
BEITRÄGE

For many learners of English, the sound/
spelling system of the language appears

anarchic, and the difficulties involved in spelling
correctly and pronouncing accurately can make
the task frustrating and demotivating. However,
teachers and students should not give up in de-
spair. There are some ways of helping learners
find a certain order in the chaos.

Many teachers have found that by introducing
students to the sounds of English and the phonet-
ic symbols used to represent them, they can not
only encourage the learners to keep much more
useful records of new language, but also open
doors to more effective error correction and self

access dictionary work. Learning the sounds in
the I.P.A. can be fun and quite easily achieved,
even at low levels. I have found on a 4hr/day
programme I can introduce three or four sounds
a day and cover all 44 fairly quickly.

As the most common of sounds, the schwa, /ə/,
should feature prominently in any schedule.
Helping students to identify the sound and pro-
duce it accurately will improve their listening
skills and their pronunciation. Acitivities de-
signed to help students recognize the stressed
syllables can be used to focus on the different
spelling of the schwa sound occuring so fre-
quently in the unstressed syllables.
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Many students commonly mispronounce words
containing /ʎ/ as here too there are several dif-
ferent ways this sound is represented in the writ-
ten form. The letter “o” for example in many
common words is pronounced /ʎ/, causing prob-

lems for the learners. Poems can be used to re-
inforce the correct pronunciation.
Students can also be encouraged to mark the
sound /ʎ/ in other common words:

A possible practice activity involves groups pre-
paring short news reports using as many words
in the list as possible, and these can subsequent-
ly be recorded, thereby practising spelling and
pronunciation.

Authentic poems and songs, of course, have
enormous potential to motivate many students,
and can be used to help them acquire a greater
awareness of the spelling of words which

rhyme. A wellknown technique is to blank out
the final words from each line, jumble them up
and set the students the task of pairing them ac-
cording to the sounds before inserting them
back into the poem or lyrics. The piece can then
be played to enable students to check their
choices and provide models for repetition. Oth-
er verses can be composed by the students work-
ing on groups of rhyming words elicited from
the students or suggested by the teacher.
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Good use can also be made of poems designed
specifically to focus on one particular item, such

as the notorious “ough” and the various ways
this is pronounced. 
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The mnemonic familiar to many British people
(“i” before “e”) except after “c” tackles only

part of the problem facing students wondering
how to spell words containing the sound /i:/.

Rhymes can also help students remember how
to pronounce homographs.
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There are a number of patterns of spelling and
pronunciation which can be described simply
and learnt quickly. The pronunciation of the
regular past simple “ed” ending frequently
causes problems. By helping students to identify
the three sounds /t/, /d/, /:d/, and guiding them
towards the discovery of the underlying rules,

teachers can effectively improve the learners’
awareness and production. If, instead of long,
unmemorable lists of letters, students can be
shown how to recognize voiced and unvoiced
sounds by placing their hands on their ears or
throat to feel the vibrations, the memory load is
greatly reduced. 

But be careful!
There are exceptions to this rule (eg: fancied protein)
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Other simple rules can be highlighted, such as
the pronunciation of final “y”:
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Likewise, the spelling of the plural and third
singular of words ending in consonant + “y”
versus vowel + “y” can easily be assimilated.

Sometimes the meaning of root of the word can
help students, as in the pronunciation of words
beginning with “u”:

BEITRÄGE

Teachers quickly develop a range of tricks and
activities to deal with the problems students fa-
ce, and with some research and imagination,
learners can be helped to overcome some of the
obstacles the English language puts in the way
of more accurate spelling and pronunciation.

Note:
All extracts from: Making Sense of Spelling and Pronunciation,
Christine Digby and John Myers, Prentice Hall International Eng-
lish Language Teaching, 1993.
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