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PROBLEMS OF PRONUNCIATION FOR SECONDARY LEVEL STUDENTS LEARNING
ENGLISH AS SECOND LANGUAGE IN BANGLADESH

PRODHAN MAHBUB IBNA SERAJ I

This paper invesrigates proul"t, ,rift endirhApT;Hf;n 
"rn*g 

r"*ndury tevel students, identirying

key reasons foa thc pronunciation prcblems and rccommcnding solutions. lt begins vith discussing the

vahe of intetligible pronunciation and reviewing lhe relevant literalure. Nexl, it focus€s on students'

pronunciation problorns with colrgonan$ and vowels (drawing the diffcrence of place and ,nanner of
anicul8lion bctween Be[g8li rnd English) and with strcss 6nd intonation at secondary level in Bangladesh.

The study wss conducted st drc Sylh€t division during April to October 2012.

Keyrvordsl Internationd Phonetic Alphrbet, communicstive LsngurSe Te8chin8, secondsry school

Certificate, Mother Tongtre rDd Aspirrted rnd Unaspirrted.

INTRODUCTION

As Communicative language Teaching (cLT) has been introduced at the secondary level, students

should b€ more interactive and communicative in English whether in speaking and writing. Moreover,

the standard pronunciation of any language is a b€auty and an essential palt that makes a balance 
.in

understanding to the most p€opl€ of its speakers. Without standald pronunciation any language loses its

beauty of sfeaking and iistening as well as the power of good communication too.So, standard

pronunciation is very important for one's communicative competence and it becomes very useful when

iomeone is out of his oi her own region. English as a second or foreign language in Bangladesh has

been used for rnany days. Therefore the standard of English usage in our country is not satisfrctory.

Especially the standard ofenglish in pronunciation is very poor. Sometimes the pronunciation which is

used by'nengali speakers iivery ridiculous also. Generally, the teaching of English as a- foreign

il;"d.lr;"y ienitories of the world including Bangladesh give emphasis on reading and.writing

st<iits irO tinte emphasis is given on listening and speaking skills' However, very recently, since th€

introduction of comrnunicative language teaching a few years ago, in different levels of education'

"rpoiuffy 
primary, secondary aod trigh"r secondary levels where English is taught as 1 c9mpul:oy

r"'uj*t, ;t"'iiri";i;g and speaking skiiis have b€en s'tart€d in various styles which is contributing a little

t"-i"ir.i 
"p 

n" rt"a".nts' s;Lndard-pronunciation ofEnglish. one thing seriously can be noticed that th€

rt"at"t. oi S"ngfuaesh throughoui the country haYe viry good passion for leaming English' But this is

u.un"t of..gtit that they n;t show as much passion for leaming English pronunciation as they show

in i.u-ing E igffft languages. However this ii not the only cause for which the students cannot leam

,r"nA".a pron inaiutioribri thara are several other servicls causes for which must of the time the

students mispronounce English ,"o,i'' Sutttnu and fuif (2007) have pointed out some reasons of

rnispronunciation for the Bengali leamers ofEnglish such as:

. Leamers are not conscious ofthe difference between the letters and sounds ofa word

. Leamers do not giYe emphasis on the pronunciation ofthe-sounds ofa word when it is sp€lt

. Leamers cannotiollow either syllabic or phonological divisions of words properly

Thevalsothinkthatthenon-nativeEng|ishusersinBangladeshusevariouslocaldialectswithdilferent
ilffiil 'tJi:,:# .il""ii"* "m"n'i"iir".." 

t 
" 
*" 

"'r 
Enslish. rn $is context, Amin (2006) pointed

i"i . ""tJi "ri"rt"rent 
problsms for the Bangladeshi speaken of English:

. It is an interpersonal skill' One can iisten, reai and trire on one's own' But for speaking there

must be more than one person for interaction'

o Aperrt from mastery of the structures of the language' one must pay attention to

u"'".ptuUt"f"ornpt"ttensible pronunciation' stress and intonation'

rAssistant Professot, Depanment ofEnglish' sylhet Intemational tjniversity' Sylhet' Bangladcsh

E-mail: mahbubdusl l(nlvahoo.com 
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. Exposure to the language and practice in its use are essential for speaking a language. In
Bangladesh both ar€ Iacking.

o ln Bangladesh, the only place where students can practice speaking English is educational

institutions. In most schools, colleges and universities very few students speak in English.
. A language is leamed or acquired either for integrative or instrumental needs. Bangladeshi

speakers ofEnglish lack both these needs.

The main objectives of the study are: i. to demonstrate the reasons of mispronunciation of secondary

level ii. to find out the problems in executing the syllabus for teaching listening and speaking at SSC

level, iii. to show the real situation ofclassroom environm€nt for leaming English pronunciation iv. to
come across the problems of a teacher in class room, v. to find out whether the necessary insmments
are available to learn pronunciation correctly and vi. to identiry the measures that can be taken to
overcome the dimculties and baniers for leaming English standard pronunciation.

METHODOLOGY

The study is based on both primary and secondary data. Primary data has been collected by closely
observing English language teaching classrooms, discussing with teachers, students and €ducationists
who shared their valued opinions regarding this issue. Besides this, a questionnafue has been prepared

and surveyed on the students of secondary level at different schools in Sylhet. Researchers have uscd

convenient sampling procedure. Books and modem websites have extensively been used. Existing
English syllabus ofsecondary level has been analyzed. The information has been analyzed to assess the
pres€nt learning situations in Bangladesh and its impact on Bangladeshi leamers. The study was
conducted at the Sylhet division during April to October 2012.

FINDINGS A.NID DISCUSSION

For picking up the problems of learning standard pronunciation a questionnaire (appended at the end of
this paper) has been served among the students of Secondary level at different institutes of Sylhet
division. In the response to the fust question 90% students say that they are not familiar with IPA
symbols. On the otherwise only l0P/o students are familiar with them. In the answer to the second
question only l0% students are affirmative to identiq/ the difference between the articulation ofBengali
and English phonemes. On the other hatd,9|o/o students are not able to distinguish tlrem. ln the
response to the third question 95% students say that they are not able to find words in transcription fiom
English dictionary; even they do not know the definition and function of transcription. Only 57o who
are shrdying in English medium school are able to do that. In the response to the fourth question 95olo
students say that they do not listen to English news on TV, Radio etc. regularly. In opposite of the
matter, only 57o students hear English news with much enthusiasm- In the response to the fifth question
95yo students say that their teacheF do not take class in English. And 5% students say that their
teachers take classes in English which happen in urban areas. In the response to the sixth question l0olo
students say that they are interested in practicing speaking English among themselves in and outside the

table there is the ofthe

Do your teachers take class in
Do you talk with othcrs in classroom?

950/o

800/0

900/.

50/"

5%
20"
lovoDo you have aly scope in English at school?

8. Do you have any spcaking test? to/o 990/o

classroom. on the other hand, 900/o students are not interested, euen they feei shy and h-i66ro-iffi
English. In the response to the seventh question 90% srudents tell thatihey do not have any scoie to

t37 5
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practice speaking in English in classroom with modem amenities. Only l0% students can get digital
systcm at school to practice speaking Engtish. In the response to the eighth question 99%o students say
that they do not have any speaking test at any level they have passed. On the other hand l0lo students
wbo are studying in English medium seldom get a chance of speaking test. From the above
questionnaire and my discussion with experts the following problems are assumed. And I have tried to
discuss these problems with probable solutions.

Unawrretress of IPA symbols
The pronunciations of English words are conveyed by means of the lntemational Phonetic Alphabet
(lPA). Thinking of non-native speakers ofa language, in 1886, a group ofFrench and British language
teachers, led by the French linguist Paul Passy in order to invent such kind of alphabet which can be
used for any language to show exact pronunciation of its vowels and consonants sooner invented IPA
symbols which now a days is used to show English standard pronunc;ation in all kind English learning
sources. There are forty-four IPA symbols in English instead for twenty-six letters. According to
Amanullah (2003) letters are written and are put together to compose words whereas IPA symbols/
phonemes are spoken or used in speech. If a studont leams IPA symbols he or she can easily leam
standard pronunciation ofEnglish with the help ofaudio, video recordings or individuals who can speak
in standard pronunciation. However, using IPA symbols is a very important effort to hold the sameness
in pronunciation of any language. But this is a matter of great regret that in our country most on the
students are not acquainted with IPA symbols during their stud€nt life even in their professional English
teaching life. So, the ignorance ofIPA symbols is a great problem for which the students cannot speak
in standard pronunciation of English.

Tbe IPA Chart

:i
Mouth nanower venicallv - ': r

sleep /sli:p/ slip /s1p/

Mouth wider venicallv T :.-.' cat tK&v cup / K"p/

u
book /bok/

o:
car I c,cr:tl

u:
boot /bu:/

D

hot /hov

IE

beer /bre/
CI

say /sel /

oe
fewer /loe/

CI

boy /bcr/

ao
no /nao/

bear /beo/
AI

high /hat/

au
cow /karr/

Consonants
pbldfdzkg

pan lpEnl ban lb&nl tal, ltbnl day ldev chil $E judge/&W key !ki! eet lEetl
f Y 0 6 s z l- 3

fut tgnl v?IIt I vE / thin lelnl Ihrln ltunl sip lslp/ Ap / dpl ship 4lp vision lvBnJ
mnghlrwj

might /mar./ nighvnalt/ thing /olq/ height /hal/ light /tar/ right /ral white /warti yes /jey

Regional influence
The influences of regional pronunciation of own language's vowels and consonants is another great

problem of Bangladeshi stud€nts. It often causes a mispronunciation of the letten as well as words of
English. For instance, most of the people of Sylhet Division of Bangladesh often unconsciously
pronounce the letter "p" in an English word by giving sound like "ph" during their English speaking.

Thus they also often pronounce the lefter "K' to "kh". However,'it happens because of his or her

regional influence as he or she naturally builds up the sound into his or her mind.
1376
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Difficulty of pronunciation of monophthongs 8nd diphthongs
The Bengali inglish learnen generally find the five long monophthongs in leaming English language,

swh as -ii! , tu..l , /z:/ , t cl , and hl which are seriously problematic. If we notice we find that to emphasize

a point or express various emotional effects, Bengali vowels are lengthened to some degree. But the

Bengali vowei length is only phonetic, not phonological. Besides, the Bengali speakers cannot easily and

autGntically pronounce ..schwa', /e/ as this phoneme is absent in Bengali language. So, Bengali leamen

get hard in pionunciation of English because these varied pronunciations of vowels ar€ not that much

Jxercised in'Bengali language. The leamers also suffer difficulty in pronouncing Englhh diphthortgs due

to his or her mother tongue interference. The English language has eight diphthongs, each of which is a

combination of two monophthongs one gliding inlo the other and naturally longer than a pure vowel. on
the other hand in nengaii language there are eighteen regular diphthongs which are characteristically

different and shorter tlnn English diphthongs. As a resulq the Bengati speaking leamers pronounc€ only

the first part ofa diphthong, for example, the word 'late' is pronounced like 'let'.

Syllabus tsrget
Tire educatio-nal syllabus target of Bangladesh on English in govemment and non-govemment sclools,

colleges, universities and other academic institutions equivalent to schools, colleges and universities are

not to=tally in favor of leaming Standard English Pronunciation at all. Though Communicative Language

Teaching has been introduced at secondary and higber sccondary level the teachen and teaching

environient are not up to date. Basically, in our syllabus the importance is given on Reading and

Writing, Speaking and Listening get a Iittle importance. There is no scope for pronunciation practice.

and anothir worie thing is that in our syllabus the most importance also is given on memorization

rather than on understanding. So, because of poor management of our syllabus the leamers of English

language are deprived seriously in leaming English standard Pronunciation in oul country. As a result,

evei aFer acquiring good knowledge in English language the students ofBangladesh are not being able

to produce a good pronunciation ofEnglish.

Untrained t€achers
A further big problem for the students of Bangladesh is that most of the English teachers of schools,

college, univinities and other academic institutions equivalent to schools, college and universities harr'e

no p-p"r knowledge on pronunciation of English. It happens because they are tm[ained in English

language and they are not aware offte Intemational Phonetic Alphabet (lPA) (an alphabet that is used

to ;how the pronunciation of a language). Even sometimes it is found that the teachef who teaches

English is actually has no any degree on English and is not perfect or suitabl€ for teaching English. But
we know especially from primary level to higher secondary level the English teachers are most reliable
guide for English leaming all the time. They also strictly follow their teachers' lessons and advise

iegarding English. How can the students leam the standard pronunciation or English which the teachers

are not smart in pronunciation on English.

Erroneous pronulciation on English text books' notes

Another acute problem is the incorrect pronunciation of English notes which mislead the students

English leamers. As English notes play a vital role in showing English pronunciation our native,

language and students greatly rely on them these notes work like a disease to the students in leaming of
English pronunciation. If we look on English notes from primary level to higher secondary level even

graduate to post graduate level we will not be able to find a single note of English which has better

written in standard pronunciation. Again popularity of using American pronunciation on English notes

is a serious problem of Bangladesh. Every single note remains very much pregnant with American
English. Our national curriculum follows only British English and text books are also written in British
English. But when a note is written on English text it mixes American English with British English
which makes confusion among the students and misleads the students by its pronunciation. Thus tho

students leam both pronunciation ofa word most ofthe time during their studies on English notes and

once suffer from uncertainty as to what pronunciation they should use during speaking ofEnglish.

!
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Utrawaren€ss of stress rnd intonation
Str€ss and intonation are great problematic issues for Bengali learners iike the other foreign learners.
Stress_ means prominence in pronunciation normally produced by four factors; .loudness: of voice,
'length'ofsyllables, 'pitch'related to the frequency ofvibration ofthe vocal folds as well as to low and
high tone and 'quality' ofvowels (Roacb,2000). unlike the Bengali language, the English language has
strong and weak forms. These strong and weak forms are shown by stress and intonation. StreJs and
intonation are fwo essential aspects of the pronunciation of English words and utterances. Stress and
intonation help English speaken and listeners to understand the exact meaning of the words. with the
help of stress and intonation on words the force is shown by which English tisteners can identifu the
words expressed before him in wh€th€r noun, adjective, verb or in other parts of speech.
However, the Bengali speaking learners face difficulties in using stress and intonation because these are
varied from Bengali language according to gmmrnatical categories. For example, 'abslract, conduct,
contract, contrast, impon, incline, insult, perfect, present, produce, rebel, etc,as verbs receiving stress
on the second syllables and as nouns on the first. But on the other hand in Bengali language always the
stess is put on the first syllable ofevery word.

Wrong direction in Englisb to Bengali dictionary
To make ourselves clear about an English word's meaning and pronunciation we mostly depend on
English to Bengali dictionaries which are mostly composed by our native English teachers- These
dictionaries are totally pregnant with wrong direction by mispronunciations and mostly dep€nd on
American pronunciation. However, we are to follow British English pronunciation and these
dictionaries are not helpful at all in leaming English standard pronunciation because of their
mispronunciation and mix€d pronunciation of British and American English pronunciations. Another
thing is that where all English word's pronunciation is not possible to be shows in Bengali alphabets
English to Bengali dictionaries mak€ an uncertain effort showing pronunciation instead of making the
pronunciation clear with explanation of the rcal facts. For instanca the equivalent of *shwa ' /e/ (the IPA
symbol) sound is not present in our Bengali alphabets. Therefore it is shown in various ways.

Cotrfusion belween British and American English
Basically our schools, colleges, universities' text book are written on British English even our English
teachers also delivered their lecture on British English. We lmow British and American both kinds of
English are spoken widely tkoughout the world and both kinds of English have been stood side by side
for long tirne. In Bangladesh both language also are spoken because of its side by side Position. But
because of our ignorance of identification of British and American language when we speak then both
languages make conflict with each other and we cannot often undentand in what kinds ofwords we speak.

Although most of British and American English words' pronunciation are mostly same therefore both

languages have their own style of pronunciation. For example, in British English '1" after vowel and

before consonant is not pronounced but in American English it is pronounced. At the same time

Bangladeshi people also pronounce'?' as American people do. But we know basically we are the

followers of British Englisb. Thus in many ways we mixer British and American English carelessly when

we speak which often makes us confi.rsed in mutual understanding during our production ofsounds.

Missutterance of English consonant sounds
As the Bengali speaking leamer is naturally trained to articulate Bengali consonants and as there are a

lot of diffeiencei betwien Bengali and English consonants, Bengali leamers finds some difficulty in

pronunciation ofa number English consonants in both production and perception. The Bengali language

Las i*enty ptosiues. On the oii.rer hand the English language has six-/p b t d k g/' The Bengali speaking

i"'u-".i, uraa to uring both aspirated and unaspirated sounds in his/her mother tongue as it has s€parate

urpi*.d *a unaspirited phonemes producing difference in. meaning' But like Bengali language the

English language has no conesponding aspiratJd plosives and the,voiceless plosives /p t Vare aspirated

in rhe initial position ofthe stress€d silable but unaspirated in other p-ositions. As a result, the Bengali

,p."fi"gl.t.., "-not 
exactly prono;nce the aspiral;d allophones ofEnglish voiceless plosives /p t k'/'

Thus the English consonants whtch are absent in the Beigali language are difficult lo the Bengali

"p*iirg 
f;t""t -d negatively affect the Bengali leamers' Prcnunciation as well as perceptlon'

t378
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Classroom environment
The conditions of classrooms of Bangladesh are v€ry poor and are not in favor of th€ students in

leaming English as well as leaming E-nglish pronunciation perfecrly.. There are several causes which

n"tutiu"rfy ulff""t ttte students and hierference them in leaming perfectly. Firstly, the classrooms are too

,,n?tt to itt" large figures of students. Because of large figure students the voice ofthe teachers cannot

reach to the stuientiall the time. Secondly, the classrooms are not comfortable to the students' Because

in most of the classes there 
"., 

not 
"nough 

electric facilities, comfortable seat facilities etc. Thirdly'

there is lack ofmodem amenities such as irdios, videos facilities, earphone, computer, headphone, desk

phone etc. in the classroom.

Recommendations
o The SSC curriculum should be made on the basis of full-fledged syllabus of communicative

approach.Morespeakingandlisteningactivitiesshouldb€includedinthesyllabusandpracticed
much. In the eiamination there should be speaking and listening test' To l€am proper

pronunciationthetaskonlPA(IntemationalPhoneticAlphab€t)symbolsshould^beiryn-a$in
ihe syttabus as snrdenrs can studi individually or in a goup proper pronunciation Aom English to

English dictionary.

o The teachers should show the difference between the atticulation ofEnglish and Bengali sounds

. The stud€nts should practice Standard English e.g. BBC English'

oThesfudentsshouldkeepawayEnglishtoBengalidictionarytoleamPronunciationofnew
words.

. The students should be habituated to using to English to English dictionary in the class and

outside the class.

. Speaking and listening should be arranged ftequently.

CONCLUSION

My sturly and analysis clearly indicate that the students of secondary level in Bangladesh are facing

constraints in leaming standard pronunciation in English. They are ignorant of the English
pronunciation system; they have problems of both Ll (Bengali) interference and the influence of local

varieties while they go to speak English. Moreover, they lack the proper guidelines on English
pronunciation. The motivating facton from all relevant quarters can only help them to overcome the

impediments to ptonunciation. The move should come not only from the educational institutions and

the govemment, but also from the guardians and the vigilant teachers. In another sense, for fulfilling the

motto of Communicativ€ Language Teaching (CLT) as students should be communicative in English
and they should be guided and followed properly.

REFERENCES

Anarullah, S. M.2003. 'A Guide to Corlect Speech"

Amin, Sadrul. 2006. "Leaming to Speak English in Bangladesh: The Cunent State of Affairs. "Spectrum (Joumal
ofth€ Department ofEnglish, Dhaka University) 5 (2006).

Roach, P. 2000. "English Phonetics and Phonolog/": Camb dge University Press,2000.

Sultan4 Rezina ard Arif, Hakim. 2007. "Self- conection: A possible Answer to Misspellings in English." Joumal
ofthe Institute ofModem Languages 20 (2007).

l3'79

View publication statsView publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/332111635

