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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Language teaching, one of the central fields of applied linguistics, has received a great
deal of attention for many years. Within the field, the five skills on which language
teaching is traditionally based have been of particular interest, these being, listening,
spoken interaction, spoken production, writing and reading. However, the degree of
attention paid to each of these skills, plus the extent of research into them, has been far
from homogenous. More specifically, the so-called written skills (writing and reading),
together with areas such as vocabulary and grammar, have been investigated far more
than the spoken skills; also, less time is typically dedicated to the latter in the classroom,
since there is a widespread belief that oral skills require excessive time and dedication
for normal teaching situations.

The relative neglect of oral skills in EFL teaching is particularly common in a
country like Spain where, unfortunately, most high-school and university courses are
taught in classes of 25 students or more, leading to complaints by teachers that it is
practically impossible to dedicate much time to the oral aspect in their EFL teaching.
Furthermore, opportunities for students to practise their English oral skills outside the
classroom are often limited, and hence it is a challenge for students to compensate for
the lack of attention paid to spoken skills in the classroom. | will discuss this issue in
chapter 1.

It should be pointed out that over the last few years this situation has begun to
change, in that EFL classes in Spain (as well as in many other European countries) are
now expected to follow some of the main recommendations of the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages, a policy document published in 2001 which

provides a common basis for the elaboration of language syllabuses, curriculum
guidelines, examinations, textbooks, etc. across Europe. It describes in a comprehensive
way what language learners have to learn to do in order to use a language for
communication and what knowledge and skills they have to develop so as to be able to act
effectively (...) by providing a common basis for the explicit description of objectives,
content and methods, the Framework will enhance the transparency of courses, syllabuses

and qualifications, thus promoting international co-operation in the field of modern
languages (Council of Europe, 2001: 1).

One of the main principles here is skill-integration, that is, the idea that in general

second or foreign language classes attention should be paid to every language skill;




General introduction

furthermore, that a similar amount of time should be spent developing students’ written
and oral skills. The publication of the Framework has had a notable impact on the
Spanish educational system, with speaking and listening generally thought to have
gained prominence in EFL syllabuses and teaching materials. Moreover, there has been
a reduction in the number of students per class in some of the EFL classes in high-
schools and universities, making it easier for teachers to focus on spoken skills.
Nevertheless, as far as | know, no recent empirical studies have addressed the question
of whether attention is in fact currently being paid to speaking, and more particularly, to
pronunciation in this country. Cenoz and Garcia-Lecumberri (1999: 261) pointed out
that “phonetics has often been regarded as an area of linguistic competence which is of
limited value in communication and it has not been assigned a central role in
communicative language teaching”. My hypothesis is that in the more than 15 years
since these claims were made, little has changed with regard to the importance given to
speaking — and therefore to pronunciation — in EFL teaching in Spain.

Hence, the central motivation for this project is that | believe the teaching of
pronunciation should be emphasized and practised more in language classes in Spain.
On a personal level, many of my own EFL teachers at pre-university levels paid almost
no attention to speaking, with even less time devoted specifically to the development of
pronunciation skills. | barely remember ever having been required to speak in the EFL
classroom, other than to read out the answers of my homework or to answer a question
on some grammatical rule. Moreover, some teachers in primary and secondary
education hardly ever spoke to us in English; on the contrary, English was used only
when absolutely necessary (for instance, when words or sentences from the book had to
be read out aloud) and teachers would always speak in Spanish to explain theoretical
concepts, rules, our homework, and so on. In addition, prior to studying at university
and taking the Spanish Official School of Languages exams, | had never had an English
oral exam. Finally, before taking a module in English phonetics and phonology as part
of the five-year university degree of English Philology, 1 had never been taught
anything about the mechanics or descriptive systems of English pronunciation.

Another reason for carrying out the present research is that Spanish students
usually have more problems while speaking in English than writing or reading it.
Hence, it seems to me that an area of interest here is whether this may be a direct
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consequence of the diminished role of spoken language in their EFL classes, as outlined
above. My focus will therefore be on an analysis of students’ and teachers’ views
regarding the role that pronunciation has had (or continues to have) in their EFL classes
and teaching materials.

Finally, we know that learning English pronunciation is far from simple, and
thus a further aim of this dissertation is to encourage Spanish teachers of English to take
pronunciation into account in their classes. It seems very likely that current Spanish
students will have to communicate with people in English at some time in their future
lives, be it while travelling, working or studying. The truth, however, is that many of
them will complete their obligatory and post-obligatory education without being able to
speak fluently in English, and with many pronunciation problems remaining, despite
having studied the language for 10 years or more. As Roach (1998: 6) notes,
“pronunciation exercises can be difficult, of course, but if we eliminate everything
difficult from language teaching, we may end up doing very little beyond meeting
students to play little communication games”. In conclusion, the fact that English
pronunciation is quite a difficult area of language study for Spanish people, due in large
part to differences in sounds, stress patterns and intonation (one of the topics of chapter
3), should not be regarded as a reason for it being avoided in the classroom, but for EFL
teachers to take it into greater consideration in their classes, and hence to help their
students overcome these difficulties.

In broad terms, then, the present research project aims at identifying the role that
pronunciation currently plays in Spanish EFL classes and teaching materials at pre-
university and university level, and also at some language schools. The study is divided
into 9 chapters; the first four comprise a general background to the topic of
pronunciation and its teaching. In chapter 1, | will answer some fundamental questions
about the teaching of this area of language, such as whether pronunciation is an
important language area and hence whether it should be taught, the best time for
teachers to introduce elements of pronunciation such as sounds, stress and rhythm,
factors which may influence the way in which students learn pronunciation, the
importance of integrating pronunciation within other skills, and things for teachers to
bear in mind when correcting, assessing or giving feedback to students on their

pronunciation. Chapter 2 begins with a summary of the general role that pronunciation
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has had in the past, by looking at the different teaching methods that have been used to
teach foreign languages, including the direct method, the audiolingual method and the
communicative approach. | will then classify the techniques, resources and materials
used in pronunciation teaching, both traditional materials and techniques and more
modern ones. This and the previous chapter can both be regarded as being of a more
general nature, whereas chapter 3 presents specific information on Spanish EFL
learners and how their L1 may influence their pronunciation in English. More
particularly, 1 will begin this chapter by discussing the role that pronunciation has in the
official syllabuses at different educational levels; following this | will provide an
overview of the similarities and differences between English and Spanish/Galician in
this context. Finally in this part of the study, Chapter 4 includes a review of the recent
literature on the teaching of English pronunciation, looking at studies in the fields of
applied linguistics and language teaching in addition to books for teaching and learning
foreign languages. Studies will be discussed in groups according to the topic they deal
with, these including techniques for teaching pronunciation, identifying specific
pronunciation problems and misunderstandings, and the views of students and teachers
on issues related to pronunciation (for example, on the preference for particular English
varieties, learning strategies when faced with learning pronunciation, and which
techniques are used in EFL classrooms to focus on pronunciation).

The remaining five chapters of this dissertation are of a more empirical nature.
Here 1 will outline and discuss the empirical studies that | have undertaken as part of
this project (as mentioned above, to identify the role that pronunciation currently has in
EFL classes in Spain). First, chapter 5 may be considered as a starting-point and a pilot
study for the whole dissertation. This empirical study is based on work done for my MA
dissertation, and consists of a practical study aimed at identifying the specific segmental
problems which several Spanish learners of different levels of proficiency (pre-
university and university students) had with pronunciation while completing some oral
tasks. One of my main findings was that, although students with a more advanced level
of English made fewer mistakes overall than high-school students, the former group
continued to have certain problems with English pronunciation even after around 15

years of exposure to the language. Indeed, such findings prompted me to continue
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research in this area, in an attempt to identify possible factors that could explain this
phenomenon.

On closer scrutiny, it seemed that two main factors might provide insights into
this situation. These are the role that pronunciation currently has in Spanish EFL
classes, and the importance given to pronunciation in EFL teaching materials (mainly
textbooks); these will constitute the main topics of the studies described in chapters 6
and 7. Chapter 6 hence describes the design, procedures and results of my first main
study, a questionnaire-based survey on the views of both EFL Spanish students and
teachers at different educational levels regarding the role that they feel pronunciation
has in their EFL classes. Topics addressed here include students’ preferences in the
learning of English pronunciation, the amount of time devoted to pronunciation in the
classroom, the format of different activities used by teachers to teach pronunciation, and
how often EFL teachers correct pronunciation mistakes and what methods they use to
do so. The second main empirical study, described in chapter 7, involves a thorough
analysis of a number of textbooks currently used in Spanish EFL classes to identify,
among other things, the kind of general and specific attention paid to pronunciation in
the main learning units, revision units, and tables of contents, as well as the total
number and format of pronunciation tasks included and the presence of tips or
theoretical explanations as assistance for students in developing their pronunciation
abilities. As will be explained in chapter 2, there are currently many techniques and
materials that can be adapted to the teaching of pronunciation; I will select some of
these for my remedial programme in English pronunciation, which is the main topic of
chapter 8. Here | will suggest some activities — mostly of my own creation — that
teachers can use in the classroom to try and help students pronounce better in English
and to overcome problems with English sounds. Finally, in chapter 9 | will set out the
general conclusions of my study (from both the theoretical and the empirically based
chapters) and provide some suggestions for future research into pronunciation, and into
the teaching of English pronunciation to Spanish learners of English.

At the end of this dissertation, readers can find a number of appendices. These
contain the research materials used in my survey-based and textbook analysis studies,
examples of resources and other materials for teaching pronunciation, plus images of

specific pages from the different EFL textbooks analysed in chapter 7, these
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exemplifying issues such as isolated versus integrated sections on pronunciation, the
presence of pronunciation in the table of contents section of textbooks, and examples of
pronunciation sections at the end of textbooks. Finally, the CD which accompanies this
doctoral dissertation contains examples of the interviews conducted in chapters 5 and 6

and some technical data sheets from the analysis of textbooks in chapter 7.



CHAPTER 1

KEY ISSUES IN THE TEACHING AND LEARNING
OF PRONUNCIATION

In this chapter | will be dealing with important issues that should be considered when
learning or teaching pronunciation. Hence, to begin with, | will explain the main
reasons why pronunciation is an important language area and, consequently, why it
should be taught in general EFL classes and to Spanish learners in particular; I will next
discuss aspects such as the best moment for an individual to start learning how to
pronounce or the time that should be devoted to pronunciation in general EFL classes.
In the third section of this chapter, | will refer to biological, personal, socio-cultural and
psychological factors which may have a (direct) influence on the way pronunciation is
learnt by different people, namely, age, motivation or the degree of exposure to the L2.
Afterwards, | will particularly refer to the importance of teaching pronunciation
integrated within other skills rather than in isolation. Finally, section number five will
be devoted to error-correction, giving feedback, and assessment and testing

pronunciation.

1.1. Reasons why pronunciation is important and should be taught

The main contents of a general English as a Foreign Language (EFL) course (like the
ones that will be considered here throughout my dissertation, such as EFL in obligatory
secondary education or in a university BA in English studies, cf. chapters 6 and 7)
should revolve around five main language skills, i.e., listening, spoken interaction,
spoken production, writing and reading. Furthermore, EFL students should also acquire
basic knowledge of English grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation and culture. According
to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages, each of these four
main skills should be given the same degree of importance in the classroom, teaching
materials and assessment system (Council of Europe, 2001). However, previous
research has indicated that less attention is generally paid to oral skills (speaking and

listening) in comparison to reading and writing (Englander, 2010; Hornero, Mur and
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Plo, 2013; Alonso, 2014), thus, making students better at written skills than at oral ones
(Bartoli, 2005; Chela, 2008); moreover, out of the two oral skills, speaking is
undervalued more frequently.

Spain is not an exception to this general rule. In fact, this situation is even more
common since there is a tendency to focus more on the written than on the spoken skills
since the latter are considered to be more time-consuming (they require more time and
dedication); nevertheless, Rubio and Schwarzer (2011: 68) point out that “the act of
speaking requires less time within a session than other activities (such as writing)”.
Furthermore, with the high number of students per class in Spain (around 25), it is
practically impossible to dedicate a lot of time to the speaking skill. Consequently, as
Martinez-Asis (2004: xv, xvi) claims, Spanish students tend to complete their obligatory
and post-obligatory secondary education studies with a low competence in producing
and understanding oral language which, on some occasions, makes them feel frustrated
and unmotivated:

La ensefianza del inglés como lengua extranjera ha sido durante afios, y sigue siendo en la
actualidad, un tema de debate en nuestro pais. Las preguntas son siempre las mismas:
¢Por qué los alumnos, después de numerosos afios de estudio, siguen sin hablar y entender
el inglés? ¢Qué falla en el sistema educativo espafiol? ¢Es mejor un profesor nativo, una
academia privada, clases particulares o estudiar en un pais de habla inglesa?... Estas son
algunas de las preguntas que se hacen muchos padres con respecto a sus hijos todos los
afios en nuestro pais.

[The teaching of English as a foreign Llanguage has been for some years and it is still
nowadays a hot issue in our country. The questions asked always coincide: Why are
students still incapable of speaking and understanding English after many years of
instruction? What is failing in the Spanish educational system? Is a native teacher, a private
academy, private lessons or studying in an English-speaking country the best option?...

These are some of the questions that many parents ask themselves every year regarding
their children, my translation].

Sin embargo, sigue siendo este plano oral el mas ausente en nuestras aulas de secundaria y
bachillerato. Cuando nuestros alumnos comprueban que tras 6 afios de estudio reglado de
la lengua inglesa, apenas pueden entender o comunicarse oralmente con hablantes nativos,
esta circunstancia les lleva al desanimo y a la desmotivacién.

[However, this oral component continues to be the one that is highly absent in secondary
and post-secondary education. When our students realise that they can barely understand or
express themselves orally with native speakers after 6 years of a regulated studying of
English, they become discouraged and unmotivated, my translation].

In addition, Martinez-Adrian and Gallardo (2011) mention that a high amount of
first-year students enrolled in a BA in English Language and Literature deny having had
to do any oral presentations in English before entering university.

This situation of inferiority is not a recent issue; it has been a topic of discussion

for many years (Martinez-Asis, 2004; Rubio and Martinez-Lirola, 2008). To exemplify,
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I found the following headlines in some popular newspapers, websites and online

newspapers, all of which | last accessed in August-September 2015:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

Los alumnos espafioles, a la cola de la UE en inglés — Spanish students, at the
bottom of the Euopean Union in English proficiency. (Published in 2015 by El
Mundo). Extracted from: El Mundo, 18-09-2015, 37.

Espafa sigue en los peores puestos europeos en nivel de inglés — The level of
English of Spanish speakers continues to be in one of the worst positions in
Europe. (Published in 2007 by EuropaPress). Extracted from:
<http://www.europapress.es/sociedad/educacion/noticia-espana-sigue-peores-
puestos-europeos-nivel-ingles-20140129131127.html>

¢ Por qué nos cuesta tanto hablar inglés? El 65% de los espafioles tiene un nivel bajo -
Las peliculas dobladas y el escaso impulso del sistema educativo frenan su
difusion - Why is English so difficult for us? 65% of Spanish people have a low
level of English. Dubbed films and a limited response from the educational
system slow down its further difusion. (Published in 2008 by El Pais). Extracted
from: <http://elpais.com/diario/2008/03/23/sociedad/1206226801 850215.html>
Espafia, a la cola de Europa en inglés. Noruega, Holanda, Dinamarca, Suecia y
Finlandia encabezan el ranking. Solo Rusia y Turquia registran peores
resultados que nuestro pais — Spain, one of the worst European countries in
English. Norway, Holland, Denmark, Sweeden and Finland are at the top of the
list. Only Russia and Turkey obtain worse results than our country (Published in
2011 by ABC). Extracted from:
<http://www.abc.es/20110322/sociedad/abci-nivel-ingles-201103221826.html>
El 63% de los alumnos esparioles no comprende el inglés al finalizar la ESO - 63% of Spanish
students do not understand English at the end of their obligatory secondary education studies.
(Published in 2012 by EI Mundo). Extracted from:
<http:/Amww.elmundo.es/elmundo/2012/06/21/espana/1340281749.htmlI>

Nueve de cada diez espafioles todavia se sienten incomodos cuando hablan en inglés — Nine out
of ten Spaniards still feel awkward when speaking in English. (Published in 2012 by 20
minutos). Extracted from:
<http:/Awww.20minutos.es/noticia/1277258/0/nueve-diez-espanolesftodavia-
incomodos/cuando-hablan-ingles/>

Solo un 28% del los alumnos espafoles habla bien inglés — Only 28% of
Spanish students speak English well. (Published in 2012 by ABC). Extracted
from:

<http://www.abc.es/20120621/sociedad/rc-solo-alumnos-espanoles-habla-
201206211349.html>

Cientificos de la Universidad de Cambridge confirman que los espafioles no
pueden aprender inglés - Scientists from the University of Cambridge confirm
that Spanish people cannot learn English. (Published in 2014 by El mundo
today). Extracted from:

<http://www.elmundotoday.com/2014/02/cientificos-de-la-universidad-de-
cambridge-confirman-que-los-espanoles-no-pueden-aprender-ingles/>
Asi hablamos inglés los espafioles, segun el barémetro de la Universidad de

Cambridge — This is how Spaniards speak English according to the Cambridge
University’s barometre (Published in 2014 by El Confidencial). Extracted from:


http://www.europapress.es/sociedad/educacion/noticia-espana-sigue-peores-puestos-europeos-nivel-ingles-20140129131127.html
http://www.europapress.es/sociedad/educacion/noticia-espana-sigue-peores-puestos-europeos-nivel-ingles-20140129131127.html
http://elpais.com/diario/2008/03/23/sociedad/1206226801_850215.html
http://www.abc.es/20110322/sociedad/abci-nivel-ingles-201103221826.html
http://www.elmundo.es/elmundo/2012/06/21/espana/1340281749.html
http://www.20minutos.es/noticia/1277258/0/nueve-diez-espanoles/todavia-incomodos/cuando-hablan-ingles/
http://www.20minutos.es/noticia/1277258/0/nueve-diez-espanoles/todavia-incomodos/cuando-hablan-ingles/
http://www.abc.es/20120621/sociedad/rc-solo-alumnos-espanoles-habla-201206211349.html
http://www.abc.es/20120621/sociedad/rc-solo-alumnos-espanoles-habla-201206211349.html
http://www.elmundotoday.com/2014/02/cientificos-de-la-universidad-de-cambridge-confirman-que-los-espanoles-no-pueden-aprender-ingles/
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<http://www.elconfidencial.com/alma-corazon-vida/2014-06-06/asi-hablamos-
ingles-los-espanoles-segun-el-barometro-de-la-universidad-de-
cambridge 142182/>

10) Nuestro acento en inglés nos delata: estos son los errores mas comunes — Our
accent gives us away: these are our most common errors (Published in 2014, by
El Confidencial). Extracted from:

<http://www.elconfidencial.com/alma-corazon-vida/2014-01-24/nuestro-acento-
en-ingles-nos-delata-estos-son-los-errores-mas-comunes_79791/>

11) Ni bilingie ni ensefianza — Neither bilingualism nor teaching. (Published in 2015
by El Pais). Extracted from:

<http://elpais.com/elpais/2015/05/13/eps/1431541076_553813.html>

12) Las palabras méas comunes en inglés que los espafioles no tenemos ni idea de
pronunciar — The most common English words that Spaniards have no idea of
how to pronounce (Published in 2014, by El Confidencial). Extracted from:

<http://www.elconfidencial.com/alma-corazon-vida/2014-03-17/las-palabras-
mas-comunes-en-ingles-que-los-espanoles-no-tenemos-ni-idea-de-
pronunciar_102179/>
In the last few years there have been some changes in the Spanish educational
system such as,
the widespread adoption of the communicative method of teaching languages, a greater
exposure of students to the foreign language — both in and out of the classroom (language
academies, summer courses, study stays in other countries, availability of radio and TV in
a foreign language, etc.) (Plo, Hornero and Mur, 2014: 56),
together with the reduction in the number of pupils per class in some EFL lessons or the
introduction of CLIL (Content Language Integrated Learning) programmes in which the
so-called content subjects (like Maths or Science) are taught in a foreign language, in
this case, in English.' Moreover, some high schools and language centres are hiring

native English teaching assistants to give some speaking classes to different students.

' In this modern teaching method, the L2 is used to learn both content and as a way of getting students to
communicate in the foreign language. The content subject taught determines the type of vocabulary to be
used (for instance, for Science, terms like, digestive, circulatory, reproductive and respiratory systems,
evolution, human race, reptiles, mammals, etc.). This method should revolve around the four Cs (Coyle,
Hood and Marsh, 2010): 1) Content: students should learn and develop certain contents, 2)
Communication: students should learn how to use the L2 in these situations, 3) Cognition: students
should develop cognitive skills such as analysing and summarising texts, creating drafts before writing a
final essay or learning how to take notes in the classroom and, 4) Culture: students should be exposed to
different perspectives, opinions... i.e., points of view of people from different places, countries...
Moreover, in this teaching approach, students are the centre of the learning process, lessons are expected
to be interactive but there should also be some tasks in which learners should learn autonomously.
Another feature that characterises this teaching method is the fact that modern resources are used in the
classroom, especially Information and Communication Technologies (ICTSs).
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However, despite these changes, the truth is that the oral component is still undervalued
in EFL classes in Spain in comparison to written skills, grammar or vocabulary.

This lack of attention to speaking may seem surprising since out of the four
skills mentioned above, the spoken component has long been considered one of the
most difficult skills to acquire and develop when learning a foreign language (Luoma,
2004; Tarone, 2005; Thornbury, 2005; Martinez-Flor, Us6 and Alcén, 2006;
Piechurska, 2011; Aleksandrzak, 2011; Calka, 2011; Rubio and Schwarzer, 2011;
Alonso, 2014) - if not the hardest of them all - since “it involves a complex process of
constructing meaning. This process requires speakers to make decisions about why, how
and when to communicate depending on the cultural and social context in which the
speaking act occurs” (Martinez-Flor et al., 2006: 139).

In addition, other aspects such as fluency and accuracy also play an important
role when one communicates orally with others, i.e., as well as producing isolated
words and sentences, one should express themselves with some degree of fluency and
use the right words so that the message can correctly get across and be fully understood
by the listener. Mora (2006: 65) explains this issue as follows:

the notion of fluency as an essential aspect of the oral performance of second and foreign
language (L2) learners is a complex one, as suggested by the fact that native speakers’
fluency ratings of learner speech are not based on a single invariant measure, but rely,
according to raters’ self-reports, on a variety of interacting factors, such as speed of
delivery, the presence of hesitation phenomena, lexical variety and accuracy, and proficient
use of syntactic and semantic resources.

Moreover, Rossiter, Derwing, Manimtim and Thomson (2010: 584) state that
“oral fluency is one of the most salient markers of proficiency in a second language”.

Consequently, due to these difficulties, it would seem feasible for teachers to
pay special attention to this skill in the classroom. Furthermore, Harmer (2007: 123)
points out that getting students to speak in the classroom is crucial for three main
reasons:

Firstly, speaking activities provide rehearsal opportunities - chances to practise real-life
speaking in the safety of the classroom. Secondly, speaking tasks in which students try to
use any or all of the language they know provide feedback for both teacher and students.
Everyone can see how well they are doing: both how successful they are, and also what
language problems they are experiencing (...) and finally, the more students have
opportunities to activate the various elements of language they have stored in their brains,
the more automatic their use of these elements becomes. As a result, students gradually

become autonomous language users. This means that they will be able to use words and
phrases fluently without very much conscious thought.
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After having outlined the inferior role speaking had (and still has in general EFL
classes) - despite its importance in learning a foreign language — I will from now on
focus on one of the most important parts of the spoken skill, pronunciation, which will
be the main topic of my PhD, more particularly, the teaching of English pronunciation
in Spanish EFL classrooms and teaching materials.

As with the speaking skill, English pronunciation is often considered as a highly
difficult part of English language (Palacios, 1994; Llurda, 1997; Fraser, 2000;
Seidlhofer, 2001a; Martinez-Flor et al. 2006; Aliaga, 2007; Dos-Reis and Hazan, 2012;
Walker, 2014c; Lear, Carey and Couper, 2015) or even “the most difficult aspect of

another language to master” (Szprya, 2015: 5). Several reasons may account for this:

1) There is a lack of correspondence between English spelling and pronunciation
(Gémez-Penas et al., 1997; Coutsoguera, 2007; Fernandez-Serén, 2009). For

instance, the spelling <au> can be pronounced as />:/ as in astronaut, auction;

/a:/ in auntie or /v/ in sausage; moreover, in some words it is not even
pronounced, as in restaurant. In Appendix 1A, | have included a summary of the
most important spellings each English sound may have, extracted from Marks
and Bowen (2012: 32-35). A wonderful example of how irregular English
spelling and pronunciation are is the poem Chaos, written by Gerald Nolst
Trenité in 1922. For reasons of space, | have included only the first three stanzas
here in (1), for the full version, see Appendix 1B, as well as some more

examples of poems that play with English words.

1)

Dearest creature in creation,

Study English pronunciation.

| will teach you in my verse

Sounds like corpse, corps, horse, and worse.
I will keep you, Suzy, busy,

Make your head with heat grow dizzy.

Tear in eye, your dress will tear.

So shall 1! Oh hear my prayer.

Just compare heart, beard, and heard,
Dies and diet, lord and word,

Sword and sward, retain and Britain.
(Mind the latter, how it's written.)

Now | surely will not plague you

With such words as plaque and ague.

But be careful how you speak:

Say break and steak, but bleak and streak;
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Cloven, oven, how and low,
Script, receipt, show, poem, and toe.

Hear me say, devoid of trickery,
Daughter, laughter, and Terpsichore,
Typhoid, measles, topsails, aisles,
Exiles, similes, and reviles;

Scholar, vicar, and cigar,

Solar, mica, war and far;

One, anemone, Balmoral,

Kitchen, lichen, laundry, laurel;
Gertrude, German, wind and mind,
Scene, Melpomene, mankind.

2) As Marks and Bowen (2012: 17) point out:

The basic idea of an alphabetic writing system is that one letter should represent
one sound. The spelling of English is probably the least satisfactory example of
such a system: partly because there are only 26 letters available for the 44
phonemes; partly because the spelling of many words represents the way they
were pronounced centuries ago, and they have since changed beyond
recognition (...) it results in a number of problems for learners of English and
also, to varying extents, for native speakers of the language.

The main problems with English spelling (and thus, with pronunciation)
that Marks and Bowen (2012, 17-18) refer to are:?

e The same letter or sequence of letters can represent more than one
phoneme, as in gift, gist, this, think.

e The same phoneme can be represented by different spellings. For instance,
/] in shell, sure, station, special or /3:/ in early, first, further, work, prefer,
journey.

e There are silent letters, such as those in answer, psalm, thumb, ought.

e There are homophones — i.e., words with the same pronunciation but
different spellings, like sign/sine, right/write, hear/here.

e There are homographs — i.e., words with the same spelling but different
pronunciations as in bow /bsv/ /bav/, read /ri:d/ (infinitive) /red/ (past

tense/past participle), use /ju:s/ (noun) /ju:z/ (verb).

2 All of the following examples have been extracted from Marks and Bowen (2012: 17, 18).
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3) Personal factors such as motivation, language aptitude or degree of exposure in
the L2 may also influence students’ learning process (cf. section 1.3 for more
detailed information regarding these influential factors);

4) As explained above, when one speaks, they should communicate with a certain
degree of fluency and accuracy so that they can maintain a natural conversation
with someone and be fully understood. This leads to another important topic in
the teaching of learning of pronunciation, intelligibility; I will return to this
crucial aspect in section 2.1;

5) Pronunciation is a skill that not only involves knowing but also knowing how
(Fraser, 2000). In other words, it is not enough to simply pronounce a word but
one needs to know how they are pronouncing it; for instance, how each sound is
pronounced in isolation and in different words (strong versus weak forms),
where they should place their tongue and how they should situate their palate,
jaw... (place of articulation), whether their vocal cords should vibrate or not
(voiced versus unvoiced sounds) and how some syllables in English sentences
change thanks to connected speech process such as linking, intrusive -r or t-

glottaling.

In spite of these problems, studies such as Derwing, Munro and Wiebe (1998),
Couper (2003, 2006, 2011), Rasmussen and Zampini (2010) and Linebaugh and Roche
(2015) have shown that with training it is possible for learners to improve their
pronunciation and even retain what they have learnt over time (Couper, 2011).

Regarding Spanish learners of English, they encounter even further problems

when facing English pronunciation:

6) There is a lack of similarities between the phonological systems of English
versus Castilian Spanish or Galician®; to exemplify, standard English varieties
have a total of ten monothong vowels whereas Castilian Spanish only has five
and Galician seven. A comparison of both phonological systems will be carried
out in section 3.2 so as to provide further data on this topic;

* My disseration was conducted in Galicia, in the North-West of Spain. In this part of Spain, two official
languages co-exist: Castilian Spanish and Galician; hence, | will constantly refer to these languages when
referring to the research materials designed, the subjects that participated in my practial studies and so on.
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7) As aforementioned, the correspondence between English spelling and
pronunciation is quite irregular; however, Spanish follows a highly transparent
orthographic system. For instance, the diphthong /ai/ in English can be
represented in spelling as <i, igh, ie, y> as in price, thigh, lie, cry, respectively.
On the other hand, /ai/ in Spanish is always spelt with <ai> as in Braile
(Braille), trailer (trailer), aire (air), paisaje (landscape), with the exception of
some words in which this spelling is pronounced differently, i.e, words that have
been taken or adapted from another language such as English airbag or email;
and,

8) Despite the changes in the Spanish educational system mentioned above,
(regarding the increased interest in teaching speaking in the last years), there
continues to be a lack of exposure-opportunities for Spanish learners of English
to practise the foreign language outside the classroom in comparison to other
countries, such as Portugal, a country in which films, series... are shown in the
original language, in other words, there is no dubbing. To provide some
scientific data to this situation, in 2005, the European Commission published a
report* on the results obtained in The European Survey on Language
Competences (ESLC), used “to collect information about the foreign language
proficiency of students in the last year of lower secondary education (ISCED2)
or the second year of upper secondary education (ISCED3)” (European
Comission, 2005: 5). Two interesting results obtained were the fact that Spain
was, together with Estonia, France, the Netherlands, Poland and Sweden a
country in which students had few opportunities for being exposed to and for
practising English outside the classroom and one of the countries in which few
students had had the chance to travel abroad to practise the foreign language in
the previous years (together with Bulgaria and Greece, which also obtained low
figures, see report (2005: 53, 54).

In the last few years some changes have been introduced in Spain such as
the introduction of the Digital Television (TDT in Spanish, Television Digital

Terrestre), which allows viewers to switch some channels into the original

* This report can be found at:
<http://ec.europa.eu/languages/policy/strategic-framework/documents/language-survey-final-
report_en.pdf>  [Last accessed: June, 2015].
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version language but every single foreign programme, film, documentary is also
offered in Spanish. Moreover, more and more parents send their students to
private academies or language schools and the government offers summer grants
for students to learn a language abroad. Perhaps in a few years Spain will be
comparable to countries like Portugal but currently the opportunities students

have to practise English outside the classroom are still inferior.

Due to all these difficulties, it is not surprising that Spanish learners tend to have
serious problems with English pronunciation (Kenworthy, 1987; Sanchez-Benedito,
1994; Alcaraz and Moody, 1999; Palacios, 2001; Martinez-Flor et al., 2006; Walker,
2010; Estebas, 2012). It could be said that speaking, and thus pronunciation, are the
Achilles’ heel of most Spanish learners of English. However, as with speaking, this
language area commonly receives little attention in EFL classes if compared to the one
paid to grammar, vocabulary or writing (Griffiths, 2004; Wei, 2006; Derwing, 2010;
Underhill, 2010; Fouz and Mompean, 2012; Rubio and Tamayo, 2012; Lear et al.,
2015).

Being able to pronounce correctly in English is important (Hockett, 1950;
O’Connor, 1967; Stevick, 1982; Cenoz and Garcia-Lecumberri, 1999; Pennock and
Vickers, 2000; Seidlhofer, 2001a; Palacios, 2001; Fernandez-Carril, 2002; Berkil, 2009;
Barrera-Benitez, 2009; Fernandez-Seron, 2009; Yates and Zielinski, 2009; Lane, 2010;
Rogerson, 2011; Hariri, 2012; Walker, 2014a; Szpyra, 2015) not only due to the lack of

many correspondences between English pronunciation and spelling, but also because:

1) It “plays a central role in both our personal and our social lives” (Seidlhofer,
2001a: 56);

2) It is “essential for intelligibility. We need to pronounce well if we want to be
understood, especially when we are maintaining a long conversation” (Llurda,
1997: 81);

3) People are commonly judged by how they pronounce in a foreign language
(Fraser, 2000; Stanojevic, Kabalin and Josipovic, 2012; Szprya, 2015);

4) Students may end up with fossilised mistakes that will be difficult to overcome
(Chela, 2008). As Janczukowicz (2014: 91) adds, “out of all aspects of teaching,
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the process of changing a wrong habit is extremely hard; and out of all possible
bad habits, changing a wrong pronunciation of a word is perhaps the hardest.”

5) English is a language that has many minimal pairs (cf. section 2.2.1.1.1.1 for
more information) and the wrong pronunciation of just one sound may confuse
the listeners if they are not able to figure out what the speaker meant from the
context. For example, if somebody confuses the minimal pair ‘pan’ and ‘pen’ in
(2) and (3) below, only the context will help avoid misunderstandings.

(2) I'm going to use the pan to fry bacon.

(3) I'm going to borrow your pen to write a letter to my grandparents.

In the first example, of my own creation, the item that should be uttered is pan, a
gadget used in kitchens in order to fry different kinds of foods whereas in the second
example the speaker must use the word pen as an object used to write with. Therefore, if
a speaker confuses these two terms and says, for example, ‘I’m going to borrow your
pan to write a letter to my grandparents,” the listener (either a native speaker or a non-
native one) will be confused for a certain period of time until they figure out that the
speaker has mixed up the pronunciation of these two items. Similarly, Kelly (2000: 11)
mentions the following possible misunderstanding, “when a learner says, for example,
soap in a situation such as a restaurant where they should have said soup, the inaccurate
production of a phoneme can lead to misunderstanding (at least on the part of the
waitress).” In Appendix 1C, I have included some images and links to funny situations
which joke about the difficulties of English spelling and pronunciation or situations in

which the main problem is a mis-pronounced word.

6) Even though a priori one may connect pronunciation with the speaking skill and,
indirectly with the listening one, as Underhill (2011) explains, pronunciation
affects every skill and thus, it is of extreme importance, an idea also shared by
Walker (2014a):

Pronunciation is prior to all other language activities. It is all-pervasive. Even if
you do not speak aloud, pronunciation is still at work. Think about this: When
you read, your inner voice may be saying, and therefore pronouncing, the
phrases. When you prepare to speak, an inner voice may be rehearsing the
words, and therefore of course the pronunciation. When you write, you may be
saying the phrases internally with your inner voice, and without thinking about it
you are practising your pronunciation. And what about when you listen? Well, in
this case your pronunciation is being tested all the time as you use sounds (and
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context) to recognise and discriminate sounds and words from each other,
identifying them and fitting them into what you think is being said (and
sometimes being confused by them) (...) pronunciation affects everything!
(Underhill, 2011: online).

| attended a Trinity College London talk given by Robin Walker in May
2015 in Santiago de Compostela on the basics of teaching pronunciation. One of
the techniques he mentioned and that he frequently used with his former Tourism
students at the University of Oviedo was to get them to listen to a short sentence
a few times without allowing them to write anything down. After listening to the
example, they had to form groups and could then start to write down what they
believed they had heard in the recording; on some occasions, due to connected
speech processes, his students had problems recognising certain words they were
totally familiar with and it made them not only talk about pronunciation, but also
grammatical features, spelling and so on.

At one time, he found his students were having trouble with
understanding a recording so he stopped it and asked them what the problem was
and they said that they could not understand a word that was constantly being
said. He played the recording again and told the students to tell him when they
heard such word so that he could once again stop the recording and help them. In
the end, the word these students were unable to identify and understand was Asia.
Once he wrote it on the blackboard, his students were really surprised and could
not believe they had had trouble with this term since it had appeared several
times in the unit they were studying at that moment; however, they had not heard
how this continent was pronounced and in the end this particular recording
served as a starting point for them to realise that there are few correspondences
between English spelling and pronunciation.

To exemplify this lack of simmilarities, students may have trouble with
sentences (of my own creation) like | didn 't recognise her at the party (in which

the auxiliary is pronounced as /dint/ by some speakers) or She couldn 't make it to

the party (in which the modal verb is pronounced as /kunt/) if they are not aware
of how differently didn’t and couldn’t are pronounced within a stretch of words
than when they are said in isolation, possibly causing them to talk about
grammatical features. For instance, if they did not understand didnt, they may

18



Chapter 1: Key issues in the teaching and learning of pronunciation

end up guessing the word because they figure out that they need an auxiliary verb
(in this case a negative one) for the sentence to be grammatical; and,

7) As Martinez-Asis (2004: xv) explains, Spanish people tend to feel
uncomfortable, awkward and even ridiculous when they speak in English