
Language Assignment 3
Phonemic Inventory

Due: 9:00 am, Friday, June 12, 2015

For this assignment, you will write a brief report of the phonological contrasts found in your assigned
language. The grammar of your language is the first place to look for this information, but if you have
articles about its phonetics or phonology, those could be useful too. The write-up will have three sections
(consonants, vowels, and suprasegmental contrasts) and must be turned in on paper, typed.

1 Consonants

1. Make a table of the consonant phonemes of your language.

· This likely will not include every sound in the language, since some sounds exist on the surface
(as allophones of a phoneme) but not underlyingly. See p. 76 in CL for examples of the difference
between a phonetic and phonemic inventory of English consonants; for this assignment you
should be producing a phonemic inventory.

· Thevertical columns of your table should be places of articulation, in order according to their
position within the vocal tract, from the lips on the left to the glottis on the right. The column
names will likely be similar, if not identical, to the names at the top of the IPA consonant chart.

· The horizontal rows of your table should bemanners of articulation, following the order of
the IPA consonant chart. You may need to add extra rows for affricates or for non-pulmonic
consonants (i.e., ejectives, implosives, clicks).

· Phonation/laryngeal contrasts (e.g., voicing, aspiration, creaky voice, etc.) should be indi-
cated by columns within columns. For example, in the IPA consonant chart, the left side of
each cell is reserved for voiceless sounds and the right side of each cell is for voiced sounds.

· If your language has secondary articulation as a phonemic contrast (e.g., palatalization, labi-
alization, prensasalization, etc.), you should use rows within rows to show these contrasts.

· The table should not have any empty rows or columns.
· All symbols should be presented in the IPA, regardless of what transcription system is used by

your sources. In many cases, you will need to read the phonetic descriptions of the phonemes
in your sources and use those descriptions to select appropriate IPA symbols. Please post on
the forums or come to office hours if you have any questions or doubts about how to interpret
these descriptions.

· Include a statement (perhaps a footnote to the table) to cite the sources you used. If you are
using different symbols or different organization of the table, then you should say “adapted
from Source (year: pages).”

2. Provide twominimal pairs that illustrate two phonemic consonant contrasts.

· Ideally, these minimal pairs will highlight a contrast between two sounds that are somewhat
similar phonetically. For example, it is not very interesting that English distinguishes /s/
and /ŋ/. It is far more interesting that we have minimal pairs like /θɹi/ ‘three’ vs. /fɹi/ ‘free’ and
/fɹaɪ/ ‘fry’ vs. /flaɪ/ ‘fly’.

· Each form should be provided in IPA /between slashes/.
· For each word, provide an English gloss ‘between single quotes’.
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· Be sure to cite the page number and example number for each form.

2 Vowels

1. Make a table of the vowel phonemes of your language.

· This likely will not include every sound in the language, since some sounds exist on the sur-
face (as allophones of a phoneme) but not underlyingly. For this assignment you should be
producing a phonemic inventory.

· Organize your table in a way that approximates the vowel space trapezoid (i.e., high vowels
should be in the top row, and front vowels should be in the first column).

· All symbols should be presented in the IPA, regardless of what transcription system is used by
your sources. In many cases, you will need to read the phonetic descriptions of the phonemes
in your sources and use those descriptions to select appropriate IPA symbols. Please post on
the forums or come to office hours if you have any questions or doubts about how to interpret
these descriptions.

· In addition to the IPA symbol, provide an articulatory description for each vowel that. For
example, /i/ in English would be a high, front, tense, unrounded vowel. If a language doesn’t
employ the tense/lax contrast (often called ATR or Advanced Tongue Root), then you don’t
need to include that in your description.

· If the language has diphthong phonemes, you should present them in some way, but they
don’t need to be part of the main monophthong table, and they don’t need to have articulatory
descriptions.

· Include a statement (perhaps a footnote to the table) to cite the sources you used. If you are
using different symbols or different organization of the table, then you should say “adapted
from Source (year: pages).”

2. Provide twominimal pairs that illustrate two phonemic vowel contrasts.

· Ideally, these minimal pairs will highlight a contrast between two sounds that are somewhat
similar phonetically. For example, it is not very interesting that English distinguishes /ɑ/
and /i/. It is far more interesting that we have minimal pairs like /luk/ ‘Luke’ vs. /lʊk/ ‘look’
and /bæd/ ‘bad’ vs. /bɛd/ ‘bed’.

· Each form should be provided in IPA /between slashes/.
· For each word, provide an English gloss ‘between single quotes’.
· Be sure to cite the page number and example number for each form.

3 Suprasegmental contrasts

If the language has suprasegmental contrasts such as lexical and/or grammatical tone, contrastive vowel
and/or consonant length, or contrastive stress, write a short description of these contrasts. For example,
if there is tone, you should mention how many level tones there are and whether there are contour tones
or not. If you can find minimal pairs to highlight a suprasegmental contrast, it would be great to put them
in.
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4 Example: Shona

Here is a model answer from the language I’m currently working on.

4.1 Consonants

4.1.1 Inventory

Bilabial Labiodental Alveolar
Labio-

dentalized
Alveolar

Palato-
alveolar Palatal Velar Glottal

Implosive ɓ ɗ

Plosive

p b̤ t d̤ k ɡ
ᵐb̤ ᵐb ⁿd̤ ⁿd ᵑɡ

pʷ bʷ tʷ dʷ kʷ ɡʷ
ᵐbʷ ⁿdʷ ᵑɡʷ

Nasal m̤ m n̤ n ɲ ŋ
m̤ʷ mʷ nʷ ŋʷ

Tap ɾ
ɾʷ

Fricative

f v̤ s z̤ sᶹ z̤ʋ ʃ ʒ̈ ɦ
ᶬv̤ ⁿz̤ ⁿz̤ʋ

sʷ z̤̫ sᶹʷ z̤ʋ ʷ ʃʷ ʒ̫̈ ɦʷ
ⁿz̤̫

Affricate

p͡f b̤͡v̤ t͡s d̤͡z ̤ t͡sᶹ d̤͡z̤ʋ t͡ʃ d̤͡ʒ̈
ⁿd̤͡ʒ̈

t͡sʷ d̤͡z̤̫ t͡ʃʷ d̤͡ʒ̫̈
ⁿd̤͡ʒ̫̈

Approximant w ʋ j
Adapted from Fortune (1985: 7–8) and Mudzingwa (2010: 41, 43), with modifications following Bladon et al. (1987), Brauner (1995), Hannan
(1984), and Kadenge (2010).

4.1.2 Minimal pairs

(1) a. /t͡sᶹìnà/ ‘dirt’ (Kadenge 2010: 397)
b. /t͡ʃìnà/ ‘Thursday’ (Kadenge 2010: 397)

(2) a. /vṳ̀ɾá/ ‘open’ (Kadenge 2010: 399 (6))
b. /ᶬvṳ̀ɾá/ ‘water’ (Kadenge 2010: 399 (6))

4.2 Vowels

4.2.1 Inventory

i high front unrounded u high back rounded
e mid front unrounded o mid back rounded

a low central unrounded
Adapted from Fortune (1985: 8) and Brauner (1995: 8–9).

ling s110: Intro to Linguistics 3 of 4 Jason Zentz, Yale University



4.2.2 Minimal pairs

(3) a. /píɾá/ ‘worship ancestors’ (Kadenge 2010: 395)
b. /péɾá/ ‘finish’ (Kadenge 2010: 395)

(4) a. /kótá/ ‘nurse’ (Hannan 1984: 283)
b. /kútá/ ‘gather’ (Hannan 1984: 295)

4.3 Suprasegmental contrasts

Shona has two level tones: high and low. These can be combined to produce rising and falling contour
tones. Tone is used to mark both lexical and grammatical distinctions.

(5) a. /ɡùɾù/ ‘hole’ (Kadenge 2010: 395)
b. /ɡùɾú/ ‘tripe’ (Kadenge 2010: 395)
c. /ɡúɾú/ ‘polygamy’ (Kadenge 2010: 395)

(6) a. /mùʃá/ ‘land’ (Brauner 1995: 17)
b. /múʃá/ ‘it’s the land’ (Brauner 1995: 17)
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