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A Commentary on
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Development

by Colantoni L., Escudero P., Marrero-Aguiar V., and Steele J. (2021). Front. Commun. 6:639889. doi:
10.3389/fcomm.2021.639889

“EVIDENCE-BASED DESIGN PRINCIPLES FOR SPANISH
PRONUNCIATION TEACHING” (COLANTONI, ESCUDERO,
MARRERO-AGUIAR, AND STEELE)

There is a plethora of research exploring how English pronunciation should be taught or what features
should be prioritized in teaching to help improve learners’ intelligibility. However, there is not much
published on the same issue in other languages. Because each language has its own phonetic inventory,
phonological idiosyncrasies and variations, research on issues related to teaching priorities in English
pronunciation may be helpful but not fully applicable to other languages. This conceptual analysis on five
research-informed design principles discussing the priorities and considerations for Spanish pronunciation
teaching is important and informative for researchers, practitioners, and materials developers.

Of the five principles, “a focus on features with high functional load” is especially valuable. In this
section, the authors suggest a frequency-based method to reach conclusions about which sounds are
more important to address at different levels of L2 Spanish learning. For teachers who do not feel very
confident about what sounds to prioritize in pronunciation instruction, the authors provide a list of
the most frequent sounds in Spanish and guide readers about the importance of minimal pairs in
determining the importance of sound contrasts. In a further study, the authors could potentially
create a rank ordering of Spanish sound pairs (for the variety of their choice) that is likely to cause
intelligibility problems by following a method such as the one in Brown (1988). The authors criticize
the functional load principle for not addressing suprasegmental features and suggest ways of
incorporating lexical stress and sentence-type intonation into the functional load principle.
Functional load, as we usually understand it, is built primarily on numbers of minimal pairs for
a given contrast. But this feature is not easily applicable to suprasegmentals. Perhaps we need a
different measure altogether. Such a measure does exist in the form of the information-theoretic
approach to functional load, outlined by Hockett (1967) and elaborated by Surendran and Niyogi
(2003); see also Sewell, 2021). The work of Surendran and Niyogi (2003) focused on the relative
contributions of vowels, consonants, and lexical stress etc. for English, Dutch, German, and
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Mandarin, but there is still need for research focusing on Spanish.
This might be a potential future exploration both for the authors
of this paper and other researchers.

Another helpful section of this paper is the one on ‘targeting
features and segments shared by the majority of the varieties of
the target language since it brings attention to the commonly
shared features in most Spanish varieties. The authors propose that
commonly shared sounds in most Spanish varieties should be
prioritized in pronunciation instruction to support mutual
intelligibility and inform about the most appropriate developmental
stage (ie., proficiency level) to address particular dialectal features. In
this section, the authors increase the visibility of research done in
Spanish varieties by not only reviewing the studies published in
English but also the ones in Spanish.

One of the contributions of this paper is to highlight the role of
prosody in Spanish, that is, marking inflectional features through
lexical stress and sentence structure through intonation
(ie., declaratives versus questions). Having called attention to the
distinct role of prosody in Spanish, the paper might be strengthened
by reviewing the studies addressing prosody in Spanish. Most studies
cited in the current paper focus on prosody in English.

In conclusion, the conceptual analysis in this paper provides a
foundation for the further development of Spanish pronunciation
teaching. Particularly important is its consideration of the
importance of perceptual training, the role of prosodic
components in Spanish, the use of contextualized activities,
the importance of extending research on functional load to
Spanish, and the benefits of teaching pronunciation features
that are shared across Spanish varieties.

“THE EFFECTS OF ESL IMMERSION AND
PROFICIENCY ON LEARNERS’
PRONUNCIATION DEVELOPMENT”
(KOSTROMITINA AND KANG)

The development of segmental and suprasegmental pronunciation
features in L2 English is a commonly studied topic in pronunciation
instruction studies in laboratory or classroom settings (for example,
see Lee et al, 2015). In longitudinal studies, however, it is mostly
global measures of speech such as comprehensibility, accentedness,
and fluency that are explored. It is less common to see studies in
which the development of multiple segmental and suprasegmental
features is reported over an extended period of time. This
exploratory study differs by investigating ESL speakers’
development of segmentals and suprasegmentals (ie., fluency,
prominence, and intonation) in an immersion context without
any classroom instruction.

The study has a number of features that enable it to capture
ESL speakers’” pronunciation development in a more holistic way.
First, it explores pronunciation issues using elicited free speech
data (extended samples of monologic speech), which is
challenging while looking at segmentals since speakers may
not produce sufficient tokens for some sounds. Second, rather
than focusing on a selected set of sounds, the authors map out the
developmental trajectory of all segmentals by employing a
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functional load-based analysis. Third, fluency, prominence,
and intonation are analyzed through acoustic measures rather
than listener-based judgements to give a more fine-detailed
picture of learners’ development. Lastly, this study compares
the development of beginner, intermediate and advanced
speakers to investigate the relationship between proficiency
level and developmental patterns, providing information
about whether there is an optimal time to be immersed
into the second language environment.

The study reports no significant improvement for segmental
features across proficiency levels. In fact, the proficiency levels of
the speakers and the immersion experience could explain only
about 2% of the change in L2 speakers’ speech and the authors
report that most of the variance was explained by individual
differences among the participants. For suprasegmentals, the
study reports significant effects of immersion experience with
medium to large effect sizes only for some features (fluency and
prominence) but not across all proficiency levels. As for intonation,
there was no significant effect of immersion but only of proficiency
level. Indeed, for all features in the study, individual differences
were influential and the study as a whole points to the importance
of both external factors (such as age of onset) and internal factors
(such as motivation) in explaining the development of L2
pronunciation. The authors also reported substantial influence
of random factors (ie., participants and their L1 background)
based on their Linear Mixed Effects Models analyses. This study is
important in terms of showing the importance of individual
differences since “participants” was the random factor
accounting for so much difference in speakers’ performances.
The study is also important in emphasizing the need for explicit
training to support the improvement of productive speech and
pronunciation skills of L2 speakers. Lastly, the results of this
exploratory study bring up the question of the optimal
proficiency level that is required for L2 speakers to benefit from
an immersion experience. This study reinforces the findings of
previous research showing the importance of both segmentals and
suprasegmentals (Pickering, 2001; Hahn, 2004; Field, 2005; Kang,
2010; Kang et al. 2010; Kang and Moran, 2014) for L2
pronunciation performance and how they may follow different
developmental trajectories for speakers who started their
immersion experience at different levels (Collentine, 2009;
Davidson, 2010; Kang and Ghanem, 2016). It also indicates that
some pronunciation features may be quite challenging to acquire,
at least in a short time frame.

The way this study lies at the crossroads of multiple research topics
(ie, functional load, segmentals and suprasegmentals, immersion
contexts) reflects the ongoing research agenda of Okim Kang and
her collaborators, whose work on functional load and the role of
suprasegmentals in L2 pronunciation has pushed the field forward in
connecting acoustic measurements and listener-based ratings (Kang
et al,, 2010; Kang, 2012; Kang and Moran, 2014; Kang et al., 2020).
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