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This case study examines the intelligibility of a priest with an Indian accent who is
working in a Midwestern Catholic congregation. The study reports results of interviews
with the priest about his acquisition of the English language, his perceptions of his
accent and his experiences in a Midwestern Catholic congregation. The parishioners
rated his speech intelligibility after listening to a speech sample that was pre-recorded.
A focus group was formed to give more detailed information about the rating
parishioners gave the speech sample. The case study finds that speech
intelligibility is affected by factors beyond an individual's accent. The perceptions that
are formed about accent by a native speaker may influence results. Factors such as
listening effort, personality and cultural biases influence perceptions of speech
intelligibility.
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Every accent, every emphasis, every modulation of voice, was so perfectly well turned and well
placed, that, without being interested in the subject, one could not help being pleased with the
discourse; a pleasure of much the same kind with that received from an excellent piece of
music. This is an advantage itinerant preachers have over those who are stationary, as the
latter can not well improve their delivery of a sermon by so many rehearsals.
Benjamin Franklin said of Irish itinerant preacher the Reverend Mr. Whitefield, who arrived in
Philadelphia in 1739.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Background of Setting
When the Catholic parish I attend was recently assigned a priest from India, I
became personally connected with how having an accent different from the locals is
perceived by native speakers. I listened in Mass to the new priest and found it very
interesting to watch and hear how local parishioners were responding to his English. I
became interested in the background of the priest, where and when he learned English
and how he ended up in a small homogeneous town where linguistic and racial diversity
is sparse.
I decided as an ESL teacher who has a love for language and is fascinated by
linguistic differences within communities, that I had the unique opportunity to research
an English-speaking community’s perception of foreign accent by a non-native
speaker(NNS). The research that I did be will help answer some of the questions I had
about how a priest from India with a strong accent is perceived by his congregation. In
gathering their perceptions, I wanted to contrast that information with the priest’s own
thoughts and perceptions of his accent. Will they be aligned or will there be differences
between the two? Answering that question may become relevant and of importance to
the American Catholic Church as it faces a declining ordainment of priests. Many
priests from other countries will be assigned churches where NS may have trouble
understanding them because of a foreign accent. My case study is an attempt to answer
the following questions:
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1. How do parishioners perceive the Indian accent of their priest with regards
to intelligibility?
2. What does the Indian priest think about how well his accent is understood
by the congregation?
Background of Researcher
Living in the community of this parish has brought me in close contact with the
participants. My interest in this topic began in my childhood unbeknownst to me as the
intersection of both language and religion was introduced. I was heavily influenced by
my grandfather, Bishop Wayne Clymer, who for twelve years (1972-1984) served as the
United Methodist Bishop in Minnesota and in Iowa. As a bishop he served as the
President of The United Methodist Committee on Relief, 1976-84 and was a member of
the U.S. delegation to the United Nations Conference on Refugees in Geneva,
Switzerland in 1970.
Because of my relationship with my grandfather, I felt an approachable
connection to the Catholic priest without feeling an intimidation towards clergy that I
have been told exists for some. Secondly, my grandfather’s experiences inspired a
spark of inquisitive curiosity about the world around me. Hearing stories of his travels
abroad and the people he met and worked with generated a longing to learn as much as
I could about different people and cultures. Shortly after my return from a trip to Turkey
with my grandfather in 2005, I decided to pursue my ESL teaching license and change
careers.
As I married a Catholic man, we are raising our five children in the Catholic
church and numerous opportunities have allowed our family to be engaged by different
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people within our religious circle. The year that I am writing this my oldest child is
preparing for his sacrament of confirmation and my youngest child is preparing for first
communion. My involvement with the religious education department has been heavy
and the line between social, religious, and educational circles seems to sometimes not
exist in my community. From the parish school that my three youngest attend, to the
religious education my older children participate in, weekend mass, and a neighborhood
of friends that attend the same church, my exposure to this opportunity for research was
right in front of me.
As I look around my parish I am reminded that although this congregation is
unique, many parishes are experiencing similar situations involving listening to a priest
with an accent different from one’s own. I am reminded of this and the importance of
this research when I overheard a neighboring community member commenting at a
restaurant about a similar concern, not understanding the priest from “somewhere” in
the Middle East.
Role of Researcher
As an ESL teacher in a large urban school district, I am exposed every day to
students and also teachers who speak English as a second language. Working with
young students has been a joy and a challenge. Helping them with the four modalities of
the English language (reading, listening, speaking, and reading) has caused me to
become very calculated in my language objectives. My goal is to help them become
more proficient with the English language while not losing their first language but rather
embracing the gift of bilingualism.
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While teaching, I am often seated at a small table with five or six students
representing three or more languages. The exposure that they have with each other and
listening to classmates speak English with an accent different than Standard American
English is remarkable. I noticed that there are hardly ever any problems with
intelligibility among them. They all sound different from each other and each student
has his or her own unique pronunciation struggles but communication in English is done
effectively. I could not help but compare this experience with what I was hearing in my
congregation about the priest being hard to understand. Where was the
communication breakdown? Why could my six and seven year olds communicate
effectively with numerous speakers with accents different from their own, and educated
adults be so quick to complain about a difference in speech? These questions and my
ability to have access to both my church parishioners and Indian priest provided me with
the opportunities to begin my research.
Mother-Tongue India
When the priest from India was first assigned to the parish I listened to the
varying reactions of those around me, including those within my own house. I heard
people express frustration about not being able to understand him and I also heard
young children express gratitude at the priest’s involvement in their school. Some told
me that he was so cool he even played the guitar at school assemblies but by others
that they take a nap during the homily because they just cannot understand him. I
listened to teenage conversation in the back seat of my van about people not giving the
priest a fair chance, that if the congregation only would listen closer and with more
effort he could be understood perfectly. I was approached everywhere from the local
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grocery store to my daughter’s volleyball game and in my backyard by people offering
their thoughts. It was through these conversations that my research began.
I have been told that one must listen very attentively when the priest speaks,
and often one still misses a word or two. It is particularly hard to listen during his homily
when the words cannot be predicted like the rest of the mass. Noise control is another
factor in church. When babies are crying and people coughing, it is additionally straining
to understand the priest. Outside factors beyond the priest’s accent often interfere with
intelligibility. The possibility that communication is a shared responsibility was not an
idea that the parishioners have shared with me. Prior to my research, I shared the
assumption that the accent “problem” rests solely with the speaker. Specific segmental
pronunciation errors that he makes include substituting the /v/ sound for the /w/, using
the /z/ sound after words that should be pronounced with an /s/ ending. Another
prominent difference in pronunciation is his tendency to omit the /th/ sound and replace
it with the /t/ sound. For example he says, “Let us give thanks” and the “thanks” is said
as “tanks”. Other areas of his pronunciation that sound different from local speakers of
English are the lack of inflection in his words and stressing a different syllable than is
done locally.
As the population of India has exploded to over a billion people, nearly one-third
the people in India speak English. More people speak English in India than in the
United States (Crystal, 2005). Conversational English is taught in schools all over India
and regional varieties of Indian English are increasing. Within India there is a large
cultural and linguistic diversity. The presumption that an Indian priest had to quickly
learn English to prepare for a congregation in the United States would often not be the
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truth. People in India are exposed to English in television, street signs, billboards and
Bollywood productions (Crystal, 2005). India has been described as a linguistic bridge
to the first language –dialects of English and foreign-language dialects.
In contrast to the large number of people that speak English in India, only two
percent of its population is Catholic (Goodstein, 2008). The overwhelming majority of
the two percent resides in Southern India, where Christianity was spread in the region
by British missionaries. Many of the priests in India come from large agricultural
families. Living in a rural area, they are less exposed to English than those in the large
cities and are often very isolated from anything other than their regional language.
What is an accent?
How we perceive the world around us is a constant action that is done
unconsciously. Perception is the ability to see, hear, or become aware of something
through the senses. Language is filled with many perceptions for both a speaker and as
a listener. For this reason we treat language that sounds different with alarm. As native
speakers come in contact with a speaker whom they believe to have an accent, many
perceptions form not only about intelligibility but also about cultural differences, social
and emotional contexts (Gill, 1994).
Diving into the research questions that I have involves first understanding what
an accent is. Mark Twain once wrote, “I have traveled more than anyone else, and I
have noticed that even angels speak English with an accent “ (Twain,1987). He
insightfully referenced that all people speak English with an accent, even,
hypothetically, angels. This quotation seems to imply that even the most highly
regarded English speakers speak with an accent, suggesting language variations within
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a language provide exemption for none. Past and current linguists debate this definition
of accent and the existence of a Standard American English (SAE). For the purpose of
my research I will refer to SAE and non–SAE. I will refer to the city in which the
research took place In the city where the research is taking place as a SAE speaking
community. Lippi-Green (1997) uses this method of labeling in her research about
accent and I find it useful but not perfect as I, like others, continue to question the
relevancy of what SAE really is.
Understanding and defining an accent is critical to my research questions.
People speak in many different ways, and somehow using the same syntax, vocabulary
and other linguistic structures of a language does not provide speech that sounds the
same. When we hear someone speaking our native language, but can decipher a
difference in the way the speech sounds compared to our own, we often say the other
person speaks with an “accent. “ Very rarely do people say, “My accent is different from
his.” Accent is a word we attach to a difference in speech, and that difference
references an error on the others’ pronunciation. The above definition references the
sociopolitical implications of an accent. In that regard, there is ongoing research being
done and recently completed. Lippi-Green (2004) views accent as a “linguistic fact of
life”. She believes that people within certain minority groups, who speak non-standard
English or English with an “accent,” are judged by their association with a group. An
“accent” is used to label these speakers as ineffective communicators. Factors that
influence how one speaks English include age when learning the target language, and
the linguistic make-up of the first language.

8

We are often not aware how unique our speech may sound to others within the
same language. When someone hears a difference in phonological sounds, stress or
intonation in language variation, they subconsciously may form opinions based on those
sounds. Lippi-Green (1997) refers to this as the unacceptable discrimination against
minorities on the basis of their variety of English. The SAE prestige is complex and
comes with many varieties of linguistic discrimination.
Shortage of Priests
I was surprised to learn that my congregation is far from unique in dealing with
priests from other countries who speak English with what is perceived to be an accent.
Thirteen parishes in western Wisconsin have priests from India who speak English as a
second language. There are 165 parishes within the Diocese of La Crosse. There are
currently over 800 priests working in the United States (Goodstein, 2008), making India
one of the top exporters of priests to the United States. There is a common proverb
surrounding the southern Indian state of Kerala that states, “You will earn equal dignity
if you have either a priest or an elephant in the family” (Rahman, 2009).
In southern rural India it is an improvement of status to have at least one son become a
priest (Rahman, 2009).
The U.S. Catholic Church is filling vacancies in every state with foreign-born
priests. From 1985 to 2005, the number of diocesan priests in the United States fell
18 % from 35,052 to 28,702 (Parrot, 2009). According to the Center for Applied
Research in the Apostolate (CARA, 2003) data, about one third of newly ordained
priests in 2008 were foreign born. This may imply that the experience of listening to a
priest with an accent different from that of his parish is not going to go away. I believe
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my case study is important because it highlights one particular situation in my
congregation that may share similarities with other congregations across the country.
Mass in Many Languages
Each week the Catholic mass is delivered in hundreds of languages across the
world. It is considered a universal sacrament. As it is delivered, millions of people listen
to a priest whom they may have difficulty understanding. I have listened to Mass in
Spanish, German and also in Latin; and I understand that despite not understanding the
language, the efficacy of the Mass itself is universal. Feeling connectivity to a religious
sacrament goes beyond understanding the language in which it is delivered. Just the
sound of spoken words can have great power. For example, there is a deeply felt
resonance in both the sonorous recitation of Catholic Mass or Hindu chant. (Shlain,
1998). What factor does an unfamiliar accent have on speech intelligibility during
mass? Is it less difficult to accept the change of a different language altogether instead
of variances within the same?
From 1563 until 1965, the Catholic Mass was said entirely in Latin. Now
Catholics worldwide celebrate the Mass in their own native languages. Having the Mass
in one language everywhere all over the world made it easy for Catholics to travel and
feel truly Catholic. That change to mass in the vernaculars resulted from the Second
Vatican Council (1962–65). Vatican II allowed congregations to use the native
language of the region in public worship in the Church while preserving the rich Latin
language and tradition (Pope, 2012). Because Latin was no longer universally taught in
the schools, many people did not Latin so the Church allowed for the native language —
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to promote a full, conscious, and active participation of the faithful in all the prayers,
hymns, and responses of the Mass all over the world attend (Pope, 2012).
In this study, I have focused on a case study involving an Indian priest and how
his accented English speech is perceived by his parishioners. In summary, there is a
shortage of priests in the Catholic Church. Vocational calling campaigns are funded by
dioceses all over the United States to encourage young men and women to be open to
vocations in the Church. As the shortage increases, more priests are coming to the
United States from other countries, including countries where their native language is
not English. This presents a unique situation where Catholic congregations are adapting
their attitudes to listen closely to a priest with an accent different than their own.
In the parish of my case study there is little linguistic diversity. The overwhelming
majorities of congregation members speak only English and are not exposed to nonnative speakers regularly. The Indian accent of the priest is noticeably different and that
has created the questions of speech intelligibility prompting my research. How has his
Indian accent is perceived by the congregation members was my burning question. In
what ways does the accent affect the parishioners’ perception of his intelligibility?
Working everyday as an ESL teacher I am exposed constantly to children and
parents of children who have accents different than my own. I know that an accent is
only one attribute of speech intelligibility and that after listening to someone for a while,
his intelligibility may be influenced less by accent than by other factors. I was curious to
learn if this was the case with members of my church congregation.
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Conclusion
In Chapter One I provided a background of myself as a researcher and the
opportunities that I had to conduct this research because of my access to both the
parishioners and to the priest. The significance of the research is that there are many
Catholic parishes that have priest who speak with an accent different than their own.
Due to the shortage of priests this is a common occurrence in many parishes. The
background of what an accent was provided as well as the background of the mass
being a universal sacrament. In Chapter Two, I provide a review of the literature
relevant to speaking with an accent, and how people perceive an accent different than
their own. The topics that are discussed that are relevant to my research include how
accent affects intelligibility, how speech intelligibility involves the active participation of
the listener, and how people’s perceptions of an accent can interfere with their ability to
rate intelligibility. I also discuss the gap of my research and its relevance.
In Chapter Three a description of the research design and methodologies that
guide this research are stated. Chapter Four discusses the results of my research in the
three ways the data was gathered: the priest’s interview, a Likert survey to parishioners
and a focus group. Chapter Five will draw conclusions from the research conducted in
this case study.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
The purpose of my study is to get a better understanding how members of a
Catholic Church community perceive the Indian accent of their priest and how that
perception may or may not affect his intelligibility. As background for this research, the
following literature review will explore three main categories that impact my discussion:
accent, intelligibility and perception. Understanding that accent, intelligibility and
perception are not three separate topics, but rather three interrelated ones. How do
parishioners perceive the Indian accent of their priest with regards to intelligibility? What
does the Indian priest think about how well his accent is understood by the
congregation? These questions continue to guide my research and the presentation of
literature that supports my topic.
The following pages give a more detailed account into how perception and
intelligibility are related. How we hear something is not always how someone else hears
it even if the words are spoken exactly the same way. Our individual filters change what
we hear into what we think we hear; we are influenced by many factors including sex,
age, race, and ethnic background (Gill, 1994). The filter is an idea that Lippi-Green
(2007) also supports and labels the “ideology filter.” She, like Gill, places the burden of
communication equally on the listener and speaker. I want to identify the responses of
congregation members when the priest speaks and how they interpret his speech. How
they interpret his speech and how their own perceptions of his speech influence their
ability to rate his intelligibility are questions that I hope to answer. Cultural influences
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may dictate how intelligibility is viewed, especially in a community that has not been
heavily influenced by diversity.
Drawing on linguistic research that provides understanding of accent, intelligibility
and perception, I hope to relate these issues to the important issues that the Catholic
Church is facing. The Catholic Church is facing declining numbers of native speakers.
As foreign-born priests are coming to the United States, communication between priests
and the communities they serve will become important to the success of the
relationships that they build. My study observed the relationship between speaker and
listener as priest and congregant, non-native speaker and native speaker. It generated
data that addressed how native speakers perceive non-native speech in regards to
intelligibility. Likewise, how does the non-native speaking priest perceive his own
intelligibility?
Guiding Questions
I am interested in the response parishioners of a parish have toward the speech
intelligibility of their Indian-speaking priest with an accent. I am interested in learning
how their perceptions about his accent relate to how they measure his speech
intelligibility. I am also interested in learning how the priest feels about his
communication within the parish and how well his English is understood.
Father Has an Accent
The Reverend Willard F. Jabush wrote an article titled “Father Has an Accent”
(2004) in which he asks, “How do you mix soda bread and sauerkraut, pasta and
pirogues?” He wanted to know how Archbishop, George Mundelein, in Chicago from
1915 to 1939 catered to parishes that were made up of Germans, Irish, Slovaks,
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Hungarians, and speakers of many other languages. Jabush points out that after
Vatican II, when mass was allowed in native languages, different nationalities were
represented through individual parishes comprising of people who spoke the national
language. The priest of that parish conducted mass in the native language, but the
culture of the church was reflected throughout. German Catholic churches and Irish
Catholic churches stood across the street from each other, often in small towns. One
must wonder, without the Latin common denominator, did parishes become segregated
by nationality?
Since WW II, the decline of priests has been steady. Today some 3,600 parishes
are without a resident priest (Schlumpt, 2004). As parishes are fighting to stay in
operation, priests recruited from many countries are appointed to parishes in the United
States. Large numbers of priests come from India, Vietnam, the Philippines, Poland and
many African countries (Jabush, 2004). Because these priests speak a native language
other than English, their English often has an accent very different from those of the
congregation they are serving. The priest that is represented in my case study speaks
with an Indian accent. He is a native speaker of Tamil, one of many Indian languages.
Tamil and Indian English
Of interest to me, for this research, is how the languages of Tamil and English
from each other. The influence of Tamil as the priest’s L1 while learning English may
present some consistencies with other English speakers who speak Tamil as their L1.
The accent that results from a native Tamil speaker learning English may be the result
of the Tamil single target phonological system and/or the due to the transfer from their
native language. The variety of English that Tamil speakers learn in India has
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appropriately been called “Indian English” (Wiltshire & Harnsberger, 2006) and is
considered a new variety of English spoken in the Indian subcontinent.
The priest is this case study speaks Tamil as his native language. Tamil is one
of 22 official languages in India. It is also the first classical language declared by the
government in 2004 (Lehmann,1989). It is spoken primarily in Southern India and is
member of the Dravidian language family. There are an estimated 74 million Tamil
speakers in the world, with ninety percent of them residing in Tamil, Nadu, a southern
state of India (Simon,1998). 7.4 million Tamil speakers speak English as a second
language.
Tamil is considered a diglossic language because of the large differences
between the spoken language and the written language. Tamil has been influenced by
other languages; including Sanskrit, Hindi, Persian and Arabic. English has greatly
influenced Tamil since the British colonial times in the seventeenth century (Wiltshire &
Harnsberger, 2006). Today, English in India is influenced by the speech patterns of
learners’ native languages. Tamil speakers, like many speakers of multiple languages,
transfer parts of their L1 into their English giving it a distinct speech characteristics that
some perceive as an accent (“Language and Literature, n.d.).
The Tamil language consists of 12 vowels and 18 consonants. There are five
places of articulation for stops; labial, dental, retroflex, palatal and velar. There are
fewer distinctions for nasals and fricatives than English (Wiltshire & Harnsberger, 2006).
Significantly, Tamil speakers do not do distinguish aspiration or voicing.
Indian English (IE) is one is which Tamil speakers often study English in school
after they have acquired Tamil but before they are fully proficient in Tamil. This variety
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of English differs from the GIE (Generalized Indian English) in that it is not the
prestigious variety shared among highly educated users of English in India. Rather it
shares regional attributes of southern India (Wiltshire & Harnsberger, 2006) and is a
common language for the people living in the many different states of southern India.
Indian English has not been taught to be used in communication with people outside of
the country, but rather as a second language among speakers of Indian languages,
including Tamil. In this sense, Indian English has been called a “transplanted variety”
versus an interlanguage system (Wiltshire & Harnsberger, 2006).
Indian English has been identified to have several prominent segmental features.
•

Retroflex stops (Kachru, 1983).

•

Distribution of aspirated and unaspirated voiceless stops (Nair, 1996).

•

The use of /v/ for /w/ (Sagnal & Agnihotri, 1988).

•

Dental stops [t,d] generally replace interdental fricatives (Kachru, 1983).

•

The vowel system has monophthongs for the mid-close vowels (Nair, 1996).

•

Some varieties lack post-vocalic /r/ ( Sagnal & Agnihotri, 1988).

In addition to the above segmental pronunciation attributes of IE, the suprasegmentals
of prominence, stress and intonation may cause the greatest misunderstandings.
Applying stress to the incorrect word often changes the meaning of the sentence.
Intonation is seen as a major difference between IE and Tamil (Wiltshire & Harnsberger,
2006) and the source of frustration for both IE speakers and listeners. Often changing
the desired affect of a sentence by using incorrect intonation causes perceptions to be
formed of different varieties of English speakers (Celce -Murcia, 2010).
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Indian English (IE) appears to share intonation patterns with British English. For
example, yes/no question for speakers of British English use a low rise for polite
answers and a high-rise for incredulity (Celce-Murcia, 2010). The IE intonation may
result in stereotypes of IE speakers as proper and mannered, even a bit pretentious due
to these intonation patterns.
There are multiple pitch accents used in single utterances in IE (Wiltshire,
2006). Pickering & Wiltshire (2000) concluded that IE acts as a pitch-accent language
as opposed to a stress-accent language of SAE. A stress-free language may use pitch
but is uses amplitude and duration more than a pitch-accent one does (Beckman,
1986). Indian English and American English have two main differences concerning word
stress. The first is the use in IE of pitch-accent and the reliance on of frequency to
stress an accented syllable. The second is IE marks accented syllables with a low
frequency (Pickering & Wiltshire, 2000). This is in contrast to SAE which marks
accented syllables with a higher frequency.
These differences in pronunciation may result in what speakers of other varieties
of English may call an accent. The systematic differences between IE speakers and
those of other English dialects may cause communication problems (Wiltshire &
Harnsberger, 2006). Pickering & Wiltshire (2000, p.181) state,
Our research suggests that even in contexts in which IE and AE (American
English) agree on the location of accent in a work, AE listeners may misinterpret
the location of the accent due to its phonetic realization in IE.
It appears from this research there are significant differences in IE and SAE in
both segment and suprasegmental pronunciation. Phonetic and phonological
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influences appear to be present from IE speakers’ native language of Tamil, and these
segmental and suprasegmental properties are incorporated into their speech resulting in
what is perceived by AE to be an accent (Wiltshire & Harnsberger, 2006).
Accent Reduction
Some parishes are treating accent as if it were a medical condition; by putting the
responsibility of improving the speech on the non-native speaker, programs like the
Mary O’Malley Memorial Accent Reduction Program have been implemented in some
parishes (Parrot, 2009). The program in Dallas, Texas aims to improve the English
pronunciation of foreign-born priests. The efficacy of accent reduction programs have
been widely disputed in the study of pronunciation. They are often conducted by
speech pathologists with little understanding of English learners and tend to focus on
improving the learner’s employment possibilities (Derwing, 2003).
The main focus and belief behind accent reduction is that the second language
speaker, in this case the priest, should sound as much like the native speakers as
possible. The idea is that one can “get rid of” an accent like a getting rid of a bad case
of acne. This is based on the notion that there is only one correct way to speak English,
which this is free of an accent different from that, spoken locally. This view of
pronunciation is challenged by Kachru (2004) who contends that the question of
intelligibility is a distinct separation from comprehension and interpretability. A
difference between intelligibility and comprehension is also supported by Smith and
Nelson (1985). Intelligibility is the understanding of utterances, where comprehension
refers to semantics and word understanding. Smith and Nelson (1985) point to lack of
consistent definitions of the intelligibility and comprehension interfering with research
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about accents. Kjellin (1999) propose the term accent addition in contrast to accent
reduction. The idea that an accent does not have to be reduced or eliminated to
improve intelligibility.
Indian English (Kachru, 1992) is a variety of English making up the outer circle
of three circles. Here English has been indigenized. The varieties of Englishes in the
Outer Circle have been influenced by British colonization. Kachru contends that there is
no ego-centrical norm from which to define English and describes the global diffusion of
English. In this sense, the native variety is challenged as becoming a minority world
wide as the population of English speakers in the outer circle and expanding circle
multiply faster than the inner circle. As for intelligibility of English speakers from outside
the inner circle, Kachru (1994) found that a variety of norms did not change this.
Widdowson (1994) defended Kachru and his findings that standardized English cannot
be defined by only one group of speakers.
A prescriptive approach to standardizing English would not support the World
Englshes variety. Instead the norms of English would come from the Inner Circle itself.
All other varieties of English would only be attempting to become more “like” the English
of the Inner Circle. This approach is derived from an egocentric speech community
originating from the ‘Inner Circle ‘ comprised of English spoken in the USA, UK,
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. (Kachru,1992). Linguists prior to 1960 often
used the following assessment from Ferguson (1982, p. 7)
Linguists, perhaps especially American linguists, have long given a special
place to the “native speaker” as the only truly valid and reliable source of
language data, whether those data are the elicited texts of the descriptivist
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or the institutions the theorist works with.
Although accent is a factor in comprehending speech, accent reduction programs focus
on accent as the “problem” instead of intelligibility as a goal (Derwing, 2003).
Furthermore in their research in 1995, Murno and Derwing stress that foreign accent
reduction does not support intelligibility. Instead it may support the ideas that accent
reduction or rejection seeks to denounce the identity, ethnic heritage, race and
economic class of the one with the accent (Lippi-Green, 1994).
Gill (1994) studied accent as a possible factor in relation to comprehensibility.
This research was done not on priests, but on teachers with a foreign accent and how
their students comprehended their speech. I found this research to be a helpful insight
to my questions of how a different accent influences intelligibility. Drawing on prior
research , Gill establishes that individuals view accents that are similar to their own
more favorably. The cultural components of the environment may change the results. I
wonder if congregational members would be less forthcoming with their perceptions
because of their loyalty to a priest and his closeness to God?
Intelligibility: More Than an Accent
Just as the English language is spoken with many accents, there are many
different ways to define accent and yet few that accurately explain the word. For the
purpose of this research the following definition will be used: an accent is defined as a
characteristic style of pronunciation determined by the speaker’s regional, social, or
linguistic background” (Riney, Takagi, & Inutsuka, 2005). To refine this definition , one
would note the way in which second language norms differ from native speaker norms
(Derwing, Munro, & Wiebe, 1998). The characteristic style of the above definition
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involves the components of pronunciation that are crucial to speech; one must include
as well as the understanding that to hear an accent involves a comparison to one’s own
variety of speech. For this reason accent is inescapable; human beings carry their
unique linguistic qualities from their childhood and environment. If accent is measured
as a difference in pronunciation, then we can explore the ways in which accent may or
may not influence speech intelligibility.
Accent, however, is only one area that influences intelligibility. While accent is a
pronunciation issue that identifies a speaker as native or foreign to an L1 community,
intelligibility involves the ability of a listener to understand an utterance (Derwing &
Munro 2005). Without having the linguistic background to recognize that accent is only
one area that influences intelligibility, I hoped to get the congregants’ honest responses
to how they feel the priest’s accent influences their understanding of his speech.
Knowing ahead of time that people who are being interviewed are not linguists, I am
expecting people to use “accent” as the generic word for speech difference.
A necessary understanding is that everyone speaks with an accent. What we
identify in Father’s speech is rather an accent different than our own. In Robert MacNeil
and William Cran’s book “Do You Speak American?” (2005) the ideas of prestige and
class within English dialects are addressed within regions of the United States. The way
in which one speaks is not exclusively an accent issue. We vary distinctly in our use of
the English language within the boundaries of the United States. In the context of this
research, we could find different dialects spoken by priests within different dioceses of
the state. In the general sense, we often refer to accent as an area of pronunciation
different than our own. Rajadurai (2007) raises the point that anyone who speaks with
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an accent other than a native one, is stigmatized as having a foreign accent. That
stigmatization may influence intelligibility.
Intelligibility quality is combination of both pronunciation improvements by the L2
speaker and listening background of the L1 listener. This mutual intelligibility of English
spoken by L2 speakers of English and their listeners is demonstrated daily across the
United States when Mass is given by an L2 speaker and listened to by NSs. The mutual
responsibility of both priest with an accent and the congregation members is critical to
enhance intelligibility. While pronunciation instruction may be needed some speakers
may need to ask whether the communication in English is present because of a
language problem, pronunciation problem or combination of two (Derwing, 2003). The
communication breakdown also needs to address the intolerance of the listener to
speech that sounds different than the local variety. Intelligibility exists not only with an
accent or lack of one but rather how distracted the listener is by the differences between
the way local speech sounds (Celce-Murcia, 2010).
Mutual Intelligibility
The research suggests that intelligibility is a mutual intelligence (Derwing, 2003).
Rajadurai (2007) agrees that mutual intelligibility is communication in which both
speaker and listener are engaged. Although speech that is different from one’s own can
affect what one understands, research has also been done that shows this is not always
the case. Munro and Derwing (1995) concluded that under certain environments,
English speakers whose native language is Mandarin Chinese were perfectly intelligible
to native speakers. What is interesting about this study is that although their speech
was found to be intelligible despite their non-native accent, the participants had to listen

23

longer and take more time processing the speech than if they had to listen to native
speakers. The amount of processing time seemed to influence their judgment on
intelligibility. Munro and Dewing (1995) concluded from this study that foreign accent by
itself cannot be identified as an obstruction to communication. Other factors often
influence the intelligibility of the speech such as rate of speech, listener’s interest in the
topic, and the relationship between speaker and listener.
Many native speakers believe that the responsibility to improve intelligibility rests
on the NNS. Instead, new research suggests that the bridge to intelligibility may be
more exposure to accented speech by listeners taught to listen for certain
characteristics in the NNS’ speech (Derwing, Munro & Rossitier, 2002). This, of course,
would involve the willingness and responsibility for a listener to actively seek out more
exposure to accented speech and may not be realistic. Perhaps more attainable would
be a change of attitude that becomes more accepting of people who speak with an
accent and a more willingness to listen to speech that sounds different from one’s own.
When listening to a NNS there is much more carried by that person’s speech
than accent. What a person says, the context of what is said, the tone of voice and
many other factors register as speech. What may register immediately is a difference.
This person is different from me! Yes the speech may sound “funny” but there is often
more involved in perception other than the sense of hearing. Observations are made
using all five senses. When the speaker is in the presence of the listener, the listener
has the ability to use other senses; visual clues are important in the context of
perception. Not only does the speaker sound different, but may look different as well. In
doing research involving how accents and perceptions play into students’ evaluation of
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teachers’ speech, Gill (1995) suggests that language influences perceptions. She found
that perceptions go beyond physical cues to include the two-way relationship between
two parties.
Not All Accents Are Equal
Linguistic discrimination can apply to many aspects of speech, including accent.
Linguist Denis Baron (Cran, 2005) contends that linguistic discrimination remains
publicly acceptable in The United States, while other forms of discrimination are not.
Listeners have been documented in holding prejudiced views of certain L2 speakers
who have an accent, contrast to their ability to understand the speech (Munro, Derwing,
2005). Heller, 1985, Nelson, 1991, Solomon (as cited in Gill, 1995) in bringing up the
single most common complaint in listening to foreign accented teachers by standard
accented students: the speech in unintelligible.
Understanding the relationship between a perceived accent and the extent to
which a listener can understand such speech is important. That is the burning question
of my research: how does one interpret speech with an accent and perceive the
intelligibility of that speech? This is the gap that I will attempt to answer through my
case study and interviews of parishioners. In looking at this gap, it is necessary to
recognize that the relationship of priest and parishioner, which could influence the
perception of intelligibility has never been directly addressed. Linguistic discrimination
has been explored in other research. Many cases have been tried in the U.S. Courts
citing accent as the reason for job discrimination. My case study is different in the both
the unique relationship between parishioner and priest, but also because the demand
for priests is so high that they are not easily replaced with someone who might speak
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closer to a standard language. Employers can assess the communications skills of a job
candidate when the communication skills are directly related to job performance (LippiGreen, 1994).
In the optimistic job market for priests these concerns are not threatened by the
diocese that appoints priests. I am not aware of job discrimination filed by a priest
based on linguistic performance. I could not find any such claim. A priest would have
many more opportunities for employment than many of the plaintiffs in other cases. The
linguistic discrimination may come from the parishioners.
This case study might highlight very different results if the same questions were
asked about NNS teachers and their students or of a business relationship. Perhaps
because of the priest’s divine role in the eyes of parishioners, congregational members
are more tolerant of an accent and compensate their listening to understand better. The
role of “status” comes into question when people are asked to reflect on perception.
Will (2010) focused on a similar question concerning accent and attitudinal
reactions. I was most interested in one of the four guiding questions she proposed in
her research; she asked what listeners’ attitudinal responses were to foreign -accented
speech. Her study focused on the listener’s response and the two-way mutual
correspondences between speaker and listener by having her participants listen to
recordings. Drawing on research from Kachru (1992) the Inner and Outer Circles of
expansion of English is relevant in that the framework for this model. The subject of my
case study is from India.
This background is helpful in understanding that the globalization of English
challenges what I have labeled in my research as the idealized “native speaker.”
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However true that may be on a broad spectrum, in the small town where my research
takes place, there is little diversification from the variety of English that is heard around
town, and closer yet to this case study, the parish where the priest resides.
Besides recognizing the priest’s English as non-native, it is also worth noting that
there lacks dialectal variation of English as well in this community. Language attitudes
address dialect as well as accent. It is a very common thought within dialectal groups to
view others as having accented English, but viewing our “own” as accentless (Preston,
2009). Studies involving education institutions, housing and job discrimination have
been done based on linguistic criteria within the same language. My main point in
recognizing this is to bring an awareness that people seem to form perceptions about
language from things other than accent. People tend to notice “different” and perhaps
form opinions about things like intelligibility based on other factors they perceive, which
may or may not be true.
The Gap
I’m wondering how Catholic parishioners respond to a priest with an accent and
how this influences their perception of his intelligibility. There are many factors that
could influence this. A few that must be addressed include allegiance to a clergy
person, lack of other languages and dialect spoken in the parish, and limited knowledge
of the Indian culture. Skin color, geographical origin and economic class have been
researched (Lippi-Green, 1994) and shown to cause listener judgment before words
are even spoken. Before doing my research, I recognize that the priest demonstrated
two of these factors; skin color, and geographical origin that differed from his
congregation.
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This research is important because it looks closely at how speech intelligibility of
NNS is perceived by NSs in the context of a religious setting. The role of the priest as
the speaker and the parishioners as the listeners are the focus of my study. I am
interested in getting responses from the parishioners about the speech intelligibility of
the priest and addressing the issue of accent as a relevant component of speech
intelligibility. A gap exists from other speech intelligibility studies regarding accent when
the context of the speaker and listeners is a religious one.
Conclusion
The literature review highlighted previous research in the area of accent in nonnative speech. Within the Catholic church there is a shortage of priests that has been
filled with NNS priests. As an attempt to understand how various congregations are
dealing with listening to a priest with an accent I researched previous literature to find
out information about accent, intelligibility and perceptions of people who speak with an
accent. Accent reduction programs have been developed in some areas of the country
to try and improve pronunciation of NNS priests. Programs like these seem to focus on
an accent being a negative problem that needs to be eliminated to improve intelligibility.
This approach seems to be aligned with a prescriptive linguistic viewpoint.
Other research (Lippi-Green, 2004) suggests that linguistic diversity, including
accent, is a way of life but that judgment is passed on NNS due to the minority groups,
which they belong. This research suggested that perceptions are formed before speech
is even heard and that perceptions about people may influence how a listener rates
their intelligibility. Munro and Derwing (1995) also support this argument concluding
from research that accent by itself cannot be blamed for lack of comprehension. The
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mutual intelligibility between the speaker and listener was explored in previous research
(Derwing, Munro & Rossitier, 2002) and suggested that attitudes of NS listeners have a
great impact on rating intelligibility of speech. Active listening and placing an equal
burden of the communication process on the NS has been associated with higher levels
of intelligibility. Will (2010) explored the attitudinal responses to foreign -accented
speech and supported the two-way mutual correspondence involving effort on both the
NNS speaker and on the NS listener.
In summary I want to focus my efforts on a case study involving a NNS priest and
how his accent is perceived by the congregation he serves. Other studies have been
done regarding linguistic discrimination in the workforce involving accent. This case
study is unique because it is focused on a very specific relationship between a priest
with an accent and his congregation consisting of NSs. Although this case study is
particular to one priest and one congregation, it has wider application because it is
becoming more common in other small cities to have a visiting priest with an accent
different from that of the congregation. The following chapters will outline the
methodologies used for the research.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Introduction
This chapter describes the methodologies used in the study. The research
questions are: How do parishioners perceive the Indian accent of their priest in regards
to intelligibility? What does the Indian priest think about how well his accent is
understood by the congregation?
An overview of the instruments that I used be to conduct my research include a
speech sample of a priest who speaks English with an Indian accent. This speech
sample was recorded on an IPOD recorder while I was interviewing him. I used a variety
of research methods. I conducted a case study on the priest who speaks with an accent; I
interviewed him several times and recorded and analyzed my interviews to get a holistic
account of his experiences with the English language, his acquisition of it, as well as his
educational background including cultural trainings that may have been completed prior to
his arrival in the Midwest. In addition to interviewing the priest, I interviewed four other
congregation members of different ages. I asked those questions about the priest’s
speech as well as providing them with a speech sample to listen to and rate its
intelligibility. They were provided a survey in addition to open-ended questions conducted
interview style.
Qualitative Research
Open-ended questions were used in the interviews with the priests that were
qualitative in nature. After listening to the speech sample the participants answered
Likert scale responses. Qualitative research was conducted in a holistic, in-depth
approach that centers on the case study.
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The Case Study
Because I looked at one church in one community and the reactions to one
priest’s speech, I felt doing a case study would be the best approach. I did not intend to
compare this case study to others but only want to provide sufficient information about
this case to offer an in depth look at what is happening here. The case study seemed
the most appropriate means to conduct my research because it is one instance in action
(Nunan, 1992). Choosing the case study method aligned closely with what I wanted to
accomplish and suited answering the above questions. I wanted to examine what
Nunan (1992) describes as a facet or particular aspect of the culture under
investigation. In my research this culture was the congregation; I examined its
response to the priest’s accented speech.
Data Collection
Participants
There were several different groups of participants in this case study. The priest
was involved in the interviews and is recorded in the speech sample. The other
participants are parish members and were divided into 4 age categories:
School Age (under 12 years of age and student at parochial school)
Young Adult (between the ages of 17-23)
Middle Adult (under 50 years of age)
Retired Adult (over 60 years of age)
All of these participants were parishioners at the church where the priest resides .The
parishioners were chosen from the following criteria;
1. Lived in the community for 5 years of more
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2. Were active members of the parish
3. Attended mass that Father conducts more than twice a month
The criteria above were set because I wanted to ensure that my participants had a solid
connection to the parish and the community. I also wanted to make sure that they had
been equally exposed to his accented speech. The groups were divided by age to
ensure a cross-categorical representation of the congregation.
Setting
This study was located in a small town with a population of 3,500 residents.
There is a parochial school at a church with 120 students as well as church offices. The
church is located in a residential area of town on the bluffs of the Mississippi River.
According to the County Seat, the population census was 3,918 in July of 2009. 98.7 %
of the population is white and only 1.5 % of the people do not speak English at home
(www.city-data.com).
Although the city is located 23 miles from a city where 40% of the public school
populations are ELLs, this city exhibits very little linguistic diversity. The local public
school hired the first ESL teacher in 2011 for a .2 position. The need for ESL teachers
is low, but the is increasing. As a small town these are issues that will become relevant
and increasing in frequency. The community will continue to see more changes in
demographics in the future.
Data Collection Technique 1
The first data collection technique used was interviewing the priest. This specific
technique used a pre-recorded list of questions (Appendix A) that have been designed
to focus on the history of the priest’s English acquisition. I used this technique to gain
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the priest’s insight into his perception of how he is understood by his parishioners. A
speech sample was recorded during the interview process.
In the interview I asked the priest open-ended questions. It also contained some
casual conversation as the format of the interview was informal. Interviewing was
chosen to get a holistic in-depth account of the priest on a personal level. Having a
relationship with this person can create a mutual respect for each other’s responses to
questions. I expected truthful, forthcoming exchanges that would provide an intimate
look at the questions I asked him.
The interview therefore serves two purposes: First it gave a personal close-up
account of the priest’s experiences with the English language and how he believed the
congregation understood his English with an accent even though it was different from
their own. Second, the interview serves the purpose of providing a speech sample that
was recorded as the priest answers the questions during the interview.
Data Collection Technique 2
A second data collection technique is the use of the Likert survey with the
selected parishioners. Data was collected from the survey that each participant will fill
out after listening to the pre-recorded speech sample from the interview with the priest.
All participants will complete the Likert survey after listening to the speech sample.
Potential problems with this technique are that it leaves gray areas and if people
are indecisive about how to answer a particular question they may choose neutral. This
technique assumes that all the questions can be answered with the five appropriate
responses and does not allow participants to explain how they interpret the
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questionnaire. This technique makes the assumption that all participants will
understand what the questionnaire is asking them.
Data Collection Technique 3
A focus group was used to further discuss why the selected participants
answered the Likert questionnaire as they did. This was a round table discussion on
the speech intelligibility of the Indian priest and how his accent influences their
perception of his intelligibility. This technique was used to provide some insight into the
data from the Likert scale. The focus group was used with the Middle Adult (under 50)
age category. Participants were encouraged to discuss among themselves their
responses, ask questions or ask for clarification. The focus group was held at one of the
participant’s homes.
Participants were not able to change their initial responses to the Likert items
after they discuss the questions in the focus group. The rationale for using the focus
group was that it provided a deeper look into not only the numbers on the questionnaire
but on why they answered the way they did. They spent time discussing the issue of
what an accent is and how they feel the priest’s accent affected his speech intelligibility.
Procedure
Pilot Study
A pilot study was used with the Data Collection Technique 2. The Likert
questionnaire was given to a person in the middle adult category to see if the person
understood the recorded speech sample and if the participant was able to understand
the Likert survey. In this pilot the participant was a female, age 44.
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The pilot study was conducted at the home of the participant. The participant
listened to the pre-recorded speech sample for about two minutes. The participant
asked if the volume could be turned up. The volume was adjusted and there were no
other interruptions. After the recording stopped the participant was given the Likert
survey. She answered all eight statements by placing either a 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5 in the
space provided. She asked if she had to answer all the questions or if she could leave
any blank. I asked her to try and answer the survey the best that she could. After
thinking for a few minutes and saying, “I don’t know, I don’t know” she did not leave any
blank. The study was completed in 10 minutes. No changes were made to the questions
after the pilot study was completed.
Materials
The following materials were used in this study: A phone was used to record the
speech sample. The HTC Sensation 4G phone was used with an Easy Voice Recorder
Application. The Likert survey was used to survey the participants after listening to the
speech recording.
Data Analysis
The data in the priest interview, Likert survey and focus group were analyzed
after the study was completed. The answers that the priest provided during the interview
(Appendix A) were reviewed to find similarities and differences from the research in the
literature review. The eight statements in the Likert survey were examined to see which
statements the participants answered with the most agreement and disagreement. The
four age categories were compared to see if any consistency existed for certain
statements. The focus group data that was provided was analyzed and recorded. The
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discussions that resulted from the focus group were reviewed to see if they
corresponded to the Likert survey and were used to provide clarification to the
questionnaire, adding why a participant responded the way that they did.
Ethics
The anonymity of all participants in this study will be protected. Through informed
consent forms, participants gave written consent that they agreed with the procedures
of the study. There was a full disclosure to the diocese in which this study took place as
well as to the congregation administrators. Four participants in this study needed adult
consent as they were minors. The parents of the minors reviewed the consent forms
and gave written consent. All consent forms and procedures were approved by the
Human Subject Committee at Hamline University.
This study employed the following safeguards to protect informants’ rights:
research objectives were shared with all of the participants in the study, including the
person who participated in the pilot study. The following things were done to protect the
confidentiality of the participants:
•

All data was stored on a personal computer with secure passwords

•

All names of participants and other personal information about their identities
were removed

•

Shared research objectives and procedures were shared with the participants

•

Speech sample that was used with participants was not shared with anyone else
Conclusion
I did my research in the form of a case study. I looked closely at how a priest’s

accent is perceived in the congregation he serves, and how congregation members of
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various ages rate his intelligibility. Through the use of a speech sample, I provided
validity to my study. Listening to the same speech sample, participants will hear the
same thing but may or may not respond similarly to the intelligibility of the speech. I
analyzed the data they provided on a Likert scale and report the data in the following
chapter.
Through my interviews with the priest I gained additional information about his
acquisition of the English language. I was interested in learning about his own
perceptions of his accent. The intelligibility of his speech was examined through
analyzing the data of the interview of the priest, the LIkert survey, and focus group of
the congregation members participating in this research. In Chapter Four the results of
the Likert survey were discussed as well as data provided by the focus group. An
overview of the interview with the priest will be analyzed to answer the guiding
questions.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS
Introduction
In the previous chapter the methodologies that will be used in this research were
explained. The methodologies were implemented to investigate theses research
questions. How do parishioners of a parish respond toward the speech intelligibility of
their Indian-speaking priest? How do their perceptions about his accent relate to how
they measure his speech intelligibility? The case study was chosen as the best
approach and the ways in which the procedures were followed are outlined.
By interviewing the priest I was able to gather pertinent information regarding his
background in English language acquisition as well as his thoughts and perceptions of
his accent. A sample of the priest speaking was recorded from the interviews. The
speech sample was used to give the participants in this survey a controlled speech
sample. The participants then responded to a Likert survey that was provided.
As a final step a focus group was convened to provide additional insight through
group conversation reflecting on how and why they answered the survey. The results of
the study are presented in the following paragraphs in the order of priest interview,
survey results and focus group discussion.
Interview
The Interview (appendix A) followed the referenced set of questions. The priest
was very forthcoming in his responses. The interviews lasted 45 minutes each and
there were three different interview sessions. The following are the priest’s responses
to the interview questions.
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The priest was an English speaker for forty years before coming to the United
States. He is from southern Indian and speaks Tamil as his first language. He is highly
educated and holds a MA in English Literature as well as his doctorate in Theology.
These higher educational programs were taken in English. At the time of the interviews,
the priest had been in the United States for two years. He serves on the finance
committee of the parish as well as the educational committee of the parish school.
The priest was born in Chennai, the capital of Tamil Nadu in south India. This is
in the union territory of Puducheri. As a child he resided in a rural area of Tamil Nadu
where English was not commonly spoken. He cannot remember hearing the English
language until he went to school at age six. In rural south India, English is not spoken
commonly as it is in the larger metropolitan areas. Families conducted business in the
native language of the state. To communicate between states within Southern India
some people do speak English but it more commonly spoken in northern India. More
common in his state is the ability to speak the neighboring state language rather than
English.
Tamil, the priest’s first language, is a Dravidian language commonly spoken in
South India. It is the official language of the state Tamil Nadu, where the priest was born
and lived through the age of 18. The priest learned to speak English in the third grade at
a normal school where it was taught for one period of the day. This is the standard way
in which English is taught in normal schools in south India. One class period of the day
is reserved for English instruction, all other classes were instructed in Tamil. The
English instruction was divided into three categories: English grammar, English prose,
and English poetry. This isolated English instruction continued until he was in high
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school. The way in which he learned English was the manner in which the majority of
children he lived near learned. There was other non-government schools did not that
had more English instruction. These schools required a high tuition and many, including
his family could not afford to send their children to school there.
He attended St. Don Bosco Higher Secondary School, Gandhi Nagar, Tamil
Nadu, south India. The classroom medium was Tamil but one course was again taught
in English. During this time he decided to become a priest. Catholicism is a prevalent
religion in this portion of India. As an early teenager of about 13 years he decided
during a Missions Youth event in middle school to become a priest. He never changed
his mind about this. This decision was encouraged by his family while he was growing
up. He explained to me that in rural India, in large Catholic families it is customary for
one child to go into the priesthood. His mother was a guiding influence in this decision.
She provided a very solid Catholic education for him at home. He remembers having to
say the rosary at every meal. Becoming a priest offered a wealth of opportunities for
continuing his education. It was an occupation that was reserved for intelligent,
ambitious youth. He cited his mother as the biggest influence in pursuing his
theological studies.
He had wanted to join the Salesian order, but because he was not the first-born
son that wanted to become a priest this was not an option available to him. The
Salesians were a mission- based priest community that was appealing to him. His
interest in the Salesians priests was influenced by his enrollment at Don Bosco Higher
Secondary School, which is named after the Catholic saint who founded the Salesian
Society. The focus of Salesian order is the education of the young, especially the poor.
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As he learned later more about the Jesuit order he became comfortable with his
decision to join it even though it wasn’t his first choice. Because his older brother
became a Salesian priest, he had to choose a different order. He chose the Jesuits.
Before he entered the seminary, the English language presented the biggest
challenges at the university level. After high school in India, all instruction is done in
English. After only being exposed to English for a few hours a day beforehand, he was
now expected to communicate with both his professors and fellow students in English.
All oral and written instruction was done in English, which was extremely challenging to
him. The academic language of English was an obstacle. Using specific technical
vocabulary was difficult for him. The grammar and verb tenses of English were
especially hard to use the correct way. In spite of these difficulties, he graduated with a
Bachelor of Arts from Arulanandar College and completed a graduate degree in
philosophy from Madurai Kamaraj University, Tamil Nadu. From there he entered the
seminary in Tamil Nadu to become a priest.
After completing his education and being ordained, in 2010 the priest was
assigned to come to the United States to become the pastor in a Midwestern
community. The assignment came to him through the Diocese of Vallore in Tamil Nadu
from which he belongs. He explained that even though many priests do ministry work in
different parts of the world, it is an honor to be chosen to do so. His bishop from India
asked him directly to come and serve the parish in the United States. Through a
partnership between the diocese here and the one in Tamil Nadu, he was asked to
come.
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The dioceses of both countries provide international priests language and cultural
training in preparation for their assignments abroad. His pastoral assignment was a
three- year commitment. He had never been to the United States but had traveled to
various places in Europe, including England. There are pronunciation classes offered to
international priests but he did not participate in them.
The priest noticed an accent in his own speech. He could hear the difference
between the way he said words and the ways members of his parish said them.
Sometimes he is aware of the difference but other times he is not. He appreciated it
when someone pointed out a difference so that he could work on it, although he says
his ear and his tongue do not always get along. Emotional expressions were not easily
communicated in his voice, an area of his English he hoped will improve. Intonations
were difficult for him, and word stress to emphasize meaning in sentences. He
mentioned that English speakers who are native speakers do not have to think about
inflection the way that he does and he has had to be more conscious of both speaking
and listening to native English speakers to hear the inflection in their speech and try to
copy it.
Another area of difficulty for the priest is slowing down his speech. He has heard
from parishioners that they cannot understand him because he spoke too fast. He
struggled with this because his mind started thinking in English versus in Tamil and he
wanted to get his thoughts out before he forgets sometimes. He has been told that he
did not take the proper pauses between his words and sometimes ran his words
together. He felt his accent causes people to have to listen more carefully to him. He
thought that people have been very respectful toward him and for the most part have
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been able to understand his speech. He has asked several people in their homes if they
have trouble understanding him. Some have said that they have difficulty
understanding his speech but are listening more carefully.
As his return to India is approaching and his three years of service to this
congregation is coming to an end, he has been reflecting on what he has learned from
this parish and from being in the United States. Bringing Indian priests to the U.S.
involves a financial arrangement between the dioceses in India and the local Catholic
diocese. In an attempt to attract priests from other places, the diocese pays the Indian
priests the same salary as a local priest, which is more money than the salary they
would receive in India. The diocese in India requires him to send a portion of his salary,
approximately $500 a month, back to them in exchange for the experience. Through this
exchange, the diocese in India is supported financially and the priest shortage in the
United States is eased. Not all international priests or priests from India have this
arrangement. Some priests are willing to volunteer their services in exchange for the
international experience and the personal benefits that result.
Culturally there are many things that he sees positively in the Midwest. One of
these things is the efficiency of operations of the school and parish. The rules and
systems that are in place in school and church handbooks insure things run smoothly.
He compared this to the driving rules as well. In India he said that things are done
without rules, referencing drivers in India as having to make their own for each situation.
In the Midwest, the priest sees things done more systematically and this applies to the
way the parish and the schools are run. Overall, there are procedures in place that
make things less complicated in daily life.
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A feeling of loneliness has not left him despite many parishioners and community
members including him in social events. The culture of communication is much different
in India, where neighbors socialize and talk more. Families stick to themselves in the
Midwest, he notices, doing shopping and errands by themselves and returning to their
own houses. In India the homes are open to visitors stopping over daily without being
invited. He also thought the homes in the Midwest looked like islands with nothing
around them. The physical space of land is something that is not available in India. The
privacy and space of each family adds to the cultural differences he experiences.
The priest noticed much improvement in his English during his time in the
Midwest. Although his thinking is done in Tamil before he speaks in English, the rate at
which he is able to process has increased. English is becoming less of an effort and his
vocabulary has improved greatly. He noticed that his accent is sounding more
“American” and less “British”. He was grateful for his experiences in this parish and
hopes to return as a visitor. He will encourage future priests to travel to the United
States and will speak positively of his experiences. The shortage of priest in United
States he believes will continue until the families support the idea of sending a son to
the priesthood.
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Likert Survey Results
School Age Group Survey Results
School Age Group
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Likert Survey

Figure 1
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Strongly disagree
Disagree
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Agree
Strongly agree

Q1: After listening to the priest’s speech, there were words he said that I did not understand [ ]
Q2: I have to listen carefully to understand the priest’s speech

[

]

Q3: I think I would understand better if I heard the speech sample again [ ]
Q4: When Father speaks at mass I often don’t understand parts of the mass [ ]
Q5: Father has an accent [ ]
Q6: I have an accent [ ]
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Q7: I know other people who have an accent different from mine [ ]
Q8: I believe there are other factors that influence how much of Father’s speech I understand,
other than his accent. [ ]
Summary
The school age group answered consistently on four of the items. Q3 (I think I would
understand better if I heard the speech sample again), Q5 (Father has an accent) , Q6(I
have an accent) and Q8 (I believe there are other factors that influence how much of
Father’s speech I understand, other than his accent). All the school children responded
that they agreed or strongly agreed that listening to the speech sample again would
increase their understanding. They also agreed that Father has an accent consistently
and disagreed that they have an accent. They were neutral on Q8 about other factors
influencing Father’s speech.
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Young Adult Group Survey Results
Young Adult Group
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Q1: After listening to the priest’s speech, there were words he said that I did not understand
Q2: I have to listen carefully to understand the priest’s speech
Q3: I think I would understand better if I heard the speech sample again
Q4: When Father speaks at mass I often don’t understand parts of the mass
Q5: Father has an accent
Q6: I have an accent
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Q7: I know other people who have an accent different from mine
Q8: I believe there are other factors that influence how much of Father’s speech I understand,
other than his accent.
Summary
The young adults had more variation in their responses to the Likert survey. They
agreed or strongly agreed that Father has an accent on Q5. Three of the four
participants in this group disagreed or disagreed strongly that they have an accent.
While three participants felt that they did not know people who have an accent different
from their own, one strongly agreed that they did. Three participants were neutral on
Q4, not understanding parts of the speech at mass. All four agreed that they have to
listen carefully to understand the priest’s speech.
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Middle Adult Group Survey Results

Middle Age Adults
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Figure 3
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3.Neither agree nor disagree
4. Agree
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Q1: After listening to the priest’s speech, there were words he said that I did not understand
Q2: I have to listen carefully to understand the priest’s speech
Q3: I think I would understand better if I heard the speech sample again
Q4: When Father speaks at mass I often don’t understand parts of the mass
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Q5: Father has an accent
Q6: I have an accent
Q7: I know other people who have an accent different from mine
Q8: I believe there are other factors that influence how much of Father’s speech I understand,
other than his accent.
Summary
The middle aged adults agreed or strongly agreed to more of the statements. All agreed
that Father has an accent. For Q6, one person was neutral and one person agreed that
they do have an accent. One strongly disagreed and one disagreed. This differed from
the school age group, where all four of the participants disagreed that they had an
accent. Three out of the four participants agreed that they have trouble understanding
parts of the mass, one was neutral on this. All agreed that they had to listen carefully to
understand parts of the priest’s speech.
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Retired Adult Group

Retired Adults
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Q1: After listening to the priest’s speech, there were words he said that I did not understand
Q2: I have to listen carefully to understand the priest’s speech
Q3: I think I would understand better if I heard the speech sample again
Q4: When Father speaks at mass I often don’t understand parts of the mass
Q5: Father has an accent
Q6: I have an accent
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Q7: I know other people who have an accent different from mine
Q8: I believe there are other factors that influence how much of Father’s speech I understand,
other than his accent.
Summary
The retired age group responded that they had to listen carefully to understand
the priest’s speech. They also agreed that there were words they didn’t understand as
well as parts of the mass. The answers to their survey were almost identical to the
Middle Adult results with the exception of Q6. When asked if they agreed with the
statement that they have an accent they disagreed with that by 2 fewer composite
points. Interestingly, the School Age Group and the Retired Age Group disagreed the
most to this statement.
Comparing Results Across Groups
While looking at how all four age groups answered the Likert survey there are
similarities between certain responses. For each of the age groups Q5 and Q6 were
answered as both the most agreed and disagreed response. For example Q5 states
that “Father has an accent.” Across all age categories everyone agreed or strongly
agreed with this statement. Adding all the scores within each group for that statement
resulted in a composite score listed below. Participant 1,2,3, and 4 composite score
was calculated by adding them together.
Q5: Father has an accent
School Group: 18
Young Adult: 18
Middle Adult: 19
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Retired Adult: 18
This was the highest composite score for any question in each group. Overall, all
the participants in this survey agreed or strongly agreed to this statement. Out of a
possible of 20 composite points, the Middle Age Group scored 19, and all other groups
an 18. These results correspond to previous research from Chapter Two.
Pronunciation differences in speech may result in people who speak a local variety of
English to quickly identify an accent in a non-SAE speaker.
As native speakers come in contact with a speaker whom they believe to have an
accent, many perceptions form not only about intelligibility but also about cultural
differences, as well as social and emotional contexts (Gill, 1994). Not being exposed to
many accents outside the Inner Circle (Kachru, 1994), members of this Midwestern
parish take their norm by which they judge speech from the SAE variety they speak.
The way in which one’s community speaks is viewed as the standard norm and an
“accent” is speech that sounds differently from their own.
Rajadurai (2007) raises the point that anyone who speaks with an accent other
than a native one can be stigmatized as having a foreign accent, which in turn may
influence intelligibility. This appears to hold true in Q5, with the participants agreeing
strongly about the existence of an accent in Father’s speech and the absence of an
accent in them.
Q6: I have an accent
School Group: 4
Young Adult: 9
Middle Adult: 10
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Retired Adult: 8
This statement resulted in the lowest composite score for any question in each
group. As the majority of a standard variety of English, all groups in this survey
responded the same way. These results echo the research of Lippi-Green (2004)
contention that viewing accent or lack of one as a “linguistic fact of life”. Certain minority
groups who speak non-standard English are judged by their association to a group and
often the use the of the word “accent” is associated with describing them as ineffective
communicators. This is in contrast to the local speakers who are judging them against
their own “accent-free” speech. The implications of this are further evaluated in Q1 and
Q2.

Q1: After listening to the priest’s speech, there were words he said that I did not
understand
Q2: I have to listen carefully to understand the priest’s speech
The participants in the survey responded with agreement that there were words
they did not understand when the priest spoke as well as having to listen carefully, with
the exception of the School Age Group. They did not respond as strongly to agreeing
with this. For the other three age groups careful listening seemed to be a factor in the
intelligibility. Celce-Murcia (2010) acknowledges that intelligibility exists with or without
an accent but is linked to how distracted the listener is to the differences of
pronunciation from the standard variety. Addressing outside factors that may or may not
have influence on accent was addressed in the survey.

Q8: I believe there are other factors that influence how much of Father’s speech I
understand.
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When the school age group responded to this statement they did not seem to
understand what “factors” were, which may or may not have contributed to this group
not agreeing as much with this statement. The other groups agreed slightly more ,with
the young adult group having the highest composite score of any group. Again, Munro
and Dewing (1995) concluded that foreign accent by itself cannot be identified as an
obstruction to communication. Other factors often influence the comprehensibility of the
speech such as rate of speech, interest in the topic, and the relationship between
speaker and listener. Whether or not these particular factors were taken into account
when the participants answered in unknown, only that the presence of outside factors
that might influence intelligibility.

Focus Group

The focus group consisted of four women from the middle age group. The
participants in this focus group ranged in ages 33-52. Three of the participants spoke
English as their first language and one spoke Spanish as her native language.

They

were each given the Likert survey. After the independently listening to the speech
sample and answering their eight questions, they were asked to participate in an open
forum to further discuss their answers. They voluntarily provided information about why
they answered the way that they did for each of the eight questions.
Q1: After listening to the priest’s speech, there were words he said that I did not
understand.
All participants in the focus group responded with either a 4 or a 5 to this statement.
They shared varying reasons for their response. A common feeling was that despite not
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being able to understand a few isolated words, they were able to understand his
intention and his speech. One participant shared she could understand him better in
mass than on the speech sample recording. Others agreed. The absence of facial
expressions, hand gestures and eye contact made the speech sample harder to
interpret.
Q2: I have to listen carefully to understand the priest’s speech
Distractions in mass were discussed by the group and contributed to why each
participant responded the way that she did to this statement. The consistency within the
focus group of strong agreement brought up conversation that active listening is
essential to understanding the priest’s speech. They agreed being attentive to his
speech involved focusing solely on him speaking, including eye contact when possible.
The women mentioned that sometimes it feels easier to daydream during the homily
because of the work it requires to understand the priest’s speech.
Being committed to listening was brought up; it was suggested that when they’re
truly interested in what he is speaking about they have an easier time understanding
him because they are focused on listening to hear what he is saying. All agreed that
their effort level as listeners, determined how well they were able to understand parts of
his speech. Comments like, “I know I get lazy sometimes and just don’t want to pay
close enough attention…” were agreed on and discussed.

Q3: I think I would understand better if I heard the speech sample again
Most agreed that hearing the speech sample again would increase their
understanding. One participant responded with a 3, stating that she was unsure if this
would be helpful. When I asked about that response, she replied that listening to the
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speech sample is very different than hearing the speech in person without the aid of
visual cues such as facial expressions and body language. She did not think simply
listening to the recording again without having a visual of the priest would help with
understanding. We went ahead and listened to the speech sample again after
discussing this question to find out if their responses to this statement would match the
results. Surprisingly, the three who thought they would understand it better the second
time admitted that they did not.
Q4: When Father speaks at mass I often don’t understand parts of the mass
The non-native English speaker shared her concerns over understanding most of
the mass with the exception of the homily, which is the only portion of the mass that
changes from week to week. Because the homily contains words that are not
predictable as in other portions of the mass, she felt that this was the area she missed
words and overall comprehension at times. Other responded to the notion of having to
put forth a greater effort to listen and towards the end of the mass they were tired of
listening so hard. On the survey ,all answered a 4 to this statement, consistently
agreeing that parts of the mass were not understood. A comment was made about
sometimes not realizing that they missed part of what was said. Jokes that were told by
the priest sometimes were missed and the only cue was that other people around them
seemed to be laughing at something that was said but not understood by all.
Another area that caused difficulty for the participants in this focus group were
the after the mass announcements. When one person brought this up, the other three
all agreed that by the end of mass their attention was diminishing making understanding
the priest very difficult. Possible distractions at the end of mass included children
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making noises, daydreaming about what they were going to be doing right after mass
and anxiousness to leave the church, all played a part in their not understanding some
of the words that were spoken in the announcements. Proximity to the priest while he
was conducting mass also was brought up in the conversation. Sitting in the balcony
was agreed on as the place where understanding his speech was the most difficult,
while all agreed that sitting in front of the church closest to the priest made his speech
easier to understand, including the homily and the announcements.
Q5: Fa the r ha s a n a cce nt
Three of the participants responded by strongly agreeing with this statement, the
fourth participant agreed but not strongly. When the participants in the focus group
started talking about their responses to this, they looked at me like it was an obvious
statement and one that really could be skipped to move on. When I asked them why
they felt he had an accent and what was an accent, this was what prompted colorful
conversations. They felt was that that way he pronunounced his words was different
sounding than other people around them. Because he sounded different and because
they had to strain their ears and put more time into understanding, they all felt this
indicated he had an accent.
One participant explained her answer by noting the Indian accent that she hears
when he speaks. She said it was like his first language was somehow mixing with his
English and therefore made him sound different. She noted that the way he said his
words were incorrect. She did not think he said all the letter sounds the way that they
should be pronounced. His Indian accent was “muffled”, she explained and that hearing

58

what letter sound he was trying to say was difficult and confusing. This was all part of
how she explained his accent.
Q6: I ha ve a n a cce nt
There was a lot of discussion over not knowing how to answer this question. The
NNS in the group laughed and said “Of course I have an English accent but I do not
have a Spanish one.” She explained that she is aware that she sounds different when
speaking English and others have commented on her accent. She also thinks her
accent has “improved” as she has become more proficient with her English over the
past ten years. Slowing down her speech and becoming more confident in her English
have helped her develop her English skills and intelligibility. She believes that she will
always have an accent. She commented on when she was pregnant with her first child,
she was concerned that he would speak English poorly because she did. She laughs
and says that she didn’t want to pass her accent to him. Now she has three sons who
speak “perfect” English according to her but, sadly, very little Spanish.
This statement drew the most inconsistency among group members. One
participant answered with a 2, there was one 3 and two responded by agreeing with a 4.
The group members discussed this statement and their confusion over whether or not
they had an accent. “Compared to who…?” was asked. If the participants traveled to
India, people in India would think that they had an “American” accent. Accent was
discussed and people felt that it mostly had to do with the phonics and the way in which
sounds were produced. Some believed that an accent was determined by the listener,
not the speaker. Rate of speech was also brought up and it was suggested that people
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might feel they have an accent if both the rate of speech and the pronunciation were
different from what the participants were used to.
Another thought was that some participants did not think they had an accent but
after thinking about it more they realized that they must have one to somebody. Having
an accent was thought to be a distinguishing feature of learning a language. More
discussion occurred around the idea that an accent also could differ geographically
within the same language.
Q7: I know othe r pe ople with a n a cce nt diffe re nt tha n mine
Having a non-native speaker in this focus group immediately summarized
everyone’s responses to an agreement with Q7. I asked if having contact with someone
with an accent different than their own contributed to their responses on the survey.
Two women thought that they were better able to understand the priest because they
listened to someone with an accent almost every day. However, they stated that the
person in the focus group did not have an accent as “bad” or “strong” as the priest. I
asked them to explain what they meant by “bad” and “strong.” They said that maybe
they should not word it as bad but that the priest’s speech requires more of an effort on
their part to understand compared to the speech of a non-native speaker in the focus
group.
Two of the women in the focus group are teachers who teach outside of the city
where the congregation is and another woman works in a very large city about thirty
miles away. All felt that their experiences as working professionals provided them with
opportunities to hear a variety of accents. One woman works with a Hmong co-worker
and has daily conversations with her in English. She notices with her, like the priest, that
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sometimes she misses a few words that she has said. She mentioned that this is more
likely to happen over the phone and therefore she usually emails her or talks to her in
person to avoid communication errors.
Q8: I believe there are other factors that influence how much of Father’s speech I understand,
other than his accent
This part of the discussion came full circle for several of the participants. They
came to the realization that they now believed, after talking about the questions that
there were other factors that influenced the intelligibility of his speech but that they were
not aware of those things initially. Some of the factors they noted we had already
discussed such as noise around them, how fast he speaks, boredom in mass, and their
location relative to his at mass. Another factor was race. Two people discussed knowing
several families who maybe did not give the priest a fair chance and had switched
congregations. She said, maybe I should have her fill out the survey and talk through
the questions because she realized that she was too quick to judge that his accent as
an influence on his intelligibility. She laughed and said that she feels that woman is
racist and has heard her complaining about how she now has to drive fifteen miles to
mass each Sunday to hear mass spoken by a native speaking priest.
The biggest factor that the participants decided was that they could make more
of an effort to understand the priest. They all agreed that it was harder to understand
him than the priest who had been here before who was a native speaker of English.
They commented on another Indian priest who was only visiting last summer and
thought his speech was much harder to understand than the Indian priest now. Things
could be worse, they agreed.
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The pleasant demeanor of the priest, the group believed, played an important
factor in the congregation’s accepting him and his accent. Because of his engaging and
loving personality in the church, school and community, the focus group felt that people
made more of an effort to understand him, thus increasing his intelligibility. He may look
and sound different but the overall impression was that he was a likeable person who
did his job well. Recorded comments on this topic included:
Afte r a while his a cce nt is n’t s o notice a ble .
I like Fa the r, he ’s s o nice a nd kind tha t it doe s n’t ma tte r how he ta lks .
I’m s ure we a ll s ound funny to him.
He ’s doing the be s t he ca n.
I could conce ntra te more on wha t he is s a ying.
I ha ve gotte n us e d to his a cce nt.
Conclusion
The results of this case study were drawn from responses by the participants in
an interview, a Likert survey, and the focus group. For the interview, most questions
(Appendix A) were answered and discussed. Details on where and how the priest
learned English were shared as well as areas of the English language that were
problematic for him. Rate of speech and inflection were shared as surprasegmental
pronunciation difficulties that both his congregation noticed and he himself identified.
The Likert survey displayed in Tables 1, 2, 3, and 4 showed all age groups’
answers to the survey questions regarding the speech sample that they listened to. The
statement that resulted in the most consistent answers with a (1)-strongly disagree was
the “I have an accent” statement number 6. The focus group felt that they did not have
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an accent and that an accent came from someone who was speaking English as
second language. However after discussing this statement, they reached the
conclusion was that it was possible that everyone has an accent; it is all relative to how
we listen to each other talk and where we live. The focus group provided rich dialogue
surrounding the idea of an accent being an isolated factor in speech intelligibility. The
rate of speech was also discussed as a contributing factor to speech intelligibility as well
as the listener’s interest in what the speaker was talking about.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Introduction
In the final chapter the results of the research project are discussed, drawing
conclusions from the case study and also highlighting areas of further study that may
provide more results relevant to speech intelligibility and accent. Framing the research
were the guiding questions: How do parishioners perceive the Indian accent of their
priest in regards to intelligibility? What does the Indian priest think about how well his
accent is understood by the congregation? In the previous chapter the results of the
case study were presented. Here, the results of the case study will be discussed further
to connect existing research I drew on for this study to this particular research. The case
study represents only one example of a person with an Indian accent to a native English
speakers in one Midwestern community; however the results may be beneficial for
future studies regarding accent, intelligibility and sociolinguistic research involving
religion and culture of a non-native speaker.
As the final chapter of this research unfolds, the simple elements of human
nature serve as a reminder to how we conduct ourselves, and the thoughts and actions
we take when communicating with others. The element of choice stands as a crucial
cornerstone. The choice of an individual to engage with others who may look and sound
different from what one is used to. The choice to listen carefully to a speaker who
otherwise is dismissed as unintelligible is a conscious decision. Major findings ,
Imitations of the study, implications and areas of further research will be shared in this
chapter.
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Major Findings
The following major findings were found from the research in this case study:
1. Understanding speech spoken with an accent different from one’s own
requires listening effort .
2. The personality of the person speaking with an accent contributes to the
overall perception of the speaker and his intelligibility.
3. All speakers speak with an accent, although most do not identify themselves
as having an accent.
Reviewing the results of the Likert Survey in Chapter 4 finds that overwhelmingly
participants felt that their effort to listen carefully affected their judgments of the
intelligibility of the priest. These findings were further supported by the discussion in the
focus group. All of the participants shared the opinion that when they try to understand
the priest they can follow his speech. An emphasis was placed that making an effort to
listen more carefully.
Derwing and Munro (2005) concluded that the intelligibility of a speaker involves
the effort a listener. The results of this case study appear to align with the findings of
speech intelligibility being a mutual exchange. The priest discussed certain
characteristics of English that cause difficulty for him with the language. In his interviews
he mentioned errors with rate of speech, intonation and inflections as well as segmental
pronunciation as areas that marked his speech. Although he made note of having an
Indian accent, he never mentioned wanting to reduce it or improve it. Likewise,
Rajadurai, (2007) states the intelligibility of speech is an engaging commitment
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between two parties, with the role of the listener having equal balance on with that of
the speaker.
As time passes and the priest began his third and final year with the
congregation before heading back to India, a noticeable observation is worth recording.
There were significantly fewer negative comments floating around in regards to
parishioners not being able to understand the priest. People stopped complaining about
his “bad English” and started commenting about how they are going to miss him when
he leaves. These comments were heard from parishioners that are actively going to
mass at this parish. Interestingly, people who have temporarily gone to neighboring
parishes with a native speaking priest continue to express dissatisfaction at the
intelligibility of the priest
Has his pronunciation improved or have the congregation members become
more engaged listeners? A major finding of this case study is a combination of both
increased ownership in listening to the non-native speaker and an admission by the
priest that his English is continuing to improve as is his communication style and
approach.
The way in which the personality of the speaker influenced the listener in rating
speech intelligibility was a major finding. In Minnesota this is called “Minnesota Nice”
and it seems to work a Catholic parish in the Midwest. People in the congregation
responded that they warmed up quickly to his competence and congeniality. As the
focus group in this case study overwhelmingly agreed on, the priest is very likeable and
because of that they felt they could overlook some of the difficulty of understanding him.
His accent became less noticeable and they got to know him and as they listened.
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Comments about his interaction and effort to make meaningful connections to the parish
and school seemed to influence how people reacted to his accented speech. His
personality and job performance outside of his speech seemed to compensate for
having to listen more carefully to him. This finding appears consistent to Gill (1994),
noticing that native speakers form perceptions on speech intelligibility on the basis of
social and emotional contexts including personality.
Limitations
This case study is unique to accent and intelligibility because the non-native
speaker is serving as a central leader in a religious setting. One area of research that
could be expanded on is how this relationship between priest and parishioner influenced
the results. The focus group seemed to be answering honestly about the way that they
supported their answers on the Likert study but they knew that they were being
recorded and were answering questions directly related to their perception of the
Catholic priest. This is a relationship that Catholics have been taught is the next in line
with God himself. This may have been a limitation in the study if people felt that they
could not answer honestly about the priest.
The focus group seemed to be forthcoming about their answers but there is no
way to measure the validity of the answers. Removing the authoritative figure of priest
and replacing it with a business relationship or a social relationship may have presented
different results. Conducting a study where speech intelligibility of speaker with an
accent other than the listener with similar guidelines as this case study may or may not
yield similar outcomes. In previous research (Derwing, 2003), accent had limited
influence on intelligibility. Professors and educators who are non-native speakers of

67

English teaching content areas in English to native speakers are examples of settings
where additional research could be conducted.
This case study would have been more useful if live speech had been used
rather than that of a recorded interview. Without the facial expressions and body
language of the non-native speaker, the level of intelligibility is lower than had the
listener been in personal contact. The methodology would need to be changed to
involve this type of study. Using a controlled speech sample provided consistency of
setting, volume and length of speech. Although no study is perfect, lacking the ability to
see the speaker may have affected the results. If the study were to be redone, the use
of a video camera may have been a better choice.
Another limitation of this study was that the number of participants was small.
Giving the survey to a larger group who were exposed to speech of the priest would
have yielded stronger conclusions. Examining only four participants in each age
category limited the conclusions that could be drawn. The same could be stated about
the focus group. Increasing the number of interviews given to people in the
congregation may or may not have provided similar information. It would have been
interesting to host more focus groups from different age categories and compared the
conversations about the Likert survey.
As more Catholic churches are recruiting priests from overseas, the English
language will be spoken in many accents from the pulpit. As the English language
expands and outer and inner circles educate more people to a variety of English
accents, the flexibility of the native speaking listener to adapt to differences in speech
becomes more crucial (Kachru, 1992). Exposure to more accents by Midwestern native
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English speakers may influence the way that native speakers react to accented speech
and how this influences intelligibility. Bringing awareness to the parishioners before a
priest comes about the role a listener has in the communication process could provide
less initial tension and frustration when one notices an accent in speech.
Future Research
More case studies could be conducted in other Midwestern communities with a
similar demographic make up. There are other Catholic parishes within a 60 mile radius
of this parish with a priest from India with speaks with an accent. Opening up the study
to include other priests from different countries could be done as well to compare the
results of this case study with those of other parishes.
Additional research could be done on other priests coming to Catholic
congregations from countries not limited to India. How they view their role in learning
English and practicing their pronunciation to improve speech intelligibility would be
helpful.
Sociolinguistic studies could be conducted in the future to better understand the
relationship between accent and cultural implications of different English varieties. As
the parish has had time to adapt to the priest and vice versa, many cultural practices
have been exchanged. The annual church fundraiser and festival has yielded euchre
tournaments, beer tents, bingo, a silent action, and craft tables complete with hand
made knitted Green Bay packer baby hats. Midwestern culture has influenced the
priest in many ways. Sociolinguists may be interested studying the relationships
between native speakers and non–native speakers in the context of small communities.
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More specific pronunciation research is needed to better understand the specific
elements of speech that cause difficulty for a listener when listening to accented
speech. Additional research into suprasegmental and segmental pronunciation errors
impacting speech intelligibility specifically in specific languages would be beneficial in
English courses targeted for those who are learning English to teach or work in the
United States. Researching ways to improve speech intelligibility in accented speech
by shifting away from accent reduction programs will benefit Catholic diocese and
international relationships with countries where priests are recruited. As non-SAE
speakers continue to be recruited and other varieties of English are heard, research
must continue to focus on the listener’s responsibility and tolerance. Gluszek (2011)
recognizes that native speakers are falling short of this responsibility, making the nonnative speaker responsible for not being understood, advocating for linguistic diversity
as an awareness to open communication and increased intelligibility.
Conclusion
Several major findings were highlighted from this case study that are important in
understanding how a native speaking listener perceives a non-native speaker with an
accent. The findings are similar to the research that was referenced in Chapter two but
also had limitations. These limitations could be better evaluated in further studies
involving speech intelligibility in different settings with different participants.
Even as this project is coming to an end, the impact of the relationships between
the priest and his parishioners continue. As he returns to India and uses his native
language of Tamil, speaking without a noticeable accent at home, the questions that
surround speech intelligibility and accent remain. This case study affirmed the belief that
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most native speakers had that their speech was “accentless”. The initial observations
and remarks conveyed that the priest spoke with an accent and that accent was the
most significant factor in understanding his speech.
Most likely similar Catholic congregations in the Midwest and throughout the
United States will be assigned a priest who speaks English as a second or third
language. Their stories will vary in facts and logistics such as how and when the priest
learned English, the congregational make-up of the parishioners and the physical
location of the church. The work of this case study may provide information to others in
regards to the way in which an accent is viewed by native speakers and if this view of
accent influences their perception of speech intelligibility.

.
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APPENDIX A
Interview Questions
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Data Collection Technique 1
Sample of Interview Questions to the Priest
1. How old were you when you were taught English?
2. What is your first language?
3. Where were you born and where did you live as a child?
4. Where and when did you begin school?
5. When did you decide to be a priest?
6. Was learning English a challenge for you?
7. What areas of the English language do you struggle with?
8. When and why did you come to The United States?
9. What ways did you prepare for your assignment to our parish?
10. Do you notice that you speak with an accent?
11. How do you perceive your accent?
12. Do you worry that the people in your congregation have difficulty understanding
you?
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APPENDIX B
Likert Survey
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Data Collection Technique 2

Survey to Participants
Please answer the following statements with the following:
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Strongly disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Agree
Strongly agree

After listening to the priest’s speech, there were words he said that I did not understand [ ]
I have to listen carefully to understand the priest’s speech

[

]

I think I would understand better if I heard the speech sample again [ ]
When Father speaks at mass I often don’t understand parts of the mass [ ]
Father has an accent [ ]
I have an accent [ ]
I know other people who have an accent different from mine [ ]
I believe there are other factors that influence how much of Father’s speech I understand, other
than his accent. [ ]
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APPENDIX C
Focus Group Questions
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Data Collection Technique 3
Focus Group Discussion Guiding Questions:

Which question on the Likert Survey was the most difficult to answer?
How do you feel about the way Father speaks?
Do you know other people who speak with an accent?
How well can you understand Father?
Do you find feel that Father’s accent makes him harder to understand?
Do you feel that improving your listening skills would help you understand him better?
Do you feel that you have an responsibility in the communication process of understanding
Father?

These are guiding questions used to prompt some honest conversation and provide an insight as
to why certain participants answered the way they did. In this case study I wanted to provide an
additional layer of validation to the Likert item.
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APPENDIX D
IPA (International Phonemic Alphabet) Speech Sample
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IPA Speech Sample of Recorded Speech

“So normally when we come here they give the course, the English course here.
But when we come here they give the opportunity of English special portion. See
if it is oh England not a problem because the same you know….The construction
of sentence and verbs are the same.”

IPA Conversion:

soʊ nʊɾɪli vwenwi kum hirə deɪ gɪv dukous du englis kous hirə bɑt ven wi
kum hirə deɪ gɪv du ʌptɪnɪti ɑv inglɪs speʒl pʌrʒ si ɪfɪz ou inglʌnd nouta
prʌblm bikəʒ də seɪm jnou ….du kʌtrʌkʃnʌv sɪntɪns nd bɪrbz ʌr dʌ seɪm
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