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This article supports the existence of the phonological rule that states, ‘Delete an English 

word-final /b/ when it occurs after /m/’ in pronouncing English words. Examples that fall 

within the rule are given. However, the research postulates that the rule is incomplete 

because /b/ is silent even when it does not come at the end of certain English words. It is 

proposed that an interface of phonological, morphological and semantic elements influences 

the pronunciation of these words. The interdependent nature of these properties is such that, 

where all the elements are present, a change in phonological realities results in a change in 

meaning, even if morphological members are stable. The findings add fresh evidence to the 

body of knowledge in support of the role of phonological awareness in early reading 

acquisition at the level of breaking the reading code. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Spelling in English involves representing words with sequences of symbols according to a 

number of conventions. Because it is in part systematic and in part an accident, spelling is 

highly problematic. Jamieson and Simpson in Snowling and Stackhouse (2006: 199), stress 

the problem as follows: 

 

The conventionally correct spelling of a word may simply reflect its 

pronunciation but can also reflect its grammar, its meaning, the language from 

which the word was derived or any combination of these. To complicate matters 

further, some of these influences may be in conflict with one another. In fact 

spelling so frequently fails to reflect current pronunciation that basic sound-

symbol correspondence is a relatively unreliable cue to accurate spelling. 

 

Added to the problem explained above is the fact that the history of English has shown great 

shifts between the written word in Old English (OE) and modern pronunciation. As complex 

as the spelling-sound relationship in English is, the starting point of reading is the association 

of the letters to the sounds. But once this threshold is reached, a demand on the phonological 

skills of the learner is created. The learner then enters another phase of segmenting the speech 

stream into sounds and words.  Such a phase requires underlying phonological abilities in a 

learner.  

 

A phonological rule can be defined as a description of a systematic relationship between 

sounds (Kaisse, 1985). Phonological rules can function to describe a change in features, an 
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addition of features, a deletion of segments, or indeed to reorder segments. The rule that this 

article focuses on is a deletion rule. Phonemic awareness is the understanding of different 

ways that oral language can be divided into smaller segments or the awareness of the fact that 

speech can be divided into smaller units such as syllables and phonemes (Adams, 1990). 

Research consistently shows that phonological awareness is a cognitive substrate of reading 

acquisition (e.g. Gallagher, Frith & Snowling, 2000). 

 

The phonological rule stating that, in the pronunciation of all English words ending in /mb/, 

/b/ is silent or deleted, leaving the /m/ sound is well documented (Fromkin & Rodman, 1993). 

Using linguistic notation, the rule can be presented as: 

      

 In pronouncing English words, 

 

   [b] → [ø] / [m] ─ #   

Where: 

‘Ø’ means ‘empty’, ‘deleted’, or ‘is silent’ 

‘→’ means ‘becomes’ or ‘is’ 

‘∕’    means ‘in the context of’ or ‘environment’ 

‘─’  means ‘after’  

‘#’   means ‘word boundary’ or ‘end of a word’ (after Crystal, 2000). 

 

In words: in the pronunciation of English words, /b/ is deleted in an environment where /b/ 

comes after /m/ at the end of an English word.  

 

It is asserted that this phonological rule is incomplete because, in all verb forms, adjectives 

ending in [-er], [-ing], or [-ed]; adverbs ending in [-ly] with meanings derived from adjectives 

ending in [mb] and nouns – including nouns ending in [-er] or [-ing] with meanings derived 

from verbs ending in [mb],  /b/ is silent in the pronunciation of such words, even though /b/ 

does not occur at word boundary, whereas /b/ is sounded in other circumstances.  

 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

There is ample evidence from research in support of the view that phonological abilities at 

kindergarten level are good predictors of reading success in the early school years (Bradley, 

1989; O’Connor & Jenkins, 1999).  

 

A causal connection between phonologic skills and reading acquisition has been proven by 

studies showing that interventions designed to improve phonological awareness could 

facilitate the process of reading acquisition and lead to better reading performance in the 

early school years (Ball & Blachman, 1988; Blachman, 1989; Bentin & Leshem, 1993).  

 

Research shows that phonological awareness is helpful in the development of the spelling 

skills of language learners (Gallagher, Frith & Snowling, 2000; Muter, Hulme & Snowling, 

1997; Adams, 1990; Share, Jorm, Maclean & Matthews, 1984), which, in turn, improve 

literacy skills in these learners (Rack, Snowling & Olson, 1992; Goswami & Bryant, 1990; 

Wagner & Torgesen, 1987). Early research indicated that understanding a word’s sound 

structure would enable a child to decode a word in print (Calfee, Lindamood & Lindamood 

1973; Fox & Routh, 1975). Indeed, phonological awareness has been found to be the best 
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single predictor of reading performance (Adams & Bruck, 1995; Hecht, Burgess, Torgesen, 

Wagner & Rashotte, 2000; Liberman, Shankweiler & Liberman, 1989).  

 

There is also evidence that the phonological properties of words affect morphological 

processing, and phonological aspects of morphological processing are related to reading 

achievement (e.g. Leong, 1989; Fowler & Liberman, 1995; Champion, 1997; Singson, 

Mahoney & Mann, 2000).  

 

Leong (1989) and Champion (1997) contrasted good and poor readers. For Leong (1989), 

poor readers and spellers were slower at producing derived and base word forms than good 

readers or spellers, particularly when the words involved both phonological and orthographic 

changes from base to derived form. Champion (1997) established that, while poor readers 

differed from good readers in awareness of the semantic and syntactic aspects of derived 

forms, the differences were more pronounced in reading than in oral tasks.  

 

Fowler and Liberman (1995) found that poor readers differed from good readers in the oral 

production of words that undergo phonological shifts and that students’ sensitivity to 

morphologically complex words in an oral production task was related to their reading and 

spelling abilities. These studies provide evidence for the importance of phonology as it relates 

to morphological processing. 

 

 

DEVELOPING READING ABILITY: THE ROLE OF PHONOLOGICAL 

AWARENESS 

 

Reading is not an instinctive human ability such as speaking. Humans have not evolved in 

such a way that there is a reading centre in the brain (Meyer & Rose, 1998; Wolf, 2008). In 

order to read, we have to adapt or train our brain to perform in ways it was not naturally 

designed to work (D’Arcangelo, 1999). Nevertheless, both oral and written languages are 

based on the same lexical, grammatical, syntactical and textual rules. The first thing that 

beginning readers have to experience is that written material is a representation of knowledge 

they already have, in other words, they have to learn to see the relation between meaning and 

print. However, while oral language usually is acquired without formal instruction, most 

children need explicit instruction in the process of learning to read. First, children have to 

develop the awareness that words are made up of sounds. Second, they have to develop the 

awareness that print represents these sounds. Third, they have to develop the understanding 

that the letters on the page represent these units of sound. Once they have reached this level of 

phonological awareness, they are ready to learn to read. For some children this is very 

difficult. The code-breaking strategy of identifying phonemes as units in the alphabetic code in 

particular, seems to be problematic for beginning readers because these phonemes can hardly 

be perceived as speech (Bertelson, 1987).  

 

In addition to being able to break up spoken words into smaller units and to understand that 

letters represent sounds, several models of reading development have been proposed to 

describe the abilities and phases that characterise reading development (e.g., Frith, 1985; 

Chall, 1996). Frith, for example, distinguished three stages in learning to read words: the 

logographic stage, the alphabetic stage, and the orthographic stage. In the logographic stage 

children mainly use graphic features to read words without insight into the letter-sound 

correspondence. Children do not really read in this stage; they remember the features of the 
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letter, the word or the logo. In the alphabetic stage, children learn to understand the principle 

of mapping graphemes onto phonemes to be able to decode both known and unknown words. 

Crucial in this stage is phonological awareness or the awareness of the fact that speech can be 

divided in smaller units such as syllables and phonemes (Adams, 1990). The orthographic 

stage distinguishes itself from the alphabetic stage by operating with bigger units, making use 

of spelling patterns, and being non-phonological.  

 

Chall (1996) regarded reading acquisition as a developmental process involving qualitatively 

distinct phases. However, whereas Frith (1985) distinguished three stages centred around word 

recognition, Chall (1996) distinguished six stages of reading development from its beginnings 

to its most mature forms: Stage 0, the pre-reading stage (from birth to age 6); Stage 1, the 

decoding stage (ages 6 - 7); Stage 2, the confirmation and fluency stage (ages 7-); Stage 3, the 

‘reading for learning the new’ stage (ages 9 - 14); Stage 4, the multiple viewpoints stage (ages 

14 - 18); and Stage 5, the construction and reconstruction stage (ages 18 and above). 

According to Chall (1996), many people never reach the highest stage, and those who do 

typically take 20 years or even more to get there. Chall (1996) emphasised that the process of 

comprehension is practised in all of the stages, including the decoding stage. 

 

In the United States of America, the National Reading Panel (NRP) report (National Institute 

of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD), 2000) not only emphasised the 

importance of developing teachers’ content knowledge, but also identified the five 

components of reading instructions that research found to improve teachers’ reading 

instruction and students’ reading achievement. The five ‘essential’ components of reading 

instruction identified by the panel included: 

 

 Phonemic awareness (the ability to recognise and distinguish the speech sounds of 

English)  

 Phonics (an understanding of letter-sound correspondences)  

 Fluency (the efficient decoding of words and connected text)   

 Vocabulary (an understanding of the meaning of words and meaningful subunits of 

words)  

 Comprehension (an understanding of the meaning of sentences, paragraphs and longer 

passages) 

 

The work of the NRP indicates that explicit systematic instruction and guided practice in 

phonemic awareness and phonics may build a foundation for growth in fluency, which, in 

turn, supports the development of vocabulary and comprehension, the ultimate goal of 

reading instruction. The NRP has suggested that teachers require the capacity to identify 

students’ levels of development in each of the five components of reading instruction, and to 

focus appropriate instruction on these components. 

 

In a largely independent line of research, ample evidence has shown that an understanding of 

the sound structure of a language is fundamentally necessary for the successful acquisition of 

reading skill (e.g. Adams, 1990; Wagner & Torgesen, 1987). That is, the ability to analyse, 

synthesise and manipulate phonemes and syllables must be mastered for a child to adequately 

learn precisely how these sounds correspond to the shapes that are known as letters. 

Empirical evidence for this has come from the fact that preliterate children who have better 

knowledge of the sound structure of a language are quicker to learn to read (Wagner & 

Torgesen, 1987), and that both the absolute level (Share, Jorm, MacLean, & Mathews, 1984) 
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and rate of acquisition (Byrne, Fielding-Barnesley & Ashley, 2000) of early phonological 

awareness skills are excellent predictors of elementary reading skills.  

 

Wagner and Torgesen (1987) found that individual differences in phonological awareness 

persisted in explaining reading abilities each year from kindergarten through fourth grade, 

whereas the relationships between reading and other skills faded with development. In fact, 

kindergarten phonological awareness is known to be a better predictor of teenage reading 

ability than is kindergarten reading skill (MacDonald & Cornwall, 1995). Studies of twins 

have suggested that phonological skills have both genetically heritable and environmentally 

influenced components (Fisher & DeFries, 2002) and a deficit in phonological processing is 

now believed to be the primary core deficit in developmental dyslexia, a reading disability in 

which children exhibit difficulty in accurately or fluently reading at age-appropriate levels 

(Bradley & Bryant, 1983). According to McCandliss and Noble (2003), this phonological 

impairment is reflected in the dysfunction of what they term left perisylvian cortical regions 

during reading tasks. Importantly, experimental manipulations in which reading-disabled 

children were exposed to both phonological skill training and explicit instruction in letter-

sound correspondence rules have resulted in improved reading ability, relative to various 

reading-disabled control groups (Foorman, Francis, Novy & Liberman, 1991; Wagner & 

Torgesen, 1987), suggesting that phonological skill is not merely associated with reading, but 

actually plays a causal role in the development of reading. Phonological awareness has been 

associated repeatedly with the ability to decode both words and non-words, and, to a lesser 

extent, with reading comprehension ability (e.g. Share, 1995). 

 

 

THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT 

 

Reading achievement among school children in South Africa has been dismal. For example, 

when South Africa participated in the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 

(PIRLS) of 2006, South African children came last out of the 40 countries. As Taylor and Yu 

(2008: 1) write, 

 
South Africa’s mean reading score is the lowest out of the 40 participating countries in 

PIRLS 2006. This result is in line with a similar international survey – TIMMS2 2003 

– where South Africa recorded the lowest mean scores in both mathematics and 

science, out of the 50 participants. 

 

PIRLS is managed by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 

Achievement (IEA). The IEA is an independent, international organisation of national 

research institutions and governmental research agencies. It has conducted over 20 

international surveys since 1958 and several of these are now undertaken in regular cycles. 

The first PIRLS survey was conducted in 2001 and the second was in 2006 (Whetton, Twist 

& Sainsbury, 2007). The two reading purposes assessed in PIRLS 2006 were Literary and 

Informational. These processes are further subdivided as retrieving and straightforward 

inferencing and interpreting, integrating, and evaluating information. Clearly, these reading 

purposes are higher and require higher-order skills than breaking the reading code that 

phonological awareness demands. However, the point has to be made that, although mastery 

of lower-order reading skills is not sufficient for full reading comprehension to take root, 

mastery of higher-order reading skills depends on mastery of lower-order skills. 
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Various reasons for poor reading achievement in South Africa have been advanced, chief of 

which are lack of resources and lack of English language teaching expertise. For many years, 

South Africa has been administering instruction in the mother tongue of learners for most of 

whom English is not a mother tongue and English has been introduced in Grade 3 in public 

schools.  After fifteen years of democratic governance, South Africa appears to have reached 

the conclusion that this approach has not led to the required academic benefits for Black 

children who use African languages as their medium of instruction until Grade 3. Reacting to 

the poor Grade 12 matriculation results of 2010, Angie Motshekga, Minister of Basic 

Education in South Africa, has argued that earlier exposure to English would better prepare 

the students for their final school examinations. Following the research findings that 

indicated that exposing children to languages at a young age was beneficial, a team appointed 

by the Minister in 2009 to review the implementation of the National Curriculum Statement 

strongly recommended that English, as a first additional language, be 

introduced as a fourth subject from Grade R to Grade 3 from 2011 (Sunday 

Times 10 January, 2010:4).  

 

Introducing English as early as possible in South African schools is to be welcomed because 

most of the learners are ESL learners who need sufficient contact with English. 

 

The problem for learners of English as an academic language is the lack of correspondence 

between spelling and sound in English. According to Ellis and Tomlinson (1988: 96), ‘most 

of the Asian and African languages that were given a written form relatively recently have 

correspondence between spelling and sound. Most of the African speakers of English fall in 

this category’. This implies that speakers of English from this background especially can 

experience pronunciation and spelling problems, since most of their first languages have 

spelling-sound correspondence, which is not the case in the English language. By 

implication, a native speaker of English does not experience this particular problem, since the 

speaker does not have a basis for generalising the sound-spelling correspondence rule. 

Although the position articulated here is quite correct, there may be evidence of lack of 

spelling-sound correspondence in written African languages. In this respect, to generalise the 

problem of pronouncing /mb/ English word endings in both speakers of English as a first 

language and English as a second language, further research is necessary.  Therefore, from 

the onset, the present study should be looked at as an initial attempt in addressing problems 

of reading at early stages of learning and not as a panacea. 

 

 

THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

The approach to the study was exploratory. Relying on the work of Fromkin and Rodman 

(1993) with respect to the phonological rule: Delete an English word-final /b/ when it occurs 

after /m/ in pronouncing English words,  I collected English words with /mb/ endings  using 

the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2010) and the Longman Dictionary of 

Contemporary English (2009). Data were collected and analysed in a qualitative design. In 

this respect, the corpus is not exhaustive, nor is any statistical significance claimed. Therefore 

the findings are to be interpreted within the limitations of a qualitative research orientation. 
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PROCEDURE 

 

Testing the phonological rule: Delete an English word-final /b/ when it occurs after /m/ in 

pronouncing English words beyond word boundary 

 

Pronouncing English verbs ending in /mb/ 

 

Example 1: Comb, combed, combing 

 

 Using phonetic symbols, the words can be transcribed as: 

 

Table 1:  

 

/ kəum / / kəumd / / kəumɪŋ / 

 

 

Table 1 shows that /b/ is silent even when it does not occur at word boundary.  

 

Example 2: succumb, succumbed, succumbing 

 

Using phonetic symbols these words are transcribed and presented in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: 

 

/səkʌm / / səkʌmd / səkʌmɪŋ/ 

 

 

 

Table 2 shows that /b/ is silent in English verbs ending in /mb/ beyond word boundary. 

 

 Pronouncing English nouns ending in /mb/: 

 

Table 3: 

 

lamb thumb bomb comb imb womb tomb 

lɑm/ /θʌm/  /bɒm / /kəum/  /lɪm / /wu:m/ /tu:m / 

 

Table 3 shows that /b/ is silent in English nouns ending in [mb]. The same holds true for the 

plurals of these nouns. 

 

For tense purposes, third person singular with a present simple verb, past simple regular –ed, 

and participle -ing endings, it is important to confirm that /b/ is silent in these situations 

because most dictionaries do not go as far as making this conclusion, even though they 

transcribe these words phonetically without /b/ (See, for example, the Oxford Advanced 

Learner’s Dictionary (2010) and the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English). 
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Examples are illustrated in Table 2 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pronouncing nouns ending in /er/ derived from the meanings of words ending in /mb/ 

 

Table 4: 

 

Noun derived from verb ending in [mb]          Verb ending in [mb] 

1. Climber           Climb 

  /klaɪmər/            /klaɪm/ 

2. Bomber            Bomb 

  /bɒmər/            /bɒm/ 

3. Plumber             plumb 

     /plʌmər/            /plʌm/ 

 

 

The table shows that the nouns that are formed are derived from the meanings of their verbs, 

and that, in all circumstances, /b/ is silent because it is joined to the left of the syllable 

forming the verb that ends in [mb]. The right-hand syllable [er] joins [m] since /b/ is silent in 

every verb form when the verb is suffixed for tense purposes. 

 

On the other hand, a noun ending in /er/ whose meaning is not derived from a verb ending in 

/mb/ maintains the /b/ sound in its pronunciation: 

  

Example 6 

                          1. A number does not ‘numb’ 

                          2. A lumber does not ‘lumb’ 

                          3. Timber does not ‘timb’  

                          4. Slumber does not ‘slumb’ 

 

In all the examples above, [b] is joined to the right of the syllable to form the syllable [ber],  

leaving the left-hand syllable free; /b/ is therefore pronounced because the syllable to the left 

does not end in [mb]. 

 

Verb Third person singular 

+ present simple 

Present Participle Past simple regular 

1. Bomb Bombs Bombing Bombed 

 /bɒm/ /bɒms/  /bɒmɪŋ/ /bɒmd/ 

2. Comb Combs Combing Combed 

/kəum/   /kəums/    /kəumɪŋ/ /kəumd/ 

3. Plumb Plumbs Plumbing Plumbed 

/ plʌm/  /plʌms/ /plʌmɪŋ/  /plʌmd/ 
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Pronouncing adjectives ending in /mb/: 

 

Table 5: 

 

1. Dumb 2. Numb 3. Aplomb 

     /dʌm/     /nʌm/     /əplɒm/ 

 

 

Table 5 shows that /b/ is silent when pronouncing adjectives that end in /mb/. 

 

 

Pronouncing nouns derived from meanings of adjectives ending in /mb/: 

 

Table 6:  

 

1. Numbness Dumbness 

     /nʌmnɪs/ /dʌmnɪs/ 

 

Table 6 shows that /b/ is silent when nouns with meanings derived from adjectives ending in 

/mb/ are pronounced. 

 

Pronouncing adverbs derived from meanings of adjectives ending in /mb/ 

 

Table 7:  

 

          Numbly Dumbly 

         /nʌmlɪ/  /dʌmlɪ/ 

 

 

In Table 7, /b/ is shown to be silent when adverbs derived from meanings of adjectives 

ending in /mb/ are pronounced. 

 

Pronouncing adjectives ending in /mb/ in comparative and superlative forms 

 

Table 8: 

            

 

 

 

 

 

Table 8 shows that /b/ is silent when adjectives ending in /mb/ in comparative and superlative 

forms are pronounced. 

 

 

 

            Numb                    Number Numbest 

            /nʌm/                     /nʌmər/ /nʌmɪst/ 
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PERMISSIBLE MORPHEMES BEYOND WORD BOUNDARY 

 

Data suggest that the permissible morphemes beyond the word boundary are -s, for regular 

plural forms and tense, -ed and -ing for tense and adjectives, -ing, and -er for nouns and 

adjectives, and -ly for adverbs, as long as the semanticity of the new word is derived from the 

one that ends in the [mb] morpheme.  

 

 Example 7: 

 

‘iamb’ is pronounced as /aɪæm/ whereas ‘iambic’ is pronounced as  /aɪæmbɪk/. 

 

On the basis of what is postulated, it can logically be concluded that there is a semantic 

relationship between ‘iamb’ and ‘iambic’ since ‘iambic’ is an adjective derived from the 

noun ‘iamb’. However, the morpheme -ic is not one of the permissible morphemes beyond 

word boundary. Morphologically, therefore, ‘iambic’ does not fall in the category of English 

words where /b/ is deleted beyond word boundary. Consequently /b/ in ‘iambic’ is sounded. 

Because of this, ‘iamb’ is sometimes pronounced as /aɪæmb/ with a /b/ sound (e.g. Oxford 

Advanced Learner’s dictionary, 2010: 241). However, the variation in pronunciation is a 

matter requiring further research. 

  

Since the word, ‘number’ has been dealt with under nouns, the word, ‘number’ as an 

adjective is pronounced without the /b/ sound because, as a comparative adjective, it is 

derived from ‘numb’, an adjective ending in the /m/ sound. As a noun, the /b/ in ‘number’ is 

pronounced since the meaning is not derived from the root word ‘numb’.  In this respect, the 

root word of noun ‘number’ does not end in /mb/. 

 

Similarly, in the pronunciation of the words ‘bombard’  ‘bombarded’ and ‘bombarding’, /b/ is 

pronounced because the root word ‘bombard’ does not end in  the morpheme -mb. Although 

the meaning of this word is similar to the word ‘bomb’ the word ‘bombard’ exists as a verb 

not ending in the -mb morpheme and is inflected for tense and adjectival purposes at a 

different boundary from the word ‘bomb’. 

 

 

CENTRALITY OF PHONOLOGICAL, MORPHOLOGICAL AND SEMANTIC 

UNITS 

 

Based on the analysis of the word ‘bombard’ it can be argued that, in the appreciation of the 

phonological rule ‘delete a word-final /b/ when it occurs after /m/, phonological, 

morphological and semantic properties play an important role beyond word boundary. The 

convergence of phonological, morphological and semantic properties in the extension of this 

rule is suggestive that the absence of one of these properties is enough to invalidate the rule. 

The example in the analysis of the word ‘number’, however means that, where all the 

properties are present, a change in phonological realities results into a change in meaning, 

even if morphological members are stable. This brings into focus the question of 

intelligibility, because the meaning of the word ‘number’ depends on its pronunciation.  

 

As Kaisse (online) writes about the cyclic nature of phonological and morphological 

interaction, 
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The common core of the ‘direct’ and the ‘indirect’ view of phonology/morphology 

interaction is that cycles are the organizing principle for the application of lexical 

phonological rules. A further property of lexical rules is that their application is 

governed by the S[TRICT] C[YCLE] C[ONDITION], one of the most important 

principles of Lexical Phonology. The essence of the SCC is that feature-changing 

(applications of) cyclic phonological rules apply only in derived environments. The 

environment may be derived either morphologically or phonologically. In the former 

case, a new structure is derived from the operation of a morphological rule. In the 

latter, it results from a phonological rule. 

 

What Kaisse states above is consistent with the findings of Ben-Dror, Bentin and Frost 

(1995) where evidence of the importance of semantic, phonologic, and morphologic skills in 

the reading of disabled and normal children was supplied.  

 

The phonological rule excludes proper names because the sources of proper names are not 

always known. This rule therefore applies only to the English words. 

 

 

HOW THE RULE CAN BE USED 

 

As stated in the literature, this phonological rule feeds into phonological awareness which is 

directly linked to literacy skills. Since the literature suggests that students’ sensitivity to 

morphologically complex words is related to their reading and spelling abilities, teaching 

pronunciation of the words covered in this phonological rule can be rewarding to the learner.  

 

Because of the fact that the English language is said to have an irregular spelling-sound 

correspondence, and the issue at hand has been confused before, learners would understand 

this exception better by following a formula covering all its subtleties, as presented in this 

article. Whereas Crystal (2000: 217) classifies the pronunciation of some of these words 

ending in /mb/ as irregular, Fromkin and Rodman (1993: 261) argue that the pronunciation of 

such words is regular because it can be accounted for. Because the findings from this research 

are consistent with those of Fromkin and Rodman, the study concludes that the pronunciation 

of such words is indeed regular, a point that should necessarily compel Crystal’s (2000) work 

to be brought in line for his revised editions.  

 

The problem of the spelling-sound correspondence can be approached from different angles. 

One can approach it from the teacher’s point of view or from the learner’s point of view. As 

this contribution draws on phonetic skills, it is proposed that teaching should be by way of 

reading and listening. It is suggested that learners should first see the word and hear it before 

they say it, paying attention to the meaning derived from the root word. Against this 

background it can be suggested that English words such as lamb, thumb, bomb and comb, can 

be introduced early in the school year. As vocabulary items, these common words are a good 

initiation to the bigger picture. Once the students see the words they should hear the 

pronunciation and then say them. If the teacher can take advantage of the ‘Mary had a little 

lamb’ song as a deliberate agenda to introduce awareness of this phonological rule at nursery 

school level, the seed will have been planted. If the Catholic priest can preach this through 

the Eucharist in: ‘this is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.... happy are 

we who are called to His supper’, it will be a successful Sunday school. After all, in some 

remote parts of Africa, the first contact learners of English as a foreign language have had has 

been with the servants of God!  



B Nchindila 

 

Per Linguam 2011 27(2): 87-101 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5785/27-2-109 

 

98 

At a higher level, there is scope for teaching the rule with exemplification using parts of 

speech and tense patterns, as proposed here, so that learners can confidently deal with this 

issue. While it might be argued that linguistic notation should not be introduced too early in 

learning, this phonological rule has a clearly argued wording that is reliable enough. Learners 

can therefore relate to the rule without hindrance of linguistic notation.   

 

CONCLUSION AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

 

Research drawn on for the theoretical background supports the view that poor readers and 

spellers are slower at producing derived and base word forms than good readers or spellers, 

especially when the words involve both phonological changes from base to derived form. The 

phonological rule discussed in this article covers the issue of the change of word base to 

derived form. Similarly, research suggests that poor readers differ from good readers in 

awareness of the semantic and syntactic aspects of derived forms in reading tasks. The 

phonological rule discussed here addresses the issue of semantic properties. That 

pronunciation, word formation and meaning have converged in this study should especially 

be seen as a point of strength because teaching reading in most African countries has been 

criticised for being mere look and say (Williams, 1993) with very little attention paid to 

meaning. An effort that contributes to reading comprehension skills in English to this effect 

should therefore be encouraged. This research is an empirical contribution in that direction. 

 

A limitation of this study is that it is based on a limited sample drawn through a qualitative 

research orientation from two dictionaries, namely the Oxford Advanced Learner’s 

Dictionary and Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. Further studies could look at 

ways of testing the rule on an empirical sample of students early in the school year in a 

quantitative design. As the literature concerning the theoretical background of the present 

article shows, studies aimed at establishing correlations between phonemic awareness and 

reading achievement have been carried out in the United States of America – a rich context 

of speakers of English as a first and as a second language. In this respect, an important 

contribution made through this article has been to bring to the surface the relationship 

between early reading achievement and phonological awareness with respect to the 

pronunciation of English word endings in /mb/ beyond word boundary. Future research in 

Africa and other similar contexts where English is used as the major language of reading 

literacy should focus on quantitative studies that deal with correlations between reading 

achievement and phonological awareness for specific ages and grades of school children. 

Such studies would assist in presenting demographic differences in the learning patterns of 

children being raised in poverty in African contexts who may have limited access to 

Received Pronunciation (RP). They would also firmly assert the validity and reliability of 

the phonological rule and the extent to which phonological awareness affects reading 

achievement.  
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