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ANNOTATION  

The aim of this bachelor thesis is to find out whether singing skills can influence the English 

pronunciation of Czech learners. The theoretical part of the thesis analyses what speech 

production and singing have in common and how singing skills can help learners to 

pronounce correctly. The practical part provides a research and an analysis of the 

pronunciation of Czech learners of English with and without singing experience. 

KEYWORDS 
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ANOTACE 

Cílem této bakalářské práce je zjistit, zda má pěvecká praxe vliv na anglickou výslovnost. 

Teoretická část analyzuje, co mají produkce mluvené řeči a zpěvu společného a jak pěvecká 

praxe může studentům angličtiny pomoci ke správné výslovnosti. Praktická část obsahuje 

výzkum a analýzu výslovnosti českých studentů angličtiny s pěveckou praxí a bez ní. 

 

KLÍČOVÁ SLOVA 

Pěvecká praxe, anglická výslovnost, angličtina jako cizí jazyk  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Many linguists have proved the link between musical hearing and the ability to learn languages, 

however, much less of them are concerned about the effect that singing skills may have on 

learning foreign language pronunciation. Therefore, the aim of this thesis is to inspect, whether 

there might be any connection between singing skills obtained by singing practice and the 

capability to pronounce better, specifically in English.  

For the purpose of delving further into the matter of this bachelor thesis, it is crucial to establish 

key terms and concepts which are relevant for it. One of the prominent topics of this thesis is 

singing, which can be described as a subcategory of music. According to Aniruddh Patel, music 

can be defined as “sound organized in time, intended for, or perceived as, aesthetic experience” 

(Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 15). Singing by its definition falls into the category of music, 

since Vrchotová-Pátová defines it as “a unique way of expressing thoughts by the means of 

tones, that the human voice is capable of producing, connected with speech.” She further 

describes singing as musical speech and claims that the understanding of musical speech is not 

limited for a certain language group of people, but can be comprehended by much broader 

audiences, since the language and music features in singing are equal (Vrchotová-Pátová 6, as 

translated by Kateřina Tošnarová). An interdisciplinary relationship between singing and 

languages can therefore be assumed.  

Singing can be clearly distinguished from language, since language is described as a system of 

signs through which people communicate with efficient communication as its main purpose 

(Vrchotová-Pátová 5, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

Since singing is inevitably connected to music, it must be stated that the influence of music on 

learning languages in general has been a proved fact for some time now. It has been a subject 

of various researches, for example of a research carried out by Slevc and Miyake in 2006, which 

proved that musical ability influences proficiency in a second language and is beneficial for 

learners of a second language (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 78). The field of language that 

was influenced the most by musical ability was the field of receptive and productive phonology 

of a foreign language. The authors of the research suggested this is because of the relationship 

of sound categories of music and speech (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 78).  

Different types of music and singing vary, hence it is important to establish that the focus of 

this thesis lies on Western European music and singing within this music type.  
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First, the focus of this bachelor thesis will lie on the relationship between music and language, 

then on the process of singing and speaking and their similarities and differences. Having 

discovered overlapping areas of singing and speaking, this thesis will inspect specific aspects 

of language production that singing can help the learners with. The practical part of this thesis 

will focus on two phenomena that were chosen based on the information obtained through 

compiling the theoretical part.  
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THEORETICAL PART 

1. Music and language and its relationship with reference to 

relevant research 

On the very basic level, music and language share the fact that they are compositional and they 

have a system according to which they operate. Both language and music are made of small 

parts that are combined together to create bigger meaningful wholes. Much like the system of 

language, music has a system which uses elementary constituents to make up much larger units. 

In music, these small parts are individual tones which, when written down, are called notes. 

These are not of any particular meaning by themselves, but when combined, a meaningful 

melody stirring emotions can be constructed (Eurotalk).  

Looking at music and language from the neurological point of view, both music and language 

depend on a “mental framework of learned sound categories” (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 

72). For example when hearing someone speaking, human brain automatically distinguishes 

between different speech-sound categories to decode the message. Human brain is more likely 

to notice differences between categories than within them (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 

72). Therefore it is easier for non-native speakers of English to distinguish major differences 

between phonemes of their native language and English. An example of that can be seen in 

aspiration. If in the word “pat” /p/ is aspirated, Czech speakers of English could easily ignore 

this feature of the phoneme, since there is no difference in meaning between /pæt/ and /pʰæt/. 

However, what the brain of a Czech speaker of English would notice is for example the 

difference between /pʰæt/ and /kʰæt/. 

Patel suggests that sound category learning is a “fundamental aspect of human cognition.” 

Learning sound categories of speech and music operates on similar principles, however, the 

brain reacts to spoken and musical sounds in various ways. Despite being in some aspects 

similar, human brain deals with music and language in different hemispheres. Phoneme 

perception is often associated with left-hemisphere activity, whereas music perception with 

right-hemisphere activity (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 72). Still, music and language have 

several aspects in common and there are many neural areas that are involved both in speech and 

in music. According to current neurological research, “speech functions can benefit from music 

functions and vice versa” (Jäncke).  

As mentioned above, there are shared mechanisms for learning sound categories of speech and 

music. These mechanisms are mutually interconnected, therefore the ability to learn sound 
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categories of speech has some influence on sound category learning in music and vice versa 

(Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 78). Patel claims that according to a research carried out in 

2002 by Anvari et al., “pitch-related musical abilities predict phonological skills in language” 

(Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 78). Two other papers are in favour of the findings of Anvari 

et al., specifically researches carried out in 2011 by Dege and Schwarzer, and Loui et al., which 

both suggest that phonological awareness in speech is closely related to pitch awareness in 

music (Jäncke).  

Recent studies have also found out that language and music employs the Broca’s area which in 

the past was thought to be employed only when producing or analysing language (Eurotalk). 

Broca’s area is a region located in the left-hemisphere frontal lobe and it is of key value in the 

process of language production and comprehension. It contains motor neurons which function 

in the process of controlling speech. It is not only involved in creating speech, furthermore, it 

is responsible also for the comprehension of it. Apart from speech, Broca’s area influences hand 

movements (Encyclopaedia Britannica). Most prominently, Broca’s area is responsible for our 

ability to use syntax, however according to the latest research by Maess, Koelsch, and Gunter 

(2001), it is crucial for comprehension and analysis of music as well. Brain scans have found 

neural activity in the said area when subjects of the research heard and interpreted both speech 

and music. What is more, it was also discovered that in comparison with non-musicians, 

musically trained people have a greater amount of grey matter in Broca’s area, therefore it can 

be assumed that the area is important for both speech and music (Gaser, Schlaug 9242).  

Another research carried out in 2011 by Strait and Kraus reports that music is a potential benefit 

for learning languages, since the research has proved musicians possess the ability of sustaining 

auditory attention to a foreign language (Jäncke). 

According to a study conducted by Hoch et al., music and language processing and brain 

analysis strongly overlap. A different study by Halwani et al. examined the white-matter tract 

connecting brain regions and found out it is anatomically different between singers, 

instrumentalists, and non-musicians. They discovered that singers have stronger necessity to 

link together frontal and temporal brain regions. These regions are typically involved in the 

control of many speech functions (Jäncke).  

Patel also proposes the so-called OPERA hypothesis which proves that music is beneficial for 

some language functions. OPERA stands for: 
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1) Overlap – the parts of the brain that deal with acoustic features of speech and of music 

overlap, 

2) Precision – music has higher demands on the overlapping parts of the brain that deal 

with both music and speech, 

3) Emotion – musical activities that are processed by the above mentioned parts of the 

brain conjure up strong positive emotions, 

4) Repetition – the mentioned musical activities are frequently repeated, 

5) Attention – musical activities need focused attention. 

OPERA hypothesis claims that musical training enhances neural encoding of speech. This 

means that the networks in the brain assigned with speech processing are trained by musical 

training and they function more precisely than is needed for ordinary speech communication. 

Because these networks are shared both by music and speech, the speech processing benefits 

and people who are musically trained may be better language learners (Patel, The OPERA 

hypothesis). 
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2. General similarities and differences between speech and singing  

 

2.1. Posture  

For both healthy speaking and singing voice it is important to adopt a suitable posture. Even 

though according to Christina Shewell a perfect posture does not exist, Shewell believes that 

good posture helps to relieve unnecessary tension in all muscles, including those that are 

directly connected to producing speech and singing sounds (Shewell 105). Speaking uses 

muscles with tension and in singing, refined tension is present, therefore tension cannot be 

eliminated completely, because without it the two processes would not be possible. However, 

unnecessary tension is unhealthy and not beneficiary neither for speaking, nor for singing 

(Shewell 113).  

To be able to speak and sing freely and without any strain, the body should be relaxed and “free 

as possible from habitual awkward postures and excess tension” (Shewell 74). Both the speaker 

and the singer should find a posture which is comfortable for them, and in which they feel 

balanced and at ease (Shewell 111).  

Although perfect body posture is said to be a myth, what matters in speech and singing 

production is the position and alignment of head and neck. Head should be in a neutral position, 

not tilted backwards nor forwards. For example, when tipped backwards, laryngeal muscles 

stretch and they compress the pharynx above the larynx. According to Christina Shewell, the 

resulting sound in such case becomes strained and narrow. It is therefore not advised to maintain 

head and neck in such a position for a longer period of time (Shewell 111).  

2.2. Breathing 

For both the analysed processes, inhalation is much quicker than exhalation, since both the 

processes use the egressive airstream, also called the out-breath. In speaking, the quantity and 

frequency of breaths is designed by what is said. Speakers tend to use quick and shallow breaths 

for short utterances and longer and deeper breaths for long conversational parts. People rarely 

plan to breathe, unless under special circumstances such as nervousness (Shewell 123).  

However, breathing for the purpose of singing largely differs. First of all, singing breath must 

be at least partially planned. For music interpretation it is crucial to plan where during a 

particular song a singer may breathe. For this planned breath to sound natural, a much 

developed breath-voice coordination is needed (Shewell 123). Apart from planning where to 

breathe, a singer should also be able to use a healthy breathing technique (Chapter 5). 
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The importance of diaphragm for singing breath is especially highlighted, since the diaphragm 

also plays an important part in singing technique. When breathing in for the purpose of singing, 

it is important to use the diaphragm properly – it compresses the organs of abdominal cavity 

and the abdomen is then arched. The pressure inside the thorax lowers and there is more space 

for the lungs to inhale (Morávková 4).  

2.3. Melody  

Another feature that singing and speaking share is the usage of melody. Melody is not confined 

solely to music, it is also used when referring to organized pitch patterns in speech. Speech 

melody conveys affective, syntactic, pragmatic, and emphatic information (Patel, Music, Lang. 

and the Brain 185). It also signalizes prosodic grouping patterns (Patel, Music, Lang. and the 

Brain 186). The main difference between melody in speech and in music is the organization of 

it – in speech, melody is far less organized than in music (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 

185).  

2.4. Tones 

Tones are a singing and speaking feature that is closely connected to melody. Speech uses a 

combination of tones and stresses to convey an unambiguous message (Patel, Music, Lang. and 

the Brain 50). When speaking about language tones, the term pitch is usually used. Pitch can 

be defined as “the property of a sound that enables it to be ordered on a scale going from low 

to high” (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 86). Pitch is an auditory phonetic feature which 

corresponds with the acoustic feature of frequency. Frequency is based on the number of 

complete cycles of vocal fold vibration. Variations of pitch are easier to produce using voiced 

sounds, because of their regular wave form, but it is also possible to hear pitch in voiceless 

sounds (Crystal, A Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics 369 – 370). 

Both melody and pitch play an important part in emphasis. Unlike singing melody, speech 

melody is not built around a stable set of pitch intervals (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 205). 

That is a major difference, since a stable pitch intervals are a key part of singing (Patel, Music, 

Lang. and the Brain 71). In English, pitch can be used to emphasize a particular part of an 

utterance and can also mark boundaries of sentences and phrases (Patel, Music, Lang. and the 

Brain 198, 206).  

Melody/pitch is also used to signal different sentence types, such as rising pitch at the end of 

yes-no questions, or falling pitch at the end of statements (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 

206). 
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All of the above applies to intonation-only languages, however, there is an exceptional group 

of languages – the tone languages. These languages use tones to distinguish between individual 

meanings of words (Gussenhoven 26).  

2.5. Rhythm 

Musical rhythm and the rhythm of a spoken language are two complex things that share a 

number of features.  

Musical rhythm is a complex of elements that determine how music is organized in time. These 

include grouping of individual tones into phrases, a stable beat, and the beat’s periodicity which 

creates musical metre. Rhythm is of great importance to music (Patel, Rhythm in Language and 

Music 141).  

Rhythm in speech varies according to the rules of individual languages. English is a stress-

timed language. The time lapses between the prominent syllables are more or less equal in 

duration, despite the changing number of syllables per foot (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 

118, 120). That means English has a considerably frequent alternating pattern of stressed and 

unstressed syllables. There are rules to avoid stress clashes or stress lapses, which are long 

sequences of unstressed syllables following one another (Patel, Rhythm in Language and Music 

140).  

Metrical phonology deals with speech rhythm and it considers the speech rhythm to be 

hierarchical. There is a basic level of syllable stress with several other levels above it. The most 

prominent stressed syllables are of the second level. Usually, the stressed syllables are not 

separated by more than two weak elements at the same level. (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 

139-140).  

Rhythmic organization of speech is analogous to that of music; however, there are differences 

between the metre of music and language. In musical meter, the periodicity of the beat is crucial 

and more prominent than it is in speech. In comparison with music, language metre is much 

more irregular (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 141). 

2.5.1. Rhythm and word stress in English songs  

Syllables that would be stressed in regular speech are usually aligned with strong beats when 

used as lyrics to a song sung in English. An exception to this rule can be found for example in 

rock music, where stressed syllables usually anticipate prominent beat in music. This is 

frequently used to add dynamic energy to music (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 156, 157). 

Since word stress is often supported by prominent music beats, it can be concluded that by 
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singing a student of English can acquire a substantial amount of knowledge concerning the 

stress of particular words.  

3. The processes of speech and singing  

3.1. Speech  

Vrchotová-Pátová defines speech as an artificially created system of sound elements which is 

used for human communication. She then continues to define speaking as a physiological-

articulatory aspect of the process of expressing thoughts (Vrchotová-Pátová 5, as translated by 

Kateřina Tošnarová).   

3.1.1. Speech breath  

For the process of speaking to start, the brain must send a signal to start breathing (Shewell 

123). Before we speak, we must inhale a sufficient amount of air to be able to produce an 

utterance of the length that is intended to be produced (Gussenhoven, Jacobs 16). During 

inhaling, the air enters the body by oral or nasal cavity, then continues to the pharynx (Shewell 

123). The pharynx is further divided into three parts: 

1) The nasopharynx – a passageway for air, it is situated immediately behind the nasal 

cavity, it connects the nose to the mouth, 

2) The oropharynx – a passageway for air and food, situated immediately behind the oral 

cavity, 

3) The laryngopharynx (or hypopharynx) – a passageway for air and food, it lies under the 

epiglottis and stretches to the place where digestive and respiratory pathways are 

separated (Shewell 124).   

After passing through the pharynx, the air travels then to the larynx, which is a cartilaginous 

organ where the vocal folds are situated (Morávková 3, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová). 

Then the air moves to the trachea, which is directly connected to the lungs. The air enters the 

lungs through two main tubes – bronchi. These then lead the air through smaller breathing tubes 

within the lungs. The lungs can spread into three directions – up, sideways, and down. The 

amount of air a person’s lungs can carry varies. Usually, the maximum amount of air one’s 

lungs can take is around 5 litres including residual air, which is approximately 1.5 litres of air 

kept in lungs permanently for our safety if we are temporarily unable to breathe (Shewell 125).  

Breathing for the purpose of speaking is different from normal breathing, since while breathing 

regularly, the lungs release their muscular tension immediately after inhaling, therefore the 

process of exhalation takes place. When speaking, the process of exhalation is slowed down, 
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and the lung muscular tension is released only slowly, allowing speech to be produced. Since 

the breath that is exhaled is used for speaking, the speech sounds which are thus created are 

called egressive.  (Gussenhoven, Jacobs 16). 

Apart from the organs described above, the diaphragm also takes an important part in the 

process of breathing. When we breathe in, the diaphragm tightens and moves down pulling with 

it the elastic tissue of the lungs. At the same time, the ribcage expands to the sides, forwards 

and slightly upwards. This makes more space for the lungs to expand (Vrchotová-Pátová 51, as 

translated by Kateřina Tošnarová) 

When breathing out, the air travels through trachea to larynx. There the egressive airstream 

meets the vocal folds. The space between them, glottis, regulates the air coming through them. 

The glottis is a small area, in men it usually measures between 17 and 24 mm, in women it takes 

from approximately 13 to 17 mm (Crystal, How Language Works 26). When the glottis is 

closed, no air can pass through the vocal folds (Gussenhoven, Jacobs 16). There are three shapes 

of glottis that are used while producing speech: 

1) Closed glottis – when the glottis is closed, the airstream is blocked for a short time in 

order to create an explosive sound when the blockage is removed, 

2) Narrowed glottis – used when creating a friction, e. g.  /s/, 

3) Open glottis – used while breathing or producing voiceless sounds (Gussenhoven, 

Jacobs 17). 

Phonation, the process of creating voice - sound used as a basis for speech, occurs when vocal 

folds vibrate. Vocal fold vibration happens “when the closed glottis is subjected to increased 

subglottal air pressure which is sufficient to blow the vocal folds apart, but not enough to 

prevent them from falling together again when the air pressure between them drops” 

(Gussenhoven, Jacobs 17). When the air pressure drops and the glottis closes again, they are 

once more separated by the air pressure. This is on average repeated more than 120 times per 

second for larger vocal folds of men (Crystal, How Language Works 26) and over 200 times 

per second for smaller women’s vocal folds (Gusenhoven, Jacobs 18). The higher the pitch a 

speaker produces, the higher the number of vocal fold vibration there will be. For example, a 

new-born baby cries with the average number of 400 vibrations per second (Crystal, How 

Language Works 26). 

After travelling through the larynx, the airstream goes to the pharynx, where the primary voice 

is produced. The passage called the vocal tract begins here, which consists of the pharynx and 



17 

 

the mouth and the nasal cavity. The oral cavity functions as a resonator and modifies the sound 

produced in the vocal folds (Gussenhoven, Jacobs 21).  

3.1.2. Speech sound production  

A speech sound is produced when the air above the vocal folds is vibrating. If a speech sound 

is intended to be produced, the vocal folds get to their phonation position, which means they 

press closely together and block the airstream. This creates pressure in the air below the vocal 

folds. When the air pressure is stronger than the strength that holds the vocal folds tightly 

closed, for a short moment, a bit of air is released and the vocal folds are then again pressed 

tightly together. The air pressure is lowered and the vocal folds remain closed until the pressure 

rises above a sustainable level, when air is released again. By this, periodical vibration is 

created. The airstream in the vocal tract above the vocal folds is getting denser and weaker 

because of this vocal fold contraction, and as a result of that sound waves (tones) are created 

(Vrchotová-Pátová 7-8, Soukup 16, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

Physical properties of human voice are: 

1) Fundamental frequency – frequency on which our vocal folds vibrate, it corresponds to 

the auditory property of pitch, 

2) Intensity – corresponds to the auditory property of loudness, 

3) Spectrum – corresponds to the auditory property of colour, 

4) Duration – corresponds to the auditory property of length (Vrchotová-Pátová 8, as 

translated by Kateřina Tošnarová). 

What gives a voice its individual qualities are the resonating cavities in the vocal tract. The air 

resonates here and contributes to individual qualities of a voice (Vrchotová-Pátová 7, as 

translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

3.2. Singing  

Vrchotová-Pátová defines singing as a special process of expressing thoughts and ideas through 

tones that the human vocal tract is able to produce. This she calls the musical speech. The ability 

to understand musical speech is not, according to Vrchotová-Pátová, restricted solely to a group 

of speakers of a language, but is much broader (Vrchotová-Pátová 6, as translated by Kateřina 

Tošnarová).  

3.2.1. Respiratory organs and breathing 

The process of breathing for the purpose of singing is very similar to the one of breathing 

intended for producing speech sounds; however, there are some crucial differences.  
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As well as during regular breathing, the air enters the body through oral or nasal cavity. When 

singing is intended, it is generally preferred to breathe through the nose as much as it is possible, 

because the air gets warmer, humid, and cleaned when passing through the nose. This is due to 

the nasal mucous membrane (Morávková 3, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

When the air has passes through the nose, it then travels through the pharynx and all its three 

parts, as is mentioned in chapter 6.1.1. All three parts play no other role in the process of singing 

than to mediate the air to its final destination and back (Morávková 3, as translated by Kateřina 

Tošnarová).  

After travelling through the pharynx, the air moves to the larynx. The nose, mouth, and both 

the pharynx and larynx are organs belonging to what is called the upper respiratory tract 

(Morávková 3, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

Under the pharynx, the trachea is situated. It is the first organ of the lower respiratory tract. It 

is a flexible organ made out of cartilaginous rings connected with ligament. Delving further 

into the respiratory system, under the trachea lies the bronchus. It is similar to trachea in 

structure, but it is further divided into pulmonary lobes, then into pulmonary arteries and 

alveolar sacs (Morávková 3, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

The final organ in the respiratory system are the lungs. They are the organ in which the actual 

breathing takes place – an exchange of gases between the air and human blood. Both lungs 

weigh between 600 and 800 grams and of the two, the right one is bigger. The lower part of 

lungs borders with the diaphragm, which is also an important organ in the process of singing. 

Both lungs are covered by the rib cage so they are not perforated easily (Morávková 3, as 

translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

The diaphragm is a large moveable arched muscle separating the thoracic cavity from the 

abdominal cavity. It plays a crucial role in the process of singing. When breathing in, the 

thoracic cavity gets larger space because of the diaphragm, which squeezes the organs of the 

abdominal cavity. The abdomen gets arched and the thoracic cavity is provided more space for 

breathing in (Morávková 3-4, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

In the trachea, individual parts of the expiratory air (carbon dioxide, steam) are brought 

together. If speaking about singing, this expiratory air is referred to as singing breath 

(Morávková 3, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  
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In singing, breath-voice coordination and control are extremely important (Shewell 124). The 

awareness of healthy and beneficial breathing is even more important in singing than it is in 

speaking. The process of breathing has three stages: 

1) Inhalation 

2) Breath holding  

3) Exhalation (Vrchotová-Pátová 15, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová) 

In singing, it is recommended to inhale through the nose, since the air gets warmer and is 

cleaned by the lining of nasal passages (Shewell 125). However, breathing through the nose is 

slower than breathing through the mouth, therefore it is advised to take additional breath 

through the oral cavity (Vrchotová-Pátová 15, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

When practicing singing and doing breath exercises, it is important to establish that inhaling 

too much air is not beneficiary for vocal quality. What is more important than the actual capacity 

of the lungs is breath economy. In singing, it is crucial to know how to use the breath so that 

the singer would not need to breathe at the end of every single bar in a song. When breathing 

properly, the singer’s thorax should extend to the sides and their abdomen should be arched 

forward (Vrchotová-Pátová 15, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

3.2.2. The process of creating a tone 

The basics of speech and singing sounds production are the same (Online Vocal Care Center). 

However, there are certain procedures that are more prominent and must be executed more 

carefully when producing a singing sound. In comparison with speech, singing employs more 

muscles apart from the ones in the actual phonation apparatus. For proper tone to be produced, 

it is necessary to employ both back and abdominal muscles (Seleshanko).  

Also the amount of egressive air launched from the lungs is different than in speaking, and 

depends mostly on the pitch of the intended tone (Seleshanko). The lungs are an air supply to 

the produced tone, with the larynx acting as what could be compared to a reed in musical 

instruments (Online Vocal Care Center).  

When performed correctly, the singing process makes use of all possible resonators – the 

tongue, palate, oral cavity, nasal cavity, sinus cavity, chest cavity, pharynx, and other 

anatomical structures, even bone structures. The vocal folds themselves produce only what can 

be described as a buzzing sound. It is the resonators that give the tone its properties 

(Seleshanko). 
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What also determines a vocal quality is the “placement” of the voice. Since singing is a process 

that works prominently with singer’s imagination, the placement of the voice can be described 

as the place where singers must imagine their tone to be flowing to. As an example of tone 

placement can be used a common method of determining tone placement – singers are advised 

to sing while slightly smiling. This raises their cheeks and allows the vocal sound to enter and 

resonate inside the area called the “mask”. The mask is constituted of the teeth, lips, 

cheekbones, the nasal cavity and the forehead (Seleshanko).  

The sound of each individual’s singing voice is unique. This is because of the shape and size of 

one’s vocal folds, and also due to the size and shape of the particular person’s resonators (Online 

Vocal Care Center).  

The female’s larynx typically has a little more space between the vocal fold cartilages 

(arytenoids) than the male larynx does. This is an inborn feature of the female larynx, and it 

helps to give the female voice a typically softer quality due to different airflow through the 

larynx (Online Vocal Care Center).  

However, the biggest difference between creating speech sounds and singing is the use of 

diaphragm. The diaphragm is considered to be the power source for singing. It creates a support 

system for the process of singing and tone production. The purpose of the diaphragm is to 

“generate a force which directs a controlled air stream between the vocal folds which is 

necessary for vocalization to occur” (Seleshanko). In singing, the need for a controlled and 

constant airstream is crucial, therefore the diaphragm plays key role in the production of tones. 

Apart from acting as the voice support system, it also helps with the process of breathing along 

with other muscles and organs (Seleshanko). 

According to O’Connor, an ideal tone is “a complex product of breath control, vocal fold 

function, position of the larynx, tongue, nose, and soft palate, as well as use of resonance in the 

head and throat cavities” (O’Connor). 

3.2.3. Singing voice  

As far as singing voice is concerned, the conditions that make up the individual qualities of a 

voice are the same as in the case of speech sounds. That means the individual qualities and 

properties of an individual voice are given by the resonators and resonating cavities in the vocal 

tract and their utilization by the singer (Vrchotová-Pátová 7, as translated by Kateřina 

Tošnarová). The air resonates here and contributes to individual qualities of a voice. There are 

two types of resonance according to the place of resonation: 
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1) Head resonation – this type of resonation is important for the brilliance of a tone, 

2) Pectoral resonation – this type of resonation is important for the strength and timbre of 

a tone.  

Both of these types of resonation should be balanced in each tone of a person’s vocal range 

(Vrchotová-Pátová 7, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

A typical feature of singing which does not appear in speech are so called registers. When 

human voice is not balanced in its whole range and a change of voice quality appears in rising 

or falling of tones, we distinguish between several registers:  

1) Pectoral (also called chest) register – this term is used when speaking about the lower 

tones of a singer’s vocal range. It is composed of the tones that are natural to an 

individual’s speaking range (Online Vocal Care Center), 

2) Head (also called high) register – this term is used when speaking about the high tones 

of a singer’s vocal range, 

3) Centre register – used to describe the tones that appear in both of the registers above 

and between them (Vrchotová-Pátová 8, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

Combining all these three registers is of utmost importance in singing. In order to move 

smoothly up and down one’s singing range, the registers must blend together. If they do not, 

harsh changes in pitch and brief discontinuity of sound occurs. This is also called a voice break. 

To mix all the three registers together, it is important to coordinate the muscles of the larynx 

and maintain a constant air pressure in the vocal tract to avoid changes in pitch or voice quality 

(Online Vocal Care Center).  
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4. Articulation and pronunciation of different phonemes in singing 

In singing, there are various phonemes that are produced differently than in speech. Therefore, 

Czech native speakers can practice producing foreign phonemes when singing, because they 

have to be modifying their native phonemes into new ones, possibly some that are used in 

foreign languages.  

Since human voice is born with the ability of producing around 800 different phonemes, only 

around 27 phonemes are used in a single language (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 51). As 

individuals age, they lose the sensitivity to distinguish phonemes they do not use in their native 

language, because the experience with a native language influences phonetic discrimination of 

everybody. Speakers of different languages become sensitive to only a limited number of 

phonemes which occur in their native tongue. Therefore, the capability of producing a wide 

range of different phonemes decreases as people age (Patel, Music, Lang. and the Brain 84). 

This applies to both the consonants and vowels. The latter are especially important for singing, 

since they carry the tone. Some tone can be heard even in consonants, nevertheless, vowels are 

the most prominent tone carriers (Vrchotová-Pátová 10, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

When singing diphthongs, the singing technique depends on how long the tone should be. When 

the singer is supposed to sing a short note and pronounce a diphthong, both the parts of the 

diphthong will be of the same length. However, when singing a long tone with a diphthong, the 

first part of the diphthong should be the more prominent one and the second vowel is short, 

connected at the very end of the first vowel (Vrchotová-Pátová 10, as translated by Kateřina 

Tošnarová).  

The coherence of singing as well as of speech depends on how consonants are pronounced 

(Vrchotová-Pátová 10, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).   
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5. The role of velum in singing 

The velum is a crucial part of the vocal tract for singing. It is needed for the process of 

resonation of a created tone (Morávková 23, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová), therefore a 

singer should be able to use it and control the velum’s position on a regular basis.  

Proper raising of the velum contributes to the quality of timbre of a produced tone. If the velum 

is arched properly and the oral cavity is sufficiently open, the produced tone is going to be 

considered of a sufficient singing quality (Morávková 32, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

There are three types of resonance a singer uses – head resonance, chest resonance and a 

combined resonance type. Of these three types, the head resonance uses velum the most 

prominently. Head resonance works on the principle of raised velum, which creates as much 

space in the oral cavity as possible, and it lets the air flow through the nose. By raising the 

velum, a tone is perceived as soft and very pleasant to listen to. The head resonance along with 

raising of the velum contributes to the emotions conveyed by the produced tone as well and is 

a commonly used tool to add emotions to a tone (Morávková 24, as translated by Kateřina 

Tošnarová).  

Tones created with the help of head resonance are of the higher part of a singer’s register. These 

are called head tones and are used when singing by the more natural, chest resonance, is no 

longer possible. A singer should be able to add the same properties to the tones produced by 

chest resonance as well as to those produced by head resonance. It is needed to produce high 

tones with head resonance only, but for the lower tones it is key to use both head and chest 

resonance. This is considered to be the resonance goal of a singer, because it is desired to 

combine features of both types of resonance to create the combined resonance type (Morávková 

24, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

The focus of the practical part of this thesis will be concentrated especially on the phonemes 

which require focus on using the velum. Since correct usage of the velum is crucial in singing 

(Morávková 23, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová), singers are used to work with it regularly. 

The practical part of this thesis delves further into the production of selected sounds, since the 

hypothesis holds it that people who are used to conscientiously work with their velum (singers) 

are more likely to be able to use it properly and produce the selected sounds with ease and more 

precisely than people who are not used to practice their vocal tract skills (non-singers).  

When practicing head resonance and the so called head tones, it is suggested to use sonorants. 

Continuous production of /m/ is recommended for a tone not to sound sharp, but more rounded. 
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This, in music terminology, is called the brumendo – continuous humming during which all the 

voice energy is radiated through nostrils (Leman 357).  

Another helpful sonorant to use when practicing head tones is the velar nasal. It is used for 

practicing head resonance and for the so called coverage of a tone.  (Morávková 24, as translated 

by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

The technique of coverage is used as an aid when producing high tones. When producing a 

covered tone, the velum is raised and larynx is slightly moved downwards. The resonating 

cavities are therefore widened and the vocals sound more rounded and darker. Tone coverage 

allows the larynx to maintain its lower position even when singing high tones and also prevents 

the creation of a high tone without its proper resonance (Morávková 42, as translated by 

Kateřina Tošnarová).  
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6. Differences between articulation in speech and in singing 

The articulation during the process of singing is not completely identical with how we articulate 

in speech. Tones in singing must be linked to one another as much as possible, therefore it is 

necessary to modify phonemes in singing, even though it would not be done in normal speech 

(Morávková 29, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

In singing, it is crucial for articulation to not disturb laryngeal activity, resonation, nor capacity 

and sonority of a tone.  

Physiologically-acoustic properties of selected vowels    

/a/ - a central vowel. Due to the need of velum raising in singing, its articulation can be 

sometimes misplaced too further down the velum. Therefore, singers are sometimes lead to 

modify its pronunciation slightly and move the place of articulation to the hard palate behind 

the front teeth.  

/ɪ/ - a front vowel. Its place of articulation lies at the front of the oral cavity. It can be problematic 

for singers because it causes tension in the larynx, therefore it is needed that sung /ɪ/ is created 

as much similarly to /a/ as possible because of the need of a larger space for resonation.  

/o/ - a back vowel. It is said to be the best vowel for a beginning singer, because its articulation 

easily helps with creating the right resonating space for a vocal. When pronouncing /o/, it is 

simple to raise the velum. 

/u/ - a back vowel. This vowel is considered to be of great help when producing head resonance. 

Some singers have a tendency to pronounce /u/ too narrow, which causes tension in the larynx, 

therefore it is advised to shift the pronunciation of /u/. The articulation should be made similar 

to the one of /o/, which is a back vocal and uses velum raising for its creation (Morávková 30, 

as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

When shifting the pronunciation of individual vowels, it is crucial not to forget that every vowel 

should always preserve its own quality and should be easily understood. Occasionally, singers 

produce all vowels similarly and cannot be understood, because all the vowels sound as one 

schwa-like sound (Morávková 31, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  
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7. The contribution of selected consonants to developing singing 

skills 

/m/ - used when practicing head resonance, supports the roundness of a vocal. It transfers its 

vibration to the following vowel, therefore it is easier to produce it, especially when the sung 

tone is high.  

/ŋ/ - used when practicing head resonance, helps with velum raising, therefore it is beneficial 

for head resonance (Morávková 32, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová). Furthermore, this 

consonant is not a consonant to be found in the phonetical inventory of the Czech language, but 

it is frequently used in English. Singers have direct experience with the velar nasal, therefore 

they know how to pronounce it.  

The velar nasal is also used when learning how to sing high tones, because it is easier to 

establish vibrato when producing /ŋ/. This vibrato is then transferred onto the following vowel 

produced, therefore it is produced with ease and no tension in the vocal fold muscles.  

The velar nasal can be used for training the head resonance, for example in a vocal exercise 

such as: 

In this exercise, singers must not employ the Czech pronunciation /mango/, but they must use 

the velar nasal instead of /n/ (Morávková 40, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

/h/ - used for softening of a newly created tone when it starts with a vowel. This is a technique 

used mainly for learning staccato. When singing staccato, all tones are detached from each 

other, they are rather short and must be very precise in intonation (Latham). Some singers start 

the vowel sounds with a glottal stop, which is considered inadequate and unhealthy in singing. 

Therefore it is advised to use the /h/ sound at the beginning of a tone. Specifically, the /h/ sound 

should lightly start the tone, and then the onset of the sung tone should follow after a short 

while. The /h/ sound should not persist in regular singing; it is a feature used exclusively in the 

process of learning (Morávková 34, as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová).  

1 Czech vocal exercise using the velar nasal 
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For creating staccato vowel sounds, the diaphragm must be used, acting as a “bouncing” organ, 

which helps the vowel to sound softer, but also to have diaphragm support (Morávková 34-35, 

as translated by Kateřina Tošnarová). This experience, to the author’s mind, can be transferred 

to the creation of aspiration. Since the usage of /h/ sound at the beginning of vowel tones can 

be compared to aspiration in production. Both of these share the feature of voice onset time, 

because voicing starts a short while after the release of the fricative, or rather friction, because 

the /h/ sound should be only gentle.  
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PRACTICAL PART 

Practical part of the thesis shall be focused on people with musical hearing only, since the 

influence of music on learning languages has been proven (see chapter 1), and the aim of the 

thesis is to inspect, whether there are any further advances in foreign speech production abilities 

among people with singing skills, who inevitably belong to the large group of people with a 

developed musical hearing ability.  

The main focus of this part of the thesis will be on producing the velar nasal and aspirated 

consonants for reasons stated in chapter 7.  

8. Method 

The experiment consisted of recording native Czech speakers reading an original English text 

written by the author for the purposes of this thesis. Collected data were further analysed in 

order to identify the anticipated differences between the pronunciation of selected phonological 

phenomena of singers and non-singers among the participants.  

8.1. Material 

An original text was created by the author. The text includes several appearances of both of the 

phenomena inspected. The text consists of 10 sentences. In these sentences, 21 cases of the 

velar nasal appear and there are 26 examples of aspiration. In case of /ŋ/, the words in the text 

were selected so that there are examples of the velar nasal both in word final and in the middle 

position. As far as aspiration is concerned, the words were selected so that there are not only 

aspirated consonants in the initial positions, but also in the middle position, nevertheless, 

aspirated consonants in the initial positions are predominant. Concerning the velar nasal, there 

are more examples of this phoneme in the middle position. Apart from the two inspected 

phenomena, the text is composed so that it features balanced distribution of other, possibly 

problematic, phonemes and phonetical phenomena, such as /θ/ or /ð/.  

The text is arranged so that it is a meaningful story, not a compilation of random individual 

sentences inspecting the two specified phenomena, in order to try to evoke natural discourse. 

Furthermore, the topic of the text is very light, it is a tale about animals, for the participants to 

feel at ease while reading it and not to feel stressed by the fact that their speech is being assessed.  

Apart from the text, a questionnaire was composed for the participants to fill in. It consists of 6 

questions for the participants – singers, and 7 questions for participants – musicians. The 

questionnaires were created in order to get the respondents’ profiles. For the purpose of 

capturing a piece of spontaneous speech of the participants, they were asked one additional 
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question concerning the questions in the questionnaire before the actual reading of the text. So 

a short conversation of spontaneous speech was also recorded.  

In the questionnaire, the participants were asked about their age, what musical instrument they 

play and how long they have been playing it, how long they have been singing, what they think 

their current level of English is and whether they have a certificate to prove it.  

The text used for the research and the questionnaire each of the participants was given can be 

found in the appendices of this thesis. The recordings of individual speakers can be found on a 

CD attached to the printed version of the thesis.  

8.2. Participants 

The whole research took place in Prague and all the speakers were recorded there. All of the 

participants were native Czech speakers, no one of them is bilingual. Participants were selected 

according to how long they have been playing the musical instrument or singing, and also 

according to how long they have been learning English. The minimal required periods of time 

for this processes were selected by the author. When determining the minimal amount of years 

a participant should have spent by learning English, the current situation of Czech educational 

system was taken into account, as well as the difficulty of the presented text that the participants 

were supposed to read. Since the author wished the text was read with ease and no potential 

difficulty, the minimal period of time of learning English was specified to 10 years, with the 

anticipated level of English of the participants being at least B1. All the participants with the 

exception of one were in their twenties, the last participant was 19 years old. The age of the 

participants was also taken into account when specifying the period spent by learning English.   

As far as musical proficiency is concerned, defining a particular amount of years spent learning 

how to play the participants’ selected instrument was slightly more complicated. Since all the 

participants play wind instruments, and they are all students or former students of Czech 

elementary art schools, the system does not allow them to start playing any wind instrument 

without taking recorder first. The minimal amount of years spent by learning how to play the 

selected instrument was therefore determined as 8, with the author anticipating the participants 

had spent at least two preceding years playing the recorder. Age of the participants was, again, 

taken into consideration.  

The process of gaining respondents for the research was severely complicated by the fact that 

most of the people who agreed to participate withdrew shortly before making the recordings, 

since they were afraid of being judged for their supposedly bad pronunciation. Many potential 
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respondents had refused to participate fearing they might embarrass themselves. Due to this, 

the final number of participants is significantly lower than was anticipated before delving into 

the research.  

In general, the fear of embarrassment was a huge obstacle in completing the research, since 

many of the participants were very stressed and seemed desperate when reading the text. One 

of the recordings of a participant answering the additional question for eliciting natural speech 

had to be taken several times, since the participant was unable to answer the question due to 

extreme stress. Because of this, the sound track of Speaker 7 is composed of two parts 

additionally put together. All in all, the research had much more devastating impact on the 

participants than was initially supposed. In fact, the research was not meant to have any such 

impact on the participants. The author was quite surprised that such a thing occurred during the 

recordings, since all the participants are author’s friends and they know each other well.  

The total of 10 respondents were recorded. All the relevant information about the respondents 

was gained from the questionnaires or by means of short conversation following the completion 

of the questionnaire. The respondents were between 19 and 25 years of age. All the participants 

are university students and in average, they have been studying English for 13,9 years.  Four 

participants had their level of English officially acknowledged by a certificate. Three of these 

respondents had the FCE certificate, one possessed the TOEIC certificate. All the others 

assessed their English knowledge themselves and assumed they were approximately B2 level 

English speakers, with the exception of one, who is an English major, and claims to be on the 

C2 level, since their school requires this level for their studies, and one respondent, who self-

asses her knowledge to be of the B1 level. All participants with the exception of one have 

claimed they use English frequently. The majority of respondents uses English actively. The 

reasons and circumstances where the respondents use English varies. Those that use it actively 

mostly claimed they use it at school or work, some of them even have foreign friends with 

whom they communicate in English. Those that use English passively claimed to be frequently 

watching TV shows and films in English, usually with subtitles. One of the respondents 

answered that they use English for “everyday gangsta life”, not having specified what was 

meant by that. 

8.3. Procedure 

All the participants were recorded on a mobile phone. With the exception of one, every 

recording took place in an empty room, so that the environment was as quiet as possible. 

However, during the recording of Speaker 4 a window was left open, which resulted in quiet 
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bird sounds in the background and a conversation of two cyclists passing by. Speaker 2 was 

recorded in the garden of a library, so some background noises can be heard, but the author is 

of the opinion that the background noises did not disturb the recording and Speaker 2 can be 

heard and understood well. Even when recording in an empty room, background noises could 

not be completely eliminated, since none of the rooms were soundproof. Nevertheless, 

achieving the best quality circumstances allowed was a priority.  

The participants were informed in advance that a short conversation will precede the actual 

reading of the text, and both the reading of the text and the conversation will be recorded. They 

were also informed that the recording will be used strictly for research purposes and their names 

will not be mentioned anywhere in the thesis.  

None of the participants was given any clue as to what is the objective of the research and what 

particular phonetic phenomena the research focuses on. This was done in order not to influence 

their performance while recording.  

Before the text was read by the participants, each of them was given one question based on the 

questionnaire they completed. The questions were asked in order to elicit a spontaneous speech 

sample which could be then compared to how each speaker performed while reading. After this 

initial stage of the recording and sometimes before the recording, the speakers were given the 

text and were asked to read it briefly and ask if there were any words they did not know, or if 

there was anything they were not sure about.  

After the participants had briefly gone through the text, the actual recording started. The 

speakers were informed beforehand that they shall choose their own pace of reading and that if 

they wished to correct themselves at any time during the recording, it would be completely 

alright. The participants were divided into a group of singers (Speakers 1 – 5) and a group of 

instrumentalists (Speakers 5 – 10) and the recordings were then labelled according to the order 

in which they were acquired, using the label “Speaker” and a corresponding number from 1 to 

10.  

8.4. Analysis 

To make conclusions from the collected data, a perceptual analysis was done. Each velar nasal 

and each aspirated consonant were analysed individually in the recording of every speaker. 

Every occurrence of these was compared to other occurrences of the same phenomenon. For 

this to be performed, a chart had to be designed to count all the correctly pronounced 

occurrences of the two phenomena and all the mispronunciations of each speaker. A total 
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percentage of correct pronunciation and mispronunciations was counted. A separate chart like 

this was created for each of the speakers, then a separate chart was created for the whole group 

of singers and for the whole group of non-singers, so that their overall results could be 

compared.  

The perceptual analysis of the recordings was done by playing the individual occurrences of a 

particular phenomenon over and over. A headset of high quality was used to eliminate all noises 

that could possibly disturb the author during the process of analysing the amassed data. Each 

of the recordings was played several times and each occurrence of /ŋ/ and aspiration was 

analysed separately. To prevent any uncertainties of the author whether a particular 

phenomenon was pronounced correctly or not, a colleague was consulted. The final assessment 

was also consulted with the said colleague and a verdict was determined. The data were inserted 

into charts and the results were calculated. The last step was to compare the reading of the text 

with spontaneous speech and comment on the biggest differences in pronunciation between 

these recordings.  

When assessing the velar nasal, the author decided to focus solely on the ability of the speakers 

to produce this phoneme, therefore if a speaker produced /ŋ/ correctly, but instead of /sɒŋ/ 

produced /sɒŋɡ/, it was still counted as correct, since the correct phoneme was included in the 

word. However, any such mispronunciations were enlisted when commenting on the speaker’s 

recording.   

Since the number of participant is relatively low, there was enough space to comment on the 

mispronunciations and well pronounced phenomena of each speaker individually.  
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9. Results  

The results are based on the data obtained during the research conducted by the author, and are 

focused on identifying which group of respondents can pronounce the inspected phenomena 

better. Apart from this analysis, each speaker is dealt with individually, and their individual 

pronunciation problems and successes are presented. The potential limitations and factors that 

could have potentially influenced the research are also taken into consideration.  

9.1. Results of individual speakers  

9.1.1. Singers  

 

Speaker 1 

Speaker 1 is 21 years old. She has been studying English for 11 years and has been singing for 

14 years. She self-assessed her language knowledge to be of the B2 level, since she has passed 

a school exam designed for the B2 level and has attended classes focused on developing B1-B2 

level knowledge. Speaker 1 claims she uses English in her everyday life at least once per week, 

both actively and passively, specifically at school, at bars, and with her English speaking 

friends.  

From the total of 26 cases of aspiration, Speaker 1 produced it correctly 9 times, that is with 

34,6 % success rate. As far as the production of the velar nasal is concerned, she has produced 

it 11 times out of 21, which is 52,4 %.  

The spontaneous speech Speaker 1 has produced at the beginning of the recording was rather 

short; however, she displayed better linking and intonation than when reading the text. This 

may be the result of Speaker 1 being nervous when reading the text.  

There were not any major mispronunciations apart from pronouncing evil as /evl/. 

 

Speaker 2  

Speaker 2 is 22 years old. She has been studying English for 18 years, which makes Speaker 2 

the second longest English studying participant in the research. In accordance with the longest 

period of time spent studying English, Speaker 2 claims to be at C1-C2 level. She has been 

singing for 15 years and judging by her response, she is also the respondent who uses English 

most frequently, since Speaker 2 claims she uses it every day. She is an English major, which 

may have influenced the result. She is using English at school and with her friends, she also 
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reads books in English and at the time of the research was using English also for writing her 

bachelor thesis.  

From the total 26 cases of aspiration, Speaker 2 produced this inspected phenomena 12 times 

correctly, which 46,2 %. The phoneme /ŋ/ was produced correctly 16 times out of 21, which 

makes Speaker 2 the most successful speaker in producing this phoneme. Her success rate is 

76,2 %.  

Compared to the spontaneous speech Speaker 2 produced, there were little differences. Speaker 

2 sounded very natural while producing both the spontaneous utterance and while reading the 

text. This may be due to her very good usage of linking devices. Her intonation was almost 

native-like, and she also produced phonemes which may be difficult for Czech speakers (such 

as /θ/ or /ð/) correctly.  

 

Speaker 3 

Speaker 3 is 21 years old. She has been studying English for 12 years and she has been singing 

for 10 years. Speaker 3 has never obtained any language certificate and self-assessed her 

knowledge to be approximately at B1 level. Speaker 3 does not use English very often in her 

everyday life, she claims she sometimes watches movies in English and attends English courses 

at school; however, she said she is not very active at these courses and takes them only out of 

necessity, since her school programme requires her to attend them.  

As far as aspiration is concerned, Speaker 3 did not aspirate any of the consonants. Her result 

is therefore 0 %, which makes it the lowest result of all the participants. The other phenomena 

inspected was more successfully pronounced, Speaker 3 managed to pronounce it correctly in 

6 cases out of 21, therefore she scored 28,6 %.  

There were quite a few mispronunciations in the recoding. Speaker 3 had problems even with 

some B1 level words, which makes the author doubt whether her self-assessment was accurate. 

Speaker 3 pronounced “tiny” as /tɪnɪ/, “evil” as /evɪl/, and “stood” as /stʌd/. Apart from these, 

Speaker 3 did not pronounce correctly the word “thanks”, which she could not pronounce at all, 

and the word “none”. Both of these should be common knowledge for somebody of B1 level, 

therefore the actual level of English knowledge of Speaker 3 can be doubted. What is more, all 

the participants including Speaker 3 had seen the text beforehand and could have asked about 

the pronunciation of any of the words, if there were any they did not know, but Speaker 3 did 

not do so.  
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Speaker 4 

Speaker 4 is 21 years old. He has been studying English for 13 years, 11 years general English 

and 2 years medical English. Speaker 4 has been singing for 13 years. He self-assessed his 

English knowledge to be at B2 level, since he had passed an exam at the First Faculty of 

Medicine, which was designed for the B2 level. Since Speaker 4 works in a café, he uses English 

quite frequently to communicate with foreign customers.  

Speaker 4 aspirated 7 consonants out of the possible 26, therefore he managed to pronounce 

26,9 % of them correctly. As far as the velar nasal is concerned, Speaker 4 managed to 

pronounce 9 correctly, which is 42,9 %.  

Concerning the speaker’s spontaneous speech, there were no significant differences when 

compared to how he read the text. He does not use much aspiration in his natural speech and he 

does not sound particularly fluent, but that may, of course, have been due to nervousness. His 

pronunciation is quite comprehensible, there were not any major mistakes in any of the parts.  

 

Speaker 5  

Speaker 5 is 19 years old. He has been studying English for 10 years, and has been singing also 

for 10 years. Speaker 5 has obtained the FCE certificate and he is at B2 level. Speaker 5 uses 

English mostly at school and on the Internet, however, he claims to be writing in English more 

than he is speaking it. 

This speaker’s result in producing aspirated consonants was quite exceptional in a positive way, 

compared to other participants. Speaker 5 pronounced 15 out of 26 correctly, which is 57,7 %. 

However, his results in the second part of the research are with 11 correct examples of /ŋ/ quite 

average – he scored 52,4 %. What was surprising about Speaker 5 was the fact that he had 

problems with pronouncing the velar nasal in the words “monkey” and “donkey”. These two 

words were the ones that the majority of speakers had no problems with, and sometimes were 

the only ones that were pronounced correctly.  

His spontaneous speech sounded quite natural and comprehensible, there were no 

mispronunciations. Speaker 5 is fluent in English, he links individual words quite nicely 

together, and his intonation is moderately varied. It does not sound native-like, however it is 

definitely not monotonous.  
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9.1.2. Instrumentalists  

 

Speaker 6  

Speaker 6 is 22 years old and has been studying English for 14 years. Speaker 6 plays the 

trumpet and has been playing it for 15 years. He has obtained TOEIC certificate, and according 

to the result of this certificate, he claims his English knowledge to be of lower C1 level. Speaker 

6 studies IT, therefore he uses English at school and at work a lot. Apart from that, he uses the 

language while watching movies or TV series in English.  

Speaker 6 pronounced 3 aspirated consonants correctly, however this particular speaker was 

problematic to assess and a long discussion was held concerning his recording. The author and 

her colleague decided to agree on 3 correct examples of aspiration; however, the overall 

pronunciation had to be taken into account. When compared with other possibly aspirated 

words, there are indeed three examples that do stand out, however, had it been another speaker, 

this aspiration would not be considered properly done. Nevertheless, the author and her 

colleague decided to count these three cases of aspiration as correct, since everybody’s 

pronunciation is different and no two people speak exactly the same. The differences between 

the aspirated and non-aspirated consonants were huge in context of this particular recording of 

Speaker 6, therefore they were assessed as correct.    

In the production of the velar nasal, the speaker has made 10 mistakes, which leaves him with 

11 correctly pronounced, that is 52,4 %.  

Compared to the spontaneous speech of this speaker, the recording of the read text is not much 

different. Speaker 6 has very monotonous intonation and struggles with final /ŋ/, since he 

pronounces /ŋɡ/ or /ŋk/ even in cases where only /ŋ/ should be pronounced.  

 

Speaker 7  

Speaker 7 is 25 years old and had been studying English for 14 years. He has been playing the 

trombone for 13 years, and preceding that, he has been playing the tenor horn for 4 years. He 

has obtained the FCE certificate, but according to his own words, it has been a long time since 

then, therefore his level of English has degraded and is now somewhere between B1 and B2. 

Speaker 7 uses English in everyday life mostly passively, he watches movies and TV series. 
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Speaker 7 has also stated he uses English for his “everyday gangsta life”, which was most 

probably meant to be a joke.  

Speaker 7 has produced 2 aspirated consonants, and the process of the analysis of this speaker’s 

recording has been much similar to the analysis process of Speaker 6. Speaker 7 managed to 

pronounce the other phenomena 11 times correctly, which means he has 52,4 % of correct cases 

of production of /ŋ/.  

There are no significant differences in the spontaneous speech that Speaker 7 has produced, 

neither in the production of aspiration or the velar nasal. His speech is rather segmented, not 

linked together, and his intonation is quite monotonous.  

There were not any major mispronunciations in reading of the text. In the spontaneous speech 

that was elicited before the recording, Speaker 7 mispronounced “sci-fi” as /sɪfɪ/.  

 

Speaker 8  

Speaker 8 is 22 years old and she has been studying English for 12 years. She has been playing 

the flute for 11 years. She claims her English skill is of the B2 level. Since she studies 

programming, she uses English at for school and also work purposes. Apart from that, she uses 

English for watching TV series.  

Speaker 8 produced 38,5 % aspirated consonants correctly, which is 10, and 14 /ŋ/ phonemes, 

which is 66,7 %.  

There was one mispronunciation in a basic-level word, Speaker 8 read “they” as /ðər/. Apart 

from that, the speaker produced a natural sounding and comprehensible speech. Her intonation 

was quite natural, not so monotonous as can be expected from a Czech speaker. The speaker 

used proper linking devices, and pronounced phonemes not typical for Czech language with 

ease. What is more, Speaker 8 managed to pronounce each word as highly intelligible and 

distinguishable from the words surrounding it, largely thanks to correct stress placement.  

The speaker’s spontaneous speech was not much different from what has been produced by the 

speaker during the other part of the recording. Her pronunciation can be easily understood, 

individual words are linked together nicely, there are no unnecessary pauses. Speaker 8 has 

especially natural intonation, her speech is not monotonous at all.  
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Speaker 9  

Speaker 9 is 25 years old. He has been studying English for 16 years and his instrument is the 

trumpet, which he has been playing for 16 years as well. Speaker 9 has obtained the FCE 

certificate, therefore he assumes his English is at the level of B2. Speaker 9 is also a 

programmer, therefore he uses English for work and study purposes.  

Speaker 9 has managed to produce 3 correctly aspirated consonants, which is 11,5 %. When 

producing /ŋ/, he succeeded in producing 9 of those phonemes correctly, which is 42,9 %.  

Speaker 9 is particularly weak in vowel reduction, he produces all vowels as if they were full. 

In addition to that, the speaker pronounces /ð/ as /d/ and /θ/ as /t/, and has quite monotonous 

speech.  

In the spontaneous speech Speaker 9 produced, there were not any other features than the ones 

mentioned above. Poor vowel reduction was prevalent.  

 

Speaker 10  

Speaker 10 is 24 years old and has been studying English for 19 years. She plays several 

instruments. She has been playing the saxophone for 13 years, the piano for 19 years, and the 

guitar for 8 years. She has never obtained any language certificate and estimates her English 

could be of the B1 level. However, she does not use English very frequently. She studies 

architecture, which, according to her is a field where she does not need to use English very 

often.  

Speaker 10 has managed to produce 9 correctly aspirated consonants, and therefore her success 

rate is 34,6 %. Furthermore, she produced 10 correctly pronounced velar nasals, which is 

47,6 %. 

The speaker was speaking quite slowly, separating each word from the others. However, 

speaking slowly did not prevent the speaker to accidentally skip a line. She was not corrected 

by the author for the sake of authenticity, so some of the cases of the inspected phenomena 

could not be analysed, because they were not produced. She also did not distinguish between 

/w/ and /v/, so Speaker 10 pronounced for example /əˈvej/ instead of /əˈweɪ/ and /vɪtʃ/ instead 

of /wɪtʃ/. The speaker also pronounced /ð/ as /d/ on every occasion this phoneme appeared.  
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9.2. Overall Results  

Velar nasal 

This phoneme was pronounced correctly by in 51,5 % of the cases. Words that were pronounced 

correctly by the majority of speakers from both groups were “monkey”, “donkey”, and “song”. 

In general, it was easier for most speakers to produce /ŋ/ when it appeared in the middle position 

than word-finally.  

When the velar nasal was mispronounced, in the vast majority of the cases it was simply 

pronounced as /n/, which sounded quite unnatural. Several speakers had also produced the velar 

nasal in the word “uncover” where it should not be produced.  

Aspiration 

Aspiration was definitely the more difficult phenomena to produce. From the possibly aspirated 

consonants, only 26,9 % were pronounced correctly. The most common correctly pronounced 

words were “cat”, “tail”, and “painting”. Speakers of both groups were able to produce /kʰ/ with 

least difficulty compared to /pʰ/, which was seldom pronounced correctly. As far as /tʰ/ is 

concerned, approximately half of the speakers produced it correctly.  

The speakers who claimed to use English actively in their everyday lives had scored higher 

when producing aspirated consonants than those who claimed to use English only passively.  

9.3. Comparison of singers and instrumentalists  

The aim of the practical part of this thesis was to inspect, whether singers are going to be better 

at pronouncing the two said phenomena than the instrumentalists based on their experience 

gained from singing.  

The group of singers has better results in producing aspirated fortis consonants, since they 

succeeded in 30,1 %. Instrumentalists have produced correctly 20,1% of the aspirated 

consonants. However, in the second part of the research, instrumentalists were the group with 

better results. They pronounced 52,4 % of velar nasals in the text correctly, whereas singers 

produced only 50,5 % of them.  
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2 The average percentage of correctly pronounced velar nasals and aspirated consonants among singers and instrumentalists 

Among singers, from the group of the aspirated words, the most common correctly pronounced 

ones were “tiny”, “cat”, and “tail”. Among instrumentalists, the common correctly pronounced 

words were only “cat” and “tiny”. The words that were problematic were shared by both of the 

groups. These were “painting”, “covered”, and “uncover”, and they were pronounced correctly 

by only one speaker.  

Concerning the velar nasal, the easiest words to pronounce in both groups were “monkey”, 

“donkey”, “sings”, and “song”. All instrumentalists have produced velar nasal in the word 

“hungry”; however, only one singer did so. It is universal for both of the groups that word-final 

velar nasals have caused more trouble than the ones that can be found in the middle of words. 

That is most probably because the velar nasal was in most words followed by /g/ or /k/. These 

phonemes share the place of articulation with the velar nasal, therefore these phonemes may be 

helpful to a speaker, because they are pronounced in the same place and the position of 

individual articulators would change only minimally.  

9.4. Factors influencing the results  

There were some factors directly contributing to the results. The most predominant one was 

definitely stress. The majority of participants seemed and behaved extremely stressed and were 

very nervous in the time immediately preceding and following the recording. One recording 

had to be separated into two pars due to extreme stress one of the participants was feeling.  

Before conducting the research, a potential influence on the results was thought to be the fact 

that some of the participants have been studying English longer than others. However, the 

research disproved this, since the participant who has been studying English the longest and 

had also a sufficient level of English knowledge (B1) had one of the lowest results in producing 

the velar nasal and an average result in producing aspirated consonants.   

The ones that claimed they use English actively in their everyday life also scored higher in 

production of aspiration.   
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When designing the research, both genders were equally represented. Out of the total 10 

participants, 5 of them were male and 5 were female. However, since the group of speakers and 

singers were of 5 members each, it was not possible to achieve complete equality of numbers, 

therefore in the group of singers, there were 2 males, and in the group of instrumentalists, there 

were 3. This was to prevent the factor of gender to influence the results.  

A factor influencing Speaker 2 was that she is an English major. Speaker 2 has also claimed to 

use English actively every day and has started to study English at a very early age. These factor 

may have influenced her results significantly because they were above average, as can be seen 

in the graph below.  

 

3 The results of individual speakers 

9.5. Potential limitations  

First of all, the number of participants was quite low, therefore the results may not be as reliable 

as they could have been, had there been more participants. However, it was extremely difficult 

to persuade people to participate and this is the highest amount of participants that was possible 

for the author to get.  

In questions of language and musical abilities, it was not possible to assess the participants’ 

skills, therefore the author had to rely solely on the participants’ self-assessment. This may be 

a potential limitation, since the language level of the participants may be quite different from 

what they had stated, and the same applies for their ability to play an instrument or sing.  
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Furthermore, there can be neurological limitations. Some singers, for example, may be able to 

produce the inspected phenomena in singing, but they may not be able to transform their ability 

into speech production. Sadly, this is a limitation that cannot be prevented or solved on the scale 

of the research that was done for the purpose of this thesis.  

Another crucial limitation is that the results were assessed by only two people, the author and 

her colleague, which may lead to subjective results. Even though both of the assessors had tried 

to proceed as objectively as possible, a certain level of subjectivity is sure to remain.  
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CONCLUSION 

The aim of this thesis was to examine how Czech speakers with singing skills pronounce in 

English. Two phenomena were in the main focus, that is aspiration and the velar nasal. Both of 

these features cannot be found in the native language of the speakers.  

In the practical part, this thesis focused on comparing and contrasting the processes of speech 

and singing to show that there are certain features of the singing process that can give valuable 

experience to a speaker which they can use when producing phonemes and allophonic 

variations of foreign languages. The thesis also theoretically established how are the inspected 

phenomena related to the process of singing. Based on the differences between the processes 

of speech and singing, the hypothesis was formulated and a research was conducted to 

investigate its validity. This research is the subject of the practical part of this thesis.  

The result of this research confirmed just one half of the hypothesis. For aspiration, the average 

percentage of correct pronunciation of singers was approximately 33 %, and the average 

percentage of instrumentalists was 20 %. In this part, the hypothesis was proved, since singers 

were indeed the ones who scored better. However, when producing the velar nasal, the group 

of instrumentalists was the one with a better score. They managed to pronounce the velar nasal 

correctly in approximately 52 % of the cases. Singers, on the other hand, did not have a 

dramatically lower result, they pronounced the velar nasal correctly in approximately 50 % of 

the cases. Nevertheless, their result was lower than the result of instrumentalists. Therefore, it 

is possible to conclude, that singing skills do not influence the ability to produce the velar nasal, 

since the results of both groups were very similar, and the result of singers was, in fact, lower.  

Since one part of the hypothesis was proved, further research could be dedicated to the extent 

of the influence of singing skills on pronunciation, possibly also with relation to neurology. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 – Text used for the recording 

Once upon a time, in a kingdom far, far away, lived a tiny fluffy cat. It was brown with a pink 

nose and it had two best friends – a donkey and a monkey.  One day, an evil witch had switched 

the cat’s, the monkey’s and the donkey’s tails. To get their tails back, the witch had told them 

to travel a long way along the kingdom’s longest river. At the very end of the river, just before 

it enters the sea, stood a tiny house. “In this tiny house, you will find a rare painting covered in 

blankets. Uncover it and in the picture you will see a beautifully coloured bird that sings a song 

to the sun every morning. Catch this bird, bring it to me, and I will give you your own tails 

back,” said the evil witch. So the cat, the monkey, and the donkey did as the witch told them to 

do. They found the beautiful bird and were on their way to the witch, but the cat couldn’t resist 

and ate the bird, because it was very hungry after the long journey. So, thanks to the cat, none 

of the three animals ever got their tails returned.  

  



 

 

Appendix 2 – Questionnaire  

How old are you? 

How long have you been studying English? 

How long have you been singing? 

Have you ever obtained any official certificate of English language 

knowledge? E.g. FCE, CAE, …  

On the scale below, how would you assess your English competence?  

 

A0 – A1 – A2 – B1 – B2 – C1 – C2  

Do you use English in your everyday life? If yes, how often and in what way? 

E.g. at work, at school, watching movies in English, etc.  

 

 


