
Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Second Language Pronunciation:
Attitudes & Learning

Authored by

mohammed looti

November 27, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammed looti (2025). Second Language Pronunciation: Attitudes & Learning.

Psychepedia. Retrieved from https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=26379

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=26379
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=26379
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=26379
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


Second Language Pronunciation: Attitudes & Learning 2

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Defining Attitudes in L2 Pronunciation Research

Attitudes toward second language (L2) pronunciation constitute a highly complex and multifaceted

area of psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic inquiry, focusing on the evaluations, beliefs, and

emotional responses individuals hold regarding non-native speech patterns. These attitudes are

not merely superficial preferences but powerful predictors of language learning outcomes, social

integration, and communicative success. Traditionally, attitudes are conceptualized using the

tripartite model, encompassing cognitive, affective, and behavioral components. The cognitive

component involves the beliefs and stereotypes held about speakers of a specific accent, such as

judging a speaker as less intelligent or less trustworthy solely based on their phonological

realization. The affective component relates to the emotional reaction elicited by the accent,

ranging from pleasure and acceptance to annoyance or prejudice. Finally, the behavioral

component manifests in observable actions, such as seeking out or avoiding interaction with

speakers possessing a certain L2 accent, or deciding whether to prioritize accent reduction in a

learning context. Understanding the interplay of these three components is essential, as negative

attitudes, particularly those rooted in social bias, can create significant communicative barriers far

surpassing those caused by mere linguistic inaccuracies, impacting everything from employment

opportunities to social networking.

The study of pronunciation attitudes is critically important because pronunciation, unlike grammar

or vocabulary, is often deeply entwined with social identity and group membership. When

listeners perceive an accent, they are simultaneously processing linguistic information and

categorizing the speaker based on perceived origin, educational background, and social status.

This instantaneous categorization heavily influences the listener's subsequent interaction style,

level of patience, and willingness to engage in effortful listening. Research consistently

demonstrates that attitudes are rarely neutral; rather, they are often polarized, reflecting deeply

ingrained societal prejudices. For instance, accents associated with high-status, inner-circle L2

communities (e.g., Parisian French or Received Pronunciation English) often elicit more positive

evaluations regarding perceived competence and intelligence, even when intelligibility levels are

comparable to those of lower-status accents. Conversely, accents linked to marginalized or

immigrant communities frequently trigger negative affective responses, leading to judgments of

lower professional capability or lower social desirability, irrespective of the speaker's actual

linguistic proficiency.

Furthermore, attitudes are dynamic and context-dependent, shifting based on the specific

interactional goals and the linguistic environment. In professional settings, attitudes often skew

toward demanding near-native fluency, driven by institutional norms and expectations of

seamless communication, even though research suggests that perfect nativeness is often an

impractical and unnecessary goal. In contrast, informal social settings might show greater

tolerance for phonetic variation, provided the speaker demonstrates genuine communicative effort
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and social warmth. The target language community's overall acceptance of linguistic diversity plays

a crucial role in shaping these prevailing attitudes. In multilingual societies where phonetic variation

is common, listeners often exhibit greater flexibility and reduced negative bias. However, in

monolingual environments or contexts focused heavily on linguistic standardization, attitudes tend

to be more rigid, placing undue pressure on L2 learners to neutralize their accent entirely. This

disparity highlights the need to study attitudes not just as individual psychological phenomena, but

as products of broader sociolinguistic policy and cultural expectations.

The Dichotomy of Intelligibility and Acceptability

A central tension in the study of L2 pronunciation attitudes revolves around the distinction between

intelligibility and acceptability. Intelligibility refers to the extent to which a listener can

successfully decode and understand the speaker's utterance, focusing purely on the functional

clarity of the message. Acceptability, however, relates to the listener's subjective judgment

regarding how pleasant, appropriate, or desirable the pronunciation is, often factoring in perceived

nativeness or deviation from a prescribed standard. While high intelligibility is fundamentally

necessary for effective communication, high acceptability is often tied directly to social and

affective evaluations, representing the listener's attitude toward the speaker's accent rather than

their ability to transmit meaning. Negative attitudes often arise not because the speaker is

incomprehensible, but because their accent violates the listener's expectation of how the language

'should' sound, leading to judgments of non-nativeness that trigger social bias.

The prioritization of acceptability over intelligibility is a powerful manifestation of implicit negative

attitudes, particularly among native speakers (NSs). While NSs often claim to value clear

communication, their evaluations frequently penalize non-native speakers (NNSs) who are highly

intelligible but possess noticeable foreign accents. Research using listener perception studies

demonstrates that listeners rate speakers with strong accents lower on scales of competence,

trustworthiness, and social attractiveness, even when they accurately comprehend 100% of the

utterance content. This phenomenon underscores that attitudes are often driven by social

distance and linguistic insecurity rather than actual communicative breakdowns. When listeners

hold negative preconceived notions about the speaker's social group, the accent serves as an

immediate marker, activating stereotypes that override objective assessments of linguistic skill.

Consequently, L2 learners often face a double burden: they must not only master the phonological

system sufficiently to be understood, but they must also manage the social perception associated

with their accent to be fully accepted.

Furthermore, the benchmark for acceptability is highly volatile and dependent upon the listener

group. Non-native speakers often demonstrate greater tolerance and higher acceptability ratings

for a wider range of accents compared to native speakers, particularly within lingua franca contexts

such as English as a Lingua Franca (ELF). NNS listeners, having experience navigating various
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accented forms, often focus primarily on successful message transmission, prioritizing functional

intelligibility. Conversely, NS listeners, accustomed to a narrower range of phonological variation,

may exhibit greater sensitivity to deviations from the standard, interpreting these deviations as

errors rather than variations. This discrepancy suggests that negative attitudes toward L2

pronunciation are often culturally specific and tied to notions of linguistic ownership and purity.

Addressing these deep-seated attitudes requires a pedagogical shift away from the unattainable

goal of native-like pronunciation toward models that emphasize communicative effectiveness

and mutual accommodation among diverse speakers.

Sociolinguistic and Affective Dimensions of Accent

The sociolinguistic dimensions of L2 pronunciation attitudes reveal how accent acts as a potent

social filter, mediating interactions and shaping perceived social hierarchy. An accent is rarely just

a collection of phonetic deviations; it is a powerful index of a speaker's history, geographic origin,

and potentially, their level of assimilation or integration into the target society. Negative attitudes

are frequently rooted in sociolinguistic stereotypes wherein specific accents are associated with

lower socioeconomic status, lack of education, or political marginalization. For example, in many

Western contexts, accents associated with certain immigrant groups are systematically rated lower

than accents associated with other, more socially privileged groups, even when the linguistic

features producing the accents are phonetically similar. This affective bias, often unconscious,

highlights how pronunciation attitudes are inextricably linked to macro-level societal dynamics of

power and prejudice.

Affective responses play a critical, often immediate, role in attitude formation. These emotional

reactions--feelings of irritation, amusement, curiosity, or suspicion--are triggered rapidly upon

hearing an accent and significantly influence the listener's engagement. When listeners experience

negative affective responses, they are prone to employ strategies that increase communicative

distance, such as speaking louder, simplifying their vocabulary, or terminating the interaction

prematurely. This phenomenon, known as foreigner talk divergence, is a behavioral

manifestation of negative affective attitudes, signaling to the NNS that their speech is perceived as

burdensome or deficient. These behaviors, while sometimes intended to facilitate communication,

often serve to reinforce the NNS speaker's status as an outsider, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy

where anxiety increases and performance diminishes.

The negotiation of identity through pronunciation is a key affective challenge for the L2 speaker.

Choosing to modify one's accent involves complex psychological calculations regarding loyalty to

one's native language (L1) community versus the desire for integration into the L2 community. For

some learners, maintaining a noticeable L1 accent is an act of identity preservation and

resistance against perceived cultural homogenization, reflecting a positive attitude toward their

linguistic heritage. For others, the pressure to achieve native-like pronunciation stems from a
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desire to reduce social stigma and achieve maximum social mobility, indicating a negative attitude

toward the limitations imposed by their accent. Teachers and researchers must acknowledge this

delicate balance, recognizing that demanding complete accent erasure can lead to psychological

distress and resistance, particularly when the learner feels their fundamental identity is being

challenged. Therefore, effective pedagogical approaches must treat pronunciation as a matter of

social negotiation rather than purely technical skill acquisition.

The Role of the Learner: Motivation and Self-Perception

Learner attitudes toward their own L2 pronunciation are crucial determinants of their effort and

eventual success. A learner's self-perception regarding their pronunciation ability, often termed

pronunciation self-concept, directly influences their willingness to practice, take risks in

speaking, and seek feedback. Learners who hold positive attitudes toward the possibility of

improving their accent, and who view variation as a normal part of the learning process, tend to be

more motivated and resilient in the face of communicative setbacks. Conversely, learners who

internalize negative societal attitudes--believing their accent is fundamentally flawed or

unchangeable--often exhibit high levels of speaking anxiety, leading to avoidance behaviors that

severely limit their exposure and practice opportunities. This phenomenon is often compounded by

the fact that phonetic features, being highly automatic, are difficult to monitor and correct

consciously, making the process of change feel slow and frustrating.

Motivation, particularly the framework of the Ideal L2 Self, strongly shapes learner attitudes toward

pronunciation goals. If a learner's idealized future self involves fluent, socially integrated

participation in the L2 community, they are likely to adopt a positive attitude toward the intensive

effort required for phonetic modification. However, the specific goal of pronunciation improvement

is often highly complex. Some learners are driven by integrative motivation, seeking to sound like

native speakers to foster closer social ties, while others are driven by instrumental motivation,

focusing solely on achieving sufficient clarity for professional purposes. A key challenge arises

when the learner's ideal L2 self conflicts with their perceived difficulty or the social cost of changing

their accent. If the perceived gain (social acceptance) is outweighed by the perceived cost (loss of

L1 identity or excessive effort), the learner's attitude toward pronunciation practice will become

negative or ambivalent, resulting in reduced effort.

Furthermore, learners' attitudes are highly susceptible to input from their immediate environment,

particularly the feedback received from instructors and peers. If instructors consistently prioritize

grammatical correction over pronunciation correction, learners may infer that pronunciation is of

secondary importance, leading to a diminished effort in that domain. Conversely, harsh or

excessively critical feedback regarding accent can generate performance anxiety, particularly in

high-stakes speaking situations. Positive learner attitudes are fostered when the learning

environment emphasizes comprehensibility first, treating phonetic errors not as markers of
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deficiency but as natural steps toward clearer communication. Encouraging learners to develop

metacognitive awareness of their own phonetic errors, coupled with constructive, non-judgmental

feedback, helps transform potentially negative attitudes associated with embarrassment into

proactive engagement with self-monitoring and self-correction strategies.

Instructor Beliefs and Pedagogical Implications

The attitudes of L2 instructors toward pronunciation teaching profoundly impact classroom practice

and learner outcomes. Many instructors, often due to their own training backgrounds, harbor

implicit beliefs that pronunciation is less important than grammar or vocabulary, or that it is simply

too difficult and time-consuming to teach effectively. This results in a phenomenon known as the

pronunciation teaching gap, where instructors acknowledge the importance of pronunciation in

theory but dedicate minimal class time to explicit instruction in practice. This negative attitude

toward the feasibility of pronunciation instruction often stems from the legacy belief that only

children can achieve native-like fluency, discouraging effort among adult learners. Consequently,

pronunciation is often relegated to brief, remedial activities or is only addressed incidentally during

communicative tasks, reinforcing the learner's perception that accent refinement is secondary to

linguistic accuracy.

A critical factor influencing instructor attitudes is the adherence to the Native Speaker Ideal (NSI).

Many instructors, particularly those trained in traditional methods, hold the implicit attitude that the

goal of pronunciation instruction must be the eradication of foreign accent markers in favor of a

specific, often idealized, native standard. This attitude can be detrimental, leading to the

overcorrection of features that do not impede intelligibility and generating unnecessary anxiety for

learners. As research increasingly supports the communicative viability of World Englishes and

Lingua Franca models, instructor attitudes must evolve to embrace a more pluralistic view. Positive

pedagogical attitudes now emphasize teaching the segmental and suprasegmental features critical

for intelligibility (e.g., stress, rhythm, and intonation) rather than focusing exclusively on achieving

perfect native-like phonetic articulation, which is often unattainable and culturally inappropriate for

many learners.

To foster positive pedagogical attitudes, teacher training must explicitly address the sociolinguistic

dimensions of accent and challenge implicit biases. Instructors need to be equipped with the

knowledge that negative listener attitudes are often socially constructed and that their role is to

empower learners to navigate these social realities, not just to drill isolated sounds. Effective

training shifts the instructor's attitude from that of a "pronunciation police officer" to a

"communication coach." This involves developing skills in diagnosing phonological errors that

actually hinder meaning and providing feedback that is encouraging and focused on functional

improvement. Furthermore, instructors should cultivate an attitude of linguistic tolerance within the

classroom, encouraging learners to appreciate the diversity of L2 accents and explicitly discussing
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how stereotypes related to accent can impede communication, thus preparing learners to interact

successfully in a diverse global context.

Methodological Approaches to Assessing Attitudes

Assessing attitudes toward L2 pronunciation requires sophisticated methodological tools, given

that attitudes are often implicit, socially sensitive, and difficult to articulate directly. Researchers

commonly employ a combination of direct and indirect measures to capture the cognitive, affective,

and behavioral dimensions of these evaluations. Direct measures include standardized surveys,

questionnaires, and interviews, which explicitly ask participants about their beliefs regarding L2

accents, their preference for native versus non-native speakers, and their perceived importance of

pronunciation accuracy. While easy to administer, the major limitation of direct measures is their

susceptibility to the social desirability bias, where participants report attitudes they believe are

socially acceptable rather than their true feelings, often leading to falsely positive reports of

tolerance and acceptance.

To circumvent the limitations of self-report, researchers frequently utilize indirect measures, most

notably the Matched-Guise Technique (MGT), pioneered by Lambert and colleagues. In the

MGT, listeners evaluate the same speaker presenting the same content, but in two or more

different accents or languages (the 'guises'). Since the linguistic content and voice quality remain

constant, any variation in listener evaluation regarding traits like intelligence, competence,

friendliness, or hiring potential must be attributed solely to the accent itself. The MGT is highly

effective in revealing subtle, implicit, and often negative attitudes that listeners might consciously

deny holding, thereby providing robust evidence of sociolinguistic bias linked to accent. This

technique has been instrumental in demonstrating how accents associated with lower social status

consistently lead to negative personality trait attribution, regardless of the speaker's actual

performance.

Other critical methodologies include listener perception studies and behavioral observation.

Listener perception studies involve presenting participants with controlled phonetic stimuli (e.g.,

minimal pairs or short sentences) and asking them to rate the clarity, pleasantness, or degree of

accent. These studies often isolate specific phonetic variables (e.g., vowel quality, aspiration) to

determine which features trigger the most significant negative attitudes, helping researchers

identify the phonetic 'hotspots' of social prejudice. Behavioral observation, though less common,

involves monitoring actual interactional patterns, such as measuring the duration of speech turns,

the frequency of clarification requests, or non-verbal cues (e.g., eye contact, body language) when

listeners interact with accented speakers. By triangulating data from surveys, MGT results, and

behavioral observations, researchers can construct a comprehensive picture of how attitudes

toward L2 pronunciation function across cognitive, affective, and interactional domains.
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Policy, Curriculum, and the Standardization of Pronunciation

Institutional attitudes, embedded within educational policy and curriculum design, exert a powerful

influence on how L2 pronunciation is valued and taught. Historically, language curricula have been

built upon the institutional attitude that the only legitimate target model is the native speaker,

typically prioritizing a specific regional dialect (e.g., General American or British RP). This rigid

standardization reflects an institutionalized negative attitude toward variation, implying that non-

native accents are inherently deficient. This policy translates into assessment systems that

penalize deviations from the standard, placing undue pressure on both teachers and students to

pursue an often unattainable level of phonetic accuracy, particularly concerning low-impact

segmental features that do not affect intelligibility.

The rise of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) has challenged these traditional institutional

attitudes, necessitating a shift toward more flexible and inclusive pedagogical goals. The ELF

perspective promotes the positive attitude that intelligibility among non-native speakers is the

primary goal, recognizing that the majority of L2 interactions occur between NNSs. Curricular

changes reflecting this attitude emphasize core phonological features that are crucial for mutual

comprehension, such as stress, rhythm, and clear articulation of key consonant distinctions, while

accepting variation in features that are known to be non-critical for intelligibility (e.g., certain vowel

reductions). This policy shift acknowledges that maintaining a noticeable accent is not a barrier to

successful global communication, provided the speaker adheres to essential intelligibility criteria.

To effectively integrate these progressive attitudes into policy, educational institutions must

undertake a systematic review of assessment practices. If official language proficiency tests

continue to heavily weight phonetic accuracy based on the NSI, the negative institutional attitude

toward accent variation will persist, regardless of changes in classroom instruction. Adopting

assessment criteria that explicitly prioritize functional clarity and communicative effectiveness

over native-like phonetic detail is essential. Furthermore, policy must support teacher professional

development that explicitly addresses unconscious bias against certain accents, thereby fostering

a widespread positive institutional attitude that values linguistic diversity and recognizes the

legitimacy of successful communication across a spectrum of accented speech.

Mitigating Negative Attitudes and Future Research

Mitigating pervasive negative attitudes toward L2 pronunciation requires targeted intervention

strategies aimed at both listeners and learners. For listeners (especially native speakers),

interventions should focus on raising awareness of implicit bias and the sociolinguistic roots of

accent prejudice. Exposure studies, where listeners are systematically exposed to highly intelligible

but strongly accented speech, can help desensitize listeners to phonetic variation, encouraging

them to focus on message content rather than accent deviation. Education campaigns
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emphasizing the global reality of language use--where accented speech is the norm rather than the

exception--can challenge the NSI and promote an attitude of linguistic accommodation,

encouraging listeners to take responsibility for effortful listening.

For L2 learners, attitude mitigation involves fostering resilience and shifting the focus from accent

reduction to strategic communication competence. Learners should be explicitly taught that

negative listener reactions are often social, not linguistic, failures, empowering them to manage

interactions confidently. Pedagogical interventions should focus on developing the learner's ability

to self-monitor and correct only those phonetic features that genuinely impede intelligibility, thereby

reducing anxiety associated with the pursuit of impossible perfection. Strategies such as recording

and analyzing one's own speech, coupled with positive reinforcement for improvements in clarity,

help to build a positive self-concept regarding pronunciation ability, transforming negative attitudes

of self-consciousness into proactive strategies for improvement.

Future research in attitudes toward L2 pronunciation must expand beyond the traditional focus on

native speaker evaluations to thoroughly investigate attitudes within diverse multilingual contexts.

Key areas for investigation include:

Inter-NNS Attitudes: How do non-native speakers evaluate and form attitudes toward the accents

of other non-native speakers, particularly within specific professional or academic settings?

The Role of Technology: How do attitudes toward pronunciation change when communication is

mediated by technology (e.g., video conferencing, voice assistants), and how does automated

pronunciation feedback influence learner motivation?

Neurolinguistic Correlates: Utilizing neuroimaging techniques to understand the cognitive and

affective processing differences when listeners encounter familiar versus unfamiliar L2 accents,

providing deeper insight into the biological basis of attitude formation.

Longitudinal Attitude Tracking: Developing studies that track attitude development in both

learners and listeners over extended periods to understand how exposure, proficiency gains, and

social integration correlate with shifts in pronunciation tolerance and preference.ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
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