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ACCENTEDNESS AND INTELLIGIBILITY: THE TYPICAL PHONETIC STORY OF
AN LX COUPLE IN THE US

MAHDI DURIS

ABSTRACT

For the past 20 years, intelligibility research has paved the way in making pronunciation
teaching and learning about individual competency rather than sounding like a native
speaker. The body of research has empirically shown that language speakers of English
(Lx) can be intelligible while sounding heavily accented. However, studies have yet to
examine how first-generation immigrant couples from different cultural backgrounds
interact with each other using an Lx. A phonetic analysis of an oral transcription is
conducted to describe the segmental features of Dominican English (DomE) and Pakistani
English (PakE), two Lx English spoken by Tabinda and Tariq, as they recount their love
story. Compared to General American English (GAE), results show that both speakers are
intelligible and make expected substitution based on their first languages. The Dominican
speaker substituted vowel [1] for [i] and tapped rhotics (/r/ for /1/). For PakE, the most
prominent feature is changing the stops' place of articulation using dental (/t/ /d/) and
retroflex stops (/t / /d /). Additionally, some phonetic features are found to be specific to
each speaker. Although some segmental features are not present in either couple's L1, the
"redundancy" effect described by Koffi (2021:99) when quoting Fry helps facilitate
intelligible speech between them. This study contributes to the growing body of research
describing the speech features that make Lx English speakers intelligible.

Keywords: Accented-English Speech, Accentedness, Intelligibility, Lx Phonetics, Non-native
English speakers, Sociophonetics.

1.0 Introduction

This article aims to present a summary of findings from an oral transcription and analysis
of the spoken and phonetic features of two non-native speakers (NNS) of English. Tabinda and
Tariq Sheikh shared the story that started their twenty-three years of marriage with
NPR's StoryCorps podcast'. From this two-and-a-half-minute spoken interview, a segmental
analysis of their respective Englishes has been conducted, explicitly focusing on their different
types of L2 English. As Tabinda's native language (L1) is Dominican Spanish and Tariq's L1 is
Urdu, they communicate using their L2-influenced English. This analysis highlights some of the
most noticeable segmental features of Dominican English (DomE) and Pakistani English (PakE)
in how they differ from General American English (GAE). Those features will be identified using
PRAAT (Boersma & Weenink, 2007), and some broad conclusions will be made about Tabinda
and Tariq's Englishes.

1.1 From L2 to Lx Terminology

Overall, this analysis seeks to shed light on a broader sociolinguistic reality for many first-
generation immigrants who come to the United States for a different future. Amongst many
challenges of leaving a home country, the social acceptance of the host country can be difficult to
attain when one's primary communication resource, pronunciation, can be used by the autochthone

! The podcast is available for listening here: https://storycorps.org/stories/tariq-sheikh-and-tabinda-sheikh-161021/
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to stigmatize because of one's accentedness. In the field of Applied Linguistics, successful work
has been done by researchers (Munro & Derwing, 1995; Levis, 2005) to shift the pronunciation
teaching paradigm from one focused on nativeness to one focused on intelligibility. Over 25 years
of research have consistently shown that heavily accented speech can be highly intelligible to
native listeners (Munro & Derwing, 2022). However, fewer research efforts have looked into how
speakers from a different L1 communicate intelligibly using a common lingua franca that is
different from their respective native languages. Furthermore, for research convenience purposes,
most findings related to the phonetic features of Lx speakers gravitate around international college
students, with fewer studies related to first-generation immigrants. Lastly, responding to the 2018
call from Dewaele, the common terminology L1/L.2 will be replaced by L1/Lx to better align with
the intent of this article. As previously mentioned, the field of applied linguistics has worked hard
to move the needle from a native accent expectation in pronunciation to an intelligibility construct.
Cohen (2002) has also proposed moving away from labels of nativeness attached to research, such
as native speakers (NS) and NNS. Taking a Positive Psychology approach, Dewaele and Saito
(2022:228) define Lx as any additional language acquired by an individual after age three. More
relevant to this article, Dewaele and Saito (2022) offer the following observation for using an
L1/Lx dichotomy:

Also, the new L1/LX dichotomy is free of any ideological connotations and allows
comparisons between L1 users and LX users that do not imply a deficit view. Moreover,
the new dichotomy is holistic since multilinguals are L1 users as well as LX users. In other
words, any judgment about the L1 and the LX is not about the whole person but only about
some languages in their repertoire.

Lx has been adopted over LX in the literature to avoid confusion with the common short-hand use
of LX for “linguistics.” See Hayes-Harb et al., (2021); Beaulieu et al., (2022a); and Beaulieu et
al., (2022b).

2.0 Lx Englishes

Tabinda and Tariq's story is very typical of many couples that come to live in the United
States. Coined as a "melting pot," American society is well known worldwide for its diverse
population. This diversity is also apparent in the mixed culture marriages that make up this melting
pot. Like them, the author and his wife use specific types of Englishes as a typical "household"
lingua franca. She is from Pakistan, and Urdu segmentals sometimes get in the way as they
communicate. She is always open to replying to his mimics by highlighting how the author's
French L1 gets in the way of his speech. But like them, what are these specific segmentals that
most listeners recognize as accented speech but ignore immediately because intelligibility is high?

To analyze Tabinda's segmentals, two major categories were in focus: vowels and rhotics.
Vowels in Dominican English, abbreviated as DomE could be a good indicator of specific features
as Catalan Spanish (the variety of Spanish spoken in Latin America) uses a smaller inventory than
American English (8 vowels vs. 12 vowels) as shown in Figure 1.

https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/stcloud_ling/vol13/iss1/10
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Figure 1: Vowel Space for Catalan Spanish and GAE

162

As Tabinda has been speaking DomE for more than 30 years now, we can expect that her vowel
production is fossilized, and only a few vowels would differ from the local English variety. Rhotics
between Spanish and English are also very distinguishable. Spanish uses taps and trills, and they
have a contrastive intervocalic role in determining the meaning of a word (Willis & Bradley,
2008:87) as in pero (but) and perro (dog). Equally problematic, the approximant liquid /1 / in
American English is perceived by many non-linguists as the most recognizable feature of

American dialect.

For Tariq's segmentals, a focus was placed on several different features based on how Urdu
influences the production of Pakistani English, known hereafter as PakE. The first one is the /w/
vs. /v/ contrast, followed by the retroflexion of /t/ and /d/, the dentalization of /t/ and /d/, the clear
vs. dark /I/, and finally, some phonological considerations (epenthesis, rhoticity, and unaspirated
stops). Mahboob and Ahmar (2008:1012) thoroughly explainall these features, which will guide

the analysis of PakE.

2.1 Analysis Consideration

While analyzing the speech of Tabinda for specific features in DomE, some research in L2
English can inform us about what is already known from vowel and rhotic usage. Koffi (2021:98)
confirms that some vowels can be problematic for L1 Spanish speakers. Specifically,
differentiating between [1] and [i], [u] and [u], and [&] vs. [a]. Willis and Bradley (2008) studied
the taps and trills of Dominican Spanish and provided some important considerations. When
differentiating between taps /r/ and trills /r/, onset cluster and word-initial make the difference. A
trill-only would be in word-initial as in roca (rock), rojo (red), and an "only tap" would occur after
a consonant, as in broma (joke) and gramo (gram). In their study, they also provide mean
measurements for differentiating between taps and trills, which were collected from Dominican
female speakers (Willis and Bradley, 2008:95). All in all, when considering the speech of Tabinda,

we will look at the features in Table 1:

Vowels to consider Tap Trill
1. [1] and [i] Length >21 ms >85 ms
2. [v] and [u]
3. [&] vs [a] IPA Symbol r r

Table 1: Vowels and Rhotic in DomE

Published by The Repository at St. Cloud State, 2024
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For vowels in Tabinda’s speech, we will not limit our analysis to the three mentioned; however,
they will be a good guide when searching for vowel segment differences. For rhotic production, a
segment will be identified as a tap and not an English /1/ when the length is above 21 ms. Similarly,
a trill will be distinguished from a tap when that segment is longer than 85 ms.

For Tariq’s speech, the criteria in Table 2 are used to determine if a segmental is one
specific to PakE or simply different from the local variety, GAE:

GAE IPA PakE Symbol

Alveolar stops | [t], [d] vs. | Retroflex stops | [t], [d]

Dental [6], [0] | vs. | Dental stops [t], [d]
fricatives

Phonemic distinction vs. | No phonemic distinction in Urdu
between /v/ and /w/ between /v and /w/. Depends on

speaker choice.

Dark vs. Clear | /¥, /l/ vs. | Only uses clear /I/
(1]

Aspirated /Kb, /ph/ Unaspirated /k/, Ip/

stops stops

Table 2: Phoneme comparison between GAE and PakE
(Mahboob and Ahmar, 2008:1011-1013)

With these characteristics for DomE and PakE, we better understand which segmentals to focus
on to highlight differences with GAE. The following section will describe how these will be further
identified when using PRAAT.

2.2 Token Selection

Tabinda and Tariq’s conversation was first transcribed into a word document.? Each
utterance was given its line, and the speaker was identified. For each listening, a color note would
be used for vowel differences in red and non-vowel differences in purple. When the speaker
omitted a phoneme, they would be marked with an “x.” Once I was clear about the utterances,
PRAAT was used for data analysis. Seven tiers were created in a TextGrid, each serving a specific
data collection function displayed in Figure 2. The first tier, "orthography," separated the dialogue
between Tabinda and Tariq into their respective turn-taking utterances. In total, the recording
generated a dialogue of 48 distinctive segments.

2 Transcript available at https:/storycorps.org/stories/tarig-sheikh-and-tabinda-sheikh-161021/
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Figure 2: TextGrid for Segment 18

The next two tiers recorded the IPA of the "expected phonetic" transcription of the
utterance, shown in Tier 2, while Tier 3 was that of the "actual phonetic" transcription of the
utterance using IPA symbols. In total, 380 words were analyzed for Tier 3, a crucial step in
identifying substitutions. Tier 4 was used to record "comments" about the segment in relation to
segmental features. The last three tiers were used for segmental measurements. Tiers 5 and 6
measured the vowels and trills of Tabinda. Tier 7 measured the segmental features particular to
Tariq. All vowels were measured using the spectrographic view by placing: the cursor at the
beginning of the darkening of striation from at least the three first formants. The whole vowel
energy was selected, ending where the formants ceased to show apparent dark striations. Figure 3

depicts such procedure for Tabinda’s production of “the love” where the schwa /o/ was substituted
for /a/.
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TABINDA: Languagé: 1s not a barrierj for the

'leggwods 1z té‘l(lt o 'baiiax f:ui 09 lav

'lengwoads is énat o 'beerix f:uééae 1af [
arrier” ([i] for [io]), for “the” ([z] for [a]); /r
I

Figure 3: Measurement boundaries of /&/ in Segment 18

For measuring rhotic features, the lack of striation in the spectrogram view would be the
first indicator, placing a point of reference when a greyish striation started leading to the vowel in
darker colors. For tap and trills, the repetitions in taping were selected until the next segment
started while retaining the time duration measurement of that segment. For segment 18 below, the
measurement in focus is for the word barrier which was produced using a trill of 51 ms after a
heterosyllabic consonant.

https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/stcloud_ling/vol13/iss1/10
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Figure 4: Measurement boundaries for trill /r/ in Segment 18

For other phonemes, the best method was trial and error in selecting the correct portions.
For this analysis, Table 3 below shows the number of tokens analyzed for DomE.

Vowel Tokens Rhotic Tokens Misc Tokens

Tabinda 24 16 21
Table 3: Summary of DomE Areas of Focus for Analysis

The miscelaneous category for Tabinda’s production (i.e., 21 tokens) includes more than vowels
and rhotics such as consonant substitutions. Table 4 details the tokens under analysis for PakE

production.
10/ /8/ vs. t/ /d/ I/ /d/ vs. /t,//d/  /w/to /v/ choice M, N /pt/ /K8 vs /p/ It/
11 22 23 4 4
Table 4: Summary of PakE Areas of Focus for Analysis
3.0 Results

The results presented here are the most prominent features of each speech for DomE and
PakE that differ from GAE. These speech features will also be considered for intelligibility since
research has empirically shown that accented speech does not necessarily determine intelligibility
(Levis, 2020). Furthermore, according to Koffi (2021, 47-50), L2 speakers' intelligibility depends
on relative functional load (RFL) considerations rather than accentedness. First, the speech of
Tabinda will be reviewed, and specific conclusions will be made according to that data. This will
be followed by an analysis of Tariq’s speech and a summary.

3.1 Analysis and Results of DomE by Tabinda

Tabinda uttered a total of 145 words, with 24 vowels that differed from GAE. For the most
recurring vowel, she changed the “kit” vowel [1] the most, using the the “fleece” vowel [i] instead.
The second most occurring change happens when tke is substituted for “da.” In GAE speech, most
instances for “the” are produced using a interdental fricative /0/ followed by the lax-vowel schwa

Published by The Repository at St. Cloud State, 2024
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/a/; however, throughout this interview, Tabinda consistently substitutes this word by producing a
voiced alveolar stop /d/ with a Spanish sounding vowel /a/ (i.e., da). As it relates to intelligibility,
the prominent substitution of the KIT vowel /1/ for the FLEECE vowel /i/ may bring some
difficulties to some listeners to fully understand Tabinda. This vowel substitution ranks high on
the RFL scale at 95%. For example, when Tabinda said, "language is /1z/ not a barrier," most GAE
listeners would hear it as language *ease™ /iz/ not a barrier.

For her production of rhotics, two tokens are not being counted because she used her L1 in
context to say a Spanish word (Gordito). Four out of 16 of her rhotics were tapped /¢/ while only
one was trilled with a length of 180 ms (rude). Most of the others are standard GAE /1/ phonemes.
Finally, looking at the other features in her utterances, some interesting production arises. The first
relates to deleting /t/ when in the final position. She did so for just, it, and thought. The second is
between the voiced and voiceless fricatives (/v/ and /f/). She replaced the voiced /v/ with the
voiceless /f/ and said /Iaf/ (love) three times and /muf/ (move) two times. This substitution in
fricatives is well known as coda devoicing, where the articulartory demands of producing a voiced
sound (/v/) are challenging and replaced by a voiceless counterpart /f/. With that said, coda
devoicing is also a feature of some GAE speakers as detailed in Koffi & Simmonds (2018) for
Central Minnesotan English as an example.

3.2 Analysis and Results of PakE by Tariq

Tariq, the husband, uttered a total of 235 words, with 61 of those containing some specific
features related to PakE. The first feature relates to how some speakers of PakE produce the GAE
dental fricatives as dental stops mentioned by Mahboob et al., (2008:1011). In 11 occurrences of
fricatives, Tariq made only 3 substitutions using dental stops for [dat] “that, [t1i]  “three,” and
[vid] “with.” This indicates that some of the features of GAE fricatives are still challenging for
Tariq.

The second noteworthy feature from Tariq’s speech are the substitutions of GAE alveolar
stops for retroflex stops. This analysis uncovered abeut 20 retroflex substitutions, in either initial
or final position and for either /t/ /d/. A retroflex stop differs from its alveolar counterpart in the
positioning of the tongue being behind the alveolar ridge, generally defined as a more hollow
sound. Figure 5 illustrates the differences in production from a alveolar stop /t/ and a retroflex stop
/t/ from Tariq’s speech.

https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/stcloud_ling/vol13/iss1/10
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/tu/ ftu/

~M\NWWMMM“M
ity

TARIQ: a Spanish-to%

\ve me answer after two days!

Figure 5: Comparision of an alveolar stop /t/ and a retroflex stop /t/

The substitution of alveolar stops for retroflex stops is a distinguishable feature of Tariq’s speech.
Out of 39 words containing alveolar stops in initial or final positions, 22 of those words (56%)
were substituted for retroflex stops as shown in Table 5. Additionally, some words contained
substitutions in both word-initial and -final such as today, tired, and don'’t.

Substition type  Word initial position Word final position

> n two, tired, time, telling, tell, today, seventy, put, slept, what, that, don’t,
pocket, bought,

/d/ =2 /d/ don’t, dreams, days, drop, tired, had, could, today,

Total 10 12

Table 5: Summary of alveolar substitutions for retroflex in Tariq’s speech

The third PakE feature that is explored is between /v/ and /w/, which can be quite
challenging, and Tariq does show this in his speech. Tariq produces three forms: the /v/ sound, the
/w/ sound, and a mixed one that starts with a /v/ but morphs into a /w/ (noted /v/+/w/ in this dataset).
All three sound types are visible with the spectrograms in Figure 6 with where (/ver/), what
(/vwat/), and was (/waz/). Typical spectrogram features of the labiodental voiced fricate (/v/) are
highlighted with a purple box, while features of the voiced labial-velar approximant (/w/) are
shown in orange.

Published by The Repository at St. Cloud State, 2024
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/ve/ /vwa/ /wa/

1,‘“!! i 1
L

M‘I;:‘w TR -

And you was still sitting there and I say, "What?!” (...

You know your address r¢member, there was a pa

Figure 6: Spectrographic view of Tariq’s where, what, and was production

Out of the 25 annotated, the main substitution type was replacing /w/ for /v/. All other occurences
are presented below.

Substitution type Token (# of occurences)

Iwl =2 v/ was (1) YMCA (3)
will (1) why (1)
with (2) working (1)

where (1)

Iw/ =2 Ivtw/ was (2) what (1)
went (2)

No substitutions wanna (1)  when (1)
was (6) write (1)
we (1)

Table 6: Substitutions of /w/ by /v/

The fourth feature distinguishes between a dark /¥ and a light /I/. Mahboob and Ahmar
(2008:1011) state that Urdu does not have this distinction, where only the alveolar /I/ is used by
PakE speakers. Although the conversation between Tariq and Tarinda only produced a limited
number of laterals, and Tariq was able to produce ene two dark /t/ (small and girl) but
mispronounced two as light ones (still, will) in line with Mahboob and Ahmar’s findings. To better
illustrate this feature, Figure 7 presents two utterances from Tariq’s speech using the prevocalic
/1/, here like and live.

https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/stcloud_ling/vol13/iss1/10
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/latk/ /lv/

‘d N
:“;mue

TARIQ: And on the liki
Figure 7: Spectrogram of Tariq’s prevocalic /I/ production for /ike and /ive

The production of clear /I/ above shows F1 and F2 as being close to each other with a
higher separation for F3. Figure 8, however, showing Tariq’s production of dark /l/ small, will,
girl and still point to two main spectrographic features. The first shows a greater separation
between the 1% and 2" formants and a lower 3" formant. The second feature shows irregularities
for F1 and F2 with valleys forming between these two formants (as highlighted by the yellow box).
Based on these spectrographic views, a clear and dark /1/ production is possible in PakE.

/smat/ Jwrt/ /g3rt/ [stit/

Flgure 8: Postvocalic /I/ production from Tariq’s speech

The final feature distinguishing PakE from GAE is the lack of aspiration in voiceless stops
for word-initial /p/ and /k/. During the interview, Tariq used a total of four words that would be
aspirated if spoken by an American speaker (i.e., continuously, park, put and paper). Although
quite noticeable as an accentedness feature, this lack of aspiration in PakE can also have
intelligibility consequences. The functional load weight for word initial /p/ or /k/ is as high as 98%
and 100% respectively (Koffi, 2021:49). This means that for the cases of word-initial /p/, it is
possible that these words may be confused with a similar minimal pair that starts with a voiced
bilabial /b/. Specifically analyzing the context in which Tariq produces put and paper, since no
direct minimal pairs are available in GAE for these words, their intelligibility wouldn’t be deemed
severe. However, for park, some listeners may confuse it with “bark” making it unintelligible.

Published by The Repository at St. Cloud State, 2024
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4.0 Conclusion

From the short conversation between two married Lx English speakers, many observations
have been made regarding speech intelligibility specifically and non-native accented speech as a
whole. Tabinda's most noticeable segmental differences with GAE are the vowel pair [i] vs. [1],
voiced fricative devoicing in the coda, and rhotics. For Tabinda, many of the segmental differences
of her DomE speech are consistent with most Lx speakers from L1 Spanish backgrounds. Kofti
(2021:98) confirms that the vowel pair [i] and [1] are the most challenging for Spanish speakers,
and consonant pairs [f] vs. [v] are problematic. Specific to Tabinda is her substitution of the final
[f] for [v] and the tapping of her [r]. For her husband, Tariq, the commonality with other speakers
of PakE is mainly tied to the use of dental stops and the inconsistency of choosing between [v] and
[w]. In spite of these specific deviations from the expected GAE segmentals, studies have shown
that Lx speakers can be intelligible while heavily accented. This intelligibility can be explained by
the "redundancy" (Koffi, 2021:99) of certain Lx Englishes from specific L1 backgrounds, making
them more predictable.
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