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This paper is structured as follows: The introduction sets up the inconsistent and unreliable relationship between the Standard English sounds and letters, i.e. between English phonetics and orthography. It, also, points out the main phonetic obstacles facing Libyan Students of English (hence LSE) at all educational levels. It is claimed, here, that the phonetic obstacles, the LSE stumble over, are related to two main sources, (i). problems pertaining to the English orthography taught at early stages of English language learning, and (ii).problems related to the interference of the phonemic system of the Libyan Arabic variety (hence LAV). 

Section one of this paper outlines and explores the consonantal obstacles. Section two, which is the focus of this paper, addresses the obstacles brought about by the difficulties of discrimination and pronunciation of the various vowel qualities ofstandardEnglish.

The phonetic system assumed throughout is J. D. O’Connor’s BBC Model (1976) based on the Standard English variety, known as (R)eceived (P)ronunciation (RP). The Phonemic representations are placed between slashes/-/, orthographic letters are placed in brackets, (-	), and lexical words are italicised. An asterisk before an utterance indicates mispronunciation, and the appropriate  RP form follows.  

Introduction

Based on sufficient experience of teaching English phonetics to LSE at undergraduate and graduate levels, this paper tries to pinpoint the major phonetic obstacles hindering proper English sound pronunciation. I assume that such problems are related to two basic sources: 

First, there is no one-to-one relation between English sounds and letters (see Akmajian, A et al 2001). The sound /k/, for example, can be represented in the orthography by the letter (k) as in king, (c) as in cat, (q) as in queen, and (ck) as in back. The vowel /i:/, can be represented by the letter (e) as in be, (ee) as in cheese, (i) as in police, (eo) as in people, (ea) as in leaf, (ie) as in field, (ei) as in seize, (ey) as in key, (uay) as in quay. The opposite holds, when the vowel letter (u), can be pronounced /ʊ/ as in put, /ɜː/ as nurse, /ɪ/ as in busy, and syllabic /juː/ as in university. 

Secondly, problems induced by interference of the LAV phonemic system and limitation of its vocalic system. A case, in which a wide range of English different vocalic qualities are pronounced by limited LAV vocalic qualities. 

To my speculation, teaching the sound system of English, as a foreign language, should be based on recognition and attainment of the consonants articulation, and the various vocalic qualities independently of the language orthography. To achieve this end, a reasonable awareness and familiarity with the English consonantal and vocalic phonemic systems should be accomplished through an intensive rote ear-tongue training program. Realisation and pronunciation of a foreign language sound system are restrained by the novice’s native phonemic system. Trubetzkoy’s verbatim, below, is a case in point:

“The phonological system of a language is like a sieve through which everything that is said passes……. Each person acquires the system of his mother tongue. But when he hears another language spoken, he intuitively uses the familiar “phonological sieve” of his mother tongue to analyse what has been said. However, since this sieve is not suited for the foreign language, numerous mistakes and mispronunciations are the result. The sounds of the foreign language receive an incorrect phonological interpretation since they are strained through the “phonological sieve” of one’s own mother tongue.” (Trubetzkoy 1939:51-52 see Hyman, L. 1975:73) 
1. Consonantal Obstacles:

Practically speaking, each English consonant should be taught in terms of its phonetic features, and not as a whole segment. The learner should realise that the difference in meaning in the minimal pair /ˈpɪn/(pin) and /ˈbɪn/(bin), for example, is due to the different states of glottis (voicing) expressed by the initial consonants, i.e. voiced vs. voiceless. The difference between /ˈsæt/(sat) and /ˈfæt/(fat) is due to the different places of articulation of the initial consonants, i.e., alveolar vs. labio-dental and the difference between /ˈtiːm/(team) and /ˈsiːm/(seem) is related to the different manners of articulation of the initial consonants, i.e., plosive vs. fricative. Above and beyond these phonetic details, the learner should, recall, be subjected to an intensive practical ear-tongue training program. Unlike vocalic obstacles, which are auditory, the consonantal obstacles are articulatory in nature. 

I conjecture, that the major problematic consonantal issues encountered by LSE are the following obstacles: 

(a)The voiceless bilabial plosive/p/:

This consonantal segment has no counterpart in the phonemic system of LAV, thus, its voiceless-ness is not easily realised by LSE, and it is always replaced by its voiced counterpart /b/, which has a phonemic value in LAV phonemic system. The voiced /b/, exists in both languages consonantal systems, but it has two different phonological values in the two languages. Therefore, the voicing contrastive value of the two English consonants, viz. /p/and, /b/, should be realised by LSE through an intensive practical program. Voiceless-ness and the initial aspiration features of the English /p/sound are not, normally, realised by LSE, because both features do not exist in his/her phonemic system. LSE should, therefore, be trained to realise that the English voiceless plosive /p/, together with the other voiceless plosives i.e.,/t/ and /k/ are aspirated in a stressed syllable of a word initial position, e.g.,pot, optionally aspirated in medial position, e.g., spot, and un-aspirated in final position, e.g.,stop.


(b) The palato-alveolar affricates/tʃ/and/dʒ/:

English consonantal phonemic system has three contrastive voiceless consonants, i.e.,/t/, /ʃ/, and /tʃ/ whereas LAV phonemic consonantal system displays only two contrastive values /t/ and /ʃ/. The same argument applies to the English triple contrastive voiced consonants, /d/, /ʒ/ and /dʒ/ where LAV has only two contrastive values, /d/ vs. /ʒ/. Therefore, LSE pronounce the English voiceless affricate /tʃ/as a fricative /ʃ/, and the voiced affricate /dʒ/ as a fricative /ʒ/. That is to say, since the voiceless affricate /tʃ/ and its voiced counterpart /dʒ/do not exist in the phonemic system of LAV, it is expected that these two affricates be replaced, everywhere, by the fricatives /ʃ/ and /ʒ/ respectively. Thus, the mispronunciation */'ʃæb'tær/ for /ˈtʃæptə/(chapter) and */ʒɒb/ for /'dʒɒb/ (job), etc. The affricates /tʃ/and /dʒ/are to be compared with the combinations /tr/ and /dr/, with which they may be easily confused.

(c) The velar nasal/ŋ/: 

This velar nasal is a single consonant and it is always represented in the English orthography by the two letters (-ng) to express various grammatical functions such as verbs progressive inflection, adjectival derivatives, participles, etc. 

Misled by the English orthography, LSE pronounce this velar nasal as two consecutive sounds, i.e., /-ng/. Hence, */ˈmiːˈtɪng/ for/ˈmiːtɪŋ/(meeting), */ˈvisiˈting/ for /ˈvɪzɪtɪŋ/(visiting), */ˈsing/ for /ˈsɪŋ/ (sing), */ˈlɒng/ for /ˈlɒŋ/(long), */ˈlʌng/ for /ˈlʌŋ/(lung), etc. Generally, this velar nasal is never found in word initial position in English, but may occur inter-vocalically or in word final position, e.g. /siŋiŋ/. In some words, it occurs before other velar consonants, with which it should be compared, as in /ˈɪŋk/(ink), and /ˈfɪŋɡə/(finger).

(d) The (post)-alveolar approximate (glide)/r/:

Roach, (1991:59) points out that this consonant has a wide range of articulatory and distributional discrepancies in the various accents of English and he recommends the RP (BBC) pronunciation to foreign learners. In the RP variety, according to Roach, (ibid), the active and the passive articulators in this case, viz. the tip of the tongue and the (post)-alveolar region approximate, but without sufficient contact to produce consonants such as plosive, fricative, etc. 

In LAV, the /r/ sound is pronounced as a flap when it is non-geminated, e.g.,/ˈærʌf/ (he knew), and as a trill when it is geminated, e.g.,/ˈærrʌf/ (he caused to know). Accordingly, the RP approximate /r/ is mispronounced as a flap in words, where the letter (r) is not doubled, as in/ˈred/(red),/ˈtreɪn/(train), /ˈdriːm/(dream), and it is uttered as a trill, where the letter is doubled as in */ˈærˈraɪv/ for /əˈraɪv/ (arrive), */ˈærˈrest/ for /əˈrest/ (arrest), */'kɔrˈrɪkt/ for /kəˈrekt/(correct). The same mispronunciation extends to other geminated consonants, e.g., */ˈætˈtæk/ for /əˈtæk/(attack), */ˈæsˈseɪ/ for /əˈseɪ/(assay), */ˈænˈnɔɪ/ for /əˈnɔɪ/(annoy), etc. In rhotic accents such as American and Scots (see Roach, ibid and Akmajian, et al. ibid), the approximate /r/ is pronounced in postvocalic position, e.g.,/ˈbɪɡə(r)/ (bigger). 

A characteristic of the non-rhotic accents such as RP is the so-called intrusive (r)which is introduced as a linking form inter-vocalically, and not pronounced in words in isolation, e.g.,/səʊfə r ænd tʃeə/(sofa and chair), /lɔː r ænd ˈɔːdə/(law and order), etc. and in phrases such as, /ˈbɪɡər ˈæpl/(bigger apple), but it is not pronounced in final position (before a pause), e.g. /ˈkɑː/(car), /ˈbeə/(bear), and before a consonant, e.g.,/ˈbɜːd/ (bird), /ˈhɑːt/ (heart) etc. Word final letter (r), as in /ˈsɪstə/ (sister), /ˈfɑːðə/ (father), /ˈkɪlə/ (killer), /ˈæktə/ (actor), /ˈedɪtə/ (editor), /ˈsɪmɪlə/(similar), etc., are uttered as a schwa /ə/,a vowel in the RP accent, and mispronounced as a trill /r/ by LSE. This problem should, however, be given a special care. 

e)The alveolar plosives/t/and/d/:

These alveolar plosives do not engender major obstacles, but they are, clearly, pronounced by LSE as (inter)-dental, rather than alveolar, plosives.

2. The Vocalic Obstacles:

The auditory discrimination, and the proper pronunciation of the English different vocalic qualities form the utmost obstacle challenging LSE. As it is pointed above, the English wide ranged vowel qualities, most of which, are mispronounced by LSE because of the limited vowels of LAV (see Trubetzkoy above). 

It is generally acknowledged that learning vowels is a much more difficult task than learning consonants, because consonants are classified on articulatory criteria (the airflow is obstructed somewhere and somehow throughout the vocal tract), whereas the various vowel qualities are based on auditory criteria. Vowels should be practiced in relation to one another in a sound continuum. All vowels in English are voicedno places and manners of articulation are specified. The positions specified in the Cardinal Vowel Theory are nothing more than approximation. They are not based on anyparticular language. 

The learner should, also, notice the general rule of English that a vowel is much longer before voiced consonants, and in final position than it is before voiceless consonants. Post-vocalic voiceless consonants are longer than the corresponding voiced consonants after the same stressed vowel, e.g.,/ˈbæk/(back) vs. /ˈbæɡ/(bag), /fiːt/(feet) vs. /fiːd/(feed), /hɑːt/(heart/ vs. /hɑːd/(hard), etc. (see Ladefoged, 1993:51)      

Below, the RP vocalic system is assumed to comprise twenty-six different vowel qualities, sub-classified into twelve pure (simple) vowels (Table I), five diphthongs (complex vowels) (Table II), four centring diphthongs (Table III), and five triphthongs (Table IV).

A simple vowel, short or long, maintains the same vowel quality, hence a pure vowel quality. Diphthongs, centring diphthongs, and triphthongs glide, and hence complex. 



Table I: RP Pure Long and Short (simple) Vowels:

	No
	Phonetic symbol
	Key words

	1.
	/iː/
	See
	sea
	field
	people
	police

	2.
	/ɪ/
	Busy
	rich
	pretty
	village
	cities

	3.
	/e/
	Said
	dead
	set
	ate
	breath

	4.
	/æ/
	Sad
	plait
	sat
	act
	back

	5.
	/ʌ/
	Run
	love
	country
	cut
	blood

	6.
	/ɑː/
	Car
	clerk
	heart
	cart
	calm

	7.
	/ɔ/
	Sorry
	want
	hot
	cot
	cough

	8.
	/ɔː/
	Bough
	saw
	walk
	chalk
	born

	9.
	/ʊ/
	should
	put
	cook
	book
	wolf

	10.
	/uː/
	rude
	mood
	soup
	blue
	Juice

	11.
	/Эː/, /əː/
	girl
	earth
	church
	word
	scourge

	12.
	/ə/
	banana
	affect
	woman
	alone
	about



Table II: RP Diphthongs:

	No.
	Phonetic symbol
	Keywords

	13.
	/əʊ/
	toe
	stove
	road
	blow
	old

	14.
	/aʊ/
	plough
	town
	loud
	out
	mouth

	15.
	/eɪ/
	day
	age
	rain
	gate
	great

	16.
	/aɪ/
	fly
	time
	dye
	bite
	knife

	17.
	/ɔɪ/
	joy
	oil
	buoy
	voice
	choice



Table III: RP Centring Diphthongs:

	No.
	Phonetic symbol
	Keywords

	18.
	/ɪə/
	rear
	dear
	here
	fierce
	cheerful

	19.
	/eə/
	rare
	chair
	shared
	scarce
	bear

	20.
	/ʊə/
	sure
	pure
	tour
	cure
	fluent

	21
	/ɔɚ/
	shore
	pour
	sore
	more
	tore



Table IV: RP Triphthongs

	No.
	Phonetic symbol
	Keywords

	22.
	/aɪə/
	fire
	higher
	lion
	trial
	entire

	23.
	/aʊə/
	flower
	tower
	shower
	coward
	towel

	24.
	/eɪə/
	player
	layer
	greyer
	slayer
	prayer

	25.
	/əʊə/
	slower
	lower
	grower
	shower
	lowered

	26.
	/ɔɪə/
	royal
	loyal
	employer
	destroyer
	annoyance





The long vowel (1) /iː/ is unproblematic, and is always properly pronounced by LSE in all contexts. As it is stipulated by the English general rule above, the length of this vowel is determined by the following consonant. Therefore, three degrees of length can be established, e.g. fit, feet, feed. This rule should be maintained throughout the English vocalic system teaching. Both, vowel length and vowel prominence should be well practiced by LSE. For example, nit, neat, need show different vowel length, and the words coat-code, wrote-road, make-made, lamp-lamb, etc. show different vowel prominence. 

The first major obstacle, concerning the pure vowels, is induced by the confusion between vowel (2)/ɪ/, and vowel (3)/e/. The fact that the English letter (e) is pronounced as /iː/, results in the mispronunciation of vowel (3), i.e.,/e/ as /ɪ/, hence contrastive pairs such as set-sit, let-lit, etc., are identically pronounced by LSE as /sɪt/.Consequently, words such as desk, best, went, let, bet, send, best, rest, west, etc., are mispronounced with /ɪ/, instead of /e/. 

Vowels (4) /æ/ and (6) /ɑː/ are two phonemes in English, e.g. hat vs. heart, cat vs. cart, etc., but two contextually determined allophones inLAV. Therefore, they are phonetically distinct to LSE, and raise no problems. The same viewpoint holds for vowel (5)/ʌ/, which is the short counterpart of (6)/ɑː/.

Vowel (7) /ɔ/ is peculiar to the British RP accent (BrE.). It is often replaced in the American standard English (AmE.) by vowel (5)/ʌ./ in words such as was, what, watch,want, etc. These two dialectal vocalic variations are shown by the following sets of monosyllabic words:

(1) cut	    (2) cot	    (3) cart	  (4) card
BrE:	/'kʌt/	     /'kɔt/              /'kɑ.t/            /'kɑːd/
AmE   /'kʌt/	    /'kʌ.t/	    /'kɑ.t/             /'kɑ:d/

The two dialects pronounce the words in (1), (3) and (4)almost identically. The vowel in (3), in both accents, is shorter than it is in (4) because it is followed by the voiceless consonant /t/. Word (2) is distinct in BrE but almost identical to word (3) in AmE. Hence, (2) and (3) are distinct in BrE but almost identical in AmE.

The next and most problematical obstacle for LSE is triggered by vowel (8)/ɔː/, which is always replaced by the complex vowel (13) /əʊ/. Hence, the contrast between (8) and (13) in words such as coat vs. court, so vs. saw, code vs. cord, choke vs. chalk, etc., is not realised by LSE, and all these words are pronounced by vowel (13). Other words such as walk, talk, bought, etc., supposedly pronounced by vowel (8) are mispronounced with vowel (13), instead. This could be explained by the fact that vowel (8) does not exist in the vocalic system of LAV. Misguided by the English orthography, an (8)like vowel is often heard in words containing the letter (o), e.g. word, work, worm, and worse, etc., which should be pronounced with vowel (11)/ʒː/.       

Vowel (9) /ʊ/ is back high rounded short vowel, and vowel (10)/uː/ is its long counterpart. Words comprise the letters (o, oo, ou) as in the respective words wolf, book, should are mispronounced with avowel (8) like, instead of vowel (9). Although the long vowel (10) is represented in the orthography by various letters, it is, nevertheless, easily pronounced by LSE. 
Vowel (11) /ɜː/, /əː/ is effortlessly pronounced by LSE, but a flapped /r/ is often uttered, rather than being assimilated in the preceding vowel, which is a characteristic of the RP accent. The vowel is readily pronounced if it is represented in the orthography by the letters (i) as in girl, (e) as in serve, (u) as in turn, (ou) as in journey. Due to orthography-based learning, words have the letter (o) such as worm, word, work, etc., constitute a major problem, where (11) is always replaced by a letter-based phonetic (8). A problem, which should receive a special attention.

Generally, words such as walk, bought, saw, etc., presumably pronounced by vowel (8), are mispronounced by vowel (13) /əʊ/, and vowel (11) in words such as worse, work, and word, etc., is replaced by vowel (8) /ɔː/. 

The pure Vowel (12) /ə/ always marks the unstressed/unaccented syllables in contrast to the primarily and the secondarily stressed syllables in English. Mispronunciation of dissyllabic and polysyllabic words such as breakfast, cupboard, comfortable, unfortunate, etc. as having equally prominent stressed syllables can be explained by the fact that stress is phonologically functional in English, and non-functional in LAV. Hence, to my speculation, LSE make no distinction between the English primary, secondary and unstressed syllables. The fact that unstressed syllables in English are always pronounced with the schwa vowel (12) causes a major vocalic obstacle for LSE, and it needs an intensive training. 

Pure vowels remain constant, and do not glide. Diphthongs, in contrast, consist of a movement or glide from one vowel to another. The diphthongs (13)/əʊ/ to (17)/ɔɪ/ are easily discriminated by LSE, but they should be intensively contrasted. Vowel (13) /əʊ/ substitutes for vowel (8)/ɔː/ in most cases (see vowel 8 /ɔː/ above). It is often noticed that words containing the letter (r) in the spelling are pronounced with an (8)like vowel, e.g.,horse, force, course, etc. Otherwise, (8) is always mispronounced by vowel (13), e.g.,walk, talk, bought, saw, law, etc. 

According to Roach, (ibid:20): 

“one of the most common pronunciation mistakes that result in a learner of English having a ‘foreign’ accent is the production of pure vowels where a diphthong should be pronounced.”

In our case, the opposite holds, where a pure vowel (8)/ɔː/is, in most cases, realised by the diphthong (13)/əʊ/.              

The centring diphthongs show combinations of pure vowels and a schwa vowel. The major obstacle expressed by the pure vowels (2) /ɪ/ and vowel (3)/e/are, expectedly, reflected by the centring diphthongs (18) /ɪə/ and vowel (19)/eə/. Centring diphthongs should be contrasted with one another in relation to their pure counterparts, i.e.,/ɪ/, /e/, /ʊ/ and /ɔ/. Emphasis should be placed on schwa pronunciation, which is always pronounced by LSE as a trill /r/ in final position, and as a full vowel in unstressed syllables. In the RP variety of English, the vowel (21) /ɔɚ/ can optionally replace vowel (8) in words containing the letter (r) in final position such as shore, four, door, more, sore, etc., but the opposite does not hold; that is words do not contain the letter (r) in final position such as saw, law, raw, etc.,  can only be pronounced with (8). Hence, vowel (8) /ɔ:/ replaces vowel (21) /ɔɚ/ everywhere but not vice versa.The same holds where the vowel (11) /əː/ replaces the vowel (19) /eə/ everywhere but not vice versa.

Like centring diphthongs, centring triph-thongs should be contrasted with one another in relation to their diphthong counterparts, i.e.,/aɪ/, /eɪ/, /ɔɪ/, /aʊ/, and /əʊ/. As in centring diph-thongs, schwa pronunciation in triph-thongs should be given special care, and the contrast between vowel (23) /aʊə/ and vowel (25) /əʊə/should be emphasised.

Last but not least, a further mispronunciation is triggered by the fact that LAV, like classical and other Arabic varieties, never start a syllableor a word with a vowel. In technical terms, no empty onset position. This fact is explicitly expressed in J. Kremers’ words (2003:Xii) as follows: 

“Strictly speaking, Arabic words never begin with a vowel. An initial vowel is always preceded by a glottal stop, the so-called hamzah. (J. Kremers 2003:xii). 

Therefore, words such as /ɪt/(it), /æt/(at), /ɔːt/(ought), /iːt/(eat), /aʊt/(out), etc., always initiated by a glottal plosive, hence pronounced as  /'ɪt/(it), /'æt/(at), /'ɔːt/(ought), /'iːt/(eat), /'aʊt/(out), etc.

Conclusion

Consonants, other than the affricates /tʃ/, /dʒ/. the velar nasal /ŋ/, and the approximate /r/ are readily pronounced by LSE. General and basic phonetic concepts pertaining to consonants classification, needed for the training program, should be introduced in a simple way. A learner, therefore, will realise the phonetic features assigned to each consonant in terms of place of articulation, manner of articulation and voicing. These phonetics features are needed to account for certain processes related to connected speech such as assimilation and vowel length is determined by voicing.

The independency of consonant and vowel sounds from the orthography should be stressed. Each and every consonant and vowel should be practiced in word initial, medial and final positions. The RP accent has a wide range of vowel qualities; a fact, which constitute the major obstacle facing LSE. Being based on auditory criteria, vowels should be learnt through intensive ear-training program, in which the various vowel qualities are contrasted.The interdependency between segmental phonetics and supra-segmental (prosodic) features such as stress and intonation should be emphasised. 

Since there is no one-to-one relation between speech sounds and letters, a phonetic representation system, known as International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), was established. In this phonetic system, each and every speech sound is represented by one, and only one, phonetic symbol, and each phonetic symbol represents one, and only one, speech sound.

A foreign learner should be able to, accurately, discriminate and articulate the consonantal articulatory properties and the vocalic auditory qualities encoded by these phonetic symbols.  
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