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PERCEPTUAL ANALYSIS OF L2 PHONIC COMPETENCE

The research is focused on the quality of English pronunciation of Slovak native speakers reflected in the score of perceptual evaluation
by English native speakers. The primary objective is to detect the improvement of English phonic competence after the metaphonetic input
focused on the contrastive analysis of the Slovak and English segmental systems.
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1. Introduction

From a percipient s point of view, the impression of “good”
or “bad” foreign language (L2) pronunciation is dependent on
many subsegmental, segmental, plurisegmental and suprasegmen-
tal phonic phenomena. Some studies [ 1] proved that many segmen-
tal sound substitutions significantly correlate with evaluating the
pronunciation as non-idiomatic (non-native). However, the substi-
tutions are not the only criterion. They are very easy to perceive,
but the percipient’s auditive impression represents a complex of
phenomena and factors.

Besides the significant inter-individual variability of non-natives’
phonic performance it is obvious that the majority of adult lear-
ners permanently speak L2 with a foreign accent without regard
to the competence of other language levels. The ultimate level of
a non-native speaker s pronunciation often reflects significant inter-
individual differences and intra-group tendencies. The primary
objective of the research in this field should be the detection and
verification of methods and techniques of L2 learning that help
learners achieve high standards of L2 pronunciation effectively.

2. Methodology

The primary objective of our research was to detect the quality
of the English phonic performance of adult Slovak speakers. The
research was carried out before and after the speakers had received
special metaphonetic input focused on the contrastive analysis of
the English and Slovak segmental systems. The experimental and
the control groups went through identical phonetic training focused
on the segmental subsystem of the English language. The infor-
mation the experimental group received during the training period
was based on the comparative analysis of English and Slovak
phonic systems [2]. On the other hand, the information provided
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to the control group included only the information about the
English phonic (segmental) system without the Slovak-English con-
trastive aspects.

The first recordings of the respondents’ spontaneous English
monologues were made before the experiment was carried out
(September). After 10 weeks of the theoretical input mentioned
above and phonetic training in both groups more recordings were
made (December). The audio-material was perceptually evaluated
by four English native speakers (informants) who used a 5-point
evaluation scale. The data obtained from the perceptual analysis
were then evaluated through the basic descriptive statistical methods
(mean, modus, median, standard deviation, variation coefficient).

We performed a longitudinal comparative quasi-experiment with
two groups - the experimental group (E) and the control group
(K). The intervention effect (metaphonetic input) was detected by
the comparison of the pre-test (E' - K') and the post-test (E* -
K?) data. We applied the covariation analysis in the experimental
plan and we measured the dependent variables before and after
the experimental intervention.

Respondents

We worked with the group of 80 Year 1 students (60 female,
20 male) who studied English Language and Literature at the
Faculty of Science, University of Zilina, Slovakia. The average age
of the respondents was 19, all of them were Slovak, their mother
tongue was Slovak and they all reported normal hearing disposi-
tions. Their average English lexical and grammatical competence
was at the B1 and B2 levels (CEFR)". Most of them started lear-
ning English at the first level of elementary school with a non-native
English teacher. Most of them have never stayed in an English-
speaking country for a long period (months/years). We randomized
the respondents into two quasi-homogeneous groups of 40 people
(30 female, 10 male).
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D CEFR - Common European Framework of Reference for Languages.
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Informants

Four British native speakers (from the southern part of England:
Brighton, London, Oxford)? made the perceptual analysis of the
respondents’ English pronunciation. Concerning the gender struc-
ture of the group of respondents® we chose three female and one
male informant to increase the compatibility of the experimental
comparison.

The informants perceptually evaluated the respondents’ pro-
nunciation in a five-point interval scale (5 - very good pronuncia-
tion, 1 - poor pronunciation). The informants worked individually
and were not informed about the evaluation of the other infor-
mants.

Material

The basic research material was the recording of the English
monologues of each of the 80 respondents (the average length of
3.8 minutes). The recording was done in similar conditions, first
in September (pre-test) and then, after ten weeks of specific meta-
phonetic input and phonetic training, in December (post-test). In
order to maintain similar lexis and style of the respondents’ utter-
ances we chose an autobiographical topic. We considered the spon-
taneous monologue speech as more natural than reading isolated
lexical units aloud. We tried to simulate a real language perfor-
mance in which the speaker concentrates more on the contents
than on the phonetic expression.

Intervention

In the experimental strategy we considered the equipment of
relevant faculties in Slovakia. We did not want to apply the research
in unrealistic laboratory conditions. The language departments fre-
quently use available English textbooks with supplementary audio-
materials. The lectures for the experimental group were focused on
the comparative analysis and practical presentation of the Slovak
and English segmental systems with the emphasis on the potential
phonic interference [2]. The lectures for the control group dealt
with the English segmental system without mentioning the com-
parative aspect.

At the seminars both groups went through identical phonetic
training focused on the segmental subsystem of the English lan-
guage. The course followed the syllabus of the General and Com-
parative Phonetics and Phonology at the Department of English
Language and Literature of the Faculty of Science, University of
Zilina. Several techniques were applied during the course - the
modification of the perceptual and articulatory base, the percep-
tion training, the articulation training in receptive and productive
exercises combining imitative and analytical (cognitive) types of
learning [3].
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Procedure

Pretest (September)

1. We randomized 80 respondents into two groups - the exper-
imental group and the control group, with respect to equal
gender representation.

2. We recorded the spontaneous English monologues of each
respondent using a condenser microphone.

3. The recordings were then evaluated by four English native
speakers in a 5-point scale.

Intervention (10 weeks)

4. The respondents were provided the standard phonetic train-
ing in the seminars of the General and Comparative Phonet-
ics and Phonology (50 minutes/once a week)™.

5. The contrastive (experimental group) and non-contrastive
(control group) metaphonetic input was provided in the lec-
tures of the course General and Comparative Phonetics and
Phonology (50 minutes/once a week).

Posttest (December)

6. After 10 weeks of phonetic training we recorded spontaneous
English monologues of each respondent in similar conditions
as those in the pre-test.

7. The recordings were then evaluated by the same English native
speakers in a 5-point scale.

8. We made the conclusions for the language system and the
didactic practice.

3. Discussion

We calculated an average evaluation mark for each respon-
dent and for the whole group based on the perceptual analysis of
the native speakers in the pre-test and in the post-test. The data are
statistically characterized by the parameters of position and vari-
ability (Table 1, Table 2).

Position parameters:

X - arithmetic average of the data (mean);

X - median (medium value, which divides the statistical set into
two equal parts);

% - modus (the most frequent value of the statistical set).

Variability parameters:

o, - standard deviation (absolute measure of variability);

V. - variation coefficient (relative measure of variability).

2) The British pronunciation standard, RP English, is taught at most of the Slovak universities in the given study programmes.
¥ Male and female voices have different formant features which must be considered in the analysis.
4 We used a textbook with CD for the phonetic training [4], specifically Units 2-9 focused on the English segmental subsystem. We also used

complementary material in both groups when needed [5, 6, 7].
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Results of perceptual analysis Tab. 3
E K difference %
pre-test 2.495 2.488 0.007 0.28
post-test 3.125 2913 0.212 6.78
difference 0.630 0.425 -
% 25.25 17.08 -

|E
oK

pre-test

post-test

Fig. 1 Results of perceptual analysis

Limiting values of perceptual analysis Tab. 4
pre-test post-test
E' K' E? K?
min 1.25 1.25 1.75 1.25
max 4.50 4.25 5.00 4.75
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Fig. 2 Frequency distribution of the values

As can be seen in Table 3 and Figure 1 the average evaluation
mark in the experimental group and in the control group was
similar in the pre-test (difference 0.28%). The average evaluation
mark of the experimental group in the post-test was higher than
the average evaluation mark of the control group (difference 6.78%).
While the improvement of the evaluation in the experimental
group (pre-test vs. post-test) was 25.25%, in the control group it
was lower (17.08%). The maximum and minimum pre-test values
in both groups were similar (Table 4), but the limiting post-test
values in the experimental group were higher than those in the
control group.
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The inter-individual variability of the evaluation shows relatively
low variance of the values in a given phase of the experiment. An
average pre-test and post-test variation coefficient in both groups
was V, = 22.5%.% The most frequent evaluation mark in the pre-
test was 2 and in the post-test it was 3 (Figure 2). Modus in both
groups in the pre-test was 2.25 and in the post-test 3.

4. Conclusions

We applied the synthesis of the theoretical analysis in the
experiment and we detected the causal relations of the parameters
by intentional manipulation of the independent variables and by
the statistical analysis of the variables. We applied the covariance
analysis in the experimental plan and we measured the dependent
variable before and after the experimental intervention. The absolute
randomization of the subjects was not possible in our experimen-
tal conditions so we applied the quasi-experimental method of the
availability. We tried to interpret the results by the arguments result-
ing from the experiment which could approve or disprove the alter-
native theories.

The reliability of the measurement is approved by the agree-
ment (measurement consistency) of the pre-test and post-test eva-
luation of an informant (test-retest reliability) with respect to the
expected interaction of the maturation (the improvement of the
respondents’ pronunciation in a longitudinal design). The consis-
tency of repeated measurements is approved by acceptable mean
values V..

Besides the pre-test sensibilization (respondents’ and infor-
mants’) the interaction of maturation - the increase of experience
- should be considered in the longitudinal type of experiment. In
this case the interaction of maturation is one semester of the
English language study which was partly eliminated by its homo-
geneous influence on all respondents.

The validity of measurements should be confirmed by the reli-
ability of conclusions based on the measurements. To provide the
internal validity we used statistical operations of the variance analy-
sis. We tried to increase the external validity of measurements (pos-
sibility to generalize the results beyond an experiment) by work in
fairly natural conditions - the common school environment and
the research material reflecting natural communication.

One of the primary objectives of our research was to compare
the effectiveness of the contrastive and non-contrastive metapho-
netic input in teaching English phonetics and phonology at the
university level in Slovakia. The abstract memory is intensively
developing and the intentional type of memory is getting more
effective with adult learners. The process of L2 pronunciation
learning thus should be based on the theoretical information on
the given activity. In case of adult learners the analytical (cogni-
tive) type of phonetic training is considered to be more effective

%) Variation coefficient higher than 50% indicates high heterogeneity of the statistical set [8].
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than the imitative type of training [3]. The awareness of diffe-
rences, similarities and potential pronunciation mistakes (or devi-
ations) resulting from the differences of the first and second
language systems can contribute to the L2 phonic performance of
an individual significantly.

Our research confirmed higher effectiveness of the contrastive
metaphonetic input reflected in an overall quality of English pro-
nunciation. Native speakers’ perceptual analysis is subjective but
the evaluation can be systematically interpreted and verified in an
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