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ABSTRACT

Pronunciation is an essential element of effective English communication and needs a development
through various methods. The study investigates the application of tongue twister as a technique to improve
first-year non-English major students through a seven-stage action research process. Quantitative data were
collected through pre- and post-pronunciation tests, measuring students' improvement over the course while
qualitative insights were drawn from students’ reflective reports to capture their personal experiences and
perspectives on the technique. The findings demonstrated that tongue twister led to significant improvements
in students' pronunciation of sounds, allowing for greater accuracy and consistency. Moreover, participants
showed marked progress in applying correct word stress, intonation patterns, and experienced a reduction in
pauses and hesitation for better fluency in their spoken English. Overall, the study highlights tongue twister as
a practical and engaging strategy for improving various aspects of English pronunciation, making it a valuable
tool for teaching English, especially to non-English major students in their fields.
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TOM TAT

Phat am la yéu t6 quan trong dé thuc hién giao tiép tiéng Anh hiéu qua va can duoc cdi thién véi nhiéu phuang
phép khc nhau. Bai bdo trinh bay viéc dp dung ky thuat tongue twister dé tang kha nang phat dm tiéng Anh ctia
sinh vién khong chuyén tiéng Anh ndm thit nhat thong qua bay budc ctia phuong phap nghién cu hanh dong. Di
liéu dinh lugng duoc thu thap thong qua cac bai kiém tra phat am trudc va sau khi ap dung kj thudt tongue twister,
phan anh su tién b cla sinh vién trong sudt qua trinh hoc, trong khi dit liéu dinh tinh dugc thu thap tif nhét ky
nhan xét cla sinh vién, ghi lai nhiing trdi nghiém va quan diém cta ho vé ky thuat nay. Két qua cho thdy, viéc dp
dung ki thudt tongue twister gilip cai thién kj nang phat &m cac dm mot céch chinh xac va nhat quan hon. Bén
canh dd, sinh vién tham gia nghién ciiu da thé hién r su tién bo trong kha ndng nhan biét trong am, st dung ngi
diéu chinh xac, dong thai han ché cac 16i ngap ngting va cdi thién toi da su trdi chay khi phat am tiéng Anh. Nhin
chung, tongue twister la mdt ki thuat hiéu qua cai thién nhiéu khia canh clia phat am tiéng Anh cling nhula cong
Cu Uu viét trong giang day ngdn ngit nay, dac biét la cho sinh vién khong chuyén.

Tir khod: Tongue twister; phdt dm; nghién ciiu hanh déng; bai kiém tra phdt dm; nhat ky nhdt xét.
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1. INTRODUCTION

During the globalization,
English is considered as a key
subject in schools with a focus
on four basic skills [1]. However,
speaking is the most important
and pronunciation is the
primary barrier to effective
communication [2]. After five
years of teaching English, the
author observed that certain
problems related to
pronunciation emerge among
students and they pose the
greatest challenge to effective
communication when students
learn speaking skills. While
some students perform well in
writing, reading, and listening,
they find speaking particularly
difficult. A lot of words,
especially homophones like
"sun", "son” are challenging for
students to pronounce, and the
correct uses of word stress,
intonation or fluency are
regularly overlooked [3]. It is
Nation [4] that states, “When
some teachers and students
complain about difficulties in
speaking, they are often talking
about pronunciation”.
Moreover, a study at Dalat
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university with the participation of 210 English-major
students in 2019 [5] shows that more than two-thirds of
the participants in the study were unsuccessful in
accurately pronouncing words due to English vowels and
consonants as well as stress. Therefore, more
pronunciation practice activities are required to improve
students' speaking skills. It is tongue twisters that are
phrases or sentences with similar sounds [6] present a
solution to the difficulties in teaching and learning
English pronunciation. The research was conducted to
illustrate those benefits through two research questions:
(1) To what extent does the use of tongue twister technique
improve  first-year  non-English  major  students’
pronunciation at Hanoi University of Industry? (2) What are
students’ attitudes towards tongue twister technique?

In recent years, it has been acknowledged that most
research has largely overlooked the spontaneous
exploration of techniques to enhance English
pronunciation in tertiary settings. Moreover, limited
studies have focused on non-English major students. As a
result, this study offers a valuable contribution to both
the theory and practice of English teaching and learning.
Theoretically, it helps identify the importance and key
components of English pronunciation as well as provides
research findings that can serve as reference materials of
tongue twister forimproving pronunciation instruction in
higher education. Practically, it equips teachers with a
deeper understanding of how to use the tongue twister
technique to assist non-English major students in
improving their English pronunciation skills; motivate
students to be confident and improve their English
pronunciation.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODS
2.1. Theoretical framework
2.1.1. Pronunciation

Experts have provided various definitions of
pronunciation. Gilakjani [7] argues that it is a vital aspect
of learning a foreign language, significantly influencing a
learner's communication skills and overall performance.
According to Pennington et al. [8], pronunciation
involves a complex interaction of perceptual, articulatory,
and interactional factors, characterized by segmental
features (phonics), voice-setting features (speech
stretches), and prosodic features (stress and intonation).
Prommak [9] further states that pronunciation is an
integral part of language learning, encompassing both
segmental elements (such as consonants and vowels)
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and suprasegmental elements (like stress, intonation,
rhythm, rate, and volume). Mastery of these components
enhances  communication, and by learning
pronunciation, students aim to develop their
communication competence [10]. For a straightforward
and accurate explanation, the researchers adopted
Prommak's [9] definition as their theoretical framework.

Teaching pronunciation in English is essential, as it
forms the foundation of effective communication.
Mispronunciation can hinder intelligibility, making even
simple words difficult to convey. Therefore, effective
pronunciation instruction empowers students to express
themselves confidently and encourages idea sharing [11].
Harmer [12] adds that pronunciation teaching enhances
speaking skills and helps students understand sound
characteristics. He states that “concentrating on sounds,
showing where they are made in the mouth, making
students aware of where words should be stressed - all
these things give them extra information about spoken
English and help them achieve the goal of improved
comprehension and intelligibility” (p.187).

In the past, Celce-Murcia et al. [13] also appreciated
the importance of pronunciation teaching as well as
identified some kinds of technique and practice materials
for pronunciation instruction. The techniques and
materials they mentioned include (1) Listen and imitate,
(2) Phonetic training, (3) Minimal pair drills, (4)
Contextualized minimal pairs, (5) Visual aids, (6) Tongue
twisters, (7) Developmental approximation drills, (8)
Practice of vowels shifts and stress related by affixation, (9)
Reading aloud/ recitation, (10) Recording of learners’
production.

2.1.2. Tongue twister

There are a wide range of definitions of tongue twister
given by experts in the world. Sukiani [14] describes them
as challenging sequences of words due to similar sounds.
Besides, Machackova [4] adds that they consist of
difficult-to-pronounce phrases and serve as a fun way to
improve English proficiency. In addition, Danijela [15]
notes that tongue twisters act as pronunciation exercises,
mimicking normal speech's stress, rhythm, and
intonation while requiring quick adjustments in mouth
and tongue movements. From the aforementioned
comments, the researchers conclude that tongue
twisters, though challenging because of their repetitive
sound patterns, can be effective and humorous activities
in the classroom.
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According to Goldrick et al. [16], phonological
planning errors are caused by the tongue twister
paradigm. The repeating of certain sounds, words, or
phrases with an emphasis on pronunciation, stress,
intonation, pace, and speech are the hallmarks of tongue
twisters. Additionally, tongue twisters are meant to assist
students in differentiating between similar and
perplexing letter sounds. According to Lutfiani [10], the
tongue twister exercises begin with having students
repeat a variety of tongue twisters and go faster or to
come up with some original verses. The examples are
those such as “Sally sells seashells by the seashore” or
“Bubby baby buggy bumpers” or “Busy Barry Bear barely
bakes berries” or “Peter Pepper picked a peck of pickled
peppers”.

Through the study on tongue twisters in
pronunciation class, Sitoresmi [17] concluded some
advantages: (1) improving their motivation as a result of
various activities conducted during the course; (2)
making students relax, be more excited in practicing their
pronunciation inside or outside of classroom; (3)
enhancing students’ pronunciation ability; (4) creating
more exciting and relax atmosphere in classroom; (5) is a
good exercise of the mouth and muscles when
pronouncing words.

2.2. Research methods

The study surveyed 27 freshman students majoring
Mechanical Engineering at Hanoi University of Industry
with varying levels of English proficiency. The majority of
the participants exhibit an elementary level of English
proficiency (equivalent to level 2 according to CEFR),
indicative of their non-English major background. Those
students were chosen for the study because they
experienced the blended-learning model at university
and spent most of offline time in classrooms practicing
speaking English. By examining experiences of these
students, the research aims to shed light on the
effectiveness of tongue twister in enhancing their English
pronunciation.

The researcher employed classroom action research
as the most effective method for addressing the issues.
Putri et al. [18] suggest that action research is a strategy
for enhancing education by implementing changes and
learning from their outcomes. Especially, the seven steps
developed in the action research model by McBride et al.
[19] are fundamentally iterative, exploratory, and cyclical,
which results in the authors’ decision to adapt the model
to their study's design, taking into account the tertiary
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context, the number of participants, and the nature of
their responses.
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Figure 1. The seven steps of action research

(1) Through four years of teaching at HaUl, the authors
observed that students had a very weak pronunciation
ability, which significantly hindered their communication
proficiency. Students often struggled with pronouncing
vowels and consonants, and frequently neglected word
stress and intonation. These issues made their speech
unclear and had a detrimental effect on their overall
fluency.

(2) A pronunciation pre-test was conducted to collect
preliminary data on students’ pronunciation ability.

(3) The researchers determined from the pre-test
results that students’ challenges with sound
pronunciation, word stress, intonation, and fluency were
the main factors contributing to ineffective English
communication.

(4) The researcher developed a suitable action plan for
the study based on the pre-test results. In this stage, all
necessary materials for English teaching and learning at
HaUl were prepared. As the first two weeks were
dedicated to gathering and analyzing data from the pre-
test, the researcher scheduled the implementation of the
tongue twister technique to begin in the third week.

(5) The action plan was carried out over six weeks by
incorporating the tongue twister strategy into EFL
classroom lessons with some steps. Firstly, students were
introduced to the key features of the tongue twister
technique and guided in using it to improve their
pronunciation. For each unit with a topic, teachers
specifically instructed some common phonemes in the
unit and introduced the appropriate tongue twisters.
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After that, teachers gave the examples to use the correct
intonation and word stress with those tongue twisters by
showing videos and explaining the rules. For
improvement of fluency, teachers let students to practice
tongue twister tasks such as reading, drilling, whispering,
etc. and also motivated them to practice in front of others
for peer and teacher feedback. After each unit, students
were also tasked with submitting a speaking video
featuring those tongue twisters as homework and got
feedback from teachers.

(6) A pronunciation post-test with the same format
and similar level of difficulty to the pre-test was
conducted to evaluate the students' progress in
pronunciation, while their reflective journals were
utilized to capture their attitudes and experiences with
using the technique.

(7) The researchers analyzed and compared the results
of the pronunciation post-test and the pre-test in order to
determine the effects of using tongue twister technique.
Besides, the feedback from reflective journals were then
analyzed to assess students’ perspectives on the
application of this technique.

2.2.1. Data collection and analysis instruments
2.2.1.1. Pronunciation tests

To assess improvements in students' pronunciation,
the author employed two pronunciation tests with the
similar level of difficulty before and after practicing
tongue twisters. These pre- and post-tests were adapted
with the same format from a pronunciation test (2017) of
the faculty of Foreign Language in HaUl for English
majored students. Each pronunciation test consists of
two sections: the first requires students to pronounce 20
single words (including 10 minimal pairs), while the
second involves reading a paragraph of about 10
sentences that features common vocabulary found in the
textbook. The assessment is based on four criteria:
sounds, stress, intonation, and fluency. The first section
evaluates students’ pronunciation concerning sounds
and stress, while the second focuses on intonation and
fluency. Each test is scored out of a total of 40 points, with
each criterion receiving an equal allocation of 10 points.

To ensure the reliability of the test results, the author
made use of the software SPSS version 20.0 as the major
tool for statistical analysis of the data. T-test was used to
identify the significant differences (p-value) between pre-
test and post-test which could illustrate the improvement
of students’ pronunciation ability after tongue twister
instruction. One of two cases appear after the analysis on
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SPSS: (1) If p-value is less than or equal to the significance
level of 0.05 (p < 0.05), it can be understood that there is
an effect of tongue twisters on improving first-year non-
English major students’ pronunciation; (2) If p-value is
bigger than the significance level of 0.05 (p > 0.05), it's
concluded that there is no effect of tongue twisters on
improving first-year non-English major students’
pronunciation.

2.2.1.2. Reflective reports

Following each practice session of tongue twisters,
students were given the task of writing in a journal to
capture their attitudes, feelings, and insights about their
practice. This study modified Lindsey's [20] reflective
journal model, which included one open-ended question
about students' perceptions of using tongue twisters to
enhance pronunciation.

Moreover, the author also decided to adopt Creswell
[21]'s content analysis method to analyze the data in
journals with 6 steps: (1) Read through the students’
journals, then categorized them; (2) Filter to get the
suitable journals and determine the main ideas for
analysis; (3) Read all selected data and divide them two
opposing tendencies as positive and negative; (4) Code
all the data based on hierarchical frames with three levels
(tongue twister description, specification of students’
attitude, the attribute or specific theme associated with
tongue twister); (5) Connect the themes and description.
The results of the analysis were presented in this study
using narrative passages; (6) Interpret the findings and
outcomes.

Interpreting the Meaning of
Themes/Descriptions

t

Interrelating Themes/Description

Validating the Accuracy |
of the Information 4 }

Themes

T T

Coding the Data (hand or computer)

i

‘ Reading through All Data

f

Organizing and Preparing Data for Analysis

i

4{ Raw Data (transcripts, field notes etc.)

Description

Figure 2. Creswell’s content analysis method [21]
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3.RESULTS

Based on the results of the pre-test and post-test,
tongue twister was illustrated to bring significant
improvement of English pronunciation as follows:

(1) The tongue twister technique helped students
to pronounce English sounds correctly

Students’ ability to pronounce English sounds
improved by applying the tongue twister technique
through strategies such as: listening and repeating after
the audio and teachers, pronouncing and repeating
vocabularies, reading the tongue twister chains in which
each sound is integrated. In the giving an example of
tongue twister sentences, the teacher acted as the
instructor to introduce the focus phonemes in each topic
to help students to distinguish the sounds, memorize and
pronounce them correctly. The results of two
pronunciation tests showed that approximately 74.1% of
students (20 out of 27 students) got higher scores of
sounds in the post-test, 14.8% (4 students) remained the
scores compared to the pre-test while 11.11% (3
students) received lower scores. The average score was
5.74, making it the second highest among the four
criteria.

(2) The tongue twister technique improved
students’ ability to use correct stress

Students' ability to use correct word and sentence
stress in English improved through the tongue twister
technique, which included memorizing stress rules,
listening and repeating words, and reading sentences
while identifying key phonemes. The teacher modeled
correct pronunciation and explained stress rules, such as
the different stress on "record" (/'rek.0:d/ as a noun and
/ri’ko:d/ as a verb). After practicing, the teacher had
students repeat after her/him. Pronunciation tests
showed that 18 students (about 66.67%) achieved better
stress results, with an average score of 5.185 in the post-
test, while 5 students (18.52%) maintained their scores,
and 4 students (14.819%) scored lower.

(3) The tongue twister technique enhanced
students’ ability to use correct intonation in speaking
an expression

Using the tongue twister technique enhanced
students' ability to use proper intonation. Teachers
employed effective strategies such as showing videos of
tongue twister sentences, providing examples of correct
intonation, discussing topic-related expressions, and
having students practice through repetition. This
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approach helped students differentiate intonation in
various contexts and become accustomed to using
appropriate intonation. For example, falling intonation is
used in statements or Wh-question like “/ wish to wash my
Irish  wristwatch”, “Which wristwatches are Swiss
wristwatches?” while rising intonation appears in yes-no
questions like “Can you catch a can canner canning a can?"
As a result, 23 students (85%) saw score increases of 1 to
2 points after two pronunciation tests, and no student
experienced a decrease in their intonation scores.

(4) The tongue twister technique improved
students’ speaking fluency and ability to decrease
pauses and hesitation in pronouncing the English
words

By reading and repeating interesting words chains in
tongue twister sentences, students became more
familiar, more flexible to pronounce English words and
could avoid the hesitation and pauses. For the beginning
phase, teachers did modeling by reading tongue twister
sentences at slow speed, medium speed and then fast
speed with the nice fluency. To make students more
confident and enthusiastic, teachers then asked students
to come to the front and practice the sentences at
different speed as well as gave the appropriate feedback
for them to improve. The pauses and word repetitions
obviously decreased, which was shown in the results of
the post-test. While 24 students (88.9%) got higher scores
in terms of fluency with an average score of 6.148 - the
highest one in four criteria, only 2 students (7.4%)
remained their scores in terms of fluency in the post-test
and a student (3.7%) received the lower score.

Table 1. Paired Samples Statistics of pre-test and post-test

Mean
N P-value
Pre-test Post-test

Sounds 27 4,889 5.740 0.000
Stress 27 4.667 5.185 0.001
Intonation 27 4.407 5.333 0.000
Fluency 27 4,963 6.148 0.000
Total 27 18.926 22.406 0.000

It can be seen in the table 1 that there was a difference
of 3.48 between the total mean scores of the post-test
and pre-test in which the difference for sounds criteria is
0.851, for stress criteria is 0.518, for intonation criteria is
0.926 and for fluency is 1.185, significantly greater than
zero. It means that tongue twister technique was
effective to improve the students’ pronunciation.
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Furthermore, the efficiency was also proved by p-value
(p < 0.05) through the paired-samples t test, which
indicated a significance difference between the students’
pronunciation before and after using tongue twister
technique.

Through content analysis of students’ journals on the
tongue twister technique, the researcher found that most
students had a positive attitude towards it (see Table 2).
Twenty-three students appreciated tongue twisters for
being funny, interesting, and helpful for pronunciation,
noting that it enhanced the classroom atmosphere. As a
result, students reported improvements in their
pronunciation, including better sound distinction, faster
reading, and reduced pauses and hesitation while
speaking. Conversely, four students had negative
attitudes, feeling tense and nervous when reading the
sentences. They viewed the tongue twister technique as
outdated and suited only for children, finding it
nonsensical to practice.

Table 2. Students’ attitude towards tongue twister
Attitude

What do you think about Tongue twister technique?
- Tongue twisters are very funny, interesting and useful
because we had the opportunities to challenge ourselves
with different sounds in each context.

- When words that differ by just one phoneme are placed in
a meaningful sentence, it helps us better remember and
distinguish the pronunciation differences between the
phonemes.

- | can distinguish some pairs of vowels and consonants. For
example, you know, it's quite hard to pronounce the long or
short sounds, /u/ or /u:/.

- It was challenging, but as | continued practicing, | became
more comfortable and noticed significant improvements in
my English skills.

- My dass is always lively and filled with laughter.
Pronouncing the words correctly is challenging, but it was so
entertaining to watch my classmates' mouths and listen to
how they pronounced the words.

- By repeatedly practicing tonque twisters, | am able to
reduce pauses and hesitation when pronouncing words.

- In the past, | used to pronounce English words the same
way | would in Vietnamese, which sounded ridiculous.
However, practicing tongue twisters has helped me become
more accustomed to fast English speech and has made me
more mindful of individual sounds.

- The atmosphere was much more energetic, and | could see
the excitement on my classmates’ faces while they practiced
tongue twisters.

Positive
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- | can anticipate the correct pronunciation of sounds
because the phonemes are used in specific contexts,
allowing me to memorize them more easily.

- Itis helpful especially in mastering some more problematic
sounds and groups of consonants.

- It is an effective technique that helps us move our mouths
and tongues correctly when pronouncing English sounds.

- | feel tense and nervous, | couldn’t pronounce them
properly. Especially, my English is not good enough, when |
try to pronounce them fast, I felt so hard and embarrassed.
- We might stutter and mumble and generally got pauses
and hesitation— in front of everyone. | found it discouraging
as | couldn’t pronounce a tongue twister quickly.

Negative |- There is too much repetition of the same phonemes and
meaningless sounds. They feel a bit outdated and tend to
only appeal to children.

- Rapid pronunciation isn't the primary concern; what truly
matters is clarity and comprehension. Therefore, | don't
value the use of tongue twisters for improving
pronunciation.
4. CONCLUSION
The research findings revealed that the

implementation of the tongue twister technique in non-
English major classes at Hanoi University of Industry led
to significant improvements in students' pronunciation,
as evidenced by pre-test and post-test scores. By
employing strategies such as practicing sound pairs,
memorizing stress patterns, reading tongue twister
sentences, and repeating word chains, students
improved their pronunciation accuracy, word stress,
intonation, and overall fluency while also reducing
hesitations and pauses. Furthermore, the study indicates
that students had a positive attitude towards their
pronunciation advancements and found the lessons to
be more engaging, reinforcing the effectiveness of the
tongue twister technique.

In light of these positive outcomes, it is recommended
that English teachers integrate the tongue twister
technique with other instructional methods to improve
students' pronunciation, focusing on  sounds,
word/sentence stress, intonation, and fluency. First-year
non-English major students at Hanoi University of
Industry, as well as non-English majors elsewhere, should
also practice this technique to enhance their confidence
and pronunciation abilities. Though the research topic is
not entirely new, this study systematically and clearly
outlines the pronunciation difficulties faced by non-
English major university students and introduces the
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"tongue twister" technique as a step-by-step approach to
enhance pronunciation. As a result, this paper could
provide a solid foundation for future studies that aim to
develop more effective methods, incorporating tongue
twisters, to improve students' pronunciation.
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