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[Kunihiro MIMATSU

1 Introduction

1.1  Background

Since Octaber in 1999, [ have been engaged in teaching English Pheneties at
Tokyo Jogakkan Junior College. This course 1s designed as part of English ed-
ncation for those who wish to improve their English pronunciation. Therefore
the main focus is on the practical side of English phonetics, not phonetics in
a scientific sense.

This 1s a cene-year course which comprises two semesiers, the tast half of
which ! arn responsible for. An 85 minute-lesson is conducted once a week
in Lhe language laboratory equipped with some audiovisual devices including
video plavers and lape decks for class- and self-study.

As mmentioned above, the course is for those wanting to learn English. The
teacher’s tasks are those typical of language teachers. They are:
to make an appropriate course design,
to prepare teacking materials which are suited for his students,
ta develop and give effective instructions,
to meet Lie learners’ requirements,

oL,

“Lamn deeply indebted to Kasuke Sugai {University of Tsukuba) for his valuable advice
and comments. [ wish to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to Secna Reese
{Sophia University), who kindly corvected my English,
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To get all these tasks done sufficiently, it will be necessary for the teacher
to keep a journal about every lesson so that he can explore the problems and

figure out their solutions.

1.2 Purpose
Considering the above mentioned background, I have written this paper with
three purposes i mind.

The first is to present a detailed description of my lessons to form a basis
for the subsequent discussion (§2, §3). The sccond is to examine the effects
and the problems of my instruction for a clue to better teaching methods (§4).
The third is to consider how the teacher improves his ability for studymng his
subject and teaching it (§5, §6).

It should be noted here that this paper is ouly rotes on my instruction of
English pronunciation. [t is not intended as a research report, nor is it to

report a full discussion of the effects of my instruction methods.

2  Overview of the lessons
2.1 Goal

The goal of the lessons is to enable the participants to produce the pronun-
ciation of English to the extent that the native speakers can understand it
without difficulty. In other words, my task s helping them remove " Japane-

seness” from their English as much as possible.

2.2 Materials
The teaching materials are the following:
1} words and short dialogues in cassette tapes for oral practices and listening
comprehension.
2} English songs on CI¥s
3) Disney’s movie video titled "Mulan” (in English without Japanese subti-
tles). This movie was chosen at the request of the participants.

The main materials (1) are word sets recorded by American speakers of
English. Each set comprises two or three words which are minimally different

from each other. These words include such sounds that must be distinguished
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phonologically in English, but which need not in Japanese. They also include
such English sounds that do not occur in Japanese. The actual words used
fur the oral practices in the lesson are listed in the Appendix.

To complement the main materials, song texts (2) and several lines extracted
from the above movie (3} were used for practices of the prosodic features such

as stress and intonation.

2.3  Participants
tn tcaching a foreign language, the teacher must have necessary information
of his students, so that he can take that Into account for the decision of his
instruction methods and of the course design.

The necessary information is as follows:
1) All those who participate in the course arc female Japanese students be-
tween 18 and 20 years old.
2) All of them speak Tokyo Standard Japanese as a native language.
3) Al of them have learned English since they entered junior high school.
This means that they have received at least 6 years of English education be-
fore taking my course. As is often the case with English education in Japan,
their English proliciency level is not very high. Their English pronunciation is
poor. They cannot distinguish between the English and the Japanese sound
systems.

4) None of them are bilingual nor multilingual.

The questionnaires collected on the first day of the lesson show that the
participants are aware of Incorrectness of their English pronunciation and

their motivation for improving it is strong.

2.4  Teacher

The quality of education will depend on the teacher’s abilities and qualifi-

cations. Therefore, it may be useful here to present information about the

teacher {the author). The major points to be touched upon are the following:
i) He is trained as a phonetician at a postgraduate level both in Japan

(lestitute of Literature and Linguistics, University of T'sukuba) and Denmark
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(Institute of General and Applied Linguistics, University of Copenhagen).
He is also trained to produce the sounds of several languages in a relatively
phonetically correct way.

2) He has neither majored 1o English nor lived in English-speaking countries.
He has learned English almost on his own after graduation from high school.
3) His English proficiency level is not very high, but enough to teach at an
intermmediate level or below for undergraduate students.

4) As for teaching, he 1s not experienced. In fact, this is his first teaching

experience.

2.5  Instruction method
Now I describe my procedure in instruction.

FFirst, I have the participants listen to word sets that are on the tape. Sec-
ond, 1 inform themn that each word set they have just listened to is made up
of words which are minimally different from each other (e.g. wmud / mad).
Third, I have them listen to one set at a time and ask if they have been able
to perceive the difference. If they can, I tell them to find out what the differ-
ence is. If they cannot, [ have them listen to the same set once again and ask
the same question once again. What is important here is to have thern find
the difference for themselves.

After the participants have caught the irnage of the sounds in question, |
have each participant repeat the word set. First at this stage, I correct them
and give advice. If necessary, I explain how to produce the particular sounds
or the whole words in question on the basis of articulatory phonetics.

My instructions are based on articulatery phonetics, because 1t can directly
guide the participants to the correct production of sounds. This is also be-
cause my intention is not only to make themn understand, but also make them
actually pronounce correctly and learn how that feels.

Turning to explaining the way and process of articulation, I pay allention
to informing the participants what causes the sound differences. With vowels,
[ ermphasize the importance and the function of the shape of the lip and

tongue. [ also talk about the relationship between the width of the mouth
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opening and the vowel quality. If necessary, [ have the participants check their
lip and mouth opening by looking in the mirror.

With consonants, [ mention places and manners of articulation without
using technical terms. [ draw the participants’ attention to the use of the
tongue.

Finally it is worth stating the following. In instruction, I need to pronounce
the word in question several times as a model demonstration. At this tirne,
{ try to do so in such a way that I sound almost exactly ltke the tape. This
is partly to show that I, who am Japanese like the participants, can also pro-
nounce it and also partly to encourage themn in this way. Moreover, if the
teacher’s pronunciation deviated from the model, it would have a psychologi-

cally bad influence on the participants. It must be avoided by all means.

3  Problems

An individual langnage learner may have his own particular problems. How-
ever, most of the problems which learners are faced with are predictable on
the basis of the sound system difference between their target language and
thelr native one. In fact, many problems observed in my lesson are ones that
Japanese learners of English have in common.

As is expected, the participants have difficulty with producing sounds which
do not oceur in Japanese,

Take vowels for example. They cannot pronounce correctly such vowels as
Jwf, faf, [af and fuf in eap, talk, dove and good respectively. /a/ is especially
difficult to produce. It is certainly probleratic for them that English has more
vowels to be distinguished than Japanese,

In the case of consonants 1/r, f/h, b/v, 8/s and 3/2 contrasts are difficult
for them to produce. When it comes to perception, they are not at all able to
hear the difference between /1/ and /r/ in an example like lightand right.

Another problem is consonantal clusters such as /pr/ in pray and /str/ in
straight. As is expected, unnecessary vowel insertion tends to occur.

Aspiration and weak articulation also cause problems. Japanese has only
weak aspiration in /p, t, k/, and Japanese articulation of consonants are not

50 tense 1 comparison with English.
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I expected that voung teenagers can easily pronounce [si] these days. One
participant, however, tends to substitute i for [si] as she does in Japanese.
Nonetheless, she 1s the only exception,

In addition to the preblems mentioned above, the participants show many
problems. But what I finally would like &0 mention is that they cannot pro-
nounce words correctly without being conscious of the articulation. This may
not be a serious problem. [t only has to do with experience. 1t still takes some

tiime to learn to pronounce correctly and unconsciously at the same time.

4 Discussion
In the following discussion, [ take up three issues.

The first issue is the role of the teacher. At first stages of instraction, the
teacher plays an important rofe. At first, a learner is not completely rid of the
sound systetn of his native fanguage. He is not aware which sounds must be
distinguished in the target language. Therefore he tends to perceive a foreign
sound 1n the target language as one of the sounds which can cccur tn his own
fanguage. This means that exposure to the sounds of the target language,
say, In a tape does not help him to learn to pronounce the language correctly.
Logically, a learner cannot reproduce a sound which he has not been able
to perceive. For this reason, appropriate instructions must be given by the
teacher. Through my lessons, I explain the difference of the sound system of
the two languages, i.e. the target language and the native langnage, every
time and draw the participants’ attention to the crucial differences.

The second issue i1s how to make an articulatory description with the pur-
pose of practical phonetics. Traditional description is made in such a way
that the focus is on individual sounds. This gives a static picture of the
sound in question at a particular moment, but it will not give a picture of the
dynarnic movement of the movable articulatory organs which cceur during
speech, What is important is that a speech event 13 not made up of discrete
units from a viewpoint of articulatory phonetics. Coarticulasion must be con-
sidered. In addition, [ think, a description of the whole word is preferable.
This is the way that I have adopted. It guides the participanls to relatively

correct pronunciation. At all events, language teachers who teach pronuncia-
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tion must have a good knowledge of articulatory phonetics.

The final one 13 how to manage to meet the participants’ acquirements
within a limited period. This is difficult especially when the teacher s com-
pelled to begin with the basic skills. It takes too much tirae, if the teacher has
adopted so-called the "natural method,” by which children acquire the sound
system of their mother tongue. He must take a short-cut. The contrastive
approach may be useful for adult learners, because they can use their mother
tongue as a reference. The learning process necds not to he natural. The point
is whether the adopted way is effective or not. In any event, practices only
during the lesson are not enough. Guidance for effective ways of self-study

rpist be introducerd.

5 Concluding remarks
As a language teacher, [ have discussed the problems in the previous section.
Nevertheless, Lhere remain sorne questions open to further examination.

The first question is concerned with the validity of the selection of werds
as ainimal unit for promunciation instruction. At firsst, I intended that
from the beginning | would use materials which deasl with stress- and rhythin-
selated problems. I ehanged my plans, because [ found that the participants
Hadd ot fearned sach basie skills as they should have learned at junior high
schoal. For example, they did not know how to pronounce [f} or {0/8]. My
assurnption was that those unabie to produce individual words correctly are
net able to produce a sequence of words corvectly. However, if the purpose
of speech is to comnmunicate, more than word-level pronunciation has to be
fearned to convey a message smoothly. The alternative way may be that
sentence-level pronunciation is introduced from the beginning in addition to
word-leve]l pronunciation. The adoption should be done i a trial-and-error
Wy,

Thie second question is how to develop effective ways of instruction which
are sutted for learners’ aim. Teaching pronunciation s concerned with motor
and auditory skills. For this reason, it is not sufficient to give knowledge
about phonetics. | shall have to examine the many ways available including

the usage of computer software programs based on psychoacoustic theories
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and audiovisual materials for language learning.

The final question is how to balance instruction of production and that of
reception. This 1 an important and formidable task. The relation between
production and reception is also a phonetically vital problem. I cannot give

any cormment about this for the time being.

6 Perspective

As mentioned above, many elements must be considered in teaching pronun-
ciation of a foreign language. Besides, what must be kept in a teacher’s mind
Is that there is not only one way, but various ways to teach effectively from
sltuation to sHuation. One of the teacher’s tasks is to keep finding a new
better way.

To widen my view and to explore the problems observed in the lesson, |
shall have to work on examining a rich amount of literature in the field of
applied linguistics and general phonetics, and gain more experience as a lan-
guage teacher. This will help me prepare suitable teaching materials, develop
effective teaching methods and make an appropriate course design.

Finally, I hope that the English education at a high school level will devote
rnore time to pronunciation. Then, colleges and universities will not have to
spare valuable time for the instruction of basic skills.
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