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 Abstract  

Purpose: This study assessed the effects on the Listening Comprehension of 

Different Non-native English Accents on Chinese Learners of English. The 

study aimed to determine, first of all, the reaction of Chinese learners of 

English to different non-native English accents. Second, it sought to 

investigate the differences in the difficulties that Chinese learners of English 

face while listening to English spoken with accents native (Chinese English 

accent) or non-native. Third, the study attempted to find out the relationship 

between English spoken with the native Chinese accent and/or non-native 

English accents and listening comprehension.  

Methodology/Approach/Design: The sample included 16 participants 

majoring in International Education of Chinese Language. They were 

selected randomly for the study. Both quantitative and qualitative 

approaches were employed to collect and analyze data. 

Results: The findings revealed that non-native English accent plays a more 

important role than the native English accents in listening and 

comprehension. The findings also revealed a listening comprehension 

advantage for test-takers who are familiar with accents, in this case, the 

Chinese non-native English accent. 

Practical Implications: For a better understanding of the teaching and 

learning process of English as a foreign language, learners or listeners need 

to assess the influence of non-native accents on their listening 

comprehension to find better ways in improving their listening skills. This 

study contributes significantly to this field. 

Originality/Value: This study employed multi non-native accent including 

African English accents. It attempted to contribute significant value in this 

field as most of the teachers who teach English globally are non-native 

English Speakers and they, in essence, have considerable influence on the 

learners’ listening comprehension. 

 

1. Introduction 

Yildiz(2017) in his early works posited that linguistic theory has traditionally considered 

native speakers as the only reliable source of linguistic data, although non-native speakers of 

English already outnumber the native ones. Empirical studies however claim that there has 

been a significant divergence from the native speaker fallacy (Philippson, 1992) towards 

more equal conditions for both native English speaking (NES) and non-native English 

speaking (NNES) teachers. Today, according to Canagarajah (2005), 80% of the English 
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teachers across the world are non-native English speakers. While the spread of English has 

resulted in new users and owners of the language, diversities in the English language itself 

have not been fully integrated. With regards to pronunciation in particular, there exists an 

inseparable link between a person’s identity and his or her accent. This is to say that keeping 

an accent, in essence, is a way of displaying one’s identity. For example, the English accent 

of an Australian is different from an American or a British; then again, the English accent of 

an Indian is different from that of a Ghanaian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, or a Chinese. This is a 

clearly evident; however, these different accents attract different reactions from different 

listeners and these reactions one way or the other may, in turn, influence the listener's 

comprehensibility.  

Listening comprehension is one of the most important skills in both second and foreign 

language (hereafter, L2 and FL) learning. Vandergrift (2007) claimed that L2 listening 

comprehension is at the heart of L2 learning and this is so because its development facilitates 

the development of other L2 skills. Listening comprehension is a complex psychological 

process of listeners’ understanding of language by a sense of hearing. It is an interactive 

process of language knowledge and psychological activities (Guo, 2005). Nonetheless, this 

process is not simply decoding the message said by Ma Lihua (2002); it involves the 

combination of decoding of the message process with its reconstruction, as in meaning 

(Gilakjani, 2011). Research studies like that of Anderson-Hsieh and Kohler’s (1988) have 

provided evidence that ‘accent’ can affect listening comprehension. Regardless, it should be 

noted that it is not necessarily a major case. In the study by Anderson-Hsieh and Kohler 

(1988), the speakers who were the participants of the study were assumed to have different 

accent strengths based on their country of origin and their English language proficiency 

derived from judgments of their oral proficiency—including pronunciation while conducting 

a listening test on North- American Learners. The study indicated that research on non-native 

accents is necessary when it comes to understanding any kind of listening. 

In this present study, the researchers conveniently selected 5 audios with non-native English 

accents (Ghanaian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Nigerian, and Italian) based on their high number 

as representatives of their countries in Nanjing Tech University where the research was 

carried out. The study first tried to find out the reactions of Chinese English learners to the 

different English accents selected above. Also, the researchers did a comparative study on the 

reactions of the Chinese English learners towards English orals material with native Chinese 

speakers of English accent and non-native speakers of English accent on listening 

comprehension. This was to determine the level of accent preference among the participants, 

the differences in difficulties and the linguistic diversities (familiarity) and the effects on the 

learners’ listening ability. 

2. Literature Review 

There is considerable research conducted on the topic ‘the relationship between the speaker’s 

accent and listening’. One of the most recent studies was carried out by Matsuura et al. 

(2014) who conducted a survey to determine whether or not English spoken with an accent 
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less familiar to learners was comprehensible. They worked with two groups of students who 

listened to the same text, with some time break in between, from one familiar and one 

unfamiliar speaker (Canadian; familiar and Indian; unfamiliar speakers respectively). The 

results revealed that the students scored higher when they listened to the Canadian speaker, 

which suggests that familiarity with the accent facilitates listening comprehension.  

Another recent study conducted by Ockey and French (2016) aimed to determine the extent 

to which accent strength and familiarity affect comprehension and provide a defensible 

direction for assessing multidialectal listening comprehension. In their studies, TOEFL test 

takers (N = 21,726) were randomly assigned to listen to a common lecture given by one out 

of nine selected speakers, and to respond to six comprehension items; a survey designed to 

assess their familiarity with various accents. The results of which suggest that strength of 

accent and familiarity does affect listening comprehension, and these factors affect 

comprehension even with quite light accents (Ockey & French, 2016, p. 8). 

A similar study was conducted by Harding (2011) to find out whether listeners who share the 

speaker’s L1 performed better on a listening tests. He found out that a shared-L1 effect in 

listening comprehension is at the very least possible, and in certain circumstances, clearer.  

Concerns about the use of only one select English accent for assessing the second language 

(L2) listening comprehension has become increasingly prevalent (Harding 2011; Taylor and 

Geranpayeh 2011; Abeywickrama 2013). Ockey & French (2016) stated that critics of this 

practice of using only one select variety of English point to the changing demographics in 

many English-speaking contexts and argue that L2 listening assessments need to reflect these 

changes (Ockey & French, 2016). They stated also that these voices contend that, given the 

variety of accents that may be encountered in these contexts, it may be necessary to have 

multidialectal listening skills to communicate successfully in English speaking contexts 

(Ockey, 2016). In North American universities for instance, it is not uncommon for 20-30% 

of teaching assistants to have accents different from the standard United States variety 

(Department of Institutional Research, 2007). It follows however that, scores based on 

listening assessments which measure comprehension of only a selected accent may not reflect 

how well these test takers can perform in such a multidialectal language domain. Ockey & 

French stated also that, to ensure that test-takers are prepared for diverse contexts, an 

argument can be made for including multiple accents on listening assessments designed to 

determine the extent to which test-takers will be able to communicate in such environments.   

In WE (World English’s) research, investigating people’s attitudes toward English accents is 

fairly popular, and abundant studies have been reported from a variety of perspectives 

(Crowther et al., 2015; Munro & Derwing, 1999). In the case of Inner Circle English accents, 

others investigated Expanding Circle English speaker attitudes (McKenzie, 2008).According 

to Matsuura (2017), other researchers investigated EFL learner attitudes toward Outer Circle 

varieties (Matsuura, Chiba, & Yamamoto, 1994; Chiba, Matsuura, & Yamamoto, 1995) and 

Outer Circle speakers’ reactions to Expanding Circle English ((Matsuura, Chiba, & 

Yamamoto, 1994). 
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There are, nonetheless, concerns about the use of variety of accents on L2 listening 

comprehension assessments. This is because it is assumed that some test takers may be 

unfairly disadvantaged (Elder & Davies, 2006; Elder & Harding, 2008; Taylor & 

Geranpayeh, 2011). Ockey& French (2016) add  that it would not be practical for each form 

of assessment to include every type of accent that may be used in the target language domain, 

which refers to the “situation or context in which the test taker will be using the language 

outside of the test itself” (Bachman & Palmer (1996, p. 18). Sampling from a large number of 

accents could also be unfair mainly because, those unfamiliar with the accent selected for any 

given test form may be disadvantaged (Field 2004; Taylor, 2006). Thus, while assessing 

listening comprehension with speakers who have homogeneous accents may under-represent 

the listening construct, including speakers with multiple accents may result in an unfair 

disadvantage of some test takers.  

Furthermore, quite a handful of research studies have investigated the effects of ‘accent’ on 

listening comprehension and failed to find an effect. Abeywickrama’s (2013) study employed 

Brazilian, Korean, and Sri Lankan English learners to take a multiple-choice (MC) listening 

test in which the input was delivered by a Chinese, Korean, Sri Lankan, or US speaker. She 

used a one-way between-groups ANOVA, with the speaker’s country of origin as the 

independent variable and a score on a multiple-choice speaking test as the dependent 

variable. Finally the results showed no significant relationship between scores on the MC 

listening assessment and the speakers who delivered the inputs. Ockey and French (2016) 

cited that Abeywickrama (2013) assumed that the speakers had an accent that reflected their 

country of origin, but did not provide a measure of accent in the study. They explained that 

because there was no measure of the strength of accent, or any other related construct such as 

intelligibility, used in the study; it was not clear as to what degree these accents were 

different from the local variety and the test takers familiarity.  

Major et al. (2002) argued that the majority of research, however, suggests that a speaker’s 

accent can affect listening comprehension scores (e.g., Eisenstein and Berkowtiz, 1981; 

Ekon,g 1982; Smith & Bisazza, 1982; Anderson-Hsieh & Kohler, 1988; Bilbow, 1989). Of 

particular importance to the current study is the research conducted by Anderson-Hsieh and 

Kohler (1988) which considered the strength of accent in the study’s design and compared 

the listening. The first language of three of the speakers was Chinese, and the fourth speaker 

was North American. The results indicated that the participants had significantly higher 

comprehension scores for input delivered by the North American speaker than the Chinese 

speakers and that the comprehension was lower for Chinese speakers who had the weakest 

English proficiency and poorest pronunciation. More so, test takers comprehended the North 

American speaker significantly better than all of the L1 Chinese speakers. The Chinese 

speakers were assumed to have different accent strengths based on their country of origin and 

their English language proficiency derived from judgments of their oral proficiency—

including pronunciation (Anderson-Hsieh and Kohler 1988 cited in Ockey & French, 2016, p. 

7).  
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Studies like Anderson-Hsieh and Kohler’s (1988) have provided evidence that ‘accent’ can 

affect listening comprehension, but that it is not conclusively the case that it does all the time 

(Ockey, 2016). A likely reason for these mixed findings is that, as Anderson-Hsieh and 

Kohler (1988) concluded, there are various types and strengths of accents and also based on 

Derwing and Munro’s (2009) definition; some of which affect the listening comprehension of 

some listeners and not others (Ockey, 2014). He claimed that  possibly the biggest threat to 

the validity of listening scores yielded from speakers with different accents is that, some test 

takers may be advantaged by familiarity with a particular accent encountered on a listening 

test, while others unfamiliar maybe disadvantaged. A substantial body of research suggests 

that familiarity with an accent positively relates to comprehensibility (Gass & Varonis, 1984; 

Derwing & Munro, 1997; Adank et al., 2009; Adank & Janse, 2010). Adank et al., (2009) 

also found that listening to an unfamiliar English accent resulted in lower scores for native-

speakers of English than listening to the same input from an English speaker with a familiar 

accent. Bradlow and Brent (2008) suggested that such an effect could result from phonetic 

characteristics of speech that have the same accent which is known to be rather consistent 

across speakers. 

In Ockey & French’s (2016) papers, two British English accents (Southern Standard and 

Glaswegian) and two groups of British listeners were employed. Both groups of listeners 

were familiar with the Southern Standard variety but only one was familiar with the 

Glaswegian variety.  The study results indicated that familiarity with the accent led to better 

comprehension. A follow-up study report in the same paper, however, did not indicate that 

comprehension was debilitated by an unfamiliar accent but did provide evidence that 

processing time for comprehension was significantly greater for unfamiliar than familiar 

accents. The researchers assumed that the conflicting results of the two studies were because 

the accents for the two speakers were less prominent for the unfamiliar accents in the second 

study. These conflicting findings underscore the importance of clearly defining and 

measuring accent to determine its effect (Ockey, 2014).  

Moreover, Major et al., (2002) revealed a familiarity effect for Spanish speakers, whose 

comprehension was higher when listening to an English speaker with a Spanish accent 

compared to an English speaker with a Chinese accent. On the contrary, this shared L1 

hypothesis did not stand for Chinese listeners. They did not better comprehend English with a 

Chinese than Spanish accent. Ockey & French (2016) found out, the speakers were assumed 

to have Spanish and Chinese accents based on their country of origin, and as the researchers 

pointed out that, their findings may be mitigated by their failure to account for item difficulty 

and use of a defensible measure of the strength of accent (Ockey & French, 2016, p.8). The 

shared L1 hypothesis effect has been investigated by other researchers, who have concluded 

that it is not necessarily the shared L1 that relates to higher listening comprehension (Ockey, 

2016) rather, it is familiarity based on previous exposure to the accent that dictates listening 

comprehension (Smith & Bisazza, 1982; Ortmeyer & Boyle, 1985; Tauroza & Luk, 1997).  

Harding’s (2011) study took this body of research a step further by investigating possible 

factors that impact comprehension of unfamiliar accents. After corroborating previous 
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research with a finding for greater comprehension of familiar than unfamiliar accents, 

Harding suggested that this may be due to misperception and the lack of ability to distinguish 

phonetic information, or challenges with processing speech. A clear cut distinction is made 

between the study of Ockey & French (2016) and this current study, in that, their paper 

focused mainly on what the strength of accent and familiarity. The results of which indicated 

that strength of accent and familiarity do affect listening comprehension, and these factors 

affect comprehension even with quite light accents. However, the present study fills a gap in 

their study by concentrating on assessing the effects on the listening comprehension of 

different Non-native English accents including African English accents on Chinese learners 

of English. The study aimed to determine the reaction and or attitudes of Chinese learners of 

English to different non-native English accents. It sought to investigate the differences in the 

difficulties that Chinese learners of English face while listening to English spoken with 

accents native (Chinese English accent) or non-native. Finally, it attempted to find out the 

relationship between English spoken with the native Chinese accent and/or non-native 

English accents and listening comprehension.  

 

3. Methodology and Procedures 

Research Design 

The researchers adapted both quantitative and qualitative approaches to collect and analyze 

data. Nonetheless, the study mostly follows a quantitative research approach. It consisted of 5 

audio recordings of non-native English accents, listening comprehension text followed by 

five different sets of questions. The participants were asked to take a listening comprehension 

test on the different non-native English accents (Ghanaian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Nigerian 

and Italian). The non-native English accents were selected based on their high number of 

representation (ranged the highest first 5 international students) in Nanjing Tech University 

where the research was carried out. Next, the participants were asked to fill up a student's 

questionnaire about their authentic opinion and comprehension of the listening material after 

the listening comprehension test. All the participants' data collected were submitted to be 

analyzed using SPSS.25 version. 

Research Participants 

The sample of the study included 16 participants who are students (4 males and 12 females) 

from Nanjing Tech University, majoring in International Education of Chinese Language. 

They were randomly selected to partake in the study. They all have Chinese as their mother 

tongue and have learned English for not less than ten years. The average of their ages is 19 

years, ranging from 17 to 21 years old. The participants joined the study voluntarily and were 

assigned to finish 5 listening tests with the different non-native English accents. 
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Materials 

The 5 English listening comprehension texts used in this study were adopted from 

philosophical messages of almost the same length, and 5 questions followed each text read by 

the different non-native English speakers, which were recorded in different 5 audios. Each 

audio played for a maximum of 3 minutes and the test time allotted was 25 minutes in total. 

Participants were allowed 5 minutes for each test. The speech speed of each audio was 

according to announcers of CCTV about 250-260 words per minute. There is only one point 

that explains why this paper chose different audios for each non-native English accent and 

that was to prevent the participants’ familiarity with the audios. To measure if the 

participants’ preference of accents (this was measured using Likert scale questionnaire and 

two yes-no questions) aligned with their comprehension, each of the texts in the listening 

tests that had one type of questions, requiring a short answers. 

Procedure 

The research consisted of 5 listening tests with short break intervals and was completed in the 

classroom. The experimental procedures consisted of two parts: first, Participants were 

required to listen to 5 audios with different non-native English accents and were given 5 

minutes to complete their answers to each audio on the answer sheet. Each audio was played 

twice for a maximum of 3 minutes each time and the test time allotted was 5 minutes. The 

test was done chronologically as participants were asked to finish one test before the next 

audio was played. A total of 25 minutes was spent on the whole test. Each test consisted of 5 

questions. Secondly, to measure the level of preference of Chinese learners of English to the 

different non-native accents, participants were asked to answer a survey questionnaire (this 

was measured using Likert scale questionnaire and two yes-no questions, see appendix). This 

section also lasted for 10 minutes. When the time was up, all the test papers were collected. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

Descriptive Statistics 

To find out the answer to the first research question which aimed to determine the reaction of 

Chinese English to different accents, the first questionnaire was designed. From the data 

analysis described in the tables below, the Ghanaian oral material is the most preferred by 

Chinese English learners in terms of frequency as 7 participants out of the 16 preferred it. 

The second most preferred accent is Pakistani accent with 6, followed by the Nigerian accent 

with 2 participants. The Bangladeshi accent and that of the Italian had the least preference 

with 1 and 0 participant preference respectively. This indicates that Chinese learners found 

the Ghanaian accent comprehensible and the Italian English accent hard to comprehend as the 

frequency shows in table 1 and 5 below: 

 

Copyright © 2021, Middle Eastern Journal of Research in Education and Social Sciences (MEJRESS), Under a 
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0  
 



 

 
87 

Table 1:Accent preference for Ghanaian 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid  1 6.3 6.3 6.3 

Understandable 10 62.5 62.5 68.8 

Not understandable 5 31.3 31.3 100.0 

Total 16 100.0 100.0  

Source: Authors 

When the participants listened to the audios, their reaction varied from one audio to another 

non-native accent and it is assumed that they answered the questions based on their 

understanding or comprehension. Among all non-native accents, they seem to understand the 

Ghanaian accent the most; a majority of the participant answered most of the questions 

correctly. As table 1 presents, among 16participants, 10participants representing 62.5% could 

answer almost all answers correctly and the other 5 representing 31% could answer 

averagely. This however represents the highest level of preference among the 5 non-native 

accents used in the study. The level of preference with reference to this accent can be 

explained in terms of sex as the speaker was the only female among the audio recordings. It 

has been proven in different researches that, a female has flexibility when it comes to 

pronunciation. This confirms the research findings of Nihart Polart (2011) regarding girls’ 

higher performance in different L2 skills (Baker and MacIntrye 2000; Gardner et al. 2004; 

Kang 2000; Kissau 2006; Williams, Burden and Lanvers 2002; Wright 1999), but some of 

these studies also suggest that different motivational orientations are associated with higher 

accent ratings in the case of males and females.  

 

Table 2:  Accent preference for Pakistani 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid  1 6.3 6.3 6.3 

Understandable 6 37.5 37.5 43.8 

Not understandable 9 56.3 56.3 100.0 

Total 16 100.0 100.0  

Source: Authors 

When the participants listened to the oral material of Pakistani non-native English accent, 

some participants could answer all the questions. As table 2 presents, among 16 participants 6 

participants representing 37.5% could answer most of the questions correctly and 9 

representing 56% of the participants could barely answer3 questions on average. Although it 

cannot be said hastily, even with the same speed time for all the audios, some participants 

still found the Pakistani audio a bit faster than their Ghanaian counterparts which made it a 

little difficult for the participants to catch the main ideas of the test for better comprehension. 

Some previous studies contrary to this findings have demonstrated that non-native speech is 

substantially slower than native speech (Guion et al., 2000), suggesting a general lack of 

proficiency and inexperience can result in slower speaking rates. The Pakistani English 

speaker speed rate was not slow, and also accurate in the terms of pronunciation and skill. 

Copyright © 2021, Middle Eastern Journal of Research in Education and Social Sciences (MEJRESS), Under a 
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0  
 

https://asa.scitation.org/doi/full/10.1121/1.4929622


 

 
88 

 

Table 3:  Accent preference for Nigerian 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid  1 6.3 6.3 6.3 

Understandable 3 18.8 18.8 25.0 

Not understandable 12 75.0 75.0 100.0 

Total 16 100.0 100.0  

Source: Authors 

Nigerian accent didn’t get that much positive reaction as either the Ghanaian or Pakistani 

non-native accent. As table 3 presents, 3 participants representing 18.8%out of 16could 

answer most of the questions of the comprehension test correctly. Though not definitive, the 

participants attributed this to the peculiarity of the Nigerian accent which is quite different 

from the way the Chinese English learners are habituated to listen. This confirms one of the 

most recent studies belonging to Matsuura et al. (2014), who investigated whether English 

spoken with an accent less familiar to learners is less comprehensible and found out that that 

familiarity with the accent facilitates listening comprehension. Both the Nigeria and Ghana 

accents are African non-native English accents and almost unfamiliar to Chinese English 

learner. However, the Nigerian accent is peculiar even amongst other African non-native 

accents. We can assume also that gender difference explained above influenced the 

participants comprehensibility as the Nigerian accent audio was recorded by a male speaker.  

 

Table 4: Accent preference for Bangladeshi 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid  1 6.3 6.3 6.3 

Understandable 1 6.3 6.3 12.5 

Not understandable 14 87.5 87.5 100.0 

Total 16 100.0 100.0  

Source: Authors 

When the participants listen to the Bangladesh English accent first, 15 out of 16 participants 

could not understand or comprehend at all. The researchers played this audio the third and 

fourth time. In spite of these efforts, only 1 participant representing 6.3% answered all 

questions correctly. The remaining 15 participants failed to answer. They explained the 

reasons for this as that this audio was not very clear which in turn made it quite difficult to 

comprehend.  

Table 5: Accent preference Italian 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid  0 0 0 0 

Understandable 0 0 0 0 

Not understandable 16 100 100 100.0 

Total 16 100.0 100.0  

Source: Authors 
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Last but not least was the Italian English accent. It was undoubtedly the most difficult audio 

material for the participants to understand. 16 out of the 16 participants barely understood the 

accent as none answered correctly. Among all the different non-native accents, participants 

seem to struggle with understanding the Italian accent; this is so because the Italian English 

accent is heavily accented and quite unfamiliar to the listeners as in tandem with the findings 

of Matsuura et al. (2014). The second questionnaire consisted of two sections; the first 6 

questions were designed to answer research question 2, that is to find out the differences in 

difficulties participants face while listening to either native being (Chinese) or non-natives 

and the next 5 questions on their preference ability and their understanding of accents such as 

Chinese, Ghanaian, Pakistani, Nigerian, Pakistani and Italian. The questionnaire followed 4-

point Liker scale; 1-Not at all understandable, 2-A little understandable, 3-Understandable 

and 4-Very understandable. The data for the first section is described below: 

Table 6: How do you scale the following English accent? 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Ghanaian 16 2.00 3.00 2.5333 .51640 

Bangladeshi 16 1.00 2.00 2.2000 .56061 

Pakistani 16 2.00 3.00 2.2667 .45774 

Nigerian 16 1.00 3.00 2.0667 .45774 

Italian 16 1.00 1.00 1.6667 1.17514 

Chinese 16 1.00 4.00 3.2000 1.08233 

Valid N (list-

wise) 

16 
    

Source: Authors 

As Anderson-Hsieh and Kohler (1988) concluded, there are various types and strengths of 

accents, based on Derwing and Munro’s (2009) definition, some of which affect the listening 

comprehension of some listeners and others which do not. As Ockey& French (2016) 

mentioned, these studies point to the need for research that provides a clearly defined and 

defensible measure of accent accompanied by an indication of the strength of accent that 

impacts listening comprehension. The next question was on how often the learners hear those 

accents with the scaling, 1-rarely,2-sometimes, 3-often and 4-very often. As the table present- 

Table 7:  How often do you hear the following English accent? 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Ghanaian 15 1.00 2.00 1.7333 .79881 

Bangladeshi 14 1.00 2.00 1.7857 .89258 

Pakistani 14 1.00 2.00 1.8571 .86444 

Nigerian 15 1.00 2.00 1.8000 .94112 

Italian 15 1.00 1.00 1.8667 1.06010 

Chinese 15 1.00 4.00 3.3333 1.11270 

Valid N (list-

wise) 

14 
    

Source: Authors 
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The third question was on how often they hear those accents directly and the answer followed 

the scaling of, 4-Rarely, 3-Sometimes, 2-Often and 1-Very often. Anderson-Hsieh and 

Kohler (1988) have provided evidence that ‘accent’ can affect listening comprehension, but 

that it is not necessarily the case that it does. In their study, the Chinese speakers were 

assumed to have different accent strengths based on their country of origin and their English 

language proficiency derived from judgments of their oral proficiency—including 

pronunciation.  

Table 8:  How often do you hear the following English accents in the face to face 

communication? 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Ghanaian 15 3.00 2.00 2.5333 1.35576 

Bangladeshi 15 3.00 2.00 2.6667 1.29099 

Pakistani 15 3.00 2.00 2.6000 1.29835 

Nigerian 15 4.00 2.00 2.3333 1.29099 

Italian 14 4.00 1.00 2.4286 1.45255 

Chinese 15 3.00 1.00 2.3333 1.23443 

Valid N (listwise) 14     

Source: Authors 

Here, the table 8 presents that participants preferred Chinese non-native English accent. This 

is due to their familiarity with their native non-native English accent. Major et al., (2002)in 

this study found a familiarity effect for Spanish speakers, whose comprehension was higher 

when listening to an English speaker with a Spanish accent compared to an English speaker 

with a Chinese accent. This listening familiarity indicates face-to-face conversations.  

The fourth question has been described in table 9 below.  It was on how difficult they find the 

following English accent to understand, following the scale, 4-not difficult, 3- not that 

difficult, 2-difficult and 1-very difficult and the result was: 

Table 9:  How difficult you find the following English accent to nderstand? 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Ghanaian 15 2.00 3.00 2.8000 .41404 

Bangladeshi 14 1.00 2.00 2.4286 .75593 

Pakistani 15 1.00 4.00 2.4000 .82808 

Nigerian 15 1.00 3.00 2.6667 .81650 

Italian 11 1.00 1.00 2.1818 1.32802 

Chinese 15 1.00 4.00 3.3333 .89974 

Valid N (listwise) 11     

Source: Authors 

 

The difficulty level mainly depends on the familiarity of accents mostly. Harding’s (2011) 

study took this body of research a step further by investigating possible factors that impact 

comprehension of unfamiliar accents. After corroborating previous research with a finding 

for greater comprehension of familiar than unfamiliar accents, Harding suggests that this may 
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be due to misperception and the lack of ability to distinguish phonetic information or 

challenges with processing speech. The next question presented in table 10 was central to this 

current paper. It asked participants to state the English accent noticeably different from what 

they were used to and they answered following the scale, 4-not different at all, 3- not that 

different,2-different and 1-very different: 

Table 10:  According to your opinion which English accent was noticeably  ifferent 

from what you are used to? 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Ghanaian 15 2.00 3.00 2.4667 .51640 

Bangladeshi 15 1.00 3.00 2.3333 .61721 

Pakistani 15 1.00 4.00 2.6000 .82808 

Nigerian 15 1.00 3.00 2.4667 .74322 

Italian 15 1.00 1.00 1.7333 1.27988 

Chinese 15 3.00 4.00 3.3333 .81650 

Valid N (listwise) 15     

Source: Authors 

A substantial body of research suggests that familiarity with an accent positively relates to 

comprehensibility (Gass and Varonis 1984; Derwing and Munro 1997; Adank, et al. 2009; 

Adank and Janse 2010). Table 10 presents that participants find that the non-native accents 

are different from the way Chinese learners are habituated to listen and speak English. But 

they understand the non-native accents mostly accept but not the Italian English accent. 

The next question was on Which English accent requires their most concentration to 

understand and they answered based on the scaling, 4- not require concentration, 3- not 

require that much concentration, 2- require concentration and 1- require deep concentration: 

 

Table 11:  Which English accent requires your most concentration to 

understand than the usual? 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Ghanaian 15 1.00 3.00 2.4000 .63246 

Bangladeshi 15 1.00 2.00 2.0667 .59362 

Pakistani 14 1.00 3.00 2.0714 .61573 

Nigerian 14 1.00 3.00 2.0714 .73005 

Italian 15 1.00 1.00 1.2000 .41404 

Valid N (listwise) 14     

Source: Authors 

The differences in the difficulties participants face while listening to different accents 

 

The scale shows the requirement of concentration of the learners' needs due to different 

factors while understanding a listening test. Bradlow and Brent (2008) suggested that such an 

effect could result from phonetic characteristics of speech which are known to be rather 

consistent across speakers who have the same accent.  All these tables (6-11) indicate that 

there are some differences in difficulties learners face while listening to different accents 

either non-native or native. Native English also varies based on dialects which makes it 
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difficult to understand sometimes. The next four questions that the participants answered 

have been summarized in figure 1 below: 

 

Figure 1: Graphic presentation of Results 

 

 
Source: Authors 

As shown in figure 1, when the participants were asked about their opinion concerning which 

non-native accent they understood properly, 86% indicated they understood the Ghanaian 

English accent properly. This was followed by Pakistan and Nigerian English accents 

represented by 7% each. With regards to Bangladeshi and Italian English accents, most of the 

respondents indicated they barely understood it as captured in graph 1.  

In grape 3 the English accent they preferred for better understanding seemed to be Ghanaian 

accent which is 53% followed by Pakistani accent which is 27%, by Bangladeshi English 

accent 13% and Italian English accent being the least preferable, 7%. This means they 

provided a positive reaction towards at least the first three accents, as shown in graph 1 and 

graph 3.  Moreover, when participants were asked if cultural differences have any effect on 

their understanding, about 87% answered in the affirmative, represented by “yes” as shown in 

Ghanaian 

86%

Bangladeshi 

0% Pakistani
7%

Nigerian
7%

Italian
0%

Graph 1:Which English accent did you 
understand properly?

Yes
87%

No
13%

Other
0%

Graph 2: Do the cultural differences 
have any effect on your 

understanding?

Ghanaian

53%

Banglad
eshi
0%

Pakistani
27%

Bangladeshi 

13%

Italian
7%

Graph 3: Which English accent do you 
prefer for your better understanding?

Yes
67%

No
33%

Other
0%

Graph 4: Do you think that the different 
English accent has an influence on your 

understanding of listening 
comprehension?
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graph 2. This however emphasizes the need for the development of cultural and or linguistic 

diversities within the English accent. 

In graph 4, participants were asked if they thought different accents have an influence on 

their listening comprehension, and about 67% of participants agreed that different non-native 

English accents have a great influence on their listening comprehension. 

 

A descriptive analysis of a correlation of these accents is shown below: 

Table 12: Non-Native English accents 

 Ghanaian 

Bangladesh

i Pakistani Nigerian Italian 

Chines

e 

Ghanaian Pearson 

Correlation 

1 .685** .719** .772** .491 .968** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .005 .004 .001 .063 .000 

N 15 15 14 14 15 15 

Banglade

shi 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.685** 1 .901** .760** .814** .688** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .005  .000 .002 .000 .005 

N 15 15 14 14 15 15 

Pakistani Pearson 

Correlation 

.719** .901** 1 .843** .639* .714** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .004 .000  .000 .014 .004 

N 14 14 14 14 14 14 

Nigerian Pearson 

Correlation 

.772** .760** .843** 1 .539* .729** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .001 .002 .000  .047 .003 

N 14 14 14 14 14 14 

Italian Pearson 

Correlation 

.491 .814** .639* .539* 1 .423 

Sig. (2-tailed) .063 .000 .014 .047  .117 

N 15 15 14 14 15 15 

Chinese Pearson 

Correlation 

.968** .688** .714** .729** .423 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .005 .004 .003 .117  

N 15 15 14 14 15 15 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

      Source: Authors 

 

Table 12 above shows the positive and significant correlation between familiarity of accent, 

whether native or non-native English accents, and comprehension at 0.01 level (2tailed). This 

study presents that the non-native English accent is an important topic for further research. 

This is so because, for example, learner’s familiarity with non-native accents, like Chinese 

English accents, is better understood by Chinese English learners. Although assessing 

listening comprehension with speakers who have homogeneous accents may under-represent 

the listening construct, including speakers with multiple accents, it may result in unfairly 

disadvantaging some test takers (Ockey, 2014). 
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Based on the data presented, the study reveals that the reaction of learners of the English 

language in China to different non-native English accents varies from listener to listener and 

from speaker to speaker. Nonetheless, when it comes to comprehensibility and understanding, 

a non-native accent plays a much important role than a native English accent. As shown in 

the analyses of questionnaire 2(see table 12), all Chinese learners indicated that they 

preferred the Chinese English accent most among all the non-native English accents 

mentioned. Hence, it can be concluded that the findings of this study are in line with those of 

Major et al. (2002), Adank et al. (2009), and Harding (2011), who found a similar accent 

familiarity advantage. Moreover, the study revealed that non-native English accents were 

undoubtedly an unavoidable field to work on further, although the effects of listening 

comprehension did vary and the size of the study quite small. However, given the mildness of 

the accents used in the study, it is reasonable to conclude that these effects should not be 

discounted. The study also revealed that the learners understand more or less all non-native 

English accents. As the participant could scale Ghanaian and Pakistani English accent as their 

comfort zone to understand, less difficult and less concentration to indulge. It is quite 

interesting to state that the participants judged the sampled accents as slightly and noticeably 

different than what the learners used to. Ockey & French (2016) mentioned the requirement 

of the learners, to concentrate on listening more than usual and much less than was noticeably 

different than what they are used to and did require them to concentrate on listening more 

than normal without decreasing understanding did affect comprehension. Judging the 

difficulty of accent was found to affect listening comprehension, the second research question  

related to the extent to which familiarity, the strength of accent, and listening comprehension 

are related, had increased importance. Finally, it is argued that the relationship lies in Chinese 

English accents as a familiar accent to rule over other non-native English accents. 

5. Conclusion and Suggestion 

This study investigated the effects of different non-native accents on the listening 

comprehension of English learners of Chinese. The findings of the study showed a listening 

comprehension advantage for test-takers who are familiar with accents. The study also 

revealed that the reaction of learners of the English language in China to different non-native 

English accents varies from listener to listener and from speaker to speaker. Given these 

findings, it would be unfair to the participant and professionally irresponsible to use 

unmeasured accents for listening comprehension assessment inputs. However, it is a threat to 

the validity of an assessment to use few varieties of non-native English accents to assess 

English listening comprehension when it is apparent that more variety of speech is commonly 

encountered in the target language use domain. Given this dilemma, the researchers propose 

that language researchers and educators make the construct of listening comprehension more 

multi-accent by including accents that cannot unfairly impact scores. 

Limitation and Implications of the Study 

It is important to note that the findings of this study are not over-generalized. All other 

factors, such as pace, pausing, vocabulary, and speech segment context which could 
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conceivably affect a rater’s judgment of a speech sample, should be controlled when accent 

strength is judged and this here can be considered a limitation of the study. This should be 

considered among speakers of particular varieties of English, grammar and vocabulary very 

systematically, as accents differ systematically. Regardless of the limits, the study is 

important for any foreign or second language learning. This is explained for the reason that, 

English teachers of the world are more or less non-naïve English speakers. For a better 

understanding of the teaching and learning process, learners or listeners need to assess the 

influence of non-native accents on their listening comprehension to find better ways in 

improving their listening skills. For further studies, research should also be towed towards 

developing the linguistic diversities within the English accent. A study on the extent to which 

a speaker's utterance is understood by a listener is worthy of investigation when it comes to 

understanding and observing the overall situation of non-native English teachers of the world. 

Researchers should also be interested in the relationship between native and or non-native 

accents and listening comprehension, whether or not familiarity is a factor of 

incomprehensibility. There is a relation between accent and identity. Researchers should 

investigate whether or not cultural identities (accents) influence the listener's 

comprehensibility. 
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