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Session 3: Minimal Pairs

What are minimal pairs?

Say the two words in each row. What difference do you hear between the two words?

bat  pat
bad  bat
bid  bad
pit bit

Each set of words varies by only one sound. Words with different meanings that vary by
only one sound are called minimal pairs. The varying sound can be either a consonant or
a vowel. As these examples show, minimal pairs can be formed with a sound change
either at the beginning, middle or end of the word.

Word initial minimal pairs

p/b park bark
t/d to do
k/g kill gill
m/n might night
s/z sue Zoo
f/v fairy very
th / th thigh thy
ch/j chill Jill
1/r lot rot
w/y wet yet

Sometimes the same sound can be spelled differently in different words. The sound is
important, not its spelling.

The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA)

As you work with your mentor, they will try to match the sounds of your language to
symbols of the International Phonetic Alphabet, also known as the IPA. For this project
you do not need to learn all of the IPA symbols, however it will be helpful if you become
familiar with those of your language.

Here are some examples of a few unfamiliar symbols used for common sounds in
English. Your language may or may not have these sounds.

/n/ The ng sound in “king” and “song”
/?/ The ‘okina (apostrophe) in “Hawai'i”
/[/ The sh sound in “shy” and “ash”

/6/ The th sound in “thigh”, “three”, and “thank”
/0/ The th sound in “these”, “brother”, and “they”
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6. /t§/ The ch sound in “cheese”,
7. /d3/ The sound of j in “jump”

or the sound of dg in “bridge”

If you need help identifying a sound,

http://hctv.humnet.ucla.edu/departments/linguistics/VowelsandConsonants/course/chapter1/chapter1.html

Word final minimal pairs

p/b cop
t/d at
k/g tuck
m/n/ng sum
s/z bus
f/v safe
ch/j batch
1/r heel
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‘cheap”, and “Dutch”
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uice”; the sound of g in “giraffe”;

try using these online recordings of IPA sounds.

cob
add
tug
sun
buzz
save
badge
hear

sung

Look at the word “badge”. Its final sound does not correspond to the last letter of the
word. Do not focus on spelling, the sound is most important.

Word medial minimal pairs

p/b simple
t/d aunty
k/g bicker
m/n simmer
s/z racer
f/v refuse
ch/j riches

symbol
Andy
bigger
sinner
razor
reviews

ridges

singer

So far we have only looked at contrasts in consonants sounds. With minimal pairs we can
also identify the different vowels of your language. Look at the following words. The

difference between the words is the v
more than one letter. The last exampl

owel. Sometimes one vowel sound is represented by
e, ‘bought’ shows us again that we must listen to the

sound of the word and not be influenced by the spelling.

‘beet’ ‘bit> ‘bet’ ‘bait’

‘bat” ‘but’ ‘boat’ ‘bought’ ‘boot’
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How to distinguish contrastive sounds (phonemic sounds)
1. Place of articulation

First, we need to be aware of where each sound is produced in the mouth and see if any
other contrastive sounds are made at the same place.

nasal cavity

Consonants:
Many sounds involve moving the tongue to e
touch part of the roof of the mouth. Linguists veolar
have divided the roof of the mouth into ridge
various sections and classify each sound based
which section of the roof the tongue touches.
This diagram shows where some of those
places are located.

velum

uvula

pharynx

tangue

larynx
vocal cords

Vowels:

They are somewhat more tricky, but here are some vowels which appear in English.

Front Central Back
The high vowels are created
High \i bear \ ulboor  closer to the roof of the mouth
e bait* o boatF and the low are created with the
e o i o mouth more open.
£ bet ) ball

Low o bat
a a father

*English uses diphthongs instead of /e/ and /o/

Your language may have fewer or more vowels than those shown this diagram.
2. Voicing

Put your hand on your throat, try to pronounce a long S. Now do the same thing and say z.
What’s the difference?

The vibration which you feel for z is called voicing, caused by the vibration of the vocal
cords. The z is called a voiced sound, and s is called a voiceless sound.

Consonants often contrast in voicing. Vowels may also contrast in voicing although this
is not common.
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Try to put your palm in front of your mouth, and say these words. pie spy

The puff of air that you feel when you say ‘pie’ is called aspiration. The /p/ in 'spy' is
acoustically a different sound from the /p/ in 'pie’ (there is no puff of air in spy), yet
English speakers classify them as a same sound. In English they are not contrastive.
Failure to aspirate the /p/ in ‘pie’ will not change the meaning of the word. In your
language aspiration may be a contrastive feature. This contrast only occurs with a small
set of consonants.

4. Length

Occasionally the length of a sound is contrastive. When a vowel is lengthened, linguists
often use : after the vowel to mark the longer vowel.

e Hawaiian ‘aina ‘dina
[Paina] [Pa:ina]
‘meal’ ‘land’

When a consonant is lengthened linguists write the sound with a double consonant.

e Japanese haka hakka
'grave’ "mint'

5. Tone /Accent

e Mandarin Chinese ma ma ma ma
'mother’ 'hemp' 'horse’ 'scold’
e Japanese ame amé
;a_in' '(?a;ldy'
Your Turn

Try to find 15 minimal pairs in your language. Use place of articulation, voicing,
aspiration, length, and tone/accent to help you.

After identifying contrastive sounds like the voiceless/voiced p and b in English, look for
the same contrast at the beginning of one pair, in the middle of another pair and at the end

of a third pair, for example:

p/b park / bark  cop/cob rumple/ rumble



