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Intonation, stress and rhythm

English Skills for Academic Staff



She sells seashells 
on the seashore.



How can a clam
cram in a clean
cream can?



If a clam can cram 
into a clean cream 
can, then a clean 
cream can can 
cram in a clam.



Betty Botter bought 
some butter, but she 
said the butter's bitter. 
If I put it in my batter, 
it will make my batter 
bitter. But a bit of 
better butter will 
make my batter 
better.



I thought a 
thought. 
But the thought I 
thought wasn't the 
thought I thought 
I thought.

‘th’ practice Need to get the 
intonation right for 
it to make sense



In other words, we 
are going to get 
silly with our 
stress, tone and 
rhythm :)



What we are 
doing today

● Intelligibility
● Stress
● Intonation
● Aspects of fluency

○ elision
○ rhythm



Intelligibility- General Pronunciation

● Native speaker Accent is not necessary or even desirable for
second language learners.

● Instead,
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Intelligibility- General Pronunciation

● Native speaker Accent is not necessary or even desirable for
second language learners.

● Instead, it is generally accepted that intelligibility is the most
sensible goal.

● What is meant by ‘intelligibility’?
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● Intelligibility: may be broadly defined as the extent to which a 
speaker’s message is actually understood by a listener, but there
is no universally accepted way of assessing it.



Intelligibility- General Pronunciation

● Intelligibility: may be broadly defined as the extent to which a 
speaker’s message is actually understood by a listener, but there
is no universally accepted way of assessing it.

● Sources of intelligibility problems: Sound substitutions ( /th/ 
sound in English), sound deletions, sound insertions, links
between words (go in-> go win),



Word Stress - General Pronunciation

● In English, there is a special relationship between the different
parts of a word.

● A word with two or more syllables will have a prominent stress
(loundness, length of vowel)

● Native speakers rely on the stress pattern of words when they are
listening.
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Word Stress - General Pronunciation

● There are many exceptions to stress patterns in English but luckily
we have some rules to help J

● Rule 1: Two syllable nouns, adjectives and adverbs: In the
majority of cases, the first syllable is stressed
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Word Stress - General Pronunciation



Word Stress – Practice Time

Let me tell you a little bit about my family. My parents are from a 
small village in the North of the country but migrated to Shanghai
about thirty years ago, when my father was offered a great job
opportunity in an accounting firm. My mother was not very convinced
with the decision of moving to a bigger city, but she adapted quite
quickly. Both of my parents have always been very hard-working so
we really never experienced any financial burdens. My mother works
as an information technology specialist at a government department.



Word Stress – Practice Time

Let me tell you a little bit about my family. My parents are from a 
small village in the North of the country but migrated to Shanghai
about thirty years ago, when my father was offered a great job
opportunity in an accounting firm. My mother was not very
convinced with the decision of moving to a bigger city, but she
adapted quite quickly. Both of my parents have always been very
hard-working so we really never experienced any financial burdens. 
My mother works as an information technology specialist at a 
government department.



Intonation - saying ‘hello’ many ways



Intonation



Intonation

Intonation is the way the voice rises or falls
when communicating (music)

- Falling intonation
- Rising intonation
- Falling-rising intonation
- Rising-falling intonation



Intonation

You like this colour (. / ?)
● bored
● excited
● questioning (disbelief, curiosity, horrified)
● knowing (you know the person well)
● the other person tried to deny - you know better



Shows meaning and/or highlights important information
➔ I never said she stole my money. (default - what’s important?)
➔ I never said she stole my money.
➔ I never said she stole my money.
➔ I never said she stole my money.
➔ I never said she stole my money.
➔ I never said she stole my money.
➔ I never said she stole my money.
➔ I never said she stole my money.

Sentence Stress



Rhythm

The beat of English
● da-DUM-da-DUM-da-da-DUM
● I like to walk in the rain.
● da-DUM-da-(da-DUM)-da-da-DUM-da
● He plays the guitar in a rock band.
● da-DUM-da-da-da-DUM-da-DUM
● She walked along the sandy beach.



Group Activity: Rhythm Exercise



Rhythm & 
Elision

To get the rhythm right, you often 
need elision (skipping sounds, joining 
words together).
To say things faster, you definitely 
need elision.

I want to,
You want to,
He wants to,
She wants to,
We all want to go to the store.

Now say it faster and 
faster and faster!



Rhythm & 
Elision

want to = /wonǝ/ (wanna)
wants to = /wonʦ.ta/ (wansta)

Now use natural rhythm to say this 
like a rap.

I wanna,
You wanna,
He wansta,
She wansta, We 
all wanna 
go /tǝthǝ/ 
beach.



Common L2 pronunciation problems



Common L2 pronunciation problems

Practice:Focusing on minimal pairs based on your native language



Common L2 pronunciation problems

Tips: The problem is not always the different sounds between two 
languages. Sometimes, pronunciation rules of these sounds in native
language may have an effect.

For example; bat bed, 
write ride

village, bridge



Playing with 
intonation and 
sentence stress



Group Discussion



Pronunciation in Academic Settings

1. What does pronunciation (intonation, stresss, etc) mean to you 
in the context of academic speech?

2. What challenges have you encountered in using appropriate 
intonation in academic settings?

3. How do you think intonation impacts the clarity and effectiveness 
of speech in academic settings?

4. Can you recall a specific instance where pronunciation 
influenced your understanding or engagement?

5. What role do you think cultural backgrounds or native languages 
play in shaping our intonation patterns in English?



Role Play Situations



Reflection




