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Abstract

Acquiring proper pronunciation is crucial to improving speaking as a skill. Re-
gardless of lexical and grammatical errors, students with understandable pronunci-
ation are still able to communicate efficiently. One of the problems for Macedonian
EFL students is their poor quality of English long vowels as the Macedonian language
contains only short vowels. Long vowels are not completely new to Macedonian na-
tive speakers since the plural of some verbs in Macedonian is formed with geminated
vowels - two short vowels of the same quality one next to the other (for example,
the verb ‘search’ in Macedonian is ‘pe6apysa‘in the singular and ‘mpe6apyBAAT in
the plural form). Even so, students seem to be mostly unaware of them. Therefore,
such mispronunciation leads to miscommunication. This paper presents an overview
of a set of exercises, mainly focused on improving two long English vowels /i:/ and
/u:/,which according to the author’s research were shown to be one of the problematic
areas in English pronunciation among Macedonian students. These exercises were
presented to two groups of students majoring in English Philology and Tourism and
Business Logistics at Gotse Delchev University of Shtip, Macedonia.

Keywords: EFL, English vowels, proper pronunciation, speaking skills

Introduction

Speaking as a skill is an inevitable segment in Second Language Acquisition,
accompanied with the other three language skills, listening, reading and writing. It is
well known that listening and reading are “passive” i.e. receptive skills, considering
the fact that the learner does not necessarily need to produce language, which is op-
posite to speaking and writing which are regarded as “active” i.e. productive skills.
Pronunciation is one of the speaking sub-skills in SLA is not just about listening and
repeating, as it includes grammar and vocabulary as well as speaking and listen-
ing skills'. According to (Goh and Burns 2012: 54 - 66) Second language speaking
competence includes core speaking skills, which as a sub-skill entails production of
pronunciation, performing speech functions (requests, offers etc.), interaction man-
agement, discourse organisation of extended spoken texts.

Acquiring proper pronunciation is crucial in improvement of the speaking as a
skill. Regardless of the lexical and grammatical errors students with understandable
pronunciation are yet able to communicate efficiently. One of the problems for Mac-
edonian EFL students is their poor quality of English long vowels as the Macedonian
language contains only short vowels, even though that English as a foreign language

! https://www.britishcouncil.org/voices-magazine/teaching-pronunciation-more-just-listen-and-repeat
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is widely learned and taught in Macedonia for more than 50 years now. There are
several factors that influence the pronunciation of EFL Macedonian learners. First
and the most noticeable are their use and production of sounds that are specific to
their native language and fully different in English. For example long vowels do
not appear in Macedonian language, but still, two identical vowels appear such as
within a verb or in formation of plural of particular nouns. Hence, long vowels are
not completely new to Macedonian native speakers since the plural of some verbs in
Macedonian is formed with geminated vowels - two short vowels of the same quality
one next to the other (for example, the verb ‘search’ in Macedonian is ‘mpebapysa‘in
the singular and ‘mpe6apyBAAT‘in the plural form). Even so, students seem to be
mostly unaware of them.

Methodology

According to results of a previously conducted research as part of the author’s
PhD dissertation, the long English vowels /i: / and /u: /were shown to be one of
the problematic areas in English pronunciation, reported among two groups of Mac-
edonian tertiary level students, majoring in different fields. Therefore, in order to
overcome such insufficiency, a set of exercises were presented and applied to two
target groups of students (in equal manner), one group majoring in English Philology
and the other in Tourism and Business Logistics, both at Gotse Delchev University
of Shtip, Macedonia.The set of exercises was organized within the timeframe of 4
weeks i.e. in four separate sessions which were additionally scheduled apart from
the usual workload according to the student’s obligatory lessons& practical classes.

Target groups

The target groups that participated in conducting of the practical work, whose
aim was overcoming the pronunciation insufficiencies, were students from two dif-
ferent faculties. The first group was consisted of 119 first-year students, majoring in
English Philology, enrolled in the second semester, with acquired B1 level of Eng-
lish, successfully completed the first semester and passed the one-semester exam
of a mandatory course - English Phonetics. The second groups were consisted of
119 second-year students, majoring in Tourism and Business Logistics, enrolled in
the fourth semester, with acquired B1 level of English, successfully completed three
semesters and passed English language courses 1 and 2, mandatory courses from the
first and the second semester.

The teaching method
The practical work was consisted of four main sets of exercises, presented as
four stages. The set of main tasks was organized in the following order: Introduction
and pronunciation of problematic vowel, exercising with minimal pairs, practicing
tongue twisters and reading texts segments aloud, whereas the aims are:
— to pay special attention to the pronunciation of the long and short [i:] and [u:]
vowels;
—  to increase student’s awareness of the correct manner of pronunciation
— to provide opportunity for practicing pronunciation of these sounds through
various types of activities and exercises.
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Stage one

The first set of exercises aimed for introduction and pronunciation instruction
of the long and short versions of “u” and “i” entails three tasks with duration of 30
minutes, with and materials used from internet resources. In the first task from the
first set, the instructor introduces the vocal organs through a picture with an explana-
tion of the pronunciation of the particular sounds [u:]”& [i:]. Students then watch an
instructional video of how certain phonemes are pronounced. Within the second task,
the instructor introduces the students with the sounds again by presenting a picture
illustrating the movement and position of the vocal organs within the act of pronun-
ciation. The instructor also shows and explains the position of the articulator- the
tongue, during the pronunciation of the vowels [u:] and [i:]. In the third task, students
are required to provide an example words that contain [u:] and [i:].

The materials used for this set of exercises are:

—  Videos for Long U sound. How to teach reading with phonics https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=J] sleBCtailEnglish Pronunciation of Long E souns-EE

/i:/ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VrywqxrFsXI
— The activities used were taken from the books by Kelly (How to Teach

Pronunciation) and Kenworthy (7eaching English Pronunciation)

The main purpose of the first activity is to provide the students with the oppor-
tunity to practice and improve the problematic areas and use and practice them as iso-
lated sounds consequently gaining control over the sounds they produce. Due to the
fact that the activities were considered as playful and fun, the students were actively
involved from the very beginning. Even more, these activities helped them overcome
the initial fear of mispronunciation. Subsequently, after the introductory part of the
activities, the students seemed calmer and more aware about pronunciation.

Stage two

The second set of exercises- minimal pairs for the long and short i’ and ‘u’ vow-
els includes exercises containing 4 tasks with duration of 45 minutes .The materials
used for this set of exercises is from the text book by Ann Baker, Ship or Sheep?An
Itermediate Pronunciation Course. The first material comprises information solely
on the minimal pairs for short * I’ and ‘v’ according the International Phonetic Alpha-
bet by Alfred Charles Gimson, i.e. /I/ &/ »/. The second material provides exercises
of words containing the long IPA variants of the aforementioned vowels i.e. /i:/ and
/u:/ according to A. C. Gimson. The handouts with the minimal pairs (as a first task
of the set) are distributed to the students first and they are required to read it on their
own. In the second task the group participants repeat the word examples together and
at the end they repeat the examples separated in pairs. For the third task the students
receive additional material containing simple sentences with words which they have
already been exercising with beforehand. First the participants listen to the sentence
recordings and then the students are expected to repeat those sentences on their own.
As for the last portion of the third task, one of the students who voluntarily decides to
speak out, reads the sentence and the rest of the group is guessing which word is pro-
nounced i.e. whether it contains [u:] or [i:]. In the fourth task the participants are giv-
en handouts with simple sentences containing the words they have already practiced
with. First, the participant listen the sentence recordings and then the participants are
required to practice with the sentence independently.
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The materials used for this set of exercises are:
—  http://www.lemoda.net/english/minpairs/
— Copies and CD materials: Baker, Ann. Ship or Sheep?An Itermediate

Pronunciation Course. Third Edition. Cabridge University Press. page 3-10
— Dialogue 1.Unit 1 page 4 -Baker, Ann. Ship or Sheep?An Itermediate

Pronunciation Course. Third Edition. Cabridge University Press.

— Dialogue: Unit 14 page 41 - Baker, Ann. Ship or Sheep?An Itermediate

Pronunciation Course. Third Edition. Cabridge University Press.

The ‘minimal pairs’ sequences are used to raise the students’ awareness of the
pronunciation and discrimination of the problematic sounds. During the second
stage, the students were reviewing materials on the actual vowels in order to estab-
lish correct pronunciation and focus on it. The third stage was to realize the difference
the vowels similarities, which easily may become a base for mispronunciation.The
students did not indicate any burden caused during the exercise stages. Those activ-
ities were aimed to provide the students practice as much as possible and help them
improve their pronunciation as well as to show them the significance of intelligibility
and comprehension in communication, whereas incorrect pronunciation can easily
lead to misunderstanding between interlocutors.

Stage Three

The third set of exercises- the tongue twisters with long and short [I] and [o]
sounds contain exercises with duration of 45 minutes, organized in three separate
tasks. As for the materials, the author used internet resources i.e. two websites and
a detailed explanation of the tasks. Firstly, the instructor gives the handouts which
are individually reviewed while a listening material (recordings) is reproduced. In
the second task the participants attentively listen to the instructor reading example
words. Afterwards, the students are asked to read out aloud individually. As for the
third task, the students, separated in pairs, are requested to read the tongue twisters
aloud.

Materials used for the set with tongue twisters are:
—  http://cylareashea.blogspot.com/2010/09/short-u-and-long-u.html
—  http://thesmallguidesite.com/tonguetwister/tonguetwister longi.html

The ‘ tongue twisters’ set focus on the correct pronunciation and help the partic-
ipant improve their speaking skills. The second stage provides the students the oppor-
tunity to carefully listen to the sentenced over and over again, so they could correct
the incorrect utterances. As for the third stage, the students had to focus on the impec-
cable pronunciation due to the fact that the examples contain not only vowels that are
the subject aimed for improvement, but their similar variations as well. By practicing
the tongue twisters the aim to help students realized the importance of the correct pro-
nunciation especially for the correct transfer of the meaning of what is said, has been
achieved. The tongue twisters which turned out to be the most entertaining exercises
positively influence on the correct pronunciation in a pleasant manner.

Stage Four

The fourth set of exercises- reading aloud using long or short variant of ‘u’ and
‘I’, were organized for duration of 45 minutes, divided into three separate tasks. As
for the materials, the instructor used Internet resources, such as texts and lists with
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words containing the actual vowels, along with a detailed explanation of the tasks.
In the first one, the instructor prepares the texts and reads them aloud only once. In
the second task, the words from the lists are written on the board, whereas the stu-
dents read and repeat together. Further on, the students are given a full text, i.e. two
texts, which they read and repeat them as pair work. In the third task each student,
voluntarily or chosen randomly, reads the text and gets a comment by the instructor
regarding the errors he made. This is the final task from the fourth set of exercises
aimed for practice and improvement of the problematic vowels (‘i” &’u’) and their
long/ short variants.

Materials used for the ‘ reading aloud’ set of exercises are:
— Dialogues and texts used for this set of exercises (reading aloud) are:
—  http://www.eslgold.com/pronunciation/u_versus_o00.html
—  Story 1: http://www.funfonix.com/book4/story.jpg

The exercise with ‘reading aloud’ is quite complex and therefore it was included
as the very last of the four stages. Reading text provided the students the opportu-
nity to work on their pronunciation as a whole, because the texts contain not only
the problematic but also other vowels, similar to the problematic. At this stage it is
extremely important to provide the students appropriate and constructive response
and assessment of their work, because as stated before, students are not able to assess
their own pronunciation. The inability to evaluate one’s own pronunciation can lead
to erroneous assumptions about the success not only in performing a task but the
success in general. Using texts and dialogues as reading materials diverts the students
from repetitions and exercising as their task is to pay attention in the meaning of the
texts and the dialogues.

Results
After the conducted practical work with both groups of students the following
results were gained:

— The anticipated sets of exercises upon each stage which were conducted to both
groups were performed parallelly and at an accurately determined period of time
and without any evident burden throughout the period of their duration.

—  Both groups of participants have shown a significant level of improvement not
only regarding the problematic areas but regarding their overall pronunciation.
Apart from the correct pronunciation, the additional practice has helped the
students in gaining more confidence and ease when leading a conversation in
English.

—  The pronunciation level for both groups of students, regarding the problematic
areas (long and short variants of ‘i’ and ‘u’) has been inproved such as
approximately in 15% for the group majoring in English Philology and
approximately in 50% for the students majoring in Tourism and Business
Logistics.

Conclusion

The practical work for Introduction and pronunciation of problematic vowel,
exercising with minimal pairs, practicing tongue twisters and reading texts segments
aloud, was conducted cooperatively and was oriented towards achieving progress
which was noticeable in both groups, resulting with high degree of responsibility
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in context of the learning process organized outside of the compulsory workload.
Improvement of the existing errors in pronunciation and the speaking skill in general
has shown to be feasible and achieved by engaging additional time and effort within
the semester workload. According to further statistical findings, the pronunciation
insufficiencies can be overcome by 10-15% to students of English Philology and by
about 50% to students at the Faculty of Tourism and Business Logistics.
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