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Abstract:

This review paper examines the main challenges of teaching and learning English phonetics and
phonology in EFL contexts, with a particular focus on Arab learners in Libya. Drawing on literature
published between 2000 and 2024, | argue that four core barriers persist: first language interference,
insufficient attention to suprasegmental features, inadequate teacher preparation, and limited
technological resources. In contrast to earlier goals of native-like accent, this review adopts
intelligibility as the primary objective of pronunciation instruction. The paper concludes with practical
recommendations for teacher training and classroom implementation. Addressing these challenges is
essential for enhancing learners’ overall communicative competence.

Keywords: English phonetics, phonology, pronunciation instruction, EFL, intelligibility, teacher
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roaidlall
ARl alad il & ) e ale 5 3 saall il ual] ale alady anlaty Zaleiall Ayl laail) 8 Zaal yall 43 ) 028 Cuas
52000 (sle o 3o sdiall Gludl) e daie Wl Ll 8 coal) Cpadaid) e ald 385 ae datial WS 4 jdasy)
Agaladll (358 Lo eadlay 3 sanall alaia¥ls ¢ 35V Aalll Jaly A0l 15 Y il Sals Al dlia ob il <2024
Al Ghi ) el G diaial Gladl Gaagll e pastil) ey A s SHl o) sall (a5 ealaall SN e SlaeY
ol Aglee il i A8 ol A5 ghaill ailail il (0368 "5 all) g gl e Gaad yall o3a aaiad ¢ LaYl dhaaially

cpabaiall alal) dbal il oliSH 3 5a (555 i al sl 538 Aallaa () il Gl 5 Cppalaal

S e salll 2 g gl cial 431K A Sl BRI (il alel () pal) Ao o3 seall ¢ pall Ao dalifal) cilalSl)
Cpalaall

Introduction:

In my experience as an EFL instructor, students often master grammar and vocabulary yet still face
breakdowns in communication due to pronunciation. This gap motivated the present review. Teaching
and learning English as a foreign or second language involves several linguistic components, among
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which phonetics and phonology hold a central position (Roach, 2009). Phonetics investigates the
physical characteristics of speech sounds, including how they are produced, transmitted, and
perceived, while phonology analyzes how these sounds operate and are organized within the sound
system of a specific language (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010).

Achieving proficiency in these two fields is essential for clear communication. Inaccurate
pronunciation can lead to misunderstanding and communication breakdown even when grammar and
vocabulary are correct (Derwing & Munro, 2005). Despite its importance, pronunciation has often
received less attention compared to other language skills in many EFL classrooms (Couper, 2011).

Learners across different contexts face persistent problems with English sounds, word stress, and
intonation patterns (Flege, 1995). At the same time, instructors encounter their own set of difficulties
in teaching these aspects effectively. These include gaps in their own linguistic knowledge, restricted
curricular time, and lack of suitable teaching tools (Burri et al., 2017).

This paper aims to critically examine the main obstacles in both learning and teaching English
phonetics and phonology. By reviewing relevant literature and analyzing practical issues, the study
seeks to offer insights that can help educators design more effective pronunciation instruction
(Jenkins, 2000). The discussion is particularly relevant to EFL contexts such as Libya, where
resources and training opportunities may be limited (Algahtani, 2017)

Literature Review:

Theoretical Foundations: Phonetics, Phonology, and Intelligibility:

Phonetics deals with the articulation and acoustic properties of speech sounds, while phonology
focuses on the abstract sound patterns and rules of a language (Roach, 2009). For many years, the
primary objective in pronunciation teaching was to help learners sound like native speakers of RP or
General American English (Jenkins, 2000).

However, the rise of English as a global language has shifted this perspective. Scholars now
emphasize “intelligibility” instead of “nativeness” as the main goal (Derwing & Munro, 2005). Derwing
and Munro’s (2005) research showed that a foreign accent does not automatically reduce
understanding. Instead, certain errors disrupt communication more than others. This view suggests
that teachers should prioritize features that most affect comprehensibility rather than trying to
eliminate all aspects of an accent (Zielinski,2008).

Learner-Related Difficulties:

First Language Interference:

The influence of the learner’s native language is a major factor in pronunciation acquisition (Lado,
1957). The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis and Flege's Speech Learning Model (1995) both argue
that sounds absent from the L1 are hardest to learn. Arabic-speaking students, for example, often find
it difficult to produce /p/, /v/, /8/, and /8/ because these sounds do not exist in Arabic (Algahtani,
2017). They may substitute /b/ for /p/ or /t/ for /8/ (Al-Saidat, 2010).

Likewise, Japanese learners commonly confuse /I/ and /r/, while Spanish speakers may struggle
with English consonant clusters and vowel reduction (Hansen, 2001). These patterns of substitution
are consistent across different L1 backgrounds.

Suprasegmental Features:

Stress, rhythm, and intonation have a stronger effect on how understandable a speaker is than
individual sound errors (Zielinski, 2008). Yet these features are rarely taught systematically in EFL
classrooms. Celce-Murcia et al. (2010) note that learners may articulate all English phonemes
correctly but still sound non-native due to incorrect stress placement and flat intonation. This is
because suprasegmentals also convey grammar and attitude, which learners are seldom taught to
control (Wells, 2006).

Affective and Cognitive Factors:

Emotional factors also matter in pronunciation learning. Research by Baran-tucarz (2014) and
Sardegna (2011) shows that anxiety and fear of making mistakes prevent learners from practicing
speaking. Additionally, Selinker's concept of “fossilization” (1972) explains why some pronunciation
errors become permanent, especially in adult learners who receive little corrective feedback.
Instructor-Related and Contextual Issues:

Teacher Preparation:

Many teachers report feeling unprepared to teach pronunciation (Burri et al., 2017). Burri et al.
(2017) found that teacher education programs allocate very little time to phonetics and pronunciation
methodology. Consequently, graduates often lack knowledge of the IPA and techniques for error
correction. This leads to avoidance of pronunciation activities in the classroom (Baker, 2014).
Curriculum and Materials:

Pronunciation is frequently underrepresented in syllabi and textbooks (Couper, 2011). When it
does appear, it is often limited to isolated minimal pair exercises with no link to real communication.
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Most textbooks also focus on segmentals and ignore rhythm and intonation, despite research showing
the latter are more important for understanding (Derwing & Munro, 2005).
Teaching Methods:

Traditional drilling methods have been criticized for being mechanical and ineffective for
spontaneous speech (Kenworthy, 1987). Current approaches favor integrating pronunciation into
communicative tasks. The use of technology such as speech analysis software and pronunciation
apps is also growing and has shown positive results for learner autonomy (Neri et al., 2002).
Research Gaps:

Current studies tend to focus more on consonants and vowels than on how they work together in
connected speech (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010). There is also little research on what teachers actually
believe about teaching pronunciation and how this affects their classroom decisions (Baker, 2014).
Finally, there is a shortage of studies from specific EFL regions, including North Africa and the Middle
East (Algahtani, 2017).

Difficulties in Learning English Phonetics and Phonology:
Linguistic Difficulties: Individual Sounds:
Consonant Problems:

Differences between the L1 and English sound systems cause many errors (Flege, 1995). Arabic
learners often replace /6/ with /t/ or /s/, so think becomes tink or sink (Al-Saidat, 2010). The sounds /p/
and /v/ are also challenging because /v/ is missing in Arabic and /p/-/b/ contrast is weak in some
dialects. This leads to confusion between pat and bat (Algahtani, 2017). For learners from Japan and
Korea, distinguishing /I/ and /r/ is a well-known difficulty due to L1 phonological constraints (Flege,
1995). Spanish speakers often add a vowel before initial clusters, saying /eschool/ instead of school
(Hansen, 2001).

Vowel Problems:

English has many vowel sounds distinguished by both quality and length (Roach, 2009). The
difference between /i:/ in sheep and /1/ in ship is hard for learners whose language does not use
vowel length meaningfully, such as Arabic and Spanish speakers (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010). The
reduced vowel /a/ in unstressed syllables is another issue. Learners often pronounce all vowels fully,
making speech sound unnatural and affecting rhythm (Brown, 1990). Diphthongs like /e1/ and /a1/ are
also frequently simplified into single vowels.

Suprasegmental Difficulties: Stress, Rhythm, and Intonation:
Word and Sentence Stress:

English uses stress-timed rhythm, but learners from syllable-timed languages like Arabic and
Spanish tend to stress every syllable equally (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010). This makes their speech
sound robotic and less intelligible. Incorrect word stress can also change meaning, as in REcord vs
reCORD (Wells, 2006).

Rhythm and Connected Speech:

Features like linking, assimilation, and contraction are rarely taught explicitly (Brown, 1990).
Learners often pronounce each word separately: What do you as /wot du ju/ instead of /wodsja/. This
affects both speaking fluency and listening comprehension.

3.2.3 Intonation

Intonation signals questions, statements, and attitude in English (Wells, 2006). Learners often carry
over intonation patterns from their L1. Flat or inappropriate intonation can be misinterpreted as
rudeness or lack of interest by native listeners.

Cognitive and Perceptual Obstacles:

Perception Issues:

According to Flege (1995), learners must perceive a new sound before they can produce it
accurately. However, they tend to map L2 sounds onto the nearest L1 sound category. This makes it
hard to hear differences between sounds like /ae/ and /A/ without specific perceptual training.

Habit Formation:

Pronunciation habits formed early are difficult to change due to fossilization (Selinker, 1972). Adult
learners may reach a stage where their English is understandable but still strongly accented, because
errors do not block basic communication and thus are not corrected.3.4 Emotional and Psychological
Barriers.

Speaking Anxiety:

Pronunciation is public and personal, which increases learner anxiety (Baran-tucarz, 2014). Many
learners feel embarrassed about their accent and fear being judged. This leads them to avoid
speaking activities and reduces practice opportunities.

Motivation and Identity:
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Some learners do not want to lose their L1 accent because it is part of their identity (Jenkins,
2000). Others do not see pronunciation as important for exams, so they do not invest effort in
improving it (Couper, 2011).

Situational Barriers: Limited Exposure:
Insufficient Input:

In many EFL classrooms, students hear English only from the teacher and textbook CDs
(Gilakjani, 2016). Without exposure to different accents and natural speech, they develop a limited
model of pronunciation and struggle with listening.

Lack of Technology:

Tools like recording devices, language labs, and software are often unavailable in EFL contexts
(Gilakjani, 2016). This means learners get little feedback on their own speech production and cannot
self-monitor effectively.

Summary:

In short, learners face layered difficulties: linguistic differences, problems with perception,
emotional barriers, and lack of exposure (Flege, 1995; Baran-tucarz, 2014). All of these contribute to
slow progress in pronunciation and reduced intelligibility.

Difficulties in Teaching English Phonetics and Phonology:
1. Instructor-Related Issues:
Insufficient Subject Knowledge:

Many teachers have not studied phonetics in depth during their training (Burri et al., 2017). Burri et
al. (2017) report that teacher training rarely covers IPA or articulatory descriptions. This makes
teachers uncomfortable teaching pronunciation and more likely to skip it (Baker, 2014). In places like
Libya, many teachers are non-native speakers who may have their own pronunciation issues
(Algahtani, 2017). Without training, they cannot effectively model sounds or diagnose learners’ errors.
Teacher Attitudes:

Teachers’ beliefs shape what happens in class (Baker, 2014). Some teachers think pronunciation
is less important than grammar for tests. Others believe it cannot be taught and will improve naturally.
Some also aim for native-like accents that are unrealistic, which can discourage learners (Jenkins,
2000).

2. Curriculum and Resource Problems:
Low Priority in Programs:

Pronunciation is often not a separate component in the curriculum (Couper, 2011). Textbooks
include it as a small section at the end of units, usually as decontextualized drills. There is also too
much focus on individual sounds and not enough on stress and intonation, despite their importance
for intelligibility (Derwing & Munro, 2005).

Limited Resources:

Good pronunciation teaching needs audio equipment, recordings, and small classes for practice
(Gilakjani, 2016). Many schools lack these. Large classes of 40-50 students make individual feedback
nearly impossible. Poor internet access also limits the use of online tools and authentic materials.

3. Instructional Method Issues:
Dependence on Repetition Dirills:

Repetition can help raise awareness but does not guarantee transfer to real speaking (Kenworthy,
1987). Teachers who only use drills miss the opportunity to teach pronunciation in meaningful
communicative contexts.

Feedback Problems:

Deciding when and how to correct pronunciation is difficult for teachers (Isaacs & Trofimovich,
2012). Immediate correction can disrupt fluency, while no correction leads to fossilization. Most
teachers also lack visual tools to show learners how their speech differs from the target.

Ignoring Learner Backgrounds:

A single method does not work for all learners because L1 backgrounds differ (Flege, 1995).
Teachers need to know which sounds are difficult for their specific L1 group. However, most training
does not include contrastive analysis skills.

4. Testing Issues:

Pronunciation is rarely tested directly in EFL assessments (Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012). Speaking
exams usually focus on grammar and ideas, with pronunciation only affecting the overall score. This
signals to students and teachers that it is not a priority skill.

Summary:
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The problems in teaching pronunciation are structural (Burri et al., 2017). They start with teacher
education and extend to materials, class size, methods, and assessment. Without changes at these
levels, progress in pronunciation teaching will remain limited.

Instructional Recommendations and Possible Solutions:

1. Focus on Intelligibility: Instruction should target features that most affect understanding, such
as key consonant contrasts, vowel length, and nuclear stress (Derwing & Munro, 2005). Teachers
should analyze their students’ most common errors and address those first rather than aiming for
native-like perfection (Jenkins, 2000).

2. Improve Teacher Training: Teacher education programs must add courses on phonetics, IPA,
and pronunciation teaching techniques (Burri et al., 2017). In-service workshops can help current
teachers update their skills. Training should also cover ELF and the acceptance of diverse
English accents (Jenkins, 2000).

3. Use Technology and Real Materials: Free tools like YouGlish, mobile recorders, and speech
recognition can provide feedback and exposure (Neri et al., 2002). Videos, songs, and podcasts
can expose learners to different accents and natural speech patterns, addressing the problem of
limited input (Gilakjani, 2016).

4. Combine Explicit Teaching with Communication: The most effective approach combines clear
explanation with communicative practice (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010). Activities such as role-plays,
presentations, tongue twisters, and shadowing help learners use pronunciation in real contexts
rather than in isolation.

5. Build Confidence and Awareness: Classrooms should be supportive so learners are not afraid
to make mistakes (Baran-tucarz, 2014). Teaching learners how to monitor their own
pronunciation and use self-recording can increase independence. Even in low-resource settings,
simple tools like phone recordings and choral practice can be effective (Gilakjani, 2016).

Conclusion:

Teaching and learning English pronunciation is complex and influenced by many factors (Celce-
Murcia et al., 2010). Learners struggle due to differences between their L1 and English, problems with
perception, anxiety, and limited input (Flege, 1995). Teachers struggle due to inadequate training, low
curricular priority, poor resources, and unclear methods (Burri et al., 2017).The evidence suggests we
should move away from the goal of native-like speech and instead aim for clear, understandable
pronunciation (Derwing & Munro, 2005). This requires changes in teacher education, curriculum
design, and classroom practice. More research is also needed in specific EFL contexts to find the
most effective local solutions (Algahtani, 2017). Ultimately, the goal of pronunciation teaching is not to
erase a learner’s accent, but to help them communicate with confidence and clarity (Jenkins, 2000).
By addressing the challenges outlined in this paper, educators can better support learners in
developing this essential skill. From the student perspective, the main barriers are L1 interference and
anxiety. From the teacher perspective, the main barriers are lack of training and curricular support.
Addressing both perspectives is necessary for improvement.
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