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Introduction

Vocabulary and itsaccurate pronunciation play
apivotd roleinlearning alanguage. Whenwe
consider the phonological aspect of vocabulary,
itincludes both the vowel s (monopthongs and
diphthongs) and consonantal sounds. Teaching
and learning of English and itsvocabulary are
unsatisfactory in Assamese medium schools,
especially in rural areas. The present article
attemptsto study thelearning of somedifficult
soundsof Englishlanguage, especialy fricatives
and affricates. Throughthearticle, | havetried
toidentify the reasons behind the phonological
problems encountered by English language
teachers and students in Assamese medium
schools, and recommend remedial measuresin
order toimprovethe second language teaching-
learning scenario.

Fricativesand Affricatesarethetwo classes of
consonantal speech sounds that Assamese
learners of English either pronouncewrongly,
or find most difficult to pronounce. In the
articulation of fricatives, theactiveand passive
articulators form a stricture of close
approximation, and theair escapesthrough the
narrow gap, causing audiblefriction. Affricates
ontheother hand, areacombination of aplosive
and africative. Instead of acomplete closure
of thevocal tract, thereisadelayed releasein
thearticulation of affricates.

The objective of thisresearch isto ascertain
the accurate pronunciation of thesetwo classes
of speech soundsof Englishlanguage.

Learning thevocabulary of alanguageisindeed

acomplex process. The primary aim of students
whilelearning vocabulary isto havetheability
torecall aword at will, and to recognizeitinits
spoken and written forms. The principles of
learning English vocabulary in a proper and
systematic way are based on the assumptions
that learners can be taught, and can teach
themselves. Teaching and learning is a
complementary process since theteacher has
tofollow the same principlesthat arerequired
by the student for learning purposes. Hence,
language |l earning isnot an activity that takes
placein vacuum.

Vocabulary iscentral tolanguageandisof great
significanceto languagelearners. David Wilkins
(1972), summed up the importance of
vocabulary for language learning: “without
grammar very little can be conveyed, without
vocabulary nothing can be conveyed” (p. 111).

It has been observed that most Assamese
learnersseemto haveaninstrumental motivation
for learning English. They learn Englishsmply
tofulfil theschool requirement, sinceEnglishis
acompulsory subject likeany other subject. In
the indigenized varieties of English (IVES)
setting, “thereasonsfor studying English and
the skillsdesired are overwhelmingly the ones
normally labelled instrumenta” (Shaw, 1981, p.
121). Often, lack of motivation becomesone of
themain reasonsthat amgjority of the students
fail the examination, or remain low achievers.
Studentsfind the English period uninteresting
and difficult, and that al so impacts motivation
levels.
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The problematic consonantal phonemes

As mentioned earlier, Assamese-speaking
learners of English language find consonantal
phonemesof English difficult and problematic.
These problematic consonantal phonemes
includeseven out of nine Englishfricatives, and
two affricatesof English. Theseare:

Fricatives: /f, v, 0, 0, z, [, 5 / arenon-existent
inAssamese.

For example, many Assamese studentswould
findit difficult to pronounce‘fan, van, thin, they,
zebra, ship and measure’ accurately.

Affricates: /ff, d3/ are also non-existent in
Assamese.

These sounds appear inwordslike church and
judge’.

Assamese rendering of sounds

It has been observed that the Englishfricatives
and affricates as spoken by theA ssamese show
different properties as compared to the way
fricativesand affricatesare pronounced by the
native speakers of English. It should be clear
that it is NOT the case that the Assamese
children hear the native soundsand render them
asplosivesor fricatives. Onthe contrary, they
reproduce what they hear from their teachers
and may be parents. They seem to bereplaced
by someeasier and similar sounding sounds, in
accordance with the law of least effort as
proposed by Ferdinand de Saussure (1966).
Thesesoundsare:

a)/f/-/ph/ eg /fen/ 'fan'->/phEn/
b) /v/-/bh/ eg. /vaen/ ‘'van'-/bhEn/
¢) /6/-/th/ e.g. /0Oznk/ 'thank'-/thEnk/

d) /0/—/d/ e.g. / Ben/ ‘then’—/den/

e) /z/'fy/ e.g. /zu:/ 'z00'—/ yu/

) /[/—~/s/ e.g. /fip/ 'ship' —/sip/

g) /3/—/3/ e.g. /vizn/ 'vision' ->/bhijOn/
h) Af/—/s/ e.g. /femnds/ 'change' —/senj/
1) /dg/—/3/ e.g. / dgor/ joy' —»/401/

Causes of the phonological problems

Teachers play acrucial role as far as second
language teaching is concerned as they have
the authority to adopt effective approaches or
methods aswell assuitableteaching strategies.
However, for thislanguage teachershaveto be
proficient enough in the language they are
teaching to be role modelsfor their students.
They also have to be cautious of their own
shortcomings aswrong pronunciation on their
part may result in a negative image of the
languageinthemindsof their students. Gatenby
(1967) isright when he says, “If wecantrain
theteacher, make him efficient, and givehim
confidence, hecan himself removeor get rid of
most of the other drawbacks” (p. 213).

Some of the reasons for the problems
encountered by English teachers of Assamese
medium schools while teaching English
pronunciationinclude:

e Theteachersthemselvesdo not know the
correct pronunciations.

e In-service training programmes are not
compulsory for teachersand aregeneraly
conducted for ashort duration. Moreover,
thenatification regarding training of teachers
normally does not reach schoolson time.
Also, very often, school authorities are
reluctant to send the teachersfor training
asthenumber of professond trainersisvery
amdl.

Thus, teachers of English in Assamese
medium schoolsare not normally exposed
to the phonetic features of the English
language so asto teach their sudentscorrect
pronunciation of English words. Most of
them havealack of comparativeknowledge
of English sounds and A ssamese sounds,
not being ableto correct the spoken form
of Englishwordsof their students.

e Oral work isnot encouraged or practised
sufficiently by theteachers.
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e Most of the English language teachersin
Assamese medium schools do not have a
specidizationin English. Someof themare
just matriculate, and surprisingly, they are
allowed to teach English without having a
basic knowledge of the language
themselves.

In order to have aclear picture of theteaching-
learning scenario of Englishintheupper primary
level of Assamese medium schools, theproblems
faced by learnersare also asubject of concern.
Itisevident that when Assamese studentslearn
English, they come across speech soundsthat
arequitedifferent from those of Assamese. They
oftenfindit difficult to articul ate these sounds.
Therefore, they substitutethese English speech
soundswith speech sounds of Assamese. This
pull of Assamese causes unintelligibility. Such
problems are meant to be handled by the
languageteacher inthe classroom. However, it
isdebatablewhether thelanguageteacher takes
note of these problemsand makesthe necessary
corrections. Also, Assamese students do not
get enough exposureto English. Not only does
thiscontributeto difficultiesin articulating the
correct pronunciation, but it also impacts
spellings, asthestudentsare not ableto perceive
the correct spelling as a result of faulty
pronunciation.

Suggestions and recommendations

| have made an attempt to suggest academic
principlesingenera and pedagogical practices
in particular that underline the teaching of
phonology of English vocabulary inthe context
of Assamese medium schools. These can help
us to understand the problems related to
teaching and learning English and itsvocabul ary
insuch schools.

Academicfactors

e In-servicetraining programmesshould be
made compulsory for teachers, and they

should be conducted for alonger duration.
The concerned authorities must ensure that
thenatification regarding training of teachers
should reach the schools on time. The
school authoritiesshould allow theteachers
togofor training so that they canimprove
their skillsaswell asequip themselveswith
the new teaching methods and modern
techniques.

e Teachersof Englishin Assamese medium
school s should be exposed to the phonetic
features of English language, so that they
can teach their students correct
pronunciation of Englishwords. They should
also have a comparative knowledge of
English and Assamese sounds, so that they
are able to correct the spoken English of
their students.

e Efficient and knowledgeable teachers
should berecruited to teach English. The
selection of teachersshould beimpartial and
far.

e Ora work should be encouraged and
practised.

Pedagogical issues

Careful attention must be accorded to
pronunciation as it is an essential part of
vocabulary teachingif the new Englishlexisis
to be used effectively, or understood without
difficulty. The degree of attention paid to the
pronunciation of alexical item dependsonthe
importance of theitem in spoken English, and
the extent to which it poses aproblem for the
students.

Before teaching new pronunciations, the
teachers should highlight the new vocabulary
whilewriting it ontheblackboard. They should
usethetechnique of * Mimicry-Memorization’
through repetition drillsto teach pronunciation.
In addition to this, teachers may use minimal
pairs to teach two similar sounds that are
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problematic for thestudents. Error-analysisand
correctionin different areas of pronunciation
helps students distinguish between vowel
sounds—in rounding or reduction of rounding,
inthelengthening or shortening of vowels, and
in the consonant sounds absent in Assamese or
in consonant clusters.

In order to teach the pronunciation of
problematic fricativesand affricatesof English,
theteacher should utilizethefollowing sequence:

1. Articulatethesoundinaword.
2. Articulatethesound by itself.

3. Get the students to repeat the sound, in
chorus.

4, Contrastitwith other reinforced sounds.

5. Getindividua studentsto repesat contrasting
sounds.

Theteacher may asowritedown al new words
that the students have encountered during the
week on the board. He/she should then
articul ate the words, and the students should
repeat them. Thenthelearnersshouldtaketurns
articulating the words independently and the
teacher should give them feedback on their
pronunciation.

The articulation of the fricatives
/f,v, 0,9,z [,3/inthe lexis must be given
specia attention asthey do not have equivalent
soundsinAssamese. Similarly, /f and dz/ also
need specid care, and thelanguageteacher must
make sure that these are articulated and
pronounced correctly.

a) For the production of /f/ and /v/, the
Assamese medium learnershaveto betold
tokeep their upper teeth very closeto their
lower lip, and not to bring their upper and
lower lipinto contact. Theair inthevocal
tract must be allowed to flow continuoudy,
causing friction. It isimportant to also
understand the difference between the

b)

f)

voiceless (when the vocal chords are not
vibrating) and the voiced (when thevocal
chordsarevibrating) sounds. /f/ isvoiceless
but /v/ isvoiced. In fact, that is the only
difference between these two sounds.

For the production of /&/ sound, thelearners
should betold not to touch their teeth with
their tongue, but tokeepit very closetothem,
and subsequently allow the air to escape
dowly and continuoudly.

Withregardto/d/, thelearnershavetoform
astricture of close approximation instead
of a stricture of complete closure. They
have to be taught the basic difference
between a fricative and a plosive. Once
again, in order to articulate this sound the
learner needsto bring thetonguevery close
totheteeth without touching them. Although
this needs a bit of practice, the language
teacher can handleitin the classroom. One
should also remember that /&/ isvoiceless
and/d/ isvoiced.

In order to articulate /f/, the Assamese
learnersof Englishhavetobeaskedtoraise
the blade of their tongueto touch the hard
pal ate, keeping thetip of thetonguelevel
with the teeth ridge and rounding the lips
dightly. Notethat /{7 isvoiceless.

For the production of /z/, thelearnershave
to betaught tolower the body of thetongue,
and placethetip of thetonguevery closeto
thealveolar ridge so that theair can escape
continuoudy through the narrow gap instead
of touching the hard palate with the blade
of the tongue. One should remember that
Izl isvoiced.

The Assamese medium learners can be
taught to pronounce/3/ by raising the blade
of the tongue and placing it very closeto
the hard palate, getting the lips slightly
rounded.
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g For the correct articulation of /47, the
learners must understand that /7 is a
combination of /t/ and /f/. During the
articulation of /47, there is a complete
closure of the oral passage and then there
isadelayed release or continued flow of
air. Thelearners haveto betaught to stop
theair passage by firmly placing the blade
of thetongueontheteethridgein/t/ position,
build up air pressure between the palateand
thetongue, and thento releasethe pressure
by quickly bringing thetongueto/J7 position.

h) Thesameremedia measureissuggested
for acquiring/d3/. Thelanguageteacher has
to demonstrate the difference between a
voiced sound and itsvoiceless counterpart.
Thelearner then needsto acquirethevoice
feature by regular practice.Notethat /7 is
voicelessand /d3/ isvoiced.

Conclusion

So far, wehavelooked at the difficulties of the
Assamese learners of English and how they
pronounce native English fricatives and
affricates differently; thefricatives/f, v, e, o/
are replaced by stops /ph, bh, th, d/ unlike
/z, [, 3/ in place of which they use fricatives
/4, s, 3. Smilarly, instead of &ffricates, fricatives
areused. Thelearners must be made aware of
the basic difference between africativeand a
plosive, and between an affricateand aplosive.
Finally, the language teacher must take into
account the fact that in addition to the input
received from teachers and parentsand the peer
group, thelaw of least effortisoneof the causes
of sound replacement; they should accordingly
make changesin thelanguageteaching process.
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