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DIFFICULTIES IN DEALING WITH THE ENGLISH PRONUNCIAT ION

DIFICULDADES PARA LIDAR COM A PRONUNCIA INGLESA

Adair José Justino Cassimiro

RESUMO:

Este artigo trata-se das dificuldades que apresdere geral, enfrentam ao adquirir a lingua inglesa
Tem como proposito enfatizar que € extremamentessacdio para os estudantes dominar a pronuncia
correta. Fala a respeito da interferéncia que wsnfias da lingua materna tem na fala dos aprendizes.
O trabalho também da énfase a importancia de agremdranscricdo fonética inglesa a fim de te
ajudar aprimorar suas habilidades de pronuncia.
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ABSTRACT:

This article deals with the difficulties that lears, in general, face when acquiring the English

language. It has as a purpose to emphasize teatrismely necessary for the students to master the
proper pronunciation. It talks about the interfeemhich the phonemes of the mother tongue has in
the learners’ way of speaking. The work also gephasis to the importance of learning the English

phonetic transcription in order to help you to iy your pronunciation skills.
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Introduction

The main objective of this article is to point aute of the students’ barrier when
studying the English language. This work will death the difficulties in pronouncing the
English words, which most learners go through, edusy the lack of correlation between
spelling and writing of English. It will be usedsjua few examples to show the
mispronunciation problems. The research also hlggtdi the relevance of having a command

of the pronunciation skills for an effective comnuation.
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1 Correlation of English

When you start to study English, one of the thitigg you notice immediately is
the difference between orthography and pronunciatiche language. In English, the lack of
correlation of writing and way of speaking is, e@mty, much bigger than any other European
language, this is, you do not read English in e way that you write it. This difference
leads a great number of learners to have problends make a lot of mistakes when
pronouncing the words, especially beginners.

To understand better the Modern English, you musiyae the history of the
language. According to Campos (2004, p. 12):

The period of the Modern English goes on from the f the 15 century to
the beginning of the fBcentury until the current days. The first partfié
period has suffered gradual loss of declinationgyugh the neutralization,
and loss of atonic vowels at the end of word amduth the beginning of
the revolution in the phonology. Practically aletiiowel sounds, including
diphthongs, have suffered alterations and someooams have stopped
being pronouncedmy translation).

As you can notice above, the English language hase ghrough a lot of
transformations in its history, especially in reatto the phonology. These changes have
altered the pronunciation of the words, but not whr@ing in general. These changes have
occurred due to the influence of different langsaged dialects such as French, Latin, Celt
mixed to Anglo-Saxon. According to Kreider (2004yHen Angles, Saxons, and Jutes
migrated from the continent of Europe to the islahdBritain in the fifth century AD, they
spoke a language which was to become English.” dauobserve that English is a language
derived from many others. The way of speaking ffedént from the way of writing in every
language, but in English, this is even worse.

The discrepancy in English is bigger than in theeodanguages. In Portuguese,
Spanish or ltalian, for instance, you pronounce@gmately in the same way that you write

it. According to Campos:
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The system of vowels sounds of the English langtegere the 1% century

was quite similar to the other languages from tresiétn Europe, including
today’'s Portuguese. therefore, the current lackcofrelation between
orthography and pronunciation of the Modern Englishich observes,
especially in the vowels is, in great part, congege of this change
occurred in the T5and 16' centuries. (2004, p. 12)

The English pronunciation is complicated and coinfyigor learners, because the
system of vowels and consonants have a lot of réifte sounds. However, there is no
graphical accent to show these differences fromsmumd to another. This is the reason why
it is so hard for non-native speakers to deal with English pronunciation. Besides, it is not
possible to speak English with the same phonolagy lyave in your own language, in the

case Portuguese.

2 Spelling interferences

In relation to the spelling interference, “the wteit language is a significant
source of EFL learners in Brazil. The higher thellapg inconsistency is, the more negative
the influence on pronunciation will be” (SCHULTZ)@8). So, the interference of the mother
tongue is very high in the articulation of the Esiglphonemes. An example of spelling

interference is when the students tries to pronewards likelove/Iav/ or color /’kalar/ they
say /b:v/ and /'ko:lor/ because the written form is spelled with @h. “This way, they do not

notice the difference between tia &nd b:/ sounds, because these phonemes are very close.
Besides, the students are more accustomed to thiegithan to the pronunciation of English.
It is one of the factors which leads learners tgpronounce so many words. Schitz (2008)

affirms that “in the study of English as a foreignguage we must replace the sayseging

2 My translation.
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is believingwith hearing is believing The English writing is deceiving sometimes, |eagd

you to mistakes. What you see written is not eyagtiat you must pronounce.

3 Neutral vowel sounds

When analyzing some phonological aspects of Engyish must realize that there

is a considerable neutralization of the vowels. édinall the words have neutral sounds. For

example, in a word likdangerous‘derndzoaros/ the first vowel “a” is in the stressed syllable

and has the té sound and the vowel “e” and the diphthong “oué amn the unstressed

syllable, therefore, they are neutralized and likeesamed sound. Every neutralized vowel
has the schwa sound, no matter what vowel it i $thwa is the most used sound of
English. As a general rule, learners do not usg tieutralization of the sounds that is so
common in the English language. They replace, istmases, the/ sound with /e/ and /o/
sound from Portuguese which do not occur in Engligh happens because of the
approximation of the phonemes. About that, Masdhétp70, p. 151-1540) quoted by

Sant’Anna has verified that:

There are similarities and differences and thatstioelent will hear, in the
beginning of the English language learning, jugt phonemes of his own
language, the Portuguese language. When the stodems across similar
or falsely similar phonemes, the teacher must Heip to transfer the
linguistic habits with some modifications until iseable to produce correctly
the phonemes similar to the foreign langfage

Teachers need to master well all the English ph@seso that they can clarify the
phonological differences between Portuguese andidbngn order to solve the students’
difficulties in reproducing the proper sounds. Asiycan see above, the student is not able to

identify the different phonemes of English by €Hne teacher’s role is to teach the students

% My translation.
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the most difficult phonemes whenever they have lprab with the articulation. The oral
practice in class is extremely important to famiia the students with the new sounds. It is
important that they listen to the audios and repleamn aloud in order to practice the right
articulation of the words. The more the studentiice the new sounds, the more they get

used to them.

4 Phoneme replacements

About the phoneme replacement of the English lagguaith the ones of the
mother tongue, Steinberg (1985, p.17-21) quotedsagt’Anna (2003, p. 61-62) analyzes
that:

Atfter listing the phonemes which belongs to thelBhganguage and not to
the Portuguese one, he highlights that the artiorylgproximity can be one
of the student’s first difficulties when he trigsiimitate the sounds strange to
his native language. It means that, when hearing, students does not
realize that a determined phoneme does not belonthe phonological
system of his mother tongue; when trying to promeuit, he uses the
phonemes which he knows in his language. As thidestudid not recognize
the “different” phoneme, he will use a phoneme f language that he
“thinks” to have noticed and, thus, he will be brefa problem caused by the
articulatory proximity.

An instance of this problem can be noticed whenrsthdents listen to words such

asthink /01gk/, thing /01y/ or with /w16/ automatically, they will repeat them like thisK/,

/fing/ and Wif/, because they cannot recognize the voicelessic A/ which represents the

“th” that does not occur in Portuguese and willlaep it with the sound /f/ that is very alike

by ear. In the same way, some words tike/da/, they/der/ or brother/’bradar/ will result in

/de/, /dei/ and /'br:.der/. The voiced sound /d/ which is the other sbofthe “th” is replaced

“ Author’s italics, my translation.
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by the sound /d/, the sound/ /by the sound /e/ and the sourrd by the sound 2/,

consequently different from the standard pronuramafl he wordhe has changed completely

in this example above. Generally, every word witle tigraph “th” is problematic for
learners. Certainly, the “th” sound is the mosficliit for the students to learn how to
pronounce correctly. It is hard to articulate thimneme because you have to put your tongue
between the teeth in order to produce it propétlig important to know “if you change one
phoneme for another you change the word.” (UNDERKIRO02, p. viii). This fact of
substituting the English phonemes with the sinolaes in Portuguese is very common among
learners. It always happens when the word is varg ko articulate and it requires a different

position of the vocal tract.

5 Varied sounds of the vowels

When comparing the two languages, you can notiae English has much more

phonemes than Portuguese to represent the graphEaresxample, in Portuguese, there are

five vowels (a e i 0 u) and seven sounds/a i > o0 v/, aside from nasal sounds and
diphthongs. In English, there are the same fivealsya e i 0 u) and twelve sounds? U u:
€9 3. D: &A a: b/l. Many of these sounds are very close, but nos#tme. In addition, each
vowel has varied sounds, take as an example ttex lef’ in name/nexm/, bad /baed/,care

Iker/, are la:r/, call /ka:l/, arrive /o'ratv/ andvillage /'vilidz/. In these examples seen, the

vowel “a” has varied seven times. Also, the othensels “e”, “i”, “0” and “u” have four, five
or more sounds each. This variation makes the stsdeery confused when reading the
words. Another aspect which learners have to pasecattention is that, in English, there are

short and long vocalic sounds. The students neethke that into consideration when

pronouncing. For example, words suchship /[1p/ andsheep/[i:p/ cannot be articulated in

the same way. The first word has short vowel sduhdnd the second one has long vowel

sound /i:/. What separates the two words is thatdur of the vowel. If you do not make the
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difference between them, you can make your listeoafused, consequently interfering in
the communication.
Having a command of the standard pronunciation verg important tool for a

good communication in English. According to Say@005):

Proper pronunciation means reproducing the sounth@fword through
speech in such a way that any fluent speaker ofldéhguage would
effortlessly know and understand the message. Ipgorgronunciation
causes a breakdown in communication and requirese naffort to

understand. The meaning between the words liketedified affect are easily
confused if the pronunciation is not clear.

As you can observe above, acquiring the pronumciaskills is something that
learners of English should aim for. Speaking clealfundamental to be well understood by
listeners. The reason is that when speaking Engiisfiou emit confusing sounds, your
listener will have to make a bigger effort to falloyour speech to understand the message.
Studying English is not only learning grammar rubeg also learning how to communicate
orally. If the student does not find a way to imycis ability to speak, his difficulties in
dealing with the spoken English will affect very chuwhen interacting with other people,

especially with English native speakers.

6 How to improve pronunciation

There are a lot of ways to become better your tgbiti pronounce the English
words, one of them is to learn how to deal with gfenetic transcriptions used in the
dictionaries. There, you will find the standard mquaciation of each entrAbout improving

pronunciation Lee (2011) emphasizes that:

A useful strategy is to teach students to use Eingtictionaries and
understand the phonetic transcription system useéléttionaries to represent
pronunciation. This will not only build student awaess of the phonetic
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system of English, but also help them understarndl dsualize English
syllable stress, another difficult aspect of prasiation for some learners.

Without doubt, the best way of acquiring the propemunciation is through the

phonetic symbols. For sure, they are very hardherstudents to learn, because some of them

are letters of the alphabet like /b/ or /d/ anceathare different symbols liké//or /[/. But you

can solve your problems with pronunciation by m@astethem. The first thing to do is to try
to find out how each symbol, which represents tends of English, is articulated. It is
needed to know where the places of articulationohreach one. For instance, the places of
articulation of /f/ are the upper teeth and thedoWp. Most dictionaries use the symbols of
the IPA. Knowing these symbols will make you more confidenrelation to the English
pronunciation. You intonate an English word is tigb its phonetic transcription not through
its spelling what would lead you to the mispronation. The more you learn about
phonetics, the better you pronounce the complicatedis of English. Perhaps, one of the
reasons for the students to have troubles with proiation is because there is not an
appropriate study about the English sounds in esums order to help them to learn more
about phonetics. The only resource that the langeagrses use is “listen” and “repeat”. As
you see, in English, there are lots of complicatemds, a simple listening would not be
enough for you to repeat them correctly as analyzediously. It is needed to go deeper into
the subject to reach the proper pronunciation.

7 Language variation

Another factor which makes the student of Englishrgixed up is the variety of

pronunciation. In relation to this Kreidler (p. 12004) stands out that:

In every language there is variety. A language esafrom one place to
another, from one era to another, from one occasoranother. The

® International Phonetic Alphabet

http://www.prp.ueg.br/revista/index.php/buildingtheway
v.1l,n.1-2011 ISSN 2237-2075

55



Universidade Estadual de Goias
Building the way - Revista do Curso de Letras da UnU-Itapuranga

differences may be in choice of words to expregseaning, as witlpetrol
versusgas(oline)or dual carriagewayversusdivided highway Differences
exist in word formation: for the past tense of tleeb dive does one say
divedor dove? There are possible differences in the ways tlwatisvare put
together to form phrases and sentences: would ggufser instanceThey
gave it me or They gave me,ior They gave it to neln this book we are
concerned with differences in pronunciation. Somerds are spoken
differently by different speakers of English, fostanceeither, garage and
tomata We are more concerned, however, with systemadtiereinces; for
example, some speakers of English pronounce arsRcimwords asar and
horn and other speakers do not; for the formeaandspar sound different,
for the latter group the two words are homophoiié®re are interesting
differences in the vowel systems of different diédehow different arstock
andstalk (andstork), for instance®?

So, as you see in every language has variationgitmg, vocabularies and, of
course, in pronunciation too. there is no unifoanguage, especially when talking about
English which is spoken all over the world. Theia@on is inevitable from country to
country. The differences between American Englisth British English in pronunciation can

make the student confused. For example, which praation is correctask/a:sk/ or /aesk/?

Both are absolutely correct. This is just accehg first pronunciation is British and the
second one is American. The student needs to besas¥ahis and learn how to deal with

these accents. They can opt for one of the staadardave as a model to follow.

Conclusion

As a result, you can observe that having constastilems with pronunciation is
something that might affect very much your ability communicate with efficiency. It is
expected that this theoretical research may hantribated for the importance and reflections
about the English pronunciation in the processeafriing a foreign language. It concludes
that the solution to the difficulties in dealingtivithe pronunciation is the oral practice of

words by listening to them. The work also standstloat learning how to master the phonetic

® Author’s italics.
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symbols of English will make you more confident whehoosing the best pronunciation to

follow as a standard.
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