
THE ABC’S OF IPA
Benefits of Using IPA in the Choral Rehearsal 
❖Italian, Latin and English



WHAT IS IPA?

International Phonetic Alphabet 
Phonetic symbols which provide universal 
pronunciation of vowels and consonants for 
multiple languages 



WHY SHOULD YOU USE IPA?

Teach correct formation of vowels and consonants 
with knowledge of major articulators (tongue, 
teeth, lips, and jaw) 
Improve singers’ technique and tone quality  
Use IPA charts in warm-ups to unify vowels and 
vibrato of your choir 
Correct (unrecognized?) dialects, lazy 
pronunciation, incorrect pronunciation, speech 
impediments, or incorrect technique 
Prepare future vocal music majors



COMMON VOWEL CHART



ANOTHER LOOK AT VOWEL SHAPES

✓ Vowels are classified by tongue 
 position  
✓ “Acoustic distortion” (Miller,  
 Structures of Singing) of the vowel  
 will occur if tongue is in the 
 wrong position (tension in root 
 of tongue, tongue thrust forward, 
 blade of tongue not resting against  
 lower gumline); result is unbalanced 
 resonance and lack of unified sound 
✓ Freedom of jaw is paramount 
✓ Explore homogenizing vowels  
➢ [e]-[a], [u]-[i]

Images from Joan Wall’s International Phonetic 
Alphabet for Singers



RICHARD MILLER’S 
VOWEL CHART WITH LIP 
AND  
TONGUE POSITION



Common Consonants Common Dipthongs



ANATOMICAL TERMINOLOGY FOR 
CONSONANTS

“Place of Articulation” chart 
from Joan Wall’s International 
Phonetic Alphabet for Singers

❖Fricative is when 
breath passes through 
constricted articulation 
space 
❖Stop-plosives occur 
when air “explodes” 
through fully-closed lips  
❖Nasal is a sound 
produced by vibration of 
breath through the nose 
❖Laterals – always use 
an Italianate [l] 
❖Glides relate w to [u], 
j to [i] and r to the r-
colored vowel



HOW TO USE CONSONANTS IN WARM-UPS 
TO IMPROVE TONE

Voiced consonants to increase connection and 
sensation of embodied breathing

Voiced Unvoiced

B P

D T

G K

V F

Z S

ʒ ʃ

ð θ

dʒ tʃ
ʍ h

To increase 
resonance, 
utilize nasal 
consonants [m], 
[n] and [ŋ]



COMMON PRONUNCIATION/DICTION “ISSUES”
American “R” 
Lazy Lips 
Full tongue “l” 
Not enough presence in voiced consonants 
! Especially [m], [n], [v], [ŋ], [ɲ], [ð], [ʒ]  

Lazy middle consonants 
! Especially [d], [b], [p], [k] 

Italian dentals 
! [d], [t], [l] 

Overly dark vowels 
Overuse of [a] vowel 
Chewing consonant elisions 
! Did you = didjew 
! Can’t you = canchew 

Not enough differentiation in pronouncing similar words 
! Are, our, hour 
! Merry, Mary, marry



TIPS FOR VOCAL EASE

Substitute 
initial g 
with k

Switch dʒ to tʃ, as in rejoice 

Switch final f and θ to v and ð at last second

Substitute t for final d

For more ideas, see Kathryn 
LaBouff’s excellent book, 

Singing and Communicating 
in English



DICTION RESOURCES - BOOKS
Adams, David. A Handbook of Diction for Singers. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2008. 
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DICTION RESOURCES - ONLINE

www.ipasource.com  
www.thedictionpolice.com  
www.dictionforsingers.com  
www.ipa.typeit.org/full.com  
www.russianartsongs.com (Diction Guide) 
www.ipanow.com ($19.99 for transcription 
software, free trial) 
www.dictiondomain.com

http://www.ipasource.com
http://www.thedictionpolice.com
http://www.dictionforsingers.com
http://www.ipa.typeit.org/full.com
http://www.russianartsongs.com
http://www.ipanow.com
http://www.dictiondomain.com


DICTION RESOURCES - APPS

PhoneticSoft – makers of IPA Now! software 
! IPANow! Latin (free!) 
! IPANow! Italian ($1.99) 
! IPANow! German ($1.99) 
! IPANow! French ($1.99) 

Blue Tree Publishing, Inc. 
! Vowels Front Back ($4.99) 
! Vowels Central Diphthong ($4.99) 
! Semivowels ($4.99) 
! Fricatives ($4.99) 
! Affricates Stops ($4.99) 
! Vocal Folds ID ($2.99) – Good way to introduce anatomy! 
! Larynx ID (4.99) - Good way to introduce anatomy!


