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Check-in desk

Welcome back to all Travellers!

After Issue 7 devoted to the English language as a topic, let’s continue struggling with it, this time from a different perspective. 

The flight destination will take you to discover the rules of pronunciation for international intelligibility and the definition of a core of pronunciation features which are more attainable by speakers of all languages. 

In the In-flight magazine you will discover (if you don’t know it already) an on-line tool for testing yourself (or your students, if you are a teacher of English?) in reading, writing, listening, grammar and vocabulary. Try and let us know if you find it useful!

Back
Departure lounge

Why don’t you surf the Web to find out about international intelligibility! Enter a search engine and let us know!  

Back
Flight destination

Pronunciation for International Intelligibility

Robin Walker

If you cannot read the phonetic symbols in this article, you will need to download the IPA phonetic symbols software
In this article, originally published in English Teaching Professional, Issue 21, October 2001, Robin Walker investigates the changes in the perception of the role of the native speaker English pronunciation in favour of a more realistic core of pronunciation features which are more attainable by speakers of all languages.   

In particular he makes references to Jennifer Jenkins’s Lingua Franca Core, based on extensive data collected in multilingual EFL classes, identifies seven areas in which it is essential to eliminate error in students’ pronunciation: 

· Vowel quantity: vowel quality varies widely from one native speaker (NS) accent to another. However, the length differences between the vowels of English feature in all accents, and the long English vowels are very long in comparison with average vowel lengths in other languages. Because of this, the distinction between long and short vowels is more important than exact vowel quality, and should be clear in speech. With diphthongs, just as with pure vowels, length should be our main concern rather than exact quality.

· Consonant conflations: when a consonant of English does not occur in a learner’s mother tongue, the ‘missing’ sound is substituted with something similar from the speaker’s first language. The substitution of one consonant for another can cause serious confusion for both NS and NNS (non-native speaker) listeners. Substituting /p/ for /f/, a Korean speaker of English, for example, would produce paint for faint, or copy, for coffee. An exception is made regarding /T/and /D/, since these two phonemes do not occur in the majority of the world’s languages, including some native-speaker varieties. A speaker with an Irish accent, for example, pronounces dare and there in the same way as are tin and thin.

· Phonetic realisations: another strategy used when struggling to pronounce English is to use a sound from your mother tongue that is close to the required English sound. However, some such approximations may lead to unintelligibility, as with/B/, the fricative sound the Spanish use for the ‘b’ in cabin, or /F/, the sound they use for the ‘g’ in again or ‘a girl’. 

· Consonant cluster simplification: learners employ two radically different strategies to deal with consonant clusters. Of the two, deleting one of the consonants to simplify a cluster can affect intelligibility considerably, whilst the addition of a vowel seems to cause fewer problems. Turkish speakers of English, for example, will often insert a vowel before or after an ‘s’, so stone will sound like istone or sitone. However foreign this may sound to a native speaker, it is much less damaging to intelligibility than eliminating one of the two consonants, leaving tone or sone, for example.

· Prominence and weak forms: on the continuum between stress-timed and syllable-timed languages, English, with its multiple weak-form words and its heavily-reduced unstressed vowels, lies well towards stress-timing. As a result of this, learners frequently deem native speakers as harder to understand than non-natives. Ability to deal receptively with weak-forms and other connected speech modifications is a goal for all who will come into contact with native speakers. However, in terms of NNS production, teaching should focus on achieving adequate prominence on the stressed syllables, rather than on attaining perfect weak forms or schwas for the reduced vowels. With correct prominence, even if totally lacking in weak forms or schwa, a learner’s English will be intelligible.

· Tone groups: failing to use tone groups to divide the stream of speech into manageable, meaningful chunks has a serious effect on intelligibility. On the one hand, it may lead to breaks in speech in unexpected places, reducing intelligibility, whilst on the other, it reduces planning time for the speaker, which will inevitably lead to new errors of all types.

· Nuclear/contrastive stress but not tone: one almost unique characteristic of English is the way in which it varies the most prominent stress in a tone group to create meaning. Thus, the utterance They rented a FLAT does not carry the same meaning as They RENTED a flat. Many other languages use syntactic changes to change meaning, and so learners often fail to pick up the significance of the tonic stress, and naturally fail to use it appropriately. Clearly, to put the main stress on the wrong word in an utterance, will direct the listener’s attention to the wrong place, leading to confusion, whether the listener is a native speaker or not.
 

Incorrect word stress, which is widely regarded as a source of unintelligibility in spoken English, is probably the most surprising omission from the Core. However, breakdowns in communication attributable to word stress were not encountered in Jennifer Jenkins’ research data, which suggests that it is far more of a problem for native speaker listeners than for non-native speaker listeners. 

(taken from www.3telus.net/linguistcsissues/internationalintelligibility.html where you can read the full article)  
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Do you want to learn about your strengths and weaknesses in a foreign language, and find out at what level you are? Do you want to introduce your students to an on-line assessment system? Simply click on www.dialang.org. Dialang is an assessment system developed by several institutions with the support of the European Commission.

For installing the DIALANG software onto your system from the Internet, follow the on-screen instructions. 
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DIALANG provides flexible support to anyone learning a language: 
· You can test yourself in reading, writing, listening, grammar and vocabulary. 
· DIALANG's 14 languages are: Danish, Dutch, English, Finnish, French, German, Greek, Icelandic, Irish, Italian, Norwegian, Portuguese, Spanish and Swedish.
· You can choose instructions and feedback in any one of the 14 languages. 
· DIALANG offers you a wide range of feedback and advice. 
DIALANG offers carefully designed and validated tests of different language skills, together with a range of feedback and expert advice on how to improve your skills. 
DIALANG also offers scientifically validated self-assessment activities, because it is now widely recognized that being able to judge your own language proficiency is an important part of learning a language. 
DIALANG does not issue certificates. It allows you to find out what level you are at and where your strengths and weaknesses are, so that you can decide how best to develop your mastery of a language. 
DIALANG will help you to take control of your language learning and it will increase your awareness both of what you can do at the moment, and of what it means to know a language. 
DIALANG has been developed by more than 20 major European institutions, with the backing of the European Commission. 
DIALANG is the first major language assessment system to be based on the Council of Europe's "Common European Framework of reference", which has become established throughout Europe as the most widely recognized frame of reference in the field of language learning. 
(from the Dialang website www.dialang.org)
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