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ABSTRACT

Various native varieties of English are shown to differ from each
other in major ways, as much, perhaps, as the non-native varieties
differ from the native varieties. Nevertheless, native speakers of
English appear to be mutually intelligible to a degree that does
not extend to the non-native varieties. Obviously there are
features that various native accents have in common which
facilitate their mutual intelligibility, and these features are not
shared by non-native accents. It is proposed that the foreign
learner of English adopts certain core features of English in his
pronunciation if he is to use English effectively as an
‘international language’. The common core that is significant in
the communication process is discussed.

1. INTRODUCTION
It is well known that the consonant system of English is relatively
uniform throughout the English-speaking countries. Accents of
English, however, are mainly known to differ in terms of their
vowel systems as well as in the phonetic realizations of vowel
phonemes. The paper is divided into three parts. To begin with, I
present the results of an acoustic study of vowel phonology of
Japanese English (hereinafter called JE), and then compare it
with that of Standard Singapore English and Educated Indian
English – varieties of English spoken in the ‘Outer Circle’.  I will
then attempt an interesting parallel that obtains between the
vowel phonology of these non-native varieties and that of RP and
Standard Scottish English- two native varieties spoken in the
‘Inner Circle’.  In conclusion, some pragmatic implications for
language planning in the context of ‘English as an International
Language’ (EIL) will be discussed.

2. INSTRUMENTATION
The data on vowels in Japanese English has been collected from
6 subjects who are undergraduate students of Oita University in
Japan. The subjects chosen are adult Japanese (4 male and 2
female students) between eighteen and twenty years of age. Each
speaker was asked to read a list of words in the carrier frame ‘Say
C-V-C again” where C represents a consonant and V represents a
vowel. The list contained words representing 10 potentially
accented simple vowels (monophthongs) as given below:

1. PETE 6.     PUT
2. PIT 7.     PORT
3. PET 8.     POT
4. PAT 9.     BOOT
5. PART               10.     BUT

  Descriptions of vowel quality based on auditory perceptions are
impressionistic and rather subjective.  The two features of

‘tongue height’ and ‘backness’ are best defined in acoustic terms.
The use of the sound spectrograph in describing the vowels
enables reliable and objective measurements of the vowels based
on formant frequencies. Table 1 at the end shows mean values of
F1 and F2’. These mean frequencies of F1 and F2’ (the distance
between F2 and F1) were computed for all tokens of 6 vowels for
all the subjects and have been plotted on the logarithmic scale
with F1 on the ordinate, reading downwards on the vertical axis,
and F2’ (F2-F1) on the abscissa, reading right to the left as shown
below in the vowel formant chart.

Formant Chart for JE Vowels

A vowel is identifiable by its F1 and F2’ frequencies. A careful
examination of the vowel formant chart clearly points to the
phenomenon of conflation of some pairs of vowels such as:
[i] and [I], [�] and [�], [U] and [u], [A] [Q] and [L].Since vowel
segments of each pair tend to cluster together, there seems to be
hardly any significant qualitative difference among these pairs of
vowels.  No wonder, pairs of words like beat and bit, pot and
port, cat, cart and cut, and pull and pool very often sound
indistinguishable from each other in Japanese English. Based on
the acoustic results, the vowels in JE can be classified as follows:

VOWEL DESCRIPTION
[i] and [I] high front

[e] low-mid front

[Q] [A] and [L]     low back

[�] and [�] low-mid back
[U] [u] high-mid back
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3. ANALYSIS OF RESULTS
The present acoustic study, though small in its sample size,
provides enough evidence that a JE speaker fails to maintain
sufficient perceptual distance between two vowels in each pair.
In native English, each of these pairs is reported to have a high
functional load. Therefore the textbooks on English
pronunciation repeatedly have pointed out that if a speaker of
non-native English fails to maintain this distinction, it could
cause a lack of ‘comfortable’ mutual intelligibility when (s)he
interacts with speakers of other varieties of English. We come
across a similar phenomenon in respect of Standard Singapore
English (Nihalani 1995) and Educated Indian English (Bansal
1966). Having said that, let me hasten to add that exactly a
similar phenomenon in respect of almost the same pair of vowels
in Scottish English has been noted as well.  Table 2 gives the
comparison of the Vowel Phonology of five varieties of English
from three concentric circles.

4.  DISCUSSION
Most of research in the past on the non-native varieties has
sought to identify the ways in which a non-native variety deviates
from a native variety at the segmental level and has highlighted
the so-called segmental interference. Bansal’s study, for example,
identifies the lack of contrast between ‘cot’ and ‘caught’ in
Indian English. The same is true of Standard Singapore English
and Standard Scottish English as well. To my mind, this is a
minor feature because for most speakers of Standard American
English, there does not exist, for example, a contrast between
‘bomb’ and ‘balm’. Both Indian and American speakers of
English distinguish between ‘caught’ and ‘court’, but this
distinction is lost in British English. If keeping the segmental

distinction were the primary purpose of teaching spoken English,
we would have to teach speakers of General American and RP to
keep the distinction they do not maintain. I wonder why no
segmental interference of any kind has ever been reported in
respect of these native varieties.  Obviously, there seems no
justification why the speakers of English from the ‘outer’ and
‘Expanded’ circles be advised to change their speech habits
whereas nobody expects Scots or North Americans to conform to
RP or any other particular model.  All the discussion of
‘international intelligibility’ and concern for native-like standards
has been primarily viewed from the perspective of monolingual
societies. This unfortunately runs counter to the sociolinguistic
realities and pragmatics of language teaching. English today
functions as a vehicle of ‘internal’ communication in the ‘outer’
circle, and ‘external’ communication in the ‘Expanded’ circle.
English is thus acknowledged to be the main language of
international communication.  With the demographic distribution
of its speakers all over the world, diversity seems inevitable.  The
learner of English therefore is dealing with a language that offers
a bewildering variety in its main transmission phase-its
pronunciation.
  Because of the ever-increasing use of English as a world
language, there may well of course emerge a form of
‘international’ pronunciation of English that may contain features
of the major national types of English. How far such a solution
lies, I wonder. But certainly it seems to be a distinct possibility,
in not too distant a future.  What could be the phonetic features
characterizing such a form of ‘international’ pronunciation of
English? ‘Ease of intelligibility’ and ‘Social Acceptability’ are
the two main criteria suggested by British linguists.

Table 2.  Vowel systems of Standard Englishes
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

               SSE EIE JE  SCOTTISH RP
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
bead i i

------ i i i

bid I I

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
bed e e e

------ E E

bad Q

------ A

bard A

------ A a A

bud L L

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
pot �

------ � � � �

port �

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
pull U

------ u u u u

pool u

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

page 98 ICPhS99          San Francisco



Two foreigners of the same nationality (Singaporeans, for
example) can converse with total mutual understanding in
English using their own phonetic and phonological systems. They
run a serious risk, however, of being quite unintelligible to a
speaker of English from the ‘Outer’ or ‘Inner’ circle. The learner
must therefore adopt certain basic core features of English in his
pronunciation if he is to acquire a linguistic tool of international
use.
  It is commonplace knowledge that various native varieties of
English differ from each other in major ways, as much, perhaps,
as the non-native varieties differ from the native varieties.
Nevertheless, native speakers of English appear to be mutually
intelligible to a degree that does not extend to the non-native
varieties. Obviously there are features that various native accents
have in common which facilitate their mutual intelligibility, and
these features are not shared by non-native accents. If so, it
becomes the responsibility of the language planners to identify
these common properties and build them into the curriculum so
that the foreign learner acquires an accent that is acceptable in all
international circles. This problem is of particular importance in a
cosmopolitan society such as Singapore, where we find a free
mingling of the British, American, Australian, and other accents.
  My initial hypothesis is that the common core of all native
accents is to be sought, not at the segmental level at which native
and non-native varieties of English exhibit a baffling degree of
differences. It is well known that American accents differ
radically from the British accents and both from the Australian
accents mainly in their system of vowels. If we examine the
common core at this level, we can hardly come up with any
significant set of properties that distinguish them from the
common core of the nonnative accents, as we have seen in the
data presented above.  It is also well known that all these native
accents make use of a stress-timed rhythm, while most nonnative
accents make use of a syllable-timed rhythm. It is this
observation that has led to the hypothesis that we must seek the
common core of native accents at the supra-segmental level.  If
this hypothesis turns out to be correct, then the implication for
pedagogy would be that we may retain the national identity by
keeping the segmental features and gain ‘ease of international
intelligibility’ by acquiring the supra-segmental features.  This
use of English in  the expression of national identity is most aptly
stated in the words of Professor of Tommy Koh, Singapore’s
Former Ambassador to the United States: “… when one is
abroad, in a bus or train or aeroplane and when one overhears
someone speaking, one can immediately say this is someone from
Malaysia or Singapore.  And I should hope that when I’m
speaking abroad my countrymen will have no problem
recognizing that I am a Singaporean”  (Quoted in Tongue [4])

5. CONCLUSION
The key to international intelligibility, in fact, lies more in
knowing how to move the voice according to accepted patterns of
stress and melody than in making or recognizing correctly the
component sounds. I therefore recommend the ‘top-down’
approach in which the emphasis is shifted from the teaching of
segments to the teaching of supra-segmental features. Instead of
taking the learner systematically through each English vowel and
consonant, perhaps one could concentrate on the ‘gross’ regional
features, and then quickly move on to features such as word
accentuation and rhythm. It is conceivable that a speech style

could be constructed which includes the essential elements of
word accentuation and rhythm that are most significant in the
communication process, but it also retains its national segmental
variations that help the speaker maintain a sense of national
identity.
  In conclusion, the foreign learner must adopt certain basic
features of English in his pronunciation if he is to use English
effectively as an international language. High in importance
among these features come the accentuation patterns of the
language and an alternation of strong and weak syllables, with an
essential obscuration of segments in the latter.  It may also be
advisable for the learner to be exposed to many varieties of
pronunciation, including native and non-native as well, in order
to enrich his repertoire. Undoubtedly, one meets many varieties
as one listens to radio, television, films. But exposure of this kind
should also be systematically incorporated in the learning
program. Moreover, the core component of supra-segmental
features be introduced through various activities such as drama,
nursery rhymes, debates and role-playing etc… making the
learning process more realistic and natural.
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Table 1: Mean Values of F1 and F2’ frequencies for JE Vowels
=====================================================================================
                      Speakers                 1      2      3      4      5      6 MEAN

=====================================================================================

i F1 280 260 300 300 280 350 295
 F2’ 2000 1990 1650 2100 1970 1350 1843

I F1 300 300 300 400 300 280 313
 F2’ 2000 1900 1650 2100 1900 1820 1895

e F1 500 500 400 400 450 450 450
 F2’ 1750 1500 1550 1900 1500 1400 1600

Q F1 400 680 450 380 650 750 551
F2’ 400 520 1000 520 550 550 590

A F1 500 700 700 300 650 750 600
F2’ 500 400 600 550 550 500 516

L F1 610 590 540 610 540 620 585
F2’ 800 520 600 650 600 550 620

� F1 500 400 500 500 450 500 475
F2’ 400 400 450 400 550 500 450

� F1 500 400 400 400 400 500 433
F2’ 400 200 400 400 400 400 366

U F1 400 350 350 460 350 450 393
 F2’ 1050 500 1400 1340 1450 1450 1198

u F1 380 315 380 420 400 300 365
 F2’ 1000 900 1600 1000 1100 1400 1166

=======================================================================================
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