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Preface

Phonetics and phonology are two branches of linguistics that deal primarily with
the structure of human language sounds and it is generally believed that phonetics
and phonology can help students to establish effective communication because poor
pronunciation will generally lead to misunderstandings.

Phonetics focuses on the physical manifestations of speech sounds and on theories
of speech production and perception; the mediation of the linguistic message from
the speaker to the hearer; the segmental, prosodic and acoustic properties of speech;
and the relationship between language and speech, etc. Phonetic methods and results
can be applied to language teaching, speech technology, and many other areas. Much
of what we take to be modern phonetic practice, for instance, began a century ago in
foreign language teaching classrooms. Phonetics offers the means to develop good
pronunciation through enhanced awareness of relevant aspects of speech, albeit it is not
an instant remedy for all pronunciation problems in foreign language (FL) or second
language (I.2) learning.

The present textbook introduces students to the sounds of spoken English, with
an emphasis on the articulation of English consonants and vowels, stress and rhythmic
patterns of English utterances, and the use and functions of English intonation. It also
aims to cover the general phonetic framework of the language and the applications of
the theory into practice for the Chinese EFL (English as a foreign language) teachers
and learners.

It is generally accepted that it is extremely helpful for FL or L2 teachers to have a
good grasp of articulatory phonetics: a well-trained ear, and knowledge of the phonology
of both the learners’ mother tongue(s) and the target language that the teachers are
teaching. A knowledge of comparative phonetics and phonology will help teachers to
anticipate likely problems arising from the interface between the first and the target
languages. They can then apply the practical phonetic skills they have acquired from their
auditory training to notice and analyze actual problems learners experience as they occur.
Finally, they can apply their knowledge of articulatory phonetic theory and pedagogy
to remedy the situation with bespoke exercises. This is a perfect example of “applied”
disciplines: the application of abstract theory to concrete problems.

Pronunciation teachers need some kind of theoretical framework. Some teachers

prefer to just be practical and are not interested in theory — but being effectively



“practical” requires some kind of theory. Theory-free practice is just random. A good
theory allows us to understand our successes and failures, and to expand and extend the
scope of our successes to new situations.

For example, when an adult is learning a foreign language, he may come across
novel sounds, some of which may be quite difficult to acquire. He may fail to
distinguish the novel sounds of the target language(s) due to having somehow lost much
of his innate ability to recognize the sound distinctions of human speech. Apparently
for most lay speaker-hearers, only the phonetic categories used in their native language
are normally usable for speech perception as adults. Indeed, when a language learner
attempts to produce an L2 sound their relative success at approaching the target is
reliant on their ability to disassociate their L2 utterance from their repertoire of first
language (L1) phonemes and allophones. Disassociation is often necessary because two
languages may contain sounds which seem to be the same but are produced by different
articulatory motions. They are therefore acoustically distinct but may not be perceived
to be divergent from the target by the listener.

So how do phoneticians and linguists enable learners to overcome this phonetic
atrophy? Presumably the loss of general phonetic resolution may be reduced by
phonetic training. The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) system is an example
of scientific attempts to organize and list the full set of controllable aspects of speech
perception and production. The IPA is supposed to contain all the features of speck
that is potentially under linguistic control — whether it be contrasting words or simply
controlling the motor system. Linguists and phoneticians cultivate the distinctiveness of
these features in order to show how they can be produced and perceived. In principle, a
strict version of the standard phonetic theory should be able to account for all possible
forms of human speech perception and production. A further implication of the notion
of a universal phonetic alphabet is that professional linguists and phoneticians should
be able to encompass the total sum of perceptual and motor skills of native speakers of
all languages.

Many people believe that L2 pronunciation problems are caused by difficulty with
articulation: the learner does not know how to articulate the sounds of the target
language; or the learner has lost the ability to learn the articulation of the sounds in the
new system. The focus then is on the need for the learner to gain information about
the articulation of sounds.

This is a reasonable interpretation of the experience of L2 pronunciation learning,
and it certainly does have an element of truth to it — there are always sounds in a
new sound system that are physically difficult for learners as they are new to them.

Examples include the two th sounds in English for Chinese EFL learners.



However, this is a minor obstacle in pronunciation acquisition. Usually learners
can learn to make an acceptable version of the sound they need, sometimes with a
little bit of accent. What if they cannot make a particular sound? Well, he can still be
reasonably comprehensible even if those particular sounds are pronounced incorrectly
as the individual sounds in question are a minor part of the language. For example,
there are many people who speak English intelligibly, while substituting s and z for the
two th sounds. Of course, it is not ideal to speak this way, but it is surely a very minor
infidelity compared to the huge difficulties many learners have in making themselves
understood at all.

Experience also tells us that the majority of pronunciation problems stem not
from physical, articulatory difficulties, but from cognitive causes. In other words, the
problem is not that the person cannot physically make the individual sounds, but that
they do not conceptualize the sounds appropriately — i.e. discriminate and organize
them in their minds, and manipulate them as required for the sound system of English.

Here are some examples from Chinese EFL learners. Many Chinese speakers who
have trouble with the /i:/ and /1/ distinction actually use both sounds in their native
tongues but the sounds are conceptualized differently from the way they are in English.
This may be because there are no phonemic equivalents in their L1. They need to,
therefore, “unlearn” the concepts they have acquired for these sounds, and replace
them with the similar but different concepts they need when speaking English. The
same goes for the classic #// problems of some Chinese EFL learners — most can and
do produce both sounds in their speech, but they need to keep the sounds mentally
distinct instead of using them as free variants as in their mother tongue. This type of
conceptual difficulty is behind many pronunciation problems. Many vowel problems
are like this — there are few vowels that are indeed in any objective sense “more difficult
to pronounce” than other vowels.

The same goes for suprasegmental issues like intonation and rhythm. Consider an
English speaker learning a tone language such as the Mandarin Chinese. The tones
will be one of the hardest problems they have to grapple with. The problem here is not
one with the production of the tones. All English speakers can easily produce syllables
with different tonal patterns, as they do when they are speaking their native tongue:
consider the many connotations that can be given to a word like Yes or Hello in English
by simply varying the tone. The problem is that in English, tone serves a completely
different function to the one it serves in a tonal language: it is used for intonation and
sentence-level meaning, rather than to distinguish word meanings, and is therefore
conceptualized in a completely different way as it is in, for example, the Mandarin

Chinese.
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Another example is with stress and rhythmic patterns in Chinese and English.
Both teachers and learners know that it is essential for speakers to control the stress
system and rhythmic patterns if Chinese EFL learners are to speak English intelligibly
and appropriately. The problem with the Chinese speakers is not that they cannot
physically produce stressed and unstressed syllables. Both languages have some pattern
of stress variation and rhythmic patterns within their sound systems but they use stress
and rhythm quite differently in their phonological systems, and speakers conceptualize
them in different ways. The errors that learners make are not caused by their
jettisoning stress and rhythmic patterns altogether. They are caused by not using stress
and rhythmic patterns appropriately when speaking English.

In order to learn to use stress and rhythm appropriately for English, they have to
learn to conceptualize stress and rhythm — in other words, to know what they mean,
to be able to recognize them and use them and manipulate them and play around with
them. Learning this concept is just like learning any other kind of concept. It requires
a combination of information, experience and time; people do not learn concepts
instantly, just from being shown an example or being given information; rather,
they need to use and experience them through trial and error before they are really
understood.

This, then, is the importance of conceptualization. Perception is the ability to be
aware of something through one of our senses, but if we had only perception, we would
have no understanding. In order to understand something, we have to know what it is;
that “knowing” involves applying a concept to it.

We sometimes wonder why it is that learners can’t even repeat back an English
word a native speaker has just said to them. But, we should not be surprised. Imitation
of speech is not a simple parroting exercise, in which the ear picks up the sounds and
the tongue plays them back. Between the ear and the tongue comes conceptualization.
It is generally agreed that everyone, with maybe a very few special exceptions, can learn
functional pronunciation of a foreign language. However, to learn excellent native-like
pronunciation requires hard work, similar to that required by an actor or a professional
voice artist. It is the present writer’s hope that this textbook will help the readers in the
conceptualization in the EFL pronunciation learning in the Chinese context.

There is no doubt that good EFL pronunciation requires experience and practice,
not just information. As most teachers know, their role is not primarily one of telling
learners information, but one of encouraging learners in activities which facilitate deep,
intuitive, unconscious learning. For learners to really improve, they must spend a good
proportion of their time actually speaking. Learning pronunciation involves, therefore,

both conscious and subconscious conceptualization.



Indeed, for many learners, both guiding and informing play important parts in
learning. The effectiveness of audio training (based on knowledge that hearing and
recognition of sounds must precede attempts to make them) is supported by both
theory and classroom practice. The value of theoretical understanding as part of the
learning process is convincingly illustrated by many researchers. Additionally, the
ability to read transcription is essential to access information in a dictionary.

It is, therefore, generally accepted that teachers must be well informed about
articulatory phonetics and the phonetics both of the mother tongue and of the target
language of the learners because target languages cannot be addressed in isolation. At
tertiary level, it would be very helpful to begin any language programme with a short
induction to articulatory phonetics, for phonetic knowledge and skills are an essential
part of effective spoken language instruction.

The Purpose of the Book

The purpose of this book is therefore twofold: to introduce in the theoretical
framework of English phonetics and to show how this theory can be applied to
the practice of English teaching and learning in the Chinese EFL classrooms. The
book aims to address the specific needs of teachers and learners in pronunciation by
providing them with a mix of theoretical knowledge and practical skills and an adequate
understanding of general phonetic theory, comparative phonetics and phonology,
practical phonetics (transcription skills, auditory training, and speech production skills).

The primary orientation of the textbook is towards advanced Chinese EFL English
learners and students of linguistics who are fluent speakers of English as L2 in the
Chinese context and are highly motivated to improve their EFL pronunciation for
more effective communication, English teachers (both native and nonnative English
speakers) with little background in EFL pronunciation teaching in the Chinese context,
students of linguistics with interest in phonetics and Chinese EFL pronunciation
teaching and learning. For this reason, the textbook has been kept as straightforward

and direct as possible, given that pronunciation is a very complex subject.

The Structure of the Book

The present textbook is divided into sixteen units. It follows the system of General
British (GB) in its description. The general strategy is to proceed from the theory
of phonetics to the application of the phonetic theory. The first section of each unit
provides a broad overview of the issue under discussion. Sections two to four describe
in detail the issues under discussion. The fifth section of each unit is the discussion of
the applications of the theory into practice and the last section provides an opportunity

vii
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for the students to check what they have learned in the unit and to answer questions

which would help them to have a better understanding of the topic under discussion.

The Use of the Book

This book may be used in a wide variety of ways. It can be used for lecture courses
on a specific topic in English phonetics or a one-term course covering the entire
field of English phonetics for English majors and students of linguistics in Chinese
universities. It can be used for independent study by people who would like to learn
about English phonetics, or by classroom teachers who would like to know more about
EFL pronunciation teaching in the Chinese context. It is also intended to act as a
reference book for Chinese EFL teachers and researchers in this field.

Obviously most readers will want to turn to the parts of the textbook that are most
relevant to their own situations. However, there is a sequential flow to the ideas in the
textbook, and so it is advisable at the first instance to look through it from beginning to
end, and then to dip into the sections that seem most relevant.

It is hoped that readers will be interested enough in the material presented in this
textbook to want to pursue further some issues in English pronunciation teaching and
learning. Indeed pronunciation is a complex and fascinating topic involving insights
from phonetics, phonology, psycholinguistics and other disciplines, as well as from
education. This textbook can do no more than scratch the surface and hopefully the
references provided in the textbook may allow readers to choose material suitable to
themselves. It is expected that after an initial reading, most users will want to refer back
and forth to the material that is particularly relevant to their own interests.

I would like to express my gratitude to the editors of Higher Education Press for
their effort in the publishing process and Miss Wang Yan for her contribution in the
preparation of some of the figures in this textbook.

The present project was a subproject of the Guangdong Key Discipline Program
of the “211 Project” of the Guangdong University of Foreign Studies (Phase 1)
(GDUFS211-1-019).

Wang Guizhen
March, 2011
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1 Phonetics — the Science of Speech
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1.1 Overview

1.2 Branches of Phonetics
1.3 Speech Production
1.4 Articulation

1.5 Applications

1.6 Test Yourself

/1.1 Overview

Language is the most important means for human communication and that
is why we say that phonetics has considerable social value. Phonetics is one of the
two subdisciplines in linguistics which deal with speech sound, and the other being
phonology. In human communication, the acoustic signals are converted by the listener
into a sequence of words and sentences. To language users, the most familiar language
units are words. They can be divided into a sequence of smaller linguistic units called
phonemes, which are the fundamental units of phonology.

Phonetics, a science just like engineering, psychology or dentistry, comprises the
study of the sounds of human speech: or more specifically, the physical properties of
speech sounds including their physiological production, acoustic properties, auditory
perception, and neurophysiological status, etc.

Human speech results from a complex interaction between several systems in the
body. The brain, the ears, the lungs, the larynx, the vocal tract, and tongue all work
together to produce the sounds of the language. The mechanism of speech is certainly
a very complex one and in order to undertake any analysis of language it is important
to understand the processes that go to make up the message that a speaker transmits and
a listener receives.
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Fig.1.1 Simple view of speech production

Phoneticians study the physical and physiological aspects of human sound
production and perception, covering areas such as how speech sounds are made by the
vocal organs, the physical properties of speech sound, and also the perceptual responses

to speech sounds, as mediated by the ear, the auditory nerve, and the brain.

/1.2 Branches of Phonetics

The speech sounds can be classified according to how they are produced by the
speech organs. An understanding of speech production mechanism will help us to
analyze the speech sounds. When sound travels through the air from the speaker’s
mouth to the hearer’s ear, it does so in the form of vibrations in the air. Phonetics as a
research discipline therefore has three main branches: articulatory phonetics, acoustic

phonetics, and auditory phonetics.

Articulatory Phonetics

The field of articulatory phonetics is a subfield of phonetics dealing with the
categorization and classification of the production features of speech sounds: the
position, the shape, and the movement of articulators or speech organs, such as the lips,
the tongue, and the vocal folds.

Generally, articulatory phonetics is concerned with the transformation of
aerodynamic energy into acoustic energy. Aerodynamic energy refers to the airflow
through the vocal tract. Its potential form is air pressure; its kinetic form is the actual
dynamic airflow. Acoustic energy is variation in the air pressure that can be represented
as sound waves, which are then perceived by the human auditory system as sounds.

If you take the course on Articulatory Phonetics, you will be learning to do
the following: recognizing various speech sounds, transcribing speech sounds using

phonetic symbols, describing how the speech sounds are produced and producing



