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THE MEXICM AMERICAN SUBCULTURE; A STUDY IN TEACHING 
CONTRASTIVE SOUNDS IN ENGLISH AND SPANISH

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION

The Mexican American subculture in the Southwest pre­
sents an enigma to laymen as well as to many social scien­
tists. American society has ingested many diverse foreign 
people, assimilating and acculturating them, but those of 
Mexican descent appear to be a baffling exception. Many 
Mexican Americans retain substantial elements of the Mexican 
culture and as a group continue to occupy low social and eco­
nomic status. Tiiis situation persists in spite of the fact 
that a few Mexican Americans can trace their origins in the 
Southwest to the sixteenth or seventeenth century; others, 
the majority, are descendants of Mexicans who arrived early 
in this century.

Social scientists concerned with formal educational 
institutions pose a related question: Why has the school
failed to offer Mexican Americans substantial aid toward 
climbing the social and economic ladder and losing their

1
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"foreignness"? Educators pose another related question: Why

the persistence of Spanish?^ Although Joshua Fishman and 
John Hoffman, in Language Loyalty in the United States, cite 
the public schools as a major factor in the process of ac­
culturation of the foreign Lorn; they also show conclusively 
that "Spanish is the most persistent of all foreign lan­
guages, and the one with the greatest prospects of sur­
vival . "2

Texas has over 550jOOO Spanish surname pupils in the 
public elementary and secondary schools, two-thirds of which 
are enrolled in twenty-seven counties along the Mexican bor­
der or a short distance from it.3 This presence of large 
concentrations of Spanish-speaking children in South Texas 
has brought about acute educational problems, such as enroll­
ment and retardation, ^  facto segregation, drop outs, over­
ageness and retardation, and linguistic handicaps. All the 
state and national statistics place the Mexican American at 
or near the bottom of the academic scale.^

^Thomas P. Carter, Mexican Americans in School: A
History of Educational Neglect (New York: College Entrance
Examination Board, 1970), p. ix.

^Joshua A. Fishman and John E. Hoffman, "Mother 
Tongue and Nativity in the American Population," Language 
Loyalty in the United States, ed. by Joshua A. Fishman (The 
Hague ; Mouton & Co., 1966), p. 3 7 .

3beo Grebler, Joan W. Moore, and Ralph C. Guzman, 
The Mexican-American People (New York: The Free Press,
1970), p. 105.

^Ibid.
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The Un;i led Slalee Conouission on Civi.l Riglilr. Report 

Tonnd that in school districts in Texas that were ten per cent 
or more Mexican liiuerican over fifty per cent of the pupils did 
not have sufficient English to enter the first g r a d e . 5 The 
enormity of the problem that confronts educators in South 
Texas becomes understandable when it is known that in the 
twenty-seven counties bordering Mexico the majority of schools 
have from fifty to one hundred per cent Mexican American en­
rollment.^

The general focus of this study is on problems re­
lated to the "persistence" of Spanish, particularly in South 
Texas. The specific purposes are to analyze the problem and 
formalize a program for the teaching of the contrastive sound 
systems of English and Spanish which can be used in the class­
room to improve the speaking of English by Spanish-speaking 
students.

Method and Organization
This study is divided into four parts. The first is 

included in Chapter II and is designated as "Retention of 
Spanish in the Southwest." In it is an overview of the his­
tory of the subculture of the Mexican American in Texas. It 
focuses on the influences that have produced the unique

^United States Commission on Civil Rights, Mexican 
American Education Study (Washington, D.C.: United States
Government Printing Office, April, 1971)j P* 17»

^Ibid.. p. 22.
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position of the Mexican American in the history of the ac­
culturation of the foreign born. It then analyzes the ef­
fects that retention of Spanish has had on the Mexican Ameri­
can socially, economically, and educationally.

This part of the study is especially important be­
cause among the large minority racial groups in the Unlx,-̂ d 
States, unquestionably the least has been written about the 
Mexican American. Articles, scholarly studies, and essays, 
not only are few but often are in obscure sources. Until 
the decade of the I960's it was difficult to secure informa­
tion on this important ethnic group. For most Americans the 
Mexican American is a relatively little known group; it is 
no coincidence that Samora's book bears the title La Raza: 
Forgotten Americans; Heller's study, Mexican American Youth; 
Forgotten at the Crossroads; Sanchez's major work is titled 
Forgotten People: and the N.E.A.'s Tuscon study "The Invis­
ible Minority."

Furthermore, the problems presented in this part of 
the study will not disappear with time. Leaders in the South­
west now recognize that maintaining a rapidly increasing 
Mexican American population with low status as a group and 
poor education represents a serious threat to societal sta­
bility. While such a population may have served the old 
rural Southwest well, presenting no threat to the social 
equilibrium, its persistence at present contributes to many 
undesirable and unsettling conditions.



For a long time to come there will be two distinct 
linguistic and cultural groups in South Texas. Assuring 
this is the gross difference in standards of living as be­
tween the United States and Mexico, with the lowest socio­
economic groups in South Texas earning many times more than 
what they would earn in Mexico. Mexicans will find some way 
lo gel across the border, and some way to work, legally or 
illegally, for wages low enough to compete with domestic 
labor. They will live in areas and in dwellings in which 
Anglos refuse to live, and will create large populations in 
these areas by following the dictates of their culture and 
their religion. They will necessarily communicate among 
themselves in Spanish, and radio broadcasters will tell them 
in Spanish where to buy their food and clothing. Many will 
migrate too often for their children to get full benefit of 
the schooling offered them. And when they finally step out­
side this process and into something like middle-class life, 
there will be other Mexicans waiting to take their places

The second division of this study. Chapter III, ex­
amines the school programs in South Texas and evaluates them 
in terms of teaching the Spanish-speaking child to speak 
English. Until very recently no special attention was given 
to the Spanish-speaking child. He was presented the same

7jane MacNab Christian and Chester C. Christian, Jr., 
"Spanish Language and Culture in the Southwest," Language 
Loyalty in the United States, ed. by Joshua A. Fishman (The 
Hague; Mouton & Co., 1966), pp. 313-31^*
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program that the English-speaking child received. In recent 
years enormous political pressure has been placed on the edu­
cators in Texas to better assimilate the Mexican American.
The federal government has recently made available financial 
assistance to develop special school programs for the Mexican 
American. In the late 19^0's a number of Texas districts 
began experimenting with preschool ESL (English-as-a-Second- 
Language) programs. Most Texas schools now provide some 
form of remedial program to improve the ability of the 
Mexican American in the language arts. However, the over­
whelming majority of reading or language-arts remedial pro­
grams are not substantially different from those for "slow"

Q
learners of the general population. Since 1964 a few pilot 
programs have introduced bilingual teaching into the schools 
of South Texas. These and other special programs are ex­
amined and evaluated as to their pertinence in teaching the 
Mexican American child to speak English well.

The third division of this study is devoted to the 
psychological concepts involved in the teaching of English as 
a second language. Many psychological theories are used to 
explain the process of learning a first or second language, 
but two principal methods of teaching language have been 
prevalent in modern educational literature; the direct method 
and the structural method. This study reviews the methods of 
teaching a second language and from them and from the

^Carter, p. 156.
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psychology of language acquisition projects theoretical In- 

plications lor teaching pronunciation ol English to the 
Spanish-speaking child.

The fourth division of this study, in Chapter V, pro­
vides for the "average" teacher an instructional program of 
contrastive English-Spanish phonology, morphology, and in­
tonation pattern. The purpose is to help equip the class­
room teacher to meet the problem of the Spanish "accent."
If the problem is to be met "it must be done by the class­
room t e a c h e r . " 9  This training combines what is generally 
thought of as speech-correction techniques for developing new 
skills in the manipulation of the vocal mechanism— with a 
knowledge of the structural characteristics of English and 
Spanish sound systems.

Second language learning requires a change in pat­
tern of intonation, stress, rhythm, in addition to changes 
in the distinctive sound units called phonemes. Thus, the
child with a so-called foreign accent can be said to possess

10"deviations in articulation, voice, and symbolization."
These language patterns are habituated reactions which have 
been acquired in an intimate cultural setting. The explana­
tion for a foreign dialect is to be found in the differences 
in the sound systems of the two languages. The teacher of

9carlos Calderon, "Put Accents on Speech Error," The 
Texas Outlook (February, 1959)) P* 26.

^^Fred M. Chreist, Foreign Accent (Englewood Cliffs, 
New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 196^), p. xv.
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Spanish-speaking children should be competent to compare the
sounds of the two languages for similarities and for dif- 

11ferences. Sound discriminations "should be started as
1 Psoon as the Spanish-speaking child enters school."

In spite of the arbitrariness of speech sounds and 
word combinations, the fact that language has system makes 
work with foreign accent possible. Though the Spanish­
speaking child may seem to interject his language system 
randomly into English, it is possible to study his produc­
tion and to show that his mistakes are not random at all.
The systematic comparison of his language and English will 
make it possible to understand his substitutions, distor­
tions, omissions, and additions of sounds. To evaluate the 
foreign language problem, the teacher should have at hand a 
comparison of the "segmental" phonemes of the two languages, 
a list of the variations or individual features of the two 
languages, a chart of the arrangements or distributions of 
these phonemes in each language, and a knowledge of the in­
tonation, rhythm, and stress patterns of each language.

 ̂̂ Jesse J. Villarreal, "Foreign Dialect," Bulletin of 
the National Association of Elementary School Principals,
XXIV (November, 1950), 68.

^^Charles C. Fries, Teaching and Learning English as 
a Foreign Language (Ann Arbor, Michigan; The University of 
Michigan Press, 19^5)j P* 3*
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Rationale for Study 

Granted the significance for educating the Mexican 
American, the primary rationale for this particular study is 
that this subject area of concern is the most neglected in 
the school systems of South Texas. Dr. Villarreal, Chairman 
of the Speech and Hearing Department of the University of 
Texas, demanded as early as 1950 that the classroom teacher 
must be trained in bi-lingual phonetics. He stated that 
there were generally two classes of elementary teachers in 
the schools of Texas: those of Mexican American descent who
were products of the schools of Texas and still had Spanish 
accents and those of Anglo descent "who usually speak adequate 
English but have no knowledge of the Spanish language. Nei­
ther is competent to teach speech to the child who has 
Spanish for his first l a n g u a g e . S i n c e  the problem of 
Spanish dialect is so vast in these areas, speech therapists, 
where the schools have them, will not even try to touch it. 
Furthermore, few therapists are trained to handle Spanish- 
English language problems. Dr. Villarreal summed up the 
problem when he stated that "Spanish foreign dialect is the 
rule rather than the exception.

Carter in his comprehensive survey of the educational 
system of Texas found that the correction of Mexican American 
accents represents an "area of remediation being attempted on

^3villarreal, "Foreign Accent," p. 68.
^̂ Ibid.
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a very limited s c a l e . "^5 Only a few educators consider this 
much of a problem. Carter says that "few seem to recognize 
that accented speech can be a severe stigma operating to the 
social and economic detriment of Mexican Americans."16 Like­
wise, Dr. Calderon has long stressed that standard English 
is essential and possible for Spanish speakers provided that 
"teachers recognize the problem and use correct instructional 
procedures."^7

Limitations of Study 
This study is basically limited to the systematic 

analysis of the contrasts between the sound systems of 
English and Spanish. There is no specific intent to con­
sider the grammatical structures of English and Spanish.
They are only considered inferentially in the stress, rhythm, 
and intonation patterns. There is also no specific intent 
for the study of teaching semantics.

The system of phonetic transcription in this study 
is limited to the International Phonetic Alphabet. Kenyon 
and Knott’s A Pronouncing Dictionary of American English is 
used as a reference for Standard American English.

Sources of Material 
The sources of the material in this study are of ne­

cessity varied and interdisciplinary. Especially helpful in

1^Carter, p. I6l. I6lbid.
^^Calderdn, "Put Accents in Speech Errors," p. 26.



11
the background area were Fishman’s Language Loyalty in the 
United States and his Bilingualism in the Barrio. Other in­
sightful works in this area are those by Dr. George I.
Sanchez, Professor of Latin American Education, and Dr.
Hershel T. Manuel, Professor of Mexican and Latin American 
History, both of the University of Texas. Under a research 
grant from the Hogg Foundation, Professor Manuel has worked 
since 1958 researching the Spanish-speaking children of 
Texas. Of particular interest to him is the problem of the 
persistence of Spanish and the Spanish accents which he feels 
greatly handicap Spanish-speaking children. Two history 
professors from the University of Texas at El Paso have con­
tributed important works to the Southwest Studies series:
Los Chicanos: An Awakening People by John Haddox, and
Mexican-Americans : A Handbook for Educators by Jack D.
Forbes. Other useful works are Carey McWilliams' The Mexicans 
in America: A Student's Guide to Localized History; Julian
Nava's Mexican Americans: A Brief Look at Their History; and
William Madsen's Mexican Americans of South Texas.

For influences on the persistence of Spanish in the 
Mexican American subculture, research projects are primarily 
used. Two reports from the Texas Education Agency, two re­
ports from the survey made by the United States Commission 
on Civil Rights, the Coleman Report, and the HEW Title VI 
Report provide an excellent cross section of statistical ma­
terial. Two recent books are very valuable: Thomas Carter's
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Mexican Americans in School; A History of Educational 
Neglect was written after a two year research of Texas edu­
cation; Grebler, Moore, and Guzman's The Mexican American 
People is the culmination of four years of careful research 
of the Mexican American people in the Southwest.

In the area of the special programs for teaching the 
Mexican American child Carter's book provides a good sum­
mary. The two reviews by Professor Theodore Anderson of the 
Foreign Language Education Center of the University of Texas 
is a reliable in-depth source of information. Dr. Anne 
Stemmier's report on the experimental approach to the teach­
ing of English to Spanish speaking students in the San 
Antonio schools provides a valuable source of information, 
particularly for the experimental work done in teaching 
sounds. Numerous reports and evaluations of the Head Start 
Program furnish insights into the teaching of English to 
pre-school children. Finally, the survey by Grebler, Moore, 
and Guzman is an excellent source of statistical reports.

In the area of psychological theory the Monograph 
Series on Language and Linguistics is especially helpful. 
Some of the theorists consulted for this area include Ling, 
Bruner, Piaget, Carroll, Jakobovits, Chomsky, Gaardner, 
Lambert and his associates at McGill University, Lado, 
Lenneberg, Haugen, Weinreich, McNeill, Jenkins, Macnamara, 
Brown, Hayes, Bellugi, Miller, Skinner, Mowrer, Osgood, and 
Gardner.
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The principle source for the contrastive analysis of 

the sound syste iS is the Center for Applied Linguistics. 
Works used to i ithenticate material used in English-Spanish 
phonology included the following authors: Bowen and Stock-
well, Bronstei.’i, Pike, Trager and Smith, Lade, Fries,
Van Scoy and Di vis, and Wise.



CHAPTER II 

RETENTION OF SPANISH IN THE SOUTH'/JEST

The study of language maintenance and language shift 
is concerned with the relationship between change or stabil­
ity in habitual use, on the one hand, and ongoing psycho­
logical, social or cultural processes, on the other hand, 
when populations differing in language are in contact with 
each otherJ These relationships have antecedent and con­
current influences that help define the demonstrable conse­
quences of this contact with respect to habitual language 
use. It is with these antecedent and concurrent influences 
of the retention of Spanish in the Southwest and the result­
ing consequences that this chapter is concerned. The chapter 
has two principle divisions: First, the socio-historical
overview explains the "uniqueness” of the Spanish-speaking 
subculture in the Southwest. Further, this section analyzes 
the Mexican American subculture in terms of Fishman's accul­
turation process in order to explain the present retention of

1 Joshua A. Fishman, Language Loyalty in tne United 
States (The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1966), p . .
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Spanish. Also Included is a brief examination of the oorro- 
lal.itai between povert.\ in the Mexican American subcnitaro ruici 
the lack of English speaking skills.

The second division of this chapter, failure in 
schools, seeks to examine the degree to which schools in 
Texas succeed in educating the Mexican American student. The 
first focus is on four measures of school-controlled educa­
tional outcomes: school holding power, reading skills, grade
repetition, and overageness. The second focus is on the 
possible psychological effects of an English-oriented school 
on the Spanish-speaking child and the psychological disorien­
tation of Mexican American youth as expressed in gang lan­
guage.

Socio-Historical Overview 
Spanish, like all languages, simultaneously pre­

serves and is carried by a distinctive culture. It serves 
to set apart the societal group which adheres to it. For 
nearly four centuries the Spanish-speaking group in the 
United States has maintained much of its original character, 
but it has suffered many hazards of fortune during its
residence in the Southwest. The status and nature of its

2language reflect these circumstances.

Jane MacNab Christian and Chester C. Christian, Jr., 
"Spanish Language and Culture in the Southwest," Language 
Loyalty in the United States, p. 280.
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Spanish-speaking people have been in the Southwest 
for over 365 years. The villages north of Santa Fe, New 
Mexico, founded in 1598, are among the oldest settlements of 
Europeans on the mainland of what is now the United States.
The New Mexico settlement, followed more than a century later 
by those in Texas (San Antonio in 1718) and almost two cen­
turies later by those in California (San Francisco in 1776), 
represent a colonial effort by Spain which left an indelible 
imprint upon the history and culture of the Southwest.3 Still 
more important, that colonial thrust left people there, from 
California to Texas, whose descendants constitute a part of 
the group that are now referred to, very loosely, as Spanish­
speaking .

The colonial hispanos were not culturally homogeneous. 
The nuevo mexicanos, having arrived in the region as early as 
1598, were different from the californios and the texanos who 
arrived much later. The date of migration and settlement, 
geographic isolation, natural resources, the number and kind 
of Indians among whom they settled and mixed, resulted in 
not one Spanish-speaking people but several, each with dis­
tinctive cultural personalities.

Until about the middle of the nineteenth century, 
the Californios, the nuevo mexicanos, and the texanos went

^George I. Sanchez, "Spanish in the Southwest," Edu­
cating the Mexican American, ed. by Henry Johnson and 
William J. Hernandez (Valley Forge, Pa.: Judson Press,
1970), p. 29.
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their separate cultural ways, held together only lightly,

T

first by the tenuous link with Spain, and later for a brief 
time by the uncertain rule of independent Mexico. The an­
nexation of Texas and the occupation of the rest of the 
Southwest by the United States changed the course of human 
affairs in this region. But the change was a slow one, un­
planned and haphazard. The United States did not have the 
social institutions, the cultural knowledge, or the time to 
carry out an effective program of acculturation among her 
new citizens. With the United States preoccupied with the 
Civil War and Reconstruction, the new states and territories 
were left to shift for themselves and the Spanish-speaking 
people of the Southwest remained Spanish-speaking and cul­
turally isolated.^

However, other things being equal, time alone might 
have had sufficient influence. In due course, the hispanos 
could have become full-fledged Americans. However, not only 
were the social institutions inadequate for the task, but it 
soon developed that changing conditions made it impossible 
for time alone to bring about the assimilation of these 
colonial people. After 187O the southwestern scene changed 
rapidly. The coming of the railroad opened up new economic 
fields. The region ceased to be the "Wild West"; it became 
instead a land of opportunity.

^Sanchez, "Spanish in the Southwest," p. 48.
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These developments, in themselves, did not hinder 
the process of acculturation. On the contrary, they should 
have gone far toward aiding it, just as analogous develop­
ments farther east quickly made Americans of the heteroge­
nous masses that thronged to America from Europe during the 
late nineteenth century.^ However, in addition to the fact 
that southwestern developments were based largely on rural- 
life activities and on the production of raw materials in 
contrast to the urban industrial in the East, this area was 
sparsely populated and, insofar as the "American Way" was 
concerned, culturally immature and insecure. Worse still, 
the Southwest had to turn to Mexico principally for its labor 
supply. As a consequence, the region, already suffering from 
cultural polarity, added to its problems by importing thou­
sands of Mexican families and again postponed the time for 
acculturation of its Spanish-speaking population.^

Even thus enlarged by immigration from Mexico, the 
Indo-Hispanic group probably could have been assimilated had 
the Southwest taken time to think out its cultural issues 
and to attack its increasingly complex socio-economic prob­
lems, particularly those of this ethnic minority. Virtually 
no thought was given to the educational, health, economic, 
or political rehabilitation of these Spanish-speaking people. 
After 1910 the opportunity had passed. Until then the issues

^Fishman, p.
^Sanchez, "Spanish in the Southwest," p. ^9*
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and problems were probably still of manageable proportions; 
they were now to grow beyond all hope of quick solution.^

The Mexican Revolution of 1910-1920 and World War I 
combined to bring many more thousands of Mexicans to the 
Southwest. Large numbers came as displaced persons, driven 
across the border by the Mexican Civil War. Even more people 
came as contract laborers, recruited by the trainload to 
work in the beet fields of Colorado, the gardens and groves 
of California, the cotton fields of Texas, the copper mines 
of Arizona, and even the iron works of Chicago, and the coal

omines of West Virginia.
After World War I the tide of immigration continued 

through the prosperous 1920’s; it was stopped and reversed 
during the depression. When the extreme need for manpower 
arose during World War II, literally hundreds of thousands 
of contract workers were brought from Mexico. The mutual 
agreement between the governments of Mexico and the United 
States whereby these large numbers of workers, later called 
braceros, were recruited in Mexico and brought under contract 
to the United States, was so successful from the standpoint 
of the employers that braceros continued to be imported until 
196*+. This practice caused considerable unrest among the 
native Mexican Americans and other migratory laborers who 
felt strongly that "foreigners" were taking jobs which

?Ibid.. p. 51. Qlbid.. p. 52.
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;-.huulil have heon theirs.^

Ail daring the 19'+0's, I950's and 1960's the stream 
of Mexican inmigrations continued. The first restriction 
came in the immigration quota legislation which went into 
effect in 1968. However, this quota law does not markedly 
affect the numbers of Mexicans coming to this country, for 
up to 120,000 a year, plus wives and children of citizens, 
may still enter. In addition, illegal entry continues and 
constitutes a major problem for the immigration department 
and the border patrol.

In summary, the above overview outlines the general 
reasons for the "uniqueness" of the Mexican American in the 
acculturation pattern of this country. Two points are evi­
dent. The Southwest, more by omission than commission, has 
failed to assimilate its Spanish-speaking citizens into the 
"American Way" of life. It is also apparent that the con­
tinued influx of Mexicans into the Southwest keeps the prob­
lem of acculturation constantly in the foreground. Profes­
sor Manuel sums up the situation as follows:

The year-by-year addition of an immigrant popula­
tion to the resident Spanish-speaking population, 
together with the geographical continuity of the South­
west and Mexico, is a condition of significance to 
education and the public welfare. For an indefinite

9john H. Burma, (ed.), Mexican-Americans in the 
United States (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Scherikman Publish­
ing Co., 1970), p. XV.

^OWilliam Madsen, Mexican-Americans of South Texas 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 196^), p. 28.
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future this area will have a large first generation and 
second generation of Spanish-speaking immigrants.

There are, however, more specific reasons for the unusual 

persistence of Spanish in the Mexican American subculture, 

particularly in South Texas, which has the most staggering 

problems in the Southwest.1^

Texas was never so isolated from foreign influence as 
New Mexico or even California. Like California, it was set­
tled too late in the Spanish period of rule to develop a 
characteristic subculture as happened in New Mexico, and so, 
too late to prevent the submergence of the Spanish culture 
and language under American influences. The numbers of 
Americans who flooded into east and central Texas overwhelmed 
the earlier Spanish population and forced it into a subordi­
nate role. This was less true of South Texas or in the El 
Paso region, though Anglo-American political supremacy ulti­
mately flowed into these areas too and destroyed many Spanish 
patterns. It remained for the twentieth-century migration 
from Mexico to repopulate Texas with a large proportion of 
Spanish-speaking p e o p l e . S p e c i f i c  cultural facts keep the

11Hershel T. Msuiuel, Spanish-Speaking Children in the 
Southwest (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1965),
p. 19.

I^Texas Education Agency, Report on the Educational 
Needs of Migrant Children (Austin, Texas: Texas Education
Agency, 1962), p. 2.

^^Christian and Christian, "Spanish Language and 
Culture in the Southwest," p. 285.
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Mexican American in South Texas culturally Mexican and lin­
guistically Spanish.

Fishman's studies in language loyalty in the United 
States show that language assimilation is usually accomolished 
by the second generation; definitely by the third. Fishman 
states that the typical immigrant to this country shifts in 
language use as he gradually penetrates into increasing n’om- 
bers of spheres (or domains) when the new language is de­
sirable or necessary. In the first stage of acculturation in 
the United States, English is used in a few spheres, such as 
work and official situations where the mother tongue cannot 
be used; in the second stage, immigrants not only use English 
in an increasing number of spheres, such as neighborhood 
stores, social contacts, and other community spheres, it 
begins to creep into casual conversation; in the third stages 
there is a maximum overlap between language and spheres of 
life. The children become acculturated in school, have friends 
outside their language unit, and bring English into the home, 
which usually requires that the parents ultimately use English 
in the home. In the final stage, English has almost entirely 
displaced the mother tongue.

Mexican Americans depart from the typical immigrant 
pattern of succession through these stages in one or two

^^Joshua A. Fishman and John E. Hofman, "Mother Tongue 
and Nativity in the American Population," Language Loyalty 
in the United States, ed. Joshua A. Fishman (The Hague:
Mouton & Co.; 1966), p. 37.
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generations for a variety of reasons, and these reasons are 
rooted in their qualities as a minority in our society. Most 
immigrants from Mexico are well down on the economic scale 
when they come to this country. They are, in the main, un­
skilled or semi-skilled laborers, dissatisfied with condi­
tions in Mexico, hoping that in the North they can improve 
their lot, and many times planning to some day return to 
Mexico.1^

In South Texas, these immigrants, speaking no English, 
move into barrios, colonies, vecinos, "language islands" where 
they will hear only Spanish. Here they find little compulsion 
to learn English. The first stages of Fishman's language as­
similation process do not touch them. The labor agent who 
finds work for them will be more or less bilingual; the fore­
man or the work crew leader will be bilingual; the patron or 
politico who arranges any needed government business will be 
bilingual. If they go to work on a ranchito. the foreman and 
in most cases the owner are both bilingual. Most Anglo 
owners of ranches or grove developments are bilingual. Many 
of the ranchers close to the border are Mexican American.
The new immigrants will buy their groceries from a little 
store in the barrio where only Spanish is spoken and where 
they can run credit from one payday to another. If they go 
to church they will hear Spanish spoken, that is, if they go

I^Leo Grebler, Joan W. Moore, and Ralph C. Guzman, 
The Mexican-American People (New York: The Free Press,
T97O), p. M-28.
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to church in their barrio area, whether Catholic or Protes­
tant.^^

Fishman's stress on the "socializing" aspects of the 
acculturation process again does not fit the Mexican American 
in South Texas. Most of his "social" contacts will include 
the extended "family" or friends in the barrio. If he wants 
to see a movie, there are several available in Spanish, 
usually made in Mexico, in every "Mexiquita" section in every 
town, big or small in South Texas. If he is literate there 
are Spanish newspapers for him to read.^7

Probably the most influential medium is the radio. 
Spanish broadcasting accounts for 66 per cent of the total 
foreign language broadcasting in the United States and 86 per 
cent in the S o u t h w e s t . M a n y  radio stations on the Texas 
side of the border broadcast all their programs in Spanish. 
Most stations in South Texas broadcast some of their programs 
in Spanish. American companies pour substantial advertising 
money into the powerful stations on the Mexican side of the 
border. Mexican specialties put out by major American com­
panies (like Masa Harina, distributed by Quaker Oats), and 
producers of standard products like Pepsi-Cola make a special 
effort to capture the large Mexican American market.

16(}rebler, Moore, and Guzman, p. 488.
^7%bid.. p. 432.
^®Mary Ellen Warshauer, "Foreign Language Broadcast­

ing," in Language Lovaltv in the United States, p. 80.
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:;p;ini ch-lc'inguage television is also growing in iJonth Texas, 
wi th a network hooked in with a Mexican network and running 
two American stations (Los Angeles and San Antonio) and five 
border stations.  ̂̂

In summary, the Mexican American immigrant in South 
Texas does not as a rule fit into the normal pattern of ac­
culturation. He tends to live and function on this side of 
the border in a miniature Mexico. Certainly his assimilation 
is slowed by the subculture in which he lives. All of which 
adds to the persistence of the use of Spanish.

The last point to be considered in this section is 
the correlation between poverty and the language barrier. 
Throughout the long history of Mexican Americans, poverty has 
been their crucial problem. Mostly functionally illiterate 
(in English at least), they are often untrained in a skill 
saleable in the United States for more than a minimum wage. 
Because of their language handicap they are unable to function 
t.o full capacity in an alien culture. Because of these condi­
tions they are forced into the poorest jobs, and the Mexican
male in only a small proportion of cases is able to care for

20his usually large family above the poverty level. Grebler 
and his associates found a direct relationship between income 
and the proficiency in English of the Mexican American. In

^^Grebler, Moore, and Guzman, pp. 4^1 -k^]2. 
^^John H. Burma, p. xv.
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their survey of the Mexican American in Texas in 1968 they 
found that "linguistic competence— especially in English—  

varies by income within neighborhoods of similar ethnic com­
position. Even in the predominantly Mexican-American areas, 
upper-income people have far less trouble with English than

p 1lower-income respondents."
The Mexican American registers a far greater percent­

age of the poor than of the total population. Over half of 
the Spanish surname people in Texas (i960 census) had incomes

ppless than $3,000. In South Texas (1968) the median income 
for Spanish surname families was $2,200 a year. Starr County 
on the border had a per capita income (for all the population) 
of $53^ and Laredo, another border county, had $937» Galarza 
and his associates in their survey of South Texas found that 
"the inability to speak adequate English relegates the 
Mexican American to the poverty class.

In summary, the learning of a second language and the 
use of that language, while still imperfectly learned, as a 
tool for other learning place a heavy handicap on many 
Spanish-speaking children. Often added to this burden is the 
handicap of poverty. As pointed out, the average economic 
level of the Spanish-speaking people of South Texas is much

Grebler, Moore, sind Guzman, p. 4̂ 24-.
o p Manuel, p. 46.
^^Ernesto Galarza, Herman Gallegos, and Julian Samora, 

Mexican-Americans in the Southwest (Santa Barbara, California: 
McNally & Loftun. Publishers, 1969), P* 31*
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lower than that of the population as a whole. Children in 
this large poverty group have special educational needs be­
cause of the deficiencies of their homes.

Failure of the Schools 
A variety of factors influence a child's development 

and determine whether he will become a productive member of 
society and realize the full potential of his abilities. Of 
these, the experience a child has in school is among the most 
important. For Mexican American children, the experience af­
forded them by the schools is of critical importance in 
shaping the future course of their lives. For these children, 
the schools represent the opportunity to intervene in the 
cycle of failure and rejection which is so often their fate.^^ 
In order to fulfill such a function the schools must first 
enable the Mexican American children to succeed in their 
school environment. In South Texas, all second generation 
Chicanos speak some English, and some fourth generation 
Chicanos cannot converse in Spanish, but in general the Texas 
educational system functions far from perfectly for this 
ethnic group. The vast majority of Mexican American children 
who are subjected to the same program of education as

^^For a discussion of the greater importance of 
school factors to the achievement of minority children than 
to white Anglo children, see James S. Coleman, e_t al., Equal­
ity of Educational Opportunity. U.S. Department of Health, 
Education, and Welfare, 1966, p. 22.
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English-speaking children have been considerably less than 
successful

The United States Commission on Civil Rights made a 
comprehensive assessment of the nature and extent of the edu­
cational opportunities available to Mexican Americans in the 
public schools of five southwestern states. This report 
concentrated on the performance of schools as reflected in 
Li 1C acliieveraent of their pupils. The principal sources of 
Li 1C material in this report are the Spring 1969 Commission 
Survey of Mexican American Education and the Commission's 
tabulation of the Department of Health, Education, and Wei-

g Afare's Fall 1968 racial and ethnic education survey.
The Texas survey area demonstrates the poorest record 

of any of the southwestern states in its ability to hold mi­
nority students in school. The state's performance in keep­
ing Mexican Americans in school is especially poor. The 
average number of years of school completed for Anglos is 
(1968 survey) 10.8; for non-whites (mostly Negro), it is 8.1; 
but only '4-.7 years for persons of Spanish surname from 
Spanish-speaking homes in South Texas. The Commission esti­
mated that in 1968 there were about 200,000 Mexican Americans 
in grades one through six in the public schools of Texas.

^^Burma, pp. xvi-xvii.
^^The Unfinished Education: A Report of the United

States Commission on Civil Rights (Washington, D.C.: United
States Government Printing Office, October, 1971)? Report 
No. 2.
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A-.-v-ording lo the Commission, if the present rate of attrition 
eon l.i lines "ov(;r l'i0,000 of these Texas- yonngs tî rs will nev.r 
receive a high school diploma.

School holding power represents only a quantitative 
measure of a school’s effectiveness. It does not measure the 
quality of education the child receives nor does it indicate 
the quality of individual achievement. Reading achievement 
levels have traditionally been recognized as a means of de­
termining school achievement because ability to read is usually 
necessary to succeed and progress in other academic subjects. 
Moreover, a number of studies have shown that poor reading

28achievement and dropouts go hand in hand.
The Commission found that 51 per cent of Mexican Amer­

ican children in the fourth grade are reading below grade 
level; by the eighth grade 64 per cent read below grade level; 
and by the 12th grade, despite the fact that many of the poor­
est achievers have left school, 63 per cent of the Mexican 
American students are still performing below grade level in 
reading. The problem of severe (two or more years below grade 
level) reading shows I7 per cent of Mexican Americans in the 
fourth grade, and by the 12th grade 40 per cent of these

2?Report of the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, No.
2 ) P • 17*

^®See "American Education," HEW/OE, Washington, D.C.; 
January-February, 1970, p. 4. and "School Dropouts; Research 
Summary," National Education Association, Washington, D.C.:
1967, p. 15.
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students have severe reading retardation.

Grade repetition and its correlate, overageness for 
grade assignments, are two other ways in which school achieve­
ment can be measured. The Commission found that at all grade 
levels in Texas a large proportion of Chicano children "are 
two or more years overage for their grade l e v e l . T h e  Com­
mission also found a strong relationship between grade repe­
tition and low student achievement. The report explains 
that the State of Texas "which has the highest proportion of 
grade repetition for Mexican Americans in the first and fourth 
grades, also has 7^ per cent, the highest proportion, of 
Mexican American eighth graders reading below grade level.

Of special significance to this study, the Commission 
found high correlation between overageness, repetition of 
grades, and ability to read, to the language problem. The 
Commission's 1969 survey found that in districts that were 10 
per cent or more Mexican American over 50 per cent did not 
have sufficient English to enter the first grade. In Texas, 
grade repetition has become institutionalized. School dis­
tricts in Texas administer the Inter-American Test of Oral 
English to all entering first graders in order to determine 
their language readiness for the g r a d e . 32 if the student

^^Report of the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, No. 
2 , p. 2lf.

^^Report of the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, No. 
2, p . 36•

^h b i d . ^^Ibid.. p. 38.
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scores low on this test, he is placed in a pre-first grade 

class, and is thereby required to repeat the grade.

The supporting notion for the pro-first grade is that 
the Chicano child will learn sufficient English so that the 
next year he can compete with other children in an English- 
oriented first grade. Carter found in his South Texas survey 
that no special teacher training is required for these pre- 
i’irst grade teachers. In most cases the training represents 
only a repetition of the first g r a d e . F u r t h e r m o r e ,  separat­
ing the Spanish-speaking children from the English-speaking 
children, according to linguistic studies, contributes to the 
retention of the mother tongue; linguists have found that 
children are more influenced by their "peers" than by any 
other g r o u p . C o m p o u n d i n g  this effect, these children will 
probably have little contact with Anglo children until they 
reach high s c h o o l . T h e  HEW Title I survey of Texas schools 
in 1968 revealed that 57*7 per cent of Mexican American stu­
dents were in districts 50-100 per cent Mexican American en­
rollment. At the elementary level in South Texas, 70 per cent

^^Thoraas P. Carter, Mexican Americans in School: A
History of Educational Neglect (New York: College Entrance
Examination Board, 1970), p. 126.

^^Walt Wolfram, "Linguistic Assimilation in the 
Children of Immigrants," The Linguistic Reporter. XIV 
(February, 1972), 1.

-^Carter, p. 28.
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of all Mexican American pupils are in predominantly Mexican 
American schools.

In summary, in south Texas Spanish speakers suffer 
from their location at the bottom of the socio-economic scale; 
education is considered to be the solution to the problem of 
the Spanish-speaking people. The educational system in the 
past has not met the needs of these Spanish-speaking people, 
and they return to the bottom of the socio-economic scale 
with little English and not much Spanish. An educational at­
tainment of eight years or less is automatically bracketed 
wi 111 the occupational capability and income level of a manual
laborer.^7

That the present system of education in south Texas 
has forced the Spanish-speaking child into English oriented 
schools with serious psychological effects is a second major 
concern of this section. No real experimental work has been 
done on this subject, but several investigators have done 
survey work within the Mexican American school populations. 
Further, numerous conferences on the education of the Mexican 
American child have centered on this point.

The average Mexican American child comes to school 
speaking Spanish. However, Professor Manuel says that "most

^^Ethnic Isolation of Mexican Americans in the Public 
Schools in the Southwest; Mexican Education Study (United 
States Commission on Civil Rights. Washington, D.C.: Govern­
ment Printing Office, April, 1971)? Report I. p. 22.

37Burma, p. 3 9.
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npani sh-:;peaking children of the Southwest know nei ther 
I'jiCiioh nor Spanish well. Generally speaking, Lneir home 

language is a poor grade of Spanish."^® The average child 
may know some English but has used it infrequently. The lan­
guage of his childhood, his first years, is Spanish. His en­
vironment, his experience, and his very personality have been 
shaped by it. To understand how totally Spanish-oriented the 
background of the Mexican American child can be, consider the 
results of a study made by Burma in San Antonio in 1965- Six 
hundred Mexican American adults ranging from low to high eco­
nomic status were interviewed, and it was found that 71 per 
cent of husbands and wives spoke only Spanish to each other. 
Among the grandparents, 9^ per cent spoke only Spanish to 
their children, and 89 per cent spoke only Spanish to their 
grandchildren.39

Understandably, the child from this Spanish saturated 
environment, once embarked on his school career, finds him­
self in a strange and even threatening situation. The lan­
guage of instruction is English. Yet English, as Professor 
John Sharp expressed at the El Paso Conference on Education 
of Mexican Americans, may be "no less a foreign language to 
him than it would be to a child from Columbia or Argentina." 
According to Sharp, the child "suddenly finds himself not

3^Manuel, p. 117» 
393urma, p. 108.
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only with the pressing need to master an (to him) alien 
tongue, but, also at the same time, to make immediate use of 
it in order to function as a pupil. His parents, to whom he 
has always looked for protection can be of no help at all to 
him in his perplexity." Moreover, as a result of cultural 
and economic differences between English-speaking and Spanish­
speaking segments of his community, many of the objects, 
social relationships, and cultural attitudes presented to him 
in Iris lessons, though perfectly familiar to an Anglo young­
ster, lie beyond the Mexican American's home experience.
Dr. Sharp concludes that "accordingly, the problem of learn­
ing English is, for him, enormously increased by his unfamil­
iarity with what objects and situations the no less unfamil-

LlQiar words and phrases stand for."
Even in school with an almost total Spanish American 

enrollment— schools, which for all practical purposes, are de 
facto segregated— cextbooks and curricula used are usually 
the same as in schools with a large Anglo American majority. 
The subject material is taught in English from the first grade 
on up, and no classes specifically with English as a foreign 
language are offered. Operating under such unrealistic condi­
tions, conscientious teachers and administrators have done the

®John Sharp, Speech delivered before the Conference 
on Education of Mexican Americans, quoted in "The Invisible 
Minority," Report of the NEA-Tucson Survey; Department of 
Rural Education (National Education Association, Washington, 
DC., 1966), pp. 6-7 .
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best they could for the students. Subject matter is watered

L|_ idown and used as a means to teach English. During the two 
or three years of primary school while the pupil is acquiring 
a minimal knowledge of English, he falls seriously behind his 
English-speaking contemporaries in other phases of the cur­
riculum. This loss in subject-knowledge is seldom made up by 
the time he enters high school, where he finds himself unable 
to compete scholastically with his Anglo American school­
mates

Psychologists at the present time are probing the role 
of language in the intellectual development of children.
There is a shift away from a preoccupation with the accumula­
tion of information as a focus of learning to an emphasis 
upon basic p r o c e s s e s . C o g n i t i v e  theorists such as Piaget 
and Bruner^ have been particularly influential in this trend. 
Instruction in the native language assumes a particularly im­
portant role in the context of this newly formulated stress 
upon learning to learn as the major task of education for 
young children.

According to a cognitive view of early development.

Carter, Mexican Americans in School, p. 106.
^^Ibld.. p. 108.
^^Vera P. John and Vivian M. Horner, "Bilingualism and

the Spanish Speaking Child," in Language and Poverty, ed. by
Frederick Williams (Chicago; Random House, 19&7), P* 1^8.

li.kSee Jean Piaget. Six Psychological Studies (New
York: Random House, ^^67) and J. S. Bruner, Studies in Cog­
nitive Growth (New York: Wiley, 1966).
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much early learning consists of the reduction of ambiguity, 
the ordering of the "buzzing of confusion" that surrounds the 
child. The child imitates and discovers ordering devices; he 
groups events and people into classes; he learns to recognize 
regularities in time, sequence, and routines. Language plays 
a critical role in this process of creating subjective order 
in the life of the young child. Children, during the pre­
school days, develop a variety of ways to conceptualize the 
world around them. But between the ages of five and seven, 
children's use of the language accelerates; words become a 
medium of learning and problem solving. It is at this very 
age that the non-English speaking child is ordinarily con­
fronted with the demand to learn in English, and indirectly, 
to think in English. 5̂̂

Present educational practice does not meet the needs 
of poor children generally; but it is especially inadequate 
for the non-English-speaking child. The individual with 
foreign-language skills at school entry all too often leaves 
as an individual with poorer prospects than most, his native 
language destroyed or carefully closeted, and his second lan­
guage not well-enough developed to offer him even the narrow 
range of options open to the poorly educated monolingual.^^

This disorientation of the non-English-speaking child 
leads to a third major point of this section. From the

^^Vera John and Vivian Horner, "Bilingualism and the 
Spanish Speaking Child," p. l48.

^^Ibid.. p. 150.
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Mexican-American subculture a youth subculture has arisen.
Life in the Spanish-speaking family and neighborhood is so 
complete in itself that the child usually makes little con­
tact with Anglo society until he enters elementary school.
His emotional satisfactions so far have come from playing 
with children, not with toys. The disposition to value human 
relationships over material welfare is ingrained early. That, 
as a school child, he does not readily reject his old values 
and embrace Anglification is a source of never-ending amaze­
ment to school o f f i c i a l s .^7 Few educators realize that the 
Spanish-speaking child has never accepted the transcendent 
value of material goods and socio-economic success, and fur­
thermore, that he has received most of his personal gratifi­
cation from a world in which these are virtually unknown.

The elementary school child does not, of course, 
realize that he is rebelling against Anglo culture as a mem­
ber of the Hispanic culture. However, his identification is 
with the people who satisfy his n e e d s . B u r m a  states that 
many younger Mexican Americans, educated in Anglo-oriented 
schools, have not been able to relate in a positive manner 
toward either the north Mexican or Mexican-Anglo mixed cul­
tures, primarily because their parents have been unable to 
transmit effectively the Spanish language and Mexican heritage

^7christian and Christian, "Spanish Language and 
Culture in the Southwest," p. 311.

^®Ibid.



38
to them. At the same time the public schools have either at­
tacked or completely ignored that heritage and have attempted 
to substitute an often watered-down Anglo heritage. Burma 
says that "the youth subjected to this pressure have not ordi­
narily become Anglos, though, because of a feeling of being 
rejected by the dominant society (because of frequently ex­
perienced prejudice and discrimination) and by the schools 
(because the curriculum is so totally negative as regards their 
own personal and cultural b a c k g r o u n d ) .

Many such children reject both cultures. They often 
belong to clubs or gangs which use a language, an argot, which 
is understood neither by Anglos nor by their parents. Burma 
states that "these young people have frequently developed a 
mixed Anglo Mexican subculture of their own, based upon a di­
alect of Spanish heavily modified by an ingenious incorpora­
tion of English words and new expressions and upon 'gang' 
style of social organization."^0

Barker found it to be characteristic of Mexican Ameri­
can youths to organize into such groups, or to adopt the 
pachuco vocabulary and attitudes individually. Those who did 
not were considered not to "belong." He found one character­
istic of their attitude to be disdain of advancing on the 
socio-economic scale, planning for the future, or obeying the 
laws either of the land or of their parents. Their greatest 
value was placed on "present experience— the excitement of

^^Burma, p. 15* ^^Ibid.
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sex, drugs (there are at least l8 pachuco words for mari­
juana), and defiance of authority.

Even more pronounced disorientation of the Mexican 
American youth is found in the language of the Mexican Ameri­
can ghetto, Calo. This subculture language is best known, 
especially to social scientists, as the language of the 
Mexican American narcotics addict and prison inmate, but 
Alvarez says that its use is not indigenous to addiction and 
prison. The addict and inmate learned Calo as adolescents, 
and the old "secret" language of the gang became the language 
of the adult anti-social activity.

Calo is the "other" Spanish, the Spanish that is not 
taught in school but that is learned in the many neighbor­
hoods throughout the American Southwest. It was invented by 
the Mexican American youth subculture. Although some of the 
words are Spanish corruptions and some are Hispanicized 
English, the majority of terms are original in that, although 
a Spanish pronunciation is used, they exhibit no relationship 
to Spanish terms used for the same referents. For example, 
calco which means shoe in Calo is zapato in Spanish; vaisa 
which means hand in Calo is mano in Spanish. Somehow, certain 
combinations of vowels and consonants "sprang up" in the

C. Barker, An American Spanish Argot and Its 
Social Functions in Tucson. Arizona (Tucscn: University of
Arizona Press, Ï95'5)™ (Mimeographed)

George R. Alvarez, "A Paper Prepared for the inter­
national Conference on General Semantics," Los Altos, 
California, n.d. (Mimeographed)
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ghetto and were assigned, by consensus, to denote certain 
objects or events.

Calo consists mainly of substantives, verbs and ex­
pletives, and is used within a Spanish grammatical and lin­
guistic structure; yet, without a prior knowledge of the 
meaning of its terms, it is incomprehensible to a person 
speaking and understanding only vernacular or academic Span­
ish. Alvarez says that a typical conversation in Calo usu­
ally consists of about 20-80, the ratio of Calo terms to 
Spanish, and sometimes as high as 40-60.

Some of the terms are logical. For example, vato 
loco, literally "crazy guy" denotes the Mexican American who 
steals, "shoots dope," and spends some time in prison. The 
label implies a permanency of behavior and a prediction: 
once a Mexican American becomes a vato loco, he will continue 
to engage in those activities which fit the label. On the 
other hand, escuadre in Calo denotes a "square" or "law- 
abiding" person, and there is no grey area between the escuadre 
and a vato loco. You are one or the other, you can't be both. 
Furthermore, if a vato loco ever cooperates in any way with 
the duly constituted authorities, then he becomes a rela.je 
(informer); and not only can he never again become a vato 
loco, but he cannot even revert to being an escuadre.

This secret language of Mexican American youth is 
also a rapidly changing jargon. As its terms are learned by

^3Alvarez, p. 3.
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the out-group, the Mexican American in-group devises new 
terms which rapidly enter into common usage. Alvarez states 
that another way to insure secretiveness is by the use of 
high order abstractions to denote referents for which low 
order Calo terms would also suffice, depending on who is 
listening; heroin can be referred to as carga (heroin), la 
chiva (the thing), or madre (the mother).

The most distinguished characteristic of Calo is its 
connotative content or nature. The combination of phonemes 
and morphemes that comprise its principal terms are such that 
its utterance necessitates a low, harsh, and sometimes shrill 
delivery. It is predominantly a "snarl" language; it im­
plies, on the part of its users, an uncompromising attitude 
of anger, sarcasm, cynicism, and undifferentiated rebellion. 
The expletives chinga and pinchi, which are analogous to the 
English word "damn," are included, in their various forms, in 
almost every Calo utterance.

According to Alvarez Calo lacks abstractive differen­
tiation. The language lacks the capacity for enabling its 
users to make distinctions in the evaluation process. Many 
levels of abstraction are not differentiated; for example, a 
todo madre, literally "to all mother" can mean good, right, 
beautiful, and so on; vale madre, literally "it is worth 
mother," can mean bad, wrong, ugly, and so forth. It is in­
teresting to note that the use of madre, the Spanish word for

5^Alvarez, p. 4. ^^Ibid.
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mother, in the Calo terminology is perhaps indicative of the 
Mexican American's childhood. Being raised in a family cul­
ture where the mother is held to be sacrosanct is perhaps the 
cause of the use of the term madre in Calo as a designatory 
term for value judgments. Almost all value judgments in Calo 
are expressed in terms of the Spanish word madre.

In the Mexican culture one of the prevalent abstract 
sentiments is that of machismo. The term does not translate 
well. Burma says "it connotes virility, pride, and a self- 
concept of personal worth in one's own eyes as well as those 
of his p e e r s . T h i s  attitude has influenced Calo in many 
ways. The phrases vato de huevos (brave man) and vato firme 
(stoic or steadfast person) are the most complimentary terms 
in the Calo vocabulary; while the most derogatory are outo 
(homosexual), culero (coward), and rela.je (informer).

The conditions and attitudes of the Mexican American 
neighborhood are exemplified in Calo. There are many refer­
ences for which no Calo terms exist: for example, education,
religion, economics; such omissions indicate the relative im­
portance of these social institutions in the ghetto. Calo 
has terms for activities, such as eating (refinar), drinking 
(bistiar). fighting (chingazos) and dancing (borlotoar), but 
few terms that denote the experiences beyond the confines of 
the neighborhood. All types of work are denoted by the Calo 
terms cameo (from the Spanish word for camel) and jale (from

^^Burma, p. 23. '̂7Alvarez, p. 9*
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the Spanish word to pull). If a man works as a laborer in a 
construction gang or as a chemist in a research institute, 
within the Calo linguistic framework, he is still .ialando 
(pulling) or cameiando (cameling). Another Calo word for 
work is 1^ chinga (the damned activity).

Alvarez says that these influences on Calo are per­
haps indicative of the socio-economic stratification of the 
Mexican American community, but "if we likewise focus our 
attention on the high incidence of delinquency and addiction 
in the Mexican American community, we can perhaps deduce a 
reciprocal influence; the effect which Calo has on its 
user.

Sapir, Whorf, and Korzybski have contended that many 
cultural differences can be explained by noting the differences 
in the respective linguistic structures. In the case of the 
Mexican American youth subculture, it is not a difference in 
linguistic structure that is important, for Calo is used 
within the Spanish or Indo-European structure, but a differ­
ence in the nature or connotative content of the language that 
is significant.

Calo is a "snarl" language, and perhaps, since it be­
comes internalized during the formative and early adult years, 
may influence the cognitive processes of its users in future 
years. Certainly prolonged use of Calo could markedly distort 
the worldview of the user. The aggression, rebellion, and

^^Alvarez, p. 9*
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authority-defiance exemplified by many first generation
Mexican Americans can, perhaps, be traced to the use of Calo,
whose nature and connotations reinforce this behavior and
attitude. Definitely there is a high correlation between ex-

59tensive use of Calo and overt anti-social behavior.

Conclusion
This chapter was concerned with the antecedent and 

concurrent influences of the retention of Spanish in the 
Southwest and its resulting consequences. To accomplish this 
the chapter first gave a soeio-historical overview of the 
Spanish-speaking subculture of the Southwest. Analysis of 
the Mexican American subculture in terms of Fishman's ac­
culturation process was used to explain the retention of 
Spanish in the subculture. Also included was a brief exami­
nation of the correlation between poverty in the Mexican 
American subculture and the lack of English speaking skills. 
This chapter secondly focused on four measures of school- 
controlled educational outcomes to determine the adequacy of 
Texas schools for the Mexican American subculture: school
holding power, reading skills, grade repetition, and overage­
ness. Finally, this chapter examined the possible psychologi­
cal effects of an English-oriented school on the Spanish­
speaking child and the psychological disorientation of Mexican 
American youth as expressed in gang language.

59Alvarez, p. 11.



CHAPTER III

SPECIAL SCHOOL PROGRAMS FOR 
MEXICAN AMERICAN CHILDREN

The recent availability of federal financial assist­
ance has spurred Southwestern educators to develop special 
school programs geared to aid Mexican American children. The 
focus of this chapter is on those special school programs as 
they have developed in Texas. The chapter will divide them 
into two kinds, according to their focus on the child. The 
first, called compensatory education, is the remediation, re­
orientation, and remodeling of the children in order to make 
up (compensate) for their inadequacies when compared with 
other children in school. In other words, the rationale for 
the compensatory measures is to adjust the child to the school 
The second division includes the new Bilingual School approach 
which in essence changes the school to fit the children. In 
some schools, of course, these categories overlap, but gener­
ally the programs can be categorized according to whether they 
are intended to "adjust the child" or "adjust the school." 
Evaluation data on these programs are difficult to assess be­
cause of the absence in many cases of clearly specified

^5
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ol.Jeoti v*.-s and the lack of adequate instruments to measure 
.-(vdii uvt;i!i..'jiL in such young children. Most assessments have 
hoen made on a yicirly basis; few well-controlled longitudinal 
studies have been made. However, what evaluations have been 
made will be given here.

Compensatory Programs 
The implicit purpose of compensatory programs is to 

bring "disadvantaged" children up to a level where they can 
be reached by existing educational practices. Gordon and 
Wilkerson state that "it is not inappropriate that the pro­
grams of special education for the disadvantaged have been 
described as compensatory. They are attempts to compensate 
for and to overcome the effects of hostile, different, or in­
different backgrOi-nds. "̂  The unexpressed purpose of most 
compensatory programs is to make the disadvantaged children 
as much as possible like the kinds of children with whom the 
school has been successful, and the standard of educational 
success is "how well they approximate middle-class children 
in school performance."2

Compensatory programs have been initiated in the form 
of preschools in many Texas schools that have large concen­
trations of Mexican American Children. In Texas only a

1 Edmund W. Gordon and Dozey A. Wilkerson, Compensa­
tory Education for Disadvantaged Programs and Practices: 
Preschool through College (New York; College Examination 
Board, 1966), p. 159*

2lbid.
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very small percentage of districts provide free kindergartens; 
therefore, these preschool programs usually replace kinder­
garten and become the child's first school experience.

These preschool programs vary greatly. For the most 
part they are designed to improve the children's reading 
readiness, and to increase their verbal ability in general; 
some aim mainly to familiarize them with school materials or 
classroom procedures (how to listen to stories, march, and so 
forth). Many of the programs are geared to teach English as 
a second language. In the vast majority of these preschool 
programs the curriculum is drawn from the dominant culture, 
with perhaps just enough of what is assumed to be Mexican 
American culture, to encourage the child to feel c o m f o r t a b l e .3 

A few pre-first-grade classes are reported to tend toward a 
bicultural program but still emphasize the need to "prepare 
the child for school"; they draw curriculum from both cul­
tures.^

The necessity of teaching English to monolingual 
Spanish speakers has long been recognized as a prime objec­
tive. Many educators continually emphasize this as the single 
best way to improve Mexican Americans' achievement in school. 
Preschool programs for Mexican Americans stress language 
learning, sometimes as a stated objective and sometimes not.

3Thomas P. Carter, Mexican Americans in School: A
History of Educational Neglect (New York: College Entrance
Examination Board, 1970), p. 153*

^Ibid.
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They approach this goal "in diverse ways with widely differ­

ing degrees of competence."^

Preschool English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) programs 
have long been advocated, and there have been sporadic at­
tempts to implement them. In the late 1940's, Tireman, after 
finding Mexican American children in New Mexico to have vo­
cabulary ranges in Spanish equal to English-speaking child­
ren's ranges in their native tongue, developed a minimum 
English vocabulary list and used it in the pre-first-grade 
section of his experimental schools.^ Ulibarri reported ex­
cellent results. First and second grade children with a year 
of preschool language instruction achieved much better than 
the control group that had no such experience. Average IQ 
scores for the experimental group were raised almost thirty 
points in one year (from 66.01 to 95*92), while the control 
group gained only ten points.?

In the late 1950's a number of Texas districts began 
experimenting with preschool ESL programs. The LULAC (League 
of United Latin American Citizens) organization gave signifi­
cant impetus to such programs, establishing the "Little

5lbid.
^L. S. Tireman, "Bilingual Children," Review of Edu­

cational Research, II (June, 1941), 350-353* See also 
Tireman, Teaching Spanish Speaking Children (Albuquerque, New 
Mexico: University of New Mexico Press, 1954).

^Horacio Ulibarri, "The Effect of Cultural Differ­
ence in the Education of Spanish-Americans" University of 
New Mexico Research Study, 1958* (Mimeographed)
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Schools of 400" (named for the 400-word basic vocabulary 
taught).® In i960, the state supported additional programs 
with an allocation of $480,000. By 1963 the state was able 
to report that of the 16,532 children participating in the 
ESL pre-first-grade program in 1961 and 1962, 3,168 or about 
19 per cent were retained in the first grade for two years.
The remaining children were promoted at the end of the first 
grade. Of a control group of 10,8l7 first grade pupils who 
did not have the program, 8,870 repeated the first grade.9 
Reports relative to the influence of preschool ESL programs 
on the classwork of Mexican American children and their pro­
motion from first to second grade were almost universally 
positive. However, since no follow-up studies seem to have 
been made, it is difficult to determine the ultimate worth of 
these programs.

The ESL program represents a departure from regular 
school efforts. It usually provides more intensive and struc­
tured exposure and employs techniques associated with audio- 
lingual approaches. However, the content changes little re­
garding United States culture; the objective continues to be 
bringing the child into American culture.

®Hershel T. Manuel, Spanish-Speaking Children in the 
Southwest (Austin, Texas; University of Texas Press, 1965), 
p. 122.

^B. J. Kennedy, "Paper presented at Mexican-American 
Seminar," Texas Education Agency, 1963' (Mimeographed)

lOcarter, p. I63.
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With the passage of the Economic Opportunity Act in 

196^, Project Head Start programs sprang up in South Texas. 
These programs were summer school programs intended to prepare 
disadvantaged children for entry into the first grade. 
Pierce-Jones et concluded, after a most comprehensive 
evaluation of preschool projects in Texas that children with 
Head Start experience scored significantly above their first 
grade peers who had no preschool. Although these non-Head 
Start children were older than the Head Start children when 
tested, they had had about the same amount of formal school­
ing, yet the Head Start children consistently excelled them in 
intellectual performance. Teachers were asked to nominate 
any of the children in their first grade classes for "learning 
proficiency," "intellectual curiosity," and "potential educa­
tional failure." These teachers named children later identi­
fied as Head Start children for the first two attributes and

1 1significantly less often as "potential educational failures." 
However, the persistence of the changes apparently wrought in 
the disadvantaged population of children is at issue, because 
of lack of follow-up programs.

Carter in his survey of Mexican Americans in schools 
in South Texas found that most of these schools had some form 
of remedial program to improve the ability of these children

^1 John Pierce-Jones e^ al., Outcomes of Individual and 
Programmatic Variations among Project Head Start Centers,
Final Report Submitted to the Office of Economic Opportunity, 
Project Head Start (September, 1966), pp. 173-17^* (Mimeo­
graphed)
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in language arts. He states that "the overwhelming majority
of reading or language arts remedial programs for Mexican
American children are not substantially different from those

1 Pfor 'slow* learners of the general population." He con­
cluded that most remedial programs make little attempt to di­
agnose the individual's reading problems; few teachers have 
the skills necessary, and most materials are inadequate.
Most teachers of special reading classes use substantially 
the same teaching techniques and materials for Mexican American 
children as they use for Anglo children. He states that "al­
though Mexican American children can usually learn to verbal­
ize graphic symbols, they do not comprehend their meaning."^3 

Carter found that a major problem reported at all 
levels of schooling is the inappropriateness of text or other 
reading materials. The vast majority of schools at both ele­
mentary and secondary levels use traditionally acceptable 
standard materials. A few elementary schools are experiment­
ing with the Miami Linguistic readers, often referred to as 
the "Dade County Materials." These materials were originally 
designed for Spanish-speaking Cuban refugee children. One 
feature of the series is its cultural neutrality, which is 
accomplished by the use of cartoon figures of animals acting 
out more or less universal themes. Carter found these "cul­
turally fair" materials to stimulate the Mexican American

l^carter, p. 156.

13ibid.
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child to "create" especially "in the children's role-playing 
act, Lvities. "

The "bridge" programs for teaching Spanish to Spanish 
speakers emphasize Spanish as a linguistic bridge to English.
A research program with this linguistic bridge as its basis 
was inaugurated in the San Antonio Independent School District 
in 196't- under the direction of Thomas D. Horn of the Education 
DepartmenL of the University of Texas. This study was the 
first organized research on language development and reading 
wholly concerned with the educationally disadvantaged 
Spanish-speaking child in Texas. The primary purpose was to 
teach oral language using an intensive audio-lingual technique 
as the means of developing oral fluency in language as prepara­
tion for reading. The technique was to present orally, and at 
normal conversational tempo, question-answer dialogues incor­
porating the patterns to be learned. Generally, the dialogues 
to be devised were to move from simple to more complex lan­
guage patterns building logically one upon the other.

The content initially selected for developing fluent 
oral language was science-based material chosen because it was 
considered to be as "culture-fair" as was possible. The con­
tent did not reflect the value system of any particular 
social or ethnic group; the content was as difficult for

l^lbid., p. 157.
15Anne 0. Stemmier, "An Experimental Approach to the 

Teaching of Oral Language and Reading," Harvard Education 
Review. XXXVI (Winter, 1966), 4].



53
(tli.iIdreii J’rom one .social class or ethnic group as for children 
Ih'uüi ;ijiy uLiior class or group.

Die research sample consisted of 735 children from 
twenty-eight first grade sections in nine elementary schools 
of the San Antonio Independent School District. One require­
ment was that at least ninety per cent of the students in 
each section be native speakers of Spanish. (In fact, it was 
later determined that only one child in the entire sample was 
a native speaker of English.) Eighteen of these sections 
were to use the experimental lesson plans and teaching tech­
niques. Half of these eighteen sections would receive inten­
sive language instruction in Spanish, while the other nine 
sections would receive intensive language instruction in 
English. The remaining ten sections which were to be the con­
trol group were to be taught the science program without 
using the experimental lessons or the audio-lingual technique.

1 AAll groups were to receive basic English instruction.
Even prior to the experimental instruction, basic in­

adequacies of the Spanish-speaking children quite apart from 
the ubiquitous language problem were found through the pre­
testing program. Among the more striking were: (1) lack of
experiential background for the type of tasks appearing in the 
tests; (2) minimal attention span; (3) general unfamiliarity 
with fine motor activities (using a pencil, scissors.

I^Stemmler, "An Experimental Approach to the Teaching 
of Oral Language and Heading,"
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crayons); (^) minimal auditory and visual discrimination;

([)) appai'cnt lack of information (even using their native 

language) on topics which were presumably familiar to them 

(giving their own names, stating the composition of their 
families); (6) fear of, or apathy toward, the school environ­

ment; (7) general apathy toward the world around them; and 
(8) inadequacy in such cognitive tasks as classifying ob­
jects and following a sequence of test questions, even when 
administered in Spanish. Clearly, a tremendous gap existed 
between the abilities of the children and the abilities re­
quired for beginning reading.^7

The program was reorganized to emphasize the develop­
ment of self-concept and experiential cognitive concepts.
Pryor who evaluated the program in 1967 found that in one of 
the schools the children who were instructed in Spanish were 
clearly superior at the end of the year. In two other schools 
the children who were taught in Spanish were slightly better, 
and in the fourth school, there was no evidence to favor 
Spanish instruction. Pryor cautions that a "multitude of 
variables are present that may bias the findings; enough suc­
cess was demonstrated to warrant further experimentation."^® 
Anderson (1971) says that the "outcome fell short of the

Stemmier, Ibid.. p. 46.
1®Guy C. Pryor, "Evaluation of the Bilingual Project 

of Harlandale Independent School District," San Antonio 
(June, 1967). (Mimeographed.)
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ideal for it was difficult to find teachers who were both 
convinced of the value of Spanish as a medium of instruction 
and able to teach this varied subject matter in Spanish."19 
Anderson concludes that "great efforts have gone into evalu- 
ating the experiment, but results have not been gratifying." ^ 

In summary, it is apparent that most schools in Texas 
where there is a concentrated Spanish-speaking school popu­
lation are at least aware that a problem exists. Programs to 
"compensate" the Mexican American child are varied and dif­
ficult to evaluate. The testing of the "slum area" children 
in the San Antonio Project brings out statistically, for the 
first time in Texas, that educating the Mexican American 
child is not only a language problem. More serious research 
is needed in order to plan elementary programs for these 
children.

Bilingual School Approach 
There is widespread confusion about the objectives, 

techniques, content, and organization of school programs in­
volving foreign languages. The basic distinction between 
foreign or second-language teaching and bilingual school pro­
grams is rarely understood by school p r a c t i t i o n e r s . A

I^Theodore Anderson, "Bilingual Education: The Amer
ican Experience," Modern Language Journal, LV (November, 
1971), 429.

20lbid.
21 Carter, p. 162.
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foreign or second-language program involves the introduction 
of a language new to students into a classroom where it 3s to 
be learned essentially for its own sake. In a bilingual pro­
gram, two languages are used as media of instruction (car­
riers of curricular content). English as a Second Language 
(ESL), Foreign Languages in the Elementary Schools (FLES), or 
any other program to teach a new language to whatever group 
of children at any level, are second or foreign-language in­
struction programs.

The shift from the traditional school organization, 
based on a standard curriculum taught in English, to bilingual 
organization represents an extreme modification of the insti­
tution. Gaarder suggests there are two distinct types of bi­
lingual programs and two sets of reasons for implementing 
them. The reasons for adding the mother tongue as a teaching 
medium (for example, Spanish for Spanish speakers) are: (a)
to avoid or lessen scholastic retardation in children whose 
mother tongue is not the principal school language; (b) to 
strengthen the bonds between home and school; (c) to avoid the 
alienation from family and linguistic community that is com­
monly the price of rejection of one's mother tongue and of 
complete assimilation into the dominant linguistic group; and 
(d) to develop strong literacy in the mother tongue in order 
to make it a strong asset in the adult's life. The reasons 
for adding a second tongue as a teaching medium (for example, 
Spanish for English speakers) are: (a) to engage the child's



5/
capacity for natural, unconscious language learning; (b) to 
avoid the problems of method, aptitude, and so on, which 
beset the usual teaching of second languages; (c) to make the 
second language a means to an end rather than an end in it­
self; and (d) to increase second language experience without 
crowding the curriculum.

Gaarder differentiates between "one-way" and "two- 
way" bilingual schools. The San Antonio experimental project 
already discussed would be an example of Gaarder's one-way 
bilingual school. This study did not consider the San Antonio 
project a "real" bilingual experiment. The one-way are 
schools in which one group of children (for example, Spanish 
speakers) learn in two languages, either the national language 
or the mother tongue. A two-way school instructs children 
from two linguistic communities (for example, Spanish speakers 
and English speakers) in both languages, so that children from 
each community learn both their own and the other group's lan­
guage.22

The contemporary period of bilingual schooling was 
inaugurated in the Coral Way Elementary School, Dade County, 
Miami, Florida. Here in 19&3) was initiated in the first 
three grades a real bilingual program, supported by a grant 
from the Ford Foundation. The school population was about 
equally divided between English speakers and Spanish-speaking

PPBruce A. Gaarder, "Organization of the Bilingual 
School," Journal of Social Issues, XXIII (April, 19&7), 110.
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Cuban children. Parents were offered a choice between the 
traditional all-English program and bilingual program in 
which about half of the teaching would be done in Spanish by 
experienced Cuban teachers. All the English-speaking parents 
and all but a few of the Cuban parents opted for the bilingual 
program, and by the end of the first year the preference for 
the bilingual program was so nearly unanimous that it was not 
necessary to continue the all-English c u r r i c u l u m . ^8

During half of the school day subjects are taught in 
the pupils' native language— in Spanish to Spanish-speaking 
children by Cuban teachers and in English to English-speaking 
children by native American teachers. During the other half 
of the school day, the concepts which have been introduced in 
the native language are reinforced in the pupils' second lan­
guage. Once the children have acquired adequate control of 
the second language, concepts are introduced in the native 
language of the teacher regardless of the native language of 
the student. From the beginning the children are mixed on 
the playground at lunch, in music and art, and are free to 
speak either l a n g u a g e . I n  1968 Mabel Wilson Richardson 
[reported that] "the bilingual program was relatively as ef­
fective for both English- and Spanish-speaking subjects as

^^Anderson, "Bilingual Education: The American Ex­
perience," 428.

^^Ibid.. pp. 428-429.
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the regular curriculum in achieving progress in the Ian-

'J) Sgunge arts nmi in ar:i i.liii:etic .
The first school in Texas to initiate a completely 

bilingual program with the most radical modification of its 
school in the Southwest is that of Laredo, Texas. The United 
Consolidated Independent School district of Laredo in 1964 
initiated a locally supported bilingual program in all the 
first-grade classes of the Nye Elementary School, and in 1966 
extended the program to the other two schools of the district. 
Later, the program was extended through the first six grades.

United Consolidated has advanced on a number of fronts 
to reverse the high attrition rate among its Mexican American 
students. Some of these advances were formally planned ac­
tivities, such as bilingual instruction, and others were in­
formal outgrowths of planned activities. A two-phase program 
was established to solve the problem of the high Mexican 
American mental and physical withdrawal rate. Phase I is a 
series of attempts to salvage the overage and low-achieving 
Mexican Americans already in the upper elementary and second­
ary grades. Phase II is the bilingual program experiment to 
promote normal achievement and eliminate the problems that 
necessitate Phase I. In other words, much of Phase I is re­
medial, meant to overcome the problems traditional schooling

Z^Mabel Wilson Richardson, "An Evaluation of Certain 
Aspects of the Academic Achievement of Elementary Pupils in a 
Bilingual Program" (Coral Gables, Florida: University of
Miami, January, 1968). (Mimeographed.)
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has created, and Phase II is intended to accomplish radical 
adjustment of the curriculum and organization of the school. 
Activities toward these two objectives have been in operation 
since 196^.

Phase I, the "compensatory" program of the older stu­
dents, includes instruction geared to keep the child in 
school while remedying his academic deficiencies, training 
him for a useful and satisfying occupation or role in life, 
and maintaining or raising his self-respect. In order to fa­
cilitate student achievement, a number of strong programs 
have been developed. Activities in the field of art and 
music are reported to give students a sense of personal 
achievement and to make school rewarding. Achievement is 
thus encouraged and apparently realized in the areas that are 
not dependent on English language ability. In addition to 
such programs aimed to keep students in school. United pro­
vides about three periods a day in a language laboratory with 
a completely bilingual teacher who is able to reinforce the 
student's ability to operate in the English l a n g u a g e .

United's philosophy appears to be that such programs are not 
going to get these children into college but will substan­
tially aid them to live and function in American society. To 
function adequately they must be prepared to earn a living. 
The high school provides what appears to be an excellent 
building-trades vocational program; it is not a prevocational

2&Carter, p. 194.
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activity but is aimed to prepare students to enter certain 
crafts at least at tlie apprentice IcveJ.-/ Girls are pi ven 
homemaking and business training.

None of the Phase I programs in themselves are ex­
ceptional, but Carter reports that "some uiiknovn combination 
of factors appears to produce excellent results. The com­
bined efforts and enthusiasm of the school board, administra­
tion, and staff apparently encourage the kind of school 
social climate essential for the success of lower-class 
children."28

The Phase II bilingual program in the first through 
sixth grade is based on the idea that all children should be 
able to operate comfortably in two cultures. Stated pur­
poses include: (1) to provide all pupils with a better under­
standing of the nature of language; (2) to cultivate in each 
pupil a pride in his mother tongue and the culture it repre­
sents . . .  as well as a respect for the language and culture; 
and (3) to achieve a more complete liberal education.^9

In order to accomplish these objectives, bilingual 
instruction is organized through the first six grades with the 
intent to extend it through all the grades. English and 
Spanish are used equally and receive approximately equal

2?Carter, p. 195* ^Spbid.
29National Education Association, Department of Rural 

Education, "The Invisible Minority," Report of the NEA-Tuscon 
Survey on the Teaching of Spanish to the Spanish-Speaking 
(Washington, D.C., 1966), p. 16.
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treatment in the first grade. All teachers of the first grade 
are bilingual; in the other grades English monolinguals teach 
in English and bilinguals teach in Spanish and English. All 

subjects are taught in both languages at the first grade. 
Spanish and English are used interchangeably but never mixed. 
No predetermined content is taught in one language; the 
teacher uses both for all kinds of content and in all manner 
of classroom situations. Most of the commercially prepared 
materials in Spanish are from Mexico.

The program at United has not been formally evaluated. 
However, the staff is convinced that it is superior to older 
and more traditional a p p r o a c h e s . 30 Cruz-Aedo, the District's 
Director of Elementary Education, and Carter collected 
achievement and IQ data on each child who began the program 
in 196k and was still enrolled in 1967» Only forty-one such 
children were found, which attests to the high mobility rate 
of some of the population. The children were divided into 
three groups according to their language ability when they 
entered the first grade: Spanish monolinguals, English mono­
linguals, and bilinguals. The Spanish monolinguals were al­
most exclusively from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (child­
ren of agricultural workers); the bilinguals were generally 
from middle-class homes, all were of Mexican descent; the 
English monolinguals were almost all of middle-class back­
grounds. After analysis of the children's achievement and IQ

30carter, p. 196.
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scores, and observation in class, the following tentative 
conclusions were reached: (1) Only children who were bi­
linguals at school entrance retained any noticeable accent in 
English. The two other groups speak unaccented standard 
English and Spanish. (2) Total reading achievement (mean and 
median taken from the California Achievement test) for the 
Spanish monolinguals was slightly above normal at the first 
grade and slightly below grade-level norm at the second grade. 
Both English monolinguals and bilinguals were substantially 
above grade-level norms for both years. English monolinguals 
achieved better than bilinguals. (3) Median "total IQ" (from 
the California Test of Mental Maturity) rose from the second 
grade to the third for all groups. Percentage increase was 
not great for any group. Bilinguals showed the largest per­
centage i n c r e a s e . 31 The sample described above, of course, 
was entirely too small to make any firm conclusions possible. 
However, the high morale of the United schools is an impor­
tant fact.

Other schools in South Texas have instituted partial 
bilingual programs. Such schools as Del Rio, Del Valle, 
Edinburg, La Joya, McAllen, Mission, the Edgewood and 
Harlandale Districts of San Antonio, and Zapata have at least 
bilingual instruction in the first grades. With the passage 
of the federal Bilingual Education Act of 1968 many of these 
programs are at least partially federally funded. Thirty-two

31 Carter, p. 197.
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;;c;hoi)lG in Texar, were granted federal fimar, for I'-i ] Irigual 
r.ehools in

Anderson states that the obstacles to success of bi­
lingual programs are formidable. Perhaps the greatest of 
these is the doubt in many communities that the maintenance 
of non-English language programs is desirable. It has "not 

yet been demonstrated, however plausible it seems, that a 
Mexican American child can become literate in English best by 
first becoming literate in S p a n i s h . T h e  proper meshing of 

instructional materials has proved an almost insurmountable 
task. Probably the greatest obstacle is the lack of ade­
quately qualified teachers. Anderson says that the achieve­
ment of "quality" bilingual education programs "are handi­
capped by the lack of adequately qualified teachers and other 
personnel, by the shortage of adequate materials, by inade­
quate evaluation methods and instruments, and by the lack of 
conviction by many educators and communities of the desira­
bility of linguistic and cultural p l u r a l i s m . "34

Conclusion
This chapter focused on the special school programs 

for Mexican American children as they have developed in Texas 
The chapter divided these programs into two kinds, according 
to their focus on the child. The first section reviewed the

3^Anderson, "Bilingual Education: The American Ex­
perience," 435.

33ibid.. 4 3 6. 34ibid.
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programs that were mainly compensatory in nature; that is, 
programs generally remedial in character geared to reorient 
the Mexican American child to better compete in English-ori­
ented schools. The second section surveyed the new bilin­
gual approach which, if it is truly bilingual, changes the 
school to fit the child.

Evaluation of any of these programs is difficult due 
to lack of long range studies. However,^the fact that the 
problems in the schools have drawn attention and that educa­
tors and legislators are giving attention to them should en­
courage experimental studies that- may provide answers in the 
future.



CHAPTER IV

SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNING:
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

Presumably, many of the problems of teaching the 
Spanish-speaking child should be susceptible to interpré­
ta Li on relative to contemporary research and theory in the 
area of language acquisition. On the contrary, what this 
appeal to research and theory reveals is that the contempo­
rary picture appears conflicting and confusing.  ̂ However, 
if teaching procedures are to benefit from consulting 
theories and research, it is important to have some knowl­
edge of the various positions which they incorporate. 
Therefore, this chapter focuses on the current theories of 
language acquisition and their use in teaching a second 
language. The first section of this chapter reviews briefly 
the principal language acquisition theories advanced today. 
The second section reviews the various methods of teaching 
a second language: the traditional method, the structural

Harry Osser, "Biological and Social Factors in 
Language Development," Language and Poverty, ed. by 
Frederick Williams (Chicago: Markham Publishing Company),
p. 248.

66
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linguistics method, the audio-lingual habit method, the 

cognitive-code approach, and the most recently proposed 
"cognitive pruning" approach. The final section attempts to 
draw some theoretical implications for teaching the pronun­
ciation of English to the Spanish-speaking child.

Language Acquisition 
In contemporary psycholinguistics one point of view 

states that the child is "prewired" for language behavior, 
so that his linguistic abilities depend largely on the un­
raveling of maturational processes. This biolinguistic view
is supported by a number of linguists and psycholinguists,

2including, for example, Chomsky, Lenneberg, and McNeill.
The theoretical counterpart of their views appears in the 
work of Skinner and Mowrer^ who, in stressing the role of 
environmental, or social, factors argue that the child ac­
quires language by being reinforced for imitating the speech 
patterns around him. A somewhat different environmentalist 
position, which is neutral with respect to the controversy 
between the biolinguistic and empiricist positions over the 
origin of language behavior, is derived from the research and

2Noam Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax 
(Cambridge, Mass.; M.I.T. Press, 1965)* Eric Lenneberg, 
Biological Foundations of Language (New York: John Wiley &
Sons, 1967). David McNeill, "Developmental Psycholinguis­
tics," The Genesis of Language, ed. by Frank Smith and G. A. 
Miller (Cambridge, Mass.; M.I.T. Press, 1966).

^B. F. Skinner, Verbal Behavior (New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts, 1957)* 0. H. Mowrer, Learning Theory and the
Symbolic Processes (New York; John Wiley & Sons, I960).
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theorizing of the sociolinguists^ who are primarily inter­
ested in the role of social structural factors, such as 
social-class membership, type of family structure, and role 
relations between speaker and listener, on the use of lan­
guage in particular situations.

Environmentalist position
The traditional psychological approach to the lan­

guage acquisition process is to view it within the framework 
of learning theory. The acquisition of phonology is viewed 
as a process of shaping the elementary sounds produced by 
the infant through reinforcement of successive approximation 
to the adult pattern. Imitation of adult patterns is thought 
to be a source of reward to the babbling infant and repeated 
practice on these novel motor habits is thought to serve the 
function of stamping in and automatizing them. The result 
of this selective attention or reward by the parents is that 
those sounds which approximate the native language and are 
rewarded tend to increase in frequency while those which do 
not approximate the native language and are not rewarded 
occur less frequently, eventually disappearing.

From these elementary phonological habits the words 
of the language are thought to emerge through parental rein­
forcements. Accordingly the child can better control his

^Dell Hymes, "Models of the Interaction of Languages 
and Social Setting," Journal of Social Issues, XXIII 
(December, 1967), 10.
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environment by uttering words to which the par.-nts respond 
by giving the child what he wants, i'lie child 1 earns t.tu; 
meaning of words througJi a conditioning process wiiereby llic 
referents which the word signalled appeared in contiguity 
with the symbol thus establishing an association. The ac­
quisition of grammar is conceptualized as learning the proper 
order of words in sentences. Generalization carries a heavy 
theoretical burden in attempts to explain novel uses of 
words and novel arrangements of sentences. Perceptual sim­
ilarity of physical objects and relations, and functional 
equivalence of responses are thought to serve as the basis 
of generalizing the meaning of previously learned words. 
Similarly, generalization of the grammatical function of 
words is thought to account for the understanding and pro­
duction of novel sentences.5

Two aspects of this approach are important. First, 
the burden of language acquisition is placed on the environ­
ment; the parents are the source of input, and reinforcement 
is the necessary condition for establishing the habits. The 
child, considered passive according to some proponents, and 
active by others but primarily is a passive organism respon­
sive to the reinforcement conditions arranged by agencies in 
the environment. The second aspect is that sentences are 
conceived as orderings of words, arranged in sequential

^Leon A. Jakobovits, Foreign Language Learning 
(Rowley, Mass.: Newbury House Publishers, 1970), pp. 1-2.
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probabilities that can be learned, then generalized to new 

combinations. A general characterization of this overall ap­
proach is that the process of acquisition is from surface to 

base; (excluding Skinner) that is, the knowledge represented 
by language learning at all levels— phonological, semantic, 
syntactic— is based on the relations contained in the overt 
speech of the environment.

Biolinguistic approach
The biolinguistic approach is detailed by Lenneberg.

He proposes that language development is a function of matu- 
rational factors, and that human language is a species- 
specific phenomenon.̂  In support of this argument, Lenneberg 
refers to the parallels between language and motor development 
in children from twelve weeks to four years. His interpreta­
tion of this information is that there is a synchrony between 
the attainment of each language milestone and the development 
of particular motor skills. He states that there is no evi­
dence that the onset of speech is correlated with the initia­
tion of any special language training by the mother.

Lenneberg acknowledges the existence of individual 
differences in language ability, and he suggests that they 
relate to complex interactions between biological and social 
factors. He offers two interpretations of the frequent ex­
perimental findings that disadvantaged children exhibit

^Lenneberg, pp. 128-130.
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poorer language performances than middle-class children, 
speculating that such observed differences may be a function 
of nutritional factors, or due to the experimenter's inade­
quate sampling techniques.^

The linguist Chomsky maintains that the child's abil­
ity to produce and understand novel sentences can only be 
understood by assuming that he has an innate language capac­
ity. In particular, Chomsky posits the existence of a lan­
guage acquisition device or hypothetical set of innate mech­
anisms that permit the child to analyze incoming linguistic 
data and to produce messages. He further asserts that lin­
guistic principles are not learned at all, but are simply 
part of the innate conceptual capacities brought to the

Q
language-learning situation by the child.

Chomsky believes the child acquires language by dis­
covering its underlying system of grammatical rules. The 
processes characterized by the language acquisition device 
incorporates a built-in set of specifications for correct 
grammars, plus a testing capacity which permits the child to 
discover which particular grammar, from out of a small set 
of correct grammars, is appropriate for the language he is 
exposed to. The device receives a sample of the possible

^Ibid.. p. 136.
8Noam Chomsky, "The Formal Nature of Language," 

Biological Foundations of Language, ed. by Eric Lenneberg 
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 19&7), Appendix A, pp
437-^39.
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sentences in the language, and the child abstracts the rules 
of the language. Once the child has done tiiis, he can now 
go far beyond the particular sample of sentences he has 
heard, so that he can produce and understand novel sentences.

Though Chomsky asserts that the child inevitably ac­
quires the language of his culture, the role of experience 
in Chomsky's model of language acquisition is quite limited. 
The child uses language input solely to eliminate his false 
hypotheses about the rules of a language. This position as­
sumes that the child's only requirement for developing lan­
guage is exposure to a small amount of the language he is to 
learn. That which is defined as the language acquisition 
device provides him with a preknowledge of language univer­
sels, i.e., the rules and constituents which underlie all 
languages. The child's remaining task is to learn the 
unique rules of his own language. This is the reverse of 
the behaviorist model. Chomsky's model of language acquisi­
tion provides only a passive role for environmental or 
social factors whereas the child is assigned a very active 
role in his own language development.^

An extension of Chomsky's model in current acquisi- 
tional theory suggests that language is rule governed and 
somehow the child acquires and manipulates rules rather than 
specific sentences. The rule concept attempts to explain the 
creativity of the child— his ability to produce and

9lbid.
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understand unique utterances. For example, Brown and Bellugi 
note that the generative powers of such rule induction in 
children make it possible for them to understand and con­
struct sentences that they have never heard but which are 
nevertheless well formed, i.e., well formed in terms of gen­
eral rules that are implicit in the sentences the child has 
heard. Somehow every child processes the speech to which he 
is exposed so as to induce from it a latent structure. This 
latent rule structure is so general that a child can spin 
out its implications all during his life.^^

George Miller has also emphasized that such induced 
linguistic rules are known and followed implicitly even if 
the child is unable to verbalize the rule, which is usually 
the c a s e . H o w e v e r ,  with their rule governing theory. Brown 
and Bellugi postulate a three-step process in language acqui­
sition: the child imitates and reduces adult speech, the
adult expands and corrects the child's speech, and the child 
induces latent rules which can be extended to new situations. 
These steps interact to enable the formulation of rule struc­
tures for the creation of new utterances.1^ David McNeill 
reasons that such child rule structures are not merely an

I^Roger Brown and Ursulla Bellugi, "Three Processes 
in the Child's Acquisition of Syntax," Harvard Educational 
Review. XXXIV (Winter, 196^), 133-151*

George A. Miller, "Some Preliminaries to Psycho­
linguistics," American Psychologist. XX (1965), 17*

I^Brown and Bellugi, "Three Processes in the Child's 
Acquisition of Syntax," 1^0.
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abbreviated or distorted adult language but a unique first

1 \grammar, fundamental to a complete adult grammar. ^
In summary, though this is only a brief overview of 

language acquisition theory, it does point to the two posi­
tions. Environmentalists focus on the role of forces acting 
upon the child, i.e., external agents; whereas the "nativ- 
ists" stress internal mechanisms. These two viewpoints are 
in conflict but not necessarily irreconcilable. It is 
clearly possible to integrate these two models so that the 
coexistence of both social factors and biological factors in 
determining linguistic acquisition would be admitted. Ac­
cordingly, Vera John conjectures that the best of both theo­
retical positions are needed in teaching a second language. 
She proposes that young children's acquisition of phonology 
and vocabulary profit from "learning theory" methods of imi­
tation, association, and direct teaching, while syntactical 
growth probably will respond best by the child's exposure to 
well-formed sentences and then give the child room to create

i Llhis own.

Sociolinguistic position
Although the sociolinguists are not part of the

13David McNeill, "Developmental Psycholinguistics," 
The Genesis of Language, ed. by F. Smith and G. Miller 
(Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 1966), pp. 1-84.

^^Vera John, "Cognitive Development in the Bilingual 
Child," Monograph Series on Languages and Linguistics, No.
23 (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1970),
p . 62.
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language acquisition "discussion," their concern with how the 
child leai-ns the social uses of language is of concern to 
those who would seek an approach to a theory of educating the 
bilingual child. The sociolinguist finds that a considerable 
diversity exists in the way in which language can be used to 
meet needs demanded by individual social structures. Many 
of the central problems in developmental sociolinguistics 
are summarized in one statement: in addition to the child’s
acquisition of the structural rules of his language, he must 
also learn another set of rules which refer to when he should 
speak and remain silent, and which linguistic code he should 
use and to whom.  ̂̂

The major theoretical work in developmental socio­
linguistics is by Bernstein. He contends that linguistic 
output, or certain kinds of output, are not as highly valued 
in some subcultures and in some family structural types as 
others. Bernstein describes two general kinds of linguistic 
codes, the restricted and the elaborated that are correlated 
positively to social subgroups. The habitual restrieted-code 
user usually comes from a lower social class, and by contrast 
to the predominantly elaborated-code user is quite limited in 
the range of his possible selections from the total population 
of lexical and structural options.^^

^^Dell Hymes, "Models of the Interactions and Social 
Setting," 10.

^^Basil Bernstein, "A Sociolinguistic Approach to
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Hess and Shipman tested and supported Bernstein's 

theorizing: They analyzed the content of mothers' communi­
cation to their children, where the mothers came from dif­
ferent social-class backgrounds. Findings indicated that 
whereas the middle-class mothers tended to give their child­
ren informationally adequate messages with occasional sup­
portive statements, the lower-class mothers, by contrast 
tended not to be explicit and conveyed very little informa­
tion in their messages

In summary, then, the environmentalist position is 
sharply differentiated from the nativist with regard to re­
mediation of the language problems of the disadvantaged or 
the bilingual. To begin with, the environmentalist position 
usually assumes that such problems actually exist, and that 
observed social-class differences are not totally explain­
able by Lenneberg's nutritional deficiency or to faulty 
sampling techniques. The environmentalist position, in ad­
dition, implies that language behavior can be changed by de­
veloping appropriate training procedures. It is the case,
however, that so far most research has been concerned with

1 ftdiagnosis of problems rather than with their remediation. °

Socialization," Language and Poverty, ed. by Frederick 
Williams (Chicago: Markham Publishing Company, 1970), p. 26.

^^R. D. Hess and Virginia C. Shipman, "Early Experi­
ence and the Socialization of Cognitive Modes in Children," 
Child Development. XXXVI (Spring, 1965)j 869-886.

^^Harry Osser, "Biological and Social Factors in 
Language Development," p. 260.



77
Methods of Second Language Teaching 

Kelly has noted that the field of second language 
teaching has had some ideas recur in cycles over and over 
again down through h i s t o r y . I n  the last hundred years or 
so the réintroduction of old ideas and the appearance of new 
ones have taken place at a rapid rate, with frequent, con­
comitant, and occasionally confusing changes in second lan-

20guage teaching. Furthermore, at the present time there is 
again a great influx of ideas that may lead to widespread 
changes in the future.

For many years second languages were mostly taught 
by a method based on the assumptions that (1) language is 
primarily and basically graphic— which resulted from cen­
turies of classical language studies; that (2 ) the main pur­
pose of second language study is either the acquisition of a 
tool for literary research or the development of the learner's 
logical powers; and that (3 ) the process of second language 
learning is deductive. These are the general assumptions 
from which the traditional ("grammar- translation") method 
was derived. The teaching procedures for the traditional 
method are generally as follows: (1) The language skills
given importance are writing, with listening and speaking

19bouis G. Kelly, 25 Centuries of Language Teaching 
(Rowley, Mass.: Newbury House Publishers, 1969)? PP* ix-x.

^^Hector Hammerly. "Recent Methods and Trends in 
Second Language Teaching," Modern Language Journal. LV 
(December, 1971)? ^99*
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introduced at an advanced stage. (2) Pronunciation is re­
ferred to on the basis of spelling and native language sounds 
Advanced pronunciation is usually offered in an advanced 
course after the language has supposedly been mastered.
(3) Grammar is taught through the memorization of rules, 
which are then applied deductively and practiced in trans­
lation exercises. (4) Vocabulary is emphasized from the be­
ginning and is taught by means of bilingual word lists. The 
native language of the learner is used almost exclusively as 
the door to the second language; emphasis is given to the

pisimilarities of the two languages.
In the late l800's and early 1900's reaction began 

in Europe against the traditional method. This reaction was 
based on the assumptions that (1) language is both oral and 
graphic; (2 ) the main purpose of language learning is com­
munication, and (3 ) the process of second language acquisi-

pption must be inductive. These are the assumptions that 
underlie the development of the "direct method" which in 
general reversed the procedures of the traditional method.

Many versions of the direct method have been and are 
still being used, but in general the procedures include the 
following: Listening and speaking are the language skills
stressed, but reading and writing are usually presented with

^1lbid.. pp. 499-^00.
22see "Backgrounds of Modern Language Teaching: 

Sweet, Jesperson, and Palmer," by Steven Darian, Modern 
Language Journal. L I U  (December, 1969), 5^5-550.
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them. Pronunciation is taught by imitation only without 
rules, explanations or drills and usually without the aid of 
transcription. Grammar is taught by imitation only, without 
rules, explanations or drills, and without definite order of 
presentation. Vocabulary is emphasized from the beginning 
and an attempt is made to convey the meaning of words with­
out reference to the native language, that is through the 
use of objects, pictures, and actions. The use of the native 
language of the learner is usually discouraged and in some 
cases forbidden in the classroom.^3

In its extreme form the direct method constitutes an
attempt to imitate the process whereby a child learns his

oh.native language; however, Lenneberg and others state that 
the child's optimum language learning period is from twenty- 
one to thirty-six months and that the child is in fairly good 
control of his language when he enters school. Therefore, 
there is no way of repeating the first "imprinting" period. 
Carroll says that the direct method is indirect in the sense 
that It does not take advantage of a number of time-saving 
shortcuts available in the second language learning process, 
such as, for example, the ability of the older learner to 
understand and verbalize in the native language second

23Hammerly, "Recent Methods and Trends in Second 
Language Teaching," ^00.

^^Lenneberg, p. 138.
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language grammatical patterns and semantic relationships.^^

Long exposure to the direct method can result in 
habit formation and in the ability to converse (or read) 
fluently; however, due to the lack of overt structural or 
semantic understanding and of semantic drill work, language 
skills tend to be developed very slowly. In their extreme 
or pure forms the traditional and the direct method repre­
sent, in terms of second language process, the two ends of 
the spectrum— total reliance on deduction vs. total reliance 
on induction. It would seem, though, that neither extreme 
is justified, since neither deduction nor induction has been 
demonstrated to be inherently superior in second language 
learning.

During World War II an urgent need to impart second 
language communication skills to a large number of government 
personnel emerged. The traditional method seldom resulted in 
fluency, and the direct method could result in communication 
skills, but much too slowly. The task of developing a new 
approach was given to a group of structural linguists working 
under the aegis of the American Council of Learned Societies. 
These scientific linguists followed the assumptions that (1) 
language is primarily and basically oral, (2 ) the main pur­
pose of second language learning is communication, and (3 ) 
the second language learning process is more efficient if the

^^John B. Carroll, The Study of Language (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1953)» p. 1&9.
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student can rely on both induction and an overt understand­
ing of language patterns and meanings and if the teaching 
materials are based on careful analysis of the contrasts be­
tween the language to be taught and the language of the 
learner.

Although these structural linguists have been reluc­
tant to say that they developed a "method" and refer, at 
most, to a "linguistic approach," it seems obvious that when 
similar materials are produced and similar teaching procedures 
are used for dozens of languages a method has been developed. 
For lack of a better term, this method may be called the 
"structural linguists' method." Its procedures, which have 
evolved considerably, are as follows : The oral language
skills are stressed throughout, with the development of the 
graphic skills being delayed until an oral foundation has 
been established. Pronunciation is taught by means of mim­
icry (and since the mid-fifties orally-based pronunciation 
drills), with explanations, the corrections of errors, and a 
transcription aid. This method relies on team teaching.
One member of the team is a "native informant," an educated 
native speaker of the language who serves as linguistic 
model, pattern drill master, and conversation leader for a 
small group of students. The other member of the team is an 
academically-trained linguist who follows the progress of 
several groups of students and visits their classes in order 
to give explanations and answer questions.
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Grammar is taught by a combination of induction and 

deduction, that is, by means of oral grammatical pattern 
drills and explanations as needed. In printed form, the 
grammatical explanations were placed as "summaries of be­
havior" at the end of pattern drill sections ; this practice, 
however, seems to have been due less to the belief in in­
duction than to the need of discouraging grammatical dis­
cussions between students and linguistically-untrained 
native informants

Vocabulary is not emphasized early in the program 
and is taught in linguistic context— that is, within sen­
tences within dialogues— with native language sentence 
equivalences. The native language is used as little as pos­
sible but as much as necessary. The native language is not, 
however, the door to the second language. Emphasis is given 
to differences rather than similarities between the two lan­
guages .

The term "mim-mem" has been used, mostly in a derog­
atory manner, to refer to the early form of the structural 
linguists' method; but "this term seems unfair, since mim­
icry and memorization were only some of the activities per­
formed under the direction of one of the members of the 
teaching t e a m s . I n  a number of ways, however, this method

^%ammerly, "Recent Methods and Trends in Second 
Language Teaching," p. 501.

27lbid.
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is balanced; it is, for example, more or less in the center 
of the deduction-induction spectrum and far from the ex­
tremes on the question of the use of the native language.
This method also appears to be scientific to a certain ex­
tent, since the science of linguistics is called upon in the 
preparation and presentation of teaching materials based on 
a contrastive analysis of the two languages involved and on 
drill work on the points of interference.

Habit formation with overt structural understanding 
of grammar depends on how well the instructor builds the 
bridge between mechanical language work, such as the memo­
rizing of dialogues and the performance of pattern drills, 
and the free use of the language. Unfortunately, very few 
teaching materials provide this essential bridge-building 
practice; most leave it up to the imagination of the teacher 
who may or may not be adequate to the task.

During the late 1950's a group of language teachers, 
most of them direct methodologists, adopted in varying de­
grees some of the procedures used by the structural lin­
guists, and these various combinations of direct and lin­
guistic methodology came to be known as a new method. Its 
three main assumptions are that (1) some of the proponents 
considered language primarily and basically oral, while 
others thought of it as both and about equally oral and 
graphic; (2 ) the main purpose of language learning is assumed 
to be communication; and (3 ) most proponents of this method
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seem to have considered that second language learning is 
primarily inductive. This is the combination of basic as­
sumptions found in the early "audiolingual method."

In its procedure the early audiolingual method shows, 
as in its assumptions, that it has been influenced more 
strongly by direct methodology than by linguistics. Most 
proponents of this method think that the development of oral 
skills should precede that of graphic skills. Pronunciation 
is taught primarily and exclusively by imitation, an obvious 
direct method practice. Proof of this is the lack of pro­
nunciation drills and transcriptions in the early audiolin- 
gual textbooks for secondary schools. Grammar is taught pri­
marily by oral pattern drills and induction. The individual 
teacher could change the order of or discourage the giving 
of grammatical explanations by not offering them or by re­
stricting them to brief discussion at the end of each drill 
section or even at the end of a whole unit.

Vocabulary in the audiolingual method is not empha­
sized early and is taught in linguistic context with native 
language sentence equivalents appearing somewhere in the ma­
terials but usually avoided in class by directly-oriented 
teachers. The native language is scarcely used (by some 
teachers not at all). The procedural unity of this method 
did not last, however, so that soon it was possible to speak 
of several "schools" of audiolinguists and by the mid­
sixties just about anything was being done under the banner
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of audio-lingnalism For example, some very traditional 
textbooks became "audiolingual" almost overnight by the 
simple device of adding a "few dialogues and making a few

pQpoor tape recordings available.
However, the "audio-lingual habit theory," which is 

more or less "official" today has the following principal 
ideas: (1) that since speech is primary and writing is sec­
ondary, the habits to be learned must be first of all dis­
crimination responses and speech responses; (2 ) that habits 
must be automatized as much as possible so that they can be 
called forth without conscious attention; (3 ) that the auto­
matization of habits occurs chiefly by practice, that is, by 
repetition. The audio-lingual habit theory has given rise 
to a great many practices in language teaching, such as the 
language laboratory, the structural drill, and the mimicry- 
memorization technique.

Another major theory of second language teaching in 
use today is the "cognitive-code" theory. According to this 
theory, learning a language is a process of acquiring con­
scious control of the phonological, grammatical, and lexical 
patterns of a second language, largely through study and 
analysis of these patterns as a body of knowledge. Carroll
calls it a "modified, up-to-date grammar-translation 

29theory."  ̂ The theory attaches more importance to the

^^Ibid.. p. 502.
^^John B. Carroll, "The Contributions of Psychological
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learner's understanding of the structure of tlic foreign lan­
guage than to his facility in using that striiciuro. it Is 
believed that if the student has a proper degree of cogni­
tive control over the structures of the language, facility 
will develop automatically with use of the language in 
meaningful situations.

The opposition between these theories can be illus­
trated by the way they would deal with the findings of con­
trastive linguistics. According to audio-lingual habit the­
ory, information about the differences between the learner's 
native language and the target language is of use to the 
teacher in planning drills and exercises, because it would 
pinpoint the difficulties of the student. However, it would 
confuse the student who needs only to imitate the foreign 
language sounds and patterns until by practice he masters 
them. According to cognitive code-learning theory, on the 
other hand, the differences between the native language and 
the target language should be carefully explained to the stu­
dent, so that he may acquire conscious control of the target 
language patterns.

Two research projects have attempted to determine 
which method of teaching a second language produced superior 
results. The Pennsylvania Project had as its major focus 
the in-field comparisons of three different foreign language

Theory and Educational Research to the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages," Modern Language Journal- XLIX (May, 1965)? 278.
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teaching methods for beginning and intermediate French and 
German classes at the high-school level: (1) "traditional":

(F) "fnnctional skills" (essentially, the "audio-lingual ap­
proach as broadly defined within the profession); and (3) 
"functional skills plus grammar" (similar to the "functional 
skills" approach but specifying the use of grammatical ex­
planations by the teacher as a supplement to the regular 
audio-lingual procedures). Since controversy has long been 
waged between the proponents of traditional and audiolingual 
techniques on the relative merits of these approaches, re­
sults of this large-scale study were eagerly awaited by the 
profession. The major conclusion reported was that after 
two years of "traditional," "functional skills," and "func­
tional skills plus grammar" instruction there emerged no 
significant differences in student achievement in listening 
comprehension, speaking, and writing— and slight superiority 
of the "traditional" group in r e a d i n g . 80

The other experiment was conducted at the University 
of Colorado by a research team consisting of George Scherer, 
a foreign language professor, and Michael Westheimer, a psy­
c h o l o g i s t . 81 The experiment contrasted an audio-lingual 
habit method, largely based on the audio-lingual habit

80John L. D. Clark, "The Pennsylvania Project and 
the 'Audio-lingual vs. Traditional' Question," Modern Lan­
guage Journal. L I U  (May, 1969), 388.

81 George A. C. Scherer and Michael Wertheimer, A 
Psycho-Linguistic Experiment in Foreign-Language Teaching 
(New York:McGraw-Hill, Inc., 196^).
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theory, with a bilingual, grammar-translation method of Lho 

traditional sort, based on some varicl.y of the cognitive 
code-learning theory. After two years, the audio-lingual 
group was slightly ahead in speaking ability, and the tra­
ditional group was slightly better in writing ability, but 
the two groups did not differ at all in listening and read­
ing. On the whole, the average differences between the 
groups were small; small enough, at any rate, to suggest 
that it "does not make any difference whether one uses the 
audio-lingual method as opposed to the traditional grammar- 
translation method.

In the newest projected model, Brown outlines "a cog­
nitive model of learning to which proposals could be made 
for second-language teaching methodology and eventually a 
substantial theory of second-language learning. This cog­
nitive model is based on David Ausubel's theory of "subsump­
tion" in human learning. An overview of Brown's argument 
can be given in six steps: (l) rote learning is a mecha­
nistic process peculiar to only a small fraction of human 
learning; (2 ) meaningful learning, an efficient conceptualiz­
ing process of organization, is characteristic of most human 
learning ; (3 ) retention, or long term memory, is the crucial

32carroll, "The Contributions of Psychological The­
ory and Educational Research to the Teaching of Foreign Lan­
guages," 279.

33r . Douglas Brown, "Cognitive Pruning and Second 
Language Acquisition," Modern Language Journal, LVI (April,
1972), 218.
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determiner of whether or not something has indeed been 
learned; (4) retention of material rotely learned is ex­
tremely inefficient since forgetting involves a selective 
"cognitive pruning" procedure arising out of a need for cog­
nitive economy, a procedure which actually enhances reten­
tion; (5) in an activity such as second-language learning, 
which is conducive to meaningful learning processes, maxi­
mal retention could be achieved by means of efficient sub­
sumption and pruning procedures.

Brown explains that "meaningful learning may be de­
scribed as a process of relating and anchoring new material 
to relevant established entities in cognitive structure.
He conceives of cognitive structure as a system of building 
blocks; meaningful learning units become "blocks in the al­
ready established categories or systematic clusters of 
blocks. This conception is not unlike the process of nucléa­
tion in physics, used by Pike in an analogy to language 
learning.35 Pruning, in Brown's theory, is the elimination 
of unnecessary clutter and a clearing of the way for more 
material to enter the cognitive field. Using the building- 
block analogy, a structure made of blocks is seen as a few 
individual blocks, but as "nucléation" begins to give struc­
ture a perceived shape, some of the single blocks achieve

^^Ibid.. 219.
IK
"^Kenneth L. Pike, "Nucléation," Modern Language 

Journal. XXXXIV (May, I960), 291-295-
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less and less identity in their own right, and become sub­
sumed into the larger structure. Finally, the single blocks 
are lost to perception, or "pruned" out, and the total struc­
ture is perceived as a single whole without clearly defined 
parts. An important aspect of the pruning stage of learning 
is that subsumptive forgetting, or pruning, is not haphazard 
or chance— it is systematic.

The existence of a hierarchy in cognitive organiza­
tion implies the possibility of organizing language curricula 
according to such a hierarchy. However, several problems 
still remain! First, psychologists do not know, especially 
at early "nucléation" stages, exactly how subsumption occurs 
in human learning in general, much less in second language 
acquisition in particular. While meaningful learning of all 
kinds is certainly facilitated linguistically, it is not 
clear whether language acquisition should be explained in 
terms of the acquisition of added subsumers, the reshaping of 
existing subsumers, or perhaps some other cognitive change. 
Also, the "meaningfulness" of hypothetical grammatical rules 
is yet to be determined; it can only be assumed that semantic 
processes out of which grammatical rules may emerge are of 
prime importance in that they clearly relate to cognitive 
functioning.3^ Cognitive "hierarchy" teaching has exciting 
possibilities for second language teaching, but until it is

^^Brown, "Cognitive Pruning and Second Language Ac­
quisition," 221.
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better researched and understood, it is only a "possibility" 
in the future.

In summary, from the two major research projects in 
second language learning, it would seem that no one method 
has been proven superior to another. Carroll points out 
that neither the audio-lingual habit method nor the 
cognitive-code method "is closely linked to any contemporary 
psychological theory of learning." He states that the 
audio-lingual theory "has a vague resemblance to an early 
version of a Thorndikean association theory, while the cog­
nitive code-learning theory is reminiscent of certain con­
temporary Gestaltist movements in psychology which emphasize 
the importance of perceiving the ’structure' of what is to 
be learned, without really relying on such movements.
However, there are implications in learning theory and in 
the teaching methods reviewed here that have implications 
for teaching English pronunciation to Spanish-speaking stu­
dents .

Theoretical Implications 
One of the major principles of learning theory is 

that children acquire their language from those around them. 
This is major in the environmental theory and implicit in the 
nativist theory. This has implications for the Spanish-

^^Carroll, "The Contributions of Psychological The­
ory and Educational Research to the Teaching of Foreign Lan­
guages," 28c.
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speaking child. For him to acquire English he should be 
with those who speak English. To speak English well, he 
should have good models. Of particular importance, the 
teachers of the Spanish-speaking child should speak clearly, 
and without confusing dialect variations.

From the body of knowledge that has accumulated in 
the study of verbal learning, several points are of import­
ance to second language teaching. (1) The frequency with 
which an item is practiced per se is not as crucial as the 
frequency with which it is contrasted with other items with 
which it is confused. Thus, the learning of sounds in "pat­
tern practice" drills, though valuable in training tongue 
positions, would be improved if instead of simple repetition 
there is a constant alternation among varied patterns.

(2) The more meaningful the material to be learned, 
the greater is the facility in learning and retention. This 
is one of the areas where the audio-lingual habit theory has 
received criticism. The users of the method tend to play 
down meaningfulness in favor of automaticity. In the case of 
Spanish-speaking children, the more the material for practice 
can be adapted to their cultural understanding, the more 
likely it is to be accepted and retained.

(3) Other things being equal, materials presented 
with visual accompaniments are more easily learned than com­
parable materials just presented aurally. Even though the 
objective of teaching may be the attainment of mastery over
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the auditory and spoken components of language behavior, an 
adequate theory of language learning should take account ol‘ 
how the students handles visual counterparts of the auditory 
elements he is learning, and help to prescribe the optimal 
utilization of these counterparts. Use of mirrors for the 
child to see what he is doing, printing the woras using games 
to project the ideas of the sounds, for older students the 
use of phonetic transcriptions, and other visual symbol 
systems can immeasurably improve sound acquisition.

(M) Allied to the last point, but important for it­
self, is the idea that in learning a skill, conscious atten­
tion to the critical features of the skill and understanding 
of them will facilitate learning. This principle is largely 
ignored by the audio-lingual habit theory. This practice 
implies that in teaching pronunciation, explanation of neces­
sary articulatory movements are helpful, and in some cases of 
student inability to make a sound with which he is not fa- 
mliiar from his own language is the only way. Of particular 
importance, a principle from verbal learning theory should 
be remembered; when the child purposefully or accidentally 
hits upon the correct sound, reward should be heaped upon him. 
As when the mother conditions the sounds of the small child, 
the teacher should condition correct pronunciation with 
pleasurable signs of recognition. Errors should be pointed 
out but not belabored. Correctness should be made rewarding.

(5) The more kinds of association that are made to
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the item being taught, the better is learning and retention. 
The audio-lingual method of teaching in most cases is very 
weak in this accepted verbal learning theory principal. All 
senses may be used to fortify the teaching of a sound, not 
just the auditory sense. An experiment carried out at the 
Army Language School in Monterey, California^® demonstrates 
the dramatic elements that can be used in language teaching. 
They use actual motor performances involving the item to be 
learned. For example, the student learns the meaning of the 
foreign word for jump by actually jumping. Language teaching 
becomes a sort of physical exercise both for the students and 
for the instructor whose actions they imitate.

A similar experiment was conducted at San Jose State 
College in which all instruction in German was carried out by 
physical interpretation by the students. The experimental 
group at the end of the eight-week instruction period were 
vastly superior to the control group who had been taught by 
conventional methods.

Asher presents three critical elements in the way 
children learn their first language that give clues to "cre­
ating a powerful strategy to learn a new language." The 
first element is that listening is far in advance of speak­
ing. For instance, Asher cites the example of a child who 
cannot produce more than one-word utterances, yet he

38james J. Asher, "Toward a Neo-Field Theory of Be­
havior," Journal of Humanistic Psychology. IV (Fall, 196^),
85-94.
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demonstrates perfect understanding when an adult says, "Pick 
up your truck and bring it to me!"

Not only is listening critical, according to Asher, 
but children acquire listening skill primarily through an 
intimate relationship between language and the child's body. 
Utterances, usually commands from adults, are used to ma­
nipulate the orientation, location, and locomotion of the 
child's entire body. Finally, Asher contends that listening 
skill may produce a "readiness" for the child to speak. He 
states that "a reasonable hypothesis is that the brain and 
nervous system are biologically programmed to acquire lan­
guage, either the first or the second, in a particular se­
quence and in a particular mode. The sequence is listening 
before speaking and the mode is to synchronize language with 
the individual's body."39

Conclusion
In summary, these are a few examples of theory- 

derived principles that may be of help in planning programs 
for the teaching of the pronunciation of English to the 
Spanish-speaking child. It is obvious from the conflicts 
within acquisition theories and the conflicts between teach­
ing methods that there is no one answer to the problem. How­
ever, if teachers are well trained in the target language and

39james J. Asher, "Children's First Language as a 
Model for Second Language Learning," Modern Language Journal. 
LVI (March, 1972), 133-136.
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have a functional knowledge of the native language of the 
child, they can find principles of learning theory to guide 
them. If one does not work, since children vary greatly in 
innate abilities in language acquisition, the teacher can 
always try another. The important thing is to be knowl­
edgeable and flexible.



CHAPTER V 

ENGLISH-SPANISH PHONOLOGY

Each language has a set of selected sounds, patterns, 

and arrangements developed in the course of its historic de­

velopment. The native speaker of a language acquires his 

language naturally and internalizes it without consciously 

knowing how he does it. However, when this individual ac­

quires a second language, because of the arbitrariness of 

sound selection, he may have difficulty in producing and 

using some of the sounds in the new language. The terms 

"linguistic noise" and "interference" are used to indicate a 

reduction in efficiency of the communication process caused 

by language competition or overlap. However, because lan­

guage has system it is possible to understand the patterns 

of that system and to study those parts of the pattern car­

ried over into the second language. That is the concern of 

this chapter.

This chapter focuses on the sound systems of English 

and Spanish. It is intended to produce a simplified and ab­

breviated version of English phonetics and contrastive points 

in Spanish phonetics that can be used in a course of Speech

97
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for the Classroom Teacher for prospective teachers who have 
no Spanish language background and a limited knowledge of the 
sounds in the English language. The chapter is divided into 
three sections. The first part includes a brief discussion 
of the structure of sound systems to show that the sounds 
that an individual chooses when he speaks are in general pre­
scribed by the rules of the language he speaks. The second 
part includes a description of the sounds of English, con­
sonants, vowels, and diphthongs, and shows in each instance 
of the sound the Spanish contrast. The third section briefly 
discusses the intonation patterns of the two languages. Ref­
erences used to verify the material used in this chapter in­
clude Bronstein, Wise, Pike, Trager and Smith, Stockwell and 
Bowen, Lado and Fries, Van Scoy and Davis, and Kenyon and 
Knott.1

1 Arthur J. Bronstein, The Pronunciation of American 
English (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1960).
Kenneth L. Pike, The Intonation of American English (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1 9 ^ 5 ) * Claude Merton
Wise, Applied Phonetics (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1957)» George L. Trager and Henry Lee 
Smith, Jr., An Outline of English Structure Studies in Lin­
guistics: Occasional Papers. No. 1 (Norman. Oklahoma:
Battenberg Press, 1951). Robert P. Stockwell and J. Donald 
Bowen, The Sounds of English and Spanish. The Grammatical 
Structures of English ^ d  Spanish and Patterns oT 
Spani sh Pronunciation (Chicago : University of Chicago Press,
1 9 7 0 ) . Charles C. Fries, An Intensive Course in English for 
Labin-American Students (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1953)* Robert Lado and Charles C. Fries, English Pro­
nunciation (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 195^)•
Herbert Van Scoy and Margaret M. Davis, Essentials of Spanish 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1970). John Samuel
Kenyon and Thomas Albert Knott, A Pronouncing Dictionary of 
American English (Springfield, Mass.: G & C Merriam Com-
pany, 1951).
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oLructures of Sound Systems

All languages have structure, certain rules that 
guide the user of a language toward speech competence. The 
user of a language has a variety of choices which he can 
exercise, but once he has made a choice certain consequences 
usually will follow. For example, an English user may choose 
to use a first-person singular subject or not. However, if 
he has made the choice of a singular subject then if he 
follows the rules of English grammar he will choose a singu­
lar form for the verb that accompanies it, if the verb has 
different forms for singular and plural. Further, English 
places almost no restrictions on the modifying elements that 
are associated with a noun. Thus, an English speaker can 
talk about the big house or the big houses, and the and big 
remain the same in either instance. Spanish, in contrast to 
English, does place restrictions on modifying elements as­
sociated with nouns; la casa grande, las casas grandes. In 
other words, the particular obligatory consequences of a 
given choice differ from language to language.

The distinction between choices that can be made 
freely, called optional choices, and the inevitable conse­
quences of these, called obligatory choices, is a fundamental 
distinction which must be made in some form in order to un­
derstand the basic structure of language. A grammar of a 
language really consists of describing two things: the op­
tional choices that are available to the speaker of the
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language, and the obligatory consequences of each optional 
choice. This difference between optional choices and obliga­
tory ones extends throughout the structure of a language.
The sound system of a language, its phonology, may be re­
garded as a set of rules which specify its pronunciation. 
Perhaps the most interesting fact about the pronunciation of 
language in general is that there are wide possibilities in 
the number and variety of sounds that the human vocal ap­
paratus can produce, and yet only a small fraction of this 
potential variety is actually put to use in any given lan­
guage, and these choices have developed rules to determine 
when and where they are used.

To illustrate, when an English speaker says a word 
like pat, there is a puff of air between the £ and the a.
When a Spanish speaker says a similar word such as piso, 
there is no puff of air between the p. and the i . Probably 
neither speaker knows why he has or has not produced the puff 
of air. However, in neither case is the production arbi­
trary on the part of the speaker. In English, initial p in a 
word always has an explosive puff of air. It is part of the 
built in rules of English pronunciation. Further, if an 
English speaker puts an s. before his word and it becomes 
spat, there is no puff of air. In other words, English rules 
would say that the /p/ sound is unaspirated following an s. in 
a word and aspirated when initial in a word. Linguists 
might say that the use of the puff of air depends on the "en­
vironment" in which the sound is used.



101
Linguists have devised various w;.ys of sianmarizing 

t.lu' facts of the phonology of a languagr. hiu' way is to 
write formulas that state the allophonos which particular 
phonemes have in certain environments. For example, the 
statement "The phoneme /p/ appears with aspiration in the 
environment of a following stressed vowel" may be written 
as follows:

/p/-^[p^] in env.
The phoneme being described is given at the left of the ar­
row, and the allophone and the relevant environment are at 
the right. In formulas of this kind, a dash is used to show 
the position of the phoneme relative to the environment; 
symbols like C for consonant, V for vowel, and the acute ac­
cent mark for stress are also employed.

This formula, then, describes a "rule" in the struc­
ture of English concerning an allophone of the phoneme /p/.
In addition, there are rules concerning the distribution of 
phonemes. For example, a phoneme /s/ exists in both English 
and Spanish. In English there are no restrictions on the 
distribution of the /s/ phoneme. It can be initial in a word, 
medial, or final. However, in Spanish, /s/ can never occur 
before another consonant in the same syllable. This is not 
a mere curious detail about the language; it is a psycho­
logical fact of great importance to the Spanish speaker of 
English. He cannot easily say an English word like school or 
speak without putting a vowel in front of the s: eschool,
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(^spenk. ill' h:i:' a phoneme /s/, just as t,hc i sh speaker
d(M's, Iml- its distribution is different. Becaiisi' of this 
difference, /s/ is not an optional choice for the speaker of 
Spanish in all the same positions where it is an optional 
choice for the English spesiker; at any point where the pos­
sibilities of choice differ, a conflict occurs which has 
consequences for the learning of the two systems.

A substantial body of these choices and restrictions 
is mastered by a .hild at an early age. Although he will 
continue to add to his language during the rest of his life, 
the child by the age of six is in rather firm control of the 
principal choices and restrictions of his language.

The problem of teachers of a second language is to 
build into the nervous system of each learner a new set of 
choices and restrictions. According to the balance and dis­
sonance theories it is the nature of the nervous system that 
it tends to reject conflict, that it seeks unification, 
orderliness, coherence, and simplicity.^ in introducing a 
distinct and separate linguistic organization into a nervous 
system where one such organization is already comfortably 
established, the second language must necessarily encounter 
stubborn resistance and energetic efforts to mix the new with 
the old. Certainly students do not consciously resist this 
duality of languages; in fact, they cannot help themselves.

^See balance theories by Heider, Osgood, or Abelson 
and Rosenberg; see also Festinger's theory of cognitive dis­
sonance.
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As speakers of Spanish they have found that the Spanish 
language has worked very well for them and may not feel any 
great pressure to speak as the English speakers do. Or 
with the best intention in the world they may plan to use 
the English vowel in miss and have it come out mees. The 
habitual channels of Spanish choices and restrictions have 
become internalized and the only way to give the Spanish 
speaker a better English pronunciation is to give him the 
choices and restrictions of the English language.

To accomplish this task it is necessary to break the 
structures of the sound systems of the two languages into 

their units of sound and see where they fit together and 
where they contrast. In developing a satisfactory pronun­
ciation of English, the Spanish-speaking student must learn
(1) to hear and imitate several sounds that are new to him,
(2) to ignore the differences between several sounds that 
are completely familiar to him, and (3) to modify his manner 

of making most of the other sounds that are familiar to him. 
The smallest significant unit in either language is the 
phoneme.

A phoneme is a sound family or group of variables 
which are near enough alike to be recognized for practical 
purposes as the same sound, or which have reasonably iden­
tical significance in determining the form and meaning of 
words.
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Consider, for example, the sound of the letter t in 

such words as top, pot, and button. In all of them the 
tongue tip is placed against the gums just back of the upper 
teeth, and breath pressure is built up behind the obstruc­

tion; if the sound were spoken in isolation an abrupt re­
lease or plosion would follow. Phonetic context, however, 
changes the action in each word. In top the /t/ is released 
into the following vowel. In pot the /t/ is primarily an 

obstructing movement which terminates the vowel; usually no 
releasing movement is heard. The third word, button, in­
volves an obstructing movement of the tongue upward from the 
position of the vowel represented by the letter u, to its 
contact with the upper gums. The tongue then retains this 
position while the soft palate breaks its contact with the 
back of the wall of the throat so that the /t/ is released 
abruptly through the nose. The articulatory action passes 
directly from /t/ into /n/.

In these three words, top, pot, and button, there­
fore, there are three variations of the sound /t/ which are 

near enough alike to be recognized as members of the same 
sound family, distinctly different from the members of the 
other phenomes. These variations together with all others 
which can be recognized audibly, constitute the phoneme 

/t/. The variables are called allophones of /t/. An
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allophone Is any distinctive variable within a sound family 
or phoneme.

A basic test of any phoneme is the common distinc­
tiveness of its member allophones in forming words. All the 
variants of /t/, for example, have the same value in word 
patterns. No matter how variable the pronunciation of dif­
ferent speakers may be, the meaning remains unchanged so 
long as the sounds can be recognized as falling within their 
respective phonemes; but if other phonemes are substituted 

such as /k/, /m/, or /s/, for the /t/, then they are en­
tirely different words. The change of phoneme changes word 
and meaning, whereas variation within any given phoneme makes 
no basic difference in meaning.

These phonemes will vary as to classification or 
their place and manner of articulation, and the presence or 
absence of voice. The terms used to analyze any particular 

phoneme in any language will be descriptive of the position 
of the articulators, of the presence of voice, and of 
acoustic value. The phonemes in both Spanish and English 
are divided into vowels, consonants, and diphthongs. These 
are called the segmental phonemes of a language.

However, sounds, even distinctive phonemes do not 
make a language. When speech is analyzed as if it were a 
certain kind of sound, and without reference to meaning, it 
is found to consist of a series of pulses of sound energy,
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which are called syllables. The syllable is considered the 
basic physiologic and acoustic unit of speech, in contrast 
to the individual sounds, which are the basic units of lan­
guage;.

English defines its syllables as having a vowel or 
diphthong as its nucleus. In some instances a consonant may 
become vowel-like and become a syllable. In Spanish, the 
language has open and closed syllables. An open syllable is 
a syllable ending in a vowel or diphthong. A closed syl­
lable is one ending in a consonant. But the clarity of 
these two statements is vastly clouded by the complex rules 
of Spanish syllabification, which often makes any decision 
as to whether a syllable ends in a vowel or consonant a dif­
ficult one. For example, in Spanish, a consonant at the end 
of a word followed by another word beginning with a vowel in 

a breath-group is regarded as intervocalic, and is con­
sidered phonetically as beginning the first syllable of the 
succeeding word. Thus, los hermanos would be pronounced 
/lo-ser-'ma-nos/; con otros amigos would be pronounced 
/ko-'no-tro-sa-'mi-gos/. This is called syllable liaison or 
linking. The rules for syllabification in either language 
form the basis for the intonation pattern of the language.

As consonants, vowels, and complex nuclei are com­
bined into words, phrases and sentences, certain other 
sound-features are added to make them more noticeable and 
meaningful. Three conventional sound features available in
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both languages for that purpose are emphasis or I'orcc oj‘ 
utterance, pitch or melodic variations, and pause or Liio 
lack of it. These "additives" are known as the supra- 
segmental phonemes of stress, pitch, and juncture. Neither 
language is spoken without them. It is not possible to 

study the phonemes of a language without considering them.
Further, when one approaches the study of languages 

in contact, the first thing he notices and probably the last 
thing he masters is the inflection of the voice; the complex 

rise and fall, the rhythm, the lilt, the various kinds of 
signals that mark what is emphasized, what parts are joined 
together, what parts are explicitly disjoined. This is the 
rhythm of a language; though not as well understood as the 
phonemic structures of a language, it is very important in 

the study of a language.

In summary, languages have rules that a normal child 
internalizes without conscious effort as he learns his first 

language. When a second language is imposed upon this nat­
ural structure, there may be interference because the 
choices and restrictions of the two languages will differ at 

many points. To understand these differences, it is neces­
sary to become familiar with the structures of both lan­
guages; the phonemes, syllabic structure, and the intonation 
patterns.
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Consonants

All consonants In English are characterized by a 
complete or partial closure of the cheinnel through which 
the breath stream flows, from the larynx, or voice box, 
through the mouth or nose. The articulators (tongue, teeth, 
lips, palate) act either to form a complete stoppage of the 
breath stream in order to produce sounds known as stops or 
plosives, or to form a partial closure of the breath stream 
to produce sounds known as continuant sounds. There are six 
stops in the English language represented by the symbols /p, 
b, t, d, k, g/.

A continuant is a speech sound that may be volun­
tarily continued as long as the breath stream lasts or it is 
blended into the following sound. All open or continuant 
sounds are either fricative or frictionless. For fricative 
sounds, also known as spirants, the breath stream is hindered 
by the articulators to the extent that a noticeable friction- 
like quality is present. There are ten fricative sounds in
English: /0 /, / d / i  /f/,./v/, /s/, /z/, /, /J /, /h/,
/hw/. The frictionless consonants, also known as semivowels 
because of their vowel-like quality, are either glide, nasal, 
or lateral sounds. For glides, the breath stream is altered 
during the formation of the sounds by the motion of the artic­
ulators from one position to another. The second position of
the glide is the position of the following sound. There are
three such glides in English: /w/, /r/, and /j/. For nasal
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sounds, the breath stream is forced through the passageway 
behind /w/, /r/, and /j/. For nasal sounds, the breath 
stream is forced through the passageway behind the mouth cav­
ity and out through the nose. The soft palate, acting as a 
valve, is forward and lowered, so that the sound may be 
nasally emitted. The /I/ is the only sound in English made 
with the breath stream forced over the sides of the tongue.
It is classified separately as a lateral sound.

The Voiceless Stops 
/p/, /t/, /k/

In English, the voiceless stop series of consonants 
are made in the following manner; air in the lungs is put 
under pressure by the muscles of the stomach and diaphragm; 
the air column is closed (or stopped) by the lips (for /p/), 
by the tongue against the alveolar or gum ridge above the 
teeth (for /t/), or by the back of the tongue against the 
soft palate (for /k/). When the closure is released, the 
air bursts through the mouth with an abrupt puff of air fol­
lowing the /p/, /t/, or /k/.

The articulation of the Spanish series of voiceless 
stops differs from the English in that this puff of air is 
not produced; the closure is released before the air pressure 
in the lungs is built up. As a result the English-speaker 
who is listening for this puff of air (or aspiration) to 
help him distinguish the sounds /p, t, k/, may mishear them 
as /b, d, g/, similar English sounds which are not aspirated.
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Thus, to produce the aspirated /p, t, k/, a Spanish speaker 
needs to modify his pronunciation habits to produce the puff 
of air when these three sounds are used initially in a word 
or before a stressed vowel.

English /d / v s . Spanish /p/
When the consonant /p/ is at the beginning of a word 

or at the beginning of a stressed syllable as in such words 
as pie, people, appear, expose, and depot, it is aspirated. 
The Spanish /p/ is also used syllable-initial, but it is un­
aspirated and much less strong (lenis) than the English /p/. 
Spanish-speaking students can sometimes be made aware of the 
difference between the aspiration on the English initial /p/ 
by pronouncing pipa in Spanish and pipe in English with a 
small piece of paper or a lighted match a few inches in front 
of the lips. The English /p/ will register a much greater 
effect on the paper or the lighted match.

The English /p/ is strongest when it is in the ini­
tial position of a word or accented syllable; next strongest 
when it is final (it may be released or unreleased); and 
weakest when it follows the /s/ sound. Spanish /p/ is usu­
ally syllable-initial, but it may appear at the end of a 
syllable if the next one begins with a voiceless dental stop: 
/septimo/, /septiembre/; but it rarely appears in final posi­
tion. There is one environment shared by /p/ in both lan­
guages where for all practical purposes the /p/'s are identi­
cal: between vowels after a stressed syllable:
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popper /papa/ papa
copper /kapa/ capa
opera /apoda/ apoda

In English such words as happen, the /p/ is not re­
leased as an aspirant but is released with the /n/ sound.
This is called syllabification and is shown in phonetics 
with /'/ underneath the consonant /n/ [ hapy ]. Spanish­
speaking students tend to divide the word into two syllables, 
hap-pen. They will need to be trained to hold the /p/ sound 
with lips closed and let the /n/ filter out.

English /t/ vs. Spanish /t/
The English /t/ is aspirated when it is in initial 

position in a word or when it is before a stressed vowel.
The exact position of the sound /t/ in English is not very 
stable in the mouth, /t/ can be interdental as in eighth; 
alveolar as in team; without explosion as the final sound in 
fat when the tongue is not removed immediately from occlusion 
with the palate; with a bilateral plosion when followed by a 
syllabic /n/ as in button.

The phonetic differences between English and Spanish 
/ t/ in any position is considerable. Spanish /t/ is dental 
in articulation, the tongue stops the air column at the back 
side of the upper teeth rather than at the alveolar ridge, as 
in English. It never has a puff of air on release (aspira­
tion) which English has whenever it is initial in a syllable 
that is under one of the higher levels of stress. It is
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never flapped as the English /t/ is between vowel nuclei be­
fore a weak-stressed syllable. The Spanish /t/ is a phoneme 
with little variation in phonetic shape. Spanish speakers 
have great difficulty adjusting to the alveolar /t/ and even 
greater difficulty adjusting to its many allophones due to 
the English distribution of the /t/. The usual substitutions 
for the English /t/ is the /d/ sound, and sometimes the in­
terdental /th/.

English /k/ vs. Spanish /k/
In English /k/ is a voiceless, aspirated, linguavelar 

stop-plosive. Like the other stops already discussed, the 
/k/ differs in the quality of the aspirate release, possess­
ing different acoustic values. These differences result from 
the presence or absence of aspiration. A fully aspirated 
sound is made when the voiceless stop precedes a stressed 
vowel as in king; it is less aspirated when it precedes a 
lesser stressed vowel as in taken, or when final as in make. 
/k/ is heard as released or unreleased when it is final in a 
phrase. When preceded by /s/, as in sky and skate, the /k/ 
is weakly aspirated or unaspirated. No aspiration is heard 
when the voiceless plosive precedes another consonant as in 
take more and pick two. The /k/ is an excrescent velar 
plosive (in some American dialects) in such words as length 
and strength. In such words as question the plosive partly 
assumes the lip position of the following glide /kw/. The 
glides are partially devoiced in this process.
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Spanish /k/ like Spanish /p/ and Spanish /t/ is un­

aspirated and usually syllable-initial. There are, however, 

some dialects in Spanish which aspirate /k/. Unlike /t/, but 
like /p/, the /k/ in Spanish may appear at the end of a syl­
lable if the next one begins with a voiceless dental conso­
nant, but it rarely appears in final position. The distribu­
tion of the Spanish /k/, thus, is much more limited than in 
English. This sound does not produce the problems for the 
Spanish-speaking student as the other two plosives, but many 
times it is voiced to the /g/ sound due to the lack of aspira­
tion of the Spanish /k/.

The Voiced Stops 
/b/, /d/, /g/

In English the /b/ sound is a voiced, bilabial, un­
aspirated stop-plosive; it is the analogue of /p/. It dif­
fers from the /p/ sound as follows: the vocal bands are in
vibration to form the voiced consonant; the sound /b/ glides 
into the following sound without the puff of air noted in the 
production of the /p/ sound. The explosion of /b/ may be de­
layed to produce a long /b/ in compound words or in adjacent 
syllables as in grab bag /grab: ag/.

English /b/ vs. Spanish /b/
In Spanish /b/ and /v/ are one phoneme. At the be­

ginning of words or following /m/ or /n/ the sound is like 
that of English /b/ but always pronounced with less force 
than in English: bueno. vino, ambos, vamos. Everywhere else



114
in Spanish, /b/ is the fricative . Spanish-speaking 
students will accordingly incline, especially when first 
learning English, to use this bilabial fricative in such 
words as sober [ so^er ]. It needs to be repeated that 
/v/ in Spanish is not a separate phoneme; it is part of the 
/b/ phoneme. It is treated exactly like /b/: initially in a 
word or after a pause, or preceded by a nasal. It confuses 
Spanish-speaking students especially in such words as very 
[ bsri ] and valley [ ball ]• In English /v/ must be 
taught as a separate phoneme; the voiced analogue of /f/.

English /d/ vs. Spanish /d/
The sound /d/ in English is produced practically like 

/t/ with the following exceptions; the airstream is voiced; 
there is no aspiration. Like /t/, /d/ varies according to 
its distribution in English. The /d/ used initially in a 
word or preceding a stressed vowel has a slightly stronger 
release than a /d/ at the end of a word (Ned, den). /d/ like
/t/ becomes dental preceding /th/ sounds as in breadth and 
width.

/d/ has two sounds in Spanish. At the beginning of 
a word or after 1 or n it has a hard pronunciation but less 
forceful than the English /d/: donde, doble, falda, conde.
In other cases d is pronounced as the voiced ^  in this : 
cada, usted, madre, verdad. However, /d/ as the voiced sound 
in English has a very important difference, /d/ like the 
Spanish /t/ is made dentally. In other words the tongue tip
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is placed on the inside of the upper teeth instead of the 
alveolar ridge.

One of the major problems connected with the /t/ and 
/d/ sound for the Spanish-speaking child is in forming the 
past tenses of words which end in ed. The following rules 
usually help:

(1) If the last sound in the word is voiceless, the
suffix ed becomes /t/ as in asked [ æskt ].

(2) If the last sound is voiced, the suffix ed
becomes /d/ as in received [ risivd ].

(3) If the last sound is a /t/ or /d/, the suffix 
ed is pronounced as a new syllable /I d/ or /a d/ as in 
painted [pent id] or [pent ed]; rounded [r aund Id] or
[r aund ad]. There are no exceptions to these three rules, 
but there are exceptions to rule 4.

(4) When an adjective is spelled exactly like the
past tense of the verb, the ed in the adjective spelling is
usually pronounced as / I  d/ or / ad/ as in

verb adjective
blessed [ blsst] [ blssld]

[ blesad ]
aged [ ed^d] [ ed^Id]

[ ed ̂  ad]
crooked [ krukt] krukld

krukad
Exceptions to the rule are found in such words as [ wlqd] in 
Winged Victory and [ hornd ] as in horned toad.
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English /g/ vs. Spanish /g/

In English the sound /g/ is a voiced, lingua-velar, 
unaspirated stop-plosive. It is the voiced analogue of /k/. 
Like the other voiced stops, /g/ is normally made with a 
stronger release when it precedes a stressed vowel, with a 
weaker release when it precedes a less stressed vowel and 
when final. When the /g/ is immediately followed by a 
fricative sound, the ploded quality is absorbed by the noise 
of the fricative sound as in dogs and big vine♦

In Spanish /g/ has two sounds. Before a consonant 
or before a, o, and u, it is pronounced as the /g/ in English 
except that it is not as strong (lenis). The letter g. before 
e or has the sound of a harsh or aspirated /h/. Spanish 
speakers tend to aspirate /g/ where it is not initial or pre­
ceded by a nasal sound, such as dragging [ drs y/ Iq ]. 
Probably the most severe problem is the unvoicing of the /g/, 
as well as /b/ or /d/ when they appear at the end of words: 
beg becomes bek, tub becomes tup, red becomes ret. Caution 
must usually be necessary in insisting on the voicing of 
these consonants because Spanish-speaking students tend to 
add the schwa sound on to words: beg becomes [ bega ], dog
becomes [ dogs ], and so on.

Fricatives
English /f/ and /v/ vs. 
Spanish /f/ and /v/

The fricative sounds /f/ and /v/ are made with the
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lower lip in contact (inside) with the upper teeth. /!/ is 
the voiceless cognate of /v/. Both sounds in English are 
found in the initial, medial, and final positions of words.
/v/ tends to be made with less constriction than the /f/.

The Spanish voiceless spirant /f/ is sufficiently 
similar to the English /f/ to cause almost no difficulty to 
the Spanish-speaking student. The only difference is that 
the Spanish /f/ is not as strong as the English /f/. How­
ever, since the orthographic v in Spanish is part of the /b/ 
phoneme, it does cause considerable difficulty. As stated 
before, the /v/ may be pronounced as a /b/ in certain environ­
ments in Spanish and may result in substitutions in English. 
More prevalent among Spanish-speaking students is to unvoice 
the /v/ to an /f/ in such words as have making it haf, having 
becomes hafing, divide becomes difide. Intense practice with 
minimal pairs can usually minimize this problem, 

fine-vine life-live
vat-vat half-have
fast-vast fault-vault
leaf-leave fail-vale

English /s/ and /z/ vs.
Spanish /s/ and /z/

The hissing or sibilant-fricative sounds /s/ and /z/ 
are found in all positions in English. They are normally 
made with the apex of the tongue held near or just in front 
of the alveolar ridge of the hard palate. The breath stream



118
is forced through a narrow groove of the tongue against the 
hard palate. It is then deflected over the upper edges of 
the lower incisor teeth. The lips are normally in a spread 
position. The /s/ is unvoiced and the /z/ is voiced.

In Spanish /s/ and /z/ are one phoneme. In other 
words, /z/ is part of the /s/ phoneme. It acquires its par­
tial voicing by assimilation from the voiced consonant which 
follows it. Thus desde is pronounced dezde (Mexican 
Spanish). The Spanish-speaking student has not much trouble 
making the English /z/ sound, but has great difficulty know­
ing when to use it. Many English words are spelled with an 
/s/ but pronounced with a /z/ as in rose, /roz/, or his is 
/hiz iz/.

There are rules for forming plurals which can be of 
help to the Spanish-speaking student that are almost invari­
ably reliable:

(1) If the last sound in the word is voiceless, the 
s is pronounced as /s/: cats, ducks, tops, roofs.

(2) If the last sound in the word is voiced, the 
/s/ is pronounced as a /z/: dogs, tubs, saws, hoes.

(3) If the last sound is an /s/ or /z/ or one of 
the allied sounds // /, /, /t/ /, /d^ /, the plural is 
pronounced as a new syllable /Iz/ or /@ z/. The spelling of 
these plurals will be es. The e may be on the spelling of 
the singular of the word as in garage. In this case only 
the ^ needs to be added to the plural spelling.
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Examples of this rule are as follows;

bus busses [ bASiz ] [ bAsaz ]
buzz buzzes [ bAZiz ] [ bAZSz ]
rush rushes [ ra j Iz ] [ rA 5 sz ]
church churches [tS ? tî Iz] [ti tf ez ]
judge judges [ d^ Ad Iz] [ d ^ A d ^ a z  ]
A rule that is not always invariable can be given the 

student concerning nouns and verbs. When nouns and verbs are 
spelled alike, a voiceless sound is used for the noun and a 
voiced for the verb:

noun verb
use [ jus ] use [ juz ]
house [ havs ] house [ hauz ]

Exceptions do occur in regional dialects in this country; 
for example, grease is pronounced with the /s/ for both noun 
and verb in many areas.

.English_ / J  / and / M i vs.
Spanish /?/ and /t( /

/ .S / is a sibilant-fricative sound (sh) made in the
alveo-palatal area of the mouth. A slightly broader surface
of the blade of the tongue is used in making this sound than
is used for the /s/ sound. The whole tongue is farther back
in the mouth and the groove of the tongue is wider, directing
a wider stream of air forward to the teeth than when forming
the /s/ sound. The tip of the tongue is again high in the
mouth.
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The affricate /tj / is a combination of a stop and a 

fricative. An affricate results from the slow and non- 
impulslve release of a stop sound into a fricative sound made 

in the same area of the mouth. The affricate is treated as a 

separate entity in English, a phoneme in its own right.
Despite the transcription of an affricate with two phonetic 
symbols, it is recognizable as a single phoneme. The sound 
starts with the tongue in the position for a /t/ with the 
tongue tip on the alveolar ridge and is then released as the 
/ J / sound.

Normally the / /  / and the / sounds are taught to­
gether. However, here the / / /  and the /t5 / are kept to­
gether because in Spanish there is no separate phoneme of 
/ i / and this presents one of the major substitutions for the 
Spanish-speaking student. The /tf / is used in Spanish in 
such words as chico, muchacho, and coche. The sound is al­
most equal to the / t f /  in English. The only difference is 
that the // / part of the phoneme in the Spanish affricate 
is briefer than in English. It gives it a "clipped" off 
sound. It is possible to teach the / S  / sound to the Spanish­
speaking student by isolating it from the /t/ in the af­
fricate. However, the indiscriminate intermingling of the 
/ / /  and /tj / sounds in English words is a major problem in 
communication for the Spanish-speaking child. In English 
such words as sure and sugar are very often pronounced by the 
Spanish-speaking student with the initial /tJ / sound. Major
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problems exist with such minimal pairs as shoes and choose, 
chon and chop, sheep and cheap, ship ;md chi n, and caa.h and 
catch. Intensive practice with minimal pairs usually will 
help some. (Many times the / S  / sound is replaced by the /s/ 
sound in such words as mission and tension.) Words that are 
spelled with the ch sound almost invariably cause trouble.
The A Ç / sound is used by the Spanish-speaker in such words 
as machine, Chicago, and Michigan.

I’hglish / 3  / and M 3  / vs.
Spanish /?/ and /d3 /

/ and /d^ / are the voiced cognates of the /S  / 
and A i  / sounds in English. The / ^  / sound does not carry a 
heavy functional load in English being found in such words as 
measure, treasure, pleasure, rouge, and azure. The affricate 
/dj / is made with the tongue in the position for a /d/ and 
then released slowly as the /. It is used in many English 
words that are spelled with the j, letter; John, just, junc­
tion; and medially as ^  in such words as edge, Madge, and 
ridge. This sound is also found initially in words spelled 
with the g. as in gin, gem, general.

Since the / sound is not phonemic in Spanish it 
is difficult for the Spanish speaking child to make and even 
more difficult to know where to use it. In words such as 
pleasure and treasure, he will substitute the /J" / or the 
/tj /• In words with the voiced /d^ / he will usually sub­
stitute the voiceless /tJ /. Minimal pairs and triads can
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be used for practice such as the following:

shoes [ 5 uz ] choose [ t ̂ uz] Jews [ d^ uz]
shin [ S In ] chin [ tS In] gin [ d_g In |
sheep [ 5 ip ] cheap [t% ip ] jeep [ d^ ip]

Words such as church and judge are particularly difficult 
for Spanish-speaking students.

English /Q / and /<^/ vs.
Spanish /?/ and / ^ /

These fricative continuant (th) sounds are tip of 

the tongue-teeth sounds. They are made with the tongue-tip 
in contact with the upper and lower incisors. /6 / is the 

voiceless cognate of /<gr/. Like other voiced fricative 
sounds, the /cl/ is partially devoiced when it is medial or 
final in a phrase, or when it immediately precedes a voice­
less consonant.

The /0 / is rarely used in South American Spanish 
though it is used in Castilian Spanish. Such words as cinco 
would be pronounced in Castilian as [Giijko ], but in 
Mexican or South American Spanish it would be pronounced 
[slqko ]. This carries over into English when /0 / comes 
initially in a word such as think [siqk ]. Other substitu­

tions for this sound is the /t/ in such words as thousand 
[ tausand ].

The / ^ /  sound in Spanish is part of the /d/ phoneme 
and is never used initially in a word, the /d/ is. There­
fore in English words such as this and that, the Spanish
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speaking students will often substitute the Spanish /d/. He 

also has great difficulty understanding the changes from the 
/0 / to / S / in such noun-verb combinations as teeth-teethe, 
breath-breathe, and cloth-clothe. The usual error is to un­
voice both of them or to substitute the /t/ or /d/ for the 
final sound.

English /h/ and /hw/ vs.
/h/ and /?/

The fricative /h/ occurs as the breath stream passes 
through the glottis. The vocal bands obstruct the stream 
sufficiently to produce a slight degree of friction. This 
whispered sound is usually called a glottal fricative. When 
pronouncing the /h/ sound the articulators are in the posi­
tion of the following sound (he, hat, who). When the /h/ 
sound is intervocalic it tends to be voiced as in perhaps.
In some English words the /h/ sound has been gradually lost 
as in honest and honor. The word humble is in the process 
now of losing the /h/. The sound is also commonly deleted in 
such words as prohibition, vehicle, and vehement. The 
Spanish-speaking student tends to put the harsh, glottalized 
/h/ sound in words such as these giving them a "foreign" 
sound.

The /hw/ sound is represented by the wh in spelling 
in English words. This sound is not stable in American Eng­
lish. The substitution of the partially devoiced /w/ is 
common throughout the country, but particularly in the
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Mid-West and the North West. When used in English it is 
voiceless and used in such words as what, when, where, and 
white. The sound starts with the mouth in the position for 
the /h/ and ends as the voiceless /w/.

The orthographic h is silent in Spanish. Such words 
as hora are pronounced [ora]. This transfers into English 
sometimes in such words as hear, heard, hate, and hospital.
A form of the /h/ sound is used in Spanish when the ortho­
graphic g. is before the e or i.; also the orthographic 
However, this is a much harsher glottal sound than the Eng­
lish /h/.

There is no /hw/ sound in Spanish. But, since the 
Spanish-speaking students tend to unvoice the /w/, the ini­
tial sound in the wh words sounds similar to the /hw/ English 
phoneme.

The Frictionless Consonants
All continuant sounds in English are either fricative 

or frictionless sounds. Those emitted with relative freedom 
from constriction of the breath stream are the frictionless 
consonants. There are seven such continuant sounds in the 
English language. Three of them are nasal sounds— the /m/, 
/n/, and / q / as in me, nn, and sing ; there are three glides-- 
/w/, /r/, and /j/ as in we, red, and you; one of them is 
separately classified as the lateral sound— the /I/ as in 
live.
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Nasal Sounds

The three nasal sounds are arlJcuialed like sLops, 
but during the formation and emission of all nasals the velum 
or soft palate is forward. This opening of the velar valve 
permits the emission of sound through the nasopharynx and 
the nasal cavity. When producing the nasal sounds the oral 
cavity is closed at the point of articulation. The three 
points of articulation are the same as those for the three 
pairs of stops: /m/ is nasally emitted while the lips are
closed for the /b-p/ position; /n/ is nasally emitted with 
the tongue at the alveolar ridge for the /d-t/ position; /rj / 
with the dorsum of the tongue against the velum as for the 
/k-g/ position. Nasals are normally voiced sounds, but when 
immediately following a voiceless consonant in the same syl­
lable, they tend to be devoiced.

The nasals can assume a particular function of 
vowels, that is, they can act as unstressed syllabic sounds.
In such words as bitten, hidden, bottom, the articulators are
already in position for the /n/ or /m/ while the /t-d/ sounds 
are being made. No vowel intervenes between the /t-d/ and 
the /n/ or /m/. A syllabic /ij / is not common in cultivated 
American speech.

English An/, /n/ and /% / vs.
Spanish /m/. /n/ and / îi /

The /ra/ sound is phonemic in Spanish and causes no 
difficulty in English. However, the /n/, though phonemic.
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before b, v, or p. is pronounced approximately as an /m/: un
vaso [um basoj, en pie [era pie], un bu en d la [uni bu en diaj.
This sometimes carries over into English, Words ending in 
/ra/ in English will many times sound like /n/ when spoken by 
Spanish-speaking students because they do this in many words 
ending in /m/ in Spanish.

The /q / sound is not phonemic in Spanish; it is part 
of the /n/ phoneme. It is found in such words as tengo 
[ts|[go ], cinco [ siqko ], when /n/ is followed by /k/ or 
/g/. The Spanish speaker tends to pronounce /g/ or less fre­
quently /k/ after /q / as in sing [ siqg ], or singing 
[ siqglq ]; less frequently something [ samslqk ].

Spanish has another /n/ which is the letter n of the 
Spanish alphabet. It is pronounced like the ny in canyon. 
Since this pronunciation is only given in Spanish when there 
is a tilda over the /n/ in written Spanish, there is little 
carry over into English. Moreover, it is helpful in teaching 
such words as onion and union in English.

The Glides

Three frictionless, voiced American English sounds 
are formed as the articulators involved move from one position 
to another. Each of these glide sounds, /w/, /r/, and /]/, 
is closely associated with a specific vowel, the initial 
area of its formation, /w/ begins at or near the /U-u/ po­
sition, /r/ at or near the /JT - 31/ position, and /j/ at or 
near the /I-i/ position.
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English /w/ vs. Spanish /w/
The bilabial /w/ exists before vowels in such words 

as we and awav. The glide has both a lip and a tongue po­
sition. The lips are rounded and protruded, while the dorsum 
of the tongue is raised toward the velum of the mouth, as for 
the /U-u/ vowel positions. A devoiced form of this glide may 
occur when it follows a voiceless consonant. In the words 
sweet, quick, and twenty the glide form /w/ loses much of 
its voicing.

The letter w occurs only in foreign or borrowed words 
in Spanish. However, the sound is found in spelled u (or 
hu). h is silent in Spanish as in huevo and the word starts 
with the /w/ sound [w eba ]. In words like bueno, the u is 
pronounced as the /w/ [ bweno ]. Students need to be warned 
sometimes to unround the lips rapidly after pronouncing /w/ 
and before pronouncing the vowel which follows, especially 
back vowels.

English /r/ vs. the Spanish 
/ f / and /rr/

The /r/ is probably the most variable of all English 
consonants. The history of its development accounts for the 
many variations found. Earlier /r/ was a trilled sound, then 
a fricative sound, both clearly consonantal in acoustic 
value. During the seventeenth century, the consonantal as­
pects of the sound seem to have weakened in British English 
and the sound became more and more vocalic until today it



128

closely approximates a vowel. In certain parts of the Eng­
lish speaking world the trilled /f / is still common form as 
in Scotland and Ireland. It is also still prominent in 
Spanish.

This glide is variously formed in American English, 
possessing slightly different tongue positions, differing in 
various parts of the country. In the common position for 
/r/, before stressed vowels, as in refer and rheumatic, the 
tip and blade of the tongue are turned upward toward the 
hard palate, the tip pointing to (but not touching) the area 
immediately behind the alveolar ridge. In all formations of 
/r/, the sides of the tongue are in contact with the bicuspid 
and molar teeth, as for /n/ or /d/. The frictionless /r/ is 
the common form heard in American and Canadian English. It 
remains partially fricative when immediately following /t/ 
or /d/ as in train and dream.

In Spanish, the pronunciation of /r/ that appears in 
most dialects is the alveolar flap, produced by a rapid mo­
tion of the tongue tip upward from behind the lower teeth 
across the alveolar ridge with no stop-phase between, merely 
touching against the alveolar area in passing on to the next 
sound. Between vowels, Spanish /r/, unlike most other con­
sonants of the language, may occur either single or double.
The single /v/ is the alveolar flap just described; the double 
/rr/ is a tongue-tip trill— examples /karo/ caro, /karro/ 
carro. For Spanish-speaking students who use the flap /P/ in
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speaking English the following exercise is helpful: Pro­
nounce the Spanish flap /f/. Turn the tongue back until it 
can no longer touch the roof of the mouth; round lips and 
continue to pronounce /r/. This will approximate the English 
/r/.

English /.i/ vs. Spanish /.i/
The voiced palatal glide is made with the front of 

the tongue raised toward the hard palate. The sides of the 
tongue are in contact with the bicuspid and the molar teeth. 
The initial position of this sound is similar to that of a 
very high and tense /i/ sound. Its acoustic value becomes 
clear as the articulators move, very rapidly, to the position 
of the following vowel. This frictionless glide exists only 
before vowels, in the onglide position. It is not found 
before consonants nor finally. The lips assume the position 
of the following vowel: spread before front vowels yes
[ jGs ]; relaxed and open before mid-vowels yearn [jjfn ]; 
rounded before the back vowels yawn [jon ].

Like the other glides, /j/ is somewhat devoiced when 
it follows the voiceless plosives /p/, /t/, and /k/ in a 
stressed syllable: pure [pjvr ], cute [kjut J, and tune
[tjun ]. However, when an ^ precedes these plosive stops, 
the /j/ retains its voicing: spume [ spjum ], stew [ stju ],
and skewer [ skju© ]. After other voiceless consonants, a 
devoiced /j/ is also present: suit [ sjut ], enthuse
[ enGJuz ], and few [fju ].
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The letter j. in Spanish is pronounced as the strongly 

aspirated /h/ in such words as hi.1o and .1 ovon. The letLcr 
initial in a syllable followed by a vowel in Spanish uses the 
/j/ sound as in yjo. Students have little or no difficulty 
making this sound. They do have trouble knowing when to use 
it; for example, such words as union [junjen ] and onion 
[ Anj3n ] where there is no indication in the spelling that 
the /j/ sound is there. English spelling also gives the 
Spanish-speaking student trouble between the /j/ and /d / 
sounds. Jello and yellow are many times pronounced alike. 
Just is pronounced as [ jASt ] or [just]. In such words as 
huge and humor the Spanish child often drops the /h/ as 
[ judj ] and [ ].

English /I/ v s . Spanish /I/
The /I/ in English is a voiced, alveolar, vowel-like 

sound, made with the sides of the tongue free from contact 
with the teeth or gums’. This laterally emitted sound is 
found initially, medially, and finally. Like the other 
glides the /I/ is partially devoiced when it follows the 
voiceless plosives in a stressed syllable as in play and 
clean. It is also partially devoiced when following other 
voiceless sounds, as in flew and sly.

The /I/ in English possesses two clearly distinguish­
able allophones, commonly referred to as light and dark /I/. 
The light /I/ is the sound made when /I/ precedes a front 
vowel, or when it is followed by /j/, as in leave, lit, land.
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and value. When the /I/ is in the medial position before an 
unstressed vowel (as in telephone), in final position (as in 
fill), when it precedes a back vowel (as in lose), or when 
it is syllabic (as in beetle), the sound is made with the 
back of the tongue higher in the mouth. Many people who live 
in the "r-regions" of this country use the darker variety of 
/I/ in all positions of words.

The Spanish /I/ is made with the tongue high and 
front in the mouth, tense, with the tip and front in contact 
with the alveolar ridge as though for the production of the 
English /d/, and the back of the tongue is held as though 
for the vowel /i/. There is so little room left at the sides 
for the air to pass that friction noise may often be heard. 
The /I/ is in effect almost a laterally released /d/. How­
ever, the sound is close enough to the English syllable- 
initial /I/, especially before high front vowels such as /j/ 
and /s /, that it does not cause great interference. Spanish 
has a /II/ sound that is pronounced in Mexican Spanish as the 
/j/ sound. This does not cause a problem, but the spelling 
of words with two /I/ sounds (double 1) causes the Spanish 
speakers to separate the /I/ sounds, one attached to each of 
two syllables as in mellow mel-low. This separation occurs 
with other double consonants that exist in English.

Vowels
Vowels have specific functions in a language. They 

are the syllable carriers of speech. Each syllable in a word
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or phrase contains either a vowel, a diphthong, or a vowel­
like consonant, which acts as the nucleus of the syllable.
The vowels are the carriers of the voices one hears as people 
speak. Vocal resonance, quality, intensity, and pitch are 
all heard through the vowels of the language. The rate of 
speech can be speeded or retarded by shortening or lengthen­
ing the vowels. Speech sounds are clipped, drawled, stac­
cato, or jerky depending on the way the vowels are said.
The vowels carry the major load of inflection or pitch vari­
ation. Through them, one can signify doubts, questions, com­
plete or incomplete thoughts, or the melodic patterns of a 
language. As such, they are the primary keys to the dia­
lectal differences in a language.^

Except in whispered speech, vowels are voiced sounds. 
The breath stream passes through the larynx, activating the 
vocal folds. The soft palate moves back and the pharyngeal 
wall draws forward closing off the nasopharynx, so that all 
the vowels in English are emitted through the mouth. The 
pharyngeal cavity may be changed by the position of the 
larynx, by the epiglottis, and by the velum. Comparatively 
free from obstruction as it is emitted from the pharynx, each 
vowel is modified in the oral cavity by the position and 
shape of the lips, the tongue, and the aperture of the mouth. 
The mouth opens or closes, the lips move into a spread.

^Arthur J. Bronstein, The Pronunciation of American 
English (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., I960),
pp. 132-133.
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neutral, or rounded position, and the tongue is elevated 
toward the front, central, or back part of the palate to 
produce all the sounds of American English.

In setting up the vowel phonemes of a language, it 
is useful to consider the positions— or environments--in 
which contrasts occur. Actually, English has at least three 
vowel systems in different environments within words, whereas 
Spanish has only one system that does not vary significantly 
from one position in a word to another. Furthermore, the 
English vowel system is considerably more elaborate than that 
of Spanish in terms of the number of syllabic nuclei (a 
vowel is the nucleus of the syllable), both simple and com­
plex. In order to examine these vowel systems, below is a 
chart showing a comparison of the relative positions of 
English and Spanish vowels. Spanish vowels are represented 
by the large black letters.

Front Central Back
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The Front Vowels

The vowels in this series are called front vowels be­
cause their usual pronunciation— and the differentiation of 
one from another— depends in large part upon the way in 
which the tongue is adjusted in the front part of the mouth. 
The tongue is tense for some of the vowels and lax for 
others. The lips are spread and almost closed for the high- 
front vowels to open for the low front vowels.

English /i/ and /I/ vs.
Spanish /!/

The two highest front vowels in English are /i/ as in 
beet and /I/ as in bit, /i/ is a tense vowel made with the 
lips spread and the mouth almost closed. /I/ is made with the 
tongue slightly lower in the mouth and it is lax and a much 
shorter vowel. The /i/ sound in Spanish is about half way 
between these two vowels. In fact, Spanish has four varia­
tions of the /i/ sound, none of which are the /I/ sound as 
used in English. The /I/ sound is difficult for many 
Spanish-speaking students to learn to make. It helps some­
times to have them start with the /i/ sound which they can 
make and let the tongue relax. An exercise in which they 
whisper the front vowels from the highest down to the lowest 
will help them to feel the tongue positions. The use of mini­
mal pairs such as the following is essential practice: 
it-eat fit-feet pit-Pete sheep-ship slip-sleep 
Also the use of the words in context is useful:
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1. The man beat the dog.
? . The dog bit the man.
1. This is a sheep.
2. This is a ship.

English /e/ and /s / vs.
Spanish /e/

The tense mid-front English vowel /e/ as in gate and 
the lax mid-front vowel /s / as in get are made with the 
tongue blade slightly lower and retracted in the mouth than 
the two high front vowels. The lips are opened a bit more 
and in a less spread position than for the /i/ and /I/. The 
sound resulting from the tendency to diphthongize /e/ does 
not vary phonetically with the monothong /e/, and the sound 
may be transcribed either way. /e / is more relaxed and a
little lower in the mouth than the /e/. Spanish has the /e/
sound but it is pure, not diphthongized and a shorter sound. 
When it is at the end of a syllable as in mesa it is much 
like the English /e/. When it is checked by a consonant it 
is similar to the / e  / in English. Spanish only has the one
phoneme /e/. For them /e / is not a separate sound.
Spanish-speaking students can make both sounds but they tend 
to use them in the wrong places. They particularly substi­
tute the /s / sound for the lower /œ / sound as in hat [het ] 
Again minimal pair practice helps differentiate between the 
two sounds; mate-met, late-let, bait-bet, pain-pen.
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Enrlish /æ / and /a/ v s . 
Spanish /?/

The vowel /æ / is a low, front vowel. For most Ameri­
cans who do not use the /a/ sound, it is the lowest front 
vowel of American English. The tongue blade is slightly 
lower in the mouth and somewhat retracted from the position 
of the /G /. It is commonly a lax vowel; however, a clearly 
tense (and slightly higher) variety exists in all parts of 
the country. /s9 / may be a tenser vowel in all positions 
where a lengthened vowel can occur. The lips and mouth are 
more open than for any other front vowel, /a/ is a variant 
of /æ / found principally in Eastern New England. The dorsum 
of the tongue is almost, if not quite flat. The lips are 
open with very slight spreading present, and the sound is 
generally long. It is approximately half way between /œ / and 
/a / and is normally found as the first element of the diph­
thongs /al/ and /aU/ as in high and how.

The /œ / sound is not used in Spanish. The usual 
substitutions are the /e / or the /(%/ sounds. Practice shows 
results with the same word used just changing the vowel; 
seat, sit, sate, set, sat.

The Back Vowels 
The terra back is applied to this series of vowels be­

cause the distinctive feature is the arching or adjustment of 
the tongue in the back part of the mouth. As in the case of 
the front vowels, these back vowels can be arranged in a
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series ranging from high to low postures of the tongue. Lip 
rounding plays an important part in producing the back 
vowels, which is not true of the English front and central 
vowels. The degree of rounding increases as the vowels go 
from lowest to highest. There are both tense and lax back 
vowels.

English /o-/ and /J  / vs.
Spanish / cu/

The English / GL/ is the lowest of the back vowels.
The mouth is open wider for this vowel than for any other.
The lips are neutral, neither spread nor rounded, and the en­
tire tongue is low and lax. The tongue is drawn down and
back. The sound is short in such words as box, lock, and
slop, and long in such words as yard, farm, and father.
/>J/ is substituted in American English for /oe/ in much of 
the Midwestern and Western speech in such words as water and 
watch. It is a little farther back in the mouth and the lips
just begin to round.

The Spanish /GL/ is close to the English /a/ in some 
words such as carta. In other environments it is close to 
the English /CL/. Little difficulty ensues in the making of 
this sound by the Spanish-speaking student, partly because 
the English vowels in this area are also quite variant in 
regional dialects in this country. The major problem for the 
Spanish-speaking student is the substitution of the / O-/ sound 
for the English middle vowel / a/ in such words as come u p .
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English / o/ vs. Spanish /?/

Tn English the / o / sound is used in such words as 
all and saw. This slightly tense vowel is made with the 
back of the tongue higher than the / a  / sound with the lips 
slightly rounded and protruded. / o / occurs initially, 
medially, and finally in English words.

Spanish / o / is not phonemic but is a part of the 
/o/ phoneme. It is higher than the English sound, and there­
fore nearer the /o/ sound. This sound normally gives little 
trouble to the Spanish-speaking child, except in such words 
as horse and hoarse♦ To try to get the /o/ sound prompted 
by the spelling, the Spanish speaker tends to break the word 
into two parts: ho-res.

English /o/ vs. Spanish /o/
The English /o/ is a tense mid-back vowel, made with 

the tongue retracted at its base and somewhat raised toward 
the velum. The blade of the tongue is flat and somewhat re­
tracted, while the lips are rounded and often protruded. As 
/o/ is stressed and lengthened, it normally assumes diphthon­
gal form, acting in the same fashion as the /e/. Thus in an 
unstressed syllable, as in obey, the /o/ normally remains 
monothongal. When stressed before a voiceless consonant as 
in coat, the slight off-glide normally appears. The off- 
glide becomes still more noticeable when the stressed /o/ is 
final or before a voiced consonant as in go, sown. However 
/ o/ and /OU/ are not phonemically distinctive from each other
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and in broad transcription the sotmd may be represented with 
either Vorm.

Spanish /o/ is pure, not diphthongal like the Eng­
lish /o/. It is a little lower than English /o/. The only 
problem that the Spanish speaker finds in the English /of is 
the tendency to "clip" it off instead of holding on to it as 
is usually done in English. Many times practicing the /o/ 
as a diphthong will impress on the Spanish-speaking student 
that the English vowel is held longer than the Spanish.

English /u/ and /U/ vs.
Spanish /u/

In English the high-back /U/ and /u/ vowels, as in 
book and boot respectively, are the highest back vowels.
/U/ is a lax vowel and /u/ is a tense vowel; both made with 
the tongue drawn up and back toward the velum of the mouth. 
The lips are rounded for both vowels and may be slightly pro­
truded. Lip rounding is more noticeable and tense with the 
/u/ than it is with the /U/; /U/ is a slightly lower and 
more fronted sound when compared with the /u/. The latter 
sound is actually diphthongal in character, especially when 
stressed and lengthened. Both sounds are variants of each 
other in a group of oo words, and do appear so for many 
words in the same regions: roof, room, soot. Before
final /r/ in the same syllable, the former /u/ is lowered to 
/U/ as in poor, sure, and touring.

Spanish has the phoneme /u/ but it is a little lower
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than the English /u/. /U/ is a non-distinctjve allophone of
/u/ in Spanish. It is a little higher than liliglish /U/ with 
the result that Spanish /u/ and /U/ are very close together. 
Spanish students do not have much difficulty making either 
the /u/ or the /U/ sounds, but have great difficulty knowing 
when to use them. The unusual English spelling of words con­
fuses the Spanish-speaking student, particularly with the oo 
words: book, took, moon, soon.

The Central Vowels 
The central vowels in English present a more complex 

problem for analysis than do either the front- or back-vowel 
series. In the first place, the central vowels have even 
less fixed and well-defined positions with which they can be 
identified. For this reason placing their positions on a 
vowel diagram is quite arbitrary. Stress plays a very im­
portant role in English middle or central vowels.

English / a / vs. Spanish /?/
The English / a / is a central low unrounded vowel, 

made with the middle of the tongue slightly raised. The 
tongue position is very close to /JD/ and / o /. The essen­
tial difference in acoustic value results from the more ad­
vanced or central position of the tongue, and the unrounding 
of the lips. This vowel usually has a reasonable degree of 
unrounding of the lips. This vowel usually has a reasonable 
degree of stress, and is usually of short duration. Spanish
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does not have this sound. In fact, it is an uncommon sound 
in most other languages, and is easily distinguishable from 
adjacent phonemes. However, since the sound does not occur 
in Spanish, it produces one of the most common errors in the 
English pronunciation of Spanish-speaking students. Common 
substitutions are found in such words as cut, much, touch, 
come, and up,, where the Spanish speaker substitutes his /ou/ 
sound.

English /Jf"/ and / 3^/ vs.
Spanish /?r/ and /?rr/

/3^/ is the stressed syllabic /r/ in English. It is 
made with the tongue moderately retracted and a slight retro­
flexion of the tongue-tip toward the hard palate. This is 
the "r-colored" vowel in third, earth, heard, and mirth.

/dv/ is the unstressed "r-colored" vowel in English 
heard only in unstressed syllables. It is found as the last 
syllable in such words as father, mother, and together.

Since Spanish has no central vowels, of course, these 
two "r-colored" vowels do not exist in Spanish. Since the 
English spellings of these sounds are of such wide variety 
(burn, her, world, fur, fir, thorough) Spanish speakers tend 
to substitute according to the orthography of the words. For 
example, Spanish students substitute the vowel suggested fol­
lowed by the trilled /r/ as in summer: sum-mer. They tend 
to give a secondary accent to the "r-colored" syllable.
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English / 8/ vs. Spanish /?/

/ 9/ in English is the lax, central vowel that can 
occur in any position in a word. It has no such definite 
position of the articulators as can be noted for any other 
sound. It is probably best described as a sound with the 
articulators in a neutral position, with neither spread nor 
rounded lips, and with the tongue neither forward nor back. 
Other than for this description of this sound, the position 
of the vowel is indefinite. It is variously called the 
schwa sound, the indeterminate, weak, obscure, or unstressed 
vowel.

Present unstressed vowels were somewhat more dis­
tinctly pronounced in former times. Although the spelled 
form of the word remained the same, unstressed vowels grad­
ually became more weak sind indefinite, so that they tended 
to level into, or toward, the schwa sound. Thus, this sound 
may be spelled with any vowel, and its formation may approach 
the position of any other vowel from the central position of 
the mouth, with the articulators, more or less, in neutral 
position. The variations of the sound are dependent on the 
phonetic surroundings of the vowel. It is not an unstressed 
variety of other vowels, for any stressed vowel may also have 
an unstressed form; not necessarily is each unstressed vowel 
a schwa. /a / is an entity by itself in the English language, 
and as such, it is treated here as a separate phoneme.

Because of the extensive unstressing of syllables in
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English, the schwa is the most commonly used vowel in the 
English language. It is commonly found in the monosyllabic 
definite and indefinite articles, preposition, conjunctions, 
pronouns, and helping verbs, as well as many other words not 
easily classified: a, an, the, but, or, for, from, of, her,
them, shall, was, as, can are normally spoken with the schwa 
unless stressed. Many other words possess this indeterminate 
vowel, that cannot be assigned to any other phonemic entity. 
The underlined vowel in each of the following words is an 
example of the schwa form as recorded in Kenyon and Knott's 
A Pronouncing Dictionary: appetite, cholera, accost, about,
telephone, panacea, pacific, capa.bili.ty. In unstressed 
medial and final syllables both the / e / and /I/ are common 
forms, horrible [ horabj. ] or [ horlbj. ]. These forms vary 
freely in the normal use of American English.

The schwa or the principle of unstressing vowels is 
difficult for the Spanish speaker to understand. Even though 
Spanish does have "weak and strong" stress it is neither as 
weak or as strong as in English. There is some unstressing 
of vowels in unaccented syllables in Spanish, but even so, 
each vowel retains its identity. Every syllable is carefully 
spoken, with an individual attention which, if the consonants 
were not so languid in Spanish, would produce almost a stac­
cato effect. This quality of careful attention to each vowel 
in Spanish carries over into the English of the Spanish 
speaker and this quality must be observed by those who would
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be proficient in reducing Spanish dialect.

Diphthongs
A diphthong in English is made by the close juxta­

position of the two vowel sounds to form what is functionally 
a single sound, the gliding sounds between the beginning and 
the end being disregarded. Two characters (phonetic symbols) 
are used to represent such a sound. The pronunciation of a 
diphthong begins with the sound indicated by the first sym­
bol and ends with the sound indicated by the second. In 
English the commonly used diphthongs have the voice stress 
on the first elements.

English /oI / vs. Spanish /oj/
In the diphthong /oI / the vowels /o / and /I/ are 

juxtaposed to form the sound. This diphthong is found in 
English in such words as boil, boy, rejoice, toy, and voice. 
Spanish has a similar diphthong as in soy and hoy.
However, in Spanish a diphthong is any combination of a 
strong vowel (a, e, o) and a weak vowel (i, (%), u) or of 
two weak vowels. The vowels of a diphthong are pronounced 
as if each stood alone, but they are run together by rapid 
pronunciation. The strong vowel receives the stress in a 
combination of strong and weak vowels. In a combination of 
the two weak vowels, the second of the weak vowels is 
stressed. Two strong vowels in Spanish do not form a diph­
thong. Consequently, the Spanish speaker of the /oI /
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diphthong in English tends to separate the individual vowels 
more than the English speaker.

English /aU/ vs. the Spanish /aU/
This diphthong in English is a combination of the 

/a/ and the /U/ sounds. Variations found in many parts of 
this country use the / æ / or the / a /  as initial elements. 
This diphthong is found in English in such words as cow, 
how, house, town, doubt, owl, and scout.

Spanish has a similar diphthong in such words as 
causa, gaucho, and aula. Again, the Spanish speaker tends 
to give more individual attention to the separate vowels, 
but in general these diphthongs do not cause much communica­
tion trouble in the Spanish speaker's English. However, 
they do cause considerable problems in intonation of English,

English /al/ vs. Spanish /al/
This diphthong in English is usually made with the 

/a/ and the /I/ sounds. (In some sections of this country 
the /CL/ sound is used in the initial element.) The sound 
/a/ lies between /æ / and /0./. It is the low-front, lax, 
unrounded vowel. That is, the tongue is very low in the 
mouth, with its arch near the front. The /al/ diphthong is 
used in such words as aisle, buy, cry, height, light, and 
rye.

Spanish has a similar diphthong in such words as 
aire, hay, and baile. However, when transferred to English
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the Spanish student, as in the other diphthongs, tends to 
separate the two vowels more than the English. It is also 
true that in the vowels in all the diphthongs the Spanish 
speaker tends to shorten them considerably.

Stress, Rhythm, and Intonation Patterns
No utterance can be made in either Spanish or English 

without its carrying an intonation pattern, the components of 
which are stress (relative prominence of syllables), pitch 
(highness or lowness of tone), and terminal junctures (cer­
tain features which signal the phrasing in speech).

The flow of speech in any language is broken by 
pauses— short or long periods of silence— which usually come 
at the ends of whole utterances or at the end of large parts 
of the utterances such as "sentences," "clauses," and the 
like. Immediately before such pauses there are often special 
features of pronunciation, such as a slight drawling of a 
vowel or a certain kind of change in pitch, which themselves 
signal the presence of the boundary just as much as the pause 
does.

These features, wherever they occur are the terminal 
junctures, and the stretch of speech between the beginning 
of the utterance and the first terminal juncture or between 
two terminal junctures is called a phrase. The concept of 
phrase in Spanish and English pronunciation is of consider­
able importance because most of the overriding phenomena of 
stress, pitch, and rhythm in these languages operate in terms
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of phrases and are best described relative to the phrase.

Stress
Stress is what makes the difference between esta and 

esta^in Spanish or between conduct and conduct in English.
In the first of each of these pairs, the first syllable is 
more prominent or "accented"; in the second, the last syl­
lable. Often when syllabic stress occurs, it results from 
or is accompanied by an increase of loudness, duration, and/ 
or a rising pitch of the voice. Differences of stress are, 
of course, relative, yet distinctive enough to be noticed by 
any native speaker of English. Using the symbols / / ,  \ , ^ /  

to represent primary (or strong), secondary (or medium), and 
weak, respectively, the following words may be marked with 
clearly contrastive stresses: windy. garage, sufficient.
permit (n.), permit (v.) to show strong and weak stresses; 
dl^ti^arv. conc^ti^te. an^ctic. and manucure to show all 
three levels of stress. (Some students of American English 
believe that there are four distinctive stress levels.)^

Spanish has only two degrees of stress, strong and 
weak. This is especially noticeable in words similar to 
English words. Spanish regularly has long sequences of weak- 
stressed syllables uninterrupted by strong stress. In Eng­
lish, there is a fairly regular alternation between syllables

See, for example, George L. Trager and Henry Lee 
Smith, Jr., An Outline of English Structure. Studies in Lin­
guistics (Norman, Oklahoma: Battenberg Press, 1951)» PP* 35-
39.
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under weak stress and syllables under one of the stronger 
stresses. For example, English presentation, Spanish 
presentacion; English communicate, Spanish communicar.

Spanish pronunciations are governed by rules that 
are invariable for stressing: Spanish words are usually
stressed on the last or next to the last syllable. Words 
which end in a consonant, except n or are accented on the 
last syllable. Words which end in a vowel, or n or s, are 
accented on the next to the last syllable. Exceptions to 
these two rules are indicated by a written accent mark on the 
syllable. Spanish students tend to transfer these Spanish 
rules to their pronunciation of English. Add to this the 
English tendency to accent the first syllable in words, the 
problem becomes even more serious.

Pitch Contours^
Spanish has three levels of pitch and Englisn has 

four levels of pitch. Further, the Spanish levels are closer 
together. This can be shown in the following musical nota- 
ti on :

a

a

English Spanish

^Modeled from Patterns of Spanish Pronunciation by 
J. Donald Bowen and Robert P. Stockwell (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1969)«
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In English there are three terminal junctures: (1)

Terminal falling, symbolized by an arrow pointing downward 
/ ^  /. Its presence results in the maximum degree of slowing 
down in phrasing. The preceding syllable diminishes rapidly 
in intensity, with a drop in pitch. (2) Terminal rising, 
symbolized /f /. Its presence results in an intermediate 
degree of slowing down. The preceding syllable rises notice­
ably in pitch, with a slight increase in intensity before its 
final cessation. (3) Terminal level, symbolized / | / . Its 
presence results in less slowing down than for the other two 
terminal junctures. The occurences of / | / produce the ef­
fect of internal breaks or pauses within an utterance.^ The 
following example may show how the meaning of English sen­
tences can be changed by the use of the numbers of pitch 
levels and junctures: Suppose someone says a short English
sentence like "He went home." If this is said in answer to 
a question like "Where's John?" it will be represented with 
a pitch pattern which can be represented like this:

He went home.

There will be three levels of pitch involved which could be 
indicated on a musical staff this way:

See Trager and Smith, pp. 44-49, where the symbols 
/#/» /// /, and / /  / are used for terminal falling, rising, 
and level, respectively.
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He went home.

If the lowest of these pitch levels is designated as level 
/1/« the middle one can be level 72/, and the highest one 
level /!/. The pitch pattern of the sentence can then be re­
written as

/ 2 2 3 - 1/ He went home.
At the end of this sentence there is a kind of squeezing off 
of the stream of speech. It can be represented with an 
arrow pointing downward:

/ 2 2 3 1 '̂  / He went home.
This same squeezing off can be represented on a musical 
staff:

He went home.

This notation / 2 2 3 1 4^ / represents the most com­
mon intonational pattern used in simple declarative sentences 
in English. However, if instead of the question "Where's 
John?" the question was something like "Did you say John went 
to the movies?" then the answer might be, "No, he went home." 
Here the pitch level on "home" is no longer level /3/; it is 
a step higher and it is called level A / . This gives a second 
basic pitch pattern of English:
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/ 2 2 1 / He went home.

Finally, if when the information that John went home is given, 
someone is surprised by this piece of information and indi­
cates his surprise by the sentence: "He went home?" A third 
pitch pattern now appears which can be marked like this

/ He went home?

On a musical staff it might look like this:

a
He went home?

It appears that the syllable "home," which starts out on 
level /!/, does not rise all the way to the next pitch 
level, so that to mark it is to use the arrow pointing up­
ward, which indicates a rise pitch after the last pitch 
level. It can be written this way:

/ 2 2 3 3 T  / He went home?
Here the same sentence has been spoken with three different 
pitch patterns resulting in three different meanings:

2 2 31 iHe went home. (Simple statement)
2 2 ^1 j,

He went home. (Emphatic statement)
2 2 33 tHe went home? (Echo question)

This by no means exhausts the possible intonation patterns
from this simple declarative sentence. The emphasis could
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be put on "he" throwing doubt on the idea that it was "he" 
who went. Emphasis could be put on "went" so that doubi was 
thrown on whether he really did go home or not. However, 
the above are common intonation patterns in English and will 
serve the purpose to compare a simple Spanish declarative 
sentence.

In Spanish the pitch pattern which corresponds in 
frequency and meaning to the English pattern / 2 2 3 1 ^  / 
is a pattern which can be written / I  2 1 1 4^/. The sen­
tence is "Comemos mucho." (We eat much.) On a musical 
scale it would look like this:

1 2  2 1 1  

As a sentence it would be marked;

kome'^ozmu'^ho ^
The differences in the basic intonation patterns be­

tween English and Spanish are obvious from these illustra­
tions. English has a much wider and higher pitch pattern 
than Spanish and a wider spacing between syllable placings. 
When the Spanish pattern is imposed on to an English sentence 
it not only gives it an extreme "foreign" sound, but, since 
so much of the meaning of English utterances depend upon the 
inflection pattern, it interferes with the communicative 
ability of the Spanish-speaking child.
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Many students, when they see a question mark at the 

end of a sentence, they think it must mean that the pitch of 
I.he voice is supposed to rise. This is a strange misappre­
hension, and it is found both among English speakers and 
among Spanish speakers. When a question begins with a ques­
tion word— who, what, which, why,— in either language, the 
intonation pattern that occurs is identical with the normal 
uncolored statement pattern unless there is special emphasis 
present. Thus "When did he go?" has the same intonation as 
"I went yesterday." The question marks used in traditional 
orthography do not indicate anything about the intonation in 
such questions and are potentially misleading, especially to 
the Spanish speaking student who really never gets the falling 
inflection down low enough even on simple statements.

Rhythm
Rhythm is not usually considered an element of intona­

tion, but it does have important and noticeable consequences 
on the speech pattern of the Spanish-speaking student when he 
speaks in English. Rhythm is created in language by two ele­
ments: (1) length of syllables; (2) number of syllables per
unit of time, i.e., rate. In Spanish, the length of syllables 
is relatively constant. The following names will serve to 
illustrate the difference, with syllable length shown under­
neath by dots, each representing a minimum unit of length 
(thus . . is twice as long as . ):
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English Pronunciation Spanish Pronunciation

P e r u^ P e r  u^
• •••• • ••

S a n t i a g o  S a n t i a g o• • #### •• • • • •
Since the length of syllables is relatively constant 

in Spanish— all syllables are either one unit or two units 
long, depending in general on whether the syllable has weak 
or strong stress —  the number of syllables per unit of time is 
almost constant. The acoustic effect of this constancy In 
rate on the English ear is an effect of machine-gun-like ra­
pidity and regularity. The English rhythm pattern is just 
the opposite; it is extremely irregular, with a very weak 
stress followed by a strong stress held much longer than a 
Spanish syllable. This difference has been characterized as 
the difference between a stress-timed language (English tends 
to require a certain regularity in the rate of recurrence oC 
strong stresses) and a syllable-timed language (Spanish tends 
to require a certain regularity in the rate of recurrence of 
syllables, regardless of length). The basic difference is 
that Spanish syllable structure admits of relatively slight 
variation in length and rate, while English syllable strucuuu 
demands very substantial variation on both counts.

Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter has been to produce a 

simplified and abbreviated version of the English and Spanish 
sound systems that can be used in a course of Speech for the



155
Classroom Teacher for prospective teachers who have no 
Spanish language background and a limited knowledge of 11 ig11si 
phonetics. To accomplish this purpose the chapter was di­
vided into three major sections. The first part focused on 
the structures of sound systems to show that each language 
has built-in rules that are internalized early in life by the 
native speaker. In the acquisition of the second language, 
"linguistic noise" or "interference" may arise as the two 
languages come in contact.

The second section focused on the segmental phonemes 
of English and the contrastive sound in each case in Spanish. 
The consonants, vowels, and diphthongs were briefly explained 
for both English and Spanish and points of interference were 
indicated.

The third section focused on the stress, rhytlim, and 
intonation patterns of the two languages. The differences 
between English and Spanish were shown to point up the areas 
where remedial work would be necessary to improve the intona­
tion patterns of the Spanish-speaking student.



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION

The Mexican American subculture in the Southwest de­
parts from the typical assimilation and acculturation pat­
terns that have for many years been the "Melting Pot" formula 
for ingesting the foreign born into American society. In 
large part, this baffling lack of acculturation of the 
Mexican American has been due to his loyalty to his mother 
tongue, making Spanish the most persistent language among 
all the non-English languages represented in the United 
States. Its persistence among the Mexican Americans reflects 
the unusual and long lasting isolation of large segments of 
the group from interaction with the larger English-speaking 
society, as well as the relative recency of mass immigrations 
and the continuous arrival of immigrant Mexicans.

The persistence of Spanish in this, the second 
largest minority in the United States, has contributed to the 
many social, economic, and educational problems in the South­
west. Today, in South Texas, the poor record of the Mexican 
Americans in school, their low academic achievement, re­
tardation, overageness, and drop out rate, is looked upon as

156
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a social and educational problem in great need of solution.

This study has sought to analyse the "persi stenc-e" 
of Spanish and its ensuing problems and to formulate a pro­
gram to assist the classroom teacher in South Texas to better 
cope with the problem of the interference of the Spanish 
language into the English of the Spanish-speaking student.
The purpose of this concluding chapter is (l) to briefly 
summarize the content of this study and (2) to suggest areas 
for further study.

Summary
This study has been divided into four parrs. The 

first part, represented by Chapter II, endeavored to present 
the reasons for the "uniqueness" of the Mexican American 
subculture in the Southwest. In the socio-economic overview, 
it was pointed out that the failure of the larger English- 
speaking society tc acculturate its conquered Spanish- 
speaking minority came more from omission than commission.
The preoccupation of the larger society with its own pioneer 
growth, compounded by the immense problems generated by the 
Civil War and the Reconstruction era, left the two cultural 
communities in Texas more or less isolated from each other.
In this century the pressures of the Mexican Civil War and 
the need of the United States for cheap labor in World War I 
and World War II brought mass immigration from Mexico to add 
to the unassimilated pockets of Mexican Americans.

Further, it was pointed out that, in these "pockets"
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of Mexican Americans the retention of Spanish is encoi;raged 
by the cultural realities of the Mexican American popiilation. 
The new immigrants move into the barrios where the necessity 
for learning English does not follow the usual pattern of 
the assimilation of the foreign born. The Mexican American 
immigrant in South Texas tends to live and function on this 
side of the border in a miniature Mexico, which adds to his 
persistence in the use of the Spanish language, and in gen­
eral destines him to remain in the lower socio-economic 
strata.

The second division of Chapter II reviewed the failure 
of the schools in Texas to provide the stepping stones to the 
Mexican American child into the "main stream" of middle class 
economic competition. Statistical detail was given to show 
the low academic achievement of the average Mexican American 
child in school and the almost inevitable drop out rate that 
follows. Historically, South Texas took cognizance of the 
Mexican American child very belatedly. Considerable time 
elapsed before it was recognized that people of Mexican de­
scent were here to stay instead of coming and going across 
the border as immigrants. When the school did begin to con­
cern itself with the children of this minority group, it 
proceeded to fit them into a rigidly conceived system, in­
stead of attempting to adjust the system to the needs of the 
group. In this approach the educational system helped to 
perpetuate the low socio-economic standing of Mexican
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Americans. This section also pointed out the rise of "an­
other" language among the "unacculturated" Mexican American 
youth that may be "stamping in" anti-social behavior which 
culminates in serious social problems.

Chapter III reviewed the somewhat belated attempts 
by Texas to cope with the problem of educating the Mexican 
American child. In the I950's and 1960's the emphasis on 
socio-economic problems of minority groups and the civil 
rights movement contributed to a growing concern for the 
Mexican American and to the tendency to recognize his prob­
lems as characteristic of low socio-economic status. There 
is now increasing recognition of the necessity for special 
attention to the teaching of English to the Spanish-speaking 
child. There is also a growing understanding of the neces­
sity for specialized teacher training for teachers of Mexican 
American children, and a small but significant number of ed­
ucators are aware that the school and its curriculum may be 
inadequate.

In the last twenty years Texas has developed many 
special programs in an effort to better educate the Mexican 
American child. This chapter discussed these programs under 
two classifications: the compensatory programs that are
geared to the remediation, and remoulding of the children in 
order to compensate for their inadequacies when compared with 
other children in school; and the new bilingual approach 
which supposedly adjusts the school so that it can better
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educate the Mexican American child. Lack of definitive re­
search and experimentation still leaves the quesLion un­
answered how best to "acculturate" the Mexican American 
child through the public schools of Texas.

Chapter IV was concerned with the contemporary the­
ory and research in acquisition of language as it might be 
applied to second language learning and the current methods 
used in teaching a second language. Two general theories of 
language acquisition— the environmental and nativist ap­
proaches— were briefly reviewed, arid very briefly the socio- 
linguistic approach was introduced. The methods that have 
been and are being used to teach a second language were re­
viewed, and from them and the theory and research in language 
acquisition advanced today, certain theoretical implications 
were drawn for the teaching of pronunciation of English to 
the Spanish-speaking child. It was also noted in this chapter 
that no one theory of language acquisition and teaching has 
been proven to be the more effective in teaching the Spanish­
speaking child. It was recommended that the teacher be 
knowledgeable with the sound systems of both languages and 
be flexible enough to try another method if one fails.

Chapter V focused on the sound systems of English 
and Spanish. It attempted to produce a simplified and abbre­
viated version of English phonetics and contrastive points in 
Spanish phonetics that could be used in a course of Speech 
for the Classroom Teacher for prospective teachers who have
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no Spanish language background and a limited knowledge of 
Fnglish phonetics. The chapter was divided into three parts. 
The first part discussed the structure of sound systems, em­
phasizing that languages are rule governed, and that each 
child brings to a second language a first language with al­
ready internalized rules. With the two languages in contact, 
"linguistic noise" or "interference" is possible. To reduce 
this "linguistic noise" that often interferes with the com­
municating ability of the Spanish-speaking child, the next 
two parts presented contrastive studies of the phonemes of 
both Spanish and English and the intonation patterns of the 
two languages as related to stress, pitch, and juncture. 
Briefly, the rhythm patterns of the two languages were com­
pared from the standpoint of the length of syllables and the 
number of syllables per unit of time. The differences were 
shown between a stress-timed language such as English and a 
syllable-timed language such as Spanish.

Areas for Future Study 
In spite of the clamor for equality of educational 

opportunity and more efficient schools and progr-uis for 
minority-group children, there is little evidence that com­
pensatory or remedial programs are producing the long-term 
results desired. While limited evidence suggests that some 
Mexican American children are reaching short-term goals in 
reading readiness, English language ability, and so forth, no 
proof is available to demonstrate that such readiness and



162

ability result in sustained higher achievement, fewer school 
dropouts, or exit from school into higher-status positions 
than those held by their parents. Consequently, several 
areas are recommended here for future study.

Certain recommendations can be made about the col­
lection of evidence bearing on this problem. It is essential 
to know exactly what kinds of programs reach both their 
short- and long-term objectives. Detailed studies must be 
made to determine a program’s effectiveness. Guidelines for 
such programs must be reset to insure adequate objective data 
collection and analysis. In order to overcome the widely 
divergent methods of evaluation now used, studies should de­
velop standardized master proposal forms and data 
collection and evaluation procedures. The standardization 
of forms and procedures should present little difficulty, 
since most compensatory and remedial programs for the teach­
ing of disadvantaged children are quite similar throughout 
the nation. These standard forms would give the schools the 
means by which they could describe clearly the short-term and 
long-term objectives of the program proposed, the methods 
(techniques) assumed to reach them, staff characteristics, 
the number and kinds of students involved, and the outcomes.

Every program has both short- and long-term objec­
tives. For example, English-as-a-Second Language programs 
have as their principle short-term objective competence in 
English, and their long-term or major goal is success in
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school. Both objectives are measurable, the short-term more 
easily than the long. To measure the short-term goal, a 
standard form could measure the children's competency in 
English both before and after they have gone through the 
program. Whether the students reach or do not reach the 
long-term objective of success in school is much more diffi­
cult to measure, but it is nonetheless the crucial considera­
tion. With the data assembled and reduced for computer proc­
essing educators involved can make an analysis of program 
effectiveness. Without these or similar studies there will 
doubtless be a continuation of inadequate evaluation and in­
adequate decisions based solely on subjective rather than 
objective analysis. Evidence must be generated to show what 
works, when it works, with whom it works, and ultimately how 
it works.

The second area recommended for future research is in 
the field of teacher education. Research should be conducted 
to determine what special training teachers of the Mexican 
American child need. This information should then be made a 
part of inservice training programs for teachers now employed 
in these areas and also incorporated into the programs of 
colleges and universities who prepare teachers for positions 
in the Southwest.

The third area for needed research is in the field 
of second language teaching. There is an urgent need for 
definitive experimental research in second language teaching
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on which an acceptable theory can be built. The conflicting 
approaches at present leave the teacher with mainly his own 
resources to determine how best to proceed. This area is of 
necessity interdisciplinary. It is hoped that the disciplines 
of linguistics, psycholinguistics, anthropology, speech, 
sociology, and education will group their forces to produce 
a viable theory that is simple enough and practical enough 
for the classroom teacher to use.

Finally, the area of remedial work on the Spanish 
accent has barely been considered in the teaching programs 
of Texas. Studies should be made to determine the social, 
personal, and economic effects of foreign accents on the 
Spanish-speaking student. Further, other studies need to be 
made in this area to give the classroom teacher better tools 
with which to help the student speak better English.
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