Session notes & resources

Students and teachers alike often find
English pronunciation a daunting topic
to wrestle with. To solve this, we can
break pronunciation down into four skill
areas. By setting realistic targets,
learning pronunciation can become an
approachable and manageable task.
Altogether, this represents my
pronunciation toolkit. It’s a way of:
1.
Demystifying pronunciation for
students.
2.
Giving the teacher some clear,
short, and meaningful activities to
use.
3.
Giving students tips and tricks to
confidently correct or avoid errors
and work on improving their
pronunciation.

Sounds
Accurately teaching vowel and consonant
sounds becomes a whole lot easier when
you make reference to the physiology of the
mouth and precise use of a sound chart.
Although Adrian Underhill’s phonemic chart
is almost ubiquitous with teaching
pronunciation, Mark Hancock’s new
PronPack chart offers a much more ‘userfriendly’ version that has many practical
uses in the classroom. Go to
www.pronpack.com for more information
and to download printable versions.
/v/ is a common problem for Spanish
speakers, but can be easily solved if you
contrast it with its voiceless counterpart /f/.
Students can discover voicing by placing
their fingers on their voice box, on their
head, or even in their ears, as they say the
sound. /ʃ/ can also be a difficult consonant
sound for Spanish speakers - again, it
doesn’t exist in Standard Spanish. Where
students are making this error, a selfdiscovery exercise can bring enough
awareness for students to produce the
sound. Be warned though, students will
need lots of practice to perfect it (as we
spoke about with /w/ and /ɡ/)
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Stress
It’s important to remember that the rhythm of English and Spanish are different. Technically speaking,
they’re termed stress-timed and syllable-timed respectively - essentially meaning that whilst in Spanish
there will be relatively equal stress on each syllable in a word or sentence, English spaces the stress out
more evenly meaning that there will be strong and weak syllables in a word or sentence.
Jazz musician and teacher trainer Carolyn Graham has done lots of work on how the rhythm of American English
can be taught through jazz chants. A quick YouTube search will bring up some videos of her training sessions that
go into more detail than I was able to in the session in Sevilla. There, I demonstrated how playing a simple
metronome beat—just type metronome into Google for an interactive app right there in the browser—can help
Spanish speakers break away from syllable-timed stress. You can build this in to your classes as a fun and quick
way of drilling target structures. It can also be effective in building awareness of content and function words in
sentences (that is, words which carry meaning like nouns, verbs, adjectives, etc; and smaller grammatical words
like auxiliaries, conjunctions, articles, etc.)
When dealing with word stress, a simple method is to underline stressed syllables and cross out any silent letters.
This can work well with error correction when a student puts stress on the wrong syllable. As a matter of course
I’ll do this whenever I board vocabulary; my students record the words and phrases with an immediate cue as to
the pronunciation of the word, along with its form and meaning.

Intonation
This is a tricky area. Studies into the stages of language development in children indicate that intonation is one of
the earliest aspects of language that babies can recognise, and further that intonation, stress, and volume, are
used by children from the age of about 12 months (check out www.talkingpoint.org.uk for some more
fascinating insights on this). This matters to us since decisions about the type of intonation or tone to use in
speech is very often a subconscious choice. In other words, intonation is such a deeply-rooted aspect of our
native language that learning the patterns of a second language can be tricky, and using them even more of a
challenge.
So why bother? Well, it’s one of the areas of pronunciation explicitly assessed in the Cambridge and Trinity
exams, so it’s clearly something our students need to master.
I demonstrated a fun activity—derived from the welcome routine I use with very young learners—of showing
different ‘faces’ (i.e. emotions) and saying a target word or sentence with that emotion. You can then explore
how the intonation varies. Students can have a lot of fun with this.
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There’s gripe amongst British English speakers when someone ends a sentence with a rising tone. This has
two effects: it either suggests that the person speaking hasn’t finished what they’re saying, or that they’re
uncertain about what they’ve said.
In the talk I presented four simple but important rules for pronunciation, and a Google search will reveal
several more. Students always appreciate having solid rules to follow, and even if reproducing the rule is a
challenge they will at least have awareness of what they need to do.

Listening
Pronunciation is often mistakenly believed to only be
about the production of sounds. However, everything
we teach students about sounds, stress, and
intonation, directly inform them about what they’re
going to hear. Or not.
Often a lot of pronunciation—or hearing—errors
stem from what students failed to recognise. The
inner circle of vowels on Hancock’s chart can typically
be challenging for Spanish students to pronounce,
but if you’ve tried listening activities based on
minimal pairs, such as ship and sheep, you’ll probably
find that they can’t hear the difference. Again, there’s
no quick fix for this, but constant practice and
repletion can build awareness.

The Pronunciation Journey is a classic minimal pair
activity that can be used to raise awareness of these
short vowels. You can read your students sentences,
or just words, where students have to listen for a
target sound and move left or right. There’ll be some
initial hilarity in class when students realise they’re all
in different places, but repeated use of this activity
over time can be very effective in raising awareness.
Finally schwa. I demonstrated in the talk what a
native speaker does with their mouth for weak forms
containing a schwa - almost nothing. Although it’s the
most common sound in English, it’s also the sound of
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of the unstressed syllable. Because of this, phonetic studies of the frequency of vowel sounds have found
that Schwa has the most variation (see Fleming, 2007). Regarding this sound, I’d argue there are three
important things for us to remember as teachers:
1)
Students should know why the sound is so frequent.
2)
Students should be made aware of contexts where the sound can typically occur, but that they’ll
probably not hear it and definitely don’t need to say it (although they’ll want to!).
3)
Students should never be taught how to say the sound.
I attended ACEIA for the first time in 2011, when John Hill gave a session on using music to teach pronunciation.
Since then LyricsTraining.com has become much more popular, but I still think this activity—essentially a musical
dictogloss—has a lot to offer pronunciation teaching. As John did in 2011, I used T-Rex’s Life’s a Gas, although
this is much too high a level for all but C1 or C2 level students.
First you’d play a short excerpt of a song just once (preferably one that students aren’t likely to know), after
which they individually write what they thought they heard. Repeat the excerpt and let them compare together,
before a student comes to the front to write what they heard on the board. Then compare this to the actual
lyrics. At this stage, it’s open ended—you can compare misheard sounds or lyrics, look at times when students
have written two words as one because of connected speech, and draw out the weak forms of function words
that they might not have heard at all.

Targets
With these four key areas of pronunciation established, we can ask students to set themselves key and
achievable targets for their pronunciation. But equally I’d argue that as teachers we need to be setting realistic
targets for your teaching of pronunciation. At the beginning of this academic year, myself and some colleagues
decided on these monthly topics of pronunciation teaching across all our classes.
There are certainly a great deal of areas not covered
here. Some will probably arise through error
correction, others will not. However, we made the
decision that having a clear teaching and learning
focus made up for the scattergun approach that can
very often define pronunciation teaching and
learning.

Final thoughts
My session at ACEIA this year does represent what I’ve come to understand about teaching (and learning)
pronunciation in Spain. I’ve found this simplified approach helpful for my students, and further to allow me to
avoid a scattergun approach to teaching pronunciation.
You may well disagree with some, or all, of the methodology I’ve proposed here. After years of searching for a
confidence boost, or for someone to tell me the method for teaching pronunciation I’ve found—just as is the case
with grammar, lexis, reading skills, listening skills, writing techniques and so on—there is no golden egg for this. If
you can find the confidence to teach pronunciation (or anything else) in a way that you’re comfortable with and
that works for your students, having engaged critically with the technicalities of it and what others are saying,
then you’re probably teaching pronunciation just as well as the rest of us.
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Reading up on Pronunciation

Roach’s practical course is an
accessible and in-depth read.
It’s very much a self-study
coursebook on all aspects of
phonetics and phonology. If
you’re interested in the wider
topic, this is for you, but be
aware it’s not focused on
English Language Teaching.

Adrian Underhill’s Sound
Foundations remains the
reference point for teaching
pronunciation. Be aware that
this is where Underhill states in
full his methodology for
teaching pronunciation; it
makes full use of his chart—
which can prove off-putting—
but nonetheless offers many
excellent activities.

soundsofspeech.uiowa.edu offers an interactive animation
that demonstrates the physiology of different sounds.

Like Roach and Underhill,
Pamela Rogerson-Revell’s book
offers plenty of activities you
could use in your class. It also
goes into a lot of depth into the
different methodologies for
teaching pronunciation– and is
a great way of gaining an
insight into different attitudes
and approaches.

goo.gl/2PrT1Y will take you to Fleming’s
fascinating but very technical study of schwa.

TESOL Pronunciation Special Interest Group - a great online forum for discovering new trends and ideas in
pronunciation teaching. Although a subscription is required, it’s a must for anyone passionate about pron.

A selection of teaching resources
Minimal Pairs are an easy way of raising awareness between similar vowel or consonant sounds. A simple
Google Search will give you—most likely—the excellent English Club pages.
Cambridge Pronunciation in Use Books might seem a little outdated these days, but they still offer some
excellent short activities on a wealth of topics. Available in Elementary, Intermediate, and Advanced levels.

www.hancockmcdonald.com - is Mark Hancock & Annie McDonald’s shared website. They regularly post articles
and activities on various aspects of pronunciation and listening.
Pronunciation Games by Mark Hancock is now
slightly dated, but does offer a wealth of short
activities for a variety of levels.

PronPack is Mark Hancock’s newly self-published series of
resources for pronunciation. Think of it as Pronunciation
Games 2.0. Visit www.pronpack.com for more information.

