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Abstract 
Pronunciation is the first and most important aspect of communication noticed by native speakers 
during a conversation. Mispronunciation may cause great misunderstandings and, at times, failure in 
communication. Prosodic stress and phrasal stress play a crucial role in building accurate, native-like 
pronunciation. The present study aims to investigate the effect of teaching prosodic stress patterns on 
the listening skill of EFL learners. For this purpose, a quasi-experimental design was adopted. Forty 
upper-intermediate adult EFL learners were selected and randomly divided into two groups of twenty 
learners, named the control group and the experimental group. The listening section of the IELTS test 
was administered to both groups as the pretest and the posttest of the study. Both groups underwent 
the mainstream general English instruction provided by the institute for twenty sessions. The 
experimental group was taught prosodic stress patterns of different words and sentences during the 
final 30 minutes of each session, for eight of the total twenty sessions. No extra teaching time was 
devoted to the experimental group. The data was analyzed through an independent-samples t-test. 
The results show that the experimental group outperformed the control group and there was a 
considerable difference between the mean scores of students in the two groups. The study concludes 
that teaching prosodic stress patterns of English to foreign language learners can help their listening 
comprehension. The obtained results highlight the necessity of teaching prosodic stress patterns to 
EFL learners and provide tangible evidence for teachers to incorporate such details into their English 
language instruction. Additionally, this study indicates how intonation and stress are key features to 
listening comprehension knowledge. Finally, recommendations for further research are provided. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The value of pronunciation in language teaching remains controversial. L2 language pronunciation can 
progress to be near native-like with the application of certain criteria such as the utilization of prosodic 
elements. L2 language fluency is not only based on, syntax, grammar, and discourse, but 
pronunciation as well, which plays a fundamental role in fluency. The prosodic aspects of speech are 
often the most difficult to teach, yet are a very important factor for the language learner to improve 
(Goertel, 2013). In order to show the necessity of this feature in teaching another language, the 
introduction of some key elements is vital. These key features show how stressing the wrong syllable 
of a word can obscure its meaning and if a speaker mispronounces the simplest words in the English 
Language, his/her interlocutor cannot communicate effectively because of failure to understand 
sentences due to errors in pronunciation. 

1.1 Word Stress/ Lexical Stress 
Stress is a significant factor in understanding spoken English. Two terms of accent and stress are 
sometimes used synonymously but they are distinguished in certain specific kinds of quality, such as 
pitch accent, variously defined as, being considered to fall under accent but not under stress. In this 
case, stress distinctively may be called dynamic accent or stress accent. Dynamic accent is an accent 
created when one note is louder than surrounding notes and stress accent is “an accent or variation 
of prominence dependent on variation of stress” (Webster, 1828). Khan, Ullah and Khan (2017) 
describe syllable as the greater prominence or loudness that a syllable exhibits within a word, in at 
least two degrees: strong/weak (or primary/secondary).   

The stress placed on syllables within words is called word stress or lexical stress. Word stress is an 
inherent property of each word, its role in word. Some words have fixed stress on a particular syllable, 
but sometimes some words have more than one level of stress, such as primary stress and secondary 
stress. Word stress can help bilinguals who can recognize and produce stress syllables in their 
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second language and it can be useful for monolingual speakers who are able to retrieve word stress 
information for their native language during reading. Word stress is noteworthy because even when 
languages do not mark stress in their orthographic representations, bilinguals and monolinguals can 
take some advantages from it. Some languages have fixed stress that is, the stress on virtually any 
multi-syllable word falls on a particular syllable, such as the first or the penultimate. Other languages, 
like English, have variable stress, where the position of stress in a word is not predictable in that way. 
Sometimes more than one level of stress, such as primary stress and secondary stress, may be 
identified. However, some languages are considered to lack lexical stress entirely. Word stress could 
be represented both lexically and sublexically. At the lexical level, orthographic, phonological and to 
some extent semantic representations come into play and at the sublexical level, word stress can be 
connected with phonetic, segmental, and syllabic representations (Post da Silveira, 2013). 

The second type of stress is called prosodic stress like stress on words within sentences. This is one 
of the three components of prosody, along with rhythm and intonation. According to Prieto & Roseano 
(2018), traditionally, linguistic prosodic refers to the music of speech. It includes phrasal stress with 
the emphasis of certain words within phrases or clauses, and contrastive stress used to highlight a 
word, an item or occasionally just part of a word that is given particular focus. Stress is shown in the 
speech stream in various ways, and these depend on some extent in which language is being spoken.  

1.2 Levels of Stress and Placement of Stress 
As opposed to many languages that have only one stress in every word, some English words can 
have more than one prominent syllable, for example, ‘CIgaRETTE’, ‘ExcoMUniCATE’, etc. There are 
four degrees of stress patterns in words and these degrees are distinguished by a combination of 
factors such as the pitch change occurring on the syllabus, the vowel quality and the loudness of the 
syllabus. All non-function words in English have at least one syllable that constitutes a rhythmic beat 
as a major stress and function words are normally unstressed. The main source of this rhythmic 
prominence of major stress is the loudness of the syllable, but the difference in pitch level causes a 
difference between two types of major stresses. We have two levels for stress syllabus called primary 
and secondary stress. Primary stress says each syllable has a vowel and it is the stronger degree of 
stress but secondary stress is weaker than the first in stress pronunciation. Primary word stress puts 
the placement of strong stress on certain syllables within a given word but there are some words carry 
no word stress such as monosyllabic words, on the other hand, some words has multiple stresses, 
with varying degrees of strength (Khan, et al, 2017). Secondary stress is elective and it only emerges 
in longer English words under very specific circumstances. Another basic distinction between primary 
and secondary stress is that while the former can only turn up once in a word, there may be several 
occurrences of secondary stress, depending on the length of the word. Such as the word 
‘contamination’ contains one such syllable (secondary), whereas ‘decontamination’ already contains 
two.  

English words stress is so difficult to predict that it is best to treat stress placement as a property of the 
individual word, to be learned when the word itself is learned. Certainly, anyone who tries to analyze 
English stress placement has to recognize that it is a highly complex matter. Knowing the tips such as 
the grammatical category of words, the number of the syllabus in a word, the phonological structure of 
syllables and knowing about whether the word is morphologically complex or simple can help us to 
determine stress placement. Simple words are not composed of more than one grammatical unit, such 
as the word ‘care’ is simple while ‘careful’ and ‘careless’ are complex (being composed of two 
grammatical units each). Complex words are of two major types, the first type refers words made from 
a basic word form (stem), with the addition of an affix (prefixes and suffixes) and the second type is 
compound words, which are made of two or more independent English words. 

1.3 Prosodic Stress 
Prosodic stress refers to the linguistic area ranging from phonemic to longer sentential level (Wu, TU, 
& Wang, 2012). The “Dictionary of Linguistics & Phonetics” describes prosody as the smallest 
perceptible segment of a phone. Phoneme is an abstract unit of speech sound that can distinguish 
words. Changing a phoneme in a word can produce another word. Prosodic stress discusses a certain 
natural stress pattern characteristic of a given language and the placing of emphasis on particular 
words. According to Crystal (2003), the length, stress, syllabification, tone and intonation fall under the 
heading of suprasegmentals, reflecting a conceptual division of speech into ‘segmental’, and 
‘suprasegmental’ parts. However, “this division is not absolute, with phonetic correlates of stress, 
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intonation, etc, often manifesting in the consonants and vowels at the segmental level”. (Goertel, 
2013, p.118). 

Trofimovich and Baker (2007) have suggested that both fluency-based (speech rate, frequency, and 
duration of pausing) and prosody-based (stress timing) suprasegmentals determine the perception of 
foreign accent in a learners’ speech (p. 272). Some type of prosodic stress patterns has quantity 
sensitivity. In some languages, additional stress tends to be placed on syllables that are longer. 
Prosodic stress is applied pragmatically to focus on particular words or the ideas associated with 
them. This can change the meaning of a sentence. For example: 

Amanda didn’t take a bus yesterday. (Someone else did.) 
Amanda didn’t take a bus yesterday. (She did not take it.) 
Amanda didn’t take a bus yesterday. (She did something else with it.) 
Amanda didn’t take a bus yesterday. (She took something else.) 
Amanda didn’t take a bus yesterday. (Yesterday not the other day) 

1.4 Sentence Stress in English 
According to Lee (2013), every English utterance is marked the new information in the clause of 
utterance with sentence stress. An Optimality Theory analysis of sentence stress is presented here, 
which integrates insights from the generative and applied linguistic approaches under one framework. 
The Optimality framework can explain this interface of different linguistic domains, and this interface 
can better explain the behavior of English sentence stress. The stressed item reveals a pragmatic or 
semantic feature which is the most informationally salient item in the utterance. Sentences stress can 
mark new information in sentences. Sentence stress is marked by rises and falls in the fundamental 
frequency of the utterance (Gussenhoven, 2004). 

Sentence stress refers to two basic types of approaches. The first one is generative accounts and the 
second one is applied linguistic accounts such as functional or pragmatic accounts. Generative 
accounts include Chomsky and Halle model (1968), which involved supporting the focus feature with 
the prosodic prominence. Chomsky-Halle model involved assigning sentence stress with the last 
lexical stress of a clause which is called the nuclear stress rule (NSR). The NSR does not consider 
focus or communicative intent, but only syntactic and phonological structure. NSR does not address to 
conversational discourse. On the other hand, Pragmatic and Functional Accounts include various 
pragmatic or functional frameworks, most notably, Bardovi-Harlig (1986) and Cruttendon (1986). 
These approaches differentiate crucially between new information focus or stress and special focus 
and stress for emphasis or contrast. Their main aids explain focus (new information, contrast, 
emphasis) as the driving force behind sentence stress, and in classifying a number of structures and 
expressions that are likely or less likely to receive stress (Lee, 2014).   

1.5 Changing Meaning through Shifting Word Stress 
Change of stress pattern at word level has an impact on the meaning of sentences. When a particular 
word in a sentence is emphasized causes the meaning of the sentence changes. Thus, in spoken 
English, the words stress can change the underlying meaning of a sentence. The following sentence 
shows how different word stress is used to expressing different ideas: 

“I said Marry might be sad yesterday” 

I said Marry might be sad yesterday. 
Meaning: It was my idea. 
 
I said Marry might be sad yesterday. 
Meaning: Don’t you understand me? 
 
I said Marry might be sad yesterday. 
Meaning: Not another person. 
 
I said Marry might be sad yesterday. 
Meaning: It’s a possibility. 
 
I said Marry might be sad yesterday. 
Meaning: not the other day. 
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This thing happens in the word too. A change in the position of stress in a word can change its part of 
speech and then the meaning of the word. For example, According to Longman Dictionary of 
Contemporary English by  Mayor (2009), the word  Address /ˈædrɛs/ as noun in Us pronunciation is 
the name of the place where you live but  /əˈdrɛs/ as verb ,in US pronunciation, means “to direct a 
speech to someone” (in the UK, both meanings are usually pronounced /əˈdrɛs/). 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Participants 
The participants of this study were 40 English language learners who were conveniently selected from 
upper-intermediate students in an English language institute. The participants were divided randomly 
into two groups, the experimental and control group, and each group consisted of 20 learners. The 
participants were female adult EFL learners, ranging from 20 to 25 years of age and their native 
language was Persian.  

2.2 Instrumentation   
The listening section of the IELTS test was administered to both groups as the pretest and the posttest 
of the study in order to collect the quantitative data for this study. This section of the IELTS test was 
composed of 45 questions, each bearing one point. The final score was calculated by adding up the 
points and dividing them by five in order to arrive at a score with a maximum of 9 and a minimum of 0. 
The developers of the IELTS test have organized a table to help interpret the scores. Each band is 
expanded and explained in terms of listening comprehension for this section. 

2.3 Procedure 
A quasi-experimental design was adopted in this study. As a first step, the listening sections of the 
IELTS test were given to the learners to determine their level of listening comprehension. The 
reliability and validity of this section of IELTS were considered in advance.  In the next step, both 
groups underwent the mainstream general English instruction provided by the institute for twenty 
sessions. The experimental group was taught prosodic stress patterns of different words and 
sentences during the final 30 minutes of each session, for eight of the total twenty sessions. No extra 
teaching time was devoted to the experimental group.  

The teacher provided the experimental group with lists of words that can produce changes in meaning 
with a change in their stress pattern. For example, the teacher presented students with two columns of 
words one showing words with stress on the first syllable being used as nouns and in the other 
column, stress can fall on the second syllable and the words are verbs. The columns can be like this; 

OBject  obJECT 
PREsent preSENT 

Through these two columns, the teacher showed that a shift of stress can change both the part of 
speech and meaning of a word. Then the teacher presented the students with some sentences as 
examples. As an activity, the teacher asked the students to find some more examples. Mistakes with 
word stress can make the listener feel irritated or perhaps even confused and could interfere with 
good communication. Then, the listening section of the IELTS test was administered again to both 
groups in order to see whether there is a significant difference between the mean scores of the 
groups. After that, the data was analyzed using SPSS software. 

3 RESULTS 
The results in “Table 1” show the group statistic of pretest scores with nearly the same mean and 
standard deviation which clarify the homogeneity of the pretest scores. 
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Table 1. Group Statistics For Pretest Scores 

 Groups N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Scores Experimental group 20 6.1000 1.11921 0.25026 

Control group 20 6.0500 1.13439 0.25366 

Table 2. Independent Samples Test (Pretest) 

 Levene's Test for Equality  
of Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

  F Sig. t df 
Sig. 

 (2-tailed) 
Mean 

Difference 
Std. Error 
Difference 

Sc
or

es
 Equal variances  

assumed 
0.38 0.847 0.140 38 0.889 0.05000 0.35633 

Equal variances  
not assumed   0.140 37.993 0.889 0.05000 0.35633 

The result of the independent samples t-test of pretest scores in Table 2 shows that there is no 
significant difference between the means of the pretest scores of the control group and the 
experimental group (F = 0.38, p = 0 .847); with t (38) = 0.140, p = 0. 889 (two-tailed). 

Table 3. Group Statistics for Posttest Scores 

 Groups N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Scores Experimental group 20 6.7750 0.57297 0.12812 

Control group 20 5.6250 0.64635 0.14453 

The mean scores of the posttest of the control and the experimental group were compared using an 
independent samples t-test again. Group statistics of posttest scores are shown in “Table 3”. In “Table. 
4”, the independent sample t-test results indicate a significant difference between the mean of 
listening comprehension scores of the experimental group and the control group (F = 1.176, p = 0 
.677; with t (38) = 5.954, p = 0.000 (two-tailed).   

Table 4. Independent Samples Test for Posttest Scores 

 Levene's Test for 
Equality of Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

  F Sig. t df Sig.  
(2-tailed) 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

Sc
or

es
 Equal variances 

assumed 0.176 0.677 5.954 38 0.000 1.15000 0.19314 

Equal variances not 
assumed   5.954 37.461 0.000 1.15000 0.19314 

As the independent-samples t-test of the pretest scores showed no significant difference between the 
listening comprehension of the control group and the experimental group, yet the independent-
samples t test of the experimental group indicated a significant difference between the listening 
comprehension of the two groups, it can be concluded that the listening scores of the experimental 
group were significantly higher than that of the control group only after the treatment in prosodic stress 
was implemented. Although there could have been other influential factors interfering with the 
obtained results, such as motivation, cognitive ability of the learners, affective factors, and more, the 
effect of prosodic stress instruction is prevalent as the main influential factor. Therefore, the study 
concludes that teaching prosodic stress patterns of English to foreign language learners can help their 
listening comprehension. 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 
The previous section showed how the learners’ listening comprehension scores were compared and it 
was revealed that there was a significant difference between the scores of the control group and the 
excremental group. It can be concluded that teaching prosodic stress can positively affect the listening 
comprehension of EFL learners. The aforementioned finding stresses the importance of teaching word 
and sentence stress. It is suggested that EFL teachers incorporate prosodic stress instruction into 
their English language lessons, particularly, if an improvement in listening comprehension is desired. 
Teachers can provide students with lists of words that can change the meaning by a change in stress 
pattern. Such exposure can be followed by exercises which target the Learners’ memory and also 
create an opportunity to practice what has been learned in order to help learners achieve mastery in 
this regard. However, teachers must bear in mind and also remind learners that not all words in 
English have this tendency of meaning change due to the stress pattern change. 
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