
 

 

 

SEP 
Standard English Pronunciation 

 

  After each dictionary entry, the Standard English Pronunciation 

of the English word or phrase is given in CAPITALS using the following symbols. 

Where a word consists of more than one syllable, such as ‘English’, the stressed 

vowel is indicated by underlining, e.g. INGLISH. 

 

Vowels 

 

 There are only five vowel letters in the English alphabet (A, E, I, O, U) 

with Y sometimes co-opted to serve as an I, e.g. in ‘party’, but there are more 

than a dozen vowel sounds, which I represent as follows: 

 

A This is a simple open clear sound as found in many words such as ‘bad’, 

‘bat’, ‘cat’. In Hindi/Urdu the same sound is sometimes not represented which 

may lead a  speaker to mispronounce (e.g. GLĀS instead of GLAS, BEG instead of 

BAG). Standard English having a tendency to blur its words, the open clear ‘a’ 

sound is often muffled when unstressed, and when used as the indefinite article, 

to a dull sound (sometimes shown phonetically as ‘ǝ’), but for the purposes of 

this dictionary we shall assume that the speaker wishes to speak clearly and 

accurately, and so will always show ‘a’ as A. 
 
Ā As found in the English words ‘cart’, ‘heart’ and ‘part’, where the ‘r’ is 

not normally pronounced but serves in English spelling to change the vowel 

sound. 

 

AI As found in the English words ‘date’, ‘fate’, ‘gate’. Very similar to: 

AY but which has a hint of a ‘y’ in it, as in ‘dale’, ‘fail’, ‘paid’, ‘pay’. (This 

‘y’ sound should not be pronounced separately, i. e., not ‘dai-yl’, ‘fai’yl’, ‘pai-

yd’, ‘pai-y’.) 

 

AIR In words like ‘bear’, ‘chair’, ‘share’, where the ‘r’ is not normally 

pronounced except when followed by a vowel. 

  

AU As in OR below, but with no hint of the ‘r’ sound lingering in OR when 

followed by a vowel: as in ‘fall, fought, lawn’. 

 
E This is a plain open sound, found in words like ‘bed’, ‘get’, ‘ten’.  

 



 

 

Ē Pronounced quite strongly when in the middle of a word, like ‘clean’, 

‘heat’, ‘seen’, but lightly at the end, as in ‘party’. 

 

ER A dull sound, found in ‘heard’, ‘fern’, ‘bird’, ‘word’, ‘furl’,  where the ‘r’ 

is not normally pronounced except when followed by a vowel. 

 

I This is the simple open sound, found in words like ‘big’, ‘hit’, ‘kit’. 

 

Ī The strong sound found in ‘I’, ‘bite’, ‘line’. 

 
O A strong open sound, as in ‘hot’, ‘shot’, ‘top’. 

 

Ō As in ‘boat’, ‘phone’, ‘sown’. 

 
OI As in ‘coin’, ‘void’:  

OY is the same, but with the hint of a ‘y’ sound: ‘boil’, ‘toy’, ‘oil’.  

 
OR As in ‘board’, ‘form’, ‘short’,  where the ‘r’ is not pronounced but serves 

in English spelling to change the vowel sound. 

 
OU As in ‘bound’, ‘cow’, ‘brown’. 

 

U This is the clear open sound found in ‘but’, ‘cut’, ‘full’. 

 

Ū Found in English ‘boot’, ‘flute’, ‘suit’: but some English words, like 

‘cute’, ‘nude’ and ‘tune’, have a ‘y’ sound first (i.e., KYŪT, NYŪD, TYŪN) 

 
Consonants 

 

B As in ‘back’, ‘bit’, ‘blue’.  

 
CH This is not an aspirated ‘c’. Do not say it with an ‘h’ in it. It represents the 

sound found in ‘cheese’, ‘purchase’, ‘itch’.  
 
D This sound does not exist, as such, in Hindi or Urdu, the nearest being द 

or د, which is pronounced in a slightly lisping way, with the tongue touching the 

upper lip, and ड or ڈ, a distinctively ‘Indian’ sound, with the tongue touching the 

middle of the palate: whereas the English ‘d’ is said with the tip of the tongue 

touching the palate close behind the top teeth. It appears in words like ‘dog’, 

‘bad’, ‘kid’. 



 

 

 

F As in ‘fit’, ‘off’, ‘phone’. The English words spelt with ‘ph’ arose as 

borrowings from the Greek, which has a letter ‘phi’, φ, but their pronunciation 

in English is exactly the same as ‘f’. This is not an aspirated ‘p’. 

 

G Found in ‘gate’, ‘get’, ‘goal’. It is true that in English spelling ‘g’ is 

sometimes used for a ‘j’ sound (e. g., in ‘change’, ‘charge’, ‘gaol’), which is a 

trap for the unwary. 

 

H  A puff of breath at the front of ‘hello’, ‘hospital’, ‘hug’. It should not be 

ignored, as it often is important for the meaning, e. g., ‘hold’ as opposed to 

‘old’. Culturally, as well, omitting an initial ‘h’ sound is taken in English as a 

sign of illiteracy. 

 

J As in ‘jail’, ‘badge’, ‘gym’. 

 
K Generally speaking, where a letter ‘c’ in English precedes ‘a’, ‘o’ or ‘u’, 

it has this hard pronunciation, which it shares with ‘k’: whereas followed by ‘e’ 

or ‘i’, ‘c’ shares the soft sound otherwise shown by ‘s’. In other words, ‘c’ has 

no function in English that is not already accounted for by ‘k’ or ‘s’. The Urdu 

sound qāf does not exist in English, where, if it is ever borrowed at all, it is as 

‘k’. Islamists like to refer to the Qur’an: but the English for that is Koran, and 

has been since the 17th century. 

 
L As in ‘leg’, ‘police’, ‘table’. 

 
M Found in ‘mother’, ‘comic’, ‘atom’. 

 
N In English this is always a full-blown consonant, never nunated: it is like 

the sound at the beginning of nahin, not the nasalization at the end of nahin. 

But, even then, the Hindi/Urdu ‘n’ is made with the tongue further back on the 

palate than the English ‘n’, and to English speakers outside the sub-continent is 

one of the distinctive differences in pronunciation (as with ‘t’ and ‘d’) that mark 

out the Indian or Pakistani speaker. 

 
P As in ‘pain’, ‘appeal’, ‘pop’. 

 
R For the survival of ‘r’ as a spelling convention to modify vowels, see Ā, 
AIR, ER and OR above. Despite which, ‘r’ remains as a strong consonant in its 

own right, as in ‘roll’, ‘array’ and has a slight survival, lightly pronounced, 

when it appears at the end of a word. For instance, the word ‘here’ is 



 

 

pronounced much the same as HĒA, but if the next word starts with a vowel the 

‘r’ magically reappears: ‘here it is’ is pronounced HEER IT IZ.  

 
S S is a much used consonant, appearing in words such as ‘sick’, ‘asset’, 

‘pass’. But it is also the normal plural ending for English nouns (‘1 cat’, ‘2 

cats’), and the ending of present singular verbs (‘I read’, but ‘she reads’): one of 

the few inflections in English. But most English speakers are unaware that these 

–s endings, always spelt –s, are pronounced (for reasons of euphony) 

differently, depending on the last letter of the word being inflected. See more 

above, under Plurals. 

 
SH This is not an aspirated ‘s’. Do not say it with an ‘h’ in it. It is found in 

words such as ‘shall’, ‘issue’ and ‘dash’. In some words, such as ‘pleasure’, 

there is a firmer sound, represented here by ZH. 

 
T This sound does not exist, as such, in Hindi and Urdu, the nearest being त 

or ت, which is pronounced (to English ears) in a childlike way, with the tongue 

touching the upper lip; and ट or   ٹ and ط,  distinctively ‘Indian’ sounds, with the 

tongue touching the top or back of the palate: whereas the English ‘t’ is said 

with the tip of the tongue touching the front of the palate. It appears in words 

like ‘top’, ‘butter’, ‘cat’. 
 
TH  To many speakers of other languages, English heard at a distance sounds 

like a series of ‘th, th, th’ sounds: sounds that do not appear in their own 

language. Moreover, English speakers are generally unaware that there are two 

distinct forms of ‘th’, a soft and a hard one  —  soft as in ‘think’, hard as in 

‘that’. Ancient Greek had the letter theta, θ: but by the time the Romans via the 

Etruscans, had adopted the alphabet, the theta had dropped out, and although 

Latin borrowed many Greek words, the Romans represented the sound as ‘TH’. 

In England, as in Scandinavia, the two English sounds were represented by the 

runic letters eth (ð) [hard] and thorn (þ) [soft], but these succumbed in England 

to the Latin usage, and so we have ‘th’ for both sounds. ‘Th’ is not an aspirated 

‘t’. Most English words with ‘th’ carry seamlessly into Urdu, represented by the 

aspirated ‘t’ sound, as in the Hindi and Urdu word thā: था or اھت. But Hindi/Urdu 

‘th’ is not the English ‘th’ (ð or þ), because Hindi/Urdu ‘th’ is spoken with the 

tongue touching the lips, making a ‘t’ aspirated with a puff of breath. Often in 

Hinglish the English ‘th’ is represented by a ‘d’, taking it even further from 

Standard English pronunciation. 

 



 

 

V and W In English ‘v’ and ‘w’ are two completely separate letters, 

pronounced quite differently from one another. This was not the case in the 

Latin alphabet, which had the one letter V, which (like Urdu vau) could do duty 

as a consonant somewhere between ‘v’ and ‘w’, and also as a vowel. In English 

these three uses split into three separate letters, U, V and W, with totally 

separate sounds and functions. This is a stumbling block for Hindi/Urdu 

speakers, whose vau, like the Roman V, hovers between the English ‘v’ and the 

English ‘w’. Put simply, ‘v’ involves the top front teeth resting on the lower lip, 

whereas ‘w’ uses both lips, and can be said perfectly well by a toothless person. 

 

Y  As a consonant, as in words like ‘young’. 

 

Z  This sound is found in ‘friends’, ‘hazard’ and ‘zebra’. In the east of 

the Hinglish-speaking area, English loan words with a ‘z’ sound tend to be 

pronounced with a ‘j’: good examples are ‘busy’ becoming ‘biji’ and ‘zoo’ 

becoming ‘joo’. This tendency is reinforced by ‘j’ being differentiated from ‘z’ 

in Hindi script only by the addition of a subscript dot: a dot which in practice is 

often not shown. 

 
 Where consonants adjoin one another, as in SNAK ‘snack’, STOP ‘stop’, 

FILM ‘film’, they should run smoothly together, not S’NAK, S’TOP, FIL’M. And 

when a word ends with a consonant, resist all temptation to add a sound after it. 

Do not make ‘grill’ into ‘gorilla’. 

 
 


