Learning English through Drama


Stressing the Right Word

	When we put stress on a word, we: 
· pronounce it more loudly
· elongate it
· say it at a higher pitch
to contrast it with the unstressed words in a sentence. 
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In spoken English, the meaning of a sentence can change depending on which word is stressed. Look at the following sentence:
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This can have at least five different meanings, depending on which word is stressed.

1. 
Q: Did Tom buy three red shirts?

A: No, John bought three red shirts.

2.
Q: Did John steal three red shirts?

A: No, John bought three red shirts.

3.
Q: Did John buy two red shirts?

A: No, John bought three red shirts.

4.
Q: Did John buy three blue shirts?


A: No, John bought three red shirts.

5.
Q: Did John buy three red hats?


A: No, John bought three red shirts.

Learning Activity 1

Speaking and Listening
1. Work with a partner. One of you is A and the other is B.
2. A asks one of the five questions above. B answers the question, making sure to stress the correct word. (A should listen to check that B has stressed the right word.)
3. B then asks one of the questions. A answers, placing stress on the correct word by saying it more loudly, with elongation, and at a higher pitch than the other words in the sentence. (B should listen to check that A has put the stress on the right word.)
4. Take turns to ask and answer until you can automatically place the stress on the right word.
Learning Activity 2

Writing, Speaking and Listening
1. Work with a partner. One of you is A and one is B.
2. Each of you should write six sentences about your partner. For example:
	1. Your favourite colour is red.

2. You have two sisters.

3. You live in Kwun Tong.



It is not important whether you know the correct information or not. In fact, you may decide to write funny sentences, such as “Your favourite activity is doing homework” or “You have twenty fingers”.
3. Take turns to read the sentences out loud. The person who is listening should correct the information, making sure to stress the appropriate word. For example:
	Kenneth:
	Your favourite colour is red.

	Candy:
	No, my favourite colour is green.

	
	

	Candy:
	You have twenty fingers.

	Kenneth:
	No, I have ten fingers.


4. If one of the sentences is correct, you should show this by using stress. For example:

	David: 
You have two sisters.

April:
Yes, I do have two sisters.

April:
You’re a basketball player.

David:
Yes, I am a basketball player.




Learning Activity 3

Speaking and Writing
1. Look at the following sentences.
	I didn’t ask him to give it to me.

	Catherine was absent this Tuesday.

	They were arguing for ten minutes.

	You can’t sing.

	My friends would never do that.


2. Work with a partner. Practise saying each sentence in different ways. How many different versions can you come up with? How does each version change the meaning?
3. Choose one of the sentences. Write one, two or three short dialogues that contain the sentence. In each dialogue, the “key” sentence should have a slightly different meaning, and therefore a different stressed word.
	Example 1: 

Ricky:   Why do you have my phone? I lent it to Paul.

Dave:    I didn’t ask him to give it to me. He just came over and put it on my desk.

Ricky:   Hmmm. That’s strange! Well, can I have it back now? 

Dave:    No. Sorry – it’s mine now. 

Ricky:   WHAT?!?! 

Example 2:

Sarah:   Karen – I thought you were my friend! How could you do this?

Karen:   Do what?

Sarah:   Accept the job promotion from Mr Cheung.

Karen:   I didn’t ask him to give it to me. I told him that you should have it.

Sarah:   You expect me to believe that? Don’t make things worse by lying to me.

Karen:   But Sarah –

Sarah:   Forget it! Goodbye!




4. Practise performing your dialogue, making sure to stress the right word(s) in each sentence.
5. Exchange dialogues with another pair. Listen to the way they use stress. Do they put stress on the correct words?
	· Correct stress helps your listener to understand your meaning. 

· Incorrect stress can make understanding very difficult. 

When you read a play script, it is very important to think about which words you should stress in each sentence.








“No, John bought three red shirts.”
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