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BA Thesis Report, Kateřina Fuková 
This thesis investigated the production of acoustically reduced wordforms (or “weak forms”) of 

grammatical words in two groups of Czech ESL learners, which differed by the strength of their Czech 

accents when speaking English. Results showed that phonetic reduction of target words in the ESL learners 

was generally under-developed and full phonetic forms were frequent. The hypothesis predicted that the 

two learner groups should be affected differently, and the less-accented speakers were expected to show 

more reduction. Some results were in accordance with the hypothesis, such as the reduction of word-final 

/d/ in “and”. The majority of reductive processes that were investigated in the thesis, however, did not 

confirm the hypothesis. This thesis represents preliminary insights into the complicated and multi-layered 

issue of acoustic reductions in Czech ESL learners and can provide impetus for future studies.  

 

The introduction and literature review are generally well-researched and well-written (with the exception 

of occasional odd sentence constructions and typing mistakes). Important issues pertinent to the overall 

thesis topic are raised and thoroughly discussed, and the cited literature is relevant. As the thesis 

investigates how Czech speakers phonetically adapt to ESL, it would have been beneficial for the readers 

to be given more information on connected speech processes (or speech rhythm, isochrony) in Czech. 

Particularly, the contrast between Czech and English could have been emphasized more in order to better 

outline the processes Czech speakers have to undergo to produce phonetically authentic and connected 

English.  

The definition of “grammatical words” and their relation to phonetic processes should be 

mentioned earlier than on page 22 in the text. As it stands now, it is not always clear to the reader whether 



some assertions and literature citations were meant to describe phonetic reduction of words in general 

(affecting any word type) or only grammatical words. For instance, the statement that weak forms 

correlate with a low degree of prominence in a sentence (p. 21) does not apply to content words that 

became reduced due to lexical frequency or contextual predictability but only applies to grammatical or 

function words. Readers should be introduced to the focus on grammatical words at the beginning of the 

introduction, so they can make better sense of the cited literature.  

In addition, there are many different reasons for phonetic reduction of words, which have 

remained unmentioned in this thesis. For instance, lexical frequency rate, contextual probability/ 

predictability (surprisal theory), phonological neighborhood density, speech rate, prosodic position of 

words etc. have all been shown to be major determiners of phonetic reduction in content and function 

words [see, for instance, works by J. Bybee, M. Brysbaert, E. Conwell, M. Ernestus (esp. 2014), S. Gahl, J. 

B. Pierrehumbert, etc.]. These variables should at least be mentioned and discussed briefly. Ideally, some 

of those variables are added to the analysis. When looking at the results, it becomes clear that the target 

words vary considerably in terms of their lexical frequency rate. For instance, “his” and “her” are generally 

less frequent words than “and” or “of”. This may explain some of the observed variation. In addition, 

contextual probabilities may also play a role, and words occuring in phrases (for instance “of” in “of it”) 

may show more reduction than in other contexts.  

 

In the methodology part, more information should be added on how data were processed and how 

acoustical measurements were classified.  

First, there should be a list of the carrier sentences from which the grammatical words were 

extracted. This is essential in order to understand the reduction pressures on each target word.  

Second, were the readings of the Czech participants compared to how English native speakers 

read the texts? This is an important consideration. Not all grammatical words are reduced in every context 

and different degrees of reduction appear in native speakers’ speech (as outlined in the thesis 

introduction).  

Third, it is stated that forced alignment was used “to detect boundaries between specific 

phonemes”. Does this mean that the classification of a vowel type (into reduced or unreduced vowel) was 

done by the Penn Forced Aligner (as is possible)? If so, it should be mentioned somewhere (possibly in a 

table) what formant frequencies the aligner program uses for classification. Further down it is mentioned 

that a Praat script gathered information from the annotated TextGrid file – was this script used to extract 

the formant frequencies? In any case, it is important that readers are informed about the phonetic 

‘definitions’ of the vowels and how reduced vowels (schwa) and unreduced vowels were classified in 

terms of their formant frequencies.  



Some analyses appear in the results section that were not introduced and sufficiently described 

in the methods section. For instance, measurements of vowel length or rhoticity. It would be desirable if 

readers were given more information on how long and short vowels were distinguished (in msec. or 

proportions of target words?, if so what was the benchmark for long vowels?) or how rhoticity was 

acoustically estalished.  

Another consideration concerns the word types of the target words. “was” and “have, has, had” 

are verbs and thus carry more prominence in a sentence than function words, such as “from” and “of”. 

This has implications for their degree of phonetic reduction, at least in native speakers.  

As the student speculates herself (see analyses of “from” and “for”), it is advisable to remove 

outliers from the sample before the results can be reliably analyzed. Such a process may actually have led 

to more clear-cut results in line with the hypothesis.  

Rhoticity may constitute a problem in certain words (for, were). Vowel quality in pre-rhotic 

environments may be affected, thus skewing the results in a particular direction that may have little to do 

with reduction processes in general. This possibility should at least be mentioned.  

In sum, the methodological section should be supplemented with additional information on data 

processing and analysis.  

 
Minor comments:  

- The use of “we” is not entirely appropriate. I suggest the student rephrases critical sentences in a 

passive voice (preferred) or uses the pronoun “I” instead.  

- Inconsistencies in references list: (a) Sometimes subtitles are separated from title by hyphen, 

sometimes by semi-colon. (b) Capitalization is inconsistent (all words or only first word in a title). 

(c) “Retrieved from” is not necessary when citing journal articles that appear in an online issue. 

Include DOI or only issue/ page numbers.  

 

Even though the thesis concludes with the view that the two investigated ESL groups did not differ much 

in many of the investigated phonetic variants, I believe there could be more to be discovered. For one, 

controlling for lexical frequency rate (among other variables, as outlined before) could prove decisively. 

Also, treating vowel qualities not as dichotomous (reduced/nonreduced) but on a continuous scale would 

add more depth to the analysis. It may well be that the less-accented group trends towards more 

reduction than the other group; but that trend may have remained undetected by the currently employed 

dichotomous vowel categorization. One could draw a vowel diagram (charting F1 and F2) and compare 

English native speakers’ and Czech learners’ vowels in specific target words. Maybe the less-accented 

group of learners shows closer approximation to the native speakers.  

 

 



Possible questions for the defence:  

1. Can you relate the reductions you observed in Czech speakers of English to reduction processes 

that occur in Czech? For instance, h-dropping was never shown by your participants, whereas 

vowel shortening and final-d reduction were more frequent. Could this be because h-dropping is 

not permissable in Czech, while vowel shortening and final-d reduction are? In other words, what 

is the role of native language phonology on reduction processes in ESL?  

2. Please elaborate on phonetic reductions in English native speakers. How frequently are your 

target words reduced? What can you say about the frequency of specific reduction processes 

(e.g., final-t deletion)?  

3. If you were to include the ESL speaker group with near-native accents (I think group A in the 

corpus), what results would you expect?  

 

In sum, the thesis represents a preliminary investigation of phonetic reduction of grammatical words in 

Czech ESL learners and – despite some methodological problems – satisfies the conditions of a BA work. 

The main objectives of the work, as explained in the introduction, have been fulfilled. For the reasons 

outlined above, I suggest to grade the thesis with the mark velmi dobře (“very good“). 

 

 

 

Eva Maria Luef, PhD 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 


