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TEACHING FL PRONUNCIATION
IN THE GLOBALIZATION ERA.
DOES IT MAKE SENSE?

MAGDALENA POSPIESZYNSKA-WOJTKOWIAK

The place of pronunciation teaching is particularly important in FL pedagogy
and is gaining more and more interest among phonetics instructors which can be
confirmed by the papers presented at phonetic conferences in Poland (see
Dydaktyka Fonetyki Jezyka Obcego — Zeszyty Naukowe PWSZ w Ptocku 2002
and 2003 and Zeszyty Naukowe PWSZ w Koninie 2003 and 2004). Pronunciation
teaching can influence the quality of a spoken language but can also help us
understand certain linguistic phenomena concerning speech acts, vocal tract or
speech production, transmission and perception. A person who is trained to be
an English teacher should not only be a good language user but also be able to
comprehend, interpret and explain particular phonological rules and principles.

In his book on issues in English language teaching and learning, Widdowson
(2003) presents two quotations which can be interpreted as representing two
opposing positions on English language change. The first quotation is taken
from Yeats’s The Second Coming:

Things fall apart: the centre cannot hold
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.

The second quotation is taken from Tennyson’s Idylls of the King:

The old order changeth, yielding place to new
And God fulfils himself in many ways,
Lest one good custom should corrupt the world.

Let us try to understand Widdowson’s interpretations of the quotations men-
tioned above. In the case of Yeats’, Widdowson (2003: 58) says:
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the centre can be taken as the Inner Circle and the assumption is that if it cannot hold the
language in place, linguistic anarchy will be loosed upon the English speaking world.

In the case of the other quotation, Widdowson (ibid).) claims (cf. Howatt and
Widdowson 2004) that:

whether you attribute it to some kind of divine intervention or not, the old established
order of Inner Circle English changes and yields place to new varieties of English.

Although the current trend for language intelligibility and global understand-
ing in EFL may undermine the role of pronunciation teaching/learning, the ma-
jority of both teachers and students find it equally important as teaching/learning
grammar or lexis. (The acronym ELF, English as Lingua Franca', in reversing
the F and L of EFL, may be taken as a symbol of the conceptual and practical
contrasts between EFL and ELF). Some may, however, claim that there is no
reason to teach phonetics at all age levels due to the fact that the critical period
for pronunciation is believed to be earliest of all (~6 years of age). However,
even though not all learners will achieve native-like pronunciation, research
studies have shown that highly motivated adult learners with sufficient training
can attain it (e.g. Pennington 1994, Florez-Cunningham 1998).

English has become a means of global communication, so maybe being in-
telligible should be the aim of phonetics teaching in the globalization era? Yet,
there are no criteria for universal intelligibility. We may only assume that infel-
ligibility means intelligibility to a native speaker. Indeed, Smith (1987) con-
cludes that both in ESL and EFL English has been perceived as a sole property
of native speakers and the emphasis of FL learning has been on speech acts be-
tween a native speaker and a non-native speaker only. Thus, it implies that non-
native speakers of English should work towards a native-like communicative
competence. In a similar vein, Sridhar (1985: 101) comments:

It was just assumed that English is learned to interact with native speakers of the lan-
guage, and to imbibe Anglo-American culture, so the native standards were the norm, the
native customs and concerns provided the content of teaching materials.

However, the majority of transactions in English take place between non-
native language users, hence the assumption that non-native speakers interact
primarily with native speakers is no longer valid (Taylor 1991). Research shows
that there are now circa 750 million non-native speakers of English and about

" A lingua franca in its original sense was a variety spoken along the South-Eastern coast of
the Mediterranean between approximately the 15-th and 19-th century. It was probably based on
some Italian dialects in its earliest history including elements from Spanish, French, Portuguese,
Arabic, Turkish, Greek and Persian. See Knapp and Meierkord (2002) for further details.
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375 million native speakers and 375 million speakers of English as a second
language (Graddol 1997, cf. Kachru 1986, Melchers and Shaw 2003). Thus, it is
possible that many interactions in English take place among non-native speakers
without any native speakers involved in the transactions. If it is so, maybe the
goal for pronunciation teaching should be changed or individually adopted only
for particular learners? (cf. Davies et al. 2003, Jenkins 2000 and forthcoming,
Lowenberg 2002, Matsuda 2002 and 2003, McKay 2002, Seidlhofer 2001, 2004
and forthcoming) As Leather puts it light-heartedly: “only spies need truly na-
tive-like accents” (1983: 198), though he adds “(...) and only teachers of L2
need to be near-native” (ibid.), which seems to be quite conflicting with the goal
for comfortable intelligibility and social acceptance. Ironically, some intelligibil-
ity studies (Smith and Rafiqzad 1985) showed that native speakers’ pronuncia-
tion is not the most intelligible, e.g. American native speakers were the least
intelligible even to their fellow countrymen.

Taking into account the goal of intelligibility, there are a few questions aris-
ing that teachers have to consider. Firstly, what English to teach and then why
teach phonetics at all? Choosing an appropriate language model allows us to set
certain standards and to aim at attaining the targets. Nevertheless, Taylor (1990)
thinks that one of the major weaknesses of the phonetics-dominated model is
that it always concentrates on one variety of native speaker English. We may not
know whether the chosen model is widely acceptable by all learners, whether
our model will become their objective too, and what they really think about at-
taining this particular variety (cf. Sobkowiak 2003, Szpyra-Koztowska 2004).
Certainly, both teachers and learners need some kind of English standard that
can be referred to as a basis for defining the models and objectives. Trim (1962:
30) says:

a uniform standard practice is, in teaching as in any other practical activity, a source of
great strength, since it affords researchers, teachers and students alike a coherent cumula-
tive body which each can explore and extend without encountering inconsistencies and
contradictions.

It is the usefulness of pronunciation teaching which has been debated and the
role of pronunciation teaching in language curricula that has been widely dis-
cussed in recent days. There are some contradictory research results concerning
the effectiveness of phonetics teaching. On the one hand, the studies carried out
by Suter and Purcel prove that there is no relationship between teaching practical
phonetics in the classroom and the attained proficiency in students’ pronuncia-
tion (Purcel and Suter 1980, Suter 1976). On the other hand, other researchers
(Derwing et al. 1998, MacDonald et al. 1994, Pennington 1989) believe that
experienced teachers using appropriate materials and following a communicative
language programme can improve students’ pronunciation.
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Although Krakowian (2000: 120) claims that “fortunately (...) very few
people want to sound exactly as native speakers so teachers need not to spend
too much time teaching correct pronunciation”, Lyster (2001) found out that it is
phonological errors that teachers mostly correct in the classroom — not grammat-
ical or vocabulary ones. Krakowian (ibid.) claims that such phonological fea-
tures as, e.g., accent should not worry the learners because it is enough “if they
can make themselves perfectly understandable in the target language” (Kra-
kowian 2000: 120). What is even more, he suggests that the students “should not
be too ambitious” (ibid.) and would rather go on to learn other aspects of the FL
instead of “wasting time on trying to bring their pronunciation up to the native
speaker level” (ibid.). Surprisingly enough, Lyster (2001) having analyzed 1100
minutes of learners’ interaction in French immersion programmes established
the correction rate for phonological errors at as much as 70 per cent. Another
study conducted by Pawlak (2002) provided data on the correction rate for pro-
nunciation errors in classroom situations, and he found the correction rate to be
at 26% and only grammatical errors outnumbered the figure.

Morley (1999) enumerates four main goals of pronunciation teaching, which
the present author is going to comment on below:

— functional intelligibility;

— functional communicability;

— increased self-confidence;

— speech monitoring abilities.

Intelligible pronunciation is an essential component of communicative com-
petence and if non-natives’ pronunciation falls below a certain threshold level,
they will not be able to communicate orally no matter how good their control of
English grammar and vocabulary might be (Celce-Murcia 1987, Morley 1991).
Thus, learners should understand that phonetics is important if they want to
sound socially acceptable and realize that improper pronunciation may hinder
communication, making them not even intelligibly communicative. Besides,
good pronunciation boosts the learners’ confidence in their ability to understand
and be understood, which may contribute to their greater willingness to use the
target language. Thus, pronunciation instruction aims at assuring the teacher of
his/her students’ abilities to focus on their speech and the speech of others, and
will allow them to spot the discrepancies between their speech and the speech of
more proficient FL users (Pawlak 2004). Furthermore, among the qualifications
that a language teacher should possess we would inevitably enumerate good
linguistic competence, particularly good phonological competence in the L2.
Arabski (1996) points out that in phonological competence the teacher’s abilities
should be close to these of a native speaker. Moreover, teachers ought to be pre-
dominantly sensitive to the learners’ pronunciation errors and be ready to diag-
nose and correct them immediately in order to prevent fossilization.
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The present author is not going to platitudinize about how important explicit
FL pronunciation teaching is or ask whether we should teach it or not. For all
sceptics or the proponents of Lingua Franca Core it is suggested that they read
the articles by e.g. Fraser (1999), Sobkowiak (2003), Waniek-Klimczak (1997),
Wysocka (2003) or Komorowska-Janowska (2006) — to name only a few. Unfor-
tunately, pronunciation is the aspect of EFL that still receives little attention.
One of the reasons for that, as Fraser (ibid.) points out, may not be ‘unwilling-
ness to teach’ but lack of knowledge how effectively to do that to ‘help learners
best’. Fraser also makes the point that although the knowledge of FL descriptive
phonetics and phonology is useful for the ESL/EFL learners in general, it is not
‘needed for pronunciation classes’ (sic.). She then concludes that pronunciation
instructors should possess the knowledge about speech perceptions and EFL
phonology system. Zybert (1997), conversely, thinks that learners should receive
sufficient descriptive instruction to become aware of the allophonic distinctions,
contrastive differences or potential similarities between their mother tongue and
L2. But, first of all, Fraser (1999: 7-8) notes that pronunciation teachers ought to
(cf. Strange 1995):

have insight into the kinds of problems learners face in pronouncing English, and tools to
provide for their needs at different stages.

Pronunciation is a skill to be acquired. It cannot be perceived only as a part
of declarative knowledge (knowing — what) but primarily as a part of procedural
knowledge (knowing — how), which is acquired gradually and must be exercised
a lot. Fraser (1999) points to the link between learning pronunciation and prac-
tising sport or playing a musical instrument, where the same amount of motiva-
tion, time and effort must be invested to achieve success. By the same token,
Underhill (1995) compares pronunciation work to coaching in sport, athletics or
dance. For all of the reasons, one of the goals of pronunciation teaching/learning
should be making it both a physical as well as a cognitive activity. Learners must
try to stop regarding pronunciation work as an abstract notion and focus on the
muscles that produce sounds, rhythm and intonation (cf. Higgins et al. 1995).
It is very important to “get pronunciation work out of the head and into the
body” (Underhill 1995: 1).
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