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Word Stress
What is word stress?

In order to understand word stress it’s important to first look at 2 features of English pronunciation:

· Syllables

· Silent letters

Every word in English is made up of 1, 2, 3 or more syllables. A syllable is a word or part of a word which has only one vowel sound. Let’s look at some examples:
book                   1 syllable

teacher               2 syllables   (tea – cher)

Saturday             3 syllables   (Sat – ur – day)
Often it’s difficult to see how many syllables there are in a word because of silent letters. Let’s have a look at one example:

	ting


	teres


	in




When you see the word “interesting” you might think there are 4 syllables: in – ter – res – ting.

In fact there are only 3 syllables, because the first e is silent: in – tres - ting
English words are full of silent letters, because English is not a phonetic language. This makes it very difficult to know how many syllables a word has. There are only 2 ways to be sure:

· Listen carefully to the word being spoken

· Look up the word in a dictionary (you will need to know the phonemic script to do this)
Now let’s look at word stress. In every English word one of the syllables has more importance than the others and is stressed. How? There are 5 features of a stressed syllable:

· It is longer          
· It is louder           

· It has a higher pitch

· It is clearer

· You must move your mouth and lips more to produce it
We can represent the stressed syllable like this:

             O   o    o

            interesting        (the first syllable is stressed)
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Why is word stress important?

There are 3 reasons
· Stressing the wrong syllable in a word can make it very difficult to understand

· Stressing a different syllable can sometimes change the meaning of the word

           o  O           O  o

         desert         desert
· If the stress is wrong, your listener can feel stressed!
So let’s introduce word stress early – to children – to prevent problems in the future.
Tips for introducing word stress in the classroom

Raise Awareness
You can give your learners the same information as above, asking them questions and building their awareness. Your learners will probably be interested to learn about syllables, silent letters and stress, and it will build their confidence in English to know why words are pronounced in a certain way. Try to encourage your learners to notice the word stress of new words.

One of the most difficult things about word stress is actually recognising right and wrong stress. You can raise your learners’ awareness of this by contrasting correct with incorrect stress and asking them to identify which is which.

Showing the stress

You need to establish a clear way of showing your learners word stress, and to be consistent in using it. A good way of showing stress is to use small and big circles above the word (as above). This is good because you can show the number of syllables as well as the stressed one. It’s important to tell learners that stress is shown in different ways in dictionaries. Often the stressed syllable is preceded with an apostrophe (e.g. ‘teacher). Encourage your learners to record the stress in words as well as their meaning in their notebooks.
Building Blocks

You can use children’s building blocks or syllables on different pieces of paper to demonstrate word stress and even play games. This is very good because it is highly visual, fun and therefore memorable. 

Integrate Integrate Integrate!

The most successful way to teach good pronunciation is to integrate it into every lesson. Encourage your learners to be as curious about the pronunciation of a word as they are about the meaning. Drill the pronunciation and stress. The more learners are engaged in a word, the more likely they are to remember it.
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