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Abstract: This experimental study aims at investigating the English word-stress patterns used by Yemenis, learning 

English as a foreign language, and the erroneous stress patterns used by them. Accent or stress is a feature of high 

significance in English speech. At the level of a word, one syllable gets accentuated with primary stress.  To achieve 

the purpose of this study, and to find out to what extent word stress of Received Pronunciation English poses difficulty 

on Yemeni Arabic speakers using English as a foreign language, 120 subjects of various scientific disciplines, were 

chosen for data collection. They were recorded and their utterances went through deep analysis based on the 

auditory impression of the researcher and on the spectrographic evidence resulting from the speech analysis of the 

software program PRAAT. The most significant findings reached by the researcher were that word-stress in the four-

syllable target words were the most problematic for the speakers in which 53.2% of them put the stress, randomly, 

on the wrong syllables in words. Three-syllable target words appeared to be less problematic as 44.4% of the 

participants placed the stress inaccurately in words. The least difficulties encountered by the speakers were with the 

two-syllable target words where 70.6% of the speakers managed to pronounce the words with correct stress 

placement. It is noteworthy to mention that there was a tendency among the speakers who produced wrong stress 

patterns, to accent either the first syllable or the one including a long vowel or a diphthong in the words. 

 

Keywords: Word Stress, RP, EFL Yemeni learners, Error analysis 

About the Authors 

Asmaa Adel Abdulrahman worked as a teacher of English in the department of English, Taiz 

University, Yemen from 2010 to 2013. She was awarded the degree of Master of Arts (Linguistics) 
from EFL University, Hyderabad, India, in 2015. She is doing her Ph.D. in Applied Linguistics in the 

department of English, University of Mysore, Mysore, India. 
 

 

 
Dr. L. Ramamoorthy is a Visiting Professor at Tamil University, Thanjavur, India. He is Former 

Reader cum Research Officer & Head, LDCIL Project.  

 
 
 
 

 
Introduction 

Language is a complex skill and an essential part of human social development. EFL Yemenis, like many EFL 

and ESL learners, aspire to achieve a language competency that enables them to master the four skills of English, 

mainly the speaking one. Reed & Levis (2019) states that ‘even though, a native-like accent is impossible for most 

adult learners, pronunciation remains the gateway to spoken intelligibility for learners because of its close ties to 

social meanings within language’. For more effective language communication, segmental and suprasegmental 
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features are involved. In linguistics of English, stress or accent is a suprasegmental feature which is defined as, 

relative emphasis or prominence given to a certain syllable in a word, or to a certain word in a phrase or sentence. 

This emphasis is typically caused by such properties as increased loudness (its physical counterpart is intensity 

measured by dB), vowel length (duration), full articulation of the vowel, and changes in pitch (its physical counterpart 

is frequency measured by Hz) (Fry, 1964). Factors such as pitch, loudness, quality, and quantity contribute to make 

a syllable more prominent than its neighbours. As Gimson (2014) puts it “a stressed syllable in occurrence is produced 

by pushing more air out of the lungs, initiating greater respiratory energy and an increase in laryngeal activity relative 

to the unstressed ones”. Stress, in most poly-syllable English words, is unpredictable and follows fixed rules. To put 

it more clearly, the accentual pattern of English words is fixed, in the sense that the primary accent always falls on 

a particular syllable of any given word, but free, in the sense that the primary accent is not tied to any particular 

point in the chain of syllables constituting a word (Gimson, 2014). 

Two levels of stress contribute to the accentual pattern of English words; primary stress and secondary 

stress. The position of the former is the principal cue to the nuclear tone, while the latter is stressed only due to the 

vowel quality which distinguishes it from the unstressed syllables in words, but it cannot be as strong as a syllable 

with primary stress.  

IPA uses the symbols (ˈ), and (ˌ) which are placed before the stressed syllables; the high with primary 

stress and the low with secondary stress.  The two terms, word accent and word stress are used interchangeably in 

this paper. 

As a background, Yemen is an Arabian country located at the southern end of the Arabian Peninsula. 

Standard Arabic is the official language in Yemen and the informal Yemeni Arabic is the variety used by Yemenis. 

English (RP), is the foreign language that is taught at schools and educational institutions as a course that all students 

should pass. It is only used by a minority of educated people in a very narrow range. However, day by day, Yemenis 

become more aware of the importance of English as a global communication language in all fields. 

Considering that the current study seeks to spot the erroneous word accent patterns produced by EFL Yemeni 

learners, the Error Analysis approach will be adopted. 

Error Analysis (ER) is a branch not of linguistic theory or pure linguistics but of applied linguistics that is 

concerned with tracing errors made by language learners, of which pronunciation errors (James, 2013). EA is 

reserved for the study of erroneous utterances produced by groups of learners (James, 2013:207). It was preferred 

to conduct the current study which does not take contrastive analysis into consideration. In CA, features of Target 

Language and Native Language are described and compared. The novelty of EA, distinguishing it from CA, is that in 

the former, the mother tongue was not supposed to enter the picture predictably. The claim was made that those 

errors could be fully described in terms of the TL, without the need to refer to the L1 of learners (James, 2013). As 

Cook (1993) puts it: 'Error Analysis was [and still is] a methodology for dealing with data, rather than a theory of 

acquisition'.  

The suprasegmental feature of word accent in English is one of the topics researchers have been dealing 

with. De Jone & Zawaydeh (1999) sees that EFL Arabic Jordanian subjects exhibit extensive final lengthening effects 

and a smaller effect of stress on penultimate lengthening. According to him, stress lengthening correlates with higher 

first formants, while penultimate lengthening does not. Ali (2000) indicates that EFL Yemeni speakers had difficulties 

with English long vowels and diphthongs, some consonants, three-element clusters occurring words finally, stress 

placement and intonation. According to Quinn (2010), studying speech errors may provide the non-Arabic speaking 

teachers an idea of L1 attributed errors committed by EFL Arabic speakers and some strategies to decrease those 

errors after understanding their nature. 

 

Methodology 

Subjects 

To study the word-stress patterns used by EFL Yemeni learners, 120, 60 males and 60 females, were taken 

as subjects. They are aged between 20 and 35. All of them live in Yemen and are undergraduates or postgraduates 

of various disciplines. Yemeni Arabic is the mother tongue of all and none is bilingual. English was a course taught 
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to them at the level of school and university for at least seven years and used in a very narrow range by them. It 

can be stated that these subjects are homogeneous to a large extent. They were requested to read the list of the 

corpus as naturally as possible. Totally wrong utterances produced by the subjects have been excluded. 

 

Assessment Material 

The current study adopted The Labovian model which was developed by William Labov in1966 and extended 

by Lorna Dickerson in 1974. According to AL-Shuaibi (2006), this model 'emphasizes the significant influence of inner 

psychological (mental) processes upon individual speakers' patterns of stylistic variation'. This model 'aims at 

describing accurately the systematically variable patterns of a speaker's speech production in a multiplicity of 

situations' (AL-Shuaibi, 2006).   

For the process of data collection, Labov presents four different tasks, passage reading, word list reading, 

casual speech, and minimal pairs reading. 

This study utilizes the word list reading task to figure out the difficulties and errors EFL Yemeni speakers 

encounter with word stress in RP. 

As a reading task, a list of 50 words belonging to different accentual patterns in English was selected. The 

50 words include two-syllable, three-syllable, and four-syllable words. Simple and common words as well as words 

with different affixes, and with different grammatical functions were taken as targets.  

The 50 target words along with their syllable divisions are shown in table 1. below. 

Table 1. Target words. 

Two-syllable target words Three-syllable target words Four-syllable target words 

ˈanswer 

beˈtween 

ˈbillow 

ˈknowledge 

ˈpresent (n) 

preˈsent (v) 

myˈself 

ˈsubject (n) 

subˈject (v) 

ˈsomething 

sucˈceed 

reˈwrite 

ˈleaving 

reˈport 

wiˈthout 

reˈsult 

beˈlow 

ˈfootball 

ˈdangerous 

refuˈgee 

afterˈnoon 

underˈstand 

diˈvision 

disapˈpoint 

enterˈtain 

engiˈneer 

ˈprobable 

aˈstonish 

ˈadvertise 

ˈargument 

conˈtinue 

eˈxample 

ˈsatisfy 

cigaˈrette 

deˈlicious 

reˈmember 

faˈmiliar 

adˈvantage 

ˈcompany 

biˈography 

inforˈmation 

meˈmorial 

psyˈchology 

oˈfficially 

acˈtivity 

imˈpossible 

poˈlitical 

cuˈstodian 

unimˈportant 

scienˈtific 

 

Data Collection Procedure 

The 120 participants were recorded while reading the list of words as naturally as they could, consequently, 

the recordings were the main source of the raw data for this study. Speakers were given time to go through the list 
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before reading aloud and launching the recording process. A mono-directional microphone, a laptop in which PRAAT 

(praat6024_win64) was used to record the target words to elicit the erroneous word stress patterns used by the 

participants. 

 

Data Analysis 

` The recordings were coded to be analysed on the basis of the following: 

1. The intuition and auditory observation of the researcher. Each word was listened to carefully many times 

and the syllable receiving the primary accent was marked. 

2. The spectrograms (see appendices in supplementary data) that were obtained from PRAAT in order to 

provide instrumental evidence of stress placement in every single word. PRAAT is a software program 

developed by Paul Boersma and David Weenink of the University of Amsterdam. It is a very flexible tool to 

do speech analysis. It offers a wide range of standard and non-standard procedures, including spectrographic 

analysis, articulatory synthesis, and neural networks. 

 

Discussion and Findings 

The participants’ recordings were carefully analysed to find out the accentual patterns of word stress used 

by them.  

 

Accentual patterns in the two-syllable target words 

Regarding the two-syllable words, it was found that 70.6% of the subjects managed to place the stress on 

the proper syllable. Interestingly, in the two words {ˈbillow} and {beˈlow}, in which the first syllable is stressed in 

the former and the second syllable in the latter, most of the subjects did not distinguish them in pronunciation and 

tended to place the accent on the second syllable in the two words. Similarly, most of the speakers failed to 

distinguish the stress location in the different grammatical words, {ˈpresent}, {ˈsubject} as nouns and {preˈsent}, 

{subˈjec} as verbs and tended to put the stress generally on the first syllable in all, which conveys a remarkable 

mispronouncing of verbs stress. In supporting this finding, in a similar study, Hismanoglu (2012) referred that his 

EFL Turkish subjects mispronounced the primary stress more excessively in verbs than in nouns. Al-Khulaidi & 

Abdulkhalik (2015) revealed a similar result since their 10 EFL Yemeni subjects had the nouns correctly accented but 

failed to bring out the distinction in the case of the verbs. However, in a study conducted on EFL Indonesian subjects 

by Indrayani & Rizki (2019), it was found out that stress word placement is dominated by verb stress instead of noun 

stress. It seems that mother tongue negative interference plays a crucial role in occurring such errors.  

With incorrect syllabification of words such as {beˈtween} and {wiˈthout}, the part “ween”, which is made 

of the second element of the coda cluster of the first syllable and the second syllable, and the part “out”,  which is 

made of the nucleus and coda of the second syllable while the onset was attached to the first one, received the 

stress by 8% and 35% of the speakers respectively. 

Table 2. below illustrates the two-syllable word-stress patterns used by the speakers. The first pattern (in 

italic) in each cell of the table represents the correct stress pattern of a word. In Appendix I (supplementary data), 

the spectrograms exhibit the acoustic features in terms of intensity, duration, and range of frequencies in addition 

to the waveforms in the two-syllable target words as produced by the speakers. 

Table 2. The two-syllable word-stress patterns used by the speakers 

Accentual patterns in the two-syllable target words No. of Speakers Total Percentage 

ˈanswer 

anˈswer 

87 

33 

73% 

28% 

beˈtween 

ˈbetween 

101 

10 

84% 

8% 
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betˈween 9 8% 

ˈbillow 

biˈllow 

52 

62 

46% 

54% 

ˈknowledge 

knowˈledge 

86 

28 

75% 

25% 

ˈpresent (n) 

preˈsent 

66 

54 

55% 

45% 

preˈsent (v) 

ˈpresent 

46 

74 

38% 

62% 

myˈself 

ˈmyself 

71 

49 

59% 

41% 

ˈsubject (n) 

subˈject 

88 

32 

73% 

27% 

subˈject (v) 

ˈsubject 

56 

63 

47% 

53% 

ˈsomething 

someˈthing 

97 

23 

81% 

19% 

sucˈceed 

ˈsucceed 

81 

25 

76% 

24% 

reˈwrite 

ˈrewrite 

93 

27 

78% 

22% 

ˈleaving 

leaˈving 

94 

25 

78% 

22% 

reˈport 

ˈreport 

106 

13 

88% 

11% 

wiˈthout 

ˈwithout 

withˈout 

75 

2 

42 

63% 

2% 

35% 

reˈsult 

ˈresult 

94 

23 

80% 

20% 

beˈlow 

ˈbelow 

81 

30 

73% 

27% 

ˈfootball 

footˈball 

96 

22 

81% 

19% 

 

Accentual patterns in the three-syllable target words 

With regard to the three-syllable target words, 55.6% of the speakers could pronounce them with the correct 

accent placement. However, 44.4% of the participants failed to place the accent on the appropriate syllables of the 

target words. In an attempt to order the words with the largest percentage of errors, from most problematic to least; 

{afterˈnoon} with 80% of erroneous occurrences was the first as most of the participants placed the stress on the 

first syllable [af-] instead of [-noon]. {ˈadvertise} follows with 77% since most speakers tended to place the stress 

on the final syllable [-tise]. Then, {refuˈgee}, with 66% of wrong stress patterns in which [re-] received the stress. 

{aˈstonish} comes after with 63% and, because of wrong syllables division, a good number of subjects put the stress 
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on the first part of the word [ as-] which is made of the nucleus of the first syllable and the onset of the second one. 

Both {ˈsatisfy} and {cigaˈrette} follow with the same percentage of errors; 61% and most of the participants tended 

to place the stress on the third syllable [-fy] and the first syllable [ci-] in the two words respectively. Before the last, 

{diˈvision} recorded the error percentage of 59% as many speakers intended to stress the first syllable [di-]. Finally, 

{ˈprobable} had the least violation percentage among the target words with 56% and it is found that the second 

syllable [-ba-] received the stress by the largest part of the sample. Providing a similar result, Al-Khulaidi & 

Abdulkhalik (2015) mentioned that EFL Yemeni speakers had a tendency to accent the last syllable in words ending 

with [-fy] and [-ate]. This, according to him, is due to mother tongue influence in which the pattern is to accent any 

heavy syllable containing a long vowel or a diphthong. 

Table 3. below shows the three-syllable word-stress patterns used by the speakers. The first pattern (in 

italic) in each cell of the table represents the correct pattern of a word. The spectrograms in Appendix II 

(supplementary data) provide a good deal of acoustic information of the accentual patterns produced by the subjects 

in the three-syllable target words. 

Table 3. Three-syllable word-stress patterns used by the speakers 

Accentual patterns in the three-syllable target words No. of Speakers Total Percentage 

ˈdangerous 

dangeˈrous 

91 

27 

77% 

23% 

refuˈgee 

ˈrefugee 

refˈugee 

22 

28 

16 

33% 

42% 

24% 

afterˈnoon 

ˈafternoon 

afˈternoon 

24 

64 

32 

20% 

53% 

27% 

underˈstand 

ˈunderstand 

unˈderstand 

77 

33 

9 

64% 

28% 

8% 

diˈvision 

ˈdivision 

diviˈsion 

47 

44 

25 

41% 

38% 

22% 

disapˈpoint 

ˈdisappoint 

disˈappoint 

81 

23 

13 

69% 

20% 

11% 

enterˈtain 

ˈentertain 

enˈtertain 

78 

10 

23 

70% 

9% 

21% 

engiˈneer 

ˈengineer 

enˈgineer 

67 

36 

15 

57% 

31% 

13% 

ˈprobable 

proˈbable 

probaˈble 

38 

46 

3 

44% 

53% 

3% 

aˈstonish 

ˈastonish 

asˈtonish 

44 

30 

22 

37% 

25% 

19% 
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astoˈnish 22 19% 

ˈadvertise 

adˈvertise 

adverˈtise 

27 

11 

76 

24% 

10% 

67% 

ˈargument 

arˈgument 

arguˈment 

74 

19 

14 

69% 

18% 

13% 

conˈtinue 

ˈcontinue 

continˈue 

82 

23 

12 

70% 

20% 

10% 

eˈxample 

examˈble 

111 

6 

95% 

5% 

ˈsatisfy 

saˈtisfy 

satisˈfy 

38 

8 

52 

39% 

8 % 

53% 

cigaˈrette 

ˈcigarette 

ciˈgarette 

45 

44 

25 

39% 

39% 

22% 

deˈlicious 

ˈdelicious 

deliˈcious 

63 

29 

22 

55% 

25% 

19% 

reˈmember 

ˈremember 

rememˈber 

76 

12 

31 

63% 

10% 

26% 

faˈmiliar 

ˈfamiliar 

familˈiar 

60 

27 

21 

56% 

25% 

19% 

adˈvantage 

ˈadvantage 

advanˈtage 

76 

15 

29 

63% 

13% 

24% 

ˈcompany 

comˈpany 

compaˈny 

100 

13 

6 

83% 

11% 

6% 

 

Accentual patterns in the four-syllable target words 

On the basis of the analysed data, it was concluded that word stress in the four-syllable target words is 

considered to be the most difficult and problematic for the participants since 53.2% tended to place the accent, 

improperly on syllables. 46.8% did not violate the correct stress patterns of RP. The most problematic, among the 

four-syllable target words, for the subjects was {scienˈtific} in which only 1% of the speakers managed to pronounce 

the word with correct placement of accent; nonetheless, 91% erroneously put the stress on the first syllable [sci-]. 

Following this word in the percentage of erroneous utterances, come, in order, {cuˈstodian} with 66%, 

{unimˈportant} with 65%, {acˈtivity} with 64%, {psyˈchology} with 58%, and {poˈlitical} with 52%. 
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More details are given in table 4. below. Appendix III (supplementary data) includes the spectrograms which 

provide the acoustic display of stress patterns of the speakers in the four-syllable target words. 

Table 4. Four-syllable word-stress patterns used by the speakers 

Accentual patterns in the four-syllable target words No. of Speakers Total Percentage 

biˈography 

ˈbiography 

biogˈraphy 

biograˈphy 

55 

24 

22 

6 

51% 

22% 

21% 

6% 

inforˈmation 

ˈinformation 

inˈformation 

informaˈtion 

78 

15 

16 

11 

65% 

13% 

14% 

9% 

meˈmorial 

ˈmemorial 

memoˈrial 

memorˈial 

64 

16 

4 

20 

62% 

15% 

4% 

19% 

psyˈchology 

pˈsychology 

psycholoˈgy 

40 

47 

9 

42% 

49% 

9% 

oˈfficially 

ˈofficially 

offiˈcially 

officiaˈlly 

65 

17 

5 

15 

64% 

17% 

5% 

15% 

acˈtivity 

ˈactivity 

actiˈvity 

activiˈty 

43 

61 

5 

10 

36% 

51% 

4% 

8% 

imˈpossible 

ˈimpossible 

impossiˈble 

91 

18 

9 

77% 

15% 

8% 

poˈlitical 

ˈpolitical 

poliˈtical 

politiˈcal 

55 

27 

2 

30 

48% 

24% 

2% 

26% 

cuˈstodian 

ˈcustodian 

cusˈtodian 

custodˈian 

34 

39 

10 

15 

34% 

39% 

10% 

15% 

unimˈportant 

ˈunimportant 

unˈimportant 

unimporˈtant 

39 

64 

4 

5 

35% 

57% 

4% 

5% 



 Vol 2 Iss 4 Year 2021      A.A. Abdulrahman & L. Ramamoorthy /2021     DOI: 10.54392/ijll2145 

 Indian J. Lang. Linguist., 2(4) (2021), 39-48 | 47 

scienˈtific 

ˈscientific 

scientiˈfic 

1 

96 

9 

1% 

91% 

8% 

 

Conclusion 

The current experimental study was carried out on 120 EFL Yemeni speakers to figure out the area of errors 

and difficulties regarding word accent in RP. It can be revealed that the more syllables are there in the word, the 

more errors are made by the speakers as four-syllable words had the highest percentage of erroneous stress 

placement with 53.2% disconformity with RP, followed by three-syllable words with 44.4%, and finally the two-

syllable words which contained the least percentage of errors; 29.4%. Many participants cannot distinguish the 

grammatical function of word stress in words such as “present” and “subject”.  Generally, it seems that many 

speakers do not follow regular rules of stress with most words and place it mostly on the basis of wild guess. Most 

of those who failed to predict the correct placement of stress in polysyllabic words tended to adopt the strategy of 

accenting either the first syllable or the one including a long vowel or a diphthong.  

In view of the findings of this study and similar studies, EFL Yemeni speakers are in dire need of proper 

training in English speaking in general and in English phonology in particular. A syllabus with efficient pronunciation 

content and well-trained teaching staff should be available in the educational system in Yemen. Supra-segmental 

features of English, including stress, should be taught side by side with the segmental features. Further research 

into the field of pronunciation errors committed by EFL Yemeni speakers, is urgently required and is thereby strongly 

recommended. 
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Additional Information 
The spectrograms that were obtained from PRAAT software are provided in the supplementary 
document 
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