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This study investigated the effectiveness of a read-aloud task in assessing word stress 

accuracy among Turkish learners of English at different proficiency levels. Forty 

undergraduate students from two universities in Ankara, Türkiye, participated in the 

study, comprising higher-proficiency English language teaching majors and lower-

proficiency students from various academic majors. Their recordings, obtained through a 

read-aloud task, were analyzed by expert listeners to identify recurring patterns and 

potential sources of word stress errors. Results indicated that higher-proficiency students 

made fewer word stress errors, while lower-proficiency students showed more frequent 

and varied errors. The findings indicated that stress errors were partly attributable to 

differences in orthographic depth and cross-linguistic transfer from Turkish. Learners 

tended to disregard phonological processes such as vowel reduction, producing English 

words with Turkish-like sound–spelling correspondences. Additionally, borrowed words 

were frequently pronounced according to their established Turkish forms, suggesting 

direct transfer from L1 phonological representations. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Reading aloud is a common task in language learning and teaching. It allows learners to 

understand and produce more of the target language than they are able to understand or produce in 

free speech. A written text for reading aloud can be either a monologic or dialogic text, but the use 

of reading aloud as a task inevitably involves a focus on some aspect of spoken language. Thus, 

read-aloud texts can be used for listening, for speaking, and/or for pronunciation practice. Reading 

aloud is an attractive approach for pronunciation practice because reading aloud can be used for 

any pronunciation target although it appears to be used most commonly for vowels and 

consonants (perhaps because these are the most commonly studied features of pronunciation). 

Reading aloud suggests that the interface between written texts and how they are pronounced is 

straightforward, but this is problematic for learning any L2, especially an L2 like English in 

which the orthographic system does not transparently reflect phonemes in the language. 

 

However, few pedagogical materials explicitly address potential problems with this assumption 

(Hahn & Dickerson, 1999 is an exception, which also suggests how word stress can be predicted 

using orthographic patterns). Reading aloud is also common in pronunciation research, especially 

in diagnosing a subject’s pronunciation skills, in determining whether pronunciation ability varies 

according to levels of proficiency, and in assessing improvement over time or as a result of some 

type of instructional intervention. In a narrative review of 75 pronunciation research studies, 

Thomson and Derwing (2015) wrote: 

 

Reading-aloud tasks were by far the most common assessment of pronunciation, employed 

in 73 per cent of studies. Although reading tasks were accompanied by other forms of 
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assessment in some cases, 56 per cent used them exclusively: a wordlist in 24 per cent of 

cases, a sentence or paragraph task in another 25 per cent, and a combination of 

wordlist and sentence/paragraph reading in 7 percent. (p. 331) 

 

Reading passages are common in many pronunciation materials designed for English (e.g., Celce-

Murcia et al., 2010; Grant, 2015; Prator & Robinett, 1985) where they have long been used as a 

basis for diagnosing pronunciation challenges. Advantages to reading aloud include careful and 

efficient targeting of pronunciation features, its acceptance as a normal task by literate learners, 

and its importance as a skill for highly literate learners because it connects written and spoken 

language. Although spoken language is primary and has been privileged in many 

recommendations for effective foreign language teaching, explicit teaching of the written 

language is important, as are its connections to spoken language (Cook, 2005). It is likely the 

case that many literate learners learn the L2 primarily through the medium of written language 

(e.g., through textbooks), with a common assumption that there should be clear connections 

between the L2 orthographic system and L2 pronunciation. 

 

There are also disadvantages to reading aloud. First, reading aloud is not a task that many 

language learners typically carry out regularly in their daily life outside of language-focused 

practice. In other words, when we speak, we typically speak without access to the kinds of planned 

texts involved in reading aloud. For this reason, reading aloud has been criticized as lacking 

communicative value and ecological validity (Lee et al., 2015; Thomson & Derwing, 2015). 

 

Perhaps the most serious disadvantage of reading aloud is orthographic interference. An 

increasing volume of research has shown that the ways that the L1 orthographic and phonological 

systems are connected has a strong influence on how a language learner pronounces the written 

system of the L2 (e.g., see Bassetti, 2023). Even when two languages share the same spelling 

system, as is the case of the many languages that use a Latin-based writing system, different 

languages vary in how the same graphemes are connected to phonemes. For example, the <c> in 

English can represent three different phonemes, as in cat [k], cell [s], and social [ʃ]. In Turkish, 

however, the <c> reflects only one phoneme, the affricate [dʒ]. 

 

Word Stress in English and Turkish 

 

Word stress, like vowels and consonants, is a word-based feature of pronunciation (Levis, 2018). 

Stress in English refers to the strength of one syllable in comparison to another. Stress in English 

can be signaled by three suprasegmental features (fundamental frequency, duration, intensity) 

and one segmental feature (full vowels in strong syllables and reduced vowels in weak syllables). 

None of these signals are invariably available to listeners, and L1 listeners attend to whichever 

cues are most informative. Research has shown that English L1 listeners pay attention first to the 

distinction between full and reduced vowels in evaluating stress placement (Cutler, 2015). In the 

absence of reduced vowels, L1 listeners can use any of the other cues (Zhang & Francis, 2010), 

but they are slower in making judgments than L2 Dutch listeners (Cooper et al., 2002). 

 

English (like Dutch, Spanish, and German) is a free-stress language. Unlike fixed-stress 

languages (e.g., Hungarian, Polish), in which stress occurs on the same syllable in most words, 

stress can occur, in principle, on any syllable in free-stress languages. Because it is 
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unpredictable, stress is represented in English dictionaries as being central to the lexical 

character of multisyllabic words and is remarkably consistent between major varieties of 

English. For example, despite well-known stress differences between British and American 

English (e.g., GArage vs. gaRAGE), the stress patterns of words in British and American English 

agree over 98% of the time (Berg, 1999). Research has shown that L1 English speakers 

intuitively agree on how to make word stress decisions for unfamiliar words using knowledge of 

word category, syllable weight, and analogy to visually similar words (Guion et al., 2003). For 

example, Guion et al. showed that for nonsense two-syllable English words, stress on the first 

syllable was chosen when the word was pronounced in a noun frame (i.e., I’d like a ________) 

but on the second syllable in a verb frame (i.e., I’d like to __________). There was also a role for 

syllable weight in judgments of stress placement, with heavy syllables (e.g., VCC or CVV) being 

stressed more than light syllables (e.g., VC or CV). 

 

Word stress in English is also sensitive to morphological variations for related words, correlating 

strongly with suffixation (Chomsky & Halle, 1968). For example, words such as PHOtograph, 

phoTOgraphy, and photoGRAphic are all based on the same root but differ in primary stress 

placement because of the presence of -y and -ic suffixes in the morphology. Such differences in 

stress placement have become important in how word stress is taught in L2 pronunciation 

materials, either by explicit attention to individual suffixes (Dauer, 1993), groups of suffixes 

(Grant, 2016), or spelling patterns that may or may not represent suffixes (Dickerson, 1989). 

 

Turkish word stress differs from English in several important ways. Unlike English-like free-

stress languages, Turkish is generally described as having predominantly word-final stress, 

though with important exceptions shaped by morphology and prosodic structure (Ergenç, 2002; 

Göksel & Kerslake, 2005; Inkelas & Orgun, 2003; Kabak & Vogel, 2001). This is especially 

evident in polysyllabic root words and some loanwords (Göksel & Kerslake, 2005; Özsoy, 

2004). For example, in oKUL (school), okulLAR (schools), and okullarDA (at schools), the stress 

falls on the final syllable of the root and then shifts to each subsequent suffix. This final 

prominence often serves a demarcative function at the right edge of the prosodic word (Kabak et 

al., 2010). 

 

However, this tendency toward final stress and rightward stress shift has important exceptions. 

As Charette (2008) notes, some irregular roots bear non-final stress and retain it when suffixes 

are attached. In such cases, unlike regular roots, primary stress remains on the same syllable 

rather than shifting rightward with suffixation, as in DEpo (depot), DEpolar (depots), and 

DEpolarımda (in my depots). Non-final stress occurs in certain loanwords, place names, 

compounds, and forms containing unstressable suffixes or clitics; therefore, Turkish stress is best 

treated as a system shaped by both morphology and prosodic structure, rather than by a simple 

stress-the-last-syllable rule (Ergenç, 2002; Göksel & Kerslake, 2005; Kabak & Vogel, 2001; 

Inkelas & Orgun, 2003; Sezer, 1981). 

 

Because Turkish is an agglutinative language, words may contain long strings of suffixes. Stress 

placement is therefore closely tied to suffix type, particularly the distinction between stressable 

and unstressable suffixes (Göksel & Kerslake, 2005; Kabak & Vogel, 2001). Stress can also be 

lexically contrastive, as in orDU (army) versus ORdu (the city). Acoustic studies show that 

fundamental frequency is the strongest cue to Turkish lexical stress, followed by intensity and 
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duration (Levi, 2005), while perceptual evidence suggests that Turkish listeners use prosodic 

information alone in lexical access (Zora et al., 2016). Turkish does not appear to rely on 

English-like reduction of unstressed vowels in judgments of stress placement; for Istanbul 

Turkish, the available phonetic evidence points to limited, gradient reduction rather than 

categorical neutralization (Sabev & Payne, 2019). 

 

Word Stress in L2 English Pronunciation 

 

The importance of word stress in L2 English can be seen from both research into word stress for 

L1 perception in language acquisition, and in relation to mispronunciations in L2 production. L1 

research has demonstrated that stress is a critical clue to word identity in spoken English (Cutler, 

2015). Cutler and Carter (1987) found, using the London-Lund Corpus of Spoken English, that 

stressed syllables signaled the beginning of words approximately 90% of the time, making stress 

a reliable clue for word identification in English. For L2 English, loss of intelligibility is 

associated with stress on unexpected syllables. Zielinski (2008) showed that, in extended 

interviews with three L2 speakers of English (Chinese, Korean, and Vietnamese), most words 

that were found to be unintelligible had mispronunciations in strong, or stressed, syllables, but 

mispronunciations in weak, or unstressed syllables, rarely led to loss of intelligibility. In another 

study of L2 speakers from three other L1 backgrounds (Algerian, Nigerian, and Indian speakers), 

Benrabah (1997) demonstrated that L1 speakers from the UK regularly misinterpreted words that 

were stressed on the wrong syllable (e.g., UPset was heard as ABsent; norMALly was heard as no 

MOney). 

 

There is very little direct research on the acquisition of word stress, with all studies drawing 

conclusions about acquisition from the ability of participants to accurately produce word stress in 

familiar and unfamiliar words. Archibald (e.g., 1994, 1997), in a series of studies of stress in the 

1990s, suggested that L2 English learners did not produce stress based on metrical regularities 

and rules but rather that stress patterns were stored individually. Most of these studies had very 

small numbers of subjects, so their results must remain speculative. Guion (2005), in an 

extension of previous research on the principles by which English speakers stressed two-syllable 

pseudowords, found that early and late Korean–English bilinguals were different in how they 

stressed the same pseudowords (which were used to ensure that all subjects were unfamiliar with 

the words). Early bilinguals, who began acquiring English in the US before the age of 7, were 

indistinguishable from L1 English speakers in their ability to draw analogies to visually similar 

words, but they showed differences in sensitivity to syllable weight and word class. These 

differences were much greater for late bilinguals. In another study on early and late Spanish–

English bilinguals, Guion et al. (2004) found that late bilinguals were less similar to early 

bilinguals and monolinguals in production and perception of stress patterns, and that Spanish-

English bilinguals showed a greater sensitivity to word class as a signal of stress. 

 

Other studies using Guion’s methodology show different results. Wayland et al. (2006) tested 

Thai learners of English who had lived in the United States for an average of 1.4 years using 

Guion’s pseudowords. Results showed that they were sensitive to word class and syllable weight 

in their stress choices, but they found identifying similar words challenging. Chinese learners of 

English in Chen (2013) pronounced real words as well as Guion’s pseudowords. Results showed 

that their pronunciation of stress in real words was much better than in pseudowords, suggesting 



 

 5 

an effect of familiarity. In addition, only word class (i.e., noun vs. verb) was connected to 

successful stress placement. A recent study (Ren & Wang, 2023) examined whether Chinese L2 

English users demonstrated sensitivity to word endings and suffixation in stress assignment for 

three-syllable English words. Participants evaluated which syllable in pseudowords were more 

likely to be stressed. Results showed that there was a correlation between word endings and 

stress assignment, and that more proficient participants were more consistent in their ability to 

connect word endings to stress assignment. 

 

Ren and Wang (2023) also suggested that L2 learners who are at different levels of expertise in 

the L2 will show differences in accurate production of word stress, leading to our first research 

question. The second research question looks at possible explanations for the types of words that 

are not stressed in an English-like way. 

 

Research Questions 

 

1. Do L1 Turkish–L2 English learners differ with respect to word stress accuracy depending 

on whether they are more and less advanced in spoken L2 English? 

2. What difficulties are evident in the pronunciation of word stress for Turkish L1 learners of 

English? 

 

The first research question is about the connections of proficiency to pronunciation accuracy. We 

expect that those who attend a more selective university in terms of national test scores will 

display more accurate word stress. The more proficient group consisted of prospective English 

teachers with extensive experience in English going back to their high school years. They were 

likely among the top students in the country, perhaps within the top 200–300, whereas the 

second group expected to study in a range of different fields besides English and thus had much 

more limited experience in learning and using English. 

 

The second research question is exploratory, looking at whether there are patterns to the types of 

errors made by learners. The multisyllabic words in the passage included words that have been 

borrowed into Turkish and those that have not. It is our guess that words that are already familiar 

may be easier to pronounce with Turkish patterns even if these are different from the expected 

English patterns. 

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

 

The participants in this study were Turkish learners of English studying at two universities in 

Ankara, Türkiye: Middle East Technical University (METU) and Ankara Yıldırım Beyazıt 

University (AYBU). Each institution contributed 20 participants, making a total of 40. The 

participants from METU were future English teachers enrolled in the English Language 

Teaching program, while those from AYBU represented a range of different majors (e.g., 

engineering, law, architecture). Language-major students in Türkiye, such as those studying 

English Language Teaching, are typically introduced to language studies in high school and take 

a language exam for university admission. Their university programs include several courses in 
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linguistics, language teaching, and extensive L2 practice. At AYBU, students from different 

majors also complete a one-year, mandatory intensive English preparatory program before 

starting their faculty courses as their courses are taught in English. However, non-language 

majors are generally exposed to English less extensively than language-major students. AYBU 

students included nine male and 11 female. METU students included eight male and 12 female. 

All participants were first- or second-year undergraduate students who were comfortable using 

English when necessary and were able to read English texts with relative fluency. 

 

Data Collection 

 

The reading passage (History of Motion Pictures) was specially created for another study on word 

stress error frequency. The passage contained a number of word stress challenges (e.g., 

morphological endings, numbers, initialisms) for learners of different language backgrounds, 

including Turkish learners of English. In the passage below, all multi-syllabic words are 

underlined, but they were not underlined for the reading task. 

 

History of Motion Pictures 

The ability to record images in motion is a central technological development of the last 

hundred years. Motion pictures have created a new means of communication and 

storytelling. The use of sequential drawings to create the illusion of motion originated in 

China in 180 AD. This technology to animate pictures was exported to Europe. In the 16th 

century in Italy, a means was created of projecting drawings through clear fabric onto a 

screen. Another improvement occurred in the early 19th century using a spinning cassette 

and the first shutter. 

 

Interestingly, photography predates animation. It projects an image through a hole into a 

darkened box. This technique was described by Aristotle in 384 BC. In 1800 the first 

photograph was created by placing light sensitive paper inside one of these boxes. Within 

a few decades, photos were taken almost instantly, allowing for the first motion picture in 

1878. By 1900, the film industry had emerged. 

 

Early movies caused alarm. In one famous incident, an audience ran from their theater as 

a train seemed to speed towards them. Only thirty years later, filmmaking was so prolific 

that audiences didn’t flinch at the dramatic sight of flying monkeys in full sound and 

color.  

 

The participants individually read the passage aloud and recorded themselves. Participants were 

informed about the recording procedure beforehand and were reminded to read the passage at a 

normal pace. Each recording was saved as a separate digital file and labeled for later processing. 

Following the recording sessions, all files were screened for background noise, clarity, and 

overall voice quality to ensure the usability of the recordings. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

In the data analysis phase, the recordings collected from participants at both universities were 

first reviewed by the two researchers, both of whom specialized in the field of second language 
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pronunciation. The recordings were then compared against the texts that the students had read 

aloud to ensure accuracy and consistency. The analysis focused specifically on identifying word 

stress errors rather than general pronunciation mistakes. If a word stress error was found, or if 

syllable structure alterations affected the stress pattern, those instances were noted. Other 

pronunciation errors, mostly at the segmental level, were disregarded if the word stress was 

placed accurately. Each set of recordings was independently reviewed by both researchers, and 

any discrepancies were resolved through mutual agreement. This process allowed for the 

identification of which words in each group were pronounced with incorrect stress and the 

possible reasons behind these stress errors were qualitatively analyzed and discussed. 

 

RESULTS 

 

Error Frequency across Levels 

 

Overall, deviations in word stress production were common across all participants, even among 

the higher-level group, METU students. Yet, clear differences emerged between proficiency 

levels in the data. The higher-level METU students generally produced fewer errors, while the 

lower-level AYBU students showed more frequent deviations, suggesting a proficiency effect on 

accurate stress placement. Table 1 presents mean and total numbers of errors for the two groups 

of students based on the top 14 words with 9 or more instances of errors from AYBU students 

(only five of these words had nine or more errors for the METU students). 

 

Table 1 

Summary of Word Stress Deviations across Groups 

Group Mean number of errors Total number of errors 

AYBU Students 10.1 (SD 1.52, range 8–14) 202 

METU Students 4.5 (SD 1.70, range 1–7) 90 

 

As shown in Table 1, AYBU students produced a substantially higher number of words with 

misplaced stress patterns. Within the fourteen words that elicited nine or more errors, the AYBU 

group accounted for a total of 202 words with misplaced word stress whereas the METU group 

produced 90 such instances. These differences indicate that deviations in stress placement are 

considerably more frequent among less proficient learners. 

 

A closer look at the top 14 words that triggered the highest numbers of word stress errors reveals 

a clear distribution of deviations between the two proficiency groups. While both groups 

occasionally misplaced primary stress, the frequency and consistency of these deviations differed 

markedly. Table 2 presents the number of incorrect stress realizations for each of these words, 

allowing for a clearer comparison between the higher- and lower-level groups. 
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Table 2 

Frequency of Word Stress Errors Across Target Words and Groups 

Target word AYBU students METU students 

originated 20 10 

interestingly 19 13 

technique 18 0 

cassette 17 7 

technological 16 10 

photography 15 11 

animate 15 2 

development 14 6 

projects (v) 14 3 

ability 13 13 

images 11 3 

alarm 10 1 

prolific  10 7 

sequential  9 4 

 

A comparison of the error frequencies across the fourteen target words in Table 2 reveals the 

same proficiency-related pattern. AYBU students consistently produced more misplaced stress; 

METU students only matched the lower-level group on one word in misplaced stress (ability, 

with initial stress). In several items, METU students displayed near-perfect accuracy, indicating 

that the results did not follow a fully consistent or parallel pattern across items. This 

inconsistency suggests that potential underlying factors may have influenced learners at different 

proficiency levels in different ways, pointing to multiple sources of variation. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Research question 1 asked whether there would be differences in word stress accuracy depending 

on whether the subjects were English majors or in other majors. There were clear differences 

between the groups, with English majors producing less than half the number of errors in word 

stress. The English majors had studied English more and for longer than non-majors, perhaps 

resulting in a greater sensitivity to word stress signaling meaning in English. While the presence 

and role of word stress in Turkish suggest a very different system of lexical prosody, it is clear 

that the ways that English signals stress are evidence of a robust stress-based system of word 

prosody. The results therefore show that English word stress is a potential challenge for L1 

Turkish learners of English and that learners whose English is more basic are likely to show 

greater difficulty with word stress. 
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Research question 2 asked whether there were patterns in the kinds of difficulties for Turkish 

learners. Not all common errors can be fit into obvious groups, but two possible patterns 

occurred: those associated with lexical borrowings and errors connected to orthographic 

interference. 

 

Possible Explanations for Deviations 

 

Borrowing 

 

One possible explanation for these findings relates to the longstanding discussion about how 

stress operates in Turkish and where it tends to occur within the word. Regardless of the answer 

to that question, it is well established that word stress presents a persistent challenge for Turkish 

learners of English. A closer look at the error patterns indicates that many of the problematic 

items were borrowed words whose English and Turkish stress patterns differ. In such cases, 

learners appeared to transfer the Turkish stress pattern directly into English, with the entire 

pronunciation of the word reflecting how it is typically realized in Turkish. Examples of this 

tendency can be seen in the words in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 

Loanwords Borrowed from English into Turkish 

English spelling IPA Turkish spelling IPA 

cassette [kəˈsɛt] kaset [ˈkɑsɛt] 

project (V) [prəˈdʒɛkt] proje [ˈproʒe] 

alarm [əˈlɑrm] alarm [ˈɑlɑrm] 

technique [ˌtɛkˈnik] teknik [ˈtɛknik] 

technology [ˌtɛkˈnɑlədʒi] teknoloji [ˈtɛknoloʒi] 

photograph [ˈfoɾəˌgræf] fotoğraf [foˈtoː rɑf] 

 

These items reveal that when English words overlap with their Turkish counterparts in form but 

not in prosodic structure, learners tend to rely on the familiar native pattern, resulting in 

misplaced primary stress in English. 

 

Orthography 

 

Another factor that may have contributed to the observed stress deviations concerns orthography 

and the learners’ reliance on written forms. Turkish and English both employ the Latin alphabet, 

albeit with notable differences in orthographic depth. Turkish is largely phonemic, with a 

predictable letter–sound correspondence, whereas English orthography is much less transparent, 

particularly in the realization of vowels. In English, reduced vowels often signal unstressed 

syllables (e.g., images, alarm), yet Turkish learners of English tend not to produce these vowels 

in their reduced form. As a result, such syllables may be perceived as stressed even when they 

should be weak or reduced. Examples illustrating this tendency include development, 
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interestingly, technological, sequential, images, and prolific, where vowel reduction and stress 

placement seemed to jointly contribute to deviations in pronunciation. 

 

Borrowings and orthographic issues may (Dickerson, 2015) or may not be (Bassetti, 2023) be 

amenable to instruction. It seems clear, however, that Turkish learners of English differ depending on 

whether they are learning for a general purpose or for a future profession in which English is essential to 

their professional status. The results suggest, however, that L1 Turkish learners may be a promising 

group to examine for orthography and pronunciation, especially learners who are not English 

majors. 

 

The reading passage proved effective in demonstrating a wide range of challenges in the 

production of word stress. It also suggested that some of these difficulties diminish with greater 

proficiency, as higher-level learners generally displayed fewer deviations. Many of the observed 

problems appeared to be linked to the way words are represented in orthography, either due to 

mismatches between the L1 and L2 systems or because the words themselves were borrowings 

adapted into Turkish. At the same time, the findings raise questions about what exactly we are 

listening to when we attempt to assess word stress accuracy, in other words, whether the issue 

lies in prominence, vowel quality, or rhythm. 

 

Word stress is often taught through attention to derivational patterns and affixation. While this 

can be a valuable instructional strategy, greater attention may need to be paid to how vowel 

reduction contributes to the perception of word stress, since reduced vowels are among the most 

salient cues to stress in English. Orthographic interference, especially in the case of borrowings, 

also appears to influence how target-language productions are perceived by non-Turkish listeners 

and these findings are in line with Uzun (2022), which also reported similar effects of borrowing 

and orthography among Turkish speakers. 

 

Overall, the present passage indicates that word stress is a potential area of difficulty for L1 

Turkish learners of English, but it does not allow for conclusions about the extent to which such 

deviations affect intelligibility. The reading text could be refined further to target specific 

features, such as morphologically related word sets or borrowings, which would make error 

patterns more interpretable. Similar to research by Ren and Wang (2023), this approach may be 

able to specify challenges associated with particular L1 backgrounds and help identify potential 

areas for instruction, as in the pedagogical study by Sadat-Tehrani (2017). Finally, while 

borrowings and orthographic effects may or may not be fully responsive to instruction, L1 

Turkish learners appear to offer a particularly promising context for exploring how orthographic 

form interacts with pronunciation development. 
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