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Abstract 

 

This paper responds to a meta-analysis of 77 published studies into the effects of direct 

pronunciation instruction (Saito & Plonsky, 2019) and is itself an update to a response by 

Krashen (2013) to a previous, smaller meta-analysis (Saito, 2012). Language learning theory 

predicts that learners can access their Monitor if 3 conditions are met (Krashen, 2003) and this 

paper argues that it is plausible that all 3 conditions applied to the elicitation tasks of the 25 

published studies which claim to show that direct pronunciation had a positive effect on 

“spontaneous” speech. Many of these studies used picture description tasks, which, it is 

argued, do not resemble natural, spontaneous speech and allow subjects to focus on form. 

Studies that used other elicitation tasks possessed a number of methodological problems, such 

as allowing subjects preparation time before making their so-called “spontaneous” utterances, 

and not including a control group or sufficient explanation of the elicitation procedure. A 

study that claims to report on a different, “focus-on-form” type of pronunciation instruction is, 

it is argued, actually little different from the other studies that involved explicit instruction of 

specific pronunciation features. This paper aims to show the weakness of the evidence 

claiming to support the positive influence of direct pronunciation instruction on language 

acquisition. 
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The Effect of Direct Instruction on Pronunciation: Only Evident When 

Conditions for Monitor Use Are Met? An Update 

A common concern of second language teachers is how they can improve their 

learners’ pronunciation, but what does the research tell us about the efficacy of direct 

pronunciation teaching? Krashen (2003) has hypothesized that direct or explicit instruction 

results in conscious learning, not subconscious acquisition. If this hypothesis is correct, then 

the effects of direct instruction will be limited. Any positive results of direct, explicit 

instruction will only manifest themselves when three conditions for the use of conscious 

learning (Monitor use) are met: When the second language performer (1) consciously knows 

the rule, (2) has time to think about the rule, and (3) is thinking about correctness, or is 

focused on form (Krashen, 2003, 2013). In other words, conscious learning will not affect 

learners’ spontaneous speech. Up to now, research results for grammar instruction are 

consistent with these predictions concerning the three Monitor conditions (Krashen, 1982, 

2003) and this paper will investigate whether these predictions also hold for direct 

pronunciation instruction.  

In a response to Saito (2012)’s review of 15 studies into the effect of direct 

pronunciation instruction, Krashen (2013, p.273) concluded that “the entire case supporting 

the hypothesis that instruction and correction can lead to the acquisition of improved 

pronunciation is based on a single study involving training on one sound, and there are 

plausible reasons to hypothesize that acquisition did not take place.” The recent publication of 

a broader meta-analysis into the efficacy of explicit pronunciation instruction allows us to 

provide a timely update on this conclusion. 

 Saito & Plonsky (2019) analyzed 77 pronunciation studies and coded 33 as including 

analysis of “spontaneous” speech, which is hypothesized to be a product of the learner’s 
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unconscious, acquired linguistic system (Krashen, 1982, 2003). In 25 of these studies, direct 

instruction was reported as having a positive effect on a post-test. In this paper, we will 

investigate the methodology and conclusions of these papers to weigh the evidence against the 

language acquisition theory outlined above. 

 The elicitation method for “spontaneous” speech is extremely important because we 

need to be reasonably confident that the conditions for Monitor use were not present. The 

most commonly used elicitation method in the 25 studies was some kind of picture-

description task. Table 1 shows the studies which used this method. 

Table 1. Studies that used picture description tasks as an elicitation method for 

“spontaneous” speech 

Derwing et al. (2014) 

Elliott (1995)  

Foote & McDonough (2017) 

Gooch et al. (2016)  

He & Wasuntarasophit (2015) 

Kennedy et al. (2014) 

Martinsen et al. (2017) 

Parlak (2010) 

Saito (2011) 

Saito (2013a) 

Saito (2013b) 

Saito (2015) 

Saito & Lyster (2012) 

Trofimovich et al. (2017) 

 

Problems with Picture Description Tasks 

Picture description tasks, however, carry with them methodological problems. To 

illustrate this point, we will take the study by Trofimovich et al. (2017) as an example. In this 
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study, 30 adult learners of French took a speaking and listening course that provided 3 hours 

of weekly instruction for 15 weeks, and they were explicitly taught segmental and 

suprasegmental features of spoken French, including enchaînement and liaison. A pre-test was 

recorded in week 3 in a multimedia lab and consisted of a read-aloud story followed by an 

oral picture description and exactly the same procedure was repeated as a post-test in week 

15. For the picture description, subjects were given 2 minutes to familiarize themselves with 

the picture story and were allowed 5 minutes to record their narrative. 

 It is entirely reasonable to assume that all 3 monitor conditions were met in the 

procedure for the post-test outlined above. 

1. All subjects had learned several rules about French pronunciation.  

2. Although there was a time limit for the completion of the picture narrative, the time 

demands were quite different from those that occur in everyday, spontaneous speech and 

subjects had ample time to access their conscious knowledge, both before and during the 

recording process. 

3. Given the content of instruction and the nature of the first elicitation technique (the ‘read-

aloud’), it would have been clear to the subjects that the researchers wanted to evaluate 

their pronunciation. As a result, the subjects had been primed to focus on the form of their 

utterances during the “spontaneous speech” section, at least to some extent. 

Some researchers have attempted to improve the design of picture description tasks by 

introducing more time constraints into the procedure and by conducting the “spontaneous” 

speech test first. In Saito (2013b and 2015), for example, subjects were given 10 seconds to 

memorize a list of key words and then as soon as this list was taken away, they were given a 

picture and prompted to describe it, using 2 of the key words, and this process was repeated 

for other pictures. While we agree that it is an improvement to reduce subjects’ ‘thinking 
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time’ before making their utterances, we do not believe that the time pressure described above 

disables subjects from accessing the Monitor, for several reasons. Firstly, a picture description 

is not a genuine conversation with a communicative purpose. The subjects know that the only 

reason for them to be speaking is for evaluation purposes, so it is likely that they focused on 

the form of their utterances, at least to some extent. Indeed, Kennedy et al. (2014, p.90) 

commented that during the picture description task, their subjects may have opted to use 

words with more “familiar” pronunciation, indicating that aspects of linguistic form were part 

of their awareness during the task. Secondly, the 10 second memorization period may have 

primed the subjects to focus on the pronunciation of the target words. Thirdly, the authors do 

not describe the speech rate of the subjects during the task. The subjects may have started 

speaking as soon as they were prompted but then spoken slowly and falteringly, in a very 

“Monitor-heavy” fashion. While picture description tasks may require subjects to focus on 

meaning, they also allow them to focus on form and access their Monitor. As a result, we 

have to conclude that studies which use picture description tasks present extremely weak 

evidence that direct pronunciation instruction results in improved spontaneous speech. 

 

Studies that Used Other Elicitation Tasks 

 In the rest of the 25 studies, a variety of “spontaneous” speech elicitation techniques 

were employed, however, in every case methodological problems cast doubt on any claim that 

direct pronunciation instruction led to unconscious acquisition. The next most commonly used 

elicitation method after picture description tasks was oral presentations. Hardison (2005), 

Gorsuch (2011), and Lima (2016) used oral presentations of varying lengths, but the authors 

provided no information concerning whether any preparation time was allowed before the 

presentations. In the case of Hardison (2005), subjects were allowed to look at note cards 
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while presenting so it would seem that the oral presentation were prepared in advance. 

Derwing et al. (2014) had the subjects in their study give a “workplace safety talk,” but 

unfortunately gave no information is given concerning any preparation time or time 

constraints. He & Wasuntarasophit (2015) had their subjects give a 1-minute speech in 

response to researcher questions, but this was after 15 minutes of advance preparation time 

had passed. In both de Jong & Perfetti (2011) and Thai & Boers (2017) subjects gave a short 

presentation 3 times in gradually shortening time constraints (“the 4/3/2 technique”), so these 

rehearsed utterances cannot be considered truly spontaneous. These authors only measured 

oral fluency and no other aspect of pronunciation such as intelligibility or comprehensibility.  

 In Perlmutter (1989), the subjects, who were ITAs newly arrived in the United States, 

were made to read a passage and then discuss the content for at least 1 minute with the 

researcher. Unfortunately, there was no control group so it is plausible that the gains on the 

post-test may have been due to exposure to comprehensible input.  

 Bueno Alastuey (2010) had subjects call fellow students on Skype and engage in open 

ended information exchanges. This elicitation method is novel and exciting because it may 

enable researchers to obtain samples of spontaneous speech. Unfortunately, there was no 

control group in this study, so the gains may have been related to the quality and quantity of 

comprehensible input received over the course of the study. Gluhareva and Prieto (2017) also 

used a novel elicitation technique: subjects were passed images on cards showing humans in 

everyday situations with a blank speech bubble beside them. Since the pre-test, training and 

post-test took only 30 minutes from start to finish and subjects were shown example answers 

in the treatment, however, it is plausible that they could have memorized at least part of their 

answers from the treatment. It is unlikely that acquisition took place within such a short time 

frame. 
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Hincks & Edlund (2009) used what they called “free speech” as an elicitation method 

but unfortunately the authors neglected to explain what they meant by this term. Underwood 

& Wallace (2012), called their elicitation technique “free conversation” and had subjects 

conduct a one and a half-minute conversation with a partner on any topic they liked. In this 

study, the authors investigated only the use of reduced forms (e.g. “dja wanna?” for “do you 

want to?”), which, arguably, the subjects treated as new lexical forms rather than 

pronunciation features and therefore this study is not relevant to our analysis.  

 Galante & Thomson (2017) used 5 different elicitation tasks including a picture story, 

retelling a video story, and a monologue, but in each case, subjects were allowed 30-45 

seconds of preparation time. In any case, the only significant improvement found was for oral 

fluency and not for comprehensibility and accentedness. Finally, Offerman & Olson (2016) 

emplyed a “picture naming task” but the authors themselves admit that they did not elicit 

genuinely spontaneous speech. 

 Linguistic theory posits that only comprehensible input can lead to subconscious 

language acquisition (Krashen, 2003). Pronunciation researchers have tried to show that 

explicit knowledge about the pronunciation of an L2 can become part of the acquired system, 

but it is plausible that the conditions for Monitor use were met during the elicitation task in 

almost all the studies discussed; it is also possible in the studies which used something akin to 

“free conversation”, due to the lack of highly detailed description of the elicitation process by 

the authors.  

 

“Form-Focused Instruction” 

A recent development in pronunciation research is the claim that pronunciation 

teaching without explicit instruction can lead to acquisition, as long as the instruction gets 
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learners to focus on the target form. Saito (2015) claimed that “Form-focused Instruction” 

without explicit instruction led to improvement in production of the English /r/ sound by a 

group of Japanese learners. The subjects had applied to take a course in “English 

argumentative skills” and received 4 hours of instruction over 2 weeks. Two experimental 

groups had their instruction organized so that it included activities that promoted “noticing” 

and practice of the English /r/ sound. This was done by highlighting in red and italicizing 

words in the course materials that contained /r/. Also, warm-up activities were conducted, 

such as card games that had subjects listen for and produce English /r/ as opposed to English 

/l/ or the nearest equivalent sound in Japanese, an alveolar tap. At no time did the course 

instructor explain how to pronounce the English /r/ sound explicitly. The experimental groups 

outperformed the control group, which used materials in which /r/ was not highlighted and in 

which many words containing /r/ were replaced (for example, “jog” was used instead of 

“run”). The control group also conducted different warm-up activities. 

 Although this study claims that ‘form-focused instruction’ forms a different category 

of instruction, we feel that in this case, it is really just an alternate variety of the same thing. 

Let us consider the study with regards to our 3 monitor conditions. Since this study used a 

picture description task as its elicitation technique, it is likely that condition 2 (time) was met. 

Since the subjects in the experimental groups spent a lot of time having their attention 

directed to the English /r/ sound, there are good reasons to believe that they were primed to 

focus on the form of their utterances in the speaking test. Therefore, condition 3 (focus on 

form) was also met. What about condition 1 (knowing the rule)? We would argue that in this 

study, the subjects already knew the rule from their previous English learning experiences. 

Every junior high school student in Japan is taught the basic rule that to make the English /r/ 

sound you are supposed to raise the front of your tongue to near the ridge behind your teeth 

without touching it. All the subjects in this study had already studied English for at least six 
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years. Therefore, even though explicit instruction did not form part of the experimental 

treatment, we believe that Monitor condition 1 (knowing the rule) applied in this case.  

 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, 7 years after the first review by Saito (2012) of pronunciation studies, 

the situation remains the same. The case supporting the hypothesis that direct instruction can 

lead to the acquisition of improved pronunciation rests on studies that are deeply 

methodologically flawed and there are good reasons for believing that acquisition did not take 

place. We will finish by repeating what Krashen (2013) stated previously, that the issue of the 

efficacy of direct pronunciation instruction can only be resolved by having subjects engage in 

real conversations with people other than the researchers, with no suggested target words 

present. This should ideally be done immediately after the instruction and several months later 

in order to see if any improvement persists. 
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