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sociolinguistic Variation and Language Transfer

in Phonology

Richard w. Schmidt

Introduction

ixaggerated claims for the predictive power of
contrastive analysis are no longer fashionable. (n the
contrary, virtually all researchers in the field would
agree that not all second language errors have their source
in the learner's native ldnguage, and many would agree
that "a majority of students' deviations or 'errors' are
attributable to intralanguage interference rather than to
nother tongue interference" (Scott and Tucker, 1974.70).

Recent studies of second language acquisition have
tended to imply that contrastive analysis may be most
predictive at the level of Phonology, yet even in this area
considerable skepticism remains. This may be due at least
partly to the failure of contrastive analyses to provide
reliable or complete predictions:

ror although a differential description of
Znglish and French for exanmple, may indeed point
out the fact that a French learner of-English may
have difficulty pronouncing the interdental
sounds of thin and then because of their apsence
from the french phoneme inventory, it cannot
predict as well as can the experienced teacher
which way a given learner or group of learners
will handle the difficulty. In point of fact,
different learners with the same native language
do make different mistakes; the above interdental
sounds, for example, are rendered sdmetimes as
/s,z/, sometimes as /t,d/. But this information
is supplied, not by an a priori comparison of
English and french, but by the observations of
language teachers.

(hackey, 1966.8-9)

It is also true, as Tarone (1976) points out, that
while many papers have been written claiming to predict. -
performance on the basis of contrastive analysis, few of
these have presented systematically gathered and analyzed
data to validate the predictions made. Tarone calls for
a systematically gathered data base against which various
theories of interlanguage phonology could be tested,
including the relative importance of language transfer from
the native language, the reactivation of first language
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acquisition processes (the extent to which the second- .
language learner behaves like the first-language learmner),
and -- possibly -- other processes traceable neither to
language transfer nor to the re-activation of first-language
procesces and strategies (Tarone,1976.9l).

The purposes of this paper are, first, to demonstrate
that a careful contrastive analysis can indeed predict
some facts about interlanguage phonology in a rather
precise manner and, second, to argue that at least for
certain types of foreign language (FL) learning problems
a more sophisticated type of contrastive analysis than
that generally used or assumed must be developed. The ru
learning problem to be examined here is the substitution of
/s,z/ for English /&,8/ by native speakers of Zgyptian
Arabic. The refinement required in the contrastive analysis
is the recognition that neither the target language (English)
nor the native language (Arabic) can usefully be described
as a self-contained, homogeneous and static system, used
by idealized speaker-hearers in a homogeneous speech
community. In the case of Arabic, it may not even be very
useful to talk about two su~h self-contained systems, 1i.e.
colloquial and classical Arabic, in terms of the diglossia
model (TFerguson, 1959).

packground of the Present otudy

The FL learning problem. Teachers of &nglish to
native speakers of Egyptian Arabic are well aware of the
fact that the majority of their students will have difficulties
with English /8/ and /&/ and will often substitute /s/ and
/2/, respectively. This fact has been noted by innumerable
observers and generally has been accounted for in contrastive
analyses of £nglish and Egyptian Arabic by the observation
that the English interdental fricatives have no counterparts
in colloquial Cairo Arabic. The problem is therefore
seen as a basic phonemic error of the type in which the
target language has a pPhoneme unmatched in the phonemic
inventory of the native language (Todaro, 1970).

The problem with the explanation provided by this
type of contrastive analysis is that classical Arabic does
have the interdental fricatives /8/ and /§/ (as well as a
third, emphatic interdental /4/). It ought to be the case,
therefore, that students who are literate in Arabic and who
have been exposed to Classical Arabic will have little or
no difficulty with these English fricatives. »But as Todaro
and others have pointed out, this is simply not the case
(Tf'odaro, 1970.32). Lehn and Slager observe that even if
the student has been exposed to the /6,8§/ sounds of classical
Arabic, in English "he has usually substituted /s,z/ while
labouring under the illusion that he was saying something
else"” (Lehn and Slager, 195%.78).

4
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In other words, given two types of learners,
illiterate and literate, ome must clair that both groups
exhibit phonological transfer from collogquial Arabic only.
This is a totally ad hoc explanation, unfortunately,
since there may be other mistakes made by literate learners
for which interference must be claimed to originzate in the
classical rather than the colloguial variety of the native
language (~aplan, 1967; Richards, 1973.124-7). These
ifacts are an embarrassment to a theory cf contrastive
analysis which claims to predict learners' errors. A
conrarisor. of classical and colloquial Arabic and cnglish
also fails to explain the fact that while colleoquial
sgyptian Arabic has both sibilant and stop reflexes for the
etymological (classical) interdentals only sitilant
substitutions have been reported in the ctnglish of these
speakers.

Cne is tempted to look for other explanzatione.
Lince the £nglish interdental fricatives cause problems
for learners vho speak nany different native languages
(*rench, Russian, Japanese, Spanish, etc.), an explanation
in terms of inherent difficulty, indepencent of the learner's
native language, is attractive. 1In discussing the phonology
of Erica, a two-year-old native speaker of American csnglish,
i.oskowilz (1970) has suggested that production problems
with the interdentals and other fricatives are primarily
aue tc lack of sufficient motor control -- an inability
to maintain the articulators in as finely adjusted position
as is required. Menyuk (1968), following many other
observers, reports that /9,§/ are the sounds mastered last
and substituted most frequently by English native speakers
and further reports that it is the distinctive features
t continuant (the feature which differentiates /6,6/ from
/t,d/) and ¢ strident (differentiating ,/6,8/ from /s,z/)which
are the features last mastered by native speakers of Znglish.

However, .in the present case, it is this writer's
opinion that an explanstion based on general developmental
processes 1s less satisfactory than an explanation based
on direct interference from the native language. The
identification of the source of Egyptian students' difficuvlties
with Znglish th-words is suggested by Harrell's observation
that "for the Egyptian, /6/ and /§/ are merely super-careful
stylistic variants of /s/ and /z/ in certain words" (Harrell,
1960.69). This brief statement requires explanation. The
remainder of this paper will deal with the historical
origins of the relevant fricative-stop-sibilant alternations
in Egyptian Arabic, the ways in which these segments
function synchronically as sociolinguistic variables, and
the degree of similarity between student performance in
Arabic and in English with respect to these variables.
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distorical background. Iwo diachronic changes have
affected the classical Arabic fricatives /9,8, &/ in the
dex 2lopment of the EZEgyptian dialect. An early historical
rule merged these three segments with the stop series
/%,8,4/:

Classical Arabic Egyptian colloquial Arabic
'thick’ S8axi:n tixi:n

‘more’ f?akbar ?aktar

'‘vwolf! &§13b di:b

'back’ gahr dahr

At some point in time, this sound change ceased to

operate. Words which were then borrowed (or re-borrowed)

from the classical into the colloquial lexicon instead
underwent a new sound change, merging the interdentals
/6,8/ vwith the sibilants /s,z/ and creating a new emphatic
sibilant /2z/ as the reflex of /g4 /:

Classical Arabic sgyptian colloquial Arabic
'to act’ mafbal massil

‘to mention' dJakar zakar

'great’ 9 adi:m 9azi:m

Although it is not possible to date either of these
rules precisely, there is no doubt about their relative
chronology. Birkeland (1952) points out that the change
from interdental fricatives to stops is common to Lower and
Upper Egypt and so must be presumed to have taken place
as soon as a distinctive Zgyptian Arabic dialect was being
formed. The beginning date of the interdental fricative
to sibilant change cammot be pinpointed with any precision,
but Birkeland gives some evidence ordering the change between
the two rules known to have cperated after the 1l4th century.

For contemporary colloquial Egyptian Arabic,
Robertson (1970.147) has observed that "there seems to be
no rule as yet for determining whic¢*» sound will prevail
in a given word”. This is true in the sense that there
are no phonological or other linguiwiic conditioning
factors involved: both the firv{ axnd the second diachronic
changes were unconditiqned. Wh¢t s egually true, however,
and important for the present dictcussion, is that the
change from interdental fricatives {o stops is no longer
operating in Egypt. \ords that have not beeri in the tolloquial
vocabulary for a long time -- including n¢wly zoined
technical terminology, some older words that are generally
acquired by native speakers only through J=-mal education or
formal channels, retaining their characi:y as learned words,
and foreign borrowings -- cannot now be c:iiogquialized
with stops. Since this rule is no longer productive, there
is no reason to predict any transfer effect from it to a
foreign language. The change of .fricatives to sibilants
remains a productive rule in Egypt, on the other hand, and

any classical Arabic word with /a,{,é‘/ may be colloquialized
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with /s,z,2/; e.g. /mumab®il/~ /mumassil/, 'actor', but
not */mumattil/; /0 awrs/~ /sawra/, 'revolution', but not
*/tavwra/.

—ynchronic sociolinguistic variation. As a result of
the two historical sound changes discussed above, ithere are
in contemporary Egyptian Arabic numerous lexical triplets
with interdental fricative, sibilant and stop variantc,
e.z., /Pa:1iB/~ /sa:lis/~ /ta:1it/, 'third’. Goth linguiste
and native speakers tenc to identify such variants witn _
different linguistic syctems (i.e., classical anu colloguial)
and to assign the alternations to code switching, code
mixing or free variation. The important fact to note,
nowever, is that such switching and mixing is orderly rather
than random, and the variation is not really free. These
alternations constitute, in Labov's terms, a socilolinguistic

variable -- "one which is correlated with some non-linguistic
variable of the social context: of the speaker, the addressee,
the audience, the setting, etc.” (Labov, 1970.192).

The present writer has investigated the stylistic use
of interdental fricative, sibilant and stop pronunciations
in lexical items with potential interdentals (hereafter
referred to as the Arabic TH-variable) among 15 university
students and 12 working class males with secondary education
or less in Cairo (Schmidt, 1974). 1In each of four discriminable
styles -- relatively informal interview speech, formal
interview style, reading passages and word lists -- a
distinctive distribution pattern appeared.

As lable 1 shows, different pronunciations of the
arabic Tid~variable predominated in different styles.
Interdental fricatives accounted for slightly more than
half of all realizations of the I'H~-variable when reading
from word lists, but in no other style. 3ibilants pre-
dominated when reading from texts. Stops did not occur at
all in the reading styles, but prevailed in the relatively
cavual parts of the oral interview. Stop and sibilant
pronunciations were about equal in the moére formal parts
of the interview. ’

Table 1: Pronunciation of the Arabic Tid-variable in
Various Styles -- All Informants (Schmidt, 1974.95)

Informal Formal

interview interview Reading Reading

speech speech passage word lists
Interdental
fricatives - 42 392 56%
Sibilants 227 .. 45% 612 442
Stops 78% 51% - —
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The same general pattern -- an increase in sibilant
Pronunciation in the middle of the stylistic continuum and
increases in fricative and. stop pronunciations at the formal
and informal ends, respectively-- held for both informant
groups. There was, however, a striking difference between
tne two socio-economic groups studied. Wwhile all of the
university students produced at least some instances of
interdental pronunciations, seven of the twleve working
class informants nroducecd no interdentals at all. Ihose
working class informants who did procuce some instances
of the classical interdentals did so less than half as
frequently as the mean for the university group. TChe
Arabic T:d-variavle thus appears to be a highly developed
sociolinguistic marker, an indicator which co-varies along
at least the two dimensions of style and socio-economic
class.

~omething should be said here about the subjective
reactions of native speakers to the varying pronunciations
of words containing the Td-variable. Stop pronunciations
of words with etymological interdentals are universally
identified by native speakers as colloquial and therefore
"incorrect" when used in any context which normatively
calls for the use of classical Arabic. The status of
sibilant ~ariants is much more complex and whether or not
/s.z.g/ are considered “correct" pronunciation of Arabic
&, d 1 Jy depends on both the critic and a finer definition
of the speech situation (cf. Kaye, 1970). If a student
reciting from the hKoran reads using sibilant pronunciations,
he will be forcefully corrected by his aArabic teacher.
However, a television newscaster who alternates between
interdental and sibilant pronunciations will occasion no
comment. His variable behavior in that context (still
formal and still normatively requiring “"classical" Arabic)
will be neither censured nor even noticed.

Variability and Language Transfer

Hypotheses. In the light of the foregoing discussion,
two hypotheses are suggested regarding the pronunciation
of th-words in c£nglish by native speakers of tgyptian Arabic:

- (1) 'Native speakers of Egyptian Arabic learning
tnglish as a L will alternate interdental and sibilant
(but not stop) pronunciation of th-words along the dimension
of style (formal-informal), in .nglish as in Arabic.

(2) Within a given style level, the frequency with
which a given speaker substitutes sibilants in &nglish

th-words will reflect his performance in Arabic at an
equivalent style level.

8

o




86

Subjects and procedure. OSubjects for the present
experiment consisted of 34 native speakers of Arabic, all
male, all students of English at the time the study was
carried out. <Twenty-two of the subjects were first-ana
second~year students in =gyptian public (government)
secondary schools. rheir ages ranged between 15-17 years.
In each of the four schools from which these cstudents were
drawn, Arabic is the primary language of instruction ana
=nglish is the major foreign language taught. <Since
Znglish instructicn is begun at the preparatory (junior high)
level in Zgypt, each of these -'s had already completed
three or four years of study of Znglish at the time of the
study. fhe remaining twelve f's were adult learners

(24-40 years) enrolled in beginning and lower intermediate
level Znglish classes at the lLivision of Public Lervice of
the American University in Cairo. These :'s comprised a
socially and educationally more heterogeneous group than the
secondary students, but were judged by teachers familiar
with both groups to be roughly equivalent to the secondary
students in terms of overall ctnglish proficiency.

sach I was interviewed separately, on school grounds,
by his regular ungllsh teacher and was asked to read aloud
the following:

a) a reading cvascuge of about 150 words in arabic
T) a reading p-7.2ge of approximately the same lengthn
in Znglish
c) a list of 20 Arabic wozdas all containing either s

/8/ or [&/

d) a list of 10 minimal pairs in Arabic contrasting
/6/+/s/ and /8/:/z/ - ,

e) a list of 20 Znglish words all containing either
/8/ or /&/

f) a list of 10 English minimal pairs for /6/:/s/
and /&/:/2/ .

T'he reading passages in both £nglish and Arabic were
chosen on the basis of appropriateness of level for the
student sutjects.  Natural texts were alterpd sllghtl
(a) to increase the occurrences of /8/ and /48/ and (b¥
to reduce excessive repetltlon of a few specific lexical .
items with these fricatives in English (e.g. the, there) and
Arabic (e.g. /ha:da/, "this'). The Arabic reading passage
had a total of ten potential occurrences of /8/ (10 types, 10 tokens)
and thirteen potential occurrences of /&/ @0 types, 13 tokens),
The English passage had a total of twelve potential occurrences
of /6/ (11 types, 12 tokengpnd eighteen potential occurrences
of /é/ (11 types, 18 tokems). As far as possible the test
materials were constructed using words that the teachers
judged to be familiar to the students.
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S's were told that their teachers wanted to compare
their reading levels in Arabic and English. They were of
course not told about the particular phonological contrast
of interest, but since the presentation of the first minimal
pair list was assumed (and intended) to make the students
aware of this specific interest, no word lists were presented
to the subjects until both reading passages were completed.
+“ithin the two major groups of tasks, reading passages and
word lists (including minimal pairs), the order of presentation
(Arabic-Znglish or c£nglish-Arabic) was randomly varied.

sll 53's were tape-recorded while reading. rfrom these
tapes, scores were computed 1nitially for the number of
instances of /8/ and /&/ separately in each of the three
parts of the test for each of the two languages. <“ubsequent
analycsis showed no significant differences on the voiced-
voiceless dimension, so only figures for /6/ and /§/ summed
are presented in the following section. Realizations of
classical Arabic /5/ wvere not observed in this study. The
frequency of this phoneme in Arabic is low, and since
there is no English counterpart of this Arabic segment
there is no place in English where one could look to find
interference from the Arabic altermations. :

Since the number of occurrences of the Iid-variable
in the Znglish reading passage was greater than the number
of such occurrences in the Arabic reading passage, percentage
scores were used for this analysis. For the word lists and
minimal pairs lists only raw scores were used.

(Salah Abdel kKhalek Gawad, Abdel Mottaleb Abdel Aaty,
Abbas bohamed Shalaby, and liona Zaklama Fahmy, students ir
PEFL 503 (Psychological factors in language learning) at
the American University in Cairo, assisted in the design,
administration and scoring of the experimcntal materials
used in this study.)

_ Results_and Discussion. In the English test battery,

four S's pronounced all th-words correctly, using /6,6/

in every case. One of these S's used /8,4/ consistently in

the Arabic part of the test as well. One S produced only
sibilant pronunciations in both languages. All other S's
alternated between /0,6/ and /s,z/ in both English and Arabic.
As expected, there were no occurrences of /t,d/ pronunciations
in either language, with the single exception of one S who

read /talati:n/ ('thirty') rather than the expected Malafi:n
or /salasi:n/ in the Arabic reading passage.

The hypothesis that S's would vary their pronunciations
of th-words stylistically in ‘the two languages was confirmed,
although the patterns found were not identical. As can be
seen from Table 2, S's increased the frequency of th-
pronunciations in both languages when moving from the most
informal style used here, the reading passage, to the two
more formal styles of word lists and minimal pairs.

10
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Table 2: Realizations of the TH—;ariable in =Znglish
and Arabic - All Subjects

Reading Passage Word List Minimal Pairs

% of Arabic 332 64% 7%
interdental
pronunciations English 54X 73% 732

In Arabie, ©'s increased the frequency of interdental
pronunciations gradually in successively more formal reading
Styles. For Arabic, the differences when moving from the
reading passage to the word 1list and when moving from the
word list to the list of minimal pairs are both statistically
significant (by t-test, significant at the 14 level of
confidence). However, it is zpparent from the table that
the <inglish test did not elicit completely parallel behavior.
The increase from reading passage to word list is less in
<nglish than in Arabic (though still significant at the 1/
level), and there was no increase at 11 when moving from
reading word lists to reading minimal pairs in English.

At least two facts need to be explained here: the
higher base point (reading passage) for English than for
Arabic, and the absence of measurable differences in
performance in word lists as opposed to minimal pairs.
in the first case, there are at least two possibilities.
The gnglish reading passage might not have been sufficiently
equivalent to the Arabic passage to get comparahle results,
or some or all of the £'s may actually perform less
variably in cnglish than in Arabic, though £till not in
control of a categorical interdental-sibilant contrast.

The latter seems the more plaucsible explanatic. and is
discussed further at the end of this section.

The lack of increase in th-pronunciations when reading
minimal pairs, on the other hand, may well be the result of
the instrument used. as noted above, the English tesst ‘was
constructed attempting to use only words famiXiar to the
students. For the reading passage and word list this was
possible, but familiarity could not be ensured for the
minimal pairs list. liinimal pairs such as then:Zen, the .
latter almost certainly unfamiliar to S's, were eliminated
from consideration, but some items included, such as

1
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seething:seizing or breeze:breathe (the latter pronounced.

by several S's as /bresd/ an incorrect pronunciation

scored as correct in this case, since only the interdental-
sibilant alternation was at issue) proved also to be
unfamiliar. It is suspected that the effectiveness of
minimal pairs testing as a device to draw attention strongly
to the contrasts beirg tested was neutralized in this case

by the attention focused by S's on the meanings of unfamiliar
lexical items.

Tne hypothesis that, within a given style level, the
frequency with which a given S would substitute sibilants
for interdentals in inglish th-words would reflect his
alternations in Arabic was strongly supported. As can be
seen from Table 3. performance scores for English th-words
correlated highly with scores on the Arabic TF-variable
for both subject groups at each sc¢yle level measured.

+hile the correlations reported in Table 3 permit
rejection at a high level of confidence of the null
hypothesis that pronunciation of English th-words is not
relatec to performance on the arabic TH-variable, such
correlations do not, strictly speaking, prowve a gausal
relationship, i.e. language transfer from Arabiciig rnglish.
The theoretical possibllity that tZnglish performance
has caused the Arabic performance is in the present case
highly implausible. The third possible interpretation,
that some unineasured variable lies behind both the Arabic
and the English interdental-sibilant alternations, is not
implausible, however, since as reported earlier performance
on the Arabic TH-variable was shown in a previous study to
be a function of socio-economic class and education.

Table 3: Pearson Product-Moment Correlations for
inglish and Arabic TH-variable in Various Styles

22 Total
. 12z Adults Secondary All
- Students S's
S
a’® Reading passages .6977% .7913%% «7348%%
(-3 -}
§§ word lists .6863*% .6968%* .6897%*
fhur .
- §§ Minimal pairs L7225%% .6952%% . 7015%*
[~ 3K~}
S 9 |Total battery L 7687%% .8436%* .8499%% |
* p<.ol
** p< .005
(one~tailed)
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The present experiment was not designed to include
detailed information on the socio-economic status of S's.
However, several e: post facto analyses have been performed
on the data to discover possible differences among subject
groups.

It vas suspected that there might well te measumble
differences between the secondary students and the adult
learners used as L's., These two subject groups differ in
several ways, including age, educational experience,
e:posure to different teaching methods, materizls and teacher-
models. Jdowever, t-tests carried out on the means of these
two groups at each style level revealed no significant
differences in either English or Arabic.

A closer examination of the secondary students, on
the other hand, indicated that these :i't could be broken
into two groups which exhibited quite different bLehavior.
LT the 22 secondary £'s, six were dravn from a terminal
Loconuary school program which trains elementary school
teachers for putlic schools. Oy reputation at least, such
teacher training schoolS enroll students of lower aocio-eco%%mic back-

- ground and offer poorer quality instruction than do e

full-curriculum college preparatory secondary schools.

The remaining 16 secondary S's were students in regular,
non-tern:inzl secondcory schools and are at least potentially
future university students.

As shown in fable 4, there were striking differences
between these two groups of secondary students. 1In all
six test contexts, the means for the non-terminal secondary
“'s are higher than those of the terminal secondary S's.
In spite of the fact that the number of $'s in the terminal
group is very small, differences in the means for the
reading passage and word lists in both languages were
significant at the 54 level of confidence or better.

“omething might be said also about the performance of
these two groups with regard to the minimal pairs list,
particularly in English. It was speculated above that the
identical means for all $'s (secondary and adult combined)
for the English minimal pairs list might have been due to
the inclusion of unfamiliar words which distracted &'s
from the phonological contrasts at issue. From Table b4,
we see that the two secondary groups behaved quite differently
in this regard; the terminal secondary 5's did tend to
increase the frequencies of intérdental pronunciations of
“nglish th-words when reading minimal pairs, while the non-
terminal students tended to decrease interdental pronunciation.
This suggests the further speculation (no more than that)
that the university preparatory students were more distracted
by and concerned about the meanings of unfamiliar words,
viile the terminal students were able to concentrate on
simply reading aloud in as acceptable a manner as possible,
with 'little regard for meaning.

13
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Table 4: Mean Scores for the TH-variable in Englich -
and Arabic for Two Groups of Secondary

Students. ' ¢
6 S's 16 S's
Terminal . Non-terminal t-valve
secondary secondary
Arabic Keading 8.66 45.63 2.369*
passage
Word list 43.33 70.62 1.747%
Minimal
.~pairs ‘ 68.33 78.75 . 704
English Reading 15.66  60.25 T 3.243%%
passage '
Word 1list 40.00 86.25 5.087%*
Minimal
pairs 53.33 ' 79.38 1.615
df=20
*p ¢.05
#*#p < ,01
(one-tailed)

One final aspect of the data collected in the present

experiment might be discussed, not because firm conclusions:

can be drawn but because of the importance of questions-

which need to be answered by future research. ~One needs to

ask how it is that the kind of phonological interference

from native language to FL demonstrated here for relatively

low proficiency FL learners persists for some very advanced

second language speakers, while other such learrers quite

successfully develop disjunctive phonolgies for the. two

languages. The data here may offer no answers in terms of the
v strategies that such successful léarners useé, but dé provide =~

evidence that some of the S's in this experiment are moving

in that direction. A comparison of individual subject

scores for the total English battery versus the total

Arabic battery reveals no S whose total score (interdental

realizations of the TH-variable) in Arabic exceeds his

English scores by as much as ten percentage points. On v

the other hand, six of the twelve adult S's and six of the 16

non-terminal secondary S's (but none of the terminal

secondary S's) did have total English th-scores exceeding their

Arabic scores by ten or more percentage points. While _

continuing to exhibit th-variability in both languages and

continuing to express this vafiability along the dimension

A ruiToxt provided by ERl
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of style, these L's are apparently moving towards a
categorical system for Znglish. 7Two S's, both non-terminal
secondary students, appear vo have almost achieved the goal
of disjunctive phonologies for the two languages: the
“otal sSnglish intercdental scores for those students were
9G/0 and 884; their total Arabic th-scores were 5154 and 197,
respectively.

Conclusions

The study reported here has investigated a very limiteu
area of interlanguage phonology in order to support the claim
that a careful, sociolinguistically oriented, contrastive
analysis can predict some FL errors, i.e. that a better case
can be rnade for language transfer than for explanations
independent of native language. The data support the
folloving conclusions with regard to the specific vhonological
variable investigated:

1. The commnon observation tnat native speakers of
Zgyostian Arabic fregquently substitute sibilants in rnglish
tn-words, regardless of whether or not they have been
exposed to classical Arabic, was confirmed. The explanation
.offered is that the traditional dichotomy between classical
and colloguial Arabic is misleading in this respect, and
alternation among interdental and sibilant pronunciations of
arabic th-words is normal and acceptable in most cpeech
contexts which normatively require "classical" Arabic.

2. The observation that Zgyptians do not substitute
stops in English th-words was also confirmed. The eXplanation
offered here is that while colloquial stops do often alternate
with classical intercentals, this is the result of an
historical sound change which is no longer productive.

3. The hypothesis that S's would alternate inter-
dental and sibilant pronunciations of the TH-variable
stylistically in the twe languages was confirmed. However,
an cnglish minimal pairs list did not elicit the expected
increase in standard interdental pronunciations. It was
suggested that this unexpected result might have been due
to the inclusion of unfamiliar words in the English minimal
paire list, which may have distracted some (but not all) S's
from the phonological contrast at issue.

by The hypothesis that, within styles and across the
stylictic spectrum, i's substitutions of sibilants for
interdentals in Znglish would correlate highly with their
periornance in Arabic was--supported.
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5. Previous researcn showing that performancce on the
Arabic ILil-variable 1is an indicator oi social class and
educational bvackground wac at least partially supported
by the differences 1in performance in the two languages
vy terminal and non-terminal secondary students.

vesides predicting the occurrence and distribution oi
cecond language errors in pronunciation in a more precise
qmanner than conventional analyses contrasting native
an¢ target languages as static cystems, the present
investigation may have something to cay about the relative
persigtence of honological interfer mce in even adva
sgeconu lunguage learners. Tae pati  .ing ol the aratic
Jii-varieable hac a number oi properties wvwhich allov 1t to o
classificed as a "stable sociolinguistic variable" {Latov, 1970).
sabov has suggested that one of the strixing characteristics
of such stable sociolinguistic variables 1: that while
taere 1s general aviarcness ‘that one variant is "correct”,
indivivual memters of the speech community are not aware
that they snilit in the way they do, nor Go they know that
others shift in the same manner. This is certainly true
in the present casze. an educated native cpecuier of
Zgyptian Arabic 1s typically skeptical when told that literate
native sveakers often substitute /s,z/ for /8,&6/ when reading
arabic, and incensed if told that he himself makes such
substitutions. r[hese substitutions are made well below
the level of consclous awareness. |

There is finally at least one implication for teaching
Znglish to native speakers of Egyptian :Arabic. A rather
common device used by teachers of 2nglish who are themselves

Znglish th with orthographic Arabic& (8) and J (4 rather
thane® (s) or J (z). In the light of the present analysis,
this seemns misguided. For although there are minimal

pairs showing that Arabic /@,6/ and /s,z/ are phonemically
contrastive in careful speech, the fact remains that any
orinted & may be read aloud as /s/ and any 4 as /z/.
1dentification of English th with the Arabic variable th

is precisely what must be avoided.

¢
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