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ELT in Ireland presents a number of interesting issues when
it comes to the question of pronunciation

Introduction

The global expansion of the use of English
throughout the last decade has had significant
implications for its instruction around the world.
Among the issues that have arisen as a result of
this expansion has been the selection of appropriate
phonological models in the English language class-
room. Specifically this particular issue has hinged
on the question of whether it is more appropriate
to encourage English language learners to strive
towards the goal of a particular native variety of
English pronunciation, or to promote an alternative
target. This question has provoked much discus-
sion, and has been the subject of occasionally
heated debate (e.g. Jenkins, 1998, 2000; Scheuer,
2005, 2008; Seidlhofer & Jenkins, 2003).
Despite the relatively high profile occupied by

pronunciation in the research as a result of such
controversies, pedagogical investigation has been
somewhat more elusive; there remains in the field
a distinct shortage of empirical studies which
investigate the practice of English pronunciation
teaching. However, over the past four years, a
growing body of research has been fostered by a
number of recently-established conferences in
Europe dedicated specifically to the study and
practice of English pronunciation, among them
the Accents and EPIP (English Pronunciation:
Issues and Practices) gatherings. One study arising
out of these conferences and the research that
they have generated aims to address the short-
comings mentioned above. The study is titled
EPTiES (English Pronunciation Teaching in
Europe Survey), and it is discussed in further detail
below.

While much recent research into the worldwide
spread of English has focused on its development
in so-called expanding circle locations (Kachru,
1983), this phenomenon has also had a profound
impact in Anglophone countries, among them the
Republic of Ireland. Ireland represents an intri-
guing context in which to investigate the study of
English as a foreign language. In the early years
of the 21st century, the country witnessed unprece-
dented levels of immigration, and became a
popular destination for learners intending to learn
English (Citizens Information Board, 2010).
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More recently, anecdotal evidence has suggested
that the number of incoming learners has decreased
as a result of the global economic downturn, a rea-
lity perhaps reflected in the reduction of English
language support resources at secondary level by
the Irish Department of Education and Skills. In
spite of this, there exists little research to examine
the impact that such fluctuations have had on EFL
pedagogy in the Irish classroom.
This paper draws together the need for further

research both on the practice of ELT in Ireland,
and the practice of teaching English pronunciation,
by exploring the process of how English pronun-
ciation is taught in EFL environments in Ireland.
It reports the findings of a preliminary investigation
into the views of EFL teachers in Ireland on the
practice of English pronunciation teaching.

ELT in Ireland

The teaching of English as a foreign language in
Ireland takes place mainly within two distinct
environments: mainstream and private education.
Within the first system, ELT takes the form of
language support provided for young people from
non-English-speaking countries at primary (4–12
years) and post-primary (12–18 years) level. In
mainstream education, apart from scheduled extra-
curricular English language support classes, lear-
ners receiving English language support are fully
integrated into the standard curriculum. Within
the second environment, the private sector,
English is taught to adults as an independent sub-
ject, or in conjunction with other subjects as part
of a more general qualification (in e.g. business
or childcare), in private schools and colleges. A
third, less commonplace scenario is one in which
English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is taught to
groups with very particular language requirements,
e.g. pre-sessional and in-sessional courses in
English for Academic Purposes taught in higher
education institutions to supplement learners’
further studies, or courses in Business English pro-
vided within corporations to facilitate the commu-
nicative skills of international employees.
As previously mentioned, at present there is a

dearth of extensive research into existing practices
of English language teaching in Irish contexts,
though some progress has been made more
recently with a report on English instruction in
post-primary schools, published by the Trinity
Immigration Initiative (TII) (Lyons & Little,
2009). The report was critical of the system, par-
ticularly of the fact that most English language sup-
port in this environment was provided not by

language specialists, but by mainstream subject
teachers who took on the role of language support
in addition to the teaching of their own specialised
subject. The language support system has since
been drastically reduced as part of a government
initiative to lessen public spending (e.g. The Irish
Times, 2010, 2011; Radió Teilifís Éireann, 2011).
However, the study outlined in this paper was

carried out not in a mainstream education environ-
ment, but in the private sector, across a number of
private schools that provide EFL tuition to adult
learners. Private sector EFL schools are regulated
by the Advisory Council for English Language
Schools (ACELS), an independent body charged
by the Irish Department of Education with moni-
toring the EFL sector (Citizens Information
Board, 2010). Teachers of English in these insti-
tutions must have obtained a primary university
degree followed by a TEFL qualification from an
ACELS-recognised training programme.
The study described in this paper deals with the

specific context of teaching pronunciation to adult
EFL learners in the private sector in Ireland. The
findings show that while some of the major
concerns expressed by EFL teachers are context-
specific, others may also apply more broadly to
the case of English language teaching in other con-
texts in Ireland or elsewhere.

The questionnaire

The findings presented in this paper come from a
short survey carried out in 2009 amongst a sample
of EFL teachers in Ireland to get their feedback on
the practice of English pronunciation teaching
(Murphy, 2009). This study had three broad aims:

1. To establish a preliminary overview of the prac-
tice of EFL pronunciation teaching in an Irish
context;

2. To highlight potentially problematic issues in
English pronunciation teaching, both unique
to the specific case of the Irish private sector,
and in ELT more generally;

3. To serve as a foundation for later contribution
to a wider, more in-depth investigation of
English pronunciation instruction around
Europe.

The third of these aims relates to the EPTiES
project mentioned in the introduction. EPTiES is
short for English Pronunciation Teaching in
Europe Survey. It is a collaborative project, led by
Alice Henderson of the Université de Savoie,
Chambéry and featuring contributions from ten
English language teachers and researchers from

AN INVESTIGATION OF ENGLISH PRONUNCIATION TEACHING IN IRELAND 11

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078411000484 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266078411000484


around Europe. EPTiES was established to obtain
information on the status quo of English pronuncia-
tion teaching in Europe. It is currently in the data
gathering stage, and data analysis is due to com-
mence in September 2011 (Henderson, in progress).
The study presented in this paper was a prelimi-

nary investigation that was carried out with the
intention of establishing an overview of English
pronunciation teaching in Ireland. It consisted of
a 10-point questionnaire, distributed to the teachers
in four different private sector EFL schools in the
Dublin area (this questionnaire may be viewed in
the attached appendix). The questions aimed to
establish a general overview of the challenges
posed and the opportunities provided by the prac-
tice of teaching pronunciation in the EFL class-
room in Ireland. The responses of 36 teachers
were received and analysed using both quantitative
and qualitative methods. The results of the survey
described in this paper were originally presented
at the EPIP conference (English Pronunciation:
Issues and Practices) in Chambéry in 2009.

Results and discussion

The first two questions aimed to establish the rela-
tive importance placed by teachers on pronuncia-
tion relative to other skills in English. 97.2% of
all teachers claimed to teach pronunciation at

least once per month, with 75.0% claiming to
teach it more than once a week. When asked to
rate on a four-point scale how important they felt
it was to teach pronunciation, 72.2% of respon-
dents selected the most positive response of
‘Very important’, while a further 19.4% selected
‘Important’. These responses suggest that, at least
among this particular sample of EFL teachers, pro-
nunciation was still held in some regard – or per-
haps to be more precise, pronunciation was still
considered as a topic which ought to be held in
some regard.
Subsequent questions moved on to the issue of

pronunciation teaching practice. Question 3 asked
teachers which model of English pronunciation
they presented as the target for their learners to
approximate. Given the choice between Irish,
British and American English, an option stating
‘I do not teach a specific model of pronunciation’,
and ‘Other (please specify)’, 19.4% chose British
English alone, 11.1% chose Irish English alone,
and a further 11.1% claimed not to choose a par-
ticular model. However, respondents were not
instructed to choose one answer only, with the
result that by far the most popular response was a
selection of both British and Irish models, which
was returned by almost half (47.2%) of all respon-
dents. A summary of the responses to this question
can be seen in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1. Model of English pronunciation taught
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This response may be partially explained by the
results of the next question, which pertained to the
use of specific pronunciation materials. Teachers
were asked in Question 4 on which model of pro-
nunciation the majority of their pronunciation
learning materials were based. Again, respondents
were given a choice between Irish, British or
American English, or ‘Other’. This time, the
response was overwhelmingly in favour of British
English only, with 88.9% of respondents opting
for materials based on British English, and 2.8% –

only one respondent out of 36 – claiming to use
Irish English materials.
Despite the apparent discrepancy between the

target pronunciation model and that on which
their materials were based, however, teachers
were reluctant to be overtly critical of the resources
available to them when asked to rate their appropri-
ateness. In Question 5, given a four-point scale
with 1 equalling ‘Very appropriate’ and 4 equalling
‘Inappropriate’, the overall mean rating of pronun-
ciation materials was 2.5, with the most frequently-
cited response being ‘Appropriate’ (2).
Perhaps a more telling insight, however, came

from the individual responses from each teacher,
who were asked to follow up their answer with a
response to the open-ended question, ‘Please
explain why you think these materials are appropri-
ate or not.’ The 23 elaborated responses were
overwhelmingly critical in nature, with only two
unreservedly positive comments about the pronun-
ciation materials available. Comments included
references to the prevalence of British English in
the materials, e.g. ‘A major problem is Irish
pronunciation often differs from British and
American so it can cause confusion. It can be diffi-
cult to teach pronunciation that you don’t use your-
self (being a native Irish speaker).’ Another teacher
wrote, ‘The materials are very good but unfortu-
nately are all British.’ A number of other teachers
commented on the shortage of useful pronuncia-
tion materials for learners at higher levels of
proficiency. One teacher, who evaluated her pro-
nunciation materials as ‘Inappropriate’, wrote,
‘There aren’t many good materials on pronuncia-
tion for higher level learners. The course book
doesn’t focus on this aspect of English either.’
Another teacher – who also rated his or her pronun-
ciation materials as ‘Inappropriate’ – wrote, ‘They
are appropriate for lower levels but not good
enough for building learners’ consciousness of
pronunciation.’
In Question 6, teachers were asked to describe

the effectiveness of techniques used to teach pro-
nunciation. Six teaching approaches and activities,

drawn from the author’s experiences as a teacher
and researcher, were listed as possibilities, along
with one simply titled ‘Other’, giving respondents
the option of describing any other activities that
did not fit into one of the preceding six categories.
The responses to this question were interesting in
that those activities selected as the most frequently
used conflicted with those rated as the most effec-
tive. The most frequently-selected activity was
‘You speak and learners repeat what you say’,
with 97.2% of respondents claiming to have used
this technique within the past three months. (This
activity was originally labelled ‘Audiolingualism’,
and changed prior to distribution of the survey,
bearing in mind that the term ‘Audiolingualism’

may not be a term recognised by those teachers
who do not have a research background in
Linguistics.) The second most popular activity
was ‘You correct learners’ pronunciation as they
read out loud’, chosen by 91.7% of the sample.
However, the most effective teaching methods

and approaches, as rated by the teachers, were
those that involved practising intonation (79.3%)
and encouraging learners to think of their pronun-
ciation goals (76.2%). Additionally, only 8 of
the 36 respondents listed alternative teaching
techniques in the ‘Other’ column. Alternative
approaches varied widely, and included the use of
rhymes, minimal pairs, homophones and drama,
focusing on specific recurring pronunciation errors
and connected speech, and introducing the IPA
chart. The responses to this question were particu-
larly insightful; they suggested a noticeable lack
of innovation and diversity in pronunciation teach-
ing, and yet indicated that it may well be those
methods that are less frequently used that bring
about the greatest success.
The next question, Question 7, was asked with

the sole purpose of establishing whether teachers
felt they understood their learners’ motivation
to learn English pronunciation. This question
asked teachers what level of pronunciation the
majority of their learners would like to achieve.
Respondents were presented with seven options:
to approximate the standard Irish, British or
American model of English; ‘To sound like a
native speaker of any variety of English’; or simply
‘To sound clear enough to be understood’ by other
non-native speakers or by native speakers. The two
most frequently-chosen responses by teachers were
‘To sound clear enough to be understood by native
speakers’ and ‘To sound like a native speaker of
any variety of English’. As the learners being
taught by the participating teachers at the time
the survey was taken were not asked to state their
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goals, the accuracy of teachers’ responses could not
be precisely ascertained.
However, in a separate survey carried out over

the previous four months by the researcher
(Murphy, submitted), 147 learners of English as a
foreign language were asked the same question
that was put to the teachers completing this survey
in Question 7. In the learner survey, the top two
responses were the same as those given by the tea-
chers: ‘To sound clear enough to be understood by
native speakers’ and ‘To sound like a native speaker
of any variety of English’. While this is far from
conclusive evidence that EFL teachers have a
clear insight into what motivates English learners
in their study of pronunciation, it does suggest
that these teachers may at least have some aware-
ness of what their learners were hoping to achieve.
The next section of the teachers’ survey aimed to

establish some of the difficulties facing them in their
regular English pronunciation teaching tasks. In
Question 8, teachers were presented with six groups
of learners, and asked to rate how challenging they
found each group on a four-point scale of ‘Not chal-
lenging’ to ‘Very challenging’. One of the realities
of teaching EFL in a native English-speaking
country is that English language teaching must
take place with groups of learners from a variety
of L1 backgrounds, a potentially problematic situ-
ation for the instruction of a range of English pro-
nunciation issues. However, no particular group of
learners appeared to be highlighted by teachers as
more challenging than any other. ‘Group of learners
from a particular language background’, ‘Group
of young learners’, ‘Group of learners from a var-
iety of language backgrounds’ and ‘Group of
learners who work full-time’ were each rated as
‘Somewhat challenging’, ‘Challenging’ or ‘Very
challenging’ by over 80% of the teachers who
selected them. The least challenging groups were
‘Group of adult learners’ and ‘Group of learners
who wish to stay in Ireland long-term’, which
were cited as posing some level of challenge by
only 69.23% and 59.09% of participating teachers
respectively. This suggests that learner motivation
may have a role to play in the level of difficulty pre-
sented to the teacher, with more motivated learners
posing less of a challenge.
Some further insight into why these particular

groups might have been cited as more or less chal-
lenging was provided with teachers’ answers to the
follow-up open-ended question; for example:

• ‘One of the examples could be Chinese or
Japanese speakers whose mother tongues are

completely different from any Indo-European
language’;

• ‘Those who work full-time are quite exhausted
and I find them to be less responsive’;

• ‘Adults find it harder to speak without an accent.
Young learners pick up pronunciation more
naturally. It is easier to help learners from a par-
ticular language background on a particular pro-
nunciation area. With a group from different
L1s, having them mix and work together forces
them to pronounce more clearly’;

• ‘Challenges are very local, often individual and
do not concern the group’;

• ‘It depends on the individuals.’

These results indicate a wide array of opinions on
what constitutes a challenge for an EFL pronuncia-
tion teacher, suggesting that there may be some val-
idity in the final two comments listed above – that
pronunciation difficulties may be more idiosyn-
cratic in nature, and may be more directly attribu-
table to the individual learner than to entire groups.
The following question was the final closed-

ended one on the survey. It asked teachers if they
were familiar with two commonly-used terms
from EFL pronunciation research, in an effort to
explore the degree to which teachers in the EFL
private sector were familiar with research currently
taking place into EFL pronunciation. The terms
cited were ‘English as an International Language’
and ‘English as a Lingua Franca’. The responses
were roughly divided between those who said
they recognised the terms (44%) and those who
said they did not (56%), failing to give a clear
indication as to whether teachers were familiar
with EFL research terminology or not. A more
detailed question or set of questions would be
required to establish teachers’ understanding of
related research content, and more specifically,
whether a barrier exists between EFL research
and practice.

Conclusions

Let us reconsider this paper in terms of the three
goals outlined in the introduction.

Goal #1: To establish a preliminary overview
of the practice of EFL pronunciation
teaching in an Irish context.

This tentative, preliminary investigation of pronun-
ciation teaching practice in the Irish EFL classroom
established that pronunciation was still viewed by
teachers as having considerable importance for
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learners, and was taught on a regular basis by the
vast majority of participating teachers. In terms of
the quality of the teaching provided, the most popu-
lar teachingmethodswere themore traditional ones:
correcting learners as they read out loud, and invit-
ing them to mimic their teacher’s pronunciation.
However, this contrasted sharply with the activi-

ties that were identified by teachers as the most
effective, with practising intonation and encoura-
ging learners to think about their pronunciation
goals leading that list. The conflict between the
most frequently taught pronunciation teaching
methods and the most effective ones suggests that
teachers may benefit from additional training in a
wider variety of more innovative pronunciation
teaching methods. It is unclear from these results
whether teachers in an alternative Irish EFL con-
text in Ireland would have answered differently;
though, given the tendency to appoint mainstream
primary and post-primary teachers to the post of
English language resource teacher in mainstream
education, it seems plausible that further teacher
training in this environment could only be of
benefit to both teachers and learners.

Goal #2: To highlight potentially
problematic issues in English pronunciation
teaching, both unique to the specific case of
the Irish private sector, and in ELT more
generally.

When asked to rate a series of six groups according
to how challenging they were to teach pronuncia-
tion to, four of the six were identified by teachers
as presenting some level of challenge, but no one
group was rated notably more challenging than
the others. This sample of teachers roughly equated
the level of difficulty before them in teaching a
group of learners from a variety of language back-
grounds with teaching a group from specific L1s,
or young learners, or learners who work full-time.
The only two groups which were identified by
notably fewer teachers as challenging were groups
of adult learners, and groups of learners who
wished to stay in Ireland long-term. It is plausible
that these two groups of learners might have a par-
ticular vested interest in advancing their English
pronunciation; there is an argument to be made
that learners who are more motivated to learn
pose fewer challenges to their teacher.
When asked about the materials and resources

available to them in their English pronunciation
teaching, teachers were ostensibly positive about
the suitability of their teaching materials.
However, the survey showed that while only 19%

of teachers base their pronunciation teaching exclu-
sively on a model of British English pronunciation,
almost 90% of all teachers claimed that their pro-
nunciation teaching materials were based solely
on British English. This also accounted for the
fact that so many teachers – nearly half the sample,
or 47.2% – were teaching pronunciation based on
both British and Irish models. While teachers gen-
erally responded favourably when asked about the
appropriateness of their pronunciation teaching
materials, their comments indicated that they
were far from satisfied with them. The discrepancy
between pronunciation models and materials
suggests that there is a niche in the EFL market
for a range of pronunciation instruction resources
that either refer to a Hiberno-English phonological
model, or that provide the learner with access to a
wide range of accents. Given the extraordinary
variety of English phonology, there is a strong
case to be made for adopting this approach to
teaching English pronunciation, particularly in an
Anglophone country which does not indigenously
feature either British or American English, such as
Ireland.
One last end-of-survey comment also high-

lighted an issue that did not arise in any previous
questions. This teacher wrote, ‘The problem is
knowing/choosing what to focus on in a class
which is time-limited and constantly changing in
terms of its make-up.’ This comment alluded to
the fact that in the private EFL sector, it is not
uncommon for the composition of a class to change
on a weekly basis, with students leaving the class
or being moved up or down to a new level every
week, and new students arriving in – either from
outside the school or from another level within
the school – just as frequently. This particular pro-
blem is not unique to pronunciation teaching, but
of course may affect teaching across all skills. At
the very least, it is an issue deserving of attention,
and one which could be addressed in the form of
professional development workshops or seminars
within the context of classroom management.

Goal #3: To serve as a foundation for later
contribution to a wider, more in-depth
investigation of English pronunciation
instruction.

Despite the small scale of the study, the survey pre-
sented in this paper proved insightful enough to
form part of the foundation for a later, wider,
more in-depth study, which is currently taking
place in the form of the EPTiES project. To the
best of this author’s knowledge, there are currently
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no further plans to conduct any similar studies in
Ireland alone, but should this type of project be car-
ried out in the future, the questions asked in my
study, and the tentative findings produced, would
form a solid basis from which a more detailed
instrument could be built.
What this paper has, I hope, achieved, is to clar-

ify some of the issues and challenges facing the
instruction of English pronunciation in the EFL
sector in Ireland, a necessary first step towards
addressing those issues. ▪
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Appendix

This survey is part of an academic study. It is completely anonymous and your results cannot be
associated with your name or identity in any way. If you do not wish to answer a question, leave it
blank. The results may appear as in academic publications or presentations and will not be published
in any way that may identify you or any other person who completes this survey.

1. How often do you (explicitly) teach pronunciation in your English class? Select the option that is closest
to your usual teaching routine.
○ More than once a week
○ Less than once a week but more than once a month
○ Approximately once a month or less
○ Never

2. How important do you think it is to teach pronunciation in an English class?
○ Very important
○ Important
○ Somewhat important
○ Not important
Please explain why.

3. Which model of English pronunciation do you teach your learners?
○ Irish English
○ British English
○ American English
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○ I do not teach a specific model of pronunciation
○ Other (please specify)

4. On which model of English are most of your teaching materials based?
○ Irish English
○ British English
○ American English
○ Other (please specify)

5. In your opinion, how appropriate are the available pronunciation teaching materials for your class?
Select the option you most agree with.
○ Very appropriate
○ Appropriate
○ Neither appropriate nor inappropriate
○ Inappropriate
Please explain why you think these materials are appropriate or not.

6. Which of the following pronunciation teaching methods have you used in your English class within the
last three months? Select all that apply and indicate how effective you have found them to be at improv-
ing your learners’ English pronunciation.

Very effective Effective Quite effective Not effective

You speak and learners repeat what you
say

You correct learners’ pronunciation as
they read out loud

Learners practise one sound or word at a
time

Learners practise whole sentences
together

Learners practise intonation

You encourage learners to think about
their pronunciation goals

Other

If you selected ‘Other’, please give details of other methods used:

7. What level of English pronunciation do you think the majority of your learners would like to achieve?
○ To sound like a native speaker of Irish English
○ To sound like a native speaker of British English
○ To sound like a native speaker of American English
○ To sound like a native speaker of any variety of English
○ To sound clear enough to be understood by other non-native speakers
○ To sound clear enough to be understood by native speakers
○ I don’t know
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8. In your opinion, are any of the following groups of learners more challenging than others to teach
English pronunciation? Select all that apply.

Not
challenging

Somewhat
challenging Challenging

Very
challenging

Group of adult learners

Group of young learners

Group of learners from a particular language
background

Group of learners from a variety of language
backgrounds

Group of learners who work full-time

Group of learners who wish to stay in Ireland
long-term

Other (please specify)

Please give details.

9. Are you familiar with the terms English as an International Language/English as a Lingua Franca (as
they are used in English pronunciation research)? Are you aware of any other issues in English pronun-
ciation research? Please give details.

If you have any other observations about EFL pronunciation teaching, or any of the issues raised in this
survey, please record them here.

Thank you for participating!
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