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This study examines preservice teachers’ beliefs about pronunciation instruction and their
perceptions of teacher English proficiency in Japanese elementary school English
education. Using a mixed-methods design, questionnaire data from 91 university students
were analyzed alongside qualitative responses. The results show that participants hold
generally positive beliefs about pronunciation instruction and associate it with high teacher
English proficiency. A significant positive relationship between these constructs suggests
that pronunciation pedagogy is closely linked to perceived teacher competence. Qualitative
responses were examined through co-occurrence network analysis of participants’
descriptions of pronunciation instruction. The analysis revealed a persistent reliance on
accuracy-oriented perspectives, with limited attention to intelligibility as a pedagogical
goal. This gap highlights a critical issue in teacher cognition. At the same time, participants
emphasized the value of rhythm- and interaction-based learning experiences. The study
underscores the need for teacher education to promote intelligibility-oriented approaches
and to develop practical pronunciation pedagogy.

INTRODUCTION

In 2020, a revised Course of Study was fully implemented in Japanese elementary schools,
introducing Foreign Language Activities in Grades 3 and 4 and English as a formal subject in
Grades 5 and 6. Because communicative competence is a central goal of elementary school
English education, pronunciation instruction has become increasingly important. At the same
time, pronunciation remains an area in which many teachers feel uncertain. In Japanese
elementary schools, English is typically taught by homeroom teachers who are responsible for
teaching almost all subjects. Many of these teachers entered the profession before English
became a formal subject in the elementary school curriculum and therefore received limited
systematic preparation in pronunciation pedagogy. Consequently, pronunciation instruction
remains a challenging area for many teachers. In a survey of in-service elementary school
teachers, Hakozaki (2023) found that although teachers recognized the importance of
pronunciation instruction, they often lacked confidence and felt insufficiently prepared to
implement it in practice. In contrast, preservice teachers currently enrolled in national teacher
training universities in Japan belong to a generation educated after the introduction of English at
the elementary level and are expected to play a central role in shaping future elementary school
English education. Underlying such instructional uncertainty is the broader issue of teacher
cognition. In language education, teacher cognition—teachers’ knowledge, beliefs, assumptions,
and thinking—has been shown to shape instructional decision-making and classroom practice
(Borg, 2003, 2006). Pronunciation instruction is particularly sensitive to teacher cognition
because teachers must determine what aspects of pronunciation should be prioritized, such as
accuracy, intelligibility, or communicative effectiveness.
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Previous research suggests that teachers often lack sufficient training and confidence in
pronunciation pedagogy, leading to uncertainty about what to teach and how to teach it. Couper
(2017) conducted a study on the perceptions of 19 English teachers in New Zealand regarding
pronunciation instruction. The study reported that, due to a lack of training opportunities in
teacher preparation programs and a shortage of knowledge and confidence, teachers’ instruction
tended to focus on error correction, resulting in insufficient instruction on suprasegmental
features such as stress and intonation. Based on these findings, the study highlights the need for
teacher education and professional development in the area of pronunciation instruction.
Similarly, Baker (2014) examined teachers’ perceptions and practices regarding pronunciation
instruction among five experienced English teachers, using interviews, classroom observations,
the playback method, and a questionnaire administered to learners. The results indicated that
teachers’ instruction tended to be biased toward teacher-directed, controlled activities such as
repetitive practice, while their knowledge and use of semi-controlled activities involving
meaning negotiation were limited. Furthermore, teachers who had received specialized training
in pronunciation instruction tended to employ a wider variety of teaching techniques.

Recent studies have also shown that teachers’ beliefs about pronunciation instruction are
frequently shaped by traditional accuracy-oriented norms. Jarosz (2022) conducted a
questionnaire survey and semi-structured interviews with 17 pre-service teachers and 19 in-
service English teachers regarding their beliefs and practices related to pronunciation instruction.
The results showed that while both groups recognized the importance of pronunciation
instruction, in-service teachers cited a lack of knowledge and confidence regarding pronunciation
teaching methods as a challenge, and their instruction tended to rely on repetitive practice and
textbooks. In contrast, pre-service teachers who had taken a course on pronunciation instruction
demonstrated greater awareness of diverse teaching methods and suprasegmental features in
pronunciation instruction, suggesting the importance of training in pronunciation instruction
during teacher preparation. Buss (2015) examined beliefs and practices regarding pronunciation
instruction through a questionnaire survey of 60 Brazilian EFL teachers. The teachers placed a
high priority on pronunciation instruction and generally demonstrated perceptions consistent
with research findings, such as aiming for intelligibility rather than native-like pronunciation.
However, in practice, they tended to address word-level elements—such as individual sounds—
through repetitive drills only when problems arose, and instruction on suprasegmental features
was limited. Furthermore, many teachers expressed a desire for further professional
development.

A widely accepted view in pronunciation pedagogy is that intelligibility—rather than native-like
accuracy—should be the primary goal of instruction. Derwing and Munro (2005) reviewed
research on second-language pronunciation and argued that the primary goal of pronunciation
instruction should be mutual intelligibility rather than sounding like a native speaker. They also
pointed out that accent intensity, clarity, and intelligibility are interrelated but distinct concepts,
and that a strong accent does not necessarily hinder understanding. Furthermore, they advocated
for the selection of instructional content based on empirical research, the enhancement of teacher
education, and collaboration between researchers and practitioners.



Research on Preservice Teachers and the Positioning of the Present Study

More recently, attention has turned toward preservice teachers as future practitioners. Burri
(2015) investigated changes in teachers’ perceptions among 15 prospective teachers—both
native and non-native English speakers—who took a pronunciation instruction course at an
Australian graduate school. The results showed a shift from a focus on individual sounds to a
teaching perspective that addresses both segmental and suprasegmental features. In particular,
the non-native speakers’ own improvements in pronunciation and increased phonological
awareness, as well as collaborative learning between native and non-native speakers, played a
crucial role in the development of their knowledge and confidence in teaching pronunciation.
Likewise, Tsunemoto and Trofimovich (2023) found that preservice teachers’ beliefs are closely
related to their instructional priorities and assessment orientations. Tsunemoto et al. (2023)
further reported that such beliefs are strongly shaped by preservice teachers’ own learning
experiences and that tensions may arise when established accuracy-oriented beliefs encounter
newer intelligibility-oriented perspectives introduced during teacher education.

Taken together, these studies suggest that preservice teachers may simultaneously hold
traditional beliefs derived from their own learning histories and newer perspectives encountered
in teacher education. Nevertheless, relatively little is known about how Japanese preservice
teachers conceptualize pronunciation instruction in elementary school English education or how
these beliefs are related to their perceptions of the English proficiency required of teachers.
Accordingly, the present study extends previous research on in-service teachers (Hakozaki,
2023) by focusing on preservice teachers enrolled in national teacher training universities in
Japan. Specifically, it examines their beliefs about pronunciation instruction, their perceptions of
teacher English proficiency, and their qualitative conceptualizations of pronunciation teaching.
Through this mixed-methods approach, the study aims to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of teacher cognition in pronunciation pedagogy and to offer implications for
teacher education.

The study addresses the following research questions:

1. What beliefs do preservice teachers hold regarding pronunciation instruction in
elementary school English education?

2. How are preservice teachers’ beliefs about pronunciation instruction related to their
perceptions of the English proficiency required for teaching?

3. How do preservice teachers conceptualize pronunciation instruction based on their
learning experiences, perceived challenges, and instructional priorities?

METHOD
Participants

A total of 91 Japanese university students (66 women and 25 men) enrolled in teacher education
programs at a national university participated in this study. All were preservice teachers enrolled
in either the elementary education program or the secondary English education program, both of
which include preparation for teaching English at the elementary school level and had completed



coursework in English teaching methodology. Their ages ranged from 18 to 23. The participants
were informed that the data obtained would be used solely for the purposes of this study and that
all results would be reported in a manner that would not allow individual participants to be
identified. The survey was conducted on a voluntary and anonymous basis after obtaining
informed consent from all participants and in accordance with the institutional guidelines of the
researcher’s university. No personally identifiable information was collected.

Instruments

A structured questionnaire was developed to explore preservice teachers’ beliefs and cognition
regarding pronunciation instruction in elementary school English education. It comprised four
sections:

1. Background Questions (3 items concerning the desirable starting grade for Foreign
Language Activities, the desirable starting grade for English as a formal subject, and the
kind of English pronunciation that teachers should aim to model)

2. Beliefs about Pronunciation Instruction (9 items)

3. Perceived English Proficiency of Teachers (9 items)

4. Open-Ended Questions (5 items)

The second section, Beliefs about Pronunciation Instruction, was developed with reference to the
Course of Study issued by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
(MEXT, 2017a, 2017b). In the Course of Study, five aspects related to English sounds are
identified as instructional targets at the elementary level: standard contemporary pronunciation,
sound changes resulting from linking between words, basic stress patterns in words, phrases, and
sentences, basic intonation patterns in sentences, and basic pausing and chunking in sentences.
These aspects are to be addressed using basic words, phrases, and sentences.

Based on the concrete examples presented in MEXT (2017b), questionnaire items related to
pronunciation instruction were constructed. Among the nine items in this section, items 1 to 3
focused on segmental features, while items 4 to 9 addressed suprasegmental features. This
section examined participants’ beliefs about key aspects of pronunciation instruction in
elementary school English education. The full list of items is presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Questionnaire Items on Beliefs about Pronunciation Instruction

Scale: 5 = Strongly agree, 4 = Agree, 3 = Neutral, 2 = Disagree, 1 = Strongly disagree, 0 = Not
sure

1. Instruction focusing on English-like pronunciation (e.g., avoiding /si/ or /zi/ in singer, six,
or easy being pronounced like Japanese “shi” or “j1”) is important.

2. It is important to raise awareness of vowels not found in Japanese (e.g., /&®/ in cat).
3. It is important to raise awareness of consonants not found in Japanese (e.g., /0/ in math).

4. It is important to raise awareness of connected speech phenomena (e.g., I have a pen —
“ha-va pen”; Good morning — deletion of /d/).




It is important to raise awareness of word stress (e.g., dpple, favorite).
It is important to raise awareness of phrase stress (e.g., on Monday, for my birthday).
It is important to raise awareness of sentence stress (e.g., What do you like?).
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It is important to raise awareness of intonation patterns (e.g., I like English, - Japanese, —
and math. 7).

9. It is important to raise awareness of pausing and phrasing in sentences.

The third section, Perceived English Proficiency of Teachers, examined participants’ perceptions
of the level of English proficiency required of teachers for effective pronunciation instruction in
elementary school English education. The items in this section were developed with reference to
the Core Curriculum for Elementary School Teacher Training in Foreign Languages (English)
issued by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT, 2021).
This curriculum was developed as part of the Research Project for Enhancing English
Proficiency and Teaching Skills of English Teachers conducted by Tokyo Gakugei University
(2017).

From the learning objectives and achievement goals specified in this core curriculum, items
related to pronunciation and oral skills were extracted and adapted to construct the questionnaire.
Among the nine items in this section, Item 1 focused on segmental features, while Items 2 to 4
addressed suprasegmental features. The remaining items examined broader aspects of teachers’
oral English proficiency considered necessary for classroom instruction at the elementary level.
The full set of items is presented in Table 2.

Table 2
Questionnaire Items on Perceived English Proficiency of Teachers

Scale: 5 = Very necessary, 4 = Somewhat necessary, 3 = Neutral, 2 = Not very necessary, 1 =
Not necessary, 0 = Not sure

Being able to speak with English-like pronunciation.

Being able to speak with awareness of English stress.

Being able to speak with awareness of English rhythm.

Being able to speak with appropriate English intonation.

Being able to discuss lesson plans and activities in English with an ALT or other teachers.

A

Being able to communicate meaningfully with students in English using classroom
English.

Being able to recast students’ utterances to model correct pronunciation.
8. Being able to paraphrase expressions in English to aid student understanding.

9. Being able to respond spontaneously and empathetically in English to students’ utterances
or behavior.

The final section, Open-Ended Questions, consisted of five items designed to elicit participants’
perspectives on pronunciation instruction in elementary school English education. These
questions invited participants to elaborate on their views regarding the importance of



pronunciation instruction, key instructional considerations, perceived challenges, and their own
learning experiences in elementary school English classes. An additional optional question, used
only in the pilot phase, asked participants to reflect on possible improvements to future
pronunciation instruction.

Table 3
Open-Ended Questions on Pronunciation Instruction

1. 1.1 Do you think pronunciation instruction in elementary school English education is
important? (Yes / No)
1.2 Please explain your reason.

2. What points do you think teachers should pay attention to in pronunciation instruction at
the elementary school level?

3. What do you think are the main challenges in pronunciation instruction in elementary
schools?

4. Please describe in detail the pronunciation instruction you received in your own
elementary school days. What methods or materials were used?

Procedure

The questionnaire was administered online via Google Forms between April and May 2024.
Participants were recruited through university classes related to English education, and
completion required approximately 10 minutes. All items were written in Japanese to ensure full
comprehension.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and correlational analysis to explore
relationships between the two constructs: beliefs about pronunciation instruction and perceived
English proficiency. The reliability of each scale was confirmed through Cronbach’s a (a = .87
for pronunciation instruction; o = .84 for English proficiency). Open-ended responses were
analyzed qualitatively using co-occurrence network analysis conducted with ChaSen and
visualized using KH Coder (Higuchi, 2016). Co-occurrence network analysis visualizes
relationships among frequently occurring words in text data, thereby revealing thematic clusters
and semantic associations. This method enabled the identification of key lexical associations and
conceptual relationships among participants’ responses.

RESULTS
Beliefs About Pronunciation Instruction in Elementary School English Education

To address the first research question, descriptive statistics were calculated for the nine items
concerning beliefs about pronunciation instruction. A composite score was created by averaging
the nine items, and the descriptive statistics are shown in Table 4. Participants generally held
positive beliefs about pronunciation instruction (M = 3.97, SD = 0.78). The distribution showed
slight negative skewness (—0.57) and low kurtosis (—0.76), indicating a mild tendency toward



higher ratings. The box plot for beliefs about pronunciation instruction is presented in Figure Al
in Appendix A.

ITDZ?iiI;tive Statistics for Pronunciation Instruction and Perceived English Proficiency
Variable M SD Skewness Kurtosis Min Max
Pronunciation Instruction (. =91) 3.97 0.78 -0.57 -0.76 244  5.00
English Proficiency (n =91) 394 0.73 —0.57 —-0.11 2.00 5.00

To explore whether these beliefs differed according to participants’ views about the desirable
starting grade for Foreign Language Activities, a one-way ANOVA was conducted using
responses from participants who preferred lower (n = 34), middle (n = 43), or upper grades (n =
12). Participants who responded that Foreign Language Activities were unnecessary (n = 2) were
excluded from this analysis because they did not indicate a preferred starting grade. No
significant difference was found, F(2, 88) = 1.34, p = .26, ,° = .03. Likewise, among the 62
participants who selected intelligibility as the primary instructional goal, a Wilcoxon signed-rank
test revealed no significant difference between the perceived importance of segmental and
suprasegmental features, z = 1.23, p = .21. These results suggest that preservice teachers
generally value pronunciation instruction regardless of their preferred starting grade and tend to
regard segmental and suprasegmental features as equally important.

Relationship Between Beliefs About Pronunciation Instruction and Perceived Teacher
English Proficiency

To address the second research question, descriptive statistics and correlational analyses were
conducted to examine the relationship between beliefs about pronunciation instruction and
perceptions of teacher English proficiency. Participants generally perceived a relatively high
level of teacher English proficiency as necessary (M = 3.94, SD = 0.73). The distribution was
slightly negatively skewed (—0.57), indicating a tendency toward higher ratings. The box plot for
perceived teacher English proficiency is presented in Figure A2 in Appendix A.

A Pearson correlation analysis revealed a strong positive relationship between beliefs about
pronunciation instruction and perceived teacher English proficiency, » = .69, p <.001. This
finding indicates that preservice teachers who place greater importance on pronunciation
instruction also tend to believe that higher teacher English proficiency is necessary.

Additional analyses were conducted using responses from participants who indicated a preferred
starting grade for formal English instruction (n = 78). Participants who responded that formal
English instruction was unnecessary (n = 13) were excluded from these analyses because they
did not indicate a preferred starting grade. A Mann—Whitney U test indicated that participants
who favored an earlier introduction of English as a formal subject (lower—middle grades; n = 25)
placed significantly greater importance on teacher English proficiency than those who favored a
later introduction (upper grades; n = 53), U = 448.50, z = 2.30, p = .02, r = .26. By contrast, no
significant difference was found for beliefs about pronunciation instruction, U = 642.50, z =
0.21,p=.83,r=.02.



In addition, among participants who identified intelligibility as the primary instructional goal, no
significant difference was found between segmental and suprasegmental features in perceived
teacher English proficiency, z = 0.98, p = .32. These results suggest that beliefs about
pronunciation instruction and perceived teacher English proficiency are closely related but not
identical constructs.

Preservice Teachers’ Conceptualizations of Pronunciation Instruction

To address the final research question, responses to the five open-ended questions were analyzed
using co-occurrence network analysis. The corresponding co-occurrence networks are presented
in Appendix B.

In responses concerning what teachers should pay attention to in pronunciation instruction, the
most prominent words were pronunciation, correct, and teacher (see Figure B1 in Appendix B).
These associations suggest that preservice teachers conceptualize pronunciation instruction
primarily in terms of correct pronunciation and teacher modeling. At the same time, some
participants emphasized the importance of avoiding overly strict correction and maintaining
children’s confidence. For example, one participant noted that teachers should “balance
pronunciation instruction with helping children enjoy English,” while another stressed the
importance of creating an environment in which children can attempt English pronunciation
without fear. These results indicate that preservice teachers tend to value pronunciation accuracy
but are also aware of the need to balance correctness with encouragement.

When describing the challenges of pronunciation instruction, participants again referred
frequently to pronunciation, English, teacher, and correct (see Figure B2 in Appendix B). These
responses suggest that preservice teachers perceive teachers’ limited knowledge and instructional
skills as major obstacles. For example, several participants referred to teachers’ lack of
knowledge about pronunciation and to the limited number of teachers capable of providing
appropriate pronunciation instruction. Many participants also associated pronunciation
instruction with accuracy and error avoidance, implying that traditional beliefs about correct
pronunciation remain influential. This emphasis on “correct” pronunciation may lead to overly
formal instruction and may discourage children if they are expected to achieve pronunciation that
is unrealistic for most learners. In addition, the frequent occurrence of terms such as English and
speech sounds suggests that the participating preservice teachers regarded phonics instruction
methods and materials as essential for pronunciation teaching at the Japanese elementary school
level.

Finally, when reflecting on their own learning experiences, participants most positively
associated pronunciation learning with rhythm-, song-, and sound-based activities, as reflected in
the frequent occurrence of the words songs, Assistant Language Teacher (ALT), teacher, CD, and
singing (see Figure B3 in Appendix B). Several participants described practicing pronunciation
with recorded audio, songs, or chants, often together with an ALT and the classroom teacher.
These responses indicate that preservice teachers remember pronunciation learning most
positively when it involved rhythm, songs, and interaction with ALTs. Songs and chants may be
particularly effective because they expose children to English rhythm, stress, and intonation
patterns in a natural and memorable way. Such experiences appear to have shaped their beliefs



about effective pronunciation instruction. Activities employing songs and CDs may provide an
effective means for children to acquire pronunciation while enjoying themselves, a view that is
consistent with previous research emphasizing the value of songs and chants in pronunciation
learning (e.g., Goodwin, 2014; Murphey, 1992). Taken together, these qualitative results suggest
that preservice teachers conceptualize pronunciation instruction primarily in terms of correct
pronunciation and teacher modeling, while also valuing confidence, enjoyment, and rhythm-
based learning experiences.

DISCUSSION

This study examined preservice teachers’ beliefs about pronunciation instruction, their
perceptions of teacher English proficiency, and their conceptualizations of pronunciation
teaching in the context of Japanese elementary school English education. The results are
discussed below in relation to the three research questions, followed by their implications for
teacher education.

With respect to the first research question, preservice teachers generally demonstrated positive
beliefs about pronunciation instruction, showing awareness of both segmental and
suprasegmental aspects. This finding is consistent with previous research indicating that teachers
recognize the importance of pronunciation in language learning (e.g., Hakozaki, 2023; Jarosz,
2022). However, the relatively uniform evaluations across different aspects suggest that their
understanding remains insufficiently differentiated, particularly regarding the roles of segmental
and suprasegmental features.

Regarding the second research question, a strong positive relationship was found between beliefs
about pronunciation instruction and perceptions of teacher English proficiency. Participants who
placed greater importance on pronunciation instruction tended to expect higher levels of teacher
English proficiency, indicating that pronunciation pedagogy is closely associated with perceived
teacher competence. While this alignment may reflect an appropriate awareness of instructional
demands, it may also have unintended consequences. If high proficiency is viewed as a
prerequisite for effective teaching, preservice teachers—and eventually in-service teachers—may
experience reduced confidence in their ability to teach pronunciation.

Finally, with respect to the third research question, the qualitative results indicate that preservice
teachers conceptualize pronunciation instruction primarily in terms of accuracy, correctness, and
teacher modeling, while also recognizing the importance of learner confidence and engagement.
Frequent references to “correct pronunciation” suggest that accuracy-oriented norms remain
influential. At the same time, participants emphasized the effectiveness of songs, chants, and
interaction-based activities, reflecting an implicit awareness of the importance of rhythm,
repetition, and communicative engagement in pronunciation learning. However, explicit
references to clear pronunciation as a pedagogical goal were limited, suggesting that this concept
has not yet been fully integrated into preservice teachers’ conceptual frameworks.

Taken together, these results reveal a clear tension between accuracy-oriented beliefs and the
principles of pronunciation instruction that emphasize clear pronunciation and communicative
effectiveness. This tension may partly stem from the coexistence of deeply rooted accuracy-



oriented beliefs shaped by preservice teachers’ own learning experiences and newer perspectives
introduced through teacher education that have not yet been fully internalized. As a result,
preservice teachers appear to value pronunciation instruction without fully reconceptualizing its
goals in line with contemporary communicative frameworks. This tension highlights the need to
examine how teacher education can facilitate the integration of these newer perspectives into
preservice teachers’ belief systems.

IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

These results have important implications for teacher education. First, teacher education
programs should explicitly clarify the goals of pronunciation instruction by emphasizing clear
pronunciation rather than native-like accuracy. Second, greater attention should be given to
developing pedagogical content knowledge related to both segmental and suprasegmental
features. Third, preservice teachers should be provided with opportunities to design, implement,
and reflect on pronunciation-focused activities such as songs, chants, and rhythm-based tasks.
Such experiences may help them integrate newly introduced perspectives into more coherent and
practical beliefs about pronunciation teaching. The present study also extends previous research
on in-service teachers (Hakozaki, 2023) by demonstrating that many of the challenges identified
among practicing teachers are already evident at the preservice stage. Although preservice
teachers expressed positive attitudes toward pronunciation instruction, they often continued to
conceptualize it in traditional, accuracy-oriented ways. This suggests that teacher education
programs play a crucial role in helping future teachers move beyond established beliefs and
develop more balanced, practical, and communicatively oriented approaches to pronunciation
instruction that emphasize clear pronunciation and communicative effectiveness. Finally, future
research should investigate how preservice teachers’ beliefs are enacted in classroom practice
and how targeted training influences their development over time. Longitudinal and classroom-
based studies will be essential for understanding how teacher cognition evolves and how it
shapes pronunciation instruction in real educational contexts.
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APPENDIX A
Box Plots of Descriptive Statistics

Figure A1l
Box Plot of Pronunciation Instruction
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APPENDIX B
Co-occurrence Networks of Key Variables

Figure B1

Co-occurrence Network for Key Concepts Related to Pronunciation Instruction (n=91) “What

points do you think teachers should pay attention to in pronunciation instruction at the

elementary school level?”
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Figure B2
Co-occurrence Network for Perceived Challenges in Pronunciation Instruction (n=91) “What
do you think are the main challenges in pronunciation instruction in elementary schools?”
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Figure B3

Co-occurrence Network for Experiences of Pronunciation Instruction in Elementary School
(n=91) “Please describe in detail the pronunciation instruction you received in your own
elementary school days. What methods or materials were used?”
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