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“Your ears are like muscles: Exercise them!”

For about the last 100 years or
so, there has been a great war
raging in the world of English.
Two sides have been facing off
over who gets to control new
entrants to the language. “Shall it
be American English or British
English?” is a question ringing in
everyone’s mind in countries
around the world. At English
Now!, we endeavor to teach the
American model as a jumping-
off point. However, as students
of English it would be folly to
assume that everyone in the
world speaks with an American
twang.

The story of the language is not
so much a story of English, but a
story of ‘Englishes.” English is
spoken as a second language by
more than a billion people
around the world — people who
often speak radically different
first languages. These first
languages influence and affect
the English they speak. The
English spoken in Bangladesh is
quite dissimilar from the English
spoken in Edinburgh, which is
quite different from the English
spoken in New York, or
Washington D.C., or Cape Town,
or Adelaide.

The International Phonetic
Alphabet (IPA), a symbol set
used by linguists around the
world to transcribe the sounds of
all languages, uses 107 symbols.

Each symbol represents a
specific, unique sound the human
mouth can utter. Japanese, for
example, uses around only 20.
Standardized English, on the
other hand, uses around 44. That
number increases rapidly when
you include the various versions
of English spoken by various
communities around the world.

But what does this have to do
with your ear being like a
muscle?

Well, the human ear is indeed
like a muscle in that it is trained
to be good at doing specific tasks
— and that it loses the ability to
perform tasks that are not often
required of it. In the case of the
ear, its job is to hear and interpret
the different sounds coming from
its environment. A key part of
this 1s distinguishing between
sounds related to speech and
sounds that are not. As babies
and young infants, our ears learn
to recognize only the sounds
used in our community’s
language as important, and to
ignore all the rest as unimportant
noise.

When we are learning a new
language, we must train our ear
to recognize and give importance
to sounds it previously learned to
ignore. This is a key reason why
it can be so hard for new learners
of English to actually hear what
English speakers are saying. This

is made all the more complicated
by the fact that there are so many
speakers of English with so many
different accents.

Once students of English have a
basic level of proficiency in the
language, it is important for them
to branch out their listening
material into other accents in
order to train their ears to
recognize the broader range of
sounds used in the many
Englishes around the world. Akin
to muscle training, this
‘strengthens’ our ears making
them °‘English fit,” and makes
them far better at hearing and
comprehending the sounds of
English.

When we study English, it is
important that we recognize that
we are not studying a single
English, but a family of
Englishes, all of which can be
key resources in helping us along
our way to proficiency in the
language. Instead of limiting
ourselves to the study material
and media of just a single
English, we can make best use of
these Englishes by exploring
their movies, TV shows, radio
programs, books, and music.

Our ears are like muscles; we
must exercise them!

Gideon Roos
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