


STRESS IN ENGLISH WORDS 

 Stress is phonemic in English. For example, the words desert and 
dessert are distinguished by stress, as are the noun a record and the 
verb to record. Stressed syllables in English are louder than non-
stressed syllables, as well as being longer and having a higher pitch. 
They also tend to have a fuller realization than unstressed syllables. 

 Examples of stress in English words, using boldface to represent 
stressed syllables, are holiday, alone, admiration, confidential, degree, 
and weaker. Ordinarily, grammatical words or function words (auxiliary 
verbs, prepositions, pronouns, and the like) do not receive stress, 
whereas lexical words or content words(nouns, verbs, adjectives, etc.) 
must have at least one stressed syllable. 

 English is a stress-timed language. That is, stressed syllables appear at a 
roughly steady tempo, and non-stressed syllables are shortened to 
accommodate this. 
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 In order to comprehend a term we need to be 
familiar with its spelling, meaning, and 
pronunciation. 

 A brief history of the English language 

 From Old Norse to Middle English. 

 The Norman invasion 

 Vowel shifts 

 Pronunciation of proper nouns or unknown 
words 

 Strong and weak forms 
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VOWEL SOUNDS 

Monophthongs of Received Pronunciation 

Front Central Back 

long short long short long short 

Close iː ɪ uː ʊ 

Mid e ɜː ə ɔː 

Open æ ʌ ɑː ɒ 
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CONSONANT SOUNDS 

Consonant phonemes of English 

  Bilabial Labio- 

dental 

Dental Alveolar Post- 

alveolar 

Palatal Velar Glottal 

Nasal m n ŋ 

Plosive p  b t  d k  ɡ 

Affricate tʃ  dʒ 

Fricative f  v θ  ð s  z ʃ  ʒ (x) h 

Approxi

mant 

r j w 

Lateral l 
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ENGLISH DIPHTHONGS 
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English diphthongs 
RP Australian American 

GA Canadian 

low /əʊ/ /əʉ/ /oʊ/ 

loud /aʊ/ /æɔ/ /aʊ/ /aʊ/ 

lout [əʊ] 

lied /aɪ/ /ɑe/ /aɪ/ /aɪ/ 

light [əɪ] 

lane /eɪ/ /æɪ/ /eɪ/ 

loin /ɔɪ/ /oɪ/ /ɔɪ/ 

leer /ɪə/ /ɪə/ /ɪɚ/ 

lair /ɛə/ /eː/ /ɛɚ/ 

lure /ʊə/ /ʊə/ /ʊɚ/ 
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PRONUNCIATION 

 Pronouncing every word correctly leads to poor pronunciation! Good 
pronunciation comes from stressing the right words - this is because 
English is a time-stressed language.  

 Learn the following rules concerning pronunciation: 

 English is considered a stressed language while many other languages 
are considered syllabic.  

 In other languages, such as Spanish, French or Italian, each syllable 
receives equal importance (there is stress, but each syllable has its own 
length).  

 English pronunciation focuses on specific stressed words while quickly 
gliding over the other, non-stressed, words.  

 Stressed words are considered content words: Nouns e.g. kitchen, Peter 
- (most) main verbs e.g. visit, construct - Adjectives e.g. beautiful, 
interesting - Adverbs e.g. often, carefully  

 Non-stressed words are considered function words: Determiners e.g. 
the, a - Auxiliary verbs e.g. am, were - Prepositions e.g. before, of – 
Linking words e.g. but, and - Pronouns e.g. they, she  
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 Read the following sentence aloud: The beautiful Mountain appeared transfixed in 

the distance.  

 Read the following sentence aloud: He can come on Sundays as long as he doesn't 

have to do any homework in the evening.  

 Notice that the first sentence actually takes about the same time to speak well!  

 Even though the second sentence is approximately 30% longer than the first, the 

sentences take the same time to speak. This is because there are 5 stressed words 

in each sentence.  

 Write down a few sentences, or take a few example sentences from a book or 

exercise.  

 First underline the stressed words, then read aloud focusing on stressing the 

underlined words and gliding over the non-stressed words.  

 By focusing on stressed words, non-stressed words and syllables take on their more 

muted nature.  

 When listening to native speakers, focus on how those speakers stress certain words 

and begin to copy this.  

Tips:  

 1. Remember that non-stressed words and syllables are often 'swallowed' in English.  

 2. Always focus on pronouncing stressed words well, non-stressed words can be glided over.  

 3. Don't focus on pronouncing each word. Focus on the stressed words in each sentence.  



INTONATION 

 

  Basically, stress words are considered CONTENT WORDS such as  

 Nouns e.g. kitchen, Peter  

 (most) main verbs e.g. visit, construct  

 Adjectives e.g. beautiful, interesting  

 Adverbs e.g. often, carefully  

 

 Non-stressed words are considered FUNCTION WORDS such as  

 Determiners e.g. the, a, some, a few  

 Auxiliary verbs e.g. don't, am, can, were  

 Prepositions e.g. before, next to, opposite  

 Linking words e.g. but, while, as  

 Pronouns e.g. they, she, us  
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EXERCISE 

Mark the stressed words in the following sentences. After you have 
found the stressed words, practice reading the sentences aloud.  

 John is coming over tonight. We are going to work on our homework 
together.  

 Ecstasy is an extremely dangerous drug.  

 We should have visited some more castles while we were traveling 
through the back roads of France.  

 Jack bought a new car last Friday.  

 They are looking forward to your visiting them next January.  

 Exciting discoveries lie in Tom's future.  

 Would you like to come over and play a game of chess?  

 They have been having to work hard these last few months on their 
challenging experiment.  

 Shakespeare wrote passionate, moving poetry.  

 As you might have expected, he has just thought of a new approach 
to the problem.  
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STRONG & WEAK FORMS 

 
 In connected speech, many of the ‘small’ words we use 

very frequently tend to take on a different ‘shape’ from the 
one listed in the dictionary. All of these words belong to the 
category of function words, i.e. they are words that have 
little semantic content of their own, but tend to have more 
grammatical or referential function in relating content 
words or higher syntactic units to one another. Function 
words are essentially closed class words, such as 
pronouns, prepositions, conjunctions, auxiliaries, etc. 
Further on, you’ll find a table listing these words, together 
with their strong or dictionary form, as well as their 
potential weak forms.  

 

 In general, weak forms do tend not to occur in sentence-
final position or in contrastive/emphatic use (such as 
short answers). 
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spelling strong form(s) weak form(s) 

the ði: ðɪ, ðə 

a/an eɪ, æn ə, ən 

some sʌm səm, sm ̩ 

spelling strong form(s) weak form(s) 

his hɪz ɪz 

him hɪm ɪm 

her hɜ: ə 

you ju: jʊ, jə 

your jo: jə 

she ʃi: ʃɪ 

he hi: ɪ 

we wi: wɪ 

them ðɛm ðəm, əm 

us ʌs əs, s 

Determiners/Quantifiers 

Pronouns 
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spelling strong form(s) weak form(s) 

than ðæn ðən 

at æt ət 

for fo: fə 

from fɹɒm fɹəm, fəm, fm ̩ 

of ɒv əv, v 

to tu: tə, tʊ 

as ʌz əz, z 

there ðɛə ðə 

spelling strong form(s) weak form(s) 

and ænd ənd, ən, n ̩d, n ̩ 

but bʌt bət 

that ðæt ðət 

Prepositions/‘Particles’ 

Conjunctions 
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spelling strong form(s) weak form(s) 

can kæn kən, kn̩ 

could kʊd kəd 

have hæv əv, v 

has hæz əz, z 

had hæd əd, d 

will wɪl l 

shall ʃæl ʃəl, ʃl, l 

should ʃʊd ʃəd 

must mʌst məs, məst 

do du: də, d 

does dʌz dəz, z 

am æm əm, m̩ 

are ɑ: ə 

was wɒz wəz 

were wɜ: wə 

Auxiliaries 
 



TO KNOW MORE… 


Listen&Read along 


Listen&Repeat podcast 


Minimal pairs 


Daily Pronunciation Practice 


Sounds&Letters 


Pronunciation Drill 

 

© Rafael Moreno Esteban 

http://www.manythings.org/listen
http://www.manythings.org/listen
http://www.manythings.org/listen
http://www.manythings.org/repeat
http://www.manythings.org/repeat
http://www.manythings.org/repeat
http://www.manythings.org/pp
http://www.manythings.org/pp
http://www.manythings.org/pp
http://www.manythings.org/lar
http://www.manythings.org/lar
http://www.manythings.org/lar
http://www.manythings.org/lar
http://www.manythings.org/lar
http://www.rafamoreno.com/Materiales/Sounds_Letters.pdf
http://www.rafamoreno.com/Materiales/Pronunciation_Drill.pdf
http://www.rafamoreno.com/Materiales/Pronunciation_Drill.pdf
http://www.rafamoreno.com/Materiales/Pronunciation_Drill.pdf

