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INTRODUCTION



•Rise of English as a global or world 
language in second half of 20th century

•Emergence and development of ‘New 
Englishes’ around the world (e.g. India, 
Singapore, Malaysia, Philippines, Hong 
Kong, etc.)

•Irony: Just when English is turning into a 
global lingua franca, it is also giving rise to 
many new varieties – thus potentially 
undermining its very effectiveness as a 
global language.



Issue of ‘international intelligibility’

•English in the 21st century is no longer 
the exclusive property of Britain or 
U.S.A. or any single group of countries 
or speakers. It is a global language –
therefore variety is its very essence

•Language and identity

Should British RP, or General American, 
be the international model for second 
language learners all over the world?
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• ‘Intelligibility’ is not a matter of 
pronunciation alone: lexical, 
grammatical, discoursal and cultural 
factors are also important 

• Importance of good articulation --
clarity, voice projection, etc. These 
are universal qualities independent 
of any particular accent 



(c) 2004 Tony T.N. Hung, Waseda University Digital Campus Consortium

• ‘Intelligible’ to whom? 

• English in the 21st century is a global
language, where ‘non-native 
speakers’ increasingly outnumber 
‘native speakers’.  Any consideration 
of ‘international intelligibility’ should 
take ‘NNS’ into account as well. 

• ‘Native’ accents of English are not 
necessarily more intelligible to an 
international audience than educated 
non-native accents (cf. Smith & 
Rafiqzad 1979). 
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A PRAGMATIC APPROACH TO THE 
TEACHING OF ENGLISH  PRONUNCIATION 

• Due to natural processes of language acquisition 
and the language environment, English learners 
everywhere will always speak English with an 
identifiable local accent.

• The teacher should not try to eradicate that 
accent and inculcate a foreign accent,  but 
accept the local accent as a basis to build on, 
and to ‘modify’ it only where necessary, for 
reasons of international intelligibility.

• A modern approach to the teaching of 
pronunciation will need to be pragmatic rather 
than purist.
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Factors to consider in deciding whether 
to teach a particular phonological 
feature or sound not generally found in 
local varieties of English: 

1) how useful is the given feature or 
sound in distinguishing different 
words in English? 

2) how frequent is the occurrence of 
the given feature or sound -- (a) 
within the system, and (b) across 
different varieties of English? 
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3) how difficult is it for our learners to 
acquire the given feature or sound? 

4) how appropriate is the given feature 
or sound for our learners?  In particular, 
will it actually impede intelligibility for 
some groups of speakers (including our 
own) more than it enhances intelligibility 
for others? 
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HOW USEFUL?
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HOW USEFUL?
• All languages depend on contrast. 

• Some contrasts do a lot of ‘work’ in 
distinguishing different words 

• E.g. [i:] vs. [], as in bead/bid, bean/bin, 
beat/bit, deem/dim, deep/dip, heed/hid, 
heel/hill, peak/pick, leave/live, feast/fist, 
etc. 

• [t] vs. [d], as in tin/din, tip/dip, ten/den, 
too/do, team/deem, town/down, tuck/duck, 
time/dime, bit/bid, neat/need, etc. 
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Neutralisation of contrasts in NVE’s: 

[] / [i:]

hit    vs. heat (HK English)
bit   vs. beat
(Chinese     , Singaporean     , Japanese     English) 
this is a bit      vs. this is a beat (Mongolian English)

[e] / [æ] bet vs. bat
[u:] / [] hoot vs. hood (HK English)
[] / [:] cot   vs. caught (Philippine English)

[s] / [z] seal vs. zeal      , racing vs. razing    (HK English)
[t] / []  tin      vs. thin (Philippine English)
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VOWEL CONTRASTS IN CHINESE ENGLISH:
Speaker 1 – Beijing   Speaker 2 – Min
Speaker 3 – Wu Speaker 4 - Cantonese

B M W C
1.  bit  7.   beat

5.  bet 11. bat

2.  foot 8.   food

4.  cot 10. court

6.  cart 12. cut
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• Not all contrasts are equally useful or 
important. 

• E.g. [u:] vs. [] -- extremely few 
minimal pairs, e.g. pool/pull, fool/full. 

• [] vs. [] -- almost no minimal pairs.

• Makes little or no difference to intelligibility 
if hood and hoot are pronounced with the 
same vowel [u] instead of [] and [u:], or 
pleasure and vision with [] instead of [], 
as [ple] and [vn], etc.
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• Useful guide to ‘functional load’ (or 
contrastive value) – table of minimal pairs:   
http://www.marlodge.supanet.com/wordlist/in
dex.html
[i:/] (e.g. beat/bit): 471; [e/æ] (bet/bat): 
302; [/:] (duck/dark): 172; [/:] 
(cot/caught): 157; [æ/e] (dad/dared): 31; 
[/u:] (pull/pool): 18. 

[r/l] (e.g. rice/lice): 589; [r/w] (reed/weed): 
213; [v/f] (van/fan): 130; [/t] (thin/tin): 117; 
[/d] (then/den): 58; [w/v] (wet/vet): 52; 
[/] (either/ether): 8; [/] 
(confusion/Confucian): 5.
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Minimal Pairs - Consonants



(c) 2004 Tony T.N. Hung, Waseda University Digital Campus Consortium

Minimal Pairs – Vowels 
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Unit 3Unit 3--33

HOW FREQUENT &
HOW DIFFICULT?
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HOW FREQUENT?

• Order of frequency of sounds in English 
speech (based on RP, from Gimson 2001): 

• Vowels: , , e, a, , e, i:, , æ, , :, u:, , 
:, , :, , , , 

• Consonants: n, t, d, s, l, , r, m, k, w, z, v, 
b, f, p, h, , , , j, d, t, , 
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• Frequency should not be taken in 
isolation, but in the context of the number 
of different words in which a given sound 
occurs, and its contrastive value

• Frequency of a given sound across 
different varieties of English in the world, 
especially the better known or more 
widely spoken varieties.  E.g. the [i:]/[] 
and [e]/[æ] contrasts occur more widely 
than [u:]/[] and [:]/[] across varieties of 
English.
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HOW DIFFICULT?  

• The acquisition of a second language is 
influenced (negatively or positively) by the 
learner’s mother tongue, and by the 
linguistic environment. 

• Some phonological features or sounds 
will prove more difficult for our learners 
than others. 

• In teaching a difficult sound or feature, we        
will need to balance cost and benefit – is it 
worth all that effort?
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Segmental phonology (articulation of 
individual sounds):

• Vowel distinctions ([i:]~[] etc.) not easy 
to acquire -- do not involve any clearly 
identifiable points of contact between two 
articulators, but different degrees of 
tongue height and frontness 

• [i:/] and [e/æ] are the most worth 
acquiring, followed by [/:] and [/:], but 
[/u:] is hardly worth the effort
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• Diphthongs [e], [o], [e] -- probably not 
worth special attention, as [e:], [o:] and 
[æ:] are acceptable (and gaining currency 
worldwide)

• Voiceless consonants (e.g. [s], [f], [], 
[]) are generally easier to acquire than 
voiced (e.g. [z], [v], [], [])

• [] and [] probably not worth the 
trouble; substitution by [d] and [] 
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[] [s]

[] [d]

USE OF ANIMATED GRAPHICS
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Suprasegmental phonology (word 
stress, rhythm, intonation, etc.):
Word stress: 

• Important for intelligibility, especially in 
shorter words -- 2- or 3-syllable, e.g. 
‘marshal vs. mar’shal, im’portant vs. 
‘important

• Pitch as primary marker for stressed 
syllables
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HOW APPROPRIATE?
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Rhythm: 

• ‘stress-timed rhythm’: intervals 
between stressed syllables are more 
or less equal 

(e.g. in’credible expla’nations vs. 
ab’surd ‘theories)

• Necessitates considerable speeding 
up and reduction of unstressed 
syllables 

HOW APPROPRIATE?
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• Virtually all New Varieties of English have 
‘syllable-timed rhythm’, i.e. each syllable 
occupies more or less equal space. 

• Extremely difficult to teach stress-timing to 
these learners.

• Even if successful, how does it help 
intelligibility?

• Most speakers of NVE’s would find stress-
timed English less intelligible than syllable-
timed, on account of the massive reduction 
and speeding up of unstressed syllables. 
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Intonation: 

• Also extremely difficult to teach. 

• Do we really need to acquire all aspects of 
native-like intonation -- and would we want
to? 

• Three main functions of intonation: 

• (1) Attitudinal and emotive: highly culture-
specific and subjective, varies greatly even 
among native varieties of English and 
among individual speakers.
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• (2) Grammatical: Intonation as a marker of 
grammatical functions, e.g. declarative vs. 
interrogative (‘He is here’ vs. ‘He is here?’). 

• (3) Information Structure: Use of intonation 
boundaries to mark out information units, and 
use of focus to highlight prominent or new 
information. 

• Grammatical and information-structure functions 
can enhance intelligibility; also less difficult to 
acquire than attitudinal -- less subjective and 
more transparent (e.g. intonation group = 
information unit, focus = prominence).
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