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1. Introduction 

"Neo-oralization" of TEFL, if we may be allowed to put it this way, has come to the coast 

of Japan, the tide of which we couldn't afford to tum back. In the meantime, "communication­

oriention" of language teaching seems to have attached importance to suprasegmentals in 

dealing with pronunciation. While possible mishandling of pronunciation teaching in class 

could lead to impairment of students' communicability (Mikuma & Tanabe, 1992), it might also 

result in deterioration of students' potentially powerful "learnability." Thus, pronunciation 

should be so taught that the students can "take the cream off the top" of their learning process in 

the best, most efficient manner. 

The aim of this study is to see if a consideration of a certain type of pronunciation 

teaching, using a phonological quality in English called "isochrony," can present a new 

perspective on TEFL in terms of memorization and any form of classroom activity that is 

intended to make it happen. 

2. Rhythm, Isocbrony 3ml Memorization 

The English language is said to belong to "stress-timed" category having a phonological 

disposition wherein stressed syllables are spaced equally in time. l This idea goes back to the 

work of Joshua Steele (1775) and has been put through controversy over the years as to whether 

or not it really exists (Classe 1939; Shen & Peterson 1%2; Halliday 1967; Lehiste 1977; Roach 

1982; Dauer 1983, etc.). Despite this debate, as Giegerich writes: 

Lehiste (1977) has shown that isochrony, while it cannot be interpreted as the 

objective measure in speech production, is nevertheless valid as a linguistic reality, 

somewhat obliterated by the psychology of time perception ...• We can thus 

... speak of 'phonological isochrony' without stronger claims towards acoustic 
exactness. (Giegerich 1985: 185) 

This view was shared by Kubozono (1991) in Japan. 

A close attention to tills variety of arguments would immediately give you a pause. They 
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are all from purely linguistic points of view. It is proposed that an educational value may be 

found in the attention to lhis rhythmical recurrence. An assumption is that the presence or 

consciousness of "isochrony" might facilitate the leamer-effectiveness of retention in trying to 
memorize English sentences representing grammatical points. The present author as an ex-high 
school teacher has an empirically based notion that this is the case. The newly revised course of 
study points this out and recommends the use of isochrony. It was not until this revision that an 

explicit recommendation like this had been made; does this mean it has never even been 

. considered in Japan's English teaching scene? Not in the context of using rhythm as a tool for 

memorization, but C. C. Fries did refer to isochrony and said it ought to be properly treated in 

Teaching and Learning English as a Foreign Language (1945), which was one of the most 

frequently mentioned publications on language teaching in Japan. It is very unlikely that the 

work of Fries, language teaching giant of those days, could have completely slipped out of the 

teachers' sight. And yet its thorough application doesn't seem to have come true. 

Reconsideration is due. In fact it is overdue. 

Memory with regard to rhythm has been discussed mainly in the area of music education 
(Boroda 1991; Shehan 1987; Milman 1979; Domek 1979; Glanzer 1976; Katz 1989; Brandt 
1986; Hartman 1982, etc.) and education for the disabled children (Nikolic 1987; Van & 
Antonio 1981; Pratt 1983, etc). Actually many of these refers to foreign language learning. As 

far as teaching methods are concerned, Suggestopedia proposed by Georgi Lozanov does use 
some music-related devices including rhythm. And by now, it seems to have been well­

documented that memory (retention) and rhythm are no strangers to each other. However, there 

is very little, if any, mention of the innate isochronous quality displayed by the target sentences 

and its possible relationship with memorization facility in learning English, that is, dealt with in 
combination. Little research has been done on how the memorization of rhythmically enjoyable 

sentences can lead to increased retention. In other words, no research has raised the point of 

memorization reinforcement caused by the comfortable rhythm possessed by the target 
sentences. Hence, the following experiment. 

3. Study 

3.1 Hypothesis 

As was mentioned earlier, this author has an experience of teaching high school students, 

and with special emphasis on isochrony. A special drum sound producing device was carried to 

the classroom and used when chorus reading was in session. It was almost like singing. One of 

the staff approved of using this method; after a year of teaching in this manner, we knew that this 
method was a big hit. Not a few students said it was easier to memorize the English sentences 

along with the rhythm created by the machine. So the hypothesis here is that with the other 

conditions equal, after some times of repetition, the target sentences would be retained better by 

those who repeated them with the accompaniment of the rhythm. 
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3.2 Procedure 

The subjects were 77 students (40 boys and 37 girls) in the first year of a public high 

school, constituting two classes. The experiment was conducted with these two classes 

separately. The control group consists of 39 students (21 boys and 18 girls) and the target 

group, 38 students (19 boys and 19 girls). All the subjects were requested to listen to the taped 

material consisting of ten sentences of junior high level, specially designed to fit into the 

isochronous rhythm. The sentences are shown in the list in the APPENDIX II. They were 

recorded on a multi-track tape recorder specially designed for musical purposes. Two types of 
tape material using the same sentences were prepared. One had the voice recorded alone, and 

the other, my voice accompanied by the drum beat. In both versions, each sentence was 

followed by a digit. The multi-track tape recorder made it possible to have the only difference 

being in whether or not the drum beat was present. That is, the master tape made by the recorder 
had both the voice and the rhythm. All that was required was to slide the dimmer down to zero 
on the track where the beat was taped in order to take out the drums. The target sentences were 

repeated ten times with the interval long enough for the model reading to be contained twice (so 
the subjects could repeat them, without worrying too much about getting stuck in the middle or 

stammering). The reason for setting the number of times of repetition at 10 came from some 
pilot studies. Some college students had been asked to repeat the same sentences that were 
going to be used in the later experiment and most of them needed to try to repeat at least ten 

times to have the sentence on their lips. Hence, ten times. After repeating each sentence ten 
times, the subjects were made to count aloud backward by 3's beginning with the digit recorded 

after the sentence. This "distracting activity" lasted for 20 seconds.2 After engaging in the 

intervening activity, the subjects were requested to say the sentence they had repeated ten times. 

The outcome was quantified by the number of syllables that the subjects were able to reproduce 

correctly and compared between the control group and the experiment group. For the analysis 

of the data, t-test was carried out. In order to see whether or not there is any significant 
difference between the two groups and also the correlation between the results and the subjects' 

general English ability, they were given a doze test (see APPENDIX II) for later comparison. 

33 Results 

First, the results of t-test on the doze test indicate some proximity of the experiment group 

with the control group (t=-0.8278, N.S., df=75). A noteworthy point here is that the t-value, 

-0.8278 means that it is almost on the verge of meaningful separation. We will come back to 

this point later. 
The second t-test was on the supposed difference between the performance of the control 

group and that of the experiment group. The resul.ts obtained from this show that there is no 

significant difference there (t=-0.4695, N.S., df=75). This seems to disprove the hypothesis that 
the rhythm accompanied instruction should have significant effect on the sentence 

memorization by means of chorus reading. 
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N Mean so df Outcome 

Control group 38 7.711 3.619 

75 t=-O.8278(N.S.) 

Experiment group 39 8.410 3.698 

Table 1 

N Mean SO df Outcome 

Control group 38 67.895 15.444 

75 t=-O.4695(N.S.) 

Experiment group 39 70.077 23.894 

Table 2 

Incidentally, the correlation was tested between the scores on the cloze test and that on the 

experiment. As has been expected, it was revealed that the cloze test correlated with the 

experiment at the point of 0.5880 (p<0.01, df=75). 

4. Discussion 

Statistically speaking, it turned out that the rhythm reading is not as effective in retention 

of the sentences as had been assumed. However, let us go back to the" results of the first t-test. 

The t-value there was -0.8278, which is relatively high, meaning that one group showed higher 

scores than the other. And the higher group happened to be the control group. On the other 

hand, the outcome of the second t-test on the experiment, albeit with no significant difference, 

shows relatively low t-value of -0.4695. That means, we can at least see a tinge of evidence that 

shows that the two groups initially slightly apart from each other got closer even to a small 

degree. The future results could fluctuate. But at least it could give us an impetus to think 

further. 

Further research was conducted to discern learner-effectiveness resulting from the use 

isochrony (Mikuma, 1993). In it, some college students, after 3 months of instruction with the 

rhythm device, were requested to answer the questionnaire concerning the possible effects on 

learning of rhythm-inculcation. The research indicates that the students responded positively in 

the degree of satisfaction for the class, feeling of grammatical improvement and that of general 

feeling of improvement in English, with their means and SOs at (1) 4.7; 0.683, (2) 3.9; o.m, 
(3) 4.1 ; 0.682 respectively. This suggests that there is a certain amount of empirically 
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demonstrable effect. 

Several reasons could be thought of for what came out this time ... First, the subjects were 

not provided with a written text of what they were supposed to listen 10 and repeat. This could 

go against the long-standing principle of speech primacy, but realistically speaking, the use of 

chorus reading with a written text is observed, and this is where a connection can be made. 

Besides, for the exchisive purpose of testing the effect that rhythm accompaniment has, the use 

of a written text should be considered. That is, in this case the degree of repetition was so poor 

with both groups of subjects, that there were not enough syllables for,the effect of rhythm to be 

evident. Second, according to the results of the other research, this method must be continued 

for at least a few months to be effective. 

5. Conclusion 

Although the outcome was not exactly what we wanted, at least we know now that the 

drum-beat-assisted instruction shows a sign of effectiveness. If this effectiveness is proved to 

be tenable, a lot of implications could be obtained. One of them is in the area of material 

development. When we think of example sentences for the learners to memorize, we can set the 

rule that says to see that those sentences should all fit into the isochronous rhythm, because they 

would make it easier for the students to internalize the grammatical rules. 

What is left with us to do is to go on with the same line of research to find out about the 

differences that would occur between the subjects with the written text and those without. 

Another one could be the "within" type of research, while this study has been the "between" 

type. 

In a previous study we have shown the necessity to shed light on pronunciation in teaching 

grammar. It is hoped that this study will add to the struggle that was started in the last research 

and help stir up concern among the in-service teachers or anyone with a healthy desire to bring 

change into language teaching in Japan. 

Notes 

IThe stress-timedlsyllable-timed distinction was developed by Pike..(I946) and Abercrombie 

(1967). 

220 seconds is said to be the boundary between what we call "short-term memory" and "long­

term memory," in the dichotomy, or more precisely, the boundary,between "primary memory" 

and "secondary memory" in a three way distinction (the rest of which is called "tertiary 

memory") by Ervin and Andrews (1970). 
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APPENDIX I 

~Hate~#tJ~~ ( ) 11 £f;;g ( ) 

( ) 1*J~)M~ta::!R:m"C!I&f.>~o 

We all say that we want ( ). And this is good. It is good ( ) us to have friends. 

Happiness ( ) doubled when we tell it to ( ) friend. Sadness is cut in half ( ) we tell 

it to a friend. 

( ) old proverb says that a friend ( ) need is a friend indeed. This ( ) that there 

are two kinds of ( ). One kind runs away when we ( ) in trouble. The other kind stays 

( ) even when there is trouble. 

In ( ) sixth grade I knew a very shy ( ). She never talked. She never played ( ) 

anyone. She had no friends. 1 ( ) sorry for her. Every day 1 tried ( ) say a kind word. "I 

lik~ ( .) new pencil box." "The Ume flowers ( ) your garden are pretty." "Let's go ( ) 

the zoo next Sunday." She ( ) answered a word. But on the last ( ) of school she was 

waiting at ( ) gate. She put her mouth to ( ) ear and whispered, ''Thank you ( ) 

everything!" We have been friends since ( ). 
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APPENDIX II 

The sentences used for the taped material: 

1. I saw him swim in the pool. 

2. I heard him sing a song today. 

3. How often have you been to Tokyo? 

4. She tried to write the letter in French. 

5. I must remember to do my homework. 

6. If the price is not too high, she will buy it. 

7. She was kind enough to show me around the school. 

8. It's kind of you to show me the way to the hospital. 

9. He is not only a writer but also a singer. 

10. If the weather is nice tomorrow, we will go on a picnic. 
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