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Introduction

All foreign languages have sound systems that differ distinctly from that of English. American English is a very relaxed language. Vowels are glided and diphthongs are frequent. Vowels in unstressed syllables are reduced to an /ә/ sound. Consonants at the beginning of a word are forcefully enunciated, such as the consonants /p/ /t/ /k/, for example, which are accompanied by a puff of air (aspirated). Consonants at the end of the word are frequently unreleased.
As the American student learns to speak German, French or Spanish, he or she must acquire new speech habits. The tension in the speech organs must be increased so that vowels are kept pure, even in unstressed syllables. The puff of air before /p/ /t/ /k/ must be eliminated and the final consonants pronounced distinctly.
Furthermore, the American student must practice new sounds, such as the Spanish /rr/, the French /y/, and the German /x/. He or she must acquire new patterns of rhythm, stress, and intonation in speaking the foreign language. The student must realize that even though words in the foreign language may look like English on paper, they do not sound like English when spoken aloud.

For the student learning English as a second language, the problems of mastering the sound system are just as difficult. Relaxing tension is often harder than preventing glides and aspiration.  Furthermore, the student must learn which syllables to stress and which to reduce.
The mastery of a new sound system is one aspect of the process of learning a second language. This chapter will suggest techniques for helping students acquire an acceptable pronunciation in the language they are studying.

Most teachers agree that early insistence on correct pronunciation can save many hours of remedial work later on. Bad habits are easily formed and very difficult to change.
The first task is to convince students of the importance of pronunciation. It should be emphasized that failure to pronounce correctly can result is not being understood. The native Spanish speaker who cannot make a distinction in English between berry and very may have trouble communicating.

The teacher may also wish to point out that poor pronunciation can be unpleasant or comical to the native speaker listening to it. Imitating a thick foreign accent while speaking English or the students’ native language can be an effective technique.

In order to achieve the goal of good pronunciation, the teacher needs to insist on it from the outset. The first step is listening practice; it is important to remember that students must be able to hear target sounds or they will probably never be able to make them. Next, the students may attempt to produce these sounds, most of which will seem very strange indeed. At this point the teacher needs to be fairly indulgent. With encouragement, the students gradually learn to shape the correct sounds.
Constant practice in listening discrimination, pronunciation, and intonation using a variety of drills and exercises can go far in forming good habits of correct speech. However, listening discrimination exercises must be integrated with the various devices for presenting and drilling pronunciation and intonation.

In the succeeding pages an attempt has been made to identify a few of the major problems and to propose techniques for solving them. This chapter is not a treatise on the entire sound system of any foreign language. Such studies are available in other books. However, many of the techniques suggested may be applied to those pronunciation problems that have gone unmentioned here.
II 1 Pronunciation

Native speakers (or competent users of the language) know how to say a word – that is how to pronounce it. This knowledge is made up of three areas, sounds, stress and intonation.

On their own the sounds of a language may well be meaningless. If you say Itl (the lines show that this phonetic script) a few times, e.g. ‘tu. tu, tu’ it will not mean very much in English. Neither will the sounds /k/, /a/, or /s/. But if we put all these sounds together in a certain order we end up with the word ‘cats’ – and that does mean something.
All words are made up of sounds like this, and speakers of a language need to know these sounds if they are to understand what is said to them and be understood in their turn. Some of the problems that speakers of English as a foreign language have are precisely because they have difficulty with individual sounds – for example the Spanish speaker who says ‘bery’ instead of ‘very’ or the Japanese speaker who says a word which sounds like ‘light’ instead of intended ‘right’.
When they use the word native speakers know which part of that word should receive the heaviest emphasis. For example, in the word ‘photograph’ not all the parts are of equal importance. We can divide the word into three parts: ‘pho’, ‘to’, and ‘graph’. Competent speakers of the language will say the word like this, /PHOtograph/, stressing the first syllable. The situation changes with the word ‘photographer’ where the stress shifts to the second syllable, i.e. ‘phoTOgrapher’. Stress in words also changes depending upon a word’s grammatical function: ‘perMIT’ is a verb, but ‘PERmit’ is a noun, and the same is true of the words ‘imPORT’  and ‘IMport’, for example.
The changing use of stress is also one of the areas of knowledge that competent language speakers have. For example if I say ‘I can RUN’ I am probably only talking about my ability to run. But if I say ‘I CAN run’ I am probably stressing the word can because somebody is suggesting that I am not able to run and I am vehemently denying it. In the same way if someone said to you ‘Is this your PENcil?’ it might well be a simple question with no hidden meaning, but if the question was ‘Is this YOUR pencil?’ this might suggest that there was something very surprising about your ownership of the pencil.
Native speakers of a language unconsciously know about stress and how it works. They know which syllables of words are stressed and they know how to use stress to change the meaning of phrases, sentences and questions.

Closely connected with stress is intonation, which means the tune you use when you are speaking, the music of speech.

Intonation means the pitch you use to change that pitch. Do you use a high pitch when you say a word? Does your voice fall or rise at the end of the sentence? For example, if I say ‘You’re from Australia, aren’t you?’ starting my question at the medium pitch of my voice range and dropping the pitch at the end of the sentence (on ‘aren’t you’) this will indicate to other competent speakers of English that I am merely seeking confirmation of a fact about which I am almost completely certain. If, on other hand, I say the same question with my voice rising in the end, i.e.

You’re from Australia, aren’t you?

this might well indicate that the question is a genuine one and I am asking the listener to satisfy my doubts about their nationality.

Intonation is a big indicator of involvement as well. If I tell what I think is a fascinating story and my listener says ‘How interesting’, starting at a low pitch and dropping their voice on ‘in’ of ‘interesting’ I will be fairly despondent since by their use of pitch and intonation they will have plainly told me that they did not think much of my story. High pitch and a small fall, on the other hand would me much nicer, since that would indicate that my audience was fascinated by what I had to say. Intonation is clearly important then, and competent users of the language recognize what meaning it has and can change the meaning of what they say through using it in different ways.
1.1 Pronunciation achievement factors
We all know that it is difficult for adults to learn accurate pronunciation in a foreign language. We also know that some people achieve better results than others. Why is this? What are the factors that might predict which students will achieve good pronunciation? If we knew the factors helping pronunciation, we could improve our own learning.
Richard Suter, a language researcher at a California university, decided to test the relative importance of factors that might predict which students would achieve the most accurate pronunciation. He wanted to find out if there are any factors a student could change in order to improve performance.

The first tiling Suter did was to make a list of all the factors that might possibly show which student would learn the best pronunciation. Then he compared these factors with the pronunciation of a group of foreign students. Here is a list of six of the factors Suter studied.

1. Sex. Do females learn better than males?

2. Mother tongue. Is it easier to learn a language close to one’s own?

3. Personality. Do out-going people learn pronunciation better than shy people?

4. Attitude toward pronunciation. Does it make a difference if the student believes that pronunciation is a very important part of language?

5. Natural ability. How important is the ability to mimic or imitate? Most people assume that natural ability is the single most important factor in learning pronunciation.

6. Conversation with natives. Does the amount of conversation in English, with naïve speakers of English, make a significant difference?
When Suter compared the students’ pronunciation accuracy scores with this six variables, some of the results were surprising. He found that two of the factors did not have any relation to the accuracy of pronunciation. That is, these two factors were not at all significant in predicting who would do well learning pronunciation.

These two factors were:

1. Sex. Females were not better than males.
2. Personality. Out-going people were not better at pronunciation than shy people.

Suter concluded from these results that the factors of sex and personality were not significant predictors of pronunciation accuracy. On the other hand, he found that four variables did make a significant difference. I will give them to you in order of importance. That is the important predictors come first.
1. Mother tongue. This was the most significant factor in predicting achievement. If the student’s own language was closer to English, the achievement was likely to be greater.
2. Attitude about pronunciation. This was the second most important factor in predicting achievement. In fact, a belief in the importance of pronunciation was far more important than many of the remaining factors. After the mother tongue factor, this factor of attitude was the single most significant variable in predicting good pronunciation learning.
3. Conversation with natives. The third most important variable was the amount of time the student spent in conversation with native speakers of English.

4. Natural ability. This was the last important variable. The ability to imitate helped, but it was not nearly as significant as most people think. It was far less significant than the first three.

Suter concluded that the three most significant predictors in achievement in pronunciation are: (1) the student’s mother tongue, (2) the belief in the importance of pronunciation, (3) the amount of time spent in conversations with native speakers.
The conclusions of this research are encouraging. Of course, we cannot change factor 1, our mother tongue. But we do have control over factors 2 and 3, which are the next important variables in learning accurate pronunciation. First, we can decide that pronunciation is important, and second, we can choose to make the effort to speak the new language with natives. You might say that our own choice is the most significant factor in achievement in the new language.

Current opinion regarding English Second Language pedagogy in general and pronunciation in particular, has at least two generally accepted theoretical cornerstones. The suprasegmental features of English – stress, rhythm, intonation, linking, reduction, and deletion – are called prosodies. These contribute more to meaning and overall listener perception of nonnative speaker fluency than do the segmentals, the individual vowel and consonant sounds.

Beyond these two theoretical points, it is also generally agreed that classroom language activities which integrate the skill areas are desirable, useful, and fun. The activities described in this article combine the practice of specific prosodic elements with selected grammar features.
This article describes two specific sets of activities – song and video – and provides a template that readers can adapt and revise for their own populations and settings. It should be stressed that the general model can be adapted to a variety of pronunciation and grammar features.
Songs, particularly, may be chosen so that they are effective and engaging at almost any proficiency level. Song recordings and video clips are particularly useful for nonnative speakers teachers in English foreign language settings. Often in such situations few native speaker models are available, and teachers sometimes lack confidence in their ability to leach pronunciation. A final benefit of these types of activities is that besides building pronunciation and grammar proficiency, they also help improve students’ listening.
There are several ways to proceed, depending on students’ proficiency level, the amount of time available, and any other constraints. The following is one set of steps:
1. Have the song playing as students enter the class and/or play it through once as a warm-up before beginning the activity.

2. Distribute typed copies of the text to the students.

3. Have students, working in pairs or small groups, mark features.

4. Have students practice some of the words and put them into longer phrases and sentences.

5. Play the recording one more time, asking the class to speak along, and try to match the singer in the practiced features.

6. Have students create their own short dialogues and conversations using words and expressions from the song that have the practiced features. If desired, this step can be done after step 7.
7. Bring grammar into the activity by using a cloze exercise.

2 Teaching the sound system

The teacher whose pronunciation is weak can use recordings to model a phrase. The teacher can play the basic sentences on the tape recorder and then walk about the room listening to the students and encouraging their efforts.
The basic tape can be put to excellent use as an aid to the teacher. The unsure teacher should invest in a tape recorder so that sentences in a particular lesson can be played over and over again in the teacher’s home until they become second nature.

The teacher can use the basic sentences of the lesson to focus in critical sounds. As the students repeat the sentences, their attention is drawn to certain features that may present difficulties for learners.

In some textbooks the initial dialogues or sentences have been built around or “seeded” with certain key sounds. Typically there is a progression from familiar sounds (with new intonation patterns and greater tension) to totally unfamiliar sounds.
2.1 Initial listening practice

The students are asked to bring pocket mirrors to class. The teacher pronounces a difficult sound or contrasts a native language sound with a target language sound. As the students imitate the teacher, they look into the mirror and compare their lips with the teacher’s. This technique is especially helpful in eliminating the tendency of Americans to diphthongize vowels at the end of a word.
Beginning with familiar words or sounds, the teacher models them so that his or her students pronounce a key sound in the foreign language.
3 Pronunciation practice

When the students can discriminate among the sound features of the language they are leaning, and when they have received specific suggestions about how to produce certain sounds and sound combinations, they must be given the opportunity to practice their pronunciation. The memorization of basic sentences or dialog already furnishes one of these opportunities, but frequently additional pronunciation practice is needed. Some oral exercises do not lend themselves well to pronunciation practice because their main stress is on structure. In communication exercises the emphasis is on fluency of expression and a teacher’s highly critical attitude toward pronunciation may stifle the students’ willingness to speak. In the following sections, some further ways of introducing pronunciation practice are suggested.
Students must learn to discriminate between correct and incorrect pronunciations in learning to speak the foreign language with an acceptable accent. This aural sensitivity is usually developed by means of “minimal pairs”. These are words or phrases that differ from each other by one sound or by a general feature such as intonation or stress.
The students first practice and control sentences orally. Once they can say them readily, they are allowed to see how these sentences are written. Building on this global approach to reading, the teacher uses known words to present sound-symbol correspondences.
The global approach has the advantage that the student controls certain words and sentences orally before learning to read them. However, since basic dialogs and core sentences are rarely developed around considerations of sound-symbol presentation, the student may encounter dozens of sound-symbol patterns, plus some exceptions, in learning to read one line of dialog.
The following techniques help the teacher build on student’s familiarity with certain sentences and words by focusing on sound-symbol correspondences one by one.

Some teachers introduce the phonetic alphabet to help their students use foreign language dictionaries to look up the pronunciation of new words. This is particularly useful in the case of French, where the general rules of sound-symbol correspondence are often insufficient for predicting the pronunciation of a word. Other teachers feel that a formal introduction to the IPA alphabet is too time-consuming. ESL teachers sometimes introduce the phonetic transcription used in the classroom dictionaries.
If the teacher does not want to spend time on a formal presentation of IPA symbols, he or she might prepare ditto sheets for independent work by those students who are interested.

III Conclusion

In conclusion I would like to remind that the basis of all languages is sound. Words are merely combination of sounds. It is in these sound sequences that the ideas are contained.

The acquisition of good pronunciation depends to a greater extend on the learner; ability of listening with care and discrimination. The hearing of a given word calls forth the acoustic image of that word from which a meaning is obtained. Therefore teaching pronunciation is of great importance in the developing student’s hearing and speaking habits and skills.
Any language has its specific phonetic system. The teaching of English does not start with phonetic lessons, though common sense suggests that good pronunciation and intonation require persistent practice in listening, speaking and reading aloud.

In my observations, teachers seldom teach the phonetic of English words and few of them are familiar with phonetic system. As a result of learning English words without knowledge of phonetics, the majority of Kazakh students cannot pronounce or read aloud unfamiliar English words, even when they can identify the words and find their meanings in dictionaries.
English has an alphabetical system of writing, but its sounds and spellings are not far from consistent and regular.

Pronunciation and intonation are foundations of verbal language, while letters and punctuation are the foundations of written language.

Why should students know phonetic symbols?

a) Students may use dictionaries. After every word translation dictionary gives its phonetic transcription students can get maximum information about the word.

b) Students can become independent learners. They can write down the correct pronunciation of word they hear by means of transcription or sound combination.

c) Students use phonetic symbols as visual aids. Students can see with their own eyes that two words may differ or be the same in pronunciation.
d) Phonetic symbols, arranged in a chart, serve as learning resources of the students. The chart is a map of English sounds.

To have students practice phonetic symbols communicatively.

To challenge students to talk for words spelled with letter combinations that represent more than one sound.

To practice work at letter combinations.

I came to conclusion that learning pronunciation is invaluable tool for decoding and producing words correctly. The knowledge of the phonetic system with letter sound combinations should also support the growth of students’ English vocabulary. Achieving good pronunciation and reducing the interference of the students’ native language can be a lengthy task but it is a good way to improve the quality of English language teaching and learning, to solve a long existing pronunciation problem.
Appendix

Hints on Pronunciation for Foreigners

I take it you already know

of tough and bough and cough and dough?

Others may stumble but not you,

on hiccough, thorough, laugh and through.
Well done! And now you wish, perhaps,

to learn of less familiar traps?

Beware of heard, a dreadful word

That looks like beard and sounds like bird.

And dead: it’s said like bed, not bead

For goodness’ sake don’t call it ‘deed’!

Watch out for meat and great and threat

(They rhyme with suite and straight and debt.)

A moth is not a moth in mother

Nor both in bother, broth in brother,

And here is not a match for there,

Nor dear and fear for bear and pear,

And then there’s dose and rose and lose – 

Just look them up – and goose and choose,

And cork and work and card and ward,

And font and front and word and sword.
And do and go and thwart and cart – 

Come, come, I’ve hardly made a start!

A dreadful language? Man alive!

I’d mastered it when I was five.







T.S.W.







