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Accents are a crucial part of communicative competence, mirroring the reality of diversity 

among instructors and learners. Accents project identities by indexing regional affiliation 

and social associations (i.e., sociolects) of gender, LGBTQIA+, neurodivergence, non-

nativeness, and more. Accents may be multiple and fluid, reflecting evolving identities, 

stances, or contexts (e.g., formality, speaking vs. reading) and/or manipulating effect and 

meaning through styleshifting. In Japanese, a trilled /r/ shows aggression/anger while a 

narrower high-pitch range, slower speech, and increased pausing express formality and 

deference. Particular voices characterize different media: newscasters, character language 

(i.e., kyarago) in anime, and Kansai regional dialect in comedy. Within an EXposure 

Process, students EXplain, EXamine, EXperience, EXperiment, and EXplore diverse 

Japanese accents/voices through controlled exposure to social accents/voices. High 

diversity phonetic training improves learners’ communicative competence through 

enhanced awareness, pronunciation, listening, and comprehension, enabling learners to 

create more faithful L2 identities and more fully interact in various communities and 

Japanese culture. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Speakers possess a linguistic or communicative repertoire of codes and speech styles (Gumperz, 

1964). Codes are various languages while speech styles are the varieties within one language. 

Speech styles include regional dialects, (im)politeness registers, including slang and other casual 

forms, and sociolects of gender, LGBTQIA+S sexuality (where S or “straight” is but one 

sexuality among many possibilities), and many other varieties. These speech styles are associated 

with various language features across linguistic domains of phonology (accent), lexicon, syntax 

(grammar), pragmatics (i.e., meaning of language shaped by context), and more. Accent is 

perhaps the most striking feature that we notice of a speaker. We also connect the linguistic 

features of accents such as segments, suprasegmentals, and phonological processes, and the 

physical features of a voice to particular social associations or stereotypes: their gender, 

perceived age, sexuality (cf., gay voice Gaudio, 1994), socio-economic status, educational 

background, and more. Speakers may manipulate their pronunciation according to situation, for 

example, speaking versus reading as in reading sentences versus words versus minimal pairs 

(Labov, 1972). They may also manipulate their pronunciation in response to their interlocutors’ 

socio-economic status (Labov, 1962) or sexual orientation (Daniele et al., 2020). 

 

Media exploits speakers’ awareness of accents and manipulates this variation in accents and 

voices to access these social associations in creating character backgrounds, describing speakers’ 
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relationships, defining situations, and more (Schaefer & Warhol, forthcoming). Furthermore, 

character or role language which may even include virtual or non-existent accents (i.e., made-up 

fictional accents) are used in media for particular characters, for example, in anime, manga, TV 

shows, and movies (Kinsui, 2003). Analogies in English include raspy, throaty, low-pitched 

pirate voices full of swagger (e.g., Johnny Depp, cf. Aaar, matey, thar she blows), lugubrious 

Eastern European Dracula voice (I vant to suck your blood), and other common cultural 

characters. In short, speakers have an internal soundtrack for the accents and voices of various 

character types. Indeed, under the framework of the exemplar theory, social information (i.e., 

social contexts of language usage) is integrated into stored mental representations of language 

along with phonetic, phonological, and lexical information (Goldrick & Cole, 2023). 

Importantly, many learners of Japanese as an Additional Language (JAL) cite anime and manga 

as the number one reason to learn Japanese (Japan Foundation, 2023), highlighting the role of 

accents and voices in their exposure to variation in Japanese pronunciation. 

 

Accordingly, learners of a second language need to expand at least their receptive repertoire of 

accents in order to more comprehensively understand media, participate fully in various 

communities in the target-language society, and more and productively to at least more faithfully 

express their identities in their second language. Exposure is a key component in expanding L2 

learners’ repertoire of accents and voices. High Variability Phonetic Training (HVPT, Logan et 

al., 1991) would be one method to expand learners’ phonological repertoire. However, HVPT 

should broaden its scope to High Diversity Phonetic Training (HDPT) to include a larger range 

of (social) accents and voices that second language learners may potentially encounter in their 

daily interactions and media exposure. To be manageable, the scope of accents and voices should 

be determined by learner needs, interests, and language proficiency. 

 

In response, this teaching tip adopts an EXposure Process (Schaefer & Warhol, 2020) under the 

communicative repertoire (CR) approach (Rymes et al., 2016) to guide exposure to the various 

accents and voices associated to various speech styles in Japanese by learners of Japanese as an 

additional language. 

 

ACCENTS AND VOICES AND THEIR SOCIAL ASSOCIATIONS 

 

Second language pronunciation or accents also have a large social element. These include accent 

archetypes associated to prestige, stigma, or an array of possible social associations connected to 

a particular set of segments, suprasegmentals, phonotactics, and phonological processes. People 

may perceive an accent when they sense a dissonance between the speaker’s physical appearance 

and their accent. For example, native speakers may detect a non-native accent in another native 

speaker when that speaker’s race/ethnicity does not match expectations of what stereotypically 

constitutes a native speaker of that language (e.g., non-existent non-native accent for an English 

speaker who is Asian-American) and impact comprehension of what is being said (Rubin & 

Smith, 1990). Additionally, social expectations concerning standard versus non-standard 

pronunciation can bias perception: Native speakers may believe they hear non-standard 

pronunciation if they think the stimuli come from non-standard speakers (Lee-Kim & Tung, 

2025). Accordingly, these social factors may influence second-language perception beyond 

accentedness, intelligibility, and comprehensibility (cf. Munro & Derwing, 1999). For instance, 

accents and voices may influence interaction in a second language. 



3 

We surmise that voice quality may impact L2 perception as voice quality like pronunciation is 

shaped by articulatory phonetics (e.g., size, shape, movement of vocal folds, pharyngeal and oral 

cavities interacting with lips, tongue, jaw) and differences due to gender, age, and other 

biological and psychological factors, creating the unique quality and color or timbre of a human 

voice. The human voice and perception of language sounds can be compared to musical 

instruments: The same musical note can be recognized whether played by a violin, tuba, piano, 

guitar, or recorder, but the type of instrument may impact this perception. Furthermore, 

psychologist, Olivia Kang, states that “(v)oices aren’t just sounds…they’re auditory faces” 

allowing listeners to guess what a speaker looks like on the phone including gender, age, and 

origin, and their character such as intelligence, competence, likability, trustworthiness, 

potentially based in implicit biases shaped by exposure through media among other sources 

(Insider, 2018). That is, a variety of accents and voices may be concretely associated to specific 

speech styles and their associated identities and context: (in)formality; genre such as 

newscaster/documentary narrator, commercial, movie/TV show dialogue, dubbed movies); 

speaking spontaneously versus speaking with prepared material or reading; and more. Indeed, 

Japanese speakers may play a soundtrack in their head when reading dialogue without sound, 

such as conversations in novels, closed captions in TV shows played without sound, and 

dialogue bubbles in manga. In fact, the three different Japanese scripts, including the Roman 

alphabet as a potential fourth script, may be manipulated to trigger particular accents and voices 

(cf. Robertson, 2015). 

 

ACCENTS AND VOICES IN JAPANESE 

 

Specific phonetic features or a group of specific features may index Japanese accents and/or 

voices associated to particular contexts (e.g., registers) or social identities of generation, gender, 

sexuality, and more. We offer the following non-exhaustive sample to exemplify such accents 

and voices in Japanese. 

 

Anecdotally, certain features are stereotypically associated to a particular gender. High pitch, a 

wide pitch range, and some intonational patterns are associated more to female speakers. 

Specifically, speakers may project femininity in Japanese at pragmatically-salient sentence final 

positions by employing (1) higher F0s for the highest and lowest F0 points, (2) wider F0 range, 

(3) longer duration, and (4) F0 raising (Hiramoto, 2010, p. 119). By contrast, male speakers may 

employ low pitch and a narrower pitch range. Furthermore, particular segments like a trilled /r/ 

and segmental patterns such as shiranee instead of shiranai ‘(I) don’t know’ are used to show a 

stance of aggression and/or anger or are associated to male speakers of the Tokyo dialect, 

respectively. Additionally, mixing hyper-masculine and hyper-feminine forms along with 

exaggerated intonation and stress may characterize onee-kotoba “performative (drag) queen talk” 

(Maree, 2020). 

 

In deferential speech, Japanese voices tend to be quieter and breathier while fluctuating less in 

pitch and loudness; these vocal cues are accessed to determine politeness (Idemaru et al., 2019). 

Moreover, relatively higher pitch within a speaker’s voice register (i.e., vocal range) and within a 

narrower more monotone range along with slower-paced speech marked by increased pausing is 

associated to deferential, formal speech (Sherr-Ziarko, 2018). In addition, nasal voice quality 

over an entire utterance may be employed among the service industry when using standard 
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Japanese to exude a professional identity among young urban Japanese salesclerks working at 

trendy, prestigious stores (Ikuta, 2013). The service industry may also exploit the stereotypes of 

higher-pitched voice to indicate politeness. The usage of the nasalized /g/ in Japanese is driven 

by several variables such as profession as well as region and age while being conditioned by 

phonetic environment such as position in a word. Specifically, the nasalized /g/ is generally 

associated to (NHK) news announcers, the Tokyo area, older generation, and somewhat 

stereotypically to the upper classes as being proper and therefore, prestigious (cf., Matsumoto, 

2019). 

 

There are other notable accents. The Kansai dialect spoken in the major cities of Kyoto, Osaka, 

Kobe, and Nara in the traditional cultural center of Japan oftentimes seems to have the opposite 

pitch patterns of many high-frequent words in standard or common Japanese centered on the 

Tokyo area. Some regional dialects feature a “flat pitch accent”. The Tohoku dialect in northern 

Japan tends to replace voiceless consonants in standard Japanese with voiced consonants and 

‘shi’ with ‘su’ such that standard Japanese sushi o tabeta “(I) ate sushi” sounds like susu o 

dabeda (where susu means ‘soot’ in standard Japanese). In addition, younger generations across 

Japan feature a flattening of sentential pitch regardless of pitch realization in their native dialects 

with differences in read-aloud materials versus naturalistic speech production such as picture 

story description with greater flattening in reading (Takano & Ota, 2017). Also, neurodiverse 

Japanese appear stereotypically to talk loudly or in a peculiar manner such as non-neurotypical 

intonation according to neurotypical speaker expected norms (Higashida, 2007). 

 

Moreover, there are voice archetypes to index particular social roles (i.e., role or character 

language) and voices that may be associated to one famous character or celebrity. Voice 

archetypes include a wide range of social roles that can be labelled by Japanese listeners by their 

voice type: newscasters, documentary narrators, variety show narrators, public announcements, 

department store announcements, sports announcers, elevator women, comedians, yakuza, 

samurai, hoodlum, villains, sweet potato vendor call, sumo wrestlers, pampered rich girl, 

sophisticated lady, rural old man, rural old woman, native English speaker (i.e., foreigner) in 

Japanese, voices in dubbed movies, anime voices, and many more. Famous voices created for 

anime by voice actors (seiyuu 声優) include anime characters like Chibi Maruko, Crayon 

Shinchan, Doraemon, Sazae-san family members, Gaara (in Naruto), Gokuu (in Dragon Ball), 

Dio (in Attack on Titan), and more that cannot all be listed here. 

 

Yet, the range of accents and voices appears somewhat limited in teaching materials (e.g., 

textbook recordings) for JAL learners, as studies suggest a lack of diversity in JAL: limited 

LGBTQIA+ representation (Yoshida, 2023) and a dominance of educated middle class language 

(Heinrich, 2005). As a result, learners’ exposure to various accents and voices is limited, thereby 

restricting their active and/or receptive linguistic repertoire of accents/voices associated with 

various speech styles. Such a restriction prevents the expression of more faithful L2 identities, 

the development of listening skills, and participation in various communities. 

 

PEDAGOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In response, we advocate exposing students to variability in Japanese accents and voices in the 

Japanese as an Additional Language (JAL) classroom through the EXposure Process (Schaefer & 
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Warhol, 2020) accessing Japanese speech styles used in popular culture in media (Schaefer, 

2025). 

 

The EXposure Process controls exposure through the five stages of EXplain, EXamine, 

EXperience, EXperiment, and EXplore. The EXposure Process expands upon the 3Ds of 

Discovery, Design, and Deconstruct of a Communicative Repertoire (CR) approach (Rymes et al, 

2016) and 5-stage pronunciation pedagogy within a communicative framework: 

Description/Analysis (i.e., explicit, noticing), Listening, Controlled Practice, Guided Practice, 

and Communicative Practice where practice moves from a focus on form to a focus on meaning, 

that is communication, in the last three stages (Celce-Murcia et al., 2010). Under the 3Ds of a 

CR approach, “[i]nstructors discover the extent of their students’ repertoires, design learning 

outcomes and activities drawing on students’ existent communicative resources, and then have 

students do (i.e., speak, write) using their new knowledge” (Schaefer & Warhol, 2020, p. 4). 

Additionally, we adopt pragmatics-focused task-based language teaching (PF-TBLT) where 

learners must employ the socially-expected speech style(s), including accents/voices, and/or 

styleshifting in order to successfully accomplish real-world tasks. PF-TBLT aligns with the 

performed culture approach (Walker, 2000) where cultural context and performance (i.e., 

practice) are an integral part of learning a language, particularly speech styles and styleshifting. 

 

As described in Table 1, in the EXposure Process, EXplain involves explicit instruction such as 

description. EXamine listening to and looking at short samples (e.g., written samples in IPA); this 

stage includes analysis to trigger noticing. In Experience, learners listen to longer samples (i.e., 

extensive listening) of the targeted accent and/or accent/voice features to reinforce the 

categorization of segmental/suprasegmental exemplars and automatize the perception of 

phonological patterns. They may also read longer samples (i.e., extensive reading), accessing an 

accompanying soundtrack, where the orthography may not completely reflect the pronunciation 

of the targeted accent. EXperiment has the learners interact with speakers using the targeted 

accent (or some of its features) and voices and/or has the learners try to use the targeted accent 

(or some of its features) in their interaction with others in JAL. Finally, EXplore allows learners 

to learn about and discuss the social associations to the targeted accent and/or voices such as 

linguistic profiling, exaggerated or non-existent character/role language, non-native speakers 

using these various native accents, etc. 
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Table 1 

EXposure Process (Schaefer & Warhol, 2020)  

 

Exposure to diverse accents and voices aligns with the current trend in pronunciation teaching 

employing High Variability Phonetic Training (HVPT, Logan et al., 1991). Our approach 

expands the scope of variability in HVPT to include accents from various regions, registers, 

sociolects, and contexts within controlled exposure, reflecting the broader reality of speech 

diversity. That is, HVPT generally limits the perceptual scope of target sounds in its present form 

by focusing primarily on segmental and suprasegmental units in minimal pairs by multiple 

talkers in varied phonetic contexts. By contrast, we promote High Diversity Phonetic Training 

(HDPT) to include the perception of sociophonetic variation, for example, accents and voices 

associated to various speech styles or social contexts. Accordingly, we extend the target range to 

sociophonetic features marking accents such as running speech at faster rates with phonological 

processes (e.g., deletions, epenthesis, and assimilation seen in contractions and liaison) in a sort 

 

Possible stages Description 

EXplain Students learn the explicit characteristics of accents, voices, etc. 

through descriptions/explanations from the instructor. 

EXamine Students listen to archetypes of accents, voices, etc. that feature the 

characteristics described/explained in the EXplain stage, i.e., 

intensive listening.  

EXperience Students listen to longer samplings of the targeted accent, voices, etc. 

and/or of the specific characteristic of that accent, voice, etc., i.e., 

extensive listening. 

EXperiment Students interact with speakers of particular accents, voices, etc. 

They communicate with (i.e., listen to) these speakers. They may use 

particular accents, voices, etc. in communicative tasks.  

EXplore Students consider and discuss the issues of using particular accents, 

voices, etc. such as linguistic profiling, character/role language, non-

native accents/voices, non-native use of particular accents/voices, 

etc.  
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of ultra-HVPT (U-HVPT) to train perception of L2 learners. Again, our approach attempts to 

reflect the reality of what learners encounter in their L2 interactions where sociophonetic 

elements can conversely impact the intelligibility and comprehensibility of the targeted language 

by L2 learners. 

 

Our approach is informed by sociolinguistics where Labov (1972) noted the sociolinguistic 

difference in the pronunciation of spoken individual words, particularly minimal pairs, 

commonly used in HVPT training as compared to that of spontaneous speech. As such, the 

stimuli used in HVPT may be analogous to teacher talk which while beneficial as scaffolding do 

not reflect actual spoken speech at times. Additionally, a few scholars have encouraged adding 

sociolinguistic variation of accents to pronunciation training (for English, Darcy, 2018; 

Mahmood, 2024; for Japanese, Schaefer & Darcy, 2015). In short, we suggest adding greater 

variability and diversity into pronunciation training. However, we do so in a controlled exposure 

process in response to learners’ needs, proficiency levels, and experience among other variables, 

recommending explicit instruction and scaffolding activities (e.g., familiar words/sentences 

before unfamiliar materials, Darcy, 2018). 

 

In sum, we aim to enhance the communicative competence of L2 learners to enable to them to 

more fully participate in the various communities in Japanese society and express more faithful 

identities in Japanese. 

 

Sample of Student Learning Outcomes 

 

Possible examples of measurable student learning outcomes to guide learners and instructors 

could be the following: 

 

By the end of the lesson, the learner will be able to: 

1. List and describe the features of pronunciation in accents and voices (e.g., segmental 

contractions, pitch accent, intonation). 

2. Identify and explain the social cues or conventions that may require speakers to switch 

speech styles along with the expected associated pronunciation features. 

3. Transcribe a large percentage of speech spoken in a particular accent or voice. 

4. Identify the social associations of particular accents and voices (e.g., standard vs. regional, 

male vs. female, straight vs. LGBTQIA+, neurotypical vs. neurodivergent, etc.). 

5. Summarize the content of extended speech spoken in a particular accent or voice. 

6. Script, perform, and/or roleplay scenes using the learner’s choice of accent or voice and/or 

styleshifting skills. 

7. Explain the possible consequences of using particular accents and voices (potential 

positive/negative linguistic profiling). 

 

EXposure Process Steps with Sample Activities to Learn Accents and Voices 

 

Materials 

 

Instructors can use TV shows, movies, anime, manga, lyrics, announcements, commercials, 

websites, video games, and more scaffolded by closed captions and translated subtitles.  
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We also recommend using the Japanese in Anime & Manga website (https://anime-manga.jp/) as 

an introduction to speech styles: linguistic forms (including accents, voices), situations, character 

stereotypes, etc. to enhance awareness of speech styles and their associated accents. As seen in 

Figure 1, the site features eight archetypes of characters (i.e., kyarago) with distinct accents and 

voices, most notably in intonation and voice quality, such as old man, (elite) lady, and scrapper 

(e.g., delinquent). 

 

Figure 1  

Character line-up on the Japanese in Anime & Manga website – Roman alphabet transcription 

 

 
 

Sample Activities 

 

In Table 2, each step in the EXposure Process is listed with sample activities and brief 

descriptions focusing on teaching/learning specifically Japanese accents and voices within the 

context of teaching/learning Japanese speech styles in general (cf. Schaefer, 2025). 
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Table 2 

EXposure Process steps and sample activities 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In summary, we advocate the introduction of a range of accents and voices in JAL courses in 

response to learners’ needs, interests, and proficiency levels in a controlled manner within the 

EXposure Process. Such an approach, which references HVPT and HDPT may help learners 

enhance listening comprehension, deepen their overall understanding of Japanese, develop a 

more authentic second-language identity, and participate more fully in various social groups in 

Japan. The resulting augmented communicative competence of accents and voices mirrors the 

diversity of both learners and instructors and Japanese society while validating, valorizing, and 

giving voice to marginalized speakers (e.g., heritage, regional, neurodivergent, LGBTQIA+, non-

native) and dispelling the false image of Japan as a monolithic society perpetuated by standard 

language ideology. 
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