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Assignment 3: 
Narrow and broad transcription 

 
Due 14 February 

 
 As we have seen, the International Phonetic Alphabet can be used to 
transcribe speech sounds in very great detail. It has symbols and diacritical 
marks for a wide array of features: not just manner and place of articulation and 
voicing for consonants, and approximate height, frontness, and rounding for 
vowels, but aspiration, nasalization, a wealth of secondary articulations, 
phonation types, vowel length, tone, very fine degrees of adjustment in the 
vowel space, and more. Most of the time, however, we do not transcribe as much 
detail as would be theoretically possible. Transcriptions that include a greater 
amount of phonetic detail are called narrow transcriptions; transcriptions that 
include less detail are called broad transcriptions. 

For a simple example, in none of our IPA transcriptions of English have 
we indicated the pitch contours of syllables, although the IPA provides symbols 
to represent them and we could in principle do so. A perhaps less off-the-wall 
example is that, although the sounds of the English mid tense vowel phonemes 
/e/ and /o/ are usually diphthongs [eI] and [oʊ], so far in this class we have 
been broadly transcribing them as [e] and [o]—treating those less-detailed 
transcriptions are detailed enough for our purposes. In some cases, transcriptions 
may be broad enough even to use a simpler symbol than the most phonetically 
appropriate one for a given sound. For instance, the sound of English “r” is 
usually [ɹ], an alveolar approximant. However, it is not uncommon for the 
symbol [r] to be used for English “r” instead, even though this symbol 
technically represents a different (though similar!) sound. 
 For example, my pronunciation of the word crater can be transcribed, with 
increasing degrees of narrowness, as any of the following: 

 
[kretəɹ] 
[ˈkɹeɪtɚ] 
[ˈkʰɹeɪɾɚ] 
[ˈkʰɹ ̥éˑɪɾɚ̰̀ ]  
 
Your assignment is to write a short essay on the following topic: in your 

opinion, when (or for what purposes) would it be more appropriate to use a 
relatively broad transcription and when a relatively narrow transcription? 
(Related questions: Might you want to use a narrower transcription for some 
segments than for others within the same word? Might you want to transcribe 
some features more narrowly than others?) In writing your response, keep in 
might what we have learned about the relationship between phonemes and 
allophones. 


