
A Look into Korean Stress: A Perceptual and Production Experiment

The location and even the very existence of Korean stress is still debated. Most agree that stress is 
found either on the first or second syllable of a word regardless of syllable length (Ko, 2013; Lee 
1990). Ko (2013) argues that most analysis of stress placement comes from the author’s intuition. 
Because of this, this study sought to do a phonetic analysis of stress on Korean verbs and present 
acoustic evidence for stress location. We focused on base verbs of two and three syllables that had past 
tense and polite style suffixes to create three and four syllable words. We sought to find if the stress 
position from the base word stayed in the same position when more syllables were added.

The first part of the experiment asked native Korean speakers to listen to individual words and to 
specify which syllable they believed were stressed. PRAAT was used to run experiment so the reaction 
times could be recorded. The target words were presented in Hangul and directed to type the number of
the syllable they believe was stressed into the number row of the keyboard. Once they did this, they 
indicated how sure they were on a 5 point scale.

The second part of the experiment asked native Korean speakers to read sentences containing target 
verbs that varied the syllable count by adding past tense and polite style suffixes. The sentences were 
written in Hangul. The syllables in the target words were analyzed for pitch, vowel and syllable 
duration, and intensity. 

In the presentation, we will discuss the location of stress based on the pitch, duration, and intensity in 
the target words. We will also show a comparison of these locations to the intuitions of the participants 
in experiment 1. This will serve to indicate the accuracy of native speaker’s intuitions of the placement 
of stress in a word. This is important for future perception research on stress in Korean as it has been 
argued that Korean speakers can be good at identifying vowel length but not necessarily stress location.
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