A Critical Review of Learners' Perceptions toward Pronunciation Instruction in Three Circles of World Englishes

The research paper that this review is going to critique was written by Professor Okim Kang and published on 15th March 2015 on TESOL Journal. Professor Kang from Northern Arizona University  specializes in Applied Linguistics and TESL. TESOL Journal is a double-blind peer-reviewed, practitioner-oriented electronic journal based on current theory and research in the field of TESOL. Considering the above facts and my research interest in EFL learners’ pronunciation, I will study and examine this paper in the aspects of its structure, the purpose of its research, the literature review, the methodology employed, the yielding findings and conclusions based on the findings.

Part One: The Essay Structure
The concise and informative abstract enables its readers to gain a general layout and outcome of this research. The author provides the research background, which is an inconsistency between the needs of language students and the provision of language teachers, the method, the result and the implication of the research. 

Six parts are composing this article. They come in sequence as Today, The Current Study, Method, Result, Discussion, and finally, Implication and Conclusion. They function differently: what comes first is the observation of an existing problem through literature review, then an introduction to the purpose and problems of this research, then how to do the research and yield data, in what way the author analyzes the data, and what she concludes from the research. The structure of the essay is complete, informing the readers with sufficient theological and empirical information and guiding them to explore the target questions logically.

Part Two: Literature Review 
In the part of literature review, Kang notices that researchers advocated that the goal of ESL/EFL should place on improving the global intelligibility, rather than on successfully modelling from a particular accent of a native English variety. The author further notices that besides the pragmatical concern of learning a language for reaching the widest audience, teachers are also advised to set a realistic goal for the instruction of English pronunciation: give up the pursuit of native-like pronunciation. Considering its practicability, it is not difficult for the reader to accept that the learning goal is a rational one. 

However, based on her understanding of past publications, Kang points out that EFL/ESL learners still long for a native variety of English. Kachru’s theory of three circles of world Englishes is adopted as the supportive theory that run through the review of EFL/ESL learners’ pronunciation preference. Kang does not consent with the idea that three circles model is no longer applicable due to the increasing accessibility of various Englishes to people. By referencing to researches carried out in China, Canada, and the USA, she presents readers a relatively wholesome picture of learners’ preference. ESL/EFL learners show preferences of Inner Circle (IC) English varieties, and the preferences seem to change with the changes of political, economic and cultural influences of the society in which certain variety is spoken(p61-63). Thus, the students are hungry with better pronunciation instructions. Yet, on the other hand, Kang shows that according to researches, pronunciation programmes are generally not available to students, and teaching training in the relevant field is insufficient either. In short, what the teachers offer might not be what the learners expect to achieve. 

The theoretical framework of this research, Kachru’s three circles theory, is clearly explained by the author. Questioning of the three circles theory is also refuted. This guarantees the establishment of the theoretical framework. Apart from this well-accepted theory, the rest of the references Kang cited also render her research higher reliability. Kang has made references to David Crystal, a leading figure in the field of English learning and teaching. And it is very appropriate and necessary for the author to refer to researches conducted in the outer circle and the expanding circle, for example, the Ladegaard’s research in Danmark in 1998(p.63) and Hu’s research in China in 2004 and 2005(p.62). Measuring against the fact that her research is to answer questions about students’ learning expectation and attitudes towards instructors’ accent varieties in different circles, this literature review provides comprehensive information in relating to the three aspects of research.  

The articles referred in this literature review are all primary sources dated from 1981 to 2010, and the majority of the references are published between 2000 to 2010. Given that this research paper is published in 2015, it might be even better to review more recent publications.  

Part Three: Kang’s Research Purpose and Question
By reviewing the history, Kang raises her hypothesis: learners’ expectations are not clearly known and not satisfyingly met; learners are experiencing difficulties because different kinds of English varieties are accessible to them. Kang’s general solution is to pin down learner’s expectations and what they perceive in instruction. Kang discovered that past researches did not place the learners in the framework of three circles and the focuses were mainly on ESL learners in the inner circle. Thus to achieve the general solution, she intends to first answer two questions in this research: how EFL learners perceive their teachers’ accent and their pronunciation instruction; how EFL learners differ from ESL learners in their opinions about pronunciation instruction. 

Part Four: Method and Methodology
The design of Kang’s research is as follow: in the phase of data collection, a survey comes first, followed by online interviews; in the phase of data analysis, ANOVAs were used to compare quantitative data from scalar judgments. ANOVA (The analysis of variance) is the most popular statistical technique sample comparison(Tarlow, 2016). The survey contains 20 questions; half of them are for participants to make scalar judgments, and the rest of them are open-ended questions. Online interviews were conducted for deepening the understanding of the answers to the open-ended questions. Generally, I agree with this design. Mixed-methods integrates components and the integration gives readers more confidences in the result; mixed-methods increase validity in the findings, inform the collection of the second data source, and assist with knowledge creation(McKim, 2017). A mixed-method research approach is adopted since qualitative data are helpful to clear any misunderstanding of the quantitative data and quantitative data can, in turn, lend more statistical supports to qualitative data. But in the survey, 9 out of 10 in the first ten scalar judgement questions are about learners’ self-evaluation and expectation of their pronunciation; only the Question 3-5 in the ten open-ended questions deal with learners’ evaluation and the expectation of their pronunciation instruction. Perhaps there are more that could be learnt in this aspect.     

Kang chose ESL learner participants from the inner/outer circle countries and EFL learner participants from the expanding circle countries. This choice is necessary for answering the research questions. The total number of participants is 617. Compared to Hu’s study in 2004 which invited 1,251 participants(p62), this participant involvement is of moderate level considering the questions it intends to answer. But it is still a worthy try in bringing together participants across the different circles and it is not an easy task to collect data from participants who live in foreign countries. Only adults ageing 19 to 40 are chosen. Kang does not specify the reasons for this age group choice. That non-adults did not participate might be beneficial to avoiding potential ethical problems and facilitates the conduct of the experiment. But the majority of recipients of school education are non-adults. For example, in China, English is a compulsory course in middle schools and an elective course in universities. It would be better to include non-adult learners’ voice. It might also be more reader-friendly to clarify how the research conductor chose participants to interview and how many participants were involved. It mentions that the participation rate for the online interview was low so she adjusted from online interviews via instant chatting tools to interviews via email.

Participants’ English proficiency levels are introduced in the article. ESL participants in IC counties self-reported their proficiency level; 47% of them is intermediate. The proficiency levels of ESL participants in OC countries and EFL participants in EC countries are reported by their teachers. All are at an intermediate level, which Kang regards as not validated. Yet since ESL participants’ self-evaluation in IC did not undergo any standardized process(p66), it is hard to say that their self-reported results are validated either. Furthermore, it is not clear enough about the effect of participants’ English proficiency on their responses to experiment questions. 

Part Five: Results
The results are presented in two perspectives: from quantitative angle and from qualitative angle. Kang spends more time on presenting the quantitative results which is acquired by ANOVAs analysis and Tukey post hoc analysis. Quantitative results are clearly listed in TABLE 1 on page 69 and FIGURE 1 on page 72. From the data, Kang discovers obvious differences among the participants’ response across three circles. Qualitative data from interviews are cited and strengthen the discover of differences(Kang, 2015). 

Her illustration is straight-forward and deals directly with the numbers. It might be helpful to the readers to understand the design of her survey by explaining in advance why all these questions were asked and what the logical sequence was in asking question 2 after question1, and question 3 after question 2. For instance of item 9 and 10, which the article does not explain much. There is a negative correlation between the results. Item 9 shows ESL learners in IC countries are most confusing due to a variety of accents while EFL learners in EC countries are least confusing. Item 10 shows ESL learners in IC countries are least confident in identify native English pronunciation while EFL learners in EC countries are most confident. Although the results of item 9 and 10, in general, support the need for pronunciation instruction for EFL/ESL learners, the negative correlation is also worth discussion. 

Part Five: Discussion and implication of the Result
Kang’s interpretation of the result is as follow. There are differences among learners from different circles in terms of their expectation of pronunciation development. ESL learners in IC expressed the strongest aspiration to improvement and to sound like native speakers. EFL learners in EC have the same aspiration but weaker. ESL learners in OC demonstrate identity concern to sound like native IC. There are also differences in the perception of pronunciation instruction. Learners in EC demonstrated the strongest dissatisfaction than the other groups.

This discovers not only lends further support to Kachru’s theory but also confirms the necessity to identify learners’ expectation and perception in the context of their circle of English. In other words, to categorize the learners merely by the EFL/ESL dichotomy is not enough. Kang’s strategy to categorize participants in contexts of three circles of world Englishes, combined with the EFL/ESL dichotomy is effective in figuring out the variation of need from different learner groups.

Kang suggests that institutes should synchronize student’s need in the context of World Englishes. She suggests English teachers should not view lingua franca English(LFE) pronunciation as deficient otherwise the paradigm of global intelligibility would not take place. I agree with the idea that not to see a certain English as deficient, but I have reservation about the intelligibility of each variety of English in the background of international communication. Kang also suggests that learners in EC need to build their own realistic model for pronunciation. If learners need not model from native varieties, then who should they model? How and whose responsibility to build a model that is intelligible across all the EC countries and at the same time intelligible to the IC audiences? 

Part Six: Evaluation of the Research
[bookmark: _GoBack]The inspiring part of this research is its combination of three circles theory and the study of EFL/ESL learners in terms of English pronunciation development. That the goal of EFL/ESL is not to adopt the native models and native models like AE and BE are not the only legitimate varieties of Englishes(Matsuda, 2019). Therefore, the images of English learners become more complete. It draws more attention to English learners in the outer and expanding circle and supplements what was rarely studied before. The problem of the mismatch between learners’ needs and teacher’s instruction is by no mean solved in one research, and Kang herself mentioned at the last part of the essay that further studies could be made on a comparison between learners from within the same circle, on learners’ attitude toward regional dialect in the inner circle, on learners evaluation of suprasegmental feature. In my opinion, it will be also useful to explore how cultural/political identity effect on learners preference on pronunciation across the three circles, and what a realistic goal is for teachers and learners to pursuit if the pursuit of a native-like accent is regarded as not realistic for most learners. Without a tangible realistic model to learn from, learners’ confusion won’t be settled, and consequently, they will still go for a more prestige variety.
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