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Pronunciation Problems with Vowels by Japanese Speakers of English:

Insights from a Contrastive Analysis
Yoshie Nishikiori

Abstract

This paper aims to compare the differences between English and Japanese vowels in order to explain why it is difficult
for Japanese speakers to pronounce English vowels. Since Japanese has only five vowels, and each vowel covers more
than one English vowel, Japanese learners of English often mispronounce English vowels by substituting them with
Japanese vowels. In addition, Japanese speakers are not aware of how they should move their mouths, lips, and jaws
when they speak English because Japanese does not require large facial expression or movement when speaking. It is
very important for learners to recognize the differences because recognizing is the first step to learn pronunciation of
foreign language. In order to teach Japanese speakers to pronounce English vowels correctly, teachers should also be
awate of these differences and incorporate this knowledge in teaching.

Introduction

When a Japanese tourist was staying in
America, he went to a supermarket near his
hotel. He wanted to buy a pen case, but he
could not find it. So he asked a store clerk,
“Where is a pen case?” The worker smiled
and said, “Follow me!” and took him to the
food section. Then she smiled again, point-
ing to the pancake mix on the shelf and said,
“Here you are.” This funny story reflects
the reality that most Japanese speakers are
poor at pronouncing English vowels. He
pronounced per as /pzn/ although he
should have pronounced it as /pen/. There
are some English sounds that are difficult
for Japanese speakers, and many of them
are vowels.

The focus of this paper is to find out
what makes North American English
(NAE) vowels difficult for Japanese speak-
ers to produce by comparing and contrast-
ing vowels in the two languages. The dis-
cussion follows the Contrastive Analysis
Hypothesis (CAH) framework, where two
or more languages are compated in order to
determine what needs to be learned and
what does not in a second language learning
situation. This analysis is based on a theory
of second language acquisition that claims
that the major source of error in learners’
production and/or reception of a second
language is the native language (Gass &
Selinker, 2001). Although this might not be
the only reason why learners make errors in
their production, this paper posits that con-

trastive analysis could reveal a part of the
problems that Japanese speakers have in
pronouncing/ recognizing English vowels.

Before starting the major discussion, in
order to simplify the analysis, I want to
mention first that since Japanese does not
have stressed and unstressed vowels, this
paper does not focus on the difference be-
tween stressed and unstressed vowels in
English. Secondly, in this paper, phonetic
symbols are put in | |’s for English vowels
and < >’s for Japanese vowels in order to
distinguish one from another. The purpose
of doing this is to let the readers know that
the quality of English |a| and Japanese
<a> is noticeably different even though the
same symbol is used; for example, Japanese
<a> has a wider range than English |a| (i.e.,
Japanese <a> covers all of the English
vowels |a|, |x|, |a], and sometimes |o].
See Figure 2 below for details). By using dif-
ferent enclosures for the two languages, the
confusion of which vowel is being discussed
can be avoided.

Japanese Vowels

Let us start with describing the general
characteristics of Japanese vowels. Japanese
has five vowels: & (<a>), VL \(<i>), 9 (<u>),
Z (<e>), and ¥ (<0>), whereas English
has 14 or 15 vowels (Ladefoged, 2001).
Figure 1 below shows the place of
articulation in Japanese vowels. The
Japanese low central vowel <a> is as high
as the English |a| but more front. The


Hanh Nguyen
Hawaii Pacific University TESOL Working Paper Series 5 (2), 2007.


Japanese high front vowel <i> is similar to
the English high front vowel |i|, but the
lips should not be as spread as in English.
The Japanese mid front vowel <e> is a little
higher than the English mid front vowel [e].
The Japanese mid back vowel <o> is
similar to the English |o], but slightly
higher and more front (Kaneko, n.d.). The
Japanese high back vowel <u> is the most
unique and different from the English high
back vowel |u|; <u> is somewhat not
rounded while |u]| is rounded (Ladefoged,
1982).

Figure 1. Japanese vowels.

L= Qe

N

Note. From Bigpedia, by Bigpedia, n.d..

According to Yamaguchi (2000), the
Japanese language was simplified after the
Meiji era, and this movement reduced the
language’s variation. Japanese used to have
more than five vowels in the Nara era,
but some vowels disappeated as the simpli-
fication of the language took place. For ex-
ample, > <yi> and 2<ye>, which used to
be considered as vowels in addition to the

ones described above, are not used anymore.

Nowadays, they are considered to be the
same as Japanese \ \(<i>) and X (<e>), and
young people do not distinguish them from
7 (<yi>) and 2 (<ye>). In addition, Eng-
lish uses secondary features such as glides in
liy|, |uw|, |ey|, and |ow| to make these
vowels distinguishable from the corre-
sponding |1], |v], |&|, and |o]; in Japa-
nese, these glides are considered as two

vowels and are put in a separated sequence
(e.g., |ey| are <e> and <i> in Japanese).

Problems with English Vowels
Lambacher, Martens, and Molholt (2000)
studied how well Japanese speakers can dis-
tinguish ten American English vowels: |i],
0, Je], T, fal, [a], [al, [o], fof, and
|u|. They gave both Japanese and Ameri-
can undergraduate students a listening test.
The result showed that the mean rate of ac-
curacy for the Japanese students was only
63%, rather low compared to the accuracy
rate by American students, which was 95%.
The result also revealed that the Japanese
students had a particularly hard time distin-
guishing four of the ten English vowels: |a |
(35%), |x| (48%), |a| (49%), and |o]
(Lambacher et al., 2000). Although this re-
search focused on listening instead of pro-
ducing, it still shows that Japanese speakers
have difficulties in distinguishing certain
English vowels.

Then, why are these vowels confusing
to Japanese speakers? Figure 2 shows the
position of English vowels and Japanese
vowels. In Figure 2, the colored circles are
added on the chart to show the range of
each Japanese vowel. Each circle represents
each Japanese vowel <a>, <i>, <u>, <e>,
and <o>. English vowels that are circled
with more than one color sound like one
Japanese vowel to Japanese speakers. The
blue circle represents Japanese <a>. It is
important to note that <a> covers four
English vowels (]a|, |&]|, |a| and |o]),
which means everything inside the blue cir-
cle sounds like Japanese <a>. The green
circle represents Japanese <i>, and both |i|
and | 1| fall inside this circle. Therefore, it is
easy to see that Japanese speakers have a
hard time distinguishing those two. The oz-
ange circle, which represents Japanese <u>,
is very small compared to the others. The
pink circle represents Japanese <e>, and it
covers five English vowels (|1], |e]|, |¢e],
|| and |9]). As can be seen, each Japa-
nese vowel covers more than one English
vowel. This makes it difficult for Japanese
speakers to pronounce English |e| cor-
rectly. In addition, as shown in Figure 2,



English |o] falls inside both the blue circle,
which represents Japanese <a>, and the yel-
low circle, which represents Japanese <o0>;

Fignre 2. English Vowels with Japanese Vowel Range.
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as a result, it is often very hard for Japanese
learners of English to make a distinction
between them.

Blue: Japanese <a>
Green: Japanese <i>
| Orange: Japanese <u>
- Pink: Japanese <e>
Yellow: Japanese <o>

Note. From Phonetic Transcription, by Johnson, K., n.d..

The difference between English vow-
els and Japanese vowels also influence
gairaigo (words of foreign origin). When new
words from foreign countries are adopted,
the English vowels that are not familiar to
Japanese speakers are replaced by the clos-
est Japanese sounds. For example, hotel
(|howtel|) becomes hotern (<hoterw>), and
cup (| kap|) becomes kgppn (<koppu>). The
spread of gairaigo cannot be ignored because
it sometimes affects Japanese speakers’ pro-
duction in English. Japanese is a very flexi-
ble language in the sense that it is able to
adopt new words from other languages (in
other words, Japanese becomes more diver-
sified to accommodate borrowed words);
however, the fact that Japanese reduces the
distinction in the source language (e.g., Eng-
lish) to make the borrowed words fit the
Japanese sound system might lower Japa-
nese speaket’s ability to pronounce in Eng-
lish vowels in a target-like manner (Matsu-
zawa, 2004).

Given the above differences between
the vowel systems of the two languages, a
reason why Japanese speakers have difficul-
ties distinguishing English vowels may be
because second language learners “perceive
nonnative sounds in terms of L17 (Lam-
bacher et al., 2000, p. 216); in other words,
since Japanese has only five vowels, Japa-
nese speakers tend to substitute English
vowels with the Japanese vowels with which
they are already familiar.

Another reason is that the Japanese
language does not require significant oral
movement when speaking. The reason for
this matter might be that the Japanese lan-
guage has been simplified in history, and the
number of vowels has been reduced. As a
result, Japanese speakers can communicate
without moving their mouths much to
make a distinction between each vowel

(Makino, 2005).



Problems with English Diphthongs
Another issue that confuses Japanese
speakers is diphthongs in English. When
Japanese speakers say coke, they tend to
pronounce /kok/ instead of /kowk/ - this
error comes from the difference between
Japanese long vowels and English diph-
thongs. To pronounce Japanese long vowels,
one needs to pronounce the vowels <a>,
<i>, <u>, <e>, and <o> two times long.
(In this paper, they are represented as <a>,
<1>, <u>, <€>, and <6>.) Making a dis-
tinction between short vowels and long
vowels is very important when speaking
Japanese because it affects the meaning. For
example, in Japanese, birn and biirn have
completely different meanings (the former
means “buildings” and the latter means
“beer”). English also makes a distinction
between long and short vowels, but what
English dictionaries call “long vowels” (i.e.
long/short distinction became one of tense,
which includes |iy|, |ey|, |a|, 2], |o]
and |uw]|, vs. lax, which includes |1], |&],
|e|, |a] and |o]| (Celce-Murcia, Brinton,
& Goodwin, 1990).

Diphthongs in English are sounds that
“have a change in vowel quality during the
course of the syllable” and are counted as
single vowel units (Ladeforged, 2001, p. 29).
According to House (1998), the first vowel
in a diphthong is longer (dominant) and the
second vowel is shorter (reduced). There-
fore, they ate still considered as one sound
where two vowels are paired together in one
sequence. In Japanese, these sounds count
as two different vowels and are not consid-
ered as one vowel. Each vowel that counts
as a single vowel has a single syllable.
Among English diphthongs (|ay|, |aw]|,
loyl, ley| and [ow]), |ay|, |aw], and
|oy| are not problematic for Japanese
speakers because Japanese can replace its
vowels for English diphthongs; the English
diphthongs that sometimes confuse Japa-
nese speakers are |ow| and |ey|: they are
often replaced with Japanese <6> and <é>.
A word such as coke (| kouk|) is problematic
for Japanese speakers because in Japanese, it

becomes <kokw>, and as a result, Japanese
speakers tend to pronounce it as <kok>.

Suggestions for Teaching English
Vowels to Japanese Learners
Kewley-Port, Akahane-Yamada and Ai-
kawa (1996) suggest that to pronounce Eng-
lish vowels correctly, Japanese speakers
must acquire at least six new vowels: |i,
1], |e|, |&], |=|, and |a]. At the same
time, these English vowels are the most
problematic for Japanese speakers to recog-
nize and/or produce. Then, how can they
acquire these sounds effectively? Below are
the some suggestions for teaching the most
problematic English vowels based on Ma-
kino (2005), Takebayashi et al., (2003), and
Swan & Smith (2001).

[i| vs. |1]: |1] is between the Japanese
<i> and <e>, therefore Japanese speakers
sometimes confuse six (|six|) with sex
(|sex|) and pit (| pit|) with pet (| pet]). |1
is close to the Japanese <i>, but it requires
the speaker to spread the lips.

|u| vs. |o]|: Both are bilabial vowels; there-
fore, they are different from the Japanese
<u>. To pronounce |u|, the speaker needs
to pronounce the Japanese <u> with his
lips sticking out and more rounding.

|e] vs. |ax|: When pronouncing |&],
tongue tends to be lower and gradually goes
to the middle place whereas || is between
the Japanese <a> and <e>. As the result,
Japanese speakers have troubles with distin-
guishing these sounds in pronouncing them
(e.g., pat |p=xt| vs. pet |pet|). |=| tends to
be longer than |e|; therefore, it can be a
good clue for Japanese speakers.

|a] vs. |a|: Both sound like the Japanese
<a>; one of the differences is that when
pronouncing |a|, the speaker needs to
open his mouth bigger and say it longer,
which is not necessary when pronouncing
|a|. Since |a]| is usually spelled “0” (e.g.,
|a| in mop, bomb, hot, lock, dol)), Japanese
speakers tend to pronounce it with the
Japanese <o>. There is another reason for
this phenomenon: the British pronunciation



of some of these words has |2]|, and this
pronunciation has been used as a model for
teaching English in many cases.

Conclusion

In summary, the differences between Eng-
lish and Japanese vowels give many Japa-
nese speakers difficulties in pronouncing
English vowels correctly. Japanese has only
five vowels, and each vowel covers more
than one English vowel. Japanese <a>, for
example, is the only vowel that occurs in
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