
PRONUNCIATION AND CONNECTED SPEECH

What makes English difficult to understand?

· Mismatch between spelling and speech.

· Speed at which people speak, and “sloppiness”:  Speech is a continuous stream of sounds without borders. Native speakers favour speed over clarity in everyday speech.
· Difference between Kiwi and American/British accents.
How do listeners fill in the gaps in understanding?

· Native speakers are more likely to fill in the gaps from context and predicting vocabulary.

· Non-native speakers rely on sounds – so tutors should help learners with fixed expressions and collocations (words that frequently go together).

Connecting sounds – words

Syllables: 

There is sometimes a mismatch between writing and pronunciation. Some words have more syllables when written than spoken (e.g. comfortable, vegetable, several)

Word stress

Words of more than one syllable have a stressed syllable. If you get the word stress wrong you might be misunderstood (the mayor is very IMportant)
Tutors should teach stress patterns systematically when introducing new words. Encourage the learner to record them in way that is most suitable to them – e.g. draw a box over stressed syllables, or a visual pattern: vegetables = Ooo.
Word stress and schwa
The most common sound in the English language is the schwa: the sound you hear in banana, which is often the sound that you find in unstressed syllables. This can cause confusion as it replaces a wide range of vowel sounds in spoken English, and should be explicitly taught.
Connected speech 
Rhythm: What happens when you put words together?
In a syllable-timed language, every syllable is perceived as taking up roughly the same amount of time and is given approximately equal stress. Examples include Hindi, Cantonese, Brazilian Portuguese, French.

English is a stress-timed language.

In a stress-timed language, some syllables are stressed, but there is perceived to be a fairly constant amount of time (on average) between consecutive stressed syllables. 
This has an effect on the unstressed syllables, which have to be fitted in quickly between the stressed syllables. Stressed syllables (strong forms) often occur in content and meaning words, while grammar and function words are often weak forms.
Learners (especially if their own language is syllable-timed) may need to be taught explicitly to stress the important words when they are speaking, in order to convey the meaning, and to use weak forms.
Strong forms are marked by being:

· Louder

· Longer 

· Higher in pitch, and changing pitch

Sometimes the stress can change depending on the context: 

Where’s the book? – It’s ON the CHAIR

I thought it was under the chair – No, it’s ON the chair.

What happens in weak forms of words in connected speech?

· Vowel sounds are replaced by schwa /ə/ (bottle əf milk, see yə)
· Sounds linked between consonant and vowels (Alaska = I’ll ask her)
· Intrusion (extra sound) when two vowel sounds meet: law_and order (r)They_agree (y) blue_apple (w) 

· Elision – losing sounds, usually from the unstressed syllable (next week = nex week)
· Assimilation – changing sounds to make it easier to say next sound: (goodbye =goobbye)
What to bear in mind before you teach connected speech
· Teach natural language: i.e. language as it is really spoken. When introducing new language, even to beginners, pronounce it as they will hear it. Use contractions – e.g. She’ll etc. Otherwise they will have problems in the real world.

· Learners have to become aware before they can produce. 
· Introduce spoken form before written if possible. The learner might ask you to write the language, but encourage them to listen first. Writing can interfere with natural pronunciation.
· Teach pronunciation at the same time as other oral skills. If you are teaching a dialogue, spend some time focussing on the pronunciation. 
· Repetition and review: This will take time, so keep hammering away at it.
Teacher-Learner activities to raise awareness

Listening with your learner
· Contrast unnatural English with natural rhythmic English – discuss danger of sounding over formal and stilted, and of not getting meaning across by failing to stress important words.
· How many words: get learners to identify how many words they hear in a sentence, to practise recognising word boundaries. You can also ask them what is the third/first/second word?

· Which one: Ask learners to identify which phrase you are saying: The boys are good; The boy is good; The boy was good. You can also get them to identify contractions – e.g. I’d like to come, what is that a contraction of.
· Move hands/body in time to the rhythm. Get learners to feel the strong forms. Rhythm is a physical thing. 
· Same or different stress pattern? Read two short phrases and ask learners if the stress pattern is the same or different. 
Visual activities
Other activities might appeal more to visual learners
· Match phrases (what’s the matter) with stress pattern OoOo.

· After a listening exercise mark the transcript with the strong forms and weak forms. Identify what happens to weak forms (eg schwa, elision, assimilation, intrusion).
· Published mazes and puzzles.
Teacher-Learner activities to encourage production
These are activities to help your learner produce natural English.

· Drills: i.e. repeating target language over and over. Learner listens, uses body to mark rhythms, then repeats. Choose useful recyclable phrases. Back-chaining for longer sentences – i.e. starting at the end, but maintaining the rhythm and intonation: see you! → to see you! → Good to see you!
· Say short sentences with only the stressed words (Marge...OK...early)? and then add other words without slowing down: ( Marge is it OK if I leave early?)
· Jazz chants, poems, songs, anything with a strong rhythmic component.
Internet sites to help with connected speech

BBC Learn English 

Home → Grammar, Vocabulary, Pronunciation → Pronunciation tips →Connected speech
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/grammar/pron/features/connected.shtml 
Podcasts on features of connected speech

British Council Teach English

Home → Think → Articles → Pronunciation

http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/think/articles/pronunciation/recent 

Articles on rhythm, connected speech, intonation, sentence stress.

ESL News

http://eslnews.org.nz/  
The news read in an NZ accent. Can be used for pronunciation practice – listen and repeat

Published resources to help with connected speech

In tempo – Halina Zawadzki – NCELTR.  Pronunciation course in Australian English. Focuses extensively on connected speech.
New Headway Pronunciation Courses – B Bowler & S Parminter. Oxford.  Books for Pre-Intermediate, Intermediate and Upper-Intermediate. Book/CD.

English Pronunciation in Use – Mark Hancock – Cambridge. Intermediate level. (There are also books at elementary and advanced levels).

Pronunciation practice activities – Martin Hewings – Cambridge. Has sections on connected speech and intonation. 

Pronunciation games – Mark Hancock – Cambridge. Some quirky games to practice pronunciation.

Tree or Three – Elementary level - Slightly old fashioned. 
Ship or Sheep – Pre-intermediate and above. As above. 

Understanding English Pronunciation – Susan Boyer – www.boyereducation.com.au. Complete pronunciation course exploring various Australian topics. 

Say it again – Jenni Guilfoyle – AMES - Short dialogues that can be used for pronunciation practice. 

Jazz chants – Carolyn Graham – Oxford – Rhythmic chants using everyday language. Lots of repetition. 
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