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"English pronunciation is so difficult ", this is a familiar statement, English teachers often
hear from their students in Irag. Whenever, a teacher makes a pronunciation test to his
students or examine the speaking skills of them, he encounters with their inability to
pronounce correctly in general and certain sounds in particular. From my own observation
and work experience it is obvious that Iraq students of English whose language background is
Iraqi Spoken Arabic, have problems with the pronunciation of certain English consonant
sound contrasts such as /b, p/, and /f, v/. However, this case is familiar almost in all English
classes of Iraqi learners studying English as a second language. The present study is an
attempt to tap this problem so as to find solution to help students overcome it. In accordance
with this line. the research study aims at identifying the problematic areas in this respect.
exploring the principal phenomena underlying them under the umbrella of optimality theory
and suggesting some remedies for assisting students overcoming this challenging. The results
show that subjects performed differently regarding each sound in each environment.
Nevertheless, they do have difficulty in pronouncing /p, v/ which effect on their ability to read
correctly and then communicate effectively. In brief and after analyzing the data, it is found
that the reasons behind these pronunciation difficulties are many factors such as interference,
the differences in the sound system in both languages, inconsistency of English sounds and
spelling which all work against improving the competence of Iraqi Students of English in
pronunciation. Accordingly, the researcher has put forward a number of recommendations,
like, for example constructing educational program concentrating on learning these sounds.
Key words: optimality theory, second language acquisition, markedness hypothesis, error
analysis/ bilabial sounds, labiodental sounds, etc.
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o o COET to make u§e of courses and other instfuctiggﬁé‘:grolzlslttgsago't SuhEprisingly - ﬁn'd
__schers or a0y other sources. Ne.edless to say, that pronunciation dire:cililn : Sl e f.rom o
in] earning En gih‘s}? art.lculatlon where improving English is one of ?di: El?'y ar‘: ml_POI'tant
10 cher and learnet ff{““‘]”E“S“, seek to (Jahan, 2011). As Hinofotis and Bailey (g?li . ik
wroblems qnd d“f I "fs m percepjuo.n and production of a second language hinder
- mmunicative efficiency". Therefqre, it is hypothesized that Iraqi Arabic learnfr‘; egx erience
sefculty 0 pr.oduchon and perception of the sounds /p/ and /v/ in all positions (i, e ?nitiall

& galty and finally). i 2

The We

, akn?gg in Engllsgi ll;as long been a matter of discussion almost in all learning settings
4Ong Jragi educators. Su sequently, the researcher believes that the first step in dealing the

eakness of ST’UdemS c;nE]ealrplII:gOEnghSh s to ide':ntify the errors made by these learners when
ving 10 speak or read Chglisa. e of thf% principal goals of this study is to acquaint with the
?,munc;atmn errors committed by Iraqi ESL learners in order to identify the source or
sources O

¢ difficulty concerning the acquisition of the bilabial voiceless sound /p/ and the
shiodental voiced sound /v/ .Of English by the Iraqi learners. Moreover, the present study
giempts 10 answer the following three questions:

Are the bilabial voiceless stop /p/ and the labiodental voiced fricative /v/ create a

_oblematic area in pronunciation and communicative competency of Iragi learners?
5 What are the influences of the L1 (Arabic) o

n articulation errors committed by the English
anguage learners of Iraqi students?
3. Have the hypotheses of markedness within optimality theory played a crucial role in
identifying {llustrating the facts about the pronunciation of /p,v/ by Iraqi learners. ;
2-Optimality Theory :

Afier Jong years of dominance of the generative theories, new lines of investigations to the

emerging iSSU€s and phenomena in linguistics become necessary. The optimality theory (0:1")
emerges as "2 framework in theoretical linguistics. It is a theory of generative linguistics
stingul in the nineties of the last centuries". Alan Prince and Paul Smo}ensky prc;&;:ie(‘l‘
#eir prolific paper, simply entitled "optimality" in 1991, followed by then: famous book
Opin;thr?ty Theory: Constraint Interaction in Generative Gra:c“m 1993 Its first and
grestest contribution is in phonology. Optimal I




2 lower-ranked constraint in determining the ultimate shape oI the outpul (DUCASIE, Sl

Levelt, 2003: 2).

3-Markedness ; vt
[he principle of markedness is one of the remarkable concepts recently distinguished within

the framework of optimality theory, but its roots trace back to "Prague School of Linguistics” |
Fekman.1977: 318). Within the context of optimality theory, markedness is "encoded in the |
form of universal constraints that favor less marked structures. These constraints are assumed
sresent in the grammars of all languages, but may be rendered inactive by more highly ranked
constraints” (Prince and Smolensky 2004). Eckman (1977: 325) exemplifies markedness as:

" The idea behind this concept was that binary oppositions between certain linguistic
representations (e.g. voiced and voiceless obstruents, nasalized and oral vowels, open and
closed syllables) were not taken to be simply polar opposites. Rather, one member of the
opposition was assumed to be privileged in that it had a wider distribution, both within a
given language and across languages. Imposing a markedness value on this opposition was
one way of characterizing this special status: the member of the opposition that was more
widely distributed than the other was designated as unmarked, indicating that it was, in some
definable way. simpler, more basic and more natural than the other member of the opposition.

which was in turn defined as the marked member".

4-Second Language Acquisition According to (OP)

Optimality Theory makes two particular strong points for investigations related with
Janguage acquisition. One point has just been mentioned previously in the preceding section,
s the fact that optimality theory has incorporated notions such as “markedness” and “output
constraint” which have already played a crucial role in studies on child acquisition of the

phonology of a language. The other significant aspect of optimality theory concerning studies

on acquisition rests in the way it encourages the hypothesis and models associated with this

substantial question in research acquisition. Where it is likely to formulate specific hypotheses

and to exam them (Boersma, and Levelt, 2003: 3).
Two approaches to universality in second or foreign language acquisition are presently in
existence. "One stemming from the topological universals" (Greenberg, 1976). Whereas, the
other emerges from Chomskan traditions. Both of each of these models are associated with
the concept of markedness. Markedness is distinguished differently from distinct vi i
According to theories of language learning currently in work, markedness 18
of subset principles". These two approaches correspond in a number of ;
for L1 and L2 acquisition, despite their upcoming from distinct standpc
number of investigations concerning the acquisition of the sound s /
“how L1 can be influential in shaping learners' sound confi

2008:34).
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" munal sounds are considered ag marked"

conm .
4 ;;rnﬁrs acquire an unmarked sound like un Eckman cAPECls iy e SeoDp e
hich are considered marked" (ibid.). aspirated stops easier than the aspirated stops

- stances Of this sort of proofs about the m : .
}J by Benson (1988)¢ in which Bensr acrgedness differential hypothesis comes from a

sieY mese speakers on "a number of onsef ;lril(;lcts a research about the performance of
,'_,l,,duccd by using & reading ok coda clusters in English". The data are

i1 : which th : ]
V&;me“ are in accordance with the expectationseof?ltlltlgeﬁi)ll-)lmduced Bl
+. The Natu ralness Differential Hypothesis (NDH) :

[he areas of complexity that a language learner will under
. undation of "a systematic comparison of the
.. target language and the set of universal
f-n:,tl»_im} W’”fc:‘\cs :;f 1Thhe native language which are inhibited in the target language will be
4ifficult to suppress. 1hose natural processes of the target language which are either inhibited

_ 1atent in the native language will not be difficult to activate. Those natural processes which

. latent in the native language and su i : .
f;:fﬂanguage phonolog_y" @ite dgin SChmig,p%S;;;d;;g;he target language will appear in the
This gives the impression that the most difficult step in language acquisition is the first one,
since learners c?ncm.mter a great deal of difficulty in suppressing the natural phonological
ArOCesses inhibited in their nat}ve language. A good example is that, "the Spanish phoneme
system lacks .the alveolar .a.ffrlcate /ts/ of Italian words like emigrazione Emigration' and
iiziato (‘begin’, past participle)< so that Spanish learners replace this segment with the
homorganic fricative /s/". For the same reason, Spanish learners have a tendency to construe
“the Jtalian geminates of freddo 'cold' and donna 'woman' as single short consonants, since
long consonants, which are universally dis-preferred, do not occur in the phonological system
of their native language" (cited in Schmid, 1997: 339).
Error Analysis and Types of Errors
Afier the heavy criticisms on the contrastive analysis approach in 1970s, there appeared the
weed for new approach to deal with the various errors committed by L2 learners. Error
analysis is "an applied linguistics approach used to identify areas of great dif{iculty for second
language learners by applying a system of formal distinction to differentiate between the
leamner's first language (L1) and target language §L2) " (Corder, 1967; Dulay, 71982). The
sioneers of Error Analysis (EA) were Corder and his colleagues who founded the b_ases;“of this
method in distinguishing errors. It was an alternative techn}que to v{hat Wasprcwously
© explore learners errors namely, contrastive analysis, Wthh fa11=s,m expecting \ze :L
emors committed by 12 learners (Corder, 1974, 15’1)‘ El}1~s‘(199; L
(1996:135-141) give practical advice and provided clea | i
malyze learners’ errors. Thi

dergo can also be anticipated on the
phonolog}cal systems of the native language,
phonological processes", such that: " Those
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Corder (1974) further states that errors fall into two categories. The first one is mistakes.

“Mistakes are infrequent and non-systematic occurrences that may occur in the native

language of a speaker". Errors are the second set. "They are systematic occurrences in the use
of the L2 as compared to the correct use of the native language" (Bayraktaroglu, 1985).

Difficulties of English Acquisition. , : ;
As predicted non-native speakers of English would meet never-ending difficulties on their

way to acquire a second language given that the differences between Janguages can be
resulted in difficulties in acquiring a second language. A clear picture of such discrepancies
would appear when cross-language comparison is made. English is so different from Arabic
on the phonological level, for example, when comparing English to Arabic, many differences
can be seen in the phonemic inventory, features of sounds, sound phonotactic, distribution and
configuration of phonemes, patterns of syllable structure, stress pattern, rhythm in addition to
intonaton.

Another difficulty confronted by learners of English¢ namely, L1 interference. Mukattash
(1981) states that L1 interference played a more significant role on "the phonological and the
lexical levels than the syntactic and morphological levels". Furthermore, (Parker & Riley,
2009) state that "Common pronunciation variations facing Arabic speakers learning English
are due to a language transfer from their native language".

Furthermore, the differences in the phonological inventories between the native language and
{he target language have influential effects in acquiring second language. Many studies
demonstrate that languages differ in their realization of the stop voicing contrast, among them
(Flege 1991; Sancier and Fowler 1997; Fowler et al. 2008). Subsequently, when "the L1 and
1.2 differ in phonetic realizations of voicing contrasts, L2 stops tend to show “compromise”
voicing values intermediate between the L1 and the L2 stops.” (Flege, 1995).

Bilabial Sounds in Arabic and English

Bilabial consonants in the Arabic language include the nasal bilabial voiced /m/ as in:
/madresea/ (school)¢ /jum/ (day) and the oral bilabial voiced stop /b/. Howeyver, all bilabials
are articulated with the upper and lower lips being in touch with each other. Thus, it is evidant
that there is only one bilabial stop in Arabic which is also called plosive, namely the bilabial
voiced stop /b/ as in: /bab/ (door)¢ /bareed/ (post)¢ /ibreh/ (needle)< /qalb/ (heart). In English
bilabial stops are /b, p/ as in /buk, plei, kab, lap/ which can be either voiced or va
Nevertheless, such contrast is not available in Arabic concerning the voicing
quick glance at both languages bilabial oral systems, it can be seen that th
that the Arabic language lack the voiceless bilabial stop /p/. As New

Semitic sisters such as Hebrew, Aramaic, A

il
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: y olten make
- ‘ng these sounds. They substitute the sound oIS gitien pronouncing words
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;rﬁ?"’;o jental voiceless fricative /f/ instead of it, since the(yegéevg?;nnll’ vanish, etc.) with
.v}") a L 1 lcu t' 5 }
L former- i 1€S 1n pronouncing
i.ﬂthodg and Participants
|

b sarticipants in l]]is stuc.ly are (100) students
mnmt‘”” college of education, Baghdad university/
d

evenin e :
P16 who completed a complete year in studyin & studies in the academic year

1t yart1C1p : . .
20 ‘[mu'm(m or articulation of English consonants
ar01 g 1

: rument and procedure
L

" e are tWo parts in the res.earch instrument, a word list and

'm:; of the instrument contain a group of target words, whicﬁ 1;;1:1 ]s)eelregtfe(sie?éegfii; E:c:ﬁ
P eted soun d( /P{' /b/, /f/ gnd /Iv/). The squnds are placed into words in an initial position, an
. ermediate position and in the ﬁnal. position. The word list includes 30 targeted words,for
i sound t0 bF written and transcribed (knowing their recognition ability) when they are
neard from the instructor. The reading sentences are the second part of instrument (knowing
heir production ability)¢« the sjcudents have to read them carefully but spontaneously (see the
ﬂppcndix). However, t}}e reading and recording tasks are completed in a quiet classroom in
ieir department by using the recording applications in a smart device type Samsung note
three. }

Results and conclusions :
i« far as the recognition of these phonemes is concerned, Iragi learners of English perform
wadlv in their transcription of the set of words containing /p, v/. More precisely, they do not
diﬁércntiate most of the times between /p, b/ and between /£, v/. However, the production for
e phoneme /p/ concerning the list of sentences in the present study exhibits an interesting
“nirast between its correct productions in each environment. Where the results of this study
ndicate that the respondents performe differently regarding each sound in each environment.
Afier counting all the correct instances of the studied sounds, it 'is;'evi;dént that most
pericipants faced pronunciation difficulties with the prom ciation of /p, v/ soun se
sounds are in the order of difficulty as follows: the vo1cel¢tss bilabial stop /p/ a

pronunciation.
Regarding the errors comn

BT T rrntrrirren
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difficulty of acquisition of these sounds in the second language. As Bayraktaroglu (1985)

advocates that CAH could predict the sounds that may be difficult for learners but at the same

time it fails to predict the outcome of those sounds. The data correspondingly show that there
is an over-all consent on the difficulty of production and perception of the phonemes /p/ and

Vi,

As for Eckman™s (1977) Markedness Differential Hypothesis (MDH)¢ his phonological

hypothesis proposes that the more common phonetic features among the languages of the

world. the less difficult those features are to be acquired, but less common features would be

more difficult to acquire. This means a more marked sound is more difficult to learn than a
|eee marked sound. In this study, fricatives are more marked than stops. The last hypothesis is
the natural differential hypothesis (NDH) " Those natural processes of the native language
which are inhibited in the target language will be difficult to suppress" where the findings
provide evidence that the designated sounds do pose some difficulty to the participant,
regardless of the environment or position.

An interesting phenomenon demonstrates here in the performance of the students which
needs an empirical study, they even sometimes replace the phoneme /p/ by the phoneme /b/ or
the phoneme /f/ by /v/. They may think that doing this, could make them appear or perform
pood English speakers. Alternatively, they may believe that this is a more prestigious and
correct way to speak English.

The three research questions are verified and satisfied by the afore-mentioned results and
conclusions. In consequence, it is essential for language teachers and learners to plan and
provide educational programs focusing on these problematic areas that learners suffer from
and represent a challenge for them in order for second language learners to construct their
competence of English properly. Furthermore, teachers also need concentrated courses to
develop their proficiency in English so that to be able and competent enough for teaching

English pronunciation. :
The Appendix
List of words
/p/ /b/
i pig big
2 pie buy
3. pay : bay
4. pair bear
E bl
I -
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A - Sentences with /p,b/
[he big puppy barks.
['he girl was happy.
Ride the bicycle to the top.
4. Bob could stop at the library.
5. We bought the purple pie.
6- The baseball player got hurt.
7. The border patrol was given the best officer award.
§- Pollution is caused by heavy explosion.
The painting that was stolen was a precious art piece.
10)- The lapse of time caused him to bite his lips.
B — Sentences with /f, v /
|- Even though the story was fiction, the children were afraid
- He fixed five damages in the car. '
. Thcy believe in that they were victorious.
4- The vase is very important.
- Its flavor is fantastic.
6- They have got four children.
- She said it was very helpful.
8- The government is increasing the prices of fuel.
9- Scientists found many proofs in their experiments.
10-  Their beliefs are concerned with violence.
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