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Abstract: This study investigates pronunciation instruction in Spanish and Portuguese classrooms at universities in Japan and South Korea, contexts underexplored in applied linguistics. Using a mixed-methods approach, surveys from 120 participants (29 professors and 91 students) reveal disparities in attitudes and practices. South Korean professors place greater emphasis on pronunciation’s role in communicative competence, while Japanese professors report challenges linked to insufficient training and the marginalization of pronunciation in curricula. Students in both contexts highlight engagement gaps and self-perceived difficulties, particularly among Japanese learners of Portuguese. The findings challenge pervasive native-speaker ideologies, advocating for a shift toward intelligibility-focused instruction that values linguistic diversity. Practical recommendations include integrating culturally responsive methodologies, enhancing professional development opportunities, and leveraging technology to promote autonomous learning. This study offers insights into addressing systemic challenges in pronunciation pedagogy, aiming to inform future research and guide language education policies in diverse global contexts.
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1. Introduction
Pronunciation is a topic often overlooked in foreign or second language classrooms (Trofimovich, Kennedy, & Blanchet, 2017). Several studies in the field of applied linguistics suggest that, in the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and English as a Second Language (ESL), pronunciation instruction faces significant challenges. These challenges are primarily linked to insufficient teacher training and the limited integration of pronunciation into educational programs and classroom practices.
This paper presents and discusses findings from surveys conducted with students and professors of Spanish and Portuguese at universities in South Korea and Japan. This comparative study presents an original contribution to language education in Asia by examining the perceptions of Spanish and Portuguese instructors and learners — groups that remain relatively overlooked in a region where educational and research priorities continue to focus on EFL/ESL. While pronunciation instruction is sometimes analyzed from the perspective of either students or teachers, comparative studies remain rare. We argue that exploring the convergences and divergences in pronunciation teaching across different contexts can provide valuable insights into the challenges associated with its limited role in foreign or second language education.
Effective pronunciation instruction has been shown to enhance communicative outcomes for learners (Derwing and Munro, 2005). However, language programs often prioritize grammar and vocabulary over phonetic training, leaving learners with difficulties in intelligibility. This issue is further exacerbated in countries like Japan and South Korea due to the native speaker myth — a pervasive belief in these linguistic markets that influences not only the selection of teachers but also classroom practices. This belief undermines the confidence of both educators and learners, as native-like pronunciation is often mistakenly perceived as the ideal for effective communication in the target language.
Furthermore, studies such as those by Levis (2007) emphasize the critical need for teacher training in pronunciation. Many educators feel unprepared to address this component of language instruction, underscoring the importance of training programs that challenge such myths and promote approaches prioritizing intelligibility over native-like accuracy.

2. Background
The body of research on learning and teaching Portuguese and Spanish pronunciation in Northeast Asia is limited, particularly in Japanese and Korean contexts, which are the focus of this study. Nonetheless, studies published on EFL and ESL in Asia offer valuable insights, shedding light on the perspectives of both learners and teachers in the context of Portuguese and Spanish as foreign or second languages. Unlike the comparative approach adopted in our research, the majority of studies on pronunciation in this region tend to examine the perception of these two groups separately.
2.1 Beliefs and experiences: the native speakerism
Pronunciation often occupies a marginal space in curricula and is surrounded by beliefs that impose native-speaker ideals of language proficiency (Holliday, 2006). In both Japan and South Korea, there remains an undue emphasis on achieving native-like pronunciation, which can erode non-native teachers’ confidence and place unnecessary pressure on students (Uchida & Sugimoto, 2020; Whitehead & Ryu, 2023). While the native-speaker ideal is pervasive (Kramsch, 1997), recent critiques advocate for valuing intelligibility and linguistic diversity over unattainable native norms. Recognizing the impact of this myth on pedagogical practices is fundamental, as it can discourage local instructors from addressing pronunciation and perpetuate the misconception that successful communication depends on sounding like a native speaker.
2.2 Teacher’s training 
Uchida & Sugimoto (2016, 2020) and Whitehead & Ryu (2023) examined English pronunciation instruction in elementary and high school contexts in Japan and South Korea, respectively, emphasizing the need for targeted training opportunities. These studies highlight that, despite limited training and knowledge in pronunciation instruction, such resources are essential for enhancing teachers' self-confidence and directly influencing the effectiveness of phonetic and phonological instruction. This issue extends beyond the studied contexts and applies broadly to EFL/ESL settings (Breitkreutz, Derwing, & Rossiter, 2001; Levis, 2005; Murphy, 2014). In other Asian contexts, Asikin & Ibrahim (2020) and Phuong (2020) corroborate these findings, showing that inadequate training and insufficient knowledge in phonetics and phonology negatively impact EFL/ESL teachers' self-perception of their ability to teach pronunciation.
The effectiveness of pronunciation instruction is closely linked to the use of varied instructional methods and student engagement. A range of techniques – from minimal pairs and shadowing to phonetic transcription and role-playing – has been shown to improve pronunciation accuracy and learner confidence. Technology integration, such as mobile applications providing multimodal feedback, also enhances pronunciation training by offering interactive and personalized practice opportunities (O’Brien et al., 2018; Yang, 2022). By combining innovative teaching approaches with adequate teacher training, educators can better meet the diverse phonological needs of learners.
Notably, all the aforementioned studies share a common characteristic: they were conducted with ESL teachers whose native language was not English. This contrasts with our study, where the majority of participants are native speakers of Portuguese and Spanish, presenting a distinct set of challenges and perspectives. These findings underscore the importance of combining innovative teaching approaches with adequate teacher training to meet the diverse linguistic and pedagogical needs of EFL/ESL learners across different contexts.
2.3 Importance of pronunciation instruction
Bisset & Ma (2015) explored university students’ attitudes toward English pronunciation in South Korea, underscoring its perceived importance in their education. Their findings reveal a dual emphasis on intelligibility and the recognition of linguistic variability, alongside a pressing need to address communication challenges arising from diverse accents. Despite this emphasis, participants reported a lack of opportunities to improve their pronunciation skills during university, highlighting a gap in academic programs that prioritize other aspects of English learning. Additionally, questionnaire responses pointed to factors such as preferences for specific language norms or varieties and difficulties communicating with international peers due to differing pronunciations and accents, further stressing the relevance of pronunciation instruction.
Research has also suggested a link between students’ self-confidence in pronunciation and their ability to communicate effectively in a foreign or second language (Tlazalo Tejeda & Basurto-Santos, 2014; Gilakjani, Namaziandost & Ziafar, 2020). This perspective indicates that greater confidence in pronunciation can lead to improved communication, reinforcing the importance of targeted instruction in this area.
Pronunciation instruction, however, is often overlooked, as Levis (2005) notes, due to instructors’ reluctance and reliance on intuition rather than structured approaches. Nevertheless, studies demonstrate its potential to address learners’ difficulties effectively. Couper (2006) showed that targeted strategies—such as analyzing pronunciation features, controlled practice, listen-and-repeat exercises, and the use of recording tools—alongside focused instruction on segmentals and suprasegmentals, can significantly reduce challenges like epenthesis and consonant deletion. Similarly, Saito & Lyster (2012) highlighted the effectiveness of incorporating corrective feedback into form-focused instruction, which not only improves pronunciation but also minimizes specific errors. Technology-driven approaches further expand these possibilities: for example, computer-assisted pronunciation tools can provide automated, interactive feedback and support personalized learning (O’Brien et al., 2018). Such innovations make phonetic training more accessible and engaging, helping to address this critical yet often neglected aspect of language learning.
2.4 Research Questions
Building on the gaps identified in the literature, the current study addresses the following research questions, which correspond to the three focal areas outlined above:
· [bookmark: _Hlk204179223]RQ1: What importance do Portuguese and Spanish instructors and learners in Japan and South Korea attribute to pronunciation in the teaching and learning of these languages?
· RQ2: What are the experiences of Spanish and Portuguese professors in Japan and South Korea regarding training and preparation for teaching pronunciation (including their self-perceived preparedness and background in phonetics)?
· RQ3: How do students of Portuguese and Spanish in Japan and South Korea engage with pronunciation in their classes, in terms of their interest in pronunciation activities, the challenges they face (e.g., difficulty of pronunciation), and the support provided (such as curriculum emphasis on pronunciation)?

3. Method
3.1. Participants
The study involved 120 participants, consisting of both professors (29) and students (91) from Japan and South Korea. The participants were categorized based on their roles and target languages: Spanish or Portuguese. Adjustments were made to the dataset to ensure accurate representation. Specifically, six students (three from Japan and three from South Korea) were included twice, as they were studying both languages. Additionally, two Portuguese professors were excluded from the analysis: one for having no experience in either Japan or Korea, and the other for mistakenly completing the wrong questionnaire. Table 1, at the end of this subsection, summarizes the participant characteristics in each context.
3.1.1 Professors
The final sample included 29 professors, with 8 from Japan and 21 from South Korea. Among them, 4 Japanese professors and 8 Korean professors taught Portuguese, while the remainder taught Spanish. The professors in Japan had a mean age of 43.5 years (SD = 7.27), and those in South Korea had a mean age of 45.62 years (SD = 11.56). All professors in both countries held advanced degrees (MA or higher). Native speakers comprised 6 of the 8 Japanese professors and 17 of the 21 Korean professors, while the others were either speakers of Korean or Japanese. The mean time spent at their current institution was 8.12 years (SD = 7.67) for Japanese professors and 8.81 years (SD = 8.10) for Korean professors. Training in teaching pronunciation was reported by 4 professors in Japan and 10 in South Korea.
3.1.2 Students
A total of 91 students participated in the study, with 33 from Japan and 58 from South Korea. Among the students, 14 in Japan and 21 in South Korea studied Portuguese, while the rest studied Spanish. The mean age of Japanese students was 19.45 years (SD = 1.25), and the mean age of Korean students was 22.67 years (SD = 3.46). All students in both countries had at least some university education. The average age of acquisition of their L2 was 16.03 years (SD = 5.56) in Japan and 18.60 years (SD = 3.65) in South Korea. Japanese students reported 1.25 years (SD = 1.12) of formal L2 instruction, compared to 2.87 years (SD = 2.05) for Korean students. Experience in L2-speaking environments was minimal for Japanese students (mean = 0.49 months, SD = 2.16) but higher for Korean students (mean = 11.29 months, SD = 34.54). Self-rated proficiency in their L2 on a 6-point scale was 1.89 (SD = 2.16) for Japanese students and 2.61 (SD = 2.15) for Korean students.

Table 1. Participant demographics in Japan and South Korea. (JP = Japan; SK = South Korea; Sp = Spanish; Pt = Portuguese)
	
	Japan
	South Korea

	Professors (N = 29)
	
	

	Number of professors
	8
	21

	– teaching Spanish
	4
	13

	– teaching Portuguese
	4
	8

	Mean age (years)
	43.5
	45.6

	Native speakers
	6 (75%)
	17 (81%)

	Received training in pronunciation teaching
	4 (50%)
	10 (48%)

	Students (N = 91)
	
	

	Number of students
	33
	58

	– studying Spanish
	19
	37

	– studying Portuguese
	14
	21

	Mean age (years)
	19.45
	22.67

	Mean age began learning FL/L2
	16.03
	18.60

	Mean years of formal FL/L2 instruction
	1.25
	2.87

	Mean months in FL/L2 environment
	0.49
	11.29

	Mean self-rated FL/L2 proficiency*
	1.89
	2.61


*Self-rated proficiency on a 6-point scale (1 = beginner, 6 = advanced).
This diverse group of participants provided a comprehensive dataset for exploring attitudes and perceptions related to teaching and learning Portuguese and Spanish in the two contexts addressed in this study.
3.2. Materials
Two questionnaires were developed to gather information from professors and students regarding their experiences with teaching and learning Spanish or Portuguese as a foreign or second language in both Japan and South Korea. The participants were contacted directly through institutional email, and information about the study was also disseminated via social media platforms to broaden the reach to potential respondents. All individuals were invited to voluntarily complete the questionnaire and were assured of the confidentiality and anonymity of their responses. Additionally, professors were asked to support the study by sharing the questionnaire with their students.
3.2.1 Professor Questionnaire
The professor questionnaire explored teaching practices, language use, and approaches to teaching pronunciation. The questionnaire was administered in either Spanish or Portuguese, depending on the participant’s preference.  It was divided into three sections:
a. Background Information: This section collected demographic data (e.g., age, gender, education level, and residence), native and additional languages spoken, and the frequency of language use across professional and personal contexts.
b. Portuguese/Spanish Language Teaching: This section included questions on the languages taught, types of courses offered, institutional affiliations, and professional certifications. Participants were also asked about their training in phonetics and pronunciation instruction. 
c. Spanish/Portuguese Teaching Experience: This section addressed strategies for teaching pronunciation, the time allocated to pronunciation instruction, and specific challenges faced by students. It also included Likert-scale items to assess the importance of pronunciation in teaching, instructors’ confidence in teaching it, and their perceptions of students’ engagement.
3.2.2 Student Questionnaire
The student questionnaire focused on learners’ experiences with language instruction and their perspectives on pronunciation. The questionnaire was administered in Japanese or Korean, based on the students’ language preference, although they were given the opportunity to respond in either Portuguese or Spanish if they preferred it. It similarly consisted of three sections:
a. Background Information: This section gathered demographic details (e.g., age, gender, academic program, and year of study), language learning history, and self-assessed proficiency in Portuguese or Spanish.
b. Portuguese/Spanish Language Learning: Students were asked about their primary target language, duration and context of instruction, exposure to native-speaking instructors, and proficiency across the four skills. Additional questions addressed experiences with Portuguese- or Spanish-speaking environments and current usage of the language.
c. Portuguese/Spanish Learning Experience: This section explored students’ perceptions of pronunciation instruction, including whether and how it was taught, the amount of time dedicated to it, and specific challenges faced. Likert-scale items measured students’ attitudes toward pronunciation, their interest in pronunciation activities, and the effectiveness of their instructors’ methods.
This paper focuses on the final section of each questionnaire, specifically the ratings each group provided on statements related to pronunciation instruction and perceptions (see Appendix A & B). While many questions were shared across both groups, such as the importance of pronunciation in the classroom and perceptions of its difficulty, other items were specific to each group. For instance, professors were asked about their training and strategies for teaching pronunciation, while students provided details about their exposure to pronunciation instruction and the challenges they faced. By examining these responses, this study seeks to identify similarities and differences in attitudes toward pronunciation between educators and learners, offering insights into how these perceptions impact teaching and learning practices and how they may differ among the two countries tested: Japan and South Korea.
3.3. Procedure
The development of the questionnaires involved an initial piloting phase to ensure clarity and appropriateness of the questions. Native speakers of the respective languages—Japanese, Korean, Portuguese, and Spanish—reviewed the questionnaires and provided feedback on language, phrasing, and overall comprehension. Based on their input, several adjustments were made to improve clarity and accessibility.
The finalized questionnaires were created and distributed using Google Forms, ensuring ease of access and efficient data collection. They were shared directly with professors and students in both countries, who were encouraged to complete the survey and share it with their colleagues and classmates to broaden participation. Additionally, the questionnaires were disseminated through social media platforms, targeting groups and communities specifically aligned with the target audiences, such as educators in language teaching forums and student organizations. This dual approach helped maximize outreach and gather responses from a diverse participant pool.
The data from the professor and student questionnaires were analyzed using non-parametric methods suitable for Likert-scale data. Responses were cleaned to exclude incomplete entries, and demographic information was reviewed to ensure group comparability. The Kruskal-Wallis H test was used to identify differences among groups, followed by Mann-Whitney U tests for post-hoc pairwise comparisons when necessary in R (Okoye & Hosseini, 2024). A Bonferroni correction was applied to adjust p-values for multiple comparisons, maintaining a significance level of 0.05.
Given the ordinal nature of the data, the median was used to summarize responses instead of the mean, ensuring accurate representation. Statistical analyses were conducted using R, enabling efficient handling of non-parametric tests. Results are reported in text format without visual representations.
4. Results
Results are presented in three lines of research: Importance attributed to pronunciation, training on pronunciation (focused on professors’ responses), and engagement in the classes covering pronunciation topics (focusing on students’ point of views).
4.1 Importance attributed to pronunciation
For the statement “I attribute significant importance to pronunciation in a language class,” no significant differences were observed among professor groups based on country or target language (Kruskal-Wallis H = 2.43, p = 0.49). In both Japan and South Korea, professors generally rated this item highly (median rating = 6 on a 7-point scale), reflecting a shared view that pronunciation is important in language instruction. When comparing responses based on role (professors vs. students), there were similarly no significant differences (Mann-Whitney U = 1151.5, p = 0.296), indicating that instructors and learners alike attribute a high level of importance to pronunciation in a class.
For the statement "Pronunciation is highly important in my learning/teaching process," there were no significant differences across groups. This indicates that both professors and students, irrespective of their country (Japan or South Korea) or target language (Spanish or Portuguese), largely agreed on the importance of pronunciation in their own learning or teaching processes. This consensus suggests that pronunciation is universally recognized as a crucial component of language learning and teaching, even if the degree of emphasis may vary in classroom contexts.
4.2 Training and preparation on pronunciation
For the statement "I am (was) interested in pronunciation activities," no significant differences were observed among professors when analyzed by country or language (Kruskal-Wallis H = 5.41, p = 0.144). This indicates that professors’ interest in pronunciation activities does not vary significantly across the teaching contexts examined in this study.
For the statement "The pronunciation of Spanish / Portuguese is difficult for my students," significant differences were found among professors depending on their country and language (Kruskal-Wallis H = 8.67, p = 0.034). However, none of the pairwise comparisons between specific groups reached statistical significance after applying the Bonferroni correction, suggesting that while there may be trends in difficulty perceptions, these are not strong enough to establish clear group differences.
Regarding the statement "My teachers address all my pronunciation questions adequately," the data analyzed were the ratings provided by students. However, no significant differences were found across groups based on their country or target language. This consistency suggests that, for students, the adequacy of their teachers’ responses to pronunciation questions was similarly perceived, regardless of their learning context.
These findings underscore the variability in responses across certain groups while highlighting areas of similarity, particularly in how students perceive the support they receive from their instructors. Table 2 provides descriptive statistics for professors’ responses to these items.

Table 2. Professors’ responses to selected survey statements (percentage of respondents choosing each Likert-scale point, 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
	Survey Item (Professors)
	Group
	N
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	“I attribute significant importance to pronunciation in a language class.”
	JP–Sp
	4
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	25.0
	25.0
	50.0
	0.0

	
	
	4
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	25.0
	25.0
	0.0
	50.0

	
	SK–Sp
	13
	15.4
	7.7
	15.4
	7.7
	15.4
	30.8
	7.7

	
	SK–Pt
	8
	12.5
	0.0
	25.0
	12.5
	0.0
	50.0
	0.0

	“Pronunciation is highly important in my teaching practice.”
	JP–Sp
	4
	0.0
	25.0
	0.0
	0.0
	75.0
	0.0
	0.0

	
	JP–Pt
	4
	0.0
	25.0
	0.0
	25.0
	0.0
	0.0
	50.0

	
	SK–Sp
	13
	23.1
	0.0
	30.8
	0.0
	7.7
	30.8
	7.7

	
	SK–Pt
	8
	12.5
	25.0
	25.0
	12.5
	0.0
	12.5
	12.5

	“I feel prepared to teach pronunciation.”
	JP–Sp
	4
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	75.0
	25.0
	0.0

	
	JP–Pt
	4
	25.0
	25.0
	0.0
	25.0
	25.0
	0.0
	0.0

	
	SK–Sp
	13
	23.1
	23.1
	0.0
	0.0
	23.1
	23.1
	7.7

	
	SK–Pt
	8
	0.0
	25.0
	25.0
	25.0
	0.0
	12.5
	12.5

	“My academic background provided the necessary tools to teach pronunciation.”
	JP–Sp
	4
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0
	50.0
	50.0
	0.0
	0.0

	
	JP–Pt
	4
	25.0
	25.0
	0.0
	50.0
	0.0
	0.0
	0.0

	
	SK–Sp
	13
	30.8
	15.4
	0.0
	0.0
	15.4
	30.8
	7.7

	
	SK–Pt
	8
	12.5
	12.5
	37.5
	12.5
	0.0
	12.5
	12.5


(Table 2  shows that percentages may not sum exactly to 100% due to rounding. JP = Japan; SK = South Korea; Sp = Spanish; Pt = Portuguese)
4.3 Engagement in the classes
For the statement "I feel prepared to pronounce Spanish / Portuguese in an intelligible way," significant differences were found among groups based on country and language (Kruskal-Wallis H = 11.44, p = 0.010). Post-hoc analysis revealed that students in Japan studying Portuguese rated themselves significantly lower than students in South Korea studying Portuguese (U = 64.0, adjusted p = 0.029). Other pairwise comparisons did not reach significance after applying the Bonferroni correction, suggesting that the key difference lies between these two groups.
For the statement "I am (was) interested in pronunciation activities," significant differences were also observed (Kruskal-Wallis H = 11.20, p = 0.011). However, none of the pairwise comparisons reached statistical significance after Bonferroni correction. This indicates that while interest in pronunciation activities varies across groups, no specific pair showed a significant difference in post-hoc analysis.
For the statement "I have (had) questions about pronunciation," no significant differences were found among groups (Kruskal-Wallis H = 2.79, p = 0.425). This suggests that students’ tendencies to have questions about pronunciation are consistent regardless of their country or target language.
For the statement "It is easy for me to understand how Spanish and Portuguese pronunciation differ from the pronunciation of my native language," significant differences were detected (Kruskal-Wallis H = 9.47, p = 0.024). Post-hoc analysis showed that students in Japan studying Portuguese found this task significantly more challenging than students in South Korea studying Portuguese (U = 57.5, adjusted p = 0.013). Other pairwise comparisons did not reach significance after Bonferroni correction.
For the statement "The pronunciation of Spanish / Portuguese is difficult for me," no significant differences were found (Kruskal-Wallis H = 5.72, p = 0.126), indicating that perceptions of pronunciation difficulty are relatively similar across groups. And for the statement "The curriculum of the institution where I study (studied) includes courses that focus on pronunciation," no significant differences were observed (Kruskal-Wallis H = 5.87, p = 0.118). This suggests that the availability of pronunciation-focused courses in the curriculum is perceived similarly among students across different groups.
These results indicate that pronounced between-group differences were limited to specific cases (notably between Japanese and South Korean learners of Portuguese), whereas many response patterns were similar across contexts. The detailed distribution of student responses for key items is provided in Table 3.
​​
Table 3. Students’ responses to selected survey statements (percentage of respondents choosing each Likert-scale point, 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

	Survey Item (Students)
	Group
	N
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

	“I feel prepared to pronounce Spanish/Portuguese in an intelligible way.”
	JP–Sp
	19
	0.0
	10.5
	21.1
	47.4
	5.3
	5.3
	10.5

	
	JP–Pt
	14
	14.3
	28.6
	28.6
	0.0
	14.3
	7.1
	7.1

	
	SK–Sp
	37
	2.7
	8.1
	13.5
	27.0
	21.6
	13.5
	13.5

	
	SK–Pt
	21
	0.0
	4.8
	14.3
	14.3
	19.0
	33.3
	14.3

	“I am (was) interested in pronunciation activities.”
	JP–Sp
	19
	0.0
	5.3
	10.5
	57.9
	15.8
	0.0
	10.5

	
	JP–Pt
	14
	7.1
	7.1
	35.7
	21.4
	7.1
	14.3
	7.1

	
	SK–Sp
	37
	0.0
	2.7
	13.5
	18.9
	29.7
	18.9
	16.2

	
	SK–Pt
	21
	4.8
	0.0
	4.8
	14.3
	33.3
	28.6
	14.3

	“I have (had) questions about pronunciation.”
	JP–Sp
	19
	10.5
	26.3
	15.8
	26.3
	10.5
	5.3
	5.3

	
	JP–Pt
	14
	0.0
	21.4
	42.9
	7.1
	14.3
	14.3
	0.0

	
	SK–Sp
	37
	13.5
	18.9
	10.8
	18.9
	24.3
	5.4
	8.1

	
	SK–Pt
	21
	4.8
	14.3
	23.8
	9.5
	9.5
	33.3
	4.8

	“It is easy for me to understand how Spanish and Portuguese pronunciation differ from my native language’s pronunciation.”
	JP–Sp
	19
	0.0
	10.5
	15.8
	47.4
	5.3
	0.0
	21.1

	
	JP–Pt
	14
	7.1
	0.0
	64.3
	14.3
	0.0
	7.1
	7.1

	
	SK–Sp
	37
	5.4
	10.8
	10.8
	16.2
	21.6
	21.6
	13.5

	
	SK–Pt
	21
	0.0
	4.8
	4.8
	28.6
	23.8
	19.0
	19.0

	“The pronunciation of Spanish/Portuguese is difficult for me.”
	JP–Sp
	19
	15.8
	31.6
	10.5
	26.3
	10.5
	0.0
	5.3

	
	JP–Pt
	14
	7.1
	0.0
	28.6
	28.6
	7.1
	14.3
	14.3

	
	SK–Sp
	37
	2.7
	21.6
	13.5
	32.4
	18.9
	2.7
	8.1

	
	SK–Pt
	21
	0.0
	23.8
	19.0
	14.3
	14.3
	19.0
	9.5


(Table 3 shows that percentages may not sum exactly to 100% due to rounding. JP = Japan; SK = South Korea; Sp = Spanish; Pt = Portuguese JP = Japan; SK = South Korea; Sp = Spanish; Pt = Portuguese)
5. Discussion
In alignment with the results presented above, the discussion is organized according to the same three main themes, moving from the quantitative findings to their interpretation. Building on the findings, we now examine each topic in turn and explore the implications of the observed patterns.
5.1 Importance attributed to pronunciation
These results underscore the critical role of contextual factors in shaping the importance attributed to pronunciation in language education. Professors in South Korea consistently rated pronunciation as more significant in their teaching practices compared to their counterparts in Japan, regardless of the language taught. This trend may reflect broader cultural or institutional emphases on oral proficiency in South Korea, where pronunciation instruction is often regarded as a cornerstone of communicative competence.
These results align with broader research on the interplay of beliefs, preferences, and pedagogical approaches to pronunciation instruction. Both professors and students recognize pronunciation as a crucial component of language learning, consistent with the view that it directly impacts intelligibility and communicative effectiveness. However, attitudes and experiences differ significantly across contexts and roles, as seen in the current study and previous literature.
For instance, while Omani students favor instructor-led methods and technology integration in pronunciation learning (Pitychoutis, 2024), South Korean professors appear to place greater emphasis on pronunciation as a pedagogical priority than their Japanese counterparts. This disparity highlights how local teaching norms and student expectations can shape the perceived importance of pronunciation in the classroom.
Korean students, for example, attribute some of their communication difficulties with international peers to the insufficient emphasis on pronunciation and speaking practice in their language programs. Such challenges underscore a broader issue, where grammar and vocabulary are often prioritized over phonetic training, limiting students’ communicative competence. These findings are consistent with research highlighting how linguistic ideologies, such as the native speaker myth, perpetuate unrealistic goals of native-like pronunciation. These beliefs shape institutional practices, such as favoring native speakers for oral communication courses, which often come at the expense of fostering intelligibility-focused instruction. Moreover, textbooks analyzed by Martins & Yonaha (2025) reveal contradictions where native-like goals are emphasized but practical communicative opportunities are underrepresented, further complicating students' efforts to achieve intelligibility.
The findings reveal a significant misalignment between the stated goals of language programs and the content of instructional materials. Textbooks in Japan and South Korea, as highlighted by Martins & Yonaha (2025), emphasize grammatical structures at the expense of communicative and pronunciation-focused activities, despite the pervasive belief in native-like pronunciation as an ideal. This contradiction not only limits students’ opportunities to develop intelligibility but also undermines their ability to meet the aspirational goals set by such curricula. Addressing these issues requires a reevaluation of textbook design, ensuring a balanced integration of segmental and suprasegmental exercises alongside grammar instruction. Developing materials that foster communicative competence while reflecting realistic and attainable pronunciation goals could better align with students' needs and expectations.
Recent pedagogical advancements advocate for humanistic approaches that consider learners’ socio-psychological needs and aptitudes. These methods prioritize intelligibility and fluency, recognizing that tailored instruction is essential to address the specific challenges learners face in different educational contexts. The emphasis on native-like pronunciation in South Korea and Japan, for instance, reflects sociocultural preferences but contrasts with approaches in other regions that value diversity in pronunciation outcomes.
In summary, while the universal importance of pronunciation is evident, the nuanced differences observed between South Korea and Japan highlight the need for culturally responsive instructional strategies. By addressing these context-specific challenges, pronunciation instruction can better support both student needs and institutional goals, fostering greater communicative competence across diverse settings.
5.2 Training and preparation on pronunciation
The results highlight a mixed picture of how foreign or second language instructors and students perceive training and preparation related to pronunciation. While professors’ interest in pronunciation activities did not significantly vary across teaching contexts, the challenges surrounding the adequacy and prioritization of pronunciation instruction emerged as a critical concern.
A consistent theme in the literature is the lack of sufficient teacher training in pronunciation instruction (Levis, 2005; Murphy, 2014). Many instructors rely heavily on intuition and textbooks, often without formal preparation in phonetics or phonology. This limited training not only affects their confidence but also constrains their ability to implement evidence-based strategies for teaching pronunciation (Breitkreutz, Derwing, & Rossiter, 2001). Such limitations are compounded by systemic issues in curriculum design, which frequently deprioritize pronunciation in favor of grammar and vocabulary, further marginalizing this essential component of language learning. Additionally, as noted in prior studies, the native-speakerism ideology exacerbates this issue by discouraging non-native teachers from emphasizing pronunciation due to fears of perceived inadequacy. Recognizing and leveraging the unique strengths of non-native teachers, such as their shared learning experiences with students and ability to use the learners' L1 to explain phonetic nuances, could help address this gap (Williams, 2017; Whitehead & Ryu, 2023).
Students’ perceptions of their instructors’ responses to pronunciation questions similarly suggest that, while adequate, these responses often lack the depth expected from specialized training. The findings underscore critical gaps in teacher preparation, particularly the limited training in phonetics and pronunciation methodologies. Addressing this, institutions should incorporate targeted professional development programs that equip educators with strategies to prioritize intelligibility over native-like accuracy. For instance, workshops could integrate practical techniques such as shadowing and corrective feedback while addressing linguistic biases that undermine non-native teachers’ confidence. Additionally, curriculum reform is essential. Textbooks and course structures must allocate balanced attention to pronunciation alongside grammar and vocabulary, fostering communicative competence through real-world scenarios. Policy changes at institutional levels could mandate pronunciation-specific training, ensuring educators are prepared to meet diverse learner needs. These shifts would not only benefit Spanish and Portuguese learners in South Korea and Japan but also serve as a model for global language programs facing similar challenges.
The comparative perspective adopted in this study underscores the critical role of contextual factors in shaping both instructional practices and student outcomes. Prior studies have largely examined teacher and student perspectives in isolation (e.g., Uchida & Sugimoto, 2016; 2020; Whitehead & Ryu, 2023), making this dual approach particularly valuable. By revealing disparities—such as the greater emphasis on pronunciation in South Korea compared to Japan—this study highlights the need for policies that account for regional differences in pedagogical priorities. For example, while South Korean programs could serve as a model for their focus on oral proficiency, Japanese programs might benefit from incorporating similar practices to address gaps in student preparedness and engagement. Future research should explore how these insights can inform cross-regional training programs and the development of shared instructional resources.
To address these gaps, multifaceted approaches to pronunciation instruction have been advocated. Techniques such as modeling, minimal pairs, and explicit corrective feedback are well-documented as effective methods for improving learners’ pronunciation. Additionally, integrating innovative methods, including phonetic transcription and technology-driven tools like mobile applications and speech analysis software, could provide instructors and learners with multimodal, interactive feedback, thereby enhancing engagement and outcomes. Targeted initiatives that address regional disparities—such as the lower preparedness reported by Japanese students—could also help bridge gaps in proficiency and confidence by tailoring training to specific learner needs.
5.3 Engagement in the classes
The findings reveal varying levels of student engagement in pronunciation-related classes, shaped by both contextual and instructional factors. Significant differences were observed among groups, particularly in self-perceptions of readiness and ability to pronounce Spanish or Portuguese intelligibly. For example, Japanese students studying Portuguese rated their preparedness lower than their South Korean counterparts, indicating potential differences in instructional approaches or exposure, which could also be directly linked to the fact that most of the Japanese students who completed our questionnaire had a lower level of proficiency based on their self-ratings.
Students often recognize the importance of pronunciation for effective communication but may struggle with low motivation and limited opportunities for practice. Instructors, meanwhile, face challenges in designing engaging pronunciation activities, further exacerbating students’ disinterest. Additionally, ideological factors, such as the idealization of native-like pronunciation, can discourage students who perceive these goals as unattainable. This highlights the need for a shift in focus from native-like accuracy to intelligibility, reinforcing the importance of culturally responsive teaching that validates diverse pronunciation outcomes and prioritizes confidence-building.
Innovative approaches, particularly those involving technology, have the potential to enhance engagement. Mobile applications and other digital tools provide immediate feedback and allow students to practice autonomously, making pronunciation instruction more interactive and accessible. When combined with traditional classroom methods, these tools can foster greater student engagement and improve learning outcomes. Techniques such as shadowing, phonetic transcription, and peer comparisons—highlighted in the literature (El-Sulukiyyah, 2018; Pardede, 2018; Couper, 2006; Saito & Lyster, 2012)—offer structured ways to build students’ confidence and interest in pronunciation.
Textbooks and materials should also be reevaluated to align better with communicative goals (Martins & Yonaha, 2025; Sugimoto & Uchida, 2018). Current materials often prioritize grammatical content at the expense of real-world pronunciation practice, as noted by Martins & Yonaha (2025). Addressing this gap requires the integration of exercises that focus on segmentals, suprasegmentals, and communicative activities, providing students with practical opportunities to enhance their intelligibility. This adjustment is especially critical for Japanese students studying Portuguese, who face unique challenges due to less exposure and lower confidence levels. By incorporating context-specific, culturally relevant methods, instructors can create more engaging and supportive learning environments that address diverse learner needs.
6. Conclusion
This study explores the multifaceted perceptions and practices surrounding pronunciation instruction in two understudied contexts: Japan and South Korea. Focusing on the teaching and learning of Spanish and Portuguese, our research sheds light on the importance attributed to pronunciation, the adequacy of instructor training, and the engagement of students in pronunciation-related activities. The findings underscore the significance of both universal and context-specific factors in shaping attitudes and experiences in these areas, while also addressing a gap in the literature regarding the study of the topic in question, particularly in relation to the languages concerned within their respective contexts.
The results showed that professors and students across both countries generally acknowledge the importance of pronunciation for communicative competence. However, significant differences emerged in the emphasis placed on pronunciation by professors in South Korea compared to their Japanese counterparts, suggesting a stronger institutional or cultural focus on oral proficiency in South Korea. Instructors in both countries demonstrated an interest in pronunciation activities, yet many reported limited training in this area. This aligns with global trends highlighting the inadequacies of teacher preparation programs in equipping instructors with effective strategies for pronunciation instruction. By addressing the systemic bias of native-speakerism and leveraging the unique strengths of non-native teachers, institutions can create more inclusive and effective training programs.
Students’ engagement with pronunciation learning was influenced by factors such as their self-perceived proficiency and the instructional methods employed. Notably, Japanese students studying Portuguese reported lower preparedness and greater difficulty compared to their South Korean peers, pointing to potential gaps in exposure and instructional support. Innovative methods, including phonetic transcription, shadowing, and the use of mobile applications, should be integrated into curricula to foster greater engagement and autonomy. Additionally, textbooks must evolve to provide meaningful pronunciation practice that aligns with communicative goals.
To improve outcomes, professional development programs should prioritize context-sensitive approaches that address local needs and challenges. For example, training initiatives tailored to Japanese learners of Portuguese could bridge existing gaps in confidence and proficiency. Furthermore, systemic changes are required to challenge native-speakerism and promote intelligibility-focused instruction that values linguistic diversity. To bridge the gap between curricular goals and classroom practices, it is imperative to integrate innovative methods and materials into pronunciation instruction. Techniques such as shadowing, minimal pairs, and explicit corrective feedback (Couper, 2006; Saito & Lyster, 2012) should be systematically incorporated into textbooks and lesson plans, alongside grammar-focused content. Moreover, as O’Brien et al. (2018) emphasize, technology-driven solutions—including mobile applications and speech analysis software—can provide interactive and personalized feedback, fostering greater student engagement and autonomy. Addressing regional disparities, particularly the challenges faced by Japanese learners of Portuguese, requires tailored interventions that emphasize intelligibility over unattainable native-like standards. By aligning instructional practices with these goals, educators can create more inclusive and effective learning environments that support diverse learner needs while challenging pervasive native-speakerist ideologies.
In conclusion, by opening new avenues for research into the teaching and learning of pronunciation among Romance language learners in Northeast Asia, this study highlights the critical role of pronunciation instruction in foreign or second language acquisition and underscores the need for targeted interventions to address specific contextual challenges. By fostering collaboration among researchers, educators, and institutions, the field can continue to advance toward more inclusive, effective, and contextually relevant pronunciation teaching practices. Through the implementation of innovative methods, professional development, and systemic changes, pronunciation instruction can better support the diverse needs of learners worldwide. Importantly, this research also lays the groundwork for future research into pronunciation teaching and learning among Romance language learners in Northeast Asia, pointing to the potential of context-specific approaches to enhance outcomes in this underexplored region.
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Appendix A: Likert-scale items to assess the importance of pronunciation in teaching (professors)
a. I attribute significant importance to pronunciation in a language class. (1-7)
b. Pronunciation is highly important in my teaching practice. (1-7)
c. I feel prepared to teach pronunciation. (1-7)
d. My academic background (bachelor's, master's, or doctoral degree) provided me with the necessary tools to teach pronunciation. (1-7)
e. My students are interested in pronunciation activities. (1-7)
f. My students have questions about pronunciation. (1-7)
g. It is easy for me to answer my students' questions about pronunciation.
h. The pronunciation of Portuguese is difficult for my students. (1-7)
i. I am familiar with my students' native language(s) to the extent that I can make comparisons with Portuguese pronunciation. (1-7)
j. The curriculum of the institution where I work includes courses that focus on pronunciation. (1-7)

Appendix B: Likert-scale items to assess the importance of pronunciation in learning (students)
a. I attribute significant importance to pronunciation in a language class. (1-7)
b. Pronunciation is highly important in my learning process. (1-7)
c. I feel prepared to pronounce Spanish / Portuguese in a intelligible way. (1-7)
d. I am (was) interested in pronunciation activities. (1-7)
e. I have (had) questions about pronunciation. (1-7)
f. It is easy for me to understand how Spanish and Portuguese pronunciation differ from the pronunciation of my native language. (1-7)
g. The pronunciation of Spanish / Portuguese is difficult for me. (1-7)
h. The curriculum of the institution where I study (studied) includes courses that focus on pronunciation. (1-7)
i. My teachers address all my pronunciation questions adequately. (1-7)
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