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A complete English pronunciation program

Have you ever tried to correct a word you’ve mispronounced, only to be told by a friend, “Nope, that's not quite it.” Have you ever been frustrated because you can't actually tell the difference between some English sounds, and your native-English-speaking friends can't explain what they are doing to make the sound because they have no clue either? Can you hear and pronounce the differences in the words "pill, peel, Paul, pal, pail, pile, pool, pull, poll, with confidence? The problem is that just repeating native speakers does not always help. Repetition is not the answer when you can't hear the difference to begin with!

Accent reduction coach, international dialect instructor, and Speech-Language Pathologist, Rebecca Bower has unveiled the hidden mysteries of English pronunciation in English Pronunciation Secrets. She has created a comprehensive simple-to-follow guide to achieve clear, more accurate North American English pronunciation. If your goal is to learn the secrets of how native North American English speakers actually pronounce the English language and to master those skills for yourself, then this is the book for you! This guide is designed to help you speak with more precise and clear General North American English pronunciation. Unlock the secrets in this book so you can finally speak English with clarity, confidence, and accuracy.

This is the guide for you, if: 

1. You struggle with being understood when speaking English

2. Your English pronunciation skills are affecting your confidence, social life, working relationships, or career

3. Your knowledge and skills are being undermined by your communication skills, specifically your English pronunciation 

4. Your English pronunciation is affecting your ability to freely  and confidently speak to new people

5. You avoid speaking and interacting at work and in social situations because you do not feel confident in your speaking skills

This guide is not your ordinary English pronunciation/accent reduction book. In English Pronunciation Secrets, all of the mysteries of English are finally revealed! The topics that you didn't know you didn't know are all here. A typical pronunciation book touches on basic topics, but this guide dives deep into the comprehensive subject, including in-depth examples and extensive practice activities to hone your skills. You will learn the unique method for how to physically "feel" for your correct pronunciation. You will be given the keys to mastering English pronunciation, not just to learn words and sentences but to master conversation. Because isn't effective conversation the point of it all?

In English Pronunciation Secrets, you will learn how to:

1. Speak more clearly. Easily pronounce all of the most challenging sounds that non-native English speakers encounter, with stress and intonation exercises, and so much more. 

2. "Feel" the correct pronunciation with incredible detail. The goal is not to repeat words because how has repetition worked for you so far? The goal is to be able to correct yourself and KNOW that you are pronouncing the sounds in the goal accent. You can finally feel confident when speaking!

3. Complete comprehensive practice exercises that move you from the simplest level (sound level) and progress you slowly up the ladder to syllables, words, phrases, sentences, reading, and finally, conversation practice, so you don't get stuck.

4. Perfect your stress patterns, intonation, and linking to speak English clearly and fluently so you can actually enjoy your conversations with others.

5. Speak using common English reductions, silent letters, different spellings, and use all those crazy exceptions in English.

This comprehensive guide includes simple and clear activities, so you can feel confident that you're doing it right. No more guessing!

Imagine actually looking forward to a conversation with a co-worker or new acquaintance instead of shying away.

Imagine being able to order your morning coffee without a thought as to whether you’ll be understood or not.

Imagine feeling confident that your skills, knowledge, and personality will shine through, not just your pronunciation.

And as a reader of English Pronunciation Secrets, I’ve created a special bonus practice pack that you can access at: www.proactivepronunciation.com/book-bonus.

You can learn more at:

www.proactivepronunciation.com/book-bonus

Now, grab a coffee (or beverage of choice) and get cozy. This is going to be a fun journey!
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Jay was a wreck!

He was nervous. It wasn't because he wasn't ready for his presentation. He was very familiar with presenting to high-stakes CEOs on alternative energy technology. Jay knew his stuff! He was nervous because he knew in the pit of his stomach that he would have to face the inevitable confused looks and requests to repeat himself during his presentation. Jay knew that the audience would likely get lost and that he would have to do his best to be clear and precise as he spoke. He also knew that no matter how much he tried to do that very thing, it didn’t help, and he ended up with the same result, repeating himself constantly. So here he was, ready to demonstrate his skills and expertise, only to be undermined by his English pronunciation once again. The feelings of anxiety, dread, and hopelessness filled him.

Jay had been speaking English for nearly 20 years. He had the vocabulary and grammatical proficiency in English to which many people only hope to aspire. What Jay did not have, however, was a clear foundation of English pronunciation which created misunderstandings regularly. He had tried to speak slowly and “enunciate,” but the problem was that he didn't know what sounds he needed to change or how to even do that! He was mispronouncing the words, stress patterns, and intonation of English, and it was negatively impacting his career.  

Jay worried that he would continue to be passed by for leadership positions if he continued on this path. Jay knew he had the skills and expertise for these positions, yet he did not have the communication skills to relay that to decision-makers. Jay worried that if he continued to let his communication skills undermine his expertise and confidence, his clients would not see the tremendous knowledge he brought to the table. Jay would lose clients and potentially big contracts, and this was not a situation he was willing to live with any longer.

You are likely reading this right now because you find yourself in a similar situation. You feel anxiety when you speak English. You feel frustrated and even stuck, and you don’t know where to start to improve your English pronunciation. I meet with intelligent, successful, talented individuals every day, just like you, that dread speaking because they struggle with English pronunciation. 

Most people who learn English as their second language eventually master the grammar and vocabulary of the language. Unfortunately, English pronunciation is rarely ever taught. Worse yet, the pronunciation of your non-native English Instructors has an impact on your pronunciation as well. Truthfully, most native English speakers do not even understand the details of their own pronunciation like a Speech-Language Pathologist does. That’s where this guide comes in. You are finally going to learn the techniques, the missing links of English pronunciation. How much you can improve depends on how open and willing you are to sound different than you have sounded your entire life.

Unclear English pronunciation has cost talented people advancement in their careers, connection, and even income due to lost potential. Excellent communication skills are a necessity in a competitive job market. It's as simple as that. Without learning the secrets of English pronunciation, you have to guess what to change. The unfortunate truth is that most people find themselves sounding exactly the same as they did after speaking English for 20+ years!

And what became of Jay, you might ask? Well, Jay learned the tools, tips, and secrets laid out for you in this guide. He applied what he learned. His performance appraisals improved. His confidence when speaking is at an all-time high. His clarity of speech is like it has never been before!  Jay benefited because he learned the little-known secrets in this guide and applied them to his life. His career outlook is bright, and he is no longer held back by the barrier of his communication skills. 

This guide will show you the exact steps to follow to experience the freedom of speaking English with clarity.

This guide will show you how to:

1. Identify your problem sounds, stress patterns, and intonation so you can finally fix your main issues

2. Practice with no-brainer exercises that start from the simplest level to get you to your goals

3. Adjust your tongue, lips, jaw, and voice to improve your pronunciation through simple-to-understand directions

4. Speak English clearly and confidently in conversation

How do you know this works?  I have compiled all of the information that I have obtained through my training and clinical practice. I have gathered all of the practice materials that have helped my accent reduction clients achieve their goals through over 12 years working as a Speech-Language Pathologist and during my time as an Accent Modification Instructor. I have compiled this information just for you in one simple-to-use guide.  

I have worked with countless clients worldwide, from India, China, Thailand, Bangladesh, Brazil, Spain, Germany, Russia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Ukraine, Romania, Serbia, Croatia, Nigeria, Sudan, and so many more! I have created this guide to share the secrets of speaking English clearly and confidently, the secrets that even native English speakers don’t know that they use every day!

I wrote this guide because I looked at what was out there and knew there was so much more to share. I saw lots of boring super-dry guides that share only a limited amount of information with no real progression to work through simple sounds to conversation. I didn't see any guides that gave readers an understanding of what to "feel" when learning new sounds (because sometimes you just can’t hear or differentiate the difference quite yet!). This realization led me to write a book with a fresh take on the subject with a more exciting and effective way to practice English pronunciation. I wanted to provide you with more in-depth information and practice to help you get the results you want.

It is a passion of mine to help people with their communication skills. The quality of your communication skills affects how you express your needs, desires and how you connect with others. Your communication skills can even contribute to your source of income! When people come to me for help with accent reduction (also referred to as accent modification), these are the reasons that drive me to share my knowledge.

So what’s in this guide anyways?

Well, in part one, we discuss all the basics. 

You will understand how speech works. You will learn everything you need to know about accents and basic anatomy without having to take a Master's degree course.

In part two, the guide covers all consonants that cause non-native English speakers to struggle with their pronunciation. You will not only learn the secrets of the General North American English accent, but you will learn how to compare it with your own pronunciation. You will learn to train your ears to hear the difference and learn all the little tips and tricks to "feel" when you are producing the new sound correctly. You will learn how to practice your skills from sounds to syllables, words, phrases, sentences, reading, and finally to conversation. 

Part three explains the tricky vowels. Now, unlike many guides, this book goes into great detail to help you "feel" when your tongue is in the correct position.  This guide will reveal all the vowel secrets to get you from the simple sound level to the conversation level, where you can finally use your skills when speaking to others.

Part four explains all of those exceptions in English. The secrets of silent letters, when you can pronounce sounds in multiple ways, and words that have numerous accepted pronunciations are all revealed. Part Four also covers topics such as why English speakers seem to drop the /t/ in the word "button" and why certain words sound as if the vowels disappear altogether. This part of the guide also deals with certain English words that don’t sound like they are spelled. 

In part five, the guide shows you the secrets of the “music” of English. It covers stress patterns, intonation, and all the little secret linking rules and retractions to make English flow fluently and easily. 

This guide reveals to you in great detail exactly why we stress the words OBject and obJECT differently. Stress rules are essential in English, but most of the time, it's just never discussed. This guide is jam-packed with examples and easy-to-understand directions to help you speak English with confidence and clarity. 

After working through this guide, you will achieve a clear understanding of your issues. You will gain confidence in knowing exactly what to do. You will have practice materials provided to hone your new skills. You will finally be able to overcome the obstacle of clear English pronunciation that has been standing in your way.

Do you want to chat with your friends and colleagues without worrying about how you pronounce your words?

Do you want to present your knowledge in work meetings, presentations, or video conferences without being filled with anxiety and losing sleep the night before over how you will sound?

Do you want to be acknowledged for the skills and knowledge you have at work because you can precisely articulate that expertise?

Do you want to speak with ease, confidence, and clarity? Wouldn't it be amazing to no longer see puzzled faces from your listeners who are trying to understand your meaning?

This guide covers all the necessary topics, including incredibly detailed information in the most straightforward, easy-to-follow language. This book is a simple guide that includes all of the materials and SIMPLE practice activities you need to achieve your goals in one place. The very fact that you’re looking at this book right now is a sign that you are ready to take your communication skills into your own hands. You are ready to make a significant change, one that could bring you incredible outcomes in your career, working relationships, social relationships, and even impact your income.  

Be like Aphrodite, a finance manager from China who, through learning these secrets, now holds power and confidence with her English pronunciation. She has been asked twice in one month by her Uber drivers if she was born in North America! 

Be like Jian. With the knowledge and skills learned from the secrets in this guide, he finally understands his English pronunciation issues. He can now speak English with confidence.

Now, you might be saying to yourself;

Do I have time for this?

Do you have 15 minutes to set aside each day? Do you talk to anyone in your day-to-day interactions? If you can answer yes (and unless you are completely isolated, yes should be your answer), you absolutely do have time to impact your English pronunciation significantly. Improved speech does not take multiple hours out of your day, but rather it requires understanding, tiny adjustments, and intention to achieve your goals. With just 15 minutes a day and the motivation to implement what you learn into your daily conversations with others, you can make significant changes to your pronunciation and clarity.

What if I get stuck or give up?

This guide explains everything you need to know in the simplest easy-to-understand steps. It helps you move from YOUR level at YOUR pace, so you’ll never get stuck. It's a guided-hand-holding type of experience. This guide is jam-packed with examples and precise explanations to make learning so much easier!  The list of common pronunciation differences in this guide is exhaustive and gives you examples of what you are already doing and what to do about it, so there’s no guesswork. There are endless practice examples to walk you through the simplest steps, from isolation (saying a sound on its own repetitively), syllables, words, phrases, sentences, reading, and finally, conversation. 

The secrets are all laid out here for you. All you have to do is follow the simple steps. If you apply the secrets outlined in English Pronunciation Secrets: The Game-Changing Guide to Mastering the General American Accent, you can achieve clear, fluent speech and finally experience the confidence and freedom of speaking English clearly!

English Pronunciation Secrets is not your typical boring English pronunciation workbook. This guide includes the information that I, as a Speech-Language Pathologist, have gathered throughout my education, clinical practice, instruction from over 12 years of experience working in the area of articulation. This guide is for those who are motivated and willing to expand their pronunciation skills. 

If you have been working hard to improve your English pronunciation but need one incredible source that provides simple-to-understand secrets about the General North American English accent, this is it! So congratulations, you have found that book and are that much closer to achieving your goals. 

I wish you well on your journey to clear and confident English pronunciation. My goal is to transform your understanding of the secrets of English that even native English speakers are not aware of.

So, let’s do this together. Imagine we’re meeting and grabbing a coffee together now to chat about what you can do to achieve your English pronunciation goals. Let’s finally learn the secrets of English pronunciation that have been holding you back. Are you ready? Let’s do this!
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What Is An Accent?

An accent is any distinctive pronunciation of a language. Generally, an accent is associated with a particular nation or location. We all have an accent. Everyone! An accent is a relative term. It is a localized speech pattern, meaning it is a pattern that is different only to another person that does not use that pattern. No matter where you are from, if you go to another location with a foreign language pattern than yours, you will have an "accent." 

Those who master the English language often speak English using the sounds of their native language, resulting in an accent. 

Dialects And Regional Accents

An accent occurs when a speaker learns another language but uses the sounds and patterns from their first language while speaking the second language. Often, speakers use the closest sound options from their first language to substitute as they speak. These substitutions can be quite similar for some sounds and not so similar for other sounds. In some cases, these pronunciation differences are only a mild variance and are so slight that they do not result in others not understanding the meaning. In other cases, the sheer number of differences in pronunciation and the relative difference of sounds themselves can significantly impact one’s ability to be understood. 

Every speaker is different. One thing to consider here is that not all speakers of a particular language will have the exact same accent. Many factors can impact your level of "accentedness." One element to consider is how long you have spoken your first language and at what age you learned your second (or third) language. Another aspect to consider is if you are fluent in various other languages in addition to your first language.  Each language to which you are exposed regularly through speaking and listening will impact your overall speech pattern.  If, for example, you had a nanny growing up, who spoke with a different accent, even this could affect your pronunciation! 

Pronunciation is incredibly complex, and many elements impact the changes that occur. For this reason, considering ONLY your first language when learning how to adjust your pronunciation is often not adequate enough information from which to work. It is recommended that you receive an intensive speech assessment before working on your English pronunciation. You will want to know precisely what your speech differences are, compared to your goal language, in this case, General North American English pronunciation. It is not always enough to make assumptions about your typical language differences based on your first language since you are an individual. You may end up wasting time learning sounds you didn't need to work on or miss important speech distinctions specific to you as a speaker. If you would like to book a thorough speech assessment, you can book a consultation at my website to discuss this option: https://www.PROactivePronunciation.com. 

While for some, their accent poses no real issues and adds a desired exotic characteristic to their speech. For many, unfortunately, what often occurs is that their pronunciation gets in the way of being understood. Over the time I have worked in this field, my clients have repeatedly explained how frustrating and emotionally difficult it is for them when they are not understood. They know all too well the looks of confusion on others' faces when they speak. They cringe at the questions for clarification, "can you repeat that?" and "can you say that again? I didn't understand." Like so many of my clients, their anxiety when speaking to others in English is real. It affects their work life, social life, and even their professional goals and aspirations. Research indicates that speaking confidence affects the types of roles and jobs people apply to. My clients often explain their experiences of frustration and desperation when communicating with colleagues, clients, and supervisors, in their attempts to be understood, to speak clearly, and to feel confident when speaking English. Yes, for most, an accent is an attractive characteristic of one's origin. Still, for some, an accent can be a barrier that impacts their ability to be understood, express their knowledge and skills, and affect their career and income. I will never fully know or understand the feelings and emotions that my clients experience when their professional skills and knowledge are undermined by their difficulty communicating.  I will, however, continue to help my clients overcome this obstacle. 

I am honored to share my skills and knowledge to empower my clients to achieve their pronunciation goals. It is the best job ever, and I feel renewed excitement with each new client I work with. To watch a client finally understand what was standing in their way of pronouncing English clearly and help them learn and use the skills to improve their pronunciation is incredible. There is nothing better than hearing a client say, "I get it now!", "I wish I learned this information 20 years ago!" and "I finally know what to do!" So, I wanted to share my knowledge with you here so that you, too, might get closer to overcoming your issues with speaking English clearly and confidently.

So that brings me to a common question.

Is Learning A New Accent Even Possible?

Yes. Absolutely, yes. There are some considerations to this answer, though. A few factors can impact how difficult this process might be for you. First, we must realize that age can be a factor in the speed and ease of pronunciation change. The older we are, the longer our motor muscle memory has been ingrained as a habit. These speech "habits" can be challenging to retrain. It absolutely is possible, no matter your age. Still, you must consider that someone who has practiced speaking patterns for two years while speaking English versus someone who has done so for 40 years will have different experiences adjusting their speech. Again, this does not mean it is impossible, but we should expect that some sound habits will be trickier to change as a result. 

Another thing we should consider is motivation. Motivation is a fundamental element of change in all things, but this goes for pronunciation as well. Having the motivation to change your accent can go a long way in helping you achieve your goals. Suppose your employer urges you to brush up on your communication skills for work presentations, but you genuinely do not feel your pronunciation inhibits your meaning. In that case, it is unlikely that you will be motivated to put in the time and effort required to make a meaningful change in your pronunciation. 

Consider your expectations. The goal of accent reduction or modification is to reduce the barriers experienced by pronunciation issues and improve your overall clarity and confidence when speaking English.  Very rarely I do come across prospective clients that want to "eradicate" their native accent. Eliminating all traces of your accent is not the goal of accent modification instruction.  First, this goal not only would likely take years of intensive work, but it would also take a characteristic of a person's heritage away. I always like to ask my clients what their goals are and get a grasp of how realistic their ideas are about accent modification instruction. You, too, must ask yourself what your personal goals are regarding accent reduction or accent modification.

As with all things, the results you see are related to the work you put in. Practice is essential for any significant change. How much? Well, I often like to explain to my clients that there is drill work to complete daily. Repetitive practice is necessary to ensure you are getting the fundamental movements down in a quick natural way. The primary way to practice, however, is to use what you learn in everyday conversations. The more you use these changes in your speech, the more you can get out of your comfort zone and begin to try out your new pronunciation with other people.  It is a slow process, and at first, it can feel very much like you are mimicking someone else.  This brings me to some good advice...

Embrace The Strangeness!

Nearly every client, at some point, expresses to me that it was like they were "acting" at first.  This "imposter feeling" is a common reaction since you will be using entirely different speech patterns than what you have been used to your entire life. The feelings of weirdness will pass.  I also encourage my clients to record themselves. Either use your phone, audio, or video or just sit at your computer and record yourself there. Recording yourself is really helpful in seeing and hearing your progress. Another useful recommendation is reading aloud and highlighting your target sounds on a document as you record yourself. You can then review the video or audio while reading along and hear your pronunciation differences. What is essential, though, is that you take the time to be intentional about your pronunciation when you speak. A big mistake is to believe that your speech will just improve or change by knowing what to do. No, you must be intentional about your pronunciation until the pattern becomes habitual. Habituation will only occur with repetition and practice. So throw your inhibitions to the wind, my friends! This is going to be an exhilarating and "out of your comfort zone" experience. 

When people ask me how they can truly improve their pronunciation, I talk about the quality of their practice. You can practice the wrong information in the wrong way for years and see little to no change, or you can get the information YOU need and see significant differences in your pronunciation. If you identify your pronunciation differences and receive accurate instruction about how to hear the speech sounds (differentiation) and how to produce sounds (elicitation), then absolutely yes. Unfortunately, many people believe that it must be impossible since they have been practicing by repeating the English they hear around them for years, and it has not yielded any results. Receiving accurate feedback and identifying for yourself when you are producing sounds accurately are essential elements to any accent modification program. 

This book hopes to shed some light on the details of General North American English pronunciation. I hope this book will help you understand the nuances of English articulation and the often-unknown rules of English stress, intonation, and pronunciation. So let's dig right in, shall we?

Let’s Talk About The Elephant In The Room

Again, it is important to remember that we ALL have an accent. We all have a distinct pronunciation pattern derived from our environment. If we move to another country, we would expect that our non-native speech will be the accented speech, and of course, this applies all around the world. An accent is a relative term; it implies a difference in pronunciation from another goal language pronunciation. Some linguists and professionals in the field of Speech and Language have in some ways deemed the word "accent" as a dirty word. Many feel that it implies that one language's pronunciation is superior or somehow more legitimate than another. Others, however, see the term as globally relative and therefore has no inherent positive or negative connotation. However you view the term, here it is used in a relative manner, and English is discussed as the "goal" language, only because this particular guide is for people who want to learn English pronunciation. However, keep in mind that accent modification instruction can occur for any speaker who wishes to learn another language's pronunciation, no matter the goal language.

Why Is Pronunciation So Difficult To Change On My Own?

A quick explanation:

I want to touch on the research that explains a little more about why an accent exists and lingers and in what situations an accent changes. Many people ask me why they have such a strong accent after speaking English for over 30 years, when their Brother, for example, has been speaking English for the same amount of time has no accent at all? I often answer with a question. How old were you and your Brother when you first were regularly exposed to the North American English Accent? When the answer reveals, "I was 18, and my Brother was 9", it becomes much more apparent.  

There is a phenomenon called the “critical language acquisition period." It's just a fancy way of saying that there is an age at which your pronunciation will be effectively solidified if you receive no specific instruction. Learning a new language at different ages will impact your pronunciation in different ways. The age at which you learned your second language is the strongest predictor of whether or not you will speak with a strong accent or if you will speak with no accent of your first language at all. Most people believe that the level of exposure to English would likely have the most significant impact on their accent. Many people think their English pronunciation is bound to improve if they only had MORE exposure to English and MORE practice, read MORE English books, or listen to MORE English podcasts and movies. Unfortunately, a person’s level of exposure to a language is not a very good predictor of accent acquisition. It is the AGE that you learn and use your second language regularly that makes most of the difference. 

So, why is an accent more likely to “stick” if you learn your second language after the age of 10? The overarching understanding is that our brains develop the ability to distinguish and "attend to" our native language from birth. As we are exposed more and more to our first language's pronunciation, stress, and intonation patterns, our brains’ neural connections become stronger and stronger. These strong connections help us to attend to and eventually replicate those patterns in our speech. As we age, these connections become stronger and stronger. If we are not regularly exposed to other languages' pronunciations and accents, our brains eventually stop "listening" to new sounds and patterns. The critical period exists up to the age of around 10.  After age 10, speaking your second language without a foreign accent becomes less and less likely.  

Train Your Hearing: Differentiation

If the lack of exposure to another language extends beyond puberty, people experience difficulty even “hearing” differences in subtle variations of other languages. People who experience this truly cannot “hear” or distinguish the difference in pronunciation between many sounds of other languages. The ability to hear and distinguish the difference between sounds is called "differentiation." Issues with differentiation often occur with subtle variations of vowels in English, for example. Many non-native English speakers have difficulty distinguishing between words like "heat, hit, hot, hat, hut, height, and hate" or "Pete, pit, pet, pat, pot, put, pout," for example. If you have ever repeated a native speaker and were SURE that you have perfectly copied their pronunciation, only to be told you were not pronouncing it the same, then you have experienced this phenomenon! It can be a genuinely baffling experience for second language learners. 

So all of this sounds like terrible news, doesn't it? Our brains seem to be fixed at a certain point in our lives to solidify our pronunciation and determine our accent.  The result is a reduced ability to differentiate between unfamiliar sounds that do not exist in our first language sound repertoire. So, is there any point in even trying to change your pronunciation?

Yes. There is hope! Not just hope, but REALLY strong evidence to show that these seemingly fixed characteristics of speech are, in fact, quite flexible if you consider a particular set of factors. The good news here is that this learned pronunciation pattern does not have to be permanent at all. In fact, the research clearly shows that you can achieve native-like pronunciation AFTER this critical period if you have adequate intelligence and receive intensive and specific learning experiences with native speakers of your goal language. So many people who have received the explicit knowledgeable instruction they need go on to speak with clear English pronunciation. It is possible. With motivation, focus, and the right instruction, it is very likely that you will achieve this goal for yourself. 

Accent Reduction vs. Accent Modification vs. Accent Neutralization...What’s The Difference?

Okay, so here's the deal. Because of all the discussion around the term "accent" and various views on what it means to change one's pronunciation, there have been plenty of varied opinions on which term to use. The term accent reduction implies that you can reduce your previous accent. This term is not quite accurate in that your old pronunciation is never actually reduced. What really happens is that a person learns new speech patterns to sound more native to their goal language; they are ADDING an accent. The old accent is never reduced. It is just replaced as desired.  Accent modification, on the other hand, comes a little closer to accurately describing what occurs. When you learn new pronunciation skills, you are modifying your way of speaking. Accent neutralization means that pronunciation is neutralized to limit the apparent pronunciation differences of your goal language. This term is not widely used, and in my opinion, still does not really capture the goal of many of my clients. For the most part, the term accent modification is most accurate, but as professionals in the field, the term accent reduction is widely used by our clients when searching for help and instruction. For these reasons, you will see the terms accent reduction and accent modification used interchangeably. 

When you learn to change your pronunciation to match your goal language patterns more closely, you are not getting rid of your native accent. What actually occurs is you learn new skills to use a new “accent” in addition to your native pronunciation. You do not lose your native accent unless you truly never use it again. 

Code-Switching

You will be able to use your old pronunciation patterns and your newly learned pronunciations at will whenever you so choose. Just as when you might switch your language for different situations, you can do the same by switching your pronunciation style.  Changing your tone to adapt is called "code-switching."  Code-switching is a term used to describe switching a language, dialect, or language style according to one’s speaking situation. People code-switch for many reasons. For example, people code-switch to change from formal to informal speech, when discussing specific topics, quoting someone, fostering rapport, for group identity, softening or strengthening a command, or fitting in. The point here is that, when working on accent reduction or modification, you are learning a new skill, a new "tool" to use in your communication toolbox. You are not losing one.

IPA: The International Phonetic Alphabet

When you look in the dictionary, beside each word, you will see those strange and unworldly symbols; THAT is IPA! IPA is an alphabetic system devised in the late 19th century to standardize all speech sounds in written form. IPA shows a written symbol for all the sounds that humans create, and therefore can represent the "pronunciation" of speech sounds through symbols. IPA is uniform across all languages. 

Most people have seen those crazy symbols in the dictionary next to words but do not truly understand what they are.  It is a select few phoneticians and speech-language pathologists who are proficient in IPA transcription. 

It is important to understand a little about IPA because it helps students who wish to improve their pronunciation by having an unmistakable "symbol" to represent the sound they say.  It is not based on English spelling rules, does not change, and there is no variation. Each symbol represents a sound.  It’s as simple as that! It makes understanding the process of changing pronunciation so much simpler and is an invaluable visual element to learners. You do not need to know IPA by any means, but you will learn many symbols associated with the sound differences you produce. It will help you to identify and compare the goal sounds. Overall, you will likely learn only a handful of symbols that apply to your particular needs, but these symbols will be a huge help when improving your pronunciation. IPA symbols take away the confusion that comes with using English spelling as a description; because English spelling does NOT equal pronunciation; IPA DOES!

To start, let’s take a look at some important IPA (International Phonetic Alphabet) symbols in English:

IPA Symbol: Consonants


	/p/

	pot

	lap


	/b/

	bad

	lab


	/t/

	top

	mat


	/d/

	dot

	toad


	/f/

	food

	If


	/k/

	cat

	black


	/g/

	go

	frog


	/j/

	yes

	yellow


	/L/

	like

	bowl


	/n/

	no

	noon


	/m/

	more

	home


	/η/

	going

	singing


	/w/

	we

	window


	/v/

	very

	give


	/r/

	road

	car 


	/s/

	so

	moose


	/ʃ/

	shoe

	flash


	/tʃ/

	chew

	match


	/dʒ/

	Just

	badge


	/ʒ/

	vision

	beige


	/θ/

	think

	with


	/ð/

	the

	this




IPA Symbol: Vowels

	/^/

	“uh”

	up, gum


	/a/

	“ah”

	on, top


	/æ/

	“aa”

	at, cat


	/ə/

	“uh”

	(the same as /^/) today, animal


	/i/

	“ee”

	eat, very


	/I/

	“ih”

	it, in


	/ʊ/

	“ouh”

	look, good


	/u/

	“oo”

	who, do


	/ε/

	“eh”

	bet, said


	/aI/

	“ah ee”

	my, lie


	/eI/

	“eh ee”

	day, say


	/oʊ/

	“oh oo”

	so, low


	/aʊ/

	“aa oo”

	how, cow


	/oI/

	“ow ee”

	toy, boy



I highly recommend going online and searching for “interactive IPA English charts.” These charts allow you to hear the pronunciation for each symbol. There are endless examples online to listen to. At the time of this writing one good example would be https://www.ipachart.com/.

I want you to take some time to look through each symbol and the word examples with each. Most are pretty self-explanatory, thank goodness! Others look super weird, and you will need to pay a bit more attention to those as you practice through this book. Don’t worry. You don’t need to know these by heart. The symbols you do need to learn are the ones that apply to you. You will see so much throughout this book that it will be difficult NOT to memorize by accident! Just know that this is here as a little reference for you, should you need it.

Don’t Let English Spelling Steer You Off Course!

Put plainly, spelling in English does not equal pronunciation. Without a doubt, you have already noticed there are peculiar irregularities in English pronunciation as compared to how words are spelled. 

First, English has words with silent letters.  “thumb” silent “b,” “knife,” silent K, “talk” silent /L/

English has words with silent letters in some, but not in others, with no seemingly apparent rules to help explain why:  "calf, half, talk" have a silent /L/.  BUT "self, shelf" have an audible /L/.

English has homographs: words that have the exact spelling as other words but have a completely different pronunciation and meaning:

1. Lead “leed” /Lid/ (to direct in front of), lead “lehd” /Lεd/ (a metal)

2. Wind “waiynd” /waind/(a course that is not straight), wind “wihnd” /wind/ (a gust of air)

3. Bass “base”/beis/ (low, deep sound), bass “baas” /bæs/ (a type of fish)

English has homophones: words that have the same pronunciation but are spelled differently and have different meanings:

1. to/two/too

2. there/their/they're

3. pray/prey

English has homonyms: Words that we pronounce the same, we spell the same, but have different meanings:

1. Pen: This can mean both "a holding area for animals" and "a writing instrument." 

2. Book: This can mean "something to read" or "the act of making a reservation."

English has spelling that we pronounce in different ways in different words

1. Chess: pronounced /tʃ/ as in “chicken”

2. Chef: pronounced /ʃ/ as in "shoe"

1. Is:  the "s" we pronounce as a /z/ 

2. Of: the "f" we pronounce as a /v/

1. Think: pronounced with /θ/ as in “three”

2. This: pronounced with /ð/ as in “the”

What this means is that you cannot rely on the spelling of English to speak English clearly. What a bummer, eh?

In this guide, there will be a lot of talk about “sounds” in speech. The sounds of speech are entirely different than the letters representing those sounds in English. So, I want you to pay keen attention to how a word is actually said rather than how it is spelled. There are only 26 letters in the alphabet, but there are 44 sounds that those letters represent in spoken English. Trying to override your current knowledge of letters and sounds is important to grasp the General American English Accent. 

Types of English Sounds

Okay, so here I’m going to go into a bit of linguistic jargon, so stay with me here. I promise it’s not a waste of time! These are terms that you will find helpful when working to improve your English pronunciation, and they will help explain some of the differences and nuances of English pronunciation. 

Below are terms used to describe which parts of the mouth we use to make a particular sound. 

Bilabial is a Latin term that means “two lips." The term bilabial refers to the making of a sound by making our top and bottom lips touch. Feel how your lips touch for /m/, /b/ and /p/. These are bilabial sounds.

Labio-dental means “lip-tooth."  These types of sounds are made when your bottom lip makes contact with your upper teeth. E.g., /f/ and /v/ are labio-dental sounds. Sounds fancy, doesn't it?

Interdental means “between teeth." The "th" sound is interdental. We use this term to describe when we place the tip of our tongue between our front teeth. E.g., "Think."

Alveolar refers to the alveolar ridge. The alveolar ridge is that bump you feel on the roof of your mouth, right behind your front teeth. We often place our tongue tip there to make sounds, E.g., /d/.

Palatal refers to the roof of the mouth or the hard palate. The entire front part of the roof of your mouth is the hard palate, and it becomes soft as you move farther back. Palatal sounds include the "sh," "ch," and "j" sounds.

Velar refers to the back of the roof of your mouth. We produce velar sounds using the back of your tongue when it contacts the far back soft part of the roof of the mouth. E.g., /k/ and /g/ are velar sounds.

Glottal refers to the glottis. The glottis is the area between the vocal cords in your larynx or throat. When you constrict or close the glottis and release the airstream, there is an audible sound produced. E.g., when you cough, you're constricting your glottis.

Manner of articulation describes HOW we make sounds.

Stops: Stops are produced when you completely block the air from coming out. E.g., when you make the /p/ sound, the air stops completely until you release that air (aspiration).

Fricatives: A fricative is a type of sound that is produced by friction, creating turbulent airflow. The friction is caused by narrowing and blocking the airflow partially in the mouth to make a sound. These sounds can be prolonged, unlike a stop, which is quick. Example of fricatives include /s/, /z/, /f/ and /v/. See how you can make these sounds long if you want, but not so with stops like /d/?

Affricates: An affricate consonant starts with a stop and ends with a fricative. The two sounds are produced quickly after each other.  The “ch" is a fricative because if you dissect it into its parts, we pronounce "ch" with a /t/ sound followed by a "sh” sound: t+sh=ch. Cool eh?

Nasals: We produce nasal sounds by letting the air come out of our noses.  If you place your hand in front of your nostril, you can slightly feel the air out the nose. You can see the airflow if you place a mirror under your nostrils while saying the /n/ sound. If you were to hold your nose and try to make the /n/ sound, the sound would stop altogether. Sounds like /n/, /η/ as in “ing,” and /m/ are nasals.

Liquids: Liquids involve sounds that have qualities of both vowels and consonants. Often these sounds vary slightly depending on what other sounds are produced before or after them. They’re like shape shifters. We make liquid sounds when the tongue is "approximating" or close in contact with the palate. /L/ and /r/ are examples of liquid sounds.

Blends: Blends include two or three consonants together. Put plainly, we smoosh two or three consonants together, usually with /r, L, or s/. E.g., play, press, spring are all consonant blends. 

Glides: These sounds become like the vowel that follows them.  /w/ and "y" as in "yes" are examples of glides.

Vowels:  If we change the positions and shape of our tongue in our mouth, the oral cavity space changes. The tongue position changes how we release the air from our mouth.  That is how we create vowels. Different languages have different vowels. Some languages have more vowel sounds than others.

Diphthongs: This term is a fancy way of saying we pronounce two vowels side by side, sliding quickly from one to another. We have four main diphthongs, /aʊ/ as in “how,”/eI/ as in “day,”/aI/ as in “my,” and /oI/ as in “toy.”

If you say these words in slow motion, you should feel how there are two vowels produced. 

Phew! You got through the driest part of this guide. Congratulate yourself. Let’s learn about how the voice works now.

Let’s Talk About VOICE!

It is extremely important to understand the distinction between voiced and unvoiced sounds in English. The reason is, if you don't have a good grasp of this concept and you don’t fully gain the skill to turn your voice on when you need to, the entire meaning of English words can be lost! Many non-native speakers of English omit the voice in voiced consonants, and the result is confusion because the meaning has been lost. An example of this is seen in the word “crab” (a crustacean in the ocean). The /b/ at the end of the word is voiced. If you were not to turn your voice on, the word would sound like “crap,” another word for feces. These voicing issues have the potential to cause embarrassment, as you can imagine.

We create our voices when our vocal cords or vocal folds make contact and vibrate. You can feel if your voice is on by placing your hand on your neck and feeling a buzz of vibration. Voiceless sounds have no vibration, like a /h/, and therefore you should feel no buzz at all on your throat.  However, if you were to make the /z/ sound, you should feel the buzz vibration on your throat.

In English, we have many consonant sound pairs: meaning two sounds are produced in EXACTLY the same way, except one is voiced and the other is not. I like to call them “sister pairs”; there is only one difference, one has the voice on! 

These are the voiced consonants in English: B, D, G, J, L, M, N, Ng, R, Th (as in the word "then"), V, W, Y, “ZH,” and Z. 

These are the voiceless consonants in English: Ch, F, K, P, S, Sh, T, and Th (as in "thing"). 

All of the vowels in English are voiced sounds.

“Sister pairs” E.g.

Try the sounds below and feel how one sound has no vibration on the throat, and the other does.

1. the /z/ is voiced, and the /s/ is voiceless

2. the /g/ is voiced, and the /k/ is voiceless

3. the /b/ is voiced, and the /p/ is voiceless

4. the /v/ is voiced, and the /f/ is voiceless

5. the /d/ is voiced, and the /t/ is voiceless

6. the “j” is voiced, and the “sh” is voiceless 

Blowing Wind: Airflow, And Why It Matters In English

Now, I'm guessing that you have never really put much thought into how much blowing of air you do when you speak. Really, only phoneticians and speech therapists spend very much time thinking about these things! However, for those who are learning English as their second language, this is something you must begin to pay attention to if you hope to grasp the various nuances of English pronunciation. 

Let's go over the basics here, and we'll get into the specifics later when we discuss different sounds in English. 

Airflow refers to the air that you expel when you create a sound. As we had talked about before, we have different types of sounds. Stops will create a quick puff of air because the airflow has been obstructed, then released like a “pop”. /p/ /k/ and /t/ are examples of this. It is impossible to make these sounds long. Fricatives will have a longer continuous airflow.  Let's say, for instance, that you make the /f/ sound.  You should feel and hear the air releasing past your teeth and onto your bottom lip. You can make this sound short, or you could elongate it if you want to. Affricates, if you remember, have a stop followed by a fricative, so you should note the airflow releases from the stop and transitions to the fricative sound. Airflow from liquids, glides, vowels, and diphthongs are not as turbulent, so you likely won’t feel any airflow at all.

Location of airflow: 

Just for clarification, the airflow you feel should be "central," meaning you should notice the air is coming out on the center of your mouth and lips. For instance, if you produce a /s/, you should feel the air on the center of your lips. The only sound where airflow should be lateral or out the sides of your mouth is with /L/, but again, you would not feel this airflow, so you don’t need to worry about that. If you notice the air is coming out the sides of your mouth in /s/, for example, or you notice that your /s/ sounds “sloshy” or unclear, it is best to seek the advice of a speech-language pathologist for a phonetic assessment. There may be a speech disorder present. 

Aspiration: 

There are sounds in English that are "aspirated." Aspirated sounds are produced with a small puff of air directly after the sound. Essentially, it sounds like a tiny "h."  Aspiration occurs in /p/ /t/ and /k/ sounds at the beginning of stressed syllables, e.g., "pole, tie, and kite." Keep in mind; this is not always the beginning of words. It has to do with stressed SYLLABLES. So, the words “appear” and “attack” would have an aspirated "puff of air" at the P and T as well because the aspirated sounds are at the beginning of the stressed syllable. The exception is if it occurs after an /s/ like "spy." The reason the aspiration is dropped is complex and has to do with how long it takes to produce the voiceless stop consonant and the time when your voicing vowel is starting, or "voice onset time." Now, that sounds like a lot of crazy jargon, but all you really need to know is that you can feel the air puff when you say /p/ /t/ and /k/.

Oral (mouth) vs. Nasal (nose) airflow: 

Another thing to consider is whether air is coming out of your mouth (oral airflow) or out of your nose (nasal airflow). All consonants and vowels require airflow out of the mouth.  The only exceptions are /n/, /m/ and /η/. For these nasal sounds, you should be able to feel the vibration on your nose when you produce them. If you put a mirror under your nostrils, you could see the glass fog up from the airflow. Similarly, if you were to plug your nose while producing these sounds, they would stop when the air is blocked from your nose.

––––––––
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Syllables

There will be some discussion on syllables in this book, so I want to describe for you exactly what a syllable is. A syllable is a single unbroken string of sounds within a word. You can think of a syllable as a “beat” in a word. You can clap to each beat to find the syllables. Syllables have nothing to do with how many sounds it contains. It has to do with how many vowels a word contains. Clapping to each part of a word with a vowel can help you identify a syllable. Syllables usually contain a single vowel and include consonants. 

For example: 

Hat: you can clap once for the single beat

Pa per: you can clap twice for two beats 

Oc to pus: you can clap three times for three different beats

He li cop ter: you can clap four times for four different beats

Un in ter rup ted: You can clap five times for five different beats

Try to find the syllables in words you regularly use to get the hang of identifying syllables in speech.

An Important Question: Who Was Your English Teacher?

No, it’s not that I have any particular interest in who your English teacher was EXACTLY, but I ask because it’s important to know whether or not your English teacher was a native English speaker. I ask this because this one factor can have a significant effect on your learning. Pronunciation is one area of teaching which is often neglected in most second language instruction.  The lack of information about pronunciation is evident in how pronunciation is discussed in most English learning course books. Pronunciation becomes an afterthought. At most, only a small handful of "common differences" might be addressed during instruction.  In my research, countless articles demonstrate that few teachers say they try and do some pronunciation in most lessons. Still, the majority either does very little or no pronunciation work at all. In my experience working with clients over the years, there is a resounding commonality; clients are often taught nothing specific to pronunciation or were taught rules that were just plain incorrect. I cannot tell you the number of clients that have said to me, "What?  You're kidding! My teacher told me to do this...[insert an incorrect made-up rule]”.  Of course, non-native teachers do not neglect pronunciation out of malice but possibly out of a lack of knowledge or confidence in the area of pronunciation. It is challenging to teach others a skill that you have yet to understand or develop yourself.

If there is a lack of understanding of the speech mechanism and how sounds are produced, instructors are left with a "repeat after me" teaching method. Repetition-type instruction leaves the learner to rely on the teacher for accuracy cues, which often are difficult for non-native speakers to provide with any amount of confidence.  Without any development of “differentiation” skills to be able to distinguish and hear differences between new sound systems of the goal language, and without any specific explanations of how to produce particular sound systems, learners are left with next to no tools to be able to self-correct and improve their pronunciation. If students are provided with incorrect instruction on top of this, it is no wonder that pronunciation is a skill that lingers far beyond language proficiency.

A Note About Practicing

You will find extensive and exhaustive practice materials in this guide. Practice will start with identifying your ability to hear the goal sound (differentiation) and then practice producing the sound (production). 

Practice examples are presented to you in order of complexity. We will start in isolation, practicing just the sound on its own.  We will then work up the ladder to syllables, words, phrases, sentences, reading, and conversation. The phrases and sentences presented will often be silly tongue-twister drill practice. The
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