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1 Introduction

Foreign language (FL) learners in an instructional setting are faced with the difficult task
of learning the sound structure of the target language in a context with limited exposure
to the target language and often with exposure to non-native input. As a consequence,
studies exploring the effect of amount of exposure on FL phonology acquisition tend to
report at most small gains in FL perception and production abilities, particularly when
exposure is limited to a few hours a week in the foreign language classroom (e.g., Mora
and Fullana, 2007; Mora, 2009). Mora (2009) reports no significant improvement in the
perception and the production of L2 English by Catalan/Spanish bilinguals that were
tested over a period of two years of language instruction. Better results have been
obtained in studies exploring the effect of phonetic, and especially auditory, training
(Catford & Pisoni, 1970; Logan & Pruitt, 1995; Iverson & Evans, 2007; Aliaga-Garcia,
2007; Aliaga-Garcia & Mora, 2008, among others), pointing to the greater relevance of
this factor in FL acquisition and to the importance of specialized instruction and phonetic
training in foreign language teaching.

Another factor that has been found to interact with performance in FL speech is word
familiarity. For example, Yamada et al. (1992) observed a significant positive correlation
between lexical familiarity ratings and the percentage of correct identifications of English
/r/ and /I/ tokens by Japanese learners of English. Similarly, Flege et al. (1996) found
that both experienced and inexperienced Japanese learners of English were more
successful at identifying /r/ and /I/ in familiar words, or minimal pairs that contained
familiar words, than in unfamiliar cases.

This paper presents the results of a preliminary study investigating the effect of
specialised instruction and word familiarity, where familiar is understood as previously
practiced, on the identification of English vowels by Spanish/Catalan bilinguals learning
English in their home country. Although no specific training method was evaluated in this
study, the students’ performance was tested at the beginning and at the end of a
specialised course on English phonetics and phonology which included practice
sessions and incorporated self-training auditory materials. The participants were tested
on their ability to perceive the English vowels /i, 1, u, u, 2, a, A/ (as in ‘heed,” ‘hid,’
‘who’d,” ‘hood,” ‘had,” ‘hard,” and ‘hut’, respectively), and specifically the ability to
distinguish the /i/-/1/, Iul-Isl, /ael-lal, In/-/ael and [a/-/n/ vowel contrasts. These vowel
contrasts have been identified as problematic for Catalan/Spanish learners of English in
previous studies (Cebrian, 2006, 2008; Mora, 2007; Mora & Fullana, 2007).

2 Methodology

2.1 Participants. Participants were second-year university students majoring in English
enrolled in a course on English phonetics and phonology which provided an in-depth
description of the English sound system and included two two-hour practice sessions per
month. The practice sessions consisted of phonetic dictations and transcription practice,
pronunciation practice, reading practice with transcribed and orthographic texts, and
sound discrimination exercises, among other things. The course lasted one academic
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