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In this presentation I am reporting on the website we at the Education Committee of 
the LAGB are developing on accents and phonics: 
 
www.phon.ucl.ac.uk/home/dick/ec/accents.htm 
 
I would like to thank Dominic Watt (University of Aberdeen), Patrick Honeybone 
(University of Edinburgh) and Kevin Watson (Lancaster University) for their 
contributions to the website. 
 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
A phonics based approach to literacy teaching involves explicitly teaching phoneme 
to grapheme correspondences - both in learning to read (decoding text to speech) and 
in learning to write, specifically to spell (encoding speech to text). 
 
The orthographic system of English, as we all know, is not as transparent as some 
systems. However, there are some regularities in spelling which may be regarded as 
sufficient basis for an approach to literacy which is at least partly phonics-based. 
The National Literacy Strategy (the NLS) takes the line that a phonics-based approach 
should be used where possible.  
 
 
 
2. THE NATIONAL LITERACY STRATEGY 
 
The NLS is implemented in all primary schools within England and has been since 
1998. 
 
The principal publications concerning Phonics are: 
 • Progression in Phonics (DfES 1999, 2000) 
 • Playing with Sounds: a supplement to Progression in Phonics (DfES 2004) 



 
These materials are strongly recommended in all primary schools in England for the 
teaching of literacy, and are built in to the Literacy Hour. 
 
My aim in this presentation is not to present a critique of phonics in general or of the 
system used in the NLS in particular. But, given that the NLS, and thus primary 
schools in England, take this approach, our aim in developing this website is to assist 
teachers in one small way in implementing it. 
 
 
 
3. PHONICS IN THE NLS 
 
(i) Tables of phonemes and graphemes 
 
Teachers are given a table of phonemes and the more common graphemes: the tables 
below replicate the tables in Playing with Sounds (2004, p. 15). 
 
 
 
Vowels  
 
 
vowel 
phonemes  

IPA representative 
words  

vowel 
phonemes 

IPA representative 
words  

/a/  æ cat  /oo/  ʊ look, would, put  
/e/  e  peg, bread  /ar/  ɑː cart, fast 

(regional)  
/i/  ɪ pig, wanted  /ur/  ɜː burn, first, term, 

heard, work  
/o/  ɒ log, want  /au/  ɔː torn, door, warn, 

haul, law, call  
/u/  ʌ plug, love  /er/  ə wooden, circus, 

sister  
/ae/  eɪ  pain, day, gate, 

station  
/ow/  aʊ  down, shout  

/ee/  iː sweet, heat, thief, 
these  

/oi/  ɔɪ coin, boy  

/ie/  aɪ  tried, light, my, 
shine, mind  

/air/  eə  stairs, bear, hare  

/oe/  oʊ  road, blow, bone, 
cold  

/ear/  ɪə fear, beer, here  

/ue/  uː moon, blue, grew, 
tune  

/ure/  ʊə pure, tourist  

 



 
Consonants 
 
 
consonant 
phonemes  

IPA  representative 
words  

consonant 
phonemes  

IPA  representative 
words  

/b/  b  baby  /r/  r  rabbit, wrong  

/d/  d  dog  /s/  s  sun, mouse, city, 
science  

/f/  f  field, photo  /t/  t  tap  
/g/  ɡ  game  /v/  v  van  
/h/  h  hat  /w/  w  was  
/j/  ʤ judge, giant, barge  /y/  j  yes  
/k/  k  cook, quick, mix, 

Chris  
/z/  z  zebra, please, is  

/l/  l lamb  /th/  ð then  
/m/  m  monkey, comb  /th/  θ thin  

/n/  n  nut, knife, gnat  /ch/  ʧ chip, watch  

/ng/  ŋ  ring, sink  /sh/  ʃ ship, mission, 
chef  

/p/  p  paper  /zh/  ʒ treasure  
 
 
 
 
In these tables IPA symbols are included. It is, however, the NLS symbols which are 
used throughout the materials (both in Progression in Phonics and Playing with 
Sounds).  
 
The NLS symbols used are in fact in many cases a common grapheme. This is in itself 
not a problem, as long as it doesn’t lead to confusion between what is a phoneme and 
what is a grapheme. The consonant table, however, could lead to some confusion, in 
the use of the same phoneme symbol (NLS /th/) for both /ð/ and /θ/. 
 
 
 
As can be seen from the tables, accent variation is recognised: so “regional” is noted 
against the occurrence of /ɑː/ (NLS /ar/) in  fast and cart. However, no detail is given 
here as to the way, in fact the different ways, in which regional variation might affect 
this phoneme-grapheme correspondence (pgc). In addition, other possible regional 
variation is not indicated here (for example, the absence of a distinction between /ʊ/ 
and /ʌ/ (NLS /oo/ and /u/) in many accents), as well as the absence for many speakers 
of /ʊə/ (NLS /ure/). The particular accent under consideration will affect the 



phoneme-grapheme correspondences (pgcs); thus pgcs cannot be established 
independently of accent. 
 
 
(ii) Step by step guide 
 
The documents, both Progression in Phonics and Playing with Sounds, then provide a 
step-by-step guide to phonics teaching, suggesting the order in which graphemes are 
to be introduced, with recommended activities at each stage.  
 
So, for example, in Playing with Sounds simple CVC words containing the short 
vowels /æ/ and /ɒ/ (NLS /a/ and /o/) are introduced first. The next stages introduce 
pgcs for /ɪ/, /ʌ/ and /e/ (NLS /i/, /u/ and /e/); and then pgcs for the long vowels or 
diphthongs which pair up with these five short vowels in the orthographic system: /eɪ/, 
/əʊ/, /aɪ/, /uː/ and /iː/ (NLS /ae/, /oe/, /ie/, /ue/ and /ee/). Pgcs for the other vowel 
phonemes are then introduced, the last being those for /eə/, /ɪə/ and /ʊə/ (NLS /air/, 
/ear/ and /ure/).  
 
These steps would cover the Foundation stage (last year of Nursery school and then 
Reception) to the end of Year 1: basically the first two years of primary school, for 
children aged 4-6. 
 
 
(iii) Activities 
 
Suggested activities are laid out in some detail through the documentation. Examples 
are:  
 
• identifying a phoneme-grapheme correspondence by the child repeating the 
teacher’s production of the phoneme whilst writing over the grapheme (“Full House” 
Playing with Sounds card 12) 
 
• all children sounding out the phoneme corresponding to a grapheme presented by 
the teacher (e.g. “Flashcards” Progression in Phonics p. 25) 
 
• the child, children and/or the teacher sounding out the sequence of phonemes in a 
word and fitting the corresponding graphemes into a frame provided, for example a 
three-place frame for a word containing three phonemes (“Phoneme frame” 
Progression in Phonics p 22; Playing with Sounds card 12) 
 
 
Word banks are provided: suggested words to use at particular stages to exemplify 
particular pgcs. Cards of both graphemes and phonemes are also provided.  
 
So it is a very structured approach, providing highly detailed example activities at 
each step. 
 
 



4. PHONICS AND ACCENT VARIATION 
 
So how does accent variation affect the use of these materials? 
 
 
(i) Phoneme inventory differences 
 
One relevant aspect of accent variation is the phoneme inventory, and 
one of the most widespread differences between accents in phoneme inventory is the 
absence of a distinction between /ʌ/ (NLS /u/) and /ʊ/ (NLS /oo/) in many accents 
from the Midlands northwards. 
 
The principal graphemes for (RP/Southern) /ʌ/ and /ʊ/ are the same: 
 
 /ʌ/:  <u> as in cut <oo> flood <o> money 
 /ʊ/: <u> as in push <oo> good <o> woman 
 
The only grapheme not shared by both /ʌ/ and /ʊ/ is <oe> in e.g. does. 
 
Therefore these graphemes either represent (amongst other phonemes) the two 
phonemes /ʌ/ and /ʊ/, for a Southerner, or one phoneme /ʊ/ for many Northerners. In 
this case decoding the written symbols (reading) is arguably easier for those 
Northerners for whom no distinction exists.   
 
The problem here is that materials based on an accent where there is a phoneme /ʌ/ as 
well as a phoneme /ʊ/ (NLS /u/ and /oo/) would be inappropriate for those 
(adult/child) speakers for whom the distinction does not exist: such a speaker could 
not be expected to identify the <u> in cut with a different phoneme from that 
represented by <u> in push. Such problems may arise if activities or examples were 
chosen which were inappropriate to the child/children concerned. 
 
This example also illustrates the problems that inter-speaker variation may cause 
teachers using phonics materials. For example, in the North West some children 
(and/or the teacher) may make a distinction between /ʊ/ and an /ʌ/-type vowel, or use 
/ə/ (NLS /er/) where RP has /ʌ/. Some of the recommended activities above involve 
children all repeating a sound together, or repeating one modelled by the teacher: this 
could obviously lead to confusion when they are repeating different sounds. 
Awareness on the part of the teacher as to when inter-speaker variation is likely to 
occur is therefore essential.  
 
 
There are many other examples of a difference in phoneme inventory, of course, 
which will affect phoneme-grapheme correspondences. For example, some (although 
by no means all) speakers in Yorkshire may have a distinction, not made in RP, 
between /eː/ in wait, late and /ɛɪ/ in weight, eight. This is very useful in 
encoding/decoding, since the sequence of letters <eigh> corresponds to /ɛɪ/. However, 



for such speakers the use of materials appropriate for accents where no distinction is 
made might lead to confusion: for example, the inclusion of words such as eight 
alongside words such as wait, late as examples of the /eɪ/ (NLS /ae/) phoneme 
(Playing with Sounds card 20).  
 
 
 
 (ii) Differences in distribution 
 
As well as differences in phoneme inventory, the other aspect of accent variation 
which is relevant to phonics schemes is that of differences in the distribution of 
phonemes (either lexically or phonotactically conditioned). 
 
(a) the distribution of /a/ and /ɑː/ (NLS /a/ and /ar/) 
 
To take an example illustrating the North-South divide again, that of the distribution 
of /a/ and /ɑː/ (NLS /a/ and /ar/ respectively), this is a difference of lexical 
distribution. 
 
Both /a/ and /ɑː/ can be represented by <a>. The following words containing <a> 
illustrate the difference between accents:  
 
 bath  last   after  dance 
 
All would contain an /a/ in a linguistically Northern accent (including some Midlands 
accents), and an /ɑː/ in RP and in linguistically Southern accents (excluding South 
West accents, which may behave differently again). 
 
The word banks provided by the NLS may, however, lead to some confusion for both 
Northern and Southern speakers: 
 
Playing with Sounds card 13: bath and path are given as examples of /a/ (NLS /a/) 
Playing with Sounds card 23: last past (and laugh) are given as examples of /ɑː/ (NLS 
/ar/) 
 
Because of differences between accents in the distribution of phonemes, lists of 
example words illustrating particular phoneme-grapheme correspondences will differ 
between accents also: a given list will be appropriate only for a given accent. 
 
 
(b) /ɪ/ (NLS /i/) in word-final unstressed position 
 
In some accents, such as in Lancashire and Yorkshire, the final <y> in words such as 
happy, twenty and funny corresponds to an /ɪ/ (NLS /i/), not /iː/ (NLS /ee/). Many of 
the examples of /iː/ (NLS /ee/) provided in the Playing with Sounds word bank (card 
19) are therefore inappropriate, as <y> in final unstressed position is identified in 
these materials with /iː/ (NLS /ee/). 



 
 
And finally two examples of distributional differences which affect the number of 
phonemes in a word. Many of the materials (as in the example given earlier of 
“phoneme frame”) centre round this activity. 
 
 
(c) in the North West, Merseyside and West Midlands, the morpheme-final sequence 
<ng> may represent /ŋɡ/ (NLS /ng g/), not /ŋ/ (NLS /ng/). Thus the words sing and 
singer would contain the sequence of sounds /ŋɡ/ (NLS /ng/ followed by /g/), just as 
the word finger does. There is much inter- and intra-speaker variation with regard to 
this. Throughout the NLS materials it is treated as representing /ŋ/. But for many a 
word such as wing would fit into a four- rather than a three-phoneme frame. 
 
 
(d) and lastly, but not least, those with a rhotic accent (one with a postvocalic /r/, in 
the word cart for example) may have similar problems using these materials. So, 
within England, for many speakers in the South West and in the area of Lancashire 
around Preston and Blackburn, pot and port will not be perceived as consisting of the 
same number of phonemes; and bird would fit into a four- rather than three-phoneme 
frame. The same will be true of Scotland and Ireland. 
 
 
 
5. HOW CAN LINGUISTS HELP? 
 
So how do we aim to help teachers?  
 
Teachers are obviously aware of accent differences, and it may be that many have no 
problem at all in adapting the NLS materials (and any others they use) for the accents 
they meet in the classroom (as well as for their own accents). 
 
However, particularly if they are less experienced (for example, trainee teachers or 
NQTs), it may be that they are not always aware of the details of the differences 
between a local accent and that in the materials being used: so for example how to 
summarise where <a> represents /a/ and where it represents /ɑː/ in the local accent and 
how this differs from the material used (and therefore how to adapt the material). 
They may also welcome information on the variable nature of particular features (for 
example, final /ɡ/ in <ng>).  
 
In addition, non-local teachers may not be familiar with the detail of the local accent 
(or the accent of a non-local pupil); and, in addition, may not know which aspects of 
the accent are relevant to literacy, and which are not. Thus the phonetic realisation of 
particular phonemes, although it might be very noticeable, does not affect the 
phoneme-grapheme correspondences. 
 



So we are aiming to set up a website for teachers which will give a clear and brief 
description of the relevant features of different accents, with reference to the pgcs 
given in the NLS materials. 
 
The website is currently on the Education Committee website: 
www.phon.ucl.ac.uk/home/dick/ec/accents.htm 
 
So far there are descriptions of Newcastle, Liverpool and Manchester, and 
descriptions will be arriving soon on Yorkshire and South West accents. Our aim is to 
have pages which together will cover at least the whole of England; so teachers will 
pick the city or area on the top page closest to where they are interested in. Each page 
will indicate the geographical area covered.  
 
 
6. DESCRIPTION OF ACCENT PAGES: 
 
The description of each accent will include: 
(i) an inventory of phonemes of that accent, with example words. 
(ii) brief comment on particular features of that accent which affect pgcs, either in 
terms of inventory or of distribution. 
 
For example, in the case of the page on a Manchester accent, two sample entries are: 
• /a/ and /ɑː/ (NLS /a/ and /ar/) 
Some common graphemes and sample lists of words are given (for /a/, <a> and <au>; 
for /ɑː/, <a> <ar> <al>). There is in addition an indication of how a Manchester accent 
differs from RP in the distribution of the two phonemes. The reader will therefore be 
able to ascertain which words will be examples of /a/ in a Manchester accent but of 
/ɑː/ in materials appropriate for RP.  
 
• /ɒ/ (NLS /o/) 
Lists of sample words containing the most common grapheme <o> are given, together 
with examples of two other graphemes <a> and <au>. Comment is made on the 
variable distribution of /ɒ/ in words such as one in a Manchester accent, with a note as 
to how this differs from RP. 
 
 
So the phoneme-grapheme correspondences are given from the point of view of a 
speaker with a Manchester accent, but with sufficient detail on how it differs from RP 
to enable teachers to adapt materials.  
 
 
(iii) There is also for a particular accent a separate summarising table of phoneme-
grapheme correspondences (including the more common graphemes), similar to the 
correspondence table provided by the NLS. The aim of this is to provide a quick 
reference guide for teachers who may not have much time on their hands, but they are 
recommended to refer to the main description for fuller detail. 
 



On the website there is in addition a general introduction, outlining the aims of the 
site, and discussing briefly why accent variation is important to literacy teaching and 
what aspects of variation are relevant. It also contains a brief note on the existence of 
variation, both between speakers in one geographical area and also in an individual 
speaker’s speech.  
 
 
7. TECHNICAL DETAILS: 
 
In all the pages IPA symbols are used, but with NLS symbols added in parentheses 
alongside, since these will be familiar to teachers. 
 
The files are in pdf format, so phonetic fonts are preserved. (Materials on the DfES 
website for teachers to download are in pdf format; it is not anticipated that this will 
cause undue problems, although this remains under review.) 
 
 
 
 
We have concentrated so far on regionally defined accents within England, as that is 
where the NLS is implemented. Our aim is to cover the whole of England, and to 
extend it also to accents in other parts of the UK. We would welcome contributions 
from phoneticians with an interest in any accent or accents. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


