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Introduction

JANUSZ ARABSKI and ADAM WOJTASZEK

The volume is a collection of 12 chapters focused on various aspects of
acquisition of the L2 phonological system. The authors represent five dif-
ferent nationalities, although the majority of them are Polish. They are
researchers and practitioners, applied linguists and teachers, who share
their experience and knowledge related to the leading theme of the book,
which has been divided into three major parts.

The first one, titled Phonetic Analysis, revolves around selected aspects
of second-language production and perception, including reports on five
stimulating studies of language learners in both naturalistic and formal-
educational settings. In the second part, a more abstract and comparative
perspective is taken in order to provide accounts for observable tendencies
in learner behaviour in the light of recent theories modelling the route of
L1/L2 pronunciation and reading ability development. Its title, Phonological
Analysis, reflects the shift of focus towards a more theoretical domain of
abstract conceptualisations of the acquisition of L2 phonology. The third
part, Pedagogical Perspectives, will be of major interest for those language
teachers who believe that the mastery of native-like or highly intelligible
pronunciation is an important asset and component of L2 education. It
consists of four contributions of high practical value for those practitioners
who find it worthwhile and stimulating to base their actions on the latest
outcomes of scientific research.

The scope of the volume is fairly broad, but definitely not exhaustive. It
was not the editors’ purpose to cover all important theoretical models or
directions in L2 phonology research; instead, the contents highlight a
selection of up-to-date motifs in the area. The approach to the selection
and organisation can be compared with two other volumes: Focus on
Phonological Acquisiton (Hannahs & Young-Sholten, 1997) and Phonology
and Second Language Acquisition (Hansen Edwards & Zampini, 2008). Both
these publications present a choice of contemporary theoretical approaches
to acquisition of L1 and L2 phonology, illustrated with examples from sev-
eral different languages. In its structure, the present volume resembles
Hansen Edwards and Zampini (2008), and it could even be treated as a
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form of supplement and expansion to the issues included there. Its editors
make it clear in the Introduction that although the book aims at presenting
a comprehensive overview of the field, the limits related to a reasonable
size and length of the publication led them to abbreviated treatment of
certain themes (Hansen Edwards & Zampini, 2008: 9). Some of them have
been developed in the present collection.

The first chapter summarises its author’s experience, both as a learner
and as a teacher, related to the acquisition of the phonetic productive skills
of French learners of English. Abeer Naser Eddine focuses mainly on the
vowel system, which turns out to be one of the major challenges facing
French learners. Alongside reporting on a case study illustrating the prob-
lem, the author also provides the reader with a collection of useful hints
related to the creative use of various tools and materials in the process of
teaching the English vowel system.

In a similar vein, Luo Xiaorong and Gao Jian summarise major chal-
lenges awaiting Chinese learners on their route to the mastery of English
pronunciation. The paper starts with a brief comparative outline of
English and Chinese segmental phonetics, pointing to the areas of poten-
tial difficulty, which are later examined for evidence of negative phonetic
transfer. The authors point to an interesting variability in this pheno-
menon related to different dialectal backgrounds of the learners, show-
ing how dialectal differences may lead to systematic discrepancies in the
L2 phonetic attainment.

After two initial chapters focusing on production, the third chapter by
Linda Shockey offers an interesting and stimulating account of the differ-
ences in speech comprehension between different groups of learners of
English. The contribution first outlines outcomes of a study performed on
Greek and Polish learners, placed against the background of native speak-
ers of English, to develop into a discussion of factors potentially account-
ing for the differences. The author convincingly argues for an explanation
enrooted in the phonotactic features of the languages in question.

The fourth chapter describes a very interesting study, in which
Arkadiusz Rojczyk managed to demonstrate how the manipulation of the
Voice Onset Time (VOT) following an initial fortis plosive sound may lead
to an elaboration of very precisely measurable differences between English
native speakers and different groups of Polish learners of English. The
study focuses on an important aspect of the English phonetic input pro-
cessing, described by many scholars.

The final chapter in the section by Marta Nowacka combines the two
perspectives represented earlier, focusing both on production and percep-
tion of English consonants in connected speech by Polish learners. It
reports on a three-year longitudinal study, which shows both the route of
development of the items selected for the study, as well as the hierarchy of
the most problematic areas, established thanks to the investigation. An
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additional value of the contribution lies in an extensive list of references to
the literature on the subject in the initial part of the chapter.

In the initial chapter of the second section, Monika Kusiak explores the
implications of and interesting division of orthographic systems into
‘Chinese’ and ‘Phoenician’ types, introduced by Baron and Strawson
(1976), for the development of phonological awareness in the process of
learning to read in a given language. Subsequently, three English language
coursebooks are evaluated against the background of factors contributing
to the optimal development of phonological awareness. This ability is seen
by the author as an indisposable condition of successful growth of produc-
tive and receptive skills.

Anna Bloch-Rozmej seems to move in the opposite direction. She uses
evidence from L1 acquisition by Polish and English children as support for
theoretical conceptualisations of phonological strength within the non-
derivational framework of Government Phonology. The implications related
to the sequence of acquisition of the constructs can easily be adopted into
language teaching syllabi.

Liliana Piasecka returns to the issue of phonological awareness, touched
upon by Monika Kusiak, to expand the discussion with some more refer-
ences and to illustrate the problem of negative transfer, detected in Polish
learners of English. They are shown to employ their L1 strategies in deci-
phering and interpreting English orthography. The necessity of extensive
training in the area of spelling—pronunciation interface of L2 is expressed.

The final section of the volume starts with Danuta Gabrys-Barker’s
comprehensive overview of the subject area within the pedagogically ori-
ented perspective. She presents a selection of recently published research
articles in a number of important journals in order to show which topics
are most up-to-date and what is the position of L2 phonetics and phono-
logy research relative to other areas of investigation. This contribution is
of significant value for both researchers and language teaching practitio-
ners. The former will find there numerous references to important recent
contributions, while the latter will benefit from the useful guidelines pro-
vided by the author, concerning practical applications.

Wiestawa Ferlacka and Wlodzimierz Sobkowiak present a very useful
tool for enhancement of graded e-readers with phonetically related con-
tent. They perform an analysis of a corpus of graded e-readers with the use
of Phonetic Difficulty Index (PDI) developed by Sobkowiak (2006), to sup-
port and expand the usefulness of those valuable materials and to help the
teachers in their more effective use.

Tammy Gregersen turns to suprasegmentals and their importance in
marking and recognition of a number of important psychological traits
in the learners. In her subjective and personal account she shares some of
her most important experiences as an applied linguist, researcher and
teacher.
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The final chapter by Mirostaw Pawlak rounds up the volume with a
presentation of the learners’ perspective on the process of acquisition of L2
phonology. After an extensive introduction, providing the reader with an
excellent review of the literature, the author moves on to discuss diary
data collected from his subjects. The discussion is enlightening and
intriguing for both researchers and teachers, as they are informed of many
aspects of the struggle in which the learners are engaged on their way to
development of intelligible L2 pronunciation, which seldom surface in
more quantitative research designs.

Allin all, the editors hope that the volume will be received as informa-
tive and inspiring for many readers, no matter whether they represent the
more theoretically oriented or the more practically focused readership.
Both language scientists and language teachers should find in it many
interesting threads to follow. With this expectation we encourage you to
explore the contents.
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