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Abstract

This study deals with English weak forms as one of the main features of
spoken English. Such forms occur in connected speech. The weak form is the

result of a word being unstressed.

The problem of the study is that the majority of Iragi EFL university
students do not use weak forms in their speech, so they do not understand
native speakers of English. The present study aims at assessing Iragi EFL
university students' achievement at the recognition and production levels as
well as the written and spoken performance of weak forms. This study clarifies
the problems which Iraqi EFL learners encounter and tries to put the suitable

solutions to overcome these problems. It is hypothesized that:

Y- Most Iragi EFL university students do not use weak forms in their speech.



Y- The total achievement of Iragi EFL university students of the written
performance is thought to be better than their achievement of the spoken

one.

Y- The achievement of Iragi EFL university students at the recognition level is

anticipated to be better than their achievement at the production one.

¢- Both sorts of words (i.e. lexical and function) are pronounced with weak

forms.

On the foundation of these hypotheses, a diagnostic test has been
constructed and applied to a sample of seventy Iraqi EFL university students at
their fourth year at the Department of English, College of Education, University
of Babylon during the academic year Y+ +2-Y .3, The linguistic analysis of the

subjects' responses has given the following conclusions:

\. The majority of Iraqgi EFL university students face difficulties in using
weak forms. This can be confirmed by the low rate of their correct
responses (¥+.4Y%) in comparison with the total number of their
incorrect ones (194.+Y%).

Y. They encounter more difficulty at the spoken performance. Thus, the
total number of their correct responses of the written performance
(YY.+A%) is more than that of the spoken one (Y2.Y4%).

Y. They encounter more difficulty at the production level than that at the
recognition one. For this reason, the total number of their incorrect
responses at the production level (A+.Y3%) is higher than that of the

recognition one (°V.%2%).



¢, The majority of Iragi EFL university students do not use weak forms in
their speech. The total number of their correct replies (Y+.1V%) is lower
than that of the incorrect ones (12.YY%).

®. Some of them think that weak forms can occur in any word of a
sentence (i.e. weak forms can occur in a grammatical or a content word).

1. The subjects' errors have been attributed to the following factors:

I. Interlingual transfer, whereby the subjects resort to the rules of their

native language to produce weak forms. This type of error constitutes

(Y.oN7).

Il. Intralingual transfer, whereby the subjects use their prior knowledge of

the target language. This type of error constitutes (¢Y.7)7).

lll. Context of learning as little attention has been paid to such forms in the

textbooks of phonetics and phonology. This type of error constitutes

(Va.£¢7),

IV. Communication strategies which are selected by the subjects to fill the

gap of their knowledge. This type of error constitutes (Y¢.YV7).

This study consists of five chapters. The First Chapter consists of the
problem, aims, hypotheses, procedures, limits, value of the study, and
definitions of basic terms. Chapter Two is a theoretical survey of weak forms
and other related subjects such as stress, word stress, sentence stress, elision,
rhythm, assimilation, contraction, clitic, vowel reduction, and previous studies.
Chapter Three deals with the test’s description, whereas Chapter Four deals
with the analysis of subjects’ errors and their causes. Finally, Chapter Five boils

down the conclusions arrived at in this study.
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Chapter One

Introduction

V.Y The Problem

The goal of instructing phonetics and phonology is to aid EFL learners to
enunciate correctly and to understand the spoken language of the native
speakers at the same time. In this respect, when Iraqi EFL university students
listen to the speech of English native speakers, they have difficulty to

understand it.

This is related to many reasons. One of these reasons is that native
speakers of English use weak forms and they find that strong forms are
unnatural (Roach, Y+ ++:YYY). The problem is that the majority of Iragi EFL
university students do not use weak forms in their speech because such forms
are not found in their native language. Instead, they tend to use strong forms

so their speech is stilted, over-emphasized, and foreign sounding.

Wenxia (Y +Y: YY) states that whatever reason, the failure to use weak
forms makes it difficult for EFL learners to speak like native speakers and they
have difficulty to comprehend them. He (ibid. YY) mentions that weak forms

are common features of English speech.

In addition to the previous problem, there are two problems in learning the
articulation of weak forms: (i) their phonetic transcriptions are often at

variance with their written forms (from / fram/and her /3/), and (ii) they may



have different phonetic shapes in various positions of the sentence (i.e. weak
forms may have one shape at the beginning of a sentence, another at the end,
or in the middle of a sentence) and in different situations. For example, the

weak form /1/ of the pronoun “he”

Chapter Two

Weak Forms and Previous Studies

Y.\ Introduction

When a word is uttered in isolation, it must possess stress (he /hi:/, him
/him/). English is a stress-timed language in which stress occurs at regular
intervals. In most cases, English sentences encompass content words
(henceforth CWs) and function words (henceforth FWs). Sometimes, FWs are
not stressed when they occur in connected speech. In other words, such words

are weakened when they occur in any sentence (Wells and Colson, Y3A«: Y-

Y).

Weak forms (henceforth WFs) are the salient features of spoken English.
Roach (Y« +2:)) states that the language of the speaker who does not use WFs
sounds unnatural or stilted to the English ears and may give the impression

that the speaker has foreign accent even if he or she has no mistakes at all.

If a speaker does not use WFs in his speech, he will face difficulty
understanding native speakers of English who do use WFs (Roach: Y+ +«:)Y),
Jones(Y4A£:YY£-2) points out that WFs are essential for good articulation.
Foreign speakers of English have irresistible tendency to use strong forms
(henceforth SFs) articulation. Such articulation gives the English ears that all

unimportant words and syllables receive equal prominence, and in this way all



important words and syllables lose some of their emphasis which they ought to
receive (ibid.). In this chapter, we deal with the nature of WFs and the
relationship between this topic and other related subjects such as stress, word
stress, sentence stress, elision, contraction, clitic, assimilation, vowel
reduction, and rhythm. Additionally, some of the previous studies are

presented at the end of this chapter.

Chapter Three

Data Collection

v} Introduction

A test has been designed in order to reveal the difficulties encountered
by Iraqi EFL university students in manipulating WFs (see Appendix I). This
chapter deals with the objectives of the test, test design, selection of the test
material and the subjects to whom the test has been applied. In addition, this
chapter is concerned with the validity and reliability of the test. The pilot test
and final administration of the test are described along with the scoring

scheme adopted.

¥.Y Objectives of the Test

This diagnostic test is designed to measure Iraqi EFL university students'
ability in using WFs. It reveals the problems which they encounter in
manipulating these forms as well as tries to identify the causes of their errors

so that the suitable remedial recommendations can be proposed on the basis



of the test results. In addition, the test will be helpful to put the suitable

solutions to tackle the problems.

The test reveals whether Iraqgi EFL university students use naturally WFs
in their speech or not. It shows whether Iragi EFL learners face difficulties at
the production level, recognition level, written performance, and spoken
performance. The first question (henceforth Q.)) and the third question
(henceforth Q.Y) measure the subjects' responses at the recognition level,
whereas the second question (henceforth Q.Y) and the fourth question
(henceforth Q.£) measure their responses at the production one. Moreover,
Q.) and Q.Y measure subjects' written achievement, whereas Q.Y

and Q. ¢ measure subjects' spoken achievement.

Chapter Four

Data Analysis

¢.) Imtroduction

This chapter deals with the analysis and discussion of the results of the
test. The errors that are committed by Iragi EFL learners in using WFs have
become known and shown statistically. In addition, endeavours have been
made to point out the plausible sources of these errors so as to get some
insights into the nature of the difficulties that Iraqi EFL university students

have encountered in this area.



¢.Y Discussion of Results

This section produces the results of the subjects' performance at each
question of the test in particular and at the entire test in general, with regard
to the recognition and production levels as well as the written and spoken
performance of the WFs. The extent to which the subjects master these forms
is determined by their correct answers which are of significance to verify or

refute the hypotheses proposed in the outline of the present study.

£.Y.) Subjects' Achievement of the First Question

Q.) is designed to measure the subjects' performance at the recognition
level as well as the written performance of the WFs. The following table shows
the results obtained after analyzing the subjects’ performance at each item in

this question.

Chapter Five

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Suggestions

°.\ Introduction



This chapter deals with conclusions, and recommendations. Additionally,
some topics which are related to this study are proposed for further

investigation.

°.Y Conclusions

°.Y.) Theoretical Conclusions

The theoretical part of the present study has come up with the following

conclusions:

Y. WFs are one of two possible pronunciations for a FW when it occurs in
connected speech. These forms are uttered with weak stress. The FWs may
have a SF and one or more WFs and /end/ can be /and/, /an/, /n/. FWs are
prepositions, pronouns, determiners, conjunctions, articles, and auxiliary

verbs.

Y. WFs are the salient phenomena of English phonetics. Consequently, the use

of WFs is necessary for understanding native speakers of English.



