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Phonology Literature Review: Using Drama to Teach Pronunciation and Prosody 

 As an actor and an English teacher, I see parallels between my theatrical voice and speech 

training and the exercises that English learners often require to master unfamiliar sounds. The 

similarities led me to undertake a review of the available literature on using dramatic techniques 

with English language learners, with a focus on pronunciation. I also reviewed Edith Skinner’s 

seminal book on phonology for actors, Speak with Distinction. 

 Several projects and articles I reviewed confirmed the connection between drama based 

techniques and students’ English pronunciation. Two graduate thesis projects focused on using 

drama to teach English mentioned improved pronunciation as a goal their work (Horstein 2010 

and Williams-Fleck 2014). A study of the effects of full scale theatrical productions produced by 

language students focused primarily on improvements in students’ communicative competence 

but also included examples of pronunciation warm ups undertaken by the students, such as 

practicing the intonation of different sentence types or “experiment[ing] with with the vocal 

cadence of question-and-answer dialogues with different emotional tones” (Colangelo and Ryan-

Schuetz 2004 p. 378). 

 Joanne Thirsk and Hilal Gulseker Solak expanded upon the connection between drama 

and pronunciation as they presented the results of their study of the effect of theatre-based vocal 

techniques on their students’ oral English skills (2012). They worked with 40 Turkish students 

over the course of three weeks. During their weekly sessions, they led physical and vocal warm 



ups and asked students to experiment with different ways of saying dramatic text while walking 

around a room (a technique I remember from my own days in acting school). After the three 

weeks the mean score for oral prosody when reading text out loud increased by 6.46, a 

statistically significant amount. They also noted that the students responded positively to the 

sessions and displayed more confidence when speaking. 

 In his chapter Developing Natural and Confident Speech: Pronunciation Techniques in 

the Pronunciation Class, John Archibald suggests that beginning actors and English students 

have the same goal: they both want to find a balance between believable and understandable 

speech, avoiding both hypercorrect and egocentric speech. Archibald calls this middle ground 

natural speech, and he believes that “if you look and sound confident, people will pay attention 

to what you say,” whether you’re on the stage or communicating in an additional language 

(1992, p. 222). He suggests that students develop their articulatory muscles using a series of 

exercises, but the majority of those he suggests focus on relaxing the articulators rather than 

developing proper placement for the clear articulation of English sounds. He also proposes 

exercises to help students develop the prosody of their speech, including pitch, volume, rate and 

variety.  

  In contrast to Archibald and the others’ emphasis on suprasegmentals, Edith Skinner, 

writing primarily for actors who speak English as a first language, emphasizes the segmental 

aspects of speech. While she believes that “a good voice is flexible [and] can vary in pitch, 

timbre, volume and tempo,” the lion’s share of her book is devoted to the individual vowel and 

consonant sounds that make up English. For each sound she includes (29 vowels and 26 



consonants), she begins with a description of how the sound is produced, then provides a long 

list of words that contain that sound in different positions. For vowels, she provides phrases and 

sentences for practice, including short, half-long and long versions where relevant, and for 

consonants she includes words that contain the sound in consonant clusters.  For both types of 

sounds she includes comparisons with similar sounds and examples. She also has a short section 

called “How to Create a Score,” where she covers prosody, she suggests using poetry to uncover 

rhythm and tempo, tonality, operatives words and degrees of stress. For her, all of these 

suprasegmental elements stem from the vowel sounds the author chose. 

 I believe that both sides have something to offer English teachers who wish to use drama 

techniques to help their students develop clear speech. Skinner’s book is a treasure trove of 

examples for work on segmentals, although some of the sounds she includes, while necessary for 

what she calls “good speech,” are not a part of the contemporary General America dialect and 

should probably be skipped in an English class. The importances on vowels in her work can 

inform the English teacher’s pronunciation work, given how many words can form minimal pairs 

by shifting a vowel sound. However, her approach to the suprasegmental elements of English, 

designed for native speakers, would be less accessible for English learners, especially those at 

lower levels. In contrast, Archibald’s suprasegmental exercises, such as using spoken scales to 

acclimate students to the range of pitch present in typical English speech or practicing the same 

sentence with different combinations of volume, pitch and rate, are much more approachable.  

 Thirsk and Solak’s walking while acting activity is another I could see myself using with 

my students. The combination of voice and movement is crucial and not always integrated in 

English classrooms, and since everyone is speaking simultaneously, it provides students with the 



freedom to experiment in a way that feels private. Since as a language learner, pronunciation is 

the aspect that makes me feel most self-conscious, I imagine my students would also appreciate 

the freedom from judgement it would provide them. It’s inclusion in the article makes me want 

to review my old voice and speech notes, to see if other acting school activities I’d forgotten 

about could be adapted to help my students. 

 My research also highlighted the importance of physical warm ups prior to effective 

pronunciation work. Both Skinner and Archibald suggest relaxing and stretching the entire body 

along with the speech muscles. Skinner also advises standing in a comfortable position before 

working on sounds. This advice, familiar from my theatre days, could also be useful for English 

students, who often practice their speech sitting in desks, without proper breath support.  

` While pronunciation has never been a primary focus of my classrooms, should I 

undertake it more explicitly in the future, I will draw upon these theatre-based techniques. In 

addition, I could adapt some theatre games to highlight specific sounds. Games such as 

“Hitchhiker,” where one student pretends to get in a car and the others gradually his mannerisms, 

or “Character Tag,” in which students chase each other, and instead of saying “tag,” call out the 

name of a character that the tagged student needs to personify as she chases her classmates, 

could both be tweaked to be fun pronunciation practice. In “Hitchhiker,” students could adopt 

exaggerated ways of speaking, to help develop their prosody, and “Pronunciation Tag” could 

require students to repeat a sound until the next they were tagged. With a few minor adjustments, 

many theatre-approaches can be used to help students with their pronunciation. 
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