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When my Spanish niece was very small, she would say Buenas noches 
(Good night) to us all on her way to bed. We would all reply, but she’d 
giggle when I wished her good night because there was a small difference in 
the way I made the /tʃ/ sound of noches and the way everyone else did. At 
the age of three, Alba’s ‘innocent’ ears were perfectly equipped to detect 
that difference. 
 
Young learners bring many advantages to the English language classroom, 
not the least of which is the awareness that English sounds different to their 
mother tongue. Moreover, they are still young enough not to be 
embarrassed about ‘sounding’ English, unlike many adolescents and adults. 
So without a doubt, this is a golden age for pronunciation work. 
 
However, what should the pronunciation focus be with young learners, what 
techniques and activities can we use, and should we teach pronunciation if 
we don’t have a good English accent? These are the sort of questions 
teachers of young learners have asked me in training sessions around Spain 
and in other countries. Let’s try to answer them. 
 
What should I focus on? 

With so much to do in the YL English class, it’s important to focus on what 
matters. In ETp Issue 91, I offered guidance about what matters for each of 
three different goals (sounding like a native speaker, being comfortably 
intelligible to native-speaker listeners and being internationally intelligible). 
But it is also important to have a clear idea about what is different between 
your learners’ mother-tongue pronunciation and the pronunciation of 
English. These differences can offer us a good guide as to what to focus on. 
 
Some of these differences might come up naturally in class in much the 
same way that my niece noticed my English ‘ch’. This is the ideal situation, 
because it is then the children’s awareness of how English feels/sounds 
different that drives any work you do in that area.  
 
In his very holistic approach to working on the ‘sound’ of English, for 
example, Clement Laroy suggests that young learners be invited to draw 
what they feel English sounds like to them. This is a good way of getting 
them to think in general terms about what is ‘strange’ about English. One 
child, for example, drew her own name several times, and a picture of a boy 
and a girl. The pictures had no obvious special relationship with English, but 
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drawing them allows young learners to express positive and negative 
attitudes towards the new language.  
 
When an important feature of English doesn’t come up naturally in class, 
the teacher has to raise the learners’ awareness of it. For example, it is 
easy to demonstrate the aspiration that accompanies the /p/, /t/ and /k/ 
sounds in words like pen, two or call by holding a small piece of paper in 
front of your lips as you model each word. This allows learners to ‘see’ the 
aspiration.  
 
Similarly, if you need to introduce the idea of word stress, you can 
deliberately say the names of children in the group with the wrong stress. 
Calling a student pauLA instead of PAUla, or steFANo instead of STEFano 
could bring about a number of reactions. The children might laugh at your 
strange pronunciation, or they might try to correct you. Paula and Stefano 
might fail to recognise their names. Whatever the reaction, your ‘mistake’ 
gives you the chance to begin to explore word stress in English, and is a 
memorable reference point if you want to return to it in the future. 
 
 
What activities should I focus on? 

Howard Gardner’s work on multiple intelligences has had a lasting impact 
on teaching everywhere, but would seem to have little place in teaching 
pronunciation since, on the surface, pronunciation is about sound, and so is 
most closely related to musical intelligence. However, with young learners it 
is important to use activities that stimulate other intelligences, too.  
 
Getting children to draw objects that are the focus of pronunciation work is 
one way of appealing to visual learners. If we are working on a sound like 
/ʃ/ as in ship, cushion or fish, then we can get the children to draw and 
colour the different objects. We can then put the drawings into a box in a 
suitable place in the classroom and, as the term goes on, add new drawings 
for new words with the /ʃ/ sound. From time to time, the teacher (or the 
children) can go to the box and pull out a random selection of pictures and 
practise saying the /ʃ/-words. 
 
Colour is another obvious way of appealing to visual learners, and there are 
entire courses that relate each sound of English to a different colour. For 
young learners, it is enough to have a set colour for each of the sounds that 
they find difficult and that you need to focus on. If they find it hard to 
differentiate between the vowels in feel /iː/ and fill /ɪ/, for example, then 
relating /iː/ to green and /ɪ/ to pink can help. The teacher can then refer to 
sea or eat as ‘green words’, and children or it as ‘pink words’, and as 
before, the children can make class collections of green words and pink 
words. 
 
Kinaesthetic learners are easily catered for when working on pronunciation 
because of the huge amount of rhythmic material used in teaching young 
learners. Nursery rhymes, songs and chants are basic tools for teaching 
English at primary level, and they are also good for helping children to 
acquire the rhythm of English, especially if this is significantly different to 



 

 

the rhythm of their mother tongue. The performing of the actions in ‘Head, 
shoulders, knees and toes’, for example, is not just reinforcing new 
vocabulary. It is also establishing the rhythm of English – with its 
alternating strong and weak syllables – in the minds of the children as they 
perform the actions and sing at the same time. 
 
One of the key components of the rhythm of English, of course, is the weak 
sound schwa /ə/. However, because the schwa never occurs in a stressed 
syllable, it would be a mistake to focus on it when working with songs, 
chants or raps. Some young learners will use the schwa naturally because it 
is a sound in their mother tongue. But even for learners who don’t naturally 
produce the schwa, it is more important to focus on the stressed syllables in 
the song or chant, and to get the children to stress the beat successfully, 
than to become obsessed with a perfect schwa in the weak syllables.  
 
Word stress is another feature of English that can be dealt with 
kinaesthetically. For a long time now, American pronunciation expert Judy 
Gilbert has recommended using elastic bands to get learners to ‘feel’ the 
stress pattern of a word. Actions such a clapping or stamping their feet will 
also make stress more tangible. Alternatively, you could try putting the 
children into pairs and threes and invite them to ‘do’ a word by standing or 
squatting to represent stressed or unstressed syllables. So football, balloon 
and computer would be: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       FOOTball    baLLOON    comPUter 
 
Once a class gets used to the stand/squat representations, different groups 
could compete with each other to listen and ‘do’ the words as fast as 
possible.  
 
A very kinaesthetic activity for working on sounds is classroom basketball 
(an activity I learnt from Agnieska Otwinowska, a teacher, trainer and 
materials writer from Poland). For this game, the teacher puts two boxes on 
the floor. Each box is labelled in some way, preferably with a guide picture 
or word for the target sound. If your learners find it hard to hear the 
difference between /p/ and /f/, for example, one box would be labelled pan 
and the other fan (IPA symbols are best avoided in YL pronunciation 
classes). The children have paper balls and work in teams. They throw the 
paper balls into the box that corresponds to the sound they hear in the 
words that the teacher pronounces. 
 
In general, it is not a good idea to work on individual sounds. Instead, we 
should try to work on two or three sounds in contrast, as with classroom 
basketball. The ‘feel’ and ‘shape’ of a sound is usually easier to perceive if it 



 

 

is met in the company of other sounds. Nor is it good to spend too much 
time working on sounds removed from the context of the words they are 
found in. In natural speech, sounds change to fit in with the sounds around 
them, and so it is important that young learners hear target sounds as part 
of words, and as part of words that are useful to them and that they will 
use regularly. We should use pronunciation to recycle vocabulary rather 
than to introduce new words.  
 
A question I often get asked is about whether it is better to work with 
coursebooks open or closed. With very young learners, who may still be 
learning to read in their mother tongue, meeting words in their written form 
in English can be confusing, because of the complex and often irregular 
relationships between English spelling and English pronunciation. But sooner 
or later, if we want our young learners to read well in English, they need to 
be able to deal with both the regularities and the irregularities. As I pointed 
out in ETp Issue 90, poor pronunciation is behind a lot of the difficulties 
learners have when reading English. In that respect, there are clear 
advantages in allowing the children to hear a word and see the written form 
of the word whilst seeing the thing the word refers to (or a picture of it).  
 
A colleague here in the north of Spain, a skilled and very experienced 
primary and pre-primary school teacher, trainer and consultant, told me of 
her surprise one day when she invited her very young learners to bring 
their favourite soft toys to class for a tea party for the class teddy bear. One 
small boy brought a toy racoon, which in Spanish is a mapache. But as the 
boy introduced the racoon to the teddy, he said: ‘Hello, Teddy. This is Mr 
Mapach.’ Because of the work they had done in class on the magic ‘e’, the 
child had deleted the final ‘e’ from his English pronunciation of the Spanish 
word. 
 
What accent should I focus on? 

As we have seen, children have a special receptivity to pronunciation and 
can often imitate what they hear remarkably well. But that does not mean 
that YL teachers should become obsessed with native-speakerness as their 
goal. It’s true that the CDs that accompany primary English coursebooks 
always use a standard English accent. But the CDs offer a model for both 
teacher and learner to focus on, as opposed to a goal that the children are 
obliged to reach. In addition, we cannot forget that the person who will 
most influence the way young learners pronounce English is their teacher, 
who they see on a regular basis, who they love and respect, and whose 
pronunciation they hear in every English lesson. 
 
We can look at this issue another way. If the goal of pronunciation for 
young learners were a standard native-speaker accent, we would need 
speakers of this accent to do the teaching. Apart from the fact that at a 
world level there simply aren’t enough native speakers with standard 
accents to go round, what would native-speaker teachers do who were from 
Birmingham or Belfast, Cardiff or Edinburgh? Should they work on 
pronunciation with young learners if they have a regional accent? Clearly 
they should, unless of course, they have such strong regional accents that 
nobody understands them anywhere outside their own region. 



 

 

 
Similarly, non-native-speaker teachers should not worry if they don’t have a 
standard native-speaker accent provided that they, too, have seen that 
their own ‘regional accent’ is also widely understood when they use English 
to talk to people from other countries. The long-term effect of not doing any 
pronunciation work with young learners is far more detrimental to their 
English than the danger of them not sounding like a native speaker. This is 
something that all teachers, native speaker and non-native speaker, should 
try to keep in mind. 
 
_______________ 
 
Pronunciation matters, as we saw in ETp Issue 90, and to avoid teaching it 
because you don’t have a standard accent, would be to do your learners a 
great disservice. 
 
References 

Gilbert, J  Teaching Pronunciation. Using the prosody pyramid.  CUP 2008 
Laroy, C Pronunciation. OUP 1995 


