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1. Geographical variants of the English language. The English lan-

guage is one of the most widely spoken languages in the world with about 

400 million native speakers, about 750 million people using it as a second 

language, and 700 million learning it as a foreign language. It exists in differ-

ent varieties (variants) depending on the country where it is established as a 

national or official language. Thus, the main varieties of the English language 

are British, American, Canadian, Australian, South African, New Zealand, 

Welsh English, Irish English, Scottish English, Indian English, and Philip-

pine English. 

2. The standard of the language vs. the orthoepic norm. The standard 

is «a prestige variety of language»; «a unified means of communication»; «an 

institutionalized norm which can be used in the mass media, in teaching the 

language to foreigners, and so on» [1, p. 450]. Standard English varieties are 

called Standard British, General American, General Canadian, General Aus-

tralian.  
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The orthoepic norm of a language is the standard pronunciation adopted 

by the majority of the native speakers as the right and proper way of speak-

ing. The most educated part of the population uses the orthoepic norm. It 

reflects the main tendencies of pronunciation in the language. 

3. The difference between a national standard and a regional stand-

ard. Standards of the language are divided into national and regional. 

National standards are associated with radio and TV newsreaders, certain 

professional groups such as school and university teachers and public figures 

(such as the Queen). Regional standards are spoken by most educated people 

and they show regional deviation from the national standard.  

National standard in the UK is so called Received Pronunciation (RP) 

which is practically the same as Standard British English, BBC English, 

Queen’s / King’s English, Oxford English and sometimes it is called South-

ern Standard but refers exclusively to the pronunciation (not grammar or vo-

cabulary usage). According to different data from 3 to 10% of the UK popu-

lation speak RP.  

Regional standards are the following: Northern Standard, Scottish Stand-

ard English, Irish English, Welsh English. 

4. Received Pronunciation: its classification, characteristics, current 

changes. The term Received Pronunciation was first introduced by the Brit-

ish phonetician Daniel Jones. In the first edition of the English Pronouncing 

Dictionary in 1917 he called the accent "Public School Pronunciation" be-

cause this pronunciation is “most usually heard in everyday speech in the 

families of Southern English persons whose menfolk have been educated at 

the great public boarding schools” [2]. In the second edition in 1926 Daniel 

Jones called it Received Pronunciation because he wanted a better, more 

suitable term. “This form of pronunciation is chosen not because it is intrinsi-

cally superior to any other, but because it is that generally found most useful 

by those studying the English language” [2]. It was called Received Pronun-

ciation because students in the public schools of the 19th century Eton and 

Harrow studied it. You can watch the process of drilling it in the educational 

film “The Story of English” starting from 20th minute: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VGID-SgatN8. The pronunciation became 

widely known, it was prestigious to speak RP and show one’s belonging to 

the upper class. In a famous film “My Fair Lady” (1964) based on G.B. Shaw 

play “Pygmalion” professor of phonetics Henry Higgins decides to teach a 

poor girl Eliza Doolittle who speaks Cockney dialect how to speak “proper” 

English, i.e. RP, and present her to the high London society of the beginning 

of the XX century. 

The English Pronouncing Dictionary by Daniel Jones has survived 

18 editions from 1917 until 2011 [3]. It reflects the main tendencies of pro-
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nunciation in the English language. If there are two or more variants of pro-

nouncing the same word, the first variant reflects the most popular way of 

pronunciation in the year of dictionary edition. Comparing pronunciation of 

the same words in different dictionary editions we can see how it changed 

and which pronunciation used to be the most widely-spread depending on the 

year of dictionary publication: national – 1937 – /'næʃәnәl, 'næʃnәl, 'næʃnl /, 

1956 – /'næʃәnl, 'næʃnәl, 'næʃәnәl/; again – 1937 – /ә'geɪn; әg'en/, 1956 – 

/ә'gen; ә'geɪn/, 2011 – /әˈɡen, ˈɡeɪn, US әˈɡen/ [4]. 

RP is classified into different types and varies according to social, pro-

fessional and age groups of people who use it: the conservative RP (used by 

the older generation), the general (or mainstream) RP (used on BBC radio 

and TV), the advanced (or contemporary) RP (used by upper-class young 

people, and professional groups), near-RP Southern (spoken by teachers of 

English, professors of colleges and universities) [5, pp. 19-28; 6].  

Among famous people who speak/spoke RP, except the British Royal 

Family, are: such politicians as former and current Prime Ministers of the UK 

Margaret Thatcher (1979–1990), David Cameron (2010–2016), Boris John-

son (2019–present); actors and actresses Rupert Everett, Vanessa Kirby, Hel-

en Mirren, Carey Mulligan, journalists and writers Ed Stourton, Christopher 

Hitchens, former and current Archbishops of Canterbury Rowan Wil-

liams (2002–2012), Justin Welby (2013–present), etc. [7]. 

The main characteristics of RP are the following: 1) RP is non-rhotic: 

written r is pronounced only if it is followed by a vowel: one or another; 

2) great attention is paid to articulating consonants clearly except for 

the r consonant; 3) there is a great number of distinct vowel sounds, 

e.g. caught [ɔ:], cot [ɔ], cart [a:] are different in RP [5, pp. 19-28]. If you 

want to listen to upper RP, follow the link: 

https://pronunciationstudio.com/upper-received-pronunciation/. 

What are modern tendencies of pronouncing words in RP? Let’s enumer-

ate some of them:  

1. The diphthongization of the vowels /i:/ and /u:/ which in final position 

are often pronounced with a glide (e.g. “see” - /sii /, “who” – /hui/). 

2. Monophthongization of some diphthongs: /ai/ and /au/ when followed 

by /ә/ (e.g. ”tower”- /tauә/ >/taә, ta:/, “fire”-/'faiә/ > /'faә, fa:/); diphthongs 

/aә/ and /uә/ become /o:/ (“poor” - /puә/ > /po:/). 

3. The vowel [a] is pronounced instead of [æ]: have, and. 

4. The diphthong [ou] is changed into [әu]: phone /foun/ > /fәun/.  

5. The centering of /a/ and /u/ to /ә/: good /gud/ > /gәd/. 

6. A greater weakening of vowels in weakly stressed syllables, which re-

sults in the use of the neutral /ә/: November /no'vembә/ > /nә'vembә/; 

/bә'li:v/ for /bi'li:v/; /'intrәstin/ for /'intristin/.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rupert_Everett
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ed_Stourton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Justin_Welby
https://pronunciationstudio.com/upper-received-pronunciation/
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7. The assimilation of the following sounds: /sj/ > /ʃ/, /zj / > /ʒ/, /tj > /tʃ/, 

/dj / > /dʒ/ (e.g. “issue”, “crozier”, “situation”, “education”). 

8. The sound /j/ is lost following /l, s, z/, e.g. luminous ['lumɪnәs], suit 

[su:t], exhume [ig'zu:m]. 

9. The final /b, d, g / are now partially devoiced (“cab-cap”, “had-hat”, 

“bag-back”). 

10. Consonant /t/ in intervocalic position is voiced: better /bedə/. 

11. Sound /h/ in the initial position is lost: he wants her to come /I ‘wɒnts 

ә tә ‘kɅm/.  

12. The use of the intrusive /r/, which some 30 years ago was carefully 

avoided by RP speakers: in such phrases as “the idea /r / of it”, “Asia /r/ and 

Africa” and so on [5, pp. 19-28]. 

The 3rd, updated edition of Longman Pronunciation Dictionary written 

by professor John Wells in 2008 included 3,000 new words and a lot of new 

pronunciations (225,000 pronunciations in general of both British and Amer-

ican English) [8]. The dictionary is based on polls conducted among 1,000 

British and 11,000 American respondents about their pronunciation prefer-

ences. The polls show age differences in pronouncing words as well as dif-

ferences between British and American English speakers. Most British peo-

ple prefer to call a grown-up person an adult ['әdʌlt] with a stress on the first 

syllable while American people would rather say an adult [ә'dʌlt] with the 

stress on the second syllable. Most British people of an older generation 

would say to cont'ribute (the stress on the second syllable), mischiev(i)ous 

[‘mistʃivәs], Asia [eiʃә] while young people would choose to 'contribute (the 

stress on the first syllable), [mis'tʃivәs] or [mis'tʃiviәs] for mischiev(i)ous, 

Asia [eiʒә]. 

Not only the RP is changing but the attitudes towards RP are becoming 

ambiguous in the UK. Earlier, in the XX century, it was necessary to adopt 

the RP accent for reasons of getting higher education, prestigious job and 

career promotion. Current surveys found that residents of Scotland and 

Northern Ireland tend to dislike RP but still 56% of the UK population 

changed their accent in 2015. “In recent years, however, as a result of contin-

ued social change, virtually every accent is represented in all walks of life to 

which people aspire – sport, the arts, the media, business, even former 

strongholds of RP England, such as the City, Civil Service and academia. As 

a result, fewer younger speakers with regional accents consider it necessary 

to adapt their speech to the same extent” [6]. That is what British people 

write about RP and their accents in social networks: “I’m very proud of my 

Geordie accent living in London. I would never change it as I find most peo-

ple love it. I’m told I sound warm and welcoming” (John, Facebook). “I can 
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speak with a posh accent but I suppose there’s some stigma associated with 

that” (Benjamin Sim, Facebook). 

5. Conclusions about Received Pronunciation in the UK are the fol-

lowing: 1. RP is different depending on the generation (older generation pro-

nounce words differently in comparison to younger generation). 2. RP has 

changed since XX century and continues to change. 3. RP has variations of 

word pronunciation which are presented in the pronunciation dictionaries and 

considered to be standard. 4. RP was and is trained (drilled, studied) at 

schools and universities. 5. But very few people in the UK speak traditional 

RP nowadays because it is not strongly associated with prestige anymore; 

and young people value their original accents. 
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