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ABSTRACT

Perception by American subjects of
English iambic and trochaic words spo-
ken by L learners of English whose
native tgngues were Russian,Chinese and
Kirghiz_has shed some light both on
universal and specific properties of
English word stress. The results seem
to be helpful in practical pedagogical
work.

INTRODUCTION

In English word stress,as is well known,
one can find the whole array of phonolo-
gical problems: first and foremost, it
plays an important role in organizing,
recognition and discrimination of words.
Another problem concerns the existence
of degrees of stress. A specific feature
of English stress is
full grade quality vowels in pretonic

and post-tonic syllables. In the latter
case Gimson /2/ speaks about prominence
of unstressed syllables. Then a question
arises as to whether these two linguis-
tic notions have anything in common with
linguistic experience of Englishspeakers.
An experimental study conducted by Nadi-
bsidze /5/ provided no evidence in sup-
port of the existence of four distincti-
ve degrees of stress in AB and seemed to
confirm the view expressed earlier by
Zinder /7/ that discrimination of the
degrees of stress in phonetic terms is
hardly possible. It may only have phone-
mic value. ~

the occurrence of‘

of word
stress have been mostly connected withits
perceptual aspect, human linguistic ex-
perience being in its centre, as Bondarko

Recent findings in the domain

/1/ puts it. Within the frame of such an
approach one can place studies on percep-
tion of distorted word accentual patterns.
It is a widely known fact that target-lan-
guage word accentual patterns suffer great
changes in the speech of foreign language
learners. Experimental perceptual studies
of such patterns have become popular and
contribute both to understanding stress
as a language universal and to providing
guide—lines in practical pedagogical work.

METHODS AND MATERIAL

The present study was aimed at investiga-
ting the perception by American subjects
of accentually distorted words in non-na-
tive pronunciation.The non-natives chosen
for the experiments were Russian, Chinese
and Kirghiz speakers. The languages they
represented either distantly resembled
English or crucially differed from it in
terms of stress function in the phonetic
systems of the languages under study as
gill as in the stress pattern manifesta-

on.

Russian word stress is known to be an ef-
ficient means of combining syllables of a
word into a close-knit unit. The existen-
ce of stress in Chinese has been proved
by experimental investigations /6/. How-
ever, the viewpoint depriving Chinese of
both the word in its classical form and
word stress is not uncommon /4/. In a vo-
wel harmony bound word of the Kirghizlan-
guage the main stress is traditionally as-
signed to the last syllable. Coexistence
of two prosodic layers/stress and vowel
harmony/ seems to be doubtful.
Cross-language investigation in this stu-
dy was-not an end in itself.Cross-1angua-
ge interference has been used here as a
natural means of modifying the accentual
struiture of a word in a predictable di-
rec on.
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The inventory of linguistic material con-
sisted of 135 English iambic and trochaic
words, two syllable in size, with all the
monophthongs possible both in stressed
and unstressed syllables. The words were
embedded in a contextually neutral carri-
er-phrase. The material was recorded by
two Americans, two Russians, two Chinese
and a Kirghiz speaker. The tokens produc-
ed by Americans were used as refinance ma-
terial. While recording the material,care
was taken to ensure that the target-words
were in a phrase-nuclear position. The
tone was falling.
The team of trained phoneticians has cho-
sen a set of 500 stimuli both close to
the standard stress patterns and deviant
from them.
The first listening test /Experiment If
was designed to test American subjects on
their ability to define accentual patterns
in the presented material. The subjects
were American students enrolled in a Rus-
sian language programme at The Leningrad
State University. The procedure was the
following: the subjects were asked to
listen to experimental phrases and define
the accentual patterns of the target
words, i.e. the number of syllables and
stress placement, using the symbols 4-,
--, --. /To keep the experiment withhithe
limits of feasibility, several subsets
were prepared/.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results were evaluated b a sir te .
The stimuli were divided int: twognmaggr
groups: the first, where our subjects dis-
played complete consistency in their jud-
gements disregarding whether they identi-
fied the right or the wrong stress pat-
tern, and the second group where their
responces were inconsistent. /In TABLES
I-IV: $1.32 - American speakers, 83, S4 -
Russian speakers, 85, S6 - Chinese spea-
kers, S7 - Kirghiz speakerl.

TABLE I. Data on the perception of all
the stimuli.

Speakers—fatterns ConsistentJInconsistent
. judgement,% Judgement ,%

The following observations can be made
from TABLE I. There were no wrong judge-
ments of accentual patterns in the stimuli
pronounced by Russian and Chinese summers,
The opposite results were obtained for the
stimuli spoken by the Kirghiz speaker. He
was unable to realize the required accen-
tual pattern, stress phenomenon being ap-
parently of no linguistic importance for

The group of stimuli inconsistently judged
by the subjects was not uncommon even wifir
in the group of tokens produced by Ameri-
can speakers. It is in that group that the
subjects either placed two stress marks in
one word, or shifted the stress mark from
the syllable prescribed by the norm.

TABLE II. Data on perception of consist-
ently judged stimuli.

Speakers Patterns PERCEPTION,%
Standard Non-standard

one double-
stress stress

S1 47 g; 3 35
7- 3 38

32 -7 59 3 38
7- 66 B 26

S3 -7 61 8 31
7- 71 8 21

S4 -7 62 12 26
7- 63 10 27

S5 - -7 59 9 32
S6 1- 49 12 39

'7 23' 2 32
S7 -’-,- 52 6 42

-- 60 4 35

When a t test was applied to the data 01
TABLE II, the values obtained never reach-
ed significance /to a 1.96/, but for all
the speakers the va ues were rather 01°59to-the critical value, especially so forthe Kirghiz speaker. It seems that the
sub ects, when evaluatin the accentual
pat erns of the group unger study, 30“”
themselves in an ambiguous situation.ThiS
aggiggityE/orlentropy /H/, was subject to
Hm1n=°§ . n our experiment Hmaxg1'58'

right wrong

31 4- 78 0 22 TABLE III Entro ‘I - py data on th istent-
S2 2: 31’ 8 2; 1y/A/ and inconsistently/B/ dfidgggsstimulio

s3 3: g? 8 1; Speakers H. BITS or INFORMATION
74 97 0 3 A: B3

34 -7 33 0 10 "- '- -- —-
-' 0 12 S1 0 67

s 4- . 0.79 1.11 1.16
5 -4 32 3. 22 g; 0.59 0.60 1.13 1.21

, 32 S4 0.65

-4 59 29 ,g 0.54 0.52 1.17 1.20
S7 0.69 0.48 1.25 1.16
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From comparison of the data it is obvious

that the subjects experienced greater dif-

ficulties when defining the patterns of

the stimuli in group B. To put it figura—

tively, those stimuli possessed a kind of

"eroded", or "loose" structure.

It remained to be seen whether there were

any phonetic grounds for assigning the

stimuli to that group. At the present sta-

ge of the study we were content with eva-

luating the quality of vowels in unstres-

sed syllables by ear.
The stimuli obtained from American speak-

ers were those with full vowels in un-

stressed syllables. It is of interest1hat

the entropy values calculated for all the

stimuli produced by S1 were different for

tokens containing /1/, /a/, on the one

hand, and for full vowels in unstressed

syllables, on the other hand, the values

being 0.66, 0.78, 0.97 for iambic words
and 0.65, 0.65, 0.95 for trochaic ones,
respectively. The occurrence of full vo-

wels in unstressed syllables seems to

bring about ambiguity in defining the

accentual pattern.
Unstressed vowels produced by Russian

speakers were considerably reduced both

in quality and quantity.Nevertheless thee

was a group of stimuli where unstressed

vowels seemed to-be less obscured, where

our subjects displayed a tendency to the

increase of inconsistency.
As TABLE I indicates, inconsistency was

most pronounced for Chinese speakers. The

explanation of this tendency might be the

preservation of tonal features in both

stressed and unstressed syllables, tone I

and tone IV being the most common associ—

ations with characteristics of both syl-

lables of the word, as well as the rela-

tive pitch difference between them, as

judged by ear.
In the experimental words pronounced by

the Kirghiz speaker the unstressed vowels

stood out both for quality and quantity

which led the subjects to perceive them

as stressed.
In planning Experiment I we started from
the idea that a thick foreign accaItwould

obscure the segmental structure and hence

the meaning of the words under study. Our

subjects were, therefore,expected to eva-

luate the accentual structure proper.

EXperiment II was designed to test the
validity of the results of Experiment I.

The experimental material composed of ran-
domly chosen stimuli of both A and B

groups Was presented to a group of 6 sub7

jects in white noise / s/n ratio a -4dB/.
Subjects were asked to tick the word in

the carrier-phrase and mark stress /stres-

sea/. Comparison of data of both experi-
ments is given in TABLE IV.
As can be seen, the subjects' responces

in Experiment I and Experiment II collap-
sed into the same groups with respect to

their consistency and inconsistency.Thus,

the procedure in Experiment I seems tore-
ceive a certain support. /It is worth no-
ting that the data on perception of both
iambic and trochaic words, pronounced by‘
speakers 3-7 as Well as of the whole ex-
perimental set of stimuli of reference
speakers were combined/.

TABLE IV. Data on perception of stimuli
in Experiment I and Experiment II.

PERCEPTION, %

Experiment I Experiment II

Speakers Stan- Non— Stan- Non-
dard -standard dard standard

onekkmmle- one/double-
stress stress

S1, 82 88 4 13 72 1O 18

$3 88 3 9 94 1 5
S4 86 4 1O 86 8 6

SS 78 5 17 69 5 26

$6 77 3 20 70 5 25
S7 81 2 17 68 6 26

In summary, the results of both experi-
ments seem to shed some light on univer-
sal and specific properties of English
word stress. From the point of view of
native subjects' perception the linguis-

tic material was divided into two main
groups. In patterns with [1/ and la / in
unstressed syllables the subjects found
no difficulty in stress placement, though

one might expect phonetic manifestation
of stress to vary in the production of
non-native speakers. These findings can

be treated as manifestations of the uni-

versal character of the stress phenomenon.

In structures with unstressed full vowels,

stress failed to perform its organizing

function. It is this group ofsthmfli that

gives us a hint of the specific nature of
English word stress.The findings reported
here do not contradict what is known about
intimate links of word and phrase prosody
in English. In a once-observed production
of a sentence ' e've got a ‘canteen,‘too% -
the nuclear tone occurred on a pretonic
/according to the norm/ syllable Anna-l.
May not this shift of stress be attribut-
ed to the fact that for the English lan-
guage speaker it is the rhythmic group
and not the word that is of great impor-
tance both in language production.aniper-
ception, as has been put by Kassevich?
/personal communication/.
The reported data seem to have a certain
instructional value for those involved in
foreign language teaching. The knowledge
of the universal and specific nature of
Word stress in a target and in native lan-
guages may contribute to devising a suc-
cessful strategy in word accentual pattern
training. Especially reassuring_ seems to

be the finding that perception of stress
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may not be hindered by its varying phone-
tic manifestation in the speech of L2
learners of English.
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