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When I was in a teenager in French classes, I used to dread being made to 
stand up and pronounce words in what seemed to me an impossible 
language. No matter what I did, I could only lose. If I pronounced badly, I’d 
be told off by my teacher. If I did it well, I’d be mocked by my friends later 
in the schoolyard.  
 
Little has changed in the intervening years with respect to the conflicts that 
many teenagers suffer as they grow up, and this makes the teaching of 
pronunciation an especially delicate task. Handled poorly, it can easily 
become a no-go area. Teenagers are at that difficult age when they don’t 
want to stand out from the crowd, and nothing can make them look more 
foolish in front of their peers than trying to pronounce a foreign language 
well.  
 
Of course, some teenagers have a natural interest in pronunciation, often 
matched with an equally natural ability. But most don’t, at least not in a 
school setting. However, even with these less willing learners, as teachers 
we can make a difference in a number of areas, key amongst which are:  

• Motivation, without which little can be achieved. 
• Model, where there is more than one option. 
• Method, which is much more than ‘Listen and repeat’. 

 
 
Motivation  

In her excellent review of the factors that affect success in pronunciation 
learning, Joanne Kenworthy demonstrated that teachers can’t change many 
of them. Age, phonetic ability and first language are what they are. It’s no 
use lamenting the fact that your teenagers would be better at pronunciation 
if they were only four. They’re not. They’re 14. Why do one or two kids in 
every class just seem to pick pronunciation up? Answer: Because they have 
exceptional phonetic ability – the others are simply normal. Wouldn’t it be 
great if everyone was learning English pronunciation from a first language 
like Dutch? It would, but most aren’t.   
 
So what can we change as teachers? Motivation and attitude, says 
Kenworthy. We can bring about a noticeable change in motivation in 
teenagers simply by showing them that we care about pronunciation. And 
let’s face it, if we don’t care about it, they won’t either. 
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Kenworthy suggests three main strategies for increasing learners’ 
motivation: 

• First, by persuading them of the importance of pronunciation. 
This means bringing authentic pronunciation ‘accidents’ and 
anecdotes into the classroom. As a teacher, you can do this, but it’s 
far more effective if the students themselves are encouraged to add 
their own experiences to a collection of examples of when 
pronunciation mattered. 

• Second, by setting realistic goals. As we saw in ETp 91, 
intelligibility is a far more realistic goal than sounding like a native 
speaker. In addition, by setting intelligibility as the goal for the class, 
the learners can still sound like themselves. Part of the problem with 
French for me, was that to do it well I had to sound like someone 
else. Doing that at a time like adolescence can be very threatening 
for teenagers. 

• Lastly, by demonstrating your concern for your learners’ 
pronunciation. Tactfully praising and rewarding their successes and 
their progress, or giving marks, are simple ways to reward good 
pronunciation. I’ll return to marks at the end of this article. 

 

Model 

In ETp 91, I explained how the model we choose depends upon the 
learner’s goal. The recordings on a coursebook CD are the most common 
model. However, as the class teacher, your own pronunciation is an 
unavoidable and important model for your learners. And it doesn’t matter if 
you are not a native speaker, as long as you know that your own 
pronunciation is intelligible when you use your English outside the 
classroom.  
 
There are, in fact, advantages to teachers who share the first language of 
their students acting as models. Firstly, you represent an achievable goal 
for your students. If you started from the same place as them and now 
successfully use English in your travels, then your students can surely do 
the same thing. 
 
Secondly, because you know how hard the pronunciation of English can be, 
through personal experience, you are appreciative of your students’ efforts. 
Better still, because you have already made the journey of learning English 
pronunciation, you can pass on the techniques and tricks that you used to 
make your pronunciation as good as it is. A native-speaker teacher can’t do 
this. 
 
A third model, one that teenagers might find especially attractive, is a 
famous film star, singer or sports celebrity from the students’ own country. 
The idea here is that a) such people are already aspirational models for 
teenagers, b) they demonstrate on a daily basis that you can be intelligible 
and successful without having a native-speaker accent, and c) they share 
the same first language as your students and have overcome the 
pronunciation problems your learners are currently working on. 
 



 

 

Using celebrities as models is not as difficult as it might sound. Begin by 
inviting each of your students to choose their own preferred star. Next, ask 
them to collect video clips of their celebrity speaking in English. Then, when 
you deal with a pronunciation point in class, ask your learners to look for 
examples of how their celebrity pronounces the problem point. It is 
interesting to ask volunteers to bring a video clip to class which has 
examples of the problem so that everyone can see and hear how the star 
deals with it. 
 

Method 

A lot has been published about the best ways to teach pronunciation, which 
can be found in manuals such as those at the end of this article. I like to 
group my strategies and techniques into pronunciation IDEAS.  
 
I – Imitate. Don’t make things harder than they are. Teenagers don’t need 
to know everything that has been published about a particular 
pronunciation feature. They just need to be able to do it. If they can, 
congratulate them on their success and move on.   
 
D – Demonstrate. The great thing about demonstrating pronunciation 
(and imitation, too) is that it doesn’t need any technical language. To 
demonstrate /θ/, for example, we can show students a simple diagram of 
the tongue position, and then model the sound for the class. 

 
If local culture allows you to, you can exaggerate the ‘th’ sound so that your 
students can see the position of your tongue and imitate you. Using your 
own face or simple diagrams, you can demonstrate quite a lot of sounds. 
Demonstrating the difference between /f/ and /p/, for example, is both 
quicker and more effective than explaining it. You can also demonstrate 
differences between vowel sounds. I often use demonstration to help 
learners to see the movement of the lips for /ɔ:/ as opposed to /əʊ/, for 
example.  
 
Voicing can also be demonstrated to a class by getting them to alternate 
between /s/ and /z/ while they hold their thumb and first finger to their 
throats. Once they are aware of the difference between voiced and voiceless 
consonants (terms that I don’t normally use in class), it is possible to get 
your learners to pronounce /v/ starting from /f/, for example, or /ð/, 
starting from /θ/, and so on. 
 
E – Explain. Look at this detailed explanation (by A C Gimson) for the /ӕ/ 
sound of English: 



 

 

‘The mouth is slightly more open than for /e/; the front of the tongue is 
raised just below the half-open position, with the side rims making a very 
slight contact with the back upper molars; the lips are neutrally open.’ 
 
If you’re not very good at explaining phonetics to your students, don’t do it. 
If you are good at explaining phonetics, don’t do it either. Most 
explanations mean very little to most learners, especially teenagers, and 
you don’t need to know what a near-open, front, unrounded vowel is in 
order to say the vowel in cat. Use imitation and demonstration, instead, and 
if they don’t work, try association.  
 
A – Association. The power of association is that it doesn’t use logic to 
help learners to remember something. Instead, it appeals to other 
intelligences. If we are trying to help a group to distinguish between two 
problematic sounds, for example, we make their task easier by appealing to 
their visual intelligence and associating each sound with a different colour. 
For the sounds /ӕ/ and /e/ we could use black and red, for instance.  
In addition to colours, we can show the class an image while we model a 
sound so that the image and sound become associated. We could associate 
the short /ɪ/ vowel in it or ship with a picture of the dial of a watch and the 
word minute. 
 
Better still, we could ask each student to think of an image that they 
personally associate with a difficult sound or word. The images they choose 
might be quite obvious, such as an apple and an egg for the vowels /ӕ/ and 
/e/, respectively. But they could be a lot more imaginative. In fact, the 
more personal and unusual the image that a student chooses, the more 
effective the technique. 
 
My own favourite associations are those that 
appeal to my students’ emotional intelligence. 
Often these are related to stories and/or actions. 
For /ӕ/, for instance, I ask my students to think of 
a large, juicy apple and to imagine that they are 
holding it in their hand. I then ask them to bring 
the apple towards their mouth and to take a big 
bite. Automatically this puts their mouths into the 
correct position for the associated sound. I might 
also show a picture of somebody about to bite an 
apple, and then ask them to say apple. 
 
In later classes, it is usually enough to hold my imaginary apple to my 
mouth in order to get the students to open their mouths fully and produce a 
good /ӕ/ as opposed to an /e/ sound. As a technique, it is certainly a lot 
more effective than the explanation we read earlier. 
 
There is a kinaesthetic aspect to this technique for the /ӕ/ sound and, of 
course, actions are especially good for working on word stress and rhythm. 
Clicking you fingers, clapping your hands, tapping the desk or stretching 
rubber bands are all recognised ways of using physical movement to 
reinforce the position of the stressed syllable in a word or the stressed 
syllables in a spoken sentence or phrase.  



 

 

S – Stimulation. Stimulation brings us back to the need to show teenagers 
that we really care about their pronunciation. The simplest way to do this is 
consistently to seek good pronunciation and to demonstrate equally 
consistently your satisfaction at your teenagers’ efforts to pronounce well. 
As an experienced teacher, you know that public praise of good 
performance can sometimes have a negative effect with teenagers. But that 
doesn’t mean that we can’t tactfully slip our learners a positive personal 
comment when they get a problematic feature right. 
 
Marking 

A major motivation for teenagers, of course, is the chance to get marks for 
what they do. In that respect, pronunciation should be no different from any 
other aspect of learning English. By giving it a mark you are showing that it 
matters and that you care about your students’ progress. Once a term, for 
example, a friend of mine asks her students to prepare a text, thinking 
about the pronunciation. She chooses the text from the ones they have 
used that term, but always from texts that have a communicative content 
and that are typical of things her students might have to talk about in 
English. She is also careful to assess her students only on how well they 
pronounce a limited number of previously-agreed pronunciation features. 
Doing this makes it easier for them to prepare for the test, and also makes 
their final mark fairer and more meaningful to them.  
 
With small groups with good classroom dynamics, it is possible to get the 
students to read a prepared text aloud. But, as I suggested at the beginning 
of this article, many teenagers will feel too inhibited to do this well, and if 
this is the case for you, then let today’s technology come to your rescue. 
With smartphones and tablets, it is easy to get students to record a text 
and to send it to you by email for marking. I’ll be looking at using 
technology for teaching pronunciation in ETp 95.  
___________ 
 
Pronunciation is a challenging part of learning English, and teenagers are a 
challenging group of learners. On paper, it would seem that the two 
together make a bad mix. But it needn’t be that way. By showing we care, 
by avoiding too much explanation, by appealing to their multiple 
intelligences, and by rewarding effort and progress with praise and marks, 
we can easily get teenagers interested in pronunciation. And once they are 
interested, the sky’s the limit. 
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