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Summary

In the context of studying the acquisition of Latvian by children from
ethnic minorities in Latvia, we had the opportunity to follow a related instance
of acquisition, a young Latvian, Dainis (age 14 years 9 months), immersed in
English in high school. The aim of our article is to make sure that good
American pronunciation learning opportunities come directly from using
language inside and outside the classroom. Our emphasis was on pronun-
ciation, in part because the school provided academic instruction in reading
and writing English but only indirect instruction in pronunciation. Consequ-
ently, changes in Dainis's pronunciation of English resulted primarily from
exposure and a natural tendency to use the ambientlanguage.

We compared Dainis's reading of a passage from a newspaper in
September and January; the speech was transcribed and analysed using the
Kay Elemetrics Computer Speech Laboratory (CSL), following standard
laboratory procedures. Even in this short period of time, we found con-
siderable changes in fluency accompanied by a more American version of
vowels, particularly in unstressed syllables and function words. He had
studied standardised English in Latvia and now had to fit into American
society.

The article analyses sound pronunciation but also focuses on stress, sound
quantity and tension. The school that Dainis attended is situated in a relatively
small college town in southeastern Ohio. Students at the school come from
quite diverse backgrounds. Some are from rural families of limited means;
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others are the children of academics or graduate students, sometimes using
English as a second language; finally, there are children of lawyers and others
in various professions and townspeople. The speech patterns of these groups
differ considerably, butall are considered acceptable within the school setting.
English language instruction at school emphasises reading, writing, voca-
bulary, and other academic approaches firmly based on American English
practice. In his daily experiences, Dainis was exposed to all these varieties. It is
impossible to say what effects this variety may have had in creating a model of
American English pronunciation for Dainis. Furthermore, Dainis was the only
Latvian speaker in his school, so he had no choice but to use English to manage
his daily affairs.

The results of our experiment are summarised and described in the
following groups: 1) Sporadic pronunciation errors; 2) Consonantal sub-
stitutions; 3) Speech rate and phrasing; 4) Vowel durations; 5) Vowel formant
values. The main conclusions:

¢ Even a short period of exposure proved adequate for some changes in
pronunciation towards the ambient American model.

¢ Dainis spoke more fluently and rapidly in January than in September.

¢ Dainis' vowel durations began to approximate American durations,
particularly for lax vowels and in unstressed syllables, both in multi-
syllabic words and function words. This pattern is characteristic of
English, soitis probably salientto learners.

¢ Dainis showed a tendency to modify vowel quality in unstressed
positions towards formant values characteristic of schwa. His un-
stressed vowel productions were also considerably shorter.

¢ Over the period of four months, Dainis did not modify the pronunciation
of consonants, either approximating difficult American segments or
Americanallophones.

¢ Dainis's stressed vowel quality did not change appreciably, perhaps
because discrepancies from the American model were inconsequential
for successful communication.

¢ Although Dainis did not receive specific instruction in pronunciation,
using the ambient language both in and out of class still provides
opportunities for learning.

e Our research results show that the language environment is very
important; therefore, the new reform in education, when all educational
institutions in Latvia change their language of instruction to Latvian,
could be evaluated as positive.

Though ourreportis quite preliminary, we hope it provides insightinto the
importance of the common national language use. The results of the studies
confirm the conviction that it is the use of language in a given linguistic
environment that is very important; therefore, the new reform in education,
when all educational institutions in Latvia step by step change the teaching
language to Latvian, is positive.

Keywords: American English, pronunciation, language environment, Latvian
experience.
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Kopsavilkums

Vérojot etnisko mazakumtautibu problémas, macoties latvieSu valodu
Latvija, raksta tika izmantotas iespéjas analizét lidzigu pieredzi, latviesu
zénam Dainim (14 gadu un 9 ménesu vecuma) noklastot anglu valodas vidus-
skola. Pétijuma meérkis bija parliecinaties par to, ka labas amerikanu izrunas
apguves iespéjas sniedz tieSi valodas lietoSana gan Kklase, gan arpus tas.
Uzsvars tika likts uz izrunu, jo skola parsvara notika akadémiskas lasiSanas un
rakstiSanas macibas, bet bija tikai netieSas norades par izrunu. Tatad izmainas
Daina izruna galvenokart veidojas no dabiskas veleSanas izmantot apkartéjo
valodu un tas ietekmes.

Meés salidzinajam Daina ierunatu avizes tekstu septembra sakuma un tadu
pasu tekstu - janvari, runa tika transkribéta un analizéta, izmantojot Kay
Elemetrics datorrunas iekartu (CSL), ieverojot laboratorijas standartproce-
diiras. Pat $aja isaja perioda bija novérojamas pamanamas parmainas izrunas
prasme, kas paradijas amerikaniskaka patskanu izrunas versij3, jo ipasi neuz-
svertas zilbés un funkcionalos vardos. Dainis Latvija bija macijies standarta
anglu valodu, bet tagad vinam vajadzéja ieklauties amerikanu sabiedriba.

Raksta analizéta skanu izruna, pievérsta uzmaniba ari uzsvaram, skanu
kvantitatei un saspriegumam. Dainis bija macijies standartizétu anglu valodu
Latvija, tagad vinam bija jaieklaujas amerikanu sabiedriba. Skola, kuru
apmekléja Dainis, atrodas salidzinoS$i neliela koledzas pilsétina Ohaio
dienvidaustrumos. Skolas audzékni nak no diezgan dazadiem sabiedribas
slapiem. Dazi ir no lauku gimeném ar ierobezotiem finansu lidzekliem, citi ir
akadeémiski izglitotu absolventu bérni, ir ari tadi, kuri anglu valodu izmanto ka
otro valodu, ir ari juristu un citu profesiju pilsétnieku bérni. So grupu runas
modeli ievérojami atskiras, bet skolas vide visi tiek uzskatiti par lidzvertigi
pienema-miem. Anglu valodas apguve skola tiek uzsveérta lasiSana, rakstiSana,
vardu krajums un citas akadémiskas pieejas, kas stingri balstitas uz amerikanu
anglu valodas praksi. Ikdienas pieredzé Dainis tika paklauts visiem Siem
variantiem. Nav iespéjams precizi pateikt, kadu iespaidu $ada pieeja varétu
bt atstajusi, veidojot Daina amerikanu anglu valodas izrunas modeli. Turklat
Dainis sava skola bija vienigais, kam dzimta ir latvieSu valoda, tatad vinam
neatlika nekas cits ka ikdienas sazina izmantot anglu valodu.

Eksperimenta rezultati tika apkopoti un aprakstiti $adas grupas:

1) sporadiskas izrunas kliidas; 2) konsonantu substitiicija jeb aizvietoSana;
3) runas temps un frazeésana: 4) vokalu ilgums; 5) vokalu formantu vértibas.
Galvenie secinajumi:

¢ Pat 1sais ekspozicijas periods izradijas piemérots vairakam izrunas

izmainam attieciba pret apkartéjo amerikanu modeli.

¢ JanvariDainis runajatekoSak un straujak neka septembri.

¢ Daina runato vokalu ilgums saka tuvinaties ilgumam amerikanu izruna,

ipasi tas bija vérojams nesaspriegtu patskanu izruna un neuzsvértas
pozicijas gan daudzzilbigos vardos, gan ari funkcionalos vardos. Sads
modelis ir raksturigs anglu valodai, tatad tas ir iesp&jami nozimigs
audzéeknu anglu valodas runas apguve.
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tapéc, ka atSkiribas amerikanu modeli nebija konsekventi nozimigas
veiksmigai komunikacijai.

¢ Kaut ar1 Dainis nesanéma specialas pareizrunas instrukcijas skola, bija
redzams, ka apkartejas valodas lietoSana gan klasé, gan arpus tas
joprojam sniedz macibu iespéjas.

Kaut ari $is uzskatams par sagatavoSanas pétijumu, ceram, ka tas sniedz

priekSstatu par vienotas valsts valodas lietojuma nozimigumu. legitie
pétijumu rezultati nostiprina parliecibu, ka tiesi valodas lietojums attieciga
lingvistiska vidé ir loti svarigs, tapéc jauna reforma izglitiba, kad visas
izglitibas iestades Latvija soli pa solim maina macibu valodu uz latviesu
valodu, vértéjama pozitivi.

Raksturvardi: amerikanu anglu valoda, izruna, valodas vide, latviesa
pieredze.

The inspiration for this study came from analysing the diffi-
culties children and adolescents face learning the official language
when it is not the language used at home (Markus et al. 2021: 7-29;
Markus, Zirina, Markus 2023, etc.). Focusing on phonetics, we asked
the question: what can we learn about the acquisition of pro-
nunciation of American English by a native speaker of Latvian?
We investigated changes in pronunciation in the speech of an
adolescent Latvian male, Dainis, from recordings. Changes in his
pronunciation resulted primarily from exposure to American
English rather than explicitinstruction.

This report is preliminary and quite limited, describing changes
from September to January and examining only some acoustic-
phonetic properties of his speech.

Method

Dainis arrived in the United States in August 1998, age 14 years
9 months (b. d. November 1983). He had studied English in Latvia
since the second grade though with no explicit attention to
pronunciation and little experience in speaking. In the USA, he was
placed in academic classes at the local high school and also given
English as a second language instruction, which emphasised reading
and writing for academic purposes. Although he heard English
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spoken for most of the day, he was not given explicit instruction
in pronunciation either in his high school or his ESL class.
Consequently, any changes in his pronunciation reflect learning
resulting almost entirely from exposure to American English.

Dainis recorded a short text from a newspaper in early
September, shortly after his arrival. He recorded the same text in
January. His speech was transcribed in order to investigate some
global properties; in addition, vowel duration and formant
measurements were obtained from the recordings using the Kay
Elemetrics Computer Speech Laboratory (CSL) following standard
laboratory procedures.

Results

Sporadic pronunciation errors. Because Dainis was reading
from a text, he was not familiar with a number of words. In
September, he made 15 pronunciation errors; in January, he made
6 errors. Some examples of this type of mispronunciation are /falld/
for field and /artlflkl/ for artificial. These errors represent no more
than a lack of familiarity with the spelling conventions of English,
and the improvement from September to January shows increasing
familiarity with both spelling and vocabulary.

Consonantal substitutions. In addition to sporadically mis-
pronouncing some words, Dains employed some typical consonant
substitutions. He consistently used the fricatives /s z/ in place of the
notoriously challenging English interdental fricatives /0, §/,
pronouncing the name of the city, Athens, as /aesns/. He employed
plosives /td/ intervocallically instead of using the American flapped
/r/ pronunciation. Although American /1/ may prove difficult for
some non-native speakers, Dainis pronounced itacceptably.

Speech rate and phrasing. His speaking rate in September was
approximately 56 words per minute, increasing to approximately
80 words per minute in January. The change was primarily
a function of reducing the number of hesitation pauses he produced
while reading the text. In comparison, native speakers typically read
atarate of 150 to 180 words per minute (Calvert 1992).

In September, Dainis read the text one or a few words at a time,
pausing between words. He even paused within words which he did
not know. For example, Dainis mispronounced Parkersburg, the
name of a city in the region, and produced it one syllable at a time. By
January, Dainis had developed considerably more fluency. He no



longer paused within words even when he mispronounced them,
and his phrasing was now related, atleastin part, to the grammatical
structure of the text.

Vowel durations. Fig. 1 provides information about the dura-
tions of vowels that Dainis employed in September and January. In
the figure, English tense and lax vowels, unstressed vowels, and
vowels in function words are represented separately. The durations
which Dainis employed for tense vowels did not change appreciably
from September to January, both averaging close to 200 ms. In
contrast, the durations of lax vowels decreased, on average, by more
than one-third, from almost 160 ms to 100 ms. Vowel durations in
unstressed syllables decreased by approximately 30 %. Vowels in
function words also showed some decrease in average duration.

There are probably two reasons for these durational changes.
One is increasing fluency. As Dainis learned to connect English
syllables into words and phrases, the syllables no longer received
the kind of pronunciation given to words in isolation. The second
reason has to do with increasing mastery of English phonology,
specifically the durational adjustments characteristic of vowels in
unstressed and reduced syllables. However, Dainis had not yet
achieved the durational adjustments characteristic of native
speakers, who produce extremely short vowels in unstressed
syllables, averaging perhaps 60 ms. Dainis's unstressed syllables
averaged about twice that. The durations which Dainis employed for
stressed vowels were also longer than those employed by native
speakers in continuous speech, more similar to vowel durations
found in words produced in isolation (see Crystal, House 1988;
Fokes, Bond 1989; Fokes, Bond, Steinberg 1984; Umeda 1975).

Vowel formant values. The average vowel formant values
which Dainis employed in stressed syllables are given in Fig. 2. For
comparison, the figure also shows average vowel formant values
taken from Hillenbrand, Getty, Clark and Wheeler (Hillenbrand et al.
1995; see also Peterson, Barney 1952). Although the formant values
which Dainis employed provide reasonably acceptable tokens of
American English words, there are some interesting differences.
Dainis appears to distinguish the quality of the tense and lax high
vowels /1i/ (as in sit, seat) less clearly than Americans tend to do. In
his pronunciation, the front lax vowels /¢, &/ (as in set, sat) are not
quite as peripheral as the American pronunciation. The high back
vowel /u/ (as in suit) shows a back rather than the American fronted
pronunciation. The central vowel in words such as bus gave Dainis
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considerable difficulty, being pronounced almost identically with
/a/ in September and given a very high version in January. Although
there is variability in the vowel tokens from September to January,
there do not appear to be systematic changes in how Dainis pro-
nounced the American vowels. Particularly, the lack of distinction
between the American English so-called tense and lax vowels
makes it seem likely that Dainis was essentially using the arti-
culatory properties characteristic of Latvian vowels. In Latvian, the
distinction would be made quantitatively, long and short.

The formant values of the unstressed vowels, given in Fig. 3,
show some change from September to January. In September, Dainis
appeared to use variants of the unstressed vowels, similar to the
values suggested by orthography. In January, the formant values
showed considerable reduction or centralisation. On average, the
value of the second formant (F2) is approximately 500 Hz lower in
January, indicating a centralised pronunciation of vowels in the
second syllable of words such as seven. The formants of vowels
which Dainis employed in function words are given in Fig. 4. For
these vowels, both the September and January productions showed
considerable variability, though there was a tendency for the
January productions to show more centralised values than the
September productions, so approximating American English
pronunciation.

Conclusions

The high school which Dainis attended is situated in a relatively
small college town in southeastern Ohio. Students at the school
come from quite diverse backgrounds. Some are from rural families
of limited means; others are the children of academics or graduate
students, sometimes using English as a second language; finally,
there are children of lawyers and others in various professions
and townspeople. The speech patterns of these groups differ
considerably but all are considered acceptable within the school
setting. English language instruction emphasizes reading, writing,
vocabulary and other academic approaches firmly based on
American English practice. In his daily experiences, Dainis was
exposed to all these varieties. [t is impossible to say what effects this
variety may have had in creating a model of English pronunciation
for Dainis. Furthermore, Dainis was the only speaker of Latvian in
his school so he had no choice but to use English to manage his daily
affairs.



e Even a short period of exposure proved adequate for some
changesin pronunciation towards the ambient model.

e Dainis spoke more fluently and rapidly in January than in
September.

e Dainis' vowel durations began to approximate American dura-
tions, particularly for lax vowels and in unstressed syllables,
both in multisyllabic words and function words. This pattern
is characteristic of English, soitis probably salient to learners.

e Dainis showed a tendency to modify vowel quality in un-
stressed positions towards formant values characteristic of
schwa. His unstressed vowel productions were also conside-
rably shorter.

e Over the period of 4 months, Dainis did not modify the
pronunciation of consonants, either approximating difficult
American segments or American allophones.

e Dainis's stressed vowel quality did not change appreciably,
perhaps because discrepancies from the American model
were inconsequential for successful communication.

e Although Dainis did not receive specific instruction in pro-
nunciation, using the ambientlanguage both in and out of class
still provides opportunities for learning.

e Our research results show that the language environment is
very important; therefore, the new reform in education, when
all educational institutions in Latvia change their language of
instruction to Latvian, could be evaluated as positive.

Even though a very brief period of exposure showed clear
evidence of change, we would like to end with a caution. Though the
findings are intriguing, they should be taken with some caution.
More extensive analyses based on alonger time frame are necessary
tounderstand learning pronunciation with little instruction.

References

Calvert, Donald R. (1992). Descriptive Phonetics. New York: Thieme.

Crystal, T. H.; House, A. S. (1988). The duration of American-English vowels: an over-
view. Journal of Phonetics, 16, pp. 263-284.

Fokes, Joann; Bond, Z.S. (1989). The vowels of stressed and unstressed syllables in non-
native English Language Learning, 39, pp.341-373.

Fokes, Joann; Bond, Z. S.; Steinberg, Marcy (1984). Patterns of English word stress by
native and non-native speakers. Proceedings of the 10th International Congress of
Phonetic Sciences. M. P. R. Van den Broecke and A. Cohen (eds.). Dordrecht: Foris,
pp. 682-686.

Hillenbrand, J.; Getty, L. A.; Clark, M. ]J.; Wheeler, K. (1995). Acoustic characteristics
of American English vowels. JI. of the Acoustical Society of America, 97, pp. 3099-
3111.

DZINTRA BOND,
DACE MARKUS

LEARNING AMERICAN
PRONUNCIATION:

A CASE STUDY FROM
LATVIAN EXPERIENCE

AMERIKANU IZRUNAS

APGUVE: LATVIESA
PIEREDZES PIEMERS

81



SCRIPTUS MANET
2023 /15

Markus, Dace; Zirina, Tija; Markus, Karlis (2023). Valodas politikas istenoSana Latvijas
pirmsskola: mazakumtautibu bérnu latvieSu valodas prasme = Language policy
implementation in Latvian pre-school: Latvian language skills of minority
children. Darnioji daugiakalbysté = Sustainable Multilingualism. Biannual Scientific
Journal, 22. Kaunas: Vytautas Magnus University, Institute of Foreign Languages,
pp.74-93. Available: https://doi.org/10.2478 /sm-2023-0004

Markus, Dace; Bethere, Dina; JakuSina, Marta; Krasovska, Valérija; Markus, Karlis;
Taurina, Agrita; Valtere, Alise; Zirina, Tija (2021). Pirmsskolénu latviesu valodas
apguves rezultati Latvija: Kurzemé, Riga un Latgalé = Results of the Latvian
language acquisition by pre-schoolers in Latvia: Kurzeme, Riga and Latgale.
Latviesu valodas apguve. XII Starptautiskais baltistu kongress : rakstu krajums.
Liepaja: LiePA, pp. 7-29. Available: https://doi.org/10.37384 /LVA.2021.001

Peterson, G. E.; Barney, H. L. (1952). Control methods used in a study of the vowels.
Journal ofthe Acoustical Society of America, 24, pp. 175-184.

Umeda, N. (1975). Vowel duration in American English. Journal of the Acoustical Society

of America, 58, pp. 434-445.

Vowel Durations

Fig. 1.
Duration of vowels

in September

and in January.
1 represents tense

vowels;

2 represents lax
vowels;

3 represents vowels
in unstressed
syllables;

4 represents vowels

132

in function words.

2 a

Vowel Category

Mean formant values for stressed vowels

2500

Fig. 2.
First and second
formant values

2000
of Dainis'
stressed vowels

1500

in September
and in January.
American English

F2 (H2)

1000
formants
are plotted

. 500
for comparison.

0 100

82

900



3000 ¢ LATVIAN EXPERIENCE
AMERIKANU IZRUNAS
2500 L J APGUVE: LATVIESA
® ) PIEREDZES PIEMERS
* L
2000
o) *
5 ¢ °
. * *
3 1500 * .
g TS o o
-3 '3 .
& Fig. 3.
1000 Formant frequencies
of vowels
in unstressed
500 syllables
of polysyllabic words.
0 T T T T T T T T T |
0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450 500
Frequency F1 (Hz)
Vowels in function words
.
- S
2000 |- = -
= IS
- ® 4 *
] ™
1500 * P
- .
g s
Fig. 4.
Formant values
~ of vowels
500 4 e . in function words.
0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800
F1 (Hz)
| Sept mJan|

DZINTRA BOND,
DACE MARKUS

LEARNING AMERICAN
PRONUNCIATION:
A CASE STUDY FROM

Unstressed Vowels

83



