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Norms for pronunciation in Southeast Asia
DAVID DETERDING∗
ABSTRACT: Some pronunciation features that are not found in Inner Circle varieties of English
are shared by the Englishes of Singapore, the rest of ASEAN, and China, and in some cases they serve
to distinguish pairs of words which are no longer differentiated by many speakers in Britain. As these
features of pronunciation do not interfere with comprehension and in some cases they actually enhance
intelligibility, they can be promoted as part of the standard English that is emerging in Southeast Asia.
However, there is likely to be less agreement about some other features, as for example, it may be argued
that the relative absence of reduced vowels and the use of syllable-based rhythm do have an impact on
intelligibility, so whether these features are encouraged as part of the regional standard English will remain more controversial. In addition to considering these features, this paper discusses the status of final
consonants that are commonly deleted in British and American English, specifically whether the regular
omission of these sounds by speakers in Southeast Asia should be encouraged.

INTRODUCTION

It is well established that, in the world today, there are more second-language users than
native speakers of English (Crystal 2003: 62). Furthermore, quite apart from secondlanguage users of English, there is a wide range of well-established New Varieties of
English (NVEs) in Outer Circle countries such as Singapore, India and Nigeria (Kachru
1985; 2005: 14), and many speakers in these places have an excellent command of the
language, and indeed it is often their first language, even though their pronunciation often
differs quite substantially from that of speakers in Inner Circle countries such as Britain,
the USA and Australia. Under these circumstances, it is nowadays quite widely accepted
that ownership of English no longer belongs just with the Inner Circle countries. Speakers
from the Outer Circle and Expanding Circle countries have a right to contribute to the
development of the language, and furthermore there is no need for reference always to be
made to Inner Circle norms (Jenkins 2000: 94; Kirkpatrick 2004).
This paper will consider the norms for English pronunciation that seem to be emerging
in Southeast Asia. There are many features of pronunciation found extensively in the
region which do not occur in Inner Circle Englishes, but which do not seem to interfere
with comprehension, and in some cases they might even enhance intelligibility. If a feature
of pronunciation is used by a wide range of speakers and does not stop them being easily
understood internationally, there seems little reason to try to eradicate it.
Here, reference will be made mainly to RP British English pronunciation, because that
is the standard that has traditionally been adopted in much of Southeast Asia, especially in
Singapore, Malaysia and Brunei. Of course, many speakers in the region look instead to
an American standard, especially in the Philippines and Vietnam, and some of the issues
that will be discussed, such as the pronunciation of triphthongs and also the status of the
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centring diphthong /U@/, are not relevant for rhotic accents such as those of most American
speakers. However, other similar issues are still pertinent. For example, many Americans
do not differentiate very from vary or writer from rider, so should we urge learners who
do make these distinctions to drop them? Crucially, should we be encouraging speakers in
Southeast Asia to adopt all the features of an external standard when some of those Inner
Circle features may actually have a detrimental effect on intelligibility? But first we need
to consider the concept of intelligibility in more detail.
INTELLIGIBILITY

Intelligibility is, of course, hard to pin down, as there are many levels involved in
our perception and understanding of the English spoken by other people (Kachru and
Nelson 2006: 67). Here, much of the discussion will refer to features of pronunciation that
serve to maintain distinctions between words, partly because this is fairly straightforward
to establish, though it is acknowledged that there are other vitally important aspects of
intelligibility, including sentence-level comprehension and utterance-level interpretability
(Smith 1992). In focusing on word-level intelligibility, this study considers just the most
basic of the three levels discussed by Smith.
Before we start to think about international intelligibility, it is important to acknowledge
that lack of intelligibility between different speakers of English is not a new phenomenon
(Smith and Nelson 2006: 428) and furthermore it is not necessary for every speaker
always to be understood by people from elsewhere. For example, Smith and Nelson (2006:
429) discuss the situation where speakers of English in India can converse quite freely
among themselves and it is of no consequence if people from the Philippines would not be
able to understand them. However, international communication is becoming increasingly
important in the modern world, so it is of interest to consider what features of speech can
allow speakers of one variety to be understood by people from elsewhere.
It was shown many years ago that native-speaker English is not necessarily the most
easily understood internationally. For example, Smith and Rafiqzad (1979) show that the
recording of an American speaker was internationally less easily understood than speakers
from places such as India, Malaysia and Japan, and Smith and Bisazza (1982) report
that a key factor in intelligibility is familiarity with the variety of the language that is
being spoken. Recently Kirkpatrick and Saunders (2005) similarly report that students in
Australia who are likely to have had some exposure to Singapore English can understand
this variety more easily than those from other parts of Asia who may not have encountered
it before.
One key aspect that needs to be considered is intelligibility by whom. In the past, there
has sometimes been a tendency to use native speakers as the benchmark for listening
intelligibility, but in the modern world the overwhelming majority of exchanges in English
do not involve a native speaker, so constant reference to native speaker judgments is no
longer always appropriate (Seidlhofer 2005).
Bearing in mind that English from an Inner Circle country such as America or Britain
is internationally not necessarily the most easily understood in other places, we can consider which features of the pronunciation of NVEs might actually improve intelligibility,
especially for listeners from Outer and Expanding Circle societies. In fact, Trudgill (2005)
points out that non-native listeners depend heavily on bottom-up processing as they are
often less proficient than native speakers in dealing with contextual cues. Furthermore, for
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international communication around the world, there is often little common cultural background between the speakers, and this exacerbates the problems listeners have in drawing
inferences from context. As a result, Trudgill argues that, in order to ensure efficient international communication, as many segmental cues as possible should be maintained in
the speech signal, and he therefore argues against the Lingua Franca Core, the system of
reduced contrasts that is proposed as a focus for teaching English by Jenkins (2000: 159;
2005).
This study will suggest that there are indeed some features of pronunciation found
widely among Inner Circle speakers which result in a reduction of the number of contrasts
available, and we should not necessarily encourage all speakers to adopt these features of
pronunciation just because native speakers do, though of course all users of English will
need to be able to deal with speech that incorporates these features if they want to be able
to understand people from Inner Circle countries.
This paper will investigate a few of the features of pronunciation found widely in
Southeast Asia and discuss what effect they might have on the intelligibility of the variety
of English that seems to be emerging in the region.

DATA

This paper will be based on descriptions of Singapore English (Deterding 2003; 2005a;
Lim 2004; Wee 2004) and the English found throughout the ASEAN region (Deterding
and Kirkpatrick 2006) as well as the English of speakers from China (Deterding 2006a).
Reference will also be made to the Englishes of Malaysia (Baskaran 2004), Brunei (Mossop
1996), the Philippines (Tayao 2004a; 2004b) and Hong Kong (Hung 2002). In addition,
some new data will be analysed, to determine how extensive the features of pronunciation
under discussion are among young educated speakers of the various ethnic groups in
Singapore.
The new data consist of recordings of 33 female undergraduates from the National
Institute of Education (NIE) in Singapore reading the Wolf passage, a short text based
on a fable by Aesop and specially adapted to allow detailed analysis of the vowels and
consonants of English (Deterding 2006b). The full text of the Wolf passage as used in the
current research is included in the Appendix.
At the time of the recording, the subjects were all aged between 19 and 22 except for one
who was 25. The recordings were made at the start of a module on phonetics in the second
semester of their first year of study at NIE. The speakers had just had a brief overview of
phonetics during a course on introductory linguistics in their first semester, but at the time
of the recording none had received any further training in the subject. All the speakers
had selected English as a specialist subject to study at NIE. All have excellent ability at
English, and for many of them, it is their first language.
Of the 33 speakers, 24 are ethnically Chinese, five are Malay and four are Indian.
Although this imbalance is not ideal, it does reflect the ethnic make-up of Singapore,
where the overwhelming majority of the population is Chinese, and at least there is some
non-Chinese data, to allow the analysis to be extended to the other two main ethnic groups.
The recordings were made directly onto a computer, with a microphone placed just a
few inches from the lips of the speakers, in the Phonetics Lab at NIE. This ensures a high
quality of recording in order to facilitate phonetic analysis.
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The pronunciation in the text was investigated by means of careful, repeated listening
to short words and phrases using Praat Version 4.3.12 (Boersma and Weenink 2005). We
will now consider the pronunciation of various vowels in the recordings of the Wolf data,
the occurrence of reduced vowels and their effect on rhythm, and the deletion of final
consonants.
TRIPHTHONGS

The vowels in words such as fire and hour are traditionally described as triphthongs
in RP British English and transcribed as /aI@/ and /aU@/ respectively (Roach 2000: 24).
Currently in Britain, English is undergoing a process of smoothing in which the middle
element is omitted so both of these vowels may be [a@]. As a result, pairs of words such
as tyre/tower, sire/sour and shire/shower are homophones for some speakers (Cruttenden
2001: 139). Indeed, Ladefoged (2001: 29) lists /a@/ as one of the vowels of British English.
If this is becoming the current standard pronunciation for British English, do learners
need to imitate it? Surely contrasts between words are important and should be maintained
wherever possible, so a style of pronunciation that loses valuable distinctions does not have
to be imitated.
In contrast, in Singapore fire and hour are generally pronounced as [faIj@] and [aUw@].
They both have two clear syllables with a linking [j] or [w] between them (Lim and Low
2005), and there is little possibility of /aI@/ and /aU@/ sounding the same.
In the Wolf passage, there is one instance of a triphthong, in diet. (Unfortunately,
there are no instances of /aU@/ in the text.) The perceived pronunciation of diet for
the 33 Singaporean students is shown in Table 1. It can be seen that a monosyllabic
triphthong is the most common realisation of this vowel, though an inserted [j] does
occur with some speakers. The smoothed version of the vowel occurs with just one Indian
speaker.
The frequency of an inserted approximant for all three groups is much less than the
75 per cent for an inserted [j] in /aI@/ for read speech reported by Lim and Low (2005:
70). The words investigated in the latter study were fire, hire, higher and buyer, all of which
have no final consonant and the last two of which consist of two morphemes. It is not
surprising that the incidence of an inserted approximant is different in diet which consists
of a single morpheme and where the vowel is followed by /t/. However, it is interesting to
note that even with diet, many speakers in Singapore insert [j].
The use of very clear bisyllabic articulation of the triphthongs, often with an intervening
[j] or [w], is also found in the English spoken throughout the ASEAN region. For example,
Deterding and Kirkpatrick (2006) report that speakers from countries such as Indonesia,
Brunei, Cambodia and Myanmar all pronounce our and hour as [aUw@], and for Brunei
Table 1. Pronunciation of the vowel in diet by 33 Singaporean students
[aI@]

[aIj@]

[a@]

Chinese
Malay
Indian

15
4
2

9
1
1

0
0
1

Total

21

11

1
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English, Mossop (1996) gives the pronunciation of our as [aU‰], with a lengthening of the
final element.
If speakers use pronunciations such as these which are easily intelligible and maintain important distinctions between words, there seems little reason why they should
slavishly adopt an alternative pronunciation just because many speakers in Britain have
it. Indeed, Cruttenden (2001: 304) specifically identifies smoothing on the triphthongs
as a feature that does not need to be imitated even though it is common in southern
England.
THE DIPHTHONG /U@/

The diphthong /U@/ is nowadays increasingly rare in RP British English (Roach 2000:
21), although some older speakers still use it. Wells (2000: 592) reports that 57 per cent
of his British respondents prefer [pO…] instead of [pU@] for the pronunciation of poor,
and for young people the preference for [pO…] is over 80 per cent, a strong indication that
this variant is winning out. For sure, the overall preference for [O…] is only 46 per cent,
but again as most young people prefer [SO…] over [SU@], Wells (2000: 752) gives it as
the first pronunciation. Clearly [O…] is fast becoming the norm in these words in Britain.
Once again, this means there are some homophones for pairs of words that used to be
distinguished: many people in Britain no longer differentiate poor/paw, sure/shore or tour/
tore.
For the recordings of the Wolf passage analysed here, the vowel in poor was classified
as [U@] if it was perceived to be different in quality from the vowel in more. As shown
in Table 2, 30 subjects were judged to use [U@] in poor, and [O…] was found for just two
Chinese subjects and one Indian (not the same person who uses [a@] in diet).
Clearly, the overwhelming majority of young Singaporeans distinguish poor, sure and
tour from paw, shore and tore respectively. Baskaran (2004) gives /U@/ as the vowel
in poor in Malaysia, and Hung (2002) does the same for Hong Kong English, so it
seems likely that the traditional British pronunciation still prevails in much of Southeast
Asia. If most speakers in the region distinguish /U@/ from /O…/, there seems to be no
reason to encourage them to adopt a British style of speech which does not maintain this
distinction.
THE CLOSE BACK VOWELS /u…/ AND /U/

Currently, in England, the close back vowels /u…/ and /U/ are becoming increasingly centralized, and /U/ is also becoming unrounded (Cruttenden 2001: 121, 123), a
trend that is confirmed especially for young speakers by recent acoustic measurements
Table 2. Pronunciation of the vowel in poor by 33 Singaporean students
[U@]

[O…]

Chinese
Malay
Indian

22
5
3

2
0
1

Total

30

3
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(Hawkins and Midgley 2005). This tendency is not reflected in Singapore, where the
close back vowels are still generally fully back (Deterding 2003), and acoustic measurements from Hong Kong suggest that they are fully back there as well (Hung 2002),
though it seems that the English in Brunei may be following the British pattern (Salbrina
2006).
The modern British style of pronunciation can result in good being heard as gig by
listeners in the rest of the world (Deterding 2005b). If speakers maintain a fully back
pronunciation for /u…/ and /U/, there seems little reason to encourage them to change, though
of course, for listening purposes, some exposure to the modern British pronunciation may
be helpful. Indeed, Cruttenden (2001: 303) suggests that a fully back version of /u…/ is
perfectly acceptable, even if it might sometimes sound hyper-correct.

INCIDENCE OF REDUCED VOWELS

Maintaining a conservative style of pronunciation for the three features discussed above,
the triphthongs, /U@/, and the close back monophthongs, will probably not be too controversial, as there seems little doubt that all three of these features enhance intelligibility. Now,
however, we will consider something that has far more extensive consequences for the
pronunciation of English and may not meet with such widespread agreement: the relative
absence of reduced vowels (schwas) in the unstressed syllables of polysyllabic words and
also in the weak forms of many monosyllabic function words.
It is widely reported that many NVEs, such as that of Singapore, tend to use full
vowels in certain situations in which Inner Circle varieties such as RP British English and
American English use a reduced vowel (Tay 1982; Brown 1988; Low and Brown 2005:
153). However, it is not true that a schwa is completely absent in Singapore. First, let us
consider the environments in which it does occur in polysyllabic words and note that the
pattern found in Singapore is actually matched rather closely in at least one variety of
British English.
In investigations of Singapore English, Heng and Deterding (2005) report that, in polysyllabic words in which the first syllable is unstressed, a full vowel tends to occur when
there is an ‘o’ in the spelling (e.g. computer, official), but a schwa often occurs when there
is an ‘a’ in the spelling (e.g. ability, approach), and Deterding (2005a) shows that there
is a tendency for a full vowel to occur at the start of absorb and advantage (where the
first syllable is closed off by a consonant, /b/ and /d/ respectively) but a reduced vowel
always occurs in afford and abroad (where the /f/ and /b/ after the initial vowel belong in
the second syllable).
In fact, a very similar pattern for the absence of a reduced vowel in the unstressed initial
syllable of some polysyllabic words also occurs in the north of England, where Wells
(1982: 363) lists advance, computer, consider, continue, examine, expect and object (v.) as
all having a full vowel in the first syllable. Wells suggests this occurs with Latin prefixes
such as ad-, con- and ex-, but it is interesting to note that all the words he lists have a closed
initial syllable.
The Wolf data was analysed, to obtain an estimate of the incidence of reduced vowels
in Singapore. The vowel in the first syllable of three polysyllabic words was investigated:
concern, successful and convinced. For monosyllabic function words, the vowel in five

C 2010

Blackwell Publishing Ltd

370

David Deterding
Table 3. Incidence of reduced vowels by 33 Singaporean students
Content words
Full
Reduced

of, as, that
Full

Reduced

to
Full

Reduced

Chinese
Malay
Indian

64
10
10

8
5
2

68
14
11

4
1
1

27
8
3

21
1
5

Total

84

15

93

6

38

27

words was investigated: of (line 2 of the text), to (line 3), as (line 9), that (line 9), and to
(line 10). The results are shown in Table 3, where the results for to are presented separately
from the other three function words. (One Malay speaker omitted the to in line 4, so the
totals for the Malay speakers are one fewer than expected.)
These results confirm that, for all three main ethnic groups in Singapore, the overwhelming majority of the vowels in the first unstressed syllable of some polysyllabic words and
also some function words are full vowels rather than the reduced vowels that would be
expected in many Inner Circle varieties of English, though the vowel in to is more often
reduced than the vowels in of, as and that.
Avoidance of reduced vowels also tends to occur in the English of speakers from China.
Deterding (2006a) investigated the English of thirteen young students (aged 18 or 19) from
various parts of China and found that function words such as that, than, to and of nearly
always have a full vowel, but a schwa sometimes incurs in the first syllable of content words
such as considered and confess. A hypothesis for this pattern is that, in China, lots of time
is spent memorising long lists of vocabulary in isolation, with a surprisingly widespread
belief that the best language learner is someone who learns the whole dictionary, and as a
result the standard pronunciation of polysyllabic words may be adopted but the weak forms
of function words are less likely to be learned. When teaching these students, it is also
noticeable that they are very reluctant to use reduced vowels in function words, believing
that such pronunciation is lazy.
In fact, the absence of reduced vowels can be found throughout the ASEAN region.
Deterding and Kirkpatrick (2006) report many instances of full vowels in the unstressed
syllables of polysyllabic words, including officially as [ÅfIS@li] by an Indonesian, compare
as [kÅmpe@] by someone from Brunei, and continue as [kÅntInju…] by a speaker from
Myanmar. In addition, they note the use of full vowels in function words, such as to as [tu…]
by speakers from Myanmar, the Philippines, Indonesia and Thailand. For the Philippines,
Tayao (2004a) reports a tendency for all but acrolectal speakers to use full vowels in
unstressed syllables, and in Malaysia, Baskaran (2004) notes that full vowels occur even
in the first syllable of words such as around in which a schwa would be expected in
Singapore.
With the widespread occurrence of full vowels in many words, it is unlikely that this
feature of pronunciation often results in misunderstandings in Southeast Asia. In fact,
Deterding and Kirkpatrick (2006) report that misunderstandings found in their data of
conversations between speakers from different ASEAN countries mostly involve unexpected substitutions, such as holes pronounced as [hoUnz] by a speaker from Laos, sauce
as [SO…s] by a speaker from Vietnam, and pearl as [bA…l] by someone from Myanmar,

C 2010

Blackwell Publishing Ltd

Norms for pronunciation in Southeast Asia

371

and they suggest that use of full vowels may in some circumstances actually enhance
intelligibility. This issue is now considered further.

REDUCED VOWELS AND INTELLIGIBILITY

While it may be true that, for listeners from Inner Circle countries such as Britain and
America, a style of speech with relatively few reduced vowels is harder to understand
because reduced vowels can help with the identification of stressed syllables, there are
also some cases where the use of full vowels actually enhances distinctions between words.
For example, prescribe and proscribe are almost exact opposites, but if a reduced vowel
is used in the first syllable of both words, as is entirely possible in RP British English
(Wells 2000: 602, 610), then they become homophones, which seems a bit unfortunate
for antonyms. Similarly, in an actual instance of misunderstanding, while interviewing a
student in Brunei, I asked her what she had done during her last vacation, and I used a
schwa in the first syllable of vacation. The student looked momentarily stunned, as she
thought I was asking about her last vocation. Finally, writing could of instead of could
have is very common in Britain, but this error is unlikely to occur among speakers who
maintain a full vowel in both of and have. So, if the pronunciation of students enables them
to make valuable distinctions between words and also to avoid common spelling mistakes,
should teachers be attempting to change these features of pronunciation?
Many NVEs tend to avoid reduced vowels, not just in Southeast Asia but also in the
Caribbean and Africa (Wells 1982: 570, 639; Gramley and Pätzold 2004: 270, 319). As a
result, it seems likely that use of full vowels instead of reduced vowels may enhance rather
than hinder intelligibility for many listeners throughout the world, though probably not for
Inner Circle listeners. In fact, one might argue that speakers from Britain and America need
to learn to use full vowels more often if they want to be easily understood internationally.
For example, it is useful for expatriates to know that, in Singapore, maintenance is often
pronounced not as [meInt@n@ns] but as [meInteIn@ns], with no reduced vowel in the
second syllable, so it is helpful if they are able to pronounce it that way if they find they
are not being understood (though of course it is also valuable for Singaporean speakers to
be familiar with the Inner Circle way of pronouncing the word so they can understand it
when it is said that way).
Let us now consider the perception of stress in more detail. Although Jenkins (2000: 150;
2005: 201) actually excludes word stress from her proposed Lingua Franca Core (LFC)
of the essential pronunciation features which are needed for international communication,
most teachers of English believe that maintaining clear stress patterns is vital, as for
example, important may be misheard as impotent if the stress is perceived to be on the
first syllable. If we accept that word stress is valuable, then the fact that reduced vowels
contribute substantially to the perception of stress is something that should be kept in mind.
However, if we find speakers with careful enunciation of their words, including the clear
retention of important stress distinctions, but they use full vowels in many syllables where
reduced vowels might be expected in Inner Circle varieties of English, there seems little
reason to encourage an alternative style of pronunciation. Indeed, many widely respected
and highly articulate speakers, such as Nelson Mandela and Kofi Anan, have fewer reduced
vowels than most Inner Circle speakers, but nobody seems to think we should be trying to
change the way they speak.
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RHYTHM

One key function for reduced vowels is to help carry the distinctive stress-based rhythm
of Inner Circle varieties of English, in which there is an underlying tendency for an
alternation of strong and weak syllables and the latter often have a schwa. Indeed recent
research has confirmed that the difference between the rhythm of British English and a
more syllable-based variety such as Singapore English can indeed be measured (Deterding
2001) and also that one way of detecting this difference is by comparing the vowels
of neighbouring syllables (Low, Grabe and Nolan 2000). Syllable-based rhythm has also
been reported in Malaysia (Baskaran 2004), the Philippines (Tayao 2004b), and throughout
ASEAN (Deterding and Kirkpatrick 2006).
However, syllable-based rhythm does not just occur in NVEs. Crystal (1995) shows that
it sometimes arises in British English, for example, when conversing to infants, in television
slogans, and when a speaker is being sarcastic. Crystal (2003: 172) further observes that
rap, for which the rhythm is entirely syllable-based, offers an influential model for many
young people in America and Britain, and he wonders whether this kind of rhythm might
one day become the norm.
Many textbooks regard stress-based rhythm as vitally important for the pronunciation
of English, and some even insist that familiarity with the metrical foot and the resulting
alternation of strong and weak syllables provides the essential framework on which the
rest of the sound system of English is based. For example, Teschner and Whitley (2004),
introduce the metrical foot and the concept of strong and weak syllables in chapter 1,
substantially before vowels and consonants are described (chapters 4 and 5), and Cruttenden
(2001: 300) lists approximation to an Inner Circle style of rhythm as crucial even for
minimal intelligibility.
While it is certainly true that learners need to be able to understand styles of pronunciation which include many reduced syllables, including syllables where the vowel is
entirely dropped or absorbed by a neighbouring consonant (Shockey 2003: 22), one wonders whether adoption of stress-based rhythm really is essential for all speakers of English.
One can make a clear distinction here between what listeners need to comprehend, as
they indeed probably need sometimes to understand speakers of Inner Circle Englishes,
and how they themselves should sound. Crystal (2003: 172) warns against the fostering
of an unnatural form of rhythm in places such as Singapore or the Caribbean where it is
inappropriate, and Kirkpatrick (2004), argues that the acceptance of syllable-based rhythm
in classrooms of ASEAN countries and many other parts of the world can be liberating
both for teachers and for learners. Clearly, the importance of stress-based rhythm in the
pronunciation of English is likely to remain a contentious issue.

DELETION OF FINAL CONSONANTS

Let us now discuss one further feature of pronunciation which is widely found in
Southeast Asia: the deletion of /t/ and /d/ from the end of word-final consonant clusters.
This feature is rather different from the ones discussed above, as those speakers in Southeast
Asia who regularly delete final /t/ and /d/ are in some cases actually following the Inner
Circle model rather closely. However, the status of this feature in an emergent regional
norm needs to be considered carefully, particularly as many teachers insist that it should
not be encouraged.
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It is well known that, even in Inner Circle Englishes, /t/ and /d/ are often omitted
when they occur at the end of a word-final consonant cluster, especially when the next
word begins with a consonant (Wells and Coulson 1971: 58), and this deletion has been
shown to be common both in the USA (Guy 1980) and RP British English (Fabricius
2002; Temple 2005). As a result, it is perfectly standard pronunciation to drop the /t/ in
phrases like best man, last month, next May and first birthday. Pinker (1999: 19) notes
that ice-cream was once iced cream and mincemeat should really be minced meat, but
the omission of the /t/ (which is how the -ed suffix is pronounced in these words) has
become so common that it is even reflected in the spelling. Furthermore, if one considers
word-internal consonant clusters, it is almost obligatory to omit the syllable-final /t/ in
Christmas except occasionally in very careful pronunciation (Wells 2000: 138).
In Singapore, simplification of final consonant clusters is also a common phenomenon
(Low and Brown 2005: 131), though the incidence of deletion is somewhat higher than
would be expected in British English (Cruz-Ferreira 2005; Gut 2005). In the analysis of the
Wolf data, the pronunciation of forest near, forest and, fist in, feast and rushed from was
investigated, to determine the extent of the deletion of the final /t/ in various environments,
and the results are shown in Table 4. One Chinese subject misread forest near as mountain
near, so this is excluded from the results, and two inserted down between rushed and from,
so these two are also excluded.
In both forest and and fist in, the second word begins with a vowel, but the rate of
deletion is higher for forest and. This indicates that Singaporeans are more likely to delete
the final /t/ when it is at the end of an unstressed syllable (forest) than a stressed one
(fist). Overall, these results confirm that the deletion rate is quite high for these speakers,
especially at the end of unstressed syllables.
Simplification of final consonant clusters has been noted throughout Southeast Asia,
for example in Malaysia (Baskaran 2004), Brunei (Mossop 1996) and the Philippines
(Tayao 2004b). The question is: should it be encouraged? Many teachers are adamant
that deletion should not be accepted, particularly as a high frequency of deletion means
that the phenomenon may be extended to environments such as before a vowel where it
is less common in Inner Circle varieties, and furthermore, if learners are encouraged to
delete consonants, they may not learn the underlying forms and this will cause problems
for spelling. But should we be trying to enforce pronunciation of consonants even when
speakers from Inner Circle countries typically drop them? Perhaps we should accept this
common feature of pronunciation as part of the norm in Southeast Asia, especially as it is
so widespread in varieties of English throughout the world. On the other hand, if a speaker
is found to enunciate clearly and fluently but eschews deletion of final consonants, there
Table 4. Retention (ret) and deletion (del) of final /t/ by 33 Singaporean students
forest near
ret
del

forest and
ret
del

fist in
ret

del

feast
ret

del

rushed from
ret
del

Chinese
Malay
Indian

4
0
0

19
5
4

9
2
2

15
3
2

16
2
3

8
3
1

17
5
2

7
0
2

13
3
1

9
2
3

Total

4

28

13

20

21

12

24

9

17

14
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seems little reason to encourage such deletion just because speakers from Inner Circle
countries do it.
Now let us consider the situation for speakers from China. For them, the pattern is quite
different, as the tendency is not to drop final consonants but instead to insert a short vowel
after the consonant, so and the sun may be [ænd@ D@ s2n], wind blew is often [wInd@ blu…],
and first succeeded may become [f3…st@ s@ksi…dId]. In fact, this extra vowel occurs even
when the first word does not end with a cluster, as with agreed that and at last. Overall,
for these five phrases in the reading of a short passage by 13 young students from China,
it was found that the rate of insertion of an extra vowel is 47 per cent (Deterding 2006a).
Furthermore, this affects intelligibility quite substantially, as [wInd@] sounds more like
window than wind. So should we encourage these students to drop final consonants? Would
this help to improve their pronunciation?
Speakers of English from China are generally very reluctant to drop consonants, even
when they are shown that this is a common pattern in Inner Circle varieties, as they believe
that such pronunciation is lazy. If speakers speak clearly and fluently (and manage to avoid
the inserted vowel mentioned above), then should one encourage them to use a style of
pronunciation that they believe is lazy, especially one that is likely to exacerbate problems
in spelling? There is certainly a real issue with the inserted vowel, and this needs to be
sorted out, but encouraging the deletion of consonants is perhaps not the best solution,
particularly as it will not solve the problem with an inserted vowel in agreed that and at
last.
DISCUSSION

It is generally envisaged that even when RP is the pronunciation norm, there should be
a tolerance for deviation, even for speakers with a high level of attainment (Cruttenden
2001: 302). The question is: which features should constitute part of this tolerance and
which are essential for maintaining international intelligibility?
Although Jenkins (2000: 159; 2005) proposes an LFC that incorporates just those
distinctions that are essential for international communication, some of her choices remain
controversial, especially the absence of word stress. For English in Japan, Riney, Takagi,
and Inutsuka (2005) suggest that the distinction between /l/ and /r/ should be excluded
from the LFC, but although they claim that these sounds are problematic for millions of
speakers throughout Asia, there is no evidence from the data in Deterding (2006a) that /l/
and /r/ are conflated in China, and similarly Hung (2002) reports that /l/ is distinct from /r/
in Hong Kong. So it seems that accepting the proposal that the distinction between these
two sounds is unimportant is unlikely to meet with wide agreement outside of Japan. The
identification of a fixed LFC that everyone will agree on is likely to be extremely difficult.
For the features of Southeast Asian pronunciation considered here, the retention of a
conservative style of pronunciation for the triphthongs and also for /U@/ will be fairly
uncontroversial, as these vowels only affect a small number of words and furthermore
in some cases the way they are pronounced in the region maintains distinctions that are
often lost in modern British English. Similarly, the use of fully back vowels for /u…/ and
/U/ will probably be widely accepted. In fact, it is not difficult to propose additional
pronunciation features that are widespread in Southeast Asia and which do not cause
any problems for international intelligibility even though they deviate from an Inner Circle
model such as RP. For example, monophthongal /eI/ and /@U/ occur in Singapore (Low and
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Brown 2005: 117), Malaysia (Baskaran 2004: 1040), Brunei (Mossop 1996: 201), and
throughout ASEAN (Deterding and Kirkpatrick 2006), and furthermore Cruttenden (2001:
131, 136) acknowledges that [e…] and [o…] may be acceptable variants for these two vowels.
However, some of the other pronunciation features discussed here will be more contentious as potential components of a regional standard. Many people regard reduced
vowels as essential in maintaining stress distinctions between words and also in signalling
the key words in an utterance, and Cruttenden (2001: 300) lists the role of weak syllables
in contributing to the rhythm of English as one of the high priorities in pronunciation.
This, of course, is quite different from the position of Crystal (2003: 172) in observing that
syllable-based rhythm may be becoming increasingly acceptable in many parts of the world
and might even one day become the norm. The status of reduced vowels and stress-based
rhythm in NVEs are likely to remain issues that many people will not agree about.
Finally, the deletion of final consonants from some consonant clusters is also certain
to be controversial. Even though deletion of /t/ and /d/ is very widespread in Inner Circle
varieties of English under certain circumstances, many people believe that it should not
be encouraged in emerging varieties of English, as it certainly does sometimes involve
loss of important distinctions between words, and also because it can exacerbate problems
with spelling. So even though the pattern found throughout Southeast Asia actually closely
matches that of British English, many teachers insist it should not be encouraged.
Although the exact features of the newly-emergent norms for English in Southeast
Asia are still to be determined, it is clear that there are some that can be accepted and
even encouraged, especially those which serve to enhance distinctions between words that
may be lost in Inner Circle varieties. Once local norms based on these common features
become established in Southeast Asia, speakers of English there can start to believe that
the language truly belongs to them, and this can help build confidence among language
teachers and users throughout the region (Kirkpatrick 2004).
APPENDIX

The full text of the ‘Wolf’ passage as used in this research. A slightly revised version
can be found in Deterding (2006b).
There was once a poor shepherd boy who watched his flocks in the fields next to a dark forest near the
foot of a mountain. One hot afternoon, he thought up a good plan to get some company for himself and
also have a little fun. Raising his fist in the air, he ran down to the village shouting “Wolf, Wolf.” As
soon as they heard him, the villagers all rushed from their homes, full of concern for his safety, and
two of them stayed with him for a while. This gave the boy so much pleasure that a few days later he
tried exactly the same trick again, and once more he was successful. However, not long after, a wolf was
looking for a change in its usual diet of chicken and duck, so it actually did come out from the forest
and began to threaten the sheep. Racing down to the village, the boy of course cried out even louder
than before, but as all the villagers were convinced that he was trying to fool them a third time, nobody
bothered to come and help him, and so the wolf had a feast.
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