
INTRODUCTION 

 
Background and aims: 

This website is intended as a resource for teachers and other professionals who have 

an interest in spoken English and how it is encoded in the spelling system. The pages 

are written by professional phoneticians to provide information on phoneme-

grapheme correspondences in a variety of accents, and thereby be of support to those 

involved in literacy teaching which is wholly or partly phonics-based. 

 
The site does not itself constitute a phonics scheme, but takes as background the 

National Literacy Strategy framework, in particular, The National Literacy Strategy: 

Progression in Phonics (DFEE, 1999) and Playing with Sounds: A supplement to 

Progression in Phonics (DfES, 2004). Regional variation is referred to in these NLS 

publications but the detail of the differences in phoneme-grapheme correspondences 

for particular accents are not discussed. The phoneme-grapheme correspondences 

provided in, for example, the consonant and vowel tables in Playing with Sounds (p 

15) are appropriate to those accents which are referred to as Received Pronunciation 

(RP), BBC English or Southern Standard British, and to other accents with the same 

sound structure.  

 

Accent variation and phoneme-grapheme correspondences: 

Accents are different from one another in a variety of ways. For instance, a phoneme 

may be pronounced slightly differently: the /aɪ/ (NLS /ie/) in tie, for example, would 

probably be pronounced differently by a speaker from London and a speaker from 

Yorkshire. This would not normally have an effect on literacy teaching.  

 
However, there are two basic aspects of accent variation which do have implications 

for a phonics-based literacy approach: differences in 

• the inventory of phonemes: which phonemes are present in the accent 

variety; 

• the distribution of phonemes: which words or positions in a word a 

phoneme occurs in. 

 



The inventory or list of phonemes (distinctive sounds) may differ between accents. 

For example, in many Northern accents there is no /ʌ/ (NLS /u/) phoneme, with 

mostly the /ʊ/ (NLS /oo/) phoneme being used where RP would have /ʌ/ (more detail 

is given on the individual accent pages). Thus a speaker of this variety may not be 

able to distinguish the list of words containing the /ʌ/ (NLS /u/) sound from the list 

containing /ʊ/ (NLS /oo/). In addition, in this variety the grapheme <oe> (in does) 

would represent /ʊ/ not /ʌ/. 

 
The distribution of phonemes may differ between accents. For example, many 

Northern accents again will have an /a/ (NLS /a/) in words such as fast, laugh. as well 

as cat, and an /ɑː/ (NLS /ar/) in the first syllable of father. In RP and many southern 

accents the vowel in fast, laugh is the same as the first vowel in father and not that in 

cat. Therefore in these Northern accents the list of words where the grapheme <a> 

corresponds to /a/ will differ from the list appropriate to, for example, RP. In addition, 

the grapheme <au> will represent /a/ not /ɑː/ in this set of words.  

 
A second example of distribution differences is that of accents known as rhotic, where 

an /r/ (pronounced in various ways) is present in words such as part, learn. The word 

part would therefore contain four phonemes, compared with pat and palm which 

would both have three. Such accents are found in Scotland, South West England and a 

small part of North West England. 

 

It is important to keep in mind that there will be variation between speakers in any 

one geographical area as to whether they have particular features in their speech. 

There may also be some variability in whether certain features occur in an 

individual’s speech on any one occasion. This variability may either be apparently 

random or may depend on, for example, the formality of the speaking environment. 

 
These pages aim to provide information on the phoneme-grapheme correspondences 

which are likely to apply (where variants are rare this is noted), in order to assist a 

teacher when a child’s accent is different from their own or where the teacher’s and 

children’s accent differs from that on which materials being used are based. 



 
Arrangement of the website: 

Although the pages are arranged mostly by major city, the phoneme-grapheme 

correspondences contained in them would cover the surrounding region: notes as to 

the extent of the region covered are included in each page. 

 
There are long and short versions of the pages: the short version is a table of 

phoneme-grapheme correspondences appropriate to the accent in question. This is 

meant as a look-up table only; the full version expands on this summary to provide 

more detailed information and word lists. The lists of graphemes are not intended to 

be exhaustive but include the more common ones. 

 

Symbols: 

NLS symbols for the phonemes are added in parentheses alongside the IPA symbols 

used by phoneticians. Since vowels, in particular, vary between accents of English, 

the IPA symbols used may vary between the different accent pages. However, there 

will obviously always be one distinct symbol for each of the phonemes in the accent 

described. Symbols between angled brackets (<>) indicate letter strings (graphemes). 

 

Readers are referred to Wells (1982) for a full description and analysis of accents of 

English, including RP found in and beyond the British Isles, and to the Longman 

Pronunciation Dictionary (Wells, 1990) (where RP and General American are 

transcribed). A full description and analysis of the English spelling system can be 

found in Carney (1994, 1997). 
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