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Handout 				English Sentence Stress		Vandana Lunyal
 
Sentence Stress

 Sentence stress is a difficult area to work on for learners and teachers alike. For this reason it's also an area which is often neglected, but this aspect of the language can cause problems for learners in both their speaking and perhaps more importantly listening. When you are speaking English the words you stress can change the underlying meaning of a sentence. 
The English language is often referred to as stress-timed. This means that stress in a spoken sentence occurs at regular intervals and the length it takes to say something depends on the number of stressed syllables rather than the number of syllables itself.
How Sentence Stress Works and Why
In any given sentence in English there will be words that carry stress and others that don’t.  This is not a random pattern.  Stressed words carry the meaning or the sense behind the sentence, and for this reason they are called “Content Words” – they carry the content of the sentence.  Unstressed words tend to be smaller words that have more of a grammatical significance – they help the sentence “function” syntactically and for this reason they are called Function Words (NOTE: sometimes “Function Words” are referred to as “Structure Words”). Obviously the “content” of a sentence carries more significance than the particular “way” it is put together.  An easier way to think of it is that if you take out all the “function” words (without real meaning) from a sentence, the sentence will still have a certain amount of meaning and can be understood.  Doing the opposite will remove the meaning from a sentence and render it obsolete.  It is logical that the meaningful units within a sentence will carry the most significance and therefore stress.

Rules for Sentence Stress in English
1. content words are stressed
2. structure words are unstressed
3. the time between stressed words is always the same
The following tables can help you decide which words are content words and which words are structure words:
Content words - stressed
	Words carrying the meaning
	Example

	main verbs
	sell, give, employ

	nouns
	car, music, mary

	adjectives
	red, big, interesting

	adverbs
	quickly, loudly, never

	negative auxiliaries
	don't, aren't, can't

	Demonstratives
	this, that, those

	Question Words
	who, which, where


Structure words - unstressed
	Words for correct grammar
	Example

	pronouns
	he, we, they

	prepositions
	on, at, into

	articles
	a, an, the

	conjunctions
	and, but, because

	auxiliary verbs
	do, be, have, can, must

	Verb “to be”
	is, was, am



Exceptions
The above rules are for what is called "neutral" or normal stress. But sometimes we can stress a word that would normally be only a structure word, for example to correct information. Look at the following dialogue:
"They've been to Mongolia, haven't they?"
"No, THEY haven't, but WE have.
Note also that when "be" is used as a main verb, it is usually unstressed (even though in this case it is a content word).

Sentence Stress and English “rhythm”
It is important to remember that an English sentence will have a certain number of beats.  Stressed (content) words always take up an entire “beat”, while “unstressed” function words fall between the beats – irrespective of how many function words have been grouped together.  The time between beats is always the same.  For this reason, function words are often spoken faster and with less volume – they are literally being “squeezed” into the gap between regular stressed beats.  In the examples below, all of the function words (or groups of function words) take the same amount of time to pronounce, irrespective of the number of sounds or syllables they include.  Doing a simple rhythmic clap or thump will demonstrate how it happens.

Examples: 
· I am talking to the clever students.
· You’re sitting on the desk, but you aren’t listening to me.
· He’s writing quickly, so it’s difficult for him to hear me.


	
	Beat 1
	
	Beat 2
	Beat 3

	I am
	talking
	to the
	clever
	students.




	
	Beat 1
	
	Beat 2
	
	Beat 3
	Beat 4
	

	You’re
	sitting
	on the
	desk
	but you
	aren’t
	listening
	to me.




	
	Beat 1
	Beat 2
	
	Beat 3
	
	Beat 4
	

	He’s
	writing
	quickly
	so it’s
	difficult
	for him to
	hear
	me.




As mentioned above, with change in sentence stress, meaning also changes. Let’s look at the following sentence:
I don't think he should get the job.
This simple sentence can have many levels of meaning based on the word you stress. Consider the meaning of the following sentences with the stressed word in bold. Read each sentence aloud and give a strong stress to the word in bold:
I don't think he should get the job.
Meaning: Somebody else thinks he should get the job.
I don't think he should get the job.
Meaning: It's not true that I think he should get the job.
I don't think he should get that job.
Meaning: That's not really what I mean. OR I'm not sure he'll get that job.
I don't think he should get that job.
Meaning: Somebody else should get that job.
I don't think he should get that job.
Meaning: In my opinion it's wrong that he's going to get that job.
I don't think he should get that job.
Meaning: He should have to earn (be worthy of, work hard for) that job.
I don't think he should get that job.
Meaning: He should get another job.
I don't think he should get that job.
Meaning: Maybe he should get something else instead.
As you can see, there are many different ways this sentence can be understood. The important point to remember is that the true meaning of the sentence is also expressed through the stressed word or words.
Here is an exercise to help you develop the art of correct word stress. Take the following sentence:
I said she might consider a new haircut.
Say the sentence aloud using the stress word marked in bold. Once you have spoken the sentence a few times, match the sentence version to the meaning below.  
1. I said she might consider a new haircut.
2. I said she might consider a new haircut.
3. I said she might consider a new haircut.
4. I said she might consider a new haircut.
5. I said she might consider a new haircut.
6. I said she might consider a new haircut.
7. I said she might consider a new haircut.

· Not just a haircut.
· It's a possibility.
· It was my idea.
· Not something else.
· Don't you understand me?
· Not another person.
· She should think about it. It’s a good idea.
Activities
Exercise: Write out a number of sentences. Read each of them stressing a different word each time you read them. Notice how the meaning changes depending on which word you stress. Don't be afraid to exaggerate the stress, in English we often use this device to add meaning to a sentence. It's very possible that when you think you are exaggerating, it will sound quite natural to native speakers.
 
 

Good links for Sentence stress practice
http://www.llas.ac.uk/materialsbank/mb081/page_18.htm
http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/articles/english-sentence-stress
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