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What is a syllable? A syllable is a single, unbroken sound of a spoken (or 

written) word. Syllables usually contain a vowel and accompanying consonants. 

Sometimes syllables are referred to as the ‘beats’ of spoken language. 

Syllables differ from phonemes in that a phoneme is the smallest unit of sound; 

the number of syllables in a word is unrelated to the number of phonemes it contains. 

For example: /b/, /k/, /t/, /ch/, /sh/, /ee/, /ai/, /igh/, /ear/ are all phonemes. The word 

‘chat’ is made up of three phonemes (/ch/ /a/ /t/). The word ‘light’ is made up of three 

phonemes (/l/ /igh/ /t/).  However, both the words ‘chat’ and ‘light’ have only one 

syllable each. 

The number of times you hear a vowel (a, e, i , o, u) in a word is equal to the 

number of syllables a word has. A good way to identify syllables is to think about 

whether you need to change your mouth shape to say the next bit of the word / the new 

syllable. 

There are six key types of syllables in English: 

Closed syllable: syllables that end in a consonant and have a short vowel sound 

(e.g., In "picture," the first syllable, "pic" /pɪk/ ends in a consonant, and the /ɪ/ sound is 

short). 

Open syllable: syllables that end in a vowel and have a long vowel sound (e.g., 

In "zero," the last syllable "ro" /roʊ/ ends with the vowel sound /oʊ/, which is long). 
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Vowel-consonant-e syllable: syllables that end with a long vowel, a consonant, 

and a silent -e (e.g., "Fate" is a one-syllable word which ends with a long -a /eɪ/, a 

consonant (t), and a silent -e). 

Diphthong (vowel team) syllable: syllables that include two consecutive Vowels 

making a singular sound (e.g., in "shouting," the first syllable "shout" (ʃaʊt) includes 

an -o and a -u together that makes one sound - the diphthong /aʊ/). 

R-controlled syllable: syllables that end in at least one vowel followed by -r 

(e.g., In the name Peter, the end syllable "er" /ər/ consists of an -e followed by an -r.) 

Consonant-le syllable: syllables that end with a consonant followed by -le (e.g., 

In "syllable," the last syllable "ble" /bəl/ ends with the consonant -b followed by -le.) 

Each of these syllable types follows the rule of having a singular vowel sound 

and either no consonants or a range of consonants before, after, or surrounding the 

vowel sound. 

The formation of syllables is a fundamental aspect of phonology and phonetics, 

encompassing the structural organization of speech sounds into perceptual units. 

Syllables are vital building blocks of spoken language and play a crucial role in 

linguistic analysis and understanding the rhythmic and phonotactic patterns of words. 

Syllable Formation Principles: 

1. Nucleus (Vowel): Every syllable contains a vowel sound (or vowel-like sound 

known as a syllabic consonant) that forms the core or nucleus of the syllable. This 

nucleus is the most sonorous part of the syllable and determines its sonority profile. 

2. Onset: The onset is the initial consonant or consonant cluster that precedes the 

vowel nucleus within a syllable. Not all syllables have onsets, but when present, they 

form the initial segment of the syllable. 

3. Coda: The coda represents the consonant or consonant cluster that follows the 

vowel nucleus within a syllable. Similar to the onset, not all syllables have codas, but 

they form the final segment of the syllable. 

4. Suprasegmental Features: In addition to segmental properties, syllables are 

also influenced by suprasegmental features such as stress, pitch, and duration, which 

contribute to the rhythmic and prosodic aspects of speech. 

Cross-linguistic Variation: 

The formation of syllables can vary across languages, with diverse phonotactic 

constraints and patterns influencing syllable complexity, structure, and permissible 

combinations of sounds. This variation contributes to the rich diversity of phonological 

systems found in languages worldwide. 
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When it comes to the separation of syllables, understanding this process is 

essential for language learning, pronunciation, and linguistic analysis. The division of 

written or spoken words into their constituent syllabic units brings clarity to 

pronunciation and phonological patterns. Here's a breakdown of how syllables are 

typically separated:  

Syllable Division Rules: 

1. Vowel-Centered Approach: 

   - One common rule for syllable division relies on a vowel-centered approach, 

where syllables are typically divided before or after a vowel. 

   - For example, in the word "rabbit," the syllable division is typically done as 

"rab-bit," with the vowel "a" forming the nucleus of the first syllable and the consonant 

cluster "bb" starting the next syllable. 

2. Consonant Clusters: 

   - For words containing consonant clusters, syllable division aims to maintain 

phonotactic patterns and often separates clusters based on their phonological 

properties. 

   - Example: In the word "school," the division typically occurs as "school," with 

the consonant cluster "sch" maintained within the first syllable. 

3. Digraphs and Diphthongs: 

   - When encountering digraphs (two or more letters representing a single sound) 

or diphthongs (gliding vowel sounds), syllable division aims to respect and maintain 

the integrity of these sound units within syllables. 

   - In the word "boat," the division remains "boat" to acknowledge the diphthong 

"oa" as a unit within a single syllable. 

Importance of Syllable Separation: 

- Pronunciation and Clarity: Proper syllable separation aids in correct 

pronunciation and clarity, especially for learners and speakers of a new language. 

- Linguistic Analysis: In linguistic analysis, syllable separation helps in 

understanding phonological patterns, stress placement, and morphological structures 

within words. 

- Teaching and Learning: In education, understanding syllable boundaries assists 

in teaching phonics, spelling, and language structure. 

Syllable Marking: 

In linguistic notation, the division of syllables is often marked using a period (.) 

or a hyphen (-) to visually represent the boundaries between syllables. 
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