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The Pronunciation of the New English Native Speakers in Nigeria

Ngor, Cornelius Iko-awaji
Department of English and Communication Arts Ignatius Ajuru University of

Education Rumuolumeni Port Harcourt.
ngorc89@gmail.com

Abstract
This study examines the English Pronunciation of the New English Native
speakers (NENS) in Nigeria. The researcher adopts the survey research method.
Likewise, the random sampling technique was used to select one hundred (100)
students from ten (10) secondary schools within Port Harcourt metropolis, while
the yardstick for the selection is acquisition of English as the first language. The
age of the selected respondents ranges between 13 – 18 years. This study
considers the optimality theory as its theoretical thrust. A questionnaire with
already prepared single and connected words was given to the respondents to
read. Their speech productions were recorded using a recording device. For data
analysis, the perceptual and the descriptive qualitative methods of data analysis
were adopted. The analysis reveals that NENS insert unwanted vowel sounds in
their English pronunciation, and that NENS also deletes linking-r in their
pronunciation of connected words. The findings also show that the MAX-V
faithfulness constraint was violated in the sound production of the respondents.
The study suggests that other aspect of New Native English in Nigeria should be
investigated, focusing especially on phonemic influence.

Keywords: Pronunciation, New English, Optimality, Linking-r, W-liaison.

Introduction
English is the language of the mass
media, politics and trade, academic as
well as the lingua franca of Nigeria.
English also functions as the official
language of Nigeria (Awonusi, 2009;
Ngor, 2024b). In Nigerian, English is
used on daily bases in one activity or
the other. Several linguists have
established that the English language
in Nigerian society has imbibed some
traits of Nigerian indigenous
languages, and so it has been
nativized, acculturated and
Nigerianized in the Nigerian society
(Gut, 2004; Josiah & Ekpeyong, 2020;

Josiah & Ngor, 2022). Over the years,
these linguists have investigated the
influence of Nigerian languages on
the version of English used by
Nigerians, especially the second
language users, and very many of the
studies proved that Nigerian
languages exercise influence on the
English language spoken by L2
speakers. In all of these, the focus has
been on speakers of English as a
second language.
In recent times, linguists have begun
to consider a group of new generation
speakers of English in Nigeria known
as New English Native Speakers

mailto:ngorc89@gmail.com
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(NENS) (see Jowitt, 1991).
According to Udofot (2007), the NENS
are the children of the elite who have
adopted English as their first and only
language. This group of English
speakers in Nigeria is neither
speakers of a Nigerian indigenous
language as the mother tongue nor
speakers of Nigerian English as a
second language. Rather, they are
speakers of English in Nigeria who
were born and brought up in
township, who acquired English as
their first language, and they are of
Nigerian parentage. Tinuade & Rotimi
(2024) opine that NENS are speakers
of English in non-native English
environment who acquire English
from childhood, attain high
proficiency in it and often make it
their primary language of
communication and thought.
Furthermore, Kperogi, (2015) says
that English is the only language and
the primary means of
conceptualization for the NENS. While
some NENS others may have
additional languages, English remains
their dominant code.
There is paucity of research work in
Nigeria on the NENS. For instance,
Oladipupo (2014b) investigates
vowel reduction in the English usage
of the New English Native Speakers,
while Tinuade & Rotimi (2024)
focuses on the epenthetic processes
of the English language used by NENS.
The current study investigates the
English usage of the NENS, exploring
their pattern of English pronunciation
especially, considering deletion and
insertion of elements in their English
words.

The Concept of New English Native
Speaker

Oladipupo & Akinola (2022) opine
that the domesticated variety of
English in Nigeria is now referred to
as Nigerian English (NigE). The
multilingual nature of Nigerian
society created room for a
conglomerate of different varieties
and sub-varieties of English in Nigeria
(Gut, 2004). Adetugbo, (2009)
establishes that different geo-tribal
studies have shown that NigE is
divided along ethnic line; this tells
more about the influence of the
Nigerian indigenous languages on the
varieties of English spoken in Nigeria.
Also, it shows that the combination of
history and different geographical
locations in Nigeria aid to shape the
English language in Nigeria (Gut,
2004; Awonusi, 2015).

Some decades ago, a generation of
English speakers (New English Native
Speakers) was identified. These
speakers are mostly monolingual, and
they have a strong command of the
English language. They lack or have a
limited ability to speak or understand
the local languages spoken around
them. NENS are exposed to English
language at early age. As a result, it
makes them develop a native-like
command of the language. Babatunde
(2022) opines that the New English
Native Speakers refer to individuals
who have acquired English as their
first language and are using it fluently
on daily bases. These individuals have
a high level of proficiency in English
which enables them to communicate
effectively with native speakers of the
language.
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According to Oladipupo (2018), the
emergence of New English Native
Speakers in the Outer Circle has
challenged the traditional notions of
linguistic authority. The source states
that these speakers bring their own
linguistic and cultural backgrounds to
the language, which can be seen as
both a strength and a challenge for
English language teaching. Oladipupo
argues that these speakers should be
viewed as co-contributors to the
development of the language, rather
than as deviations from a
standardized norm. Kperogi (2015)
confirms that NENS are not
considered as native speakers of
English because they do not live in
the traditional linguistic habitat of
native speakers of the Language, say,
the United Kingdom, America, Canada,
and many more. However, they are
not technically speaking English as a
second language because English is
chronologically their first and only
language; rather, it is the only
language their parents speak to them.
They are certainly not speaking
English as an alternate language.

New Native English in Nigeria

Babatunde & Adebola (2023) explore
the linguistic shift among Ghanaian
and Nigerian NENS and its
pedagogical implications. The study
concentrates on the background
knowledge of English language
speakers, their pattern of language
usage, and the ability to use concord
in their spoken English. It was
discovered that NENS need to be
exposed to the standard version of
English. The results indicate some
level of linguistic incompetence

among New English Native Speakers
in Ghana and Nigeria. These speakers
are expected to be competent since
they use only English as a medium of
communication, but the reverse is the
case. The data presented in the study
clearly illustrates the extent of the
issue, with a majority of the
participants performing below the
expected standard on various
language tests.

Furthermore, Onabamiro (2021)
investigates vowel reduction in the
New English Native Accent (NENA).
The study focuses on the acoustic
production of schwa sound in
unstressed syllable position by four
young Nigerians (aged 13-16) who
acquired English as a first language.
The sound productions of four
Nigerian L2 speakers of English were
compared to four Native British
English Speakers of English. The
analysis reveals a proximity between
the L1 English speakers and the
British English speaker’s production
of the schwa sound. It was
discovered that vowel reduction in
NENA is in conformity with British
English.

Oladipupo (2018) examines word
stress patterns of the NENS using
gender and social class as a yardsticks.
The analysis reveals that English
usage of the participants did not
conform to the Standard British
English stress placement, even with
the fact that they NENS were exposed
to English language early enough in
life. Instead, the Nigerian L2 English
stress patterns is a replica of Nigerian
L2 English stress patterns.
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Theoretical Framework

This study adopts the Optimality
Theory (OT) as its theoretical
framework. It is a linguistic theory
that describes the grammatical
system. Mbah (2006; as cited in
Agbedo 2015), establishes that
Optimality theory was propounded
by Alan Prince and Paul Smolensky in
1993 in their manuscript entitled
“Optimality theory: Constraint
interaction in Generative Grammar”.
OT is a linguistic model that came as a
reaction to Generative Grammar (GG)
that involves a conceptual crisis at the
center of phonological thought.
Optimality theory focuses on both the
underlying and the surface
representation of the grammar
known as the input and output. In this
theory, both underlying and surface
form are related. Optimality deals
with constraints, ranking of
constraint, and how constraint is used
within the field of linguistics,
specifically in phonology (Essien,
2023). The field of phonology has
always been comparing speakers’
level of competence to their
performance. It is un-debatable that
speakers know something about their
languages, but focus in phonology
shows what is exactly said by
speakers.

A constraint is a structural condition
which can either be satisfied by an
output-form or violated. According to
McCarthy (2008), there are two types
of constraints: faithfulness
constraints and markedness
constraints. Agbedo (2015) notes that
faithfulness constrains show how
easy it is for the listener to
reconstruct the string from the
pronunciation. Faithfulness
constraints ensure that segments are
represented in the output the way
they are presented in the input. This
simply means that when a segment is
changed, deleted or inserted where it
is not meant to be, faithfulness
constraint is violated. The output that
violates the least constraints is the
winner or the optimal output. The
winner is indicated with a pointing
finger ( ). The information about
constraint violations is given by the
asterisks (*). For example, the
asterisk in cell beneath the constraint
means that candidate (A) incurs one
violation mark from this constraint,
while the double asterisk in cell (B)
incurs two asterisks, which simply
means that there are two violations.
The exclamation mark (!) only
appears in the loser’s cell. This shows
the constraint that actively knocked
out a loser from the competition for
optimality or fatal violation. A
candidate that incurs a fatal violation
cannot be optimal.

Table 1: Constraints and Candidates

Candidates Constraint A

 Candidate A **

Candidate B ***!
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Optimality theory has three level of
operation: GEN, CON and EVAL. The
Generator (GEN) takes an input, and
generates the list of possible
candidates. The Constraints (CON)
provide the criteria in the form of
strictly ranked violable constraints
used to decide between candidates.
The Evaluator (EVAL) chooses the
optimal candidate based on the
constraints while the candidate is the
output.

Research Methodology

A survey research method was used
for this study, while one hundred
(100) students were gathered from
ten (10) secondary schools within
Port Harcourt city through random
sampling method using English as the
first acquired language as a yardstick.
The age of the respondents ranges
between 13 – 18 years. A prepared
single word and connected words
were arranged by the researcher on a
questionnaire for the respondents to
read. Their readings were recorded
using a recording device. The
questionnaire was divided into three
sections. Section A comprises of the
background information of the
respondents, section B was made of
single and connected words, and
section C has a passage for the
respondents to read.

The study utilizes two methods of
data analyses: the perceptual and the
descriptive qualitative methods of
data analysis. Bogdan & Taylor (1975)
establishes that the descriptive
qualitative analysis method is a

research method that produces
descriptive data in the form of
written words or oral form that can
be observed. Furthermore, Mardalis
(1999) explains that qualitative
descriptive analysis research relates
to ideas, perceptions and opinions.
According to Cevilla (1993), the
qualitative descriptive study is
designed to obtain information about
existing circumstances and to
describe information on current
realities.

To perform the audio transcription,
the researcher listened to the speech
sounds produced by the respondents,
and meticulously transcribed the
words and the connected words using
the Cambridge English Pronouncing
Dictionary of Daniel Jones’ 17th
edition as his reference point for
transcription.

Data Analysis/Results

For the perceptual method of data
analysis, the audio recorded clips
were listened to, and the
pronunciation patterns of the single
and connected words by the NENS
were identified. It was revealed that
NENS inserts vowel and consonant
sounds into words that do not bear
such sounds naturally. The perceptual
analysis also reveals that NENS
deletes linking –r in their
pronunciation of connected words at
the intra-words and the inter-word
positions. Three types of linking-r
were identified in the performance of
the respondents, while W-liaison
insertion was also noticed.
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Table 2: Vowel and w-liaison Insertion by the NENS

Pattern Words RP NENS
No. of
Pronunciation

Percentage

/ʊ/
insertion Whistle /wɪsәl/ /wɪstul/

100 100%

Epistle /ɪˈpɪsәl/ /ɪˈpɪstul/
100 100%

Apostle /әˈpɒsәl/ /әˈpɒstul/
100 100%

Castle /ka:sәl/ /ka:stul/
100 100%

w-liaison
sword /sɔ:rd/ /swɔ:rd/

100 100%

tower
/taʊә/

/tawә/
100 100%

coward /kaʊәd/ /kawәd/
100 100%

Table 2 displays vowel insertion in
the words “whistle”, “epistle”,
“apostle” and “castle” respectively.
From their performance, the NENS
pronunciation shows the insertion of
the vowel sound /ʊ/. It also shows w-
liaison insertion on the words
“sword”, “tower” and “coward” as
produced by the NENS chosen for this
study. It also displays the total
number of pronunciation of the items,
and the percentage of each of the

words. It was discovered that the
vowel sound /ʊ/ was inserted at the
coda position of the words “whistle”
/wɪsәl/ - as /wɪstul/, “epistle”
/ɪˈpɪsәl/ - as /ɪpɪstul/, apostle and
castle respectively. In the same
manner, the analysis shows that there
is a w-liaison insertion in words like
“sword” /sɔ:rd/ - as /swɔ:rd/,
“tower” /taʊә/ - as /tawә/ and
“coward” /kaʊәd/ - as /kawәd/.

Table 3: Deletion of the Linking - R by the NENS
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Linking R Connected
Words

No of
Pronunciation

Deletion Percentage

so is
100

100 100%

aware of
100

70 70%

for instance
100

50 50%

for example
100

63 63%

Intra-word-
linking R

draw [r]ing
100

100 100%

show[r]ing
100

100 100%

for[r]ever
100

41 41%

Inter-word
Linking R

the car [r] is
red 100

64 64%

many[r] of
you 100

100 100%

chapter[r]
eight 100

100 100%

Table 3 displays three types of
deletion of the linking – r from the
pronunciation of the NENS in their
English speech. Firstly, from the
analysis, it was revealed that linking –
r in the connected words “so is” was
dropped in the course of pronouncing
the words. The same process of

pronunciation was repeated when
pronouncing connected words “aware
of”, “for instance” and “for example”.
Secondly, NENS deleted the intra-
word linking –r in the words
“drawing”, “showing” and “forever”.
Thirdly, it was revealed that the inter-
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word linking – r was also dropped
during utterances by NENS.

Table 4: Consonant Insertion by the NENS - /t/

Pattern
Words

RP NENS No. of
Pronunciation

Percentage

/t/ -
insertion listen

/lɪsәn/
/lɪstәn/ 100

100%

whistle
/wɪsәl/

/wɪstul/ 51
51%

castle
/ka:sәl/

/ka:stul/ 72
72%

moisten
/mɔɪsәn/

/mɔistәn/ 100
100%

Table 4 shows the voiceless alveolar
consonant insertion in the
pronunciation of words used for this
study. The consonant /t/ is silent in
the pronunciation of the words listen
in table 4. Yet, the respondents
inserted the consonant /t/ in course
of their sound production. The /t/
sounds was heard loud and clear in
the pronunciation of the NENS.
With their fluency in using the
English language, NENS demonstrate
lack of phonemic knowledge of the
English sounds.

Optimality Analysis
Optimality uses constraints and
structures as a system to study
different pronunciations because
there are certain constraints that may
affect and cause changes in English
sounds. In optimality theory,
constraints are violable. If a candidate
violates a constraint, it is represented
by an asterisk (*), while multiple
asterisks shows several violations. A
violation that kicks out a candidate is
the fatal violation, and the
exclamation mark (!) is used to
represent it. The candidate that was
not kicked out is optimal; its signal is
a pointing finger ().
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Table 5: Showing Faithfulness on “whistle”

Input: Whistle MAX-V DEP-IO

A. /wɪsәl/ !

B. /wɪstʊl/ * !*

In table 5, the optimal candidate
emerges at MAX-V; candidate “A”
wins despite the fact that it violates
DEP-IO. Candidate “B” violates the
faithfulness constraint and it was
kicked out.

Table 6: Showing Faithfulness on
“epistle”

Input:
Epistle MA

X-V
DEP-IO

A.
/ɪpɪstʊl
/

* !*

B.
/ɪpɪsәl/ !

In table 6, the input is
“epistle”/ɪpɪsәl/. The analysis
evaluates two candidates. The “B”
satisfies the constraint, while the “A”
violates the faithfulness constraint.

Table 7: Showing Faithfulness on
“apostle”

Input:
Apostle MA

X-V
DEP-IO

A.
/әpɒsәl
/

!

B.
/әpɒstʊl
/

* !*

Table 7 presents an activity of
faithfulness between the constraints.
The input generates two candidates,
/әpɒsәl/ and /әpɒstʊl/ respectively.
The optimal candidate is candidate
the “A”.

Table 8: Showing Faithfulness
“castle”

Input:
Castle MA

X-V

DEP-
IO

A.
/ka:sәl/ !

B.
/ka:stʊl
/

* !*
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In table 8 above, candidate “B”
performs poorly and violates the

faithfulness constraint so it was
kicked out by the optimal candidate.

Conclusion

From the analysis carried out, it is
discovered that the New English
Native Speakers of English in Nigeria
delete the vowel /ә/ in words like
“castle”, “apostle”, and many others
and they insert the vowel /ʊ/ during
thier production of the words. The
study reveals that w-liaison technique
is also utilized by the NENS. W-liaison
is inserted in words such as “sword”
/sɔ:rd/ as /swɔ:rd/.

It is also observed that NENS delete
linking-r in their production of
connected words. For instance, the
linking-r in the following connected
words “so is”, “where of”, and “for
example” and others were dropped
by NENS. In the same manner, the
intra-word linking-r was also deleted
in words like, “draw[r]ing”,
“show[r]ing” and “for[r]ever”
respectively. The analysis also shows
the deletion of inter-word linking-r in
connected words like, “chapter [r]
eight” and “many [r] of you”. This
finding corroborates earlier studies
conducted by Tinuade & Rotimi
(2024); Babtunde (2022). From the
Optimality analysis, it is observed
that NENS have the tendencies to
violate the faithfulness constraint of
DEP-IO as shown on table 5.
Candidate “B” was kicked out making

candidate “A” the optimal candidate.
In table 6, candidate “A” is the fatal
one, while candidate B is the winner.
Table 7 presents faithfulness
constraint using the input “apostle”, it
generates two kinds of candidates:
“A” and “B” respectively. The
candidate “B” was kicked out due to
fatal violation of the constraint. This
is because the “A” candidate is
responsible for the correct
pronunciation of the word “apostle”
by NENS, and it is the optimal
candidate.

The optimality analysis revealed that
NENS have a unique pattern of
pronunciation that has no exact
resemblance with the Received
Pronunciation (RP). This study
investigates English pronunciation of
NENS, and reveals that Nigerian
spoken English has a link with the
English variety spoken by the NENS;
hence, the deletion and insertion of
vowel sounds in their English word
pronunciation. The variety of English
language spoken by the New English
Native Speakers in Nigeria reflects
the influence of the Nigerian
environment irrespective of the
speakers’ early exposure to English,
and their immersion of the English.
This study suggests further
investigation on the variety of English
used by NENS in Nigeria, focusing
especially on the phonemic
interference.
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