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TECHNIQUES FOR IMPROVING SPEECH INTELLIGIBILITY OF ESP STUDENTS

The present article highlights the importance of speech intelligibility development and improvement by students of
non-linguistic specialities, namely those who learn ESP, and whose majors are physics, mathematics and engineering.
Speech intelligibility is one of the most essential success criteria of effective communication in a foreign language and
nowadays, it is the subject of extensive study by many academics across a variety of disciplines including linguistics,
psychology, psycholinguistics, neurology, and others.

The definitions of this speech intelligibility given by several scholars have been provided and analysed. The term
“speech intelligibility” indicates using clear articulation and pronunciation in spoken verbal communication, and the
ultimate result of its acquisition is attaining the full mutual understanding between the participants of a certain oral
conversation. Also, it has been emphasized that students do not necessarily need to get rid of their native accents in order
to reach speech intelligibility since clear pronunciation and articulation may be acquired regardless of accent, which is
a significant marker of national authentication and identity.

The world is becoming more and more globalised, and the need for free and fluent communication in English is
growing rapidly. To reach this goal, in learning process ESP learners develop basic linguistic competences, such as
reading, writing, listening, speaking and grammar. They learn specific technical terminology, read scientific papers.
Developing speech intelligibility is for sure the part of this process, but, unfortunately, when it comes to teaching ESP to
the students of non-linguistic specialities, certain challenges may appear, namely lack of time and the large number of
students in each group. Moreover, when we deal with online education, there appears one more difficulty — the lack of
control and live interaction between students and a teacher.

The practical methodological recommendations of the effective speech intelligibility enhancement and implementation
activities have been suggested. The integration of those activities into ESP teaching process has been presented.
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TECHNIQUES FOR IMPROVING SPEECH INTELLIGIBILITY OF ESP STUDENTS

Y Oaniti cmammi uceimnoemvca axicaUSICMb poO3GUMKY MA 800CKOHANIEHHS. PO3DIPIUCOCIT MOGIIEH S CTHYOeHig
HeNiH2BICIMUYHUX CReYiaNbHOCMEN, a came MUX, Xmo GUEHAE AH2IICLKY MOBY NPOPeCilino20 CNPAMYSAHHS MA MA€E Chneyi-
anvuicmo Qizuxka, mamemamura ma indcenepisa. Po3bipiusicms mosnenns € 0oOHuM i3 Hausaxcaugiuux ¢paxkmopis egex-
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MUGHOT KOMYHIKAYIT ITHO3EMHOI MOBOI0, [ CbO20OHI BOHA € NPEOMEMOoM OOCIIONCEHb OA2ambOX HAYKOBYIB Y PIZHUX 2aLY35X
HayKu, 8KII0YAIOYYU JTH2BICMUKY, NCUXONI02IH0, NCUXONTH2EICMUKY, HEBPOIO2II0 MA IH.

byno npeocmasneno ma docniodiceno susHauenHsa po30ipiuBocmi MOGIeHHs, 3aNPONOHOBAHI PIsHUMU 8YeHUMU. Tep-
MiH «pO30ipIusicmb MOBIEHHA» BKA3VE HA BUKOPUCMANHA YiMKOI apmuKyiayii ma eumosu 8 ycHitl 6epOanbHill KOMYHIKa-
yii, a Kinyegum pe3yiomamom ii Habymmsi € 00CASHEeHHs. NOBHO20 83AEMOPOIYMIHHS MIJNC YHACHUKAMU NEGHOT YCHOT pO3-
Mosu. Takosic Ha2onouyemvcs Ha MOMY, W0 CHYOEHMAM He 0008 I3K080 NO30AGIAMUCI PIOHO20 AKYEHNY, Wob 0ocsemu
Po30ipnueocmi Mosen s, OCKIIbKU YIMKY 6UMO8Y Md apMUKVIAYII0 MOICHA HADYMU HE3ALENHCHO 8I0 AKYEHMY, AKUlL €
BANCIUBUM MAPKEPOM HAYIOHATbHOI [0eHMUYHOCTI.

Ockinvku ceim cmae 8ce Oinbu 2100aNi308aHUM, NOMPEOA y BLIbHOMY CRIIKY8AHHI AH2IIUCLKOK CIMPIMKO 3pOCMAE.
1I]o6 0ocsaemu yiei memu, y npoyeci HA8YaAHHA CIYOeHMU HeNiHS8ICIMUYHUX cneyidlbHocmell po36usaloms 6a308i ninzsic-
MUYHI HABUYKU, MAKI SIK YUMAHHSL, NUCbMO, ayOil068anis, 2060pinHs ma epamamuxa. Cmyoenmu 6usuaroms cneyuqiymy
MEeXHIUHY MEPMIHONO2I0 Ma YUMAOmsb HAYKOSL Npayi aneniticbkoio mosow. Pozeumok poszbiprusocmi mosnenns, 6e3y-
MOBHO, € HACTUHOIO HABUAILHO20 NPOYECY, NPOMe Y GUKIAOAHHI AH2ITICLKOT MOBU NPODECIIHO20 CRPIMYBAHHI MONCYIb
BUHUKAMU NesHi MPYOHOWL, a came OpaK 4acy ma 6eluKa KilbKicms cmyoenmia y Koxcril epyni. Kpim moeo, dodamko-
8010 NPOOIEMOIO BUOAEMBCA BIOCYMHICIb KOHMPOLIO M 83AEMOOIT HANCUBO MIdC CMYOeHmMAMU ma UKIaoayem nio yac
OHAUH HABYAHHA.

Y emammi 3anpononosano npakmuuni memoouuni pexomenoayii ma 3axoou egoeKmuerHo20 nideuwer st po30ipnueocmi
MOBIeHHSl, MA NPEOCMABIIEHO IHMEeSPayilo Yux 3axo0is y npoyec Ha84UaH s AH2IIUCLKOL MOBU NPOPECIIHO20 CRPSMYBAHHSL.

Knrwouosi cnosa: po3dipiusicms Mo6ieHHs, aueaiticbka MO8A NPOPeciinozo CnpsImMy8aHHs, Memoou GUKIAOAHHS, MOG-

Ha KoMnemeHyisi.

Statement of the problem. One of the main
goals of most ESL learners is to acquire linguistic
knowledge and develop language skills for efficient
communication, to enable students to exchange
information and to be understood in a variety of
circumstances. However, there are situations when
students feel that due to their poor pronunciation no
one can understand them, it becomes an obstacle to
efficient communication and causes unwillingness to
learn and use English. The situation becomes more
complicated when it comes to the work with students
of non-language specialities, who study English
for Specific Purposes (ESP), since it is not their
major subject and not much time in the educational
programme is devoted to it. In such conditions, the
biggest part of the lesson is spent on learning technical
vocabulary, scientific literature comprehension and
discussion. Speech intelligibility training is often
neglected for the sake of having time to conduct
the activities mentioned above. Therefore, there is
a need to analyse and discuss intelligibility training
techniques, which can be integrated and implemented
into ESP teaching process.

Analysis of research and publications. The
intelligibility issue is nowadays discussed by many
scholars, some of them make contributions in finding
the ways of measuring intelligibility (N. Miller
(2013), N. Schiavetti (1992), D.B. Brungart (2001)),
some conduct experiments to observe the impact of
the environmental conditions, such as noise impact
on speech intelligibility (W.H. Sumby & 1. Pollack
(1954), J.S. Bradley (1986), B. Hagerman (1982)),
others investigate the issue regarding specific
phonetic patterns and adjustments (Cooper. A. &
Bradlow A. (2018)). In our article, we will focus
on the tasks and methods of increasing the level
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of speech intelligibility in the classroom while
teaching ESP.

The purpose and the main tasks of the present
research is to emphasise the importance of reaching
speech intelligibility by the students of non-linguistic
specialities, to analyse the existing techniques, and
provide examples of successful integration of some
of them. The tasks of the work included: 1) to analyse
of the existing speech intelligibility improvement
techniques; 2) to choose such techniques which could
potentially be integrated in ESP learning process;
3) to demonstrate the examples of tasks, which were
probated on the lessons with the students who study
engineering, physics and mathematics.

Presentation of the main research material. In
a language classroom, most learners strive towards
the goal of eliminating their non-native accent, when
what is more important is to achieve intelligibility as
a part of fluency. Students are taught pronunciation to
help them accept their unique accents and learn how
to speak with a typical native accent. The accent is
something we should value and not be ashamed of
because it reveals our origins, upbringing, and life
experiences. It used to be thought that students should
learn to pronounce words like native speakers, hence
teaching and drilling pronunciation was a prerequisite
in the classes. Today, teachers tend to focus on
improving speech intelligibility and comprehension
for effective communication, rather than rehearsing
and perfecting native-like pronunciation.

Kazuya Saito and Kim van Poeteren agree that
instead of eliminating all standard speech deviations,
priority should be given to language errors that are
most likely to impede successful communication
(Saito et al., 2012: 369). Word emphasis, rhythm,
intonation, grammar, and lexis are among the key
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language errors that obstruct effective communication.
Intelligibility is not a new term for language teachers,
as we deal with it frequently in our lessons. According
to Page Wheeler and Kazuya Saito intelligibility is the
degree to which a speaker is understood, it also refers
to listeners’ ability to decode individual phonemes
or words and their ability to comprehend discourse,
concluding that there is strong evidence that visual
information, including gestures, visual speech, and
other nonverbal behaviour facilitates comprehension
for non-native listeners (Wheeler, Saito 2022: 429).

Speech intelligibility, or the art of being
understood by others, is the clarity of speech and clear
articulation. It’s a common misconception among
language learners that they must speak fluently and
with a natural accent to be understood. Even students
with lower overall fluency can express themselves in
a way the listener can understand if they are helped
by good fluency practices. Speech comprehension
is crucial in the working environment, especially
since most employers want to hire people who can
speak English. Although intelligibility is an essential
component of communication, it is not quite a skill, it
is rather a combination of pronunciation, fluency, and
language clarity for native speakers.

How is speech intelligibility related to
pronunciation? Pronunciation is significant for
both listening and speaking because it determines
how people recognize speech. Since speaking
and listening are interconnected in the context of
language acquisition and cannot be distinguished
from one another, it can be assumed that effective
communication depends on proper pronunciation.

The most common strategies for teaching
pronunciation suggested by Hsueh Chu Chen are
choral repetition, minimal pair drills, pronunciation-
focused recast, back-chaining, front-chaining,
chanting, reading aloud, tongue twisters, English
drama, language laboratory, imitation of native
English, modelling the correct pronunciation,
breaking words into syllables, using hands, face, and
real objects to teach segmental sounds, stress, and
rhythm (Chen, 2016: 30).

As one of the methods for increasing mutual
understanding, Chen, mentions pronunciation-specific
adjustment, used by teachers in ESL classes to make
communication clearer, i.e., teachers intentionally
use basic vocabulary, speak more slowly, and repeat
themselves (Chen, 2016: 30). According to Chen,
teachers as listeners have used their adjustment strategies
to accommodate the accented speech, rather than
removing students’ foreign accents (Chen, 2016: 30).

These results will support and raise learners’
knowledge of the crucial relevance of learning L2
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pronunciation accuracy, in addition to assisting
and educating teachers on scaffolding and ways to
enhance mutual understanding in L2 classes.

To find new approaches to improving speech
intelligibility, we will examine pronunciation and
challenges for teachers, the key components of how
to improve students’ pronunciation and how to boost
our students’ confidence and assist them in developing
or discovering their voices. J. Scrivener writes that
it’s important to note that the students are working
on fluent speaking while under some pressure, as
they don’t have much time to prepare what they’re
going to say, so they can’t bother about using perfect
grammar (Scrivener, 2011). Students will become
more focused on the message they want to convey
and how to do it effectively. This shifts values from
‘getting the grammar right’ to ‘achieving successful
communication’ is an important one for many
students to come to terms with. While a fair degree
of good grammar is necessary to succeed in the task,
successful communication is a more important real-
world goal than simply being perfect.

Listening is the main factor in understanding. After
all, before they can speak a word, students must be able
to hear it. Sometimes it can be problematic because
native English speakers blend words together, not
pronouncing every single word. Students can practice
shadowing (Lagos, 2018), which is a helpful listening
and repetition activity. This method was applied on
the ESP lessons within the groups of students of Igor
Sikorsky Kyiv Polytechnic Institute, whose major are
engineering, physics, and mathematics. The students
were offered to listen to the short audio on the topic
related to their speciality, with a speech of a native
English speaker. Also, the students were offered to
choose the audio for the lesson themselves. This gave
us the possibility to learn about their preferences and
analyse them. Moreover, while choosing appropriate
audio files, they had to listen to numerous files, which
was beneficial for boosting their listening skills. The
next step was brief listening to the audio on the lesson,
so they can get used to the speaker’s voice, paying
attention to the speaker’s tempo, intonation, rhythm,
and accent. The goal of shadowing is to pronounce the
same words as the speaker roughly at the same time.
Students can take breaks, try again, and even record
and hear their own repetition. The ability to focus on
the way a speaker modulates speed, intonation, and
blends words will benefit the learners. Students will
start to develop their own intonation, clear speaking,
and overall fluency by practising shadowing. So,
shadowing consists of a few steps: finding a brief
audio, listening, and getting accustomed to the
speech, practise shadowing, recording yourself,



Pysarchyk O, Nypadymka A. Techniques for improving speech intelligibility of ESP students

...............................................................................

listening back and comparing the recording with the
original. After practising this technique, we received
positive feedback from the students. They stated
that this was funny, because they were feeling as if
they were some actors performing a play, motivating
and useful. While issues with individual sounds can
occasionally impede comprehension, the other aspects
of pronunciation, such as word stress, sentence stress,
and intonation should also be taken into account, and
shadowing activity is the great option, serving this
purpose.

As we indicated previously, teaching ESP involves
dealing with technical vocabulary. Transcribing
and optimizing new vocabulary, revising it with the
students during the lesson, will help the students
practice and master it. It is extremely necessary to
provide the learners with the proper pronunciation
when introducing the new vocabulary to them, as
practice has shown that when people encounter a
word for the first time and pronounce it incorrectly,
there is a significant likelihood that they will
continue doing that. Thus, we recommend all of our
students to check a pronunciation in a dictionary
before using a new word. Many dictionaries, such
as Google Translate, offer the option to hear the
word pronounced by clicking the “speaker” button.
To improve students’ intelligibility over time, and
provide plenty of pronunciation practice, as well as
boosting confidence to speak without fear of making
a mistake, we suggest using the drilling method,
which involves multiple repetition of a certain word.
Students with non-linguistic specialities, as we have
already stated, have a limited amount of time to learn
languages. For instance, at our university they have
only one ESP lesson per week (2 academic hours).
For this reason, we encourage our students to work
on drilling at home by providing them with sets of
vocabulary items, which we create using Quizzlet
platform (https://quizlet.com).

One of the most popular and easy-to-implement
ways of enhancing articulation and speech
intelligibility is using tongue-twisters. In order to
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integrate them into our ESP lessons, we suggested
our students to participate in creative competition.
Students were given the opportunity to create their
own tongue twisters using the technical terms they
had learnt during one semester. After the competition,
we received positive feedback from our students, who
said they were excited to test their creativity and share
their results. All the tongue-twisters were afterwards
practised in the classroom.

Another method which was adopted in the
classroom is English drama, that is performing a play.
According to Kao and O’Neill drama techniques
are group oriented activities, that are used in order
to activate negotiation of meaning in a more natural
and unpremeditated speech (Kao, O’Neill, 1998: 6).
They also state that this method motivates learners
to communicate naturally and fluently. In our ESP
lessons, as a regular practice, we use role-play
activities. This helps students to practice daily
conversations on specialized topics, involving
technical terminology. To improve students’ speech
intelligibility, we assigned two students to practice
dialogue, performing certain roles, while the rest of the
group were supposed to create additional noise, which
was reached by only unmuting their microphones.
We assume that this method is effective, since it helps
to create natural environment atmosphere, activates
students’ listening skills and motivates to pronounce
words as clearly as possible.

Conclusions. There is no doubt it is critically
important to help students to enhance their
intelligibility and raise teachers’ awareness on the
role and the relevance of pronunciation accuracy
in achieving it. Constant practice, speaking only in
English, going to speaking clubs, and taking part in
foreign exchange programs are some strategies for
improving intelligibility. Although some methods
were already applied, the outcomes and outputs
were outlined and discussed with the students of
non-linguistic specialities, yet there is still need to
test and implement the other methods which could
successfully be integrated into ESP learning process.
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