
Working on the pronunciation of English 
Paul Davies 

June, 2019 

 

Back in the 20th century, some EFL textbooks set out to work through almost the whole sound system 

of English, phoneme by phoneme, typically with a lot of minimal pair/trio practice (heat-hit, fun-full-

fool, yet-jet, sip-ship-zip, etc.), but by the end of the century few textbooks continued with that 

approach. Almost all focused pronunciation work on just a few selected aspects of English sounds (e.g. 

past tense endings and weak forms) and on stress and intonation. They’d come to the conclusion that 

work on over 40 phonemes (including diphthongs) was far too much for most ELT contexts and 

unproductive, and that a more realistic and practical approach was to use model sentences and 

dialogues to help students with stress and intonation and with the sound of English in general, leaving 

work on specific problem sounds and sound combinations to teachers. 

That made sense since many English sounds, sound contrasts and sound combinations are problematic 

for learners of English with one native language and not with another. That’s often reflected in non-

native pronunciation of English, which commonly has typical L1 pronunciation interference – a French, 

German, Spanish or Chinese accent in English. That means that native speakers of French, German, 

Spanish, Chinese, etc., usually need some different, specific work on their pronunciation of English. 

In this article, I’ll focus on Spanish-speaking learners, particularly Mexican ones, leaving pronunciation 

work for Brazilian learners to those more familiar with them. However, even I have become familiar 

with some typical features of Brazilian pronunciation, such as /u/ for final /l/ (‘Braziu’ and ‘weu’ for 

‘Brazil’ and ‘well’), /i/ added after final plosive consonants (‘booki’ and ‘shopi’ for ‘book’ and ‘shop’), 

and /tʃ/ and /dӡ/ for /t/ and /d/ followed by front vowels (‘cheam’ and ‘injex’ for ‘team’ and index’). 

 

What matters more and what less 

Not all non-native pronunciation features matter equally – unless the learner is training to be a spy who 

has to pass as a native speaker, for example! A foreign accent that seldom or never interferes with 

intelligibility can be interesting (conveying something about the speaker beyond their appearance and 

manner) and even charming. We hear many highly articulate non-native speakers of English on 

television nowadays (as well as native speakers with notably different accents, and sometimes not as 

clear and articulate as some non-native speakers with a noticeable accent). 

Two particular points should be born in mind when considering pronunciation work. The first is that 

context usually helps us understand oddly pronounced words and phrases in spoken discourse, and is 

often definitive: “We transport our products by sheep, not by plane” and “Ship farming, for wool and 

meat, is very important in my country” are both perfectly clear, especially when ‘sheep’ and ‘ship’ are 

actually pronounced the same by a non-native speaker, as is often the case. Comprehensible expression 

of information and ideas through vocabulary and grammar is usually more important in spoken 

interaction than details of pronunciation. 

The second point is that consonants convey meaning more than vowels (Arabic and Hebrew are written 

without vowels, only consonants). The meaning of  W-  tr-nsp-rt  --r  pr-d-cts  b-  sh-p,  n-t  b-  pl-n-  can 



be guessed, especially in context, while the meaning of  -e  --a---o--  ou-  --o-u---  -y  --i-,  -o-  -y  --a-e  

can’t be guessed, at all, even in context. 

That second point means that more attention to consonants than to vowels is generally appropriate in 

ELT, though some attention to vowels is also important, of course. So let’s look first at English 

consonants and typical interference from Spanish, especially Mexican Spanish, which can contribute to 

a strong non-native accent in English, and perhaps interfere with intelligibility. As an ELT professional 

in Latin America, you’ll probably be familiar with most of what follows on consonants, and later on 

vowels and other aspects of pronunciation. 

 

Working on English consonants 

Many consonant phonemes are similar or almost identical in English and Spanish, and they generally 

take care of themselves as Spanish speakers learn English, or only contribute to a slight accent. 

However, some are notably different, at least in allophone (or variant) form, and some English 

phonemes are unlike any sound in Spanish. The following are some of the main problem areas for Latin 

American Spanish speaking learners of English.  

Problem area 1: /b/ is used for ‘b’ and ‘v’ in Spanish (and other aspects of /b/and other plosives) 

The English phoneme /b/ is very similar to /b/ in Spanish, but the letter ‘v’ is pronounced the same as 

the letter ‘b’ in most varieties of Spanish, and there’s no voiced fricative phoneme like English /v/. For 

example, ‘bello’ and ‘vello’ are pronounced the same, and Spanish-speaking learners of English tend to 

pronounce both ‘ban’ and van’ as /ban/. The contrast between /b/ and /v/ in English must be pointed 

out to students, then, and worked on. This work can include: 

 getting students to position their lips for /f/ and produce /v/ (which is voiced /f/), and then do the 

same with words: (f)… van; (f)… very; (f)… vote, etc. 

 getting students to distinguish between words with /b/ and /v/ when the teacher says them (ban-

van, berry-very, boat-vote, robe-rove, etc.), and then to produce the words themselves.  

Apart from the /b-v/ problem, there’s also the possible confusion of initial /b/ and /p/, which is 

generally less plosive and aspirated in Spanish than in English, so ‘pill’ may sound like ‘bill’. To help 

students, you can spit out ‘pet’, ‘pack’, ‘pull’, etc., and then get students to do the same. A similar 

less plosive/aspirated production of /t/ and /k/ may make ‘tip’ and ‘cap’ sound like ‘dip’ and ‘gap’. 

Voiced plosives (/b/, /d/ and /g/) at the end of words can also sound unlike their allophones (that is, 

variants) in initial position, becoming fricatives and softer: compare the three ‘d’s in ‘dualidad’ (each 

tends to be softer than the one before, and the final ‘d’ may be dropped completely – ‘dualida´’). This 

is, in fact, especially noticeable with final /d/, but sometimes with /b/ and /g/ also: ‘pub’ may sound 

rather like ‘puv’ and ‘log’ rather like Scottish ‘loch’, as well as ‘bread’ rather like ‘breath’. You can help 

students by getting them to repeat phrases with word-final plosives followed by vowels and then, 

maintaining the same plosive pronunciation, with plosives at the end of a phrase: ‘A pub͜ in England / A 

pub.’  ‘Some bread ͜and butter / Some bread.’ ‘It’s a big ͜apple / It’s big.’ 

The affricate /tʃ/ (a phoneme with both plosive and fricative qualities) can also lose its plosive element 

at the end of a syllable, resulting in some Mexican learners of English washing their TVs instead of 

watching them! 



Problem area 2: /d/, /ð/ and /θ/ are phonemes in English and allophones in Spanish 

The automatic production of different /d/ allophones in Spanish according to position in a syllable or 

word is mentioned above (the three ‘d’s in ‘dualidad’). In English, something like those three Spanish 

allophones of /d/ are three different phonemes, distinguishing between words like ‘breed’ and 

‘breathe’ and  ‘bread’ and ‘breath’, and partially between ‘bread’, ‘breath’ and ‘breathe’. Spanish 

speakers don’t decide about the allophones of /d/ (they occur automatically according to position in a 

syllable or word), but in English they have to decide whether to say ‘bread’, ‘breath’ or ‘breathe’ (though 

context would usually distinguish the first two as nouns and the third as a verb even when pronounced 

the same or indistinctly). Spanish speakers, then, can produce the three sounds (and most Latin 

Americans can also imitate the peninsular Spanish /θ/ in ‘cena’ and ‘arroz’), but not at will in any 

position in a word, at least not until they start becoming fairly fluent in spoken English. 

The problem really starts with the base or initial /d/ in Spanish, which is different from the English /d/. 

Spanish /d/ is dental, like /ð/ in ‘they’, but more plosive than the fricative in ‘they’. English /d/, in 

contrast, is alveolar (tongue tip against the palatal ridge behind the teeth, like /l/) as in ‘day’. So, while 

English distinguishes clearly between ‘they’ and ‘day’, a Spanish-speaking learner of English may 

pronounce them the same. 

Work on this area can include: 

 getting students to produce initial /d/ the alveolar English way (as opposed to the dental Spanish way) 

by positioning their tongue for /l/ and producing /d/, or saying the letters ‘l’ and ‘d’ together (el-dee, el-

dee, el-dee), and after that, getting them to say words: day, desk, different, door, etc. 

 getting students to produce /d/ in final position by repeating phrases with word-final /d/ followed by 

a vowel and then, maintaining the same plosive pronunciation, with /d/ at the end of a phrase: ‘Some 

bread ͜and butter / Some bread.’ ‘It’s a bad ͜apple / It’s bad.’ ‘A bed ͜of roses / A bed.’ ‘There’s mud ͜on 

your boots / There’s mud.’ 

 getting students to produce /ð/ by preparing for Spanish /d/ and trying to make it a continuous voiced 

fricative (d-d-d…, d-d-d…), and after that, getting them to say words: they, then, this, that, etc. 

 getting students to produce /θ/ by imitating peninsular Spanish ‘c-z’, and applying that to English 

words: cinco-think, zanco-thank, paz-path, bocina-both, etc. 

 getting students to distinguish between words with /d/, /ð/ and /θ/ when the teacher says them (dough-

though-thought, bad-bathe-bath, odour-other-author, etc.), and then produce the words themselves. 

 pointing out that /ð/ is common in ‘grammatical words’, among others (the, they, them, this, that, 

these, those, then, though, other, etc.) and /θ/ is common in number words  (three, thirteen, thirty, 

thousand, third) and some other very common words (thank, thing, think, thin, thought, etc.). 

Problem area 3: in addition to /s/ and /tʃ/, English has /z/, /ʃ/, /ʒ/, and /dʒ/ 

These six phonemes produce different but similar sounding words like these: sue-zoo-shoe-(zhu)-chew-

Jew. To complicate matters, the phonemes can be represented in writing by different letters: face-

phase-potion-usual-picture-lodge. These phonemes in English may require similar work to that 

suggested above for /b/-/v/ and /d/-/ð/-/θ/. It would take several pages to go into all major aspects of 

this area, so I’ll keep it to a few observations and suggestions and leave you to apply them in the 

classroom if and when you consider it when appropriate. 



 Something like /z/ occurs automatically in Spanish as the allophone of /s/ before /b/, /d/, /g/ and /m/: 

esbelta, desde, esgrima, mismo. This may help students note the sound and its production. 

 Something very like /ʃ/ occurs in Mexican indigenous names, like Xola and Xel-Há. 

 Something very like /ʒ/ occurs in Argentinian Spanish in words like ‘caballo’ and ‘sello’, and other 

Latin Americans can usually imitate that pronunciation. 

 Spanish /tʃ/ (always spelt ‘ch’) can turn into the allophone /ʃ/, especially after a vowel as in 

‘muchacho’, leading sometimes to sentences like ‘I wash a lot of television’ (dirty television?). 

 In Spanish something between /dʒ/ and /y/ (or /j/ in IPA) can occur in words like ‘hielo’ and ‘hierba’, 

leading sometimes to the same pronunciation for ‘jet’ and ‘yet’, ‘jail’ and ‘Yale’. 

Obviously, you shouldn’t work on all that at the same time, but bit by bit, and as the need or opportunity 

arises. The same applies to all pronunciation work, of course – gradually, as needed, not too much at once. 

Problem area 4: intrusive /e/ before initial s+consonant 

eSpanish doesn’t have words estarting with s+consonant, so eSpanish espeakers tend to put /e/ in front 

of those words in English. Enough said? You can help students by getting them to repeat a list of words, 

stretching the initial /s/ of each word (Ssspanish, ssspeak, ssschool, ssstudy, etc.), and phrases or 

sentences with vowel-s linking (‘They study͜ Spanish   in many͜ schools   in the ͜States’ – avoiding word 

by word production, which may produce intrusive /e/: ‘They   estudy   eSpanish   in…’). 

One other common problem: intrusive /g/ before initial /w/ in some words 

In Spanish (or Mexican Spanish, anyway) some words may be pronounced with a slight /g/ sound with 

an initial /w/ (some people are unsure whether it’s ‘haurache’ or ‘guarache’). This can lead to the very 

similar pronunciation of ‘good’ and ‘wood’ (/g/ with rounded lips), and the pronunciation of ‘woman’ 

rather like ‘gwooman’. However, the problem doesn’t seem to arise with ‘women’ (/wimin/), and it may 

be that back vowels (like /u/ in ‘woman’) draw the tongue back and produce a slight /g/, whereas front 

vowels (like /i/ in ‘women) don’t. Some practice with /g/-/w/ minimal pairs may help (good-wood, one-

gun, etc.), and with front-back vowel minimal pairs (women-woman, well-wool, etc.). 

 

Working on English vowels 

As mentioned towards the beginning of this article, vowels generally convey meaning less than 

consonants, but they can be important, even with a fairly clear context: “It’s time to live now” and 

“Here’s the full story” are very different from “It’s time to leave now” and “Here’s the fool’s story”. 

Work on vowels should be similar to work on consonants, with listening-repeating and distinguishing 

between words with similar sounds as key tools. The similar sounds to work on are where English has 

two vowel phonemes (mostly long/strong vs. short/weak) where Spanish has only one (/i:/-/i/, /a:/-/a/, 

/o:/-/o/, /u:/-/u/), and some cases where English has three or four phonemes where Spanish has just 

one or two (e.g. /a:/-/a/-/ʌ/-/ɜ:/). That calls for some comparative work on pairs of words like seat-sit, 

hat-heart, caught-cot and fool-full, and on groups of words like cart-cat-cut-curt.     

Apart from the large number of English vowel phonemes (about twenty, including diphthongs, 

depending on the variety of English), another problem is that, unlike the five vowel phonemes of 

Spanish that match the five vowel letters, English vowels can be represented by different letters and 



combinations of letters, e.g. ‘woman’ and ‘women’ (/wumən/ and /wimin/). This can lead students into 

‘spelling pronunciation’, with some beginners producing things like ‘tay-a-chair’ for ‘teacher’ at first 

(though I suspect that specific example is rare). Vowels can also be omitted in pronunciation in English 

and, for example, students have to learn that ‘called’ is /ko:ld/, not /ko:led/. 

In spite of the apparent chaos of English spelling and pronunciation, there are, in fact, patterns, and 

most British and American children eventually learn them. We shouldn’t expect more of non-native 

learners of English: we should expect a long, slow process in which most students eventually master 

the most important aspects of pronunciation, spelling, and spelling-pronunciation correspondences. 

That process requires not just time, but a lot of exposure to good models of pronunciation and to 

written-spoken versions of texts (e.g. through printed and recorded versions of texts and reading 

aloud), along with help from teachers.  

Few students of EFL, or even learners through immersion in an English-speaking community, acquire 

completely native-like pronunciation, but many become consistently easy to understand as well as able 

to understand good speakers of English with different accents, native and non-native. Pronunciation 

work should be primarily about comprehension and intelligibility. Remember that if a student 

pronounces ‘cup’ and ‘bus’ as /kup/ and /bus/ (instead of /kʌp/ and /bʌs/), they sound a bit like a Beatle 

(or Liverpudlian), and if they pronounce ‘drain’ as /drrein/ (with a trilled ‘/r/), they sound a bit Scottish. 

Unless you work in a spy training programme, don’t be obsessed with absolutely native-like 

pronunciation. Help students to achieve consistent comprehension and intelligibility, and be thankful 

for students with ‘a really good ear for languages’ who get close to native pronunciation, or even get 

there completely. 

 

Stress (and weak syllables and weak forms) and intonation 

As mentioned in the first paragraph of this article, most textbooks today work on just a few selected 

aspects of English sounds (e.g. past tense endings and weak forms) and on stress and intonation. I won’t 

go into that area here, but I hope the following observations will interest you. 

The standard view of English sentence stress is that key information words are stressed strongly and 

the least important words (especially ‘grammatical words like pronouns and prepositions) tend to 

become weak forms or contractions (unless they have special importance in the sentence), e.g. “The 

President’s in Buenos Aires, and he’ll be attending the G20 summit” (the essential information is 

“President – Buenos Aires – attending – G20 summit”). However, on international news programmes 

(BBC, CNN, etc.) such sentences are now usually pronounced rather like this: “The President is in Buenos 

Aires, and he will be attending the G20 summit.” The prominence of ‘is’, ‘in’ and ‘will’ here are not 

because there were reports that he was considering not going there for the summit and that’s being 

denied or corrected here: he was always going, and there he is (which might account for some stressed 

auxiliary verbs and positions, as mentioned above). 

My guess is that international news programme readers and reporters have been instructed (perhaps 

even trained) to enunciate extra clearly and avoid ‘sloppy’ native speech in order to facilitate 

understanding by an international audience, including many non-native users of English. I haven’t been 

able to confirm that guess on the Internet, but I’m sure something like that is  going on. If I’m right, and 

it continues, it’s likely to have an impact on non-native speaker English, seeming to confirm to them 



that syllable-timed English is OK and information word stress + weak forms and contractions are not 

compulsory. It could have an impact on native English. 

The standard view English intonation is that, normally, statements and Wh questions have falling 

intonation, while Yes-No questions have rising intonation, e.g. “I’m certain about that.” “Where do 

you live?” “Do you work here?”. However, rising intonation for statements seems to me (and others) 

to be becoming more common, e.g. “I’m certain about that . I’ve read the report.” This rising 

intonation in statements was imitated and commented on by a comedian I saw on TV as ‘the-not-sure-

if-I’m-certain-Australian-accent’. That’s not fair on Australians, of course, and if they do express 

uncertainty in their intonation, that uncertainty seems to be spreading to the intonation of other native 

speakers of English around the world. Well, the world is certainly changing radically and becoming more 

and more uncertain. I mean “uncertain”. Well, you decide for yourself, and, as you think about it, if 

your thoughts and mumblings don’t have very orthodox English stress and intonation, don’t worry 

much while native and non-native users of English show they understand you when you speak to them. 


