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Annotation. Phonetics and phonology play a crucial role in the acquisition of a second
language (L2), particularly in understanding and mastering the sound system of the target language.
This article reviews the foundational principles, key research findings, and pedagogical implications
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and discusses their significance in improving L2 teaching strategies, with particular attention to the
challenges non-native speakers face and effective methods for teaching pronunciation.
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The study of phonetics and phonology is indispensable in the context of second language
acquisition (SLA), as it influences both the perception and production of speech sounds. Phonetics
deals with the physical properties of speech sounds, while phonology focuses on how these sounds
function within a particular language. Together, these fields contribute to understanding how non-
native speakers learn and adapt to new sound systems, which directly impacts their pronunciation,
fluency, and overall communication skills (Flege, 1995).

Phonetic and phonological research in L2 learning is rooted in theories of speech perception
and production. According to Flege’s Speech Learning Model (1995), the ease with which learners
acquire new phonetic elements depends on the degree of similarity between their native language
(L1) sounds and those of the target language. The model suggests that learners can perceive and
produce new sounds if they are sufficiently distinct from their L1 counterparts but may face
difficulties when L2 sounds closely resemble L1 sounds, resulting in foreign accents and reduced
intelligibility (Flege, 1995; Munro & Derwing, 1999).

One of the major challenges non-native speakers face is distinguishing and producing sounds
that do not exist in their L1. For example, Japanese learners of English may struggle with the /I/ and
[r/ distinction because this contrast does not exist in their native phonological system (Best & Tyler,
2007). Such phonetic challenges can lead to accented speech that affects comprehensibility and
intelligibility (Munro & Derwing, 1999).

Research by Munro and Derwing (1999) showed that while accent reduction is not always
necessary for effective communication, ensuring that speech is comprehensible and intelligible is
critical. Comprehensibility refers to how easily listeners can understand the speaker, while
intelligibility pertains to how much of the speech is recognized correctly. This finding underscores
the importance of teaching pronunciation in a way that prioritizes clarity over native-like accent
(Derwing & Munro, 2015).

Effective teaching strategies for pronunciation should be based on evidence from phonetic and
phonological studies. Celce-Murcia, Brinton, and Goodwin (2010) argue that integrating both
segmental (individual sounds) and suprasegmental (intonation, stress, rhythm) features into language
instruction leads to more effective learning outcomes. They emphasize that explicit instruction in
pronunciation should be complemented by ample opportunities for practice, both in controlled
settings and authentic communicative contexts.

According to Ladefoged and Johnson (2014), understanding the articulatory mechanics of
speech sounds can help learners achieve better pronunciation. For instance, teaching learners how to
position their tongue and shape their mouth for producing the English /6/ sound can significantly
improve their articulation. This practical approach aligns with the findings of Best and Tyler (2007),
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who suggest that learners benefit from perceptual training exercises that enhance their ability to
discriminate between similar sounds.

Research highlights several effective methods for incorporating phonetic and phonological
instruction in L2 teaching:

1. Perceptual Training: Exercises designed to improve learners' ability to hear differences
between L2 sounds, such as minimal pair discrimination tasks, have proven effective (Best &
Tyler, 2007).

2. Articulatory Practice: Guided practice focusing on the physical production of sounds can
lead to better pronunciation (Ladefoged & Johnson, 2014).

3. Use of Technology: Software and applications that provide real-time feedback on
pronunciation are valuable for learners who need additional practice outside the classroom
(Derwing & Munro, 2015).

An ongoing debate in phonological pedagogy concerns the emphasis on reducing foreign
accents versus focusing on intelligibility. While native-like pronunciation is often viewed as an ideal
goal, research indicates that striving for intelligibility should take precedence. Derwing and Munro
(2015) argue that comprehensible speech is more important for successful communication than
achieving a native-like accent. This approach reduces the cognitive and emotional burden on learners
and promotes confidence in their speaking abilities (Munro & Derwing, 1999).

One of the primary challenges in teaching pronunciation is the variability of learners' needs and
backgrounds. Factors such as age, motivation, exposure to the target language, and L1 influence
learners' ability to acquire new phonetic features (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010). Moreover, instructors
often face a lack of training in phonetic and phonological principles, limiting their ability to provide
effective pronunciation instruction (Ladefoged & Johnson, 2014).

Future research should focus on integrating technological advancements with traditional
phonetic and phonological instruction. Tools such as speech analysis software and Al-driven
pronunciation apps could provide personalized feedback, allowing learners to practice effectively and
independently. Additionally, studies that explore the long-term impact of pronunciation training on
learners’ communication skills and confidence will further inform teaching practices (Derwing &
Munro, 2015).

Phonetics and phonology are essential components of effective L2 teaching, contributing to
learners’ pronunciation, intelligibility, and overall language acquisition. By applying research-based
methods such as perceptual training, articulatory practice, and technology integration, educators can
help learners overcome phonetic challenges and improve their communicative competence. While
reducing accents may not be the primary goal, fostering clear and intelligible speech should remain a
central focus of pronunciation teaching.
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