
 
 

Consonant Sounds 

 

1. There are 25 consonant sounds in English – 15 voiced and 10 unvoiced [LINK]. Consonant sounds are made 

when air leaves the body while being obstructed by the mouth, lips, tongue, and/or teeth, e.g.  m  and  th. Vowel 
sounds, by contrast, are made when air is unobstructed and moves freely, e.g.  ee  and  oo. Frankly, consonant 
sounds are less important to speakers of English – what matters most in a word is the stressed vowel sound and 
then the vowel sounds in the weak syllables – the word x-ray. Consonant sounds may also be easier for foreign 
speakers, because most of them have only one sound matching the letter. For example, the letter ‘b’ always 
represents the sound  b. Compare this with vowel sounds (Lesson 4) where one letter, e.g. ‘a’, can represent up to 
9 different sounds: ‘hat’, ‘bath’, ‘any’, ‘waste’, etc. 

2. However, it is true that some consonant letters have more than one pronunciation. For example, ‘c’ can be 

pronounced as  s  (‘soft c’ in ‘ambulance’) or  k  (‘hard c’ in ‘local’). The letter ‘s’ can be pronounced as  s  (in 
‘guest’) or  z  (in ‘clothes’). ‘s’ is  z  at the end of plural words, e.g. ‘books’, and in present simple s-form, e.g. 
‘makes’; and sometimes  zz  in words like ‘usually’ and ‘television’. ‘x’ is pronounced  ks, e.g. in ‘extremely’. 

3. Consonant letters become more complicated when they pair up to become consonant digraphs: two letters 

which make one sound [LINK]. The most common consonant digraphs are ‘sh’ =  sh  in ‘ship; ‘ch’ =  ch  in ‘chip’ 
or  sh  in ‘machine’; ‘th’ =  th  in ‘this’ and  tt  in ‘thick’ [LINK]; ‘wh’ =  w  in ‘white’ – but there are a number of 
others. Consonant digraphs can appear at the beginning of a word – ‘cheese’ – in the middle – ‘washable’ – or at 
the end – ‘painting’. Consonant digraphs are usually two consonant letters, but sometimes a consonant and 
vowel are used, e.g. ‘gu’ =  g  in ‘guess’, ‘tu’ =  ch  in ‘nature’, ‘ci’ =  sh  in ‘official’, and ‘ti’ =  sh  in ‘national’. 

4. Consonant blends also consist of two (or more) consonant letters together, e.g. ‘bl’ in ‘blue’ or ‘lm’ in ‘film’ 

[LINK]. The difference between digraphs and blends is that digraphs create one sound, but in blends both sounds 
can be heard. There are thought to be over 80 different consonant blends in English. They mainly comprise two 
consonant letters, although some have three, e.g. ‘spl’ in ‘splash’, ‘spr’ in ‘spring’, and ‘str’ in ‘string’. Blends 
usually occur at the start (‘bright’) or end of a word (‘past’) – or in both positions (‘trend’). A notable consonant 
blend is ‘qu’, which represents, for example, the sounds  kw  in ‘quick’ and ‘quite’. 

5. We often use consonant letters to spell vowel sounds (Lesson 4). For example, in ‘heard’ the letter ‘r’ is part 

of the ‘ear’ spelling of the vowel sound  er, and not pronounced as its consonant form. Remember that consonant 
letters are not pronounced when they are part of the vowel spelling. 

6. Some consonant letters are included in the spelling of words but are silent letters [LINK]  [LINK]  [LINK] 

and have no role in the word. They don’t do anything – for example the silent ‘e’ in ‘garage’. We could also argue 
that consonant digraphs with double letters have one silent letter, e.g. the first or second ‘b’ in ‘hobby’. However, 
they do serve a purpose, since ‘doubling up’ of consonant letters usually makes the preceding vowel sound short. 
Some English words are well-known for having silent letters, including these words from the course: ‘b’ in ‘debt’, 
‘p’ in ‘receipt’, ‘t’ in ‘often’, ‘h’ in ‘yoghurt’, and ‘ch’ in ‘yacht’. We have to learn them as exceptions (Lesson 7). 

7. Look out for hidden sounds too [LINK] – sounds which do not have any representation in the spelling, but 

which must be pronounced. A notable hidden sound, seen a few times on this course, is the  y  sound before the 
letter ‘u’ in ‘menu’, ‘ambulance’, and before ‘eu’ in ‘European’. 

8. Consonant pairs can also be a problem, with learners mixing up sounds like  b  and  p, or  g  and  k [LINK]. 
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