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Purpose: The purpose of the current study is to explore the way two Japanese-accented 
English speakers communicate, and what emotions and reactions that communication 
brings up within each of the speakers. More importantly, the purpose of this study is to 
address the ways in which this data help can open up a dialogue about accent 
modification in the context of identity, and the possible establishment of clinical 
guidelines to guide professionals.
Research Questions: How do daily communicative situations with native speakers of 
English affect two Japanese-accented English speakers’ relationship with their accents 
over time? How can we use this information to open up a dialogue about accent and 
identity in the context of accent modification therapy?
Method: The current study is a qualitative research study conducted through a series of 
interviews focusing on two Japanese participants’ experience in an English language 
environment.
Results: Power dynamics and access to resources shaped the emotions that arose for the 
two participants about their own accents, which in turn affected their relationships with 
those accents.
Conclusions: This is important to accent modification therapy in that therapists should be 
trained and aware of the larger implications changing an accent has on one’s identity or 
relationship to the world around them.
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Date
s/jz2//r



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Words cannot express how deeply thankful I am for the continuous support of Dr. Betty 
Yu, and the rich learning experiences she has provided me with throughout this journey. 
Your expertise in academia and in speech language pathology is truly an inspiration. I 
can only hope to, one day, touch as many lives as you have through my professional and 
academic work.

Additionally, I cannot offer enough thanks to Dr. Laura Epstein, who introduced me to 
the idea of qualitative research as a means of completing my culminating experience. I 
would not have had the opportunity for such a rewarding experience without your 
guidance.

I must also thank my dearest participants. Without the two of you, none of this would 
have been possible. Thank you for your openness, flexibility, and authenticity. It has 
meant the world to me.

v



TABLE OF CONTENTS

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction.......................................................................................................................... 1

Literature Review.................................................................................................................7

Methods.............................................................................................................................. 14

Analysis.............................................................................................................................. 16

Results................................................................................................................................ 18

Conclusions........................................................................................................................26

Limitations.........................................................................................................................39

Future Directions .40



1

Introduction

Language is perhaps the human characteristic most vital to the success of our 

species. It allows us to communicate intimately with each other, and sets us apart from 

other animals. However, it also sets us apart from each other. Henri TajfePs Social 

Identity Theory, as cited by Ovalle and Chakraborty (2013), states that groups in society 

define themselves and the social context in which they live by certain categorical criteria 

(e.g. language, race, religion, ethnicity). As Fairclough (2001) puts it, “the whole is 

society, and language is one strand of the social” (p. 19). This tells us that language, and 

by association accent or dialect, is a cardinal ingredient to one’s social identity. Language 

is bound to our identity; the way we speak is a part of who we are in relation to the social 

world around us.

Norton (2000) explains that when language learners speak, they are doing so much 

more than just that—they are organizing and reorganizing their sense of self, and how 

they relate to the social world in which they interact. Through the experience of her 

research participants, Norton also found that such external features as accent can prevent 

individuals from feeling included into the mainstream society. These feelings can be 

further validated by research that supports the idea that within society, certain accents are 

favored over others, often due to the social factors that are associated with those accents 

(Bresnahan, Ohashi, Nebashi, Liu & Shearman, 2002; Cargile & Giles, Carlson & 

McHenry, 2006; Fuertes, Gottdiener, Martin, Bilbert, & Giles, 2012; Hosoda & Stone-
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Romero, 2010; Tsurutani, 2012).

Accent modification is a fast-growing sect of the field of speech-language 

pathology —it’s also a controversial one (Feinstein-Whittaker, Wilner, & Sikorski,

2012). The American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA), the national 

association of speech language pathologists (SLPs), maintains that one of the roles of 

therapists is to modify or enhance communication skills (ASHA, 2007) and therefore 

accent modification falls under our scope of practice. ASHA has also stated 

unequivocally that accents are not pathologies.

The involvement of SLPs in the accent modification industry and the sociopolitical 

implications of that involvement have been largely unexamined (Muller, Ball, & 

Guendouzi, 2000; Ovalle & Chakraborty, 2013). What does it say when speech-language 

therapists, champions of communication in all functional modalities, are the very 

professionals actively working to change such a fundamental aspect of one’s social 

identity? After all, for many of us, accent surpasses superficial articulatory characteristics 

and is woven intricately into the tapestry of our identity. Ovalle and Chakraborty (2013) 

call into question the very notion of accent modification being practiced under the field of 

speech-language pathology or communicative disorders, and suggest that our expertise as 

speech-language pathologists can be utilized in a more meaningful way. They ask, “in the 

context of the existing tension for people to meet idealized linguistic norms, do we really 

want to limit ourselves to being the brokers of that linguistic collateral, or is there a more 

important role we could find as experts in the field of speech and language on the
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question of accent modification?” (Ovalle & Chakraborty, 2013, p. 33).

One subgroup of individuals who may seek accent modification, especially in the 

corporate world, are native speakers of Japanese. Japan and America have deep 

academic, economic, political, and historical ties. According to the 2010 census, 

1,304,286 Japanese-Americans are living in the United States, and nearly 20,000 

Japanese students are currently studying in America. In 1854, Commodore Mathew Perry 

of the US Navy forced Japan to open trade relations with the west for the first time in 

over 200 years (“The United,” n.d.). In 2012, the United Stated exported SI 18.48 billion 

in goods and services to Japan, and invested $4 billion in Japan (East-West Center,

2012). With America’s military stronghold in Japan, approximately 54,000 military 

personnel, 42,000 dependents, 8,000 Department of Defense civilian employees are 

living and working in Japan (“U.S. Forces”, n.d.) . Today in Japan, 1 in 49 births are 

haafu, or half-Japanese and half-foreign babies (“Hafu”, 2013), many of which are half- 

American. These facts demonstrate the profound connection between Japan and America, 

and how the two vastly different countries are so intertwined.

Currently there are no studies that explore the way Japanese-accented English 

speakers communicate, and what emotions and reactions that communication evokes 

within the speaker. More importantly, these emotions and reactions have not been 

analyzed through an accent modification lens, nor have their implications been explored 

in the context of the therapy room. In the current study accent is defined as the way one 

sounds when speaking (Maeda, 2010). The purpose of the current study is to shed light
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on the factors that are therapeutically important to accent modification outside of 

articulation, prosody, and other superficial characteristics of accent. Furthermore, the 

purpose is to begin a dialogue about the complex social and emotional components of 

accent modification, and the ways in which this information can inform the establishment 

of guidelines to advise therapists in effective, sensitive, and moral intervention.

Research Question

How do two Japanese-accented English speakers living in the San Francisco Bay 

Area describe their relationships with their accents in the context of daily communicative 

situations with native speakers of English? How can we use this information to open up a 

dialogue about accent and identity in the context of accent modification therapy?

Review of the Literature

Identity. The dynamics that constitute one’s identity are diverse and convoluted. 

For the purposes of the current study, identity is defined as, “how a person understands 

his or her relationship to the world, how that relationship is constructed across time and 

space, and how the person understands possibilities for the future” (Norton, 2000, p. 5). 

Given this definition, it is irrefutable that identity is inextricable from communication 

abilities. For this reason, the review of the literature begins with a discussion of identity.

The way one understands their relationship to the world is largely dictated by the 

social networks they have access to. Language is the medium through which one gains 

access to those social networks (Heller, 1987), therefore, language is the filter through 

which people understand their relationship to the world. That relationship is constructed
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over time through each communicative interaction, changing with the subtleties of each 

experience. A person’s understanding of that relationship at any given time, affects the 

way that person understands possibilities for the future.

We cannot fully understand identity if we do not consider the implications of 

power. Power is, “the socially constructed relations among individuals, institutions and 

communities through which symbolic and material resources in a society are produced, 

distributed and validated” (Norton, 2010, p. 7). Symbolic goods are thought of as 

language, friends, and education, while material goods are resources such as wealth, 

capital goods, and real estate. Like identity, power is constantly in motion. Foucault 

(1980) and Simon (1992), as cited by Norton (2000), discuss how power is neither 

uniform nor steady. It’s dependent on relations with the social world around it. Norton 

(2000) further explains her position, following the ideas of West (1992), that identity is 

reflected in desires for recognition, security, safety, and affiliation are intertwined. Such 

desires are dependent on material resources. People with access to these resources will 

gain power and privilege, which will influence how they understand their relationship to 

the world, and their possibilities for the future. It is the position of the researcher that 

identity, power, symbolic resources, material resources, and desires are symbiotic in 

nature. No one can exist, or be understood without considering the other. Additionally, as 

each of these components change, the others change with it.
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Accent. While little research exists about Japanese-accented English, the 

following are the most relevant studies that focus on perception of accent from various 

listener perspectives in Japan, and the United States.

Tokumoto and Shibata (2011) compared the attitudes of Japanese students 

regarding their own varieties of English, with the attitudes of other Asian students 

(Korean and Malaysian) on their respective variants. Participants included 128 college 

students from Japan, South Korea, and Malaysia. 50 were Japanese participants majoring 

in English at the University of the Ryukyus ranging from ages 18-23. The Korean 

participants were English majors at Keimyung University from ages 19-40. The 

Malaysian participants were from University Malaysia Sabah, ranging in ages 20-50, 

with one unspecified. All but one Malaysian student were English Majors. The first 

language (LI) of the students from Japan was Japanese, and from Korea, was Hangul 

(Korean). Malaysian students had more LI variety due to their multicultural and 

multilingual society. Most identified their LI to be Malay or Chinese.

Tokumoto and Shibata used a 12-item questionnaire where participants were asked 

to agree or disagree with statements on a six-point scale ranging from strongly agree to 

strongly disagree, based on a self-assessment of their own English. “The items attempted 

to measure tripartite components constructing learners’ attitudes (Bohner and Wa nke 

2002; Garett et al. 2003), which included a cognitive component (e.g. beliefs about the 

world); an affective component (e.g. feelings about a target language and a group of its 

native speakers); and a behavioral component (e.g. approaching or avoiding a certain
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ethnic group)” (Tokumoto & Shibata, 2011). After the 12 statements, students were asked 

to provide a variant of English in which they were comparing their own to, and finally 

asked to answer and explain which they felt was more important, native-like 

pronunciations, or message conveyance. Questionnaires were administered in English, 

between October and November 2008. The researchers administered the questionnaires in 

class with the Japanese participants, and university faculty members administered the 

questionnaires in Malaysia and Korea.

After data was collected, it was compared between groups using one-way analysis 

or varience (ANOVA), and with percentages. Results of the study indicated that Japanese 

and Korean students disapproved, or were not proud of their accented English, however 

Malaysians highly valued theirs. Results from the Japanese group showed that they 

believed their accented English to be unintelligible, hindering smooth communication, 

and that the group lacked an emotional attachment to their own variety of English.

Korean participants showed similar results, however to a lesser degree. The Malaysians 

admired and appreciated their own variety of English, and their adherence to native 

speaker’s English was not as strong as the Japanese or Korean groups.

Tokumoto and Shibata offer several possible explanations for the variance in 

attitude among the three countries. The pedagogical context in which English is taught 

varies greatly between Japan and Korea, and Malaysia. In Japan and Korea, English is 

taught as a foreign language, from elementary school, and is emphasized as a key to 

national power. In Malaysia, English is taught as a second language, and was brought
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into Malaysia by the British. Rather than English being emphasized as a key to national 

power, English was initially imposed by those in power, and was only later recognized as 

an important part of globalization. Furthermore, Japan and Korea are linguistically and 

culturally uniform societies, whereas Malaysia is pluralistic in both language and culture, 

which may contribute to the grooming of attitudes toward language and language 

difference. Although results showed similar attitudes between Japanese and Korean 

participants, it was found that negative attitudes of Koreans toward their variety of 

English was to a lesser degree. Tokumoto and Shibata again offer a pedagogical 

explanation to these findings: In Korea, a majority of the textbooks, particularly in early 

English education, are focused on teaching Korean speakers of English how to talk about 

their own culture and traditions in English, in order to inform foreigners of their 

practices. This is thought to evoke a sense of pride and self-confidence as citizens of 

Korea. Additionally, Korean newspapers and publications produced in English are 

written with a unique Korean variant that can be observed in syntactic, semantic, and 

pragmatic contexts. Practices such as these lend themselves to promoting Korean pride, 

even within an English context, which Tokumoto and Shibata offer as an explanation of 

difference between the attitudes of Japanese and Koreans.

The work of Tokumoto and Shibata may be the only published work that juxtaposes 

Japanese attitudes about their Japanese-accented English with other Asian cultures. It is 

important to the current study in that it displays the strong opinions of at least a sample of 

Japanese-accented English speakers which may be reflected in the current studies sample.
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Furthermore it offers possible cultural foundations of these ideas that may be present in 

the current study’s participants.

Attitudinal studies that focus on native speakers of Japanese and their perception of 

English-accented Japanese, can complement the existing studies that focus on accented 

English. Japan, whose migration laws have for centuries been notoriously strict, provides 

an interesting perspective on a backdrop of research focusing on English and the west. 

Tsurutani (2012) attempts to uncover relationship dynamics between the degree of 

accentedness of English-accented Japanese and native speakers’ attitude toward that 

accent. More specifically, what kind of opinions do Japanese hold about the accents of 

English-accented Japanese, how does the strength of an accent affect those opinions, and 

how are they evaluated in terms of Japanese language competence? Moreover, do the 

answers to these questions change when comparing rural and metropolitan respondents 

given the difference in opportunity to communicate with foreigners?

Participants of the study were 124 college students ranging in ages 18-20, divided 

into two groups: a metropolitan group (M) and a rural group (R). M consisted of students 

in Tokyo studying subjects related to international relations, and was made up of 51 

females and 7 males. R consisted of students in Ube City (Yamaguchi-ken) studying 

dietetics, and was made up of 52 females and 14 males. Listeners were asked to listen to 

recorded readings of a passage by native and non-native Japanese speakers. The passage 

was a translated version of, “The North Wind and the Sun”, a common test of 

pronunciation for English language learners. The translation was manipulated specifically
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to include sounds difficult for native speakers of English to pronounce. The speakers 

chosen to read the passage consisted of two native Japanese speakers, two native English 

speakers with a mildly accented Japanese, and two native English speakers with a heavily 

accented Japanese, as classified by three native Japanese speaking teachers of Japanese 

language. The native English speakers were from Australia and the United Kingdom. 

Four groups, two R, and two M, were played the six recordings after a university class. 

The recordings were offered in different orders to help control for order effects. Listeners 

were asked to rate level of accentedness on a seven-point scale, 1 being, “not very” and 7 

being, “very”. They were then asked to rate the speakers using the same scale on 

personality traits, presented in random order, that fell under the categories of 

“competence”, “integrity”, and “social attractiveness”. Finally, open-ended questions 

were asked that required the listeners to predict the speakers’ likely occupation and 

country or origin.

Results revealed that Japanese native speakers’ accents were regarded the highest, 

followed by the two speakers with mild accents, and finally the two with the heaviest 

accents. Greater differences were found in marks for competence and integrity than for 

social attractiveness. The difference for competence was smaller in metropolitan residing 

participants than in participants residing in rural areas. Listeners associated native 

speakers most frequently with high-status occupation and least frequently with heavily 

accented Japanese speakers. The ratio of participants who rated heavily accented 

Japanese as having low-status occupations were slightly higher for participants living in
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rural areas.

This study is particularly interesting for the current study, because it is the inverse 

of what the current study seeks to research. Perhaps the attitudes of Japanese people on 

English-accented Japanese speakers may affect the way Japanese speakers of Japanese- 

accented English feel about their own dialect.

Other studies, such as the work of Cargile and Giles (1998), reveal the attitudes of 

varieties of Japanese-accented English. 240 non-Asian American (222 of whom 

identified as Anglo) undergraduates from an unidentified major California university 

were chosen to rate various samples of Japanese-accented English. Individually, 

participants were randomly assigned to one of the eight experimental conditions, listened 

to a two-minute long tape of the speaker corresponding to the assigned condition, and 

then completed the twenty-two item short form of the Speech Evaluation Instrument, 

developed by Zahn and Hopper (1985). This instrument is a valid, reliable, and 

integrative measure that accounts for the major aspects of listeners' evaluations of 

speakers including attractiveness, status, and dynamism. Of the twenty-two items, ten of 

them measured the perceived attractiveness of the speaker, and six measured both the 

speakers' perceived status and dynamism. Before beginning, participants were told that 

the speaker was a teacher’s aide on campus and that the extract they were about to hear 

was recorded from one of his recent mini-lectures. Afterwards, they were debriefed.

The following revealed that For both aggressive and non-aggressive samples, the 

speaker was judged to be more attractive when speaking in a standard American accent
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Results found that attitudinally, participants responded the most positively to 

native English, and secondly to intelligible foreign accent. Results for affect showed that 

native English and secondly intelligible foreign accent was generally considered to be 

more pleasant, less arousing, and more dominant when compared to unintelligible non

native English. Results also revealed that individuals with strong ethnic identity favored 

the more familiar, native English accent, whereas those with less strong ethnic identity 

were more open to variants of English, and rated unintelligible English with more 

emotional arousal and dominance.

The work of Cargile and Giles (1998), and Bresnahan et. al. (2002) is important to 

the current study in that it offers the perspective of the listener of Japanese-accented or 

other accented English. Could the reactions of listeners influence the Japanese-accented 

English speakers’ perception of their own accent? If the opinion of listeners becomes 

more negative with heavier accents, this is likely to have an impact of the speakers of 

Japanese-accented English. If so, this information is important for therapists in order to 

help speakers navigate social and emotional aspects of conversing with native speakers of 

English.

Methods

The current study aims to further explore the gap in the literature regarding 

accent, identity, and power as it relates to accent modification, and perhaps partially 

answer the call for an updated research agenda, and posed by Ovalle & Chakraborty 

(2013).



14

Participants. The participants in this study included two Japanese-accented 

English speaking males, in relative positions of power and monetary success in relation to 

others in their field. Both are between 35-45 years old, and have been living in an English 

speaking setting for more than 15 years. In the current research regarding one’s 

relationship with their Japanese-accented English, there exists a focus on college students 

and young adults. As stated in the research question, the focus of this study is that 

relationship over time, therefore participants were chosen who were more established in 

the United States. Both participants are of the same race, gender, and class, criterion 

presented by Bonnie Norton (2000) as major influences on the second language 

acquisition (SLA) experience.

The current study used a convince sample of participants previously known to the 

researcher through the Japanese/Japanese-American community. Each participant was 

approached individually, and asked to participate in the study. Participants were provided 

with a written timeline, and a description of their role in the study. They both signed 

consent forms, informing them of their rights and obligations as participants in this study.

Data collection. The study took place throughout Fall of 2014, and consisted of 

three 45-60 minute interviews with each participant. The interviews were constructed 

according to the Three Interview Series, as suggested by Seidman (2013) which divides 

the interview process into three pieces, including a focused life history, details of 

experience, and reflection on meaning. Seidman’s framework highly correlates to the 

term identity, as defined in the current paper. The Three Interview Series design also
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lends itself well to analyzing the constantly evolving relationship to one’s accent, again 

an idea presented by Norton (2000). During the first interview, participants were 

confronted with questions regarding emotions and identity issues upon initial arrival to 

the United States. In the second interview, the researcher learned about the participant’s 

present lived experiences in the United States, and some of the communication dynamics 

that exist in their everyday lives. The final interview had an enhanced focus on 

communicative exchanges with native speakers of English, delved more deeply into 

identity and acceptance into the greater American community, and discussed plans the 

participants had for their future.

Interviews took place at the offices of each participant. The researcher chose this 

location not only because it was convenient to the participants, but also because the 

researcher wanted the participants to feel comfortable and secure. By conducting the 

interviews in a familiar setting, the researcher hoped that the participants would feel 

comfortable sharing events from their past and present, and talk about their feelings 

around their communication. The interviews were conducted primarily in English, 

however the researcher intermittently commented and offered responses in Japanese in 

order to make the participants feel comfortable, and modeling the fact that using Japanese 

was acceptable. The participants generally used English, unless there was something that 

they couldn’t express, or that could not be expressed in English.

Transcription. The interviews were audio recorded, and transcribed into written 

form by the researcher. Japanese to English translations were completed by the
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researcher, and checked for accuracy by a native Japanese speaker, who is also fluent in 

English.

Coding. The researcher chose to use Seidman’s (2013) method of coding in 

which the data is reducing inductively rather than deductively. That is, the researcher 

approached the text with an open attitude, and let codes, themes, and areas of interest 

emerge from the data.

First, the interview transcripts were read thrice through, while the researcher kept 

memo of themes emerging from the data. After reviewing those memos, the researcher 

coded the data where the participants made reference to their accent, including not only 

their articulation and prosody, but also about their syntax, grammar, and semantics. This 

code is termed “accent” Including all aspects of spoken language into the “accent” code 

allows the data to remain consistent with the operational definition of accent that the 

current study utilizes, which is the way one sounds when speaking (Maeda, 2010). Next, 

any information regarding “symbolic resources” (language, friends, and education), and 

“material resources” (capital goods, real estate, and money) were coded. During the 

subsequent examination of the data the researcher coded explanations of “strategies” 

which are defined as tools the participants use to improve communication in English. The 

researcher then analyzed the information coded under “symbolic resources” and divided 

that information into three separate codes: “language", “friends”, and “education”. The 

code was broken down into three parts to account specifically for each aspect of the 

definition of symbolic resources offered by Norton (2000) as mentioned previously.
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Furthermore, because the focus of the study is accent, the “language” code with broken 

down into “spoken” and “non-spoken” language. Then the “spoken” language code and 

“accent” code were collapsed into one code, as it became apparent to the researcher that 

codes would be best analyzed under one category. Finally, the researcher coded the data 

for all utterances about future plans and possibilities.

Analysis

The researcher analyzed both the accent codes, and the non-spoken language codes 

in the context of power. Each communicative interaction the participants referenced were 

assigned a descriptor such as, empowered, moderately comfortable, neutral, partially 

compromised, or significantly disenfranchised, to describe the relative power they held in 

each exchange (See appendix for definitions and examples of these terms.) The 

researcher and a fellow graduate student researcher analyzed the codes, and agreed on a 

descriptor to assign. One purpose of analyzing the power dynamic was to address the first 

research question, which asks, “How do daily communicative situations with native 

speakers of English affect Japanese-accented English speakers’ relationship over time?” 

The power descriptors help qualify those daily communicative situations.

The second portion of the first questions regarding their relationship with their 

accent was revealed by the way participants felt about the way they spoke. Emotions 

signified the type of relationship participants had with the way they spoke, whether it was 

a negative relationship, where their accent was devalued, a positive relationship where 

their accent was valued, or a peaceful relationship where their accent was simply a part of
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their communication. As each instance of an emotion related to accent arose, it was 

assigned a descriptor such as content, pride, frustration, or anger. Those descriptors were 

then used to categorize each emotion as positive, negative, or peaceful, and thus were 

used to define the participants’ relationship with their accent. Finally, the researcher 

investigated the way that relationship changed and developed over time.

The second question, which asks, “How can we use this information to open up a 

dialogue about accent and identity in the context of accent modification?” was addressed 

through a series of codes. Each code served a function in understanding the identity of the 

participants, without relying on direct questions of self-identification. The researcher 

broke the definition of identity down into its three components. To address the first 

element, how the person understands their relationship to the world, the material 

resources, friends, education, and accent codes were analyzed. The power descriptor 

analysis also applied during this examination, because as noted in the literature review, 

identity and resources cannot be separated from dynamics of power. The researcher then 

analyzed the way those codes, and the power analysis, were constructed across time and 

space in order to address the second element of identity. The final component of identity 

is the way people understand possibilities for the future, which was addressed by 

analyzing data coded regarding future plans and possibilities.

Results

Question 1: How do daily communicative situations with native speakers o f English affect 
Japanese-accented English speakers ’ relationship over time?
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Participant 1. Participant 1 describes himself as an outgoing person, who enjoys 

having conversation, and has a strong desire to say what’s on his mind. When he first 

arrived in the US, he did not speak any English. He is a restaurant owner and executive 

chef of several restaurants that exist in several locations. He has been studying sushi for 

nearly 30 years, and mentors many chefs of diverse linguistic backgrounds. Most of his 

communicative interactions are with friends and colleagues, related to his career, and 

about half are conducted in English.

Participant 1 displayed a negative relationship (i.e. feelings of frustration, anger,

shame, discomfort, etc.) surrounding his accent when first arriving in the US. For

example, the participant often pointed out his frustration with his lack of semantic

knowledge and use at that point in his life. He would often want to express something,

but simply couldn't because he did have the vocabulary for it. The following is a direct

quote from the interview transcript:

Researcher- Can you give me an example of that 
[experience of discrimination] like what the circumstances 
were?

Participant 1- Like uh, I which I understand but um, of 
course people cannot wait to you know, I wanna try to 
speak up, then I wanna explain but, it’s my vocabularies 
still not coming faster, fast enough then I try to explain and 
it just like go '£ tt^Z .'Q 'L3:0o (I have
to stop in the middle and think about it again, you know?)
So they are like hurry, hurry like kind of feeling you know 
and they say “okay, okay whatever that's enough” and then 
cut it off, always cut it off and then every time I couldn't
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finish to explain. Every time. And then I felt so frustrated 
myself.

R- With yourself?

PI - Myself too. A little bit anger because when I was 
younger too. But that's my fault but I admit it because this 
is America, we don't speak English of course nobody 
understand and then. Yeah I understand. If somebody try to 
speak Japanese, but now I’m old enough but, when I was 
young and then they try to speak Japanese but but very 
slow, then OKAY (laughs) I can feel that but, I was really.
But they’re kind of probably Japanese doesn't have the the 
expression to to be- you can say “ohhh okay okay that's 
fine” you know, but they don't express in the face. But 
when I felt in here in America they with expression, so like 
“cut it off ”’whatever”you know. That was, that was shock 
me too.

R- Was it painful?

PI- Yeah I’m painful kind of. Yeah “oh shit, oh my English 
is so terrible.”

However, over time, we see a decrease in this negative relationship, and the

development of a somewhat peaceful relationship. Although Participant 1 acknowledges

that communication may be easier if he had stronger English skills, he has other

priorities. He has made it to a place in his career where he can hire others to delegate his

responsibilities in English to. The following excerpt demonstrates this sentiment:

R- How do you feel that your speaking, your English, and 
your communication skills are going to play into your 
future?

P1 - You know, its like especially [name of wife] always
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less negative relationship with his accent. Over time, just as Participant 2’s relationship 

with his accent becomes more positive, he displays more empowerment in his 

communicative interactions, evidenced by his ability to hire and fire people, and assertion 

of English as the dominant language of the workplace even when many people on the 

staff are Japanese. The following are examples of ways in which he asserts his 

dominance, and the dominance of English as the language of the workplace:

Researcher- Do you yell at them?

Participant 2- No. Well, once in a while.

R- Lecture them?

P2- One on one. That situation, or like, more isolated with 
the uh new people or people that able to hear. Sometimes I 
tend to do like private conversation in front of people on 
purposely but of course the people doesn't hear.

Question 2: How can we use this information to open up a dialogue about accent and 
identity in the context o f accent modification?

Question 2 introduces the idea of identity, which is addressed through several coding 

processes. The relationship between accent and identity can only be understood when we 

take into account the speakers’ access to power, and what resources they posses that 

symbolize that access. By identifying material resources and symbolic resources, and 

correlating those to the analysis of power dynamics, we are able to get gain a better 

understanding of how the participant views their relationship to the world. By exploring 

the way these recourses and dynamics change and develop, we are able to see how the
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participants relationship to the world changes over time. The way he understands 

possibilities for the future is addressed through analyzing the way he applies his 

recourses and power to his plans for the future. Finally, the strategies he uses are pointed 

out, and will later be discussed in terms of their applicability to accent modification.

Participant 1. Throughout Participant 1 ’s narrative we find that material and 

symbolic resources are inextricably bound to each other. Participant 1 reported that when 

he first arrived to the US, he had essentially no material resources, no friends, and no 

English language skills. He used his education in sushi, to gain employment at a Japanese 

owned sushi restaurant and was able to start to earn material resources in his new 

surroundings. This is a demonstration of how his symbolic resources (education and 

language, although not the native language) helped him gain material resources. Once he 

gained employment, he made friends, who helped him with his English language skills, 

and helped him use his English in his job, as well as to do things such as pay bills and 

purchase telephone plans. This demonstrates the way symbolic and material resources 

grow simultaneously.

Even more fascinating is the increase in power that Participant 1 gains as he begins 

to strengthen and grow his symbolic and material resources. Situations where he 

displayed stronger power were situations where he was taking with friends, a symbolic 

resource. His power was evidenced by the fact that in those interactions he advocated for 

himself, seeking information from his new friends how to talk to customers at the sushi
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bar (an essential part of his job) and how to deal with financial issues in English. This 

marks the beginning of his ascent into more powerful positions, through this pattern of 

building symbolic resources upon material resources and material resources upon 

symbolic resources.

Currently, Participant 1 has many material recourses. He is the owner of several 

restaurants that exist in several locations, and he has many people working under him. He 

has the financial means to hire a translator if he feels the need for one, or to hire 

employees that are bilingual in Japanese and English. He comments several times 

throughout the interview that, at this point, he has no desire to work on his English skills, 

because he would rather spend his efforts growing his business. Instead, when possible, 

he hires bilingual employees, and creates an environment where his symbolic resource of 

language is more valuable. He is able to use his language resource in both Japanese and 

English, creating a stronger power dynamic than if he were just in an English speaking 

environment. We see that an increase in material recourses caused in increase in power 

and in turn Participant 1 was able to manipulate the situation of his surroundings so that 

his symbolic language resource is of more value. Essentially, he eliminates the need for 

any further advancement in his language symbolic resource by calling upon his material 

resources and his power.

The way Participant 1 understands possibilities for the future, the final ingredient to 

identity, aligns with the dynamic between his material resources, symbolic resources, and 

power. Although he states that he feels restricted by the way he speaks, he has spent years
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building teams of employees that he trusts to delegate responsibilities to. This is the 

strongest strategy Participant 1 uses to increase his ability to be understood in spoken 

language. For example, he has a business partner who is a native speaker of English, and 

he employs Participant 2, who deals with all staff in both English and Japanese. Whatever 

Participant 1 wants done, he sends it through Participant 2, decreasing the need to 

Participant 1 to use English. Additionally, he has hired a bilingual accountant, so that all 

finances may be discussed in Japanese, eliminating the need for him to be bothered with 

financial language and jargon. Furthermore, he is the highest-ranking member of his team 

(equal rank as his business partner) which creates a social situation where he holds the 

power. Essentially, he has increased his resources and power enough to the point that he 

can compensate for weaker resources with stronger resources, and he can make the 

decision to do so based on his level of power. He uses his material resources to satisfy the 

desires, proposed by (West, 1992) as cited by Norton (2000), of, recognition, affiliation, 

safety, and security.

Participant 2. Similar to the findings for Participant 1, Participant 2 displays 

complex interconnections between material resources, symbolic resources, and power.

An interesting difference is that when Participant 2 arrived in the US, he had friends, 

some financial support, and basic English skills. Participant 2 used those recourses to his 

advantage, worked a part-time job, and began to make learning English a focus. Whereas 

Participant 1 was struggling to gain recognition, affiliation, safety, and security, 

Participant 2 had some of those desires met to a degree. As Participant 2 gained more
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language, he also gained more friends. He had a significant amount of friends who were 

native speakers of English, which in turn increased his English skills. This phenomena is 

consistent with the idea that the more a person is exposed to natural practices of a 

language they are learning, the more proficient they become (Spolsky, 1989). Participant 

2 invested his early years in America in symbolic resources— friends and language.

After establishing strong symbolic resources, Participant 2 then begins to acquire 

more material resources. He does so by working in a bilingual setting, where his skills in 

English are of great value to him. Working under Participant 1, he is the person that 

Participant 1 delegates many responsibilities to. Unlike Participant 1, who accesses his 

power through material resources, and uses that resources and that power to manipulate 

his environment to increase the value of his symbolic resources, Participant 2 accesses 

power through his symbolic resources, and uses those to increase his material resources.

Participant 2 understands his possibilities for the future, the final ingredient to his 

identity, in the context of Participant l ’s possibilities for the future. He feels that he has 

found his place in the industry, where he can use his bilingual skills, and his proficiency 

of managing staff in English, to help increase his material resources. For example, he has 

entered into a new business venture at the right hand of Participant 1. He states that no 

matter where business takes him, he will never leave Participant 1 ’s side. Something he 

feels that he contributes to Participant 1 ’s team is his ability to communicate with his 

diverse staff. Participant 2 has a vast array of strategies for smoother communication. He 

uses a multi-modal approach, prepares for new communication situations, advocates for
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himself and others when needed, and uses the non-verbal signals from communication 

partners as feedback. These are all skills that enhance his efficacy in the workplace. He 

uses his symbolic resources to satisfy the desires, proposed by (West, 1992) as cited by 

Norton (2000), of, recognition, affiliation, safety, and security.

Conclusions

These results demonstrate a connection between power dynamics in a 

communicative situation, and emotions surrounding one’s spoken language which define 

the relationship they have with their accent. The daily communicative situations 

experienced by these two speakers of Japanese-accented English are shaped by these 

power dynamics. Following the logic again of Norton (2000), we can conclude that the 

identity of the participants both constructs, and is constructed by these intricate power 

dynamics. That is, the emotions the participants have regarding their accent are both the 

origin and the product of the way power is exercised, consciously or subconsciously, in 

communicative situations with native speakers of English. As demonstrated by this 

sample, these relationships may change over time.

Identity is also heavily shaped by power. These results demonstrate that in this 

sample, aspects that create identity are also aspects that are bound to power. In the case of 

Participant 1, material resources have become the basis from which he derives his power 

in society. Conversely, Participant 2 emphasizes his symbolic resources to claim his 

power in society. In both circumstances, symbolic resources, material resources, and 

power amalgamate to create crux of how the participants identify to the social world
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around them. Resources and power may change over time, but their history in one’s life 

affect the way they live today, and make decisions for tomorrow.

The common theme that emerges from analyzing one’s relationship to their accent, 

and the development of their identity, is power. Power inevitably binds accent and 

identity. The way one speaks is a way to negotiate their power within a society. One’s 

power within society is the thread that weaves the canvas of their identity.

These findings have therapeutically important implications for accent modification 

but have been largely omitted from the conversation. As therapists, it is important to 

recognize the role we are playing, not just in changing articulatory and prosodic features 

of language, but as sculptors of a transforming identity. Without an understanding of the 

power dynamics at play, and the implications those dynamics have on our clients’ 

relationship with their accent and relationship to the world around them, we cannot fully 

understand the role we are playing in our clients’ social experience. Without this 

understanding, could we be complicit in the perpetuation of existing intercultural power 

inequities? Therapists can identify the power dynamics present in their clients’ lived 

experiences, and provide strategies for smoother communication. By helping to recognize 

and understand these power imbalances, therapists may be creating more positive 

emotions surrounding communicative interactions, and therefore a more positive or 

peaceful relationship with one’s accent. The less negative emotions that cloud the 

relationship between the speaker and the accent, the more communication opportunities 

will arise for them.
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Study Limitations

The current study has several limitations. Most obvious is the small sample size, 

and the lack of diversity of the participants. Although race, gender, and class were 

deliberately held constant, the study could have benefited from exploring the experiences 

of participants in other professions, or even other cities within the Bay Area. 

Additionally, interview research is reliant on the strong abilities of the researcher. While 

the researcher had great support from experienced interviewers, it was the first 

experience the researcher had with in-depth interviewing. Furthermore, the research 

participants were previously known to the researcher, and it is unclear if and how this 

affected the research outcomes.

Future Directions

Possible future directions of this study could include replication with a larger, more 

diverse sample size. Development of a rating system to produce more quantitative data 

that can help analyze power dynamics participants experience. A more interesting 

direction might be development of a therapy model that takes identity and power into 

consideration. This model could be tested through clinical trials and the results could be 

analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. Another interesting inquiry may focus on 

individuals seeking accent modification, and their experiences with power and identity. 

Ideally, future studies can lend themselves to the development of a culturally responsive 

and dynamic framework for accent modification practice, that consider such influential 

factors as power and identity.
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Appendix A: Power Descriptors

Empowered: Communicative interactions in which the participants stated or implied a 
sense of pride or confidence in their accent in that given exchange.

Moderately comfortable: Communicative interactions in which the participants stated or 
implied being comfortable with their accent.

Neutral: Communicative interactions in which the participants stated, implied, or 
demonstrated neutral emotions, or where the power imbalance in that particular situation 
was in some way negated.

Partially compromised: Communicative interactions in which the participants stated, 
implied, or demonstrated somewhat negative reactions to exchanges, such as feelings of 
embarrassment, or anxiety.

Significantly disenfranchised: Communicative interactions in which the participants 
stated, implied, or demonstrated somewhat negative reactions to exchanges, such as 
feelings of shame, anger, frustration, or helplessness.




