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Rules and Permissibility for the Systematic Learning of
Japanese Pitch Accent: An Empirical Elucidation of the
Application Conditions and Limitations of the Unaccented

Substitution Method

Chen, Kuan-Lin

Associate Professor, Soochow University, Taiwan

Abstract

This study classifies Japanese lexical pitch accent into “predictable”
and “unpredictable” categories. For the former, it systematizes accentual
rules based on word origin, mora count, and structure. For the latter, it
defines rules and permissibility for systematic learning by considering
part of speech, mora count, frequency, and dictionary-based rates of the
Unaccented pattern. Empirically, the study establishes the application
conditions of the Unaccented substitution method. To minimize
dependence on word origin, it quantifies permissibility using “mora count
x special mora,” an objective indicator suitable for beginners.
Quantitative analysis shows this substitution is generally valid for three-
and four-mora words, while two- and five-mora words require caution.
Integrating these findings, the study proposes a systematic learning model
optimizing memory load and teaching efficiency, aligning with the field’s
recent shift “from prescriptivism to variability” and offering a framework

applicable to Japanese language education.

Keywords: Japanese Accent, Unaccented Substitution Method, Rule,

Permissibility, Systematic Learning
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