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Pronunciation Focus 

Exercises for Lesson Thirteen (Consonant Lesson One): Path and Bath 

 

For twelve lessons, we have been working on vowel sounds. Now we are turning our 

attention to consonants. Let’s begin by considering the difference between vowels and 

consonants. Vowels are formed of pure voice or musical sound: if you hear a singer 

warming up, usually they are singing pure vowel sounds, such as AH, OH, or OO. So 

vowels are vocal cord sounds. In contrast, consonants are sounds made mainly in the 

mouth with tongue, teeth and lips.  

The word consonant suggests something that sounds together with something else. 

This makes sense, because words are formed from syllables, and most syllables are 

some combination of vowels sounding together with consonants. Also, consider the fact 

that you can say things with vowels alone—things such as “Ah!” or “Oh!” or “Ow!” But 

you can’t say anything at all with the letter P all by itself.  

P is therefore a great example of a consonant, in contrast to a vowel. P needs to sound 

together with something else, with a vowel sound like A. Then we can say “Pah!” to call 

our father, and “app” to refer to a program we use on our mobile. And sounds like pah 

and app are great examples of syllables, since they can be combined with others to 

build up larger words such as possible and apple. Indeed, the word app is the end result 

of clipping the word application down to the smallest remaining sound that can be said.  

Consonants are categorised by both the manner and the place of articulation—that is, 

how the sounds are made, and where they are made.  

How (the manner of articulation): The consonants P and B are made by stopping 

breath, trapping it for a moment, and then letting it burst out or explode. So they are 

called stops or plosives.  

Where (the place of articulation): P and B are made by pressing both lips together, so 

they are called bilabials.  



2 
 

Clear Up Your Accent 
Consonant Lesson One: Path and Bath  ©Jade Joddle Speaking Skills 2016 

Stages: Take a deep breath in, then start breathing out through your open mouth, with 

your lips pursed to form a small open O shape. 

Close: Now close your mouth, pressing both lips together to stop the flow.  

Compress: Keep trying to push breath out so that some pressure builds up inside 

your mouth, throat and lungs 

Release: All of a sudden, let the pressure out in a burst or explosion of air. As 

you do so, you will produce the sound of the letter P.  

Post-release: You will also hear the quick flow of air escaping from your throat 

and mouth; it’s a sound like a gust of wind 

Notice that you can make the sound of the letter P without using your vocal cords at all; 

there’s no singing here, just a sound effect. That’s why P is categorised as a voiceless 

consonant.  

In contrast, to make the sound of the letter B, you do have to use your vocal cords; it’s a 

voiced consonant. To produce the sound of the letter B, follow the same steps above 

with one important difference: when you release the air, also use that air to make your 

vocal cords vibrate with some vowel sound, such as AH.  

Position: The letters P and B—and indeed consonants generally—perform different 

functions depending on whether they come at the beginning and open a syllable, or 

whether they come at the end and close a syllable.  

Opening a Syllable 

Path and Peg. When P opens a word or syllable, we can hear the post-release burst of 

air before the vocal cords begin vibrating to produce the vowel sound. You can also feel 

it. Say the words path and peg while you place the flat of your palm about an inch in 

front of your lips. You will feel the burst of air, the “plosion” that follows the letter P and 

that precedes the vowel sound.  
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Bath and Beg. For comparison, now say the words bath and beg, also while holding 

your palm an inch or so in front of your lips. You may feel a slight breath of wind, but it is 

much weaker than the burst of air that comes with P. The vocal cords start vibrating to 

produce the vowel sound at the same time as the release that produces the B sound.  

Exaggerate for clarity and distinctness. We now know that the mark that most clearly 

distinguishes P from B at the beginning of a word is the burst of air that can be heard 

after P. In contrast, the vowel sound begins smoothly connected to B, with hardly any 

breath of wind at all. So if you want to make sure that no one confuses your P’s and B’s 

(at the beginning of words), you can exaggerate the burst of air that follows P; and also 

limit the breath that follows B to the bare minimum. Here’s one way to exaggerate: first 

say a word that ends in P, then add another that begins with H. For example: 

  

 

 

 

When practising the exercises, of course you can exaggerate as much as you like, for 

fun. But in real life you won’t want to go too far—or you’ll be scaring people away! 

They’ll think you’re trying to spit on them. That’s not good.  

Closing a Syllable 

Rip and Rope. As you say these words, you will feel your lips close to stop the air 

flowing out. But what really makes the letter P sound clear is when you gently allow your 

lips to open and let out a gentle breath of air. If you focus on what your lips are doing as 

you come to the ends of these words, it will feel like you are giving the word a gentle 

kiss good-bye—as if you’re kissing a ghost of air. Again, to help you notice this, it will 

help if you say the word with the flat surface of your palm about an inch in front of your 

lips.  

up hearth   a path 

up hill  a pill 

top hat  to pat 
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To drive this point home, try saying the word rip and close it off at the end simply by 

closing your mouth, closing your lips together—and hold them there, not letting out any 

air at all, not giving any kisses. This will feel and sound strange. Good. Now you can 

return to being a normal human being: kiss your words good-bye and notice it! 

Rib and Robe. As you say these words, you will do and feel much the same thing at the 

end of these B-ending words as you did with the P-closing words. Your lips close to stop 

the air flowing out, then you let them open and give the word a gentle kiss good-bye. 

The breath of air that you feel may be a little bit gentler and softer with B than it was 

with P. But at most only a little bit. So what really makes the difference between P and B 

at the end of a word? That is the question! To Pee or not to Be. Or is it to Be and not to 

Pee? 

The answer goes like this. Because P is a voiceless consonant, it stops the vowel 

sound that comes before it, and clips if off, leaving it a bit short. In contrast, the letter B, 

being a voiced consonant, allows the vowel to continue on longer—indeed, just about 

twice as long as vowels that come before P. Don’t believe it? You should; it’s true. Try 

saying them again in pairs, and notice the difference. Don’t try to make it different; just 

say the words as you normally do and listen for the difference.  

   

 

 

 

 

This may be a bit confusing. Let’s take it one step at a time. The I in rib and rip is a 

short vowel sound in comparison to OH, which is a long, double-vowel sound. To notice 

this difference, compare the words in columns—that is, compare rib to robe, then 

    Full  Clipped 

 Short vowel  rib  rip 

 Long vowel  robe  rope 
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compare rip to rope. The OH double-vowel sound should last something close to a full 

second. In contrast, the short I sound is half as long, or in other words short by half.  

But now, given that I is a short vowel sound, it still remains the case that it lasts longer 

before B than it does for P. The letter P clips it off and makes it even shorter. So now 

you should compare the words in rows—that is, compare rib to rip, then compare robe 

to rope.  

Exaggerate for clarity and distinctness. We now know that the mark that most clearly 

distinguishes P from B at the end of a word is the length of the preceding vowel. The 

important thing really is that P clips short any vowel that precedes it. It doesn’t matter 

whether the vowel that comes before it is, in itself, a long vowel sound or a short one. 

Whatever it is, P clips it short. So if you don’t want people to confuse your P’s for B’s at 

the end of words, give the P-ending words a nice crisp clip short, and give them a crisp 

kiss good-bye. That’s actually a good phrase to practise: 

   

 

 

Combinations with other consonants 

Pill and Spill 

Should you feel the need, the SP combination may be practised by hissing like a snake: 

Ssssss…then stopping up the leak by closing your lips. Let some pressure build up and 

then let it go with a little explosion. Applied to a word such as spill, this will, of course, 

begin with a longer hiss at the beginning of the word than you really need; this is the 

method of exaggeration. Slowly trim it down to regular size.  

 Sssss…pow!  Sss...pill  Sspill  Spill 

Give it a crisp clip short and a crisp kiss good-bye.  
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Placing an S in front of P softens the P in such a way that it won’t produce the same 

burst of air that it does on its own. Place your palm an inch in front of your lips; say the 

word pill and then spill. You’ll notice that spill does not produce much of a post-release 

rush. Since this happens automatically, it’s not something to worry over. The message 

to be drawn, in fact, is that you don’t need to worry about producing a strong P sound 

after S.  

 

Grasps and Grabs 

You will in any case now be well prepared to pronounce words such as clasp, gasp and 

grasp… Should you feel the need, practise in the same manner given above: 

 grasss…pow! grassspuh  grasp 

Finally, just give it a gentle kiss good-bye, letting your lips gently open to let out the 

pressure, that’s all.  

The most difficult of all, words such as grasps, may be practised using the method of 

exaggeration: 

 grasp  grass-piss  graspus  grasps 

There’s no need to worry about confusing PS and BS at the end of the word; for 

example, there’s no reason to worry about confusing words such as: 

  

 

 

 

 

naps  nabs    nabz 

 taps  tabs  tabz 

 cups  cubs  cubz 

 chops  jobs  jobz 
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The reason you don’t need to worry is given in the third column: words that ends with 

the spelling BS are pronounced BZ. That’s because B and Z are both voiced 

consonants, so they belong together; P and S are both unvoiced, so their belonging 

together, as well, will never ever lapse. If you feel the need to practise, you can do 

something like this. First practise the sound effects: 

 psss… bzzz,,, 

Then begin with exaggeration, and finally trim it back to normal size.  

na-piss  naps na-bizz  nabz 

Much the same goes for these and similar words in the past tense: 

 napped nabbed 

The word napped is pronounced with a T: like “napt.” Unvoiced P goes together with 

unvoiced T. In any case, the most noticeable difference will be that the vowel sound A 

gets clipped (“clipt”) short by the P, in contrast to the full length it has before B.  

 

 

 

 

[SCROLL DOWN] 
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Bride and Prejudice 

Practise these pairs: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In every case, the difference between the P words and the B words can be made most 

clear by noticing the little burst of air that always follows P, and by exaggerating it a bit. 

On the other side of the same coin: minimise any breath of air after B, so that the next 

sound follows smoothly ever after.  

Finally 

Any longer word that you find difficult may be broken down into smaller parts, and then 

treated by the methods given above. For example, in the sentence: 

His work helped pave the path towards the development of 

computers.  

 

 pride   bride 

 prove   brood 

 pretty   British 

 spread  bread 

 play   blue 

 plenty   blend 

 plough  blow 

 pluck   blush 
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 develop-ment 

 com-puter 

The general rule is to break words down into parts that are themselves words, or that at 

least resemble words. So develop is a word, “ment” resembles mint, “com” is close to 

calm, “puter” is close to pewter.  

With this background in mind, ask yourself why this is the correct way to break down 

these words—correct, that is, in terms of pronunciation: 

 di-splay 

 dis-please 

Answer 

 The prefix dis- is commonly used to turn a word into its opposite: to dis-please 

someone is to do the opposite of pleasing them—to annoy or bother them. The same 

goes for respect and dis-respect. In any case, please is obviously the simpler word from 

which this longer word gets built up.  

 Now splay actually is a word—but a strange sort of word. It is a form of the word 

display that has lost the initial unaccented di- syllable. Just as ‘tis comes from “it is.” In 

any case, display is NOT built up from the word play. It stems from the root we see in 

words such as complex, imply and pleat. It means “fold.” So to dis-play something is to 

unfold its cloak and thus open it up to plain view. The word splay still has the original, 

more literal meaning: “to spread out.” 

Example sentence: 

The table collapsed flat, with its four legs splayed under the 
circular cover. 
  

      


