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Abstract

German Is one of the languages much In demand among the foraign languages
taught It Sri Lanka. One of the major areas of difficulty in isaming German as a
foreign language for the Sinhala native speakers |s the phonology of German

The fallacy is that English is required fo master the language, sspecially its
phonology discourages many a monolingual Sinhala native speaker from
leaming German.

This paper attempts 1o analyse phonological systems of Sinhala and German
and identity the areas of difficulty lor the Sinhala native speaker. The vowsl and
conscnant phonemes, supra-segmenlal leatures and the syllabic structure of the
two Ianguages will be analysed to discuss the conlrastive aspects ol the two
phonological systems. The difficullies faced by the monolingual and bilingual
Sinhala native speakers in grasping the phonclogy of German are: different.
Hence this paper concentralas on both groups of speakers. |t is also observed
that contrary to popular belief, bilingua!l speakers with a good command of the
English language alsa face difficullies in grasping tha phonology of German.
Further, if is expecteil that (his paper enlightens the present and fulure students
of German as to how minimal the contrastive aspects of the two phonological
systems are.

1. Introduction

Garman is one of the man foreign languages taught in Sri Lanka. There is much
demand for the language at universities, schools and other institutions. Howaver,
there |s a wrong assumption among many students ol languages thal a falr
knowledge of English is necessary o léam a foreign language, especially a
European language. Thus, many a Sinhala natlve speaker is discouraged by the
‘forsign” sounding phonclogy of the German, assuming that a knowledge of
English is an absolute necessily to grasp lhe language — especially ils
phenclegy. The unfamiliar combinations of consonant cluslers as well as speech
sounds make the students believe thal German is much similar to English, nol lo
mention the fact that the roman script is used by both languages In wiling. While
admitiing thal German and English are membars of one language family —
Germanic language lamily - pna should not forget that German, English as well
as Sinhala all belong to the Indo-European language family'. Thus it has bieen
ohiserved that the students overcome most of the pronunciation difficulties
encountared in respect ol its phonology within a lew months of leaming the
language

1 See Karunalliake {1985°167-188, 173)
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When consideting the Sinhala pative speakers, the monalingual and bilingual
speakers have to be discussed sepamately. Nalive spoakers with both English
and Sinhala as their mother fongue as well as those who possess a very good
command of English as a sacond language will be considered as bilinguals: in
this paper’. There are many difficulties encountared by both groups ol native
speakers al the initinl slage of leaming German as a foreign language, some of
therm unigue to each group and mahy comman 1o bath. Thus It s Indeed a f

that knowledge of English makes leaming German easior, since the difficulties
laced by bilingual speakers are nol less than the ones encountered by
monolingual speakars,

Tha aim of this paper i lbstly to ideniify the areas of difficulty for both
mornolingual and bilingual Sinhala native speakers in grasping the phonology of
German and to point out how minimal the contrasts are; secondiy, 1o show that
canirary o popular belief, bilingual speakers somatimas encounter even groater
difficullies than tha monalingual speakers in this respact; thirdly, to make both the-
teachers and the sludents of Garman in Srl Lanka aware of the areas of conirast
so Ihat they concentrate more on the particular segmental and supra segmental
features and to discuss remedial measures lo overcome these difficullies. Finaily,
this paper attempis to coniribute to filling the void of hitherto less explored tield of
contraslive sludies on Sinhala and German, This study confines itsell to
Standard Spoken German due lo the fact that mainly the standard language of
German (Hochdeutsch) s taught as a foreign tanguage.

in respect of phonetics and phonology, Premawardhena (1997) has been the
only contrastive study of the word phonology of Sinhala and Garmman to date.
While this work concentrates mainly on the pheneological systems of the two
languages and their ozcurrence, this paper attempts to concentrate more on the
pedagogical implications of the contrastive aspects of the two languages and
how 1o minimise the difficulties encounterad. Emphasis will be on phonemes as
they are mora important than allophones in respect ol understanding the German
languags and making it understood when spoken by a Sinhala native speaker,

2. Contrastive aspects of Sinhala and German word phonology

Due to diglossia in Sinhala with a vast diference between the written and the
spoken varleties’, the segmental and supra segmental features of only Spoken
Sinhala will be discussad here'. Since there is no marked difference between the
two varieties In German, the Standard Spoken German will be analysed. Further,
Ihe prenunciation difficulties encountered by monolingual and bilingual speakers
of Sinhala will ba distussed saparataly.

21.  Segmental features

The contrasiive aspects of segmental faalures will be discussed under vowals
and consonants. The diphthongs and consonant clusters are briefly discussed
undet vowels and consonanis respectively.

2 Sae also Pramawardhena [2002a-63: 2003:172)

3 Sed Gair (1588: 213-263), Premawardhena, (200:2a; B3, 2002b; 22.32; 2003 170} for
meen on diglossia in Sinhala .

4 See Disanayaka, 1991, for further details on sounds and patiéms ol Spoken Sinhala
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214, Vowels
2.11.1. Single vowels

Sinhala German
frant! cantral back front central back
high |1 ® ww | bk 0 u
mid e 8 oo & ® 0 X o
o £ E: i
e @
a a
a al

Table 1: vowel phonemes of Sinhala and German

By analysing Ihe above \able, the pronuncialion difficulties encountared by the
Sinhala speaking leamer in respect of single vowel phonemes can be clearly
understond. The lollowing vowel phonemes in spoken Garman are new to the
Sinhala nallve speakers:

i, 07, o9, 03, € €, 3/

Among these phonemes anly /i, 0z, ce, @, 1/ cause difficulties in pronunciation
bacause /¢! and /e can be substituted by /@/ and /e geeurring in Sinhala as
they do not cantrast phanologically. The following table presents the difficultias’
faced by the monofingual and bilingual speakers in pronouncing the above
mentionad vowals, which do not accur in Sinhala and/or English:

Table 2: difficullies encountered by monolingual and bilingual speakers-

i s foxa jart Al
monolingusl 4 ¥ + ¥ *
Hm - - + -

5 difficulty (+], no difficulty ()
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Thus. all but the mid high rounded open back shart vowel 3/ causes diffioulty to
both categonies of iaamnars. Initially the monolingisl speakers tend o substitute
this vawel with o/, which is not iphnnnlnglmﬁy wrong as thare does nol exist a
conirast betwedn the two vowels™. g

The position of occurrence of tha above mentioned vowels whether initially,
madiaily or linally does nol play & majar role, since thase particular vowals are
new to both menelingual and bilingual Sinhata: speakers. Thus the posiion of
occurrence does nol make & difigrance in the dogree of difficulty.

2.1.1.2. Diphthongs

German has three diphthangs, which are phonemic: /a8, ag, 208/

<in= faen/ ‘o’

<auch> (aow/ 'als0’

<Eula> okl ‘owl’

Ot of thesa only facef causes difficulty to- monolingual speakers as the vowel (3

doas not ocour in Sinhala, For the bilingual spaaker thore is no difficully as all the
gs oceur in English 100, The monolingual speaker substitutes the vowal /

A/ with /o = focel. Ag theie Is no contrast between the two vowals, there occurs

only a phonetic amor.

212. Consonants

2.1.2.1. Single Consonants

This fallowing consonant phonemes occur in Sinhiala and Garman:

& See Pramawardhend [1887) for lurther details on Garman and Sinhala aflophones.
Rajapaksa (1847), : .
Karunatilake {1989) lor Sinhala MWW&E;H&WHHQ&]. Moroierias {1994),
Rauscly Rausch {1994), i 9 :
wmnmm.wuwmnammmnmmuww
phonames
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Table 3: consonant phonemes of Sinhala and German

Thete i& no contrast botween the dental consonants of Sinhala and the dental-

alveolar consonants of German. Thus the students do not encounter major

difticulties In pronunciation, The palatal fricative /' in German is substituted by
the palatal semivowel /y/ in Sinhala’. Hence only the following consonant
phonemes cause diflicullies (o the Sinhala native speaker /f, 8, 1, ¥/

7 Ses Pramawardhena (1957) for further dataits on Garman and Sinhaia sliophones,
[1004), Karonatilake (198889} for consonan phonemes in Sinhala, Kohler (1985),
i Egim, Rauschy Raussh [1994), Ramers/Vator (1962), Basballl Wagner (1985], Kufner

pronuncistion difliculties pncountéred by 52

Sinraln CiEErran
i i 4 ’ i
y- FE ; s 3 & 3 1 B & =x1 %
» | pb g v g ko o 'd kg
b
s | b —d A g
]
il ih 5 g h Iy - 4 g1 | =
(L9
m i 1 m n f
ks
| |
r T
.
iy W ¥



Table &: difficulties encountered by monelingual and bilingual speakers-
consonants

it fzt 18/ i it
monaling + 1 -+ + ¥
ual
bilingual - - - - 3

The unvoiced alveo-palatal fricative /& causes difficulty to most of the
monolingual speakers, athough this consonant occurs in a number of loan words
from Sanskrit arid English. This is substituted by the urvoiced dantal fricative /s/.
In respect of the bilingual speaker, only the volcelass velar fricative /v causes
difficulty in pronunciation. Both groups of speakers tend 1o sutistitute this fricitive
either with the voiceless velar stop /k/ or with the glotal stop /. As there are no
phonamic contrasts occuming in Ithis regard, nitially the students are not
discouraged 10 use & substilute

Although the voicsiess lablo-dental fricative // octurs In spaken Sinhala in the
loan words from English, thore are many monglingual speakers who find this
consonant difficult to pronounce. There is a tendency fo substitule this fricative
with the bilabial voiceless stop /p/

(Premawardhana, 2003:177),
og.: <lahren>  /pardn® ‘v travel, drive'

In respect of the fricalive I/ it has been obsarvad that there is a lendency by
quite a number of monolingual Sinhala speakers to use M where the bilabial
voigeless-stop /p/ should ocour,

8().. <Paare> Maxrl ‘couples, pars'

<Lippe> M3 g

Thare is an interchange of the occurrence of these twe consonants al the initial
stage, which has lo be noled and corrected by the teacher. The occurrence of A/
instead of /p/ does thus suggest that this consaonant is, in fact, not difficult to be
pronounced by the monolingual speaker. Orily the cortect Instance to use I
should be made clear to them. The position of occurrence (environment)” of
these consonanis does not make a- difference in the degree of difficully. In
addition to the above menlioned single consonants, there are two affricates

/pl. Nsi that cause difficulty to both monolingual and bilingual speakers. Thay .
oceur initially, medially and finally In words. The affricate s/ is familiar 10 the
bilingual spaaker in the word final position in English, but not ir the Initial and
medial positions. Thus both groups of leamarms find it difficult to grasp the-
pronunciation of the alfricates,

B At word initeal, maxial or fimal
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2.1.22. Consonant Clusters.

G an langunge Consists of n_l:_lrgé rumbier ot onsanant clustars, whith pocut
iy, medially and finally, 0 werds cansisting of clusturs of €C or GCE
ghuciures.

as It s mostly the nitial clusters that cause A ot ol difficidty 1o the Smhala native
npﬂkﬂm.-l.hw are presented n tno-following chart

Table 5: consonant clu sters in German®

o pfl gt ps g gl

]
-
is B H 1
'u'
dr
kv kn KW
gn o o
fl Ir
v
ap Epl BQ &1 & I - &n M
m
i 1 5 L ¥ m n 1 T
pi  pr ir fl o st v

All these clusters cause difficullies 1o the menolingual speakers as the phonslic
structure: ol Sinhala s imostly of CVGY combination. While practically &l the
ahove mentioned initial cjustars cause difficulties 10 manotingual speakars, othar
than the clusters ol pr, b, br, ki, ki, al. gr, N, fr, gnl, rest of the intial clusters
cause difficulty to bilingual speakars log, since these do nol oocut at word Initiil

in Spoken English,

Apart from the above mentipned cansonant clustars, the fofiowing ocout madially
in words in Germar, which also cceur in Sinhiaia and thus do not cause difficully
in pronuncistion: eg. [sp, M, p, rp, pL. K, 8t ot nd, tr. Ik, Im, nk, ng, gl

9 See also Premawardhana (1837), Raussh & Rausah, (1994)
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However, the consonant clusters [l Ips, ms!, ist ] cause difficulties manly o
monolingual speakers and [, xaf] o hath groups,

Conssnant clusters at word final, too, cause difficullies mmnly to the menelingual
speakers. However, when a cluster of three consanants (CCC) occurs, both
groups may encounter dificullies. The speaker may be famillar with the two
consonant combinations CG al word final oceurring In Engliah and in English loan
words. The CCC struclure ai word linal thus causes difficully to bilingual
speakers as well. Henoe words which contain CCC structures al word final are
pronounced re CC combinations with the final consonart omitted
ag.: <Arzl> fats” ‘doctor

<puletzt> fsulets™ finally'
Thus both groups of leamers encounter dilficulties in pronouncing the numerous
consonant clusters that océur in Getman although monalingual speakers find
mosl consonarnl clusters new 1o them.

22 i!upmgmlntll features
2.21. Length

Vowel lsngih Is phonemic In both languages and thus does not cause difficulty 1o
the lsamer in this regard. The following examples can be given from Germman!

<Mitte> /mitd/  ‘middle’ & <Migte> /mitd/  'renl’

<Kamm:- : kamd/.  ‘comby i <kams Meazm
v. ‘came'

2.2.2. Juncturse

Juncture is also phonemic in Sinhala and German. The fallowing examples can
be given from Garman:

<daif fllegen>  'may iy’ L <darf llegan> ‘may le
town' .

<mil Treue> ‘with fidality, taithfullness’ & <mit Reue> 'with
repentance’

2.2.3, Pitch and accent

Piteh is not phonamic in both languages: Regarding word accent, there are a faw
words in German, which differ n meaning depending an tha fall of accent.
However, most of these words are eonfined 1o loanwords and this do not cause
difficutties to the Sinhala nalive speakar initially. Hence. the Sinhaia native
speakers do nol face difficultios In correctly grasping tha suprasagmenial
lsatures of spoken Garman as they do with the segmenial featunas,

22. Bilingual speakers and interference from English

2% -

Thers are & lew remarkable mistakes made by the bilingual spoakers; which are
unique 1o them and mostly very difficull to correct. This occurs- due to the
intererenca ol written English. When <z= [is] or <zt> [tzt] occut, they are
pronounced as [z |, and the [&t] clusters almost always B3 |st]. Further, the

10 Sso Mainnold/ Stock (1980 228-230)
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fticative (v} is pronouniced a3 jwil, Thesa mistakes ate done by adull leamars
aniy, whe gal to sad how hpﬁmmncﬂ?: are pressnled in punt af i wiitian form
Althiough ihis occurs ous {5 confusion with the written farms, fiey Fre oxtramely
mﬂﬂhﬁ_mim- da by the bilingual SpEaKers that it Is worlh rmantloning

5. Remedial measures to minimise pronunciation difficulties.

The \sactiors as well as the siuidants should e made aware ot 1he conirastive
A ol the twa phonalogical systams-and somman airors made by studornts

Albait thare are many areas of difficulty faced by the Sinhaia spoakar al the inltial
stage whan learning German AS & loreign language, most of these do nat last
jong, Interestingly, there ars meihods adopted by the studenis themasives at tha:
initiat &lages to pronounce the above menlioned speech sounds as cotractly as
possibia, which can easlly be cotiacted gradually. It has been ohserved that {0}
tar instance, will be substituted by [iyu] and foo) by [0 Thus, mastaring the
pronunciption of German a8 a native speakar of Sinhala Is, in fact, not a difficut

insk, alihough many a student is nftially discouraged by the extent of the numbel
of new speech sounds thay are canfrontad with at the beginnors slage. Spocial
atlention should hence be given to the above maenlioned contrastive aspacls N
\he two languages by bolh the learner and the igachat, especiatly to the-
consongnt clusters, s corection and lamiiansation should come al the initial
siage of learning itsell.

Futhermare, despita ‘the fact that thare dre many substiutes 10 be found In
Sinhala phonology for the German speacn spunds as In the case ot 1k or i/ for
i, or fiyul for i, the students should be ancouraged at every oppanunity 1o use
the comect pronunciation. An idea of how the sounds are produced should be
given to the studenis with the netp of diagrams and phonatic axercisos’” and also
an oppartunily 1o {amiliatisa themselves mote with acthentic dialogues by nalive
German speakers through multimedia teaching aids.

E-leaming and E-ieaching matedal should be mada availsble lor classroom
(eaching and self-leaming, A largs numbar of comprehansive leaming softwara IS
purrently avaliable for this purpose with all the advantages of the multimadia. The
teachers and students shouid be encouraged 10 maka use ol these facilities

4, Conclusion

The aim of this-paper was 10 discuss the pranunciation difficultios faced by
Sinhala nalive speakers in leaming German as a forgign language, As depicted
above, he difficullios faged by the leamat aré minimal in respect ol s
phonalogy. The segmenial teatures cause more difficultias than the SuUp
segmental fealuras. The consonant clusters of CG and CCC combinalions Cause
difficulies at the Inilial stage. Howawer, it has baen clearly observad thal the
majority of the learniars overcoms most of their phenological obstacles aftor
about aix manths 1o ona year of learming German. Although \here may be several
phonetic variations. these need not be laken inlo considaration inillally as jong &S

11 This octurs dud o thi intorterence of English in it writien lam
12 See also Disling (19827576} 2 X
gﬂ;ﬂhﬁm_ 5 avaliabie lor corectiva phonglics and could be tead in tho classinom ond a8
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thate {8 no phonological contrast. it was further discussed that contrary to
popular bellef, bilingual speakers oo, ancaunier many difficulties at the Inilial
siage of lenming and how inlerferenca troin English creatas more obstaclas 1o
them than in 1he case of manalingual speakers. The areas of difficulty faced by
the Sinhala nalive speakers were discussed in 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3. Attantion shoutd
ba paid (0 guide the students to overcome these with exira amphasis on the
particular segmental and supra m(r"namai features. With the advanced E-
learning and E-teaching material avallable for language teaching, this task has
certainly become easier today.
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Glossary

ul.pal. glvac-palaial
dan; dantal

den. alv. dental alveoclar

glot, glatial

lah, labial

pal. palalal

rertr retrofiox

Viv vowel

c consonarn

. long vowel

+ ‘difficulty/ contrast
- no difficulty’ no contrast
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