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Abstract  

This study investigated learners’ difficulties in pronouncing the English plural –s and examines 

the role of phonological interference in shaping these difficulties. The research focuses on PGMI 

students, who often experience challenges in producing the correct plural endings, potentially 

leading to miscommunication. Using a qualitative descriptive approach, data were collected from 

40 students through recordings of their reading of 20 sentences containing plural nouns. The data 

were analyzed by transcribing students’ pronunciations into phonetic symbols, classifying 

pronunciation errors, and identifying patterns of phonological interference from Indonesian. The 

findings reveal that out of 800 pronunciation instances, 327 (41%) were correct, while 473 (59%) 

were incorrect. The errors fall into four main categories: omission of the –s suffix, substitution 

of /s/ for /z/, substitution of /ɪs/ for /ɪz/, and substitution of /əs/ for /z/. These results suggest that 

differences between Indonesian and English phonological systems significantly influence 

learners’ pronunciation of the plural –s marker. 

Keywords: English plural –s, pronunciation difficulties, phonological interference, EFL 

learners 

 

Introduction 

Differences in pronunciation when people communicate in English are natural and widely 

recognized. English has spread across many parts of the world and continues to develop as a 

major language of international communication. This global expansion has resulted in numerous 

regional variations in pronunciation. An important point to consider, however, is that English is 

spoken by a large number of non-native speakers, that is, individuals who learn it as a second or 

foreign language (Schon, 1987). Indonesia is one of the countries where English is learned and 

used as a foreign language. As such, English differs significantly from Indonesian, not only in 

vocabulary and grammatical structure but also in its phonological system. Consequently, it is not 

surprising that Indonesian learners often encounter difficulties when speaking English. 

Pronunciation problems should not be underestimated because clear and intelligible 

pronunciation plays a crucial role in communication. This becomes even more important in 

international contexts, where English is used by speakers from diverse linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds. Schon (1987) emphasizes that one of the primary goals of learning English is to 

enable learners to communicate effectively at the international level. Inaccurate pronunciation 

may lead to misunderstandings between speakers. English pronunciation is often considered 

challenging for Indonesian learners because its spelling system is not always consistent with its 
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pronunciation, providing limited guidance for learners. In addition, learners’ pronunciation is 

frequently influenced by their first language, a phenomenon known as phonological interference 

(Syafei, 1988). 

One important aspect of English pronunciation is the production of the –s suffix as a 

plural marker, even though plural formation represents only a small part of English grammar. In 

English, the plural –s suffix has three different phonetic realizations: /s/, /z/, and /ɪz/. These 

variations depend on the final sound of the noun. For learners whose first language does not have 

similar phonological patterns, distinguishing and producing these sounds accurately can be 

difficult. As a result, plural marking in spoken English may become inconsistent or inaccurate. 

In practice, Indonesian learners frequently make errors when pronouncing the plural –s 

suffix. For example, in the sentence “The ladies are beautiful,” the suffix –s in ladies is often 

pronounced as /s/ instead of /z/. A similar error occurs in the sentence “The man sells watches,” 

where the word watches may be pronounced with /s/ rather than /ɪz/. In other cases, learners omit 

the plural marker entirely. For instance, in the sentences “We have three books” and “There are 

two beds in the room,” the plural endings in books and beds are sometimes not pronounced, 

making the words sound like singular nouns. These pronunciation errors are often overlooked 

because listeners can still infer meaning from contextual clues, such as numbers indicating 

quantity or the presence of other grammatical markers. 

Nevertheless, incorrect pronunciation or omission of the plural –s suffix can lead to 

misunderstandings in communication. For example, in the sentence “We are talking about our 

boyfriends,” omitting the /z/ sound in boyfriends may cause listeners to interpret the meaning as 

referring to only one boyfriend. Another example appears in the sentence “Her eyes can be 

dangerous.” If the word eyes is pronounced as /aɪs/, listeners may interpret it as ice rather than 

eyes. These examples illustrate how minor pronunciation differences can result in significant 

changes in meaning, highlighting the importance of accurate pronunciation in spoken English. 

From a linguistic perspective, such pronunciation difficulties are closely related to 

phonological interference from the learners’ first language (L1) to the target language (L2). 

Previous studies indicate that the sound system of the first language strongly influences learners’ 

production of sounds in a second language. As a result, pronunciation errors such as sound 

omission, substitution, or modification commonly occur when learners produce L2 speech 

(Muhyidin, 2022). This phenomenon is also evident in the context of English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) learning in Indonesia, where learners experience difficulty pronouncing certain 

English sounds because the phonological rules of Indonesian differ from those of English 

(Yatmikasari et al., 2023). 

Understanding these pronunciation challenges is important, particularly for students in 

teacher-education programs, such as PGMI students, who are expected to model language use in 

educational settings. If pronunciation difficulties are not addressed, they may persist and 

influence learners’ future teaching practices. Therefore, examining learners’ pronunciation 

patterns can provide valuable insight into the nature of phonological interference in EFL learning. 

This study aims not only to describe how PGMI students pronounce the plural –s suffix 

in English nouns, but also to identify the role of phonological interference in shaping these 

pronunciation difficulties. By analyzing students’ pronunciation patterns, this research seeks to 

provide a clearer understanding of the linguistic factors influencing pronunciation accuracy in 

EFL contexts. The findings are expected to contribute to pronunciation teaching practices, 

particularly in helping learners become more aware of the relationship between English 

phonological rules and plural marking in spoken communication. 
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Method 

This study employed a qualitative descriptive research design, focusing on describing 

pronunciation errors in order to understand the factors contributing to learners’ pronunciation 

difficulties. The study emphasized in-depth descriptive analysis rather than statistical 

generalization. The data and information required for the research were obtained from two main 

sources: library research and field research. Library research involved reviewing relevant 

theoretical sources to provide a conceptual foundation for understanding pronunciation errors 

and phonological interference. Field research involved collecting empirical data on students’ 

pronunciation of the English plural suffix –s. 

The participants of this study were 40 PGMI students at UIN K.H. Abdurrahman Wahid 

Pekalongan, selected using random sampling. To collect the data, the researcher conducted 

pronunciation observation through a recorded reading task. According to Arikunto (2013), 

observation in research can be carried out through tests, questionnaires, or recordings of activities 

and sounds. In this study, the research instrument consisted of a list of 20 sentences, each 

containing one plural noun, resulting in 20 plural nouns in total. The students were asked to read 

the sentences aloud, and their pronunciations were recorded. 

The collected data, specifically students’ pronunciation of the plural suffix –s, were then 

transcribed into phonetic transcription for analysis. The data analysis began by identifying and 

counting correct and incorrect pronunciations of the plural marker. Afterward, pronunciation 

errors were classified based on the types of mispronunciation. This classification made it easier 

to identify patterns of pronunciation errors and to examine the phonological interference that 

contributed to students’ pronunciation difficulties. 

 

Results and Discussion 

Results 

This study involved 40 students, each pronouncing 20 plural nouns ending in –s, resulting 

in a total of 800 pronunciation instances. Based on the phonetic transcription analysis, 327 

pronunciations (41%) were identified as correct, while 473 pronunciations (59%) were incorrect 

(see Table 1). 

Table 1. Total Number of Correct and Incorrect Pronunciations 

 

Pronunciation 
Number Percentage 

Right 327 41% 

Wrong 473 59% 

Total 800 100% 
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Item-by-item analysis shows that the level of pronunciation accuracy varied across the 

plural nouns (see Table 2). Since the purpose of this study was to identify pronunciation errors, 

the 473 incorrect pronunciations were used as the primary data for further analysis. 

Table 2. Number of Correct and Incorrect Pronunciations per Item 

Number of items 

Students’ pronunciations 

Correct Incorrect 

Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1 14 35% 26 65% 

2 28 70% 12 30% 

3 9 22,5% 31 77,5% 

4 11 27,5% 29 72,5% 

5 9 22,5% 31 77,5% 

6 13 32,5% 27 67,5% 

7 8 20% 32 80% 

8 12 30% 28 70% 

9 29 72,5% 11 27,5% 

10 13 32,5% 27 67,5% 

11 32 80% 8 20% 

12 15 37,5% 25 62,5% 

13 21 52,5% 19 47,5% 

14 8 20% 32 80% 

15 28 70% 12 30% 

16 10 25% 30 75% 

17 18 45% 22 55% 

18 10 25% 30 75% 

19 21 52,5% 19 47,5% 

20 18 45% 22 55% 

Total 327 41% 237 59% 
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The pronunciation errors were classified into four main categories: omission of the –s 

suffix, substitution of /s/ for /z/, substitution of /ɪs/ for /ɪz/, and substitution of /əs/ for /z/ (see 

Tables 3 and 4). 

 

Table 3. Classification of Students’ Pronunciation Errors 

Plural 

nouns 

Students’ 

Pronunciations 

Classifications of 

Mistakes 

The number of 

incorrect 

pronunciations A B C D 

1. Houses a. /hus/ 

c. /husis/ 

1   

25 

 26 

2. Students a. /stju:dnt/ 12    12 

3. Eggs a. /ek/ 

b. /eks/ 

8  

23 

  31 

4. Pictures a. /pikta/ 

b. /piktas/ 

5 24   29 

5. Leaves a. /li:f/ 

b. /li:fs/ 

d. /li:fas/ 

2  

25 

  

 

4 

31 

6. Dresses c. /dresis/   27  27 

7. Birds a. /b3:t/ 

b. /b3:ts/ 

11  

21 

  32 

8. Matches c. /mætis/   28  28 

9. Hats a. /hæt/ 11    11 

10. Pieces c. /pI:sIs/   27  27 

11. Books a. /buk/ 8    8 

12. Shoes b. /u:s/  25   25 

13. Kites a. /kait/ 

d. /kitas/ 

13    

6 

19 

14. Oceans a. /aun/ 

b. /auns/ 

14  

18 

  32 

15. Cats a. /kæt/ 12    12 

16. Tests a. /tæst/ 30    30 

17. Wishes c. /wIIs/   22  22 

18. Bags a. /bæk/ 

b. /bæks/ 

8  

22 

  30 

19. Lamps a. /læmp/ 19    19 

20. Boxes c. /boksis/   22   
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Total  154 158 151 10 473 

 

The following table presents the percentage distribution of pronunciation errors based on 

the classification categories. 

Table 4. Percentage Classification of Pronunciation Errors 

Classification of 

incorrect pronunciation 
Number Percentage 

a 

b 

c 

d 

154 

158 

151 

10 

32,5% 

33,5% 

31,9% 

2,1% 

Total 473 100% 

    

Next, the pronunciation errors were grouped according to the three correct realizations of 

the English plural –s suffix, namely /s/, /z/, and /ɪz/. The results of the error classification for each 

pronunciation category are presented in Tables 5a, 5b, and 5c. 

Table 5a. Pronunciation of /s/ in the Plural Suffix –s 

Item  
Students’ 

Pronunciations 

Classifications of 

incorrect pronunciation 

The number of 

incorrect 

pronunciations A B C D 

1. Students a. /s t u : d n t/ 12    12 

2. Hats a. /h æ t/ 11    11 

3. Books a. /b u k/ 8    8 

4. Kites 
a. /k a I t/ 

d. /k I t ∂ s/ 

 

13 
  

 

6 
19 

5. Cats a. /k æ t/ 12    12 

6. Tests a. /t e s t/ 30    30 

7. Lamps a. /l æ m p/ 19    19 

Total  105   6 111 

 

Table 5b. Pronunciation of /z/ in the Plural Suffix –s 

Item 
Students’ 

pronunciation 

Classification of incorrect 

pronunciation 

The number of 

incorrect 

pronunciation A B C D 
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1. Eggs 
a. / e k / 

b. /e k s / 

8  

23 

  31 

2. pictures 
a. /p I k t  a/ 

b. /p I k t  a s/ 

5  

24 

  29 

3. leaves 

a. / l I : f / 

b. /l I : f s/ 

c. /l I : f e s/ 

2  

25 

  

 

4 

31 

4. birds 
a. /b 3 : t/ 

b. /b 3 : t s/ 

11  

21 

  32 

5. shoes a. / u : s/  25   25 

6. oceans 
a. /a u  n/ 

b. /a u  n s/ 

14  

18 

  32 

7. bags 
a. /b æ k/ 

b. /b æ k s/ 

8  

22 

  30 

Total  48 158  4 210 

 

Table 5c. Realization of /ɪz/ in the Plural Suffix –s 

Item 
Students’ 

pronunciation 

Classification of incorrect 

pronunciation 

The number of 

incorrect 

pronunciation A B c d 

1. Houses 
a. /h  u s/ 

b. /h  u s I s/ 

1 
 

 

25 
 26 

2. Dresses a. /d r e s I s/   27  27 

3. matches a. /m æ t I s /   28  28 

4. pieces a. /p I : s I s/   27  27 

5. wishes a. /w I  I s/   22  22 

6. boxes a. /b o k s I s/   22  22 

Total  1  151  152 

 

Discussion 

Students’ General Pronunciation Patterns 

The findings of this study show that out of 800 instances of plural –s pronunciation produced by 

40 students, only 327 pronunciations (41%) were correct, while 473 pronunciations (59%) were 

incorrect. The level of pronunciation accuracy varied across different plural nouns (see Tables 1 

and 2). These findings highlight the importance of accurate pronunciation in preventing 

misunderstanding in communication, as Schon (1987) emphasizes that the primary goal of 

learning English is to enable effective communication at the international level. Inaccurate 

pronunciation, although sometimes still understandable within context, may lead to 
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misinterpretation of meaning, particularly in the use of grammatical morphemes such as the 

plural –s suffix. 

The occurrence of these pronunciation errors is consistent with previous studies on phonological 

interference from the first language to the second language. Shinta and Ellyawati (2026) found 

that Indonesian EFL learners frequently make errors in pronouncing plural morphemes and 

consonant clusters due to differences in sound distribution between Indonesian and English. 

Similarly, Astuty (2024) reported that Buginese speakers experienced difficulty producing 

voiced sounds such as /z/ as a result of phonological interference from their first language. 

Furthermore, Andestopano and Datu (2024) showed that sound substitution, omission, and 

deviations from phonetic rules are common patterns among Indonesian learners in English 

pronunciation. These studies support the findings of the present research and confirm that 

pronouncing the plural –s suffix remains a significant challenge for PGMI students, particularly 

in the EFL context in Indonesia. 

 

Classification of Errors in Pronouncing the Plural Suffix –s 

The analysis of students’ pronunciation data (473 errors out of 800 pronunciation 

instances) indicates that the errors can be classified into four main categories: (a) omission of the 

plural –s suffix, (b) substitution of /s/ for /z/, (c) substitution of /ɪs/ for /ɪz/, and (d) substitution 

of /əs/ for /z/ (see Tables 3 and 4). This classification is important because it helps explain patterns 

of pronunciation errors within a specific morphological feature, namely the plural –s suffix, 

which has three phonetic realizations in English: /s/, /z/, and /ɪz/. 

The distribution of error types shows that students did not produce a single pattern of 

error; instead, they often demonstrated complex and varied pronunciation errors. For example, 

some students omitted the plural suffix entirely, while others produced incorrect sounds that did 

not correspond to the appropriate plural phoneme category. These findings are consistent with 

previous studies indicating that EFL learners frequently produce multiple categories of 

pronunciation errors due to phonological differences between their first language and the target 

language (Ilma Nafi’a & Santoso, 2025). Another study reports that EFL learners experience 

difficulties with English consonant structures, including plural endings, because of phonotactic 

differences between their first language and English (Kartika & Fatmasari, 2019). 

Furthermore, the classification results show that the most dominant error types are 

substitution and omission, suggesting that students experience systematic difficulty in mapping 

the written form –s to its correct phonological realization. This finding aligns with research 

indicating that differences in consonant distribution and sound systems between two languages 

often become the primary source of phonological errors (Ilma Nafi’a & Santoso, 2025; Kartika 

& Fatmasari, 2019). 

This classification not only provides a comprehensive description of pronunciation error 

patterns, but also serves as a foundation for the following analysis section, which examines 

pronunciation errors based on the three correct realizations of the plural suffix: /s/, /z/, and /ɪz/. 

 

 

Errors in Pronouncing /s/ as a Plural Marker 

The analysis presented in Table 5a shows that errors in the /s/ pronunciation category are 

relatively frequent, particularly when the plural suffix occurs after a consonant without an 
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intervening vowel. Some students tended to omit the /s/ sound or replace it with other 

pronunciation patterns, indicating limited familiarity with final consonant clusters in English. 

This finding is consistent with Saputra and Rahman (2025), who report that Indonesian EFL 

learners often experience difficulty pronouncing the –s suffix in word-final position due to the 

syllabic constraints of their first language. 

Differences in phonotactic structure between Indonesian and English appear to be a major factor 

influencing these errors. English allows complex final consonant clusters, whereas Indonesian 

generally helps learners avoid consonant complexity in final positions. Silalahi (2016) explains 

that such phonological mismatches encourage EFL learners to simplify target-language sound 

patterns through strategies such as consonant omission or modification, including in plural suffix 

pronunciation. In addition, the omission or modification of /s/ may also be related to orthographic 

influence. Saputra and Rahman (2025) found that many EFL learners rely heavily on letter-based 

reading, resulting in inconsistent realization of the –s suffix as the phoneme /s/ according to 

pronunciation rules. This reliance on spelling reflects limited awareness of the relationship 

between graphemes and phonemic sounds in English. 

Furthermore, the tendency to simplify final consonant clusters suggests that students experience 

articulatory difficulty when producing these sounds. Silalahi (2016) emphasizes that without 

systematic phonetic practice and a contrastive analysis approach, learners are likely to maintain 

first-language phonological patterns in their English speech production. Therefore, gradual 

practice focusing on word-final consonants and consonant clusters becomes an important 

pedagogical strategy for reducing pronunciation errors in the realization of /s/ as a plural marker. 

 

Errors in Pronouncing /z/ as a Plural Marker 

Errors in the pronunciation of /z/ are clearly shown in Table 5b, where many students substituted 

/z/ with /s/ or other less-voiced forms. The /z/ sound is a voiced fricative that does not have a 

direct equivalent in Indonesian, particularly in word-final position, leading students to use the 

more familiar /s/ sound as a substitute. This phenomenon reflects phonological interference, in 

which the phoneme system of the first language influences the production of sounds in the target 

language (Ristati et al., 2024; Yulianti et al., 2024). 

Previous research on English pronunciation among non-native learners reports similar findings, 

showing that voiced sounds such as /z/ often present challenges due to limited exposure and 

insufficient phonetic practice. In a study focusing on voiced fricatives, Indonesian EFL learners 

were found to frequently replace voiced fricatives with voiceless ones because of differences 

between the phoneme systems of Indonesian and English (Angkarini, 2024). 

These errors may also be associated with articulatory simplification strategies. Students may 

avoid producing voiced consonants in word-final position because they perceive them as more 

difficult to articulate, resulting in the substitution pattern /z/ → /s/. This pattern has been 

identified in various studies on phonological errors, particularly among learners who have not 

received explicit training in distinguishing voiced and voiceless sounds in syllable-final position 

(Ristati et al., 2024). 

From a pedagogical perspective, it is important for English teachers to provide focused practice 

on voiced sounds such as /z/ and to contrast them directly with voiceless sounds. Activities such 
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as minimal-pair exercises and articulation modeling can help increase students’ phonemic 

awareness and reduce recurring pronunciation errors, particularly in the production of plural 

suffixes realized as /z/. 

 

 

Errors in Pronouncing /ɪz/ as a Plural Marker 

Based on Table 5c, errors in pronouncing the plural suffix /ɪz/ were still frequently found among 

students, mainly due to limited understanding of the relationship between English spelling and 

pronunciation. Many students pronounced the –es suffix literally according to its orthographic 

form, rather than as the phonological unit /ɪz/, as observed in words such as wishes, boxes, and 

dresses. This phenomenon indicates that students have not yet fully mastered the phonological 

rules governing plural realization in English, particularly for nouns ending in sibilant sounds 

(Rahmawati & Nugroho, 2023). 

This finding is consistent with previous studies in the EFL context, which suggest that the 

mismatch between English orthographic and phonological systems often becomes a major source 

of pronunciation errors, especially in morphological forms such as plural and verb suffixes. 

Learners tend to rely on orthography-based reading strategies, resulting in sound production that 

does not conform to English phonological rules (Putri et al., 2024). 

Furthermore, research on phonological errors involving vowels and consonants indicates that 

EFL learners often produce sounds that approximate but do not accurately match the target 

pronunciation, particularly short vowels such as /ɪ/, which do not have a direct equivalent in 

Indonesian. Limited familiarity with the English vowel system, combined with the phonemic 

complexity of the /ɪz/ sequence, encourages sound substitution and simplification in pronouncing 

plural suffixes (Hidayah & Pratama, 2023). 

Strengthening learners’ understanding of the /ɪz/ pronunciation pattern requires structured and 

systematic pronunciation practice, including phonemic awareness training and attention to 

suprasegmental features such as stress and sound transitions. Such an approach can help reduce 

the dominant influence of written forms and increase the accuracy of plural suffix pronunciation 

in students’ spoken English. 

 

Phonological Interference as the Source of Pronunciation Errors 

In general, the pronunciation errors identified across the three previous categories—

omission of the plural suffix, incorrect realization of /s/, /z/, and /ɪz/—can be explained through 

the phenomenon of phonological interference, in which the sound system of the first language 

(Indonesian) influences the production of sounds in the second language (English). In the EFL 

learning context, learners tend to produce target-language sounds based on phonological patterns 

that are more familiar from their first language, resulting in errors such as phoneme substitution, 

consonant omission, and consonant cluster simplification (Rohbiah et al., 2024). 

This phonological interference is not incidental but rather represents a systematic pattern 

frequently reported in EFL research in Indonesia. Studies involving learners with regional 

language backgrounds, such as Buginese and Javanese speakers, demonstrate that differences 

between the phonological systems of the first language and English lead to sound modification, 
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phoneme category errors, and difficulty producing English word-final sounds (Ficayuma, 2025). 

These findings suggest that students’ pronunciation errors should not be viewed merely as 

individual mistakes, but as reflections of strong cross-linguistic influence. 

Thus, contrastive phonological analysis between Indonesian and English reveals 

fundamental differences in the vowel system, consonant distribution, and stress patterns, all of 

which contribute to phonological difficulties among Indonesian EFL learners. These differences 

often result in recurrent and systematic pronunciation errors, particularly in word-final positions 

and in the production of sounds that do not have direct equivalents in the first language 

(Kamsinah & Natsir, 2025). 

Effective pronunciation instruction should therefore consider the structural differences 

between learners’ first and second languages and provide explicit practice to address patterns of 

phonological interference. Approaches such as minimal-pair exercises, phonemic awareness 

development, and pronunciation practice integrated into communicative contexts are important 

strategies for helping learners reduce pronunciation errors influenced by phonological 

interference. 

 

 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study indicate that the majority of PGMI students experienced significant 

difficulty in pronouncing the plural suffix –s in English nouns, with 473 out of 800 

pronunciations (59%) classified as inaccurate. The phonological errors identified include the 

omission of the suffix, the substitution of /s/ for /z/, the pronunciation of /ɪs/ instead of /ɪz/, and 

the realization of /əs/ as a substitute for /z/. These errors reflect students’ difficulty in mapping 

written forms onto correct phonological representations. 

The findings confirm that phonological interference from the learners’ first language is a primary 

factor contributing to these errors, particularly differences in final consonant distribution, limited 

familiarity with voiced sounds, and inconsistencies between English spelling and pronunciation. 

This study has several limitations, including the relatively small sample size (40 students) and its 

focus on only one plural morpheme, which limits the generalizability of the findings to broader 

EFL contexts in Indonesia. Based on these findings, future research is recommended to expand 

the scope by involving more participants, examining the pronunciation of other grammatical 

morphemes or complex sounds, and employing more in-depth qualitative approaches. 

Pedagogically, the findings highlight the importance of structured pronunciation instruction, 

including minimal pair practice, phonemic awareness training, and contextual exercises 

involving plural nouns. Such instructional practices can support students in overcoming first-

language phonological interference and developing more accurate pronunciation in real 

communicative contexts. 
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