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PRONUNCIATION TENDENCIES TOWARDS BRITISH
AND AMERICAN ENGLISH IN EFL TEACHERS IN
SERBIA: ARE TEACHERS IMMUNE TO GLOBAL
INFLUENCES?

The way we pronounce things has always been a distinguishing mark
in terms of social, geographical, historical and cultural characteristics
of a certain accent. The authors of this paper have conducted research
in order to determine which variety, in terms of pronunciation, is most
frequently used in Serbia. The examined group included 50 English lan-
guage teachers from different parts of Serbia, age (M=35.24, SD=6.06),
mainly female, who were tasked with a questionnaire and assessment
sheet, specifically designed for this occasion. In analysing the gathered
data, descriptive statistics, 2 and t- test were applied, as well as quali-
tative analysis. To conclude, the results gathered have shown that the
formed groups, according to the assessment sheet results, tend to stay
within the chosen variety, with the Mix group having great tendency to-
wards American English. Moreover, there is a significant difference be-
tween the participants’ subjective view and the assessment sheet results
(BrE: p<.05; AmE: p<.01). This difference has appeared dependent on
the bivalent influence (BrE: education; AmE: the media).

Keywords: American English (AmE), British English (BrE), EFL
teachers, pronunciation tendencies.

1. Introduction

The spread of English as an international language may as well be re-
garded just as another consequence of globalisation (Jenkins 2003; Dor
2004; Salverda 2002; Yano 2001). It is the trend of ever-increasing glo-
balisation that makes native speakers of a language start accepting or as-
similating certain words or phrases, or even accents, mainly untypical of
their language/ variety (Hutchinson Encyclopedia 2008; Wells 2000). The
matter is getting even more complicated if we take into consideration
the process of learning or acquiring a foreign language (cf. The English
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Today debate in Acar 2007: 42-43; Yyldyrym, & Okan, 2007), with par-
ticular regard to the information society that we live in. It appears that
not one person can resist these overall changes, mutual influences and
growing overlaps.

Since a language can both help and prevent us from understanding
each other (Kristal 1995: 1), the authors of this survey tried to determine
to which extent a better understanding or avoiding misunderstanding
can lead foreign language speakers to alter their choice of the variety
of English, as well as the underlying reasons for the occurrence. That is
the reason why we have conducted an additional survey focusing on the
matter of pronunciation only, so as to compare the gathered data with
the results of the basic research (Grubor, Bjelogrli¢, Hini¢ 2008) aimed
at determining which of the two varieties in general people in Serbia
would most naturally use.

Finally, we will conclude in this work which of the two most wide-
spread and influential varieties, i.e. British or American English, is more
dominant in certain spheres of life in Serbia, and also present potential
general pronunciation tendencies within the formed groups themselves,
namely the British/ American group.

2. Method

The main subject/aim(s) of the conducted survey was, first of all, to
determine general pronunciation tendencies in Serbia towards British
and American English. This task was set up to make a distinction be-
tween the genuine use of a certain accent, as well as the personal opinion
on using it. In addition, we tried to establish predominant reasons why a
particular accent is more used and to what extent the subjective opinions
of the participants actually tally with the real occurrences identified in
the survey, as well as to compare the gathered data with the basic/ initial
research results, which actually initiated this supplementary study.

We assumed that the results of the basic research (Grubor et al
2008) would correspond to a great extent with this survey. Furthermore,
we presupposed that the participants’ subjective point of view on using
certain variety would be in quite a discrepancy with the results in the
assessment sheet. We also anticipated that the predominant factors of
these potential disparities are the issue of globalisation, on the one hand,
and formal education, on the other.
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2.1 Participants

The sample consisted of the experimental group of 50 EFL teachers
in total, aged from 25 to 45 (M=35.24, SD=6.06), mainly female due to
the fact that the majority of English teachers in Serbia are female. The
sample was stratified by the five regions of Serbia (Vojvodina; city of Bel-
grade; Eastern, Western and Southern Serbia).

The reason for this kind of sampling lies in the fact that English
teachers can be regarded as direct ‘conveyors of knowledge’ who, on
their part, may affect all other groups (e.g. students and others included
in the previous research). Moreover, teachers are more conscious of and
therefore more fluent to tell the differences, and thus are probably the
only group able to read phonetic transcription since the survey was car-
ried out in written form.

2.2 Measures and Procedures

The research was conducted within a month in various towns of Ser-
bia. The experimental group were tasked with filling in the question-
naire and assessment sheet, specifically designed for this occasion. The
questionnaire included the variety to choose (BrE, AmE), reasons for
the choice and a potential switch, as well as the external factors which
may have influenced their choice and the actual outcome (media, educa-
tion, social environment). As far as the assessment sheet is concerned,
it consisted of an optimal number of questions, varied in type, due to
the concentration span. These questions were primarily taken from the
reference books (Gimson 1989, 2001; Hlebec 2004; Wells 1990, 1992,
1993) and consisted of lexical-incidental (e.g. tomato) and lexical-distri-
butional differences (e.g. contrasting vowel phonemes /a:/ and /®/), and
stressing, at the word level, the only prosodic characteristic used therein
(e.g. decade, address). So in this respect we touched the matter of vowel
quality, since the location of stress has implications for vowel quality
(Well 1992: 88). As a standard for the varieties we used RP and GA. The
standards will be defined, as Richards, Platt and Weber (1985: 271) have
put it, as:

“The variety of a language which has the highest status in a community or
nation and which is usually based on the speech and writing of educated
speakers of the language.... A standard variety is generally: a) used in the
news media and literature, b) described in dictionaries and grammars, c)
taught in schools and taught to non-native speakers when they learn lan-
guage as a foreign language”
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3. Results

In analysing the gathered data, the SPSS 11.0 statistical programme
was used, within which the following analyses were applied: descriptive
statistics, x? and t- test. Qualitative analysis was also implemented both
for the questionnaire and the assessment sheet. Only the most signifi-
cant data/ results will be presented in this work.

60%]

50%1

40%11 M choice

30%71 Eresults

209%H M border
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10%011

0%

BE AE 'switch'

Diagram 1 The choice of variety and a potential switch

In the questionnaire, 60% of the participants stated that they would
most naturally choose to speak BrE, whereas 28% of them stayed with-
in the framework of the British English group (i.e. scored 16 and more
points out of 20 in the assessment sheet). This time we included the bor-
der group, which accounted for 18% in this case. Therefore, we can con-
clude that 46 out of 60% of the British English group genuinely use the
chosen variety ()%2(1)=4,083; p=0,043). In regard to comparison, 60%
of examined teachers in the basic research, which included different
language fields beside pronunciation, also stated that they choose BrE,
however the difference to the actual test outcome was somewhat smaller
(x2(1)=2,222; p=0,136). As for the American group, 40% stated that they
use AmE, and only 16% of them really use it according to the results,
which is in quite a discrepancy with their subjective view (32(1)=12,000;
p=0,001). As for the basic research results, we cannot hereby make any
comparison due to the fact that the number of teachers who indicated
that they choose AmE was significantly smaller since the great majority
decided upon Mix variety.

In contrast to the basic research, the mix variety was not included
due to the fact that the authors wanted to avoid the central tendency
fault, i.e. the tendency to choose a neutral option over extremes in order
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to be on the safe side. Furthermore, we wanted to find out where that
‘mix’ really ‘goes. However, we did include the question concerning the
situations where our participant make a switch to the variety other than
the one used, and the statistical data has shown that 32% of the partici-
pant in total switch to the other variety.

Most frequently stated reasons for a switch are as follows:

1) better understanding/ avoid misunderstanding when speaking
to people who use a different variety;

2) when they explain differences between the two varieties to their
students at school; and

3) when they talk to native speakers, held up as models of how one

should speak.
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Diagram 2 Reasons for choosing a certain variety

When giving predominant reasons why they chose to speak a par-
ticular variety, not one person from the British and 30% of the American
group stated that they find it easier; 77% of the British and 35% of the
American group stated that they like it better, whereas the influence of
the social environment seems to be insignificant according to our par-
ticipants (3.3% of the BrE, and 5% of the AmE group). In the cumulative
percentage of 50% of our participants, there are other reasons for choos-
ing a certain variety.

Most frequently stated reasons are as presented below:

1) personal preference: it sounds better, it is more melodic, it’s more

dynamic etc;

2) external factors: they were taught that variety at school/ univer-

sity, so they kept on using it;
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3) exposure: they have been exposed to that variety more and had
more opportunities to speak to the native speakers of that very
variety (again modelling themselves upon native speakers);

4) external influences (e.g. music, films) and social environment
(people around them use it).

As in the basic research, we wanted to look into the external influ-
ences on the participants’ choice. The results of the basic research seem
to tally with these results, with BrE dominance in the field of education
and AmE in the social environment and the media (Diagram 3).

70,00% ¢

60,00%

50,00% |

40,00% mBE
30,00% | O AE
20,00% | B Beth

10,00% 1
0,00%

Education Media Environ.

Diagram 3 The influence of external factors

In other words, 52% of our participants stated they had been taught
BrE at school/ university (compared to 60.8% in total from the previous
study), whereas 64% stated that people around them use AmE (com-
pared to 48.5% from the basic research) and 40% most frequently use
the media in AmE (compared to 49.2%).

Apart from the statistical data, we performed qualitative analysis of
the assessment sheet itself, with an aim of determining general tenden-
cies within the groups themselves, without further analysing the mix
group.

To conclude, the gathered results have shown that the formed
groups, according to the assessment sheet results, tend to stay within the
chosen variety, namely the British group within BrE and the American
within AmE, with the mix group having high tendencies towards AmE,
which corresponds to the results from the previous research.

We will present some of the most frequent tendencies, within the
groups themselves, i.e. provide concrete examples gathered, in Figure 1
below:
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British group 2 AmE American group = BrE
A A

B ['pa:sta/ /'paesta/

& I'rena,sa:ns/ /ri’neisans/

fa1/ mstead of /i/ ‘ADULT

~5 - VITAMINS ‘DECADE

& -DYNASTY & /ba6/

-PRIVACY '

A ['waitaf

& /mas/

Figure 1 Some examples of dominant tendencies within the groups

It seems that our teachers tend to stay within the chosen variety to
such an extent that they seem to overuse particular sounds primarily
characteristic of a certain variety.

If we take the example of the contrasting vowel phonemes /a:/ and
/®/, what can be noticed is that the British group tend to overuse long
A, therefore they would choose /’pa:sta/ over /’paesta/, and /’rena,sa:ns
/ over /rr’neisans/, even placing the sound where it does not exist, such
as in the words */ma:s/ and */’pa:sind3s/, with the similar tendencies
within the American group but just in the opposite direction.

As for the ‘split’ in the words like vitamins, dynasty and privacy, we
attribute the occurrence of /a1/ instead of /1/ to the simplification of AmE,
which is what our participants stated when asked to give their attitudes
towards the varieties, i.e. AmE in this very instance. Similar tendencies,
but not as frequent as within the British group, could be noticed here
as well (a significant percentage of the American group also stated that
they would pronounce these words with /1/).

As for the stress placement, the American group seem to have made
an analogy with the word address (with the stress on the first syllable)
and the words adult and decade. Moreover, quite unexpectedly, a great
percentage of the American group chose /ba:6/ and /’'wa:ts/, which is
probably due to the fact that those two words were introduced at an ear-
ly stage of their language learning, and as most of our participant stated
they had been taught BrE at school/ university (cf. Diagram 2).
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4. Discussion

The main idea behind this survey was to investigate a potential prev-
alence of a specific variety in certain spheres of life in Serbia. Therefore,
it is the sociolinguistic perspective, in the first place, and sound patter-
ing that mattered most to the authors. As already mentioned, it appears
that BrE keeps its dominance in school and university education, which
matches the results gathered in the basic research, whereas AmE seems
to play an important role in the media that our participants most fre-
quently use, and in the social environment to a much greater extent.
What draws our attention here is that the British English group seem to
be more aware of the characteristics of their variety (cf. Diagram 1) than
American. We may attribute this occurrence to the following: a) most
of our participants were taught BrE at school/ university, b) the general
policy of the education system promotes BrE in terms of coursebook
choice, as well as official testing, which again maintains BrE as the stand-
ard in scoring the results, ¢) our participants were not as much exposed
to the external factors from an early age as were the students from the
basic research, who thus can be the representatives of new generations
(namely, in the previous research our students, in a great percentage,
were classified under the mix group according to the test scores), and d)
much higher disparity within the American group may be the result of
fashionableness, since Americanisms seem more dominant in informal
situations. Moreover, since this study builds on the initial one, we could
conclude that the mix group from the basic research, which was quite
large in number (90.8% in total), may find its place in personal prefer-
ence of AmE (cf. Diagram 1), as this survey may be showing.

However, the basic conclusion of this survey is that our participants
tend to stay within the chosen variety, with slight deviations from their
standards. These deviations could be explained with the rising issue of
globalisation, which also affects the native speakers of English. As many
surveys so far have shown, it seems that native speakers themselves are
sometimes inconsistent in their preference of a most natural pronuncia-
tion (Wells 1992: 35; 2001: 4-13).

On the other hand, these changes seem to be much slower in coun-
tries where English is taught as a foreign language than in English-speak-
ing countries, hence the choice of RP and GA as the standard forms,
although some authors question their status as such (Jenkins 2003, 2006;
Kachru 1992; Strevens 1992) need not necessarily be questionable here,
because those are the standards upon which foreign learners in Serbia
are taught English.
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4.1 Limitations

The resultant sample is unrepresentative of the general population
of teachers in Serbia, since there is no official Register of Teachers which
could constitute a genuine representative sample selected in accordance
with accepted statistical methods (Wells 1992: 38). Therefore, these re-
sults are applicable to our sample only, so we could not, with a high de-
gree of certainty, apply our results to the whole population of Serbia.
However, our study was exploratory and descriptive in character, and
had an aim to describe potential tendencies in foreign language devel-
opment and alteration, rather than to explain them. In that respect, it
rather raises some questions than reaches definite conclusions. As such,
it may serve as a foundation for potential future research on this occur-
rence, not only in Serbia but in other European countries as well.

In addition, the survey made use of a written questionnaire and as-
sessment sheet, and therefore could not examine sound qualities, which
would be the subject of more sophisticated research in terms of tech-
nical equipment, financial support and networking. Nevertheless, this
method may be acceptable according to Wells (2001: 1) since our pri-
mary aim was to determine pronunciation preferences and observe the
phenomenon from the sociolinguistic aspect in the first place.

5. Conclusion

In 1780 John Adams wrote: “English is destined to be in the next
and succeeding centuries more generally the language of the world than
Latin was in the last or French in the present age” (as cited in Algeo
1998: 182).

Apparently, this statement may not be regarded as outdated or com-
pletely overstated. It is quite evident that English can well be perceived
as lingua franca (Dor 2004; Jenkins 2000, 2006; Kristal 1995; Seidlhof-
er 2001, 2004), universal/ global language (Yyldyrym, Okan 2007), or
international language (McKay 2002; Modiano 1999a, 1999b) of the
world.! As for British and American English, in this very instance, it can
be wildly maintained that those two varieties have a great impact on the
rest of the world owing to the world’s globalisation and modern infor-
mation society (Canagarajah 2006; Grubor et al 2008). The British ap-
pear to take precedence in the sphere of education and science, whereas
Americans seem to play an important role in the entertainment world
and computer systems (Algeo 1998; Grubor et al 2008).

1 However, it should be emphasised here that different authors differently perceive these terms.
In other words, these terms have been used to refer to different entities (Acar 2007).
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In this work we tried to establish to what extent the effects of the
‘global village” are present and/ or can influence foreign language speak-
ers. As Wells (2001: 1) put it when carrying a survey into the British
people’s pronunciation preferences, “There is a problem for lexicogra-
phers in deciding which variant to prioritize”. Therefore, if native speak-
ers themselves find it difficult to decide upon a variant, and consequently
lexicographers, it is even harder for foreign speakers not to go astray in
choosing certain pronunciation variants.

To sum up, although this survey cannot be taken as conclusive or
final, it may serve as one to trigger some further research in this field or
rather raise awareness of the importance of the external factors in for-
eign language teaching and learning (Grubor et al 2008; Kristal 1995). In
addition, the direction of potential future tendencies in this respect may
depend not only on sociopolitical trends in Serbia, but also the projects
on language distribution of these two speech communities and promi-
nence of publishers and cultural institutions responsible for promoting
the language/ variety (Grubor et al 2009: 129).
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Jenena B. Ipy6op , Japko B. Xunuh

TEHIOEHIINJE N3TOBOPA HACTABHUMKA EHIJTIECKOT
JE3VIKA KA BPUTAHCKOM I AMEPUYKOM EHITTECKOM Y
CPBUJN: OA IV CY HACTABHUIIVM VMYHU HA YTULIAJE
I'TOBA/IN3AIIN]JE?

Pesnme

Haunn Ha Koju M3roBapaMo pedn OfyBeK Hac je jaCHO ofipehuBao y morneny ApymrBeHux,
reorpadCKux, MCTOPUjCKUX M KYITYPHUX KapaKTepUCTUKA. AyTOpy OBOT pajja CIPOBENHU CY
UCTPaXMBarbe KaKo 0¥ yTBPAMIN KOjJ je BapujeTeT, [0 MUTakby U3rOBOpa, Hajuenthe kopuirheH
y Cp6uju. Vicnutanu y3opak ce cacTojao of 50 HaCTaBHMKA €HIVIECKOT je3VKa M3 PasInIUTHX
nenosa Cpbuje, yapacT (M=35.24, SD=6.06), yrIaBHOM >KEHCKOT TI0/Ta, a MCIIUTAHUIIM Cy TO-
[Iy’BaBaly YIUTHUK U ,TeCT, KOji je moce6HO 610 caunibeH 3a OBy mpuauky. IIpy aHammsu-
patby IPMKYIUbeHUX TIOflaTaka KopuuiheHa je JecCKpUNTUBHA CTATUCTUKA, IPUMEbeHN Cy X2 U
t- test, Kao ¥ HeCKpUITUBHA aHamu3a. JJa 3aK/by4nMO, JOOMjeHN pe3ynTaTy MoKasyjy fa ¢pop-
MIpaHe IpyIle, IIpeMa pe3yaTaTuMa ,TecTa’, IMajy TeH[eHIN)y /ja OCTaHy YHyTap ofabpaHor
BapujeTeTa, oK ,MUKC" IpyIia ¥Ma BeNMUKY TeH/CHIIN)y Ka aMepUYKOM eHI/ieckoM. ITopey Tora,
IIOCTOj ¥ CTaTUCTMYKM 3HaYajHa pasynuka usMely cy6jeKTMBHOT cTaBa MCIIMTAHMKA U pe3yi-
tara ,recta (BrE: p<.05; AmE: p<.01). OBa pasnuka ce mokasana 3aBUCHOM Off GMBa/JIEHTHOT
ytuuaja (BrE: o6paszosamwe; AmE: menujn).

IIpummen jyna 2010,
apuxeahen 3a wimiamily oxitioopa 2010.





