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1. Introduction

Accent and intelligibility are inextricably linked. 
Based on my observations of GMS students in the 
‘Listening Skills and Strategies’ (LSS) classroom, I 
have found that many have trouble understanding 
utterances that use unfamiliar sound patterns from 
those to which they are accustomed, something also 
found in the research of Kachi  (2004) and Tsuzuki 
and Nakamura (2009). Thus, the more familiar lis-
teners are with a particular accent, the easier it is 
for them to recognize its speech patterns, which in 
turn increases the likelihood that the speaker will be 
understood. (Smith, 1992). 

Bradlow and Pisoni (1999) discovered that non-
native speakers (NNSs) have more diffi culty than 
native speakers (NSs) in understanding lexically 
diffi cult words, particularly at a fast speech rate. 
This said, familiarity is a multi-faceted concept 
which is infl uenced by a number of subjective fac-
tors (see section three). The current study investi-

gates GMS students’ intelligibility and acceptability 
of four different Northern England accents.

2. Defi nition of Key Terms

2.1  Accent
When students tell me I speak with an accent, my 

usual response is something like “Well, don’t we 
all?” What they are really saying, of course, is that 
my accent – the pronunciation, stress and intona-
tion (segmental and suprasegmental aspects) of my 
speech - is different to theirs, and, more likely in the 
case of GMS students since they are Japanese and 
I am British, that it is unfamiliar to them or, as one 
student put it, ‘just weird’.

2.1.1 Segmental Aspects
The intelligibility of English segmental aspects 

may be diffi cult for Japanese students because there 
are fi fteen vowel sounds in English and only fi ve in 
Japanese (Kenworthy, 1987).
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Similarly, English has more consonant sounds 
than Japanese (Avery and Ehrlich, 1992). Indeed, 
Japanese contains no affricates, and also has a lower 
number of fricatives compared to English. /f/, /v/, 
/θ /, /ð/, / ʃ /, / ʒ /, /ʧ/, and /ʤ/ do not exist in the 
Japanese consonantal system. Because of the high-
er number of consonants in English and the way 
they are distributed, this enables a higher number 
of open and closed syllables to be made: CV, CVC 
CCVC, CCVCC, CCCVCC. Riney and Anderson-
Hsieh (1993) say this has immense implications for 
the Japanese learner of English because Japanese, 
which is restricted to open syllables, allows neither 
a word to end with a consonant nor initial and fi nal 
consonant clusters.

2.1.2 Suprasegmental Features
Some suprasegmental aspects of English may 

also appear unintelligible to Japanese students. Jap-
anese is a syllable-timed language whereas English 
is stress-timed. The time it takes to say a sentence 
in English depends on the number of syllables that 
receive stress, not on the total number of syllables 
(Avery & Ehrlich, 1992). In Japanese, then, syl-
lables occur at regular intervals, and the amount 
of time it takes to say a sentence depends on the 
number of syllables in the sentence, rather than the 
number of stressed syllables. Stressed syllables in 
English tend to be marked by enunciating longer 
and louder vowels. In Japanese, however, syllable 
stress is achieved merely by enunciating vowels at 
a higher pitch. This notion of stress also affects the 
use of the schwa (ə); should heavy stress be placed 
on a particular single vowel or syllable in a word, 
other vowels or syllables within that word appear 
less signifi cant and their reduction process is facili-
tated.

2.2 Intelligibility
Smith and Nelson (1986:334) suggest that intel-

ligibility encompasses three separate components:
 • intelligibility: word / utterance recognition
 • comprehensibility: word / utterance meaning 

(locutionary force)
 • interpretability: meaning behind word / utter-

ance (illocutionary force)

If intelligibility is the recognition of words, then 
comprehensibility is the understanding of the lo-
cutionary force of those words. Comprehensibility 
is not only dependent on intelligibility, but on the 
linguistic competence of the interlocutors and the 
context in which the utterance occurs. However, as 
Komar (1995) discovered, NNSs often ignore the 
context, instead focusing on individual words. 

Interpretability is more subjective than intelligi-
bility and comprehensibility as it draws on individ-
ual interlocutors’ linguistic ecologies. It is therefore 
often diffi cult to ascertain whether interpretability 
has been achieved, largely due to the opaqueness 
of the interlocutor’s intentions. Thus, no attempt is 
made in the current research to measure interpret-
ability objectively.

2.3 Acceptability
The notion of acceptability is even more subjec-

tive than that of intelligibility. In addition to con-
sidering whose speech appears acceptable to whom, 
(discussed in section fi ve), the idea of subconscious 
attitudes and human judgement toward and between 
the interlocutors comes into play. Such judgements 
might include any number of characteristics includ-
ing ‘intelligent’, ‘kind’ ‘patient’ or ‘shy’.

2.3.1 Factors Affecting Acceptability
Prior exposure to accents form part of the lis-

tener’s linguistic background. Jenkins (2001) posits 
that exposure to a range of accents increases one’s 
profi ciency as a hearer, thus increasing the number 
of accents which appear acceptable. Acceptability, 
therefore, is  infl uenced by a number of subjective 
factors, discussed in the following sections.

2.3.2  Linguistic Background and History
The languages, accents and dialects to which one 

has been exposed or has learnt forms their linguistic 
background. 

Although we can, to a certain extent, expect 
speakers from the same geographical location to 
share a linguistic background, there can be no de-
nying that these backgrounds are themselves infl u-
enced by a number of factors including education, 
time spent overseas and friendship/peer groups). 
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One’s associations and experiences of particular 
accents is also an important factor. For example, if 
a student has only ever experienced a teacher who 
spoke with a Cockney accent, and the student failed 
that teacher’s class, then the student may attach neg-
ative associations to all speakers with a similar ac-
cent.  One’s linguistic history is very idiosyncratic, 
thus making it diffi cult to study empirically.

2.3.3 Cultural Background
One’s accent, paralinguistic features (i.e. turn-

taking, intonation and awareness of personal space) 
and terms of expression (i.e. thanking, apologizing 
and greetings) may be infl uenced by one’s cultural 
background. In Japan, for example, many women 
speak in a high, soft voice in order to appear more 
feminine, but in the UK, women may want to ap-
pear more masculine because of the positive traits 
associated with masculinity such as assertiveness 
and strength. 

2.3.4 Upbringing
Children are sometimes admonished by parents 

and teachers for their use of non-standard features 
such as double negatives (“I don’t want no car-
rots!”) or the dropping of letters from words (“Wha’ 
the ‘ell are you doin’?”). Thus, the prescriptive at-
titude of the hearer, rather than the descriptive at-
titude of the speaker may be an important factor in 
the formation of judgements when deciding what is 
acceptable or not. 

2.3.5 Tolerance
A higher level of exposure to different cultures 

and linguistic variation should, in theory, result in a 
heightened understanding of different norms and the 
ability to adapt more easily to listener and speaker 
roles like those discussed in 2.3.3. In addition to be-
ing infl uenced by cultural and linguistic exposure, 
tolerance and adaptability depend to some extent on 
one’s personality.

3. The Formulation of Assumptions and Their 
Role in Acceptability

As has been illustrated, the notions of intelligibil-

ity and acceptability are highly subjective – at least 
when naturally occurring speech is concerned – but 
the notion of acceptability is even more so. In con-
sidering whose speech appears acceptable to whom, 
the idea of conscious and subconscious attitudes 
come into play, which are made based on a speak-
er’s accent and voice quality. Therefore, assump-
tions about qualities such as the speaker’s ethnicity, 
origins, intelligence, social status, personality and 
attractiveness will be made by the listener, thus sug-
gesting that the speaker does not even need to be 
seen in order for the listener to make these assump-
tions. If the listener forms a positive image of the 
speaker in their mind, the likelihood that the listener 
will accept what the speaker is saying is higher. 
Similarly, the hearer will reject what the speaker is 
saying if the image formed is not a positive one. 

Rubin and Smith’s (1990) experiment in which 
a recording of a lecture was played to students in 
an American university illustrates this. While the 
recording was being played, they were shown a 
photo of the supposed lecturer. The same lecture 
was played to different groups of students, but dif-
ferent photos were shown; an Asian lecturer and 
a Caucasian lecturer. The degree to which the stu-
dents attributed a ‘strong’ accent to the recording 
was directly related to the ethnicity of the lecturer in 
the photo. Despite both recordings being exactly the 
same, the students viewing the picture of the Asian 
lecturer rated the recording as ‘more foreign’ and 
having a ‘stronger accent’, compared to the students 
viewing the picture of the Caucasian lecturer. Fur-
thermore, the students who were shown the photo 
of the Asian lecturer also demonstrated a lower 
understanding of the lecture in a comprehension 
task. This highlights the fact that both the conscious 
and subconscious assumptions and judgements one 
makes infl uence intelligibility.

4. NNSs as Judges of Intelligibility and Accept-
ability

Traditionally, NSs of Kachru’s inner-circle – the 
perceived gate-keepers of the English language – 
were the only speakers of English deemed eligible to 
make judges about intelligibility, a concept termed 
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‘the interlocutor myth’ by Kachru (1994:13). Giv-
en the fact that there are now three times as many 
people who speak English as a second or additional 
language than speak it is their fi rst (Crystal (1997), 
I argue that it would make more sense for NNSs to 
judge what is intelligible and acceptable, especially 
in Japan where there is a push for kokusaika, and a 
growing use of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF). 
Indeed, as a result of the ever-expanding global 
population of NNSs, Nelson (1992) proposed that 
both NSs and NNSs should ignore inner-circle eth-
nocentric views on how English should be used and 
spoken in international interaction. Furthermore, 
Munro et al (2006:114) suggest: 

“there is no priori reason to assume that native 
listeners’ responses are representative of the reac-
tions that might come from the target linguistic 
community; nor is there any reason to suggest 
that the evaluations of native listeners are inher-
ently more valid or meaningful than those of any 
other group.”
Therefore, as teachers not just of English, but 

English for global communication, we need to learn 
about the realistic usage of English by describing 
and teaching frequent varieties of English.

Seidhofer (2004) stresses the need for corpus-
based analyses of authentic English usage in order 
to develop adequate teaching materials for the use 
of English in the listening classroom. Thus, we need 
to heed Scales et al. (2006:735) advice:

“Instead of a single pronunciation model, Eng-
lish language learners could hear, analyze and 
compare key features among a variety of accents. 
Such an approach would address both intelligi-
bility and listening comprehension, increasing 
communicative fl exibility and respect for accent 
diversity”.
As it stands now, many of the audio and visual 

texts used in a number of other universities are of-
ten the mass-market, materials produced by inter-
national ELT publishers. I argue that the adoption 
of authentic texts such as TV programmes, podcasts 
or other authentic media would be more worthwhile 
if students are to be exposed to ‘real’ language, and 
indeed befi tting for students of a global media facul-
ty. In addition, I believe that activities based on the 

audio or visual texts should not always involve the 
testing of comprehension, which is often the norm, 
but should get students using the language to talk 
about language.

5. Previous Approaches to Measuring Intelligi-
bility

By far the most common method of measuring 
intelligibility has been the orthographical dicta-
tion of utterances, the number of those correctly 
transcribed being the index of speech intelligibil-
ity (Brodkey, 1972; Derwing & Munro, 1997; Bent 
& Bradlow, 2003. Other approaches, identifi ed by 
Munro et al (2006:112) are also commonly used by 
teachers to assess intelligibility, including listen-
ing comprehension tests. (Anderson-Hsieh & Koe-
hler, 1988), cloze tests (Smith & Rafi qzad, 1979), 
recounting (Perlmutter, 1989), and truth value 
judgment (Munro & Derwing, 1995). Indeed, all 
of these are very commonly used by GMS teach-
ers who teach the ‘Listening Skills and Strategies’ 
(LSS) course. 

6. Features of East Lancashire, Barnsley, 
Scouse and Mancunian Accents

The following sections do not cover all phenom-
ena of the accents concerned. They do, however, 
illustrate the most striking differences when com-
pared with RP, the so-called standard accent of Eng-
land to which a certain prestige is attached.

6.1 Features of East Lancashire Accent
Vowel shifts are not uncommon in the East Lan-

cashire accent. For example, certain words such as 
‘with’ and ‘in’ tend to be shortened to ‘wi’’ and ‘i’’ 
respectively. 
Vowels also tend to be pronounced differently:

RP English East Lancashire
/æ/ as in 'had' /a/
/ɑː/ as in 'hard' /aːr/
/aʊ/ as in 'house' /əʏ/, /aː/ or /aʊ/
/eɪ/ as in 'hay' /eː/
/eə/ as in 'bear' /ɛr/
/aɪ/ as in 'hide' /ɑː/ or /aɪ
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/əʊ/as in 'coat' /oː/
/ʌ/ as in 'bud' /ʊ/
/uː/ as in 'boo' /ʏː/ or /uː/
/ʊə/ as in 'cure' /uːər/
able 1:  Selected pronunciation of vowel sounds in East 

Lancashire

The ‘nurse-square merger’, whereby both ‘nurse’ 
and ‘square’ are pronounced with /ɜː/ is prevalent 
in East Lancashire. In areas that border Yorkshire, 
it is more likely for ‘there’, ‘where’ and ‘swear’, to 
be pronounced with /ɪə/, thus rhyming with ‘here’.  
Words that end ‘–ight’,  for example ‘sight’, ‘might’ 
and ‘fi ght’ are pronounced /siːt/, /miːt/, /fi ːt/. Some 
areas pronounce ‘fi ght’ and ‘right’ with an /ei/ 
vowel, a split that is sometimes found in Barnsley 
(see below). The grapheme <oo> in words such as 
‘look’, ‘book’, and ‘hook’ can be pronounced with 
/uː/. 

The East Lancashire accent is unique among 
those under investigation in the current research as 
far as rhoticity is concerned, as the closer one moves 
toward Manchester or Liverpool, the less frequent it 
becomes. Previously, ‘open’ would have been pro-
nounced as ‘oppen’, ‘spoken’ as ‘spokken’, ‘broken’ 
as ‘brokken’, and so on. This pronunciation is now 
uncommon among the younger population of East 
Lancashire, although it remains relatively common 
in West Yorkshire (see below). Traditionally, a /t/ 
was replaced with an /r/; as in ‘Bob is gerring berrer 
and berrer day by day’. Amongst the younger gen-
eration, /t/ tends to be replaced with a glottal stop. 

Finally, the defi nite article ‘the’ is reduced to‘t’ 
or glottalled.

Standard English employs a mixed use of ‘was’ 
and ‘were’, as in ‘He was busy, so we didn’t stay 
long’ and ‘They were busy, so we didn’t stay long’. 
East Lancashire, however, tends to use ‘were’ in all 
cases, as in ‘He were busy…’.  Finally, there are 
two areas of phonology which have changed over 
time in the region. 

A feature of Old English still prominent in the 
East Lancashire dialect is the third person ‘she’ ren-
dered as ‘‘er’ (her) as in ‘‘Er at number 26 is a funny 
one’.

6.2 Features of Barnsley Accent
The Barnsley accent is non-rhotic meaning /r/ is 

only pronounced at the beginning of a syllable and 
between vowels, but not at the end of a syllable, so 
‘butter’, for example, would sound like ‘buttuh’ (/
bʊtə/).
Certain vowels are also pronounced differently:

RP English Barnsley

/ʊ/ as in ‘none’ /ɒ/

/eɪ/ as in 'bay' /eː/ or /ɛː/

/eɪ/ with -gh- in the 
spelling as in ‘weight’ 

/ɛɪ/

/eɪ/ with –ake at the end 
as in ‘make’

/ɛː/

/əʊ/ as in ‘coat’ /oː/ or /ɔː/

If a close vowel pre-
cedes /l/ as in ‘ill’  (/iːl/)

a schwa might be in-
serted resulting in ‘/iəl/’

When /e/ precedes /r/ in 
a stressed syllable, as in 
‘very’

/e/ can become /ə/ as in 
/vərɪ/

/aʊ/ as in ‘mouth’ /aː/

Prefi xes more likely to be 
stressed than in other ac-
cents, as in ‘concern’  (/
kənˈsɜːn/)

/kɒnˈsɜːn/ 

Table 2:  Select pronunciations of vowel sounds in 
Barnsley

There are also differences concerning conso-
nants. An originally voiced consonant followed by 
a voiceless one can be pronounced as voiceless. A 
prime example is the substitution of /b/ with /p/ in 
‘absolutely’ so that it becomes ‘apsolutely’. The 
fi nal /ŋ/ sound as in ‘singing’ is often reduced to 
/n/, although it can be argued that this is the case in 
many dialects. Similarly, h-dropping is also a fairly 
common occurrence, especially among the working 
classes. Final stops /d, t/ and fricatives /f, θ and ð/, 
especially in function words are often omitted so 
that ‘with’, for example, becomes ‘wi’. Likewise, 
a glottal stop may also be used to replace /k/ so that 
‘like’ becomes /laɪʔ/) at the end of a syllable. 

Like the East Lancashire accent, the Barnsley ac-
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cent also reduces the defi nite article from ’the’ to 
‘t’’. Informal Yorkshire speech is considered to con-
tain a higher number of contracted negatives than 
other accents of English.
The following table illustrates these forms:

Word Primary 
Contraction

Secondary
Contraction

isn't ɪznt ɪnt
wasn't wɒznt wɒnt
doesn't dʊznt dʊnt
didn't dɪdnt dɪnt
couldn't kʊdnt kʊnt
shouldn't ʃʊdnt ʃʊnt
wouldn't wʊdnt wʊnt
oughtn't ɔːtnt ɔːnt
needn't niːdnt niːnt
mightn't maɪtnt maɪnt
hasn't aznt ant
hadn't adnt ant
Table 3: Contracted negatives in Yorkshire English

Some of the most common dialect words are ‘owt’ 
and ‘nowt’, pronounced /aʊt/ and /naʊt/ in North 
Yorkshire, but as /ɔʊt/ and /nɔʊt/ in other parts, and 
meaning ‘anything’ and ‘nothing’. Other examples 
of dialect words include ‘aye’ (‘yes’), ‘nay’ (‘no’), 
‘anyroad’ (‘anyway’) and afore (before). 

Nouns describing units of value, weight, distance 
and height have no plural marker, as in: ‘The junc-
tion we wanted was ten mile back’. 

‘Were’ is often used in place of ‘was’ when con-
nected to a singular pronoun, as in ‘I were tired yes-
terday’. ‘While’ is often used in the sense of ‘until’ 
as in ‘I’ll wait for you while three, but then I have to 
pick Jack up from school’.

As in many non-standard dialects, double nega-
tives are common as are cases of the relative clause 
being ‘what’ rather than ‘that’, as in ‘You’ll never 
believe the things what I’ve seen’. Alternatively 
there may be no relative clause, as in ‘I’ve an ex-
boyfriend lives there’.

6.3 Features of Scouse Accent
Scouse, an accent associated with Merseyside 

and the city of Liverpool is highly distinctive and 
bears few similarities between its bordering regions.  
Similarly, it is unique in Northern England in that 
in certain contexts a fast, highly accented manner 
of speech, with a range of rising and falling tones 

is used.
The Scouse accent has changed over the years, 

with that of the pre-1950’s being a Lancashire-Irish 
hybrid. Indeed, Irish infl uences include the pronun-
ciation of the letter “H” as /heɪtʃ/ and the second-
person plural (you) as ‘youse/yous/use’ /juːz/. The 
loss of dental fricatives, /ð/ and /θ/, is also thought 
to be as a result of Irish infl uence. They were re-
alised as /d/ and /t/ respectively. However, many 
younger Scousers realise them as labiodental frica-
tives as in:
 • /θ/ becomes /f/ in all environments. /θɪŋk/ be-

comes /fɪŋk/ for ‘think’./
 • /ð/ becomes /v/ in all environments except 

word-initially, in which case it  
 becomes /d/. /dɪðə/ becomes /dɪvɛ/ for”dither”; 

/ðəʊ/ becomes /dəʊ/ for 
 ‘though.’

Finally, as far as the Irish infl uence is concerned, 
the use of ‘me’ instead of ‘my’ is another example 
as in:  “Hey! Is that me pint you’re drinking?”

Since the 1950s, however, the accent has evolved 
and is no longer considered a hybrid. Huge changes 
have occurred in the way vowels are pronounced, as 
illustrated by the following table:

RP English Old Scouse Modern Scouse
/ɜː/ as in 'fur' /ɜː/ /ɛː/
/ɛə/ as in 'square' /ɜː/ /ɛː/
/riːd/ as in 'read' /iː/ /iːi̯/
/sliːp/ as in 'sleep' /iː/ /i/
/bʌtə/ as in 'butter' /bʊtə/ /bʊtɛ/
/fɔːks/ as in 'forks' /fɔːx/ /fɔːx/
/bɑːθ/ as in 'bath’ /bɑf/ /baf/
Table 4: Vowel Pronunciations in Scouse English

Scouse, like the Barnsley accent is non-rhotic.
Dialect features include:

 • The use of ‘giz’ instead of ‘give us’ (which 
usually actually means ‘give me’), as in ‘Giz a 
tenner mate.’.

 • The use of the term ‘made up’ to portray the 
feeling of happiness or joy in something. For 
example, ‘I’m made up for you, Katie’.

 • The terms ‘sound’ and ‘boss’ are used in many 
ways, the most common being as a positive 
adjective such as ‘The Rolling Stones concert 
was sound’ meaning it was good. It is used to 
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answer questions such as:
A: How are you?
B: I’m boss. You?

6.4 Features of Mancunian Accent
The Mancunian accent has little in common with 

many of its bordering areas. This said, it is thought 
to have developed from the old Lancastrian accents, 
and was infl uenced by the huge numbers of immi-
grants introduced to the city during the Industrial 
Revolution, when the cities of Salford and Man-
chester became a port due to the building of the 
Manchester Ship Canal. 

A prime example of the uniqueness of the Man-
cunian accent compared to neighbouring areas is the 
over-enunciation of vowel sounds when compared 
to the fl attened sounds of neighbouring areas. This 
is also noticeable with words ending in /er/ such as 
‘fi ver’ (pronounced ‘fi vah’). 

Other notable differences in the pronunciation of 
vowels in the Mancunian accent are illustrated in 
the following table:

RP English Mancunian
/ʊ/as in ‘put’, ‘good’, ‘should’,
‘wolf’, ‘cut’, ‘blood’,
‘enough’, ‘money’, ‘does’       

/ʊ/

/ɑː/ as in ‘bath’, ‘laugh’ /a/
/ɑː/ when followed by /m/ or 
/n/ as the fi rst consonant in a 
consonant cluster, as in ‘ex-
ample’

/a/

/ʌ/ as in ‘one’, ‘nothing’, 
‘none’, ‘once’

/ʌ/ or /ʊ/

/uː/ as in ‘tune’, ‘blue’, 
‘moon’, ‘who’, ‘group’ ‘new’

/uː/ for words with 
<oo> grapheme if 
followed by a <k>.

Table 5:  Noticeable differences in the pronunciation of 
Mancunian English

Traditionally, the Manchester area was known for 
glottal reinforcement of the consonants /k/, /p/ and 
/t/, which bears similarities to some accents in the 
north-east of England.

In unstressed prefi xes such as con- (com-), ex- 
and ad-, a full rather than a reduced vowel would 
tend to be used: 

/ɒ/ (rather than /ə/) in ‘computer’ 
/e/ (rather than /ɪ/) in ‘experiment’ 

/a/ (rather than /ə/) in ‘advice’
Furthermore, it is not uncommon for /ɪ/ to be used 

in words ending with the graphemes <y> or <ee>, 
especially in words where the vowel is unstressed 
and with no consonant following, for example: 
‘lovely’ and ‘coffee’ and the -ly morpheme, as in 
‘happily’. 

The phenomena of h-dropping as seen in the 
Barnsley accent can also be found in the Mancunian 
accent.

Finally, <ng> would, for many speakers, often 
represent /ŋɡ/ (not the velar nasal /ŋ/), i.e. it would 
end in a /ɡ/ as in: ‘sing’ (/sɪŋɡ/), ‘singer’ (/sɪŋɡə/) 
and ‘singing’ (/sɪŋɡɪŋɡ /).

7. The Current Study

In an attempt to rectify the controversies high-
lighted in sections 1-5, three seven-minute excerpts 
of Coronation Street, a British soap opera, were 
used to assess respondents’ intelligibility of four ac-
cents of British English, namely East Lancashire (as 
spoken by the actress who plays ‘Hayley’), Barns-
ley (as spoken by the actress who plays ‘Becky’) 
Scouse (as spoken by the actor who plays ‘Lloyd’) 
and Mancunian (as spoken by the actor who plays 
‘Steve’). Coronation Street is a fi ctional represen-
tation of life in Salford, a real-life town of Man-
chester, so the accents chosen, despite being from 
a fairly small geographical range, even accounting 
for the diaspora which has occurred, are typical of 
the accents that may be found in the area. Figure 1, 
illustrates where each of the four accents originate.

Figure 1:  Map of England showing location of the ac-
cents of English in this study
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7.1 Method of Data Collection
Respondents were asked to transcribe a total of 

20 tokens and three dialectal phrases for each of 
the speakers (twelve phrases in total). They were 
also asked to complete a questionnaire regarding 
their attitudes toward the acceptability of each ac-
cent. 25 freshmen (nineteen females and six males, 
none of whom had ever visited the UK), who all 
formed the researchers Listening Skills and Strate-
gies (LSS) class in the faculty of GMS completed 
the tasks. Tokens were selected from the videos 
which were judged to be both characteristic of each 
region’s speech and having the potential to cause 
confusion or misunderstanding. Each of the tokens 
were played back to the respondents three times be-
fore moving onto the next token. There was a fi ve 
second pause between each repetition of tokens and 
fi fteen seconds between each phrase repetition, giv-
ing the respondents time to listen and write down 
what they had heard. In transcribing the tokens, an 
increasing amount of disambiguating contextual 
information was included on each successive rep-
etition. All students completed the activity in the 
same lesson. The twenty tokens and twelve phrases 
chosen are listed below along with their phonetic 
spelling. All of the tokens are on the New Gener-
al Service List, a list of important high frequency 
vocabulary words for second language learners of 
English (Browne 2013). Tokens 1-5 were spoken by 
the East Lancashire speaker, 6-10 by the Barnsley 
speaker, 11-15 by the Scouse speaker and 16-20 by 
the Mancunian speaker.

Token Orthographic 
Transcription

Phonetic 
Transcription 

(RP)
1. dancer /dænsæ/ /dɑːnsə/
2. house /aʊs/ /haʊs/
3. coat /kɜːt/ /kəʊt/
4. taking /tekin/ /teɪkɪŋ/
5. up /ʊp/ /ʌp/
6. doesn’t she /dʌnʃi/ /dʌznt ʃhi/
7. myself /mɪself/ /maɪself/
8. mum /mæm/ /mʌm/
9. late /leət/ /leɪt/
10. while /weɪʊl/ /waɪl/
11. me /me/ /miː/
12. I’m /eɪm/ /aɪm/

13. were /wə/ /wɜː/
14. sure /ʃuːər/ /ʃʊə/
15. one /ən/ /wʌn/
16. square /skwɜː/ /skweə/
17. butter /bʊtə/ /bʌtə/
18. sleep /slɪp/ /sliːp/
19. laugh /læf/ /lɑːf/
20. comb /kɜːm/ /kəʊm/
Table 6: Tokens used in the current study

East
Lancashire

Yer neither use nor ornament stood 
there.
Give over, ya daft ‘apeth!
Did I ‘eck as like.

Barnsley It were you what pulled me back 
from t’brink
We’ll tek us chances, ta luv.
If we was in a ring, ref woulda 
stopped it long since.

Scouse Ey up!
I wouldn’t risk my best togs on that 
scuzzy chair!
Le’s get some brekky inside us.

Mancunian Couple a bacon butties, please Roy.
Softly, softly catchee monkey.
Get a wiggle on, babe.

Table 7: Dialectal phrases used in the current study

8. Questionnaire Design

The questionnaires respondents were asked to 
complete the ‘token-bleep test’: (1-3 is repeated to 
20). The following is a translation from the Japa-
nese explanation given to students:

Write down the word you hear. You will hear 
each word three times. Each time, there will be 
an increased amount of information before the 
bleep. If you are able to answer question 1, you 
do not need to answer question 2 and 3. If you 
are able to answer question 2, you do not need 
to answer question 3. If you are unable to an-
swer any question, please do not write anything. 
There are twenty words and twelve phrases. This 
activity will take approximately fi fteen minutes.
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1. What word did you hear after the fi rst bleep?
2. What word did you hear after the double bleep?
3. What word did you hear after the triple bleep?
Figure 2:  The fi rst questionnaire respondents were 

asked to complete

After transcribing the tokens, respondents com-
pleted the following for each of the four speakers. 
Unlike the fi rst questionnaire, instructions were 
presented in English rather than Japanese.

How do you feel about the following statements? 
For each of the statements, mark your answer on 
the paper. Only mark 1 box for each statement. 

The fi rst question of this asked respondents to 
rate how easy each token was to understand in or-
der to provide a subjective measure of intelligibil-
ity. The second question asked respondents to as-
sess whether they recognised or acknowledged the 
particular use of English in their own speech. The 
next question was intended to provide a subjective 
measure of familiarity. Question 7 was intended to 
assess respondents’ attitudes toward each accent.

9. Results

The following graph shows the results of the 
token-bleep test: 

Quite clearly, many respondents were unable to 
provide any answer at all for each of the tokens, 
suggesting that even with increasing amounts of 
disambiguating information, the tokens were unin-
telligible. As was expected, only a very small num-
ber of respondents found certain tokens intelligible 
after the fi rst bleep (i.e. before any disambiguating 
information had been added). 

The following graph shows the mean scores for 
each of the tokens in terms of ease of understand-
ing (question 1 of the second questionnaire) for 
each of the respondents. Tokens 1-5 were uttered by 
the East Lancashire speaker, 6-10 by the Barnsley 
speaker, 11-15 by the Scouse speaker and 16-20 by 
the Mancunian speaker, and the total average for 
each speaker is represented by the heavily shaded 
area. Overall, results show that the East Lanca-
shire accent was the most intelligible, fol2lowed by 
Scouse, Mancunian and then Barnsley.

The fi nal graph below compares the mean rating 
for intelligibility with the mean rating of its accept-
ability taking into account respondents’ self-rated 
familiarity of te accent. It shows that familiarity 
with a particular accent, may, as hypothesised, be 
related to how familiar with an accent the hearer is. 
Maybe surprisingly, just because an accent appears 
less intelligible does not necessarily mean that it 
also appears less acceptable.

Graph 2: Ease of Understanding Results

Graph 1: Bleep Test Token Identifi cation Results
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10. Discussion

The purpose of this research was to investigate 
the intelligibility and acceptability of four accents 
of British English and their connection with fa-
miliarity. Four speakers from Coronation Street, a 
British soap opera were selected for the stimulus. 
Twenty tokens (fi ve from each of the speakers) plus 
three unique phrases from each speaker were played 
to respondents three times. Each time, an increasing 
amount of disambiguating data was added. Follow-
ing a bleep, respondents were asked to orthographi-
cally transcribe the word that immediately preceded 
the bleep. Respondents also completed a pen and 
paper questionnaire about how easy each token/ut-
terance was to understand, as well as how accept-
able each accent was for international communica-
tion. Results showed that the East Lancashire ac-
cent was the most intelligible, followed by Scouse, 
Mancunian and then Barnsley. However, the ac-
ceptability of the same four accents suggested the 
Scouse accent was the most acceptable, followed 
by East Lancashire, Barnsley and then Mancunian. 
The fi ndings highlight the fact that there is no such 
thing as ‘British English’, but rather there are many 
British Englishes (as there are many varieties of any 
country from within the inner-circle). The fact that 
all varieties in the study appeared unfamiliar (and 
consequently unintelligible) highlights the need to 
expose our students to a greater range of accents, 
something which can be achieved quite easily by 
employing a range of media. The majority of re-
spondents said all but one – Scouse - of the accents 

investigated was unacceptable for international 
communication. This perhaps has great implica-
tions, especially for hiring committees. 

11. Limitations

I am aware of the limitations of this study. Those 
limitations include the small sample size of re-
spondents, the small number of tokens used to as-
sess the intelligibility and acceptability of accents, 
the uneven distribution of male/female respondents. 
Should this research be replicated, the limitations 
will be rectifi ed.
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