
Review

This is a book about pronunciation. However, 
it’s not just about how to pronounce words or use 
stress and intonation but a social and biological 
investigation into how pronunciation affects our li-
ves from within the womb before birth and 
throughout our lives.

It has seven chapters covering how speech ac-
tually works, the differences in English accents and 
why they exist in the UK, how different roles can 
lead to changes in voice and accent, the role of fo-
rensic speech analysis in criminal investigations, 
the use of the voice in transgender speech and 
synthesised voices and the differences in English 
accents used around the world. For teachers and 
trainers, it is a fascinating insight into how we 
speak differently and why and is valuable as a fa-
scinating background text for teachers of pronun-
ciation and teachers of English.

Jane Setter is professor of phonetics at Reading 
University in the UK and a regular media com-
mentator on matters of pronunciation and how to 
understand social differences in accent, stress and 
intonation. She begins by explaining how we pick 
up accents in our native tongue. Apparently, it’s in 

the womb! The unborn child picks up the voice 
rhythms and cadences in her mother’s womb and 
when s/he is born can reproduce them as they be-
gin to talk, obviously limited by the ability of voice 
muscles to pronounce words precisely. So, as sci-
ence shows, language is literally inborn.

Setter focuses on the variety of English known 
as Received Pronunciation or RP or, as it now of-
ten called, General British (GB). She draws attenti-
on to the issue of ‘accentism’ or ‘accent 
prejudice’. In Britain we still to a degree associate 
accent with the class structure. Regional accents 
such as Scouse (Liverpool) and Yorkshire (York-
shire) or Brummie (Birmingham) are sometimes 
looked down on by GB speakers who may con-
sider them to be ‘lower class’ accents. This pheno-
menon is described as ‘linguicism’, being prejudi-
ced against someone because of their use of lan-
guage, particularly accent. She notes that, socially, 
GB (general British), also called modified RP, and 
the Edinburgh accent are the most highly regarded 
but that other regional accents are frequently dis-
paraged. As she points out, regional accents are 
still a marker of regional and social background 

and at times it is possible to locate people very 
precisely by their accent. In that respect, she says, 
accent is tribal.

Many people from politicians to TV presenters 
have taken elocution lessons to improve their ac-
cent and to alter the quality of their voice. Marga-
ret Thatcher, Conservative Prime Minister from 
1979-1990 took voice lessons to lower her voice 
and make herself sound more controlled and con-
fident. Voice pitch is measured in Hertz (Hz). Men 
tend to have a voice pitch between 150 and 200 
Hz while women tend to have a higher voice pitch 
on average in the 200-250 Hz range. By learning 
to lower your voice pitch you can sound less shrill 
and more authoritative. That’s what Margaret That-
cher did. Setter recommends Peter Roach’s English 
Phonetics and Phonology and Alan Cruttenden’s 
Intonation as valuable follow-up references and 
introduces two further peculiarities of English 
speech patterns. One is uptalk (rising intonation at 
the end of a statement) and the other is vocal fry. 
Vocal fry is quite a deep pitch level at about 20-50 
Hz and is very deep and rather slow and creaky, 
often associated with the ‘upper class’ received 
pronunciation English accent.

As Setter writes, social class is so ingrained in 
British society it is difficult to dislodge and it is re-
flected in the popular view of British English ac-
cents, although with more regional accents used 
by presenters, actors and broadcasters, not to men-
tion popstars (remember the Beatles Liverpool ac-
cent?) it is much less extreme than it used to be.

Speaking of popstars, Setter devotes a lot of 
space to accents used by British singers trying to 
sound American. Two of the key differences are 
the pronunciation of the vowels in words like lot 
and bath. The General British English speaker 
would use lot and bath with lips rounded whereas 
Standard American English speakers would pro-
nounce them with lips unrounded, giving us the 
flat vowels like ‘laht’ rather than with a ‘trap’ vo-
wel sound. Interestingly, Setter notes, popstars of-
ten sound quite different when they ago back to 
their natural accents when speaking. Your profes-
sional voice, she says, might sound quite different 
to your natural voice.

Two really interesting aspects of voice and ac-
cent are the way in which voice analysis can be 
used to identify and apprehend criminals and the 
impact of synthesised speech, as used by Professor 
Stephen Hawking, the leading theoretical physicist 
and cosmologist who suffered from paralysis as a 
result of motor neurone disease and could only 
communicate through a speech generating device 
worked by a hand-held switch and eventually by a 
cheek muscle.

Professor Setter also works in forensic speech 
comparison, using auditory and acoustic speech 
analysis to identify and apprehend criminals. She 
goes into detail about how the system works and 
the lengths the authorities go to ensure fairness 
and avoid the risk of ‘stereotype bias’. Voice clues 
include personal and regional accent, use of fillers 
such as ‘um’ and ‘ah’, forms of address and parti-
cular keywords and phrases and even background 
noise as well as detailed comparison of phonetic 
features of speech.

One of the most interesting parts of the book is 
the development of synthesised speech. Originally 
invented as far back as the late 1700s, Hungarian 
inventor Wolfgang von Kempelen’s ‘Speaking Ma-
chine’ used bellows for the lungs, rubber tubes for 
the mouth and nose and the reed from a wood-
wind instrument such as a clarinet for the repro-
duction of the voice (the vocal folds or voice box). 
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Apparently, utterances could be understood by lis-
teners but they were monotone. Modern develop-
ment can reproduce reasonably accurately the 
voice of a person who has lost their voice alt-
hough, depending on the TTS (text to speech) syn-
thesiser which is used, speech produced may ap-
pear to be slower or more stilted. One of the fasci-
nating features of Your Voice Speaks Volumes is 
that you can actually scan examples of speech and 
also voice synthesisers using your mobile phone. 
Setter also provides links to YouTube to help rea-
ders access the information.

The final chapter looks at English around the 
world, once again from the point of view of how 
the way people speak and their pronunciation 
leads to differences in social awareness. Setter dis-
tinguishes between ‘Old Varieties of English’ (the 
English spoken by immigrants from the British 
Isles) used, for example, in the USA, Canada, and 
Australia and ‘New Varieties of English’ or as L2 
(English as a second language) spoken in India and 
Singapore (New Varieties) and India and Malaysia 
(L2). The other variety, EFL (English as a Foreign 

Language), is spoken in Russia, among other coun-
tries. Setter goes on to make the point that the 
existence of ‘Old’, ‘New’ ‘L2’ and ‘EFL’ varieties of 
English gives rise to attitudinal differences and 
even prejudice between speakers, particularly on 
the part of some speakers of ‘Old’ varieties who 
assume an unjustified superiority. Accents are in-
fluenced by the mother tongue or variety of 
English used in different regions and are simply 
different, not better or worse, although there may 
be misunderstandings, particularly due to differen-
ces in intonation. She praises the work of Jennifer 
Jenkins on English as a Lingua Franca (Global 
Englishes: A Resource Book for Students). Origi-
nally used to describe L1 users communicating 
with L2 users of English, English as a Lingua Fran-
ca now encompasses anyone using English for 
communication wherever they come from. As she 
says, English is viewed as a truly global language, 
developing in a way to suit the communicative 
purposes of anyone who is using it.

This is a fascinating book combining personal 
experience, British and international culture and 
society and above all scientific understanding of 
spoken language, how it works and how it is per-
ceived around the world.

‘Whether we like it or not,’ Setter sums up, ‘we 
are judged on the way we speak: on our accent, 
our voice quality, our pitch, our ability to enuncia-
te clearly. There is certainly no language of which 
this is truer than English – certainly in present 
times, with its position as a global language’.

ICC News
by Robert Williams
ICC Board Member

Schedule Changes
Due to the corona virus restricting travel and 

gatherings, the ICC annual May conference in Bel-
grade has been postponed, like most other interna-
tional conferences in Europe. The new proposed 
date is in October. We will advise all our mem-
bers in good time. The conference programme will 
remain the same.

In the meantime, we are receiving applications 
for membership which we are processing online, 
notably from Egypt, Cyprus and Trinidad. All ap-
plications have to be agreed by the ICC board and 
audited by quality control advisers. But we look 
forward to welcoming the directors of the new or-
ganisations to our conference in October.

ICC and the Council of Europe
ICC have renewed our Memorandum of Under-

standing with the European Council of Modern 
Languages (ECML), Council of Europe, and Ellinor 
Haase, ICC chair, attended the 25th anniversary of 
ECML’s foundation, commemorating also the 
Council of Europe’s 70th anniversary.

Ellinor presented the ICC’s network and Lan-
guage for Work projects. The conference allowed 
delegates to reflect on the important contribution 
made by the Centre in the field of language educa-
tion and showcased the results of the current pro-
gramme and launch the next programme for 
2020-2023.

Key themes are inspiring innovation in langua-
ge education, managing changing contexts and 
evolving competences.

The ECML presented its draft anniversary decla-
ration, Quality Language Education for a Demo-
cratic and Socially Cohesive Europe: Nine ECML 
Cornerstones. The aim of the declaration is to raise 
awareness of the political importance of language 
education and the need for a sustained support for 
its professionalisation across Europe.

ECML Palingui Project
ICC is proud to be associated with the new 

ECML PALINGUI Project which looks at the diffe-
rent linguistic journey young children take in their 
language acquisition process. As a result of increa-
sing linguistic and cultural diversity in Europe 
young children are growing up in an environment 
of multiple languages and cultures with different 
practices and customs and different ways of spea-
king, reading and writing.

The PALINGUI project aims to evaluate the 
process of daily language learning and ensure it is 
recognised and valued. It also wants to support 
children’s understanding of their own language 
learning and describe their next steps.

Project CATAPULT
Rob Williams, former chair of ICC, current 

board member and member of the CATAPULT 
project team, brought members up to date on the 
progress of the project. The aim is to create a 
MOOC to help upskill LSP (Languages or Special 
Purposes) teaching. In doing so the CATAPULT 
team conducted a survey to gauge current provisi-
on and created a common competence framework 
for teachers. The framework aimed to provide a 
description of competences to be acquired to be 
an effective LSP teacher but also a basis for materi-
als development and training. The final situational 
report and the LSP Teacher Competence Frame-
work can be accessed at catapult-project.eu.

‘This is a fascinating book combining 
personal experience, British and 
international culture and society and 
above all scientific understanding of 
spoken language, how it works and how it 
is perceived around the world’
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