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Abstract 

This paper explores the pronunciation challenges faced by Spanish-speaking children learning English 

as a second language, focusing on the influence of native language and cultural factors. It analyzes the 

most common phonetic errors, including vowel substitution, consonant mispronunciation, and 

difficulties with stress, rhythm, and intonation, which arise due to the significant phonological 

differences between Spanish and English. The paper also examines how cultural attitudes toward 

language learning, limited exposure to native English speakers, and traditional language teaching 

practices contribute to the persistence of these pronunciation errors. By emphasizing the importance 

of increased phonetic awareness, focused pronunciation practice, and culturally responsive teaching 

methods, the paper offers practical recommendations for language educators to improve 

pronunciation outcomes. This comprehensive approach highlights the need to integrate pronunciation 

into the broader language curriculum and foster a supportive learning environment that motivates 

students to develop clearer, more natural English pronunciation. 

Keywords: Spanish-speaking children, second language, English pronunciation, phonetic errors, 

cultural factors, phonetic awareness, pronunciation practice 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Second language (L2) acquisition is a complex 

and multifaceted process, shaped by cognitive, 

linguistic, and sociocultural factors. Among the 

many challenges young learners face when 

acquiring an L2, pronunciation often proves to 

be particularly difficult. Pronunciation involves 

the ability to accurately produce the sounds, 

stress patterns, rhythm, and intonation of the 

target language, all of which are deeply tied to 

the learner’s first language (L1). For children, 

mastering the phonological system of a new 

language is further complicated by the fact that 

their cognitive development and linguistic 

processing abilities are still maturing. This 

developmental stage can influence how they 

perceive and produce sounds, as well as how 

they navigate the nuances of pronunciation in 

the second language. 

One of the critical elements that impact L2 
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pronunciation is the native cultural and 

linguistic background of the learner. This paper 

delves into the case of Spanish-speaking 

children learning English as a second language, 

a process that is often marked by specific 

phonetic errors. These errors are typically a 

result of negative transfer, where features of the 

L1 phonological system are mistakenly applied 

to the L2, leading to inaccurate pronunciation. 

Spanish, as a Romance language, differs from 

English not only in its sound inventory but also 

in the way it organizes and produces speech 

sounds. Spanish-speaking children learning 

English are thus faced with the challenge of 

unlearning certain phonetic habits ingrained by 

their native language, while simultaneously 

acquiring new phonetic features that may not 

exist in their L1. 

The process of learning English pronunciation 

for Spanish children is not only a matter of 

mechanical sound production; it is also 

influenced by broader cultural factors. Cultural 

attitudes toward language learning, societal 

views on bilingualism, and the degree of 

exposure to English within and outside of the 

classroom all play a significant role in shaping 

the success of pronunciation acquisition. In the 

case of Spanish children, who may have limited 

access to English-speaking environments, the 

opportunities to practice and refine 

pronunciation are often constrained. 

Furthermore, the cultural importance placed on 

formal aspects of language learning, such as 

grammar and vocabulary, sometimes leads to a 

lesser emphasis on oral proficiency and phonetic 

accuracy. As a result, pronunciation errors may 

persist longer and become more ingrained in the 

learner’s speech patterns. 

This paper aims to explore the intersection of 

linguistic and cultural influences on the 

pronunciation acquisition of Spanish children 

learning English. By focusing on the specific 

phonetic errors that arise during this process, 

such as vowel substitution, consonant 

mispronunciation, and issues with stress and 

intonation, this study will provide a detailed 

analysis of how the Spanish phonological 

system interferes with the correct acquisition of 

English pronunciation. Moreover, this paper will 

examine the cultural factors that contribute to 

these phonetic difficulties, shedding light on the 

broader sociocultural context in which language 

learning occurs. In doing so, it will argue that 

both linguistic and cultural elements must be 

considered to fully understand how 

pronunciation is acquired and how it can be 

effectively taught. 

This paper will not only highlight the common 

pronunciation challenges faced by 

Spanish-speaking children when learning 

English but also offer a deeper insight into how 

cultural factors, such as language learning 

practices and societal attitudes, influence the 

process. Through this comprehensive approach, 

the paper seeks to contribute to a better 

understanding of second language phonological 

acquisition and the ways in which cultural 

background affects both progress and outcomes 

in L2 pronunciation learning. 

2. Background on Spanish and English 

Phonetic Systems 

The phonetic systems of Spanish and English 

exhibit substantial differences that contribute to 

the challenges faced by Spanish-speaking 

children in acquiring English pronunciation. 

These challenges arise from discrepancies in 

both the segmental (individual sounds) and 

suprasegmental (stress, rhythm, and intonation) 

aspects of the two languages. Understanding 

these differences is essential for identifying the 

sources of common pronunciation errors and for 

designing effective teaching strategies that 

address the specific needs of Spanish-speaking 

learners. 

2.1 Vowel Systems: Limited Range vs. Extensive 

Variety 

One of the most significant differences between 

Spanish and English lies in their vowel systems. 

Spanish is characterized by a relatively simple 

vowel inventory, consisting of five pure vowel 

sounds: /a/, /e/, /i/, /o/, and /u/. These vowels are 

stable and do not vary significantly in terms of 

length or quality. Spanish vowels are typically 

produced with minimal movement of the 

tongue and lips, and there is no distinction 

between long and short vowels as found in 

English. 

In contrast, English has a much larger and more 

complex vowel inventory. Depending on the 

dialect, English has between 11 and 14 distinct 

vowel sounds, including both monophthongs 

(single vowel sounds) and diphthongs (vowel 

glides). These include sounds such as /æ / (as in 

“cat”), /ɪ/ (as in “sit”), /ʊ/ (as in “foot”), and 

diphthongs like /aɪ/ (as in “time”). English also 

distinguishes between tense and lax vowels, as 

well as long and short vowel pairs, which can be 
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difficult for Spanish learners to perceive and 

produce. For example, the distinction between 

the vowels in “ship” (/ɪ/) and “sheep” (/i:/) may 

be particularly challenging for Spanish-speaking 

children, as Spanish does not have a 

corresponding long-short vowel contrast. 

English uses diphthongs more frequently than 

Spanish, which primarily relies on pure vowels. 

Diphthongs in English, such as /eɪ/ (as in “say”) 

or /oʊ/ (as in “go”), require a shift in tongue 

position during articulation, which can be 

unfamiliar to Spanish learners, leading to either 

simplification of the diphthong into a 

monophthong or incorrect vowel production. 

2.2 Consonant Systems: The Role of Non-Existent 

Sounds 

The consonant systems of Spanish and English 

also differ in several important ways. While both 

languages share many common sounds, English 

contains several consonants that do not exist in 

Spanish. These phonemic gaps often result in 

the substitution of Spanish consonants for 

English ones, creating frequent pronunciation 

errors. 

One of the most prominent examples is the 

English dental fricatives /θ/ (as in “think”) and 

/ð/ (as in “this”). These sounds are absent in 

Spanish, where dental and alveolar stops like /t/ 

and /d/ are used instead. As a result, 

Spanish-speaking children often substitute /t/ or 

/d/ for /θ/ and /ð/, respectively, leading to 

common mispronunciations such as “tink” for 

“think” and “dis” for “this.” 

Similarly, the English voiced labiodental 

fricative /v/ (as in “very”) can be problematic for 

Spanish learners because Spanish lacks a distinct 

/v/ sound. Instead, Spanish uses a bilabial 

approximant [β̞], which is often realized as a 

sound closer to the English /b/. Consequently, 

Spanish-speaking children may substitute /b/ for 

/v/, leading to pronunciation errors such as 

“bery” for “very.” This substitution stems from 

the fact that the contrast between /b/ and /v/ is 

not phonemic in Spanish, where these two 

sounds are often perceived as allophones of the 

same phoneme. 

Another challenge arises from the English /h/ 

sound, which is absent in Spanish. In Spanish, 

the letter “h” is silent, so words like “hotel” are 

pronounced without an initial /h/ sound. When 

learning English, Spanish-speaking children 

may either omit the /h/ sound altogether or 

replace it with a glottal stop, leading to 

mispronunciations such as “appy” for “happy” 

or “otel” for “hotel.” 

Additionally, the distinction between voiced and 

voiceless consonants can also pose difficulties. In 

English, the contrast between voiced and 

voiceless sounds such as /p/ and /b/ or /k/ and 

/g/ is marked by differences in aspiration and 

voicing. In Spanish, however, voicing 

distinctions are less prominent, and voiced 

consonants are often pronounced as 

approximants between vowels. 

Spanish-speaking learners may thus produce 

less clearly articulated voiceless sounds in 

English, leading to confusion between minimal 

pairs like “pat” and “bat” or “cap” and “cab.” 

2.3 Suprasegmental Differences: Stress, Rhythm, and 

Intonation 

Beyond individual sounds, suprasegmental 

features—such as stress patterns, rhythm, and 

intonation—also differ significantly between 

Spanish and English, contributing to further 

pronunciation challenges. 

2.3.1 Stress and Rhythm 

Spanish is a syllable-timed language, meaning 

that each syllable takes approximately the same 

amount of time to pronounce, regardless of 

whether it is stressed or unstressed. In contrast, 

English is a stress-timed language, where 

stressed syllables occur at regular intervals, and 

unstressed syllables are compressed to fit within 

this rhythm. This difference in timing leads to a 

distinct rhythm in English that can be difficult 

for Spanish speakers to master. 

Spanish-speaking children may transfer the 

syllable-timed rhythm of their native language 

to English, producing speech that sounds overly 

even and lacking the natural rhythm of English. 

For example, in the word “banana,” where 

English speakers stress the second syllable 

(ba-NA-na), a Spanish learner might pronounce 

all syllables with equal emphasis (BA-NA-NA). 

This lack of stress distinction can affect both the 

intelligibility and the naturalness of the child’s 

speech in English. 

2.3.2 Intonation 

Intonation patterns in Spanish and English also 

vary considerably. Spanish intonation is 

generally flatter and more regular, while English 

intonation often involves more dramatic rises 

and falls, particularly in questions and 

statements. For example, in English, yes/no 

questions typically end with a rising intonation 
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(e.g., “Are you coming?”), whereas in Spanish, 

intonation may be less marked in questions. 

Spanish-speaking children may struggle to 

adopt the rising and falling intonation patterns 

of English, resulting in speech that sounds flat or 

monotonous to native English speakers. This can 

lead to misunderstandings, particularly in cases 

where intonation is used to convey meaning or 

emotion, such as distinguishing between a 

statement and a question or expressing surprise 

or emphasis. 

2.4 Influence of Phonotactic Constraints 

Another critical difference between the two 

languages involves phonotactic 

constraints—rules about the permissible 

combinations of sounds in a language. Spanish 

and English have different phonotactic patterns, 

especially regarding consonant clusters. English 

allows more complex consonant clusters at the 

beginning and end of syllables, such as in the 

words “spring” (/sprɪŋ/) or “texts” (/tɛksts/), 

while Spanish syllables tend to follow simpler 

consonant-vowel structures. Spanish-speaking 

children may simplify these clusters when 

speaking English by either omitting certain 

consonants (e.g., saying “ping” instead of 

“spring”) or inserting vowels to break up the 

clusters (e.g., “espring” instead of “spring”). 

These simplifications reflect the influence of 

Spanish phonotactic rules on English speech 

production, and they can hinder intelligibility, 

especially in more complex words. 

3. Common Pronunciation Errors Among 

Spanish-Speaking Children Learning English 

The process of learning English pronunciation 

for Spanish-speaking children involves 

overcoming numerous challenges related to 

phonological differences between the two 

languages. The pronunciation errors made by 

Spanish children are often the result of negative 

transfer, where the phonological rules of their 

native language (L1) are applied inappropriately 

to English (L2). These errors typically manifest 

in the substitution of English sounds with 

Spanish equivalents, difficulties with English 

stress and rhythm, and deviations in intonation 

patterns. These errors can be categorized into 

several key areas: vowel substitution, consonant 

substitution, syllable timing and stress patterns, 

and intonation and prosody. 

3.1 Vowel Substitution 

A significant area of difficulty for 

Spanish-speaking children is the substitution of 

English vowels with Spanish vowels. Spanish 

has a simpler and more consistent vowel system, 

consisting of five pure vowels (/a/, /e/, /i/, /o/, 

/u/), whereas English has a more complex 

system, with up to 14 vowel sounds depending 

on the dialect, including both long and short 

vowels as well as diphthongs. 

/ɪ/ vs. /i:/ (Sit vs. Seat): One common error is the 

substitution of the English vowel /ɪ/ (as in “sit”) 

with the Spanish /i/ sound, which is close to the 

English /i:/ (as in “seat”). This can lead to 

confusion between words like “sit” and “seat” 

or “bit” and “beat.” Since Spanish does not have 

a distinction between short and long vowels, 

Spanish learners may struggle to differentiate 

these sounds in English. 

Schwa Sound /ə/: Another major challenge is the 

English schwa sound /ə/, which is the most 

common vowel sound in English, particularly in 

unstressed syllables (e.g., “sofa”). Spanish does 

not have an equivalent sound, and children 

often replace the schwa with a more familiar 

vowel, such as /a/ or /e/. This can lead to 

mispronunciations of words like “banana” 

(/bəˈnæ nə/) as “banána” (/baˈnaːna/), where the 

child emphasizes each syllable equally and uses 

a clearer vowel in the unstressed positions. 

Diphthongs: English has several diphthongs 

(e.g., /eɪ/ as in “day” or /aɪ/ as in “my”), which 

require a movement from one vowel position to 

another. In Spanish, diphthongs are less 

frequent and simpler. Spanish-speaking children 

may either reduce the diphthong to a single 

vowel sound or pronounce it in a way that does 

not reflect the glide between vowel positions. 

For example, the diphthong /eɪ/ in “day” might 

be pronounced as a simple /e/ as in the Spanish 

word “de.” 

3.2 Consonant Substitution 

Consonant substitution is another common error 

pattern observed in Spanish-speaking children 

learning English. Many English consonants 

either do not exist in Spanish or are pronounced 

differently, leading to substitutions based on the 

closest available Spanish sounds. 

Dental Fricatives /θ/ and /ð/: English contains 

the dental fricatives /θ/ (as in “think”) and /ð/ 

(as in “this”), which are absent in Spanish. 

Spanish-speaking children often replace /θ/ with 

the closest Spanish sound, /t/, and /ð/ with /d/. 

For example, “think” may be pronounced as 

“tink,” and “this” may be pronounced as “dis.” 
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Voiced Labiodental Fricative /v/: The English 

/v/ sound (as in “very”) is also not present in 

Spanish. Spanish children typically substitute it 

with /b/, a bilabial stop, due to the phonetic 

similarity between these sounds in Spanish. As a 

result, “very” may be pronounced as “bery,” and 

“vote” as “bote.” This substitution arises 

because Spanish uses the bilabial /b/ sound in 

contexts where English differentiates between 

/b/ and /v/. 

Glottal Fricative /h/: Spanish-speaking children 

often struggle with the English /h/ sound (as in 

“house” or “happy”), as the letter “h” is silent in 

Spanish. This can lead to the omission of the 

sound entirely, resulting in pronunciations like 

“ouse” instead of “house” or “appy” instead of 

“happy.” 

Final Consonant Clusters: English allows more 

complex consonant clusters at the end of words 

(e.g., /ksts/ in “texts”). Spanish-speaking 

children may simplify these clusters by omitting 

one or more consonants or inserting a vowel to 

make the word easier to pronounce. For 

example, “texts” may be pronounced as “teks,” 

or “tests” may become “testes.” 

3.3 Syllable Timing and Stress Patterns 

The rhythmic structure of Spanish and English is 

markedly different. Spanish is a syllable-timed 

language, meaning that each syllable is 

pronounced with roughly the same duration. In 

contrast, English is a stress-timed language, 

meaning that stressed syllables occur at regular 

intervals, with unstressed syllables shortened to 

fit within this rhythmic framework. 

Stress Placement: English frequently shifts 

stress depending on the word and its 

grammatical form. For instance, the word 

“record” is stressed on the first syllable when 

used as a noun (“REC-ord”) but on the second 

syllable when used as a verb (“re-CORD”). 

Spanish-speaking children may fail to adjust the 

stress correctly, resulting in unnatural-sounding 

speech or miscommunication. For example, they 

might pronounce both forms of “record” with 

stress on the first syllable, leading to confusion 

between the noun and verb forms. 

Equal Syllable Stress: Spanish learners of 

English often produce speech with equal 

emphasis on each syllable, due to the influence 

of Spanish’s syllable-timed rhythm. For example, 

in the word “banana,” where English speakers 

stress the second syllable (ba-NA-na), Spanish 

children may pronounce all syllables with equal 

emphasis, resulting in “BA-na-na.” This pattern 

can make their speech sound mechanical or 

overly deliberate. 

Reduced Vowels in Unstressed Syllables: 

English frequently reduces vowels in unstressed 

syllables to a schwa sound (/ə/), which is a key 

feature of the language’s stress-timed rhythm. 

Spanish-speaking learners may not reduce 

vowels in unstressed syllables and instead 

pronounce them clearly, which can result in 

words sounding overly articulated or unnatural, 

such as pronouncing “chocolate” as 

“cho-co-late” with equal stress on each syllable. 

3.4 Intonation and Prosody 

Intonation and prosody are critical components 

of natural-sounding English speech, but they 

often present significant challenges for 

Spanish-speaking children. Intonation refers to 

the rise and fall of pitch in speech, while 

prosody encompasses the rhythm, stress, and 

intonation patterns that contribute to the 

melody of spoken language. 

Monotonous Intonation: Spanish intonation 

tends to be more melodic and less varied than 

English intonation, which relies heavily on pitch 

changes to convey meaning. For example, in 

English, yes/no questions typically end with a 

rising intonation (e.g., “Are you coming?”), 

whereas statements end with a falling intonation 

(e.g., “I’m coming.”). Spanish-speaking children 

often struggle to produce these pitch variations 

and may speak with a flatter intonation, leading 

to speech that sounds monotonous or unclear in 

terms of intent. 

Pitch Patterns in Questions: In English, the 

rising intonation at the end of a yes/no question 

signals uncertainty or inquiry, while in Spanish, 

questions may be marked by changes in word 

order or specific question words rather than by 

changes in pitch. As a result, Spanish-speaking 

children may produce English questions 

without the expected rise in intonation, leading 

to misunderstandings. For example, “Are you 

ready?” might be pronounced with a flat 

intonation, making it sound more like a 

statement than a question. 

The common pronunciation errors made by 

Spanish-speaking children learning English can 

be traced back to both the phonological and 

suprasegmental differences between the two 

languages. Vowel and consonant substitutions, 

difficulties with English stress and rhythm, and 

challenges with intonation are all typical 
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features of the Spanish learner’s speech in 

English. Understanding these patterns of error is 

essential for educators and language 

practitioners working with Spanish-speaking 

learners, as it provides a foundation for targeted 

pronunciation instruction that addresses the 

specific difficulties faced by these learners. By 

focusing on the key areas of vowel and 

consonant production, syllable stress, and 

intonation, teachers can help Spanish-speaking 

children develop more accurate and 

natural-sounding English pronunciation. 

4. Cultural Factors Influencing Pronunciation 

Acquisition 

While linguistic differences between Spanish 

and English account for many of the challenges 

faced by Spanish-speaking children in acquiring 

English pronunciation, cultural factors play an 

equally significant role. These factors go beyond 

phonological structure, reflecting deeper societal 

and educational attitudes toward language 

learning and the role of pronunciation in 

achieving fluency. Understanding the cultural 

context in which language learning occurs is 

essential for identifying potential barriers to 

effective pronunciation acquisition and for 

developing strategies to overcome them. Several 

cultural influences impact how Spanish children 

learn English pronunciation, including attitudes 

toward language learning, exposure to English 

in daily life, and pedagogical practices in 

language education. 

4.1 Attitudes Toward Language Learning 

The way a society views language learning 

influences both the goals set by educators and 

the motivations of learners. In many 

Spanish-speaking countries, language learning 

is often seen as a practical skill that serves 

economic or professional purposes rather than a 

means of cultural integration or identity 

formation. This perspective contrasts with the 

approach often found in English-speaking 

countries, where pronunciation is considered a 

key marker of language proficiency and is 

closely tied to achieving native-like fluency. 

4.1.1 The Practical Approach vs. Pronunciation 

Proficiency 

In Spain and many Latin American countries, 

the focus of English education tends to be on 

functional aspects of the language, such as 

grammar, reading comprehension, and writing, 

which are viewed as the most valuable tools for 

academic and professional success. 

Pronunciation, on the other hand, is often 

regarded as secondary to these skills, especially 

in contexts where learners do not anticipate 

needing to communicate orally with native 

English speakers on a regular basis. This 

practical approach to language learning can lead 

to a lack of emphasis on the finer points of 

pronunciation, particularly those aspects that 

require significant time and effort to master, 

such as accent reduction or native-like 

intonation patterns. As a result, 

Spanish-speaking children may be more 

concerned with learning enough English to pass 

exams or achieve basic communication, rather 

than striving for accurate or native-like 

pronunciation. This attitude can lead to the 

persistence of phonetic errors, as the learner 

may feel that the time and effort required to 

correct them is not justified by the perceived 

benefits. Moreover, teachers may not prioritize 

pronunciation instruction in the classroom, 

focusing instead on skills that are more easily 

assessed through traditional testing methods. 

4.1.2 Cultural Identity and Pronunciation 

Another important cultural factor is the 

relationship between language and identity. For 

many Spanish speakers, maintaining their native 

accent while speaking English may be a point of 

cultural pride, and this can influence their 

approach to pronunciation. While learners in 

some cultures may strive to eliminate any trace 

of their native accent in order to “fit in” with 

native English speakers, Spanish-speaking 

children may be less motivated to do so, 

especially if their linguistic community values 

bilingualism without the pressure to conform to 

native English speech patterns. This can affect 

the amount of effort put into mastering English 

pronunciation, particularly in aspects such as 

stress and intonation, which can be difficult to 

acquire but are crucial for natural-sounding 

speech. 

4.2 Exposure to English 

Exposure to the target language is a critical 

factor in pronunciation acquisition, as it 

provides learners with the auditory input 

needed to internalize the phonological rules of 

the language. In Spanish-speaking countries, the 

degree of exposure to English varies widely, and 

this variation significantly impacts how well 

children are able to acquire English 

pronunciation. 

4.2.1 Limited Exposure in Monolingual 
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Environments 

Many Spanish-speaking children grow up in 

monolingual environments where exposure to 

English is limited to formal education or 

occasional media consumption. In these contexts, 

children may not hear enough spoken English to 

develop a strong sense of the language’s 

phonetic nuances, such as vowel length 

distinctions, consonant clusters, or stress 

patterns. Without regular exposure to native 

speakers, either in person or through immersive 

media, Spanish-speaking learners often lack the 

auditory models needed to imitate and practice 

accurate pronunciation. This lack of exposure 

also affects children’s ability to differentiate 

between similar sounds in English that do not 

exist in Spanish. For instance, distinguishing 

between /b/ and /v/, or between the short /ɪ/ and 

long /i:/ vowels, requires repeated auditory 

exposure and practice, which children in 

monolingual environments may not receive. 

Additionally, limited interaction with native 

English speakers can result in children relying 

heavily on Spanish-accented models of English, 

such as their teachers or family members, which 

may reinforce incorrect pronunciation patterns. 

4.2.2 Role of Media and Technology 

In more urban or internationalized areas of 

Spanish-speaking countries, children may have 

greater access to English through television, 

movies, music, and online platforms. The 

proliferation of English-language media, 

especially among younger generations, can 

provide a valuable source of pronunciation 

input. Children who regularly watch 

English-language cartoons, for example, may 

develop better intonation and rhythm in their 

English speech due to frequent exposure to 

native speakers. However, passive exposure to 

English through media is often not enough on 

its own to ensure accurate pronunciation. 

Without active listening and speaking practice, 

children may still struggle to produce the 

sounds they hear correctly, even if they can 

recognize them. The influence of media on 

pronunciation acquisition may depend on the 

type and quality of content children are exposed 

to. Programs that feature exaggerated or 

comedic accents, for instance, may not provide 

the best models for pronunciation, and children 

may unconsciously mimic these distorted 

speech patterns. On the other hand, interactive 

technology, such as language learning apps, can 

provide opportunities for children to practice 

pronunciation in a structured and guided way, 

helping to reinforce proper sound production. 

4.3 Language Teaching Practices 

The teaching methodologies employed in 

language education are another crucial factor 

influencing pronunciation acquisition. In many 

Spanish-speaking countries, the traditional 

approach to teaching English emphasizes 

grammar, vocabulary, reading, and writing over 

oral skills, which can hinder the development of 

pronunciation abilities. This emphasis on formal, 

academic language skills often leaves little room 

for the focused practice of pronunciation, which 

requires a different set of pedagogical tools and 

more individualized attention. 

4.3.1 Grammar-Translation Method vs. 

Communicative Approach 

Historically, English language teaching in 

Spanish-speaking countries has been dominated 

by the grammar-translation method, which 

prioritizes written exercises, translation tasks, 

and memorization of vocabulary and grammar 

rules. In this method, pronunciation is given 

minimal attention, and students may spend 

years learning English without ever practicing 

spoken communication. This can result in 

students who are proficient in reading and 

writing but lack the oral skills necessary to 

produce intelligible English speech. In more 

recent years, there has been a shift toward 

communicative language teaching (CLT) in 

many educational systems. This approach 

focuses on real-world communication and 

emphasizes the importance of speaking and 

listening skills, including pronunciation. 

However, even in classrooms that adopt the CLT 

approach, pronunciation is often treated as a 

secondary concern. Teachers may focus more on 

fluency than accuracy, allowing students to 

speak freely without correcting their 

pronunciation mistakes, as long as they can 

convey their message. While this approach 

encourages active use of the language, it can also 

reinforce incorrect pronunciation patterns if 

errors are not addressed and corrected. 

4.3.2 Pronunciation Drills and Phonetic 

Awareness 

In contrast to the emphasis on grammar and 

vocabulary, the systematic teaching of 

pronunciation often receives less attention. In 

many cases, teachers may not be trained in 

phonetics or may lack the tools needed to 

provide effective pronunciation instruction. 
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Pronunciation drills, such as minimal pairs 

exercises (e.g., “ship” vs. “sheep” or “bit” vs. 

“beat”), are essential for helping students 

develop an ear for sound contrasts, but they are 

often underutilized in language classrooms. 

Furthermore, pronunciation instruction may be 

limited to correcting individual sounds rather 

than addressing broader prosodic features like 

stress, rhythm, and intonation, which are crucial 

for achieving natural-sounding speech. Phonetic 

awareness, which involves understanding the 

physical processes of sound production and 

how they differ between languages, is another 

area that is often overlooked. Spanish-speaking 

children may not be explicitly taught how to 

position their tongue, lips, or vocal cords to 

produce unfamiliar English sounds. Without 

this knowledge, children are likely to fall back 

on the sound production habits of their native 

language, leading to persistent pronunciation 

errors. 

Cultural factors, including societal attitudes 

toward language learning, the level of exposure 

to English, and the teaching practices employed 

in the classroom, play a pivotal role in shaping 

the pronunciation acquisition of 

Spanish-speaking children learning English. The 

combination of a practical approach to language 

learning, limited exposure to native English 

speakers, and an educational focus on grammar 

and writing can contribute to the persistence of 

pronunciation errors. To address these 

challenges, educators must recognize the 

cultural context in which language learning 

occurs and adopt teaching strategies that 

prioritize pronunciation from an early stage, 

providing ample opportunities for auditory 

exposure and practice. By fostering a greater 

emphasis on oral skills and phonetic awareness, 

language teachers can help Spanish-speaking 

children overcome the cultural and linguistic 

barriers to accurate and fluent English 

pronunciation. 

5. Implications for Language Teaching 

Addressing the phonetic and cultural challenges 

faced by Spanish-speaking children learning 

English pronunciation requires a comprehensive 

approach to language teaching. While the 

linguistic differences between Spanish and 

English present significant hurdles, the role of 

cultural attitudes and exposure in shaping 

pronunciation acquisition cannot be overlooked. 

Language educators must adopt a pedagogical 

strategy that integrates both phonetic awareness 

and cultural sensitivity to support learners in 

overcoming these challenges. This section will 

explore the implications for language teaching 

in greater depth, highlighting specific methods 

and approaches that can be used to improve 

pronunciation outcomes. 

5.1 Increased Phonetic Awareness 

One of the most crucial steps in improving 

pronunciation among Spanish-speaking children 

is to foster phonetic awareness early in the 

learning process. Phonetic awareness refers to 

the ability to perceive, differentiate, and produce 

the sounds of the target language, and it is 

essential for mastering pronunciation. Given the 

significant phonological differences between 

Spanish and English, particularly in vowel and 

consonant systems, it is important that teachers 

explicitly address these contrasts from the 

outset. 

5.1.1 Introducing Phonetic Differences 

Teachers should use a variety of tools, including 

visual aids, phonetic charts, and audio resources, 

to help students understand how English 

sounds differ from Spanish sounds. For example, 

displaying a chart that visually represents the 

positions of vowels and consonants in both 

Spanish and English can make it easier for 

students to grasp how tongue and lip placement 

affects sound production. Teachers can highlight 

the distinctions between vowel lengths (e.g., /ɪ/ 

vs. /i:/), the presence of diphthongs in English, 

and the differences between Spanish and 

English consonants, such as the fricative /θ/ in 

English (as in “think”), which does not exist in 

Spanish. The use of phonetic transcription can 

help children become familiar with the 

International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) symbols 

for English sounds. By learning to associate 

these symbols with the corresponding sounds, 

children can develop greater accuracy in their 

pronunciation and become more aware of the 

nuanced differences between their native 

language and English. 

5.1.2 Building Auditory Discrimination Skills 

Auditory discrimination is a key component of 

phonetic awareness. Spanish-speaking children 

may initially have difficulty perceiving subtle 

sound contrasts in English, especially when it 

comes to vowels and consonants that do not 

exist in Spanish. Teachers can enhance students’ 

auditory discrimination skills through exercises 

such as minimal pairs activities, where students 

are asked to listen for and differentiate between 
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words that differ by a single sound (e.g., “ship” 

vs. “sheep,” or “bet” vs. “bat”). Regular practice 

with such activities can train learners to 

recognize the phonetic distinctions that are 

critical for clear communication in English. 

Using multimedia resources, such as videos, 

language learning apps, and native speaker 

recordings, can also provide learners with ample 

exposure to the correct pronunciation of sounds, 

allowing them to compare their own speech 

with that of native speakers. By developing 

strong auditory discrimination skills, 

Spanish-speaking children can better internalize 

the sound system of English and reduce the 

likelihood of pronunciation errors. 

5.2 Focused Pronunciation Practice 

In addition to increasing phonetic awareness, 

teachers should implement focused 

pronunciation practice that targets the specific 

areas of difficulty for Spanish-speaking learners. 

Pronunciation practice should go beyond 

repetition drills and incorporate a range of 

activities that allow students to practice not only 

individual sounds but also the broader prosodic 

features of English, such as stress, rhythm, and 

intonation. 

5.2.1 Targeted Sound Production Exercises 

Teachers should identify the most common 

pronunciation errors among Spanish-speaking 

children and design targeted exercises to 

address these issues. For example, many 

Spanish-speaking learners struggle with the 

distinction between /b/ and /v/ sounds. Teachers 

can create drills that focus on producing these 

sounds in isolation, as well as in words and 

sentences, to help students practice 

differentiating between the two. Similarly, for 

learners who have difficulty with the dental 

fricative /θ/ (as in “think”), teachers can use 

tongue twisters, word lists, and phonetic 

exercises that emphasize correct tongue 

placement and airflow for producing the sound. 

Teachers should also provide corrective 

feedback when errors occur, guiding students to 

adjust their articulation and practice the correct 

pronunciation. For example, when a student 

substitutes /t/ for /θ/ in the word “think,” the 

teacher can model the correct pronunciation, 

explain how to position the tongue between the 

teeth, and have the student practice the sound in 

context. This process of modeling, feedback, and 

repetition is crucial for helping learners 

internalize new pronunciation patterns. 

5.2.2 Stress and Rhythm Practice 

Since Spanish-speaking learners tend to apply 

the syllable-timed rhythm of their native 

language to English, they need explicit practice 

with English’s stress-timed rhythm. Teachers can 

introduce stress patterns in English by having 

students practice stressing different syllables in 

multisyllabic words (e.g., “banana” with stress 

on the second syllable). Rhythm exercises can 

involve clapping or tapping out the stress 

patterns in sentences to help learners develop a 

sense of English’s natural rhythm. Teachers can 

also emphasize the importance of reducing 

unstressed syllables, which are often 

pronounced too clearly by Spanish-speaking 

learners, leading to unnatural speech. Prosody 

practice should include both sentence-level 

stress and connected speech exercises. For 

example, teachers can guide students through 

exercises where they link words together in 

fluent speech, reducing or altering sounds in 

unstressed positions (e.g., “What are you 

doing?” becoming “Whatcha doin’?”). By 

practicing the natural flow of English, learners 

can improve both their intelligibility and their 

ability to sound more native-like. 

5.2.3 Intonation Practice 

Intonation patterns play a critical role in 

conveying meaning in English, yet they are often 

overlooked in pronunciation instruction. 

Teachers should design activities that focus on 

the rising and falling pitch patterns typical of 

English, especially in questions and statements. 

For instance, learners can practice distinguishing 

between statements and yes/no questions by 

using correct intonation (e.g., “You’re going.” vs. 

“You’re going?”). Intonation exercises can also 

involve reading aloud or role-playing dialogues, 

where students are encouraged to use varied 

pitch to express different emotions or intentions. 

5.3 Cultural Awareness and Motivation 

Cultural factors have a profound impact on how 

children approach pronunciation learning. For 

Spanish-speaking children, motivation to 

improve pronunciation may be influenced by 

their cultural identity, attitudes toward English, 

and the perceived importance of achieving 

native-like fluency. Language teachers can play a 

key role in fostering positive attitudes toward 

pronunciation learning by creating a culturally 

inclusive classroom environment and 

encouraging students to take pride in their 

language learning journey. 
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5.3.1 Encouraging Positive Attitudes Toward 

Pronunciation 

One of the challenges in pronunciation teaching 

is overcoming learners’ fear of making mistakes 

or being judged for their accent. Teachers should 

create a supportive environment where students 

feel comfortable practicing their pronunciation 

without fear of embarrassment. This can be 

achieved by emphasizing that developing 

accurate pronunciation is a gradual process and 

that mistakes are a natural part of learning. 

Celebrating small improvements and providing 

positive reinforcement can motivate learners to 

keep practicing. It is also important to 

acknowledge that achieving a native-like accent 

may not be the goal for every learner, and that 

intelligibility and communication are more 

important than sounding like a native speaker. 

Teachers can help students focus on achieving 

clear, intelligible pronunciation that allows them 

to communicate effectively, rather than stressing 

the need for accent reduction. 

5.3.2 Incorporating Cultural Elements in 

Pronunciation Lessons 

To enhance engagement and motivation, 

teachers can incorporate cultural aspects of both 

English and Spanish-speaking cultures into 

pronunciation lessons. For example, teachers can 

use English-language songs, poems, or stories 

from English-speaking cultures as part of 

pronunciation practice, allowing learners to 

explore new intonation and stress patterns in an 

enjoyable and culturally relevant context. 

Teachers can also highlight the diversity of 

English accents around the world, helping 

students appreciate that English is spoken with 

a wide variety of accents, each influenced by its 

cultural context. Educators should encourage 

students to draw on their own cultural 

background as a resource for language learning. 

For example, Spanish-speaking students might 

compare stress patterns or vowel sounds in 

Spanish poetry or songs to those in English, 

allowing them to better understand the 

differences between the two languages in a way 

that is personally meaningful. 

5.4 Integrating Pronunciation into the Broader 

Curriculum 

To ensure that pronunciation instruction is 

effective and meaningful, it should be integrated 

into the broader language curriculum rather 

than treated as an isolated component. 

Pronunciation practice can be woven into 

reading, writing, listening, and speaking 

activities, allowing students to apply their 

phonetic knowledge across all areas of language 

learning. 

5.4.1 Pronunciation in Context 

One effective way to integrate pronunciation is 

to incorporate it into communicative activities 

that focus on real-life language use. For example, 

during a speaking activity where students 

discuss a familiar topic, the teacher can focus on 

specific pronunciation challenges, such as the 

correct use of stress in multisyllabic words or 

the pronunciation of particular sounds that 

frequently cause problems. This approach 

allows learners to practice pronunciation in a 

meaningful context, reinforcing the connection 

between phonetic accuracy and effective 

communication. 

Improving pronunciation outcomes for 

Spanish-speaking children learning English 

requires a holistic approach that addresses both 

the linguistic and cultural aspects of language 

learning. By increasing phonetic awareness, 

providing focused pronunciation practice, 

fostering positive attitudes toward 

pronunciation, and integrating pronunciation 

into the broader language curriculum, educators 

can help learners overcome the specific 

challenges they face. Through these methods, 

Spanish-speaking children can develop clearer, 

more accurate pronunciation and gain 

confidence in their ability to communicate 

effectively in English. 

6. Conclusion 

The process of learning a second language, 

particularly pronunciation, is complex and 

multidimensional, especially for young learners 

whose native language differs significantly from 

the target language. In the case of 

Spanish-speaking children learning English, 

their pronunciation challenges stem from both 

linguistic and cultural factors. Linguistically, the 

phonetic differences between Spanish and 

English—ranging from vowel and consonant 

contrasts to differences in stress, rhythm, and 

intonation—create substantial hurdles. Spanish 

children often transfer the phonological rules of 

their native language to English, leading to 

systematic pronunciation errors. These errors, 

such as vowel substitution, consonant 

mispronunciation, and difficulties with English 

stress and prosody, highlight the impact of 

native language interference on second language 
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acquisition. However, the phonetic differences 

alone do not fully explain the difficulties these 

learners face. Cultural factors play a profound 

role in shaping how pronunciation is taught, 

practiced, and valued within the learning 

process. In many Spanish-speaking countries, 

language education traditionally emphasizes 

grammar, reading, and writing over oral 

proficiency, resulting in a lack of focused 

instruction on pronunciation. Additionally, 

societal attitudes toward language 

learning—where pronunciation may be viewed 

as a secondary concern compared to functional 

language skills—can further hinder the 

development of accurate pronunciation. Spanish 

children may not receive the auditory input, 

practice opportunities, or feedback needed to 

correct their errors and develop native-like 

pronunciation skills. Exposure to English is 

another critical factor. In monolingual 

environments, where access to native English 

speakers and immersive language experiences is 

limited, children often lack the opportunities to 

internalize the phonological rules of English 

through authentic, real-world interaction. This 

limited exposure can delay their ability to 

develop accurate pronunciation, reinforcing 

errors that stem from negative transfer of their 

native language. To address these challenges, 

language educators must adopt a more holistic 

and culturally sensitive approach to 

pronunciation instruction. First, increased 

phonetic awareness is essential. By explicitly 

teaching the phonetic contrasts between Spanish 

and English, providing auditory discrimination 

exercises, and incorporating phonetic tools like 

the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), 

teachers can help learners develop the skills they 

need to recognize and produce English sounds 

correctly. Focused pronunciation 

practice—targeting common errors and 

emphasizing both individual sounds and 

prosodic features—can greatly enhance learners’ 

ability to overcome native language interference. 

Educators must acknowledge and address the 

cultural factors that influence language learning. 

Fostering positive attitudes toward 

pronunciation and creating a supportive, 

nonjudgmental learning environment are key to 

motivating students to improve their 

pronunciation. Teachers should also integrate 

pronunciation practice into the broader 

language curriculum, ensuring that it is not 

treated as an isolated component but as an 

essential part of overall language proficiency. 

Culturally informed pedagogy that recognizes 

the value of students’ linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds can also empower learners to 

embrace their bilingualism while striving for 

clear, intelligible pronunciation. Teachers should 

encourage learners to take pride in their native 

language and accent while also guiding them to 

understand how improving pronunciation can 

enhance communication and help them achieve 

greater success in English-speaking 

environments. 

The pronunciation errors made by 

Spanish-speaking children learning English are 

shaped by a complex interplay of linguistic and 

cultural factors. While phonetic differences 

between the two languages account for many of 

the challenges, the cultural context in which 

language learning occurs plays an equally 

important role. By addressing both the phonetic 

and cultural dimensions of second language 

acquisition, educators can support 

Spanish-speaking children in developing more 

accurate and natural English pronunciation. 

This integrated approach is essential for 

fostering not only linguistic competence but also 

the confidence and motivation needed to 

succeed in a second language. With appropriate 

guidance, focused instruction, and a culturally 

responsive teaching framework, 

Spanish-speaking children can overcome their 

pronunciation challenges and become more 

effective communicators in English. 
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