Abstract


TH-stopping and TH-fronting are markers of Polish-accented English. Available studies have shown that certain consonantal clusters in which English interdental fricatives /θ/ and /ð/ engage trigger replacements such as /t/ and /f/ for the voiceless interdental fricative and /d/ and /v/ for the voiced variant. Only touched upon in previous research, the vocalic context is given an in-depth analysis in this work, where we focus on the possible influence of English monophthongs on the resultant TH-fricative substitutions that Polish speakers of English might use, with the vowels categorised into close, mid and open. The data for quantitative and qualitative analysis have been obtained from a group of advanced language learners who took part in three experiments: two investigating the perception and one the production of word-initial and word-medial interdental fricatives followed by a monophthong. The output of the experiments has been scrutinised employing a three-tiered methodology: auditory analysis by experts, visual monitoring of articulations and spectrographic analysis in PRAAT (Boersma 2001; Boersma and Weenink 2018), a computer software which translates the acoustic signal of speech into the images of sounds. 

Basing on the premise that perception precedes and underlies production, a number of research questions have been formulated, the most important of which was whether the substitutions for TH-fricatives followed by monophthongs and captured in perception will be mirrored in production. The amassed data proved that indeed it was so, but it appeared that the participants of the experiments fared a lot better in production than in perception, which confirms the premise that learners of a foreign language need and resort to a number of cues to correct pronunciation other than just phonological. Moreover, the vowel context conditioned the perception of interdental fricatives. It was demonstrated that if the interdental fricative preceded mid and open vowels, the informants were confused the most. Interestingly, the context of the high front vowel /i:/ did not prove the most difficult perceptually, but triggered an increased number of replacements in production, especially in the case of the voiced interdental fricative /ð/, confirming that in the Polish ear the feature of voicing is best rendered through the voiced dental stop /d/. Generally, TH-stopping, with the voiced dental stop /d/ prevailed whenever a replacement was used instead of the voiced interdental fricative /ð/, which suggests that in this case the place of articulation is preferred over the manner.  Conversely, TH-fronting dominated when the voiceless interdental fricative /θ/ was in the initial position, both in perception and production, but word-medially, it was TH-fronting and TH-stopping in equal proportions.

 Predominantly, voicing attribution proved to be an issue, especially in perception, which means that a lot more care and attention should be paid to perceptual learning of interdental fricatives. In particular, the phenomenon of partial devoicing of /ð/ word-initially and word-medially should be discussed in more detail if better results are to be expected in production. Spectrographic analysis of specially prepared carrier phrases could be of great benefit, showing the difference between stop-like and fricative realisations of the voiced interdental fricative, enhancing learning outcomes. After all, it is TH-stopping, among other features of L1 imported into L2, that is still regarded as responsible for accentedness. 

On the whole, the experiments in this work disproved Jenkins’ theory (2000) of interdental fricatives being unlearnable due to the fact that the study group consisting of advanced learners, although moderately successful in perception in categorical terms, showed high levels of accuracy in production, with TH-stopping and TH-fronting  detected only in fewer than one third of the collected answers. The findings also showed that a foreign language learner must be equipped with more than just phonetic information in order to understand and absorb L2 phonology. Therefore, time spent learning about TH-fricatives is not time wasted. To complement the present study, future research should include the environment of diphthongs following interdental fricatives in order to test whether comparable results will be collected. 
