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Introduction
  One of my Australian friends once told 
me a story. She said that when she was 
teaching at a conversation school, her 
boss told her to speak with an 
American accent, instead of an 
Australian accent. The boss claimed 
that it was because most Japanese 
students want to learn American 
English. Her story made me wonder 
whether we Japanese prefer American 
English, because, though I had been 
learning English for many years, I just 
wanted to become able to speak any 
English good enough to communicate 
with non-Japanese speakers. So several 
years ago, I started to do some 
research on how Japanese students 
perceive American English and other 
versions. 

 Some researchers have asked 
Japanese English learners their 
perception of the varieties of English, 
and the results show that most 
Japanese students prefer American or 
British English to non-native versions. 
But none of the researches asked the 
preference between American English 
and British English. So, I decided to ask 
university students the question. The 
results of the survey indicate a 
preference of varying degrees for 
American English among Japanese 
learners of English but do not support 
the view that most students want 
teachers to sound American. 

Background
 Over the years, some 
researchers have asked Japanese high 
school and university students their 
perception of the varieties of English 
(e.g., Chiba, Matsuura and Yamamoto, 
1995; Matsuda, 2003; Yoshikawa, 2005). 
Their results showed native accents 
were perceived more positively than 
non-native speakers. This finding is 
interesting, but the question whether 
American English is preferred to British 
English was yet to be answered. These 
previous studies were done with mainly 
English majors, so the results may not 
reflect the general perception among 
all students in Japan. After all, the 
majority of Japanese students do not 
major in English. So I thought of the 
idea of asking students in various 
majors what type of English they 
preferred. Also, I thought that it would 
be interesting to see whether there 
was any difference between the 
English they would like to speak in the 
future and the English they would like 
their teachers to speak. There may be 
some students who want to speak a 
certain type of English but do not 
necessarily want their teachers to use 
that type. 

Survey
 Based on the previous studies, I 
made a questionnaire about the 
preferences of American English and 
other kinds. Two of the questions I put 
to survey respondents are as follows, 
each followed by a blank in which they 
could write their comments freely. 
These questions were translated into 
Japanese and the participants were 
provided with a bilingual 
questionnaire. A brief explanation of 
“Inner Circle” was also added. 
Question 1: Which kind of English 
would you like to speak in the future?
a. American English  
b. British English
c. Any kind of English in the Inner 
Circle
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d. I don’t care.

Question 2: Which kind of English would 
you like your teacher to use?
a. American English  
b. British English
c. Any kind of English in the Inner 
Circle
d. I don’t care.

Participants
 I asked my students these 
questions and my friends who are also 
teachers of English kindly offered to 
carry out the survey in their classes. In 
total, 339 university students from six 
universities in the Tokyo area 
participated. Of those students 155 
(46%) major in languages, mainly 
English, or international 
communication, and 184 (54%) major in 
other fields, such as economics, law, 
science, and engineering. 

Results and Discussion
 One interesting finding is that 
there is a significant difference 
between the results of question 1 and 
question 2. 43% of the participants 
answered that they would like to speak 
American English in the future, while 
only 36% of them answered they would 
like their teachers to use American 
English. They do not care so much 
about the kind of English their teachers 
speak as they do about the English they 
would like to speak in the future. Some 
of the comments made by students 
suggest reasons why there is such a 
difference. One student answered that 
he would like to speak the American 
version in the future, but he said he 
didn’t mind what kind of English his 
teacher speaks because, “In TOEIC, 
American, British, Australian, and 
Canadian Englishes are used equally.” 
From this comment, it is understood 
that he wants to be exposed to 
varieties of English in order to prepare 
for TOEIC. Another student answered in 

the same way, because “Every kind of 
English helps me to study English.”
   

 Another finding is that more 
language majors like to speak American 
English than non-language majors. 38% 
of the non-language majors said that 
they wanted to speak American 
English, while 48% of the language 
majors answered likewise. A few more 
of the students’ comments are helpful 
to understand this tendency. An 
engineering major wrote, “I am not so 
good at English as to know the 
difference.” Some other students 
answered similarly, and I used to be 
the same. When I was a university 
student, I think I knew there was a 
difference, but I was not sure what it 
was. Another student, a law major, 
wrote, “The pronunciation doesn’t 
have to be perfect as long as I am 
making myself understood.” Actually, 
that is how I feel even today. As long as 
people can understand me, I don’t care 
how I sound. Yoshikawa (2005) 
suggested that the more English ability 
people have may lead to a stronger 
preference for traditional native 
versions, and I think I have confirmed 
his hypothesis to some extent. 

Conclusion
 From this survey, it can be said 
that it is unnecessary for English 
teachers to try to pronounce English 
like Americans, since only one third of 
the students say they would like their 
teachers to use American English. Many 
students would like to speak American 
English in the future, but the number 
of students who want their teachers to 
speak that way is not as large as we 
may think. Also, it is worth 
remembering that non-language majors 
do not care as much about the types of 
English as language majors do. Many 
students even said they don’t know the 
difference between American English 
and other versions, and some of them 
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want to be exposed to a variety of 
Englishes. 
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