Chapter 3 Diagnostic Needs Analyses


IV. Consonant Problems

i. [(]
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As we have seen in Chapter 2 that the [(] sound consists of noise as well as marked formant bars which correspond very closely in frequency with the formants of the following vowel sound. The dotted section in Fig 3-31 illustrates this feature.

Compared to the standard pronunciation in Fig 3-31, there is too much friction in the low frequency range (below 3000Hz) in CM5's pronunciation of [(] in the word hand (Fig 3-30). (It resembles a fricative uvular sound like that in Chinese.)

ii. Clusters
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In CM1's pronunciation of hosts (Fig 3-32) there is an obvious omission of the sound [(] which usually have a noise energy band at around 4000 Hz (c.f. Fig 3-33). Another point to notice here is that in Fig 3-33, the sound [(] has no evident closure which is characteristic of stops, i.e. it is pronounced without stop. Actually the sound [(] is lowered (that is why it is written as [((]) between the two [(] and thus becomes close to the sound [(].

iii. [(]
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Comparing Fig 3-34 and Fig 3-35, we can see a remarkable difference between the pronunciation of [(] in the word name by CW2 and that of the standard pronunciation. In CW2's pronunciation, there is too much energy in the mid and high frequency range (above 1000Hz). There are clear F2 and higher formants, while in the standard sound there is not any clear one in this range. In fact, in the standard sound of [(], because of the presence of antiformants, the energy or formants  in this range are diminished. 

Comparing again Fig 3-34 with Fig 3-37 in which a standard pronunciation of leg by EM is shown, we can see that CW2's pronunciation of [(] is quite similar to the standard pronunciation of [(], although the formants of standard [(] are lower because of the gender difference. Obviously CW2 is producing [(] instead of [(]. She has problem in distinguishing the two sounds.

iv. [(]

Fig 3-36 and Fig 3-37 show just a contrary case. In CM1's pronunciation of [(] in the word leg (Fig 3-36), there is no energy in the high frequency range, i.e. no higher formant exists as it should do (c.f. Fig 3-37). Therefore he is pronouncing [(] as [(]. He, too, has problem in distinguishing the two sounds. In fact, this is a problem for people from Xibei, Hubei and Hunan provinces in China, which does cause comprehension problems and hence hinders communication.

	





	


v. [(]

	



	


In Chapter 2 we have seen that the difference between the clear [(] and dark [(] sounds is reflected in formant differences: clear [(] having formant frequencies appropriate to a front vowel and dark [(] to a back vowel. In the standard sound (Fig 3-39) we can observe an abrupt transition of F2 from [(] to [(], which conforms with Fry's findings (1979). In CM6's pronunciation of tell (Fig. 3-38), the transition is very smooth and F2 of [(] remains much higher than that of the standard sound. This means that his tongue is too anterior when he produces [(].

vi. [((]

	




	



In Chapter 2 we also learned that the articulation of an affricate consists in making a complete closure of the vocal tract at some point, as for a stop consonant (here [(]), and the production of friction noise at the point where the release occurs. In Fig 3-41 we can see that in [((], the initial sound of chair, there is a lower cut-off to the noise energy at about 1800-2000Hz imposed by the vocal tract filter. In CM8's pronunciation of [((] (Fig 3-40), there is too much noise under 1800Hz. This means the frication is more posterior than the standard sound. He is producing it as [((] which is in fact a phoneme in Chinese Pinyin.

vii. [(]

[(] is one of the English fricative consonants which has a clear presence of noise energy which usually begins at 1800-2000 Hz (Fig 3-43). In CW1's pronunciation of [(] in treasure (Fig 3-42), there is no such friction present. There are rather clear formants in this part of the sound. As we have seen before, only approximants have such a characteristic (c.f. Table 2-2). If we compare it again with Fig 2-10, we may see that the formants of her pronunciation of [(] are quite similar to those of [(]. Obviously she is pronouncing [(] by way of [(].

	




	



viii. [(]


	




	


As we have seen in Chapter 2, [(] is a frictionless glide characterized by formant transitions away from and towards a retroflex vowel pattern. An important feature of the [(] pattern is the marked transition in F3 as well as in F1 and F2. This is apparent in the spectrogram of sorry shown in Fig 3-45, where the intervocalic position of the consonant occasions transitions associated with the preceding and the following vowel. F3 plunges below the F3 frequencies typical for vowels. 

In CW1's pronunciation of [(] in sorry (Fig 3-44), there is an obvious steady state instead of glide. F3 remains somewhat at the same level, which in fact is a characteristic of [(] (c.f. Fig 3-37). As we have learned in Chapter 2, F3 serves above all to contrast the acoustic results of tongue tip placement for [(] and [(]. Normally F3 of [(] shows no change of frequency (Fig 3-37) while that of [(] has an extensive transition (Fig 3-45).

Besides, the F2 of CW1's [(] is much higher than that of the standard sound. This means that her tongue is too anterior. 

In short, she is producing a sound somewhat like [(] instead of [(].

ix. [(]

As explained in Chapter 2, [(] is a low energy fricative with the main noise energy in the high-frequency band from about 6000 to 8000 Hz. For comparing reasons, the highest frequency of the spectrogram shown in Fig 3-47 is 6000 Hz and thus we can not see the main energy area of the sound [(]. In the pronunciation of thank by CM4 (Fig 3-46), there is too much friction energy between 4000 Hz-6000 Hz which is in fact a feature of the fricative [(] (Fig 3-48). Besides, his pronunciation of [(] lasts too long (0.151 second, 28% of the total time of the pronunciation of the word) as compared with the standard sound (0.089 second, 12% of the total time of the pronunciation of the word). It is impossible to pronounce a linguadental fricative like [(] so long in a word. Obviously CM4 is pronouncing [(] by way of [(].

	





	


	





x. [(]

	



	


Just like [(], [(] is also a low energy fricative with the main noise energy in the high-frequency band. The only difference between them is that [(] is voiced which is reflected in the presence of the low-frequency component in Fig 3-50. In the pronunciation of CW3's [(] in the word they (Fig 3-49), there is too much energy at all frequency ranges.

xi. [((]


	



	


[((] is an affricate which is formed of the voiced stop [(] with a fricative release [(]. The alveolar closure is made for the [(], but when the speaker releases the closure, constriction noise is produced. This is clearly reflected in Fig 3-52. But in the pronunciation of CW4's [((] in jeep (Fig 3-51), there is not any low-frequency energy present, in another word, there is not evident voicing.

xii. [((]


	



	


As shown in Chapter 2, the articulation of [((] is essentially that of the continuant [(], with the tip of the tongue retroflexed; the stop is therefore made further back and the friction is a fricative version of [(]. The noise has a lower cut-off frequency at about 1200 Hz (Fig 3-54). In the pronunciation of CW1's [((] in the word dream (Fig 3-53), there is no low-frequency energy which characterizes the voicing of [(] and too much noise energy around and above 2000 Hz.

6. Conclusion

In this chapter, we have conducted two kinds of needs analyses: a questionnaire aimed to know the subjects' situation and their opinions on their English pronunciations as well as on the course to be crated; the other one is an analysis of the recorded pronunciations of some selected Chinese students who are studying at Geneva.

From the analyses of the returned questionnaires we have found that most of the subjects have not learned English phonetics systematically, they don't know the correct ways of pronouncing the phonemes although they think it is necessary to know them since they do have problems in producing them. Most of them would like to follow an on-line English phonetics course if they get the chance.

In the phonemes identified as difficult ones by the two groups of subjects, there are quite a few in common. We can see that certain English sounds are really difficult for the Chinese.

As the results of sounds analyses show that there exist more problems in the subjects' pronunciations than those that they are aware of. Some of them are really serious ones, especially those of vowels, which may cause unintelligibility and misunderstanding. Thus in the course to be created as will be explained in Chapter 5, we will concentrate on these problems.

In the following chapter, we will explore the method used in the creation of the course.
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Fig 3-30 "hand" pronounced by CM5





Fig 3-31 "hand" pronounced by EM
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Fig 3-32 “hosts” pronounced by CM1





Fig 3-33 "hosts" pronounced by EM
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Fig 3-34 “name” pronounced by CW2





Fig 3-35 "name" pronounced by EW
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a steady state, not glide
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Fig 3-40 “chair” pronounced by CM8





Fig 3-41  "chair" pronounced by EM
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Fig 3-42 “treasure” pronounced by CW1





Fig 3-43 "treasure" pronounced by EW
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Fig 3-44 “sorry” pronounced by CW1





Fig 3-45 "sorry" pronounced by EW
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Fig 3-46 “thank” pronounced by CM4





Fig 3-47 "thank" pronounced by EM
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Fig 3-48 "salt" pronounced by EM
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Fig 3-49 “they” pronounced by CW3





Fig 3-50 "they" pronounced by EW
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Fig 3-51 “jeep” pronounced by CW4





Fig 3-52 “jeep” pronounced by EW
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Fig 3-53 “dream” pronounced by CW1





Fig 3-54 "dream" pronounced by EW
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Fig 3-36 “leg” pronounced by CM1
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Fig 3-37 "leg" pronounced by EM
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Fig 3-38 "tell" pronounced by CM6





Fig 3-39 "tell" pronounced by EM
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