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I’ve talked about syllable stress in words made up of more than one syllable. But 

what we do with words made up of more than one word? In this episode, syllable 

stress and compound words. 

  

[TITLE SLIDE: The Music of English, Episode 5 Compound Words] 

 

A compound word is just little words put together to make a big word. And they 

come in all shapes and sizes: attached, separate, hyphenated, nouns, adjectives, 

adverbs, verbs. And they’re very important because you hear them all the time, 

everywhere, without even realizing it. In fact, they’re so commonplace that I’d 

like to take you sightseeing around my hometown, Toronto, Canada, and 

explore compound words at the same time. Oh, by the way, it’s 2017, and our 

Prime Minister is Justin Trudeau.  

 

First let’s go underground to take the subway downtown to the Eaton Centre. 

Make sure to take a credit card. There’re so many stores! Okay, have you done 

enough shopping? Okay, then let’s head outside. You’ll want to take lots of 

photos on your cellphone? Let’s walk over to City Hall, then head to the CN 

Tower. You know, it’s such a hot afternoon, why don’t we take a streetcar over 

to Sunnyside Pavilion on the lakeshore. There’s a huge public swimming pool 

beside it, but we have to cross the road to get there. Watch out at the crosswalk! 

On the way back, we could stop at Harbourfront for ice cream and watch the 

sailboats.  

 

Do you realize you’ve just heard 23 compound words? You don’t believe me? 
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everywhere, commonplace, sightseeing,hometown, Prime Minister, underground, 

subway, downtown, Eaton Centre, credit card, outside, cellphone, City Hall, 

CN Tower, afternoon, streetcar, Sunnyside Pavilion, lakeshore, swimming pool, 

crosswalk, Harbourfront, ice cream, sailboats  

 

You see? Twenty-three. Well, actually 25, if you include the number 23 and the 

year 2017. But I’m going to talk about dates and numbers in a different episode. 

I love compound words. They have a lovely little musical bounce and the rhythm 

just keeps going because there’s no pause between each word. If it’s a 

compound noun, we usually stress the first word:  sub(way) cell(

street( , lake(shore cross(walk), ice (cream), sail(boats  

 

Now if that first word has more than one syllable, we just put the biggest stress on 

the syllable we’d normally stress anyway. “Anyway” — there’s a perfect example. 

And here are some others: e , co , un , 

Ea , cre , Su , swimming pool, Har

Did you notice how the first word describes the second word? Where is it? 

Everywhere. What kind of place is it? A common place. Um, what’s the name of 

that shopping centre? The Eaton Centre. It’s natural to stress the most important 

word and, in compounds, the most important word is the one that “describes” 

because that’s what makes the other word specific and memorable. If you were 

listening carefully, though, you might have noticed that I stressed some 

compounds on the second word. Did you watch Episode 4 – “Almost Rules”? Yeh, 

English is full of exceptions. 
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In truth, the accent is 
on the third syllable, 
but the second word. 

“hometown,” accent on the second syllable, the word “town” 

“Prime Minister,” accent on the second word, “minister” 

outside, accent on the second syllable, the word “side” 

afternoon, accent on the second syllable, the word “noon” 

City Hall, accent on the second word, “Hall” 

 

I want to leave you with something a little different—a beer commercial called “I 

Am Canadian.” It’s funny and it’s musical and it has lots of compound words. The 

link is in the information section below. After you’ve watched it, go to The 

Canadian Pronunciation Coach blog, so you can download the text, with the 

compound words and the stress identified. I even explain some of the words you 

might not understand. And while you’re there, download the transcript of Episode 

5 so you can read along with this video and really focus on hearing the compound 

words and the stress. 

 

And remember: 

 Listen with attention. 

 Keep practising. 

 Be patient. And, above all,  

 Don’t give up. 

 

I’m Phyllis, The Canadian Pronunciation Coach. I’m glad you dropped by. Thank 

you. 

  

I am Canadian (Molson’s Beer Commercial from 2006) 
Video at 

https://youtu.be/BRI-A3vakVg 
Text of video at  

https://canadianpronunciationcoach.wordpress.com/ 
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