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Connected speech is such an essential aspect of phonology that has an
extreme influence on successful communication. Therefore, the study
was conducted to investigate the effectiveness of aspects of connected
speech training on English language freshmen’s perception and
production at Thai Nguyen University. Forty first year freshmen in
English language classes were the study participants. They were
required to do pre-tests before starting research treatment to examine if
the participants of experimental and control groups were at the same
level of connected speech awareness or not. Then, participants of
experimental group were instructed explicitly aspects of connected
speech in 7 weeks while the participants of control group continued
their regularly classes. After treatment, both groups were asked to do
post-tests. The results in pre-tests and post-tests were compared to be
able to answer the research questions. The study results elicited both
groups had a higher result in recognition and production post-tests;
however, the experimental group outperformed control group.
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Lién ngir 1a mét khia canh quan trong ctia &m vi hoc ¢6 anh huéng I6n
dén su thanh cong cua qua trinh giao tiép tiéng Anh. Do dé, nghién ctru
nay dugc thuc hién nham diéu tra tinh hiéu qua cua viéc huéng dan
tuong minh cac khia canh lién ngit d6i voi kha ning nhan dién va su
dung lién ngir clia sinh vién. Dbi tugng nghién ciru 14 40 sinh vién nim
thir nhat, nganh ngén ngir Anh tai truong Ngoai ngit - Dai hoc Thai
Nguyén. Trudce khi nghién ctru, sinh vién ctia nhom thyc nghiém va ddi
chimg duoc 1am bai kiém tra dé dam bao niang lyc dau vao clia cac sinh
vién la khong c6 su chénh léch. Sau d6, sinh vién ciia nhom thuc
nghiém s& duoc hudéng dan chi tiét vé cac khia canh cua lién ngir trong
vong 7 tudn. Nguoc lai, sinh vién & nhoém déi chimg tham gia céc tiét
hoc trén 16p. Két thiic 7 tudn, sinh vién & ca hai nhém lam bai kiém tra
déu ra. Két qua cua cac bai kiém tra s& dugc so sanh dé tra 161 cic cau
hoi nghién ctru. Két qua cho thay ca hai nhém déu co sy tién bo, tuy
nhién két qua ctia nhom thyc nghiém cao hon so v6i nhom ddi chimg.
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1. Introduction

Pronunciation is considered a very important foundation for listening and speaking skills. Its
significance is also affirmed by numerous researchers. Robertson [1] reveals that learner’s ability
is severely limited without pronunciation skills; therefore, pronunciation is a must-have section in
the training. Phuong et. al [2] quotes T. M. Derwing & Munro [3] in saying that “pronunciation
has been proved to be critical in ensuring the intelligibility of speech, thus, the success of
communication”. We cannot be denied that whether someone’s messages can be passed or not
depend on his/her pronunciation. In fact, almost all natives speak continuously and rapidly and
they have a tendency to apply aspects of connected speech to keep their talk fluent and smooth.
This is considered a trouble to English learners especially for those who follow isolating
language like Vietnamese students. Therefore, listening to English native speakers’ utterances
seems to become more difficult. If someone cannot hear English well, he/she eventually is cut off
from a conversation.

Gilbert [4] and Pennington et. al [5] point out that the suprasegmental features of spoken
language play a critical part in the second language classroom. There were several authors
researching this phenomenon (e.g: [6] — [8]) and proved that connected speech instruction can
help learners to comprehend easily rapid speech. Furthermore, applying connected speech
features can make learners sound more comprehensible and natural.

It can be seen that connected speech is such an important part of phonology in order to build a
natural and flowing speech. Thus, for those who are learning English, especially English major
students, they should pay more attention to this area. Thompson, T. et. al [9] says that the supra-
segmental aspects of pronunciation can be improved by adult learners. Hammond [10] suggests
that the best method is to provide explicit classroom pronunciation instruction. To examine
whether teaching explicitly aspect of connected speech to Vietnamese adults is effective, |
conducted the topic “the explicit instructions on connected speech to the first year English major
students’ perception and production at School of Foreign Languages - Thai Nguyen University.”
The study aimed at answering the following questions:

1. How does instructing explicitly assimilation and linking increase student’s ability to
recognize connected speech?

2. How does instructing explicitly assimilation and linking increase student’s ability to
produce connected speech?

2. Methods
2.1. Participants

Participants of the study were 40 students of two English language classes at School of
Foreign Languages, Thai Nguyen University. There were 38 female students and 2 male students
whose age ranged from 18 to 20 years old. The majority of them were 18, whereas five of them
were 19 and one student was 20.

Almost all participants have been learning English for seven to nine years. They are majoring
in English language as a foreign language at University. They already learnt about basic
pronunciation in the first semester. The experimental teaching was carried out in the second
semester when student had fundamental foundation about phonology in order to achieve positive
results. The participants were divided into two groups as a control group and an experimental
group. Each group included 20 students.

2.2. Data collection instruments

Pre-tests and post-tests were designed to evaluate students’ recognition and production ability.
The recognition test was used to examine how students understood the theory and realized
linking and assimilation phenomena. This test consisted of two small parts which were listening
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test and listing test. Participants were given a fill-in-the-blank listening task which they had to fill
missing words or statements. All missing information was real examples of assimilation and
linking. Regarding listing test, students were asked to list the number of linking and assimilation
phenomena in a given text. The score of these tests was based on the number of assimilation and
linking recognized. That data would help the researcher evaluate the participants’ recognition
ability about two aspects of connected speech.

In terms of the production tests, the research oriented in students’ reading text and speaking
test. The production tests aimed at evaluating participants’ ability to produce aspects of
connected speech. Participants were required to read out a given text and make a conversation
with their partners about familiar topics. All students’ speeches were recorded and transcribed.
All phenomena in their talk as well as produced phenomena were aggregated. The number of
performed phenomena determined the score of participants.

2.3. Procedure of data collection

A quasi-experimental design was used for the present study. The research followed these
following steps: Pre-test > Treatment - Post-test.

First of all, students of both groups were given pre-tests for checking their linking and
assimilation perception and production ability. The pre-test was used to see whether all students
of both groups were homogeneous in their knowledge of the items before starting research.

After taking pre-test, learners in experimental group were instructed explicitly aspects of
connected speech. Whereas, students in control group still followed their regular instruction on
the class.

Finally, students of control and experimental groups were given two post-tests in order to
compare the range of improvement between them. The post-tests were the same format, level and
language to the pre-tests to be able to evaluate accurately the differences between both groups in
pre-tests and post-tests.

This study concentrated on aspects of connected speech; therefore, other areas such as
grammar or vocabulary were skipped. The scoring of the test based on the number of assimilation
and linking recognized and produced.

2.4. Teaching procedure

The students of experimental group were introduced explicitly about assimilation and linking
during 7 weeks. Each lesson was designed in 2 periods. Each lesson was developed through these
following six steps.

Step 1: Pre-listening (15 minutes)

Bottom-up listening approach was used to help students listen effectively when faced with
unfamiliar vocabularies and structures. New vocabularies as well as new phrases were translated
and explicated before listening. Teacher also provided students with background information of
the recording to increase learners’ comprehension. Guided questions or pictures were provided to
focus students’ attention on the main ideas of the recording. The goal of this stage was to make
learners familiar with the topic they are going to listen.

Step 2: Listening comprehension checking (10 minutes)

Learners were presented with a recording. The recording was played twice. Next, students
were asked to answer a few listening comprehension questions. The aim was to check their
comprehension of the content they heard. This step also played an important role which made
students realize what difficulties related to connected speech they encountered in listening are
and understand the importance of connected speech (CS) for language acquisition.

Step 3: Fill in the blank and dictation (25 minutes)

A fill-in-blank listening task was designed and distributed to each student. Learners listened to
short texts and sentences which contained different types of connected speech. Learners were
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asked to fill in the blanks of their answer sheets with the complete forms of the aspects of
connected speech they heard.

Along with fill-in-the blank task, a dictation task was drown up which is a bit more difficult
than fill-in-blank task. Before listening students were introduced new words related to the topic.
The text was copied and distributed to students to compare with their notes before they were
asked to produce the text. It is believed that through this active learner involvement, students
come to confront their own strengths and weaknesses in English language use. In so doing, they
find out what they don't know, then they find out what they need to know and this is the process
by which they improve their language skills [11].

Step 4: Raising students’ awareness of connected speech (20 minutes)

After getting used to aspects of connected speech through listening, learners were taught the
connected speech by focusing on the sound changes and the rules which they follow. Teacher
gave examples and asked students to guess the rules before providing theory. This approach helps
students not only remember better but also realize aspects of connected speech in listening.

To guarantee that students can produce aspects of connected speech right after instruction,
imitation was used to improve students’ production ability. In this stage, learners were asked to
listen to the recording to see how the sound changes, then imitate and repeat target words.

Step 5: Connected speech perception exercises (15 minutes)

Learners were asked to write a few examples of connected speech which they were taught in the
lesson. Then, students were also given a text to list phenomena that they were introduced in the
session. The aim of this step was to help learners to learn and internalize aspects of connected speech.
So they could understand and use aspects of connected speech of the language they heard.

Step 6: Connected speech production exercises (15 minutes)

Practice is an essential step that helps students apply the theory into real communication. The
goal of this step was for the students to be able to apply the rules into their own free speech.
Gilner [12] appreciated the importance of communication tasks and considered as the final step
which skills and knowledge become internalized as the learned patterns are integrated into
spontaneous production (p.95). In this study, students were asked to read word lists and discuss
on a given topic using the previously taught “reduced forms” of English. Students can work in
pair followed teachers’ requirements. The students’ production was carefully controlled by the
teacher; subsequently, the students were given feedback on their pronunciation.

3. Results and discussion
3.1. Mean comparison of two groups on pre-test
3.1.1. The data from recognition pre- test

To examine the connected speech recognition ability of students in the pre-test, a recognition
test was designed with two parts including listening test and listing test. The result was handled
by “Independent-Samples T Test”.

Table 1. Mean comparison in connected speech recognition of both groups on pre-test

Groups N Mean Sig.
Experimental group 20 3.0250 0.639
Control group 20 3.1550

Participants’ scores were calculated and Independent-Samples T- test was run to find the mean of
each group. As seen on Table 1, the difference between control group and experimental group was
negligible. The mean of control group was 3.1550 which was a bit higher than experimental group
with a mean of 3.0250. The probability value of recognition test was 0.639 (p > .05). It means that
recognition ability of both groups had similarities in listing test and listening test.
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3.1.2. The data from production pre- test

Regarding production pre-test, a “reading text” test and speaking test were used to assess
participants’ performance. Table 2 and 3 indicated that producing aspects of connected speech
through reading a given text and speaking was not too different.

The result from table 2 indicated that the performance of control group and experimental
group were approximately similar in “reading text” pre-test with the probability value was .980
exceeding p = 0.05.

Table 2. Mean comparison of two groups’ performance on the reading text pre-test

Group N Mean Sig.
Experimental group 20 1.5080 0.980
Control group 20 1.5140 '

Almost all learners of both groups got troubles in producing aspects of connected speech in
their conversations. There was not any considerable difference between experimental group and
control group (table 3, p =.501 > .05).

Table 3. Mean comparison of two groups’ performance on the speaking pre-test

Group N Mean Sig.
Experimental group 20 2.2400 0.501
Control group 20 1.8055

3.2. Mean comparison of both groups on pre-tests and post-tests

In order to examine the variance between two groups’ performance on the pre-tests and post-
tests, paired-samples t-tests were employed. The statistics were shown below.

s’

3.2.1. The participants’ “‘connected speech recognition’

After training course, there were obvious differences between two groups on pre-test and post-
test. According to statistics, it exposed that the mean of experimental group and control group on
connected speech recognition in post-test was higher than their pre-test means (p = 0.000 < .05).
However, the mean of experimental group is much more considerable than that of control group
(experimental group = 2.25750, control group = .98550) (table 4 and table 5).

Table 4. Mean comparison of the experimental Table 5. Mean comparison of the control group’s
group’s recognition pre and post- test recognition pre and post- test
Mean Sig. Mean Sig.
2.25750 0.000 0.98550 0.000

bl

3.2.2. The participants’ “connected speech production’

The picture of connected speech production comparison was not different from recognition.
According to the comparison mean from Paired-samples t- tests, both groups had higher results in
their post-test. The mean of control group, however, just rose steadily by 0.41150 following
experimental group with a mean of 1.08700 (table 6). With p = 0.000, both groups had significant
differences.

Table 6. Mean comparison of both groups on reading test

Mean Sig.
Experimental group 1.08700 0.001
Control group 0.41150 0.000
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Table 7 compared the participants’ ability of applying aspects of connected speech into their
conversation. In comparison with pre-test, both groups changed positively. The probability value
of control group was .000 and experimental group was .001.

Table 7. Mean comparison of the both groups on speaking test

Mean Sig.
Experimental group 1.75500 0.001
Control group 1.24000 0.000

3.3. Mean comparison of both groups on post-test
3.3.1. Assimilation and linking recognition

As results obtained, the post-test mean of the experimental group on recognition test was
higher than mean of the control group. However, to check if it was significant or not, several
Independent-samples t- tests were used to compare control group’s mean with experimental
group’s mean in their recognition post-test. Table 8 exposed that there was a noticeable
difference between the result of control group and experimental group in recognition post-test (p
=.002 < .05).

Table 8. Mean comparison of two groups on recognition post-test

Groups N Mean Sig.
Experimental group 20 5.2825 0.002
Control group 20 4.1405

3.3.2. Assimilation and linking production

The result from table 9 illustrated that the mean of experimental group outperformed the
control group (p = 0.042 < 0.05).

Table 9. Mean comparison of two groups on reading post-test

Groups N Mean Sig.
Experimental group 20 2.6190 0.042
Control group 20 1.9305

Another Independent-samples t-test pointed that there was a significant difference between
two groups’ performance on the connected speech production test (speaking) with p = 0.009 <
0.05. Although both groups witnessed a more positive result in post-test, the experimental group
had a higher result in comparison with control group. Hence, it could be concluded that aspects of
connected speech instruction was helpful in raising the learners’ application ability in their daily
conversation.

3.4. Discussion

It is believed that listening is closely-related to speaking skills. Rankin [13] indicated that
listening is the most frequently used language activity and has a close relationship with speaking
skills. According to the study of Abu-Snoubar [14] listening has an influence on the development
of oral proficiency in EFL classes. To help EFL learners improve their listening and speaking
skills, researchers investigated the impacts of different factors. Among many proposals,
researchers seem to have the same opinion that connected speech is one of the main reasons for
unsuccessful interactions. Authors pointed that production of connected speech not only helps
learners’ speech to be more fluent [15] but also has positive effects on their receptive skills [16].
Inspired by the existing literature, this study tried to test the effect of English “reduced forms”
instruction on students’ perception and production.
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After comparing means from pre-tests and post-tests, the research questions were able to be
answered obviously. There was a difference between the control group and the experimental
group after instructing aspects of connected speech explicitly. Giving explicit instruction brought
positive results in terms of participants’ perception and production ability. However, the findings
also indicated that students could recognize better than produce aspects of connected speech. The
average score in listening test was improved in post-test. The experimental group increased
considerably while the control group saw a slight rise. It can be determined that teaching aspects
of connected speech helped students realize assimilation and linking better in listening. In
comparison with listening test, learners had difficulties in recognizing aspects of connected
speech in a text. Although there were improvements, they were trivial. Students’ production
capability also went up after investigation. However, the pre/post-test results indicated
experimental group’s performance was better than the performance of the control group.
Although control group could produce aspects of connected speech better than the experimental
group in the pre-tests, the experimental group outperformed in the post-tests. Therefore, teaching
connected speech had a positive effect on students’ production.

The results are also in line with Mhammad Saber Khaghaninezhad & Ghasem Jafarzadeh [17]
who determined that teaching “reduced forms” helped students to master their listening and
speaking skills. There was a significant difference between two groups after treatment. His study
investigated male learners at different age range in 10 weeks opposed to the present study which
lasted for 7 weeks for younger female participants. Although there were differences about
participants’ age, gender and research duration between two studies, the results approved that
explicit instructions on connected speech did wonder for learners’ perception and production.

Baghrahi [18] approved that raising assimilation knowledge could improve learners’ listening
comprehension. Author used two tests to evaluate effects of teaching assimilation on listening
comprehension including Cambridge Preliminary English Test (PET) and connected speech
forms Dictation Test, while the present research only used fill-in-blank test to check the ability of
recognizing aspects of connected speech in listening. Although the aim of two studies were
different; however, the recognition of connected speech is the foundation for listening
comprehensively. Therefore, the result from Baghrahi’s research could compare
correlatively with the present study. Both studies witnessed an improvement in listening which
was an evidence for the benefit of teaching assimilation.

Alameen [19] investigated three groups AV (Audio visual) group, AO (Audio only) group and
a control group to evaluate the impacts on learners’ perception and production. Groups could
raise awareness about linking, but they did not make significant improvement in production. The
results from Alameen’s study were similar to the current research although the participants of two
studies were a bit different. While the present study focused on the first year English major
student in a university in Viet Nam, the participants of previous study were studying in the US.
Learning and teaching environment among participants was totally different, but the studies’
results approved that instructing aspects of connected speech was advantageous to students’
recognition ability.

Whether there were certain differences and similarities about participants, gender or even
learning environment, the results from previous studies had similarities with the current study.
They exposed that teaching aspects of connected speech brought undeniable benefits to English
learners. Hopefully, instructing aspects of connected speech would be widely taught for
English learners.

5. Conclusion

This experimental study represents the researchers 'efforts to investigate a very real part of
language to improve students' listening and speaking skills. Although research still has certain
limitations, however, it also provides a valuable opportunity for researchers to have thorough
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insights into the importance of phonology, especially aspects of connected speech in teaching and
learning a foreign language. It is hoped that students would benefit from this study and would
devote more time and effort to improve knowledge of phonology which brings great contribution
to language acquisition.
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