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Trinity College London – Integrated Skills in English
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1) Intelligibility and accent today

CEFR 2019 Companion Volume, p47
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1) Intelligibility and accent today

CEFR 2019 Companion Volume, p134
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1) Intelligibility and accent today

• more appropriate to focus on intelligibility

• detrimental to the development of pronunciation 
teaching

• Idealised models that ignore the retention of 
accent lack consideration of … the learner’s needs.

• disempowering

• ignore 21st century reality of accent variation
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1) Intelligibility and accent today

• research NS accents not the most intelligible
Ø Smith & Rafiqzad, 1979; Smith 1992

… there was no evidence of a breakdown in the functioning of 
English as an international lingua franca but that, 
interestingly…

… native speakers (from Britain and the US) were not found to 
be the most easily understood …

… nor were they, as subjects, found to be the best able to 
understand the different varieties of English.
Being a native speaker does not seem to be as important as 
being fluent in English and familiar with several different 
national varieties.
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1) Intelligibility and accent today

• research NS accents not the most intelligible

Ø Smith 1979 + 1992 

Ø Graddol 2006 

In organisations where English has become the 
corporate language, meetings sometimes go 
smoothly when no native speakers are present. 
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1) Intelligibility and accent today

• research NS accents not the most intelligible

Ø Smith 1979 + 1992

Ø Graddol 2006 

Ø anecdote 
there were people from all over . Central Eastern 
Europe . and elsewhere . and that was how it is . 
this . English . most wasn’t most people’s first 
language . except for the Americans . and the 
British . and nobody could understand the British
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2) What do we mean by intelligibility?

Abercrombie 1949 – ‘comfortably intelligible’

Smith & Nelson 1985 
§ intelligibility = the basic recognition 

of words in the speech flow 

§ comprehensibility = the meaning of 
these words in context

§ interpretability = the understanding 
of the speaker’s intention

It’s hot in 
here!
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2) What do we mean by intelligibility?

Derwing & Munro – 1995, 1997
§ intelligibility = the extent to which a 

listener actually understands an 
utterance (i.e which words were said) 

§ comprehensibility = a listener’s 
perception of how difficult it is to 
understand an utterance 
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2) What do we mean by intelligibility?

Derwing & Munro – 1995, 1997
§ intelligibility = the extent to which a 

listener actually understands an 
utterance (i.e which words were said) 

§ comprehensibility = a listener’s 
perception of how difficult it is to 
understand an utterance 

§ accentedness = a listener’s perception
of how different a speaker’s accent is 
from that of the L1 community
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2) What do we mean by intelligibility?

Rajadurai 2007

Ø accent ≠ intelligibility (cf. Derwing & Munro)

Ø research into intelligibility – invariably NS judges

Ø intelligibility ≠ one-way street

Listener’s attitude (accent prejudice)

Ø Rubin 1992

Ø Scales 2006

Ø Cauldwell 2013
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2) What do we mean by intelligibility?

Listener knowledge

Ø the new drummer facilities

Ø the new drama facilities

Ø enZYME
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3) Can intelligibility be measured?

Smith & Rafiqzad (1979)
Ø cloze (fill in gaps)

Derwing & Munro (2014)
Ø True/False Qs

Ø Comprehension Qs

Ø transcription
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3) Can intelligibility be measured?

Talk to
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2xarUXTTssU

Ana Botella, the 
Mayor of Madrid, 
talking to the IOC     
(International 
Olympic Committee) 
Buenos, Aires, 
September 7th, 2013.



3) Can intelligibility be measured?
Thank you Ignacio, President Rogue, dear IOC members, 
Ladies and Gentlemen. I had the … 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2xarUXTTssU



3) Can intelligibility be measured?

Jenkins (2000)
Lingua Franca Core
Ø all consonants (variants ok for /θ, ð, r/)
Ø aspiration initial /p, t, k/
Ø initial & medial consonant clusters – no deletion
Ø vowel length & /ɜː/ vowel quality
Ø word stress – “a grey area”

Ø nuclear stress
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3) Can intelligibility be measured?

Deterding (2011 & 2013 – CMACE)
Lingua Franca Core 
Ø limited importance of word stress
Ø (deliberate) non-use vowel reduction

BUT
Ø aspiration /p, t, k/ not found important
Ø vowel length not found important
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3) Can intelligibility be measured?
Derwing & Munro (2014)
Intelligibility is determined by:
Ø general speaking habits
Ø volume
Ø lexical stress
Ø nuclear stress
Ø rhythm
Ø syllable structure
Ø segmentals with a high functional load
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Derwing & Munro (ESL) Jenkins (ELF/EIL) Deterding (ELF/EIL) 

General speaking habits – –

Volume – –

Lexical stress Lexical stress ? Lexical stress ?

Nuclear stress Nuclear stress Nuclear stress

Rhythm Weak forms –
receptive competence

NO weak forms or 
vowel reduction

Syllable structure Initial + medial 
clusters Initial + medial clusters

Consonants with a high 
functional load

Most consonants & 
Aspiration /p, t, k/ Most consonants 

Vowels with a high 
functional load

Variable quality
Vowel quantity 

Variable quality but 
not vowel quantity
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4) Can we teach intelligibility?

Henderson 2007
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4) Can we teach intelligibility?

Feature of 
Intelligibility EFL / ESL ELF ≈ EIL

Consonants ✓ ✓
Clusters ? ✓
Vowel quality ✓ ?
Vowel length ✓ ✓
Lexical stress ✓ ✓
Schwa + weak forms ✓ X
Rhythm ✓ X
Nuclear stress ✓ ✓
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4) Can we teach intelligibility?
NS vs NNS populations

NSs – 380m
NNSs – 1.5 billion

https://jakubmarian.com/map-of-the-percentage-of-people-speaking-english-in-the-eu-by-country/
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4) Can we teach intelligibility?

Kachru (1992)
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http://host.uniroma3.it/docenti/boylan/text/white01.htm



4) Can we teach intelligibility?

Modiano (1999)
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4) Can we teach intelligibility?

Hancock SO! 60 (2019) Walker MET 28/3 (2019)
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4) Can we teach intelligibility?
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Download from https://englishglobalcom.wordpress.com/articles/

First published in 
Modern English Teacher 26/4



4) Can we teach intelligibility?

Oxford University Press, 2010
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Pronunciation for the 21st-century 
learner. OUP, late 2020 (?)
https://elt.oup.com/feature/global/ex
pert/?cc=global&selLanguage=en
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