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Fundamentals
A Case for Actively Teaching Pronunciation

 A teacher at PLS Tokyo shares the following story about his Japanese 
pronunciation:
	 “My	Japanese	is	embarrassingly	bad,	but	I’m	serious	about	studying	and	I	
do my best to get it right. My wife, who is Japanese, is bilingual and sometimes 
helps me learn, but I have no talent for it. Like many Japanese people speaking 
English,	I’d	rather	not	say	anything	than	mess	up.	So	imagine	how	I	felt	when	I	
learned	that,	for	years,	I’d	been	saying	my	wife’s	name	wrong.
	 “I’d	always	told	people	that	her	family	name	is	Yamazaki.1 At last, a Japa-
nese	PLS	staff	member	corrected	me:	 ‘I	 think	you	mean	Yamazaki.’2 My error 
was one of intonation—and intonation, as you probably know, subtly separates 
native Japanese pronunciation from that of gaijin.
 “I was crestfallen. I went home and told this story to my wife (who had a 
good	 laugh	over	 it)	and	 then	asked	her,	 ‘All	 the	years	you’ve	known	me,	you	
must	have	heard	me	saying	it	wrong	again	and	again.	Why	didn’t	you	ever	cor-
rect	me?’
	 “She	answered,	‘Oh—well—you’re a foreigner.’”

 What can we as teachers learn from this reply (and the domestic broil that 
ensued)?	First	of	all,	although	the	wife	in	the	story	was	not	the	‘teacher’	of	the	
husband	and	wasn’t	under	any	real	obligation	to	correct	him,	her	view	of	him,	
though	free	of	malice,	was	a	bit	patronizing,	wasn’t	 it?	Clearly,	 it	would	be	an	
inappropriate attitude for a teacher to hold.
	 We	may	never	go	so	far	as	to	think,	“My	students	are	Japanese,	so	they’ll	
never	be	capable	of	producing	some	of	the	sounds	of	English.	What’s	the	use?”	
(This fallacy was once an article of faith for many Japanese people them-
selves.) But a time may come when it dawns on us, much to our discomfort, 
that in subtler ways we are occasionally under the influence of this idea. When 
‘r ’	and	‘l’	blur	together,	or	‘th’	turns	sibilant,	how	many	times	do	we	let	it	pass,	
thinking	 that	we	don’t	have	 time	 to	correct	 it—or	 that	we	don’t	want	 to	bruise	
any	egos	by	denying	kids	a	point,	a	chip,	or	a	bingo	championship—or	that	we’ll	
fix the problem the next week anyway?
 If we hold our kids to a higher standard, they will doubtless rise to the 
challenge—but do we believe they can?

1 Name changed to preserve domestic tranquility.
2	 I’d	been	giving	the	word	a	bouncy-bouncy	Anglicized	feel,	while	the	proper	Japanese	intona-

tion is much flatter.
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 The second thing we learn from the story is that mere exposure to correct 
pronunciation	 isn’t	enough.	The	teacher	above	must	have	heard	his	wife,	and	
others, intoning her family name correctly untold numbers of times over the 
years; but he persisted in botching it, and until someone pointed this out to him, 
he didn’t know.
 It is likewise with our students. Experts tell us that babies begin to produce 
language only after about 2,000 hours of immersion. At an hour a week, this 
would amount to around 40 years of English lessons—even if learning a second 
language	worked	like	learning	a	first	one,	and	it	doesn’t.	We	can’t	afford	to	wait	
for	the	kids	to	‘pick	it	up	on	their	own’.
	 And	anyway,	children	in	a	native	language	environment	don’t	learn	just	by	
listening. When they mispronounce something, their parents giggle at how cute 
it	 is	while	their	peers	tease	them	without	mercy.	In	other	words,	they’re	made	
to	know	when	and	how	they’ve	screwed	up.	Our	methods	of	correction	will	be	
kinder than this psychologically, and more efficient pedagogically, but correct 
we must.
	 Our	kids	depend on us to point out their errors to them—it is the only way 
they will ever have the chance to improve.

	 Jack	Seward,	on	 the	subject	of	 learning	 to	speak	Japanese,	once	wrote,	
“Surely it would be an exercise in obtuse perversity to spend hundreds, even 
thousands of hours mastering the grammar, ideographs, and vocabulary of 
Japanese, only to deface the final product and seriously hamper its utility by 
disguising	it	under	the	ugly	paint	of	mispronunciation.”
 This applies no less to learning and teaching English. If we liken language 
to a camera, pronunciation is the lens. The camera and film may be of the 
highest	quality,	the	subject	of	the	photograph	beautiful,	and	the	shot	perfectly	
composed—but if the lens is smudged, it all comes to naught.
 Mispronounced English isn’t English. When a Japanese child says sree 
for	 ‘three’	 or	bely	 for	 ‘very,’	 she	 hasn’t	 successfully	 spoken	 the	 language	we	
speak. At best, the less considerate citizens of the English speaking world will 
view	her	as	undereducated	or	even	unintelligent.	At	worst,	she	won’t	manage	
to make herself understood. We must help her avoid this.
	 We	are	responsible	to	teach	pronunciation	actively.	Our	mantra	is,	“If	not	
now,	when?”	If	we	don’t	 let	kids	know	on	the	spot	that	they’ve	made	an	error,	
when will they ever learn of it? It is crucial never to let mispronunciation pass 
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unremarked. We may not get it perfect that day, but at the very least the kids 
will know of the problem and make a good effort to fix it.
 This always applies. When, for example, one PLS teacher shows another 
a new game or activity, we never have to ask, “Does pronunciation count in 
this	activity?”	Of	course	 it	counts.	Whatever	we	 teach,	we’re always teaching 
pronunciation.

Pronunciation: the more you focus on it, the more problems you notice.
The following sounds are persistently tricky for kids in all of our classes.

	 •	 The	short	‘i’:		‘live’	becomes	leev,	‘is’	becomes	eez, etc.
	 •	 Vowel	sounds	get	confused:	‘hot’	becomes	‘hat’	and	vice	versa,	etc.
	 •	 Hissed	‘th’	sounds:	‘think’	becomes	sink,	‘this’	becomes	zis, etc.
	 •	 Production	of	the	‘v’	sound,	and	distinguishing	‘v’	from	‘b’.
	 •	 The	‘si’	of	‘sit’	or	‘city’	becomes	shi (sometimes with unattractive results).
	 •	 The	opening	consonants	of	‘giraffe,’	of	‘zebra,’	and	of	the	name	of	the	letter	

D all get mashed into one indeterminate sound.
	 •	 The	final	‘n’:	‘brown’	becomes	browm,	‘ten’	become	tem.
	 •	 Dropped	or	unvoiced	ending	consonants:	‘red’	becomes	ret,	 ‘bag’	becomes	

bak,	‘minutes’	becomes	minute,	‘purple’	becomes	purpo.
	 •	 ‘L’	and	‘r ’	confusion,	generally	due	to	insufficient	emphasis	on	the	distinction	

between the two sounds and the words in which they appear.
	 •	 Certain	‘t’	sounds:	‘team’	becomes	cheam,	‘too’	becomes	tsoo, etc.
	 •	 “I’m	seven	ears	old.”	To	make	the	missing	‘y’	appear,	you	might	tell	kids	to	

run	the	words	‘seven’	and	‘years’	together,	stressing	the	ñ	sound	where	they	
meet.

	 •	 Failure	to	connect	words	(liaison)	in	a	sentence,	sing-song	reading,	robotic	
intonation, or not putting stress in a question on the unknown information.

	 •	 Word	confusion:	‘an	apple’	becomes	‘and	apple’,	‘my	name	is’	becomes	‘my	
name its’,	and	so	forth.

	 •	 Overcompensation:	 students	who	 have	 once	 learned	 the	 ‘v’	 or	 ‘si’	 sounds	
insert	them	into	words	where	‘b’	or	‘shi’	belong,	etc.

	 •	 And,	of	course,	unwanted	vowels	 from	the	Japanese	syllabary	 trespassing	
into English: name-oo, head-oh, page-ee, etc.


