
PRACTICALLY SPEAKING
 

A practical guide to learning the American 
accent.



ii

				    COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL	

© Troy Mackinder 2010
First Edition 2010

Cover designed by Justin Richardson
Printed by RAH Creations
P.O. Box 626, The Gap, QLD 4061, Australia
Edited by Brian Gilbertson - www.briangilbertson.com.au

National Library of Australia Cataloguing in Publication data ++
Mackinder, Troy  1971 -
Practically Speaking: A practical guide to learning the American accent.
ISBN - 978-0-646-49050-2 paperback
I. THE BIG PICTURE 1. Getting Started 2. Consonants 3. American Resonance 4. Emphasis and 
Stresses 5. Finding Vowels  6. The Dreaded Rs  7. Script Writing  II. THE BARE NECESSITIES 8.  
Practical Example 
428.130973

Reproduction and Communication for educational purposes
The Australian Copyright Act 1969 (the Act) allows a maximum of one chapter or 10% of the pages 
of this work, whichever is the greater, to be reproduced and/or communicated by any educational 
institution for its educational purposes provided that the education institution (or the body that 
administers it) has given a remuneration notice to Copyright Agency Limited (CAL) under the Act.

For details of the CAL license for educational institutions contact:
Copyright Agency Limited
Level 15, 233 Castereagh St.
Sydney NSW 2000
Telephone (02) 9394-7600
Facsimile: (02) 9394 7601
Email: info@copyright.com.au

Reproduction and communication for other purposes
Except as permitted under the Act (for example a fair dealing for the purposes of study, research, 
criticism or review) no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
communicated or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission.  All 
inquiries should be made to the publisher at the address above.

RAH Creations has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs for external or third-
party internet websites referred to in this publication and does not guarantee that any content on 
such websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

				    COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL



CONTENTS..........................................................iii
FOREWORD.........................................................iv
HOW TO USE THIS BOOK AND EXTRAS................... v
INTRODUCTION..................................................vii
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS..........................................ix

THE BIG PICTURE
1.	 Getting Started............................................... 2
2.	 Consonants (Become aware of your vocal.......... 8
				    mechanism.)
3.	 American Resonance......................................16
4.	 Emphasis and Stresses...................................22
5.	 Finding the Vowels
	 •   Lip Vowels................................................42
	 •   Tongue Vowels..........................................50
	 •   Diphthongs...............................................63
6.	 The Dreaded Rs.............................................76
7. 	 Script Writing 
	 •   Why write a new script...............................82
	 •   How to use the Dictionary...........................84
	 •   Rules.......................................................88

THE BARE NECESSITIES
8. 	 Practical Example
	 •  Introduction..............................................92
	 •  Emphasis (Written).....................................94
	 •  Script Writing.............................................96
	 •  Connection & Resonance.............................98
	 •  Emphasis (Physical)..................................100
	 •  Stresses..................................................102
	 •  Vowels....................................................104
	 •  Rs..........................................................106

IN CLOSING......................................................108
APPENDIX
	 •  Phonetic Breakdown.................................110
	 •  Vowel Picture Reference............................114
	 •  CD Monologues........................................116

iii

 
 

Foreword

Contents

How to use this Book

Introduction

Acknowledgements



iv

FOREWORD 
I worked with Troy on a feature film called Daybreakers, filmed on the Gold 
Coast. Until then, I thought I had done sufficient work on my accent and I had lit-
tle more work to do. I wasn’t prepared for Troy. After one session I began to fully 
understand how much more I had to learn and how many pitfalls I had tripped 
into.

I imagined I was getting the American, downward inflection. I was uniformly hit-
ting every  ‘r’ sound. And I was replicating the polite, accent-coach’s melody, that 
I had heard on various American dialect CD’s.

As is with everyone, this is not a welcome realisation. Privately I had mutinous 
thoughts. What you do with your voice is so linked up with yourself it is easy to 
get defensive and exasperated. I also recognised that I had a natural antipathy 
towards the American accent and I was apprehensive about betraying by own 
background. 

Troy’s friendly, enthusiastic manner hides a fastidious, nit-picking beast, whose 
ear is so tuned into un-American sounds, he should have been a customs official. 
Some called him the accent Nazi. He was an inexhaustible perfectionist. 

On our various walks around the studio lot conversing using the American accent, 
Troy gave me so many fundamental, practical tips and so many firm parameters 
to work within, that soon I was actually looking forward to our sessions and found 
they opened up possibilities, rather than having a restrictive nature on perform-
ance. And surprisingly, the emphasis and resonance work, has I think, compli-
mented my own Australian work. It has altered some of my approaches. 

Troy tuned my ear. He’s given me a new level of awareness. I now know what to 
listen for and how to keep listening and learning. 
 
He has created a very clear, helpful book, which concentrates on tangible necessi-
ties and is perfectly customised to our sounds. 

Thanks Troy, all is forgiven.
Claudia Karvan
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK AND EXTRAS 
This book has two main sections written to meet the 
needs of two specific situations.  The first section, 
called THE BIG PICTURE, is for the actor wanting to 
learn the entire breakdown of the American accent.  
This actor is studying the American accent so that when 
an audition or performance comes up, they have a full 
understanding of it as well as the ability to put it into 
practice in a moments notice.  This actor will most likely 
be a current student or a working actor taking the time 
to add to their repertoire of talents.

The second section, THE BARE NECESSITIES, is for the 
actor with a need for speed.  You know an audition is 
coming up and need fast information that will help you 
quickly get the accent.  This section is also good for the 
actor who has studied the American accent in the past 
and just needs a quick refresher.  This section takes a 
script through the entire process from the first reading 
through to the performance.  

The DVD is more for the BIG PICTURE users.  It takes 
you through the entire learning process.  The DVD 
will also be useful to THE BARE NECESSITIES users 
but you may wish to fast forward to find what you are 
specifically seeking.

The CD will benefit both users as it contains 
monologues to practice the American vowels whenever 
you get the chance. It focuses on problems facing 
Australian actors as well as occasionally paying 
attention to the New Zealand sound.

IN CLOSING sums up the skills you will have learned 
using this book. 
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To the New Zealand actor:  This book was created specifically for 
Australians.  However, vowel differences for New Zealand actors are 
distinguished in parts. During the last seven years, I have worked with 
several New Zealand actors, including Sam Neill, Jay Laga’aia and Joel 
Tobeck. I have found that the emphasis and stress work applies similarly 
for both nationalities,  with only slight differences.  New Zealanders using 
the exercises in this book will get the results they are looking for.

NOTE:  As your aim is to learn the American accent I have opted to use 
American spellings and phrases in this book.  (e.g. realised = Australian 
will be spelt as realized = American. Practise = Australian verb practice 
= American verb).  It makes sense to start looking at all things American 
as the scripts you will be using will most likely be written with American 
spelling.
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INTRODUCTION 
The American accent is constantly changing.  Recently 
I realized that I needed an up-to-date revision of the 
American accent with consideration of new techniques 
that have been developed, even over the past five 
years.  I started this book to create a reference for my 
teaching. The more I wrote, te more it became obvious 
that it could be used as a reference for any actor 
needing to learning the American accent.

There are several references available in America such 
as Lessac, Skinner, as well as references in Australia. 
Each are great academic references and full of useful 
information.  This book is not meant to replace any 
academic book. In fact, if I were to classify this book, I 
would not call it an academic book.  

THIS BOOK IS QUITE SIMPLY A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR 
ACTORS.   
 
The detail and explanation has been stripped down 
to the bare essentials to keep things simple.  Actors 
usually need to get a swift breakdown of “what do I 
need to do to speak American?” They do not need to 
know what certain sounds should be, but rather how 
to get themselves to pronouce those sounds.  You 
will come across several practical instances where as 
Australians you will feel as if you are attempting an 
incorrect sound to produce an American sound.

Having coached actors for many years, the biggest 
challenge when writing this book has been to create 
a reference that would be as easy as possible to use 
without needing a coach.  You will need to become 
your own coach, to be able to listen to yourself and 
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effectively coach yourself. This is possible if you are patient.  So take your 
time and enjoy!

Other references that may be of use to you:
Practically Speaking:  www.practicallyspeaking.com.au
	 - Purchase Practically Speaking.
	 - Lists of currently scheduled workshops.
Merriam Webster Online: www.merriam-webster.com
	 - Re-write your script with the correct sounds for your rehearsal 
	    reference using this dictionary as a guide.

SPECIAL THANKS:
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