Teaching Pronunciation

The aim of this unit

· To make you think about teaching English pronunciation

· To get acquainted with the techniques of teaching pronunciation

· To explore your own experience of running the techniques

What do you have to do in this unit?

· Input reading
· Exploratory tasks
· Self-assessment questions
· Micro-teaching tasks
· Integrated task
Warming up discussion 0

Mark the following statements as true (T), false (F) or debatable (D)

	Statements
	T F D

	1. Teaching grammar and communicative skills are more important than teaching pronunciation

2. Pronunciation should not be deliberately taught.

3. Received Pronunciation (UK) should be chosen as a model

4. A non-native speaker can’t serve as a model for teaching pronunciation

5. One of the reason for pronunciation errors is that the learners transfer their native sounds to the second language

6. The learners should forget about the native language sounds in order to learn the target language pronunciation.

7. Correct English speech sounds are more important than intonation

8. In order to master the pronunciation, it is necessary to sound like a native speaker. 

9. The quickest way to master the target pronunciation is to have contacts with the native speakers
	


Input reading 1

General features of teaching pronunciation

Teaching pronunciation is important not just because it is necessary to communicate one’s ideas clearly. Articulation movements accompany the process of using the language not only when a person is speaking but also during listening, reading and writing. Hidden articulation movements were registered when a person seemed silent just listening to somebody else talking or when reading a text. The more difficult the cognitive task, the more obvious  become sound articulations. Language articulation is thus closely linked to the language-and-thought processes. If the hidden articulation movements are suppressed (in experiments the subjects are asked to perform some movements with their tongue while doing a thinking task) the subjects find it difficult to perceive the words. Pronouncing one’s thoughts or at least making hidden articulations facilitates the process. People often resort to pronouncing words while reading a text when they find the text ambiguous.

Exploratory task 1.1

The task is done by a pair of students. One attempts to solve silently the two verbal problems given below. The other observes the process and reports on the emergence of slight articulation movements. When and why does articulation appear?

	Problem 1
	Problem 2

	Eleven men are crawling along a green lawn in a straight row. What are they doing? 
	John is taller than Paul but is shorter than Pauline. Who is the tallest in the family?


Speech sound articulation is important not only to pronounce the words but also to recognize and to spell them. Russian learners of English often mistake the [t] sound for [ch} sound, believing that the words <teacher> is pronounced as [chicher], and the structure <it is> is pronounced [ichis].  Mistakes in orthography can also be traced to erroneous pronunciation. In poorer learners of English the following words can be both pronounced and spelt erroneously: <headache> is pronounced and spelt as [hedach], <blood> as [blud], <type> as [tup] because <y> is associated with the Cyrillic letter and sound [oo], <climate> as [climat]. An interesting example of substituting a more familiar word for a less familiar one is <extinct>, which was both read and spelt by the learners as [instinct] (author’s data). . This dependence between word pronunciation, recognition and spelling is shown by the graph:

	
Word recognition
	
	Word spelling




Exploratory task 1.2

Misspellings in informal private letters of the previous centuries can give us a cue about the way the words were pronounced in those times. Try to guess what words were actually pronounced and spelt erroneously as shown in the left column. Write your guesses in the right column (the spelling has not changed since old times but the pronunciation has). 

	Last century pronunciation and errors in spelling
	Modern words

	1. Byled
	

	2. Gine 
	

	3. Marchent 
	

	4. Wark 
	

	5. Parson 
	

	6. Hard 
	

	7. Whan 
	


The communicative approach since 1980 holds that pronunciation is important for teaching the language for the purpose of communication. The studies in the importance of sounds and intonation have shown that intonation appears to be more important for communication than speech sounds. Mistakes in intonation cause more comprehension problems that mispronounced phonemes. Mastering the pronunciation of a foreign language presents great difficulties for the learners. Russian learners of English can find it difficult to distinguish between the sounds in the words “bed” and “bad”. They can equally find it difficult to distinguish the sound in the words “ten” and “tan” etc. The reason for the difficulty is that Russian students of English do not have in their native tongue the distinction between open, half-open and closed vowels, as well as between short and long vowels (as in “bin” and “bean”) and monophthongs and diphthongs (as in “pen” and “pain”). English rhythm and stress pattern of sentences are also hard to master for the Russian learners. Russian speech is less rhythmical. Russian words do not have a primary and secondary stress. Russian learners of English are no exception in their difficulties. Japanese students find it next to impossible to perceive the difference between “rice” and “lice”. Thai students find English intonation confusing because in the Thai language the word “haa” said with the falling tone means “five”, while the same word pronounced with the rising tone means “to  look for” (Nunan, D. 1991. Language Teaching Methodology. Phoenix ELT.  P. 101-103). 

Exploratory task 1.3

Non-native speakers of English got the task to fulfil teacher’s commands such as to draw pictures or write words from dictation. They made mistakes in doing the task. How can you account for the mistakes made? 

	Students’ mistakes
	Explanation

	1. Draw a sheep on the board. (Spanish speakers often draw a ship). 

2. Write the letter "P" above the sheep. (Arabic speakers often write " B"). 

3. Use the "P" as the start of the word "pleasant" and write the word (Japanese speakers often write "present "). 

4. Write "light" next to pleasant. (Japanese speakers often write "right"). 

5. Draw a mouse next to the word "light". (Spanish and Japanese speakers often draw a mouth) 

Draw a pear next to the mouse. (Arabic speakers often draw a bear) 
	


Possible reasons for the learners making errors in pronouncing the foreign sounds are that a particular sound may be absent in the mother tongue. A sound may exist in the mother tongue but with a different articulation. Similar native sounds may not distinguish the meaning as in the foreign language (e.g.  long and short  vowels). Learners may mispronounce the sound because they may mishear it. Conversely, the learners can mishear the sound because they mispronounce it. That is why the first thing needed to be done is to check that the learners can hear and identify the sounds that are to be taught (Ur, P. 1996. A Course in Language Teaching. CUP. P.53). After the learners have acquired the sound-symbol correspondence, they may in some languages immediately decode any given word or write down any spoken word without much hassle. In the English language it is not so simple. This happens because in the English language the words have long changed their pronunciation but their original spelling still remains the same. English orthographic system functions on the “conservative principle” while pronunciation appears to be more dynamic and changes with the time. 

Exploratory task 1.4

In the left column check the pronunciation of words in the poem. In the right column check the spelling of words where spelling errors are so typical.

	Poem
	Difficult spelling

	Compare alien with Italian,
Dandelion and battalion.
Sally with ally, yea, ye,
Eye, I, ay, aye, whey, and key.
Say aver, but ever, fever,
Neither, leisure, skein, deceiver.
Heron, granary, canary.
Crevice and device and aerie.

(Author unknown)
	Accomodation, visitting, recomend, seperate, pronounciation, begining, recieve, beleive, disapointed, grammer, reciept, desparate, accross, apparant, exagerate, hierachy, hypocrasy, infinately, pain-staking, sence, tendancy, twitchlight (such spelling errors are often made by native speakers)


The goal of teaching pronunciation is not to make the learners sound like native speakers of English. Only few highly gifted and motivated individuals can achieve it. A more realistic approach is to enable the learners to pronounce the language without detracting from the ability to comprehend the message. This approach to teaching pronunciation is called approximating (Celce-Murcia, M., D.Brinton and J. Goodwin. 1996. Teaching Pronunciation. CUP. P.7-8). The target of teaching pronunciation is  to  develop  in learners phonetic competence, which is the knowledge of the English  phonetic  means such as phonemes, syllable formation, word stress and intonation.

Exploratory task 1.5

Choose the right stress for the following verbs, nouns, adjectives and adverbs. 

	Upkeep, underground, oversight, overnight, output, forecast, downfall, offshoot, upset, understand, inquire, outspoken, forewarned, upstairs, offhand, bad-tempered, self-centered, first-class, week-end, arm-chair, chandelier, lemonade, mayonnaise, footballer, dictator, expertise


Phonetic competence includes the knowledge of how speech sounds (phonemes) are used in actual speech production. This includes elisions (absence of sounds as in “Chris/t/mas”) and assimilation (where one sound merges in the next sound as in “hambag” standing for “handbag”). This is called “modification of phonemes in connected speech”. There are some typical modifications of phonemes in connected oral speech. If these words are spelt as they are pronounced they will look like: “GrapeBritain” (Great Britain), “stapement” (statement), “lasyear” (last year), “aspecs” (aspects), “cabnet” (cabinet), “libry” (library) etc. One of the reasons that the phonemes merge together in oral speech is that it saves articulation efforts in speakers. (The way to teaching phoneme modification is shown in Underhill, A. 1994. Sound Foundations. Heinemann).

SAQ 1.1

Match the following types of pronouncing well known words and word combinations with the type of phonemes modification in connected speech. Explain the articulation mechanism of these cases

	Typical pronunciation
	Phonemes modification

	1. [thishyear]

2. [illegal]

3. [impossible]

4. [dissimilar] 

5. [libry]

6. [cabnet]

7. [horshue]  
	A. Elisions

B. Assimilation


Merger of phonemes typical of conversational style can be found in the rap “Hello there now!” (pronounced rhythmically with four beats to a bar)

A. Hello there now, 

Where’ve you bin?

I called roun’ta see ya,

Butcha never in!

B. Oh didn’tcha know

I’ve moved away?

I’ve gotta new job

Bin gone since May

A.  Congratchulations! 

    That’s really great!

    Hey, why do’ntcha

    Come out an’ celebrate?

B. Terrific idea!

Let’s hit the town.

Dja know that new place –

The Rose ‘n’ Crown?

A. Yeah – see ya there

Bout half past eight.

Gotta get back now

Don’t wanna be late

B. I’ve gotta go too –

It’s nearly noon

We’ll have a lotta fun,

I’ll see ya soon.

Major components of teaching pronunciation are English sounds and intonation. English consonants (24) are represented in the chart below:

	Manner
	Place of articulation

	
	Bilabial
	Labio-dental
	Dental
	Alveolar
	Palatal
	Velar
	Glottal

	Stop
	P B
	
	
	T D
	
	K g
	

	Fricative
	
	F V 
	Th  
	S Z
	Sh Zh
	
	H

	Affricate
	
	
	
	
	Tch Dge
	
	

	Nasal
	M 
	
	
	N
	
	Ng
	

	Liquid
	W 
	
	
	R
	J
	
	

	Lateral
	
	L 
	
	
	
	
	


These sounds make up the target in teaching English consonants

Three-phase framework for teaching pronunciation

The three phases for teaching pronunciation include pre-activity, while-activity and post-activity. The general contents of these phases can be as given in the table below:

	Phase
	Description

	· Pre-activity

· While-activity

· Post-activity
	Isolating phonetic material (sounds and/or intonation)

Focusing on phonetic material

Activating prior general knowledge

Motivating the learners for the activity

Performing the task.

Doing communicative and/or meaningful drill

Using phonetic means for communicative and/or creative purposes

Reflecting on the results

Re-visiting phonetic material

Further tasks for classroom or independent studies




Answer keys
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1D 2F 3D 4D 5T 6D 7D 8F 9D

SAQ 1.1

1B 2B 3b 4B 5a 6a 7a

Exploratory task 1.1

1 eleven players of a football team a looking for a contact lens lost by the goalkeeper; 2 Pauline is the tallest one)

Exploratory task 1.2

1 boiled, 2 join, 3 merchant, 4 work 5 person 6 heard 7 when




Word pronunciation








