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Most Common Pronunciation Problems of Czech Speakers of English

1) Why do native and non-native speakers sound different? Can we/do we need to achieve
native-like pronunciation? What does it mean “correct pronunciation’? What does a
"pronunciation mistake” mean? Pronunciation standards.

2) Perception/production; phonological sieve; redundancy

3) Occasional errors/systematic mistakes; lack of knowledge / faulty articulation;
prepared/unprepared speech. '

4) Articulation basis; different sets of phonemes

5) Segmental/Suprasegmental variables

Segmental: pronunciation of the basic segments of speech (phonemes/allophones)
Suprasegmental: stress, gradation (weak forms), elision, rthythm, linking, assimilation,
intonation

Segmental phonetics

Differences in phonemic systems

Sounds that do not exist in Czech

Consonants

[B] think, athlete, cloth

0] this, without, with

- replacing the sounds with similar Czech ones f, s for 0
d, dz for &

- wrong pronunciation (interdental)
- confusing @ and
- in rapid sequences confusing 0 or ¢ with s: this is sad *[010 10 Oaed]

Sounds functioning differently in Czech and in English
[n] anchor, swimming

- in Czech only before [k], [g]; in English also final or prevocalic - difficult to pronounce.
Consequently, the difference between e.g. ran and rang may get lost: [ren]

- final spelled G is, incorrectly, pronounced: ring *|rng, rink]

- on the other hand, spelled G that should be pronounced gets lost: finger *[fina]
fw] well

- confusing v and w: very well *[veri vel, weri vel, werl wel]

[r] rock, very, park, door

- in RP only in prevocalic positions; Czech speakers pronounce it also in final and
* preconsonantal positions: *|pairk, dor)

- in fact spelled R only lengthens the preceding vowel

- inappropriately dark colouring of the preceding vowel: girl, bird
[h] heart

- in English a voiceless sound, especially in initial positions

- mute in some words: keir, hour, etc.



Similarly, some other consonantal graphemes become mute:

b in tautosyllabic mb: bomb, lamb x combine

b in tautosyllabic bt: doubt, debt x obtain

d: Wednesday

k, g in initial k»n, gn: knock, knee, gnaw, gnome

w: answer

w in initial wr: wrong

p in initial ps: psychology

n in tautosyllabic mn: damn x gymnastic

I sometimes lengthens the preceding vowel: caim, talk x bulb

[bﬂ d’ g’ V’ 69 Z’ 35 d3}

- in Czech final consonants become voiceless; in English they preserve their voicing, but,
more importantly, lengthen the preceding vowel; their pronunciation is not fully realized

- Czech speakers either pronounce the voiceless counterpart or, in an effort to emphasise the
voicing, incorrectly add [2]: buzz [bas, baza] which corresponds to:  bus, buzzer

[b,d,g] x [p,t.k] in initial position are virtually voiceless

- the difference is in aspiration, not so much in voicing. Syllable-initial [p,t,k] are aspirated,
while [b,d,g] are not:
bit pit  [bit p'rt]
dip tip  [dip t"ip]
gap cap  [g=p k"zp]

- Czechs pronounce initial [b,d,g] as excessively voiced, while omitting or exaggerating the
aspiration of [p,t,k]. Aspiration does not mean pronouncing an additional [h]; it is a friction
noise created by rapidly escaping air.

- aspiration does not take place after [s]:
cool x school [kPu:d] [skw:l] *[skPul]
top X stop [t"op] [stop] *[st"pp]
car X scar - [kPar] [ska:] *[sk"ai]

[r, 1, j, w] although normaly voiced lose voicing after [p,t,k], but not after [sp, st, sk]; Czech

speakers are often not sensitive to this, see assimilation.

ray pray spray [ret] {prei] [sprei]

lay play splay [lei] [pler] [spler]

Vowels

Constant vowel quality / variable quantity (length)

“short” ’long”
[1] - (1]

[e] N
JA] [a:]
[0] [o:]
[u] [u:]
[a]

[]

- Czech speakers do not discriminate the quality of vowels:
He’s in bed x It’s bad [hiz m *baed 1ts *bed)]



peel x pill [*prl pil]
- short” vowels are only shorter than ”long” ones in comparable contexts, all vowels and
diphthongs become shorter before a voiceless consonant and longer before a voiced
one;
(1] in bit is shorter than [i:} in beaf but there is little, if any, difference in length between
[1] in bid and [i:] in beat; it is the quality that is different
- in order to simplify we might consider three different vowel lengths:
- ”short” vowel + voiceless consonant: bit
- ”short” vowel + voiced consonant: or “long” vowel + voiceless consonant: bid, beat
- "long” vowel + voiced consonant: bead

Diphthongs
They undergo the same variation in length as simple vowels before voiced and voiceless
consonants.

closing centring
[ar] [au] f1o]
[er]  [ou] [e2]
[o1] fua]

- although the second element of the diphthong is weaker and shorter than the first, Czech
speakers exaggerate it. In closing diphthongs it is usually enough just to close the mouth:
how, high, boy, etc. Czechs often pronounce [haw] *[hayj, boj].

- [ou] tends to be pronounced rather like *[ou]: go, no, efc.

"Triphthongs™

[avo, ad] hour, fire _

- the central element is very weak and must not be pronounced as a consonant.
fire *fajo, fajr]

Suprasegmental phonetics

Pronunciation of difficult” words

Although there are pronunciation rules in English, their application is difficult and there are
many exceptions. It is therefore hard to predict how exactly a new, so far unknown word, will
be pronounced if we only know its spelling. Analogy may fail even with fairly advanced non-
native speakers. This is especially true about proper nouns. The only possibility usually 1s to
check the pronunciation in a pronunciation dictionary. Sometimes you may find alternative
pronunciations.

Examples of phoneme-grapheme correspondence:

Ju:] food, prove, rule, group, shoe, true, juice, chew, manoeuvre, neutral, beautiful, view,
queue
A: [«] far, [®] bad, [ei] name, [co] care, [v] what, [3:] all, [e] many, 3] about, [1] image



Stress

Stress placement in English does not just mean emphasizing a particular syllable, but also
significant changes in the pronunciation of the syllable in question and eventually the word as
a whole. Vowels are pronounced differently in voiced and voiceless syllables: stressed
syllables may contain any vowel or diphthong as the syllabic centre with the exception of [2];

unstressed syllables can usually only contain [9, i, u, ou] or a syllabic consonant,

Vowel graphemes in stressed open and closed syllables (graphically) are pronounced
differently. Unfortunately, even this pronunciation is not as regular as the following examples

might suggest:

GRAPHEME CLOSED OPEN

iy [1] bit [a1] bite

e [¢] pet [1:] Pete

a [®] rap [e1] rape

0 [0] hop [au] hope

u [A U] tubput [w ju] rule tube

Stress placement in words is difficult to predict: the rules are complex and not very reliable.
even X event [':vn] [r'vent]

Moreover, the position of the stress may change in derivation.

event eventually [I'vent 1'ventfusli}

able ability [erbl o'bilati]

Stress placement alone indicates parts of speech in a few pairs of words:
N/A v

object ['pbdzikt]  [ab'dzekt]

permit ['p3mit] [po'mut]

present ['preznt] [pri'zent]

BUT N/V

offer ['pfa]

The safest way seems learning the stress properly while learning new words.

Gradation (weak forms)

Most words in English (lexical, meaning words) carry at least one stress. On the other hand,
certain words in English are virtually always unstressed (auxiliary words); auxiliary verbs,
prepositions, -articles, pronouns, etc. These words have two forms: weak (unstressed) and
strong (stressed). S W

the ['3i:] [0a 0i]
there ['Oes] [0a]

Jrom ['from] [from]
must - ['mast] [mast mas)]
was | ['wpz] [waz]

were ['w3] [wa]

The weak form is far more common: Unfortunately, Czech speaker often pronounce these
words as stressed, which in reality happens only when the word receives a special emphasis.
Correct using of weak forms makes the speech more natural and economical.



Elision

In rapid speech some phonemes that would normally be pronounced may get lost, especially
consonants in complex consonant clusters:

some of them ['sam 5 dom]

acts [xks]

scripts [skrips]

next day [ncks der]

But even in standard pronunciation English treats consonant clusters differently from Czech.

Clusters of plosives usually have only one closure phase, the length of which depends on the
number of phonemes realized; the middle consonant cannot be heard at all:

whip cream whipped cream ['wip 'kriim] ['wip__ 'kri:m]
“hop back hopped back ['hop_ bak] [hop_ 'bak]
Linking

Words are not pronounced separately but rather in a continuous string with prominent peaks
on stressed syllables. Word boundaries are virtually imperceptible. Some connections are
difficult to make, especially vowel + vowel. Therefore a consonant (usually final R) that
would normally disappear is pronounced (linking R).

door out ['doraot]

Sor all [far'a:]

On the other hand, some speakers insert R even in situations where it is not present in
spelling, which is not standard (intrusive R).

drama on stage ['dreems r pn 'sterds]

Assimilation
Assimilation (change of a phoneme under the influence of another) works differently in
English than in Czech.

[p. t, k, s, §, tf] (voiceless pair consonants) do not change into voiced in a voiced

neighbourhood. Czech speakers sometimes do so under the influence of their mother tongue:
black dog [blek dpg] *[bleg dong]

since then  [sms den]  *[smz den]

this one [01s wan] *[01z wan]

On the other hand, assimilation of place of articulation is quite common:
this shoe [O1s 'fui] [Orf fu:]

those yards  [Oouz 'jaidz] [Oou3 'jardz]

what youdo ['wot ju 'du] [‘wotfu 'du:]

Rhythm

English has a more regular rhythm than Czech. This means that the intervals between stressed
syllables are approximately the same length regardless of the number of unstressed
intervening syllables. This means than the more unstressed syllables there are, the more
reduced they have to be (¢f Stress, Weak Forms).

Walk down the road to the end of the canal




Intonation

English uses some intonation patterns that are the same as in Czech, others are different. One
of the differences is the much wider range of intonation in English than in Czech.

Examples of intonation patterns:

He is at x home. Je N doma,
Are you all 7 right? Jsi 7v poradku?
s What have you been doing? Cos s délal?

Itis\ true, sism'tit?
Itis™ true, Zisn’'tit?

English intonation uses four or five basic tones. Intonation alone can convey various
additional meanings. It is necessary for a Czech speaker to make sure that the lexical and
intonational meanings agree.

N fall finality, end of communication
/ rise something to follow
N A fall-rise hesitation, doubt, reservation
7\ rise-fall empathy, agitation
_ level lack of interest
1 guess you liked it? N Mmm..

7 Mmm

N A Mmm,

7 N Mmm.

_ Mmm.
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PRACTICE SHEET
Ajvnot gejdn let it hej
ebat fil ma &ejn
¢ wejn mou tu mel tu spi
a fel tu blek gou tu ma fil
Bejby, aj lav ju ju wont mi
wejt wen aj wont ji
wejt then wi $ud bi...

How do you pronounce the following words?

ringing bomb
younger bombing
anger asthma
hangar isthmus
hanger indebted
hunger thumbs
Hungary gnat
longing kneel
longer sword
strongest honour
angle honesty
thick | heritage
those condemn
within yolk
clothe gaol
cloth butcher
colonel conquer
author burial
brother wrestle
drought ' draught
thistle whistle
derby gauge
giddy echo
cook buoy
ceramics hiccoughs
giant . gigantic
model modal
heath heather
hotel idol
plait - possess
pulley ) receipt
quay rifle
scone siren
scythe sieve
soup sour
supreme unique
trough vicar
weird wolf

Xerox yacht



Place word stress in the following words:

politician committee
policy _ competition
political competitor
deliver apology
hypothesis kilometre
umbrella monotonous
advantage advantageous

Identify weak forms and transcribe them:

There were a number of people outside but I could only see a few there.
She took her uncle for a ride.

There’s still some milk left but some of the rolls are stale.

Linking consonants:

there aren’t there can’t
these are ours these are mine
you were out you were there

What is the difference between:

peace talks x peas statks
that’s tough x that stuff
might rain x my train

keep sticking x keeps ticking

What is the difference between:?
a

ﬁz: Ex “cuse me. please.
B: NYes.

b)

A: Ex /cuseme. please.
B: /Yes.

c) .

“x Where did you see it?
d)

/7 Where did you see it?
€)

I » Zliked the book.

1)
I 7 liked the book.



How do you pronounce the following words?

ringing
younger
anger
hangar
hanger
hunger
Hungary
longing
longer
strongest
angle
thick
those
within
clothe
cloth
colonel
author
brother
drought
thistle
derby
giddy
cook
ceramic
giant
model
heath
hotel
plait
pulley
quay
scone
scythe
soup
supreme
trough
weird
XErox

'rimIm
jango
'engo
haenge
'heeno
'hange
'hangoari
'lonim
'Iongo
'stroggist
'&ngl
Bk
douz
wid'm
klsud
kln®
'k3ml
'5:00
'brade
draut
'Orsl
'dazbi
'gidi
kuk
so'reemik
'dzarant
'mndl
hi:0
hou'tel
plact
'puli

ki:

skon
sa1d
swp
sju'pri:m
trof
wiod
'z1aroks

ANSWER SHEET

bomb
bombing
asthma
isthmus
indebted
thumbs
gnat
kneel
sword
honour
honesty
heritage
condemn
yolk
gaol
butcher
conquer
burial
wrestle
draught
whistle
gauge
echo
buoy
hiccoughs
gigantic
modal
heather
idol
possess
receipt
rifle
siren
sieve
sour
unique
vicar
wolf
yacht

bom
‘bomin
'sma
'Ismos
m'detid
0amz
nxt
ni:l
soid
'ono
'pnosti
'herrtidz
kon'dem
jauk
dzeil
butfs
'kopka
'‘beriol
'resl
dra:ft
'wisl
gerds
'ekou
bor
'hikaps
dzar'gantik
'maudl
'hedo
‘ardl
pa'zes
rr'sict
'rarfl
'sarron
STV
savd
ju'nick
'vika
wulf
joit



Place word stress in the following words:

politician polrtifn committee  ko'muiti
policy 'pohsi competition  kompa'tifn
political po'litikl competitor  kom'petrta
deliver di'liva apology o'poladsi

hypothesis  har'ppBasis  kilometre 'kilomirts ki'lomita

umbrella am'brela monotonous mo'nptonas

advantage  od'vamntidz  advantageous adven'terdzes

1dentify weak forms and transcribe them:

There were a number of people outside but I could only see a few there.
8o ward 'nambor o(v) 'pirppl  aut'sard  bot ar kad 'sunli 'si: 5 'fju: '8eo

She took her uncle for a ride.
fi 'tuk or 'agkl for o 'rard

There’s still some milk left but some of the rolls are stale.
daz  'stil sam 'mulk 'Teft bat 'sam a(v) 8o 'roulz o 'steil

Linking consonants:

there aren’t  Oar 'a:nt there can’t 02 'ka:nt

these are ours '8iiz ar 'avaz these are mine '0i:z o 'man

you were out ju war 'aut you were there ju wo '0ea

What is the difference between:

peace talks x peas stalks 'pizs 't"aks 'pi: 'stoks
that’s tough x that stuff 'Beets 't"Af 'Ot 'staf
might rain X my train 'mart 'remn 'mar 'tremn
keep sticking x keeps ticking 'kizp 'strkm 'kizps 'tk
What is the difference between:?

a)

A: Ex “cuse me. please. request for apology

B: “Yes.
b)

A: Ex /cuseme. please.

B: ”Yes. .

C)
“ Where did you see it?
d)

7 Where did you see it?

e)
I v 7 liked the book.

1)
I 7 liked the book.

initiation of interaction

neutral question
marked question (surprise, disbelief, etc.)
partially true (I liked it, but not quite)

emphatic statement (of course I liked it)



