Contrasts of Spoken Korean and English 

A contrastive analysis of the sound segments and syllable structures of English and those of Korean; illustrated with charts and tables. The usefulness of such an analysis when teaching pronunciation to a speaker of Korean is evaluated.
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Introduction

This essay examines the problems Korean speakers learning English experience by exploring differences between the sound segments and syllable structures of the two languages. A study of segments and syllable structures contributes to reducing departures from “phonetic norms of the language” (Prator 1971, in Morley 1991).  The pictorial sound segments of English encode speech and learners are able to know the pronunciation by locating a word in a dictionary, however, the written form of a word still lacks reliability as a guide to its pronunciation (Pennington 1996:183). 
Comparing the Korean language to English with established Phonetic symbols will show that the written form is often misleading when romanized.  The structure of English loan words in Korean is restricted and hinders learners from gaining intelligible English pronunciation. Difficulties stemming from these differences can be useful for a language teacher planning pronunciation lessons or could be incorporated into an exercise that has another focus. The exact variety of English appropriate may prove debatable; however, in this study American norms have been taken as the model.  The actual difficulty of contrasting two languages may lead to further investigation of the Korean Language. 

Communication through print is effective but it is the pronunciation of language that catches the attention of others (Stevick 1978:145) and conveys information about the speaker.  A person’s style of pronunciation can be adjusted to be accommodating towards the way someone else sounds or in some instances could be intentionally maintained as non-accommodating (Giles and Powesland 1975), perhaps to seem distant or official. 
Phonology is central to the creation, observation and effect of speech socially and linguistically (Pennington Ibid. 1996:6). A better understanding of verbal constructs will hopefully facilitate improvement in both learners as well as teachers.  In addition, a detailed analysis of the differences between two languages suggests areas that are troublesome and ideas for overcoming inherent interference from earlier systems. Students cannot and should not be expected to sound exactly like an idealized native speaker (Esling 1987: 468-9) but should be striving for comprehensibility.

First, the tenets of Contrastive analysis have been explored leading to the concepts of segments and their relationships. A short overview of the two languages follows before introducing exact vowel and consonant differences.  Next, syllable structure is examined and general implications for pedagogy are mentioned ending this study with a discussion of its merits. Suprasegmental factors, such as intonation, effect pronunciation, are mostly beyond the scope of this study. 

1.0 The Value of Contrastive Analysis

A Contrastive Analysis (CA) compares the linguistic systems of two languages (Richards, Platt, & Platt 1992:83). In this study Korean and English are compared assuming; 1. Interference causes difficulty in learning English, 2. Contrastive analysis predicts these difficulties, and 3. Teaching materials can make use of contrastive analysis to reduce interference.  Although, segments of English and Korean can be isolated and described, other suprasegmental features contribute to subtle differences, difficult to include in a simple pictorial representation.  The various segments are similar but, in fact contain vast amounts of information coded differently according to the system’s conventions.
CA claimed to “predict errors on the basis of compared description” (James 1998:5) but fails to actually predict, actually, only offers a diagnostic explanation of attested errors.  Contrastive Analysis in the 1950s and 1960s was used to compare all aspects of two languages to suggest where errors would be made but has come to be thought of as an outdated method for syllabus design.  By limiting it to only pronunciation though, CA does show differences and may contribute to the design and evaluation of a language program. 
1.1 Segments

Although, a continuous stream of speech is produced when people speak, sound is divided in to segments for analysis.  A phoneme is an abstract the unit that is “the basis of our speech” (Roach 2000:40).  Phonemes are categories and are distinguished in languages by Allophones used in words. Allophones are different “realizations” (Roach 2000:41) of a given phoneme in a particular language. Phoneme and allophone are used to describe minimal pairs. Laver (1994) defines a minimum pair of words as when words with the same structure differ in only one place. Pronunciation can be affected by structural position and by other adjacent units.  

A segment is a linguistic unit sequenced that can be isolated and may change the meaning in one language but may not represent any difference in another (Richards et al. 1992:325).  If the difference of one sound changes the meaning it is considered a minimal pair in that language.  The term phoneme is given to the exact pronunciation of a sound and phone is the term for the category of a sound (Pennington Opt. Cite.: 24).  In English /r/ is a phoneme as well as /l/ but in Korean, for example, they are considered the same sound.  Written conventions are not perfect models for assisting learners when attempting to say a new word.  Dictionaries offer the pronunciation of a word after the spelling in a manner that is abstracted from its regular appearance.

Laver (Ibid: 147) borrows the terms Contoids, non-contoids, vocoids and approximants but has modified the earlier concepts used by Ladefoged (1964) and Pike (1943).  Contoids are defined as any segment other then a central resonant.  Co-ordination adds symbols for depicting effects a segment has on adjacent segments.  The length of time a sound takes may be compared to other vowel durations considering regional accent in a suprasegmental analysis.      

‘Vocoid’ is a phonetic term independent of any one language but ’vowel’ is a phonological term within a specific language (Clark and Yallop Opt. Cite: 113). Vowels are arranged by tongue position front, central or back and high, mid-high, mid, mid-low or low (Pennington Opt Cite.:90). (See Appendix C for vowels.) She explains diphthongs as a nucleus plus a glide where the tongue moves to another position.  Vowels can be strong (full) or weak (reduced) and influence other segments.

2.0 An Overview of English

The IPA charts are an attempt at symbolizing all possible utterances but Korean speakers learning English are not required to articulate all of them. There is a greater diversity of English used around the world (McNamara 2000 in Park 2001) for International communication. Pronunciation of a form of internationally intelligible English should be developed as a goal redefining pronunciation error (Jenkins 2000 in Park 2001) for learner-centered teaching in Korea.  

The problem, which arises when trying to teach appropriate English, is what manner of pronunciation is desired.  Actually most of the segments of Received Pronunciation and General American are similar if not the same with few deviations from one another.  John Laver contrasts Scottish English, RP, and GA, pointing out how they differ (Laver Opt Cite: 62-69).  The dialect a student will use depends on exposure and experience.  His/Her English accent will vary according to circumstances but can sound appropriate. 

3.0 Korean in Brief

The Korean language is somewhat similar to English in that the writing uses symbols and words can be sounded out, but differs in some aspects.  Reading and Writing is taught at a young age and all Korean students learning English are influenced by already knowing the written and sound system of their first language.  The obvious problems arising from simple differences include:

1. One Phoneme is used for /l/ and /r/ sounds.

2. Adjacent segments determine /s/ 

3. /v/, /p/ and /b/ are considered the same.

4. There are no ‘th’ sounds.

5. There is no /z/ in the language.
6. /h/ and /f/ are one in the same.

7. /i/ has been transcribed as /I/.

8. ‘w’ is not voiced

Koreans learning English expect letters in English to represent the same sound all of the time.  For example; the  Korean symbol for /o/, represents the same pronunciation in all occasions.  It is always said as the ‘o’ in ‘go’ but the English ‘o’ can be found in ‘hot’ and is said much differently.  The relationship of the written word to the spoken seems arbitrary in English and shows the superiority of the Korean writing system to learners in Korea since their symbols are pronounced the same in all circumstances.  Korean names for companies, products, and places are written in Hangul, the Korean language, and have a phonetic equivalent written with the English alphabet.

When a Korean speaker is learning to speak English some other difficulties arise including:

1. Lip rounding

2. Intonation

3. Rhythm

4. Voice Onset Time.

4.0 Vowels in Common

Gimson (1998:101-146) illustrates examples of RP English vowel phonemes in relation to the Cardinal vowels and also indicates variants as well as advice for learners.  Cardinal vowels devised by Daniel Jones serve as standard points of reference (Clark and Yallop 1992:62).  The first one is Cardinal 1 which is produced when the tongue is high and far forward in the mouth.  Cardinal 5 is when the tongue is as low and retracted as possible. The others are gauged in between but only accurately map auditory properties. Ladefoged’s (1967) measurement done by ear, revealed cardinals 6 and 7 have the same tongue height.  The location of the major constriction is more of a determiner then the highest point of the tongue.

These charts depict certain vowel sounds utilized by individual language systems 
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 Vowel Chart of Korean



Figure 3.0 Vowels of Korean shown with Phonetic equivalents (Internet 1).
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Figure 3.1. Common Representation of American English Pronunciation (Internet 2a.)
These two figures only offer a glimpse of the differences between Korean and English vowels.  A closer look at the segments of each language is in order. The charts from Internet 2b & 3 have been combined by using positions from Figures 3.0 and 3.1 above to construct Figures 4.0 –4.3 showing their counterparts. An asterisk (*) has been used to denote an imperfect match.  

	Front vowels
	
	
	

	IPA
	Keyword
	Closest equivalent
	Korean symbol
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Figure 4.0 Front vowels organized by American Pronunciation comparing Korean counterpart. 

	Central Vowels
	
	
	

	IPA
	Keyword
	Closest equivalent
	Korean symbol
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Figure 4.1 Central vowels organized by American Pronunciation comparing Korean counterpart..

	Back Vowels
	
	
	

	IPA
	Keyword
	Closest equivalent
	Korean symbol
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	Cot
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Figure 4.2 Back vowels organized by American Pronunciation comparing Korean counterpart..

	Diphthongs
	
	
	

	IPA
	KeyWord
	Closest equivalent
	Korean Symbol
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Figure 4.3 Diphthongs organized by American Pronunciation comparing Korean counterpart.
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Figure 5.0 Additional Korean diphthongs. (Taken from Internet 3)

The vowel sounds that are not easily found in Korean may trouble learners of English at first by means of transfer interference. Although, slight variation may not cause an entire break down in communication confusion of minimal pairs impairs understanding.  Four vowel pairs identified by Nilsen & Nilsen (1987) as being difficult for Korean speakers were selected by Kim & Margolis (1999:95) to test pronunciation of English vowels. The contrast between: /I/-/iy/, /e/-/a/ (as in, men-man), /u/-/oo/ (as in, pull-pool), and /schwa/-/ou/ (as in, but-bought) indicated successful mastery of vowel criteria.    

	
	[-back]
	[+back]

	[+high]
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[u]


	[-high]
	[e]
	[a] [o]



Figure 6.0 Classification of vowels in Korean (Kim, E. Y. 1995 in Lee, 1995:198).

Korean has an interesting feature of expressing degree in vowel pronunciation.  Using a higher vowel modifies the strength of some words. The change is systematic /e/ moving up to /i/, and /o/ moves up to /u/. This subtle change in vowel signifies stressing of a word and acts as intonation would in English.  It also reinforces the notion that English words must be pronounced as they are spelled for them to be thought of as proper.

5.0 Differing Consonants

Gimson has divided the pulmonic (air from lungs) consonants of English (1989:150) into two general categories.  The first group includes “Plosives, Affricates, and Fricatives” – sounds that are different blockages of air flowing outwards (egressive) or obstructions of it. There is often a distinction made between voiced and voiceless (lenis and fortis).  His other grouping is of “Nasals, Laterals, and Approximants” – described as only partial closure or an unimpeded escape of air often voiced and similar to vowels.  Peter Ladefoged (1975: 33) uses more simple terms such as stop for Plosive, omitting Affricates as combinations, and divides Approximants into (central) approximant and lateral (approximant).  Jones (1960: xvii) names the approximants as semi-vowel not including the /r/ as alveolar but fricative. 

Dental, Palatal and Velar are considered cardinal classes of tongue consonants in English (Jones Ibid.:45).  After various classes according to articulated position are explained, Jones defined the chief classes as follows:  ‘Plosives’ are formed by complete closure, compressed air and sudden release.  Affricates are formed with slower separation causing audible fricative.  Nasal sounds describe closure of the mouth and air through the nose.  Laterals are formed by an obstruction in the center of the air channel.  Fricatives are audible friction produced by escaping air from a narrowed passage.  Semi-Vowel is a voiced glide which begins as a vowel and suddenly changes to another of equal or greater prominence (Jones Ibid.:47).

	Stops
	
	
	

	IPA
	Keyword
	Equivalent 
	Korean Symbol

	ph
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	spot
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	stop
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	n/a
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	Bet
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	dot
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Figure 6.0 A comparison of Stops in English and those in Korean (Constructed from Internet 2c &3).

	Fricatives
	
	
	

	IPA
	KeyWord 
	Equivalent
	Korean Symbol

	f
	fit
	[h]*
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	v
	vote
	[p]*
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	[t]*
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	then
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Figure 6.1 A comparison of Fricatives in English and those in Korean (Constructed from Internet 2c &3).

	Approximants
	
	
	

	IPA
	KeyWord
	Equivalent
	Korean Symbol
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	red
	[l]*
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	full
	[l]*
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	w 
	watt
	n/a
	n/a

	y/j
	yet
	see vowels
	added post


Figure 6.2 A comparison of Approximants in English and those in Korean (Constructed from Internet 2c &3).

	Nasals
	
	
	

	IPA
	KeyWord
	Equivalent
	Korean Symbol

	m
	mit
	[m]
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Figure 6.3 A comparison of Nasals in English and those in Korean (Constructed from Internet 2c &3).

Nilsen & Nilsen’s (1986) glossary of consonant contrasts indicates seven consonants difficult for native speakers of Korean.  Their list includes; /l/, /r/, /f/, /v/, /th/ and /z/.  In addition to individual segments, specific combinations of vowel and consonants seem difficult for some Koreans (Lane 1997 in Kim & Margolis 1999:95).  Variations of plural endings and variations of past tense endings can be used as indicators to test acquisition.   Absences alone do not account for all difficulties, as Korean speech rules interfere as well (Han 1997).      

Hwang (2001:9) reminds us that intentions and perception cannot be divorced from spoken utterances when viewed in segments. Phonologic and Phonetic rules can be utilized together to see a fuller picture of actual occurrences.       The true reality of speech is integration not the separate parts but their combination.  Assimilation of neighboring segments makes pronunciation easier.  Nasals in Korean and English assimilate adjacent sonorants (Hwang Ibid.:30).  Vowels are nasalized in English by any preceding nasal consonant but in Korean consonants are as well. (Hwang Ibid.:143).

The fact that Korean symbols are not written in a linear manner but within an individual diagram allows location to determine other aspects of pronunciation, i.e. a Korean word ending in /s/ will only be pronounced if the following onset is not a consonant. Other occurrences (Kang 1992:150) include p(s), k(s), n(c), n(h), (l)t, (l)k, (l)p, (l)m, (l)s, and (l)h where in some cases the first consonant is deleted and in other cases the second one is.  Attempts to describe the causes of assimilation may be to in depth for the scope of this paper but their investigation illuminates the complexity of analyzing segments.  Consonantal assimilation in Korean follows the hierarchy wherein “dentals assimilate to labials, palatals, and velars, but labials and palatals only assimilate to velars” (Ahn 1995 in Lee 1995:176). 

In Korean “tense aspirated obstruents shorten the following vowels most, followed by lax obstruents and tense unaspirated obstruents” (Chung, Gim, & Huckvale 1999:710).  Thus, the negligible effect in English of syllable initial consonants on the duration of the next vowel (Peterson & Lehiste 1960) is in complete opposition when the two systems are compared.

	
	Eastern

Cantonese
	English
	Armenian
	Korean

	/p)/
	77
	58
	78
	91

	/t)/
	75
	70
	59
	94

	/k)/
	87
	80
	98
	126


Figure 2.0 VOT (ms) of aspirated stops reported by Lisker & Abramson (1964).

Obviously, the differences between English and Korean stops are the greatest of those in the above chart.  Among the four languages represented the Korean three averages are the longest and The English three are the lowest in each category.  This demonstrates the change a Korean speaker is faced with when attempted to speak English earlier sounds.  The difference between the Korean time and the English time is the amount a Korean speaker should speed up to create a natural effect.

English stops have a three way contrast categorized by voicing and aspiration being: ‘voiced’, ‘voiceless unaspirated’ and ‘aspirated’ (Lisker & Abramson, 1964, Klatt, 1975, Ladefoged & Maddieson, 1996). Although Korean stops are all voiceless, they have a three-way contrast.  Another effect specific to Korean, is that “tense and aspirated consonants can be stronger word-medially than word-initially” (Cho and Keating 2001:185). Korean learners of English have to develop voiced stops to pronounce English and move the stress in a word to attain naturalness.

Clark and Yallop (1990:76-7) criticize inventories of symbols devised to represent the consonants of all languages.  Their concern is that initial location is not the only factor sound is based on.  Aspects other than location are sidelined in favor of fitting into the International Phonetic Association’s convictions.  They cite Pike (1943) as someone who felt the IPA’s generalities had to be broadened and even then would not approach being a true representation of details.  Peterson and Shoup (1966a,b) devised their own specifications depending on degree of stricture and tongue height. Even with modern equipment their more logical approach does not include tongue height for vowels and has not been made popular.  Catford (1977) is another who objects to simplifying all the possible sounds into distinct symbols. He suggested more detailed description of the tongue and lips as well as mentioning that different systems for describing vowels and consonants are inconsistent.  These objects stand as reminders that the IPA chart is not a perfect model and the sounds made by speakers are not so easily captured in print.
6.0 The Relationship of Syllable Structures

Phonological structure can be transcribed using C to mean consonant and V to mean a vowel (Laver Opt Cite: 32).  The number of letters in the spelling of a word is not an indication of how many segments are in it.  English word initial consonant clusters consist of three and finals of four.  The only permissible syllable structure in Korean, an Altaic language, is (C) V(C).  Four types can be constructed as V, VC, CV, or CVC. Korean structure does not allow consonant clusters in the beginning (onset) or at the end (coda) of syllables (Kim 1999:66).  English loan-words are used in Korean by inserting a closed central vowel between consonant clusters.  Only seven consonants /p/ /t/ /k/ /m/ /n/ /or l / are permitted in coda in the Korean language compared to twenty-one in English (Yeo 1984:75).  Loan words adhere to rules of Korean words but often cause confusion when English is being learnt. 

When we juxtapose the Korean four type Syllabic structure with the English twenty, the problem in English language acquisition is obvious. (Kim 1999a:38). For example, “mother”, which is VCV, becomes problematic as Korean speakers feel V/CV is more natural then VC/V and want to say it as “mo-ther” rather than “moth-er”. Loan words from other languages may be realized in Korean but they often break rules for Korean structure when adopted.  The behavior of loan words should not be taken as representative of the rules Sinokorean words follow (Oh 1995:238) 

Korean pronunciation also depends on other, more complex features. Moraic phonology has been employed to explain phenomena in English and Korean (Kang 1992:1). The mora counts phonological position and establishes the weight of a syllable. English and Korean have different rules for stress on syllables, English being a Type One: Syl < Mor = Seg, and Standard Korean being a Type Three: Syl < Mor < Seg.  Languages in type one consist of segments that can “license the second mora of a heavy syllable” (Kang 1992:18), whereas those languages in type 3 have specific consonants that can and others which cannot.  For example: /l/ is not a moraic segment in Korean, but stops are.  (Kang 192:28).  Korean syllabic segments contain only vowels but moraic ones include [-continuant] consonants.  Korean also has the condition of initial syllabification taking place at the end of the word cycle (D. S. Park 1990). 

Distinction in vowel length to differentiate between words with the same spelling yet, different meaning has become passé in modern Korea (Kang 1992:25).  Another interesting feature of Koran is that a syllable initial /l/ becomes [n] under certain conditions.  This gives Korean a syllable template of C(G)VC showing that any sequence of three consonants generated results in one being dropped  (Kim-Renaud 1978, Sohn 1987, and C. W. Kim 1990 in Kang 1992:148).  Kang (1992:149) prefers an absence of CCS rule counting on an adoption of general principles of moraic phonology.  

Koreans often use stress in a different location; in relation to this the English stress is replaced by length. English songs adapted into Korean, sung in elementary school often have incorrect syllable timed rhythm promoting ‘Konglish’, a mixture of Korean and English. The process of naturalization is when a word from one language comes into another and conforms to the rules already established (Laver Opt Cite: 35).  Wrongly re-syllabified English songs develop an odd beat because of additional vowel sounds that mislead learners of English

7.0 Pedagogical Implications 

The written form of English presented through grade school does not assist students trying to pronounce English vowels. The words “pen” and “pan” end up usually said the same or at least sounding the same.  The breath in “would” is difficult for learners to express, so only “uld” is said. The symbol // is easily confused with The Korean language has a very long voicing lag for certain stops, so Korean speakers speaking English have to shorten the voicing lag (Pennington Opt. Cite 1996:53). The onset of voicing in unaspirated, moderately aspirated, and strongly aspirated stops in Korean each have a different mode of vibration of the vocal folds (Abberton 1972:71 in Laver Opt Cite :353)

Authentic pronunciation of another language has been linked to a critical period at puberty that once crossed makes acquisition less likely (Brown 1994:57).  Lists contrasting English sounds could be useful for older motivated learners but are not appropriate for younger ones. Different learning styles have to be considered when applying results of research. An interesting example of Learners taken from Reid (in Nelson 1995) shows the strength of expectations. Learners accustomed to seeing a model and practicing, resist lessons for analytic learners.
ESL teachers need to be educated in current issues of phonetics and phonology.  In addition, speech activities, tasks, materials, methodologies, and techniques have to be further developed (MorleyOpt Cite.). A bottom down approach to teaching pronunciation teaches the segments and assumes suprasegmentals will come later.  Sounds that render a word or sentence incomprehensible deserve priority.  Exercises on form and explanations raising consciousness of facts will permit intake (Corder 1981).  Learners are ultimately left being responsible for their own development.  Individual sounds are a tangible aspect of pronunciation that can be used in a homogeneous class of students with similar linguistic backgrounds (Dalton & Seidlhofer 1994). 

Conclusion 

Sound divided into units describing individual segments categorizes the consonants and vowels of one language into an abstraction. Languages compared though, lose specific details inherent in their respective systems as they are generalized.  Describing the location of articulation is an imperfect model for organizing sounds produced in language but allows an initial examination.  Of all linguistic possibilities only certain utterances are intelligible in a specific language.  Korean symbols represent the conventions developed for the Korean language but do not fully encode the subtle differences in another language.  Sounds common in Korean could be accidentally transferred to English when an appropriate form in English triggers movement. The syllable structure of English contains more variations than that of Korean causing dissonance between the two systems.  

The Comparison of Korean to English segments is relevant for early stages of acquisition and as reference for some corrections in later stages.  Sound used as a code of a particular language achieves meaning only when used properly (Dalton and Seildlhofer Ibid.).  Nonetheless, intelligible pronunciation of English varies depending on which standard is accepted in a specific context.  Korean speakers may benefit from exercises designed with their specific difficulties stressed, though; a language program should be influenced by more than segmental and structural weaknesses. The underlining system of the language being learned, i.e. English, may contain greater merit experienced as a whole rather than the sum of its parts.  
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