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SERBIAN EFL LEARNERS’ VIEWS ON L2
PRONUNCIATION DIFFICULTIES

Abstract: Even though EFL learners generally express the need for efficient pronun-
ciation training and consider pronunciation itself as an important segment in L2 skills acqui-
sition, few studies deal with their standpoints regarding pronunciation difficulties, strategies
and needs. Inevitable pronunciation problems arise due to sundry factors such as L1 interfer-
ence, markedness, universal development factors, age of acquisition, target language exposure,
learner motivation etc, yet the ability to recognize the sources of pronunciation difficulties
represents a significant step towards overcoming them. The present study therefore investi-
gates Serbian EFL learners’ viewpoints related to their pronunciation problems, as well as po-
tential strategies for overcoming them. The results of the conducted questionnaire demonstrate
Serbian secondary school learners’ awareness of the existence of pronunciation difficulties
at both segmental and suprasegmental levels, but also simultaneous lack of specific actions
towards the implementation of the efficient ways for their abatement and potential eventual
disappearance.
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1. GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Even though pronunciation teaching research was neglected in the past, the
situation has been improving in the recent years, probably due to the recognition
of pronunciation as one of the most important skills in the acquisition of a foreign
language (Davis 1999; Burns 2003). Beside acquiring sufficient knowledge of
semantics and syntax of a language, a learner must possess an admirable level of
proficiency in segmental and suprasegmental features so as to impress the listener.
A successful command of English pronunciation means accurate perception and
production of sounds, rhythm and intonation, enabling the learner to understand
and be comprehensible to others (Seidlhofer 2001). For Eckman et al. (2003) pro-
nouncing the words goes hand in hand with learning their meaning in the process
of successful SLA.
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The present study aims at exploring Serbian secondary school EFL learn-
ers’ views on their pronunciation difficulties, strategies for overcoming them and
opinions regarding their pronunciation needs. The paper was inspired by a similar
study by Kolokdarah (2010), conducted at California State University, Fresno.

2. TYPES OF L2 PRONUNCIATION ERRORS

One of the most significant steps towards overcoming pronunciation diffi-
culties is indubitably the detection and recognition of errors experienced. Having
taken into consideration some of the aforementioned factors that contribute to
erroneous production, various scholars suggest possible classifications of pronun-
ciation errors.

Moulton (1962) proposed the following division: phonemic, phonetic, al-
lophonic and distributional errors. Bearing in mind the phonetic and phonemic
habits from L1, a learner substitutes an unfamiliar target language phone, in the
first, or phoneme, in the latter case, for a familiar L1 phone, i.e. phoneme. Pho-
netic errors are thus harder to explain than phonemic since learners do not easily
realize that they made a mistake as in the situation when they opted for an entirely
different phoneme. An example for a phonemic error would be an American stu-
dent’s pronunciation of German ‘“Nacht” as /nakt/ instead of /naht/, and a pho-
netic one would be substituting the unfamiliar uvular /r/ in German for American
constricted /1/. Allophonic characteristics of L1 are to blame for allophonic errors
whereas rules of distribution are logically responsible for distributional errors. To
exemplify, Americans alter German /t/ for its allophones in American English,
and regarding distributional errors, English has no option for placing German /ts/
in word initial position, as in “zu”, which is why English speakers usually choose
/z/, guided by the spelling.

Much later, based on similar criteria, Mathew (2005) suggested a broad, but
rather useful classification into transfer and developmental errors upon which we
elaborated earlier.

Other authors sorted pronunciation errors according to intelligibility crite-
ria, i.e. errors that cause serious misunderstandings and inhibit communication are
positioned at the top of the scale as the most significant, followed by less imped-
ing ones (Jenkins 1996). The division includes:

1) major mispronunciations of critical vowels and consonants (except for
/0/ and /0/, since contextual clues aid intelligibility), as in “hit” and “hid”
where accurate pronunciation is crucial for comprehension;

2) inappropriate use of sounds requiring aspiration, for example “ferry” and
“very”, or “sue” and “z00”;

3) consonant cluster simplifications, related to elision and epenthesis, for
example Japanese [paradakto:] for “product”;
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4) incorrect word stress, as for example stressing the first instead of the sec-
ond syllable in “important” etc. It is important to note that some languag-
es, such as Japanese or Spanish, are syllable-timed unlike English which
is stress-timed;

5) not adjusting articulators, i.e. mouth, tongue and lips to the patterns of a
foreign language, but using them in a familiar native-like fashion, which,
combined with inaccurate production of vowels and consonants, results
in utter confusion.

Errors regarding tone groups and diphthong mispronunciation are delib-
erately omitted since the author herself suggests more exhaustive research that
would confirm current assumptions.

3. SOURCES OF L2 PRONUNCIATION PROBLEMS

EFL learners have great pronunciation difficulties even after years of prac-
tice and these are the result of various interrelated factors.

L1 interference, or language transfer, seems to be one of the major factors
contributing to the existence of the phenomenon known as foreign accent. Only
does transfer occur if there are corresponding features between the mother tongue
and the language being acquired. Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis once stated that
the more similar L1 and L2 features are, the easier the acquisition for the learners
(Lado 1957). However, later investigations suggested contrary viewpoints. Name-
ly, Flege (1987) claimed that it was precisely those similar sounds that were more
difficult to acquire, i.e. his Speech Learning Model (Flege 1995) underscored that
the greater the difference between sounds the higher the possibility for learners to
perceive it, thus produce the sounds accurately.

Another important factor is the age of learners at which they begin the ac-
quisition of L2. The proponents of the Critical Period Hypothesis believe that the
most successful results are achieved if learning starts before the age of six and
no later than the age of fifteen (Long 1990). Nevertheless, two issues remain un-
resolved: whether an especially talented individual will be able to learn to speak
without a foreign accent in adulthood as well as when the previously mentioned
phenomenon first appears (Flege et al. 1997).

In order to be able to produce foreign language sounds correctly, learners
should be able to perceive them correctly first (Flege 1995). Inaccurate percep-
tion frequently hinders successful acquisition, and causes may come from various
sources, €.g. learners may omit to perceive the difference between sounds since
they do not possess proper perceptual sensitivity or their mother tongue phonolog-
ical system does not regard the problematic feature as relevant for the distinction
of sounds.
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Perhaps more closely related to the ELT methodology are personality and
motivational factors. Although these factors may affect acquisition indirectly, is-
sues such as anxiety, self-assurance, self-esteem and learning involvement should
not be disregarded. Personal and professional goals increase the desire to achieve
native-like proficiency in foreign language pronunciation (Masgoret, Gardner
2003). Learners’ attitude proved likewise significant, i.e. learners who pay a lot of
attention to their pronunciation have better production results (Elliot 1995).

4. PREVIOUS RESEARCH REGARDING LEARNERS’ VIEWS
ON L2 PRONUNCIATION

Little attention has been paid to learners’ perceptions regarding pronunci-
ation instruction in EFL teaching contexts (Kang 2010). However, scarce studies
suggest that students recognize the importance of pronunciation learning, since
they regard pronunciation as a priority and a significant skill in L2 acquisition
(Willing 1988). A rare study demonstrated that students reported that pronunci-
ation represented the main cause of communication breakdowns, and more im-
portantly, a significant percentage of respondents was able to recognize the ex-
act pronunciation difficulties they were experiencing (Derwing, Rossiter 2002).
However, it is worth noting that the participants from the aforementioned study
expressed willingness for adequate training and active involvement in the system-
atic pronunciation instruction, since they find it highly beneficial.

There is a discrepancy between teachers’ and learners’ views regarding their
pronunciation achievement goals, i.e. several studies showed that students usually
aim to sound like native speakers, while teachers believe general intelligibility is
more important (Timmis 2002). Moreover, the same study reported that students
allegedly strive to attain an accent close to inner circle varieties, however, they
are not entirely able to distinguish correctly between e.g. RP or General Ameri-
can. Learners likewise fail to completely understand other English accents (Kang
2010), which points to the fact that attempting to achieve native-like proficiency
actually means imitating only the two previously mentioned best known varieties.
Another contradiction is the finding that teachers regard pronunciation instruction
as difficult and impossible to apply, while learners recognize the lack and neces-
sity of it (Pardo 2004).
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5. METHODOLOGY

5.1. The Aim of the Research

The present study aims at exploring Serbian EFL learners’ attitudes regard-
ing the possible difficulties they experience when pronouncing English, as well
as what strategies they employ to make the pronunciation tasks less demanding,
taking their pronunciation needs, in terms of effective instruction, into consider-
ation, to0o.

5.2. Research Questions

Having the aim and theoretical background of the study in mind, we based
the investigation on the following research questions:

1. What do Serbian secondary school EFL learners believe are their
greatest pronunciation shortcomings?

2. What are the strategies they apply in order to moderate pronunciation
problems?

5.3. Participants

The total of 236 final-year students of secondary schools in Jagodina and
Kragujevac participated in the study (153 female, 83 male; mean age = 17.22). All
the participants had no previous experience pertaining to any kind of systematic
pronunciation training.

5.4. Instruments

In order to obtain the results required by the suggested research ques-
tions, we conducted a questionnaire containing 19 Likert-scale questions and 4
open-ended type of questions. The questions in the survey were adapted from
the previously conducted similar research by Kolokdarah (2010). Kolokdarah’s
questionnaire was based on the sample questions from a previous study (Derwing,
Rossiter 2002) and it included 5-level Likert scale (1: strongly agree — 5: strongly
disagree) (Kolokdarah 2010). The original questionnaire’s item “I don’t know”
was changed to “not sure” because our participants were students unfamiliar with
the procedure of phonetic training or had no prior knowledge regarding English
phonetics and phonology taught in the formal context at least.
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5.5. Procedure

The questionnaire was distributed to the participants during the regular
English classes in the period from October to December 2011.

5.6. Data analysis

In the analysis of data we applied both quantitative and qualitative methods.
The results of the questionnaire were presented in percentage counts, with addi-
tional descriptive explanations for the results of the open-ended questions.

6. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

For the sake of intelligibility and clarity, the results of the questionnaire are
presented in the following table:

6.1 Table 1: Results of the students’ responses to the questions

Statements Strongly  Agree Not sure  Disagree Strongly
agree disagree
1. When | have problems communicating, it 6 39 40 103 48
is most Ilkely because of the pronunciatlon 254% 16.53% 16.95% 43.64% 20.34%
problems. : ’ . : :
2.1 am aware of my main pronunciation 12 14 113 87 10
problem areas. 508%  593% 47.88%  36.86%  4.24%
3. Itis difficult for people to understand my 41 74 85 19 17
pronunciation. 17.37%  31.36%  36.02% 8.05%  7.2%
4. 1 have not taken any pronunciation courses. 225 6 5 / /
95.34% 2.54% 2.12%
5. I would take a pronunciation course if it were 61 95 38 30 12
offered. 25.85%  40.25% 16.1%  1271%  5.08%
6. | listen to tapes/television/music/movies as 160 60 14 2 /
much as possible. 67.8% = 2542%  593%  0.85%
7. | usually pronounce loudly words that are 8 26 67 103 32
difficult to-pronounce. 3.39% 11.02%  28.39% 4364% 13.56%
8. | try to understand English pronunciation 33 54 83 44 22
rules. 13.98%  22.88% 35.17% 18.64% 9.32%
9.1 pa&/_ attention to my pronunciation when | 29 129 28 38 12
am talking. 12.29%  54.66% 11.86%  16.1% 5.08%
10. | speak slowly in order to have correct / 17 102 89 28
pronunciation. 7.2% 43.22%  37.71%  11.86%
11. I notice people’s mouth movement when 6 45 88 80 17
they are speaking in English. 254% 19.07%  37.29%  33.9% 7.2%
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12. I notice contrasts between my native 4 87 79 65 1

language pronunciations and English language
pm%ungoiaﬁon& 9 guag 169%  36.86% 33.47% 27.54% 0.42%

13. | paraphrase what | want to say if the 48 111 35 24 18
listener cannot understand me. 20.34%  47.03% 14.83% 10.17%  7.63%
14. | write down the pronunciation of words in / 2 32 190 12
English using phonetic transcription. 0.85% 13.56% 80.51% 5.08%
15. | write down the pronunciation of words in 55 97 34 40 10
my native language. 23.3% 41.1% 14.41%  16.95% 4.24%
16. | can correct my pronunciation when | am 17 60 31 85 43
speaking. 72%  2542% 13.14%  36.07% 18.22%
17. 1f I do not know how to pronounce a word, | / 1 82 121 32
ask a native speaker. 042% 34.75% 51.27%  13.56%
18. I am not good at pronouncing just the 13 102 91 18 12
sounds that are absent in my native language. 5.5% 43.22% 38.56% 7.63% 5.08%
19. 1 do not speak English using appropriate 74 96 44 12 10
intonation. 31.36%  40.68%  18.64% 5.08%  4.24%

The results of the questionnaire showed that more than 60% percent of par-
ticipants (mean 75.5, standard deviation 38.89) generally disagree that it might be
pronunciation that caused problems in communication in L2, in this case English.
The majority is not certain whether they are aware of their pronunciation prob-
lems, and, as a matter of fact, a significant percentage of participants (36.86%,
mean 48.5, standard deviation 54.45) admits lack of awareness, which can be
explained by the deficiency of systematic and well-planned phonetic training and
lack of general knowledge about English phonological inventory. The latter is
confirmed in survey question no. 4, since the participants either reported having
no experience with phonetic instruction or were not sure what the question was
about, which further proves their lack of awareness. However, it seems encour-
aging that more than 60% of learners express willingness to take part in any kind
of phonetic training. Although the majority of interviewees is not sure whether it
is difficult for others to understand their pronunciation, even higher percentage
(more than 48% overall, mean 57.5, standard deviation 23.33) of the students
agrees that their interlocutors have troubles comprehending their articulation.

Concerning the strategies learners employ to overcome pronunciation prob-
lems, the survey demonstrated that more than 90% of the learners listen to music
or watch TV and movies in English, which provides genuine L2 input. More than
a half of the participants do not pronounce loudly words they find difficult to
pronounce. The learners do pay attention to pronunciation when speaking, but
they are not certain about whether or not they try to understand English pronunci-
ation rules, which is most likely because they lack pronunciation instruction and
knowledge. A similar explanation may be applied for the following two questions,
namely, students are likewise uncertain about whether they should speak more
slowly so as to be better understood, or whether they should pay attention to the
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mouth movements. Even though the majority (36.86%) notices the differences

between English and Serbian phonetic features, a similar percentage is not sure

about the contrasts between their mother tongue and L2, which again points to the

already reported lack of awareness. More than 60% of the participants paraphrase

their utterance if the interlocutor is unable to understand them, yet the causes for
the lack of comprehension may not be phonological by nature. It seems disap-
pointing that the majority of the learners write down the correct pronunciation of
novel words in Serbian (more than 60%), rather than using phonetic transcription,
but it is not so surprising considering the fact that they never had phonetic training.
The greatest number of learners does not know how to correct their pronunciation

while speaking, and only one interviewee reported to have asked a native speaker
when uncertain about the correct pronunciation of a particular word. Almost a half
of the participants conservatively believe that it is merely the distinct features in

L1 and L2 that represent problems in pronunciation, and, expectedly, the majority

never uses appropriate intonation, which draws attention to the fact that the par-
ticipants lack knowledge in both segmental and suprasegmental levels of foreign

language phonology.

6.2. Results of the open-ended questions

The first question in the open-ended section of the questionnaire regarded
students’ opinion concerning which level of phonology they believed was more
important. The results showed that the participants believed both levels were

equally important for foreign language learners.

Graph 1. The importance of Phonological Levels

B Suprasegmental
114; 48,31%
° O Segmental

O Equally important

The next question was designed to list further pronunciation problems stu-
dents might have that were not provided in the previous part of the survey. The
most frequent answers are presented in the graph. Namely, the pronunciation of
individual sounds and words allegedly represents the biggest challenge for the
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participants, which points to the increased orientation towards the segmental part
of interlanguage phonology, although they reported that both levels were equally
significant.

Graph 2. Stated Pronunciation Problems

90,00% == === mm e
80,00%
70,00%
60,00%

"""" 180 (76,27%) T TTTTToToTTrTTrTene

.................. 45.60,44%). . .. oL L...

"""""""""""""""" 110°(46,61%)

50,00%
40,00%

30,00%
20,00%
10,00%

0,00% T T T 1
can't pronounce can't pronounce can't recognize  not sure obout
certains sounds  certains words where to place pronounciation

the accent problems

52
"""""""""""""""""""""""""" 122,03%)

When it comes to the strategies students employ to overcome the reported
difficulties, the results demonstrated that the students mostly relied on the teach-
er’s assistance as well as the Internet, thus the combination of the two, i.e. teach-
ers’ increased awareness in the online possibilities for practising pronunciation
might be highly beneficial.

Graph 3. Learners’ Strategies

90,00% - - ------ 495 - - m e
80,00% + - - - - L T R

70,00%

""""""""""""""""""""" (59,75%) 7T

60,00%
50,00%
40,00%
30,00%

29
""""""""""""""""""""""""""" (12,29%)
0,00% T T T T 1
ask the imitate the find talk to friends not sure
teacher teacher pronunciation online
online

20,00%

10,00%

25



Jerotijevi¢ TisSma M. D., Serbian EFL learners’ views on L2 ...; YIAMUA; 2016, XII1/1, ctp. 17-29

The last question in the open-ended part of the survey concerned students’
suggestions to teachers, i.e. what they believe teachers can do to enhance their stu-
dents’ pronunciation proficiency. The results show the necessity for genuine target
language input and the incorporation of online resources in everyday curriculum.

Graph 4.Suggestions to Teachers
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If we compare the results obtained in the present study to the findings from
the study by Kolokdarah (2010), we notice significant differences. Namely, a
considerably smaller percentage of the participants in the present study agrees
that pronunciation problems cause problems in communication, however, a high-
er percentage admits that it is difficult for others to understand their pronuncia-
tion. The general lack of awareness and deficiency of pronunciation instruction is
clearly visible in the discrepancies regarding the applied techniques for improving
pronunciation. All the strategies are in favour of the participants from the previ-
ous study, i.e. a much higher percentage of the learners actually takes actions to
overcome the difficulties in articulation, such as loud repetition, writing down
difficult pronunciations, noticing mouth movements, etc. Furthermore, a signifi-
cantly higher percentage of Serbian students writes pronunciation in their mother
tongue, which points to the lack of relevant instruction. Serbian students believe
both levels are important while the participants from the previous study believe
suprasegmental level is more significant for the overall pronunciation acquisition.

7. CONCLUSION

After the presentation of the relevant theoretical considerations and the
findings of the previous related studies, the results of the conducted questionnaire
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were presented and elaborated on. The results demonstrated Serbian EFL learners’
lack of awareness regarding their pronunciation difficulties and inconsistent ap-
plication of the available strategies for their eventual abatement. The participants
in the study likewise reported the need for systematic phonetic training and pro-
vided suggestions for teachers regarding the possible pronunciation activities that
may be incorporated in everyday English curriculum.

The design of the questionnaire and the formulation of the questions per-
haps represent the potential limitation of the study. Had the questions been for-
mulated distinctly the large percentage of “not sure” answers might have been
avoided, however, it points to the participants’ lack of knowledge regardless.

The significance of teachers’ attitude towards teaching pronunciation is in-
dispensable, since the learners primarily rely on their instructors for help in over-
coming pronunciation problems. Hence it seems necessary for teachers to recog-
nize the importance of the inclusion of diverse types of exercises and materials
for teaching English pronunciation in regular classes, with the addition of online
resources as much as they are available.
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Hanuna M. Jeporujeuh Tumma
Yuausepsuretr y Kparyjesmy
DUITONOMIKO-yMETHHYKHN (PAKyITET
Karenpa 3a anmuctuky

CTABOBH CPIICKUX YUEHHUKA 110 IITMTABY TEHIKORA ¥V
N3IOBOPY EHIJIECKOI' KAO CTPAHOI' JE3UKA

Pesume: imajyhu y Bumy Hemocrarak cTyadja Koje ce 0aBe CTaBOBHMA CPIICKHX
YUEHHKA [0 MHUTaby TEIIKoha y u3roBopy M Moryhum crparerujama KojuMa Ou ce jare
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noremkohe npepasuInie, Halll paji UMa 3a IHJb Jla NCTPaKU Ha KOjU HA4YWH CPIICKU Cpell-
F>OLIKOJIIHY KOJU yu€ SHIVIECKH K20 CTPaHU jE€3UK BHE MPoOIeMe ca H3rOBOPOM SHITIECKOT
1 KOje cy BUXOBE NOoTpede 1o MUTamy MpakTHyHe HacTae Gonernke. Kako 6uemo oxaro-
BOPHJIN HA TIOCTABJbEHA UCTPAXKMBAUKA MTNTamka, CIPOBEIN CMO aHKETY KOja je caaprkana
JIBa THIIA ITUTAkba, & PE3YNITATH Cy oOpal)eHn KBaHTUTATHBHOM M KBAJMTAaTUBHOM METO-
JIOM. Y UCTpaKHBamYy je ydecTBoBaio 236 YUECHUKA YETBPTE TOMUHE CPENBHUX NIKOTIA U3
Jaronuna u Kparyjesua. Pesynrarti mokasyjy Aa CpIICKH YYEHHIM HHUCY y MOTIYHOCTH
CBECHH CBOT M3r0BOpA aJIM M3PakaBajy CHPEMHOCT M NOTpedy 3a Na’kJbHBO OCMHUIIJBEHUM
(hOHETCKNUM TPEHHHTOM.

Kryune peuu: cTaBOBH CPIICKUX YUEHHKA, CHIIECKH KA0 CTPAHHM jE3UK, TPOOIeMH

Ca U3roBOpoM.

29



