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Introduction 

If you learn correct pronunciation to speak with somebody else in society ... I think 
that’s the most important thing. 

Learner 

Why another book on pronunciation? 
Pronunciation seems to be a perennial hot topic for language learners, and 
yet	many	teachers	find	that	it	is	not	given	the	attention	it	deserves	in	teacher	
preparation	courses.	There	is	often	insufficient	time	to	investigate	the	issues	that	
learners	face	or	to	explore	how	to	approach	pronunciation	in	the	classroom	or	
how	to	make	the	best	use	of	the	variety	of	techniques	and	activities	for	focussing	
on	pronunciation.	

While	there	are	a	number	of	resources	which	suggest	some	wonderful	activities	for	
teaching	pronunciation,	it	can	be	difficult	to	know	where	to	start.	This	is	particularly	
the	case	for	teachers	who	have	missed	out	on	–	or	only	had	passing	acquaintance	
with	–	the	theory	behind	pronunciation,	that	is,	the	background	knowledge	to	
understand	what	learners	are	doing	and	why.	

Our	aim	is	to	provide	teachers	with	both	practical	teaching	ideas	and	the	theoretical	
knowledge	that	will	help	them	understand	what	is	happening	with	their	students’	
pronunciation	and	why.	In	this	volume,	we	therefore	bring	together	a	brief	and	
accessible	overview	of	how	pronunciation	works	in	English,	some	explanations	of	
the	particular	difficulties	faced	by	learners	from	different	backgrounds,	and	activities	
that	teachers	can	use	to	help	adult	language	learners	to	improve	their	pronunciation.	
Throughout,	we	have	provided	examples	of	real	adult	learners	to	illustrate	aspects	
of	their	pronunciation	and	help	teachers	understand	how	to	address	them	in	
their	classes.	

To	do	this,	we	have	drawn	on	a	number	of	sources,	including	our	experience	as	
teachers	and	teacher	educators	and	the	expertise	of	the	many	committed	teachers	
in	the	Adult	Migrant	English	Program	(AMEP),	which	is	the	national	on-arrival	
language	program	for	migrants	to	Australia.	We	have	also	drawn	on	data	from	a	
recent	research	project	involving	newly-arrived	migrants	to	Australia	Language 
training and settlement success: Are they related?–	funded	by	the	Department	of	
Immigration and Citizenship and conducted by the Adult Migrant English Program 
Research	Centre	in	2008–2009	(Yates,	in	press).	The	authentic	recordings	of	
learner	pronunciation	on	the	CD	accompanying	this	book,	and	the	insight	into	which	
pronunciation	issues	cause	difficulty	for	learners	come	from	this	longitudinal	study.

Give it a go: teaching pronunciation to adults
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About this book 
In	Part	1,	we	cover	some	general	issues	related	to	communication	and	the	learning	
and	teaching	of	pronunciation	by	adult	learners.	In	this	section	we	address	the	
issue	of	what	goals	might	be	suitable	for	adults	and	consider	why	they	find	this	
area	of	language	learning	so	difficult.	Here	we	also	discuss	how	pronunciation	
can be tackled in the classroom and suggest an approach that combines raising 
awareness,	encouraging	control	of	different	features,	as	well	as	practice	inside	and	
outside	the	classroom.

In	Part	2,	Chapters	1,	2	and	3,	we	briefly	cover	some	of	the	theory	that	teachers	
might	find	useful	in	order	to	understand	the	needs	of	their	learners	and	how	they	
can	be	helped	to	improve	their	pronunciation.	Here	we	also	provide	examples	
of	real	adult	learners	on	the	accompanying	CD	to	illustrate	what	can	go	wrong	
with	different	features	of	pronunciation.	As	mentioned	above,	these	examples	
are	excerpts	from	authentic	dialogues	from	the	longitudinal	study.	While	some	
teachers	will	find	this	a	useful	and	accessible	introduction	to	the	area,	others	will	
dip	into	this	section	as	and	when	they	feel	the	need.	We	hope	it	can	also	serve	as	
a	handy	reference	for	those	times	when	a	little	background	is	useful.	In	Chapter	4	
of	this	part,	we	introduce	a	pronunciation	chart	that	can	help	teachers	decide	which	
features	of	pronunciation	to	focus	on	with	learners.	Again,	examples	of	real	adult	
learners	taken	from	the	longitudinal	study	are	provided	here	to	listen	to.		We	have	
also	included,	for	ease	of	access,	a	tear	out	bookmark	for	you	to	use	whilst	reading	
this	material	that	identifies	the	phonemic	symbols	that	are	most	commonly	used	in	
dictionaries	and	teaching	resources.

Part	3	offers	a	range	of	practical	activities	that	teachers	can	use	to	proactively	
teach	and	attend	to	pronunciation	with	learners	both	within	the	classroom	and	
outside.	We	include	in	this	section,	a	selection	of	teaching	activities	that	we	have	
found	to	work	successfully	with	adults,	including	those	targeting	pronunciation	
practice, activities that can be used to integrate pronunciation teaching into regular 
classes	and	those	that	can	help	teachers	support	individuals	to	focus	on	their	own	
pronunciation	learning.	

In	the	final	section	of	this	volume,	Part	4,	we	consider	the	particular	pronunciation	
difficulties	experienced	by	learners	from	five	different	language	backgrounds:	
Mandarin,	Arabic,	Vietnamese,	Thai	and	Korean.	These	are	based	on	the	findings	
from	our	longitudinal	study	and	a	review	of	the	literature	on	different	languages.	
Through	our	analysis	of	the	communication	difficulties	experienced	by	the	
participants	in	the	study,	we	were	able	to	identify	the	features	of	pronunciation	
that	seemed	to	impact	the	most	on	their	intelligibility,	and	which	might	therefore	
be	useful	goals	for	instruction.	In	the	summaries,	we	provide	explanations	of	what	
learners from each of these language backgrounds language backgrounds might 

 Give it a go: Teaching pronunciation to adults
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find	challenging	and	explanations	of	why	this	might	be	so.	We	also	refer	to	teaching	
strategies and activities for teachers to use to address the features that different 
learners	might	need	to	focus	on.

In	the	final	section	of	the	volume	we	provide	an	annotated	bibliography	of	some	
books	on	pronunciation	that	teachers	might	find	useful.

We	hope	that	the	result	is	a	resource	that	teachers	and	other	professionals	can	
dip	into	as	required.	Some	may	find	it	useful	to	read	through	as	a	book	from	start	
to	finish,	others	might	find	it	more	useful	to	work	through	particular	sections	as	
a	group,	or	pick	out	relevant	parts	for	experimentation	or	discussion.	We	have	
included	reflection	points	in	some	parts	of	the	book,	and	these	can	be	used	for	
individual	reflection	or	to	stimulate	group	discussion.	To	make	their	use	in	group	
discussions	easier,	where	reflection	points	have	been	included	in	a	chapter,	they	
have	also	been	listed	at	the	end	of	that	chapter.	However	you	make	use	of	this	
resource,	we	hope	that	it	will	encourage	you	and	your	students	to	have	fun	learning	
more	about	the	pronunciation	of	English.
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Part One 

Pronunciation for adult learners

In	this	part	we	take	a	look	at	what	pronunciation	is,	what	the	issues	are	for	adult	
learners	and	how	we	can	approach	teaching	it	in	the	classroom.

Chapter	1	addresses	what	our	goals	should	be	in	the	teaching	of	pronunciation	
and	why	it	is	that	adult	learners	seem	to	find	it	such	a	difficult	aspect	of	language	
to	master.	We	consider	the	role	of	accent	in	intelligibility	and	how	our	first	language	
can	influence	the	way	we	‘hear’	and	speak	in	another	language	that	we	learn	later	
as	an	adult.

The	implications	for	how	pronunciation	can	be	successfully	taught	to	adults	are	
discussed	in	Chapter	2.	Here	we	argue	that	pronunciation	teaching	should	be	
integrated proactively from the very beginning as a highly valued aspect of language 
learning,	and	we	develop	some	principles	for	how	and	when	it	can	be	tackled	in	
the	classroom.
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Chapter 1: Aspects of pronunciation teaching 

No, I’m not really caring about that [learning an Australian accent] but I’m caring 
about speaking English that people can understand it.	

Participant	5/4

What is pronunciation? 
Pronunciation	refers	to	how	we	produce	the	sounds	that	we	use	to	make	meaning	
when	we	speak.	It	includes	the	particular	consonants	and	vowels	of	a	language	
(segments),	aspects	of	speech	beyond	the	level	of	the	individual	segments,	such	as	
stress,	timing,	rhythm,	intonation,	phrasing,	(suprasegmental	aspects),	and	how	the	
voice	is	projected	(voice	quality).	Although	we	often	talk	about	these	as	if	they	were	
separate,	they	all	work	together	in	combination	when	we	speak,	so	that	difficulties	
in one area may impact on another, and it is the combined result that makes 
someone’s	pronunciation	easy	or	difficult	to	understand.	

The	way	we	say	something	can	be	very	different	from	the	way	it	is	written	down.	
This	makes	it	useful	to	have	a	way	of	representing	how	speech	sounds that does 
not	rely	on	conventional	spelling.	In	Part	2,	Chapter	1,	we	introduce	different	ways	of	
representing	stress	patterns	and	in	Part	2,	Chapters	2	and	3,	we	introduce	a	set	of	
symbols	that	are	used	to	represent	consonants	and	vowels.

Why is it important? 
Pronunciation	is	important	because	it	does	not	matter	how	good	a	learner’s	
vocabulary	or	grammar	is	if	no	one	can	understand	them	when	they	speak!	And	
to be understood, a learner needs a practical mastery of the sounds, rhythms and 
cadences	of	English	and	how	they	fit	together	in	connected	speech.	Learners	with	
good	pronunciation	will	be	understood	even	if	they	make	errors	in	other	areas,	while	
those	with	unintelligible	pronunciation	will	remain	unintelligible,	even	if	they	have	
expressed	themselves	using	an	extensive	vocabulary	and	perfect	grammar.	What	is	
more,	people	are	likely	to	assume	that	they	don’t	know	much	English,	and	–	worse	–	
that	they	are	incompetent	or	even	stupid.	

However,	many	adult	learners	find	that	pronunciation	is	one	of	the	most	difficult	
aspects	of	English	to	master,	and	feel	the	benefit	of	explicit	help	right	from	the	
beginning	of	their	language	learning.	In	the	project	that	was	the	inspiration	for	this	
book,	we	followed	learners	for	a	whole	year	as	they	moved	from	their	classes	in	the	
AMEP	into	the	community,	and	we	found	a	strong	need	for	help	with	pronunciation	
(Yates,	in	press).	This	book	is	our	response	to	that	need.
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What model of English should we use? 
The	answer	to	this	question	depends	on	what	models	our	students	want	to	use	and	
what	models	we	are	able	to	provide	as	teachers.	Most	AMEP	clients	are	aiming	
to settle in Australia, and many AMEP teachers speak some variety of Australian 
English,	and	so	this	seems	a	reasonable	model	for	this	program.	But	familiarity	with	
other	accents,	both	so-called	native	accents	(eg	New	Zealand,	British)	and	so	called	
non-native	accents	(eg	Chinese,	German)	is	also	crucial	for	learners.	

Even	native-speaker	accents	vary	enormously.	For	example,	someone	from	Ireland	
may	have	a	very	different	accent	from	someone	from	New	Zealand,	so	having	a	
non-native	accent	is	certainly	no	reason	not	to	teach	pronunciation.	If	it	were,	most	
of	the	English-speaking	world	would	not	be	able	to	speak	English!	Wherever	a	
teacher	comes	from,	be	it	the	north	of	Scotland	or	the	south	of	China,	s/he	should	
not	be	afraid	to	tackle	pronunciation.	

What should our goals for pronunciation be? 
Adult	learners	are	not	likely	to	be	able	to	pronounce	English	(or	any	other	language)	
exactly	like	a	native	speaker,	and	they	do	not	need	to.	As	long	ago	as	1949,	
Abercrombie	suggested	we	should	aim	for	a	learner	to	be	‘comfortably	intelligible’	
(p.120),	and	this	is	what	most	learners	want,	although	some	may	wish	to	sound	
more	native-like	than	others	for	particular	professional	or	personal	reasons.	

However,	‘intelligibility’	itself	is	not	a	straightforward	idea.	Communication	is	a	two-
way	process	and	therefore	what	is	intelligible	depends	on	the	listener.	What	they	
bring	to	the	interaction	is	just	as	important	as	what	the	speaker	says	and	does.	
Listeners	bring	with	them	their	own	values,	abilities,	experience	and	prejudices	
which	may	influence	their	judgements	about	intelligibility.	

These include:

familiarity	with	the	speaker’s	accent	•	

expertise	in	understanding	speakers	from	different	backgrounds•	

attitudes	to	the	speaker	and	the	speaker’s	ethnic	group.	•	

We	therefore	need	to	bear	in	mind	that	every	listener	judges	the	intelligibility	of	the	
same	speaker	differently	depending	on	a	number	of	factors.	These	include	how	
sympathetic	they	are	to	the	speaker,	and	how	familiar	they	are	with	the	speaker	
or	others	from	a	similar	background	or	other	non-native	speakers	in	general.	
How	much	they	already	know	about	what	is	being	talked	about	is	important,	too.		
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Partners,	for	example,	may	become	so	used	to	each	other’s	accents	and	usual	
topics	of	conversation	that	they	can	understand	each	other	perfectly,	while	other	
people	can’t	understand	a	word.

In	this	book,	however,	we	are	focussing	on	what	the	speaker brings to the business 
of	communication,	and	how	teachers	can	help	adult	learners	of	English	develop	
pronunciation	skills	that	allow	them	to	achieve	comfortable	intelligibility	in	English.

Three related but separate notions are important here: 

accentedness•	 ,	or	the	strength	of	accent;	

intelligibility•	 	or	how	much	we	can	understand	of	what	is	being	said;	and	

interlocutor load•	 ,	or	how	hard	we	have	to	work	in	order	to	understand	what	
is	being	said.	

	For	most	adult	learners,	a	suitable	goal	is	to	speak	English	in	a	way	that	is	both	
intelligible	to	others	and	does	not	impose	too	high	an	interlocutor	load.

When is an accent a problem? 
An accent per se	is	not	a	problem.	We	all	speak	with	an	accent	of	some	kind,	and	
usually	this	reflects	the	region	of	the	world	where	we	grew	up,	the	other	languages	
that	we	learned	there,	or	how	and	where	we	were	educated.	It	is	only	when	our	
accent	is	particularly	strong	and	unfamiliar	to	the	people	we	talk	to	that	it	becomes	
an	issue.	

The	speech	of	adult	language	learners	often	bears	very	strong	traces	of	their	first	
(or	sometimes	second	or	third)	language,	because	they	use	what	they	know	about	
these	languages	to	make	sense	of	learning	and	speaking	English.	It	is	more	difficult	
for	an	adult	to	‘hear’	exactly	what	English	sounds	like	and	to	speak	using	these	
sounds	and	rhythms	for	themselves.	These	traces	affect	their	accent.	It	is	possible	
that a strong accent may be perfectly intelligible and may not place any burden on 
the	hearer,	particularly	if	we	are	familiar	with	it.	However,	a	strong	accent	may	also	
mean	that	we	cannot	understand	what	they	are	saying,	or	that	understanding	what	
they	are	saying	takes	a	lot	of	effort,	that	is,	the	interlocutor	load	is	high.	This	is	when	
having	an	accent	becomes	an	issue.
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Why is pronunciation so challenging for adults? 
Adults	are	very	different	from	children	and	many	factors	may	impact	on	how	they	
learn spoken language:

As	adults,	they	experience	the	world	very	differently	from	children.	•	

Their	lives	are	complicated	and	they	do	not	always	get	as	much	•	
opportunity	to	speak	English	as	they	need.	

They may be more self-conscious and therefore reticent to try things out •	
and	risk	making	mistakes.

People	may	not	be	as	patient	talking	to	them	as	they	are	with	younger	•	
learners,	and	this	may	make	speaking	a	stressful	activity.

Their	sense	of	identity	is	invested	in	their	first	language,	and	they	may	be	•	
reluctant	to	speak	like	someone	else.	

They	may	not	be	aware	of	how	difficult	their	pronunciation	can	be	for	•	
others	to	understand	or	what	it	is	that	they	need	to	do	in	order	to	change.	

Adults	seem	to	have	to	learn	a	language	differently	from	the	way	that	young	children	
do,	and	advancing	age	(after	the	teenage	years!!)	does	seem	to	make	the	learning	
of	pronunciation	more	difficult.	However,	the	good	news	is	that	any	changes	in	the	
brain	associated	with	this	seem	to	be	progressive	rather	than	dramatic,	so	although	
adults	may	not	be	able	to	master	pronunciation	in	the	apparently	effortless	way	that	
children do, they can nevertheless make great progress, as some recent studies 
have	shown.	

The influence of first language 
An	adult	learner’s	first	language	or	sometimes	the	language	in	which	they	were	
educated	is	a	major	influence	on	their	accent	in	English.	This	is	because,	along	
with	our	first	language,	we	learn	ways	of	thinking	about	and	categorising	important	
features	in	language.	This	means	that	we	tend	to	‘hear’	and	make	sense	of	
a	language	we	learn	at	a	later	stage	of	our	life	using	the	same	categories	we	
developed	when	we	were	learning	our	first	language	as	a	child,	particularly	in	the	
case	of	learning	pronunciation.	

Adult	learners	tend	to	perceive	and	produce	the	sounds	and	patterns	of	their	first	
language	when	they	speak	in	English,	and	they	may	find	it	very	difficult	to	hear	or	
understand	how	these	might	be	different	from	the	actual	sounds	and	patterns	of	
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English.	The	categories	that	learners	have	established	in	their	first	language	act	as	
a	kind	of	filter	which	can	interfere	when	they	try	to	make	sense	of	the	sound	system	
of	a	new	language.	This	filter	means	that	they	tend	to	transfer	their	understanding	
of	how	a	sound	is	produced	from	their	first	language	to	the	new	language	–	English.	
Adults	therefore	often	have	to	‘unlearn’	some	habits,	assumptions	and	expectations	
that	work	in	their	first	language,	but	not	in	English.

Making sense of sounds 
Of all the sounds that it is possible to make, some are used to make 
meaning	in	English	and	some	are	not.	For	example,	we	can	make	a	variety	
of	clicking	sounds	in	the	mouth,	which	we	may	use	if	we	want	to	encourage	
a	horse	to	go	faster	or	show	irritation.	However,	we	do	not	use	clicks	in	
words	and	so	they	are	not	part	of	the	meaning	system	–	or	phonology	–	of	
English.	In	other	languages	around	the	world,	however,	clicks	do	occur	in	
words	and	so	they	do	make	meaning,	that	is,	they	are	part	of	the	phonology	
of	other	languages.	When	adults	learn	to	speak	a	new	language	they	have	
to	learn	which	sounds	make	a	difference	to	meaning	in	that	new	language	
and	which	do	not.

The tendency to transfer assumptions and understandings about the sound system 
of	a	first	language	into	the	pronunciation	of	a	second	is	not	always	simple	and	
straightforward.	It	will	not	necessarily	make	it	easy	to	predict	all	the	difficulties	a	
learner	will	have.	For	example,	as	learners	improve	and	become	more	aware	of	the	
patterns	of	English,	they	may	overcompensate	for	difficulties	that	they	know	they	
have.	So,	although	speakers	from	backgrounds	where	there	are	few	consonants	
pronounced	at	the	ends	of	words	(eg	Mandarin	or	Vietnamese)	will	often	have	great	
difficulty	saying	these	at	the	ends	of	words	in	English,	once	they	become	more	
proficient	and	more	aware	of	this	difficulty,	they	may	try	to	compensate	by	sounding	
the	final	consonants	too	much,	and	this	can	result	in	what	sounds	like	the	addition	
of	an	extra	syllable.	Thus,	while	a	learner’s	first	language	may	predispose	them	to	
particular	accent	features,	it	by	no	means	describes	everything	there	is	to	know	
about	how	they	will	speak	English.

It	goes	without	saying	that	learners	are	not	all	the	same,	and	that	individuals	will	
have	different	pronunciation	in	different	contexts,	more	difficulty	with	some	words	
than	others	and	so	on.	Thus	sounds	are	more	likely	to	be	influenced	by	transfer	
when	they	occur	in	particular	combinations,	and	speakers	are	likely	to	transfer	
features	from	their	first	language	more	frequently	when	they	are	excited	or	tired	or	
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when	they	feel	they	have	to	be	on	their	‘best	behaviour’	or	when	they	are	paying	
more attention to what they are saying rather than how	they	are	saying	it.

In	the	next	chapter	we	will	look	at	the	implications	of	these	issues	for	the	way	we	
approach	the	teaching	of	pronunciation	to	adults.
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Chapter 2: Approaches to 
pronunciation teaching for adults 

I think it’s not just about providing opportunity but teaching them how to speak 
and embedding that whole process into what we do each day. So it is not a 
pronunciation class but the points are covered every day as we teach in an 
integrated way. 

AMEP Teacher

In	the	first	chapter	we	looked	at	why	adults	might	find	the	learning	of	pronunciation	
particularly	challenging.	Here	we	will	consider	what	the	implications	of	this	might	be	
for	the	way	we	approach	the	teaching	of	pronunciation.

In order to learn the pronunciation 
of English adults need: 

Focussed support and instruction•	 . We	cannot	assume	that	adults	will	be	
able	to	learn	an	intelligible	pronunciation	easily	without	explicit	teaching,	
the	way	that	many	younger	learners	can.	

Time and patience.•	  Adults	can	and	do	respond	well	to	pronunciation	
teaching	and	practice,	but	improvements	do	not	happen	overnight.	
Learning	pronunciation	is	not	like	learning	a	new	vocabulary	item:	it	needs	
a	lot	of	practice,	and	changes	are	likely	to	be	gradual	and	may	be	variable.	
At	times	a	learner’s	pronunciation	will	sound	dramatically	better,	while	at	
others	it	may	seem	to	have	gone	backwards.	Patience	will	be	rewarded!

Continuity.•	  Good	pronunciation	is	essential	whenever	we	speak	but	
it	takes	time	to	learn.	This	means	that	we	should	pay	attention	to	
pronunciation	continuously	both	inside	and	outside	the	classroom.

Awareness.•	  Because	of	the	influence	of	their	first	language,	adults	may	
not	realise	the	extent	to	which	people	find	their	pronunciation	difficult	to	
understand.	They	therefore	need	plenty	of	opportunity	to	listen	to	English,	
focus on reliable models and notice	how	their	pronunciation	might	differ. 

Since	individual	learners	in	the	AMEP	differ	from	each	other	in	so	many	ways,	there	
is	unlikely	to	be	a	‘one	size	fits	all	approach’	to	pronunciation	teaching.	

A	combination	of	approaches	will	help	more	people,	more	of	the	time.
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What aspects of pronunciation are most important? 
There	is	no	simple	answer	to	this	question.	It	is	important	for	learners	to	attend	to	
any aspect of their pronunciation that improves their intelligibility and helps them 
to	minimise	miscommunication.	Exactly	what	a	learner	will	find	most	difficult	about	
English	pronunciation	will	vary	from	learner	to	learner,	and	the	influence	of	their	first	
language	plays	an	important	role,	as	we	saw	in	the	previous	chapter.	

However,	in	general,	it	is	essential	that	learners	attend	to	both	those	aspects	
of	pronunciation	which	relate	to	larger	units	of	speech	such	as	stress,	rhythm,	
intonation	and	voice	quality	(suprasegmental	aspects)	and	to	how	the	various	
sounds	of	English	are	pronounced	(segmental	aspects).

The	extent	to	which	segmental	and	suprasegmental	aspects	of	pronunciation	
interfere	with	intelligibility	for	a	particular	speaker	will	vary,	and	in	any	one	class	the	
teacher	may	have	learners	from	a	wide	range	of	backgrounds	with	many	different	
accents.	In	the	sample	of	learners	analysed	for	this	volume,	miscommunication	
happened	most	often	as	a	result	of	difficulty	with	stress,	rhythm,	and	segments	
(consonants	and	vowels).	So	in	this	volume	we	have	concentrated	on	these	areas	
of	speech	as	a	priority	(See	Part	Two,	Chapters	1,	2	and	3).	However,	often	as	a	
learner	becomes	more	proficient,	difficulty	with	intonation	and	voice	quality	can	
become more important issues, and these should also be focussed on from the 
very	beginning.

In	Part	2	of	this	book	we	present	some	of	the	theory	relating	to	segmental	and	
suprasegmental aspects of English and the challenges these aspects pose for adult 
learners.	As	a	teacher	it	is	important	to	have	an	understanding	of	the	theory	of	how	
pronunciation	works	(or	doesn’t	work),	and	what	kinds	of	teaching/learning	activities	
are	likely	to	lead	to	improvements.	However,	this	theory	is	not	in	itself	a	recipe	for	
teaching.	Pronunciation	is	best	taught	as	a	practical	subject	guided	by	the	theory,	
rather	than	as	a	theoretical	one.	Adult	learners,	particularly	those	with	higher	levels	
of	education,	may	think	that	if	they	understand	the	theory	they	will	be	able	to	put	it	
into	practice.	Sadly,	this	is	rarely	the	case.	In	this	chapter	we	outline	some	general	
principles	and	approaches	to	the	teaching	and	learning	of	pronunciation	that	work	
with	adult	learners.
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What teaching approach works best? 
This	is	another	question	that	has	no	simple	answer.	As	any	teacher	knows,	there	
is	no	one	recipe	for	success	in	any	kind	of	teaching.	People	and	contexts	vary	so	
much	that	it	would	be	foolish	to	suggest	that	any	one	person	has	all	the	answers	
or	any	one	approach	is	the	best.	Therefore	we	would	like	to	suggest	a	number	of	
principles that are important in the teaching and therefore learning of pronunciation, 
and	we	will	draw	on	these	in	the	remainder	of	the	book.	

Start at the ground floor.•	  Attention to pronunciation should start from day one 
of	learning	a	language.	Beginners	need	pronunciation	just	as	much	as	advanced	
learners do, and starting early helps them tackle pronunciation issues throughout 
their	learning.	In	addition,	an	early	acquaintance	with	some	of	the	building	blocks	
of	pronunciation,	however	basic,	can	help	learners	realise	that	English	is	not	a	
phonetic	language,	and	this	can	help	with	writing	and	grammar	development	too.

1: Do we always need to teach pronunciation to absolute beginners? Can 
you think of any exceptions? 

Be proactive. •	 Teaching	pronunciation	is	not	about	‘fixing	errors’,	but	rather	
should	be	thought	of	as	‘teaching	how	to	speak’.	It	is	about	providing	models	
and	helping	students	become	more	aware	of	what	English	sounds	like	so	that	
they can pronounce it themselves, not only in practice activities but also in their 
everyday	use	of	the	language	outside	the	classroom.

2: How many times do you think you would need to hear something in a 
new language before you could pronounce it yourself? 

Train ears and mouths.•	 	Sometimes	we	are	too	literate	and	we	forget	to	train	
our	ears	to	listen	and	our	mouths	to	speak.	Resist	the	temptation	to	write	up	
every	new	word	on	the	board	straight	away	or	to	always	get	students	to	practise	
dialogues	by	reading.	Only	by	training	our	ears	and	our	mouths	to	work	in	
English	without	reading	and	writing	at	the	same	time	can	we	encourage	good	
pronunciation	in	spontaneous	speech.	

3: Where might reading aloud fit into pronunciation teaching?  

Model and practice.•	  There should be plenty of focussed listening and practice 
in	class.

4: What kinds of pronunciation models should be used in class?
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Don’t be afraid of essential technical terminology. •	 Even	(particularly!)	at	
beginner	level,	it	is	important	that	you	and	your	learners	have	a	shared	way	of	
talking	about	pronunciation.

5: What technical terms do you think it might be appropriate/ useful to use 
with beginners and why?

Approaching pronunciation 
Before	we	expect	learners	to	focus	on	improving	their	accuracy	in	pronunciation,	we	
must	allow	them	to	hear	and,	at	some	level,	to	understand	what	it	is	that	they	are	
aiming	for.	As	we	saw	in	the	previous	chapter,	an	adult	will	already	be	accustomed	
to	the	sounds	and	patterns	of	their	first	or	previously	learned	languages,	and	so	
may	have	great	difficulty	hearing	–	let	alone	saying	–	the	particular	sounds	and	
patterns	that	we	use	in	English.	This	means	that	we	need	to	take	an	approach	to	
pronunciation	teaching	that	allows	for	plenty	of	opportunity	for	the	learners	to:

Listen to models.	However,	for	adults,	listening	on	its	own	is	a	start	but	it	
may	not	be	enough.	They	may	also	need	focussed	listening	activities	that	
can	help	them	notice	particular	features	of	pronunciation.
Develop an awareness	of	the	sounds	and	patterns	in	the	models,	and	how	
they	might	differ	from	those	of	their	first	language.	For	adults	this	awareness	
may	need	to	be	more	conscious	than	for	younger	learners.
Make sure they have the opportunity to practise saying the features of 
English aloud so that they can gain control	over	the	mechanical	aspects.	
It may take some time and is very tiring for an adult to get used to saying a 
new	sound.
Practise the	focus	sounds	and	patterns	in	context.	
Extend	their	opportunities	to	put	their	new	knowledge	and	skills	into	
operation.	It	is	not	enough	to	get	learners	to	practise	something	in	controlled	
activities	in	the	classroom.	They	must	be	encouraged	to	use	them	also	in	
freer	and	spontaneous	conversation	both	inside	and	outside	the	classroom.

In	Part	3,	Chapter	1	we	look	at	how	this	approach	might	provide	us	with	a	guide	as	
to	how	to	sequence	activities	when	we	are	teaching	pronunciation.
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Should we teach pronunciation in special classes? 
Pronunciation	is	an	integral	part	of	any	language	performance	and	always	happens	
in	combination	with	other	language	skills.	Work	on	pronunciation	should	therefore	
be	integrated	into	the	ongoing	teaching	and	practising	of	speaking	skills	in	general.	
It	should	also	be	proactive	–	that	is,	focussed	on	actively	teaching	what	to	do,	not	
what	not	to	do	–	and	consistent.	

Adults have often developed unhelpful pronunciation habits early in their learning 
careers	and	so	may	need	to	unlearn	some	of	these.	This	means	that	they	will	often	
need	individual	attention	to	pronunciation,	especially	where	there	is	a	wide	variety	
of	learner	backgrounds	in	the	class.	(For	ideas	on	how	to	do	this	see	Part	3).	A	
separate pronunciation class may be very helpful here, because in such dedicated 
classes	learners	may	have	more	time	to	counteract	the	‘filter’	of	their	first	language	
and	redevelop	their	awareness	of	the	sounds	and	patterns	of	English.	However,	we	
need to stress that pronunciation should be a prominent part of learners’ regular 
lessons,	whether	or	not	they	also	attend	specialist	classes.

Why integrate pronunciation in all classes? 
Consistent attention to pronunciation in regular lessons helps to reinforce the 
message	that	pronunciation	is	very	important.	Learners	need	to	become	aware	
of	how	they	sound	to	others	in	order	to	know	what	to	aim	for.	Our	research	
indicates	that	teachers	are	often	the	primary	–	and	sometimes	the	only	–	people	
many	learners	speak	to	in	English.	If	they don’t offer guidelines for acceptable 
pronunciation,	nobody	will.	They	can	do	this	not	only	by	actively	teaching	the	
pronunciation	of	new	words	and	phrases,	but	also	by	setting	up	appropriate	
expectations	for	acceptable	pronunciation	in	class,	with,	of	course,	the	support	and	
encouragement	necessary	to	make	this	happen.	The	overt	expectation	that	learners	
can,	and	will,	produce	intelligible	speech	is	one	of	the	most	useful	things	a	teacher	
can	bring	to	pronunciation	teaching	and	learning.	Finding	ways	to	illustrate,	practise	
and	provide	feedback	on	pronunciation	in	an	ongoing	way	is	more	useful	than	a	
truckload	of	pronunciation	materials.	

How can I teach pronunciation when everyone has different 
difficulties? 
While	it	is	certainly	true	that	adult	learners	from	different	backgrounds	will	have	
different	needs	and	priorities	for	pronunciation,	some	of	these	will	be	common	to	all	
or	many	learners	in	a	class.

In	Part	2,	we	give	a	brief	overview	of	some	of	the	theory	behind	how	pronunciation	
works	in	English	to	help	teachers	identify	the	difficulties	that	different	learners	might	
have	with	pronunciation.	We	propose	a	chart	that	can	help	teachers	work 
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out	which	of	these	will	be	issues	for	most	learners	in	the	class	and	which	will	be	
best	tackled	in	individualised	pronunciation	activities.

In	Part	3,	we	suggest	a	range	of	activities	that	can	be	used	to	help	learners	learn	
and	practise	their	pronunciation	in	English.

Summary of reflection points

Do we always need to teach pronunciation to absolute 1. 
beginners? Can you think of any exceptions?

How many times do you think you would need to hear something 2. 
in a new language before you could pronounce it yourself? 

Where might reading aloud fit into pronunciation teaching?  3. 

What kinds of pronunciation models should be used in class?4. 

What technical terms do you think it might be appropriate/ 5. 
useful to use with beginners and why?

Guides to response and/or discussion
On starting pronunciation at beginner level: 1.	 We	actually	can’t	think	of	
any	exceptions.	As	long	as	someone	wants	to	learn	how	to	speak	English	(as	
opposed	to	only	read	and	write	it),	then	they	need	to	learn	pronunciation.	If	you	
don’t	learn	the	pronunciation	of	any	language	you	can’t	speak	it!

On how often you need to hear something before you can say it in a new 2.	
language:	The	best	answer	to	this	is	probably	‘many	more	times	than	you	
think’.	Remember	the	last	time	you	tried	to	say	something	in	a	new	language?	If	
not,	you	should	try	it.	One	of	the	best	ways	to	keep	tabs	on	how	often	you	need	
to	repeat	something	so	that	your	students	are	able	to	say	it,	is	to	join	a	language	
class	yourself	or	have	someone	teach	you	another	language.	We	have	always	
found	this	a	very	sobering	experience.	As	discussed	earlier,	adults	have	already	
learned	the	sounds	and	patterns	of	their	first	language.	These	act	as	a	kind	of	
filter	which	can	make	it	difficult	for	them	to	‘hear’	differences	between	sounds	in	
the	way	that	English	native-speakers	do.	We	therefore	need	a	lot	of	practice	in	
listening	and	identifying	sounds.

On reading aloud:3.	 	Reading	aloud	can	help	learners	work	out	the	relationship	
between	spelling	and	pronunciation	–	it	is	not	speaking	practice.	So	while	it	is	
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useful for gaining control of some areas of pronunciation, it can only be a step 
in	the	process	of	learning	good	pronunciation	in	speaking.	When	we	speak,	
we	usually	don’t	have	any	printed	words	in	front	of	us.	We	have	to	think	on	our	
feet,	connect	up	language	and	ideas	very	quickly	and	react	to	what	the	people	
around	us	are	saying.	Learners	need	pronunciation	practice	that	can	help	
them	cope	with	this	kind	of	interactive	activity.	See	Part	3,	Chapter	3	for	some	
activity	ideas.

On what kinds of models should be used in class:4.	  Learners are likely 
to	need	to	listen	to	and	understand	a	wide	range	of	accents	in	English.	
Although	it	may	be	confusing	for	students	to	be	exposed	to	too	many	different	
pronunciations	in	the	beginning,	this	is	what	they	will	have	to	cope	with	in	the	
long	run.	In	addition	to	their	teacher,	it	is	useful	for	them	to	listen	to	recordings	
of	speakers	of	different	varieties	of	English.	

On using technical terms with beginners: 5.	 An action research study 
experimented	with	using	technical	terminology	with	a	class	of	near	beginner	
migrant	learners	and	found	that	it	was	useful/helpful	to	use	a	range	of	technical	
vocabulary.	These	include:	‘syllable	stress’,	‘unstress’,	‘schwa’	(/ǝ/),‘weak	form’,	
‘rhythm’	‘vowel’	and	‘consonant’.	It	can	also	be	very	beneficial	for	learners	to	
describe	in	their	own	words	the	difference	between	their	pronunciation	and	the	
pronunciation	they	are	aiming	for.	In	this	way	they	can	develop	their	own	ways	
of	referring	to	different	features	of	pronunciation.
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Part Two

Understanding pronunciation issues for learners

In	this	section	of	the	volume	we	briefly	cover	some	of	the	basic	theory	of	how	
pronunciation	works	in	English	and	what	learners	can	find	difficult.	We	illustrate	
some	of	these	difficulties	on	the	accompanying	CD	using	authentic	recordings	
of	AMEP	learners	who	participated	in	the	research	project	Language training 
and settlement success: Are they related?. These descriptions are designed 
to	be	accessible	rather	than	exhaustive,	and	readers	in	need	of	more	detailed	
accounts	are	referred	to	other	works	reviewed	in	the	annotated	bibliography	in	the	
final	section.

In	Chapter	1	we	give	a	brief	overview	of	the	way	we	describe	stress	in	English,	and	
in	Chapters	2	and	3	we	consider	consonants	and	vowels	respectively.	In	Chapter	4	
we	introduce	a	pronunciation	chart	that	can	help	teachers	decide	which	features	
of	pronunciation	to	focus	on	with	both	individual	learners	and	groups	of	learners	
in	a	classroom.	Throughout	these	chapters,	there	are	a	number	of	activities,	and	
some	listening	tasks	that	relate	to	the	recordings	on	the	accompanying	CD.	Track	
numbers are provided for the listening tasks so the relevant recordings can be 
found	easily,	and	answers	to	all	activities	and	listening	tasks	are	provided	at	the	end	
of	each	chapter.

Teachers	who	are	already	familiar	with	the	theory	may	wish	to	dip	into	this	section	
whenever	they	feel	the	need	or	may	like	to	refresh	their	knowledge	by	concentrating	
on	the	examples	we	provide	of	learners’	pronunciation	difficulties.	
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Chapter 1: Stress patterns 

Stress	patterns	are	really	important.	In	English,	we	listen	both	for	how	many	
syllables there are and the pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables in order to 
decipher	what	a	person	is	saying.	If	there	is	something	that	is	not	quite	right	about	a	
learner’s	syllable	stress	pattern	in	a	word	or	across	a	series	of	words	in	connected	
speech,	we	might	find	them	difficult	to	understand	and	might	even	hear	something	
completely	different	to	what	they	are	trying	to	say.	

How many syllables? 
In	English,	every	syllable	in	every	word	must	have	a	vowel.	The	number	of	syllables	
in	a	word	or	a	group	of	words	in	connected	speech	is	the	number	of	vowels	you	say 
when	you	say	the	words	out	loud.

Activity 1
Say	these	words	out	loud	and	count	the	syllables.	Write	the	number	of	syllables	next	
to	each	word.	The	number	of	syllables	in	the	first	two	words	has	been	entered	as	an	
example.	(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	36.)

fact 1 syllable 3 factor

washing pronunciation ability

stressed career face

validity education comfortable

communication before pronounce

people explanation

Counting syllables for learners from different language backgrounds 
Learners from some language backgrounds might not understand what a 
syllable is and may count something completely different when asked to 
count syllables. For example, English speakers hear one syllable in the word 
crisp, but Japanese speakers would count four syllables: ku / ri / su / pu. It 
is therefore important to make sure that learners understand what they are 
counting when asked to count syllables. 
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Activity 2
Say	these	sentences	out	loud	and	count	the	syllables.	Write	the	number	of	syllables	
next	to	each	sentence.	The	number	of	syllables	in	the	first	sentence	has	been	
entered	as	an	example.	(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	36.)

He	doesn’t	like	going	to	school.		1.	

8
 

Our	new	couch	is	really	expensive.	2.	

We	drove	to	Sydney	in	my	sister’s	new	car.	3.	

Patterns of stressed and unstressed syllables 
In	words	that	have	two	or	more	syllables	(multisyllabic	words),	one	syllable	is	
always	stronger	than	the	others,	or	stressed.	Stressed	syllables	tend	to	have	more	
force,	so	they	might	sound	louder,	longer,	or	have	a	different	pitch	(higher	or	lower)	
from	unstressed	syllables	around	them.	They	also	have	full,	clear	vowels,	while	
in unstressed	syllables	the	vowel	is	usually	shortened	or	pronounced	as	a	neutral	
vowel	(See	Part	2,	Chapter	3	on	vowels).

Words	with	more	than	one	syllable	have	a	fixed	stress	pattern.	For	example,	the	
words	electric, relation, and presenting all have the same stress pattern because 
they	have:	(1)	the	same	number	of	syllables	(they	all	have	three),	and	(2)	the	same	
pattern	of	stressed	and	unstressed	syllables	(the	second	syllable	is	stressed).	
Stress	patterns	in	words	are	usually	marked	in	dictionaries	by	a	mark	before	the	
stressed syllable, as in eˈlectric, reˈlation, and preˈsenting.	Sometimes	in	books	
and	teaching	resources	capital	letters	are	used	to	show	stressed	syllables	and	
lower	case	for	unstressed	syllables	(eLECtric, reLAtion, preSENting).	However,	
we	don’t	recommend	using	capitals	as	this	can	confuse	learners	from	other	script	
backgrounds.	A	useful	way	to	represent	stress	patterns	for	teaching	purposes	is	
to use different sized dots to represent stressed and unstressed syllables and 
positioning	the	dots	under	the	vowel	in	each	syllable,	as	in:
e lec tric
l l l

re la tion
l l l

pre sen ting
l l l
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Activity 3
Say	these	words	out	loud	and	listen	to	their	stress	patterns.	Draw	the	stress	pattern	
next	to	each	word	by	using	a	large	dot	for	the	stressed	syallable,	and	small	dots	for	
the	others.	The	patterns	for	the	first	two	words	have	been	drawn	as	an	example.	 
(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	36.)

fact l syllable lll factor

washing pronunciation ability

stressed career face

validity education comfortable

communication before pronounce

people explanation

Primary and secondary stress in words
When	you	were	drawing	the	stress	patterns	for	the	words	in	activity	3,	you	
may	have	noticed	that	in	some	of	the	longer	words,	there	seemed	to	be	
more	than	one	syllable	that	had	some	stress.	Although	only	one	syllable	is	
stressed	in	some	long	words,	there	might	be	another	syllable	that	seems	to	
have	some	stress	(but	not	as	much	as	the	stressed	syllable).	For	example,	
there	are	five	syllables	in	the	word	pronunciation	(pro/nun/ci/a/tion),	and	the	
fourth	syllable	is	stressed	(pronunci átion).	However,	the	second	syllable	
sounds	stronger	than	the	other	unstressed	syllables.	This	is	because	the	
vowel	in	the	second	syllable	is	pronounced	more	clearly	than	the	vowels	
in	the	other	unstressed	syllables.	The	second	syllable	can	be	described	
as having secondary	stress	and	this	is	marked	in	some	dictionaries	with	a	
different mark, as in proˌnunciˈation

Storing words in our brain 
Research	suggests	that	for	English	speakers	the	stress	pattern	of	a	word	is	a	very	
important	part	of	how	the	word	is	stored	in	our	brain,	so	we	rely	on	these	patterns	to	
recognise	the	words	we	hear.	When	we’re	listening	to	someone	and	trying	to	work	
out	what	a	particular	word	is,	we	listen	for	the	pattern	of	stressed	and	unstressed	
syllables	in	the	word	and	scan	for	words	with	the	same	pattern.	We	then	listen	
for	the	consonants	and	vowels	in	the	stressed	syllable	to	help	us	work	out	what	a	
word	is.	For	example,	when	we	are	listening	to	someone	speak	we	might	recognise	
the	word	important	because	we	recognise	the	stressed	syllable	‘PORT’	and	we	
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build	on	this	to	work	out	the	word	that	is	being	said.	So	when	a	learner	stresses	
the	wrong	syllable,	we	try	to	use	this	syllable	to	help	us	identify	the	word,	and	
might	actually	think	they	have	said	a	completely	different	word,	sometimes	with	
embarrassing	consequences!

Listen	to	how	confusing	it	can	be	when	the	syllable	stress	pattern	of	a	word	is	
different	from	what	we	are	used	to.	

Listen
Track	1

What does it sound like? (The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	37.)
How	many	syllables	are	there?	Which	syllable	is	stressed?

Listen again
Track	2

What did she mean to say? 
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What	has	gone	wrong	with	her	syllable	stress	pattern?	In	what	way	does	she	need	
to	change	it	to	make	the	word	easier	to	understand?	(The	answers	can	be	found	on	
page	37.)

This	learner	is	a	Mandarin	speaker.	For	more	information	about	Mandarin	speakers,	
see Part 4.	

Finding words in a sea of sounds 
Research	has	shown	that	English	speakers	rely	on	stressed	syllables	to	locate	the	
beginnings	of	words	when	listening	to	connected	speech,	particularly	when	the	
speech	is	difficult	to	understand	for	some	reason,	such	as	when	it	is	soft,	or	there	
is	background	noise	or	unclear	pronunciation.	If	stressed	syllables	are	in	the	right	
place and the pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables is clear, this provides us 
with	very	valuable	information.	However,	if	the	stressed	syllable	is	in	an	unexpected	
place	or	the	pattern	of	stressed	and	unstressed	syllables	is	not	clear,	we	might	
find	it	hard	to	work	out	what	the	speaker	is	trying	to	say,	and	might	hear	something	
completely	different.	 

Activity 4
In	connected	speech,	some	words	are	stressed	and	some	are	unstressed.	Usually	
the content	words	such	as	nouns,	main	verbs,	adverbs,	and	adjectives	are	stressed	
as these are usually more important than the function	words	such	as	pronouns,	
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articles, and conjunctions.

Think about how you would say the sentences we considered in Activity 2. Think 
about the words that would be stressed and therefore more prominent. The words 
that would be stressed in the first sentence have been underlined as an example. 
(The answers can be found on page 36)

He 1. doesn’t like going to school.

Our new couch is really expensive. 2. 

We drove to Sydney in my sister’s new car.3. 

Next we will see what can happen if the pattern of stressed and unstressed 
syllables across a series of words is not what we are used to, particularly if a 
syllable that should be unstressed is actually pronounced as stressed.   

Listen
Track 3

What does it sound like? 

 And I am .................

How many syllables are there in the missing words? Which syllables 
are stressed?

What did she mean to say?

Check the answer for Track 3 at the end of this chapter. What has gone wrong with 
her syllable stress pattern? In what way does she need to change it to make the 
words easier to understand?

This learner is an Arabic speaker. For information about Arabic speakers, see 
Part 4. 
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When	a	word	with	more	than	one	syllable	is	stressed	in	a	sentence	(eg,	doesn’t, 
going, really, expensive, Sydney, and sister’s	in	the	sentences	in	Activity	4),	it	is	
the	stressed	syllable	in	the	word	that	is	stressed	in	the	sentence.	So	the	syllable	
stress	patterns	of	individual	words	contribute	to	the	syllable	stress	pattern	of	
connected	speech.

All	things	being	equal,	it	is	often	the	final	word	in	a	sentence	that	has	the	most	
stress, as in:

He doesn’t like going to school.
l l l l ll l l

Our new couch is really 		expensive.
l l l l ll lll
We drove to Sydney in my sister’s new car.

l l l ll l l ll l l

However,	the	word	that	has	the	most	stress	in	a	sentence	can	depend	on	the	word	
the	speaker	wants	to	emphasise	in	a	particular	context.	For	example,	in	the	first	
sentence	above,	if	you	wanted	to	contradict	someone’s	idea	that	he	does like going 
to	school,	the	word	doesn’t	would	be	the	most	stressed.	In	some	contexts	one	of	the	
function	words	might	even	be	the	most	stressed,	as	in:	

 
He doesn’t like going to school... (but	his	sister	does)

l l l l ll l l

He doesn’t like going to school... (but	he	doesn’t	mind	coming	home)
l l l l ll l l

This	means	that	we	use	stress	to	show	our	meaning,	and	we	can	change	our	
meaning	without	altering	a	single	word,	simply	by	changing	our	stress.	This	also	
means	that	we	might	misinterpret	the	meaning	of	what	someone	is	saying	if	they	
stress	the	wrong	words.



32 Part	Two	

Pauses and chunking 
When	speaking	English	we	use	pauses	and	pitch	changes	to	‘chunk’	the	
words	we	say	into	groups	that	belong	together.	When	listening	to	English	
we	listen	for	these	chunks	to	help	us	understand	what	a	speaker	is	trying	
to	say.	In	each	chunk	there	is	always	a	syllable	that	is	more	stressed	than	
the others, and this is called the tonic stress.	Each	chunk	has	only	one	tonic	
stress, but because a sentence can have more than one chunk, there might 
be more than one tonic stress in some sentences, as in:

He’s 	worried.	
l ll

 
 
He’s 	worried	/ because his friend is late.	
l ll l l l l l l

 
He’s 	worried	/ because his friend is late / for the appointment.
l ll l l l l l l l l lll

 
Usually,	the	final	tonic	stress	in	a	sentence	has	the	most	stress	of	all	and	in	
the	above	example,	this	would	be	the	stressed	syllable	in	appointment.	

The	pauses	and	pitch	changes	associated	with	the	syllable	stress	
patterns in connected speech contribute to the melody or intonation of 
spoken	English.	Without	them,	connected	speech	can	sound	very	flat	and	
uninteresting,	and	can	be	very	difficult	to	understand.	

We	have	discussed	above	how	important	it	is	for	learners	to	get	stress	right.	
However,	learners	may	have	a	great	deal	of	difficulty	with	this	aspect	of	English	
because,	although	the	stress	patterns	of	English	words	are	relatively	fixed	(that	
is,	they	tend	not	to	change),	the	rules	for	predicting	what	they	might	be	for	any	
particular	word	are	not	particularly	helpful.	In	addition,	learners	may	tend	to	transfer	
their	understanding	of	how	stress	works	from	their	first	language.	This	may	not	lead	
to	clear	pronunciation	in	English	because	languages	differ	widely	in	how	stress	is	
used.	For	example,	some	languages,	like	Spanish,	have	fairly	predictable	stress	
patterns,	so	a	Spanish	background	learner	may	assume	that	English	is	similarly	
straightforward.	Stress	is	more	or	less	important	in	signalling	meaning	in	different	
languages	and	it	can	be	indicated	differently.	
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In	English,	it	is	the	vowels	that	are	stressed,	but	this	is	not	necessarily	the	case	
in	other	languages.	It	is	therefore	very	important	that	we	pay	attention	to	actively	
teaching	the	stress	of	words	and	how	stress	works	in	connected	speech	from	the	
very	beginning	of	English	language	learning.

We	end	this	chapter	by	looking	at	other	difficulties	experienced	by	the	learners	in	
our	study	that	also	affected	stress	patterns.	These	difficulties	were:	adding	extra	
syllables,	deleting	syllables	and	not	using	stress	to	differentiate	important	words	
from	words	that	are	less	important.

Extra syllable 
When	someone	adds	a	syllable	we	are	not	expecting,	this	can	be	confusing:

Listen 
Track	4

What does it sound like?
How	many	syllables	are	there?	Which	syllable	is	stressed?

(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	37.)

Listen again 
Track	5

What did he mean to say?
What	has	gone	wrong	with	his	stress	pattern?	In	what	way	does	he	need	to	change	
it	to	make	the	word	easier	to	understand? (The answers can be found on page 38)

This	learner	is	an	Arabic	speaker.	For	more	information	about	Arabic	speakers,	see	
Part	4.
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Adding extra syllables
Although	adding	an	extra	syllable	changes	the	syllable	stress	pattern	of	a	word	from	
the	listener’s	point	of	view,	the	reason	learners	do	this	is	not	necessarily	related	to	
a	difficulty	understanding	syllable	stress	patterns	but	more	likely	to	be	related	to	
a	difficulty	in	pronouncing	consonants	and	consonant	clusters	in	particular	word	
positions.	For	more	information	about	this	see	Part	2,	Chapter	2.

Deleted syllable 

Listen 
Track	6

What does it sound like?
 All the ah ..............come in just talk - talking.	

How	many	syllables	are	in	the	missing	word?

What did she mean to say?

Check	the	answer	for	Track	6	at	the	end	of	this	chapter.	What	has	gone	wrong	with	
her	syllable	stress	pattern?	In	what	way	does	she	need	to	change	it	to	make	the	
word	easier	to	understand?

This	learner	is	a	Mandarin	speaker.	For	more	information	about	Mandarin	speakers,	
see Part	4. 

No distinction between stressed and unstressed syllables
It	can	also	be	difficult	to	work	out	what	words	a	learner	is	saying	if	the	distinction	
between	stressed	and	unstressed	syllables	is	not	as	clear	as	it	could	be;	that	is,	if	
all	of	the	syllables	sound	as	if	they	are	said	with	the	same	strength.			
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Listen 

Track	7	(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	38)

Listen	to	the	syllable	stress	pattern	across	the	underlined	words.

Maybe two of my friends for level three-one.

What has happened to the syllable stress across this group of words?
Which	words/syllables	would	you	expect	to	be	stressed?	Which	would	you	expect	
to	be	unstressed?	Which	words/syllables	has	this	learner	stressed?	Which	has	
she	unstressed?

This	learner	is	a	Thai	speaker.	For	more	information	about	Thai	speakers,	see	
Part	4. 
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Answers

Activities 

Activity 1

fact 1 syllable 3 factor 2
washing 2 pronunciation 5 ability 4
stressed 1 career 2 face 1
validity 4 education 4 comfortable 3
communication 5 before 2 pronounce 2
people 2 explanation 4

Activity 2
He doesn’t like going to school. 1. (Answer: 8)

Our new couch is really expensive. 2. (Answer: 9)

We drove to Sydney in my sister’s new car.3.  (Answer: 11)

Activity 3

fact l syllable lll factor ll
washing ll pronunciation lllll ability llll
stressed l career ll face l
validity llll education llll comfortable lll
communication lllll before ll pronounce ll
people ll explanation llll

Activity 4
He 1. doesn’t like going to school.

Our 2. new couch is really expensive. 

We 3. drove to Sydney in my sister’s new car.
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Listening tasks 

Track 1
It sounds as if she might be saying a lemon tree.	There	are	four	syllables	and	the	
second	syllable	is	stressed.	

Track 2
The	word	she	meant	to	say	is	elementary.

From	the	context,	we	can	see	that	she	meant	to	say	the	word	elementary rather 
than a lemon tree.	She	has	the	correct	number	of	syllables	(4)	but	has	stressed	the	
second	syllable	(elementary)	rather	than	the	third	(elementary).	Without	the	context	
for	support	this	pronunciation	could	be	difficult	to	decipher.	Some	speakers	of	
Australian	English	might	pronounce	this	words	as	a	five	syallable	word.

Track 3
There	are	three	syllables	in	the	missing	words	and	the	learner	stressed	the	first	and	
third	syllables.	

The	words	she	meant	to	say	are:	

 And I am a female.

She	has	used	the	correct	number	of	syllables	in	the	missing	words	but	has	said	
the	word	a	as	a	stressed	rather	than	an	unstressed	syllable.	She	has	also	stressed	
the	second	rather	than	the	first	syllable	in	the	word	female.	Some	teachers	actually	
heard	the	words	and I am alpha male	when	they	listened	to	this	recording.	In	doing	
so,	they	have	located	a	word	boundary	before	a	stressed	syllable	that	shouldn’t	
have	been	stressed	in	the	first	place.	This	has	meant	that	they	heard	different	words	
from	those	the	speaker	was	trying	to	say.

A	syllable	stress	pattern	that	would	make	this	group	of	words	easier	to	understand	
would	be:	

 I am a female.	

Track 4
It sounds as if he might be saying solve it.	There	are	two	syllables	and	the	first	
syllable	is	stressed.	

Track 5
The	word	he	meant	to	say	is	solved.	
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From the context, we can see that he meant to say the word solved rather than 
solve it. He has said too many syllables and so it can sound as if he says two words 
rather than one. He needs to pronounce this word without adding a vowel between 
the consonants in the consonant cluster at the end of this word. (Back to Track 5)

Track 6 
The words she meant to say are:

 All the ah woman come in just talk - talking.

It sounds like she has left off (deleted) the second syllable in the word woman, so 
that rather than saying a two-syllable word and stressing the first syllable, she has 
said just one syllable.

Track 7
The words that are usually stressed are the content words and these are:

 Maybe two of my friends for level three-one

The words that are usually unstressed are the function words and these are: 
of, my, and for.  The first syllable of the word level should be stressed and the 
second unstressed.

This learner has produced the underlined words with roughly the same strength 
rather than making some stressed and some unstressed. She has stressed all of 
the words, including the function words. She has also stressed both syllables in the 
word level when only the first syllable should be stressed. Although we might be 
able to recognise most of the words she says, listening to spoken English with this 
type of stress pattern can be very tiring.
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Chapter 2: Consonants 

In	the	previous	chapter	we	saw	how	important	stress	patterns	are	when	we	are	
listening	to	English.	The	way	consonants	are	pronounced	is	also	very	important.	
Research	suggests	that	when	we	are	listening	to	English	we	rely	heavily	on	
consonants	to	help	us	recognise	words.	While	this	is	particularly	the	case	at	the	
beginning	of	words,	they	are	also	important	at	the	ends	of	words	as	they	provide	
important grammatical information, such as plurals and past tense markings, 
and	because	of	the	way	we	run	words	together	when	we	speak.	In	this	chapter	
we	will	consider	single	consonants	and	clusters	and	we	will	look	at	what	might	
happen	when	a	learner	finds	particular	consonants	or	consonants	in	particular	
positions	difficult.		

Single consonants
In	English	there	are	24	consonant	sounds	or	phonemes.	A	phoneme	is	a	sound	
that can make a difference in meaning and can therefore be used to distinguish one 
word	from	another.	For	example,	in	English,	/t/	and	/d/	are	phonemes	because	if	
you	change	the	initial	sound	of	the	word	ten from	/t/	to	/d/,	the	word	changes	to	den.	
Each consonant sound can be represented by a phonemic symbol.	

While	in	most	cases	these	symbols	look	pretty	close	to	the	usual	written	letter	used	
in	regular	spelling,	this	is	not	always	the	case	because	there	are	some	consonant	
sounds	that	can	be	spelled	by	a	number	of	different	letters	or	letter	combinations.	
The	phonemic	symbols	that	represent	the	24	English	consonants	are:

p	–	pie k	–	car θ	–	thing ʃ	–	shoe m	–	milk l	–	like

b	–	boy g	–	go ð	–	these ʒ	–	usually n	–	nose r	–	rice

t	–	tea f	–	fire s	–	safe ʧ	–	chair ŋ	–	sing w	–	winter

d	–	day v	–	very z	–	zone ʤ	–	joke h	–	house j	–	yes

We	need	to	use	these	phonemic	symbols	in	order	to	be	able	to	write	down	how	
a	particular	word	or	group	of	words	sounds.	We	usually	write	them	between	two	
forward	slashes	to	show	that	we	are	recording	how	something	sounds	and	not	
how	it	is	written	(eg,	/t/,	/d/,	/v/).	The	phonemic	symbols	for	English	vowels	will	be	
discussed	in	Chapter	3	of	this	section.	
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The phonemic symbols and example words are included on the bookmark on 
page 147 for easy reference while looking at different parts of the book. You can
either print this bookmark as a ready reference or you can look at the symbols
at any time by clicking on the Phonemic Symbol Bookmark in the index to the 
left of the book. The symbols on page 147 can also be copied and pasted when 
you need to use phonemic symbols in an answer to an activity. 

Activity 1 
When	we	are	talking	about	pronunciation,	we	are	not	talking	about	how	words	are	
spelled,	but	how	they	sound.	Say	the	following	groups	of	words	out	loud	and	choose	
the	word	that	does	not	belong	according	to	how	it	sounds.	(The	answers	can	be	
found on page	50.)

Which	one	does	not	belong?	Why?

Group	1:	city,	save,	sure	

Group	2:	think,	Thomas,	time

Group	3:	that,	thought,	then

Activity 2 
The	consonant	at	the	beginning	of	the	word	sure is /ʃ/.	In	this	word	it	is	spelled	with	
the	letter	‘s’.	Can	you	think	of	four	other	ways	of	spelling	/ʃ/?	(The	answers	can	be	
found on page	50.)
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How consonants are made
Consonants are made by blocking or restricting the airflow from the lungs by 
using the lips, teeth, and tongue. A useful way of describing consonants is 
by considering:

where the blocking or restriction occurs in the mouth (place of • 
articulation)
how the air passes through the mouth (manner of articulation)• 
whether or not the vocal chords are vibrating (voicing).• 

Activity 3
Across the top of the table below you can see four different places where 
consonants can be made in the mouth (places of articulation). Down the left-hand 
column there are some English consonants. Say these consonants out loud and 
put a tick in the column that describes what part of the mouth you use to block or 
restrict the airflow. For some of them it might help to look in the mirror. For example, 
a tick has already been entered in the first column for /p/ because /p/ is made by 
bringing both lips together and then opening them with a puff of air. (The answers 
can be found on page 50)

Consonant Both lips Lips and 
teeth

Tongue and 
teeth

Tongue and 
the front part 
of roof of the 

mouth
/p/ a

/f/

/θ/
/m/

/t/

/s/

/w/
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Activity 4 
Across the top of the next table you can see four different ways in which the flow 
of air through the mouth can be interrupted to make a consonant sound (manner of 
articulation). Say the consonants again but this time, think about the way in which 
the airflow is interrupted to make them. Put a cross in the column that describes 
it best. For example, a tick has already been entered in the first column for /p/ 
because /p/ is made by bringing both lips together to block the air and then opening 
them to release a puff of air suddenly. (The answers can be found on page 51)

Consonant

Airflow is 
blocked in 
the mouth 

with a 
sudden 

release of air

Airflow is 
restricted 

and friction 
can be heard

Airflow is 
restricted 

but friction 
cannot be 

heard 

Airflow  is 
blocked in 
the mouth 

but it goes up 
into the nose

/p/ a

/f/

/θ/
/m/
/t/
/s/
/w/

Activity 5
Say the consonants one more time and this time, think about whether or not you 
use your voice. Which ones are voiceless? (The answers can be found on page 51)

Hint: Voiceless consonants sound as if you are whispering when you say them. 

Which ones are voiced?  

Hint: When you say a voiced consonant you can feel a vibration if you put your 
fingers on your throat.

All 24 English consonants are listed in the table on page 44 according to where 
and how they are made. Voiced consonants are marked as bold and the others 
are voiceless. 
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Look	at	the	table.	You	will	notice	that	there	are	pairs	of	sounds	where	the	only	
difference	is	whether	they	are	voiced	or	voiceless,	that	is,	whether	we	use	our	vocal	
chords	in	order	to	say	them.	You	can	feel	this	difference	yourself.	Put	your	hand	
on your neck at throat level and say bee.	You	should	feel	your	vocal	chords	vibrate	
right	from	the	beginning	of	the	word	because	they	vibrate	when	you	say	/b/	and	
continue	vibrating	for	the	vowel.	Now	do	the	same	for	pea.	You	should	only	feel	your	
vocal	chords	vibrating	when	the	vowel	is	pronounced.	Voicing	–	that	is	whether	or	
not	we	use	our	vocal	chords	when	we	say	a	sound	–	is	an	important	feature	that	
distinguishes	between	English	consonant	phonemes.	There	is	another	difference	
between	pea and bee	that	you	should	also	be	able	to	feel	and	hear.	You	should	be	
able	to	feel	a	puff	of	air	when	you	say	pea,	but	hardly	anything	when	you	say	bee.	
This	puff	of	air	(aspiration)	is	an	important	feature	of	the	voiceless	sounds	/p/,	/t/,	
and	/k/,	as	it	distinguishes	them	from	their	voiced	partners	/b/,	/d/,	and	/g/.	

Voiced and voiceless consonants at the ends of words
When	/p/,	/t/,	and	/k/	occur	at	the	ends	of	words	they	are	not	always	
pronounced	with	aspiration,	especially	in	connected	speech.	However,	
there	is	another	difference:	the	vowel	before	a	voiced	consonant	at	the	end	
of	a	word	is	longer.	So	the	vowel	in	cab	would	be	slightly	longer	than	the	
vowel	in	cap,	the	vowel	in	ride	slightly	longer	than	the	vowel	in	write, and the 
vowel	in	bag	slightly	longer	than	the	vowel	in	back. This is also the case for 
other	voiced	+	voiceless	pairs	at	the	ends	of	words.	For	example,	at	times	it	
might	be	hard	to	work	out	whether	a	learner	is	talking	about	her	niece	or	her	
knees.	This	is	often	how	we	distinguish	between	these	words	in	practice	–	
and	it	is	often	something	that	learners	do	not	know!	
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English consonants

LIPS TONGUE VOCAL 
CHORDS

both lips + teeth + teeth + alveolar 
ridge1

+ alveolar 
ridge1 and hard 

palate2
+ hard palate2 + soft palate3 open vocal 

chords

Blocking Air
1. Sudden release 
of air p   b t   d k   g
2. Slower release 
of air ʧ   ʤ
3. Air diverted 
through nose m n ŋ
Restricting Air
1. Air escapes 
on both sides 
of contact, no 
friction can be 
heard

l  

2. Air passes 
through 
narrowing, friction 
can be heard

f    v θ   ð s   z  ʃ   ʒ h

3. Air passes 
through 
narrowing, no 
friction can be 
heard

w r j

1. The alveolar ridge is the bumpy ridge just behind your top front teeth.   
2. The hard palate is the bony part of the roof of your mouth.  
3. The soft palate is the soft part towards the back of the roof of your mouth. It is the part of the roof of your mouth that moves when you say ‘ah’’.
Note: Voiced consonants are marked as bold
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Activity 6
There	are	eight	pairs	of	consonants	where	the	only	difference	is	whether	they	are	
voiced	or	voiceless.	Look	at	the	table	‘English	Consonants’	and	say	the	consonants	
out	loud	to	find	the	other	seven	pairs	(in	addition	to	the	pair	/p/	and	/b/).	(The	
answers	can	be	found	on	page	51)

It	is	important	to	remember	when	thinking	about	the	information	in	the	table,	that	
these are theoretical linguistic descriptions of perfectly formed consonants, rather 
than	how	we	might	say	them	in	everyday	conversation.	They	might	be	slightly	
different	in	different	word	positions	or	when	they	come	before	or	after	different	
vowels	or	when	they	are	next	to	words	starting	or	ending	with	different	consonants.	
For	example,	the	consonant	at	the	end	of	the	word	introduce is /s/ but before the 
word	you	(as	in	introduce you)	it	can	sound	more	like	/ʃ/.	

Consonants in different languages
All	English	consonants	are	made	by	blocking	or	restricting	an	outward	
airflow,	but	in	some	languages	there	are	consonants	that	are	made	by	
blocking or restricting an inward	airflow.	For	example,	in	Vietnamese	there	is	
a	consonant	that	sounds	like	/b/,	but	it	is	made	while	breathing	in	rather	than	
out.	Try	making	/b/	while	breathing	in	and	feel	the	difference.	 
These	differences	in	the	way	sounds	are	made	in	different	languages	
means	that	it	is	important	to	show	learners	how	to	make	a	sound	–	you	
cannot	assume	that	they	know	how	to	just	because	there	is	a	parallel	sound	
in	their	first	language.

Learning the consonants of English
When	learners	pronounce	consonants	differently	from	how	we	expect	them	to	(or	do	
not	pronounce	them	at	all),	it	can	be	confusing.	Learners	might:		

Pronounce	a	completely	different	consonant	(eg,	the	word	1.	 light might sound 
like night).

Delete	or	not	pronounce	the	consonant	at	the	end	of	a	word	(eg,	the	word	2.	 save 
might sound like say).	
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Say	the	consonant	at	the	end	of	a	word	but	with	an	added	vowel	(eg,	the	word	3.	
ride, might sound like rider).	

Listen	to	the	way	this	learner	pronounces	the	consonant	at	the	beginning	of	the	
underlined	words.

Listen
Track	8	(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	51)

 Listening and speaking was very poor.

What has happened to the consonants?
What	consonant	should	be	pronounced	at	the	beginning	of	listening?	What	
consonant	has	he	pronounced	in	its	place?	What	consonant	should	be	pronounced	
at the beginning of poor?	What	consonant	has	he	pronounced	in	its	place?

This	learner	is	a	Korean	speaker.	For	more	information	about	Korean	speakers	see	
Part	4.  

Listen	to	how	confusing	it	can	be	when	a	learner	has	more	than	one	difficulty	with	
the	consonants	in	a	word.			

Listen
Track	9

What does it sound like?
 
 Yeah. Maybe go home maybe take my friend maybe go to ....

What	is	the	missing	word?	What	word	does	the	interviewer	hear?	
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Listen again
Track	10	(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	51)

What did he mean to say?
Listen	to	the	conversation	that	follows.	What	do	you	think	the	missing	word	is	now?	

What	consonants	does	this	learner	have	difficulty	pronouncing?	What	does	he	say	
in	their	place?		

This	learner	is	an	Arabic	speaker.	For	more	information	about	Arabic	speakers,	see	
Part	4.

Consonant clusters 
A	group	of	two	or	more	consonants	pronounced	with	no	vowels	in	between	is	called	
a consonant cluster.	In	English:

clusters	at	the	beginnings	of	words	can	have	two	consonants	(eg,	/pr/	as	in	•	
pretty)	or	three	consonants	(eg,	/str/	as	in	street)

clusters	in	the	middle	or	at	the	ends	of	words	can	have	two	consonants	•	
(eg,	/gr/	as	in	degree, /ft/ as in sift),	three	consonants	(eg,	/ntr/	as	in	entry, 
/sks/ as in asks),	or	four	consonants	(eg,	/nstr/	in	instrument, /mpst/ as 
in glimpsed).

Consonant	clusters	are	important	at	the	ends	of	words	as	markers	of	grammar.	For	
example,	they	can	be	markers	of	plurals	(eg,	/nts/	at	the	end	of	students, /ks/ at the 
end of books),	past	tense	(eg,	/kt/	at	the	end	of	cooked, /md/ at the end of climbed),	
and	present	tense	verbs	(eg,	/vz/	at	the	end	of	loves, /ŋks/ at the end of thinks).	

As	is	the	case	with	single	consonants,	it	can	be	difficult	to	understand	a	learner	if	
they	have	difficulty	with	consonant	clusters.	Learners	might:

Delete	or	not	pronounce	any	of	the	consonants	in	the	cluster	(eg,	the	word	1.	
first might sound like fur).

Pronounce some but not all of the consonants that should be pronounced 2.	
(eg,	the	word	tense might sound like ten).




48 Part	Two	

Add	a	vowel	after	or	between	the	consonants	in	a	cluster	(eg,	the	word	3.	 just 
might sound like just a, and improved might sound like improve it).	

Pronounce a completely different consonant in place of one of the 4.	
consonants	in	the	cluster	(eg,	the	word	fry might sound like fly).

Reducing consonant clusters
When	a	speaker	pronounces	some	but	not	all	of	the	consonants	in	a	cluster	
we	say	that	s/he	has	reduced it.	This	often	occurs	as	a	feature	of	natural	
speech	in	English,	as	it	makes	some	consonant	clusters	easier	to	say.	For	
example,	when	saying	the	word	months	a	native	speaker	would	pronounce	
just	/ns/	rather	than	/nθs/	in	the	final	cluster.	This	might	also	happen	when	
saying	a	consonant	cluster	that	occurs	in	connected	speech.	For	example,	
when	saying	the	words	next please	a	native	speaker	would	not	pronounce	
all	five	of	the	consonants	in	the	resulting	consonant	cluster	(/kstpl/)	but	
would	reduce	it	to	four	(/nekspli:z/).	If	a	learner	reduces	a	consonant	cluster	
in	an	unexpected	way,	that	is,	not	in	the	usual	way	for	native	speakers,	it	can	
be	difficult	to	understand	what	they	are	trying	to	say.	

Learning the consonant clusters of English 
Listen	to	how	confusing	it	can	be	when	a	learner	reduces	a	consonant	cluster	in	an	
unexpected	way.	

Listen
Track	11	

What does it sound like?
What	words	do	you	hear?	What	consonant	clusters	does	this	learner	use?

What did she mean to say?
Check	the	answer	for	Track	11	at	the	end	of	this	chapter.	What	has	gone	wrong	with	
the	consonant	cluster	in	the	middle	of	the	word	she	meant	to	say?
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This learner is a Vietnamese speaker. For more information about Vietnamese 
speakers, see Part 4. 

Listen to what happens to the stress pattern when a vowel is added between the 
consonants in a consonant cluster. 

Listen
Track 12 (The answers can be found on page 52)

Listen to the way this learner pronounces the consonant cluster in the middle of the 
word husband.  

 When together with my husband you know ... speak English.

What has happened to the consonant cluster?
What should the consonant cluster in the middle of husband be? How has she 
pronounced it? How has this affected the stress patterns of the word?

This learner is a Thai speaker. For more information about Thai speakers, see 
Part 4.
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Chapter 2: Answers

Activities

Activity 1
A:	sure.	The	consonant	at	the	beginning	of	sure is /ʃ/	while	the	consonant	at	the	
beginning	of	the	other	words	is	/s/. 

B:	think.	The	consonant	at	the	beginning	of	think is /θ/	while	the	consonant	at	the	
beginning	of	the	other	words	is	/t/.

 
C:	thought.	The	consonant	at	the	beginning	of	thought is /θ/	while	the	consonant	at	
the	beginning	of	the	other	words	is	/ð/.

 
Activity 2
Answer:	‘sh’	as	in	sheep;	‘ch’	as	in	machine;	‘t’	as	in	education;	‘c’	as	in	musician.	

 
Activity 3 

Consonant Both lips Lips and 
teeth

Tongue and 
teeth

Tongue and 
the front part 
of roof of the 

mouth
/p/ a
/f/ a

/θ/ a

/m/ a
/t/ a
/s/ a
/w/ a
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Activity 4

Consonant

Airflow is 
blocked in 
the mouth 

with a 
sudden 

release of air

Airflow is 
restricted 

and friction 
can be heard

Airflow is 
restricted 

but friction 
cannot be 

heard 

Airflow  is 
blocked in 
the mouth 

but it goes up 
into the nose

/p/ a
/f/ a

/θ/ a

/m/ a
/t/ a
/s/ a
/w/ a

Activity 5 
Voiceless:	/p/,	/f/,	/θ/, /t/, /s/

Voiced:	/m/,	/w/

Activity 6
(/p/	and	/b/,	/t/	and	/d/,	/k/	and	/g/,	/f	and	/v/,	/s/	and	/z/,	/θ/ and /ð/, /ʃ/ and /ʒ/, /ʧ/ and 
/ʤ/).	

Listening tasks

Track 8
The consonant at the beginning of listening should be /l/ but it sounds as if the 
learner	has	said	/r/.	The	consonant	at	the	beginning	of	poor should be /p/ but it 
sounds	as	if	the	learner	has	said	/f/.	

Track 9
The	interviewer	hears	the	word	bar.

Track 10
The	missing	word	is	meant	to	be	park but it sounds like bar.	In	his	original	
pronunciation	of	this	word	the	learner	said	a	/b/	rather	than	a	/p/	at	the	beginning	of	
the	word,	and	at	the	end	of	the	word	he	mispronounced	/r/	and	deleted	/k/.	When	he	
corrects his pronunciation he still pronounces a /b/ rather than a /p/ at the beginning 
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of	the	word,	but	adds	a	/k/	to	the	end.	The	resulting	word	sounds	like	bark but 
because	of	the	context,	the	interviewer	was	able	to	recognise	it	as	park.	

Track 11
What	she	meant	to	say	was:

 I couldn’t explain what I think.

Some	teachers	heard	I couldn’t I plan what I think	when	they	listened	to	this	(and	
some	thought	she	was	saying	something	about	eggplant!).	The	learner	has	reduced	
the	consonant	cluster	in	the	middle	of	the	word	explain and rather than pronouncing 
it	as	/kspl/	she	says	/kpl/.		

Track 12
The consonant cluster in the middle of husband	should	be	/zb/.	She	has	separated	
the	two	consonants	by	saying	a	vowel	in	between.	This	makes	husband sound as if 
it	has	three	rather	than	two	syllables,	and	as	we	have	seen	in	Chapter	1,	Part	2,	the	
stress	pattern	is	very	important,	and	changing	it	in	this	way	can	be	very	confusing.



53	Chapter	3:	Vowels	

Chapter 3: Vowels 

When	we	are	listening	to	English	we	rely	on	vowels	to	recognise	words.	The	way	
vowels	are	pronounced	in	stressed	syllables	is	particularly	important.	Vowels	in	
stressed	syllables	have	actually	been	described	as	‘islands	of	reliability’	because	
they	are	prominent	and	less	variable	than	their	counterparts	in	weak	syllables,	and	
we	rely	on	them	when	we	are	trying	to	work	out	what	someone	is	saying.	In	this	
chapter	we	will	look	at	the	way	English	vowels	are	pronounced	and	consider	some	
of	the	difficulties	that	a	learner	might	have.		

In	English	there	are	20	distinct	vowel	sounds	(12	single	vowels	and	8	diphthongs	
that	is,	two	vowel	sounds	said	close	together),	and	as	with	consonants,	each	can	be	
represented	by	a	phonemic	symbol	(see	Part	2,	Chapter	2).	The	phonemic	symbols	
commonly	used	in	dictionaries	and	teaching	resources	that	represent	the	20	English	
vowels	are: 

Single Vowels Diphthongs

Short Long eɪ - play

ɪ  - bin i: - see aɪ - buy

e - pen ɑ: - heart ɔɪ - boy

ӕ	-	man ɔ: - four ǝʊ - phone

ʌ - fun u: - blue aʊ - loud

ɒ - hot ɜ: - bird ɪǝ - cheer

ʊ - look eǝ - hair

ǝ - about ʊǝ - cure

The phonemic symbols and example words are included on the bookmark on page 147 for easy reference while 

looking at different parts of the book. You can either print this bookmark as a ready reference or you can look at the 

symbols at any time by clicking on the Phonemic Symbol Bookmark in the index to the left of  the book. The symbols 

on page 147 can also be copied and pasted when you  need to use phonemic symbols in an answer to an activity.  

One huge problem for second language learners is that spelling in English is very 
little	help	when	it	comes	to	learning	to	pronounce	vowels,	particularly	for	learners	
who	have	studied	English	largely	through	the	written	word.	It	is	therefore	very	
important	that	learners	understand	the	difference	between	the	way	in	which	a	word	
is	pronounced	and	the	way	it	is	written.	The	following	activity	illustrates	this	point.
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Activity 1
List	as	many	different	ways	as	you	can	of	spelling	the	single	vowel	sound	/i:/	(as	in	
see)	and	the	diphthong	/eɪ/	(as	in	play).	(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	59)

Single vowels
Single	vowels	can	be	described	in	terms	of	how	long	they	are,	as	well	as	the	
position	of	our	tongue	and	the	shape	of	our	lips	when	we	say	them.	

Length
The	colon	(:)	following	the	phonemic	symbol	signals	that	the	vowel	is	long.	Say	a	
short	vowel	and	then	a	long	vowel	from	the	above	lists	and	feel	the	difference	in	
length.	We	must	remember	though	that	although	vowels	are	described	as	short	or	
long,	the	length	of	a	vowel	also	depends	on	whether	it	is	stressed,	so	short	vowels	
might	seem	longer	in	a	stressed	syllable	and	long	vowels	might	seem	shorter	when	
in	an	unstressed	syllable.	

Tongue position
Vowels	can	be	described	according	to	where	we	put	our	tongue	when	we	say	them.	
We	usually	describe	this	position	by	referring	to	the	horizontal	position	(that	is,	how	
far	forward	or	back)	and	vertical	(that	is,	how	high	or	low	in	the	mouth)	it	is.

 
Activity 2
Say	the	following	pairs	of	vowels	out	loud	and	change	from	one	to	the	other	a	few	
times.	Feel	what	happens	with	your	tongue.	In	each	pair,	which	one	is	made	with	the	
tongue	forward	in	the	mouth,	and	which	one	is	made	with	the	tongue	back?	Write	
each	vowel	in	the	column	that	describes	it	best.	The	tongue	positions	for	the	first	
pair	of	vowels	have	been	entered	as	an	example.	(The	answers	can	be	found	on	
page	59). 

Forward Back

/i:/	(as	in	see)						
/u:/	(as	in	blue) /i:/ /u:/

/e/	(as	in	pen)						
/ɔ:/	(as	in	four)

/ӕ/	(as	in	man)						
/ɒ/	(as	in	hot)
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Activity 3
Now	say	these	pairs	of	vowels	out	loud	and	change	from	one	to	the	other	a	few	
times.	Feel	what	happens	with	your	tongue.	In	each	pair,	which	one	is	made	with	the	
tongue	high	in	the	mouth	and	which	one	is	made	with	the	tongue	low?	Write	each	
vowel	in	the	column	that	describes	it	best.	The	tongue	positions	for	the	first	pair	of	
vowels	have	been	entered	as	an	example.	(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	59) 

High Low
/i:/	(as	in	see)						
/ӕ/	(as	in	man) /i:/ /ӕ/

/ɪ/	(as	in	bin)						
/ʌ/	(as	in	fun)
/u:/	(as	in	blue)					
/ɒ/	(as	in	hot)

All	20	of	the	single	vowels	in	English	are	listed	in	the	table	below	according	to	
the	horizontal	and	vertical	position	of	the	tongue.	For	the	vowels	we	have	already	
thought	about,	it	is	easy	to	feel	the	difference,	but	it	can	be	difficult	to	feel	the	
differences	between	some	of	the	others	because	the	differences	in	the	position	of	
the	tongue	are	not	so	extreme.	

Tongue	position	for	vowels: 

Front Central Back

High /i:/	(as	in	see) /ɪ/	(as	in	bin) /ʊ/	(as	in	look) /u:/	(as	in	blue)

Middle /e/	(as	in	pen) /ǝ/	(as	in	about) /ɜ:/	(as	in	bird) /ɔ:/	(as	in	four)

Low /ӕ/	(as	in	man) /ʌ/	(as	in	fun) /ɑ:/	(as	in	heart) /ɒ/	(as	in	hot)

Lip shape
We	change	the	shape	of	our	lips	when	we	say	different	vowels.	

Activity 4
Say	the	following	pairs	of	vowels	out	loud	and	feel	what	happens	with	your	lips,	and	
if	you	have	a	mirror	handy,	watch	what	happens	with	them	as	well.	Which	ones	are	
made	with	your	lips	spread,	and	which	are	made	with	your	lips	rounded?	Write	each	
vowel	in	the	column	of	the	following	table	that	describes	it	best.	The	lip	shape	for	
the	first	pair	of	vowels	has	been	entered	as	an	example.	
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Spread lips Rounded lips

/i:/	(as	in	see)						
/u:/	(as	in	blue) /i:/ /u:/

/e/	(as	in	pen)						
/ɔ:/	(as	in	four)

/i:/	(as	in	see)				
/ɒ/	(as	in	hot)

/e/	(as	in	pen)							
/ʊ/	(as	in	look)

(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	59) 

Schwa

One	vowel	is	so	common	in	English	that	we	have	a	special	name	for	it,	schwa.	This	
vowel	(/ǝ/)	is	very	important	because	it	is	used	in	syllables	that	are	unstressed,	and	
since there are very many of these in connected speech, it is the most common 
vowel	in	English.	For	example,	the	vowel	in	the	last	syllable	of	the	word	important 
is	pronounced	as	schwa	because	this	is	an	unstressed	syllable.	Similarly,	when	
saying,	‘I want to go’,	the	vowel	in	the	word	to	is	pronounced	as	schwa	because	it	is	
an	unstressed	word.	

Schwa	is	never	in	a	stressed	syllable.	Its	use	in	connected	speech	is	essential	to	the	
rhythm	of	spoken	English.	It	is	also	very	difficult	for	many	learners,	not	because	it	
is	difficult	to	say	–	it	isn’t	–	but	because	they	do	not	realise	how	many	syllables	are	
unstressed	in	English,	and	how	often	the	vowel	in	these	syllables	is	often	a	schwa	
rather	than	a	full	vowel.	When	they	don’t	use	schwa	appropriately	in	unstressed	
syllables,	it	can	sound	as	if	every	syllable	is	stressed	(see	Chapter	1	of	Part	2,	
Track	7).	

Activity 5
Say	this	sentence	out	loud	and	underline	the	vowels	you	pronounce	as	schwa.	

It’s very difficult for learners of English to master the pronunciation of schwa.

In	what	ways	do	you	think	spelling	can	be	used	as	a	guide	to	which	vowels	are	
pronounced	as	schwa?	(The	answers	can	be	found	on	page	60) 
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The vowels of English can be very confusing for learners, and adult learners in 
particular may struggle to make the right vowel sound. Listen to what happens when 
this learner has difficulty pronouncing a single vowel. 

Listen
Track 13

Listen to the vowel in the missing word. 

 Recently I just watch the ............

 Just, you know, lots of ...............

What does it sound like?
What vowel do you hear in this word? What does the word sound like?

It seems that the interviewer is confused by this learner’s answer to her question. 
Listen to what happens when the learner provides some more information. 

Listen again
Track 14

Listen to the conversation that follows. What do you think the missing word is now? 
What has gone wrong with the vowel? (The answers can be found on page 60)

This learner is a Mandarin speaker. For more information about Mandarin speakers, 
see Part 4.  

Diphthongs
Diphthongs are a combination of two single vowels. We say them by starting with 
one vowel and gliding into another. Although they are made up of two vowels they 
are heard as one phoneme not two.  Diphthongs can be described according to the 
vowel they glide to, as we can see in the following table. Say the two vowels in each 
of the diphthongs separately and then glide from the first to the second to hear how 
they combine to form the diphthong. When we pronounce diphthongs we put more 
emphasis on the first vowel than on the second. 
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Diphthongs that  
glide to /ɪ/

Diphthongs that  
glide to /ǝ/

Diphthongs that  
glide to /ʊ/

/e/ + /ɪ/ à /eɪ/  
(as in play)

/ɪ/ + /ǝ/ à /ɪǝ/  
(as in cheer)

/ǝ/ + /ʊ/ à /ǝʊ/ 
(as in phone)

/ɔ:/ + /ɪ/ à /ɔɪ/  
(as in boy)

/ʊ/ + /ǝ/ à /ʊǝ/  
(as in cure)

/ɑ:/ + /ʊ/ à /aʊ/ 
(as in loud)

/ɑ:/ + /ɪ/ à /aɪ/  
(as in buy)

/e/ + /ǝ/ à /eǝ/  
(as in hair)

 
It can be confusing when a learner pronounces only the first part of a diphthong. 

Listen
Track 15

Listen to the vowel in this learner’s pronunciation of the underlined word.  

 In the… the University of New South Wales

What does it sound like?
What vowel do you hear in this word? What does the word sound like?

(The answers can be found on page 60)

This learner is a Thai speaker. For more information about Thai speakers, see 
Part 4. 
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Chapter 3: Answers

Activities

Activity 1

Ways of spelling /i:/ (as in see):
People,	heat,	meet,	delete,	field,	receipt,	machine,	key.		

Ways of spelling /eɪ/ (as in play):
Potato,	straight,	late,	great,	fete,	grey,	say,	wait,	weight.

Activity 2

Forward Back

/i:/	(as	in	see)						
/u:/	(as	in	blue) /i:/ /u:/

/e/	(as	in	pen)						
/ɔ:/	(as	in	four) /e/ /ɔ:/

/ӕ/	(as	in	man)						
/ɒ/	(as	in	hot) /ӕ/ /ɒ/

Activity 3

High Low

/i:/	(as	in	see)						
/ӕ/	(as	in	man) /i:/ /ӕ/

/ɪ/	(as	in	bin)						
/ʌ/	(as	in	fun) /ɪ/ /ʌ/

/u:/	(as	in	blue)					
/ɒ/	(as	in	hot) /u:/ /ɒ/

Activity 4

Spread lips Rounded lips

/i:/	(as	in	see)						
/u:/	(as	in	blue) /i:/ /u:/

/e/	(as	in	pen)						
/ɔ:/	(as	in	four) /e/ /ɔ:/

/i:/	(as	in	see)				
/ɒ/	(as	in	hot) /i:/ /ɒ/

/e/	(as	in	pen)							
/ʊ/	(as	in	look) /e/ /ʊ/
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When	we	say	/i:/	and	/e/	our	lips	are	spread,	while	for	/u:/,	/ɔ:/, /ɒ/ and /ʊ/ they are 
rounded	and	pushed	forward.	For	the	remaining	vowels,	the	lips	are	in	a	more	 
neutral	position.	

Activity 5
It’s very difficult for learners of English to master the pronunciation of	schwa.	

Spelling	is	not	a	reliable	guide	as	to	which	vowels	to	pronounce	as	schwa,	as	
vowels	represented	by	all	vowel	letters	or	their	different	combinations	(a,	e,	i,	o,	u)	
might	be	pronounced	as	schwa	if	they	are	in	an	unstressed	syllable.	Note:	in	some	
varieties	of	English	some	of	these	vowels	would	be	pronounced	as	an	unstressed	
/I/,	rather	than	a	schwa,	for	example,	in	the	second	syallable	in	the	word	difficult.

Listening Tasks

Track 13
The	vowel	sounds	like	/ɪ/ as in hip.	It	sounds	like	she	might	be	saying	shiff.

Track 14
What she meant to say:	The	missing	word	is	meant	to	be	chef.	

The	vowel	should	be	/e/	but	she	has	pronounced	/ɪ/	instead.

Track 15

She	has	pronounced	only	the	first	part	(/e/)	of	the	diphthong	/eɪ/ and has not glided 
into	the	second	part.	In	combination	with	the	reduction	of	the	final	consonant	
cluster,	the	word	sounds	like	well.	
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Chapter 4: Identifying goals for learners 

The	first	step	in	being	able	to	teach	pronunciation	is	determining	your	learners’	
needs	and	subsequent	teaching	goals.	In	the	first	three	chapters	of	this	section	
we	presented	some	examples	of	the	different	difficulties	learners	might	have	with	
stress,	consonants	and	vowels.	In	this	chapter	we	focus	on	how	to	identify	the	
kinds	of	difficulties	that	interfere	with	the	learners’	intelligibility	so	that	we	can	set	
appropriate	goals	for	their	pronunciation.	

First	we	illustrate	how	you	can	use	a	pronunciation	chart	to	keep	track	of	the	
difficulties	that	your	learners	are	currently	having	with	their	English	pronunciation.	
In	the	next	part	of	the	chapter	we	have	included	some	samples	from	learners	
where	they	have	had	some	difficulty	being	understood.	By	listening	carefully	to	the	
samples	you	should	be	able	to	work	out	what	pronunciation	issues	these	learners	
are	having	with	English	and	note	these	in	the	pronunciation	chart.	We	will	then	look	
at	how	to	use	this	information	to	identify	teaching	goals,	both	for	individual	learners	
and	classes	of	learners	who	might	come	from	a	range	of	language	backgrounds.

Using the pronunciation chart 
The	pronunciation	chart	on	the	folllowing	page	provides	a	way	of	noting	down	the	
pronunciation	difficulties	of	different	learners	in	a	class,	and	will	be	used	in	the	
following	activities.	There	is	a	space	to	write	each	learner’s	name	and	language	
background,	and	you	can	then	note	their	particular	pronunciation	difficulties	under	
the	various	headings.	The	headings	cover	the	difficulties	that	have	been	found	to	
affect	a	learner’s	intelligibility.	They	include:	

Stress	(in	individual	words	and	groups	of	words	in	connected	speech)•	

Vowels	(single	vowels	and	diphthongs)•	

Single	consonants	(in	any	word	position	–	beginning,	middle,	and	end)	•	

Consonant	clusters	(in	any	word	position	–	beginning,	middle,	and	end)•	

Other	(additional	features	not	included	under	the	other	headings).	•	

There is a blank chart on page	75	that	can	be	photocopied	for	use	with	different	
groups	of	learners.
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Pronunciation chart (to	be	used	w
hen	listening	to	Anna	+	N

aim
a)

Name L1 Stress Vowels Consonants Consonant clusters Other features

Mai

Mandarin WORD

Adds syllables to ends of words 
(see consonants and consonant 
clusters)· Pattern (comfortable)

CONNECTED SPEECH

shiff/chef

men/man

pen/pain

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

w/v in avoid

END

s/θ in mouth 
/v/ deleted in live 
/l/ deleted in feel 
Vowel added to the end of book

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

Cluster reduced in world 
Extra vowel between consonants (past 
tense - worked)

Speaks very slowly

Anna

Thai WORD

CONNECTED SPEECH

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

Naima

Arabic WORD

CONNECTED SPEECH

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

ah’.
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Look	at	the	pronunciation	chart	on	the	previous	page.	In	the	first	line,	we	have	noted	
the	pronunciation	difficulties	experienced	by	one	learner	(Mai).	From	this	we	can	
quickly	get	a	sense	of	the	types	of	things	she	might	need	to	work	on	to	improve	her	
intelligibility.	For	example,	we	can	see	from	what	is	listed	under	‘Consonants	(END)’	
and	‘Consonant	Clusters	(END)’	that	consonants	and	consonant	clusters	at	the	
ends	of	words	seem	to	be	quite	difficult	for	her	because	she	has:	

Added	a	vowel	to	the	end	of	the	word	1.	 book	and	between	consonants	in	the	
cluster	marking	the	past	tense	in	the	word	worked.	

	Reduced	the	consonant	cluster	at	the	end	of	the	word	2.	 world.

Deleted	single	consonants	at	the	end	of	words	3.	 live and feel.	

In	this	section	you	will	be	able	to	listen	to	examples	from	two	other	learners	in	order	
to	work	out	and	note	in	the	chart	what	kinds	of	pronunciation	difficulties	they	have.	
The	first	learner	is	Anna,	whose	first	language	is	Thai;	the	second	is	Naima,	whose	
first	language	is	Arabic.	You	can	work	through	these	samples	either	individually	or	
together	with	some	colleagues	so	that	you	can	discuss	what	you	hear	before	you	
note	the	difficulties	you	identify	on	the	chart	under	the	appropriate	headings.	The	
chart	can	be	photocopied	for	you	to	use	while	listening	to	Anna	and	Naima.	On	
page	74	we	include	another	chart	for	Anna	and	Naima	where	we	have	already	noted	
the	pronunciation	issues	we	think	might	interfere	with	their	intelligibility.	You	can	
check	your	answers	with	this	when	you	are	ready.

In	order	to	get	a	feel	for	how	different	features	might	affect	intelligibility,	try	listening	
to	the	samples	before	you	read	any	further,	and	see	if	you	can	work	out	the	words	
they	are	saying.	The	tracks	to	listen	to	are:	16	to	23.	Write	down	the	words	you	hear	
and	make	a	note	of	things	you	find	difficult	to	understand.

Anna (Tracks 16,17,18 + 20):
Track	16

 
 
Track	17





64 Part	Two	

Track	18

 
Track	20

Naima (Tracks 21–23):
Track	21

 
Track	22

 
Track	23

 

Listening and identifying goals for Anna 

Listen	to	the	following	example	for	features	that	may	interfere	with	intelligibility	and	
note	them	on	the	pronunciation	chart	next	to	Anna’s	name.
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Listen
Track 16

What has happened to the consonants?

Listen to the way Anna pronounces the ends of the words underlined below.

Clean house, washing, everything finished, ready you know.  
Can do little bit.

How would you describe the kinds of difficulties she is having with the pronunciation 
of consonants at the ends of these words? How would you note this on the 
pronunciation chart?

Listen also to the way she pronounces the word everything. How would you 
describe her pronunciation of /θ/ on the chart? Check the answers on page 70.

Listen to the following samples and see how you might note down some of the other 
difficulties Anna has with pronunciation.

Listen
Track 17

Listen to the way Anna pronounces the consonant cluster at the beginning of the 
word spell.  

 And Y-O-U what can spell can spell something like that yeah.

What has happened to the consonant cluster?
What consonant cluster should be at the beginning of spell? How has she 
pronounced it? How would you describe this on the pronunciation chart?

Listen also to the way she pronounces the word something. How would you 
describe her pronunciation of /θ/ on the pronunciation chart? Check the answers on 
page 70.
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Listen 
Track	18

What does it sound like? 

My husband ask me oh you same our daughter you eight year old seven 
year old because I like – I want to look  ................... some- some- some.

What	does	the	missing	word	sound	like?	How	many	syllables	does	it	have?	Which	
one	is	stressed?

What did she mean to say?
Check	the	answer	at	the	end	of	this	chapter.	What	has	gone	wrong	with	Anna’s	
syllable	stress	pattern?	In	what	way	does	she	need	to	change	it	to	make	the	word	
easier	to	understand?	Where	would	you	note	it	on	the	pronunciation	chart?

Listen again
Track	19

Listen	to	the	other	words	in	this	example.	What	other	pronunciation	difficulties	might	
you	note	on	the	chart?	Check	the	answers	on	page	71.

Listen
Track	20

Listen	to	the	following	example.	What	pronunciation	difficulties	might	you	note	on	
the	chart?	

You ask papa come to help you and lea- learn together with her too, you 
know, when my husband come to help her you know and I look with her and 
ah. And when she bring some book from school, you know, and she mum 
what- what this I don’t know, you know, or I have big, you know, dictionary, 
you know, put all this ah tell her yeah and read book with her too, you know.

Check	the	answers	on	pages	71 and page	72.
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Summarising and identifying Anna’s goals 
We	can	see	from	the	completed	chart	on	page	74	that,	Anna,	like	Mai,	has	difficulty	
pronouncing	consonants	and	consonant	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words.	We	can	see	
this	because	she:	(a)	reduces	some	consonant	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words,	and	
(b)	deletes	some	single	consonants	and	consonant	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words.	
She	also	has	particular	difficulty	with	consonant	clusters	in	all	word	positions	and	
either	reduces	them	to	one	consonant	or	adds	a	vowel	between	the	consonants.	
Working	to	improve	her	pronunciation	of	consonant	clusters	might	therefore	be	a	
goal	for	Anna.	Another	goal	might	be	to	improve	her	pronunciation	of	the	single	
consonants	she	finds	challenging	and	her	stress	patterns	in	individual	words	and	
connected	speech.	Because	she	doesn’t	seem	to	have	too	many	difficulties	with	
vowels,	this	would	not	be	a	priority	at	this	stage.

Anna	is	a	Thai	speaker.	For	more	information	about	Thai	speakers,	see	Part	4.

Listening and identifying goals for Naima 
Naima’s	difficulty	with	stress	in	words	and	groups	of	words,	as	featured	in	Part	
2,	Chapter	1,	Track	3,	has	already	been	noted	on	the	pronunciation	chart	on	
page	74.	Listen	to	the	following	examples	for	other	features	that	may	interfere	with	
intelligibility	and	note	them	on	the	chart	next	to	Naima’s	name.

Listen
Track	21

Listen	to	the	way	Naima	pronounces	the	underlined	words.

 She give me ah something, I love it, about Harry Potter book.

How	would	you	describe	the	kinds	of	difficulties	she	is	having	with	the	pronunciation	
of	these	words?	Note	them	on	the	pronunciation	chart.	Check	the	answers	on	 
page	72.

Listen
Track	22

Listen	to	the	way	Naima	pronounces	the	ends	of	the	underlined	words.

That’s the first thing when I come I think uhm how can uhm my children grow 
in the good health and the good life. 

Note	this	on	the	pronunciation	chart.	Check	the	answers	on	page	72.
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Listen	to	the	other	words	in	this	example.	What	other	pronunciation	difficulties	might	
you	note	on	the	chart?	

Listen
Track	23

Listen	to	the	following	example.	What	pronunciation	difficulties	might	you	note	on	
the	chart?	Check	the	answers	on	page	73.

Interviewer:  In - where do you live? In-
Learner:  Ah Blacktown. Yeah.
Interviewer: Right. And how do you like Blacktown?
Learner:  Ah, actually I feel ahm it’s quiet place ahm and ah because  
   I am near in uhm the bars. Ah it’s very noisy in the early   
   morning. Ahm.
Interviewer: Where are you near sorry?
Learner:  Ah in ah Sackville. You know the Sackville?
Interviewer: Sackville?
Learner:  Sa- oh yeah Sackville. I am living in here.
Interviewer: Is that a road?
Learner:  Yeah.
Interviewer: Oh.
Learner:  Road road. In Sackville.
Interviewer: Oh okay.
Learner:  Yeah and ahm we near from ah the bar and make the noisy  
   pubs.
Interviewer: Do you mean a hotel? You’re near a bar?
Learner:  Yeah.

Summarising and identifying Naima’s goals 
We	can	see	from	the	completed	chart	on	page	74	that,	like	Mai	and	Anna,	Naima	
also	has	difficulty	pronouncing	consonants	at	the	ends	of	words.	However,	she	
tends	to	mainly	add	vowels	to	the	ends	of	words	rather	than	reducing	or	deleting	the	
consonants.	She	has	some	difficulty	with	particular	vowels	and	consonants,	and	
finds	stress	in	individual	words	and	across	groups	of	words	challenging.	Working	to	
improve	her	pronunciation	of	consonants	at	the	ends	of	words	might	therefore	be	a	
goal	for	Naima.	Another	goal	might	be	to	improve	her	pronunciation	of	the	vowels	
and	single	consonants	she	finds	challenging,	as	well	as	her	stress	patterns	in	
individual	words	and	connected	speech.	
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Naima	is	an	Arabic	speaker.	For	more	information	about	Arabic	speakers,	see	
Part	4. 

Using the chart to identify individual and class goals
In	this	chapter	we	have	listened	to	some	learners	and	used	the	pronunciation	chart	
to	note	their	pronunciation	difficulties.	By	looking	across	the	row	for	each	learner	in	
the	chart,	we	can	identify	which	areas	of	pronunciation	it	might	be	important	for	each	
to	focus	on.	By	looking	at	the	different	columns	in	the	chart,	we	can	also	establish	
teaching	goals	for	a	class	where	learners	are	likely	to	be	from	different	language	
backgrounds	and	therefore	likely	to	have	different	pronunciation	difficulties.	Imagine	
that	you	have	Mai,	Anna,	and	Naima	in	your	class.	Although	they	are	from	three	
different	language	backgrounds	and	have	a	range	of	pronunciation	issues,	we	can	
see	from	the	chart	that	they	also	have	some	goals	in	common.	

For	example,	if	we	look	at	the	‘stress	in	words’	column	on	the	completed	chart	on	
page	74,	we	can	see	that	they	all	find	English	stress	patterns	in	words	challenging.	
They	all	also	add	syllables	to	the	ends	of	words	because	of	their	difficulty	
pronouncing	consonants	and	consonant	clusters	in	this	position.	So	in	this	column	
alone,	we	have	already	identified	two	different	things	we	might	work	on	with	others	
in	the	class,	the	stress	pattern	of	words	and	consonants	and	clusters	at	the	ends	
of	words.	In	fact,	since	many	learners	find	the	stress	patterns	of	English	confusing,	
this	is	often	a	good	place	to	start	with	a	whole	range	of	learners.	It	can	also	be	
enormous	fun	to	work	on	stress	in	class	and	is	also	an	area	in	which	progress	
can	be	seen	rapidly,	so	there	are	several	advantages	to	focussing	on	stress	with	
learners	early	on.

Similarly,	if	we	look	at	the	‘challenging	consonants’	column,	we	can	see	that	Mai,	
Anna,	and	Naima,	all	have	difficulty	pronouncing	/θ/ and /ð/, so this might be 
something	we	could	work	on	with	the	whole	class.	On	the	other	hand,	Mai	and	Anna	
have	difficulty	pronouncing	/v/,	but	Naima	does	not.	This	does	not	stop	us	working	
on	this	sound	in	the	class	though.	Perhaps	Naima	could	listen	to	and	provide	
feedback	for	Mai	and	Anna	while	they	are	practising	their	pronunciation	of	/v/	and	
they	could	listen	to	and	provide	feedback	for	her	while	she	is	practising	a	feature	
they	don’t	find	difficult	(eg,	/ŋ/	at	the	ends	of	words).	

It	is	important	for	us	to	be	able	to	note	down	our	learners’	pronunciation	difficulties	
so	we	can	identify	both	individual	and	class	goals.	Having	identified	these	goals,	
however,	it	is	now	important	to	know	how	to	work	with	learners	to	help	them	improve	
their	pronunciation	without	getting	disheartened	or	bored.	In	the	next	part	of	the	
book,	we	explore	a	range	of	techniques	and	activities	that	teachers	can	use	in	the	
classroom	and	beyond	to	address	both	individual	and	class	goals	in	ways	that	are	
both	useful	and	fun.	
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Answers

Listening Tasks

Track 16
Anna has: 

Deleted or not pronounced the consonant at the end of 1.	 house.	This	could	be	
noted	on	the	chart	under	‘Consonants	(END)’	as	/s/	deleted	in	house.	

Reduced the consonant cluster at the end of 2.	 finished, by pronouncing only one 
consonant	(/t/)	rather	than	two	(/ʃt/).	This	could	be	noted	under	‘Consonant	
clusters	(END)’	as	reduced	consonant	cluster	past	tense	(finished).

Pronounced /n/ rather than /l/ at the end of 3.	 little.	This	could	be	noted	under	
‘Consonants	(END)’	as	n/l	in	little.	Writing	n/l	is	a	quick	way	of	making	note	of	
one	consonant	being	pronounced	in	place	of	another.

Pronounced /s/ rather than /4.	 θ/	in	the	middle	of	the	word	everything.	This	could	
be	noted	under	‘Consonants	(MIDDLE)’	as	s/θ in everything.

Track 17
Answer: The consonant cluster at the beginning of spell	should	be	/sp/.	Anna	has	
separated	the	two	consonants	by	adding	a	vowel	in	between.	This	makes	the	word	
sound	like	it	has	two	syllables	rather	than	one	and	makes	it	difficult	to	work	out	
what	the	consonant	cluster	is.	Because	it	is	her	difficulty	with	consonant	clusters	
that	causes	her	to	add	a	syllable,	you	would	probably	note	this	under	the	heading	
‘Consonant	clusters	(BEGINNING)’	as	this	would	be	the	area	to	focus	on.	However,	
the	extra	syllable	obviously	also	causes	a	problem	for	her	stress	pattern,	so	you	
could	also	note	it	under	the	heading	‘stress	(WORD)’.	

She	has	also	pronounced	/s/	rather	than	/θ/	in	the	middle	of	the	word	something.	
The	word	something	could	be	written	as	another	example	of	s/θ under 
‘Consonants	(MIDDLE)’.

Track 18
What	she	meant	to	say

 I want to look Cinderella.

There	are	four	syllables	in	the	missing	word	and	Anna	has	stressed	the	last	syllable	
(cinderella)	rather	than	the	third	syllable	(cinderella).	This	stress	pattern	makes	
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the word virtually unrecognisable. You could note this under the ‘Stress (WORD)’ 
heading on the chart. (Back to Track 18)

Track 19
Anna has added a vowel between the consonants in the cluster in the middle of 
the word husband.  This makes the word sound like it has three syllables rather 
than two as well as making it difficult to work out what the consonant cluster is. 
Because it is her difficulty with consonant clusters that causes her to add a syllable, 
you would probably note this under the heading ‘Consonant clusters (MIDDLE)’ 
as this would be the area to focus on. However, the extra syllable obviously also 
causes a problem for her stress pattern, so you could also note it under the heading 
‘Stress (WORD)’. 

She has also reduced the consonant cluster at the end of the word ask from /sk/ to 
/k/, and deleted the consonant cluster at the end of the word old and it sounds as if 
she does not say the consonants at all. 

Track 20
Here Anna illustrates a number of difficulties that she has in pronouncing English. 
The first of these relates to her use of appropriate stress patterns to differentiate 
words that are important for her meaning from those that are less important. She 
does not stress important syllables and reduce those words or syllables that are not 
so important (see Part 2, Chapter 1). This makes her account a little monotonous 
and difficult to follow. 

In addition, she has some difficulty with various sounds and clusters in the words 
underlined below. We have summarised these below and entered them into the 
chart under the relevant headings. 

You ask papa come to help you and lea- learn together with her too, you 
know, when my husband come to help her you know and I look with her and 
ah. And when she bring some book from school, you know, and she mum 
what- what this I don’t know, you know, or I have big, you know, dictionary, 
you know, put all this ah tell her yeah and read book with her too, you know.
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Words Pronunciation feature
ask Reduced	consonant	cluster	at	the	end	of	the	word	(k/sk)

help ǝʊ/e;	Reduced	consonant	cluster	at	the	end	of	the	word	(p/lp)
together d/ð	in	the	middle	of	the	word;	equal	stress	on	syllables
with t/ð	at	the	end	of	the	word	

husband Added	vowel	in	consonant	cluster	in	the	middle	of	the	word
bring Reduced	consonant	cluster	at	the	beginning	of	the	word	(b/br)

school Added	vowel	in	consonant	cluster	at	the	beginning	of	the	word;	n/l	at	
the	end	of	the	word

this d/ð	at	the	beginning	of	the	word
have p/v	at	the	end	of	the	word

dictionary Stress	on	wrong	syllable	(dictionary);	l/r	in	the	middle	of	the	word	
read l/r	at	the	beginning	of	the	word	

 
Track 21
Naima	has:

 Pronounced /s/ rather than /1.	 θ/	in	the	middle	of	the	word	something and has 
added	/k/	to	the	end	(ŋk/ŋ).	(NB:	some	native	speakers	of	English	also	do	this	
but	this	pronunciation	is	not	normally	used	in	standard	varieties.)	

	Added	a	vowel	to	the	end	of	the	words	2.	 about and book.	As	this	affects	the	
syllable	stress	pattern	of	these	words,	it	might	be	noted	under	the	heading	
‘Stress	(WORD)’	as	an	added	syllable	as	well	as	under	‘Consonants	(END)’.	

	Pronounced	the	vowels	in	the	words	3.	 Potter	(ʊ/ɒ)	and	book	(ɒ/ʊ)	in	an	unusual	
way.	In	fact,	the	vowel	we	expect	in	Potter is used in book	and	vice	versa.		

Track 22
 
Underlined words: 
Naima	has	added	a	vowel	to	the	ends	of	these	words	and	this	affects	the	stress	
pattern	of	what	she	says.	You	could	note	this	as	a	difficulty	with	consonants	at	the	
ends	of	words.	However,	because	it	also	affects	the	stress	pattern,	you	could	also	
note	it	under	the	heading	‘Stress	(WORD)’.	Before	the	added	vowel	at	the	end	of	the	
word	thing she has also pronounced /ŋk/ rather than /ŋ/.

Other words:
Naima	has	pronounced	/z/	rather	than	/ð/	in	the	words	that’s and the, and /s/ rather 
than /θ/	in	the	words	thing and health.		
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Track 23
Here	Naima	illustrates	a	number	of	difficulties	that	she	has	in	pronouncing	various	
sounds	and	clusters	in	the	words	underlined	below.	We	have	summarised	these	
below	and	entered	into	the	chart	under	the	relevant	headings.

 
Interviewer:  In - where do you live? In-
Learner:  Ah Blacktown. Yeah.
Interviewer: Right. And how do you like Blacktown?
Learner:  Ah, actually I feel ahm it’s quiet place ahm and ah because  
   I am near in uhm the bars. Ah it’s very noisy in the early   
   morning. Ahm.
Interviewer: Where are you near sorry?
Learner:  Ah in ah Sackville. You know the Sackville?
Interviewer: Sackville?
Learner:  Sa- oh yeah Sackville. I am living in here.
Interviewer: Is that a road?
Learner:  Yeah.
Interviewer: Oh.
Learner:  Road road. In Sackville.
Interviewer: Oh okay.
Learner:  Yeah and ahm we near from ah the bar and make the noisy  
   pubs.
Interviewer: Do you mean a hotel? You’re near a bar?
Learner:  Yeah. 

Words Pronunciation feature

place b/p	in	the	consonant	cluster	at	the	beginning	of	the	word;	i:/eɪ

the bars
Function	word	stressed	inappropriately;	z/ð	at	the	beginning	of	the;	
ɔ:/ɑ: also rʒ/z at the end of bars	where	she	uses	a	cluster	rather	
than	the	single	consonant	/z/.

the z/ð	at	the	beginning	of	the	word	

morning ŋk/ŋ	at	the	beginning	of	the	word	

Sackville Added	vowel	in	the	consonant	cluster	(/kv/)	in	the	middle	of	the	
words;	e/ӕ

bar
ɔ:/ɑ:	Pronunciation	of	/r/	at	the	end	of	the	word.	Although	/r/	is	
pronounced	at	the	ends	of	words	in	some	varieties	of	English,	this	
is	not	the	case	in	Australian	English.

pubs p/b	in	the	consonant	cluster	at	the	end	of	the	word
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Name L1 Stress Vowels Consonants Consonant clusters Other features

Mai

Mandarin WORD 
Adds syllables to ends of words 
(see consonants and consonant 
clusters)· Pattern (comfortable)

CONNECTED SPEECH

shiff/chef

men/man

pen/pain

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

w/v in avoid

END 
s/θ in mouth 
/v/ deleted in live 
/l/ deleted in feel 
Vowel added to the end of book

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END 
Clusters reduced in world 
Extra vowel between consonants (past 
tense - worked)

Speaks very slowly

Anna

Thai WORD 
Adds syllable at the beginning 
and in the middle of words (see 
consonant clusters) 
Pattern (cinderella, dictionary) 
Pattern: equal stress on 
syllables in together

CONNECTED SPEECH 
Equal stress across groups of 
words

hope/help BEGINNING 
l/r in read 
d/ð in this

MIDDLE 
d/ð in together 
s/θ  in anything and something

END 
n/l in little and school 
t/ð in with 
p/v in have 
/s/ deleted in house

BEGINNING 
Extra vowel between consonants in spell 
and school.  
Reduced consonant cluster in bring

MIDDLE

Extra vowel between consonants in 
husband. 

END 
Reduced consonant clusters in past 
tense, ask, and help)  
Consonant cluster deleted (old)

Flat intonation pattern

Naima

Arabic WORD 
Pattern (female) 
Adds syllable at the ends of 
words (see consonants) 
Adds syllable in the middle of a 
word (see consonant clusters)

CONNECTED SPEECH 
Function word stressed 
inappropriately

bock/book

ʊ/ɒ in Potter

i:/eɪ in place

bore/bar

e/ӕ in 
Sackville

BEGINNING

s/θ in thing

MIDDLE

s/θ in something

END

ŋk/ŋ in something and morning

rʒ/z in bars

Vowel added after /t/, /k/, and /d/  in about¸ 
book, good.

BEGINNING

bl/pl in place

MIDDLE

Extra vowel between consonants in 
cluster in Sackville

END

ps/bz in pubs

ls/lθ in health
ah’.
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Pronunciation Chart
Name L1 Stress Vowels Consonants Consonant clusters Other features

WORD

CONNECTED SPEECH

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

WORD

CONNECTED SPEECH

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

WORD

CONNECTED SPEECH

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

BEGINNING

MIDDLE

END

ah’.
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Part Three 

Strategies and activities for 
teaching pronunciation

In	Part	2,	we	focussed	on	recognising	the	issues	faced	by	learners	and	identifying	
teaching	goals,	both	for	individual	learners	and	groups	of	learners	in	a	classroom.	
In	Part	3	we	take	a	closer	look	at	how	teachers	can	help	their	learners	develop	
good pronunciation habits both in class and outside by developing a culture of 
pronunciation	learning	in	the	classroom.	The	reflection	points	included	in	this	
part of the book are meant to stimulate thought or discussion, rather than having 
definite	answers.	

In	the	first	chapter	of	Part	3	we	look	at	some	of	the	tricks	of	the	trade	in	teaching	
pronunciation.	As	we	argued	in	Part	1,	we	think	that	pronunciation	is	best	taught	
as	an	integrated	part	of	language	learning	from	the	very	beginning.	To	do	this,	the	
teacher	can	prepare	by	developing	a	battery	of	techniques	that	can	be	used	in	both	
activities	dedicated	specifically	to	pronunciation	practice	and	pronunciation	teaching	
that	happens	incidentally	as	part	of	everyday	classroom	life.	These	can	be	used	
to	focus	on	pronunciation	in	the	course	of	everyday	classroom	work	and	include	
strategies	for	demonstrating	aspects	of	pronunciation	as	well	as	techniques	for	
correction	and	feedback.	

In	Chapters	2	and	3	we	describe	some	activities	that	can	be	used	for	focussed	
pronunciation	work	and	for	integrating	attention	to	pronunciation	into	other	
classroom	activities.	In	Chapter	2	we	suggest	a	range	of	activities	that	can	be	used	
to	focus	attention	on	stress,	and	in	Chapter	3	the	activities	presented	focus	on	
consonants	and	vowels.
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Chapter 1: Preparing for pronunciation

You certainly need to approach it with an expectation of lively interaction, lots of 
laughs, lots of noise, lots of repetition, coming at the same problem from a number 
of different ways.

AMEP Teacher

Individuals	differ	in	how	well	they	can	pick	up	on	the	sounds	and	patterns	
of	a	language	as	an	adult.	Some	will	enjoy	the	challenge	of	learning	a	new	
pronunciation,	while	others	will	find	this	threatening.	Pronunciation	teaching	
therefore	calls	for	sensitivity,	patience	and	a	sense	of	humour,	together	with	faith	in	
the	learners’	ability	to	improve,	however	slowly.	It	is	also	important	that	their	teacher	
has	a	variety	of	ways	in	which	to	increase	learners’	awareness	of	what	it	is	they	
need	to	do	and	how	to	do	it.

As	we	saw	in	Part	1,	Chapter	1,	adult	learners	may	not	be	able	to	‘hear’	different	
features	of	English	pronunciation,	and	may	not	understand	how	particular	features	
are	different	from	those	in	their	first	language.	It	is	therefore	important	that	
teachers	have	ways	of	demonstrating	the	different	features	of	pronunciation,	and	
providing	feedback	to	learners	using	not	only	techniques	that	rely	on	the	ability	
to	listen	carefully,	that	is,	techniques	that	tap	into	the	auditory mode, but also 
techniques	that	tap	into	the	visual and kinaesthetic	modes	as	well.	For	example,	
when	demonstrating	the	stress	pattern	of	a	word,	just	saying	the	word	and	asking	
the	learner	to	repeat	it	may	not	work.	Saying	the	word	and	demonstrating	which	
syllable is stressed by stretching a rubber band as you say the stressed syllable 
would	provide	the	learner	with	visual	information	about	what	it	is	you	want	them	to	
do.	Getting	the	learner	to	say	the	word	while	they stretch the rubber band as they 
say	the	stressed	syllable	would	let	them	feel	what	you	want	them	to	do	by	getting	a	
sense	that	the	stressed	syllable	is	longer	than	the	others.	

As	mentioned	in	Part	1,	Chapter	2,	with	adult	learners	it	is	important	to	take	
an	approach	to	teaching	pronunciation	that	allows	for	sequential	development	
as	follows:

Listening•	
Awareness•	
Control•	
Practice•	
Extension.•	
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Below,	we	explore	some	of	the	different	techniques	that	teachers	might	use	and	
the	modes	they	utilise	as	they	sequence	activities	in	this	way	to	teach	a	particular	
feature	of	pronunciation:	stress	patterns	in	words.	If	some	of	these	techniques	
are	new	to	you,	don’t	worry.	In	the	remainder	of	the	chapter	we	look	at	how	
teachers	can	use	these	and	other	techniques	to	develop	a	culture	of	attention	to	
pronunciation	in	the	classroom.

Area of 
development Technique Mode

Listening
Learners listen	to	some	words.	They	might	discuss	with	
the	teacher	what	stress	is	and	where	it	is	placed	in	the	
different	words	and	then	listen	to	some	more	examples.	

Auditory

Awareness

Teacher uses actions	to	correspond	with	stressed	
syllables	in	words.	For	example,	stretching	a	rubber	band,	
hand	gestures,	punches	in	the	air,	stepping	out.	

Visual

Teacher uses actions with sound	to	correspond	with	
stressed	syllables	in	words.	For	example,	clapping,	clicking	
and	tapping.

Auditory/Visual

Teacher marks stressed syllables	without	the	written	
form.	For	example,	Cuisenaire	rods.	

VisualTeacher marks stressed syllables	in	words	written	
on	the	board	or	in	handouts.	For	example,	underlining,	
drawing	dots	underneath	or	above.

Teacher uses non-meaningful vocalisation to 
demonstrate	stress	pattern.	For	example,	di	da	di	 Auditory

Control

Learners	use	actions	to	show	stressed	syllables	as	they	
say	words.	

Visual/
Kinaesthetic

Learners	use	actions	with	sound	to	show	the	stressed	
syllables	as	they	say	words.	

Auditory/
Visual/

Kinaesthetic
Learners	look	at	marked	stressed	syllables	with	or	without	
the	written	form	as	they	say	words. Visual

Learners	point	to	marked	stressed	syllables	with	or	without	
the	written	form	as	they	say	words.

Visual/
Kinaesthetic

Practice
Learners	practise	using	the	words	in	context.	 
At	first,	stressed	syllables	might	be	marked	or	
accompanied	by	actions	(as	described	above)	but	this	
marking	might	decrease	as	the	learners	progress.	

Auditory/
Visual/

Kinaesthetic
Extension

Learners	use	the	words	in	less	structured	activities	in	
which	they	must	also	focus	on	other	aspects	of	language,	
such	as	dialogue	or	role	play.	The	teacher	might	utilise	
various modes to provide feedback for the learners if 
they	have	difficulty	with	stress	patterns	in	particular	
words.	The	learners	might	also	utilise	various	modes	to	
reinforce the stress patterns for themselves as they say 
particular	words.	

1. Which of these techniques do you use/have you seen used? Are all of them 
suitable for use with all levels of learners? Pick one that you do not use and consider 
how it could be used in a class that you currently teach. 
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Highlighting and practising stress patterns 
Learners	need	to	know	the	stress	pattern	for	every	new	word.	While	there	are	
inevitably	a	few	exceptions,	whenever	a	class	meets	a	new	word	or	an	unfamiliar	
word	comes	up	in	class	it	should	be	practised	along	with	its	stress	pattern,	and	
this	should	be	done	orally,	NOT	by	reading	silently	from	the	board	or	a	workbook!	
Teachers	therefore	need	a	way	of	highlighting	where	the	strong	stresses	are,	both	
as	they	are	speaking	and	teaching	spoken	language,	and	as	they	are	dealing	with	
written	language	on	the	board	or	in	workbooks.	

Highlighting stress in spoken language
There	is	a	variety	of	ways	in	which	teachers	can	show	where	the	strong	stresses	
are	in	the	spoken	language	they	are	modelling.	By	clapping,	clicking,	stamping	or	
punching the air on the stressed syllables, they can help learners to both hear and 
see	which	syllables	are	stressed.	Learners	can	then	click,	clap	or	stamp	as	they	try	
a	new	word	or	the	stress	pattern	of	an	utterance	as	a	reminder	to	themselves.		

Cuisenaire	rods	can	be	very	useful	to	increase	learners’	awareness	of	how	stress	
is	used	by	representing	it	visually.	These	are	small	rods	(or	coloured	paper	cut	into	
the	shape	of	rods)	in	different	colours	and	sizes	often	used	to	teach	mathematics	
in	primary	school.	Larger	rods	of	one	colour	can	be	used	to	represent	stressed	
syllables,	and	shorter	ones	of	another	to	represent	unstressed	syllables.	The	rods	
can	be	used	to	provide	a	visual	reinforcement	of	the	stress	pattern	which	can	help	
learners	link	the	pattern	they	see	with	the	stress	pattern	of	a	word	or	phrase.	After	
the	teacher	has	demonstrated	how	this	matching	is	done,	learners	can	have	the	
rods	in	front	of	them	all	the	time	and	use	them	to	reinforce	stress	patterns	of	words,	
phrases,	and	even	longer	sentences.	For	example,	the	word	beautiful	would	be	
represented as:  

The phrase good morning	would	be	represented	as:
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There	are	also	some	ways	of	highlighting	stress	that	allow	the	learners	to	‘feel’	
which	syllables	are	stressed.	Stretching	a	rubber	band	as	described	above	is	one	
way.	Another	is	to	get	them	to	‘walk	out’	a	word	or	an	utterance.	They	should	take	
big	steps	on	stressed	syllables	and	very	tiny	ones	on	unstressed	syllables.	(See	
Chapter	2	in	this	section	for	further	activities	using	these	techniques).

Marking stress in written language 
Once	the	teacher	is	ready	to	put	a	new	word	or	phrase	on	the	board	–	usually	only	
after	the	class	or	individual	has	heard	it	and	practised	saying	it	several	times	–	
then	a	system	for	marking	stress	is	essential.	We	discussed	this	briefly	in	Part	2,	
Chapter	1.	Some	teachers	use	big	dots	for	stressed	syllables	and	small	dots	for	
unstressed	syllables	in	a	single	word.	Words	with	different	stress	patterns	can	then	
be	represented	by	different	patterns	of	larger	and	smaller	dots.	One	set	of	dots	is	
plenty	for	the	teaching	of	word	stress,	although	larger	and	smaller	dots	are	useful	
for	marking	unstressed	syllables	within	a	sentence,	as	we	shall	see	in	the	activities	
described	in	the	following	chapters.

Once	learners	are	familiar	with	how	you	highlight	stress,	there	is	a	range	of	
matching	activities	that	they	can	try	out.	For	example,	the	teacher	can	clap	out	a	
stress	pattern	and	learners	can	match	the	pattern	they	hear	with	the	right	word	
or	phrase	from	a	list	on	the	board.	Once	they	have	got	the	hang	of	this	activity,	
they	can	do	it	in	pairs	or	groups.	One	learner	does	the	clapping	while	the	other(s)	
matches	the	pattern	to	the	right	word.	With	a	little	preparation,	you	can	do	this	as	a	
kind	of	bingo	or	card	game.	

2: Once your learners are familiar with your system for marking stress, what other 
kinds of games or activities can you think of which will encourage them to think 
about stress in words, phrases and connected speech and match the patterns 
to the words? (See Chapter 2 in this section and also Hancock, 1995 for some 
more ideas.)

Highlighting sounds 

Hand gestures
These	can	be	used	to	reinforce	characteristics	of	certain	sounds.	For	example,	
some	learners	find	it	helpful	to	be	able	to	analyse	how	a	sound	is	made,	or	to	see	
how	it	may	be	different	from	a	similar	sound	in	their	own	language.	A	good	example	
of	where	hand	gestures	can	be	useful	is	practising	the	difference	between	/l/	and	
/r/.	After	learners	have	listened	to	these	sounds	in	context	and	in	isolation,	they	may	
find	it	helpful	to	be	shown	that	a	crucial	difference	between	these	two	in	English	
is that the tongue curls back and does not actually touch the roof of the mouth for 
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/r/,	but	does	touch	it	for	/l/.	You	can	highlight	this	characteristic	of	these	sounds	
by	using	hand	gestures	to	represent	the	position	of	the	tongue,	as	shown	in	the	
following	photos.

 

 
Similarly,	if	a	learner	is	having	difficulty	distinguishing	between	/n/	and	/l/	(so	
night might sound like light	and	vice	versa)	the	difference	between	them	can	be	
highlighted	by	placing	your	fingers	on	your	nose	for	/n/	and	taking	them	away	for	
/l/,	to	demonstrate	that	the	air	goes	into	the	nose	for	/n/	but	does	not	for	/l/.	Also,	
if	learners	place	their	fingers	on	their	nose	they	should	also	be	able	to	feel the 
difference	between	the	two	sounds	because	there	should	be	some	vibration	with	/n/	
but	none	with	/l/.

Teachers	can	devise	their	own	gestures,	or	use	systems	such	as	Cued	Articulation	
or	Cued	Vowels	(Passy,	1990a	and	1990b).	These	systems	of	gestures	were	
designed	to	reflect	where	a	sound	is	made	and	how	it	is	made.	For	example,	for	
/p/	the	thumb	and	index	finger	are	held	together	next	to	the	mouth	and	as	the	lips	
separate	to	make	the	sound,	the	fingers	separate	to	simulate	the	air	being	released.	
In	contrast,	for	/f/	the	index	finger	is	positioned	horizontally	just	below	the	bottom	lip.	
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As	the	sound	is	made,	the	finger	stays	in	the	same	horizontal	position	but	is	moved	
steadily	downwards	and	forwards	to	simulate	the	continuous	air	flow.	

Hand	gestures	can	also	be	used	to	signify	the	length	of	a	vowel	and	these	can	be	
reinforced	by	also	stretching	a	rubber	band.	

Using phonemic symbols 
While	some	learners	might	find	the	symbols	used	on	the	phonemic	chart	confusing	
(see	Part	2,	Chapter	2),	in	general,	adults	adapt	very	well	to	the	idea	that	a	
particular symbol represents a sound that is only very unreliably represented in our 
spelling	system.	The	vowel	schwa	(/ǝ/)	is	a	good	example	of	this	because	it	can	be	
represented	in	spelling	by	so	many	different	letters.	If	the	idea	is	carefully	illustrated	
and	explained,	it	is	no	more	confusing	to	use	a	symbol	to	help	with	some	English	
sounds	than	it	is	to	rely	on	our	spelling	system.	It	also	helps	when	learners	want	to	
look	up	how	to	pronounce	different	words	in	a	pronunciation	dictionary.	

A	chart	that	can	be	useful	in	the	classroom	has	been	developed	by	Adrian	Underhill	
(see	Underhill,	2005)	and	is	included	in	the	AMEP	fact	sheet	What is pronunciation? 
An	interactive	version	of	this	chart	is	also	available	on	the	web	(see	pages	143	&	
144	for	links	to	these	resources).

Practising sounds in connected speech 

Drills 
Drills	went	out	of	fashion	with	audiolingualism	because	they	became	associated	
with	mindless	and	repetitive	approaches	to	teaching.	However,	drills	definitely	do	
not	have	to	be	mindless,	and	they	can	offer	a	welcome	opportunity	for	learners	
to	get	their	tongues	around	new	language	without	the	extra	strain	of	trying	to	
communicate.	Most	learners	love	them,	as	long	as	they	are	done	confidently	and	
are	not	used	as	a	substitute	for	communicative	speaking	practice.	Choral	drills,	
in	which	the	whole	class	repeats	a	clear	model	from	the	teacher,	are	useful	for	
anonymous	practice.	Individual	drills,	in	which	the	teacher	selects	a	student	to	
repeat	the	item	individually	after	it	has	been	practised	in	unison,	allows	the	teacher	
to	assess	individual	progress.	Remember that new learners need the opportunity to 
say new items of vocabulary!

3: Do you ever use drills in your class? Why/why not? Do you think learners like them? 
What benefits/problems do you see to the use of drills? How could you build a drill that 
did not rely simply on repetition? (See Chapter 3 in this section for some more ideas.) 
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Backchaining
A	useful	way	of	helping	learners	understand	how	sounds	work	together	in	
connected	speech	is	the	technique	of	backchaining.	This	is	a	way	of	encouraging	
learners	to	really	listen	to	the	way	we	run	words	together	when	we	speak	rather	
than	focussing	on	individual	words	said	as	if	in	isolation.	To	do	this,	a	teacher	can	
conduct a mini drill, but starting at the end or in the middle of the utterance rather 
than	at	the	beginning	so	that	the	learners	concentrate	on	how	it	sounds	rather	than	
on	the	individual	words	that	it	is	made	up	of.	

For	example,	take	the	following	utterance:

 She couldn’t have it

When	we	say	this	in	connected	speech,	we	run	words	together	so	that	we	end	up	
with	a	series	of	syllables	that	is	something	like:

 shi kun tav it

To	help	learners	focus	on	how	this	happens	and	to	release	them	from	the	pressure	
of	thinking	about	the	individual	words	as	they	are	written	down,	a	teacher	can	drill	
this	phrase	starting	at	the	end	and	gradually	building	up	towards	the	beginning.	This	
would	give	a	sequence	that	would	run:

 vit 
 tavit 
 kuntavit 
 shikuntavit

Once	you	are	used	to	this	technique,	it	is	useful	to	start	on	the	stressed	syllable,	
which	would	give	a	sequence	something	like:

 tav 
 tavit 
 kuntavit 
 shikuntavit

Correcting and giving feedback to adults 
There	is	no	clear	answer	to	the	question	of	when	to	correct	and	give	feedback	on	
pronunciation,	because	people	and	contexts	vary.	In	general,	it	pays	to	be	very	
supportive	and	encouraging,	but	also	to	give	learners	feedback	on	what	they	could	
do	to	improve	their	pronunciation.	This	is	not	something	that	the	general	public	feels	
able	–	or	qualified	–	to	do.	If	the	teacher	doesn’t	do	it,	then	who	will?	 
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Research	indicates	that	learners	really	want	to	improve	their	pronunciation,	but	that	
they	often	feel	they	do	not	get	enough	feedback	from	the	teacher.

This	might	be	because	even	experienced	teachers	sometimes	feel	reluctant	to	
correct	a	learner’s	pronunciation.	They	can	feel	embarrassed	about	correcting	the	
pronunciation	of	another	adult,	even	when	they	are	quite	prepared	to	comment	on	
other	aspects	of	their	language	such	as	vocabulary	or	grammar.	Somehow,	it	seems	
more	personal	to	correct	someone’s	pronunciation.	However,	this	sensitivity	is	
often	misplaced.	While	there	are	certainly	times	when	it	would	not	be	appropriate	to	
provide	feedback	on	an	individual’s	pronunciation	(eg,	in	the	middle	of	a	long	turn	or	
when	they	are	lacking	in	confidence),	there	are	ways	of	providing	selective	feedback	
that	are	positive.	Learners	generally	welcome	such	feedback	as	evidence	that	the	
teacher	really	cares	about	them	and	their	progress	in	English.		

Of	course,	correction	of	any	kind	needs	to	be	targeted,	sensitive	and	constructive.	
Learners	are	–	by	definition	–	not	going	to	know	everything	or	get	everything	right,	
and	we	do	want	them	to	have	a	go	and	take	risks	with	their	speaking.	So	we	need	
to	find	ways	of	offering	them	feedback	on	their	performance	without	destroying	their	
confidence	or	interrupting	their	flow	too	much.	

In	judging	what,	when	and	where	to	correct,	it	is	useful	to	think	of	feedback	in	three	
different	ways:

immediate•  
delayed•  
targeted•  

There	are	times	when	a	learner	is	struggling	or	trying	something	out.	At	these	times	
they	may	appreciate	feedback	immediately.	There	are	other	times,	however,	when	
it	is	better	to	delay	this	feedback	until	later.	For	example,	there	are	times	when	we	
don’t	want	to	interrupt	the	flow	of	their	speech,	or	embarrass	them	in	front	of	others.	
There	are	also	times	when	you	might	not	want	to	interrupt	the	flow	of	a	lesson	that	
is	focusing	on	something	else.	If	this	is	the	case,	you	might	make	a	note	of	the	
difficulties	different	class	members	might	be	having	during	the	course	of	the	lesson	
and	bring	them	to	the	attention	of	the	whole	group	at	the	end,	perhaps	with	some	
group	practice	to	reinforce	the	correct	pronunciation.	

Feedback	is	often	more	useful	when	it	is	targeted,	that	is,	if	it	relates	to	specific	
goals	that	you	or	the	learner	have	at	that	time.	For	example,	it	is	more	useful	
to correct something that is the focus of this particular lesson or that you have 
already covered in class, rather than correcting different features randomly and 
inconsistently.	It	is	important	that	this	targeted	feedback	lets	the	learner	know	
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exactly	what	it	is	they	need	to	change.	This	is	where	it’s	useful	to	have	a	way	of	
talking	about	pronunciation.	It	helps,	for	example,	if	you	can	give	specific	advice	
along the lines of: You’ve got the stress right, but the sound right at the beginning 
needs to change a bit.	

It	is	also	important	to	speak	to	your	learners	about	how	and	why	you	are	going	to	
give	them	feedback	on	their	pronunciation	and	explain	that	it	is	a	crucial	part	of	
learning.	If	it	is	understood	that	this	is	part	of	regular	classroom	activities	it	will	be	
accepted	as	positive	and	welcome	rather	than	being	seen	as	negative	criticism.	

4: Think about some learners you are familiar with. Are there some who would 
respond better to delayed feedback rather than immediate feedback? Why do you 
say this?

Cueing rather than correcting
In all kinds of learning it is often better to alert someone to the fact that they have 
not	got	something	quite	right	and	guide	them	to	correct	themselves	rather	than	to	
do	it	for	them.	This	is	because	if	you	simply	give	someone	the	correct	version,	they	
do	not	have	to	think	very	hard	to	make	the	correction.	If	you	cue	them	to	the	fact	
that	there	is	something	not	quite	right,	then	they	have	to	think	about	what	they	have	
been	doing	themselves,	at	least	at	some	level,	and	find	their	own	solution	to	the	
problem.	If	the	cues	are	non-verbal,	it	also	avoids	the	impression	that	the	teacher	is	
constantly	barking	commands	and	interrupting	the	flow.	

Hand	signals	or	some	other	gesture	or	expression	are	useful	ways	of	indicating	that	
there	is	a	problem	without	robbing	learners	of	the	opportunity	to	fix	it	for	themselves.	
It is therefore handy to have a repertoire of different signals that indicate the nature 
of	the	difficulty	that	the	learner	is	experiencing.	Of	course,	learners	have	to	be	
introduced	to	what	they	mean	in	context.	

Some	of	the	gestures	that	teachers	use	are	listed	below.

Cues What is being signalled

Punch in the air A	stress	difficulty

Fingers	closing	together	(hand	open,	fingers	
spread	and	then	brought	together) Final consonant absent

Hand	and	arm	waved	up	or	down Intonation

‘Thoth’	–	a	small	frill-necked	lizard	squeezy	toy	
with	a	tongue	that	pokes	out	when	pressed

A reminder to put the tongue 
between	the	teeth	to	say	/θ/

A	big	‘S’	or	‘Z’	on	the	board A	reminder	to	say	word-final	
plurals	or	verb	+	‘s’
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You	can	invent	your	own	gestures	for	pronunciation	features	that	you	want	a	
particular	individual	or	class	to	focus	on.	A	class	will	soon	get	used	to	whichever	
signals	you	want	to	use.	For	more	approaches	to	correcting	and	giving	feedback	
see	Underhill	(2005),	pages	132-144.

Summary of reflection points
The	reflection	points	included	in	this	chapter	are	meant	to	stimulate	thought	or	
discussion	on	personal	experiences	in	the	classroom,	so	no	guides	for	answers	
are	included.

Which	of	these	techniques	do	you	use/have	you	seen	used?	Are	all	of	them	1.	
suitable	for	use	with	all	levels	of	learners?	Pick	one	that	you	do	not	use	and	
consider	how	it	could	be	used	in	a	class	that	you	currently	teach.	

Once	your	learners	are	familiar	with	your	system	for	marking	stress,	what	other	2.	
kinds	of	games	or	activities	can	you	think	of	which	will	encourage	them	to	think	
about	stress	in	words,	phrases	and	connected	speech	and	match	the	patterns	
to	the	words.	(See	Chapter	2	in	this	section	and	also	Hancock,	1995	for	some	
more	ideas.)

Do	you	ever	use	drills	in	your	class?	Why/why	not?	Do	you	think	learners	like	 3.	
them?	What	benefits/problems	do	you	see	to	the	use	of	drills?	How	could	you	
build	a	drill	that	did	not	rely	simply	on	repetition?		(See	Chapter	3	in	this	section	
for	some	more	ideas.)	

Think	about	some	learners	you	are	familiar	with.	Are	there	some	who	would	4.	
respond	better	to	delayed	feedback	rather	than	immediate	feedback?	Why	do	
you	say	this?
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Chapter 2: Strategies for stress 

I like the fact that when learners are ‘doing’ pronunciation, they’re being active. They 
can’t be disengaged.

AMEP Teacher

In	this	chapter	we	describe	a	number	of	activities	that	can	be	used	to	help	learners	
to	focus	on	how	stress	works	in	English.	Because	our	aim	is	to	develop	good	
pronunciation	skills	that	they	will	use	both	inside	and	outside	the	classroom,	
learners	will	need	both	activities	that	develop	awareness	and	control	of	stress,	as	
well	as	activities	that	encourage	them	to	practise	and	use	it	spontaneously	when	
they	speak.	Most	importantly,	work	on	pronunciation	should	be	fun.	A	bored	learner	
is	less	likely	to	engage	and	an	anxious	learner	will	be	tongue-tied.

Below	is	a	summary	of	the	activities	for	introducing	and	practising	stress	we	
describe	in	this	chapter.	These	have	been	tried	out	and	recommended	by	
experienced	teachers.	 

Activities
1. Introducing stress in words 
    and short phrases Names/suburbs

2. Practising stress in words 
    and short phrases

Matching games 
Stepping	stones

3. Introducing stress in  
    connected speech

Phones	with	bad	reception 
The	squeeze

4. Practising stress in  
    connected speech

Stepping	out 
Jazz	chants	 
I	went	shopping	and	I	bought 
Train to Melbourne

5. Introducing and practising  
    stress to change meaning You can carry my bag, but…

 
These	activities	have	been	selected	as	an	illustration	of	how	you	can	introduce	and	
then	practise	different	aspects	of	stress	in	a	way	that	is	both	entertaining	and	useful.	
In	line	with	the	approach	to	the	teaching	of	pronunciation	discussed	in	Part	1,	
Chapter	2,	the	activities	offer	learners	the	opportunity	to:

Listen carefully to

} Stress
Develop	their	awareness	of

Develop their ability to control
Practise

Extend	their	use	of		
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We	start	by	describing	activities	that	can	help	to	develop	awareness	of	stress	and	a	
control	over	how	it	is	done	in	English.	We	then	offer	some	ideas	on	how	stress	can	
be	practised	and	how	to	extend	this	beyond	the	initial	activity	in	ways	that	integrate	
attention	to	stress	into	regular	classroom	activities.	

1. Introducing stress in words and short phrases 

Names/suburbs 
This activity introduces the concept of stress to beginner learners and helps them 
develop	their	awareness	of	and	practice	in	a	controlled	way	a	very	important	area	of	
language: their own name and the name of the place where they live. 

If	your	students	are	not	familiar	with	the	concept	of	stress,	then	your	own	name	and	
the	name	of	the	area	in	which	you	teach	are	good	places	to	start.	You	can	start	
by	asking	your	class	to	listen	to	you	clapping	a	couple	of	word	stress	patterns	and	
asking	the	class	to	say	which	is	right.	For	example,	you	might	clap	the	two	following	
patterns,	and	ask	which	one	fits	with	your	name	(Jacky).

 l l   or  l l 

Invite	them	to	clap	the	right	pattern	(the	first	one)	several	times	with	you.	Try	another	
teacher’s	name	or	the	name	of	the	place	where	you	teach.	For	some	classes,	you	
may	also	need	to	introduce	the	concept	of	a	syllable,	too.	Most	learners	get	the	
idea	of	what	a	stressed	syllable	is	quite	easily,	even	if	they	do	it	differently	in	their	
language.	At	this	point	you	could	also	introduce	Cuisenaire	rods	to	reinforce	the	
stress	pattern	visually	(see	Part	3,	Chapter	1).	You	may	also	like	to	put	the	words	
you	have	covered	so	far	on	the	board,	together	with	the	marking	for	stress	that	you	
intend	to	use.	Your	class	will	now	be	familiar	with	the	marking	you	use	for	stress	
both	for	the	teaching	of	speaking	(for	example,	clapping	and	or	gestures)	and	writing	
(for	example,	dots).

Once	everyone	is	comfortable	with	the	concept	and	the	activity,	you	can	find	out	
the	name	of	the	suburb	where	each	lives	and	try	the	same	activity.	You	can	provide	
the stress patterns relevant to each suburb, clap them out and have the class match 
the	pattern	to	the	suburb.	Be	sure	that	you	allow	the	learners	plenty	of	time	to	
repeat	the	suburb	with	the	appropriate	pattern	before	you	put	the	actual	name	of	the	
suburb	on	the	board.

1: Do you think learners in your classroom would be frustrated that they can’t see the 
name of their suburb written down straight away? Why delay putting the name on 
the board in this way?
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It	is	very	useful	at	some	point	here	to	consider	not	only	what	stressed	syllables	
sound	like,	but	also	what	unstressed	syllables	sound	like	and	to	introduce	the	sound	
schwa	/ə/.	This	is	because	it	is	often	the	pronunciation	of	unstressed	syllables	
that	causes	learners	the	most	difficulty	rather	than	the	pronunciation	of	stressed	
syllables.	This	is	particularly	the	case	for	learners	who	have	already	studied	English	
before	in	contexts	where	the	written	word	and	how	to	write,	were	the	focus	of	
instruction	rather	than	how	to	speak.	Once	you	have	introduced	this	sound,	you	can	
ask	learners	to	go	‘schwa	spotting’,	that	is,	to	identify	all	the	schwas	in	the	words	
they	have	been	practising.

Once	you	have	done	this	kind	of	activity	with	suburbs,	you	can	do	a	similar	one	
using	the	names	of	people	in	the	class.	Although	it	might	seem	logical	to	use	the	
names	of	class	members	as	the	first	way	to	introduce	the	concept	of	stress,	it	can	
sometimes	be	misleading.	This	is	because	stress	is	not	necessarily	said	in	the	
same	way	in	every	language,	and	names	that	come	from	different	languages	may	
therefore	not	illustrate	very	well	how	stress	actually	works	in	English.	Of	course,	
the learners will	need	to	be	able	to	say	their	name	in	a	way	that	English-speakers	
can	understand,	so	a	useful	next	step	would	be	to	extend	the	activity	from	suburbs	
to	names.	Be	careful,	however,	to	help	them	practise	their	name	in	a	way	that	is	
intelligible	in	English.	

If	your	learners	are	now	very	comfortable	with	the	concept,	you	can	ask	them	to	
form	pairs	or	small	groups	and	work	out	the	stress	patterns	for	themselves.	You	can	
then	organise	a	kind	of	game	activity	in	which	a	pair	or	group	claps	a	pattern,	and	
the	rest	of	the	class	guesses	which	name	it	is.	For	those	learners	who	like	to	work	
in a visual mode, you can put the patterns on the board and ask them to match the 
patterns	of	dots	with	the	suburb	names	they	hear.	You	might	like	to	combine	this	
activity	with	some	sort	of	map	activity.

Extension: You	can	then	get	learners	to	practise	what	they	have	learned	in	a	
controlled	way	and	put	the	words	into	simple	utterances.	One	fun	activity	makes	
use	of	a	cushion	or	soft	ball.	The	class	should	sit	in	a	circle	and	throw	the	cushion	
around	to	each	other.	The	person	who	receives	the	cushion	must	tell	the	class	
their	name	and	where	they	live.	(I’m ___________ . I live in ___________).	This	
could	be	extended	in	a	number	of	ways:	you	can	ask	them	for	different	or	longer	
responses	or	to	add	some	fact	about	their	lives	etc.

It can also serve as a useful prelude to practising an introduction dialogue or to 
personal	information	form-filling	activities.	
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2. Practising stress in words and short phrases 

Matching games 
Once	your	class	is	familiar	with	how	you	mark	stress	using	dots	and	claps,	there	
are a number of activities and games that you can organise to help them become 
familiar	with	the	stress	patterns	of	words	or	short	phrases	in	ways	that	combine	
auditory,	visual	and	kinaesthetic	modes	of	practice.	Some	good	examples	can	be	
found	in	Hancock	(1995).	

For	example,	you	can	ask	students	to	match	the	stress	pattern	they	hear	(or	see)	to	
the	phrase	or	word	that	you	say,	and	you	can	choose	some	common	phrases	that	
are	usually	said	as	a	chunk,	such	as	those	below.	

I’ve finished
I’d love to

l l l

Don’t worry
Keep quiet l l l

See you later
Come and see us l l l l

Don’t forget!
Yes, of course! l l l

It’s possible l l l l

It’s not allowed l l l l

As	with	the	suburbs	activity	described	above,	learners	can	match	the	phrase	to	the	
pattern	clapped	out	by	the	teacher,	or	they	can	do	this	in	groups,	with	one	student	
doing	the	clapping	and	the	others	matching	the	pattern	to	the	words.	Remember	to	
get students to practise these activities for as long as possible before you get them 
to	read	the	phrases.	In	pairs,	they	can	sort	a	series	of	words/phrases	into	the	right	
pattern,	and	then	‘test’	their	answers	by	trying	to	say	the	words/phrases	with	the	
correct	stress	pattern	while	other	groups	check	their	answers.	

Extension:	It	can	be	useful	to	make	a	set	of	cards	with	a	phrase	or	a	stress	pattern	
on	each.	These	can	be	used	as	the	basis	of	a	variety	of	matching	games,	including	
the	old	favourite	‘Snap’.	Vocabulary-building	activities	(for	example,	matching	goods	
to	the	shops	where	they	can	be	bought)	can	also	have	an	added	‘match	the	stress	
pattern’	activity	added	to	them.
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Stepping stones
This	activity	is	based	on	an	activity	in	Hancock	(1995:	22–23)	and	combines	
auditory	and	visual	modes	of	learning.	It	uses	a	photocopiable	sheet	showing	a	
river.	The	aim	of	the	activity	is	to	cross	the	river	using	stepping	stones	but	to	do	so,	
we	may	only	step	on	certain	stones.	On	each	stone	there	is	a	word.	In	the	published	
version,	the	stones	the	students	are	allowed	to	‘step’	on	are	those	bearing	words	
with	the	stress	on	the	first	syllable.	So,	in	order	to	get	across	the	river,	learners	have	
to	decide	what	the	stress	pattern	of	a	word	is	and	whether	they	can	step	on	that	
stone	or	not.	

The	activity	can	be	done	in	pairs	(with	only	one	pencil!)	so	that	learners	have	to	
actually	say	the	word	out	loud	to	each	other	as	they	discuss	the	best	way	across	the	
river.	Once	most	people	are	across	the	river,	the	teacher	can	pick	a	pair	of	learners	
or	a	series	of	pairs	to	say	the	words	on	the	stones	they	have	used	to	get	across.	In	
this	way,	the	class	can	have	further	spoken	and	listening	stress	practice	and	check	
their	own	answers	with	the	teacher’s	support.		

Extension: The real strength of this activity is that this idea can be adapted to 
suit	any	class	at	any	point.	It	could	be	particularly	useful	for	revising	vocabulary	
encountered	in	a	particular	week	or	topic.	You	can	make	your	own	river	with	
stepping	stones	based	on	the	published	version	by	putting	your	own	words	on	the	
stones	and	making	up	your	own	rules	for	crossing	the	river	–	for	example,	‘You	can	
only	step	on	stones	which	have	words	with	the	stress	on	the	second	syllable/middle	
syllable’.	You	can	therefore	revise	vocabulary	and	practise	stress	at	the	same	time.	
The	activity	can	be	extended	in	a	number	of	ways	–	for	example,	by	asking	students	
to	tell	a	story	using	the	words	they	have	‘stepped	on’,	and	so	on.

3. Introducing stress in connected speech 

Phones with bad reception 
Once	learners	are	familiar	with	the	concept	of	word	stress,	you	can	introduce	stress	
in	connected	speech.	As	discussed,	we	cannot	necessarily	assume	that	learners	
will	be	familiar	with	the	role	of	stress	in	highlighting	words	that	are	more	important	
for	our	meaning	and	reducing	those	that	are	less	important.	So,	most	learners	will	
usually	need	some	specific	focus	on	sentence	stress,	particularly	if	they	come	from	
a	language	background	with	very	different	L1	sentence	stress	patterns.	The	basic	
concept	they	need	to	grasp	is	that	those	words	that	are	important	will	carry	stress,	
while	relatively	unimportant	words	will	be	unstressed.	

One	way	of	introducing	this	phenomenon	is	through	the	idea	of	what	we	do	when	
we	communicate	in	noisy	or	difficult	circumstances,	for	example	when	the	phone	
line	is	bad	or	our	mobile	signal	is	breaking	up.	Take	a	simple	utterance	like:
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 I’m arriving at the airport at seven on Saturday. 

Ask	the	class	what	we	would	say	over	a	bad	phone	connection	if	we	wanted	to	
be	sure	that	the	important	things	in	our	message	were	understood	and	there	was 
somebody	there	to	meet	us.	They	should	come	up	with	the	following	suggestions:

arriving airport seven Saturday

l l l l

Here	you	can	highlight	the	fact	that	it	is	the	stressed	syllables	in	the	important	words	
that	are	stressed.	You	can	then	ask	them	what	syllables	would	not	be	stressed.	You	
should	get	the	following	suggestions:

 I’m/ arr/ _ ving/ at/ the/ _ port/ at/ _ ven/ on/ _ tur/ day

Extension: The class can then practise this message and invent others for each 
other.	Some	of	the	techniques	for	focussing	on	stress	discussed	in	the	previous	
chapter such as Cuisenaire rods, coloured cards, clapping and stamping, dots on 
the	board	etc.	can	be	used	to	help	them	focus	on	the	words	that	would	carry	stress	
in	ways	that	are	visual	and	kinaesthetic	as	well	as	auditory.	

The squeeze 
Once	learners	have	been	introduced	to	word	stress	and	sentence	stress,	and	have	
grasped the concepts of stressed and unstressed syllables and words, the	following	
activity	(adapted	from	Zawadski,	1994)	is	useful	to	emphasise	the	way	unstressed	
words	get	squeezed	together.	

Get	four	students	to	stand	in	front	of	the	class	and	hand	each	a	card	with	one	of	
the	following	words:	Kim cooked fried rice.	The	four	students	have	to	arrange	
themselves	so	that	the	sentence	has	meaning.	Elicit	the	stress	pattern	of	the	
utterance, ie: 

 l l l l

 
Practise	the	utterance	with	the	right	pattern,	and	then	get	two	more	students	to	
come	out	to	the	front	and	give	them	two	more	cards	with	one	of	the	following	words: 
me some.	The	students	must	work	out	where	they	can	insert	themselves	in	the	line	
so that the utterance still makes sense, that is:

 Kim cooked me some fried rice.
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Elicit	which	words	are	stressed and	which	are unstressed, that is: 

 l l l l l l

 
You	should	get	them	to	say	why	their	words	are	stressed	or	unstressed,	and	might	
like	to	discuss	any	possible	alternatives	if	they	come	up.	(For	example,	it	may	be	
possible	to	stress	‘me’	if	the	speaker	wanted	to	imply	that	the	fried	rice	was	not	
for	everyone).	In	order	to	demonstrate	how	the	unstressed	words	are	squeezed	
together	and	said	quickly,	you	can	get	the	two	people	holding	‘me’	and	‘some’ to 
squeeze	together	physically.	Practise	the	utterance	with	correct	rhythm.

Repeat	the	activity	with	another	group	of	learners	and	another	set	of	cards	with	
the	words: 

 Tea or coffee?	( l l l l ?)

 
Then	add	‘Do you want a’:

 Do you want a tea or coffee? 

Then	add	‘a cup of’,	so	that	you	end	up	with	a	line	of	learners	holding	cards	in	
order of:

 Do you want a cup of tea or coffee?

Do	further	examples	with:

 sugar?/some sugar?/would you like some sugar?

Extension:	This	activity	can	be	practised	with	a	whole	range	of	pre-prepared	short	
utterances	or	learners	can	make	up	their	own.	They	can	even	practise	utterances	
they	need	to	use	outside	the	classroom,	so	when	they	do	use	them	in	the	future	
there	will	be	a	reminder	of	what	they	learned	about	their	stress	patterns.		It	can	be	
used	with	any	language	that	you	are	practising	in	class	and	so	can	be	added	to	any	
lesson	or	used	as	a	warm-up	to	revise	what	has	been	covered	before.
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4. Practising stress in connected speech 

Stepping out 
The	technique	of	stepping	out	the	rhythm	of	an	utterance	is	a	useful	fun	way	to	
increase	learners’	awareness	and	give	them	practice	in	deciding	which	words	
should	be	stressed.	It	can	be	used	with	any	utterance.	It	helps	them	develop	a	
sense	of	rhythm	in	English	while	using	movement	and	the	whole	body.

Take	any	utterance,	or	get	learners	to	choose	one	(the	longer	the	utterance,	the	
more	challenging	the	activity).	In	small	groups	of	three	to	five,	get	them	to	work	out	
where	the	major	stresses	would	be,	for	example:

 

I’d love to come to the party but I’m working on Sunday
l l l l l l ll l l  l l l l l

As	well	as	working	out	where	the	stresses	should	be,	they	should	also	work	out	
which	words	are	not	stressed	and	how	to	say	them.	Learners	then	hold	hands	in	
their	groups	and	‘step	out’	the	utterance	–	that	is,	they	walk	forward	as	they	say	it.	
However,	they	are	only	allowed	to	take	a	step	on	a	stressed	syllable	–	that	is,	as	
they	say	‘love’,	‘come’,	‘part’,	‘work’	and	‘Sun’	in	the	above	example.	So	in	the	above	
example	they	would	usually	take	a	step	only	on	the	following	syllables:

 love come part work Sun

This	activity	can	be	a	lot	of	fun	as	the	group	learns	to	say	unstressed	words	quickly	
as	they	stand	on	one	leg	together	between	steps!	

Extension:	This	activity	can	be	used	with	any	language	that	you	are	practising	in	
class	and	so	can	be	added	to	any	lesson	or	used	as	a	warm-up	to	revise	what	has	
been	covered	before.

Jazz chants 
Jazz	chants,	a	kind	of	rhythmic	spoken	chant	that	can	be	done	with	the	class	in	
unison	(see	books	by	Graham	in	references	and	bibliography)	are	popular	with	
learners.	They	like	doing	them,	and	although	they	are	not	natural	speech,	they	
are useful for helping learners to build on their sense of rhythm to develop their 
awareness	and	to	practise	the	rhythms	of	English.	

Extension:	The	basic	idea	of	the	jazz	chant	can	also	be	extended	to	include	
everyday	language,	as	in	the	example	below:
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I’ve	got	a	new	watch l l l l l
So	have	I l l l
And	I’ve	got	a	new	house l l l l l l
So	have	I l l l
But I’ve lost all my money l l l l l l l
What	a	pity! l l l l

So	you	can	make	them	up	with	any	of	the	languages	that	you	are	currently	covering	
in	class	and	fit	them	into	any	theme.	For	younger	adults,	you	may	also	like	to	
try	out	rap	or	other	rhythmic	music,	(carefully	selected)	as	it	can	be	a	motivating	
way	to	help	them	develop	a	sense	of	rhythm	in	English.	Be	careful	though,	
because	in	some	rap	music,	the	stress	is	put	on	the	wrong	syllable	to	fit	with	the	
rhythm	of	the	music	(but	you	might	be	able	to	make	use	of	these	differences	as	a	
teaching	activity).	

I went shopping and I bought… 
As	noted	above,	learners	often	have	more	difficulty	with	unstressed	syllables	than	
with	the	stressed	ones.	Unstressed	syllables	can	be	very	tricky	to	focus	on	as	they	
are	not	salient	–	because	they	are	not	stressed,	and	as	soon	as	you	start	to	focus	
on	them	you	tend	to	stress	them!

However,	they	can	be	illustrated	in	everyday	language	using	a	model	like	the	one	
below.	In	the	second	half	of	this	utterance,	an	increasing	number	of	unstressed	
syllables	are	added	to	the	list	of	things	bought.	These	should	always	be	said	with	
only	two	main	beats	to	show	how	these	extra	unstressed	syllables	get	fitted	in.	It	
helps	learners	develop	their	awareness	of	how	stress	works	and	to	practise	it	in	a	
controlled	way.	Once	they	are	proficient,	learners	can	add	their	own	items	that	fit	in:

I II
‘I	went	shopping	and	I	bought	…’ 
l l l l l l l

a book 
l l

and a pen 
 l l l

some CDs 
l  ll

and some pencils

l  l  l l
a computer 
l l ll

and a can-opener 
l l l lll

Extension activity: You	can	use	this	activity	with	any	spoken	text	that	the	learners	
are	currently	working	on	in	class	to	do	a	‘weak	form	cloze’	(where	all	unstressed	
grammatical	words	are	removed	and	learners	fill	in	the	gaps	as	they	listen)	or	‘fast	
dictation’	(dictations	done	at	fast	speed	to	help	learners	understand	how	weak	forms	
are	used	in	spoken	English).	These	will	give	further	emphasis	to	the	role	of	stressed	
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and	unstressed	words	and	extend	their	awareness	into	their	regular	classroom	
activities.	Pair	work	during	this	activity	can	produce	some	interesting	discussions.

Train to Melbourne 
Dialogues and role plays can be built up from skeleton dialogues constructed using 
only	the	stressed	words.	Simply	pick	the	major	stressed	word	in	any	interaction,	and	
use	these	as	a	kind	of	‘shorthand’	for	what	is	said,	as	in	the	following	dialogue	that	
takes	place	between	strangers	on	a	‘Train	to	Melbourne’: 

A:	Melbourne?
B:	Yes.	You?

A:	Yep.	Student?
B:	Nurse.	You?

A:	Looking	for	work.	Interview.
B:	Oh.	Nervous?

A:	Yep.

In	groups,	learners	can	work	out	what	the	‘full	version’	would	be	or	in	some	cases,	
show	how	they	could	extend	the	simple	one	word	responses.	They	can	also	work	
out	what	the	intonation	should	be	in	order	for	the	conversation	to	make	sense.	
They	should	mark	what	groups	of	words	go	together	and	how	they	are	said.	This	
involves	making	a	number	of	grammatical	as	well	as	stress-related	decisions.	In	
pairs,	the	learners	can	then	practise	the	dialogue,	which	should	look	something	like	
the	following: 

A:	Are	you	going	to	Melbourne?
B:	Yes.	Are	you	going	there,	too?

A:	Yep.	Are	you	a	student?
B:	No.	I’m	a	nurse.	What	about	you?

A:	Looking	for	work.	I’ve	got	an 
				 interview	for	a	job.

B:	Oh!	Are	you	nervous?	
A:	Yep.	Very	nervous!

 
Extension:	A	similar	kind	of	treatment	can	be	given	to	everyday	routines	–	for	
example,	‘Did	you	have	a	good	weekend?’	–	so	that	an	exchange	such	as: 

A:	weekend? B:	movies.
A:	see? B:	Red	Dragon.	Scary.
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becomes:

A:	Did	you	have	a	good	weekend?

  l l l  l l l l			?

B:	Yes.	I	went	to	the	movies.

      l l l l l l l

A:	What	did	you	see?

        l l l l ?

B:	Red	Dragon.	It	was	very	scary.

 l l l l l ll ll 

Such	routines	can	be	practised	regularly	(for	this	one	you	might	do	it	every	Monday	
or	after	a	holiday).	This	can	help	to	keep	learners	aware	of	the	role	of	stress	and	to	
develop	a	climate	of	attention	to	pronunciation.

5.  Introducing and practising stress to change meaning 

You can carry my bag, but …
You	can	introduce	the	idea	that	we	stress	different	words	according	to	what	is	most	
important	for	our	meaning,	using	simple	utterances	like	the	one	below	that	can	
then	be	incorporated	into	some	fun	activities	in	which	learners	change	and	interpret	
meaning	by	choosing	or	identifying	which	words	are	stressed.	

 You can carry my bag, but …

In	groups	of	2–4,	the	learners	decide	what	difference	it	makes	to	the	meaning	of	the	
first	part	of	the	utterance	when	different	words	are	stressed.	Thus,	if	the	word	you is 
stressed,	the	implication	is	that	while	you	can	carry	my	bag,	someone	else	(known	
to	us)	cannot.	Similarly,	if	the	word	bag	is	stressed,	the	implication	is	that	while	you	
could carry my bag etc., carrying	my	books	is	not	a	possibility.	Each	group	has	to	
decide	how	to	finish	the	sentence	appropriately	in	each	case.	So,	if	the	word	‘you’ is 
stressed,	they	might	complete	the	sentence	as	follows:

 You can carry my bag, but Ahmed can’t.

And	if	‘bag’	is	stressed,	they	might	finish	it	in	the	following	way:

 You can carry my bag, but not my books.

And	so	on.	If	your	class	enjoys	a	competition,	you	can	make	this	activity	into	a	
game.	The	groups	can	take	it	in	turns	to	say	the	first	part	of	the	sentence	with	a	
particular	word	stressed,	such	as:
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 You can carry my bag, but …

Another	group	is	nominated	to	listen	carefully	and	finish	the	sentence	appropriately.	
They	might	finish	it	as	follows:

 …..you mustn’t tip it up.

The	class	can	judge	if	the	first	group	has	said	the	first	part	of	the	utterance	in	an	
appropriate	way	and	if	the	second	group	has	correctly	understood	the	implication	
and	therefore	supplied	an	appropriate	completion.	Points	can	be	awarded.

At	first,	the	learners	might	benefit	from	visual	(eg.,	Cuisenaire	rods)	or	visual/
kinaesthetic	(eg.,	give	them	each	a	rubber	band)	reinforcement	as	they	go	through	
this	process.	As	they	become	more	confident,	it	may	not	be	needed.			

Extension:	This	activity	can	be	integrated	into	regular	classroom	work	by	choosing	
an	utterance	that	you	are	currently	covering	in	class	as	your	focus.	

Integrating attention to stress 
We	have	outlined	a	few	activities	that	can	be	used	to	focus	learners’	attention	on	
stress,	but	it	is	vital	that	this	focus	be	extended	beyond	these	dedicated	exercises	
into	regular	classroom	activity.	We	have	offered	a	few	ideas	on	how	each	could	be	
adapted	to	offer	this	extended	practice,	but	it	is	important	for	lesson	planning	to	
incorporate	attention	to	stress	as	a	matter	of	course.	

2: Think of a lesson plan that you like doing with a class. 

How could you integrate some of the stress activities described above into your •	
plan? 

What adaptations would you need to make?•	

What kind of correction/feedback would you offer and when would you do it?•	  

Many	more	suggestions	can	be	found	in	the	resources	reviewed	in	the	annotated	
bibliography at the end of this book, but the possibilities for integrating attention to 
stress	into	normal	classroom	routines	are	endless.	The	creative	teacher	can	have	
great	fun	thinking	up	new	ways	of	adapting	what	they	do	to	include	attention	to	
stress.	Enjoy!
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Summary of reflection points
The	reflection	points	included	in	this	chapter	are	meant	to	stimulate	thought	or	
discussion	on	personal	experiences	in	the	classroom,	so	no	guides	for	answers	are	
included.		

Do	you	think	learners	in	your	classroom	would	be	frustrated	that	they	1.	
can’t	see	the	name	of	their	suburb	written	down	straight	away?	Why	delay	
putting	the	name	on	the	board	in	this	way?

Think	of	a	lesson	plan	that	you	like	doing	with	a	class.	2.	

How	could	you	integrate	some	of	the	stress	activities	described	above	into	your	•	
plan?	

What	adaptations	would	you	need	to	make?•	

What	kind	of	correction/feedback	would	you	offer	and	when	would	you	do	it?	•	
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Chapter 3: Putting sounds into practice

Some teachers find it hard to know what else to do after correcting 
individual sounds.

AMEP Teacher 

In	this	chapter	we	look	at	how	teachers	can	target	consonants	and	vowels	that	are	
causing	particular	issues	for	learners.	We	suggest	activities	that	develop	learners’	
listening	and	awareness,	allow	them	to	practise,	and	provide	opportunities	to	
use	their	newly-learned	consonants	and	vowels	when	they	speak.	We	have	also	
made	some	suggestions	for	how	these	activities	could	be	integrated	into	work	on	
other	skills	and	themes	so	that	they	become	a	way	of	practising	and	revising	other	
aspects	of	language.	This	kind	of	integration	is	essential	so	that	learners	realise	that	
pronunciation	is	not	some	kind	of	extra	add-on	to	language,	but	is	central	to	the	way	
it	is	learned	and	used	in	authentic	communication	outside	the	classroom.

Managing multilingual classes
While	most	learners	have	some	difficulty	mastering	the	stress	patterns	of	English,	
adult learners from different backgrounds vary enormously in the individual sounds 
and	sound	combinations	that	they	have	difficulty	with.	As	discussed	elsewhere,	this	
is	often	because	of	the	influence	of	their	first	language.	Because	they	have	already	
learned	to	make	sense	of	at	least	one	sound	system	in	their	first	language,	older	
learners tend to use the categories they have learned in this language in order to 
recognise	and	say	the	sounds	of	English.	While	this	may	help	in	some	cases,	in	
others	it	does	not.	

This means that in a class of students from different language backgrounds, 
learners	may	have	different	issues	in	trying	to	learn	and	use	the	sounds	of	English.	
As	illustrated	in	Part	2,	Chapter	4,	it	is	useful	for	teachers	to	use	some	sort	of	
pronunciation chart in order to keep an ongoing record of the issues that seem to be 
priorities	for	the	learners	in	their	classes.	The	chart	offers	a	useful	way	of	not	only	
keeping	track	of	the	needs	of	individual	learners,	but	also	working	out	what	issues	
class	members	have	in	common	so	that	you	can	decide	what	kinds	of	activities	
might	benefit	the	whole	class.	

Of	course,	if	an	activity	targets	a	sound	that	one	learner	finds	easy	and	another	
difficult,	this	is	not	necessarily	a	problem.	The	‘expert’	learner	can	help	the	learner	
who	has	more	difficulty	in	one	activity,	and	then	they	can	swap	roles	when	it	comes	
to	focussing	on	another	sound	which	the	‘expert’	finds	difficult.	Pairing	up	learners	
from	different	language	backgrounds	in	this	way	can	therefore	be	very	useful	–	you	
can	instantly	multiply	the	number	of	teachers	in	your	class!	
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In	the	remainder	of	this	chapter	we	outline	some	activities	that	can	be	used	to	
introduce and practise some sounds or sound combinations that learners might 
find	difficult,	and	we	suggest	how	these	might	be	adapted	for	use	with	a	variety	of	
learners	for	both	individual	and	whole	class	practice.	Remember	to	use	a	range	of	
techniques	so	that	you	tap	into	auditory,	visual	and	kinaesthetic	modes	(see	Part	3,	
Chapter	1)	when	demonstrating	the	way	a	sound	is	pronounced,	or	when	providing	
feedback	to	learners	on	how	they	might	need	to	change	their	pronunciation	of	a	
sound	in	some	way.		

Focus Activities

1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds
Sounds	of	the	week
Distinguishing sounds
Demonstrating sounds

2.	Practising	sounds
Pronunciation bingo
What’s	for	dinner?
When	is	your	birthday?	

3.	Focusing	on	sounds	 
				at	the	ends	of	words

Rhyming pairs
The dream 

4.	Practising	consonant	clusters

Rhyming pairs
Who	owns	what?
What	can	I	see?
Past tense game

5.	Linking	sounds	in	connected	speech Shock	dictations

6.	Individualising	sound	practice
Response triggers
Pronunciation	homework

1. Introducing challenging sounds 

Sound of the week
Many	teachers	find	it	useful	to	introduce	their	learners	to	sounds	using	phonemic	
symbols,	particularly	for	those	sounds	that	are	not	faithfully	reflected	in	spelling.	 
Vowels	are	a	good	example.	We	must	remember,	though,	that	the	reason	for	
introducing	the	symbols	is	to	focus	on	pronunciation,	not	just	an	exercise	in	learning	
another	set	of	symbols	for	the	sake	of	it.

One	way	to	avoid	too	much	confusion	over	the	introduction	of	a	new	set	of	symbols	
is to introduce the concept early, but only focus in detail on a couple of sounds per 
week.	Learners	could	be	given	a	chart	that	contains	all	the	symbols	(or	it	could	be	
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on	the	wall),	but	they	only	have	to	deal	with	one	or	two	sounds	at	a	time.	As	we	
mentioned	earlier	in	Part	3	Chapter	1,	a	chart	that	can	be	useful	in	the	classroom	
has	been	developed	by	Adrian	Underhill	(see	Underhill,	2005)	and	is	included	in	the	
AMEP	fact	sheet	What	is	pronunciation?	An	interactive	version	of	this	chart	is	also	
available	on	the	web	(see	pages	143	&	144	for	links	to	these	resources).

You	can	start	with	sounds	that	are	not	too	problematic	for	most	learners,	and	work	
your	way	towards	sounds	that	are	more	challenging	as	the	course	progresses.	
You	can	get	learners	to	focus	on	the	‘sound	of	the	week’	in	a	variety	of	ways.	For	
example,	you	can:

Make	the	learners	aware	of	the	sound	by	saying	a	group	of	words	with	one	•	
sound	in	common	and	ask	the	class	to	work	out	what	it	is.	Learners	can	then	
think	of	their	own	words	containing	this	sound.	Remember	that	they	will	need	
plenty	of	opportunity	to	listen	to	the	sound	being	said	before	you	can	expect	
them	to	say	it	accurately	either	on	its	own	or	in	a	word.	However,	if	other	class	
members	cannot	work	out	the	words	a	learner	is	trying	to	say,	it	certainly	raises	
that	learner’s	awareness	of	the	importance	of	working	on	their	pronunciation.	

Put	learners	into	groups	and	ask	them	to	brainstorm	as	many	words	as	they	•	
can	in	two	minutes	with	the	sound(s)	of	the	week	(for	example,	/æ/	and	/eI/). 
Groups	get	one	point	for	each	word	and	bonus	points	for	words	containing	both	
sounds.	Learners	can	then	write	them	up	on	the	whiteboard,	and	the	class	can	
go	through	to	check	they	know	the	meanings	of	the	words	and	how	to	say	them.	
As	learners	tackle	each	sound,	they	can	colour	it	in	on	their	chart.

To reinforce sounds you have already covered, have the learners compare this •	
week’s	sound(s)	of	the	week	with	previous	sounds	covered.	

Put	learners	into	groups	and	give	each	group	a	set	of	written	words	that	•	
have	similar	spellings	but	where	there	are	differences	in	the	ways	they	are	
pronounced.	Learners	have	to	choose	the	odd	word	out	and	explain	why.	For	
example,	the	words	Saturday, son, and sugar	all	start	with	the	letter	‘s’,	but	one	
has	a	different	sound.	Another	example	using	vowels	could	involve	the	words	
bread, beat, and sea.	They	all	contain	the	letter	combination	‘ea’	but	these	do	not	
represent	the	same	vowel	sound.	

Extension:	To	provide	practice	saying	the	sound(s)	of	the	week	in	connected	
speech, you can ask the groups to make up short descriptions or narratives 
containing	as	many	words	as	they	can	containing	those	sounds.	It	is	also	very	
important	to	integrate	this	focussed	pronunciation	into	the	other	work	that	you	do	
in	the	classroom.	Activities	such	as	picking	out	the	sounds	of	the	week	in	the	new	
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words	they	have	learned	or	in	a	new	text	or	dialogues	they	are	encountering	will	
help	to	keep	the	culture	of	attention	to	pronunciation	alive.	

Distinguishing sounds
Because	it	is	often	not	the	sound	itself	that	is	difficult	for	a	learner,	but	the	ability	to	
distinguish it from others in the sound system of English, it is important to provide 
plenty	of	practice	in	distinguishing	between	the	sounds	they	find	difficult.	These	
are often sounds that are regarded as different in English, but as part of the normal 
range	of	the	same	sound	in	their	first	language.	For	example,	we	regard	/s/	and	/ʃ/ 
as	different	because	they	can	cause	differences	in	meaning:	if	we	replace	the	/s/	
in seat	with	/ʃ/	it	would	make	a	new	word,	sheet.	However,	although	they	are	seen	
as different in English, they may be regarded as more or less the same in another 
language	because	they	are	not	used	to	make	differences	in	meaning	(See	Part	2,	
Chapter	2).

It	can	therefore	be	quite	challenging	for	adults	to	‘hear’	the	difference	between	
sounds	that	they	have	regarded	all	their	life	as	being	the	same.	This	means	they	
need plenty of opportunity to listen to speech that includes these sounds and to 
focus	on	them	and	the	differences	between	them.	To	do	this,	it	is	often	useful	to	
move	between	connected	speech	to	individual	words	to	individual	sounds	and	back	
again, that is, to give your learners the opportunity to hear the sound by itself, in the 
citation	form	(slow	and	careful	pronunciation)	of	a	word,	and	in	connected	speech.	
It can also help if the learners are given the opportunity to describe the differences 
between	sounds	using	their	own	words.

Although	distinguishing	sounds	can	be	difficult,	there	is	no	reason	for	it	to	be	a	
trial.	There	are	many	activities	that	can	make	this	more	like	play	than	work.	Some	
of	these	involve	the	preparation	of	cards	with	different	target	sounds	or	words	
containing	those	sounds	on	them.	Here	are	some	examples:

To	provide	focused	listening	at	the	individual	word	level,	learners	should	listen	•	
to	pairs	of	words	that	focus	on	particular	sound	contrasts.	Ask	them	to	make	
two	cards,	one	for	each	of	the	two	sounds	that	are	the	focus	of	the	activity.	For	
example,	for	the	contrast	between	/l/	and	/r/,	they	should	put	/l/	on	one	and	/r/	on	
the	other.	Then	say	a	number	of	words	where	the	only	difference	is	/l/	or	/r/	at	the	
beginning	of	the	word.	They	have	to	hold	up	the	/l/	card	if	that	is	the	sound	they	
hear	and	/r/	if	that	is	the	sound	they	hear.	The	class	can	compare	the	cards	they	
are holding up, and then a learner can take over the role of the teacher in calling 
out	words.	It	is	quite	helpful	if	you	can	have	some	lists	of	relevant	words	at	the	
right	level	handy.

To	provide	focussed	listening	for	words	in	short	sentences,	have	the	learners	•	
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answer	‘questions’	where	they	have	to	hear	the	contrast	between	particular	
sounds	to	answer	the	question	correctly.	For	example,	for	the	contrast	between	
/ʃ/ and /ʧ/	the	‘questions’	might	be	as	follows:

	 1.	Why	do	you	need	to	watch	(or	wash)	children?		

	 2.	Where	is	your	chin	(or	shin)?

	 3.	How	do	you	spell	cheap	(or	sheep)?	

For	the	contrast	between	/ӕ/	and	/e/	the	questions	might	be:

	 4.	What	is	a	paddle	(or	pedal)?

	 5.	How	do	you	spell	man	(or	men)?

	 6.	How	would	you	use	a	pan	(or	pen)?

Both of the above activities can also be used to get learners to practise •	
pronouncing	the	contrasts	clearly.	Instead	of	listening	to	the	teacher,	they	can	
take	over	the	role	of	reading	out	the	words	and	asking	the	questions	for	the	class	
to	respond	to.

The	teacher	can	tell	a	story	in	which	there	are	words	containing	one	or	other	of	•	
the	two	target	sounds.	The	words	can	be	written	on	separate	cards	and	as	the	
learners	listen	to	the	story,	they	sort	them	into	two	piles,	one	for	each	sound.	
They	will	need	to	listen	several	times.	This	can	be	done	in	pairs	or	groups	to	
stimulate	discussion	and	the	trying	out	of	the	sounds.	

The	learners	who	are	most	confident	with	the	target	sounds	can	then	make	up	•	
and	perform	their	own	stories	for	the	rest	of	the	class	to	use	as	practice.	This	
can	be	a	good	way	to	involve	learners	for	whom	the	distinction	you	are	focusing	
on	does	not	really	cause	any	problem.

Another	variation	of	this	activity	if	you	do	not	have	the	words	on	cards,	is	to	ask	•	
learners	to	come	up	and	write	them	on	the	board	in	one	or	other	of	two	lists.	
They	should	say	them	as	they	write	them	up,	of	course!	

Demonstrating sounds
If	learners	are	finding	a	sound	or	the	distinction	between	sounds	difficult,	it	can	be	
very	useful	to	use	your	hands	to	demonstrate	how	a	sound	is	made	in	the	mouth	
(see	Part	3,	Chapter	1).	Here	is	a	tip	to	make	hand	signals	a	little	more	impressive!
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When	you	are	using	your	hands	and	fingers	to	demonstrate	how	sounds	are	•	
made,	wear	a	red	rubber	glove	on	the	hand	you	are	using	to	show	the	mouth.	
Cut	the	tips	of	the	fingers	off,	and	wear	it	on	the	hand	you	use	to	make	your	the	
shape	of	the	roof	of	the	mouth	(rather	like	the	way	we	do	if	we	are	making	a	
shadow	puppet	of	a	swan.	The	gloved	part	of	your	hand	now	shows	the	mouth	
and	gums,	while	the	exposed	tips	of	your	fingers	are	your	teeth.	You	can	now	
use	your	other	hand	to	demonstrate	where	your	tongue	is.	

This	activity	can	be	very	useful	in	helping	adults	to	visualise	what	should	be	
happening	to	their	tongue	when	they	make	sounds	that	are	very	close	and	often	
confused,	for	example:

	 	/l/		 tip	on	the	teeth	ridge	and	flattened	at	the	sides

 /r/ tip curled back and not touching the roof of the mouth,    
  sides raised

 /s/ tip on teeth ridge

 /ʃ/ tongue slightly pulled back and higher in the mouth

Sometimes	learners	find	it	difficult	to	coordinate	the	use	of	a	newly-learned	•	
sound	at	the	precise	moment	they	need	to.	For	example,	if	they	have	learned	
that they need to put their top teeth on their bottom lip to pronounce /v/, they 
might	leave	their	mouth	in	this	position	for	the	entire	word	when	/v/	only	occurs	
at	the	beginning,	or	they	might	‘get	ready’	too	early	to	pronounce	/v/	at	the	
end	of	the	words.	Hand	gestures	(see	Part	3,	Chapter	1)	can	be	very	useful	to	
demonstrate where movements	need	to	occur	in	a	word,	as	the	gesture	can	be	
made	at	the	moment	the	sound	needs	to	be	pronounced.	

2. Practising sounds 
Learners	need	a	lot	of	practice	saying	sounds	in	words	and	in	connected	speech	
in	a	range	of	different	contexts.	These	are	some	ideas	for	some	activities	in	which	
they can have some controlled listening and practice to help them prepare for the 
challenge	of	more	spontaneous	conversation.

Pronunciation bingo
There	is	a	whole	variety	of	bingo-type	games	that	can	be	played	to	help	learners	
attend	to	sounds	and	sound	differences.	Bingo	cards	that	include	aspects	of	
pronunciation	that	require	practice	–	for	example,	numbers	18/80	or	words	with	
pairs	of	sounds	that	learners	find	difficult	(pin/pen	etc.)	and	so	on.	While	in	the	first	
game	the	teacher	can	call	the	bingo	items,	in	subsequent	games,	a	learner	can	be	
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the	caller	(but	check	the	accuracy	of	both	the	caller	and	the	winner).	This	can	be	a	
useful	way	to	make	use	of	members	of	a	multilingual	class	who	have	less	difficulty	
in	pronouncing	or	distinguishing	the	target	sounds	than	others.

What’s for dinner?
This	activity	is	adapted	from	one	in	Hancock	(1995).	It	offers	learners	practice	in	
thinking	through	what	sounds	there	are	in	a	single	word	and	making	a	distinction	
between	the	way	it	is	said	and	the	way	it	is	written.	The	version	described	below	has	
been	developed	around	the	theme	of	food,	but	you	could	make	up	your	own	activity	
on	almost	any	theme,	which	makes	this	a	good	activity	for	revision!

Learners	have	to	work	out	what’s	for	dinner	by	solving	all	the	clues.	The	clues	are	
groups	of	foods	which	have	one	sound	in	common,	as	in	the	example	below:

1 2 3 4

Biscuit Orange Kiwi	fruit Salmon

Cake Rice Cheese Milk

Bacon Curry Pizza Cucumber

Cabbage Carrot Meat Ham	

Write	the	sound	that	is	common	to	each	group	of	foods	beside	the	right	number.

For dinner we are going to have

1.__________2.	___________3.	___________	4.	___________

Now	write	down	this	word	in	normal	spelling:	___________________________

In	groups/pairs,	learners	have	to	work	out	which	sound	is	common	to	all	the	words	
in	the	first	group.	This	then	gives	them	the	first	sound	in	the	word	they	are	trying	
to	find	–	what’s	on	the	menu	for	dinner.	They	then	have	to	work	out	which	sound	is	
found	in	all	the	words	in	the	second	group.	When	they	have	worked	this	out,	then	
they	have	the	second	sound	in	the	word	they	are	trying	to	find	out	and	so	on.	Once	
they	have	found	the	sound	common	to	all	the	words	in	each	group,	they	have	all	the	
sounds	in	the	word.	

Extension:	You	can	make	up	your	own	puzzles	like	this	using	language	on	almost	
any	theme	and	so	it	can	make	a	very	useful	revision	activity.	After	the	learners	
have	completed	the	puzzle	that	you	have	worked	out	for	them,	they	can	work	out	
their	own	in	groups	and	then	try	them	out	on	other	class	members.	This	can	also	
be	a	very	useful	pronunciation	homework	activity	that	can	help	learners	practise	
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their	own	individual	learning	priorities.	So,	for	example,	you	could	assign	different	
learners	different	‘target	words’	to	develop	clues	for,	depending	on	the	sounds	they	
most	need	practice	with.

When is your birthday?
This activity can be used to practise /θ/	in	a	controlled	way	in	structured	connected	
speech	where	the	learners	know	the	words	they	are	going	to	say.	It	also	gives	
useful	practice	in	giving	(and	receiving)	personal	information.	It	can	be	done	as	a	
kind	of	drill	across	the	class	and	then	lead	onto	some	sort	of	extended	practice	or	
form-filling	activity.	

Learner	A	asks	Learner	B	the	question,	‘When	is	your	birthday?’.	B	must	answer	
saying	only	the	date,	not	the	month.	Learner	A	then	prompts,	‘What	month?’	as	in	
the	dialogue	below:

 A: When is your birthday?

 B: The 13th

 A: What month?

 B:  May

If	Learner	A	says	a	date	which	does	not	end	in	the	sound	/θ/	(for	example,	21st	
June),	then	they	have	to	take	over	as	questioner.	They	must	then	choose	someone	
in	the	class	to	ask	about	their	birthday,	and	so	on.	A	variation	on	this	would	be	
if	A	asks	B	for	their	date	of	birth	rather	than	their	birthday	etc.	Other	sounds	can	
be	used	as	a	focus	for	the	questions.	For	example,	the	question,	‘What	is	your	
favourite...’	will	practise	/v/	in	the	middle	of	the	word	favourite;	or	‘What	do	you	
usually	do	on	……..?’	to	practise	/ʒ/	in	the	middle	of	the	word	usually ‘Do	you	like…?	
Why?	Why	not?’	to	practise	the	diphthong	/aI/.

Extension: This kind of activity can be devised around any sound or set of sounds 
that	need	to	be	practised	and	then	extended	into	freer	spoken	practice.	In	the	above	
example	dialogue	where	learners	ask	for	personal	information,	learners	can	be	
encouraged	to	add	one	piece	of	information	extra	to	what	they	have	been	asked	or	
to	build	extended	dialogues	in	other	ways.	It	can	also	serve	as	a	prelude	to	written	
activities	such	as	form-filling	for	personal	information	etc.	
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3. Focusing on sounds at the ends of words

Rhyming games
One	way	to	get	learners	to	focus	on	the	sounds	at	the	ends	of	words	is	to	get	them	
to	listen	for	rhymes.	Simple	rhymes	can	help,	but	you	can	also	practise	rhyming	
with	everyday	language	by	making	rhyme	cards	that	you	make	yourself.	To	help	you	
make	the	rhyme	cards,	there	is	a	website	that	provides	lists	of	rhyming	words	that	
contrast	different	consonants	and	vowels	at	this	website

Rhyme cards can be used for a variety of matching games and activities: 

Learners	can	play	‘Snap’,	either	as	a	class	or	in	groups.	Make	sure	that	learners	•	
say	aloud	any	pairs	of	words	that	they	match	during	these	games,	and	that	they	
only	win	the	card	if	they	say	them	appropriately	and	intelligibly.

Learners	can	play	‘Concentration’	in	small	groups.	Each	learner	gets	to	turn	over	•	
two	cards.	If	the	cards	match	(according	to	the	consonant	pronounced	at	the	end	
of	the	word)	they	keep	the	pair.	If	they	don’t,	they	turn	the	cards	back	over	and	
the	next	person	has	their	turn.	Again,	make	sure	they	say	the	words	out	loud	and	
only	keep	a	matching	pair	if	they	say	the	ends	of	the	words	correctly.	

Learners	play	‘Fish’	in	pairs.	Each	learner	has	five	cards	in	their	hand	and	there	•	
is	a	pile	of	spare	cards	on	the	table.	The	object	is	to	have	no	cards	left	in	their	
hand	and	players	get	rid	of	cards	by	finding	rhyming	pairs	for	each	one.	One	
learner	asks	the	other,	‘Have	you	got	...	?’	If	the	other	has	the	card,	they	must	
give	a	fixed	response	which	includes	the	target	word,	such	as,	‘Yes,	I	have	got	...	
‘	and	gives	it	to	the	learner	who	asked	for	it.	The	pair	of	cards	can	then	be	put	on	
the	table	in	front	of	them.	If	they	don’t	have	it,	they	say,	‘No,	I	haven’t	got	...	‘	and	
the	other	learner	takes	a	card	from	the	pile	on	the	table.	The	game	is	over	when	
one	of	the	learners	has	no	cards	left	in	their	hand.	This	activity	can	be	used	to	
practise the social language of asking for repetition by changing the response 
to	‘………..,	did	you	say?	Yes,	I	have.’	or		‘………did	you	say?	No,	I	haven’t.’	Note	
the	consonant	cluster	practice	if	they	haven’t	got	the	right	card!

Extension:	Rhyme	cards	can	be	made	using	vocabulary	on	a	theme	or	words	that	
the	class	has	just	encountered	so	that	your	learners	can	practise	and	revise	words	
that are relevant to the rest of their language learning at the same time as they are 
practising	sounds	at	the	ends	of	words.	

The dream
This	is	a	version	of	‘The	house	that	Jack	built’.	One	person	thinks	of	something	they	
dreamed	about	and	starts,	‘Last	night	I	dreamed	I	saw	a	hat’.	The	next	person	has	

http://myweb.tiscali.co.uk/wordscape/wordlist/
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to	add	to	the	list	an	item	that	starts	with	the	final	sound	from	the	previous	item,	in	
this	case	/t/.	They	would	therefore	say	something	like	‘Last	night	I	dreamed	I	saw	a	
hat	and	a	tiger’.	The	third	person	would	then	add	an	item	starting	with	schwa,	and	
say,	‘Last	night	I	dreamed	I	saw	a	hat,	a	tiger	and	an	echidna’,	and	so	on.	Each	
person	must	say	all	of	the	items	correctly,	and	if	you	would	like	to	turn	this	into	a	
competition,	teams	can	be	organised	and	points	awarded.	

This	activity	is	also	useful	for	practising	how	we	run	sounds	together	in	speech	
(see	the	section	on	linking	below).	Notice	how	we	run	together	the	/d/	(or	/n/	in	fast	
colloquial	speech)	at	the	end	of	‘and’	the	following	word	‘a’.	Note	also,	that	this	is	
good	practice	of	the	unstressed	vowel	in	both	words.

Extension: Again, this activity can be designed to practise vocabulary on a 
particular	theme	or	to	revise	what	has	already	been	covered	in	class.	For	example,	
after	a	theme	on	food,	you	could	use	the	starter	sentence,	‘I	went	to	the	market	and	
I	bought	oranges’	and	so	on.

4. Practising Consonant clusters
Because	many	learners	deal	with	the	difficulty	they	have	with	clusters	by	adding	
an	extra	syllable,	a	good	way	to	work	on	clusters	is	to	work	on	stress	in	words	
and	connected	speech.	Ideas	for	pronunciation	work	on	stress	were	given	
in	the	previous	chapter.	In	this	chapter	we	suggest	some	other	activities	for	
practising	clusters.

Rhyming pairs
The rhyming games suggested above can also be used to contrast different 
consonant	clusters.	For	example,	if	you	want	to	work	with	learners	who	reduce	
consonant	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words,	you	can	design	cards	with	pairs	of	words	
or	phrases	that	are	differentiated	from	each	other	only	by	the	final	consonant	or	
cluster,	such	as:	fine/find,	line/lines,	lamb/lamp,	ball/bald,	worse/worst,	when/
went	etc.	

Who owns what?
This	activity	is	adapted	from	Hancock	(2003,	p.61),	and	focuses	on	developing	
awareness	and	control	of	the	pronunciation	of	the	‘grammatical’	consonant	clusters	
that	are	formed	when	we	mark	plurals	and	possessives.	It	can	be	introduced	as	a	
listening activity to make sure the learners can hear the markers, and also practise 
saying	the	clusters.	This	can	be	done	on	the	board	with	the	whole	class,	or	in	
groups	where	the	learners	take	turns	to	say	the	different	phrases.

You	need	a	list	of	names	with	possessive	markers	on	one	side	and	a	list	of	objects	
(singular	and	plural)	on	the	other.	These	could	be	the	names	of	some	of	the	class	



111	Chapter	3:	Putting	sounds	into	practice

members	and	teachers	whom	they	know:

Beth’s    coat

Beth’s    coats

Ahmed’s    leg

Ahmed’s    legs

John’s	 	 	 	 dog

John’s	 	 	 	 dogs

Wan’s	 	 	 	 cake

Wan’s	 	 	 	 cakes	

Huang’s	 	 	 	 lip

Huang’s		 	 	 	 lips

The	teacher	makes	a	phrase	by	choosing	a	word	from	each	side,	such	as	‘Beth’s	
cakes’.	The	learners	must	listen	and	draw	a	line	connecting	the	two	on	the	board.	
As a practice activity, the learners might take turns to make a phrase and the 
rest	of	the	class	listens	and	then	draws	the	line	to	connect	the	right	word	from	
each	side	of	the	board.	The	learner	has	to	pay	special	attention	to	make	sure	that	
everyone	can	hear	the	grammatical	cluster	at	the	end	of	each	word	–	and	they	get	
immediate	feedback!

Extension:	The	activity	can	be	extended	to	include	the	target	phrase	in	a	longer	
utterance.	This	can	give	both	listening	and	speaking	practice	involving	clusters	in	
connected	speech.

What can I see
In	this	activity,	learners	can	work	in	pairs	or	groups.	One	is	designated	the	
‘instructor’	and	can	see	a	diagram	that	the	others	cannot.	The	‘instructor’	gives	
instructions	to	the	other	learners	in	the	group	on	how	to	draw	the	diagram.	They	
therefore	have	to	draw	it	by	listening	to	instructions.	The	diagram	can	be	designed	
so	that	the	learner	gets	practice	pronouncing	consonant	clusters.	For	example,	it	
could include things like a square, straight lines, curved lines, small dots, and these 
might be next to or under a number of different shapes.	The	learner	will	need	to	say	
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things	like,	‘First you need to draw	a	...	‘,	‘Next, you need to draw	a	...	‘.	When	all	of	
the	instructions	have	been	given,	the	drawers	can	show	what	they	have	drawn	and	
maybe	talk	about	where	they	went	wrong.	To	do	this	they	will	have	to	say	some	of	
the	words	that	the	instructor	used.	

Extension: By designing the diagram and the instruction given to learners carefully, 
this	activity	can	be	used	to	practise	a	range	of	other	language	features.	For	
example,	if	the	diagram	is	a	map,	the	language	of	maps	can	be	practised	along	with	
prepositions.	If	the	‘drawers’	are	allowed	to	ask	questions,	it	can	be	a	good	tool	for	
the	practice	of	question	forms,	clarification	questions	and	so	on.

Past tense game
This is a combined pronunciation and grammar practice activity that helps learners 
understand	how	past	tense	is	marked	in	speech	and	gives	them	practice	in	
hearing	and	making	the	consonant	clusters	that	often	result.	Because	they	have	
often	not	been	explicitly	taught	the	pronunciation	of	the	past	tense	endings	or	how	
they	differ,	you	may	need	to	introduce	these	differences	through	a	sequence	of	
listening	and	awareness-raising	activities	before	you	organise	any	controlled	or	
extended	practice.	

The	rule	in	English	is	that	when	‘ed’	is	added	to	verbs	ending	in	an	unvoiced	
consonant	it	is	pronounced	/t/	and	when	it	is	added	to	a	voiced	sound	(vowel	or	
consonant)	it	is	pronounced	/d/.	When	it	is	added	to	a	consonant	made	in	the	same	
place	(that	is	/t/	or	/d/),	this	results	in	an	extra	syllable,	which	is	pronounced	as	/Id/ 
or	/əd/,	depending	on	the	variety	of	English	spoken.

One	way	of	introducing	this	is	to	say	aloud	a	number	of	different	past	tense	forms	
and	get	the	learners	to	sort	them	into	three	categories	according	to	whether	they	
end	in	an	unvoiced	consonant	or	a	voiced	consonant.	This	can	be	used	as	a	
revision	of	irregular	verbs,	or	verbs	on	a	particular	topic	to	fit	in	with	what	the	class	
is	doing	at	the	time.	Once	they	have	sorted	them	into	these	two	groups,	then	they	
can	try	to	work	out	the	rule.	If	this	is	likely	to	be	too	challenging,	you	can	first	work	
on	helping	them	to	recognise	which	consonants	are	voiced	and	which	are	not.	

An	alternative	is	to	give	them	the	rule	first,	and	then	get	them	to	listen	to	the	past	
tense	forms	to	put	them	in	the	‘right’	list,	that	is,	under	the	heading	/t/	or	/d/	or	/Id/ 
depending	on	the	final	sound	or	syllable.	Some	examples	are	provided	below.

/t/ /d/ /Id/   (/əd/)
pushed rubbed faded
kissed tried skated
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To practise applying this rule themselves, you can organise a drill based on the 
phrase	‘Yesterday/On	the	weekend	…’	Learners	sit	in	a	circle	if	possible.	The	
teacher	hands	out	picture/word	cards	containing	a	verb	(in	the	form to + stem)	and	
an	illustration	of	activity.	Learners	then	say	a	sentence	starting,	‘Yesterday/On	the	
weekend	…’	and	finish	using	the	verb	illustrated	on	the	card,	taking	care	to	make	
the	ending	voiced,	voiceless	or	with	an	extra	syllable	as	required.	The	group	listens	
carefully	and	then	decides	which	cards	go	in	each	list	and	then	Blu	Tack	them	onto	
the	board.	

Extension: This kind of activity can usefully be part of a larger teaching-learning 
sequence	on	narrative.	For	example,	a	narrative	making	use	of	a	variety	of	verbs	
could	be	cut	up.	Each	‘card’	would	have	one	clause	with	one	verb	on	it.	The	verb	
could	be	in	the	base	form.	In	groups,	each	learner	would	be	given	one	card	and	
then the group should put themselves in the right order for the narrative to make 
sense.	They	should	then	put	the	verb	in	the	clause	on	‘their’	card,	taking	care	to	
pronounce	it	correctly.	The	group	can	then	‘tell’	their	narratives	to	the	other	groups	
who	can	listen	to	see	if	they	agree.	They	could	be	short	sections	of	the	same	
narrative	so	that	groups	have	to	listen	carefully	in	order	to	establish	the	final	order	of	
the	whole	story.	

5. Practising linking sounds 
In	connected	speech,	consonants	and	vowels	might	change	because	of	the	sounds	
around	them.	For	example,	consonants	at	the	ends	of	words	become	sounds	in	the	
middle	of	a	stream	of	words,	and	might	therefore	seem	to	be	at	the	beginning	of	the	
following	word	or	change	depending	on	what	the	following	word	is.	It	is	important	for	
learners	to	have	experience	with	this	aspect	of	connected	speech.	It	not	only	allows	
them	to	‘cut	corners’	in	the	same	way	a	native	speaker	might,	but	helps	them	to	
understand	more	easily	when	listening	to	fast	connected	speech.			

Shock dictations
Short	shock	dictations	of	phrases	such	as	‘good	on	you’,	‘be	a	sport’,	‘go	on’,	‘slow	
and	steady’	can	be	a	useful	way	of	raising	awareness	of	how	we	link	words	in	
everyday	speech.	Getting	learners	to	count	syllables,	mark	stress	and	pick	out	the	
way	words	link	together	in	utterances	as they would be said in natural connected 
speech.	For	example,	‘Did	you	enjoy	it?’	might	sound	like	‘gin	joy	it’	in	natural	
connected	speech.	Common	phrases	such	as,	‘I	couldn’t	have’,	‘Why	did	you	do	
that?’	and	‘What	did	you	do	that	for?’	might	be	quite	useful.	Getting	learners	to	listen	
to	and	then	practise	the	natural	pronunciation	of	questions	such	as,	‘Won’t	you	have	
to	...	?’,	‘Would	you	like	to	...	’,	or	‘Did	you	have	a	good	weekend?’	can	also	be	fun.	

Extension: The	way	in	which	words	link	up	in	connected	speech	can	be	highlighted	
and	practised	during	any	classroom	activity	where	more	than	one	word	is	spoken.
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6. Individualising pronunciation 

Response triggers
One	way	of	keeping	tabs	on	an	individual’s	needs	and	progress	in	pronunciation	is	
to assign practice utterances to individual students and keep a running record of 
what	you	have	assigned	to	whom.	For	example,	perhaps	a	student,	‘Minh’,	in	your	
class	has	a	particular	difficulty	with	word-final	consonants	and	linking.	One	day,	you	
notice	in	class	that	she	has	problems	with	the	phrase	‘Can	I	pick	it	up?’,	and	so	you	
assign	this	utterance	to	her	for	extra	practice,	and	then	ask	her	to	say	it	to	you	later	
in	the	week.	

Trigger-questions	or	statements	that	lead	on	to	the	target	utterance	are	useful	
devices	to	monitor	progress	in	a	light-hearted	way.	For	example,	you	could	say	to	
Minh,	‘Oh,	I	dropped	it!’,	and	this	would	be	her	cue	to	say	her	practice	utterance.	
By keeping a record of the triggers and practice utterances for each member of 
the	class,	you	can	target	particular	issues	with	individuals	in	a	way	that	sounds	like	
natural	speech.

Pronunciation homework
You	can	have	your	learners	practise	their	utterances	for	homework,	and	use	your	
trigger	questions	to	check	up	on	whether	they	have	made	progress.	Far	from	feeling	
hounded,	most	learners	really	appreciate	this	personal	attention	from	the	teacher.

We	hope	that	you	will	be	able	to	adapt	these	activities	in	ways	that	will	fit	into	your	
favourite	lesson	plans	and	meet	the	specific	needs	of	your	learners.	Most	of	all,	we	
hope	that	both	you	and	your	learners	have	a	lot	of	fun	trying	them	out!
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Part Four

Pronunciation issues for learners from 
different language backgrounds

As	discussed	in	Parts	1	and	2,	a	learner’s	English	pronunciation	is	likely	to	be	
influenced	by	their	first	language,	and	although	an	accent	does	not	necessarily	
make	a	learner	difficult	to	understand,	a	very	strong	accent	can	affect	how	
intelligible	they	are.	In	this	section	we	consider	the	particular	pronunciation	
difficulties	that	speakers	from	five	different	language	backgrounds	might	have	
as	a	result	of	the	influence	of	their	first	language.	These	are	Mandarin,	Arabic,	
Vietnamese,	Thai,	and	Korean.	These	particular	language	backgrounds	were	
chosen because they represent the largest groups in the study, Language training 
and settlement success: Are they related? There are also large numbers of 
speakers	from	these	backgrounds	among	AMEP	learners.

The information presented for each language background is based on a detailed 
analysis	of	speech	samples	collected	during	the	study.	This	analysis	focussed	
on	the	extent	to	which	different	features	were	associated	with	communication	
breakdown.	For	each	language	background	we	present:

A summary of pronunciation issues encountered by speakers from each •	
of	the	five	backgrounds.	These	are	presented	in	an	order	that	reflects	
the	frequency	(from	highest	to	lowest)	with	which	different	pronunciation	
difficulties	were	associated	with	communication	breakdown	for	these	
learners.	

Examples	and	a	brief	explanation	of	these	difficulties	and	the	role	•	
potentially	played	by	their	first	language.	(Background	information	about	
the	features	of	pronunciation	can	be	found	in	Part	2).

Cross references to relevant teaching strategies and activities that can be •	
used	to	help	speakers	with	these	difficulties.

This information is intended as a guide to the possible issues that learners from 
the	different	language	backgrounds	might	face.	However,	it	should	be	remembered	
that	there	will	be	a	great	deal	of	variation	among	learners.	This	might	be	due	to	
individual differences among learners, or there may be differences because of 
regional	variations	in	their	first	language.	For	example,	Arabic	speakers	from	Egypt	
might	have	different	pronunciation	difficulties	from	Arabic	speakers	from	Lebanon.	
Keep	this	in	mind	as	you	explore	the	information	presented	here.	
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Mandarin speakers

Issues1:
Consonants	and	consonant	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words1.	
Vowels2.	
Challenging consonants3.	
Stress	patterns4.	

Consonants and clusters at the ends of words

When	pronouncing	the	ends	of	words,	Mandarin	speakers	might:

Add an extra vowel after a final consonant or between consonants in •	
a cluster at the end of a word 
This	changes	the	stress	pattern	and	can	be	very	confusing	(See	Part	2,	
Chapter	1).	For	example,	the	word	past might sound like pasta, and the 
word	worked might sound like work it.	

Delete or not pronounce the final consonant•	  
This	happens	with	some	word	final	consonants	more	than	others,	and	
particularly	with	words	ending	with	/l/,	/n/,	or	/v/.		For	example,	the	words	
feel, learn, and love	might	sound	as	if	they	end	with	a	vowel.	

Reduce the consonant cluster•	  
For	example,	the	word	world might sound as if it ends in /d/ rather than  
/ld/,	and	the	word	improved might sound as if it ends in /d/ rather than	/vd/.	

Use a consonant that is easier to pronounce•	  
For	example,	/s/	might	be	substituted	for	/θ/	at	the	end	of	the	word	mouth, 
which	results	in	a	word	which	sounds	like	mouse.	

Why?
In	Mandarin,	the	only	consonants	pronounced	at	the	ends	of	words	are	/n/,	/ŋ/, 
and	/r/,	and	there	are	also	no	clusters	in	this	position,	so	pronouncing	word	final	
consonants	and	clusters	in	English	can	be	quite	challenging.	

1	 	The	information	presented	here	is	based	on	a	detailed	analysis	of	speech	samples	collected	
during	the	longitudinal	study,	Language	training	and	settlement	success.	Are	they	related?	This	analy-
sis	focussed	on	the	extent	to	which	different	features	were	associated	with	communication	breakdown,	
and	therefore	is	not	an	exhaustive	list	of	pronunciation	issues	for	all	Mandarin	speakers.	
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The	different	ways	Mandarin	speakers	use	to	make	the	pronunciation	of	ends	of	
words	easier	are	not	fully	understood,	but	they	seem	to	relate	to:

the	particular	consonant	in	question;•	

whether	or	not	the	word	ending	occurs	before	a	pause;	•	

whether	or	not	the	following	word	starts	with	a	consonant;	and		•	

how	many	consonants	there	are	in	a	word	final	consonant	cluster.		•	

Learners	at	different	stages	of	proficiency	might	also	pronounce	the	ends	of	their	
words	differently.	For	example,	as	they	improve	they	might	become	more	aware	of	
word	endings	and	rather	than	leave	the	consonant	off,	they	might	overcompensate	
and	pronounce	the	final	consonant	with	too	much	force,	which	sounds	as	if	an	extra	
syllable	has	been	added.	

Because /n/ does	occur	at	the	ends	of	words	in	Mandarin,	we	might	expect	that	this	
sound	would	be	easy	for	Mandarin	speakers	to	pronounce.	However,	because	the	
way	/n/	is	pronounced	in	Mandarin	is	slightly	different	to	the	way	it	is	pronounced	in	
English,	to	English	ears	it	may	sound	as	if	it	is	not	there	at	all.				

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	3.	Focussing	on	sounds	at	the	ends	of	words;	and	•	
Part	3,	Chapter	3:	4.	Practising	consonant	clusters.				

Vowels 
Mandarin	speakers	can	sometimes	find	it	very	difficult	to	pronounce	English	
vowels	consistently.	Two	different	Mandarin	speakers	might	have	different	ways	of	
pronouncing	a	particular	vowel,	and	the	same	Mandarin	speaker	might	pronounce	
a	particular	vowel	differently	in	different	words.	Short	vowels,	can	be	particularly	
challenging,	particularly	/ӕ/	(as	in	pan),	/ɪ/	(as	in	pin),	and	/e/	(as	in	pen),	and	some	
diphthongs, particularly /eɪ/	(as	in	pain)	and	/aɪ/	(as	in	pine).

Why?
In	English	there	are	20	distinct	vowels	(12	single	vowels	and	8	diphthongs)	while	
in	Mandarin	there	are	only	15	(6	single	vowels	and	9	diphthongs).	Although	some	
of	the	Mandarin	vowels	and	diphthongs	are	similar	to	the	English	ones,	they	are	
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not	identical.	Also,	various	pronunciation	rules	in	Mandarin	mean	that	the	same	
vowel	might	be	pronounced	differently	in	different	words.	Mandarin	speakers	
might	therefore	find	it	challenging	to	pronounce	the	English	vowels	accurately	and	
consistently,	and	might	also	find	it	difficult	to	make	the	different	vowel	contrasts	
that	are	needed	in	English	(see	Part	2,	Chapter	3).	For	example,	the	distinction	
between	/i:/	and	/ɪ/	(feet	vs.	fit)	and	/ӕ/	and	/e/	(bag	vs.	beg)	might	pose	a	particular	
challenge.	The	vowels	used	in	Mandarin	also	vary	across	different	regions	of	China,	
so	learners	from	different	regions	might	have	difficulty	with	different	English	vowels.	

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds	and	Part	3,	Chapter	•	
3:	2.	Practising	sounds				

Challenging consonants 
The	consonants	Mandarin	speakers	might	find	difficult	include:			

The pronunciation of /• θ/ and /ð/ 
These	do	not	exist	in	Mandarin,	and	will	therefore	be	new.	Mandarin	
speakers might say /s/ in place of /θ/, and /d/ or /z/ in place of /ð/, so the 
word	thick might sound like sick,	and	the	word	this might sound like diss 
or ziss.	

The pronunciation of /v/•  
The	sound	/v/	does	not	exist	in	Mandarin	and	is	therefore	new.	Mandarin	
speakers	might	pronounce	the	nearest	Mandarin	equivalent	/w/	in	its	
place,	so	the	word	vine might sound like wine.	When	this	happens	at	the	
end	of	a	word	it	sounds	as	if	the	word	final	/v/	has	not	been	pronounced,	
so	the	word	leave	might	sound	as	if	it	ends	in	a	vowel.	

The distinction between /l/ and /n/•  
In some regions of China, Mandarin speakers can pronounce both /n/ 
and /l/, but do not hear them as different consonants because they 
are	variations	of	the	same	consonant.	When	speaking	English,	their	
pronunciation	of	/n/	and	/l/	might	be	quite	inconsistent;	they	might	
pronounce them correctly on some occasions, /n/ rather than /l/ on some 
occasions,	where	light would	sound	like	night, and /l/ rather than /n/ on 
others,	where	night would	sound	like	light.
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Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds	and	Part	3,	Chatper	•	
3:	2.	Practising	sounds				

Stress patterns 
Mandarin	speakers	find	English	stress	patterns	in	individual	words	challenging.	
They	might	stress	the	wrong	syllable	in	a	word,	say	a	word	with	equal	stress	on	all	
syllables,	or	delete	syllables	from	a	word.

Why?
In	Mandarin	most	words	are	made	up	of	two	syllables	which	are	distinguished	by	
tone		(a	change	in	pitch)	rather	than	stress	as	they	would	be	in	English.	Mandarin	
speakers	might	therefore	have	difficulty	hearing	or	make	a	distinction	between	
stressed	and	unstressed	syllables,	even	when	they	know	which	syllables	should	
be	strong	and	which	should	be	weak,	because	they	are	not	used	to	doing	this.	In	
addition,	because	most	words	in	Mandarin	have	two	syllables,	getting	the	stress	
patterns	right	in	words	with	more	than	two	syllables	can	be	quite	a	challenge.	

Also,	in	casual	speech	in	Mandarin,	two	syllables	might	merge	into	one,	or	the	
vowel	in	a	syllable	might	become	voiceless.	If	a	Mandarin	speaker	does	this	in	
English,	they	may	seem	to	be	‘swallowing’	syllables,	and	English	ears	will	not	be	
able	to	hear	them	because	in	English	we	expect	all	syllables	to	contain	a	vowel	and	
all	vowels	to	be	voiced.	

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	2:	all	sections	•	
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Arabic speakers

Issues2:

Consonants	and	consonant	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words1.	
Challenging consonants2.	
Vowels3.	
Stress	patterns4.	

 Consonants and clusters at the ends of words 
When	pronouncing	the	ends	of	words,	Arabic	speakers	might:

Add an extra vowel after a final consonant or between consonants in •	
a cluster 
This	changes	the	stress	pattern	which	can	be	very	confusing.		(See	Part	2,	
Chapter	1).		For	example,	the	word	book might sound like booker, and the 
word	involved might sound like involve it.

Use a consonant that is easier to pronounce•	  
For	example,	/s/	might	be	substituted	for	/θ/	at	the	end	of	the	word	faith, 
which	would	result	in	a	word	which	sounds	like	face.	

Reduce a consonant cluster•	  
For	example,	the	word	licence might	be	pronounced	with	/n/	rather	than	/
ns/	at	the	end.

Devoice or not pronounce the final consonant •	  
Although not very common, some Arabic speakers might have this feature 
in	their	pronunciation.	For	example,	the	word	deadline might sound as if it 
ends	with	a	vowel.	

Why?
In	Arabic	a	range	of	different	consonants	occur	at	the	ends	of	words,	and	although	
consonant	clusters	can	occur	in	this	position,	they	consist	of	only	two	consonants.	
There are therefore many consonant clusters in English that do not occur in Arabic, 
and	if	they	occur	at	the	end	of	a	word,	across	a	word	boundary	in	connected	
speech,	a	vowel	will	be	pronounced	between	them.	For	example,	in	Arabic,	clusters 
 

2	  The information presented here is based on a detailed analysis of speech samples collected 
during the longitudinal study, Language training and settlement success. Are they related? This analysis 
focussed	on	the	extent	to	which	different	features	were	associated	with	communication	breakdown,	and	
therefore	is	not	an	exhaustive	list	of	pronunciation	issues	for	all	Arabic	speakers.	
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of	more	than	two	consonants	can	never	occur	at	the	end	of	a	word	or	across	a	word	
boundary,	so	where	this	occurs	in	English,	an	Arabic	speaker	may	insert	a	vowel	
between	the	second	and	third	consonant	to	break	up	the	cluster.	

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	3.	Focussing	on	sounds	at	the	ends	of	words	and	•	
Part	3,	Chapter	3:	4.	Practising	consonant	clusters.

Challenging consonants
The	consonants	Arabic	speakers	might	find	difficult	include:

The pronunciation of /• θ/ and /ð/ 
Although some speakers of Arabic might be able to pronounce these 
consonants,	others	will	find	them	challenging	because	they	do	not	exist	in	
some	dialects.	So	speakers	might	say	/s/	or	/t/	in	place	of	/θ/, and /z/ or /d/ 
in	place	of	/ð/,	depending	on	their	dialect.	This	means	the	word	thing might 
sound like sing or ting,	and	the	word	this might sound like ziss or diss.

The distinction between /p/ and /b/•  
Arabic speakers can actually pronounce both /p/ and /b/ but do not hear 
them	as	different	consonants	because	in	Arabic	/p/	is	a	variation	of	/b/.	
So	although	/p/	might	occur	in	some	places	(e.g.,	before	a	voiceless	
consonant),	it	does	not	occur	at	the	beginnings	of	words.	This	means	that	
when	speaking	English	their	use	of	/p/	and	/b/	might	seem	inconsistent,	
and	for	example,	the	word	pubs might sound like bups.		

The pronunciation of /r/•	  
The	phoneme	/r/	is	pronounced	differently	in	Arabic	and	English.	The	
Arabic /r/ is pronounced by vibrating the tongue against the roof of the 
mouth	and	is	commonly	called	a	‘rolled	R’.	In	contrast,	when	pronouncing	
/r/ in English it is important to have the tongue near to the roof of the 
mouth	but	not	touching	it	(see	Part	3,	Chapter	1).	Arabic	speakers	also	
often	pronounce	this	strong	sounding	/r/	in	places	where	it	is	not	usually	
pronounced	in	Australian	English,	that	is,	at	the	ends	of	words	such	as	
hair and floor,	and	in	the	middle	of	words	such	as	park, and first.	
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Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds	and	Part	3,	Chapter	•	
3:	2.	Practising	sounds				

Vowels
Saying	English	vowels	consistently	can	be	difficult	for	Arabic	speakers,	and	the	
same	vowel	might	be	pronounced	differently	in	different	words	by	the	same	speaker.	
Also,	dialect	differences	might	mean	that	two	different	Arabic	speakers	might	have	
different	ways	of	pronouncing	a	particular	English	vowel.	Both	long	vowels,	such	
as /ɜ:/	(as	in	bird)	and	short	vowels,	such	as	/e/	(as	in	pen)	can	be	challenging,	and	
diphthongs	might	also	be	difficult.	Arabic	speakers	might	also	have	difficulty	making	
the	distinction	between	/ӕ/ and /e/, so man and men	would	sound	the	same.	The	
distinction	between	/i:/	(as	in	sheep)	and	/ɪ/	(as	in	ship)	might	also	be	difficult.	

Why?
In	English	there	are	20	distinct	vowels	(12	single	vowels	and	8	diphthongs)	while	
in	Standard	Arabic	there	only	3	(/i/,	/u/,	and	/a/).	These	vowels	can	combine	with	
each	other	to	form	different	two-vowel	combinations.	The	combination	can	be	of	
two	identical	vowels	(resulting	in	a	long	version	of	each	of	the	vowels),	or	of	two	
different	vowels	(resulting	in	a	range	of	diphthongs).		English	vowels	are	therefore	
very challenging for Arabic speakers, and speakers of different dialects might have 
different	difficulties.	Very	few	Arabic	vowels	or	diphthongs	have	English	equivalents.	
In	addition,	short	vowels	are	not	important	to	meaning	in	spoken	Arabic	(and,	in	fact,	
are	not	consistently	noted	in	writing),	so	Arabic	speakers	might	find	it	difficult	to	give	
them	the	importance	they	require	in	English	and	may	use	them	interchangeably.	

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds	and	Part	3,	•	
Chapter	3:	2.	Practising	sounds				

Stress patterns 
Arabic	speakers	find	English	stress	patterns	challenging.	They	might	stress	the	
wrong	syllable	in	an	individual	word	or	the	wrong	word	in	a	group	of	words.		They	
might	also	delete	a	syllable	from	a	group	of	words	in	connected	speech.	
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Why?
Arabic	words	have	stress	patterns,	and	syllables	that	are	stressed	are	similar	to	
stressed syllables in English, that is, they are longer, louder, and have a higher 
pitch.	However,	the	rules	that	determine	which	syllable	is	stressed	are	different	to	
those	in	English.	In	Arabic,	only	one	of	the	last	three	syllables	in	a	word	can	be	
stressed.	Which	syllable	this	is	depends	on	the	overall	pattern	of	the	syllables	in	
the	word,	and	whether	they	contain	long	or	short	vowels,	or	end	in	a	consonant.	
In	addition,	different	dialects	of	Arabic	have	different	stress	patterns	in	words,	so	
there might be some variation among Arabic speakers in their stress patterns in 
English	words.	

In	connected	speech	in	Arabic	more	words	are	stressed,	and	unstressed	syllables	
are	not	reduced	to	the	same	extent	as	they	are	in	English.	So	Arabic	speakers	
might	sound	as	if	they	are	stressing	the	wrong	words	or	giving	too	much	stress	to	
function	words.	

In	Arabic	there	are	also	rules	that	govern	what	patterns	of	vowels	and	consonants	
may	occur	together	which	sometimes	mean	that	particular	vowels	are	not	
pronounced	at	all	in	individual	words	or	in	connected	speech,	depending	on	
where	they	occur	in	a	string	of	sounds.		For	example,	a	short	vowel	(V)	would	not	
be	pronounced	at	all	if	it	was	surrounded	by	any	vowels	(V)	and	consonants	(C)	
in	a	pattern	like	VCVCV.	Similarly,	if	a	word	ending	with	a	vowel	is	followed	by	a	
word	beginning	with	the	same	vowel,	one	of	the	vowels	will	be	deleted.	In	both	of	
these	examples,	it	would	sound	to	English	ears	as	if	a	syllable	had	been	deleted	
and	could	be	quite	confusing.	What	is	more,	because	these	rules	govern	patterns	
not	only	within	one	word	but	across	word	boundaries	in	connected	speech,	these	
vowels	might	be	deleted	in	some	combinations	of	words	and	not	in	others.

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	2:	all	sections	•	
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Vietnamese speakers 

Issues3:
Consonants	and	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words1.	
Vowels2.	
Challenging consonants3.	
Stress	patterns4.	

Consonants and consonant clusters 
at the ends of words 
When	pronouncing	the	ends	of	words,	Vietnamese	speakers	might:

Delete or not pronounce the final consonant or cluster•	  
For	example	the	word	dive might sound like die,	and	the	word	first might 
sound like fur.

Reduce the final consonant cluster •  
For	example,	the	word	plant might sound like plan.

Use a consonant that is easier to pronounce•  
For	example,	/t/	might	be	substituted	for	/θ/	at	the	end	of	the	word	both, 
which	would	result	in	a	word	that	sounds	like	boat.	

Add an extra vowel after the word final consonant or consonant • 
cluster 
This	changes	the	stress	pattern	which	can	be	very	confusing	(See	Part	2,	
Chapter	1).	For	example,	the	word	live might sound like liver.	

Why?
In	Vietnamese,	the	only	consonants	pronounced	at	the	ends	of	words	are	/p/,	/t/,	
/k/, /m/, /n, and /ŋ/,	and	there	are	no	consonant	clusters	in	this	position.	Vietnamese	
speakers	don’t	usually	have	any	difficulty	pronouncing	/m/,	/n/,	and	/ŋ/ at the ends 
of	words	because	these	consonants	are	equivalent	to	the	English	ones.	However,	
in	Vietnamese,	/p/,	/t/,	and	/k/	at	the	ends	of	words	in	Vietnamese	are	pronounced	
differently	from	the	way	they	are	in	English.	This	is	because	although	the	mouth	
goes	into	the	position	to	make	these	consonants	in	Vietnamese,	the	air	is	not	
released	in	the	same	way	as	it	is	for	/p/,	/t/,	and	/k/	in	English,	so	they	might	be 
 
3	 The	information	presented	here	is	based	on	a	detailed	analysis	of	speech	samples	collected	
during	the	longitudinal	study,	Language	training	and	settlement	success.	Are	they	related?	This	analy-
sis	focussed	on	the	extent	to	which	different	features	were	associated	with	communication	breakdown,	
and	therefore	is	not	an	exhaustive	list	of	pronunciation	issues	for	all	Vietnamese	speakers.	
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hard	to	hear	(see	Part	2,	Chapter	2).	Vietnamese	speakers	may	therefore	make	
consonants	and	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words	easier	to	pronounce	in	a	number	of	
different	ways.	For	example,	if	the	consonant	or	cluster	follows	a	diphthong	it	will	
be	deleted	because	in	Vietnamese	consonants	do	not	occur	at	the	ends	of	words	
if	they	follow	a	diphthong.	Also,	an	extra	vowel	is	more	likely	to	be	added	after	
certain	word	final	consonants	(/t/,	/k/,	/f/.	/s/,	/z/,	/v/)	and	others	are	more	likely	to	be	
replaced	with	consonants	that	are	easier	to	say	at	the	ends	of	words	(/l/,	/b/,	/d/,	/g/,	
/ʧ/, /ʤ/, and /θ/).

Vietnamese	speakers	tend	to	reduce	consonant	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words	to	a	
single	consonant	they	are	able	to	pronounce.	They	might	also	pronounce	a	vowel	in	
between	the	consonants	in	a	word	final	cluster	to	make	its	pronunciation	easier.		

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	3.	Focussing	on	sounds	at	the	ends	of	words;	Part	3	•	
Chapter	3:	4.	Practising	consonant	clusters			

Vowels
Vietnamese	speakers	might	have	difficulty	with	some	vowel	contrasts	in	English.	
The	distinction	between	/i:/	(as	in	sheep)	and	/ɪ/	(as	in	ship),		/ɜ:/	(as	in	work)	and	/ɔ:/ 
(as	in	walk),	and	/ӕ/	(as	in	pan)	and	/e/	(as	in	pen)	might	be	difficult.	The	diphthong	
/eɪ/	can	be	quite	challenging,	and	Vietnamese	speakers	tend	to	pronounce	it	as	a	
single	vowel	(either	/e/	or	/ӕ/)	rather	than	a	diphthong.

Why?
Vietnamese	has	been	described	as	having	vowel	‘clusters’	and	there	are	many	
diphthongs	(two	vowels	in	a	row)	and	triphthongs	(three	vowels	in	a	row).	However,	
although	some	of	the	Vietnamese	diphthongs	are	similar	to	those	found	in	English,	
they	are	not	identical.	Also,	there	are	not	as	many	single	vowels	in	Vietnamese	
as	there	are	in	English.	This	means	it	might	be	difficult	for	Vietnamese	speakers	
to	hear	or	say	the	difference	between	certain	pairs	of	vowels	that	it	is	important	to	
distinguish	in	English	(eg,	ӕ/e	–	bad/bed;	ɪ/i:	–	feet/fit;	ɜ:/ɔ:	–	bird/board).		Some	of	
the	vowels	used	in	Vietnamese	also	vary	across	different	regions	of	Vietnam,	so	
learners	from	different	regions	might	have	difficulty	with	different	English	vowels.	



126 Part Four 

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds	and	Part	3,	Chapter	•	
3:	2.	Practising	sounds				

Challenging consonants 
The	consonants	Vietnamese	speakers	might	find	difficult	include:

The pronunciation of /•	 θ/ and /ð/ 
Although	the	letters	‘th’	occur	in	Vietnamese	writing,	they	do	not	represent	
the sounds /θ/ or /ð/ as they do in English and this can be confusing for 
Vietnamese	speakers.	/θ/	and	/ð/	do	not	occur	in	Vietnamese	and	will	
therefore	be	new	consonants	for	Vietnamese	speakers.	They	usually	
pronounce a sound similar to /t/ in place of /θ/, and /z/ or /d/ in place of /ð/, 
so	the	word	thin might sound like tin,	and	the	word	this might sound like 
ziss or diss.	

The pronunciation of /p/, /t/, and /k/ at the beginnings of words•	  
The	sound	/p/	does	not	occur	at	the	beginnings	of	words	in	Vietnamese,	
and	is	therefore	a	new	sound.	Vietnamese	speakers	may	say	/b/	in	its	
place,	so	the	word	pea would	sound	like	bee.	In	fact,	some	Vietnamese	
speakers	pronounce	/b/	while	breathing	in rather than out and this can 
sound	roughly	like	an	English	/b/,	but	slightly	unusual.	An	important	feature	
of	/p/	is	the	aspiration	and	when	/b/	is	pronounced	in	place	of	/p/,	there	is	
no	aspiration.	In	Vietnamese,	/t/	and	/k/	at	the	beginnings	of	words	are	
pronounced	without	aspiration.	If	they	pronounce	them	in	this	way	at	the	
beginning	of	words	in	English,	they	sound	like	/d/	and	/g/,	so	the	word	tip 
might sound like dip,	and	the	word	coat might sound like goat.	

The pronunciation of /•	 ʃ/ 
The sound /ʃ/	does	occur	in	Vietnamese	but	tends	to	be	replaced	with	/s/	
in	connected	speech.	Some	Vietnamese	might	therefore	pronounce	/s/	in	
place of /ʃ/	in	English	words.		

The pronunciation of /l/ in the middle and at the ends of words •	  
In	Vietnamese,	/l/	occurs	only	at	the	beginnings	of	words,	so	its	
pronunciation	in	the	middle	and	at	the	ends	of	words	can	be	challenging.	
When	it	occurs	in	these	word	positions,	some	Vietnamese	speakers	might	
say	/n/	instead,	so	the	word	school might sound like it has /n/ at the end 
rather	than	/l/.		
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Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds,	and	Part	3,	Chapter	•	
3:	2.	Practising	sounds

Stress patterns
Vietnamese	speakers	find	English	stress	patterns	challenging,	both	in	individual	
words	and	across	groups	of	words	in	connected	speech.	They	might	stress	the	
wrong	syllable	in	an	individual	word,	and	some	groups	of	words	might	be	said	with	
equal	stress	on	each	syllable	and	have	a	staccato	quality.		

Why?
Most	words	in	Vietnamese	have	only	one	syllable,	and	these	tend	to	be	given	even	
weight	and	timing	in	connected	speech.	Stress	patterns	in	words	with	more	than	
one	syllable	might	therefore	be	quite	challenging.	Vietnamese	speakers	might	not	
know	which	syllable	to	stress	or	might	pronounce	all	of	the	syllables	with	equal	
stress.	They	might	also	find	it	difficult	to	make	a	distinction	between	stressed	and	
unstressed	syllables	even	when	they	know	which	syllables	should	be	stressed	
because	they	find	it	difficult	to	vary	the	length	of	their	syllables	accordingly.	The	
air	flow	used	when	speaking	Vietnamese	is	also	very	different	to	the	air	flow	
required	for	English.	In	English,	all	consonants	are	made	by	breathing	out,	but	in	
Vietnamese,	some	are	made	by	breathing	in.	Also,	in	Vietnamese,	the	air	flow	might	
be	blocked	at	the	end	of	a	syllable.	This	can	give	their	spoken	English	a	jerky	or	
staccato	quality.		

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	2:	all	sections•	
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Thai speakers 

Issues4:
Consonant clusters1.	
Single	consonants	at	the	ends	of	words	2.	
Challenging consonants3.	
Vowels4.	
Stress	patterns5.	

Consonant clusters
Consonant	clusters	in	all	word	positions	are	challenging	for	Thai	speakers.	
They might:

Reduce the cluster•	  
This	can	happen	at	the	beginning,	in	the	middle,	or	at	the	ends	of	words.	
For	example,	the	word	graduates	might	sound	as	if	it	starts	with	/g/	rather	
than	/gr/	and	ends	with	/s	/rather	than	/ts/,	and	the	word	degree might 
sound	as	if	it	has	/g/	rather	than	/gr/	in	the	middle.

Add an extra vowel between consonants in a cluster •  
This	changes	the	stress	pattern	which	can	be	very	confusing	(see	Part	2,	
Chapter	1).	For	example,	the	word	sport might sound like support.

Why?
There are some consonant clusters in the Thai language, but not nearly as many 
as in English and they only occur at the beginnings of	words.	Thai	speakers	
therefore	find	the	pronunciation	of	clusters	in	the	middle	or	at	the	ends	of	words	very	
challenging,	and	might	reduce	them	to	a	single	consonant	that	they	find	easy	to	say.	
Also, clusters in Thai only ever consist of two	consonants,	and	only	a	few	of	them	
are	roughly	equivalent	to	English	consonant	clusters:	/gr/,	/gl/,	/kr/,	/kl/,	 
/kw/,	/pr/	and	/pl/.	In	everyday	speech,	Thai	speakers	commonly	drop	the	second	
consonant	in	these	clusters	when	they	occur	at	the	beginning	of	a	Thai	word.	This	
might	therefore	also	happen	when	they	speak	English.	

There	are	also	many	consonant	clusters	in	English	that	do	not	occur	in	Thai.	
To make these clusters easier to pronounce, Thai speakers might separate the 
consonants	by	saying	a	vowel	in	between.	

4	 The	information	presented	here	is	based	on	a	detailed	analysis	of	speech	samples	collected	
during the longitudinal study, Language training and settlement success. Are they related? This analysis 
focussed	on	the	extent	to	which	different	features	were	associated	with	communication	breakdown,	and	
therefore	is	not	an	exhaustive	list	of	pronunciation	issues	for	all	Thai	speakers.	
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Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	4.	Practising	consonant	clusters				•	

Single consonants at the ends of words 
When	pronouncing	single	consonants	at	the	ends	of	words	Thai	speakers	might:

Delete or not pronounce the final consonant •	  
This	happens	with	most	final	consonants,	but	words	ending	in	/m/,	/n/,	or	
/ŋ/	are	usually	not	a	problem.	Sometimes	/p/,	/t/,	or	/k/	can	be	heard	at	the	
ends	of	words,	but	sometimes	it	seems	as	if	they	are	not	pronounced	at	
all,	so	words	like	cap, write, and take	might	sound	as	if	they	end	in	a	vowel.	

Use a consonant that is easier to pronounce•	  
For	example,	/t/	might	be	substituted	for	/s/	at	the	end	of	the	word	class, or 
/n/	for	/l/	at	the	end	of	the	word	little.	

Why?
In	Thai	the	only	consonants	that	occur	at	the	ends	of	words	are	/p/,	/t/,	/k/,	/m/,	/n/	
and /ŋ/,	and	many	words	end	in	a	vowel.	But	while	Thai	speakers	usually	don’t	
have	any	difficulty	pronouncing	a	single	/m/,	/n/,	and	/ŋ/	at	the	ends	of	words,	they	
might	not	fully	pronounce	/p/,	/t/,	and	/k/	at	the	ends	of	words.	This	is	because	in	
Thai,	they	are	pronounced	very	differently	from	the	way	they	are	in	English,	and	
they	are	never	released.	That	is,	although	the	mouth	goes	into	the	position	to	make	
the	sound,	it	is	not	released	in	a	way	that	produces	air	in	the	same	way	as	it	is	for	
English.	(See	earlier	notes	on	the	consonants	of	English,	Part	2,	Chapter	2).	These	
‘silent’	/p/,	/t/	and	/k/	sounds	are	often	used	in	place	of	other	consonants	that	occur	
at	the	ends	of	words	in	English,	and	because	they	might	be	hard	to	hear	it	can	
seem	as	if	the	consonants	have	been	deleted	completely.	The	consonants	that	Thai	
speakers	substitute	for	other	consonants	at	the	ends	of	words	are	not	random	and	
the	following	patterns	have	been	observed:	

Thai	speakers	will	often:

say /t/ instead of /d/, /•	 θ/, /ð/, /s/, /z/, /ʃ/, /ʒ/, /ʧ/ and /ʤ/

say /p/ instead of /v/ and /f/•	

say /n/ instead of /l/•	
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Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	3.	Focussing	on	sounds	at	the	ends	of	words•	

Challenging consonants
The	consonants	Thai	speakers	might	find	difficult	include:

The distinction between /l/ and /r/•  
Although	both	/l/	and	/r/	occur	in	Thai,	a	clear	distinction	between	
them	is	not	always	made	and	many	Thai	speakers	often	use	them	
interchangeably.	Their	pronunciation	of	these	two	sounds	might	be	
quite	inconsistent.	They	may	pronounce	/l/	rather	than	/r/	most	often	(for	
example,	the	word	wrong might sound like long)	but	may	sometimes	say	/r/	
rather	than	/l/	(for	example,	the	word	fly might sound like fry).	

The distinction between /•	 ʃ/ and /ʧ/ 
Thai speakers can pronounce both /ʃ/ and /ʧ/, but may not hear them 
as different consonants because in Thai they are variations of the same 
consonant.	When	speaking	English,	they	may	therefore	pronounce	/ʃ/ 
rather than /ʧ/	(eg,	the	word	watch	might	sound	like	wash)	on	some	
occasions and /ʧ/ rather than /ʃ/	on	others	(eg,	the	word	shoe	might	sound	
like	chew).		

The pronunciation of /v/•  
The	sound	/v/	does	not	exist	in	Thai,	and	is	therefore	a	new	consonant	
for	Thai	speakers.	They	tend	to	say	a	different	consonant	in	its	place	
depending	on	its	position	in	the	word.	At	the	beginnings	and	in	the	middle	
of	words	they	might	say	/w/	instead	of	/v/,	so	the	word	vine	would	sound	
like wine.	At	the	ends	of	words,	they	might	say	/p/	so	the	word	leave might 
sound like leap.

The pronunciation of /• θ/ and /ð/ 
These	consonants	do	not	occur	in	Thai,	and	will	therefore	be	new	for	Thai	
speakers.	They	might	say	either	/t/	or	/s/	in	place	of	/θ/, and /d/, /t/, or /s/ in 
place	of	/ð/,	so	the	word	thin might sound like tin or sin,	and	the	word	this 
might sound like diss, tiss, or siss.
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Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds	and	Part	3,	Chapter	•	
3:	2.	Practising	sounds

Vowels 
Most	of	the	single	vowels	in	English	have	equivalents	or	near	equivalents	in	Thai.	
However,	the	diphthongs	do	not.	Thai	speakers	may	therefore	find	them	challenging	
and	tend	to	pronounce	only	the	first	part	of	the	diphthong,	so	/eɪ/	would	sound	like	
/e/	and	the	word	pain like pen.	

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds	and	Part	3,	Chapter	•	
3:	2.	Practising	sounds				

Stress patterns
Thai	speakers	find	English	stress	patterns	challenging,	both	in	individual	words	and	
across	groups	of	words	in	connected	speech.	They	might	stress	the	wrong	syllable	
in	an	individual	word,	and	some	groups	of	words	might	be	said	with	equal	stress	on	
each	syllable.		

Why?
Most	original	Thai	words	have	only	one	syllable,	but	there	are	‘loan’	words	from	
other	languages	which	have	more	than	one	syllable.	In	these	words,	the	final	
syllable	is	always	stressed.	If	Thai	speakers	apply	this	rule	when	they	speak	
English,	the	resulting	stress	patterns	may	be	different	from	what	we	expect.	All	one-
syllable	words	in	Thai	are	given	equal	weight	and	timing	in	connected	speech,	so	
all	of	the	syllables	may	sound	as	if	they	are	being	stressed.	English	pronounced	in	
this	way	sounds	quite	robotic	and	can	be	difficult	to	understand	because	there	is	no	
clear	stress	pattern	to	help	us	decipher	what	is	being	said.	

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	2:	all	sections	•	
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Korean speakers 

Issues5:
Vowels1.	
Consonants	and	consonant	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words2.	
Stress	patterns3.	
Challenging consonants4.	

Vowels 
Korean	speakers	find	the	pronunciation	of	a	number	of	single	vowels	difficult,	
particularly	/ӕ/	(as	in	pan)	and	/ɜ:/	(as	in	bird).	They	might	also	find	the	contrast	
between	/ɪ/	and	/i:/	difficult,	so	the	words	sheep	and	ship	might	sound	very	similar.	
The	pronunciation	of	diphthongs	can	also	be	quite	challenging.	

Why?
Korean	has	quite	a	different	vowel	system	to	English.	There	are	8	vowels	that	
have	both	a	short	and	long	version.	While	some	of	these	are	roughly	equivalent	
to	English	vowels,	there	are	some	English	vowels	that	do	not	occur	in	Korean	
(eg,	/ӕ/	as	in	pan, /ɪ/ as in pin, and /ɜ:/ as in bird),	so	these	will	be	new.	Drawing	
on	what	they	know	from	their	first	language,	Korean	speakers	might	depend	on	
the	distinction	between	short	and	long	versions	of	their	vowels	for	some	English	
contrasts	and	this	does	not	always	work	in	English.	For	example,	the	contrast	
between	/i:/	and	/ɪ/	does	not	only	depend	on	vowel	length	(see	Part	2,	Chapter	3).	
Korean	diphthongs	are	also	very	different	to	English	diphthongs,	and	rather	than	
being	a	combination	of	two	vowels,	they	are	a	combination	of	/j/	or	/w/	and	a	vowel.	
English	diphthongs	might	therefore	be	challenging	for	Korean	speakers.	

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds	and	2.	•	
Practising sounds 

Consonants and consonant clusters at the ends of words 
When	pronouncing	the	ends	of	words,	Korean	speakers	might:

5	 The	information	presented	here	is	based	on	a	detailed	analysis	of	speech	samples	collected	
during the longitudinal study, Language training and settlement success. Are they related? This analysis 
focussed	on	the	extent	to	which	different	features	were	associated	with	communication	breakdown,	and	
therefore	is	not	an	exhaustive	list	of	pronunciation	issues	for	all	Korean	speakers.	
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Reduce a consonant cluster•	  
For	example,	the	word	kind	might	sound	as	if	it	ends	in	/d/	rather	than	/nd/.

Add an extra vowel after a final consonant or cluster•  
This	changes	the	stress	pattern	which	can	be	very	confusing	(See	Part	2,	
Chapter	1).	For	example,	the	word	past might sound like pasta.

Use a consonant that is easier to pronounce•  
For	example,	/p/	might	be	substituted	for	/v/	at	the	end	of	the	word	have, 
which	would	result	in	it	sounding	like	hap.

Why?
In	Korean,	the	only	consonants	pronounced	at	the	ends	of	words	are	/p/,	/t/,	/k/,	
/m/, /n/, /ŋ/,	and	/l/.	Korean	speakers	don’t	usually	have	difficulty	pronouncing	
these	sounds,	but	in	Korean,	/p/,	/t/,	and	/k/	are	always	pronounced	without	air	
being	released,	and	so	might	sometimes	be	hard	to	hear.	In	order	to	make	other	
consonants	at	the	ends	of	words	in	English	easier	to	say,	Korean	speakers	might	
add	an	extra	vowel	(either	/ǝ/	or	/i:/)	to	the	end	of	the	word.	Also,	there	are	no	
consonant	clusters	at	the	ends	of	words	in	Korean,	so	in	order	to	make	their	
pronunciation	at	the	end	of	words	in	English,	Korean	speakers	might	add	an	extra	
vowel	between	the	consonants	in	a	consonant	cluster,	or	reduce	it	to	a	single	
consonant	that	is	easier	to	say.	

Teaching strategies

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	3.	Focussing	on	sounds	at	the	ends	of	words,	and	•	
Part	3,	Chapter	3:	4.	Practising	consonant	clusters.

Stress patterns 
Korean	speakers	find	English	stress	patterns	challenging,	both	in	individual	words	
and	across	groups	of	words	in	connected	speech.	They	might	stress	the	wrong	
syllable	in	an	individual	word	or	the	wrong	word	in	a	group	of	words.	

Why?
Stress	patterns	are	not	as	important	in	Korean	as	they	are	in	English,	and	in	words	
with	more	than	one	syllable	Korean	speakers	tend	to	pronounce	the	syllables	with	
equal	stress.	Sometimes	the	first	syllable	might	be	stressed	and	this	is	achieved	by	
lengthening	the	vowel,	or	the	consonant	at	the	end	of	the	syllable.	Korean	speakers	
might	therefore	find	it	difficult	to	make	a	clear	distinction	between	stressed	and	
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unstressed	syllables,	and	to	pronounce	words	with	particular	stress	patterns.	They	
might	also	stress	the	wrong	syllable	without	realising	it,	because	in	Korean	the	pitch	
used	in	a	syllable	is	related	to	the	consonant	at	the	beginning	of	the	syllable.	When	
a	Korean	speaker	does	this	in	English,	the	syllable	might	seem	to	be	stressed	to	
English ears, because there is a pitch change, but this change might be related to 
the particular consonant at the beginning of that syllable rather than to the fact that 
the	syllable	is	stressed.	

In	connected	speech	in	Korean,	all	syllables	are	given	roughly	the	same	weight	
and	timing,	and	because	all	vowels	are	pronounced	in	their	full	form,	it	can	seem	
to	English	ears	that	all	syllables	are	stressed.	Korean	speakers	might	also	find	it	
difficult	to	stress	the	words	they	want	to	emphasise	in	connected	speech,	because	
in	Korean	emphasis	is	conveyed	by	an	emphasis	marking	suffix,	or	by	changing	the	
position	of	the	word	rather	than	by	stress.	

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	2:	all	sections	•	

Challenging consonants
The	consonants	Korean	speakers	might	find	difficult	include:

The distinction between /l/ and /r/•	  
Korean	speakers	can	pronounce	both	/l/	and	/r/,	but	may	not	hear	them	
as	different	consonants	because	in	Korean	/r/	is	a	variation	of	/l/.	Korean	
speakers	will	therefore	often	use	them	interchangeably	when	speaking	
English	and	their	pronunciation	might	seem	quite	inconsistent.	For	
example,	they	might	say	/r/	in	place	of	/l/	on	one	occasion	(for	example,	
the	word	loyalty would	sound	like	royalty),	and	then	/l/	in	place	of	/r/	on	
another	(for	example,	the	word	clash	would	sound	like	crash).

The pronunciation of /f/ and /v/•	  
These	consonants	do	not	occur	in	Korean,	and	will	therefore	be	new.	
Korean	speakers	tend	to	say	/p/	in	place	of	/f/,	and	/b/	in	place	of	/v/,	 
so	the	word	face might sound like pace,	and	the	word	vet might sound 
like bet.	
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The pronunciation of /•	 θ/ and /ð/ 
These	consonants	do	not	occur	in	Korean,	and	will	therefore	be	new.	
Korean	speakers	might	say	/s/	in	place	of	/θ/, and /d/ in place of /ð/,  
so	the	word	thick might sound like sick,	and	the	word	there might sound 
like dare.

Teaching strategies and activities

Part	3,	Chapter	1	for	teaching	strategies	and	techniques•	

Part	3,	Chapter	3:	1.	Introducing	challenging	sounds	and	Part	3,	Chapter	•	
3:	2.	Practising	sounds
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Annotated Bibliography

In	this	section	we	provide	some	information	about	some	more	recent	publications	
on	teaching	and	learning	pronunciation.

Boyer, S. (2002). Understanding english pronunciation: An 
integrated practice course. Glenbrook: Boyer Educational 
Resources.
(Student’s	book,	Teacher’s	book	plus	3	CDs)

This	attractive	resource	demonstrates	how	pronunciation	can	be	integrated	into	
a	stimulating	English	as	a	Second	Language	(ESL)	program	at	Certificate	II	and	
III	levels.	Students	are	provided	with	a	means	of	practising	communication	skills	
(both	listening	and	speaking)	rather	than	focussing	on	information	about	sounds	
and	how	to	make	them.	These	materials	could	serve	as	a	course	book,	given	the	
quality	and	range	of	the	twelve	engaging	texts	at	the	heart	of	each	unit	and	the	
communicative	activities	derived	from	them.	Learners	encounter	the	components	of	
a comprehensive pronunciation course: eg phonemic contrasts, connected speech, 
stress	and	intonation	while	at	the	same	time,	experience	a	range	of	opportunities	
for	continuing	their	development	of	‘intelligible’	speech	–	including	opinion	giving	
and	directed	listening,	vocabulary	extension	and	spelling	accuracy.	Boyer’s	aim	is	
pragmatically	focussed	on	building	up	the	confidence	of	students	when	listening	to	
speakers	of	English	but	these	activities	will	most	surely	encourage	their	skills	in	oral	
production	as	well.	

Brassil J., Brawn, P., Burrows, C., Cantatore, S., Claire, S., 
Godess, M., de Silva Joyce, H., Nyugen, J., & Yuen, L. (2000). 
English language handbook. Surry Hills. NSW AMES.  
Pitched for intermediate-level students, this book has separate chapters on:

Using	your	dictionary1.	

Learning language outside the classroom2.	

Pronunciation	(+	CD	with	8	exercises)3.	

 Grammar4.	

The Pronunciation chapter	uses	a	bottom-up	approach,	with	the	following	
sections:
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The	sounds	of	English:	vowels	(including	schwa),	diphthongs	and	•	
consonants

Syllables	and	syllable	structure•	

Stress	within	a	word•	

Stress	in	utterances/Rhythm•	

Intonation•	

Linking•	

Chunking/Pausing•	

Word	endings•	

Each section is accompanied by an aural discrimination task, also provided on 
the	accompanying	CD.	The	tasks	are	fairly	conventional	so	many	teachers	might	
already	use	these	sorts	of	activities.	This	handbook	has	been	translated	into	
Vietnamese,	Chinese,	Thai,	Korean,	Japanese,	Spanish,	Bosnian,	Russian,	Arabic	
and	Persian	(Farsi).	

Fraser, H. (2001). Teaching pronunciation: A handbook for 
teachers and trainers. Sydney. TAFE-NSW Access Division.
Also available on line at:  
http://www.dest.gov.au/ty/litnet/docs/Teaching_Pronunciation.pdf

This	handbook	is	the	product	of	a	project	in	which	six	ESL	teachers	reflected	over	
a	two-month	period	on	how	to	help	students	improve	their	pronunciation	of	English.	
All	were	experienced	teachers	but	claimed	no	particular	expertise	in	the	teaching	
of	pronunciation.	The	project	was	guided	and	mentored	by	Dr	Helen	Fraser,	who	
provided	theoretical	input	and	authored	the	handbook.	

The	three	‘frameworks’	of	the	subtitle	refer	to	three	different	learner	groups:	
beginners,	more	advanced	learners	and	workplace-based	learners.	Typical	issues	
in	the	teaching	and	learning	of	pronunciation	are	examined	for	each	of	these	
groups	in	the	light	of	certain	theoretical	assumptions	and	guiding	principles.	It	is	the	
articulation of these assumptions and principles that provides the main substance 
of	the	book.	Fraser’s	thesis	is	that	successful	mastery	of	pronunciation	is	cognitive,	
rather	than	articulatory.	It	depends	less	on	being	able	to	produce	particular	sounds	
than on being able, step-by-step, to conceptualise the phonological system of the 

http://www.dest.gov.au/ty/litnet/docs/Teaching_Pronunciation.pdf
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target	language,	that	is,	to	understand	what	contrasts	are	significant	in	that	system.	
Put	simply,	students	need	to	learn	what	to	notice	and	what	to	ignore.	

Intelligible	pronunciation	is	crucial	to	real	communication	with	native	speakers,	and	
it	is	the	author’s	conviction	that	pronunciation	can	be	taught.	This	book	is	not	a	kit	of	
instant	pronunciation	activities	for	teachers-on-the-run.	Rather	it	is	a	resource	that	
will	help	reflective	teachers	to	integrate	meaningful	pronunciation	work	into	all	their	
interactions	with	students.	A	detailed	reading	list	is	included.	

Gilbert, J. B. (2008). Teaching pronunciation: Using the prosody 
pyramid  Cambridge NY. Cambridge University Press.
Also available on line at:

http://www.cambridge.org/elt/teacher-support/pdf/Gilbert-Teaching-Pronunciation.
pdf

Gilbert suggests that becoming intelligible to native listeners and being able to make 
sense	of	native	speakers	are	substantially	achievable	targets	for	ESL	learners.	
To	be	‘listener-friendly’	in	one’s	speech	implies	being	able	to	engage	the	listener	
but this is only possible if the speaker is able to incorporate prosodic features in 
pronunciation.	These	she	defines	using	the	musical	metaphors	of	‘rhythm	and	
melody’	(alias	stress	and	intonation).	Training	in	prosody	also	equips	the	student	
to interpret rhythmic and melodic cues in others’ speech because they guide the 
listener	by	organising	the	information,	signalling	new	information	and	conveying	the	
true	nature	of	the	speaker’s	intentions.	No	small	contribution:	without	prosody,	the	
speaker	is	described	as	a	ballroom	dancer	‘without	a	partner	and	without	music’	
(2008:9).	

Gilbert constructs a Prosody Pyramid: the thought group at the base, the focus 
word	within	it	highlighted	with	one	syllable	receiving	the	main	stress	and	operating	
as	the	peak	or	nucleus	of	the	thought	group.	The	interrelationship	of	prosodic	with	
segmental features is systematically discussed and a range of practical suggestions 
for	classroom	activities	is	provided.	In	Appendix	1,	Gilbert	sets	up	a	question	and	
answer	dialogue	where	she	is	able	to	demonstrate	the	relevance	of	her	propositions	
about	prosody	with	some	thought-provoking	observations	and	recommendations.	
Among her most valuable suggestion is her advocacy of introducing students 
to	a	series	of	‘well-learned	templates’.	By	memorising	what	are	‘formulaic-type’	
utterances,	students	will	be	carrying	with	them	some	of	the	familiar	‘melodies’	of	the	
new	language.

http://www.cambridge.org/other_files/downloads/esl/booklets/Gilbert-Teaching-Pronunciation.pdf
http://www.cambridge.org/other_files/downloads/esl/booklets/Gilbert-Teaching-Pronunciation.pdf
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Hancock, M. (2003). English pronunciation in use. Cambridge. 
Cambridge University Press.
(Includes	CDs)

This	is	a	comprehensive	and	well-structured	pronunciation	course	book	for	
intermediate	level	learners.	It	is	designed	for	self-study	but	can,	of	course,	also	be	
used	in	the	classroom.	There	are	60	short	units,	organised	into	three	main	sections	
which	move	progressively	from	the	segmental	to	the	suprasegmental	level	(without	
inflicting	those	terms	on	the	learners).

Section	A	–	•	 Letters and Sounds 
Section	B	–	•	 Syllables, Words and Sentences
Section	C	–	•	 Conversation

Within	these	sections,	each	unit	has	one	page	of	explanatory	material	and	
examples,	followed	by	a	facing	page	of	practice	exercises.	There	is	also	a	fourth	
section	(D),	with	further	useful	material	which	the	student	can	access	as	needed.	
The book does not insist on the phonemic symbols but they are recommended to 
the	students	as	‘useful	to	learn’.	

Hewings, M. (2004). Pronunciation practice activities: A resource 
book for teaching English pronunciation. Cambridge. Cambridge 
University Press.
This	book	is	an	eclectic	sample	of	pronunciation	activities	derived,	as	Hewings	
indicates,	from	his	extensive	English	as	a	Foreign	Language	(EFL)	teaching	
career.	He	offers	his	ideas	to	inspire	teachers	to	devise	their	own.	While	the	book	
begins	with	a	succinct	review	of	the	major	topics	of	English	pronunciation,	the	
overall	impression	is	piecemeal	and	incohesive,	with	activities	suitable	for	cursory	
reference	rather	than	systematic	study	in	a	well-devised	course.	For	Australian	
ESL	environments,	the	selections	appear	Euro-centric	and	middle-class,	a	
reflection	of	our	longstanding	discomfort	with	the	uncritical	adaptation	of	British	
EFL	texts.	Many	of	the	activities	however,	are	original	and	inviting,	such	as	an	
exploration	of	the	meaning	and	tone	of	single	syllable	exclamations	(2004:58–61),	
an	attempt	to	eliminate	additional	(‘unwanted’)	syllables	at	the	beginning	or	end	
of	words	(2004:71–72),	a	definitions	quiz	which	combines	a	vocabulary	search	
with	practice	in	consonant	clusters	(2004:74–76)	and	delightfully,	a	lesson	on	
‘Knock,	knock’	jokes	(2004:219–120)	where,	at	risk	of	spoiling	the	joke	through	
pedantic	explanation,	learners	will	experience	playing	with	the	new	language.	
While	presentation	methodologies	may	seem	teacher-directed	and	paper-based,	
Hewings’	approach	to	familiar	and	real	pronunciation	issues	is	a	useful	addition	to	
the	bibliography.
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Kreidler, C. W. (2004). The pronunciation of English: A course 
book. (2nd ed.) Malden. Blackwell Publishing.
This	is	a	text	book	for	students	of	linguistics.	A	great	reference	for	teachers	–	the	
sections	on	rhythm	and	intonation	are	particularly	interesting	–	but	not	a	source	of	
readymade	practice	activities	for	ESL	learners.

Kress, J. E. (2008). The ESL/ELL teacher’s book of lists. (2nd ed) 
San Francisco. Jossey-Bass.
Describing	itself	as	‘unique’	and	a	‘teacher	time-saver’,	this	bulky	volume	provokes	
pleasure	and	puzzlement.	There	are	lists	of	synonyms	and	antonyms,	separable	
and	non-separable	phrasal	verbs,	the	five	hundred	most	frequently	used	English	
words	and	‘content	area’	words	for	mathematics,	social	studies,	geography	and	
science.	There	are	also	lists	of	the	most	common	first	names	and	family	names	in	
the	US	for	2006,	new	literacies	(eg	email	and	manga,	blogs	and	zines)	and	three	
pages	of	prose	providing	test-taking	strategies.	The	book	serves	as	a	source	of	
teaching	ideas	but	they	require	a	creative	teacher	to	devise	sound	methodologies	
for	classroom	application.	

Section	3	relates	to	Pronunciation.	Section	8	(Teaching)	includes	activities	for	the	
development	of	auditory,	aural	and	oral	skills	and	both	Sections	4	(Vocabulary	
Builders)	and	7	(Culture)	contain	idioms,	cognates	or	proverbs	derived	from	at	least	
four	other	languages:	Spanish,	German,	French	and	Chinese.	Other	reference	is	
made to the English phonemes not found in European or Asian languages and a 
chart	documents	the	contrasting	phonemes	requiring	specific	practice	by	speakers	
of	nine	of	these	languages.

In	summarising	key	pronunciation	topics,	Section	3	provides	a	reminder	of	the	
articulatory	conventions,	lists	for	practising	consonant	and	vowel	phonemes	in	
initial,	medial	and	final	position,	beginning	and	end	clusters	and	the	inevitable	
minimal	pairs.	Word	and	sentence	stress	require	definition	before	sample	practice	
lists	are	provided	and	the	section	ends	with	a	dangerous	set	of	tongue	twisters	–	
presumably	for	the	personal	pleasure	of	native	speakers.	This	book	does	not	claim	
to underpin a conscientious teacher’s efforts at providing a sound pronunciation 
course, but it does deserve a place in a teachers’ library as a source of passing 
inspiration	or	whimsical	entertainment.	

Nation, I. S. P., & Newton, J. (2009). Teaching ESL/EFL listening 
and speaking. New York. Routledge Taylor & Francis.
This is a practical handbook for practising teachers, advocating the presentation 
of	‘well-balanced’	language	programs	which	engage	learners	equally	in	four	kinds	
of	language-learning	opportunities	or	‘strands’:	a)	meaningful	input,	b)	meaningful	
output,	c)	a	focus	on	language	form	and	d)	the	development	of	fluency	where	
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learners	use	the	new	language	as	they	acquire	it.	Written	originally	for	trainee	
ESL/EFL	teachers,	the	book	evaluates	the	contributions	of	an	extensive	range	
of researchers in teaching methodology and incorporates an array of activities 
designed	for	the	aural	and	oral	skill	development	of	beginner	to	advanced	learners.	
Chapter	5	(pp.75–96)	specifically	addresses	the	pronunciation	needs	of	students	
with	brief	suggestions	for	teaching	sound	production,	correctional	techniques,	stress	
and	intonation.	However,	the	teacher	is	given	the	opportunity	to	decide	the	place	of	
pronunciation	in	a	‘well-balanced’	program.	The	key	intent	is	to	focus	the	teacher	on	
the	question:	‘What	are	the	students	actually	learning	–	using	the	activities	I	have	
provided?’	

Odisho, E. Y. (2003). Techniques of teaching pronunciation in 
ESL, bilingual and foreign language classes. Muenchen. Lincom 
Europa.
Odisho	calls	for	a	rethink	of	attitudes	towards	pronunciation	outcomes	that	tolerate	
second and foreign language students remaining at risk of being misunderstood, 
even	after	a	considerable	period	of	study.	Given	the	many	public	and	professional	
settings	in	which	the	mastery	of	pronunciation	is	‘a	must’,	he	urges	teachers	and	
learners	to	aim	higher.	Writing	from	the	standpoint	of	his	own	multilingualism,	and	
with	comparative	insights	into	languages	as	diverse	as	Arabic,	German,	Spanish	
and	Thai,	he	draws	on	theoretical	and	applied	principles	of	linguistics	and	cognitive	
psychology	to	equip	teachers	and	learners	with	techniques	to	overcome	the	barriers	
of	phonological	and	phonetic	accent.	Physical	habits	he	claims,	can be reprocessed 
into	cognitive	habits.	Memory	can	be	retrained	for	short-	and	long-term	retrieval.	
New	approaches	to	instruction	can restore perception, recognition and production 
skills	and	dislodge	fossilised	practices.	

Step	by	step,	he	outlines	processes	for	cognitive	orientation	–	how	to	prepare	
learners	mentally	to	recognise	the	nature	of	a	pronunciation	task	or	difficulty.	
Similarly,	he	engages	auditory,	visual	and	kinaesthetic	‘channels’	for	explorations	
into	the	segmental	and	suprasegmental	components	of	spoken	English.	While	
many	of	Odisho’s	techniques	and	methodologies	may	be	familiar	to	an	experienced	
teacher, this insight into cognitive and sensory processes and the realisation that 
‘near	enough	is	not	really	good	enough’	encourage	us	to	be	more	systematic	–	and	
optimistic	–	in	attending	to	the	pronunciation	needs	of	our	students.

Underhill, A. (2005). Sound Foundations. Oxford. 
Macmillan Education.
(Includes	CD)
This	new	edition	of	the	original	1994	text	provides	comprehensive	guidelines	for	
new	and	experienced	teachers	of	English	pronunciation.	It	demonstrates	both	the	
things	we	might	‘need	to	know’	about	the	pronunciation	of	English	and	‘how	to	do	
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them’	eg	how	the	sounds	of	English	are	made,	how	to	introduce	the	phonemic	chart	
to	students	or	how	to	use	Cuisenaire	rods	to	depict	word	stress.	Using	a	lifetime	of	
practical	experience,	Underhill	invites	systematic	study	by	native-	(and	non-native)	
English	language	teachers	in	order	to	build	an	awareness	of	the	complexity	of	their	
own	speechmaking	while	adapting	multiple	ideas	for	classroom	application.	

The	book	is	organised	in	two	parts.	Part	1	provides	a	three-stage	‘discovery	toolkit’	
for	the	teacher:	exploring	individual	sounds	(level	1),	words	in	isolation	(level	2)	and	
connected	speech	(level	3).	Part	2	offers	a	‘classroom	toolkit’,	replicating	these	
levels	with	activities	for	teaching.	Underhill	uses	a	conversational	style,	encouraging	
teachers	to	become	aware	of	the	processes	they	themselves	use	for	sound-making,	
stress	and	intonation,	persuading	them	that	personal	practice	and	discovery	will	
benefit	their	learners.	While	this	is	a	thorough,	sometimes	laboured	dissection	
of	RP	English	pronunciation,	it	will	serve	as	a	rich	resource	for	any	teacher	who	
shares	Underhill’s	aims:	enabling	learners	to	achieve	‘comfortable	intelligibility’	and	
encouraging	them	‘to	do	the	best	they	can	manage	at	any	moment’	(pp.171–172).

Other useful resources

AMEP fact Sheets
Three fact sheets related to pronunciation and teaching pronunciation are available 
at	the	AMEP	Research	Centre	website	at:

http://www.ameprc.mq.edu.au/resources/amep_fact_sheets

Burns, A., & Claire, S. (2003). Clearly speaking. Pronunciation in 
action for teachers. Sydney. NCELTR, Macquarie University. 
A	very	useful	resource	comprising	a	book	and	DVD	which	shows	classes	in	which	
different	aspects	of	pronunciation	are	taught.	Unfortunately	it	may	be	difficult	to	
purchase	but	can	be	borrowed	from	the	AMEP	Resource	Centre	library.	

Springall, J., & Hajncl, L. (2007) Sound spelling. Melbourne. 
AMES Victoria.
This	resource	comprises	two	A1	posters	and	a	class	set	of	25	A4	student	charts	for	
teaching	about	the	relationship	between	English	letters	(graphemes)	and	sounds	
(phonemes).	The	posters	and	charts	feature	pictures	and	words	that	are	useful	in	an	
adult	ESL	context,	and	are	suitable	for	adult	learners.	They	can	be	purchased	from	
the	bookshop	on	the	AMES	Victoria	website:	www.ames.net.au

http://www.ameprc.mq.edu.au/resources/amep_fact_sheets
http://www.ames.net.au
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Swan, M., & Smith, B. (Eds.) (2001). Learner English. A teacher’s 
guide to interference and other problems (2nd ed.). Cambridge. 
Cambridge University Press. 

This	is	a	very	useful	book	that	includes	chapters	that	describe	the	difficulties	
(pronunciation	and	other	areas)	experienced	by	learners	from	a	range	of	language	
backgrounds.		

Zawadzki, H. (1994). In Tempo: An English pronunciation course. 
Sydney. NCELTR, Macquarie University.
An	extremely	useful	book	and	cassette	combination	concentrating	on	rhythm	and	
stress for learners at the intermediate and advanced levels, and many activities can 
be	adapted	for	use	with	learners	at	lower	levels.	

Useful websites
There	are	a	number	of	interesting	and	useful	websites	related	to	pronunciation.	

A •	 website	that	provides	examples	of	a	range	of	different	English	accents:

Access	to	an	award-winning	•	 online program to develop listening and 
pronunciation	skills:	If	you	register	as	a	new	user	you	can	trial	the	
program.

Some	useful	pronunciation	resources	are	also	available	at	the	•	 BBC 
website at: and also at the British	Council	website

A •	 website	that	provides	lists	of	rhyming	words	that	contrast	different	
consonants	and	vowels

A •	 website	that	provides	and	interactive	version	of	Adrian	Underhill’s	
phonemic chart
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Phonemic symbols

Single Vowels Diphthongs

Short Long eɪ - play

ɪ  - bin i: - see aɪ - buy

e - pen ɑ: - heart ɔɪ - boy

ӕ	-	man ɔ: - four ǝʊ - phone

ʌ - fun u: - blue aʊ - loud

ɒ - hot ɜ: - bird ɪǝ - cheer

ʊ - look eǝ - hair

ǝ - about ʊǝ - cure

Consonants

p	–	pie k	–	car θ	–	thing

ʃ	–	shoe m	–	milk l	–	like

b	–	boy g	–	go ð	–	these

ʒ	–	usually n	–	nose r	–	rice

t	–	tea f	–	fire s	–	safe

ʧ	–	chair ŋ	–	sing w	–	winter

d	–	day v	–	very z	–	zone

ʤ	–	joke h	–	house j	–	yes

Te
ar

 o
ff 

bo
ok

m
ar

k
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