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The Lingua Franca Core 

The LFC identifies four areas where it is thought to be essential to eliminate error from a 
speaker’s pronunciation if he or she wants to be intelligible in ELF communication: 
 

1. individual consonant sounds 
2. groups of consonant (clusters) 
3. vowels 
4. nuclear stress placement. 

 
1. The consonant sounds 
In general, when dealing with differences between the sound system of their own language and 
that of English, speakers employ a strategy of substitution. That is to say, when a consonant of 
English does not occur in their first language, they subconsciously replace it with something 
from their first language that they believe is the same. This substitution strategy can cause 
serious confusion for both native speaker and non-native speaker listeners. The replacement of 
/f/ with /p/, for example, a substitution typical of Thai and Korean speakers of English, means 
that ʹcoffeeʹ will be understood as ʹcopyʹ.  Similarly, the consonant /tʃ/ is not present in most 
accents of Portuguese, and is replaced by the sound /ʃ/. This results in ‘chair’ sounding like 
‘share’.  
 
Because of the impact that the substitution of consonants has on ELF communication, the LFC 
requires speakers to be competent, both receptively and productively, in all but two of the 
consonant phonemes of English. The two exceptions are the voiced and voiceless ‘th’ sounds, 
/θ/ and /ð/, as in the words ‘think’ and ‘then’, respectively. The LFC also gives additional 
guidance as to the optimum pronunciation of five more consonants: /p, t, k, l, r/. Descriptions 
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and teaching ideas for the consonants of English are widely available in existing pronunciation 
manuals, so I will limit my comments here to these seven sounds. 
 

§ /θ/ and /ð/. These two consonants are classed as dental fricatives: with the tip of the 
tongue protruding between the top and bottom teeth, air from the lungs is expelled from 
the mouth. Although they are strongly identified with the pronunciation of English in the 
minds of ELT practitioners like ourselves, /θ/ and /ð/ are notably absent from many 
languages in the world, including some native-speaker varieties of English, such as 
Irish. This absence suggests a certain inherent difficulty in their pronunciation, a 
difficulty that is confirmed by the fact that they are often the last consonant sounds of 
English that native-speaker children learn to pronounce correctly. Some children, in 
fact, never learn to pronounce them; they substitute /θ/ with /f/, to produce ‘fink’ instead 
of ‘think’, and replace /ð/ with a [d]-like sound that makes ‘then’ sound like ‘den’. 
Travelling through London one day, I overheard a young girl playing with the words 
‘that thing’, which she variously pronounced ‘that thing’, ‘dat thing’ and ‘dat fing’. At one 
point in her game she asked her younger brother what he did, listened to his reply, and 
then declared ‘I can say ‘that thing’, but ‘dat fing’ is easier’. 

 
We also now known that /θ/ and /ð/ are especially resistant to classroom teaching 
techniques (Menyuk 1968; Eckman 1977; Pennington 1996). Despite teachers’ 
persistent and well-intentioned efforts, many learners, just like native-speakers, 
consistently substitute these two sounds with similar sounds that they find ‘easier’. 
These substitutions characterize the pronunciation of non-native speakers even when 
they achieve very high levels of competence in all other aspects of the language. The 
difficulty in pronouncing /θ/ and /ð/ is so significant and so widespread, in fact, that their 
use is forbidden in communication between pilots and air-traffic controllers for certain 
key aviation terms. Non-native and native speakers alike are required to pronounce 
‘three’ as ‘tree’, and ‘thousand’ as ‘tousand’, for example, in international ‘airspeak’.  

 
§ /p/, /t/ and /k/. Six consonants of English, /p, b, t, d, k, g/, are collectively know as 

plosives (or stops) because of the way they are made. This involves momentarily 
holding (stopping) the air in the mouth, and then suddenly (‘explosively) releasing it. 
Three of these plosive, /p, t, k/, are frequently classed as voiceless, and three as 
voiced (/b, d, g/). However, in certain positions the key difference between voiced and 
voiceless plosives is aspiration, the release of a small puff of air immediately after a 
sound is made. The voiceless plosives /p, t, k/ are aspirated when they on their own at 
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the beginning of a stressed syllable as in ‘pen’, ‘tip’, ‘attend’ or ‘because’; their voiced 
counterparts /b/, /d/ and /g/ are never aspirated. If speakers fail to aspirate /p/, /t/ and 
/k/ adequately, they will make ‘pear’ sound like ‘bear’, ‘tin’ sounds like ‘din’, ‘coat’ like 
‘goat’, and so on. Correct aspiration of /p. t. k/ is essential for ELF intelligibility. 

 
§ /t/. In English the sound /t/ is made by placing the tip of the tongue against the alveolar 

ridge. However, when ‘t’ comes between vowels, as in words like ‘water’, ‘butter’ or 
‘matter’, it is pronounced slightly differently in American English, which has a single, 
rapid tap of the tongue against the alveolar ridge. This variation is closer phonetically to 
/d/ than to /t/, and this can make ‘matter’ sound like ‘madder’. The LFC proposes that 
learners use the British English /t/ in preference to the American English alternative. 

 
§ /l/. In native-speaker English, the pronunciation of <l> in words like ‘lip’ or ‘below’ is not 

the same as in words like ‘doll’ or ‘milk’. In ‘lip’ and ‘below’, the <l> comes before a 
stressed vowel, and is pronounced in a way that is known as clear /l/, with the tip of the 
tongue raised to the alveolar ridge in the front of the mouth. In contrast, in ‘doll’ and 
‘milk’ the <l> comes after a stressed vowel, and a variant known as dark /l/ is used. 
Here, the back of the tongue is also slightly raised. Dark /l/ is typical of certain native 
speaker accents such as RP and GA, but it is not necessary for intelligibility in ELF 
communication.  

 
§ /r/. The situation with /r/ is similar to that of the dental fricatives /θ/ and /ð/, both in 

terms of inherent difficulty and in terms of variation. Some native speakers never learn 
to pronounce /r/ in the way that is considered standard for the English that they speak. 
In addition, the type of /r/ used changes from one group of native speakers to another. 
The /r/ of Scottish English is quite different to that of RP or GA, for example. The LFC 
does stipulate exactly how /r/ should be pronounced, but as with /θ/ and /ð/, the 
learner’s mother tongue will be a deciding factor. The most common variant of /r/ in 
native-speaker Englishes is [ɹ], a sound that is made by holding the tip of the tongue 
just behind the alveolar ridge, but without any contact being made. This variant, which 
is know as a post-alveolar approximant, is notoriously difficult for learners of English 
who have a different variant in their mother tongue.  
 
Another common variant of /r/ is the trill [r], where the tip of the tongue repeatedly 
touches the alveolar ridge. This variant is a feature of some native-speaker Englishes 
such as Scottish English, and is typical of the pronunciation of many other languages 
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including Arabic, Polish, northern dialects of German, Russian and Spanish. Spanish 
also uses a third variant of /r/, a /d/-like flap, [ɾ]. We met this variant in the section on /t/. 
A fourth variant, the uvular [ʁ], is the made in the throat and is characteristic of French 
and southern German accents of English. This variant is not as widespread as any of 
the others, so is not likely to be as intelligible in ELF communication.  

 
2. Consonant clusters 
Clusters are groups of two or more consonants. These are found at the beginning of individual 
words, as in ‘cluster’, or ‘group’, in the middle of words, as in ‘cluster’ or ‘consonants’, and at the 
end of words, as in ‘consonants’. English allows up to three consonants in any position in a 
word. The word ‘strengths’, for example, has initial and final three-consonant clusters. In word-
final position, four–consonant clusters are possible, such as in ‘texts’ [teksts]. Clusters can also 
occur across word boundaries. A cluster of four consonants is formed, for example, across the 
word boundary in ‘consonant cluster’. 
 
Clusters are not common to all languages, and even when they are, not all languages allow the 
same combinations of consonants. The outcome of this is that many learners find the 
pronunciation of English consonant clusters difficult. Faced with this difficulty, they employ two 
broad strategies:  
 

• deletion of one of the consonants in the cluster 
• insertion of a short [ɪ]- or [e]-like vowel between two of the consonants.  

 
Of these two strategies, deletion affects intelligibility considerably. The deletion of the ‘s’ in 
‘strain’, for example, produces ‘train’, and taking the ‘train’ is not the same as taking the ‘strain’. 
If deletions occur in several places in an utterance, intelligibility can be seriously threatened. 
Many listeners, for example, would have problems understanding [ju wɒ jɔ ˈbɜde ˈpeze]1.  
 
The second strategy learners use, addition of a vowel, is found to cause fewer problems in ELF. 
The insertion of a short /e/, for example, is typical of Spanish-L1 accented English whenever a 
word begins ‘s+consonant’. Thus, ‘Spain’, with an initial cluster that is not found in Spanish, is 
pronounced [eˈspeɪn]. If the speaker deletes either of these consonants, the outcome will be 
either ‘pain’ or ‘sane’. To say you are ‘in pain’ or ‘insane’ is not the same as being ‘in Spain’.  
 

                                                
1 ‘You want your birthday present?’ 
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As a general rule, then, simplification of consonant clusters by addition of a short vowel is an 
acceptable strategy and will help to retain intelligibility in ELF communication. Deletion, on the 
other hand, is very likely to have the opposite effect, and should be avoided. 
 
Although deletion is not an acceptable strategy in word-initial clusters, it can be used with 
certain clusters that occur in the middle or at the end of words in English. Native speakers 
commonly pronounce words like ‘postman’, ‘aspects’ or ‘next week’ as [ˈpəʊsmən], [ˈæspeks] 
and [neksˈwiːk]. In all three examples the /t/ in the middle of the respective cluster has been 
deleted. The deletion of sounds is known as elision, and is characteristic of native-speaker 
English in all contexts except those of slow, careful speech. The elision of /t/ or /d/ when either 
is the central consonant of three in a cluster does not seem to affect intelligibility in ELF. In 
addition, eliminating one of the three consonants in a cluster has clear benefits for many 
learners because it makes the resulting two-consonant cluster easier to pronounce.  
 
3. Vowel sounds 
There is far more variation in the vowels of English than in the consonants. The vowel in the 
word ‘bat’, for example, is pronounced in more or less than same way in British, Australian and 
American English, but very differently in New Zealand English, where it sounds more like ‘bet’; 
standard North American English uses the same vowel in ‘hot’ and ‘heart’, but these are 
different vowels in British English; Australians pronounce ‘day’ in a way that makes it sound like 
‘die’ to non-Australian ears. 
 
In an attempt to make sense of the huge variation in native-speaker accents the phonetician 
Bryan Jenner examined what they all have in common (1989). The outcome of his research was 
a graded list of pronunciation priorities called the ‘Common Core’ (1989). This differentiated 
between two characteristics of English vowels, their quantity (length) and their quality, and 
placed much greater importance on length.  
 
The LFC takes a similar position and requires teachers and learners to focus their attention on 
the long-short differences between vowels2 rather than achieving any exact, native-speaker 
quality. In addition, the empirical evidence that the LFC is based on revealed a significant 
number of occasions where communication broke down when the long vowel of ‘bird’ or ‘her’ 

                                                
2 RP and General Australian English distinguish between long and short vowels. American English, in contrast, 
describes its vowels using a tense–lax system as a key feature. However, in the standard American accent, GA, the 
tense vowels are significantly longer than the lax vowels. In this sense, GA tense–lax differences parallel the long-
short distinction in RP and General Australian.  
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(/ɜː/) was mispronounced. Because of this, the LFC includes the need for a good approximation 
to the native-speaker quality of the central vowel /ɜː/.  
 
The LFC focus on vowel length applies to diphthongs as well as pure vowels. English 
diphthongs have approximately the same length as the long English pure vowels. ELF users 
whose first language has no diphthongs will tend to shorten English diphthongs in a way that 
makes them sound like pure vowels. Words like ‘note’ and ‘not’ will sound the same, for 
example. The answer to this problem for ELF intelligibility lies in achieving sufficient length in 
the diphthong rather than in trying to attain an exact, native-speaker quality.  
 
Problems with the length of English vowels are marked not only in speakers’ attempts to 
distinguish between minimal pairs that constitute long–short pairs such as ‘beat’ and ‘bit’, which 
have different vowels, but also between pairs that share the same vowel. With pairs like ‘mate–
made’ or ‘ice–eyes’, where both words have the same vowel quality, the difference that listeners 
perceive is purely one of length. This happens because in English the length of a vowel varies 
according to its context. Broadly speaking, a vowel in English can be found in one of three 
environments: 
 

§ in an open syllable, as in words like ‘bee’, ‘zoo’ or ‘throw’. 
§ in a syllable closed by a voiced (lenis) consonant, as in words like ‘made’, ‘eyes’, ‘bag’, 

‘leave’, ‘peas’, etc. 
§ in a syllable closed by a voiceless (fortis) consonant, as in ‘mate’, ‘ice’, ‘back’, ‘leaf’, 

‘peace’, etc. 
 
Vowels in open syllables have been shown to have approximately the same length as vowels in 
syllables closed by a voiced (lenis) consonant. However, when an accented syllable is closed 
by a voiceless (fortis) consonant (i.e /p, t, k, tʃ, f, θ, s, ʃ/), this has the effect of shortening the 
preceding vowel. The word ‘mate’, for example, is perceived by listeners as being different to 
‘made’ not because of the voiceless/voiced nature of the final /t/ or /d/, but because the vowel in 
‘mate’ is shorter than the same vowel in ‘made’. Vowel length also explains the difference 
between ‘ice–eyes, ‘back–bag’, ‘leaf–leave’ or ‘peace–peas’, with the vowels in ‘ice, ‘back’, ‘leaf’ 
and ‘peace’ being shorter. 
 
4. Nuclear stress placement 
The last of the four major pronunciation features that make up the LFC is the area of nuclear 
stress. Analysis of spoken English shows that speakers divide what they say into groups of 
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words. These often coincide with grammatical structures such as clauses or simple sentences. 
However, they can be as short as one word, and on average tend to be around four words.  
Various names have been given to these naturally occurring groups of words, including tone 
units, thought groups, and word groups. I will use the term ‘word group’ in this book.  
 
The first benefit that comes from the use of word groups is that they break the speech flow up 
into manageable, meaningful blocks of information. This makes the task of the listener easier for 
two reasons. Firstly, it provides the information in packages that bring out the meaning more 
clearly than if the speaker simply pauses at random. Secondly, the small pauses between each 
word group allow the listener time to process what he or she has heard. Breaking speech up 
into word groups in this way is especially valuable in monologues, as opposed to dialogues or 
conversation. Typical ‘monologues’ include lectures at higher education institutions, 
presentations in the world of business, instructions in public places such as stations or airports, 
or commentaries by tour guides at monuments and other attractions. In these situations, the 
onus is on the speaker to make life as easy as possible for the listener. Using word groups is 
one way of doing this. 
 
Not pausing adequately, in contrast, can have a serious impact on intelligibility. Firstly, it can 
lead to breaks in the speech flow in unexpected places, and this will reduce intelligibility. A 
weather forecaster saying: 
 

a) ‘We can expect heavy rain in the southwest from Monday onwards. The situation will 
improve slowly.’  

 
is telling us something quite different to: 
 

b) ‘We can expect heavy rain in the southwest. From Monday onwards, the situation will 
improve slowly.’   

 
Secondly, poor pausing, or more specifically, too little pausing, reduces planning time for the 
speaker. This can easily lead to errors of in pronunciation and/or vocabulary, which will in turn 
complicate the job of the listener.  
 
In spoken English, one syllable in each word group is prominent. That is to say, it is made to 
stand out from the others. To do this, the chosen syllable is made louder and longer than the 
others. In addition, the most significant pitch movement (tone) in the word group coincides with 
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this syllable, which is called the nucleus (or tonic). The correct placement of nuclear stress is 
important for intelligibility in ELF. In a conversation between friends the word group ‘I’ve rented 
a flat’ could be said in three different ways: 
 
a) I’ve rented a FLAT. 
b) I’ve RENTED a flat. 
c) I’VE rented a flat. 
 
In a), the nuclear stress falls on the last lexical item. This is known as unmarked stress, and is, 
we could say, a ‘neutral’ way of saying this phrase. It tells the listener what type of 
accommodation the speaker has taken. In both b) and c), the nucleus is earlier in the word 
group. Both are examples of contrastive stress, and the placement of the nucleus on a word 
other than the last lexical item gives these two-word groups different meanings. By choosing to 
make ‘rented’ the nucleus, for example, the speaker draws attention to the idea of not having 
bought a flat. In c), the focus has been put upon the fact that it was the speaker that rented the 
flat, and not some other person mentioned in the conversation.  
 
Using nuclear stress inappropriately can seriously confuse listeners by drawing their attention to 
the wrong part of the message. Jenkins (2000), for example, reports on a Hungarian speaker 
asking his Brazilian and Swiss-French partners for a coloured pen. To do this he asks ‘Do you 
have a blue VUN?’, placing the nuclear stress on the last word. This incorrect placement was 
further compounded by an error in the sound /w/, which was pronounced as [v], probably 
because of L1 transfer. The outcome was that neither partner understood the request and 
simply repeated ‘Vun? Vun?’, the word that the misplaced nuclear stress had drawn their 
attention to. Had the speaker said ‘Do you have a BLUE vun?’, his partners would probably 
have understood him despite the /w, v/ substitution. 


