
The University of San Francisco
USF Scholarship: a digital repository @ Gleeson Library |
Geschke Center

Master's Projects and Capstones Theses, Dissertations, Capstones and Projects

Fall 12-15-2017

Phonological Awareness and Foreign Accent: A
Handbook for German EFL Teachers
Kerstin Menzer
kerstin.dora.menzer@gmail.com

Follow this and additional works at: https://repository.usfca.edu/capstone

This Project/Capstone is brought to you for free and open access by the Theses, Dissertations, Capstones and Projects at USF Scholarship: a digital
repository @ Gleeson Library | Geschke Center. It has been accepted for inclusion in Master's Projects and Capstones by an authorized administrator
of USF Scholarship: a digital repository @ Gleeson Library | Geschke Center. For more information, please contact repository@usfca.edu.

Recommended Citation
Menzer, Kerstin, "Phonological Awareness and Foreign Accent: A Handbook for German EFL Teachers" (2017). Master's Projects and
Capstones. 637.
https://repository.usfca.edu/capstone/637

https://repository.usfca.edu?utm_source=repository.usfca.edu%2Fcapstone%2F637&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://repository.usfca.edu?utm_source=repository.usfca.edu%2Fcapstone%2F637&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://repository.usfca.edu/capstone?utm_source=repository.usfca.edu%2Fcapstone%2F637&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://repository.usfca.edu/etd?utm_source=repository.usfca.edu%2Fcapstone%2F637&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://repository.usfca.edu/capstone?utm_source=repository.usfca.edu%2Fcapstone%2F637&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://repository.usfca.edu/capstone/637?utm_source=repository.usfca.edu%2Fcapstone%2F637&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:repository@usfca.edu


 
 

University of San Francisco 

 

 

Phonological Awareness and Foreign Accent: 

A Handbook for German EFL Teachers 
 

A Field Project Proposal Presented to 
The Faculty of the School of Education 

International and Multicultural Education Department 

 

 

In Partial Fulfillment 
Of the Requirements for the Degree 

Master of Arts in Teaching English as a Second Language 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 
Kerstin Menzer 
December 2017 

 



 

 ii

Phonological Awareness and Foreign Accent: 

A Handbook for German EFL Teachers 
 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree 
 
 
 

MASTER OF ARTS 
 
 

in 
 

TEACHING ENGLISH TO SPEAKERS OF OTHER LANGUAGES 
 
 
 
 

by  
Kerstin Menzer 
December 2017 

 
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO 
 
 
 
Under the guidance and approval of the committee, and approval by all the members, this field 
project (or thesis) has been accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree. 
 
 
Approved: 
 
 
___________________     ______________________ 
Instructor/Chairperson     Date 
Dr. Luz Navarrette García 
___________________     ______________________ 
Committee Member*      Date 
 
*Added only if there is a second reader



 

 iii 

 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
                      Page 

 
Acknowledgements ...................................................................................................................iv 
Abstract .....................................................................................................................................v 
 
Chapter I – Introduction ............................................................................................................1 
 

Statement of the Problem ..............................................................................................1 
Purpose of the Project ...................................................................................................8 
Theoretical Framework .................................................................................................9 
Significance of the Project ............................................................................................14 
Definition of Terms ......................................................................................................15 

 
Chapter II – Review of the Literature .......................................................................................17 
 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................17 
Foreign Accent ..............................................................................................................17 
Leading Theories of L2 Phonology Acquisition ...........................................................21 
Specific Challenges of German-Speaking Learners .....................................................26 
Considerations in Teaching Pronunciation ...................................................................34 
Summary .......................................................................................................................35 
 

Chapter III – The Project and Its Development ........................................................................38 
 

Brief Description of the Project ....................................................................................38 
Development of the Project ..........................................................................................40 
The Project ....................................................................................................................43 
 

Chapter IV – Conclusions and Recommendations ...................................................................44 
 

Conclusions ...................................................................................................................44 
Recommendations .........................................................................................................46 
 

References .................................................................................................................................47 
 
Appendix ...................................................................................................................................51 

 
 
 



 

 iv

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

To my 8-year old daughter, Scarlett, and my husband, Peter, for providing me several 

years of support in making a career change for good. You gave me the space and time to do my 

course work, while we could have had family activities instead. You believed in me, and that is 

the only reason why I was able to complete this program after all. 

To my teachers at the UC Berkeley Extension TESL certificate program, particularly Dr. 

Sedique Popal, Dr. Ilse Duarte, Dr. Steven West, Dr. Patti Weissman, and Dr. Angela Blackwell. 

You inspired me – again and again – to master my own challenges with standard American 

English pronunciation as a non-native speaker, and you brought out in me a passion that I had 

not discovered myself: The love for teaching!  

To Dr. Sedique Popal in particular, for being such an inspiration. You opened the road for 

me at UC Berkeley Extension to pursue a master’s degree in TESOL at the University of San 

Francisco, a goal I would never have set for myself initially. At USF, you guided me through all 

endeavors as my USF student advisor. It is your attitude towards life and business that has been 

so inspiring to me. I am glad our paths crossed. 

Finally, thank you to my field project advisor, Dr. Garcia, who set up a tight, but doable 

schedule for the creation of this field project. I did not know how to approach or manage this 

project at the beginning of this semester, but your approach guided me well and in a timely 

manner through the entire process. 



 

 v

ABSTRACT 

 

Foreign accent, or the deviation from non-native speech, has a direct impact on 

communication and may even result in undesirable consequences for the speaker. Instead of 

perceiving statements as more difficult to understand, native speakers often perceive them as less 

trustworthy. However, the pronunciation of adult second language (L2) learners is extremely 

difficult to change, and L2 native-like pronunciation is rarely achieved after early childhood. The 

latest research suggests that explicit instruction about phonological awareness can contribute to 

better spoken comprehensibility even in adult L2 learners. There is a direct relationship between 

the L2 learners’ language awareness and the quality of L2 pronunciation. Following the Matthew 

effect, which is already known to apply to the development of reading skills (the more a child 

reads, the faster the reading skills will develop), researchers believe that the more L2 learners 

speak, the more attention they will pay to spoken input. By becoming more attentive to spoken 

input, L2 learners notice the ‘how and what’ of what native speakers actually say. This field 

project offers a “Handbook for German EFL Teachers” and exemplifies how phonological 

awareness can be raised while teaching two selected suprasegmental aspects of American 

English pronunciation: word stress and sentence stress. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Statement of the Problem 

Pronunciation of adult second language (L2) learners is extremely difficult to change 

(Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2010, p. 171), and L2 native-like pronunciation is rarely achieved 

after early childhood (Derwing & Munro, 2005; Flege, Munro, & Mackay, 1995; Lenneberg, 

1967; Scovel, 2000).  

Young adult Germans, who come to the United States for study or to strive in their 

existing careers, are typically well-educated (OECD, 2015, p. 10). Many are subject matter 

experts in their field, have built an impressive knowledge of English vocabulary and grammar, 

and are able to read and write well academically. According to the latest “Education First” 

English Proficiency Index (EF EPI), which tested English proficiency of 950,000 adults in 72 

countries in 2015, Germany achieved high English proficiency ratings and ranked ninth place 

worldwide (EF EPI, 2016). However, when it comes to speaking, these young adults can be 

easily identified as native speakers of German, not only by native speakers of American English, 

but by other foreigners as well. What makes Germans speak American English so stereotypically 

and erratically, and what can still be done to help adult learners?  

The problem that inspired this field project is threefold: (1) foreign accent poses both a 

psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic problem as it impairs the credibility of L2 speakers (Flege, 

1995; Lev-Ari & Keysar, 2010, Lippi-Green, 2011), (2) phonological awareness (accurate 

knowledge of the target language’s phonological system) can help to mitigate foreign accent 

even in adult learners (Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2010; Park, 2015; Venkatagiri & Levis, 2007), 

and (3) many English as a Second Language (ESL) / English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

teachers feel ill-prepared to teach pronunciation (Derwing & Munro, 2005; Kennedy & 
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Trofimovich, 2010; Thomson & Derwing, 2015). Second Language (L2) pronunciation 

instruction – if present at all – primarily focuses more on the segmental aspects of language (the 

sound system of consonants and vowel patterns), but often neglects the suprasegmental aspects 

(prosody: stress, intonation, rhythm, linking, pausing) (Derwing & Munro, 2005; Foote, 

Trofimovich, Collins, & Urzúa, 2016; Thomson & Derwing, 2015). While any foreign language 

learner could benefit from the discussion about the above-mentioned issues, this field project 

narrowly focuses on the issues for native German speakers.  

Foreign accent, or non-native pronunciation, is the deviation from non-native speech 

(Ulrich, 2013). It is a linguistic phenomenon in which non-native users of any language carry the 

intonation, phonological processes, and pronunciation rules from their native language (L1) into 

the speech of the target language (L2). While foreign accent has a direct influence on 

communication (Derwing & Munro, 2005), it may even result in undesirable consequences for 

the speaker (Flege, 1995; Lev-Ari & Keysar, 2010; Lippi-Green, 2011). Being difficult to 

understand, especially in non-ideal listening conditions, can lead to misjudgment of the speaker’s 

affective state and provoke negative personal evaluations (Flege, 1995, p. 234). It is this extra 

effort a listener must put forward, possibly along with evoking negative group stereotypes, that 

causes the negative effect (p. 234). Lev-Ari and Keysar (2010) even go so far as to call their 

study “Why don’t we believe non-native speakers?” Based on empirical studies, the researchers 

found that people who have to listen to accented speech feel their “processing fluency” gets 

impaired. Instead of perceiving statements as more difficult to understand, they perceive them as 

less trustworthy (p. 1095). Therefore, foreign accent can easily have a negative influence on the 

judgement of credibility (p. 1095). While some people may not care about carrying a thick 

foreign accent, many do, especially those who feel it undermines their professionalism. The 
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feeling of being looked down on or being teased for one’s poor speaking proficiency may further 

decrease one’s speech production ability, which is known as the psychological phenomenon of 

the nerve cycle in speech theory (Archibald, 1992). Speakers, who are nervous because they fear 

they will not be understood, may experience a so-called “muscle freeze.” Speech muscles freeze 

up due to nervousness, and articulation gets even more impaired (p. 222). Now the audience 

really has to listen with extra effort. Although the audience may not comment verbally, the body 

language of a listener can be very intimidating for the speaker (e.g., moving close to the 

speaker’s mouth, tilting one’s head for better understanding). This vicious cycle will only 

intensify a person’s fear of speaking in public (p. 222). 

Factors that impact foreign accent are very well researched in Second Language 

Acquisition (SLA) theory (Brown, 2007; Celce-Murcia, Brinton & Goodwin, 2010), and will be 

discussed in detail in Chapter II. In general, children are more likely to learn foreign languages 

without a foreign accent, because their brains are not yet lateralized (Baker, Trofimovich, Flege, 

Mack, & Halter, 2008; Lenneberg, 1967; Scovel, 2000). Factors affecting foreign accent fall into 

two main categories: non-linguistic and linguistic factors. Non-linguistic factors that affect 

foreign accent are (1) the age at which L2 learning began, (2) the length of residence in an L2-

speaking country with active immersion, (3) motivation, (4) gender, (5) length and type of 

instruction, (6) language learning aptitude, and (7) the continued L1 language use (Flege, Munro, 

& Mackay, 1995; Gut, 2009; Piske, Mackay, & Flege, 2001). Brown (2007) also includes (8) the 

learner’s educational background. Among the linguistic factors, a speaker’s native language (L1) 

and the L1-L2 interference of phonological systems (negative transfer) are considered to be 

significant causes for the production of non-native speech (Lado, 1957; Wardhaugh, 1970). 

Recently, another new linguistic factor emerged: phonological awareness. Phonological 
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awareness is concerned with explicit knowledge about the segmental and suprasegmental aspects 

of pronunciation (Park, 2015). The segmental aspect addresses the sound patterns of consonants 

and vowels, while the suprasegmental aspect is related to prosody of language; that is stress, 

intonation, rhythm, linking, and pausing. Phonological awareness is the key driver behind this 

field project, as the latest research suggests that explicit instruction about phonological 

awareness can contribute to better spoken comprehensibility (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010; Park, 

2015; Venkatagiri & Lewis, 2007).  

Second-language acquisition of prosody is a much under-researched area (Li & Post, 

2014), which is one reason why it is not yet sufficiently addressed in ESL/EFL pronunciation 

instruction (Derwing & Munro, 2005). Derwing and Munro (2005) claim that ESL/EFL teachers 

are not sufficiently trained in how to teach American English pronunciation. Teachers are 

apprehensive to include the teaching of prosody because many do not know how to teach it. This 

field project attempts to add value to English language pronunciation instruction for teachers by 

providing a how-to guide for teaching prosody.  

Given the above considerations, is it possible for L2 learners to speak like a native? It is 

possible, but it is rarely accomplished by adult L2 learners (Flege et al., 1995; Scovel, 2000). 

Ellis (1994) contrasted the results of L2 phonology acquisition in children and adults. The 

researcher identified six good reasons why adult L2 learners may have difficulties achieving 

native speech. First of all, child L2 learners are more able to perceive and segment sounds. 

Second, the area for language learning in a child’s brain is not lateralized yet. Third, children feel 

less inhibited in speaking. Fourth, children rely on their innate language acquisition device in the 

brain, while adults apply problem-solving skills to language learning. Fifth, it is easier for 

children to receive input, while adults feel the need to apply meaning. Last but not least, children 
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store L1 and L2 knowledge in the same area of the brain, while adults store them separately. 

Therefore, to achieve near-native speech for adult L2 learners requires extraordinary effort 

(Flege et al., 1995; Scovel, 2000). Speaking – in the native or a foreign language – requires the 

precise control of the larynx (the voicebox) as well as the muscles of lips, tongue and jaw (the 

speech articulators). However, the formation of the larynx in humans is completed by puberty 

(age 11-13), and it is generally difficult to add or modify sound patterns afterwards. The critical 

period hypothesis (CPH), a theory related to first language acquisition, suggests that younger 

learners learn better, because age is a critical factor (Krashen 1973; Lenneberg, 1967; Scovel, 

1969, 2000). The applicability of CPH to second language acquisition is widely debated among 

researchers, because near-native speech is not impossible; it has been achieved by individual 

adult learners (e.g., actors). 

Since this field project focuses on native German speakers, the following question is 

quintessential: What is known about the cross-linguistic differences between L1 German and L2 

American English pronunciation? German and English are both West-Germanic, stress-timed 

languages (Avery & Ehrlich, 1992), and the differences of phonetic features between American 

English and German are well researched (Delattre, 1965). Native German speakers are known to 

struggle with a number of specific segmental issues: (1) vowel production (/iy/ vs. /ɪ/, /ey/ vs. /ɛ/, 

/uw/ vs. /ʊ/, /ɛ/ vs. /æ/, /a/ vs. /ʌ/) and (2) consonant production (/Ɵ/ and /ð/, /ʤ/, word-final 

voiced consonants /b/, /d/, /g/, /v/, /ð/, /z/, /ʒ/, /ʤ/, and /v/ vs. /w/) (Avery & Ehrlich, 1992; 

Delattre, 1965). In addition, native German speakers struggle with proper English stress, 

intonation, rhythm, linking, and pausing due to L1 language interference (Avery & Ehrlich, 

1992; Delattre, 1965). For example, consider stress at word level alone. Many words are so 

similar or even shared (e.g., Kalender [kaˈlɛndər]vs. calendar [ˈkæləndə(r)], Enzyklopädie 
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[ɛntsyklopɛˈdiː] vs. encyclopedia [ensaikloˈpiːdiə], Geografie [geograˈfiː] vs. geography 

[dʒiˈ(ɒ)grəfi]), but syllables are stressed differently (Langenscheidt Online Dictionaries, 2017; 

Collins Online Dictionary, 2017). Unless fully aware of proper stress in the foreign language, 

many German speakers apply L2 American English word stress incorrectly. Flaws are not 

limited to word stress, but appear in intonation, rhythm, linking and pausing as well. Being 

insufficiently aware of the phonology of American English (in contrast to the German language), 

many German speakers – like speakers of other languages – have built wrong, fossilized speech 

habits over time (Seliker, 1972; Trillo, 2002). Fossilization is the term used to describe the 

persistence of formal (grammatical, semantical, phonological) errors in non-native speakers 

(Selinker, 1972). Trillo (2002) modifies the term to include Pragmatic Fossilization to express 

that non-native speakers systematically use certain forms inappropriately at the pragmatic level 

of communication. Again, it takes tremendous conscious effort to overcome incorrect speech 

habits (Flege et al., 1995; Scovel, 2000). 

In order to understand the differences in phonology, Gut (2009) offers a comprehensive 

corpus-based analysis of available empirical studies related to phonological and phonetic 

properties of L2 English and German. In total, the researcher’s survey included 172 empirical 

studies, published in international journals between 1969 and September 2008 (p. 39). It turned 

out, most studies focused on the production of individual segments as well as syllable structure 

and consonant clusters (p. 39). Only 10 studies were dedicated to word stress, nine to intonation 

and four to speech rhythm (p. 39). The researcher concluded that issues related to sound 

production of consonants and vowels in L2 English are well-researched, but prosody is not.  

Being a native speaker of German myself, I experienced all the previously mentioned 

issues first hand: doubt of self-worth due to foreign accent, lack of phonological awareness (in 
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German and American English), and fossilization. I came to the United States in my late 20s, 

mid-way into my career as a software development engineer. I did well at my job and was 

quickly promoted to software development manager. While I initially thought that I was doing 

well linguistically, I was frequently picked out as a native German speaker after having said only 

a few words, even by other foreigners. I felt so embarrassed about my own foreign accent that I 

wanted to learn English all over again. However, I had passed the TOEFL test already and spoke 

English well enough; I was not accepted into a regular ESL class. Therefore, I enrolled in the 

“Teaching ESL/EFL certificate program” at UC Berkeley Extension. This program really 

allowed me to start all over, and I fell in love with teaching! However, I did not want to limit 

myself to teaching ESL and/or adults. In order to teach in a public school in California, I needed 

a California teaching credential. I, therefore, completed the necessary program at Sonoma State 

University (2015-2017). Honestly, it was only there that I realized that I still had to improve my 

own speaking ability dramatically. If I wanted to teach children of native speakers, I would have 

to be able to teach English Language Arts (ELA) and English Language Development (ELD) 

according to California standards, and as a near-native speaker. By now, I am about to earn a 

master’s degree in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). I feel I brought 

together all my faculties, and I can now speak American English with joy and confidence, even 

in public. However, it took me years to get to this point, and I want to share the experiences of 

my own pitfalls with my fellow countrymen and other ESL/EFL learners of American English. 

In summary, the problem that inspired this field project is three-dimensional. First, 

foreign accent is an issue that deserves attention, because it may negatively impact a listener’s 

judgment about credibility of the accented speaker. Second, research has found that increased 

phonological awareness can help to mitigate foreign accent even in adult learners. Finally, 
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contemporary ESL/EFL pronunciation instruction of American English focuses more on the 

segmental aspects of language; that is the teaching of consonant/vowel patterns. However, the 

suprasegmental aspects of American English, or prosody, are largely neglected.  

Purpose of the Project 

The purpose of this field project is to prepare German EFL teachers for the teaching of 

American English pronunciation in a way that German-speaking adult learners can increase 

phonological awareness to mitigate foreign accent. Research has shown that phonological 

awareness allows improvement despite concerns about lateralization of the brain and the fixed 

formation of the larynx in adult learners (Baker, Trofimovich, Flege, Mack, & Halter, 2008; 

Scovel, 2000).  

By offering a handbook for German EFL teachers, this field project attempts to provide 

an example for how to teach American English pronunciation. While issues related to the 

segmental aspects of American English (individual sound patterns for consonants and vowels) 

are an integral part of it, the handbook primarily focuses on the question of how two 

suprasegmental aspects of American English can be taught effectively: (1) word stress and (2) 

sentence stress.  

This field project is informed by research in the field of second language acquisition and 

stands on the following four pillars: (1) factors which influence foreign accent, (2) leading 

theories on L2 phonology acquisition, (3) specific challenges L1 German speakers face, and (4) 

considerations in teaching pronunciation. Chapter II is dedicated to a full discussion of research 

findings. 

This field project narrowly focuses on stress-related differences between American 

English and German, and provides an example of how to implement ESL/EFL instruction in 
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prosody for German adult learners. The handbook for German EFL teachers illuminates how the 

topics of word stress and sentence stress can be made accessible to German speakers. It also 

offers two mini lessons for teachers in the format of whiteboard animation videos. Although the 

videos are for teachers, they can easily be modified to serve as instructional materials for 

students, either for classroom-based instruction or long-distance online instruction. The video 

lesson format was chosen to utilize technology and multi-media in the classroom, and to address 

the growing mobile English language learner (MALL) population (Byrne & Diem, 2014).  

The lessons are customized to the needs of German-speaking learners. Similarities and 

differences between American English and German phonological systems are addressed in each 

lesson. Examples of German words, phrases, or sentences are directly compared and contrasted 

to their American English counterparts in order to illustrate differences in prosody. However, 

instruction is entirely given in the target language. 

In summary, it is my hope that this field project can address the importance of increased 

phonological awareness as a factor in reducing foreign accent even in adult learners. This 

handbook provides an example for how American English pronunciation can be taught by EFL 

instructors, specifically by using technology and multi-media in the classroom. The videos are 

designed to serve as an inspiration to EFL teachers when creating their own materials for 

instruction of German-speaking adult learners. Although this field project focuses on issues 

related to native German speakers, it is applicable to and meaningful for learners from different 

L1 backgrounds as well. 

Theoretical Framework 

This field project is supported by three theoretical frameworks: (1) communicative  
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competence (CC), (2) communicative language teaching (CLT), and (3) task-based language 

teaching (TBLT).  

Communicative Competence  

Communicative competence is the ability to know “when and how to say what to whom” 

(Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011, p. 115). Dell Hymes introduced the term in the 1960s by 

asserting that communicative competence should not be limited to (1) grammatical competence, 

but requires (2) discourse competence, (3) sociolinguistic competence, and (4) strategic 

competence as well (Hymes, 1972). His research was a direct response to Noam Chomsky 

(Chomsky, 1965) and Chomskyan linguists who were convinced that language learning is best 

approached through the study of morphology, syntax, sentence-grammar semantics, and 

phonology. According to Hymes and other sociolinguists, Chomsky’s notion of language 

competence was too narrow (Brown, 2007, pp. 218-219; Canale & Swain, 1980).  

Discourse competence.  In order to become a competent communicator, one needs to 

know how to participate in conversation, which includes appropriate phrases for call, response, 

and turn-taking. While most learners have discourse competence in their native language, they 

need to be taught explicitly how to connect sentences in stretches of discourse in American 

English, both orally and in writing (Brown, 2007, p. 220). This aspect of communicative 

competence is called discourse competence.  

Sociolinguistic competence. A successful communicator needs to understand the social 

context in which language is used. Hence, sociolinguistic competence is the ability to choose 

utterances appropriately depending on the specific social setting (Brown, 2007, p. 220; Savignon, 

1983, p. 37).  
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Strategic competence. A successful communicator deploys verbal and nonverbal 

communication strategies to overcome an awkward situation or to prevent the breakdown of 

communication (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 30). This aspect of communicative competence is 

called strategic competence. 

In order to make the learner of American English a more competent communicator, this 

field project addresses all four aspects of competence. Discourse, sociolinguistic and strategic 

competence require an understanding of American culture and pragmatics. The appropriateness 

of speech acts in American English (what to say and how to say it in a given situation) must be 

taught explicitly to L2 learners (Ishihara & Cohen, 2010). During each lesson, students are 

exposed to contemporary, authentic language in the form of snippets from podcasts (and their 

transcripts) from National Public Radio (NPR, www.npr.org/programs/fresh-air/). By focusing 

on segmental and suprasegmental aspects of pronunciation, this field project addresses 

grammatical competence. By selecting authentic audio recordings, learners are exposed to 

models of native speech. The snippets also shed light on the role of the speaker, the social 

situation, the appropriateness of language, and word/phrase choice. The goal of this field project 

is for learners of American English to realize that correct stress, intonation, speech rhythm, 

contractions and linking are not optional, but are expected from a speaker of American English 

with good communicative competence.  

Communicative Approach or Communicative Language Teaching  

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the research on communicative competence led to a 

massive paradigm shift in language teaching: away from the linguistic structure-based approach 

and towards the Communicative Approach or Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 

(Savignon, 1983; Widdowson, 1990). The Communicative Approach offered the theoretical 
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rationale for CLT, which exclusively focuses on communication and communicative competence 

as the goal of language teaching (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011, p. 115). It is the goal of 

CLT to enable students to communicate in the target language. Teachers, therefore, need to ask 

themselves: What is involved for the students to do so?  

CLT emphasizes the exclusive use of the target language in the classroom. This allows 

students to realize that the target language is a vehicle for communication, not just an object to 

be studied. 

CLT often uses a functional syllabus, which allows students to work on all four language 

skills from the beginning: speaking, listening, reading, and writing. In addition, the teaching of 

pragmatics must be incorporated. Lessons are – by design – no longer teacher-centered, but 

student-centered. By selecting communicative activities such as information gaps, role-plays, 

games, and problem-solving tasks, learners are forced to interact with one another and negotiate 

the meaning of what they say (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011, p. 223). This approach 

allows a maximum of student talking time (STT) compared to teacher talking time (TTT). The 

ratio of SST to TTT will vary depending on the level of instruction. However, for more 

advanced students, the goal is 80% SST and 20% TTT. Also, a variety of changing 

configurations should be used for different activities: pairs, triads, small groups, and whole 

group. In this way, students learn to communicate with changing partners, not just with their 

immediate neighbors or preferred peers. With that, the teacher’s role has changed from being 

the main speaker to becoming a facilitator of communication. 

It is important to make all activities purposeful, because this is known to work with the 

intrinsic motivation of a learner. Rarely are students all at the same level in their learning. In 

order to cater to the actual needs of individual learners, it is important to elicit prior knowledge 
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from the students before teaching new content. However, the grouping of students into small 

groups based on ability requires the teacher to really know their students. Small group work can 

thereafter allow for activities at different levels, which is an important component of modern 

multi-level teaching. In this way, the teacher can truly address the needs of all learners, not just 

gifted or those with additional needs. 

My handbook for German EFL teachers incorporates techniques and principles of the 

CLT approach. Similarities and differences between American English and German sound 

patterns are compared and contrasted, but lessons must exclusively be taught in the target 

language. The lessons themselves showcase a wide spectrum of possible activities used in 

pronunciation teaching. Activities can easily be adapted to meet different audiences: 

individuals, pairs or small groups, or the whole class.  

Task-based Language Teaching 

Task-based language teaching (TBLT), also known as task-based instruction (TBI), 

focuses on the use of authentic language and on asking students to do meaningful tasks using the 

target language. Tasks are well-defined if and only if they have measurable results. Only in this 

way will students have a chance to deploy self-correcting and self-monitoring strategies, which 

are so essential for L2 learners (Avery & Ehrlich, 1992, pp. 215-219). In an effort to reduce 

teacher talking time over student talking time, it is advised to design tasks in a way that students 

engage more with each other in speaking. In this way, not only are the selected students speaking 

at any given time, but all students acquire practice speaking. Larsen-Freeman and Anderson 

(2011) consider TBLT an example of the ‘strong version’ of the communicative approach, 

because students acquire knowledge through the actual use of language (p.150).  
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The mini lessons, created as part of this field project, are entirely for teachers, but they 

themselves are task-based. They showcase typical tasks for the students that can be objectively 

assessed in terms of an outcome. The tasks range from controlled practice, to guided practice, to 

independent practice. Furthermore, the purpose of the sample tasks varies. Some tasks address 

the deepening of listening discrimination, while others target the sharpening of phonological 

awareness. Speaking tasks for the students are interwoven at regular intervals. During each 

lesson, students are given authentic listening tasks based on materials from National Public 

Radio (NPR, www.npr.org/programs/fresh-air/). Students are asked to identify certain speech 

patterns (e.g., word stress). Additionally, by viewing listening material through the lens of free, 

open source spectrum analyzer software, students can gain a deeper understanding of how a 

given speech pattern is actually used by native speakers, not just the ESL/EFL instructor. These 

listening tasks were deliberately included for students to sharpen phonological awareness.  

In summary, this field project is supported by three theoretical frameworks: (1) 

communicative competence (CC), (2) communicative language teaching (CLT), and (3) task-

based language teaching (TBLT).  

Significance of the Project 

One does not have to be an expert in phonetics to teach pronunciation (Naiman, 1992), 

but one needs an understanding of the American English sound system to teach pronunciation 

effectively (p. 164). Being a non-native speaker of American English myself, this field project 

was informed by my own challenges in mastering English pronunciation. The field project is an 

effort to share my experiences within the TESOL community. I am convinced that adult L2 

learners can mitigate their foreign accent based on increased phonological awareness, knowledge 

about phonics rules, and a conscious effort to imitate the speech patterns of native speakers. 
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Ultimately, this project may help German adult learners to speak American English more 

intelligibly, more comprehensible, and possibly with a reduced accent. This project is significant 

because it can help German adult learners to acquire the phonetic tools necessary to pronounce 

words and phrases correctly and to communicate more effectively in English in the United 

States. Phonological awareness in a foreign language and the ability to identify the root cause of 

one’s own pronunciation issues is the key to self-correction! It is possible to put this project to 

immediate use in EFL/ESL classrooms with German adult learners at any level, or to use the 

video lessons for self-study. 

Definition of Terms 

 
Accentedness – A listener’s perception of how different a speaker’s accent is from that of a L1 

community (Derwing & Munro, 2005)  

Communicative Competence – the cluster of abilities that enable humans to convey and 

interpret messages and to negotiate meanings interpersonally within specific contexts (Brown, 

2007) 

Communicative Language Teaching – an approach to language teaching methodology that 

emphasizes authenticity, interaction, student-centered learning, task-based activities, and 

communication for real-world, meaningful purposes (Brown, 2007) 

Comprehensibility – A listener’s perception of how difficult it is to understand an utterance 

(Derwing & Munro, 2005) 

Foreign Accent – non-native pronunciation, or deviation from non-native speech (Ulrich, 2013) 

Fossilization – term used to describe the persistence of formal (grammatical, semantical, 

phonological) errors in non-native speakers (Selinker, 1972) 
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Intelligibility – The extent to which a listener actually understands an utterance (Derwing & 

Munro, 2005) 

Language Awareness – explicit knowledge about language, and conscious perception and 

sensitivity in language learning, language teaching, and language use. (Association for Language 

Awareness, 2010) 

Phonological Awareness – explicit knowledge about the segmental and suprasegmental aspects 

of pronunciation (Park, 2015)  

Pragmatic Fossilization – Phenomenon by which a non-native speaker systematically uses 

certain forms inappropriately at the pragmatic level of communication (Trillo, 2002) 

Task-based Instruction – an approach to language teaching that focuses on tasks. Tasks are 

classroom activities in which meaning is primary. There is a problem to solve, a relationship to 

real-world activities, with an objective that can be assessed in terms of an outcome (Brown, 

2007). 
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CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 
 

Introduction 

This chapter identifies scholarly literature as relevant to the topic “Foreign Accent and 

Phonological Awareness: A Handbook for German EFL Teachers.” The literature review itself is 

divided into four sections. First, foreign accent is explored with respect to perception and 

production, intelligibility, comprehensibility, accentedness, and factors that affect foreign accent. 

The second section analyzes leading theories of L2 phonology acquisition, while the third section 

identifies specific struggles of native German speakers in mastering standard American English 

pronunciation. The fourth section is concerned with pedagogies for ESL/EFL pronunciation 

instruction. Finally, the conclusion states which findings were most relevant for the creation of 

this field project. 

Foreign Accent 

There still does not exist an exact, comprehensive, and universally accepted definition of 

foreign accent (Gut, 2009, p. 253). In the absence of a definition, foreign accent is widely 

equated with non-native pronunciation, or deviation from non-native speech (Ulrich, 2013). 

Foreign accent is a linguistic phenomenon in which non-native users of any language carry the 

intonation, phonological processes, and pronunciation rules from their native language(s) (L1) 

into the speech of the target language (L2).  

In general, children are more likely to learn foreign languages without a foreign accent 

(Baker et al., 2008; Krashen, 1973; Lenneberg, 1967; Scovel, 2000). A learner’s L1 and L2 are 

believed to interact in different ways in the brain depending on the age L2 is learned. Research 

has found that the brain areas involved in the processing of L1 and L2 were overlapped in 
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children, but not in older learners (Baker et al., 2008, p. 338). Younger L2 learners, as compared 

to older L2 learners, may draw on different brain structures in language learning and use. Adults 

cannot usually learn to speak a foreign language without an accent, because the central nervous 

system undergoes some permanent reorganization after puberty (Flege, 1981). Also, adults’ 

difficulties in L2 learning may be traced to age-based developmental issues that render speech 

perception and production mechanisms (perceptual distortions or loss of perceptual sensitivity) 

(Baker et al., 2008, p. 338).  

Factors affecting foreign accent are very well researched and documented in Second 

Language Acquisition (SLA) theory (Brown, 2007; Celce-Murcia, Brinton & Goodwin, 2010; 

Ellis, 1994; Flege, Munro, & Mackay, 1995; Gut, 2009; Piske, Mackay, & Flege, 2001). They 

fall into two main categories: non-linguistic and linguistic factors. Non-linguistic factors that 

affect foreign accent are (1) the age at which L2 learning begins, (2) the length of residence in an 

L2-speaking country with active immersion, (3) motivation, (4) gender, (5) length and type of 

instruction, (6) language learning aptitude, and (7) the continued L1 language use. Brown (2007) 

also includes (8) the learner’s educational background. Among the linguistic factors, there are 

two that are significant for L2 perception and production: (1) a speaker’s native language and the 

L1-L2 interference of phonological systems (positive and negative transfer) and (2) the L2 

learner’s phonological awareness. While the first factor has been extensively researched, the 

latter – phonological awareness – is relatively new.  

Phonological awareness is the key driver behind this field project, as the latest research 

suggests that explicit instruction about phonological awareness can contribute to better spoken 

comprehensibility even in adult L2 learners (Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2010; Park, 2015; 

Venkatagiri & Lewis, 2007). The significance of phonological awareness in L2 learning is 
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shaped slowly over time. Schmidt (1990) introduced the Noticing Hypothesis (NH), because he 

realized how the L2 learner’s performance increased after they had qualitatively “noticed” 

differences in language input. However, NH was not tested in the realm of phonology until 

recently (Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2010; Park, 2015; Venkatagiri & Lewis, 2007).  

Phonological awareness is concerned with explicit knowledge about the segmental and 

suprasegmental aspects of pronunciation. Segmental aspects address the sound patterns of 

consonants and vowels, while suprasegmental aspects are related to prosody of language; that is 

stress, intonation, rhythm, linking, and pausing. The term phonological awareness is not reserved 

to L2 learning, but pertains to L1 learning as well. It plays an integral part in the curriculum of 

English Language Arts (ELA) and English Language Development (ELD) instruction at public 

schools in the United States. If children receive explicit instruction in American English 

phonology, why not adult L2 learners as well?  

Research has shown there is a direct relationship between the L2 learners’ language 

awareness and the quality of L2 pronunciation (Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2010). It is likely that 

the relationship between language awareness and pronunciation is even reciprocal (Kenney & 

Trofimovich, 2010, p. 183). Following the Matthew effect, which is already known to apply to 

the development of reading skills (the more a child reads, the faster the reading skills will 

develop), Kennedy and Trofimovich (2010) believe that the more L2 learners speak, the more 

attention they will pay to spoken input. By becoming more attentive to spoken input, L2 learners 

notice the ‘how and what’ of what native speakers actually say (Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2010, 

p. 183). Consequently, there is also a strong correlation between language awareness and a 

learner’s amount of L2 listening (Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2010, p. 183). The amount of time a 

L2 learner spends interacting with native speakers and/or listening to authentic materials is 
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significant for the mitigation of foreign accent. A learner’s heightened awareness may, therefore, 

eventually lead to improved pronunciation (Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2010). 

Foreign accent has been extensively researched, both from the perspective of production 

and perception (Ulrich, 2013, p. 398). The primary goal of that research was to reveal how 

segmental and suprasegmental errors contribute to perceived foreign accent. Production studies 

measure acoustic signals to detect deviations from native speech, while perception studies rely 

on the listener’s judgement, evaluation, and rating. Perception studies about foreign accent are 

known to rate three key parameters: (1) intelligibility (the extent to which a listener actually 

understands an utterance), (2) comprehensibility (a listener’s perception of how difficult it is to 

understand an utterance), and (3) accentedness (a listener’s perception of how different a 

speaker’s accent is from that of an L1 community) (Derwing & Munro, 2005, p. 385). The 

interrelationship among accentedness, comprehensibility, and intelligibility has been a trending 

research topic since the 1960s to the present (Munro & Derwing, 1995, Derwing & Munro, 2005; 

Scovel, 1969; Trofimovich & Isaacs, 2012; Venkatagiri & Levis, 2007). Interestingly, numerous 

studies have shown that L2 production issues are directly related to the L2 learner’s perception. 

Furthermore, appropriate perceptual training can lead to improvement of production (Derwing & 

Munro, 2005, p. 388). Research also found that poor prosody affects intelligibility and 

comprehensibility in spoken language communication to a degree that is at least comparable to 

segmental pronunciation errors (Munro & Derwing, 1995, 1998; Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2008; 

Ulrich 2013). Therefore, the goals for teaching pronunciation to L2 learners must be set in this 

order: (1) intelligibility, (2) comprehensibility, and (3) accentedness (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010; 

Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2008; Park, 2015). The foremost goal for ESL/EFL teachers is to 

prepare students for successful communication outside the classroom (Kennedy & Trofimovich, 
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2008). While near-native pronunciation as a goal is desired by many teachers and students, it 

should not be the primary goal (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010; Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2008; Park, 

2015).  

Leading Theories of L2 Phonology Acquisition 

The question “To what degree do pronunciation patterns acquired in one’s first language 

govern or determine the process of second-language phonological acquisition?” (Celce-Murcia et 

al., 2010, p. 22) is one of the most debated questions related to the ‘native language’ factor. The 

study of the ‘native language’ factor itself led to six major theories: (1) Contrastive Analysis, (2) 

Error Analysis, (3) Interlanguage Hypothesis, (4) Markedness Theory, (5) Language Universals, 

and (6) Information Processing Theory. 

Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH) is the longest standing theory of L2 phonological 

acquisition (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 22-23). Its objective is to predict difficulties at the 

phonological level based on cross-linguistic differences between two languages. Three different 

versions of CAH have emerged so far (Brown, 2007, pp. 248-254): (1) strong CAH, (2) weak 

CAH, and (3) moderate CAH. The strong version of CAH, introduced by Lado (1957), predicted 

that dissimilar or nonexistent L1 features interfered with L2 acquisition. Furthermore, it claimed 

that all systematic language-learning errors could be predicted for all learners of a given L1 

language. Wardhaugh (1970) disagreed and published the weak version of CAH stating that there 

is cross-linguistic influence from the native language. Many systematic language-learning errors 

could be predicted, but not all. Finally, there is the moderate version of CAH (also called Subtle 

Difference Theory) which addresses “false friends” (Oller & Ziahosseiny, 1970). “False friends” 

are language features that exist in both L1 and L2, but are used differently. Regardless of the 
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specific version, CAH recognizes interference or negative transfer (from L1 into L2) as a 

significant factor in accounting for foreign accents (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 23).  

While CAH was being developed, Error Analysis (EA) emerged (Brown, 2007, pp. 257-

266). EA does not focus on L1/L2 differences. It is concerned with the errors L2 learners 

actually produce (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, pp. 23-24). Richards (1971) introduced the concepts 

of (1) interlingual errors (caused by negative transfer from L1), (2) intralingual errors (caused by 

all learners regardless of L1), and (3) developmental errors (caused by native speaking children 

as well). Research on EA revealed the phenomenon of ‘avoidance’, meaning speakers avoid 

words or language features if they do not have the confidence yet to use them correctly (e.g., 

English conditionals).   

The Interlanguage Hypothesis (ILH), introduced by Selinker (1969, 1972), asserts that 

‘interlanguage grammar’ exists independently of the speaker’s native language or the target 

language (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, pp. 24-25). The concept of fossilization was introduced by 

Selinker (1972) to describe the persistence of formal (grammatical, semantical, phonological) 

errors in non-native speakers. The term fossilization has been borrowed from the field of 

paleontology to indicate that an L2 learner’s proficiency is petrified and cannot progress further. 

Fossilization is persistent despite corrective feedback, intrinsic motivation or intensive L2 use 

(Al-Shormani, 2013). In fact, L2 learners are known to achieve native-like proficiency in some 

areas, but not others. A plateau in learning is different from fossilization, as the L2 learner can 

progress, but it requires tremendous conscious effort (Al-Shormani, 2013). Again, a learning 

plateau is temporary, while fossilization is permanent (Al-Shormani, 2013). Trillo (2002) adds 

the term Pragmatic Fossilization to express that non-native speakers systematically use certain 

discourse markers (e.g., “I know”, “anyways”) inappropriately at the pragmatic level of 
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communication; that is due to a lack of cultural awareness. In other words, the overuse of certain 

phrases can become an inappropriate habit. 

Markedness Theory advocates to leave the native language alone, but instead suggests to 

“mark” the exceptions in the target language (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, pp. 25-26). This theory 

was initially developed by Trubetzky (1939) and Jackobson (1941) and later refined by Eckman 

(1981). Eckman’s Markedness Differential Hypothesis (MDH) postulates that marked items in a 

language are more difficult to acquire than unmarked items. The idea is to mark the ‘exceptions’ 

to the rule, and focus the L2 learner on those. An example related to English phonology is the 

word “herb.” The initial h is not pronounced, whereas the initial h is pronounced in other words 

(e.g., “here”, “heart”). 

The theory of Language Universals (LU) claims that certain rules – acquired by children 

in learning the first language – are universal (Flynn,1987). For example, researchers found a 

remarkable universal hierarchy for phonology acquisition: (1) stops are acquired before nasals, 

(2) nasals are acquired before fricatives, and (3) fricatives will be replaced by stops (Celce-

Murcia et al., 2010, p. 26; Jackobson, 1941; Macken &Ferguson,1987). This theory heavily 

supports Chomsky (1965), the idea of an innate language acquisition device, and universal 

grammar in L1 learning. Different languages set their parameters differently, thereby creating the 

characteristic grammar for that language (Brown, 2007, p. 255).  

Finally, there is Information Processing Theory which predicts that learners will exhibit a 

distinct tendency to interpret L2 sounds as a set of sounds that they command in their native 

language (L1). L2 learners tend to produce a compromise, or “middle ground” between the 

sounds in the native and the target language, which is also referred to as the Phonological 

Translation Hypothesis (PTH) (Flege, 1981). Flege eventually developed the so-called Speech 
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Learning Model (SLM), which is currently one of the most influential models of L2 

pronunciation (Gut, 2009, p. 22). Its aim is “to account for age-related limits on the ability to 

produce L2 vowels and consonants in a native-like fashion” (Flege, 1995, p. 237). Unfortunately, 

it focuses exclusively on the segmental aspects of language (Gut, 2009, p. 22). Research asserts 

that learner’s L1 and L2 interact in different ways in the brain, depending on the age L2 is 

learned (Baker et al., 2008, p. 319). This aspect of Flege’s Speech Learning Model has been 

termed the “Interaction Hypothesis”. Furthermore, it is likely that L1 and L2 influence each 

other to some degree (Baker & Trofimovich, 2005), which opens a brand-new field of research: 

the influence of L2 back onto L1. 

Gut (2009) offers a comprehensive corpus-based analysis of available empirical studies 

related to phonological and phonetic properties of L2 English and German. In total, the 

researcher’s survey included 172 empirical studies, published in international journals between 

1969 and September 2008 (p. 39). It turned out, most studies focused on the production of 

individual segments as well as syllable structure and consonant clusters (p. 39). Only 10 studies 

were dedicated to word stress, nine to intonation and four to speech rhythm (p. 39). The 

researcher concluded that issues related to sound production of consonants and vowels in L2 

English are well-researched, but prosody is not. Interestingly, 58% of all studies focused on 

L1/L2 interference, which is considered the leading factor for causing foreign accent in adult L2 

learners (p. 42). 

Going beyond the available studies, Gut (2009) published the results of her own study, 

which contrasts non-native speech productions for L2 English and L2 German. Participants came 

from a variety of L1 backgrounds in either group. The author’s research featured an innovative 

corpus-based approach and measured the following factors: AOL (age of first contact with L2), 
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LOR (length of residence in the English/German-speaking country respectively), GEN (the 

speaker’s gender), INS (total length of formal instruction in L2), KNO (self-reported knowledge 

of L2 at first arrival in the country), MOT (self-reported wish to sound native), MUS (self-

reported interest and ability in music), and ACT (self-reported interest and ability in acting). It 

turned out that age (AOL) and length of residence (LOR) were most influential in affecting 

foreign accent (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Non-Native Speech Model (Gut, 2009, p. 299) 

Gut’s model is called the Non-Native Speech Model and includes suprasegmental aspects 

of language. Figure 1 shows that Gut’s model depicts strong and weak correlations as well as 
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influences between multiple parameters, which all contribute to foreign accent. Gut (2009) also 

gives invaluable insight into specific issues related to syllabification, cluster reduction, speech 

rhythm, vowel reduction, and intonation, which gave inspiration to the content of the mini 

lessons provided as part of this field project.  

Specific Challenges of German-Speaking Learners 

Standard American English is based on the sound system of North American English 

(NAE), as it is spoken in the United States and Canada. According to Celce-Murcia et al. (2010, 

pp. 41-42), NAE is comprised of (1) segmental aspects of language (e.g., consonants, vowels, 

diphthongs) and (2) suprasegmental aspects of language (stress, rhythm, connected speech, 

prominence, intonation).  

The acoustics of American English speech are well-researched and documented (Olive, 

Greenwood, & Coleman, 1993), and the phonetic features of American English have been 

compared with other languages since the appearance of the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis in 

the 1960s (Delattre, 1965). This comparison among languages was primarily done to improve 

foreign language teaching for Americans. Delattre (1965) used a variety of scientific research 

methods, including spectrographic analysis, spectrographic synthesis, articulatory motion-picture 

study, and statistical calculation. By doing so, he systematically compared the prosodic, vocalic, 

and consonantal features between American English, German, Spanish, and French. Although 

his research focuses more on segmental aspects of language than suprasegmental aspects, his 

work is remarkable as he visualizes the speech characteristics between languages in side-by-side 

fashion. For example, Figure 2 shows his observations for falling and rising pitches between all 

four languages (here for the intonation of a declarative statement). 
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Figure 2: Comparison - Statement Intonation (Delattre, 1965, p. 25) 

Based on the above characteristics, it does not come as a surprise that many German 

speakers automatically apply their native speech patterns when producing a declarative statement 

in American English (e.g., “I remember it.”). Stereotypically, many German speakers use rising 

pitches throughout and an abrupt, falling pitch at the final position (Figure 3). This phenomenon 
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– in turn – enables listeners (native and other non-native speakers of American English) to easily 

identify such an L2 speaker as a native German speaker. 

 

  Figure 3: Statement Intonation – L1 interference (Delattre, 1965, p. 23)  

Delattre’s (1965) diagrams – derived from spectrographic recordings – also emphasize 

that German and English are indeed stress-timed languages, as syllables are not spoken in equal 

length and loudness. Stressed syllables appear in fat print as they are acoustically louder and 

longer. On the other hand, unstressed syllables sound shorter, less loud and are often reduced. In 
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contrast, the diagrams also illustrate that Spanish and French are syllabic languages, which 

means that every syllable is pronounced with equal length. This approach tremendously helps L2 

learners to gain increased phonological awareness because it illustrates not only the desired 

speech pattern in the target language (here American English), but contrasts it directly with the 

same feature in the native language (here German). Delattre’s work is, therefore, especially 

beneficial for visual learners.  

Although it appears at first glance that many of the phonemes between American English 

and German are shared, there are phonemes that are absent in either language. Furthermore, 

phonemes which exist in both languages (identified by the same symbol in the International 

Phonetic Alphabet (IPA)), might be articulated in slightly different places or manner (Flege, 

1981, p. 446). For example, Figure 4 compares how German and American English vowels are 

articulated in the human mouth. The 2-dimensional shapes, used in Figure 4, represent the inner 

cavities of the human mouth. Front vowels are produced near the front of the mouth; they are 

displayed to the left side of the shapes (e.g., /i/, /e/). Back vowels are produced near the back of 

the mouth; they are displayed to the right side of the shapes (e.g., /u/, /o/). Furthermore, the grid 

depicts whether a vowel is produced high up in the mouth, in the middle, or low in the mouth. 

The reader will notice some phonemes are completely absent in one language (e.g., /ʌ/ is absent 

in German), while others exist in both languages (e.g., /u/). However, if the same phoneme is 

present in both languages, the place of articulation or manner of articulation may not be entirely 

identical. If both shapes (the American English and German) are placed onto each other, they do 

not precisely overlap. This visualization demonstrates very effectively that the production of a 

given phoneme may differ acoustically. However, not all German speakers are aware of the 
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difference. Explicit knowledge about these features will help L2 learners to make significant 

improvements for American English vowel production. 

  

 

 

source: http://soundsofspeech.uiowa.edu 

 

  

Figure 4: Vowel Phonemes and places of articulation (Delattre, 1965, pp. 50-51) 

In addition, Delattre addresses the significance of long vs. short vowels in American 

English. The distinction between long and short vowels is not obvious to many German speakers, 

but is significant in the context of word stress. While most poly-syllabic German words are 

pronounced on the first syllable, the same is not true for English words (Figure 5).  
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Figure 5: Place of the stressed syllable in multi-syllabic words (Delattre, 1965, p. 29) 

Figure 5 indicates that the primary stress in two-syllable, three-syllable, and four-syllable 

German words is still more often on the first syllable, compared to two-syllable, three-syllable, 

and four-syllable English words. Word stress is especially challenging, as many words are 

similar or even shared between German and English (e.g., Kalender [kaˈlɛndər] vs. calendar 

[ˈkæləndə(r)], Enzyklopädie [ɛntsyklopɛˈdiː] vs. encyclopedia [ensaikloˈpiːdiə], Geografie 

[geograˈfiː] vs. geography [dʒiˈ(ɒ)grəfi]), but syllables are stressed differently (Langenscheidt 
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Online Dictionaries, 2017; Collins Online Dictionary, 2017). Unless fully aware of proper stress 

in the foreign language, many German speakers apply L2 American English word stress 

incorrectly. 

The remainder of this section gives a short overview about the key challenges for German 

speakers in mastering American English pronunciation. Table 1 summarizes segmental aspects 

of American English, which tend to be pitfalls for many German speakers (Avery & Ehrlich, 

1992, pp. 123-125, Delattre, 1965): 

English 
Vowels 

/iy/ vs. /ɪ/ German speakers tend to pronounce the tense vowels of 
English as long vowels without the characteristic semi-
vowels of the English tense vowels. 
Example: sleep vs. slip 

/ey/ vs. /ɛ/ German speakers tend to pronounce the tense vowels of 
English as long vowels without the characteristic semi-
vowels of the English tense vowels. 
Example: taste vs. test  

/uw/ vs. /ʊ/ German speakers tend to pronounce the tense vowels of 
English as long vowels without the characteristic semi-
vowels of the English tense vowels. 
Example: luke vs. look 

/ɛ/ vs. /æ/ German speakers tend to substitute /ɛ/ for /æ/. 
Example: lend vs. land 

/a/ vs. /ʌ/ German speakers tend to substitute /a/ for /ʌ/. 
Example: son vs. sun 

English 
Consonants 

/Ɵ/ and /ð/ The German language does not have the interdental 
fricatives /ɵ/ and /ð/. German speakers generally 
substitute /s/ for /Ɵ/ and /z/ for /ð/. 

/ʤ/ /ʤ/ is absent in German language. German speakers may 
substitute /ʧ/ for /ʤ/. 
Example: chuck vs. jug 

word-final 
voiced 
consonants 
/b/, /d/, /g/, 
/v/, /ð/, /z/, 
/ʒ/, /ʤ/ 

German speakers tend to produce a voiceless version of 
stops, fricatives, and affricates at the end of words. 
However, the phenomenon is not observed in other 
positions of the word (initial, middle). 

/v/ vs. /w/ 
 

German speakers may substitute /v/ for /w/, producing 
‘vine’ instead of ‘wine’. 
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/r/ 
 

German speakers may produce a centro-pharyngeal /r/ 
sound instead of the English centro-palatal /r/ sound. 
(Delattre, 1965, p. 81) 

/l/ German speakers may produce a latero-dental /l/ sound 
instead of the English latero-alveolar /l/ sound. (Delattre, 
1965, p. 81) 

Table 1: Challenges for German Speakers (segmental aspects) 

Table 2 lists challenges to German speakers which are related to suprasegmental aspects 

(Avery and Ehrlich, 1992, pp. 106-109; Delattre, 1965; Gut 2009): 

Stress Stress in German usually falls on the first syllable with a few exceptions. 
English word stress does not necessarily follow the same pattern for multi-
syllabic words. Proper English word stress must be consciously learned on a 
per word basis. 

Rhythm Speakers of German pronounce all syllables clearly in their native language. 
However, in English stressed syllables are pronounced louder, clear, and 
longer. Unstressed syllables are pronounced softer, unclear, and shorter. 

German speakers struggle with vowel reduction (production of the schwa 
sound for unstressed syllables; represented by the symbol (ə) in the 
International Phonetic Alphabet) 

Intonation German speakers must adapt to the characteristic intonation patterns of 
English: 

- Final rising as used in yes-no questions 
- Final rising-falling are used in statements, commands and wh-

questions 
- Non-final rising-falling as used in complex sentences 
- Non-final rising as used in lists 

Linking German speakers fail to link words properly in connected speech which 
results in choppy speech. 
 

Contractions German speakers fail to master contractions properly, especially those 
requiring consonant cluster reductions. Consequently, the produced 
speech sounds non-native. 
 

Table 2: Challenges for German Speakers (supra-segmental aspects) 
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Considerations in Teaching Pronunciation 

As discussed in Chapter I, Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) is one of the 

theoretical frameworks that drove this field project. Unfortunately, pronunciation instruction has 

become a casualty of CLT, because CLT prioritizes meaning over form-focused instruction 

(Thomson & Derwing, 2015, p. 326). A recent survey about the efficacy of contemporary 

pronunciation instruction has shown poor results (Thomson & Derwing, 2015, p. 326). Many 

ESL/EFL teachers still feel ill-prepared to teach pronunciation or limit their pronunciation 

instruction to giving occasional feedback (Derwing & Munro, 2005; Thomson & Derwing, 2015; 

Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2010). However, textbooks on how to teach American English 

pronunciation as well as online materials for American English pronunciation instruction have 

become more readily available. The design of the mini lessons, which were created as part of this 

field project, were based on three ESL/EFL teacher guidebooks: (1) Celce-Murcia et al. (2010), 

(2) Avery and Ehrlich (1992), and (3) Larsen-Freeman and Anderson (2011). 

First, Celce-Murcia et al. (2010) offer a wealth of information on how to teach NAE 

pronunciation by addressing the consonant system, the vowel system, connected speech, stress, 

rhythm, prominence, and intonation in discourse. In addition, the authors provide insights on 

how the NAE sound system intersects with other areas of language as (1) pronunciation and 

listening, (2) the sound system and morphology, and (3) the sound system and spelling. Finally, 

there are guidelines on testing and evaluation, techniques, tools, and the use of technology. 

Second, Avery and Ehrlich (1992) address the sound system of American English as 

well, but identify specific pronunciation problems for speakers of various L1 languages (e.g., 

Arabic, Chinese, German, Russian, Vietnamese). Those listings of specific problems are of 

tremendous value when customizing pronunciation instruction to a specific audience. In addition, 
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the book suggests a variety of classroom pronunciation activities in support of communicative 

language teaching. Therefore, this textbook for ESL/EFL instructors makes an invaluable 

companion to the textbook by Celce-Murcia et al. (2010). 

Third, Larsen-Freeman and Anderson (2011) do not discuss pronunciation. Instead they 

analyze the value of various historical and contemporary techniques and principles for ESL/EFL 

language teaching. Currently, the following three are considered cutting-edge approaches: (1) 

communicative language teaching, (2) content-based instruction, and (3) task-based language 

learning. 

Summary 

What is the takeaway from this literature review? First of all, there is neither a best theory 

of second language acquisition, nor is there one for L2 phonology acquisition. Instead, a wealth 

of theories and hypotheses has grown organically since the first half of the 20th century. Some 

theories no longer flourish, while others were augmented or merged. Gut’s (2009) Non-Native 

Speech Model (Figure 1) is the most recent speech learning model of foreign accent.  

This field project takes into considerations a total of nine insights from currently 

prevailing research in the field of L2 phonology acquisition: 

1. The interference of the native language with the target language plays a significant role in 

a learner’s L2 phonology acquisition (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 34; Macken & 

Ferguson; 1987).  

2. The degree to which negative transfer occurs varies from learner to learner. Some aspects 

of language may interfere stronger than others (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 34; Macken 

& Ferguson; 1987).  
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3. There are some aspects of L2 phonology acquisition that are universal among languages 

and hence parallel the first-language acquisition of children (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 

34; Macken & Ferguson; 1987).  

4. Depending on whether a conversation is formal (control-facilitating) or informal 

(automaticity-facilitating), mastery of L2 pronunciation accuracy may vary for a given L2 

learner (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 34; Macken & Ferguson; 1987).  

5. The age at which L2 learning begins and the length of residence in an L2-speaking 

country with active immersion are two other prominent factors. The earlier a learner is 

exposed to native speakers of the target language, the better the L2 phonology 

acquisition. The younger the adult learner, the more his or her pronunciation can be 

improved (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, pp. 34-35).  

6. Intelligibility is the most important goal of pronunciation teaching, especially for 

postpubescent adolescents and adults. This is followed by comprehensibility as a 

secondary goal. Once a L2 learner can be understood, accentedness might become 

another goal to further improve L2 pronunciation. However, nativelike pronunciation as 

the solitary goal of pronunciation teaching is unrealistic (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 

35).   

7. L2 phonology acquisition is qualitatively different from the L2 acquisition of other 

aspects of language (e.g., syntax, lexicon). Child L2 learners of English who achieve very 

good pronunciation may have serious gaps in grammar and lexicon. Conversely, adults 

who – more or less – master English syntax and lexicon may have serious problems with 

pronunciation (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 35).  
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8. Other factors that influence the degree of pronunciation proficiency are the learner’s 

attitude, motivation, gender, length and type of instruction, language ego, language 

learning aptitude, the continued L1 language use, the learner’s educational background as 

well as sociocultural and socio-psychological influences (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 

35, Brown, 2007). 

9. Increased phonological awareness is an essential prerequisite for mitigating foreign 

accent (Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2010).  

 

While research in L2 phonology acquisition has traditionally focused on the learner’s 

acquisition of individual vowel and consonant phonemes, contemporary research addresses the 

learner’s acquisition of English stress, intonation, rhythm, connected speech, and voice quality.  

The handbook for the German EFL teacher, which was developed as part of this project, 

intentionally targets two suprasegmental elements of American English pronunciation: (1) word 

stress and (2) sentence stress. The materials provided were informed by the readings from Celce-

Murcia et al. (2010), Avery and Ehrlich (1992), Gut (2009), and Larsen-Freeman and Anderson 

(2011) respectively, and sheds light on the question: How can these two topics be taught so that 

German adult learners can raise their phonological awareness?  

While foreign accent is unlikely to be eliminated in adult learners (due to completed 

forming of the larynx before puberty and reduced plasticity of brain areas required for L1/L2 

language learning), this field project emphasizes the importance of increased phonological 

awareness. Phonological awareness, or the knowledge about the phonological systems of the 

target language in contrast to the systems of the native language, can help adult learners to 

improve their pronunciation in American English. 
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CHAPTER III 
THE PROJECT AND ITS DEVELOPMENT 

 
Brief Description of the Project 

 
This project offers a “Handbook for German EFL Teachers” which is an effort to help 

German EFL teachers to teach American English pronunciation. Since teaching materials on 

segmental aspects (sounds of consonants, vowels and diphthongs) are more readily available 

(Derwing & Munro, 2005; Foote, Trofimovich, Collins, & Urzúa, 2016; Thomson & Derwing, 

2015), my project narrowly focuses on how to teach two selected suprasegmental aspects of 

American English to native German speakers: (1) word stress and (2) sentence stress. These two 

aspects were selected because it is the combination of word stress and sentence stress that is so 

quintessential for the creation of the rhythm of an English utterance (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, 

p. 209). If L2 learners could raise their phonological awareness just for word stress and sentence 

stress, they would be more likely to move in regular, rhythmic beats from stress to stress, no 

matter how many unstressed syllables fall in between (p. 209). Native speakers are likely to 

perceive such a speech pattern as more intelligible and comprehensible, and possibly even less 

accented. As discussed in Chapter II, the judgment about the credibility of an accented foreign 

speaker rises and falls depending on how well native speakers can perceive utterances. 

Therefore, a more natural speech pattern will help learners of American English to be better 

understood in the first place, and ultimately gain higher credibility ratings.  

 The project itself is organized into five main parts: (A) a discussion on how to teach 

word stress, (B) a discussion on how to teach sentence stress, and (C) supporting materials for a 

sample lesson on word stress, (D) supporting materials for a sample lesson on sentence stress, 

and (E) copyright permissions that were necessary for the creation of this project. In addition, the 

handbook provides a short glossary (F). 
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Part A, the discussion of how to teach word stress, provides the teacher with insights on 

how to approach the topic. This part of the project offers suggestions on how to break the 

subtopic down into lesson elements along with suitable student activities to nurture phonological 

awareness. It begins with syllabification, and is followed by a distinction between three levels for 

syllable stress (unstressed, lightly stressed, most stressed), the role of vowels in syllables, and 

vowel reduction in unstressed syllables.  

Part B, the discussion of how to teach sentence stress, begins with a discussion of the 

regular rhythmic beat in English (or rhythm), and focuses on listening discrimination. Students 

need to learn that all sentences (e.g., statements, questions, imperatives) can be broken into 

phrases, or combinations of words, that belong together for a reason. The goal for the students is 

it to speak in a “phrase-by-phrase” manner. In this way, they learn which words to emphasize 

and which not to. English is a language where content words are stressed, but function words are 

not.  

Parts A and B both provide links to videos, which are meant to inspire German EFL 

teachers. The mini lessons were produced in a short whiteboard animation video format. Note, 

the mini lessons do not offer comprehensive coverage for the topics of word stress or sentence 

stress. Rather, they are meant to serve as tools to exemplify how the teaching of word stress and 

sentence stress could be approached from a practical point of view. Students will not master 

word stress or sentence stress by being instructed once, or by listening to a video. Instead, 

students need to practice word stress and sentence stress through speaking. Therefore, activities 

that address word stress and/or sentence stress should become an integral part of every ESL/EFL 

lesson. With this in mind, it is my goal that these videos may serve as an inspiration to German 

EFL Teachers for their own lesson design and the creation of their own materials for either 
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classroom-based teaching or distance learning. While the mini lessons are beneficial for L2 

learners of any background, they are specifically customized to the needs of German-speaking 

learners. Similarities and differences between the American English and German phonological 

systems are addressed in each lesson. Examples of German words, phrases, or sentences are 

directly compared to their American English counterparts. This comparison was done to 

illustrate differences in prosody. However, instruction is given entirely in the target language.  

Parts C and D both offer supporting materials for two sample lessons; they mirror what is 

presented in the videos. Both videos exemplify how the teaching of two specific suprasegmental 

aspects of language can be implemented, so that L2 learners can increase phonological 

awareness. Each video lesson is 15-16 minutes long. The format of short video lessons was 

chosen to demonstrate (1) how technology and multimedia can effectively be utilized in the 

classroom, and (2) how the needs of a growing mobile English language learner (MALL) 

population can be rapidly addressed. Both videos are accessible through links to the internet.  

Part E addresses copyright permissions that were necessary for the creation of this 

project, namely from (1) National Public Radio (npr.org) and (2) Presentation Media 

(presentationmedia.com). 

Part F provides a short glossary of specific terms that appear in the videos. 

 
Development of the Project 

 
This project was launched by analyzing the specific challenges German L2 learners face 

in mastering standard American English pronunciation; research presented by Delattre (1965), 

Avery and Ehrlich (1992), and Gut (2009) served as invaluable resources. As a native speaker of 

German, I validated what the above sources emphasized and incorporated my own experiences.  
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Since attention to the teaching of segmental aspects of languages currently outweighs that 

of suprasegmental aspects (Derwing & Munro, 2005; Foote, Trofimovich, Collins, & Urzúa, 

2016; Thomson & Derwing, 2015), I decided to narrowly focus on suprasegmentals. However, 

the scope was still too broad for this project. Eventually, I decided on two suprasegmental 

elements: word stress and sentence stress. I specifically selected these two elements, because 

English and German are both stress-timed languages, but – as a native speaker of German – even 

I struggled with the application of stress for a long time. It was not until I realized how important 

it is for native speakers to hear proper stress that I started to pay more attention to it. 

I wanted to focus on how a German EFL teacher could teach both topics, and from this 

idea emerged parts A and B of this project. I also wanted to provide hands-on tips for how to 

implement a lesson, but a lesson plan by itself did not seem engaging enough. I wanted to offer 

more, something that could serve as an inspiration to German EFL teachers. As someone who 

has worked as a computer scientist for 15 years, I am also fond of incorporating technology into 

my classroom. I love to develop my own digital materials, which can not only be used for 

classroom-based instruction, but for distance learning as well. I have used animated Powerpoint 

presentations for a long time, and the same materials can easily be turned into whiteboard 

animation videos suitable for online instruction. So, instead of providing a plain lesson plan as 

part of my handbook, I decided to design two mini video-lessons for teachers on how to teach 

word stress and sentence stress. The powerpoint presentation slides that served as the foundation 

for the videos are shared in parts C and D respectively. 

Once I identified the focus for each lesson, I designed a mini lesson, created all necessary 

materials, and produced a video. From a pedagogical point of view, I implemented suggestions 

provided by Celce-Murcia et al. (2010), Larsen Freeman and Anderson (2015) and Brown (2007.  
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Each lesson begins with a short introduction to the topic. Afterwards, the teacher offers 

activities for controlled practice. The teacher models the targeted sound pattern, and students just 

listen at first. Later, they repeat after the teacher. Here, it is important that students receive 

immediate feedback for what they do wrong. If students do not gain constructive feedback, they 

will likely claim “I said what you just said!” and walk away from the lesson disappointedly.  

While teaching pronunciation, students can benefit greatly from “listen and read along” 

materials. Contemporary, authentic and culturally appealing materials are best suited for this 

purpose. Therefore, each lesson includes a snippet of a podcast (along with its transcript) from 

National Public Radio (NPR, e.g. www.npr.org/programs/fresh-air/). Legally, those materials can 

be incorporated into EFL lessons as long as none of NPR’s “Terms of Use” (see 

http://www.npr.org/about-npr/179876898/terms-of-use ) are violated.  

Listening along to authentic speech can enhance phonological awareness even further 

when looking at listening material through the lens of a spectrum analyzer. I, therefore, 

introduced the analytical tool Audacity (www.audacityteam.org), which is free, open source 

audio software for multi-track recording and editing. A spectrum analyzer can help students to 

visually recognize how syllables are pronounced in terms of loudness and length. Ideally, 

students will record their own voices and compare them to the recordings of native speakers 

Students sharpen their phonological awareness through the discovery of discrepancies between 

the pronunciations. Phonological awareness is not something that can be acquired passively; it 

requires the interest and engagement of a student.  

Each lesson ends with a self-assessment segment. It requires students to read particular 

words, phrases, or a passage. Afterwards the teacher reveals the correct stress patterns. In this 
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way, the student can recognize any discrepancies. Self-assessment is important, because it helps 

learners to realize that they are responsible for their own learning.  

I began to conceptualize this project at the beginning of the semester. However, it was 

fully developed over the course of four weeks, between October 5 and November 2, 2017. 

 
The Project 

 
The project in its entirety can be found in the appendix. 
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CHAPTER IV 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Conclusions 

 
Pronunciation of adult second language (L2) learners is extremely difficult to change, and 

L2 native-like pronunciation is rarely achieved after early childhood. The problem that inspired 

this field project is threefold: (1) foreign accent poses both a psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic 

problem as it impairs the credibility of L2 speakers, (2) phonological awareness (accurate 

knowledge of the target language’s phonological system) can help to mitigate foreign accent 

even in adult learners, and (3) many English as a Second Language (ESL) / English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) teachers feel ill-prepared to teach pronunciation. 

The purpose of this field project was to prepare German EFL teachers for the teaching of 

American English pronunciation to increase phonological awareness and to mitigate foreign 

accent for German-speaking adult learners. Phonological awareness is not something that can be 

acquired passively, it requires the interest and active engagement of a student.  

By offering a handbook for German EFL teachers, this field project has attempted to 

provide an example on how to teach American English pronunciation. While issues related to the 

segmental aspects of American English (individual sound patterns for consonants and vowels) 

are an integral part of it, the handbook primary focuses on the question of how two 

suprasegmental aspects of American English can be taught effectively: (1) word stress and (2) 

sentence stress. In particular, the handbook also offers two mini lessons in the format of short 

whiteboard animation videos (15-16 minutes). However, the mini lessons do not offer 

comprehensive coverage for the topics of word stress or sentence stress. Rather, they are meant 

to serve as tools to exemplify how the teaching of word stress and sentence stress could be 

approached from a practical point of view. Students will not master word stress or sentence stress 
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by being instructed once, or by listening to a video. Instead, students need to practice word stress 

and sentence stress through speaking. Therefore, activities that address word stress and/or 

sentence stress should become an integral part of every ESL/EFL lesson. With that in mind, it is 

my goal that those videos may serve as an inspiration to German EFL Teachers when it comes to 

their own lesson design and the creation of their own materials for either classroom-based 

teaching or distance learning. While the mini lessons are beneficial for L2 learners of any 

background, they are specifically customized to the needs of German-speaking learners. 

The significance of this field project is that one does not have to be an expert in phonetics 

to teach pronunciation, but one does need an understanding of the American English sound 

system in order to teach pronunciation effectively. Being a non-native speaker of American 

English myself, this field project was informed by my own challenges in mastering English 

pronunciation. In producing the teaching materials, I wanted to share my experiences with the 

TESOL community. I am convinced that adult L2 learners can mitigate their foreign accent 

based on increased phonological awareness, knowledge about phonics rules, and a conscious 

effort to imitate the speech patterns of native speakers.  

Ultimately, this project may help German adult learners to speak American English more 

intelligibly, more comprehensibly, and possibly with a reduced accent. This project is significant 

because it can help German adult learners to acquire the phonetic tools necessary to pronounce 

words and phrases correctly and to communicate more effectively in English in the United 

States. Phonological awareness in a foreign language and the ability to identify the root cause of 

one’s own pronunciation issues is the key to self-correction! It is possible to put this project to 

immediate use in EFL classrooms with German adult learners at any level, or to use the video 

lessons for independent study.  
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Recommendations 
 

The handbook for German EFL Teachers focused exclusively on the teaching of only two 

suprasegmental aspects of American English: (1) word stress and (2) sentence stress. It 

completely ignored many of the other suprasegmental aspects of American English, such as 

intonation, linking, and pausing. These topics are worth exploring as separate field projects. 

Also, this field project focused exclusively on German learners of American English. It would be 

interesting to see what is challenging in terms of word and sentence stress for speakers from 

other L1 language backgrounds. 

While this field project led to the creation of two mini lessons in the format of whiteboard 

animation videos, the aspect of how those videos were created could not be adequately covered. 

However, I believe that the skills necessary for the rapid and on-demand creation of appealing 

instructional materials are in high demand, not only within the TESOL community. I also believe 

it is the mindset of the ESL/EFL instructor that shines through his or her instructional materials. 

Students will appreciate if you bring cutting-edge technology to them, packaged in meaningful 

and digestible units. Therefore, I could imagine that the creation of digital materials – for the 

purpose of ESL/EFL instruction – could lend itself nicely to a field project and/or professional 

career of its own.  
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Let t er  t o Teachers

November 2, 2017

Dear German EFL teachers,

This project is an effort to help you teach American English pronunciation 

effectively, based on cutting-edge research findings. Traditionally, pronunciation instruction 

focused on  segmental aspects: sounds of consonants, vowels and diphthongs. However, 

this approach ignores the importance of the suprasegmental aspects: stress, intonation, 

connected speech, linking, and pausing.

Suprasegmentals are extremely important in the communication of meaning, 

because ill-formed sounds can often be ignored and meaning can still be grasped through 

context. Wrongly applied suprasegmentals, however, may severely interfere with 

comprehensibility. Research has shown that judgment about the credibility of an accented 

foreign speaker rises and falls depending on how well native speakers can perceive 

utterances. Therefore, a more natural speech pattern will help learners of American English 

to be better understood in the first place, and ultimately gain higher credibility ratings.

For the purpose of this project, I decided to narrowly focus on two suprasegmental 

elements of American English: (1) word stress and (2) sentence stress. I selected those two 

elements, because it is the combination of word stress and sentence stress that is so 

quintessential for the creation of the rhythm of an English utterance.

If L2 learners could raise their phonological awareness just for word stress and 

sentence stress, they would be more likely to move in regular, rhythmic beats from stress to 

stress, no matter how many unstressed syllables fall in between. Native speakers are likely 

to perceive such a speech pattern as more intelligible and comprehensible, and possibly 

even less accented.

While this handbook offers support for L2 learners of any background, it is 

specifically customized to the needs of German-speaking learners. It addresses similarities 

and differences between American English and German phonological systems. Examples of 

German words, phrases, or sentences are directly compared and contrasted to their 

American English counterparts in order to illustrate differences in prosody. However, 

instruction should be given entirely in target language.

I hope you will find this handbook useful and inspiring for your own teachings of 

American English pronunciation.
Sincerely,

Kerstin Menzer
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How t o use t h is Handbook

This handbook consist s of  
f ive  m ain par t s:

Par t  A 

discusses t he 
essent ials on how 

t o t each word 
st ress.

Par t  B 

discusses t he 
essent ials on 
how t o t each 

sent ence st ress.

Par t  E 

addresses 
copyr ight  

perm issions t hat  
were necessary 
for  t he creat ion 
of  t h is project .

Par t  C 

of fers a sam ple 
im plem ent at ion 
of  a m ini lesson 
devot ed t o word 

st ress.

Par t  D 

of fers a sam ple 
im plem ent at ion 
of  a m ini lesson 

devot ed t o  
sent ence st ress.

This handbook is 
customized to the needs 

of German-speaking 
learners. Similarities and 

differences between 
American English and 
German phonological 
systems are addressed 
both in the context of 

word stress and sentence 
stress. Examples of 

German words, phrases, 
or sentences are directly 

compared and 
contrasted to their 
American English 

counterparts in order to  
raise awareness about 

differences. However, all 
instruction is entirely 

given in the target 
language.
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Content

1. Why is Word Stress important?

2. Syllabification                   
                   

      

3. Stressed  vs. Unstressed Syllables             

4. Vowel Reduction

5. Listening to Authentic Speech       

6. Other Topics to Teach

7. Student Self-Assessment                  
                   

                   
  

8. Summary     



Kalender [ka?l?nd?r] vs. calendar [?kæl?nd?(r)]

Enzyklopädie [?ntsyklop??di?] vs. encyclopedia [?n?sa?kl??pidi?]

Geografie [geogra?fi?] vs. geography [d?i?(?)gr?fi])

Part  A: How to Teach Word St ress
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1. Why is Word St ress im por t ant ? 

German and English are both stress-timed languages, and 
listeners focus on stressed syllables to decipher meaning. 
However, many Germans are completely unaware of the use 
of word stress in their own language. 

When a student does not produce utterances with the 
appropriate English rhythm, the results can range from 
incomprehension to annoyance on the part of the listener. 
So, incorrect stressing of polysyllabic words greatly affects 
comprehensibility.

Word stress is especially challenging, as many words are 
similar or even shared between German and English, but 
syllables are stressed differently. 

Errors in word stress are often a result of transfer from the learner 's first 
language. Increased awareness of word stress may aid the students' own 
production. It is important to raise students' awareness of how American 
English is actually spoken. In turn, students will find it easier to 
comprehend the speech of native speakers. The ultimate goal of word 
stress work is to teach students to produce utterances whose rhythm is 
English-like.
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2. Syllabif icat ion Key point s for  Teaching

Every word in English consists of one or more 
syllables. Syllables are units of breath. 
Syllabification is the process of breaking a word 
into syllables correctly.  

Each syllable contains at least one vowel; many 
syllables contain diphthongs. Diphthongs are 
complex vowel sounds, whereas a vowel is 
followed by another vowel or semi-vowel. 

Syllables may not or may not contain consonants; 
many syllables contain consonant clusters.

Work on syllabification lends itself nicely to a 
review of sounds for American English 
consonants,  consonant clusters, vowels, and 
diphthongs.

Why t each about  
syllables?

Dividing words into parts, or 
"chunks" helps speed the 

process of decoding.

It is important for students to 
notice how English words split 
into syllables, because it is an 
important prerequisite for the 
determination of stressed and 

unstressed syllables.

Knowing the rules for syllable 
division can help students 

read words more accurately 
and fluently.

Sam ple Act ivit y

Break words into syllables and clap, tap, or jump 
after each syllable. This activity allows you to bring 
movement into the classroom and build 
phonological awareness for syllables. It is 
especially suited  for kinesthetic learners.

a:loud

en:cy:clo:pe:di:a

plum b:er
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3. St ressed vs. Unst ressed Syllables 

Key Point s for  Teaching

- Native speakers distinguish three levels 
of stress: (1) unstressed syllables, (2) 
lightly stressed syllables , and (3) the most 
stressed syllable.

- Each word has only one highly stressed 
syllable. But which one is it? 

- A stressed syllable is pronounced louder, 
longer, and with higher pitch.  Vowels of 
stressed syllables are always pronounced 
very clearly

- Unstressed syllables appear not only 
shorter, less loud and with a lower pitch, 
but vowels are actually reduced.

- Unfortunately: the stress pattern for 
every word must be memorized when 
first learning the word. 

- Emphasize to students that learning new 
words should not be limited to the 
memorization of spelling. Teach them 
word stress from the very beginning.

Sam ple Act ivit y

Use hand signals while speaking. A 
fist indicates an unstressed syllable, 
while an open palm indicates a 
stressed syllable.

This activity is not only beneficial for 
kinesthetic learners, but for visual 
learners as well. It helps to foster 
phonemic awareness for word 
stress.

en:cy:clo:PE:di:a

?n?sa?kl??pidi?
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4. Vowel Reduct ion 
Key Point s for  Teaching

There are two important rules on 
how to treat vowels in syllables.

RULE A: Vowels in stressed syllables 
are never reduced.

RULE B: Vowels in unstressed 
syllables are reduced.

Emphasize to your students that 
vowel reduction is not a form of 
sloppy speech, but is expected by 
native speakers!

Vowel reduction helps to elevate 
stressed syllables, because that?s 
what native speakers look for.

Sam ple Act ivit y

Find the vowels or diphthongs of an 
unstressed syllable.  Review how that 
phoneme is pronounced by itself. Guide 
the students how to pronounce the 
phoneme using the rules  for vowel 
reduction. For example, in the word 
encyclopedia both 'o' in the third syllable 
and 'a' in the last syllable are turned into 
the schwa sound /?/).

en:cy:clo:PE:di:a

?n?sa?kl??pidi?
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5. List ening t o 
Aut hent ic Speech

Key Point s for  Teaching

Listening to authentic and culturally relevant materials 
can not only help your students with acculturation, but 
can also increase phonological awareness!

Bring ?listen and read along? materials into your 
classroom to showcase how native speakers of American 
English actually speak. In this way, you can make the 
rules of word stress accessible to students.

National Public Radio (NPR) is an organization which is 
committed to the highest journalistic ethics and 
standards and to independent, noncommercial 
journalism, both in fact and in appearance. For example, 
NPR's program "Fresh Air " covers not only a wide variety 
of contemporary topics, but offers downloadable 
podcasts along with transcripts. These materials are 
excellent listening materials for EFL students. You can 
use these materials as long as you adhere to NPR's 
"Terms of Use":

http://www.npr.org/about-npr/179876898/terms-of-use

Sam ple Act ivit y

Select a podcast which is likely to meet the interest of your students. Decide on a short 
passage that exemplifies what you want to teach (e.g., word stress). Provide a snippet 
from the transcript as reading material. First, ask students  to read the passage. Second, 
elicit from the students what they already know  about word stress for the words that 
appear in the text.  Third, listen to the passage and focus on word stress. Fourth, teach 
proper word stress for all words that appear in the passage. Fifth, provide a color-coded 
version of the reading passage.  Sixth, listen again and have students read along to the 
color-coded version of the passage.



project (n) [?pr??d??kt] vs. project (v) [pro??d??kt]

alloy (n) [?æl??] vs. alloy (v) [??l??]

produce (n) [?pro??dus] vs. produce (v) [pr??dus]

minute (n) [?m?n?t] vs. minute (adj) [ma?nu?t-]

Part  A: How to Teach Word St ress
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6. Ot her  Topics t o Teach Key Point s for  Teaching

Other topics that should be  explored 
in the context of word stress  are:

1. Reflexes 

2. Cardinal vs. Ordinal Numbers

3. Noun-Noun Compounds

4. Adjective-Noun Compounds

5. Single vs. Complex Compounds

6. Germanic vs. Latinate Prefixes

7. Stress-neutral Suffixes

8. Stress-demanding Suffixes

9. Suffixes that cause Stress Shift

10. Noun / Verb Pairs

Students will not master word stress 
by being instructed once, or by 
listening to authentic materials alone. 
Instead, students need to practice 
word stress actively through speaking. 
Therefore, activities that address word 
stress should be made an integral part 
of every EFL lesson.

Greenhouse [?grin?ha?s] vs. green house [grin ha?s]

Yellowjacket [?j?lo??d?æk?t] vs. yellow jacket [j?lo? d?æk?t]

Blackbird [?blæk?b?rd] vs. black board [blæk b?rd]
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7. St udent  Self -Assessm ent

Self-assessment is important, because it 
helps learners to realize that they are 
responsible for their own learning.

Self-monitoring is an important step on the 
path to phonological awareness.

Sam ple Act ivit y

Provide students with a list of words.  First, ask them to divide each word into 
syllables. Second, ask them to identify which syllables are unstressed, lightly 
stressed and most stressed. Third, ask them to  find vowels or diphthongs in the 
stressed syllable and pronounce them clearly. Fourth, ask them to find vowels 
and diphthongs in the unstressed syllables  and pronounce them by using vowel 
reduction. Fifth, ask them to pronounce the  entire word.  Finally, provide them 
with the correct answers.
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1. English is a stress-timed language, which 
means that syllables of a word are not 
pronounced with equal length, loudness and 
pitch.

2. One syllable is always more stressed than the 
others (= appears louder, longer, and with 
higher pitch). Vowels in stressed syllables are 
always pronounced very clearly.

3. Unstressed syllables appear not only less 
loud, shorter, and with lower pitch, but vowels 
are actually reduced.

4. Unfortunately, the stress pattern for every 
word must be memorized when first learning 
the word. Do not just learn the spelling.

5. Often, students already have an impressive 
knowledge of vocabulary.  Ask them to go back 
and review proper ?word stress? for words that 
interest them.

8. Sum m ary

Teacher  Tip

A m ini lesson on  word st ress is 
available at

      ht t ps:/ / vim eo.com /240243883

      password: 12152017

      lengt h: 16 m inut es

See Par t  C for  m ore inform at ion.

https://vimeo.com/240243883
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Overview

1. Why is Sentence Stress important ?

2. Content words vs. Function words            
            

3. Main Stress in Sentences            
 

4. Contrasting Patterns 

5. Listening to Authentic Speech 

6. Other Topics to Teach    

7. Student Self-Assessment           
            

            
            

           

8. Summary           
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Part  B: Teaching Sentence St ress

1. Why is Sent ence St ress im por t ant ? 

The ultimate goal of sentence stress work is to teach 
students to produce utterances with English-like rhythm. 

English is a stress-timed language, and native speakers 
may either fail to comprehend, or they may grow 

impatient with the lack of selective stress on key words.

As far as sentence stress is concerned, one word typically 
appears more prominent than all others.

For students to produce sentences that have the 
appropriate stress patterns and thus the appropriate 

rhythm, it is necessary that they know which words of a 
sentence are stressed and which are not stressed. 

Errors  related to sentence stress are often due to the lack of 
phonological awareness for the rhythm of American English, content 

words and function words. 

It is important to raise students' awareness of how American English is 
actually spoken. This can be accomplished by listening to authentic 
speech. In turn, increased awareness of rhythm and sentence stress 

may aid the students' own production of sentences.
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Part  B: Teaching Sentence St ress

2. Cont ent  Words vs. Funct ion Words 

Key point s for  Teaching

All words have their individual stress in 
isolation.  

However, when words are connected into sense 
groups, and sense groups are connected into 
sentences, content words keep their stress, and 
function words lose their stress.

Sam ple Act ivit y

First,  underline all  content words  in a given sentence. Next, determine the word 
stress for all content words. Last, determine the word stress for all function words. 
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Part  B: Teaching Sentence St ress

3. Main St ress  in 
Sent ences

Key point s for  Teaching

While all content words receive major word 
stress, one content word within the sentence 
will receive greater stress than all others.

Main sentence stress typically falls on the last 
content word within each sentence, unless the 
speaker wants to emphasize a different content 
word.

This means the stress on the most prominent 
word must surpass all other stressed syllables 
in the sentence.

Sam ple Act ivit y

Sharpen listening discrimination for main sentence stress. Provide students with a 
sentence and ask them to identify all content words. Ask them to apply stress for all 
words in isolation. Now, let the students listen to the sentence. Ask them to identify 
which word received the most prominent stress. Was it the last content word? If not, ask 
them why the speaker might have chosen a different word.
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Part  B: Teaching Sentence St ress

4. Cont rast ive St ress

Key point s for  Teaching

It is also possible for main sentence stress to 
function contrastively.  Contrastive stress can 
be even heavier and louder than the normal 
main sentence stress.

Sam ple Act ivit y

Sharpen listening discrimination for contrastive sentence stress. Provide students with a 
dialog. Speaker A makes a statement, but speaker  B intervenes because it is not true. Ask 
students to predict which word will receive prominent stress.  Now, let the students listen 
to the dialog. Ask them to identify which word received the most prominent stress. Was it 
the last content word? If not, ask them why the speaker might have chosen a different 
word.
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Part  B: Teaching Sentence St ress

5. List ening t o 
Aut hent ic Speech

Key Point s for  Teaching

Listening to authentic and culturally relevant materials 
can not only help your students with acculturation, but 
can also increase phonological awareness!

Bring ?listen and read along? materials into your 
classroom to showcase how native speakers of American 
English actually speak. In this way, you can make the 
rules of word stress accessible to students.

National Public Radio (NPR) is an organization which is 
committed to the highest journalistic ethics and 
standards and to independent, noncommercial 
journalism, both in fact and in appearance. For example, 
NPR's program "Fresh Air " covers not only a wide variety 
of contemporary topics, but offers downloadable 
podcasts along with transcripts. These materials are 
excellent listening materials for EFL students. You can 
use these materials as long as you adhere to NPR's 
"Terms of Use":

http://www.npr.org/about-npr/179876898/terms-of-use

Sam ple Act ivit y

Select a podcast which is likely to meet the interest of your students. Decide on a short 
passage that exemplifies what you want to teach: sentence  stress. Provide a snippet from 
the transcript as reading material. First, ask students  to read the passage. Second, elicit 
from the students what they already know about sentence stress.  Third, listen to the 
passage and focus on word stress and sentence stress. Fourth, teach proper stress for all 
words that appear in the passage as well as the main sentence stress. Fifth,  provide a 
color-coded version of the reading passage.  Sixth, listen again and have students read 
along to the color-coded version of the passage.
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Part  B: Teaching Sentence St ress

6. Ot her  Topics t o Teach Key Point s for  Teaching

Other topics that could be  explored in 
the context of sentence stress  are:

1. Nursery Rhymes
2. Limericks
3. Classical English Poetry

because they are all centered around 
rhythm and metrical foot. 

Instead of explaining rhythm 
academically, let students experience 
rhythm and metrical foot through 
kinesthetic activities (e.g., clapping, 
tapping, snapping, jumping).

Students will not master sentence stress 
by being instructed once, or by listening 
to authentic materials alone. Instead, 
students need to practice sentence 
stress actively through speaking. 
Therefore, activities that address 
sentence stress should be made an 
integral part of every EFL lesson.

Also, the study of sentence stress  can 
be combined well with a lesson on 
intonation.

Jack and Jill went up the hill
To fetch a pail of water

Jack fell down and broke his crown,
And Jill came tumbling after.
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Part  B: Teaching Sentence St ress

7. St udent  Self -Assessm ent

Sam ple Act ivit y

Provide students with one sentence, for example a statement.  
First, ask them to identify content words. Second, ask them to 
identify the correct word stress for all content words; function 
words remain unstressed. Third, ask them to  identify  the content 
word that  should receive the main sentence stress (default). 
Fourth, ask them to pronounce the sentence. Finally, provide them 
with the correct answers.

Self-assessment is important, because it 
helps learners to realize that they are 
responsible for their own learning.

Self-monitoring is an important step on the 
path to phonological awareness.
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Part  B: Teaching Sentence St ress

8. Sum m ary

Teacher  Tip

A m ini lesson on sent ence st ress is 
available at

ht t ps:/ / vim eo.com /241434348

      password: 12152017

      lengt h: 15 m inut es

See Par t  D for  m ore inform at ion.

The amount of time it takes to say a sentence in 
English does not depend on the number of 
syllables.

All words have their individual stress in isolation.  

However, when words are connected into sense 
groups, and sense groups are connected into 
sentences, content words keep their stress, and 
function words lose their stress.

Sentence stress requires that one content word 
is more prominent than all others. In most 
cases, the major sentence stress falls on the last 
content word within a sentence.
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Part  C: Mini Lesson - Word St ress

      ht t ps:/ / vim eo.com /240243883

      password: 12152017

      lengt h: 16 m inut es

Part C  offers the transcript  for a mini 
lesson on word stress. 

It is my goal that the video may serve as 
an inspiration to German EFL Teachers when it 
comes to the creation of their own materials, 
either for  classroom-based teaching or 
distance learning.  While the above video 
addresses teachers, you can easily adapt it to 
a different audience. I, therefore, decided  to 
share the steps that led to the creation of the 
video.

The mini lesson was designed  as a  
whiteboard animation video, based on 
Powerpoint. The Powerpoint slides were 
created from powerpoint templates, animated 
pictures and clipart from 
PresentationMedia.org.

The slide show was first recorded in 
Powerpoint, which was done in an effort to 
estimate the timing requirements for the 
transition of slides. The slide show was then 
exported as an MP4 video file, which was 
post-processed in iMovie. 

iMovie  tools were used to add the final 
voice-over as well as a soundtrack, transitions, 
a tit le, and a trailer.  
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Part  D: Mini Lesson - Sentence St ress

      ht t ps:/ / vim eo.com /241434348

      password: 12152017

      lengt h: 15 m inut es

Part D provides the  transcript for a mini 
lesson on sentence stress.  The format of the 
video is identical to the mini lesson on word 
stress. It was designed and produced in the 
exact same way (see Part C).  In addition, this 
video  utilizes a tool called Audacity. Audacity 
is a free open source digital audio editor and 
recording computer software application, 
available for Windows, macOS/OS X, Linux and 
other operating systems  (see 
www.audacityteam.org).

Audacity can help students to sharpen phonological 
awareness, because the tool visualizes how word and sentence 
stress manifest themselves in a given sample of spoken language. 
In turn, students can view recordings of their own voice and 
compare them to recordings of native speakers.
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1. Present erMedia.com
The powerpoint  t em plat e, powerpoint  anim at ions, and 
present at ion clipar t   are used w it h perm ission f rom  
present erm edia.com . At  t he t im e  when t h is project  was 
creat ed, t he aut hor  had purchased a one-year  subscr ipt ion 
l icense for  unlim it ed downloads.



88

2. npr .org
The aut hor  obt ained perm ission f rom  Nat ional Public Radio 
(NPR) t o ut i l ize podcast s and t heir  t ranscr ipt s as par t  of  t h is 
project  as long as NPR's "Term s of  Use"  are not  violat ed 

(ht t p:/ /www.npr .org/about -npr /179876898/ t erm s-of -use).
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2. npr .org  (cont inued)
The aut hor  obt ained perm ission f rom  Nat ional Public Radio 
(NPR) t o ut i l ize podcast s and t heir  t ranscr ipt s as par t  of  t h is 
project  as long as NPR's "Term s of  Use"  are not  violat ed 

(ht t p:/ /www.npr .org/about -npr /179876898/ t erm s-of -use).
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Part   F:  Glossary

Cont ent  Word words that carry meaning. Examples: nouns, main verbs, 
adjectives, possessive pronouns, demonstrative pronouns, 
interrogatives, not /  negative contractions, adverbs, adverbial 
participles

Dipht hong a sound formed by the combination of two vowels in a single 
syllable, in which the sound begins as one vowel and moves 
toward another (as in coin, loud, and side).

- a digraph representing the sound of a diphthong or single 
vowel (as in feat).
- a compound vowel character; a ligature (such as æ).

Funct ion Word words that are important for grammatical /  structural 
reasons. Examples: determiners, auxiliary verbs, personal 
pronouns, possessive adjectives, demonstrative adjectives, 
prepositions, conjunctions.

Int onat ion manner of utterance; specifically: the rise and fall in pitch of the 
voice in speech

Rhyt hm a strong, regular, repeated pattern of movement or sound.

Sent ence St ress the manner in which stresses are distributed on the syllables of 
words assembled into sentences

Syllable a unit of pronunciation having one vowel sound, with or 
without surrounding consonants, forming the whole or a part 
of a word; e.g., there are two syllables in water and three in 
inferno.

Syllabif icat ion the division of words into syllables, either in speech or in 
writing.
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Vowel a speech sound that is produced by comparatively open 
configuration of the vocal tract, with vibration of the vocal cords 
but without audible friction and is a unit of the sound system of 
a language that forms the nucleus of a syllable.

- a letter representing a vowel sound, such as a,e,i,o,u.

Vowel Reduct ion In phonetics, vowel reduction is any of various changes in the 
acoustic quality of vowels, which are related to changes in 
stress, sonority, duration, loudness, articulation, or position in 
the word, and which are perceived as "weakening". It most 
often makes the vowels shorter as well.

Word St ress the manner in which stresses are distributed on the syllables of 
a word
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