
The 
Building 
Blocks of 
Speech 
(how to use the IPA!)



What is the IPA?

The International 
Phonetic Alphabet –
the notational standard for representing 
all human speech sounds.

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 



You’ve likely seen IPA in dictionary entries.

For example, you may recognize the 
upside down ə, which is an IPA symbol 
that refers to the second vowel sound 
you hear in the word ‘dictionary.’ 



Let’s look at an example.

The word ‘phonetics’ in 
IPA would be written… 

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

[fə.ˈnɛ.tɪks]



Let’s consider another.

The word ‘linguistics’ in 
IPA would be written… 

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

[liŋ.ˈgwɪ.stɪks]



Getting you from Point A to Point B

Understand the 
purpose of the IPA…

Learn how 
to use it!



Imagine you’re a 
phonetician.

Your task is to come up with a 
way to categorize all human 
speech sounds into just 2 main 
categories. What would they be?



After some thought, 
you’d likely decide on 
consonants & vowels.

Which, as fate would 
have it, is exactly how 
the IPA is organized.



The building blocks of human speech sounds

Speech sounds that are produced 
through contact between vocal 
articulators (tongue, teeth, lips).

Consonants Vowels

Speech sounds that are 
produced by avoiding contact 

between vocal articulators.

EXAMPLES: t - s - p - b - k EXAMPLES: a  - e - i - o - u



There are many symbols to learn within the IPA.

But there are only 2 main features that 
you need to get started.

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

The Consonant Chart

The Vowel Map



You’ve likely seen IPA in dictionary entries.

For example, you may 
recognize the upside down ə, 
which is an IPA symbol that refers to 
the second vowel sound in the word 
‘dictionary.’ 



Let’s look at an example.

The word ‘phonetics’ in 
IPA would be written… 

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

[fə.ˈnɛ.tɪks]



Let’s consider another.

The word ‘linguistics’ in 
IPA would be written… 

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

[liŋ.ˈgwɪ.stɪks]



Now, what is the Consonant Chart?

Simply put, it is a table containing consonants that 
are organized by columns and rows.

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 



How does the Consonant Chart work?

The columns indicate a consonant’s place of articulation, 
which is the place in your mouth where your articulators (i.e. teeth, tongue, 
lips) need to touch to make that sound. 

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 



For example, ‘bilabial’ means ‘both lips touching.’ 
It comes from the prefix ‘bi-’ meaning ‘two’ and the root ‘labial’ 
meaning ‘lips.’ This column includes sounds like ‘bat’ – ‘mat’ - ‘pat.’

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

How does the Consonant Chart work?



A cool tip that you might not realize at first. As you move from 
left to right along the chart, the place of articulation within the mouth 
moves from the front to the back. For example, bilabials require touching at 
the lips (the front) while glottals require touching near the throat (the back). 

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

How does the Consonant Chart work?



The rows indicate a consonant’s manner of articulation, 
which means the manner or characteristics of the airflow within your vocal 
tract. Let’s look at a few examples to get a better sense for that that 
actually means.

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

How does the Consonant Chart work?



Let’s explore plosives. These are sounds that constrict your airflow 
completely. In layman’s terms - it means your mouth is closed. Plosives 
include short bursts of sound like ‘pie’ - ‘bye’ - ‘tie.’

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

How does the Consonant Chart work?



Let’s explore nasals! These consonants are similar to plosives, in that 
they don’t allow the airstream to leave the mouth. But they’re different from 
plosives in that they release the airstream -- through the nose! Thus, the 
word nasal. Examples include sounds like ‘meat’ and ‘neat.’

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

How does the Consonant Chart work?



Let’s explore fricatives! Most people would describe these as 
“hissing” sounds. They can go on for as long as you can keep up your 
airstream, and they include sounds like ‘fan’ - ‘van’ – ‘sues’ - ‘shoes.’

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

How does the Consonant Chart work?



What have we learned so far? The IPA’s Consonant Chart is a table, 
made up of a bunch of consonants. The columns indicate the place of articulation for 
the sound, and the rows indicate the manner of articulation. But there’s one more 
factor left that we haven’t mentioned -- and it has to do with the difference between 
sounds ‘fan’ and ‘van.’

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

How does the Consonant Chart work?



Think about it - what’s the difference between ‘fan’ & ‘van’? 
It has everything to do with your vocal cords. For example, to make the [f] sound, your 
vocal cords don’t vibrate. We call this a voiceless consonant. And to make the [v] 
sound, they have to vibrate. We call this a voiced consonant. 

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

How does the Consonant Chart work?



Now, how does the Vowel Map work?

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

The main thing you should know 
is that the vowel chart is 
organized by the location of 
the tongue in the mouth.



How the Vowel Map works

The higher up a vowel is on the 
map, the higher your tongue 
needs to be in your mouth to 
make that vowel sound. 

For example, /i/ and /u/ require the 
tongue to be higher up in the mouth 
than, say /ɛ/ and /æ/. 

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 



The further to the right the 
vowel is on the map, the further 
back your tongue needs to be 
in your mouth to produce that 
vowel sound. 

For example, vowels like [i] and [e] require your 
tongue to be further at the front of your mouth, 
compared to vowels like [u] and [o].

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 

How the Vowel Map works



Fun fact…

Not all languages have the 
same organization -- or even 
number -- of vowels within the 
Vowel Map. 

After all, every language has its own way 
of dividing up the possible sounds of 
human speech. This goes for consonants 
as well as vowels.

https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/sites/default/files/IPA_Kiel_2015.pdf 



To review…

1. Consonants and vowels are the building blocks of human 
speech sounds. 

2. While the IPA includes many symbols for you to learn, the 2 
most important features to start with are the Consonant 
Chart and the Vowel Map.

3. Once you know how to use those 2 features of the IPA, you’ll 
be reading and writing basic IPA in no time!



If you’d like some fun (and FREE!) materials…

Check out the goodies 
we’ve curated for you here, 
which allow you to explore 
more about phonetics! 



To embark on your next language adventure...

Course shown: French

Visit us at 
mangolanguages.com!

Want to get more engaging linguistics content like this? Subscribe to our YouTube channel @MangoLanguages!


