


English Pronunciation Development among Iraqi Secondary School Students: Insights and Opportunities


Abstract: This study investigates pronunciation errors made by Iraqi secondary school students learning English as a foreign language, focusing on segmental and suprasegmental features. Using phonetic transcription and qualitative analysis, the study identifies substitution as the most frequent error type, reflecting strong L1 interference. The findings highlight the need for explicit pronunciation teaching and phonetic training in Iraqi secondary education.150 Iraqi secondary school students read aloud a sample text, who were audio-recorded. These audio-recordings were phonetically transcribed and later analyzed for pronunciation errors. The types of errors made were classified into four broad categories, which were substitution, omission, insertion, and suprasegmental errors. The findings reveal that the most common errors made are substitution errors and the others types are followed sequentially. This indicates very strong phonological influence from L1. Emphasis should thus be placed on targeted pronunciation in secondary education, with phonetic training and corrective feedback, and the use of authentic listening material. The study contributes to more profound understanding of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners’ pronunciation difficulties and recommends pedagogical solutions to rectify them. 
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1. Introduction
Gaining proper pronunciation in the English language forms a highly important element of successful language acquisition. For Iraqi secondary school students, English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning results in unique phonological difficulties that obstruct fluency in speaking and language development (Al-Rubaye, 2021). Even though vocabulary and grammar learning are highly prioritized at early stages of English study, there is no emphasis placed on the pronunciation, which supports fossilized elements until adulthood (Al-Azzawi, 2012).
English and Arabic also significantly differ in relation to their systems of phonology. English has a broader inventory of vowel sounds, including centralized vowels and diphthongs, while Arabic has a relatively simple vowel system (Al-Ani, 2017). Consonantly, English has sounds unavailable in Arabic, such as /p/, /v/, and /ŋ/, and its syllable structure accommodates more intricate consonant clusters which are less present in Arabic. All of these have resulted in certain areas of difficulty for the learners of Arabic, particularly teenagers who did not have a chance to gain metalinguistic consciousness or auditory discrimination ability. 
In Iraq, English is taught as a foreign language, starting from fourth grade. However, outside the classroom, such exposure is limited, and their teachers, too may have little or no native-speaker like pronunciation proficiency (Mohammed, 2018). These factors have led to the instances of carrying over persistent pronunciation errors that result in students’ being less confident in speaking and their desire to continue communication (Hassan, 2019). 
1.2 Statement of the Problem
Iraqi school students can hardly articulate English fluently, particularly when certain sounds do not exist in Arabic, e.g., /p/, /v/, /ŋ/, /ʒ/. These errors persist and occasionally might not influence successful oral communication due to the fact that little emphasis on pronunciation is placed in curriculum. Compounding this is the lack of diagnostic testing and phonetic training. The purpose of the present study is to systematically identify the most frequent errors made in pronunciation and examine their linguistic causes to inform more effective and targeted teaching practices in the Iraqi EFL context. 
1.3 Research Objectives
The objectives of this study is to
1. Investigate the most prevalent pronunciation errors of Iraqi secondary school students.
2. Classify these errors into phonological framework.
3. Identify their underlying reasons.
Knowing these pronunciation challenges is vital for teacher and curriculum designers to plan effective language instructions, develop targeted pronunciation exercises, and adopt suitable method that address specific difficulties learners may face when acquiring English sounds.
1.4 Research Questions
This paper answers the following questions:
1. What are the most frequent English pronunciation errors made by Iraqi secondary school students?
2. What phonological patters underlie these errors?
3. What are the factors that cause the mispronunciation of English words?
4. What pedagogical approaches can reduce the numbers of pronunciation errors that early learners of English make?
2. Literature Review
Pronunciation is the most critical area of oral language proficiency, encompassing both the accurate formation of sounds (segmental features) and the use of rhythm, and intonation (suprasegmental features). In foreign language acquisition, how well a learner pronounces can determine how easily others understand them and also influence the learner’s confidence in using spoken language (Derwing & Munro, 2005; Celce-McGrath et al., 2010). Although grammar and lexicon often receive formal instruction, especially in the early stages of learning, pronunciation errors can be more disabling to communication than errors in grammar, underscoring the need to address pronunciation from the outset of language teaching. For instance, distinctions such as “pen versus pin” or “fast versus vast” can lead to miscommunication if not pronounced correctly, highlighting the practical importance of pronunciation instruction from early on.
Contrastive Analysis (CA) emerged in the mid-20th century with the idea that many foreign language errors can be predicted by comparing learners’ first language (L1) and the target language (L2). Applied to pronunciation, CA suggests that Iraqi learners are likely to struggle with English sounds that do not exist in Arabic or that function differently. For example, Arabic lacks the /p/ and /v/ phonemes, leading many students to substitute them with /b/ and /f/. Arabic also does not permit initial consonant clusters as /st/ and /sk/or /sp/, which can result in insertion errors like pronouncing “school” as “askool”. While CA has limitations such as not accounting for individual differences or overgeneralization, it remains a useful framework for prediction and classifying pronunciation errors (Gilakjani, 2012; Al Abdely, 2021).
In response to these insights, the Error Analysis (EA) approach emerged in the 1970s, shifting focus from L1 interference to developmental errors, learner strategies, and interlanguage process. EA treats errors as natural steps in learning rather than negative transfer, and this perspective informs a categorization of pronunciation errors by type (substitution, insertion, omission, and misplacement) as well as by causative factors. This approach acknowledges the complexity of factors involved in learning pronunciation, including both pedagogical and linguistic influences (Richards, 1974). The current study adopts an EA-oriented lens to better understand how Iraqi learners produce and perceive English sounds, situating errors within a network of cognitive, social, and instructional determination.
To identify Iraqi learners’ pronunciation patters, it is essential to compare English and Arabic phonemic inventories. Consonant contrasts reveal that Arabic lacks /p/, /v/, /ŋ/, /ʒ/ and /ʧ /, with sound often substituted by the nearest Arabic equivalents. In the vowel system, English features 12+ sounds and diphthongs, whereas Arabic typically comprises three short and three long vowels, which can lead to confusion in distinguishing minimal pairs such as “ship” and “sheep” (Roach, 2009; Al-Issa, 2006). Syllable structure also differs: English permits complex syllables like CCVCCC (as in “plants), while Arabic favors simpler CV or CVC structures, promoting learners to insert vowels to break up clusters. Understanding these contrast helps identify predictable error patters among Iraqi secondary school students (Khan, 2004; Ryding, 2005; O’Connor, 1980).
In the Iraqi English language teaching context, English is learned as a foreign language and has been integrated into the national curriculum since fourth grade. Learners typically receive about three to four 45-minute lessons per week, with instruction often textbook-oriented and a strong emphasis on reading and grammar, while speaking and listening receive comparatively less attention. Pronunciation is not consistently practiced in most Iraqi classroom; teachers may correct major pronunciation mistakes, but there is rarely time for pronunciation drills, minimal-pairs practice, or phonetic work. Consequently, the curriculum tends to expect students to acquire pronunciation passively through vocabulary and sentence repetition rather than through explicit pronunciation instruction, highlighting a gap between pedagogical ideals and classroom practice that this review seeks to address.
Although many pronunciation errors are predictable given the L1-L2 differences, they continue to occur, and teachers frequently lack the time, training, or resources to address them comprehensively. This disparity between what is known theoretically and what is practiced underscores the need for targeted, explicit pronunciation instruction, along with ongoing teacher development and resource support, to close the gap and enhance communicative competency in Iraqi English education. 
3. Methodology
This section outlines the method and the procedures employed to achieve the research objectives and to answer the research questions.  It describes the research design, population and participants, data collection instrument and data analysis techniques. 
3.1 Research Design
This study adopts a qualitative descriptive research design complemented with elementary quantitative analysis. It seeks to identify and analyze error pronunciation made by Iraqi secondary school students while attempting to read a devised English passage out loud. This study focuses on segmental errors that it concentrates specifically on incorrect pronunciation of English phonemes resulting from the native Arabic phonological system of the students.
3.2 Participants
The subjects for the present study were 150 secondary ongoing students aged between 16-18 years selected from among the population of 10 public schools of Telafer District, North of Iraq. Using the random sampling technique, the participants had a minimum exposure of Eight years to formal instruction in English. 
3.3 Instrumentation: Pronunciation Passage
A specially prepared reading passage formed the main research instruments. The passage consisted of 190 selected English words representing typical pronunciation difficulties for Arabic-speaking learners. These include
· Voicing contrast: /p/ and /b/, /v/ and/f /.
· Postalveolar fricative: / ʃ / and / ʒ /
· Short and long vowel contrast: / I / and /i:/, /æ/ and /ʌ/.
The passage was developed using simple and age-appropriate language. For more details, follow the following link: https://drive.google.com/file/d/11KeFNpFFvlh8osQJiBXS-IqZFLa2DvGP/view?usp=sharing 
It was pilot-tested with 10 students not included in the main sample to ensure clarity and suitability. The goal was to elicit natural speech and reveal frequent pronunciation issues without introducing complex vocabulary or grammar.


3.4 Data Collection Procedure
1. Reading Task: Each participant was asked individually to read the passage aloud. Prior to reading, students were given two minutes to familiarize themselves with the text.
2. Audio Recording: Student readings were recorded using a mobile voice recorder in a quiet room within the school to minimize background noise. Each recording session lasted approximately 2 minutes.
﻿﻿3. Observation and Field Notes: During the sessions of reading, real-time observations were recorded on a pre-designed sheet summarizing easily identifiable errors. Preliminary categorization and triangulation with the data that was recorded consequently occurred.
3.5 Transcription and Analysis
1. ﻿﻿﻿Transcription: All the recordings were transcribed using International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) in order to represent the actual pronunciation by the students. The transcriptions were cross-checked for accuracy and consistency.
2. ﻿﻿﻿Error identification and classification: Every pronunciation error was categorized into the following types:
· ﻿﻿Substitution: Replacing one sound with another, such as /p/ → /b/.
· ﻿﻿Omission: Failure to produce a required sound, as in "mouth" → "mou".
· ﻿﻿Insertion: Adding an additional sound, as in "school" → "iskool"
· ﻿﻿Stress and Intonation Errors: Misplacement or absence of stress or totally inappropriate intonation patterns. Each error has been matched against standard British English pronunciation models.
3. Frequency and Pattern Analysis: The errors were counted and summarized in simple frequency counts and percentages. The results were to highlight the most salient sound mispronunciation error and the most pervasive error types. The results were to be interpreted as first language interference, especially from Iraqi Arabic phonology.
4. Result and Discussion
This section reports the findings from an analysis of listening recordings of 150 secondary Iraqi students, focusing on pronunciation errors in English. The following subsection illustrate the findings.
4.1 Overview of Pronunciation Errors  
A thorough examination of the listening recordings of 150 secondary Iraqi students identified 1690 instances of pronunciation errors. They were classified under four general categories:

              Table 1 category of Pronunciation Errors
	Percentage
	Number of errors
	Error Type

	53.8%
	910
	Substitution

	18.9%
	320
	Omission

	12.1%
	205
	Insertion

	15.1%
	255
	Stress/ Intonation

	99.9%
	487
	Total



The majority of errors were substitution (53), accounting for over half of all errors, followed by omission (18.9), intonation/stress issues (15.1), and insertion (12.1).
4.2 Error Type Analysis
Building on the overall error taxonomy, this section examines the segmental and suprasegmental errors as shown below.  
1 Voiceless /p/ → Voiced /b
The voiceless plosive /p/ was often substituted with /b/, since it does not occur in Arabic. Error rates were:
"pen" → "ben" (84 students got it wrong)
"people" → "beoble, peoble, beople" (71 students)
"paper" → "baber, paber, baper" (76 students) 
This is a testimonial to the ongoing impact of phonemic differences between English and Arabic.
2. Voiced /v/ → Voiceless /f/:
Like /p/, the English /v/ does not occur in Arabic, and so substitutions took place
"van" → "fan" (63 students)
"voice" → "foice" (59 students)
"very" → "fery" (65 students)
3. /J and /3/
Syllable division words:
"shop" → "sop" (57 students)
"shoes" → "soos" (62 students)
"television" → *"telefision", "telefizion" (69 students)
"measure" → "mezer", "masher" 73 students)  
Orthographic confusion with a lack of knowledge of the sounds themselves.
4. Vowel Length and Quality
Short-long vowel pairs such as // and /i:/, /æ/ and /N/, and diphthongs wei misspelled:
"ship" → "sheep" (58 students)
"cat" → "cut", "cot" (66 students)
man" → "mun" (51 students)
"sit" → "seat" (55 students)
These scores indicate a partial mastery of English vowel contrasts.
5. Omission and Insertion Patterns
Omissions: "hand" → "han" (48 students)
"mouth" → "mou" (41 students)
Insertions: "schoo"l → "iskool" (52 students)
"stop" → "istop" (46 students)
Inserted vowels indicate students are applying Arabic phonotactics unconsciously, which do not permit initial consonant clusters.
4.3 Stress and Intonation Mistakes
Flat and unnatural intonation was perhaps the most salient feature:
"television" with even stress: TE-LE-VI-SION
 "record" (noun) is read as reCORD
Sentences read with rising intonation (e.g., yes/no questions) showing confusion regarding sentence intonation rules. At least 64 students showed monotonic or incorrect sentence intonation on the reading task.
4.5 Discussion
1. Impact of First Language Interference
L1 interference remained the most dominant factor contributing to substitution errors. The CA Hypothesis (Lado, 1957) remains highly relevant, as students predictably replaced English phonemes not present in Arabic with familiar sounds.
Arabic lacks:
· ﻿﻿Voiceless bilabial /p/
· Voiced labiodental /v/
· Postalveolar /ʒ/
Hence, students always used approximations based on sounds from Arabic.
2. Orthographic Confusion and Visual Pronunciation
Spelling affected pronunciation clearly. Students mispronounced "television," "measure," "decision," and "garage" both due to unfamiliar sounds and because English spelling has a tendency to cover up the right phoneme. This is what Underhill (2005) terms "visual pronunciation"-pronouncing by letter instead of sound. This suggests the importance of explicit phonics instruction in EFL contexts where English is not spoken outside the classroom.
3. Suprasegmental Weakness
Stress and intonation problems were more nuanced than segmental phoneme errors but no less important. The monotone delivery and misplaced stress affected not just intelligibility but also the natural flow of speech.
This is in agreement with Celce-Murcia et al. (2010), who argue that EFL learners in native- speaker environments usually develop mis-stress-timed patterns with little or no corrective practice.
4. Implications for Teachers and Curriculum Developers
This shows, from the data, that unless pronunciation is targeted for support, the errors fossilize. Suggestions are as follows:
· Daily pronunciation practice as part of English lessons
· Focused practice on the frustrating phoneme pairs, especially utilizing audiovisual aids and use of IPA symbols
· Listening and speech practice of minimal pairs (e.g., van/fan, pen/ben, think/sink)
· Practice of work based on intonation contour charts, recordings, and role-play
· Teacher workshops on phonology and error correction

5. Conclusion
This research examined the pronunciation errors of Iraqi secondary school students when reciting English reading materials. With 150 learners taken as a sample, the study found recurring challenges in terms of first language (L1) interference, mainly because of the lack of some English sounds in Arabic. These difficulties included segmental errors such as the replacement of /p/ with /b/, /v/ with /f/, and / ʒ/ with / ʃ/ or /t/- as well as suprasegmental errors, including misplaced stress and flat intonation patterns.
Even with the increased exposure of the learners to English at secondary school, it was evident from the data that most errors had become fossilized. Substitution errors were the most frequent, followed by omissions and suprasegmental errors. This would suggest that traditional methods of teaching are possibly not suitable in addressing phonological difficulties, especially if pronunciation is not highly prioritized on the curriculum.
The results confirm the worth of directly teaching pronunciation, providing feedback, and subjecting students to native spoken English. Due to the older age and language level of secondary students compared to primary students, focused intervention can be particularly effective at this stage in changing pronunciation habits and improving intelligibility. 
6. Recommendations
Based on the findings, the following recommendations are laid for English language instruction at secondary level in Iraq:
Introduce phonological awareness Early and Explicitly: Begin each academic year with diagnostic tests to identify common pronunciation problems and address them in a methodical way.
Use the IPA and minimal pair drills: Instruct students to discriminate visually and auditory between near-homophones using minimal pairs and phonetic transcription.
Corrective and conscious feedback: Encourage students to self-monitor and peer-correct, supported by teachers who model correct pronunciation. 
Focus on suprasegmentals: Teach word and sentence stress, rhythm, and intonation patterns explicitly. Use listening materials with varied stress and intonation.
Integrate technology and Media: Use language labs, apps, videos, and recordings of native speakers to model pronunciation. Allow pupils to tape students and review their own speaking.
Contextualized speaking practice: Include pronunciation practice in speaking activities such as debates, presentations, or role-playing to support fluency and confidence.
Teacher training: Organize training sessions for teachers to improve their own pronunciation and with efficient teaching techniques for pronunciation.
Revise the curriculum objectives: Include pronunciation as a specific learning objective of the national curriculum and then provide resources to support that objective.

Consent  
Informed consent was established with the schools and the students before data collection.
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