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Terms of publication in the journal

Guide for Authors
General Details for Authors
Submission

Articles may be submitted online to this journal. Editable files (e.g., Word, LaTeX) are required to
typeset your article for final publication. All correspondence, including notification of the Editor's
decision and requests for revision, is sent by e-mail. Contributions to this journal may be submitted
either online or outside the system.

Text should be typed double-spaced, in a double column using 12-point type.
Preparation
Use of word processing software

It is important that the file be saved in the native format of the word processor used. The text should
be in Horizontal format. Keep the layout of the text as simple as possible. Most formatting codes will
be removed and replaced on processing the article. In particular, do not use the word processor’s
options to justify text or to hyphenate words. However, do use bold face, italics, subscripts,
superscripts etc. When preparing tables, if you are using a table grid, use only one grid for each
individual table and not a grid for each row. If no grid is used, use tabs, not spaces, to align columns.
The electronic text should be prepared in a way very similar to that of conventional manuscripts.

Article structure
Appendices

If there is more than one appendix, they should be identified as A, B, etc. Formulae and equations in
appendices should be given separate numbering: Eq. (A.1), Eq. (A.2), etc.; in a subsequent appendix,
Eq. (B.1) and so on. Similarly, for tables and figures: Table A.1; Fig. A.1, etc.

Essential title page information

Title: Concise and informative. Titles are often used in information-retrieval systems. Avoid
abbreviations and formulae where possible.

Author names and affiliations: Please clearly indicate the given name(s) and family name(s) of each
author and check that all names are accurately spelled. You can add your name between
parentheses in your own script behind the
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English transliteration. Present the authors' affiliation addresses (where the actual work was done)
below the names. Indicate all affiliations with a lower--case superscript letter immediately after the
author's name and in front of the appropriate address. Provide the full postal address of each
affiliation, including the country name and, if available, the e-mail address of each author.

Corresponding author: Clearly indicate who will handle correspondence at all stages of refereeing
and publication, also post-publication. This responsibility includes answering any future queries
about Methodology and Materials. Ensure that the e-mail address is given and that contact details
are kept up to date by the corresponding author.

Affiliation address: Superscript Arabic numerals are used for such footnotes.
Abstract

Abstract (250 words maximum) should be a summary of the paper and not an introduction. Because
the abstract may be used in abstracting journals, it should be self-contained (i.e., no numerical
references) and substantive in nature, presenting concisely the objectives, methodology used, results
obtained, and their significance.

Keywords

Subject terms or keywords are required, maximum of eight. Key words referring to the special
contents of the publication, and not to its methods. The editor retains the right to change the Key
words.

Acknowledgements

Collate acknowledgements in a separate section at the end of the article before the references and do
not, therefore, include them on the title page, as a footnote to the title or otherwise. List here those
individuals who provided help during the research (e.g., providing language help, writing assistance
or proof reading the article, etc.).

Artwork

General points

Make sure you use uniform lettering and sizing of your original artwork.
Embed the used fonts if the application provides that option.
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In the name of God, the most gracious, the most merciful

Editorial board word:

Knowledge is viewed as humanity's treasure, the key to culture, and the source of people's
pleasure, whereas scientific research is the philosophical, intellectual, historical, and cultural
onset of knowledge. Languages and literature are the mechanisms by which skills are developed
via consciousness, perception, and comprehension, which help to the transference of knowledge
between generations, as well as molding an individual and shaping the future. The editorial
board have opted to adopt an approach of topics' diversity in all languages, to attract researchers
from outside and inside Irag. The strategy of diversity resulted in a large number of studies that
underwent international and local scientific reviewing and assessment. We believe that those
studies will make a significant contribution to the development of scientific intellect and the
establishment of academic research methodologies for researchers. This substantial effort is the
result of the editorial staff's diligent efforts to complete and publish this issue

Editor-in-Chief of the magazine
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Iragi EFL learners' and Teachers' Perception of Difficulties in the
Production of Diphthongs Compared to Actual Performance
Asst. Prof. Dr. Ammar Abdul Wahhab Al Abdely
English Language Department, College of Education for Women, University of
Anbar
dr.ammarl974@uoanbar.edu.igq

ABSTRACT:

. Objectives:
Received: 2024/2/9 The study aimed at showing teachers' and learners' awareness
Accepted.: 2024/3/1'5 level of the complications faced in the identification and
First published on line: 2024/3/30 production of English diphthongs by Iragi EFL learners. To this
ORC'D: 0000'0902'7083'046)( end, difficulties in identifying and producing English diphthongs
doi: 10.37654/aujl1.2024.146744.1070  a¢ nerceived by both Iraqi learners and teachers were compared to

actual difficulties encountered by Iraqi EFL learners.
Methodology
Ninety-two undergraduates Iragi EFL learners and forty-two
English language teachers were consulted for their attitudes with
regard to the identification and production of diphthongs. A
randomly selected group of students participated in an actual test
in which their performance in identifying and producing
diphthongs was measured.
Results
Results showed that teachers and learners expected difficulties in
identifying and pronouncing English diphthongs. Their
expectations of the diphthongs are difficult to perceive or
pronounce almost matched actual performance measured via the
identification and production tests. Participants showed that
centering diphthongs were the most difficult to identify and
produce. Such difficulties were reported in the questionnaires as
well.
Conclusions
The study concluded that Iragi EFL learners encounter
considerable difficulties in identifying and producing some of
English diphthongs, while some other are either of medium or low
difficulty level and this can be ascribed to L1 transfer, perceptual
reasons, and lack of efficient native exposure. Iragi learners and
teachers have a good level of awareness of the difficulties
encountered by learners; yet, this was not reflected in proper
pronunciation. This triggers the need for more training on
teachers' part and more practice on learners' part.
KEYWORDS: English diphthongs, Iragi learners' and teachers' perception,
Diphthongs identification, Diphthongs production.

1. The Introduction

Acquiring English as a foreign or a second language is very much essential for most
students at schools and universities as well. This is basically because of the status this
language has in the world currently being its lingua franca (Jenkins, 2006; Al Abdely,
2023). On the other hand, the difficulties encountered by English language learners all
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over the world are always acknowledged by learners, teachers, and researchers. Akram
and Quresh report that most of foreign language (EFL) learners face problems in attaining
an intelligible pronunciation of English. Being taught by non-native teachers in a non-
native setting, EFL learners such as lIragis are supposed to face greater difficulties
compared to native and second language (ESL) leaners. Other reasons for difficulties
might be related to the degree of similarities between the L1 and FL, which often play an
influential role in facilitating or complicating the learning task. Lack or insufficient
exposure to the FL is also an important variable here. The researcher of this study assumes
another reason for the difficulties referred to above, which is related to learners' and

teachers' perception of what FL aspects that are easy or difficult for learners to acquire.

Misperceptions of this nature may incorrectly steer the learning process to wrong
learning and teaching paths. Thus, investigating learners' as well as teachers' perceptions is
of great value to both, and consequently to the learning process as it was stressed in Al-
Abdely and Yap (2016). It is beyond dispute that language aspects are not of the same
difficulty level as some are acquired comparatively easier than others. Pronunciation is not
an exception in this respect as it has been concluded in many studies about sounds
perception and production (Al Abdely, 2016). Though variations in the difficulty level of
various sounds has been taken to be a fact, which sound is more or less difficult than
others is still an open field for investigation.

Hence, the current study endeavors to account for the perception of Iraqi EFL learners
and teachers of the difficulties encountered with reference to English diphthongs.
Moreover, the study seeks to examine Iragi EFL learners' production of English
diphthongs to arrive at the actual difficulties these learners encounter in learning
diphthongs. The study compares perceptions and actual situation to identify learners' and
teachers' level of awareness of the difficulties Iraqi EFL learners face when acquiring a
correct pronunciation of English diphthongs. The results and findings of this study are
hopefully of value to learners showing them which diphthongs are actually difficult to
them, and thus, require more of their working time and practice. Furthermore, the study's
results and findings are assumed to be significant for English language teachers, as it
offers them a guide of what to focus on more or less while teaching diphthongs. Overall,
the study targets improving teachers' and learners' awareness level of the real problems
that they have and how to work on solving them in the most effective way.
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2. Literature Review
2.1 Second language acquisition

The acquisition of foreign language segmental phonology has been a main concern in
the field of foreign language acquisition; thus, researches have been targeting it
extensively identifying difficulties and seeking ways to overcome them. These studies
have investigated the effects of several variables that interfere negatively or positively in
the learning and teaching process of sound acquisition. Most of these studies were
concerned with first language (FL) effect on the acquisition of a foreign language
phonology. Similarities and differences between the system of the first language (L1) and
FL often make certain aspects of phonology easier or more difficult for learners to acquire
(Bhela, 1999; Piske, Mackay & Flege, 2001; Derakhshan & Karimi, 2015). Other studies
were concerned with other variables such age of learning i.e. the age at which a learners
started his quest to learn a foreign language, where the normal stream is that the earlier the
better. Several researches showed that the age of the learners has an important factor in
learning a new language. Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991); Al Abdely (2016); and
Caldwell-Harris & MacWhinney (2023), for example, point out that age is a significant
factor in acquiring another language claiming that the earlier the learning process starts,

the easier and more efficient to accomplish.

Among other influential variables on the learning of an FL is related to the relationship
between sounds perception and production. Many studies such as Nikolova (2010),
Almbark (2012), and Al Abdely (2016), who investigated perception-production
relationship on Saudi, Syrian, Iragi learners respectively, believe that when sounds
perception was not accurately done, sound production will be equally not well done. Due
to the fact that perception precedes production as a newly born baby starts listening before

s/he starts speaking, learners of a FL are supposed to act similarly.

This focuses on the importance of providing learners with good production modals so
that they can develop correct pronunciation skills. Not far away from this issue is what
this study is interested in, which is the level of awareness teachers and learners of an FL
have in relation to the difficulties learners may go through when perceiving and producing
the sounds of English. Hence, the present study attempts to survey lraqi teachers' and
learners' perception of the difficulties learners encounter in acquiring English diphthongs.

Moreover, the study conducts a production test that hopefully shows the difficulties these
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learners really encounter. Comparing participants' perception and actual difficulties shall
shed the light on whether Iragi teachers and learners are aware of what they dealing with

or not.
2.2. An Overview of English Diphthongs

The term "diphthong" is of a Greek origin that implicates two sounds or two voices
(Nordquist, 2019). The Diphthong is described as a sound made by the grouping of two
vowel sounds in one syllable where the vowel starts with a vowel and glides to a second
(Roach, 2009). Hence, the combination of these two vowels requires a glide, which is why
an alternative term for diphthongs is a gliding vowels. Similarly, turning a distinct vowel

into a diphthong is named a diphthongization process (Nordquist, 2019).

In English, there are two groups of diphthongs: the closing diphthongs, those which
end with /O/ (/a0,00/) and those which end with /1/ (/aieror/), and the centering
diphthongs, which end in /o/ (/19,€9,09/). Figure (1) below shows these diphthongs.

‘ Diphthongs
Centering ( Closing
/ I Endmg inov
| Ending in I

Endi:{g ind ‘
/ \ / \
R I

Figure (1) Diphthongs in English

The following is a description of the diphthongs we have in English depending on RP

English, which the language used as a model for Iraqi EFL learners in Iragi universities.

2.2.1. Closing Diphthongs

The following is a description of centering diphthongs with examples that illustrate them.
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1. /av/: A diphthong similar to “ow” that frequently results from letters (ou) and (ow) such

as (brown /bravn/, now /navy).

2. /au/: A diphthong similar to “boat” that frequently results from letters (ow), (0a) and (0)

such as (slow /slov/, moan /maovn/).

The following chart is presented by (Shameem, 2012) to show the closing diphthongs.

Closing Diphthongs

/QU/ /ai.i,/ I The tongue moves to: ] /u/

FRONT CENTRAL BACK

Close

1

NG
o\ NI
|

Open

Figure (2) English closing diphthongs ending in / G/

3. /ar/: It is the same sound in the word "eye" resulting from the letters (1), (igh), and (y) as

in the words (crime /krarm/, and like /laik/).

4. /er/: 1t is the same sound in the word “great”. It frequently results from the letters (ey),

(ay), (ai/) and (a) as in words such as break (/breik/, rain /rem/).

5. /o1/: Tt 1s the same sound in “boy”. It frequently results from letters such as (oy) and (o1)

as in words like (oil /o1l/, toy /to1/).

The following chart is presented by (Shameem, 2012) to show the closing diphthongs.
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Closing Diphthongs

;{E‘I/ /’aI/’ /’DI]I ‘ The tongue moves to: ‘ jfl,"r

FRONT CENTRAL BACK

Close \ '&\
Half-close
Half-open
Open\aI—

Figure (3) English closing diphthongs ending in /1 /

2.2.2 Centering Diphthongs

1. /19/: A diphthong with a sound similar to “ear”. It is commonly found in letters such as

(ee), (ie) and (ea) as in the words (beer /b1a/, near /n1a/).

2. /ea/: This diphthong is similar to the one in “air”. It is commonly found in the letters

(ai), (a), and (ea) as in (lair /lea/, stair /stea/).

3. /vo/: This diphthong is similar to the one in “sure”. It commonly results from the letters

(00), (ou), (u), and (/ue) as in the words (tour /tva/, pure /pjud/).

The following chart is presented by (Shameem, 2012) to show the centering diphthongs.

Centring Diphthongs

/"IQ;" /"'E‘Q/’ /{UQ/’ | The tongue moves to: ,/Qf{
FRONT CENTRAL BACK
- \\\\ /
U2
Half-close

Half-open ‘ \
Open\—

Figure (5) English centering diphthongs ending in /3/
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2.3 Previous Studies

As mentioned before, the idea that learners of English all over the world encounter
various types of difficulties has been an undisputable fact. Upholding this fact, researchers
directed their attention to these difficulties with reference to several variables and with
relation to many linguistic and dialectal backgrounds. The following is a review of several
studies related to acquiring English diphthongs by EFL and ESL learners. Some other
reviewed studies are interested in the relationship between learners'/teachers' perceptions
of the difficulties encountered and the actual performance of learners. The review starts
with studies targeting Non-Arab leaners followed by studies on Arabs, and end with Iraqi

learners.
2.3.1 Studies on Non-Arab Learners

Anwar and Kalisa (2020) explored problems Indonesian learners of English
encountered in the English Diphthongs that are not found in their first language. The study
acknowledged difficulties faced by learners in pronouncing English sounds in general and
diphthongs in particular. These learners were reported to face greater difficulties when
acquiring diphthongs that have no counterparts in Indonesian language such as "([19], [09],
[e1], [ea] and [ou])". The researchers employed interviews and a production test to collect
data. The study concluded that "the total average of the incorrect numbers of English
diphthong sounds in pronunciation made by students was 69% which was categorized as
fair* (p. 17). Moreover, the errors committed by participants were basically deletion
errors, and this was ascribed to the fact that these diphthongs are not familiar to

participants.

Ponidi, Sabarudin & Arasuli (2021) examined the pronunciation of English diphthongs
by Indonesian 79 learners at university level. This study adopted a descriptive qualitative
method. The data comprised words that show eight diphthongs thrice. The pronunciation
was recorded and analyzed via Audacity speech analysis program. The study concluded
that most learners suffered in the pronunciation of English diphthongs "[e1], [ov], [av],
[19], [eo] and [v9]". Yet, they suffered less in the pronunciation of "[ar] and [o1]".
Indrawati and Puspani (2021) and Pratiwi and Indrayani (2021) also both reported
difficulties encountered in the pronunciation most English Diphthongs by Indonesians
EFL learners. The diphthongs that were very difficult to pronounce were the centering

diphthongs; however, learners had problems with closing diphthongs ending in /1/.
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Liang (2014) examined the pronunciation of English sounds including diphthongs as
they were produced by Mandarin learners. This study analyzed the pronunciation of
English diphthongs aiming at identifying problems that prevent learners from acquiring
correct pronunciation. The participants were fifty informants, who were reported to
confuse between long vowels and diphthongs. The study recommended special attention
to be given in designing teaching materials and in teaching techniques to the acoustic

differences between long vowels and diphthongs.

Demircioglu (2013) investigated the pronunciation of diphthongs by Turkish learners
stressing the fact that English and Turkish are considerably different languages. These
languages differ clearly in the articulation of several sounds, and this leads to lots of
potential areas of difficulties. The study concluded that the difficulty in pronouncing
diphthongs sprang from the special motor skills required in the pronunciation of
diphthongs such moving the tongue and the jaw. Turkish learners are not familiar with
these movements; hence, they are difficult for them to produce. This type of difficulty

requires intensive practice on the part of learners to overcome these difficulties.
2.3.2 Studies on Arab Learners

Abker (2020) focused on difficulties encountered by Saudi learners of English in the
pronunciation of diphthongs. The study reported that EFL Saudi learners do suffer when
they pronounce English diphthongs. The author recorded (25) learners' a production test in
which they were required to utter (25) words that contain several diphthongs. Another test
was conducted where learners should classify diphthongs by assigning them into different
columns. The study concluded that Saudis encountered most difficulties in producing
centering diphthongs (/19/, /ea/, /v9/), and a lower difficulty level in producing the closing
diphthongs (/er/, /a1/, /o1/), and closing diphthongs (/ouv/, /av/). The study recommends that
learners should be offered more time and space for exercising centering diphthongs.
However, the study recommends using dictionaries to attain correct pronunciation, which
could not as effective as intensive and extensive listening courses given to learners as

listening is the first step to develop pronunciation.

Farrah and Halahlah (2020) explored mistakes made by Palestinian English learners in
the pronunciation of several sounds including diphthongs. The population of the study
comprised (120) participants, who were asked to fill in a questionnaire, pronounce certain
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utterances, and sit (a few of them only) for an interview. In the questionnaire and
interviews conducted, learners express their opinions signaling most diphthongs to be
difficult for them to pronounce. Of the reasons behind such errors, according to
interviewee, is L1 interference in the acquisition of the FL. Lack of native exposure is

another major reason named by interviewee.

Naji and Almakrob (2023) examined the pronunciation of British English vowels by
Yemeni learners of English. The study employed Lado's (1957) and Flege’s (1995) models
to account for the production of (65) Yemeni EFL learners, who belong to levels of
proficiency inn general English. The instruments used were a questionnaire and a
production test. With reference to diphthongs, the study concluded that Yemeni's
encountered difficulties in the centering diphthong /eo/; however, their accuracy in

pronunciation increased with proficiency level increase.
2.3.3 Studies on Iragi Learners

Al-Kan'aan (2014) conducted a study examining Iraqis’, students and teachers,
perceptual identification of English diphthongs. She considered the task of perceptually
identifying sounds of an FL a tough task for EFL learners to do successfully. The study
stressed the link between perception and production as learners produce well what they
have perceived well and vice versa. She assumed that "this is mostly applied to the
identification of vowels, in general, and that of diphthongs, in particular" (p. 29). The
study aimed at shedding light on problems encountered by student teachers majoring in
English in discriminating diphthongs and how the ability to do so is affected by L1 vowel
system that could prevent them acquire an accent-free L2. The study concluded that
"English diphthongs that show some similarity to the Arabic ones are much easier for the
subjects to identify than those which do not" (p. 48). However, the participants face
considerable difficulties perceiving most diphthongs with low correct percentages.
Besides, L1 and FL differences, "lack of the appropriate exposure to a natively spoken L2,
with the teacher as the only available model™ (p. 48) is another important reason for this

failure.

Yousef and Ameen (2021) analyzed mistakes comitted by Iragi EFL learners in the
pronunciation English diphthongs situated in multi-syllable words. To this end, (25) Iraqi
EFL learners from the "department of English at Cihan University/ Slemani™ (p. 17) were

selected to take a production test, in which they were required pronounce (10) words
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showing English diphthongs in various settings. The study findings obviously exposed
that Iraqi EFL learners suffered a lot with diphthongs as they either mixed one for another

or change the diphthong into a pure vowel.

Shaymaa and Rezgallah (2021) conducted a study to examine the difficulties Iraqi EFL
learners encounter in producing English diphthongs in connected speech. The authors
asked 4th stage college students to participate in a production test. The study reported
difficulties in pronouncing diphthongs, bedsides other types of sounds that resulted in poor
pronunciation that consequently leads to communication breakdown. Similar difficulties
were also reported in several other studies as the ones arrived at in Shakir (2023), who
mentioned several reasons for these difficulties. Of them is differences between L1 and
FL/L2, and the possible negative L1 transfer. Another one is related to ineffective teaching
styles used by teachers at schools. The author suggested that English language teachers
should be regularly updated on recent effective teaching styles and techniques; especially

those related to sounds transcription.

All of the previously reviewed that targeted various types of learners acknowledged the
difficulties encountered in the pronunciation and perception of English diphthongs. They
have tackled the topic from different angles as well including variations between the L1
and the target language, lack of native exposure, inappropriate teaching and learning
techniques, etc. However, no previous study has examined the performance of Iragi EFL
learners with reference to their and their teachers' perception of the difficulties
encountered by learners. Hence, the study starts with eliciting learners' and teachers'
perception of the difficulties encountered in the pronunciation of diphthongs, and later
examined the actual difficulties encountered in the pronunciation of lIragi EFL learners.
The data collected from the questionnaires in the first part and the data collected from a
production test in the second part are compared to identify the learners' and teachers'
awareness level. The results of this comparison will hopefully offer clear and more
accurate expectations of which diphthong is or is not difficult to acquire. Consequently,
both learners and teachers will be able to design their road maps to arrive at more
intelligible and more nativelike pronunciation of English diphthongs in English language

in general.
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3. The Methodology

This study adopted an ex post facto design that examined EFL learners' performance
without any attempt to manipulate the data obtained. The current situation of learners' and
teachers' perception as well as the current pronunciation of diphthongs by lIraqi EFL
learners are the two variables under investigation in this study. The study employed a
quantitative method that relies on numbers, percentages, and difficulty rank orders, which
are obtained via descriptive and inferential statistics. More specifically, the study
employed two questionnaires SO as to elicit teachers'
(https://forms.gle/SIMHYJWzfv7X5yG9A), and learners'
(https://forms.gle/bvbMBzNAJqimQp5i9) attitudes in relation to the difficulties they think

Iraqi EFL learners face when acquiring English diphthongs. To compare between teachers'
and learners' perception on one hand, and actual performance on the other, an actual test

was designed.

The data obtained from these instrument (questionnaires and production and
identification tests) were first processed via descriptive statistics to identify in two rank
order tables, one for teachers and another for learners, to arrive at the nature of difficulties
encountered in the identification and pronunciation of diphthongs from the view point of
teachers and learners. The results of the identification and production tests were also
processed statistically to obtain a rank order table based on the actual difficulties
encountered by learners. The last step was to compare between the tables referred to above
to identify teachers' and learners' awareness level of the real problems experienced in the
pronunciation of English diphthongs. The results of this comparison would hopefully help
teachers and learners develop their teaching and learning styles and techniques to target

real problematic areas and consequently teach better and pronounce better.
3.1 Study Samples

The samples used in this study were of three groups. The first group comprises 92 Iraqi
EFL learners majoring in English language and its literature. They were third and fourth
stage students from two English language departments in the University of Anbar; College
of Education for Women and the College of Education for Humanities. This group of
students were asked to respond to a questionnaire asking them to arrange diphthongs from
the most to the least difficult based on their experience in learning these sounds. The

second group consisted of 24 English language teachers with M.A or PhD degree in
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English language. They were instructors working in the University of Anbar or in Anbar
Education Directorate. These were also asked to arrange diphthongs from the most to the
least difficult to identify and produce based on their perception of the difficulties Iraqi
EFL learners may encounter in identifying and pronouncing diphthongs. The third group
consisted of 10 Iragi EFL learners randomly recruited from the bigger number of students,
who participated in the questionnaire. They were asked to participate in an identification
and a production tests aiming at showing the actual difficulties encountered by Iraqi EFL
learners in identifying and producing English diphthongs to be compared with perceived

difficulties reported in the questionnaires.
3.2 Data Collection Method

The first and the second guestionnaires were presented to a group of English language
students and a group of English language teachers. Both of the groups speak Baghdadi
Arabic as their mother tongue. The questionnaires consisted of questions to elicit learners'
and teachers' perception about these difficulties. The questionnaire contains some
questions about the learners' expectation for their ability in perception and producing
English Diphthongs with identification of sounds that are difficult for them to perceive or
produce.

As for the second questionnaire, it was of two parts presented to a group of 24 Iraqi
English teachers. The first part contains two questions, one of them about their expecting
of the difficulty that the students face in perceiving the English diphthongs, while the
second was if their students are facing any difficulty in producing these sounds, and what
are these difficult sounds exactly. The second part was contains some information about
the teachers who participate in the questionnaire their academic rank, Subjects they teach,
Their Qualification and Years of experience in teaching English language.

In the identification and production tests, 24 words were presented to 10 students (for
the full list words, see Appendix A). In the first test, participants were asked to listen to
the words and identify which diphthong they have heard in each word. In the second test,
participants were asked to pronounce the same list of words as they were shown to them in
cards. Their pronunciation was directly recorded via a special type of noise cancelling
microphone. In order to avoid any effect of familiarity with the words used, the researcher
asked half of the participants to start with the identification test and the other half to start

with production test. The identification test was scored by the researcher himself, while
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the production test was scored by three experienced raters including the researcher

himself.
3.3 Data Analysis Method

The two questionnaires administered on Iragi EFL learners and teachers were processed
by the researcher to obtain the times learners and teachers tick on each diphthong as being
to identify and to produce respectively. Based on participants' responses, rank order
difficulty was created for learners and teachers and in relation to identification and

production respectively.

As for the actual identification and production tests, error counts and error percentages
obtained after scoring learners' responses to the two tests were used to create difficulty
rank orders for identification and production respectively. The ranking of English
diphthongs from the most to the least difficult to identify and produce are going to be
compared with ranking created based on the results of the questionnaires. This comparison
aims to identify learners' and teachers' awareness level of the difficulties encountered in

the identification and production of English diphthongs
4. The Results

The results of the current study are presented in this section starting with the results of
the two questionnaires administered on Iraqi learners and teachers, and moving on to the

results of the production test conducted on Iraqgi learners.
4.1. Perceived Difficulty to Identify and Produce Diphthongs

Based on the results of the first questionnaire, learners expected difficulty in perceiving
English Diphthongs. In response to the first question in the questionnaire, learners
expected considerable difficulties in perceiving English Diphthong as 66.3% of the
participants answered with "Yes", the rest of the participants (33.7%) denied having any
problems with the perception of diphthongs. The second question requires learners to tick
on specific diphthongs they believe to be difficult to perceive by Iragi EFL learners.
Based on learners' responses, a difficulty rank order was obtained that ranks diphthongs

from the most to the least difficult to perceive as shown in Table 1 below.
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RU/ 67% 1
leal 46% 2
133/ 42% 3
w3/ 36% 4
lev/ 35% 5
11/ 30% 6
/a1/ 23% 7
/al/ 20% 8

Table 1 Difficulty Rank Order in Identifying Diphthongs based on Learners’

Perception

It is clear in Table 1 above that the diphthong /oT03/ was perceived to be the most
difficult followed by the three centering diphthongs /ea/, /Ga/, and /1a/. On the other hand,
closing diphthongs were perceived to be easier to perceive. However, difficulty in
perceiving diphthongs was acknowledged in reference to all diphthongs.

As for Iraqi teachers of English, all of them acknowledged that learners encounter
difficulty in perceiving all diphthongs with 100%. It means that teachers are fully aware of
the problems their students face in learning diphthongs. In response to the question, in
which teachers were required to specify diphthongs that are difficult to perceive by Iraqi
learners, teachers believe that centering diphthongs are the most difficult to perceive.
They also think that the closing diphthong /00/ is also very difficult. Table 2 below shows
difficulty rank order based on teachers' responses to the questionnaire.

[5d/ 70% 1
RO/ 70% 1
lea/ 55% 2
3/ 50% 3
[a0/ 35% 4
lev/ 25% 5
/v 20% 6
a1/ 15% 7
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Table 2 Difficulty Rank Order based in Identifying Diphthongs Based on Teachers’

Perception

The first thing to be noticed in the ranking orders presented in Tables 1 and 2 is that
both learners and teachers have almost the same perception regarding the most and the
least difficult diphthongs to perceive by Iraqi learners. They agreed that the most difficult
diphthong to perceive and produce is the one in the word "boat" /a0/. Similarly, both of

them identified centering diphthongs /ea/, /10/, and /GO9/ to be of a high difficulty level.

As for perceived difficulty to produce English diphthongs by Iragi EFL learners, both
learners and teachers think there is considerable difficulty to produce English diphthongs.
A percentage of 65.6 of the learners acknowledged problems in producing English
diphthongs, while 34.6% reported no difficulties. As for teachers of English 100% of the
informants believed that learners encounter difficulties in producing English diphthongs.
Again, both learners and teachers are aware of the difficulties learners face in pronouncing
these sounds; however, the level of difficulty was very much higher as perceived by

teachers.

In the results of the perception test, informants were required to listen to the words that
show the eight English diphthongs in thrice and identify on a sheet of paper the diphthong
they have heard. In response to which specific diphthongs are difficult to produce by Iraqi
EFL learners, participants referred to centering diphthongs to be the most difficult to
pronounce. In the same vein, teachers believed that centering diphthongs are the most
difficult to produce by Iraqi learners. Other diphthongs were rated to be of medium to low
difficulty with slight differences between learners and teachers as shown in Tables 3 and 4

below.

/eal 60% 1
3/ 58% 2
1G9/ 55% 3
10/ 49% 4
ler/ 35% 5
1/ 33% 6
/av/ 30% 7
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/als/ 28% 8
Table 3 Difficulty Rank Order in Pronouncing Diphthongs based on learners’
Perception
/ed/ 80% 1
3/ 76% 2
108/ 75% 3
RO/ 55% 4
le1/ 54% 5
1/ 51% 6
/ar/ 49% 7
/a®/ 43% 8

Table 4 Diphthongs Difficulty Rank Order in the Pronunciation based on Teachers'

Perception
4.2 Actual Difficulty to Identify and Produce Diphthongs

The second part of the current study was devoted to investigate the actual difficulties
faced by Iragi EFL learners in the identification and pronunciation of English diphthongs.
An identification test was first conducted to obtain a rank order difficulty based on the
mistakes made by learners in identifying diphthongs. The participants were asked to listen
to the words that have English diphthongs three times for each diphthong. They should
listen and tick on a sheet of paper that has the full list of diphthongs based on what they
hear. The recording of the words used in the test was made by a Native male speaker, who

volunteered to participate in this study.

The responses of the identification test were processed by the researcher to arrive at
correct and incorrect answers. Again, the closing diphthong /00/, and the centering
diphthongs /ea/, /15/, and /Oa/ were the most difficult to identify as shown in Table 4

below.
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130/ 82% 1
I/ 75% 2
1353/ 72% 3
/eal 70% 4
ler/ 60% 5
I8, 55% 6
/a0 43% 7
a1/ 30% 8

Table 5 Rank Order Difficulty in Actual Identification of Diphthongs

The production test conducted in this study aimed to identify actual problems in the
pronunciation of diphthongs by Iraqi EFL learners. The results of the production test are to
be compared with responses given by learners and teachers in the questionnaires. The
participants were give the list of words that provides English diphthongs three times each
to be pronounced by lIraqi learners. Their pronunciation was directly recorded via a
microphone and the pronunciation was directly stored in audio files. The pronunciation of
learners was given to the three experts, who will decide on the accuracy of the
pronunciation of diphthongs. The three experts' rating was changed into correct and
incorrect values. A difficulty rank order was obtained. The rank order in provided in Table
6 below. The number of trials for each diphthong is 30, and the overall number of trials is
240 trials.
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Diphthongs Correct Incorrect Error Rank order
pronunciation | pronunciation | Percentage
1Gd/ 6 24 80% 1
I/ 9 21 70% 2
lea/ 12 18 60% 3
RO/ 18 12 40% 4
/al/ 24 6 20% 5
/av/ 27 3 10% 6
/av/ 28 2 7% 7
et/ 28 2 7% 8

Table 6 Difficulty Rank Order in Actual Pronunciation of Diphthong

Based on the results of the production test tabulated in Table 6 above, Iraqi learners
suffered greatly with the pronunciation of the centering diphthongs with difficulty
percentage ranging from 80% to 60%. Other closing diphthongs were well produced with
error percentages ranging from 20% to 7%. Only the closing diphthong /00/ was
somehow difficult with 12 error counts and 40% error percentage. The production test
results showed Iraqi learners' better ability to produce diphthongs compared to their
identification in one hand, and to learners' and teachers' perception of difficulties
encountered in the pronunciation of diphthongs on the other hand. This means that lragis
were good at producing diphthongs; yet, they were not that good in identifying the same
diphthongs. This is somehow surprising as perception often precedes production, and

learners learn to perceive first and they learn to produce at a later stage.

One thing worth mentioning here is that participants in the production test tended to
change one diphthong for another. They changed difficult unfamiliar diphthongs into
easier more familiar to them. Moreover, they tended to change centering diphthongs into
monophthongs, which are more familiar in their own L1. A diphthong such as /19/ is oftn
changed into the monophthongs /3:, i:/ and the diphthong /es / was replaced with the
diphthong /er/, while /O9/ was pronounced as /u:, o:/ and /00/ as /a0/.
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5. The conclusion

The study concluded that Iragi EFL learners encounter difficulties in identifying and
producing English diphthongs. The difficulty was reported to be the greatest with
centering diphthongs. This could be for several reasons. The first is related to the
perception of these diphthongs i.e. learners were exposed to incorrect pronunciation of
these vowels and they develop their own pronunciation according to this improper
perception. This requires more emphasis on improving teachers' pronunciation of these
diphthongs as they are almost the only available models to Iragi learners via whom they
acquire the pronunciation of the FL sounds. The second reason could be related to L1
negative transfer, which impedes acquiring correct pronunciation of these diphthongs.

As for the issue of learners' and teachers' awareness of the difficulties encountered by
Iraqi EFL learners, both learners and teachers acknowledged such difficulties. Moreover,
teachers of English reported difficulties with all diphthongs, while Iraqi learners did so
with some of them. However, both learners and teachers believed that centering
diphthongs are the most difficult to identify and perceive. The actual identification and
production tests confirmed the results of the questionnaire as they referred to centering
diphthongs to be the most difficult to perceive and produce. Furthermore, participants
claimed that the closing diphthong /©0/ to be among the most difficult diphthongs to

perceive and produce.

The reason for the difficulties in identifying and producing centering diphthongs in
addition to the closing /O0/ is that all of these diphthongs contain the /O/, which is a
vowel not available in the sound system of neither Arabic nor Iragi sound systems. Yousef
and Ameen (2021, p. 18) confirm that "most of the English diphthongs are rarely found in
Iragi accent and usually replaced by improper sounds found in their native sound system".
What adds to the problem of pronouncing centering diphthongs is the fact that these
diphthongs are altered to be monophthongs rather than diphthongs. The diphthong /19/ is
pronounced as /i:/ as in the word (here), and the diphthong /O0/ is changed to be /u:/ as in
the word (poor). These changes made by native speakers of English in the pronunciation
of these diphthongs results in less exposure to these sounds. Logically speaking, having
less exposure to these sounds definitely leads to less practice and more problems. Ahmad

and Meena (2021, p. 2919) conclude that "students who are deeply involved in English
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language exposure and students who have created a sort of English language environment

can speak more fluently™.

The level of awareness learners and teachers of English showed in this study is very
good as the difficulties perceived by Iragi learners and teachers did matched the
difficulties reported in the actual identification and production tests. However, this high
level of awareness is not reflected on learners' identification and production abilities. Iraqi
EFL learners are still lagging behind in the identification and pronunciation of English
diphthongs based on the results of the actual tests conducted in this study. More attention
is required from the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Higher Education and
Scientific Research in Iraqg to training teachers on the pronunciation of English sounds in
general and English diphthongs in particular. More exposure to native pronunciation
should be provided to Iragi EFL learners to compensate for the inadequacy of being taught

by non-native teachers and in a non-native setting.
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Appendix (A)
Wordlist of English Diphthongs

No. Diphthong Word Transcription
Face /fers/
1 e/ Day /der/
Wait /wert/
Price /prars/
2 a1/ Right /rart/
Side /sard/
Choice Itfors/
3 fon/ Noise /maiz/
Boil /bail/
Boat /ba Gt
4 [0/ Most /ma ot/
No /ma3/
Cow /ka0s/
5 /al/ Sound /sa0nd/
House /haOs/
Near 1/
6 s/ Hear /h1a/
Dear /d1a/
Fair /feal
7 leal Hair /hea/
Care /kea/
Tour tGa/
8 [OGd/ Sure /fGd/
Poor /pOd/
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