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Pronunciation pedagogy has often emphasized suprasegmentals as a primary means of 

improving English language learners’ (ELLs’) intelligibility (O’Brien, 2022). However, 

segmental errors can also significantly interfere with intelligibility and lead to 

comprehension breakdowns, underscoring the need for purposeful segmental instruction 

(Gordon, 2022). This teaching tip introduces a fluency-line technique that provides 

contextualized, targeted practice of problematic vowel and consonant sounds for learners 

of English. Through structured, pair-practiced interaction, learners rehearse target sounds 

in words, phrases, sentences, question–answer routines, and dialogues. The technique 

supports focused practice of segmentals that affect intelligibility and comprehensibility 

while maintaining communicative relevance. In addition to describing the instructional 

procedure, this teaching tip highlights resources that assist teachers in identifying 

segmental difficulties commonly experienced by ELLs. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

A central concern in pronunciation pedagogy is determining which features of speech 

significantly affect intelligibility and therefore warrant instructional priority. Research 

consistently shows that intelligibility is most strongly influenced by suprasegmental features 

(e.g., stress, rhythm, and intonation) as well as certain high functional load segmental contrasts 

(Brinton, 2015; Derwing & Munro, 2005). Contrasts such as /p/ vs. /b/ and /i/ vs. /ɪ/ are more 

likely to impede communication than lower functional load distinctions (Catford, 1987). Thus, 

pronunciation instruction should prioritize features that demonstrably interfere with listener 

understanding rather than those that are merely difficult to articulate. 

 

At the same time, a needs-based approach remains essential. Celce-Murcia et al. (2010) argue 

that instruction must be grounded in a clear understanding of who the learners are and what they 

need. Even learners who share a first language may exhibit different pronunciation difficulties 

(Derwing & Munro, 2015; Tanner & Henrichsen, 2022), making diagnostic assessment an 

important tool for identifying individual learner challenges. However, research also indicates that 

learners are often unable to accurately identify the sources of their own intelligibility problems 

and tend to focus disproportionately on segmental errors (Derwing, 2003). 

 

Taken together, the literature suggests two primary approaches to selecting pronunciation targets 

for instruction: 

 

1. Intelligibility-based (functional load) approach: selecting segmental and suprasegmental 

features that have the greatest impact on comprehensibility, regardless of whether 

learners perceive them as problematic (Brinton, 2015; Catford, 1987; Derwing & Munro, 

2006). 
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2. Diagnostic needs-based approach: selecting features based on learners demonstrated 

difficulties as identified through assessment. 

 

While each approach has merit, relying exclusively on one may be insufficient. A purely 

diagnostic approach risks prioritizing errors that do not significantly affect intelligibility, while a 

purely functional load approach may overlook learner-specific challenges that hinder 

performance. To address this limitation, the present study adopts a combined approach: learners 

first complete a diagnostic pronunciation assessment, after which instructional targets are 

selected by identifying those errors that both (a) appear in learner output and (b) carry a high 

functional load. This dual-filter process ensures that instruction is both individualized and 

grounded in principles of intelligibility. This approach also responds to a practical concern in the 

field: many teachers report feeling underprepared to make principled decisions about what to 

teach in pronunciation (Foote et al., 2011). By clearly outlining a replicable sequence—

diagnostic assessment followed by functional load–informed prioritization—this study provides 

a transparent and implementable framework for classroom practice. 

 

PEDAGOGICAL STEPS FOR SEGMENTAL REHEARSAL 

 

Step 1: Assessing Learner Needs  

 

The first step in addressing ELLs’ intelligibility needs at the segmental level is to conduct a 

systematic oral assessment of learners’ vowel and consonant production in the target language. A 

helpful description of this diagnostic assessment is outlined by Firth (1992) and Tanner and 

Henrichsen (2022). This process begins with a contrastive analysis of the learner’s L1 sound 

system and the target language. Resources such as Avery and Ehrlich (1992a, pp. 95–109; 

1992b, pp. 111–157) and Swan and Smith (2001) provide instructors with common areas of 

phonological difficulty experienced by English language learners in general as well as areas of 

specific difficulty for ELLs from a variety of L1s (e.g., Arabic, French, German, Italian, 

Japanese, Korean, Polish, Spanish, Thai, etc.). While these resources help identify common 

phonological challenges, L1 influence only partially predicts learner errors (Derwing & Munro, 

2015). In L2 phonetic learning, there is usually a large degree of individual variability among L2 

learners. Individualized needs assessment aimed at identifying specific areas of difficulty are 

particularly important (Tanner & Henrichsen, 2022). Additional data can be gathered through in-

class surveys, diagnostic oral readings, and structured pronunciation inventories (e.g., Grant, 

2017, p. 2; Miller, 2006, pp. 9–10; Prater & Robinett, 1985). These resources provide additional 

diagnostic tasks which teachers can use to assess learners’ segmental production. After gathering 

diagnostic data, Firth (1992, pp. 182–183) provides a helpful learner profile form that can be 

used by teachers to create an individual listing of demographic information and pronunciation 

difficulties for each learner in their class. 

 

Once target sounds have been identified, teachers should consult research on functional load 

(Catford, 1987; Derwing & Munro, 2006) to prioritize contrasts that most affect meaning. For 

example, /i/ and /ɪ/ carry a high functional load in English; mispronunciation may therefore result 

in frequent intelligibility breakdowns. 
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Step 2: Preparing Practice Materials 

 

Based on the diagnostic analysis in Step 1, teachers then prepare materials targeting problematic 

sounds at the word, phrase, and sentence levels (see example worksheet in Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1 

Example Worksheet with Practice Words, Phrases, and Sentences for the Lax /ɪ/ Sound 
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The practice tasks should be organized so that a pair of students can practice the words, phrases, 

and sentences in tandem with student A speaking followed by student B speaking. Teachers will 

need to model how learners will use the worksheets to practice the respective tasks. Each student 

can also be encouraged to provide feedback to their partner regarding the production of the 

respective vowel or consonant sound being practiced. 

 

Step 3: Practicing Target Vowels and Consonants 

 

Students form two parallel lines, facing a partner approximately two feet away (see Figure 2). 

Instructors should place a card with the target vowel or consonant sound in between the two 

students. Next, each student is provided with a worksheet containing the target items. At the 

outset, instructors can briefly review the articulatory features of that target sound. For example, 

/l/ is produced with the tip of the tongue contacting the alveolar ridge, just behind the top teeth. 

To help assure that students are performing the production correctly, learners may use 

smartphone cameras to visually monitor tongue placement and articulatory accuracy. Once the 

explanations for the sounds to be practiced have been given, students then alternate production 

with their partner, progressing through the word lists to phrases and then sentences. Throughout 

all stages, the teacher monitors production, provides corrective feedback, and models target 

forms.  

 

Figure 2 

Fluency Line Practice – 1st Iteration 

 
 

Step 4: Fluency Line Rotation 

 

After students have practiced all the words, phrases, and sentences on their worksheet and have 

received feedback on their performance from the teacher and their partner, students then rotate 

positions. Learners move from their position one step to their left (see Figure 2), putting them in 

position to practice a new sound with a new partner. Alternatively, if students are at the end of 

the line, they then position themselves at the beginning of the next line, (moving from being 

student A to being student B). This movement allows them to practice the same target sound 
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with new lexical items and a new partner (see Figure 1). This rotation continues until the 

students are back to their original positions. 

 

As indicated in research on communicative pronunciation teaching, it is important to give 

students opportunities to practice the target sounds beyond the word level. Incorporating phrases 

and sentences with the target sound provides this opportunity for contextualized rehearsal 

(Morley, 1991). 

 

Further Segmental Practice Tasks 

 

In a subsequent session, learners can engage in question-response interactions and dialogue 

practice incorporating target sounds (see Figure 3). As illustrated in previous steps, learners 

would engage in conversations using the target sounds with the person opposite them.  

 

Figure 3 

Sample Question and Answer Tasks and Dialogue Practice with the Lax /ɪ/ 

 
 

In this rehearsal step, students get a meaningful opportunity to practice the articulation of the 

target sound in scripted dialogic speech. For lower-proficiency learners, teachers may provide 

scripted dialogues; more advanced learners can generate their own. Example resources for 
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dialogic practice can be found in the following pronunciation texts (Baker et al., 1990; Dauer, 

1993; Gilbert, 2012). Teachers should again model these interactions, so learners understand the 

importance of attending to accurate production of the target sounds within the context of the 

discourse being practiced. 

 

Teachers may also consider using a different iteration of the rehearsal process depending on their 

learners’ needs and their level of proficiency. In the first iteration of fluency line rehearsal, 

teachers have learners focus on individual vowels and consonant sounds that are problematic by 

moving through the steps outlined above. A second iteration of the fluency-line technique is seen 

in Figure 4.  

 

Figure 4  

Fluency Line Practice – 2nd Iteration with Contrasting Consonants or Vowels 

 
 

In this rehearsal process, the teacher positions students so that contrasting sounds with high 

functional loads or sounds that are particularly problematic for respective L1 learners of English 

can be rehearsed. Figure 4 shows examples of these contrasting sounds such as /l/ and /r/ for 

Asian speakers of English, /v/ and /b/ for Spanish speakers of English, the two-contrasting 

voiced and voiceless “th” sounds, and the distinction between tense and lax vowel contrasts such 

as the short /ɪ/ and long /i/ sounds. Students are positioned in the two lines so that they can 

practice these contrasting sounds with the accompanying worksheets providing contrasting word 

lists, phrases, sentences, question and answer sequences, and dialogue practice. A helpful 

resource for providing sentences containing contrasting sounds that are difficult for ELLs along 

with accompanying CDs is Cameron (2018). 

 

Fluency-line practice can be extended to additional phonological features, including –ed and –s 

endings, consonant clusters, final stops, and contractions (such as distinguishing can from can’t). 

Instruction may be sequenced across multiple days, beginning with word-level rehearsal, 

progressing to phrases and sentences, and culminating in communicative tasks and contrastive 

practice. This structured progression supports sustained engagement and focused articulatory 

attention on problematic sounds in the target language, ultimately enhancing intelligibility and 

comprehensibility. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The purpose of this pronunciation teaching tip is to provide teachers with a structured sequence 

of meaningful activities that help ELLs move beyond minimal pair work at the word level to 

providing a progressive series of tasks focusing learners’ attention on the accurate production of 

problematic sounds in the L2, whether they are sounds that have a high functional load contrast 

such as /ɪ/ and /iː/ or they are difficult sounds based on the learner’s first language. 

 

In larger classes, this approach can be implemented through small-group practice using 

duplicated materials, allowing learners to rotate through structured tasks while engaging in 

dynamic, movement-based interaction. Incorporating partner work and physical movement helps 

sustain energy and attention as learners concentrate on producing key sound contrasts that 

enhance intelligibility. Ongoing teacher feedback during these activities is essential to guide 

learners’ attention to accurate production and to support the development of self-monitoring 

skills. 

 

Finally, continued innovation in designing engaging segmental practice tasks plays a critical role 

in helping learners refine their pronunciation, improve comprehensibility, and take greater 

ownership of their spoken language development. Future research may also explore the 

longitudinal impact of this fluency-line approach on gains in intelligibility and 

comprehensibility. 
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