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Abstract

This study aimed to examine English pronunciation among Thai undergraduate students by addressing
three research questions: (1) Do most students pronounce English words correctly? (2) What are the common
pronunciation problems encountered by the students? and (3) What are the underlying causes of these
pronunciation errors? The participants were 122 undergraduate students from a Thai university. Data were
collected using two instruments: an English pronunciation observation checklist and semi-structured interviews.
The checklist data were analyzed using frequency and percentage, while the interview data were analyzed
using qualitative coding techniques, including intra-coder reliability checks by comparing first and second
rounds of coding for consistency. The findings revealed that a large majority of students (97.54%) made
pronunciation errors. The most common issues were related to word-final sounds (100%), word stress
(82.35%), and initial sounds (69.75%). Five key causes of pronunciation errors were identified: (1) physical
limitations related to the articulatory organs, (2) lack of awareness of correct pronunciation, (3) feelings of
embarrassment when speaking English, (4) the belief that their mispronunciations resemble those of native

speakers, and (5) misconceptions formed from previous learning experiences before entering university.
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1. Introduction

English is widely used globally, particularly in education and professional settings, making it a key
language for international communication and career advancement (Aydogan & Akbarov, 2014; Crystal, 1997).
In Thailand, English is a compulsory subject from primary to tertiary education, reflecting its importance as
a global lingua franca. To achieve proficiency, learners must master core skills — listening, speaking, reading,
and writing — alongside vocabulary, gramsnmar, and pronunciation. Despite its critical role in oral communication,
pronunciation is often neglected in classroom instruction due to time constraints and curriculum demands
(Andi & Arafah, 2017; Kurnia, et al., 2023; Wei & Zhou, 2002).

Previous studies have consistently reported pronunciation difficulties among Thai learners. Yordming
(n.d.) found that targeted instruction improved students’ pronunciation performance. Charumanee and
Wongkittiporn (2024) identified greater challenges with sounds absent in the Thai language, while Piyamat
and Deekawong (2021) highlighted issues with specific consonants ([0], [8], [tf], and [d3]) and clusters,
attributing errors to phonological differences, instructional methods, and learner motivation. Winaitham
and Suppasetseree (2012) also confirmed persistent pronunciation problems. However, most research
has focused on isolated word pronunciation, with limited exploration of pronunciation in authentic contexts
such as reading and conversation.

This study addresses that gap by examining Thai undergraduates’ pronunciation through passage
reading and conversational tasks. The research was motivated by observed pronunciation issues among
English for Specific Purposes (ESP) students preparing for careers in service industries. Although pronunciation
is part of the course objectives, limited instructional time has hindered effective practice. A pilot study was
conducted to identify specific pronunciation challenges, which informed the design and methodology of
the present research. By focusing on real-world language use, this study aims to offer insights for more

effective pronunciation instruction.

2. Research objectives

The objectives of the research are to find out if most students pronounce English words incorrectly.
What are the most common errors made by undergraduates. Finally, what are the underlying reasons that
cause students to incorrectly produce words? Based on these objectives, there are three main questions
in the research study. The following are the research questions :

2.1 How accurately do students pronounce English words?

2.2 Among pronunciation errors, which are the most commonly found?

2.3 What are reasons for students to make errors in pronunciation?

3. Literature Review
3.1 Importance of Pronunciation
Canale and Swain’s (1980) Communicative Competence theory highlights that language learning

extends beyond grammatical accuracy to include effective communication. Their framework comprises four



NIFIVINSAaUmMansUszend U 18 adudl 1 w.a. - 8.8, 2568

The Journal of Faculty of Applied Arts, Vol. 18, No. 1, Jan. — Jun. 2025

components : grammatical competence (syntax, vocabulary, pronunciation), sociolinguistic competence
(contextual appropriateness), discourse competence (coherent speech), and strategic competence (handling
communication breakdowns). Pronunciation is integral to intelligibility and fluency, making it essential for
successful verbal interaction.

3.2 Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH)

The Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH), proposed by Lenneberg (1967), posits that language acquisition
is most effective during childhood, particularly before puberty. Beyond this period, the brain’s capacity to
attain native-like proficiency—especially in pronunciation—declines. This explains why younger learners
often achieve near-native accents, while older learners struggle with pronunciation due to reduced neural
and articulatory flexibility. Although debated, CPH remains influential in second-language acquisition research,
particularly in explaining persistent pronunciation errors among adolescents and adults.

3.3 Types of Pronunciation Errors

Pronunciation errors in second language acquisition stem from various linguistic, cognitive, and
psychological factors. The Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (Lado, 1957) attributes errors to phonological
differences between a learner’s first (L1) and second language (L2), leading to predictable substitutions.
Interlanguage Theory (Selinker, 1972) posits that learners form a transitional linguistic system influenced by
both L1 and L2, where some errors, including in pronunciation, may fossilize. Kuhl’s (1994) Native Language
Magnet Theory (NLM) emphasizes that early exposure to L1 shapes phonetic perception, limiting flexibility
in acquiring unfamiliar L2 sounds. Schachter’s (1974) Avoidance Hypothesis suggests that learners may avoid
difficult phonemes, reinforcing errors through lack of practice.

Pronunciation problems are not just about how we move our mouths - they also come from
how we hear and learn sounds. Without clear teaching and feedback, these mistakes can continue and
make speaking harder. Good pronunciation lessons should help students notice sounds, fix mistakes, and
understand how we learn to speak new words.

3.4 Relevant Research Studies

Several studies have investigated English pronunciation among Thai learners, focusing on both
consonant and vowel sounds. Chakma (2014) examined pronunciation difficulties in 16 high school students
using a 22-word reading task that included 11 consonant sounds. The study assessed accuracy in initial and
final positions and ranked the sounds by correctness, though it lacked detailed analysis of specific problematic
sounds. Similarly, Yordming (n.d.) conducted pre- and post-tests with 24 first-year Thai EFL university students
using a 30-word list. The results showed improvement after instruction, confirming pronunciation challenges at
the tertiary level. However, the small sample size and absence of causal analysis limit the generalizability
of the findings. Promprasert (2020) explored the use of the “Detect Me English” application with 60 elementary
students from grades 4 to 6. The app successfully engaged learners and raised awareness of pronunciation

issues, although concerns were noted regarding the authenticity of machine-generated speech.
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While these studies contribute to understanding pronunciation difficulties in Thai contexts, most focus
on isolated word-level testing and do not explore the underlying causes of mispronunciation. Moreover,
few have examined pronunciation in more natural and communicative settings, such as reading passages
or engaging in conversation. To address these gaps, the present study investigates Thai undergraduates’
pronunciation through both text reading and conversational tasks, aiming to provide insights into pronunciation

performance in authentic language use.

4, Research Methodology
4.1 Participants
A total of 122 undergraduates from a Thai university participated in this study. Their English
proficiency ranged from average to low, and all were enrolled in an English for Specific Purposes (ESP)
course. While all participants contributed data on pronunciation errors, 27 volunteered to provide deeper
insights into potential causes of these errors. Participants were selected through convenience sampling,
considering their availability and willingness to engage in tasks, activities, and interviews required for the
study.
4.2 Tools
As mentioned earlier in “Introduction,” mini-research had had been done before this research
was conducted because the researcher would like to get scope to study about the pronunciation problem
the ESP undergraduates had. That pilot study revealed pronunciation problems commonly found among
the ESP students. Therefore, this research focused on those problems and designed the observation checklist
according to the earlier mini-research.
There were two kinds of tools to be used to collect the data :

1. an observation checklist - piloted with 30 students and refined accordingly, was employed

to record pronunciation errors during text reading and conversation tasks. The checklist included three
columns for noting mispronounced words, categorized by stress, initial sounds, and final sounds. These
observations, conducted solely by the researcher (who also served as the course instructor), were later
used to prompt discussion during interviews.

2. a semi-structured interview was conducted to explore possible causes of mispronunciation.

During the interview, the researcher provided feedback on specific pronunciation errors and asked follow-
up questions regarding students’ awareness, learning strategies, and familiarity with correct sounds. Each
interview lasted approximately 10-15 minutes and was conducted individually.
4.3 Methodology
To assess pronunciation, students read a 300-word text containing vocabulary from their English
for Specific Purposes (ESP) course and responded to questions applying service industry concepts, engaging
in both reading and spoken communication. During this session, the researcher used an observation checklist

to record pronunciation errors related to stress, initial, and final sounds. One week later, individual interviews
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were conducted with volunteers to explore how they leared to pronounce specific words and to identify

factors contributing to their errors, supplementing the initial observational data.

5. Results
There are three research questions in the study. Then, the results are presented according to those
questions.

5.1 How accurately do students pronounce English words?

Table 1 Numbers of students pronouncing words wrongly and correctly

Descriptions No. of students Percentage
Number of students who pronounced wrongly 119 97.54%
Number of students who pronounced correctly 3 2.46%
The total numbers of students 122 100%

From Table 1, the finding shows that most students made error in pronunciation which is equal
to 97.54%; while only a few students pronounced words correctly (2.46%).

5.2 Among pronunciation errors, which are the most commonly found?

Table 2 Common errors of students’ pronunciation

Errors Stress Starting sounds | Ending sounds
Numbers of students who made this type of error 98/119 83/119 119/119
Percentage 82.35% 69.75% 100%

Table 2 presents the most common pronunciation errors and their frequencies, with one
instance counted per student. Percentages were calculated to show the proportion of students making
each type of error. The data reveal that all students (100%) mispronounced ending sounds, followed by
82.35% with stress errors and 69.75% with starting sound errors. While stress errors were not examined in
detail, further analysis was conducted on specific starting and ending sounds to identify the most

frequently mispronounced items.

Table 3 Most wrong pronunciation for starting sounds

Errors No. of Ss who made this error Percentage
8/d 80/83 96.39%
0/t 78/83 93.98%
r/ 53/83 63.86%
v/f 21/83 25.30%
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The table highlights four consonant pairs commonly mispronounced by students: /8/ as /d/, /
0/ as /t/, /r/ as //, and /v/ as /f/. The /8/ sound was the most problematic, with 96.39% of students
mispronouncing words like that. Similarly, 93.98% mispronounced / 8 / as /t/, as in think. The /r/ sound
posed difficulty for 63.86% of students, particularly in words like rural, while 25.30% substituted /v/ with
/f/, as in vehicle. These findings indicate that sounds absent in the Thai phonological system are particularly

challenging for learners.

Table 4 Ending sound

Errors No. of Ss who made this error Percentage
th [/0/] 103/119 86.55%
sl/s/1* 97/119 81.51%
r[/r/] * 83/119 69.75%

v [/v/] 78/119 65.55%
L/V] 59/119 49.58%
t /] 42/119 35.29%
k /k/] 37/119 31.09%
sh [/J7] 22/119 18.49%

* students mostly pronounced these sounds without these two letters in the words they say or speak out.

From the findings in Table 4, it can be seen that the “th” [/8/1 sound in the end of a word
caused a problem for students’ pronunciation the most (86.55%). The example of this word is “bath.”
However, the most interesting findings are on the “s” [/s/] and “r” [/r/] sounds; the many students
pronounced them even if there were no such sounds in the word they pronounced. They pronounced
81.51% for “s” [/s/] sound and 69.75% for the “r” [/r/] sound. The examples of these sounds were from
the words like “water,” they say /watgrs/ and “spoon,” which they say /sprun/. This finding was very
interesting and would bring the researcher to find out more about this scenario. The sound that is found
the least problematic for students is the “sh” [/f/] sound, which is 18.49%. For example, the word “dish”
or “polish.” The rests of examples were words like “arrive” or “receive” in /v/ sound; “arrival” or “hotel”
in // sound; words like “visit” or “tourist” in /t/ sound; words like “snack” or “drink” in /k/ sound.

5.3 What are possible reasons for students to make errors in pronunciation?

There were some questions posted for students who volunteered to give deeper details in the

semi-structured interview. Three following points were investigated from the semi-structured interview.

5.3.1 Students’ awareness on their pronunciation
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Table 5 Students’ awareness of wrong pronunciation

No. of students Percentage
Yes 21 17.65%
No 98 82.35%
Total 119 100%

From Table 5, all students who pronounced wrongly were

asked to see if they knew they

made an error in pronunciation. Most students (82.35%) did not realize they made a mistake, while only

17.65% realized they pronounced words wrongly.

5.3.2 Possible sources for their pronunciation learning

Table 6 Sources of students’ study of pronunciation

How No. of students Percentage
Exposed from high school 73 61.34%
TV/ Media 27 22.70%
Ask friends 11 9.24%
Search on google 8 6.72%

Total 119 100%

Table 6 presents the sources from which students reported learning their pronunciation. The

majority (61.34%) attributed their learning to high school instruction. Other sources included television and

social media (22.70%), peer assistance (9.24%), and online searches such as Google (6.72%).

5.3.3 Reasons for not pronouncing the correct sounds

This information was obtained by asking students to re-pronounce mispronounced words

and explain the difficulties they faced. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and

analyzed using coding techniques. To ensure reliability, the analysis was conducted in two rounds and

results were compared.

Table 7 1" Time for the Data Analysis of the Reasons for not pronouncing the correct sounds

No

Reasons

1 They cannot physically pronounce the words with correct sounds.

They have never known the accurate pronunciation.

They feel that if they pronounce this sound, it looks professional.

2

3 | They feel very shy to pronounce the correct words.
il

5

They replicate the pronunciation they have been exposed to during their high school years.

6 They misunderstand about how the word pronounced.

* Note : the bold times were analyzed to be put together in the 2" analysis
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Students’ responses from the semi-structured interviews were categorized into six themes

representing possible causes of mispronunciation. The first round of analysis identified these items, with

some later merged during the second round. The final grouping was used to compare results and assess the

reliability of the study.

Table 8 2™ Time for the Data Analysis of the Reasons for not pronouncing the correct sounds

No Reasons
1 | They cannot physically pronounce the words with correct sounds.
2 | They have never known the accurate pronunciation and just realize how to pronounce the words
correctly.
3 | They feel very shy to pronounce the correct words.
4 | They feel that if they pronounce this sound, it looks professional.
5 | They replicate the pronunciation they have been exposed to during their high school years.

* Note : the bold item was taken from the 1 analysis (2 items were integrated in the 2" time)

Table 8 presents the second round of data analysis, conducted after a review period following

the initial coding. Bolded items indicate themes that were merged from the first analysis, reflecting

conceptual overlap identified during the second review to enhance reliability.

This section outlines the intra-coding reliability process applied in this study. Intra-coding refers

to maintaining consistency in how a single researcher codes qualitative data over time. It involves

revisiting and refining previously coded data - such as interview transcripts — to ensure accuracy and

reduce subjective bias. Through iterative coding, researchers enhance the credibility and validity of their

findings by confirming that interpretations remain consistent across different points in time. As Richard

(2009) notes, intra-coding helps ensure stable interpretation, contributing to the overall reliability of

qualitative analysis.

The intra-coder reliability test is displayed below:

Number of items coded the same in the first and second coding

Number of items coded in the first coding

Figure 1 Reliability of Intra-Coding
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5
The number of items coded the same in the 1° and the 2™ times =
I = 0.83
The number of items coded in the first coding = 6

Figure 2 Comparison of coded items from 1" and 2™ time

Holsti (1969) introduced the concept of inter-coder and intra-coder reliability coefficients. In
this study, the calculated reliability was 0.83. While Lombard et al. (2004) noted the absence of universally
accepted standards for interpreting reliability levels, Neuendorf (2002, p. 145) proposed general guidelines:
coefficients of .90 or higher are widely accepted, .80 or higher are acceptable in most cases, and values
below .80 may raise concerns. Therefore, the reliability coefficient of 0.83 in this study is considered

acceptable, indicating consistent interpretation between the first and second rounds of data analysis.

6. Discussion

This study confirms that Thai undergraduate students continue to face pronunciation challenges,
consistent with prior research (Chakma, 2014; Yordming, n.d.; Promprasert, 2020). Despite access to learning
resources, pronunciation remains problematic across educational levels. The Critical Period Hypothesis
(Lenneberg, 1967) suggests that age-related limitations may hinder second-language acquisition, reinforcing
the need for early and consistent pronunciation practice. Munro and Derwing (1995) emphasized that
frequent practice improves intelligibility and comprehensibility, making pronunciation a key component of
effective communication.

Stress placement is a major issue, with students often emphasizing the final syllable, contrary to
English norms. Wei and Zhou (2002, p. 8) noted that Thai, as a tonal language, does not rely on stress,
contributing to this difficulty. Examples from this study, such as crockery and itinerary, illustrate common
misplacements, highlighting the need for targeted instruction.

Initial and final consonant sounds also pose challenges. While Chakma (2014) found general competence
in consonant pronunciation, this study shows that word-boundary sounds are particularly problematic.

Through semi-structured interviews, five contributing factors were identified: 1) ability, 2) awareness,
3) confidence, 4) perception, and 5) model example. Limited phonetic ability and differences in sound
systems (Piyamat & Deekawong, 2021) hinder accurate pronunciation. Awareness is crucial; many learners do
not recognize their errors, as shown by self-assessment data (Piyamat & Deekawong, 2021). Confidence
affects willingness to speak, and misconceptions about fluency - such as overuse of “R” and “S” sounds -

reflect flawed perceptions that require correction through proper modeling and feedback.

10
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7. Conclusion and Recommendation

The study reveals that Thai undergraduates commonly strugele with English pronunciation, particularly
with stress placement, initial consonants, and final consonants. Despite access to learning resources, many
students remain unaware of their errors, often relying on inaccurate models from earlier education. Five
key factors contribute to these issues: limited articulatory ability, lack of exposure to correct pronunciation,
low confidence, misconceptions about fluency, and imitation of incorrect pronunciation from high school
instruction.

To address these challenges, targeted pronunciation instruction is essential—especially for non-
English majors who may lack foundational phonetic knowledge (Yordming, n.d.). As Wei and Zhou (2002)
noted, pronunciation is often overlooked in language teaching. Incorporating structured practice, accurate
input, and engaging tools such as apps and online resources can enhance learners’ motivation and
outcomes. Studies like Phomprasert (2020) support the effectiveness of such tools, emphasizing that
consistent practice leads to improved pronunciation.

This study acknowledges certain methodological limitations. To avoid disrupting the ESP course, data
were collected from existing activities and evaluations rather than through a controlled research design.
As a result, future studies could benefit from methodological improvements in the following areas:

7.1 Participant Selection: This study employed convenience sampling due to accessibility. Future
research should consider more rigorous sampling methods to include a broader and more representative range
of learners.

7.2 Data Collection Tools: The observation checklist used was adapted from a prior pilot study.
Future tools should be carefully aligned with the study’s objectives, research questions, and theoretical
framework.

7.3 Rater Reliability: Observations were conducted solely by the researcher, which may affect reliability.
Including multiple raters would enhance the objectivity and consistency of the evaluations.

7.4 Scope of Study: Given the wide range of pronunciation errors, future research should narrow

its focus to specific sounds or error types for more precise analysis and practical application.
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