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Phrase Initial Intonation in Tokyo Japanese:
Utterances by Native Speakers and Learners

Motoi KAWATSU

Recent studies on Japanese prosody have led to the claim that word accent and phrase ini-
tial intonation are the two main features of Tokyo Japanese. Word accent has been taught to
learners of Japanese as a foreign language at some level. However, phrase initial intonation
has not received attention because it is not distinctive in meaning.

Acquisition of intonation is essential for those who seek to learn natural Japanese. Specifi-
cally, rising intonation at the beginning of a phrase must be taught. Thus, in this study we ex-
amined characteristics of phrase initial intonation of native speakers’ utterances by acoustic
analysis. Then we compared it with that of voice actors’ utterances and learners’ utterances.
This study was done to determine if learners correctly acquire sentence initial intonation.

Four short sentences consisting of four to ten moras were used in the experiment. Six voice
actors and actresses from Tokyo, six female native Tokyo speakers, five learners from Korea,
and another five learners from Taiwan participated in this study. Considerable rise from first
mora to peak was observed in utterances by voice actors and actresses. Even more rise was ob-
served in announcer style utterances by two of the voice actors. The six female native speakers’
utterances showed smaller rise than the voice actors and actresses. All native speakers pro-
duced typical “~\" shaped FO curves. Learners from Korea produced significantly flat utteranc-
es. Three of the learners from Taiwan showed almost no rise either. However, the other two
learners from Taiwan produced fair rise just like the five female native speakers.

The fact that voice actors and actresses produced fair rise indicates that the rise plays an
important role in Tokyo Japanese. However, it has become obvious that those advanced learn-
ers living in Japan have not acquired this intonation. Learners are encouraged to improve their
Japanese by learning the phrase initial intonation. This feature should be treated with more

attention and effectively introduced in Japanese education.
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