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Accents and Dialects

When I was a Japanese student in college, my

teachers spoke with strict Kanto-area dialect. I felt I
was pretty good at listening, and was in for a rude
shock when I became an exchange student in Osaka. I
spent 4 months thinking I was actually horrible at
listening, and completely confused as to what tabeben
meant. My textbook was even in Osaka dialect!
Gradually I got better, but in general I had much less
confidence than I had before arriving.

Then I took a trip to Tokyo and, like a revelation,
suddenly felt, “Oh, hey, I know what some of these
people are saying.”

A few years later, I ended up in Akita prefecture. That
was another shock. For two years I was in a place full
of people who pronounce wu and &hi the same, and
use gakkou to mean both school and pickles. I felt like I
had to relearn the whole language.

In many ways, the US is similar. The country is
riddled with regional dialects. One of the most
distinctive is the Boston accent. It comes partly from
Irish immigrants and involves pronouncing the “ar”
sound as “aa”, and also has a few words that aren’t
used as much in other parts of the country, like
“wicked” to mean “very.” The phrase “I parked my car
in Harvard Yard”

is famous because in the Boston
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accent none Of the "I‘"S Would be pI‘OnOunCed. If you
want to hear Boston accents, watch movies like 7ed

and Good Will Hunting that are set there.

My mother was born in Massachusetts and used to
have a Boston accent. When she moved to Chicago for
college, however, people made fun of her accent.
Chicago has its own mild accent, which my dad
speaks. However, in general people from the Midwest
like to claim that they have no accent, and it’s
everyone else that is weird. I've even heard the Boston
accent described as sounding “ugly.” My mother had a
hard time with people constantly pointing out weird
things she said and telling her she spoke “wrong.”
Eventually she taught herself to speak with a
“standard” American accent and now can’t speak in a
Boston accent any more.

What do regional accents mean for students studying
English? Well, sometimes they will pick up the accents
of their teachers. I've heard Japanese speakers who
have never left the country sound like they are from
the American South on account of their teachers. But
those are extreme cases. In more practical terms,
regional accents might be considered another barrier
to listening comprehension. You might know the word
“the

sometimes say “da” instead, and you will get thrown

”

inside and out, but some Chicagoans will

for a loop.
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Jennifer Fred

My advice is to not stress out about accents so much
and to just come to peace with their existence. There is
no one “pure” American English standard, just as
there is no “pure” English standard. At English Now!
we have five different American teachers with five
different American accents. John and I are probably
“Inland

Northern” accent, though that’s not saying that we

the most similar, having something of an

speak the same at all (especially vocabulary-wise).
And all of us often disagree on how to pronounce
“basil,”

certain words, for example, “cicada,”

“Oregon,” and “caught.”

This is one of the reasons it’s so great that English Now!
has a rotatmg teacher system. Our students don’t get
accustomed to only one way of speaking.

That said, we do try to teach as unaccented and
standard English as possible. We try to familiarize
students with the “standard” English one would hear
on national broadcast television. The English we speak
in class would be 100% understandable to anyone
around the country. Our goal is to arm our students
with a clear and common accent and a flexible ear.
This will put them in as strong a position as possible
when encountering English “in the wild.”

I wish I had had this kind of system way back when.

Jennifer Fred



