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A.Syllables

Vowelandconsonantsoundscombineintosyllables.Itcanbe

helpfultothinkofthestructureofEnglishsyllablesas:

[consonant(s)]+vowel+[consonant(s)]

Thismeansthatvariouscombinationsofvowelsandconsonantare

possible:

 vowelonly(e.g.ina)

 consonant+vowel(e.g.inme)

 vowel+consonant(e.g.ineat)

 consonant+vowel+consonant(e.g.inbag)

Atthebeginningofsyllables,uptothreeconsonantsoundsare

possible,asinstring/strɪŋ/orsplit/splɪt/,whileattheend;upto

fourconsonantsarepossible,asinglimpsed/glɪmpst/andtexts

/teksts/.Thesecombinationsofconsonantsareoftenreferredto

as consonantclusters.Itis notverycommon in othermajor

languagestohaveconsonantclustersatthebeginningofsyllables

andveryraretohavemorethantwopossibilitiesofsyllables,as

occursinEnglish.1

B.ConsonantClusters

Inlinguistic,aconsonantcluster(CC)isagroupoftwoormore

consonantsoundsthatcomebefore(onset),soundsthatcome

after(coda),orbetween(medial).Alsoknownsimplyasacluster,

these occurnaturally in written and spoken English,though

sometimesmaybealteredphonetically.2 Letusnow lookinmore

detailatsyllableonsets.Ifthefirstsyllableofthewordbeginswith

avowelwesaythatinitialsyllablehasazeroonset.Ifthesyllable

begins with one consonant,thatinitialconsonantmaybe any

1MartinHewings,PronunciationPracticeActivities(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversity
Press,2004)pg.4
2 https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-consonant-cluster-cc-1689791. Accessed on
October19,2017at07:10am.
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consonantphonemeexceptŋandӡisrare. .
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Table1.Two-consonantclusterswithpre-initials.

Pre-

initial

Initial

s P t k b d g f θ s ʆ h v ᶞ z ӡ m n ŋ

spɪn stɪk skɪn - - - sfɪǝ - - - - - - - - smel snǝu -

Note:Two-consonantclustersofsplusl,w,jarealsopossible(e.g.slɪp,swɪŋ,sju:),andevenperhapssrinsyringe

/srɪndӡ/forsomespeakers.Theseclusterscanbeanalyzedeitheraspre-initialsplusinitiall,w,j,rorasinitialsplus

post-initiall,w,j,r.Thereisnoclearanswertothequestionofwhichanalysisisbetter,heretheyaretreatedinthelatter

wayandappearontable2.3

Table2.Two-consonantclusterswithpost-initiall,r,w,j.

Post-

initial

Initial

p t k b D g f θ s ʆ h v ᶞz ӡ m n ŋ l r w j

l pleɪ - kleɪ blæk - glu: flat - slɪp - - - - - - - - - - - - -

r preɪ treɪ kraɪ brɪŋ drɪp grɪn fraɪ θrǝʊ ?1 ʆru: - - - - - - - - - - - -

w - twɪn kwɪk - Dwel ?2 - θwɔ:t swɪm ?3 - - - - - - - - - - - -

3PeterRoach,EnglishPhoneticsandPhonology:APracticalCourse,2ndedition.(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress,1991)pg.69



4

j pjuǝ tju:n kju: bju:tɪ dju: ?4 fju: ?5 sju: - hju:dӡ vju: - - - mju:z nju:z - lju:d - - -



5

Notesondoubtfulcases:

1.Somepeoplepronouncethewordsyringeas/srɪndӡ/,thereareno

othercasesofsr,unlessonecountsforeignplacenames(Sri

Lanka).

2.ManyWelshnames(includingsomewell-knownoutsideWales),

suchasgirl’snameslikeGwenandplacenameslikethecountryof

Gwent,haveinitial/gw/andEnglishspeakersseem tofindthem

perfectlyeasytopronounce.

3.Twocasesmake/ʆw/seem familiar:thevowelnameschwa/ʆwa/,

andthenameofthesoftdrinksfirm Schweppes.However,those

wererarelytouseinconsonantcluster.

4.Theonlypossibleoccurrenceof/gj/wouldbeinthearchaicword

gules,whichisveryfewpeople’svocabulary.

5./θj/occursinthearchaicwordthewonly.4

InitialtwoconsonantclustersareoftwosortsinEnglish.Onesort

iscomposedofsfollowedbyoneofsmallsetofconsonants,

examplesofsuchclustersarefoundinwordssuchassting/stɪŋ/,

sway/sweɪ/,smoke/smǝʊk/.Thesintheseclusterscalledthepre

-initialconsonantandtheotherconsonant(t,w,m,intheabove

examples)aretheinitialconsonant.Theothersortbeginswithone

ofasetofaboutfifteenconsonants,followedbyoneofthesetl,r,

w,j,asin,forexample,play/pleɪ/,try/traɪ/,quick/kwɪk/,few/fju:/.

Wecallthefirstconsonantoftheseclusterstheinitialconsonant

andthesecondisthepost-initial.5

4Ibid.,pg.70
5Ibid.,pg.71
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