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1. Introduction

Finnish people speak English relatively well. In 2022, Education First ranked Finland in eighth
place out of 111 countries in their English Proficiency Index, placing the country in “Very
High Proficiency” (Education First 2022: 6). There are several reasons for this proficiency, but
it is generally recognised that the Finnish school system plays an important role (Leppanen et
al. 2011: 22). English as a Foreign Language (EFL) tuition in Finland is generally thought to
be communicative in nature, with emphasis on using the language to convey messages instead
of aiming to produce perfect, native-level English. The communicative method has many
benefits: it allows for an increased focus on content (Breen & Candlin 1980: 102) and has been
found to have positive results on language acquisition in general (Brandl 2021: 18). It has
brought with it a greater tolerance towards errors made by students (Merildinen 2010: 52).
However, its effects on pronunciation and the clarity of spoken language have not been
exhaustively studied. As Trofimovich and Isaacs (2012) state, there are several aspects of
spoken English that may impact its intelligibility, but these mechanisms are not yet perfectly
understood. In addition, even though messages can be intelligibly conveyed in many ways, in
an authentic community, different accents have their own connotations of “prestige and
stigmatisation” (Mullany 2010: 95). Therefore, it is not insignificant how EFL learners are
taught to pronounce English. According to Henderson et al (2012: 12), EFL teachers in Finland
hold the teaching of pronunciation in high regard and deem their own pronunciation skills
good. However, this does not mean EFL teaching in Finland is perfect and should not be

developed further.

Between 2020 and 2022, Finland’s English Proficiency Index dropped from 631 points to 615
points, falling from being the 3™ best in the world to 8 place (Education First 2020: 6, 2022:
6). In addition, a common feature of Finns’ English is the prevalence of phonological transfer
that creates a distinct accent known as ‘rally English’ (Kivistd 2016). This does not necessarily
decrease the intelligibility of the spoken English, but may, in certain contexts, carry
stigmatisation that can impact communication with native English speakers or even other EFL
speakers. This study aims to increase our understanding of this transfer from Finnish to English
from the viewpoint of pronunciation, specifically in the age group 13-15. Precise information
about which aspects of pronunciation pose challenges for Finnish EFL learners can help

educators focus their limited time and resources appropriately.



2. Background

This section discusses the phenomena relevant to the present study. First, a brief look will be
taken into the concept of interlanguage transfer. Second, the phonological differences between
Finnish and English languages will be summarised. Finally, the concepts of comprehensibility,

intelligibility, and accentedness will be defined and compared.

2.1 Transfer

Yule (2017: 533) defines transfer as “using sounds, expressions or structures from the L1 when
performing in the L2”. It is a phenomenon that strongly impacts how people learn English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) and it has been extensively studied by linguists all over the world
(Karim & Nassaji 2013: 118). When transfer impacts the target language in a negative way, it
is known as interference (Richards & Schmidt 2002: 323).

According to Kaivapalu (2007: 293-294), linguistic differences between the learner’s native
language and the target language can affect transfer in several ways. While it was previously
believed that differences between linguistically distant languages mainly cause interference,
recent studies have indicated that contrastive metalinguistic information can also be
successfully used in language teaching (ibid.). On the other hand, challenging interference can
occur even between languages that are very similar. A less common form of transfer is
intralanguage interference: mistakes made due to the influence of the target language itself
(Lekova 2010). An example in the context of phonology might be an EFL learner who has
correctly learned that the ‘ss’ in the word ‘pressing’ is pronounced as /s/, and thus incorrectly

uses the same consonant in the word ‘pressure’.

The phenomenon of transfer from a person’s first language (L1) to their second language (L2)
has been the subject of several studies in the context of Finland and its two official languages:
Finnish and Swedish (Merildinen 2010: 53). As a Germanic language, Swedish is typologically
much closer to English than Finnish is to either of the two, possibly making transfer more
beneficial. However, in the case of phonology, all three languages differ enough for transfer to
cause misinterpretations and misunderstandings (Andersson 2016: 6). It is still unclear what
aspects of phonological transfer from Finnish interfere with the comprehensibility of English

spoken by EFL learners (Tergujeff 2013: 23).



2.2 Differences between Finnish and English

Phonological differences between Finnish and English can be divided into segmental and
suprasegmental features. Segmental phonology analyses single segments of the language, such
as vowel and consonant phonemes, while suprasegmental phonology studies the wider
phenomena of speech, e.g. intonation (Crystal 2008). Segmental differences are perhaps most
noticeable in the phonemes that are represented in both languages by the letter r. The alveolar
trill /r/ used in Finnish is very distinct from the postalveolar approximant /1/ used in most

variants of English (Tergujeff 2013: 20, 22).

Lintunen (2004) found that sibilants, affricates, and dentals are the most challenging English
phonemes for Finnish speakers. Lintunen also discusses how much young Finns were exposed
to English in their daily lives at the time of his study. However, the consumption of foreign
language media and entertainment in Finland has continued to increase and English has become
ever more present in the past 19 years, possibly making these phonemes more familiar to
learners. In addition, many modern teaching materials stress the pronunciation of these
consonants from early on by comparing the English phonemes to similar Finnish sounds that
students typically use to substitute the target phoneme. For example, the third grade English
book Go for it! 3 teaches dentals “with the help of humoristic minimal pairs” (Kanervo et al.
2016: 10). The contrast between /8/ and /t/ is demonstrated by the minimal pair ‘three houses
— tree houses’, where the segmental transfer changes the meaning of the phrase (Kanervo et al.
2016: 63). Emphasizing this contrast and its effect on the comprehensibility of the word can

make it easier for learners to understand the phonological differences of the two languages.

An example of clearly differing suprasegmental features is intonation, which is much more
prevalent in English and poses difficulties for Finnish EFL learners (Tergujeff 2013: 23). In
addition, stress in Finnish is always on the first syllable of each word, while in English, its
position has more variation. This causes a phenomenon which Peperkamp and Dupoux (2002
:223) call ‘stress deafness’: the difficulty to perceive stress contrast. Stress errors can affect
comprehensibility, especially in words where the contrast creates meaning. One example of
such a word would be ‘record’, which is a noun when stress is on the first syllable and a verb
when stress is on the second syllable. Also, according to Wang (2022), segmental and
suprasegmental features work together to make speech more comprehensible. For the

aforementioned reasons, both phonemes and stress are core elements of modern EFL tuition.



2.3 Comprehensibility and accentedness

Derwing and Munro (2005: 385) define comprehensibility as “the listener’s perception of how
difficult it is to understand an utterance”. Intelligibility as a term is similar but adds the level
of how much of the message is actually understood by the listener. Accentedness, on the other
hand, they define as “a listener’s perception of how different a speaker’s accent is from that of
the L1 community” (ibid.). These two do not exclude each other: even heavily accented speech
may be perfectly comprehensible in the right circumstances, for example when the context
helps in interpreting what is said (Derwing & Munro, 2005: 386). Munro, Derwing, and Morton
(2006) found that ESL (English as a Second Language) speakers generally understand each

others’ speech well.

Tergujeff (2021) studied how well native English speakers comprehend Finnish people by
comparing two groups of year 9 students: Finnish speakers and Finland-Swedish speakers.
Finns were consistently rated less comprehensible than Finland-Swedish people with similar
proficiency in English. This seems to indicate that there is something about Finnish itself that
makes Finns’ pronunciation of English harder to understand. Several studies have found that
vowel substitution has less of an impact on comprehensibility than consonant errors (Suzukida
& Saito 2021). Thus, it appears that the consonant phonemes in particular should be studied

further in the Finnish context.

Tergujeff (2022) took a closer look at the impact of segmental deviations on the intelligibility
of English spoken by native Finnish speakers. According to the study, it was not only
significant which target phoneme experienced deviation, but also what sound the target
phoneme was substituted with. Substituting a voiced alveolar fricative /z/ with its voiceless
counterpart /s/ had a significantly smaller impact on intelligibility than using an affricate /ts/.
The position of the deviation within the word was also significant: substitutions towards the
end of a word were less likely to cause a misunderstanding than those at the beginning of a
word. However, the study recognises that the sample sentences appeared out of context, which

may have also impacted the intelligibility.

It should be noted that segmental transfer is not the only thing that causes comprehensibility
issues in EFL speech. Trofimovich and Isaacs (2012: 913) found that segmental features mostly
impacted perceived accentedness, whereas “grammatical and lexical errors” more strongly

affected comprehensibility. The frequency of suprasegmental errors impacts Finns speaking



other languages as well. Heinonen (2021) found that the factor that most limits native Swedish
speakers from understanding Finns speaking Swedish was actually sentence stress. The Swedes
could generally comprehend the Finns despite phonological interference. However, the
pronunciation of vowels and consonants was the factor that determined if the speech was
laborious to comprehend for the Swedish listeners. This is another reason why it can be seen
as beneficial to teach pronunciation beyond producing intelligible words and sentences. Even
if the message can be conveyed, the communication is severely hindered if the listener is forced
to strain in order to understand it. Furthermore, this adds to the stigmatisation of the accent.
For example, Lev-Ari and Keysar (2010) found that those speaking accented English were

consistently rated as appearing less trustworthy.

3. Present study

3.1 Aims and research questions

This study aims to expand on previous studies’ findings on segmental phonetical transfer from
Finnish to English, focusing on marker consonant phonemes that significantly differ between

the two languages.

The research questions are as follows:

1. What kind of linguistic transfer occurs in a Finnish speaker’s pronunciation of English
fricatives and affricates?

2. Which consonants are particularly challenging for Finnish EFL learners?

Particular emphasis will be put on certain marker phonemes that are present in English but not
in Finnish: /z/, /3/, and /d3/. This study will not focus on phonemes like /[/ that are not present
in standard Finnish but are still used by Finns in varying contexts (Suomi, Toivanen & Ylitalo

2006: 161). The sibilant /f/ even has its own name in Finnish: ‘suhu-s’ (Maamies 1995).

3.2 Participants

The study comprised 14 participants, who were 7th grade students, aged approximately 13-14,
all of whom were native Finnish speakers. The sample was selected on basis of convenience:
the group’s teacher was willing to give the participants 15 minutes from the start of the lesson

for the purpose of this study.



3.3 Ethics

No names or other data was gathered that might enable the recognition of individual
participants, other than the necessary voice recordings. Most students at the school have written
permission from their parents for participating in research. The author confirmed this from the
principal of the school, and the English teacher of the sample group verified that the students
in this group all have this permission. Students were handed a printed notice informing them

of the conduction of the study.

3.4 Data gathering
This study was conducted in May 2021 at a Finnish teacher training school. The participants
were told the study was about Finnish EFL learners’ English pronunciation. They were asked

to read the following text out loud:

George is fourteen years old. His favourite subjects are arts and German. George'’s
sister Lisa is seven. She wants to be a zookeeper or a ballet dancer. Their mother is
into gardening: she grows cucumbers and tomatoes in the backyard. Their father has

a motorbike in the garage and he likes watching sports on the television.

The author created the text specially to contain several instances of the selected marker
phonemes while avoiding unusually heavy concentrations or repetition reminiscent of ‘tongue-
twisters’. The aim of the experiment was to discover several things about the specifics of how
the participants pronounce English. The very first word, ‘George’, gives a first impression of
how successfully the participants are able to produce the /d3/-sound as well as reveals whether
the participants use the post-vocalic /r/. This is followed by more affricates in the words
‘subjects’ and ‘German’, which some Finnish speakers may realise as the /ts/-affricate. This
would display transfer from Finnish, where /ts/ is commonly used in loan words like ‘tsatsiki’

or ‘tsunami’.

In the third sentence, the focus is on the space between the words ‘Lisa’ and ‘is’ and whether
the participants will include an intrusive /t/ in this position. The use of this feature varies
significantly between different varieties of English (Broadbent 1991). The fourth sentence
gives an insight into the participants’ use of the /z/-sibilant, which is not a particular focus of

the study but helps form a baseline for comparing the prevalence of other phonemes in the



speech samples. The fifth sentence continues the charting of post-vocalic /r/ but it also intends
to measure consistency: with several occurrences of the voiced dental fricative, it displays
whether the participants repeatedly produce the same sound in all these positions. Finally, the

sixth sentence studies the use of the /3/-fricative in the words ‘garage’ and ‘television’.

Thus, the collected speech sample should be representative of the most common fricatives and
affricates that have been found to be the most challenging phonemes for Finnish EFL learners
(Morris-Wilson 2004, cited in Pelttari 2015: 10). In addition, the brevity of the text and the
familiarity of the vocabulary encouraged the participants to focus fully on reading and to read

the passage in its entirety.

The data consists of 14 voice recordings of the aforementioned text. To conserve the class's
time, the study was not conducted individually with each student; instead, the participants
recorded their speech in the hallway with their personal tablet computers issued by the school.
Three of the recordings have a significant amount of background noise due to the recording
environment, making their analysis somewhat challenging. One of the recordings implied the
participant had an apparent speech impediment, as he used a uvular trill /&/ which is atypical
for both Finnish and English. In addition, the presence of other students in the recording
situation may have disturbed the participants, causing peer pressure and impacting the
pronunciation. However, the author deemed all recordings suitable for the purposes of this

study, as the phonemes under closer inspection were audible and unaffected.

3.5 Analysis

The data was analysed auditorily with the help of Isotalo’s (n.d.) online Interactive IPA Chart.
This tool was chosen as it was readily accessible and precedently familiar to the author. The
author compared the sounds in the recorded samples to those provided by the online tool in
order to transcribe the recordings. The consonant phonemes used by the participants were then
auditorily compared with ones typically used by native English speakers. For the purposes of
this study, pronunciations matching or close to ‘nativelike’ or ‘target’ pronunciation are

occasionally referred to as ‘good’.

4. Results



The data reveals many varying realisations of the target fricatives and affricates. One of the
phonemes with most variation was the /d3/-affricate. Six students produced flawless voiced
post-alveolar affricates and a further four used a similar voiced alveolo-palatal affricate, while
others replaced them with voiceless equivalents. Certain marker words were selected for closer

inspection and are phonetically transcribed in the table below.

Table 1. Realisations of certain marker words in the sample recordings.

George German Zookeeper Television
Recording 1 [dzodz] [dz31mon] [zy:ki:pa1] [televison]
Recording 2 [tsots] [t/31mon] [su:ki:ppai] [televifon]
Recording 3 [tso:] [t/31mon] [su:kipa1] [televifon]
Recording 4 [d301d7] [d331meen] [tsu:ki:pai] [televifon]
Recording 5 [d30:dz] [d33:mon] [za:kipa1] [televizon]
Recording 6 [tso:ts] [t/31mon] [tsu:ki:pah] [television]
Recording 7 [dzo1dz] [dz31meen] [za:kipas] [televifon]
Recording 8 [tfo:tf] [t/31mon] [su:ki:pa:] [televifon]
Recording 9 [d30:dz] [d331meen] [su:ki:per] [television]
Recording 10 [d3z01dZ] [d331meen] [su:ki:pa1] [televifon]
Recording 11 [dzorg] [d331mon] [zu:ki:por] [televizon]
Recording 12 [tseortse [tserman] [tfu:ki:por] [televisio]
Recording 13 [dzo1dz] [k3imon] [tfuki:por] [televifon]
Recording 14 [tsorts] [tsermoan] [tsu:ki:par] [televisson]

The multitude of different realisations can be seen as particularly noteworthy. In the words
‘George’, ‘German’, and ‘zookeeper’, nearly all the recordings differ. Only the word
‘television’, which the students have likely encountered numerous times, was relatively similar

in all recordings.

Signs of transfer from Finnish are present in all recordings. In many cases, voiced post-alveolar
affricates are replaced with voiceless alveolar or palato-alveolar equivalents. This is
demonstrated in recording 8, where both George and German are pronounced with voiceless
affricates. Recording 9 starts off with a flawless /d3/-consonant and overall good pronunciation,

but the participant then switches to a more accented English, the word ‘sister’ already taking



the exaggerated form of [sister:], with a trill transferred from Finnish. In many of the
recordings, the voiced alveolar fricative in ‘zookeeper’ has been replaced with a voiceless
counterpart or made into an affricate. This can be explained by the Finnish orthography which
occasionally uses the letter z to represent the /ts/-affricate, providing a natural source of
transfer. For example, in recording 6, /ts/ was used both in George and Zookeeper. Somewhat
inexplicable were the two occasions where the palato-alveolar affricate /tJ/ was used in the

word ‘zookeeper’.

Table 2. Realisations of certain marker phonemes in the sample recordings.

Target phoneme | /d3/ 3/ /z/ /f/
Recording 1 /d3/, /dz/ /s/ /z/ /f/
Recording 2 Itf7, Its/ 1, tfl /s/ /{7
Recording 3 Itf7, Its/ /f/ /s/ /{7
Recording 4 /d3/ 1, Itf/ /ts/ /f/
Recording 5 /dz/ /3/ /z/ /{7
Recording 6 Itf1, /ts/ /ts/, Is/ /ts/ If1, /s/
Recording 7 /dz/ /f/ /z/ /{7
Recording 8 /dz/, /tf7 /! /s/ /{7
Recording 9 /dz/ /1, Is/ /s/ /{7
Recording 10 /dz/ 13/, 1f/ /s/ /f/
Recording 11 /d3/, /dz/ /3/ /z/ /f/
Recording 12 /tsl, j/ /s/ 1t/ /s/
Recording 13 /dz/, 1tf7, /k/ 7, 1/ 1ty [/
Recording 14 /dz/, /ts/ /ts/, /ss/ /s/ /s/, /h/

Table 2 shows the variation of the pronunciations of marker phonemes inspected in this study.
It demonstrates how the participants may have used two or even three different phonemes or
allophones to represent the same target sound. Also included is the voiceless post-alveolar
fricative /[/ as an example of a sibilant that is familiar to Finnish EFL learners and poses

significantly fewer difficulties.

There was significant variety among how participants used the postalveolar approximant /1/. In

two recordings, the approximant was used in the word ‘German’, but replaced with the alveolar



trill /r/ in the word ‘zookeeper’. This may be explained by ‘German’ being a more familiar
word for the participants, resulting in a pronunciation more typical for native speakers. In all
but one of the recordings, the postvocalic ‘r’ in ‘German’ was pronounced, which can be seen
as an indicator of American influence in youth culture. Yet, in ‘George’, half of the participants
omitted the postvocalic ‘r’, displaying a certain level of inconsistency in the pronunciation. In
this study, it was not possible to chart consistencies of the pronunciation of the same word in
different contexts, as the text passage was relatively concise and contained most words only

once.

The transfer of phonemes does not apply only to consonants. For example, in recording 12, the
word ‘George’ is realised with a diphthong in the middle, as [tseortse], following the Finnish
rules of one-to-one correlation between phonemes and letters. In the same recording, the word
‘Television’ is also pronounced with a diphthong, as [televisio]. This is possibly the purest

form of transfer in the sample, as that is precisely how the word is pronounced in Finnish.

5. Discussion

The data gives new insights into the varied ways in which Finnish EFL speakers pronounce
their consonants. Being aware of this variation may be useful for teachers who aim to help their
students to get rid of atypical allophones when speaking English. For example, in the case of
the marker word ‘zookeeper’, three participants used the /ts/-affricate, which is particularly
likely to cause misunderstandings (Tergujeff 2022: 316). Even if the variation does not
necessarily impact the comprehensibility of the speech, it will increase accentedness, and thus
the listener may need to pay closer attention compared to a more familiar or native-like
pronunciation (Heinonen 2021). One aspect of consideration for further research could be the
potential impact of accented speech on the image how Finland and Finnish people are viewed

internationally.

In some cases, the reason for segmental transfer does not seem to be the inability to produce
the target phoneme but the uncertainty about which phoneme to use in a particular context.
One of the examples of transfer in the data was the substitution of the affricate /d3/ with the
plosive /k/ in the word ‘German’. This can be thought of as interference severe enough to
hinder comprehensibility. However, this occurred in a sample where the affricate /dz/ was also

used several times. This indicates that the participant would have been capable of producing a



consonant very similar to the target phoneme, but simply was not certain whether the ‘G’ in
‘German’ is a hard or soft ‘G’, i.e. if it is pronounced as /g/ or /d3/. This difficulty is typical for
speakers of languages that use a ‘shallow orthography’, where written graphemes closely
correspond to spoken phonemes (Sipra 2013: 121). A part of what is known as a Finnish accent
is caused by the different orthographic systems in Finnish and English. The relative
unpredictability of English orthography, where the pronunciation of the word is not always
immediately decipherable, can cause problems when encountering new words — no matter how
perfectly different phonemes are taught. This is especially problematic in words that are written
the same way but pronounced differently, such as the present and past tenses of ‘read’.
However, this can be seen as a necessary part of the learning process: learners make mistakes
and learn from them. This only requires attentiveness from the teacher or peers to let the learner
know the correct pronunciation of the word in question. Good command of vocabulary and its

strengthening with auditory input may also alleviate the issues caused by orthography.

Referring to table 2, the /[/-sibilant was not particularly challenging for the participants.
However, in recording 14, it was substituted with the glottal fricative /h/. It should be clarified
that this occurred in the word ‘she’, hinting that the seemingly peculiar substitution was
perhaps not caused by a difficulty in producing /f/ but by a confusion between the pronouns
‘she’ and ‘he’ in fast speech. This may have been an isolated case of careless reading, which
could not be confirmed one way or the other in this study as the short text passage only
contained the word “she” once. However, the Finnish language does not have separate
pronouns for different genders, which may sometimes lead to pronoun errors when speaking

English. Further research is required on how these problems could be mitigated.

It should be mentioned that in some cases, using a Finnish accent can be a conscious choice.
Stand-up comedians, for example, can use it as a tool that helps in becoming more recognisable
and memorable. In the present study, recording 9 starts off with pronunciation and rhythm
similar to native speech, but then turns into a more stereotypical ‘rally English’. It is possible
that this is caused by the recording environment and peers who may have been present. Studies
have shown that occasionally, peer groups discourage academic excellence and have a
detrimental effect on students who would like to succeed (e.g. Keletsositse 2021). In the case
of recording 9, Finnish accent may have enjoyed higher prestige than native-like accent in the

peer group of the participant, therefore pressuring him to adapt his accent in this situation. This



aspect of EFL tuition should be studied further to provide teachers with tools to limit the

detrimental effects of peer pressure.

The participants of this study had probably started to study English in third grade, as was typical
until 2020 (Ojamies 2018: 4). In 2019, the national core curriculum was changed so that as of
2020, foreign language tuition — typically English — in schools starts on first grade for all pupils
in Finland (Opetushallitus 2019). This is not a completely new phenomenon in Finnish schools,
as EFL immersion tuition starting in first grade has existed in some schools since at least 1993
(Bjorklund and Suni, 2000: 206-207), but changes to the core curriculum introduce a formal
list of skills and aims that have to be taken into account in foreign language tuition. In terms
of pronunciation, these aims include the comprehensible pronunciation of common words and
phrases, word and sentence stress, speech rhythm, and intonation (Opetushallitus 2019: 28). A
few years from now, the results of this nationwide reform and its impacts on the
comprehensibility of English spoken by Finns may be visible. It might be beneficial to redo

this study or conduct similar research about the transfer of fricatives and affricates then.

6. Conclusion

This study was conducted to find out what kind of segmental transfer occurs in Finnish
speakers’ pronunciation of English and which consonant phonemes are particularly
challenging for Finnish EFL learners. The data revealed that significant transfer occurs in
voiced post-alveolar fricatives and affricates, which Finnish speakers tend to shift towards their
alveolar or voiceless counterparts — sounds, which are commonly used in the Finnish language.
In this sample, the fricatives and affricates appeared to be the most challenging consonant
phonemes for the studied Finnish EFL learners. Possibly increased auditory input and minimal
pair training could help make Finns’ English pronunciation more intelligible. However, in this
study, it was not possible to determine which methods would best achieve this or what effects
on comprehensibility were caused by the observed transfer from Finnish. Further research
might reveal more about how the limited time and resources of teachers and learners in Finland

could better be directed into learning ever more comprehensible pronunciation of English.
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