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When Adrian Underhill created and introduced his phonemic chart in the 
early 90s, he brought a tool into pronunciation teaching that has efficiently 
served thousands of teachers around the world for over twenty years. 
Indeed, such is the value and effectiveness of the chart that it is now 
available as an app for mobile devices, phones and tablets, thus ensuring its 
presence in ELT for some time to come. 
 
 

p b t d t� d� k � 
f v θ ð s z � � 
m n ŋ h l r w j 

 
Fig 1. The consonant arrangement in the Underhill phonemic chart 
 
 
The thinking behind Adrian's chart are clearly explained in Sound 
Foundations (Underhill 1994). The layout responds to the questions of how 
and where the sounds are made in the mouth, with the position in the chart 
helping learners and the teachers to remember how to make the sound in 
question. 
 
But just as the same book or film can be read and interpreted in different 
ways using complementary literary theories, so can the sounds of English. 
In that respect, as a complement to the phonemic chart the Adrian's work 
has made so popular, I'd like to suggest an alternative way of setting out 
the consonants of English, so as to make them accessible to learners in a 
different way. 
 
This is based on place of articulation, over and above other considerations.  
I have chosen to do this as a purely pedagogical tool; my own classroom 
experience has led me to conclude that learners can feel the place of 
articulation much more easily than they can determine the manner (plosive, 
fricative, affricate, etc.). In my experience, for most learners the concept of 
manner is significantly more foreign than that of articulation, even though it 
is not too difficult for trained teachers to explain it in class. 
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The sounds in any row of the chart in Figure 2 share one or other common 
feature of articulation, though the feature highlighted in the column on the 
left is, for teaching purposes, the 'dominant' one. Thus:  
 
Row 1 = sounds that use our lips 
Row 2 = sounds that are made using our teeth  
Row 3 = sounds that are made with the tip of the tongue 
Row 4 = sounds involving the front of the tongue  
Row 5 = sounds that involve the tooth ridge (or 'alveolar ridge' if you prefer) 
Row 6 = sounds made with the back of the tongue 
 
 
As I have just said, each row of the arrangement I propose focuses on a 
common feature that is particularly salient for the corresponding sounds. In 
Row 1, for example, the salient feature is the use of the lips. In Rows 3 and 
5, the tongue and the tooth ridge are both used in some way to make all of 
the sounds, but Row 3 chooses to focus on the tongue tip as the most 
salient feature for teaching purposes, whilst Row 5 draws learners' attention 
to the way the tongue works in combination with or in proximity to the 
tooth (alveolar) ridge, as opposed to the teeth or the palate. 
 
 

To make these sounds we 
use  

 

1) our lips p b m w 
2) our teeth f v θ ð 

3) the tip of the tongue t d n l 
4) the front of the tongue s z ʃ ʒ 

5) the tooth ridge tʃ dʒ r  
6) the back of the tongue k g ŋ h 

 
Fig 2. The consonants of English and their place of articulation. 
 
 
The value of the layout in Figure 2, as I suggested earlier, is that it brings 
together sounds in a way that allows us to make pedagogical use of the 
grouping. Thus Row 1 emphasizes the fairly obvious similarity between /p, 
b/ and /m/, but also brings out the importance of the lips in making /w/. 
Notice that in Adrian's phonemic chart the sounds /p, b/, /m/ and /w/ are 
quite a long way apart despite the similarities between them. Getting 
students to make the sounds as they move along a row, and getting them 
to concentrate (in this case) on what their lips are doing, helps them to 
consolidate the importance of the lips in making /w/. 
 
The common factor in Row 3, by way of a second example, is the 'tongue-
tip + tooth ridge' articulation common to all four sounds. Similarly, in Row 6 
/ŋ/ is related to the back of the mouth and can be easily practised alongside 
/k/ and /g/. Comparing /n/ to /ŋ/ may look like a sensible thing (thin?) to 
do, but in terms of what happens inside our mouths, /k/ and /g/ provide an 
equally meaningful road to /ŋ/, if not more so. 
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Nor should we forget that learners come to English with their mother-
tongue consonant set. Although the mother-tongue can be an obstacle, it 
should not be ignored. By locating a sound that a group of learners find 
difficult, and then using the chart to relate this to a sound that the learners 
already makes in their L1, we provide a pathway to the problematic English 
sound that is based on the learners' mother-tongue articulatory habits. 
 
The sound /w/, for example, is a problem for Spanish-L1 speakers. But by 
getting learners to consciously and deliberately move along the row from 
/p/ to /m/ we focus their attention on their lips. By dragging out the /m/, a 
sound they know how to make, and then inviting them to try to make a 
'kiss', their attention is centred on the role of the lips in making the target 
/w/ sound. 
 
Of course, there is no need to go from left to right. Many learners come to 
English from mother tongues with a dental /t/ or /d/, as opposed to the 
alveolar /t/ and /d/ of English. With learners whose mother-tongue has an 
alveolar articulation for /n/ and /l/, I would start in class with these known 
sounds, and use them to make my students aware of how the tip of the 
tongue touches the tooth ridge. I would then lead them left to the short, 
abrupt (plosive) /d/ and /t/ sounds, insisting all the time that they use the 
/n, l/ tongue position when making /t/ and /d/. A procedure like this makes 
the alveolar articulation of English /t, d/ accessible to learners, and give 
them a pathway that will allow them to quickly, and physically 'find' the 
correct articulation for /t/ and /d/ prior to pronunciation exercises or tasks. 
 
It is also possible to make use of relationships that arise going down the 
table. The obvious examples are pairs such as /t/ or /d/ with /tʃ/ and /dʒ/, 
respectively. But it would also be possible to take learners from /n/ to /r/, 
which is such a hard sound for many learners of English, but which is such a 
short distance from /n/ in terms of place of articulation.  
 
Another option would be to make the chart flexible so as to respond better to 
a given L1. Also, with better groups you could begin by filling in the chart 
where their L1 already has (near-) equivalent sounds, and then as you 
introduce new sounds, get the students to first 'feel' them in their mouths, 
and next decide where to place them so as to fill in the gaps on the chart 
(and ultimately produce highly personalized charts). 
 
No arrangement of the consonant sounds of English is perfectly coherent, 
and the arrangement proposed here is no different. Row 5, for example, 
offers a less coherent group of sounds than the other rows; the semi-vowel 
/j/ would sit there rather uncomfortably, and is better left off the chart in 
my opinion. And /h/ is a bit of an oddity at the end of Row 6. More 
importantly, though, no system should be seen as untouchable. Good 
teaching involves adapting ideas to your own context and teaching style, 
and in terms of the layout I describe here, I strongly encourage teachers to 
do this.  
 
Whether we make adaptations or not, the main thing to remember is to 
make the learning of English pronunciation 'physical' rather than cognitive. 
This is the thinking behind the consonant chart I propose here, thinking that 
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is already at work in English ID, a newly published coursebook for young 
adults. I would also suggest that we try remember to make more use of the 
learner's mother-tongue pronunciation, which properly employed is far 
more of a friend than a foe. 
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