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INTRODUCTION

TEACHING
PRONUNCIATION

Recent years have seen a renewed recognition that pronunciation is a crucial
clement of effective communication and that pronunciation teaching belongs in
mainstream, communicative ESL classrooms. ESL students place a high priority on
instruction in pronunciation. At the same time, ESL teachers may feel uneasy about
teaching pronunciation because they lack training in phonetics or linguistics or
experience in teaching pronunciation. As a result, in spite of its recognized importance
to communication, pronunciation is still a marginalized skill in many ESL programs.

It should not be. Pronunciation is intimately linked to other oral/aural skills, both
influencing and influenced by listening comprehension and fluency. Gilbert describes
the relationship between pronunciation and listening comprehension as a “speech
loop between speaker and listener” (1987, 33); instruction in one improves
performance in the other. For example, the reductions that native speakers use in both
formal and informal speaking are in sharp contrast to their word list pronunciations:
compare the pronunciation of can pronounced alone and its pronunciation in Bea
can light the beacon light (/biykan layt 53 biykan layt/). The word list pronunciation,
however, is the one that most students learn first and the one they expect to hear in
speaking. “Micro-level” listening tasks can make students aware of how grammar
words like can sound in connected speech and thus improve comprehension (Choi
1988, Murphy 1991). In addition, Michaud and Reed maintain that pronunciation
instruction can lead to improvement in writing by making students more aware of
errors that occur in both speaking and writing, like missing word endings (2008).

In this Introduction, we discuss the goals of pronunciation teaching, factors
that affect learning a new pronunciation, pronunciation syllabi, general types of
pronunciation exercises and activities, self-monitoring, and feedback.

GOALS OF PRONUNCIATION TEACHING

Students who learn English as adults or who are adults when significant
exposure to English begins will probably never speak it with a native accent (but
see Bongaerts et al. 1997). A nativelike accent is not a realistic goal for students, nor
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is it a necessary one for effective communication in English. More realistic
pronunciation goals are intelligibility, confidence in speaking, and a reduction of
accent features that distract the listener’s attention from intelligible messages
(Morley 1994, Gilbert 1980, Celce-Murcia et al. 1996). A gentle accent, together with
accuracy in other areas of English (grammar, word choice), can even be an
advantage, conferring on the speaker positive qualities like sophistication and
intelligence. While these are not modest goals and not all students achieve them,
most students can (and do) learn to speak more clearly and confidently.

Intelligibility, Comprehensibility, Accent, and Voice Quality

Intelligibility refers to the degree to which a listener can recognize words,
phrases, and utterances (Smith and Nelson 1985, Smith 1992, Derwing and Munro
1997).In research, it is usually measured by asking listeners to transcribe nonnative
speech and comparing the words listeners recognize with the words speakers
intend. Another term, comprebensibility, describes the ease with which listeners
can understand a nonnative speaker (Derwing and Munro 2005). “Comfortable
intelligibility” is also used in this sense (Abercrombie 1949, Kenworthy 1987, 16).
Accent refers to noticeable differences between native and nonnative
pronunciations. While intelligibility, comprehensibility, and accent are interwoven,
they are also, to a certain extent, independent. It is possible, for example, for even
heavily accented speech to be intelligible. Voice quality refers to pronunciation
features that are generally present in native speech, like average level of pitch.

The goal of intelligibility is uncontroversial: Without intelligibility,
communication is impossible. Considering all areas of language, errors with
pronunciation and word choice (the choice of an inappropriate word to express a
speaker’s meaning) are the two types of errors most likely to make a student
incomprehensible (Gass and Selinker 2001, 266). Grammatical errors, such as
omitting the past tense in a sentence (e.g., Last night I go to a movie) rarely lead
to unintelligibility, although a large number of grammatical errors, together with
pronunciation errors, can reduce comprehensibility (Varonis and Gass 1982), as can
nonpronunciation discourse errors (Tyler 1992).

Research on the contribution of pronunciation to intelligibility has asked
which features of pronunciation have the greatest impact. Accurate use of
suprasegmentals (stress, rhythm, and intonation) appears to have a greater impact
on intelligibility assessments by native listeners than accurate pronunciation of
consonants and vowels (see, for example, Anderson-Hsieh et al. 1992, Derwihg,
Munro and Wiebe 1998, Hahn 2004). These studies have investigated the
pronunciation of primarily intermediate and advanced ESL learners, and it is not
clear whether the same findings would hold for students at lower levels of
proficiency. In addition, experimental conditions can be far removed from real
situations in which two people try to understand each other.

Assessments of intelligibility also depend on who the listeners are. Most research
on intelligibility has used native English listeners. When nonnative listeners judge the
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intelligibility of nonnative speakers, their assessments are sometimes based on aspects
of pronunciation that are not important to native listeners (Jenkins 2000, 2002; Field
2005). The familiarity of the listener with nonnative speech in general, with a particular
foreign accent, and with a particular nonnative speaker also affects assessments of
intelligibility: The greater the familiarity, the more intelligible the speech (Gass and
Varonis 1984). Because of this, ESL teachers may not be the best judges of their
students’ intelligibility. Kenworthy suggests that teachers set higher standards for
intelligibility than what they themselves actually require in the classroom (1987). Much
as our students like us, they are probably not taking English so that they can talk to us.

Studies of comprebensibility (ease of understanding) show that listeners’
judgments depend on both segmental (consonants and vowels) and suprasegmental
(stress, rhythm, and intonation) errors (Derwing and Munro 1997). In addition to
errors in pronunciation, many other factors have an effect on comprehensibility:
Speaking rate, errors in grammar, word choice, discourse markers, the age at which
English is learned, the amount of exposure the learner has had to natively spoken
English, the extent to which learners use English, and the listener’s familiarity with
the topic of conversation have all been shown to affect comprehensibility (Hinfotis
and Bailey 1981, Anderson-Hsich and Koehler 1988, Varonis and Gass 1982, Gass and
Selinker 2001, Gass and Varonis 1984, Flege et al. 1995).

Accent refers to differences between native and nonnative pronunciations that
are noticed by native listeners (Derwing, Munro, and Wiebe 1998, 396). The degree
of accent is associated with segmental, suprasegmental, and voice quality features.’

Although accented pronunciations do not necessarily interfere with intelligibility,
distracting, stigmatized, or stereotyped pronunciations should be addressed by
pronunciation teachers. Even fully intelligible pronunciations can be evaluated
negatively by native speakers because of accent (Pennington 1998, Levis 2005, Riney
et al. 2000). For example, the substitution of /d/ for /8/ in the word them (e.g., Bring
dem bere), while understandable, is stigmatized (for native English listeners) because it
is a dialect feature of nonstandard English. The substitution of /z/ for /3/ in them (e.g.,
Bring zem bere), on the other hand, simply marks the speaker as nonnative.

Distracting or stereotyped pronunciations can affect intelligibility by drawing
the listener’s attention away from the message to the mispronunciation itself.
Examples of distracting or stereotyped pronunciations include the confusion of /n/
and /l/ by speakers of some Cantonese dialects (e.g., He nooked at the woman
instead of He looked at the woman); confusion of /r/ and /I/ (the stereotyped flied
lice for fried rice) for Japanese ESL students; and the confusion of /y/ and /d3/ (fess
for yes, jesterday for yesterday) for Spanish ESL students. These are pronunciation
problems that can and should be addressed. The pronunciation of the vowels in
beach, sheet, and focus, words which have caused countless ESL students
embarrassment, should also be addressed.

! s with intelligibility assessments, when evaluating accent, nonnative listeners may react to features of pronunciation that native
listeners do not (Riney et al. 2005).
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Voice quality settings are pronunciation features that are present most of the
time in the speech of native speakers. Some languages, for example, are typically
spoken at lower levels of pitch (e.g., Dutch) and others at higher levels of pitch (e.g.,
Japanese) relative to a particular language (e.g., English). In one language, words may
be spoken with greater overall muscular tension and with less in another language; the
lips may be more often spread (or rounded), or speech may have a generally “creaky,”
“breathy,” or modal (neutral) sound (see, for example, Laver 1980, Esling and Wong
1983, Esling 1994, Keating and Esposito 2007). Esling and Wong suggest that ESL
students become familiar with a broad model of voice quality settings for North
American English (NAE), but note that not all dialects share these characteristics: spread
lips, open jaw, palatalized (fronted) tongue body position, retroflex articulation (the
tongue tip turns up and back), nasal voice, lowered larynx (lower overall pitch), and
creaky voice (1983, 91). They offer several ways in which students can become aware
of voice quality settings; for example, students speaking different native languages can
say a short phrase in their native language and differences can be compared (1983, 94).

Although there is little doubt that voice quality plays a role in accent, more
study is needed. Not only are there differences in the voice quality settings of
speakers of the same language, there is also not always agreement about which
particular settings are present or absent (Keating and Esposito 2007). More research
using larger numbers of speakers is needed before teachers can confidently apply
these findings in the classroom.

FACTORS THAT AFFECT PRONUNCIATION LEARNING

The degree of success that learners achieve in adopting a new pronunciation is
influenced by many elements, including age and social-psychological factors, amount
of exposure to the second language (L2),amount of use of the L2, the native language
together with universals, and personality. Many of these factors (such as age and
native language) are beyond the control of the classroom teacher and the learner.

Age and Social-Psychological Factors

Lenneberg (1967) proposed that there is a “critical period” for learning a
language natively, which extends up to puberty: Neurobiological changes in the
brain that culminate at puberty block the native-language learning ability
thereafter.? In the area of grammatical learning, Johnson and Newport found
evidence for a gradual decline in language learning abilities during the critical
period rather than an abrupt fall off at the end (1989).

Social-psychological differences between adults and children have also been
offered to explain the effect of age. Adults are assumed to have a deeper and
stronger attachment to their native culture than children, which may consciously or

% This claim is questioned by Krashen, 1973.
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unconsciously prevent the adults from fully adopting the norms of a new language
and culture (Gatbontin, Trofimovich, and Majid 2005, Jenkins 2005, Levis 2005). One
of my students was very conscious of the conflict between English and his native
language (culture) and stated that he did not want to sound like a “fake American”
Another explanation of the age effect may be that adults’ greater cognitive abilities
(especially analytic abilities) are less effective in learning a new pronunciation than
the more natural abilities found in young children.

Exposure and Use

Pronunciation learning is also affected by the amount of exposure learners
have to the new language and the extent to which they use it (see Trofimovich and
Baker 2006 for a review of research on these factors). It is not surprising that
students who have spent three years in the United States typically pronounce
English better than those who have spent three months. Similarly, students who use
English a great deal in their daily activities are likely to pronounce the language
better than those who rarely use it.

Native-Language Background and Linguistic Universals

The ability of native speakers to recognize specific foreign accents once they
have experience with them attests to the influence of the native language on
pronunciation of a new language. The native-language sound system (consonants,
vowels, stress, rhythm, intonation, and voice quality) affects not only how learners
pronounce English but how they hear it. For example, the two vowels in the English
words scene and sin correspond to a single vowel in Spanish. Beginning and low-
intermediate Spanish-speaking students are likely to have difficulty hearing the
difference between scene and sin and may transfer their native-language vowel into
the pronunciation of these words. As proficiency increases, students become better
able to hear differences and notice pronunciations that are not present in their
native languages.

Similarities between a native language and English can either facilitate or
hinder learning. Lee, Guion, and Harada (2006) found that Japanese ESL learners
were better able to lengthen stressed English vowels and shorten unstressed vowels
than Korean ESL learners. They attributed this result to the fact that, while neither
language is similar to English in terms of word stress, Japanese uses long and short
vowels to contrast some words (e.g., su—*“vinegar” and suu—“number”) while
Korean does not.> Because vowel length is important in Japanese, the Japanese
learners may have been primed to notice differences in vowel length in English. On
the other hand, if learners interpret a similarity as an equivalence, they may be
unable to notice the differences between similar, but not identical, pronunciations

3 Some dialects of Korean contrast long and short vowels, but the leamers in the Lee et al. study were not speakers of those dialects
(2006, 493).



