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Sentence stress can be challenging. If your delivery is flat, we might think 

you’re boring. If you stress every word, we might think you’re angry. And if 

you’re always stressing the wrong words, we might just give up trying to 

understand altogether. But when you know which words are important and 

how to make them stand out, not only will you get our attention but you’ll 

keep it, too. 
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The first thing we listen for are “content” words: nouns, main verbs, 

adjectives, adverbs, negatives and negative contractions. They’re the 

building blocks of simple statements. They can paint a picture with detail 

and feeling all by themselves, but function words can’t.  

 

Pronouns, articles, prepositions, conjunctions, helping verbs, the verb “be,” 

the tiny word “to”:  They’re filler — “glue.” They stick important words 

together with grammatical structure. Yet they seem to disappear because, 

on their own, they have no meaning or very little meaning. So we rush 

through them carelessly and quietly, reducing them to low mumbles while 

making sure the important words stand out. Here’s how. 
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Today, Emma and Michael are going to give a really interesting 

presentation.  

 

The most important words in that sentence are two nouns, one main verb, 

and one more noun: Emma Michael give presentation. 

Just four words tell a simple story. So we pronounce them very clearly, 

taking the time to put the stressed syllables on a higher pitch.  

E mma Mi chael  g ive  present a tion. 

 

Emma Michael give interesting presentation. 

 

“Interesting” is an adjective telling us what kind of presentation. That’s an 

important detail. So we say the stressed syllable a little higher, a little 

louder, and we stretch out the vowel: i n teresting  

E mma Mi chael  g ive i n teresting present a tion. 

 

  



 
 

3 
 

Emma Michael give really interesting presentation. 

 

This time, an adverb intensifies the adjective so we feel its importance. It’s 

not just an interesting presentation. It’s a really interesting presentation. So 

we stretch out the vowel of the first syllable of “really” and increase the 

volume. The voice lifts with a little push on the stressed syllable of each 

important word. And the musical rhythm pulls the listener in. 

E mma Mi chael  g ive r ea l l y  i n teresting present a tion. 

 

Today, Emma Michael give really interesting presentation.  

 

The adverb “today” tells us when — another important detail. So it, too, 

needs a little lift and push on its stressed syllable.  

 

Toda y , E mma Mi chael  g ive r e a l l y  i n teresting present a tion. 

 

With only nouns, a main verb, an adjective, and adverbs, we’ve told a 

detailed story. So how important are those filler words? Let’s find out. Listen 

to the original sentence. 
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Today, Emma and Michael are going to give a really interesting 

presentation.  
 

Remember at the beginning I talked about “function” words? Here we have 

the conjunction “and,” the verb “are” which is a form of the verb “be,” the 

helping verb “going,” and the teeny tiny word “to” as well as the article “a.” If 

we squeeze them in between the important words, deleting consonants and 

vowels and inserting the unwritten unstressed vowel schwa wherever we 

can:  

 

Toda y , E mma  Mi chael   g ive  r e a l l y  i n teresting present a tion. 

They’re nothing but mumbles. But you still understand the sentence 

perfectly. Now listen to both versions with and without the filler words:  

Toda y , E mma  Mi chael   g ive  r e a l l y  i n teresting present a tion. 

Toda y , E mma Mi chael give rea l l y  i n teresting present a tion. 

Did you hear the rhythm? It was the same in both versions because the 

important words carry the rhythmic pulse and keep drawing our attention 

back to the meaning.
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Today, Emma and Michael aren’t going to give a really interesting 

presentation.  

 

Now the negative contraction “aren’t” stands out on the highest pitch. The 

other important words may be a little softer and lower, but they’re still clear, 

whereas the filler words are just mumbles. 

Toda y , E mma  Mi chael   aren’t give  r e a l l y  i n teresting present a tion. 

 

One final change: 

 

Today, I wanna introduce Emma and Michael who’re gonna give a 

really interesting presentation. 

 

The pronoun “I” refers to me, Phyllis. “Who” refers to Emma and Michael. 

You already know us. Pronouns don’t tell us anything new, so they’re 

unimportant. “Wanna” is the reduced form of the helping verb “want” and 

the teeny tiny word “to.” “Wanna” – also unimportant. “Are” is a form of the 

verb “be” and it disappears into the contraction with the pronoun “who.”  

So the only new important word is the main verb “introduce,” which takes us 

right back to the heart of our story: E mma Mi chael  g ive  present a tion. 
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Toda y ,  in troduce E mma Mi chael  g ive   r e a l l y  i n teresting 

present a tion. 

 

Nouns, main verbs, adjectives, adverbs, negatives and negative 

contractions are important words — the building blocks of simple 

statements. But important words can change depending on your intention. 

And I’ll talk about that in another video. 

 

Meanwhile, you can download the transcript of this video for listening 

practice at the Canadian Pronunciation Coach Blog. 

 

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

Thank you. 
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