Critical Assessment of Perennial Language Learners or Competent Language Users: An Investigation of International Students’ Attitudes towards Their Own and Native English Accents

The chosen research article mainly discusses several international students about their attitudes and understandings considering both English native accents and their own accents in speaking English from a university in Southern Thailand to further explore influence brought by accents when regarding English as a lingua franca in English language teaching. This research takes language attitude related to English accents as its theoretical basis and applies a single method of qualitative research by exerting semi-structured interview. The findings of it reveal that majority of these students prefer native speakers’ English accents and reckon their own accents dissatisfied, which exposes that currently the ideology of taking native speakers’ accents as a norm still takes the dominant position for these students in English language learning. The article also provides researchers with some suggestions in improving pronunciation teaching from the perspective of English as a lingua franca framework. Overall, this article has rational structure and practical research significance. Its proper combination of theory and hypotheses provides readers with clear logical pattern of both the reason for conducting the research and predicted situation of research targets, while it also shows some limitations in its choice and design of methodology.  

The article intends to demonstrate its research questions based on theory of language attitude from the aspect of individuals’ understandings towards their own and others’ languages in reflecting languages’ social preference and status and narrows into discussing language attitudes reflected by different individuals’ views on English accents. The application of theory in this article is concrete and appropriate for conducting its research through combination of research focuses and theoretical rationale. On the one hand, the theory adopted by this article stresses the importance of language attitude in forming various language behaviors, promoting language learning, and showing identities of speakers from distinguished areas, ethnic groups, or social stratums (Boonsuk and Fang, 2022), which corresponds to two interpretations of relationship between language and social identification: language functions as a crucial tool for nation-building (Byram, 2008) and language contains both communicative and symbolic aspects that are of great significance (Edwards, 1985). On the other hand, this article emphasizes the necessity of addressing correct language attitude towards diverse English accents to facilitate realistic communication in multicultural contexts (Boonsuk and Fang, 2022) in its theoretical framework, which can be interpreted through collective identities proposed by Jenkins (1996): without figuring out differences, similarities couldn’t be recognized, and their specific differences from other groups mark as a common in each group.

There are two hypotheses proposed in the article matching with two research questions respectively. One hypothesis following from the theory applied in this article supposes that the rooted ideology and language attitude of considering native speakers’ accents in English speaking as the norm can have some bad and negative impacts on English language teaching when referring English as World English or lingua franca, especially under current situation of a language hierarchy related to English, which is related to research question of choosing proper accent in pronunciation teaching; Another hypothesis implies that most students participating in the research still persist and prefer native speakers’ English accents when compared with their own English accents, which is relevant with research question of participators’ language attitude towards their own and native English accents. Both hypotheses are proposed under rational evidence and based on previous researches, taking current situation of language hierarchy related to English into consideration that integrates with multi-cultural context: “From a political perspective, a common corporate language creates an internal language hierarchy with some languages ‘more equal’ than others”  (Piekkari and Tietze, 2014) and “This hierarchy of languages tends to privilege the home country language and the common corporate language – typically English – at the expense of host country languages employed in foreign subsidiaries, which are often considered less prestigious” (Ristolainen, Outila and Piekkari, 2023). In this article, proposed hypotheses are firmly connected with theoretical framework, targeted at certain research questions, and supported by previous research findings, which can be seen as a highlight of the study and can also add up credibility to the research.

The methodology exerted by this article is qualitative research in the form of semi-structured interviews, which makes data collection from nine purposively chosen international students in five Asian countries studying at a university in Southern Thailand of high reputation with thoughtful consideration of ethical issues, and the data analysis is based on discourse analysis processed by Nvivo software. The qualitative research method applied in the article has advantage and appropriateness for conducting this research in considering direct reflection for students’ language attitudes towards accents, which is stated in the article as “echoing the direct approach for investigating people’s attitudes” (Boonsuk and Fang, 2022). According to the two key features of discourse analysis proposed by Litosseliti (2010)：discourse analysis possesses key features of principle and variability, reflection of constructed and constructive nature of language and combination of micro and macro-analytical approaches, which contributes to explore ideologies embodied in daily discourse, which can account for the rationale of using discourse analysis in this research. Furthermore, it can be a strong proof for the appropriateness of applying qualitative research in this article through the explanation about the way qualitative research dealing with coding practices reveals that qualitative research copes with not numerical but verbal contents related to textual materials and the feature of qualitative research to show considerable variations and multiple meanings among individuals (Dörnyei, 2019). Therefore, the application of qualitative research method has validity and credibility in this article.

[bookmark: _Hlk151764581]However, the simple use of qualitative research method can also be a limitation in this article. Although qualitative research method targets at exploring further understanding and individual differences so that it seems not to require large samples but focus on in depth analysis, it can also bring massive subjectivity that may lead to inaccuracy and errors in research. The selected participators are all from only one university and each one is regarded as the representor of their own country and culture, therefore the language attitude reflected by participators may only reflect their own personal thoughts but not a general ideology or tendency expressed in their cultural contexts, and this may cause problems in the accuracy and credibility of the research findings. According to Dörnyei (2019): the core of any qualitative research still concentrates on individuals’ subjective sensitivity, training, and experience; thus, it may strive to view research questions from ‘insider perspective’, which directly points out the lack of objectivity as a limitation for simply using of qualitative research method. Sample size and generalizability is also one of the weaknesses for qualitative research, and it is warned that although specific cases may be helpful in offering insights into certain phenomenon, the findings may not be suitable for broader groups (Dörnyei, 2019). In addition, one of the merits of qualitative research is longitudinal examination of dynamic phenomenal that allows long-term and in-depth exploration to record changes (Dörnyei, 2019). While in this article, its application of qualitative research only emphasizes current language attitudes towards accents held by participators but ignores the possible changes of attitudes with time passing by, which may cause incomprehensive understanding towards real situation. The above-mentioned explanations can account for the inadequacy of qualitative methodology applying in this article on the limited sample choice, which further demonstrates that the personalized views may not be broadly applied into generalized contexts.

In attempt to promote the design of this research, mixed methods can be a good choice for the alternative methodology. Mixed methods contain both qualitative research approach and quantitative research approach, which can both keep the merits of qualitative research in further exploring of international students’ individual language attitudes towards English accents and make up for the inadequacy of limited samples and not considering general situation of language attitudes in different cultural contexts. The suggested alternative methodology can be designed to keep the semi-structured interview and its data analysis method, while enlarge the number of participators attending the semi-structured interview to at least double or triple times selected from several universities but not only one university in Southern Thailand to make sure proper sample size. At the same time, quantitative research method can be applied into this research by using relevant online research questionnaire that aims to conclude and make survey about the general and common language attitudes towards their own English accents and native speakers’ English accents among all international students from the target five Asian countries, which assists in adding up credibility about distinguishing generality and particularity of language attitudes under different cultural contexts, in order to avoid the overwhelming understanding and interpretation of individual experiences and thoughts. The feasibility of this mixed method can be verified and supported by Dörnyei (2019) ‘s interpretation about the mixed method: mixed method is a combination of quantitative and qualitative in both data collecting and analyzing aspects, and a typical example of this method is consecutive and interrelated questionnaire and interview studies.

The results of the data collection present research findings from the following three perspectives: the first is about participators’ attitudes towards their own English accents, which reveals that most of the participants hold negative attitudes towards their own English accents due to the reason that their pronunciation could cause difficulty for non-local to understand I communication. The second directly shows participants’ attitudes about native English accents and reveals that native English accents are regarded as the standard and globally welcomed in general, while different attitudes also occur in some participants that they reckon their English accents embodying their cultural features. The third is related to participators’ attitudes about English accents in English language teaching, which is consistent with the two previous findings that participants still desire for receiving and being exposed to native English accents in English language teaching on pronunciation aspect. 

There is a clear and interrelated relevance between the results and theory applied in this article. Three main findings are all discussed and developed based on the theoretical framework of language attitude theory, especially on the perspective of stressing potential reflection of individual’s identity, social ideology and cultural background shown by language attitudes and possible influences brought by language attitudes on accents in both language teaching and learning. The research focuses on current situation of English as a lingua franca that are used in various cultural contexts and considers the language attitudes of non-native speakers of English to make its hypotheses and propose its research questions, which provides the further design of qualitative research in semi-structure interview form with appropriateness and theoretical supports. In the meanwhile, the findings from data analysis of the research offer feedback to previous hypotheses based on language attitudes towards English accents mentioned by non-native speakers of English demonstrated the validity and correctness of proposed hypotheses, which is followed by further introduction of thoughtful suggestions for improving English language teaching in pronunciation under different cultural contexts to make the research a complete circle.

In conclusion, the chosen research article attempts to lay emphasis on improvement of English language teaching under different cultural contexts and considering the practical application of English for non-native speakers of English but avoiding the potential bad influences of language hierarchy in taking native English accents as the norm for pronunciation, especially for the members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations. The multi-cultural feature of ASEAN can be seen from the following statement: “The ASEAN region is home to great ethnic, cultural, political and economic diversity and linguistically, represents a region where both Outer and Expanding Circle varieties of English are spoken” (Low and Ao, 2018). Currently, there are more non-native speakers of English who learn and speak English for communication aims, and the number of these people is far more than native English speakers (Kirkpatrick, 2003), and the language policy of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations requires people to learn English and their respective national language to facilitate communication (Kirkpatrick, 2012). The above-mentioned statements can help prove the unique significance of this research in its focus on calling for not to despise the cultural features of different accents and at the same time promote communication function of English language in English pronunciation teaching under the multi-cultural contexts of ASEAN region, which further demonstrate and highlight the critical and innovative thinking of the research. 
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