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Abstract 

Stress, the prominence assigned to a syllable of a word or group of words, 

is crucial to English intelligibility.  Several researchers have carried out 

studies on the major Nigerian Languages, revealing lack of competence in 

English stress assignment. However, there is dearth of literature on the 

minority languages. Therefore, this study sets out to find out the patterns 

of Ikwerre English stress with a view to determining whether it conforms 

to Standard English patterns or not. 

Liberman and Prince’s (1977) Metrical Phonology was used as the 

theoretical framework for this study.   One hundred and four (104) Ikwerre 

speakers of English were randomly selected for the study. A prepared 

passage was used for the collection of the data. The passage was read into 

a computerised laboratory-SFS/WASP. The participants’ responses were 

coded, scored and the data were subjected to statistical, metrical and 

acoustic analyses.  

The score of English disyllabic nominal words for correct production was 

513 (82.2%), but the wrong production was 111 (17.8%). The correct 

production of the EIES’ in disyllabic verbal words was 171(27.4), while the 

wrong production was 453(72.6%). This shows that the EIES’ assignment of 

stress does not conform to the Standard English stress. The acoustic display 

indicated that there is an apparent contrast between EIES’ waves and 

contours and those of the control in the read words. 
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Ikwerre English speakers do not conform to Standard English stress 

assignment patterns since there is a contrast between their patterns and that 

of Standard English.   

 

Key words: Ikwerre English, Standard English, Nigerian English, Stress, 

Metrical Phonology 

 

Background to the Study 

The empirical studies of several scholars such as Udofot (2004), Akinjobi 

(2012), Bamgbose (1971), Jowitt (2000), and Akindele (2011) have attested 

to the assertion that there exists Nigerian English (NE), which is the variety 

of the Standard English. They have added by way of confirming that the 

phonology of Nigerian English is remarkably different from the Standard 

English Phonology.  This difference reflects more in both the segmental 

and supra-segmental aspects of phonology. Researchers, in the past, had 

focused on the major Nigerian languages (Yoruba, Hausa and Igbo) but 

there is a dearth of literature on the minor languages of the minority in 

Nigeria. But of recent, new researchers have renewed their focus on some 

of these minor languages (Isoko, Ikwerre, Urhobo, etc) so as to prove 

whether they are standard or not. They are not but they are termed as the 

sub-types/varieties. In a bid to further add to the body of knowledge  in 

standardising the Nigerian English, the present researcher chooses to focus 

this research topic on one of the minor languages spoken in the south-

south part of Nigeria and the topic is entitled: ‘Educated Ikwerre English 

speakers’ (EIE) stress assignment in English disyllabic nominal and verbal 

words’. 

 

Statement of the Problem  

There is a confirmation from researchers’ empirical studies that several 

Nigerians do not assign and re-assign stress to English words and word 

groups suitably as done in the Standard English. Thus, there have existed 

a lot of researches on the phonology of Nigeria English with little or no such 
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focus on the development of the minor languages of the minority people in 

Nigeria. In consequence, this present study is therefore set out with a view 

to investigating the assignment of stress in disyllabic nominal and 

verbal words as well as re-assignment in the dynamic disyllabic words 

rendered as verbs so as to add to the body of knowledge that already 

exist in the standardisation of the Nigerian English. 

 

Research Questions 

The research sets out to answer the following questions: 

1.  Do Educated Ikwerre English speakers (EIES) assign stress 

appropriately or not to English disyllabic nominal words? 

 

2.   How are the Educated Ikwerre English speakers (EIES) re- assign 

stresses to English disyllabic nominal words rendered as verbs? 

 

The English Syllable 

The syllable is a unit of language and it has therefore been widely discussed 

among the unit of language (Roach, 1991). Hyman (1975) added that the 

syllable has received more attention from scholars than any other English 

suprasegmentals. Akinjobi (2004) has, at various times, described it as a 

domain of the English stress. This means that for easy assignment of stress 

in the English words, the syllables of such words must be properly mapped 

out. In other words, stress depends largely on the English syllable 

manifestation. There two different approaches to the learning of syllable: 

phonetic approach and phonological approach. Hyman (1975:188) explains 

that most phonologist, to the extent that they have accepted it, attempt to 

deal with it as a phonological unit. Blevins (1995:207), cited in Akinjobi 

(2004), explains that while phonologists from the wide range of theoretical 

perspectives agree that the syllable plays an important role as a prosodic 

constituent. The agreement is universal on the precise nature of the syllable. 

Akinjobi (2000) explains that Blevins argued in favour of the syllable as a 

phonological constituent based on the four (4) factors below: 
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1. The syllable is a domain for phonological processes and or constraint 

e.g. pharyngealisation in Arabic and Barber dialects. 

2. The edge of the syllable is locus since there are phonological rules 

(such as aspiration) that apply at syllable edges. (Fromkin & Rodman 

1974). 

3. The syllable is a target structure for language games. For instance, 

white 1955 describes language games in luvane where /-ti-/ is 

suffixed to each syllable of the word (Blevins 1995 cited in Akinjobi 

2012). 

4. It is often found in the literature that the syllable is identifiable by 

native intuition (McMahon 2002:204). 

Carr (2008:171) defines syllable as a phonological organization whose 

central component is a nucleus, which is normally a vowel, and which may 

be preceded or followed by consonants. This definition given by Carr also 

favours phonological perspective of syllable. Roach (1991:67) explains that 

syllable can be described phonetically in terms of how they are produced 

and the way they sound. Here, syllable is seen as consisting of a centre 

which has little or no obstruction to airflow and which sounds 

comparatively loud; before and after this centre, there are great obstructions 

to airflow (i.e. consonant(s) + vowel + consonant(s)) where the initial 

consonant stands for Onset, followed by a vowel which is normally the only 

obligatory element in any syllable called Nucleus and any syllable is 

described phonologically in terms of possible combination of phonemes in 

a language. Scholars have viewed syllable as consisting of two main parts 

which are the onset and the core or rime. The core or rhyme phonetic 

properties and phonological properties of stress are respectively presented 

below where ‘σ’ represents syllable. 
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Figure 2.1  σ 

 

 

 

 

     Onset                Nucleus               Coda 

      (Phonetic properties of a syllable) 

 

Figure 2.2  σ 

 

 

 

    Onset     Core or Rime 

 

 

 

  Peak/Nucleus Coda 

   (The phonological properties of a syllable) 

The syllable is divided into monosyllable, disyllable and polysyllable.  

 

The Mono-Syllables 

These are technically referred to as words that have only one syllable and 

they are always stressed, especially the content words(open class words) 

which include nouns(boy, girl, man, lake, school, 

pants,paint,etc),verbs(shout, open, send, see,dry,jump,dance,etc) , 

adjectives(tall, small, big,) etc. and structural words such as pronouns(he, 

she, it, we, they, me,us), interjection whao, hurrah), conjunction(and, but, 

yet, though),etc. are not often stressed except if found in isolation and being 

used for specific reasons.  
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The Di-Syllables 

The disyllabic words, unlike the monosyllabic words, have only two 

syllables. Every given disyllable has one of its syllable reduced to the weak 

form, while the other syllable is produced with louder pitch. Such words 

include: BANKer, TAIlor, TRAder, aGO, aLONE, aBOUT, MOther, 

STANDby, TRAILer, HANGout, HANDout, SAUcy, IMport, CONtract , 

among other words. 

 

The Poly-Syllables 

This refers to the English words that have more than two syllables in only 

one of the syllables is pronounced with a high pitch, while the other 

surrounding syllables are produced with a lower pitch. In short, the basic 

thing about the words is that it is only one syllable that takes the 

prominence. Examples are: brotherhood, important, victorious, gathering, 

adjectives, bravery, standardise, bastardise, impotence/ent, 

prominence/ent, adulterated, hypertensive, hypercorrection, 

understanding, interloper, intruder, monographicationalism,to, to name 

just few.  

 

Stress in English Disyllabic Nominal Words  

The following words-contract, rebel, contact, import, export, etc, are used 

as nouns here and have two syllables. Thus, we refer to them as disyllabic 

nominal words. Also, the stress is assigned on the first syllable. Let us have 

them this way: CONtract, REbel, CONtact, IMport, EXport, SEGment, 

CEment,  

 

Stress in English Disyllabic Nominal Words Rendered As Verbs 

These words-contract, rebel, contact, import, export-are dynamic two 

disyllabic words. In other word, they have more than two classes of words. 

That is, they can perform the role of a noun(shown above) as well as verbs, 

depending on the context in which they are used. When used as verbs 

therefore, it is expected that the stress should be assigned on the second 
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syllable. Let us demonstrate this here: conTRACT, reBEL, conTACT, 

imPORT, exPORT, segMENT, ceMENT, etc 

 

Stress Assignment in Nigeria English 

Nigerian English is a recognised variety of the Standard English. 

As a country that has over and above 250 ethnic groups and 500 

languages, it is obviously certain that the English language would not be 

spoken with similar accent. Thus, the essence of the consideration of 

Ikwerre patterns of the spoken English whether it can fully represent the 

Nigerian variety or not. The works of Jowitt (1991), Udofot (2004), 

Akinjobi (2004), and Akinkuolie (2016) have revealed that the phonology 

of English is the hurdle which most speakers, learners and users of 

English have not been able to cross. This is because the stress assignment 

is cumbersome for the NE speakers-The Ikwerres inclusive- English is a 

stress-timed language with the rhythm relying mainly on the occurrence 

of stressed syllable at regular intervals. Most Nigerian Mother Tongues 

(MT) are syllable-timed.  

Bamgbose  (1995),  Eka  (1985),  Jibril  (1986), Ufomata (1996), 

Udofot (1997) and Jowitt (2000) in Akinjobi and Aina (2012)  have 

observed that there is the presence of more stressed syllables in Nigerian 

English than there would be in a native English version of the same 

utterance. Egbe (1979) points out, in a Nigerian speech, one does not 

usually hear any syllable receiving a nuclear stress as all of them are given 

full and almost equal weight or duration. There are no changes in tune, 

in tempo and in voice quality as we have in Standard English. In the 

words of Kujore (1985) Nigerian English pronunciation is characterized 

by ‘delayed primary stress’. Thus, there are more accented syllables than 

expected in the Standard English pronunciation. 

Jowitt (1991) adds that: ‘what stands out in popular Nigerian 

English is the preference for final syllable primary accent in the case of 

verbs and in the case of complex phrases or large units’. These words 

would demonstrate Jowitt’s claim as follow: 
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STANDARD ENGLISH    NIGERIAN ENGLISH 

 POlicy       poliCY 

 Animate       aniMATE 

 imPORtant       imporTANT 

 CONtract       conTRACT 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Liberman and Prince’ (1977) Metrical Theory (MP) constitute the main 

theoretical framework for this study. They initiated metrical phonology 

(MP) as an alternative approach to stress description due to the 

dissatisfaction with generative phonology (GP). MP does not consider 

stress as a feature (like nasality) that could be described as [+stress] or [- 

stress] using the binary approach of GP. Hayes (1988) notes that metrical 

theory holds that unlike other phonological properties, stress are not a 

feature but rather the hierarchical rhythmic organization of utterances. 

Cruttenden (2001) adds that in MP, prominence relations are captured 

using metrical trees and grids, reflecting the constituents involved. 

Metrical phonology does not use the numbering of stress levels and 

indefinite lowering of syllables found in GP but tree structure   and their 

nodes which are divided into S (strong) and W (weak) in relational 

values. Here, labelling captures the relationship and culminative 

properties of stress; the content words have at least one stressed syllable. 

It  claims  stress  is  hierarchical  and  delimitative  in languages  such  as  

English  where  stressed  and  unstressed  syllables  alternate  and  where 

clashes (adjacent stresses) are avoided. In MP, stress is viewed as 

enhanced segmentally through germination or by vowel lengthening 

(See, Kager, 1995). 

 

Research Methodology 

The subjects for this empirical study were one hundred and four (104) 

educated Ikwerre English speakers (EIES). A passage with primarily 

six Standard English nominal words rendered as verbs, giving a total 
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of twelve words in the passage to be tested on the respondents by 

reading them into Huckvales’s (2007) computerised speech laboratory, 

WASP/SFS version 1.41, developed in University of London was used 

to record the passage as produced by the one hundred and four (104) 

respondents. The total marks were then converted to simple 

percentages. The features of stress which were tested in Ikwerre 

English were later subjected to perceptual and acoustic analyses by 

comparing them with the production of the control. For each word, the 

higher percentage of correct and wrong production was taken as the 

norm for the Ikwerre subjects.  Pie/bar charts were used to 

graphically show the extent of correct and wrong stress assignment of 

the Educated Ikwerre English speakers (EIES). 

 

Research Analysis 

The data collected were subjected into statistical, metrical and acoustic 

analyses.  

 

Statistical Analysis 

The perceptual analysis was done auditorily by listening to the EIES’ 

speeches of the prepared texts, taking notes of the appropriate and 

inappropriate assignment of stress in the respective syllables in the 

passage. These Instances were assigned scores and converted to simple 

percentages, which were later on represented on pie charts. 
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Table 1:  EIES’ performance in stress assignment in English disyllabic 

nominal words. 

  

S/

N    

 English 

Disyllabi

c Words 

Potenti

al Score 

 Correct 

Pronunciatio

n 

Wrong 

Pronunciatio

n 

      % 

Correc

t 

     %  

Wron

g 

     

1 

 'contact    104      90     14   86.5  13.5   

     

2 

 'contract    104      80     24   76.9  23.1 

     

3 

 'export    104      84     20   80.8  19.2 

     

4 

 'import    104      99     5   95.2  4.8  

     

5 

 'consent    104      70     34   67.3  32.7 

     

6 

 'rebel    104       90      14   86.5  13.5 

  TOTAL    624     513    111  82.2  17.8 

  

Specifically speaking, the first set of words in 7B is stressed on the first 

syllable, making them function as nominal words; and very interestingly 

the EIES make a landmark in that five hundred and thirteen 513/493.2% is 

the correct pronunciation. Nevertheless, the statistical analysis above 

reveals that one hundred and eleven (111) 106.8% marks the wrong 

pronunciation. Putting the p-value of 0.000 into consideration, it can be 

safely mentioned here that there is significant difference between correct 

and incorrect pronunciation by the EIES at 0.05 level of significance. 

Interestingly, the percentage of the correct pronunciation is more; hence the 

EIES pronunciation is closely akin to that of the SBE. 
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Bar Chart 1: EIE stress assignment in English disyllabic nominal words 

 

 

Pie Chart 1: Stress assignment of EIE participants’ performance in 

nominal disyllabic English words 
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Table 2: EIES’ performance of stress re- assignment in English verbal 

words.  

   

S/

N 

  Dynamic 

Disyllabic 

Words 

Potenti

al 

Score 

 Correct 

Pronunciati

on 

 Wrong 

Pronunciati

on 

   %   

Corre

ct 

    % 

Wron

g 

   1  con'tact    104     34     70    32.7    67.3 

   2  con'tract    104     24     80    23.1    76.9 

   3  ex'port    104     14     90    13.5    86.5 

   4 im'ported(A

DJ) 

   104     15     89    14.4    85.6 

   5  con'sent    104     34     70    32.7    67.3 

   6  re'bel    104     50     54    48.1    51.9 

  TOTAL    624     171     453    27.4    72.6 

 

With specific regards to words that function as verbs as we have on the 

Table 7B above,  there is  the record of one hundred and seventy one (171)  

appropriate re- assignment, while the EIES’ inappropriate re-assignment 

marks four hundred and fifty three(453). These scores both constitute 

164.5% and 435.5% respectively of the instances of the percentages.  

Considering the p-value of 0.000, it can be safely mentioned that there is a 

significant difference between SBE and EIE at 0.05 level of significance.  
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Bar Chart 2: EIE stress assignment in English disyllabic verbal words 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pie Chart 2: Stress assignment of EIE participants’ performance in 

disyllabic English verbal words 
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4.3.6   Metrical analysis of English content words rendered as nouns and 

verbs 

 SBE:          'contact- con'tact    

Control:          S   W     W    S 

Subject: i.       S    S      S     S 

   ii.      S   W      S     S 

  

English disyllabic word that can be used for more than one part of speech 

is said to be dynamic, and this requires a re-assignment. This means that 

such a word changes word class. From the statistical analysis, majority of 

the EIE respondents could not re-assign stress in the above nominal word 

when rendered as verb. But subjects ii and iii were able to stress fairly the 

noun counterparts. This explains why the metrical analysis of the control 

portrays an S/W and W/S respectively.     

2. SBE:  'contract – con'tract  

 Control:  S     W   –  W     S 

Subject   i.   S     S         S      S 

    ii.  S     W       S      S 

     

The normal norm in SBE is that ‘contract’, as a nominal word, should be 

stressed in the first syllable, but contract, as a verb, is stressed on the second 

syllable. In consequence, we have S/W – W/S as the respective control. The 

non-observance of this rule by EIES results into S/S and S/S respectively 

except subjects iii/iv whose attempts are fairly appropriate. 

3. SBE:                     'export – ex'port  

 Control:         S  W       S   W 

 Subject i:       S   W       S    S 

  ii:       S   S        S    S 
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'Export, as a noun, is stressed in the first syllable, but it is stressed in the 

second syllable when used as a verb. The SBE concurs to this assertion. 

Hence, the control marks S/W and W/S. This is, however, not the case. The 

EIES deviated from the appropriate SBE rule of stressing the dynamic 

disyllabic word. 

4 SBE:            'consent – con'sent  

 Control: S   W     W    S 

 Subject:  i. S    W     S     S 

    ii. S    S     S     S 

               

The word ‘consent’ is a disyllabic nominal word while con’sent is a 

disyllabic verbal word that requires a re-assignment of stress in Standard 

British English (SBE). Hence, the control reveals: S/W and W/S, in the latter 

showing a re-assignment. However, it is only a handful of the EIES that 

could assign and re-assign appropriately. In fact, none of the EIES re-assign 

correctly in con’sent above. 

 

5.         SBE:               'rebel – re'bel   

 Control: S W W  S 

 Subject: i S  W S   S 

   ii. S  S S   S 

   

The nominal word 'rebel has a verbal form re'bel. The control shows an S/W 

and W/S juxtaposition respectively, by re-assigning stress accurately to the 

dynamic disyllabic word.  Unfortunately, as can be deduced from the 

statistical analysis, EIE respondents manifest a preponderance S/S in their 

production but i/iv are appropriate. 
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ACOUSTIC ANALYSIS 

Two of the Subjects’ (Educated Ikwerre English speakers-EIES) productions 

were randomly selected for acoustic description by using Speech Filling 

System/WASP version 1.41 to display in graphic terms the pitch contours 

of the EIES and these are compared to that of the control which is typical of 

the SBE. This endeavour would, nevertheless, give a qualitative description 

and explanation of Educated Ikwerre English Speakers’ stress assignment.  

CONTROL: Contact (Noun)  EIES: Contact (Noun) 

    
CONTROL: Contract (Noun)   EIES: Contract (Noun) 

    
CONTROL: Contract (Verb)   EIES: Contract (Verb) 
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Control: Export (Verb)    EIES: Export (Verb) 

    
Control: Consent (Noun)    EIES: Consent (Noun) 

    
 

Control : Rebel (Noun)    EIES: Rebel (Noun) 

    
Control : Rebel (Verb)   EIES: Rebel (Verb) 
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Control: Import (Noun)    EIES: Import (Noun) 

    
Control: Export (Noun)    EIES: Export (Noun) 

    
 

 

Control: Consent (Verb)    EIES: Consent (Verb) 

    
 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

This work is deliberately designed to find out the approximation of the 

EIESs’ to the Standard English. To achieve this, 104 subjects, whose 

educational qualification include: are NCE holders, undergraduates, 

masters holders, PhD holders, are used for the study. The variable tested 

include six (6) English nominal disyllabic dynamic words which are also 

rendered as verbs. These different aspects are developed into different 

research question which are shown below: 

1.  Do Educated Ikwerre English speakers (EIES) assign stress 

appropriately or not to English disyllabic nominal words? 
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2.   How are the Educated Ikwerre English speakers (EIES) re- 

assign stresses to English disyllabic nominal words rendered as 

verbs? 

The Tables above consist of vital variable items related to the purpose of the 

study. The first research question addresses the placement of stress in 

words that have two syllables which are popularly being referred to as the 

disyllabic words by scholars- Phonologists and Linguists-  

Table 1 is replete with words that are used as nouns- contact, contract, 

export, import, consent and rebel- either in isolation or context, while the 

same words as contained on Table 2 function as verbs- contact, contract, 

export, import, consent and rebel. The former takes the stress in the first 

syllable, while the latter receives the stress assignment in the second 

syllable because the stress is no longer in the first syllable; the vowels in 

the first syllable get reduced, deleted or totally changed. Most times, they 

are referred to as dynamic disyllabic words because they are capable of 

performing more than one part of speech. The Educated Ikwerre English 

Speakers assigned appropriately in the nominal English words on the 

Table 7A. This can be backed up by the EIES correct pronunciation score 

(513) 82.2%, with just a negligible wrong production rated (111)17.8%. 

Considering them as verbs on Table 2, there is a negligible correct 

production when placed against the wrong production. The statistics 

therefore shows (171) 27.1 % as correct renditions, while (453) 72.6 % as 

performance for wrong rendition. It can then be stated here that the 

respondents effectively stress the words used as nouns but perform so low 

in stress placement when rendered as verbs. 

 

Suggestions 

With  regards  to  the  research  findings  and  their  discussions  above,  

the researcher deems it fit to make these suggestions: 

First, the Ikwerre Educated English speakers should cultivate the habit of 

watching cartoons, movies with Standard English accent, foreign songs, 

watching TV stations such as BBC, VOA, DSTV, among other beneficial 
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stations where the correct accent and pronunciation are employed. This 

would aid improvements in the L2 stress assignment and re-assignment.  

Besides, the government agencies in collaboration with the management 

of the various higher institutions in the country should make available 

well-equipped language laboratory, relevant textbooks, foreign recorded 

materials like audio-CD, tapes, DVD, books enclosed with tapes at cheaper 

prices. Likewise, well-trained linguists, phonologist, phoneticians should 

be employed by the government in consonance with the higher 

institutions’ management with special pay. 

 

Further Studies 

It is evident that there exists the Nigerian English (NE) and its sub-types; 

hence we have Urhobo English, Isoko English, Igbo English, Yoruba 

English, Hausa English, and Ikwerre English, to mention only few. The 

unflinching passion of linguists, anthropologists, researchers, etcetera has 

geared towards the standardisation of the NE to meet up with the 

Standard English. The researchers of this present study therefore, gave 

fewer words to 104 subjects who are Ikwerre English speakers, meanwhile, 

there are one thousand and one English words with different 

orthographies that have not been tested as well millions of Ikwerres who 

have not been covered, the primary and secondary school students 

inclusive and their teachers. This present study is therefore not enough to 

bring to realisation and actualisation this dream. Consequently, it is 

advised and recommended that further researches should be carried out 

in Ikwerre, covering other areas of stress because this present study 

only concentrates on word stress (English disyllabic words rendered as 

nouns and verbs). Other aspects of stress-phrasal, contrastive, trisyllabic 

words, polysyllabic words, among others. 
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Conclusion 

From the foregoing, it is obvious that the educated Ikwerre English 

speakers are able to perform above average in stressing the English 

disyllabic nominal words. However, the Educated Ikwerre English 

Speakers are very deficient in the stressing of the above words when 

they were rendered as verbs. In fact, they only had a negligible amount 

of score from the potential scores. This implies that they are not familiar 

with word in English that can perform more than one function. 

 

Appendix 

Victor just gets the 'contact of the Manager of Ideal Business Consults and 

con'tacts him on the need to express his displeasure on the recent 'contract 

he con'tracts to him. But, he alternates between this and the previous 

contract. He points out the need to ex'port back to China the very low in 

quality the im'ported HP Laptop by the company. The Manager gives his 

'consent and consults his associates. But his associates, seeing as 'rebels, 

re'bel against this undue bending conduct. They project the cost 

involvement in 'import and 'export these days. He therefore subjects their 

source of object to adequate investigations. On the result of his 

investigations, he objects his earlier consent to proper scrutiny on the advice 

that exchange rate is very high now.  In hesitantly, the Manager con'sents 

to all the pieces of advice from his associates. 
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