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WHEN TO TEACH PRONUNCIATION

Almost all English language teachers get students to study grammar and vocabulary, practise functional dialogues, take part in productive skill activities, and become competent in listening and reading. Yet some of these same teachers make little attempt to teach pronunciation in any overt way and only give attention to it in
Passing. It is possible that they are neryous of dealing with sounds and intonation;
perhaps they feel they have too much to do already and pronunciation teaching will
only make things worse. They may claim that even without a formal pronunciation
syllabus, and without specific pronunciation teaching, many students seem to acquire serviceable pronunciation in the course of their studies.
However, the fact that some students are able to acquire reasonable pronunciation without overt pronunciation teaching should not blind us to the benefits of a focus on pronunciation in our lessons. Pronunciation teaching not only makes students aware of different sounds and sound features (and what these mean), but can also improve their speaking immeasurably. Concentrating on sounds, showing where
they are made in the mouth, making students aware of where words should be stressed  -  all these things give them extra information about spoken English and help them achieve the goal of improved comprehension and intelligibility. 
In some particular cases pronunciation help allows students to get over serious intelligibility problems. Joan Kerr, a speech pathologist,described( in a paper at the 1998 ELICOS conference in Melbourne, Australia) how she was able to help a Cantonese speake of  English achieve considerably greater intelligibility by working on his point of articulation – changing his focus of resonance. Whereas many Cantonese vowels happen towards the back of the mouth, English ones are frequently articulated nearer the front or in the centre of the mouth. The moment you can get Cantonese speakers, she suggested, to bring their vowels further forward, increased intelligibility occurs. With other language group, it may be a problem of nasality (e.g. Vietnamese) or the degree to which speakers do or do not open their mouths. Other language groups m ay have trouble with intonation or stress patterns in phrases and sentence and there are many individual sounds which cause difficulty for different first language speakers. 
For all these people, being made aware of prornunciation issues will be of immense benefit not only to their own production, but also to their own understanding of spoken English.
A question we need to answer is how good our students' pronunciation ought to be. Should they sound like native speakers, so perfect that just by listening to them we would assume that they were British or American or Australian? Or is this asking too much? Perhaps we should be happy if they can at least make themselves understood.
The degree to which students acquire 'perfect' pronunciation seems to depend very much on their attitude to how they speak and how well they hear. In the case of
attitude there are a number of psychological issues which may well affect how 'foreign' a person sounds when they speak. For example, many students do not especially want to sound like native speakers; frequently they wish to be speakers of
English as an international language and this does not necessarily imply trying to
sound exactly like someone from Britain or Canada, for example. Frequently foreign
language speakers want to retain their own accent when they speak the foreign language because that is part of their identity. Thus speaking English with, say, a
Mexican accent is fine for the speake who wishes to retain his or her 'Mexican-ness'
in the foreign language.
Under the pressure of such cultural considerations it has become customary for
language teachers to consider intelligibility as the prime goal of pronunciation teaching. This implies that the students should be able to use pronunciation which is good enough for them to be always understood. If their pronunciation is not up to this standard, it is thought, then there is a serious danger that they will fail to communicate effectively.
If intelligibility is the goal then it suggests that some pronunciation features are
more important than others. Some sounds, for example, have to be right if the speaker is to get their message across (for example /n/ as in /sInIŋ/ versus /ŋ/ as in /sInIŋ/) though others (for example /ð/ and /θ/) may not cause a lack of intelligibility if they are confused. Stressing words and phrases correctly is vital if emphasis is to be given to the important parts of messages and if words are to be understood correctly. Intonation - the ability to vary the pitch and tune of speech - is an important meaning carrier too.
The fact that we may want our students to work towards an intelligible pronunciation rather than achieve a native-speaker quality may not appeal to all, however. Despite what we have said about identity, some may wish to sound exactly like a native speaker. In such circumstances it would be churlish to deny them such an objeetive.
Two particular problems occur in much pronunciation teaching and learning:
· What students can hear: some students have great difficulty hearing pronunciation features which we want them to reproduce. Frequently speakers of different first languages have problems with different sounds, especially where, as with /b/ and /v/ for Spanish speakers, there are not the same two sounds in their language. If they cannot distinguish between them, they will find it almost impossible to produce the two different English phonemes.
There are two ways of dealing with this: in the first place we can show students how sounds are made through demonstration, diagrams, and explanation. But we can also draw the sounds to their attention every time they appear on a tape or in our own conversation. In this way we gradually train the students’ ears. When they can hear correctly they are on the way to being able to speak correctly.
· The intonation problem: for many teachers the most problematic area of pronunciation is intonation. Some of us (and many of our students) find it extremely difficult to hear 'tunes' or to identify the diffferent patterns of rising and falling tones. In such situations it would be foolish to try and teach them. 
However, the fact that we may have difficulty recognising specific intonation tunes does not mean that we should abandon intonation teaching altogether. Most of us can hear when someone is being enthusiastic or bored, when they are surprised,or when they are really asking a question rather than just confirming something they already know. One of our tasks, then,  is to give students opportunities to recognise such moods and intentions either on tape or through the way we ourselves model them.We can then get students to imitate the way these moods are articulated, even though we may not (be able to) discuss the technicalities of the difierent intonation
patternst themselves.
The key to successful pronunciation teaching, however, is not so much getting
students to produce correct sounds or intonation tunes, but rather to have them listen and notice how English is spoken – either on audio or videotape or from the teachers themselves. The more aware they are the greater the chance that their own intelligibility levels will rise.
It is perfectly possible to work on the sounds of English without ever using any
phonemic symbols. We can get students to hear the difference, say, between sheep
and cheap or between ship and sheep  just by saying the  words enough times. There is no reason why this should not be effective. We can also describe how the sounds are made (by demonstrating, drawing pictures of the mouth and lips, or explaining
where the sounds are made).
However, since English is bedevilled, for many students (and even first language speakers), by problems of sounds and spelling correspondence, it may make sense for them to be aware of the different phonemes, and the clearest way of promoting this awareness is to introduce the various symbols.
There are other reasons for using phonemic symbols too. Dictionaries usually give the pronunciation of their words in phonemic symbols. If students can read these
Symbols they can know how the word is said even without having to hear it. When
both teacher and students know the symbols it is easier to explain what mistake has
occurred and why it has happened; we can also use the symbols for pronunciation tasks and games.
Some teachers complain that learning the symbols places an unnecessary burden on students. For certain groups this may be true, and the level of strain is greatly increased if  they are asked to write in phonemic script. But if they are only asked to recognise rather than produce the different symbols then the strain is not so great, especially if they are introduced to the various symbols gradually rather than all at once.
Just as with any aspect of language – grammar, vocabulary, etc. – teachers have to decide when to include pronunciation teaching into lesson sequences.There are a number of alternatives to choose from:
· Whole lessons: some teachers devote whole lesson sequences to pronunciationa, and some schools timetable pronunciation lessons at various stages during the week.
Though it would be difficult to spend a whole class period working on one or two sounds, it can make sense to work on connected speech concentrating on stress 
and intonation over some forty-five minutes, provided that we follow normal planning principle. Thus we could have students do recognition work on intonation patterns, work on the stress in certain key phrases, andthen move on to the rehearsing and performing of a short play extract which exemplified some of the issues we worked on.
Making pronunciation the main focus of a lesson does not mean that every
minute of the lesson has to be spent on pronunciation work. Sometimes students may also listen to a longer tape, working on listening skills before moving to the pronunciation part of the sequence. Sometimes students may work on aspects of vocabulary before going on to work on word stress, sounds, and spelling.
· Discrete slots: some teachers insert short, separate bits of pronunciation work
Into lesson sequences. Over a period of weeks they work on all the individual phonemes either separately or in contrasting pairs. At other times they spend a few minutes on a particular aspect of intonation, say, or on the contrast between two or more sounds.
Such separate pronunciation slots can be extremely useful, and provide a welcome change of pace and activity during a lesson. Many students enjoy them,and they succeed precisely because we do not spend too long on any one issue. However, pronunciation is not a separate skill; it is part of the way we speak. Even if we want to keep our separate pronunciation phases for the reasons we have suggested, we will also need times when we integrate pronunciation work into longer lessons sequences.
· Integrated phases: many teachers get students to focus on pronunciation
issues as an integral part of a lesson. When students listent to a tape, for example, one of the things which we can do is draw their attention to pronunciation features on the tape, if necessary having students work on sounds that are especially prominent, or getting them to imitate intonation patterns for questions, for example.
Pronunciation teaching forms a part of many sequences where students study language form. When we model words and phrases we draw our students' attention to the way they are said; one of the things we want to concentrate on during an accurate reproduction stage is the students' correct pronunciation.
· Opportunistic teaching: just as teachers may stray from their original plan
when lesson realities make this inevitable, and teach vocabulary or grammar opportunistically because it has'come up', so there are good reasons why we may want to stop what we are doing and spend a minute or two on some pronunciation issue that has arisen in the course of an activity. A lot will depend on what kind of activity the students are involved in since we will be reluctant to interrupt fluency work inappropriately, but tackling a problem at the moment when it occurs can be a successful way of dealing with pronunciation.
Although whole pronunciation lessons may be an unaffordable luxury for classes under syllabus and timetable pressure, many teachers tackle pronunciation in a mixture of the ways suggested above.
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