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Preface
It is now over thirty years since the first edition of this book was published. 
In its original, much slimmer form, it covered just 11 accents and dialects 
of British Isles English. This set has more than doubled in size through 
the four subsequent editions, with the present edition now describing the 
characteristics of almost 30 varieties. This expansion of coverage, along with 
an overall increase in the level of descriptive detail, is a reflection of the huge 
surge in interest in documenting the diverse phonetic properties of English in 
the�UK�and�Ireland. Prodigious quantities of dialectological and sociolinguistic 
research have been carried out in the decades between 1979 and the present 
day, in many cases using a combination of sophisticated auditory, acoustic, 
and statistical analysis techniques. Alongside these, large-scale dialect surveys, 
such as the� BBC�Voices�project, have made a wealth of digital recordings of 
interviews and other forms of speech available to listen to by downloading 
sound files from the internet. Our observations about the varieties described 
in the book are therefore underpinned more strongly than ever before by a 
substantial and growing body of systematically collected information about 
the ways in which British and Irish English vary geographically and socially 
at the levels of pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary.

Though a volume like� English Accents and Dialects�does not, and 
cannot, aim to describe more than a subset of the major urban and 
traditional rural varieties spoken in these islands, the fifth edition 
addresses some of the more significant omissions from previous editions 
(Manchester,� Southampton,� Hull,� Middlesbrough). The entry on London 
West Indian English gives a flavour of the differences between traditional 
working-class London speech and the •multicultural• London English that 
has emerged in the metropolis since the 1980s, while the entries on central 
Lancashire and the Shetland Islands add to the set illustrating some of the 
pronunciation features that persist in areas further removed … in the case of 
the Shetlands by hundreds of miles … from large and linguistically influential 
centres of population.

The addition of these extra varieties, in combination with the fact that the 
accompanying  sound recordings are now  available for download

, should significantly enhance the book•s 
usefulness to members of the target readership. These range from school and 
university students of English language and linguistics to forensic speech 
analysts, via speech and language therapists, actors, teachers of English, and 
general readers with an interest in how English varies. In our experience, it 
is in fact extremely difficult to find anyone who is� not� interested in accent 
and dialect differences. Asking •how do people speak round here?• or •which 
accents of English do you particularly like?• is a reliable way of kick-starting 
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conversation in practically any company, and it often provokes people into 
unselfconsciously sharing passionately held opinions about what is good or 
bad, beautiful or ugly, or valid or invalid, in the spoken language they hear 
around them. For some, interest in the topic may be spurred on by a belief 
that the standard of spoken English in Britain�and�Ireland�is declining, or that 
urban dialects are •degenerate• forms of the language which are undeserving 
of academic attention or respect, or that the restoration of elocution lessons 
in British schools is needed urgently. Conversely, many people will echo our 
own view that dialect diversity in all its forms is something to be embraced 
and celebrated, and that we are lucky to live at a time in which the study 
of accents and dialects as an end in itself is seen as a worthwhile activity, 
irrespective of the many ways in which the knowledge it generates can be 
applied to •real-world• problems. We hope that the fifth edition of this book 
will prove both useful and interesting to those involved in these endeavours.
�

Arthur Hughes
Peter Trudgill

Dominic Watt
York, 2012
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Wordlist
Words used in the recordings (shown here with RP pronunciation)

1 pit /p � t/ 14 beer /b �� / 27 pull /p � l/ 40 plate /ple � t/

2 pet /p � t/ 15 bear /b �� / 28 pool /pu �l/ 41 weight /we � t/

3 pat /pat/ 16 bird /b �� d/ 29 pole /p �� l/ 42 poor /p �� /

4 put /p � t/ 17 bard /b �� d/ 30 Paul /p 	� l/ 43 pour /p 	� /

5 putt /p 
 t/ 18 board /b 	� d/ 31 doll /d � l/ 44 pore /p 	� /

6 pot /p � t/ 19 city / �s� ti/ 32 cot /k � t/ 45 paw /p 	� /

7 bee /bi �/ 20 seedy / �si�di/ 33 caught /k 	� t/ 46 tide /ta �d/

8 bay /be � / 21 hat /hat/ 34 fir /f �� / 47 tied /ta �d/

9 buy /ba� / 22 dance /d �� ns/ 35 fern /f �� n/ 48 pause /p 	� z/

10 boy /b 	� / 23 daft /d �� ft/ 36 fur /f �� / 49 paws /p 	� z/

11 boot /bu �t/ 24 half /h �� f/ 37 fair /f �� / 50 meet /mi �t/

12 boat /b �� t/ 25 father / �f�� ð� / 38 nose /n �� z/ 51 meat /mi �t/

13 bout /ba� t/ 26 farther / �f�� ð� / 39 knows /n �� z/ 52 mate /me � t/

Note that the reader of the RP word list, as is typical of young to middle-aged 
speakers of the accent, has [b�� ] for bear and /p 	� / for poor.
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Variation in  
English
When foreign learners of English first come to the British Isles, 1 they are 
usually surprised, and often dismayed, to discover how little they understand 
of the English they hear. For one thing, people seem to speak faster than 
expected. Also, the English that most British or Irish people speak seems to 
be different in many ways from the English the visitor has learned. While it 
is probably differences of pronunciation that will immediately strike them, 
learners may also notice differences of grammar and vocabulary.

Their reactions to this experience will vary. They may conclude that most 
of the English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish people that they hear do not … or 
even cannot … speak English correctly. In this they would find that many 
native speakers agree with them. They might even be told that, since learners 
of English as a foreign or second language have usually studied English in 
a formal way, they should know better than would native speakers what is 
•correct•.

1  The terminology relating to the territories that are the focus of this book is complex 

and often confusing even to people who live in this part of the world. •British Isles• 

refers to the archipelago that includes Great Britain, Ireland and their neighbouring 

islands, of which there are several thousand. The term is not popular in the Republic of 

Ireland, however, because of the implication that Ireland is still under British control 

or ownership. •Great Britain• is, strictly speaking, a geographical term referring only 

to the principal island of the United Kingdom, i.e. mainland England, Scotland and 

Wales. •Britain• is a shortened form of this name. •United Kingdom• (UK) is the political 

term for the state that is composed of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

•Ireland• will be used to refer to the Republic of Ireland, although occasionally the entire 

island of Ireland is meant (i.e. the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland together. 

•Southern Ireland• is occasionally used to refer to the Republic of Ireland, as is the Irish 

name •Eire•, but the latter term will not be used in this book). •England• is used as a 

synonym for Great Britain or the UK by many people in this country and abroad, but 

this usage is objectionable to people in the UK•s other constituent countries. In this 

book England will be used to refer only to England proper, i.e. the constituent country 

of the UK that occupies around half of its land area but accounts for some 85 per cent of 

its population. See the map on the inside front cover of this book.
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We can deal in two ways with the suggestion that native speakers cannot 
speak their own language correctly. Firstly, for learners visiting the British Isles 
the question of correctness is largely irrelevant. Their aim is to understand 
what they hear, regardless of whether it is •correct• or not. The description and 
analysis of variation provided in this book, together with the accompanying 
recordings, are attempts to help them to do this. This information should 
also help them to decide which features of what they hear they can safely 
integrate into their own speech. The second thing we can do is to try to 
show that the notion of correctness is not really useful or appropriate when 
describing the language of native speakers. We will not do this immediately, 
but will raise the issue later in the book, when examples of what might be 
considered •incorrect• English are discussed.

Another reaction on the part of learners who fail to understand what is 
being said may be to think that perhaps what they learned in their own country 
was not •real• English. Fortunately, this is increasingly unlikely to be the case. 
Although the English they have learned is real enough, it will tend to be limited 
to a single variety of the language, a variety chosen to serve as a model for their 
own speech. It will usually be the speech variety of a particular group of native 
speakers as that variety is spoken, slowly and carefully, in relatively formal 
situations. Given limitations of time, of teachers• knowledge, and of students• 
aspirations and attitudes, this restriction is entirely reasonable, at least as far as 
speaking is concerned. Though learners may sound a little odd at times, they 
will usually be able to make themselves understood. But such a restriction as 
far as listening comprehension is concerned is less easily justified. While native 
speakers may be able to decode the learners• messages, they may lack the ability 
or the inclination to encode their own messages in a form more comprehensible 
to learners. In many cases, of course, native speakers will simply not be aware of 
such difficulties. Even when they are, a common strategy is to repeat what has 
just been said, only louder, or to revert to •foreigner talk• (•me come, you go … 
OK?•), usually making understanding even more difficult. It seems to us, then, 
that exposure to a number of varieties of English, and help in understanding 
them, can play an important and practically useful part in the study of English 
as a foreign language.

Even when learners with comprehension problems recognise that English, 
like their own language … indeed, like every living natural language … is subject 
to variation, that variation can be so complex and at times so subtle that it 
is usually a long time before they begin to see much order in it. And native 
speakers, even those who teach the language, are often hard put to explain 
the things that puzzle learners. For this reason, we will attempt now to give 
some idea of the principal ways in which British and Irish English speech 
varies and, just as importantly, the non-linguistic (social, geographical) 
factors which condition that variation. It is hoped by doing this to provide a 
framework within which to set the features of social and regional variation, 
which will be our main concern in the remainder of the book.
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Variation in pronunciation

Received Pronunciation

We should first make clear the way we are going to use two important terms, 
dialect  and accent . A dialect, in the strict sense of the word, is a language 
variety distinguished from other varieties by differences of grammar and 
vocabulary. Standard (British) English is therefore a dialect of English, just 
as the other standard dialects of the language (Standard Scottish English, 
American English, etc.) are, and all the non-standard dialects of the language 
too. Accent, on the other hand, refers just to variations in pronunciation. 
Many people, including a lot of linguists, do not draw a sharp distinction 
between the meanings of the two terms, however. It is quite common, 
particularly in North American texts on linguistics, for the term •dialect• to 
be used to refer to a characteristic combination of phonetic features (i.e. what 
we are calling an accent). We will be careful not to mix the terms in this way 
in this book. The reason for making this distinction will become clear as the 
chapter progresses.

Whenever British rather than, say, American English is taught to overseas 
or foreign learners, the accent presented as a model for the learner will most 
typically be Received Pronunciation , abbreviated to RP. •Received• here is to 
be understood in its nineteenth-century sense of •accepted in the most polite 
circles of society•. The label RP has acquired a rather dated … even negative … 
flavour in contemporary British society, and many linguists, in recognition of 
the changes to the phonetic properties of RP and its social status over recent 
decades, prefer the less evaluative term Standard Southern British English  
(SSBE).

These changes notwithstanding, RP has … at least in England … remained 
the accent of those at the upper reaches of the social scale, as measured by 
education, income and profession, or title. It has traditionally been the accent 
of those educated at public schools, which in the UK are private (i.e. selective 
and fee-paying) and beyond the financial means of most parents, and it is 
largely through these schools, and state schools aspiring to emulate them, 
that the accent has been perpetuated. RP, unlike prestige accents in other 
countries, is not the accent of any particular region, except historically: its 
origins were in the speech of London and the surrounding area. It has often 
been contended that it is, at least in principle, impossible to tell from his 
or her pronunciation alone where an RP speaker comes from (though see 
Trudgill 2002). As suggested above, RP has greatest currency and enjoys the 
highest prestige in England, and is evaluated somewhat differently in the 
other countries of the UK and in Ireland. In Scotland it is considered very 
much an •English• accent, for instance, and its speakers are not necessarily 
always accorded greater respect than are speakers of other accents, while in 
northern England RP is viewed as a •southern• accent even if the RP speaker 
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comes from the local area. For further discussion of the varying prestige of RP, 
see Milroy 2001; Mugglestone 2003; Fabricius 2002, 2006, 2007; Coupland 
and Bishop 2007.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century it was estimated that only 
about 3 to 5 per cent of the population of England spoke RP (see Trudgill 2002: 
171…2). It is difficult to say whether this proportion has stayed the same or 
declined … it seems unlikely that it has increased since then … but in any case 
because the accent is undergoing change (see below) it is not straightforward 
to decide who is and is not an RP speaker in the first place. Since RP is 
clearly a minority accent, why, then, is it by and large the only British accent 
explicitly taught to foreign learners? Its relatively high prestige has already 
been mentioned. No doubt learners want to learn, and teachers to teach, 
what has long been perceived to be the •best•, most •correct• accent. Among 
a substantial proportion of British people, because they tend to associate the 
accent with the high social status, wealth and power of its speakers, RP is 
usually considered the best, the most beautiful, even the •clearest• accent. 
Oddly, and misguidedly, many people believe it to be the accent that is closest 
to the standard written form of English, as though the connection between 
spelling and pronunciation were somehow more direct for RP than for other 
accents. There are other reasons, however, for learning RP. If we were asked 
to point to a readily available example of RP, we would probably suggest the 
speech of some BBC newsreaders or television celebrities. Because of its use 
on radio and television, within Britain RP has become probably the most 
widely understood of all accents. This in turn means that the learner who 
succeeds in speaking it, other things being equal, has the best chance of being 
understood wherever he or she goes in the British Isles. Another good reason 
for learning RP is that it is by far the most thoroughly described of British 
accents. This is the case, at least in part, because descriptions of it were made 
in response to the needs of foreign learners and their teachers. We describe 
the sounds of RP in Chapter 3.

Language change

Learners who have been presented with RP as a model should not think, when 
they come to Britain, that speech they hear which is in some way different 
from that model is necessarily something other than RP. First, accents, like all 
components of living languages, change with time. In RP, for example, there 
has for perhaps as much as a century been a tendency, through a process 
known as smoothing , for certain triphthongs (vowels with three distinct 
qualities) and diphthongs (two qualities) to become monophthongs (so-
called •pure• vowels with a single quality). Thus the word tyre, which was 
once most commonly pronounced [ t�a�� ] (with a triphthong), came to be 
pronounced [ t��� ] (with a diphthong), and is now increasingly reduced to 
[t��� ] (with a monophthong, such that it is homophonous with … has the same 
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pronunciation as … the word tar). This smoothing to [ �� ] can also be observed 
in the traditional RP triphthong / a�� /, as in tower or hour. Thus Major-General 
Patrick Cordingley, commenting on BBC radio during the 2003 Iraq conflict, 
talked repeatedly of •Allied [ f��p��� ]• (firepower); see further Hannisdal (2006).

Smoothing of these vowels appears to be most common among younger 
RP speakers, but there is of course not a perfect correlation between age and 
pronunciation. Some RP speakers, including younger ones, will regard the 
distinguishing features of the •advanced• … most current … variety of the 
accent (see p. 42) as affected or pretentious, and will not alter their own 
speech, at least not until the adoption of these features becomes more general 
with the passage of time. Other RP speakers will be only too ready to integrate 
them into their own speech. We might see some speakers, accordingly, as 
•early adopters•, and others as •conservative• or •laggards• (Stuart-Smith and 
Timmins 2010). For this reason, it would be misleading to say there is only 
one, fixed form of the accent, since at any stage the accent will be a mixture 
of traditional and innovative features (see further Trudgill 2002; Harrington 
2007). The precise form of RP taught will differ from country to country, even 
from classroom to classroom. What learners of advanced RP should bear in 
mind is that this form of pronunciation does sound affected to most British 
people, even in England, and that, if the learner acquires it successfully, he or 
she may still be thought to sound affected even though listeners may be aware 
that they are listening to a foreigner. For many people with regional accents, 
all RP speech, however conservative, sounds affected, and it is probably true 
to say that the supposed affectation is perceived most strongly in places where 
the differences between RP and the regional accent of the listener are most 
marked.

This long-standing association of RP with affectation, social snobbery, 
arrogance, aloofness and so on is increasingly out of keeping with the kind 
of image many of the accent•s younger speakers would wish to project of 
themselves. This trend has not gone unnoticed by the media. Since the first 
edition of this book was published, ever larger quantities of column space and 
air time have been devoted to what has been termed the •dumbing down• of 
the spoken and written English used by young British people. Specifically, 
the influence of non-standard, •ethnic• and non-native accents and dialects 
of English, along with a perceived deterioration in standards in other modes 
of behaviour (dress, manners, literacy, community-mindedness, respect 
for elders, etc.), has been blamed for a rise of •sloppiness• in pronunciation 
and disregard for •proper grammar•. Many media pundits have become so 
convinced of the decline of RP and Standard English that the emergence of a 
new replacement variety first dubbed •Estuary English• by Rosewarne (1984) 
has been accepted almost universally, in spite of the fact that the existence 
and separate identity of this •new• variety are argued for on the basis of rather 
little reliable linguistic evidence (see Trudgill 2002: 177…9; but also Przedlacka 
2002; Altendorf 2003).
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The usual definition of Estuary English is that it is a compromise between 
or amalgam of RP and working-class London speech (•Cockney•), and is thus 
a •neutral• variety which simultaneously provides the opportunity for lower-
class speakers to appear higher status than they are, and for middle- and 
upper-class speakers to appear lower status than they are, in keeping with the 
social levelling claimed to have been a key characteristic of life in the United 
Kingdom in recent decades. The use of supposedly •Estuary• forms by people 
from privileged or affluent backgrounds, however, is not without its pitfalls, 
if we can judge by the adverse reactions in the British press to the use of 
such forms by politicians such as Ed Miliband and the former Prime Minister 
Tony Blair, or certain members of the royal family. A particularly salient, 
widely discussed and often heavily stigmatised •Estuary• form is glottal stop 
[� ] as a pronunciation of / t / in certain contexts; this is discussed further on 
pp.�43…44 and p. 55.

Another example of a feature becoming established in modern RP which 
probably has its origins in a non-standard accent is the [ w]-like labio-dental 
approximant [ 	 ] (as a pronunciation of / 
 /) that has spread fairly fast into a 
large number of varieties of British English. While RP speakers of any age 
can be heard to produce words like road, brown, very and so on using this 
pronunciation of / 
 /, it is much more usual to hear it used by young RP 
speakers than by older ones. If it is noticed at all, it is certainly regarded as 
a much less idiosyncratic or •disordered• feature of an individual RP speaker 
than was the case even a generation ago, and is a good deal less stigmatised 
as a result. In most parts of England, it would be true to say that the use of 
[	 ] is no longer regarded by schoolteachers and speech therapists as defective 
… a •speech impediment• … as it once was, except perhaps where it occurred 
in upper-class speech, in which it seems to have been tolerated as a foppish 
affectation. As the stigma of [ 	 ] recedes, then, so its adoption is all the more 
likely by a new generation of speakers. It is possible that the labio-dental 
pronunciation, which is common in infantile speech, owes its current spread 
to the relaxation of the stigma of childishness associated with it (see Foulkes 
and Docherty 2000). That is, children no longer learn to stop using the 
•childish• [ 	 ] pronunciation when they reach adolescence and adulthood, 
because the social pressure to switch to a more adult pronunciation has been 
removed.

Another example of a change which is still at a relatively early stage in its 
progress is the phenomenon known variously as the high-rising tone , the 
high rise  terminal (HRT), Australian Question Intonation (AQI) or •uptalk• 
(see Cruttenden 1995, 1997; Bauer 2002; Warren 2005). This phenomenon 
is often defined as the use, in statements, of the rising intonation pattern 
normally associated with questions (in RP, at any rate; other accents of British 
English, such as those of Glasgow or Belfast, have quite different statement 
and question intonation patterns from those used in RP, as we shall see in 
Chapter 5). For this reason, some commentators … usually opinionated but 
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underinformed journalists rather than linguists … interpret high-rising 
tone as an indication of uncertainty and lack of confidence on the part 
of the young people who use it. These commentators tend to attribute its 
appearance to the influence, either through face-to-face interaction or 
passively through television viewing, of Australian and New Zealand English, 
both of which share this property. The interesting suggestion has also been 
raised that the pattern entered British English because for several decades it 
has been common for young British school leavers or gap-year students to 
travel independently overseas on the •backpacking trail•, often for extended 
periods. While on their travels they are likely … even if they did not actually 
visit Australia or New Zealand … to encounter large numbers of independent 
travellers from the southern hemisphere, and may spend time in areas in 
which they must frequently interact with local people whose command of 
English is not always very good. It is commonly observed that in the latter 
situation native English speakers have a tendency to raise the pitch of their 
voice towards the end of utterances more frequently than they would when 
talking to other native speakers, as a means of checking that their utterances 
are being understood. In these circumstances, then, the use of high-rising 
tone may have come to act as a badge of •well-travelled• or •worldly• status. In 
tandem with its association with the appealing stereotype of Australians and 
New Zealanders as relaxed, friendly, open, sporty, fun-loving (etc.), it might 
therefore be unsurprising that the feature would be imported into British 
accents, later to spread among children, adolescents and young adults with 
no direct experience of independent foreign travel or contact with people 
from the southern hemisphere.

The true origin of the feature is, however, almost certainly more complex 
than this, not least because high-rising tone patterns are not altogether like 
the question intonation patterns used by the same speakers. The claim that 
the use of HRT patterns indicates •uncertainty• is also probably untenable, 
given that such patterns may be used when giving information about which 
the speaker cannot have any doubt (e.g. when telling someone his or her 
name and address). And, of course, any similarity to southern hemisphere 
intonation patterns may be nothing more than coincidence. Patterns of this 
sort have been used in American English for a considerable length of time, 
for instance, and American varieties may equally well be the source of HRT 
in British English, if it is a contact-based phenomenon at all. For further 
discussion, see Foulkes and Docherty (2005) or for a more technical treatment 
of these phenomena, Fletcher et al. (2005).

Stylistic variation

As we have seen, then, there are differences of pronunciation among RP 
speakers (•interspeaker variation•). There is, in addition, variation in the 
pronunciation of individual RP speakers (•intraspeaker• variation). It is perhaps 
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trivial, but is nonetheless true, that studies in instrumental phonetics have 
shown that a person cannot produce even a single speech sound in exactly 
the same way twice in succession. And it is obvious that people with food in 
their mouths, with heavy colds, or who have just drunk eight pints of beer 
will not speak in quite the same way as in other circumstances. But what is 
more significant for us are the changes in pronunciation made, consciously 
or unconsciously, by speakers according to their perception of the situation in 
which they find themselves, especially how formal or informal they feel it to 
be. Their judgement of formality will depend on a number of factors, such as 
the relative status of the people they are talking to, how well they know each 
other, what they are talking about, to what purpose and in what place. Some 
idea of the range of formality can be given by listing just a few of the terms for 
occasions on which words are uttered … proclamation, lecture, consultation, 
conversation, chat. In what speakers see as a very formal situation they 
will tend to articulate more slowly and carefully. Individual sounds will be 
given, as it were, their •full• value; fewer will be omitted (or elided , to use 
the technical term; elision is extremely common in all varieties of spoken 
English). In a very informal situation, on the other hand, speakers will be more 
likely to speak quickly and less carefully, and some sounds will either have 
their values changed or be elided altogether. Thus, say, for an RP speaker the 
word are may be pronounced [ �� ] in deliberate speech, but (when destressed) 
will become [ � ] in more casual speech, this process being known as vowel 
weakening . In the phrase / ðat ple�t / that plate the final consonant of the first 
word will often become [ p] through assimilation (becoming more similar) 
to the first consonant of the second, such that the phrase is pronounced 
[ðap � p�le�t ], where the [ �] symbol indicates that the first [p] is unreleased. 
Similarly, / �k�sp
kt s�� / expect so may be pronounced [ �sp
k s�� ] through elision 
of certain sounds. We refer to intraspeaker variation conditioned by speakers• 
perceptions of the situation in which they are speaking as stylistic variation .

It should not be thought that a more casual style of pronunciation is 
in any sense incorrect, however. It is really not a matter of correctness, but 
of appropriateness to the situation. It would be odd, even ridiculous, for a 
BBC radio presenter to use the same style of pronunciation when telling his 
girlfriend how desirable she is, as when describing for his listeners a royal 
procession. It is just possible, nevertheless, that there are radio commentators 
who would do this, for it is not only situational factors which determine style 
of pronunciation, but also the speaker•s personality. Some people are very 
sensitive to what they regard as the demands of a situation on their speech style, 
while others appear indifferent, speaking with little change of pronunciation 
in the widest range of situations. Some of those who always speak carefully 
and with great deliberation maintain that to do anything else is •slovenly• 
or •sloppy•, and leads to loss of clarity and to possible misunderstanding. In 
this claim they forget how much of language is redundant: there is usually 
far more information packed into an utterance than we need in order to 
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understand it. The small loss in information resulting from modifications in 
pronunciation of the kind exemplified above rarely causes confusion: [ �sp
k 
s�� ] can only be expect so. Even where linguistically there is ambiguity, the 
situation will normally disambiguate what is meant. If we are asked if we 
would like some [ m�ns ], for example, we can infer without too much difficulty 
from the proffered rattling bag that the offer is of mints and not mince (i.e. 
minced meat). And if we were not sure, in an informal situation it would be 
perfectly natural to ask which was intended.

As we said earlier, whatever learners think about this kind of thing, their 
task is essentially to understand what is said. Unfortunately, it is a task they 
are not always well prepared for. Language teachers, like all of us, want to 
be understood, and are inclined to speak slowly and with deliberation, a 
tendency in which they are not discouraged either by their students or by 
the often quite formal atmosphere of the classroom. Learners may be familiar 
with such processes as vowel weakening, assimilation and elision, but they 
usually have little idea of the degree to which these occur in ordinary 
conversational English. Even the recorded conversations of native speakers 
marketed commercially can sound stiff, stilted and unnatural. In response 
to this, there are many recordings available these days which sound more 
naturalistic and spontaneous, including those on the website accompanying 
this book (also Foulkes and Docherty 1999, and numerous recordings 
available for download from the internet, such as those provided on the BBC 
Voices and British Library websites; see Further reading at the back of the book).

Unconditioned variation

Within RP there are differences of pronunciation which cannot be explained 
in terms either of change over time or of speech style. An example of such a 
variable form is the pronunciation of economic as /i�k��n�m�k / or / 
k��n�m�k /. 
Speakers will have an individual preference for one over the other, and … at 
least until it is demonstrated that there is some reason for this preference 
… the best we can say is that some people, perhaps a majority, use this 
pronunciation, and other people use the other pronunciation (for further 
examples and statistics gathered using pronunciation preference polls, see 
Wells 2003, 2006a). This kind of variation is known as free variation .

Regional variation

As we have seen, only a very small percentage of the population of England 
speaks RP, meaning that in the British Isles as a whole the proportion of RP 
speakers is very small indeed. The rest of the islands• native English-speaking 
inhabitants instead have some form of regional accent. Much of Chapters 4 
and 5 is concerned with regional accents, and we shall do no more here than 
make some general observations.
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Regional accents are sometimes spoken of as, for instance, •northern• or 
•southern• English, •Irish• or •Welsh•. But of course this is not to say that there 
is, for example, just one Irish or just one north of England accent. It means only 
that speakers in one of those areas … say, Wales … have enough pronunciation 
features in common with each other which are not shared with speakers of 
other areas for us to say of someone we hear speaking, •He•s from Wales.• And 
just as •northern accent• is no more than a convenient label for a group of 
more local accents, a label like •Yorkshire accent• is simply a label for a group 
of accents which is more local still. Almost no matter how small an area we 
look at, we will find differences between the pronunciation there and an area 
adjoining it. At the same time, unless there is some considerable obstacle to 
communication between the two areas, such as a mountain range, a large 
river estuary or a stretch of sea or ocean, those differences will be so slight 
that we would be unhappy about drawing a line between them and saying 
that on one side of the line the accent is X and on the other it is Y. In Britain, 
from the south-west of England to the north of Scotland, we by and large do 
not have a succession of distinct accents but an accent continuum , a gradual 
changing of pronunciation, with some areas where discontinuities are more 
abrupt (in particular the border between England and Scotland, which Aitken 
(1992) describes as the zone featuring the greatest concentration of dialect 
differences anywhere in the English-speaking world; see Watt et al. 2010). 
In order to describe regional variation, it is convenient at times to speak of 
accents as if they were entities to be found within certain defined limits, and 
from here on this is what we will do.

Speakers of RP tend to be found at the top of the social scale, and their 
speech gives no clue to their regional origin. People at the bottom of the social 
scale speak with the most obvious, the •broadest•, regional accents. Between 
these two extremes, in general (and there are always individual exceptions) 
the higher a person is on the social scale, the less regionally marked will be 
his or her accent, and the less it is likely to differ from RP. This relationship 
between class and accent can be represented diagrammatically in the form of 
a triangle, as in Figure 1.1.

RP

regional variation in
pronunciation

social
variation 

Figure 1.1 The triangle (or 
pyramid) model of the relationship 
between status and accent
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% H-dropping Table 1.1 H-dropping in Bradford, 
West Yorkshire (from Petyt 1977)

Upper middle class 12

Lower middle class 28

Upper working class 67

Middle working class 89

Lower working class 93

This relationship between accent and the social scale can be illustrated 
with figures for •H-dropping• (for example, where hat is pronounced / at/ 
instead of / hat /) in the Bradford area of West Yorkshire (Petyt 1985; see also 
Beal 2008, and Chapter 5 of this book), as shown in Table 1.1.

Not all people stay in one social position throughout their lives. At least 
in England, and possibly in other parts of the UK, there has been a tendency 
for those climbing the social scale … or aspiring to … to modify their accent 
in the direction of RP, thereby helping to maintain the relationship between 
class and accent. In the case of speakers with Bradford accents, this would 
involve starting to pronounce / h/ at the start of words like hat, happen and 
horrible more often than they did before. They might also try to introduce 
the vowel / � /, which is absent from northern English accents but which in 
RP distinguishes putt /p� t / from put /p� t / (this distinction is in fact found in 
practically all accents of English beyond England). But to do this successfully 
is not easy. It means dividing all those words which in the north of England 
contain the vowel / � /, like put, bush, pudding, cup, bus, shut and so on, into two 
groups according to their pronunciation in RP. What often happens is that 
some words which have / � / in RP as well as in the regional accent are wrongly 
classified, and so the northern English would-be RP speaker pronounces 
cushion as [�k��n �], such that it rhymes with (RP) percussion /p ��k��n �/ or Russian 
/ �
��n �/. This kind of misassignation of certain pronunciations is referred to as 
hypercorrection (see p. 60).

Today there is, however, not the same pressure on those seeking social 
mobility to modify their speech in the direction of RP as there once was. 
Newsreaders and announcers with non-RP accents are now commonplace on 
the BBC, until recent decades a bastion of the most elevated and conservative 
form of RP. (It should be mentioned, just the same, that the introduction 
of non-standard accents on stations such as BBC Radio 4 has not met with 
universal approval; for instance, the audience reaction when the voice 
of Jamaican continuity announcer Neil Nunes was first heard on Radio 4 
was a mixture of approbation and outraged hostility.) In other spheres of 
public life, such as politics, academia or the civil service, there is no longer 
any expectation that RP accents will be used to the exclusion of virtually 
any others. It is really only in the highest echelons of British society … the 
English public schools and elite universities, among the aristocracy and in 
the officer classes of the military … that earlier attitudes towards RP seem 
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to prevail. Among the general public, RP is still highly valued in the sense 
that it is equated with being •well-spoken• or •articulate•, and is perceived 
widely as a signal of general intelligence and competence, but it is no longer 
considered essential for certain occupations. We can gain an appreciation for 
how attitudes have changed when we examine the results of three similar 
experiments carried out over the course of around 30 years. In the original 
experiment, which was carried out by Howard Giles and his colleagues in 
South Wales in the 1970s, a university lecturer, who was introduced as such, 
gave the same talk, word for word, to two matched groups of schoolchildren 
aged 16 to 18 years (Giles et al. 1975). The only difference between the two 
talks was the accent used. The lecturer addressed one group in RP, the other in 
a Birmingham accent. When the schoolchildren were then asked to evaluate 
the lecturer according to a number of criteria, those who had heard him speak 
RP gave him a significantly higher rating for intelligence than the group who 
had heard him use a Birmingham accent.

More recently, the results of a replication study of Giles (1970) carried out 
by Sarah Wood (reported in Stockwell 2002) show that RP was still judged 
by a panel of young female students to be a sign of higher-than-average 
intelligence, but also that an RP accent did not indicate higher social status 
than did west London and Norwich accents. RP was also judged •less pleasing• 
than these accents.

In a study published in 2007, Coupland and Bishop (2007) report the 
results of a large online survey undertaken as part of the BBC•s Voices initiative. 
It set out to quantify participants• subjective evaluations of 34 varieties of 
English, including standard accents (•Standard English•, •Queen•s English•, 
American English, etc.), and a wide range of non-standard ones from within 
the UK and from various other parts of the world. Some were non-native 
accents of English (French, German, Spanish, etc.). It should be noted that 
the participants, of which there were more than 5,000, were self-selected, and 
that the results of the survey might therefore reflect the biases and prejudices 
of individuals who were more willing than most to spend time completing a 
survey on attitudes towards accents of English. Coupland and Bishop express 
disappointment that the •familiar conservative tendencies in the general 
rankings of the accents• are evident in their data, with non-standard urban 
British accents scoring low on the social attractiveness and prestige scales. 
Birmingham English comes last on both scales by an appreciable margin, 
indicating that unusually negative attitudes towards the accent are still 
held by many people. What is described in the poll as •a standard accent 
of English• is regarded highly, but somewhat less so by younger respondents 
than by older ones. Younger respondents were also less negative about 
stigmatised non-standard accents than were older ones. •Queen•s English• 
received mixed reviews for social attractiveness, and on this criterion it in fact 
scored substantially lower than some of the consistently higher-rated varieties 
(Irish, Scottish and New Zealand) and respondents• own accents. It is not self-
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evidently true that respondents necessarily equated •Queen•s English• with 
RP: they might have been thinking of the way Queen Elizabeth II herself 
speaks. •Queen•s English• is a commonly used synonym for RP, however, so 
it seems reasonable to assume that many respondents had RP in mind when 
they were assigning their ratings.

The implications are, therefore, that despite its continuing association with 
intelligence and competence, an RP accent no longer has the •statusfulness• 
or •attractiveness• that it did a generation ago. The once widely held view that 
achieving success in certain careers and walks of life depends quite heavily 
upon the cultivation of an RP accent has rapidly come to seem old-fashioned, 
and if trends continue there may come a time when the elevation of RP above 
all other British accents is viewed as little more than a puzzling or amusing 
historical curiosity. It is telling that in August 2011 a programme entitled 
•RP … RIP?• (RIP standing for Requiescat in Pace, or Rest in Peace) was broadcast 
on BBC Radio 4. The shelf-life of Received Pronunciation may turn out to be 
much shorter than anyone could have predicted even 30 years ago.

Grammatical and lexical variation

Standard English

The term accent, as we have seen, refers to varieties of pronunciation. The term 
dialect , on the other hand (at least as we shall use it here), refers to varieties 
distinguished from each other by differences of grammar ( morphology and 
syntax ) and vocabulary ( lexis ). With British English, though not with all 
other languages, the separation of accent from dialect is not only logically 
possible, but is almost required by the relationship that holds between them. 
The accent taught to most foreign learners of British English is RP. The 
dialect used as a model is known as •Standard English•, which is the dialect 
of educated people throughout the British Isles. It is the dialect normally 
used in writing, for teaching in schools and universities, and the one most 
often heard on British radio and television. Unlike RP, Standard English is not 
restricted to the speech of a particular social group. While it would be odd to 
hear an RP speaker consistently using a non-standard dialect of English, most 
users of Standard English have regional accents. What social variation there 
is within Standard English appears to be limited to a rather small number of 
words. The choice of the word serviette rather than (table) napkin, for example, 
has been said to indicate inferior social standing (Ross 1954).

Another way in which Standard English differs from RP is that it exhibits 
significant regional variation. Subsumed under Standard English (or Standard 
British English) are Standard English English (in England and Wales), Standard 
Scottish English and Standard Irish English. In Scotland and Ireland there are 
regional features which, because they are to be found regularly even in formal 
writing, are considered •standard•. In Standard Scottish English, for example, 
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we can … at least among older speakers … find They hadn•t a good time rather than 
the Standard English English They didn•t have a good time, and forms such as 
furth of and outwith , both of which are equivalent to outside or beyond. It is of 
course almost always the Standard English English forms which are taught to 
foreign students, even in Scotland. Variation between these standard dialects 
is in fact quite limited, and should cause learners few problems.

Language change

The grammar of a dialect changes with time, but very slowly. Grammatical 
forms and structures, members of tightly knit, closed systems, resist alteration, 
and it is not always easy to identify ongoing grammatical development.

One interesting example of grammatical variation which may represent 
the beginning of a change in the language is the apparently increasing use of 
the present perfect construction in conjunction with expressions of definite 
past time reference. We may hear utterances such as And Roberts has played for 
us last season (implying that he did so without any kind of break). Most native 
speakers, it must be admitted, would find this odd. They would claim that the 
speaker had made a mistake. But sentences like this are heard more and more 
often. The captain of a cricket team who said And Roberts has played for us 
last season had been asked about the present strength of his side. His answer 
combined an indication of the current relevance of Roberts• having played 
with the information that it was in the previous season that he had played. 
In this way he said in one sentence what can normally only be said in two:

Roberts has played for us. He played last season.

It is not at all certain that the use of this grammatical device will continue 
to increase. For the time being it will be regarded as a mistake, or at any rate 
rather odd-sounding. But if eventually it becomes generally accepted (just 
as previously •incorrect• sentences like The house is being built next spring are 
now accepted as good English), then it will be yet another subtlety for foreign 
learners to master, in an area which is already difficult enough.

Lexical change is more rapid than grammatical change. It is easier to see 
the variation that sometimes accompanies it. In some cases a new lexical item 
enters the language and displaces one already there. In this way the word 
radio took the place of wireless, the latter of which (in the sense of radio) is now 
heard exclusively in the speech of the elderly. Among younger people, the 
meaning of wireless now exclusively denotes a cable-free means of accessing 
the internet .

In other cases, an established lexical item begins to change its meaning, 
or take on a second meaning. The word aggravate, for instance, which not 
long ago exclusively meant •make worse• (as in the phrases Don•t aggravate 
the situation or aggravated burglary), is now probably more often used to mean 
something like •irritate•, as in Hearing her talk about her latest foreign holiday is 
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really aggravating. There are some people … the kind who write tetchy letters to 
newspaper editors … who argue that since aggravate is derived from the Latin 
aggravare, which has the meaning •make worse• or •make heavier•, then that 
must be the true meaning of aggravate in English. But if this argument were 
applied generally, it would suggest that the real meaning of nice, since it is 
derived from the Latin nescius, is •ignorant•.

There are other people who argue that giving a second meaning to 
aggravate could lead to misunderstanding. This is hardly likely, as in its first 
sense the verb requires an abstract object, while in its second sense it requires 
an animate object. At present, many educated people continue to avoid using 
aggravate to mean •irritate•, at least in their written English. Foreign learners, 
while recognising the possibility of a second meaning for aggravate (and for 
other words like chronic, flaunt, infer or literally that are also changing), should 
probably do the same.

Stylistic variation

The choice of grammatical structure and vocabulary will vary with the 
situation in which people are speaking. On a very formal occasion someone 
might say the man to whom I wrote, while less formally they might say the 
bloke I wrote to. One phrase is not more correct than the other, even if bloke 
might strike the reader as less formal than man. And despite the protestations 
of pedants, there is no reason, except custom and personal preference, why 
prepositions like to (and from, into, above, up, etc.) should not end sentences. 
Nor is there anything grammatically wrong with inserting an adverb such as 
pointlessly between the two parts of a verb  infinitive like to criticise to create 
the phrase to pointlessly criticise. Objections to such so-called split infinitives 
in English originate in the pronouncement that since one cannot split verb 
infinitives in Latin in this way, the process should not be allowed to occur 
in English. It seems obvious to most of us, though, that what happened to 
be the case in Latin is not necessarily the case in English, and there is little 
sense in trying to transfer grammatical rules from a dead Romance language 
into a living Germanic one. Defenders of grammatical correctness in English 
predict that the decline in the teaching of •rules• like •Don•t end sentences 
with prepositions• and •Avoid splitting infinitives• will inevitably lead to some 
kind of linguistic free-for-all, where speakers will be able to flout the rules 
as they please, and pepper their speech with slang and swear words with 
impunity. The sales of books by self-appointed English usage experts such as 
John Humphrys and Lynne Truss bear witness to the British public•s appetite 
for being told what they should and should not say or write (or rather, what 
other people should and should not say or write). But again, it should be 
remembered that swear words, slang and the like are not intrinsically wrong 
in themselves. As with the features of pronunciation discussed earlier, it is a 
matter not of correctness but of appropriateness to the situation.
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When even highly educated people are chatting together with friends, 
their speech is very different in style from textbook conversation. This 
can be demonstrated very convincingly by recording a conversation and 
then transcribing it as precisely as possible, as we have done in later 
sections of this book. It is always surprising how much •noise• there is in 
the spoken language people produce when their utterances are unplanned 
(in the sense of them improvising what they are saying, rather than 
repeating something memorised, or reading from a script). This is true 
even of speakers we think of as particularly fluent and articulate. It is 
quite normal for speakers to begin a sentence, then change their mind; 
they hesitate, then start again, differently; they use pause fillers like er 
and um with surprising frequency; they muddle one grammatical structure 
with another, and transpose words out of their normal order. They omit 
various words, forget others, replacing them with thingy or wotsit, and if 
necessary they will invent words (known as nonce words ) just for the 
occasion. In a relaxed atmosphere they do not feel constrained to speak 
carefully or to plan what they are going to say. And in such casual speech 
situations speakers• utterances will overlap with each other a good deal. 
This makes understanding difficult for learners, of course. But once account 
is taken of their difficulties and people begin to speak more slowly and 
carefully, inevitably the atmosphere changes somewhat.

Regional variation

Standard English, as we have said, is a dialect. Besides this, there are many 
regional dialects in Britain, which differ from Standard English in various 
ways. There are grammatical differences. So, in East Anglia the third person 
singular present tense is not marked with a final … s. We find he go, he eat 
alongside Standard English he goes, he eats. There are differences, too, of 
vocabulary. What is known as a clothes horse in Standard English and southern 
English dialects is called a maiden in northern English dialects.

Not everybody speaks the dialect of the area they belong to. There is 
a relationship between social class and dialect similar to the one between 
social class and accent. The higher a person•s position on the social scale, 
the less regionally marked his or her language is likely to be. This can be 
exemplified with the figures from a survey carried out in Norwich, in the East 
Anglian county of Norfolk (see the Norwich map on page 84). The number 
of third person singular present tense verb forms without … s was counted 
and then expressed as a percentage of all third person singular present tense 
verb forms. The results for various social groups were as shown in Table 1.2 
(Trudgill 1974).

Until not so very long ago, teachers in British schools made great efforts 
to eradicate features of local dialect from the speech and, more particularly, 
the writing of their pupils. Teachers were inclined to think of these regional 
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features as mistakes in Standard English. They were, however, not very 
successful in their efforts. Today, fortunately, teachers and educational 
policymakers are a good deal more tolerant of regional and social variation in 
the language used by schoolchildren. It is true, nonetheless, that the longer 
children stay at school, and the higher their level of educational attainment, 
the less regionally marked, grammatically and lexically, their speech is likely 
to be. But as length of stay and success at school themselves correlate highly 
with social class, this may not be very significant. It is true, however, that 
some people do modify their speech quite considerably as their educational 
development progresses. In many cases they can be regarded as having two 
dialects, speaking Standard English in certain company and their local 
dialect (often with a more marked regional accent than they normally 
use) in other company. In this way they make a claim to belong to more 
than one social group. Many young British people report that staying 
in education as far as university level has an additional standardising 
effect on their English, such that while their English may be perceived by 
university acquaintances as regionally distinct, it may be seen as somehow 
•diluted• or •posh• by their friends and family back home. An interesting 
study of linguistic accommodation among university students in an 
American English context has been carried out by Bigham (2010), but to 
our knowledge no systematic investigations of this phenomenon have yet 
been conducted in the United Kingdom or Ireland.

Correctness
We have mentioned the idea of correctness on a number of occasions already 
in this chapter. We want here just to summarise briefly what we have said. 
Three types of thing are often said to be incorrect.

The first type is elements which are new to the language. Resistance to 
these by many speakers seems inevitable, but almost as inevitable, as long as 
these elements prove useful, is their eventual acceptance into the language. 
The learner needs to recognise these and understand them. It is interesting 
to note that resistance seems weakest to change in pronunciation. There 
are linguistic reasons for this but, in the case of the RP accent, the fact that 
innovation is introduced by the social elite must play a part.

% forms without -s Table 1.2 Third person singular 
present tense verb forms without 
-s in Norwich (Trudgill 1974)Upper middle class 0

Lower middle class 29

Upper working class 75

Middle working class 81

Lower working class 97
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The second type is features of informal speech. This, we have argued, 
is a matter of style, not correctness. It is like wearing clothes. Most people 
reading this book will see nothing wrong in wearing a bikini, but such an 
outfit would seem a little out of place in an office (no more out of place, 
however, than a business suit would be for lying on the beach). In the same 
way, there are words one would not normally use when giving a presentation 
at a conference which would be perfectly acceptable in bed, and vice versa.

The third type is features of regional speech. We have said little about 
correctness in relation to these, because we think that once they are recognised 
for what they are, and not thought debased or deviant forms of the prestige 
dialect or accent, the irrelevance of the notion of correctness will be obvious.

Summary
At present, the most prestigious British dialect is Standard English; the most 
prestigious accent is RP. It is with these that overseas learners are generally 
most familiar, assuming they are learning British English rather than 
American or Australian English, say. What they are not usually so familiar 
with, however, is the degree of variation to be found within Standard English 
and RP. This variation, part of it stylistic, part of it attributable to changes 
in the language, is not the subject matter of this book, although we have 
included suggestions for further reading towards the end. Nevertheless, it 
is important that learners should be aware of the existence and effects of 
stylistic variation and variation over time, and not mistake it for the social 
and regional variation with which we are principally concerned.

Standard English is the dialect used by educated people throughout the 
British Isles. Nevertheless, most people in Britain and Ireland (including 
many who would generally be regarded as speakers of Standard English) have 
at least some regional dialect forms in their speech. In general, the higher 
people are on the social scale, the fewer of these regional forms their speech 
will exhibit. The main ways in which regional dialects differ from Standard 
English are outlined in the next chapter.

RP, lastly, is not the accent of any region. It is spoken by a very small 
percentage of the British population, those at the top of the social scale. 
Everyone else has a regional accent of some sort. The lower a person is on the 
social scale, the more obvious their regional accent will tend to be to listeners. 
Differences between RP and regional accents are discussed in Chapter 4.
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Dialect  
Variation
Variation within Standard English
The Standard English dialect itself is subject to a certain amount of variation. 
Some of this is regional: educated people in different parts of Britain do vary 
to a certain extent in the way in which they speak, and even write, English. 
(These differences normally involve features which are also found in the 
regional non-standard dialects.) And some of it is to do with age: as we saw 
in Chapter 1, all languages and dialects change, and Standard English is no 
exception.

1. Speakers of Standard English in the south of England tend to use  
contracted negatives  of the type:

I haven•t got it

She won•t go

Doesn•t he like it?

The further north one goes, the more likely one is to hear the alternative type:

I•ve not got it

She•ll not go

Does he not like it?

This is particularly true of Derbyshire, Lancashire, Cumbria and Scotland. In 
Scotland, forms of this type are used particularly frequently. Elsewhere, it is 
more a matter of tendencies than of absolute rules. Southern English speakers 
use the northern-type contraction in I•m not, since I amn•t does not occur in 
Standard English, although it does in other dialects, such as those spoken in 
Scotland. Southern English speakers also quite frequently use the you•re not ~ 
we•re not ~ they•re not forms alongside the more typically southern-type forms 
with aren•t. Part of the reason for this may lie in the stigmatised non-standard 
usage of this form with the first person singular, I aren•t.
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2. In most grammatical descriptions of Standard English it is stated that 
the  indirect object  precedes the direct object:

She gave the man a book

She gave him it

She gave him the book

If the preposition to is employed, however, then of course the direct object 
can precede the indirect object:

She gave a book to the man

She gave it to him

She gave a book to him

She gave it to the man

In the south of England, the forms with to seem to be the most common, 
particularly where the direct object is a pronoun like him, her, it , them and 
so on. However, in the educated speech of people from the north of England, 
other structures are also possible, as demonstrated in the following:

(a)  She gave it him is very common indeed, and is also quite acceptable to 
many southern speakers.

(b)  She gave it the man is also very common in the north of England, but is 
not found in the south.

(c)  She gave the book him is not so common, but it can nonetheless be heard 
in the north of England, particularly if there is contrastive stress on him.

(d)  She gave a book the man is not especially common, but it does occur in 
northern varieties, particularly again if man is contrastively stressed.

3. There are regional differences in which participle  forms are used after 
verbs such as need  and want :

Southern England  I want it washed

    It needs washing

Parts of midland  I want it washing

and northern England   It needs washing

Scotland    I want it washed

    It needs washed

4. There are a number of regional and age-group differences in the use of 
the verbs must  and have to . These can be demonstrated with reference 
to Table 2.1.

The forms in the negative modal column have the meaning •he is not compelled 
to do it (but he can if he likes)•, while the forms in the negative main verb column 
have the meaning •he is compelled not to do it•. The epistemic uses (rows 2 and 
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4) are those where inferences are being drawn: •it is certain that he is in (because 
I can hear his radio)• and so on. It can be seen that in Standard English in the 
south of England (the variety most often described in grammar books) only must 
appears in (c) and only have to or have got to in (b). It will also be seen that 3(c) and 
5(c) are blank, because there is no way of saying •he must not do it• in the past or 
future: one has to use constructions such as •he wasn•t allowed to do it• or •he 
won•t be allowed to do it•. In the north of England, however, these gaps are filled. 
At 1(c), in these areas, it is possible to have he hasn•t to do it (and, for some speakers, 
he•s not got to do it or he hasn•t got to do it … which are therefore ambiguous in a way 
they are not in the south of England) with the additional meaning he mustn•t do 
it . Similarly, with the past, 3(c), educated northern English can have he hadn•t 
to do it, as well as he didn•t have to do it and he hadn•t got to do it or he•d not got to do 
it , which are again ambiguous. And for the future, 5(c), northern speakers have 
he•ll not have to do it or he won•t have to do it (which are ambiguous) and even he•ll 
haven•t to do it. At 2(c) and 4(c) the usual northern forms are he mustn•t be in and 
he mustn•t have been in. And for many younger speakers in both the north and the 
south, probably as the result of North American influence, have to and have got 
to have also acquired epistemic use, particularly in positive, present tense usage. 
Thus he must be the greatest player in the world can now also be he•s got to be the 
greatest player in the world or he has to be the greatest player in the world.

5. It is possible to divide English verbs into two main classes according 
(among other criteria) to whether or not they employ auxiliary do  in 
negatives and interrogatives:

He walked  He didn•t walk  Did he walk?

He laughed  She didn•t laugh  Did she laugh?

She can leave  She can•t leave  Can she leave?

He will go  He won•t go  Will he go?

Table 2.1 Must and have to in southern English English

(a) positive (b) negative modal (c) negative 
main verb

non-
epistemic

(1) he must do it
he has to do it 
he•s got to do it

 
he doesn•t have to do it 
he hasn•t got to do it

he mustn•t do it

epistemic (2) he must be in he can•t be in

non-
epistemic

(3) he had to do it 
he•d got to do it

he didn•t have to do it 
he hadn•t got to do it

epistemic (4) he must have 
been in

he couldn•t have 
been in 
he can•t have 
been in

(5) he•ll have to do it he won•t have to do it
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Verbs of the second type (without do) come into the category of modals and 
auxiliaries.

(a)  The verbs ought to and used to are often described in English grammars 
as coming into this second category, and indeed are employed in this 
way by some older speakers:

He ought not to go  Ought he to go?

They used not to go  Used they to go?

With younger speakers, however … and this is particularly true of the 
interrogative form, especially with used to … these verbs are being reclassified 
in the first category:

He didn•t ought to go  Did he ought to go?

They didn•t use to go  Did they use to go?

(b)  There is considerable regional and age-related variation concerning the 
verb to have. This variation concerns the extent to which have is treated 
as an auxiliary verb or as a full verb in different varieties of English.

In examining this variation, it is necessary to distinguish between stative 
meanings of the verb to have and dynamic meanings. With stative 
meanings, we are dealing with some kind of stable quality or state of affairs, 
where to have means something like •to be in possession of•. With dynamic 
meanings, we are dealing with some kind of activity or temporary state of 
affairs, where the verb means something like •to consume•, •to take• and 
so on. Thus, I have some coffee in the cupboard involves stative meaning, 
whereas I have coffee with my breakfast is dynamic. In English English, until 
relatively recently, the verb to have required do-support  … that is, it was 
treated like a full verb … in the case of dynamic meanings only. Thus:

Does she have coffee with her breakfast? No, she doesn•t

They didn•t have a good time last night

With stative meanings, on the other hand, it was treated as an auxiliary and 
did not require do-support. Thus:

Have they any money? No, they haven•t

They hadn•t any coffee in the cupboard

In American English, on the other hand, do-support is required in both 
cases, so the verb to have is treated as a main verb regardless of whether it has 
dynamic or stative meanings. Thus:

Does she have coffee with her breakfast? No, she doesn•t

They didn•t have a good time last night

Do they have any money? No, they don•t

They didn•t have any coffee in the cupboard
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In Scottish English and to a certain extent in the north of England as well as in 
many parts of Ireland, we find the opposite situation … there is no distinction 
between dynamic and stative meanings, the verb to have being treated as an 
auxiliary in all cases. Thus, in addition to saying:

Have they any money? No, they haven•t

They hadn•t any coffee in the cupboard

in Scottish English one can say:

Has she coffee with her breakfast? No, she hasn•t

They hadn•t a good time last night

though this is probably used more rarely by younger Scottish people than it is 
by people of their grandparents• generation.

This difference in the status of have is also demonstrated by different 
possibilities of phonological contraction (only auxiliary have can be 
contracted). Thus:

US English  I have no money  I had a good time

English English  I•ve no money  I had a good time

Scottish English  I•ve no money  I•d a good time

In both American and British English, it is also very usual with stative 
meanings in more informal styles to use the have got construction, for 
example:

Have they got any money? No, they haven•t

They hadn•t got any coffee in the cupboard

There is also the further complication that the American-style lack of 
grammatical distinction between stative and dynamic meanings has had 
an influence on the English of England, particularly among younger 
southern speakers. This means that in southern England English we now 
have the possibility, with stative meanings, of using three different types of 
construction:

Have you got any money? (informal)

Have you any money? (formal, older)

Do you have any money? (newer)

6. It is well known that certain verb-particle  constructions in English 
have alternative forms as follows:

(a) He turned out the light Put on your coat! She took off her shoes

(b) He turned the light out Put your coat on!  She took her shoes off

There is, however, regional variation with respect to this usage in Britain. All 
speakers will accept both (a) and (b) as normal English, but speakers in the 
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south of England are more likely to employ the (b) forms in their own speech, 
whereas Scottish speakers very frequently use forms of type (a).

7. Like
Like is becoming increasingly frequent in the speech of younger British and 
Irish people, regardless of whether they speak standard or non-standard 
dialects. Like fulfils several functions: it can function as a pause filler , as in 
Are you, like, coming to the cinema tonight? as well as an intensifier , serving to 
draw attention to a following piece of information:

It was like the funniest film I•ve ever seen.

It can also function, with the verb be, as a means of directly reporting speech 
(equivalent to said, etc.) or a person•s (unverbalised) emotional status, as in:

They were like, •I hate this place• but she•s like, just shut up both of you.

This last function of like is termed quotative (be) like  (see Tagliamonte and 
Hudson 1999; Dailey-O•Cain 2000; Buchstaller and D•Arcy 2009), and it is 
thought to have been imported fairly recently into British English from North 
America. Note that several of the speakers on the website recordings use like 
frequently for all three functions, and they are not necessarily the younger 
ones (e.g. the London and Aberdeen speakers; see Chapter 5, pp. 82…83;  
133…136). The quotative system in contemporary English is highly complex, 
and new forms are being adopted with amazing rapidity. Cheshire et al. (2011) 
give an account of a new quotative this is + speaker in the speech of young 
Londoners, for example:

This is them •What area are you from, what part?•

This is me •I•m from Hackney•

Lexical features

We shall be dealing further with variation in vocabulary in individual 
sections. It is worth noting here, however, that some features, such as the 
lack of distinction between teach and learn, and between borrow and lend, are 
found in nearly all non-standard dialects:

 They don•t learn you nothing at school (= They don•t teach you anything at 
school)

Can I lend your bike? (= Can I borrow your bike?)

Features of colloquial style

At some points it is difficult to distinguish between features of colloquial 
style and those of non-standard dialect. The following are a few of these.
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(a)  us can function as the first person singular object pronoun:

Give us a kiss!

(b)  pronoun apposition … a personal pronoun immediately following its 
antecedent noun:

My dad he told me not to

(c)  indefinite this  … this can function as an indefinite article, particularly 
in narratives:

There•s this house, see, and there•s this man with a gun

Non-standard grammatical forms

In this book we cannot provide a comprehensive list of all the grammatical 
differences to be found between non-standard British dialects and Standard 
English; readers are recommended to look at Milroy and Milroy (1993) and 
Kortmann and Upton (2008) for further information on the topic. We can, 
however, describe some of the forms most common in varieties, and point out 
the types of differences to be looked for in each area, and will do so, briefly, 
in this chapter. Further examples, together with instances of lexical variation, 
will be cited in the individual sections of Chapter 5.

Multiple negation

There are a number of grammatical forms which differ from those in Standard 
English and which can be found in most parts of the British Isles. This is 
because, in these cases, it is in fact the standard dialect which has diverged 
from the other varieties, not the other way round. A good example of this is 
the grammatical construction well known throughout the English-speaking 
world as •the double negative•. If we take a sentence in Standard English such 
as:

I had some dinner

we can note that there are two different ways of making this sentence  
negative. We can either negate the verb:

I didn•t have any dinner

or we can negate the word some, by changing it to no:

I had no dinner

These sentences do have different stylistic connotations, the latter being more 
formal, but they mean approximately the same thing. The main point is that 
in Standard English one can perform one or other of these operations, but not 
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both. In most other English dialects, however, one can do both these things 
at once. The result is multiple  negation :

I didn•t have no dinner

(Linguists prefer the terms multiple negation or negative concord to the  
more common term •double negative•, since the construction is not  limited to 
two negatives. It is possible to have three or more, as in she couldn•t get none 
nowhere.)

It is safe to say that constructions of the type I didn•t have no dinner are 
employed by the majority of English speakers, both in the British Isles and 
worldwide. At one time this construction was found in the standard dialect, 
too, and it has parallels in many other languages (such as the ne . . . pas 
construction in French). It is, however, considered to be •wrong• by many 
people in the English-speaking world. This is largely because it is, like most 
non-standard grammatical forms, most typical of working-class speech, and 
for that reason tends to have low prestige. People who believe it to be •wrong•, 
•ugly•, •clumsy• or •illogical• are, we can say, probably making what is ultimately 
a social rather than a linguistic judgement. It would be interesting to know 
whether these people would still look on multiple negation so disapprovingly 
if it were pointed out to them that both Chaucer and Shakespeare used these 
constructions in their writing.

There is, in addition, considerable regional variation in the type of 
constructions in which multiple negation is permitted. The following sorts of 
construction occur in some non-standard dialects but not in others:

We haven•t got only one (= Standard English We•ve only got one)

He went out without no shoes on

Other aspects of negation in non-standard dialects

Unlike multiple negation, the form ain•t is not found throughout Britain 
in various forms, but it is nevertheless extremely common. It is variously 
pronounced / e�nt /, / 
nt /, or / �nt /, and has two main functions. First, it 
corresponds to the negative forms of the present tense of be in Standard 
English, i.e. aren•t, isn•t and am not:

I ain•t coming He/she/it ain•t there You/we/they ain•t going

Second, it functions as the negative present tense of auxiliary have, 
corresponding to Standard English haven•t and hasn•t:

I ain•t done it  He ain•t got one

Note, however, that it does not usually function as the negative present form 
of the full verb have:

*I ain•t a clue (= I haven•t a clue)
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(In linguistics an asterisk preceding a form indicates an unacceptable or 
unattested construction.)

The form aren•t also occurs more widely in non-standard dialects than 
in Standard English. In Standard English, of course, it occurs as the negation 
of are, as in we aren•t, you aren•t, they aren•t. It also occurs in the first person 
singular with the interrogative aren•t I? But in some non-standard dialects the 
form I aren•t, equivalent to Standard English I•m not, also occurs, while I amn•t 
occurs in parts of the West Midlands and in Scotland. I amnae is also common 
in non-standard Scottish English (see p. 34). These forms are good illustrations 
of the inadvisability of arguing for the use of Standard English grammar on 
grounds that it is more •logical•, systematic or consistent than non-standard 
grammar. After all, if the correct interrogative equivalents of she is and you are 
are isn•t she and aren•t you respectively, logically speaking we ought also to say 
amn•t I. Yet amn•t is considered •wrong•, •ungrammatical•, even •impossible•, 
by many people, including people who use the construction themselves. 
It should be clear that the habit of equating grammatical correctness with 
standardness is a matter of social convention, however much we are told that 
the relationship between these two traits is direct, uncomplicated and self-
evidently true. Claims about the superior grammaticality of Standard English 
are based not on logic or grammatical consistency … arguments of this type 
can be knocked down easily without looking very hard for counterexamples 
… but are the product of uncritical acceptance of the subjective, biased and 
often prejudiced opinions of former generations of commentators.

Past tense of irregular verbs

Regular verbs in English have identical forms for the past tense and for the 
past participle, as used in the formation of perfect verb forms:

Present  Past  Present perfect

I work  I worked  I have worked

I love  I loved  I have loved

Many irregular verbs, on the other hand, have in Standard English distinct 
forms for the past tense and past participle:

Present  Past   Present perfect

I see  I saw   I have seen

I go  I went   I have gone

I come  I came   I have come

I write  I wrote   I have written

In many non-standard dialects, however, there is a strong tendency to bring 
the irregular verbs into line with the regular ones, the distinction being 
signalled only by the presence or absence of have. There is considerable 
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regional variation here, but in some cases we find the original past participle 
used also as the past tense form:

Present  Past   Present perfect

I see  I seen   I have seen

I come  I come   I have come

I write  I wrote   I have wrote

(In the case of come, as with hit , put, cut and so on in Standard English, all 
three forms are identical.) In other cases, levelling has taken place in the 
other direction:

Present  Past   Present perfect

I see  I saw   I have saw

I go  I went   I have went

And in others, the present tense form may be generalised:

Present  Past   Present perfect

I see  I see   I have seen

I give  I give   I have given

We can also note common forms such as:

Present  Past   Present perfect

I write  I writ / 
�t /  I have writ

and the continuation of the historical tendency (known as analogical 
levelling ) to make irregular verbs regular:

Present  Past   Present perfect

I draw  I drawed  I have drawed

The verb do is also involved in social dialect variation of this type, and in a 
rather interesting way. As is well known to learners of English as a foreign 
language, do has two functions. It can act as a full verb, as in:

He•s doing maths at school  I did lots of work

and it can also act as an auxiliary verb, and is used as such in interrogation, 
negation, emphasis and •code• (Palmer 1988):

Did you go?  You went, did you?  We didn•t go

I did like it  We went and so did they

In Standard English, the forms of the full verb and of the auxiliary are 
identical:

He does maths, does he?  You did lots of work, didn•t you?
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In most non-standard dialects, however, the full verb and the auxiliary are 
distinguished in the past tense, as the full verb has been subjected to the 
levelling process described above, while the auxiliary has not. That is, the 
past tense form of the full verb is done, and that of the auxiliary did:

You done lots of work, didn•t you? I done it last night

A: Did you? B: Yes, I did

These non-standard dialects therefore have a grammatical distinction that 
is not found in the standard dialect. This example is one of many that 
demonstrate that non-standard dialects are not grammatically deficient or 
incomplete relative to Standard English, as many people think: the grammars 
of non-standard varieties are just different from that of Standard English, and 
are equally complex.

•Never• as past tense negative

In non-standard dialects in most parts of the British Isles the word never, in 
contrast to Standard English, can refer to a single occasion, and functions in 
the same way as the form didn•t. Thus I never done it means I did not do it with 
reference to a single, particular occasion (for example, if a child is trying to 
deny having broken a window by kicking a football through it). Forms of this 
type are particularly common in the speech of children, but are well attested 
in adult speech too:

I never went to the shops today after all

A: You done it! B: I never!

Present tense verb forms

The present tense form of the verb in Standard English is somewhat anomalous 
with regard to other dialects of the language in that the third person singular 
form is distinguished from the other forms by the presence of - s:

I want

you want

we want   but  he ~ she ~ it wants

they want

In a number of non-standard dialects, this anomaly is not found. In East 
Anglia, as in some American and Caribbean varieties, this verb paradigm is 
completely regular as a result of the absence of the third singular - s. In these 
dialects, forms such as the following are usual:

She like him  It go very fast  He want it  He don•t like it
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The individual form don•t, in fact, is very common indeed throughout the 
English-speaking world in the third person singular.

In other parts of Britain, including parts of the north of England and 
especially the south-west and South Wales, the regularity is of the opposite 
kind, with - s occurring with all persons of the verb:

I likes it  We goes home  You throws it

In parts of the west of England this leads to the complete distinction of 
the full verb do and auxiliary do:

 Present  Past   Past participle

Full verb:  dos /du�z/  done   done

Auxiliary:  do  did   …

Thus:

He dos it every day, do he?  He done it last night, did he?

In other dialects, including many in Scotland and Northern Ireland, the 
forms with - s in the first and second persons and in the third person plural 
are a sign of the historic present , where the present tense is used to make the 
narration of past events more vivid:

I go home every day at four o•clock

but

I goes down this street and I sees this man hiding behind a tree

Relative pronouns

In Standard English, who is used as a relative pronoun referring to human 
nouns, which is used for non-human nouns, and that is used for nouns of both 
types. The relative pronoun is also frequently omitted in restrictive relative 
clauses where it refers to the object of a verb:

Human  That was the man who did it  That was the man who I found

 That was the man that did it  That was the man that I found

   That was the man I found

Non-  That was the brick which did it  That was the brick which I found
human  That was the brick that did it That was the brick that I found

  That was the brick I found

These forms are also found in non-standard dialects, but a number of 
additional forms also occur, including omission (or ellipsis ) of pronouns 
referring to the subject:
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That was the man what done it

That was the man which done it

That was the man as done it

That was the man at done it

That was the man done it

The form with what is particularly common. Possessive relatives (like whose 
in Standard English) may also differ from Standard English:

That•s the man what his son done it (= That•s the man whose son did it)

This is the man that•s son did it (= This is the man whose son did it)

Personal pronouns

A number of interesting regional and social differences concerning the 
personal pronouns can be noted. These include the use in north-eastern 
England and in Scotland of us as a first person singular object pronoun, as in 
He deliberately tripped us as I was walking down the corridor. This phenomenon is 
also commonly found in the colloquial speech of many other parts of Britain, 
but in these places it is confined to a limited number of locutions, such as Do 
us a favour and Give us a kiss.

The reflexive pronouns in Standard English are formed by suffixing - self 
or -selves to

(a) the possessive pronoun:

my  myself

your  yourself / yourselves

our  ourselves

(b)  the object pronoun:

him  himself

it   itself

them  themselves

The form herself could be regarded as being based on either the possessive 
or the object pronoun. Note also that because they, their and them are now 
very frequently used in the third person singular (as in the •gender-neutral• 
If they are a student on my course, tell them to get their essay in immediately), 
the form themself can now be heard and read more and more often, as in 
Every student should give themself a break from their studies, or the American 
newspaper headline Vandal should turn themselves in. Similarly, ourself is fairly 
common: its use might strike some contemporary readers or listeners as a 
sign of ignorance or inability to think logically, but in earlier forms of the 
language it was originally used interchangeably with ourselves. It can be found 
in Dickens, for instance.
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Many non-standard dialects have regularised the reflexive pronoun 
system so that, for instance, all forms are based on the possessives:

myself

herself

yourself

itsself

hisself

ourselves

theirselves

Scottish speakers may use -sel(s), for example Glasgow [ w���s
oz ] •ourselves• 
(note the vocalised / l /; see pages 42 and 45). In parts of northern England, 
notably Yorkshire, the suffix - sen is used where Standard English has self, so 
that the equivalent of •himself• is hissen / ��s
n / (note the / h/-dropping; see 
pages 45 and 66…67).

Comparatives and superlatives

Standard English permits comparison through either the addition of more:

She•s more beautiful than you

or through the addition of - er:

He•s nicer

Many non-standard dialects permit both comparative forms simultaneously:

She•s more rougher than he is

The same is also true with superlatives . Since Shakespeare wrote The most 
unkindest cut of all this form has been lost in Standard English, but it  survives 
in many other dialects:

He•s the most roughest bloke I•ve ever met

In many non-standard dialects, the comparative and superlative suffixes  can 
be attached to adjectives which do not allow this in Standard English:

You ought to be carefuller in future

She•s the beautifullest woman I know

Demonstratives

Corresponding to the Standard English system of

this  these

that  those
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a number of social and regional variants occur. Most commonly, Standard 
English those corresponds to them in non-standard dialects, but particularly 
in Scottish dialects they (sometimes spelled thae) can also be heard.

Look at them animals!

Look at they animals!

In north-east Scotland, for example in Aberdeen, the demonstrative that  
occurs even with plural nouns:

 Look at that animals!

The forms yon and thon are also used in Scotland (see under Traditional 
dialects (Sections 20…24 in Chapter 5)).

Adverbs

In Standard English, there are many pairs of formally related adjectives and 
adverbs:

He was a slow runner   He ran slowly

She was a very clever speaker  She spoke very cleverly

In most non-standard dialects, these forms are not distinct:

He ran slow   She spoke very clever  They done it very nice

      cf. He•ll do it very good

In the case of some adverbs, forms without - ly are also found in colloquial 
Standard English:

Come quick!

although some speakers might not accept this as Standard English.

Unmarked plurality

A very widespread feature indeed in many non-standard dialects involves 
nouns of measurement following numerals not being marked for plurality:

a hundred pound  thirteen mile  five foot sixteen year

The use of foot in plural contexts like those above is not unheard of in 
colloquial Standard English.

Prepositions of place

Prepositions exhibit a large degree of variation in their usage in British 
dialects. This is particularly true of prepositions of place, and we can do no 
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more here than cite a very few examples of cases where non-standard dialects 
can differ from Standard English:

He went up the park (= He went to the park)

We walked down the shops (= We walked to the shops)

I got off of the bus (= I got off the bus)

It was at London (= It was in London)

Note that at was formerly frequently used in Standard English when describing 
locations in large towns or cities, as in for example My parents learned to 
dance at Oxford (= in Oxford in contemporary Standard English). In modern 
Standard English, the use of at with proper names of this sort often implies 
more specific meanings: at Oxford in the above example would probably be 
understood to mean at the University of Oxford by most British people today. 
In other cases, such as You need to change at Oxford or He was arrested on his 
arrival at Manchester, a particular location within the town or city is meant 
(in these examples, Oxford•s railway or bus station and Manchester Airport, 
respectively).

Traditional dialects

In most of this book, we deal chiefly with those accents and dialects of English 
in the British Isles which foreign visitors are most likely to come into contact 
with. In this section, however, we deal briefly with certain grammatical 
features associated in particular with what are often referred to as •traditional 
dialects•.

Traditional dialects are those conservative dialects of English which are, 
for the most part, spoken in relatively isolated rural areas by certain older 
speakers and which differ considerably from Standard English, and indeed 
from one another. Traditional dialects are what most British people think 
of when they hear the term •dialect• used in a non-technical way. They 
correspond to those varieties which are known as patois in the French-
speaking world and Mundart in German-speaking areas.

Grammatical features which are typical of certain traditional dialects 
include the following:

(a) In most Scottish dialects, negation is not formed with not, but with no 
or with its more typically Scottish forms nae /ne/ or na /na/. Thus we 
find  forms in Scottish English such as:

He•s no coming  I•ve nae got it

I cannae go   We do na have one

(b) In large areas of the north of England, including urban areas of 
Yorkshire, as well as in many areas of the rural south-west of England, 
the older distinction still survives (though it is now rare) between the 
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informal singular second person pronouns thou, thee, thine and formal 
and/or plural you ~ yours. In the north of England, the usual subject 
and object form of this pronoun is tha, while in the south-west it tends 
to be thee. The system operates very much as in modern French, with 
friends and family being referred to as tha and people who one does 
not know so well being called you. It is also sometimes the case that 
distinct verb forms associated with second person singular still survive; 
for example, tha cast •you can•.

(c) In large areas of the south-west of England, including Devon and 
Somerset, a system of personal pronouns exists in which the form of 
the pronoun is not, for the most part, determined by subject versus 
object function, but by weak or strong stress position. For example:

strong   weak

you   ee

he   er (subject) , •n (object)

she   er

we   us

they   •m

Thus: You wouldn•t do that, would ee?

He wouldn•t do that, would er?

No, give •n to he

She wouldn•t do that, would er?

No, give •n to she

We wouldn•t do that, would us?

No, give •n to we

They wouldn•t do that, would •m?

No, give •m to they

(d) In many traditional dialects of the south-west of England, the gender 
system operates in a manner unlike that existing in Standard English, 
in that mass nouns such as water and bread are usually referred to as 
it , while count nouns such as hammer and tree are referred to as he, er 
or •n. Thus one would say:

Pass me the bread. It•s on the table

but  Pass me the loaf. He•s on the table

(e) In areas of the north of England and in Scotland, a three-way 
distinction in the system of demonstratives, rather than the two-way 
system associated with Standard English, can be found (see for example 
McRae 2000).



36

Dialect Variation 

Singular  Plural (northern England) Plural (Scotland)

this  these  thir

that  them  they ~ thae

yon  yon  yon ~ thon

As mentioned on page 33, some traditional dialects in northern 
Scotland do not use thir and they ~ thae in plural contexts, but instead 
use the singular form, as in:

This plates is too small

My nephew drew that pictures

(f) Forms of the verb to be, particularly those in the present tense, show 
much greater variation in traditional dialects than in more modern 
forms of speech. For example, in the north-east of England, is is 
generalised to all persons … for example, I is. In parts of the West 
Midlands, am may be generalised to all persons, as in you am, while in 
areas of south-western England, be may be generalised to all persons of 
the verb … that is, you be, he be, they be and so on.

(g) In Aberdeen, as in north-eastern Scotland generally, tags such as 
is(n•t) it , do(n•t) they and so forth have a tendency to agree in polarity  
(positive vs. negative) with the statement they attach to. So while in 
Standard English the usual way to elicit the listener•s agreement with a 
positive statement is to add a negative tag, as in:

It•s a fine day, isn•t it?

speakers from north-eastern Scotland are very frequently heard to use 
a same-polarity tag , as in:

It•s a fine day, is it?

While the positive tag is it? may of course be used in this context in 
Standard English, its use in that dialect serves to indicate that the 
speaker does not know whether it is in fact a fine day (for instance, while 
discussing the weather with an Australian relative by telephone), or it is 
used when he/she is (often sarcastically or aggressively) contradicting 
another•s assertion that it is a fine day when the evidence is to the 
contrary.
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Pronunciation
In this chapter we begin by presenting a framework for the description of the 
sounds of English. We then outline the principal ways in which RP varies, 
before going on to look in detail at the sounds of RP. We do not discuss stress, 
rhythm or intonation in any detail in connection with this accent, or with 
the others described in later chapters, as they are beyond the scope of this 
book (see Brazil 1997, Cruttenden 2001, Tench 1996, or Wells 1982, 2006b for 
information on these topics).

A framework for description

Consonants and vowels

We must begin by making a distinction between consonants and vowels . 
Because our interest is in pronunciation, this distinction is based on the 
spoken, not the written, language: what we will refer to as vowels are therefore 
not the letters a, e, i, o and u. Letters, it must be remembered, are marks on 
paper or patterns of light and dark on computer screens. Speech sounds … 
which exist in the domain of acoustics and hearing, and are produced by 
various movements of the speech organs … are therefore clearly very different 
things from the visual symbols we use to represent them, and we should 
be careful not to talk about symbols and sounds as though they were at all 
similar.

The first criterion for assigning sounds to the vowel category is that their 
production does not involve closure , such that the airflow from the lungs to 
the outside air is cut off (as in the initial and final sounds of the words pat 
and bag), or narrowing of the vocal tract to the extent that audible friction is 
created (as in the initial and final sounds of fizz and sash).

The second criterion is that they should typically occur in the middle of a 
syllable , rather than at its margins. The middle portion of a syllable is called 
its nucleus . All other sounds, including those that meet the first criterion but 
not the second (the first sounds of the words run, lend, young, wing), are, not 
surprisingly, categorised as consonants.
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Describing consonants

Consonants are described in terms of the presence or absence of voicing 
(vibration of the vocal folds,  also known as the vocal cords), place of 
articulation , and manner of articulation . Thus the initial sound in the 
word vat is said to be a voiced labiodental fricative: the vocal folds vibrate, 
and the sound is created by friction of the air as it passes through a narrow 
gap between lip ( labio-) and teeth ( dental). By contrast, the initial sound in 
the word fat is a voiceless labiodental fricative, the difference between it and 
the first sound in vat being that in the first sound of fat there is no vibration 
of the vocal folds. The initial sound of sat, by contrast, is termed a voiceless 
alveolar fricative. In this sound the friction is created as air rushes through 
the narrow gap between the tongue and the alveolar ridge  (see Figure 3.1).

We can check whether or not a sound is voiced by putting our fingers in 
our ears while saying the sound. The vibrations created by the vocal folds for 
voiced sounds are much more readily heard this way. Alternatively, we can 
put thumb and forefinger on either side of the prominence at the front of the 
thyroid cartilage of the larynx (that is, the Adam•s apple). If any voicing is 
present in the sound, we can feel vibration through our fingertips. If we want 
to check the place of articulation of a consonant, we can often get a sense of 
where in the mouth the sound is being produced by uttering the sound on 
the in-breath (i.e. while breathing in instead of out). The point at which the 
vocal tract is narrowest … most constricted … will feel somewhat colder than 
other parts of the mouth, because the air rushing inwards towards the lungs 
has to travel faster to squeeze through the narrow gap.

All of the consonants referred to in this book are to be found in the current 
chart of the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) symbols on page�xiv, which 
shows for each of them their place and manner of articulation, and whether 
or not they are voiced.

Describing vowels

Vowels are customarily described in terms of: (a) the part of the tongue which 
is raised towards the roof of the mouth in producing it, and how far it is 
raised; and (b) how spread or rounded the lips are. Much of this information 
can be captured through the use of vowel quadrilateral charts, which we 
will be using throughout the remainder of the book. These charts are based 
on the Cardinal Vowel System devised by Daniel Jones early in the twentieth 
century. This system of 16 vowel sounds relates to the sounds produced 
when the highest part of the tongue (relative to the floor) is in eight different 
positions … there are four at the front of the mouth, and four at the back … 
with the lips either rounded or unrounded .

The vowel quadrilateral can also be found on the IPA chart on page xiv. It 
shows the position of the 16 cardinal vowels, as well as a number of central 
vowels. The chart is a schematic representation of the mouth, with close 
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referring to a position of the tongue as close to the hard palate as possible 
without friction occurring, and with open  referring to a position of the 
tongue at the bottom of the mouth, with a marked degree of jaw opening. 
A feeling can be developed for the relationship between symbols at various 
positions in the vowel chart and the sounds they represent by listening to 
speakers reading the word list (page xi) on the website, while identifying the 
position of the vowels on the relevant vowel chart.

Phonemes and allophones

The initial sounds of the words fan and van are clearly different. As we saw 
above, the first is voiceless and the second voiced. But not only are the two 
sounds different from each other, they also make a difference of meaning. A 
fan is, after all, not the same thing as a van.

In RP (but not in every accent of English), the initial sound of the word 
leaf is not the same as the final sound of the word feel. The first l sound is 
said to be clear , and the second (which involves the back of the tongue being 
drawn towards the velum or soft palate) is referred to as dark . In this case, 
however, the difference does not affect meaning. If we began the word leaf 
with a dark l rather than a clear l, the word would not change in meaning. 
Whether we used a dark l or a clear l, we would be understood to be referring 
to a leaf.

All four consonants referred to in the previous two paragraphs can be 
represented by phonetic symbols. In order to represent sounds phonetically, 

Figure 3.1  Schematised mid-sagittal section of the human head, showing the organs of 
speech
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we place the symbols between square brackets. We have [ f ] and [ v], [ l ] (clear) 
and [ � ] (dark). Dark [ � ] is often also represented by [ l� ] … the small superscripted 
symbol meaning •velarised• … that is, produced with the body of the tongue 
raised and retracted towards the velum  or soft palate  … but the same sound 
is meant.

Although there are four physically different sounds, two of them … [ l] 
and [ � ] … are not contrastive : they do not have the capacity to change words• 
meanings in English. For this reason they may be considered as different 
realisations of a single linguistic unit. Such a unit is referred to as a phoneme , 
and its different realisations as allophones .

Phonemes are represented between slant brackets. Thus we can say that the 
phoneme / l / has two allophones, [ l ] and [ � ]. This allows us to give two possible 
transcriptions of, for instance, the word feel. A phonemic  transcription would 
be /fi�l /, while a more detailed, phonetic transcription would be [ fi�� ]. The 
usefulness of the distinction between phonemes and allophones will become 
apparent below.

Variability in RP
Even though we speak of RP as a single accent, there is nevertheless significant 
variability within it. In this section we will begin by identifying the forms 
that variability takes and then go on to discuss the factors that account for 
variability.

Forms of variability

There are three main forms of variability in RP: systemic , realisational  
and lexical . We speak of systemic or inventory variability when different 
speakers have different sets (or •systems•) of phonemes. In RP this now applies 
only to vowel phonemes. Some older speakers of RP have one more vowel 
phoneme than others. Such speakers distinguish between pairs of words like 
paw and pore, pronouncing them / p�� / and / p�� / respectively. Most other RP 
speakers do not have the vowel / �� /, and pronounce both words / p�� /.

Realisational variability refers to the way in which a single phoneme 
may have different phonetic realisations. For example, all RP speakers have 
a phoneme / �� / (as in boat), which contrasts with / e�/ ( bait), /a� / ( bout) and 
/a�/ ( bite). Older speakers may pronounce the vowel as [ o� ], with a back first 
element, although this is now a very old-fashioned pronunciation. The vowel 
phoneme of most RP speakers starts from a more central point, giving [ b��t ].

In the context of pronunciation, lexical variability refers to the use 
of different series of phonemes for the same word. We have already noted 
one example in Chapter 1, the pronunciation of economic as /i�k��n�m�k / or 
/
k��n�m�k /, both of which are found among RP speakers. Another example 
is the different pronunciation of the word off, which may be / �f / (rhyming 
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with cough, and by far the most usual pronunciation) or the now archaic / ��f / 
(rhyming with wharf, and usually associated with older, upper-class speakers).

All of the variability referred to above relates to individual words and to 
differences of pronunciation between people. In continuous speech there is 
further variability, some of which depends on the speed and formality of 
speech as much as it does on differences between people. This variability 
includes a number of processes: H-dropping (e.g. / �st�p �m / for stop him); 
R-insertion (e.g. / v��n�l�
 a�s �kri�m / for vanilla ice-cream); elision, as in the 
example in Chapter 1 of / �sp
k s�� / for expect so; and assimilation, as in our 
earlier example / ðap �ple�t / that plate. We describe conditions for H-dropping 
and R-insertion in the sections on the / h/ and / 
 / phonemes (pages 45, 47).

Factors accounting for variability

There are several factors which help to account for variability within RP. The 
first of these is the age of the speaker. Like any living accent, RP is constantly 
changing, and so there will be differences between the pronunciation of 
younger and older speakers. As we noted above, older speakers may have 
one more vowel phoneme in their system than do most other speakers of 
the accent. Younger speakers typically use more glottal stops (see pages  
43…44) than their elders, and use monophthongs where diphthongs have 
been traditional (see pages 5, 51…54).

A second factor is social class. Members of the upper classes have features 
which distinguish them from the majority of RP speakers. In identifying this 
social stratum, Wells (1982) refers to dowager duchesses, certain army officers, 
Noël Coward-type sophisticates, and popular images of elderly Oxbridge dons 
and •jolly-hockey-sticks• schoolmistresses. Such speakers are likely to have, for 
example, a particularly open final vowel in words like university, something 
close to Cardinal Vowel 3, [ 
 ]. Such pronunciations appear to be receding, 
however, and there is evidence that members of the British royal family, 
including the Queen, no longer use •upper-class• RP features of this sort (see 
Harrington et al. 2000).

A third factor is the age at which a person began to acquire an RP accent. 
Those who acquire it after childhood are likely to avoid normal features of 
faster RP speech, such as the dropping of unaccented / h/ in pronouns.

Other personal factors include the particular school attended; the 
speaker•s profession or role; personality (a fastidious person may avoid 
something they consider vulgar, such as use of glottal stops for / t / in 
certain environments); attitudes to language and to other speakers of RP; 
the frequency with which a speaker uses a word (less frequently used words 
being less likely to participate in a general change of pronunciation … for 
example, for some speakers at least, heir is less likely to be monophthongised 
than air); and even what a person has been told, perhaps by a teacher, is the 
•correct• pronunciation of a word.



42

Received Pronunciation 

Other authors have concentrated on some of these factors in identifying 
subvarieties of RP. For Gimson (1988) there were three main types: conservative 
RP, spoken by the older generation and certain professional and social groups; 
general RP, the least marked variety; and advanced RP, spoken by younger 
members of exclusive social groups. Cruttenden•s (2001) revision of Gimson•s 
book uses the labels General, Refined and Regional RP. Cruttenden•s Refined RP 
is equivalent to Gimson•s conservative RP, while his apparently contradictory 
Regional RP refers to •the type of speech which is basically RP except for the 
presence of a few regional characteristics which go unnoticed even by other 
speakers of RP• (Cruttenden 2001: 80). These, he argues, include features like 
the use of / l /-vocalisation, whereby a word-final / l / is realised as a vowel such 
as [� ] to give, for example, [ b�� ] for ball , although in modern RP it would be 
difficult to maintain that / l /-vocalisation can any longer be described as a 
regional feature.

Wells (1982) also proposes three significant varieties: u-RP (uppercrust 
RP), spoken by the group identified as upper class above; mainstream RP, 
equivalent to Gimson•s general RP; and adoptive RP, spoken by those who 
acquire the accent after childhood. In the following section, for each sound 
we begin by describing mainstream RP and then identify and comment on 
any significant variants.

The individual sounds of RP

Consonants

In this section, we describe the consonants in sets based on their manner of 
articulation.

Plosives

Plosives involve three stages: first, a closure in some part of the vocal tract, 
then the compression of air as it builds up behind the obstruction, and finally 
the release of that compressed air in the form of an explosion as the blockage 
is removed (hence the name •plosive•). There are six plosive phonemes in RP:

 bilabial  alveolar velar

voiceless  /p/  / t/  / k/

voiced  / b/  /d/  / � /

The voiceless plosives / p  t  k / are usually marked by aspiration , an interval 
of voicelessness and accompanying friction noise between the plosive release 
and the onset of the following sound. We transcribe these aspirated plosives 
phonetically as [ p�  t�  k� ]. There is no aspiration, however, when the plosive 
follows / s/ initially in a syllable, as in [ sp�n] spin. Aspiration may also be absent 
from these plosives at the end of a word, particularly in informal speech. 
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According to Wells (1982), stressed word-initial / p  t  k / often have surprisingly 
little aspiration in the speech of upper-class speakers. The duration of vowels 
(particularly long vowels) before / p  t  k / is shorter than when they occur 
before / b  d  � /. Thus, for example, the vowel / i� / in bead is of somewhat 
greater duration than when it occurs in beat. This is known as the •Voicing 
Effect• (Chen 1970) or •pre-fortis clipping•, where fortis (•strong•) implies that 
the sound is produced using a high degree of articulatory effort and muscular 
tension as compared with the softer, less effortful lenis (•weak•) consonants.

The place of articulation of the alveolar plosives / t  d / is strongly influenced 
by that of a following consonant. Before / � / (in eighth, for example) / t / will 
be a dental [ t �]; before / 
 / (in dry, for example) / d/ will be a post-alveolar [d

�
].

The place of articulation of the velar plosives / k  � / depends on the quality 
of the accompanying vowel. With / i� /, as in leak, the / k/ may be realised as a 
palatal [ c]; with / �� /, as in lark, the closure will be significantly further back.

Where two plosives occur together, either within a word or on either side 
of a word boundary (as in act or bad boy), the first plosive is not released. 
When a plosive occurs before a nasal consonant (as in could not), the release 
is nasal: that is, the oral release is achieved by lowering the velum to allow 
the pressurised air to escape through the nasal cavity, rather than out of 
the mouth. When a plosive occurs before / l / (e.g. bottle / �b�tl �/), the release is 
lateral, that is the air escapes as a result of the lowering of one or both sides 
of the tongue.

The glottal stop [ � ] is a form of plosive in which the closure is made by 
bringing the vocal folds together, as when holding one•s breath (the glottis 
is not a speech organ, but the space between the vocal folds). Some readers 
may be surprised to learn that the glottal stop has long been a feature of RP, 
though it does not have phonemic status and goes largely unnoticed in the 
accent. It is used by some speakers to reinforce / p  t  k  t� / in a range of syllable-
final environments. In such cases the glottal stop precedes the consonant, as 
in, for example, six [s��ks], this process being referred to as glottalisation . The 
glottal stop may also mark a syllable boundary when the following syllable 
begins with a vowel, or stand in place of a linking or intrusive / 
 / (see below).

The glottal stop is frequently used as a realisation of word- or morpheme-
final / p  t  k / when followed by a consonant. Thus [ �sk��l�nd ] for Scotland, 
[ ��a�w�k ] for Gatwick, [ �e� �da�n ] for get down. The realisation of / p/ and / k/ 
as [� ] is usually restricted to cases when the following consonant has the 
same place of articulation as that being realised as [ � ], as in, for example, 
[ba� ���dn �] for back garden. The realisation of a consonant as a glottal stop is 
known as glottalling .

More recently there has been an extension of the use of the glottal stop as 
a realisation of / t / in RP, whereby speakers may be heard using a glottal stop 
in word-final position, either before a pause or even pre-vocalically (before 
a vowel), as in, for example, [ ða� ] for that and [ kwa�� ���fl �� ] quite awful. It is 
at least possible that the increased use of the glottal stop in RP is in part 
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attributable to the influence of popular London speech (see Wells 1984; 
Tollfree 1999; Fabricius 2002). Careful speakers and speakers of adoptive RP 
tend to avoid glottalling, but all the same it seems probable that in coming 
decades the stigmatisation of /t/ glottalling even in pre-vocalic contexts in 
the speech of younger RP speakers will recede to the point where its use is no 
longer remarked upon.

Fricatives

Fricatives involve the speaker making a narrow gap between one articulator 
and another, causing friction as the air passing through it becomes turbulent. 
We can liken the turbulent airflow that produces fricative noise to the 
turbulence that occurs when smoothly flowing water is forced to flow through 
a narrow defile such as a canyon. There are nine fricative phonemes in RP.

 labio-dental  dental  alveolar palato-alveolar glottal

voiceless  / f/ / � / / s/ / �/  / h/

voiced  /v/  / ð/  / z/  / � /

The voiced fricatives / v  ð  z  � / are in fact only partially voiced (or may be not 
voiced at all) when they occur word-finally, as in of, breathe, dogs and rouge. 
They may nonetheless still be distinct from their voiceless counterparts by 
the greater duration of the vowel which precedes them, as we saw was the case 
for the plosives. For instance, the vowel / i� / will have greater duration in freeze 
than in fleece, by virtue of the Voicing Effect.

The palato-alveolar fricative / � / occurs only word-medially (as in measure), 
except in French loan words such as genre and prestige, and in proper names 
from languages other than French, such as Zhivago or Zsa Zsa. It is interesting 
to track the nativisation of / � / to / d� / in loan words borrowed in English at 
different times. The consonant at the end of many French loans containing 
/� /, such as marriage or carnage, has stabilised on / d� /, and the stress pattern 
on these words has also shifted to the penultimate syllable (it is on the final 
syllable in the French originals). There are borrowings which still preserve / � /, 
for example rouge, luge, beige, mirage, camouflage, espionage or sabotage, though 
note that the primary stress in the last three of these forms falls on the first 
rather than the last syllable. Other …age forms are variable (e.g. corsage, garage). 
[ ��a
��� ] and [ ��a
�d� ] for garage are both commonly heard, though the former 
is the conservative pronunciation and is considered the more •correct• one 
by many RP speakers (Wells 1999). There is a tendency among some speakers 
to gallicise foreign words and names containing / d� / on the mistaken 
assumption that it is appropriate … perhaps more •learned• … to use / � / instead. 
Thus, during the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games it was common to hear BBC 
newsreaders and commentators pronouncing the name of the host city as 
[be����� ] in spite of explicit instructions from the BBC•s Pronunciation Unit 
to call it [be ��d��� ].
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The glottal fricative / h / occurs only in syllable-initial positions 
immediately preceding a vowel. The phonetic realisation of / h / depends on 
the quality of the vowel it precedes, since the sound is produced through the 
voiceless expulsion of air from the lungs with the mouth and tongue already 
in position for the following vowel. The sound of / h / in heat is quite different 
from that in heart, for example. We could, therefore, think of / h / as being 
a kind of voiceless vowel as well as a fricative, as Ladefoged and Maddieson 
(1996) have suggested. As noted above, / h / is usually dropped when it occurs 
in unstressed pronouns ( he, him, her, his) and auxiliaries ( has, have, had), thus 
[ �st�p�m ] stop him. Careful speakers and speakers of adoptive RP are less likely 
to drop / h/, probably having been influenced by the stigma attached to more 
general / h /-dropping in other accents (see below).

Affricates

An affricate is a plosive with a sufficiently slow release for friction to occur 
during the release phase. In our analysis there are just two affricate phonemes: 
the palato-alveolar / t� / and / d� /, which are voiceless and voiced respectively. 
Despite the fact that these sounds are composed of a distinct sequence of 
consonantal articulations and they are represented using two symbols rather 
than one, we analyse them as single units, since they function as such in 
English. No native English speaker would argue that the word church begins 
with the same sound as the word table, nor would he or she maintain that 
church ends with the same sound as does the word fish. Interestingly, the 
affricates also move as a unit when participating in the phenomenon known 
as spoonerism , whereby the speaker unintentionally swaps the initial sounds 
of two adjacent words. [ b��t� t�
lz ] is a plausible spoonerism for church bells, but 
*[ b���t� t
lz ] is not.

Nasals

Nasal consonants involve a closure somewhere within the mouth forward 
of the uvular place of articulation, but the velum is also lowered so that air 
can escape via the nasal cavity through the nostrils. There are three nasal 
phonemes in RP: bilabial / m/, alveolar / n /, and velar / � /. They are normally 
all voiced, though there may be partial devoicing when they follow a voiceless 
consonant. All three nasals, but most commonly / n /, may be syllabic . Thus 
button may be / �b�tn �/.

The bilabial nasal / m/ and the alveolar nasal / n / are normally realised 
as the labiodental [ � ] where they precede / f/ or / v/. Thus, comfort will be 
[ �k���f�t ] and invoice [ ���v��s ]. Before / � / and / ð/, as in tenth or none there, /n / 
may be dental [ n�]; before / 
 /, as in unready, it may be postalveolar [n

�
]. It is a 

stereotype of a certain type of upper-class RP that / �n / (rather than the usual 
/ �� /) for the verbal ending … ing is used, thus / �f���n / for fishing, though these 
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days it can be heard probably only in jest. The velar nasal does not occur 
word-initially in native English words, though some speakers may make a 
point of attempting to pronounce proper names from Polynesian or African 
languages (like Ngaio, Ngorongoro, Nkrumah or Nkomo, all of which start with 
/ � / in their source languages) using / � / in initial position.

Lateral / l/

Laterals involve the continuous escape of air around one or both sides of an 
obstruction formed by the tongue in the midline of the oral cavity. There 
is only one lateral phoneme in RP, which is normally voiced and which has 
three allophones. Two of these have been referred to above: clear [ l ], which 
is found before vowels (and / j/ in some very conservative pronunciations of 
words like lewd and lure); and dark [ � ], which is found after a vowel, before a 
consonant, and syllabically, for example [ �b�t� �] for bottle. The third allophone 
is voiceless [l �], which is most noticeable after aspirated / p/ and / k/, as in plate 
and clap.

Some RP speakers use a vowel in place of dark [ � ] in certain environments, 
as in / �te�b� / table or / �bju�t�f� /. This process, as we saw above, is known as 
/ l /-vocalisation. The actual quality of the vowel that substitutes for / l / can 
be quite variable, but most are back, fairly close and usually rounded. The 
apparent increase in the vocalisation of / l / in RP may be coming about 
under the influence of popular London speech, where it is to be found more 
frequently and in a wider range of environments, as discussed in Chapter 
5 (see also Przedlacka 2002). Since RP is far from alone among worldwide 
accents of English in its adoption of / l /-vocalisation, however, we should treat 
this hypothesis with some caution (see Johnson and Britain 2007).

Post-alveolar approximant  / 
/

The phoneme / 
 / occurs only before a vowel in RP. RP is thus a non-rhotic 
accent, and in this sense contrasts with rhotic accents such as those of 
Scotland, Ireland or North America, in which / 
 / may also occur after vowels 
within the syllable, as in / k��
t / cart. / 
 / in RP has a number of allophones. The 
most common is a voiced post-alveolar frictionless approximant [ 
 ]. Following 
/d/ it is a fricative, [ 
 �]. Following stressed / p  t  k / it is typically devoiced, [ 
 �]. 
In very conservative RP spoken by some elderly people, the alveolar tap [ � ] 
(known in North America as the alveolar flap) may occur intervocalically 
(between vowels) when the first vowel is stressed, as in very, or following a 
dental fricative, as in three. This variant is realised by the tip of the tongue 
tapping briefly against the alveolar ridge. In RP, but not in other accents, 
[� ] has upper-class connotations: it may be heard, for instance, in recordings 
of Noël Coward, and in the speech of the frequently lampooned art critic 
Brian Sewell, who was once described by the British Independent newspaper 
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as •the poshest man in the world• and by John Humphrys as •the only man I 
have ever met who makes the Queen sound common• (Humphrys 2005: 17). 
The tap is now rare in contemporary RP, even in emphatic pronunciations of 
relevant words.

When words which ended in / 
 / in earlier historical periods (as indicated 
by the spelling) are followed by a vowel-initial word, a linking  /
 / is normally 
introduced. Thus we have / f�� / far, but / �f��
 ��we� / far away.

Even when there is no historical / 
 /, if a word ends with a non-high vowel 
(viz. / �  ��  �� /) and precedes a word beginning with a vowel, again / 
 / may 
be inserted, thus / a� �s��
 �t / I saw it , / �m��
 �nd �p�� / Ma and Pa or / �kan�d�
 �� 
�m
ks�k�� / Canada or Mexico. Although in cases like these the / 
 / is referred to 
as intrusive , the phenomenon is very much a part of RP. Careful speakers 
and speakers of adoptive RP may, however, avoid it, possibly (as noted above) 
inserting a glottal stop between the words instead. Some speakers may even 
try to avoid the use of linking / 
 /. Though still stigmatised by some, there is a 
very common tendency, as in many non-RP accents, for intrusive / 
 / to occur 
within words before a suffix, for example / �d
��
�� / for drawing, or in coinings 
such as /�kafk��

sk / Kafkaesque or / da��an�
a��ze��n �/ Dianaization .

Semi-vowels

There are two semi-vowel phonemes in English: the approximants / w/ and 
/ j/. As noted earlier, though semi-vowels are vowel-like, they are treated as 
consonants because they function more like consonants, in the sense that 
they occupy syllable margins rather than acting as syllable nuclei.

The labial-velar semi-vowel / w/ is articulated with the tongue in a back 
close-mid position and with lip-rounding. It is normally voiced, but following 
/ t / (as in twice) or / k/ (as in quick) it is completely devoiced [ w�].

Consonants immediately preceding / w/ typically show anticipatory lip-
rounding. Some RP speakers omit / w/ in some words that begin / kw/ for other 
speakers, thus / �k��t� / quarter. The palatal semi-vowel / j/ is articulated with 
the tongue in a front close-mid to close position. There may be lip-rounding 
in anticipation of a following rounded vowel. / j/ is normally voiced, but after 
accented / p  t   k  h / (as in pewter, tutor, cuter, huge) there is complete devoicing, 
such that / j/ is realised as a palatal fricative [ç].

There is some lexical variation relating to the presence or absence of / j/ after 
/s/ and / l / in such words as suit and lute, although these days pronunciations 
like / sju�t / are rare and old-fashioned. Lute and loot are now homophonous for 
most RP speakers.

There is a strong tendency for / j/ to coalesce with preceding alveolar 
plosives to form affricates, particularly in informal speech. By this process 
the sequence / tj / (as in e.g. tune) becomes [t� ] and / dj / (as in dune) becomes 
[d� ]. The pronunciation of dune would thus be indistinguishable from that 
of June. This coalescence … known as yod-coalescence … occurs when a word 
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ending in / t / or / d/ precedes you or your, for example [ w�t���ni�d ] what you need, 
[ �w�d�� ] would you, or [ ���t�� ] got you (also sometimes written gotcha).

Within words, yod-coalescence is found most often where the second 
syllable involved is unstressed, for example soldier [ �s��ld�� ]. Some careful 
speakers may try to avoid yod-coalescence in their speech, although younger 
RP speakers may consider this habit an affectation.

Vowels

Monophthongs
In our analysis of RP there are 12 monophthongs (sometimes called •pure• 
vowels, because their quality does not change over the course of the vowel; 
compare diphthongs , below). Typical monophthong realisations are shown 
in Figure 3.2. We shall treat each of them in turn.

/ i� /, as in  bee
€ The lips are spread.
€ The vowel usually involves a glide (a transition in quality) from the 

position indicated for / �/ in Figure 3.2 to that for / i� /. Pronunciation of this 
vowel without a glide is perceived as affected.

€ There has been in recent decades a tendency for the final vowel in words 
like city and very to be rather closer and fronter than the •traditional• 
/ �/, thus / �s�ti/ rather than the older / �s�t�/. This habit, known as •happY-
tensing• (Wells 1982; Fabricius 2002), is considered an irritating 
affectation by some commentators (e.g. Norman 1999, who identifies it 
as one of a list of features he says define •Slop English•). The plurals and 
possessive forms of nouns of the lexical set containing city, happy, very, 
and so on, however, are more likely to contain / �/, thus / �s�t�z/ for cities or 
city•s. Older upper-class speakers may have a strikingly open final vowel 
in words like city [ �s�t
 ].

Figure 3.2 Typical realisations of RP monophthongs
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/�/, as in  pit
€ The lips are loosely spread.
€ Older speakers tend to have a closer vowel than younger ones do. The 

difference between words like peat and pit for these older speakers is 
therefore somewhat smaller than is the case for younger speakers, who 
may use a vowel that is markedly more open and centralised, [ !"].

€ There is a tendency for traditional / �/ to be replaced by / � / in some 
unstressed syllables. In general, younger people are more likely to have 
/ � /, and high-status speakers are more likely to have / �/. Environments 
for this lexical variability are: the �rst vowel of the endings -ity (e.g. 
possibility), -itive (e.g. positive), -ily (e.g. happily), -ate (e.g. fortunate), 
-ible (e.g. visible), -em (e.g. problem); other unstressed syllables -ess 
(e.g. hopeless), -ace (e.g. furnace), -age (e.g. manage), -et (e.g. bracelet), 
be- (e.g. believe). The ratio of / �/ to / � /, which varies not only between 
the different environments listed above but also within them, is too 
complex to report here.

/
 /, as in  pet
€ The lips are loosely spread and slightly wider apart than for / �/.
€ An / 
 /, which is close to Cardinal Vowel 2, [e], may sometimes be heard 

amongst older upper-class speakers and those who would use them as 
models. By the late 1980s, Gimson (1988) had labelled this realisation as 
•over-refined• while one which forms a glide towards [ � ] is perceived as 
affected; such perceptions continue today.

€ Note that the monophthongisation of / 
� / to [ 
� ] in contemporary RP (see 
section on diphthongs below) means that pairs of words  such as bed and 
bared, fez and fairs/fares, or Ken and cairn, are distinguished solely by the 
length of the vowel rather than by vowel  quality.

/a/, as in  pat
€ The lips are neutrally open.
€ Older and more conservative speakers continue to realise / a/ as the closer, 

fronter vowel [ æ], which in some cases may cause listeners to confuse it 
with / 
 / (e.g. man and men may sound very similar). In contemporary 
RP as spoken by younger speakers the vowel has lowered and retracted 
somewhat to a quality close to Cardinal Vowel 4. This tendency to 
lowering is true also for / �/ and / 
 /, the changes to all three being part 
of one process known as a chain shift (see Docherty and Watt 2001; 
Gordon 2002). As with / 
 /, a closer realisation of / a/ … around Cardinal 
Vowel 3 [ 
 ], or with a glide towards [ � ] … may be perceived by some as 
refined, but is more likely to be seen as affected or at least old-fashioned 
by most British people.

€ There is lexical variability involving / a/ and / �� /, both being used in the 
following words, amongst others: plastic, plasticine, photograph, elastic, 
transfer.
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/� /, as in  putt
€ The lips are neutrally open.
€ Older speakers may realise /� / as a rather more retracted vowel than that 

indicated in Figure 3.2.

/�� /, as in  bard
€ The lips are neutrally open.
€ Upper-class speakers may have a more retracted realisation, close to 

Cardinal Vowel 5 [ � ].
€ Note the lexical variability between / �� / and / a/ referred to above.

/ � /, as in  pot
€ There is slight open lip-rounding.
€ Among some upper-class and very conservative speakers, lexical variability 

between / � / and / �� / is found in words where the vowel precedes / f s � /, 
as in off, cross, across, soft, cloth. These pronunciations are now very rare 
among RP speakers as a whole, and are generally considered affected.

€ In words which have < al> or <au> in the spelling there is also variation 
between / � / and / �� /, for example salt, fault , Austria, though again this is 
now rather uncommon except among more conservative RP speakers.

/ �� /, as in  board
€ There is medium lip-rounding.
€ The great majority of RP speakers use this vowel in words that once 

were pronounced with [ �� ] (e.g. court, four, door). They therefore make 
no distinction between, for example, caught and court / k��t / or pour/pore 
and paw /p�� /. Some older speakers maintain the distinction, and so have 
an extra vowel phoneme / �� /. This represents a clear case of systemic 
variability.

€ It is increasingly common for RP speakers also to use / �� / in at least some 
words in which / �� / has been traditional, for example, cure, tour, poor, sure. 
This can be seen as a case of lexical variability, but the fact that there are so 
many speakers for whom almost every potential / �� / word is pronounced 
with / �� / strongly suggests that / �� / has all but lost its phonemic status. 
Word frequency appears to have a role in the choice of the traditional /
�� / over / �� /: words such as dour and lure are on balance more likely to 
be pronounced with / �� / than are common words like poor and sure. Poor 
is thus for many speakers another member of the set of homophones 
containing paw, pour and pore.

/ � /, as in put
€ The lip position for this vowel ranges from close lip-rounding to a neutral 

lip position.
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€ There is lexical variability between / � / and / u� / in a number of words, 
including room (an individual speaker may have / u� / in room but / � / in 
bathroom), groom, broom and tooth.

€ For many younger RP speakers the vowel has fronted and unrounded to a 
quality close to [ � ]. Some have taken this process so far that / � / can quite 
easily be mistaken for / �/: thus foot and fit can sound very similar (see 
Torgersen 2002; Fabricius 2007).

/u� /, as in boot
€ The lips may be closely rounded, but this aspect of the vowel has become 

quite variable.
€ This vowel is rarely any longer fully back or rounded, as per the traditional 

RP vowel, which was close to cardinal vowel 8 [ u] (Upton 2008; Harrington 
et al. 2008). In contemporary RP, however, the vowel has fronted to a 
quality which may be considerably more advanced than [ #], and may 
be markedly diphthongal. The latter sort of pronunciation tends to be 
characterised by a centralised, often only slightly rounded, onset, as in, 
for example, suit [s� $#t ].

/�� /, as in  bird
€ There is no lip-rounding.
€ This vowel varies between open-mid and close-mid.
€ Some younger RP speakers, particularly female ones, produce this vowel 

with a relatively open quality, approaching [ %�].

/ � /, as in father
€ There is no lip-rounding.
€ Referred to as schwa , this vowel is never stressed (except in emphatic 

pronunciations of words like the or a).
€ In final position, as in carer, / � / is usually more open than elsewhere (in 

regret, for example).

Diphthongs

There are eight diphthongs in our analysis of RP. Three of these are centring , 
that is, having schwa / � / as the second element. The other five diphthongs 
are closing , with the first element in each being more open than the second.

Centring diphthongs

See Figure 3.3 for typical realisations.

/ �� /, as in beer
€ There is no lip-rounding.
€ Associated with upper-class RP (but often perceived as affected) is a second 

element which is more open than [ � ].
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€ Much more frequent than this, however, is a tendency to monophthongise 
this vowel by omitting the glide, so that words like beer are often heard as 
[b�"�], especially when they occur in compounds such as beer garden. This 
smoothing process also applies to / 
� / (see below) and / �� /, as noted earlier 
(and see below).

Figure 3.3 Typical realisations of RP centring diphthongs

/
� /, as in  bear
€ There is no lip-rounding.
€ As discussed under Monophthongs above (page 49), there is variability 

between [ 
� ] and [ 
� ], with the monophthong being favoured by younger 
speakers, and [
� ] being perhaps more common in less frequently occurring 
words in their speech. Thus for an individual speaker, air may most often 
be [
� ] and heir [
� ].

/ �� /, as in poor
€ There is some initial lip-rounding.
€ As noted above, many speakers have / �� / in words that were traditionally 

pronounced with / �� /.

Closing diphthongs

See Figure 3.4 for typical realisations.

/e�/, as in bay
€ The lips are spread.
€ The diphthong•s starting point varies between close-mid (old-fashioned) 

and open-mid.

/a�/, as in buy
€ The lips are somewhat spread for the second element.
€ As with / e�/, there is variation in the openness of the first element, but 

individual speakers will keep the first elements of / e�/ and / a�/ far enough 
apart to maintain a distinction.



53

The individual sounds of RP

Figure 3.4 Typical realisations of RP closing diphthongs

/ �� /, as in  boy
€ The lips are rounded for the first element.

/ �� /, as in boat
€ The lips are somewhat rounded for the second element.
€ The first element is usually [ � ], though it is increasingly common to hear 

a quality somewhat fronter than this. For some young RP speakers there is 
only a small distance between the vowels of post and paste. Older speakers 
may retain [ o] as the first element, as do some younger speakers when the 
vowel precedes [ l ], as in bowl.

/a� /, as in bout
€ The lips may be somewhat rounded for the second element.
€ Some upper-class speakers, including members of the British royal family, 

have a fronted second element [ &], which may cause listeners to confuse 
the vowel with / a�/. Thus one person•s house may appear to rhyme with 
another speaker•s mice.

Closing diphthongs followed by schwa / � /

All five closing diphthongs may be followed by / � / within a word, either as an 
integral part of the word (e.g. hire /ha�� /), or as a suffix, (e.g. higher / ha�� /). Such 
three-element vowels, unsurprisingly, are known as triphthongs , although it 
may be argued that the morpheme boundary in words like higher renders 
them disyllabic (having two syllables), which would mean that the / a�� / in 
higher is not a triphthong, as per hire, but a sequence of a diphthong and a 
monophthong. However, for our purposes we will treat them as triphthongs.

While all three vowel elements may be maintained in careful or slow 
speech, in faster speech the second element is usually omitted through 
smoothing. Some younger speakers carry it further by removing the third 
element as well, such that triphthongal phonemes are realised as long 
monophthongs. For these speakers, tyre, tower and tar are homophones. 
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Monophthongisation of this kind seems to be less likely when the schwa 
represents a suffix. Thus fire may more readily become [ f�� ] than flyer will 
become [fl�� ]. The monophthongised forms are, as we saw for / 
� /, common 
in compounds, for example fire brigade [�f�� b
��e�d ], Tower Bridge [t�� �b
�d� ], 
layer cake [�l
� ke�k ].

Word  •Full• form  Smoothed forms

tyre  / ta�� /   [ ta� ]  [ t�� ]

tower  / ta�� /   [ t�� ]  [ t�� ]

layer  / le�� /   [ le� ]  [ l
� ]

slower  /sl��� /   [ sl�� ]

Note that for [ a� ] and [ �� ], the notional difference in the first element of 
the reduced forms of words like tyre and tower is so small that the two words 
(and others like them) have become homophones for many speakers. This 
reduction of two distinctive sounds into one is referred to as neutralisation .

[e� ] may be neutralised with respect to / 
� /, so that layer and lair, for 
example, may be homophones. Both may be further reduced to [ 
� ] (see 
above), though there is resistance to monophthongisation where the schwa 
represents a suffix. Thus layer, as in layer cake, is more likely to be realised as 
[ l
� ] than is layer, as in bricklayer.

[�� ]: The reduced form of / ��� / may be realised as [ �� ], neutralising the 
contrast with / �� /. Thus slower and slur may be homophones.

The recordings
The reader of the word list was relatively young at the time of recording and 
therefore has (WL 15) bear / b
� / and (WL 42) poor /p�� /. There are three other 
speakers: two men aged about 40, and a woman of about 30. All have been 
to public (i.e. private) school. The first and third speakers would generally 
be regarded as mainstream RP speakers. The second speaker, however, may 
be regarded as a marginal RP speaker, since there are features of his speech 
which might cause other RP speakers to think of him as a near-RP speaker 
from the south-east of England.

Differences between the speakers

There is no apparent systemic variability between the speakers, but some 
lexical variability is evident between them:

(a)  Speaker 1 has /i / and / �/ variably as the final vowel in words like 
city [compare unfriendly (l. 6) with seedy (l. 14)]. In this he is more 
conservative than the other two speakers, who have / i / throughout.

(b)  In the word if, Speaker 1 (l. 3) has /v/ rather than the more common / f/ 
(Speaker 3, l. 33).
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(c)  Speaker 1 has /a/ as the first vowel in contrasted (l. 33). This would 
usually be an indication of a north of England background, which the 
speaker does not have. It may be related to carefulness of speech.

Realisational variability

(a)  Speaker 2 realises /a�/ with a more retracted initial element than the 
others.

(b)  While all three speakers have a fronted realisation of / u� / (unlike more 
conservative speakers), Speaker 3 also exhibits very little lip-rounding, 
at least some of the time.

(c)  Speaker 2 exhibits more glottalisation than the others. This feature, 
and his realisation of / a�/ (see under Diphthongs above), will contribute 
to some RP speakers possibly considering him to be a near-RP speaker.

(d)  Speaker 1 releases plosives in environments in which most speakers 
would not (e.g. tacked down, l. 34). This feature is a marker of careful 
speech.

(e)  Speaker 1 has a noticeably open and back realisation of final / � / (e.g. 
gear, l. 29).

(f)  Speaker 3 has a more fronted first element in / �� /. It is also worth 
noting the occasional presence of •creaky voice•, a common feature of 
RP, in the speech of Speaker 3 (e.g. very thick, l. 19).

Speaker 1
The first speaker talks about the advantages and disadvantages of living in 
Milton Keynes, where he lives and works. We use •er• and •erm• to indicate 
the filled pauses [ �� ] and [ ��m ], which this speaker and Speaker 2 use 
frequently.

The advantages are that you don•t need a car, there•s quite good
shopping, it•s been landscaped absolutely superbly, with beautiful
roads, and if you live in any of the houses, you don•t know the roads
are there, just because of the way they•ve built them. Erm, it•s new,

5 and it•s clean, ermƒ Some of the disadvantages are that the people
are horrible and unfriendly, ermƒ They•re brusque and ill-educated
nouveau riche, ermƒ thugs, basicallyƒ rich, thick thugsƒ ermƒ
who make life really miserableƒ ermƒ on things like the roads,
with a lot of bellyaching and V-signs and insultsƒ ermƒ There•s

10 quite a lot of unemployment. Certainly, �ve years ago it had the
highest suicide rate of any city in Britain. I don•t know whether that•s
still true, erm. And it•s now old enough for bits of it to be falling apart.
And the bits that are falling apart are doing so in a horrible and really
seedy, ugly way. So there•s a lot of, er, depressed and unhappy and

15 very poor people there as well. So you•ve got, ermƒ it•s a kind of
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re�ection of the nation. You•ve gotƒ erƒ rich with no worries at
all, and deeply poor and ground down.

[The speaker goes on to talk about being burgled twice.]

The first time, I got home, I got off my bike, and everything, and
was actually undoing the front door, and looked at the window,

20 thought, God, I•m sure I didn•t leaveƒ the venetian blind was all
crooked and bentƒ I can•t have left it like that, and I•d actually got
the door unlocked before I even realised what it was that had
occurred, and I went in and there was very little mess, and gradually
I noticed what was missing … the video recorder immediately, but

25 during the course of the evening I kept finding more things that were
no longer there. Ermƒ there were only four things altogether, I
think a video, er, Sony Walkman, erm, and a couple of other things
which I can•t remember. But the second occasion was much worse.
Erƒ there was a hell of a mess, erm, with upturned gear, er, all the

30 cupboards opened and the stuff pulled out, erm, even in the kitchen
where the stuff is very boringƒ ermƒ and everything that had
any value at all seemed to me to have been taken. And very
carefully, which contrasted with the mess. The hi-fi had all its cabling
neatly tacked down, running around the skirting boards. It•d been

35 pulled up incredibly neatly, so that not only did they take the gear
but also all the cabling as well. Erƒ and so farƒ ermƒ the
dealings with the insurance company have been fraught with sort of
misunderstanding and, erm, lack of progress.

Note: 
A V-sign (l. 9) is a rude gesture made with the index and middle fingers, with the 

palm of the hand facing inwards.

Speaker 2
The second speaker describes a car accident in which he was involved.

Ermƒ I•ll tell you a s... a story about something that... that
happened a couple of years ago. Erm... I was driving in... driving
in to work one day... and, er, it was a... a fairly normal day... th
... the road was a little bit wet. Erm, other than that there was good

5 visibility... and I was coming... er... in along one of the... one of
the access roads to the, er, university, when, er, a car, a Ford Capri,
came towards me, andƒ erm... I realised that this car was about to
hit me... erm... so I... I braked quite hard and er... erm...
stopped. The car hit me quite hard on the... on the right-hand side...

10 and... erm... my immediate reaction was to make sure that, er,
the, er... the driver of the other car realised that he... that he was in
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the... in the wrong. So I rolled down my window and said to him...
erm... What... what the heck do you think you•re doing? You•ve...
you•ve, er, made a mess of my car. And the... the driver, who was

15 a young man, apologised and said yes... erm... his... his his
brakes, erm, locked and he... and he skidded on... on the wet
surface. Erm, anyway, it, er, subsequently transpired that this
... this young man in fact worked for a... a... a company that repairs cars
... erm... it... he•d... he•d come to the university to collect it... er,

20 the reason was that, erm, the car was going in to have its brakes fixed
... erm... so it wasn•t surprising perhaps that the brakes locked. It
subsequently transpired that the... the easiest way of, er, transporting
my car, which was... which couldn•t be driven away, was for this
young man to phone his... his own company and get the... the erm

25 ... lorry out that erm... to get the salvage lorry out. So this... this
happened. The salvage lorry came round, and the erm... er... my
car was then taken off to the garage, and, erm... I then thought
about it, and talked to my insurance company. Er... they said yes, it
was all right for them to do the repair... erm... and which they

30 subsequently did. I... I reckoned that it•d be quite a good idea to get
them to do the repair since... since they made the... made the mess
in the first place, I was quite likely to have quite a good repair done.
And so it was. And, erm... and in fact I then decided to use the same
company to service my car... and the er... the man in the, erm...

35 the... the owner of the... of the garage said: Well, this isn•t the
usual way we get customers.

Speaker 3
The third speaker is a 30-year-old woman. She describes a visit to the Amazon 
which she made some years previously.

Erm... in the days before husbands and children, erm, I did quite a
lot of travelling, and erm... one of the th... places I went to was to
the Amazon. And, erm, I hadn•t really... it•s when I... I... I knew
my husband and, erm... then but... just as a friend really. And so

5 we, erm, decided that we, or he decided that we would go to Brazil
and, er, I•d been travelling anyway... came back for Christmas, two
days to wash my rucksack, and off we went to Rio. And, erm, I hadn•t
given it any thought at all. And the next thing I knew we went up to,
er, Manaus, which is a free port up on the Amazon, where we met

10 some chap who•d got a boat, erm, which was rather like the African
Queen. Erm... and I felt like Katharine Hepburn. And we then, erm,
went in this boat up the Amazon and then off up one of the 
tributaries, erm, where we then came across this little South American
tribe, some Indians, erm, who lent us a canoe. So we then left most of
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15 our luggage behind and just took a rucksack with a cu... with a T-shirt
and a toothbrush and a bag of rice and a rifle. And then we had
a hammock and a mosquito net, which didn•t bode well. And off we
went, erm, then w... on foot. Erm, it was very wet and, er, oh, we just
ƒ we... and the vegetation was very thick and we... you had to...

20 we had a guide and a cook and a... and another boy... and, erm...
so we went off in our... in our canoes and then... left those in the
side, in some reeds somewhere, and then walked, erm... we walked
for four days into the jungle. Erm... the mosquitoes were appalling,
the rain was appalling... erm, and we were hungry, and i... in four

25 days it was just very interesting that you could feel yourself reverting
back to nature...

[Interviewer asks if speaker had been in danger at any time.]

Well if... yes. I mean there... when we �rst got into the i... o...
actually sort of out of the canoe and into the jungle... erm, our guide
had er [toe?]... had bare feet and he... d... I mean he didn•t speak

30 any, any English at all, but erm... suddenly you could see that he just
leapt and... and you c... see the whites of his eyes, and he•d trodden
on a deadly poisonous snake, something called a surucucu. And he•d•ve
been dead in thirty seconds if it•d bitten him... erm, and without him
… I mean, he was our guide … and without him we would never have

35 got out again... erm, so that was quite dangerous, and... I mean
who knows what sort of... animals were... or... or reptiles were
around at night, and all spiders or whatever.

[Interviewer asks if speaker had seen other forest animals.]

Monkeys, yeah, yeah, and turtles and... but you know, the
vegetation was so... I mean, it was so thick that... I mean... you

40 couldn•t see... I don•t know, te... er... ten feet in front of you...
and so we we literally had machetes and we we were cutting our way
through the... through the undergrowth... but the �ora and fauna
were s... I mean it was just beautiful... erm... yeah, it was a very
... it was a... an incredible experience really, because it•s very

45 unusual in your lives that you•re... or... in this civilisation that we
live in... er, that... that you ever go without and that you actually
are concerned for your... for your welfare, or and... that you
wonder where your next meal•s going to come from.
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4
Regional Accent 
Variation
As we have already seen, the accent of British English which has been most 
fully described, and which is usually taught to foreign learners, is the accent 
known as RP.

In this chapter we first give a brief outline of the main regional differences 
to be found in accents of British English other than RP, and then compare 
them with RP. We do not, however, attempt to give a detailed account of all 
the regional and social differences in pronunciation to be found in British 
Isles English. In particular, we do not attempt at all to describe accents 
associated with traditional dialects, spoken by older people in rural areas (for 
these, see Wakelin 1977 and Kortmann and Upton 2008). We concentrate 
instead on urban and other regional accents of the sort most widely heard 
around Britain and Ireland, and which are most likely to be encountered by 
visitors from overseas. More detailed discussion of phonological features can 
be found in Chapter 5. Intonation is also dealt with briefly in cases where it 
deviates markedly from the general RP-like pattern.

Regional accent differences

The vowel / L /
(a) One of the best-known differences between English accents is one of 
phoneme inventory … that is, the presence or absence of particular phonemes 
(see page 40). Typically, the vowel / � / does not occur in the accents of the north 
and midlands of England, and in some accents of the Republic of Ireland. In 
these accents, /� / is to be found in those words that elsewhere have / � /. The 
vowel / � / is relatively recent in the history of English, having developed by 
phonemic split from the older vowel / � /. Accents of northern England and 
the Republic of Ireland have not taken part in this development. The result 
is that pairs of words such as put~putt or could~cud, which are distinguished 
in Welsh, Scottish and southern English accents, are not distinguished in the 
north and midlands of England, where pairs like blood and good or mud and 
hood are perfect rhymes. (There are a few common words, though, which 
have / � / in the south of England but which have / � / in much of the north of 

Regional accent variation
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England. These include one and none, both of which rhyme with gone rather 
than gun in these areas, and tongue, which rhymes with song rather than sung.)

Many northern English speakers, perhaps under the influence of RP, have 
a •fudged• vowel which is between / � / and / � / in quality in words such as but 
(and sometimes in words such as put as well). Generally, this vowel is around 
[� ]. This is particularly true of younger, middle-class speakers in areas of the 
southern midlands. Some speakers too, of course, hypercorrect (see Chapter 
1), such that butcher might be pronounced [ �b�t�� ].

We can also note that many (particularly older) northern English speakers 
who lack / � / have / u� / rather than / � / in words such as hook, book, look, took 
and cook. They therefore distinguish pairs such as book and buck, which in 
the south are distinguished respectively as / b�k / and / b�k /, as / bu�k / and 
/ b�k /. All English English accents (i.e. those of England) have shortened the 
original long / u� / in <- oo-> words to / � / in items such as good and hood, and 
all seem to have retained / u� / in words such as mood and food. But in other 
cases there is variation: RP speakers may have either / u� / or / � / in room and 
broom, eastern accents have / � / rather than /u �/ in roof and hoof, while western 
accents, as well as those from parts of Wales, may have / � / rather than / u� / in 
tooth, and so on.

(b) In descriptions of RP it is usual to consider / � / and / � / as distinct 
vowels, as in butter / �b� t � /. This also holds good for accents of the south-east 
of England, Ireland and Scotland. However, speakers from many parts of 
Wales, western England and the midlands (as well as some northern speakers 
… see above) have vowels that are identical in both cases: butter [ �b�t� ], another 
[��n�ð� ] (see Table 4.1). We might wish to add / � / to the inventory of stressable 
monophthongs for this set of accents, but given that one of the conventional 
defining properties of / � / in English is that it occurs only in unstressed 
syllables it might be best to view [ � ] in stressed syllables as a realisation of / � / 
that is neutralised with respect to unstressed [ � ].

but put Table 4.1 / � /, / � /  and / � /

RP /� / / � /

Northern England / � / / � /

Western England; 
modified northern I

/ � / / � /

Modified northern II / � / / � /

Hypercorrect northern / � / / � /

/a/ and / � /
Another very well-known feature which distinguishes northern from southern 
English English accents concerns the vowels / a/ and / � /. In discussing this 
feature we have to isolate a number of different classes of words:
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(1)  pat, bad, cap, can, gas, land  RP /pat/, etc.

(2)  path, laugh, grass  RP /p��� /, etc.

(3)  dance, grant, demand  RP /d��ns /, etc.

(4)  part, bar, cart RP /p��t /, etc.

(5)  half, palm, banana, can•t  RP /h��f /, etc.

RP has /a/ in set (1), and / �� / in all other sets. This incidence of vowels in the 
different sets is also found in all south-eastern English and in many southern 
Irish accents. In the midlands and north of England, on the other hand, 
words in sets (2) and (3) have the vowel / a/ rather than / �� /, although they 
do have / �� / in the classes of (4) and (5). Thus, whereas southerners say / �
��s / 
grass and / �
��nt / grant, northerners say / �
as / and / �
ant / (see Map 4.1).

This difference between the north and south of England is due to the 
fact that the original short vowel / a/ was lengthened in the south of England 
before the voiceless fricatives / f � s /, and before certain consonant clusters 
containing an initial / n / or / m/. The first change affected most words in 
southern English accents, though there are numerous exceptions, such 
as daffodil , gaff, Jaffa, raffle, Catherine, maths (but afterm[�� ]th), ass, crass, 
gas, hassle, lass, mass, chassis and tassel, which have / a/ in RP and southern 
accents. There are also some words which vary: some southerners have / a/ in 
graph, photograph and alas, while others have / �� /. Note the pronunciation of 
the word contrasted in the recording of RP speaker 1 in Chapter 3: / �� / is the 
expected vowel for this word in RP, but the speaker used / a/.

The second change, that involving clusters containing an initial / n / or 
/m/, is rather more complex, and less complete. We can note the following 
phonological contexts, and typical southern English pronunciations:

 /� �/   /a/

… nt  plant  but  pant

… ns  dance  but  romance

… n� *  branch  but  mansion

… nd  demand  but  band

… mp  example but  camp

* Many speakers have [ t� ] rather than [ �] here (the former is more likely in branch 

than in mansion). Words such as transport, plastic can have either / a/ or / �� /.

Some Welsh and Irish accents, like many Australian accents, have 
undergone the first change (/ �� / before / f � s /) but not the second: they have 
/�
��s / grass but / dans/ dance.

This discussion of the incidence of / a/ and / �� / in words like grass and 
dance is not relevant to Scottish and northern Irish accents (except for some 
RP-influenced accents … that used by middle-class Edinburgh speakers, for 
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example). These accents do not have the / a/~/ �� / contrast, having a single 
open vowel not only in sets (1), (2) and (3) but also in sets (4) and (5). Pairs 
such as palm ~ Pam and calm ~ cam are therefore homophones. The symbol for 
the open vowel is conventionally / a/, but its pronunciation in these varieties 
may be [ æ], [a], [%] or [ � ]; such variation is licensed by the fact that there is no 
second open vowel for it to contrast with. 

The homophony of pairs like palm and Pam noted above is also true of 
those accents most typical of the south-west of England (see Map 4.1). RP 
speakers in this area do, of course, have the / a/~/ �� / contrast, as do many 
other middle-class speakers whose accents resemble RP. But speakers with 
more strongly regional south-western accents do not have the contrast, or 
at most have a contrast that is variable or doubtful. It is certain that south-
western accented speakers have /a/ (often pronounced with a half-long [ a']) 
in words of classes (1), (2) and (3) (for class (4), see below). The doubt lies in 
what these speakers do with words of set (5). Typically, it seems, words such 
as father, half and can•t have /a/. Words such as palm and calm often retain 
the / l /, and generally have / � /, as in / p�lm /. Words that were borrowed into 
English more recently … banana, gala or tomato, for example, which have / �� / in 
south-eastern and northern English accents and / a/ in Northern Ireland and 
Scotland … most typically have / a/ but may have / �� /, and are even pronounced 
[t��m��
t�� ], and so on by some speakers from western England.

/ �/ and / i/
Another major north/south differentiating feature involves the final vowel 
of words like city, money or coffee (as well as unstressed forms of me, he, we). 
In most parts of northern England these items have / �/, as in / �s�t�/ city. In the 
south of England, on the other hand, these words have / i /, as in / �s�ti/; as we 
saw in the preceding chapter, this has been called •happY-tensing• (page 48). 
The dividing line between north and south is in this case a good deal further 
north than in the case of the previous two features, with only Cheshire, 
Lancashire and Yorkshire and areas to the north being involved … except 
that, again, Liverpool in this case patterns with the southern rather than the 
northern accents. Tyneside and Humberside also have / i / rather than / �/. The 
quality of the / �/ vowel in parts of northern England may actually be markedly 
more open than the close value suggested by [ �], with pronunciations as open 
as [
 ] being heard in Lancashire, for example.

Scottish accents typically have the same vowel in this final position as 
they have in words such as gate or face, so that for example racy is [ ��ese]. In 
north-east Scotland, the final vowel in words like racy, city, seedy, jetty and so 
on may •harmonise• with the preceding stem vowel, such that it is predictable 
which of two subforms [ e] and [i] will occur depending on how close the 
stem vowel is, and what consonant intervenes; some consonants •block• the 
harmony, while others are •transparent• (Paster 2004).

Accents of the Republic of Ireland typically have / i /.
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/ 
 /
All English accents permit / 
 / where it occurs before a vowel, as in rat, trap or 
carry. They vary, however, in whether they permit the pronunciation of / 
 / 
after a vowel ( post-vocalic /
 /), as in words such as bar, bark, firm  or butter. RP 
does not have post-vocalic / 
 /, so for these words has / b�� /, / b��k /, / f��m / and 
/ �b�t� /. Scottish and Irish accents (like most North American accents) typically 
do, by contrast, have / 
 / in this position. These / 
 /-pronouncing accents are 
known as rhotic  accents (or, especially by Americans, as •r-ful• accents); those 
which do not permit post-vocalic / 
 / are called non-rhotic (or •r-less•) accents. 
Beyond the UK, non-rhotic accents can be found in many parts of the world, 
including Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, West Africa, the southern 
United States, New York City, parts of New England and the Caribbean. 
Within England and Wales the position of post-vocalic / 
 / in regional accents 
is quite complex, but we can generalise and say that / 
 /-ful pronunciations 
are being lost … post-vocalic / 
 /, in other words, is dying out … and that one is 
more likely to hear post-vocalic / 
 / in the speech of older, working-class rural 
speakers than from younger middle-class urban speakers. It is also receding in 
urban Scotland, where the speech of young working-class people in Glasgow 
and Edinburgh is derhotacising . Map 4.2 shows those areas where post-
vocalic / 
 / still occurs in the British Isles.

Map 4.1 Distribution of /a/ and / �� / in British English

Edinburgh

Carlisle

Newcastle upon Tyne

Middlesbrough

Hull

Leicester

Bristol

London

Norwich

Bradford

Walsall

Pontypridd

100 miles
100 kilometres

Liverpool

Southampton

C

A

C

B

A = /a/ in path

B = /��  / in path

C = /a/=/�� / contrast absent or in doubt



64

Regional Accent Variation

This difference between English accents is due to a linguistic change 
involving the loss of post-vocalic / 
 /, which began some centuries ago in the 
south-east of England, and has since spread to other regions. This loss of / 
 / 
has also had a further consequence (see also page 47). The consonant / 
 / was 
lost in these accents before a following consonant, as in cart, but was retained 
before a following vowel, as in carry. This meant that whether or not the / 
 / 
was pronounced in words like car depended on whether it was followed by a 
word beginning with a vowel or a word beginning with a consonant (or by a 
pause). Thus we have

 car alarm  with / 
 /  / �k��
��l��m /

but  car keys  without / 
 /  / �k���ki�z /

The / 
 / in the pronunciation of car alarm is known as •linking / 
 /•, as we saw 
in the previous chapter. Originally, we can assume, what happened was that 
speakers deleted (or failed to pronounce) the / 
 / before a following consonant. 
Subsequently, however, this pattern has for most speakers been restructured, 
analogically, so that it is now interpreted in such a way that / 
 / is inserted 
before a following vowel. This means that analogous to:

Map 4.2 Post-vocalic /
 / in the UK and Ireland
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soar /s�� /   soar up /s��
 �p /

we now also have:

draw /d
�� /   draw up /d
��
 �p /

It will be recalled that an / 
 / which occurs in the latter position … that is 
in cases where there is no <r> in the spelling (which of course reflects the 
original pronunciation) … is known as •intrusive / 
 /•. Because there is no <r> 
in the spelling, intrusive / 
 / has often been frowned upon in the past by 
schoolteachers and others as •incorrect•. However, it is now quite normal in 
non-rhotic accents of English in the UK, and in RP it is usual for speakers to 
say:

idea [
] of  Shah [
] of Iran  Hannah [
] is

draw [
] it  china [
] ornament  pizza [
] and chips

We can say that where one of the vowels / ��  ��  ��  ��  
�  � / occurs before 
another vowel, an / 
 / is automatically inserted. This process is so automatic 
that speakers are usually unaware that they do it, even if they consider the 
habit an unattractive or •careless• speech trait. Generally, too, we can say that 
the tendency is now so widespread that if speakers with a south-eastern-type 
English accent fail to use intrusive / 
 /, especially after / � / or / �� /, it may be 
an indication that they are not native speakers. Some more conservative RP 
speakers carefully avoid the use of intrusive / 
 / within words, and will not say 
drawing / �d
��
�� /, as many non-RP speakers do (but might all the same use 
/
 / in, say, banana-y (•tasting like banana•), it being difficult to see how else 
it might be pronounced). The stigma attached to intrusive / 
 / has receded to 
the point where many younger RP speakers appear to have no objection to it 
whatsoever, and express surprise when informed that some people consider 
it incorrect or ugly (see also page 47, and Foulkes 1998 for further discussion).

Accents such as Scottish accents which have preserved post-vocalic / 
 / 
hardly ever, of course, exhibit intrusive / 
 / (the analogical process does not 
apply), and Scottish speakers often observe, for example, that •English people 
say India / ��nd��
 /•. English people, in fact, do not normally say / ��nd��
 / if the 
word is uttered on its own, but they do pronounce the word this way if it is a 
phrase such as /��nd��
 �n p��k��st��n / India and Pakistan. Scottish speakers may 
occasionally be heard to use intrusive / 
 / in phrases like idea of, but it is rare. 
It will be interesting to see whether the frequency of intrusive / 
 / goes up as 
urban Scottish English derhotacises.

Loss of post-vocalic / 
 / in RP and many other accents also means that 
many words, such as butter, better or hammer, end in -/ � / (rather than -/ �
 /). 
When new words such as America, china, banana or algebra were adopted into 
English, there was in these accents therefore no problem. They fitted into 
the same pattern and were pronounced with final / � / (plus intrusive / 
 /, of 
course, if the next word began with a vowel). However, in accents where 
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post-vocalic / 
 / was preserved there were no words that ended in -/ � /, other 
than proper names such as Hannah or Noah. The problem therefore arose 
of how to incorporate these new words into the sound structures of these 
particular varieties. In many Scottish accents the solution seems to have been 
to end words such as these with / a/ (the vowel of hat) or / � / (as in hut), as 
in for example / �t�a�na / china or /��m

�k� / America. In accents in the west of 
England, on the other hand, another solution was sometimes adopted and 
the new words assimilated to the pattern of butter. We therefore find, in cities 
such as Southampton, pronunciations such as / b��n��n�
 / banana, / v��n�l�
 / 
vanilla , / �m�lt�
 / Malta  (perhaps by analogy with Gibraltar ); this is not the 
same phenomenon as intrusive / 
 /, because in these accents the / 
 / occurs 
even where there is a following consonant. In Bristol, the solution was to 
assimilate them to the pattern of bottle and apple / �ap�l /. This is the so-called 
•Bristol / l /• (see page 87), as in America / ��m

�k�l /, Eva / �i�v�l /, and so on. A 
similar, but wholly independent, phenomenon is also reported for south-
east Pennsylvania English (Gick 2002), so it could be argued that there is 
something phonetically natural about the insertion of the so-called •liquid• 
consonants / l / and / 
 / after word-final / � / in English.

Note that the actual pronunciation of / 
 / also varies quite widely. In 
Scotland, Wales and northern England a frequent pronunciation is the 
alveolar tap [ � ]; in the south-west of England, in the Highlands of Scotland 
and in Ireland a retroflex approximant [ ( ] is used; and in south-eastern 
England the usual form is the alveolar approximant [ 
 ] that is also usual in RP. 
The alveolar trill [ r] is stereotypical of Scottish English, and although it is used 
in many accents around Scotland, it now has a somewhat old-fashioned and/
or rural flavour, and is in any case not particularly common even in accents 
that feature it (see pages 128, 132, 162). Other variants include the uvular 
fricative [ ) ] in rural north-east England, and the labio-dental [ 	 ] which is now 
very common among younger speakers in England, principally in the south 
but increasingly in other areas of the country. See also Chapter 5.

/ u�/ and / � /
We have already noted that Scottish and Northern Irish accents have no 
distinction between / a/ and / �� /. The same is also true, for the most part, of 
the similar pairs of vowels / � / and / u� /, and / � / and / �� /. Thus Scottish speakers 
make no distinction between pairs of words such as the following:

Pam ~ palm

pull ~ pool

cot ~ caught

/ h /
Unlike RP, most urban regional accents of England and Wales do not have 
/h/, or are at least variable in its usage. For speakers of these accents, therefore, 
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pairs like art and heart, or arm and harm, are pronounced the same way. The 
loss of /h/ is a change that has been ongoing for centuries … there is evidence 
that it began perhaps as early as the sixteenth century … and it has been the 
target of disapproving criticism for much of that time (Mugglestone 1995; 
Beal 1999). / h / is retained in accents of the north-east of England such as that 
of Newcastle, although it disappears quickly as one travels southwards from 
there: / h /-dropping is reported for Sunderland, and is virtually categorical in 
Middlesbrough and other parts of the Teesside conurbation. Scottish and Irish 
accents do not feature / h/-dropping.

An unexpected trend in contemporary London speech and in south-
eastern England more generally concerns the restoration of /h/ in appropriate 
contexts. Cheshire et al. (2008) found that young people in Hackney, in north 
London, used /h/ in words like heart and harm very much more frequently 
than did people of their grandparents• generation: overall, the young speakers 
dropped only one /h/ in every nine cases where the /h/ was potentially 
pronounceable, while the elderly speakers dropped /h/ nearly two thirds of 
the time.

[� ]
RP speakers may use the glottal stop (see pages 43…44) word-initially before 
vowels, as in [ �ant ] ant, or before certain consonants or consonant clusters, 
for example [ �f��n�s ] fitness, [ �a�l�s ] atlas, [ba�t� ] batch, [s��ks] six, [ �s�m�pli ] 
simply (Brown 1990; Fabricius 2002; Altendorf 2003). In most British regional 
accents, however, the glottal stop is more widely used, particularly as an 
allophone of word-medial and word-final / t /. It is most common in the 
speech of younger urban working-class speakers, and is now found in almost 
all regions of the UK, with the particular exception of many parts of Wales 
and northern Scotland. It occurs much more frequently in some phonological 
contexts than others:

most frequent word-final pre-consonantal  that man

 before a syllabic nasal  button

 word-final pre-vocalic  that apple

          before syllabic [ l�]  bottle

least frequent  word-internal pre-vocalic  better 

As was noted in Chapter 1, it appears that many younger RP speakers are  also 
adopting [ � ] in some of the above contexts, despite (or perhaps  because of) 
the stigma of ugliness, inarticulacy and •sloppiness• that is  often attached to 
the form. The fact that prominent public figures such  as the former Prime 
Minister Tony Blair and certain younger members of the  British royal family 
can be heard to use glottal stops in pre-consonantal,  pre-nasal and even word-
final pre-vocalic positions suggests that this  stigma is receding, however.
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In some areas, especially the north-east of England, East Anglia, Northern 
Ireland and north-eastern Scotland, the glottal stop may also be pronounced 
simultaneously with the voiceless stops / p  t  k / in certain positions, most 
strikingly when between vowels:

flipper [ �fl�p� *� (
)]

city [ �s�t� *i]

flicker [ �fl�k� *� (
)]

/ � /
(a) Most non-RP speakers of English, particularly when using informal 

styles, do not have / � / in the suffix - ing. In forms of this type they have 
/n/ instead:

singing / �s���n /

walking / �w��k�n /

This pronunciation has also been stereotypically associated (see also 
pages 45…46) with older members of the aristocracy, who have often 
been caricatured as being particularly interested in huntin•, shootin• 
and fishin•. It should be noted that although this habit is popularly 
termed •dropping [ � ]•, it is a process of simple substitution of / � / for 
/n /, as nothing is dropped or omitted as such. It is also important to 
remember that the phenomenon applies only to / � / where it occurs in 
the -ing suffix and analogous words like ceiling, or in words containing 
the morpheme -thing (nothing, anything, etc.). / � / in words like sing (or 
sang, singer, finger) is never replaced by / n/ in any accent.

(b) In an area of western central England which includes Birmingham, 
Manchester and Liverpool, words which elsewhere have / � / and are 
spelled with < ng> are pronounced with [ �� ], a sequence which has 
been labelled the •velar nasal plus•:

singer  [ �s���� ] (rhymes with [ �f���� ] finger and [ �l���� ] linger)

thing  [���� ]

(c) A similar pronunciation can be heard in the -thing class words in 
London working-class speech, where [ k] rather than [ � ] follows [ � ]: 
for example, [ �n�f��k ] nothing. Words ending in -ing (running, etc.) are, 
however, not affected: the final nasal is either [ � ] or [ n].

/ j/-dropping
At an earlier stage in the history of English, words like rude and rule were, 
it is thought, pronounced / 
ju�d / and / 
ju�l /. In modern English, however, 
the / j/, where it occurred after / 
 /, has been lost through a process known 
as yod-dropping , and the words are now pronounced / 
u�d / and / 
u�l /. The 
same thing is true of earlier / ju� / after / l /: the name Luke, for instance, which 
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formerly had / j/, is today pronounced / lu�k / (except that some … particularly 
Scottish … accents still preserve /j/ in words like illumine  and allude). / j/ 
has also been substantially lost after / s/: suitable still contains / j/ for many 
RP speakers, and some older, very conservative RP speakers may retain / j/ 
in suit, but pronunciations like super / �sju�p� / have long been considered 
amusingly old-fashioned. Impersonators lampooning the hyper-conservative 
RP speech of the art critic Brian Sewell (pages 46…47) take full advantage of 
the comic potential of these affected-sounding pronunciations, one of which 
conveniently occurs in Sewell•s own surname. In RP and many other English 
accents, though, this simplification of initial / 
ju� /, / lju� /, and / sju� / sequences 
through the process of yod-dropping is as far as the process has gone, and / j/ 
can still occur before / u� / after most other consonants.

In certain regional accents, however, the change has progressed a good 
deal further. In parts of the north of England, for example, / j/ has been lost 
after / � /, so that enthuse may be / 
n��u�z /. In London, / j/ is very often absent 
after / n /, so news may be /n u�z/ rather than the RP-type / nju�z /. Additionally, 
as in a number of North American accents, / j/ can also, at least in northern 
areas of London, be lost after / t / and / d/, giving tune / tu�n / and duke /d u�k / 
rather than / tju�n / and / dju�k /, as in RP.

In a large area of eastern England, /j/ has been lost before /u� / before 
all  consonants. The area in question covers Norfolk and parts of Suffolk, 
Essex, Cambridgeshire, Northamptonshire, Bedfordshire, Leicestershire, 
Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire, and includes the cities of Norwich, 
Ipswich, Cambridge and Peterborough. In this area, pronunciations such as 
pew /p u� /, beauty / �bu�ti /, view /v u� /, few /f u� /, queue /k u� /, music / �mu�z�k / and 
human / �hu�m�n / are quite usual.

Long mid diphthonging

Accents in the south-eastern and southern-central part of England have 
undergone a process known as long mid diphthonging  (see Wells 1982). 
This means that the vowels of bait and boat have a diphthongal character. 
Indeed, many analyses of English phonology assume that these vowels are 
intrinsically diphthongal and so should be grouped with those of bite and 
bout. There is a great deal of variety in how the vowels may be realised, and 
it can quite reasonably be said that these two vowels are the most variable 
vowels in English. Diphthongs may range from [ æi] in bait and [ �# ] in boat in 
London and the south, through [ 
i ] and [ �u ], to [ ei] and [ ou] in the north of the 
affected area. That is, the more southerly the accent, the •wider• the diphthong 
(where •wide• means that the start and end points of the vowel are widely 
separated from each other in vowel space). In local accents elsewhere in the 
British Isles … the far south-west of England, the far north of England, Wales, 
Scotland and Ireland … these vowels have retained the older, monophthongal 
pronunciations, such as [ be�t] and [ bo�t ]. Again, there is variation within the 
set of monophthongal forms, whereby (for example) the vowels are markedly 
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more open in West Yorkshire ([ 
� ] and [ �� ] being typical values) than they are 
in Scotland. In certain parts of northern England the vowels, especially that 
of boat, may be centralised towards the middle of the vowel space. In some 
places, for example in cities like Hull or Newcastle-upon-Tyne, it can be hard 
to distinguish between words like joke and jerk, and in Middlesbrough the bait  
vowel may be quite [ � ]-like, so that wake and work sound similar. The fact that 
in the latter accent the vowel in words of the work set is often fronted to a 
quality approaching [ 
 ] contributes further to this similarity.

Regional accent classification

To summarise the contents of this chapter, we can point out that the way in 
which most of the features we have been discussing are regionally distributed 
makes it possible to construct a classification of the major accent types to be 
found within the British Isles. This is illustrated in Map 4.3, which shows accents 
of English divided into their main divisions and subdivisions, although note 
must be taken of the fact that the drawing of regional linguistic boundaries is a 
notoriously difficult and somewhat arbitrary task, and cases could certainly be 
made for different classifications from those we have used here. Note also that 
the political frontiers between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, and 
between England and Wales, do not coincide exactly with accent classification 
boundaries, though that between Scotland and England corresponds closely 
with a large number of linguistic discontinuities or isoglosses (Llamas 2010).

Map 4.3 shows a division of English accents into five major groups in 
the British Isles: the south of England; the north of England; Wales; the 
south of Ireland; and Scotland and the north of Ireland. To help clarify the 
geographical positions of the subdivisions of the north of England and south 
of England groups, note the position of urban areas as follows:

North-east:  Newcastle, Sunderland, Durham, Middlesbrough
Central north:  Lancaster, York, Bradford, Leeds
Central Lancashire:  Blackburn, Burnley, Accrington
Merseyside:  Liverpool, Birkenhead
Humberside:  Scunthorpe, Hull, Grimsby
North-west Midlands:  Manchester , Derby, Stoke-on-Trent, Chester
East Midlands:  Nottingham, Leicester, Grantham
West Midlands:  Walsall, Birmingham, Wolverhampton, Coventry
South Midlands:  Bedford, Northampton, Milton Keynes
East south-west:  Bristol, Gloucester, Southampton
West south-west:  Plymouth, Exeter
South-east:  London, Brighton, Dover, Reading
East Anglia:  Norwich, Ipswich

The five south of England areas (the western south-west, the eastern south-
west, the south-east, the south Midlands, and East Anglia) are distinguished 
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by having the vowel / � / in words like putt and cud. Within the southern area, 
the two south-western areas are distinguished by having / 
 / in bar and bark, 
and by lacking the distinction between / a/ and / �� / (see above). They are 
distinguished from each other by the absence of long mid diphthonging in 
the western south-west. East Anglia has preserved initial / h /, and both East 
Anglia and the south Midlands have categorical / j/-dropping.

Accents in the north of England are distinguished by lacking the vowel 
/� / in putt, having / � / in both putt and put. As can be seen from the map, 
the north of England area is divided up into nine sub-areas. These are 
characterised by the following features:

(a)  / h / is preserved in the north-east (but not Teesside)
(b)  Words such as singer are pronounced with / �� / in central Lancashire, 

Merseyside, the north-west Midlands and the West Midlands

Map 4.3 Accent groups of the British Isles
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(c)  Postvocalic / 
 / is preserved in a small area of central Lancashire
(d)  Words like money have final / i / in the north-east, Humberside, 

Merseyside and West Midlands areas
(e)  Long mid diphthonging in bait and boat occurs in Merseyside, the 

North-west Midlands, the East Midlands and the West Midlands (just 
as it does in the south of England), although it has been spreading into 
other areas of England in recent decades

(f)  / j/-dropping is found in the East Midlands

Ireland and Scotland lack long mid diphthonging; they preserve / h/ and non-
prevocalic / 
 /; and, like the south of England, they have / � / in putt. The north 
of Ireland and Scotland also lack the distinctions between / � / and / u� /, / a/ and 
/�� /, and / � / and / �� /.

Wales is distinguished by lacking / h/, postvocalic / 
 /, and long mid 
diphthonging (though this can be heard in urban south Wales). Welsh accents 
also have / i / in money, /� / in putt, and / a/ in path (though see Chapter 5).

For the summary of these facts, see Table 4.2.

Table 4.2 Key phonological characteristics of accents of English in the British Isles

/ � / 
in 

mud

/ �� / 
in 

path

/ �� / 
in 

palm

/i/ 
in 

hazy

/ 
/ 
in 

bar

/ � / 
in 

pull

/ h/ 
in 

harm

/ � / 
in 

sing

/j/ 
in 

few

/e �/ 
in 

gate

Scotland & 
N. Ireland

+ … … … + … + … + …

S. Ireland + + + + + + + … + …

North-east … … + + … + + … + …

Central north … … + … … + … … + …

Central Lancs. … … + … + + … + + …

Merseyside … … + + … + … + + +

Humberside … … + + … + … … + …

NW. Midlands … … + … … + … + + +

E. Midlands … … + … … + … … … +

W. Midlands … … + + … + … + + +

S. Midlands + + + + … + … … … +

E. South-west + … … + + + … … + +

W. South-west + … … + + + … … + …

South-east + + + + … + … … + +

East Anglia + + + + … + … … … +

Wales + … + + … + + … + …
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British Isles  
Accents and Dialects
In this chapter we look in greater detail at the speech of 23 different areas of 
the British Isles. These correspond to the recordings of conversations on the 
companion website ( ). The speakers 
have quite distinct accents, and have been chosen to provide a sample of 
regional variation which is linguistically and geographically representative. 
The towns and cities that the first set of speakers come from are:

London (two varieties: the first, traditional working-class London English, is 
known colloquially as •Cockney•; the second is London English that has been 
influenced by West Indian English and Caribbean creoles)
Norwich (East Anglia)
Bristol (the west of England)
Southampton (the south of England)
Pontypridd (south Wales)
Walsall (West Midlands)
Leicester (East Midlands)
Bradford (West Yorkshire)
Hull (East Yorkshire)
Liverpool (Merseyside)
Manchester (north-west Midlands)
Middlesbrough (north-east England)
Carlisle  (north-west England)
Edinburgh  (central Scotland)
Aberdeen (north-east Scotland)
Belfast (Northern Ireland)
Dublin (eastern Republic of Ireland)
Galway (western Republic of Ireland)

We also investigate the English of five areas where traditional dialects are 
spoken. The speakers come from the mainly rural county of Devon in 
south-west England, from rural Lancashire  in north-west England, from  
Northumberland in the far north of England, from the Lowlands of 
Scotland (that area lying between and around Glasgow and Edinburgh, but 

�I�U�U�Q�������X�X�X���S�P�V�U�M�F�E�H�F���D�P�N���D�X���I�V�H�I�F�T��
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also extending up the east coast of Scotland to Fife, Angus and Aberdeenshire), 
and from the Shetland Islands  in the far northern extremity of the British 
Isles. The locations of these areas are shown on the map on the inside front 
cover.

We treat each area in turn, indicating first the principal distinguishing 
features of the particular accent, and making reference where possible 
to examples of them in the recording (identified by line number in the 
transcript, e.g. l. 10). This is followed by an orthographic transcription of the 
relevant recording, and notes on interesting grammatical and lexical features 
which appear in the recording.

We should point out here that the recordings were not made by actors or 
in a studio. For the most part they are of people talking with friends in their 
own homes. In order to obtain •natural• speech, we wanted the speakers to 
feel comfortable and relaxed, and to speak as they usually would in friendly 
conversation. We think that in general we have achieved this. Some of the 
recordings date back to well before the publication of the first edition of this 
book in 1979, however, and the conditions in which the recordings were 
made mean that there is sometimes considerable background noise, and there 
are occasions when speakers get excited, are interrupted, turn away from the 
microphone, or rattle a teacup in its saucer, and for this reason it is not always 
absolutely clear what has been said. Some recordings have been electronically 
filtered so as to reduce the levels of background noise, but there are limits 
to how much noise can be removed without affecting the intelligibility of 
the speaker•s voice, or otherwise creating distracting changes in the sound 
quality.

The recordings for each of the first 19 areas begin with the reading of a 
word list designed to bring out the principal differences between British Isles 
accents. For comparison, the very first recording on the website is of an RP 
speaker reading the list. The list, together with the RP pronunciation of it, 
is given on page xi (and is referred to subsequently as WL, with the number 
identifying the word. WL 5, for example, is the word putt).

In the following sections we will repeatedly want to talk about the qualities 
of different vowels. In working-class London speech (•Cockney•), for example, 
although the vowel / � /, as in cup, is to be found in the same set of words as it is 
in RP, its realisation … that is, the actual sound made … is consistently different 
from the equivalent RP vowel. To show these differences (which, of course, 
can be heard in the website recordings) we make use of vowel charts of the 
kind introduced in Chapter 3.
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1 London (•Cockney•)

London

Surrey

Buckingham
shire

Essex

Hertfo
rdsh

ire

Kent

East SussexWest Sussex

Ham
ps

hir
e

Map 5.1 London

1.1 The traditional working-class London accent informally termed 
•Cockney• is, of course, a southern accent.
(a)  / � / and / � / are both present and distinguish between, for example, 

put and putt (WL 4, 5; see pages 59…60). /� / is realised as [a+] (Figure 
5.1, a clear example being blood, l. 10).

(b)  / a/ and / �� / are distributed as in RP (WL 21…6; see pages 60…62). /a/ 
is realised as [
 "], or as a diphthong, [ 
i ] (Figure 5.1; WL 21; bag, l. 35).

(c)  Unlike RP, the final vowel of city, etc., is / i / and not / �/ (WL 19, 20).

1.2  / h / is almost invariably absent. When it is present, it is likely to be in a 
stressed position ( happened, l. 26).

1.3  The glottal stop, [ � ], is extremely common in London speech. As well 
as in the environments in which it occurs in RP (pages 43…44), it is also 
found:

(a)  accompanying / p/ between vowels ( paper, l. 2)

(b)  representing / t / between vowels and before a pause (WL 1…6 etc.; 
butterfly, l. 18; wet, l. 3).

1.4  
(a) The contrast between / � / and / f/ is variably lost through the process 

known as (th)-fronting , which collapses the distinction between 
labio-dental and dental fricatives (see page 44):

initially   thin   / f�n /

medially  Cathy   /�kafi /

finally   both   / b��f /
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(b) Similarly, the contrast between / ð/ and / v/ is also often lost:

medially  together   / t���
v� / (1. 20)

finally  bathe   / be�v/

Initially, / d/ or zero is more likely to be heard for / ð/:

For example  the (l. 4) is / d/

   they (l. 11) is / e�/

Figure 5.1 Phonetic qualities of certain London vowels

1.5  
(a) When / �� / is final it is realised much as the vowel of pore in some RP 

speech; when / �� / is non-final, its realisation is much closer, at [ o�] 
(Figure 5.1; cf. WL 45, 48).

(b) As a result of this difference, a distinction (which is absent in RP) is 
made in the speech of London and of areas to the south of the city 
between pairs of words like:

paws [p��z ] and pause [po�z] (WL 48, 49)

bored [b��d ] and board [bo�d ]

The distinction is made on the basis of the presence or absence of a 
morpheme boundary (i.e. whether there•s an inflectional ending 
on the word). Where, for example, plural ( two saws), third person 
singular ( she saws the wood), or genitive …s (the saw•s blade) is added 
to a word-final / �� /, [ �� ] is still found, rather than [ �� ].

1.6  
(a) When / l / occurs finally after a vowel, e.g. Paul (WL 30), well (l. 18); 

before a consonant in the same syllable, for example milk ; or as a 
syllable in itself, for example table, it is realised as a vowel. Thus:  
[po� , w
� , m��k , �tæ�b� ] (note that the quality of this vowel  can vary 
somewhat … [, ] and [ o] are also possible). When the preceding vowel 
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is / �� /, there may be complete loss of / l /. Thus  Paul•s may be [ po�z], 
that is identical with pause.
 This phenomenon is called /l/ vocalisation , and although it 
is a long-standing feature of London English it is found in other 
British accents too, including those spoken in the •Home Counties• 
… the counties adjoining London … and much further afield, as for 
example in Glasgow (Stuart-Smith et al. 2007). The feature appears to 
be spreading fairly rapidly into urban varieties around the country, 
as documented by Johnson and Britain (2007), as long as it is already 
possible in the affected accent to have the •dark• allophone of /l/ in 
syllable-final position (see page 46).

(b)  The vowels which represent / l / can alter the quality of the vowels 
preceding them in such a way as to make homophones of pairs like:

pool  pull  (WL 28, 27)

doll  dole  (cf. doll, pole, WL 31, 29)

peal  pill

This tendency also appears to be spreading.

1.7  Certain diphthongs are markedly different from RP in their realisations 
(compare Figure 5.1 with Figures 3.3 and 3.4).
(a)  /e�/ is [ æ�] (WL 40; paper, l. 2)
(b)  / �� / is [ �# ] (WL 12; soaked, l. 9)
(c)  /a�/ is [ �� ] (WL 9; inside, l. 3)
(d)  / a� / may be [ æ�] (surrounded, l. 52), and may trigger intrusive / 
 / 

insertion (see page 47), as in how [
 ] about or now (l. 55).

1.8 -ing is / �n /:
(a)  laying, (l. 51) (see page 68)
(b)  In nothing, something, and so on, -ing may be pronounced [ ��k ] 

(anything, l. 5; see page 68)

1.9  Initial / p t k / are heavily aspirated, and more so than in RP. In the case 
of / t /, there is affrication (the tongue tip/blade leave the alveolar ridge 
slowly, so that a short [ s] is produced before the vowel begins). Thus tea, 
l. 5, is [ ts�i ].

1.10 The labio-dental approximant [ 	 ] can also be heard in the recording 
(e.g. reading, l. 2, radiators, l. 6). This pronunciation has been a feature of 
London English for some time (see Foulkes and Docherty 2000) but has 
in recent decades spread widely throughout England, and there are signs 
it is spreading beyond into Wales and Scotland. It can be heard in some 
of the other recordings on the website.
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The recording
The speaker is a working man of about 50 who has lived all his life in London. 
His accent is quite strong, though certain features, such as the use of / f/ for 
/ � /, are not so obvious. He is talking about his time in hospital just before his 
release after an operation.

The reader of the word list is younger, and her accent is not as strong as 
that of the older male speaker. Notice the variability in the realisation of final 
/ t /, which is sometimes [ � ] and sometimes [ t].

I came back to the bed, like, after breakfast. I was just like laying on it
a bit and reading the . . . the paper. And I don•t know, I thought
suddenly I feel wet in my pyjamas. And I looked inside, and put my
hand in. I . . . it is wet. Well, how . . . how the dickens? I ain•t spilt any

5 tea or anything down there. So I thought well, I know, I•ll go out in
the ablution place, like, there . . . they•ve got some little radiators, all
little individual places got a little radiator, put my pyjamas on there to
dry, I just thought it was some water. Of course, when I got out there
the dressing that was on me, that was soaked in a . . . yeah, like a . . . a

10 watery blood. So, of course I went and saw the sister, and er . . . they
put another dressing on it. They put another dressing on it . . . it
wasn•t . . . wasn•t long before that was soaked and all, Fred. Wasn•t
long before that was soaked. So of course I went and had another one
done. So I said to the . . . the nurse, I said . . . guessed to what it was,

15 it was like where they . . . they•d taken the tubes out, and I said to her,
•Have they opened up?• She said, •No, there•s nothing, like o . . . a . . .
actually open, it•s seeping.• It was seeping through, yeah. Well . . . I
said, well, I said, •If you put s . . . some, like, little butter�y stitches
over that �rst of all . . . out of . . . er . . . er . . . plaster, like, you know

20 . . . hold that together first of all, then put a dressing and a big plaster
on it,• so she done that. But it still didn•t . . . yeah, it still seeps through.
And of course I•m going to get worried, and when . . . when she done
it, like, the third time . . . took it off, I•m laying there, I could see it, it
was running away from me like tears. But yeah . . . but anyway . . .

25 yeah . . . well, that•s what I said. And of course, what . . . what had
happened, also, that was the Saturday, wasn•t it? Yeah, I, er . . . had
my pyjamas. I•d . . . I•d just changed my pyjamas. So I said to Rene, I
phoned Rene there, and I said, •Could you bring me another one of
my old pairs of pyjamas?• I said, cos, I said, some stain had come

30 through it, you know, how . . . round the waistband and that. So she
brought me in a new pair of •jamas in the afternoon. I went and
changed them and . . . and that. But blimey, before she went home,
they were worse than the other pair, weren•t they? It•d come through
and it had soaked right through and down the leg, and the other pair

35 had dried off a bit in the bag so I thought, well, I•ll have to keep them,
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so . . . I did get it done again and, er . . . I changed into pyjamas. Well,
of course when it come to the Sunday, I•m going home Sunday, made
arrangements for . . . she•s going to pick me up about ten. So of course
I had to see the . . . the sister, and, er . . . she said, •I•d like the doctor

40 to see that.• Well, time•s going on, so I phoned Rene in the morning
and said, •Don•t pick me up at ten, make it nearer twelve,• sort of thing
. . . it•d give me a chance. And, er, anyway, it was . . . was a long while
before this doctor come up. It was only, like, the young one, see,
weekend one. But anyway, the sister, she was getting a bit worried.

45 She said, •He don•t seem to be coming.• So she had a look, and she
said, well, if it was my decision she wouldn•t let me home. And, er . . .
yeah, I more or less pleaded with her. I said •Well, they•re coming
here in a little while.• I said, •If you•d•ve told me before,• I said,
•I would have made arrangements and cancelled it.• Anyway, she

50 was still worried, so she went and she found this young doctor.
He come along . . . still laying there, you know, on my bed, sort of
thing, surrounded . . . Eventually he comes ten to twelve, and he
has a look and . . . he•s, like, with the nurse there, he wasn•t with the
sister. But anyway he said, er . . . •Well,• he said, •it don•t seem to

55 be weeping now.• He said, •I don•t think it•ll weep any more,• he
said, erm . . . he said, •Well, I•m going to let you go home,• and he
said, er, he said, •they•ll have to be dressed twice a day,• he said.
And, er, he said, •Twice a day,• he said, •while it•s . . . comes away a
bit wet,• he said, •and once a day•, he said, •when it•s dry,• sort of

60 thing.

Notes
1  The past tense of come is variably came, e.g. l. 1, and come e.g. l. 37, 44, 51 (see 

page 28).
2  The past tense of the full verb do is done (l. 21, 22; see page 29).
3  First person singular, negative, of the auxiliary have is ain•t (l. 4; see page 26).
4  Third person singular, negative, of the auxiliary do is don•t (l. 45; see pages 

29…30).
5  The use of lay for standard English lie (l. 1) is not restricted to any region, and 

Standard English speakers often seem to have to concentrate hard to produce the 
appropriate form.

6  Items like and all (meaning, as well) (l. 13), like (throughout), and that (l. 32) 
are also not restricted to any particular region, and are best regarded simply as 
features of colloquial speech.

7  Exclamations like how the dickens (l. 4) and blimey (l. 32) are colloquial, found 
in a number of regions of Britain, but are now used more by older people than 
younger ones.

8  cos (l. 29) represents / k�z /, a colloquial form of because.
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2 London West Indian
London is one of the world•s most ethnically diverse cities, and has a large 
black population. Immigrants from the Caribbean … in particular Jamaica, 
Barbados, the Leeward and Windward Islands, Trinidad and Tobago, and 
Guyana … came to Britain in sizeable numbers in the decades following the 
Second World War, many of them settling in London. Over 10 per cent of 
the population of some London boroughs (Lewisham, Lambeth, Brent and 
Hackney, for example) are of black Caribbean ancestry. The English spoken by 
people of West Indian descent in Britain has been influenced by the varieties 
of English and English-based creoles of the Caribbean region, in particular 
Jamaican Creole, by virtue of the much larger numbers of immigrant 
Jamaicans versus people from other parts of the Caribbean (e.g. Sebba 1993). 
In London, features of West Indian English have been mixed with traditional 
working-class London English (•Cockney•; see the preceding section), 
producing a recognisable London West Indian ethnolect , some properties of 
which are discussed below (see Wells 1973). It should be noted that the variety 
is not used exclusively by speakers of Caribbean descent, in that children of 
other ethnicities growing up in areas of the city which have large West Indian 
communities are exposed to the ethnolect on a daily basis, and are likely to 
develop at least some active competence in speaking it (Rampton 1995, 2010). 
There is evidence that earlier London West Indian has coalesced with other 
types of mixed youth language in London, to form what some observers have 
called 'Multicultural London English', which has emerged in the multilingual 
and multiethnic environment of the East End since the 1980s (Cheshire et al. 
2011).

2.1 As with the previous entry, / � / and / � / are present, distinguishing put 
and putt. Unexpectedly, the speaker does not contrast put and putt in 
her reading of the wordlist (WL 4, 5) but this is without doubt a simple 
reading error. / � / is realised as [� ] (touch, l. 1; buff, l. 2) throughout the 
sample of her spontaneous speech.

2.2 /a/ and / �� / are qualitatively distinct and distributed as in RP (WL 21…26; 
see pages 60…62). /a/ is realised as [a] (WL 21; gassed, l. 5, Hackney, l. 7). /
�� / is [ ��] (WL 17, 22…26; classroom- l. 9).

2.3 The final vowel of city, and so on, is / i / and not / �/ (WL 19, 20). For 
the speaker in the London West Indian recording it is tenser and more 
monophthongal than for the working-class London speaker in sample 1 
(e.g. ready, l. 21), and it can be quite long (e.g. Hackney, l. 7). It is in fact 
longer than the stressed vowel in both city and seedy in the wordlist 
reading (WL 19, 20).

2.4 / h / is present in relevant words much of the time (WL 21, 24; haven•t 
heard, l. 6; Hackney, l. 7, 30, 31; hugged, l. 16). It is dropped in the phrase 
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come here (l. 14…15), but is pronounced emphatically as the uvular 
fricative [ 0] in whole (l. 48).

2.5  The glottal stop, [ � ], is extremely common as a realisation of / t / in 
London West Indian-accented speech in intervocalic (e.g. out of, l. 1; 
hated, l. 40; forty, l. 51) and syllable-final positions (e.g. get through, 
l. 18; went into, l. 22; settled, l. 23). It also occurs as a realisation of / k/ 
(e.g. like bigger, l. 33, actually [ �a�t��li ], l. 40). It also serves to separate 
vowels in hiatus contexts (adjacent vowels occupying separate syllables), 
for example maybe I, l. 3; the only, l. 8; they•re all, l. 20; to instil , l. 43.

2.6 / k/ is sometimes produced with a conspicuously backer place of 
articulation than is typical for British English. Adjacent to a back vowel 
such as /�� /, it can be [ q], as in card [q0��d ] (l. 35); can•t (l. 39); see Cheshire 
et al. 2008). It is occasionally also realised as an ejective stop [ k1] (like, 
l. 26). The latter phenomenon is not unique to the variety, however. 
It is quite commonly heard on / k/-final items in wordlist readings in 
different accents of British English (Ogden 2009).

2.7  As in working-class London English, the dental fricatives / � / and / ð/ are 
frequently realised as [ f ] and [ v] respectively (e.g. something, l. 10; nothing, 
l. 26; thought, l. 28; breathing, l. 55; with , l. 45). /ð/ may alternatively be 
realised as [d], as in there•s (l.5), they•re (l. 20), or this (l. 40). The parallel 
realisation of / � / as [t] is stereotyped in West Indian English, but no 
examples are found in the website recording. / t / is noticeably dental ([ t �]) 
rather than alveolar in several / t /-final words in the wordlist reading 
(e.g. pit , WL 1; meat, WL 51; mate, WL 52).

2.8 In common with other non-standard varieties, the -ing suffix may be 
either [ �� ] or [ �n ], but in …thing forms the pronunciation [ ��k ] is common 
(e.g. something, l. 56).

2.9 / l / is frequently vocalised in coda positions ( control, l. 28; instil , l. 43), but 
may be a more standard dark [ � ] (e.g. handle, l. 45). The speaker produces 
an oddly exaggerated clear [ l ] in the / l /-final items in the wordlist (WL 
27…31), perhaps because she associates the form with clearer, more precise 
articulation of the sort appropriate when reading isolated words aloud.

2.10 In spite of the fact that some of the varieties of West Indian English 
that have influenced London West Indian English (notably Barbadian) 
are rhotic, London West Indian English is fully non-rhotic. In pre- 
and intervocalic positions / 
 / is generally [ 
 ], but for many speakers is 
labiodental [ 	 ] (as in ridiculous, l. 40). In linking / 
 / sites a rhotic consonant 
is frequently avoided; as in other contexts where heterosyllabic vowels 
are adjacent, [ � ] is often used instead ( for ages, l. 6; Year Eight, l. 51; hear 
anyone, l. 59). [ 
 ] is also possible in linking / 
 / contexts, however (e.g. 
unaware of, l. 4).
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2.11  The / �� / vowel has a fronted offglide: [ �# ] is found in WL 12, 38, 39 and 
in know (l. 24).

2.12 Note that the speaker misreads the word bear (WL 15). The expected 
form is [ 
� ] or [ 
 � ] (cf. fair, WL 37).

The recording
The speaker is a woman in her late twenties whose accent is not particularly 
strong, but whose phonology is clearly different from that of the London 
speaker in the previous sample. She talks with friends about her experiences 
as a drama teacher in London schools.

What do we say if someone•s attractive? Oh my gosh, I•m out of touch.
Oh my God! It•s like, we say that person isƒ I think we still use •buff•.
Or maybe I still use •buff•. [companion: No, you still use •buff•]  There
must be a new word that I•m just unaware of. Like, if someone•s talking

5 rubbish, we say, •Oh, theyƒ they•re gassed up.• There•s some words I
haven•t heard for ages. And there•s some words, like, they•ve changed.
I need to go back to Hackney! [companion: No, mate]  Those kids were
stressful, man. That was the only time that I ever cried. I got so stressed
I just left the classroom, yeah? I said, •One minute, I need to get

10 something.• Cos I knew I was going to cry, yeah? And I thought,
•There•s no wayƒ• So I thought, •OK, I need to get out of here.• I
breezed outside, and I saw myƒ my teaƒ my PE teacher friend, and I
was like [draws deep breath] and he was like, •What•s wrong?•, and I
was like [sobs]. And he was like, •Come here, come here, come here,

15 come here, come here,• and like he pulled me in some corner, and he
hugged me, and I was like, •The Year Ten class, they•re just stressing
me!• He•s like, •OK, don•t worry, don•t worry, don•t worry, like, we•ll
get through it, we•ll get through it.• And I was like [sighs]. And like he
properƒ he•s like, •Don•t worry, I•ll go and check on the class. Sort

20 yourself out, I•ll go and make sure that they•reƒ they•re all right, and
then come back when you•re ready, come back when you•re ready.• I
was like, •OK, cool.• So he went into my drama class and just kind of
settled the kids down, and I went to the toilet and was like, •Right.
They cannot know that I•ve been crying. They cannot know that I•ve

25 been crying.• So like, •Miss, where have you been?• I was like, •I went
to the toilet.• Like, nothing! Because I•m thinking, you know you have
to a proper likeƒ they would never know that I was actually crying, 
because I was actually crying, because I thought, •I cannot control
theseƒ animals!• Cos that•s what they were behaving like. They were

30 actually the worst kind of kids. I can•t work in Hackney. I•ve seen jobs
going in Hackney, I think, •No, no. South London, OK. East London,
no.• [laughs] No.
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[describes when she announced she was leaving the school she 
had been working in]

The girls were crying, like these tough girls, yeah, who were like bigger
than me, half of them, who, like, were so dif�cult to teach, when I left

35 they came to the office and they were crying. Some huge card with
•Miss Brown blah blah blah.• I was like, •You made my life hell! In fact
I didn•t even think you cared.• They were like, •Miss,• like, •you•re the
only one who cares about us, blah blah blah blah,• like, you know, •you
can•t leave, duh duh duh.• And they were crying. I was likeƒ I could

40 not believe it. •This is likeƒ this is ridiculous! You actually hated me!
That•s what I thought. When I leave, you•re crying?• Like, •I don•t get
that. If you like a teacher, surely you would behave.• And although I
managed to instil some discipline in them for the time that I was there,
it was only one Year Ten class that was actually the really terrible class.

45 The other classes I managed to get a handle on. They got upset with me.
Like, I would do with my Year Eights, yeah, I had one class thatƒ
whichƒ  were just wild. So to train them up, I was just like, •Right. If
you•reƒ if anyone acts up, it•s a whole class detention after school.
One hour. You•ll practise lining up outside my room in silence, come

50 into my classroom in silence, and sit in a circle.• [companion: yeah, sit
down]  I did that for forty-�ve minutes with my Year Eight class one
time, right? This is how I thinkƒ you know how you have to get sick
like that? [companion: yeah, you have to get properly into that]  I
said, •If I hear anyone breathe, you•re going back outside.• And it was

55 literally, •I heard someone breathing.• [companion: out!]  •Out!
Everybody out!• But I tell you something: after that week, yeah? The
following week? Good behaviour. They line up outside my classroom in
silence, they come in, I•m like, •Is someoneƒ• And when I get to my
door, if I hear anyone talking, •Is someone talking? Do we need another

60 hour detention for the whole class for us to practise again how to line up
outside my classroom, how to get into myƒ ?• And you have to do it,
otherwise you will not get the respect from the kids. 

Notes
1  The speaker makes very frequent use of like for a variety of functions. In 

particular, she uses it as a quotative in the be like construction, as an alternative 
to say (l. 36, 37; see page 24).

2 Get sick (l. 52) in this context means to behave obsessively or irrationally.

3 Norwich
3.1  The speech of Norwich in particular, and East Anglia in general, is 

southern.
(a)  / � / and / � / are both present (WL 4, 5)
(b)  / a/ and / �� / are distributed as in RP (WL 21…26)
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(c)  The final vowel of city, and so on, is / i / (WL 19, 20). Norwich English 
differs from the accents of London and the Home Counties (see page 
77) in that it lacks / l / vocalisation. Instead, [ � ], with the back of the 
tongue raised towards the soft palate, is used (WL 27…31).

3.2  In Norfolk and neighbouring areas (see pages 68…69) / j/ is variably lost 
after all consonants ( humorous, l. 1).

3.3  An older English distinction, lost in RP, is maintained. Thus words 
which are homophones in RP are quite distinct in Norwich:

/u� /   / �� /

moan   mown

sole   soul

nose   knows (WL 38, 39)

3.4  For some speakers, words like moon and boot have the same vowel (/ u� /) 
as moan and boat, such pairs being homophonous (WL 11, 12).

3.5  The distinction between / �� / and / 
� / found in traditional RP is not 
present, and so, for example, both beer and bear are pronounced / b
� / 
(WL 14, 15; hear, l. 19, 20; here, l. 16).
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3.6  While / h / has been preserved in rural East Anglia, it has been partly 
lost in Norwich. Thus in the recording it is generally present in stressed 
words, for example humorous (l. 1) and husband (l. 22), but is sometimes 
missing in unstressed words. Note (l. 26…27) that, within a second, he is 
produced first with / h / and then without.

3.7  Certain words which have / �� / in RP may have / � /, for example home 
(l.�27) and suppose (l. 40).
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3.8  Words like room and broom, and (as in other eastern accents … see page 
60) roof and hoof, have / � / rather than / u� /.

3.9  Stressed vowels are long, while unstressed vowels are much reduced, 
giving a distinctive rhythm to East Anglian speech. Associated with the 
reduction of unstressed vowels is the loss of consonants such as the loss 
of / v/ in side of it (l. 15).

3.10  off is / ��f / (l. 23).

3.11  The glottal stop [ � ] variably represents / t / between vowels, and also 
accompanies / p t k /, particularly between vowels, for example bottom 
(l.�18), dirty (l. 23), city (WL 19).

3.12  - ing is / �n /.

3.13  The speaker uses [	 ] in right (l. 11, 40), though for her this is clearly a 
sporadic feature.

The recording
The speaker is a woman about 50 years old who has lived in Norwich all her 
life. Her accent is quite strong. She recalls how she first met her husband.

The reader of the wordlist is a younger woman whose accent is less marked 
than the other Norwich speaker.

I•ve got something humorous happened to me, one thing I•ll never
forget. We . . . well the . . . this is the . . . this is when I �rst met my
husband . . . cos I generally . . . you know, my daughter always laugh
about that. We went and had a drink, erm, one night. I don•t know if

5 you know the Blue Room near the, erm . . . Well, we went in there one
night to have a drink. There was, erm, two girl friends and me … this
was before I•d married, see … and, well this was the night, see, when I
met my husband. And, erm, you know, they was like buy . . . the
fellows was buying us drinks and that, see, and, er, my friend and her

10 sister, oh, she say, well, we don•t want to go with them, she said, let•s
give them the slip. Right. Well, we ran up, er, Prince of Wales Road,
and opposite the . . . well, that•s . . . that was the Regent then, that•s the
ABC now. There•s a fruiterers, Empire Fruit Stores, I don•t know if
it•s still there, is it? Well, there was this here fruits . . . er, fruitstore and

15 that, and they had a passageway at the side of it, see. Well, my friends
said to me, oh, they said, Flo, we•ll get in here and give them the slip.
I went to go in �rst, thought that was a long passage and that wasn•t.
They had 40 steps and I fell right to the bottom. Yeah. And there
was me, see, and we . . . and we could hear . . . you know, they could

20 hear these here fellows come run . . . running up behind, see, so my
friends said, oh quick, Flo have fell down a lot of stairs. Well, the one
what•s my husband, he said, let her lay there, he said. We•ve been
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treating you all night, they said, and you do us the dirty and run off!
And they let me lay there. Well, any rate my friends, they managed to

25 stumble up. I had two big bumps on my head, I had a black eye, and
course, erm, the . . . erm . . . see, my husband-to-be then, he . . . well,
he let me lay there. Well, when I got home, see, my father said to me,
the �rst thing, whatever you done? I said I got knocked down by a
bike. That was the �rst thing that come into my head. Yeah. And I . . .

30 I gen . . . generally tell my daughter about that. I said . . . she say that•s
what you get, Mum, she say, for making a fellow, she said, letting a
fellow, she said, buy you the drink and then, she said, run away from.
I say yeah, but that, you know, that•s sort of like, er . . . well then he
come round the next night to see how I was, and that•s how we got

35 acquainted. He said, that•ll teach you. He said that•ll teach you, he
say, er . . . taking drinks off anyone, he said and try, he said, you
thought, he said, you were going to slip off, he said, erm . . . he said,
did you know there was any steps? And I said, no I didn•t. I thought
that was a long passage, see, and there was just, there was 40 steps

40 that go right down, I suppose, to . . . and lead into a door at the back
of this here fruit shop.

Notes
1  The third person singular, present tense is not marked by -s. Thus: laugh (l. 3), 

say (l. 10, 30, 31; see page 29).
2  The absence of -s applies also to auxiliary have (l. 21).
3  Introduction of a relative clause by what (l. 22; see pages 30…31).
4  lay (l. 22): Standard English lie (as in the London recording).
5  that is used where standard English would have it (l. 17).
6  Note intrusive / 
 / in by a bike [b�
� �b���k ] (l. 28…29; see pages 64…65).

4 Bristol
4.1  The speech of Bristol, and the south-west generally, makes a distinction 

between pairs like put and putt (WL 4, 5). The vowel of putt, however, is 
[� ], and it seems that, unlike in RP, there are not two distinct phonemes 
/ � / and / � / (see page 60).

4.2 There is no / a/ ~ / �� / contrast (WL 21…6). / a/ is realised as [a] (Figure 5.2 
and Map 4.1).

4.3  There is post-vocalic / 
 / (see page 63 and Map 4.2). / 
 / is quite retroflex in 
quality (see page 66): that is, it is articulated with the tip of the tongue 
bending backwards towards the hard palate (WL 14…18, 34…37, 42…44; 
note contrast with 45) and may justifiably be symbolised [ ( ]. Note that 
since this accent is rhotic, the equivalents of the RP diphthongs / �� /, / 
� /, 
and / �� / are / �
 / (WL 14), / 

 / (WL 15), and / u
 / (WL 42) respectively. See 
also Section 4.13, below.
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4.4  A feature of speech known as •Bristol / l /•, which is confined to the 
immediate area of Bristol, is the presence of / l / following word-final / � /. 
Thus America may be / ��m
r�k�l / and Eva / �i�v�l /. In such cases Eva and 
evil are homophones. Bristol / l / is not common, however, is generally 
stigmatised, and cannot be heard on our recording (see page 66). 
Note that although this •intrusive• / l / is an unusual phenomenon, it 
is not unique to Bristol: Gick (2002) reports a similar but apparently 
unconnected feature in the English of southern Pennsylvania.

4.5  Notice that dark [ � ] (see page 46) is very dark (heavily palatalised): that 
is, the raising of the back of the tongue to soft palate is very marked.

4.6  There is a tendency in Bristol, though it is probably less common than 
in London, for the contrast between / � / and / f/ to be lost through (th)-
fronting. Again, however, there is no example of this in our recording.

4.7  The glottal stop [ � ] may represent [ t] before a pause, for example Pete 
[p�i�� ] (l. 16), but note that in l. 11, Pete is [p�i�t ]).

4.8  The diphthongs / e�/ and / �� / are rather wide, at [ 
� ] and [ �u ] (Figure 5.2 
and WL 8, 40, 41 and 29, 38, 39).

4.9  -ing is / �n /.

4.10  As in London speech, in words like anything, something, -ing may be / ��k / 
(l. 3, something).

4.11  (a)  By comparison with RP, short vowels are often of longer duration. 
Thus: job [d��'b ] (l. 26), mad [ma'd ] (l. 11) and bucket [ �b�'k�'� ] (l. 40).

(b) In certain words a •fuller• vowel is used in an unstressed syllable 
than is the case for the equivalent in RP, for example / ���dn
s / (l. 26) 
as opposed to RP /���dn�s / or / ���dn�s /.
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(c) Similarly, a vowel followed by a consonant is found where in RP 
there is a syllabic consonant, for example [ �b���n ] as opposed to 
[ �b�tn �] button.

Figure 5.2 Phonetic qualities of certain Bristol vowels

4.12  / h / is variably absent. Thus in l. 3 it is present four times in succession 
(He•d had his fixed, he said), but is absent on the next occasion (l. 4), 
where had is [ad].

4.13  / 
 / is [ 	 ] in every (l. 2).

The recording
The speaker is a housewife, about 30 years old. Though she quite clearly 
comes from the Bristol area, her accent is less broad than most on the website. 
As mentioned above, local features of pronunciation seem to become more 
frequent when she becomes excited.

You know our over�ow . . . well, a fortnight ago, next door neighbour
said to us … mind, his over�ows every day … . . . could Pete do
something about it. He•d had his �xed, he said. So Pete came in and
went up and had a look. It•s . . . it•s the . . . erm . . . you know, the

5 immersion heater system. I think it•s where the ball thing doesn•t
close up properly, so the water drips out the over�ow. Pete came up
and had a go at it, and ever since then, two days apart from yesterday,
is the only time ours has dripped out at all. Every day of the
week theirs has dripped out. So yesterday afternoon Pete comes

10 home from fishing. I•m sure he waited for Pete, because he knows
Pete won•t say anything, see, cos I was mad. And, er, Pete comes
in, and I heard all these doors going, and I went out and the hot
water tap was on. So I said who•s turned the hot water tap on?
Pete said, he•s just asked me again, can I do something about our
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15 overflow. So I said well, you did tell him that his hasn•t stopped since,
he said. No, says Pete. And this morning I come down, and blow me
if this isn•t . . . isn•t over�owing again, this one. I mean, would you
have the cheek to tell a neighbour to mend something when your own
wasn•t �xed? Well, it•s our water that•s making his wall damp. Not his

20 own water, mind, that flows out every day of the week. Just mine
that•s done three times in a fortnight. [comment from companion]
Oh, no, that was the guttering. Us, thinking we were being good,
cleaned ours out regularly, but all we really did, see, it built up, the
water then stayed in ours because it didn•t go over the top of the dirt.

25 That is . . . that•s been perfectly all right, even with the heavy weather,
thank goodness. Point is, really, it•s quite a simple job to �x it. Pete•s
Dad said really all you need is a new washer. Well, if he can just take
the arm off, replace the washer and put it back, that•s good, but if
anything goes wrong I•ve then got to let the �re out, because I can•t

30 have the fire going if the water can•t be replaced. And so what is really
a simple job, knowing us, could take all day. So I•d rather it dripped
out there a bit longer. He reckoned he had somebody in, but, I mean,
if I had somebody in I would expect the job done properly. I mean,
fair enough, Pete•s just bent our arm. Well, he said it•s the new

35 washer, but course it was doing a new washer down at the church that
Pete•s dad chopped all his hand the other week and had to have a
week off work. And it•s thinking of things like that that can happen to
people who don•t usually have calamities that makes me a bit worried
about letting Pete do ours. It was this morning . . . I went out this

40 morning to fill my coal bucket, it wa . . . well, I don•t . . . I don•t feel I
should complain, because mine does drip out now and then, but
knowing his does it every day . . . I mean, it•s a bit off isn•t it, Jill?

Notes
1  Notice the infrequency of �llers like kind of and like.
2  drips out the over�ow (l. 6) cf. Standard English, out of the over�ow (see pages 

33…34).

3  course (l. 35) = of course.

5 Southampton
Southampton sits at the boundary between the south-east and the south-
west of England, and the variety of English spoken there shares features with 
the accents of both the south-eastern and the south-western dialect areas. 
Virtually no published research on the variety exists, although Wallace 
(2007) has carried out a detailed study of the distribution of selected lexical, 
grammatical and phonological features in Southampton English. In her 
discussion of the links between linguistic behaviour and local identity in the 
city, she says, ••The majority of those interviewed do not believe the area to be 
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in either the East or the West, and informants appear to resent the attempts 
of others outside the area to assign the Southampton area to one of these 
regions. [ƒ] inhabitants• sense of identity appears to be borne [sic] out of not 
wishing to be labelled as south-eastern or as south-western, but rather to be 
acknowledged as Southern. The mixture of south-eastern and south-western 
forms in the Southampton area accent is used to express this Southernness•• 
(Wallace 2007: 297…8). Variables which function to index these identity 
choices are listed below.

5.1 Southampton English is traditionally rhotic, and for this reason we group 
it with the East south-west accents (those of Bristol and Gloucester, for 
instance; see also Altendorf and Watt 2008). The pronunciation of / 
 / 
in the variety is generally [ 
 ] but may also be markedly retroflex [ ( ] (see 
page 66). However, the speaker in the wordlist recording uses non-rhotic 
pronunciations of beer, bear, bird and so on (WL 14, 15, 16), and in this he is 
fairly typical of a Southampton speaker of his age. Rhoticity is commoner 
among male and older speakers than female and younger ones, but in 
Wallace•s sample rhotic pronunciations account for less than half of 
candidate forms ( third , farm, etc.) even in the speech of the older group (59 
years or over). Rhoticity is all but absent among speakers under the age of 
30, which … if urban Southampton speech is representative of Hampshire 
English more generally, which is open to question … would push the 
boundary between the rhotic and non-rhotic areas of southern England 
further to the west. The female speaker in the sample of spontaneous 
speech is fully non-rhotic, though there is arguably the suggestion of a 
post-vocalic / 
 / in her pronunciation of board (l. 46).

5.2 / l / is frequently vocalised (WL 27…31). The feature appears to have 
been present in Southampton for some time: Wallace (2007: 218) notes 
that it is attested in Survey of English Dialects records for Hampshire, 
meaning that it has been present in the area for several generations. It is 
apparently on the increase, as in other parts of the UK.

5.3 The qualities of vowels preceding / l / may be neutralised. In the wordlist 
reading, the vowel in pull  (WL 27) is to all intents and purposes identical 
to those in pool (WL 28) and Paul (WL 30), while the vowels of pole (WL 
29) and doll (WL 31) do not differ in any auditorily obvious way (cf. 
London English; see pages 76…77).

5.4 The glottal stop [ � ] as a realisation of / t / is very common (WL 1…6, 11…
13, etc.; sit on, l. 15, 21). The female speaker also inserts [ � ] between I and 
am in I am now (l. 1) rather than using the glide / j/, perhaps because I in 
this case is realised as [a]. The glottal stop occurs as a realisation of / k/ in 
like on several occasions (e.g. l. 9).

5.5 / h / is present in both the wordlist ( hat, WL 21) and spontaneous speech 
samples. In this respect the speech of the two young people in the 
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recordings differs from the traditional speech of Southampton, and 
from that of southern England in general.

5.6 / � / is variably [ � ] and [ n] (e.g. sailing, l. 2; going, l. 22; depending, l. 23; 
sailing, l. 26). On two occasions [ �� ] can be heard in dinghy (ll. 12, 29) 
but the speaker also uses [� ] in the same word (l. 13).

5.7 Some (th)-fronting can be heard in the spontaneous sample (e.g. with , 
l.�8; both, l. 40).

5.8 As we saw for the London West Indian English speaker (see Section 2 of 
this chapter), word-final / k/ is sometimes realised as an ejective [ k1]. The 
speaker in the spontaneous speech sample uses it from time to time in 
the discourse marker like (e.g. l. 3).

5.9 / �� / is realised with a front vowel ([æ "�] in dance, daft and half  (WL 22, 
23, 24), but unlike in northern England the vowel is long, as in North 
American or Australian English (see also the entry on Welsh English, 
below). The vowel has a backer quality, [ � $�], in bard (WL 17), father (WL 
25) and farther (WL 26), in the first and last cases probably because it is 
adjacent to / 
 /, although in the case of the (non-rhotic) wordlist reader 
this is not overtly pronounced.

5.10 The / � / vowel is distinct from / � /. Both speakers in the recordings have 
fairly open vowels [ %�] in putt (e.g. WL 5), while / � / in put (e.g. WL 4) is 
schwa-like in quality (cf. Bristol English; see the preceding section).

5.11 /u �/ may be fronted and diphthongised to [ � $#] (e.g. boot, WL 11).

5.12 The second element of / �� / may also be fronted, giving [ �# ] in e.g. boat 
(WL 12).

5.13 / e�/ is a wider diphthong than in RP, at [ 
� ] (WL 8, 40, 41, 52).

5.14 For the female speaker, / �� / in words such as person (l. 8, 19, 20) and turn 
(l. 24) has a quality that is more open ([ %��]) than that found in traditional 
RP. It is [�� ] for the wordlist reader (WL 34…36).

5.15 The centring diphthongs / �� / ( beer, WL 14) and / 
� / ( fair, WL 37) are 
smoothed to [ ��] and [ 
� ], respectively. In the wordlist reading the vowel 
of poor (WL 42) … [�� ] … lacks all but the slightest offglide, but it is 
nonetheless distinct from pour, pore and paw, which are homophones at 
[�� ].

5.16 The diphthong / a�/ (WL 9, 46, 47) may be [ �� ] in Southampton (Wallace 
2007: 19), another feature that justifies Southampton English•s inclusion 
among the dialects of the south-west zone. The wordlist speaker uses an 
unrounded [ �� ], however, keeping buy (WL 9) and boy (WL 10) clearly 
distinct from one another.
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5.17 The female speaker in the spontaneous speech recording uses a 
great deal of creaky voice towards the end of breath groups or turns. 
Good examples can be heard in out in that  (l. 4) and Isle of Wight or 
something (l.� 4…5). This habit is far from localised to Southampton: it 
is characteristic of the spoken English of young people, in particular 
young middle-class women, in the UK and beyond.

Hampshire

Wiltshire

Southampton

Gloucestershire

Somerset

Dorset

English Channel

Devon

Berkshire

OxfordshireWALES

Map 5.4 Southampton

The recording
The wordlist speaker is a young man in his early twenties, while the female 
speaker whose speech is transcribed below is in her mid-teens.

Well, I used to be more than I am now, like, Iƒ er, I•m not reallyƒ I
used to be into sailing, erm, and have done courses, but now I•m more,
like, into power boats, cos that•s what my dad does. And we•ve got one,
so sometimes we go out in that, erm, to like the Isle of Wight or

5 something, erm, or he•s got, likeƒ cos it•s not his company, theƒ the
company that like sort of he works for, erm, they have like RIBs,
obviously, like what they teach on, and sometimes, erm, cos my dad•s
friends with theƒ you  know, all the people he works for, the person
who owns it, like, lets him take the RIB out for the day, and heƒ he

10 takes us, like, all out, erm, and usually some friends, over to, like, the
Isle of Wight or something, which is really fun. [ Interviewer: What•s
a RIB?] A RIB is like, ermƒ I don•t know, do you know like a dinghy?
You know a little dinghy? But it•s, like, from there toƒ that wall to that
wall, like a really big version, and it•s got likeƒ the ring around it is
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15 massive, and it•s like really strong so, like, you can sit on it and stuff and
it doesn•tƒ doesn•t pop, like, very easily. And it•s really fast and it•s really
good.

[asked about her sailing experience]

Er, well, you sit on one side of the boat, and then you hold ontoƒ well,
one persƒ you got to really have two people. One person holds onto,

20 like, the rope, and then the other person controls, erm, the rudder, which
isƒ you move it so you know which direction to go, and then, erm, as
you•re just going along you sort of just hold onto the rope so the windƒ
and you pull it if it needs to go tighter, depending on the wind, or
whatever. Erm, and then when you turn you both have to switch sides

25 so that the sail is the other way. The other person obviously has to switch
ovƒ the weight is more equal, but that•s for the smaller sailing boats
and for the bigƒ Youƒ you can get massive ones, obviously, where
you can sort ofƒ you steer them like that, but then you still have a sail.
Soƒ I•ve only been onƒ likeƒ like a dinghy, which is like a small

30 one, erm, and that•s usually just sort of two, three of us. Erm, and also,
erm, the school gave us, like, a free, like, two-day course down at the
marine college in Warsash, so not far from where I live. And, erm, some
of my fƒ me and my friends put our name down for it, so there was
like a group of us, just a small group, and me and two of my friends,

35 like, got, like, chosen to do it. And, erm, it was really fun, andƒ erm, 
but I was really like, this was the first time I had done that sort of thing, 
and so, erm, I was really just going for it and not caring if I capsized,
cos Iƒ I don•t really care about that sort of thing, but my friends kept
getting, like, scared, cos they were more, like, careful. So I ended up

40 having to do both of them by myself, andƒ oh, it was all right, cos you
get to wearƒ you wear a wetsuit, so to begin with itƒ it getƒ it•s cold,
but then it warms up because it•s, like, insulated, soƒ Yeah, just a little
bit, but that•s sort of likeƒ we do it purpƒ I did it on purpose, cos it•s
just sort of fun. And then you kind ofƒ you swim round, and then

45 stand on theƒ there•s like aƒ I can•t remember what it•s called. Er,
a board, that goes through the middle, erm, and you just kind of stand
on it, and it sort of brings the boat back up and you just get back in.

[asked if her family also sails] 

They go on our boat when, erm, we go out on it, but my brother does 
Sea Scouts as well. It•s, er, a group of likeƒ it•s usuallyƒ it used to be

50 boys, but now it•s likeƒ  they let girls in as well, and, erm, it•s justƒ
it•s like a sailing club and you go out, and you go out once a week, and
you doƒ you can do, like, things off the water,  you go on like hikes
and stuff for like Dukeƒ is it like Duke of Edinburgh, or something?
Yeah. Erm, and you can go out on like the power boats, or sailing, or
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55 it•s just sort of like aƒ if you•re into that sort of thing, it•s like a club
for that.

 
Notes
1  RIB (l. 9) = rigid in�atable boat (or rigid-hulled in�atable boat).
2  Duke of Edinburgh (l. 53) = the Duke of Edinburgh•s Award scheme is a youth 

charity that gives young British people the opportunity to develop life and 
leadership skills, often via challenging outdoor activities.

3  Like occurs very frequently indeed in this talker•s speech, but she is unlikely 
to be unusual among her peer group in this respect.

6 South Wales (Pontypridd)
6.1  In South Wales the distribution of / a/ and / �� / is generally as in the 

north of England (see pages 60…63 and Map 4.1). The contrast between 
the vowels, however, is usually one of length only. Thus cat [k�at ] and 
cart [k�a�t ] (WL 21, 26).

6.2 (a)  There is no post-vocalic / 
 /, except in the speech of some native 
speakers of Welsh (Map 4.2).

 (b)   /
 / is normally an alveolar tap [ � ] (see pages 46, 66). That is, the tip of 
the tongue makes a rapid tap against the alveolar ridge (e.g. tramline, 
right, l. 2).

6.3  As in Bristol, there is no / � / ~ / � / contrast. Words like putt (WL 5) have 
/ � /, contrasting with / � / in put (WL 4).

6.4  Words like city and seedy have / i / as the final vowel (WL 19, 20).

6.5  / l / is clear in all environments (WL 27…31).

6.6  In words like tune, few and used, we find the diphthong / �u/ rather than 
/ ju� / (used, l. 1). This diphthong is preserved even after / 
 / and / l /. Most 
speakers therefore make a distinction between pairs such as blew / bl�u / 
and blue / blu� / or threw and through. Blew and blue are contrasted in the 
short exchange at the end of the wordlist (see pages 68…69 and Figure 
5.3).

6.7  Between vowels … when the first vowel is stressed … consonants may be 
•geminated• (doubled). So city (WL 19) is [ �s�t�i].

6.8  / h / is usually absent, but may be present in stressed positions such as 
him, l. 25.
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6.9 (a)  /e�/ is narrow, and may be a monophthong [ e�] (Figure 5.3; WL 8, 40, 
41).

 (b)  In certain areas of Wales a distinction is made between pairs of 
words like daze /de�z/ and days /d
�z /. / 
� / occurs where there is < i> 
or <y> in the spelling. The speakers in the website recordings do not 
make this distinction.

6.10  / �� / is narrow, and may be a monophthong [ o�] (WL 12, 29, 38, 39). This 
tendency may result in such pairs as so and soar being homophones.

6.11  The vowel / �� /, as in bird (WL 16), is produced with the lips rounded, 
approaching [ ø�] in quality (Mayr 2010).

6.12  Intonation in Welsh English is very much influenced by the Welsh 
language. Though quite noticeable in the recording, it is less striking 
than in the speech of many Welsh people, including those whose 
first language is English. Welsh, which is spoken to a greater or lesser 
degree by around one-fifth of the population of Wales (about 600,000 
of 3�million people), is learned as a first language normally only in the 
west and north-west of the country.

The recording
The speaker is a young man from Pontypridd, whose accent, though quite 
obviously Welsh, is not particularly marked. He is talking about an accident 
that happened to someone as a child.

The wordlist reader is a young woman from Neath, near Swansea. Again, 
although she is clearly Welsh, her accent is not very strong.
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Figure 5.3 Phonetic qualities of certain South Wales vowels

At the end of the wordlist there is the following exchange to demonstrate the 
difference between blew and blue:

Q: What did the wind do yesterday?

A: Erm . . . the wind blew / bl�u / strongly.

Q: All right . . . and what colour are your jeans?

A: My jeans are blue /blu� /.

The tramlines . . . ah, they used to have, erm . . . from the pit there used
to be a tramline right to the top of the mountain . . . used to work on
a, a pulley sort of system, I should think. I was too young to know
then. They used to have about �fteen to twenty big pit drams on this

5 wire rope, and I would say it must have stretched, bottom to top,
about three and a half, maybe four miles, and of course we•d winch
up on it, pulled up, cos all the kids would be running up, jumping on.
And, er, I would say, well, there was one boy, how old is Gerin?
Must be about thirty-eight. He•s . . . jumped on and he fell off and it

10 cut his leg clean off. But they•re big metal drams, they weigh in . . .
well, they must weigh about a ton with nothing in them. So you can
imagine when they•re full. And of course when they come down the
journey again, they•re coming down at a fair speed, cos they let them
go down quite a bit and then they got the . . . an automatic brake, I

15 think, it slows them down. And they used to come down there. We
used to jump on them on the top, and ride down. Things you do
when you•re young . . .

[asked how old the injured boy was at the time of the accident]

About ten, twelve. See, he won•t . . . he•s got a false leg but he won•t
wear it. When he wears it, you know, he . . . When he �rst had it he

20 used to wear it. And, er, he was qu . . . quite a big boy, as all
Welshmen are, they•re all broad. But he must be up to something like
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/i� /, 43, 44, 48, 121, 125
/ i /, 127, 137, 163
/ �/, 49, 51, 98, 127, 137, 138, 150, 163

and / i /, 48, 54, 62, 72, 75, 80, 83, 
94, 97, 101, 104, 108, 112, 
116, 120, 125, 129, 150, 153

/e/, 127, 128, 137, 138, 163
/
 /, 49, 105, 127, 137, 142, 159
[
� ], 54, 82, 109, 121, 138
/a/, 49, 55, 60…61, 62, 63, 66, 71, 72, 

75, 80, 83, 86, 87, 94, 97, 101, 
104, 108, 112, 116, 119, 124, 
128, 133, 137, 138, 141, 144, 
150, 154, 155, 159, 161, 164

/a�/, 154
/�� /, 8, 43, 47, 49…50, 60…61, 63, 65, 

66, 71, 72, 75, 80, 81, 83, 86, 91, 
94, 97, 101, 104, 105, 108, 112, 
116, 119, 124, 133, 137, 141, 144, 
150, 154

[%], 155, 165
/ �� /, 40, 47, 50, 54, 65, 76, 85, 105, 

108, 116, 138, 142, 154
and / �� /, 40, 50, 52, 105
and / � /, 50, 66, 72, 85, 138
alternations with / �� / and / �� /, 

50, 52, 54, 76
/ �u /, 105
/ � /, 127, 159, 163
/ � /, 40, 50, 87, 137, 141, 155

/u� /, 51, 55, 69, 84, 91, 97, 105, 116, 
125, 147, 150, 155

and / � /, 51, 60, 66, 72, 84, 112, 
116, 150

and / �� /, 66
/ � /, 11, 50…51, 60, 72, 75, 80, 83, 91, 

97, 138, 145
/#/, 127, 129, 133, 137, 159, 164
[y(�)], 129, 133, 147

/�� /, 51, 65, 91, 95, 98, 105, 108, 116, 
121, 125, 128, 129, 142, 150, 
154, 165

/� /, 8, 47, 49, 51, 53, 54, 55, 60, 65, 
66, 86, 87, 94, 101, 120, 151

/� /, 11, 50, 59, 60, 66, 71, 72, 74, 75, 
80,  83, 86, 91, 94, 108, 112, 
116, 119, 124, 128, 137, 139, 142, 
144, 150, 153, 164

and / � /, 11, 59, 71, 75, 80, 86, 94, 
97, 101, 105, 108, 112, 116,  
120, 124, 142, 145, 150,  
153

and / � /, 60, 124
and / � /, 59…60

/�� /, 51…52, 65, 84, 86, 91, 116, 121, 
127, 141, 154, 155

and / 
� /, 84, 116
/e�/, 40, 52, 72, 77, 87, 91, 95, 98, 101, 

105, 108, 113, 116, 121, 142, 
144, 147, 150, 154

and / 
� /, 95, 105, 108
/
� /, 49, 52, 54, 65, 84, 86, 91, 98, 

116, 121, 141

/a�/, 40, 52, 55, 77, 91, 98, 101, 105, 
108, 121, 126, 137, 138, 150,  
155

/ae/, 128, 164
/a� /, 40, 53, 77, 137, 138, 150, 154, 

158
/�# /, 128, 164

/�� /, 40, 53, 55, 77, 82, 84, 87, 91, 95, 
98, 101, 105, 108, 113, 120, 142, 
144, 147, 150, 154, 159

and / � /, 84
and / u� /, 84, 147
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