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I. Introduction

This paper is a critical phonological analysis of comparing two secondary three textbooks: Living English 3A (Nancarrow, C., Thomas, G., & Yuen, K.S., 2004) and New English Treasure 3A (Kent, J.C., 2004). To critically analyze these two junior secondary textbooks, it is necessary to understand the requirements set by the Curriculum Development Council in Hong Kong. Hence, section II reviews and evaluates the current curriculum development on learning pronunciation. With such review and evaluation, section III discusses the aims and approaches of the textbook materials selected for comparison. Section IV comments on the general appeal of the materials to students and teachers, such as their objectives, instructions, and layout. Section V discusses the possible teaching and learning outcomes after using the materials. Section VI argues whether or not the materials fit in with the current goals and practice of learning pronunciation. Section VII concludes the paper.

II. Current Curriculum Development on Learning Pronunciation

The most relevant EMB document on English Language curriculum development is The CDC Syllabus for English Language (Secondary 1-5) (1999). The document mentions that, for the speaking skills, students need to know how to present information, ideas, and feelings clearly and coherently as well as how to participate effectively in an oral interaction. For junior secondary students in particular, they need to (1) convey ideas, and information in conversations or discussions; (2) describe the sequence of events, causes and effects; (3) use words and expressions appropriate to the context; (4) use appropriate discourse markers; (5) use correct pronunciation, intonation and register for different purposes; (6) seek and give clarification, explain what information one requires and why, rephrase one’s questions when necessary, sum up points made and redirect the discussion when the need arises; (7) make a balanced contribution without either dominating the discussion or being too reticient; and (8) express, elicit and respond to ideas, opinions and feelings in a group discussion (CDC, 1999, pp.24-25). 

In order that students can use the spoken language effectively to perform such functions, they need to acquire the following speaking skills and strategies: (1) Accuracy: to use pronunciation (which covers speech sounds, stress, rhythm and intonation), grammar and vocabulary correctly; (2) Fluency: to produce “normal” speed speech which relatively free from hesitations and false starts; (3) Appropriateness: to use formal and informal language to suit particular situations; (4) Coherence: to use devices such as pronouns, substitution, ellipsis and conjunctions to produce spoken utterances which “hang together” (CDC, 1999).

Teachers are responsible for building student confidence, teaching enabling skills, using appropriate tasks, monitoring student performance throughout a speaking task, keeping students speaking in English, providing feedback to students, and helping students to develop self-assessment skills. Pronunciation, including speech sounds, stress, rhythm and intonation, is mentioned under “teaching enabling skills”. Teachers, as stated, should aim at the goal of intelligibility rather than native-speaker pronunciation, help students perceive sounds and intonation patterns before they produce them, and place equal emphasis on the suprasegmental features of stress, rhythm and intonation and the segmental elements of speech sounds. It is also suggested that reviewing or teaching phonics at the junior levels and phonetics at the senior levels are useful to students (CDC, 1999). In principle, teachers need to teach and students need to learn both segmental and supra-segmental elements of pronunciation (Deterding & Poedjosoedarmo, 1998; Jenkins, 1998). 

Another EMB document on English Language Education is Learning to Learn: The Way Forward in Curriculum Development (2001). For the short term (2001-2002 to 2005-2006) strategies for Secondary 1 to Secondary 3 students, it highlights the importance of developing creativity, critical thinking and cultural awareness; broadening student dictionary skills such as using phonetic symbols to pronounce unfamiliar words; developing the positive learning attitudes of co-operativeness, perseverance and not being afraid of making mistakes; engaging in self-access learning; and communicating effectively by using suitable grammar structures. Out of these five aspects, pronunciation is only very briefly mentioned and narrowly emphasized on the use of phonetic symbols or alphabets to pronounce words which students do not know. In addition, the document states a major issue of concern is to continue to strengthen the learning and teaching of phonics through measures such as teacher education programmes and the dissemination of resource packages. 

English Language Education: Key Learning Area Curriculum Guide (Primary 1 – Secondary 3) (2002) largely follows the suggestions made in Learning to Learn document (2001). It is stated that the overall goals of English Language Education are to enhance student English language proficiency; personal and intellectual development, and social skills; culture understanding; and global competitiveness. And the directions of curriculum development are twofold: On the one hand, to continue with existing teaching and learning practices by helping students master the language forms (including vocabulary, text-types, grammar items, and structures) and communicative functions as well as adopting a learner-centered approach that focuses on the four language skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing. On the other, to build on these practices by promoting new developments that broaden and enrich students learning experiences. It does not specifically mention pronunciation in detail at all.

Lastly, the recently published English Language Curriculum Guide (2004) proposes that students need to speak with correct pronunciation. To do so, it is suggested that the use of phonics be discussed at the junior level but phonetic symbols only be selectively introduced at a much later stage as students may confuse the symbols with the letter of the alphabet. It may indicate that the teaching and learning of pronunciation, i.e., the segmental and suprasegmental features of speech, remains a component to be further explored in the curriculum development of English language education in Hong Kong. 
In general, the documents provided an overall direction like the necessity of teaching phonics and phonetics but did not give a detailed account of what exactly students are required to learn in pronunciation, such as speech sounds, stress, rhythm and intonation. The lack of a detailed account may indicate that the teaching of pronunciation is not a key focus in the curriculum development of the secondary school English language education. Given that pronunciation is not a key focus in the curriculum, publishers will probably not put too much emphasis on it when they are writing textbook materials. This hypothesis is largely confirmed after reviewing two published textbook materials for secondary English Language education. 

III. Aims and Approaches of the Textbook Materials

The selection of Living English 3A and New English Treasure 3A is primarily due to three reasons: (1) They are the most recently published textbooks of secondary English Language education; they can reflect the current trend of the teaching and learning of English pronunciation for junior secondary students; (2) They are published by popular local publishers of secondary English Language education; in principle, their quality is believed to be guaranteed; (3) They cover similar topics largely related to the daily life of students, such as horoscopes, TV programmes, films, famous people, and comics. Both textbooks even have the same topic on teenage problems; their similarity helps strength the significance of comparing their designs in teaching pronunciation. 
Living English 3A (2004), as claimed in its Introduction, is a new course designed according to the requirements of the Hong Kong Curriculum Development Council’s latest syllabus for English. The textbook follows a task-based approach. Each unit is composed of a variety of pre-tasks and tasks that lead to a meaningful product. The carefully graded content is theme-based and relevant to students’ daily lives. The approach is user-friendly and requires participation, interaction, and the balanced combination of different skills. 

New English Treasure 3A (2004), as claimed in its Preface, also follows the latest Curriculum Development Council English Language syllabus. It provides a stimulating task-based learning environment for junior secondary students. The tasks are authentic and meaningful, have tangible outcomes, and call for meaning-focused language use where meaning is derived from students’ use of language in a communicative, objective-driven context.
The findings show that the textbook materials do not focus on pronunciation, including speech sounds, stress, rhythm, and intonation, except in a section of a textbook about the three different pronunciations of ‘-s’ sound – /s/, /z/, and /iz/ – at the end of a word (Kent, 2004). Rather, both textbooks mainly focus on questioning skills (Nancarrow, Thomas, & Yuen, 2004) and phrases that may be useful for discussion in examination, like phrases for talking about advantages or disadvantages, plans, comments, and opinions (Kent, 2004; Nancarrow, Thomas, & Yuen, 2004). Overall, the goals are to develop student skills for presenting information, ideas, feeling clearly and coherently, and participating effectively in an oral interaction (The Curriculum Development Council, 2002).

IV. General Appeal of the Materials

For Living English 3A (2004), there is a section on speaking in each unit. Task-based activities are used for students to practise the different speaking skills and strategies. Teachers teach target grammar items and structures required by the task and help students in the interactive aspects of the task, such as how to discuss a topic, to argue for a choice, to express opinions, and to seek information. Students are asked to draft and practise questions in a conversation or a discussion. Before conducting the conversation, students work in pairs or groups to discuss appropriate language to be used for starting, carrying on and ending the conversation or discussion. After conducting the conversation or discussion, students first select and organize the information collected and then present their findings orally in class.

For New English Treasure 3A (2004), there are only two sections on speaking skills in the textbook materials. One is on how to express opinions and the other on the different pronunciations of /s/. Similarly, task-based activities are designed to practise target grammar items and structures. Drilling activities are designed to differentiate the different pronunciations of /s/ after words end in a voiceless consonant, in a voiced consonant, and in /s/, /z/, /sh/, /ch/, /ge/ respectively. 

V. Possible Teaching and Learning Outcomes 

The possible teaching and learning outcomes of such activities are that students may learn how to convey meaning clearly and coherently; use correct grammar and vocabulary; open, maintain, and end a conversation; ask for repetition or rephrasing; and check understanding or spelling. But students may not be able to use correct pronunciation, stress, rhythm, and intonation as the use of either phonics or phonetic symbols is in principle missing in the textbook materials. It is impossible for students to have an overall understanding of these segmental and suprasegmental features of speech, or simply the English sound system.

VI. Aptness of the Materials with Current Goals and Practice 

Based on the discussion in Sections II to IV, it is found that the textbook materials of Living English 3A (2004) and New English Treasure 3A (2004) are largely apt to the current goals and practice proposed by the curriculum guides published by the Curriculum Development Council over the past 5 years. Emphases are put on conversation strategies rather than pronunciation, stress, rhythm, and intonation. When teachers want to teach these segmental and suprasegmental features of speech, they probably need to develop or adapt materials and activities that fit their particular needs.

VII. Conclusion

Effective oral communication involves not just grammar, vocabulary, and an appropriate choice of topic content but also the use of correct pronunciation, stress, rhythm, and intonation. However, given the review of curriculum development documents of English language education and the comparison of the two textbook materials, it is found that the teaching and learning of both the segmental and suprasegmental features of speech may not be an prioritized objective. To increase the proficiency of student speaking skills, conversation strategies alone are insufficient; the Curriculum Development Council may need to consider drafting a more comprehensive guide on the teaching and learning of these segmental and suprasegmental features of speech as well (Jenkins, 1998). Possible areas for further research may thus include developing phonetics and phonology teaching and learning resources, promoting teacher professional development, exploring new modes of learning the sound system, evaluating research on teaching and learning the sound system. 
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