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Abstract

Speakers of English, of whichever accent, base their speech on the
phonemes of their accent. Speakers do not, however, speak with any
articulatory purity to manifest each phoneme in its ideal phonetic
features. This is a consequence of the contextual influence which adjacent
phonemes subject phonemes in their neighbourhood. Some of these
influences are due to natural phonetic environments of phonemes; others
are consciously effected by speakers in order to simplify their speech. The
most important speech simplifications that result are assimilation, elision,
liaison and I-darkening.

Introduction

An area that is generally neglected in the teaching of spoken English is
what happens to the phonemes of the language (in whatever accent) in
connected fluent and — especially - colloquial speech, i.e. rapid informal or
casual conversational speech. The result of such neglect tends to be
connected speech in English, where there is an apparent attempt to
articulate each phoneme in the stream of speech as precisely as in a
dictation or citation pronunciation of each word or phoneme independently
of all the other words or phonemes in that stream of speech.” Such speech
is, needless to underscore, boring, tedious or downright unnatural to the
native or proficient speaker.

" Our discussion here is based on the Received Pronunciation (RP) accent of British spoken English.
Nevertheless, what is said in the discussion is equally applicable to other accents of English, British
or otherwise.

% What is more, in the manner in which English is spoken in Tanzania — when it is, there is a further
tendency to pronounce English words as written (i.e. phonetic or spelling pronunciation as) as they
do in Swahili (see Maghway, 1981: 19-54).
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In normal connected speech, in contrast to citations or individual
articulations of phonemes or phoneme sequences in words, none of the
phonemes of English (of RP or any other accent) will always be
pronounced in exactly the same ideal manner. This is due principally to the
influences of different phonetic environments on the articulation of each of
the phonemes in the stream of speech concerned. This happens to phoneme
sequences not only in phonetic environments within words but also in
connected speech that is between phonemes at word junctures in phrases
and sentences. In everyday life, speakers do not communicate by
pronouncing every word individually as citations from the dictionary of
that accent of the language.

Speakers connect words together in order to express intentions that
they wish to communicate with their hearers: the result may be phrases or
sentences. Occasionally, of course, people communicate by uttering single
word utterances. But, even then, such words are not spoken as if by a
'talking dictionary', which might pronounce the word phoneme by phoneme
always in exactly the same perfect way. Human beings do not speak that
way in normal everyday conversation. The only context in which people
might speak phoneme by phoneme are in dictating a passage, where
everything must be said as clearly and as perfectly as possible.

In normal colloquial (i.e. informal or casual) conversational speech,
fluency and smooth connections between one word and the next are more
important than paying attention to the clarity and articulatory precision of
the sound of every phoneme. Indeed, conversational speech in which full
attention is given to the clarity of every phoneme may even cause boredom
in the hearer or audience, and even incomprehension (although, of course, a
certain minimum of accuracy in pronunciation is essential).

It is therefore obviously natural and normal that phonemes can be and
are simplified to different degrees in connected speech. It is also important
to know fow they are simplified in normal, informal everyday speech in
RP.

RP phonemes are usually simplified in everyday RP English speech in
order to make connected speech not only smooth and fluent but also less
tedious to the speaker and tiring even to the hearer’s ear. This is important
for a learner of spoken English for two reasons. The first reason is that the
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learner can attempt as much as possible to learn how to incorporate such
simplifications into their own speech. In so applying them correctly in
speech, the learner will find smooth, fluent English can be easy and
enjoyable, rather than articulatory torment. The learner’s speech in English
will become as natural as that of a native or proficient speaker of the
language. The second reason is that without knowing about such
simplifications and how and why they occur in fluent normal speech of
proficient or native speakers, the learner may find it difficult to understand
such simplified speech addressed to him/her by such a native or proficient
speaker of the language.

It should always be borne in mind that at the basis of the different ways
of simplifying connected informal and/or colloquial (or informal) speech
are the different possible allophones with which a given RP phoneme can
be pronounced in actual speech.

What are some of the important environmental influences that
necessitate the simplification of phonemes in connected speech? We shall
consider four major types or groups of simplifications and the
corresponding environments which make it imperative or facilitative for
each to occur in connected speech, namely: assimilation, elision, liaison
and l-darkening. These are all different phonological processes; most of
them make use of the allophonic variants of the phonemes concerned so as
to make them easy to articulate and natural sounding in different phonetic
contexts. Let us begin with a careful examination of each one of these in
turn, starting with assimilation.

Assimilation

Assimilation is a phonological process in which, of two phonemes that are
adjacent to each other in the stream of speech, one is modified so that, in
articulatory terms, it resembles the other either in place or manner of
articulation. In English, and therefore in RP, it is always the preceding
phoneme which is modified in order to become more like the one after it,
that is, regressive assimilation. We shall use the sentences in (1) and (2) to
illustrate the point.

1) there is one more sick girl
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2) you can find it at the right place in the United
States of
America

Transition points can be identified between groups of the words in these
utterances (and sometimes between different phonemes in a word) which
might prove quite difficult to say smoothly if each of the two sentences is
spoken naturally. Consider the transitions between the words in (3)—7).

2) one more
3) sick girl
4) right place
5) can find

7) United States

Two pertinent questions need to be answered at this point: What is the
sequence of phonemes at each of those transition points? And what is the
nature of the difficulty in saying them rapidly in that sequence? Well, the
phoneme sequences are, of course /nm/, /kg/, /tp/, /nf/, /ds/.

The phonemes in the first sequence clearly share something in
common: they are both nasal consonant phonemes. But they are each
pronounced at a different place of articulation - alveolar vs bilabial. The
phonemes in the second sequence share similarity in both place and manner
of articulation; but one is voiced the other voiceless. In the third sequence,
the phonemes are both voiceless stops, but differ in place of articulation.
The fourth sequence reflects differences in both place and manner of
articulation and even in voicing. Finally, in the fifth sequence, we have two
consonant phonemes sharing the same place of articulation but different
manner of articulation; furthermore, the first of the two consonants is
voiced while the other is voiceless.
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Obviously, the greater the number of differences between the
phonemes adjacent to each other, the more difficult it will be to articulate
them rapidly in fluent conversational speech. That is because the speech
organs involved will have to do more complicated 'articulatory gymnastics'.
The fewer the differences the greater the ease with which they can be said
rapidly in succession. Therefore, in order to make all the above transitions
smoother and therefore less difficult, and easier to pronounce in succession
in the first instance, we need to apply the phonological process of
assimilation.

The goal of the process is to make the first of the consonant phonemes
in each sequence more like the second in articulatory terms. All we have to
is to change the phonetic features of the first phoneme and make them
resemble those of the second phoneme in the sequence. Thus, for example,
/n/ differs from /m/ only in place of articulation. Therefore, if we change its
place of articulation from alveolar to bilabial, the two become articulatorily
identical, /mm/. So, they should be easier to pronounce rapidly in
succession.

However, the result would still be somewhat odd or clumsy if the two
identical phonemes are each given full articulation i.e. [wam mo], [sig g3l],
[rarp pleis], [kaem) faind], [jonartrt sterts]. Therefore, they need to be further
simplified by reducing such clumsy sequences as [mm], [gg] and [pp] to
the single long bilabial nasal, [m:], [g:] and [p:]. That means the sequences
in their context would now phonetically be [wam:o], [s1g:31][raip:leis].

We have tried to eliminate the difficult transitions by copying as many
as possible of the phonetic features of the second phoneme onto the first
one. If the final result is two identical segments, we simply reduce them to
one long segment. This is especially appropriate for instances such as in
(8) and (11).

phonemic phonetic

8) /wan mo/ ['wam:o]

9) [sikgsl/ [s1?g:3l]
10)  /rart pleis/ [rar?p:le1s]
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11) /kan famnd/ [kom'faind]
12) /o1 junartid sterts/ [O1jonartit'sterts]

For some of them, however, it is more natural to replace the first of the
two identical consonant sounds with a glottal stop. This applies especially
to alveolar stops (as in (10)) and velar stops, as in (9).

Elision

The second type of phonological process that we shall consider is elision.
Elision is simply the deletion or omission of a phoneme from a sequence of
consonant sounds in order to alleviate the difficulty in the transition from
the first to the second. Elision, like assimilation, usually affects the first of
two consonant phonemes adjacent to each other within a word or between
two words. Secondly, elision most commonly deletes an alveolar stop
before another consonant phoneme, especially another stop. However,
other consonant sounds, especially velar stops and labiodental fricatives
are, during articulation, frequently also deleted before other consonant
phonemes. We present some examples in (13)—(17).

13)  football  /futbol/ [fupbol] [furb:ol]

14) wildlife /waildlarf/ ['wail laif]
['wail:arf]

15) desktop /desktop/ [dest'op]
16)  ask them Jask dem/ ['as dem]

17)  loads of money /loudz ov mani/ [loudz o mani]
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Liaison

Linking-r

Thirdly, let us now turn to the type of simplification that we have called
liaison. This type is in reality a group consisting of two slightly different
ways of simplifying difficult transitions in normal speech. However, they
both involve the phoneme /r/. RP, it should be recalled, is a non-rhotic
accent of English — where ‘r’ is not articulated as a consonant sound before
another consonant sound or after a vowel. In liaison we have first what is
referred to a linking-r and secondly intrusive-r.

Linking-r links up or connects two words smoothly in normal
conversational speech when the first of those words (in its spelling) ends
with the letter r, and the second begins with a vowel sound. Here are some
typical examples. In each case, first we have indicated the presence of the
letter ‘r’ at the end of the first word, and the vowel at the beginning of the
second; then the linking-r is manifested in the phonetic transcription.

18) her brother and sister arrived yesterday
/ha brade @nd sisto orarvd
jestodet/
[ho 'brader on 'sistor orarvd ‘jestoder]

19) hour after hour they worked
Javo afte aus Oer wakt/
['aver aftor 'avo Oer 'w3kt]

20) here, there and everywhere there was
water
/hio 0ed and evriwes Oeo wpz
wota/
[hio 'Oear ond 'evriwo 0o woz
'Wotd]

Likewise, any other word junctures in which — in the orthography — the
first word ends in an overt ‘-r’ and the following one begins with any vowel
sound (as in, say, better and..., far apart..., there is..., four hours..., etc.),
will similarly trigger the deployment of the linking-r strategy in native or
proficient speaker speech in English.
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Intrusive-r

Speakers of RP normally also pronounce an r when linking certain other
words, where the second one begins with a vowel sound even though the
spelling of the first one does not contain an r after the vowel letter at the
end of the word. In such cases we speak of an intrusive-r. The [r]
manifested in the pronunciation here is an intrusive one.

An intrusive-r therefore occurs when an RP speaker, in
conversational speech, inserts an otherwise absent r in order to link one
word which ends in a vowel sound to another one which begins with a
vowel sound. The intrusive-r is therefore inserted with the aim of
simplifying what the speaker feels would be a 'clumsy' sequence of
adjacent vowels between two words. Some examples of this are
provided below in (21) — (23).

21) the police preserve law and order here
/Io &nd odo hio/
['1or and 'odo hio]

22) bring the data out
/brm da derto aut/

['brig de 'dertor ,aut]

23) the banana is ripe now
/05 bonans 1z raip nav/
[05 ba'nanar 1z 'raip nav]

It should be noted, however, that it would not be true to conclude that
intrusive-r may be used whenever any vowel phoneme is followed by just
any other vowel phoneme. Thus, for example, the transitions between the
following sequences call for the use of intrusive-r: the idea is..., the claw
of..., etc.; but those at such junctures as go out, they and..., eve of..., etc.,
do not generally attract such form of linkage strategy.
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Other Linkage Strategies

In connected English speech, words may therefore be linked smoothly to
each other in a number of alternative ways: by assimilation, elision,
linking-r or intrusive-r. It is, however, also quite possible to link up words
in fluent informal casual or colloquial speech by using other means. Let us
consider, for instance, the utterances in (24) below.

24)  a. you must obey the orders.
b. that's the end.
C. give me the answer.
d. let's go before we eat.

In each of the examples above there are two words, the first ending
with a vowel sound and the second one beginning in a vowel sound. The
result is two vowel sounds adjacent to each other. They therefore call for
some strategy for simplifying the awkward sequence. We cannot use any
of the simplification strategies we have seen so far. But it is possible to use

[1] to link each pair of vowel sounds, and thus the two adjacent words as in
(25).

25) a [ju mast au'ber OF 'odoz]
b. [Daets OF 'end]
c. ['grv mi OF 'ansa]
d. [lets res brfo wil it]

In each set examples in (26) below there is also a similar pair of
abutting vowels. Here it is not, however, possible to use [/] to link them up
smoothly as was the case in the previous set. The use of [*¥] would,

however, enable us to link the two vowel sounds and therefore the two
words smoothly.
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26) a. it's so easy to do this
b. she’ll sew it on
C. it's time to bow out now
d. there's no end to it
e. let’s go over it again

Once we insert [w] between two vowel sounds and therefore the two
words containing them, the vowel sounds become linked together
smoothly.

27) a. [1ts 'sau" ‘iz tu 'du O1s]

[J1l 'sau¥ 1t 'pn]

c. [1ts 'thamm to 'bav aut nav]
d. [00z nouY 'end tu 1t]
e. [lets gou¥ 'auver 1t 9gen]

We must emphasise, however, that [/] and [V], when used for linking
purposes as above, are each given only weak articulation. That means they
are not as clearly pronounced as in yes or we, /jes/, /wi/.

There are also other means of linking words that are adjacent to each
other in an utterance other than through those already discussed. For
example, the transition points marked in the utterances in (28) below can be
linked smoothly using appropriate or combinations of strategies.

28) a. don't eat all of it.

b. you must give him an answer now.
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C. give it a thought.
d. can he take out any of us?
e. the students arrived afterwards.

We see in the above examples sequences of ordinary consonant and
vowel sounds lying adjacent to one another between some of the words in
the same utterance. For the majority of them, we do not need any special
strategy in order to link each adjacent pair up smoothly. We only have to
move smoothly from the first to the second without any pause or break, as
if they were in the same word.

The result is groups like the following in (29). Notice that each group
is not always made up of only single whole words. This is because a group
may consist of several words uttered in an unbroken sequence; but
sometimes a group may be formed by a whole word together with one or
more other sound sequences from a preceding or following word, but
which have been smoothly linked to it.

29) a. [ doun'thi'tho:lovit]
b. [jo mes 'gr:vima'nans nav]
C. ['gr:vits 'Bot]
d. [ kPaent 'theikau'thenrovas]
€. [05 'stjudntsorarv'daftowadz]

Those groups may at first look unusual or even funny when
transcribed. But that is partly how ‘rhythm groups' or 'feet' are formed in
English speech. Each of the sound sequences separated from others by a
dash constitutes one such smoothly connected rhythm unit, with a stressed
syllable at its beginning: - ['t"o:lovesit], - [grvite], - [tentoves] -
['daftowadz], etc.
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Clear-1 and Dark-1

Finally, let us now turn our attention to the type of simplification of
conversational speech that involves I-darkening. The darkening of /I/ is
achieved through keeping the tongue in position for the articulation of the
alveolar lateral while simultaneously humping the back of the tongue
towards the velum. This is related to the allophonic variations of the
phonemes of RP, where /I/ has [I] and [1] as its two principal allophones.
The five words in (30) all contain 1 in the spelling and the phoneme /1/.

30) leaf sleeve believe feel milk

/if sliv biliv fil milk/

Now, in their phonemic transcription each one contains /I/. However,
that /l/ is not pronounced in the same way in each case. The two allophones
of /I/ are deployed appropriately so that the clear allophone is used in the
first three words. We therefore use the clear allophone in the first three
words: [lif], [sliv], [biliv]. That means that the environment for the clear
allophone is any one of the following: the initial position of a word,
preceding a vowel sound, and in intervocalic position.

The dark allophone is deployed in the last two words: [fit], [m1tk]. The
phonetic environment for the dark allophone of /I/ is therefore either when
it is in the final position of a word or when it occurs before another
consonant sound. It is particularly important for learners of spoken English
to bear in mind the use of this allophone. This is because they usually face
serious pronunciation difficulties simply because they use the clear
allophone in environments where the dark-l would make their speech
smoother and easier. The result of using a clear-1 where dark-1 would be
appropriate is the illicit insertion of some sort of a vowel sound after the
erroneously chosen clear allophone of /I/ as in (31).

31) feel /fil/ *[filu]
or *[filr]
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milk /milk/ *[milik]

That is because a clear-l is difficult and phonetically unnatural to
pronounce in word final position or before another consonant sound, as in
(31) above. But the /I/ in those positions is much easier and sounds more
natural when pronounced using its dark allophone, as in (32).

32) feel /fil/ [fit]
milk  /milk/ [mik]

The proper choice of which allophone of /I/ to use is important not only
for the /I/ occurring within a given word. The appropriate allophone is also
selected when /l/ occurs between two words. This is illustrated in the
following examples in (33) and (34).

33) I feel unhappy /a1 fil anhaepr/  [ar1 'fil anhaepi]
34) Ifeel fine /ar fil famn/ [ar 'fit ‘fain]

The importance of dark-1 in English speech therefore goes far beyond
the pronunciation of the individual word such as some of those listed in
(32) above and others like hill, well, all, install, silk, involvement,
alternatives, nationals, settlements, illness, children, etc., etc. When words
like the first four in the preceding list are followed by others that begin with
consonant sounds, a natural pronunciation of the transitions between them
calls for the use of dark-1 (e.g. il top, well done, all that, install both).*

Conclusion
In order not to speak in an unnatural way, it is important for learners to be
aware of and acquire the skills that proficient and native speakers deploy in

> When dark-1 is not used at such transitions, resulting speech does only sound unnatural to the
native or proficient speaker of English; there will usually also be an illicit vowel sound insertion
between the clear-1 used and the following consonant sound.
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linking words to each other in connected English speech. Words in
connected speech can be linked smoothly through assimilation - that is by
one phoneme or sound influencing the one preceding it so that the latter
becomes phonetically more like the former. This means that, in English,
assimilation is regressive. The second method of linking words in
connected speech is by elision, which involves the omission or deletion of
one (usually consonant) sound when it follows another one. Elision
especially affects the alveolar plosives. But it can also affect other which
precede other consonant sounds.

Liaison is the third strategy of linking words in connected English
speech. It is achieved through the use of the linking-r, intrusive-r or
linking through the use of an intrusive [¥] or []. Normal English speech
also makes use of the distinction between clear-1 and dark-. The /l/
phoneme is darkened or velarised when it occurs at the end of a word or
syllable, or before another consonant sound. But it is pronounced clear
(that is normally or without velarisation) in all other environments: i.e. at
the beginning of a word or before a vowel sound, or between vowel sounds.

While the application of linking-r in speech is straightforward since it
depends on the presence of a final ‘r’ manifested in the spelling of the first
word so as to link smoothly with a linking-r to the following vowel sound
at the beginning of the second word, intrusive-r is less clear-cut. Why, for
example, is it natural to use in the idea is but not in go out? It, of course,
largely depends upon the nature of the vowel sound found at the end of the
first word. Words that end in schwa or a phoneme that has schwa as its
final component readily accepts intrusive-r (e.g. /o €2 19 U2 9US UL JIL €10
ard/); so does the close-mid rounded vowel in law, saw - /o/, etc. However,
there is also the mere question of acceptability to the intuitions of the native
or proficient speaker of English. A useful guide, generally, in the use of all
the strategies is that they tend to be mutually exclusive in their use: where
one is permissible the others are automatically excluded. Thus, we can use
linking-r in my brother and sister are outside but not in you and Joe are
good friends, while an intrusive [¥] is fine to use in the latter but not in the
former.

It must be noted, however, that many of the strategies discussed above
are obligatory and others optional in speech. That greatly depends upon
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whether speech is colloquial or formal. They are obligatory in informal
speech, but in formal speech some are obligatory and others optional.
Nevertheless, in very formal and non-rapid speech, many of the speech
simplification strategies will tend to be avoided so that every word appears
to be pronounced rather carefully as in its citation form.

The elision of the alveolar plosives or their replacement with the glottal
stop before another consonant sound (or their assimilation to the consonant
sound they precede) is obligatory in both conversational and formal speech;
and so is the velarisation of /I/ in post-vocalic or pre-consonantal
positions. In modern RP speech liaison, especially, the use of linking-
and intrusive-r is common in most types of speech.
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