
English language is nowadays almost a first language among the new generation of parents.
Different attitudes and thoughts abound about what language is to be introduced to children 
before and during school. While a few elites support the use of English holistically, there exists a
group that advocates the use of mother tongue languages. Thus, at different times Nigerians 
acquire or learn the English language from either competent users or incompetent teachers. Such 
situations inform the varying incompetence observable among many university undergraduate 
students who carry the deficiencies not-dealt-with at the secondary school levels to the 
university. In this study, literacy is assessed based on the ability of students to use the English 
language effectively by articulating the smallest phonemes and allophones belonging to the 
secondary features of articulation.Grammatically, the secondary articulatory features are 
regarded as inflections such as plural and past tense morphemes which are usually wrongly 
pronounced or ignored out-rightly by second language speakers of English. To theorize the 
study, the Prime Features approach to sound segments was adopted for the analyses of the 
collected conversational discourse renditions among university undergraduate students. The 
major class features of sound segments where sibilant phonemes are found in the category of 
alveolar fricatives, interdental affricates, as well as labio-dental fricatives were censured. The 
study also sought to find out how many times the undergraduates remember their plural and past 
tense inflections in their interactions. On the whole, complete literacy is adjudged by linguists 
when speakers of English painstakingly articulate every phoneme and then intelligibility will 
further be achieved in Nigerian English.
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Before embarking on the writing of this article, the internet was surfed at least for an 

insight into the level of literacy in Nigeria. We were informed that by definition, people 

between ages 15 and over could read and write. The total population  61.3%, where the figure 

for the 

male is 72% while that of the female is 50.4% according to the 2010 estimate (sic).  This entry 

includes a definition of literacy and Census Bureau percentages for the total population, males,

and females. We also read that there are no universal definitions and standards of literacy. Unless 

otherwise specified, all rates are based on the most common definition - the ability to read and 

write at a specified age. Detailing the standards that individual countries use to assess the ability 

to read and write is beyond the scope of the Factbook. Information on literacy, while not a 

perfect measure of educational results, is probably the most easily available and valid for 

international comparisons. Low levels of literacy and education in general, can impede the 

economic development of a country in the current rapidly changing, technology-driven world. 

Unless otherwise noted, the information afore stated is accurate as of December 6, 2013. 

However, since reading and writing as well as doing them well is the focus of this paper, 

what two areas can capture the essence of reading, speaking and writing well at least for the 

present purpose? What came to mind is a phono-syntactic analysis of interactive sessions of 

conversations among university undergraduates. Thus, it might be interesting to investigate how 

some unattended to or disregarded aspects of the phonology of English are being flawed by 

English as Second Language users. Elsewhere, the researcher had investigated sonorants 

(Olaniyi, 2014) and deemed it necessary to examine yet another secondary feature of articulatory 

phonetics – Sibilant Phonemes. The family which the sibilants belongs is the fricative. The 

fricatives (Ladefoged 1975:146). From a syntactic purview, the plural inflections operate within 

this circle. These would be reviewed in due course.  
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Earlier literatures into primary and secondary articulatory features of phonetics have 

examined the segmental, (Jibril 1982, Eka 1985,) the suprasegmentals, (Atoye, 2005, Akinjobi 

2004, Olaniyi 2005) stong and weak forms, (Akinjobi 2002), assimilatory processes (Josiah 

2009, Olaniyi 2014) among many others.  The present paper takes a cursory look at the 

Words ending in sounds that are [+sibilant], for example, “kiss, maze, rush, judge”, form  plurals 

by adding a suffix such as [Iz]. But words ending in sounds that are [-sibilant], for example, “cat, 

dog, shoe, farm,” add [s] or [z]. The questions that require answers and which have informed this 

research are four folds: 

i. What actually are the sibilant phonemes and their corresponding plural 

inflections?

ii. How many second language speakers of English in Nigeria articulate these 

phonemes correctly when they speak in English

iii. To what extent does the articulation of sibilant and plural inflections affect 

articulatory competence in English language in Nigeria?

iv. How are the factors above (i-iii) consequential for literacy or illiteracy? 

What then is the primary purpose of this paper? Some areas in phonology appear 

quizzical. One of them is the sibilant. A few others include the sonorant, Nasal, Lateral, Tap, 

Trill, Flap and many others begging for attention from phonologists. All these have been 

described as the major Prime Features by Ladefoged (1975:258). Instrumental technology in the 

Nigerian environment (most Nigerian universities) for instance has not advanced sufficiently to 

measure all aspects of speech equally. But subject to that limitation, it is nevertheless possible 

for us to measure phonological features in terms of physiological and acoustic parameters. 

Learners of the English language at the tertiary levels of education are expected to have gained 

the mastery of the correct articulatory quality of the sibilant phonemes when the pronounce them 

to signify literacy in both written and spoken English. That is the purpose of this study.  
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 Hornstein (2005:1-11) has attempted an extensive illustration of literacy in possible 

ramifications. He listed what appears to be a holistic treatment of the topical issue in academic 

circles recently as comprising print, critical, multi-cultural, technological, Mathematical, Internet 

and Media literacy. A rider to his effort is a model of literacy proposed by Luke and Freebody 

(1999) and whose foci are four families of practices:  

i. Breaking the codes of texts through alphabets, phonics, spelling, syntactic 

conventions, etc.,  

ii. Participating in the meaning of texts by understanding and creating writing visual and 

spoken texts within a variety of meaning systems and settings; 

iii. using texts functionally within a variety of social settings and knowing how texts 

represent some voices and viewpoints and not others,  

iv. and that texts have the power to influence but can be challenged and critiqued. 

A focus on practices such as these according to Hornstein (2005:3) moves the use of 

print literacy beyond simple recall, conformity and economic functions and moves it into the 

realm of genuine social participation and creation. In the light of the aforesaid, suffice it to

say that the whole activities in English studies are the acquisition and use of the four 

language skills effectively. A completely literate individual in the English Arts should not 

only listen and speak well but also read and write the English language. In the present 

scheme, literacy is assessed from the angle of oracy, fluency and eloquence. 

This study is data based. A research assistant was employed to interact with university 

undergraduate students within the Kwara State University. One hundred students sampled across 

the five colleges namely, the Colleges of Agriculture, Biological Sciences, Engineering, 

Humanities, and Information and Communications Technology. Fifty female students and fifty 
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male students were interviewed, while the selection also took care of the ethnic distribution of 

Nigerians. The population sampled for this study satisfied professional, gender, ethnic and social 

exigencies. The data collected were perceptually examined and corroborated acoustically using 

the Pratt software to measure the amount of energy in the articulation.

The major phonological theory usually associated with the Prague school is the 

“Distinctive Features theory”. This is a theory that sets outs to distinguish phonological 

oppositions which isolate one phoneme from another. The theory was initiated by N.S. 

Trubertzkoy, one of the founders of the Prague school. In working out a comprehensive 

taxonomy of phonetic properties of the distinctive contrasts which exists in language, 

Trubertzkoy (1939) distinguished between “bilateral”, “multilateral”, “Proportional” and 

“isolated” oppositions, (Hayman 1975:26-29). Bilateral oppositions are those which pertain to 

segments with one feature in common e.g. /p/ and /b/ being bilabial plosives, multilateral 

oppositions as those with more than one feature in common, e.g. [ph] and /b/ in which the two 

segments are aspirated and unaspirated and also plosives. Proportional opposition takes place 

when two or more oppositions share similar features, otherwise the opposition is isolated. 

Trubertzkoy (1939) also introduced the opposition between marked and unmarked 

features which pertain to privative opposition. This opposition singles out items like voiced or 

voiceless, nasality or the lack of it. Oppositions with different degrees of the same property are 

also distinguishable in terms of gradual opposition. A third category of opposition is termed 

equipollent; i.e. when the members are considered logically equivalent. Finally, Trubertzkoy’s 

opposition is either constant, (when it is not neutralizable) or it is neutralizable. By the time 

Trubertzkoy died in 1938, as documented by Eka (1985:58) his version of the theory of 

distinctive “opposition” had become fairly well established.  

Roman Jacobson, another founding figure in the Prague School, embarked on a revision 

of Trubertzkoy’s theory in 1941. For the first time, Jacobson attempted an extensive and 
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exhaustive classification of phonemes in terms of binary features. According to the “binary” 

version of distinctive theory, a feature can have two values - one [+f], the other [-f].

Working with Halle, Jacobson came out later with two binary features which define four 

major classes of segments:

: 

True consonant Vowel Liquid Glide

+ cons

-voc 

e.g. /p/ 

- cons

+ voc 

/a/

+ cons

+ voc 

/l/

-cons

-voc 

/j/

With Halle and Jacobson the distinctive features (which had been mainly articulatory with 

Trubertzkoy), became acoustic as well.

  Jacobson (1949:320), in his article “On the Identification of Phonemic Entities”, 

assembled in a table for the first time all the phonemes treated systematically in terms of 

Distinctive Features. A third version of Distinctive Features Theory relates to the work of 

transformationalists in America. In chapter seven of Chomsky and Halle’s (1968) Sound pattern 

of English (SPE), they distinguished two functions of features: the capturing of phonological 

constraints and the description of the phonetic contrast of segments derived by phonological 

rules as well as underlying segments. 

They abandoned the feature - vocalic, introduced the feature - (+ syllabic) to account for 

syllabic peaks (i.e vowels, syllabic liquids and syllabic nasals), and regarded all other sounds as 

(-syllabic). Later, they proposed the feature sonorant (+son) to cover vowels, liquids, glides and 

nasals and for apico-nasal true consonants (i.e. obstruents) they marked (- sonorant). They 

incorporated the Jacobsonian features - consonantal: (+cons) and nasal: (+nas) to define major 

segments.
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The treatment of Distinctive Features in SPE, though comprehensive is apparently 

confusing – in the “cumbersome and hard” Chomskyan way (Hockett 1975:34). That apart, 

Distinctive Feature theory generally does not say anything about combinatorial possibilities 

regarding segments. Finally, this theory does not provide sufficient details about segments. 

Heller (1978:27) feels similarly about the lack of details and proposes the institution of “Co-

markers” as the solution in accounting for “additional Distinctive Features”. The DFT appears 

inadequate this study, that is why we shall briefly review some important provisions of the Prime 

Features (PF) in the next section.

The Prime Feature is an approach to phonemic description developed by the Prague 

school phoneticians. It is a measurable property that can be used to classify the sounds of a 

language.  The PFT is similar to the DFT in the sense that the features can be used to classify 

sounds in terms of two possibilities or binary features.

The set of prime features can be used to specify sounds that act together in phonological 

rules. In these rules, features such as Nasal and Voice were used to classify natural classes of 

sounds. Thus (-Voice) was used as a specification of the English phonemes /p t k f  s /. These 

phonemes were grouped together in several phonological rules, for example, in the rule stating 

that when any of them occurs at the end of a word, the preceding vowel is shortened. 

Each of the prime features specifies a single measurable property. Thus a feature nasal, 

for example, specifies the degree of lowering of the soft palate. Every sound can be partially 

described in terms of how much, if any, lowering of the soft palate occurs during its production. 

In this sense, each feature is like a physical scale. Every speech sound can be described in terms 

of the set of properties specified by the feature.

Sounds of a language are expected to be described in such a way that it will be

independent of any particular speaker of that language. For example, to describe the English 
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vowel /u:/ as in “who” a linguist would say (among other things) that it has almost a maximum 

degree of lip rounding. It might want to make the description more precise, by trying to state the 

degree of the feature, ‘round’ that occurred during this sound. But there would be no point in 

trying to state the degree of this feature in terms of say, a measurement of the number of 

millimeters between the lips of a particular speaker. According to Ladefoged (1975:255), the 

speech organs of different individuals vary considerably, and all physical measurement of speech 

sounds can refer to only a particular individual. 

Ladefoged (1975:255) goes further to say that “Generally speaking, the phonetic 

characteristics of a sound cannot be determined by measuring the absolute values of the physical 

phenomena involved. Instead, the percentage values of the range that is possible for each speaker 

must be stated. Ladefoged, used his ‘particular vocal tract’, as case study and found that “the first 

format range in vowels is from about 230 HZ to 475 HZ”. His soft palate seemed to move “a 

range of about 15m”. 

In another speaker’s case, according to Ladefoged (1975:256) “these ranges may be 

smaller or larger. But for both, when a vowel that has about the same degree of height, is being 

pronounced, then the first formant will have about the same percentage values of the speaker’s 

possible range”. Similarly, if the two speakers say a sound that has a comparable degree of 

nasality then the percentage lowering of the soft palate will be about the same for both speakers. 

Using himself as example, Ladefoged (1975:256) states thus: 

         Putting this another way, if the feature place (of articulation) is defined 

in terms of distance from the Glottis, then in both my case and in the case 

of a ten-year old child, the alveolar consonant in “tie” will have a place 

                     value of about 85 percent. But in my case, 85 percent of the way along            

          the vocal tract will be 160mm from the glottis, whereas in the child’s case

                    it may be only130mm. 
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The feasibility of a similar kind of measurements is bleak in this present study. The 

sibilant sounds are best assessed in this study perceptually. However natural our data might be, it 

may be practically impossible for us to measure the formant ranges from the vocal tracts of all

our subjects. The best alternative in this study is an attempt to compare the performance of 

Nigerians in the realization of the sibilant phonemes, without any control subject since the 

amount of energy needed for the sibilant phonemes is certain.

The data collected for the study are presented in this section. The articulation of 

sibilant sounds as well as plural inflections was tested in order that our intended opinion on

speech errors in the utterances of the selected university undergraduates can be convincingly 

formed.  The demography of the selected subjects is presented in the table below. The table also

shows the sex distribution of the subjects.  

This table reveals that, there are more male subjects than female subjects. The sex 

distribution table above is of ratio 60:40 for male subjects and female respectively. 
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This table shows that 70% of the subjects are below 20-25 years and 30% of the 

subjects are below 25-30 years. This shows that majority of the subjects are matured and are 

capable of producing grammatical morphemes and sibilant phonemes. The minority displayed 

some form of inadequacies in the production of sibilant sounds and plural inflections.

.

The above list shows that, there are 30 subjects from the departments of Business 

Education and Bio-sciences, 30 subjects from departments of Early Childhood and Christian 

Religious Studies and 40 subjects in the department of English. The total number of subject from 

A-C is one hundred (100) subjects. 
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In this list, majority of the subjects are Yoruba. This is because of where the 

university is located. The university is located in the western part of Nigeria. The number of 

Yoruba subjects is 95 while Igbo is 3 and Hausa is 2. There are just few Igbo and Hausa subjects 

while the majority of the students are Yoruba.  

The following table shows how the students in the departments of Business Education 

and Bio-Sciences faired in their production of sibilant sounds and plural inflections. 

ðð
1 + - - - + - + - +
2 + + + + + + + - -
3 + - - - + + + - +
3 - - + - + - + - -
4 + + + + + - + - -
5 + + - + + - + - -
6 + - - - + - - - -
7 + - - - + - - - -
8 + - - - - - - - -
9 - - - - - - - - -

10 + - - - - - + - -

11 - - - - + + + - -
12 + - - + - - + - +
13 + + - - + - + - +

14 + - - + - - - - +

15 + - - - + - - - -

16 - - - + - - - + -
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17 + - - - + + + + -

18 + - + - - - + - -
19 + - + - + + + + +

20 - - + - + + + - -

21 + - + - + - - - +

22 + - + - - - - - +

23 - - - - + + - - -

24 + - - - + - + + -

25 - - - - - - - - -

26 + - - - - - - - -
27 + + - - + + - - -
28 + - - - + + + + -

29 + - - - - - + + +

30 + + - - - + - - -

The above table showed the performance of students in the departments of Business Education 

and Bio-Sciences. The table shows that from the two departments, only 7% of the speakers 

appears to consciously articulate the /f/ sound qualitatively. The labio-dental fricative is usually 

voiced or labialized depending on the ethnic background of the articulators in Nigeria. Hausa 

speakers of English are known to enjoy some comparative advantage in pronouncing vowels 

especially the weak vowels but not the plosives and the affricates. 

  Majority of the students in Education and sciences could produce the /f/ sound 

effortlessly in their speech during interaction. Out of 30 speakers, only 4% speakers could 

articulate the voiced labio-dental fricative /v/ qualitatively. This shows that the majority of the

speakers are generally poor in deliberate use of sound /v/ which conveys certain intended 

meaning to the listener. Some speakers do not intentionally omit the sound /v/ in their utterances 

by substituting it for sound /f/. This substitution is common with the two Hausa subjects that the 

researcher interviewed. The statistics shows that 80% of the population were able to produce /t/, 

the voiceless alveolar stop in the stead of / /, the voiceless inter-dental fricative consonant 
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phoneme. The convenient phoneme for most Nigerian speakers of English is the point of 

convergence in /t/ for / / and /d/ for /ð/.  6% of the subjects attempted a pronunciation close to 

the Standard British English. 

The voiceless alveolar fricative /s/ appears to be simple and familiar. During the 

interactions among the undergraduates, majority of them were able to produce /s/ effortlessly 

than /z/ in their utterances. Note that when plurals are formed, the /s/ for words such as goats, 

cats, fats, etc., surface but words such as cards, bags and fishes are primarily pronounced as /z/ or 

/Iz/ as the case may be. The statistics of /s/ in the study is 77% near perfection compared to 12% 

perfection in that of /z/by the subjects. 10% of the speakers could produce /z/ almost correctly 

without the traditional mother tongue influence on the articulation of voiced alveolars.

Meanwhile, the following table shows the performance of the subjects in Early Childhood and 

Christian Religious Studies.

f v ð s z h
1 - - + + + + - + -
2 - + - - + + - - -
3 - - - - - - - - -
4 + - - - - - + - -
5 + - - - - - + - -
6 + - + - + - + - +
7 + - - + + + - + -
8 - - - + + - - - +
9 - - - - + + + + -
10 + - - - + - - - -
11 + - - - + + + + +
12 + - - + + - - - -
13 + - + + + - - - -
14 - + - - + - - - -
15 - - - - + - + - -
16 + + - - - - + - -
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17 - - - - + - - - -
18 - - - - - + - - -
19 - + - - + - - - -
20 - - - - - - - - -
21 + + - - + - - - -
22 + - - - - - - - -
23 - + - - + + - - -
24 + - + + + + + + +
25 - - + - + + - - -
26 - - - - + - - - -
27 + - - + + - - - -

28 - + - + - - - - -
29 + + - - + - - - -

30 + + - - + - + - +

The above table shows that not all the speakers have fair performance in pronouncing the 

fricative sounds. In the production of /f/, a good number of the subjects demonstrated appreciable 

competence and familiarity with the phoneme. It is one of the areas of convergence in Nigerian 

English. Unlike what the experience was with the voiceless labio-dental fricative, only 9% 

pronounced the voiced counterpart of the labio-dental sound with a quality close to the SBE. The 

phoneme is pronounced like the voiced bilabial plosive /b/ by illiterate Hausa English speakers. 

/v/, being a voiced sound changes the alveolar /s/ to /z/ in words such as leaves, /li:vz/ whereas it 

remains /s/ in leafs, /li:fs/.  The statistical calculation shows that non-native speakers of English

are very poor in the production of the voiced labio-dental fricative /v/. Only 4% of the subjects, 

could produce an almost accurate quality of the phoneme. While 8% of the speakers tried to 

produce / /, a voiceless inter-dental fricative, 22% of the speakers who articulated /ð/, the 

voiced counterpart of the / /. While 8% of the subjects were able to produce the phonemes 

correctly, the remaining percentage succeeded in producing the Nigerian alternatives - /t/ and /d/.

A phoneme that defied any success of pronunciation at all is the voiceless glottal fricative /h/.

The phoneme is best produced as an aspiration /h/. Yoruba speakers of English in our data did 
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not attempt to articulate the sound. The best they did was to produce the vowel which sounds like 

a vowel peak /a/.

f v ð s z h

1 + + - + + - - - -

2 + - - + + + - - +

3 - - - + - - - + -

4 + - + - + - - - -

5 - - - - + + + + -

6 - - - + + + - - -

7 + - - - + + - - -

8 + - - + + + - + -

9 - + - - + - + + -

10 + - + - + - - - +

11 - + - - + - + + -

12 + - - - + - - - -

13 - + - + + - + - -

14 + - - - - + - - -

15 + - - + + - - - -

16 + - - - + - - - -

17 - - - + + - - + +

18 + - - - + + + - -

19 - + + + + - - - +

20 + - + + + + - - -

21 + - - + + + - - -

22 + - - - + + + - -

23 + + - - - - - + -

24 + - - - + - - - -

25 + + - - + + - - -

26 - - - - - - + - +

27 - + - + - - - - +

28 + - - + - + - - -

29 - - - - + - - - -

30 + - + - + - - + +

31 + - - - - + - - -

32 - - - - - + - + -

33 + - - - + - - + -
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34 + - - + + + + - -

35 - + + + + - - - -

36 + - - - + + + - -

37 + - - - + - - - -

38 + - - + + - - - -

39 + - + + - + + - -

40 + + - - + + - - -

The notations in the table above show that 17% of the speakers could pronounce the 

voiceless fricative phoneme /f/ while 23% of the speakers could not produce the sound correctly. 

10% of the speakers could not pronounce the voiced fricative sound /v/ in their utterances while 

6% of the speakers were able to pronounce the sound. 18% performed well in the production and 

pronunciation of the / / sound. An excellent performance in the pronunciation of /s/ as common 

of many Nigerians is 31% and violation of or omission of plural and past tense inflections on 

words was observed. There is also a good performance of 18% in the production of/z/, a voiced 

alveolar fricative phoneme and its observance in speech. Out of the 40 subjects in the department 

of English, 20% could pronounce the sound while 20% of the subjects could not pronounce the 

phonemes correctly. 75% of the speakers could not produce the voiced alveolar and interdental

fricative phonemes correctly. The glottal sound /h/ was produced by only 100% of the speakers 

in their speech. The table below shows that out of 40 subjects in the department of English, only 

11% of them could pronounce the sounds correctly while majority of them could not produce the 

interdental and glottal sounds. 

The observations in the course of recording raw voices are presented in the next table. The 

findings here form the bulk of our submissions in this study.  

Word SBE SNE NE P/value Word SBE SNE NE P/value

/s/ Bats bæts bæts bat 0.08 Question kwes n kwes n kwe n 0.04

/z/ Visit vIzIt vIzIt vIsIt 00.1 horizon Izn horaisin horais n 0.02
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/d/ changed eIn eIn en 0.05 marked Ma:kt Ma:kd makid 0.05

/ / vision Vi: n Vi: 

n 

vis n 0.03 pleasure ple ple ple 0.04

/ / pressure pre pre pre 0.04 issue Is.ju: I u: i u 0.06

It is obvious from the analysis from the table above that the subjects are generally poor in 

their unconscious inability to observe sibilant sounds and plural inflections when engaging in 

interactions or public speaking. The subjects lack knowledge of the proper way of sound 

production i.e they have no understanding of the manner and place of articulation of sibilant 

sounds and the use of plural markers during interactions. Relative articulatory proficiency was 

recorded in the voiceless alveolar and labio-dental fricatives than in the inter-dental and glottal 

sibilants. Thus, the Kwara State University Undergraduates that formed the microcosm of the

young Nigerians omit sibilant phonemes when speaking the English language. This is a 

phonological inadequacy which in turn results in incoherence and inconsistency in grammatical 

collocation of words in English as Second Language contexts.

  Sibilants sounds are whistling or hissing sounds. The manner of articulation is 

fricative and affricative while the places of articulation are labial, alveolar, inter dental and 

glottal. The sound is made by directing a stream of air with the tongue towards the sharp edge, or 

dancing either at the tip or on the alveolar ridge, close to the teeth. The sibilant sounds tested in 

this paper have been explained below with their places and manners of articulation with their 

examples given in initial, medial and final positions. 

These are fricatives produced partly with the lower lip and the upper teeth in a manner 

different from the plosives, because in spite of the narrowing of the orifice, air manages to 

escape in the form of hiss or friction. The two labio-dental fricatives /f,v/ in initial words, medial 

and final positions. The initial /f/ were articulated by our subjects in words such as fiery, fear,
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fiddle, faith, and fun. The voiced counterpart of /f/ is /v/ and examples such as vanish, vicarage, 

vicinity, and vampire were extracted for the present purpose, from our subjects. In the medial 

position, words such as defend, befriend, after, safer and defy were sampled. The voiced 

counterpart of /f/ in the medial position include cover, never, gravel, silver, and nephew. In the 

final positions of both /f/ and /v/, the following words were sampled from the different 

interactions recorded for this study. They include sniff, roof, bluff. Rough and off. The voiced 

counterparts include:  of, disapprove, dove and love.   

Dental fricative sounds and their word contexts are discussed in this section. The dental 

phonemes are produced by making the tongue go upward and making contacts with the upper 

teeth. These must be distinguished from inter-dental stops which involve wedging the tongue 

between the teeth. In the initial position the sampled words included: thought, theatre, thin, thrill 

for voiceless sounds and thy, though, thence, though, and thence, etc., for voiced sound. In the 

medial position, words such as author, worthless, Arthur, athlete and method were sample. The 

voiced counterparts included mother, southern, heathen, and either, etc. The voiceless and voiced 

inter-dental fricatives in the final positions in our study included: oath, soothe, death, mouth, and 

growth and clothe, wreath, and writhe, etc. 

/ 

       During the production of the alveolar fricative, the tip and blade of the tongue are moved up 

closely to the ridge of the teeth, so that there is no audible friction. /s/ is said to be voiceless 

while /z/ is voiced. The initial, medial and final positions of the word contexts in this study 

included: science, sit, song, cyst, stupid; and for /z/, zoom, zip, zebra, zone, and zeal, etc. In the 

medial position, there were words such as aside, essential. fussy and asteroid and for /z/ zigzag,

reason, lazy, dizzy. The final position has words such as planks, less, class, niece, goose and for 

/z/ are words like was, does, hers, and fees. 
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The palato-alveolar fricatives are produced differently from the other consonants in the 

sense that their production involves the raising of the tongue; the blade or tip and the front

simultaneously making contact with the alveolar ridge and hard palate respectively. The initial / /

is found in words such as sugar, shoe, shrine, shout, shop, etc., and the voiced / / does not appear 

in any word in the initial position as observed in this study. In the medial position, we observed 

words such as cushion, machine, patient, bushel and washing while the voiced counterpart is 

used in television, explosion,  illusion, provision, usual, etc., and in the word final contexts 

include:  vanish, mesh, hash, dish, unleash, and the voiced counterpart included garage, barrage,

prestige, beige, etc.

This sound is produced with the throat in the place known as the glottis. Although, 

regarded as voiceless it takes the voicing property of the sound which it precedes and which is 

usually a vowel. That is why it has breathy voicing in medial positions. It has a restricted 

distribution as it does not occur in the word final position. Our subjects obviously had difficulties 

articulating the sound. In the initial positions /h/ was articulated in hallucination, anyhow,

hitherto, unharmed, who, hedge, and hall. In the middle contexts, there are word such as ahead,

manhood, hall, behead, etc. The sound is silent in cases where it appears in the final position. It 

also combines to form words such as leach, preach, but with a different character and sound as 

/ /. So, it was difficult identifying the voiceless glottal fricative in the final position.
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The analysis above represents the eleven sounds discussed in this study. They are the 

voiceless and the voiced labio-dental fricatives /f/ and /v/, the voiceless and voiced inter-dental 

fricative / / and /ð/, the voiceless and the voiced alveolar fricatives /s/ and /z/ as well as the 

voiceless and voiced palato-alveolar fricatives. The pre-penultimate and the penultimate slices in 

the figure above represent voiceless and the voiced palato-alveolar affricates. The last spectral 

slice represents the voiceless glottal fricative. The slices which depicts depth and sonority in 

terms of quality of articulation include /s/, / / and / /. The remaining sibilant phonemes do not 

possess the same pitch, and intensity.  

The investigations carried out in this study were done to prove the point that the spoken 

aspect of the English studies is imperative for a claim to complete literacy in the English 
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language. The bold step which the researcher has taken has sought to find out the intricacies 

around the secondary articulatory features in phonology and how they underpin its relevance for 

pedagogy. The study has implications for both phonology and pedagogy. In the first instance, 

knowledge of the fricatives by Hausa speakers of English in Nigeria will further assist them in 

overcoming their deficiencies in articulation of fricatives (cf. Olaniyi, 2010). The knowledge of 

sibilant phonemes among Nigerian learners of English will make them more careful speakers of 

English. The care about how words are articulated subsists, not only in their choices of words but 

finds expression in conscious articulation of plural markers, past tense inflections and other 

salient sibilant phonemes discussed in this paper. More importantly, teachers of the Phonology of 

English must emphasise both the primary and secondary features of English phonemes in their 

phonetics and phonology classes.  

The purpose of this study was to investigate how often or not, Nigerians flout the 

principles of connected speech by omitting certain sounds intentionally or unintentionally.  Most 

second language speakers of English unconsciously forget to articulate certain morphemes such 

as /s/, /z/, /f/, /v/, / /, /ð/, / /, / / and /h/. Many speakers of English also forget to pronounced the 

past tense marker /ed/ inwords such as ‘changed’, ‘envisage’ among others. The third person 

singular pronouns attracts a singular verb, but many speakers who would write the correct 

expression when their attention is called to their errors may often not pronounce the /s/, /es/, 

/ies/, as the case may be in many public speeches which we have been privileged to be part of the 

audience. 

The linguistic analysis has shown to us the need to understand both the manners and 

places of articulation of the sibilant sounds for pedagogical explications. It also explained the 

properties of sibilant sounds and their features. The linguistic analysis of this research is a self 

explanatory research work, that even a Bio-Scientist or sociologist would read and understand

what we mean by sibilant sounds with the examples expatiated above.
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