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Abstract

This bachelor thesis presents an educational action research project focused on the 

teaching of the English dental fricatives /θ/ and /ð/ to Czech EFL (English as a Foreign 

Language) students. The theoretical part focuses on the description of the dental fricatives and 

their production in standard and several other English accents. Furthermore, the issue of 

teaching pronunciation is being discussed with special attention paid to Czech students of 

English and their problems with the pronunciation of the target sounds. The practical part 

focuses on a detailed description of the action research project which was implemented by the 

author of the thesis in one of her English courses during January and February 2011 with the 

aim to improve her own teaching methods and at the same time help her students to improve 

their pronunciation of the English dental fricatives.

Key words: dental fricatives, teaching pronunciation, action research

Anotace

Tato bakalářská práce popisuje realizaci pedagogického akčního výzkumu zaměřeného 

na výuku výslovnosti anglických dentálních frikativ /θ/ a /ð/ u českých studentů angličtiny.

Teoretická část se zabývá popisem místa a způsobu artikulace dentálních frikativ ve 

standardní angličtině a ve vybraných anglických akcentech. Dále se práce zabývá výukou 

anglické výslovnosti v českém vzdělávacím prostředí a specifickými problémy studentů a 

učitelů při výuce cílových hlásek. Praktická část se zaměřuje na konkrétní ukázku akčního 

výzkumu, který autorka realizovala v jednom ze svých kurzů angličtiny během ledna a února 

2011 s cílem zlepšit metodiku své výuky a pomoci svým studentům odstranit jejich problémy 

s výslovností anglických dentálních frikativ.

Klíčová slova: dentální frikativy, výuka výslovnosti, akční výzkum
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Introduction

Teaching of the English dental fricatives is often neglected or even avoided for many 

reasons. First, teachers frequently suffer from a lack of time to pay sufficient attention to 

pronunciation teaching. Second, Czech teachers often perceive dental fricatives as difficult 

sounds as a result of which they think it is a waste of instructional time helping students to 

master them. In addition to that, there are teachers who do not consider pronunciation as an 

essential part of language learning. In this thesis, the author argues against the above 

mentioned reservations and expresses her strong belief in the effectiveness of pronunciation 

teaching. Her conviction has been supported by the data collected in her research which 

proved that even in a relatively short period of time Czech students are able to master the 

target sounds satisfactorily and that pronunciation teaching does not have to hinder the 

progress in the classroom. In other words, this thesis shows that the author was able to 

influence the learning of her students and to help them improve their pronunciation of English 

dental fricatives as well as improving her own teaching practice.

Action research is a method used to reflect upon and evaluate the practice. Most 

frequently, it is implemented by teachers. When a problematic situation occurs, action 

research helps to identify the problem and to solve it by reflecting systematically upon the 

teaching practice. As a teacher in a language school, the author realized that her students, 

particularly in one of the classes, had problems with some elements of English pronunciation, 

such as the production and correct placement of the schwa, the velar nasal /ŋ/ or the dental 

fricatives /θ, ð/.  As the last appeared to be the most problematic, the author decided to focus 

on the dental fricatives more thoroughly and systematically. An additional motive for 

implementing action research in her classroom was the author’s curiosity to find out whether 

Czech adult learners would be able to produce and use these sounds in the correct places, 

given the fact that the Czech language does not contain their counterparts.

Before implementing this kind of research, it was necessary to understand the 

theoretical background of the selected pronunciation features as well as the principles of the 

action research. The theoretical part presents a detailed description of the English dental 

fricatives and their occurrence in standard English and other selected English accents. 
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Furthermore, it studies the question of teaching pronunciation as such, with special focus on

foreign language teaching in the Czech Republic. Additionally, it introduces the method of 

action research, its characteristics and history. Special attention is paid to the action research 

for teachers as a suitable technique of professional development. In the practical part of the 

thesis, the author presents a detailed description of her action research project carried out 

during January and February 2011 at LANGFOR Language School in Říčany.

The aim of this thesis is to present an example of a specific action research project in 

English language teaching. By doing so, the author wishes to inspire and motivate other 

teachers or teacher trainers to apply action research in their teaching practice as a method of 

addressing problematic situations in the classroom and as a method of professional 

development.
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THEORETICAL PART

1. Introduction to the study of speech sounds

Almost every person is born with the ability to perceive and produce sounds. Given a 

sufficient length of time, we are able to make the sounds which function contrastively in our

mother tongue and learn how to organize them in order to create meaningful messages.

The issue of speech and its production is studied by phonetics. Its aim is to classify and 

describe all speech sounds produced by a human being which can be distinguished according 

to the auditory and articulatory criteria, or according to how these sounds are produced, 

transmitted and received (Gimson, 2001). The basic phonetic elements are sounds, further 

divided into vowels and consonants. Crystal distinguishes vowels as sounds which are 

produced by a significantly free escape of the air through the mouth and the nose (Crystal, 

2006). Contrastingly, consonants are sounds “made by a closure in the vocal tract, or by a 

narrowing which is so marked that air cannot escape without producing an audible friction” 

(Crystal 2006, p.56). So far the difference between vowels and consonants could be easily 

marked. There are however two consonants, /w/ and /j/, to which this rule does not apply, for 

they are pronounced without any restriction to the airflow (Crystal, 2006). There is another 

perspective to be considered. According to the phonological definition, consonants are 

elements occupying the edges, whereas vowels occur at the centre of syllables. 

Phonologically, /w/ and /j/ are classified as consonants but phonetically as vowels (Roach, 

2000). 

It is necessary to understand where and how individual sounds are articulated to be able 

to produce them.  The speech is an outcome of a very complicated process involving the 

cooperation of several muscles and articulators which constitute our vocal apparatus. The 

larynx is the first component to be discussed. It is the most important source of vibration for 

the production of speech sounds (Crystal, 2006). As Roach notes, muscles in the larynx called 

vocal folds can variously modify the air flowing from the lungs. Vocal folds, stretched 

horizontally in the larynx, are described as “two thick flaps of muscle rather like a pair of 

lips” (Roach 2000, p. 28). The V-shaped opening between these two bands is named the 
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glottis and though it is very small, the special features of the vocal folds such as elasticity, 

speed of movement, tension and thickness can produce a sound (Roach, 2000). Sounds are

further processed by several vocal organs in the mouth, such as the tongue, teeth, alveolar 

ridge and soft palate. The place of articulation influences the final quality of the sound. Fig. 1 

shows the diagram of the vocal tract and the location of the most important articulators.

larynx

As was already mentioned before, phonetics studies all speech sounds we are able to 

produce. In every language there is, however, a set of vowels and consonants which are used 

in a systematic way and which can change the meaning of more complex linguistic units, i.e. 

words. These abstract units are called phonemes. For example, the consonants at the 

beginning of the words that and dad are two different phonemes, for they change the meaning 

of the words. The study of phonemes and their usage by a speaker is the concern of 

phonology. This linguistic discipline can be divided into two branches: segmental (study of 

vowels and consonants) and suprasegmental (study of stress, rhythm and intonation). This 

thesis focuses on segmental phonology, because it scrutinizes the production and usage of two

consonantal phonemes, /θ/ and /ð/.

Fig. 1 Picture of the articulators (Roach 2000, p. 8)
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In some languages the number of written vowels and consonants correspond to the 

number of phonemic elements. This is, however, not the case for English. As Kelly remarks, 

in written English we use 5 vowels and 21 consonant letters (Kelly, 2000), which gives us the 

total number of 26 letters of the alphabet. Kelly claims that “in some languages, there is 

essentially a one-to-one relationship between spelling and pronunciation” (Kelly 2000, p.7). It

means that the number of letters in the alphabet corresponds to the number of phonemes. In 

English, however, we use 20 vowel and 24 consonant sounds, so 44 phonemes in total. The 

one-to-one relationship therefore does not exist in English. This fact causes many problems to 

students of English. A typical example could be the pronunciation of the suffix –ough, which 

has at least eight different sound patterns, such as cough /kɒf/, rough /rʌf/, through /θruː/, etc.

(Kelly, 2000). Moreover, there are sounds in English which do not occur in other languages. 

When we compare the English language to Czech, English does not have an equivalent for the 

Czech /ř, ť, ď, ň/ and, on the contrary, the Czech language does not contain equivalents for the 

English /θ, ð, w/ (Skaličková, 1982).

The different number and occurrence of sounds in the world languages lead to a need to 

the development of an independent system for recording the sound systems of all existing 

languages. This system, called the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), was established in 

1888 by a group of phoneticians and linguists, who two years earlier founded the International 

Phonetic Association (Ager, 2011). The IPA symbols can be used in several types of 

transcriptions. In our work, the detailed phonetic transcription is employed mainly in the 

theoretical part, when it is important to show the differences in the pronunciation made by 

various speakers. The focus of the practical part remains on the methodology of pronunciation 

teaching to Czech students, specifically the participants of an English course in a language 

school. In this environment, the phonemic transcription seems to be more suitable. 

In this introductory chapter we have studied how people physically produce sounds, 

how sounds are classified according to phonetic and phonological perspective and which two 

kinds of transcription are used to describe speech sounds. Further attention will be paid to the 

classification of English consonants with a focus on dental fricatives.
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Fig. 2 The IPA symbols for consonants (The International Phonetic Association 2005)

1.1. Description of the English dental fricatives

There are 24 consonant sounds in English (Fig. 2). Four basic criteria are used to 

classify consonants:

 place of articulation 

 manner of articulation

 voicing

 force of articulation

The place of articulation refers to where in the vocal tract the sound is made and which 

articulators are involved in its production. Crystal explains that when the consonants /θ/ and

/ð/ are produced the soft palate is raised, the tip and rims of the tongue make a light contact 

with the edge and inner surface of the upper teeth. For some speakers the tip of the tongue 

may be positioned between the upper and lower teeth (Crystal, 2003), especially in varieties 

of American English (Ogden, 2009). Roach argues that the tongue normally does not protrude 

between the teeth. This method is used by teachers to help their students make these sounds. 

In fact, the tongue is normally positioned behind the upper teeth (Roach, 2000). Skaličková 

claims that the interdental position of the tongue while pronouncing the dental fricatives is 

very often mentioned in Czech phonological studies. However, “it is not (…) always 
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necessary to start by teaching English th as an interdental sound. It is only when a student 

makes a sound that is very wide off the mark, and seems to be totally unable to make our th

properly, that there is need to tell him to make an interdental th (Jones 1960, cited in 

Skaličková 1982, p. 144, italics in the original). As the teeth play an indispensable role in 

producing /θ/ and /ð/, the place of articulation of these consonants is classified as dental.

The dental consonants /θ/ and /ð/ belong to fricatives, because when they are produced, 

the sound escapes through a narrow passage formed by two articulators (teeth and tongue) 

coming together. As the airflow is forced through this partial obstruction, it causes turbulence 

which can be heard as audible friction. This description refers to the manner of articulation, in 

other words how the sounds are made. As Roach remarks, fricatives are continuant 

consonants, which means that it is possible to continue creating them as long as you have 

enough air in your lungs. Containing altogether nine elements, the group of fricatives is the 

largest class of English consonants (Ogden, 2009) When we compare the intensity of friction, 

the dental fricatives are weaker than, for example, the alveolar fricatives /s, z/, where the 

sound produced is comparatively intense (Roach, 2000). Some students often confuse the 

production of dental fricatives with plosives, such as /t/ instead of /θ/ and /d/ instead of /ð/. 

Plosives are consonants produced when two articulators move against each other and form a 

full obstruction to the airflow. No air is allowed to escape from the vocal tract. The pressure 

in the mouth rises and finally the air is released and produces an audible burst of noise –

plosion. These sounds are not continuants. The place of articulation of the plosives /t, d/ is 

alveolar, because the tongue blade is pressed against the alveolar ridge. It does not normally 

touch the front teeth (Roach, 2000). Additionally, some speakers replace dental fricatives with 

labiodentals /f, v/. This phenomenon, commonly known as TH-fronting (Ogden, 2009) will be 

further discussed in the following chapter focused on English accents.

Voiced – voiceless opposition is connected with the presence or absence of vocal fold 

vibration. As Roach remarks, the vocal folds are wide apart for normal breathing and for the 

production of voiceless consonants, such as /θ/ (Roach, 2000). A different situation occurs 

when the vocal folds are very close to actually touch each other. The air passing through the 

glottis causes vibration of the vocal folds. The resulting effect is a very rapid opening and 

closing, which is perceived as voicing. When we produce the voiceless consonant /θ/ and add 
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our voice, we get the voiced /ð/. Gimson acknowledges that the consonants /θ/ and /ð/ are 

distinguished not only by the presence or absence of voice but also by the muscular effort 

needed for articulation of these sounds, described as the force of articulation. Voiced 

consonants tend to be produced with weaker energy, whereas voiceless consonants are usually 

strong. For that reason, voiced consonants are marked as lenis and voiceless as fortis 

(Gimson, 2001). Roach claims that “the lenis fricatives have very little or no voicing in initial 

and final positions, but may be voiced when they occur between voiced sounds. The fortis 

fricatives have the effect of shortening the preceding vowel” (Roach 2000, p. 50). To give 

examples, the lenis /ð/ is voiced in the word without, but devoiced in with. In the verb wreath, 

the front close vowel is longer than in the noun wreath, where the dental fricative /θ/ causes 

pre-fortis shortening. The full description of /θ/ would therefore be ‘a voiceless fortis dental 

fricative consonant’, whereas /ð/ classifies as ‘a voiced lenis dental fricative consonant’. 

So far attention has been paid only to the separate sounds and their production. Learners 

of English however need to understand the connection between the pronunciation and the 

written form of these sounds. English dental fricatives /θ/ and /ð/ are most frequently spelt 

th, very rarely tth in names, such as Matthes (Skaličková, 1982). An irregularity occurs 

when th is pronounced as /t/ in thyme /taɪm/, thaler /ˈtɑːlə/ and in names, such as Thomas

/ˈtɒməs/, Theresa /təˈriːzə/, Mathilda /məˈtɪldə/, Anthony /ˈæntənɪ/ and Thames /temz/ 

(Nosek, 1991). A certain tendency can be traced towards the occurrence of the sound /ð/ in 

short grammatical words ( the, this, that, these, those, than, then, though) and in verbs 

corresponding to the grapheme -the  (bath to bathe, cloth to clothe, loath to loathe, 

breath to breath). Except for these minor tendencies, it is advisable to check the realization 

of the grapheme th in a dictionary. 

Dental fricatives may occur at initial, medial or final position in a word. The following 

examples have been chosen from Gimson (2001), Skaličková (1982) and according to the 

usage of words containing dental fricatives in the action research activities (see the Practical 

part of this thesis). The reason for stating these examples is to highlight the fact that these 

sounds occur in words of everyday usage and it is therefore important for students of English 

to become familiar with them.
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/θ/ - voiceless

word-initial – e.g. thief, thick, thought, thumb, thirty, third

word-medial – e.g. method, author, anthem, atheist, deathly, worthless

word-final – e.g. health, breath, path, cloth, earth

in word-initial clusters – e.g. three, throw, thwart

in word-final clusters – e.g. /θt/ earthed, /nθ(s)/ month(s), /θn/ earthen

/ð/ - voiced

word-initial – in the definite article, pronouns and certain adverbs, e.g. the, this, that, 

these, those, they, there, than, then

word-medial – e.g. breathing, leather, father, mother, feather, without

word-final – e.g. smooth, verbs ending -the

in word-final clusters – e.g. /ðm(z)/ rhythm(s)

with – this preposition may undergo regressive assimilation of voice when followed by 

a voiceless consonant, e.g. with care, with Peter

There is a set of minimal pairs, where the change of meaning is caused by the target sounds.

/θ/, /ð/ - e.g. thighthy; wreathwreathe

/θ/, /s/ - e.g. thicksick; thinsin; mouthmouse; thumbsum; worthworse; thinksink

/θ/, /t/ - e.g. threetree; bothboat; fourthfort; thankstanks

/ð/, /z/ - e.g. breathebreeze

/ð/, /d/ - e.g. theyday; theredare

1.2. Dental fricatives in standard English and other English accents

English occurs in many accents and dialects. As Roach points out, the word ‘dialect’

refers to such a variety of a language which has differences in all components of speech -

pronunciation, grammar, choice of vocabulary. Accents, on the contrary, differ only in the 

matter of pronunciation (Roach, 2000). Wells explains that an accent is a characteristic of 

people who belong to a certain geographical region and social class and it may, similarly, 

provide information about the speaker’s sex, age, or level of education. Speaking of the 
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British Isles, the London accent was gradually fixed as the speech of the ruling and upper 

class. This process had its climax in the 15th century. Its influence increased with the 

development of schooling in regions. As Gimson points out, “pronunciation became a marker 

of position in society” (Gimson 2001, p.78). This preferred accent spread through the 

development of the radio and television, and became known as Received Pronunciation (RP). 

Although very few speakers use it as their mother accent, RP pronunciation is used as the 

standard for teaching English as a foreign language. 

As Gimson notes, there are five most dominant or significant accents differing from RP: 

General American (GenAm), Standard Scottish English, Cockney, Northern (England) 

English and Australian English. General American has the position of the standard accent

used in the USA and is most widely known to users of English in Asia and South America. 

Scottish English is being frequently accepted and tolerated as a variant of RP in the Great 

Britain. Cockney and Northern English are used and known within Britain. Finally, Australian 

English is not only a standard variant used in Australia, but becoming widely spread on the 

near-by islands and the Pacific area (Gimson, 2001).

This thesis focuses on the English dental fricatives, as a result of which the attention 

will be paid to accents deferring from the Standard English in this respect. As Wells remarks, 

accents of English do not have great differences in their consonant systems. A very significant 

deviance from the RP English occurs in Cockney. Wells describes Cockney as a traditional 

working-class dialect associated especially with the suburbs of east London. As for the 

pronunciation of consonants, a well known feature of Cockney is TH-fronting. It involves the 

usage of labiodentals /f/, /v/ instead of dentals /θ/, /ð/, such as think fiŋk, father ˈfɑːvə, 

brother ˈbrʌvə. Moreover, it creates homophones from the words such as thin and fin, fin

(Wells, 1982).

When Northern English is considered, Wells acknowledges that the accent of the city of 

Liverpool and its surrounding area is known as Scouse. The differences between Scouse and 

RP are attributed to an Irish influence, such as the usage of dental or alveolar stops for /θ, ð/, 

as in three t̪rɪi, truth tɹuːt̪, month mʊnt̪(θ). Differences occur also in Scottish English, 

especially in the dialects of Orkney and Shetland, where the /tθ, dð/ oppositions are 
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missing and dental plosives are used for both (tin = thin t̪in. When Ireland is considered, 

Wells remarks that for most people living in south-Ireland the phonemes /θ/ and /ð/ are 

realized as dental plosives t̪ and d̪. The difference is therefore created by place of 

articulation (Wells, 1982). To a non-Irish speaker the differences between tin tʰin and thin 

t̪ʰin would not be obvious. In General American English there are no differences between 

the pronunciation of /θ, ð/ compared to RP. 

Where the area of the West Indies is concerned, meaning the Greater and Lesser 

Antilles and the Bahamas, TH-stopping is the most striking phonetic feature (Wells, 1982). 

Alveolar /t, d/ are used both for dental fricatives and alveolar plosives. Wells claims that “the 

popular pronunciation of thing is tiŋ, that of father ˈfɑːda. Pairs such as thintin, 

faithfate, thoughdough, breathebreed are homophonous” (Wells 1982, p. 565). Only the 

most educated speakers pronounce /θ, ð/ in the same places as standard accents. Most 

speakers use sometimes fricatives, sometimes plosives. Moreover, neutralization of /θ/ 

appears when /r/ follows it, therefore the following pairs of words are homophonous: 

threetree triː, throughtrue truː (Wells, 1982).

1.3. Czech students of English and their problems with the 

pronunciation of /θ/ and /ð/

Pronunciation teaching began to be studied shortly before the end of the 19th century. 

Two approaches towards teaching pronunciation have been developed since then: an intuitive-

imitative and analytic-linguistic one. The former approach “depends on the learner’s ability to 

listen and imitate the rhythms and sounds of the target language without the intervention of 

any explicit information” (Celce-Murcia 1996, p. 2). This method is dependent on the 

availability of sufficient models to listen to, which is nowadays supported by the newest 

technology of transmitting sounds, such as compact discs, DVDs and MP3 files. The letter 

approach, on the contrary, uses tools such as the phonetic alphabet, vocal apparatus diagrams, 

descriptions of sounds, etc., to focus the learner’s attention on pronunciation and support the 

production of sounds (Celce-Murcia, 1996). Due to the fact that Czech teachers of English do 

not dedicate sufficient time to pronunciation teaching, they tend to rely mainly on the 
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intuitive-imitative approach. However, teachers do not always represent the best 

pronunciation model and, generally speaking, there is a continuous lack of exposure to 

authentic English in the Czech Republic. Teachers should therefore apply the analytic-

linguistic approach to their teaching practice and increase the students’ awareness of English 

pronunciation. 

The dental fricatives /θ, ð/ do not occur in the Czech consonant inventory and due to 

this fact most Czech students might have difficulty pronouncing them correctly. They usually 

try to substitute them with the sounds that are common in Czech, such as the labiodental

fricative /f/, alveolar fricative /s/ or alveolar plosive /t/ instead of /θ/. For the sound /ð/ 

students often use either the dental plosive /d/ or the cluster /d͡z/ and alveolar fricative /z/. 

Sometimes students simply pronounce the word as it stands, as in think [tɪŋk], or sometimes 

even [thɪŋk]. Volín gives us an example sentence ‘This is my father’, which a Czech student 

might pronounce as [d͡zɪs ɪz maɪ fɑːd͡zr] instead of the standard /ðɪs ɪz maɪ fɑːðə/ (Volín, 

2000). The reason for an incorrect pronunciation might very often be a simple lack of 

knowledge about how these sounds are created. The danger lies in a high probability of 

miscommunication when the sounds are not pronounced properly, especially without a 

context. Additionally, it might be quite irritating for the listener to repeatedly hear I think as 

[aɪ sɪŋk]. Moreover, the inability to pronounce the dental fricatives correctly and a fear of 

being ridiculed often prevent students from speaking at all. Volín argues that a correct 

production of /θ, ð/ is much easier to learn than the pronunciation of the Czech ř (Volín, 

2000).

However, without understanding how the sounds are made and without sufficient 

training the students may learn it wrong. We should therefore not underestimate the 

importance of teaching English pronunciation. Harmer remarks that “concentrating on sounds 

(…) gives students more information about spoken English and helps them achieve the goal 

of improved comprehension and intelligibility” (Harmer 2007, p. 248). However, Jenkins 

argues that in her research, which explored the intelligibility predominantly among non-native 

speakers of English, that the substitutions of /θ/ and /ð/ did not cause phonological 

unintelligibility in a single occasion. Therefore, it is not worth spending time on teaching 

these sounds in the classroom. In fact, Jenkins considers only substitutions such as /f/, /v/ and 
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/t/, /d/, which truly do not create any obstacles to understanding the speech (Jenkins, 2000). 

As mentioned above, Czech speakers substitute dental fricatives also by /s/ and /d͡z/, which is 

not considered in Jenkins’ work. Therefore, it is in our opinion necessary not to abandon 

teaching dental fricatives in the Czech environment, because the threat of miscommunication 

or “sounding unpleasantly” is higher than in other cases. The issue of teaching dental 

fricatives is the focus of the practical part of this thesis. 

2. Introduction to action research

2.1. Characteristics and history of action research

Action research is a method, or rather a strategy, which is used by practitioners to 

investigate and evaluate their work. Carr and Kemis provide us with this definition: “Action 

research is simply a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in order to 

improve the rationality and justice of their own practices, their understanding of these 

practices and the situations in which the practices are carried out” (Carr and Kemis 1986,

cited in Burns 2005, p. 241). McNiff and Whitehead give us a very similar definition with the 

emphasis on action research as accounts of practice showing how practitioners “are trying to 

improve their own learning, and influence the learning of others” (McNiff and Whitehead 

2006, p. 8). Another definition is provided by John Elliot, who is being quoted by Janík: 

“Action research is a systematic reflection of working situations carried out by teachers with 

the aim of professional development” (Janík 2004, p. 52, translated by the author). When 

comparing these definitions, we can see that the first two apply the method of action research 

to a situation carried out by any practitioners, whereas Elliot relates it directly to the teaching 

profession. The reason for such a relation is the fact that teaching involves a need for constant 

self-education, reflections on the teaching practice and finding ways of improving it.

Practitioners examine and study the situation from the inside; they are trying to improve their 

own teaching practice. Such a form of research is qualified as an ‘inside research’.

Social scientists, on the contrary, are not directly involved in their research. They are 

only observers of the situations. Their method is therefore classified as ‘outside research’ 

(McNiff and Whitehead, 2006). While practitioners gather knowledge through experience and 
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field work, social scientists generate theories which are very often remote from the reality of 

practise. However, practitioners are not perceived as true theorists and their findings are not 

considered as something generally applicable. Therefore, they are often excluded from wider 

debates and the relationship between practitioners and theorists is problematic (McNiff and 

Whitehead, 2006).

The history of action research traces back to the beginning of the 20th century. Opposing 

the established form of academic research, John Dewey focused on “educational practices as 

the source of data and the ultimate test of the validity of research findings” (Burns 2005, p. 

242). Dewey was the first one to suggest that practitioners themselves be included in the 

debate about pedagogical problems (Burns, 2005). Later, in the 1930s and 1940s, the action 

research approach developed as “a cyclical, action-based model that included planning, 

reconnaissance, fact-finding, action and analysis” (Burns 2005, p. 242). This development is 

attributed to the work of Kurt Lewin, who is regarded as the founder of action research (Janík, 

2004). What is significant about Lewin’s approach is “the application of research results to 

practice” and “the unification of theory and action” (Burns 2005, p. 242). The approach 

towards “teachers as researchers” started to be dominant, when the researcher was perceived 

as an active participant in the studied situation (Janík, 2004). The subsequent development of 

the educational action research was marked by three broad movements: the technical-

scientific, the practical-deliberative and the critical-emancipatory (Burns, 2005).

The technical-scientific approach occurred in the United States in the 1950s and focused 

only on the technical aspects of the action research. This approach was marginalized for not 

being able to keep the “cyclical interactions” (Burns 2005, p. 243). The practical-deliberative 

approach developed in the 1960s and 1970s. “The idea is that of an educational science in 

which each classroom is a laboratory, each teacher a member of the scientific community” 

(Stenhouse 1975, cited in Burns 2005, p. 243). Stenhouse understood the action research as a 

tool to innovate the educational system. His fellow worker, John Elliot, was the first one to 

use the term ‘action research’ as a method of co-operation with teachers. Elliot perceived

action research as a systematic reflection of professional situations with the aim of 

professional development (Janík, 2004). The critical-emancipatory approach represented by 

the works of Carr and Kemmis became dominant in the mid-1980s. It argued that “individual 
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practice should be seen as socially constituted and reflective of broad social, educational, and 

political interactions within the school” (Burns 2005, p. 244). Kemmis related back to Lewin 

while introducing his model of four steps in action research: plan, action, observation and 

reflection (Burns, 2005). These four steps create the basis of any action research project up to 

today. 

The 1990s were marked by a growing connection between action research and ELT 

(English Language Teaching). In his publication Understanding Language Classrooms: A 

Guide for Teacher Initiated Action, Nunan writes that “the intention is to provide a serious 

introduction to classroom research to language professionals who do not have specialist 

training in research methods” (Nunan 1989, cited in Burns 2005, p. 245). However, the image 

of teachers as researchers is not without criticism. Jarvis expressed his doubts about the 

capacity of teachers to do academic research (Burns, 2005). The relationship between 

theorists and practitioners is rather complicated, because practitioners are not perceived as 

equal participants in wider discussions about implementing theories to teaching practice 

(McNiff and Whitehead, 2006). Consequently, there are certain questions to be answered: 

According to which standards is action research to be judged? Should these standards be the 

same as for the other forms of research? (Burns, 2005). Despite these questions, the method of 

action research is set to expand due to the changes in teaching and learning English (Burns, 

2005). Action research began to be implemented in the Czech Republic in the 1990s, but its 

role in the educational process and the acceptance by Czech teachers cannot be evaluated after 

such a short time (Janík, 2004).

2.2. Action research for language teachers

Most language teachers feel the need for constant professional self-improvement. There 

is a variety of methods for achieving this. Action research, being one of them, provides 

teachers with the possibility to evaluate and reflect on their practice in a structured and 

systematic way (Wallace, 1998). The impulse and motive for carrying out an action research 

is a problematic situation, which the teacher perceives as important to solve because he is 

personally involved. The problem-focusing is the specific feature of action research. It could 

be said that action research starts the moment when some aspect of the classroom 
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environment fails to work properly (Janík, 2004). Sometimes it is just a feeling that something 

is not as it should be, so at first it is important to define the problematic areas. Moreover, 

action research is inner-focused, that is, the object being studied is the “I” (McNiff and 

Whitehead, 2006). In other words, the teacher-researchers are in the centre of their research, 

not their students. By asking themselves: “Could I be a more effective teacher if…?”, the 

problem might be defined. Some of the possible answers could be for example: “I would be a 

more effective teacher if I dedicated more time for preparation.” The problem is defined and 

now it is necessary to turn it into a research question, such as: ” How can I organize my time 

better in order to dedicate more time to lesson preparation?” (Wallace, 1998). Another 

example of a research question is the very title of this thesis.

The method of action research has two main positive features. First, by analysing the 

data collected during their practice, teachers improve their own learning and therefore their 

teaching practice. Second, the findings during the research can contribute to the educational 

theory (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006). A common objection to this claim is that the findings 

of the action research are so subjective and contextually bound that they cannot be perceived 

as a contribution to a theory. However, the aim of action research is not to produce generally

applicable data, but, contrastingly, to gain concrete knowledge about existing problems 

(Janík, 2004). Similar to other kinds of research, we need to base the findings on reliable data. 

The validity of our findings is exceptionally important when we want to make a claim of

contribution to the theory of teaching practice. The process of collecting data and subsequent

analysis requires time and responsibility. The teacher-researcher must therefore have a strong 

inner motivation to carry out action research. Many teachers perceive action research as an 

additional duty, others as a demand laid onto them. Naturally, as soon as action research 

becomes a matter of duty, it loses its benefits. According to Wallace, the aim of action 

research is not to turn teachers into researchers, but to function as a tool of professional 

development (Wallace, 1998).

Before starting to think of implementing action research in the classroom, it is necessary 

to carefully consider several issues, such as whether the class curriculum and syllabus make it 

at all possible. In some cases, the syllabus can be so tight as not to give any freedom to 

teachers to modify it. Given the fact that the action research is always participative and 
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collaborative, not individualistic (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006), it is important to consider 

other potential research participants in terms of ethic issues. Will the students agree with 

being included in the research? Will the head teacher/headmaster agree? It is a necessity to 

ask the students for permission before the research is started and explain that the primary 

focus of the research is on the teacher, not on them. The headmaster is also more likely to 

support the research if he is well-informed. McNiff and Whitehead suggest letters of 

permission signed by every participant, where the researcher explains how the research is 

going to be implemented and what the possible benefits and limitations are (McNiff and 

Whitehead, 2008). Examples of such letters of permission can be found in the Appendices on 

p. 36, 37. Most participants do not want their names to be published, which should be

respected. Additionally, we must be aware of the fact that the expected outcome of the action 

research project cannot be perceived as definite in advance. Doing action research means to 

be dependent on other participants. Some of the research activities might turn out to be 

unsuitable. The methodology might need to be changed and developed further depending on

knowledge and experience gathered during the research. It is therefore possible that the 

research question itself will have to be modified during the research. Moreover, all findings 

are subjective and cannot be applied everywhere (McNiff and Whitehead, 2008). 

When we are aware of the facts stated above, it is necessary to consider the data which 

will create the basis of the research outcomes. The term ‘data’ refers to the information you 

have gathered to show your and other people’s learning (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006). There 

are two groups of resources: people and material. The students will to some extent function as 

a resource, but certain material resources will be also needed, such as field notes, diaries, 

questionnaires, surveys. Moreover, it is very useful to have an audio or video recording of 

your practice to support your claims. Most importantly, it is essential to make sure that other 

people will not see the claim as an outcome of wishful thinking, but as authentic and 

unbiased. Every teacher-researcher therefore needs to have critical friends and/or a validation 

group of people, who will evaluate the research outcome. You need to state clearly what your 

reasons are for doing the research, that is, what personal values are not being fulfilled in your 

practice. An example of such a value could be independent and self-confident behaviour of 

your students during speaking activities. While carrying out the research, you need to set the 
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criteria, such as dedicating enough time to speaking in the classroom, dividing the time 

equally among your students and choosing such topics where everybody can contribute to the 

discussion with their own opinion. The next step is setting the standards of judgement, where 

you assess the factual realization of your values, such as “Do I divide the speaking time 

equally among the students? Am I not monopolizing the conversation myself? Am I showing 

understanding and support?” After setting your standards of practice and judgement, you 

generate evidence of improving your practice. This evidence is to be judged by your critical 

friends and/or validation group. 

The last two chapters discussed the methodology of action research, its characteristics 

and history. Attention was afterwards paid to action research in connection with language 

teaching in terms of creating a research question, collecting data and validation of the 

outcomes and claims.
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PRACTICAL PART

3. My action research project

3.1. The background to my teaching practice

I work as an English teacher in LANGFOR Language School in Říčany. I teach mostly 

general English courses for adults, where the students’ age varies from about 18 to 70. During 

my practice I came to realize that adult learners of English have specific needs and problems. 

On the one hand, there is seldom a problem with lack of motivation, because the courses are 

charged and voluntary. However, depending on the age and level of education, most adult 

learners find it more demanding to learn a foreign language than when they were at a school 

age. It is very important to realize that the students may have been out of school for a long 

time already and it could be very difficult for them to return to the role of a student. Most of 

them need time to get used to returning to a school environment where they sit together with 

other fellow learners and listen to a teacher. In my opinion, a teacher of adults must show 

great understanding, patience and support, because many students feel it as their personal 

failure when they make mistakes. This feeling prevents some students from more active

participation in the classroom in order to avoid embarrassment when making a mistake, so it 

can be quite a long process to explain that mistakes are natural and beneficial for our learning. 

The method of teaching at our language school puts emphasis on all components of 

language teaching: reading, listening, grammar and speaking. The most common textbook 

used in general English courses is the New English File, published by Oxford University 

Press. When it comes to pronunciation, the New English File course book dedicates a decent 

amount of attention to it. The fact that it is a textbook published in the UK has both 

advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand, there is the guarantee that the vocabulary 

and grammar used in the course book are up-to-date. On the other hand, it cannot focus on the 

specific problems that Czech students have with English, for instance in terms of 

pronunciation. For the academic year 2010/2011, I have been assigned to teach in an 

elementary course for adult learners. The course takes place twice a week on Tuesdays and 

Thursdays from 5 to 6:30 p.m. and was chosen for my research project.
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3.2. The problematic situation

There were many problematic situations I had to deal with during the first semester, but 

most of them did not require attention for more than a few weeks. However, quite soon after 

the beginning of the course, I started to notice that all of my students had problems with the 

sounds /θ/ and /ð/. We were working on these sounds quite a lot at the turn of the year

because the course book focused on the vocabulary of family members, demonstrative 

pronouns, articles, etc. One student could produce the sounds in isolation but made mistakes 

in longer speech. However, the other students produced completely different sounds, which 

are described in the chapter 1.3. Given the word father /ˈfɑːðə/, some students pronounced it 

ˈfɑːdə, ˈfɑːd͡zə and one student who had been studying German for a long time pronounced 

it ˈfɑːtə. Even though I explained the manner and place of articulation of these sounds, it 

became clear that the students would not master it properly without a systematic training. It 

was around that time that I became acquainted with the methodology of action research and I 

decided to implement an action research project in my classroom.

3.3. The pre-implementation stage of the action research project

While setting the objective of my research, there were various issues to consider. First, I 

had to bear in mind my responsibility as a teacher to work according to the syllabus and 

guarantee the continuity of the courses. For that reason, my research activities could not be 

long, because dwelling on the pronunciation practice too much would hinder other classroom 

activities. Second, it was essential to ask my boss for permission to carry out the research, 

which proved not to be a problem. In fact, my boss expressed a great interest in my research 

and agreed on helping me validate my findings. An example of the letter I wrote to my boss to 

inform her about the research and ask for her permission can be found in the Appendices, p.

36. A signed copy of this letter can be shown on request. Moreover, it would not have been 

possible to start the project without the students’ agreement to be participants in my research. 

At first they were not very excited by the idea of being included in any kind of experiment. 

However, when I explained that the focus of the research is primarily on the teacher and not 

on the students, they gave me their consent. Additionally, I assured them that their names 
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would not be published. As a confirmation of their permission, each of the students signed a 

Letter of permission, an example of which can be found in Appendices on p. 39.

After I received permission, it was necessary to gather more information about the 

methodology of action research. I found all the necessary information in McNiff and 

Whitehead’s book All you need to know about action research (2006). In their work, McNiff 

and Whitehead present a step-by-step guide for implementing an action research project, 

which helped me to organize my thoughts and ideas about my project and dedicate enough 

time to its planning. McNiff and Whitehead introduced a set of questions to help practitioners 

organize their thoughts. I used some of those questions in my research planning, which can be 

seen below.

1) What is my concern? Why am I concerned?

I was concerned about the problematic situation I faced in my classroom. My students 

repeatedly made mistakes in the pronunciation of the English dental fricatives. This fact 

negatively impacted the confidence of some of the students as well as the atmosphere in the 

classroom. It should be in a teacher’s power to address any problematic situation, but I 

perceived myself as unable to do it. Therefore, I began to search for ways to help my students 

improve their pronunciation and, at the same time, to improve my own teaching methods. 

From such a thought it was only a small step to turn the subject of my concern to a research 

question: How do I help my students to improve their pronunciation of the English dental 

fricatives? How do I improve my teaching methods to achieve the goal?

Despite the fact that the Czech phonemic inventory lacks the target sounds, I strongly 

believed it was possible to help my students succeed in producing /θ/ and /ð/.

2) How do I gather evidence to show reasons for my concern?

It was necessary to prove that what I perceived as a problem in the classroom was not

only my own opinion. I discussed the matter of teaching pronunciation with four of my 

colleagues from the language school. All of them are Czech teachers of English with longer 

teaching experience than me. They agreed that the curriculum does not allow much time for 

pronunciation training and though all of them perceive the dental fricatives as difficult sounds 

for Czech learners, they prefer to dedicate their instructional time to deeper practice of 

grammar and vocabulary. After discussing this topic with my colleagues and from my own
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experience as a student of English, I came to the conclusion that teaching the pronunciation of 

the dental fricatives tends to be limited or totally avoided. In order to prove the reasons for my 

concern, I decided to create a diagnostic test – a short text which would be targeted at the 

pronunciation of the dental fricatives. It was meant to be read aloud by every student and 

recorded at the beginning of the research. The analysis of these recordings confirmed my 

initial assumption regarding the production of /θ/ and /ð/. 

3) What do I do about the situation?

I decided to implement my action research project during January and February 2011. 

Due to the fact that I intended to publish the outcomes of my research in the bachelor thesis, 

there was a deadline for the completion of the project and a detailed schedule and lesson 

planning were indispensable. Moreover, it was necessary to take into account that I could not 

spend more than 15 minutes every lesson on the dental fricatives, because longer activities 

would hinder the fulfilment of the course syllabus. Therefore, I decided to create shorter 

activities, which were performed in every lesson (twice a week) with the exception of a two-

week school holiday in February. The following schedule was prepared:

1. Diagnostic test 1– 6.1.2011

2. Action research activities – 11.1.-24.2.2011

3. Diagnostic test 2 – 1.3.2011

4) How do I gather data to support my claims and findings?

It was necessary to think about the evidence I was going to gather so that people would 

not see my claims as simple expressions of my opinion or wishful thinking, but as authentic 

and unbiased statements. I needed to show the evidence of my influence on other people’s

learning. First, I kept a record of my actions in the classroom during the research and 

monitored my students’ progress by writing field notes after every lesson. Second, I made two 

audio recordings of my students’ pronunciation, one before and the other after the research 

implementation. By analyzing these two sets of recordings, I hoped to identify a positive 

influence on my students in terms of the improvement of their pronunciation.

5) How do I check whether any conclusions I come to are reasonably fair and accurate?

I wished to claim that my action research project had a positive effect on my students’ 

learning. My desired achievement was an improved students’ pronunciation of the dental 
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fricatives. However, it was necessary to include at least two critical friends, who helped me 

evaluate the findings of my research, possibly observe some of the activities during the 

lessons and give me feedback. I decided to ask my boss Mgr. Plecháčková and my sister and a 

colleague Zuzana Petrášková to be my critical friends and they agreed. I needed their help 

with the analysis of the diagnostic tests in particular.

3.4. The implementation of the action research project

The action research project was realized by two diagnostic tests and a set of ten 

pronunciation activities targeted at the dental fricatives /θ/ and /ð/. Both diagnostic tests were 

recorded and analyzed by the author of the thesis and two other English teachers from 

LANGFOR Language School, both of whom have extensive teaching experience.

3.4.1. Diagnostic test 1 (6.1.2011)

The action research project started on January 6th 2011 by the recording of the first 

diagnostic test. Mgr. Eva Plecháčková was present for the diagnostic test and was asked to 

complete the Critical Friend’s Handout (see Appendices p. 38). In comparison with the 

Students’ Handout, the Critical Friend’s Handout contained marked /θ/ and /ð/ sounds to help 

the critical friend focus only on the pronunciation of these sounds. The test contained thirty 

words with /θ/ and /ð/ sounds. At this point, the students had not practised the dental fricatives 

before apart from the scattered practice around Christmas. I gave them the instructions to read 

the text at their own pace and loudly enough in order to secure good quality of the recording. 

Afterwards, they read the text one by one. The recordings can be found on the audio CD 

(more information on p. 56). The student’s names have been changed for privacy reasons. 

Another critical friend, Zuzana Petrášková, evaluated each recording later, by listening to the 

CD. I compared these two analyses with my own and came to the following conclusions. 

1) Student 1 – Martin

When I compared the three analyses of Martin’s diagnostic test, it became evident that I 

had been far stricter than my two colleagues. I found seventeen mistakes in his test, whereas

my colleagues found only three altogether. Moreover, on one occasion I did not perceive the 

corrected sound as a mistake. Therefore, my corrections of this test agreed with those of my 
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colleagues in two cases only. The reason why I corrected so many mistakes was the fact that 

Martin pronounced every single /ð/ sound as /d/, which I perceived as wrong. However, my 

colleagues were far more tolerant to this replacement. When I discussed this matter with 

them, they said that they do not feel it as a mistake, because they are used to hearing much 

worse replacements, such as /d͡z/. Martin’s pronunciation of the voiceless /θ/ was correct at all 

instances. 

2) Student 2 – Jarmila

I found eighteen mistakes in Jarmila’s pronunciation test. The most frequent mistake 

was the replacement of /ð/ with the sound /d/, which took place in fourteen cases. In one case 

it was replaced by /d͡z/ in the dogs. Additionally, the sound /s/ was used to replace /θ/ in think, 

month and /ð/ in with. My colleagues were very tolerant to the /ð/-/d/ replacement, as in the 

previous case. They corrected it only once. However, they were far more sensitive to /θ/-/s/ 

and /ð/-/d͡z/ replacements, which they corrected in all cases. My corrections corresponded

with those of my colleagues in five cases out of eighteen.

3) Student 3 – Pavel

Pavel found the pronunciation of the dental fricatives very difficult and challenging. 

He replaced all /θ, ð/ sounds with some other consonants, which meant that he made thirty 

mistakes. All /ð/ sounds were substituted by the voiced alveolar plosive /d/, the word with was 

pronounced as wɪt. In four cases, the voiceless fricative /θ/ was in the word three substituted 

by the labiodental /f/ and he used the voiceless alveolar plosive /t/ for the words theatre,

thousand, thank you and thirty. When I compared mine and my critical friends’ analyses, the 

corrections corresponded in twenty-five cases out of thirty. My colleagues were tolerant to the 

usage of /d/ in brothers, there, then and the dogs, and to /t/ in thousand. It became evident that 

Pavel had never studied the dental fricatives before and therefore had acquired the incorrect 

pronunciation in many words.

4) Student 4 – Pavlína

Pavlína made similar mistakes as Martin. Most of the /ð/ sounds were replaced by /d/, as 

in mother, father, brother, there, etc. The word with was pronounced correctly. The voiceless 

/θ/ was replaced by the labiodental fricative /f/ in three and by the alveolar plosive /t/ in 
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theatre, thousand and thank you. Interestingly enough, she pronounced the word think

correctly while making a mistake in thank you, which brought me to the conclusion that she 

knew the essentials of producing the dental fricatives, but she had never practised it and 

therefore used it in a rather haphazard manner. All in all, I made twenty-three corrections in 

her diagnostic test. When I compared my analysis with those of my colleagues, it agreed in 

thirteen cases. As with Martin’s test, my colleagues were tolerant to some replacements of the 

dental fricatives /θ, ð/ by the alveolar plosives /t, d/, as in father, there, thousand.

5) Student 5 – Karel

Karel was a student with long experience of studying German. This influence became 

apparent in his pronunciation. Like other students, he substituted the dental fricative /ð/ with 

the alveolar plosive /d/ as in mother, father, brother, then, and in the definite article the tree, 

the garden. The word with was pronounced wɪtThe voiceless /θ/ was replaced by /t/ in the 

word month and twice in the word three. In one case, Karel substituted the /θ/ sound by /f/ in 

three. The cluster th was used instead of /ð/ in those and instead of /θ/ in thirty, thank you

and theatre. The last one was pronounced ˈtheɑːtə, which marked a strong influence from 

German. I found twenty-four pronunciation mistakes in Karel’s diagnostic test. Comparing all 

three analyses, I agreed with my critical friends on eighteen cases. My colleagues were 

tolerant to the /ð/-/d/, as in brother, mother, the garden, and to the /θ/-/f/ replacement, as in 

three.

The first diagnostic test proved that my students had problems with the correct 

pronunciation of the English dental fricatives. By comparing my analysis of the test with my 

two critical friends’ analyses, it became evident that both of them perceive this problem 

differently than me, especially considering the /ð/-/d/ replacement. One of the reasons was the 

fact that they did not think it was a big mistake, because it did not prevent the students from 

being understood. Moreover, they perceived it as a “lesser danger” when the students 

pronounced /d/ instead of /ð/ than hearing /s/ instead of /θ/ and /d͡z/ instead of /ð/, which they 

frequently experienced in their own teaching practice. They understood these replacements as 

more serious and corrected them in the diagnostic test.
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3.4.2. Action research activities

When the objective of my research proved to be unbiased, it was necessary to plan a set 

of classroom activities which were focused on the pronunciation of the dental fricatives. I 

decided to create ten activities. Some of them were inspired by pronunciation course books 

and photocopiable materials, some of them were created by me. All of the activities can be 

found in the Appendices with a detailed description of ways to implement each activity in the 

classroom. The order of the activities was chosen deliberately according to their focus and the 

level of difficulty. At first, the attention was on the /ð, θ/ sounds separately and in individual 

words. As the research was heading towards the end, activities practiced the usage of both /θ/ 

and /ð/ in sentences and dialogues.

Activity 1 – 11.1.2011

Due to the need for explaining the theory of producing these sounds and then leaving 

sufficient time for practice, I decided to dedicate about 30 minutes to this activity, which was

longer than the other pronunciation activities were intended to be. The activity materials and a 

brief description of Activity 1 can be found in Appendices on p. 39 - 40. It was necessary to 

bear in mind that most of the students were unacquainted with the articulation of the target 

sounds. In the beginning, I announced that the following activity would focus on the dental 

fricatives. I stuck the pictures of /ð/ and /θ/ on the board and explained that these sounds most 

frequently occur in th  words, such as mother, father, think, Thursday, etc. Additionally, I 

prepared pictures of the vocal tract which clearly illustrated the position of the articulators in 

the act of pronouncing three kinds of fricatives – the dental /θ, ð/, the alveolar /s, z/ and the 

labiodental /f, v/. I handed out the pictures and pointed out the differences between the ways 

of pronouncing /ð/, /d/, /z/ and /θ/, /t/, /s/. I explained that to make the /θ/ sounds correctly, 

students must put the tip of their tongue slightly behind their upper teeth, and breathe out air. 

By adding voice they create the /ð/ sound. At this point, my students started to practice the 

sounds with me. I handed out pocket mirrors for my students to check the position of the tip 

of their tongue. It was necessary to correct them many times and make sure their tongue was 

in the right place. Afterwards, the students trained the sequences /ð/-/z/-/ð/-/z/ and /θ/-/s/-/θ/-
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/s/ in order to become aware of different places of articulation. The last step was the practice 

of few /θ/ words, such as thank you, fourth, Thursday, and /ð/ words, such as mother, father, 

this, they, with. At the end of the first pronunciation activity the students felt very tired, some 

had the feeling of learning to speak for the first time and others were shocked to realize they 

had been pronouncing the th words incorrectly.

Activity 2 – 13.1.2011

Due to the fact that the plan for that class was to study English ordinal numbers, I 

decided to include them in the pronunciation activity, which can be found in Appendices on p.

41. In my opinion, it is vital to focus on the correct pronunciation of /θ/ in ordinal numbers as 

soon as they are studied, otherwise the students learn it wrong and it is very difficult for them 

to change their pronunciation afterwards. As a warm-up, I started the activity by revising the 

theory of producing the dental fricatives and by drilling some words from Activity 1. When I 

felt that the students were confident producing the target sounds, I handed out copies of

Activity 2. This activity was inspired by Ann Baker’s pronunciation course book Tree or 

Three, and it was therefore possible to include a listening exercise to this activity. The 

students listened, repeated and practiced the words in the activity. I made the students ask 

each other “When is your birthday?” and pay special attention to the pronunciation of the 

word birthday. It proved to be wise to insert such a short pronunciation activity after the 

introductory lesson, because the students still had mixed feelings about the dental fricatives 

and this short exercise was not too challenging for them.

Activity 3 – 18.1.2011

Whereas the previous activity focused on the pronunciation of the voiceless /θ/, Activity 

3 studied the /ð/ sound in separate words and in an easy dialogue. Detailed instructions and 

the materials can be found in the Appendices on p. 42 – 43. Similar to the preceding 

pronunciation exercises, this activity started with a warm-up. I showed the students the 

symbol picture for /ð/ and asked them to produce the sound. We practised sequences, as 

described in Activity 1. Additionally, I revised the /θ/ sound in English ordinal numbers by 

asking individual students when their birthday was. As a next step, I gave out the copies of 
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the exercise on p. 45. Students listened (English Pronunciation in Use Elementary) and 

repeated the words while I monitored and checked their pronunciation. I noticed that Pavel 

seemed to struggle with the production of /ð/. Despite my attempts to explain it to him again, 

he wrongly involved other articulators, such as the lower lip. However, I did not want to 

single him out as the one who failed to pronounce /ð/ correctly. As other students seemed to 

handle the activity well, I decided to move to the dialogue practice, which students practiced 

in pairs. When the activity had finished and we moved on to the regular grammar and 

vocabulary activities, the students almost stopped using the dental fricatives in their 

pronunciation at all. They subconsciously thought that when we stopped the pronunciation 

activity, they could stop using the dental fricatives. I explained that it was not the case, 

because once they learnt them, they should be doing their best to use these sounds correctly.

Activity 4 – 20.1.2011

I had the feeling that some students did not perceive the correct pronunciation of the 

dental fricatives as something essential and important for intelligibility of their speech. I 

decided to address the ‘they-will-understand-me-anyway’ attitude in an activity which 

focused on minimal pairs. As in the previous pronunciation activities, we started with a warm-

up to revise what we had studied so far. Then, I handed out the copies of Activity 4, which 

can be found on p. 45. I read the /θ/ words and the students repeated. Then I drew their 

attention to the minimal pairs and pointed out the differences in meaning and the importance 

of correct pronunciation. The same procedure was repeated with /ð/ and then pair work 

practice followed. I noticed that Pavlína had a problem with the correct realization of /θ/ in 

the word-initial position, she tended to pronounce it as /f/. I warned her about it, but she 

seemed embarrassed, so I did not push the matter any further and decided to focus on 

Pavlína’s pronunciation in the following pronunciation activities.

Activity 5 – 27.1.2011

The aim of this activity was a thorough practice of the ordinal numbers. The students 

already knew the ordinal numbers but it was difficult for them to concentrate both on the 

correct grammar and the pronunciation. As a warm-up, I wrote ‘27.1.’ on the board and 
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elicited the question “What’s the date today?”  I paid special attention to the correct 

pronunciation of the question, especially ‘the day’. When the students were saying the date, 

we drilled the correct position of ‘the’ and ‘of’. After sufficient practice I put the students in 

pairs and handed out the copies of Activity 5 (Appendices, p. 47). Students worked in pairs to 

complete the missing dates by asking ‘What’s the date in square…?” while I monitored and 

checked their pronunciation of the dental fricatives. After completing the exercise I wrote the

names of five members of my family on the board and elicited the question “Who’s this?” I 

answered “This is my mother/father/brother/sister/uncle…” As a next step, I wrote the 

people’s birthday next to their names and elicited “When’s your father’s birthday?” I asked 

the students to write five names on a piece of paper and ask in pairs about the people’s 

relation and dates of birth. This activity was more demanding than the previous ones, because 

the students had to use both /θ/ and /ð/ in the whole sentences, but except from Pavlína and 

Pavel, the other students did not seem to have any difficulty with it. I paid special attention to

these two students and corrected their mistakes carefully, in order not to make them feel

frustrated at their slow improvement. Though it required great concentration on their part, 

they seemed to make progress.

Activity 6 – 1.2.2011

This activity was shorter and less challenging than the previous one. The aim was to 

practice the dental fricatives /θ/, /ð/ and an alveolar fricative /s/ in individual words. The 

sound /s/ was chosen deliberately due to the fact that Czech students often substitute the 

voiceless /θ/ with /s/, as the first diagnostic test proved. As a warm-up, we practiced the 

Czech word ‘sysel’, at first normally by using the /s/ and then by using the /θ/ sound. The aim 

was to emphasize the articulatory differences between these two sounds. After Activity 6 

itself was carried out (see the detailed instruction on p. 48), we created tongue twisters from 

the words used in the exercise and the students practiced them at various speeds. Most 

students felt tired after the exercise and claimed it to be very demanding. However, my 

impression from the activity procedure was satisfactory, because the students’ pronunciation

seemed to gradually improve with every implemented activity. 
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Activity 7 – 3.2.2011

The aim of this activity, which can be found in Appendices on p. 50, was to practice the 

dental fricatives in an everyday-language dialogue. In the beginning, I reminded the students

of the fact that the dental fricatives are most commonly realized by the grapheme th. I

asked them to give me examples of words containing this grapheme and divide them into the 

/θ/ and the /ð/ group. As a next step, I gave out copies of the exercise on p. 50 and asked the 

students to find and mark all /θ, ð/ sounds to help them concentrate on the correct 

pronunciation of the target sounds when they were practising the dialogue in pairs. This 

activity helped the students to realize the fact that the dental fricatives are an inseparable part 

of everyday English conversation. The only obstacle I noticed when monitoring my students’ 

pronunciation were the occasions of using the /θ/ sound instead of /s/ or /z/ at word-final 

positions, as in feathers. In other words, the students were so concentrated on the correct 

pronunciation of /θ, ð/ that they were overusing them. I warned them about this and advised 

them to practise the dialogue at a slower pace and fully concentrate on the dental fricatives.

Activity 8 – 8.2.2011

This activity trained students’ awareness of the words containing /θ/ and those 

containing the /ð/ sound. Due to that fact that both these sounds are realized as the th

grapheme, it was necessary for the students to learn which words are typically realized as /θ/ 

and which as /ð/. The description of the exercise on p. 51 provides further information about 

possible follow-up activities, such as tongue twisters. As the research project was heading 

towards its end, I perceived a significant improvement in the students’ pronunciation of the 

target sounds, especially in Karel’s case. However, I continued to recognize certain 

problematic situations in Pavel and Pavlína’s pronunciation. Pavel did not seem to acquire the 

correct pronunciation of the target sounds at all, whereas Pavlína knew the procedure but 

occasionally continued to use /f/ instead of /θ/. 
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Activity 9 – 10.2.2011

The aim of this activity, which can be found in the Appendices on p. 52 – 53, was to 

draw the students’ attention to the minimal pairs again, as it was done in Activity 4. In this 

sentence dictation activity the students examined their capability of being understood. As a 

warm-up, we revised some of the minimal pairs, such as think-sink, three-tree, etc. Then the 

students worked in groups of three to dictate and write down the sentences from the exercise 

on p. 53. I did not expect them to have difficulties with this activity, but some obstacles 

occurred, especially in the minimal pair think-sink. The reason for that might be the fact that 

the incorrect pronunciation of the word think was very deeply rooted and it was hard for the 

students to acquire a new way of pronouncing it. Therefore, I dedicated more time to this 

minimal pair at the end of the activity.

Activity 10 – 22.2.2011

I intended to make the last research activity entertaining and challenging. Therefore, I 

chose the Pronunciation journey. A detailed description of the activity and the materials can 

be found on p. 54 - 55. As a warm-up, I drew two columns on the board and marked them 

with the /θ/ and /ð/ sound. I asked the students to work in two groups and brainstorm as many 

words as possible for each column. After sufficient practice of these individual words, I 

handed out the copies of the exercise on p. 55 and tested my students’ listening skills. As a 

next step, they worked in pairs and tested each other’s pronunciation.

The preceding description of the action research activities shows that the pronunciation 

practice started with separate sounds in Activity 1 and gradually focused on the production of 

longer units of speech up to Activity 10, where the students were able to pronounce the target 

sounds in the whole sentences. Step by step, the students were able to pronounce longer and 

more complicated units.

3.4.3. Diagnostic test 2 (1.3.3.2011)

The second diagnostic test was meant to be done on March 1st, but only two students 

were present. The recordings therefore had to be postponed until the next lesson on March 3rd

2011. The methodology of the diagnostic test was the same as in the first case – I provided the 
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students with the Students’ Handout which can be found in Appendices on p. 38. Students 

read the text one by one at their own pace and loudly enough for me to make a good 

recording.

1) Student 1 – Martin, 3.3.2011

In the first diagnostic test, Martin constantly substituted the dental fricative /ð/ with the 

alveolar plosive /d/. This problem was significantly reduced because, compared to the first 

test where I found seventeen mistakes, Martin made three mistakes in the second diagnostic 

test, only two of which concerned the /ð/-/d/ replacement. It occurred in the definite article the 

tree and the garden. Another mistake was in the word three where /θ/ was replaced by /s/. 

However, my critical friends marked only the tree as wrong and they did not correct the /θ/-/s/ 

replacement. Therefore, my analysis agreed with theirs in one case out of three.

2) Student 2 – Jarmila, 1.3.2011

Compared to eighteen mistakes in the first diagnostic test, Jarmila made only two 

mistakes in the second one. Her problems in the first test were the /ð/-/d/, /ð/-/d͡z/ and /θ/-/s/ 

replacements. In the second test, one mistake concerned the /θ/-/s/ substitution in theatre. The 

second mistake was made in the word there, which was pronounced as here and therefore 

could not be evaluated. My corrections wholly corresponded to my critical friends’ analyses 

because they also corrected the occurrence of the /θ/-/s/ replacement.

3) Student 3 – Pavel, 3.3.2011

Pavel was a student who found the first diagnostic test most challenging. He basically 

made a mistake in every /θ, ð/ sound, replacing it with something else. Some of his mistakes 

occurred in the second test as well, such as /ð/-/d/ substitution in there, they, the tree. The 

voiced dental fricative /ð/ was replaced by /t/ in with, the voiceless /θ/ was replaced by /t/ in 

theatre and by /f/ in three. In the second test, Pavel used /f/ in thank you, whereas he used /t/ 

in the first test. However, Pavel’s progress can be evaluated as an improvement, because 

compared to thirty mistakes in the first test, he made only eleven in the second one. My 

critical friends’ evaluation agreed with mine in seven cases. On the other hand, Pavel would 

definitely need further practice of the target sounds, because he still seemed to have problems 

with the process of producing the dental fricatives correctly.
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4) Student 4 – Pavlína, 3.3.2011

There were twenty-three mistakes in Pavlína’s first test, compared to ten mistakes in the 

second one, which can be considered an improvement. The most noticable problems in the 

first test were the /ð/-/d/ replacements, which occurred in the second test as well in the words 

mother, brother, those, then. Another problem was the /θ/-/f/ substitution, which occurred in 

the words three and thirty in the second test. Even though Pavlína’s pronunciation of the 

dental fricatives was much better, I am sure that more remarkable improvement could have 

been perceived after longer practice of the target sounds. My critical friends agreed with my 

analysis in six cases.

5) Student 5 – Karel, 1.3.2011

Karel’s pronunciation exhibited the greatest improvement out of all students. Out of 

twenty-four mistakes in the first test, he made only two in the second. At the beginning of the 

research, I found his /ð/-/d/, /θ/-/th/ and /θ/-/f/ replacements as the most problematic. In the 

second diagnostic test, Karel succeeded in reducing them all to one /θ/-/t/ substitution in the 

word three and one /ð/-/d/ substitution in mother. My critical friends actually corrected only 

the first mistake and were tolerant to /d/ in mother.

3.5. Research outcomes

When we compare the results of both diagnostic tests, it is evident that the students’ 

pronunciation has significantly improved. The number of mistakes was greatly reduced, even 

though they were not eliminated entirely. Table 1 shows the comparison between mistakes 

made in the first and the second test. The percentage refers to the number of pronunciation 

mistakes. The maximum number of mistakes was 30 (100 %). As can be seen from the table,

the student with the lowest improvement was Pavlína, who was so used to replace /ð/ with /d/ 

and /θ/ with /f/ that she found it difficult to acquire the correct pronunciation of the dental 

fricatives. However, her pronunciation was better in thirteen cases (43.4 %), therefore her 

improvement can still be considered a success. Jarmila managed to eliminate her usage of /s/ 

instead of /θ/ entirely. Martin significantly reduced the /ð/-/d/ replacement. Pavel reduced the 

cases of /ð/-/d/ and /θ/-/t/ replacements. Karel improved his pronunciation of the dental 

fricatives in twenty-two cases (73.3 %), which proves the most remarkable changes of all 
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students. He significantly reduced the number of /ð/-/d/ and /θ/-/t/ replacements. It would be 

beneficial especially to Pavel and Pavlína if the research had been longer, because, despite 

certain improvement, they continued to substitute the dental fricatives with /t/, /f/ and /d/.

Student Mistakes - Test 1 Mistakes - Test 2 Improvement

Martin 17 (56.7 %) 3 (10 %) 14 (46.7 %)

Jarmila 18 (60 %) 2 (6.7 %) 16 (53.3 %)

Pavel 30 (100 %) 11 (36.7 %) 19 (63.3 %)

Pavlína 23 (76.7 %) 10 (33.3 %) 13 (43.4 %)

Karel 24 (80 %) 2 (6.7 %) 22 (73.3 %)

Table 1 Comparison between the number of mistakes in the Diagnostic tests 1 and 2

4. Conclusion

This thesis presented an action research project focused on the teaching of the English 

dental fricatives to Czech adult EFL students, which was implemented in LANGFOR 

Language School during January and February 2011. The theoretical part of the thesis studied

the articulation of the dental fricatives and their usage in standard and other selected English 

accents. Moreover, the teaching of English pronunciation in the Czech environment was

discussed. These issues formed the theoretical background for the action research project 

which was introduced in the practical part of the thesis. After reflecting upon her teaching 

practice, the author defined the problematic situation, which proved to be the inability of her 

Czech students of English to produce the English dental fricatives /θ/ and /ð/. As an evidence 

for the reasons of her concern, the author created the diagnostic test and made audio 

recordings of her students’ pronunciation. Through evaluation of the test by the author and

her two critical friends, her concern proved to be unbiased. The author implemented a set of 

ten pronunciation activities in the classroom and systematically reflected upon her 

pronunciation teaching by studying her students’ progress. The second diagnostic test was 
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made at the end of the research and authenticated again by the critical friends’ analyses. It 

showed a great deal of improvement in the students’ pronunciation of the target sounds. The 

author was able to influence her students’ learning and help them improve their pronunciation 

of the dental fricatives during two months. 

5. Suggestions and recommendations

One of the aims of the thesis is to inspire other teachers and teacher-trainers to 

implement action research in their practice as a method of professional development. The 

author believes that most problematic situations can be dealt with by a systematic analysis and 

reflection of the teaching practice. Action research proves to be a very suitable method for 

handling problematic situations in the teaching practice because it is beneficial both for the 

students, who can improve their skills, and the practitioners, who improve their teaching 

methodology. The author’s personal action research project was focused on an issue 

frequently abandoned by Czech teachers of English – the pronunciation teaching of the 

English dental fricatives. The research outcomes proved that Czech students of English are 

able to improve their pronunciation of /θ/ and /ð/ in a relatively short time. Therefore, the 

author wishes to encourage other practitioners to focus on these elements in their 

pronunciation teaching and gives her full consent to the usage of the photocopiable materials 

found in the Appendices. 
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APPENDICES

Letter of permission for the manager of the courses

Dear Ms Plecháčková

I am undertaking an action research project about how I can help Czech students to 

improve their pronunciation of the English dental fricatives /ð/ and /θ/. I am asking you for 

your permission to implement this research, as previously agreed, in an elementary English 

course which I am currently teaching. The aim of the research is to find ways how to help 

teachers in their teaching practice, therefore the focus of the research is on the teacher, not 

on students. The research in the classroom will take place during January and February 

2011. I will be making audio recordings of certain parts of the lessons during my research.

I promise the following:

 The students’ identity will be protected and they will not be named at any stage of the 

research.

 The research will not interrupt or hinder the process of teaching English during the 

elementary course in LANGFOR Language School.

Věra Pospíšilová

In……………… Date ……………… Signature…………………

I hereby give permission to Věra Pospíšilová to undertake her research in the elementary 

English course in LANGFOR Language School and to make audio recordings of the 

lessons during her research.

Eva Plecháčková

Manager of English Courses

LANGFOR Language School

In………………… Date……………… Signature………………
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Letter of permission for the student
Dear student

I am undertaking an action research project about how I can help Czech students to improve their 

pronunciation of the English dental fricatives /ð/ and /θ/. I am asking you for your permission to be 

a participant in my research. The aim of the research is to find ways how to help teachers in their 

teaching practice, therefore the focus of the research is on the teacher, not on students. The research 

will take place during January and February 2011 in your English classes in LANGFOR Language 

School. During the research I will make audio recordings of certain parts of the lessons.

I promise the following:

 Your identity will be protected and you will not be named at any stage of the research.

 The research will not interrupt or postpone teaching of English during your English course in

LANGFOR Language School.

Žádost o povolení k uskutečnění výzkumu ve Vašem kurzu angličtiny

Vážený studente,

zpracovávám projekt, který si klade otázku, jak mohu jako učitel pomoci českým studentům

angličtiny s jejich problémy ve výslovnosti anglických dentálních frikativ /ð/ a /θ/. Součástí tohoto 

projektu je i výzkum v praxi. Tímto Vás žádám o svolení začlenit Vás do tohoto výzkumu. Cílem 

projektu je zjistit, jak pomoci učitelům angličtiny v jejich učitelské praxi. Zkoumán je tedy učitel, 

ne studenti. Výzkum bude probíhat v lednu a únoru roku 2011 ve Vašem kurzu angličtiny 

v jazykové škole LANGFOR. Součástí výzkumu je i pořizování audio nahrávek určitých částí 

hodin.

Zavazuji se k následujícímu:

 Vaše totožnost zůstane utajena a Vaše jméno nebude zmíněno v žádné části výzkumu.

 Výzkum žádným způsobem nenaruší ani nepozdrží výuku angličtiny ve Vašem kurzu 

v jazykové škole LANGFOR.

In/V………………… Date/Dne ………………

Věra Pospíšilová Signature/Podpis…………………

I hereby give permission to Věra Pospíšilová to undertake her research in the English course 

which I attend in LANGFOR Language School and to make audio recordings of the lessons 

during her research.

Tímto dávám svolení Věře Pospíšilové k uskutečnění jejího výzkumu v kurzu angličtiny, kterého 

se účastním v jazykové škole LANGFOR a k pořizování audio záznamů v tomto kurzu po dobu 

trvání výzkumu.

Signature/Podpis……………………… Date/Datum ………………
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Diagnostic tests

Student’s Handout

Read the following text.

My mother is thirty-four and my father is fifty-three. I have two brothers. My mother 

likes going to the theatre every month, but my father doesn’t like going with her. It’s a 

nice theatre. Three thousand people can sit there.  My brother has three dogs. I like the 

little one. I think those big ones are dangerous, but they always want to play with me. 

Sometimes, when they are all three, I have to run away up on the tree in the garden. 

Then my brother comes and tells the dogs to go away. Then I say: “Thank you.”

Critical Friend’s Handout

Listen to the pronunciation of dental fricatives /ð/ and/θ/. Mark them () if 

pronounced correctly, () if wrong, or pronounced like /s/, /f/, /dz/, /d/, /t/, etc., or 

omitted.

Student number_______

My mother is thirty-four and my father is fifty-three. I have two brothers. My mother likes going 

          /ð/       /θ/                        /ð/               /θ/                  /ð/                 /ð/       

to the theatre every month, but my father doesn’t like going with her. It’s a nice theatre. Three 

    /ð/ /θ/        /θ/   /ð/                          /ð/   /θ/          /θ/

thousand people can sit there.  My brother has three dogs. I like the little one. I think those big 

/θ/       /ð/              ð/          /θ/             /ð/                    /θ/     /ð/       

ones are dangerous, but they always want to play with me. Sometimes, when they are all three, I 

       /ð/          /ð/        /ð/               /θ/

have to run away up on the tree in the garden. Then my brother comes and tells the dogs to go 

                 /ð/             /ð/               /ð/                /ð/       

away. Then I say: “Thank you.”

/ð/          /θ/
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Activity 1 – Introduction to the dental fricatives 11.1.2011

Objective: To understand how English dental fricatives are produced, what happens in the vocal 

tract and to learn how to produce these sounds.

Level: any

Time: 20-30 minutes

Material and preparation:

 a copy of vocal tract picture for every student (Figure 1.1.)

 several cut-out copies of dental fricatives, enlarged if necessary (Figure 1.2.)

 a whiteboard and magnets

 pocket mirrors (one per pair of students)

Copy and cut out one picture of the vocal tract per student. Copy and cut out enough pictures of 

dental fricatives to demonstrate the pronunciation of certain words on the whiteboard, using 

markers and magnets. 

How to carry out the activity:

Announce in the class that you are going to focus on the English dental fricatives. At this time, 

you can stick two pictures of /θ/ and /ð/ symbols on the whiteboard with magnets. Give examples 

of words which students already know and where these sounds occur, e.g. ‘thanks’, ‘mother’, 

‘this’, ‘Thursday’, etc. Explain that English words containing th  are in most cases pronounced 

as dental fricatives and stick pictures of /θ/ and /ð/ in the correct position below the grapheme. At 

this point you can distribute the pictures demonstrating the position of the vocal tract to show 

your students the differences which occur in their mouths when producing dental fricatives /θ/, 

/ð/ compared with labiodental /f/, /v/ and alveolar /s/, /z/. Make sure that students understand the 

difference between the position of their mouth and tongue when producing these sounds. Explain 

that to produce voiceless /θ/ they have to place the tip of their tongue behind the upper teeth and 

slightly breathe out the air. The only difference when producing voiced /ð/ is the addition of 

voice. They can place their fingers on their throats to feel the vibration of the vocal cords. When 

they are able to produce single /θ/ and /ð/, you can start producing sequences, such as /θ/θ/θ/θ/-

/s/s/s/s/-/θ/θ/θ/θ/-/s/s/s/s/. You can do the same with /θ//f/, /ð//z/, /ð//v/. You can provide 

them with mirrors, so that they can check the position of their vocal tract. At this time, you can 

start producing single words. It is advisable to practice longer constructions later, because 

students are probably a little bit tired at this point.

Suggested words for practice: /θ/: thank you, Thursday, three, fourth, myth

/ð/: the, this, they, mother, father, weather, with

For teachers of Czech students:

Comparison between /s/ and /θ/ while using the word ‘sysel’. Firstly, students pronounce it 

normally and then replace /s/ with /θ/, / θɪθel/. Students usually find this very funny.
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PHOTOCOPIABLE

Activity 1 – Materials

Figure 1.1. Position of the vocal tract during the production of three types of the English 

fricatives (Source: Mannel, 2011)

Figure 1.2. Dental fricatives – phonetic symbols
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Activity 2 – Dental fricative /θ/ in ordinal numbers 13.1.2011

Objective: To practise the voiceless /θ/ through the expression of ordinal numbers in English. 

It is highly recommended to focus on the correct pronunciation of th in ordinal 

numbers as soon as they are studied because students tend to mispronounce them

and it is more demanding for them to correct their learnt pronunciation later.

Level: Elementary

Time: 10-15 minutes

Source: This activity was inspired by Ann Baker’s Tree or Three (see Bibliography for the 

exact reference). It is therefore possible to add a listening exercise to this activity. 

Material and preparation: 

 a cut-out copy of the exercise per student

 a copy of the /θ/ symbol picture (Activity 1)

 Tree and Three audio recordings, CD A, track A24 (optional)

How to carry out the activity:

As a warm-up, revise the theory and practice of producing the dental fricatives and show your 

students the symbol corresponding to the voiceless dental fricative /θ/. Drill some words from 

Activity 1. When you are sure that students know how to make the sound, give each student a 

copy of the exercise below and let them read the task. In case you have the recording, play it, 

otherwise you can read the words yourself. Students listen and tick the words they hear. Then 

they check their answers in pairs. Additionally, students work in pairs to practise these words.

Student A chooses words to read and students B points at them as they are read. Then they 

swap the roles.

Activity 2 – Materials

Task: Look at the pairs of words. Tick () the words you hear.

(Optional listening: Tree or Three CD A, Track A24)

a) seven  seventh 

b) three  third 

c) five  fifth 

d) eight  eighth 

e) ten  tenth 

Work in pairs and practise these words.       PHOTOCOPIABLE
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Activity 3 – Dental fricative /ð/ in frequent English words 18.1.2011

Objective: To practise the voiced /ð/ sound through everyday English words. This activity 

is similar to Activity 2, targeted at the practice of one dental fricative only. At 

this point, students are able to create a separate /ð/ sound. As a follow up, there 

is a short dialogue where students are supposed to link words containing /ð/ to 

sentences. Due to the fact that it is the first training of the production of whole 

sentences, students might find it a bit challenging. Strong support and patience 

from the teacher are therefore crucial.

Level: Elementary

Time: 10-15 minutes

Source: This activity was inspired by Jonathan Marks’ English Pronunciation in Use 

Elementary (see Bibliography for the exact reference). The activity can be 

found on the English Pronunciation in Use Elementary audio CD part B. It is 

recommended to use the listening, especially when the teacher is not a native 

English speaker.

Material and preparation:

 a cut-out copy of the exercise per student

 a cut-out copy of the /ð/ symbol picture (Activity 1)

 English Pronunciation in Use Elementary audio recordings, CD B, tracks B15c 

and B15d (optional).

How to carry out the activity:

As a warm-up, revise how to produce the voiced dental fricative /ð/ using the 

corresponding symbol and drill the sound in some words (examples could be found in the 

Activity 1 hand-out). Provide each student with a copy of the exercise below. Let the 

students focus on Task 1. You can either play the recording (recommended) or read the 

words yourself. Students listen and repeat. After sufficient practice, focus on Task 2. Play 

the recording or read the dialogues, students listen and repeat. Finally, they practice the 

dialogue in pairs. At this point, students should be able to produce /ð/ correctly both 

separately and in sentences.

Optional follow-up:

Put students in pairs and instruct them to make a similar short dialogue as in Task 2 and 

write it on a separate piece of paper. They should try to include as many /ð/ sounds as 

possible, such as: ‘Are these people your mother and father?’ ‘No, my mother and father 

are over there’, etc. They can include some /θ/ sounds from previous activities as well, but 

check the pronunciation so that students do not mix these sounds together. When they 

finish, they can exchange their sentences with another pair and practice the new dialogues.
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Activity 3 – Material

(Source: Marks, Jonathan. English Pronunciation in Use Elementary. CUP 2007.)

Track B15c, B15d

Task 1. Listen and say these words. Concentrate on the correct pronunciation of /ð/.

this that these those then they father mother brother

other together weather without breathe with

Task 2. Listen and say these sentences. Then practise the dialogue in pairs.

a) A: Can I have one of those, please? b) A: Two coffees, please.

B: These? B: With milk?

A: No, the others, over there. A: One with, and one without.

   PHOTOCOPIABLE
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Activity 4 – Emphasize on the correct pronunciation of  /ð/ and /θ/

20.1.2011

Objective: To become aware of the high probability of miscommunication in case of bad 

pronunciation of the English dental fricatives /ð/ and /θ/. So far, some students 

might have understood the correct pronunciation of /ð/ and /θ/ to be of minor 

importance. However, this activity shows them that even a small

mispronunciation may cause problems in communication. This activity is 

directly targeted at Czech students, and provides the Czech translation of the

key words so that they can easily understand the differences in meaning. The 

aim is to practise /θ/ and /ð/ in the word-initial position especially.

Level: Elementary

Time: 20-30 minutes

Materials and preparation:

 a cut out copy of the exercises for every student

How to carry out the activity:

Optional warm-up: Practise how to make /θ/ and /ð/, you can use the suggested phrases 

from Activity 1. Hand out the copies and let the students focus on Task 1. Read out the 

words and students repeat. Put them in pairs and let them practise the words again. 

Monitor the pronunciation and correct where necessary. Then focus on minimal pairs and 

point out the differences between the words, such as think and sink. After sufficient 

practise of these words, read out the sentences in Task 2 and let your students repeat them. 

Put them in pairs again. One student reads a sentence, choosing either the one containing 

/θ/ or the one without and the second student must point at the word used in the sentence. 

Repeat the same with Task 3 and 4.
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Activity 4 - Materials

Task 1.: Practise the words below. Pay special attention to the correct pronunciation of /θ/.

think three thirty-three third thank you thirsty Thursday thousand

three thousand birthday fourth

WATCH OUT!!! think (myslet) x sink (potápět se)

thanks (díky) x tanks (tanky)

three (3) x tree (strom) x free (zadarmo, volno)  

thin (hubený) x Finn (Fin) x sin (hřích)

Task 2.: Practice saying these sentences.

a) I always think/sink in summer.

b) Send tanks/thanks.

c) Give me three/free books.

d) He’s a thin Finn. It’s a sin.

Task 3.: Practise the words below. Pay special attention to the correct pronunciation of /ð/.

father mother brother this that these those they that

WATCH OUT!!! day (den) x  they (oni, ony)

dad (táta) x that (tamto)

doze (zdřímnout si) x those (tamti, tamty)

.

Task 4.: Practise saying these sentences.

a) The days come. / They come.

b) Dad/That is perfect.

c) I like those. / I like a doze.    PHOTOCOPIABLE
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Activity 5 – Practise of /θ/ in word-final position 27.1.2011

Objective: In this activity, the students practise the production of the dental fricatives by 

saying the ordinal numbers in English. Where the preceding activities mainly 

focused on /θ, ð/ in word-initial or word-final positions, this exercise pays

special attention to the word-final position. It is advisable to do this 

pronunciation exercise in the same lesson where English ordinal numbers are 

first introduced. By doing so, your students become aware of the pronunciation 

rules and there is no danger that they would acquire incorrect pronunciation.

Source: Watcyn-Jones, Peter, and Deirdre Howad-Williams. Grammar Games and 

Activities Book 1. Edinburgh: Pearson Education Limited, 2001. p. 46.

Level: Elementary

Time: 15 minutes

Materials and preparation:

 a cut-out copy for each pair of students

How to carry out the activity:

This activity should be preceded by sufficient practice of English ordinal numbers, for 

example by asking and answering the questions “What’s the date today? When is your 

birthday?” Point out the usage of /ð/ in the first question and /ð/ in the second question in 

the word birthday. When you feel that students are aware of the need to pronounce /θ/ at 

the end of the number, you can put them in pairs and hand out the copies. The task is to 

complete the missing numbers by asking “What’s the date in square…?” and answering 

“It’s the (fourth)”. Monitor and correct the pronunciation where needed.

Optional follow-up:

At this point, students will be able to pronounce English ordinal numbers correctly and 

will also be familiar with the vocabulary of the family members. These two pieces of 

knowledge can be practiced in the following activity: Write five names of your family 

members on the board and prompt students to ask you: “Who is this?”. You answer “This 

is my mother/father/brother…”. At this point, write the date of birth below one of your 

family members and prompt your students to ask “When is your mother’s/father’s… 

birthday?” As the next step, students can repeat this activity in pairs or small groups by 

speaking about their relatives.
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Activity 5 - Materials
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Activity 6 – Distinguishing words containing /ð, θ/ and /s/ 1.2.2011

Objective: To practice the dental fricatives /θ, ð/ and the alveolar fricative /s/ in separate 

words in a small-group matching game. So far, students practised /θ/ and /ð/ 

separately. In this quick exercise students concentrate on distinguishing 

between the words containing /θ/, /ð/ and the words containing /s/. The sound 

/s/ is chosen deliberately, because Czech students very often substitute the 

dental fricative /θ/ with the alveolar /s/. 

Source: This exercise was inspired by the activity ‘Shopping for sounds’ in Primary 

Pronunciation Box (see Bibliography for the exact reference). Slight changes 

were made to the original.

Level: Elementary

Time: 10-15 minutes

Materials and preparation:

 a pile of cut-out cards for a group of three students

How to carry out the activity:

Revise and practice the production of /θ, ð/ and emphasize the difference between those 

and the alveolar /s/. You can demonstrate it by practicing the Czech word ‘sysel’ (see 

Activity 1 for a detailed description). Put students into groups of three. Give each player a 

shopping basket card. They should shuffle the rest of the cards and spread them out on the 

table. The players then take turns to turn over a card. If the target sound in the word 

matches the one on their shopping basket card, they can keep it and turn over another card. 

If the sound does not match the one on their shopping basket, they have to turn the card 

face down after everybody has had a chance to see it. The next player continues in the 

same way. Monitor and correct the pronunciation where necessary. The winner of the 

game is the student who first collects all their five words. After every group has a winner, 

you can practice the words containing /θ, ð/ together. Invent some tongue twisters, such as 

‘I think he was thirsty on my birthday’, or ‘My mother doesn’t like this weather’. Drill the 

correct pronunciation of the target sounds.



Activity 6 – Distinguishing words containing /ð/, /θ/ and /s/ 1.2.2011

49

PHOTOCOPIABLE

Activity 6 – Materials: Shopping for sounds

weather birthday mouse

they thirsty worse

this three bus

mother thin tanks

them think famous
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In the clothes shop

Task: Mark all /ð/ and /θ/ sounds and then practice the dialog.

A: I want to buy this hat in the window.

B: There are three hats together. Do you want the one with the feathers?

A: No, the other one.

B: The small one for thirteen dollars?

A: No, that one over there. The leather one.

B: OK, but we don’t take anything out of the window until three o’clock on 

Thursday.

Activity 7 – Practising a dialogue with /ð/ and /θ/ 3.2.2011

Objective: To practice the dental fricatives /θ, ð/ in a dialogue. The previous activities 

concentrated mostly on the production of separate sounds. This activity 

focuses on combining both target sounds in an everyday-language dialogue.

Source: This activity was inspired by an exercise found in Baker and Goldstein’s 

Pronunciation Pairs (see Bibliography for an exact reference).

Level: Elementary

Time: 10 – 15 minutes

Materials and preparation:

 a cut-out copy of the activity ‘At the clothes shop’ for every student

 crayons

How to carry out the activity:

As a warm up, revise how to make /θ/ and /ð, you can do the sequences from Activity 1. 

Remind the students that the dental fricatives mostly occur as th in writing. Then ask 

your students to give you examples of words containing /θ/ and /ð/. Write them on the 

board and drill the pronunciation. When you feel that students know how to make these 

sounds, hand out the copies and focus on the task. Students work in pairs and mark all the 

/θ/ words in one colour and /ð/ in another colour. Meanwhile, draw two columns on the 

board and write /θ/ words to one and /ð/ to another. When students finish they look at the 

board and check their answers. Drill the pronunciation of the words. Then students 

practice the dialogue in pairs. Monitor and correct the pronunciation where necessary.

Activity 7 - Materials

   PHOTOCOPIABLE
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Task:

Look at these words. Do they contain /ð/ or /θ/? Put them to a correct column.

this three there the thing feathers anything those Thursday

leather think that thirsty these without

/ð/ /θ/

Activity 8 – Distinguishing between /ð/ and /θ/ 8.2.2011

Objective: To revise the production of /θ/ and /ð/ sounds and distinguish between them. 

Activity 7 was targeted at the correct distinction between words containing /θ/ 

and words containing /ð/. In this activity, the training of distinguishing 

between these two sounds is expanded.

Level: Elementary

Time: 10 minutes

Materials and preparation:

 a cut-out Activity 8 exercise for every student

How to carry out the activity:

Revise the production of /θ, ð/ by drilling a few words. Then hand out the copies of 

Activity 8 and let students focus on the task. In pairs, they pronounce each word and put it 

in the correct column. Check answers and drill the pronunciation. Ask the students to work 

in small groups and add some words to each column. As a follow up, combine the words 

from each column to a phrase, such as ‘this Thursday’, ‘three feathers’ etc. To give your 

students an extra challenge, you can invent some tongue twisters for additional practice, 

such as ‘I’ll do three things this Thursday’, or they can work in pairs to invent some 

tongue twisters themselves. They write their tongue twister on a piece of paper and give it 

to another pair, who tries to pronounce it.

Activity 8 - Materials

   PHOTOCOPIABLE
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Activity 9 – Sentence dictation 10.2.2011

Objectve: To increase students’ awareness of the minimal pairs (see Activity 4) and the

probability of miscommunication if they pronounce /θ/ and /ð/ incorrectly. In

the previous activities, attention was paid mostly to the pronunciation of the 

target sounds in isolation.  Activity 7 focuses on an everyday-life situation 

where the danger of unintelligibility is imminent. The focal point of this 

activity is a dictation of sentences where even a slight carelessness in the 

pronunciation of /θ, ð/ changes the meaning of the sentence.

Level: Elementary and higher.

Time: 10 – 15 minutes

Materials and preparation:

 a cut-out copy of materials on page for each group of three students

How to carry out the activity:

It is suggested to do this activity in groups of three students. However, it can be carried out 

as a whole class activity, or in pairs, depending on the number of students in the class. As 

a warm up, write the minimal pairs, such as thinksink, thinFinn, thirtydirty on the 

board and emphasize the difference. Drill the pronunciation. Then put students in groups 

of three and hand out the copies of Activity 9. Tell the students not to show their sentences 

to each other. Students will need a piece of paper and a pen. They take turns in dictating 

their sentences to each other, while the other two students write them down. Then they 

check their answers by showing the hand-outs to each other. As a follow up, they can 

invent their own sentences containing /θ, ð/ sounds and dictate them to the others.
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PHOTOCOPIABLE

I LIKE THINKING.

WE’RE SINKING.

MY FATHER IS THIN.

MY MOTHER IS THIRTY.

HE’S A FINN.

Activity 9 - Materials

Student A

MY BROTHER IS DIRTY.

Student B

Student C



54

Activity 10 – Pronunciation journey 22.2.2011

Objective: To practice the perception and production of the English dental fricatives /θ, ð/ 

in a game. At this point, students are able to produce the target sounds both 

separately and in sentences. This game is an entertaining way of practicing 

their perceptive skills.

Source: This activity can be found in Pronunciation Games (see Bibliography for the 

exact reference).

Level: Elementary and above

Time: 15 – 20 minutes

Materials and preparation:

 a copy of the activity on p. 55 for every student

How to carry out the activity:

As a warm-up, put students in pairs or small groups. Draw two columns on the board, one

marked with /θ/ and the other with /ð/ sound. Set a time limit for students to brainstorm as 

many words as they can for each column. Check it by writing the words in the columns as 

students call them out. As the next step, you can invent tongue-twisters using the words 

from both columns, such as ‘this Thursday’, ‘think about that’, ‘think about that thing’, 

etc. You can combine the /θ, ð/ words with some other sounds, such as ‘three trees’, ‘those 

dogs’, etc., and write them on the board. Starting slowly, correct and drill the 

pronunciation. When you feel that your students are confident, increase the speed of the 

tongue twisters.

At this point, students are ready for the activity itself. Focus your students’ attention on the 

board as you write /θ/ and /ð/. Deal out the copies of Activity 10. Explain that this is 

a pronunciation journey where everybody needs to finish in the same city. You are going 

to read out sentences. If your students hear a sentence with /θ/, they should turn left, it they 

hear /ð/, they should turn right. If they don’t hear any of these sounds, they should remain 

on the spot and not move anywhere. You will need at least four sentences for every round.

Example sentences: 

Round 1: I’m thirsty. Round 2: He’s the man who works as a teacher.

He’s a Finn. I go swimming on Thursday.

Give me that, please. I like tea without sugar.

There are many trees. Tomorrow is a free day.

I don’t think he likes coffee. Do you want anything else?

(Cape Town) (Miami)

Optional follow-up: Students work in pairs or small groups and make up their own 

sentences to do this activity.
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Diagnostic tests – Audio CD

The audio CD is an inseparable part of the thesis. It presents two sets of recordings 

of the diagnostic tests that have been made while implementing the action research 

project. The text which was created to serve as the diagnostic test can be found in the 

Appendices on p. 38. The process of making the recordings was in both cases the same. I 

provided students with a copy of the student’s handout and then they read it one by one 

while I was recording their reading. The first recording was made on January 6th 2011, the 

second one on March 1st and March 3rd 2011. There were five students participating in the 

research, which gives a total amount of ten recordings. When transforming the recording 

to MP3 audio files, I decided that the organization of the audio tracks would be as follows: 

Track Students’ name, the number of the test Date recorded

Track 1 Martin   1 6.1.2011

Track 2 Martin   2 3.3.2011

Track 3 Jarmila  1 6.1.2011

Track 4 Jarmila  2 1.3.2011

Track 5 Pavel     1 6.1.2011

Track 6 Pavel     2 3.3.2011

Track 7 Pavlína  1 6.1.2011

Track 8 Pavlína  2 3.3.2011

Track 9 Karel     1 6.1.2011

Track 10 Karel     2 1.3.2011

The reason for such an organization of the tracks was the possibility to compare the 

students’ pronunciation of the dental fricatives at the beginning and at the end of the 

research and to evaluate their progress.
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