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Pronunciation Instruction: Important From the Very Beginning 
 
Speaking in a way that is easy to understand is crucial for beginner-level L2 learners. It is 
important for their confidence and willingness to speak and interact with others, which can in 
turn influence how much L2 they speak day to day, and thus their opportunities for practice 
and further learning (Zielinski, 2012). Learners can be frustrated and disheartened when their 
pronunciation affects the comprehensibility of their L2 speech, and they may withdraw and 
avoid speaking in the L2 altogether (Yates, 2011). 

Pronunciation is sometimes overlooked in beginner-level classrooms because other 
seemingly more important language skills take priority. However, if learners’ pronunciation 
affects their intelligibility, they might not be understood even if all other aspects of their L2 
are perfect. Having perfect grammar and correct vocabulary will not help if pronunciation 
makes the words impossible to understand. It therefore makes little sense to teach beginner-
level learners how to speak a language without teaching pronunciation. (Of course, some 
learners may be understandable from the beginning, in which case, they will not need 
additional help.) 

Research tells us that pronunciation instruction results in improvement (Derwing & Munro, 
2015; Thomson & Derwing, 2014), and that beginner-level learners might not improve 
without it (Derwing, Thomson, & Munro, 2006). It is therefore important that beginners are 
given the opportunity to benefit from pronunciation instruction as a fundamental part of their 
language classes from day one. Unfortunately, despite its importance, teachers sometimes 
feel reluctant to teach pronunciation in beginner-level classrooms. Some feel that beginners 
are not ready to learn pronunciation so early on, or that it is something they can always learn 
later if need be. However, research has indicated that beginner-level learners want to improve 
their pronunciation and can improve with pronunciation instruction; they also enjoy working 
on their pronunciation in the language classroom (see Zielinski & Yates, 2014). Moreover, it 
appears that learners’ greatest phonological shifts take place in their first six months of 
massive exposure, what Derwing and Munro (2015) have called the Window of Maximal 
Opportunity.   

Integrating pronunciation into the language curriculum emphasizes its importance to learners 
and makes it a natural and essential part of learning to speak (Darcy, Ewert, & Lidster, 2012; 
Jones, 2016). Keenan (2017a) investigated best practice in pronunciation instruction for 
beginner-level L2 learners from a teacher’s perspective. She concluded that explicit 
pronunciation instruction should be integrated into the L2 curriculum from the beginning, 
with contextualized pronunciation practice and appropriate, relevant feedback provided 
throughout. However, pronunciation instruction in a beginner-level classroom can be 
perceived as quite challenging because many activities used successfully with higher-level 
learners may not be suitable for beginner-level learners. This should not stop us from 
teaching pronunciation to beginner-level learners! 



 

©  Beth Zielinski, 2017 

 

2 

Zielinski and Yates (2014) outline a systematic approach to pronunciation instruction that 
allows beginner-level learners to work through a sequence of developmental stages (listening 
and awareness, control, practice and extension), such that learners practice at an achievable 
level before progressing to the next (see also Yates & Zielinski, 2009). There are also several 
activities that have been found to be successful with beginner-level learners. Keenan (2017b) 
reports on the success of activities she trialled from Jones (2016) with learners in her 
beginner-level classroom. She found activities that integrated pronunciation into listening and 
speaking, beginner-level grammar, and reading lessons both effective and engaging for the 
learners in her classes. Zielinski and Yates (2014) discuss successful activities used by an 
experienced teacher of beginner-level learners. These include tasks that that focus on raising 
awareness; practice of various pronunciation features; and the introduction of simple 
metalanguage terms to help learners understand aspects of English pronunciation, such as 
syllables, word stress, rhythm, vowels, and consonants. Additional activities used by teachers 
of beginner-level learners of L2 English are available online (Yates, 2002; Yates & Zielinski, 
2009). 

Pronunciation instruction to improve comprehensibility is of utmost importance to beginner-
level learners so they maintain their confidence and motivation to improve further. They want 
to improve and enjoy working on their pronunciation. It is therefore an essential part of 
learning to speak a language right from the beginning.  

References 

Darcy, I., Ewert, D., & Lidster, R. (2012). Bringing pronunciation instruction back into the 
classroom: An ESL teachers' pronunciation "toolbox". In J. Levis & K. LeVelle (Eds.). 
Proceedings of the 3rd Pronunciation in Second Langauge Learning and Teaching 
Conference, September 2011, (pp. 93-108). Ames, IA: Iowa State University. Retrieved 
from: http://jlevis.public.iastate.edu/Proceedingsfrom3rdPSLLT%20updated.pdf 

Derwing, T. M. & Munro, M. J., (2015). Pronunciation fundamentals. Evidence-based 
perspectives for L2 teaching and research. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Derwing, T. M., Thomson, R. I., & Munro, M. J. (2006). English pronunciation and fluency 
development in Mandarin and Slavic speakers. System, 34(2), 183-193.  

Keenan, E. (2017a). Review of [Pronunciation in the classroom. The overlooked essential, by 
T. Jones (Ed.)]. Journal of Second Language Pronunciation, 3(1), 136-139. 

Keenan, E. (2017b). Let’s speak. Best practice in pronunciation teaching and learning for 
beginner-level EAL adult learners. Retrieved from: http://www.issinstitute.org.au/wp-
content/media/2017/04/Keenan-Final.pdf 

Jones, T. (Ed.). (2016). Pronunciation in the classroom. The overlooked essential. 
Alexandria: TESOL Press. 



 

©  Beth Zielinski, 2017 

 

3 

Thomson, R. I. & Derwing, T. M. (2014). The effectiveness of L2 pronunciation instruction: 
A narrative review. Applied Linguistics, 36(3), 326-344. 

Yates, L. (2002). Fact sheet – Teaching pronunciation: Approaches and activities. Sydney, 
Australia: AMEP Research Centre, Macquarie University. Retrieved from AMEP 
Research Centre website at: http://www.ameprc.mq.edu.au/resources/amep_fact_sheets 

Yates, L. (2011). Language, interaction and social inclusion in early settlement, International 
Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 14(4), 457- 471.  

Yates, L. & Zielinski, B. (2009). Give it a go: Teaching pronunciation to adults. Sydney: 
AMEP Research Centre, Macquarie University. Retrieved from 
http://www.ameprc.mq.edu.au/resources/professional_development_resources 

Zielinski, B. (2012). The social impact of pronunciation difficulties: Confidence and 
willingness to speak. In J. Levis & K. LeVelle (Eds.). Proceedings of the 3rd 
Pronunciation in Second Langauge Learning and Teaching Conference, Sept.2011. (pp. 
18-26). Ames, IA: Iowa State University. Retrieved from: 
http://jlevis.public.iastate.edu/Proceedingsfrom3rdPSLLT%20updated.pdf 

Zielinski, B. & Yates, L. (2014). Myth 2. Pronunciation instruction is not appropriate for 
beginning-level learners. In L. Grant (Ed.). Pronunciation myths. Applying second 
language research to classroom teaching (pp. 56-79). Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press.  

 


