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The other day I was listening to Michael Swan at a teacher's conference in 
Switzerland. As always he was thought-provoking, and at one point insisted 
that ‘good enough is good enough’. He went on to explain that setting 
unrealistic goals can have a pernicious effect on learners' motivation as they 
can feel that they never get things right. 
 
This is nowhere truer than in teaching pronunciation. Most teaching manuals 
now tell us that achieving native-speaker competence is neither necessary 
nor realistic, but if we are not completely clear about our learners' goals, it is 
remarkably easy to let a native-speaker norm become our benchmark. Our 
first priority in pronunciation teaching, then, is to work with our learners in 
order to set goals. 
 
How do we do this? Well, primarily by talking to them about what sort of 
goals they might aim for. In response to such a discussion, there will be 
learners who will want to sound like a native speaker, and our job is to help 
them. However, I think it is also our job to point out their chances of 
reaching this 'Everest' of goals, and the amount of work that will be involved. 
Fully informed as to what they are taking on, they might look for an 
alternative. 
 
Another common goal, and certainly a more achievable one, is to be 
intelligible to whoever you are speaking to, native speaker or non-native 
speaker. I see this as a more meaningful goal today, with English now being 
used world-wide for business, academic and leisure communication. It isn't 
difficult to find examples of highly successful sports, film or music celebrities 
speaking English with completely intelligible non-native speaker accents that 
have clearly not impacted negatively on their careers. 
 
This brings us to a third goal – one that can be especially appropriate to 
teenagers, who can be reluctant to work on their English pronunciation in 
class for fear of ridicule from their peers. Teenagers are often attracted to a 
particular celebrity, and we can invite them to study their chosen celebrity 
and to imitate the way he/she speaks. Getting Spanish teenage boys, for 
example, to 'clone' motor racing world champion Fernando Alonso can be 
highly motivating for them. 
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There are other goals. After listening to me talk about the issue of goals, a 
student came to me after class. She had no desire to sound like a native 
speaker, she said. She simply didn't want to sound Spanish when she spoke 
English. This was an unusual, but interesting challenge for me, and a totally 
legitimate goal for her to choose.  
 
Whatever the teaching situation, once learners have set themselves a goal, 
our job (and theirs) becomes a lot easier. On the one hand, knowing our 
learners' goals allows us to determine a meaningful set of priorities. I briefly 
described the priorities for the goal of international intelligibility, for example, 
in my Teachitworld post on ELF. On the other hand, having a clear goal gives 
learners a better sense of direction. It hardly needs saying that when 
learners know where they are going and what they have to do to get there, 
their chances of success are greatly improved. Success turns into motivation, 
and motivation, as we all know, is fundamental to success. True in 
everything we do in life, this is particularly true with pronunciation. 
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