
io Stress in simple words

10.1 The nature o f stress O a u io  (CD 2), Ex 1

Stress has been mentioned several times already in this course without an explana
tion of what the word means. The nature of stress is simple enough: practically everyone 
would agree that the first syllable of words like ‘father’, ‘open’, ‘camera’ is stressed, that the 
middle syllable is stressed in ‘potato’, ‘apartment’, ‘relation’, and that the final syllable is 
stressed in ‘about’, ‘receive’, ‘perhaps’. Also, most people feel they have some sort of idea 
of what the difference is between stressed and unstressed syllables, although they might 
explain it in different ways.

We will mark a stressed syllable in transcription by placing a small vertical line (') 
high up, just before the syllable it relates to; the words quoted above will thus be transcribed 
as follows:

'fa:6a ps'teitao a'baut
'aupan a'paitmsnt ri'siiv
'kaemra ri'lei/n pa'hasps

What are the characteristics of stressed syllables that enable us to identify them? It is 
important to understand that there are two different ways of approaching this question. 
One is to consider what the speaker does in producing stressed syllables and the other is to 
consider what characteristics of sound make a syllable seem to a listener to be stressed. In 
other words, we can study stress from the points of view of production and of perception; 
the two are obviously closely related, but are not identical. The production of stress is 
generally believed to depend on the speaker using more muscular energy than is used 
for unstressed syllables. Measuring muscular effort is difficult, but it seems possible, 
according to experimental studies, that when we produce stressed syllables, the muscles 
that we use to expel air from the lungs are often more active, producing higher subglottal 
pressure. It seems probable that similar things happen with muscles in other parts of our 
vocal apparatus.

Many experiments have been carried out on the perception of stress, and it is clear 
that many different sound characteristics are important in making a syllable recognisably 
stressed. From the perceptual point of view, all stressed syllables have one characteristic in 
common, and that is prominence. Stressed syllables are recognised as stressed because they
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are more prominent than unstressed syllables. What makes a syllable prominent? At least 
four different factors are important:

i) Most people seem to feel that stressed syllables are louder than unstressed 
syllables; in other words, loudness is a component of prominence. In a sequence 
of identical syllables (e.g. ba:ba:ba:ba:), if one syllable is made louder than 
the others, it will be heard as stressed. However, it is important to realise that
it is very difficult for a speaker to make a syllable louder without changing 
other characteristics of the syllable such as those explained below (ii-iv); if one 
literally changes only the loudness, the perceptual effect is not very strong.

ii) The length of syllables has an important part to play in prominence. If one 
of the syllables in our “nonsense word” ba:ba:ba:ba: is made longer than the 
others, there is quite a strong tendency for that syllable to be heard as stressed.

iii) Every voiced syllable is said on some pitch; pitch in speech is closely related to the 
frequency of vibration of the vocal folds and to the musical notion of low- and 
Sigh-pitched notes. It is essentially a perceptual characteristic of speech. If one 
syllable of our “nonsense word” is said with a pitch that is noticeably different 
from that of the others, this will have a strong tendency to produce the effect of 
prominence. For example, if all syllables are said with low pitch except for one 
said with high pitch, then the high-pitched syllable will be heard as stressed and 
the others as unstressed. To place some movement of pitch (e.g. rising or falling) 
on a syllable is even more effective in making it sound prominent.

iv) A syllable will tend to be prominent if it contains a vowel that is different 
in quality from neighbouring vowels. If we change one of the vowels in our 
“nonsense word” (e.g. ba:bi:ba:bai) the “odd” syllable bi: will tend to be heard 
as stressed. This effect is not very powerful, but there is one particular way in 
which it is relevant in English: the previous chapter explained how the most 
frequently encountered vowels in weak syllables are 3, i, i, u (syllabic consonants 
are also common). We can look on stressed syllables as occurring against a 
“background” of these weak syllables, so that their prominence is increased by 
contrast with these background qualities.

Prominence, then, is produced by four main factors: (i) loudness, (ii) length, (iii) pitch and 
(iv) quality. Generally these four factors work together in combination, although syllables 
may sometimes be made prominent by means of only one or two of them. Experimental 
work has shown that these factors are not equally important; the strongest effect is produced 
by pitch, and length is also a powerful factor. Loudness and quality have much less effect.

10.2 Levels o f stress

Up to this point we have talked about stress as though there were a simple distinction 
between “stressed” and “unstressed” syllables with no intermediate levels; such a treatment 
would be a two-level analysis of stress. Usually, however, we have to recognise one or more 
intermediate levels. It should be remembered that in this chapter we are dealing only with
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stress within the word. T h is  m e a n s  th a t  w e are  lo o k in g  a t  w o rd s  as th e y  a re  sa id  in  iso la tio n , 

w h ich  is a ra th e r  artific ia l s itu a tio n : w e d o  n o t  o f ten  say w o rd s  in  iso la tio n , excep t fo r a 

few  su c h  as ‘yes’, ‘n o ’, ‘p o ssib ly ’, ‘p lease’ a n d  in te rro g a tiv e  w o rd s  such  as ‘w h a t’, ‘w h o ’, etc. 

H ow ever, lo o k in g  a t  w o rd s  in  iso la tio n  do es  h e lp  us to  see stress p la c e m e n t a n d  stress lev 

els m o re  clearly  th a n  s tu d y in g  th e m  in  th e  c o n te x t o f  c o n t in u o u s  speech .

Let u s  b eg in  by  lo o k in g  a t th e  w o rd  ‘a r o u n d ’ a 'r a o n d ,  w h ere  th e  stress always falls 

c learly  o n  th e  last syllable a n d  th e  firs t syllable is w eak. F ro m  th e  p o in t  o f  v iew  o f  stress, th e  

m o s t  im p o r ta n t  fact a b o u t th e  w ay  w e p ro n o u n c e  th is  w o rd  is th a t  o n  th e  se co n d  syllable 

th e  p itc h  o f  th e  voice d o es n o t  re m a in  level, b u t  u sua lly  falls f ro m  a h ig h e r  to  a lo w er p itch . 

W e can  d ia g ra m  th e  p itc h  m o v e m e n t as sh o w n  below , w h ere  th e  tw o  para lle l lines rep rese n t 

th e  sp eak e r’s h ig h e s t a n d  low est p itc h  level. T h e  p ro m in e n c e  th a t  resu lts  f ro m  th is  p itch  

m o v e m e n t, o r  tone, gives th e  s tro n g es t ty p e  o f  stress; th is  is ca lled  primary stress.

_________________  speaker’s highest pitch level

speaker’s lowest pitch level

In  so m e  w o rd s , w e can  o b se rv e  a ty p e  o f  stress th a t  is w eak er th a n  p r im a ry  stress b u t  

s tro n g e r  th a n  th a t  o f  th e  firs t syllable o f  ‘a r o u n d ’; fo r  exam ple , c o n s id e r  th e  firs t syllables 

o f  th e  w o rd s  ‘p h o to g ra p h ic ’ fa o to g ra e f  ik , ‘a n th ro p o lo g y ’ asn G rsp o lad si. T h e  stress in  these  

w o rd s  is ca lled  secondary stress. It is u su a lly  re p re se n te d  in  tr a n s c r ip t io n  w ith  a low  m a rk  

( ) so th a t  th e  exam ples c o u ld  b e  tra n sc r ib e d  as . fa u ta 'g ra e f ik ,  .aenG ra 'pn ladgi.

W e have n o w  iden tified  tw o  levels o f  stress: p r im a ry  a n d  secondary ; th is  also im plies 

a th i rd  level w h ich  can  be  called  unstressed a n d  is reg a rd e d  as b e in g  th e  absence o f  any  

recogn isab le  a m o u n t  o f  p ro m in e n ce . T hese  are  th e  th ree  levels th a t  we will use in  d escrib in g  

E nglish  stress. H ow ever, it is w o rth  n o tin g  th a t  u n s tre ssed  syllables co n ta in in g  o, i ,  i, u, o r  a 

syllabic co n so n a n t,  w ill s o u n d  less p ro m in e n t  th a n  a n  u n stre ssed  syllable co n ta in in g  so m e 

o th e r  vow el. F o r exam ple , th e  first syllable o f ‘p o e tic ’ p a u 'e t ik  is m o re  p ro m in e n t  th a n  th e  

firs t syllable o f  ‘p a th e tic ’ p a 'G e tik . T h is  could b e  u se d  as a  basis fo r a fu r th e r  d iv ision  o f  

stress levels, g iv ing us a th i rd  (“te r t ia ry ” ) level. I t is also possib le to  suggest a te r t ia ry  level o f  

stress in  so m e  polysyllabic w ords. To take an  exam ple , it  has b een  suggested  th a t  th e  w o rd  

‘ind iv is ib ility ’ show s fo u r  d iffe ren t levels: th e  syllable b il is th e  s tro n g es t (ca rry in g  p r im a ry  

stress), th e  in itia l syllable m h as  se co n d a ry  stress, w hile  th e  th ird  syllable v iz  has  a  level 

o f  stress w h ich  is w eaker th a n  th o se  tw o  b u t  s tro n g e r  th a n  th e  second , fo u r th , s ix th  a n d  

seven th  syllable (w h ich  are  all u n s tressed ). U sing  th e  sy m b o l to  m a rk  th is  te r t ia ry  stress, 

th e  w o rd  co u ld  b e  rep rese n te d  like th is: ,m d r v i z a 'b i t a t i .  W hile  th is  m a y  b e  a  p h o n e tica lly  

co rrec t a c co u n t o f  so m e p ro n u n c ia tio n s , th e  in t ro d u c tio n  o f  te r t ia ry  stress seem s to  in t ro 

d u ce  an  u n n ecessa ry  degree  o f  com plexity . W e will t ra n sc r ib e  th e  w o rd  as ind i .v iz a 'b i la t  i.

10.3 Placement of stress w ithin the word

W e n o w  co m e  to  a q u e s tio n  th a t  causes a g rea t dea l o f  difficulty , p a r tic u la r ly  to  fo r 

e ign  le a rn e rs  (w h o  c a n n o t  s im p ly  d ism iss  it as an  ac ad e m ic  q u e s tio n ) : h o w  ca n  o n e  select
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the correct syllable or syllables to stress in an English word? As is well known, English 
is not one of those languages where word stress can be decided simply in relation to the 
syllables of the word, as can be done in French (where the last syllable is usually stressed), 
Polish (where the syllable before the last -  the penultimate syllable -  is usually stressed) 
or Czech (where the first syllable is usually stressed). Many writers have said that English 
word stress is so difficult to predict that it is best to treat stress placement as a property of 
the individual word, to be learned when the word itself is learned. Certainly anyone who 
tries to analyse English stress placement has to recognise that it is a highly complex matter. 
However, it must also be recognised that in most cases (though certainly not all), when 
English speakers come across an unfamiliar word, they can pronounce it with the correct 
stress; in principle, it should be possible to discover what it is that the English speaker 
knows and to write it in the form of rules. The following summary of ideas on stress 
placement in nouns, verbs and adjectives is an attempt to present a few rules in the simplest 
possible form. Nevertheless, practically all the rules have exceptions and readers may feel 
that the rules are so complex that it would be easier to go back to the idea of learning the 
stress for each word individually.

In order to decide on stress placement, it is necessary to make use of some or all of 
the following information:

i) Whether the word is morphologically simple, or whether it is complex as a 
result either of containing one or more affixes (i.e. prefixes or suffixes) or of 
being a compound word.

ii) What the grammatical category of the word is (noun, verb, adjective, etc.).
iii) How many syllables the word has.
iv) What the phonological structure of those syllables is.

It is sometimes difficult to make the decision referred to in (i). The rules for complex words 
are different from those for simple words and these will be dealt with in Chapter 11. Single
syllable words present no problems: if they are pronounced in isolation they are said with 
primary stress.

Point (iv) above is something that should be dealt with right away, since it affects many 
of the other rules that we will look at later. We saw in Chapter 9 that it is possible to divide 
syllables into two basic categories: strong and weak. One component of a syllable is the 
rhyme, which contains the syllable peak and the coda. A strong syllable has a rhyme with

either (i) a syllable peak which is a long vowel or diphthong, with or without a
following consonant (coda). Examples:

‘die’ dai ‘heart’ ha:t ‘see’ si:

or (ii) a syllable peak which is a short vowel, one of i, e, ae, a , d, u, followed by at least
one consonant. Examples:

‘bat’ baet ‘much5 mAtJ cpulT pul
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A weak syllable has a syllable peak which consists of one of the vowels a, i, u and no 
coda except when the vowel is a. Syllabic consonants are also weak. Examples:

‘fa’ in ‘sofa’ 'saufa ‘zy’ in ‘lazy’ 'leizi
‘flu’ in ‘influence’ 'influans ‘en’ in ‘sudden’ 'sAdn

The vowel i may also be the peak of a weak syllable if it occurs before a consonant that is 
initial in the syllable that follows it. Examples:

‘bi’ in ‘herbicide’ 'h3 :bisaid ‘e’in ‘event’ i'vent

(However, this vowel is also found frequendy as the peak of stressed syllables, as in ‘thinker’ 
'Girjka, ‘input’ 'input.)

The important point to remember is that, although we do find unstressed strong 
syllables (as in the last syllable of ‘dialect’ 'daialekt), only strong syllables can be 
stressed. Weak syllables are always unstressed. This piece of knowledge does not by 
any means solve all the problems of how to place English stress, but it does help in 
some cases.

Two-syllable words O  AU10 (CD 2), Ex 3

In the case of simple two-syllable words, either the first or the second syllable will be 
stressed -  not both. There is a general tendency for verbs to be stressed nearer the end of 
a word and for nouns to be stressed nearer the beginning. We will look first at verbs. If the 
final syllable is weak, then the first syllable is stressed. Thus:

‘enter’ 'enta ‘open’ 'aupan
‘envy’ 'envi ‘equal’ 'i:kwal

A final syllable is also unstressed if it contains au (e.g. ‘follow’ 'folau, ‘borrow’ 'bDrau).
If the final syllable is strong, then that syllable is stressed even if the first syllable is 

also strong. Thus:

‘apply’ a'plai ‘attract’ a'traekt ‘rotate’ rao'teit
‘arrive’ a'raiv ‘assist’ a'sist ‘maintain’ mein'tein

Two-syllable simple adjectives are stressed according to the same rule, giving:

‘lovely’ 'Uvli ‘divine’ di'vain
‘even’ 'i:van ‘correct’ ka'rekt
‘hollow’ 'hDlau ‘alive’ a'laiv

As with most stress rules, there are exceptions; for example: ‘honest’ 'onist, ‘perfect’ 
'p3:fikt, both of which end with strong syllables but are stressed on the first syllable.
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Nouns require a different rule: stress will fall on the first syllable unless the first 
syllable is weak and the second syllable is strong. Thus:

‘money’ 'mAni ‘divan’ di'vaen
‘product’ 'prodAkt ‘balloon’ bo'luin
‘larynx’ 'lasrigks ‘design’ di'zain

Other two-syllable words such as adverbs seem to behave like verbs and adjectives. 

Three-syllable words

Here we find a more complicated picture. One problem is the difficulty of identifying 
three-syllable words which are indisputably simple. In simple verbs, if the final syllable is 
strong, then it will receive primary stress. Thus:

‘entertain’ .ents'tein ‘resurrect’ .reza'rekt

If the last syllable is weak, then it will be unstressed, and stress will be placed on the 
preceding (penultimate) syllable if that syllable is strong. Thus:

‘encounter’ iri'kaunta ‘determine’ di't3:min

If both the second and third syllables are weak, then the stress falls on the initial syllable:

‘parody’ 'paeradi ‘monitor’ 'mnnito

Nouns require a slightly different rule. The general tendency is for stress to fall on the first 
syllable unless it is weak. Thus:

‘quantity’ 'kwnntati ‘emperor’ 'cmpara
‘custody’ 'kAStadi ‘enmity’ 'enmati

However, in words with a weak first syllable the stress comes on the next syllable:

‘mimosa’ mi'mauza ‘disaster’ di'zaista
‘potato’ pa'teitau ‘synopsis’ si'nopsis

When a three-syllable noun has a strong final syllable, that syllable will not usually receive 
the main stress:

‘intellect’ 'intalekt ‘marigold’ 'maerigauld
‘alkali’ 'aelkalai ‘stalactite’ 'stastaktait

Adjectives seem to need the same rule, to produce stress patterns such as:

‘opportune’ 'opotjuin ‘insolent’ 'insatant
‘derelict’ 'deralikt ‘anthropoid’ 'aenGrapoid

The above rules certainly do not cover all English words. They apply only to major
categories of lexical words (nouns, verbs and adjectives in this chapter), not to function
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words such as articles and prepositions. There is not enough space in this course to deal 
with simple words of more than three syllables, nor with special cases of loan words 
(words brought into the language from other languages comparatively recently). Complex 
and compound words are dealt with in Chapter 11. One problem that we must also leave 
until Chapter 11 is the fact that there are many cases of English words with alternative 
possible stress patterns (e.g. ‘controversy’ as either 'knntrav'Jisi or kan'trovasi). Other 
words -  which we will look at in studying connected speech -  change their stress pattern 
according to the context they occur in. Above all, there is not space to discuss the many 
exceptions to the above rules. Despite the exceptions, it seems better to attempt to produce 
some stress rules (even if they are rather crude and inaccurate) than to claim that there is 
no rule or regularity in English word stress.

Notes on problems and further reading

The subject of English stress has received a large amount of attention, and the references 
given here are only a small selection from an enormous number. As I suggested in the 
notes on the previous chapter, incorrect stress placement is a major cause of intelligibility 
problems for foreign learners, and is therefore a subject that needs to be treated 
very seriously.

10.1 I have deliberately avoided using the term accent, which is found widely in the litera
ture on stress -  see, for example, Cruttenden (2008), p. 23. This is for three main reasons:

i) It increases the complexity of the description without, in my view, contributing 
much to its value.

ii) Different writers do not agree with each other about the way the term should be 
used.

iii) The word accent is used elsewhere to refer to different varieties of pronun
ciation (e.g. “a foreign accent”); it is confusing to use it for a quite different 
purpose. To a lesser extent we also have this problem with the word stress, which 
can be used to refer to psychological tension.

10.2 On the question of the number of levels of stress, in addition to Laver (1994: 516), 
see also Wells (2008).

10.3 It is said in this chapter that one may take one of two positions. One is that stress is 
not predictable by rule and must be learned word by word (see, for example, Jones 1975: 
Sections 920-1). The second (which I prefer) is to say that, difficult though the task is, one 
must try to find a way of writing rules that express what native speakers naturally tend to 
do in placing stress, while acknowledging that there will always be a substantial residue of 
cases which appear to follow no regular rules. A very thorough treatment is given by Fudge 
(1984). More recently, Giegerich (1992) has presented a clear analysis of English word 
stress (including a useful explanation of strong, weak, heavy and light syllables); see p. 146
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and Chapter 7 .1 have no t adopted the practice o f labelling syllables /zeavy and /zg /it to 
denote characteristics of phonological structure (e.g. types of peak and coda), though this 
could have been done to avoid confusion with the more phonetically-based terms strong 
and weak introduced in Chapter 9. For our purposes, the difference is not important 
enough to neecl additional terminology.

There is another approach to English stress rules which is radically different. This is 
based on generative phonology, an analysis which was first presented in Chomsky and 
Halle (1968) and has been followed by a large number of works exploring the same field. 
To anyone not familiar with this type of treatment, the presentation will seem difficult 
or even unintelligible; within the generative approach, many different theories, all with 
different names, tend to come and go with changes in fashion. The following paragraph 
is an attempt to summarise the main characteristics of basic generative phonology, and 
recommends some further reading for those interested in learning about it in detail.

The level of phonology is very abstract in this theory. An old-fashioned view of speech 
communication would be that what the speaker intends to say is coded -  or represented -  as 
a string of phonemes just like a phonemic transcription, and what a hearer hears is also 
converted by the brain from sound waves into a similar string of phonemes. A generative 
phonologist, however, would say that this phonemic representation is not accurate; the 
representation in the brain of the speaker or hearer is much more abstract and is often 
quite different from the ‘real’ sounds recognisable in the sound wave. You may hear the 
word ‘football’ pronounced as fupboil, but your brain recognises the word as made up 
of ‘foot5 and ‘ball’ and interprets it phonologically as futboil. You may hear a in the first 
syllable o f‘photography’, in the second syllable o f‘photograph’ and in the third syllable of 
‘photographer’, but these a vowels are only the surface realizations of underlying vowel pho
nemes. An abstract phonemic representation of ‘photograph’ (including the relevant part 
of ‘photography’, ‘photographic’ and ‘photographer’) would be something like foitograf; 
each of the three underlying vowels (for which I am using symbols different from those 
used in the rest of this book) would be realised differently according to the stress they 
received and their position in the word: the o: in the first syllable would be realized as 30 

if stressed (‘photograph’ 'fautagraif, ‘photographic’ .fsuta'graefik) and as 9 if unstressed 
(‘photography’ fa'tDgrafi); the o in the second syllable would be realised as d if stressed 
(‘photography’ fa'tografi) and as 3 if unstressed (‘photograph’ ‘fsutagraif), while the a 
in the third syllable would be realised as ae if stressed (‘photographic’ fsuta'graefik), as 
either a: or ae if in a word-final syllable (‘photograph’ 'fautagraif or 'foutsgraef) and as 
a if unstressed in a syllable that is not word-final (‘photography’ fa'tDgrsfi). These vowel 
changes are brought about by rules -  not the sort of rules that one might teach to language 
learners, but more like the instructions that one might build into a machine or write into 
a computer program. According to Chomsky and Halle, at the abstract phonological level 
words do not possess stress; stress (of many different levels) is the result of the application 
of phonological rules, which are simple enough in theory but highly complex in practice. 
The principles of these rules are explained first on pp. 15-43 of Chomsky and Halle (1968), 
and in greater detail on pp. 69-162.
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There is a clear and thorough introductory account of generative phonology in 
Clark et al. (2007: Chapter 5), and they present a brief account of the generative treatment 
of stress in section 9.7. A briefer review is given in Katamba (1989: Chapter 11, Section 1).

Notes for teachers

It should be clear from what is said above that from the purely practical classroom point 
of view, explaining English word stress in terms of generative phonology could well create 
confusion for learners. Finding practice and testing material for word stress is very simple, 
however: any modern English dictionary shows word stress patterns as part of word 
entries, and lists of these can be made either with stress marks for students to read from 
(as in Exercise 2 of Audio Unit 10), or without stress marks for students to put their own 
marks on (as in Exercise 1 of the same Audio Unit).

W ritten  exercises

Mark the stress on the following words:

1 Verbs
a) protect
b) clamber
c) festoon
d) detest

e) bellow
f) menace
g) disconnect
h) enter

2 Nouns
a) language
b) captain
c) career
d) paper

e) event
f) jonquil
g) injury
h) connection

(Native speakers of English should transcribe the words phonemically as well as marking 
stress.)




