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On phonetics and phonology
Developing students' self control learning in oral speech. 

An awareness approach to promote spoken language and communicative skills.

1. In class

1.1. The teaching strategy.

The script below is a very short extract from a lesson by an IUFM 2nd year trainee in a class of 15 year old pupils who have been studying English for 5 years.

T.: Now, here! Important! What is the difference here and there? 

P.: They're opposite.

T.: What is opposite?

P.: `Happy' and `sad'.

T.: So, we say: `Instead of a... happy ending, there is a... sad ending'. Okay, Cyril, can you say that?

P.: Er....????

T.: Okay, the important words are `happy' and `sad'. So, we say: `Instead of a... happy ending, there is a... sad ending', Nicolas?

P.: ????

T.: Okay? Yes.

P.: Instead of an happy ending, there is a sad ending.
T.: No, listen! This is important: `Instead of a... happy ending, there is a... sad ending'. It's the important words, okay? Go on.

P.: Instead of an happy ending, there is a sad ending.
T.: Sad ending! Thomas?

P.: Instead of an happy ending, there is a sad ending.
T.: Okay. You have to insist. These are the important words. Okay? Because they are different. Pierre.

P.: Instead of a happy ending, it's a sad ending.

T.: Sad ending. Geoffrey?

P.: ??? ... er... er... ???

T.: Read here! Sad ending. Roberto.

P.: Instead of a happy ending, there is a sad ending.
T.: Sad ending, okay ?

1.2. Comments on the strategy as an attempt to improve pupils' intonation

The teacher's objective is to make pupils aware of the importance of stressed key words in oral speech. Here, two opposite words `happy' and `sad' give the statement its meaning: "Instead of a happy ending, we have a sad ending.” with a contrastive stress on each of the underlined words.

Her teaching strategy is first to make the pupils produce the statement in context while comparing a traditional tale with Thurber's "Unicorn in the Garden", which they have just studied in class. She then focuses on the expression of the contrast and on the use of the link word `instead of’. Finally she emphasizes the two key words in the statement, and asks the pupils to listen and reproduce her intonation.

The last step obviously does not work! As nothing (neither the objective nor the strategy...) has been made explicit, the pupils just don't understand the activity and they rapidly lose interest. This `blind' learning or, in this case, `blind' repeating is too much based on a teacher-​centred approach, as the pupils' needs and real competences are not taken into account. We can even wonder if the teacher here is really aware of what she expects from her pupils: obviously she focuses more on the result (a good intonation on the segment) than on the way to reach it.

1.3. Phonetics, rhythm and speech flow.

1.3.1. The sound wave: description of the graph.
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This graph (sonogram) is the visual representation of the recorded segment uttered by the teacher in the lesson presented above. It makes visible the variations of tension linked to the sound variations of the teacher's voice. The graph measures

- the time- scale: the duration of the sounds (down: t axis),

- the amplitude scale : the sound vibration (across: a axis), the higher the amplitude the higher the vibration.

(the overflows in the sound wave are due to saturation during the recording).

The most noticeable sound signals in the graph correspond to six major phonetic and phonological characteristics of the English language, combining segmental (1) and supra​segmental (2, 3, 4, 5, 6) features:

1. The consonant sounds can be easily detected in the oscillation pattern, as they have the shape of spectral peaks. This is particularly true for the numerous stops in this segment, whether they are voiced, like `d' (in `instead of, `sad ending'), or voiceless like `p' (in `happy') or `t' (in `instead'). The fricatives (the `h'' of `happy', the `s' of `sad', the 'th' and `z' of `there is a') also belong to this succession of blasts of a higher amplitude in the sound pattern.

2. We can also easily observe four sense groups: once the words have been written under the corresponding sounds, they emerge clearly on the script in four separate blocks

Instead of a / happy ending / there is a / sad ending.

3. Each block can now be closely analysed to finally determine the speech pattern in each group:

	a.
	Instead of a:
	- _ ..

	b.
	Happy ending:
	_...

	c. There is a:

	_..

	d. Sad ending:

	_..


`In English phonology, each foot consists of one strong syllable, either alone or followed by one or more weak syllables (rarely more than six). Since the strong syllables tend to occur at roughly regular intervals of time, the language has a definite beat' (M.A.K. Halliday), which can be represented this way:
4. This series of four close-knit groups (composed of weak syllables regrouped around a strong syllable) makes a specific stress pattern which is typical of a sress-timed language like English, and is very different from the French rhythm. It is the `drum beat' described by O-'Connor : `The basic rule of English rhythm is that the stressed syllables follow each other at regular intervals of time... It is important to keep the drum beat of the stress going regularly, no matter what the number of intervening unstressed syllables.'

5. Two pauses can also be observed in the sound wave, before each of the two keywords that the teacher wants to highlight in the statement (...happy …sad), to focus the listener's attention on the idea of a contrast between traditional tales and Thurber's `Unicorn in the Garden'.

6. The observation that the cuts in the sound wave are less obvious than on the script leads to another feature present in most languages: in natural speech, words are not spoken separately but are linked together. This connection in speech naturally creates links between the sounds across the word boundaries. Here: `Insteadofa'  (`f in its weak form `v') / 'ther(e)isa' / 'sadending'. 

This last characteristic is one of the major difficulties in listening activities in any language because instead of trying to understand globally, pupils focus on the recognition of every single word and proceed to word-to-word listening.

These few features in English noticeable on this graph, added to the numerous other phonological features (such as pitch curves, vowel quality, diphtongs,... not taken into account here), make the study of a (new) foreign languages very complex, all the more so as new learners spontaneously tend to reproduce the phonetics or phonology they know best: from their mother tongue or strong first foreign language.

Thus, because of the numerous skills the learning of a new language includes, it is important that learners should be made able to analyse in detail the oral productions of different speakers, including their own oral productions. The sound being by definition fugitive, such graphs are interesting because they allow students to actually see the sounds for a concrete manipulation of the language

1.3.2. Comparison with the  pupil's graph.

Teacher's statement

[image: image2.png]
In-  stead of    a       h a  ppy ending      there  is   a         s a d  en d i n g

Pupil's attempt to repeat it
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I   n    s    t   e   a    d     o  f      e    r       a   n   h  a  p  p  y  e  n  d  i  n  g             i t ’  s   a   s   a   d  (d) e n d i n g.
A rapid comparison of these two graphs makes quite obvious the influence of a syllable-​timed mother tongue (French) on the pupil's repetition of the teacher's segment. Let's observe for example:

- the absence of segmentation in sense groups: the only cut in the script seems to be after `happy ending'. No other thought group is marked, which makes the repetition by the pupil even more difficult;

- the duration of (en) `ding' shows a French-style insistence on the end of words;

- the pupil's way to pronounce `Instead of a' is very close to the more regular syllabic rhythm of the French language (cf. duration and absence of spectral peak at the beginning); 

- the flat general layout of the sound wave suggests weaker consonant sounds, absence of stress, and deficient beat. The focus words are not clearly highlighted.;

- the lack of speech pattern and rhythm.

Conclusion

To reach communicative abilities, this pupil needs a lot of training in the domains of phonology and phonetics. As Lloyd James puts it, `Rhythm and intonation are even more important than accuracy in the use of individual sounds. Rhythm is a critical factor of intelligibility, and inability to reproduce a rhythm is one of the most frequent reasons why foreigners are misunderstood.

The mere repetition in class after the teacher will not solve this pupil's problems. He needs to move from an intuitive manipulation of sounds (repeating what?, how?, what for?) to a wider phonological thought and to an analysis of:

- the characteristics of the new foreign language;

- the characteristics of the languages he already knows; 

- the characteristics of what he is able to produce;

so as to be able to select his strengths and weaknesses and take decisions to remedy the the latter, with a precise goal to fulfill on the way to more intelligibility.

.

-  _ . . .   /  __ . . .  /  __ . .  /  __ . .





Instead  of a            happy ending     there is a       sad  ending
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