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Abstract 
Pronunciation is an essential and rudimentary facet of language involved in an oral 
communication. This article attempts to highlight the significance of teaching the 
pronunciation of segmental and suprasegmental features of English. The segmental features 
involve consonant and vowel sounds or phonemes, whereas the suprasegmental features 
include stress, rhythm, intonation, pitch, length etc. The central function of a language 
is for communication through speech. The speech is sequences of the pronunciation of 
segmental as well as suprasegmental features. At least, legible pronunciation is essential 
for an understandable communication. Legible pronunciation of any one of Standard 
British English (SBE), Scottish Standard English and General American English (GAE) 
is indispensable for the proper and effective oral communication in the global context. 
Standard British English (SBE) is normally used in context of teaching English to the 
students in Nepal. It is a difficult task to teach the standard pronunciation to the students 
whose native tongue is not English, but teaching pronunciation can improve their ways 
of speaking to some extent. There is not always one-to-one corresponding correlation 
between spellings and their sounds in words. A spelling may retain different sounds in 
different phonetic environment. The article writer has pinpointed some instances where 
the wrong pronunciation of a speaker can lead to a misleading communication. To avoid 
the wrong or unintelligible pronunciation, it is necessary to teach the intelligible or 
standard pronunciation of English to our students. 
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Introduction 
English is one of the global languages of communication, trade, education, literature, philosophy, 
diplomatic affair, science and technology. Huwari and Mehawesh (2015) regarding English 
language assert that “English language has become the language of choice in most countries 
around the world” (p.31). There are several varieties or accents of English spoken in various 
parts of the world. Giegerich (2009) has mentioned the three varieties of Standard English 
regarding vowel inventories. The three varieties are: Southern British Standard Vowel Phonemes 
(RP: Received Pronunciation), Scottish Standard English Vowel Phonemes (SSE) and General 
American Vowel Phonemes (GA).  But we use the Classical System of English which includes 
24 consonant phonemesand 20 vowel phonemes to teach the students in their early stage. Among 
20 vowel phonemes, there are 12 monophthongs and 8 diphthongs.
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While speaking, we use both segmental features and suprasegmental features. The segmental 
features embrace consonant and vowel sounds or phonemes, whereas stress, pitch, intonation, 
length, juncture etc. are included in suprasegmental features. The suprasegmental features play a 
prominent role in determining the mood, sex, emotional state, gender and age of the speaker and 
the meanings of his / her utterances.

The article writer has mentioned 24 consonant phonemes, spellings that form the sounds and their 
position of occurrence in the words; and similarly 20 vowel sounds and spellings that form the 
sounds.  The suprasegmental features of English are defined and dealt with in this article. More 
importantly, some instances or situations where bits of communication become misleading due to 
wrong or improper pronunciation are described to justify the significance of correct pronunciation. 
It is hoped that teaching pronunciation can improve the quality of communication.

Significance of Teaching the Pronunciation of English
Communication is a prime universal function of language. Errors in pronunciation results 
ina bad or puzzling communication. There is importance of teaching pronunciation for a 
successful communication. Communication at least must be intelligible. Kelly (2006, pp.11-13) 
mentions that teaching pronunciation helps in communication by helping in: communication of 
meaning, communication of function and communication of mood and attitude. The teaching of 
pronunciation is important for improving language skills and for developing linguistic awareness. 
Tudor (2001) opines that “command of phonology of a language can play an important affective 
role in language use” (p. 53).  Such command can be enhanced through teaching and persistent 
practice. Similarly, Setter and Jenkins (2005) also contend that pronunciation “plays a vital role 
in successful communication both productively and receptively” (p. 2).Celce-Murcia, Brinton 
and Goodwin (1996) state that “intelligible pronunciation is one of the necessary components of 
oral communication” (p. 8). Teaching pronunciation provides the students with basic idea about 
intelligible pronunciation of segmental and suprasegmental features resulting in a intelligible 
communication. Teaching the pronunciation of English develops confidence in students to speak 
in English wherever they go. Fraser (2000) remarks that “with good pronunciation, a speaker 
is intelligible despite other errors; with poor pronunciation, a speaker can be very difficult to 
understand, despite accuracy in other areas” (p.7). Hammond (1995) contends that “we must also 
take into account the importance of handling both sound and meaning in the pursuit of the linguistic 
goals of our students” (p.294). Robertson (2003) believes that “intelligible pronunciation is an 
essential component of communicative competence” (p. 4).Varasarin (2007) affirms that “one of 
the prominent and promising outcomes of a good pronunciation is the feeling of self-confidence 
since poor pronunciation degrades good language skills and condemns learners to less than their 
deserved social, academic and work advancement” (p.45).Teaching pronunciation enhances 
their speaking skills and ultimately their personality.

Theoretical Review of Literature
Segmental Features
All the consonant and vowel phonemes are segmental features. They refer to discrete units that 
can be identified physically or auditorily in the stream of speech of any language.
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Consonant Sounds 
Consonant sounds are those speech sounds for the production of which there is a sort of 
obstruction in the vocal tract. Crystal (2003) asserts that Consonants are “sounds made by a 
closure or narrowing in the vocal tract so that the airflow is either completely blocked, or so 
restricted that audible friction is produced” (p.103).  It means consonant sounds are produced 
when there is an obstruction of the airflow somewhere in the vocal tract. Connor (2000) contends  
that “consonants are generally made by a definite interference of the vocal organs with the air 
stream, and so are easier to describe and understand” (p.24). Similar view is expressed by Verma 
and Krishnaswamy (1999) who consider a consonant as “a sound characterized by constriction 
accompanied by some measure of friction or closure followed by release” (p.35).  Hyman (1975) 
emphasizes that “a language learner must master the production and perception of the sounds of 
a given language” (p.1).  His assertion focuses on the importance of learning sounds. There are 
24 consonant sounds of English. They are presented with spellings and words in the table given 
below. 

Table 1: Correlation between consonant spellings and sounds

Significance of Teaching the Pronunciation of Segmental...
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This table clearly shows that some sounds occur in the three positions of words, some sounds 
do not occur in the word- final position, and one sound namely, / ŋ / does not occur in the word- 
initial position. 

Vowel Sounds
Vowels are the speech sounds which are produced without any sort of obstruction in the vocal 
tract. They are the peaks of syllables.Crystal (2003) asserts that vowels are “sounds articulated 
without a complete closure in the mouth or a degree of narrowing which would produce audible 
friction” (p.517).  It means vowel sounds are produced with a friction of the airflow in the vocal 
tract. Therefore, they are voiced. Connor (2000) affirms that “vowels are made by voiced air 
passing through different mouth shapes; the differences in the shape of the mouth are caused 
by different positions of the tongue and of the lips” (p.79). Similar view is expressed by Verma 
and Krishnaswamy (1999) who consider a vowel as “a sound produced by the unobstructed 
passage of the airstream” (p.34). The similar concept is expressed by Roach (2000) who states 
that “vowels are sounds in which there is no obstruction to the flow of air as it passes from the 
larynx to the lips"(p. 10). Vowels are voiced sounds.There are 20 vowel sounds of English.They 
are categorized into two types: monophthongs and diphthongs. They are presented with spellings 
and words in the table given below.

Table 2: Correlation between monophthongs and spellings

Monophthongs are termed as pure or single vowels which are produced without a noticeable 
change in vowel quality.



/ 67

Table 3: Correlation between diphthongs and spellings

Diphthongs as speech sounds involve two vowels. They glide from one vowel to another one, 
and the whole glide acts like one vowel sound. There is a noticeable change in the quality of 
vowel when we pronounce them.  

Suprasegmental Features
Supra-segmental features are those features of speech which extend over more than a single 
sound in an utterance. They make use of parameters of loudness, pitch, juncture and duration. 
Supra-segmental features have distinctive roles in a language to distinguish meanings, moods 
and senses of utterances. Ladefoged (2006) defines suprasegmental features as “those aspects 
of speech that involve more than single consonants or vowels” (p.237).  The principal types of 
supra-segmental features to be dealt in this article are:

Length: Length of a sound is the duration or period of time taken to its articulation. Length is 
the quality of vowel in most of languages. Jones (1979) considers length as “the length of time 
during which it is held on continuously in a given word or phrase” (232), for example, / ɪ/   is 
a short vowel and / i: / is a long vowel. They create different meanings in the words. /sɪt/ is the 
phonemic transcription of the word “sit” (to take a seat), and / si:t /is the phonemic transcription 
of the word “ seat” (a place to sit).  

Stress: Stress is an extra force used in pronouncing a syllable. It is the degree of loudness, 
tenseness, sonority and muscular energy used while pronouncing a particular syllable. Jones 
(1979) describes stress as “the degree of force with which a sound or syllable is uttered” (p.245).  
Gimson (1990) affirms that “the number of syllables stressed by the speaker depends largely 
upon the nature of words composing the utterance “(p.263).  Cross (1992) defines stress as “the 
articulation of a syllable with greater emphasis, or more force than others” (p.224).  Stress plays 
a distinctive (phonemic) role in English. The place of stress in the same words suggests different 
meanings and parts of speech.

Significance of Teaching the Pronunciation of Segmental...
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Intonation: Intonation is defined as the linguistic use of pitch at a sentence level. The rise or 
fall of pitch in the utterance of a phrase or sentence is called intonation. It is the quality of an 
utterance. Harmer (1990) considers intonation as “the music of speech” (p.11).  Kelly (2006) 
defines intonation as “the way voice goes up and down in pitch when we are speaking” (p.86). 

Juncture:  Juncture is a phonetic boundary between phonemes or syllables. This is related to the 
proper pausing while speaking. Carr (2008) opines juncture as “a boundary or transition point 
in a phonological sequence” (p.81).  Trask (2005) asserts that “juncture is any phonetic feature 
whose presence signals the existence of a grammatical boundary” (p.189). The same phonological 
utterance may have different meanings due to pausing in different places. Examples: /ən-eɪm/. 
Thepause after “n” forms a phrase “an aim”, and  / ə-neɪm / in which the pause occurs after “a” 
constructs a phrase “a name”.

Pitch / Tone: The pitch of a sound is an auditory property that enables a listener to place it on a 
scale going from low to high, without considering its acoustic properties. Crystal (2003) defines 
pitch as “the attribute of auditory sensation in terms of which a sound may be ordered on a scale 
from low to high” (355). Ladefoged (1982) asserts that “pitch variations that affect the meaning 
of a word are called tones” (227). Richards, Platt and Platt (1999) define tone as “height of 
pitch and change of pitch which is associated with the pronunciation of syllables or words , and 
which affects te meaning of the words” (382).  The variation in pitch may give different kinds 
of information such as gender, the age of the speaker, the emotional states of the speaker and 
meanings of words. 

Pronunciation
Oxford Dictionary of English (2003)defines pronunciation as “the way in which a word is 
pronounced” (p.1410). Harmer (2008) asserts that “English pronunciation causes many problems 
due to lack of sound spelling correlation in it” (p.250). Kelly (1969) regards pronunciation as 
the “Cinderella of language teaching” (p. 87). Zuengler (1988) clearly states that “pronunciation 
is a domain within which one’s identity is expressed” (p. 34). Block (2007) defines identities as 
“socially constructed, self-conscious, ongoing narratives that individuals perform, interpret and 
project in dress, bodily movements, actions and language” (p. 27). Pronunciation depicts the 
speech personality of a person.

Teaching
Teaching is a transmission of knowledge to bring a remarkable change at the understanding 
level of learners on particular subject matters. It is an intricate task. The subject teacher must be 
resourceful for teaching. The students should be motivated towards learning pronunciation. Fraser 
(1999) advises the teachers to realize that as with segmentals, “the learners actually hear speech 
very differently than the teachers themselves do” (p. 4). That’s why the teacher should have clear 
voice to teach sounds. Macdonald (2002) expresses the bitter reality that “teachers intentionally 
skip pronunciation because they lack confidence, skills and knowledge” (p.3). On the other hand, 
Goswami (1993) assumes that  “dyslexic children (children with reading difficulties) cannot 
use orthographic analogies as a reading strategy since they lack the phonological knowledge 



/ 69

necessary to use similarities in spelling patterns as a basis for making predictions about shared 
sound” (p. 307).

The article writer recommends the teachers to use the analytic-linguistic approach to teach 
segmental features and the integrative approach to teach suprasegmental features. The analytic-
-linguistic approach uses the charts of vocal tracks, the phonetic alphabet in imitation, listening, 
and production as supplementary materials. In this approach, the teachers should make clear 
different aspects of pronunciation such as the position of the tongue, manner of articulation 
and place. The integrative approach mainly focuses on rhythm, intonation, stress etc. as it is 
necessary to practise them in a discourse beyond the word level and phoneme.

Methodology
This article is based on a qualitative descriptive research design which employs the categorical 
data. 

Population 
Segmental and suprasegmental features work as the population or universe of the study. 

Sampling design and sample size 
The researcher followed the purposive sampling design to select the sample size.  

Segmental features which include twenty-four consonant phonemes and twenty vowels phonemes 
along with suprasegmental features which comprise length, intonation, pitch, and juncture are 
taken as a sample for the study. 

Tools of data collection
The researcher noted down the points or conditions where students face difficulty in pronunciation 
work as tools for collecting the research data. Such points or conditions were taken from the 
related books and journal articles of English regarding pronunciation. Such relevant books and 
articles teach us the standard pronunciation of English. 

Analysis of Data
The qualitative data namely, categorical data are pinpointed and exemplified for analysis. The 
analysis spotlights the students’ problems with pronunciation and provides instruction for the 
standard pronunciation. 

Ethical Issue
The researcher has presented his own examples experienced in the teaching learning activities, 
and has cited the previous writers in this article for maintaining ethical codes.  

Significance of Teaching the Pronunciation of Segmental...
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Presentation and interpretation of  qualitative data
Teaching the pronunciation of segmental and suprasegmental features of English is a crucial task 
that helps the learners produce intelligible pronunciation for the communication.  The points of 
difficulty in pronunciation work as the qualitative data.  

There are certain points or situations where students have problems with pronunciation. One 
of the problems or difficulties arises because of the fact that there is no always corresponding 
correlation between spellings and their sounds. Spelling is an integral part of writing and a 
significant cause of pronunciation errors. Kelly (2000) assumes that“English spelling is not as 
irregular as it seems” (p. 123).

Point 1: Pronunciation of phonemes of consonant spellings
Teachers need to tell students that a single consonant spelling may be realized by different 
phonemes as depicted in the following table. 

Table 4: Single consonant spellings and their sounds

This table obviously demonstrates that a spelling has manifold forms of pronunciation in English.

 Point 2: Pronunciation of phonemes of consonant spellings
Two spellings forming a sound are called a diagraph, and the same diagraph may be realized by 
different sounds as shown in the following table.

Table 5: Double consonant spellings and their sounds
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This table shows that a diagraph may have a single consonant sound or two consonant sounds. 

Point 3: Pronunciation of phonemes of consonant spellings that function as inflectional suffixes
Almost all the students or speakers make mistakes in pronouncing inflectional suffixes. It is a 
necessary step to teach them this pronunciation. Students are required to learn the following 
rules: 

Note:  Sounds /r/, /j/, and /w/ do not occur at the end of the words, but letters may occur and they 
may work or support vowel sounds.

Significance of Teaching the Pronunciation of Segmental...
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Point 4: Pronunciation of words with silent spellings
Teachers are required to teach the students that some letters are silent in the certain words. It 
means some spellings of the certain words are not pronounced as shown in the table given below.

Table 6: Silent letters in words
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This table presents only some words whose spellings are silent. The silent spellings may occur 
in the initial position, medial position and the final position of the words. 

Point 5: Pronunciation of phonemes of vowel spellings 
Pronunciation of vowel spellings is more difficult and more puzzling than that of the consonant 
spellings.  A vowel can form diverse segments of pronunciations in different words as shown in 
the following table.  

Table 7: Single vowel spellings and their sounds

This table exhibits that a vowel spelling may have more than two vowel phonemes in the words.

Point 5: Pronunciation of phonemes of double vowel spellings 
Students have  serious problems with pronouncing vowel phonemes of double spellings as 
mentioned in the following table.

Significance of Teaching the Pronunciation of Segmental...
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Table 8: Double vowel spellings and their sounds

This table displays that double vowel spellings form two or more vowel phonemes in the words.

Point 6.  Pronunciation of phonemes in connected speech
Assimilation is a phonological process which involves the change of one sound into another due 
to the influence of its neighbouring sound. For example:

Point 7.  Pronunciation of the spelling ‘r’
Students are often confused with the pronunciation of the spelling ‘r’. The rules for pronouncing 
or not pronouncing ‘r’ are given below:
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Point 8. Pronunciation of the words with vowels

Point 9. Problems of students with stress
In disyllabic words, the stress, in general, falls on the first syllable if they are nouns or adjectives, 
but on the second syllable if they are verbs.

Point 10. Pronunciation of intonation
Intonation is very important in spoken language and the native speaker uses it to create the 
desired effect or meaning. Roach (2001) defines intonation as "the melody of speech and is 
to be analyzed in terms of variations in pitch" (p.33). A sentence may have multiple meanings 
according to its tune shapes.O’Connor has identified four types of tune shape in English:

i. The falling tune ( the glide –down)
ii. The first rising tune ( the glide-up)
iii. The second rising tune ( the take-off)
iv. The falling –rising tune (the dive)

Example: You will be late.
 y The meanings of this sentence can be explained differently based on its tune shape.
 y If a speaker pronounces this utterance with the falling tune, it shows his general statement.
 y If a speaker pronounces this utterance with the rising tune, it shows his intention of 

questioning.

Significance of Teaching the Pronunciation of Segmental...
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 y If a speaker pronounces this utterance with the falling-rising tune, it shows his warning 
statement.

Point 11: Pronunciation with juncture 

Students need to know where to pause while speaking. The pause determines the meaning as in: 

 If we do not pause, the pronunciation shows a single word ‘campus’.
If we pause after /m/, it shows us two words ‘camp’ and ‘us’. 

If we pause after, /ɪ /, it shows two words ‘I’ and ‘scream’.
 If we pause after /s/, it shows two words ‘ice’ and   ‘cream’.

Gilakjani and Ahmadi (2011) mention “accent, stress, intonation and rhythm, motivation and 
exposure, attitude, instruction, age, personality, and mother tongue influence” (p.81) as the 
factors that make pronunciation difficult to learn.

Point 12. Pronunciation of pitch

The meaning of a word depends the levels of pitch.  For example, in Chinese language, /ma / 
has multiple meanings depending on the levels of pitch. Such a case can also be found in other 
languages. 

/mɪ/    (High level tone):  mother
(High rising tone): hemp
            (Fallingtone): horse
(High falling tone): scold  

Conclusion
Teaching the pronunciation of segmental and suprasegmental features is undoubtedly a 
challenging task for non-native speaker of English. Despite this challenging undertaking, teachers 
need to teach the pronunciation to students for the intelligible and fruitful oral communication. 
Gaining the intelligible pronunciation of English is possible through an intensive training or 
teaching in case of the students who learn English as a foreign language in spite of diverse points 
of difficulties regarding the pronunciation. The article writer has attempted to explore primarily 
12 points based on his own teaching experience at the bachelor and master levels in the Faculty 
of Education. This article can be fruitful to students and teachers who are involved in teaching- 
learning the English language.
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