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The Study of English Stress

Introduction

This guidebook is a reference tool for students and teachers
alike. English distinguishes 2 types of stress: word stress and
sentence stress. This guide deals mainly with the former. Word
stress deals with the stress of the word itsell whereas sentence
stress examines which words carry stress within the sentence.

This guide also puts words into their overall historical
context in order to help understand the irregularities of English
stress patterns. The contradictions and exceptions that we often
find have to be explained in the overall context of the peculiar
history of this language as a hybrid of Latinate and Germanic
forms. For this reason Chapter 1 contains an overview of this
history.

The differences between American English and British
English will not be analyzed in detail here, but in the part of
“variations”. This is because whilst these two variants are
broadly the same language and mutually intelligible, there are a
number of differences between the spoken forms, and these
often cause confusion for students and teachers as well. When
starting to learn English it makes sense to follow one of the
variants until a fluency is achieved. In the context of English
now as a world lingua franca, there is no standard English;

however because of the current American influence, the



American English tends to be dominant.

This guidebook uses the phonetic system of transcription as
found in the Webster dictionary, and also a convention of
showing stress by placing an “accent” mark over the stressed
vowel or vowel cluster, for example as below: revolution.

The reason for this is to aid reading {luency without having
to continually refer to phonetic transcriptions. Over-reliance on
phonetic transcriptions both for stress and sound will develop a
dependency which is hard to break. Such stress mark is useful
to show the stress for words that either have no rule for finding
the stress, or for words that are simply exceptions. This
convention has long been standard practice in the study of
Russian as a foreign language, and so Chinese students that

have some experience of Russian will be familiar with it.



Chapter 1

A Historical Overview

This overview provides an introduction to the Latinate-
Germanic compound nature of English vocabulary. How we
analyze the vocabulary of this compound structure will
determine our definition of what is requisite for the purposes of
effective communication and influence learning strategies
accordingly. To communicate well orally, some knowledge of
the structure and history of English is essential. Modern English
pronunciation is a product of the ongoing synthesis of this
Latinate-Germanic structure. In Marxist terms, it is a synthesis
of 2 conflicting structures. The details of this “conflicting
structure” can be studied in the chapter on “Shifting Stress”.
Here, the aim is to provide the general background.

To aid the understanding of this structure the vocabulary
has been broken down into parts, and types of word. This

overview introduces each one.
1. English Vocabulary

1.1 Definition

Derived from the same Latin root “vox” that gives us the
word “voice”, the sense of “vocabulary” is of something

“spoken”, or “voiced”. Most communication still takes place



orally, and as a starting point we could simply define a
“vocabulary” as being a group of words that we know how to
say, and by implication use. The written word attempts to
represent the spoken word albeit imperfectly, however in the
modern context, vocabulary generally implies the written and
spoken word. The senses in which this word is commonly used
now are as follows:
a. To mean all the words of a language.
b. To mean the number of words that an individual can
understand and use whether in speech or writing.
c. To mean the words said to be representative of a subject
or occupation.

d. To mean a list of words to serve a specific purpose.
1.2 The Structure of English Vocabulary

Historically, English has always been a compound
language. It can be usefully described as having an Indo-
European foundation with a Germanic base and a classical
superstructure consisting of mainly Latin and Greek. In order
to show the proportions of this mix, the vocabulary has been
split into the following parts: Germanic, Latinate, Greek, and
Miscellaneous. Refer to Tables 1, 2 & 3 to see how this
vocabulary breaks down. Within each part we can identify
different types of words as follows: base words, base compound
words, derivatives, multi-sense words, slang & regional
variants, abbreviations, ad hoc compounds, names of people &
places, and dead words. To understand English vocabulary is to

understand not only all these different types of words but also
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the structure of the parts from which they have come.

Table 1 is based on a representative vocabulary of base
words, and includes a breakdown by syllable. Compare the
percentage breakdown totals for each part in Table 1 with the
totals in Table 2 which includes compound words in the count.
Clearly, including compound words changes the percentage
breakdown of the Latinate and Germanic parts and effectively
gives both parts equal status. By including other types of words
in the count, the percentage balance may further change,
however the equal importance of the dominant Latin and
Germanic parts remains largely the same.

For the purposes of communication in the context of
English as a living language now, it is important to see
vocabulary as words in relation to the frequency of their use in
everyday language. In planning a learning strategy, {requently
used forms such as the compound word need to be given some
priority along with ad hoc forms. One of the main purposes of
this overview is to highlight the importance of words formed
“ad hoc” as part of the living language: words that can’t be
looked up but have to be understood in context. To understand
this “ad hoc” vocabulary is to understand the possibilities and
limitations of the word building structure both within each of
the parts, and when forming hybrids. The word split by origin
is therefore necessary because it allows the structure of each
part to be more easily analyzed.

It is essential to understand the nature and history of this
compound structure before deciding what a requisite vocabulary

means in the learning context. Although the words in this



representative base vocabulary may have changed to varying
degrees over the long term, a more or less stable base and word
building structure remains largely unaltered in Modern English.
The large number of compound words can be said to
characterize the Germanic part. In the modern context, even
simple communication is impossible without an understanding
of this structure. This analysis therefore groups words and
compound words together as forming the base part of the
vocabulary.

Much of native speaker illiteracy stems from a limited
understanding of the Latinate and Greek words, while the non-
native learner generally struggles with these Germanic
compound nouns and verbs, or so-called “phrasal verbs”. The
reasons for this difficulty are rooted in the history of both the
language itself and the history of how it has been taught. Here,
an extract from the preface to Samuel Johnson’s dictionary of
the English language will suffice to give some indication of the

situation facing the non-native learner 250 years ago:

There is another kind of composition more frequent in our
language than perhaps in any other, from which arises to
foreigners the greatest difficulty. We modify the signification
of many verbs by a particle subjoined; as

to come off, to escape by a fetch;

to fall on, to attack;

to fall off, to apostatize;

to break off, to justify;

to fall in, to comply;
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to give over, to cease;

to set off, to embellish;

to set in, to begin a course or journey;

to take off, to copy;
with innumerable expressions of the same kind, of which some
appear wildly irregular, being so far distant from the sense of
the simple words. that no sagacity will be able to trace the
steps by which they arrived at the present use. These | have
noted with great care; and though | cannot flatter myself that
the collection is complete, | believe | have so far assisted the
students of our language, that this kind of phraseology will be
no longer insuperable; and the combinations of verbs and
particles, by chance omitted, will be easily explained by
comparison with those that may be found. (1755)

These difficulties are still here today.

Although there has been some integration over time, each
part has largely remained self-contained and more or less
insulated from the other parts. One reason for this is because
each part has a different word structure: The Latinate words
consist mainly of bound “root-words” that have no function on
their own. For example, “comprehension” when broken down

3

into “com”, “pre”, “hen” and “sion”. The Germanic words
consist mainly of free words as typified by the compound verbs
with a moveable particle.

Many 1 - or 2-syllable words of non-Germanic origin
became assimilated into the base vocabulary of 1-or 2-syllable

words so as to be no longer recognizable as either Latinate or



Greek. Such words underwent a process of vernacularism by
changing the spelling, sound, and stress. For example, “push”
from the Old French “poulser”, and originally from the Latin
“puls”. A few words function within both structures without
any apparent change of spelling or pronunciation, for example,
“press”. This word has been both assimilated into the base
structure and retained as Latinate. Compare the following

form.
1.3 Assimilated Forms

The vast majority of Latinate words are clearly
distinguishable as not Germanic simply by their spelling. Very
few words survive as immediately recognizable cognates of
German Latin and Greek.

There are also other historical reasons that have kept the
parts separate, and these are rooted in the social change
brought about by the collapse of feudal society and the rise of
Capitalism. This change created a middle class that set itself
above the peasant not only with money, or by occupation, but
also by education. The Grammar school system that catered to
this new class became synonymous with the study of Latin and
Greek, and influenced the speech and choice of words of those
who were educated by it. Vocabulary thus came to be a
defining factor of class, and this tended to keep the different
parts of the vocabulary as distinctly separate, and even created
a deep prejudice against the Germanic idiom as being somehow
“blunt” or “unrefined”.

The Greek and Latin words that made their way into



