sea
3.ie orei belief, piece, neither, receive
4. final e me, we, she, he
5. e + consonant + ¢ these, Chinese, Peter
6. final y city, duty, country, ability
7. endings with i(que) unique, boutique, critique

‘ Word Pairs for Practice

1. deep sea 6. green leaves

2. beans and cheese 7. extremely easy

3. severe heat 8. sweet dreams

4. breathe deep 9. peaches and cream
5. three meals 10. speak Chinese

Sentences for Practice

1. The employees agreed to meet at eight fifteen.

2. Don't keep the TV near the heater.

3. It's extremely easy to cheat when the teacher isn't here.
4. Please speak to Peter about the employee meeting.

5. Steve will reread the email before he leaves.

/1 as in sit WHES (sit)

In the middle of a difficulty lies opportunita

— Albert Einstein

Lips: Slightly parted, relaxed.
Tongue: Relaxed, high, but not as high as for /i/. The sides of the tongue touch the
upper back teeth.

4  Chapter One



Common Spelling Patterns for /1/

1.i (most common) sit, give, this, dinner

2. ui build, guilty

3.y between two consonants  system, gym, symbol, hymn

exceptions:

been in American English been is pronounced the same
as “bin,” but in British English been sounds like
“bean.”

women sounds like “wimin” (the o is an /1/ sound)

busy sounds like “bizzy”

Word Pairs for Practice

1. big city 6. fish and chips

2. innocent victim 7. trip to Italy

3. drink milk 8. spring picnic

4. children’s film 9. this thing

5. simple living 10. winter wind

Sentences for Practice
1. Kim will visit her big sister Linda in Virginia.
2. In the beginning it was difficult for Jim to quit drinking.
3. The Smiths invited him to an informal dinner.
4. This city has an interesting history.
5. When did Bill Clinton visit the Middle East?

Quick Review

Word Contrasts for i/ and i/
Make sure that you don’t pronounce these pairs of words the same.

/i i /i 1/
1. leave live 7. beat bit
2. feel fill 8. steal still
3. least list 9. each itch
4. he's his 10. seek sick
5. sleep slip 11. feet fit
6. cheap chip 12. sheep ship

THE VOWEL SOUNDS



@ Word Pairs for Practice

Make sure that the two words (in each pair) are pronounced with different vowel sounds:

[i/ or [1/.
1. still sleepy 6. big deal
2. very interesting 7. these things
3. feeling ill 8. Middle East
4. it's easy 9. little meal
5.is he? 10. green pill

lel/ as in take lel/fi%E (take)

L Take time for all things: great haste makes great waste.j

— Benjamin Franklin

Lips: Not rounded, relaxed.
Tongue: Tense, moves from the mid-high position to high position.

Common Spelling Patterns for /er/

1. a + consonant + e late, came, take, save

2. ai rain, wait, pain, aim

3. ay say, away, play, Monday

4. ey they, survey, obey

5. eigh weigh, eight, neighbor, freight
6.a less common:

April, alien, angel

Word Pairs for Practice
1. the same day 6. explain the situation
2. stay away 7. play baseball
3. escape from jail 8. eighty-eight
4. take a break 9. bake a cake
5. stay the same 10. save the whales

Sentences for Practice

1. She complained about her weight but ate the cake anyway.
2. Jake hates waiting for trains and planes.

3. It rains and hails in April and May.

4.1 will stay in the game even though it’s late.

5. My neighbor from Spain moved away today.

6  Chapter One



lel as in get [elNEE (get)

Every exit is an entry somewhere.
— Tom Stoppard

Lips: Farther apart than for /ei/ and relaxed.
Tongue: Relaxed, mid-high position.

Common Spelling Patterns for /e/

l.e get,. end, next, general
2. ea heavy, head, read, measure
exceptions:

said, says, again, against, any, many

A Warning: Common Mistake

The verb say is pronounced with an /e/ sound in
the past tense and in the present tense when it is
followed by an s.

lev/ lel
I say I said

L he says i

Word Pairs for Practice

1. presidential election 6. heavy metal

2. bend your legs 7. get better

3. plenty of energy 8. elegant dress

4. remember the pledge 9. next Wednesday
5. better friend 10. well read

Sentences for Practice
1. Without some extra effort, you will never excel.
2. Jenny and her friend had eggs for breakfast.
3. I expect this session to end at ten.
4. On the seventh of February, the weather was wet.
5. I see my best friend Fred every seven days.

THE VOWEL SOUNDS



@ Quick Review
Word Contrasts for /el and /e1/

Make sure that you don’t pronounce these pairs of words the same.

/¢/ /ey /¢/ [ey/
1. pen pain 5. tell tail
2. sell sail 6. Ed aid
3. wet wait 7. test taste
4. west waste 8. men — main

. Word Pairs for Practice

Make sure that the two words (in each pair) are pronounced with different vowel sounds:

/e/ or /ey/.
1. less rain 5. wet day
2. taste test 6. main men
3. neck pain 7. great dress
4. fell away 8. headache

|/ as in fat |elfi% 3 (fat)

{He who laughs last laughs best. j

— American proverb

Lips: Open, not rounded.
Tongue: Lowest of all the front vowels. Flat on the floor of the mouth.

Common Spelling Patterns for /=/

a hat, apple, man, answer

. Word Pairs for Practice

1. bad example 6. practical plan

2. national anthem 7. annual gathering
3. back at the ranch 8. last chance

4. accurate answer 9. handsome actor
5. bad habit 10. angry man

Sentences for Practice

1. This is your last chance to give me an accurate answer.

2. Sam sat at the back of the math class.

3. Danny had a salad and a sandwich in the cafeteria.

4. Nancy has a bad attitude in her Spanish class.

5. Kathy would rather study acting at the national academy:.

8  Chapter One



