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I never gave much thought to tongue-twisters in 
language learning.  They came up in class 
occasionally; the students challenged me with 

one in their language, I half-heartedly tried, 
failed and then challenged them with something 
boringly obvious like, “She sells seashells by the 
seashore.” They would try for a minute or so, 
we’d all have a nice little chuckle and then I was 

free to get back to my lesson plan.  Done and 
finished.  I never considered just how much I was 
short-changing my students in these wonderfully 
emergent moments and all the different ways 
that a tongue-twister could help them.

Pronunciation

Poor pronunciation is probably one of the first 
things we tolerate as teachers, especially if we 

are working in a foreign country.  We acclimatise 
and then understand our students better, not 
because their pronunciation has improved but 
because our listening skills did.  So the problem 
of poor pronunciation becomes less of a problem 

and after a while our awareness of said problem 
lessens.  This is inevitable and, on the whole, 
probably a good thing as it saves us all from 
going absolutely crazy as the teacher spends half 
the lesson asking “What?” or “Can you repeat 

that please?”  So the lesson moves on, learner 
confidence and motivation is not lost, 

communication is faster – but what suffers is 

pronunciation.

To my mind, pronunciation already suffers 
because it usually gets marginalized by the more 
‘important’ priority – the textbook.  I’m 

relatively new to my school and I asked my 
colleagues how much they focus on 
pronunciation.  One answer was an honest “I do 
it at the end of the class if we have a spare 5 
minutes but really we don’t have time.”  So a 

conundrum exists whereby textbooks spend 
relatively little time on pure pronunciation work 
and teachers are often following syllabuses 
which too closely follow the textbook.  I don’t 
think the textbook authors are to blame.  Their 

product is simply not the best format for focus 
on something as complex and personal as 
pronunciation.  The author probably believes 
that this area is best left to the classroom 
teacher who is listening to those particular 

students.  Rightly so, I would say.
So, more work needs to be done on 
pronunciation and I think too much is never 
enough.   In fact, what I found surprising was the 
strong connection between pronunciation and 

reading skills, as put forward by Catherine 
Walter and reiterated by Robin Walker (Walker, 
2011). 

Tongue-Twisters

Pronunciation, like everything else in language 
learning, should be considered both separately 
and as part of a bigger whole.  We tend to look 
at the latter – the speaking exercise or mock test 

that brings up the pronunciation issues of one or 
two words or sounds – and we marginalize the 
former.  
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Drilling is somewhat unfashionable, less time is 

spent focussing on specific sounds, and an 
alarmingly high number of teachers don’t use or 
even feel comfortable with the phonetic chart.

Controlled practice has been debated back and 

forth recently as we consider its place in the 
context of the popular communicative approach 
(“D is for Drills”, 2009; Keddie, 2011).  Tongue-
twisters are obviously a very controlled activity 
which focus on a lot of repetition and look at the 

nuances of only a single sentence at a time.  Yet 
the potential benefit is enormous.

First of all, tongue-twisters are fun.  They are 
fun because they are challenging yet low risk.  

Getting a tongue-twister wrong doesn’t result in 
a bad grade or extra homework, but getting it 
right does produce an enormous amount of 
satisfaction.  Dede Wilson emphasises the need 
for such fun in the classroom especially in the 

context of pronunciation (Wilson, 2011).  
Secondly, tongue-twisters are one of those few 
wonderful things for teachers that can be used 
at all levels, from a total beginner to a native 
speaker, with next to no scaffolding or concept 

checking necessary – all languages have them 
and therefore their function is almost 
immediately understood.

I was initially concerned that any serious focus 

on tongue-twisters might be a waste of valuable 
class time.  The sentences usually make little 
sense and are certainly not communicatively 
useful; when was the last time you saw 
somebody selling seashells?  However, I took 

comfort in the words of Michael Swan, Catherine 
Walter and Jamie Keddie who all liken language 
learning to music practice (“Interview with 

Michael Swan and Catherine Walter”, 2001; 

Keddie, 2011).  Musicians need to practise scales 
and difficult musical phrases over and over again 
until they become second nature.  Our learners 
need to be doing the same.

I also took inspiration from Adrian Underhill who 
has talked about the mouth being a muscle that, 
like any other, needs to be exercised in order to 
work correctly (Underhill, 2007).  All languages 
have a slightly different set of sounds and our 

mouths quickly become well-‘exercised’ in 
making the sounds for L1.  The demands of an L2 
mean that attention should be paid to exercising 
the mouth in those typically difficult foreign-
sound areas.So here is my approach…

Spoken Introduction
I start orally, not written.  The tongue-twister I 
eventually want to get to might be:

“The big, black bug bit the big, black dog on his 
big, black nose.”

However, it is important not to overwhelm the 
learners but rather to take them through this 

step by step.  Repetition is key and the more 
they repeat, the more their mouths get used to 
making these sounds.  At this stage everything 
remains spoken; no pens, pencils or paper yet.

 “The bug bit the dog on his nose.  
Repeat…”

This first round goes by quickly.  Everybody.  Now 
you.  Now you.  Now you two.  Now just the 

boys.  Just the girls.  The left side of the room.  
Now you again, etc.  Then it’s made harder.
 

PeerSpectives, Summer 2011



P e e r s p e c t i v e s  i s s u e  7  p a g e  7

“The black bug bit the black dog on his black 

nose.  Repeat…”

Again, we have a minute or two as the students 
try to say this.

This remains teacher-centred.  I go round the 
class getting individuals or pairs to say it.  At this 
point both teacher and learners have probably 
said the sentence 20 to 30 times.  Then it is 
made harder still.

 “The big, black bug bit the big, black dog 
on his big, black nose.  Repeat…”

By this point, the learners are familiar with the 

structure, sounds and words but are still 
challenged.  A lot of my students still think it’s 
impossible for them.

Silent Reflection

“Okay then.  I want you to say it silently.  Just 
mouth the words.  Watch me.”

Immediately this has a magnificent effect on the 

learners.  The stress and pressure to get it right 
is removed since nobody will hear them if they 
get it wrong.  As Underhill suggests, this has 
moved pronunciation from the mind and into the 
mouth (Underhill, 2007).  The goal for the 

students is no longer to get the sounds right and 
this helps them.  Much like our mouths are 
trained for L1, our ears are also only trained to 
discern those differences that affect meaning in 
our native language.  Currently I work with 

Spanish-speaking students who find it very 
difficult to hear subtle differences between the 
numerous English vowel sounds since, in Spanish, 

there are only five.  This also affects consonants 

though, as Walker points out, this is less a 
hindrance to comprehensibility (Walker, 2011).  
In any case, a student will often be absolutely 
convinced they got the sound correct because, in 
their L1, the difference in sounds simply doesn’t 

exist or doesn’t affect meaning, ‘It’s the same!’  
This stage of silent work is excellent.  Since the 
end goal of being understood is removed, at 
least temporarily, it forces reflection, slows the 
learners down and makes them think about what 

they are trying to say.  If the students can fix 
some of their own pronunciation errors then that 
is far more effective than the teacher doing it.  
While there are some sound differences the 
learners might not hear, there are plenty of 

sounds they can discern and students naturally 
work on how they would make these sounds at 
this stage.

After giving the students back their voices and 

reviewing the sentence a few times, we are 
ready to move on.

Written Comprehension

“Please everybody write down the sentence you 
have been practising.”

By this point they ‘know’ the sentence like the 
back of their hands but they still haven’t seen it 

written.  This is what they often write:

“The big, black bag bit the big, black dog on his 
big, black nose.”
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Even intermediate learners might not be familiar 

with the word ‘bug’ as being a synonym for 
insect. Suddenly we can see a problem with what 
they understand and what I thought they 
understood. 

They have repeated this sentence dozens of 
times, they’ve heard the teacher repeat it just 
as often and now we can see a lack of 
comprehension regarding the difference between 

the /æ/ and /ʌ/.From this, the teacher can see 

which students need help and so the class 
returns to the silent approach and teacher

While not having received a model from their 
teacher yet, this activity raises learner 
awareness that there is something in the shape 
of their mouths that obviously has to change.  
After this the teacher has a few options but I 

usually like to say one of them silently and get 
the students to tell me which one I said.  This 
inductive approach then allows the teacher to 
ask the students what the difference in 
pronunciation is without the teacher having 

made a sound.  The answer is, of course, that 
the /æ/ forces the mouth to open wider than 

the /ʌ/. 

Under these very controlled conditions, it’s 
relatively easy for the teacher to lip-read what 
the students are saying and spot where they are 
going wrong, but what I really like about this 

activity is that, with this knowledge, the 
students can be paired up and monitor each 
other’s silent pronunciation.  The whole class 
become lip-readers!

To be effective, it is necessary that the teacher’s 
silent models, and the students’ subsequent 

attempts, are over-emphasized examples of the 

target pronunciation to some degree or other.  
However, remember that this is a controlled, 
practice exercise which serves to raise 
awareness and exercise the learners’ mouths.  
This exaggerated enunciation will quickly be 

replaced with a more subtle, yet more correct 
form of the pronunciation.

An alternative approach

As a follow-up with another tongue-twister, a 
group that is already familiar with the silent 
approach could be provided with the written 
sentence and asked to say it silently.  The 
teacher can go round and pay attention to 

plosives, see what vowels are being said, take 
note of the positions of the lips, etc.  A teacher 
could even transcribe a student’s silent sentence 
onto the board to show what they are actually 
‘saying’.  Again, since listening and confused 

ears are removed from the activity, this may well 
help the student to accept that they might not 
be saying what they think they are saying.

KonKlujeaun OR Tongue Twisting in Two Ticks

Some of my current students still enter the 
classroom greeting me with the very first 
tongue-twister we did together, many months 
ago now. A brief focus on pronunciation in each 

class may turn out to be an engaging approach 
for students when they get hooked on being able 
to say what they want to say, how they want to 
say it, and be understood – an incredibly 
rewarding experience.  A fluent flow of fabulous 

face-to-face vivacious loquacious learning 
laughter is also likely to follow.
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