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The purpose of this article is to investigate some important English pronunciation

problems of Thai students. The authors explored relevant research in this area and

vz) demonstrated the advantages of speaking English with intelligible pronunciation. The

authors also identified some key reasons for Thai students' problems with English

pronunciation. Finally, the authors recommended solutions to these problems and

provided implications for future research.

Introduction

Generally speaking, ESL/EFL learners' native languages, more or less, influence

their English pronunciations and these types of special pronunciations make special

versions of English, for example, Chinese English, Thai English, Filipino English, Indian

English, Burmese English, Lao English, etc.

The type of English that we speak doesn't matter very much as far as we speak in an

intelligible way. If you live in a country where there is no traditional use of English and

no people who speak it for general communication purposes, the English pronunciation

you are going to speak may reflect the distinction between your native language and

English. Furthermore, the English pronunciation that can be understood in your home

country may not be the case in another.

Though English is not the media for communication in Thailand, sometimes Thai

people use borrowed English words, but pronounced in Thai ways, for example, Topland

(without /d/), supermarket (without /t/), Lotus (without /s/ and /t./ as /di), etc. If you really

speak in the standard way, the "person on the street" will not understand.

Recently as language teaching has moved to communicative competence, more and

more teachers have shown their close attention to pronunciation instruction

(Celce-Murcia, 1987; Morley, 1994; Gilbert, 1994). Scarcella and Oxford (1994) stated
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that "pronunciation should be taught in all second language classes through a variety of

activities. But it seems the attention is not as close as it should be in Thailand. Many of

our students have a lot of pronunciation problems.

This article is trying to address some typical pronunciation problems of Thai

students during the authors' six years of Oral English teaching in Thailand. The authors

identified some key reasons for these pronunciation problems and recommended some

solutions to these pronunciation problems with the expectation that it will provide the

readers with some insights into the ways of teaching pronunciation. This paper is by no

means comprehensive, it is an opportunity for sharing what we experienced and what we

thought about pronunciation instruction.

The Value of Intelligible Pronunciation

There are a lot of advantages to speak in an intelligible pronunciation. Here are

some of them.

A number of other studies of both children and adults have reported that individuals

with heavily accented English are often thought of as "lower class", and what they say is

discounted by others (Giles, 1970; Wenner, 1967)

The ability to speak in a standard way might be considered advantageous by some of

those whose home language is a distinctly local form of speech; if their vocations require

them to work in districts remote from their home locality, they would not be hampered by

speaking in a manner differing considerably from the speech of those around them. A

standard pronunciation would also be useful to foreign learner of English (Jones, 1988).

Pronunciation instruction may facilitate listening comprehension ability (Ueno,

1995). Duncan (1983) stated the same idea in a different way "When, for whatever reason,

the encoded speech is nonstandard or different from what the decoder is expecting or

accustomed to, communication can be limited, confused, or lost completely". We can

understand those English much more easily if they are the same pronunciations in our

mind. We would like to give two examples here. If somebody says "verbal tim", native

speakers of English would not understand what this word is. For the same reason, it will

not make any sense if someone thinks "lotus" should be pronounced "loda" when he or

she hears an American say "lotus".

Some studies have found that spoken language exerts a major influence on a

listener's perception of the speaker's personality (Brown ,1969; Labov, 1966; Tucker and

Lambert, 1969; and Ryan et al., 1977).

Intelligible pronunciation is easily understood throughout the English-speaking
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world. As everyone knows, one of main aims for learning English is that we want to

communicate with English natives or non-natives (foreigners). An intelligible

pronunciation is for sure much easier to communicate with non-native speakers.

To be truly effective, a learner must be able to have a clear idea of the standard and

be able to accurately discriminate among the various pronunciations in order for

self-correction to occur (Ellis ,1994).

Intelligible pronunciation helps us understand others' English. When we listen to

others' speech, we expect the pronunciation (including intonation) of the same word or of

the same sentence will be the same or quite close. It is very difficult to believe Chinese

English major students can understand the word "Lotus"(pronunciation without /s/and

changing /t/ into /d/) because this pronunciation is different with his or hers.

Pronunciation errors account for reduced intelligibility (Basson, 1986).

Unintelligible pronunciation is definitely a barrier for native speakers to understand.

Removal of that barrier necessitates intelligible pronunciation.

Literature Review

Pronunciation teaching is probably the most neglected aspect of English language

teaching. Lin, et al (1995) quoted two groups of ideas about pronunciation instruction.

The first group argued that pronunciation was not important at all for very few tests

required students show their speaking skills. The second group argued, however, found

that they did not know how to teach pronunciation, even if they wanted to teach it.

Foreign teachers (non-native speakers) often lack confidence to teach it methodically and

English teachers (native speakers) sometimes have a complex feeling about it. As with

English grammar, applied phonetics is rarely taught at school or even at university, and

therefore seems an alien, abstract subject to the adult trainee teacher. Then there is the

fact that many native English speakers find it difficult to hear certain features such as the

fall or rise of speech, particularly; at the end of a sentence.

In a survey of 500 adult students from Cordoba, Barcelona, Paris, Turin and Rome

conducted in 1973, one of the questions asked was 'What do you find most difficult in

English: "Grammar", "Speaking", "Understanding", "Pronunciation", "Idiom",

"Writing"?' Among these alternatives 'Pronunciation' was in a substantial majority

(Haycraft, 1991). Pronunciation is difficult, so few people dare to touch it and then it

becomes more difficult and fewer people touch it and on and on. Nowadays we have a

technique called communicative approach. It emphasizes on the communicative

efficiency but not the pronunciation, not the grammar. This method can help foreigners
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learn English with fast speed at the very beginning, if these students want to improve

their English, they have to go back to phonetics. Most of Thai university students have

this problem, but because of the limitation of time and lacking of visible targets, most

students just ignore it.

Gilbert (1984) appealed to teachers to believe in the importance of intelligible

pronunciation. She based her research on an interesting study by Suter (1976) in which

the belief in the importance of pronunciation was the best predictor of pronunciation

success, except for the even more important mother tongue influences. In 1994, Gilbert

mentioned the importance of pronunciation instruction again.

Syananondh (1983) sent his research questionnaires to three hundred Thai-speaking

graduate students attending college or university throughout the United States. Two

hundred and twelve respondents, representing 70.06 percent of the target population,

were finally used as subjects for the study. He found (1) students have considerable

difficulty in understanding spoken English in different communicative situations when

they first came to the United States. On average, they could understand about half of what

was said to or around them by the native Americans; (2) Different English pronunciation

taught in Thailand, inadequate English vocabulary, and lack of English conversation

training were perceived by the students as the major causes of their difficulty in English

listening comprehension.

Lin, et al (1995) stated that Vowel length and final consonants are commonly found

difficult for most Chinese students to master in English classes. They also pointed out

that in Taiwan, many students often use the Chinese rhythmic pattern when speaking

English; as a result, even though they can pronounce each English sound correctly, their

speech does not sound like English.

Promrat (1998) conducted a study on 39 Thai tourist police in the tourist police

division 3, section 4 which covers the areas of 8 provinces. Also a number of the tourist

police in the tourist police division 3 section 2 was selected randomly on the basis of their

availability to participate in the pilot study of the vocabulary tests and questionnaires

which let the respondents discuss their problems in using English vocabulary. Promrat

found that the tourist police of the Tourist Police Division 3 Section 4 have the following

problems: 1. The different accents of the tourists from different countries make it difficult

for the Thai tourist police to understand. 2. The Thai tourist police have difficulty with

English pronunciation.
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Problems in Thai Students' English Pronunciation

When we corrected our Thai students' English, we found many of them could not

produce some pronunciations close to intelligibility. For examples:

I. Pronunciation Problems with Consonants and Vowels
1. Some words with transcriptions ended with a consonant. An English rule is that all

voiced consonants occurring at the end of a word are generally held and voiced. Yet, in

German and Slavic languages, the opposite situation prevails: all voiced consonants

occurring in final position are unvoiced (Clarey, 1963). So is Thai language.

Bob picnic David knife large book

computers (/s/ is always omitted) carts deeds

five fix student

2. Consonant clusters. Many languages do not have consonant cluster of two or even

more consonant sounds without intervening a vowel. Therefore some words like street,

risked, and fifth present a pronunciation problem for non-native speakers (e.g. Chinese,

Thai, etc).

spade parks watched

3. Words with /ei/, usually pronounced as /e/ (this problem exits though less

seriously)

tail hate

4. Words with In (it is usually pronounced as /10

wrong strawberry Jerry grass

5.Words with /6 / or /,g / (pronounced as /s/ or/z/)

think thin feather

6. Words with /v/(pronounced as /f/)
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five Steve stove

7. Words with /z/(pronounced as /s/ or voiceless)

buzz vase scissors

8. Words with /J / (pronounced as /s/)

Television Vision Pleasure

II. Intonation Problems

The pitch of the voice with which a voiced sound is pronounced is called its

intonation. In Random House Unabridged English Dictionary, intonation is defined as

"the pattern or melody of pitch changes in connected speech, esp. the pitch pattern of a

sentence". In connected speech the voice-pitch is continually rising and falling. These

variations produce intonations that may be described as 'tunes' or 'patterns'. When the

pitch of the voice rises we have a rising intonation; when it falls we have a falling

intonation; when it remains on one note for an appreciable time, we have level intonation

(Jones, 1988). Intonation is another significant feature in English. Gilbert (1994) pointed

out that the purpose of intonation is "helping the listener to follow". It is a navigation

guide for the listener. Thai language does not use intonation to differentiate questions and

statements. So it's not unusual that Thai students use rising tones for both Yes-No

questions and Wh-questions or the tones used in theYes-No questions or statements are

not different. For example:

I. Yes-No questions

Are you going?

Is he handsome?

Do you like smoking?

You are going.

He is handsome.

You like smoking.

2. Wh-questions

A question beginning with 'Who', 'What', 'Where', 'Why', or 'How many?' is often

heard to fall at the end; however, the students will most probably make them like what a
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yes-no questions should be.

Who is the madam on the left?/(Intonation used by Thai students)

What's your name? /(Intonation used by Thai students)

Why did you do that? /(Intonation used by Thai students)

How many books do you have? /(Intonation used by Thai students)

III. Stress Problems

Thai language is a tonal Language. It does not differentiate words based on stress.

Stress is one of the biggest problems of Thai students. This applies to Chinese students as

well since Chinese is also a tonal language. For example,

yesterday tomorrow September pretty computer

technology video dictionary

(Thai students like to put the stress on the last syllable)

The Causes of These Problems

There are many causes for these problems.

1. The directly borrowed words from English into Thai language are pronounced in

Thai ways. For example, computer, technology, cream, etc. All of these words are

borrowed directly into Thai language without noticing that they are actually not Thai

vocabulary. So when Thai people meet these words, they tell themselves that they

know them already and refuse to learn their intelligible pronunciations again and just

because of this reason, when they use them they use the pronunciations they knew

before. They are saying that they have a lot of borrowed English words applied with

Thai pronunciations. Those Thai pronunciations are not intelligible pronunciations. If

out of Thailand, these pronunciations cannot be easily understood. One of my

English major students read the word Bangladesh in Thai pronunciation in my

Grammar and Writing class that shocked me really for a while.

2. The Romanization of Thai language influences the pronunciation of English.

It is very normal to read the word Kitima into Gidima, pum into born, Prance into

Branee, and on and on. Thai students read all th into t, ph into p, kh into k, p into b, t
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into d, k into g. This kind of articulation definitely has a strong influence on the

students who have no chance to study English Phonics. Such phenomena are due to

the phonemic inventory of the Thai language. Different languages distinguish

different sets of phonemes as the minimum sound units that distinguish meaning

among words. Thus for Japanese, for example, since they do not distinguish between

the sound [r] and [1] , they tend to have the problem distinguishing these two sounds

when learning English. In a similar vein, native speakers of English also have

problem distinguishing between "mother" and "horse" when learning Chinese, for

native speakers of English do not make differences among the four tones in Chinese.

3. Thai intonations are applied into English pronunciations.

Thai language can borrow English words and use them directly in their daily life

without feeling anything awkward, at least to Thai language itself. For example, if

Thai people borrow the word 'computer' from English and pronounce it like that

(applying only a little Thai intonation), it's quite comfortable. This characteristic

helps common Thai people learn English. It is quite normal to meet some

uneducated people who can speak some English to you. But it also impedes their

further improving of their English pronunciations.

4. Some teachers' Thai style English pronunciation is another cause of students'

unintelligible English pronunciation. On the one hand, a language teacher's

pronunciation is served as a model for the students. The students have to imitate his

or her pronunciation otherwise the teacher will correct the students' pronunciation or

they have to cover their ears. Since the teacher's pronunciation is Thai style, the

students' pronunciation will be the same.

5. Shy to speak in a native speaker's way.

The authors were told that Thai students were to be considered "show-offish" by

their classmates if they speak in a native speaker's tone. So, usually students would

not spend time on imitating native speaker's pronunciations and intonations.

6. Thai final consonants are always unaspirated and unvoiced so it is difficult for Thai

students to pronounce aspirated /p/ and /k/or voiced /m/ and /n/ in English words.
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Suggested Solutions

Despite its acknowledged importance, pronunciation is an aspect of language

teaching that has been given little attention, and it has not been taught effectively in

second/foreign language programs (Ueno, 1995). We have the following suggestions:

1. Provide pronunciation training-courses to the teachers.

Ma (1995) agreed that universities should prepare ESL teachers in English

phonology and the teaching of pronunciation. If the teachers can produce intelligible

English pronunciations, the students' pronunciation should be intelligible, too.

2. Teachers should keep on lecturing in English

Thai students like to negotiate with teachers that they want to be taught in Thai

language so that they can understand the class easier. Sometimes the teachers

compromise and lecture in Thai and keep on lecturing in Thai. We understand this group

of teachers and sometimes we did the same. But it is very harmful to English teaching.

Students can learn a lot if teachers keep on lecturing in English. At least the

teacher's pronunciations can help them check whether their pronunciations are

intelligible or not.

3. We have already shown some loanwords from English to Thai are pronounced in

Thai ways. If researchers can conduct a survey study and make a dictionary-like

comparison, it must be easier to overcome this problem.

4. One of the ways of countering this mother tongue interference in the pronunciation

of foreign languages is to provide students with articulatory descriptions of the

mother tongue and of the target language so that they may realize what they are

doing and how they can rectify it (Kalackal, 1985).

10 9



References

Basson, S. H. (1986). Patterns of Pronunciation Errors in English By Native

Japanese and Hebrew Speakers: Interference and Simplification Processes (Doctoral

dissertation, City University of New York, 1986). Dissertation Abstract International,

0046.

Brown, B. (1969). The Social Psychology of Variations in French Canadian Speech

Styles. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, McGill University, Montreal.

Celce-Murcia, M. (1987). Teaching pronunciation as communication. In J. Morley

(Ed.), Current perspectives on pronunciation, Washington, D.C.: TESOL.

Clarey, M.E. et al. (1963). Pronunciation exercise in English. New York: Regents.

Duncan, S.E. (1983). Cheap ship trips: a preliminary study of some English

phonological difficulties of language-minority children and their relationship to

reading achievement. ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED255048.

Ellis, D. A. (1994). Effects of Self-Monitoring and Discrimination Training

on Pronunciation Change By Nonstandard Speakers of English. (Doctoral

dissertation, City University of New York, 1994). Dissertation Abstract International,

0046.

Gilbert, J.B. (1984). Clear Speech: Pronunciation and Listening Comprehension in

American English. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

. (1994). Intonation: A navigation guide for the listener (and gadgets to

help teach it). In J. Morley (Ed.), Pronunciation pedagogy and theory. Bloomington:

TESOL, Inc.

Giles, H. (1970). Evaluation Reaction to Accents. Education Review, 20,211-227.

Haycraft, J. (1991). An Introduction to English Language Teaching. 14th

Impression. England: Longman House.

Hosoki, T. (1985). English-Japanese Loanwords as Tools for Teaching

Pronunciation In the Secondary Schools in Japan: A guide for Use By Teachers

of English. (Doctoral dissertation, The University of Mississippi, 1985). Dissertation

Abstract International, 0131.

Jones, D. (1988). The pronunciation of English. 16th edition. Cambridge, Great

Britain: The University Press.

Kalackal, T. (1985). A contrastive Analysis of the Phonological Systems of

English and Malayalam (India). (Doctoral dissertation, Northern Illinois University,

1985). Dissertation Abstract International, 0162.

Labov, W. (1966). The Social Stratification of English in New York City. Washington,

10

1i



D.C: Center for Applied Linguistics.

Lin, H., et al. (1995). Teaching pronunciation in the learner-centered classroom. ERIC

Document Reproduction Service No. ED393292.

Ma, L. (1995). Production of Five American English Front Vowels By Adult

Mandarin Chinese Speakers, (Doctoral dissertation, Texas A & M

University-Kingsville, 1995). Dissertation Abstract International, 1187.

Morley, J. (1994). A multidimensional curriculum design for speech-pronunciation

instruction. In J. Morley (Ed.), Pronunciation pedagogy and theory. Bloomington:

TESOL, Inc.

Murakawa, H. (1981) Teaching English Pronunciation to Japanese Adults. (Doctoral

dissertation, The University of Texas at Austin, 1981). Dissertation Abstract

International, 0227.

O'Connor, J. D. (1972). Better English Pronunciation. Cambridge, Great Britain: The

University Printing House.

Promrat, N. (1998). A Study of English Vocabulary Competency and

Problems of the Tourist Police in the Lower Central Region of Thailand.

Unpublished Master Thesis, Naresuan University.

Ryan, et al. (1977). Reactions toward Varying Degrees ofAccentedness in the Speech

of Spanish-English Bilinguals. Language and Speech, July-September 1977, 20(3),

267-73.

Scarcella, R. C. & Oxford, R.L. (1994). Second language pronunciation: state of the

art in instruction. System, 22 (2), 221-230.

Syananondh, K. (1983). An Investigation of Pronunciation and Learning

Strategies: Factors in English Listening Comprehension of Thai-Speaking Graduate

Students in the United States. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Rutgers The

State University of New Jersey New Brunswick.

Tucker, G R., & Lambert, W. E. (1969). White and Negro Listeners' Reactions to

Various American-English Dialects. Social Forces, 47, 43-68.

Ueno, N. (1995). Teaching English Pronunciation to Japanese English Majors: A

comparison of a Suprasegmental-Oriented and a Segmental-Oriented Teaching

Approach. (Doctoral dissertation, Temple University, 1995). Dissertation Abstract

International, 0225.

Wenner, T. D. (1967). Influence of Dialect Differences on Immediate Recall of Verbal

Messages. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Michigan.

12
11



ERIC,Reproduction Release form

U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OEM)

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE
(Specific Document)

1/2

:1--00.1-76(14

IC

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

//15; /ktr ../7f/I911 PPovnaeon /9/vbfems
Title:

Author(s):
YonA-frt (A) e-; Sc. yakin 7._Apa

Corporate Source: 'Publication Date:

/VP. 6, 2002

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:
In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced it

monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper c
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom of the r

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

1

HEHISISSICN RE;;Rej-;;C:=, AND
\Alic T S :VA1 ERIAL HAS

Cr PJ GRAXTCO trY

TO 7:nurIAT10,,AL Rm-sot,Rcrz;
INFOR AT ;ENTER

Level 1

.
Check here for Level 1 release, permitting

reproduction and dissemination in microfiche or
other ERIC archival media (e.g., electronic) and

paper copy.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

5.114;JTOri;PRCwJCI~A:PRCTJCZ
DISS2MINA.T.7. WU'S

4%.7.`, IN E,I,ZCTRONtC VZ.DIA
r-OR ER'S.' COI ifF:CTIO% St,lef-ICRMERS

2A

TO ma.: M.ICAvICNAL
INIFC7M14,TION ta'RIC)

Level 2A

Check here for Level 2A release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche and
in electronic media for ERIC archival collection

subscribers only.

The sample sticker shown below will
affixed to all Level 2B documents

E'ER' ISS ON TO 11E:;"q0OUCE .6NO
DISSEVAATC

P.tICRC .C# OvLY'ICS GEC CRANTE7

TO lei ,: t,..),XA .10:AL
INFORMATICNCEN7n. tERIC)

28
Level 2B

n
Check here for Level 2B release, perrr
reproduction and dissemination in micr.

only.

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission to reproduce is granted, but neither box
is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

Sign
here
please

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce this document as indicate
above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system contra
requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to s
information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.
Signature:

Organization/ dress:

A,a-
zept. of catria.duin hist/we/kw
ceiteye of -vdtecokibunispos. tfmatpcithi
Cdie le- Park , V 2074

Printed Name/Position/Title:
youpu rAwN 7/#0

Telephone:
301 -405 3124

FAX:

E-Mail Addre§s:
inkAAKIAEUPVIA

Date:
//110/ 91°3

III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):
If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please provide
following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly available, and a dependa
source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more stringent for documents that cannot I
made available through EDRS).

'Publisher/Distributor:



.,ERIC.Reproduction Release form 1.4, 2/2

Address:

Price Per Copy:

Quantity Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:
If the right to grant a reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and address:

Name:

Address:

V.WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:
You can send this form and your document to the ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics, which will forward your materials to the
appropriate ERIC Clearinghouse.

Acquisitions Coordinator
ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguisitics

4646 40th Street NW
Washington, DC 20016-1859

(800) 276-9834/ (202) 362-0700
e-mail: eric@cal.org


