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English pronunciation can be tricky for many students because the way words are
spelled often doesn’t match how they’re pronounced. Teaching K-12 students the
International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) is a great way to help them tackle this challenge.
IPA is a system of symbols that represents how words sound, and learning to use it can
help students improve their pronunciation, confidence, and fluency. 
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Unfortunately, pronunciation doesn’t always get enough attention in the classroom. As
Gilakjani (2011) explains, foreign language instruction tends to prioritize listening,
speaking, reading, and writing. Pronunciation often receives attention only in the first
year, during the introduction to the language’s sound system, but it is frequently
overlooked after that (p. 4). This blog will share simple strategies for using IPA with
students and explain the benefits of this approach. 

Strategies for Teaching IPA
Transcription 
Here are some easy ways to teach IPA and help students use it to improve their
pronunciation: 

1. Start Small and Build Gradually: 

Begin with familiar sounds, like common vowels and consonants. For example,
show them that the /b/ sound in bat is written as /b/, and the /æ/ sound in cat is
written as /æ/. 
Use visual aids, like colorful IPA charts or videos with sound examples, to keep
students interested. 

2. Focus on Commonly Mispronounced Words: 

Identify words that students often find hard to pronounce, such as though, enough,
or colonel. 

Teach them to write these words in IPA and compare the spelling to the
pronunciation to understand the patterns. 

3. Practice with Reading Aloud: 

Encourage students to transcribe difficult words from texts they’re reading and then
say those words aloud during tutoring or class sessions. 
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This helps them connect the IPA symbols to the actual sounds and practice
improving their pronunciation. 

Benefits of Teaching IPA
Transcription 
Using IPA in the classroom comes with several benefits: 

1. Better Pronunciation: 
Students can clearly see how words are supposed to sound, which reduces
common errors. 

2. Understanding English Sounds: 
IPA helps students make sense of English’s confusing spelling rules and tackle new,
unfamiliar words.

3. Confidence in Speaking and Reading Aloud: 
Regular practice with IPA gives students the tools they need to speak more fluently
and read more confidently. 

4. Independent Learning: 
With IPA knowledge, students can use online dictionaries and other resources to
continue improving their pronunciation on their own. 

5. Support for Multilingual Learners: 
For students who speak languages with consistent spelling systems (like Spanish),
IPA provides a way to adjust to English’s irregularities. 
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Tailoring IPA for Different Age
Groups 
To make IPA lessons engaging for students of different ages, adapt your activities to their
learning levels: 

Younger Students (Grades K–5): 
Focus on basic sounds and connect them to familiar words. Use pictures and
games to make learning fun. 
Example: Teach students to transcribe simple words like cat (/kæt/) or dog (/dɒg/).
Pair the symbols with colorful flashcards or apps that let them hear the sounds. 

Older Students (Grades 6–12): 
Challenge older students to transcribe and analyze words in sentences or
passages. Encourage them to use IPA to prepare for real-world tasks like
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presentations. 
Example: Assign a short paragraph and ask students to transcribe five tricky words,
such as though (/ðoʊ/) or colonel (/ˈkɜːrnəl/). Then, have them practice these words
with a peer or tutor. 

Adapting IPA activities to match students’ developmental stages ensures they stay
engaged and learn effectively. With regular practice, students of all ages can gain
confidence in their pronunciation skills. 

Conclusion 
Teaching K-12 students IPA transcription is a simple yet powerful way to improve their
English pronunciation. By helping students identify and practice challenging words,
teachers can address gaps in traditional pronunciation instruction. As Field (2005) points
out, “Intelligibility is the target that pronunciation instruction traditionally sets for itself, but
English language teachers know little about how best to help learners achieve it” (p.
399). IPA provides a clear, systematic way to make sounds understandable, and even a
little practice can lead to big improvements in students’ pronunciation and confidence.
With this approach, students can master English pronunciation, one word at a time. 
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Students often forget grammar rules. But when you bring nouns, verbs, or adverbs to life with colors and

interactive visuals, the knowledge sticks much longer.
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