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Pronunciation and Listening Comprehension Teaching Techniques in English Classes

YUSA, Shigeki

Abstract

English contains many sounds that do not exist in Japanese. IPA, the International Phonetic Alphabet, is the
system used worldwide to accurately pronounce any sound in any language. But in Japan, the Course of Study
of Junior High School English by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT),
released in 2002, does not require phonetic symbols to be taught in junior high schools. | believe that IPA
should be taught when teaching the “standard” sounds of a language, and we should teach changes in sounds,
such as linkings and reductions in informal settings. | strongly believe that this will lead to better understanding
of the structure of English sounds. Pronunciation and listening comprehension are inseparable. In this paper, |
have included the changes in sounds that | have discovered during my stay in the United States. In addition, |
have been teaching both IPA and the sound changes in my classes since 1996. Some comments from students

who have taken my classes are also included in this paper.

L. Introduction
When teaching English pronunciation and listening
comprehension courses in Japan, one of the difficult
points is that most of the students do not have knowledge
of IPA, the International Phonetic Alphabet." According
to the Course of Study of Junior High School English in
2002 by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology (MEXT), teaching phonetic
symbols is not mandatory at the junior high school
level.” Around the time the Course of Study was
introduced, the periods of English education per week
were reduced from four to three. At that time, the
English education started at seventh grade in Japan, thus
the junior high school teachers had to teach various basic
topics including alphabets, vocabulary, basic grammar,
composition, reading, and pronunciation. Adapting to
the reduction of the English class hours, the teachers
have not been teaching phonetic symbols for more than a
decade. That is why some young English teachers do
not have enough knowledge of those symbols.
| personally stayed in the United States for almost
seven years. During my stay, | found some unique
characteristic points | could use while teaching English,
such as linking and word connections in addition to
mastering the standard pronunciation. Once | learned
those eight points, my listening skills improved.
Whether | speak using those eight points or not depends

on the situation. | understand that if | can speak using
those points, it becomes easier to listen to and understand
others’ English especially if they speak in a similar
manner.

In this paper, at first, | would like to briefly mention
about acquiring the knowledge of IPA, then | introduce
eight points of English pronunciation I found during my
stay in the US. Next, | would like to mention some more
points the English teachers should know. Finally, |
would like to share the feedback from my students who
took my English classes.

II. Acquiring IPA, the International Phonetic Alphabet

I have been teaching classes on English education in
college for almost ten years, specifically focusing on
how to teach English, and | encourage my students
aspiring to become teachers to actively take advantage of
their knowledge on phonetic symbols. English has
sounds that are not found in Japanese. That is why
phonetic symbols that represent sounds are extremely
important for learners. The representative vowel
examples are the low front unrounded /&/ and the upper-
mid rhotacization /a/. The representative consonant
examples are the voiceless labiodental fricative /f/ and
the voiced /v/, the voiceless interdental fricative /6/ and
the voiced /d/, and the retroflex /r/. Because of its ability
to express sounds in any language, | believe that IPA
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should be an definite study model when acquiring
adequate English pronunciation. The International
Phonetic Association was founded in 1886 in France,
and they created the first version of IPA in 1888. They
believed that there should be a separate symbol for each
distinctive sound, and that the same symbol should be
used for that sound regardless of the language. IPA has
been modified and extended several times, and is used
widely in textbooks and dictionaries throughout the
world.® If a speaker pronounces an English word
according to IPA representation, that English
pronunciation should be following the “standard”
pronunciation. Some researchers claim that the Japanese
people should speak English just like Japanese.
Although that opinion may worth a consideration, if
listeners cannot understand what is being spoken, then it
defeats the whole purpose of a language, which is to
communicate. Then speaking with the “standard”
English pronunciation is more meaningful, not just
useful. | strongly believe that will lead students to better
understand the sound system of English.

IIl. Eight Points of English Pronunciation I Discovered
During my Stay in the United States

When | was trying to buy a bottle of water from a
vending machine on the very first day of my arrival in
the US, the coins returned every time | inserted.
Someone passed by and said, “Out of order,”
pronounced /audaoda/. | could not understand what he
said at that time. Even after a year from my arrival in
the US, people could not differentiate my pronunciation
of “can” and “can’t.” As my stay in the US became
longer, | found out eight unique characteristic
pronunciation points.

»

1) 1t/ becomes /d/

/t/ sometimes changes to /d/ between words in word
connections.

Examples: Right away. Forget it. Cut it out.

When a word ends with /t/, and the following word
begins with a vowel, the /t/ sometimes changes to /d/.

2) “going to” becomes /gonna/
A future tense of “be going to + verb” sometimes
changes to “be /gonna/ + verb.” The verb should be

stressed like, “What were you /gonna/ say?” or “It’s
/gonna/ take some time.”

3) “wantto” becomes /wanna/

“Want to” becomes /wanna/, and “to” is included in
/wanna/.

Example: I /wanna/ go to Kyoto.

4) “can” and “can’t”

I had difficulties pronouncing “can” and “can’t.” If
people misunderstand my pronunciation of these words,
there will be a serious misunderstanding about my ability
or possibility. Since | started pronouncing /kn/ for
“can,” no one asked me, “can or cannot?” When | want
to say a negation, | pronounce /kant/ for “can
emphasizing that word.

)

t,

5) Connecting the Same or Similar Consonants
Examples: Take care! at ten, good teacher, hot dog
When a consonant at the end of a word is the same or
similar as the consonant at the beginning of the following
word, those sounds could be connected. There are eight
similar consonant patterns: /p/ and /b/, /t/ and /d/, /k/
and /g/, /sl and /z/, 16/ and 0/, /f/ and /v/, If] and /z/, and
ftf1 and /dz/. If the similar consonants follow like “hot
dog,” then /t/ is omitted, and /d/ is pronounced like
/hodog/.

6) “and” becomes /n/

When | sat at the dinner table, someone asked me,
“Shige, pass me salt /n/ pepper, please.” Suddenly, |
realized another example, “rock /n/ roll.” In a casual
conversation, the word “and” becomes /n/. Other
examples are “knife /n/ fork,” “up /n/ down,” “fish /n/
chips,” and “stop /n/ go.”

7) “of” in a phrase becomes /a/

“of” in a phrase becomes /a/ in informal settings. | often
heard “a slice /a/ pizza,” “a glass /a/ wine,” and “a
couple /a/ days.” “A quart of milk” becomes “a quar/d/
/a/ milk,” because /t/ becomes /d/ before a vowel.

8) Dropping /t/
Sometimes /t/ drops in the spelling “nt,” such as
“identity,” “entertain,” and “advantage.”
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IV. Topics the English Teachers Should Know

When teaching English pronunciation and listening
comprehension courses, there are a few more points the
English teachers should know.

English is very different from Japanese phonologically.
English is a stress-timed language and there is an even
rhythm between stressed elements. English speakers
tend to stress nouns, adjectives, adverbs, numbers,
prepositions in two-word verbs, such as “watch out” and
“come in.” On the other hand, articles, relative
pronouns, and personal pronouns are not stressed. Other
non-stressed words are conjunctions, such as “and” and
“as.” Also, “be-"verbs, modal verbs, such as “can,”
“must,” and “would” are not stressed.

“You,” “your,” and “yourself” are connected with
the preceding word, such as “would you,” “what’s
your,” and “help yourself.”

The voiceless glottal fricative /h/ sometimes drops,
such as “Is he angry?” and “should have.”

V. Conclusion

I have been teaching English at college for more than a
quarter century, working to give the information in my
classes regarding English pronunciation as | mentioned
in this paper. At our college, students are given an
opportunity to provide their feedback on courses they
took. Students who took my classes often write, “I am
now able to listen and understand my favorite English
movie.” and “Now | can sing English songs just like my
favorite singer.” | strongly believe that the knowledge
of pronunciation will contribute to the students’ listening
comprehension, and it will motivate their English study.
In addition, | hope that the knowledge of IPA and the
knowledge of the points | mentioned in this paper will
raise the students’ confidence of using English.

NOTES

1. See Pullum and Ladusaw (1986) for detailed
information about each sympol of the IPA. See also
IPA (2020) for the latest version of international
phonetic alphabets.

2. See MEXT (1998) for more detailed information
about the Course of Study of Junior High School
English.

3. See Crystal (1987) for more about the history of the

International Phonetic Association.
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