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Although the suprasegmental level of speech has gained importance among recent 
scientific research, several problems still seem to render it difficult for the foreign 
language teacher to prioritize prosody in the L2 curriculum. In this article H-e 
discuss some of these problems, at the same time as we suggest aspects of prosody 
to be included in L2 pronunciation syllabuses in universities. 

Language majors in universities are often expected to acquire the 
target language to be able to use it, and at the same time learn about 
its usage to be able to teach it. It seems evident, however, that a 

complete language, and all its subtleties, cannot possibly be taught within 
the short time available. In the case of English at Universidade Federal do 
Paraná, for example, students are expected to graduate in about 4 years, and 
most of the contact they have with the English language takes place inside 
the classroom during regular course hours. For this reason the professors 
must select teaching content following some practical criteria. Although a 
final selection of specific items can only be considered after students' actual 
needs and abilities have been analyzed, it seems possible to establish some 
sequencing of the components of pronunciation in an attempt to promote 
intelligibility. 

Contemporary research has been able to establish the importance of 
the suprasegmental, or prosodie, level of speech by providing evidence that 
languages could be identified by intonation alone (Gilbert, 1980). Tradition-
ally viewed as dessert for the end of the L2 courses, the suprasegmental 
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domain seems to have assumed a prominent position in discussions about 
L2 pronunciation teaching over the last decades. Johanssohn (1978), and 
Anderson-Hsieh and Koehler (1988) state that prosodie interference may be 
more harmful to communication than phonemic interference since segmen-
tal errors are found to cause a lower degree of deviance than suprasegmental 
ones. Abberton et al. (1978) argue that prosody should precede segmental 
phonology since prosodie features provide the essential framework for the 
realization of segments. 

With reference to listening comprehension, Loveday (1982) observes 
that native listeners' intelligibility of an utterance is not highly dependent 
upon the speakers' phonetic accuracy. Dirven and Oakshott-Taylor (1984) 
also attest the greater importance of suprasegmental features to comprehen-
sion: 

segmental cues can often be manipulated 
or ignored without undue interference with 
comprehension. When we tum to other 
information-bearing aspects of the signal 
- in the main its prosodie features -
the picture is rather different (p. 333) 

Gilbert (1987) not only emphasizes the importance of suprasegmen-
tals to communication: "the most powerful signals in spoken English are 
expressed by intonational devices: pitch patterns and timing" (p. 33), but 
also asserts that by concentrating class time on the systematic teaching of 
those devices - which she calls the most important elements of pronunciation 
- both listening comprehension and pronunciation skills can be improved. 

Despite all these arguments many ESL teachers still seem rather 
reluctant before the idea of prioritizing prosody in their pronunciation 
programs. Whereas phoneme, allophone, minimal pair, are all concepts 
which, at least apparently, can be readily grasped and easily taught, explana-
tions about suprasegmental features are not always so tangible. In addition, 
ESL teachers often face even terminological barriers which tend to difficul-
tate the introduction of recent trends on pronunciation teaching into the L2 
curriculum. For example, in studies about English pronunciation the 
suprasegmental level is usually associated with the concepts of stress and 
intonation; Brown et al. (1980), however, focus attention on the fact that 

the relationship between the terms 
intonation and stress in the literature 
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is confused and confusing. [...] In her 
extensive study of suprasegmentals in 
speech, Lehiste (1970) ranges widely 
across the descriptive, instrumental and 
experimental literature in order to try 
to discern a principled means of 
distinguishing stress from intonation, 
and encounters the familiar difficulties, (p. 31 ) 

In their own discussion of the concepts, Brown et al. prefer to take a 
"high-handed" approach assuming that "stress is a property of words and 
that intonation is a property of utterances." (p. 31) 

Traditionally, attempts to identify the nature of stress have considered 
either the listener's or the speaker's standpoint Thus, whereas one definition 
may mention a greater intensity or loudness perceived as a consequence of 
different amplitudes of sound waves (Bloomfield, 1984), another may refer 
to a stronger force produced by the muscles (Jones, 1975). In an examination 
of the mechanisms believed to be associated with stress, Adams (1979) 
found no correlation between this phenomenon and internal intercostal 
muscular activity. Her investigations of the acoustic parameters associated 
with this feature revealed that duration was the most frequent used cue, and 
that both frequency and amplitude were also employed to signal stress. In 
more recent years the metrical approach developed within generative 
phonology has regarded relational auditory prominence as a crucial fact to 
the concept of stress. Katamba (1989) emphasizes that stress is "essentially 
a perceptual phenomenon, with ill-defined articulatoiy correlates" (p. 221). 
The author also observes that stressed syllables have higher pitch, longer 
duration, and, less importantly, are louder than their unstressed counterparts. 

With respect to intonation, Brown et al. (1980) call the reader's 
attention to the differences in the terminology used by linguists to refer to 
certain phonetic entities: 

we assume that Halliday's tone group will extend 
over the same domain as Crystal's 
tone group and Pike's intonation contour, 
and that Halliday will identify as the 
tonic in a tone group the same item that 
Kingdon would identify as having primary 
stress, (p. 40) 

Despite the constraints mentioned above, it seems necessary to 
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include suprasegmental features in the teaching of a second or foreign 
'.anguage, due to their relevance to communication. Among the most impor-
tant aspects of prosody, the teacher must try to show his/her students the 
functions realized by different intonation patterns in actual communication. 
As Brazil et al (1980) point out, intonation choices not only indicate the 
structure of discourse and distinguish between new and given information, 
but also provide clues as to whether the participants do or do not share the 
same point of view about a certain topic or particular information. Some-
times intonational features are sufficient to provide for information, perform 
certain illocutionary acts, obtain confirmation or denial, resolve ambiguity, 
etc.; other times they may be associated with paralinguistic features such as 
gestures and facial expressions in order to reveal the speaker's attitude. 

In order to facilitate intelligibility and to avoid unfavorable social 
judgements against the L2 speaker, it is also suggested that specific teaching 
of voice quality settings should be included in the phonology component of 
the L2 curriculum. Such settings are general articulatory features of speech 
which characterize a particular language, dialect, social group, etc. Laver 
(1980) refers to them as "phonetic settings", and describes them as "a 
quasi-permanent tendency" of speakers to adopt certain habitual articulatory 
postures which convey an "auditory coloring" throughout speech. According 
to Esting (1982) 

a teacher's awareness of differences in voice 
quality and an ability to present features of 
pronunciation in terms of the long-term 
configurations of the vocal tract musculature 
can be economical for learning and beneficial 
to the students' performance in spoken English, (p. 6) 

He also observes that differences in the voice quality settings be-
tween the native and the target language will cause long-term interference 
and may reduce intelligibility. Esting suggests that a student's different 
pronunciation problems may be the result of his/her inability to recognize 
one single feature of voice quality. Consequently the teacher can try to 
improve the student's pronunciation of a large number of lower-level seg-
mental features by providing instruction on a relatively small number of 
higher-level articulatory postures which constitute voice quality setting. 

It must be pointed out, however, that voice quality settings do not 
characterize only particular languages but also specific dialects, social 
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groups, and even individual speakers. In this way, selection of specific 
settings have implications concerning the choices of varieties. As a general 
tnodel, Esling and Wong (1983) provide a list of features that are common 
to a wide variety of North American English speakers: spread lips, open jaw, 
palatalized tongue body position, retroflex articulation, nasal voice, lowered 
larynx, creaky voice. It is believed that a traditional segmental approach may 
not be an efficient way of introducing pronunciation in a second language. 
Esling and Wong's contention is that by emphasizing segmental features, as 
in the presentation of minimal pairs, ESL pronunciation teachers tend to 
make it more difficult for students to identify the importance of higher-level 
features for general communication in the target language. As an alternative 
approach it is recommended that students should first be made aware of 
settings both in their native language and in the target one. 

Having students with different regional accents present short phrases 
or tongue-twisters to the rest of the class is suggested as an effective 
technique to help students recognize dialectal features as well as general 
higher-level postures in the native language. An easy introduction to the L2 
general setting would be to ask students to imitate an English-speaker Hying 
to speak, for example, Portuguese; this activity could provide students with 
colorful examples of the habitual positions of articulation in the L2 con-
nected speech. It would be also greatly desirable, even though not always 
attainable, to enrich students knowledge of voice quality settings by present-
ing them instances of degrees of prestige as represented by different varieties 
of English. With advanced groups this procedure could help sharpen 
students' ability to make more accurate judgements about oral input as well 
as enable them to evaluate the image they may project of themselves when 
speaking the target language. 

It follows that a contrastive analysis between voice quality settings 
in the native and in the target language would be a useful tool for the L2 
teacher. As with other aspects of language, the features of a setting associated 
with higher prestige in, say, English may not correspond to the voice-setting 
features that students bring from, say, Portuguese. In this case, awareness of 
the differences may help avoid unfavorable social judgements as well as 
increase intelligibility. 

Besides the general characteristics of English speech mentioned 
above, the teacher may realize that the ESL program must account for some 
specific phenomena in order to equip the learner with the minimum 
phonological tools required to facilitate comprehension and production of 
the target language. These might include aspects such as reductions of 
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function words versus the use of full forms; lengthening, reduction, and loss 
of phonemes; different kinds of assimilation; variation in pitch level; etc. 
The learner may also be made aware of other subtleties of speech, as for 
example, the important role played by context in most of these processes. 
The student may learn to recognize, for instance, that pitch range is highly 
determined by the speaker's emotional state at the moment of the utterance, 
and that it consequently provides the listener with valuable clues about the 
communicative context. 

Time should also be devoted to the teaching of processes of con-
nected speech, such as linking and deletion, which help students understand 
and produce fluent English. Temperley (1987) points out that explicit 
teaching of these features is essential for the achievement of an acceptable 
level of intelligible pronunciation, since as learner's fluency develops words 
may become linked in non-English ways. Even though some teachers tend 
to consider linking and deletion as potentially postponable features in the 
ESL program, we strongly suggest their inclusion in introductory courses. 
As Temperley stresses 

if the teacher fails to emphasize linking 
from the beginning of ora! work, a powerful 
tool - a powerful old tool - is 
neglected in combatting the student's 
tendency to leam language as individual 
isolated words with one pronunciation 
for each word. (p. 66) 

Of course the level of students' accuracy in pronunciation which is 
going to be targeted by the teacher will greaüy determine the choice of 
features of speech that are going to be given prominence in the course. 

We concede, however, that ESL teachers may feel uncertain about 
the rules governing linking and deletion, as well as about many aspects of 
the suprasegmental level of speech, since most pronunciation manuals 
usually lack adequate descriptions of such features. Our contact with ESL 
teaching professionals has allowed us to infer that many non-native English 
teachers find it hard, for example, to figure out what, say, a particular 
intonation contour expressed by written symbols of notations would actually 
sound like when uttered by a native speaker. At the same time the literature 
on the subject shows that even trained phoneticians and native speakers are 
sometimes unable to perceive intonation correctly (de Bot and Mailfert, 
1982). Although the difficulties persist, we believe it essential to move 
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towards a more systematic teaching of the suprasegmental level and general 
features of connected speech, particularly to students majoring in foreign 
languages. It is now the task of linguists, applied linguists, and university 
professors and researchers to seek for answers to the various problems 
placed before us. 
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