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 Using a Pronunciation Table to Make 

Medical Terms More Approachable  

‘Medical terms are longer and more difficult to 

pronounce than the English words I have learned.’ 

This is probably the first impression Japanese 

students majoring in medicine or healthcare commonly 

have when they learn new medical terms in class. 

Longer spelling means a greater number of syllables. 

Research has shown that errors in lexical stress 

reduce intelligibility of speech, and, due to insufficient 

knowledge about phonological differences between 

Japanese and English, students often fail to place 

lexical stress properly and tend to transfer English 

vowel sounds into Japanese vowel sounds. In order 

to enhance awareness about the importance of 

lexical stress in English and familiarize students 

with English vowel sounds, I designed a Pronunciation 

Table with 18 columns representing 18 English 

vowel sounds. Two versions of the Pronunciation 

Table (General English and Medical English) were 

developed and they were used with 82 university 

students specializing in health sciences in a 

semester-long medical English course. In addition, a 

pronunciation test was designed based on the 

Pronunciation Table. Student responses collected at 

the end of the semester confirmed the benefits of 

providing comprehensive instructions on pronunciation, 

as well as offering constructive points for further 

improvement of the tables  

 

Keywords: Pronunciation, Lexical stress, Medical 

terms  

 

 

Background 

Incorrect placement or absence of stress in 

English words can hamper the intelligibility 

of speech. Cutler and Clifton (1984, cited in 

Field, 2005) reported that intelligibility of 

speech for native English listeners when 

listening to non-native English speakers 

was seriously impaired when the shift of 

stress was accompanied with a change of 

vowel quality. Later, the study was replicated 

by Field (2005) with both native and non-

native listeners from 15 different first 

language backgrounds. Despite some 

differences in the methodology between 

the two studies (one focusing on reaction 

times, the other, transcription rates), Field 

substantiated the point that that stress 

misallocation affects the intelligibility of 

speech for both native and non-native 

listeners in a similar way. The spellings of 

medical terms tend to be longer than 

those of English words commonly used in 

daily life. Therefore, these findings suggest 

that teaching about lexical stress (i.e., the 

stressed syllable in a word) is of crucial 

importance to healthcare students. 

Japanese learners of English need to 

exert great efforts to pronounce lengthy 

English medical terms intelligibly, since the 

fundamental factors of pronunciation differ 

enormously between Japanese and English. 

For example, Japanese has five vowel 

sounds (Ohata, 2004; Riney and Anderson-

Hsieh, 1993; Saito, 2014), whereas English 

has at least 15 vowel sounds (Ohata, 2004; 

Saito, 2014). This wide gap in the number 

of vowel sounds between the two languages 

means that Japanese students have 
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sounds or phonemes they cannot identify 

or produce without explicit training. The 

troubles that Japanese learners of English 

suffer from have been widely documented 

in literature (Ohata, 2004; Saito, 2014). For 

example, according to Yuzawa (2007), 

many students could not distinguish 

between ‘barn’ and ‘burn’. As a result, they 

pronounced the two English vowel 

phonemes identically, replacing them with 

the Japanese /a/ phoneme (p. 96). 

Syllabification (i.e., adding a vowel 

sound to a consonant) is another phonological 

characteristic of Japanese which requires 

constant care by Japanese students when 

speaking English. Though consonant clusters 

are typical of English specialist terms, due 

to the syllabic restrictions of monosyllabic 

Japanese katakana consonant clusters 

cannot be produced without putting vowel 

sounds in between them (Olah, 2007).  

Finally, there is a marked difference in 

the way of pronouncing syllables. Japanese 

students tend to pronounce each syllable 

with equal stress (Saito, 2014) because 

stressed syllables are spoken at a higher 

pitch in Japanese (Ohata, 2004), while 

vowel sounds become longer and stronger 

in stressed syllables in English (Saito, 

2014). Japanese students are not fully 

aware of these fundamental phonological 

differences between Japanese and English. 

Therefore, those teaching English should 

know that Japanese students need specific 

instructions on how to resolve these 

differences. 

English teachers, both native and 

Japanese, agree on the importance of 

raising awareness about lexical stress and 

explicitly teaching English vowel sounds. 

Saito (2014) asked 120 experienced English 

teachers to prioritize 25 pronunciation 

features in terms of their importance in 

teaching students in order to make their 

speech more intelligible. The results of the 

questionnaire survey demonstrated that 

teachers think that syllabification and 

cognates (i.e., unique pronunciation of 

loanwords of English origin used in 

Japanese) is the second most important 

area to be addressed pedagogically. Word 

stress, intonation, and sentence stress 

ranked fourth, and the English-specific 

vowel sounds /æ/ and /ʌ/ ranked fifth. This 

finding shows that many teachers feel the 

need to help Japanese students realize the 

peculiarity of syllabification and the importance 

of pronouncing stressed syllables with 

accurate vowel sounds in English. 

 

Development of the Pronunciation Table 

The idea of using tables for pronunciation 

instruction occurred to me when I 

attended a workshop held by Janjua 

(2016). She introduced an activity that 

included a list of medical terms. In the list, 

the original English words were contrasted 

with Japanized loanwords in katakana, and 

she asked participants to read them aloud, 

distinguishing English words clearly from 

Japanese katakana words. Her attempt to 

use katakana words for pronunciation 

training is methodologically sound, as 

Daulton (1998) has revealed that Japanese 

students’ memory for pronunciation of 

English words was considerably improved 
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when the words were used in Japanese as 

katakana.  

 On the basis of my own learning and 

teaching experience, I’m convinced that 

Japanese students who are used to 

speaking loanwords of English origin as 

katakana need 1) to develop a full 

awareness that English words are syllable-

stressed and, 2) to undertake appropriate 

pronunciation training consistently until 

they can confidently identify and produce 

vowel sounds which are non-existent in 

Japanese. In order to address these needs, 

I developed the Pronunciation Table (PT).  

 The PT consisted of 18 vowel sounds in 

the first row starting with simple vowel 

sounds such as /ʌ/, /æ/, /a:/ and /ə:/, 

followed by diphthongs like /ou/, /au/, /iər/ 

and /uər/ (see Appendix). Three English 

words that students usually learn in junior 

high schools were listed under each 

phonetic symbol so that they could 

recognize the sound the symbols represented. 

Short monosyllabic words were selected 

for these samples. The unique characteristics 

of the PT were that 1) only words that were 

troublesome to pronounce were collected 

and 2) the words in a column had identical 

vowel sound for the stressed syllable. The 

criterion for selection of ‘difficult words’ 

was that the spelling should be long and/or 

tricky. However, due to space limitations 

and the need to lower the difficulty level, 

the lengths of words had to be controlled. I 

anticipated that my students might be 

overwhelmed to see too many lengthy 

words in the PT.  

 Two versions of the PT (General English 

and Medical English) were subsequently 

developed. The General English version 

was produced based on student contributions. 

Students were asked to list as many 

English words as possible which they 

considered difficult to pronounce. On the 

other hand, the words for the Medical 

English version were chosen by the teacher 

from college textbooks. In addition to the 

two criteria for selection mentioned above, 

another criterion was adopted when 

choosing medical terms, this being the 

frequency with which we hear the word’s 

equivalent in Japanese. There are many 

medical terms, ranging from those only 

used by healthcare professionals specializing 

in certain areas to more common items 

that ordinary people may hear in the news. 

However, finding medical terms which 

meet all of these three criterial conditions 

is time-consuming. For this reason, the 

Medical English version of the PT is yet to 

be fully completed and requires further 

updating. 

 

Use of the Pronunciation Table for 

Teaching  

The General English version was used first 

as teaching material, since students were 

more familiar with the words on the table. 

Less than 10 minutes was spent for the 

pronunciation training at the beginning of 

each lesson. In the earlier stages, the 

training started with pronouncing words 

vertically, i.e., reading aloud those words 

which had identical vowel sound in the 

stressed syllable. The PT was written in the 

two languages: English in the upper part of 
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the sheet and its Japanese counterparts 

below, so it could be used for pair work as 

well. One student said the meanings of 

words in Japanese while the other student 

pronounced corresponding English words 

without looking at the PT. The first student 

had to listen to his/her partner carefully 

and check whether the stress was on the 

right vowel sounds. When they became 

used to pronouncing the words in a 

column, they started reading the table 

horizontally. This time, students read the 

words clarifying the differences in vowel 

sounds even more carefully.  

 The distinction of the vowel sounds in 

the following three pairs seemed particularly 

difficult for Japanese students: /ʌ/ and /æ/, /

a:/ and /ə:/, and /ɔ:/ and /ou/. Therefore, in 

class, I supplied clearer instructions by 

demonstrating the differences and set a 

longer time for practice. It was particularly 

effective to use minimal pairs to practice 

items such as ‘hut’ /ʌ/ and ‘hat’/æ/, ‘hard’ /a:/ 

and ‘heard’/ə:/, and ‘bought’/ɔ:/ and ‘boat’/

ou/.  

   

Application of the Pronunciation Table 

for Testing   

In order to encourage students both to 

practice with a purpose in mind and to 

assess their progress, an oral examination 

was designed in the latter part of the 

semester. Students were tested on 

whether they could intelligibly pronounce 

the words in columns 1-5 of the General 

English version. The number of words on 

the test was limited to 50 for three 

reasons. First, as mentioned earlier, the 

English vowels /ʌ/, /æ/, /ɔ/, /a:/ and /ə:/ 

seemed more problematic for students to 

distinguish as they readily became transferred 

to the Japanese /a/ sound. Second, the 

large class size of 40 students generated 

time constraints. Third, the degree of 

difficulty of the task was adjusted so that it 

would not overwhelm students.  

 In the oral examination, individual cells 

of Microsoft Excel were projected on the 

screen, like flashcards. Three pieces of 

information about each word were shown: 

its meaning, the first letter, and the 

phonetic symbol of the stressed syllable. 

Students were required to say the word as 

soon as the information was projected. The 

students’ ability to pronounce English 

words with stress on the correct vowel 

sound was tested using five words 

randomly selected by a computer. The 

same five words were not used for all 

students because the pronunciation test 

was conducted in a large classroom with 

other students. The oral examination was 

performed one-on-one in the classroom. 
Figure 1. Sample of Oral Examination Question  

 

Student Reactions  

Students were asked to write their 

impressions freely about the use of the PT 

at the end of the semester. Their responses 

were mostly favorable, with the following 
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three benefits of using the PT emerging 

most often.  

 First, it seemed that the PT helped 

students to resolve their sense of ambiguity 

about English vowel sounds. For instance, 

a student wrote, “I was able to confirm the 

pronunciation which remained ambiguous 

before.” Second, the PT reminded students 

of the importance of placing lexical stress 

with the correct vowel sounds. Typical 

statements included, “The table helped me 

understand the different phonological 

features between Japanese and English,” 

and “I began to pay more attention to the 

differences in pronunciation than before.” 

The third group of comments referred to 

its positive effect on student self-study. 

One student commented that he/she had 

started to vocalize English more often.  

 On the other hand, there were also a 

few negative comments. One student 

seemed to find the pronunciation training 

too easy. He/she wrote, “I wanted a table 

with the words shuffled and mixed up.” 

The other negative response was, “I found 

English pronunciation even more difficult.” 

This comment underlined the need to pay 

further attention to less proficient students, 

whose motivation to learn English is not 

strong. 

 There were two comments made about 

the testing. Both of them referred to the 

difficulty level of the examination. One 

response was about the information 

projected on the screen. This student 

suggested that English words, not Japanese 

meanings, should be shown on the screen. 

This comment is worth considering if the 

teacher wants to check whether students 

can read certain words aloud, in which case 

showing English words is fine. In this study, 

however, the oral examination aimed at 

assessing whether the students could 

produce certain words confidently, so 

English words were not presented.  

 The other comment referred to word 

choice. The student felt that the choice 

was unfair because some words seemed 

easier than others. More consideration 

may be required to control the levels of 

difficulty among the items used on the 

test. However, overall, the majority of 

student responses were in favor of the use 

of the PT, while only a small number of 

negative comments suggested further 

alterations for improvement.   

 

Conclusions 

Pronunciation training is one area which 

needs to be emphasized more in EFL 

classrooms. Not many Japanese students 

have received comprehensive instruction 

on the phonological differences between 

English and Japanese. Moreover, medical 

terms tend to be lengthy, so many 

Japanese healthcare students may find it 

more difficult to pronounce medical terms 

than general English terms. Therefore, 

there is a great need for adequate 

pedagogical support in the case of 

teaching medical terms.  

 In this study, problematic words in both 

General and Medical English were compiled 

into tables and were used repeatedly for 

teaching and testing. Student reactions to 

the use of the PT for teaching and testing 
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suggested that there is still room for 

further improvement in terms of the word 

choice on the PT, the classroom activities, 

and their application to testing. At the 

same time, it was revealed that classroom 

pronunciation instruction with the help of 

the PT contributes to a keener awareness 

of English vowel sounds, a clearer 

understanding of the importance of lexical 

stress in English, and a greater willingness 

to speak English. It is hoped that this small 

classroom project will lead to further 

attempts to produce Japanese students 

who will find medical English approachable 

and speak intelligible English with greater 

confidence.  

 

Note 

The Pronunciation Tables and the Excel 

worksheet used for the oral examinations 

are available on request from the author.  
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