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ABSTRACT 

With total sales to date of more than 30 million, the Oxford 
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (OALD) [1] must have a 
claim to be among the most widely disseminated 
applications of IPA symbols in the world. This paper 
outlines the research background to the innovations in 
analysis and symbolization which the author has introduced 
as phonetics editor of the fifth and sixth editions (1995, 
2000). Four areas are considered: the representation of 
vowels in weak syllables, including the addition of weak 
vowels /i/ and /u/ (happY, inflUence); clarification of the 
appropriate British target accent for learners, which 
remains RP (or more accurately its present-day reflex, for 
which there is no entirely satisfactory name); expansion of 
the treatment of American pronunciation, and new policy 
on the indication of stress in phrasal verbs. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary first appeared 
in 1948 under the editorship of A. S. Hornby, and 
successive editions have followed continuously since then. 
The dictionary has always made use of IPA symbols to 
indicate the pronunciations of entries, and for the 4th 
edition of 1989 the pronunciations were specifically linked 
to those of the English Pronouncing Dictionary (EPD) [2]. 
Though this had long been the authoritative reference for 
British pronunciation, it was arguably becoming somewhat 
dated, and was shortly eclipsed by the publication of the 
Wells pronouncing dictionary in 1990 [3], which had direct 
links to the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English
(LDOCE), one of OALD's main competitors. By the early 
1990s, OALD needed its own modern pronunciation 
resources, and the author was commissioned to review 
pronunciation policy, revise the transcription system, and 
update pronunciations throughout the entire dictionary in 
time for a fifth edition in 1995. 

2. THE TRANSCRIPTION SYSTEM 

Some basic principles concerning the use of transcriptions 
were laid down, and certain of these continued traditions 
already established in OALD. One is the selection 
whenever possible of a single pronunciation from 
competing variants at each headword, thus providing clear 
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ce to the learner. A second principle is adherence to 
mbols and practices, with no special symbols, 
, or abbreviatory devices, which experience shows 
liable to be misunderstood by users. The dictionary 
 made use of parentheses around possible linking-r 
is was continued, as was the practice of using 
s before or after truncated parts of transcriptions, 
th these exceptions the transcriptions can be read 
iately by anyone familiar with phonetic symbols and 
t reference to explanatory end-matter, or even, as 
visaged as a possibility, read by machine. It was also 
t that though the transcription did require the 
n of weak vowels /i/ and /u/, it should remain a 
 of what Trask [4] dubs the “Gimson-O’Connor” 
. This not only confers the advantage of 
tibility with the most influential works on (British) 
h pronunciation, but is of practical value to the 
 because, in Trask’s words, it “hugs the phonetic 
” – that is, gives immediate and multiple reminders 
ctual pronunciation, rather than merely encoding an 
t system of contrasts. 

. VOWELS IN WEAK SYLLABLES 

of the changes made to the dictionary concerned the 
 of unstressed syllables. Until the revision, OALD
nservatively retained / / in many weak syllables 
/ / is now preferred, especially in derivational 
s, and these had to be identified and changed (see 
). 

to 1989 1995- 

yelet -l t -l t

enness -n s -n s

ndless -l s -l s

tlessness -l sn s -l sn s

le 1. Examples of vowel choices in word-endings 
before and after revision. 

h these examples all show the spread of schwa, it is 
e case that all suffixes with / / are yet similarly 
d. The post-sibilant plural ending –es remains /- z/
mong younger speakers of the target accent, and 
 both vowels are to be heard in the superlative   
 –est, the version with / / does not sound outdated. 



The changes described so far involved different choices 
from among symbols which had always been available. For 
other weak syllables, new symbols were required. 
Traditionally the final vowel of happY has been identified 
in RP with / /. Whatever the merits of the original 
identification, it is one which does not work well for the 
great majority of present-day speakers, and young native 
speakers of RP and related accents cannot persuade 
themselves that the final vowel of happy is the same entity 
as the vowel of ship. The vowel they produce effectively 
has the formant pattern of /i / but the durational behaviour 
of / /. From cautious beginnings in the mid 1980s, the 
practice has grown of recognizing a separate weak vowel 
/i/, distinct from both /i /and / /. Later a corresponding 
close back weak vowel /u/ was added. 

One important class of uses for the new vowels is in 
pre-vocalic position, where the effective neutralization of 
/i / and / / forced EPD to duplicate numerous entries of the 
type react. Of course, the new happY vowel  /i/ replaces / /
in all word-final positions, but is also found before a 
morphological boundary within compounds and in words 
formed by derivational suffixes: topsy-turvy, bellyful,
merriment, etc., and in the final syllable of ‘Initial 
Combining Forms’ (ICFs) such as ambi-, ante-, anti-, demi-,
equi-, hemi-, mini-, multi-, omni-, peri-, poly-, semi-, teli-.

It was not possible to effect these changes by a global 
search-and–replace of symbols, owing to complex 
exceptions and alternations evident in the actual 
pronunciations. Thus, while the basic form of ICF hemi- is 
with /i/, the high-frequency combination hemisphere has 
/ / or / /, possibly because the /s/ is resyllabified (= 
hemis$phere) and weak /i/ is restricted to open syllables. 
Again, two common consonant-initial derivational suffixes 
are –ly and –ness, but these differ in their effect on /i/.
Before –ness the closer value of /i/ is kept (heaviness = 
/ hevin s/) while before –ly only / / or / / is found; so 
heavily=/ hev li/ or  / hev li/ but not */ hevili/.

The new treatment of weak vowels is in line with what has 
become the de facto standard [3] and certainly captures 
aspects of native-speaker intuition. For example, although 
/i/ is basically restricted to open syllables, the addition of a 
final consonant is possible in inflected forms. Thus a noun 
whose singular ends in /i/ will have a regular plural which 
ends /iz/ and this sequence is distinct from the post-sibilant 
ending / z/. This provides a basis for understanding the 
(potential) contrast in such pairs as taxis and taxes.

On the other hand the introduction of the new weak vowels 
into the transcription system has not brought all the benefits 
that might have been hoped for. They have met resistance in 
some EFL markets, sometimes being seen as an 
unnecessary complication by teachers whose students have 
far greater pronunciation problems (such as achieving basic 
vowel contrasts in stressed syllables). Such people need to 
be reassured that /i/ can be treated as if it were older /  /
wherever it occurs. 
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4. THE TARGET ACCENT 

gh the discussion so far has concentrated on the 
nization of the transcription system and of particular 
ciations, it might be thought that the most 
ental preliminary to all work would be the 

ion of the target accent for learners. This was, of 
, given consideration from the outset, but in practice 
m for manoeuvre in selecting a British accent as an 
odel is very limited, and despite the various 

ents outlined below the only practical choice 
es to be some version of ‘RP’. 

 objections raised to the use of RP as a model are the 
 (i) that it is outmoded, (ii) that it is spoken by only a 
proportion of native speakers (“less than 3%” [5]), 
ii) that it is unnecessarily difficult for learners 
ared, say, with Scottish English). Furthermore, with 
ergence of English as an international language, 

 may even be raised as to whether any native-speaker 
 is an appropriate target in certain contexts [6]. 

t these claims, we can point out that it is a 
ception to think of RP as an accent frozen at the 
of its best-known descriptions (Daniel Jones) or in 
heyday of its most celebrated speakers 

entieth-century actors and statesmen). Like other 
s, RP undergoes changes over time and also exhibits 
 itself a certain range of variation, in which the age 
ion is very significant. If we base a dictionary on 
e do not mean that we are using as a model the 

 of a century ago, nor even the conservative speech 
e now middle-aged or elderly. Our model will be the 
 of younger users of the present-day reflex of RP. For 
ere is no entirely satisfactory name. The author is 
d to racy alternatives such as “RP-plus” or “RP2K” 
 of course such suggestions have little chance of 
dopted. Anyway, plain “RP” ought to be sufficient, 

same way that “Scottish” or “London” apply both to 
s now spoken and to their antecedents spoken at 
s stages in the past. 

the objection concerning the relatively small number 
ve speakers of RP, we can point out the absurdity of 
licit assumption that a learner is somehow applying 
embership of a specific sub-group of the 

h-speaking community. A far more relevant 
eration for the learner is the proportion of listeners 
n easily comprehend RP. It can hardly be doubted 
 British variety is more widely understood than RP, 
t is not unknown for other native-speaker varieties to 
ter intelligibility difficulties away from home, even 

 the British Isles. 

possible, though by no means certain, that an 
tional pronunciation of English, distinct from any 
speaker variety, will eventually emerge, but its likely 
teristics can at present only be a subject for 
ation. It is hard to think of a single way in which this 
ility yet impinges on pronunciation guidance for 
s, other than relaxation of the insistence (if any 



remains) on the need for precise native-speaker phonetic 
qualities (e.g. in vowels), provided always that a workable 
system of contrasts is maintained. But such an emphasis is 
not new [7]. 

Though these considerations are not aired in the dictionary 
they shaped policy in a number of ways. As a simple 
instance of how change in RP is reflected in the dictionary 
we can point to a note calling attention the frequent use of 
glottal stop in place of /t/ in certain positions, which was 
added to the table of phonetic symbols in the sixth edition. 

To give a further example, when the opportunity arose to 
make recordings of all transcribed headwords for the 
CD-ROM version of the dictionary [8], it was my task as 
phonetics editor  to interview and select the actors to read 
them. The recordings were made from a 
phonetically-transcribed script, and all were monitored for 
agreement with the transcriptions at a phonological level. 
However, we selected readers with a bias towards younger 
speakers, and admitted adoptive-RP as well as native-RP. 
The sought-for result is a mixture or scattering of 
realizational values in the recordings, including for 
example relatively fronted realizations of /u /, (a change 
known to be in progress) which would have been less likely 
with a group composed entirely of older speakers or with 
readers subjected to tighter monitoring of realizations. 

5. AMERICAN PRONUNCIATION 

In common with other dictionaries published in Britain, 
OALD has in recent years moved progressively towards 
more complete indication of American pronunciation 
alongside British. Most dictionaries seek to harmonize the 
transcriptions of the two varieties as far as possible, so that 
one representation can serve for both in many cases. This 
entails some compromises in the selection of symbols, and 
for dictionaries produced in Britain it is generally the 
American representation which is less than optimal. In 
OALD5 (1995) the reader was still left to do much of the 
British-to-American conversion by rule, and was expected, 
without specific reminders at the entries, to turn each / /
into / /, and insert post-vocalic /r/ on the basis of the 
spelling. The small number of transcriptions specifically 
marked US were for cases where these general conversion 
rules did not yield the right answer. For instance soft had to 
have the transcription /s ft; US s ft/.

Between the fifth and sixth editions a detailed study was 
undertaken of the best means of representing American 
pronunciation in IPA for learners, and the prospects for 
efficient combination of the two varieties in global 
dictionaries such as OALD. Given the real differences 
between British and American varieties, plus essentially 
trivial but deeply-ingrained differences in symbol 
preference between British and American phonetic 
tradition (such as / / versus /e/), it turns out that the best 
all-round IPA representation for an American-only 
dictionary differs radically from the one currently in 
fashion for RP. For example, the length mark which 
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panies RP vowels such as /i / is unwanted, there is 
d for different symbols / / and / /, and the rhotacized 
 need special provision. At the same time, teachers 
 in the American tradition have a stubborn resistance 
ain IPA symbols, especially disliking the use of /j/
than /y/ for yod. 

ford University Press was in the process of preparing 
erican-only dictionary to be called the Oxford 
an Wordpower Dictionary [9], we dubbed the IPA 
 which we evolved for that AW(=American 
ower).  A set of conversion rules was worked out 
n AW and a second system, designed for 

oration in OALD alongside British pronunciation, 
we called AG (=American Global).  This second 
 has a number of features which are strictly speaking 
ant from an American point of view (for instance, it 
ngth marks). The intention is that the redundant 
s can be overlooked by a user interested only in 
can pronunciation, but they serve the important 
n of permitting a single transcription to do for both 

s in many cases. Thus seat is /si t/ and need not be 
ibed /si t; US sit/. AG is similar to, though not 
al with, the style of American transcription used by 
3]. It is only permitted for AG to differ from AW in 
 that are felt to be easily ignored; differences in 

ntal composition, or in the qualitative interpretation 
netic symbols are not allowed. So AG must include 
mples of post-vocalic /r/, while / / is now restricted 
entries and replaced by the appropriate US vowel at 
occurrence, and British diphthong / / is replaced 
time with US /o /. The intention is that an 
can-oriented reader should be able to read and 
ize any IPA entry directly, without experiencing an 
ptable degree of unfamiliarity. This treatment of 
can pronunciation made its appearance in the sixth 
 of OALD (2000) and is one of the major changes 
ning pronunciation in that edition. 

6. PHRASAL VERBS 

scussion so far has focused on segmental matters, but 
r important function for a learner’s dictionary is the 
ion of stress patterns, whether in simple words, or 
unds, or in idioms and phrases. For expressions of 
tter types, OALD is augmented by a range of 
-purpose dictionaries, and new policies for 
marking have been developed and applied to the 
family. An example is a novel treatment of stress in 
l verbs (go away, come back, etc) which are 
ous in present-day English and constitute formidable 
ms for learners, not least because of their apparently 
g stress patterns. Neither of the great pronouncing 
aries [3], [9] deals with them; and while other 
’s dictionaries of course include phrasal verbs, and 

l special-purpose dictionaries are devoted to them 
y, it appears that they all lack any attempt to deal with 
entual behaviour of the verbs. 



It turns out that much can be achieved with a simple but 
very effective division into one-stress and two-stress verbs. 
The first type has a single stress on the first 
word-component of the verb. Examples are: come to 
(something), go for (somebody), look at (something). This 
stress pattern is kept in all situations. The second word (i.e. 
particle or preposition) is never stressed, though if it is one 
which normally appears in a weak form, the strong form 
(but still without stress) is used at the end of a phrase. For 
example The dog went for /f / the postman, but That’s the 
second caller today the dog has gone for /f /.

The second type of phrasal verb has two stresses in its 
citation form, and is shown in the dictionary with a 
secondary stress on the first word-component and a primary 
stress on the second. It is thus marked the same way as 
other double-stressed words (such as afternoon or 
automatic) and also shares with them the same patterns of 
“stress-shift”, triggered when the later of its two stresses 
would clash with a stress in a following word. This is 
sufficient to account for the variation in stress pattern 
evident in We came back early  compared with What time 
did you come back? Certain transitive phrasal verbs are 
“separable” such as fill (something) in. Double-stressed 
examples of these (as almost all are) behave like any other 
double-stressed verb, but they also reveal that the position 
between the verb elements is, in terms of word order, after
the verb. So we find not only I filled in a form (where the 
absence of stress on in results from stress-shift) but Fill this 
form in (where absence of stress on in results from the fact 
that form is the last word in the clause. 

The one-stress/two-stress classification is apparently 
independent of grammatical categorization of the verbs, 
and cuts across it, though there are undoubtedly some 
statistical associations. So for example, while most 
intransitive phrasal verbs are in the two-stress class, a verb 
such as pour down (in the sense “rain heavily”) furnishes a 
one-stress example. The consequence of this independence 
is that grammatical schemes for classifying the verbs 
cannot reliably predict their stress behaviour. The stress 
marking evolved for OALD is both simpler and more 
effective than the attempt to predict accentual behaviour 
from grammatical category. It has now been applied 
successfully to a separate dictionary, dealing with more 
than 6000 phrasal verbs [11]. 

7. CONCLUSIONS 

This paper has given a brief glimpse of some of the hitherto 
largely unpublished research which lies behind the 
pronunciation policies of the world’s largest-selling 
learner’s dictionary. At the same time as the policies were 
being evolved, the quantity of explicit discussion of 
pronunciation issues actually included in the dictionary has 
been greatly reduced. In fact as a matter of deliberate policy, 
all discursive end-matter concerned with pronunciation was 
dropped entirely from the fifth and subsequent editions, the 
“guide to phonetic symbols” becoming simply a list of 
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rds appearing on the endpaper, accompanied by 
rief notes. And for all the complexity underlying the 

is of stress in phrasal verbs, the resulting system is 
ed to the user in two short paragraphs. The aim is to 
sers the simplest and most directly-accessible 
ciation guidance that can be devised; but behind the 
-seeming surface that results, just about every aspect 
system has been painstakingly researched. 
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