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ABSTRACT 

This paper aims at investigating the use of weak forms in the speech of Yemeni post-

graduates. It examines how these weak forms are being produced and perceived 

during conversational speech and through reading pre-prepared sentences. It also 

tests to what extent the speech of those speakers intelligible compared to that of 

the native speakers. It tackles the problem from two different but closely related 

angles, production and perception. First by carrying out a listening test in the form 

of listening to recorded paragraph read by a native speaker and then by conducting 

a speaking test through reading the pre-prepared sentences. It was found out that 

the weak forms make a big challenge for Yemenis in both ways to implement in 

their speech and to identify while listening to native speakers. This is attributed not 

only to a specific reason rather it is because that these weak forms are not present 

in their mother tongue (Arabic), insufficient knowledge about weak forms in English 

and the lack of practice. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
The discussion of weak forms is rigorously and continuously debated and it is a never-ending one. It sprung 

from the fact that the grammatical/function words are reduced in the connected speech which resulted in the 

production of weak forms. Function words like articles, pronouns, prepositions and conjunctions etc. are often 

weak in the sense that they are not stressed especially when they occur in the Standard English. 

One of the areas of English teaching that is either not covered sufficiently or totally neglected is 

pronunciation. The significance of proper pronunciation is not confined to the process of comprehension 

rather it also contains the act of communication. As stated by Harmer (2001) proper pronunciation creates 

awareness of different speech sounds and sound features, more importantly it expeditiously and exponentially 

improves students’ speaking skills. (p.183)  

Pronunciation teaching used to focus on the segmental aspects specifically on the proper 

pronunciation of phonemes and their identification. More recently, the shift has taken place in the field of 

pronunciation teaching from teaching these segmental aspects like sounds identification and practicing 

towards the much more important aspects of suprasegmentals like rhythm, stress, linking, intonation and 

weak forms, etc. which are known as aspects of connected speech. These aspects are crucial to generate and 

ease effective pronunciation both between the speakers and their listeners (Roach,  2000). 

“Weak forms are just everywhere- there is no conversation or discourse, be is short or long, that does 

not contain grammatical words.” Laoubi, M. (2010:26) 

Taking into account that weak forms are the commonest and most frequent words in English speech, it 

mandates learners of foreign languages to learn and use them properly unless, speech would be so difficult to 

comprehend. That’s why regular weakening of functional words helps the listener easily perceive the 

prominent ‘stressed’ words in the text. 
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Regardless of the fact that weak forms are treated separately in English pronunciation books, lately 

many scholars and advocates who have worked on them stressed the notion that they are one aspect of 

connected speech. (Brown & Kondo 2006, Dretzke 1998 and Dalton & Shidlhofer 1994). 

Recent research in the field of phonetics and phonology propose two opposing views regarding the 

teach ability and learn ability of weak forms. On the one hand, Jenkins (2000) and other phoneticians advocate 

that some connected speech features are marginal and are worth working on just for perception but not 

production. On the other hand, Underhill (1994), Celce-Murcia et al. (1996), Ortiza among others preserve the 

view that “mastery of weak forms is crucial not only to understand but also to produce connected speech 

effectively and appropriately.” Many phoneticians strongly stated that weak forms are necessary for both 

production and perception. Failure to produce them prevents listeners form focusing on the more meaningful 

units of the message. Failure to perceive weak forms properly creates a big challenge to draw distinction 

between the citation forms (that learners already know) corresponding to the weak form ones. In this sense, 

Kenworthy (1987) observes that; 

“Not only should learners be able to cope with the weak forms they hear, they must use them when 

speaking English. If they do not, their speech would present listeners with surfeit of full vowels and 

with a surplus of stressed forms (that might make it difficult to find the message and identify points of 

focus).” 

Underhill also states that “the proper use of weak forms is very important for a smooth and rhythmical 

speaking, for the clarity of stressed and non-stressed syllables, and so for the clarity of meaning” (1994: 64). 

Besides, it is believed that weak forms are vital part to enhance students’ understanding of connected speech 

and increase the intelligibility to their speech. Therefore, nobody can deny the fact that weak forms are an 

indispensable feature of English pronunciation of everyday speech.  

Yemeni speakers are of the tendency to pronounce words in connected speech the same way as they 

are in citation forms (i.e. in isolation) which would in many instances renders their speech. That creates many 

difficulties to be encountered by English language learners in terms of perception and production of reduced 

forms of grammatical words. 

1.1. Aims and Objectives 

The present paper aims at investigating the use of weak forms of English as spoken by Yemeni post-

graduates. More precisely, it analytically examines the production and perception of the English weak forms as 

spoken and perceived by Yemeni post-graduates, Master and Ph.D. English and non- English majored students 

at Dr. B.A.M.University-Aurangabad.  

1.2. Materials and Methods 

The materials used for carrying out the present research paper are speech samples collected from the 

(11) subjects through recording them reading the (10) pre-prepared sentences specially designed for this 

purpose. Also, it takes short paragraph spoken by a native speaker of English, adopted from the web page of 

David Brett. To test the weak forms perception. Besides, e-sources, e-journals, tape recorder, laptop and loud-

speakers were utilized in conducting this paper. The paper in hand follows explanatory, analytical and 

theoretical methods. 

1.3. Procedure 

The researcher has collected the materials through elicitation; pre-structured sentences for 

production part and a paragraph read by a native speaker for the perception part. First, the participants were 

asked to read the sentences clearly and loudly while the researcher is digitally recording them. They were 

asked to read the sentences one by one making pause at the end of each for easy analysis then followed. Their 

recordings were checked for clarity and then saved into the PC for further analysis and documentation of the 

data. 
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The recordings were phonetically transcribed and classified by the researcher. They were listened to 

as many times as needed in order to transcribe and classify them accurately. Whenever there was a difficulty 

in deciphering a particular sound or word, the researcher would pause and listen as many times as needed 

until all the doubts are clear. Then, the respondents were asked to listen to the pre-recorded paragraph and 

they were given three times listening opportunities ant try to fill in the missing weak forms in the spoken 

paragraph. 

1.4. Scope and Limitation 

The scope of the current paper is narrowed down to the analysis and explanation of the English weak 

forms as spoken and perceived by Yemeni post-graduate speakers of English. It tests both production and 

perception. The former is tested by recording the participants’ speech while reading the (10) constructed 

sentences whereas the latter is tested by taking the subjects’ responses while listening to the given recorded 

paragraph read by a native speaker of English. 

1.5. Significance of the Study 

The inappropriate production and perception of weak forms in the speech of Yemeni speakers of 

English lies behind the significance of this paper. It is hypothesized that weak forms stand as a challenge for 

the Yemeni speakers of English both in production and perception and obstructs their pronunciation. This 

paper is also the first to deal with this issue in the literature of Yemeni English. 

2. Strong and weak forms in English 

Many function words have different pronunciations, one when they are accented, the strong form, 

and others when they are unaccented, the weak forms, which, compared with the strong form, may involve 

reduced vowels and the elision of consonants. Note that the terms 'strong' and 'weak' are not used to describe 

classes of vowels (but they are also used to describe classes of syllables). 

Table 1: Strong and Weak Forms of Function Words in Standard English 
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3. Analysis and Discussion 

In this section, the researcher presents the data collected from the participant through the two tests 

adopted; 10 constructed sentences for testing subjects’ production, and a short recorded paragraph read by 

the native speaker while participants are asked to fill in the gaps with the appropriate weak form words as 

they hear in order to check their perception. 

3.1. Assessing participants’ production of weak forms 

This section deals with assessing the participants’ production abilities in the pronunciation of weak 

forms of the English function words used in the 10 pre-prepared sentences mainly constructed for this 

purpose. 

3.1.1. Determiners 
Table 2: Variant responses and accuracy percentage in the production of determiners 

 
The determiner ‘the’ is rendered as [ðə] before consonants and as [ðɪ]  before  vowels in Standard English. The 

participants appropriately produced [ðə] as [ðə] in 89% of the instances whereas it was produced as [ðɪ] 2%, 

and as [ðæ] 9%  of  the instances of production. Where ‘a’ is supposed to be pronounced in its weak form [ə] in 

Standard English, Yemeni post-graduate participants rendered [ə] as [æ 80%, as [eɪ] 2%, its strong form, and it 

was correctly produced as [ə] only in 18% of the occurrences. 

3.1.2. Pronouns 

Table 3: Variant responses and accuracy percentage in the production of pronouns 
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The pronoun ‘I’ has only one form especially when it occurs in sentence initial position but in 

contracted form. In the context of the sentences used in this paper, it was produced appropriately as 

*aɪ+ in all its occurrences. The pronoun ‘my’ that is supposed to be produced in its weak form *mə+ was 

produced as *maɪ+, its strong form, in 100% of the instances. The participants tend to give the strong 

form instead of its weak form *mə+. ‘His’ is expected to be realized as *ɪz+ in Standard English. The 

subjects tend to pronounce it in its citation form *hɪz+ in 100% of its occurrences. 

‘You’ has three allophonic variations in the Standard English. It is realized as [ju:] in sentence initial 

positions and stressed contexts, as [ju] before vowels and as *jə+ before consonants. *ju:+ was correctly 

realized as [ju:] in 95% and as [ju] in 5% of its occurrences. [ju] was produced as [ju:] in 82% of the 

instances whereas it was appropriately realized as [ju] in only 18% of the instances of expected 

occurrences. *jə+ was also realized as *ju:+ in 68% of the instances, as *ju+ in 23% of the occurrences 

while it was appropriately produced as [jə] in only 9% of the instances of occurrence.  

‘He’ is supposed to be produced in its weak form [ɪ] if not stressed, contrasted and don not occur in 

sentence initial positions. In this context [hi:] is realized as [hi:] 100% of its occurrences whereas [ɪ] is 

rendered as [hɪ] 100% and no single participant used the weak form. 

3.1.3. Prepositions 

Table 4: Variant responses and accuracy percentage in the production of prepositions 

 
‘To’ is expected to be produced as [tə] before consonants and as [tu] before vowels in the Standard 

English. The participants rendered [tu] into [tə] in 23% instances, [tə] into the strong form [tu:] in 73% 

occurrences and nobody has used the weak form [tə]. ‘For’ which is supposed to be realized as [fə] before 
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consonants and as [fur] before vowels in Standard English, is rendered into its strong form in 70% instances 

of occurrences. [fə] is also realized as [fur+ 30% occurrences. ‘By’ is expected to be pronounced as [bə] in this 

context but it was rendered into its strong form [baɪ+ instead. ‘Into’ is expected to be realized as *intə] in this 

context but the subjects tend to use the strong form [intu] 100% in the instances of its occurrence.  ‘On’ 

having the same realization in both weak and strong contexts, the participants have no problem in its 

production where it was pronounced as [ɑn]100% in all its instances. ‘At’ which is supposed to be realized as 

[ət] in Standard English, was rendered as [æt] 00% instances of its occurrence in this context. 

3.1.4. Conjunctions 
Table 5: Variant responses and accuracy percentage in the production of conjunctions 

 
The conjunction ‘and’ is supposed to be  produced  in  its  weak  forms *ən+ and *ənd+ in all its occurrences 

except after labial and velar sounds which is realized as *m+ and *ŋ+ respectively. It was appropriately produced 

as *ən+ 11% and as *ənd+ 6% instances while it was rendered as *ænd+ 80% instances and as *æn+ 3% instances 

of its occurrences. ‘But’ is expected to be realized as *bət+ in Standard English. The participants rendered *bət+ 

as *bʌt+100% instances of its occurrences instead of its weak form *bət+. ‘That’ is realized as *ðət+in Standard 

English. In the present context,  *ðət+ is produced as  *ðət+ % instances only whereas it was realized 

as  [ðæt] 94% instances of its occurrences. 

3.1.5. Auxiliary Verbs 
Table 6: Variant responses and accuracy percentage in the production of auxiliary verbs 

 
‘Should’ is expected to be produced as [ʃəd ] in all its weak contexts in the Standard English. [ʃəd] was 

realized as [ʃəd] only 9% instances and [ʃəd] was rendered as [ʃud] 91% instances of its occurrences. ‘Must’ is 

supposed to be realized as [məs] in its weak forms in Standard English. The participants rendered [məs] as 
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[mʌst] 91% instances and as [məs] 9% instances of its occurrences. ‘Is’ is expected to be realized as [z] in 

Standard English. The subjects produced [z] as [z] 9% instances only and as [iz] 91% instances of its 

occurrences. ‘Had’ was realized as [hæd] 100% instances of occurrence. The appropriate [əd] was not 

realized at all tested instances. ‘It’s’ was supposed to be produced as [its] in this context. It was realized as 

[its] 55% instances and as [it.iz] 45% other instances of occurrence. ‘Could’ was rendered as [kud ] 100% 

instances of occurrence and the appropriate [kd] was not realized at all in all the tested instances. ‘Can’t’ 

which is expected to be produced as [ka:nt] in Standard English was realized as [ka:nt] 36% instances and was 

rendered as [kænt] 64% instances of its occurrences. All the instances of occurrence of ‘can’ in the data 

collected from the Yemeni post-graduate participants were rendered as [kæn] and none has used the 

appropriate forms [kən] and [kn]. All the tested instances of ‘be’ *bɪ] were realized as [bɪ]. 

3.2. Assessing participants’ perception of weak forms 
This section tests the participants’ perception ability in recognizing the weak forms of the missing 

function words as they are read by a native speaker reading the short paragraph selected for this purpose. 

Scoring the participants’ responses in terms of correct and incorrect forms are illustrated in the following 

table. 

Table 7: Raw scores and percentages of correct and incorrect perception of the English weak forms 

 
From a quick look at the table (7) above, we can infer that the subjects did not do well in the perception test. 

Majority of the participants fail to identify the weak forms as they were spoken by the native speaker. Only 8 

participants scored 40% and above out of 18 though they have been allotted 3 times listening chance. 
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4. Conclusion 
The present research attempted to provide a linguistic investigation and analysis of weak forms of 

English grammatical/ function words in the English of Yemenis represented by the postgraduate participated in 

the data collection of this paper. Weak forms were tested at both production and perception levels. Tables 2 

to 6 illustrate the variant responses of weak forms production as they are pronounced by the participants. 

After having gone through tables 2 to 7, we can straightforwardly conclude that Yemeni postgraduate 

participants did not do well neither in the production nor in the perception tests of the English weak forms. 

They failed to pronounce and identify most of the weak forms correctly. This proves the researcher’s 

hypothesis that weak forms are very problematic for Yemenis in both production and perception levels and 

this goes in line with the results obtained by earlier researches. 

Analyzing the individual participants’ responses, the researcher observed that Yemenis have the 

tendency to use the strong forms instead of the weak forms in most instances of their occurrences. The results 

show that only 5 items (I [ai], me [mɪ], on [ɒn], be [bɪ] and He [hi:]) were 100% correctly pronounced by all 

participants. This does not show their ability to use the weak forms correctly rather these items are usually 

used in these forms. The rest of the results show the critical and poor performance of the majority of the 

subjects in producing the appropriate weak forms correctly. This can be seen where 14 items with a score of 

0% in tables 2 to 6 were noted. It was also noted that the participants poorly scored 18% or less in 22 out of 31 

items. The central vowel /ə/ was altered in many instance into the front open vowel /u/ in many instances as 

in the determiner ‘a’, the conjunctions ‘and’ and ‘that’, and the auxiliary verbs ‘had’ and ‘can’. The central 

vowel /ə/ was also rendered into the back close vowel /u/ in the instances of ‘should’ and ‘could’. The long 

back open vowel /a:/ was also reduced to the front open vowel /æ/ in ‘can’t’ 64% instances of its occurrence. 

The results also show that Yemenis have the tendency to pronounce all letters as seen in the instances of ‘for’ 

where [fə] was realized both as [fur] and [fu:r] and in the instance of must [məs] which was rendered as 

[mʌst]. 
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