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ABSTRACT 

 

This study looks at English and Macedonian word stress patterns and explores how learners from 

various linguistic and geographic backgrounds acquire and use English word stress. English relies on 

variable, lexically determined stress, which frequently causes difficulties for Macedonian learners, 

whereas Macedonian has a comparatively stable, mostly fixed stress system. The study investigates 

the effects of these structural variations on intelligibility, stress placement, and pronunciation 

accuracy. Pronunciation tasks, perception tests, and learner surveys were used to gather data from 

participants with a variety of backgrounds, including learners with varying exposure to English 

varieties, bilingual speakers of Macedonian and another regional or minority language, and 

monolingual speakers of Macedonian. The results show both significant variation among learner 

groups and systematic patterns of stress transfer from Macedonian to English, indicating that both 

linguistic background and English input influence stress acquisition. In addition to highlighting 

implications for English language instruction, the study advances our understanding of cross-linguistic 

influence and emphasizes the need for Macedonian learners to receive specialized instruction on stress 

perception and production. 

 

Keywords: Stress patterns, Phonology, Comparison, Syllable, English, Macedonian. 

INTRODUCTION 

Before looking into the peculiarities and oddities in word stress in English and Macedonian 

language, word stress and accent and the syllable must be defined. Stress or accent is emphasis or 

prominence given to a certain syllable in a word. It is important to distinguish the words accent and 

stress to their dubious meanings apart from stress. The word "accent" has numerous meanings as a 

noun and a verb. From one hand stress is defined as: "An effort in speech to stress one syllable over 

adjacent syllables; a distinctive manner of expression: a way of speaking typical of a particular group 

of people and especially of the natives or residents of a region who speak with a Russian accent or an 

individual's distinctive or characteristic inflection, tone, or choice of words, usually used in plural and 



ISBN: 978-9952-610-04-8

DOI: https://doi.org/10.30546/19023.978-9952-610-04-08.2025.5097.14th International New York Academic Research 
Congresses on Social, Humanities, Administrative, and 
Educational Sciences || Congress Proceedings Book  

internationalnewyorkcongress@gmail.comwww.internationalnewyorkcongress.com

2583

 
 

Challenges In EnglIsh Word Stress for MacedonIan 
Learners: VarIatIon Across DIfferent Learner ProfIles 

Natka Jankova Alagjozovska, Simona Serafimovska 

Goce Delcev University, Faculty of Philology, Department for English Language and Literature,   
Stip, North Macedonia 

 

ABSTRACT 
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groups and systematic patterns of stress transfer from Macedonian to English, indicating that both 
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influence and emphasizes the need for Macedonian learners to receive specialized instruction on stress 

perception and production. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Before looking into the peculiarities and oddities in word stress in English and Macedonian 

language, word stress and accent and the syllable must be defined. Stress or accent is emphasis or 

prominence given to a certain syllable in a word. It is important to distinguish the words accent and 

stress to their dubious meanings apart from stress. The word "accent" has numerous meanings as a 

noun and a verb. From one hand stress is defined as: "An effort in speech to stress one syllable over 

adjacent syllables; a distinctive manner of expression: a way of speaking typical of a particular group 

of people and especially of the natives or residents of a region who speak with a Russian accent or an 

individual's distinctive or characteristic inflection, tone, or choice of words, usually used in plural and 

 
 

as a verb means to give special attention or prominence to (something) i.e. TV shows that accent 

youth: to make (something) more emphatic, noticeable, or distinct; columns that accent the vertical 

lines of the building or to pronounce (part of a word) with greater stress or force” [1]. On the other 

hand, the word "stress" also means something else if you consider it outside the box of Phonetics and 

Phonology. Gimson (1980) states that an utterance consisting of more than one-word exhibits features 

of accentuation that are in many ways comparable with those found in the polysyllabic word. Thus, the 

character of connected utterance is to be determined by a changing pattern of successive qualities and 

quantities and the relationship of its parts. The main definition of accent according to Hlebec (1995) is 

that " Accent is a relative prominence of a syllable in a word or a group of words or an utterance due to 

stress and/or pitch and stress is the degree of force used for the pronunciation of a syllable." 

Two types of stress can be distinguished in English: 

- strong, which is used in the pronunciation of stressed syllables 

- weak, which is used in the pronunciation of unstressed syllables. 

Pitch is the height of tone, which is reflected as higher or lower frequency of vibration. A syllable can 

have a primary accent if the pitch varies inside the syllable, a secondary accent if the pitch level 

changes, and a tertiary accent if the stress is just strong without any pitch changes (Hlebec, 1995). In 

English, the entire articulatory force is concentrated on stressed syllables, whereas little force remains 

for unstressed ones. This influences the quality and quantity of syllabic sounds in stressed versus 

unstressed syllables. Long and low vowels preponderate in stressed syllables. 

Syllabic consonants and the least prominent vowels /ɪ, ʊ, ə/ occur in unstressed syllables. They are not 

prominent due to their shortness and little space between the tongue and the palate, and the small 

aperture between the lips. 

In British English, the vowel /ə/ occurs in unstressed syllables only, except for the untypical 

pronunciations of just /ʤəst/ and because /bəˈkəz/. That emphasis is brought about by a certain change 

in properties such as increased loudness and vowel length, and changes in pitch.  

Syllables are necessary to help us with our communication and finding the correct stress pattern. As a 

definition, a syllable is a unit of the phonological structure of any language, which is usually larger 

than the phoneme and smaller than the morpheme (Jankova Alagjozovska, 2022). The number of 

syllables within a word usually depends on the number of vowels. Therefore, one vowel is essential 

for a syllable. The syllable is a unit which is felt by speakers intuitively.  

1.1   ACCENT IN MACEDONIAN LANGUAGE 

Besides defining stress and accent, another aim of this paper is to compare the characteristics 

of stress patterns in English and Macedonian. Both languages have the same vowels around which the 

syllables are built, with one difference for Macedonian being the /r/ sound: a, e, i - и, o, u - у 
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(occasionally “р” for Macedonian). According to (Cvetanovska, 1981), English is a phonemic 

language and has more vowels than five and Macedonian is more phonetic language, in English there 

is the distinction between long and short vowel sounds and this adds a few more details to the mix 

through diphthongs, and the very peculiar /ə/ phoneme. All English vowels can occur in accented 

syllables, the only exception is /ə/, which is never stressed. Monosyllabic words in both languages 

have no stressed syllable, as there are no other to differentiate from (e.g. /kɑː/, еж).  

Regarding the two-syllable words, Macedonian has a very simple approach. The rule is that 

the second-to-last or simply put, the initial syllable, is always the one being stressed or accented (e.g. 

дé-те, мáj-кa). For words that have three syllables or more, there is a rule which states that the stressed 

syllable is almost always the third-to-last one, sometimes called the “antepenult” syllable. There are of 

course some deviations or exceptions to this rule like foreign words that retained their original stress, 

“adverbs for time” and “verbal prepositions” ‒ both of which have the second-to-last syllable stressed 

despite not being disyllabic (e.g. ви-кáј-ќи, го-ди-нá-ва). It can be concluded that Macedonian is a 

language whose accent or word stress is governed by rules and relies on them. These types of 

languages have a non-phonemic stress pattern. Macedonian language has a “dynamic” word stress 

because it is achieved mainly through the intensity of articulation. Compared to English it can be 

mentioned that it is much more different and exotic to Macedonian speakers in this regard. 

According to the students’ tasks for accent and comparison in English and Macedonian language, the 

following examples were collected and explained. The examples are divided into several groups: 

monosyllabic, verbs, foreign words and words with emphatic stress. In Macedonian language there is a 

strict rule for finding the correct stress in words whereas this is not the case in English language.  

The stress in most native Macedonian words falls on the third syllable from the end as mentioned 

earlier: 

    `ко́ла` (kó-la) - stress on the only syllable 

    `же́на` (zhé-na) - stress on the first (of two) 

    `мажо́т` (ma-zhót) - stress on the second (of three) 

   `зборува́ме` (zbo-ru-va-me) - stress on the second (of four)  

Important Exceptions: 

    1. Monosyllabic words 

Stress is on the single syllable (`ја́с`, `ти`, `тој`). 

    2. Verbal forms with `ќе`:The particle `ќе` is always stressed (`ќе дојде`, `ќе го видам`). 

    3. Foreign Loanwords 

 Often keep their original stress (`компју́тер`, `универзите́т`). 
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syllables, the only exception is /ə/, which is never stressed. Monosyllabic words in both languages 

have no stressed syllable, as there are no other to differentiate from (e.g. /kɑː/, еж).  

Regarding the two-syllable words, Macedonian has a very simple approach. The rule is that 

the second-to-last or simply put, the initial syllable, is always the one being stressed or accented (e.g. 

дé-те, мáj-кa). For words that have three syllables or more, there is a rule which states that the stressed 

syllable is almost always the third-to-last one, sometimes called the “antepenult” syllable. There are of 

course some deviations or exceptions to this rule like foreign words that retained their original stress, 

“adverbs for time” and “verbal prepositions” ‒ both of which have the second-to-last syllable stressed 

despite not being disyllabic (e.g. ви-кáј-ќи, го-ди-нá-ва). It can be concluded that Macedonian is a 

language whose accent or word stress is governed by rules and relies on them. These types of 

languages have a non-phonemic stress pattern. Macedonian language has a “dynamic” word stress 

because it is achieved mainly through the intensity of articulation. Compared to English it can be 

mentioned that it is much more different and exotic to Macedonian speakers in this regard. 

According to the students’ tasks for accent and comparison in English and Macedonian language, the 

following examples were collected and explained. The examples are divided into several groups: 

monosyllabic, verbs, foreign words and words with emphatic stress. In Macedonian language there is a 

strict rule for finding the correct stress in words whereas this is not the case in English language.  

The stress in most native Macedonian words falls on the third syllable from the end as mentioned 

earlier: 

    `ко́ла` (kó-la) - stress on the only syllable 

    `же́на` (zhé-na) - stress on the first (of two) 

    `мажо́т` (ma-zhót) - stress on the second (of three) 

   `зборува́ме` (zbo-ru-va-me) - stress on the second (of four)  

Important Exceptions: 

    1. Monosyllabic words 

Stress is on the single syllable (`ја́с`, `ти`, `тој`). 

    2. Verbal forms with `ќе`:The particle `ќе` is always stressed (`ќе дојде`, `ќе го видам`). 

    3. Foreign Loanwords 

 Often keep their original stress (`компју́тер`, `универзите́т`). 

 
 

    4. Emphatic Stress 

Sometimes stress can be moved for the sake of emphasis, but this changes the meaning or tone. `Тој 

дојде́` (He came!) vs. `То́ј дојде` (HE came, not someone else). 

 

1.2   ACCENT IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

English word stress is traditionally defined as dynamic, but in fact, the prominence of the 

stressed syllables is displayed in the English language not only through the increase of intensity, but 

also through the changes in vowel length, consonant and vowel quality and pitch. Stress is usually 

truly lexical and must be memorized as part of the pronunciation of an individual word. In stressed 

syllables English stops have complete closure, fricatives have full friction, and features of fortis-lenis 

are clearly defined. In languages with phonemic stress, the position of stress can be used to distinguish 

otherwise identical words in pronunciation.  

For example: insight ‒ /’ɪnsaɪt/ (the apostrophe indicates the stressed syllable) and incite ‒ /ɪn’saɪt/ are 

distinguished in pronunciation only by the fact that the stress falls on the first syllable in “insight” and 

on the second syllable for “incite”. 

Nevertheless, general ground rules can be created to help in learning the stress pattern of certain words 

and pronunciations. However, these are not “rules” per se since there are many exceptions and 

deviations, and there is a lack of rules that dictate which are those exceptions and this is not the case in 

Macedonian language as it is clearly defined which groups of words deviate. Here are the rules: 

 

a) Stress the first syllable of: 

a. Most disyllabic nouns (e.g. climate - /’klʌɪmət/) 

b. Most disyllabic adjectives (e.g. spacious - /’speɪʃəs/) 

b) Stress the last syllable of: 

a. Most disyllabic verbs (e.g. decide - /dɪ’sʌɪd/) 

c) Stress the second-to-last syllable of: 

a. Words that end in -ic (e.g. ecstatic - /ɪk’statɪk/) 

b. Words ending in -sion and -tion (e.g. extension - /ɪk’stɛnʃ(ə)n/, retribution -  

/rɛtrɪ’bjuːʃ(ə)n/) 

d) Stress the third-from-last syllable of: 
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a. Words that end in -cy, -ty, -phy and -gy (e.g. democracy - /dɪ’mɒkrəsi/, geography - 

/dʒɪ’ɒɡrəfi/) 

b. Words that end in -al (e.g. critical - /’krɪtɪk(ə)l/) 

 

Compared to other languages, English stress patterns are infamously intricate and erratic, with many 

exceptions to general guidelines. Word etymology, grammatical function (word class), and 

morphological structure are some of the elements that contribute to this complexity. 

 

a) Etymology (word origin) 

The dual Germanic and Romance origins of English heavily influence its stress patterns.  

    Germanic influence: Words with a Germanic origin often place the stress on the first syllable. 

        Examples: FAther, WINdow, and TAble. 

    Romance influence: Words borrowed from Latin and French often follow a different rule, with the 

stress falling later in the word. 

        Examples: aBOVE, comPLETE, and deCIDE. 

 

b) Word class (grammatical function) 

For many two-syllable words in English, the stress pattern changes depending on whether the word is 

used as a noun, an adjective, or a verb.  

    Noun vs. verb: 

        Noun: The stress is typically on the first syllable. 

            Example: The company received a new CONtract. 

        Verb: The stress is typically on the second syllable. 

            Example: The company will conTRACT its workforce. 

 

c) Morphological structure (prefixes and suffixes) 

 

The addition of prefixes and suffixes to a word can change where the stress is placed. English 

morphology can be roughly divided into "stress-shifting" affixes and "stress-preserving" affixes: 
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stress falling later in the word. 

        Examples: aBOVE, comPLETE, and deCIDE. 
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used as a noun, an adjective, or a verb.  

    Noun vs. verb: 

        Noun: The stress is typically on the first syllable. 
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c) Morphological structure (prefixes and suffixes) 

 

The addition of prefixes and suffixes to a word can change where the stress is placed. English 

morphology can be roughly divided into "stress-shifting" affixes and "stress-preserving" affixes: 

 
 

i. Stress-shifting suffixes 

These suffixes move the stress to a predictable syllable, regardless of the root word's original stress.  

    Stress on the syllable immediately preceding the suffix: 

        -ion: inforMAtion (from inFORM) 

        -ic: geoGRAPHic (from GEography) 

        -ity: acTIVity (from ACtive) 

    Stress on the suffix itself: 

        -ee: addresSEE 

        -eer: volunTEER 

        -ese: JapaNESE  

 

ii. Stress-preserving suffixes 

These suffixes do not change the stress pattern of the base word.  

    Examples: 

        -less: EFFort becomes EFFortless. 

        -ful: BEAUty becomes BEAUtyful. 

        -ness: HAPpy becomes HAPpiness. 

General rules can conflict with those for compounds or affixed words. For example, while many two-

syllable nouns stress the first syllable, a compound noun like afterNOON stresses the second element.  

1.3   SUMMARY OF THE RULES FOR ACCENT 

As previously mentioned, word stress in English is most commonly a “memory game” as there are no 

precisely designated ways to distinguish which words follow the abovementioned “rules” and which 

do not. There may also be limitations on certain phonemes in the language in which stress determines 

whether they are allowed to occur in a particular syllable, which is a very peculiar characteristic for 

only a handful of languages and certainly not a part of the Macedonian accent. The Macedonian 

language has one very peculiar and unique accent property that very distinctly separates its stress from 

other languages like English ‒ “accent wholes” (акцентски целости). Accent wholes are two or more 

words conjoined into one, jointly held together by one stressed syllable (e.g. кисело млеко - 

киселòмлеко). The general rule for accent in accented wholes is that the emphasis goes on the third 

syllable from the end of the group of words that make up the accented whole but on some occasions 

the emphasis is on the second syllable from the end of the word group. Although this way of joining 
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words is rarely used in everyday speech, it is still a vital part of the languages correct pronunciation. 

Alternatively, a peculiar trait of English is its connection between stress and rhythm. Languages such 

as English are said to be stress-timed languages which means that stressed syllables appear at a 

roughly constant rate and non-stressed syllables are shortened to adapt to that, which contrasts with 

languages like Macedonian that is not stress-timed.     

1.4   CONCLUSION 

To sum up, both languages possess two very contrasting foundations upon which their stress 

and pronunciation are built. As previously mentioned, Macedonian has a dynamic accent that in turn 

gives rise to a completely distinct set of rules, peculiarities and oddities regarding word stress. 

Conversely, English’s phonemic qualities never formed into a true set of rules used to define stress 

and for it to abide, instead it uses a much more difficult “memorization” approach for almost every 

word. To Macedonian speakers, this fact alone is enough to make it a peculiarity in itself. Macedonian 

has a simple, pure 5-vowel system: а, е, и, о, у. Each letter has one consistent sound:`мак` (mak), 

`мед` (med), `мир` (mir), `мот` (mot), `мука` (muka). English has a very complex vowel system with 

around 20 sounds, including diphthongs (two-part vowels). Short vs. Long:`ship` /ʃɪ/ vs. `sheep` /ʃiː/. 

Macedonian has only one sound, `и`, so this distinction is very difficult. 

The most common sound in English is the so-called schwa (`a`bout, tak`e`n, penc`i`l). This 

sound does not exist in Macedonian. A Macedonian speaker will replace it with a full vowel, usually 

`a` or `e`. Considering diphthongs that are found in words like: `boy`, `cow`, `go` often make accent 

difficult for foreign learners. Macedonian vowels are pure, so these are often pronounced as two 

separate vowels or a single, simpler one.  

Finally, the Macedonian speaker who is learning English will often apply the Macedonian stress rule 

to English words, leading to incorrect pronunciation (e.g., saying `HO-tel` instead of `ho-TEL`). On 

the contrary, the English speaker learning Macedonian language will struggle to remember the fixed 

stress rule and its exceptions, often putting stress on the wrong syllable. 
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