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ABSTRACT

In the past 20 years, many speech-language pathologists (SLPs)
have joined their English as a Second Language (ESL) colleagues to address
the pronunciation skills of second language speakers of English. This paper
introduces SLPs to the ESL term “communicative pronunciation” as the
underpinning for the commonly accepted terms “accent modification” or
“accent reduction.” Initially, professionals in both speech pathology and
ESL felt that accent intervention was outside the scope of speech pathology
practice, though that stance is softening. If an essential part of our mission as
speech pathologists is to improve communicative competence for all
persons, then making pronunciation more intelligible falls under that
heading. This article on foreign accents limits discussion to: (1) the rationale
for intervening with foreign accented adults; (2) an outline of a broader
scope and definition of effective instruction for this population; (3) sugges-
tions for trainer preparation; (4) recommendations for productive literature
searches; and (5) a brief discussion of principles guiding assessment and
instruction planning. The article includes relevant research and references
outside the field of speech pathology that should stimulate future productive
research efforts as well as more in-depth papers on specific instruction and
assessment issues. While this article is intended to stand alone, readers may
benefit from the content and references in another article in this issue by the
same author.
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I.ngr_ning Outcomes: As a result of this activity, the participant will be able to (1) review and critique his or her
training readiness against a suggested criteria list; {2) construct a definition of foreign accent; and (3) organize
testing components that will generate a valid accent assessment.
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Histurically, speech pathologists have not
been a strong source of research concerning
how to teach pronunciation. Our teaching
footprint on the verbal communication skills
of second language learners is (realistically) only
20 years old. Yer, structured movements in
teaching verbal second language skills go back
to the 1940s and 1950s, and some even earlier
contributory language training approaches can
be found.! For the past 25 years, linguists have
considered second language acquisition to be an
independent field with its own clearly defined
research directives.” Interestingly, a limited
body of pronunciation research has begun to
come from the discipline of speech pathology
although these efforts are unfamiliar to or not
cited by mainstream researchers in linguistics,
second language acquisition, and ESL. Simi-
larly, SLP research does not typically recognize
the contributions or projects that come from
outside its own discipline. Although Gass and
Selinker consider second language pronuncia-
tion research to be an interdisciplinary en-
deavor, speech pathology is not on the list of
recognized contributors: “Scholars approach
the field from a wide range of backgrounds:
sociology, psychology, education, and linguis-
tics, to name a few."" Certainly, this opinion
may not represent an intentional snub, but a
literature review suggests that the view is com-
monly held.

One would assume that interdisciplinary
involvement should enrich the research process.
However, as Gass and Selinker also suggest,
that there is a downside to diversified perspec-
tives: each field brings its own approach, re-
scarch methodology, and so on, and they are
often exclusionary and not “user friendly” to
those in related fields.

The purpose of this article is to (1) position
the speech pathologist as a viable and effective
trainer for foreign accent improvement; (2)
suggest areas that require additional profes-
sional continuing education; (3) provide an
initial reference list that is eclectic enough to
introduce the working speech pathologist to an
interdisciplinary perspective; and (4) introduce
some guiding training principles for the assess-
ment and instruction of foreign accents. (It
should be noted that the companion piece by
Sikorski in this issuc explores compatible

themes in relationship to regional accents
and should complement the present article
as well.)

CURRENT TERMINOLOGY AND THE
CONTEXT OF COMMUNICATIVE
COMPETENCE
One of the most significant trends in the ESL
literature since 1970 is its use of a communi-
cative approach model. This model contends
that if the essential purpose of language is to
communicate, then using language to foster
dialogue should be at the core of all classroom
second language teaching. In this model, pro-
nunciation skills are not critiqued in favor of
fostering freer (less effortful or deliberately
planned) communication flow. Second, pro-
nunciation as a concrete focus in second lan-
guage classrooms is typically downplayed.
Although the benefits to language building
are obvious, the downside is equally obvious:
an impressive vocabulary and sophisticated
command of grammar are moot if the listener
cannot “read through” the accented English.
This “accent” can be thought of as “darkly
tinted glass™: one may generally make out
objects that can be seen through the glass, but
it is difficult to describe them definitively.

Hearsay evidence from adult accent clients
who have learned their American English (AE)
overseas indicates that the communicative ap-
proach model remains the dominant one. Ad-
ditionally, the majority of ESL teachers who
model the language in those worldwide class-
rooms are not native speakers. Both factors
contribute to L2 (English as a second language)
adults’ justifiable perceptions that they are at a
distinct disadvantage in the American work-
place. In recent years, this need has been
translated into the consumer's search for ad-
vanced ESL training that specifically targets
“accent.” It is likely that this L2 consumer
dissatisfaction with traditional approaches led
working adults to seek out the more structured
approach to intelligibility offered by speech
pathology.

Morley (an eminent ESL researcher)
has noted an increasing ESL interest in a
more proactive and structured approach to
pronunciation skill building. Morley describes

L!_')S Reprinted from Seminars in Speech and Language, May 2005

& ASSOCIATE




128 SEMINARS IN SPEECH AND LANGUAGE/VOLUME 26, NUMBER 2 2005

a growing trend within her field that reposi-
tions pronunciation training as a specific com-
ponent of second language training, with a clear
mandate: “Intelligible pronunciation is an es-
sential component of communicative compe-
tence.™ Within our field, communicative
competence is the resounding theme of all
speech and language rehabilitation efforts.
Our ultimate rehabilitation goal is to empower
the communicatively impaired to participate as
fully as possible within the community. From
this perspective, speech pathologists are in an
ideal position to design and implement effective
accent programs. Although pronunciation
training is typically referred to as “accent im-
provement” or “accent reduction” in the private
sector, Morley’s thematic term “communicative
pronunciation” captures the spirit and intent of
our training efforts with this population (pp. 1-
3).* The term is perhaps too cumbersome for
routine use in PR material, but it is an excellent
descriptor to use as a talking point with poten-
tial consumers and with colleagues who may
feel that accent training does not fall within the
scope of the field.

HOW FOREIGN ACCENT IS DEFINED
DETERMINES THE BREADTH OF THE
EVALUATION PROCESS

ESL frequently defines non-native pronuncia-
tion (accent) as “interlanguage”™: the varieties of
speech produced by non-native learners.’
Speech pathologists, though concerned with a
client’s overall communicative competence,
tend to view effective communication (intelli-
gibility) as primarily a function of articulatory
competence. Further, our rehabilitation back-
ground supports the notion that we typically
evaluate speech output primarily as a function
of consonant clarity. Traditional articulation
batteries reinforce that belief by surveying con-
sonant accuracy, with only minimal structured
exploration of vowel accuracy. However, 1 be-
lieve it is essential to do an in-depth exploration
of AE vowels as well as its consonants if
one wishes to perform comprehensive foreign
accent assessment.” According to Swan (pp. 2,
187),% there is considerable vowel variability
among languages and linguists spend a
great deal of time specifying that variability.

In addition, the interplay of AE spelling and
pronunciation is specifically troublesome for
sccond language learners: in essence, what you
see in print is not what you say. Shemesh and
Waller wryly describe the relationship between
spoken and written English as “an awesome
mess ... of too many sounds for too few
letters.””

A thorough exploration of the key vowel
issues as they affect assessment and instruction
is outside the scope of this article. Nevertheless,
it is crucial to point out that most speech
pathologists who work with accent clients
must augment their phonology background to
include the following essential information
about vowels: (1) a thorough understanding of
AE vowel production elements; (2) awareness
of all allophonic variation rules unique to AE;
and (3) spelling interference issues as they affect
pronunciation. Because they address vowel is-
sues from the essential perspective of second
language acquisition, Celce-Murcia and associ-
ates (pp. 93-130)" and others provide a pro-
ductive exploration of these topics.*” Speech
pathologists may also need to focus their assess-
ment of consonant accuracy to include allopho-
nic variation rules that are unique to AE. For
example, there are numerous rules for altering
the normal voicing of consonants as demanded
by sound-to-sound context as well as word-to-
word linking.'"

Perhaps the most significant “gap” in train-
ing speech pathologists is their (typically) lim-
ited knowledge base, testing strategies, and
instructional techniques for the intonation
(prosodic features) of AE. I believe this is the
single most important element of intelligible
communication for non-native AE speakers.’
Gilbert supports this position, suggesting that
current pronunciation teaching must be en-
hanced by “emphasizing the ‘musical’ aspects
of pronunciation more than the individual
sounds.”? Speech pathologists who are accent
trainers are not the only instructors weak in this
area. There is substantial research on prosody in
second language acquisition research, although
classroom-based ESL instructors unevenly ap-
ply it. Within our own field, Hargrove and
McGarr compiled an impressive work on ther-
apeutic applications of prosodic features and,
incidentally, accent instruction.’* Any speech
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pathologist addressing speech intelligibility is-
sues for motor speech disorders should find it
an excellent introduction to intonation that has
crossover benefits to the traditional patient
base. Again, an in-depth exploration of both
theory and application of intonation on com-
municative pronunciation is the subject of fu-
ture articles. In addition to Gilbert and
Hargrove and McGarr, supplementary refer-
ences' 1% includin% Celce-Murcia and associ-
ates (pp. 118-246)" and Major (pp. 12-19) are
available for both practical application and
theoretical background information.

ADDITIONAL ACCENT
ASSESSMENT CONSIDERATIONS

In addition to evaluation issues described in the
previous section, a thorough foreign accent
evaluation should also explore a speaker’s En-
glish language fluency level and the nature and
frequency of grammatical errors in conversa-
tional speech. Trainers must assure themselves
that potential trainees possess adequate verbal
flexibility. That is, participants must be able to
manipulate vocal variables easily and promptly,
in a variety of voluntary and trainer-suggested
contexts, if changes in habitual behavior are to
occur. Often the only goal of accent training is
the improved accuracy of previous sound errors.
Sharpening auditory discrimination skills and
shaping oral motor behaviors are useful in this
regard and are particularly strong skills of the
well-trained SLP. However, successful pro-
grams for accent improvement must also in-
clude acquisition of the specific, unique
pronunciation rules of AE. My own training
strategy for vowel and consonant clarity, as well
as for AE intonation, is to demand that trainees
understand and can articulate the specific verbal
production rules for AE speech. The rationale I
share with adult L2 speakers is that internaliz-
ing the “rules of the AE game” will help them
to tackle communication roadblocks without
the instructor’s feedback. In ESL parlance,
this strategic training concept is called “em-
powerment,” and it is the guiding force in most
instructional strategies. Dickerson (p. 19)'®
defines “empowerment” as giving students “the
resources they need to become lifelong lan-
guage learners after their classes are finished.”

Along with Dickerson (pp. 20-35),% 1
believe that empowerment is underutilized
in typical accent improvement programs.
Dickerson makes a solid case for acquiring
pronunciation rules (what he terms “predictive
skills”). He articulates specific applications for
vowels, consonants, and prosodic features.

SUMMARY

I am clearly biased in favor of SLPs as effective
accent trainers, but only if they augment their
traditional expertise with additional knowledge
in the areas noted. The references cited in this
article represent a fraction of the wealth of
interdisciplinary information currently available,
but emphasize that segment that is particularly
“friendly” to nonacademic clinicians. It is hoped
that this introductory article stimulates a lively
exchange, leads to improved research navigation
guides to cross-disciplinary research, and results
in extensive explorations of specific topic areas,
such as instruction efficacy studies, predictive
factors, and accent intelligibility studies.
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