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PROBIEMS INVOLYED IN THE PRODUCTION OF
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CONSONANT CLUSTERS BY EGYPTIAN LEARNERS
OF ENGLISH
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Problems Involved In The Producilon Of English
Cunsonant Clusters Thy 'I".i,‘;_}'pili:lﬂ lLearavrs (O English

latroduction:

The problens of teaching prosunciation, and the imporiance ol traintng
in phonetics, become especially evident if we consider leaching the pro-
nunciation Qf English consonzat clusters 10 Egyplian leamers.

Egyptian lcarners lend 1o substitute {ameliar patierns from their nitive
language for an unfamiliar patteen in English, thus distatting the siruclure
of the Language.

Theit misprosengiation of English cansonant chusters results in phonetie
prohlems: namely a forelgn aceent (Egyptian English), and e¢ven in
phonemie problems, in cases where the mispronunciation ol words causes
amhiguity of megning. Thus, the arca ef consanant clysiers may be
regarded =< one of the most important, aswell os thg most dilficult, arcas
of 1eachine Lnglish pronunciation.

In this paper, we will aitempt to drdw a briel comparison between
English.and Aratne cansongnt-chusiers, and.g¢onsider the implications of
such a somparisen lor the (eachjng of;F.nglish cousonant clusters o Egyp:
fiane learners, (hos translatiog cerfamn thepreueal and abstract issues o
aclual implementation and. pragtioe.

Arabhic and Englich make use of dilferent types of svllable sieiiciure,

Im Arabic theie are five syllablépatierns. {n theireepresentation ¢ smlands
for any consonant, ¥ for any short vowe] artd ¥ {or any long vouzl, The
fis o patterm: xre as- follows: - .

IC‘V‘ A 1 N P
2 CVC o SRR X
g Cv:

4 Cv.C

5. CVCC

On the other hand, English has a larger variety of syllable pa't'l-crns. The
farmuola for English syllable sifucture in a simple form is:

Il



Cn—jv - C{14
The figures here indicate possibilities, in lerins of number of elements,
for a particular place in the sylluble structure. Thus, C,, , means that (here

can be anything from po 10 three C elements in place 1 of the syllable.

As the formula indicates, the main ditference between Arabic and
English lies in the ez of the consonant sequences and in the struetural
place where they are permitted, If we take C {0 5stand for any consonant we
can present the permissible sequence in the two languages as follows:

Tnitial Medial Fimal

Arabic: C C C
oC CC
English: C C C
CC CC cC
CCC CCC CCC

CCCCCCC  CCCC

lpitial here means at Lhe beginning of a word, Medial mcans between
vowels and without any open trapsition, Final means at the end of 2 word,
For English it means before open transition, for arakic it means only
before pause singe befare open transition Arabic cannot have more than
ane consonant.

A comparison between the possible sequences of consonanis in English
and Arabic yeveals the following facts:

I- 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 juncrure.

2-  Arabic has no sequences of more than two ¢onsonants whether in close
transition or with intervening juncture.

Comonzat Sequences Ia Armble:

From the tablke above, we see that in Arabic only single consonants occur
kitlsfly e.g. / Katab / “*he wrote’’,



Medially, both sirigle o1 1wo coisnnants goonr:

v kel hoak?
» maktazh © ta desk™

Finally. sigle or two consonanls ocenr

ey “ balad ¢ g connry”
J burg / 'awower’!

Junctural Sequences:

These are usuzxlly a combinatinn of single final and single inutial con-
sananis. Clusters ¢f more than two gonsonunts do nol oceur in close tran-
Qtion.

e p Pana {}if 7 “Ldry™ 2 wi ] i/ *my face”,
/pana | J'fwi] ] iz/ “i dry my facc™

I+ When a comsonant suflix is added 10 a sepment cnding in 1wo con-
somtants, a shart vowel is inserled between the final compound conse-
mnt and the consonant of the suffix. e.g.-** | wms sun™,/passulfix
meaning “‘our™. | amsina, *‘our sun’.

2. When a fing!l compound consanunt cluster oceurs hefore an initial
CONSONLAL across junelure without puusc an epenthictic vowel oocurs
and separates the final vompound consonanm from the initial one,
thi:s, not permitting a seqience of three consonunts 1o oCewr.

c.g./naf fift/ ') dricd’",/wi | {is**my face”” becomes/na | Jiftewi § fi/
Consopsnd Sequences In English:
L-nglish has from one to three consonants initially:
sin spot  splash

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

Medial Final
family P
seldom band
boulster bands
consirlt [[Ts ¥ LN



It has ps may s seven consonants with juncture e.g./Elimpst
grizmz/ ' glimpsed streams’”

['rom the description above it is ¢lear that the Arsbiv-spesking student
will have difficultics with:
I- English initial consonants of more than two members.

2~ Medial sequences of more than two vonsonants in <lose (ransition or
with intervening junctutre.

3- Tiral sequences of more than two consenants,

The Arabic speaking tends 10 ransfer his native sound syllable structure
to English, thus using a ¢luster breaker or an intrusive vowe] whenever he
meels a consonant sequence that is not permitied in his mother tongue.

Comparison Between The Sound Sequences OF English And Arabic

The following companson 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 virious sound seyusnces of Arabic that
can play the same raole. [n cascs where English sound sequences may play a
role in the syllable that Arabic sequences may rot, (he pronunciation crrors
that the Arabic-speaking student of English hus been obscrved to make are
discussed,

E Initial Clusters:
{A) Clusters Of Two Members:

They consist either of:
ij)aconsopant + / L/, /1/,/j/orfwi.
oriiy /s / + a consonanl,

i) a. Consonznl + 71/

/pl/ play
/kly climb
folf black
fgl/ glow
/I glow
n/s flow
/slf slow



b, Consonum + /r/

iprt prove

fIEs Lree

Y crime

fbr/ bread

fdrf drive

fers grew

Ard fry

Br/ three

.r"J’ e shred
«. Consunant + /j/

/pid pure fnj/ news
A1) Tune /x)/ sue
‘kj- cure I view
“bjs besuty £/ lewd
“djs due rhjs hue
‘mj. music 3¢ few
d o+ ow

‘I twin

Ewe yugen

S dwell

i3 1 thwart

s BN sweel

#) v/ + Cunsonani

sp. spot
S8y star
‘sk. schogol
fsm/ smell
/sn/ share
S5t/ sphere

Although the speaker of Arabic does not have initial CC in Arabiv, in
practice he has very litfe difficolty with English €C. This may be at-
mibuted to the fact thal Exyptian colloquial Arabic occasionally shows in-



itial clusters of twa consonants in toan words, e.p./grinit !f"ﬁrccnwiuh",
sbrarvo:/"well done™ and/trunk #**a trunk call”.

He will have troubles with the clusters containing /p/ , & Zand/s?,

e.g. L ““prove™": he will substitute his native/b/for the /p/ in the English
cluster/pr/.

2. “‘three’": he will substitute his native/s/for the /87 in the English
cluster/&r/.

In both cases he will not break the cluster with any intervening vowel. As
for clusters containing/s/ + consonant, he will add/ ﬁfj before the initial
duster, “‘sport’’, for instance, will be pronuunc:d!iﬂspg #t#. This is a
ommon pattern in Arabic in the wurds;’?islannaf “*wait’ and
-’?is ?al.ﬂ'"ask" which the iearner transfers to English.

Implications For Teaching:

Ounly consonant clusters contpining/ss + cansonant should be
specifically drilled since all the other inirial clusters do not constitute any
difficulty, As for the.clusters containing/p/ , /07 where substitution oe
curs, they will be drilled when the individuat consonunts/ps and /€, are
being dealt with.

(B) Clusiers OF Three Members:

These clusters consist of /s/ + one of the voiceless plosives + /715, /r/,
/it or tw/.

Zspl/ split
/spr/ spread
/sted street
/skr/ screw
/sty stew
skw/ square

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

Implicatlons:

All initizl consonant clusters of three members should be drilled.

16



I- Final Clusters:
{A) Clusters f Two Consonanis:

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

ol ten result from the addition of the suffixes spelled “'d"’ or “'ed”’ and **s'’
or *‘es”’ to words 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-person singular present tense of verb, and the suffix thal
forms 1he regular plural of nouns.

Apart from the clusters that may resuli from the addition of the suffix
3sed or s/es, there are a number of clusters formed by the addition of **th'*
0 words ending in a final consonant and stitl other clusters that cannol be
grammalically analysed, These unanlysable clusters all begin with /50, 2
masal consenant or /14, The common Enghish final two-consonant are il-
lustrated below:

1} Voiced Comsenant + Ad#

Cluster Example Cluster Examplc

fbds grabhed g | ds hanged
‘gds begged fvdy lived
fmd/ seemed /Xds breathed
‘nds leaned fzds buzzed
Ads ¢ooled

Of these clusters only the following occur in Arabic:

B [— _— . - JR—

Cluster Example Meaning
/bd/ t Eabd/ slave

Amd/ /Ramd/ thankfulness
/gd/f fmagd/ glory

/nd/ 1&ands at

Ad/ fgikd/ skin

1?7



The following clusters do not gocur in Arabie:

2) Yoiceless Cansanarnt + 71/

Example

Cluster

/pt/ stopped
HiT Laughed
/s1/ kissed
¢/ dashed

Qf these consonant clusters only the following occur in Arabic.

Example

Cluster Meaning
/kt/ Zhilikt/ 1 got tired
A /| ufty 1 saw

/st /bust/ I kissed
/2 i Uhived

/pt/ does not occur in Arabic,

3 Voiced Consonant + 72/

Qluster Example

fhrs nbs
Azs secds
/gr/ bugs
/my/ arms
/mzf pins

Example

Cluster

/nz/ things

e/ Eroves

,'522 loathes
flz/ sicals



Of 1hese clusters ondy the tallowing oceur 1 Arabic

Closter [:xumple “Meanmg

7 ‘xab bashiny

e [ e booking

hmzs Jramz/ symbol

inzs fKinzs treasure-irove

The following do not oceur: /dz/ ({er‘ , :’5’1} L Alzs and vz
4 Voiceless Consgnant + 75/

Cluster Example
Ps- leaps

A5 seals

K. hacks
f. liwgzhs

Qf 1hesc the follawing occur in Arabic:

Cluster Example Aeaming
31 ,-’E akss opposite
As s ats/ lentil
s’ ¢nafs/ soul

¥



%) Consonanl + 9

Cluster Example Clusten Eauinple
Ads eighth ‘N 0 length
id © width i lifth

/m B/ warmth Afr health
b/ monih /pBr depth

All these cluster de not exist in Arabic.

6) /s/ + Censonan?

Cluster Example

/sp’ prasp
sk, ask

sks occurs in Arabic e.g. Jmask. “holding”. ssps does not cuist in
Arabic.

T Nasal + Consonanlt

Cluster Example
/mp/ camp
mils triumph
mif tent

fnsf dance
’:ﬂ k¢ think

All these clusters occur tn Arabic except “mp/ and :_IJ ky
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Cluster Lxample Meaning

£ fhinty a il
s Fhany/ swecping
ml TR kind

£) 1 + Consonant

Cluster Example Cluster Example
/b bultb s seff

Ak milk s/ pulse
Ap. help fvs delve
s belt ilm# realm

The Following Oceur 10 Arabic:

Cluster Examplc Meaning

‘b P atb. turning over
413 silk ' wire

A, : Puh' t said

Tru Eilm knowJedpe
Af, j?nl'l' a thousand
As, fhals/ depravity

“Ipd and /lve do not accur in Arabic.

It general, Lgyptian lezrners deud with two consonant final clusters
cither by introducing a cluster breaker, or by substitution, for example,
whstiluting b/ far /p/ in clusiers of which ong ef the elements is the
phoneme/p/, or similarly substituting/s/for/87. This is due 1o
the fact 'that such phonemes do poa exist in Arabic, and so the clusiers that
include them present prablems for Egypiian leamers.
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A specific difficulty for Egyptian lcarners is the movemenl from /84 10
/sf and from 72/ to /z/ in such sequences as /# s/ and 72/ respectively.
Here, Egyptian learners tend to substilute /s/ for /07 and 727 tor ﬂ'f
und separate the twe clements ol the cluster by inserling & short vowel usa
duster breaker. Thus, they will mispronounce such words  as;
“months™* /mA nfls/ x Y /mA nsiz¥ and "‘batles’ /hciJ’r:‘ 3 /heizizs

Apart jrom these clusters, the major difficulty from the Egyptian learner
i5 pronouncing any Iwo element cluster preceded by ““r''. Ay the learner
ends to pronounce the **r** wherever its position in Arabic and he rransfers
this 1o English thus any figal cluster of two members preceded by *'¢" in
English will, for him, constitute & cluster of three consonants and he will
break it by using a short, vowel ¢.g. r + md as.in *‘formed™ is rendered
[f3: rmid ]. The following are amongst the most mispronounced words:
“parked’’, *'first™, “world™, “words™, *'terms’’, "girls’’, *“concerned’’,
“formed™”, **worked'”, *“hirds”™, “lirms’', Cbhums'. Ceurves™, Clunn'T
»harts'.

D) Clusters Of Three Consonants:

All the three conspnant clusters accurring word-finally preseat o greal
difficulty to the learner. He will tend (g insert a short vowel berween the
kst two consonants: COC will be nendered - CCVC slo Mreststt bocomes
Zesis-i5/ .

L ]

English final clusters of three conconants end in sdd, /17, 72/, /57 or
/84, As these clusters are the most difficult ones lor Arabic speaking
sudents, the class time devoted to-them is well spent. All the (otlowing

. LA

should be drilled: o t
Cluster Example

Iy Clostbes Endlig in 74/ C
Anrds . cleansed .
fImds _ filmed
flvds delved.
z’d‘-sd.r‘ urged

3
Fut



(l..c0er I‘.K:tmp!t'

D Clusters Fading in A1/

el Tapsed
Ahsts next
fdsts midst
fmpt/ jumped
fmlt/ iriumphed
Iy watoehed
/nst/ sensed
/ nku/ thanked
/ﬂst.r' amongzl
s helped
Flkts milked
Asis pulscd
spL/ grasped
Cluster CExample

B Clusters Ending in /7/

fndz/ hands

fdz/ builds

Jimzs elms

flves shelves
cample Cluster

. — EE——— —r— -

& Clasters Fading in /s/

fpst/ sceripils
kst acte
fmps/ lamps
/mls/ triumphs
/ Mks/ banks:

23




sy lifts

/aps/ linpa
F5187 HEY EY
Fskat risks
Apsé helpx
fss hialts
Flkss rilky

() Clusters OF Four Consenants:

These clusters ovcur ouly rarely as « resull of {ke saf bixation 10 &G0 or
217 or/se morphemes. In the pronungation of (hese closters e leimer
wnds Lo insert a shost vawel between the st two consonanls. “tenpts’
will be pronounced ‘tembiis. or between the second and the thind, “lesie™
Steksts/ will be pronounced - oksits.
coce COUVC
xCo LTV

Examples of clusters of lour consonanis:

Tkstss 1ests
Smiptss temiprs
f/mpst/ eglinypsed
/ni _[.U‘I drenched
.fndjd.-’ changed

1- Muedial Seguences ¢withio u word):

Lnglish mediu) sequences of three of four consunants present a difficnhy
1o the learner. He will insert a vowed between the second and the third con.
SOnAne;

- CCC - will be rendered - CCY(
- CCCC - will be rendered - CCVCC -

c.g “transport” will be pronounced [ tr nsipy: rt ]
“landscape’ will be pronounced { tundiskeip ]

Mediu! Combinatlvns (In connecied speech):

They are made of linal and indial-clusters coming 1ogerher in conmecrid

L
i=



speech. Mcdizl combinations occur in great numbers in English and con-
ditute 4 majos problem for the Arab learner. These combinations can be
classified in different ways:

English
I- CC /t-m/ “‘get me”’

2- C-CC Jr-8c/ ‘““gel through”’
CC-C Sus-1/ “it's low"'

3- C-CCC /n=ste/ ‘*been struggling’’
CC-CC /st-sk/ “‘yast scale”
CeC-C fkst-g/ “next Sunday”

4- CCC-CC  /iks-fr/ *milks free"’
CC-CCC  ris-splf “that's splendid”’

5- CCC-CCCHkstspr/  **mext spring™

Qf all the English patterns above, one pattern occurs in Arabie “C-C*’,
The learner will have difficulty with all the other patterns and will tend to
break (he combination by inserting 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 lenger scquences of consonants
mitially, medizlly and finally, than Arabic.

The Egyptian learner finds no great difficulty with mosi of the initizl
wo-element clusiers.

[

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

4-  Medial sequences of consanants within a word and combinations of
consopanis in connecled speech pose a great difficulty to the Egyp-~
tzn learmer.

4- The Egyptian learner transfers his native habit of inserting a shon
vowel or a short vowel and a glotial stop in dealing with consonant |
sequences that do not exist in Arabic. As a result of this, the English
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syllable structure will be affceted, which will lead to mistakes in stress
and rhythm,

Lnplications For The Teaching Material On Consonant Clusters And Se-
quences:

The Lteaching material on consenant ¢lusters and sequences is based on
the conglusions drawn from the comparison above with the following
poitts io mind:

1- Phoneme sequences have different values according Lo their frequency
of securrence in normal discourse. Thus, clusters of low frequency of
caccurrence are nal included.

2- Clusters which mm¢lude individual phonemes thal do poi occur in
Arabic, namely those which the learner replaces by his rative anes
such as /p/ and /8/-are not included. Such clusiers are meant (o be
practised when dezling with the individua! consonants. Attertion s
mainly paid to the sequences which the learner breaks by an intrusive
vowel. Mistakes tn the pronuneiation of thuse sequences are of & more
s=rious nature: they atfect syllable strucrure in Enghsh.

3- The words chosen for practising the chusters and scquences in the ex-
ercises provided are those'which are common gnrd which the studenis
have been observed to find difficult.

4 Final clusters that contain syllabic 712, /m/, or /n/ such as those in
the pronunciation of some RP speakers e.g. *“‘special™ /-[1/, “mut-
ton'* /-in/, “rhythm’'/ ~'§m;‘ arc not included. They will be analysed
as / B+ C/ in teaching as this will make them easy for the students to
pronounce.

5« Altention i5 paid to medial combinations of consonants within words
and phrases, a feature which is completely neglected in maost of the
teaching materials available to the Egyptian leatner.

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

7- Special atiention is paid to the two basic troubles for the Arab lcarner
in prorouncing consonant clusters finaily:

26



a) Conxonani clasiers which occur in the past teasc:

In Epglish the past form:"*-ed™ represents a full syllable only after 7t/
and /d/. Butin Arabic any combination of three or four cansonants has 10
e broken by a *'clusier breaker” - a wesk vowel that separates the
congonants - so if two consonants end the simple form of the verk, as in
/a:sk/, the Egyptian speaker's normal pattern is to add a vowel before the
next consonant of (he past tense ending. Instead of saying /a-ski/ he says
/a:skid/. Thus, the past tense of the regular verbs ending in cansonani
other than /t/ or /d/, especially those which are common such as
“thank™, **walch’’, “arrange’’ are included in the drills.

b) The noun plurals and verb forms ending in-s:

Alsc cause trouble when added 1o a basic form with two final con-
sonants. “Desks’” will be prorounced/deskis/. Common words which the
Egyplian leamner is- observed to have trouble with, such as “hands',
“‘drinks’’, *'tests'* and others are included.

21
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