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In connected speech, the way we pronounce consonants often changes to facilitate 

smoother, faster, and more natural communication. These modifications enable us to keep 

the flow of language seamless, minimizing awkward breaks and maximizing fluidity. 

Modifications of consonants in connected speech vary across languages, but certain 

principles remain consistent, including assimilation, elision, and coarticulation. These 

processes play an essential role in language comprehension, as they impact not only 

individual sounds but the overall rhythm and intonation of spoken language. Understanding 

these changes is crucial for learners of any language as well as for linguists studying the 

dynamics of spoken interaction. 

Assimilation: Adjusting for Neighboring Sounds 

Assimilation is one of the most common modifications in connected speech. It occurs 

when a consonant sound changes to become more similar to a neighboring sound, typically 
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to make pronunciation easier. Assimilation can be classified in terms of direction 

(progressive or regressive) and type (place, manner, or voicing). 

- Place Assimilation: A consonant sound changes its place of articulation to match the 

place of a following or preceding sound. For instance, in English, the phrase "in Paris" may 

be pronounced as /ɪmˈpærɪs/ because the /n/ sound, which is typically alveolar (produced 

with the tongue at the alveolar ridge), shifts to a bilabial /m/ to match the bilabial /p/ in 

"Paris." 

- Manner Assimilation: Consonants also adjust their manner of articulation. For 

example, in the phrase "that song," the /t/ sound at the end of "that" may take on the fricative 

quality of the /s/ that follows, making the phrase sound like "thassong." 

- Voicing Assimilation: When a voiced consonant becomes voiceless or vice versa 

due to its environment, we call it voicing assimilation. For example, in “have to,” the /v/ 

sound in “have” often becomes voiceless /f/ before the voiceless /t/, making it sound like 

“haf to.” 

Elision: The Disappearance of Consonants 

Elision occurs when a consonant sound is omitted entirely, often to enhance the ease 

and speed of speech. This process is especially common in rapid or informal speech and can 

make language challenging to follow for non-native listeners.  

- Final Consonant Elision: In English, certain final consonants are dropped in 

connected speech, especially in phrases like "next week" (/neks wiːk/) where the /t/ sound 

in "next" may be dropped.  

- Medial Consonant Elision: When two consonants appear together between vowels, 

one may be elided to maintain fluency. For instance, in “Christmas” the /t/ sound is 

frequently omitted, resulting in /ˈkrɪsməs/. This change facilitates smoother pronunciation 

between the surrounding sounds. 

Elision can often vary by dialect or regional speech patterns, with some varieties of 

English dropping certain consonants more frequently than others. 

Coarticulation: Overlapping Articulatory Movements 

Coarticulation refers to the phenomenon where the articulation of one sound overlaps 

with the articulation of another. This is a natural consequence of rapid speech and is not a 

modification of a single consonant but rather a blending of sounds in connected speech. 

- Anticipatory Coarticulation: This occurs when the articulatory features of a sound 

are influenced by the following sound. For example, in the phrase “cool kid,” the /k/ sound 

in “cool” is often rounded in anticipation of the /k/ sound in “kid” because of the preceding 

rounded /u/ vowel.  
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- Carryover Coarticulation: In this type, a sound’s articulation is influenced by the 

sound that came before it. For instance, in the word "boot," the /b/ is often articulated with 

rounded lips because of the rounded vowel /uː/ that follows. 

Flapping: A Specific Modification in American English 

In American English, flapping is a modification where /t/ or /d/ sounds between 

vowels are pronounced as a quick, soft “flap” sound. This is common in words like "butter" 

(/ˈbʌɾɚ/) or "city" (/ˈsɪɾi/). Flapping facilitates faster pronunciation by avoiding the full 

closure of a /t/ or /d/, blending the syllables more smoothly. 

Linking Consonants for Continuity 

Linking is a technique where a consonant sound connects two words for smoother 

flow in connected speech. In English, this can often involve a consonant sound at the end of 

one word linking to a vowel sound at the beginning of the next. 

- Intrusive /r/: This is a type of linking where an “r” sound is introduced between 

words. For example, in “law and order,” a non-native speaker might pronounce it /lɔː ænd 

ˈɔːdə/, but in connected speech, it often becomes /lɔːrænd ˈɔːdə/. 

- Catenation: This is a form of linking where the final consonant of one word links 

directly to the initial vowel of the next. For instance, “pick it up” can sound like “pi ki tup,” 

allowing for a smooth transition from one word to the next. 

Consonant Reduction and Weakening 

Consonants in unstressed syllables or in rapid speech often undergo weakening or 

reduction. This is similar to vowel reduction, but it applies to consonants, often resulting in 

softer or less articulated sounds. 

For example, in the phrase “got to,” the /t/ sounds may be reduced to a softer /ɾ/ or 

even omitted entirely in rapid or casual speech, resulting in “gotta.” 

Conclusion 

Consonant modification is a vital aspect of connected speech that facilitates fluent 

communication in languages worldwide. It encompasses processes like assimilation, elision, 

coarticulation, linking, and reduction, each of which allows speakers to produce sounds 

more naturally and efficiently. While these modifications can create challenges for language 

learners, understanding them can significantly enhance listening comprehension, 

pronunciation, and overall fluency. The study of consonant modification in connected 

speech not only illuminates the fluid nature of spoken language but also has practical 

implications for language learning, speech therapy, and artificial intelligence speech 

processing. For language learners, understanding and practicing these modifications can 

make their speech sound more natural and improve their listening skills, as native speakers 
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often use these patterns unconsciously. For speech therapists, recognizing these 

modifications helps in diagnosing and treating speech and fluency disorders, as certain 

consonant modifications are more challenging for some individuals to produce. 

Furthermore, in speech recognition technology, programming these nuances enhances the 

system's ability to accurately interpret rapid, informal speech. Ultimately, consonant 

modifications reflect the adaptability of human language and highlight how speech evolves 

to support effortless and effective communication. 
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