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Abstract: The paper studies the awareness of Slovak speakers of English on pronunciation variations of selected 

English words. Taking differences between British and American English into account as well as those that occur 

within one variety of English, their application by non-native speakers of English is discussed. A group of 

respondents was approached and asked to listen to a list of English words and decide which variation they 

considered correct. Consequently, they were asked to decide which pronunciation variation they found more 

natural. Among the selected words, there were correct as well as incorrect (non-existent) variations. Resulting 

from the outcomes, the paper summarises the preferred variations in the pronunciation of selected words by 

Slovak speakers of English. 
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Introduction 

As a teacher of English, it is among my priorities to try and help my students, who study 

English as a foreign language, to achieve as good a level as possible. I believe that, at 

Secondary schools, sufficient attention is paid to grammar and vocabulary. Although 

pronunciation is another major sub-skill to be acquired when learning a foreign language, it is, 

in my experience, unfortunately, often forgotten or neglected. This might be due to teachers 

themselves, many a time, not being aware of the importance of some phonetic and 

phonological aspects. Having taught English pronunciation to Slovak students of English for 

twelve years, I have come across a great number of students who are not aware of the 

pronunciation errors they make with regard to the realisation of certain sounds and stress-

placement. When introducing themselves, one can often hear they come from “a small willage 

[wǺlǺdȢ]” or that they have “tree [tri:] siblings”. It can be rather grating on the ears to hear 

students say that “small is a short adjective [ə'dȢektǺʊ]” or that “linking verbs occur ['Ǣkjʊə] before 

the subject complement”. 

To find out whether students can distinguish between correct and incorrect pronunciation 

and whether they are aware of different pronunciation patterns in various regional and social 

varieties of English became the aim of the research conducted.  
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Pronunciation in the acquisition of English as a foreign language 

Fraser (2011) states that, for communication to be effective, pronunciation (among other 

things) should be taken into consideration, since there are many situations when a 

misunderstanding is caused just due to pronunciation errors. Therefore, it is effective correct 

and accurate pronunciation that leads to successful communication. Kučera (1995) claims that, 

when studying a foreign language, learners encounter a great number of difficulties with 

pronunciation. Kentworthy (1988) recommends that a teacher should show the learners why 

good pronunciation is important for communication and help them develop awareness of it. 

Underhill (1994: 171) claims that, when teaching pronunciation, the aim to be achieved is 

comfortable intelligibility, which he defines as the speaker being comfortably understood by 

the listener and being able to “understand comfortably the speech of native and other 

speakers without undue effort on their own part“. 

 

Pronunciation in non-native speakers 

When teaching a foreign language, those involved should keep in mind that one of the 

most important sub-skills to be acquired is intelligible pronunciation. Although, according to 

Kentworthy, “people from many different language backgrounds can and do acquire a near-

native pronunciation in English” (Kentworthy, 1988: 4), sounding like a native speaker is not 

necessary, achieving such pronunciation which is easily understood by most listeners should 

be a desirable goal for all students and teachers of the given foreign language. Bilá suggests 

that “the inability of non-native language users to produce the target language with the 

phonetic accuracy required by the native listeners” constitutes an obstacle to a trouble-free 

and easygoing communication, not forgetting the need to make oneself understood by the 

listener (2005: 11). 

Kentworthy distinguishes a number of factors which can have considerable influence on 

the speaker’s pronunciation of the foreign language. These are presented below and further 

ideas by other experts in the field are provided. 

 

Native language factor  

The learner’s mother tongue can be considered one of the most significant factors. The 

difference between the sound system of English and the sound system of the speaker’s native 
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language can represent a major problem. Many times speakers “transfer” principles and rules 

from their native language pronunciation to English. If the two languages are considerably 

different, it is difficult to adapt to correct English pronunciation. Furthermore, aspects of 

native-language pronunciation can interfere with the pronunciation of the foreign language in 

question. Bilá states that phonetic realisation of all languages may vary depending on 

a number of […] factors. Learners tend to apply the rules of pronunciation of their mother 

tongues to the target language. In some cases, this strategy may be helpful, as for example 

Slovak students learning any of the Slavic languages which have the same origin (2005). In my 

experience, however, learners can overuse the rules or apply them in undesirable contexts. 

The Slovak v, for instance, has three allophones [v] in vietor, [f] in včela, or [u] in krv. This 

results in many Slovak speakers pronouncing [v] in the final position of English words as [ʊ] 

(such as live, creative or olive); thus, confusing the listener. Moreover, for reasons that can 

only be felt subliminally, they apply the same rule in all positions of [v] in English, which results 

in the pronunciation of words as if they contained [w] instead of [v] (such as voice, very, or 

heavy). 

 

Age factor 

The Critical Period hypothesis, so often referenced in papers on foreign language 

pronunciation is often claimed to be another factor preventing learners of a foreign language 

from achieving a satisfactory level of pronunciation. Many authors state that for children 

under the age of ten the learning of languages presents no problems. These authors assume 

that, provided children start learning a foreign language at such an early age and are 

constantly surrounded by that language and actively use it, they might be able to achieve 

native-like pronunciation.  

On the other hand, there is a claim that “if a person does not begin to learn a second 

language until adulthood, they will never have a native-like accent even though other aspects 

of their language such as syntax and vocabulary may be indistinguishable from those of native 

speakers” (Kentworthy, 1988: 4). Nevertheless, while some studies have proven the previous 

claim, others have shown conflicting results. The same author claims that “we do not yet have 

evidence for a simple and straightforward link between age and the ability to pronounce 
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a new language” (1988: 6). Moreover, as stated above, one should not necessarily strive to 

achieve accent-free native-like pronunciation. Comfortable intelligibility, achieved through 

awareness, experience and practice, is of much more importance than sounding like a native 

speaker in some instances and being fully misunderstood in others. 

 

Exposure to English 

In connection to above-mentioned awareness and experience, this can be achieved through 

exposure to an English-speaking environment and especially to its spoken form. The amount of 

time a learner devotes to conscious listening to correct spoken language might enhance the 

acquisition of intelligible pronunciation. Riney and Fledge (1998) have conducted research which 

showed that Japanese learners of English who spent some time in an English-speaking country 

considerably improved their […] pronunciation over those who had never been to such 

a country. Nevertheless, although staying in an English-speaking environment certainly is a 

contributory factor, Kentworthy points out that “it is not a necessary factor for the development 

of pronunciation skills” (1998: 6), which I fully agree with. I have come across a number of 

learners who have spent a considerable amount of time in an English-speaking country; yet, 

their stay failed to eliminate their pronunciation errors. In my experience, a lack of awareness 

and, thus, focus of specific aspects of English pronunciation (especially those that differ from 

one’s native language system) is vital. On the other hand, I have encountered learners who 

devoted their time to conscious practice in English production which resulted in correct, 

intelligible and native-like pronunciation. 

 

Phonetic ability 

The ability to imitate the sounds of a language can also play a major role. Some people are 

more skilled at spotting the differences in pronunciation between languages than others. 

According to MacCarthy, many pronunciation problems experienced by learners are caused by 

the fact that “the capacity of the ordinary person to perceive auditorily the phenomena of the 

language to be learnt is widely, but quite wrongly, taken for granted and that [they] need to 

learn to perceive [these]“ (1978: 14). Once again, this is closely connected to above-mentioned 
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first-hand experience of the target language, since the sheer volume of exposure cannot 

guarantee successful acquisition of the necessary aspects. 

 

Attitude, motivation and concern for pronunciation 

Brown (1997) maintains that motivation is an emotion, impulse, desire or an inner drive 

moving learners towards mastery of any resolved area of language or any other aspect of life. 

He further proposes that global, situational and task-oriented motivation is required for 

successful foreign language learning. It is undoubtedly true that if the learners are motivated, 

no matter what difficulty they might experience, the consistency in learning will still be evident 

and persistent. 

The importance of a positive attitude to the speakers of the language a foreign learner is 

also mentioned in Kentworthy (1988). She states that “in many studies of attitude and 

motivation in language learning, it has been shown that those learners who show positive 

feelings towards the speakers of the new language tend to develop more accurate, native-like 

accents” (Kentworthy, 1988: 8). In this way, those learners who are interested in the culture of 

the target language, learn faster and have better results in learning, as well as in pronunciation 

than those who do not see any value in learning a foreign language. Similarly, motivated 

learners care for their pronunciation; they often ask for corrections or use their own resources 

to improve their pronunciation by listening to spoken word frequently or doing other 

activities. Some learners, on the other hand, are reluctant to speak because they do not feel 

confident with their pronunciation. On the other hand, some learners might be overconfident 

and feel their pronunciation does not need correction and, as a result, their pronunciation 

errors persist. 

 

Regional and social varieties of English 

A language variety is “a general term for any distinctive form of a language or linguistic 

expression” (Nordquist, 2012). McArthur (1992) identifies two broad types of variety: 

"(1) user-related varieties, associated with particular people and often places, [and] (2) use-

related varieties, associated with function, such as legal English (the language of courts, 

contracts, etc.) and literary English (the typical usage of literary texts, conversations, etc.)". 
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In sociolinguistics a variety, also called a lect, is a specific form of language or language 

cluster. This may include languages, dialects, accents, registers, styles or other sociolinguistic 

variation, as well as the standard variety itself. A language variety is “a general term for any 

distinctive form of a language or linguistic expression” (Nordquist, 2012).  

A variation, in this context, stands for different pronunciations of the same word within 

various regional or social varieties of English.  

 

Regional varieties of English 

Regional variety is a variation of a language based on where the speaker in question 

comes from. Thus, the following regional varieties of English can be distinguished: British– 

Estuary, Cockney, Northern, Geordie, Scouse, West Country, Midlands, Scottish, Irish, Welsh; 

American– NAE (North American English), Boston, West Coast, East Coast (New York), 

Midwest, South, African American, Canadian, Australian, South African, Caribbean, etc. These 

differ in a number of phonetic and phonological aspects, such as the position of articulators in 

pronunciation, resulting in a different realisation of phonemes, different intonation patterns, 

stress-placement, etc. For instance, while pot in standard British English is pronounced as 

[pǢt], native speakers of NAE pronounce it as [pɑ:t]. Similarly, address in standard British 

English has a late stress [ə'dres], in NAE the stress would be placed on the first syllable 

['ædres]. 

 

Social varieties of English 

Social variety is a variation of a language dependent on such diverse factors as gender, 

ethnicity, religion, age, and, very significantly, social class (Collins and Mees, 2003). It is quite 

commonly found that two or more variations of a great number of words are accepted(cf. 

Wells, 1990). Therefore, poor can be pronounced [pǤ:] or [pʊə], and bath as [ba:θ] or [bæθ]. 

Intrusive r is a phenomenon worth noting which, according to Crystal (1988), is the result of 

speakers of [non-rhotic] accents unconsciously extending a pattern already present in their 

accent – the use of linking r. Thus, while native speakers pronounce the [r] in “My car is blue”, 

a great number of those with a non-rhotic accent will also insert it in such sequences as “I saw 

[r] another one“. Another peculiarity is the lack of assimilation in such words as issue, sexual or 
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luxurious in speakers of higher class; hence, their pronunciation including [s] or [z] instead of [ʃ] 

or [ʒ] respectively. 

 

Research 

Teaching English pronunciation to Slovak speakers on a daily basis, I came to be interested 

in the level of their awareness regarding acceptable pronunciation variations of selected 

words. I carried out research into the learners’ experience with varieties of English (with 

regard to pronunciation). The procedure and outcomes are presented below. 

Research characteristics 

In order to find out whether Slovak students of English can differentiate between those 

variations correctly used in English and those that are commonly mispronounced by Slovak 

learners of English, the following research two-fold goal was set: 

 

1. To find out what percentage of the target group are aware of the correct pronunciation of 

selected English words. 

2. To find out which varieties of the selected English words are preferred by the target group. 

 

For the purposes of the research, a group of 67 respondents from a bilingual secondary 

comprehensive school in Prešov (Eastern Slovakia) was approached (aged 15-18). In order to 

maximise the objectivity of the research, those students who had spent 6 or more months 

continuously in an English-speaking country prior to the research were excluded from the 

testing. The target group were asked to listen to 20 English words. Each of them was 

pronounced twice – every time differently. The task was to decide whether both ways of 

pronunciation were acceptable or whether one of them was correct and one incorrect. When 

the task was completed, the respondents heard the same words again – pronounced in the 

same ways as before – and their task was to state which variety they found more natural. The 

words in question were pronounced by a native speaker of British English with great 

experience (14 years of teaching English as a foreign language to learners of various levels, 

ages and nationalities) and a highly developed skill to imitate the incorrect ways of 

pronunciation by Slovak learners as well as the correct ways of pronunciation by speakers of 

other varieties of English. 
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The words were ordered at random, correct/incorrect varieties alternating with 

regional/social varieties. Out of the 20 words that the respondents heard, 9 were pronounced 

correctly and incorrectly (in a “Slovak-like” manner) and 11 words were pronounced in two 

correct ways. Out of the latter group, 7 words were pronounced in two different regional 

varieties (standard British and standard American) and 4 of them in two different social 

varieties (standard versus substandard British English, or standard versus higher class British 

English). 

Table 1: The variations of the selected words as they were presented to the respondents 
 

 1st 
variation 

2nd 
variation 

 1st 
variation 

2nd 
variation 

voice ['vǤǺs] ['wǤǺs] amen [ɑ:'men] ['eǺmen] 
tissue ['tǺʃju:] ['tǺsju: ] thirty ['θǬ:tǺ] ['tǬ:tǺ] 
natural ['nætʃərəl] ['neǺtʃərəl] adjective ['ædȢəktǺv] [ə'dȢektǺʊ] 
address ['ædres] [ə'dres] answer ['ɑ:nswə] ['ɑ:nsə] 
occur ['Ǣkjʊə] [ə'kǬ: ] schedule ['skedȢju:l] ['ʃedȢju:l] 
sure ['ʃǤ: ] ['ʃʊə] research [rǺ'sǬ:rtʃ] ['ri:sǬ:rtʃ] 
school ['sku:l] ['sxu:l] have ['hæv] ['heʊ] 
vase ['vɑ:z] ['veǺz] event ['i:vənt] [Ǻ'vent] 
cigarette ['sǺgəret] [sǺgə'ret] herbal ['hǬ:bəl] ['Ǭ:rbəl] 
drawing ['drǤ:Ǻŋ] ['drǤ:rǺŋ] 

 

again [ə'gen] [ə'geǺn] 

 

The respondents’ responses were then evaluated and the results were calculated by 

means of a basic statistical method (percentage). 

 

Research results 

The answers of all respondents were collected and the words used were divided into 

three groups: 

� those in which one pronunciation was correct (standard British English) and one 

incorrect (Slovak-like pronunciation);  

� those in which both variations were correct – standard British and standard American 

English; 

� those in which both variations were acceptable – standard British and non-standard 

British. 
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The results achieved can be seen (in percentages) in the following tables – divided according 

to the above criteria. 

 

Acceptable variations versus Slovak-like variations 

Table 2: Respondents’ awareness of acceptable variations 

 
 

As can been seen in Table 2, barely half of the target group knew that voice is pronounced 

with [v] instead of [w]. Only 16% of the respondents were aware of the correct pronunciation 

of natural and even fewer (15%) in the case of the word occur. Almost all respondents knew 

school does not contain the consonant [x]. As many as 28% of respondents believed it was 

acceptable to pronounce thirty with [t] instead of [θ]; and the same number was not aware it 

is the first syllable in adjective which should be stressed. As many as 34% of the students 

approached thought it was acceptable or even more desirable to pronounce answer with [w]. 

Only 36% of the respondents knew that have should be pronounced with [v] at the end and 

even fewer (27%) stated the correct stress-placement in event. 

 

Geographical variations 

Table 3: Respondents’ awareness and perception of regional variations 

 
 

As shown in Table 3, as many as 40% of the respondents knew the stress can be placed on 

either the first or the second syllable in address; however, only 7% were aware that both [vɑ:z] 

and [veǺs] are acceptable. As many as 75% of the respondents were aware that cigarette can 

be stressed on the first as well as the third syllable. Only 12% of the respondents stated that it 
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is acceptable to pronounce schedule in two different ways; however, as many as 70% knew 

this about research. Only 10% of the target group stated herbal can be pronounced without 

the initial [h]. With regard to preferences, a majority of the target group preferred the British 

pronunciation of address, research and herbal and the American pronunciation of vase, 

cigarette, amen, and schedule. 

 

Social variations 

Table 4: Respondents’ perception and awareness of social variations 

 
 

As is obvious from Table 4, only 3% of the students were aware that higher-class native 

speakers pronounce tissue with [s] instead of [ʃ]. Nevertheless, as many as 51% of the target 

group were aware of the fact that sure can be pronounced as both [ʃǤ:] and [ʃʊə]. Only 12% of 

the respondents found the intrusive r in drawing acceptable. On the other hand, as many as 

33% of the students involved in the study believed again can be pronounced as [əgen] or 

[əgeǺn].With regard to preferences, a vast majority of the respondents preferred the standard 

variety in all words. 

 

Summary 

Only about 50% of the respondents were aware of the correct pronunciation in the 

selected words. The other half thought otherwise, as many as 25% believing the Slovak-like 

pronunciation was the correct variation and 25% thinking it did not make any difference 

whether they pronounce the selected words in one way or the other. Only 45% of the target 

group were aware of both geographical variations (standard British and standard American) 

with regard to the studied words. Only 24% of the respondents were aware of the existence of 

the studied social variations (standard and non-standard) in connection to the selected words. 
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Conclusion 

As can be seen from the above results, a considerable number of learners in question 

were neither aware of the existence of the given varieties, nor could they differentiate 

between acceptable and unacceptable pronunciations of selected words. In order to eliminate 

students’ pronunciation errors, teachers need to be aware of the mentioned issues and should 

practise them so that they are able to incorporate them unconsciously and, in this way, be a 

good model for their learners. Moreover, they need to listen for errors in their students and 

make them aware of the issues by showing them what they are doing wrong by imitating the 

incorrect pronunciation, show them what to do using correct pronunciation and train the 

students to recognize the issues and correct themselves; thus, train the students’ minds, eyes, 

ears and articulators. 

In agreement with the above, my aim at lessons of phonetics and phonology also 

conforms to Dalton and Seidlhofer’s (1994) idea that making learners notice certain aspects is 

as important to pronunciation as it is to grammar and vocabulary. Moreover, what, in my 

opinion, all teachers of English should bear in mind is the sheer variety of the language and, 

thus, be aware of which variations are acceptable and which would not be understood in 

communication. Consequently, they need to make sure their students are also aware of these 

aspects and that they incorporate them when using English.  
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