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2.1. The RP accentAs we have already mentioned, the accent which
is normally taught to stu-dents who are studying EngEng is the
accent known as RP. This is also theaccent which is described in
Gimson (2001) and in most other English text-books. There are a
number of advantages to learning this particular accent.First,
while it originated in the south-east of England, it is now a
genuinelyregion less accent within Britain; i.e. if speakers have
an RP accent, you can-not tell which area of Britain they come
from, which is not the case for anyother type of British accent.
This means that this accent is likely to beencountered and
undersrood throughout the country. Second, RP is theaccent which is
used most often in radio and television broadcasts inEngland, so a
student will have many opportunities ro listen to it.

There are also disadvantages to learning only RP. First, it is
an accentused natively by only 3-5 per cent of the population of
England. This meansthat students arriving in England for the first
time may have difficulty-sometimes a great deal of
difficulty-understanding the other 95-97 per centof the population.
(One book which attempts ro help with this problem isHughes and
Trudgill, 1987.) Second, while RP is not a regional accent, it isa
social accent, associated particularly with the upper-middle and
upperclas es (and those who aspire to those classes). Foreigners
who are very suc-cessful at acquiring an RP accent may therefore be
reacted to as if they wereupper-class-and the reaction might not
a/ways be favourable! Third, the

10 111/ erna tiona! English

RP accent is probably rather more difficult for many foreigners
ro acquirethan, sav, a Scottish accent, since RP has a large number
of diphthoncrs anda not particularly clo e relationship to English
orthography. e

2.1.1. The RP vowel systemThe RP vowel system is presented in
Tab le 2.1 below and can also be heardon the recording. While RP
does not have any regional variation, as we havesaid, It does have
variation of other types. In particular, there is variationbetween
what some writers have called 'conservative' and 'advanced' RP(see
G1l11S0n,1990 and Wells, 1982). For the most part thi reflects
linguis-nc changes that are currently taking place in RP, with
'conservative' pro-nunciarions being most typical of older speakers
and 'advanced'pronuncianons typical of younger speakers. Some of
these differences arethe following:1. As in a number of other
accents, the distinction between I J d / and / J : / is

now lost for very many speakers, with I J d / becoming
monophthongized.A more recent, but by now also wide-spread
development, is the loss of
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Table 2.1. The R P v ow el sy ste m"/illeI1 0 . : 11 0 1I.vluII
i : /leillaill : > i Ilu :/loulloul!I~IIE;)Ilu;)1Ix;)11 : > :
/1 0 : 11 3 : 11;: ,1laidlloud/

bid, uery, mirror, uanted, horses, honestbed, merrybad,
l11arrypot, long, cough, horridPlitt, hllrryp
utbeebaybllYboybootboatboutpeer, ideapair, Marypoorporepaw, port, t
all, boringb a r d , patl, dance, / . 1 . 1 1 ( ,
ban,JII"I.j'aliJcr. c a l mbird, [urrv,Jbollt, sold,
butte)(iretower

'The w ords in Table 2.1. He also used in the recording
tor\\,IEnb' \X ':HEng and IndEng (see page 1-\7). -
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IUdl and the merger of this diphthong, also, with hi. This
latter changefor some speakers has affected some words but not
others, so that suremay be I f : :J: I but poor, Ipudl. The current
situation with respect to thesevowels is something like this:

paw pore poorolder speakers hi l::Jd l IU dlmiddle-aged speakers
hi h i IU dlyounger speakers IJ:I I::J:I IJ:!

2. There is a strong tendency, perhaps parr of the same process
wherebyhdl >hi, for original triphthongs formed from lail and
laul plu l 'dl to bepronounced as monophthongs, e.g. tower Itaudl
> lta:/. This process canbe labelled smoothing (see Wells,
1982).

3. Where orthographic 0 occurs before the voiceless fricatives
1fI, 181z/s/,older speakers sometimes pronounce the vowel as hi,
e.g. off h:fI, frothIfo:8/, lost /Io.sr/. This pronunciation is
currently dying out in RP andbeing replaced by 10/. Words like salt
and fault may also pronounced withh:/, but are often pronounced
with 10/, roo, by younger speakers.

4. Conservative RP has a back vowel [u.] in words like boot, but
foryounger speakers the vowel may increasingly be fronted in the
directionof [B:] except before 11 / , as in fool.

S. The diphthong loul of boat varies considerably, ranging from
[oo] amongconservative speakers to [eu] among some advanced
speakers. Perhapsthe most neutral pronunciation is around [eu].

6. The diphthong Ir.'dl of pair is very often monophthongized to
[c.] (d. 1.and 2. above).

7. Words like suit may be pronounced either Isu:t l or /sju.t/.
The tendencyis for middle-aged and younger speakers to omit the Ijl
after ls i beforelu:/, but this tendency is much stronger in some
words, e.g. super, Susan,than in others, e.g. suit.
Word-internally, Ijl tends to be retained, as inassume /asju.m/.
There is also fluctuation after 11 / : word-initially luteIlu:tl is
normal, but it is possible to pronounce, for example, illusion
asIdju:3n/.

8. There is an increasing tendency for lui, as in put, to be
pronounced withan unrounded vowel [ " l > ] .

2.1.2. Vowels in near-RP accentsSince RP speakers make up a very
small percentage of the English popula-tion, many native speakers
working as teachers of English are not nativespeakers of RP. If
they are from the south of England, particularly thesouth-east, it
is likely that their accents will closely resemble RP
(especially
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2.1.3. RP consonants1 . 1 1 / . One feature of the RP accent,
which it shares with many otherEngEng accents and those of other
'English' varieties but is not found in

AmEng, ScotEng or IrEng, concerns the positional allophones of
theconsonant I. Syllable-initial II / as in lo t is 'clear', i.e.
pronounced withthe body of the tongue raised towards the hard
palate, giving a frontvowel resonance, while syllable-final II / as
in hill and syllabic II / as inbott le are 'dark' or velarized,
i.e. pronounced with the body of thetongue raised towards the soft
palate, giving a back-vowel resonance.Thus lu l l 1 1 , \ 1 1 is
pronounced [lx i]. (This difference also holds inAusNZEng. For
NAmEng, IrEng and Scot Eng, see Chapters 3 and 5.)Note that in
certain non-RP south-of-England accents, [t] may be con-siderably
darker than in RP or even become vocalized, e.g. hill [hro].

2. IMl. Most EngEng accents have lost the original Iw/:/",J
contrast as inw itch: w hich, W ale s: w hale s. This is for the
most part true also of RP, butthere are some (especially older) RP
speakers who still preserve it, and onesuspects this is often the
result of a conscious decision and effort to do so.

3. [7]. In many varieties of English in the British Isles (i.e.
EngEng, NIrEng,ScotEng), the consonant It I may be realized as a
glottal stop [7], exceptat the beginning of a stressed syllable.
This usage of the glottal stop isknown technically as 'glottaling'.
Thus:to pbetweenbit terfi t

[top][bttwi:n][bira+bi?a][fIt- fI7]

In RP itself the glottal stop can appear only in the following
twoenvironments:(a) as a realization of syllable-final It I before
a following consonant, as in:

fi t th embatman

[fIt6~m-fI7o;m1][bretml)- bre7ml)]

This is a relatively recent development in RP and is most often
heard fromyounger speakers. It is variable in its occurrence and
occurs more frequentlybefore some consonants (e.g. ImI) than others
(e.g. Ih/). In RP It! is no trealized as [7J between two vowels in
environments such as bit ter orfi t u s.

(b) [7] occurs before Itfl and in certain consonant clusters, as
in church[tf3:7tfl, bo x [bo7ks], s imply [srmi'pli], where it is
known as 'glottalreinforcement' or 'glottalizariori'.Neither of
these types of pronunciation is normally taught to foreigners,but
students should be aware of them. It is probable that the
occurrence of17] in words like those in (b), in particular, helps
lead to the impressionmany North Americans have that the RP accents
sounds 'clipped'; and that
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14 International English

its absence in either environment contributes to the
'foreignness' of non-native accents.

4. Iri.(a) As is well-known, some English accents are 'rhotic'
or 'r-ful' and othersare 'non-rhotic' or 'r-less', Rhotic accents
are those whichactually pro-nounce IrI, corresponding to
orthographic 1', in words like far and farm:Ifo:rI, Ifo:rm/. The
consonant r in these positions-word-finally beforea pause, or
before a consonant-is known as 'non-prevocalic /r/'. Mostof
south-western England, together with part of Lancashire in
thenorth-west, have rhotic accents. Non-rhotic accents do not have
Irl inthese positions and have, for example, farm as /fo:mJ. Most
of southernand eastern EngEng regional accents are non-rhotic. RP
is a non-rhoticaccent, and thus has no contrasts of the type:rna
marcawed cord

(b) Speakers of many non-rhotic accents, while not pronouncing
ortho-graphic I' word-finally before a pause or before a consonant,
do pronounceit where there is a following word which begins with a
vowel:I t's not farHe's far behindShe's far away

no /rlno /rl/rl pronounced

That is to say, words like far have two pronunciations,
depending onwhether or not there is a following vowel. In
non-rhotic accents, the Ir/that occurs in far away, etc. is known
as linking lrl, The RP accent hasthis linking 1 1 ' 1 . Failure by
students to pronounce linking 1 1 ' 1 does notusually affect
comprehension but may result in their sounding stilted orforeign.
Note, however, that not all non-rhotic accents of English
havelinking /r/-see Table 2.2.

(c) As a further development, and by analogy with linking /rl,
there arenow many accents of English in which an Irl is inserted
before afollowing vowel even though there is no r in the spelling.
This Irl isknown as intrusive /r/. In many EngEng accents it occurs
in environ-ments such as:draw

China

I d r ' J : I draw upon the pattern of soar-soar upIpo:1 pa
andon the pattern of far-far andItf aina/ China andon the pattern
of finer-finer and

I d r J : r A p l

pa /pc.r and/

/r] ainarond/

idea l a i d l d l idea and /aidrarond/on the pattern of
near-near and
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Table 2.2. Ir lfo rNon-prevocalic Irl fo r itLinking Irl saw
itIntrusive Ir l

RPNon-RP, South EngEngScotEngIrEngCanEngMid-West
USEngNortheastern USEngLower Southern USEngAusEngNZEngSAfEng

nonoyesyesyesyesnonononono

ve snoyesy e sno

variableyesnonononoyesnoyesyesno

It can also occur word-internally, as in drawing /dro.ruj/.
Obviously,what has happened historically is that the loss of Ir/
before consonantsin non-rho tic accents, which led to alternations
of the far-far awaytype, has become reinterpreted as a rule which
inserts Irl after the \'0\\:-els 10:/, h:!, /3:/ , IIdl, Idl and
Idl, before a following vowel.

Does RP have intrusive /rl? Many textbooks suggest that it does
not. Theactual situation, however, is that today most RP speakers,
particularlyyounger ones, do have intrusive /rl after Idl, as in
China and, and after IIdl,as in idea of. In these environments,
pronunciations without /rl sound tiltedor foreign. In other
environments, as in law and, pa and, drawing, whileintrusive Ir/
does occur in the non-RP accents, particularly those spoken inthe
south-east of England, it is still somewhat conspicuous in RP.
IntrusiveIr/ in these environments is socially stigmatized to a
certain extent-the /rl isfelt to be 'incorrect' because it does not
correspond to an r in the spelling-and many RP speakers try to
avoid it, quite frequently without beingentirely successful. For
example, many BBC newsreaders, when reading aphrase such as law and
order, have to pause or insert a glottal stop beforeand in order
not to pronounce an /r/.

Table 2.2 gives some indication of the occurrence of these
different I r / s indifferent varieties of English.
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