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Problems Involved 1n The Production Of Eaglish
€ ansonant Clusters By Fyplian Learncrs OF English

lairodactinen:

The problenes of teaching prosunciation, and the imporiance ol (raining
in phonetics, become especially evident if we consider teaching the pro-
nuieton Qf English consonz:it clusters 1o Egyplian learmers.

Egyptan dcarners tend 1o substitute {anuliar patierns from their ninive
language for an unfamiliar pattern in English, thus distarting the sinucture
of Lhe language

Theit smspronuenciation of English cansonant clusters resulls in phonetic
problems: numely a forelgn accent (Egyptian English), and ¢ven in
phoncimic problens, in cases where the mispronungiation of words causes
amhipuity of megning. Thus, the arca of consanant clysiers may be
regarded =s one of the most important, aswyll as the most difficult, arcas
of teaching Lnglish pronunciation.

In this paper, we will aitempt to drdw a brief comparison between
English.and Aratme cansongut-chusiers, and.gensider the implications of
such a suinparisen lor the leachjng of.English consonant clusters o tgyp-
tlan-learners, thus translatimg cortan thepreueidl and abstract issues oo
wlualo mplementanion gnd. pragtice,

Arahic and English make use of diffecent types of svllable siriciure,

Im Arabic theie are five syllablepatterns: In thisir ¥epresentation ¢ srands
for any consonant, ¥ flor any short vowel attd ¥ {or any long vouzl, The
five paticro: are as- follows: - .

IC‘T Nt L ENE VIR
2 Cve ' R TE
3 CVe

4. (v

S CVC(

On the other hand, English has a larger variety of sylluble pa.fl}:rns. The
farmula fo1 English syllable stéucture ima simpfe form is:

Il



Cn—sv i C{u
The figures here indicate possibilities, in lerms of number of elements,
for a particular place in the sylluble structure. Thus. C“ , means thut (here

can be anything from no 19 three C elements in place 1 of the syllublc,

As the formula indicates, the main ditference between Ardbic and
English lies in the sz of the consonant sequences and in the sfructural
place where they are permitted, Jf we take C {0 swnd for any consonant we
can prescnt the permmissible sequence in the two languages as follows:

Tnitial Medial Fimal

Arabic: C & C
oC cC
English: C C C
CcC cC cC
CCC CCC CCC

CCCCCcCC  CCce

Ipitial here means gt the beginning of a word, Medial means between
vowels and wilhout any open traosition, Final means at the end of a word,
For English it means before open transition, for Arabic it means anly
before pause since befare open transition Arabic cannot have more than
aNe cansanant.

A comparison between the possible sequences of consonamy in English
and Arabic yeveals the fallowing facts;

t- English has as many as four consonants in close transition and as
many as six or seven (C.F. Hocket, Manual of Phonology Baltimore.
1955, p. 63) with intervening juncuure.

2-  Arabic has no sequences of more than (wo consonants whether in close
transition or with intervening junclure.

Consonsnat Scquences In Amble:

From the table above, we see that in Arabic only single consanants occur
kitisfly e.g. / Katab / “*he wrote’*.



Medially, both sicigle o1 1wo quesnnants aecnr:

vp o bl hoaks
s maktazh oo desk”

Finally. sisple or two consonanls ocaer
cy. * balad ¢ ta connity”
J burg 7 'aower”’
Junietural Sequences:

These are usually a combinatinn ef =ingle (inal and single intial con-
sanants, Clusters &f more Lthan two consonants do not oceur in close Lran-
Qnon.

c.g. p Pana {§if 7 “ldey™ /2 wi {§ i/ 'my face’.
7 Pana § ] itwif | v/ 1 dry my face™

- When 4 comsonanc suflin is added 10 a sepment ¢cnding in 1wo can-
sonants, a shart vowel is inserted between the final compound conse-
mant and the consonant of the suffix. «.p.*' | wns-sun™ 'pa.sulfix
meaning “‘our™. | amsina, *‘our sun”’

2. When a final compound consanant chister ocenrs before an initial
cansonent across junelure without puusc an epenthclic vowel accurs
and separates the {inal compound consonam from th: inital one,
thus, not permitiing u sequenve of three consonunis Lo ocewr.

c.g./naf fift/*' dricd’",/wi | {i/**my face’ becomessna | Jiftewwi § §is
Consapsant Sequenses In English:
Lnglish has from one to threg consonants initally:
sin spot  splash

1t has from one to four consenants medially and finally:

Medial Fina)
family pin
seldam band
boulster bandy
comnsiraont [[ts TN



It bas @8 may as seven consonants with juncture e.g./ Edimpst
eri:mez/" ' glimpsed streams*'

['rom the descriprion above it i ¢lear thut the Arubic-spesking student
will have difficulties with:

I-  English initial consonants of more than two members
2= Med:al sequences of more than two consenaits in <lose transition or
with interveming junctutre.

3- Tral sequences of more than (wo consonants,

The Arabic speuking tends 10 ransfer his native sound syllable scrucrure
to English, thus using a cluster breaker or an intrusive vowe) whenever he
mcets a consanant sequence that is not permitiad in his mother tongue.

Comparison Between The Sound Seqgucnces Of English Apd Arabic

The following vompanson will be divided into four parts. In each part
the various sequences of English that can play the designated role in the
syllable will be compared with the variaus sound swyuences of 4rabw that
can play the same role. [n cascs where English sound sequences may play a
role in the syllable that Arabic scquetices may rot, (e pronuncialion crrors
that the Arabic-speaking student of English has been obscrved to make arc
discussed,

L Initial Clustess:
(A) Clusters Of Two Members:

They consist either of:
ipaconsopant + /L7, /17, /)00 Wi,
orii) /s / + a consonanl,

i) a. Consonanl + /1/

/pV play
/kl/ climb
pl/ black
/gl glow
I/ glow
/ns flaw
Asls slaw



b. Consonanl + /rf

ipr/t pProve

FIEs Lree

Ry crine

fhr/ bread

idr/ drive

fert prew

et fry

ar/ three

r]' e shred
¢. Consungat + /}/

/pj/ pure nj/ news
T, une /xjs sue
‘kj- cure vy vicw
“bj.s besuty fj/ lewd
Adjs due ‘hit hue
‘mj. music s few
d, + w

lw Lwin

R yugen

Sdw dwell

1 thwart

S BM: sweel

#) 's/ + Consonani

sp. spot
CRY; star
‘sk. school
fsm,’ smell
/sn/ spare
ssf/ sphere

Although the speaker of Arabic does no1 have initial CC in Arabic, in
practice he has very lile difficulty with kpglich €C. This may be ut-
wibuted to the fact that Egyptiun colloquial Arabic occasimiully shows in-

19



ial clusters of two consgnants in toan wards, ¢, p./grinit if"Grccnwiuh",
fhrazvo:/"well done™ and/Zirunk 7 *a trank call”,

He will have waubles with the ¢lusters conlaining /ps , & /and/s?,

e.g. L “preve: he will substitute his nativesb/for the /p/ in the English
cluster/pr/.

2. ""three™: he will substitute his native/s/for the /87 in the English
clusier/@r/.

In both cases he will not break the cluster with any intervening vawel. As
for clusters containing/s/ + consanant, he will add/ i/ before the initial
duster. ‘‘sport’’, for instance, will be pronwnccd/aspg st/ Thisis a
vommon pattern in Arabic in the words/ Pislanna/ “wait’® and
"?is Pal.ﬂ‘"ask" whivh the learner transfers to English.

tmplicalions For Teaching:

Only consonant e¢lusters contuining/ss  + consonant should be
specificully drilled since all the other imitial clusters do ot constitute any
difficully. As for the.clusters containing/p/ , /(/ where substitution oe
curs, they will be drilled when the individuat consonunts/ps and /9, are
being dealt with.

M) Clusters OF Three Members:

These clusters consist of /s/ + one of the voiceless plosives + /17, /r/
/5 or w/.

#spl/ split
/sprf spread
/ste/ street
fskr/ screw
/sti/ stew
fskw/ square

Al these three-clement consonant clusters present problems to the
tearner who will break up the cluster by inserting / P/ + ashort vowel 1.e.
A/ after it at the beginning of the initial duster.

Enpllcatlons:

All initizl consonant clusters of three members should be drilled.

16



- Final Clasters:
(A) Clusters Of VYwo Consonanls:

The majority of these clusters in English end in /ds | /t/, /z/ or /s/ and

ol ten result from the addition of the suflixes spelled *'d"’ or "'ed’’ and *'s"’
of *‘es” 10 wards ending in a single final consonant.

The suffix spelled d/¢d forms the regular past and past participle of
verbs, There are twd suffixes usually spelled s/es: the suffix that forms the
regular third-persan singular present tense of verb, and the suffix thatl
forms the regular plural of nouns.

Apart from the clusters that may resuli from the addition of the suffix
i/ed or sfes, there are a numbcer of clusters formed by the addition of *th’*
w words ending 1n a final consenant and still othet clusters that cannot be
grammatically analysed, These unanlysable clusters all begin with /s 2
msal consenant or /L7, The common English final) two-consonant are j1-
lustrated below:

1) Voiced Cansenant + “d¢

Clusier Example Cluster Examplc

Zbd; grabbed g | ds hanged
‘gds begged Fvdy lived
fmd/ seemed /Xds breathed
‘nd.r leaned Fads buzzed
Ads vooled

Of these clusters only the following occur in Arabic:

——— [ — ——

Cluster Example Meaning
fbd/ s &upd/ slave

Amd/ /Ramd/ thankfulness
/gd/ /magd/ glary

/nd/ t&ands at

Ad/ /gikd/ skin

1?



The following clusters do not sccur in Arabiy:

1) Voiceless Cansonart + 71/

Cluster

Example
/pt/ stapped
it/ Laughed
/s1/ kissed
V&7 dashed

Qf these consonant clusters only the following occur in Arabic.

Chuster Example Meaning
/kt/ Zhilikt/ 1 got tired
174 /| ufi/ 1 saw

/51/ /bust/ I kissed
/ot iy Lived

/pt/ does not occur in Arabic,

» Voiced Comsonant + /z/

Qluster Example Cluster Example

/brs nbs /_J] 2/ things
Adz/ secds e/ ErOoves
v/ bugs 1 X2 loathex
/mr/ arms e/ sicals
/nz/ pins




OF 1hese chusters only Lhe tollowing oceur 1 Arubic

sty [:xunple Meunmg

e ‘xabz- bakiny

il [t. et booking

hnay Jramz/ symbol

fnzz Fkinzy treasure-irove

The following do not oveur: /dz/ .!(Jz“ ; d’zf . /lzs and ¢vz/
4 Vyiceless Coasonant + /s/

Clusier Example
s leaps

-5 seals

s, backs
s bauhs

Qf 1hesc the following oceur in Arabie:

Cluster Example NMeaning

‘kss /E akss opposite
Ase + € ats/ lentil
s, nafs/ soul

19



5) Consonanl + @

Cluster Exsmple Cluste Ixample
Al gighth ‘N 0 length
+d 6 width Al fitth

tm B/ warmth ‘s heatth
miys month tpdy depth

All these cluster do not exist in Arabic.

6) /s/ + Censonan?

Cluster Example

/sp/ Brasp
sk, ask

ssks occurs in Arabic e.g. smask. “helding”. rsp/ does not exist in
Arabuw.

T Nasal + Comsonanl

Cluster Example
/mp/ camp
‘mis triumph
mi/ tent

/ns’ dance
/’u k¢ think

Al these clusters occur tn Arabic except “mp/ and :s k!



Clusier Ixample AMoaning

2l fhints a prl
fng Fhans/ sweCning
‘mf ‘yaud, kind

K 1 3 Conxenant

Qluster Example Cluster Example
/b butb s seff

Ak milk 4174 pulse
Ap. help v/ delve
M belt Jlm/ realm

The Following Oceur 10 Arabic:

Qluster Examplc Meaning

‘b £ atb. turninp over
43 silk * wire

. Pult k said

T Cilm know Jedpe
Af. Pnlf a thousand
As, Ahals/ depravity

JIpd and sl do not accut in Afabic.

let general, Lgypuan ezrners dewd with two consanant final clusters
cither by introduciog a cluster breaker, or by substitution, for example,
substiluting b/ for /p/ in clusters of which ong of the elements is the
phoneme/p/, or similarly substitutingss/for/87. This is due 1o
the fact that such phonemes do no1 exist in Arabic, and so the clusiers that
n¢lude them present prablems for Egyptian leumcers.
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A specific difficulty for Egyptian lcarners is the movemenl from /40/ 10
/s/ and From /27 1o /z/ in such sequences as /8 s/ and 72/ respectively.
Here, Egyptian learners tend to substitute /s/ for /0/ and 727 tor a'/
and separate the two clements of the Cluster.by inserting a short vowel us s
duster breaker. Thus, they will mispronounce such words  as;
“months"/mA nfls/ x /mA nsizf and “‘bathes’ /hciﬂ'ra‘ 3 /beiziz

Apart Irom these clusters, the major difficulty from the Egyptian learner
is pronouncing any lwo element custer preceded by “*r'". As the learner
ends to pronounce the *‘r’" wherever its position in Arabic and he ransfers
this 10 English,jthus any figal cluster of (wo members preceded by *'r* in
English will, for him, constitute & cluster of three consonants und he will
break it by using a short, vowel e¢.g. r + md as.in '‘formed” is rendered
[(fp: rmid ], The following are amongst the most mispronounced waords:
“parked’’, “first™, “world”, “worpds™, “terms’’, Vpirls’’, “‘concerned ',
*farmed™”, Hworked'”, “hirds™, thirnst, Cbhams' Cenrves™, Clumin”T
*harts'.

D) Clusters Of Three Consonants:

All the 1hree conspnant clusters oceurring word-finally present u great
difficulty to the Jearner. He will tend tg insert a short vowel borwean the
kst two consonants: CCC will be rendered - CCVC 50 ““tests™ bocomues
JLesis-isd .

1
English final clusters of three consanants end in #dd, 1/, 7z7, 757 or
/0/. As these closters are the most difficult ones lor Arabic speaking
sudents, the class time devoted tothem is well spent All the (otlowing
. LS

should be drilled: 1
Cluster Example

Ij Clustbes Endling in 7d/ -
Anzds cleansed "
{Imd/ ; filmed
/ledd delved.
/d‘sdf' urged

3
Pk



( l-.‘ll:r

D Clusters Fading in A1/

Fxample

s Iapsed
Ahsts next
/dsts muridst
/mpt/ jumped
/mit/ iriumphed
ALY wateled
/nst/ sensed
/ nku thanked
/ﬂst/ amongzl
/s helped
1494 milked
Zsis pulscd
fsp/ grusped
Cluster Cxample
3 Clusters Ending in /2/
/ndz/ hands
fldz/ builds
fimz/ elms
fve/ shelves
cample Cluster
& Clasters Fading in /s/
fpsts seripis
kst acts
/mopss lamps
/mfls/ triumphs
! Mks/ banks:

— —— - o —— —
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e lifts

Aaps/ linpa
7s1sd fisty
f skt risks
/ipsé helps
fis/ halls
Allss itk

) Clusters OF Four Cansenanfs:

These clusters occur ouly rarely as a resull of the suf ixation o E¢C al
214 oryse morphemes. 1n the pronunaiangn of these chusters (e leamer
wnds Lo insert a shost vanel between the List Iwo consonanls. “tenpls’
will be pronounced ‘tembtis. or between the sccond nnd the thisd, “lesie™
Seksiss will be pronounced - eksits.

CUCC COOvVe
xco CUVE

Exumples of ctusters of Vour consonrans-

Retss tests
Smptss temiprs
fmpst/ glimpaed
/nt _[ul drenched

/ndjd/ changed

13- Medial Seyuences ¢withio 4 word):

Lnglish mediul sequences of three of four consunants present g difficnhy
10 the learner. He will insert a vowel between the second and the third con
L~ al  Rpl

- CCC - will be rendered - CCYC
- CCCC - will be rendcred - CCVCC -

cg “transport’ will be pronounced [ tr3g nsipy: rt ]
“landscape” will be pronounced { tundiskeip |

Medly) Cambinytluns (In connecied speech):

They are made of (il and indial clustors coming 1ogerher in counecrcd

i=

r



speech. Mcdial combinations eccur in great numbers in English and con-
situte 2 major problem for the Arab learner. These combinations can be
classifisd in difierent ways:

knglish
I-CC /t-m/ “‘get me™

2- C-CC /-8c/ ‘“gel through™'
CC-C A1s-l/ “it's low"!

3- C-CCC /hste/ *‘been strugaling™
CcC-cC /st-sk/ ‘tyast scale”’
cce-¢ Fkst-s/ **nexl Sunday”

4- CCC-CC  /iks-fr/ “milks free'
CC-CCC  ss5pl/ “tthat's splendid”

5- CCC-CCCfksispr/  **mext spring”

Of all the English patterss sbove, one pattern occurs in Arabic ‘/C-C"'.
The learnzr will have difficully with all the other patterns and will tend to
break ihe combination by inseriing a vowel, ‘thus destroying the syllable
structure of the whole phrase or sentence,

Summary:

1-  The speaker of Arahic has difficulties in pronouncing consonant se-
quences since English permits much longer sequences ol consonants
oinially, medially and finally, than Arabic.

2 The Egyptian lcarner finds no great difficulty with mosi of the imuzl
wo-element clusters.

3. The main difficulty for the Egyptian learner Jies in the area of three
consonant clusters both imjtially and finally.

4 Medial sequences of consonants within a word and combinations of
consopanis in connecled speech pose a grear difficulty to the Egyp-
izn learmer.

4. The Egyptian learner transfers his native habit of inserting a shori
vowel or a shor: vowel and a glotis] stop in dealing with consonant ,
gequences that do not enist in Arabic. As a result of this, the English

3




syllable structure will be affected, which will lead to mistakes in siress
and rhythm,

lmplicationy ¥or The Teaching Material On Consooant Clusters Aad Se-
glences:

The teaching material on consenant clusters and sequences is based on
the conclusions drawn from the comparison above with the following
poikts io mind:

l- Phoneme sequences have different valugs according Lo their frequency

of pocurrence in normal discourse. Thus, clusters of low frequency of
caocurrence are nol included.

2- Clusters which mc¢lude individual phonemes thal do noi occur in
Arabic, namely those which the learner replaces by his native ones
such as /p/ and 78/ are not included. Such clusters are meant (o be
practised when dezling with the individual consonants. Attertion iy
mainly paid to the eequences which the learner breaks by an intrusive
vowel. Mistakes in the pranunciation of thuse sequences are of a more
s=rious nature: they atfect syllable strucrure in Enghsh.

3. The wards chosen for practising the dusters and sequences in the ex-
ercises provided are those'which are common and which the students
have been observed to find difficult.

4 Final ¢lusters that contain syllabic 712, /m/, or /n/ such as those in
the pronupciation of some RP speakers c.z. *‘special™ /{17, “mut-
ton' /-tn/, “rhythm®'/ -fm/ arc not included. They will be analvsed
a / B+ C/in teaching as this will make them easy for the studenls to
pronaunce.

5« Altention is paid to medial combinations of consonants within wornds
and phrases, a feature which is completely neglected in most of the
eaching materials available to the Egyptian learner.

6- [n the exercises dealing with difficult clusters it is suggested that they
should be practiscd by starting with the sharer clusters then building
up.

7- Special attention is paid o the two basic troubles for the Arab lcarner
in pronouncing eonsonant clusters finally:

20



a) Coasonanl clasters which occar in the past tense:

tn Epglish the past form;"*—d”™ represents a full syllable only after /tf
and /d-. Butin Arabic any combination of three or four consonants has 10
e broken by a *‘clusier breaker’” - a week vowel that separates the
consonants - so if two consonants end the simple form of the verb, as in
/a:sk/, the Epyptian speaker’s normal pateern is Lo add a vowel before the
next copsonant of (he past tense ending. Insiead of saying fazski/ he says
7a:skid/. Thus, the past tense of the regular verbs ending in consonani
other than /t/ or /d/, operially those which are commeon such as
“thank™, "‘waich’, ““arrange’’ are included in the drills.

b) The noun plurals and verb formus eading to-s:

Alse cause troyble when added to a basic form with two final con-
sonants. “Deasks’’ will be pronounced/deskis/. Cammon words which the
Egyplian leamer is observed to have trouble with, such as “hands',
“‘drinks’’, *'tests"* and others are included.

21
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