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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

My Background
I was born in Kisii (*Gusii) in the southwestern part of Kenya. (*Gusii - linguistically
this is the accurate name of the people, region or land as well as the language. English
transliteration birthed Kisii and the two can be used interchangeably with no alteration of
meaning). The Gusii tribe (6% of Kenya‟s population about 2 million) live on the
Eastern side of Lake Victoria and speak Ekegusii (Kisii), a Bantu language, that has a
structure closely similar to Kiswahili. I started learning English right from the first grade
as a subject beginning with names of things using a traditional approach of bilingually
repeating words over and over for memorization. Vernacular, i.e. Ekegusii language, was
the primary medium of instruction until about the 4th grade when teachers could opt to
use English only or switch to and fro.
When I achieved the magic of reading in vernacular, with excitement, I wanted to read
any script that I had access to, or my curious eyes landed on. My early English
pronunciation was influenced by my first teachers who spoke the language with
vernacular phonology for they themselves were Kisii. However, as I advanced climbing
the academic ladder, I met a few foreign teachers who spoke English as their first
language and were indeed inspirational inducing a desire to know the language better. For
example, missionaries who came to the Kisii community to spread the Gospel message
preaching in English while being translated into the local language had a significant
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impact on me; they inspired me doubly – influencing me into the Christian religion, and
turning me toward the pursuit of learning the English language with a quest for fluency
and competence.
After eight years in primary education, I finally achieved an A- grade in English on
Kenya‟s Primary Certificate Examination. There after two teachers, an American who
taught me World History in first year in high school, and a British teacher in college, had
great influence on my pronunciation, especially through the way they spoke English.
Unfortunately, they left too soon before impacting my language competency sufficiently.
Even though I did not have highly qualified, competent English language teachers at
every academic level, especially during the early years, I developed a love for the English
language and laid a life time base for learning it through the few inspiring models I met
during my academic climb. Before coming to the United States, I had taught the Subject
for ten years – seven years in high school teaching 9th and 10th graders (1 year 12th
graders), and three years teaching 7th and 8th graders. During the ten years teaching the
language in the Kisii District in Kenya, I had a lot of exposure, especially to various
literary works, and had lots of language teachers‟ team interactivities. My competence in
the language grew and the successful performance of my students in national exams gave
me more confidence that I was doing very well in my teaching. In the last year before
departing to the USA for further higher education I was serving as a language arts
department head or chair of 31 zonal schools. And after I left, I received a report that my
subject – English - was leading in that year‟s national exam within the school district
zone of Rigoma. I therefore had developed a lot of confidence and communication
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language skills and spoke with spontaneity. However, because I had never been exposed
to an environment of speakers of English as first language, my pronunciation, I guess,
must have had more of a “Kisiiness” accent than I realized. Of course, this actually is a
natural thing and could not be otherwise.
“I don‟t hear you” incident encounter
The first time I came into the United States, I realized that my speech, though English,
was unlike what I heard spoken in every day communicative interactions in Jersey City,
New Jersey. For example, one time I stopped to ask a young man for directions. The
response he gave me was surprising. “I don‟t hear yo men!” I was a transfer student in the
country, based upon the 2 years‟ teachers‟ college education I had completed at Kaimosi
College in Kenya. I wondered then if my English was correct English. I felt incompetent
and intimidated as communicating with the common Jersey City residents, especially
African Americans, was a little laborious. I strained to hear them as they likewise did
hearing me.
Later I got hired and was posted to a client firm where I watched and monitored the
major entrance and exit gate. Here as a security officer, my job was to make sure that I
cleared properly all who entered and exited. Many times I had to answer the question:
“Where are you from?” When I responded “Kenya – E. Africa,” I received a further
comment, “Yeah! You speak with accent.” Besides, I noticed my supervisor strained to
hear me whenever I spoke. I had no problem communicating clearly in my written reports
and data entries, though.
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However, when I got into the academic community of my Baccalaureate program at
New Jersey City University, then known as Jersey City State College, I felt more
comfortable communicating. I gained more confidence as I listened to the professors and
other students hearing them clearly and vice versa. I finally realized that the academics
have a unique contrastive language dialect to the common every day street, or country, or
rural speech dialect. Orientation into the university academic community and interaction
with professors and students from diverse cultural backgrounds restored my English
language confidence and affirmed my fluency and competence. I learned quickly and
made necessary adjustments to fit in better.
Stories of Experience from Other Kenyans
For the two decades I have lived within the territorial boundaries of North America, I
have noticed and perceived with concern that some people function intelligibly and get
along well within the diverse culture job-wise and socially, while others struggle and
appear frustrated as they fall too low on the job market where English is a lingua franca
tool of communicability. Is it because of their apparently perceived heavy accent, in spite
of their elevated academic achievements on their resumes?
May I therefore share two stories of certain academic acquaintances (given
pseudonyms here below) that have had not encouraging experiences in education and
career pursuits? Examples such as these have prompted me to think about the impact and
perceptions of foreign accent.
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GAJON, PhD
Gajon is a highly educated middle-aged academic. He was educated in Kenya, India
and Britain and now lives in the USA with his family. His area of academic achievement
is botany. He is therefore a Biology scientist. The experience he has had is that of being
judged on the basis of his accent. In one private university where he taught biology,
students were complaining saying, “We don‟t hear him” which I believe meant they did
not understand him. In other conversational discourses he sometimes gets pardoned and
therefore wonders whether the pardons or “we don‟t hear him” are valid. He sometimes
wonders, though he speaks with an accent and yet has had diverse expansive academic
experiences, if the negative responses under the guise of accent could be due to
prejudicial bias that, unfortunately, occasionally shows its ugly head within the diverse
multicultural communities of our great global village. Dr. Gajon believes that positive
attitude, courage, hard work and open-mindedness are essential for assertive impact in
spite of the challenge of accent.
BOMAGE, PhD
Bomage is another highly educated colleague. His roots too go back into Kenya where
he received his earlier education. He came to America and pursued his studies to PhD
level in education. After completion, he was hired to teach high school students. The
students complained that they could not understand him because of his accent. He felt
frustrated and quit the teaching job and never got interested in seeking teaching jobs
again. When I met him, he was working as a nursing assistant. I could not tell what his
academic qualification was until a friend confided with me. And sure when I got to meet
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him in community socials, he was addressed as doctor. I became very curious to know
why he would now work at a job so below his level of professional qualification. Though
he never gave me a comprehensive answer, he simply responded, “I have a family to
feed, and I have to eat too.” Later he settled into a self employed non-academic job.
These and many other experiences among about more than twenty thousand KisiiKenyans living within the North American English (NAE) speaking territory are the
motivation for this linguistic endeavor to understand what they perceptionally say about
their own accented English speech variety, and what the NAE native speakers say about
the Kisii-Kenyan English accent and whether it is intelligible.
A Community Concern about Their Own Accented English
A few years ago, but many years after my graduating with a major in English from the
New Jersey City University, I was elected to chair a task force that looked into the
problems affecting the Kenyan Community, specifically Kisii-Kenyans, in Minnesota
within the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul. The task force, through interactive
interviews and verbal inquiry, found many problems, including the fact that ethnically
accented Kisii-Kenyan English was perceived negatively and with prejudice at work
places. However, there was no data to prove whether that was really a problem that
prevented many college and university educated Kisii-Kenyans from getting jobs relevant
to the academic skills they had earned. Now, because of the opportunity to crown my
English as a Second Language graduate studies completion with a capstone project, I
consider this a privilege and opportunity to investigate whether the perceptions Kisii-
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Kenyans have about their own accented English speech are valid, and what the
perceptions of the NAE native speakers are about the accent and intelligibility of
Kisii-Kenyan English.
Foreign Accents Studies
The study of foreign accents in the speaking of the English language is a difficult
endeavor. A survey of our linguistic global community realizes a variation of 6000+
languages. Considering all these languages in global usability, the English language
reigns as a lingua franca used as an interactive communicative medium tool among more
than a billion speakers and increasing annually. Today 375 million people are native
speakers of the English language, and equally the same number use it as a second
language, while 750 million people now use it as a foreign language. Further one in every
four people in the world speaks some variety of English which is distinctive from others
through accent (Dieu, 2005). The English language in contemporary usage is largely the
language of academics, diplomacy, commerce, politics, military, aviation, etc.
This being true, another major fact about the English language is that it has no
academy for universal standards, unlike French, so cannot maintain one particular global
standard for pronunciation. Kachru (1976) notes, in addition, that the English language
has a multiplicity of other dialects globally. And each dialect is distinct from another, or
may be said to have its unique language features. These unique features in the diverse
English varieties, especially phonologically, may complicate communicability interlinguistically and inter-culturally.
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Though the English language has no academy for universal standards, the standard
dialect learned and used in the academies of learning diminishes incomprehensibility and
unintelligibility that could prevail in the market of diverse multiple speech sounds within
linguistic varieties in the English language. In spite of the standard academic
conventional dialect, regional accented speech dialects are distinctive, and that is why
many times one is likely to hear, especially in North American English (NAE) speaking
popular culture, “Where‟re you from?” Or “You speak with accent.” Such questioning –
“Where„re you from?” Or spotlight statements, “You speak with accent”, especially to
people with very heavy accents and who have not had exposure to multiculturalism, can
be, not only intimidating, but embarrassing as well. I have witnessed situations where
adolescents feel embarrassed by the accented speech of their parents and prefer their
parents not to come to certain social gatherings. Such behavior or reaction to accented
speech most likely triggered by social attitudes from the popular majority language
culture can somehow marginalize some minority groups simply because their accented
speech is variably different.
The study of foreign accents therefore is very much intertwined with the study and
teaching of pronunciation. Unlike grammar and vocabulary, accent study for the teaching
of pronunciation is very recent. Kelly (1969) as cited by Celce-Murcia, et al (2004) calls
pronunciation “the „Cinderella‟ of foreign language teaching.” I am not very sure what
Kelly implies in calling the teaching of pronunciation “the „Cinderella‟ of foreign
language teaching.” I believe though, it may be the apparent difficult teaching
pronunciation which may appear hopeless as in the case of the mythic legendary girl
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who suffered oppression and unjust treatment from those in her family who did not like
her and thought she could amount to nothing, but in the end fate favored her with
overwhelming fortune. Pronunciation is critical to effective communication. Though
scholars are not agreed on whether native-like pronunciation is a possibility for foreign
language learners, Demetrios‟ article (2005) says, “Teaching pronunciation is of
paramount importance in foreign language learning” (p.1). The relationship between
pronunciation and foreign accent has not been extensively studied, yet foreign accents are
detected through speech by which words are pronounced. I myself speak English fluently
and competently, but I am often asked, “Where„re you from?” When I ask, in return,
“why?” the reply I typically get back is, “You speak with an accent.” Accent in one‟s
speech is an identity feature, and however hard one tries through learning to be as close
in speech to the popular culture, the distinctive difference will remain.
Through available sources, I have noticed that the study of accents has not been given
a prominent scholarly attention. However there are a number of recent specific studies on
accents – especially one done by Munro & Derwing (1995) at the University of Alberta,
Canada, in which an interrelationship among foreign accent, comprehensibility and
intelligibility of L2 learners were studied. Though there are other studies relevant to this
research, yet few studies have explored the experiences of African Englishes.
Motivation for Undertaking this Study Project
In spite of the number of studies that exist on accented speech, or simply foreign
accents, there appears very little or nothing that has been done on any national or ethnic
group from African native-speaking groups, especially within NAE speaking academic
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community, excluding African Americans who speak African American English (AAE)
vernacular. In my effort to uncover any resource related to my Research Paper (RP), I
noticed one study, though, by Singer (2006), Uncovering Factors that Influence English
Pronunciation of Native Somali Speakers, at Hamline University is a notable exception.
Using four cases of Somali students, the author has uncovered phonological factors that
hinder accurate English pronunciation among the Somali.
The Kisii-Kenyans ethnic group in North America, which is a target in this study,
started arriving into the American English speaking popular culture mostly on student
visas. Small numbers came in the 1970s and have been increasing steadily ever since.
Many Kisii-Kenyans who live in the USA at least have received a college education. And
because the Kenyan education system uses English as the main language of instruction,
most Kisii-Kenyans have had English education from their native country. The
distinction however is that they have a unique way of speaking it because of
mother-tongue phonological influence.
What is the Goal of Studying Foreign Accented Speech?
Usually the goal, or objective of studying foreign accented speech is to establish
intelligible pronunciation for [comprehensibility] and that spoken speech least distracts as
Celce-Murcia, et al (1996, p.8) say. It has been established through research, especially
by Munro and Derwing (1995) “that native speaker (NS) listeners tend to downgrade
nonnative speakers (NNS) simply because of foreign accent” (p. 73).
In spite of this theorizing, I have found nothing in the field that shows a systematic
study of the Kisii language showing how it contrasts phonologically with the Standard
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American English (SAE) dialect, and whether or how much the ethnically accented
Kenyan English variety lowers intelligibility and comprehensibility. The purpose of this
present study therefore is to focus at the accented English speech variety spoken by KisiiKenyans within the American English speaking territory and specifically in clustered
areas where many are residents, e.g. – Minnesota, New Jersey, Texas and North Carolina.
Through this study of their foreign accent within NAE speaking popular culture, I wanted
to do an inquiry to know and understand what the Kisii-Kenyans say perceptionally about
their own accented speech based on what they have experienced within the American
culture and further sought to know what perceptions the NAE native speakers have on the
Kisii-Kenya English variety and its intelligibility.
Is there any value for carrying out this present study? There are quite a number of
benefits that may result from studying the Kisii-Kenyan accented speech: 1) it will be a
resource of enlightening on accented speech to the Kisii-Kenyans and to any who may
be interested to study further the Kisii language and its phonology; 2) It will document
the perceptions Kisii-Kenyans have about their own accented speech, and the perceptions
of NAE speaking natives about Kisii-Kenyans and its intelligibility; 3) it will be a
contribution to the knowledge base in the study of accents and pronunciation. Therefore
this study will investigate the following questions:

1) What are the Kisii-Kenyans’ self-

perceptions about their accented English speech and its intelligibility within the
American English speaking popular culture? 2) What are the perceptions of NAE native
speakers’ perceptions about the Kisii-Kenyans’ accent and intelligibility?
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What follows this introduction chapter is a review of relevant literature on this
study. Under the literature review “accent” and “foreign accent” will be defined, and why
people speak in accent will be examined. There will be a consideration on whether accent
reduction in a multicultural diverse society is a necessity, and what are the advantages;
what are the consequences of accent discrimination? What are the attitudes and
perceptions of native speakers (NS) toward non-native speakers (NNS)? Then the next
section that will follow on methods - a discussion on data collection will be done
appropriately answering basic critical questions as who, what, where, why and how.
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction to the Literature Review
Fundamentally, according to Creswell (2009), a review of literature is twofold:
to help determine whether the topic is worth studying and to provide insight into ways a
researcher can limit the scope of the research inquiry (p. 23).
Critical to the determination of worthiness and insightfulness into the scope of
research inquiry is the topic of research. It is therefore a carefully selected topic of study
that becomes a critical guide to help avoid re-inventing the wheel, or a repeat of research
mistakes, and to help establish an existing gap into which contribution can fitly be made
(Brown & Rodgers, 2002). Therefore, the intent of this present undertaking is:
1) to make available a background and context to interested parties,
2) to show an existing need prompting the validity for the study, and
3) to clarify how the current research study will address the existing need.
The topic of this present research undertaking is “Foreign Accents” with the
following as the specific guiding research questions:
1) What are the Kisii-Kenyans‟ self-perceptions about their accented English speech and its
intelligibility within the American English speaking popular culture, and
2) What are the NAE native speakers‟ perceptions about the Kisii-Kenyans‟ accent and
intelligibility?
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Under this literature review therefore the following are addressed: 1) Background of
the Kisii-Kenyans; 2) definition of both accent and in particular foreign accent and why
its study is necessary; 3) Technology Enhanced Accent Modification (TEAM) as a tool
for modification of foreign accent; 4) native attitudes towards foreign accent; 5) a
summary of scholarly accent study papers as a ground for validating the current study; as
well as 6), a valid gap for the present research study.
Background - The Kisii-Kenyans
The Kisii-Kenyans are a recent minority group that, through birth and more
immigration, has a dynamic growth capability within the United States. Earlier
immigrants arrived on student visas. Based on personal experience I have had as a
Kisii-Kenyan-American with the Kenyan Community in America for over two decades
besides oral information with some of those who have had a Diaspora American
experience and returned to Kenya and others who are still here in America, I can briefly
say that in the 1980s and 1990s many Kisii-Kenyans arrived on student visas and the
majority did not return to their homeland, Kenya, even after achieving their academic
goals. And now the 21st Century has seen the arrival of this group expand beyond those
who came earlier on F-1 student visas including workers – religious, or special skills
workers, asylum seekers, visitors, government diversity lottery winners, etc. The Kenyan
immigrant figures on this graph as shown by Okoth (2003), though they are not showing
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exclusively Kisii-Kenyan immigrant numbers, they are an available quantitative evidence
of ten years‟ immigration flow of Kenyans to the United States and United Kingdom.

Figure 1

Source: Migration Information Source, Global Data Center.
Like any other group that has come to the United States and is confronted with
survival challenges, the Kisii-Kenyans have had their various struggles among which is
the struggle of communicating comprehensively with the native American English
speaking community in accented Kisii-Kenyan English. For example, I have been able to
collect personally a few statements from native speakers of American English students in
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higher learning environments and therefore motivate me more to pursue this study.
Below are a few evaluative verbalized remarks on a few Kisii-Kenyans who are
instructors in institutions of learning here in the USA that have been brought to my
attention through curious inquiry:
“Very hard to understand him because of his accent.”
“His accent makes things a little complicated.”
“Nice guy but the accent makes the class almost impossible to understand.”
“You cannot understand a word he is saying.”
“If you can understand accents then you can take this class.”
It is therefore the objective of this research to investigate the perceptions they have on
their own accented English, and the NAE native speakers‟ perceptions on the
Kisii-Kenyan accented English and its comprehensible intelligibility. However before
delving into the pointed study, this literature review intends to unveil a little what others
have written on accent, especially foreign accented speech.
What is Accent?
The word “accent” has to do with quality of sounds of speech. In this study “accent”
relates to how words, phrases and sentences in a speech are pronounced distinctively
from one person to another or speech distinctions of one group of speakers from another.
A glossary definition of accent in Cipollone et al (1998) is, “Characteristics of
pronunciation inherent in every person‟s speech.” (p.471). Pronunciation varies from
individual to individual and also from regional group to regional group. This personal and
regional variation of speech sounds in a phonological system is what can appropriately be
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called accent. Simpson & Weiner (1989), in the Oxford English Dictionary explain
accent as, “A prominence given to one syllable in a word, or in a phrase, over the
adjacent syllables, independently of the mode in which this prominence is produced.”
They go further to say that accent is “The mode of utterance peculiar to an individual,
locality, or nation, as he has a slight accent, a strong provincial accent…, or the way in
which anything is said; pronunciation, utterance, tone, voice, sound modulation or
modification of the voice expressing feeling.” (pp.68, 69). Romaine (2000), on the other
hand, simply states, “Accent consists of a way of pronouncing a variety” (p.19).
The preceding having been said, what could be said is a foreign accent? A “Foreign
accent” is distinctive from local, or territorial, or regional accents, because it has
foreignness in it. It is a speech pattern with differential loudness with a mode of
distinctive recognizable pronunciation that is unlike average native speech pattern. Major
(2001) argues that native speakers (NS) get an impression of a foreign accent of an
individual who in a pattern of speech does not sound native. He writes further, “A foreign
or non-native (NN) accent can usually be detected much more easily the longer and more
informal the stretch of speech, for example, a 10 minute informal conversation versus a
word list.” (p. 19). Rogers, Dalby and Nishi (2004), in a paper in which they had a
research project testing intelligibility, say that foreign accent is detected due to speech
deviation from the known speech pattern norms and can be detected in “phonemic, subphonemic, or supra-segmental” speech differences. (p. 139).
Why is the Study of Foreign Accent Necessary?
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In a multicultural and hence multilingual democratic society in which people have a
common stake in politics and policies that affect their governance, education, business,
health and social services, and a multiple of other shared infrastructure, is it not critical
that there be a medium of communication that is intelligible and comprehensible interlingually? English Language, as Mckay and Wong (2000) assert arguing for its adoption
in Puerto Rican Communities, not only has “a favored position” but also “symbolic
dominance … because of its international prestige.” (p. 149). They write further that
whereas this argument is reasonable and appealing for the adoption of English as a
language of dominance for global communication, the English varieties are individually
accented in their own natural right. The major branches being British variety and the
North American variety - These two and may be the Australian variety enjoy global
popularity. If you are from any of these countries, they further their argument, even
though your speech may be distinctive with accent, it‟s not much of a problem. It is
doubtful that any British, American, or Australian would be asked to reduce their accent
for intelligibility and comprehensibility anywhere. These are linguistic standard setters,
especially in syntax, though they vary in pronunciation and some vocabulary. McKay and
Wong (2000) argue further saying that to question the natural accentedness of the
speakers of the popular Englishes or worse to ask them to adjust for intelligibility and
comprehensibility to their listeners could sound like asking God to change his ten
commandments. This argument that sounds absolutistic, while partly true because of the
prestigious status quo of the British and American varieties, may not be completely true.
It is possible for speakers to strain to understand when encountering each other for the
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first time. Especially regional English language dialects within the popular Englishes that
have pronounced or heavy distinct accents could give a first time interlocutor intelligible
comprehensible challenge.
McKay and Wong (2000) further their argument that those who speak Caribbean
English, Indian English, Chinese English, Liberian English, Mexican English, etc., are
often challenged to modify their accented variety if they sound not intelligible enough to
the people within the territories where popular varieties are spoken. Munro (2003)
similarly argues that negative reactions to accented speech may be due to stereo type
against certain group/s or because of “reduced intelligibility” that requires the listener to
exert “special effort to comprehend.” (p.38).
What is the Basis of Accent Alteration?
While accent alteration may be based on the powerful elite culture and the politics of
language and prevailing attitudes, the underlying motive is employability in the main
stream to benefit the popular culture system. Though Munro (2003) strongly states that
ethical teachers and researchers know that accented speech cannot be routinely
eliminated by any pedagogy or speech therapy, foreign students, especially those that
serve as teacher assistants (TAs) are pressured to change or improve their foreign accents.
But an argument could be raised; do the native speakers do anything to understand the
aliens among them? Kavas and Kavas (2008) clearly make a strong argument that every
human who speaks a language has an accent, and that most of the adults who learn a
second language have an accent, especially those who learn the language “after age
twelve have a detectable accent” (p. 2).
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Illustrative Example of How Accent Affects Many Foreign Students in USA Institutions
Yearly thousands of foreign students from many countries around the world come to
the USA institutions of higher learning for higher education. Many of these students
because of their foreign accented English may be viewed by the native speakers of the
North American English as academically deficient. So, many get enrolled in English
basic courses for development of proficiency and comprehensibility. One of the factors
that affect many of these foreign students is lack of comprehensible communication to
native speakers of English. Therefore, yearly many of these students enroll in courses for
accent modification in colleges and universities. Many of these students on foreign
student visas end up becoming employees in these institutions. Employment therefore
becomes a critical motivating factor for accent modification and hence benefits both the
employer and employee. Therefore, as many of these students becomes apart of the
American English speaking culture, take note how many more foreign students enroll in
the USA institutions of higher learning and know that accented speech will continue to be
a challenge. Kisii-Kenyans are a part of these foreign students. As a matter of fact, Kenya
leads African nations in the number of immigrant students who enroll each academic year
in American institutions. Okoth (2003) affirms this with statistical support as shown here
below. He says,
“A report by the Institute for International Education and the US State Department
shows that among African countries sending students to the US in the 2001-2002 school
year, Kenya led with 7,097 students, followed by Nigeria (3,820), Ghana (2,672), Egypt
(2,409), and South Africa (2,232)” (p.6). The number of Kenyan immigrants in the USA
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in 2001 was about 50, 000 and is supported by the immigrant graph data shown on Figure
2 below:

Figure 2

Source: Migration Information Source, Global Data Center.
For example, according to US Today (11/17/2008) on foreign students‟ enrollment,
623, 805 foreign students enrolled in 2007/2008 academic year – this was the highest
enrollment ever. This was a surge of 7% since 2001/2002 academic year. In that report
Goodman argues that America as a nation does not have enough students who want to
study science, mathematics and engineering. Therefore it is necessary that we engage
foreign students as teaching assistants in our institutions, for one of them could invent a
cure for cancer or HIV. Kavas and Kavas (2008), further, using a 1992-1993 foreign
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students enrollment statistics which then was at 400,000, argue, “Foreign students receive
a disproportionately higher shares of doctorates awarded in many fields.” (p.2). Then also
argue further that 23.8% received doctorates in social sciences, 26.9% - life sciences,
35% - physical sciences, and 48.9% - engineering.
The preceding statistical information on the number of foreign students enrolling,
graduating and passing through American institutions is undeniably powerful
information. Therefore, there is need to retain and use these highly qualified foreign
students in the American system. This need is the underlying pressing factor for accent
modification among the accented foreign speakers for intelligibility and
comprehensibility, as is demonstrated in the TEAM (Technology Enhanced Accent
Modification) Project here below.
Within the United States accented speech may have adverse effects on both the
speaker and the listener. Researchers agree that accent is a linguistic badge that is
inevitable in every person. (Kavas & Kavas, 2008; Nguyen, 1991; Romaine, 2000). It is
a linguistic mark of identity. In a comparative accent listening study of 100 people
divided into four variable accented groups – Japanese, Chinese, Spanish and Standard
American speakers, Major et al (2002) concluded that accent indeed affects
comprehensibility of lecture content. In that study, all four groups listened to timed brief
lectures from accented speakers and were tested. The study was examining “the extent
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to which native-English-speaking and ESL listeners performed better on a test when the
speaker shared their native language” (173). On the other hand, most groups performed
minimally or poorly after listening to speakers who had non-native accented speech
unlike that of the listener.
The resource materials on foreign accents studies seem to be substantial. Derwing
(2003) confirms saying that foreign accents have been the focus of researchers for
decades. This interest is because of the dynamics of learning second languages that has
been brought about by globalization and multicultural interactions. And as it is apparently
evident, people from all over the world are learning popular second languages that
provide more opportunities for success. Therefore, detection of accented speech, is
obvious in an inter-lingual interlocution. For as Celce-Murcia et al (1996) state,
acquisition or learning a second language (L2) is often interfered with by “negative
transfer” from the first language (L1). They write further documenting what other
researchers have done saying, “negative transfer is a significant factor in accounting for
foreign accents, particularly with regard to the acquisition of more general segmental
features such as aspiration and of supra-segmental features such as intonation and
rhythm.” (p. 20).

24
The TEAM Project
TEAM is an acronym for Technology Enhanced Accent Modification (Schwartz,
1999). The objective of the program was to improve or modify accents of international
teaching assistants (ITAs). Of the nearly 500,000 international students enrolled in 3,600
US colleges and universities, 45,000 were graduate students with teaching responsibilities
as TAs mostly to undergraduates. The undergraduate students had difficulties
understanding the ITAs intelligibly. This program started by a professor of speech and
hearing, Dr. Schwartz of Cleveland State University, Ohio, has won great acclaim as the
most innovative project available on accent modification. It took 24 months to produce
the multimedia program consisting of six components: a software program for retrieving
and playing model utterances, a 37-item for identifying accent features that need
modification, a curriculum for addressing 15 features of speech, an instructional
methodology, a data base of 3600 model utterances – with a balanced gender
representation and a reference manual describing the operation of the program. The
program has been proven to be effective and successful. Since June 1994, the program
has been extended to other institutions of higher learning, and the record has been only a
success as the report reads.
The TEAM program was therefore initiated to solve this intelligibility problem. The
program using technology addressed prosodic features of accent as well as pronunciation
of consonants and vowels, provided “multisensory instruction feedback by using
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technology to enable ITAs to see as well as hear their speech;” used the curriculum
focusing on 15 critical features for accent modification, and was designed to be used by
tutors for cost effectiveness, employed tactics that reinforced taking responsibility on the
part of the ITAs, and utilized regular computers that are widely available and affordable.
After the program was introduced and implemented, the following evaluation
questions were tested: 1) Does TEAM accent modification instruction improve
performance of students enrolled in classes taught by teaching assistants? This question
sought to ascertain difference in class room performance of students taught by ITAs,
difference in retention/ attrition, and difference in frequency drops and switches, and 2)
Does TEAM accent modification instruction improve the oral proficiency of ITAs? This
question sought to find out how accent modification affected the ITAs oral proficiency,
frequency of speech sound mispronunciation, and how it affected the Speaking English
Assessment Kit (SPEAK) test on their oral proficiency.
The tests that were done before and after executing the program showed a significant
difference. The ITAs‟ oral proficiency improved. Their performance in teaching and their
effectiveness on students was significant. The students rated their instructors highly, and
their dropout or switching classes to American TAs dropped significantly. During
instruction the students‟ rating of the TEAM ITAs, 75% of the students reported that it
required little or no effort to understand, and 86.6% said their classroom performance had
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not been affected by the instructor‟s speech patterns. The ITAs‟ accent modification
improved significantly and was reflected on the SPEAK Test. For example before the
TEAM program, the TEAM ITA base score was 194.87. Three subsequent tests showed
the following scores: 238.37, 243.96, and 243.59. Accent modification instruction
therefore did have a positive impact on the performance of ITAs both on their SPEAK
Test and on their instruction in class. Among other things, the TEAM project found that:
1) Classroom performance of students enrolled under ITAs who had gone through the
TEAM labs was better than those who had not; 2) The TEAM Project developed an
instruction strategy that produced significant and long lasting improvement in oral
proficiency of teaching assistants who received this approach to accent modification; 3)
The TEAM Project produced a multimedia tested and debugged software that now is
used in colleges and universities successfully; 4) The TEAM project disseminated
complimentary copies of the developed software for use in about 200 higher education
institutions nationwide, where foreign students‟ enrollment is high, to help in accent
modification.
Apparently from this TEAM study project, accent reduction or modification for
intelligible and effective communication is a possibility and stands out the fact that both
the listeners and speakers benefit, though the speakers (those working on their accent)
have a greater effortful role to bring about a notable change.
One interesting resource by Munro et al (2000) however reveals a study on teaching
English speaking natives on effective listening to accented speech. The study used three
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groups – two experimental and one control, and found that the group that received cross
cultural instruction and accent instruction on how the Vietnamese language functioned
were more confident and did better than the group that had only received cross cultural
instruction. The control group received no help and therefore their attitudes and
comphensibility were lowest. This reveals that on either side of the linguistic isle there
are open possibilities to better attitudes and improve comprehensibility.
Natives‟ Attitudes Toward Foreign Accented Speech
Romaine (2000) has attempted to distinguish definitively between accent and dialect;
the former being “a way of pronouncing a variety” whereas the latter is a simultaneous
variation of “the same language … on at least three levels …; pronunciation, grammar or
syntax, and vocabulary.” (pp.19-20). However, through her closer look at accent, she
says that one finds that it runs across all varieties and further transcends mono-linguistic
boundaries and that attitudes vary from one variety to another. For example, with the
British English variety versus the American English variety, the attitudes may be more
accommodating and friendly, though historically there may have been a time when
American variety was viewed negatively, though that view has diminished and largely
disappeared.
Today, especially on the Received Pronunciation (RP) – also known as Queen‟s
English dialect or the dialect of the educated elites, Romaine says that “speakers of the
two popular varieties discussed in the preceding paragraph share a common grammar and
differ from each other more in terms of vocabulary and pronunciation” (p.19). In addition
“People have strong views on accent, including the idea that it is always others who have
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accents and never themselves! Strictly speaking, however, it is impossible to speak any
variety without some accent.” (p.20)
Brown (1991) in “Teaching English Pronunciation” to foreigners collected a number
of scholarly articles on the topic, of which “The British heresy in TESL” by Prator
(1968), and “Models of English for the Third World: white man‟s linguistic burden or
pragmatics?” by Kachru (1976) are interesting reads. Though Kachru has contributed
more, especially the 1992 volume – The Other Tongue/ English Across Cultures, his
1976 article is a capture of typical attitudinal linguistic thinking among English speaking
natives. Even though his critique is over 30 years old and of a work now over 40 years
old, what he pointed out is worth considering in this study. Professor Prator displayed
linguistic purism and intolerance in his 1966 article in which he castigated those
entertaining pragmatic notions on the English language. He argued strongest in favor of
maintaining the British mother-tongue as a model to all other varieties. The Received
Pronunciation (RP) was the model pattern only acceptable to Prator, though unfortunately
this model, according to Romaine (2000), is spoken by only “about 5% or less of the
population and therefore hardly has wide currency, it is nevertheless considered a
prestigious accent throughout the UK and the British Commonwealth.” (p.20). Kachru
(1976) responded severely and accused Prator of committing the following attitudinal
sins:
o The sin of ethnocentrism
o The sin of exhibiting language colonialism
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o The sin of wrong perception about the language attitudes on the two
speakers of the two sides of the Atlantic
o The sin of ignoring linguistic interference and language dynamics
o The sin of overlooking the „cline of Englishness‟ in language
intelligibility. (pp.33-40)
Is it not possible that such linguistic purism sins pointed out by Kachru above are still
being committed today in the 21st Century? Though this project study is focused on a
small recent immigrant minority, the Kisii-Kenyans, into the United States, such quarrels
among scholars in a way shed some light on embedded prejudices that come out and hurt
the accented immigrants. However to make a generalized conclusion without studied
evidence, may not be fair.
Back to the literary argument, Prator (1968) advocates an integrative approach of
teaching and learning English. And by integration he means that doing everything as it is
done at the base or mother tongue level - a learner to integrate and even take the
linguistic behavior of the native language. Kachru on the other hand advocates and
supports language teaching and learning instrumentally – that is using language as an
instrument for social actualization. Prator therefore did not conceive third world English
speakers as capable of producing their own models for their English varieties. Such
tendencies he brandished as heretical. Kachru (1976) concludes: “It is obvious that in the
Third World countries the choice of functions, uses, and models of English has to be
determined on pragmatic basis, keeping in view the local conditions and needs. It will,
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therefore, be appropriate that the native speakers of English abandon the attitude of
linguistic chauvinism and replace it with an attitude of linguistic tolerance.” (p.48)
In a recent argument Kavas and Kavas (2008) argue that in the case of foreign
accented faculty there are “two sources of conflict: language gap and cultural gap. These
potential gaps can create an environment where understanding of the foreign accented
faculty can be a worrisome challenge to many students.” (p. 3). Given that language is a
powerful tool of communication, when students feel that they are not receiving what they
have paid tuition for, they may give in to a negative reaction that sometimes turns into
anger. “These conflicts, in some cases, spill out of the classroom into the campus media,
to administration, parents and eventually the legislature.” (p.40). It is such phenomenon
that has led state legislatures in many states to “mandate policy development or oral
proficiency and pedagogical skills for International instructors and TAs.” (ibid). Though
it sounds like a biased partial treatment of the International faculty and TAs, it boils down
to a political agenda. The politician is in policy making focused not on the foreigners but
primarily on the local issue that affects the electorate. This may be the basic reason why
there may not be any effort to study this issue from an international or foreign
perspective. It is inconceivable in ever challenging times when budgets are trimmed to
think that money could be set aside for a research study project from an international or
foreign perspective. The domestic interest is priority number one as far as policy makers
are concerned.
The phrase “unintelligible English,” as Nguyen (1991) wrote, has been used to deny
qualified candidates deserving jobs. She argued on the basis that “every individual has an
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accent” but raised the challenging question, whose accent is more intelligible than
another? This country is built on the “promises of freedom, equality and economic
opportunity” (p. 1359). These are the attractions and motivators to all who immigrate into
the United States of America. These have a standing immortal monument in Lady Liberty
who invites all, even those with variant accented speeches, indiscriminately with the
message inscribed on her base:
“Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”
Nguyen argues that, in spite of this inviting and welcoming message, immigrants
come unaware that the barrier of “accent discrimination” is the door that shuts them out
of economic opportunity based on their national origin. Accent is a stigma against
immigrants. She argues that since accent displays national identity, accent discrimination
is equivalent to national discrimination which title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964
was legislated to fight or protect individuals against. Because accent discrimination law is
difficult to prove based on intelligibility, Nguyen proposes a “Test of Spoken English”
(TSE) as a standardized national tool that courts can use in cases of accent discrimination
besides the claim of any plaintiff that accent does impede them from performing the job
they are assigned to do. Nguyen concludes her paper saying, “In an effort to eradicate
accent discrimination while balancing the legitimate needs of employers, this comment
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calls for an introduction of an objective method of judging a plaintiff‟s accent in title VII
litigation.” (p. 1360). That objective method is Test of Spoken English (TSE) – a
professionally developed language tool to provide courts with rational way for
determining accented speech intelligibility.
Though the effort of this investigative study is on perceptions, attitudes and
intelligibility of foreign accents, technological media tools in our contemporary
multicultural inter-lingual connectedness globally are playing a significant role in making
popular global lingua franca, e.g. English, accessible to distant foreign speakers through
music, radio broadcasts, TV shows, movies and news casts. These, especially to younger
generations, help them to hear how Americans or Britons speak English in their natural
popular accents. For example, radio broadcast done in native-like English speech serves
as a model for those seeking to reduce non-native foreign accents. This is under the
assumption that those who struggle with heavy accents in the already narrowed and
flattened world interactively may harbor a desire to reduce their heavy accent through
exposure to a natural environment of the target foreign language. Kitay (2000), therefore,
writes saying that radio is “an excellent and cost-effective tool for teaching English as a
Second Language (ESL)” (p.1). Some of the reasons provided in Kitay‟s paper (pp.3-4)
for incorporating radio as a language instruction tool, which most likely exposes learners
in a way to the natural and accented popular speech through announcers, are:
o Exposing students to a wide variety of regional accents and idiomatic
language for the improvement of their listening skills
o Hearing grammar being taught in the context of real language
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o Exposure to the “target language at normal speed”
o Motivation and inspiration source to L2 learners
o Awareness of events happening around the world
o Enlivening the curriculum for Second Language learning
o Introduction of new vocabulary, and
o Providing opportunity for independent study for advanced students
Modern computer information technology has become an efficient tool through which
foreign students studying foreign language/s can be exposed to the natural context of
speech of the target language and hence be able to receive pronunciation modeling and
hence narrow NNS foreign accentedness gap with NS. A study done at the Middle East
University in Turkey sought, “to find out whether integrating accent reduction software
in advanced English language classes at the university level would result in improvement
in student pronunciation at the segmental and supra-segmental levels” and actually
concluded that the software improved “students‟ pronunciation.” Blackwell (2005,
p.305).
A Summary of a Few Critical Scholarly Research Papers on Accents to Validate a
Gap in the Present Study
There are several scholarly papers that have been written on accents. Most of them are
primary research papers and have engaged scientific and quantitative research method.
They are a global collection from various English speaking regions. These studies
address various issues related to accentedness including accent and perceived
comprehensibility and intelligibility, whether accentedness is determined by attitudes,
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how language attitudes shape accent improvement, effect of unfamiliar native accent and
unfamiliar nonnative accent on listener‟s accuracy, and phonological accent differences
between two distinct English varieties, and infants‟ ability to recognize variability
through accented in-put and how infant English learners differ from adult learners.
Perceived Comprehensibility, Intelligibility and
Foreign Accentedness – are they correlated?
Munro and Derwing (1995), for example, at the university of Alberta, Canada, using
twelve participants – ten of whom were native Mandarins who had learned ESL after the
age of puberty and two were native speakers of Canadian English, set out to find the
inter-relationships between accentedness, perceived comprehensibility and intelligibility.
Using three selected scripted excerpts, the twelve were individually recorded in speech
producing 36 excerpts which were then transcribed and coded for phonemic, phonetic
and grammatical error analysis. The intonation of each speech sample was rated on a
scale of 1-9 (1= native like or no foreign accent and 9 = not at all native or very strong
foreign accent). After completing analyses of their own ratings and coding, the
researchers coded and analyzed 18 participant-listeners‟ ratings of the utterances and the
transcriptions they produced. The study sought to determine through quantitative
analysis whether there were significant inter-listener differences in accent,
comprehensibility and intelligibility.
Munro and Derwing decided to use two types of assessment on comprehensibility and
foreign accentedness: First, using an instrument similar to that used by Gass and Varonia
(1984), they had listeners produce nonnative speakers‟ sentences to which they ascribed

35
scores of deviations from the intended utterances like missing words or wrong words.
Additionally, listeners were asked to judge perceptive comprehensibility on a 9 point
Likert scale which were then examined and analyzed for relationship with global foreign
accentedness scores.
Without much detail on this existing research, the result was interesting. This is what
Munro and Derwing (1995) arrived at:
1) Distribution of perceived comprehensibility and accented scores were
noticed to be different – participants assigned stricter scores when rating
accentedness.
2) Possible pairings of the three dimensions - comprehensibility,
intelligibility and accentedness tended to be moderate in range for most
listeners. Therefore, there was no perfect correlation.
3) The least number of listeners indicated a significant correlation between
intelligibility and foreign accentedness than intelligibility and perceived
comprehensibility.
Therefore, the researchers determined that scores on accentedness were a much poorer
indication of comprehensibility of an utterance than perceived comprehensibility. The
implication for L2 teaching and learning of this findings is that this is a first
demonstrative study showing that although the degree of strength of foreign ac
centedness “is indeed correlated with comprehensibility and intelligibility, strong foreign
accent does not necessarily cause L2 speech to be low in comprehensibility or
intelligibility” (p. 93).

36
Do Language Attitudes Determine Accent?
This study by Mayor (2007) took place in a large university in a Mid-Atlantic region
of the USA. The researcher examined learner attitudes to show their significant potential
to accentedness in speech in L2. The researcher used the following un-paraphrased
questions as a guide to achieving the study objective: 1) Are language attitudes relevant
to phonological attainment once more traditional measures of language - i.e. age of onset
(AO) and length of residence (LOR) are taken into account? 2) Are any differences
apparent between attitudes toward the target language and attitudes toward the target
language culture when it comes to accent in a second language?
The first question examined learner attitudes relative to AO and LOR whereas the
second question examined learner attitudes relating to learner directed L2 learning versus
culture directed. Forty two NNS and eight NS volunteered to participate in the study. Of
these 17 were men and 33 were women; their ages ranged from 18 to 49; a mean of 25
years. The non-native speakers‟ (NNS) arrival and residence in the country ranged from 1
month to 25 years - a mean of five years. All the participants were from 15 native
languages.
Instrument and Procedure
First, the participants completed an open ended survey on their language learning
background and provided specifics on their sociological orientation relating to the target
language (English) in the USA on the following: 1) Language exposure/ experience
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factors – AO, LOR in an English speaking country, marriage to a native and total number
of years of instruction; and 2) Learner orientation factors – language related attitudes and
cultural related attitudes were measured as follows: reason for learning English, intensity
of motivation for learning English, perceived ability to improve in English, desire to
improve accent, self rating of fluency in English, attitude toward American culture,
comfort with the idea of cultural assimilation in the USA, perceived ease in establishing
contact with native English speakers in the USA, and intention to reside in the USA longterm.
Second, the linguistic aspect which elicited read-aloud and free speech did so on the
following tasks: a word list (65 in all) targeting phonemic distinctions and features with
predictive difficulty for NNS of English – e.g. all vowels, consonants and consonant
clusters; ten read aloud sentences focusing on word level stress patterns and phonetic
difficulties; read aloud paragraph-length texts; a brief free speaking task with prompt; and
a picture description and narrative task.
Rating the collected data
Though it is not necessary to detail the research data here, four American female
volunteers self-identified as NS of English and were also bilingual/ multilingual (all were
studying language related disciplines) rated the speech samples on a scale of 1-5 where
1=no foreign accent and 5=strong foreign accent. The rating for each rater was paired as
speech by speaker and task - selection ratings were randomized – e.g. Speaker J and
Task 1 (word list) were paired and rated, followed at random by speaker S paired with
task 4 (impromptu speaking) and so on. The ratings were then compared.
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Result
Since the primary objective of the study was exploring language attitudes alongside
AO and LOR, the overall findings revealed that learner attitudes significantly correlated
to accent ratings and that included both culturally directed and language directed
attitudes. For example, the research revealed that those comfortable to assimilate,
intended to become residents, had motivating reasons to learn and speak English, and
who had positive perceptive ability to learning English, had a higher desire to improve in
accent. The analysis of the study pointed to the following trends: Learners who had spent
shortest time within the country were judged to have heavier foreign accent; learner selfevaluation as highly fluent correlated with actual accent rating – the correlation was
stronger when length of residence (LOR) was at least 6 years; learners with more than 10
years of LOR scored close to NSs – showed tightest range; learners with little experience
in country were in close approximation with one another while those with longer
residence were at the opposite end of performance scale.
Does Accent Matter?
The researchers ask a very controversial question that can never receive a unanimous
vote. First, the research had concluded that for immigrants to attain close to native-like
accent the L2 learner ought to have the following as advantage points: immigration to the
USA has to occur within the age of onset (AO), length of residence (LOR) 13+ years,
consistent multiple contextual usage of English with friends, satisfaction with over all
accent fluency with a strong motivation to sound native-like, very strong sense of comfort
to assimilate into American culture.
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It is a noted fact that speakers of the popular language usually react negatively to
foreign accents that display pronounced phonetic contrasts and supra-segmental patterns.
Levis (2005) and Lippi-Green (1997) affirm that the way we sound impacts how we are
judged. Therefore learners who are sensitive to the phonetic, phonemic and suprasegmental pattern contrasts or distinctive speech differences devise means and make
efforts to improve. What is the goal of teaching pronunciation to L2 learners? The
traditional advocates push for native –like accentedness or near-nativeness – while many
today would advocate for intelligibility as the goal. The researcher says there is a neglect
of accent communicative fluency in foreign language (FL) classes. Whereas one can
communicate effectively in spite of lacking native-like accent, intelligibility and
comprehensibility should not be compromised, for they are the key to meaning
negotiation through communication.
Accent Scaling and Language Attitudes
Brennan and Brennan (1981) investigated the relationship between degree of accent in
Mexican-American speakers of English as assessed by naïve raters and the judgments of
the raters toward accented speakers. The guiding question of this undertaking was: “Do
listeners produce social judgments that correspond to their perceptions of the
accentedness of the speaker?” (p.207). Prior research establishes Mexican American
English as a distinct dialect because a large number of people who interactively
communicate using the dialect and this includes monolinguals. Farrar and Bradford
(1974) pointed out that Mexican Americans who are native speakers of English have
accented speech but is not due to first language interference but rather is due to the
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dialect‟s distinctiveness. The researchers of this study, through other scripted works, say
that in a bilingual community this second language variety is recognized as “the language
of friendship, intimacy, and solidarity” especially with a lower status group (p. 208).
Ryan (1979) and Carranza and Ryan (1975) through a series of studies found that, among
Spanish speakers, Mexican American English was regarded as the language of solidarity
and distinguished speakers‟ status.
To answer their research question, Brennan and Brennan (1981) studied high school
students of Mexican origin and Anglo high school students. One group was asked to do
magnitude estimation followed by answering a social reaction questionnaire; the other
group did the same in the reverse order. Among other things, the study revealed that
speakers with lower degrees of accent tended to receive higher status scores than those
with higher degrees of accent; and the accentedness index was highly correlated with the
status scale – the level of accentedness in the speeches of the nine speakers, as the
linguists found, was inversely proportional to status judgments made by the adolescent
student participants. The researchers concluded that their study made them aware of the
social dimension complexity of accentedness. Although accentedness seemed to be
downgraded by the raters, the study revealed that group effects and solidarity rating
variations were inconsistent. The researchers recommend or propose, therefore, “the need
for multidimensional language attitude studies toward English” (Standard English - SE)
and other languages or dialects. They recommended further study that would include
“other population groups and geographical areas” to help sort out “the nature of language
attitudes” (p. 220).
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Accent comprehension Under Adverse Listening Conditions
Adank, Evans, Stuart-Smith and Scott (2009) investigated the processing cost that is
associated with unfamiliar native accent due to phonological variations at segmental and
supra-segmental levels. There were two experimental tests that were carried out. The first
involved two linguistic varieties from Southern Standard British English usually referred
as Standard English (SE) and Scottish English known as Glaswegian English (GE)
spoken in Glasgow, Scotland. The second experiment included Spanish English from
Latin America.
First Experiment
In the first experimental study 24 paid listener participants were picked from both
sides of the variant dialect speech communities, all totaling 48. They were both males and
females with age range of 19-54. Recorded speech voices were collected from 4 males
from both (GE & SE) sides of the accented dialect isles. Sophisticated modern
technology tools were used in collecting data and analyzing the same. The investigation
in the first experiment was to test for interactive processing between unfamiliar native
accent and adverse listening conditions. The GE participants were familiar with both
dialects while the Londoners or Southerners were familiar with only SE dialect. Ninety
six True/false sentences were used in the investigation. These sentences were borrowed
from a Speech and Capacity of Language Processing (SCOLP) test tool and testing was
measured in SNR, i.e. signal noise ratio.
What Did the Research Find in the First Experimental Test?
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The study found that in moderate adverse listening conditions, SE listeners showed
slower response to accuracy in unfamiliar GE accented dialect, GE listeners, though they
made equal number of errors, were equally faster in both dialects, the SE only speakers‟
delayed response for accuracy on the tested items was due to their unfamiliarity with the
GE dialect, and the GE listeners, who were familiar with both variably accented
Englishes, showed no difference in both processing speed and number of errors they
made in both accented speech varieties.
Second Experiment
Unlike the first experiment which was on sentential information processing in
unfamiliar native accent in adverse listening conditions, the second experimental
investigative test was on nonnative accent in adverse listening conditions. Fewer
participants, 20 native speakers of English (SE) (7 men and 13 women; age range 19-35
years), were involved. Three varieties were used including Spanish English. Two
speakers were used from each speech variety community – making a total of six speakers.
They were all males. The procedure used was largely the same as in the first experiment.
Outcome Findings
There were more errors made by listeners when verifying sentences spoken by Spanish
English (SpE) speakers than those spoken by the other two varieties – SE and GE;
Response duration times for SpE was slowest of the three varieties and was slower for
GE than SE for moderate signal noise ratio (SNR); the delay for verification of sentences
in SpE was larger than SE or GE – through the SNR measuring tool GE sentence
measures were 88ms (magnetic amplitude) slower than SE, while SpE sentences were
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114 ms slower than SE and 26 ms slower than GE sentences; the results in this study
indicated that in unfamiliar native accent there was processing delay in increased noise
environment and even a greater delay in unfamiliar nonnative accent.
.

Therefore, it is necessary in a nonnative accent that listeners learn to adapt more than

a native accent which is usually reflected in a lower processing cost. The research
concludes that familiarity with a speaker‟s phonological accent is a benefit to the listeners
in adverse listening conditions and hence lowers cost.
Other Contributors in This Literature Review on Accents
Pickering and Wiltshire (2000) did a study in which they examined comparatively the
American Standard English with Indian English. In this study they conducted a close
phonetic examination of Indian English (IE) accent comparing it with that of American
English (AE) in similar contexts of discourses in teaching.
Six participants in this study included three Indians, who spoke different first
languages besides English as a second language, and three American English natives. All
of them were teaching assistants (TAs) at a university setting. The researchers collected
speech data which were then analyzed for distinct phonological differences; sentences
collected from Indian native languages and lexical items were picked for accent analysis
through frequency and pitch; word stress was marked in the IE speakers‟ utterances and
compared to identical words spoken by AE speakers.
The collected data showed distinct frequency and amplitude patterns between AE and
IE that imply an intelligibility challenge on speakers of AE and SE. In other words,
unless they adapt, the AE and British English listeners find IE unintelligible – the
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difference in pitch (i.e. low-high vs. high-low) and differences in amplitude cues results
in a misunderstanding between IE and AE speakers and in extension British English
speakers.
Is There a Valid Gap for the Present Research Study?
Given the literature review this far, there is no evidence of any foreign accent study
on most African linguistic communities that speak a unique variety of English. The
preceding review shows a global perspective of various studies that have been done on
accentedness due to Asian, Mexican or Spanish, Scottish, French, Chinese, Korean,
Japanese, etc. phonological influence. Kenya, as a linguistic national community, due to
British colonial influence, is an English speaking country. Being a country of 42 ethnic
communities and each community having naturally its own indigenous native language,
English is obviously an added second or third language. It comes to each of these 42
ethnic communities as an academic subject course which subsequently, as students climb
the academic ladder, becomes a mandated medium of instruction and communication in
all institutions of learning.
Listening to speakers of English from each of the 42 Kenyan ethnic communities, one
can surely tell that there is a phonological unique distinction due to interference of first
language natural sounds. For example, when a typical Kikuyu speaks English, there is no
way s/he can hide their pronounced accented identity. Their English
can therefore be accurately considered as having unique phonological features with
variability to the Standard English (SE) dialect.
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This present study is partially an attempt to understand perceptions Kisii-Kenyans
have toward their own English accentedness due to their linguistic phonological
uniqueness within the popular American English speaking larger community. There is no
existing study that has been done examining the accentedness of Kisii-Kenyan English.
This study therefore has validity to investigate and address properly the foreign
accentedness of the Kisii-Kenyans in America through the following research questions:
1)

What are the Kisii-Kenyans‟ self-perceptions about their accented English speech and
its intelligibility within the American English speaking popular culture? and

2) What are the NAE native speakers‟ perceptions about the Kisii-Kenyans‟ accent and
intelligibility?
This study, and the intention to examine perceptions and attitudes about intelligibility
of Kisii-Kenyan English, is a necessary academic contribution to the linguistic
knowledge base and will be factually informative to these unique and recent immigrant
constituents who now are in thousands in North America. It will therefore be a reference
resource to any who will seek to study this area deeper as this present investigation is just
a scratch on the surface of a large territory of linguistics.
Conclusion
The smallness of our world in the 21st Century has made awareness of variability of
accents more recognizable due to inter-cultural interactions and intermingling of people
globally. No longer can any territory claim exclusivity in occupation and dominance.
This realization has surfaced a communication problem due to phonological mismatch.
The preceding review reveals what scholars are doing in tackling accentedness and are
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specifically contributing, through research, critical information for addressing any arising
or existing accent issues. Those seeking modification of their accentedness for interactive
and communicative intelligibility and comprehensibility should be aware that purism in
accent is impossibility, for accentedness is inevitable among all speakers, though there is
variability- some have heavier accents and others lighter. Accent, as Nguyen (1991)
accurately put it, carries personal stories and is a mark of racial identity, national origin,
professional position, and social economic status distinction. There has been a
breakthrough providing a technological tool that can modify foreign accented speech for
intelligibility to native speakers of English. For studies of accents reveal that
unfamiliarity of foreign accentedness, as discussed by Floccia, Goslin, Girard and
Konopczynski (2006), disrupts normal comprehension and violates usual frame of
reference. Technology enhanced accent modification (TEAM) is that tool. It has been
practically tested and has proved effective and has helped international students who also
serve as teaching assistants in more than 200 institutions of higher learning. An attitude
of integration toward those with foreign accented speech is not pragmatic; the acceptable
and welcome attitude toward other Englishes is functionality and instrumentality.
Whereas a few are capable of achieving received pronunciation (RP) fluency, for it is
only 5% or less than that - that are in that small category of linguistic currency.
Accent discrimination, though demeaning and legally dangerous, persists, but the law
has been put in place to protect individuals from discrimination due to accentedness.
There are learning opportunities and testing tools for the reduction of heavy unintelligible
accents. Intelligibility is the goal for accent modification, and it is legislated by many
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states and hence mandated that international faculty and TAs, particularly in colleges and
universities, be provided service for modification of their foreign accents for local
intelligibility among native speakers of English. It is due to such concerns for
intelligibility that ESL and EFL are accessible to all those who need the programs for the
learning of English as a Second or Foreign Language. What here follows therefore is a
collection of research data with specific method paradigms on a specific group – the
Kisii-Kenyans within the USA, for the answering of the research questions already put
forth in the preceding script for perceptions and intelligibility.
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CHAPTER 3 METHODS

Introduction and rationale to the study
The Kisii-Kenyans in America are a small minority. The variety of English spoken is a
mark of their identity culturally. Except for a very small minority, for most of them
English is a foreign language that they learned as a mandated educational national
requirement in their mother country, Kenya. Though English is Kenya‟s official
language, each of the 42 tribes have a distinct accented speech they speak the English
language because of their tribal language sounds that transfer to the new language. In this
project work I have used Kisii-Kenyan English variety because the English most KisiiKenyans speak is distinct in accent from what other Kenyans from other ethnic groups
speak. Linguistically the Kisii language has received limited academic studies. I have
noticed or found limited serious linguistic research on this African mother-tongue –
Ekegusii/ Kisii, which is a Bantu language and is spoken by about 2 million people, to
help provide accurate information that may be of help to language teachers and to
learners of the English language who have their roots in that ethnic group.
Those who now live within the United States number more than 20,000 among the
more than 100,000 Kenyans. Therefore, though most of those I have met speak English
comprehensively and intelligibly, I have occasionally encountered some complaints
among Kisii-Kenyans on employment discrimination based on accent and race or color.
This has left a concern in me and an anxiety and hence has created an academic curiosity
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of wanting to validate, especially accent, whether it is so. The research questions for this
study therefore are: What are the Kisii-Kenyans‟ self-perceptions about their accented
English speech and its intelligibility within the American English speaking popular
culture, and what are the NAE native speakers‟ perceptions about the Kisii-Kenyans‟
accent and intelligibility?
In this chapter, I describe the research paradigm, setting, participants, data collection,
and analysis, for the study.
Research Paradigm
In practice, as Creswell (2009, p.3) says, research paradigms fall into three designs –
quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods. The design used by each researcher in any
research undertaken is influenced by a philosophical worldviews or beliefs – (ibid., p. 4).
This inquiry has the underlying bases of accented speech in a multi-lingual world, social
interactions, the politics and legal aspects of accents, and immigrations‟ impact on a
dominant lingua-franca. It is however a very specific focus on a small African tribal
group – the Kisii. This therefore is an inquiry to understand what the perceptions and
attitudes of Kisii-Kenyans in the USA are toward their own accented English speech and
what the native English speaking Americans‟ perceptions are toward the Kisii-Kenyans‟
accented English speech. This inquiry is to validate/ invalidate the hypothesis that
speakers of Kisii-Kenyan accented English variety perceive themselves as less intelligible
and are too perceived by the English native speakers as incomprehensible and less
intelligible.
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Therefore, given this kind of inquiry to understand, a qualitative paradigm was the
design anticipated for data collection, although some limited quantitative analysis was
used, too. Therefore the paradigm used is a blend of qualitative and quantitative.
Setting:
The Kisii-Kenyans have been trickling into the United States since 1970s. The
numbers increased more in the 1980s and 1990s. Earlier and subsequent comers were
mostly students on F-1 visas. A few returned after they got their higher education. In
recent years the coming has been more frequent, and it includes visitors, especially
family members, coming to visit those that have settled here, those that are on worker
visas, and those who have been coming on the Government Lottery Visa program. Many
of these Kisii immigrants have clustered in Minnesota, New Jersey, Texas, and North
Carolina, though there are many more sporadically scattered here and there in all other
states. This data is from a few individuals with no prior arrangement and are not from one
place or state. Participation was voluntary through random phone call requests. Most of
the contacts were obtained through a mostly Kisii-Kenyans public forum called
Mwanyagetinge group forum and was done properly without any violation of research
protocol. Each individual was an adult of right mind and was properly informed before
they consented to the inquiry.
Participants
Part 1 (See Appendix A - Questionnaire)
This research focuses on Kisii-Kenyan adults - 25 years and older with college
education. Therefore, given the nature of my inquiry to understand what they say about
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their accented English variety and their own perceptions and attitudes about their own
accented variety, a questionnaire for Part 1 (a to h below - Appendix A) was read to each
of the sixteen volunteers one at a time. Participants were called randomly by the
researcher. The 16 participants who agreed to participate are residents of New Jersey,
Minnesota, Texas, Maryland and Pennsylvania. The data was collected through
telephone-calls. There was no pre-arrangement; some contact numbers were picked from
the Mwanyagetinge online forum and others were through connection one participant to
another.
For Part 2, two 3-minute speeches from two volunteer Kisii-Kenyan participants were
tape-recorded and later uploaded as an online file. The file was sent to 5 undergraduate
university students and their professor at a small college in Minnesota. Local faculty
assisted in the administration of the speech file and the questionnaire tool used for
collecting needed research data for the study. The participants were provided information
about the research and given a chance to participate out of their own free will according
to IRB research procedures. They each read and signed letters of consent before
participating in the research.
Data Collection
To answer the first research question: What are the Kisii-Kenyans’ self-perceptions
and attitudes about their accented English speech and its intelligibility within the
American English Speaking popular culture? a general survey questionnaire was created
to collect data to determine self perceptions and attitudes of college educated KisiiKenyans adult speakers‟ own speech production and performance. The questionnaire was
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administered through telephone calls to individuals of Gusii origin living in the United
States. Those who responded to the researcher‟s calls were courteously greeted first and
then after self-introduction the research request, “Do you mind participating in a foreign
accent project study I am doing focusing on Kisii-Kenyans in America?” was made. This
approach was chosen to operationalize the data collection to make it to work
appropriately assuring the participants as being a risk free participation. Therefore, after
getting individual consent, explanation and the applicable questionnaire technique was
unveiled to each participant. In addition to basic demographic information, the
questionnaire consisted of eight statements asking each participant to respond to
statements about their English speaking abilities and perceptions. The technique used a
four point Likert scale with four choice options: Strongly disagree, Disagree, Agree, or
Strongly Agree.
Part two of this research inquiry was a collection of two sample speeches from two
respondent-participants to the questionnaire. The speeches were made spontaneously in
response to the following three prompting questions:
1) Describe the advantage of having been born Kisii, and what is the contribution
of the Gusii people within the popular English speaking majority in the USA?
2) As a Kisii-born and now living in Diaspora and being a speaker of more than
one language, how do you choose which language to use and why?
3) Of the languages that you speak, what is the advantage of speaking English,
and are there any disadvantages?
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The speech samples were first tape-recorded then transmitted to an online file
attachment. The speech samples for accent fluency and intelligibility analysis were to
validate/ invalidate the hypothesis that speakers of Kisii-Kenyan accented English variety
perceive themselves as less intelligible and are too perceived by the American English
native speakers as incomprehensible and less intelligible.
Part 2 - Linguistics (Phonology)
This part was to answer the second research question:
What are the NAE native speakers’ perceptions about the Kisii-Kenyans’ accent and its
intelligibility?
The collected audio-taped interview speeches, based on the three preceding open
ended questions, were each played once to each of the five speakers of North American
English speakers and one multilingual speaker.
This portion of the research study was administered by a professional, Dr. Kimberly
Johnson, on behalf of me, the researcher. The participants first provided demographic
information, such as, their age, year in college, languages spoken, and then they were
asked to listen to the recorded speeches and rate the intelligibility of each using the
following listening assessment scale below adapted from Celce-Marcia (2004):
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Scale rate
4
3

2

Intelligibility Assessment Scale
Pronunciation
Speech flow
Rarely mispronounces
High degree of fluency;
effortless; smooth
Accent may be foreign;
Speaks with facility; rarely
never interferes; rarely
has to grope; uses
disturbs a native
paraphrase and
English speaker (NS)
circumlocution easily
Often faulty but
intelligible with effort

Speaks with confidence but
not facility; hesitant; some
paraphrasing; choppy
1
Unintelligible
So halting that conversation
is impossible
* Adopted from Celce-Murcia et al (2004, p.404)
Further Assessment Questions
1. How easy was it to understand speaker A? Please explain
2. Using a 1-4 scale, where 1 is far below average proficiency and 4 is above average
proficiency, how would you rate speaker A overall?
Conclusion
The collection of data to help answer the research questions was indeed a success.
What follows is the analysis of the data for results and hence answers to the research
questions. The analysis based on the nature of the data is both an explanation of
perceptional views of the participants and numerical analysis of the surveyed participants
for comparative understanding of their perceptional responses. Explanations, tables and
figures are used for a clear precise data summary of the findings.
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CHAPTER 4 RESULTS

Introduction
As a reminder the purpose of this undertaking on “Foreign Accents” study is for
understanding: 1) What the Kisii-Kenyans‟ self-perceptions about their accented English
speech and its intelligibility are within the American English speaking popular culture,
and 2) What the NAE native speakers‟ perceptions about the Kisii-Kenyans‟ accent and
intelligibility are.
Therefore this results chapter is for data analysis collected in the preceding chapter on
methods.
Analysis of data – Part 1
1) The participant-respondents (Ref. Appendix A)
The most common element that links all the 16 participants is that they speak multiple
languages among them, may be ranked at the top, is their ethnic language – Kisii
(ethnically accurate - Ekegusii) followed by English. They are all college graduates
ranging from Associate degree to PhD. Their ages range from 26 to 64. The following
table gives individual data summary of the participants:
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Participants Gender

Age

A
B
C

M
M
M

64
57
57

D
E
F

M
F
F

G

Table 1
Academic level

Profession
College teaching
Minister/ Pastoral
Teaching

55
49
47

PhD
Doctorate (D Min)
M Sp Ed/ M
Engin.
MS
BA
BS Admin

Yrs in
the USA
17
24
17

Chemist
Counselor
Account. *(HHA)

10
24
5

F

46

Associate degree

Nursing

12

H

M

46

MA

Teaching

23

I

F

45

Associate degree

Nursing

12

J

M

45

MBA

Logistics

23

K

M

41

PhD

Teaching

15

L
M

F
M

41
38

BA ED
Associate degree

Teaching *(HHA)
Health Care

3
09

N

F

27

BS

Nursing

11

O

M

26

Associate degree

Nursing

5

P

M

26

BA ED

Teaching *(CIW)

1

*What is in parenthesis is not the individual‟s chosen profession but rather what they
were doing for a living within the USA territory at the time this data was collected
(CIW = Casual industrial worker, and HHA = Home health aide)
1) Part 1 – Cross-sectional Data Collection Survey Result
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Table 2
How many?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

f.
g.

h.

Prompting statements

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

I speak English as my Second
Language
I like speaking English both at home and
outside home environments.
During my school years English was
among my favorite subjects
I speak English because it‟s the language
of education and business.
I speak English well, but if I could, I
would adjust to speak it with an American
English accent.
I have a problem hearing what native
speakers of American English are saying.
Though, I think, I speak English well,
native speakers of American English have
a problem hearing and understanding me
well and easily.
I have been fearful seeking employment
in the area I am academically and
professionally qualified in because of my
Kenyan accented variety of English
*Neutral between disagree and agree

0

0

8

8

0

1.5*

*10.5

4

0

0

7

9

0

0

7

9

3

8

5

0

3

10

3

0

1

7

8

0

7

6

3

0
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SELF- ACCENTEDNESS PERCEPTIONS (SAP) OF KISII-KENYANS IN USA

Figure 3

SELF-ACCENTEDNESS PERCEPTIONs (SAPs) QUESTIONNAIRE
a – I speak English as my Second Language
b – I like speaking English both at home and outside home environments.
c – During my school years English was among my favorite subjects
d – I speak English because it‟s the language of education and business.
e – I speak English well, but if I could, I would adjust to speak it with an American
English accent.
f – I have a problem hearing what native speakers of American English are saying.
g. – Though, I think, I speak English well, native speakers of American English have a
problem hearing and understanding me well and easily.
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h – I have been fearful seeking employment in the area I am academically and
professionally qualified in because of my Kenyan accented variety of English
2) Analysis of the cross-sectional survey based on responses to the Questionnaire
Introduction
According to Brown (2002, p. 294), a survey is a procedure for gathering and
describing characteristics, attitudes, views, opinions, etc. of a group - which could be
teachers, students, parents, etc. And according to Creswell (2005, p. 355) a crosssectional survey is a onetime study of attitudes, practices, needs and comparisons. In this
present sample of study the group consists of six females and 10 males - all from one
ethnic group – the Gusii/ Kisii-Kenyans living in the USA.
Here, therefore, the collected data is subjected to analysis to figure out how they
perceive their accented English and what attitudes they do have on their fluency and
intelligibility. What can be learned from the data on Table 1 and Bar Chart 1 above? How
do the respondents view themselves in the context of their English speech variety? What
is their attitude toward the English variety they speak? How confident are they in speech
performance?

What meaning do these numbers have relating to self perceptions and

attitudes of the Kisii-Kenyans in the USA towards their own accented English speech?
The first 4 SAPs, (a-d) in these responses‟ analysis, largely and mostly tip toward
agree and strongly agree, whereas the remaining 4 SAPs (e-h) responses tip more to
disagree and strongly disagree.
SAP a - I speak English as my second language
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All the participants express affirmative confidence that they speak English as a
second language – of the 16 participants eight agree and the remaining eight strongly
agree. This reveals a positive acceptance of the English language, though it is a foreign
language. In percentile representation this is 50-50 but combined both make 100% on the
agree and strongly agree side.
SAP b – I like speaking English both at home and outside home environments
Under this SAP b and based on the numerical data on the above table and chart, 10.5
of the participants agree, four strongly agree and only one and a half disagree. The point
five represent a participant who took a neutral position disagree/ agree with explanation
that they spoke mother tongue to their spouse but English to their kids. Therefore,
participants under SAP b registered an apparent majority positively agreeing to speaking
English in both home and outside home environments. This is 90.6% of those studied.
That is to say 90.6% use English both at home and outside home. This has the implication
that their first native language is disadvantaged, and as less and less of it is used, it
apparently implies their off-springs and more so a future generation will not be fluent in
the Kisii language.
SAP c - During my school years English was among my favorite subjects
Under this SAP questionnaire, nine of the participants strongly agreed and seven
agreed. The whole group of the participants had showed a liking for English as an
academic subject. This most evidently is one single outstanding source of acquiring the
English language, not only by this small group of sixteen individuals, but also by almost
all from that region of Africa – East Africa where they come from. The teachers who
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taught the English language courses had acquired knowledge and hence ability to speak
the language in the same way – being taught by mostly academically qualified indigenous
teachers who also spoke the language with accent.
SAP d - I speak English because it‟s the language of education and business
Responses under this SAP d were numerically similar to category c. 9 of the
participants strongly agreed and seven agreed. All the 16 participants are overwhelmingly
positive toward speaking English as the language of education and business. That liking
did not diminish but is transferred into further academic pursuits and business
transactions. There is no doubt that English among this group and beyond is the main
language of communication.
SAP e - I speak English well, but if I could, I would adjust to speak it with an American
English accent.
Eight of the participants disagreed, whereas three strongly disagreed and only five
agreed. The only five or 31.3% who agreed would be interested, if it were possible, to
adjust their accent to speak like or closer to American accent. However 50% disagree
and 18.7% strongly disagree, i.e. 68.7% when combined. This data reveals that the
majority are comfortable with their accented Kisii-Kenyan English. One reading this
analysis may wonder why the five or 31.3% would want to speak with American accent.
An attempt to answer would be guess work and going beyond what was asked in this
research. It is however open for future investigation. It could mean, though, an
admiration for prestige, a bad experience with their speaking in a foreign accent, or
maybe they think speaking in the Native American English accent is advantageous.
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SAP f – I have a problem hearing what native speakers of American English are saying.
10 of the participants disagreed and three strongly disagreed, whereas only three of the
16 participants agreed, which is only 18.7%, whereas 10 of the 16 or 62.5% disagree
besides three of the 16 or 18.7% who strongly disagree. This is saying 13 of the 16 or
81.2% can hear well what Native American English speakers are saying. This
demonstrates that the majority have no problem hearing and understanding what
American English native speakers are saying.
SAP g – Though, I think, I speak English well, native speakers of American English have
a problem hearing and understanding me well and easily.
This SAP g surprisingly splits into two opposite groups. eight or 50% of the
participants agreed, whereas seven or 43.8% disagreed and one or 6.2% strongly
disagreed. Such a perception in which 50% feel that they are not heard or understood by a
majority when they speak may not enhance mutual communication and a healthy
interaction and growth toward sharing resources for a better society.
SAP h - I have been fearful seeking employment in the area I am academically and
professionally qualified in because of my Kenyan accented variety of English.
Under this SAP h, seven participants disagreed; six strongly disagreed, whereas only
three agreed. This is a strong evidence how they perceive their communication
performance and that the majority, based on this sample representation, are not fearful
looking for jobs in the areas they are academically and professionally qualified.
Therefore 13 out of the 16 studied, i.e. 81.3% who combined disagreed and strongly
disagreed, through this analysis, believe that they would comfortably compete for jobs
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they are qualified to do and have confidence of performing with no language
communication barrier because of their accent. This is a reassuring find though a small
number – i.e. three or 18.7% of the group studied worry about their foreign accent
limitation.
Analysis of Data – Part 2 - Speech Listening and Assessment
This part two of the study, unlike the preceding part one, is an analysis of NAE
speakers‟ perceptions on the Kisii-Kenyans‟ accented English variety – its
comprehensibility and intelligibility. First, here are their individual backgrounds as
shown on Table 3 below:
Table 3 NAE speakers-participants‟ background information
Participant Their
Univ./
Native
Additional
Fluency in the
Age
college yr.
language
languages
additional
languages
1
26
Senior
Somali
French, Eng.,
Yes
and Arabic
2
23
senior
English
Spanish
No
3
21
Junior
English
Spanish
No
4
53
Professor
English
German
Yes
5
22
Senior
English
German
No
6
20
Junior
English
Spanish
No
Analysis and discussion (Ref. Appendix B)
The following are some of the questions one could ask for the analysis of part 2
respondents:
What is the speech quality of the tape-recorded statements? Is it comprehensible enough
that it cannot be a hindrance to performance, e.g. teaching learners, communicating in a
work place, etc? How similar or alike are the responses of the respondents, and what
does that reveal or mean?
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The participant-respondent-listeners
As already tabulated on Table three above, six respondents participated in this Part 2 of
this research study. All of them are native speakers of English as their first language,
except one with Somali as a native first language. All of them were undergraduate
students, except one – their professor. Three of the students were seniors, and two
juniors. All the participants could speak an additional language – English,
German, French, Spanish and Arabic. Only two of the participants could speak the
additional language with fluency.
The participants listened to short clips of taped speeches of Kisii-Kenyans and then
responded to a number of questions based on the given assessment scale on Table 5
below
Rating the Speeches and Speakers
Each speech made by the speakers, A & B, was a response to the following three
prompting questions:
Table 4 Speech Prompting Questions
1. Describe the advantage of having been born Kisii, and what is the contribution of the
Gusii people within the popular English speaking majority in the USA?
2. As a Kisii-born and now living in Diaspora and being a speaker of more than one
language, how do you choose which language to use and why?
3. Of the languages that you speak, what is the advantage of speaking English, and are
there any disadvantages?
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Listening Assessment Directions and Intelligibility Assessment Scale
In a scale of 1-4, what is the accent level based on the popular American English
pronunciation and speech flow? Mark your accurate honest assessment of each three
speech responses for each speaker as they respond to each interview question. Mark each
of your assessment of each response with 4, 3, 2, or 1 based on the assessment scale on
table five immediately here below:
Table 5
Scale rate
4

Intelligibility Assessment Scale
Pronunciation
Speech flow

Rarely mispronounces

3

Accent may be foreign; never
interferes; rarely disturbs a
native English speaker (NS)

2

Often faulty but intelligible
with effort

High degree of fluency;
effortless; smooth
Speaks with facility; rarely
has to grope; uses
paraphrase and
circumlocution easily

Speaks with confidence but
not facility; hesitant; some
paraphrasing; choppy
1
Unintelligible
So halting that conversation
is impossible
* Adopted from Celce-Murcia et al (2004, p.404)
This is how the speeches and the speakers were rated:
Table 6 – Speech Ratings
Prompting Question Rating scores

Average

A

Q. 1
Q. 2
Q. 3

3, 3, 3, 3, 2 and 2
3, 4, 4, 4, 3, and 2
3, 3, 3, 4, 3, 3 and 3

2.6
3.3
3.7

B

Q. 1
Q. 2
Q. 3

2, 2, 2, 2, 2, and 2
2, 3, 3, 2, 2, and 2
2, 2, 2, 2, 2 and 2

2
2.3
2

Speaker
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Using a 1-4 scale, and not the intelligibility assessment scale given above, where 1 is
far below average proficiency and 4 is above average proficiency, how would you rate
speaker A and B overall? Speaker A from the 6 participant-assessorss received the
following rating scores: 4, 3.5, 4, 3.5, 3, and 3, whereas speaker B from the same
participant-assessors scored: 2, 2.5, 3, 2, 2, and 2. These scores tabulated on a table could
appear as shown here below:

Speaker
A

B

Table 7 General Proficiency Rating
Assessor/ rating participant
Overall rating
1
4
2
3.5
3
4
4
3.5
5
3
6
3
1
2
2
2.5
3
3
4
2
5
2
6
2

Marking each of these assessment scores on a line chart as shown on the figures below
for comparison, though these are not over time frequency tallying statistical information,
these two speakers‟ overall performance as assessed could visually be illustrated as
shown here on Figure four and Figure five below:
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Visual Illustration Figures
Figure 4

Speaker A
4.5
4
3.5

3
2.5
2

Speaker A

1.5
1
0.5

0
Assessor 1

Assessor 2
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Figure 5
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These rating scores, though surprising to me as researcher, speak or reveal what I
could not have thought or imagined possible. The following Table eight shows precisely
background information for each of the two assessed speakers:
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Speaker-Participant Information

Speaker Gender
A
M
B
F

Age
26
49

Table 8
Education level
BA ED
BA

Profession Yrs in USA
Teaching 1
Counselor 24

Both are university graduates, though the younger could be a son to the older
speaker-participant. Speaker B at the time of collecting this data had lived in the United
States for 24 years and was a counselor in a rehab health services facility, whereas
speaker A was a recent diversity visa immigrant that at the time of collecting this data
was only a year in the United States. It is natural to imagine and think that speaker B
because of her many years of length of residence (LOR) in the USA would have been
easier to understand and that her accented speech would have greatly been adjustably
influenced by the largely English speaking environment, and hence she would have been
rated higher in proficiency. In these two examples, it is evident that LOR seems to have
had little accent adjustment impact on speaker B as Mayor (2007) indicates. However,
the rating, which I think is reasonably reliable, indicates otherwise. Though both are
university graduates, speaker A got all his education up to baccalaureate level in Kenya,
whereas speaker B got her earlier education to high school level in the same country,
Kenya, but got her college/ university education in the United States. Both of them too
had their pre-university education in local rural environments.
The assessment ratings show the listeners‟ perceptions of quality, competence,
confidence and proficiency of the speakers‟ accented speeches. According to the
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listener-assessors, speaker A displays competence, confidence and proficiency, whereas
speaker B displays less competence, less confidence and proficiency. Could age be the
reason - Age of onset (AO)? Why is there such a distinction, according to the assessment
outcome, in performance between the two speakers? The assessors of the two speakers, A
& B, seem very closer to agreement that speaker A could be followed and understood in
his Kisii-Kenyan English accented speech better than speaker B. Could it be due to an
occasional pathological voice interference, I learned, that speaker B experiences and
renders her speech hoarse is a partial reason for lack of intelligible proficiency?
Deeper investigative study could unveil the reason and provide a better answer.
Conclusion
This research began with the hypothesis: Speakers of Kisii-Kenyan accented English
variety within NAE popular English speaking culture perceive themselves as less
intelligible and less comprehensible and are perceived as less comprehensible and hence
less intelligible by other English speakers, especially Native American English speakers.
To find out, this researcher formulated the following research questions: 1) What are the
Kisii-Kenyans’ self-perceptions and attitudes about their accented English speech and its
intelligibility within the American English Speaking Popular Culture? and 2) What are
the NAE native English speakers’ perceptions about the Kisii-Kenyans’ accent and its
intelligibility?
Despite the unanticipated challenge in the collection of data, success was achieved,
analysis done as the preceding chapter shows, and now this is the conclusion: As relates
to the Kisii-Kenyans‟ perceptions and attitudes about their accented speech and its
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intelligibility – the analysis above for Part 1 data reveal that the majority have positive
perceptions and attitudes towards the English language and use it academically, in
business and that it is the favorite both at home and outside home. The high rate of
favorability in the speaking of the English language and the courage the majority have in
looking for jobs in the areas they are academically and professionally qualified in, their
responses‟ data shows indications that they in perception and attitude feel it is intelligible
among them in usage and therefore is an effective tool for regular communication. On the
speakers of American English about the perceptions and intelligibility of the
Kisii-Kenyans‟ accented English, the analysis of research data for Part 2 shows clearly
that there is no generalized perceptional statement that can be accurately suggestive of
non-intelligibility about the Kisii-Kenyans accented English speech. Because the subjects
or participants were very few - 2 people – male and female, the analysis of the
respondents‟ assessments cannot be conclusive. The analysis indicates only that the
listeners‟ judgments about the intelligibility of the two speakers are very mixed. It is
interesting to note that, though both were university graduates and their period of
residence in the USA had a range difference of 23 years, the most recent immigrant – just
one year of residence, was rated by the listener-assessors as better performer in
proficiency than the longest resident – 24 years.
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CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

Introduction
I initiated this research project out of curiosity because of the responses and reactions
I encountered personally due to my accented English speech, and also due to what I heard
from my Kisii-Kenyan community members‟ experiences within the USA. This journey
of intellectual curiosity led me into accent literature studies that have been done on the
topic. What I learned from the review is that accentedness in speech is inevitable in all
speakers across the linguistic spectrum. It is a natural badge of identity and distinction.
To understand a little about accentedness, I decided to investigate for understanding
through the perceptions, attitudes and intelligibility of the accentedness of Kisii-Kenyan
English speakers within the USA by using the following research questions as a guide in
this investigation: 1) What are the Kisii-Kenyans’ self-perceptions and attitudes about
their accented English speech and its intelligibility within the American English Speaking
Popular Culture? 2) What are the NAE native English speakers’ perceptions about the
Kisii-Kenyans’ accent and its intelligibility?
Literature Review
First, I learned through a review of the literature that researchers agree that variability
in accent can have adverse effect on both speaker and listener, because it may bar
communication when it interferes with comprehensibility. For example, in institutions of
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higher learning in the USA the Technology for Accent Modification (TEAM) tool was
initiated to help foreign accented teaching assistants (TAs) reduce their foreign
accentedness for higher intelligible comprehensibility among students in the American
institutions and thus the TAs also benefitted keeping their jobs for income generation
(Ref., pp. 19-21 above). Interestingly one of the research reviews showed that accent
modifications take place under various factors and motivations among them: immigration
before the age of onset (AO) or length of residence (LOR) among native speakers, desire
to be assimilated, marriage, and permanent residence interests. However, it is impossible
to completely wipe out natural native accentedness due to first language interference to
assimilate completely speaking 100% nativeness in the L2 or the target second language.
Another important lesson learned is that there is accent discrimination, though insidious.
However, there are laws in almost all states protecting persons against accent
discrimination.
Methods
This is the crux of any research project. Without the methodology implementation the
whole research project undertaking falls apart and hence the objective of the research
could be unattainable. Though at the beginning the method intended was qualitative but
in practicality it turned out to be a mixed type – partly qualitative and partly quantitative.
Because of the nature of the two research questions, the methods for data collection
varied and the amount of research work was double. Comparatively, data for Part 1 was
easier to gather than that for Part 2 which mandated stricter IRB protocol – i.e. properly

74
seeking and getting permission and showing that the participants will not be at any risk
participating and that they have the freedom to refuse participating.
Data Collection Challenge
As researcher I thought collecting data for appropriate responses to the research
questions would have been easy and fast; I discovered I was not accurate in thus thinking.
It became a challenge. Collecting data properly and in a research acceptable appropriate
manner can be tiring and even intimidating, especially when the intended approach does
not appeal to the participants and none is willing to enlist as participant. This was my
experience in this research project. In Part 1 of the data collection through requesting for
participants through a social internet forum that I had anticipated to yielding data
collection result easily failed to bear fruit. Then I shifted or adjusted my approach by
getting contact numbers and calling possible potential participants, and indeed it worked
and fast. Part 2 was even more worrisome as every effort made seemed not to work. Four
attempts did not produce any positive response for participation. Finally, through the
researcher‟s mentor/ advisor‟s assistance success at last came forth.
Results
The results of this study surprised me. In part 1, I learned through the sample group of
sixteen individuals used for data collection in this study that the Kisii-Kenyans in the
USA have very positive attitudes towards the English language and that, in spite of their
accentedness in speech, over 90% feel that they use it confidently and intelligibly both at
home and outside home. Only a small percentage, 18.7%, expressed unwillingness to
seek employment in the fields or areas they are academically and professionally qualified
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in because of their accentedness; a larger percentage, 81.3%, expressed confidence that
their Kisii-Kenyan English accentedness is not a hindrance to looking for jobs in their
professional areas. The majority of this group seem to be proud of who they are, and do
not seem intimidated by the NAE speakers with whom they interact. Only 31.3% seemed
interested to adjust their accentedness, if they could, to speak like NAE speakers. 68.7%
however said they are comfortable with their accented English speech.
On the other hand the assessment of the two sampled speeches and the two speakers in
Part 2 had an interesting outcome. A recent younger immigrant, just a year of residence
in the USA, scored much higher in proficiency and intelligibility than the longer in
residence and older immigrant – 24 years in the USA. Because the length of residence
and age and profession of the speakers were not made available to the assessors, their
rating could not be motivated by an awareness of age or length of residence. Some
however commented that their rating would have been different if they were personally
with the speaker for quality of speech which seemed distracting due to the recording –
The benefit of body language and visual clues, which are very important when people are
communicating, were of course absent.
Limitations
This was a very limited study and therefore there are questions that it could not
answer. For example, how come that length of residence (LOR) had not affected a
participant who had been college educated, lived for over two decades, and worked
among and within the NAE native speakers and yet their accented speech had not shifted
nor been refined to be closer to American English native accent? What made some of the
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participants feel fearful to look for jobs in their professional areas because of accent and
yet others, though accented too, felt it was a non-issue to them? This calls for more study
in this area.
Conclusion
Overall this study was rewarding to me as a researcher. I gained better knowledge and
understanding of foreign accented speech, and I think I can confidently refer to it as a
knowledge resource and as a reference tool to anyone seeking accent materials to read or
study for a little more scholarly understanding. Through the analysis of the collected
research data, my knowledge of my Kisii-Kenyan English accented variety and the small
community that speaks the variable accented English speech within the larger popular
North America English (NAE) speakers are better and more appreciated. The common
saying, “Do not judge a book by its cover,” I think is, too, reasonably applicable in
accentedness. Research indeed informs and enlightens. Had I written an un-researched
essay on the two research questions, “What are the Kisii-Kenyans’ self-perceptions and
attitudes about their accented English speech and its intelligibility within the American
English Speaking Popular Culture? and What are the NAE native English speakers’
perceptions about the Kisii-Kenyans’ accent and its intelligibility?” my essay would
have been full of incorrect logical arguments and imaginative creativity. Accentedness in
speech is normal and natural and every person have their accentedness. What we see and
what we hear may not be accurately true to what is in the hearts and minds of people. The
role of research is to reveal the unknown underlying facts. Therefore, the self-perceptions
and attitudes of the Kisii-Kenyans about their accented English variety are positive and
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their accentedness, according to the analyzed data, seems intelligible. On the other hand,
the perceptions of NAE Native speakers on this same Kisii-Kenyan English variety could
be said to be 50-50, depending on the proficiency and intelligible and confident
performance of the speaker. I look forward to doing further study in this area.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A - PART 1 DATA COLLECTION QUESTIONNAIRE
The following is the questionnaire that was used for Part 1 on p.37:
Data Collection Questionnaire from college educated Kisii-Kenyans within the USA
Gender …., Age …... Educ. level ………., Profession …………., years in the USA …..
Questionnaire: Using the Likert Scale as shown on the table below, please respond
accurately and honestly to the following statements by checking your best choice with:
Strongly disagree, Disagree, Agree, or Strongly Agree.

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

f.

g.

h.

Statements
I speak English as my Second Language
I like speaking English both at home and
outside home environments.
During my school years English was among
my favorite subjects
I speak English because it‟s the language of
education and business.
I speak English well, but if I could, I would
adjust to speak it with an American English
accent.
I have a problem hearing what monolingual
native speakers of American English are
saying.
Though, I think, I speak English well,
monolingual native speakers of American
English have a problem hearing and
understanding me well and easily.
I have been fearful seeking employment in
the area I am academically and professionally
qualified in because of my Kenyan accented
variety of English

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree
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APPENDIX B – PART 2
SPEECH RECORDING INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE
Your age ………….
Please circle your university year: freshman

sophomore junior senior

Your native language: ………………….
Additional languages: ………………………………………………………………
Do you consider yourself fluent in your additional language(s)? Yes No
Directions
Listen to what you hear on the recording. There are two taped speeches; each is a
response to three interview questions. Do not assess what the interviewer says – only
what the interviewee says. There will be a pause following each interview question for
you to assess the intelligibility of the interviewee.
Interview Questions
1)

2)

3)

Speech prompt questions
Describe the advantage of having been born
Kisii, and what is the contribution of the Gusii
people within the popular English speaking
majority in the USA?
As a Kisii-born and now living in Diaspora and
being a speaker of more than one language, how
do you choose which language to use and why?
Of the languages that you speak, what is the
advantage of speaking English, and are there
any disadvantages?

Intelligibility

Listening Directions and the Assessment Scale
In a scale of 1-4, what is the accent level based on the popular American English
pronunciation and speech flow? Mark your accurate honest assessment of each three
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speech responses for each speaker as they respond to each interview question. Mark each
of your assessment of each response with 4, 3, 2, or 1 based on the assessment scale
below:
Assessment Scale
Intelligibility Assessment Scale
Scale rate Pronunciation
Speech flow
4
Rarely mispronounces
High degree of fluency; effortless;
smooth
3
Accent may be foreign;
Speaks with facility; rarely has to
never interferes; rarely
grope; uses paraphrase and
disturbs a native English
circumlocution easily
speaker (NS)
2

Often faulty but
intelligible with effort

Speaks with confidence but not
facility; hesitant; some
paraphrasing; choppy
1
Unintelligible
So halting that conversation is
impossible
* Adopted from Celce-Murcia et al (2004, p.404)
Further assessment Questions
1. How easy was it to understand speakers A and B separately? Please
explain
2. Using a 1-4 scale, where 1 is far below average proficiency and 4 is above
average proficiency, how would you rate speakers A and B overall
separately
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