
59

811.111’243’342.41:811.113.5 
https://doi.org/10.18485/bells.2021.13.3 

Oleksandr Kapranov*

NLA University College  
Oslo, Norway

THE ENGLISH VOWEL SCHWA AS A 
DIFFICULTY TO INTERMEDIATE EFL 

STUDENTS: EVIDENCE FROM 
PHONEMIC TRANSCRIPTION**

Abstract
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approach formulated by Mompean and Fouz-González (2021). The results reveal 
several substitutions of schwa for /e/, /ɒ/, /æ/, /ɑ:/, and /ɜː/. These findings 
correlate with the results of the post-hoc procedure that involves the identification 
and classification of schwa-related errors in the participants’ speech in English. 
Further, the findings are discussed from the vantage point of schwa as a difficulty 
to intermediate EFL learners.
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

This article presents and discusses a study that seeks to investigate 
whether or not intermediate students of English as a Foreign Language 
(EFL) experience difficulties with the English neutral vowel schwa (further 
in the article – schwa). In the present study, schwa is operationalised as a 
central unrounded vowel with the neutral lip position that typically occurs 
in unstressed syllables due to articulatory reduction of peripheral vowels 
(Čubrović 2007; Flemming 2009; Recasens 2021; Silverman 2011). 
Schwa is represented in the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) as the 
symbol /ə/ that is placed in the middle of the IPA vowel chart (Carley and 
Mees 2021). Due to its frequency and systematicity of use in the English 
language, schwa is often referred to as a default vowel sound (Boswell 
2020). In English, schwa is characterised by a free distribution, i.e. it may 
occur in initial, medial and final positions in a word (Čubrović 2007). In 
addition to the unstressed syllables in polysyllabic words, schwa is typically 
associated with the weak forms (e.g., must /məst/) of function words due 
to the rhythm and intonation in the utterance (Carley and Mees 2021). 
Schwa is not found in the strong forms (e.g., must /mʌst/) of function 
words that are stressed in the utterance and stressed syllables of the stand-
alone words, for instance dictionary entries (Cruttenden 2014). 

From the point of view of diachrony, schwa is associated with different 
historical processes of sound change in the English language (Minkova and 
Lefkowitz 2021). In synchrony, the patterning of schwa exhibits a tendency 
to vary depending on the variety of English (Heselwood 2007). For instance, 
in the Southern British Standard variety, or SBS (Čubrović and Bjelaković 
2020), schwa is widely omitted without affecting the meaning of a word 
(Demirezen 2021; Heselwood 2006). In contrast to SBS, however, schwa 
does not appear to be easily omitted in General American (GA). According 
to Demirezen (2021: 6), this observation can be illustrated by the following 
pairs of words in SBS and GA, cf.
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N Word GA SBS

1 Military /ˈmɪləˌteri/ /ˈmɪlɪtri/

2 Ordinary /ˈɔːrdənˌeri/ /ˈɔːdənri/

3 Secretary /ˈsekrəˌteri/ /ˈsekrətri/

4 Temporary /ˈtempəreri/ /ˈtemprəri/

Table 1. The difference between synchronic patterning of schwa 
in GA and SBS 

Whereas schwa is optional in certain positions in SBS, especially as far 
as the pronunciation of suffixes is concerned (see Table 1), a reverse 
phenomenon of schwa insertion is found in Irish English (IrE) and Scottish 
English (ScE). In these varieties of the English language, schwa is inserted 
in a number of consonant clusters, for instance /l/ + a consonant in IrE 
(Hickey 2007) and the insertion of schwa in /lm/, /rm/, /rn/ and /rl/ in 
ScE (Maguire 2018).

Since schwa is frequent in the English language, it seems logical to 
assume that EFL learners on the intermediate level of EFL proficiency, 
i.e. on the B1/B2 levels according to the Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages, or CEFR (The Council of Europe 2011), are 
bound to be exposed to schwa in EFL instructional settings. In this regard, 
Pennington (2014: 94) observes that schwa poses pronunciation difficulties 
to the majority of EFL students whose first language (L1) backgrounds are 
characterised by a lack of vowel reduction, for instance, Italian (Wheelock 
2016), Korean (Lee 2020), and Spanish (Monroy-Casas 2011). In 
particular, the literature (Hunt-Gómez and Navarro-Pablo 2020; Monroy-
Casas 2011) provides evidence of frequent mistakes made by Spanish L1 
EFL learners, who substitute schwa for monophthongs (e.g., /a/ instead 
of /ə/ in policeman /po’lisman/) and diphthongs (/io/ instead of /ə/ in 
television /tele’vision/), whereas Italian L1 EFL learners (Wheelock 2016: 
47) appear to insert schwa in atypical positions (e.g., /`sʊpə/ in soup). 
Similarly to Italian and Spanish, there is no schwa in the Korean language, 
hence Korean L1 EFL learners are reported to substitute it for /ʌ/ (Lee 
2020: 105).

Whilst the current literature indicates that EFL learners from a variety 
of L1 backgrounds encounter difficulties with schwa (Hunt-Gómez and 
Navarro-Pablo 2020; Lee 2020; Monroy-Casas 2011; Wheelock 2016), 
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little is known about schwa as a problem to Norwegian L1 EFL students on 
the intermediate level of proficiency (Rugesæter 2014). In addition, there 
are insufficient studies that investigate the use of schwa by Norwegian 
L1 EFL learners in conjunction with the phonetic transcription (either in 
the broad or narrow sense). Arguably, a scientific inquiry into the use of 
schwa by Norwegian L1 intermediate EFL learners would be a promising 
avenue of research given that prior studies (Kapranov 2019a; Kapranov 
2019b) report that EFL teachers in Norway consider schwa a problematic 
sound to Norwegian L1 EFL learners, especially on the beginner’s level of 
proficiency in English. Based upon the literature (Kapranov 2019a), this 
study seeks to shed light on schwa as a potential challenge to Norwegian 
L1 EFL students (further in the article – “participants”) on the intermediate 
level of EFL proficiency. Following Mompean and Fouz-González (2021), 
phonemic transcription in the IPA is employed in the study as a means of 
identifying schwa-related errors made by the participants. The study seeks 
to address the following research questions:

RQ1: Would there be schwa-related errors in the participants’ 
phonemic transcriptions in the IPA?

RQ2: Does a variety of the English language, specifically GA 
and SBS, impact upon schwa-related errors in the participants’ 
phonemic transcriptions in the IPA?

Further, this article proceeds as follows. First, prior research that deals 
with schwa as a challenge to EFL learners is discussed. Thereafter, the 
article presents an overview of the recent literature associated with the 
role of phonemic transcription in EFL teaching and learning. Afterwards, 
a brief explanation of the context of EFL teaching and learning in Norway 
is provided. Following that, the present study is introduced and discussed. 
Finally, the article is concluded with the summary of the findings and their 
linguo-didactic implications. 

2. Schwa as a challenge to EFL learners2. Schwa as a challenge to EFL learners

As mentioned in the introduction, the use of schwa poses challenges to 
EFL learners (Lee 2020; Levis 2018; Pennington 2014). In this regard, 
Ahn (1997: 258) indicates that the sources of difficulty stem from the 
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following two variables, namely i) the pronunciation of schwa is not 
reflected in the orthographic system of English and ii) the lack of an EFL 
learner’s understanding of the phonetic and phonological properties of 
schwa. This observation is echoed by Nilsen and Rugesæter (2015), who 
indicate that one of the main problems that a Norwegian L1 EFL learner 
experiences is associated with vowel reduction in English, which involves 
the pronunciation of unstressed syllables as schwa. Another variable that is 
related to EFL learners’ difficulties with schwa is accounted by the absence 
of schwa in their L1. In this regard, Nilsen and Rugesæter argue that “schwa 
is by far the most common vowel in English. In Norwegian, on the other 
hand, it is very rare” (2015: 89). The absence of schwa and, obviously, a 
host of other variables can lead to schwa-related errors that an EFL learner 
may encounter. 

There are several fairly recent studies that specifically address the use 
of schwa by EFL learners by means of investigating it either in conjunction 
with other segmental properties of the English language (Bardakci 2015; 
Bryła-Cruz 2021; Hunt-Gómez and Navarro-Pablo 2020; Kapranov 2019a; 
Makino 2009; Rehman et al. 2020; Smith 2012; Wheelock 2016) or 
focusing exclusively on schwa as a source of difficulty to EFL learners 
(Hida 2020; Lacabex et al. 2008; Lee 2020; Rahal 2016). In particular, 
Lacabex, Lecumberri and Cooke (2008) examine the Spanish L1 EFL 
learners’ ability to identify the English phonological contrast “full vowel 
– schwa” in two experimental conditions (auditory and articulatory) that 
involve the learners’ perceptual performance of the contrast in isolation 
and in utterances. They conclude that phonetic training exhibits positive 
effects upon the perception and use of schwa by the participants in the 
study. Hida (2020) examines the effect of direct pedagogical intervention 
in the form of shadowing on the learners’ ability to pronounce schwa. In 
the same vein as Lacabex, Lecumberri and Cooke (2008), Hida (2020) 
concludes that explicit didactic strategies of teaching schwa to EFL learners 
have positive effects on the correct pronunciation. Notably, Lee (2020) 
arrives at identical conclusions as far as the explicit teaching of schwa in 
Korean EFL contexts is concerned. Lee’s (2020) findings are supported by 
the study conducted by Rahal (2016), who argues that schwa is a common 
error among Arabic L1 EFL learners. According to Rahal (2016), schwa-
related errors are associated with the learners’ insufficient awareness of 
the phonetic properties of schwa.
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In contrast to the aforementioned studies, Bardakci (2015), Bryła-
Cruz (2021), Hunt-Gómez and Navarro-Pablo (2020), Kapranov (2019a), 
Makino (2009), Rehman, Silpachai, Levis, Zhao, and Gutierrez-Osuna 
(2020), Smith (2012), Visoni and Marlina (2020), and Wheelock (2016) 
analyse EFL learners’ problems with schwa in conjunction with other 
mispronunciation phenomena. These authors adopt the so-called broad or 
global perspective on errors in an EFL learner’s speech in order to identify a 
range of frequently mispronounced segmentals. Guided by this perspective, 
Bardakci (2015) argues that schwa is one of the most common mistakes 
made by Turkish L1 EFL learners. A possible reason that explains the high 
frequency of occurrence of schwa-related errors is the substitution of 
schwa for a similar Turkish vowel /ɯ/ (Bardakci 2015). Unlike in Turkish, 
there is no schwa in such Romance languages as Italian and Spanish (at 
least, in their standard varieties), which leads to frequent errors in speech 
produced by EFL learners whose L1 are Italian (Wheelock 2016) and 
Spanish (Hunt-Gómez and Navarro-Pablo 2020). However, in contrast to 
Spanish L1 EFL learners, Italian L1 EFL students add schwa to the English 
words that end in a consonant (Wheelock 2016). Similarly to Italian and 
Spanish, schwa is absent in the phonological inventory of the standard 
Norwegian variety Bokmål, which poses problems to young EFL learners 
whose L1 is Norwegian (Kapranov 2019a). It is reported that Norwegian 
L1 EFL learners “have difficulties with pronouncing words like salad, 
forward with schwa /ə/. They pronounce schwa more like a lip rounding 
/ø/ or /e/” (Kapranov 2019a: 309). In comparison to Norwegian L1 EFL 
learners, however, Japanese L1 EFL students make schwa-related mistakes 
due to i) “the various spellings corresponding to this sound” (Makino 2009: 
26) and ii) “the relatively small number of vowels in Japanese and the 
places of articulation in the mid to low central area” (Smith 2012: 201). 
These variables result in frequent substitutions of schwa for diphthongs 
by Japanese L1 EFL learners, e.g., /oʊ/ instead of /ə/ in of (Makino 2009; 
Smith 2012). Likewise, a systematic error analysis conducted by Rehman, 
Silpachai, Levis, Zhao, and Gutierrez-Osuna (2020) has provided an 
account of persistent schwa-related errors made by Arabic L1 EFL learners. 
In an analogous manner, Visoni and Marlina (2020) indicate that schwa is 
a recurrent error in Indonesian L1 EFL learners’ speech in English. A recent 
study conducted by Bryła-Cruz (2021) reports that schwa is associated 
with a repetitive type of errors by Polish L1 EFL learners. Notably, Bryła-
Cruz (2021) has established that male EFL learners in her study make 
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more schwa-related mistakes in comparison with female EFL learners on 
the same level of EFL proficiency. 

The meta-analysis of the current literature suggests that schwa poses 
substantial problems to EFL learners from a variety of L1 backgrounds. The 
literature shares a common denominator that schwa-related errors should 
be addressed in EFL instructional contexts (Bardakci 2015; Hida 2020; 
Kapranov 2019a; Makino 2009; Smith 2012; Wheelock 2016). 

3. Recent studies on phonemic transcription 3. Recent studies on phonemic transcription 
in EFL teaching and learningin EFL teaching and learning

One of the theoretical premises in this study involves the role of phonemic 
transcription as a means of EFL learners’ error identification associated 
with the phonological properties of the English language (Mompean and 
Fouz-González 2021; Mompean and Lintunen 2015). It should be noted 
that starting from the 1990s, the application of phonemic transcription 
in an EFL classroom has been comprehensively described in applied 
linguistics and EFL studies (Jenkins 2004; Lintunen 2013; Mompean 2005; 
Wells 1996). The prior literature indicates that phonemic transcription is 
a valuable source of data that sheds light on EFL students’ pronunciation 
errors (Mompean 2017: 480).The majority of publications in EFL studies 
(Jurida 2014; Lintunen 2005; Mompean 2005; Mompean and Lintunen 
2015) share an assumption that errors made by EFL learners in phonemic 
transcription correlate with the analogous errors in their actual speech 
production in English. In other words, EFL learners seem to map their 
common pronunciation mistakes onto their phonemic transcriptions 
(Łodzikowski 2021; Mompean and Fouz-González 2021).

Whilst meta-analyses of the studies on phonemic transcription in EFL 
settings published prior to 2015 are amply represented in the literature 
(see Mompean and Lintunen 2015), there seems to be no systematic review 
of research on the topic published after 2015. Further, this article provides 
a brief outline of the recent studies (i.e., published in 2016 – 2021) that 
explore the use of phonemic transcription across several EFL contexts that 
involve EFL cohorts with such L1 backgrounds, as Polish (Łodzikowski 
2021; Trzeciakowska 2016), Serbian (Tišma and Jeremić 2017), and 
Spanish (Mompean 2017; Mompean and Fouz-González 2021). 
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Trzeciakowska (2016) investigates Polish L1 EFL students’ errors 
in phonemic transcriptions in a variety of experimental tasks in order to 
reveal the connection between errors in transcription and pronunciation. 
She argues that there is a

[…] correlation between pronunciation and transcription skills. 
From this perspective, it can be assumed that transcription errors, 
which vividly resemble faulty pronunciations, should be treated 
as indicators of deficient knowledge about pronunciation skills.  
    (Trzeciakowska 2016: 180–181)

By means of examining a corpus of phonemic transcriptions in the IPA 
executed by the participants in her study, Trzeciakowska (2016: 175) has 
established that their mistakes in the IPA are ascribed to i) inadequate 
knowledge of transcription rules and ii) common pronunciation errors in 
the participants’ speech in English. Similarly to the study conducted by 
Trzeciakowska (2016), Łodzikowski (2021) examines the use of the IPA in 
EFL settings in Poland. However, his study focuses on the IPA-based digital 
transcription tool that is employed in the course in English phonetics 
in order to facilitate the learners’ phonological awareness. Łodzikowski 
(2021) indicates that the use of the digital transcription tool stipulates the 
learners’ autonomy in the learning process, facilitates their phonological 
awareness, and helps them with the identification and correction of errors.

Along the lines of the study conducted by Łodzikowski (2021), 
Mompean (2017) as well as Mompean and Fouz-González (2021) develop 
the construal of phonological awareness in conjunction with the use of 
phonemic transcription. In particular, Mompean (2017) operationalises 
phonological awareness as an EFL learner’s sensitivity to the sound 
structure of the English language. He indicates that the use of phonemic 
transcription draws EFL learners’ attention to linguistic details, contributes 
to a better sound discrimination both in isolation and within the speech 
stream, and fosters their capability of auditory discrimination. Based upon 
the study by Mompean (2017), Mompean and Fouz-González (2021) 
argue that the linguo-didactic value of phonemic transcription consists in 
providing the learners with a framework for autonomous learning of the 
English sounds. In addition, Mompean and Fouz-González (2021) suggest 
that phonemic transcription should be taught concurrently with practicing 
pronunciation skills.



Oleksandr Kapranov: The English Vowel Schwa as a Difficulty to Intermediate EFL...

67

The aforementioned contention is echoed by Tišma and Jeremić (2017), 
who investigate the methodology of teaching phonemic transcription to 
Serbian L1 EFL learners. Specifically, Tišma and Jeremić (2017) compare 
two methods, the traditional teaching of broad phonemic transcription 
based upon rote memorisation and the novel approach developed by 
Underhill (2005) that “attempts at making articulation empirically testable, 
i.e., visible, even touchable” (Tišma and Jeremić 2017: 590). Whereas 
the results of the comparison reveal that both the traditional and novel 
methods of teaching phonemic transcription are regarded favourably by 
the learners, the latter appears to be associated with fostering the learners’ 
autonomy and their active engagement in the learning process.

Summarising the recent publications, it seems possible to observe 
that the literature emphasises a facilitative role of the IPA transcription 
in EFL learners’ phonological awareness (Łodzikowski 2021; Mompean 
2017; Mompean and Fouz-González 2021; Tišma and Jeremić 2017; 
Trzeciakowska 2016). It should be noted, however, that there are no 
current studies that elucidate the role of phonemic transcription in the EFL 
context in Norway. Further, a brief outline of the context of EFL teaching 
and learning in Norway is provided.

4. The context of EFL teaching and learning in Norway 4. The context of EFL teaching and learning in Norway 

Current research indicates that Norwegians have a generally high level 
of EFL proficiency (Busby 2021). The English language in Norway has 
become a part of Norwegian speakers’ linguistic repertoire due to its 
increasing use (Rindal and Piercy 2013). Whilst Norwegians do not speak 
English as a second language (Ibid.), the presence of English in Norwegian 
educational contexts is significant to such an extent that it is no longer 
regarded as EFL (Vattøy 2019). Arguably, English in Norway occupies the 
niche between a second and a foreign language, since it is considered “a 
natural, supranational language in modern Norwegian society” (Chvala 
2020: 1).

In terms of the EFL teaching and learning context in Norway, it should 
be observed that students are expected to start formal EFL instruction in 
Year 1 of primary school and continue their EFL studies until Year 10, 
i.e. by the end of the so-called lower secondary school. At primary and 
lower secondary school, Norwegian EFL students are assumed to have 
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been exposed to 588 contact hours of English (Vattøy 2019). As far as the 
Norwegian EFL curriculum is concerned, it follows the can-do statements 
formulated by the Common European Framework of References for 
Languages (The Council of Europe 2011). 

Based upon the revised curriculum, the Norwegian Directorate for 
Education and Training (Udir in Norwegian) regards the teaching and 
learning of English pronunciation as an integral part of communicative 
skills. Specifically, Udir (2021) mandates that 

Communication is achieved through listening, reading, writing, 
prepared oral production and spontaneous oral interaction, 
including the use of appropriate communication strategies. It 
also includes participation in various social arenas, where it is 
important to train to master an increasing number of genres and 
forms of expression. Good communication requires knowledge 
and skills in using vocabulary and idiomatic structures, 
pronunciation, intonation, spelling, grammar and syntax of 
sentences and texts. (Udir 2021)

It follows from the revised subject curriculum (Udir 2021) that an EFL 
learner’s familiarity with English pronunciation and intonation is one of 
the institutionalised requirements of the teaching and learning process. In 
reality, however, insufficient attention is awarded to phonetics in primary 
and lower secondary schools (Rugesæter 2014). This observation is echoed 
by Bøhn and Hansen (2017: 55), who argue that little is known about how 
pronunciation is taught and assessed in Norway. 

One of the peculiarities of the current Norwegian EFL context lies 
in the rare use of the IPA in an EFL classroom (Bøhn and Hansen 2017; 
Rugesæter 2014). For instance, the IPA does not seem to be employed 
in order to teach the English sounds that cause substantial difficulties to 
Norwegian L1 EFL learners, such as /θ/, /ð/, /z/, and /w/ (Rugesæter 
2014). It could be argued that there exists a discrepancy between the 
institutionalised goal of teaching the English sound system and the lack of 
focus on phonetics and “little guidance in the assessment of pronunciation” 
(Bøhn and Hansen 2017: 55) in a Norwegian EFL classroom. In this regard, 
Bøhn and Hansen (Ibid.) observe that whereas Norwegian L1 EFL students 
are expected by Udir (2021) to use language-appropriate patterns in their 
oral communication in English, there are no clear guidelines concerning 
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what these patterns involve in terms of pronunciation and intonation and 
what an EFL teacher should do in order to teach them.

Given that the teaching and learning of English phonetics is not 
prioritised and the IPA is not used at school often, a typical Norwegian 
L1 EFL learner might experience a number of difficulties with the English 
sounds even on the intermediate level of proficiency (Rugesæter 2014). 
Arguably, one of those difficulties is associated with schwa. The following 
section of the article presents and discusses a study that seeks to establish 
whether or not schwa is problematic to Norwegian L1 EFL learners.

5. The present study5. The present study

The present study is embedded in the instructional setting of a course in 
English Phonetics offered at a regional university in Norway. The course 
in English Phonetics is a part of the so-called Årsstudium (Year Course in 
English), which is a stand-alone full-time university course comprised of 
such modules as Functional Grammar of English, EFL Didactics, English 
Literature, and Anglo-Saxon Civilization. The course in English Phonetics 
is based upon the book English Phonetics for Teachers by Nilsen and 
Rugesæter (2015). Following the book, the course is structured as a series 
of seminars (see Table 2 below that summarises seminar topics).

N Seminars Seminar Topics

1 Seminar 1
Introduction. Course expectations and 

requirements.

2 Seminars 2-3
Articulation. Phoneme and allophone. 

Syllable.

3 Seminars 4-5
Consonants. Stops. Fricatives. Nasals. 

Approximants.

4 Seminars 6-7

Vowels. The front monophthongs. 
The central monophthongs. The back 

monophthongs. The weak vowels. 
The front closing diphthongs. The 

back closing diphthongs. The centring 
diphthongs.
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5 Seminars 8-9
Word stress. Sentence stress. Weak 

forms. Assimilation and elision.

6 Seminars 10-11 Intonation. The five basic tones.

7 Seminars 12-13
Teaching pronunciation in an EFL 

classroom.

8 Seminars 14-15 Varieties of spoken English. SBS. GA.

Table 2. The structure of the course in English Phonetics

Elements of the IPA are introduced starting from the English consonants at 
Seminar 3 and adding English vowels at Seminar 6. Phonemic transcription 
is taught explicitly with substantial emphasis on practicing it in class and 
at home. Whilst phonemic transcription is focused on SBS during the 
first semester (Seminars 1-7), elements of GA are discussed in parallel 
with SBS starting from Seminar 3. During the second semester (Seminars 
8-15), the focus on phonemic transcription shifts towards GA. However, 
GA is discussed in contrast with SBS at Seminars 8-15. The application 
of phonemic transcription to other varieties of the English language (e.g., 
IrE) is not addressed in the course. 

The study is inspired by the previous literature (Kapranov 2019a), 
which indicates that schwa is regarded as one of the sources of difficulties 
to Norwegian L1 young EFL learners on the A1/A2 levels of EFL proficiency 
according to CEFR (The Council of Europe 2011). In line with the literature 
(Kapranov 2019a), the study seeks to examine whether or not schwa 
is associated with difficulties posed to a group of participants, who are 
Norwegian L1 EFL learners on the intermediate level of proficiency in the 
English language (i.e., on the B1/B2 levels). In contrast to the previous 
studies (Kapranov 2019a), however, this investigation focuses exclusively 
on schwa without identifying and discussing other segmental elements of 
the English language that the participants find problematic in their speech 
production in English. 

In line with Mompean and Fouz-González (2021), phonemic 
transcription in the study is regarded as a diagnostic means of error 
identification. Hence, the hypothesis suggests that the participants’ 
potential difficulties with schwa would be manifested as schwa-related 
errors in their phonemic transcriptions in the IPA. As mentioned in the 
introduction, the study seeks to answer two research questions that focus 
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on i) the identification of schwa-related errors in the participants’ phonemic 
transcriptions and ii) the impact of GA and SBS upon schwa-related errors 
in the phonemic transcriptions. Based upon the hypothesis and the research 
questions, the study involves a series of phonemic transcriptions in the IPA 
executed by the participants and a post-hoc procedure that consists in the 
participants’ spontaneous oral narratives in English. 

5.1. Participants5.1. Participants

In total, there are 15 participants (10 females and 5 males, M age = 
23.1 y.o., SD = 6) in the study. All the participants are intermediate EFL 
learners who at the time of the study were enrolled in an EFL programme 
at a regional university in Norway. The participants’ L1 is Norwegian. As 
far as the participants’ L1 background is concerned, it should be explained 
that Norwegian and Saami are two official languages in Norway, whilst 
Kven and Romani are regional and minority languages (Hiss, Pesch and 
Sollid 2021). There are no participants who are associated with the socio-
linguistic backgrounds other than Norwegian. The participants indicate 
that they speak Vestlandsk, a dialect of the Norwegian language spoken in 
Western Norway. 

English is a foreign language to all the participants. There are neither 
English L1 speakers nor early balanced English/Norwegian bilinguals among 
them. The participants are assumed to be on the intermediate B1/B2 levels 
of proficiency in English according to CEFR (The Council of Europe 2011). 
This assumption is based upon their secondary school leaving certificates. 
In terms of the participants’ preferences for a particular English variety, 
the following should be explained. In an informal discussion at one of the 
seminars in English Phonetics, nine participants (60%) have reported that 
they prefer using SBS, five participants (33,3%) speak GA, whereas one 
participant (6,6 %) uses ScE. These findings correspond to the previous 
literature (Kapranov 2019c; Rindal and Piercy 2013) which indicates that 
Norwegian L1 EFL learners typically exhibit preferences for GA and SBS as 
the varieties that they use in class and extra-murally.

The participants are requested to sign a Consent form that allows the 
author of the present article to process, analyse and publish their written 
data for scientific purposes. To ensure confidentiality, the participants’ real 
names are coded. The following coding scheme is used in the study, e.g. P 
as in “participant” and the number (P1, P2, … P15). 
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5.2. Materials, methods and procedure 5.2. Materials, methods and procedure 

The study involves a series of phonemic transcriptions (total N of tasks = 
4) that are executed by the participants during the course of two semesters, 
i.e. Task 1, Task 2, Task 3, and Task 4. All four tasks involve the so-called 
broad phonemic transcriptions in the IPA. 

The materials in all four tasks are derived from short texts (N = 4) 
that provide general plot synopses for popular feature films on the web-site 
Internet Movie Database (www.imdb.com). The Internet Movie Database 
(also abbreviated as IMDb) is an online database of “information related to 
movies, television programs and video games, including cast, production 
crew, fictional characters, biographies, plot summaries and reviews” 
(Fornacciari et al. 2017: 5). The use of the general plot synopses of feature 
films as materials for the tasks is explained by the tendency of the IMDb to 
provide an easy-to-understand descriptive narrative about the film and the 
main characters in the film (Goldstein et al. 2007). 

The materials in all four tasks are edited by the author of the article 
to ensure that they do not pose substantial problems to the participants in 
terms of the lexical and syntactic complexity. After the materials have been 
edited, they are comprised of frequently used non-specialist vocabulary 
items and the maximum of two T-units per sentence. All the materials that 
are used in the transcription tasks are stylistically neutral narratives. The 
texts that are used in Tasks 1-2 are lexically and syntactically similar in 
terms of the total number or words, sentences, and T-Units. The author of 
this study follows the definition of the T-unit, or minimal terminable unit 
of language, provided by Hunt (1965), who defines it as “a single main 
clause (or independent clause) plus whatever other subordinate clauses or 
non-clauses are attached to, or embedded within, that one main clause” 
(Hunt 1965: 93). Whilst Tasks 3 and 4 differ in the total number of words, 
they are identical in terms of the total number of sentences and T-Units, as 
seen in Table 3 below. 
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N
Descriptive 
Statistics

Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4

1 Total N of words 30 39 88 122

2
Total N of 
sentences

4 2 4 4

3
Total N of 

T-Units
4 4 10 10

Table 3. The descriptive statistics of the texts used in Tasks 1–4 

From the point of view of research methodology, the approach to error 
identification in the tasks (i.e., Tasks 1 – 4) should be explained in detail. 
The author of this article concurs with Lintunen (2005), who posits that EFL 
learners’ errors associated with English vowels are problematic to identify 
and compare due to difficulties in the limits of acceptability. In this regard, 
Vishnevskaya (2011: 78) argues that acceptability may involve the levels 
of variability associated with the varieties of English, word stress patterns, 
and phonetic variation in English polysyllabic words, to name just a few. 
Taking these variables into account, error identification in this study factors 
in phonetic variability. In order to illustrate the procedure of error analysis, 
let us consider how phonemic transcription of the noun expectations is 
analysed in the study. Both /ˌekspekˈteɪʃənz/ and /ˌekspekˈteɪʃnz/ are 
accepted and, consequently, not identified as errors, whilst, for instance, 
/ˌekspekˈteɪʃɒnz/ is counted as a mistake. Additionally, the procedure of 
error identification in the study factors in textual constrains of the tasks. It 
means that the materials in Tasks 1 – 4 do not involve individual words in 
isolation. Subsequently, the materials in the tasks should not be transcribed 
as individual stand-alone lexical items. For instance, in the present error 
analysis the transcription of the indefinite article a as /æ/ and/or /eɪ/ in 
the sentence It’s a cat is counted as a mistake, whereas the transcription of 
a as/ə/ is considered to be correct. Prior to each task, the participants have 
been reminded about the importance of paying attention to transcribing 
sounds in the speech flow and observing the stress in phonetic words 
and sentences rather than stressing all individual words. Furthermore, 
the participants are advised that the texts in all four tasks are stylistically 
neutral and non-emphatic.
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Guided by the aforementioned approach to error identification, 
the participants’ phonemic transcriptions in the tasks are analysed 
quantitatively per group. First, the participants’ errors associated with 
schwa are manually identified in the tasks by the author of the article and 
converted into numerical representations that are subsequently entered 
into the Statistical Package for Social Sciences, or SPSS (IBM 2011). 
Thereafter, means and standard deviations per error type per group are 
computed in SPSS (IBM 2011). Second, the percentage of the participants 
who have made errors associated with schwa per type of error per group 
is calculated in SPSS. Finally, the participants’ errors are double-checked 
by an experienced phonetician who works at the university examination 
board. 

As far as the procedure in the study is concerned, the participants are 
requested to transcribe Tasks 1 and 2 in the IPA in SBS in the first semester 
of the course in English Phonetics, while Tasks 3 and 4 are transcribed by 
the participants in the second semester of the course. Task 3 is requested to 
be transcribed in the IPA in SBS, whereas Task 4 is asked to be transcribed 
in the IPA in GA. All tasks are executed by the participants electronically on 
their personal computers at home. In addition, after the completion of all 
tasks, the participants are requested to record spontaneous oral narratives 
that are analysed in the post-hoc procedure. 

5.3. Results5.3. Results

The error analysis has revealed several types of schwa-related errors made 
by the participants in all four tasks. These errors are summarised in Table 
4 in the form of means (M) and standard deviations (SD) per group. 
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N Error type Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4

1
/e/ instead 

of /ə/
M 1.1 

(SD 0.3)
M 4 

(SD 2)
M 1 (SD 0)

M 2.5 (SD 
3.3)

2
/ɒ/ instead 

of /ə/
M 1 

(SD 0)
M 2.1 

(SD 0.8)
M 1.2 (SD 

0.4)
M 4.6 (SD 

1.7)

3
/æ/ instead 

of /ə/
M 1.6 

(SD 0.9)
M 1.8 

(SD 4.9)
M 1 (SD 

0.7)
M 4.8 (SD 

1.2)

4
/ʌ/ instead 

of /ə/ –
M 1.4 

(SD 0.5)
M 2.3 (SD 

0.9) 
–

5
/ɑ:/instead 

of /ə/
M 1.3 

(SD 0.5)
M 1 

(SD 0)
M 3.5 (SD 

2.5)
–

6
/ɜː/ instead 

of /ə/ –
M 1 

(SD 0)
– –

7
/ʊ/ instead 

of /ə/
M 1 

(SD 0)
–

M 6.7 (SD 
1)

M 2 (SD 1)

8
/eɪ/ instead 

of /ə/ – – –
M 1.8 (SD 

0.4)

Table 4. Means and standard deviations of errors associated with schwa 

Table 5 illustrates the percentage of participants per group, who made 
schwa-related mistakes. 

N Error type Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4

1
/e/ instead 

of /ə/ 46.6% 53.3% 13.3% 40%

2
/ɒ/ instead 

of /ə/ 6.6% 46.6% 33.3% 40%

3
/æ/ instead 

of /ə/ 73.3% 40% 46.6% 60%

4
/ʌ/ instead 

of /ə/ – 33.3% 20% –

5
/ɑ:/instead 

of /ə/ 40% 26.6% 13.3% –
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6
/ɜː/ instead 

of /ə/ – 6.6% – –

7
/ʊ/ instead 

of /ə/ 26.6% – 60% 40%

8
/eɪ/ instead 

of /ə/ – – – 26.6%

Table 5. Percentage of participants, who made errors 
associated with schwa 

5.4. Discussion5.4. Discussion

As mentioned in the introduction, the study seeks to provide answers to 
two research questions. Whereas the first research question is concerned 
with the identification and classification of schwa-related errors in the 
participants’ phonemic transcriptions in the IPA, the second research 
question aims to answer whether or not a variety of the English language 
impacts upon errors associated with schwa in the participants’ phonemic 
transcriptions. These research questions will be discussed in detail in the 
following subsections of the article.

5.4.1. Discussing research question 15.4.1. Discussing research question 1

It is evident from Table 4 that whilst schwa-related errors are present in all 
tasks, the types of errors and their distribution in the tasks differ. Figure 1 
below illustrates the difference between the distribution of error types in 
Tasks 1 and 2. 
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Figure 1. The distribution of schwa-related error types 
in Tasks 1 and 2

As previously described in the article, Tasks 1 and 2 involve texts that are 
phonologically balanced and similar in terms of the number of words to 
be transcribed (see Table 3). Furthermore, Tasks 1 and 2 are offered to the 
participants for transcription in the first semester of the course in English 
phonetics, when the participants could be assumed to be at the initial stage 
of familiarity with the IPA. Additionally, the participants are instructed to 
transcribe both Task 1 and Task 2 in SBS. Arguably, these variables render 
the tasks comparable as far as the error analysis in the present study is 
concerned. 

The results of the error analysis indicate that there are several types 
of errors associated with schwa that involve a substitution of schwa for 
another vowel (see Table 4). Several error types have been identified both 
in Task 1 and Task 2, for instance, the substitutions of /ə/ for /e/, /ɒ/, /æ/, 
and /ɑ:/. These errors could be related to a number of variables, such as 
the influence of the English orthography, a nascent stage of transcription 
skills, and, perhaps, an over-taxed capacity of the participants’ long-term 
memory associated with the retention of the IPA symbols in order to 
use them properly in the transcriptions. Another variable could involve 
the participants’ insufficient attention to schwa due to the focus on the 
transcription of the English consonants that are absent in the Norwegian 
language, such as /z/, /θ/, and /ð/. Whilst it is beyond the scope of this 
study to provide a comprehensive error analysis, it should be mentioned 
that 93% of the participants make mistakes by substituting the fricative 
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/z/ for /s/. The lack of understanding of the /s/ – /z/ contrast in English 
by the participants has been one of their major challenges during the 
course in English Phonetics. Arguably, the participants have redirected 
their cognitive resources, attention, and working memory allocation from 
schwa towards transcribing other sounds, for instance /z/. Subsequently, 
this phenomenon may contribute to the increase in schwa-related errors in 
Task 2 even after the participants have received more instruction associated 
with phonemic transcription in the IPA. 

Whereas the substitutions of /ə/ for other vowels (for instance, 
/e/, /ɒ/, /æ/, and /ɑ:/) are similar in Tasks 1 – 2 (see Figure 1), the 
substitution of /ə/ for /e/ increases in Task 2. In this task, nearly one 
half of the participants (46.6%) make this mistake (see Table 5). The 
substitution of /ə/ for /e/, especially in Task 2, could be explained by the 
following reasons. First, the participants have insufficient skills in the IPA 
transcription in the first semester of the course. Obviously, the lack of skills 
in transcription affects not only the correct transcription of schwa, but other 
vowels and some consonant sounds as well (e.g., the English fricative /z/ is 
consistently transcribed by the participants as /s/). It should be noted that 
similar observations are made by Mompean (2017), Tišma and Jeremić 
(2017), and Trzeciakowska (2016), who suggest that low levels of the 
IPA transcription skills correlate with the errors in phonemic transcription 
in the IPA irrespective of an EFL’s learner understanding of the phonetic 
and phonological properties of the English language. Notably, the same 
pattern of substitution of schwa for /e/ is reported in the study by Rahal 
(2016), who attributes this error to an EFL learner’s insufficient awareness 
of the phonetic properties of schwa. Second, the spike in the substitution 
of /ə/ for /e/ in Task 2 could be explained by means of referring to the 
conclusions made by Łodzikowski (2021), Mompean and Fouz-González 
(2021), Tišma and Jeremić (2017), and Trzeciakowska (2016), who point 
to the orthographic system of English as a cause EFL students’ difficulties 
associated with schwa. Judging from the data, the major bulk of the 
substitution of /ə/ for /e/ in Task 1 and, especially, in Task 2 occurs in the 
definite article the, which the participants transcribe as /ðe/. Given that 
there is neither /ðɪ/ nor /ðiː/ in the data, the stress placement as a cause 
of this error should be factored out. Hence, it is argued that the error in the 
substitution of /ə/ for /e/ is caused, predominantly, by the impact of the 
English spelling upon the participants’ transcriptions in the IPA.
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Judging from the data, another error is manifested by the substitution 
of schwa for /æ/ in Tasks 1 and 2. This error in Task 1 appears to be 
confined, mostly, to the transcription of and (e.g., /ænd/ instead of /
ənd/). This type of error is made by 73.3% of the participants and its 
mean occurrence per group in Task 1 is M = 1.6 (SD 0.9). The results 
of the error analysis indicate that 11 out of 15 participants have made 
between one and two errors of this type in their IPA transcriptions. It 
seems that the high percentage of the participants who substitute /ə/ for 
/æ/ in Task 1 is reflective of the participants’ problems with i) the English 
stress on the level of phrase and sentence and, concurrently with that, ii) 
insufficient understanding of the phonetic and phonological properties 
of schwa.

Data analysis indicates that only two participants do not have schwa-
related mistakes in their transcriptions in Tasks 1 – 2. This finding is 
illustrated by Figure 2 that presents the number of errors per participant 
in Tasks 1 – 2. 

Figure 2. The number of errors per participant in Tasks 1 – 2 

It is evident from Figure 2 that the standard deviation of all error types per 
group in Task 2 is higher (SD = 2, 81) in contrast to that of Task 1 (SD = 
1,14). This finding illustrates that several participants (for instance, P1, P2, 
P3, P7, P8, P11) make the major bulk of the schwa-related errors, whereas 
the rest of the participants make between one and two errors in Tasks 1 
and 2 (see Figure 2). Judging from the observations of the participants 
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at the seminars in English Phonetics, one of the reasons for the increase 
in schwa-related errors could be attributed to the participants’ individual 
differences in mastering phonemic transcription in the IPA. Specifically, 
the author of this article, who was the course teacher, noted that a group 
of participants (namely, P1, P2, P3, P7, P8, P11) required more help with 
the completion of the transcription tasks and demonstrated problems 
with remembering and retaining the IPA symbols. This observation feeds 
into the construal of individual differences in the EFL learning process 
that highlights the relevance of psychological and individual factors in 
mastering pronunciation (Pennington 2021: 3). 

5.4.2. Discussing research question 2 5.4.2. Discussing research question 2 

The second research question addresses how schwa-related errors are 
distributed depending on whether or not the participants transcribe 
the tasks in SBS or GA. In order to elucidate this issue, the participants 
have been asked to transcribe one text in SBS in Task 3 and one text in 
GA in Task 4. It should be specified that the text in Task 3 is written in 
accordance with British spelling conventions, whereas the text in Task 4 
is written in American English. The results of the error analysis reveal 
that the participants make schwa-related mistakes regardless of the variety 
of the English language. Arguably, this finding seems to be novel given 
that the prior literature (Łodzikowski 2021; Mompean and Fouz-González 
2021; Tišma and Jeremić 2017; Trzeciakowska 2016) does not report the 
correlation between the occurrence of schwa-related errors and the variety 
of English. The application of the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
to the means of error types in Tasks 3 – 4 indicates that the result is not 
significant at p< .05, [F(1; 22) = 0.39, p = .54]. Judging from this finding, 
the distribution of schwa-related errors in Tasks 3 and 4 appears to be 
similar. 

However, in terms of the raw values, the substitution of schwa for 
/ɒ/ and /æ/ is more common in Task 4. It appears to be associated with 
the participants’ errors in transcribing the prepositions of as /ɒv/ instead 
of /əv/ and on as /ɒn/ instead /ən/. The substitution of schwa for /æ/ is 
illustrated by the participants’ transcriptions of the preposition as as /æz/, 
and the conjunction and as /ænd/ instead of /ənd/. These errors could be 
accounted by the participants’ reliance on the English spelling whose rules 
are, presumably, mapped onto the respective transcriptions. In addition, 
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the errors are indicative of the participants’ insufficient understanding 
of the vowel reduction in weak forms and a lack of awareness of how 
functional words are transcribed on the sentence level.

It follows from the results of the error analysis that there are several 
substitutions of schwa for monophthongs in the participants’ transcriptions 
both in SBS and GA. Specifically, schwa is substituted for /e/, /ɒ/, /æ/, and 
/ʊ/ regardless of the aforementioned varieties of the English language. 
However, the substitution of schwa for /ʌ/ and /ɑ:/ occurs only in the 
transcriptions in SBS, whereas the substitution of schwa for the diphthong 
/eɪ/ is an error found only the participants’ transcriptions in GA. These 
findings are exemplified by Figure 3 below.

Figure 3. The distribution of types of errors associated with schwa 
in Tasks 3 and 4

In contrast to Task 4, the substitution of schwa for /ʊ/ is the most frequent 
schwa-related error in Task 3, which is made by 60% of the participants. 
Similarly to the substitution of schwa for /æ/, this error could be argued 
to reveal the participants’ lack of attention to weak forms and sentence 
stress. Given that this type of error occurs both in SBS and GA, it could 
be assumed that the participants’ insufficient awareness of the English 
stress and weak forms does not correlate with the varieties of the English 
language. Obviously, this finding should be treated with caution, since it is 
based upon the error analysis of phonemic transcriptions executed in two 
varieties of English, SBS and GA. Arguably, a study that involves phonemic 
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transcriptions in other varieties of the Inner Circle of English (for instance, 
ScE, IrE, etc.) would provide results that are different from the present 
ones. 

Another observation that is evident from the data analysis is that the 
standard deviation of all error types in Task 4 (M = 8.03; SD = 3.87) is 
higher in contrast to the standard deviation in Task 3 (M = 8.08; SD = 
2.87). This finding indicates that Task 4 is characterised by a noticeable 
variation in the total number of errors, as illustrated by Figure 4. 

Figure 4. The number of errors per participant in Tasks 3 – 4 

It is seen in Figure 4 that the total number of errors per participant in 
Task 4 ranges from N = 1 (Participant P12) to N = 17 (Participant P15), 
whereas only one participant (P10) has no errors both in Tasks 3 and 4. In 
case of Participant’s P15 spike in errors in GA, the error analysis indicates 
that the majority of them are associated with the transcription of the that 
is erroneously transcribed as /ðe/. 

Another observation that is evident from Figure 4 concerns Participants 
P9, P13, P15 and P12, whose schwa-related errors are distributed 
differently from the rest of the group. In particular, whilst the schwa-
related errors per group appear to be similarly distributed in Tasks 3 and 
4, errors in Participants’ P9, P13, and P15 transcriptions in GA are above 
the group mean (M = 8.03). In contrast, however, Participant P12 makes 
substantially more mistakes in SBS in Task 3, whereas the participant’s 
errors in Task 4 are below the group mean (M = 8.03). These findings could 
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be explained by the participants’ individual preferences in terms of their 
preferred variety of the English language. In this regard, it should be noted 
that Norwegian L1 EFL learners are free to choose the variety of English 
they speak in instructional contexts. In practice, it means that there is no 
institutionalised policy that mandates Norwegian EFL teachers to teach 
their students by means of using, for instance, SBS (Graedler 2014; Rindal 
and Piercy 2013). On the contrary, it is up to an individual EFL teacher to 
use the variety of the English language the teacher is comfortable with. 
Similarly, a Norwegian EFL student is not limited to using only SBS in the 
instructional settings. Given that Norwegian EFL students are exposed to GA 
via media, travel, and personal contracts (Rindal 2010), many of them use 
it both in intramural and out-of-classroom contexts. The current literature 
indicates that whereas Norwegian L1 EFL learners tend to prefer SBS at 
school (Rindal 2010), they exhibit preferences for GA in out-of-school 
contexts. Presumably, Participants’ P9, P13, and P15 schwa-related errors 
in Task 4 are accounted by their preferred use of SBS and, consequently, 
insufficient use of GA. Similarly, Participant’s P12 numerous schwa-related 
errors in Task 3 are explicable by the participant’s preference for GA, given 
that in Task 4 this participant makes substantially fewer schwa-related 
mistakes (see Figure 4). 

5.5. The post-hoc procedure5.5. The post-hoc procedure

The post-hoc procedure in this study involves an oral task in English. 
In the second semester of study, the participants are asked to produce a 
spontaneous narrative of approximately five minutes in duration about 
their quotidian experiences. In total, 11 out of 15 participants have sent 
their recordings with the narratives (M duration = 3,7 minutes; SD = 
1,35; minimum = 1,25 minutes; maximum = 6,4 minutes). The narratives 
have been examined by the author of the article and the experienced 
phonetician who works at the university examination board. The results of 
the error analysis of the participants’ oral speech in English reveal that the 
participants make several schwa-related mistakes. Table 6 below presents 
these types of errors and provides the percentage of the participants (N = 
11) who make them. 



Belgrade BELLS

84

N Error type
Percentage of participants 
who make schwa-related 

errors in speech

1 /e/ instead of /ə/ 36.4%

2 /ɒ/ instead of /ə/ 45.5%

3 /æ/ instead of /ə/ 63.6%

4 /ʌ/ instead of /ə/ -

5 /ɑ:/ instead of /ə/ 36.4%

6 /ɜː/ instead of /ə/ -

7 /ʊ/ instead of /ə/ 27.3%

8 /eɪ/instead of /ə/ 9.0%

Table 6. Schwa-related errors in the post-hoc procedure

It follows from the error analysis summarised in Table 6 that schwa-
related errors occur in the participants’ speech in English as well as in 
their phonetic transcriptions in the IPA. In line with the prior literature 
(Łodzikowski 2021; Mompean and Fouz-González 2021; Tišma and Jeremić 
2017; Trzeciakowska 2016), this finding could be taken to indicate that 
phonemic transcription appears to be a useful means of identifying errors 
in EFL learners’ speech production in English. Specifically, the participants’ 
spontaneous speech in English in the post-hoc task is characterised by 
eight error types associated with schwa (see Table 6). 

Judging from the data, the substitutions of schwa for /ɒ/, /æ/, /ʊ/, 
and /eɪ/ are related to the participants’ use of the full forms instead of 
weak ones. This finding supports the results of the error analysis of the 
participants’ phonemic transcriptions in the IPA that are marked by the 
presence of similar, if not identical, schwa-related mistakes. Presumably, 
schwa-related errors that are manifested by the substitutions of schwa for 
/ɒ/, /æ/, /ʊ/, and /eɪ/ are reflective of the participants’ lack of attention 
to stress in English, especially on the level of phrase and sentence.

In the post-hoc, the substitution of schwa for /e/ is typically associated 
with the definite article the, whereas the substitution of schwa for /ɑ:/, 
to a substantial extent, occurs in the preposition about. Arguably, these 
types of errors could stem from the English spelling conventions and, 
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perhaps, the influence of Norwegian, the participants’ L1. Obviously, 
these assumptions are tentative, since a more substantial corpus of errors 
and a more representative number of participants are needed in order to 
ascertain the exact cause/causes of schwa-related errors in Norwegian L1 
EFL learners’ speech in English. 

6. Conclusions6. Conclusions

The study presented in this article discusses schwa-related errors in a 
series of phonemic transcriptions executed by the participants, who are 
Norwegian L1 EFL students on the intermediate level of proficiency in 
English. The meta-analysis of the current literature reveals that little is 
known to-date about whether or not intermediate EFL students whose L1 
is Norwegian experience problems associated with schwa in phonemic 
transcriptions in the IPA. To shed light on this issue is especially topical in 
light of the recent publications (Kapranov 2019b) that indicate that young 
EFL learners in Norway encounter problems with schwa. Judging from the 
results of the present study, the same could be posited about Norwegian L1 
EFL learners on the intermediate level of proficiency. 

In line with Mompean and Fouz-González (2021), phonemic 
transcription is regarded in the study as a diagnostic means of identifying 
the participants’ problems with schwa. The results of the error analysis of 
the participants’ phonemic transcriptions reveal the presence of several 
types of schwa-related errors that appear to correlate with the results of 
the post-hoc procedure. These errors involve the substitutions of schwa 
for /e/, /ɒ/, /æ/, /ɑ:/, /ʊ/, and /eɪ/. Whereas the substitutions of schwa 
for/ɒ/, /æ/, /ʊ/, and /eɪ/ are indicative of the participants’ problems with 
the sentence stress English, the substitutions of schwa for /e/ and /ɑ:/ 
seem to be accounted by the impact of the English orthography, which, 
presumably, is coupled in these cases with the negative transfer from the 
Norwegian language into English. To reiterate, these findings should be 
approached with caution, since the study involves a limited number of 
participants (total N = 15). 

Whilst there are limitations in the study, it has, nevertheless, revealed a 
novel aspect that is associated with a potential impact of the variety of English 
upon schwa-related errors in the participants’ phonemic transcriptions. In 
particular, it has been found that the impact of the variety of the English 
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language, specifically, SBS and GA is not statistically significant as far 
as the distribution of schwa-related errors in the participants’ phonemic 
transcriptions is concerned. In this regard, the author acknowledges that 
these findings should not be generalised, since, ideally, more varieties of 
the English language should have been tested in the study. Hopefully, the 
present findings could offer a promising avenue of future research.

In terms of the linguo-didactic implications of this study, the following 
could be summarised. First, the use of phonemic transcription in EFL 
instructional settings allows to identify and classify EFL learners’ mistakes 
associated with segmental and suprasegmental properties of English, in 
particular, schwa-related errors. Consequently, the author argues that 
phonemic transcription as a useful diagnostic tool should be more amply 
employed in the EFL teaching and learning contexts, especially on the B1/
B2 levels of EFL proficiency. Second, the results of the study point to schwa 
as a problem to intermediate EFL learners whose L1 is Norwegian. Judging 
from the results of the study, schwa as a source of problems reflects the 
lack of the learners’ awareness of the sentence stress that results in a series 
of substitutions of schwa for other English vowels. In this regard, it seems 
pertinent to allocate more resources towards the teaching and learning of 
English stress, especially on the level of phrase and sentence. 
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