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Do sounds 

change or 

disappear in 

spoken 

English?  

They do,    

which makes 

listening      

hard! 

Better Listening:  Where Do Some            
Words Finish and Others Start? 

 

Spoken English is sometimes difficult to understand. There are 

words that sound alike, different pronunciations for the same 

spelling and accents that change according to people’s origins. 

Today, however, we will talk about sound assimilation. 

 

Assimilation happens when words are pronounced together, 

such as saying /callimaman/ instead of “call him a man”. The 

problem? How can we understand the meaning if we don’t 

know where one word starts and another finishes? 

 

Of course, assimilation exists in all languages but English–with its 

variable pronunciation–seems specially designed for clustered 

sounds.  Also, teachers are partly to blame. When we explain the 

pronunciation of “want to go” we pronounce each word 



separately but forget to mention that natives will often say 

/wannago/. 

 

What to do? 

 

Be aware of the problem 

The first step is to realise that assimilation exists. Don’t panic if you 

can’t separate words when others speak. Instead, follow the 

advice below. 

 

Listen to audio books 

Or videos with subtitles. Anything that can be heard and read at 

a time. First, listen and follow the scrip for about ten minutes. 

Then replay the same segment without reading. Pay attention to 

words that are pronounced together and try to memorise sound 

as one group instead of a succession of individual terms. 

 

Listen to songs and poems 

Resonance is important in both music 

and poetry so listening attentively will 

help you understand how sounds 

change or disappear when two or more 

words are put together.  Focus on how 

phonemes blend with each other and 

repeat those sounds in your head until 

you memorise them. 

 

Ask your teacher for help 

Ask how to pronounce groups of words. 

A good exercise is to read and have your teacher tell you which 

combinations are often pronounced together, as in the 

/wannago/ example we saw above.  

 

Alike: similar. 

Be aware: know about. 

Clustered: together. 

Focus: pay attention. 

Blame: be responsible. 

Term: word. 

Blend: mix. 

Phoneme: sound. 

Grasp: understand. 



Ask your teacher for help again! 

Some sounds are more often assimilated than others. Generally 

consonants that meet other consonants bring assimilation so ask 

your teacher for a lesson on this. The list of combinations is long 

but at least you can learn the more common ones. Here are two 

examples: one with /T/ & /K/, where “Is it clear?” becomes 

/isikklear?/. Another with /D/ & /H/, where “should have gone” 

turns into /shudofgon/. 

 

Lastly, relax. You don’t need to understand every single word to 

grasp a message so missing a few sounds shouldn’t affect your 

overall comprehension. Stop concentrating on what you don’t 

get and pay attention to what you do. Your understanding will 

improve instantaneously.  

 

Would you like to learn more about listening? Click on the link 

below to read about how to differentiate similar-sounding words: 

http://www.englishfb.com/different-sounds-they-seem-the-

same/ 
 
 

 

Want to improve your English? Learn at your 

office with English for Business. Contact us at 

www.englishforbusiness.es or at 934 230 229. 
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