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English tense and lax vowels in early and late EFL learners
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This study investigates the English pronunciation errors of mid-front vowels (/e/, /¢/)
and mid-back vowels (/o/, /9/) in Mandarin-speaking children and college students. Data were
collected from two third graders, who have learned English for at least five years. Test
sentence pattern is “I like CVC”, such as pay, bed, nose and ball. It was found that the error
patterns of children and college students have a lot in common. Major findings are as follows:
1) The error rate of tense vowel /e/ is much higher than lax vowel /¢/; 2) Tense vowel /o/ and
lax vowel /o/ tend to be used interchangeably. Tense vowel /e/ is often replaced by lax vowel
/e/; 3) Tense vowels /e/and /o/are also diphthongs. The off-glides of these two vowels tend to
be omitted; 4) Generally speaking, the accuracy of front vowels is higher than back vowels; 5)
The distances between F1 and F2 of children and college students are quite different from
native speakers of English. The early learners of foreign languages do not necessarily perform
better than late learners. Moreover, this research reveals that learners tend to blend similar
vowels in L2 and L1. As mentioned in Weinreich’s study (1968), learners attend to similarities
rather than differences between two sound systems. In addition, this preliminary study finding
does not confirm Munro, Flege & Mackay’s (1996) study concerning the ability of vowel
acquisition in second language being in inverse proportion to the time when one starts to learn
a second language.
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