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CONTRASTIVE ANALYSIS OF SYLLABLES 
IN ENGLISH AND UKRAINIAN 

Â äàííîé ñòàòüå ïðîâîäèòñÿ êîíòðàñòèâíûé àíàëèç ñëîãîâ â àíãëèé-
ñêîì è óêðàèíñêîì ÿçûêàõ. Ñîïîñòàâëÿÿ ñëîãè àíãëèéñêîãî è óêðàèíñêîãî 
ÿçûêîâ, àâòîðû ïðèõîäÿò ê âûâîäó, ÷òî ñóùíîñòü îñíîâíûõ ïðèíöèïîâ 
ñëîãîîáðàçîâàíèÿ è ñëîãîäåëåíèÿ îäèíàêîâû â îáîèõ ÿçûêàõ. Ðàçëè÷èÿ îáóñ-
ëîâëåíû ðàçíîé ôîíåìàòè÷åñêîé ñòðóêòóðîé àíãëèéñêîãî è óêðàèíñêîãî 
ÿçûêîâ, à òàêæå îñîáåííîñòÿìè ïîëîæåíèÿ àêòèâíûõ îðãàíîâ àðòèêóëÿ-
öèè ïðè ïðîèçíåñåíèè çâóêîâ. 

Êëþ÷åâûå ñëîâà: ñëîã, çâóêè, ñëîãîîáðàçîâàíèå, ñëîãîäåëåíèå, ïðîèç-
íîøåíèå. 

Ó ñòàòò³ ïðîâîäèòüñÿ êîíòðàñòèâíèé àíàë³ç ñêëàä³â â àíãë³éñüê³é 
òà óêðà¿íñüê³é ìîâàõ. Ç³ñòàâëÿþ÷è ñêëàäè àíãë³éñüêî¿ òà óêðà¿íñüêî¿ 
ìîâè, àâòîðè äîõîäÿòü âèñíîâêó, ùî ñóòí³ñòü îñíîâíèõ ïðèíöèï³â ñêëà-
äîóòîâîðåííÿ òà ñêëàäîä³ëåííÿ º îäíàêîâèìè äëÿ îáîõ ìîâ. Â³äì³ííîñò³ 
çóìîâëåí³ ð³çíîþ ôîíåìàòè÷íîþ ñòðóêòóðîþ àíãë³éñüêî¿ òà óêðà¿íñüêî¿ 
ìîâ, à òàêîæ îñîáëèâîñòÿìè ïîëîæåííÿ àêòèâíèõ îðãàí³â àðòèêóëÿö³¿ 
ï³ä ÷àñ âèìîâè çâóê³â. 

Êëþ÷îâ³ ñëîâà: ñêëàä, çâóêè, ñêëàäîóòâîðåííÿ, ñêëàäîä³ëåííÿ, âèìîâà. 

In this article the contrastive analysis of syllables in English and Ukrainian 
is being carried out. Comparing English and Ukrainian syllables, the author ar-
rives at the conclusion that the nature of the main principles of formation and 
division of syllables is the same in the two languages. The differences are deter-
mined by the phonematic structure specific features in the English and Ukrainian 
languages as well as by the peculiarities in the position of the active articulating 
organs in pronouncing sounds. 

Key words: syllable, sounds, formation of syllables, division of syllables, 
sounds pronunciation. 

Nowadays greater and greater attention is paid to the syllable in the prac-
tical study of foreign languages. 

In studying pronunciation of a foreign language it is to be taken into 
consideration that the correct pronunciation of syllables is as important as 
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pronunciation of sounds. A syllable consists of sounds, but the syllable is the 
first undividable unit of speech. 

Contrastive study of the syllables of the English and Ukrainian languages 
will help to understand the differences existing between syllables in English 
and Ukrainian to know special features of the formation of the syllables, 
the peculiarities of syllable division and will also help to avoid mistakes in a 
foreign language etc. 

The syllable is a universal primary minimal undivided basic phonetic 
unit of speech. 

This definition of the syllable is universal for all the syllabic languages. 
Units of primary perception on sensory level are not speech sounds but 

syllables. The syllable in perception is a minimal undivided unit over time. 
The syllable is an integrated and an integrating speech unit. On the one 

hand it consists of speech sounds, on the other hand it is the base for all the 
other units of speech. It is creating the segmental speech unit — phonetic 
word and all the supra-segmental speech units — sense-groups, phrases, 
subphrasal unities and the speech unit of the highest level — the text. 

Syllables as well as other phonetic phenomena are sensitive to weight, 
many marginal consonants are perceived as “heavier” than others in many 
languages. 

Weight is linked to the particular phonetic phenomenon in different lan-
guages, remains stable and is not changed from language to language. 

The first attempts to examine syllables were made before our era by An-
cient Greeks in connection with their interest in the problems of rhetoric 
and versification. 

Experimental investigations of the problems of the nature of the syllable, 
its structure, the division of words into syllables appeared at the beginning 
of the 20th century due to the first laboratories of experimental phonetics 
opened in Paris, St. Petersburg and other countries and cities of the world. 
At present experimental investigations of the nature and structure of the syl-
lable continued with the help of modern acoustic devices and special com-
puter programmes. 

Various theories of syllable formation and syllable division exist. One of 
the first was the so-called expiratory theory, according to which each syl-
lable is accompanied by an uninterrupted act of exhalation. The experimen-
tal data showed that several syllables might be pronounced within one act 
of exhalation and the expiratory theory considered to be wrong because it 
was experimentally proved that in many cases two or more syllables were 
pronounced within one act of exhalation. 
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Rather spread was sonority theory, according to which the main feature 
of the syllable is sonority, the stressed syllable forms a peak of sonority. The 
variations of the sonority of the vowels in different in the word made it dif-
ficult to define the boundaries between the syllables. 

The theory of muscular tension was elaborated by P. Roudet, M. Gram-
mont and others and completed by L. V. Shcherba, according to whom 
sounds in connected speech are pronounced with alternative intensification 
of intensification and slackening of muscular tension. Each peak of intensi-
fication forms a syllable. L. V. Shcherba’s concept about the three forms of 
the syllables helped to solve the problem of the syllable division. 

One of the latest theories of syllabic formation is the energetic theory. 
According to this theory a syllable was defined as a single portion of energy 
[2:25], as a minimal portion of energy [3:17]. 

The energetic theory does not deny the theory of muscular tension. 
There exists a direct connection between the muscle tension of the organs 
of speech impulses of energy as any nerve and muscular process causes en-
ergetic process. 

The energetic theory is rather widespread and acknowledged by numer-
ous linguists, but still the nature of the syllable impulse was not quite clear 
and required further investigations. 

In the second half of the 20th century phonetic experimental investiga-
tions applying electronic devices made it possible to affirm that syllables are 
created by a complex impulse of acoustic energy, a coordinated action of 
two components — intensity and duration [1:8]. Any of the components can 
change the volume of the total energy. 

Experimental data proved that the main acoustic characteristic feature 
of the syllable was total energy — intensity over time. 

The share of the two components of total energy — intensity and dura-
tion is different in English and Ukrainian as it depends upon the phone-
matic system of the language. 

According to energetic theory the boundaries between the syllables in 
a word and between the words are at the point of the minimal decrease of 
total energy. 

There is no principle difference between the mechanism of syllable divi-
sion according to the concept of muscular tension and the energetic theo-
ry — the boundary in both cases is at the energetically weaker point of the 
syllable chain as it is the result of the smallest muscular tension. 

The main principles of syllable formation and division are universal, 
i. e. similar in all the syllabic languages but the rules of syllable forma-
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tion and the division of words into syllables may be different in different 
languages. 

Having affirmed positively the universal nature of articulatory mecha-
nism of syllable formation and division, G. P. Torsuyev drew attention to the 
existence of language peculiarities in the sphere of phonematic structure of 
the syllables, in the set of the types and subtypes of syllables, in the rules of 
syllable division in different languages. 

As stated above the main universal principle of syllable division is that a 
word in divided into syllables at the point of the smallest degree of tension 
of the articulating organs and consequently, the smallest values of acoustic 
energy, is identical in all the syllabic languages and in English and Ukrainian 
as well. 

It is known that L. V. Shcherba’s concept of three forms of consonants 
helped to realize practically the problem of syllable division [4,5]. 

Besides the main rules of syllable division being general for English and 
Ukrainian there exist some peculiarities in the division of words into syl-
lables in each of the two languages. 

Thus, the strong-end consonants (the end of the consonant is stronger 
than its beginning) form the beginning of a syllable both in English and 
Ukrainian, e.g. 

The English sounds [p], [k] in the words party [’pRtI], keen [kJn]. 
The Ukrainian sounds [Ï’], [Ò’] in the words ï³çíî [Ï’²ÇÍÎ], 
ò³ëüêè [Ò’²Ë’ÊÈ]. 
The strong-beginning consonants (the beginning of the consonant 

is stronger than its end) form the end of the syllable both in English and 
Ukrainian. 

The English final [p], [k] in the words cap [kxp], peck [pek], the conso-
nant [p] and final [n] in the word napkin [’nxpkIn]. 

The Ukrainian [Ø], [P] in the word ïîøòàð [ÏÎØÒÀÐ]. 
The strong-beginning/strong-end form (the so-called “two-peak” con-

sonants) are met at the border between two consonants, between two syl-
lables. 

Examples are found in such English words as: 
dissatisfy [dIs’sxtIsfaI]; 
disserve [dIs’sE:v]; 
dissever [dIs’sevq]; 
unnatural [An’nxtSrql], etc. 
“Two-peak” consonants also occur at the junction of words, e. g. 
thin knife [TIn ’naIf]; 
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wide deck [waId ’dek], etc. 
In Ukrainian two-peak consonants occur only at the junction of words. 

Examples are found in such Ukrainian words as: 
õë³á áåðè [ÕË²Á ÁÅÐÈ]; 
â³í í³ñ [Â²Í Í²Ñ]. 
Consonants with a strong-end begin a new syllable. 
Consonants with a strong-beginning end a syllable. 
In English a less sonorous sound generally combines with a more sono-

rous one following it, e. g. 
idle [’aIdl]; 
cable [’keIbl]. 
The rules of syllable division are numerous in English and Ukrainian, 

but the exceptions are more numerous. 
The main rules of the division of a word into syllables are the following: 
1. In words with a consonant between two vowels, the consonant usu-

ally joins up with the following vowel (CV:CV) and thus, an open syllable 
is formed. 

In English such a kind of syllable division is met very often in two-sylla-
ble words and in syllables with long monophthongs. 

In Ukrainian a consonant between two vowels in a word also joins up 
with the following vowel rather often, but not so frequently as in English, 
e.g. 

English  Ukrainian 
father [’fRDq];  áàòüêî [ÁÀÒ’ÊÎ]; 
reader [’rJdq];  â³òåð [Â²ÒÅÐ]; 
never [’nevq];  ï³âåíü [Ï²ÂÅÍ’]. 
2. In English words, when a vowel is followed by two or more consonants 

the point of syllable division is often between the consonants (vc:cc), e.g. 
insect [’In:sekt]; 
abstract [’xb:strxkt]; 
napkin [’nxp:kIn]. 
In Ukrainian in the syllables of the word where the vowel is followed by 

two or more consonants the boundary is often between the syllables, but 
not so often as in English. Rather often the point dividing the syllables in 
Ukrainian may be between the preceding vocalic centre and the following 
consonant, e. g. 

îêðåìî [ÎÊÐÅÌÎ]; 
ñòðóêòóðà [ÑÒÐÓÊÒÓÐÀ]; 
ôóíêö³ÿ [ÔÓÍÊÖ’JÀ]; 
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but: ãîðêè [ÃÎÐÊÈ]; 
ïðîãðåñ³ÿ [ÏÐÎÃÐÅÑ²JÀ]; 
äîñòîâ³ðí³ñòü [ÄÎÑÒÎÂ²ÐÍ’²ÑÒ’]. 
In Ukrainian syllable division often lies between the sounds most 

contrasting in their sonority. Thus, in the words á³ãòè [Á²ÃÒÈ], â³çíèê 
[Â²ÇÍÈÊ] the syllable division is between [²] and [Ã], [Ò] and [Ç] as the 
difference in sonority between them is greater than that between [Ã] and the 
following sound [Ò] or between [Ç] and the following sonant [Í]. 

Many students whose native language is Ukrainian often find it difficult 
to observe the rules of syllable division in English. 

Thus, in the Ukrainian word ãîðêè [ÃÎÐÊÈ] the syllable boundary lies 
between the vowel [Î] and the consonant [Ð], i.e. the sound [Ð] begins a 
new syllable and therefore it has a strong-end. 

In the English word napkin [’nxpkIn] the syllable boundary lies between 
the consonants [p] and [k]. This means that [p] ending the first syllable, has 
a strong-beginning, while the following [k], beginning a new syllable, has a 
strong-end. 

In such cases Ukrainians are apt to divide the English word into syllables 
in the wrong way: [’nxpkIn], i.e. to pronounce [p] with a strong-end while 
in such cases it has a strong-beginning in English. 

1. In compound words as well as in words with prefixes and suffixes the 
pront of syllable division is between the national word of compounds, after 
prefixes and before suffixes both in English and Ukrainian, e. g. 

English  Ukrainian 
teaspoon [’ti:spu:n];  ñàìîñêèä [ÑÀÌÎÑÊÈÄ]; 
tablecloth [’teIblklOT];  òåïëîõ³ä [ÒÅÏËÎÕ²Ä]; 
unknown [An’nVqn];  íåõðèñòü [ÍÅÕÐÈÑÒ’]; 
homeless [’hVqmlqs];  ï³äêðåñëþâàòè [Ï²ÄÊÐÅÑË’ÓÂÀÒÈ]. 
The point of separation of words into syllables depends to some extent 

to the quality of the adjoining sounds and the phonetic and grammatical 
structure of the language. 

Learners of English should pay special attention to correct pronuncia-
tion of speech sounds within a syllable. 

The length of English syllabic vowels at the end of an open syllable [E:, 
H, R, L] as well as the vowel [J] should be obligatory, observed in English 
oral speech. 

The English vowel [x] is pronounced as a long sound in the positions 
before a sonant or before a voiced consonant. Thus, positional length of the 
vowel [x] should be observed too. 



17

In the Ukrainian language length of vowels is phonematically irrelevant. 
Ukrainian vowels may be prolonged in exceptional cases being in stressed or 
emphasized syllables. 

Voiced consonants at the end of the final syllables are not devoiced in 
English, while in Ukrainian they often become voiceless. 

English voiceless consonants [p, t, k] at the beginning of the initial syl-
lables are aspirated. Aspiration as a characteristic feature of consonants does 
not exist in Ukrainian. The difference in the articulation of English sounds 
the syllable consists of should be observed. The position of the lips is differ-
ent in English and Ukrainian. The lips in pronouncing English sounds are 
more tense and pressed to the teeth. Even rounded vowels are pronounced 
without protrusion of the lips. 

The English forelingual consonants are usually formed at the alveoli by 
the very tip of the tongue, the Ukrainian forelingual consonants are formed 
by the front part of the tongue, excluding the tip at the front part of the pal-
ate. 

The English [g] is a backlingual stop consonant while the Ukrainian [Ã] 
is a pharyngeal constrictive consonant, etc. 

There exist some syllable structural differences in the English and Ukrai-
nian languages. 

There is a close connection between the sounds within the syllable. 
In English and Ukrainian there exists a close connection of the sounds 

constructing the syllable, called cohesion. Consonants preceding and fol-
lowing the syllabic centre of the syllable adjoin it rather closely. But the co-
hesion of the following consonant and the preceding vowel is not so close in 
Ukrainian as in English. 

All the mistakes in the structure of the syllables, rules of syllable division, 
mispronunciation of sounds making a syllable, in the phonetic base of the 
foreign language, etc. lead to the appearance of the so-called accent. 

Accent peculiarities in the pronunciation of the foreign language, by 
which it is possible to recognize a foreigner, appear under the influence of 
the articulatory base of the native language of the speaker. Most often accent 
is hidden in the peculiarities of pronunciation of syllables and the sounds 
they consist of. 

Information about a foreign accent might be noticed in mispronunci-
ation of sounds that do not exist in the native speech of the listener, e.g. 
the consonants [T, D], the vowel [E:]; pronunciation of long English vowel 
sounds [J], [E:], [H], [L], [R] as short vowels though the length of the vow-
els is phonematically relevant in English. Other equally important are often 
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peculiarities on the level of syllables which are not observed by the learn-
ers: the positional length of the English [x] before the nasal sonants and 
voiced consonants; the pronunciation of English constrictive sonant [r] as a 
rolled consonant; absence of aspiration of English [p, t, k] at the beginning 
of stressed syllables and others. 

Foreign accent is one of the main problems in teaching a foreign lan-
guage. The most difficult task in learning pronunciation is to get rid of a 
foreign accent. 

There are numerous cases when despite a good command of the foreign 
language and good pronunciation of the learner, the listener, whose native 
language is English, will catch a note of something foreign in the speech of 
a person, whose mother tongue is not English. In most cases accent is ex-
plained by the specific articulation base of the native language and is caused 
due to the errors in the structure of the syllables and violation the rules of 
syllable division, due to mispronunciation of sounds and sound combina-
tions constructing the syllables. 

Investigations of the syllabic theory and practical study of the peculiari-
ties of foreign languages are pragmatically important. It is possible to deter-
mine the emotional state of the speakers due to difference in the cohesion 
of sounds within syllables of different languages. It is possible to determine 
the nationality of the speaker and to identify the speaker by characteristic 
features of the structure of the syllables and articulation of sounds the syl-
lables consist of. 

Contrastive analysis of English and Ukrainian syllables makes it possible 
to observe that the nature of the main principles of formation and division 
are the same in the two languages. There exist a difference in the rules of 
correlation of two components of the total energy — intensity and duration, 
which defend upon the phonematic structure of the English and Ukrainian 
languages. There exist some specific features in the structure of syllables, in 
the rules of syllable division in the peculiarities of the position of the active 
articulating organs in pronouncing sounds, which constitute the syllables in 
English and Ukrainian. 

A thorough contrastive study of English syllables in comparison with 
those of the native language will enable the learner to avoid mistakes will 
help to acquire perfect pronunciation without any foreign accent. 
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