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Speech Sounds in Singing (20 Tips & Traps)     Region 16 2014 FMS, Carol Shields

To lock chords, maintain tone flow, enhance synchronization, and communicate the lyric clearly, speech sounds must be matched and made together.  We must agree on how and when to sing each sound.

Monophthongs [mǝ 'nɑf Ɵɑŋz] = Single-sound vowels

Agreement and skill with single-sound vowels is the foundation for diphthongs and semivowels. 

[ɑ] – as in awe/odd
[æ] – as in had/dance
[Ʌ] – as in hub/up 
[ɛ] – as in head/bet

[ɷ] – as in hood/could
[i] – as in heed/bead
[u] – as in who/moon

[ǝ] – called “schwa” – an unstressed, unclear, neutral vowel, as in con◦fuse, u◦ni◦ty
TRAPS

· Keeping [ɑ], [Ʌ] and [u] forward - these sounds are pronounced toward the back of the mouth, so they tend to draw vocal placement back, too.  Be alert for sudden loss of ping on words with these vowels.

· Differentiating between [ɑ] and [Ʌ] - some singers want to overgeneralize the [ɑ] (“awe”) sound to the [Ʌ] “uh” (for example, in “love” which comes out sounding like lawv!)  

· Knowing how to pronounce [ɷ] “wood” – TIP:  Think a relaxed “euh.”  It’s not [u], although tipping it slightly toward [u], especially on lows, can help singers to keep it forward).
· Making a true [u] – some of our singers learned to minimize lip rounding in the name of keeping things open – WRONG.  Lips must be rounded to make these sounds; otherwise, [u] comes out like [ɷ] – moon becomes meuhn!  Similarly, the diphthong [ou] can wind up sounding like [ɑ]:  hope > haw-oop.
· Keeping [i] tall and free - This vowel can get squishy and strident. Relax and open the jaw, lower the tongue to free resonance.  TIP:  To illustrate, try a small, east-west, squishy [i]; then relax the jaw and lower the tongue slowly to see how open an [i] can actually be while retaining its integrity.
· Keeping [ae] tall and forward - [ae] can fall back, squish, or sound nasal (beware, western New Yorkers!).  TIP:  Think tall [ɑ] and simply flatten out the tongue.  Don’t overdo the [ɑ] thing or you’ll be “doncing” instead of “dancing.” 
Diphthongs ['dɪf Ɵaŋz] = Two-sound vowels
In most diphthongs, the first vowel sound is the target vowel and is held longer.  The secondary vowel sound (which we often call the diphthong), is short.  
[ɑi] – as in hide/night
[ɑu] – as in how/out
[ɛi] – as in aid/day
[ou] – as in owe/though
[oi] – as in boy
(Note: one diphthong has its second vowel sound as the target - [iu] – as in few/unity - 10:90)
TRAPS
· Treating diphthongs as a single sound - If you’re a musical leader, don’t be afraid to teach the concept of diphthongs to newbies! Most singers have spent their lives thinking of “I” as one sound. 

· “Turning” diphthongs early (day becomes da-eeee), or allowing the 2nd sound to “colour” the first ([ɛi] becomes [e] (like French “é”). TIP:  Think 90:10 ratio. Hold the target vowel; then at the last moment, turn together to the 2nd sound.  Watch the director; listen to the lead!  To practice correct target vowels, substitute a single-sound word (day [dɛi] becomes dead [dɛd] in order to create a clear [ɛ].  Work up to using the substitute word in your mind only; then adding the diphthong together to create the actual word. Eventually, the correct pronunciation will become automatic and consistent… or so I hear!
· Closing down on the diphthong – use the tongue, not the jaw, to create the 2nd sound – keep it open and resonant! TIP:  use the secondary sound to “lift and ring into” the next word or breath.

· Using “Canadian Raising” – Canadians say [Ʌu] and [Ʌi], not [ɑu] and [ɑi].  Since American pronunciations are used in barbershop, be careful with words like “out” and “my” – use [ɑ] as the target.
Semivowels & Liquids = Singable but slippery!  
The sounds of “y” and “w” are called semivowels because they behave much like vowels; [r] and [l] are called “liquids.”  They’re all singable, but they present challenges, so know where they are and plan your attack!
[iu] – as in you

[iɛ] – as in yes/yet

[iɑ] – yonder 

[ui] – as in we

[uɛ] – as in when/wed
[uo] – as in wore/won’t

[uɅ] – as in one/what
[uɑ] – as in wall/watch
TRAPS

· Closing down and sliding on “y” and “w.”    TIP:  Think of “y” as [i], and “w” as [u].  This keeps them mentally “open.”  Sing these vowel sounds on the pitch you’re aiming for – don’t wait for the target vowel to arrive at the pitch!

· Being out of synch.  TIP:  It can help to treat semivowel + vowel combinations as “backwards” diphthongs (10:90).  This helps the group move from one sound to the other together.  Don’t overdo the 10% - this will sound artificial: eee-uuu vs. you 
· Sliding on [r] and [l] at the beginning of a word.  TIP:  Thinking of these sounds as having pitch (the same pitch as the target you’re aiming for) can help.  Maintain an open space for both; simply round the lips for [r] and flick the tongue for [l].  Don’t close down or over-pronounce – clear & crisp!

· Allowing final [r] to “colour” a vowel with its sound, to close off the sound, or to pull the sound back.  For example, “are” can sound like “arrrrr.”  TIP:  Think of it as [Ʌ] + [ǝr].  Focus on maintaining the purity of the target vowel - the [Ʌ]; then, as if you were turning a diphthong, add a slight [ǝ], and a small, lifted [r].  Lip rounding can help to keep the [r] forward (more like the “r” at the beginning of a word).
· Allowing final [l] to get swallowed – Final [l] is produced farther back than initial [l]; when singing, try to use the more forward initial [l] placement, using the tongue only (no jaw closure).  The same problem occurs when [l] functions like a syllable in words like “cradle.”  Think of it as [ǝl], using [ǝ] as the target. 
OVERALL TIPS FOR SUCCESS
· Go through the music to identify which vowel sounds it contains, focusing especially on chords that are held (not just at the ends of phrases, but within them).  Look for semivowel & liquid traps.

· Agree on the pronunciation of vowels.  In a quartet, match the vowels of the lead; if there is disagreement, don’t waste time debating.  Set it aside and ask a coach or director to clarify. There can be more than one “right” answer, depending on the tessitura, the individual, the desired texture…

· Keep most vowels tall, open, tongue out of the way, top lip relaxed, NOT covering teeth or made into fish lips.  Teeth are visible because mask is lifted (vs. lips lifted). [u] and [o] require lip rounding.

· Open immediately and together to vowel sounds.  Not an attack or race; simply immediate & together.

· Practice vowel sounds in warmups; e.g., on a tonic chord, sing “bung-ei, bung-i, bung-ai, bung ou, bung-u” (or use lyrics “bung-day”) with the goal of moving in synch to the target vowel and turning any diphthongs together.  The ‘b’ gets us forward, and the ‘ng’ lifts the soft palate and can be sung with mouth open; thus the vowel can be achieved with a quick flick of the tongue vs. flapping of jaw.

