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Abstract. This study takes up a phonetic investigation among Arab learners of English. 

It explores the process of deaffrication, i.e., substituting voiceless postalveolar 

affricates /ʧ/ with voiceless postalveolar fricatives /ʃ/, which is common 

among Arab speakers of English since the target sound /ʧ/ does not exist in the 

Arabic phoneme inventory. The study also seeks to examine the effect of word 

position (i.e., word-initial vs. word-final positions) on Arab learners’ 

pronunciation difficulties. Production data were gathered from four Arab 

native speakers (two males and two females). They were all postgraduate 

students at Universiti Utara Malaysia. Two types of wordlists were used to 

elicit the data: (1) word-initial items (English words that begin with /ʧ/); and 

(2) word-final items (English words that end with /ʧ/). The data were auditorily 

analysed by three evaluators using a likert-scale evaluation form. The results 

show that the target phoneme /ʧ/ was highly deaffricated across all speakers 

and word positions. The findings provide strong support to the Markedness 

Differential Hypothesis by showing that the English voiceless postalveolar 

affricate /ʧ/ is more marked than the English voiceless postalveolar fricative 

/ʃ/. The study highlights the importance of phonological awareness and of 

understanding the difficulties faced by specific groups of learners when 

mastering English pronunciation for different purposes. It also calls for further 

experimental research in language instructions that can effectively cater the 

needs of English language learners with diverse backgrounds. 
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1  Introduction  

English language is an international language spoken by millions of people all over the world. 

Naturally, there are various ways of pronouncing English sounds among non-native speakers 

that could likely be due to the interference of learners’ first language (L1) (see, e.g., Tapia, 

2010). Gao (2005) claims that the interference of L1 has a crucial role in producing errors in 

the process of learning English in the second (ESL) or foreign language (EFL) environments. 

According to the Markedness Differential Hypothesis (e.g., Eckman, 1977), the sounds that 

are more marked and less common between languages are harder to acquire than those that 

are less marked and more common. Similarly, Gass and Selinker (1983) report that common 

similarities between learners’ L1 and their second language (L2) may ease the process of L2 

acquisition and vice-versa. 

In the context of Arab learners of English, one of the most common speech phenomena 

is deaffrication in which learners tend to substitute the English voiceless postalveolar 

affricate /ʧ/ with the voiceless postalveolar fricative /ʃ/ (Campbell, 2013; Coloma, 2012; 

Jevring, 2015). This is not surprising as Arabic and English have two distinct sound systems 

(Bataineh, Qublan, & Bataineh, 2016). Alharbi (2015) asserts that the cultural struggle 
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between the Arabic and English worlds makes it almost impossible for some Arab learners 

to master the English language. 

Al-Sweel (1981) claims that there are six English consonants that are available in the 

consonant inventory of Arabic: /ʧ/, /ʒ/, /p/, /ɹ/, /ŋ/, and /v/. Consequently, Arab learners may 

replace these English consonants with the most harmonic sounds that are found in the 

inventory of Arabic. Altaha (1995) later confirms that these pronunciation difficulties might 

be due to dissimilarities between Arabic and English. Similar trends also take place in other 

languages such as Chinese (Hamzah, Ahmad & Yusuf, 2017), Indonesian (Tiono & Yosta, 

2008), and Spanish (Johnson, 2012). 

Ammar and Alhumaid (2009) found that all Arab speakers experience interference in all 

the tokens in their study which include the target sounds /d/, /p/, /ŋ/, /l/, /ɹ/, /v/, /θ/, /ʒ/, /dʒ/, 

and /ʧ/. As for /ʧ/, the focus of the current study, this sound was found to be deaffricated 

across word-initial, word-medial and word-final positions. These results were supported by 

Ahmad (2011) who investigated the phonemes /v/, /p/, /ʒ/, /d/, /t/, /ŋ/ and /ʧ/ among Arab 

learners of English. 

In light of the studies mentioned earlier, the current study aims to investigate the process 

of deaffrication among Arab learners of English. The research questions are as follows: 

1.  To what extent do Arab learners of English deaffricate the phoneme /ʧ/? 

2.  Does word position affect deaffrication process?     

Findings will provide some insights into the difficulties faced by Arab learners of English 

and at the same time help language instructors design materials that are appropriate for 

language learners from diverse backgrounds.  

2   Methodology  

The current study employed a quantitative phonetic investigation that explored the process 

of deaffrication among Arab learners of English. A list of sixteen words (eight in word-initial 

position and eight in word-final position) was selected for speech recording (see Table 1).  

Table 1. Materials of the study. 

Word-initial position Word-final position 

Token IPA transcription Token IPA transcription 

Chapter ʧæptə Teach tiːʧ 

Cheap ʧiːp Speech spiːʧ 

Chicken ʧɪkɪn Pinch pɪnʧ 

Chop ʧɒp Belch bɛlʧ 

Cheese ʧiːz Brooch brəʊʧ 

Chair ʧeə Couch kaʊʧ 

Chunk ʧʌŋk Rich rɪʧ 

Choose ʧuːz Lunch lʌnʧ 

 

The participants were four native Arab speakers who were at the time of the study 

postgraduate students at Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM) (two males [MS1, MS2] and two 

females [FS1, FS2]). Using a Sony recorder, the speakers were recorded individually in 

comfortable room on the UUM campus. Before reading aloud, they were asked to read it 

silently for five minutes to be familiar with the wordlist. 

 

 

The speakers’ productions were transcribed using the International Phonetic Alphabet 

(IPA) symbols. A five-likert scale was used as an evaluation form: (1) for perfectly correct 
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pronunciation (PCP), (2) for close to correct pronunciation (CCP), (3) for not sure (NS), (4) 

for close to wrong pronunciation (CWP), and (5) for completely wrong pronunciation (FWP) 

(see Appendix). The speakers’ productions were auditorily analysed by three trained raters.  

3   Findings  

Table 2 shows the frequency analysis of the deaffrication process for all tokens tested. 

Table 2. Frequency analysis of the deaffrication process (all tokens were substituted with /ʃ/). 

No Token 
IPA 

transcription 
MS1 MS2 FS1 FS2 

Frequency by 

word 

Frequency 

by position 

1. Chapter ʧæptə 4.3 3.7 3.7 2.7 (14.4) 72% 

Word-initial 

(128.1) 

40% 

2. Cheap ʧiːp 1.7 4.7 5 3.7 (15.1) 75.5% 

3. Chicken ʧɪkɪn 2.3 4.7 3.7 3.7 (14.4) 72% 

4. Chop ʧɒp 2.7 5 4.7 5 (17.4) 87% 

5. Cheese ʧiːz 2.7 5 4.7 2.7 (15.1) 75.5% 

6. Chair ʧeə 2.3 5 4.7 4.3 (16.3) 81.5% 

7. Chunk ʧʌŋk 3.7 5 4.7 4 (17.4) 87% 

8. Choose ʧuːz 3.7 5 4.3 5 (18) 90% 

9. Teach tiːʧ 2 2 5 2.7 (11.7) 58.5% 

Word-final 

(132.8) 

41.5% 

10. Speech spiːʧ 2.7 4.7 4.7 3.7 (15.8) 79% 

11. Pinch pɪnʧ 2.7 5 4.7 4 (16.4) 82% 

12. Belch bɛlʧ 4.7 5 5 4 (18.7) 93.5% 

13. Brooch brəʊʧ 3.7 5 5 5 (18.7) 93.5% 

14. Couch kaʊʧ 3 5 5 5 (18) 90% 

15. Rich rɪʧ 2 5 4 4 (15) 75% 

16. Lunch lʌnʧ 4.3 4.7 4.7 5 (18.5) 92.5% 

Frequency by speaker 
(48.5) 

60.6% 

(74.5) 

93.1% 

(73.6) 

92% 

(64.5) 

80.6% 

All speakers 

(261) 81.5% 

 
It can generally be observed that the phoneme /ʧ/ is highly deaffricated by the Arab 

learners of English in this study. With the exception of MS1 who deaffricates the least 

(60.6%), gender does not seem to play a role in the deaffrication process among these 

speakers. The total frequency of the deaffrication process for all four speakers in the current 

study is 81.5%. The total frequency of the deaffrication process is 60.6% for MS1, 93.1% for 

MS2, 92% for FS1, and 80.6% for FS2. 

Word position, like gender, does not affect the process of deaffrication since there is only 

a slight difference between the tokens in word-initial position (40%) and word-final position 

(41.5%). In word-initial position, the token ‘Choose’ was deaffricated the most (90%), 

followed by ‘Chop’ and ‘Chunk’ (both 87%), ‘Chair’ (81.5%), and ‘Cheap’ and ‘Cheese’ 

(both 75.5%). The words that are least deaffricated in the initial context are ‘Chapter’ and 

‘Chicken’ (both 72%). 

In word-final position, the words with the highest frequency of deaffrication process are 

‘Belch’ and ‘Brooch’ (both 93.5%). This is followed by ‘Lunch’ (92.5%), ‘Couch’ (90%), 

‘Pinch’ (82%), ‘Speech’ (79%), and ‘Rich’ (75%). ‘Teach’ is deaffricated the least (58.5%), 

which occurs not only in word-final position and but also across all positions. 

4   Discussions and Conclusions  
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The current study has shown that the Arab learners of English had difficulties in producing 

voiceless postalveolar affricates /ʧ/; all of the deaffricated tokens were substituted with 

voiceless postalveolar fricatives /ʃ/ across the board. This result provides strong support to 

the Language Transfer Theory (Gass & Selinker, 1983) by showing the fact that the phoneme 

/ʧ/ was substituted and deaffricated into the phoneme /ʃ/. This dominant substitution is not 

surprising because it is convenient and available in the consonant inventory of the Arabic 

language. Furthermore, the findings are in line with the Markedness Differential Hypothesis 

of Eckman (1977) because the phoneme /ʧ/ is more marked than the phoneme /ʃ/, leading the 

speakers to substitute the former with the latter. 

The findings accord well with the previous studies that proposed that the phoneme /ʧ/ 

might cause pronunciation difficulties among Arabic learners of English (Ahmad, 2011; 

Altaha, 1995; Ammar & Alhumaid, 2009). The data of this study also lend support to studies 

of other languages with an absent consonant inventory of /ʧ/ (Johnson, 2012; Tiono & Yosta, 

2008).  

In addition, the results suggest that the Arab learners of English, regardless of gender, 

struggle with the production of voiceless postalveolar affricates /ʧ/ across all positions, word-

initially and word-finally. The fact that some tokens were deaffricated in different 

frequencies could be attributed to the level of familiarity of the tokens tested, such as ‘Belch’ 

and ‘Brooch’ (both 93.5%). Besides, the presence of cluster consonants in word-initial 

position might add the difficulties for these speakers.  

The study was limited to the Arab learners of English in the UUM context and to the 

phoneme /ʧ/ only. Future studies, therefore, should include speakers from more diverse 

backgrounds and also other speech sounds that may cause difficulties among non-native 

speakers of English. All in all, it is hoped that the findings of the current study will shed some 

light into the language pedagogy and help improve English pronunciation among non-native 

speakers.     

Appendix 

Evaluation form 

 

   PCP CCP NS CWP FWP  

No. Word IPA Transcription 1 2 3 4 5 Substitution 

1.  Chapter ʧæptə       

2.  Cheap ʧiːp       

3.  Chicken ʧɪkɪn       

4.  Chop ʧɒp       

5.  Cheese ʧiːz       

6.  Chair ʧeə       

7.  Chunk ʧʌŋk       

8.  Choose ʧuːz       

9.  Teach tiːʧ       

10.  Speech spiːʧ       

11.  Pinch pɪnʧ       

12.  Belch bɛlʧ       

13.  Brooch brəʊʧ       

14.  Couch kaʊʧ       

15.  Rich rɪʧ       

16.  Lunch lʌnʧ       
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