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More on Teaching the Sounds of English

Teaching pronunciation is frequently classified as the most neglected aspect of
language in ESL classrooms. Focusing on pronunciation requires dedicating a
significant amount of time to practicing.

Learners who have an extensive English vocabulary and a good grasp of English
grammar might still be unable to speak the language so that others can understand
them. To be understood, a speaker needs to pronounce individual English sounds
(phonemes) correctly. The speaker also needs to use appropriate English patterns
of stress, rhythm, and intonation.

Sounds are not the same as letters. Some letters have more than one sound: for
example, c as in city and cup. Some sounds can be represented in English by
different letters and different letter combinations: for example, fix, phone, cough.

Here are some helpful quidelines for teaching both sounds and patterns:

» Keep sessions short as this type of practice can become tedious.

» Use lots of repetition. Recycle sounds and patterns from one session to the
next.

= Use familiar vocabulary. Don't introduce new English vocabulary or
structures during this part of the lesson.

» Help your learner recognize everyday pronunciation and patterns as well as
“textbook pronunciation’ and patterns. This will help your learner become
familiar with the English they will hear in the outside world. Examples: “Hower
you doing today?"



= Encourage your learner to use their cell phone to record difficult sounds.

» Teach pronunciations and patterns in meaningful contexts rather than in
isolation. For example, if a Spanish speaker is having difficulty making the
short /i/ sound, as in bit, practice a sentence or dialogue that includes several
words with this sound.

“Excuse me. Which aisle are the potato chips in?”

“Potato chips are in aisle six.”

How to Approach a Phonics Lesson

Teaching phonics can be daunting, but with the right tricks and ESL pronunciation
activities, your learner’'s pronunciation practice can be smooth, and even fun! The basic
goal is to help your learner connect letters and letter compounds with sounds to

produce audible language. So, how can you approach a phonics lesson?

The phonemic chart™*

A basic tool in the ESL classroom is the phonemic chart. Referring to the chart on a
regular basis can help your learner get familiar with new words quickly, and they can
sound out new words by themselves by looking at the chart. Keep a poster-sized chart
in your classroom (or in the background of your screen if you're teaching online) so
your learner has easy access to it!

Tongue positions and mouth movement

Using pictures of the position of the tongue and the movement of the mouth for each
phoneme will help your learner understand the physical aspect of language
production. By giving a live example yourself and going through the movements with
your learner, they might feel more comfortable copying you, rather than trying only by
themselves.



If you're teaching online, you can also demonstrate the sound but be careful about the
angle and zoom of your camera. You don't want to scare off your learner by showing
them a close-up of the inside of your mouth! While this might work for younger
learners by making them laugh, adult learners may feel uncomfortable. In many cases,
referring to a picture can be enough.

Word stress, sentence stress, and intonation

English is a stress-timed language, so it is very important to put the stress in the right
place in a word and on the right words in a sentence in order to convey the intended
message. (An ESL learner whose language is syllable-timed rather than stress-timed
needs a lot of ESL pronunciation practice to stress English sounds correctly.)

This focus on stress goes for both productive speaking skills as well as for receptive
listening skills. Including intonation and stress practice in your lessons right from the
beginning is very important in order to prepare your learner to deal with English as it is

regularly used by other speakers of English.

There are three major reasons why learners have problems with individual
sounds:

1. The sound is new to the learner and doesn’t exist in their native
language. For example, the /th/ sound in thank is difficult for French
speakers to sound out as there is no equivalent of /th/ in French.

2. The sound exists in the learner’s native language but comes in a place
that is new to them. For example, the Vietnamese words Nganh and
Nguyen. Although English has the /ng/ sound, it does not have that sound at
the beginning of a word. A learner from Cambodia will tend to drop a final /s/
sound as the Khmer language does not have an /s/ sound at the end of
words.

3. The sound doesn’t exist in the learner’s language but is like one that
does. For example, a Spanish learner will have difficulty distinguishing
between the vowel sounds in the words hit and beet. The Spanish language



has the /&/ sound but not the /i/ sound, so they tend to pronounce both
words the /&/ sound

The best way to teach sounds is to ask your learner to listen while you model the
sound yourself and have them watch your mouth as you make the sound. Describe
how you are using your tongue, lips, throat, and flow of air to make the sound.
Listed below are examples of terms describing both what is happening in the
mouth and what the key features of individual sounds are.

LINKS:

» Check out these ESL pronunciation games and activities for all ages.

» How to Teach ESL Pronunciation and Phonics — BridgeUniverse — TEFL Blog, News,
Tips & Resources

> Interactive Phonemic Chart from English Club: Interactive Phonemic Chart | Pronunciation |
EnglishClub https://www.englishclub.com/

Source: “Teaching Adults — an ESL Resource Book”. New Readers Press



https://bridge.edu/tefl/blog/esl-pronunciation-games/
https://bridge.edu/tefl/blog/esl-pronunciation-and-phonics/
https://bridge.edu/tefl/blog/esl-pronunciation-and-phonics/
https://www.englishclub.com/pronunciation/phonemic-chart-ia.htm
https://www.englishclub.com/pronunciation/phonemic-chart-ia.htm
https://www.englishclub.com/

