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ContrastiveAnalysisofJapanese
andEnglishLiquidSounds

ToshihikoKobayashi

Thispaperinvestigatedoneofthemostbafflingphonologicaldifficultiespertainingto

JapaneselearnersofEnglish:thedifferentiationbetweenEnglish/1/and/r/phonemesboth

inlisteningandspeakingphrases.Morespecifically,Japanesehasno/1/soundbuthas/r/.

ThusJapaneselearnersofEnglisharesaidtohavedifficultypronouncingEnglish/1/but

substituteJapanese/r/forEnglish/r/.Inotherwords,thepedagogicalemphasishasbeen

primarilyplacedontheacquisitionofEnglish/1/sound.However,cantheJapanese

learnersofEnglishalwaysapplytheJapanese/r/fortheEnglish/r/withoutcausingany

miscommunication?Thestudywasconductedtofindoutwhetheritistruethatthe

Japanese/r/alwayssoundslike/r/ratherthan/1/tonativeEnglishspeakers.Eighteen

Americangraduatestudentswereaskedtolistentothirteensetsofminimalpairsoりapanese

loanwordsfromEnglish.TheresultsshowthattheJapanese/r/ofmanywordssounds

morelikeEnglish/1/thanEnglish/r/.Thepedagigicalimplicationsfromthisstudyisthat

bothEnglish/1/and/r/Soundsshouldbeequallyemphasizedinclassroomteaching.

Introduction

lronically,manyJapaneseEnglishteachersoftenjokinglytelltheirstudentsastoryof

aJapanesetouristintheUnitedStates:Onedayheentersarestaurantandordersrice,but

thewaiterbringshimlice.Manystudentsdonottakethisveryseriously,though.Inthis

extremecase,theJapanesespeakerofEnglishdoesnothavetoexperience/1/-/r/phobia

becauseitisunlikelythatliceareservedintheresturant.AswaspointedbyCarruthers

(1983:102),usuallycontext,bothlinguisticandsituational,willclarifymeaning.

Theproblem,inbrief,StemsfromthefactthatJapanesemakesnodistinctionbetween

thetwosounds,ortobemoreexact,Japanesehasasoundthatisnotidenticalwitheither

ofthem.AccordingtoRobert(1976:51),thisproblem howeverisnotpeculiartothe

Japanesespeakerbutalsocommontomanyotherorientalsecondlanguagespeakersof

English.Probablybecause,asFromkinandRodman(1986:45)pointedout,/1/and/r/are

verysimilaracoustically.

Thepointis,however,thatEnglishhasalotofminimalpairsofthetwophonemesthat

oftencausemisunderstandingfortheJapanesespeakerofEnglish.Lookatthefollowing

minimalpal一s:

･th

〃

fly

･rlg
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3 lock ･- -･･rock

IpresentthesethreepairsherebecausetheyarefrequenlyusedEnglishloanwordsintoday's

Japanesesocuety･Iwouldliketopresentanexamplephraseforeachpairasfollows:

pair1.gaiyafurai(outfieldflyinbaseball)

furaipan(fryingpan)

pair2.raitogoro(rightfieldgrounderinbaseball)

raitootsukeru(turnonthelight)

pair3.rokkusuru(lockthedoor)

rokkuongaku(rockmusic)

ThosesixloanwordsinPair1,2,and3,inadditiontotheaboveexamples,areusedinmany

othercontexts.Japanesestudents,mostofwhom startstudyingEnglishattheageof

thirteen,havealreadylongusedthosewordsintheirdailyconversationbeforetheyreceive

formalEnglisheducation.QuiteafewJapanesedonotevenknowthatthesepairshave

differentEnglishoriginalwords.Richardsetal.(1985:31)claimthat"ifaborrowedword

orphraseiswidelyused,mostspeakerswillpronounceitaccoringtothesoundsystemof

theirownlanguage." ThispaperwillfirstdelveintothemechanismofthetwoEnglish

phonemes/1/and/r/,andtheJapanese/r/.

TheMechanismofJapaneseandEnglishLiquidSounds

Pennington(1988:35)explainsthatthephoneme/r/canberealizedphoneticallyinthe

followlngWays:

/r/ -- [ユ]retroflex

･･-･[r]trill

-- [f]flap

ThethirdsoundisgenerallysaidtobethesoundoftheconsonantoftheJapanese

syllablesra,ri,ru,yle,rO.FromkinandRodman(1986:45)definearetroflex[1]asasound

formedbycurlingthetipofthetonguevibratingagainsttheroofofthemouth,aflap[f]by

makingthetonguestrikeagainstthealveolarridge.

Asfaras[f]isconsideredtobeanallophoneof/r/,itwouldberighttoassumethat

forthenativespeakerofEnglishtheabove一mentionedJapanesefivesyllablesshouldsound

closertotheretroflexsoundthantothelateralsound/1/.Thisisevidentfromtheuseof

theletterrtotransliteratethesefivesoundsintoromanizedletter.However,doesitallow

JapanesespeakersofEnglishtosubstitutetheJapaneseflapsoundsfortheEnglishretroflex

sounds?Inotherwords,iftheJapanesespeakerpronouncesRIGHTastheyusuallypro-

nouncetheloanwordRAZTO,donativespeakersofEnglishalwaystakethemeaningfor

lWGHTandnevertakeforLIGHT?Thisstudyinvestigatedthispoint.Specifically,the

presentstudyexploredthefollowinguntestedassumptionsthatareoftenheard:

1)Japanesehasr-Soundsbutn0I-sounds.

2)That'SwhytheJapaneselearnersofEnglishhavedifficultypronouncingEnglishlateral

sounds.
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Experiment

Theexperimentwasheldtwice.ThefirstexperimentinvolvedeighteenAmerican

Englishspeakers;thesecondexperimentinvolvedseventeenChinesespeakers(eightManda-

rinspeakersandnineCantonesespeakers).

Experiment1

Methodology

Subjects

ThesubjectsinvolvedinthisstudywereeighteenAmericanEnglishspeakerswho

studiedintheMAProgram attheDepartmentofEnglishasaSecondLanguageatthe

UniversityofHawaiiatManoa.Theywereselectedonthebasisoftheiravailabilitytothe

researcheratthetimeofdatacollection.Asacontrolvariable,thosewhohadlearned

JapaneseorhadbeeninJapanwereexcludedinthisstudy.Theeighteennativespeakersof

Englishcamefromthefollowingstates:

Hawai'i

California

Colorado

lndiana

Kansas

Mississlppl

Minesota

NewYork

Texas

Wyoming

MaterialandProcedures

5subjects

5

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

Thematerialusedinthisstudywasarecordedversionofthefollowing13Japanese

loanwordsfromEnglish.Eachwaspronouncedratherclearlyatnaturalspeechtwiceby

theresearcher.Thespeechwastape-recordedandlistenedtobythesubjectstochoosefrom

theEnglishwordsonewhichsoundedclosertotheJapanesepronunciation.Thethirteen

couplesofwordswereexcerptedfrom HarritteCordonGrate'S"EnglishPronunciation

ExercisesforJapaneseStudents"(1974:2-14)_Theywereallminimalpairs.Inordertosee

ifthereisanyrelationshipbetweentheresultsandthepositionoftheliquidsounds,theywere

groupedtogetheraccordingtothepositionwheretheliquidsoundsappeared:item#1to港3

ininitialposition(thefirstsyllable),from#4to#8inmedial(thesecondsyllable),and#9to

#10infinalposition.
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Figure
LoanwordsandminimalpalrS

ItemNo. loanword EnglishequlValent minimalpalrS

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8
9

1

日廿什
‖廿什
#

#

#

#

#

#
#

#

ruumu

raisu

risuto

furunto

kurei

purei

guriin

pareSu
malru

gOOru

ro｡m
.rlCe
liS-
慧

監

禁

g

room/loom

rice/lice

list/wrist

flute/fruit

cray/clay

play/pray

green/glean

palace/Paris

mile/mire

goal/goer

ResultsandDiscussion

Thetableshowstheresultsoftheexperiment.Thefiguresinthenumberofsubjects

whochosethewordclosertotheJapaneseloanword,andtheIF(itemfacility)meansthe

ratethatatwhichthesubjectschosetherightwordintendedbythespeaker,i.e.the

researcher.

Table

TheResultsofCjoice

Item Choice IF Item

1

2

3

4

5

日】什
#

#

#

#

3

9

3

2
7

′/
′/
′/
l
/

7

1

7

′/
3

1

1

1

8

1

%

%

%

%

%

5

5

5

0

5

8

5

8

4

6

鵬

那

舶

脚

榊

Aftertheexperiment,manyofthesubjectspointedoutthatsomewordshadnotbeen

pronouncedconsistencybetweenthefirstreadingandthesecondreading.Thismaybe

evidencethatJapanesedoespronouncetheliquidsoundsinterchangeably.

Theresultsshowingeneralthatwhentheliquidsoundappearseitheratthebeginning

ortheendofwords,ⅠFsarerelativelyhigh(#1,#3,#10).Whenliquidsoundsoccurinthe
middle,IFsarelow(#4,#6,#8).Eachoftheminimalparishasstressonthesamesyllable,

whichisalsotrueoftheJapaneseloanwordsalthoughJapanesestressislessconspicuous.

Thisindicatesthatsubjects'Choiceswereentirelybaseduponthepronunciationsofthe

words.
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Experiment2

Thesecondexperimentwasheldeightmonthsafterthefirstexperiment.Thefollow-

ingmodificationsweremadetothedesign.First,theexperimentinvolvedChinesespeakers.

SevenwereMandarinspeakers;ninewereCantonesespeakers.Second,theminimalpairs

wererecordedbyfourJapanesenativespeakersfrom differentpartsofJapan:from

Hokkaido,Tokyo,Osaka,andFukuoka.Thisisbecausetheremayhavebeensomereginal

accentthataffectedtheresultsinthefirstexperiment.Byinvolvingthosefourdifferent

personsfromfourdifferentregions,thereliabilityoftheexperimentshouldbeimproved,

Results

TheresultsshowthattheJapaneseflapsoundveryoftensoundsratherliketheEnglish

lateralsound/1/.SomerelatedexperimentwasdonebyKimizuka(1967:47),whomadea

studyofphonologicalerrorsuponananalyticalstudyofreadingsmadebyfiveJapandese

studentsatUCLA.Theresultsshowedthatthreeoffivestudentspronounced/r/like/1/.

Sheexplainsthesoundwasnotexactly/1/becauseitwaspronouncedwiththetipofthe

tonguetouchingthepalate,whichtheJapaneseproducefortheAmerican/r/.Ladefoged

(1982:156)arguesthatinmaking[月theairstreammayflowoverthesidesofthetongue,

whichresultsintheproductionofasoundthatisintermediateinqualitybetween[f]and[1].

Hecallsit"avoicedalveolarorlateralflap." Heexplainsthatthiskindofsoundsometimes

occursinEnglish.JustastheJapanesehavedifficultydifferentiatingAmericanretroflex

soundandlateralapproximant,AmericanshavetroubleperceivingtheJapaneseretroflex

lateralflap.

CONCLUSION

Insum,thisstudyshowedthatsubstitutingtheEnglishretroflexsoundbytheJapanese

flapsoundcouldleadtomisunderstandingonthepartofnonJapanesespeakersofEnglish

sincetheJapanesespeaker'SliquidsoundmaybeclosertotheEnglishlateralsoundespecially

whenitappearsinthemiddleofwords.Therefore,English/1/and/r/Shouldbetaughtas
distinctivelydifferentfromtheJapanese/r/.
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