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Abstract 

This article proposes a possible method for native speakers of Japanese to master American English pronunciation, 
putting a special emphasis on phonetic and phonological differences between American English and Japanese. 
First, the article presents American English consonant and vowel charts in contrast to Japanese ones. Next, as a 
first step toward mastering American English pronunciation, the article elucidates the difference between English 
stress accent and Japanese pitch accent, and then the difference between English irregular moras and Japanese 
regular haku (the Japanese word for mora). As a second step, together with aspirates and tense and lax vowels, 
some examples of phonological rules, such as vowel reduction, tapping (or flapping), and unreleased rules, are 
presented. The article finally suggests seven minimum, but probably sufficient, rules that native speakers of 
Japanese should follow in speaking American English.  
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1. Introduction 

It is often said that, despite the fact that so many years and costs have been spent in teaching English to native 
speakers of Japanese (hereinafter referred to as NSJs) in Japan, their English-speaking abilities do not necessarily 
reach an internationally acceptable level. Based on a study of the English pronunciation with 61 subjects of Arabic, 
Japanese, Persian, and Thai speakers who were students taking at least one course at California State 
Polytechnic University (CSPU) in Pomona, Suter (1976) reported that “native language is an especially good 
predictor of pronunciation accuracy in English” (p. 246). In a subsequent paper, based on the same study, Purcell 
and Suter (1980) determined that “the profile of nonnative speakers who are most likely to pronounce 
English poorly would involve persons who are native speakers of one of the ‘nonfavored languages’ 
(here, Japanese or Thai), and that they are poor mimics” (p. 285). In other words, their study may clearly 
reveal that Japanese people’s pronunciation of English is poorer than most other people’s pronunciations of 
English. One reason is probably that many Japanese speakers of English are unaware of distinctive phonetic and 
phonological differences between English and Japanese, which tends to allow them to pronounce English as if it 
were Japanese.  

On the other hand, Nishikawa et al. (2016) presented an interesting research on how accurately native speakers 
of English (hereinafter referred to as NSEs) can recognize English loanwords pronounced in Japanese, and as a 
result, maintained that using English loanwords could be one of the easiest and most effective ways for 
elementary school teachers of English to teach English pronunciation to elementary school pupils. They here 
define Katakana English as a word that is used with an English-like Japanese meaning and pronunciation, which 
may possibly be accompanied by some changes of the meaning and/or pronunciation of the corresponding English 
word. According to the results of their study, 56.8 percent of the 45 Katakana English words were correctly 
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answered, and of all the Katakana English words, “bread” was the most difficult word for NSEs to differentiate.  

Here in this article, the word “Katakana English” is used in almost the same meaning as described above, but 
is used more broadly in terms of Japanese pronunciation of English. 
   Using the Katakana English may be one of the easiest and most effective ways to teach English pronunciation 
in elementary school settings, but it is still questionable whether the pupils educated in Katakana English will be 
able to play an important role in a business world or in a global society in the future. The author asserts that NSJs 
need to aim at learning, acquiring, and mastering correct American English pronunciation at every stage in such a 
global society as today. The article focuses on “how NSJs can master correct American English pronunciation”, in 
two steps: (1) they need to be keenly aware that English pronunciation is significantly different from Japanese 
pronunciation phonetically and phonologically; and (2) they need to acquire some of the important features of 
American English pronunciation.  

First, this article will present American English consonant and vowel charts including some unique aspirate 
voiceless stops (hereinafter referred to as “aspirates”), tense vowels, and lax vowels, in contrast to Japanese ones. 
Next, as a first step for mastering American English pronunciation, the article will elucidate a difference between 
English stress accent and Japanese pitch accent, and then a difference between English irregular moras and 
Japanese regular haku (Japanese word for mora) by picking up a word example and a sentence example. As a 
second step, adding further discussion to the aspirates and the tense and lax vowels, some examples of 
phonological rules such as vowel reduction, tapping (or flapping), and unreleased rules will be presented. 
Considering the above discussion, the article will finally suggest seven minimum, but probably sufficient, rules 
that NSJs should follow in speaking American English.1 
 
2. Consonant Charts for English and Japanese 

First of all, the consonants of both American English and Japanese will be presented. Table 1 shows a typical 
consonant chart for American English, and Table 2 shows a typical consonant chart for Japanese. American 
English has some unique consonants that Japanese does not have. The unique consonant phonemes are: /pʰ/, /tʰ/, 
/kʰ/, /f/, /v/, /θ/, /ð/, /ʒ/, /ɻ/, /w/, /l/, and /ɫ/. In contrast, Japanese also has its own consonant phonemes, which are 
/ɸ/, /ç/, /ɲ/, and /ɰ/. 
   It is important for NSJs to practice, in class or by themselves, the unique phoneme sounds of American 
English that Japanese does not have. It is frequently pointed out that NSJs cannot tell the difference between [ɻ], 
[l], and [ɫ] by hearing. This is apparently because Japanese does not have such phoneme sounds and NSJs usually 
pronounce the phoneme sounds as [ɾ]. Nishikawa et al. (2016) also presented Japanese pronunciations of [ɾabittɔ] 
(or [ɾabit˺tɔ]) and [bɔɔɾʊ] (or [bɔːɾʊ]) as words corresponding to English words “rabbit [ˈɻæbɪt]” and “ball [bɔɫ]”, 
respectively, both of which were exemplified as words difficult to be differentiated by NSEs. Here, it should be 
noted that the voiced alveolar tap /ɾ/ in Table 1 is the same as the one in Table 2, but the usage of the phoneme in 
American English is a little different from that in Japanese. This phoneme /ɾ/ of American English will also be 
closely examined later in section 5.4 Tapping (or Flapping) Rule. Of course, as well as the above phoneme sounds 
[ɻ], [l], and [ɫ], other phoneme sounds [f], [v], [θ], [ð], [ʒ], and [w] have assumedly been taught in classes in 
Japan.  
 
 
 

                                                   
1 The author already orally presented the contents of this article at the Second Research Convention of the Practical English Phonetic Society of 
Japan on June 29, 2019. 
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Table 1  
Consonant Chart for American English 

 
Note. Table 1 is entirely based on a lecture in MA Linguistics Course at San Jose State University. The author thinks that /pʰ/, /tʰ/, /kʰ/, and /ɫ/ are 

properly put in the chart because their pairs with /p/, /t/, /k/, and /l/, respectively are in relation of complementary distribution, but there may be room 

for discussion on the issue in that such phonemes as /pʰ/ and /p/ do not have any minimal pairs. Regarding /ɻ/ (retroflex central approximant), some 

books use a phoneme /r/ (dental/alveolar/postalveolar trill) or /ɹ/ (dental/alveolar/postalveolar approximant) instead of the phoneme /ɻ/ that seems to 

be normally pronounced by many NSEs in the USA, but the author believes that /r/ and /ɹ/ are not suitable here especially when discussing the issue 

of American English pronunciation strictly. All things considered, the author uses the Table 1 chart in the article. 

 
Table 2  
Consonant Chart for Japanese 

 
Note. Table 2 is basically based on the chart by Imada (1999, p. 14), but the author intentionally excludes /ʒ/ because it does not appear in the standard 

Tokyo dialect, and if it appears, it will be a mere free variant of a phoneme /ʤ/ that is usually used in Tokyo. In addition, although ʃ (ɕ), ʒ (ʑ), ʧ (ʨ), 

and ʤ (ʥ) are used in her chart, the author does not use /ɕ/, /ʑ/, /ʨ/ or /ʥ/, but instead uses /ʃ/, /ʒ/ (excluded in Table 2), /ʧ/, and /ʤ/. The reason is 

that according to Pullum and Ladusaw (1996), “/ɕ/ and /ʑ/ are both ‘alveolo-palatal’ fricatives, but the IPA’s distinction between ‘alveolo-palatal’ 

place of articulation (closer to palatal) and palato-alveolar (closer to alveolar) has not gained wide currency” (p. 33 and p. 204). In addition, they 

pointed out that “the term palato-alveolar is standard, but the term alveolo-palatal is not, and in fact is rarely encountered” (p. 33 and p. 204). 
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   Of all the unique consonants of American English, however, aspirates [pʰ], [tʰ], and [kʰ] may be one of the 
most difficult sounds for NSJs to pronounce. 2  According to Finegan (2004), the aspirates appear “in 
syllable-initial position in a stressed syllable and in word-initial position, and other voiceless stops elsewhere (as 
in a consonant cluster following /s/ and in word-final position)” (p. 115). Hence, the relationship between /p/ and 
/pʰ/, /t/ and /tʰ/, or /k/ and /kʰ/ is of complementary distribution. The pronunciation of the aspirates may be taken 
as a matter of course for NSEs, but second language learners of English such as NSJs are unable to acquire the 
pronunciation of the aspirates without learning and/or training. It is one of the aims of this article to instruct NSJs 
how to learn and acquire the pronunciation of aspirates in order to master American English pronunciation. With 
respect to this topic, how to pronounce the aspirates will be presented with some specific examples of words later 
in section 5.1 Aspirates. 
 
3. Vowel Charts for American English and Japanese  
   Figure 1 illustrates a vowel chart for American English, and Figure 2 for Japanese. Typical American English 
may be thought to comprise 14 vowel phonemes and 5 diphthongs even though other charts of vowel phonemes 
are proposed comprising 24 vowel phonemes, for example, by Kreidler (2004). The typical vowel phonemes are 
as follows: 14 phonemes of /i/, /ɪ/, /e/, /ɛ/, /æ/, /u/, /ᴜ/ (or /ʊ/), /o/, /ɔ/, /ɒ/, /ɑ/, /ə/, /ɚ/, and /ʌ/; and 5 diphthongs of 
/ɑj/ (or /ɑɪ/), /ɑw/ (or /ɑʊ/), /ɔj/ (or /ɔɪ/), /ej/ (or /eɪ/), and /ow/ (or /oʊ/). On the other hand, Japanese vowel 
phonemes consist of only five: /a/, /i/, /ɯ/, /ɛ/, and /ɔ/. The author considers that the phonemes /e/, /u/, and /o/ 
appear very rarely in ordinary Japanese conversations, and thus, they are expressed in parentheses in Figure 2. 
Here, the back vowels /u/, /ᴜ/, /o/, /ɔ/, and /ɒ/ in Figure 1 are rounded and the others unrounded. In the same 
manner, the back vowel /ɔ/ in Figure 2 is rounded as well as the vowels /u/ and /o/, and the others unrounded.  

It is very important for NSJs to pronounce individual phonemes correctly. In this section, however, the most 
distinctive vowel phonemes of American English in contrast to Japanese ones are considered to be tense and lax 
vowels.  

According to Gordon (2012), tense vowels are defined as “vowels articulated with the tense tongue muscles” 
and lax vowels as “vowels articulated with the lax tongue muscles” (p. 30). Ladefoged (2000) also argued that 
“the lax vowel is shorter, lower, and slightly more centralized than the corresponding tense vowel” (p. 81). Also, 
according to Encyclopædia Britannica, tense vowels are articulated with greater muscular effort, slightly higher 
tongue positions, and longer durations than lax vowels. 

The muscular tongue mode for differentiating between tense and lax vowels in American English does not 
occur in ordinary Japanese conversations. Therefore, NSJs can neither recognize the difference in pronunciation 
between tense and lax vowels, nor thereby pronounce them correctly.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                   
2 As far as the author knows, these aspirates have seldom been taught at any Japanese schools. Hence, it appears that most NSJs cannot pronounce the 
aspirates correctly. 
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Figure 1                                         Figure 2  
Vowel Chart for American English                 Vowel Chart for Japanese 

 
Note. Figure 1 is entirely based on a lecture in MA Linguistics Course at San Jose State University. It is also basically according to Ladefoged (2000, 

p. 36) and Finegan (2004, p. 95), but /ɚ/ is added in this figure. Figure 2 is basically based on Finegan (2004, p. 99) who showed only five vowels /a/, 

/i/, /ɯ/, /ɛ/, and /ɔ/ as Japanese vowels, and the author strongly supports his phonetic analysis. From the author’s viewpoint, however, the vowel 

sounds in parentheses are added to Figure 2 because such tense vowels appear in some special occasions such as when singing a song. 

 
   Here, it should be noted that, in American English, a word with a tense vowel sound [i] and a word with a lax 
vowel sound [ɪ] contrast with each other making a minimal pair (for example, beat [bit] and bit [bɪt]), and the 
same is true for other tense and lax vowel pairs. In contrast, Japanese vowels of tense vowel /e/ and lax vowel /ɛ/ 
do not contrast with each other, which are merely free variants. The same is true for /o/ and /ɔ/ in Figure 2. This 
difference between tense and lax vowels in American English will be examined in more detail with some 
examples in section 5.2 Tense and Lax Vowels. 
 
4. Phonetic and Phonological Contrast between English and Japanese  
   As described in section 1 Introduction, the first step for mastering American English is that NSJs need to be 
fully aware that American English pronunciation is significantly different from Japanese pronunciation 
phonetically and phonologically. The remainder of this section puts emphasis on this remarkable contrast between 
the two languages.  
 
4.1 Stress Accent and Pitch Accent 

English is a stress accent language, where stress refers to the way in which pitch, duration, and loudness 
combine to give certain syllables greater prominence than others (Roach, 2000). In other words, every English 
word has a stress accent with greater prominence represented by higher pitch, longer duration, and more 
intensified loudness on a stressed syllable than other unstressed syllables.  

On the other hand, Japanese is a pitch accent language, where pitch refers to the way in which a high or low 
tone is put on each syllable without any prominence of duration and loudness. The pitch in Japanese pronunciation 
denotes a high or low sound frequency of a voice. According to Ladefoged (2000), “The pitch of a sound is that 
auditory property that enables a listener to place it on a scale going from low to high, without considering its 
acoustic properties. In practice, when a speech sound goes up in frequency, it also goes up in pitch” (p. 164). Each 
Japanese word in the standard Tokyo dialect consists of one or more predetermined high or low pitch syllables, for 
example, “ha-shi” meaning a bridge, “ha-shi” meaning a pair of chopsticks, and “ha-shi” meaning an edge of 
something (here, a high pitch-accented syllable is expressed with a boldface), and thus Japanese language is called 
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a pitch accent language. In other words, unlike English words with higher pitch, longer duration, and more 
intensified loudness in stressed syllables, Japanese words have no such prominence in any high pitch-accented 
syllables. 

Recognizing the difference between the stress and pitch accents becomes crucial to NSJs when they speak 
English. Judging from the fact that NSJs speak Katakana English in most cases, it appears that most of the NSJs 
are unaware of this difference. 
 
4.2 Mora and Haku 

It is safe to say that English has no moraic regularity in terms of its pronunciation, which means that English 
word or words are pronounced on an irregular basis in duration because a stressed syllable can have longer 
duration and an unstressed syllable can have shorter duration as described above. Ladefoged (2000) claimed that 
“In most varieties of English, variations in lengths are completely allophonic. For example, the vowel in ‘bad’ is 
predictably longer than the vowel in ‘bat’, because other things being equal, vowels are always longer before 
voiced consonants than before voiceless consonants” (p. 232). In respect of the duration or mora, he also pointed 
out that “Probably one of the most interesting languages in the way that it uses length is Japanese. Japanese may 
be analyzed in terms of the classical Greek and Latin unit called a mora. A mora is a unit of timing. Each mora 
takes about the same length of time to say” (p. 233). In other words, in English pronunciation in general, even a 
single syllabic word can have a different mora or duration as seen in “bad” and “bat”, but in Japanese, each 
syllable almost always has the same length of time called haku. Incidentally, in Japanese pronunciation, both “bad” 
[ba d˺ dɔ] and “bat” [ba t˺ tɔ] have two syllables and the same three moras or haku. Similarly, although 
two-syllabic words in English can have different moras, in Japanese they have almost the same two haku when 
excluding long/double consonants (or vowels) called geminates as in [ba d˺ dɔ] and [ba t˺ tɔ]. The same is true for 
more syllabic words and for a sentence; therefore, English can be said to have no moraic regularity in 
pronunciation. 

In contrast, as Ladefoged (2000) pointed out above, Japanese is almost completely dominated by haku or mora, 
which means that Japanese words are pronounced in uniform duration in a sentence. This almost absolute rule of 
Japanese pronunciation is immensely imprinted into the brains of NSJs, which appears to be the reason why they 
pronounce English words in a manner of Katakana English keeping the same duration of haku even when they 
speak English in public.  

According to Riney and Anderson-Hsieh (1993), “English is often described as a ‘stress-timed language’ in 
which the interval between stresses is approximately of equal duration. Japanese is often described as a ‘syllable- 
(or mora-) timed language’ in which each syllable is approximately of equal duration” (p. 27). In other words, 
English has a quite different structure from Japanese in terms of mora or haku. The author strongly asserts that 
NSJs have to be acutely aware of this difference.     
 
4.3 Word Example   

The following is a word example in relation to section 4.1 Stress Accent and Pitch Accent and to section 4.2 
Mora and Haku. 

As described in section 1 Introduction, Nishikawa et al. (2016) presented an interesting contrast between 
English words and corresponding Katakana English words by showing how accurately NSEs can distinguish the 
Katakana English words pronounced in Japanese. In their research, the word “bread” was the most difficult word 
for NSEs to identify when pronounced by an NSJ. Here in this section, it will be discussed how the word “bread” 
can be differently recognized in between American English sound and Katakana English sound.  
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Figure 3 schematically illustrates the difference between American English and Katakana English in 
pronunciation of “bread”. In this figure, American English only has an illustration of loudness (or intensity) 
because it defies pitch accents, including Japanese pitch accent. In other words, in American English 
pronunciation, the pitch or the frequency of a voice sound does not have so much importance, but the loudness (or 
intensity) may have an important meaning. In contrast, in Katakana English, the loudness of a voice sound does 
not have so much importance, but the pitch or the high-low frequency is of greater importance.3 
 
Figure 3  
Difference between American English and Katakana English in pronunciation of “bread” 

 
 

In American English, “bread” is pronounced with an explosive increase of loudness at the vowel of [ɛ] making 
one syllable with one mora. In addition, in an ordinary pronunciation of “bread” in American English, [d˺] in the 
[bɻɛd˺] is “unreleased” (i.e., unexploded), which means the sound [d˺] cannot be heard. This unreleased rule will 
be discussed with some examples in section 5.5 Unreleased Rule.  

By contrast, in Katakana English, it is pronounced with an almost constant loudness, which has a high pitch 
sound in the syllable of [ɾɛ], and low pitch sounds in the syllables of [bʊ] and [d˺dɔ], making three syllables with 
four moras (or haku) as shown in Figure 3. Here, the vowel sounds [ʊ] and [ɔ] are inserted into the pronunciation 
of the word by epenthesis in order to incorporate American English pronunciation of the word into Japanese 
pronunciation as a loanword. That is why the difference in pronunciation of “bread” between American English 
and Katakana English is reduced to a problem of the comparison between [bɻɛd˺] and [bʊ ɾɛ d˺ dɔ]. In this way, it 
can be well understood that NSEs could not identify the Katakana English pronunciation [bʊ ɾɛ d˺ dɔ] as the 
corresponding American English word “bread”. 
 
4.4 Sentence Example 

Next, a sentence example will be presented, which demonstrates a remarkable contrast in between the English 
stress accent and the Japanese pitch accent, and in between the English mora and the Japanese haku. Here, as a 
sentence example, “What are you going to do if you quit the job?” will be picked up to compare the phonetic and 
phonological features of American English with those of Japanese.  

Figure 4 schematically illustrates the difference between American English and Katakana English in 
pronunciation of the sentence. As described in the explanation of Figure 3 above, this figure also presents only 
illustrations of loudness (or intensity) in American English, and of pitch in Katakana English because of the same 
reason. (see Footnote 3) 

 

                                                   
3 However, it appears that the frequency of a voice sound tends to be higher at the top of the loudness (or intensity) in American English, and the 
loudness of a voice sound tends to be louder at the high-pitch syllable in Katakana English. Therefore, it would be desirable that an acoustic analysis 
will be carried out in the future. 

Sample word: Bread

American English: Katakana English:

Intensity: Pitch:

[bɻɛd˺] [bʊɾɛd˺dɔ]
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Figure 4  
Difference between American English and Katakana English in pronunciation of a sentence 

 

 
As described in section 4.2 Mora and Haku, Riney and Anderson-Hsieh (1993) argued that English is often 

described as a “stress-timed language” in which the interval between stresses is approximately of equal duration. 
In Figure 4, the pronouncing waveform in American English shows the loudness (or intensity) of each word. In 
American English, stresses are thought to be put on “What”, “go”, “do”, “quit”, and “job” with extremely loud 
voices in almost equal duration intervals. Here, these words are intentionally written in a larger font size to reflect 
this.  

On the other hand, in Katakana English in Figure 4, the loudness of each word is almost the same although the 
pitch frequency is high or low according to each word in the sentence. One example of the pronunciation in 
Katakana English is presented here, but it may be considered that the high or low pitch can be arbitrarily 
determined by an individual who speaks the Katakana English.   

As for the duration, “What”, “go”, “do”, “quit”, and “job” on which stresses are normally put, what is called 
“content” words, tend to be longer in pronunciation as opposed to “function” words such as “are”, “you”, etc. 
Therefore, an unstressed word like “are” is normally combined with the subsequent unstressed word “you”, 
thereby being pronounced as if the two words were one word “are-you” with shorter duration. The same is true for 
“if-you” in the sentence. In other words, English has no same duration (i.e., no moraic regularity) between words 
in pronunciation, but has an impulsive accent on each stressed word in a sentence.  

In contrast, as described above, Katakana English is strongly dominated by haku or moraic regularity, and 
thus Japanese pronunciation of English is likely to take a longer time and become tedious.    
   It can be easily found from the illustrations in Figure 4 that American English pronunciation and Katakana 
English pronunciation are distinctly different from each other. This difference sometimes results in a 
misunderstanding in conversations between NSEs and NSJs. Japanese learners of American English pronunciation 
should be fully aware of the entire differences in pronunciation between American English and Katakana English 
in order to master the target language pronunciation. 
 
 

Sample sentence: What are you going to do if you quit the job?

American English:

Intensity:

What are-you go nna do if-you quit the job ?

Katakana English: 

Pitch: 

What are you go- ing to do if you quit the job ?
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5. Important features of American English pronunciation  
This section refers to the second step described in section 1 Introduction, which prompts NSJs to acquire some 

of the important features of American English pronunciation that Japanese pronunciation does not have. Those 
important features include aspirates, tense and lax vowels, and some phonological rules such as vowel reduction, 
tapping (or flapping), and unreleased rules. 
 
5.1 Aspirates   

Aspirates denote aspirated voiceless stops of /pʰ/, /tʰ/, and /kʰ/, which appear in syllable-initial position in a 
stressed syllable and in word-initial position as described in section 2 Consonant Charts for English and Japanese. 
With reference to the aspirates, Ladefoged (2000) argued that “In ‘pie’, after the release of the lip closure, there is 
a moment of aspiration, a period of voicelessness after the stop articulation and before the start of the voicing for 
the vowel. If you put your hand in front of your lips while saying ‘pie’, you can feel the burst of air that comes out 
during the period of voicelessness after the release of the stop” (p. 43). Finegan (2004) also pointed out that “The 
aspiration accompanying the [p] sound in pot and poke is strong enough to blow out a lighted match held in front 
of the mouth” (p. 113). In other words, it can be considered that [pʰ], [tʰ], and [kʰ] sounds may be pronounced as 
[p], [t], and [k] together with a voiceless glottal fricative [h]. 

 
The following are some of the examples of aspirates: 

pʰ… peak [pʰik], appeal [əˈpʰiɫ], compassion [kʰəmˈpʰæʃən], computer [kʰəmˈpʰjutɚ], apartment  
[əˈpʰɑɚtmənt], pretty [ˈpʰɻɪti] 

tʰ … time [tʰɑjm], top [tʰɒp], total [tʰowtɫ], imitation [ˌiməˈtʰejʃən] 
kʰ …cape [kʰejp], chaos [ˈkʰejɒs], cover [ˈkʰʌvɚ], coat [kʰowt], collagen [ˈkʰɑləʤən], combine [kʰəmˈbɑjn], 

vocation [vowˈkʰejʃən] 
 

Unaspirated voiceless stops of /p/, /t/, and /k/ appear elsewhere (as in a consonant cluster following /s/ and in 
word-final position) as described in section 2 Consonant Charts for English and Japanese. 

 
Some of the examples are as follows: 

p … Alps [ælps], atopy [ˈætəpi], bumper [ˈbʌmpɚ], speak [spik], happy [ˈhæpi]  
t … battery [ˈbætɚɻi], apartment [əˈpʰɑɚtmənt], stop [stɒp], strike [stɻɑjk] 
k … skate [skejt], ask [æsk], fake [fejk], hiking [ˈhɑjkɪŋ]	  

  
   Here, in those examples of aspirates and of unaspirated voiceless stops, “unreleased” marks are intentionally 
abbreviated. As can be easily understood from the above discussion, aspirated voiceless stops and unaspirated 
voiceless stops are in the relationship of complementary distribution. 
 
5.2 Tense and Lax Vowels 

American English has tense vowels and lax vowels. Ladefoged (2000) claimed that “In each of three pairs of 
[iː, ɪ] as in ‘beat, bit’, [eɪ, ɛ] as in ‘bait, bet’, and [uː, ʊ] as in ‘boot, foot’, the lax vowel is shorter, lower, and 
slightly more centralized than the corresponding tense vowel” (p. 81). According to Encyclopædia Britannica, 
“some authorities use terms such as tense and lax to describe the degree of tension in the tongue muscles, 
particularly those muscles responsible for the bunching up of the tongue lengthways, and other authorities use the 
term tense to specify a greater degree of muscular activity, resulting in a greater deformation of the tongue from 



52  Seiji Yokota 
 
its neutral position. Tense vowels are longer than the corresponding lax vowels. The vowels in heed and hayed are 
tense, whereas those in hid and head are lax”. Finegan (2004) also presented an explanation about the tenseness as 
follows: 

Languages can make a distinction between vowels that is characterized as tense versus lax. These 
labels represent a set of characteristics that distinguish one set of vowels from another. For example, 
lax vowels do not occur at the end of a stressed syllable, and they tend to be shorter; they also tend to 
be more centralized than the nearest tense vowel. The contrast between [i] of peat and [ɪ] of pit is in 
part a tense/lax contrast; likewise for the vowels in bait/bet and in cooed/could. The lax vowels don’t 
end a syllable, are shorter than the tense vowels, and are more centralized in the mouth. Thus, English 
has the lax vowels [ɪ ɛ ʊ] as in pit, pet, put. The corresponding tense vowels are [i e u] as in beat, bait, 
boot. The English lax vowels [æ ʌ] do not have corresponding tense vowels. (p. 96) 
 

These tense and lax vowels are very important for Japanese learners of American English pronunciation when 
they try to acquire the American English pronunciation. Unfortunately, however, it appears that many NSJs, even 
those skilled in languages, do not necessarily recognize the importance of the differences between the tense and 
lax vowels in American English pronunciation. 
 

The following are some examples of tense and lax vowels:  
i (High front tense unrounded vowel) --- beat [bit], heed [hid], peat [pʰit], heat [hit], leave [liv] 
ɪ (High front lax unrounded vowel) --- bit [bɪt], hid [hɪd], pit [pʰɪt], hit [hɪt], live [lɪv]  
u (High back tense rounded vowel) --- boot [but], cooed [kʰud], chew [ʧu], shoe [ʃu], skew [skju] 
ʊ (High back lax rounded vowel) --- foot [fʊt], could [kʰʊd], put [pʰʊt], cook [kʰʊk], book [bʊk] 
e (Mid front tense unrounded vowel) --- bait [bejt], hayed [hejd], take [tʰejk], make [mejk] 
ɛ (Mid front lax unrounded vowel) --- bet [bɛt], head [hɛd], pet [pʰɛt], get [ɡɛt], set [sɛt], fresh [fɻɛʃ] 
o (Mid back tense rounded vowel) --- blow [blow], own [own], row [ɻow], arrow [ˈæɻow], oak [owk] 
ɔ (Mid back lax rounded vowel) --- oyster [ˈɔjstɚ], destroy [dɪˈstɻɔj], fork [fɔɚk], decoy [ˈdikɔj] 

  
In American English, it can be said that the phonemes /e/ and /o/ appear only in the sound form of [ej (or eɪ)] 

and [ow (or oʊ)], respectively. 
    
5.3 Vowel Reduction Rule 
   According to Spencer (2004), “English vowels are subject to a good deal of variation, notably Vowel 
Reduction” (p. 225). In addition, he also maintained that “An unstressed vowel is reduced, frequently to schwa. 
This is characteristic of English, where unstressed vowels frequently reduce to [ə] or [ɪ]” (p. 225). Wolfram and 
Johnson (1982) also pointed out that “although there are elaborate rules for assigning stress in English words, the 
important point to note here is the systematic process of vowel reduction in which vowels in unstressed syllables 
may become a schwa” (p. 94).  
 

The following are some examples of vowel reduction having unstressed vowels that are reduced to schwa [ə] 
although some may remain reduced to [ɪ] in some cases: 

photograph [ˈfowtəˌɡɻæf]  
photography [fəˈtʰɒɡɻəfi] 
telegraph [ˈtʰɛləˌɡɻæf] 
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telegraphy [tʰəˈlɛɡɻəfi] 
magnify [ˈmæɡnəfaj] (or [ˈmæɡnɪfaj]) 
demonstrate [ˈdɛmənˌstɻejt] 
Arizona [ˌæ(ɚ)ɻəˈzownə] (or [ˌæɻɪˈzownə]) 
American [əˈmɛ(ɚ)ɻəkən] (or [əˈmɛɻɪkən]) 
alibi [ˈæləbaj] 
possible [ˈpʰɒsəbɫ] 

 
   Here in these examples, the vowels that are subject to the vowel reduction are expressed with bold-faced 
letters to clarify the distinction.  

It would be questionable whether NSJs can pronounce these words correctly. In Japan, it appears that alibi 
[ˈæləbaj] and possible [ˈpʰɒsəbɫ], for example, are commonly pronounced as [aɾibai] and [pos˺sibɯɾɯ], 
respectively. 
 
5.4 Tapping (or Flapping) Rule  
   Orthographic “t” and “d” become a tap [ɾ] when preceded by a stressed vowel and followed by an unstressed 
vowel (or unstressed syllable). According to Wolfram and Johnson (1982), “The Flapping Rule reads: a segment 
of the natural class t and d becomes a segment specified as voiced and flapped when immediately following a 
stressed vowel and immediately preceding an unstressed vowel” (p. 128). This rule has been shared with some 
linguists. Spencer (2004) also claimed that “Flapping (sometimes called Tapping) is a process found in General 
American, certain Irish accents, some varieties of Southern British English, and Australian English. In this process 
/t/ (and in many accents /d/) is pronounced as a rapid ‘flap’ of the tongue tip against the alveolar ridge. The result 
sounds reminiscent of a /d/ though it is of shorter duration, IPA [ɾ]” (p. 231). Finegan (2004) also suggested that 
“In the pronunciation of /t/ or /d/ in words, the tip of the tongue rapidly taps the alveolar ridge.”, and that “The 
flapping rule for American English is this: /t/, /d/ are realized as [ɾ] between two vowels, the second of which is 
unstressed” (p. 123). 
   To sum up, the phonemes /t/ and /d/ are normally pronounced as a tap [ɾ] when they appear between a stressed 
vowel immediately in front and an unstressed vowel (or unstressed syllable) immediately at the back. 

 
Some examples for the tapping rule are as follows: 

writer [ˈɻajɾɚ]   
pudding [ˈpʰʊɾɪŋ] 
shut up [ˈʃʌɾʌp] (or [ˈʃʌt˺ ˈʌp]) 
water [ˈwɑɾɚ] (or [ˈwɔɾɚ]) 
party [ˈpʰɑɚɾi] 
beautiful [ˈbjuɾəf(ʊ)ɫ] (or [ˈbjuɾɪf(ʊ)ɫ])  
better [ˈbɛɾɚ] 
butter [ˈbʌɾɚ] 
metal [ˈmɛɾəɫ] 
ladder [ˈlæɾɚ] 

 
The bottom line is that you do not have to be concerned about this tapping rule, but you only have to abide by 

the stress accent rule; in other words, just put a stress accent accurately on an intended vowel immediately before 
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the /t/ or /d/, and you will undoubtedly be able to pronounce the /t/ or /d/ as the sound [ɾ]. 
 
5.5 Unreleased Rule   
   According to Wolfram and Johnson (1982), “In English, for example, stops in utterance-final position may be 
momentarily unreleased, or ‘held’. This is indicated by adding [˺] to the basic symbol, as in [ɻɪp˺] ‘rip’” (p. 24). 
This rule is one of the allophonic rules, in which stops are unreleased (i.e., unexploded) before other stops or in 
word final position, such as [sɪk˺] ‘sick’, [lowd˺] ‘load’, and [bæɡ˺d˺] ‘bagged’. Here, the mark “˺” is one of the 
diacritics in the IPA, representing “no audible release”.  
 

Other examples for the unreleased rule are as follows:  
Oh, my God! [ow maj ɡɒd˺] 
Good job! [ɡʊd˺ ʤɒb˺] 
stand-by [stænd˺ baj] 
Mind the gap! [majnd˺ ðə ɡæp˺]  
perfect (adj.) [ˈpʰɚfɛk˺t˺] 
apt [æp˺t˺]  
stopped [stɒp˺t˺]  
attempt [əˈtʰɛmp˺t˺]  
prompt [pʰɻɒmp˺t˺] 
lemonade [ˌlɛməˈnejd˺]   

 
As for “Oh, my God! [ow maj ɡɒd˺]”, “Good job! [ɡʊd˺ ʤɒb˺]” and “stand-by [stænd˺ baj]”, it may be 

considered that NSJs pronounce these phrases almost perfectly like NSEs by unconsciously following the 
unreleased rule because NSJs become familiar with these phrases through radio, TV, music, films, smartphones, 
etc. in Japan. With regard to the other phrases, however, NSJs appear to hesitate to use the unreleased rule even in 
English classes, although they may not have been consciously taught the unreleased rule.  
 
6. Discussion on How to Master American English Pronunciation 

This section discusses what and how the Japanese learners of American English pronunciation should acquire 
and what and how teachers or instructors can teach to the learners. As discussed above in sections 4 and 5, the 
Japanese learners should fully realize that American English pronunciation is distinctly different from Japanese 
pronunciation, and thus they should acquire some of the peculiar important features of American English 
pronunciation.  
 

The cores of the discussion for mastering American English pronunciation can be reduced to seven rules, 
which are: 
1.  To strictly put the stress on each stressed syllable and content word; 
2.  To defy moraic regularity in English pronunciation; 
3.  To precisely pronounce aspirate voiceless stops; 
4.  To accurately pronounce tense and lax vowels; 
5.  To adhere to the “vowel reduction” rule; 
6.  To get accustomed to the “tapping” rule; and 
7.  To have no fear of using the “unreleased” rule. 
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   In Japan, as touched on in the Introduction, English pronunciation has rarely been taught in detail at any 
schools including elementary schools, junior high schools, high schools, and colleges. That is why most Japanese 
adults may not be able to pronounce English properly. In consideration of the background of Japanese adults, the 
author proposes the seven rules above.  
   Each of the seven rules may be taught individually at some schools, but the rules are not taught as a whole set 
of rules at the same time. The most important thing is that the set of the seven rules should be taught all together. 
The pronunciations of the phonemes /f/, /v/, /θ/, /ð/, /ɻ/, and /l/ are usually taught at schools, but the seven rules 
mentioned above are rarely taught at schools despite the fact that the rules include some intrinsic properties of 
English in phonetics and phonology. The author believes that the seven rules should be taught as a new curriculum 
at an early stage of elementary school or of junior high school together with the pronunciations of the phonemes 
above. 
   In reality, however, elementary, junior high, or high schools may not have such capacity as squeezing the new 
curriculum into their existing curricula. In addition, English teachers in these schools may need to learn the basic 
phonetics and phonology related to the seven rules in order to teach them to pupils or students. In practice, 
therefore, the new curriculum should be introduced to colleges in Japan as one of the curricula of English, 
languages, or linguistics. In that case, a syllabus when teaching the seven rules in class is, needless to say, at the 
discretion of English instructors of each college, but it would be better that the syllabus should include, for 
example, at least the following contents: 

a. To record students’ pronunciations in the first place by making them read aloud given conversation 
sentences and text sentences.  

b. To teach the distinctive differences between American English and Japanese in pronunciation. 
c. To teach American English vowels and consonants as well as Japanese ones. 
d. To make students practice orally the sounds of given examples of aspirates, tense vowels, and lax vowels. 
e. To teach phonological rules such as vowel reduction, tapping (or flapping), and unreleased rules. 
f. To make students practice orally the sounds of given examples of vowel reduction, tapping (or flapping), 

and unreleased rules.  
g. To lastly record students’ pronunciations by making them reread aloud the same conversation sentences 

and text sentences that were given at the beginning of class. 
h. To assess the development of the students’ skills in pronunciation by comparing the students’ 

pronunciations before and after class lessons and practices. 
 

   To assess the students’ progress in pronunciation, it is desirable to have NSEs join the assessment. 
 
7. Conclusion 

In this paper, the author has argued that, in order to master American English, NSJs have to pay heed to two 
steps: (1) they need to be keenly aware that English pronunciation is strikingly different from Japanese 
pronunciation phonetically and phonologically; and (2) they need to acquire some of the important characteristics 
of American English pronunciation that Japanese pronunciation does not have.  

The first step includes two rules of the stress accent and moraic irregularity of English pronunciation, which 
NSJs have to strictly adhere to, and the second step includes five rules of the aspirates, tense and lax vowels, 
vowel reduction, tapping (or flapping), and unreleased rules which appear to be distinctive characteristics of 
American English.  
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In conclusion, seven minimum, but probably sufficient, rules of American English pronunciation by which 
NSJs need to abide have been presented. This contrastive study between American English pronunciation and 
Japanese pronunciation is still in a hypothetical phase, and therefore, needs to be verified with the help of subjects 
or informants including NSJs and NSEs in the future. 
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日本語の発音と対比しながらアメリカ英語の発音をマスターする一方策 

 

横田 生治 

日本翻訳連盟 

 

要旨 

本稿は，アメリカ英語と日本語の音声的，音韻的違いに焦点を当て，日本語母語話者がアメリカ英語の発音を

マスターするための一方策を提案したものである。最初に日本語の子音・母音のチャートと対比しつつアメリカ英

語の子音・母音のチャートを提示している。次に，第１ステップとして，英語のストレスアクセントと日本語のピッチ

アクセントとの違いを明らかにし，さらに英語の不規則なモーラと日本語の規則的な拍との違いを明らかにして

いる。第２ステップとして，帯気子音，緊張・弛緩母音を提示し，また曖昧母音(弱音)化，弾音化，無放音化など

の音韻ルールについても幾つかの例と共に提示し，最終的に７つのルールを提案している。 

 

 

 


