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Project Description 
 

A foreign accent results from the linguistic phenomenon in which non-native speakers 

carry the pronunciation and grammatical rules from their mother tongue into their English speech.  

For example, Japanese speakers tend to substitute Japanese [r] for English [r] and [l], and [s] for 

English [th] because English [r], [l], and [th] are not part of Japanese phonetic inventory (Avery 

& Ehrlich, 2008).  Therefore, when enjoying a lively conversation with a native English speaker, 

a native Japanese speaker may say “I am surirudo!”  The liveliness suddenly disappears because 

“surirudo” is not intelligible to the native English speaker.  The Japanese speaker repeats the 

sentence with gestures.  After a while, the native English speaker guesses, “Oh, do you mean 

‘thrilled’?”  To pronounce “thrilled”, the native English speaker tries to clearly show the tip of 

her tongue between her front teeth for [th] sound, curls her tongue for [r], then attaches it behind 

her upper-front teeth for [l], for clarification.  The Japanese speaker appreciates the clarification; 

however, she wonders if her Japanese tongue would ever move front and back so quickly and 

naturally to articulate the English consonants.   

The US Census Bureau reports that, of the 55.4 million non-native English speakers in 

the US, around 24.5 million are in need of English language assistance in their daily lives.  The 

rest (30.9 million) self-report that they can speak English “very well.”  The number of foreign 

language speakers has been increasing for the last three decades (“Language Use in the United 

States,” 2007).  Like the Japanese speaker above, many of the 55.4 million non-native English 
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speakers, even those whose proficiency is higher than average, may have had an experience of 

not being understood by a native English speaker.  

When ethnicity is involved in speech perception, it may evoke a slight feeling of 

discontent and jealousy.  My husband is German and I am Japanese, thus we both speak English 

with foreign accents.  However, my husband receives compliments for his German accent every 

so often; I do not receive such comments.  It seems that some Americans accept the German 

accent so positively that they are happy to find a German to whom they can tell how they adore 

the accent.  How wonderful it would be if my Japanese accent also received compliments in the 

same way—in fact, I am more envious than jealous.  In his historic New York City department 

store study, socio-linguist Labov (1972) documented the salient relationship between speakers’ 

linguistic features and their social status. The study found that New Yorkers’ r-less pronunciation 

was socially stratified with the lower social class speech community.  Sociolinguistically, is a 

German accent accepted more positively than Japanese accent?  If so, what influences the 

perception?  Moreover, is the accent perception only attached to the ethnicity?   

My BIS concentration titled “Language and Linguistic Studies” intends to answer the 

above questions by integrating the study of foreign languages, German and Japanese, and 

linguistics.  From the sociolinguistic point of view, the difference in acceptability may be 

explained by the different social status, namely the ethnicity, of the two speakers.  However, it 

may be explained differently from the phonological point of view.  Therefore, the research 

project intends to critically analyze previous studies on the accent perception and production and 

try to establish a new research proposal for future studies.  Through the critical analysis, the 

research project aims to compile some salient and encouraging findings which Japanese speakers 

can use as practical guidelines of sentence and sound production when speaking English. 
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The investigation will demand insights from the two language disciplines, German and 

Japanese.  Reading, composition, grammatical structure, phonetics/phonology, and cultural study 

of the languages will help to critically analyze how these speakers differ in transferring their 

native languages into English from various perspectives.  The insights from linguistics are 

essential to analyze syntactical and phonological aspect of German and Japanese.  Of the two 

aspects, the research project will focus on phonology.  Based on several studies of the second 

language acquisition, the research project will investigate how German and Japanese speakers 

may transfer their native sounds into their English speech.  For example, it will include studies 

that examine how the native language transfer works on Japanese speakers in pronouncing 

English [r] and [l] sound as compared on German speakers, and how these two different ways of 

pronunciations would be perceived by English speakers.   

  This research project will address Japanese learners of English as well as people in the 

ESL (English as a Second Language) teaching/learning community.  Although this project 

focuses on German and Japanese in relation to English, it may benefit other non-native speakers 

in finding the ways to modify their speech production to make it sound more natural to the 

English speaker’s ear.  As the number of foreign language speakers increases steadily, this 

research project should play a considerable role for maintaining a smooth communication in our 

multi-ethnic society. 

Background Literature Review 
 

In our multi-ethnic society, an accent (i.e., differences in pronunciation) is one way to 

identify a speaker’s ethnic background.  Accents are not limited to an ethnicity that often can be 

recognized based on visual cues, but are diversified regionally within the same ethnicity.  When 

someone pronounces “cot” and “caught” identically (known as cot-caught merger in linguistics), 
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he or she is most likely not from the southern United States.  If one pronounces long vowel [a:] 

instead of diphthong [ai] to say “pie,” he or she would be identified as a southerner (Labov, Aash, 

& Bonberg, 2006).  The accent can also be associated with the speaker’s social background.  In 

his famous New York City department store survey, the sociolinguist Labov (1966) 

demonstrated that speakers’ r-less pronunciation is closely correlated with their social status.  

The study result suggested that the r-less pronunciation was socially stratified with the lower 

social class speech community of New York.   

  Based on the assumption that people use cues received from others’ accent to construct 

social information about them, some speakers may seek to retain certain phonological features as 

a marker of particular speech community.  In case of any prestige stereotype attached to the 

particular speech community, one may wish to actively integrate into the target group by using 

the phonological features used within the speech community.  Dalton-Puffer (1997) reported that 

his informants, students at a university in Austria, identified British Received Pronunciation (RP) 

as educated and prestigious, thus they preferred to learn RP pronunciation rather than a General 

American (GA) accent.  But, the study result further suggested the students’ attitudes towards 

different English accents are influenced by their personal familiarity to the particular English 

dialect.  Flege (1981) conducted a similar accent perception study that included speech samples 

of RP, GA, native Spanish and Chinese speakers.  His native English-speaking American 

informants also perceived RP as “the most educated” accent.  Meanwhile, none perceived the 

Chinese accent as preferred. 

 Rubin (1992) added another perspective to this social context.  He tested if ethnicity 

affects speech perception among native English speakers without linguistic cues.  In the study, 

native English-speaking university students in the US listened to the same instruction passage 



5 
 

recorded by a standard American English speaker.  Some were shown a photograph of a 

Caucasian and others were shown a photograph of an Asian, projected on a screen.  The 

informants who listened to the passage with the Asian photograph reported that they perceived 

more foreign and less standard accent.  The informants who listened to the passage with the 

Caucasian photograph scored higher in a passage comprehension test even though both groups 

actually listened to the same recorded speech.  There may be a methodological issue with the 

study; however, the result suggests that people may perceive an accent not only by linguistic 

information alone, but also by visual cues. 

 While Rubin’s findings might reveal American attitudes toward ethnicity, visual cues 

may naturally lead to accent expectation in such a situation where there is no verbal interaction.  

In case of verbal interaction with no visual cues, over the telephone for example, one may feel 

more comfortable discussing important issues with a person with a standard and clearly 

intelligible accent.  The purpose of the research project is not to promote linguistic stereotyping; 

instead, it aims to investigate what phonological features of speakers’ native languages may 

cause the ethnic stereotypes to factor into negative speech perception.  In accordance with 

Rubin’s study, the research project will take two foreign languages into account: an Asian 

language, Japanese and a Caucasian language, German.   

 One possible hypothesis is that German language receives positive stereotype perhaps 

because it shares many linguistic features with English and both languages belong to the same 

Germanic language group within Indo-European languages (Fromkin, Rodman, & Hyams, 2007).  

Many German words are almost identical to their English translation in spelling and 

pronunciation, such as Milch (milk),  Definizion, Industrie, and mittleweile (meanwhile), just to 

name a few.  Many aspects of German culture are blended into American society as we regularly 
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see sauerkraut, bratwust, and Octoberfest in every region of the country.  In terms of phonology, 

German also has similar rhythm, stress, and intonation system as English (Avery & Ehrlich, 

2008).  There are only five English consonants German speakers need to learn in speaking 

English (Moulton, 1962).  These similarities suggest that English speakers do not need to hear so 

many unfamiliar sounds when talking with German speakers in English.  Therefore, the closer 

the native language (L1; German) and target language (L2; English) are, the smoother the 

acceptance of L2 pronunciation by native L2 speakers because the L2 acquisition would not 

involve much learning of new sounds.    

In his Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis in the field of second language acquisition, Lado 

(1957) claimed that cross-language differences result in learning difficulty.  His claim also 

suggested the notion of native language transfer because, in L2 sound acquisition, learners tend 

to perceive and produce the L2 sounds through the categories of the L1 phonetic structure.  

These categories would also constrain which L2 sounds can be correctly perceived and 

successfully produced.  For example, the Japanese speaker mentioned earlier said, “surirudo” 

instead of “thrilled”.  Since the Japanese phonetic inventory does not have [th] and [l], Japanese 

speakers perceived and produced the sounds through the categories of Japanese phonetic 

structure as [s] and [r], which they assume are the closest match to [th] and [l] respectively.  

Based on this analysis, German speakers seem to have a greater advantage in producing English 

speech than the speakers of other languages that have little phonological similarities, such as 

Japanese. 

 Japanese belongs to the japonica language group together with other Ryukyuan languages, 

such as Korean.  Despite the clear classification, it is a unique language, often considered a 

language isolate, and its generic relationship to other languages is still under discussion among 
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linguists.  The generic relationship of Japanese to Korean is a widely supported hypothesis 

(“Japanese Language”, 2010); however, Japanese orthographic system with kanji and hiragana, 

for example, is as different from Korean Hangeul as from the English alphabet.  Because Japan is 

not an exception to the international spread of the American culture, Japanese learners of English 

are pre-exposed to English sound and alphabet through the media and consumer products before 

they officially start English education.  However, without proper phonetic instruction, the 

English sounds are perceived and produced within the Japanese phonetic structure which is 

extremely different from that of English, and this negative language transfer results in a heavy 

Japanese accent.  

 While Japanese speakers seem to be disadvantaged in producing English sounds 

compared to German speakers due to the influence of the native language, Flege (1986, 1987) 

offered a contrasting view by proposing a benefit of cross-language difference in phonological 

acquisition.  According to his research, his French informants learning English performed better 

acquiring sounds that are very different from native sounds than the sounds that are similar 

because differences are more salient than similarities and learners establish a new phonetic 

category for sounds that are new to them.  This suggests that Japanese learners of English may 

also be able to produce less-accented English speech if they perceive the English sounds very 

different from their native sounds. 

 Flege’s study also suggested that the speech perception may play a considerable role in 

successful speech production.  If non-native speakers can perceive the sounds properly, can they 

also produce them properly?  A number of researchers, including Briere (1966), Goto (1971), 

Sheldon and Strange (1982) investigated this question studying sound perception and production 

of English consonants [r] and [l] among Japanese learners of English.  Both consonants are 
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foreign to Japanese speakers and they substitute Japanese [r] for English [r] and [l].  The research 

found that production contrast of [r] and [l] precedes the perception of them.  In other words, 

Japanese speakers can produce [r] and [l] better than they can perceive them.   

On the basis of differences between the phonology of L1 and L2 concerning the L2 sound 

acquisition, there is also a school of thought that based the explanation of the World Englishes.  

World Englishes refers to the varieties of English spoken in former British or American colonies, 

India, Singapore, and so forth (Davies, 2004).  These speakers grow up with their “native” 

English accents that are different from RP and GA; therefore, their speech might be considered 

as heavily- accented from a viewpoint of speakers in RP and GA nations.  As the role of English 

as an international language becomes significant with globalization, the speakers of English as a 

foreign language (EFL) who speak different varieties of English also increase.  In their accent 

perception study, Scales, Wennerstrom, Richard, and Wu (2006) demonstrated “the trends 

indicate a learner preference for clear speech that sounds ‘fluent’, though not necessarily native 

(RP or GA)” (p. 729).  Moreover, in a sentence dictation study, Bent and Bradlow (2003) tested 

the effect of the interlanguage speech intelligibility benefit (ISIB) and found that non-native 

listeners judged non-native English speech more intelligible than native speech.  Given this 

finding, perhaps, it is not surprising that Caulkin (2005), a writer from British news paper The 

Observer, reported “the case of Korean Airlines, which reportedly chose a French supplier for its 

flight simulators because its ‘offshore’ international English was more comprehensible and 

clearer than that of the UK competitor” (p. 10).  This discussion reflects the central importance 

of pronunciation teaching and learning; the more understood the L2 pronunciation, the better it is.  

Therefore, it may be beneficial for English L2 learners to learn clear speech rather than imitating 

RP or GA accent. 
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Method of Analysis and Evidence 
 

This research project is a critical analysis of previous studies to investigate what sorts of 

factors influence native English speaking listeners’ perceptions and attitudes about German and 

Japanese speakers of English.  The analysis will focus on phonological aspects concerning accent 

perception, contrastive analysis, native language transfer, and speech perception/production.  The 

previous research and literature provide in-depth evidence of the phonological aspects from 

leading researchers in the field of linguistics, German, and Japanese languages.  By critically 

analyzing these previous studies, the paper will then propose an empirical research design for a 

future study. 

The first step involves an examination of the methodology and the analysis of the studies 

that provide accent perception, such as Labov’s social stratification of [r] in New York City 

department store survey and Rubin’s ethnicity-affected accent perception study.  These studies 

offer evidence that people use visual and auditory cues received from others to construct social 

information about them.  The examination involves a creation of a chart or a table to compare the 

emphasis and findings of each study for analysis (See Appendix A for an example). 

Second, the paper will review studies that address contrastive analysis, native language 

transfer, and speech perception/production in terms of the micro-perspectives (i.e., at the level of 

phonological units, such as[r], [l], [�] and [ð] (English “th” sound), [f], [v], [t], [d], and 

consonant clusters/codas).  From the micro-perspectives, this project will include a comparative 

analysis that applies Lado’s Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH) (1957) and the notion of 

native language transfer, both negative and positive, to the speech perception and production 

research data/results of German and Japanese speakers to discuss how their non-native sound 

articulation affect native English listeners’ perceptions.    
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With regards to German speakers of English, the literature from Moulton (1962) provides 

evidence that the similarities of German and English consonant cluster and stress system play a 

role in speech production/perception.  Evidence from Avery and Ehrlich (2008) indicate a few 

problems German speakers encounter in their English speech.  The research of Smith, Hayes-

Harb, Bruss, & Harker (2009) also suggests evidence that native English speakers do not 

perceive the word-final consonant devoicing as strong German-accented English.  The paper will 

discuss this perception in relation to the universal tendency of final consonant devoicing.   

In terms of micro-perspectives regarding Japanese phonology, Aoyama, Flege, Guion, 

Akahane-Yamada, and Yamada (2004) provide evidence concerning articulation of English /r/ 

and /l/ among Japanese speakers.  Strange (1994) further researches these phonemes to provide 

more detailed evidence concerning speech perception and production.  Additionally, the 

phonological analysis of Kamiyama (2008) and Vance (1987) on other sound units contrastive to 

English sounds helps explore issues related to native language transfer as well as speech 

perception/production.  The Speech Accent Archive (2010) will provide actual sound samples; 

for example, what phonemes German and Japanese speakers tend to substitute for English [th] 

that is considerably a problematic area for both native-language speakers.  

Third, the paper will continue to explore the macro-perspectives (i. e., speech at the level 

of communication tool) by bringing in evidence from empirical research.  Dalton-Puffer, 

Kaltenboeck, and Smit (1997), and Flege (1981), reported detailed data on native English 

speakers’ speech perception and attitudes towards different non-native accents. Pennington and 

Richards (1986) provided evidence of accent perception in natural conversation of stress-timed 

English language.  Bent and Bradlow (2003) proposed Interlanguage Speech Intelligibility 

Benefit, which suggests a possibility that non-native accents may be advantageous over native 
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accent to some extent.   Additionally, the paper will consult The Handbook of Speech Perception 

(Pisoni, & Remez, 2005) for comprehensive review of method and theory in research on speech 

perception as well as anticipated developments in the field. 

Finally, based on the critical analysis, the project will include a plan for empirical 

research in accordance with what is anticipated for future studies in the phonological acquisition 

field.  The research design should concern the social variables of informants, procedures, 

proficiency criteria, stimulus material (i.e., natural speech vs. sentence production or sound 

samples from the speech accent archive or other sound source).  The design should also take the 

notion of style shifting into account because, as Rickford and McNair-Knox (1994) reported 

informants may shift their response to accommodate to the norms of interviewers.  Thus, for 

example, it is better if the interviewer is neither German nor Japanese in the accent perception 

research with native English speakers so that the interviewees would respond without any 

ethnicity concerns. 

The plan will include an element of World Englishes to emphasize the significance of the 

accent perception study.  World Englishes refers to the varieties of English spoken in former 

British or American colonies: India, Singapore, and so forth.   As the number of English speakers 

who do not speak RP or GA increases with globalization, the role of English as a communication 

tool becomes significant.  As Scales, Wennerstrom, Richard, and Wu (2006) reported from their 

accent perception study, “the trends indicate a learner preference for clear speech that sounds 

‘fluent’, though not necessarily native (RP or GA)” (p. 729), some speakers of World Englishes 

and speakers of English as a foreign language (EFL) may seek more intelligibility than a 

standard RP or GA accent.  Thus, the research proposal intends to investigate the speech 

perception of the speakers of World Englishes as well as of EFL. 
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Conclusion 
 

The background literature review explored research and literature that explain accent 

perception and speech production and perception of L2 phonology from different perspectives; 

however, many elements of this proposal still seem immature and need more clarification and 

elaboration.  The literature review suggests that positive attitudes towards any native or non-

native accents cannot be attributed exclusively to the auditory or visual cues.  The role, some 

indexical properties, such as the speakers’ ethnicity, social status, and L2 phonology, play in the 

accent perception remains to be explored.  It is a challenging task to find perfectly relevant 

sources to answer the research question. 

Towards the beginning of the next semester, the research question may shift slightly as 

additional sources and literature inform different aspects for the research project.  In fact, it has 

shifted already since the beginning of the semester: the original research question was on native 

language transfer rather than accent perception.  This shift should be a positive one because 

changes made as a result of deeper research and analysis should give more insightful perspective 

to the paper.  Therefore, the window of further consideration will be open to take an open stance 

on the research question for the next few weeks. 

Although there is no generally accepted model of the factors influencing accent 

perception, it can be assumed that the comparative analysis of L1 and L2 phonology as well as 

speakers’/listeners’ personal familiarity to particular accents will have to be considered more 

comprehensively to recognize the attitudes towards accents. As the main concern of the research 

project is L2 pronunciation (i.e., the aspect of language that obviously expresses social identity 

and group membership) further studies will have to incorporate elaborate discussion of speech 
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perception and production connected to questions of ‘self’ and identification with the target 

group. 

Timeline  

November & December 2010/January 2011 

 Submit draft/final proposal to mentor for comments 

 Keep researching relevant studies on accent perception, contrastive analysis, native language 

transfer, and speech perception/production  

 Be familiarized with research proposal format with Craft of Research (Booth, Colomb, & 

Williams) and Developing Effective Research Proposals (Punch, 2000) 

February 2011 

 Outline research project in consultation with faculty mentor 

 Create a chart and tables to compare the emphasis and findings of relevant studies on 

speech perception for analysis   

March 2011 

 Start drafting, consult writing center for revising and ESL issues if there is no writing fellow in 

BIS490 

 Stay in touch with faculty mentor for comments 

April/May 2011 

 Finalize research project paper  

 Prepare power point documents for presentation 

Appendix A 
 
                 
            VARIABLES      Number      Nationality Informants’    Target          Data Elicitation 
                                              of                of            second            sound           naturalistic  vs. 
STUDY                          Informants   Informants  Language                                 controlled              
      Labov      
      Rubin    
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