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Abstract 

 This thesis examines the vocalic systems of English and French. In the theoretical part 

the quality and quantity of English and French vowels are described and compared. In 

addition, different grapheme-to-phoneme correspondences are shown. The practical part 

presents a comprehensive analysis of sound material obtained from twelve French native 

speakers who recorded several lists of carefully selected English words. The aim is to identify 

the most common pronunciation mistakes which might contribute to the perception of French 

accent and to understand their occurrence on the basis of the previously made comparison. 

The results indicate a variety of mistakes partly caused by a complicated English grapheme-

to-phoneme correspondence, partly by the influence of different correspondences in French 

and also by the existence of common lexis in both languages. All the data are supported with 

graphs. 

Key words: English and French vocalic system, vowel quality and quantity, graphemes, 

comparative analysis   

Shrnutí 

 Tato práce zkoumá vokalické systémy anglického a francouzského jazyka. Teoretická 

část se zabývá popisem a srovnáním kvality a kvantity anglických a francouzských vokálů a 

také jejich grafickými korespondencemi. V praktické části je prezentována komplexní analýza 

nahrávek dvanácti francouzských mluvčích, kteří nahráli seznam pečlivě vybraných 

anglických slov. Cílem práce je identifikovat nejběžnější chyby ve výslovnosti vokálů, které 

mohou přispět k vnímání francouzského přízvuku a pochopit jejich výskyt na bázi předchozí 

komparace. Výsledky ukazují rozličnost chyb zapříčiněných částečně komplikovanou 

graficko-fonémickou korespondencí v angličtině, částečně rozdílnými korespondencemi 

francouzštiny a částečně existencí velkého množství společné slovní zásoby obou jazyků. 

Všechna získaná data jsou zanesena v grafech. 

Klí čová slova: anglický a francouzský vokalický systém, kvalita a kvantita samohlásek, 

grafémy, komparativní analýza 
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Introduction  

 Černý says that English and French are two different languages. Both languages are 

more or less analytical Indo-European languages, but English is a Germanic language and 

French is a Romanic language (50-60). Why should we then compare them? David Burnley 

suggests an answer when saying that during the history “French influence upon the grammar 

and phonology of English was of a relatively little importance, but the impact of the language 

upon the lexis was prolonged, varied and ultimately enormous” (423). He adds that “influence 

of French upon English is more complex than that of the Scandinavian languages, since in 

addition to the early oral contact between the two languages, there is a prolonged history in 

which French influenced English as a technical written language” (426).This proves that the 

influence of the French language on English was massive. Both languages have a 

considerable amount of lexis in common. However it is not exactly the lexical part of the 

language that is the subject of the thesis. This work brings phonetic and phonological 

comparison of English and French vocalic systems into focus. In doing so, we will observe 

how the pronunciation of vowels differs in both languages as well as the major problems that 

a French speaker can have when pronouncing the English words often present in his or her 

mother tongue. 

 “Most people have encountered the struggle that takes place as a child is learning to 

read. A major feature of this task is that words and letters are ´sounded out´. It is as if reading 

is possible only if the symbols are heard – reading by ears. One theory of reading therefore 

argues that a phonic or phonological step is an essential feature of the process – a theory of 

phonic meditation. The view implies that reading is a serial or linear process taking place 

letter-by-letter, with larger units gradually being built up. The alternative view argues that 

there is a direct relationship between the graphology and the semantics, and that a 

phonological bridge is unnecessary. The fact that different sounds are written identically, and 

different letters can have the same pronunciation, complicates a phonological view. Also, 

some orthographic rules seem totally unrelated to the phonology, e.g. skr- is acceptable in 

English speech, but does not occur in normal writing” (Crystal, 123-125). “Soon after 

learning to read, children use the written medium as a means of extending their spoken 

vocabulary – as indeed do many adults. Some words may be known only in written form. 

Loan words may come into a spoken language through the written medium. Sometimes the 

whole of a language may be known only from writing (as with Latin or certain cases of 

foreign language learning). And an old written language can be the source of a modern 
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spoken one (as in Hebrew). Writing systems may derive from speech, in a historical sense, but 

in modern society the dependence is mutual” (Crystal, 151).  

 The aim of the thesis is to find out what difficulties are posed to a French speaker 

when speaking English with respect to the vocalic elements. For this purpose the following 

hypotheses have been established:  

• The basic hypothesis predicts that French speakers will tend to pronounce the English 

words that also exist in French under the influence of the mother tongue i.e. the word 

symbol. The English word symbol contains an oral vowel /ɪ/ but its French counterpart 

is pronounced with a nasal vowel /ɛ/̃. In the practical part of the thesis we will observe 

how strong the negative transfer from French is.  

• Further hypothesis suggests that the words not existing in French and containing the 

graphemes which have a different grapheme-to-phoneme correspondence in French 

will be pronounced according to the French pattern. For example the word cut 

contains a grapheme <u> which is usually pronounced as /ʌ/ in English but it normally 

corresponds to /y/ in French.  

• The third hypothesis proposes that the word which does not belong to the French lexis 

will be said with a sound different from the grapheme-to-phoneme correspondence 

rules of one or another language i.e. the word cut will be read neither with /ʌ/ 

according to the correct English graphic correspondence nor with /y/ according to the 

regular French correspondence. 

 

 “There are far more graphemic alternatives for a phoneme than there are phonemic 

alternatives for a grapheme. For example, beat has only one possible pronunciation, /bi:t/; 

whereas the form /bi:t/ could be written in several different ways – beet, beete, beat, beate, 

biet... One study worked out that in English there are 13.7 spellings per sound, but only 3.5 

sounds per letter” (Crystal, 129). Adamczewski says that “if we hear someone say that 

English is difficult because of the pronunciation, there are 9 chances of 10 that the one who 

said it did not mean anything else than the difficulty of the passage from orthography to the 

oral form of the language” (37). Our objective is to try to find the major difficulties of this 

passage for French speakers. First of all, we have to explore all vowels that occur in both 

languages with a special emphasis on the articulatory description and graphic 

correspondences.
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1. Vowels 

 

 Vowels, as we understand them from the phonetic point of view, are sounds that a 

human being can produce without making any obstruction to the air stream. Anyway, this 

definition can present some difficulties. Roach says that “one problem is that some English 

sounds that we think of as consonants, such as the sounds at the beginning of the words ‘hay’ 

and ‘way’; do not really obstruct the flow of air more than some vowels do. Another problem 

is that different languages have various ways of dividing their sounds into vowels and 

consonants” (10). 

 From the phonological point of view the vowels are “the units which function at the 

centre of syllable” (Crystal, 517) and we can work with them as with replaceable units called 

phonemes in the search of the minimal pair. “We establish phonemes by means of 

commutation test – finding minimal pairs” (Giegerich, 39). 

 Another point of view is the acoustic one. The vowels are represented by periodic 

waveforms the source of which is the vibration of vocal folds. 

 All these points of view are important to the understanding of the problematic areas of 

vowels. Let´s see the table of the cardinal vowels to explain clearly how we distinguish the 

vowels according to the position and shape of the articulatory organs. The cardinal vowels are 

vowels with top qualities and therefore this table can be useful for presenting a general idea of 

the vowel articulatory character in both languages. Roach describes the cardinal vowel 

number 1[i] as the closest and the most front vowel that a human apparatus is able to produce 

while [ɑ] as the most open and the most back one (13). 
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 On the picture you can see the official table of the vowels of the International Phonetic 

Alphabet, which contains the symbols representing the vocalic sounds of all known 

languages. Volín says that “a transcription system which can be used for one language but not 

for another is not very comprehensive. There are thousands of languages and if we want to 

compare them, we have to record them in a comparable fashion. The IPA aspires to enable 

linguists to do so” (10). Volín adds that “the IPA is sometimes slightly adapted to suit the 

individual needs of a particular language description” (10). This means that some particular 

symbols are introduced in languages which have the need of it. Thanks to this, we can record 

the position of all vowels of any existing language. Nonetheless, it is a little redundant, 

because it exceeds the needs of this thesis. We are interested only in the position of these 

vowels which are concerned in standard British English and French. 

 The main differences between the English and the French vowels are as follows: in 

French the quantity of the sound is irrelevant; the French vowel can be more tense than the 

vowels in English i.e. English /ɪ/ and French /i/, it can be more rounded i.e. English /ɪ/ and 

French /y/ etc. The English vowel can be nasalised, but contrarily to French the following 

nasal consonant is still pronounced. No existence of diphthongs is also a significant 

difference. 

Fig. 1, cardinal vowels (Volín, 9) 

 



5 

 

 

1.1.  English vowels  

 

 English vocalic system is rather complex. It consists of twenty phonemes which are 

classified mainly according to their quality and quantity. Quality (coulour, timbre) depends on 

the shape and the position of the articulatory organs, mainly the tongue and lips. Quantity 

refers to the length of the vowel which is a relative phenomenon in English. We will see that 

it is the following consonant that influences the length of the vowel. Other aspects according 

to which vowels can be classified are tension (tense and lax vowels) and the nasal or oral 

character of vowels (Crystal, 517). The graphic correspondence will be shown for every 

vowel. 

 

1.1.1. Short vowels 

 

 

  In English seven short vowels are traditionally distinguished. These are /ɪ/, /ʊ/, /e/, /ʌ/, 

/ӕ/, /ɒ/ and /ə/. However, their length is dependent on the following consonants. 

Adamcziewski says that “it is often the relative length of the vowel which lets us recognise 

the final consonant. Example: bag ≠back” (90).  Volín explains this phenomenon of pre-fortis 

shortening by saying that “certain vowel followed by a fortis consonant is shorter than it 

would be if it were followed by a lenis consonant or no consonant at all” (70). To understand 

this phenomenon better, we should explain what fortis and lenis consonants are. Crystal says 

that the term fortis is “used in the phonetic classification of consonant sounds on the basis of 

the basis of their manner of articulation : it refers to a sound made with a relatively strong 

degree of muscular effort and breath force, compared with other sound (known as lenis). In 

English, it is the voiceless consonants (/p/, /t/, /f/, /s/ etc.) which tend to be pronounced with 

Fig. 2, short vowels (Roach, 13) 
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fortis articulation (their voiced counterparts being relatively weak) and often, when the 

voicing distinction is reduced, it is only the degree of articulatory strength which maintains 

the contrast between sounds” (197).  

 Volín´s explanation shows that in reality it cannot be said that the length of a vowel /ɪ/ 

is the same for example in the words pick and pig: in both cases we have the same vowel, but 

in pig the duration is longer because /g/ is a voiced (lenis) consonant whereas /k/ is a voiceless 

(fortis) one. The fortis consonants are /p/, /t/, /k/, /f/, /s/, /ʃ/, /θ/ and /tʃ /. The same 

phenomenon can be seen also in long vowels and diphthongs. 

 

 /ɪ/ is a close front vowel. However it is neither as close nor as front as i.e. /i:/. Its 

length is various. i.e. pick – pig. /ɪ/ is similar to its French rounded counterpart /y/. Nosek says 

that the graphic correspondence of this vowel is in the stressed syllable regular with the letters 

<i> (give), <y> (symbol) and irregular with the letters <e> (pretty), <ee> (threepence) and 

occasionally with <ie> (sieve), <u> (busy), <ui> (build), <o> (women). In the unstressed 

syllable its correspondence goes often with <i> (possible) <y> (lady) or <ie> (ladies), <e> in 

a plural form (horses) and in the verbs in the 3rd person singular (passes) and the past 

participle (added), <ey> (money), and following suffixes: -less (lawless), -ness (business), -

age (language), -ace (palace), -ate (private), -ange (orange), in the prefixes be- (become), de- 

(declare), re- (reform) (26-28). According to Quirk, the affixes -age, -ate, de- and re-, which 

also contain /ɪ/, are all of Roman origin (1540) and so they are worth-observing. In other 

correspondences <ee> (committee) and <e> in some other foreign words (catastrophe) 

(Nosek, 26-28) the weak i is preferred. Roach says that “in strong syllables it is comparatively 

easy to distinguish /i:/ from /ɪ/, but in weak syllables the difference is not so clear. For 

example, although it is easy enough to decide which vowel one hears in beat ot bit, it is much 

less easy to decide which vowel one hears in the second syllable of words such as easy or 

busy. There is a possible solution to this problem, but it goes against standard phoneme 

theory. We can symbolise this weak vowel as i – that is, using the symbol for the vowel in 

beat but without the length mark. The i vowel is neither the /i:/ of beat nor the /ɪ/ of bit, and is 

not in contrast with them” (66-67).   

 

 /ʊ/ is a close back vowel which does not exist in French (French /u/ is more rounded 

and higher). Its length is also various i.e. pull-push. Nosek says that we can find the vowel /ʊ/ 

regularly after the consonants /p/, /b/, /f/ and /w/ and before the consonants /l/, /ʃ/ and /tʃ/. The 
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graphic correspondence of this vowel is regular with the letters <u> (put) and <o> (wolf) and  

<oo> (cook) and occasionally it goes with <ou> (would) (30). 

  

 /e/ is a front vowel lying in between the mid-close and mid-open vowels. It is 

relatively short i.e. wed-wet. The symbol might be slightly confusing because it is the same as 

for a cardinal vowel number 2 [e] which is far more front and rather closer (as French /e/). We 

will retake this problematic area in the part of the French system. Nosek says that the graphic 

correspondence of this vowel is regular with the letters <e> (bell), <ea> (head) and irregular 

with the letters <ei> (leisure), <ie> (friend), <a> (any), <eo> (leopard) an <ai> (said).  

Although we can hear the vowel usually in the stressed syllable it exists also in the unstressed 

syllables (insect) (28-29). 

 

 /ʌ/ is a central mid-open vowel pronounced with lips in a neutral position. In 

comparison to both French /a/ and /ɑ/ it is more open. Its quantity is also various i.e. bug – 

buck. Nosek says that the graphic correspondence of this vowel is regular with the letter <u> 

in closed syllables (cut), <o> in the connection with the letters <m>, <n>, <v> and <w> 

(come) and finally with <ou> (courage) which is extremely problematic for the French 

speakers. Occasionally we can hear the vowel /ʌ/ when a word contains the letters <oo> 

(flood) (30-31). This vowel might be quite confusing for a French speaker as the graphic 

correspondence of his mother tongue leads him or her to pronounce mainly /y/ and /ɒ/.  

 

 /ӕ/ is a front open vowel very close to a cardinal vowel [a]. In French it might be 

pronounced either as /a/ or as /ɛ/ because /ӕ/ has no counterpart in French and these two 

sounds are closest to it. Its length is various i.e. hat – had. Nosek says that the graphic 

correspondence of this vowel is regular in the closed stressed syllable with <a> (map). It can 

occasionally occur also in the unstressed syllable (contract) (29).  

 

 /ɒ/ is an open back vowel. However it not as rounded as a foreign speaker would 

expect from a vowel whose graphic correspondence goes usually with a letter <o> (promise). 

In French, however, there is a sound very close to /ɒ/, which is a back rounded /ɔ/. Its length 

is various. i.e. lock – log. The pronunciation of /ɒ/ goes with <a> preceded by /w/ and at the 

same time not followed by a velar consonant /k/, /g/ and /ŋ/. Irregularly it corresponds 

graphically to <au> (because) and occasionally to <ow> (knowledge) (30).  
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 /ə/ or so-called schwa is a mid central vowel which is pronounced with lips in the 

neutral position. Roach emphasises that it is the most frequently occurring vowel in English, 

which is always associated with the weak syllables (65). It has such different possible graphic 

correspondences that it could be treated in a whole thesis. According to Nosek these are <a> 

(along), <e> (modern), <i> (horrible), <y> (martyr), <o> (method), <u> (chorus) and <ou> 

(famous) (31). All of them occur in weak syllables. Another feature of the vowel /ə/ is the 

ability of joining another vowel sounds and creating some of the gliding sounds (diphthongs). 

In French the role of /ə/ is different and we will study it in the other part of this thesis.  
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1.1.2. Long vowels 

 

    

 Short vowels in English have their counterparts – long vowels. However, Volín says 

that the length of vowels is dependent on a background and a different quality of the English 

short and long vowels (26-30). The position of articulatory organs can differ. We can observe 

it i.e. on the vowels /ɪ/ and /i:/. Roach says that /i:/ is nearer to the cardinal vowel number 1 [i] 

(i.e. it is more close and front) than is the short vowel of bid, pin, fish” (17).  

 In English we traditionally distinguish five long vowels. Broadly we can say that these 

are /i:/, /ɑ:/, /ɔ:/, /u:/ and /ɜ:/ as the long counterparts to the short vowels /ɪ/, /ӕ/, /ɒ/ /ʊ/ and /ə/. 

We have seen that the short vowels are relatively short and we can say the same thing about 

the long vowels – they are relatively long. We will see the examples in the course of their 

description.  

 

 /i:/ is a close front vowel very close to a cardinal vowel number 1[i] and thus also to a 

French /i/. It is closer and more front than /ɪ/. As it has been already said, its length varies i.e. 

need – feet. Nosek says that the graphic correspondence of this vowel is regular in the open 

syllable with <e> (immediate). Furthermore there is a graphic correspondence with <ee> 

(tree), <ea> (eat), <ei> (receive), <ie> (chief), <ae> and <oe> in the words of Latin and Greek 

origin (daemon, amoeba) and in the words of the French lexicon with a letter <i> (machine, 

technique). /i:/ is occasionally represented by <eo> (people) and <ey> (key) (32-33). 

 

 /ɑ:/ is an open back vowel. It is very close to the cardinal vowel number 5 [ɑ] and thus 

also to a French /ɑ/. Also this vowel can be varied in length i.e. park-card. Nosek shows 

various graphic correspondences of this vowel: regular with the letters <ar> (car), <a> before 

Fig. 3, long vowels (Roach, 16) 
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the fricatives (after), nasals (dance), laterals (half) and irregularly also as <er> followed by a 

consonant (Berkley), <ear> (heart) and in the words of the French lexicon with a letter <a> 

(moustache, garage). We will focus on these words in the other part of this thesis. 

Occasionally the vowel /ɑ:/ in represented by <au> (aunt) and <ah> (ah) (35-36). 

 

 /ɔ:/ is a very back vowel significant by rounding the lips. It is very close to the cardinal 

vowels number 6 [ɔ] and 7 [o] and thus also to French /ɔ/ and /o/. Opposite to its short 

counterpart /ɒ/ the lips are remarkably rounded during the pronunciation of /ɔ:/. Its length 

varies i.e. bought-bored. Nosek shows that graphically it corresponds with the letters <au> 

and <aw> (cause, law), <or>, <oor>, <oar> and <ar> when <r> is silent (short, door, board, 

war), nearly always with <al>, <all> (fall) and <ou> followed by <ght> (thought) (34). 

 

 /u:/ is a close back vowel which is even slightly more back and higher than its short 

counterpart /ʊ/. It is very close to the cardinal vowel number 8 [u] and thus to the French 

vowel /u/. As any other English vowel /u:/ also has different length according to following 

consonants i.e. root-rood. Nosek says that the graphic correspondences of this vowel are <ui> 

(suit), <eu> (feudal) and <ew> (new). Others are <u> and <o> in open syllables (cube, lose), 

<oo> (too), <ou> (soup), <oe> and <ue> at the end of the words (shoe, blue), and irregularly 

also with <eau> (beauty) and <oeu> (manoeuvre) (33). These are the words of a French origin 

whose pronunciation might be slightly confusing also for the French speakers. 

 

 /ɜ:/ is a mid-central vowel, pronounced with the neutral position of the lips. However 

it causes many difficulties to French speakers to pronounce this vowel as there is no similar 

sound in French even if in English it is widely taken as a long counterpart of /ə/, which is a 

sound present and often used in French. Its length is also various. i.e. heard-hurt.  Nosek 

presents the letters which correspond to /ɜ:/. These are regularly <ir>, <er>, <ur>, <yr> (sir, 

her, church, myrrh), <ear> (earn), <or> preceded by <w> (word) and irregularly <or> 

(attorney) and <our> (journey) (31).  
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1.1.3. Diphthongs 

 

 

 

 The phenomenon of diphthongs is very significant for standard British English but 

very problematic for the French speakers. First of all we have to explain the principle of 

pronunciation of diphthongs. Diphthongs are gliding vowels. There is no syllable boundary 

and we move smoothly from one vowel quality to another without any interruption. All 

together English has eight diphthongs. Three of them are called centring diphthongs, because 

they glide from a vowel which is pronounced somewhere at the edge of the mouth to a second 

vowel which is in a more central region (/ɪə/, /eə/ and /ʊə/). However, Cruttenden says that 

general American English (GA) “lacks the RP diphthongs /ɪə, eə, ʊə/ which correspond in GA 

to sequences of short vowels plus /r/, e.g. beard, fare, dour, /bɪrd/, /fer/, /dʊr/” (84). Other five 

diphthongs are called closing, because they glide from the more central part of the mouth to a 

more distant one (/eɪ/, /aɪ/, /ɔɪ/, /əʊ/, /aʊ/). Roach says that the most important thing to 

remember about all the diphthongs is that the first part is much longer and stronger than the 

second part (17). This is also one of the biggest problems for the French speakers, because 

there are no diphthongs in French. We will focus on this problematic area in the other part of 

this thesis. First of all, let´s look at the English diphthongs in detail.  

 

  /ɪə/ is a centring diphthong represented in the text as <ear> (hear), <eer> (beer), <ere> 

(here), <eir> (their) and in the words of foreign origin as <ea> (idea) (Nosek, 39). This 

diphthong causes many difficulties to French speakers as they might tend to pronounce /ɪr/ 

instead. 

Fig. 4, diphthongs (Roach, 18) 

 



12 

 

 

 /eə/ is a centring diphthong graphically represented as <ar> (share), <air> (chair), 

<aer> (aeroplane) (Nosek, 39). This diphthong is problematic for French speakers as they 

might tend to pronounce /er/ instead. 

 

 /ʊə/ is a centring diphthong spelled as <oor> (poor), <ur> (cure), <our> (tour)and 

<ew> (sewer) (Nosek,40). However, Cruttenden claims that in reality this diphthong is often 

pronounced differently. He says that “the first element of /ʊə/ can be lowered considerably 

without risk of confusion. Thus several words with /ʊə/ which have the pronunciation of /ʊə/ 

for some RP speakers, are given by others a glide /ɔə/, e.g. in poor, sure. This glide /ɔə/ may 

in turn be levelled with the realisation of /ɔ:/. So Shaw, sure, shore, still pronounced by some 

/ʃɔ:, ʃuə, ʃɔə/, are levelled by many others to /ʃɔ:/ for all three words” (153). Nonetheless the 

French speakers might tend to pronounce /ʊr/ instead. 

 

 /eɪ/ is a closing diphthong which can be found in the text as <a> (game), <ai> (rain), 

<ei> (weigh), <ey> (they) and irregularly and as <ea> (break, great) (Nosek,37). 

 

 /aɪ/ is a closing diphthong whose textual form is <i> (tide), <y> (fly), <ie> (lie) and 

irregularly as <ei> (height) and <ye> (eye) (Nosek,36). 

 

 /ɔɪ/ is a closing diphthong present in the text as <oi> (noise) and <oy> (toy) (Nosek, 

37). 

 

 /əʊ/ is a closing diphthong graphically represented as <o> (no) in open syllables, <oa> 

(coat), <ow> (know), <ou> (mould), irregularly as <o> (post) in closed syllables and 

occasionally as <ew> (sew) etc. and in the words of French origin as <eau> (bureau, plateau) 

(Nosek, 37) which is actually quite far from the French pronunciation.  

  

 /aʊ/ is a closing diphthong typically spelled as <ou> (house), <ow> (cow) (Nosek, 38) 
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1.2. French vowels 

 

  The system of the French vowels is significantly different from the English system. 

The criteria differ as well. The inventory of the French vowel system consists of 16 different 

vowels. In French we also have to discuss the matter of open and close vowels. According to 

Dohalská, when studying a French vowel, we have to consider four major points of view: 

whether the syllable is open or closed, stressed or unstressed, what its graphic correspondence 

is and also we have to be aware whether the word is derived from the other one or not. (87-

92) 

  The type of syllable matters extremely. The distinction between an open and a close 

vowel is nearly directly dependent on whether the syllable is open or closed. “The closed 

syllable is a syllable which ends in a pronounced consonant i.e. belle whereas the open 

syllable is the one which ends in a pronounced vowel i.e. beau” (Dohalská, 85). In an open 

syllable the vowel is close and in closed syllable the vowel is open. 

 

 In French the main distinction among vowels is between the oral and the nasal ones. 

The orals are further divided: firstly into front the back vowels, secondly into rounded and 

non-rounded ones and thirdly into open, neutral and close ones (see Fig. 5 and 6). 

 According to Hendrich, the French system of vowels has 16 vowels of which 11 are 

rounded. Nasal vowels present 15% of all sounds in a speech. The semi-vowels are not 

stressed because they are not in the centre of a syllable. Duration of the vowels can be long or 

half-long but it does not serve to distinguish the meaning of the words – it only helps the 

rhythm of the speech (22). 

Fig. 5, French vowels (Dutard, 46) 
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1.2.1. Oral vowels 

 

 

 Oral vowels are vowels, which are pronounced without an activity of the nasal cavity.  

The soft palate is raised and the air stream is directed to the oral cavity. There are twelve oral 

vowels in the French phonetic system: three close vowels /i/, /y/, /u/, three half-close vowels: 

/e/, /ø/, /o/, one neutral vowel /ə/, three half-open vowels /ɛ/, /œ/, /ɔ/ and two open vowels /a/ 

and /ɑ/. 

 

 /i/ has a quality of a cardinal vowel number 1 [i]. It is as front and as close as possible. 

It is an oral non-rounded vowel. In comparison to the English /i:/ it is slightly closer. 

Dohalská says that in the text we can find it as the letters <i> (ici), <î> (île), <ï> (maïs) and 

<y> (style). The exception arises when it occurs after a consonant and before a vowel. Then 

we use a semi-vowels /j/ i.e. bien /bjɛ/̃, /w/ i.e. voyage /vwajaʒ/ and /ɥ/ i.e. bruyant /brɥij ɑ̃/ 

(80). 

 

 /y/ is a close front rounded oral vowel, which has a quality not present in the English 

system. However, the English sound /ɪ/ is articulated similarly but it lacks the rounded 

character of the lips. It is pronounced higher than /ʊ/ and it is also rounded. According to the 

horizontal position of the tongue it occupies a place between /i/ and /u/ in the French system. 

Dohalská says that /y/ is represented by the letters <u> (lune), <û> (mûr), <ü> (Saül), <eu> 

(eus) an <eû> (eûmes). The exception is the combination of letters <um> which can be 

Fig. 6, French vowels (Dohalská, 74) 
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pronounced as /ɔm/ (rhum) or as /œ̃ / (parfum) (80-81). French speakers might tend to 

pronounce <u> in English as /y/. 

 

 /u/ is a close back rounded oral vowel and it has a quality of a cardinal vowel number 

8 [u]. We can compare it to the English /ʊ/ which lacks the tenseness and the rounded 

character of the lips. Dohalská shows the possible graphic correspondences of this vowel: 

<ou> (ouvrier), <où> (où), <oû> (goût), <aoû> (août). The exception is <ou> followed by 

another vowel – a semi-vowel is pronounced (Louis /lwi/) (82). 

 

 /e/ is a half-close front non-rounded oral vowel. It has the same quality as a cardinal 

vowel number 2 [e]. In English the vowel /e/ uses the same IPA symbol, but its position is 

much closer to its half-open counterpart /ɛ/. French /e/ is much closer and thus it can be even 

compared to the English /ɪ/. Dohalská says that in the stressed opened syllable we pronounce 

/e/ with these letters: <é>, <ai>, <er>, <ez>, <ée>, <ers>, <ied> (parlé, parlerai, parler, parlez, 

idée, léger, volontiers, pied) and in the open unstressed syllable in two cases: the first group 

are the pronouns and the grammatical words (mes, tes, les) and the second group is usually 

marked with a presence of the accent <é> (émetteur) or it is pronounced when two following 

consonants occur after <e> (essayer) (88-91). 

 

 /ɛ/ is a half-open front non-rounded oral vowel. It has the same quality of the cardinal 

vowel number 3 [ɛ]. As it has been already said, this vowel is similar to English /e/ which is 

slightly closer. According to Dohalská we pronounce /ɛ/ in the stressed closed syllable with 

these letters: <e>, <é>, <è>, <ê>, <ë>, <ei>, <ai>, <aî>, <ay>, <aie>, <ais> and <ait>. /ɛ/ can 

be long when followed by /r/, /v/ and /z/ i.e. père /pɛ:ʀ/. In the open stressed syllables /ɛ/ is 

pronounced at the end of the words as <aie>, <ais>, <ait>, <aies>, <aient>, <ès>, <et>, <ect>, 

<ai>, <aid>, <aie>, <ais>, <ait>, <aix>. In the unstressed closed syllable /ɛ/ is spelled as any 

of the letters <e>, <é>, <è>, <ê>, <ë>, <ei>, <ai>, <aî>, <ay>, <aie>, <ais> and <ait> and in 

the unstressed open syllable it goes with <ai>, <aî>, <ay>, <ei>, <ey>, <err> (88-91).  

 

 /ø/ is a half-close front rounded oral vowel. According the horizontal position of the 

tongue it lies between /e/ and /o/. In English there is no such sound. Dohalská describes its 

graphic correspondence in both stressed and unstressed syllables. In the open stressed syllable 

any of the possible graphic forms of this vowel is pronounced as /ø/ (<eu> <eû>, <œ>, <œu> 

i.e. deux, vœu). In the closed stressed syllable we pronounce /ø/ when <eu>, <eû>, <œ> or 
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<œu> is followed by /z/, /k/, /t/, /d/, /ʒ/, /tr/ or /kt/ i.e. danceuse, Polyeucte. In the unstressed 

syllable the difference between /ø/ and /œ/ disappears or neutralises. (92-96).  

 

 /œ/ is a half-open front rounded oral vowel. According the horizontal position of the 

tongue it lies between /ɛ/ and /o/. In English there is no such sound. Dohalská adduces the 

same graphic correspondence as for /ø/ but with a different treatment according to the type of 

a syllable. In the closed stressed syllable we find /œ/ in <eu>, <eû>, <œ> and <œu> followed 

by final /r/, /j/ and also by /f/, /v/, /vr/, /pl/ i.e. peur, peuple. As it has been already said, the 

distinction between /œ/ and /ø/ in the unstressed syllable disappears or becomes neutral in 

contemporary French (Dohalská 92-96). 

 

 /o/ is a half-close back rounded oral vowel having the same quality as the cardinal 

vowel number 7 [o]. In comparison to the English /ɔ:/ it is slightly closer and tenser. Dohalská 

says that the graphic correspondence of this vowel depends on its position in a word and 

especially on the type of a syllable. Similarly to the difference between /e/ and /ɛ/ the rules are 

very complicated also with /o/ and its open counterpart /ɔ/. Dohalská lists all the possibilities 

of the graphic correspondences: <o>, <ô>, <au>, <eau>, <um>, <aô>, <os>. She also 

introduces the importance of the sort of syllable. While any of the possible graphic 

correspondences is pronounced as /o/ in the open stressed syllable, in the closed stressed 

syllable it depends on whether or not the graphic form is <o> and also which consonant 

follows i.e. encore /ɑ̃kɔʀ/, chose /ʃoz/. In the unstressed syllable it is a graphic form that 

matters, <o> is pronounced as /ɔ/ i.e. total, and <au>, <ô> and <eau> are pronounced as /o/ 

i.e. aussi. It is also the matter of derivation of a word which can influence the openness or 

closeness of the vowel i.e. rose /ʀoz/– rosette /ʀozɛt/ (97-102). 

 

 /ɔ/ is a half-open back rounded oral vowel which has the same quality as a cardinal 

vowel number 6 [ɔ]. In comparison to the English /ɒ/ it is slightly closer and tenser. Dohalská 

shows its difference from /o/ dependent on the syllable. In the closed stressed syllable the 

letter <o> (mainly when followed by /r/, /g/ and /ɲ/) is pronounced as /ɔ/ i.e. encore, vogue. 

However, the exception is /o/ followed by /z/. It is pronounced with considerable quantity 

under the influence of stress, i.e. chose /ʃoz/. The difference in the unstressed syllable has 

been already explained when describing /o/ (97-102). 
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 /a/ is an open front non-rounded oral vowel which has the same quality as a cardinal 

vowel number 4 [a]. Compared to the English /æ/ it is slightly more open and front. Dohalská 

says that we do not make a difference between /a/ and its counterpart /ɑ/ according to the 

criterion of openness of the mouth but according to the place of articulation and the fact 

whether or not the vowel is rounded. /a/ is a front non-rounded vowel whether /ɑ/ is a back 

rounded one. The differentiation between these two disappears in the temporary French. Léon 

says that in “standard French” there are 95% of /a/ and 5% of /ɑ/. It is again the type of a 

syllable which determines when we pronounce /a/. In the unstressed open syllable we 

pronounce rather /a/ with the exception of one syllable words ending in this vowel. In the 

unstressed closed syllable the rules are much more complicated because it depends on the 

graphic correspondence as well as on the following consonant. When any of the letters <a>, 

<â>, <e>, <œ>, <oi>, <oî>, <oy>, <oê> are followed by one of these consonants: /p/, /b/, /bl/, 

/d/, /f/, /g/, /kl/, /ɲ/, /r/, we pronounce /a/. /a/ followed by a final /z/ and /vr/ is pronounced as 

/a:/ i.e. base /ba:z/. In some words there is a greater importance on its graphic 

correspondence: words written with <a> will be pronounced as /a/ and those with <â> will be 

pronounced as /ɑ/. Also the words containing <oi>, <ou> in a combination with <a>, <oix>, 

<oie>, <oî>, <oy>, <oê> in which we can find a semi-vowel will be pronounced as /wa/ (trois 

/trwa/). In the unstressed stressed syllable no matter whether open or closed we will find 

rather /a/ (Dohalská, 104-108). 

 

 /ɑ/ is an open back rounded oral vowel which has the same quality as the cardinal 

vowel number 5 [ɑ]. In comparison to English /ɑ:/ it is more back. We have already seen 

some of the rules for the pronunciation of /ɑ/ when having spoken about /a/. Dohalská also 

adds to our list the cases of the graphic correspondence of the letters <oix>, <oie>, <oî> in the 

closed stressed syllable. However she admits that in the Dictionary of the Real French 

Pronunciation in Use of Martinet and Walter they came up with the surprising ratio. The 

words voie and soie were pronounced by French speakers in the ratio 10 /ɑ/:7 /a/ (104-108). 

Also the studies of Argod-Dutard prove that according to the phonological research the 

findings of a minimal pair of /ɑ/ and /a/ are not really common and thus both vowels can be 

easily replaced one by other. (Argod-Dutard, 67) 

 

 /ə/ is a neutral rounded oral vowel with the same quality as the English /ə/ but the 

different distribution. Carton says that the phonologists do not share the same opinion about 

the status of /ə/. In French it is a rounded front vowel, which can appear or disappear under 
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the influence of its background and a register of the langue (studied by Gougenheim, Marinet, 

Malmberg, Tilko etc.) (63). According to Dohalská even the phoneticians do not share the 

same point of view. She says that it depends on the style and on the rhythmical segmentation 

of the speech. /ə/ is more used in the sophisticated background. Its important quality is that it 

creates a syllable and thus it is used in the songs, poems and others. Its graphic 

correspondence is usually <e>. Three factors are the most important about /ə/. Firstly, how 

many consonants there are before /ə/. Secondly, whether or not there are more following 

syllables containing /ə/. Thirdly, we are interested in which position in a word /ə/ lies (109-

111). 
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1.2.2. Nasal vowels 

 

 

  

 The nasal vowels are vowels, which are pronounced with an activity of the nasal 

cavity.  The soft palate is lowered and the air can escape by both the oral and the nasal cavity. 

There are 4 nasal vowels in the French phonetic system. Nasal vowels are one of the most 

remarkable differences between both languages. Carton says that we generally admit that the 

nasal vowels were not phonologized before the end of the Middle Ages. The first mentioning 

of nasal vowels not followed by a consonantal segment is from Opuscules de Dangeau, at the 

end of 17th century. It is from the 16th century that the system permits nasal vowels to play 

their role which they have up to now in the French vocalism. (183) 

 Dohalská says that during the articulation of the nasal vowels we must not pronounce 

even a slightest fragment of the consonants /n/ or /m/, which only signifies the nasality of the 

preceding vowel. The nasal vowels /ɑ̃/, /ɛ/̃, /ɔ̃/, /œ̃/ stay in the opposition to A(/a/, /ɑ/), E(/e/, 

/ɛ/), O(/o/, /ɔ/) and Œ (/œ/, /ø/) (115).  

 

 /ɛ/̃ is a front non-rounded half-open nasal vowel. Dohalská says that it is pronounced 

similarly as /ɛ/ but it is nasalised. Its graphic correspondences are surprisingly combinations 

of letters containing letter <i>: <im>, <in>, <în>, <ym>, <yn>, <aim>, <ain>, <eim>, <ein>, 

<ien>, <oin>, <ient>. (vin /vɛ/̃, larynx /larɛk̃s/, pain /pɛ/̃, bien /bjɛ/̃ etc.). Occasionally it 

Fig. 7, French vowels (Dutard, 47) 
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occurs as the letters <en> (examen /egzamɛ̃/, référendum /ʀeferɛd̃ɔm/) (117-119). (according 

to Rey also /ʀeferɑ̃dɔm/).  

 

 /ɑ̃/ is a back rounded open nasal vowel. Dohalská lists the graphic representations in 

the text: <an>, <en>, <am>, <em>, <aen>, <aon>, <ean>, <eän> (enfant /ɑ̃fɑ̃/, Caen /kɑ̃/, 

paon /pɑ̃/, Saint-Saëns /sɛs̃ɑ̃:s/, Jean /ʒɑ̃/ etc.) (121). 

 

 /ɔ̃/ is a back rounded half-open nasal vowel. Englebert describes the process of 

nasalisation at the beginning of the 12th century, when we can find the closed nasalised vowel 

/õ/ followed by a nasal consonant /n/ (/õn/). In the 13th century he already speaks about the 

openness of <o>, so it is pronounced as /ɔ̃n/. At the end of the 16th century we can already 

hear today´s form. Either it is a nasalised vowel without a nasal consonant /ɔ̃/ (bon) or the 

vowel is clearly denasalised /ɔn/ (bonne) (108-109). However, Dohalská works rather with the 

symbol /õ/ because she claims that the contemporary pronunciation is rather closed. 

Nonetheless we will work with the open variant of this nasal vowel as it is more traditional 

and less confusing. Dohalská says that in the text we can find it as <on>, <om>, (oncle /ɔ̃kl/) 

and occasionally as <un> and <um> (de profundis /depʀɔfɔ̃dis/) (121-123). The problematic 

area of combinations of letters <um> and <un> has been treated also when speaking about /ɔ/ 

and /œ̃/. 

 

 /œ̃/ is a front rounded half-open nasal vowel. Carton says that the opposition between 

/œ̃/ and /ɛ/̃ tends to disappear. He mentions several reasons why it is so. Its functional 

profitability is too weak. We know hardly 20 minimal pairs differencing /œ̃/ and /ɛ/̃. Also the 

system of vocals tends to be simplified. Acoustic characters of these vowels are nearly the 

same. The statistics say that we find just 0,5% of /œ̃/ against 1,2% of /ɛ/̃, 2,1% of /ɔ̃/ and 3,4% 

of /ɑ̃/. The majority of correspondences of /œ̃ / are with the grammatical word “un” and its 

compositions, which do not have any minimal pair. /œ̃/ is not opposable to /œ/, whether /ɛ/̃ is 

opposable to /ɛ/ etc (63). In the last point Carton and Dohalská differ. 

 Dohalská presents a list of the graphic counterparts of /œ̃/: <un>, <um> and <eun>. 

(un/œ̃/, lundi /lœ̃di/), <um> in the final position only in parfum /paʀfœ̃/, in the other positions 

in i.e. humble /œ̃bl/. There is only one locution in which letters <eun> are pronounced as /œ̃ /: 

“à jeun” /aʒœ̃/ (123-125). 
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1.3. English and French semi-vowels 

 

 The phonemic inventories of both languages contain a group of semi-vowels, which 

share basic characteristic features. They are similar to vowels from the phonetic point of view 

as neither a complete obstruction nor a narrow stricture are created in the oral cavity so the air 

stream escapes relatively unimpeded. Furthemore, “they are produced in the same area of the 

oral cavity as vowel sound” (Ashby & Maidment, 58). However, semi-vowels cannot function 

as the peak of a syllable; therefore they are classified as consonants from the phonological 

point of view. In English, they appear in a consonantal group of approximants but in French 

they are classified as a separate group of semi-vowels, or semi-consonants.   

 

1.3.1. English semi-vowels  

 

 There are four approximants in English. These are /l/, /r/, /j/ and /w/. Two of them are 

sometimes called semi-vowels. These are /w/ and /j/.  Roach says that “from the phonetic 

point of view the articulation of /j/ is practically the same as that of a front close vowel such 

as [i], but is very short. In the same way, /w/ is closely similar to [u]” (50). 

 

 /w/ is a labiovelar voiced approximant. In writing it is often represented as <w> 

(warm) and as <wh> (what). Other possible representation is <qu> /kw/ (quite) and can be 

silent in other words (answer) (Marks, 54). Nosek adds also a notion about zero 

correspondence in some words (one) (25).  

 

 /j/ is a palatal voiced approximant. It is normally spelled as <y> (yesterday) and for 

/ju:/ as <u> (usual), <ew> (new), <iew> (view), <eau> (beautiful), <ueue> (queue) and for 

/jʊə/ as <eu> (Europe) (Marks, 54). Nosek adds some more representations of /j/: <i> and <e> 

before /ə/ (million) and some more vowels in the open syllable: <ue> (value) and <eu> 

(neutral) (26). Some of these combinations of letters (<eau>, <eu>, <ue>) are present also in 

French, but they signify other sounds (/o/ i.e. beauté, /ə/ que, /œ/ heure, /ø/ i.e. Europe, /y/ i.e. 

statue or zero correspondence i.e. langue) 
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1.3.2.  French semi-vowels 

 Semi-vowels are treated as vowels from the phonetic point of view and as consonants 

from the phonological point of view. There are three semi-vowels in French. These are /j/, /ɥ/ 

and /w/. Graphically, they are represented solely by vowel letters. Durand says that we can 

pronounce it either in one syllable and therefore we speak about the semi-consonantal 

realisation or we pronounce it as two syllables and that is a case it is a vocalic realisation. We 

can pronounce a word lien as /ljɛ/̃ or as /lijɛ/̃ (81). On the other hand, Dohalská insists on not 

dividing it into two syllables because by doing it we break the rhythmical segmentation (128). 

 

 /j/ is a French semi-vowel very close to /i/ but it is shorter, closer and immediately co-

articulated with a following vowel. It is spelled as <i> or <y> and followed by a vowel (bien 

/bjɛ/̃) (Dohalská 128-129). 

 

 /ɥ/ is a French semi-vowel very similar to /y/ but shorter and immediately co-

articulated with a following vowel. It is spelled as <u> and followed by a vowel (lui /lɥi/) 

(Dohalská 129-130). 

 

 /w/ is a French semi-vowel very close to /u/ but it is shorter and immediately co-

articulated with a following vowel. It is spelled as <ou> and followed by a vowel (Louis 

/lwi/). Furthermore it can be represented by the letters <oi>, <oin> and <oy> (voiture 

/vwaty:ʀ/, loin /lwɛ/̃, voyager /vwajaʒe/) (Dohalská 130-131). 
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2.   Practical part  

 

 The objective of the theoretical part of this thesis was to define why both languages 

deserve a comparison from the phonetic and the phonological point of view, to describe the 

vowel sounds, to show the differences between the two vocalic systems and mainly to 

enumerate the graphic correspondences of all the vowels present in English and in French. 

The aim of the practical part of this thesis is to point out and analyse the concrete difficulties 

French speakers experience when pronouncing selected English words. The attention will be 

paid exclusively to vowels. At the same time we will try to find out whether or not our 

hypotheses were correct. The basic hypothesis predicted that French speakers will tend to 

pronounce the English words that also exist in French under the influence of the mother 

tongue i.e. the word symbol. 

 

2.1. Method 

 The choice of words, which were consecutively read by French speakers, stemmed 

from various sources. Firstly, the selection was made on the basis of Nosek´s Grafika 

Moderní Angličtiny. The second source was a series of lectures by Marie Dohalská called 

Fonetika francouzštiny which the author attended in the summer semester 2009 at the Faculty 

of Education in Prague. Lastly, the completion of the word list was influenced by a personal 

experience with the French language gained during a seven-month stay in France. The author 

also attended courses of the English language as well as courses of phonetics and phonology 

with French students and observed the main difficulties which were posed to them.   

 The criteria according to which the selection of lexical units was made were manyfold. 

Firstly, there are English words that have French counterparts i.e. symbol. Secondly there are 

those without French equivalents i.e. cut. By choosing this basic criterion we could quite 

easily distinguish whether or not French speakers were influenced by the lexis of their mother 

tongue. The words without their French counterparts were divided into those with a regular 

correspondence and those with an irregular one. It can be observed to what extent French 

speakers acquired a regular English pronunciation rules in cases of the regular graphic 

correspondences. The words chosen as representatives of the irregular graphic correspondence 

permit us to see whether a French speaker will follow its mother tongue graphic 
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correspondence pattern, whether he or she will try to pronounce the word according to the 

regular graphic correspondence that he knows in English or whether he or she will pronounce 

it differently and how i.e. flood might be pronounced by French speakers in various ways. If 

they do not know the real pronunciation (/flʌd/), they might pronounce it with the regular 

English correspondence for <oo> (/u:/ and /ʊ/) or they might choose the different 

pronunciation, i.e. /ɒ/. 

 The recordings of 12 speakers were made in April 2011, usually in a campus room in 

Amiens, but also in the library and teachers´ offices. They were recorded in mp3 format with 

the use of Emgeton M6 Cult mp3 player procured in 2009. The recordings were analysed by 

listening to them on this device. The recordings were listened to twice and the final third 

listening was made on the computer. The first listening was made to get used to a speaker´s 

accent and to fill in the tables. The second one was made when all his or her recordings (short 

vowels, long vowels, diphthongs and semi-vowels) were transcribed to be sure that the 

person´s accent was not misunderstood. The third listening was made when all the other 

speakers´ recordings were already transcribed. This listening was made when all the tables 

were put together according to the domains (short vowels, long vowels, diphthongs and semi-

vowels) and thus one speaker could be compared to the others. This listening was already 

made in the order in which the tracks are on the enclosed CD. However, the listening of the 

recordings of French speakers and following analyses were always preceded by listening to 

the recordings of a British native speaker. This method allowed us to compare recorded words 

containing the authentic British native speaker´s vowels to the French speakers´ ones. 

 One British native speaker and twelve French native speakers at the age of 18 to 59 

years were recorded while pronouncing a list of 163 English words. This is in total 2119 

recorded words. The British native speaker is a professor of the English phonetics at the Jules 

Verne´s University in Amiens, France. These recordings were transcribed and the 

pronunciation was verified in the Cambridge Pronouncing Dictionary. Three French speakers 

were asked to identify the words which reminded them of corresponding words in French. 

Then we decided whether or not they have the same or a close meaning in English. We 

created a table consisting of the list of the recorded words and their IPA transcription 

according to the English native speaker and the Cambridge Pronouncing Dictionary. 

Afterwards, French words having the same meanings and very similar or identical forms were 

inserted and their French IPA transcriptions were copied according to the dictionary Le Petit 

Robert. Furthermore, the key sound which was observed in every English word was 

identified. Then we analysed whether or not the key sound was present in the recording of the 



25 

 

French speaker. Afterwards, we added other comments to this sound in case the pronunciation 

differed from the pronunciation of the English native speaker or the pronunciation indicated in 

the Cambridge Pronouncing Dictionary. Finally, it was analysed whether or not the French 

speaker followed the French pattern of the words existing in both languages. Upon this, the 

sounds pronounced correctly and the sounds pronounced wrongly were counted. We also 

counted in how many cases the French pronunciation influenced the French speakers to 

pronounce words in the French way and in how many cases the word´s pronunciation was not 

influenced. Finally, the correct and wrong pronunciations of every sound for every speaker 

were counted. This base helped us to count the results also for all speakers together in every 

domain (short vowels, long vowels, diphthongs and semi-vowels). For all these counts a 

graph clearly showing each phenomenon was created. This table was used for all 163 words 

(1956 words from all the French speakers) which were divided according to the key sound in 

four parts: 55 short vowels, 49 long vowels, 38 diphthongs and 21 semi-vowels. The analyses 

of the recordings will be executed step by step according to the order in the theoretical part 

from the short vowels to the approximants. 

2.2. Respondents 

 The respondents are all French native speakers at the age of 18-59. They study or work 

in different backgrounds. The disciplines they study and fields in which they work are French 

linguistics and literature, sociolinguistics, physical education, law, English linguistics and 

literature, economy, business management and trade. In our group of participants the 

following languages are spoken: French, English, Spanish, German, Russian, Greek, 

Romanian, Picard, Italian and Portuguese. Each respondent has been or studied for at least six 

years. In the table we can see their profiles. 

PROFILES OF THE SPEAKERS 

  

Name: Antoine Corn Name: Jonathan Larouxel 
Age: 21 Age: 22 
Works as a merchant Studies: Philosophical faculty (French literature) 
Languages studied: French, English, Spanish Languages studied: English, German, Russian 
English studied for 7 years English studied for 12 years 
Time spent in any English speaking country:  
GB (1 week) 

Time spent in any English speaking country:  
GB (1 week) 
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Name: David Bihoreau Name: Marine Bantignies 
Age: 29 Age: 18 
Studies: Philosophical faculty (French literature) Studies: preparatory course for French linguistics  
Languages studied: English, Spanish, Russian Languages studied: English, German 
English studied for 18 years English studied for 10 years 
Time spent in any English speaking country:  
USA (3 months), GB (1 week) 

Time spent in any English speaking country:  
GB (1 week) 

  
Name: Jean-Michel Eloy Name: Marion Deguy 
Age: 59 Age: 20 
Works as a professor of linguistics Studies: Physical education 
Languages studied: Picard, English, German, Russian, 
Greek, Romanian Languages studied: English, Spanish 
English studied for 8 years, other 7 years English learnt 
outside the school English studied for 7 years 
Time spent in any English speaking country:  
GB (12 x 1 month) Time spent in any English speaking country:  0 
  
Name: Fabrice Poulain Name: Nicolas Deuscher 
Age: 21 Age: 19 

Studies:  Economy 
Studies: Law Faculty, Philosophical faculty 
(English) 

Languages studied: English, French, Spanish Languages studied: English, Spanish 
English studied for 10 years English studied for 7 years 
Time spent in any English speaking country:  
England (1 week) Time spent in any English speaking country: 0 
  
Name: Flora Charrier  Name: Christophe Rey 
Age: 19 Age: 34 
Studies: Business management Works as: a professor of linguistics 

Languages studied: English, Spanish, Italian 
Languages studied: English, Spanish, Italian, 
Portuguese 

English studied for 10 years 
English studied for 12 years, other 9 years outside 
the school 

Time spent in any English speaking country:  
GB (6 weeks) 

Time spent in any English speaking country:  
GB (1 month), USA (1 month) 

  
Name: Chloé Bogaert Name: Roman Ottini  
Age: 20 Age: 18 
Studies: Philosophical faculty (French) Studies: preparatory course of economy 
Languages studied: English, German Languages studied: English, Spanish 
English studied for 6 years English studied for 7 years 
Time spent in any English speaking country: 
 GB (1 week) Time spent in any English speaking country: 0 
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2.3. Results  

 The results were obtained with the use of the method described in 2.1. To facilitate 

and illustrate the work with the recordings on the CD which is enclosed to the bachelor thesis 

we created tables with corresponding transcriptions and graphs. Every part of our research 

includes a final part, where all the results are put together and all the data are counted together 

and supported by the graphs. See Appendix. 

2.3.1. Results I – short vowels 

 Short vowels have caused considerable difficulties to the French speakers. The overall 

correctness of their pronunciation was 45% and in 30% the speakers were influenced in their 

pronunciation by the word having the same or similar sense and form in French. The main 

problems were the different regular graphic correspondences in both languages and also the 

irregular ones. 

 In the observed words /ɪ/ was pronounced correctly in 50%. The most problematic 

areas were the nasal vowels which were pronounced at the place of the oral ones i.e. symbol 

and also the misleading graphic correspondence: <u> is in French pronounced as /y/ while in 

English it can be /ɪ/ in busy, <e> in the final syllable was not sometimes pronounced as the 

French phonetics uses final <e> just to signify that the preceding consonant is pronounced i.e. 

catastrophe, horses. The words with the French origin were usually pronounced in the French 

way i.e. reform with [e]. On the contrary committee was usually pronounced well. The word 

baggage was often surprisingly pronounced with [eɪ] even if in French it is pronounced with 

/a/. Build was pronounced as [bɥild] in one fourth of the cases. 

 /ʊ/ was correct in 67%. The difficulties were observed mainly in the words wolf, 

where [ɒ] and cook where [u:] were pronounced instead. The word would did not cause any 

difficulties (except for [l] which was often pronounced), because it follows the French 

correspondence, where <ou> is pronounced as /ʊ/. The different vowel quality was 

pronounced often in a word put ([y] or [ə]). 

 The overall correctness of /e/ was 56%. The majority of speakers had difficulties with 

the word leisure ([eɪ] or [ɪ]) and said which is quite surprising; both <ai> and <ei> correspond 

to /e/ in French. Not very surprising was the pronunciation of the word friend, which followed 

the French rules (it was read with [ɪe]). 100% of the speakers pronounced the word leopard 
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with [eɔ] as they followed the French pattern as well. Confusing correspondence caused 

problems also to some speakers as they pronounced any with [eɪ] or [ʌ].  

 The worst ratio of correctness was observed with the phoneme /ʌ/. It was pronounced 

correctly only in 4% cases. The word cut was pronounced with [ʊ], [ə] or as [y] and come was 

pronounced often with [ɒ] and [ɔʊ] as the other words with <o> can be pronounced this way. 

The word courage more or less followed the French pattern. In a few cases it was pronounced 

as [ɒ] but the majority pronounced it as [ʊ] alike its French counterpart. 100% of speakers 

pronounced flood wrongly. The majority followed the regular correspondence of <oo> which 

is /ʊ/. Many speakers also pronounced [u] and [u:] and in one case it was pronounced with [ɒ] 

 The vowel which is also worth noticing is /æ/. Its pronunciation was correct only in 

5%. As we have already said, there is no such sound in the French system. Its English graphic 

correspondence is <a>. There is a vowel [a] pronounced instead in French. The majority of 

faults were caused by this different graphic correspondence i.e. in a word map. There were 

also some cases where the diphthong [eɪ] was pronounced, but these were rather sporadic i.e. 

contract. 

 On the contrary, the phoneme /ɒ/ was not that difficult for the French speakers. The 

correctness in the monitored words was 75%. Rare cases of mispronunciation [ɔʊ] or [ʊ] were 

observed in knowledge but because was except for one case always correct as it reminds of 

the French cause and it corresponds to it graphically as well. 

 The pronunciation of /ə/ was more problematic as only 27% of the words were 

pronounced correctly. Even if the sound exists in French, its role is slightly different. The 

main difference is that it is spelled either as <e> or it has zero correspondence and thus it is 

nearly not acceptable for the French to pronounce /ə/ with other letters than <e>. Three 

fourths of the speakers had less than three words correct out of nine. In this group every word 

was somehow similar to its French counterpart. Predictably, these words were often 

pronounced in the French way. The words horrible and martyr containing <i> were both 

pronounced wrongly in 100% of the cases. Surprisingly, horrible was usually pronounced 

with [ɪ] while martyr was pronounced with [i] 

2.3.2. Results II – long vowels 

 If we consider the difficulties posed to the French speakers in the pronunciation of 

short vowels, we can mainly see the problem of a different vowel quality. However, when 

observing the recordings focused on the long vowels, we can see also a difficulty of the vowel 

length. In French the length of a vowel is nearly fully dependant on the speaker´s choice and 
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it does not change the meaning. We have already spoken about the relativity of quantity of the 

English vowels. It is primarily the vowel quality that makes the difference between i.e. [ɪ] and 

[i:]. Majority of French vowels are extremely tense and thus they often sound as the long 

English vowels. Sometimes it is nearly impossible to observe whether the French speaker 

used a long English vowel i.e. [i:] or a French short one i.e. [i].  

 The overall correctness of the pronunciation of the long vowels was 17% and in 25% 

the speakers´ pronunciation was influenced in by the word having the same or similar sense 

and form in French. None of the correctness ratios of any long vowel exceeded 24%. 

 The case of this percentage is a vowel /i:/. The problem of quantity is quite remarkable 

i.e. tree was often pronounced with [i] which has a different quantity as well. However there 

were also some cases where [ɪ] was pronounced i.e. chief. Another factor is the existence of 

some of these words in French. The words machine and technique are both of Roman origin, 

but the vowel is pronounced relatively shortly in French. Also immediate is in French 

pronounced differently (with [e]). The French speakers pronounce these words in the French 

way and thus they change not only the quantity but sometimes also the quality of the English 

vowel. Other problematic word was eat, which has no counterpart in French but it is still 

pronounced shortly. The word key was occasionally pronounced as [keɪ]. 

 Another observed vowel is /ɑ:/. We have already said that in English its graphic 

correspondence is regularly <a> in the combinations with the fricatives, nasals, lateral 

approximant and probably the most commonly with <r>. Nonetheless only 13% of the words 

were pronounced in this way. <a> followed by a fricative present in our recordings was 

pronounced rather shortly as [ʌ] in moustache and surprisingly also as [ɪ], [eɪ] or [e] in garage 

even if the word is pronounced as /gaʀaʒ/ in French. In few cases when <a> precedes a nasal 

consonant there was a nasal vowel pronounced instead (dance). The cases of <a> followed by 

<r> and <l> are much more complicated in French, because both consonants are usually 

pronounced even in the final position and thus words as half or car were often pronounced 

with [l] and [r]. The position of car was also complicated by the fact that it exists as a false 

friend in French (conjunction car). The combination of a long vowel and a fricative is also 

problematic, as it was observed that the word after was pronounced with [ʌ] by all speakers. 

 The vowel /ɔ:/ was quite successfully pronounced from the point of view of the quality 

but the quantity was different. However the overall correctness of its pronunciation was 23%. 

The words, in which <o> was followed by <r> as i.e. short, were usually pronounced with the 

short open vowel. This is not caused purely by the influence of the French pattern (the word 

short exists also in French) because even the word door (which has no counterpart in French) 
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was pronounced mostly in the same way. The irregular graphic correspondence was very 

problematic in i.e. war. Only two speakers pronounced it correctly. The majority of speakers 

tended to pronounce either [ar] or [ɔr]. 

 23% of the speakers pronounced correctly also /u:/. The major faults were rather of the 

quantitative character except for a few more complicated words. Problematic is the 

correspondence of <u>: i.e. cube which was pronounced often with [y] or even with [ɥi] in the 

word suit. The words as shoe were pronounced with [u], [ʊ] or with [ɔʊ]. However, the most 

problematic case was a word of a French origin manoeuvre, which was pronounced with [œ] 

in 100% of the recordings. 

 The worst ratio of correctness had a vowel /ɜ:/. Only 5% of these words were 

pronounced correctly. The major problem of the French speakers was the quality of the 

vowel. There is no such vowel in French and thus our speakers altered it with different 

vowels, usually according to the graphemes and also [r] was pronounced in the majority of 

cases, i.e. sir was pronounced mainly as [sir], her as [her], word as [wɒrd] etc. Surprisingly, 

the word church was not pronounced with [yr] but usually with [ər]. More advanced speakers 

altered this vowel with [ə] or [ɜ:r]. 

2.3.3. Result III – diphthongs   

 We have already talked about the problematic area of the diphthongs in English in the 

theoretical part of this thesis but we have not emphasized that the problem is not just one – the 

absence of the diphthongs in French and their alteration by the semi-vowels, but also the 

different graphic correspondence of the vowels in both languages and the problematic 

grapheme <r> in French. The totality of these phenomena caused the overall correctness of 

these sounds to be 39%. The French patterns were followed in 15%. 

 The centring diphthongs were much more difficult for the speakers than the closing 

diphthongs. Probably it was caused by the presence of <r> in the majority of them. A typical 

French speaker cannot perceive it as a vowel nor does he or she feel it natural to make the 

sound /r/ silent. 

 /ɪə/ was correct in 21% of the words. However, the temptation to read /r/ was very 

strong and sometimes it can be heard on the recordings that the speakers pronounce just a part 

of this consonant as if they were hesitating whether to read it or not. We can hear often [ɪr] 

but with not a full quality of [r] except for one case, which is idea. This one was pronounced 

often as [ɪa], [ea], [e] or [i:]. 
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 Another centring diphthong /eə/ was pronounced correctly in 18% of the monitored 

cases. The speakers encountered the similar problems as in the words containing /ɪə/, i.e. 

chair was often pronounced with [er]. Problematic was the word aeroplane also because of 

the close counterpart in French /aeʀɔplan/. It was pronounced with [ae], [aɪ], [ʌ], [e]. Only in 

two cases it was correct. 

 The same difficulties were remarked with the last centring diphthong /ʊə/, whose 

overall correctness was slightly better (29%). The speakers tend to pronounce /r/, but the ratio 

was increased by the fact that correspondence of /ʊ/ is not that difficult (67% of the 

correctness). These words were pronounced mainly with [ʊr] i.e. poor. Only some words as 

i.e. cure were pronounced also with the wrong sound [yr]. The word tour was often 

pronounced with the same pattern as its French counterpart: /tuʀ/. 

 On the other hand, the closing diphthongs except for /əʊ/ presented in general less 

difficulties to our speakers. We occasionally encountered the presence of semi-vowels but in 

general the pronunciation was quite correct. 

 The diphthong /eɪ/ was pronounced correctly in 62%. The main fault was pronouncing 

only [e] in the words as break (which is in fact a false friend of French break) and tête à tête, 

(which is a word borrowed from French). Also the word rain was occasionally pronounced 

with a wrong vowel ([e]) and once it was also nasalised. Similarly we monitored that the 

sound /eɪ/ in great was sometimes altered by [e] or [ɪ]. 

 Another closing diphthong /aɪ/ was used well in 68%. This proves that it is not so 

difficult for French speakers. The mistakes were caused rather by the confusing graphic 

correspondence. The words as eye and height were often pronounced with [eɪ] and lie was 

sometimes pronounced as [lɪ] because it is a false friend of the conjugated form of the verb 

lier. 

 The diphthong /ɔɪ/ was the least problematic of all the diphthongs as its overall 

correctness was 87%. The problematic word was only noise. We can hear there the semi-

vowel [w] ([nwʌz]). In one case noise was read with [ɔʊ] but we consider it as inattention 

during the reading. 

 If we could call one closing diphthong mispronounced, it would be definitely /əʊ/. 

Only 7% of the words were read correctly. In French, <o> is read usually as [o] or [ɔ]. This 

was the first and main problem. The French who were conscious about the fact that in open 

syllable we pronounce a diphthong, usually pronounced it as [ɔʊ]. The exceptions were not 

even the semi-vowels in the word coat [kwʌt], and in some cases also in sew [sjʊ], [swɪ]. 
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<ou>, other graphic form of  /əʊ/, is apparently also very confusing for the French speakers as 

they tend to pronounce i.e. mould as [mʊld]. 

 On the contrary, the last closing diphthong /aʊ/ was usually pronounced quite well 

(64%). The word house was read correctly by 100% of the speakers. Some difficulties were 

encountered in the words mouse [mʊs] and cow [kɔʊ]. 

2.3.4. Results IV – semi-vowels  

 The English semi-vowels are all also present in French although they often have 

different correspondences. Their overall correctness was 72% and the speakers followed the 

French pattern in 33%.  

 /w/ is the semi-vowel with the highest ratio of correctness (90%). However, we have 

to notice two things. Firstly, French /w/ is a semi-vowel close to /u/ represented usually by 

<ou> followed by a vowel, <oi>, <oy> and <oin> and it is slightly shorter than the English 

one. Secondly, <w> is a grapheme that has been present in French for a relatively short time 

and thus its pronunciation is not natural in the words containing it. Nonetheless, the only real 

mistakes were the pronounced [w] in “answer” and the missing [w] in “quite”. 

 /j/ was noticeably more difficult as the number of correctly pronounced words is lower 

(63%). In French it is represented by <i> followed by a vowel but in English it is used also for 

<u> and other graphemes. At the same time, <u> corresponds to a vowel [y] in French. This 

might be the reason why the word statue was frequently pronounced as [staty]. Other words 

containing <eu> as “Europe” were also extremely confusing and very often [ø] was 

pronounced instead of /jʊ/. 
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Conclusion 

 

 All three hypotheses were more or less confirmed. However, we cannot say that they 

were confirmed in 100% of the cases. Let us see the hypotheses in comparison to the results 

which were obtained during the research. The first hypothesis was that French speakers will 

tend to pronounce the English words that have counterparts of a similar form and meaning in 

French in a French way. This hypothesis proved right in many cases. The lowest percentage 

of respondents following the French counterparts was 15% in words containing the 

diphthongs (i.e. in tour [r] was pronounced as in French) and the highest one was 33% in 

words containing a semi-vowel (Europe was not pronounced as /jʊərəp/ but as [øʀɔp]). One 

surprising phenomenon was observed: some French respondents tried to pronounce certain 

words with the Roman origin and French pronunciation in a different way i.e. when observing 

/a:/ in garage it was remarked that many French speakers tend to pronounce [gæreɪdʒ] even if 

it exists in French as /gaʀaʒ/ which is much closer to the correct English pronunciation 

/gæra:ʒ/. This phenomenon might be interpreted as confusion caused by existence of two 

types of phonetic transfer from French to English: 

• words of Roman origin which maintain nearly completely their French pronunciation 

in English i.e. moustache 

• words of Roman origin which change the pronunciation in English i.e. queue. 

 

 The next hypothesis was that the words not existing in French and containing the 

graphemes which have a different grapheme-to-phoneme correspondence in French will be 

read with the French pattern. This hypothesis was also often confirmed i.e. busy was quite 

frequently read as [byzi] as the grapheme <u> corresponds usually to /y/. Another example is 

half read often as [ʌlf] because grapheme <l> in the majority of the French word is regularly 

pronounced as /l/ in every position in a word and it does not prolong the preceding vowel.  

 The third hypothesis was that the word which does not belong to the French lexis will 

be read with a sound different from the grapheme-to-phoneme correspondence rules of one or 

another language. This hypothesis was supported by the collected data i.e. aunt was often read 

as [aʊnt] even if the regular spelling of the sound /aʊ/ goes only with <ou> (house) and <ow> 

(cow) and in French it corresponds either to /o/ (aube) or to /ɔ/ (faux).  

As we can see, French speakers have to deal with many difficulties in the pronunciation of 

English words. These are principally confusing graphic correspondences, the absence of 
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certain phonemes or the presence of the others in the French system and finally the lexis of 

their own language.  

 In general the difficulties were as follows: long vowels were usually remarkably short 

and the short ones more tense than they should be; they were sometimes wrongly 

diphthongized, or even monophthongized and [r] was often pronounced in the diphthongs as 

well.  The figures show that the French speakers followed the French pattern quite often and 

they were even more often influenced by the different French grapheme-to-phoneme 

correspondence. 

 After the analysis we can conclude that the closeness of the French and English lexis 

may help in the written form but in the oral form it may often do harm and cause 

mispronunciation. 

 The differences of the grapheme-to-phoneme correspondences described in the 

theoretical part of the thesis were visibly seen also in the transcripts. In the further research 

we want to explore the differences of the consonants of both languages. 
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