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When I came into EFL in 1981, 
the dominant methodology was 

audiolingualism. New structures were 
presented to learners, often in surreal 
contexts, and then drilled extensively 
in a stimulus-response, behaviourist 
approach to learning. Meaningful 
communication was seldom sought 
since accuracy was the goal. More 
specifically, native-speaker accuracy 
was sought, and sought relentlessly. 
Error was failure to learn, and led 
inescapably to remedial practice.

This was true for pronunciation as much 
as it was for grammar, and one of only two 
accents, RP (Received Pronunciation) 
or GA (General American), served as 
the norm, the model and the goal. Other 
accents were not deemed suitable for EFL, 
and instructors, ideally, would have and 
employ one or other standard accent in 
class. But change, big change, was on the 
horizon.

1980s – EFL, 
pronunciation and the 
communicative approach
The arrival of the communicative 
approach in the early 1980s had 
a major impact on pronunciation 
teaching. Pronunciation was now 
viewed as a part of meaningful spoken 
communication, and not just as a part 
of an abstract linguistic system. The 
emphasis on native-speaker mastery 
was seen as both unrealistic and 
unnecessary, and Abercrombie’s (1949) 

concept of ‘comfortable intelligibility’ 
was resurrected; increasingly experts 
agreed that ‘language learners need no 
more than a comfortably intelligible 
pronunciation’ (p120). 

Another key change in pronunciation 
teaching with the arrival of 
communicative language teaching was 
the almost diametric shift from a focus 
on consonants and vowels to one on 
suprasegmental features such as rhythm 
and intonation. Individual sounds, it 
was argued, were not the main cause of 
problems of intelligibility, since ‘... in the 
absence of complete mutilation of the 
phonemes by the non-native speaker, 
the suprasegmentals will carry the day 
because they bear the meaning of the 
message’ (Stevens, 1989: 183). 

The teaching model continued to be 
RP or GA, however, and as with the 
audiolingualism method, the ideal 
instructor for pronunciation was still 
seen as being a speaker with the target 
accent. This continued to marginalise 
those teachers whose accent was neither, 
which in practice was (and still is) the vast 
majority of teachers, myself included. 

On paper, attitudes to error softened, 
and these were now seen more as 
interlanguage errors than as failed 
learning in need of remedial attention. 
The remedy for these interlanguage errors, 
rather than mechanical drills, was further 
exploration of the target feature, together 
with communication activities that would 
require improved pronunciation for their 
successful completion. 

From being intelligible 
to being themselves: 
pronunciation for today
Robin Walker suggests EFL and ELF approaches to pronunciation can work together.
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But even though it was an interlanguage 
error, it was ultimately still an error. ‘I 
think that’ was ‘I θink ðat’ and not ‘I tink 
dat’, which, if tolerated, was widely felt to 
be undesirable, if not simply wrong. The 
1980s and the communicative approach 
had changed pronunciation teaching in 
EFL, though not as much as might have 
been expected. But more change, major 
change, was going to come.

2000s – ELF, pronunciation 
and the Lingua Franca 
Core
Drawing from empirical data she had 
gathered through the careful observation 
of classroom and social interactions 
between her own students, Jenkins 
proposed a small set of pronunciation 
features that she concluded were central 
to intelligibility where English was being 
used for communication between non-
native speakers, that is as a lingua franca. 
Jenkins called this small set of features 
the Lingua Franca Core (see Walker 2015 
for details):

 n all of the consonants except /θ/, 
/ð/ and /r/, where variation was 
acceptable 

 n the aspiration of /p/, /t/ and 
/k/ in initial position in stressed 
syllables

 n the correct treatment of word-
initial consonants clusters

 n vowel length differences, 
especially the shortening of 
vowels following voiceless 
consonants (e.g. cap–cab or 
wait–wade)

 n nuclear stress placement (i.e. ‘I 
love speaking English’ versus ‘I 
love speaking English’)

Intelligibility, not accent, was the 
central goal of ELF pronunciation, just 
as it continued to be for EFL within 
a communicative language teaching 
framework. However, judgements as 
to who was or was not intelligible were 
no longer the prerogative of the native 
speakers, but of the non-native speakers, 
who were the majority participants in all 
ELF settings, and the sole participants 
in many of them. More importantly, as 
Jenkins (2017) was able to observe in her 
own data, and as others have confirmed 
in more recent research, intelligibility 

between non-native speakers was 
(is) often achieved with accents that 
deviated significantly from native-speaker 
standards such as RP or GA.

The differences between an EFL and an 
ELF approach to pronunciation are not 
limited to who decides on intelligibility. 
They also affect the choice of models, 
the notion of the ideal instructor, and 
the definition of error. Any teacher, 
for example, native- or non-native 
speaker, but with personal experience 
of successfully using their English in ELF 
settings, is well placed to be the model 
for their learners.

Error is no longer a question of deviation 
from the native-speaker norm. Instead, it is 
defined in terms of (in)competence in the 
pronunciation of the items of the Lingua 
Franca Core (LFC), whilst deviation from 
standard NS accents in any of the features 
that lie outside the LFC is simply part of 
the speaker’s L2 accent in English, and 
contributes to the speaker’s ‘regional’ 
accent without threatening intelligibility.

Godzilla meets the 
Hulk: when EFL and ELF 
pronunciations collide
Comparing pronunciation for EFL with 
pronunciation for ELF, we see that they 
are quite different beasts. They have 

different goals, use different models, 
prioritise different features, need 
different instructors, and define errors in 
different terms.

These two ways of looking at 
pronunciation teaching seem to have little 
in common, and there has been a great 
deal of unease among pronunciation 
experts and academics as to the validity 
of the ELF approach. In Teaching the 
Pronunciation of English as a Lingua 
Franca I tried to dispel these doubts 
and clarify certain misunderstandings 
(Walker, 2010: Chapter 3), but suddenly 
pronunciation teaching has been split into 
two opposing camps, EFL and ELF.

Not unnaturally, doubts about the choice 
between EFL and ELF approaches have 
spread to teachers. Many have admitted 
to seeing anything less than a native-
speaker accent in their own English as 
undermining their status in the classroom 
(Jenkins, 2007: 218). Many are concerned 
that if tests base pronunciation scores on 
the nativeness of the test-taker’s accent, 
then it is their job to help learners attain 
such an accent, irrespective of how they 
personally feel about the effectiveness of 
non-native speaker accents in a globalised 
world of English (Jenkins, 2007: 224).

Similar attitudes have been detected 
from surveys of learners, and although 

EFL ELF

1. Goal

(Near)-native speaker 
competence or as a 
minimum ‘comfortable 
intelligibility’ for the NS 
listener.

Mutual intelligibility in 
ELF interactions (mainly 
between NNS-NNS 
making NS norms largely 
irrelevant).

2. Model Standard NS accent (RP or 
GA).

Any ELF intelligible accent 
(NNS or NS).

3. Teaching 
priorities

All consonants & vowels, 
schwa, word stress, 
sentence stress, rhythm, 
weak forms, connected 
speech changes, tones.

Lingua Franca Core (most 
consonants, clusters, vowel 
length, sentence stress).

Accommodation skills.

4. Ideal 
instructor

A speaker with the target 
accent (RP or GA).

Any speaker (NS or NNS) 
with an ELF intelligible 
accent.

5. Deviation 
from NS 
pronunciation 
norms.

= (Interlanguage) Error. = Error or L2 ‘regional’ 
accent.
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many of my own students seem to be 
at ease with the idea of international 
intelligibility as their goal, as opposed to 
a native-speaker accent, others aren’t; 
not so long ago, one student explained 
to me that although she didn’t want to 
sound like a native speaker, neither did 
she want to sound Spanish.  

How do we deal with this when frequently 
all of these students are in the same 
group? Some teaching materials make a 
point of helping us to cater for learners 
following an ELF pathway mixed in with 
those taking an EFL route. Mark Hancock, 
in his introduction to Pronunciation in Use, 
suggests that some ‘of the pronunciation 
points in the book are potentially 
irrelevant to some learners. For instance, 
for learners whose aim is mainly to 
communicate with other non-native 
speakers of English, accurate production 
of the sounds /θ/ and /ð/ is probably not 
necessary’ (Hancock, 2003: 8). 

However, despite this, the last ten years 
or so feel very much as if battle lines 
are being drawn, with a ‘Godzilla versus 
the Hulk’ scenario developing as EFL 
and ELF are pushed into in diametric 
opposition. This is not helpful for 
teachers who have learners in class 
with apparently conflicting personal 
pronunciation goals. But it doesn’t need 
to be this way. It just needs us to look at 
the problem from a different angle.

From being native  
through being intelligible 
to being you

Forget pronunciation for a moment and 
take a look at the drinks below. Which 
is your favourite? Which would you 
drink now if you could? Do you have a 
favourite drink which is not here?

Now let’s have a bit of context. Imagine 
yourself in a restaurant eating fresh 
fish. Which drink would you choose to 
accompany it? OK, now picture yourself 
on a beach in Australia on a glorious day. 
What would you want to drink? Change 
context again. You’re crossing the 
Atacama Desert. The temperature has just 
hit 50ºC. Which drink would you most 
like to have with you? Now suddenly 
you’re at a kid’s birthday party … 

All of these drinks have different flavours, 
and we all have a favourite among those 
on offer. But we also all know that some 
of the drinks are of more use to us in 
some situations than the others, and that 
some drinks are actually inappropriate 
in certain settings. Finally, we also know 
that all of these drinks have a common 
core – water.

We can look at pronunciation in the same 
way. The common core to international 
intelligibility in English is Jenkins’ Lingua 
Franca Core in its original version, or in 

any version that develops out of further 
empirical data. Accents, to stay with our 
analogy, are a series of ‘flavoured’ ways 
of speaking. As with flavoured drinks, 
no single accent is inherently better than 
another, but some accents will be more 
effective or more appropriate in some 
situations than others. 

Looking at pronunciation in this way, 
we can create a teaching pathway that 
can be put into practice in classrooms 
around the world regardless of the EFL/
ELF mix of students in the room. It 
would look something like Figure 1.

The accents of many beginners are 
heavily influenced (’flavoured’) by the 
pronunciation of their first language(s), 
even to the point of making them poorly 
intelligible. This is reflected in the 
recently updated CEFR descriptor for A2:

(CEFR Overall Phonological  
Control A2)

Pronunciation is generally clear enough to 
be understood, even though conversational 
partners will need to ask for repetition 
from time to time. A strong influence from 
other language(s) he/she speaks on 
stress, rhythm and intonation may affect 
intelligibility, requiring collaboration from 
interlocutors. Nevertheless, pronunciation 
of familiar words is clear.’

(Council of Europe, 2017: 134)

Which is your favourite? Which would you drink now if you could? Do you have a favourite drink which is not here?
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Guided principally by the Lingua 
Franca Core, I would suggest 
that a great deal of the beginner–
intermediate work on pronunciation 
should focus on learners achieving 
a goal of high levels of international 
intelligibility, rather than aiming for 
a particular NS accent. This goal is 
also clearly defined by the 2017 CEFR 
phonological descriptor for C1:

‘(CEFR Overall Phonological  
Control C1)
Can employ the full range of 
phonological features in the target 
language with sufficient control to 
ensure intelligibility throughout. Can 
articulate virtually all the sounds of 
the target language; some features of 
accent retained from other language(s) 
may be noticeable, but they do not 
affect intelligibility.’ 

(Council of Europe, September 2017: 134)

Learners’ accents at this C1 stage would 
be closer to ‘water’ than to individual 
‘flavoured drinks’. But because of this, 
B2 and C1 accents in English, although 
lightly flavoured by the speaker’s first 
language(s), would be highly intelligible 
internationally, and appropriate for 
a wide range of settings, as is water. 
Striving for intelligibility like this, 
rather than for accent, is encapsulated 
in the updated Common European 
Framework, where the notes presenting 
the thinking behind the descriptors for 
phonological control explain that:

‘The [2001] phonology scale was the 
only CEFR illustrative descriptor scale 
for which a native speaker norm, albeit 
implicit, had been adopted. In an update, 
it appeared more appropriate to focus 
on intelligibility as the primary construct 
in phonological control, in line with 
current research, especially in the context 
of providing descriptors for exploiting 
plurilingual/pluricultural repertoires.’

(Council of Europe, September 2017: 47)

Many learners on reaching this 
level of competence might choose 
to devote less of their time to their 
pronunciation. Highly intelligible  
in almost all settings, they may  
decide that other things need their 
attention now. Other learners, 
however, may want to take their 
accent further: teachers who want to 
sound as native-speaker as possible; 
learners who don’t want to ‘sound 
Spanish’; or learners who really do 
want to sound like a native speaker,  
either because they are living in a  
particular native-speaker community, 
or because they love a particular 
native-speaker accent.

Nothing in the pathway outlined above 
is standing in their way. Safe in the 
knowledge that they are now highly 
intelligible, they can now work on 
minimising the influence of their L1 
accent in English so as not to ‘sound 
Spanish’, or on developing their existing 
accent so as to perfect a given native-

speaker accent, that is to say, their 
preferred ‘flavour’ in English.

EFL pronunciation teaching from 
the ’80s onwards has aimed at 
comfortable intelligibility. Since 
the 2000s ELF pronunciation has 
done the same, but has shifted the 
goalposts as to who determines what 
is intelligible. The two approaches 
have been pitched one against the 
other and made mutually exclusive. 
But it needn’t, it shouldn’t, be this 
way. Far from mega-enemies, the 
two approaches are interconnected 
components in a single pathway 
that allows learners, whatever their 
aspirations, to move from being 
intelligible to being themselves. 
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