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Abstract 
Fossilization is a recurring concern in second language acquisition. This paper 
investigates potentially fossilized segmental patterns in the english speech of learners 
at the université pédagogique de kananga (upkan). It examines recurrent 
substitutions and considers the circumstances that may sustain them. The study 
follows an initial group of 33 students over five academic years; 15 students who 
progressed through the successive grades remained in the final sample. Recorded 
pronunciation tasks, oral activities, questionnaires and observations provide the 
material for a descriptive analysis. The findings show recurrent vowel and consonant 
substitutions in the final group. Language transfer, learning strategies and reported 
instructional conditions offer possible explanations, but the frequency of errors alone 
does not establish permanent fossilization or identify its causes. The study 
recommends focused work on contrasts, increased exposure to intelligible english 
speech and flexible learning strategies. These measures are proposed as pedagogical 
responses rather than interventions whose effectiveness has been demonstrated by the 
present data. 
Keywords: interlanguage; backsliding; fossilization; segmental pronunciation; adult 
efl learners. 
Résumé 
Cet article examine des phénomènes segmentaux susceptibles de relever de la 
fossilisation dans la parole anglaise des apprenants de l’université pédagogique de 
kananga. Il décrit les substitutions récurrentes et les circonstances pouvant 
contribuer à leur maintien. L’étude suit un groupe initial de 33 étudiants sur cinq 
années académiques ; 15 étudiants ayant progressé dans les classes successives 
constituent l’échantillon final. Les enregistrements de tâches de prononciation, les 
activités orales, les questionnaires et les observations permettent une analyse 
descriptive. Les résultats font apparaître des substitutions vocaliques et 
consonantiques récurrentes. Le transfert linguistique, les stratégies d’apprentissage 
et les conditions pédagogiques rapportées constituent des explications possibles, sans 
que la fréquence des erreurs suffise à établir une fossilisation permanente ou ses 
causes. L’étude préconise un travail ciblé sur les contrastes, une exposition accrue à 
une parole anglaise intelligible et des stratégies d’apprentissage adaptées. 
Mots-clés : interlangue, régression et fossilisation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Fossilization has an important place in discussions of second language 
acquisition and foreign language teaching. Yang and Xu relate the concept to 
the need for more effective teaching practices.243 Persistent pronunciation 
difficulties among adult learners have also attracted attention in work on 
second language development and age-related constraints.244 These 
questions matter for both teachers and students: an understanding of 
recurrent difficulties may help identify appropriate targets for pronunciation 
instruction. This article examines segmental patterns among English students 
at UPKAN, a teacher-training university in the central Democratic Republic 
of the Congo. 
After several years of English study, learners may continue to produce 
substitutions that differ from the pronunciation model used in their courses. 
The present research asks which patterns recur among the students studied, 
what factors may help explain their persistence, and which pedagogical 
responses merit consideration. The working hypothesis is that previously 
acquired languages, particularly Ciluba and French, influence the acquisition 
of English segmental contrasts. Intralingual processes, learning strategies, 
limited opportunities to use English and instructional or psychological 
conditions may also contribute. These possibilities require distinction 
between a recurring pattern, a demonstrated developmental plateau and a 
causal explanation. 
The article presents the aims and conceptual framework, the research 
approach, the participants and procedures, followed by the results, their 
interpretation and pedagogical implications. 
I. AIMS OF THE RESEARCH 
The purpose of the analysis is to identify segmental pronunciation patterns 
that recur over time and may therefore warrant investigation as possible 
cases of fossilization. It also seeks to clarify the pedagogical significance of 
these patterns for prospective English teachers. Describing recurrent 
substitutions can help teachers decide which contrasts require attention early 
in a course and which items should be revisited during later learning. The 

 
243 YANG Q. and XU Y., “English Teaching Reform in Local Undergraduate Colleges Based on Interlanguage 
Fossilization”, Theory and Practice in Language Studies, vol. 9, no. 3, 2019, pp. 313–318, DOI: 10.17507/tpls.0903.09. 
244 ELLIS R., Understanding Second Language Acquisition, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1986. LONG M. H., 
“Maturational Constraints on Language Development”, Studies in Second Language Acquisition, vol. 12, no. 3, 1990, pp. 
251–285, DOI: 10.1017/S0272263100009165. 
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intention is to support awareness and sustained practice, without assuming 
that every persistent difference is permanent or that all learners require the 
same response. 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
During second language acquisition, learners develop a system of linguistic 
knowledge that is neither a simple reproduction of their first language nor a 
complete command of the target language. Corder treats learner language as 
systematic and meaningful rather than as an unrelated collection of errors.245 
Selinker’s term interlanguage identifies this developing system.246 Its rules 
may reflect transfer from previously acquired languages, generalizations 
drawn from the target language and strategies used in learning and 
communication. This perspective makes the analysis of recurrent 
pronunciation patterns relevant to the study of development, while 
cautioning against treating all deviations as identical. 
The concept of interlanguage also allows for changes that are not uniformly 
progressive. Backsliding refers to the reappearance of forms that appeared to 
have been overcome. As discussed by Corder in relation to Selinker, 
recurrence and the possible cessation of development raise the question of 
fossilization.247 These notions are related but not interchangeable. A form that 
reappears during a demanding oral task may reflect variation in performance 
; a claim of permanent cessation requires stronger evidence about 
development over time. 
Fossilization has consequently remained a central and contested concept in 
second language acquisition research. Selinker’s original formulation 
prompted investigation of the persistence of non-target forms despite further 
learning opportunities.248 Its value lies in directing attention to the limits and 
variability of development, rather than in providing an automatic label for 
any frequent error. 
Definitions of fossilization differ in scope and in the evidence they require. 
Following the perspective discussed by Han, this study focuses on the 
tendency for learning to cease despite continued exposure, motivation and 

 
245 CORDER S. P., Error Analysis and Interlanguage, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 17. 
246 SELINKER L., “Interlanguage”, International Review of Applied Linguistics in Language Teaching, vol. 10, 1972, pp. 209–
232. 
247 CORDER S. P., Error Analysis and Interlanguage, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1986, pp. 66 and 74. 
248 SELINKER L., “Interlanguage”, International Review of Applied Linguistics in Language Teaching, vol. 10, 1972, pp. 209–
232. 
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opportunities for practice.249 Persistence and resistance to further instruction 
are therefore relevant indicators. They do not, however, remove the need to 
document what instruction was received, how performance changed and 
whether an apparent plateau was sustained. The present findings are 
interpreted within these limits. 
III. METHODOLOGY 
1. Research approach 
The research combines qualitative examination of recorded speech and 
learners’ accounts with descriptive counts of pronunciation patterns. 
Pronunciation tests, questionnaires and observation were used to collect the 
material. Recordings were examined to identify recurrent substitutions, 
while the quantitative component summarized the number of students 
displaying each reported pattern. This combination supports a description of 
the difficulties and the learning conditions associated with them; it does not, 
by itself, establish causal relationships. 
The investigation drew on longitudinal observation, attention to typical 
errors and the study of learners at an advanced stage of their programme. 
Corrective feedback was also considered in the research design. The five 
successive phases allow pronunciation to be considered over the course of 
study, but the aggregate results presented below concern the 15 retained 
participants. Persistence and resistance remain analytical questions: the 
reported final frequencies are not a quantified test of resistance to a 
standardized feedback intervention. 
2. Participants 
The study sought learners with several years of English study, continuing 
opportunities to learn and current enrolment in English courses. These 
conditions were intended to distinguish persistent difficulties from a simple 
absence of exposure. Enrolment provides evidence of access to instruction; it 
cannot by itself establish motivation, learning readiness or the adequacy of 
practice for every participant. These distinctions matter when interpreting 
possible fossilization. 
The initial sample comprised 33 first-year students in the Department of 
English Arts and Civilization at UPKAN, including 28 men and five women. 

 
249 HAN Z.-H., Fossilization in Adult Second Language Acquisition, Clevedon, Multilingual Matters, 2004. HAN Z.-H., 
“Forty Years Later: Updating the Fossilization Hypothesis”, Language Teaching, vol. 46, no. 2, 2013, pp. 133–171, DOI: 
10.1017/S0261444812000511. 
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The investigation followed five academic years and retained students from 
the initial group who progressed through each successive grade. The final 
sample consisted of 15 students, including 13 men and two women. Thus, 18 
members of the original sample were not included in the final group. This 
retention rule must be considered when interpreting the results: the final 
sample represents students who progressed through the programme, rather 
than the initial cohort as a whole. 
The students shared Ciluba and French as previously acquired languages. 
Ciluba was their first language and French their second. They had attended 
Congolese secondary schools where French was the medium of instruction 
and English was taught as an additional subject. They reported daily use of 
Ciluba and French at home and infrequent use of English in everyday 
conversation. This language background provided a basis for considering 
possible transfer to English pronunciation. 
The initial group was selected by random sampling from a pool of 175 
students, according to the sampling account. Ages in the initial sample 
ranged from 18 to 25 years, with a reported mean of 21.5. The final retained 
group was reported as aged 23 to 26, with a mean of 24.5. These summaries 
concern samples of different sizes and should not be treated as paired 
measures of age progression. The reported duration of prior English study 
was five to seven years at entry and nine to eleven years at the final stage. 
Participants had begun English after puberty and were enrolled in a 
programme preparing them to teach the language. 
3. Procedure and instruments 
Because the research concerns speech production, recordings were used to 
examine the participants’ pronunciation. Speech samples were obtained 
through word and sentence reading, pronunciation tests and oral activities. 
Interviews and a questionnaire also elicited learners’ accounts of their 
experience of learning and being taught English pronunciation. These sources 
provide different kinds of evidence: production tasks describe performance, 
whereas questionnaire and interview responses describe participants’ 
perceptions. 
The tasks included lists of words and sentences to be read aloud, as well as 
words to be classified according to the pronunciation of target vowels and 
consonants. 
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Most items were common words, selected to make the tasks accessible and to 
elicit segmental contrasts. The analysis considered difficulties potentially 
related to the students’ previously acquired languages, including contrasts 
involving English vowel quality and length. Words whose spelling could 
invite a French-influenced reading were also included. Such items can reveal 
a possible orthographic influence, although a substitution cannot be 
attributed to transfer solely because it resembles a form in another language. 
Oral activities were used alongside reading tasks to elicit speech while 
attention was directed primarily towards communication. These activities 
included guided conversation, dramatization, debates and oral examinations. 
Students were expected to produce relevant sounds while meeting the 
communicative requirements of the task. The questionnaire asked how they 
experienced pronunciation learning and teaching. Its responses were 
considered as reported experiences rather than as independent assessments 
of teaching quality. 
Data collection was organized in five phases. In the first year, participants 
individually completed a pronunciation test and read words and sentences 
aloud. Their speech during dramatizations in the conversation course, 
including restaurant and telephone situations, was also observed and 
recorded. In the second year, the pronunciation activities were repeated, 
while debates replaced dramatization; students argued for or against a 
motion. In the third, fourth and fifth years, the procedure continued with 
recorded oral examinations in place of dramatizations and debates. Because 
the oral tasks changed across phases, differences in task demands must be 
considered when comparing performance over time. 
IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The recorded speech displays recurrent substitutions and reductions of 
certain contrasts in the pronunciation model taught to the students. These 
observations concern the forms elicited by the study. They do not establish 
the total phoneme inventory of each learner or imply that all participants use 
a single identical phonological system. 
The recordings were examined for recurrent patterns in words, sentences and 
oral production. Similar and frequent realizations were treated as candidates 
for further analysis of fossilization. Frequency alone, however, cannot show 
that an error is permanent. Nor does recurrence necessarily establish 
backsliding, which requires evidence that a previously improved form 
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subsequently reappeared. The results therefore describe persistent or 
recurrent patterns consistent with the research hypothesis, while leaving 
their permanence and resistance to further learning open. 
Figures 1 and 2 present the numbers of students associated with the reported 
vowel and consonant patterns in the final group. Each percentage uses 15 
students as its denominator. Categories are non-exclusive: a student may 
display several patterns, so the percentages must not be added as parts of a 
single total. 
1. Vowel patterns 
Figure 1. Vowel patterns in the final sample (n = 15). 

 
Source: recorded pronunciation tasks. Percentages represent students, with 
non-exclusive categories. 
For example, 12 of the 15 students, or 80%, were reported as realizing /ei/ as 
[e:] or [a]. The figures describe the proportion of students associated with 
each pattern, not the proportion of all pronounced tokens that contained an 
error. 
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2. Consonant patterns 
Figure 2. Consonant patterns in the final sample (n = 15). 

 
Source: recorded pronunciation tasks. Percentages represent students, with 
non-exclusive categories. 
The findings are limited by the sample and the recorded material. They do 
not exhaust the pronunciation patterns of UPKAN learners. The frequencies 
cannot establish how consistently each student produced a given realization 
across tasks or years. Differences in task type, the retention of only 15 
students and the absence of individual trajectories in these aggregate results 
limit conclusions about developmental stability. In particular, the production 
data should not be treated as a complete description of underlying linguistic 
competence. 
V. MAIN FINDINGS AND PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 
The research addresses three related questions: which segmental patterns 
recur, which factors may help explain them, and which teaching responses 
could reduce persistent difficulties. The descriptive findings provide a 
starting point for answering the first question. The second and third require 
a more cautious interpretation because the study does not isolate causal 
effects or evaluate a controlled teaching intervention. 
The recurrent patterns include the following: 
Vowel substitutions: several English targets are realized using vowel 
qualities that may be more familiar from the languages already known to the 
learners. Figure 1 reports the alternatives and their associated student counts. 
A transfer interpretation is plausible, but identifying its precise contribution 
would require comparison with the relevant source-language realizations. 
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Reduction of vowel contrasts: the reported patterns suggest difficulties 
involving short and long vowel categories. Such difficulties may concern 
vowel quality as well as duration; the aggregate data do not provide acoustic 
measurements that would separate these dimensions. 
Consonant substitutions and additions: Figure 2 reports substitutions 
involving dental fricatives and sibilants, as well as /ŋ/ realized as [ŋɡ]. The 
entry /Ø/ → [h] represents the addition of [h] where the target entry 
indicates absence; it should not be described as deletion of /h/. 
Orthographic influence: words whose spelling resembles French forms may 
invite pronunciation based on previously acquired reading habits. The role 
of this resemblance remains an explanatory hypothesis rather than a 
separately measured effect. 
The possible sources of these patterns are considered under linguistic, 
pedagogical and psychological factors. These categories organize the 
interpretation of the observations and learners’ accounts; they do not 
constitute a ranking of independently tested causes. 
1. Linguistic factors 
Similarities in spelling may encourage learners to transfer familiar 
pronunciation routines from French to English. Such routines can be useful 
in some cases and misleading in others. 
Differences between the segmental systems of English and Ciluba may also 
make particular contrasts less familiar. Transfer should be investigated 
through the specific sounds and contexts concerned, rather than inferred 
from a general claim that the first language lacks English sounds. 
The relationship between English spelling and pronunciation adds another 
source of difficulty. Repeated attention to words and connected speech can 
help learners distinguish spelling-based expectations from the target 
realization. 
2. Pedagogical factors 
Classroom activities may provide fewer opportunities for varied 
communicative practice than learners require. The contrast between 
rehearsed reading and less monitored oral tasks is therefore relevant to 
teaching. 
Learners’ accounts raised concerns about pronunciation models and 
instruction. These perceptions cannot establish teachers’ incompetence 
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without an independent assessment of their knowledge, teaching practices 
and conditions of work. 
Reported shortages of teaching materials, including pronunciation books and 
audio or audiovisual resources, may restrict exposure and practice. The 
availability of such resources should be considered alongside how they are 
used. 
Learning strategies may contribute to either improvement or recurrence. 
Overgeneralization can be part of normal development; its persistence calls 
for feedback that helps learners identify the limits of a pattern. 
3. Psychological factors 
A loss of interest in pronunciation practice may reduce opportunities for 
improvement. Motivation can also vary across tasks and over time, and 
should not be inferred solely from enrolment or from the presence of an error. 
Age at the start of learning is relevant to the wider literature on pronunciation 
development.250 All participants in this study were adult learners during the 
investigation, and no comparison group of earlier starters was included. The 
data therefore do not estimate an age effect or show that a foreign accent is 
itself evidence of fossilization. 
The findings concern observed performance. They do not support a firm 
allocation of fossilization to performance rather than competence. 
Establishing such a distinction would require additional tasks and evidence 
about learners’ phonological knowledge, not only their productions in the 
recorded situations. 
4. Pedagogical recommendations 
Focused work on transfer-sensitive contrasts is recommended. Teachers can 
help learners notice differences between familiar realizations and those 
required in English, using perception and production activities from the early 
stages of instruction. Adequate input and repeated practice may support 
development, although their effect on these participants has not been 
measured here. 
Exposure to English should extend beyond isolated classroom drills. 
Recorded dialogue, films, audio materials and interaction can provide varied 
pronunciation models and communicative contexts. Exposure to cultural 
contexts may support engagement, while the teaching goal should remain 

 
250 LONG M. H., “Maturational Constraints on Language Development”, Studies in Second Language Acquisition, vol. 12, 
no. 3, 1990, pp. 251–285, DOI: 10.1017/S0272263100009165. 
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intelligibility and the effective use of relevant contrasts rather than the 
dismissal of learners’ existing languages. 
Learners should also select strategies suited to the task. Oxford identifies 
social strategies such as asking for clarification or verification, cooperating 
with others and developing understanding of interlocutors.251 These 
strategies can be combined with targeted feedback and opportunities to 
revisit difficult items. The recommendations are pedagogical proposals 
whose effectiveness would need to be assessed in a subsequent intervention. 
CONCLUSION 
English pronunciation presents challenges for learners whose previously 
acquired languages organize sounds differently. This study identifies 
recurrent segmental patterns among 15 UPKAN students retained from an 
initial cohort of 33. The results are compatible with the hypothesis that 
transfer, learning strategies and instructional conditions contribute to 
persistent difficulties, but they do not independently establish these causes 
or permanent fossilization. Focused work on contrasts, broader exposure to 
English and appropriate learning strategies offer relevant directions for 
teaching. Further analysis of individual trajectories and responses to 
documented feedback would help distinguish persistent performance 
patterns from a lasting cessation of development. 
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APPENDIX — PRONUNCIATION TASKS 
1. Write the following words phonetically. 
banana; labour; Oxford; cupboard; Canada; America; layer; player; tyre; fire; 
higher; soya; tower; bower; shower; mower; sower; sit; zero; shut. 
2. Read the following words aloud. 
admission; disapprove; second; dessert; dissolve; picturesque; phrase; 
disease; sausage; disengage; appease; possession; certificate; imaginative; 
experience; advantageous; efficiency; superiority; telegraph. 
3. Read the following sentences aloud. 
Paul thought that George’s talk was coarse. 
He wooed sleep for hours. 
The cook stood and had a good look at the book. 
Who’ll choose a flute for that rude brute? 
4. Classify the following words according to the pronunciation of the target 
consonants. 
Categories and examples: /s/ — sit; /z/ — zero; /ʃ/ — shut; /ʒ/ — vision; 
/tʃ/ — cheese; /dʒ/ — jute. 
chat; champagne; phrase; session; disease; picturesque; chagrin; possession; 
second; disapprove; dessert; scissors; dissolve; joke; sausage; leisure; 
disengage; appease; church; arch; jus; admission. 
  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


