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ABSTRAKT

Tato prace je zaméfena na problematiku vyslovnosti anglickych samohlasek u Cechti a
na faktory, které mozné odliSnosti vyvolavaji. Stanoveny problém je analyzovan pomoci
komparace zvukovych nahravek rodilého mluvciho a dvaceti ¢eskych studenti, ktefi se uci
anglicky jazyk nejméné deset let. Nahrany byly dvojice slov obsahujici kratké a dlouhé
anglické samohlasky a také dvojice, ve kterych se objevuji Ceské a anglické homofonni
slova obsahujici ekvivalentni samohlasky. Prace obsahuje jasn¢ stanovené odliSnosti dvou

zkoumanych systémt samohlasek, a také podobnosti, které 1ze mezi t€mito systémy najit.

Kli¢ova slova: anglické kratké samohlasky, anglické dlouhé samohlasky, ceské kratké
samohlasky, ceské dlouhé samohlasky, pticiny, odliSnosti, problematické samohlasky,

vyslovnost

ABSTRACT

This thesis focuses on the issue of the Czechs” pronunciation of English vowels and
likewise on the factors that cause the possible differences. The stated problem is analysed
by comparing the audio recordings of the native speaker and twenty Czech students who
have been studying English for at least ten years. Pairs of words containing short and long
English vowels were recorded. Moreover, the recordings of the Czech and English
homophones which contain the equivalent vowels have been made. The thesis contains
clearly defined differences between the two analysed systems of vowels as well the

similarities which can be determined between those systems.

Keywords: English short vowels, English long vowels, Czech short vowels, Czech long

vowels, causes, differences, problematic vowels, pronunciation
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INTRODUCTION

Vowels in Czech pronunciation closely resemble vowels in English native speaker’s
pronunciation as Czech and English vowels share similar features. A conversation in the
English language can represent pleasure for some Czech learners. However, it can be a
difficult task for some Czech people, probably because they are afraid of it or they do not
know the language well and do not have the needed language skills. They see problems
either in the pronunciation or in the understanding of the speech. That is why | decided to
partly find some of the reasons for these difficulties, what causes them, and also to learn
whether there are some similarities between the Czech and English language system.

This work is aimed to prove or disprove the similarity between the Czech
pronunciation of English vowels and the English pronunciation of them. Moreover | want
to determine the factors causing the possible differences between the two discussed vowel
systems.

| focus on vowels only since | consider vowel-related issue to be a broad topic. My
hypothesis is that there are few sounds specific for only the English language and that their
equivalents do not appear in Czech. Therefore | suppose that some English vowels, for
instance [&] or [o:], cannot be pronounced correctly by the Czech speakers due to the fact
that the English vocalic phonemes do not have any equivalents in Czech. Accordingly, |
want to ascertain which vowel sounds of the English language are the most problematic for
the Czech learners of English and what causes the mistakes in their pronunciation.

The outcome of this work should be clearly named differences between those two

vowel systems and also the causes from which these differences arise.
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1 GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF VOWELS

According to Peter Roach (2009, 10) vowels are sounds which produce air that is not
obstructed when it passes from larynx to the lips. Another definition is that the vowels are
“sounds produced by the vocal chords as modified only by changes in the shape of the
unobstructed oral cavity, produced mainly by means of the tongue.” (Ondracek 2011, 9).

The distribution of vowels plays an important role when it comes to the phonology of
the English sounds. According to Roach (2009, 11), in the English language system the
distribution is fixed and due to this property vowels as well as consonants can be classified.
The distribution of vowels can also make them longer or shorter, depending on which
consonant follows the particular sound. As Lisker (1974, 228 — 230) claims, If the
succeeding consonant is fortis, e.g. the sound [t] or [p], the vowel is slightly shortened in
contrast to the succeeding lenis consonant, e.g. [d] or [b], where the preceding vowel is
prolonged. The vowels in English can be therefore distinguished to belong in three groups:
long, semi-long and short. The drawback of the distribution is that it varies in different
languages and therefore it is difficult to compare the language systems. When the Czech
language is taken into consideration, Ondracek (2011, 34) states that the length of the
vowels is fixed and therefore it can be classified only as short or long.

In conclusion, vowels thus can be perceived as sounds which are created with no
obstruction of the airflow or only with a small obstruction as it was mentioned above.
Despite this fact, some exceptions are present in the English language. For instance, even
the consonant [h] could be considered as a vowel because the airflow is not obstructed
during the articulation. This phenomenon happens since this sound is made in the larynx
without help of any other articulator and therefore the airflow is not obstructed. It could be
still described as a vowel but various books state that the sound mentioned above is a
consonant (Palkova 1997, 56). Many other problems could be found when distinguishing
vowels and consonants. Therefore looking only on the way how they are produced is not
the best option how to differentiate vowels and consonants since the distinction could be

done incorrectly.

1.1 Classification of Vowels
In this work vowels are classified according to the shape and position of the tongue but
also according to the lip position since these two articulators mostly affect the differences

in the production of the vocalic phonemes. In the Czech language the position of the lips
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and tongue plays a significant role too therefore it could be deduced that these two
articulators are both very important means of creating a sound in both languages and that
they cooperate with each other during the production of the vowel sound.

In both languages under investigation also another articulators are present. These
partake in the pronunciation of sounds too but not as significantly as the two mentioned
above. In addition to the tongue and lips the other articulators according to Ladefoged

(2001, 3) may be: pharynx, soft palate, hard palate, teeth and alveolar ridge.

1.2 English Vowels
Two very important factors influence classification of vowels in the English language.

The first one is the shape and position of the tongue.

1.2.1 Shape and Position of the Tongue

Sometimes the middle part of the tongue is raised or the distance between the palate
and upper surface of the tongue is measured (Roach 2009, 11). According to these
positions and shapes of this articulator, four basic types of vowels can be distinguished in
English (Roach 2009, 11). As Roach (2009, 11) claims, the first is a close vowel which
means that the dorsum of the tongue is very close to the hard palate. There is very tiny
space between the tongue and the roof of the mouth. Another type is called an open vowel
which means that the distance between the middle part of the tongue and the roof of the
mouth is bigger than with the close vowel. The third type of a vowel is called a front vowel
where the front part of the tongue, in another words the tip of the tongue, is raised a little
bit. When the back part of the tongue is raised the vocalic phoneme is called a back vowel.

To demonstrate these positions of the tongue and the corresponding sounds, a four-
sided figure, a quadrilateral, is used to show the position of the English vowels in relation
to the shapes of the tongue mentioned above. Cardinal vowels (which are not the vowels of
the real speech) are usually the first to be shown in this quadrilateral. These sounds help
learners to understand which range of sounds people can produce using their vocal
apparatus (Roach 2009, 12). The cardinal vowels, are according to Roach (2009, 12), either
primary cardinal vowels which can be described as vowels familiar to speakers of most
European languages, and secondary cardinal vowels which do not sound very familiar. The
reason why cardinal vowels are mentioned in this thesis is the fact that the English vocalic

phonemes as well as the Czech vowels are compared to the cardinal vowels. This should
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lead to better understanding of the differences between the English and Czech vowel

systems.

1.2.2 Lip Position

The position of lips is also very important. Lips can form various shapes during the
articulation of the English sounds but only three positions will be described in detail. The
first observed shape is according to Roach (2009, 13) rounded lips, which produces the
sound such as [u]. Another shape is spread lips. The corners of the mouth move away from
each other and the sound like [i] is made. The third and the last discussed shape is a neutral
shape of lips, in which lips do not move away from each other and the created sound is the
one usually produced when people hesitate (Roach 2009, 13). This short vowel is called

‘schwa’ [9].

1.3 Czech Vowels
Factors affecting the classification of vowels are also observable in the Czech
language. The shape and position of a tongue and also the position of lips are described in

this section.

1.3.1 Shape and Position of the Tongue

According to Palkova (1997, 69) the Czech vowels can be divided into three groups
according to the tongue position. These three groups are front, back and central which can
be further divided into high, mid and low vowels. Front vowels are made when the tongue
moves against the hard palate, back vowels are those where the tongue moves against the
soft palate and central vowels can be understood as vowels which are placed in the middle
of the two types of vowels mentioned above. Those vowels with the highest position of the
dorsum of the tongue are called high vowels whereas when the dorsum of the tongue is
lowered the low vowels are created (Palkova 1997, 69). English sounds discussed in Ch
1.2.1 are labelled as open and closed vowels. The difference here is in the terminology but
technically the terms are interchangeable. The high vowels can be also called ‘close
vowels’ and the low vowels ‘open’ because there is a bigger space in the oral cavity for the
air to pass. Nevertheless, the Czech vowel system differs from the English one in more

than terminology. As mentioned in section 1.2.1 the English system of vowels recognizes
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various positions of the tongue and therefore the vowels are of different qualities. It applies
to the Czech system of vowels too but the dorsum of the tongue is more crucial. In English
vowels are typically articulated by the tip of the tongue. While in the English language the
tip is rarely in contact with the lower part of the oral cavity, in Czech the tip is almost
always in contact with the lower articulators such as teeth or gums (Ondracek 2011, 34).

The vowels are therefore articulated with the blade of the tongue.

1.3.2 Lip Position

In the Czech language the position of lips is crucial. It seems obvious that the tongue
and lips are both very important articulators cooperating with each other in both languages.
There are two basic types of the lip shapes. One is called longitudinal and the second is
called rounded. When the cooperation between the lips and the tongue is taken into
consideration the longitudinal position of the lips, where the corners of the mouth move
away from each other, is specific for the front vowels like the Czech [i] and the rounded
shape is made during the articulation of the back vowels like for example the Czech [u]
(Palkova 1997, 71). The neutral position of the lips, when the ‘schwa’ vowel is created in
the English language, also appears in certain situations in Czech. In the Czech language
this vowel is called ‘a neutral vowel” and its production is also done with the neutral shape
of the lips and tongue. The jaw angle is only slightly opened (Horalek, Knapova, Dokulil
and Petr 1986, 27).
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2 SHORT VOWELS OF THE ENGLISH AND CZECH LANGUAGE

This section is devoted to the short vowels of both languages. It may seem that the
short vowels are of a short length. Notwithstanding, as mentioned previously and to be
explained later in more details, the length of the sound in the English language system
depends on features which are not common in the Czech language and therefore it differs

from the Czech language.

2.1  Short Vowels of the English Language

The short vowels of the English language are [1]; [e]; [e]; [A]; [p]; [v], [2] (Roach
2009, 13-14). Even if these sounds are called short vowels they are only relatively short
since there are features which change the length and quality of those vowels. Features
changing the lengths and quality of vowels are discussed in Ch 1. One example provided in
Ch 1 is for instance the succeeding consonant. If the succeeding consonant is fortis and
unvoiced the length of the vowel is usually shortened whereas if there is a lenis voiced
consonant the length of the vowel is then slightly prolonged. These differences in length
will be better understood and described in the section where the Czech and English vowels
are compared.

There are some examples that prove the change in the vowel quality.

The vowel [1]:
a) shorter variety: ‘bit” — it’s transcription is: [bit]

b) longer variety: ‘bid’ — it’s transcription is: [bid]

It is obvious that if the succeeding consonant is fortis and unvoiced, as in our example
the consonant [t], the following vowel is of different quality than the second example,
whereas if the succeeding consonant is lenis and voiced, for example [d] in our case, the

following vowel sound is prolonged.

The vowel [v]:

a) shorter variety: ‘put’ — it’s transcription is: [put]

b) longer variety: ‘wood’ — it’s transcription is: [wud]

The function of the fortis and lenis consonant applies in this case of the short vowel

[o] as well. It can be either shortened before the fortis consonant [t] or prolonged if it is
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followed by the lenis consonant [d]. This change of quality and length of the vowel applies
to each short vowel sound of the English language. In conclusion, the quality and length of
the vowels in English depends on the whole syllable; whereas, in the Czech language the
quality and length of the sounds is fixed and does not depend on the whole syllable.

The last short English vowel is called ‘schwa’ with the symbol [o] and this vowel lies
in the centre of the quadrilateral. It is claimed (Hogan 2012, 3) that ‘schwa’ vowel is
typical and unique for the English language but as described in section 2.2, this vowel is

also important in the Czech language even if it is not used very much on its own.

2.2  Short Vowels of the Czech Language

As Horalek (1986, 31-33) states the Czech language has 5 vowels with their long
variants. These vowels are [a], [e], [i], [o], [u] with the long variants [4], [¢], [i], [6], [G] or
[G]. The last two depend on the position in the word. If the long variant of the vowel [u] is
at the beginning of the word the variant [0] is used. This variant can be also used in the
middle of the word but under the condition that there is a prefix before this long vowel. If
the long variant of the discussed vowel is used in the middle of the word the vocalic
phoneme [1] is used (Pravidla 2015). According to Horalek (1986, 34) the last vowel of the
Czech language is the vowel [9]. It is called a ‘neutral vowel’ in the Czech language and it
is audible when pronouncing e.g. the letters such as ‘p’ - [pa] or ‘b’ - [ba].

For Short vowels of the Czech language are not subjects to any features which would
prolong them or shorten them in comparison to the English vowel system where these

modifications are observable.

2.2.1 Comparing the English and Czech Short Vowels

The sound [1] in the English language can be observed in words like ‘bit” or ‘bid’.
According to its quadrilateral position this sound is more open than the cardinal vowel [i]
and the lips are slightly spread (Roach 2009, 14). According to Skalickova (1974, 24), it
can be compared to the Czech vowel [i]. These sounds differ from each other in
articulation. The reason for it is mainly the position of the tongue. As mentioned in section
1.3.1 the tip of the tongue is almost always in contact with the articulators in the Czech
language. The same applies to the Czech [i]. The tongue touches the lower teeth and gums.
In case of the English sound [1] the tip of the tongue does not touch any of the articulators

and it is freely placed in the oral cavity.



TBU in Zlin, Faculty of Humanities 17

When articulating the English and Czech sounds the different position of the dorsum
of the tongue can be observed. During the articulation of the English vowel the tongue is
not as close to the hard palate as with the Czech vowel and the jaws are more spread. When
the position of the lips is taken into account the lips are either slightly spread while
articulating the English sound or they are in neutral position. There is a difference in
articulation of the Czech sound since the lips are not as open as with the English vowel.
When the position of the lips is taken into consideration, when articulating the English
sound [1] the lips are spread whereas in the Czech sound [i] the lips are not so much spread
(Skalickova 1974, 24-26). It can be then said that the position of the lips is almost neutral.

The sound [e] in words like ‘bet’ or ‘bed’ is very similar to the cardinal vowels [e] and
[€] but it is also slightly different from them and therefore it is placed between them in the
quadrilateral (Roach 2009, 14). This sound can be compared with the Czech sound of the
same symbol [e]. These two sounds are very similar but still they slightly differ. When it
comes to articulation the difference is again in the position of the tongue and lips. During
the articulation of the English [e] vowel the tongue moves back and the tip of the tongue is
repeatedly freely placed in the oral cavity and does not touch any of the articulators. When
articulating the Czech vowel, the lips are in neutral position; whereas, during the
articulation of the English sound [e] the lips can be slightly spread (Skali¢ckova 1974, 29-
30). Nonetheless, it can be generally said that the English [e] and the Czech [e] are very
similar sounds.

The [a] sound can be found in words like ‘bat’ or ‘bad’. With this vowel the lips are
slightly spread. When compared with the cardinal vowel number 4 [a] this sound is less
open as the cardinal vowel but the two sounds share frontness (Roach 2009, 14). The []
sound is according to Skalickova (1974, 30-32) compared with the Czech sound [¢] even if
it is not the perfect couple of sounds to compare. When the English sound [a] is produced
the articulators are in a different position as they are with the Czech sound. In relation to
the English sound the lips are more open than with the Czech vocalic phoneme and also the
tip of the tongue does not touch any of the articulators. During the articulation of the Czech
sound the tongue touches the lower teeth. The English vowel [&] sounds much deeper than
the Czech sound [¢]. When the English sound [] is placed before the lenis consonant in
the word the length is longer. On the other hand if it is followed by the fortis consonant the

length is much shorter.
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The fourth sound [a] is placed in the centre of the quadrilateral and can be found in
words like ‘cut’ or ‘bud’. In comparison to the quadrilateral of the cardinal vowels, the [A]
vowel is more open than the open-mid tongue height (Roach 2009, 14). This sound is
compared to the Czech sound [a] according to Skalickova (1974, 32-33). She claims that
the tongue is again the most important factor which causes the difference in the
pronunciation of those two sounds. During the articulation of the English sound [a] the
tongue does not touch any articulator and it moves back in the oral cavity; whereas, while
pronouncing the Czech sound [a] the tongue touches the lower teeth and the gums bellow
them. The lip position is in both cases neutral. Skali¢kova (1974, 32) states that the English
vowel [a] can have many forms; however, the standard one is comparable to the Czech
vowel [a] due to the slight differences mentioned above.

The fifth short sound [p] can be heard in words like ‘pot” or ‘cod’. When producing
this sound the lips are not fully rounded, they get slightly rounded (Roach 2009, 14). As
Roach claims (2009, 14) the sound [p] lies between the open-mid and open vowel in the
quadrilateral of the cardinal vowels and is “not quite fully back”. In Skalickova’s work
(1974, 35-36) this sound is compared to the Czech vocalic phoneme [o]. During the
articulation of both of them a lot of differences can be observed. The lips are more rounded
while pronouncing the English sound than with the Czech sound. The tongue position is
the same as with the other cases of vowel pairs mentioned. As Skalickova (1974, 36)
describes when the English sound is produced the tip of the tongue does not touch any of
the articulators. Nonetheless, when the Czech sound is pronounced the tip of the tongue
touches the gums below the lower teeth. As Skalickova states (1974, 35) the English sound
is pronounced in a higher tone than its Czech equivalent due to the fact that the vowel [p]
is more open than the Czech vowel [0].

The short vowel of the sound [v] is used in the words like ‘put’ or ‘wood’. According
to Roach, this sound is very similar to the cardinal vowel [u] but the difference between
those two is that the cardinal vowel is less open and it is not as close to the central vowel
as the sound [u]. It can be compared to the Czech sound [u] as Skalickova (1974, 37-38)
shows. Only small differences can be found between those two sounds. One of these
differences is repeatedly the position of the tongue. With the English [v] the tongue goes
forward in the oral cavity and so it results in making the English vowel more front than the
Czech one. Moreover, the tip of the tongue is freely placed in the oral cavity when

articulating the English vowel, whereas when pronouncing the Czech one the tip of the
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tongue does not have to touch any of the articulators. When the lips are taken into account
they are fully rounded with both of these sounds. In this case the English vowel sound is of
higher tone than the Czech one. In addition, it can sometimes sound like a vowel ‘schwa’
in words like ‘could’ or ‘would’ (Skalickova 1974, 38). This phenomenon can be
misleading for the Czech learners of English.

The last short vowel of English language is called ‘schwa’ and its symbol is [s]. In an
isolated position this symbol is comparable with the cardinal vowel which is placed in the
same position in the oral cavity and they are of similar quality. It is believed that this vowel
is typical for English language and it does not have any equivalent in the Czech language
(Millin 2011, Hogan 2012, 3). Nonetheless, this claim is not entirely true. This vowel does
not have any functional equivalent in the Czech language but still it can be found in some
cases in the Czech language system. According to Horalek (1986, 15, 34) this sound is used
in the Czech language as an initial position for other sounds. The following example
illustrates the situation where the discussed vowel is used in isolated pronunciation of the
Czech sounds [b] and [p]. When for instance the sounds [b] and [p] are pronounced the
transcription is therefore [ba] and [pa]. It can be deduced that the Czech speakers are able
to produce this particular sound since it is also present in the Czech language. The tongue
does not move and the lips are in a neutral position in the Czech pronunciation of this

sound as well.
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3 LONGVOWELS OF THE ENGLISH AND CZECH LANGUAGE

This section deals with the long vowels of both languages. The relative length applies
to the long vowels of English as well; therefore, the differences between the English and

Czech vowels are audible.

3.1  Long Vowels of the English Language

English features five long vowels. Their symbols are: [i:], [3:], [a:], [0:], [u:]. As
suggested by their descriptive label they are longer than the short vowels if compared in the
same context (Roach 2009, 16). However, they do not differ only in length but also in the
quality. This is caused mainly by the position and shape of the tongue; however, the
position of lips and the character of the succeeding consonant, which can either prolong or

shorten the vowel, plays an important role as well.

3.2 Long Vowels of the Czech Language

Czech long vowels are variants of the short vowels. Their transcription symbols are:
[a], [€], [i], [6], [G] or [&]. In the Czech language vowels in general are very well
distinguished and they are not the subject to the reduction (Palkova 1997, 170). It can be
therefore said that whereas in English we have to take many features that change the length
and quality of the vowels into consideration, such as the succeeding consonant or the
position of the tongue, in the Czech language the distinction between the long and short
vowels is fixed and only very slight changes in the quality and length of the Czech vowels

are observable.

3.2.1 Comparing the English and Czech Long Vowels

The sound [i:] in the words like ‘beat’ or ‘bead’ is according to Roach (2009, 17) very
close to the cardinal vowel [i]. One difference is that when the sound [i:] is articulated the
lips are slightly more spread than with the articulation of the cardinal vowel number 1[i].
This lip position causes the slight difference in the quality of these two sounds. Despite its
similarity to the cardinal vowel number 1 [i], the [i:] sound is more frontal due to the
tongue position (Roach 2009, 17). Taking the Czech vocalic phoneme [i] into
consideration it is more frontal than the English vocalic phoneme. The tongue also touches
the area between the lower teeth and gums. During the articulation of the English phoneme
the tongue does not touch any of the articulators as is the situation with other vocalic

phonemes in English (Skalickova 1974, 24). The labial cleft is spread throughout the
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production of the English vocalic phoneme. This does not apply to the pronunciation of the
Czech sound because the lip position is almost neutral. The following consonant also
influences the length of the English vowel similarly to the previous examples of the
English vocalic phonemes (Skalickova 1974, 28). This does not apply to the Czech long
variant of the short vowel [i] because the length of sounds is fixed in Czech. As Skalickova
(1974, 26) claims the Czech long vowel [i] is always twice long than its short equivalent.

The second sound [3:] can be found in the words like ‘hurt’ or ‘heard’. This sound is
mid-central and the lips are not moving while articulating this sound. As Roach (2009, 17)
states the [3:] vowel is difficult to copy for many learners of English. In the Czech system
there are no words with the similar sound. Therefore the Czech pronunciation of this sound
is usually more like the Czech long [¢] rather than the English vowel [3:].

The third long vowel according to Roach (2009, 17) is [a:] sound. This sound is used
in the words like ‘heart’ or ‘hard’. As Roach (2009, 17) states, the difference between this
vowel and the cardinal vowel [a] is that this cardinal vowel is more back than the long
vowel mentioned. Skalickova (1974, 33) says that this vowel can be compared to the long
variant of the Czech vocalic phoneme [a] which represents the symbol [4]. The differences
between these sounds are observable. The position-related difference is that the Czech long
variant is a little bit lower and it is more back than its short variant. Nevertheless, it is still
more frontal than the English long vowel [a:]. During the articulation of the Czech sound
[4] the tongue does not play any crucial role in pronunciation. It does not touch the lower
part of the oral cavity. On the other hand, lips are important because they are opened and
the jaw angle is the biggest in comparison to the rest of the Czech vowels.
Notwithstanding, the labial cleft is more open while pronouncing the English long sound
[a:] than the Czech sound [4] (Horalek, Knapova, Dokulil and Petr 1986, 33). Another
difference is that the Czech vocalic phoneme is not very dependent on the following
consonant whereas the long variant of the English sound is dependent on the succeeding
consonant as well as other English vocalic phonemes (Skalickova 1974, 34).

The sound [o:] is according to Roach (2009, 17) an almost fully back vowel which can
be found in the words like ‘caught’ or ‘cord’. During the articulation of [o:] the lips are
fully rounded. Roach (2009, 17) states that in the quadrilateral this sound can be found in
the position between the cardinal vowels [o] and [o] but it is closer to the second one. As
Skalickova (1974, 36-37) suggests this sound can be compared to the Czech sound [6] but

there are some differences. The Czech long variant of the short vowel [0] is more front than
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the English vocalic phoneme [0:]. As mentioned above, [2:] is almost fully back vowel
which also means that it is the backmost vowel in English (Skalickova 1974, 36). When the
lip position is taken into consideration the lips are more rounded while pronouncing the
English phoneme than with its Czech equivalent. This labialisation in English also causes
deeper tone than with the Czech vocalic phoneme (Skalickova 1974, 37). Even with this
couple of sounds the differentiation in the length of the phonemes is observable. As
mentioned with the other vowels of English [o:] is also dependent on the following
consonant whereas in Czech this differentiation is almost inconsiderable.

The last long vowel is [u:]. It is used in the words like ‘root’ or ‘rude’. According to
Roach (2009, 17) it is close to the cardinal vowel [u] but the sound [u:] is not as close and
back as the cardinal [u] sound. When it is compared with the Czech equivalent [a] or [{]
the English vowel is more front as well as its short English variant. The tongue does not
touch any articulator and is repeatedly freely placed in the oral cavity and the lips are more
rounded than during the production of the Czech sound [a] or [G] (Skalickova 1974, 39).
During the pronunciation of the Czech vocalic phoneme the tongue touches the lower teeth.
Audible shortening of the English sound before the fortis consonant is also present in the
English language whereas in Czech the influence of the following consonant on the

preceding vowel is not observable.
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4  SUMMARISATION OF THE MAIN DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE
ENGLISH AND CZECH VOWEL SYSTEMS

4.1  The Repertory of Vowels

The English vowel system and the Czech vowel system are different in many ways.
One can be the repertory of the vowels. Whereas in the English vowel system there are 7
short vowels: [1]; [e]; [&]; [A]; [D]; [0], [2] and 5 long vowels: [i:], [3:], [a:], [2:], [u:], In
the Czech vowel system there can be observed only 6 short vowels: [a], [€e], [i], [0], [u] and

the ‘neutral vowel’ [a]. The long variants are: [a], [é], [i], [0], [4] or [U].

4.2  The Way of Articulation

Czech and English vowels are pronounced differently. Sounds in those two languages
can be compared to each other but that does not mean that they are produced exactly in the
same manner. Comparisons in this work are used to approach possible similarities or
differences in the pronunciation of each sound. When the manner of vowel articulation is
taken into account, the most essential difference is the position of the tongue. Whereas in
the Czech language most of the vowels are pronounced by the blade of the tongue and the
tip of this articulator usually touches the lower part of the oral cavity and helps the blade to
reach the required position, in the English vocalic system the tongue does not touch any of
the articulators in the oral cavity. Those vocalic phonemes of the English language are then
articulated by the tip of the tongue which is freely placed in the mouth (Ondracek 2011,
34). Also the production of these vowels in the oral cavity is different in both languages. It
is caused mainly by the fact that there do not appear the same equivalents for both
languages; therefore, it is hard for the Czech learners of English to articulate the sounds in
a proper manner. They usually assimilate the English vowels to the sounds from their

mother tongue which do not equal with the English desired vocalic phonemes.

4.3  The Length of Vowels

In the Czech language the length of vowels is strict and absolute and it is not
dependent on the succeeding consonant. It does not apply to the English system of vowels
due to the fact that their length is dependent on the following consonant. Moreover, the
quality of the vowel changes within the whole syllable. If the following consonant is lenis
the preceding vowel is usually rather long, on the other hand if the succeeding consonant is

fortis the preceding vowel is shorter.
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5 AMETHODOLOGY OF THE ANALYSIS

In this part of the work the audio recordings from the book ‘English Phonetics and
Phonology’ by Peter Roach are used as a model pronunciation for the Czech learners. The
recording was attended by 20 Czech speakers of English who have been learning English
for at least 10 years. For the purposes of this thesis the 10-year period is considered
sufficient for the speakers to be able to recognise the English sounds properly. The
speakers were recorded while pronouncing the minimal pairs of the words containing the
vowel sounds first without being exposed to the native-speaker pronunciation of the
sounds. The minimal pair words are according to Hogan (2012, 4) words which differ only
in one sound. Then the students were asked to repeat the same minimal pairs after hearing
the recording of the same sounds by a native speaker of the English language. The
respondents were recorded twice, since the aim was to demonstrate the changes in the
pronunciation after they heard the words from the native speaker. While the native speaker
produces the sounds automatically the learner needs to hear a sufficient example to be able
to repeat the sounds in a similar way (Tomkova 2005, 3). The minimal pairs or short words
were chosen mainly due to the fact that the longer words could be misleading, since a lot of
linking and sometimes full deletion of some sound exists in the continuous speech. To
ensure that the vowels can be clearly heard the minimal pair words containing the vowel
sounds were chosen. The quality and length can be better analysed in minimal pairs where
one word contains a voiced and lenis consonant and is compared to the word with an
unvoiced and fortis consonant.

All the students were recorded either in a small quiet room or in the library and study
hall without headphones. The device used for playing the audio units is the personal
computer and these audio units are played by the VLC player. There are 6 recordings
dedicated to the short vowels and 5 recordings dedicated to the long vowels in the mp3
format. The reason for not recording the vowel [o] is due to the various manners of
pronunciation. As Skali¢kova (1974, 40) states it is hard to determine the standard manner
of articulation, therefore it was not included in the analysis. On the other hand, its long
equivalent [3:] was included in the recordings. Students were mainly recorded by the cell
phone but some of them recorded the words by the personal computer, therefore the sound
of the recordings may differ.

The additional material consists of two words, one English word and one Czech word.

The purpose of this material is to show how the Czech students of the English language are
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influenced by the mother tongue since the words of the recorded pairs are pronounced in a

similar way in both languages.

51  Short vowels

1) The vowel [1]:

The analysed words were: ‘bit’ and ‘bid’

This was the first recorded pair. It could be assumed that the most significant
differences in the pronunciation of vowels are most audible in this recording since the
majority of students would not know how the succeeding consonant influences the length
and quality of the vowels. In most of the word pairs which are recorded before the students
hear the native speaker’s enunciation the vowels change neither in length nor in the quality.
However, after listening to the native speaker’s pronunciation of the words ‘bit’ and ‘bid’
some of the students make changes in the articulation of the vowel [1]. For instance, the
recordings number O1-Olb show the difference between the initial and repeated
articulation of the analysed vowel. At first, the student pronounces the words and
simultaneously the vowels in a similar manner, meaning that they are of similar length. The
difference is in the pronunciation of the voiceless and voiced consonant. The voiced
consonant [d] is pronounced correctly but does not significantly influence the length of the
vowel. In the second recording the student pronounces the first vocalic phoneme much
shorter than in the previous recording and the vowel of the second word is prolonged. This
almost correct articulation is produced due to the voiced consonant which is pronounced in
a correct way. The sound of the vowel is almost identical with the correct enunciation of
the English vocalic phoneme and the influence stemming from the mother tongue can be
hardly heard. Other example of change in pronunciation of the vowel [1] is the recording
number H1-H1b. Firstly, the student does not pronounce the voiced consonant in the word
‘bid” markedly therefore the two vowel sounds are of the same length. The second
recording proves the influence of the native speaker’s articulation of the sound [1]. The
student pronounces the voiced consonant [d] in a correct manner and simultaneously
prolongs the second vowel.

On the other hand, the recordings number Q1-Q1b, J1-J1b, F1-F1b, G1-G1b, A1-Al1B
do not provide with any audible changes in the pronunciation of the vocalic phoneme [1].
At first, the recorded students articulate those words without preparation and then they are

supposed to repeat the sounds after the native speaker. They do not make any change either
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in quality of the vowels or in their length. This finding partially confirms the influence of
the mother tongue since the students are not able to change the manner of the vowel
articulation. The recordings number G1-G1b show the student’s attempt to prolong the
vowel but the vocalic phoneme is pronounced as well as for the first time. Moreover, the
voiced consonant is not audible in the recording at all.

To summarise it, the most problematic aspect connected with the [1] vowel is mainly
the relativeness of the vowel length. Czech students are not used to these changes since the
length of vowels is fixed in the Czech language system as stated in Ch 2.2. Despite this
claim, some students are able to pronounce the vowel [1] in a similar way to a native
speaker. This partially proves that the Czech learners of English are able to learn this

English sound properly.

2) The vowel [e]:

The analysed words were: *bet’ and ‘bed’

This is the second pair of the recorded words. As mentioned in section 2.2.1 the
English vowel [e] is almost the same as the Czech vowel [e]. However, the length of the
English vowel is relative which is true with the other vowels as well. When the recordings
number CH2-CH2b are heard the change of the vowel length is obvious. In the first
recording, the student changes intonation rather than the length. In the second recording
both words are pronounced with the same intonation; nevertheless, the vowel in the second
word is slightly prolonged due to the voiced consonant [d] which is pronounced properly
and the sound of the vowel is different in the second recording. This change indicates the
influence of the native speaker. As stated in Ch 2.2.1 the tongue moves back during
articulation of the English [e] vowel and therefore the English vowel sounds deeper than its
Czech equivalent. This phenomenon is audible in the CH2-CH2b recordings. In the first
recording the vowel sounds more front than the vowel in the second recording where the
[e] is pronounced almost as a back vowel. The pronunciation which does not change during
recording is audible in the recordings number P2-P2b. This student pronounces the second
pair of vowels exactly in the same manner as the first pair. Additionally, at first he
pronounces the vowel of the first word slightly longer than the second one, even though the
second word contains the voiced consonant. In the second recording the other vowel is

slightly prolonged but the change is not significant.
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It could be concluded that this vowel sound is not very problematic for Czech
speakers of English to pronounce. Possible difficulties are connected with the relativeness
of the vowel length. Nonetheless, some students have probably some ingrained
pronunciation in their mind, as demonstrate for instance the recordings number P2-P2b,

since even the recording of the native speaker does not help to change the articulation.

3) The vowel [&]:

The analysed words were: ‘bat’” and ‘bad’

This is the third recorded pair of words. It can be stated that this vocalic phoneme is
one of the most problematic vowels of the English language for the Czech students to
pronounce. In majority of the recordings this vocalic phoneme is pronounced as the English
vowel [e]. This claim can be proven for instance by the recordings number P3-P3b, K3-
K3b, A3-A3b, D3-D3b, F3-F3b where the students pronounce the [&] sound like the vowel
[e] in both recordings. The vowel [«] is also often pronounced as the Czech vowel [a], for
instance in the recordings number Q3-Q3b, G3-G3b, S3-S3b, 03-03b. In the recordings
Q3-Q3b and G3-G3b the significant influence of the native speaker’s pronunciation is
obvious. They change the enunciation of the vowel completely; however, they are not able
to pronounce it as the vowel [a&]. The recorded students use the vowel sound [e] or a sound
very close in pronunciation to this vowel. The rationale may be the fact that the vowel []
does not exist in the Czech language and therefore students are not able to articulate this
particular sound.

Some students were able to pronounce the vowel in a similar way as the native
speaker. For example the recordings number 13-13b, L3-L3b demonstrate very similar
pronunciation to the pronunciation of the native speaker. Nevertheless, the influence of the
mother tongue is audible since the vowels pronounced by students are not as open as the
English vowel [&] should be. The recordings number I13-13b show very close articulation of
the vowel [&] to the native speaker’s pronunciation of this sound.

In conclusion, the vowel [&] can be thought as a difficult vocalic phoneme for the
Czech learners of English to pronounce. This particular sound does not exist in the Czech
language system therefore it is difficult to articulate it in a proper manner. Pronouncing this
vowel sound as the Czech sounds [a] or [e] may lead to misunderstanding during the
speech since one vowel can change the meaning of a word in the English language. For

instance the words ‘bet’ and ‘bat’ are of different meanings but if pronounced in the same
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manner with the vowel sound [e] the meaning of the second word would be the same as the
first one. On the other hand, the recordings number 13-13b partially confirm that the Czech

speakers of English are capable of pronouncing this sound correctly.

4) The vowel [A]:

The analysed words were: ‘cut’ and ‘bud’

According to Skalickova (1974, 32) the differences between the English [a] sound and
the Czech [a] sound are not very significant. This claim can be proven by the recordings of
the students. They do not have any greater difficulties with the pronunciation of this
particular sound since they seem to feel comfortable during the articulation of it. For
instance the recordings number G4-G4b, 14-14b, M4-M4b, C4-C4b show that these
students are influenced by the English language due to the fact that they use aspiration
while pronouncing the pair of words. When it comes to the vowel quality it is very similar
to the native speaker’s pronunciation. The pronounced English vowel [a] in these
recordings is not as open as the Czech one and it sounds similar to the proper English
pronunciation. Comparing those recordings to the recordings number B4-B4b, E4-E4b, J4-
J3Db, the change is not so audible. Students in these recordings pronounce the [A] vowel in
the same manner as the Czech vocalic phoneme [a] and even though they listened to the
native speaker they are not able to change their pronunciation. An exception is the
recording number E4-E4b. This student pronounces the vowel in the second recording with
aspiration and the [A] is not as sharp as with the first recording. However, it differs a little
bit from the native speaker’s articulation.

In summary, the vowel [A] 1s not very difficult to pronounce for the Czech students. It
may be explained by the fact that there are not big differences between the English sound
[A] and the Czech sound [a]. The problem can be connected with the relative length of the

English vowels since the Czech students are not used to it in the Czech language system.

5) The vowel [p]:

The analysed words were: ‘pot” and ‘cod’

This vowel is described in Ch 2.2.1 as the vowel placed between the open-mid and
open cardinal vowel of the English language. The English vowel sound [p] is considered to
be more rounded and of higher tone than the Czech equivalent. The articulation of the
Czech sound [0] is made in the middle of the oral cavity (Skalickova 1974, 35). As it is

apparent from the analysis, the [p] sound is one of the most difficult vowels of English for
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the Czech students to pronounce. The influence of the mother tongue is significantly
audible in the recordings. The students pronounce the vowel [p] in a more relaxed manner;
nevertheless, the correct pronunciation should be done by more open lips and the sound
should be of higher tone. An exception is the recording number H5 where the student’s
articulation is approaching to the native speaker’s pronunciation. In this record the student
pronounces the [p] vowel as very open with rounded lips therefore the property of the open
vowel is evident. The rest of the recordings show, that the Czech students are not aware of
the fact, that this English vowel is pronounced with the lips widely open and that the
tongue moves back in the oral cavity. Therefore the English vowel [p] is pronounced as the
Czech vocalic phoneme [0] even though some slight changes appear. For instance, some
students add the aspiration at the beginning of the word or they prolong the vowel in the
word ‘cod’ where the voiced consonant is present.

In conclusion, this vowel can be perceived as one of the most problematic vowels for
the Czech students. It is very hard to move the tongue back in the oral cavity, attempting to
make a different tone of the vowel than in the Czech language system. Simultaneously, it is
hard to round the lips and place the tongue freely in the oral cavity to achieve the correct
openness of the vowel. The recordings show that the students make changes rather in

overall articulation of the word and they do not focus on the vowel itself.

6) The vowel [v]:

The analysed words were: ‘put’ and ‘wood’

As stated in section 2.2.1 this vocalic phoneme is very similar to the Czech vowel [u]
but there are some slight differences. The English vowel [v] is more frontal than its Czech
equivalent and therefore the English sound is of higher tone. However, the differences are
not very distinct. The students do not have any greater difficulties with pronouncing the [0]
vowel. An exception is the word ‘wood’ which confuses the students. Mainly since this
pattern of double letters sometimes signal the long sound in the English language. Due to
this fact the majority of the students read the second word ‘wood’ as a long word with a
long vowel [u] even though the word is accompanied by the other word with short vowel.
The obvious change is made in the second recording. The students hear the native speaker
to pronounce the second word and its vowel longer than the first one. Notwithstanding, the
students are not able to repeat the proper length of the vowel [v] and they pronounce it as

the long vowel [G]. Very similar articulation of vowels to the native speaker’s
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pronunciation is audible in the recordings number Q6-Q6b, P6-P6b, O6-0O6b, 16-16b. These
students pronounce the vowels perfectly with appropriate length and quality, meaning that
the vowels are not pronounced as sharply as the vowels in the rest of the records.
Nonetheless, very significant change can be heard in the recording number CH6-CH6b. At
first, the student pronounces the word ‘wood’ and simultaneously the vowel [v] as very
long. After listening to the native speaker’s recording the vowel [v] is pronounced much
shorter and it can be heard that the vocalic phoneme [v] does not sound as its Czech
equivalent at all. On the other hand, for instance in the recordings number A6-A6b, S6-
S6b, J6-J6b, F6-F6b, B6-B6b the influence of the Czech language is audible. The students,
who recorded these recordings, pronounce the vowel [v] in the same manner as they
pronounce its Czech equivalent sound.

Due to the fact that the vocalic phonemes [v] and [u] are very similar no significant
changes are audible in the recordings of the Czech students. It could be deduced that the
relative length of the vowel sound is the most problematic in connection with this

particular sound.

52  Long vowels

1) The vowel [i:]:

The analysed words were: ‘beat” and ‘bead’
As mentioned in Ch 2.4 long vowels of the Czech language have fixed length and are not
influenced by the succeeding consonant. When the majority of the records are taken into
consideration, the two words ‘beat’ and ‘bead’ containing the vowels are pronounced in the
same manner even though the second word contains the voiced consonant which is
supposed to prolong the vowel sound. After listening to the native speaker’s recordings
majority of the students is not able to change their manner of pronunciation. This can be
explained by the fact that the length of the Czech vowels is fixed and therefore the Czech
students are not used to change the length of the vocalic phonemes. An incorrect
pronunciation of the vowel [i:] can be heard in the recording number N7. The student
pronounces the second word and its vowel as the short Czech vowel [i] even though the
word ‘bead’ contains the voiced consonant. In the recordings number B7-B7b the attempt
to change the manner of pronunciation is audible. At first, the student pronounces the two
vowels and words in the completely same manner but after listening to the native speaker’s

pronunciation the student tries to pronounce the voiced consonant [d] and prolong the
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vowel. Nonetheless, the pronounced vowels sound the same even though the voiced
consonant [d] is pronounced. Overall, there were no dramatic and audible deviations in
connection with the pronunciation of the sound [i:] since the English vowel and its Czech
equivalent are very similar. On the other hand, in the recordings number CH7-CH7b the
change of articulation of the vowel [i:] is evident. Firstly, the student’s pronunciation of
analysed words and vowels is of the same length; nevertheless, after listening to the native
speaker’s articulation the student shortens the articulation of the first word and its vowel
and prolongs the other word and its vowel sound.

In summary, the vowel sound [i:] is not problematic for the Czech speakers of English
when the quality of the vowel is taken into consideration. The problematic aspect is rather
the relative length of the vowel since the Czech students are not able to prolong the already

long vowel.

2) The vowel [3:]:

The analysed words were: ‘hurt’ and ‘heard’

Roach (2009, 17) states that this sound can sometimes cause problems to learners of
the English language probably because in some languages no words with a comparable
sound exist. The recordings of the Czech students contradict with his statement. No one
from the recorded Czech students have a problem with pronouncing this particular sound.
The manners of pronunciation of the whole words are not perfect; notwithstanding, this
finding relates rather to the pronunciation of the consonants. When the vowel sound is
taken into account, the pronunciation is relatively correct in each of the recordings.
However, a small deviation can be heard in the recordings number S8-S8b where the
English sound [3:] is pronounced like the Czech vowel [¢]. This long variant of the short
[e] is pronounced in the first recorded pair of the words ‘hurt’ and ‘heard’. After hearing
the recording of the native speaker’s pronunciation the student corrects the articulation and
changes the long vowel [€é] for the long sound [3:].

The conclusion is that this vowel sound is not as difficult as Roach states when it
comes to the Czech speakers of the English language. The interpretation of this conclusion
might be the fact that the [3:] vowel is of a similar quality as the short vowel ‘schwa’ but it
is longer. As stated in Ch 2.2 the ‘schwa’ vowel appears also in the Czech language.

Therefore, Czech students are familiar with this sound and are capable of pronouncing it

properly.
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3) The vowel [a:]:

The analysed words were: ‘heart’ and ‘hard’

This sound does not cause any greater difficulties to the recorded students. Since there
are some tiny differences between those two sounds the irregularities do not appear very
often. Nonetheless, the majority of the students pronounce this vowel sound as the Czech
equivalent sound [a]. The recordings show that the vowel is articulated with less open lips
even though the jaw angle should be more open during the articulation of the sound [a:]
than of its Czech equivalent [4]. The vowel produced by the majority of the students is
usually not as rounded as the vowel in the native speaker’s recording. However, a very
interesting manner of pronunciation can be heard in the recordings number C9-C9b. The
slight change of the articulation is audible. Firstly, the student pronounces the vowel as the
long variant of the Czech vowel [a] but after hearing the native speaker’s pronunciation she
changes the vowel pronunciation and articulates it rather like an English vowel sound [3:].

In conclusion, this particular sound is not problematic for the Czech learners. Its
closely matching equivalent exists in the Czech language therefore students are able to
pronounce it in a similar manner than the native speaker. The problematic aspect of the
pronunciation of this particular sound is the vowel openness. The Czech vocalic phoneme
[4] is pronounced with less opened lips; thus, when articulating the English sound [a:] the
students automatically pronounce it as the Czech sound [4]. This phenomenon can
therefore partially prove the influence of the mother tongue on the articulation of the [a:]

phoneme.

4)  The vowel [o:]:

The analysed words were: ‘caught’ and ‘cord’

This vowel is according to Skalickova (1974, 36) described as the backmost vowel of
the vowel system in English. Skalickova (1974, 36) claims, that this sound is more back
than its Czech equivalent. When the recordings number B9-B9b are taken into
consideration, the vowel [o:] is pronounced as a back vowel and the fully rounded position
of lips can be estimated as well. The quality of the sound is almost the same as the quality
of the vowel pronounced by the native speaker. This student makes some slight changes in
pronunciation of this particular vowel as well. For instance, the change is made in the
length of the vocalic phoneme. In the first recording the student pronounces the first word

and its vowel longer than the second word and vowel even though the second word ‘cord’
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contains the voiced consonant [d] which prolongs the length of the sound. After listening to
the native speaker’s recording the student changes the articulation and pronounces the
second word and its vowel longer than before. However, she is not able to make any
significant difference in connection to the length of those two words and corresponding
vowels. The same phenomenon can be heard for instance in the recordings number D8-
D8b, E10-E10b, F9-F9b, 19-19b. An evident change in the pronunciation of the vowel [o:]
can be heard in the recordings number CH10-CH10b, M9-M9b. In the recording without
preparation these students pronounce the vowel in the first word as the longer one. After
hearing the recording of the native speaker they totally change the pronunciation and the
vowel of the first word is articulated in much shorter manner than for the first time.
Another interesting manner of pronunciation can be heard in the recordings number J9-J9b.
The student pronounces both of these vowels very shortly and so the vocalic phoneme [2:]
does not sound as the long vocalic phoneme but rather like the English short vowel [p].
The conclusion can be that this vocalic phoneme is difficult to for the Czech learners
when it comes to the pronunciation. The long vowel [o:] is the backmost vowel in English.
It is hard to move the tongue back in the oral cavity to make the vowel sound deeper.
Another problem can be analysed in the relative length of this vowel as well as with the

rest of the English long vowels.

5) The vowel [u:]:

The analysed words were: ‘root’ and ‘rude’

Despite the fact, that the differences between the vowel [u:] and its Czech equivalent
[a] are not very significant, some slight disparities can be analysed. As mentioned before in
section 2.4.1 the Czech vocalic phoneme [u] is more back than its English variant and
therefore it sounds deeper. In majority of the recordings the quality of the sound is
relatively correct but the Czech students have difficulties with the length of the vowels. For
example in the recordings number R11-R11b the student totally changes the pronunciation
of this particular vocalic phoneme. Firstly, he pronounces the prolonged vowel in the first
word as if pronouncing the second word and its long vowel. Moreover, the voiced
consonant is audible in the first word even though it does not appear there. The result is
that the first word is pronounced longer than the second one. Notwithstanding, after
listening to the native speaker’s recording the student changes the pronunciation and

pronounces these vowels in a correct manner. Another example of an incorrect
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pronunciation is for instance audible in the recordings number P11-P11b, L11-L11b. The
students pronounce the vocalic phoneme [u:] as the short English vowel [u] either in the
first or the second recording in connection to the first word ‘root’. Nevertheless, the
recordings number 110-110b, H10-H10b, N11b prove that the pronunciation of these
vowels can be articulated correctly. For instance the recordings number 110-110b, H10-
H10b show almost identical pronunciation of the vowel with the pronunciation of the
native speaker as far as the length of the vocalic phoneme is taken into account.

The conclusion can be that the vowel [u:] is not hard to pronounce for the Czech

speakers of English but it is difficult to manage the correct length of this vocalic phoneme.

5.3  Czech and English Homophones
These words were chosen to demonstrate that the Czech speakers of English language
can be partially influenced by their mother tongue. Homophones which sound similar but

carry a different meaning exist in both languages.

1) ‘cut’ and ‘kat’

The vowel [A] is very similar to the Czech vowel [a] therefore the audible differences
are not significant. For instance, in the recordings number A12, B12, D11, E12, F12 no
change is audible. It can be assumed that these students are strongly influenced by the
mother tongue and do not distinguish between the sounds [a] and [a]. Audible changes
appear in the recordings number C12, J12, M12 where the aspiration is present and also the
quality of vowels is slightly different. In these recordings the first vowel [a] is more back
than its Czech equivalent [a]. The most significant change can be heard in the recordings
number 112, H11l. The vowels [A] and [a] are easily distinguishable since they are

pronounced in a correct manner.

2) ‘ten’ and ‘ten’

The English vowel [e] and its Czech equivalent [e] are of similar properties therefore
the Czech students do not have any greater difficulties with pronunciation of these vocalic
phonemes. For instance the recordings number S15, J15, A15, D12 show no change in the
enunciation of the English and Czech sound [e]. Despite the fact, that the aspiration is
audible at the beginning of the word ‘ten’ in some of these recordings, the change in the
vowel quality of the vowels [e] is not evident. It may be caused by the influence of the

mother tongue. Some changes in the pronunciation can be heard in the recordings number
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F14, M15, N13, R15 were the aspiration is used as well as slight change in the length and
quality of the vowel.

3) ‘tip’ and ‘tip’

The vowel [1] and [i] differ in articulation. As mentioned in section 2.2.1 the tongue is
not as close to the hard palate during the articulation of the English vowel [1] than with the
Czech vowel [i]. Therefore the Czech sound [i] sounds higher than the English one. The
well pronounced sounds [1] and [i] can be heard for instance in the recordings number A17,
B17, 114, Q17. These students distinguish between the sounds and make a clear distinction
between them. They use aspiration but they pronounce the English sound [1] not as high as
the Czech sound [i]. Some of the recordings where the changes are not audible are for
instance the numbers J17, F16, G16. Even though in the recording number G16 the

aspiration is audible the change in the vowel quality is not evident.

4)  ‘dog’ and ‘dok’

As mentioned in Ch 2.2.1 the English vocalic phoneme [p] is pronounced with widely
spread lips and the tongue moved back in the oral cavity. It does not apply to the Czech
vowel [o] since this sound is pronounced in the middle of the oral cavity with the tongue
moved back but still touching the articulators. Therefore the audible difference should be
evident. On the other hand, majority of the recorded students does not do any change in the
pronunciation of the sounds [p] and [0]. This claim can be proven e.g. by the recordings
number A13, E13, R13, F13, G13, N15, J13, K13, M13, Q13 where no significant changes
are evident. Even though some of these students attempt to prolong the vowel sound the
quality of it remains the same. This partially shows the influence of the mother tongue sine
the students pronounce the English vowel sound [p] as its Czech equivalent [0]. There are
some students who managed to make change in pronunciation. For instance in the
recordings number 115, P13, B13, C13 the change of the vowel quality and length is

audible.

5) ‘look’ and ‘luk’ or ‘book’ and ‘buk’

As stated in section 2.2.1 the English vowel is of a higher tone than its Czech
equivalent. This phenomenon can be heard for instance in the recordings number H13,
E14, 116i-116ii. The students articulate the English sound [v] of higher tone than the Czech
vowel [u] therefore they pronounce it in a correct manner. On the other hand some students

are probably confused and pronounce the vowel [v] as its longer variant [u:]. This can be
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heard for instance in the recordings number F17, G17, N16i-N16ii, O16i-O16ii. This
deviation in pronunciation can be probably caused by the fact that the students attempt to
make a change in the pronunciation of the two vowels [u] and its Czech equivalent [u] so
much that they exaggerate the articulation of them. There are also recordings which show
no change in the articulation of the vowels [u] and [u]. For instance the recordings number

J18, A18, M18 prove the same vowel pronunciation in both words.

6) ‘past’ and ‘past’

The differences between the English vowel [a:] and its Czech equivalent [4] are e.g. in
the quality and also the length. The English vocalic phoneme is articulated with the tongue
moved back in the oral cavity therefore it sounds deeper than the Czech vowel sound [4].
This difference can be clearly heard in the recordings number H20 and 117. The students
pronounce the vowel in a correct manner. Very interesting recordings are number G22,
L17. In the recording G22 the student pronounces the vowel in the same manner as the
English short vowel [a]. The recording number L17 shows that the student pronounces the

vowel sound [a:] as the English vowel [].

7) ‘meat’ and ‘mit’

As mentioned in section 2.4.1 the Czech vocalic phoneme [i] is more front than its
English equivalent [i:] therefore the Czech vowel sounds higher than the English vowel.
Notwithstanding, the difference in the higher or lower tone is not audible in any of the
recordings. In each recording the students pronounce the vowel [i:] as its Czech equivalent
[i] and do not do any changes in the pronunciation of those sounds. In conclusion, the
students are probably influenced by the mother tongue and they apply the manner of

articulation of the Czech vowel [i] on the English vowel [i:].

8) ‘chord’ and ‘kod’

As mentioned in Ch 2.4.1 the English vocalic phoneme [o:] is the backmost vowel in
the English language system. Therefore it sounds deeper than its Czech equivalent [6].
Some slight difference can be heard in the recordings number S20 and H17. The students
pronounce the word ‘chord’ with a deeper vowel than in the second word ‘kod’ therefore
the pronunciation is correct. An interesting example provides the recording number Q20. It

shows that the vowel [o:] can be pronounced also as the vowel [3:] by some Czech learners
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of English. No change in the pronunciation of the vowels [0:] and [6] are audible for
instance in the recordings number M20, A20, G19, J20.

9) ‘stool’ and ‘stal’

According to Skalickova (1974, 36) the vowel [u:] is more frontal than its Czech
equivalent [u]. Therefore the Czech sound should be slightly of deeper tone than the
English one. The slight difference is audible for instance in the recordings number F20,
D19, H18, Q21. The property of frontness of the English vowel is audible in these
recordings. The most significant difference in the vowel production is in the recordings
number L20, 120. The English and Czech vowels are clearly distinguishable thanks to the
proper pronunciation of them. The frontness of the English vocalic phoneme is repeatedly
audible. Nevertheless, there are some recordings which provide with no change in
articulation of the vowel [u:] and [a]. These are the recordings number A21, B21, G20 and

for instance S21.
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CONCLUSION

The aim of this thesis was to prove or disprove the similarity between the Czech and
English pronunciation of the English vowels. Moreover, the analysis of the stated issue
aimed to determine the factors which cause the differences between those two discussed
vowel systems and what are the most problematic English vowel sounds for the Czech
learners of English. The outcome of this thesis aimed at clearly naming the differences
between the English and Czech vowel system.

The proposed hypothesis was that the English language system includes some sounds
which are unique and do not appear in the Czech vowel system. The proposed vowel
sounds were [a] and [2:].

In the theoretical part the general description of vowels is provided. Furthermore, the
analysis of the Czech and English vowel system is performed separately regarding the
number of vowels and the manner of their articulation. The ascertained findings provided
in the following sentence stem from the theoretical part. The analysed vowel systems differ
in a number of the vowels. In English there are seven short vowels and five long vocalic
phonemes, whereas in Czech five short vowels and their five log variants are present. The
‘neutral vowel’ can be also counted as a short vowel of the Czech language. It is of the
same quality as the ‘schwa’ vowel; therefore claiming that the ‘schwa’ vowel is unique
English vocalic phoneme would be incorrect. Another difference can be discovered in the
manner of articulation. The English vowel sounds are articulated with the tip of the tongue
freely placed in the oral cavity while in Czech the vowels are pronounced with the blade of
the tongue and the tip of this muscle usually touching the articulators, e.g. teeth or gums.
The last discussed difference is the relative length of the vowel sounds. Comparing the two
vowel systems it can be stated that the English vowels are of relative length and are
influenced by the succeeding consonant. On the other hand, the length of the Czech vocalic
phonemes is fixed and is not subject to the changes caused by the following consonant.

In the practical part the conducted research was in form of audio recordings of twenty
Czech speakers of English. Thanks to the research the most problematic vowel sounds of
the English language were identified. The vowel [a] can be considered as one of the most
difficult vowels for the Czech speakers to produce since it does not have any equivalent in
the Czech vowel system. The [&] vowel is pronounced often as the Czech vowel [a] or [e].
This fact can lead to misunderstanding since one vowel can change the meaning of a word

in English. Another problematic English vowel is [p] since its pronunciation requires
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widely open mouth and rounded lips. The tongue has to move back in the oral cavity and
its tip has to be freely placed in a mouth. The Czech learners of English are not used to this
manner of pronunciation therefore they pronounce the vowel [p] rather like its Czech
equivalent. The last problematic vowel is [o:] since it is the backmost vowel in English and
it is hard for the Czech learners to move the tongue back and create a deeper tone than in
the Czech language.

On the other hand there are vowels which could be considered as unique English
vowels; however, as results from the analysis, these vowels do not appear as difficult to
pronounce as some authors claim. The first example is the vowel ‘schwa’ [a] which is often
called ‘a unique vowel of English’. Nonetheless, this vowel appears in the Czech language
in a form of a ‘neutral vowel’. It is audible when the consonants are pronounced in the
isolated position. Therefore claiming that the ‘schwa’ vowel is a unique sound of English
would not be entirely correct. Another example of English vowel which is not very difficult
to pronounce is the vowel [3:]. It shares similar features with the short vowel ‘schwa’. The
difference is in the longer duration of this [3:] sound.

The differences between Czech and English pronunciation of the English vowels
uncovered in this thesis may not apply to every Czech speaker. However, it is likely that
when the most problematic English vowels are taken into consideration, these sounds will
cause the main difficulties to the Czech speakers of English and the main differences
between the two discussed systems will be present.

It is firmly believed that the outcome of the thesis may help the Czech students to
comprehend the differences between those two vowel systems to be able to correctly
pronounce the vowel sounds and to be able to perceive the English language system in a

different manner.
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APPENDICES
Pl The List of the Recorded Minimal Pairs.

Pl The List of the Czech and English Homophones.



APPENDIX P I: THE LIST OF THE RECORDED MINIMAL PAIRS
1) BIT X BID

2) BET X BED

3) BAT X BAD

4) CUT X BUD

5) POT X COD

6) PUT X WOOD

7) BEAT X BEAD

8) HURT X HEARD
9) HEART X HARD
10) CAUGHT X CORD

11)ROOT X RUDE



APPENDIX P II: THE LIST OF THE CZECH AND ENGLISH HOMOPHONES
1) CUT X KAT

2) TEN X TEN

3) TIP X TIP

4) DOG X DOK
5) LOOK X LUK
6) BOOK X BUK
7) PAST X PAST
8) MEAT X MIT
9) CHORD X KOD

10) STOOL X STUL



