Excuse me!  Did you say guessed or guest?

“Pronunciation, accents, words ,dialects,  fascinating aspects of any language”.

 After discovering  the existence of homophones I started working deeply on how to help my students to detect these similarities that sometimes can lead to misunderstandings .I also try to become  more aware as a teacher to be able to detect and anticipate phonological difficulties that might hinder successful communication. Now, I would  like to share with you my own experience in this field.”

Listening comprehension is one of the most enlightening skills to be taught, however,  there are many factors to be taken into account such as:  knowledge of the world, knowledge of the subject, emotional and cultural factors,  phonological difficulties (pronunciation, accents, contracted forms)

I will refer to   phonological difficulties mainly because I believe they belong to a fascinating field to be explored.

Phonological difficulties can or more often than not  hinder communication.  There are different kinds of phonological difficulties:

a) Those that have to do with pronunciation.  For example, I had my students listen to a live piece of news about a company that was about to file chapter 13. Part of the news went like this:  “They were waiting for Christmas to be over to make a declaration”   Students understood “to make a decoration” instead of “making a declaration”.  Their knowledge of the world, emotional condition, knowledge of the subject did not make them even wonder about this misunderstanding.  Why?  Because, during Christmas you make decorations but of course to make a declaration is quite a different thing.  So something should be done in order to avoid this kind of misunderstanding.

b) Those difficulties that are contracted forms, assimilations of sounds,   Another example:  I had my students listen to an audio file about the revamping of Wembley stadium.  This piece of news stated that “ the construction is still on schedule”.  Students understood “ it is a long schedule” ( It is still on schedule .   
c) Homophones:  words that have the same pronunciation but different spelling.

Examples: Have you ever seen this scene before?

                  I guessed you would be the most important guest at the party

d) Words that have different spelling  and are pronounced differently

Examples:  race vs raise

                   Live  vs leave

                   Rice vs rise

e) I came across some time ago, the word “mondegreen”.  (this word is used to denote any mishearing of a popular song, chant, phrase, aphorism, word  or lyric)  The previous categories might be included under this word.

For example:  A guy complained to his wife about a recurrent back pain and she told him:  “Maybe you should take Aleve”.  He answered:  It´s not so bad that I need to take time off work”  (a leave)    
We, teachers, should train our ears all the time by listening to live material as well as material designed for teaching.  We should bear in mind we are models for our students.   So, how can we help them overcome these difficulties? 

We should teach them different techniques and strategies in order to understand correctly.

We should make them aware of these phonological difficulties and train them to check the information if it is not clear enough, ask questions, focus on what they do not understand and in this way to ask the right question in order to confirm, know, or get missing information. 

I believe awarenes is the key word in order to train ourselves and in this way we will be able to train our students to understand more.  If  we are aware that we might find these difficulties while we are listening to somebody we will be able to react accordingly. 

 I would like to share with you some practice you might work on with your students.

Anyway, exercises should be based on your own experience. You can create your own exercises by predicting what your students might find difficult to understand or after they encountered  different  phonological difficulties.

Practice 1

Let´s practice pronunciaion
1- decoration vs declaration

2- civil rights vs civil liberties

3- now vs no vs know

Practice 2  

Let´s read these sentences as fluently as possible 

1- I find the new bus schedule very inconvenient     (Students understand basket)

2- Bit cold, isn´t it?                                (Students understand Bill called)

3- I should have told him                      (Students find it difficult to get “should´ve”)

4- I was supposed to be there by ten   (Students understand “posed”)

Practice 3

Let´s fill out the blanks

a) There´s a new ……………………

1- site    2- sight

b) She took the………………at 5 pm

1- plain   2-plane

c) I used a new………………….of shoes.

1- pair     2- pear

      d) We………….    ………………..pieces of cake.

       1-  eight     2 ate

      e)Can you …………  till the…………… is checked?

                   1-  wait     2- weight

     Practice 4

    Let´s fill in the blanks with the correct word.

       A: I will …………….my son in South Dakota.  I lived there during my childhood 

       B:  Really, I went to a car …………. there .last Saturday   (race  / raise)

      This city is a nice place to………………. It is a pity I have to ……………so soon

         ( leave / live)

      I sometimes ………………..early in the morning to prepare some …………..for 

      my kids.    (rice  / rise)

Conclusion: We should help our students to react promptly to the unexpected, predict, and ask questions to confirm or retrieve information.  It depends on us, teachers, to give them the necessary tools to react on the spot.  We should remember that it is more important to train them than evaluate them.    .
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