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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

When I met Isabella, she was a forty-year-old retail employee, unhappy about her
job. She had a very strong accent in English and it was hard for many customers and coworkers to understand her. As her supervisor, I had regular meetings with her, and we
talked about her work performance and development. She was a great employee with
many skills, a strong work ethic, and more than overqualified for the position she was in.
She had a Ph. D. in Psychology and had her own therapy practice back in Brazil. Her
social status had changed dramatically when she came to the U.S. and she had a hard time
coping. I could not help but notice recurring statements in our conversations: "My
English is bad [she would actually state that in job interviews]," "I will never get a
promotion because of my English," "I am not good with writing English," "People don't
understand me because of my accent."
A promotion to the team lead position helped, but it was not enough to get
Isabella where she wanted to be and fully use her potential. We discussed desirable jobs
outside of retail and what was needed for that. As her degrees were earned in Brazil and
not fully recognized in the United States, she would have had to go back to school in
order to pursue a career in the psychology/sociology field. Isabella was convinced that
her lack of English proficiency was the impediment to returning to school. The thought of
being a retail worker her whole life seemed very dreary, but she had no confidence that
she could do more. She had taken ESL classes at the community center but had given up
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hope that her English would ever improve. Her low self-esteem affected her personal life:
she felt dependent on her husband for day-to-day activities and did not participate much
in any events outside of her house. After a lot of conversations with friends and family,
and with the strong support of her husband, Isabella quit her retail job and went back to
school to earn a degree as a social worker. Although she retained a strong accent in
English, she discovered strategies to make herself understood. Her story has inspired me
and piqued my curiosity about other non-native speakers' (NNSs) experiences and how
their perceptions of accent and self affect their lives, particularly their community
involvement. This study focuses on finding more information about this particular matter.
I have been in the United States for eight years and I have had quite a few
experiences myself concerning my accent. I was always interested in hearing other stories.
Through the years I have talked to several native and non-native speakers about their
experiences and opinions regarding the relationship between accent, self-esteem and life
goals. I witnessed how a non-native accent had a great effect on Isabella's life, and I
wanted to explore the issue by having several participants share their experiences. As I
did not find substantial research on the community involvement aspect, I hoped to gather
valuable information though an exploration of my participants’ perception of accent and
participation in the community.
Having an accent myself, this paper stems from my personal belief that what a
person thinks about his/her accent and self influences the manner in which he/she
communicates and interacts with native speakers. I want to share my knowledge and
findings about living with an accent, in order to raise awareness about the rights of NNSs
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to equal opportunity and to encourage both NNSs and NSs to collaborate for a better
community.
This chapter introduces the issues involved in this study, it provides an overview
of the terms used throughout the paper, gives a reason for the need to shed light on the
matter of accent, self-esteem and community participation, and shows the importance of
this research to non-native speakers, native listeners, ESL teachers and to me as the
researcher and as a community member.
This study focuses on a particular segment of the English speaker population: the
adult ESL speaker who lives in a host country permanently and is trying to adapt to the
new culture. This person has completely different needs when compared to the EFL
learner, who, as a non-native speaker is usually not surrounded by a native speaking
community in which an accent would stand out. The younger ESL speaker does not
encounter the same identity issues, as his/her identity may not be well rooted into his/her
native culture. The participants in this study came to the U.S. when they were older than
seventeen and they had to go through a process of adjustment to the new country in
addition to language acquisition. The adult ESL speaker is also different than an
academic ESL speaker (college situations), who could be in a class, grouped with others
who are more homogenous in age, educational background and language proficiency, and
typically with higher level English skills (Mathews-Aydinli, 2008). With a regular Adult
Basic Education (ABE) class in mind, this study focuses on adult English language
learners (ELLs) of various ages, cultural and educational backgrounds, first languages
and English levels, English exposure, immigration statuses, and individual motivations.
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Knowing what and how a student thinks about his/her accent, self and resulting
experiences he/she attributes to that accent is highly beneficial to ESL teachers. Knowing
the student’s degree of investment in the learning process, the factors that influence
his/her pronunciation and accent, a teacher can better design the curriculum to facilitate
second language acquisition. A teacher must consider cultural and identity aspects, in
addition to language teaching during the class (Mathews-Aydinli, 2008). By designing
material that focuses on students, a teacher can help an ELL build self confidence about
his/her language skills, and therefore be more functional and active in the society.
I believe a NNS is curious about what other people think about having a nonnative accent. By reading about the findings of this study he/she could identify common
themes within this/her own thoughts and experiences and they can gain an awareness
about his/her own relationship with the community. There is still a need for more research
that focuses on accent-related obstacles NNSs perceive in attaining their work and life
goals.
Self-esteem, Identity and Belonging
One cannot talk about self-esteem without considering the issues of identity and
the sense of belonging, because one's self-esteem is affected by one's identity and sense
of belonging to a specific group (Gumperz, 1982). To measure self-esteem, one needs to
compare self with other participants, to see oneself as a part of a bigger group. It is this
particular issue I want to explore through this study: how do the participants see
themselves? Do they perceive separate groups: accented and non-accented? And if so,
which group do they see themselves belonging to? I am curious to find out if the accented
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adult speakers are aware of a change in self-esteem because of their accent and if their
community involvement was affected while adjusting to a new culture and language.
Most of my participants have been in U.S. for several years, therefore I want to find out if
they have noticed a difference with time in their accent, confidence and the sense of
belonging.
Many psychologists refer to self-esteem as "living up to the standards that you,
based in large part on cultural values, associate with being a good or significant person”
(Salkind, 2006, p. 1134). For the purpose of this study, Rosenberg's (1979) definition of
self-esteem will be utilized: the extent to which a person thinks positively about oneself.
As non-native speakers are immigrants and refugees, who have to deal with much
more than learning a language, second language acquisition for adult learners is a
complex process, which has ramifications in psychology, sociology, and law. I seek to
understand a non-native speaker’s perceptions on how his/her English level impacts
his/her community involvement and to find out how that influences life choices and goals.
I will look at how the perception of self and the ability to function in a second language
impacts a speaker’s feelings of belonging and investment in the society.
Non-native Speaker Community Involvement
The purpose of this study is to find out how adult NNSs’ perceptions of accent
and self-esteem affect community involvement. Initially, I thought of community in terms
of neighborhood, but realized that NNSs can and do travel outside of their immediate
surroundings to meet with the groups they belong to. That raised a question: does
meeting other non-native speakers qualify as community involvement? For the purpose
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of this study I will consider as community any inclusive, non-homogenous (with diverse
backgrounds), geographically connected group that uses English as a method of
communication. Previous studies have shown that during the first year of acculturation, a
person spends more time with the first language community, or with communities with
which he/she has something in common, such as being ELLs (Chapman Wadsworth,
Hecht, & Jung, 2008). I personally had a hard time making friends in my first years in the
U.S., and I do not think it is a coincidence that all my friends from those years happened
to be of different national backgrounds and various degrees of accentedness. I remember
a topic that we all discussed and agreed on: friendship in the U.S. is very different than in
other countries.
To better understand how accent influences a person's life, it is important to
consider the issue of being “othered” because of the accent and what previous studies
found about accented adults' rights, choices and opportunities from both points of view:
the speaker's and the listener's.
Second Language Accent and Being “Othered”
There are many factors involved when second language accent discrimination is
present and extended research has been done in this field (Derwing, 2003; Munro, 2003;
Lippi-Green, 1994). My study focuses mainly on the perception of non-native speakers
about issues related to second language accent in English and does not deeply engage
with the complex issues related to discrimination. However, previous studies on this topic
need to be mentioned, as they shed light on the research question about accent and being
“othered.” Numerous times during my first years in this country, I felt that my accent was
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taken for lack of proficiency or lack of intelligence. The research I refer to in the next
chapter shows that this is a common misconception among native and non-native
listeners (Lippi-Green, 1994).
In Isabella's experience, her perception about her accent had the strongest
negative influence on her career. In addition to her lack of participation in social and
volunteer events at work, her accent, and particularly, her low confidence in her English
abilities influenced others in focusing on that perception instead of her skills. Job
discrimination based on accent has been researched and documented, prompting the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to devise guidelines to measure
and prevent discrimination, to assist both speakers and listeners to conduct business at
their workplace and provide equal opportunities to employees, while providing a clear
description of the English skills needed in a particular job (Parrish, 2004).
Spoken language, and accent in particular, is one of the fastest ways a listener can
find information about a speaker. Often times I am puzzled how people can distinguish an
accent in my speech from a simple: "Hi." While I have been told I do not have a strong
non-native accent in English, it is remarkable how tuned a listener is into discerning
information about a speaker in communication, that a simple greeting can reveal so much
to the listener. Previous studies have shown that people discriminate more based on
accent than on looks (Derwing, 2003), and through this study I attempt to find whether
participants believe they are being “othered” and they have experienced low self-esteem
because of their accent and ultimately if these experiences have caused them to decrease
their interaction with a specific group in order to avoid unpleasant situations and feelings.
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As a teacher I have always tried to integrate culture into language instruction and
to use authentic materials so students can apply the subject matter to real life situations. I
have always had empathy for my students, as I have experienced many of the cultural
adjustments they are going through. Though, with every student I am reminded that each
individual is different and each experience unique and it takes more than just the
individual learner. Through this project I want to better understand non-native speakers
and the issues that they associate with accent. I want to share my findings with both nonnative and native, speakers and listeners, as well as ESL teachers. I do believe that
participation and interest in the surrounding matters are at the basis of strong
communities and I want to find out whether accent influences it.
One of the reasons this topic is very interesting to me is my own teaching
experience. I am curious to discover what the implications of accent on students' lives are
and what methods I can use in class to help my students understand the issue of accents,
especially not letting accent impact them in a negative way. My interest does not stop
there: with this paper, I plan to share my knowledge with my peer teachers and the
communities and make people aware of other points of view.
Research Question
My aim in this study is to find out how NNS' perceptions of accent and selfesteem have an effect on their community participation. I especially want to find out how
NNSs are made to feel “othered” and what the nature of that “otherness” is. I will seek to
answer this question using interviews and questionnaires with adult NNSs of English.
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Previous research has shown that there is discrimination based on L2 accent
(Munro, 2003; Derwing, 2003). While many researchers have analyzed ways in which
ESL teachers and counselors can help students improve their self-esteem about their
language abilities (Carpenter, Gault, cited in Mathews-Aydinli, 2008; Buttaro, 2001;
Menard-Warwick, 2005; McVay, 2004), there has been little attention paid to the
connection between the accent, self-esteem and community involvement from the NNS'
perspective. This study focuses on this particular aspect by analyzing the perceptions and
experiences of accented adult speakers.
If a student has self confidence, he/she may be able to integrate better in the
society, can have better jobs, better status, can have more choices, better chance of doing
what he/she likes in life, and ultimately be happier. I want to share my findings with the
other teachers and counselors; so that they can help their students better integrate in the
community and attain their goals.
Chapter One introduced the area of research, the significance it has to me
personally, and the importance that the data findings bring to adult ESL speakers and
teachers. Chapter Two provides a literature review on the topics of accent, self-esteem,
and community involvement. In Chapter Three I provide a description of the methods and
research design employed in this study. The results of the study are presented in Chapter
Four. The conclusions drawn from the reflection on the collected data are presented in
Chapter Five, along with the limitations of the study and recommendations for future
research. This is also the chapter where practical classroom suggestions are made.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

The purpose of this study is to find out how the perceptions of accent and self of
adult NNSs of English affect their community involvement. I have noticed a connection
between my own experiences as an accented adult living in the U.S., with those of some
of my friends and co-workers. I have had extensive discussions based on our similar
personal experiences with one particular friend and I want to see if this is can be
generalized to more participants. This chapter will examine literature about second
language and “otherness,” self-esteem and belonging, NNSs’ community involvement
and adult ESL instruction.
Self-esteem, Identity and Belonging
When we speak we tell the world who we are. Just think about how much you can
tell about a person you hear over the phone: you might be able to get information about
age, sex, location of origin, and group membership. There is some information that we
provide voluntarily and other information that just gives us away. Language use creates
and identifies affiliation to social groups (Gumperz, 1982). Often speakers have to choose
between linguistic or cultural codes used in their native versus non-native group when
they want to signal belonging to a specific community. Usage of specific language
characteristics has been noted as sufficient to pass as a group member, despite the
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ethnicity (Fought, 2006). Why do people want to have the same accent as the community?
It is ultimately about equal opportunities, about power and control (Parrino, 1998).
Sociocultural theorists have discovered strong connections between self-esteem,
identity and language learning. Belonging is used in this study with the meaning of a
sense of mutual love and acceptance in a group. Identity will be defined here as a view of
self compared to others, view that is always subject to change, based on cultural and
social situations (Hawkins, 2005).
An important factor in acquiring a native accent is the desire to be accepted in the
community; however there are other factors to consider when talking about maintaining
an L2 accent in English. Age has a significant influence on second language accent, as it
has been established that children are able to achieve a native like accent, while adults
have a harder time with that language aspect (Chomsky, cited in Lightbown & Spada,
2006). There is a strong connection between the environment, the sense of belonging and
accent. When a person feels like he/she belongs to an L1 group more than an L2 one, and
they have enough self-confidence to oppose the pressure of the L2 environment, the
desire to belong to the L2 group is not as strong as the one to belong to the one he/she is
more accepted into. In this case the effort he/she puts into losing his/her accent is not as
strong (Tomaszczyk, 1980). It is hard to generalize when talking about second language
acquisition, as the circumstances and factors are different for each person. That makes
research in the adult ESL field more challenging. In this study I am trying to focus on
accent as a factor for low self-esteem and the impact on involvement in the L2 and L2
communities.
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Although not focusing on accent, it is important to note that in her study of a
Korean mother, Jeon (cited in Mathews-Aydinli, 2008) described how language
acquisition was perceived by the learner more as a social process of constructing a new
self in the target culture. Gordon (2004) showed how four Cambodian women's
motivation grew exponentially with the amount of recognition and validation of their
identities during the English class. The author emphasized the importance of being aware
of the diverse identities in addition to using culturally and socially sensitive/familiar
material: each student has a different way of learning. “There is something fundamentally
different about learning a language, compared to learning another skill or gaining other
knowledge, namely, that language and self are so closely bound, if not identical, that an
attack on one is an attack on the other" (Cohen & Norst, 1989, p. 61).
Although no study has proven that high self-esteem causes happiness, Baumeister,
Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs (2003) did find that there is a strong connection between the
two. According to Baumeister et al, high self-esteem helps people recover from
challenging events. Therefore, I speculate that high self-esteem can help speed up the
adjustment to the new culture and language. Schumman (1986) also lists self-esteem as a
personality factor that influences second language acquisition among social, affective,
cognitive, biological, aptitude, personal, input and instructional factors. Baumeister et al's
study showed that high self-esteem is not conducive to school achievement, however, the
opposite causality was noticed: when a person was successful, their self-esteem was
rising, the outcome being a better individual. It was demonstrated in this study that
people with high self-esteem were significantly happier than the ones with lower self-
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esteem. More research to prove the causality between self-esteem and happiness is
needed, as there is data indicating a strong possibility of a connection.
Moyer (2007) showed in her study that the amount of time a person spent in the
new country was very important for the level of integration and the sense of belonging.
It takes time to make friends, to understand a culture, to build relationships, to feel more
confident in one’s abilities. This study found that the perception of the NNSs about their
own accent grew more positive with time and the growth was consistent with the
listeners' opinion. Once the accented speaker went on through the steps of acculturation
(a term that will be detailed below), his/her desire of sounding more native also grew.
More positive attitudes toward the language and the community are noticed after five
years of the speaker’s arrival in the new country.
We cannot talk about identity and belonging without mentioning the steps of
acculturation, as it has been shown that the level of self-esteem is influenced by the level
that the individual is at in their acculturation process (Chapman Wadsworth, Hecht &
Jung, 2008). The authors are of the opinion that when two cultures come into contact
with each other, changes occur at individual as well as community level. The first stage
of acculturation is euphoria, a period of excitement over the newness of the culture and
language. Overcoming culture shock can take years and it can cause anxiety, stress,
sadness, unhappiness, anger, hostility, indecision, frustration, homesickness and low selfesteem; at this level the solidarity with own group and culture is strong. Anomie is the
stage of gradual recovery, when one starts to accept the new culture and when individuals
feel like they do not belong in either place: not fully adapted to the second culture nor as

19

strongly connected to their first one. Assimilation or adaptation is the last stage where
there is acceptance of the new culture and the new self in this culture. Acculturation is a
long process and it involves integrating public and private identities and taking pride in
both languages, as "denying the native language and culture can be debilitating"
(Watkins-Goffman, 2001, p. 122).
This study seeks to explore the extent to which accent and perceptions of self
impact adult community participation. During our conversations, Isabella expressed her
wish to be more independent, as well as her doubts about the possibility of becoming
self-efficient and being more involved in the community where she was raising two
children. The doubt that Isabella had expressed about her own efficacy when it comes to
everyday activities and achieving her goals, increased my desire to find ways to help her
get where she wanted to be. The aim of this investigation is to find out more about other
NNSs and their perceptions on how second language accent influences their participation
in the community.
NNSs’ Community Involvement
Human beings do not usually live isolated from society. We are born into a social
group and learn the characteristics of that particular environment. When an individual
changes environments, most likely he/she moves into a different social group and he/she
has to learn how to act in order to communicate and co-exist within that group. There are
benefits to belonging and feeling accepted, and being able to function is the test that one
has to pass in order to be and feel included. When a collective group is efficient in
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solving its own problems and improving its lives through collective effort, that particular
group’s power increases.
In a summary of recent studies in adult ESL, Mathews-Aydinli (2008) indicated a
need for further research in the area of cultural aspects of social identity. This is
particularly important for individuals like those in the current study, who have to
negotiate identity and culture besides language issues on a daily basis. Recent studies
have discovered the importance of getting involved in the students' environment and
building a connection with the ethnic communities. Some questions the author brought up
still have to be investigated: how much English is enough to be accepted in the nativespeaker community? Would the NNSs be willing to put in the effort it takes to achieve
that level, if there is one? Will they be willing to go to the extent of losing their own
language?
In his study on Russian immigrants in Philadelphia, Friesner (2006) showed how
a person with a more extended social network and more participation may acquire a
stronger local accent than one with little interaction. The author brought up the question:
would a different accent than the majority community's negatively influence a member's
participation? A person is accepted as a member of a group if they prove themselves
competent in the skills that that the other members share. Therefore this study suggests
that a person most likely will identify themselves as belonging to the group that he/she is
most similar with, and a group that uses a language in which he/she is highly competent
(Goodenough, 1981).
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Gordon (2004) has shown how complex this issue of language and identity is in
his study of Laotian women in the U.S. His findings show that gender identity shifts
among immigrants can impact language socialization. His study focuses on educational,
domestic and workplace language events and shows how the process of language learning
both influences and is influenced by identity changes. Gordon points out the importance
of not generalizing, but working with specific communities and recognizing their
individual identities. ESL teachers can model attitudes in and outside the class that
encourage awareness.
What Does It Mean To Be “Othered”?
Language, and accent in particular, is one of the fastest ways a listener can find
information about a speaker. An immigrant can try to adapt his/her clothing, behavior,
and look, learn the vocabulary and grammar of the new language to fit into the host
country; however it is very hard to change an L2 accent. We all have an accent, as we all
pronounce words in a distinct way (Tracy, 2002). We all have beliefs and pre-conceived
opinions about different people, learned from family, school, or community; how we
decide to act upon these beliefs is a matter of choice. Discrimination consists of covert or
overt actions to exclude, avoid or distance (Hecht, cited in Chapman, Wadsworth, Hecht,
& Jung, 2008). Although this study is not looking particularly into the issue of
discrimination, previous research needs to be mentioned here, as a part of feeling and
being “othered.”
Several studies have shown how declaring a standard version of a language
creates a basis for rejection and discrimination against those speakers who use a non-
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standard variety of the language. Lippi-Green (1994) noted that because there were no
laws in Canada to forbid discrimination based on accent, it has become a common way to
discriminate. In the United States, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC) provided guidelines by 1995 that helped with language discrimination cases, to
analyze whether a person had been unjustly discriminated against in his/her job based on
accent. This tool looked into the frequency and complexity of the language skills needed
in a particular job, the low or high stress environment, the impact that the
miscommunication issue had on business, as well as the listening skills of the people in
contact with NNSs (Parrish, 2004). Usually the higher the positions and the better paid a
job is, the more advanced English skills are required, and it is very important for those
skills to be clear in a job description for all parties involved.
Discrimination has been proven to exist in the hiring process by a quasiexperimental study on native versus non-native accent and the listener's perception of the
candidates' skills (Hyman, cited in Matthews-Aydinli, 2008). Munro (2003) distinguished
three different types of accent discrimination among the human rights cases in Canada:
"discrimination in employment due to inappropriate concern with accent, discrimination
due to accent stereotyping, and harassment based on accent" (p. 1). He also placed
emphasis on the importance of accent discrimination and human rights education both
with non-native speakers as well as with the community.
Previous research has shown that listeners associate second language accent to
poor education, minority status and lower socioeconomic status (Williams, cited in
Arroyo, 1995). Williams' study has indicated correlations between low language
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proficiency and higher rates of unemployment, lower income and placements of workers
into linguistic sections or groups. There is a need for additional research that shows how
NNSs are being othered in regards to education, socioeconomic situation and quality of
life in general.
Both perceptions of the native and non-native speakers have been analyzed in
previous studies and results have shown that an unfamiliar accent can be mistakenly
taken for lack of proficiency. Studies provided evidence of adults who believed they had
been discriminated against more because of their accent than their color (Derwing, 2003).
Rakic, Steffens & Mummendey (2011) found evidence for the importance of accents in
ethnic perception and social categorization made by the listeners. Ethnicity is one of the
primary social categories along with gender and age and it is strongly connected to
language; when contrasted with physical appearance, it was found that accent was at the
basis of the participants’ choices (Taylor, Bassili, & Aboud, 1973).
This study is designed to obtain a better understanding of how an adult NNS sees
himself/herself within a community and how he/she thinks accent in English affects
his/her life. Finding more information about the perceptions, opinions, and thoughts of
NNSs of English will help teachers design better lesson plans. A good lesson plan is one
that responds to the students' needs and helps them not only acquire language skills, but
life skills they can apply in their day-to-day existence.
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Adult ESL Instruction
Most adult non-native speakers have taken an English class either in their native
country or in the U.S. It is important to mention what influence English classes can have
on students, as this study looks into taking the classroom findings and seeking
correlations within the community setting.
Teachers can model attitudes towards accent and communication in the classroom
to discourage discrimination and inform the community. Teachers should understand and
make students and communities understand that most adult ELLs will retain an L2 accent
and instructors need to focus on comprehensibility rather than sounding like a native
(Munro 2003). In his study, Munro suggests teachers should address the embarrassment
and negative feelings of the ELLs versus having an accent – just a mark of linguistic
experience. Studies show how the use of English only during classes, put in place by a
teacher, causes lower self-esteem and sometimes drop-out for students with minimal L1
literacy. In her analysis of several studies, Auerbach (1993) emphasizes the importance of
reviewing the lesson plans and including nontraditional experts from the communities of
the learner as class guests. She looks into several published and unpublished classroom
studies, analyzing English-only advantages and caveats, and she observes that students in
monolingual classes suffer severe self-esteem consequences and that affects their lives
outside the classroom. Auerbach does not want to eliminate the traditional teaching
methods, but rather argues the benefits of expanding the range of options by including
speakers from the community of the students and making the students an integral part of
the teaching process.
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Skilton-Sylvester (2002) documented in her research on four Cambodian ESL
students, the strong connection between class participation and social and cultural
contexts. Her study rethinks the difference between the 'real world' and the classroom
setting, explaining how classrooms should be a part of the real world. She emphasized the
importance of recognizing individual social, as well as cultural identities, rather than
generalizing, and she argued the strong impact that focus had on class involvement.
Building on her theory of student investment in the classroom, this study extends it to
community involvement. A common theme that arose from research participants is that a
critical factor in language acquisition is "the warmth, friendliness, empathy and personal
commitment of the teacher to the students as people rather than as pupils" (Cohen &
Norst, 1989, p. 61). Cohen and Norst's study followed eight participants during two
semesters while acquiring a second language and a strong connection between language
and self/identity emerged from analyzing their diary entries. The teacher's personal
qualities and attitude towards the students was repeatedly mentioned by the participants,
more so than the professional skills.
Gap in the Research
Previous research has been done on accent-based discrimination; both perceptions
of the native and non-native speakers have been analyzed in previous studies and results
have shown that an unfamiliar accent can be mistakenly taken for lack of proficiency
(Derwing, 2003). However, there is still a need for more research on what experiences
adult NNSs attribute to having an accent and how that influences their community
participation.
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A person is accepted as a member of a group if they prove themselves competent
in the skills that that the other members share (Goodenough, 1981). Therefore,
individuals will most likely identify themselves as belonging to the group that they are
most similar with, and use a language in which they are highly competent. This study
looks at how the perception of self and the ability to function in a second language
impacts a speaker’s feelings of belonging and investment in the society.
Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger & Vohs (2003) found a strong connection
between high self-esteem and happiness. According to their study, high self-esteem helps
people recover from aversive events. Therefore, I speculate that high self-esteem can help
speed up the adjustment to the new culture and language. I am curious to find out if the
accented adult speakers are aware of a change in self-esteem because of their accent and
if their community involvement was affected while adjusting to a new culture and
language.
Based on my own experience as a NNS of English, I am curious to know more
about accent and perceptions of both listeners and speakers and the community that
surrounds the participants. This study is designed to obtain a better understanding of how
adult NNSs see themselves within a community and how they think accent in English
affects their life.
Summary
The above mentioned studies were conducted on the second language accent in
general, rather than on the adult ESL speakers’ perceptions of accent, self and community
involvement. This study explores how the speakers' perceptions affect the participation
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within the community. I am focusing on these aspects and eliminating the other possible
factors involved, like motivation, ethnicity, discrimination, as that is beyond the scope of
this study. My attention is on ways to help my students have more self confidence and
feel like they have the same rights as any native speaker to achieve the goals they have in
life. This study attempts to find an answer for the following question: How do adult
NNS’ perceptions of accent and self affect their community involvement? This chapter
presented a literature review on the topics of accent, self-esteem and community
involvement. It also described the gap in the previous research and the need of this study
to help teachers better understand ESL students and help them be more involved in the
community. The next chapter presents the methodology and the data collection tools
utilized in this research.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

This study looks into the perceptions and experiences that adult L2 learners
attribute to having a second language accent. I explored the relationship among accent,
self-esteem and community participation, starting from a particular case where I had
noticed a correlation among them. The case study involved four adults: friends and coworkers, trying to understand what impact an L2 accent has on adult students' perception
on community involvement.
I used a modified version of a scale developed by Rosenberg (1979) to test the
present self-esteem status and I asked the participants if those answers were different
when they first came to the U.S. I recorded a one hour conversation with semi-structured
questions and I looked for themes that emerged. As a teacher, I wanted to see how I can
help my students gain self confidence and be more active in the society, and I want to
share my results with other teachers and counselors. This chapter presents the methods
used in the study to gather data for the research questions. It describes the data collection
tools, the procedure, the data analysis techniques and a description of the qualitative
paradigm.
Research Design
Qualitative research is the most suited for this study, as I am looking for people's
perceptions and interpretations, and theories and hypotheses evolve from the data
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collected. Qualitative research produces more in-depth, comprehensive information,
which is needed to find the connection desired in this particular case and looks for the
information in its natural settings. Qualitative research is an ethnographic, naturalistic,
anthropological, investigative method (Key, 1997).
I chose a combination of semi-structured interviews and a questionnaire for this
study, as I needed the flexibility of probing for specific information. I do believe it is a
challenge to remove all the other factors involved in the equation: motivation,
background, degree of community involvement in their native countries: cultural
differences, demography of the present community, personality characteristics, stages of
acculturation, etc. I believe a combination of interview and questionnaire helped
eliminate some of the other factors and focus on the question of this study. Although I
chose participants with an advanced proficiency level, some questions can present
comprehensibility issues, so the interview provided a possibility to monitor that and
provided me with feedback.
Among the many available methods of qualitative research, a case study was the
most appropriate for this research, as it provides a holistic description of a specific
population and setting (Mackey & Gass, 2005). It also allows an in-depth, correlational
survey, allowing for exploration of the participants’ experiences related to accent and
self-esteem. This inductive study is looking into analyzing themes and patterns that
emerge from the data gathered (Patton, 1990).
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Data Collection
Participants
This study was conducted with four non-native speakers with an audible second
language accent, aged between 28 and 52. The participants' proficiency level was
advanced, based on personal judgment (an official proficiency level was not sought for
this study outside of the sole purpose of being able to understand the questions and have a
conversation on the topic selected).
The participants were chosen from one state: Minnesota. To ensure validity, they
come from diverse backgrounds: India, Bosnia, India, and Ethiopia. The participants
selected had a variety of social statuses (married, single) as well as different amounts of
time since arrival in the U.S. (6, 9, 12 and 35). Data gathered reflects the following:
gender, age, nationality, job, education, number of years in English, and years in the U.S.
In order to be able to compare findings, and eliminate other factors, they have all been
selected to have arrived in the U.S. after the age of seventeen, to currently live in
Minnesota and to use their first language when communicating in their homes. Each of
the three married participants are married to someone who shares her own linguistic
background. Table 3.1 shows demographics of the group of participants.
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Table 3.1
Demographics of the participants
_______________________________________________________________________
Pseudonym
Carla
Zema
Shalini
Adina
________________________________________________________________________
Age
34
32
52
28
Time in the U.S.

6

12

35

9

Level of education

some
graduate

graduate

some
college

some
college

Ethnicity

Brazilian

Ethiopian

Indian

Bosnian

Level of English

advanced

advanced

advanced

advanced

________________________________________________________________________

Location/Setting
The meetings took place in various locations chosen by the participants, their
homes or offices, as it was important for them to feel comfortable. The environment was
also chosen to be free of distractions and provide the subject with privacy. The computer
used to record the conversations was set to the side, providing the close feel of a
conversation, rather than a recorded interview. The questionnaire was sent by email prior
to the interviews and the participants completed it at their own choice of location and
time.
Data Collection Technique 1
I used a questionnaire in addition to the semi-structured interview for
triangulation as well as obtaining more personal information. The Rosenberg Scale
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(Appendix A) has been adapted and used in several studies to measure self-esteem. This
only measures the level of self-esteem at a specific point in time; therefore, during the
interviews, I asked each subject how his/her answers compared to his/her initial
experiences in the U.S. A possible issue with that question could be the fact that the
participants relied on memory, not to mention that they might have blocked from their
memories certain negative emotions from the past. Also as self-esteem is not constant, I
anticipated that it would be difficult for the participants to choose a point in their past and
talk about it.
This study does not seek to provide generalizable data. Questionnaires are used
in many types of educational research, and in this case study a questionnaire was used to
gather important information by allowing the participants to answer at their own speed
and without being influenced by the interviewer's opinion. This method will also help
comparing the results across the participants. I made sure I collected the filled
questionnaires a few days before the interviews, in order for me to review the data and
prepare for the interview going in a specific direction.
Data Collection Technique 2
I chose to use semi-structured interviews because this tool will allow me to
investigate issues that are not directly observable, having the freedom to digress from the
questions and have a more interactive conversation (Mackey & Gass, 2005). The
interview questions presented in Appendix B were semi-structured in order to collect as
much information as possible on the participants’ perceptions and experiences and to
ensure the main topics were touched and the participants stayed on the subject.
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I chose standardized semi-structured interviewing method versus an informal
conversational one or a general interview guide approach, as this type allowed me to
reduce the variation in responses, kept the participants on the subject, and eliminated the
possibility of digressing from the research question (Patton, 1990). Because the
participants answered the same questions, it allowed for easier organization and analysis
of the data and it made it easier to compare the responses.
The questions were also structured backwards, starting with the most important
issue: community involvement, then getting closer with accent, so that the participants
get comfortable talking about general issues in the beginning and more personal ones in
the end of the conversation. There were additional questions, based on how the
conversation went, asking for additional detail, clarification, or specific information to
help with the purpose of the study. The interviews were audio recorded on a computer
and analyzed at a later time for common themes.
A possible issue I anticipated was participants sharing experiences related to other
factors than accent and self-esteem, like motivation, ethnicity, and race. I planned on
paying attention and re-directing the speaker to issues connected to the main questions of
this study. Another issue I anticipated was the ambiguity of some of the terms used, like
“daily activities.” I was ready to provide examples for clarification:
3.Can you tell me about how much of your daily activities are influenced by accent
(parent-teacher conferences at your children’s schools, meeting with a taxaccountant, having an estimate done on windows being replaced, greeting a
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Jehovah’s Witness at the door, calling an oven repair guy, dealing with a pushy
salesman, or being called by a Gallup-pollster).
Procedure
The questionnaire was emailed to the participants a few days before the interview
and the participants were asked to circle ratings for self-esteem questions on the modified
Rosenberg Scale. The individual, one-time interviews were planned for approximately
one hour at the time and place choice of the participants. The interview started with a
short description and provided reasons why the participants were important participants.
The interview was meant to have the feeling of a conversation, the discussion took place
in a non-threatening environment where the participants felt comfortable and were
encouraged to talk freely.
Data Analysis
To begin analyzing the data, I listened to the recordings of the conversations and
looked for common themes that emerged from the conversations. I transcribed select
portions of the interviews that helped making inferences. Three major categories were
predetermined: accent and self-esteem, belonging and integration, and community
involvement. The information was then organized in a chart based on participants and
the smaller themes emerged from the analysis. For the questionnaire, I compared the
results among the subjects, as well as within the same participant and the two time frames.
The emerging themes were organized, data from different participants compared, and
then causes, consequences and relationships were analyzed across participants.
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Interpretation was presented by attaching significance to the data found, making linkages,
drawing conclusions, giving explanations and analyzing irregularities (Patton, 1990).
To find an answer for my research question I also compared the results of the
interview with the ones to the questionnaire for the individual participants. Firstly, I
analyzed if all the answers were consistent between the two method results with the same
individual, and then if the common themes that surfaced from the interviews matched
with the results from the questionnaires.
Verification of Data
To ensure triangulation, two data collection tools were used: interview and
questionnaire. One method by itself cannot provide the support needed, therefore, to
enhance the validity and to reduce the interviewer's bias I chose two methods for this
study. To ensure external validity, the participants with similar language level, time of
arrival in the U.S. and exposure to L2 in the family settings were chosen. This way it will
be easier to establish a population to which the study's findings can be generalized
(Nunan, 1992).
Ethics
This study has taken the following measures to protect the participants' rights:
some of the research objectives were shared with the participants, informed consent was
obtained, the human participants documentation was reviewed, the anonymity of the
participants maintained, the data collected was safely stored on a personal computer
during the research and transferred on a back-up system after the data was analyzed. The
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participants were clearly explained their rights, including the right to withdraw from the
interview at any time.
Conclusion
This chapter presented the methodology used for this study and it explained the
qualitative paradigm. The rationale for using a case study as a research method for this
study was provided, as well as the ethics involved. Chapter Three introduced data about
the participants and how they were chosen. The location and setting of the research were
also presented. The two data collection tools were explained, together with the reasoning
for using a questionnaire and an interview with semi-structured questions. Details were
presented on the procedure and the data analysis. Chapter Four will report the findings
and present the themes emerged from the research.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

My friend’s perceptions about her L2 accent in English and her low self-esteem
have greatly influenced her life. Isabella's story and my own experience as a NNS of
English motivated me to find more about other people’s experiences. Reading about other
studies, I have learned about self-esteem, identity and belonging; non-native speaker
community involvement, second language accent and being “othered.” While numerous
studies have dealt with the second language accent, this paper focuses on a less
researched area: the perceptions of accent, self, and participation in the community life.
The primary focus of this research is to find and report on the perceptions and
experiences of accented adult speakers in regards to the three aspects and find out if
teachers can help students be more active within their newly acquired group.
As a qualitative method, a case study was the most appropriate for this research,
because it provides a holistic description of a specific population and setting (Mackey &
Gass, 2005). It also allows an in-depth, correlational survey, allowing for exploration of
the participants' experiences related to accent and self-esteem. This inductive study is
looking into analyzing themes and patterns that emerge from the data gathered (Patton,
1990).
Data for this study were collected with two tools. The first tool was a
questionnaire, modified from the Rosenberg scale (Appendix A). The participants rated
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the questions on accent, self-esteem, and community participation from strongly disagree
to strongly agree. Depending on the question, strongly disagree and disagree mean they
show low self-esteem, while agree and strongly agree mean high self-esteem. The second
tool was a semi-structured interview, and subjects were encouraged to share their
opinions, feelings and experiences. The interview was recorded and later analyzed. These
tools were designed to answer the research question: How do perceptions of accent and
self-esteem affect community involvement?
The Participants
The four participants in this research project were given pseudonyms for
confidentiality: Carla, Zema, Shalini and Adina. They are all females between 28 and 52
years-old, and they all currently live in Minnesota. They all came to the U.S. after they
turned seventeen and none of them is married to a native speaker of English. The
participants were chosen intentionally so that a native English speaking spouse would not
influence their use of English at home, feelings about their accent and community
involvement.
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Table 4.1
Demographics of the Participants, Data Collected from Interviews.
________________________________________________________________________
Pseudonym
Carla
Zema
Shalini
Adina
________________________________________________________________________
Age
34
32
52
28
Time in the U.S.

6

12

35

9

Level of education

some
graduate

graduate

some
college

some
college

Years speaking English

26

22

47

18

Ethnicity

Brazilian

Ethiopian

Indian

Bosnian

First Language

Portuguese

Amharic
Tigrinya

Hindu
English

Bosnian

Occupation

bank

college

business

housewife

officer

assistant

owner

Level of English
advanced
advanced
advanced
intermediate
when first arrived
________________________________________________________________________

Carla is from Brazil and she came to the U.S. when she was 28. Her first language
is Portuguese and she also speaks French and Spanish. She came to the U.S. because her
husband was offered a job here six years ago. She is 34, and she reports to speaking
English 60% of her day, as she only speaks Portuguese at home. She is not a US citizen.
She does not remember her English level being different when she first came. She studied
English in school and she stayed for a year in the U.S. when she was seventeen, as an
exchange student, however she remembers interacting mostly with Brazilians, not native
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speakers. She did mention her brand new daughter will learn both languages as she grows
up.
Zema is from Ethiopia and she speaks Amharic and Tigrinya in addition to
English. She studied English in school before she came to the U.S., twelve years ago. She
uses English versus her first languages 75% of her time. She has only a sister in the U.S.
and some friends that she speaks Amharic with. She is 32, single, and she came to the
U.S. to study, having no family here at that time. She has traveled for work to other states,
but has lived mostly in Minnesota.
Shalini has been in Minnesota for 35 years, and she was seventeen when she first
came from India. She has spoken English, Hindi and Punjabi her whole life. English was
the language used throughout her school years, and they had very strict rules about
speaking English, even on the bus or schoolyard. Her parents spoke mostly Punjabi
growing up, and she uses Hindi when interacting with her husband at home. Shalini is 52
now and has two sons that do not live at home. When she came to the U.S. her parents
and brothers were already here. She speaks English 50% of her time daily.
Adina is 28, is originally from Bosnia and has lived in Minnesota for twelve years.
She was eighteen when she came to the U.S., and her English level was intermediate,
based on her recollection. When she first arrived, her parents-in-law were living here.
She has been married for ten years and is a stay-at-home mom at this time. She has held
previous jobs in retail and banking in the U.S. She speaks Bosnian at home and with her
friends, and she speaks English in the community or at work. When she works, she
speaks 80% English and 20% Bosnian on a daily basis, and when she stays home with the
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children, she speaks 10% English and 90% Bosnian. She was a war refugee, and she is
not a US citizen yet. She studied English twice a week through secondary school and
high school.
Self-Esteem Questionnaire
The questionnaire was designed to focus on self-esteem and contained questions
on how accent is influencing it, as well as how the participation in day-to-day activities is
affected. Rosenberg’s (1979) self-esteem scale was modified to fit the purpose of the
current study. Questions were added to focus specifically on accent and community
involvement. The questionnaire results prove why it is important to have multiple sources
of data gathering tools: every participant contradicted some of their responses during the
interview, indicating the complexity and many nuances involved in the topic of
accentedness. Allowing for more extended explanations gives a better perspective of the
participants’ perceptions, opinions, and feelings.
All participants had similar responses for two questions: I have no accent at all
when I speak English and I am embarrassed when people cannot understand me. Three
participants agreed on rating low I believe I have not gotten a certain job or advancement
because of my accented English, although only one could provide examples, one
contradicted that in the interview and the other one stated that she believes it was a
perception that she had, she didn't actually experience that. Table 4.2 presents a
comparison across the four participants, and the numbers of questions rated low and high
self-esteem, based on the two time frames analyzed.
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Table 4.2
Summary of Data Collected from the Self-Esteem Questionnaire, Comparison of the Two
Time Frames
_______________________________________________________________________
Present time
First years in the U.S.
______________________
______________________
High
Low
High
Low
_______________________________________________________________________
Carla
10
3
7
6
Zema

10

3

3

10

Shalini

7

6

3

10

Adina

10

3

0

13

_______________________________________________________________________

Questions 1, 2, 4, 8, and 9 showed low self-esteem if rated strongly agree or
agree, while questions 3, 5, 6, 7, 10, 11, 12, and 13 showed low self esteem if rated
disagree or strongly disagree. This study did not focus on the difference between agreestrongly agree and disagree-strongly disagree. I counted all the questions and presented
them based on the participants in table 4.2, and based on each question and the two time
frames: present and first years in the U.S. in table 4.3.
Carla did not show a big difference between her responses from now compared to
when she first came to the U.S. She had only 3 answers on the lower side of the scale: I
have no accent at all when I speak English, I am embarrassed when people cannot
understand me, I have not gotten a certain job or advancement because of my accented
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English, which she later denied in the interview. The ones that changed over time were: I
talk to my neighbors on a regular basis and there is something I didn't do (apply for a job,
participate in a meeting, or go to a party) because I have an accent. I spend time with my
co-workers outside of work could not be rated for her first years in the U.S., as she did
not work at that time.
Zema showed a bigger change in answers with the two time frames and when
asked if she thinks they were different she immediately said: “Oh, yes, definitely!” The
three ones she answered on the lower side for the present time were: I have no accent at
all when I speak English, I am embarrassed when people cannot understand me and I
believe I have not gotten a certain job or advancement because of my accented English.
Thinking at the time she first came to the U.S., she added to the lower ratings: Overall,
I'm pleased with my English ability, I am able to do things (day-to-day activities) as well
as other people around me, Native speakers and others usually have a hard time
understanding me, I spend time with my co-workers outside of work, I'd rather spend time
with people with an accent than native speakers, my accent makes me not want to interact
with native speakers in my community, there is something I did not do because I have an
accent. All the questions added for the time in the past, were rated at the extreme low
side of the scale.
Shalini had seven answers in the low bracket and six on the high side. The
following were rated low, none of them extremely low: Sometimes I really feel I can't do
anything right because of my accent, I have no accent at all when I speak English, I am
embarrassed when people cannot understand me, native speakers and others usually
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have a hard time understanding me, and I talk to my neighbors on a regular basis. It was
interesting to see she rated I spend time with my co-workers outside of work as low when
I know she does. Thinking about her first years in the U.S., she added three more to the
lower side of the scale: I am able to do things as well as other people, I'd rather spend
time with people with an accent than native speakers and There is something I did not do
because I have an accent, remembering the time she did not go anywhere without her
friend.
Adina showed the strongest contrast within the two time frames: from three low
answers in the present time to thirteen in the past. The three ones she rated on the low
side now were I have no accent at all when I speak English, I am embarrassed when
people cannot understand me and I believe I have not gotten a certain job or
advancement because of my accented English, which she later denied during the semistructured questions.
As seen in table 4.3, there are great differences between the first years in the
country and the present time. Both the self-esteem and the participation in various
activities have improved with time. The data in this chart was organized by each question,
high and low answers, in the two different time frames: current and the first years in the
U.S. In the one N/A answer, the participant has not applied or had a job in the past, her
job history being more recent. The questions about community involvement (8-12) and
being able to function in a second language (2, 3, and 13) show the greatest improvement
with time. Participants are aware of their accent, and as accent did not disappear with
time, the self esteem questions are still rated low for some participants.
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Table 4.3
Summary of Self-Esteem Questionnaire Results for Each Question on the Two Time
Frames
________________________________________________________________________
Present time
First years in the U.S.
______________________
______________________
Questions
High
Low
High
Low
1

4

0

2

2

2

4

0

1

3

3

3

1

1

3

4

0

4

2

2

5

0

4

0

4

6

1

3

0, and 1 N/A 3

7

3

1

1

3

8

3

1

1

3

9

3

1

0

4

10

4

0

1

3

11

4

0

2

2

12

4

0

0

4

13

4

0

2

2

The questions in the questionnaire were:
(1)

Overall, I am pleased with my English ability.
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1.

I am able to do things (day-to-day activities) as well as other people.

2.

Sometimes I really feel I can't do anything right because of my accent.

3.

I have no accent at all when I speak English.

4.

I am embarrassed when people cannot understand me.

5.

I believe I have not gotten a certain job or advancement because of my accented

English.
6.

Native speakers and others usually have a hard time understanding me.

7.

I talk to my neighbors on a regular basis.

8.

I spend time with my co-workers outside of work.

9.

I'd rather spend time with people with an accent than native speakers.

10.

My accent makes me not want to interact with native speakers in my community.

11.

There is something I did not do (apply for a job, participate in a meeting, go to a

party) because I have an accent.
12.

Someone helps me with every day activities because their English accent is better

than mine.
Interview
The interviews' location and time was at the choice of each participant. They
lasted from forty minutes to one hour and a half and they were audio-recorded on a
computer for later analysis. The four interviews were analyzed for common themes, and
some parts were transcribed. Data is presented below within three predetermined
categories: accent and self esteem, belonging and integration, and community
involvement. The following themes emerged from the interviews were analyzed across

47

the four participants: accent development, L2 accent impact on self-esteem, accent and
competence association, belonging and integration, “Minnesota nice,” being “othered;”
making relationships, NSs versus NNSs interaction, every-day activities, political
involvement, and professional advancement.
Accent and Self-esteem
Accent development. It was interesting to see that none of the participants could
tell me how their accents have evolved over time when faced with that question, however,
they all gave me examples that proved they have improved or made comments about it.
Adina shared an excellent example: a person she used to nanny for met her after several
years and was very surprised to see about how much better her English was. She
remembered that particular person struggling to understand her rolled r and the way she
pronounced the words. Shalini stated that accent works to her benefit now and not against
her, as it used to: the accent makes her more interesting and people are curious to find out
more about her. While Carla went from: “No, I don't think it has changed.” to: “How can
you know if the accent has improved?” and then: “Maybe it improved. I didn't speak any
English in Brazil and I always try to improve it.” Zema wishes she could have maintained
her African British accent that she had when she first came to the U.S., and she
remembers someone in a different state told her she had a Minnesotan accent.
Although they did not seem aware of their own accent development, the
participants gave details about losing some of their L2 accent with time. This study is not
focusing on the accent development in itself and the factors that influence it, but rather on
its impact to self-esteem and community involvement.
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Impact on self-esteem. It came out very clearly from the participants' responses
that accent has a strong influence on their self-esteem. Some of the words that they have
used to express how they feel about having an accent: Shalini: “annoyed,” “frustrating;”
Carla: “I don't like it,” “I sometimes worry about it,” “I wish I didn't have it [accent];”
Zema: “embarrassing,” “repetition is demeaning,” “You kick yourself: I can't believe I
pronounced that wrong!” the moment you realize how a word came out of your mouth.
She is happy when she gets comments about not having an accent, and offended or
dissatisfied when someone mentions her accent. Adina stated that she would have a
higher level of confidence if she had “perfect English,” that it makes her feel like she is
not good enough and when her eight year old corrects her pronunciation she wants to
“disappear from the face of the Earth.” Carla has mentioned that her Brazilian friend's
kids are embarrassed when their parents mispronounce words, and that it bothered her
when her friends have a strong accent. She also believes “it is beautiful to speak the
language to the perfection.” She couldn't explain why it is important to her to speak the
language well, but she did say it would make her feel more integrated. Her attitude about
accent is: “You're subconscious to a point and then you relax. Thank you for letting me
know, but what can I do?” She is trying to have a “perfect” accent, but she believes it is
almost impossible, as you have to grow up speaking the language.
Shalini expressed difficulty in communicating to NSs when she first came, as they
did not want to talk to her, thinking she can't speak English, then when they realized she
did, they still didn't think they spoke English in India: “Do you really speak English?”
She remembers being annoyed and frustrated, as she thought she was speaking the
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language, but to NSs it was different. Sometimes she could not understand NSs, and to
this day there are times when they don't understand her. Repeating things made both sides
be annoyed. She became more confident with time, and now she sees it as a good thing
that accent makes her “different.” She did make a comment about people being nicer 35
years back than now about accents. On the other hand she said NSs are more used to
accents now, due to the influx of immigrants, especially of Indian descent.
Adina is very conscious of her accent, when people say: “You have no accent.”
she replies with: “Oh, just let me speak for a couple of minutes and it will come out.”
Hearing that, however, encourages her to speak more, and she feels like there is no
barrier between her and the other person, she is not reduced to an accent: “They don't
care, they see me as me, not me that doesn't speak this language well.” She hates it when
people say: “You have a beautiful accent!” as that is discouraging to her and a reminder
of her accent, it makes her feel that she is not speaking “right.” She stated that maybe
people are just trying to be nice, and don't think she's different, maybe it is just her
perception, and she is convinced that accent clearly influences her confidence.
When talking about L2 accent, the participants expressed common feelings like:
“embarrassing,” “annoyed,” “frustrated,” “different,” “dumb,” “slow,” “demeaning,”
“offensive,” “disheartening,” “dissatisfaction,” “not good enough,” “you kick yourself.”
They all agreed that most of these feelings were stronger when they first came to the U.S.,
but they are still present after years of living here. They shared wishes of not having an
accent, of people seeing them as who they are, instead of an accented person.
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L2 accent and competence association. Zema sees it as a constant conflict: “to be
me, who I am” or try to constantly edit her speaking and focus on being as close to the
native sound as possible. She described the intense labor that is going on behind the
scenes before she decides which words and phrases to use and how to pronounce them:
“I'm already on a podium speaking a foreign language and so much energy is consumed
in my brain before a sentence comes out of my mouth.” She talks about the difference
between corporate settings and a more relaxed atmosphere with friends, and the amount
of filtering she is doing in the first type of situations to make sure people do not take her
L2 accent as lack of knowledge. She gave an example when she mispronounced the
world “aluminum” during a presentation and the teacher asked her what was the name of
that new element that she had mentioned. She thought she would for sure get points taken
out, as it took another student pronouncing it for her to clear the matter, but happily that
did not happen. Repetition of words, like in this case make her feel: “incompetent, or
dumb, or slow, it's demeaning,” and that has not changed with time for her.
Adina also commented on the accent-knowledge association saying: “They think
you don't know anything, that you are coming from a third world country, it's annoying.”
Even if her English has improved over time and her confidence has increased, she does
not think that has changed the opinions of NSs about her competence, because she still
has an accent. Carla also seems to be agree that “it seems like you're knowing more” if
you have less of an L2 accent.
This theme was present in my conversations with Isabella, as well, as we both had
issues relating to people and affected our interactions with NSs, especially at work. She
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shared some experiences in school where she felt like the teacher was discounting her
answers because of her accent. I remember telling her I felt like people think I am stupid
the moment they hear my accent, and it made me change the way I was and turn into a
mean person, as that seemed to make me believe that no one can consider me less smart if
I were mean. That brought a consistent fight within me, as I wanted to make friends, but
no one would be friendly to a mean person, therefore I always felt like I was isolated. The
issues of belonging and integration will be presented below, as the research has brought
up some interesting results.
Belonging and Integration
Belonging and integration. Three of the participants said they feel like they
belong here now after a certain amount of time in the U.S. Carla talked about not having
roots here, but feeling like she belongs here, while not feeling at home anymore in Brazil.
She is happy here and she thinks she has adapted well. She defined integration as
“knowing how things work better” and although she is more familiar with the way things
work in Brazil, she feels very comfortable with Minneapolis and knows a lot of people
around here.
Zema felt the same around five years after she came to the U.S. She has shared
how she stopped going to an Ethiopian church and felt like she does not belong there
anymore, at least not as much as she does in her new one. She hopes that will come back
and she will feel at home in the future when she visits Ethiopia, as she stated: “It’s kind
of concerning that I don't want to hang out with Ethiopians.” She wants to be part of the
new culture, but she does not want to lose her first one, and she is very aware of the
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resistance to go back to what she was because she has gone through so much
transformation. To her it is more frustrating to go back home and feel a bigger culture
shock than the one she went through when she first came to the U.S. She believes “it's
absolutely important to belong somewhere,” and she believes being a part of a
community, school, or state organization makes you aware of the current climate and feel
integrated. She remembers that in her first years she was only a part of international
organizations within the school, as she felt there was too much effort required from her
part to belong in one with a majority of native speakers. Now she is an active member of
several mostly NS organizations.
Zema was very aware of her acculturation process and described what she went
through, step by step, and she expresses the importance of feeling like you belong
somewhere. Adina’s process took much longer than the other participants’, as she still
does not feel like she is integrated. Shalini has lived in the U.S. the longest and she does
remember it took some time to feel at home here. The next section presents the
participants’ opinions on Minnesota versus different states when it comes to accent, and
that ties into the issue of being “othered” and treated differently, which will be presented
further below.
“Minnesota nice.” Three of the participants have mentioned “Minnesota nice.”
Carla said: “Yes, but are they really nice?”, and Shalini stated that they pretend they are
nice, but they cannot accept foreigners and shared a story about her son's experiences that
were related to color and not accent. From her encounters with people while visiting
other states for work purposes, Zema stated that other states do not have the “flash smile:
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Hi! And then it's gone!” She thinks people in Minnesota are more accepting, “forgiving
with accents, to a certain extent,” but they are very slow going with accepting you as a
part of the family; you need to gain their trust. She is of the opinion that people in
Minnesota are very understanding if you communicate in a way they are familiar with.
She gave the examples of calling centers and how people get irritated when they call for
help and they hear an L2 accent. However, she believes NSs get frustrated less due to the
accent, but because of the “scripted” way of talking, people feel like they are being
handled; they want to talk to real people, not receiving answers from a computer.
Being “othered.” Two participants said they have not been treated differently
specifically because of accent. One person, Adina actually gave me detailed examples
when people would come to her teller window, hear the accent, then proceed to talk to her
looking her straight in the eyes while talking, to make sure she understood what they
wanted; or, that they would be set back after they heard the accent, ask where was she
from, and stop any further conversation. She also mentioned that not all NSs treat people
the same. She has noticed that the native speakers that are more exposed to accented
people “are better.” Shalini stated that people were hesitant to talk to her and were
apprehensive about her accent, while Zema had negative experiences when applying for
jobs. She could compare with a NS friend that had the same education level, same school,
and degree, was applying for the same jobs. They both received phone interviews
following the same questions. Her interviews would always include an additional
question in the beginning of the phone conversation: “Are you authorized to work in the
U.S.? the moment they realized I have an accent.” Zema said: “It happened so many
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times that I know it [accent] affects people's perceptions of who you are and how you can
perform.” Carla does not think she has been treated differently because of her accent and
summed up her parents' experience (they have a stronger accent than her) when they
come visit, by saying people around here are very friendly and helpful.
Shalini found it “disheartening” when people thought she is coming from a
primitive land and asked her: “Do people walk with mud pots in their heads there?” when
she came to the U.S. in 1979. She remembers not wanting to be here, she felt more free,
but also more isolated, as she could not understand and be a part of the system. It took a
while “making others like you and you liking them.” She owns her own retail store, and
she worked for a bank for a couple of years. In her two year corporate work experience
she always had the sense of discrimination; “They didn't think you were good enough
because of the accent, till they got to know you. That was a problem.” The two NSs
friends that she spent a lot of time with when she first arrived in the U.S. helped her
integrate into the new society and culture, by inviting her to Thanksgiving dinner, taking
the bus with her, going to dance nights and explaining the rules.
Adina stated that she is not ashamed that she is not from America, she is proud of
being Bosnian, but she does think NSs accept people with no L2 accent better: “people
have a different aspect of you if you have an accent.” Having an accent makes her feel
“embarrassed, discouraged, different.” Although she has a husband, three children and
her parents-in-law are in the U.S., she does not feel at home here, her major reason being
her parents and sister not being here with her. She thinks that if the rest of her family
would be here, she would not look for friends and she would feel more integrated. She
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has noticed that because of her accent, when she starts speaking, people know she is not
from here: “I don't blend in, I don't belong here, and that's a push back for me.”
Three participants have mentioned that they feel like they are treated worse
because of the accent, one of them, Shalini said accent used to make her different with
the negative connotation before and now it is an advantage, as it makes her more
interesting. Zema shared her experiences being asked if she is authorized to work in the
U.S. and how that made her feel. She is convinced she did not get the same opportunities
because of her accent, although that can be argued as being a legitimate question, as it
would be a needed requirement to be considered for most jobs. Carla was the only
participant that stated she has not seen a difference based on accent. In the next set of
data we will present the perceptions of NNSs about their community involvement: the
way the make relationships and interact with friends, co-workers, and various NSs and
NNSs while completing daily activities.
Community Involvement
Making relationships. All participants mentioned that it is easier to make friends
with people from the same culture or who came to the U.S. from different cultures. Zema
believes that for the NSs, people with an L2 accent are like an exhibit: “it's cool,” but that
it requires too much effort from them to get to know people that are different, they don't
trust you, therefore you are not welcome into their family. Other NNSs have similar
grievances to connect on, common interests with you, “you have what they want and they
have what you want, so it's a give and take relationship.” After twelve years in Minnesota,
Zema still has mostly friends from different cultures, as she does not trust native speakers
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as much as she does NNSs. Her first experiences with making friends in college were not
very happy. NNSs would ask her questions and appear to be friendly, creating the
impression to her that they are creating a relationship, then they would not remember her
the next day. Because she had a hard time trusting them, “they were fickle,” she had a
very difficult time making friends. She did feel confident with her English ability back
home, but when she came here and people didn't understand her, she was embarrassed
and “restrained from talking in class, even if I knew the answer.” It took her two years to
start making relationships: “Till sophomore year, I had no American friends at all.” Zema
saw a change with time in her level of stress. Some years back she could not enjoy the
time with her friends because they would not understand her accent. She stated that when
she is with friends she is more relaxed, and her L2 accent is stronger than when she is at
school.
Most of Adina's friends are Bosnian. A few friends are from Europe and very few
native speakers, mostly from the work environment. She does not talk to neighbors, other
parents in her children's school, and is not looking for making acquaintances in these
places. All participants have been making friends mostly through other friends, and when
they first came to the U.S., a lot of their first friends were from the same background.
They have commented on feeling more comfortable being connected to people from the
same culture, as they had more in common and they were a part of that community.
Family had a big role in their interactions; the ones that had family here, interacted less
with NSs and did not try as hard to make new acquaintances.
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Shalini mentioned one NS friend in high school and one in college that helped her
adjust to the culture and showed her how things worked. She stated that she would not go
anywhere without them, as it was “scary” in the beginning. Accent was part of her lack of
participation, but word meaning (British versus American English) and the difference
between the more protective Indian environment and the freedom here were big factors as
well. While she doesn't believe accent had anything to do with her choice of making
acquaintances, Carla does admit that she was shyer in the beginning and didn't interact as
easily with people as now. To this day she has more Brazilian friends than NSs.
NSs versus NNSs interaction. Adina does think it's easier to connect with other
NNSs, as they know how it is not to be able to express what you want to say. She made
mostly Bosnian friends because “they can speak our language.” Zema agrees with Adina
that is easier to communicate with other NNSs, while Carla thinks the opposite; she is
having a harder time interacting with other accented speakers, as the accents present an
impediment to mutual understanding.
Every-day activities. Zema stated: “It was almost comical how much accent
influenced everything I did.” She thought in Amharic, then had to revise and think over
everything she wanted to say before she actually said it, so it made her feel dumb and
slow. Her life is still affected by that, but not as much as twelve years ago.
Adina feels like accent is holding her back from participating more in her
children's school activities. She states that if she did not have an accent, she would
probably talk to the other parents when she is at school meetings and functions, as
opposed to only talking to her daughter, what she currently does. She would get more
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involved in social groups, although she believes some are more a social status for people.
She did participate in some back home, and she thinks they are beneficial because one
can learn from other people's experiences. She recollects her first months in the U.S.
when she avoided talking to the people in her apartment building, because she was afraid
they would not understand her. When the words do not come out with the “right”
pronunciation, it makes her feel like she is not good enough and she does not want to
continue with the activity, or get involved in anything, “it's discouraging.” She has
noticed she is more comfortable now and participating more than when she first came, for
example going to the doctor with the children: “weight, height, she's healthy, let's go
home; now I have more questions.”
Political involvement. For three participants, accent did not seem to influence
their political involvement. If they were active back in their country, they are active here
as well, or they would be more active, if they could vote (three of them are not citizens).
Adina would not be going to political debates because she believes people there would be
“well spoken,” and she couldn't be a part of that, because of her accent.
Professional advancement. Carla stated it is easier to work in your first language,
but did not remember any work experiences related to accent. When asked how her life
would be different if her English was “perfect” she joked and said that she would be the
CEO of the company she works for. However, she did feel that she was given all
opportunities to succeed in her job. She mentioned her friends' strong accent making it
seem like their English is bad, but she saw no associations between accent and job
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opportunities with them, maybe because most of them are not in the job market, they
came here because of their job.
Zema shared positive and negative experiences related to her jobs. For one of her
jobs, accent is actually a plus, as she is helping other NNSs students and she can relate to
their struggles. She feels more relaxed in this job and she is not trying to hide her accent.
She also sees it as a plus, coming from a different country, as people believed her to be
more focused and more likely to succeed because she comes from a disadvantaged
background. In her other job, she needs to do a lot of censoring, as she is expected to use
more formal language. She prefers face-to-face interaction, but for this job she feels more
comfortable using email, as no one can “misinterpret the accent for not knowing what I'm
talking about.” She also used to hate the networking events for the office, as she did not
know if she had to be formal or not. She did mention that she has been lucky not to be
judged based on accent in her jobs, but on performance. Both she and Shalini feel they
have been labeled as “other” more based on color than accent in their time in the U.S..
This brings up the issues of race and discrimination and how perceptions of race
might interact with perceptions of accent, and the impact such perceptions might have on
an individual. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to investigate racial
discrimination against immigrants, it is worth noting here that the accent is not the only
way that NNSs are being “othered.” Accentedness, being foreign and being non-white are
all part of many immigrants’ experiences, and they cannot easily be separated for
discussion.
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Adina shared a work experience, when she mispronounced “thousands” and one
of the employees in her team corrected her in front of everyone else: “How can he respect
me or treat me as his boss if he needs to correct me?” She felt she was made fun of, and
felt embarrassed; she knew more than her employee, but she could not “talk right.” She
once had to draw a white and yellow flower to make herself understood, as no one
understood her pronunciation of “chamomile.” She said she specifically chose to
volunteer for activities that required the least amount of speaking, even though she would
have loved to be involved in the ones promoting the company. Her biggest fears were
being made fun of because she mispronounced a word, or that people would not be able
to understand her. She made an interesting point stating that she would not want to be put
in a situation where she gets promoted to a job that she would not be “good enough” for.
She gave an example of a phone job, where she knows communication would be more
difficult than in a face-to-face situation. She said she has never experienced accent
discrimination at work. However, reflecting on her first job she recollects believing that
NSs would be promoted before her, as that is exactly what she would do if she were in a
position to chose. She did not see proof of that happening in her jobs, and I speculate that
her being promoted fairly quickly after her hire date in both jobs has something to do
with that.
Adina also feels that accent is holding her back from going to school. Her family
wants her to finish college, but she is afraid she would have to speak in front of the class
or participate in discussions, and students and teachers would not understand her. She
believes she mispronounces 30-35% of the English words she uses. The choice of degree
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is very difficult for her, as she believes she cannot choose anything that involves oral
communication. She does not have the confidence that she can be a lawyer, or work in
PR, because of her accent, instead she is thinking about studying something “easy”,
where she doesn't have to talk a lot. She does love to talk, but is convinced she cannot
pursue a career in teaching or law while in the U.S..
Three of the participants believed their L2 accent influenced their daily activities
and participation in the community, whereas the fourth did not think it had much
influence. Zema described it as comical, Shalini said she didn't do anything without her
friend, and Adina shared a lot of her past and present experiences that were affected by
the L2 accent. Zema and Adina still believe that there are things they cannot do or are
choosing to avoid because they are not confident in their language abilities. Zema avoids
presentations and prefers to write emails versus meeting people face-to-face in her job.
Adina believes that she cannot pursue a career in law, education, PR, business
administration, or anything that involves extensive communication. She avoids talking to
the other parents at her children's school and she would not participate in political or
other social groups where conversation and debating would occur. The experiences they
shared are great examples of how perceptions of accent and self influence community
involvement.
Conclusion
Although they had a hard time seeing an accent development, all participants
stated that they are aware of their accent and it made them feel “embarrassed.” They
shared experiences that clearly show the impact that an L2 accent had on their confidence
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and self-esteem. The participants gave examples of being treated differently, both better
and worse because of their L2 accent, and three out of four participants made comments
about accent being taken for lack of knowledge. They all agreed on the role of families in
the integration process and some of them made comments on the importance of
belonging and the connection to community participation. They all stated that they felt
more comfortable making friends with backgrounds similar to their own their first years
in the U.S., which changed with time. There was a connection made between community
participation and how many close family members the participants have near them.
Accent interfered differently with daily activities for each participant; for three of them it
was significant during their first years here. The semi-structured questions provided an
outlet for expressing deeper feelings, experiences and opinions, whereas the
questionnaire opened the gates of communication and revealed profound insight
regarding the participants' self-esteem.
In this chapter I presented the results of the data collection from both the
questionnaire and the interview. The information collected through the questionnaire was
presented with the help of two charts. Data from the interviews was presented within
three categories: accent and self esteem, belonging and integration, and community
involvement. The following emerging themes were analyzed across the four participants:
accent development, L2 accent impact on self-esteem, accent and competence association,
belonging and integration, “Minnesota nice,” being “othered,” making relationships, NSs
versus NNSs interaction, every-day activities, political involvement, and professional
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advancement. In Chapter Five I will discuss the major findings, implications, limitations
and suggestions for further research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS

In this research project I attempted to answer the question: How do perceptions of
accent and self-esteem affect community involvement? This chapter will present the
major findings and the limitations of the study. The data collected from the participants
with the help of a questionnaire and a semi-structured questions interview were presented
in Chapter Four based on the themes that emerged. The themes were analyzed across the
four participants and the findings are presented in this chapter. Implications are broken
down into three sections: for NSs, NNSs and teachers, and suggestions for further
research are also suggested here.
Major Findings
My goal was to find out how perceptions of accent and self-esteem impact adult
NNS' community involvement. A few common themes emerged when analyzing the
results: accent development, L2 accent impact on self-esteem, accent and competence
association, belonging and integration, “Minnesota nice,” being “othered,” making
relationships, NSs versus NNSs interaction, every-day activities, political involvement,
and professional advancement. The findings of this study give support to my supposition
that L2 accent influences self-esteem, and NNSs' perceptions affect their participation in
the community. When analyzed across the participants, the themes presented below
offered the most insight, in my opinion, and are worth investigating further.
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Accent and self-esteem
The first finding was that L2 accent does influence a NNS' self-esteem. The
participants shared feelings like: “embarrassing,” “annoyed,” “frustrated,” “different,”
“dumb,” “slow,” “demeaning,” “offensive,” “disheartening,” “dissatisfaction,” “not good
enough,” “you kick yourself.” They expressed wishes of not having an accent, and for
people to view them as who they are, instead of as an accented person. Some of the
perceptions the participants have about how people view them were shared during the
interview: “how can he respect me,” “I wouldn't promote someone with an accent,” “they
think I'm from the third world, that I don't know anything.”
Being “othered”
Three participants mentioned that they feel like they experienced different
treatment because of their accent. Shalini said accent used to make her different in a
negative way, but now it is an advantage, as it makes her more interesting. Zema shared
experiences being asked if she was authorized to work in the U.S. and how those
inquiries made her feel. She is convinced she did not get the same opportunities because
of her accent, although that can be argued as being a legitimate question, as it would be a
needed requirement to be considered for most jobs. The NNSs’ negative feelings can be
eliminated by giving job candidates a pre-interview questionnaire including questions
regarding U.S. work authorization and only interviewing the candidates that meet the
requirements.
Both perceptions of the native and non-native speakers have been analyzed in
previous studies and results have shown that an unfamiliar accent can be mistaken for
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lack of proficiency (Derwing, 2003). Three of the four participants in the present study
mentioned this accent-lack of knowledge association and commented on the effect it had
on self-esteem. There are studies providing evidence of adults who believed they had
been discriminated against more because of their accent than their color (Derwing, 2003;
Rakic, Steffens & Mummendey, 2011). Two of the participants in this study talked about
this issue, but stated they have been discriminated more based on color than accent.
Belonging
The third finding was that all the participants believed it was very important to
feel like you belong. One participant still does not feel at home in the U.S., after twelve
years. All of them saw an improvement over time regarding integration in the new culture
and shared experiences about the struggles they had adapting. All participants think
family is a big factor in this process; the ones that had family support experienced a much
faster acculturation. Based on my participants’ opinions, belonging and one’s perceptions
of belonging influence how a NNS interacts and participates in the community.
Making relationships
Another shared experience was that all participants found it difficult to make
friends during their first years in the U.S.. I also found that most of their friends are from
their cultural background, or a different one than the U.S. They stated that they felt more
comfortable, they understood them better, culturally and language wise, and they shared
common opinions and experiences. Some statements describing the interactions with NSs
were: “they are fickle,” “they didn't understand me,” “I didn't trust them,” “it was not
genuine,” “she had different views,” “she had a hard time relating to what we do in our
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free time, she didn't speak our language.” Consistent with Moyer’s (2007) findings, the
results of this study have shown that it takes time to make friends, to understand a culture,
to build relationships, and to feel more confident in one’s abilities. More positive
attitudes toward language and community are noticed five years after the speaker’s
arrival in the country, and Zema shared the same experience in her story.
Day-to-day activities
How accent and perceptions of self influenced their daily activities and
participation in the community was a common theme for three of the participants, but the
fourth did not think it influenced her much. Zema described it as comical, Shalini said
she did not do anything without her friend, and Adina shared a lot of her past and present
experiences. Zema and especially Adina still believe that there are things they cannot do
or they are choosing to avoid because they are not confident in their language abilities.
Zema avoids presentations and prefers to write emails versus meeting people face-to-face
in her job. Adina believes that she cannot pursue a career in law, education, PR, business
administration, or anything that involves communication. She avoids talking to the other
parents at her children's school and she would not participate in political or other social
groups where conversation and debating would occur.
I started this study with the hope that I would find a correlation between the adult
NNSs’ perceptions of accent and self and their involvement in the community. The
participants shared experiences about accent affecting their self-esteem and their
participation in the day-to-day activities, especially in the first years in the new culture.
They expressed feeling labeled as “other” because of their L2 accent and having a hard
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time making relationships with NSs. They talked about the important role of family in the
integration process. The results from this study show that it is an issue worth pursuing to
better understand NNSs.
Limitations
This study is hard to generalize over a broad population, as it was based on four
participants. I strongly believe the results would be very different if the participants had
lower levels of English, as well as lower levels of education. It would be interesting to
replicate the study with more participants and analyze how the results compare. It would
be interesting to see if participants open up as much in front of an interviewer they are
not familiar with. More research is necessary to compare results from other participants
regarding how much accent influences community involvement. Three of the participants
in this study reported to be highly influenced by L2 accent in their day-to-day activities.
They also reported their self-esteem being affected by having an L2 accent in English.
That brings up a question of the possibility of generalization.
As the researcher, I found the first interview was the most challenging, as I was
new to this data collection method and was not comfortable with my questions yet. Carla
was the first participant interviewed and I was not able to gather as much information
from her as I expected. I learned from that experience, and in subsequent interviews I
asked more questions to clarify matters. I also encouraged the participants to share more
by allowing more time for the interview and asking questions like: Anything else? Go on!
How do you feel about that?
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As a first time interviewer I surprised myself by giving away my feelings, instead
of maintaining a neutral attitude towards the questions and answers. Sometimes an
interviewee would take a simple nod as approval, when all I meant was to encourage
them to talk more. One participant mentioned something about “the right answers” so I
explained there were no right or wrong answers, all I wanted to gather was their
experiences, thoughts and feelings about this matter. I found it harder than anticipated to
avoid the bias of the interviewer. It was hard to maintain a straight face when I wanted to
say: “That is exactly what I felt!” Sharing these experiences was not easy for the
participants, and it was difficult for me to eliminate the compassion that a regular
conversation would include.
Implications
Much can be learned from the experiences and feelings shared by the participants
in this study. I have included recommendations below for native speakers, non-native
speakers, as well as implications for teachers who come into contact with both types of
speakers. These implications could be extended outside of Minnesota.
Native Speakers
We all have our own prejudices when it comes to other people; it is how we act
upon those prejudices that matters. The way we speak or act can hurt people around us
and sometimes you do not even realize it. The more we know about other people's
feelings, thoughts, actions, and background, the more we understand and accept who they
are. It is good to realize what NNSs feel about their accent and try not to add to their
negative feelings. The United States has always had, and will continue to have people
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coming from all sorts of backgrounds. Our society is enriched by including new comers
and making them feel like they belong.
It is important to know that sometimes even the best intentions are taken the
wrong way when combined with other factors. A simple: “You have a beautiful accent!”
can open a whole can of worms. It is not only the NNSs that have the need to belong
somewhere, we all do, but excluding others will not make you feel more integrated.
Non-Native Speakers
We are at peace with accepting that some members of the community are more
intelligent, better educated or have more money than ourselves, but when people are
treated like they are anything less than what they perceive themselves, solely based on an
accent perception, that is when all the negative feelings come into play. Although none of
the participants could give me specific examples where they were treated worse because
of their accent (with the exception of the job interview question), three of them
mentioned the connection between L2 accent and competence.
Sometimes the way people act will make you feel as though you are being labeled
as “other” and it puts one down. Other times it is an individual's own perception of self
that causes such feelings. As Adina has pointed out, sometimes it is just our perceptions
that influence our lives and it has nothing to do with what NSs think. It is important to
always think: “Do I know that for sure?” like in the example with her thinking her
subordinate does not respect her, because she mispronounced a word. Was it a fact that
Adina's subordinate did not respect her? Or was it just a perception that Adina had?
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I strongly believe that being aware of the acculturation process, culture shock and
gradual evolution of language acquisition, makes for an easier journey for NNSs. Getting
involved in the community and exchanging opinions, experiences and feelings with other
people may lessen self-esteem issues and make people feel more integrated, and therefore
happier.
Teachers
This study shows how important the feeling of belonging is to an accented
speaker and how much that influences their self-esteem and impacts their participation in
the community. In the first years in a new culture, when many NNSs take ESL classes, I
think it very important for teachers to be aware of the findings presented and adapt their
material and lessons to better serve the students. Auerbach (1993) looks into several
published and unpublished classroom studies, analyzing English-only advantages and
caveats. She observes that students in monolingual classes suffer severe self-esteem
consequences which affect their lives outside the classroom. Based on both Auerbach’s
study and the results of this study, it is recommended that teachers avoid the use of
English-only rules in class.
Language acquisition cannot be removed from its environment; it cannot be
effective in a class with no contact with the community. In order to encourage
independent learning, teachers can use authentic tasks and materials in the classroom to
help students acquire comfort in community participation. Increased community
participation further encourages language learning and forces students to communicate in
meaningful contexts. Showing students and teachers ways to teach, learn and share not

72

only language, but diversity, understanding and acceptance, may very well improve
language skills, self-esteem and inter group relations. Bringing non-native guest speakers
to the class to share their experiences would be very beneficial to the students' selfesteem and social participation.
Several experimental and action research studies have shown diaries are an
effective method to increase students' self-esteem (Peirce, 1989). The use of diaries can
give teachers an insight into the students' change of identities and their involvement in
the learning process. By exchanging information with the other students, NNSs can have
the feeling of belonging to a social network which will motivate them to be more active
in the community. By reflecting on their entries of situations encountered and interactions
with native speakers, students can get insight into social relations and can transform
social practices of marginalization (Foss & Reitzel, 1988). Dialogue journals were proven
to be an effective tool in a culturally diverse classroom by building a sense of community
in the class as well as providing the teacher with valuable information on the student's
needs Kim (2005).
Further Research
It will be interesting to see the results from other states and see if the “Minnesota
nice” perception makes a difference. Further research can be conducted in other areas of
the country, including wider diversity in gender, age, and job. The participants in this
study had intermediate to advanced level of English. I believe the results of this study
would be very different with participants who are beginners in English. I assume the
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results would also greatly vary with participants who have lower level of education, as
the four participants in this study had at least some college education.
It would be beneficial to research further correlations between high self-esteem
and community involvement. It was not the purpose of this study to focus on this
particular manner and the results did not show a clear direction, as three participants
show high self-esteem in the present, but their community involvement varies from none
to extensive. However it will be a correlation worth investigating further.
One question that came up while analyzing the data is the connection between
community participation on one side, and accent and belonging on the other. Some of the
participants clearly stated they did not participate because they had an accent. I wonder if
there is a recipe for success out there that awaits discovery, such as: Participate and you
will feel integrated, therefore you will practice English and your accent will improve
faster. All the participants would like to magically lose their L2 accent and the negative
feelings that come with it, as they expressed during the interviews. Although current
research suggests encouraging students and teachers to focus on intelligibility versus
accent, it will be worth looking into the matter. L2 accent will not be forever lost for
anyone that acquires a language after puberty, but it can be reduced, as all these
participants have experienced.
Reflecting on Isabelle’s and my own experiences as NNS of English, our stories
had a lot in common with these four participants' struggles and feelings about their
adjustment to the new culture and the way their perceptions of L2 accent has influenced
their lives. Although each individual life experience is different, this study shows that
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there are some common perceptions about accent, self-esteem and community
participation and some correlations may be established; therefore I strongly believe more
research is needed in order to generalize the results found in this study and be able to
further help adult non-native speakers.
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APPENDIX A
Self-Esteem Questionnaire
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Can you rate the questions below with what you feel right now?
SA = Strongly Agree, A = Agree, D = Disagree, SD = Strongly Disagree
How I feel about my accent
(1) Overall, I am pleased with my English ability.

SA A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

because of my accent.

SA

A

D

SD

(4) I have no accent at all when I speak English.

SA

A

D

SD

(5) I am embarrassed when people cannot understand me.

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

(2) I am able to do things (day-to-day activities) as well as
other people around me.
(3) Sometimes, I really feel I can’t do anything right

(6) I believe I have not gotten a certain job or advancement
because of my accented English.
(7) Native speakers and others usually have a hard time
understanding me.
My accent and my activities
(8)

I talk to my neighbors on a regular basis.

SA

A

D

SD

(9)

I spend time with my co-workers outside of work.

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

(10) I'd rather spend time with people with an accent than
native speakers.
(11) My accent makes me not want to interact with native
speakers in my community.
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(12) There is something I did not do (apply for a job,
participate in a meeting, go to a party) because I have
an accent.

SA

A

D

SD

SA

A

D

SD

(13) Someone helps me with every day activities because
their English accent is better than mine.
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APPENDIX B
Interview
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Preface
With this study I am trying to determine people's perceptions as new comers to the U.S. I
want to hear about your experiences and I will ask you a few questions about work and
everyday life.
Background Information
1. Can you tell me a little bit about yourself?
I will prompt for:
a. Where are you from?
b. How many years have you lived in US/MN?
c. What is your first language and what other languages do you speak?
d. Have you ever taken any ESL classes?
e. What percentage of the day do you use English versus L1?
Community and Belonging
2. Tell me about your experiences establishing relationships in the U.S. (friends,
acquaintances, coworkers, neighbors). Prompt for NSs versus NNSs and whether they are
having a hard time (or when they came to the U.S.) establishing these relationships.
3. Can you tell me about how much of your daily activities are influenced by accent
(parent-teacher conferences at your children’s schools, meeting with a tax-accountant,
having an estimate done on windows being replaced, greeting a Jehovah’s Witness at the
door, calling an oven repair guy, dealing with a pushy salesman, or being called by a
Gallup-pollster)? How is that different from how you previously dealt with these day-today issues in your native country?
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4. How do you feel about your current job and what role does accent play in your
feelings toward your job?
5. Tell me about how much you interact in English through various activities, for
example: volunteer activities, community or work-related events.
6. Are you currently a member of any social organization where the majority of
members speak English/L1? (e.g.: church, community group) If no, why not? Would you
like to? How do you think your English accent influences your participation?
7. How do you think participation in such social group affects your overall quality
of life in the U.S.?
8. How involved are you in the political process in the U.S.? (Do you vote or
affiliate yourself with a particular political party?) Do you feel like your English accent
affects your participation in the political process?
9. Do you feel at home in the U.S.? Describe your level of integration in the U.S.
society. What role do you think accent had in the integration process?
Accent
10. What do you feel about having an accent?
11. Can you tell me of a situation when people treated you differently – better or
worse because of your accent in English?
12. Tell me how your accent has evolved over time. How has your life changed
specifically because of that?
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13. Do you think the answers from the questionnaire (I will have the copy available
to refresh their memory) were different in your first years in the U.S. (when you said your
accent was stronger)? If yes, how?
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