Pronunciation Materials as Language play

This article was published in the IATEFL Pronunciation SIG newsletter, Dec 2006

This article consists of two parts. In the first part, I will argue that the rejection of certain pronunciation materials on the grounds that they are not communicative may be unjustified. In this argument, I will make use of the concept of language play. In the second part of the article, I will consider the wider possibilities of a language play perspective for the design of pronunciation materials.

Part 1
A traditional favourite in pronunciation teaching is the tongue-twister. Here is an example which I wrote with Spanish students in mind, since the sounds represented by the letters [b] and [v] are not clearly distinct in Spanish.
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I contrived this sentence as follows: I chose two minimal pairs involving /b/ and /v/, namely best-vest and berry-very. Then I invented a sentence to include all four words. 

In other words, the sentence was generated by formal constraints, rather than to communicate meaning. The fact that it can mean something, as the picture illustrates, is secondary. 
Or at least, it was secondary to me when I composed the sentence. It may not be secondary to the reader. The reader may respond to the meaning first, focusing on the strange image, and only later notice the formal patterning in the language itself. Interpreted this way round, meaning first, the patterning looks like an amusing coincidence.

In a similar way, the inventor of a joke may begin with the punch-line and then work backwards, developing a narrative which leads up to this punch-line. But of course the listener hears the story before they hear the punch-line. The encoding and decoding work in opposite directions. The composition is form-focused, the interpretation is meaning-focused. 
This kind of interplay between form and meaning lies at the heart of language play, and as Guy Cook (2000) has suggested, this may provide a route out of the ELT form-meaning dilemma. In the past, pronunciation materials were seemingly 100% form driven. In 1987, Celce-Murcia (quoted in Hewings 2006) wrote 'there are currently no materials available for teaching pronunciation communicatively'. Martin Hewings's article in Speak Out! 35 goes on to outline progress in making pronunciation teaching more meaning-focused since then. But in the drive to make pronunciation material more communicative, there is a danger that some 'traditional' types of materials may be too hastily written off. I think a language play approach will help to justify the rescue of some of these activity types.
To see how this might work, let's begin by looking at an example of a minimal pair from Trim (1975) which Hewings mentions in his article.

a cold figure


a cowled figure

The pedagogic intention is presumably to focus the students' attention on the vowel difference between cold and cowled. But as Hewings points out '… it would be hard to imagine a real-world context where effective communication depended on hearing or producing a distinction between cold and cowled.' This seems true enough, but what are the implications? Should we not use such minimal pairs for this reason? 
I think this would be an over-reaction. A minimal pair such as this demonstrates something clearly. It demonstrates that one of the properties of the vowel sound in cold is that it is not the same as the vowel sound in cowled. Now, clearly the presentation of this difference in this way is artificial - that is, unlikely in the real world. Some learners may reject it for this reason. However, learners could equally well accept it, recognising it for what it is - a piece of word-play. And word-play is something there is plenty of in the real world. For example, it's quite hard to find a newspaper headline or advertising slogan which doesn't have word-play in it. 
Perhaps, then, we could apply different evaluation criteria to such materials. Instead of asking if it succeeds in resembling real-world communication, we could ask if it succeeds as a piece of word-play. Criteria for evaluating word-play might include things like: Is it playful? Is it accessible and relevant to the intended audience? Will the audience recognise the playful challenge in it? From this perspective, the value of the minimal pair above might be questioned in terms of the accessibility and relevance of the word cowled, for example, rather than the likelihood of meeting this pair in the real world. 
A related point Hewings makes related to this particular minimal pair is that '… there is little difference in effect between these activities (ie minimal pairs set in the context of short phrases) and ones in which students are asked to produce or distinguish words … said in isolation'. This seems true from a communicative perspective, but from a language play perspective the difference is vital. The addition of a tiny amount of co-text, plus some appealing illustrations, upgrades the material from straight form manipulation to something which the learner can interpret as having a meaning, albeit a bizarre one. And from a language-play perspective, bizarre is a good thing, not a bad thing.
Having argued for the rescue of certain traditional activity types in pronunciation teaching, I now need to add a proviso. It is the activity types I am in favour of, not necessarily the specific examples. Specific material may be flawed, not because it isn't communicative, but because it doesn't make the grade as language play for the specific audience we are considering. Audience is crucial. What has a playful frisson for one person may be cold and meaningless to another. Consider for example  the following traditional tongue twister:

Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers.
Clearly, this is a successful example of language play for a certain audience - English speaking school children, perhaps. The alliteration and the image is fun. It is a real challenge to say. It has stood the test of time. For me, the problem with it for an EFL audience is not that I can't imagine my students ever needing to say it. It is that it includes some archaic language which I think would be inaccessible in most classroom contexts - and I don't think it would be worthwhile to spend time making it accessible. 
Language play for an EFL audience, apart from being engaging and accessible, needs to be congruent with their collective purpose: language learning. 
Apart from containing archaic language, 'authentic' examples of language play may misrepresent phonetic facts in a way which is unhelpful. The following traditional tongue twister is often recited with a characteristic rise and fall melody:
She sells sea shells on the sea shore.
This melody is not a accurate representation of pronunciation in conversation. It doesn't sound like conversation - and that's because it isn't. It's recitation. This is not problematic for the school children audience - on the contrary, it is part of the playful charm of the text. For our EFL audience on the other hand, this artificial delivery may be a problem. I say may because it is perfectly possible that they recognise this as playful reciting when they hear it, without drawing erroneous conclusions about English pronunciation in conversation. However, even if the artificial rhythm doesn't do any active damage, at the very least it represents a missed opportunity for them to encounter a less artificial rhythm. For an EFL audience, if we can select, adapt or invent material which is equally playful with the language but at the same time more faithful to the phonetic facts, so much the better. An example of adaptation might be replacing the traditional limerick opener 'There was a young lady from X' which has an artificial stress on was, with 'I met a young lady from X', where the stress falling on met is more appropriate. 
Part 2
Up to this point, I have been treating language play as synonymous with word-play. I have only discussed examples of short pieces of highly patterned language. I would like to widen the scope and look where else a language play perspective might take us.

The following diagram is broadly inspired by the classification of play by Callois as presented in Cook (2000) page 115. I will use it as a way of structuring this section of the article.
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1. Coincidence
Word-play falls into this corner of the diagram. The formal similarity between berry and very is chance coincidence. There is no similarity between the meanings of these words. The random formal properties of words are the raw material of word play. Chance resemblances allow us to make puns, rhymes, alliterations, tongue twisters, limericks, and minimal pairs. The producer of such texts plays with the form of the words, but the listener goes to the meaning first and hears the formal patterning as an amusing and witty coincidence. I think such texts are ideal for raising awareness to aspects of pronunciation. There are also possibilities for learners to produce their own texts. For example, ask them to produce a number of sentences using any of the words below but no others:

Walter  Wendy   want(ed)   walk(ed)   watch(ed)  didn't  with  away  to  and  but

Then ask them to tell you their sentences.  These will almost inevitably sound like tongue-twisters. Moreover, by moving their sentences around, they will probably be able to produce a coherent story - a mega tongue twister.
2. Challenge

Here, the play is in the activity rather than in the text. Putting an element of challenge into a pronunciation activity tends to make it game-like. I made this the unifying feature of my first book Pronunciation Games (CUP 1995), which contains card games, board games, bingo, mazes, puzzles and so on. Here's an example of a pronunciation maze (first published in the TESOL Spain newsletter). 
Square Maze

Ask students to find a route from Start to Finish. They can move horizontally or vertically between squares. They can only pass through a square if the word does not contain /r/ in British English. For example, the R in 'guitar' is not pronounced in British English, so students may pass through this square. But notice that the R in 'guitarist' is pronounced, so they may not pass through this square. 

	Start
	guitarist
	port
	word
	tour
	tourist
	tree

	guitar
	explore
	care
	worried
	bored
	boring
	arrive

	explorer
	caring
	worry
	parrot
	board
	borrow
	spring

	carry
	moral
	early
	ear
	bird
	brown
	ring

	bring
	marry
	more
	earring
	berry
	fairy
	zero

	around
	very
	car
	carrot
	bear
	fair
	far

	area
	forest
	four
	first
	wear
	wearing
	Finish


3. Entertainment

Texts produced for entertainment or artistic expression are playful in that they are fictional - invented for a purpose other than an everyday communicative transactions. Such texts include poems, songs, jokes, comedy sketches, plays, short stories and so on. 
Unlike the shorter word-play texts mentioned above, these longer texts aren't necessarily constructed around patterns of form. What is entertaining or absorbing about these texts is more in the content than in the form. This is not to say they may not contain word-play as well. For example, a song lyric may contain rhymes and alliterations. There isn't a clear cut distinction between word-play and entertainment. In the diagram at the start of this section, the circles overlap, representing the fact that all three categories blend into one another.

For pronunciation purposes, such texts can be used for reading aloud or a variant of reading aloud such as reciting, dramatizing, chanting or singing. Texts may be purposefully devised to contain a high incidence of a given pronunciation feature, such as the -ed endings in the example below. But even reading aloud a text which wasn't specifically designed for pronunciation work can be beneficial. If the learner is not having to concentrate on how to formulate content and wording of the message, they have more space to focus on the delivery, including pronunciation. 
The following example text is a comedy sketch. A teenage girl arrives home late one evening and has an argument with her father. But the stereotypical roles are reversed. Instead of the father being angry that she is late, she is angry.

Late home

Dad:
Hello Lisa. 

Lisa:
Dad, it’s 11:30!

Dad:
Oh, is it?

Lisa:
And you asked me to be home at ten!

Dad:
Did I? Oh well. Never mind!

Lisa:
No no, you stated it very clearly. You wanted me home at ten.

Dad:
You missed the bus and walked home?

Lisa:
No, I stayed at the club and danced.

Dad:
And you never noticed the time. I’m sure you enjoyed yourself.

Lisa:
I noticed. I looked at my watch at ten and decided to stay.

Dad:
Yes, of course. You waited for your 
friends and left together.

Lisa:
No, they left at ten. I WANTED to be late! I wanted you to be angry!

Dad:
I see. Well of course. That’s natural.

Lisa:
That’s it! You’re sending me to bed, and I’m not allowed out again for two 
months!

Dad:
OK Lisa. Goodnight. Slam the door on the way out, if you 
want.


You could just ask pairs of learners to practise reading such a text aloud, although they might just recite it with no attention to meaning. Plus, there is the question of what the other students are going to do while listening. To get around these problems, you could ask students to imagine they are directing this sketch on TV and they have to decide where to insert the artificial laughter, marking it on the script with an L. Then, while two students are reading out the dialogue, the rest all laugh at the points marked. A similar thing can be done with other kinds of text, for example inserting sound effects in a narrative, or cheers and boos in a speech. 
Naturally enough, this suggestion may not be suitable for all contexts. Some students (and teachers) may perceive it as perhaps too foolish or childish. Which brings me nicely to my conclusion. 

Conclusion
The very idea of language play will be anathema for some. As Guy Cook observes, there is a generalised resistance to taking language play seriously, even though it is pervasive in the 'real world', for children and adults alike. My intention in this article is not to suggest that a playful approach to pronunciation is the best and ought to replace any other approach. It is just to argue that a playful approach is valid and should not be discounted on the grounds that it may seem superficially at odds with communicative best practice. 
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