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Abstract:

In oral communication, inaccurate pronunciation or pronunciation errors may create
serious consequences, such as conversational discomfort, business disruption,
and negotiation failure, leading to miscommunication or, at times, regrettable
occupational accidents. Unfortunately, in a number of educational institutions in
Vietnam, inadequate attention has been paid to the teaching and learning of English
pronunciation. This is why Vietnamese learners of English seem to have neither full
awareness, and thus, nor good performance of English pronunciation. Through
qualitative and quantitative data collected from an experimental survey, the study
indicates that non-English majors at University of Transport, Ho Chi Minh City (UTH)
encounter various pronunciation problems due to various reasons, both objective and
subjective. The study also results in strategies and techniques that may be beneficial to
both the lecturers and the students in teaching and learning English pronunciation at
UTH in particular and in the Vietnamese contexts in general.

Keywords: English pronunciation, pronunciation problems, Vietnamese learners of
English

1. Introduction

In second language (L2) learning, learners who have pronunciation problems are less
likely to be properly understood in oral communication, irrespective of their excellent
grammar and vocabulary (Celce-Murcia, Brinton, & Goodwin, 2010; Thomson &
Derwing, 2014). Theoretically, pronunciation is the foundation of oral communication
(Derwing & Munro, 2015; Jones, 2018). It is the pronunciation that sets up the protocol
via which messages are expressed and/or interpreted during the course of a conversation
or a monologue. Pronunciation performance shapes the accuracy and, thus, the success
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of both the speaker and the listener in oral communication. In oral communication, “the
speaker and the hearer work together to produce and understand each other’s utterances” (Foote
& Trofimovich, 2018, p.85). Practically, “successful communication cannot take place without
correct pronunciation” (Celce-Murcia, Brinton, & Goodwin, 1996, p.1). The pronunciation
of the speaker and the recognition from the listener have great influences on the quality
of communication for both of the parties. Regarding the acquisition of speech sounds,
“the person who acquired knowledge of a language has internalised a system of rules that relate
sound and meaning” (Chomsky, 1972, p.29). Accordingly, the relation between sounds and
meanings is so close. Utterances in which words with similar sound forms, such as wine
and wife, cannot be distinguished are of high frequency. Such mispronunciation may
cause misinterpretation and potential problems devaluing the speaker’s effort in oral
communication irrespective of their reasonably good stock of vocabulary and
grammatical structure.

Research shows that there is a tendency for Vietnamese learners to learn English
by dealing with Vietnam-based English exams, which are designed to test learners’
competence in vocabulary, grammar and reading skills rather than listening and
speaking skills (Dang, Nguyen, & Le, 2013; Ha & Murray, 2021). As a result, learning and
even teaching English pronunciation is blissfully ignored. The situation of the students
at UTH is a good case in point. A considerable number of English non-majored students
here suffer from many difficulties in English pronunciation. It is, therefore, necessary to
find a satisfactory solution to the problem, if not to put an end to the situation.

2. Literature review

Presented in this section are pieces of relevant literature, including definitions of basic
terms employed in the study, related aspects of the English sound system, the process of
pronunciation acquisition, relevant theories and research, and principles and techniques
in pronunciation teaching, all necessary for the subsequent sections.

2.1. Elements of pronunciation

To set the theoretical background for the study, this section reviews related
pronunciation elements, including the articulators, speech sounds, voiced sounds and
voiceless sounds, airstream mechanisms, vowels, diphthongs, triphthongs, consonants,
syllabic consonants, consonant clusters, syllables, word stress.

e Word stress
Word stress is the emphasis placed on a specific syllable of a word. In English, not every
syllable in a polysyllabic word is pronounced with the same loudness and length of time,
so each syllable in such a word can be stressed or unstressed. Stressed syllables are louder
than the others - i.e. the air comes out of our lungs with more power, but they might also
be longer or pronounced with higher or lower in pitch. Syllables that are not pronounced
with such emphasis are usually referred to as unstressed syllables, and they are usually
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not pronounced as clearly as the others. Stress is usually represented in the phonemic
chart and transcription by the symbol /'/ placed before the stressed syllable. In words that
have secondary stress, we include the symbol / / before the appropriate syllable (e.g.
destination: / det@ 'nelS@n/).

e Sentence stress

Sentence stress is the emphasis on certain words within a sentence. Most sentences have
two basic types of words - content words, which are usually stressed, and function words,
which are often unstressed. Content words are the important words that carry the
meaning of the sentence, whereas function words are not very important words because
their function is just to make the sentence grammatically correct. “Sentence stress is the
pattern of stressed and unstressed words across a sentence. Normally, this emphasis is on words
that carry important information, although this can change significantly, depending on the specific
meaning the speaker wants to communicate” (British Council, n.d.).

e Connected speech
Connected speech is a kind of pronunciation in which certain words are lost, and certain
phonemes linked together as utterances are pronounced naturally. Learners whose
instruction has focused heavily on accuracy suffer a "devastating diminution of phonetic
information at the segmental level when they encounter normal speech”" (Brown, 1990).

e Intonation
“Intonation describes how the voice rises and falls in speech. The three main patterns of intonation
in English are: falling intonation, rising intonation and fall-rise intonation” (Cambridge Online
Dictionary, n.d.)

e Assimilation
Assimilation is “the tendency of a sound to move to the place of articulation of one following”
(Finch, 2000, p.61)

e Elision
“The nature of elision may be stated quite simply: under certain circumstances, sounds disappear.
One might express this in more technical language by saying that in certain circumstances, a
phoneme may be realised as zero, or have zero realisation or be deleted. As with assimilation, elision
is typical of rapid, casual speech” (Roach, 2009, p.113).

e Minimal pairs
Minimal pairs are “pairs of words that differ in meaning on the basis of a change in only one
sound” (Avery & Ehrlich, 1992, p.39). A minimal pair “consists of two words pronounced alike
except for a single phonemic difference” (Nilsen & Nilsen, 1973, p.15).
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e The articulators
Articulators are a “complex set of muscles that can produce changes in the shape of the vocal
tract” (Roach, 2009, p.8).

alveolar hard

nose palate

soft palate (velum)

upper

teeth
upper lip
lower lip

pharynx

lower teeth

larynx

Figure 2.1.1: The articulators (Roach, 2009, p.8).

e Speech sounds
“Vocal sounds are produced in the human body by the organs of what is called the vocal tract.
Vocal sounds which are organized to communicate information are called speech sounds”
(Buchanan, 1963, p.18)

e Voiced sounds and voiceless sounds
“The airstream from the lungs moves up through the trachea, or windpipe, and through the
opening between the vocal cords, which is called the glottis. If the vocal cords are apart, the
airstream is not obstructed at the glottis, and it passes freely into the supraglottal cavities (the
parts of the vocal tract above the glottis). The sounds produced in this way are voiceless sounds
[...1. If the vocal cords are together, the airstream forces its way through and causes them to
vibrate. Such sounds are called voiced sounds” (Fromkin & Rodman, 1993, p.187)

e Airstream mechanisms
“The production of any speech sound (or any sound at all) involves the movement of an airstream.
Most speech sounds are produced by pushing lung air out of the body through the mouth and
sometimes through the nose. Since lung air is used, these sounds are called pulmonic sounds; since
the air is pushed out, they are called egressive. The majority of sounds used in languages of the
world are thus produced by pulmonic egressive airstream mechanisms. All the sounds in English
are produced in this manner” (Fromkin & Rodman, 1993, p.186-187).

e Vowels
Vowels are “speech sounds which are produced with no oral obstruction whatsoever” (Fromkin
& Rodman, 1993, p.198).
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e Diphthongs
Diphthongs are “sounds which consist of a movement or glide from one vowel to another”
(Roach, 2009, p.17). There are eight diphthongs in English pronunciation: /al/, /el/, /Ol/,
[E@/, N@/, /U@/, [aUl, and /@U/

e Triphthongs
A triphthong is “a glide from one vowel to another, and then to a third, all produced rapidly and
without interruption” (Roach, 2009, p.18-19). There are five triphthongs in English
pronunciation: /al@/, /el@/, /01@/, | @U@/, and /aUu@/.

e Consonants
Consonants are “sounds produced by partially or completely blocking air in its passage from the
lungs through the vocal tract.” (Finegan, 1994, p.34).

e Syllabic consonants
In the case of syllables in which no vowel is found, a consonant, either 1, r or a nasal (m,
n, n), stands as the peak of the syllable instead of the vowel, and we count these as weak
syllables like the vowel examples given earlier in this chapter. It is usual to indicate that
a consonant is syllabic by means of a small vertical mark (,) beneath the symbol, for
example, “cattle” /"k&tl/.

e Consonant clusters
A consonant cluster is a group of 2, 3 or 4 consonant sounds produced in a row. Examples
of consonant clusters with 2 consonant sounds are /bl/ in ‘black’, /sk/ in ‘desk’ and the
/pt/ at the end of “helped’. Examples of clusters with 3 consonant sounds are /str/ in
‘string’, /sks/ in ‘tasks’ and the /kst/ in ‘sixty’. Examples of clusters with 4 consonant
sounds in a row are /ksts/ in “texts” and /mpst/ in ‘glimpsed” (Harding, 2019).

e Syllables
“Phonetically, [...] syllables are usually described as consisting of a centre which has little or no
obstruction to airflow and which sounds comparatively loud; before and after this centre (i.e. at

the beginning and end of the syllable), there will be greater obstruction to airflow and/or less loud
sound” (Roach, 2009, p.56).

e Word stress
Word stress is the emphasis placed on a specific syllable of a word. In English, not every
syllable in a polysyllabic word is pronounced with the same loudness and length of time,
so each syllable in such a word can be stressed or unstressed. Stressed syllables are louder
than the others - i.e. air comes out of our lungs with more power, but they might also be
longer or pronounced with higher or lower in pitch. Syllables that are not pronounced
with such emphasis are usually referred to as unstressed syllables, and they are usually
not pronounced as clearly as the others. Some longer words may have more than one
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strong syllable, but one of them tends to stand out more than the other. They are referred
to as primary and secondary stress, the former being the stronger. Stress is usually
represented in the phonemic chart and transcription by the symbol /'/ placed before the
stressed syllable. In words that have secondary stress, we include the symbol / / before
the appropriate syllable (e.g. destination: / det@ 'nelS@n/).

e Sentence stress

Sentence stress is the emphasis on certain words within a sentence. Most sentences have
two basic types of words - content words, which are usually stressed, and function words,
which are often unstressed. Content words are the important words that carry the
meaning of the sentence. Whereas, function words are not very important words because
their function is to make the sentence grammatically correct. “Sentence stress is the pattern
of stressed and unstressed words across a sentence. Normally, this emphasis is on words that carry
important information, although this can change significantly, depending on the specific meaning
the speaker wants to communicate” (British Council, n.d.).

e Connected speech

Connected speech is a kind of pronunciation in which certain words are lost, and certain
phonemes linked together as utterances are pronounced naturally. In real-life interaction,
phonetically ambiguous pairs like " a new display"/" a nudist play", are rarely a problem
as we are actively making predictions about which syntactic forms and lexical items are
likely to occur in a given situation. Non-native speakers, however, are rarely able to
predict which lexical item may or may not appear in a particular situation. They tend to
depend almost solely on the sounds which they hear. Learners whose instruction has
focused heavily on accuracy suffer a devastating diminution of phonetic information at
the segmental level when they encounter normal speech (Brown, 1990).

e Intonation
“Intonation describes how the voice rises and falls in speech. The three main patterns of intonation
in English are: falling intonation, rising intonation and fall-rise intonation” (Cambridge Online
Dictionary, n.d.)

e Assimilation
Assimilation is “the tendency of a sound to move to the place of articulation of one following”
(Finch, 2000, p.61)

e Elision
“The nature of elision may be stated quite simply: under certain circumstances, sounds disappear.
One might express this in more technical language by saying that in certain circumstances, a
phoneme may be realised as zero, or have zero realisation or be deleted. As with assimilation, elision
is typical of rapid, casual speech” (Roach, 2009, p.113).
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e Minimal pairs
Minimal pairs are “pairs of words that differ in meaning on the basis of a change in only one
sound” (Avery & Ehrlich, 1992, p.39). A minimal pair “consists of two words pronounced alike
except for a single phonemic difference” (Nilsen & Nilsen, 1973, p.15).

2.2. Techniques of teaching pronunciation

With reference to the essentiality of pronunciation teaching, Avery & Ehrlich (1995, p.164)
assert that: “A separate class should be devoted to pronunciation teaching, or pronunciation did
not get taught at all; [...] pronunciation can and should always be integrated into all aspects of
language teaching and reinforced in all classes” . It becomes obvious that no matter what way
and extent, pronunciation should be regularly included in every class. This may be
considered the first rule of thumb in pronunciation teaching. The question is how to add
up such an inclusion. Within the scope of the study, the discussion focuses on discrete
sounds only.

When it comes to sound presentation procedures, Doff (1988, p.114) suggests the
following steps:

1) saying the sound alone;

2) saying the sound in a word;

3) contrasting the sound with another one;

4) writing words on the board;

5) explaining how to make the sound;

6) getting students to repeat the sound in chorus;
7) getting individual students to repeat the sound.

These procedures can be fostered by the flexible application, which varies
considerably from teacher to teacher. Such application can be practically supported by
the employment of particular techniques so that specific objectives can be reached. In
order to get the best of the application, it is important to bear in mind that techniques
must be consistent with a method", and therefore, in harmony with an approachiii as well”
(Richards and Rodgers, 1986, p.15).

Richards et al. (1992, p.20) define techniques as “different kinds of classroom activity”.
A variety of pronunciation teaching techniques have been applied in language classes.
Celce-Murcia et al. (1996, p.8-9) ten techniques in teaching pronunciation as follows:

e Listening and imitating;

e Making use of phonetic training;

e Making use of minimal pair drills;

e Making use of contextualized minimal pairs;
e Making use of visual aids;

e Making use of tongue twisters;

e Developing approximation drills;

i “Different ways of teaching language... are referred to as methods.” (Richards et al., 1992: 20)
i Approaches refer to “different theories about the nature of language and how languages are learned.” (Richards
et al, 1992, p. 20)
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e Practising vowel shifts and stress shifts related by affixation;
e Reading aloud/recitation; and
e Recording learners” sound production.

Contributing more to the current tendency of teaching English pronunciation,
Kelly (2000) suggests that the teaching of pronunciation involves the teaching of
productive skills and receptive skills®. In the author’s view, the procedure consists of two
steps:

1) the learner studies how to identify the differences between phonemes, especially
when there is no contrast in Ly;
2) the learner applies what has been learnt in their production of sounds.

Based on this procedure, the following techniques in teaching pronunciation are
suggested (Kelly, 2000): Eliciting and drilling; Chaining; Making use of substitutions; Making
use of minimal pairs; Making of tongue twisters; Making use of pronunciation and spelling
activities; Making use of homographs and homophones”.

In the current study, depending on the nature of the elements, appropriate
techniques are used as remedial methods for these students' pronunciation improvement.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research questions
Conducted with the participation and for the sake of Vietnamese learners of English, the
current research paper aims to achieve three basic purposes:
1) to identify common problems of English pronunciation encountered by
Vietnamese learners of English;
2) to find out the causes of these problems; and
3) to propose effective solutions to those problems.
Consequently, the study done for and reported in this research paper are
contextually designed to seek the answers to these specific questions:
1) What are the common problems of English pronunciation encountered by
Vietnamese learners of English?
2) What are the fundamental causes of these problems?
3) What are the viable solutions which can help Vietnamese learners of English
overcome these problems?

3.2. Research methods
In the current study, both qualitative and quantitative methods are employed.
Qualitatively, the researcher’s knowledge and experience as well as the qualitative results

v“[anguage skills are the mode or manner in which language is used. Listening, speaking, reading, and writing are
generally called the four language skills. Sometimes, speaking and writing are called the active/productive skills
and reading and listening the passive/receptive skills.” (Richards et al, 1992, p. 205)

v“Homographs are words which have the same spelling, but with different pronunciations. Homophones are words
which have the same pronunciation, but with different spelling.” (Kelly, 2000, p. 20)
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of the class observations and interviews, were utilized so as to recognize the
pronunciation errors and the difficulties that the participants were encountering. The
remedies for these issues were also made accordingly. Quantitatively, the results of the
quantitative analysis of the statistics collected from the data collection, including
recordings, tests, interviews, and observations, were used to prioritize both the problems
identified and evaluate the effectiveness of the remedies.

3.3. Research participants

The current study is conducted with the participation of 56 randomly selected students
from UTH who have been taking English courses sponsored by The Maritime Education
and Human Resource Center (abbreviated to UT-STC), one of UTH’s international
partners. These students are from 3 classes: Elementary 1 (18 students), Elementary 2 (19
students), and Elementary 3 (19 students).

3.3. Research instruments
The instruments used in this study include classroom tasks, audiovisual aids and
technological tools.

e Classroom tasks: A variety of classroom activities and exercises are self-designed,
as well as some exercises from textbooks, reference books, and other published
sources adapted by the researcher.

e Audiovisual aids: An LCD projector and screen, a loudspeaker and a laptop serve
as audiovisual aids for the process of teaching and learning.

e Technological tools: Three application softwares are designed for learning
English pronunciation: Pronunciation Power 1 and Pronunciation Power 2
(abbreviated to ProPowerl and ProPower2, respectively), published by English
Computerized Learning Inc.

Figure 3.3.1. Interfaces of ProPower1 and ProPower2

Two selected features of this software that are used in this study are Lessons,
Exercises, and View. Lessons provide the learner with audiovisual descriptions of all
English speech sounds from which the learner can choose a particular sound to study.
Exercises is a collection of various kinds of pronunciation exercises, only three of which
are used in ET - Sample Words, Comparative Words, and Listening Discrimination. This choice
is based on their directness to teaching techniques.
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Sample Words Comparative Words Listening Discrimination
y——$1v] plowords — X rative wort ) -&7p ] 3]

@) e @) need @) mone (@) fin-teel (@) it - heigh (8 1really like the red tint/tent.

® easy ® chease ® only @J wish - wash @ still - stee @ The last lemon we used was better/bitter
@ eventually @ unique @ she @ chip - cheap @ lids - lead @ Her mother told her not to hit/hate her.
@ enough ® complete ® empt] @ hill - hell ® live - leav( @ His lips/leaps draw a lot of attention.
® efficient @ piece @ hungy @ women - woman @ rid - raid @ We couldn't believe the farmer’s grain/g\

Figure 3.3.2. Interfaces of Exercises as observed in ProPower2

Side View and Front View depict both “inner workings” and “outer workings” of
the vocal tract during articulation. Also included in both of the software is Air Flow
Legend, which lists major airflow qualities, including voicing, obstruction and release,
replicated when activating the Side View video.

Figure 3.3.3: Side View, Front View and Air Flow Legend as observed in ProPower2

Side View Legend (available only in ProPower2) visualizes the articulators and their
positions.

Play /Pausec Previous Frame
Volume Next Frame

Figure 3.3.4: Side View Legend as observed in ProPower2

Description (available only in ProPower2) tells the learner how to “operate” the
articulators when pronouncing a particular sound.
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L L3 0 Sige and Front View  §

Side View
Oescnption Description

s P

Keep your mouth relaxed and

closed. Press your lps
together then kt them part
while you make a big puttof
air. Do not use your voice.

Figure 3.3.5: Description as observed in ProPower2

Suggestion (available only in ProPower2) offers the learner particular tips for the

production of particular sounds.

o i seumiromves 3

Suggestion

Figure 3.3.6: Suggestion as observed in ProPower2

Description and Suggestion available in ProPower2 are well suited to experimental
teaching because they are really simplified instructions which can make a special

impression on student acquisition of the sounds.

bbreviated to LYA28) published by Language Success Press":

== w T

Lose Your Accent in 28 Days (a

ECS::

UNITS
VOWELS oy

CONSONANTS 22 crarres

via core part of the complete pronunciation syllabus composed by Judy Ravin, the CEO of English
Communication Services (ECS), LLC, a reduction training company, and published by Language Success

Press, whose website can be accessed at http://www.lessaccent.com
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VOWELS (CHAPTERS 1-23) CONSONANTS (CHAPTERS 1-22)
-/fifand/I 13 - Practice with /arx/
- / /v / 2. NO rrowv
Jer/and /s < 14 - jau how Ipl /bl 1f1 Iviand /w/ 1 / T/ two, tomorrow
2 - a a / S| Zi 13-/d

-/a@/and/a/ hat, 15 - Praci ith yawy /5_"‘%"“2’ Pzl 13
- Practice with / a / 16 - /D21/ er coin 3 -/8/and /3 /think, this 14 -

- Practice with /@/ /s/ /t/and/d/ 15 -
., much / d

N =

W

call 18 - Q= o 5- / 1 oulc 16 -/ | / look, light
with 7 2/ = i . year -3 n, vision 17 - Practice with / | /
o th/J/and /3/ 8 - Final / | /1'l, well
21 - /2 9/ four, more - llenge 19 -/ | /with/ d /told, sold
22 - /aroa/ fire, buyer € > 20 -/ r /and / | / electrical, parallel
11 - /0U/ clothes, old 23 - Jaua+/ flour, hour 10 - s -im/in/inl

a
5
6
7
8

12 - /a1 / why, night / / 2-/k/and/g/keep, great

Figure 3.3.7: Interfaces of LYA28

LYA28 seems to be a perfect addition to ProPower2. While LYA28 provides video
clips of sample words and an utterance in which a relevant minimal pair is employed,
ProPower2 only gives those of discrete sounds.

Production of “eat” Production of “it”

e A

Make sure to eat all of it

Figure 3.3.8: Interfaces of video clips for “eat” and “it” as observed in LYA28

One application software named All Audio Recorder - Version 2.10 produced by
Microsoft Corporation serves as the sound recording tool during the research project. Its
interface looks like this:

128 Kbps
44 KHZ

Stereo
00:00:03

Figure 3.3.9: Interface of All Audio Recorder - Version 2.10
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3.4 Research design
The study was divided into three main stages, each of which has different specific
functions and purposes.

Stage 1: Identifying pronunciation problems and their fundamental causes

This stage is aimed at identifying the common mistakes made as well as the difficulties
posed to UTH’s students in terms of English pronunciation. Such identification is done
using both qualitative tools (researcher’s knowledge and experience, class observations
and interviews) and quantitative tools (diagnostic pronunciation tests, recordings, and
technological analysis). The fundamental causes of such pronunciation issues are sorted
out, which lays the foundations for Stage 2.

Stage 2: Developing remedies and carrying out the experimental teaching

This stage primarily includes developing class activities, homework and exercises, which
serve as practical remedies for the problems identified in Stage 1. These remedies are
based on the primary causes identified in the previous stage and are grouped adequately
so that they can work well for the case of the study subjects.

Stage 3: Evaluating the effectiveness of the remedies

Collectively, the data analysis results are used to evaluate the remedies in the cases of the
specific problems identified. Such analysis can also point out the necessary path
modifications for better application of the solutions found.

3.5. Data collection and analysis

Data were collected through class observations, recordings of student performance,
surveys, and face-to-face interviews with students. The class observations led to
the hypothetical identification of the pronunciation mistakes and difficulties posed to the
intended students. Then, a number of diagnostic tests were designed to sharpen the
reliability of the identification. Simultaneously, surveys and interviews were
conducted to find out the root causes of the pronunciation problems that the students
were facing. Next, the pronunciation remedies, including exercises, practice and
explanation, were employed to help the students improve their English pronunciation.
Finally, the data on how much progress the students had made regarding English
pronunciation were collected utilizing further observation and tests. The data were then
grouped into subsets for ease and better analysis. The data collection was completed in 6
months. The analysis of the data was conducted both qualitatively and quantitively to
launch findings that could be as reliable and valid as possible.
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4. Research Findings and Discussion

4.1 Findings from specific cases

Through the means of class observations, recordings of student performance, surveys
and face-to-face interviews with the students, the study has successfully identified a
number of common problems with English pronunciation that the intended students
encounter. From the observation, the fundamental causes of such problems have been
sorted out. Some techniques and exercises have also been developed to help the students
overcome pronunciation problems.

Problem 1: Production of extra /s/

e Description: A lot of students automatically added an extra sound /s/ in the word-
final position for the cases of monosyllabic words and after a certain syllable for
the cases of polysyllabic words. The former occurs in almost every word that does
not end in /s/ or /S/. In some cases, the original final consonant of the word is

replaced by /s/.
Examples:
Original word Original Ph?netlc Phonetic transcrlpltlo.n
transcription of student pronunciation
My /mal/ /mals/
Because /bl"kOz/ /bls"kOz/
Captain ["k&pt@n/ ["k&pst@n/

e Causes: Qualitative analysis of observations and interviews indicates that the
students have had the practice of mispronouncing the additional /s/ for a long
time. This mispronunciation has become a habit of pronunciation.

e Solutions: It is advisable to provide students with competence and performance
of syllable structure and raise their awareness of pronunciation accuracy.

Problem 2: Poor production of final consonants
e Description: Almost all of the students tend to either omit the pronunciation of
final consonants or mispronounce these sounds.

Examples:
Original word Original I.Jh(.)netic Phonetic transcrip.tio.n of
transcription student pronunciation
House /hAUs/ /hAU/
Life NAIf/ NAI/
Is Nzl lil

e Causes: This problem has its roots in the fact that the Vietnamese language does
not employ a clear production of final consonants. This is why the articulators of
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Vietnamese speakers do not find the practice of producing final consonants
familiar.

Solutions: Using minimal pairs is an effective way to improve students’
pronunciation of final sounds.

Problem 3: Poor performance of word stress

Description: The students pronounce polysyllabic words with wrong stressed
syllables, and in some cases, they employ no stress at all.

Examples:
Original word Original Ph(?netic Phonetic transcrip.tio.n of
transcription student pronunciation
Visit I"viziv/ I zit/
Industry ["Ind@stri/ /In"d@stri/
recommend 1%rek@"mend/ ["rek@%mend/

Causes: Some students do not learn and/or practise the pronunciation of lexical
items when they learn them because they take almost written exams. Accordingly,
these students form a habit of pronouncing English words in a way that is easy for
them rather than the words being correctly pronounced. In addition, as
Vietnamese is a monosyllabic language, its nature has almost no word stress
control. As a result, when it comes to a polysyllabic word in English, it is difficult
for Vietnamese students to articulate.

Solutions: First, provide students with the nature of syllable structure and word
stress. Raise students’ awareness of the relation between lexical meaning and
word stress; for example, different word stress can distinguish the meaning of one
word from another. Then, provide students with common confusing cases of word
stress, such as the cases of recommend, visit, industry, and so on. Next, give students
some simple sentences with monosyllabic words, substituting the monosyllabic
words with polysyllabic ones. Last but not least, ensure students remember that it
is necessary to check the pronunciation of any word before using it in oral
communication.

Examples:

“He is a cook.”
“He is a captain.”
“He is a navigator.”

Problem 4: Poor performance of sentence stress

Description: The students speak English in a way that can be described as mono-
tone articulating of utterances. As a result, every word they make in an English
utterance has the same stress.
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Examples:
Students’ performance Native speakers’ performance
The boy is eating an apple. The boy is eating an apple.
I can’t come to the party on Sunday. I can’t come to the party on Sunday.
Why did you choose this major? Why did you choose this major?

Causes: Again, the tonic nature of the Vietnamese language is a fundamental
cause of this problem.

Solutions: Provide students with the nature as well as the basic rules of sentence
stress. If necessary, use audiovisual demonstration to help the students figure out
the problem.

Problem 5: Missing and/or confusing /l/ and /n/

Description: Most students have difficulty pronouncing the sounds /I/ and /n/
when these sounds are in the medial or final positions. Another problem is that
some students, especially those from northern Vietnam, are confused between /1/
and /n/.

Examples:
Original word Original f.)h(-)netic Phonetic transcrip'tio.n of
transcription student pronunciation
Mile /mall/ /mal/
Mine /maln/ /mal/
foundation ffaUn"delS@n/ ffau"delS@n!/
Like Nalk/ Inaik/ or /nal/

Causes: The basic cause of this problem is the interference of the students” dialects
or local accents. Another cause is that /I/ and /n/ have the same place of
articulation: they are both alveolar sounds.

Solutions: Using minimal pairs and explaining the nature of /I/ and /n/. As
observed, provide the difference in the way the airflow is released for the
pronunciation of /I/ and /n/: The former is through the oral cavity, and the latter is
through the nasal cavity.

Problem 6: Mispronunciation of the ending -ed

Description: Students tend to pronounce the ending “ed” as /Id/ for almost every

case.
Examples:
Original word Original I‘Jh(‘)netlc Phonetic transcnp‘tlo.n of
transcription student pronunciation
Stopped [stOpt/ ["stOpld/
Cleaned /kli;nd/ /kli;nld/
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Causes: This is caused by the improper acquisition of the pronunciation of the
ending -ed in previous classes.

Solutions: Use sound-based techniques instead of letter-based ones to reteach the
pronunciation of -ed.

Problem 7: Mispronunciation of consonant clusters

Description: The students tend to drop a consonant in a consonant cluster or add
a schwa after the first consonant in the cluster so as to ease the pronunciation of
the cluster.

Examples:

Original word Original Ph?netic Phonetic transcrip.tio-n of
transcription student pronunciation

Sister I"slst@/ Isit@/

sometimes ["'sVmtalmz/ ["'sVmtalm/ or /"sVmtal/

construction /k@n"strvks@n/ k@n"trvks@n/

Question ["kwestS@n/ ["wetS@n/ or /"wes@n/

Play Iplel/ Ip@"lel/

Causes: This problem originates from the fact that there are almost no consonant
clusters in the Vietnamese language.

Solutions: Raise students’” awareness of the difficulties that the pronunciation
consonant clusters pose to Vietnamese learners of English as a natural part of
learning. Use the support of audiovisual aids to teach the pronunciation of English
consonant clusters. The ProPower 1 is a good case in point.

Problem 8: Poor performance of connected speech

Description: Almost all of the students cannot produce connected speech
naturally and automatically when speaking English.

Examples:
Students’ performance Native speakers’ performance
I'm an engineer. I'm an engineer.
This is why I like it. This is why I like it.
There are five of us at the moment. There are five of us at the moment.

Causes: The students just learned by heart some cases of common connected
speech. This is partly due to their poor control of final sounds and partly due to
lack of awareness as well as practice of connected speech.

Solutions: Explain the basic nature of connected speech. Some other cases of
assimilations or elisions should also be included if the students are good enough
in terms of pronunciation.
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Problem 9: Poor performance of intonation
e Description: The students have poor awareness and performance of intonation.
Specifically, they speak English with almost no intonation processing in mind. As
a result, it is very difficult to fully understand what is expressed or implied by
their utterances with reference to intonation.

Examples:
Students’ performance Native speakers’ performance
We need paint, scrapers, and brushes. > We need pgid'f?, scpa{e'rs, and brishes.
Where do you live?” Where do you live?
Are you an engineer or a nayi—gﬁfgr? Are you an engi/x{ger or a naMr?

e Causes: The students lack the practice of intonation though they said that they
learned the relevant knowledge at school. However, the knowledge they got was
quite theoretical and not practical as expected.

e Solutions: Teachers should explain the basic intonation patterns to the students
and provide them with more opportunities to practice intonation.

4.2. Overall Findings and Discussion
The overall findings can be generally presented in Table 5.1 below:

Table 5.1: Rates of pronunciation improvements
made by the students after the experimental teaching

Number of Number of
cases before cases after Rate of
Problems . . .
experimental experimental improvement
teaching teaching
1. Production of extra /s/ 51 3 94.11%
2. Poor production of final sounds 56 9 83.92%
3. Poor performance of word stress 56 9 83.92%
4. Poor performance of sentence stress 56 12 78.57%
Missing 56 10 82.14%
5./l and /n/ Confusing 6 1 83.33%
6. Mispronunciation of the ending -ED 56 6 89.28%
7. Mispronunciation of consonant clusters 56 6 89.28%
8. Poor performance of connected speech 56 16 71.42%
9. Poor performance of intonation 56 12 78.57%

It is inevitable that Vietnamese learners of English face many pronunciation obstacles
when communicating in English. The overall statistics indicate that the most difficult
pronunciation problem that the students have is connected speech. Next comes the
problem of intonation and sentence stress with the same number of cases recorded. Due
to the nature of the pronunciation aspects, the reasons for these problems can be varied.
It can be inferred from the survey results that both the common errors committed by
Vietnamese learners of English and the difficult problems posed to them are believed to
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result from both objective and subjective factors. While the former originates from the
influence of the student’s mother tongue or the differences between English sounds and
Vietnamese ones, the latter comes from the students” poor awareness of the importance
of pronunciation, their improper acquisition and even their lack of relevant practice or
exposure to the pronunciation aspects involved.

Throughout the study, most of the suggested teaching techniques are proved to be
practically useful. For remedies and better production of these aspects, teachers must
raise students’ awareness of the phonological phenomena, giving descriptions
and providing them with more opportunities to practice these aspects.

As pronunciation is one of the most influential factors in speaking and listening
comprehension practices (Gilbert, 1993), students must master the pronunciation of a
language in order to communicate effectively in that language. Unfortunately, the
problem may arise when pronunciation teaching is not included as a separate session in
the language curriculums, especially in those for non-English majors. It is then suggested
that these pronunciation features should be incorporated into the listening or speaking
classes. With the strategies and techniques put forward in the study, teachers can make
effective remedial interventions, all with an effort to raise students’ awareness and give
them opportunities to practice and master these aspects of pronunciation. In the era of
Industry 4.0, teachers must give students sufficient instructions so that students can take
online pronunciation courses or practice pronunciation themselves.

5. Conclusion

With the aims beforehand, this study was conducted to identify problems concerning
English pronunciation encountered by non-English majors at UTH. Through qualitative
and quantitative data, the study shows that non-English majors at UTH encounter
various pronunciation problems almost due to their lack of practice and exposure to
English pronunciation, their poor knowledge and performance of essential elements of
English pronunciation (namely individual sounds, syllables, stress and intonation.), the
interference of their mother tongue, and even their perceptions towards the importance
of pronunciation in their language learning. These problems can be two significant
groups:

1) segmental problems, including individual sounds, consonant clusters, and

2) suprasegmental problems, including stress, intonation and connected speech.

The study resulted in strategies and techniques that may benefit both the lecturers

and the students in teaching and learning English pronunciation at UTH, particularly in
the Vietnamese context in general. The study also shows that audiovisual aids and the
suggested teaching methods, which employ contrastive phonetical contexts, can
generally help improve the performance of English pronunciation of students,
particularly at UT-STC and in Vietnam. It should be noted that teaching pronunciation is
very important not only in helping students improve their production of spoken English
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but also in helping them improve their listening comprehension, responding to the needs
of both students and teachers alike.
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