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Examining the role of explicit phonetic instruction in native-like and

comprehensible pronunciation development: an instructed SLA
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This paper reports on an instructed second language acquisition study that investi-
gated the effects of explicit phonetic instruction on second language pronunciation by
adopting two different outcome measurements (i.e. a rubric of accentedness as well
as comprehensibility). Twenty native Japanese learners of English in ESL (English
as a second language) settings participated in the current study and were randomly
assigned to the experimental group and the control group. After they received four-
hour instruction with the target pronunciation features of English-specific segmentals
/æ,f,v,θ,ð,w,l,ô/, the comprehensibility and perceived foreign accent of the participants’
oral production in English were evaluated by four native English listeners. Results sug-
gested that explicit instruction had a significant effect on comprehensibility especially
in the sentence-reading task, although a significant reduction in foreign accent was not
obtained in any contexts.

Keywords: pronunciation; second language learning; intervention; intelligibility

Comprehensibility and accentedness

Whereas second language (L2) speech research has convincingly shown that it is tremen-

dously difficult to attain native-like L2 pronunciation skills and foreign accent is a normal

aspect of L2 speech (e.g. Flege, 2003; Piske, MacKay, & Flege, 2001), Derwing and Munro

(2005) claimed that L2 speech should be considered from two different perspectives: ac-

centedness and comprehensibility. According to them, accentedness is ‘the degree to which

the pronunciation of an utterance sounds differ from an expected pronunciation pattern’,

and comprehensibility is ‘listeners’ estimation of difficulty in understanding an utterance’

(p. 385). In order to test the interrelationship between the two criteria, Derwing and Munro

(1997) conducted an experiment in which 26 native English (NE) listeners rated 48 ESL

(English as a second language) learners’ speech productions. Essentially, they found that

accentedness did not necessarily interfere with comprehensibility: even heavily accented

speech can be highly comprehensible. Although some L2 learners who strongly strive for

nativeness should not be discouraged to pursue their ambitions, researchers as well as

teachers should set realistic goals for L2 learners based on empirical research evidence,

such as comprehensibility rather than accentedness (for similar discussion, see also Levis,

2005; Setter & Jenkins, 2005).
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46 K. Saito

Although the importance of explicit phonetic instruction (i.e. explicitly teaching seg-

mental and suprasegmental elements of the target language) has been extensively discussed

in the field of experimental phonetics as well as second language education (see Derwing,

2008 for a comprehensive overview on pronunciation teaching studies), its pedagogical

implications could be limited, arguably because its impacts on comprehensible pronun-

ciation remain unclear. That is, these veins of L2 speech studies did not clearly state

whether their research goals were: (1) to eliminate students’ accentedness with a view to

native-like pronunciation; or (2) to aim at improving their comprehensible pronunciation

to exceed minimal requirement for successful L2 communication (e.g. Elliot, 1997; Mac-

donald, Yule, & Powers, 1994; Missaglia, 1999). In order to assess the communicative

value of pronunciation teaching, researchers should focus on students who make efforts to

learn L2 pronunciation rules and become comprehensible enough. Therefore, the current

study investigates the relative effects of instruction via two different evaluation methods:

accentedness and comprehensibility.

Pronunciation teaching

Many second language acquisition (SLA) theorists argued that the first step for effective

instruction is to have learners to become consciously aware of formal rules of the target

language features, because the metalinguistic awareness is central to interlanguage devel-

opment (Schmidt, 2001). In this respect, DeKeyser (2003) emphasises the importance of

explicit instruction option defined as follows: ‘An instructional treatment is explicit if rule

explanation forms part of the instruction (deduction) or if learners are asked to attend to

particular forms and try to find the rules themselves (induction)’ (p. 321). In the context

of pronunciation teaching, Derwing and Munro (2005) claimed that ‘students learning L2

pronunciation benefit from being explicitly taught phonological form to help them notice

the difference between their own productions and those of proficient speakers in the L2

community’ (p. 388). Similarly, Venkatagiri and Levis (2007) also maintained that explicit

instruction can help learners develop ‘phonological awareness’ (i.e. conscious knowledge

of segmentals and suprasegmentals), which might play a key role in L2 speech intelligibility

(see also Field, 2005).

Although very few, SLA researchers have recently begun to pay ever more attention to

research-based pronunciation teaching studies (Derwing, Munro, & Wiebe, 1998; Elliot,

1997; Macdonald et al., 1994; Missaglia, 1999; Neri, Mich, Gerosa, & Giuliani, 2008).

For example, Macdonald et al. (1994) specifically tested four different pedagogical activ-

ities in the speech of 23 adult Chinese learners of English: traditional drilling activities,

self-study with tape recording, interactive activities, and a no-intervention control condi-

tion. Results showed that 120 NE listeners noticed improvement, although there was no

preference between non-control groups. On the other hand, Missaglia (1999) examined the

details of the effects of two different strategies, suprasegmental training and segmental

training: students given segmental and suprasegmental feedback performed generally well,

but suprasegmental-centred instruction enabled students to do better than those who got

segmental-centred instruction. As mentioned earlier, these studies, however, adopted only

the accentedness criteria to assess students’ improvements; it still remains unclear the ex-

tent to which their instruction treatment impacted learners’ comprehensible pronunciation

(Derwing, 2008; Derwing & Munro, 2005; Levis, 2005).

An exception is the often-cited study conducted by Derwing et al. (1998). In their

quasi-experimental classroom study, 48 ESL participants with various L1 backgrounds
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were divided into three groups (a segmental group, a suprasegmental group, and a no-

instruction group) and the training lasted for 20 hours per week for 10 weeks in total. Those

48 ESL students were asked to do a pre-test and a post-test that consisted of a sentence-

reading task (controlled speech level) and a picture-description task (spontaneous speech

level), with 48 NE listeners evaluating all speech stimuli. The study produced significant

results: (1) ESL participants both in the segmental and suprasegmental groups improved

whereas those in the no-instruction group did not; and (2) a close examination revealed

that suprasegmental training enhanced performance in a picture-description task while

segmental training enhanced performance in a sentence-reading task. This study provided

an elaborate research framework as a cornerstone for future pronunciation teaching studies:

in order to clearly observe learners’ gains from pronunciation teaching, experiments need

sufficient amount of data, an adequate length of instructional period, and valid measurement

methods in order to validate learners’ gains from pronunciation teaching.

Given a growing attention to the importance of instruction with research-based evi-

dence, we now need to pursue a fine-grained analysis of how pronunciation teaching can be

facilitative of L2 pronunciation development. Importantly, few studies precisely mentioned

what linguistic features were targeted in their treatment and how the intervention was imple-

mented (e.g. Derwing et al. [1998] focused on all of segmental and suprasegmental aspects

of English; Neri et al. [2008] targeted 28 words). So, the extent to which instruction was

effective to enhance the targeted pronunciation features could not be accurately explained

in the previous studies. This might be due to several reasons. First, their main research goals

were arguably to test just the overall potential of their methods by including many general

pronunciation rules and using composite instructional options. Second, in most studies,

participants were ESL students from various countries, making it difficult to individualise

the teaching syllabus. If teachers have students with homogeneous characteristics (e.g. L1

background, age, and motivation), they could prioritise targets by making instructional

treatment tailored to their students’ potential problems (Derwing & Munro, 2005).

Thus, the current study narrows down the scope of the learners, highlighting a specific

L1/L2 speech contrast known to be difficult for adult native Japanese speakers (NJs)

learning English in ESL settings. That is, the current study carefully follows the framework

of instructed SLA studies: instructed SLA research has to: (1) specify the linguistic target of

the instruction; (2) document the detailed nature of the treatment; and (3) adopt appropriate

outcome measurements (Doughty, 2003; Ellis, 2006; Norris & Ortega, 2000).

Current study

Segmental-based instruction

L2 learners such as native Japanese learners of English (NJs) are likely to have L1–

L2 transfer problems at segmental levels, which, in turn, negatively affect NE listeners’

perception (Flege, 2003; Piske et al., 2001). One of the implications of NJs’ relative

difficulties in segmental production could be that NJs might benefit from segmental-based

instruction that focuses especially on these English-specific segmentals (see also Riney,

Takada, & Ota, 2000). While effectiveness of suprasegmental-based instruction is still

controversial (e.g. Levis, 2005), one of the advantages of segmental-based instruction is its

teachability (Jenkins, 2000; Setter & Jenkins, 2005): all English segmental features can be

clearly explained on the basis of three main phonetic characteristics: (1) articulator organs;

(2) place of articulation; and (3) manner of articulation (Ladefoged, 2003). In addition,

especially when L2 learners share the same L1, their problems could be predicted, to a
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48 K. Saito

great extent, based on cross-linguistic differences between L1 and L2 phonetic systems

(Flege, 2003), and Lambacher (1999) reported that many Japanese learners of English have

difficulties especially in pronouncing eight English-specific segmentals /æ,f,v,θ,ð w,l,ô/,

because they do not exist in Japanese. In sum, the current study mainly examines the

efficacy of segmental-based instruction for adult NJs learning English, especially focusing

on these English-specific sounds.1

Perception activities

The assumption underlying the current study is that if learners become explicitly aware of

the English-specific segmentals /æ,f,v,θ,ð,w,l,ô/ and establish a strong mental representation

of these sounds with their fundamental phonetic traits, learners will actually pronounce

them, making an impact on the overall intelligibility of their English speech so that NE

listeners can comprehend them without much effort. Explicit instructional options for

pronunciation teaching comprise two stages of perception activities: identification and

discrimination.

First, at the identification stage, participants are given a clear account of formal proper-

ties of English-specific sounds one by one in a sequence, focusing on the three fundamental

phonetic characteristics of speech sounds (articulator organs, place of articulation, and man-

ner of articulation). Then, participants are asked to produce individual sounds according

to what they were taught. Second, at the discrimination stage, given cross-linguistic com-

parisons of English and Japanese phonetic systems, learners are alerted to which Japanese

sounds they might confuse with English sounds and asked to discriminate the target English

sounds from the closest Japanese counterparts (e.g. /æ/ vs /a/, /f/ vs. /8/, /v/ vs. /b/, /θ/

vs. /s/, /ð/ vs. /z/; Lambacher, 1999). Then, participants are asked to produce both a target

English sound and a close Japanese sound to consciously make a contrast between them.

Production activities and feedback techniques

Swain (1985) maintains that not only input but also output plays a critical role in second

language learning to push learners to be more conscious and careful about the accuracy of

targeted language forms. In pronunciation teaching, production activities through output

of the target language forms could enable learners to test their learned metalinguistic

knowledge and strengthen their physical domains by actually sensing articulatory events

and modifying their productions with respect to pronunciation.

From L2 instructional perspectives, the transition from rule-based performance to

memory-based performance implies two different types of production activities, controlled

practice and communicative practice (Lyster, 2007). In the continuum of controlled ac-

tivities, participants in the current study are encouraged to actively practice three lev-

els of reading tasks: (1) segmental-level reading task; (2) word-level reading task; and

(3) sentence-level reading task (see, for details of each activity, Derwing, Munro, & Thom-

son, 2004). In the continuum of communicative activities, participants are given picture-

description activities in which they are asked to describe two pictures as if they were

explaining to somebody who had never seen them.

In this type of activity, learners are required to pay attention to their accuracy in syntax

and word choices as well as their pronunciation, which could simulate spontaneous speech

settings.

In the course of output, corrective feedback is offered to encourage L2 students

to produce more output, notice their errors, and self-repair errors in phonetic forms
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Language Awareness 49

(articulator organs, place of articulation, and manner of articulation). In previous class-

room observational studies, teachers frequently used recasts (i.e. showing model pronun-

ciations) in response to students’ mispronunciation or unclear pronunciation (e.g., see, for

their analysis of pronunciation-focused feedback in adult ESL classrooms, Ellis, Basturk-

men, & Loewen, 2001). In addition, the current study also adopts more explicit feedback

to increase the amount of learners’ uptake and practice. This type of output-prompting

feedback is called prompts that ‘offer learners an opportunity to self-repair by generating

their own modified response’ such as clarification requests, repetition of error with into-

nation, elicitation, and metalinguistic clues (Lyster, 2007, p. 108). When necessary, the

instructor provided objective feedback with the aid of the acoustic analysis software Praat

(Lambacher, 1999).

Methods

Participants

Twenty adult NJs of intermediate proficiency participated in the present study (mean =

27.6 years). They had just arrived in the upstate NY to study at the university level, with the

exception of four participants who already had stayed for more than six months (time in the

USA: mean = 2.3 months). They studied in ESL settings, taking regular academic courses

in English as well as two or three ESL classes per week. When the researcher conducted

the personal interview before the experiment, all of them reported that they were highly

motivated to learn English and had many opportunities to use English academically and

socially on a daily basis. All of them had learned English for more than 10 years since

their entrance to seventh grade in junior high school in Japan. They were divided into two

groups, an experimental group (Participants 1–10) and a control group (Participants 11–20)

as equally as possible, based on their age, gender, TOEFL scores, and length of time in the

USA.

For the 10 participants in the experimental group, the intent of the study was explained

and the participants clearly showed their interest in participating in the study. As for the

other 10 participants in the control group, they were not informed of the existence of an

experimental group in order to avoid compromising the internal validity of the experiment:

it has been shown that participants tend to become highly unmotivated or motivated if

they know that they are in a control group (Parker, 1990). Ten participants in the control

group were not given any instructional treatment; they were given free choice regarding

whatever they wanted to do while the other participants in an experimental group received

instruction. According to their self-reports after the experiment, some participants in the

control group studied at the library while others took ESL classes during the experiment

period. Importantly, examining how the control group performed is assumed to reveal:

(1) test–retest effects (i.e. learners might have benefited because the same test was used

twice); and (2) any kind of learners’ improvement due to their stay in an English-speaking

country for about a month (i.e. simple exposure to the target language might have uncon-

sciously improved learners’ pronunciation such as the other segmentals, supra-segmentals,

and speech rate which are not the focus of the current study). Taken together, the only

difference between participants in the experimental and control group was that the former

students received four-hour explicit phonetic instruction whereas the latter students did not.

The current study aims at measuring the true effects of phonetic instruction, by comparing

instructed learners in the experimental group with uninstructed learners in the control

group.
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50 K. Saito

Instructional settings

All instruction was offered in a laboratory setting by the researcher to one or two students

as tutoring sessions,2 lasting one hour per week for a total of four weeks. An instructor gave

instructional treatment to one or two students as tutoring sessions. The researcher/instructor

is a non-native speaking teacher (L1, Japanese) and graduated from an MA programme in

linguistics in the USA with a concentration in TESOL. Instruction was presented both in

Japanese and English depending on the extent of learners’ understanding.

Listeners

Four NE listeners participated in the present study (one male and three females). They

were recruited from X University (in the USA). All had grown up in the United States

and reported normal hearing. All listeners were experienced instructors of either phonetics

or ESL classes at X University. Moreover, they were categorised as ‘trained NE listeners’

because they also reported their regular contact with a wide variety of ESL learners and

their familiarity with L2 speech.

Speech samples

The current study used a sentence-reading task in order to measure participants’ perfor-

mance at the controlled level, and a picture-description task in order to measure their

performance at the spontaneous level (e.g. Derwing & Munro, 1997; Derwing et al., 1998;

Munro, Derwing, & Morton, 2006). With respect to the sentence-reading task, for instance,

Derwing et al. (1998) used three sentences that have ‘high-frequency lexical items’ in a

general sense. Since this syllabus targeted the phones /æ,f,v,θ,ð,w,l,ô/ the current study

deliberately composed four loaded sentences that can equally assess participants’ perfor-

mance on each of these phones (see the Appendix). In total, four sentences had 39 loaded

words that included a number of problematic phones for NJs out of 50 words (see Table

1). When participants were asked to read, these four sentences were randomly presented

to participants together with three non-loaded sentences as distracters that included few

problematic sounds in order to avoid overattention to what was being tested.

In the picture-description task that was designed to evaluate participants’ spontaneous

speech, the current study randomly selected one set of two pictures. Participants were asked

to describe the image freely as if they were talking to somebody who had never seen the

pictures before. Twenty seconds of their speech were randomly selected in the middle and

used as speech stimuli. The order of the two tasks was fixed for all participants. First,

Table 1. Contents of loaded sentences out of 50 words.

Targeted phones
Total number of loaded

phones Examples

/æ/ 6 married, happy, bad
/f, v/ 6 office, food, of, visa
/θ, ð/ 6 think, things, they, the
/w/ 4 when, woman, with, workers

/l, ô/
∗

17 read, letter, recently, limited

∗
/r/ sounds in the word initial and medial positions were counted.
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Language Awareness 51

they were given the sentence-reading task. Participants read four loaded sentences together

with three non-loaded sentences as distracters. Next, participants performed the picture-

description task. After participants fully understood the task, each practiced by using one

set of two pictures to familiarise themselves with the task. Immediately afterwards, they

moved onto another set of two pictures as the real test. Participants were allowed sufficient

time to think about what to say and ask the instructor any questions about the vocabulary

and expressions they intended to use. In the first picture, a man and a woman are on stage

acting in a play. In the second picture, both of them are at a restaurant and he is giving

her a ring as a surprise present. Several participants reported that the two pictures did not

seem to have one coherent story, so they opted to explain each of them independently.

The same test procedure was conducted for both pre- and post-tests. All speech stimuli

were recorded by the computer software, Praat, and 200 speech samples per stimuli were

collected in total (4 sentences × 20 participants × 2 pre/post-tests = 160 sentences;

1 picture-description × 20 participants × 2 pre/post-tests = 40 descriptions), excluding all

practicing.

Controlled stimuli

As in Derwing et al.’s (1998) study, the present study made controlled recordings of two NEs

(one male, one female). Those two NEs were asked to do the same tasks, and an additional

10 samples/stimuli were added (4 sentences × 2 participants + 1 picture-description ×

2 participants = 10 samples/stimuli). It was expected that all of their stimuli would be

rated as very proficient compared to the 20 NJs. Thus, if raters failed to detect two NEs’

stimuli among samples of NJs, they had to be eliminated because their rating abilities

were not reliable. In sum, 210 samples per stimuli (200 NJs’ samples/stimuli + 10 NEs’

samples/stimuli = 210 samples/stimuli) were collected. They were randomised on a data

CD.

Overall procedure

First, at the entry point (Time 1), all 20 participants were asked to do the pre-test (sentence-

reading task/picture-description task), and a brief personal interview was conducted to

determine their backgrounds in terms of their knowledge of pronunciation and personal

impression towards pronunciation teaching. Next, one week after T1, the 10 participants

in the experimental group took part in one-hour instructional session per week for four

weeks while the other 10 participants studied in the library. Two weeks after the last lesson

(seven weeks after the pre-test [T1]), all participants were asked to do the same task as a

post-test to measure their pronunciation levels at the exit point (Time 2). The procedure is

summarised in Figure 1.

Human rating method

For the purpose of measuring learners’ improvement in segmental accuracy and their

mutual intelligibility, the current study adopted a human rating method in the same manner

as similar previous studies (e.g. Derwing et al., 1998). Four trained NE listeners were asked

to listen to one data CD that contained 210 randomised stimuli and rate them on the basis of

the 9-point scale on a rubric of accentedness (from 1 = native-like to 9 = heavily accented)

and comprehensibility (from 1 = no effort to understand to 9 = very hard to understand).
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1st week

7th week

2nd week -- 5th week

Entry point (T1) 
• All 20 participants did the pre-test (Sentence-reading and picture-description)  

Evaluation session

• Four trained NS listeners rate all speech samples/ stimuli for accentedness and 

comprehensibility  

Exit point (T2)  

• Two weeks after their last lesson, all 20 participants did the post-test (Sentence-

reading and picture-description)  

1. Experimental group  

• 10 participants received instruction  

2. Control group  

• 10 participants received no instruction  

Figure 1. Summary of the measurement procedure.

After each stimulus, a 20-second pause was presented for listeners to grade. Listeners were

advised to use the entire scale.

Listener training

The current study added two extra activities in order to enhance the reliability of raters.

First, in order to enhance intra-rater reliability, they were given specific instruction to make

sure that only segmental aspects of pronunciations were considered, because variables such

as their own lexicogrammatical competences could alter the ratings (Derwing & Munro,

1997). Second, in order to enhance inter-rater reliability, listeners did a warm-up session

together by using six example sounds randomly selected from the data set. In the session,

four NE listeners discussed what score a speech stimulus deserved and checked how the

other listeners rated the same speech tokens. The whole session was divided into two days

(each session took 1 hour and 30 minutes including both training and listening). All four

NE listeners were paid $30 at the end of the experiment.
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Data computation

The four NE trained listeners are identified as Raters 1, 2, 3, and 4. Also, 10 NJ participants

in the experimental group are labelled as Participants 1–10, and the 10 NJ participants in

the control group are identified as Participants 11–20. For the sentence-reading task, the

mean of each participant’s reading of four sentences was obtained from each rater. On the

pre-test, Participant 1 got ‘7’, ‘8’, ‘7’, and ‘6’ (four sentences) from Rater 1. Thus, the mean

is ‘7’, and this figure ‘7’ is given to Participant 1 as his performance of the sentence-reading

task on the pre-test. For the picture-description task, one score was given by each rater both

at the pre-test and the post-test.

A set of two-way mixed-design analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests (experimen-

tal/control group × pre/post-test) were administered for four contexts: (1) accentedness/

sentence reading; (2) accentedness/picture description; (3) comprehensibility/sentence

reading; and (4) comprehensibility/picture description. The α level was set at p < .01.

Follow-up statistic tests, effect size estimates based on Cohen’s d-index and mean vector

analysis, were conducted, especially with respect to observed findings in the context of

comprehensibility which is more closely related to mutual intelligibility (e.g. Derwing &

Munro, 1997). All scores from the four raters were used: 10 participants (either in the

experimental or the control group) × 4 raters = 40 variables. The procedure is summarised

in Figure 1.

Results

Inter-rater reliability

Each of four trained NE listeners was given 210 stimuli (200 NJs’ speech stimuli

+ 10 NE’s speech stimuli) and provided 420 responses (210 accentedness responses,

210 comprehensibility responses). The inter-class correlation (between all four raters) was

calculated for accentedness (r = .66) and comprehensibility (r = .53) by following the

manner of Ebel (1951). The r-values were statistically significant at p < .001, indicating

adequate reliability among the four raters.

Pre-test

A two-tailed t-test was conducted on pre-test values which found no significant difference

between participants in the experimental group and the control group in any cases.

Accentedness

In the context of accentedness, no significant differences were found in the sentence-reading

tasks, F(1, 18) = 0.000, p = .984, d = 0.01 for Group (i.e. the mean difference between

experimental and control groups at the time of post-tests), F(1, 18) = 0.578, p = .457,

d = 0.07 for Time (i.e. the difference between pre- and post-test sessions), nor in the

picture-description tasks, F(1, 18) = 1.050, p = .319, d = 0.44 for Group, F(1, 18) =

3.334, p = .084, d = 0.18 for Time. It is noteworthy that even within the experimental

group who received instruction, some increased their received accentedness both in the

sentence-reading task to some degree (e.g. Participant 5, mean = 6.25 → 7.68 points;

Participant 7, mean = 5.63 → 7.5 points) as well as in the picture-reading task (Participant

8, mean = 6.56 → 6.81 points).
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Comprehensibility

In contrast to accentedness, instruction yielded statistically significant gains with respect

to comprehensibility. First, with respect to sentence reading, the ANOVA results revealed

significant effects for the overall Group × Time interaction, F(1, 18) = 19.945, p = .00003.

A simple main effect for Time was found significant for the experimental group (mean =

3.83 → 3.27 points), F(1, 18) = 30.15, p = .00001, i.e. p < .01, with a large effect size

(d = 0.96), while those in the control group did not show any significant gains (mean =

3.82 → 3.73 points). In particular, three participants in the experimental group improved

their mean value in the sentence-reading task (four sentences) to a great degree: Participant

1 (mean = 3.56 → 2.56 points), Participant 3 (mean = 3.38 → 2.31 points), and Participant

8 (mean = 4.13 → 3.15 points).

Second, in the context of picture description, there was no statistical significance for

Time, F(1, 18) = 1.88, p = .186, d = 0.20 nor for Group, F(1, 18) = 0.00, p = .986, d

= 0.71. Interestingly, a close examination of the results noted a wide range of individual

performance both at the pre-test and the post-test, which might have obviated the overall

statistical significance. For example, the mean vector analyses for the picture-description

task in comprehensibility showed marked improvement for some participants if we cate-

gorise the mean value of a score change of more than –1.0 point as ‘improvement’. Four

participants showed remarkable improvement: Participant 1 (mean = 4.25 → 2.25 points),

Participant 2 (mean = 4.25 → 3.25 points), Participant 4 (mean = 7 → 4.75 points), and

Participant 9 (mean = 6.5 → 4.5 points). The details of the results are summarised in

Table 2.

Discussion

The current study examined the efficacy of explicit phonetic instruction in the context of

NJs and found noteworthy results. Most importantly, in order to boost teachability and

learnability of comprehensible pronunciation to a great degree, this study clearly identified

pronunciation targets (L2-specific segmentals), the nature of the instructional treatment

(explicit instruction/feedback techniques), and evaluation methods (not in pursuit of native-

like but comprehensible pronunciation) specifically for NJs. The experiment confirmed that

explicit instruction benefited NJs’ comprehensibility in the experimental group especially at

the controlled speech level (sentence-reading). A more detailed examination of individual

participants revealed that participants exhibited general improvement in comprehensibility

even in the cases of the spontaneous speech (picture-description; Participants 1, 2, 4, and

9), but with considerable variance between participants; the lack of statistical significance

in the ANOVA comparisons could be due to the fact that learners deliberately processed

the phonetic knowledge from instruction and actively applied it in natural speech settings

at different rates. Given more instruction time, perhaps more participants would begin to

show improvements that might influence the overall statistical significance.

On the contrary, unlike other previous studies (Derwing et al., 1998; Elliott, 1997), a

significant reduction in foreign accents was not clearly achieved in the sentence-reading

nor in the picture-description tasks in the current study. Although it is difficult to draw any

decisive conclusion about the effectiveness of instruction on accentedness, especially in

conjunction with the relatively small number of participants (n = 20) and short length of in-

struction (four hours) in the current study, one of the possible interpretations could be that it

is cognitively and physically difficult for adult L2 learners to decrease the degree of accent-

edness, but explicit phonetic instruction can facilitate their acquisition of comprehensible
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Table 2. Summary of comprehensibility ratings.

Sentence reading Picture description

Pre-test Post-test Pre-test Post-test

Experimental group
Participant 1 2.94 2.56 4.25 2.25
Participant 2 3.38 2.31 2.5 3.75
Participant 3 3.75 3.31 7.00 4.75
Participant 4 4.00 3.81 3.75 4.00
Participant 5 4.31 3.81 5.00 5.00
Participant 6 3.75 3.75 3.75 4.50
Participant 7 4.75 4.12 4.50 7.25
Participant 8 3.75 3.06 6.50 4.50
Participant 9 4.13 3.50 6.00 6.25
Participant 10 3.56 2.56 3.00 3.25

Average mean = 3.83∗ mean = 3.27∗ mean = 4.75 mean = 4.45
(SD = 0.47) (SD = 0.59) (SD = 1.31) (SD = 1.47)

Control group
Participant 11 2.19 2.00 2.19 2.00
Participant 12 4.75 4.81 4.75 4.81
Participant 13 3.44 3.62 3.44 3.62
Participant 14 4.50 3.62 4.50 3.62
Participant 15 4.06 3.93 4.06 3.93
Participant 16 3.69 3.62 3.69 3.62
Participant 17 4.19 4.35 4.19 4.35
Participant 18 3.63 3.62 3.63 3.62
Participant 19 4.13 4.25 4.13 4.25
Participant 20 3.63 3.56 3.63 3.56

Average mean = 3.82 mean = 3.73 mean = 5.27 mean = 5.58
(SD = 0.67) (SD = 0.70) (SD = 1.33) (SD = 1.53)

∗Significant differences at p < .01.

L2 speech production more immediately (Derwing & Munro, 2005). As implications for

practitioners in L2 classrooms, empirical findings in the current study suggest that teach-

ers should assess students’ performance on the basis of ‘comprehensibility’ rather than

‘accentedness’ in order to measure their true improvements. There is a great possibility

that students whose L2 speech is sufficiently comprehensible could be underestimated as

‘no-improvement’ with respect to accentedness evaluations. For example, in the case of the

sentence-reading task, Participants 6, 8, and 9 were judged as ‘regressing’ from T1 to T2

on a rubric of accentedness (mean = 7.00 → 7.25, 7.25 → 7.56, and 6.19 → 6.68 points,

respectively), but they were considered as ‘improving’ on a rubric of comprehensibility

(mean = 4.31 → 3.81, 4.75 → 4.12, and 3.75 → 3.06 points, respectively). This result

concurs with that of Derwing and Munro in that ‘although some features of accent may be

highly salient, they do not necessarily interfere with intelligibility’ (1997, p. 11).

Unfortunately, many practitioners as well as students in L2 classrooms still believe

that it is highly possible and plausible to attain native-like pronunciation with no foreign

accent (Derwing & Munro, 2005; Field, 2005; Jenkins, 2000). In fact, Levis pointed out that

‘many teachers, especially those unfamiliar with pronunciation research, may see the rare

learner who achieves a native-like accent as an achievable ideal, not an exception’ (2005,

p. 370). However, it has to be noted that L2 speech studies have never provided evidence

that L2 instruction could eradicate foreign accent (Piske et al., 2001) and it is possible that
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forcing such a goal might inhibit many L2 learners who have different motivations and aims

(Field, 2005). In short, as Derwing and Munro claim, ‘out of concerns for the welfare of

L2 students, teachers should help them to set realistic goals on the basis of current research

findings’ (2005, p. 384).

Future direction

Over the past 20 years, instructed SLA has been extensively discussed within L2 syntax

and L2 morphology but without much attention to L2 phonology (Norris & Ortega, 2000).

However, as Ellis claimed, ‘the linguistic target of the instruction can be phonological,

lexical, grammatical or pragmatic’ (2006, p. 157, emphasis added). Similarly, Doughty and

Williams (1998) also assumed that empirical findings in instructed SLA studies could be

applicable to all types of language features including L2 phonology. The current study,

therefore, took a first step to further examine the mechanism of instructed SLA in L2

phonology by contrasting ‘instructed learners’ and ‘uninstructed learners’. Although im-

plications from the current study that adopted only one type of instruction (i.e. exclusively

explicit instruction in a lab setting) with such small samples have to be interpreted with

caution, it is still important to make pedagogical suggestions for L2 classrooms and to in-

form future directions for instructed L2 phonology studies. This section will mainly discuss

two crucial research components – (1) instructional treatment and (2) outcome measures.

Instructional treatment

The explicit phonetic instruction in the current study could be categorised as one type of

form-focused instruction (FFI): Spada defined FFI as ‘any pedagogical effort which is used

to draw the learners’ attention to language form either implicitly or explicitly’ (1997, p.

73). Given that the current study showed that learners should be given FFI on particular

pronunciation problems such as L2-specific sounds, and encouraged to practice these basic

forms through repetition in a rather decontextualised manner, a next step could be to

investigate how L2 learners practice it through more communicative activities to improve

not only accuracy but also fluency and automaticity of their pronunciation after sufficiently

raising their awareness about rule-based knowledge (Trofimovich & Gatbonton, 2006).

Importantly, in the context of L2 grammar teaching, Lyster suggested that FFI can be

most effective ‘when implemented in communicative contexts, to ensure that learners will

be able to transfer what they learn in the classroom to communicative interaction outside

the classroom’ (2007, p. 43). This instructional notion draws on transfer appropriate

processing theory whereby learning language form through meaningful activities will help

learners improve their retrieval in future communication settings rather than metalinguistic

knowledge learned in decontextualised contexts such as mechanical drills (see also Doughty,

2003; Ellis, 2006). In fact, one could argue that the lack of communicative practice in the

current study might have resulted in learners’ improvements limited only in the controlled

speech level (sentence-reading).

Taken together, future studies are now called for in order to examine the potential of

different types of FFI and feedback in pronunciation teaching in depth. Among very few

studies that have explored communicative activities for pronunciation teaching (Pica, 1984;

Rogerson & Gilbert, 1990), Celce-Murcia presented a framework for designing such

materials: after finding and prioritising students’ problems, teachers should ‘find lexi-

cal/grammatical contexts with many natural occurrences of the problem sound’ and ‘de-

velop communicative tasks that incorporate the word’ (1987, p. 10). Importantly, Brown
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suggested that ‘the same type of activities used to teach other language areas communica-

tively can also be used to teach pronunciation’ (1995, p. 173).

Outcome measures

As one of the most obvious shortcomings, the current study drew on the small database

(i.e. 20 NJs completed four sentence readings and one picture description for evaluation

purposes). Thus, the results of the current study need to be considered as very tentative

ones. Truly, one could emphasise the importance of conducting larger scale experiments

with more participants and test tokens (e.g. Derwing et al. [1998] with 48 participants;

Elliott [1997] with 66 participants). However, the current study actually revealed that

the adoption of only human rating methods as the reliable outcome measure to assess

improvement resulting from instruction could be problematic because it seriously limits

the construct validity and feasibility of L2 pronunciation teaching research of this kind.

Note that, although the current study asked NE listeners to rate a small data set (20 NJs ×

5 tokens [four sentence readings + one picture description] × 2 test occasions [pre- and

post-test sessions]), the listening sessions actually lasted three hours in total. In fact, the

decision had to be made to divide the entire sessions into two separate days due to fatigue

problems (i.e. all of the four listeners agreed that it would have been difficult to provide

trustworthy ratings if the length of one session had exceeded more than 90 minutes).

Although it could be still possible to ask NE listeners to rate a number of speech tokens

produced by many participants, it would inevitably put a great deal of burden not only on

listeners but also on researchers (e.g. Derwing et al., 1998 for six hours of listening; Elliot,

1997 for six hours of listening). Importantly, other previous studies tended to adopt a small

number of participants (e.g. Macdonald et al., 1994, 23 participants; Neri et al., 2008, 28

participants).

Intriguingly, L2 speech studies have adopted acoustic analyses in order to measure

acoustic properties of L2 speech sounds (e.g. formant frequencies, intensity, and duration)

at a fine-grained level, and very few intervention studies have begun to use this technique

as another possible outcome measure for future pronunciation teaching research (e.g. Saito,

2007; Saito & Lyster, in press). However, given that it still remains unclear to what degree

any changes in such acoustic properties can immediately or ultimately affect NE listeners’

overall comprehension which is arguably the main focus of pronunciation teaching (Lade-

foged, 2003), it might be necessary to wait for future research to elaborate new outcome

measures with an innovative research design, which could combine both human rating

methods and acoustic analyses in a complementary fashion.
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Notes

1. Note that these eight English-specific sounds were also identified as most important pronunciation
features to teach by 48 experienced NJ English teachers belonging to a private language school
located in Tokyo (Saito, 2009).
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2. Out of the 10 participants in the experimental group, two students received instruction in pairs,
because they were friends with each other and preferred to do so rather than in a one-on-one
meeting. As an instructor, I did not observe any significant difference in the amount and quality
of instruction they received compared with the other students who received tutored instruction
individually.

Notes on contributor

Kazuya Saito is an instructor as well as a doctoral candidate in the Department of Integrated Studies
in Education at McGill University. His research examines the pedagogical effectiveness of FFI and
corrective feedback on L2 pronunciation development.
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Appendix. Sentences used for pre/post-tests

1. When do you think they are going to read letters?
/wεn du jÁ θ Iŋk ðei @ô "goÁIŋ t@ ôid "lεt@ôz?/ (6 out of 10 words are loaded)

2. I guess a married woman is usually happy with her office life.
/aI gεs @ "mæôid " wÁm@n Iz "u Zu@lI "hæpI wIð h@ô "OfIs laIf/ (8 out of 12 words are loaded)

3. He has at least nine things to complete on campus because of his visa.
/hi hæz @t list naIn θ Iŋs t@ k@m"plit @n "kæmp@s bI"kOz @v hIz "viz@/ (7 out of 14 words are
loaded)

4. Recently, the amount of food is very limited and that is bad for workers.
/"ôi s@ntlI ð@ @"maÁnt @(v) fud Iz "vεôI "lIm ItId @nd ðæt Iz bæd f@ô w3ôk@ôz/ (10 out of 14
words are loaded)
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