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To review, syllables (the “beats” of “language music”) fit together neatly in syllable-stress             
patterns within words. In turn, words fit together neatly in phrase or short sentence stress patterns.  

Not only syllables in words but also syllables in context (connected language) are emphasized 
(stressed). In contrast to unstressed or “reduced” words and syllables, stressed syllables sound   

Unstressed syllables, including one-syllable “function words” in phrases and sentences, 
sound shorter, less clear, lower in pitch, and softer.  

H ow Stressed & Unstressed Syllables Produce   
Regular Rhythm in Fluent Speech  

In spoken American English, phrases and sentences consist of stressed syllables with 
unstressed syllables and words between them. These “strong and weak” syllables form a 
pattern, called “speech rhythm.” The rhythm sounds “regular” because the amount of time 
between the stressed “beats” is approximately the same, no matter how many unstressed 
(reduced) syllables there are (none, one, or more).   

Getting Into the Rhythm 
ACCENT ACQUISITION 

PRINCIPLE:  
the Regular Rhythm              
of American English   

P
ART TH

REE 

 l o n g  er, 


HIGH
 er,  and LOUD 

 CLEAR er, 

In the regular rhythm of American English, the amount of time a speaker takes to move from one stressed syllable to 
another doesn’t vary much, regardless of the number of unstressed syllables in between.   
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1c. If it’s here  toDAY, it’ll be gone               by toMORrow 

           
1a.        Here     toDAY, gone toMORrow 

                             
1b. It’s here       toDAY, but it’s gone              toMORrow 

        

2a.     ALL’s  well  that ENDS  well. 
                   
2b. And ALL is well that will END      well. 

              

2c.       ALL can be    well    that has ENDed well. 

For instance, all six of the following phrase and sentence examples, based on simple 
proverbs, take about the same amount of time to say. That’s because each of them has the 
same number of stressed syllables (four) regardless of the number of unstressed 
syllables in between.1 Listen and repeat the sentences. 

EXERCISE 1—RECOGNIZING & USING REGULAR SENTENCE RHYTHM. On the next page 
are some groups of proverbs (old sayings or folk wisdom) in English. First, repeat 
or say the proverbs, paying special attention to the even rhythm and the focus 
points in CAPITAL LETTERS. To understand the pattern, you can put a black dot 
over the stressed syllable in each emphasized word.1  To indicate the distance 
between stressed syllables, you can draw curved lines or arrows connecting 
them C CCC. (A few answers are given, and you can check your markings with 
the Answer Key at the end of this Pronunciation Supplement.) 

1  In addition to content parts of speech (nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs), the following kinds of words are often emphasized: 
 Question words, such as who, what, which, when, where, why, and how. 
 Demonstrative pronouns, usually this, that, these, and those. 
 Negative markers and contractions, like not, don’t, doesn’t, didn’t, can’t, won’t, wouldn’t, and the like. 

Here are the kinds of  “function words” that are most often unstressed or “reduced” in pronunciation.  
 Personal pronouns and adjectives, such as I, me, we, us, you, he, him, his, she, her, hers, they, them, etc.  
 Contractions with pronouns like I’m, we’re, you’re, he’s, she’s, it’s, and they’re. 
 Auxiliary and modal verbs, including is, are, was, were, do, does, did, have, has, had, can, could, will, would, should, may, 

might, and others.  
 Articles, most often a, an, and the. 
 Prepositions, such as in, on, at, to, from, with, before, after, near, next to, beside, around, over, under, etc. 
 Conjunctions (connecting words), like and, or, so, for, because, if, when, before, after, as soon as, etc.  
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In each group of four, one proverb in the first column has approximately the same stress                 
and rhythm pattern as another proverb in the second column. Using a clear, regular rhythmic 
accent, say the phrases or sentences again. Then draw lines to connect the matching 
patterns. (Remember—the rhythm depends on the number of stressed syllables in the 
context, not on the number of unstressed syllables in between.) You can check your 
answers with the Answer Key.  

5. Don’t judge a book by its COVer.   

6. NeCESsity is the mother of invention. 

7. Haste makes WASTE. 

8. The more, the MERrier. 

e. Walls have EARS.  

f. Don’t bite the hand that FEEDS you. 

g. VarIety is the spice of life.  

h. The sooner, the BETter.  

9. Still waters run DEEP.   

10. Fool me ONCE, shame on YOU. Fool me 
TWICE, shame on ME. 

11. Time is MONey. 

12. Marry in HASTE, repent at LEIsure.  

i. Every little bit HELPS. 

j. Early to BED, early to RISE—makes you 
HEALTHy , wealthy, and WISE.  

k. Seeing is beLIEVing.   

l. United we STAND, divided we FALL. 

13. Too many COOKS spoil the BROTH.    

14. If you can’t BEAT them, JOIN them. 

15. Look before you LEAP. 

16. Cold HANDS, warm HEART.   

m. If the shoe FITS, WEAR it.  

n. Once BITten, twice SHY.  

o. Boys will be BOYS.   

p. Two WRONGS don’t make a RIGHT.  

                    

1. Don’t put all your eggs in one BASket. a. Money TALKS.  

  
2. First COME, first SERVED.  b. Last  but  not     LEAST.  
 

3. Sink or SWIM.  c. Easy   COME,  easy     GO.  
 

 4. Live and  let        LIVE. d. Don’t put the cart before the HORSE.   
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T he Rhythm of Verse & Song  

Of course, the regular rhythm of American English speech is most evident in                      
poetry or verse and music with lyrics (songs) based on the patterns of beats or notes.                

In English and American literature, there are many well-known rhymes (short poems) read                  
to and memorized by children. Songs written and sung for children are especially rhythmic:  
it’s easy to determine which syllables are stressed and which are reduced or sung quickly                       
in between the beats and strong notes.  

Here are a few such verses and a song—with the regular rhythm marked by a black 
dot  for each stressed syllable.  Listen and chant or sing along, making sure to “keep 
the rhythm” of the poetry or music.  

THE   

        
Little  Jack HORNer  sat  in a CORner 

According to historians, the short, traditional 
verses known as “nursery rhymes” in the English-
speaking world were based originally on political 

rhymes (disguised 
criticisms of powerful 
political figures).                      

Maybe “Little Jack 
Horner” was  about                 
an informer in old 
England being 
rewarded  for reporting 
a landowner for non-
payment of taxes.    

   
eating a   Christmas   PIE.   

         
He put in his THUMB and pulled  out a PLUM,  

      
and SAID,  “What a    GOOD boy  am  I.” 

THE   

Probably, this popular  rhyme 
was about a powerful person     
that took a fall from power.                              

The damage could not be re-
paired.  

    
HUMPty Dumpty sat      on a WALL.  

                  
ALL the king’s horses     and ALL  the  king’s men 

      
COULDn’t   put  Humpty  toGETHer       again. 

    

HUMPty Dumpty had    a great FALL. 

 

        
JACK fell DOWN     and broke  his CROWN 
                   

And JILL      came tumbling             AFter. 

    
JACK     and JILL      went up   the HILL 

     
To FETCH       a pail       of WATer 

What might 
this seemingly 
simple                   
rhyme have 
referred to 
originally? 

Perhaps an 
unsuccessful 
attempt at tax 
reform. 
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THE REFRAIN OR “CHORUS” 
            

Why,  oh why, oh why, oh why? 

       
   Why,  oh why,     oh why? 

                
Because,  because, because, because, 

         
Good-bye,  Good-bye, Good-bye. 

“Why, Oh Why?” 
Here’s a rhythmic children’s tune by Woody Guthrie, 

a famous American songwriter and folksinger.                    
Each verse, including the refrain, consists of four 
lines, and there’s a lot of repetition. As with many                 
of Guthrie’s songs, it’s easy to “ad-lib” by making                   

up additional verses for fun and                       
the present situation.   

Just make sure the additional questions 
and answers you create fit into the 

rhythm pattern of the song.  

 
 

TVERSE 1  

          
Good-bye,   Good-bye, Good-bye. 

             
   Why   can’t a  dish break a hammer? 

         
   Why,     oh why,        oh why? 

             
Because a       hammer’s   got a pretty 

    
  hard  head, 

For the next two verses, put these lines into the same song rhythm. After each verse, recite or sing the refrain                       
(the chorus) again. Then you might try making up verses (questions and answers) of your own.  

Why can’t a bird eat an elephant? 
Why, oh why, oh why? 
Because an elephant’s got a pretty hard skin. 
Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye. 

Why don’t you answer my questions? 
Why, oh why, oh why? 
Because I don’t know the answers. 
Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye. 

EXERCISE 3—RECOGNIZING & USING LANGUAGE RHYTHM IN VERSE & SONG.                  
Download and listen to some simple poetry or songs, perhaps verses 
written for children. From the printed text or from listening again and 
again to the words, copy or write down the lines. To mark the rhythm, 
highlight or mark the stressed syllables. Probably, they’ll occur at about 
the same distance from one another, so your markings should clarify the 
rhythm of each verse or song. Then, while looking at your text, chant or 
sing along with the tape or CD until you have learned each rhyme or song. 


