
Weak forms

12 Weak forms

nOUI1S,verbs, adjectives and adverbs to have. These function words
are words such as auxiliary verbs, prepositions, eonjunetions, etc., all
of which are in certain circumstances pronounced in their strong
forms but which are more frequently pronounced in their wcak
forrns. It is important to remernber that there are certain contexts
where only the strong forrn is acceptablc, and others where the weak
form is the normal pronunciation. There are some fairly simple ruIes;
we can say that the strong forrn is uscd in the following cases:

i) For many weak-Iorm words, when they oceur at the end of a
sentence; for example, the word 'oí" has the weak fonn ov in the
following scntence:

'1'111 fond of chips' aim 'fnnd ov 'tjrps

However, when it comes at thc end of the sentence, as in the
following exarnplc, it has the strong forrn DV:

'Chips are what 1'111 fond of' 'tjrps ~ 'wot arm 'fnnd nv

Chapter 9 discussed the diíference between strong ancl weak syllables
in English. We have now moved on from looking at syllablcs (o

looking ,lt worcls. Wc will now consicler certain well-known English
words that can be pronounccd in two different ways; these are called
strong forms and wcak forms. As an example, the word 'that' can be
pronounccd óeet (strong 1"01'111)or ó~t (weak 1'01'111). Thc scntcncc '1
likc that is pronounccd al lark ócet (strong forrn); thc scntcnce '1
hopc that shc will' is pronounccd al houp óot fi WIl (weak forrn).
There are roughly Iorty such words in English. It is possible to use
0111y strong Iorrns in spcaking, and so me foreigners do this. UsuaI1y
they can still be understood by other speakers of English, so why is it
importan! to lcarn how wcak Iorms are used? Therc are two main
rcasons; first, most nativo spcakcrs 01' English find an "all-strong-
form" pronunciation unnatural and forcign-sounding, something
that most lcarners would wish to avoicl. Second, and more impor-
tantly, speakers who are not familiar with the use 01' weak forms are
likely to have difficulty undcrstanding speaker s who clo use weak
(orms; since practically all native speakers 01' British English use
them, leamcrs of the language need to lcarn about these weak forms
to hclp thcm to unclcrstand what thcy hcar.

We must distinguish between weak Iorrns ancl contracted forms.
Certain English words are shortened so severely (usually to él single
phoneme) and so consistently that thcy are representecl diffcrcntly in
informal writing, e.g. 'it is' - 'it's': 'we have' - 'we've': \10 not '
'don'!'. These contracted forms are discussed in a Iatcr chuptcr, .uid
are not incIuded here.

Almost all the words which have both a stronj; ,11H1 wca k rUII11

bcloug to <l catcgory IhM may be callcd function words \",un!:; Ihal

do 1101 h;IVl';1 dict iouu rv Illl':lllillg in t!t\' w.rv l!tat \W 11011\1:111", l"\lwll

Many of the words given below (particularly the first nine) never
occur at the end of a sentence, c.g. 'the', 'your'. Some words
(particularly the pronouns numbered 10-14 below) do occur in
their weak forms in finalposition.

ii) When a weak-forrn word is being contrastecl with another word;
for example:

'The letter's from him, not lo him' Ó~ 'Ietoz 'frnm rm not
'tu: IID

A similar case is what we might call a co-ordinated use of
prepositions:

'1 traveI to and [1'0111 London a lot' al 'treevl 'tu: on 'frnm,
'Ixndon ~ 'lot
'A work of and about litcrature' ~ 'wsrk 'nv on e'baot
'lrtrrtjo

iii) When a weak-forrn word is given stress for the purpose 01'
cmphasis; for example:

'Y ou 11/11,1'/ give me more 11l011CY' ju 'mxst 'qrv mi 'mor 'IIlAIli

iv) WIIl'Il a wruk-Iorm word is bcing "citcd" or "quoted"; Ior
l":lllll'll':
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7 'his' (when it occurs before a noun)
Weak form: IZ (luz at the beginning of a sentence)

'Take his name' 'terk IZ 'nerm
(Another sense of 'his', as in 'it was his', or 'his
was late', always has the strong form.)

'You shouldn 't put "and" at the end al' a sentence'
ju 'judnt put 'eend ot oi 'end ov ;}'sentons

Another point to remember is that when weak-form words whose
spelling begins with 'h' (c.g. 'her', 'have') occur at the beginning of a
sentcncc, thc pronunciation is with initial h, even though this is
usually omitted in other contexts.

8 'her'

n AU 12. Exs 1·4
1n the rest of this chapter, the most common weak-Iorm words wil!

be introduced.

When usecl with possessivc sense, preceding a noun; as an object
pronoun, this can also occur at the end of a sentence.
Weak forms: ~ (bcfore consonants)

'Take her home' 'terk ~ 'hoom
~r (before vowels) "
'Take hcr out' 'terk ~r/aut\' ..' ,,' ,

~,' ".. ' . J :

'that'
This word 0111yhas a weak form WhC11used in a relative clausc;
when used with a demonstrative sense it is always pronounccd in
its strong formo
Weak fonn: ó~t

'The price is the thing that annoys me' ó;} 'prars
IZ ó~ 'eU) ó~t ~'n::>IZ mi

'the'
Weak Iorms:

2 'a', 'ari'
Weak forms:

3 'and
Weak form:

4 'but'
Weak form:

5

6 'thau'
Weak fO)'IlI:

1111

jc (before consonants)
'Take your time' 'tetk i~\:t~Itil
jcr (before vowe1s) ,;'\.. ".:'"
'On your own' 'nn jar 'oun

10 'she', 'he', 'we', 'you'
This group of pronouns has weak forms pronounced with
weaker vowels than the ir and m of their strong forms. 1 use the
sym bols i and u (in preference to 1 ancl u) to represent them.
There is little difference in the pronunciation in different places
in the sentence, except in thc case of 'he'.
Weak forms:

ó~ (before consonants)
'Shut the door' 'JAt ó~ 'dor
ói (before vowels)
'Wait for the end' 'wert f~ ói 'end

9 'your'
Weak forms:

~ (before C0I1S011al1ts)
'Read a book' 'rird ~ 'buk
~n (before vowels)
'Eat an apple' 'irt ~n 'repl

~n (sornetimes n after t, d, s, z, J),
'Come and sec' 'kAm on 'si:
'Fish and chips' 'fIJ n 'tJIPS,

a) 'she'

bat
'It's good but expensive' rts 'gud bot rk'spensrv

b) 'he'

e) 'wc'

d) you

~~n
'Iklln Iklll ('\TI' 'twl.) r..1II '(·V.)

,.. ,\;,~\;.':~',.

... - ,

Ji
'Why c1idshe rcad it?' 'war drd Ji 'rird rt
'Who is she?' 'hui 'IZ Ji
i (the weak forrn is usually pronounced without
h except at the beginning of a sentence)
'Which did he choose?' 'WItJ drd i 'tjurz
'He was late, wasn't he?' hi woz 'lert 'woznt i,
wi
'How can we get there?' 'hau kan wi 'get óe~
'We need that, don't we?' wi 'nird óret 'dount wi
ju
'Wh.it do you rhink?' 'wot da ju 'eu)k
''1''111 lil«: it , do yOll'J' ju 'Iark rt 'dur ju
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II 'him'
Weak form:

12 'her'
Weak form:

13 'theru'
Weak form:

Illl

'Leave him alone' 'lirv rm o'Iaun
'I'vc seen him' arv 'sim tm

é) (ho when sentence-initial)
'Ask her to come' 'orsk é)té) 'kxm
'I've met her' arv 'met é)

óé)m
'Lea ve them herc' 'lirv óé)m 'hro
'Eat them' 'irt óom

14 'u s'
Weak forrn: as

'Write us él letter' 'rart os é) 'Ieto
'Thcy invited all of LlS' óer m'vartrd ';:,:1~v os

The next group of words (some prepositions and other function
words) occur in their strong forrns when they are final in él sentence;
examples ofthis are given. (Example 19 is a partial exception.)

15 'at'
Weak form:

In final position:

16 'for
Weak form:

In final position:

17. 'frorn'
Weak form:

111final position:

I 1(,

~t
TU sec you at lunch' arl 'si: ju ~t 'IAnJ
ret
'What's he shooting at?' 'wots i '[urtrn eet

fo (before consonants)
'Tea for lwo' 'ti: fo 'tu:
for (before vowels)
'Thanks for asking' 'Oeenks for 'orskm
f;:,:
'What's that for?' 'wots 'óeet Í;):

fr~m
Tm homc [rom work ' arm 'houm from 'wark
from
'1 kn,'\.; WIH'I,' it ,':11111' 11'1111' 'Iuoz wcor 1I 'kl'1II1

Irrun

WOilk 101mi

18 '01"
Weak form: ~v

'Most of all' 'moust gV ';:,:1
In final position: ov

'Someone I've heard of' 'SAIllWAIl arv 'hsrd ov
19 'te'

Weak forrns: t~ (before consonants)
'Try to stop' 'trar tg 'stop
tu (before vowels)
'Time to eat' 'tarm tu 'irt
tu (1 t is not usual to use the strong form tur,
and the pre-consonantal weak form to is never
used.)
'1 don't want to' al 'doont 'wont tu

In final position:

20 'as'
Weak form: ~Z

'As much as possible' oz 'OlAtJ oz 'posob]
rez
'That's what it was sold as' 'óeets 'wot rt woz
'sould zez

In final position:

21 'some'
This word is used in two different ways. In one sense (typieally,
when it occurs before a eountable noun, meaning "an unknown
individual") it has the strong form:

'I think some animal brokc ir' al '91lJk SAIll 'eenrml tbrouk rt,
lt is also used before uneountable nouns (meaning "an unspeci-
íied amount of") and bcfore other nouns in the plural (meaning
"an unspecified number of "); in sueh uses it has thc weak Iorm
som:

'Havc somc more tea' 'heev sem 'mor 'ti:
111linal position: SAIll

'I've got some' arv 'got SAIll

)) 't lurc

Wlu-n Ihix word has él demonstrative function, it always occurs in
it s sI 1'1111/', Iorm óeg (óeor before vowels), e.g:

"lhcrc il is' 'óeor rt 'IZ

'Pu: il tlll'l," 'pot rt 'óeo

11/
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Weak forms: Ó::l(before consonants)
'There should be a rule' Ó::l'Jud bi ::l'ruil
Ó::lr(before vowels)
'There is' óor 'IZ

In final position: the pronunciation may be Ó::lor Óe::l.
'There isu't any, is there?' Ó::lf'rznt eni 'IZ Ó::l,

01' Ó::lf'rznt eni 'IZ óeo,

The remaining weak-forrn words are all auxiliary verbs, which are
always used in conjunction with (or at least implying) another
("full") verbo It is important to remember that in their negative form
(i.c. combined with 'not') they never have the weak pronunciation,
and some (e.g. 'dont', 'cau't') have different vowels from their non-
negative strong forms.

23 'can', 'could'
Weak forms: kcnkod

'They can wait' 'óer kon 'wert
'He could do it' 'W: kod 'dur rt
keen, kud '
'1 think we can' al '91IJk wi 'keen
'Most of them could' 'moust ::lVÓ::lmkud

24 'have', 'has', 'had'
Weak forrns: ov, oz, od (with initial h in initial position)

'Which have you seen?' 'wrt] ~v ju 'sim
'Which has been best?' 'wrt]' oz bim 'best
'Most had gone horne' 'moust od 'gon 'hoom

In final position: heev, heez, heed
'Yes, we have' 'jes wi 'hrev
'1 think she has' al '91IJk Ji 'heez
'1 thought we had' al 'Bort wi 'heed

In final position:

25 'shall', 'should'
Weak forrns: J~l 01' J1; J~d,

'We shall need to hurry' wi J1'ni:d t~ 'hxri,
'1 should forgct it ' 'al [od fa'qet rt
[eel, Jud
'1 think W\' xh.ill' 11I '(h"k wi 'Jld
'Sil vou ~;hll"ld' 'x.u rju '.I'od

In final position:

1111

W(~¡lk 1()1Il1~i

26 'rnust'
This word is sometimes used with the sense of Iormuu; ;!

conclusion or deduction, e.g. 'she left at 8 o'clock, so shc must
have arrived by now'; when 'must' is used in this way, it is rathcr
less likely to occur in its weak form than when it is being used in
its more familiar sense al' "obligation".
Weak forms: mos (before consonants)

'Y ou must try harder' ju mos 'trar 'horda
most (before vowels)
'He must eat more' hi most 'irt 'mor

In final position: IDAst
'She certainly must' Ji 'ssrtnli 'IDAst,

27 'do', 'does'
Weak forrns:

'do' da (before consonants)
'Why do they like it?' 'war da óer 'lark rt
du (before vowels)
'Why do all the cars stop?' 'war du :):1 ó~ 'korz
'stop
d~z
'When do es it arrive?' 'wen doz rt a'rarv

In final position: dur, dxz
'We don't smoke, but some people do' 'wir
dount 'smaok bot 'SAIll 'pirpl tdur,
'1 think John does' al '91lJk 'dgnn dxz

'does'

2X 'am', 'are', 'was', 'were'
Weak forms: om

'Why am 1hcrc?' 'war om al 'hro
::l(before consonants)
'Here are the plates' 'hror ::lÓ::l'plerts
or (before vowels)
'The coats are in there' Ó~ 'koots or In 'óeo
woz
'He was here a rninute ago' hi W::lZhror a 'mmrt
::l'g::lU
wa (hcforc consonants)
"lhc p;lpns wcrc late' Ó~ 'perpoz wa 'lert
wor ~lwllll'c vuwcls)
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"The questions were easy' ó~ 'kwest] onz wor irzi
In final position: eem, 0:, WDZ, W3!

'Shc's not as old as 1am' jiz 'not oz 'ould oz 'ar
rem
'1 know the Smiths are' al 'neo ó~ 'smrüs o:
"The last record was' ó~ 'knst 'rekord WDZ

'They wcreri't as cold as we were' óel 'wsmt oz
'koold oz 'wi: W3:

Notes on problems and further reading
This chapter is almost entirely practica\. Al! books about English
pronunciation devote a 10t of attention to these words. So me of them
give a great deal of importance to using weak forms, but do not
stress the importance of al so knowing when to use the strong fonns,
something which 1feel is very important; see Mortimcr, 1984.

Written exercises
In the fol!owing sentences, the transcription for the weak-form words
is left blank. Fil! in the blanks, taking care to use the appropriate
form (weak or strong).

1 want her to park that car over there.
al wnnt pork korr ~uv~

2 Of al! the proposals, the one that you made is the silliest.
orl propcuzlz wsn merd IZ srliost,

3 Jane and Bill could have driven them to and from the party.
d3em brl drrvn porti,

4 To come to the point, what shall we do for the rest of the week?
kAm pomt WDt rest wi:k

5 Has anyone got an idea where it came from?
enrw xn got aidra wear rt kerm

6 Pedestrians must always use the crossings provided.
padestrianz ::l:IWIZ ju:z krosrnz provardrd

7 Each one was él perfect example of the art that had bccn
irt] Wxn psrfrkt rqzormpl crt bi:n,
developed there.
drvelopt
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