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Abstract 

Accentedness is associated with listeners’ evaluative judgements, which might affect an L2 

speaker’s construction of an image about linguistic self-worth and competence, described as 

language (L2) self-esteem. This line of inquiry is pursued in the study presented in this paper, 

which investigates the relationship between L2 self-esteem and the extent to which a learner’s 

L2 pronunciation differs from a listener’s representation of it – accentedness. The results show 

that the level of L2 self-esteem correlates with accentedness, and the direction of this correlation 

is negative (r = -.51). The findings also reveal that the L2 self-esteem levels of the participants 

whose accentedness is closer to native-like are significantly higher than those of the individuals 

with strongly accented speech. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Accented speech is strongly associated with evaluative judgements of listeners (Munro 

and Derwing, 1999), which may regulate both positive and negative emotional reactions 

of L2 speakers (Campbell-Kibler, 2010). These affective responses, in turn, might be later 

contemplated by individuals while building an L2 self-image about themselves, their 

linguistic competencies and confidence in L2 learning (Heatherton and Wyland, 2003). 

What L2 learners generally feel about their L2 competence, performance and linguistic 

self-worth is frequently referred to as language (L2) self-esteem that involves subjective 

affective evaluations (Williams, Mercer, and Ryan, 2015). This construct, however, is 

frequently confused with L2 self-efficacy beliefs (Mercer, 2011). Therefore, a few 

characteristics need to be highlighted in order to distinguish L2 self-esteem from self-

efficacy beliefs. Firstly, L2 self-esteem is socially regulated and domain specific, in 

contrast to self-efficacy beliefs which are more cognitively determined and context 

specific (Dörnyei and Ryan, 2015). Secondly, self-efficacy beliefs refer to an individual’s 

cognitive assumption of his or her ability to perform a specific task in a given situation, 

whereas L2 self-esteem pertains to an individual’s value system and involves creating “a 

set of implicit expectations about what is possible and appropriate to us. These 

expectations tend to generate the actions that turn them into realities […] Self-esteem high 

or low tends to be a generator of self-fulfilling prophecies” (Branden, 1995: 14). Drawing 

on that, L2 speakers with a low L2 self-esteem may create a negative image of their L2 

pronunciation, which may, in turn, discourage them from taking an effort to articulate less 
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accented L2 speech. On the other hand, those with high level of L2 self-esteem may derive 

their L2 image from a subjective positive evaluation of their L2 accent, which may 

increase motivation to work harder on L2 pronunciation. The relationship between L2 self-

esteem and L2 accentedness, however, has not been investigated thoroughly so far, despite 

a bulk of research on socio-psychological aspects interplaying with L2 pronunciation 

learning (e.g. Celce-Murcia et al., 2010; Moyer, 2013, 2018). Little is known about how 

the degree of L2 accented speech interplays with L2 self-esteem. The aim of this paper, 

therefore, is to investigate the relationship between L2 accentedness and levels of L2 self-

esteem that EFL learners declare to experience. 

 

 

2. Accentedness 
 

Accentedness has been interpreted as the extent to which a learner’s L2 pronunciation 

differs from a listener’s representation of it (Munro, 2017). Several speaker’s articulatory 

properties have been confirmed to correlate with speaker’s accentedness, such as 

segmental errors (Saito, Trofimovich and Isaacs, 2016), pitch range (Anderson-Hsieh, 

Johnson and Koehler, 1992; Kang, 2010), word stress (Field, 2005), intonation (Winters 

and O’Brien, 2013), speech rate (Kang, 2010) and pausing (Trofimovich and Baker, 2006). 

The listener’s characteristics have also been researched from the perspective of perceiving 

accented speech. Listeners’ native languages (Kang, 2012), prior exposure to non-native 

speaker variety (Thompson, 1991), experience in teaching (Kang and Rubin, 2009), and 

listeners’ language experience (Munro, 2008) may play a role in the evaluation of 

accentedness. However, much less attention has been given to socio-psychological factors, 

such as individual learner differences, which build an additional layer of speaker - listener 

complex dependencies that the evaluation of accentedness offers. 

Accent has long been acknowledged to be associated with one’s self. The way a 

speaker articulates segmental and suprasegmental features of a language reveals several 

sociophonetic properties (Tekin, 2019), such as belonging to a specific social group 

(Lybeck, 2002; Thompson, 1976), an ethnic group (Gatbonton, 1975) or even gender 

(Ohara, 2001). Generally, articulation of language sounds and suprasegmental features is 

viewed as a linguistic marker or an indexical aspect of speech (Munro, 2017), crucial for 

self-representation (Hansen Edwards, 2008). These markers contribute to a listener’s 

subjective positive or negative judgements of a speaker’s accented speech. From this 

perspective, accentedness has attracted the attention of sociolinguistic and sociophonetic 

researchers (e.g. Gatbonton et al., 2005; Gluszek and Dovidio, 2010; Gluszek, Newheiser, 

and Dovidio, 2011; Moyer, 2007; Neuliep and Speten-Hansen, 2013). For instance, 

Harwood (2020) introduces the framework of the Social Identity Theory (SIT), within 

which the explanations of “how perceptions of persons speaking with nonnative accents 

function during intergroup interaction” (Neuliep and Speten-Hansen, 2013: 169) are 

offered. Pennington and Rogerson-Revell explicate that 

 
Although accent can be distinguished from language competence, as a person with a 

detectable regional or L2 accent may be a highly competent speaker, linguistic stereotyping 

may nonetheless evaluate what is perceived as a “strong” accent as an indicator of limited 

competence in language and other things such as intelligence or education. Pennington and 

Rogerson-Revell (2019: 34) 
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A speaker who uses an accent strongly deviating from a target native-like accent may be 

perceived as less competent or less intelligent (Gluszek and Dovidio, 2010). Moreover, 

listeners’ evaluations of accented speech are positively correlated with self-rating of 

accent (Gluszek, Newheiser, and Dovidio, 2011) and self-rating of L2 fluency (Moyer, 

2007). It could thus be assumed that if the listener’s perception of an accent is negative, 

the speaker’s self-perception of L2 competence, so also self-esteem, may decrease. 

Similarly, a listener’s positive evaluation of accented speech may feed a speaker’s self-

worth. This relationship, however, has rarely been the subject of empirical studies. 

The L2 accent and self-esteem relationship was scrutinised by Bergman (2012), who, 

following a case study design, interviewed four non-native English immigrants to the USA 

and applied Rosenberg’s (1979) instrument to evaluate self-esteem levels. The 

participants’ self-esteem as established through questionnaire responses was then 

compared to the one they had reported to have experienced upon arrival in the USA. In 

the semi-structured interviews the participants responded to several questions regarding 

their accent, such as, Tell me how your accent has evolved over time? What do you feel 

about having an accent? The data, analysed qualitatively, provided several examples 

confirming that the participants’ L2 accented speech impacted their self-esteem. More 

recently, Reddel (2021) investigated the effectiveness of an intervention that included 

accent reduction instruction and its impact on international students’ self-esteem. The 

participants were 21 international students of the University of Nebrasca-Lincoln assigned 

to treatment and delayed treatment groups randomly. Prior to the intervention a pre-test 

survey, including an open-ended survey and the Rosenberg self-esteem scale (Rosenberg, 

2015), was administered to both groups in order to determine the levels of self-esteem and 

perceptions of communication skills and difficulties, including those referring to accented 

speech. After a seven-week communication workshop conducted only in the treatment 

group a post-test survey was applied to both groups. Although the qualitative results 

confirmed that a voluntary participation in a communication workshop, with a focus on 

accent, among others, increased participants’ self-esteem, the quantitative data analysis 

did not support this claim. On the whole, these studies generated inconclusive results. 

Moreover, they were conducted in second language learning context, where accented 

speech may trigger immediate social reactions. However, research on accentedness in 

foreign language learning contexts, where the need for integrating with native speakers 

via accents is less obvious, has rarely pertained to explaining whether various dimensions 

of L2 self, such as, L2 self-esteem, interplay with degrees of L2 accented speech.  

 

 

3. L2 self-esteem 
 

A clear understanding of target language self-esteem (L2 self-esteem) should be supported 

with a broader perspective on the nature of general or global self-esteem, defined as the 

result of evaluation of one’s competence “to cope with the basic challenges of life and of 

being worthy of happiness” (Branden, 1995: 4). This classic two-pillar definition results 

in intricate interpretations of the relationships between the key notions: competence and 

worthiness. The following observation has been proposed by Mruk (1999): high or 

authentic self-esteem stems from high competence and high worthiness; defensive self-

esteem triggering a self-centred and even aggressive behaviour is associated with low 

competence and high worthiness. A different type of defensive self-esteem, resulting in 

over-achieving “but being defensive when success is challenged by others” (Oxford, 2016, 

p. 66), comes from high competence and low worthiness. Finally, low self-esteem, 



22 Magdalena Szyszka  

 
activating insecurity and feelings of dependence, originates from low competence and low 

worthiness.  

Self-esteem or global self-esteem, however, should be distinguished from domain 

specific self-esteem, which reflects how an individual interprets and evaluates his or her 

own competence and worthiness within a specific domain (Rentzsch and Schröder-Abé, 

2018), such as L2 learning. Although research confirms a positive relationship between 

these two constructs, that is, global and domain specific self-esteem, they need to be 

approached separately (Habrat, 2013). An individual may generally perceive himself or 

herself as competent and self-worthy but in a specific area this evaluation may not 

necessarily be so positive. Therefore, for the purposes of the research presented in this 

paper, L2 self-esteem is viewed as a positive or negative emotional response that an 

individual experiences while contemplating and evaluating their linguistic competence, 

including that regarding their L2 pronunciation, and their worthiness within the domain of 

language learning. Additionally, Reasoner’s (1982, cited in Rubio, 2007) model of L2 

self-esteem has been used here to explain how L2 pronunciation learning might be related 

to L2 self-esteem. This model identifies five components underpinning L2 self-esteem: 

security (knowing that I am safe, physically and emotionally), identity (knowing who I 

am), belonging (knowing others accept me), purpose (knowing what I want to do and to 

achieve), and competence (knowing I can). Each of these might be described from the 

perspective of an L2 pronunciation learner. The sense of emotional security may be 

threatened because L2 pronunciation learning is associated with stepping out of the 

comfort zone since pronunciation is “a higher manifestation of self-representation” (Jilka, 

2009: 4) and a linguistic marker of identity – knowing who an L2 learner is. Therefore, 

creating a positive and supportive environment for pronunciation learning is indispensable 

for securing positive evaluations of how an individual and others perceive his or her own 

L2 articulation, so also L2 competence. This secure environment entails not only teacher-

learner interactions but also peer support and acceptance – this refers to knowing that an 

L2 learner is safe, physically and emotionally. The way an individual speaks reveals social 

group membership and belonging to a group that shares similar features, for instance, the 

same accent (Chakraborty, 2017). Therefore, by adopting a foreign accent, a learner shows 

readiness for stepping out of the group. On the one hand, if group members openly accept 

otherness manifested in the form of their member’s foreign pronunciation, this stepping 

out-of-the-group may not be needed – an L2 learner knows that others accept him or her. 

On the other hand, in a regular L2 learning classroom environment such an idealistic 

condition is rarely fulfilled because L2 learners usually constitute an amalgam of 

individual characteristics (Dörnyei and Ryan, 2015). Hence, L2 accent learning may be 

affected by a learner’s need to be identified as part of an L1 sounding group (Gatbonton, 

Trofimovich and Magid, 2005). Apart from these self-related affective evaluations of an 

L2 accent, a learner’s L2 self-esteem may also be associated with how he or she perceives 

the goals in L2 pronunciation learning – knowing what an L2 learner wants to do and 

achieve. If realistic pronunciation goals are set, the final component of L2 self-esteem in 

the model described above is easily attainable – knowing that an L2 learner can achieve 

desirable L2 competence. Recognising these complex dependencies may support L2 

instructors’ understanding of actions and decisions taken by L2 learners, who, in the 

process of L2 learning, constantly construct and re-construct their domain specific L2 self-

esteem (Rentzsch and Schröder-Abé, 2018). 

Despite the aforementioned potential links between language self-esteem and L2 

accent, there is hardly any research investigating this relationship directly. Although the 

psychological phenomenon of L2 self-esteem has been studied along with several 



 L2 Accentedness and Language Self-esteem in Foreign Language Learning 23 

 

constructs that are associated with L2 pronunciation and accent, the research so far has 

generated inconclusive results. On the one hand, a positive relationship between L2 self-

esteem and L2 achievement (Alrabai, 2017; Asakereh and Yousofi, 2018), exposure to L2 

and self-assessment of L2 skills, including speaking skills (Habrat, 2018), fluency 

(Koosha, Ketabi, and Kassaian, 2011) and proficiency level (Souresjani and Naseri, 2011) 

has been confirmed. On the other hand, no significant correlation has been found between 

self-esteem and pronunciation, comprehensibility (Koosha, Ketabi, and Kassaian, 2011), 

and oral achievement (Mekni Toujani and Hermessi, 2019). Generally, low level of L2 

self-esteem has been associated with lower risk-taking behaviour, higher anxiety and 

impaired communication skills (Branden, 1995; Habrat, 2018; Mercer, 2011; Rubio-

Alcalá, 2017). Accentedness, however, has not been taken directly into account in the 

aforementioned research. Still, accentedness is strongly associated with self-

representation (Hansen Edwards, 2008; Jilka, 2009) and others’ evaluations (Gluszek, 

Newheiser, and Dovidio, 2011) which, in turn, affect an individual’s sense of L2 

competence and performance – the antecedents of L2 self-esteem (Habrat, 2018). The 

empirical study described below aims to initiate investigations filling this gap in research. 

 

 

4. Method  
 

The general aim of this paper is to explore the relationship between L2 accentedness and 

L2 self-esteem of EFL learners. For this purpose the following research question has been 

proposed: 

RQ1. Is there any relationship between L2 accentedness and L2 self-esteem? 

Additionally, following the theoretical premises and the study results discussed above (e.g. 

Bergman, 2012; Reddel, 2021) that the degree of accentedness may impact the levels of 

L2 self-esteem, a detailed hypothesis can be stated:  

H1. Learners with high and low levels of accentedness reveal significant differences 

in their L2 self-esteem. 

 

4.1. Participants and raters 
 

A total of 59 students majoring in English at one of Polish universities participated in the 

study. There were 47 females and 12 males. Their age ranged between 19 and 24 (mean 

age = 20.5). They had completed a 60-hour Phonetics course, during which they had been 

mastering standard British English segmental and suprasegmental features throughout one 

academic year. They were all non-native English speakers, who reported their experience 

of staying abroad. This variable, frequently operationalised as length of residence (LOR), 

has been acknowledged to relate to accentedness by several scholars (e.g., Derwing and 

Munro, 2013; Saito, 2015). Four participants declared that they had never left their native 

country. As many as 15 stated that they had travelled abroad up to three times for short 

visits. Longer visits abroad of up to two weeks were paid by 23 students, and 14 reported 

having stayed abroad for more than two weeks but less than a year. Only three participants 

declared to have been abroad for at least a year. 

The two raters who evaluated the degree of the participants’ accentedness shared 

similar experience in L2 pronunciation teaching at an academic level and exposure to L2 

accented speech containing participants’ L1 features. They were advanced non-native 

English speakers approximating Standard British English model with a substantial 

theoretical knowledge about the differences between Polish and English sound systems. 
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The similarities in the raters’ background regarding knowledge, experience and skills in 

English pronunciation were essential in order to maximise the inter-rater reliability of 

accentedness judgements (Kang, 2012). 

 

4.2. Stimulus material and instruments 
 

In order to measure accentedness, the stimulus material was designed in the form of a 

written text (see Appendix A). The text, containing 147 words, was a meaningful 

paragraph whose content included sentences describing the difficulties that Polish EFL 

learners may encounter in English pronunciation. Apart from 52 words commonly 

mispronounced by Polish speakers of English, randomly selected from Sobkowiak (2008), 

the text included instances of segmental and suprasegmental features that cause difficulties 

in attaining native-like articulation by Polish learners of English (Rojczyk and Porzuczek, 

2012), such as dental fricatives: that, the, thorough; lexical stress: comfortably, 

catastrophe; aspirated /p, t, k/: Peter, tough, occur; vowel reduction in unstressed 

syllables: completely different from what we hear – to mention a few. The participants 

were instructed to record themselves while reading the text aloud and send the samples in 

the form of MP3 files to the researcher. The mean length of the samples was two minutes. 

Text reading has been acknowledged to suit accentedness rating because of its controllable 

nature (Munro and Derwing, 1994).  

The raters marked the extent to which the participant’s performance in the recorded 

sample differed from their representation of English native-like accent. The responses 

were marked on the scale from 1 – meaning ‘no accent’ or ‘native-like accent’ to 9 – ‘very 

strong accent’ (Thomson, 2018). The scores from the two raters were aggregated, hence 

the summative overall evaluation of accentedness ranged from 2 to 18. The intra-class 

reliability test was applied to establish the inter-rater reliability, and the correlation 

coefficient reached the value of .93, indicating very high agreement between the two 

raters’ scores.   

The participants also completed an online survey, containing a biographical data part 

and an instrument measuring their levels of L2 self-esteem (see Appendix B). The L2 Self-

esteem scale, adapted from Habrat (2018), consisted of 10 items, for example, I am able 

to help my groupmates in their English coursework. I am good at most English courses at 

the university. I believe that if I work hard, I will be able to achieve the goals I set for 

myself. Four of these items were key-reversed, e.g. I think most of my classmates are 

smarter than I am. The academic teachers of English feel that I am poor at my work. The 

responses were provided on a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 - strongly disagree, to 5 - 

strongly agree. The minimum number of points to be obtained was 10, and the maximum 

number was 50. High scores indicated a high degree of L2 self-esteem, whereas low scores 

on the scale were interpreted as low levels of L2 self-esteem. This instrument has been 

selected for two reasons. Firstly, it was designed to measure L2 self-esteem in the 

academic context of foreign language learners, and the participants of this study met this 

criterium. Secondly, in Habrat’s (2018) investigation as well as in the present research it 

demonstrated high reliability, measured with Cronbach α, which in this study obtained the 

value of .85. 

 

4.3. Procedure and analyses  
 

The participants were informed that the study consisted of two parts: recordings of 

reading the text aloud and responding to an online questionnaire. Both of these parts were 
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completed out of the classroom, in the environment selected by the participants. Initially, 

the stimulus material was distributed with the instruction to practise reading the text aloud 

as long as the participants wished before recording the best possible version of their text 

reading. The recorded MP3 files were submitted electronically and later evaluated 

independently for accentedness by the two raters. In the second part of the research the 

participants were provided with a link to an online questionnaire, consisting of a biodata 

part and the L2 Self-esteem scale. Most responses were completed in less than 15 minutes. 

The recordings were shared with the raters, who were instructed to listen to the samples 

as many times as needed and provide their impressionistic judgements on the 9-point scale 

within a two-week time frame. They were also encouraged, but not obliged, to share their 

observations regarding specific features justifying their decisions. 

The quantitative data obtained in the study required both descriptive and inferential 

statistical analyses. Descriptive statistics – mean, standard deviation and range – were 

calculated to analyse the profile of the group in terms of their accentedness and L2 self-

esteem. The Shapiro–Wilk test was used for the analysis of the distribution of the data for 

accentedness ratings and the L2 self-esteem scores. The results of these analyses 

determined the choice of further parametric measurements: Pearson’s correlation and 

Student’s t-test. In order to corroborate the hypothesis (H1), the participants were divided 

into two groups on the basis of descriptive statistics for accentedness. Those participants 

whose accentedness was higher than the average score in the whole sample (MAcc = 8.8) 

were assigned to the group with high accentedness (HAcc), whereas those who scored 8 

or below on accentedness belonged to a group with low accentedness (LAcc). 

The statistical analysis also included the calculations of effect sizes, providing fine-

tuned measurements of the extent to which the independent variable of accentedness and 

the dependent variable of L2 self-esteem were related (Plonsky and Oswald, 2014). Due 

to a small sample size Hedges’s g, rather than Cohen’s d, was used to calculate the effect 

size for mean differences between two groups. 

 

 

5. Results 
 

The descriptive statistics for accentedness and L2 self-esteem were calculated first (see 

Table 1). The mean value of accentedness in the whole group reached 8.8, which was 

lower than the mean value of the cumulated maximal score for accentedness (AccMax = 

18). The accentedness scores in the group ranged from 4 to 16, with SD = 2.37. The mean 

value of L2 self-esteem was 37.15, SD = 6.23, with the minimal score 21 and the maximal 

50. The Shapiro–Wilk test for accentedness data distribution obtained the value W = .96, 

at p = .051, and for L2 self-esteem W = .98, at p = .372, meaning that in both cases, 

accentedness and L2 self-esteem, the scores were normally distributed.   

 
Table 1: Basic statistics for accentedness and L2 self-esteem in the group of N=59 participants. 

Variable Mean SD Range 

Accentedness 8.80 2.37 4-16 

L2 self-esteem 37.15 6.23 21-50 

 

The relationship between accentedness and L2 self-esteem was measured with 

Pearson’s correlation coefficient. A strong negative correlation was found between these 
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two constructs with r = -.51, at p = .00 (see Table 2 and Figure 1). Those whose accented 

speech was closer to native-like pronunciation tended to have higher L2 self-esteem levels. 

 
Table 2: Pearson correlation between accentedness and L2 self-esteem. 

 
 L2 self-esteem p-value 

Accentedness -.514 .000 

 

The effect size for correlation reached .26, meaning that 26% of the variability in L2 

self-esteem is explained by the degree of accentedness. Plonsky and Oswald (2014) 

propose the following benchmarks for interpretation: close to .25 – small, .40 – medium, 

and .60 – large effect sizes for correlation in SLA research. Hence, the effect size in this 

study can be interpreted as small.  
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Figure 1: Scatterplot showing the relationship between accentedness and L2 self-esteem. 

 

In order to investigate the differences in L2 self-esteem between learners with high and 

low levels of accentedness, a t-test for independent samples was applied (see Table 2).  

 
Table 3: A t-test value indicating the difference in L2 self-esteem of the participants with high 

(HAcc) and low (LAcc) levels of accentedness. 

 

 HAcc (N = 31)      LAcc (N = 28) t p 

 Mean SD Mean SD   

L2 self-esteem 35.32 6.53 39.18 5.27 -2.47 .008 

 

The mean score of L2 self-esteem in the HAcc group (M = 35.32, SD = 6.53) was lower 

than the mean score in the LAcc group (M = 39.18, SD = 5.27) and the t-test value 

confirmed this difference as statistically significant (t = -2.47, p = .008). L2 self-esteem 

of HAcc participants was significantly higher than the that of LAcc individuals. 

Additionally, Hedges’s g was computed, revealing the effect size of g = -.637. This value 

for mean differences between independent groups can be interpreted as a medium size 
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effect. In other words, the magnitude of the difference in L2 self-esteem between these 

two groups HAcc and LAcc is medium. 

 

 

6. Discussion 
 

The study investigated the relationship between L2 accentedness and L2 self-esteem. In 

response to the research question, Is there any significant relationship between L2 

accentedness and L2 self-esteem?, the results of the descriptive statistics were needed for 

establishing the participants’ profile in terms of accentedness and L2 self-esteem. The 

participants’ average level of accentedness (8.8 out of 18) might be compared to the results 

from other studies whose participants were Polish and the raters used the same 

accentedness scale. For instance, Jułkowska and Cebrian (2015) reported that the mean 

values of accentedness were 6.36, 6.12 and 6.05 out of 9 provided by English, Polish and 

Spanish raters respectively. In the present study, the average accentedness rating 

(MAcc = 8.8 out of 18) was closer to native-like than in the case of the scores obtained by 

Jułkowska and Cebrian (2015). However, their individual accentedness scores varied and 

were normally distributed in the group. Moreover, the participants’ levels of L2 self-

esteem obtained the values similar to those in Habrat’s (2018) study, who had investigated 

L2 self-esteem in Polish educational context and interpreted these levels as high. 

Generally, the participants represented individuals with high levels of L2 self-esteem and 

accentedness relatively close to native-like. This could stem from the fact that the group 

consisted of students enrolled in English philology who voluntarily selected these studies 

to gain their expertise in English. 

The outcomes of the correlational statistics revealed a negative correlation between 

accentedness and L2 self-esteem, and 26% of the variability in L2 self-esteem is explained 

by the degree of accentedness.  The closer a participant’s articulation was to L2 native-

like pronunciation, the higher L2 self-esteem they exhibited. An L2 learner’s 

accentedness, therefore, is to some extent associated with L2 self-esteem. This might be 

explained by the fact that accent has long been associated with a representation of one’s 

self, and other’s evaluation of it may be perceived as a form of entering an affective 

domain of an individual (Arnold, 2007; Dewaele, 2011). This domain entails positive or 

negative appraisals focal to L2 self-esteem (Mercer, 2011). Thus, if learners receive a 

negative evaluation of their L2 accent and activate negative emotions about their linguistic 

competence and self-worth, their L2 self-esteem suffers. Similarly, a listener’s positive 

remark on a speaker’s accentedness triggers positive emotions resulting in high L2 self-

esteem. Nevertheless, this stance still needs further investigations in order to disclose 

intervening variables, such as other individual learner characteristics and factors affecting 

the acquisition of an L2 accent.  

The results of the study corroborated the hypothesis, H1: Learners with high and low 

levels of accentedness reveal significant differences in their L2 self-esteem. The mean 

levels of L2 self-esteem of those with high accentedness were significantly lower than 

those of the students whose speech was rated as closer to native-like. The interpretation of 

this result, however, may not be straightforward. Following Vonk and Smit (2011), the 

outcomes in the domain that individuals consider as important may shape their domain-

specific self-esteem. In L2 pronunciation learning, less accented speech of those who care 

about L2 pronunciation may be an incentive to perceive one’s linguistic competence in a 

positive light, which may further lead to high L2 self-esteem. Subsequently, learners with 

high L2 self-esteem may be more willing to engage in practices perfecting their L2 
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articulation. However, there might be a risk that high L2 self-esteem activates subjective 

feelings of success and contentment that protect learners from taking actions leading to 

pronunciation improvement. This situation might be satisfactory as long as high L2 self-

esteem is based on high linguistic competence and high worthiness (authentic self-esteem, 

see Section 3. L2 self-esteem). Otherwise, if L2 self-esteem is associated with low 

competence and high worthiness (defensive self-esteem), a self-centred behaviour of an 

L2 pronunciation learner may not lead to accent reduction. Analogically, on the one hand, 

learners with low L2 self-esteem may be discouraged – for instance, by negative social 

judgements of their L2 accentedness – to take any actions in order to practice their L2 

articulation, in which case there is a high probability that their L2 accent would not be 

reduced. On the other hand, L2 learners with defensive L2 self-esteem, coming from high 

competence and low worthiness, may be very willing to engage in accent reduction 

practices resulting in achieving or approximating their goals. 

The empirical evidence yielded by the present study supports a connection between L2 

self-esteem and accentedness. However, some limitations of research regarding the sample 

and rating need to be addressed. Firstly, the investigation took place under the COVID-19 

pandemic conditions, during which the recruitment of the participants and the access to a 

representative range of L2 learners were restricted. This resulted in a relatively small 

sample size and the skewed participants’ profile. Due to these difficulties, the decision of 

the author was to follow the convenience sampling method. Therefore, a replication of the 

study with a more representative and larger group of foreign language learners might 

generate stronger evidence addressing the role of accentedness in L2 self-esteem. 

Secondly, accentedness was evaluated by the raters who, despite many similarities, for 

instance experience in L2 pronunciation teaching and familiarity with L1 accent, were not 

L2 native speakers, which might have affected the outcomes. Additionally, a larger 

number of raters might have contributed to higher level of objectivity in accentedness 

evaluation.  

 

 

7. Conclusion 
 

The outcomes of the empirical research confirm that there is a strong, negative 

relationship between accentedness and L2 self-esteem. The speakers whose L2 accent is 

closer to native-like exhibit higher L2 self-esteem than those whose speech in more 

accented. These results provide a basis for some pedagogical recommendations for trainers 

interested in endorsing the environment supporting L2 self-esteem in accent reduction. 

Following Reasoner’s (1982, in Rubio, 2007) model of L2 self-esteem, initially, L2 

pronunciation instructors need to create a physically and emotionally secure setting that 

encourages acceptance of an L2 learner’s identity manifested through L2 accented speech 

(Moyer, 2018). Next, the degree of L2 accent reduction should be negotiated rather than 

imposed on a learner. In some circumstances, for instance when classroom learners 

strongly identify with their L1 peers, they are not ready to change their accent of L2 speech 

and may intentionally mispronounce L2 (Lefkowitz and Hedgcock, 2006). Then the 

intelligibility rather than native-like principle should be followed in the classroom 

pronunciation instruction (Levis, 2015). Generally, establishing the L2 accent reduction 

aim cannot be done without a learner’s awareness and beliefs regarding feasibility and 

acceptance of L2 accent reduction processes. Therefore, L2 self-esteem can be boosted 

only when learners know what they want to achieve in terms of L2 pronunciation learning, 

know that this aim is achievable and doable, but also are aware of how accent reduction 
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outcome might affect their selves. Promising as they are, these preliminary assumptions, 

however, cannot guarantee the final success, as accent reduction processes are subject to 

multiple complex influences of learner internal and external factors, which go far beyond 

the scope of the current paper.  

In this study the focus was on one of the self-related constructs in language learning – 

L2 self-esteem (Mercer, 2011). But L2 self-esteem cannot be interpreted without other L2 

self-constructs, for instance self-efficacy, identity, social comparisons, etc. (Dörnyei and 

Ryan, 2015; Williams, Mercer, and Ryan, 2015), which build a complex psychological 

profile of an L2 learner. Drawing on the results of this study, the way L2 learners sound 

has been acknowledged to be related to the degree of their “confidence in the right to be 

successful [in L2 accent acquisition], the feeling of being worthy, deserving, entitled to 

assert [their L2 pronunciation] needs and wants, […] and enjoy the fruits of [their] efforts” 

(Branden, 1995: 4) in L2 pronunciation learning. Nevertheless, the interplay between these 

two constructs – accentedness and L2 self-esteem – triggers complex interpretations that 

generate the need for further investigations. Apart from replicating this study with a larger 

sample of L2 learners, a researcher can follow a qualitative design which would provide 

additional complementary data. Also accentedness involves a number of socio-

psychological aspects which are related to L2 self-esteem and the self constructs 

mentioned above, such as self-evaluation, L2 motivational self system and social support, 

to mention a few (Moyer, 2013). Future research might inspect the interconnectedness of 

these aspects in order to build a fine-tuned, comprehensible socio-psychological model of 

L2 accentedness.   

Summarising, the results show a promising line of inquiry into the role of self-related 

factors in explaining why some L2 learners use more accented speech than others. 

Generally, apart from biological and cognitive factors, such as age, aptitude, L1, TL 

exposure (Moyer, 2013), more attention should be given to investigating psychological 

and socio-cultural learner dimensions in order to understand multidimensional and 

complex processes underpinning L2 accented speech, still under researched, particularly 

in foreign language learning settings.  
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A 

 

A stimulus material for recording. 

 

Let’s talk about English word pronunciation. Peter says that to communicate 

comfortably you need to speak clearly and pronounce words properly – I agree – but 

English words aren’t always easy to utter. For example, it’s hard to pronounce all the 

words in this sentence properly: It’s tough to mix onions and pears and put them in the 

oven. My blood pressure also rises because spelling in English is frequently completely 

different from what we hear. And this is just one basic rule. There’re many more. There’re 

dozens or even thousands of pronunciation traps that occur in English. Let’s take 

the following words: thorough, courageous, purchase, or leopard. Honestly, their 

pronunciation is a catastrophe! Whenever I see them in a text, they’re like a bomb directed 

at my tongue. So, not to ruin the ears of the interlocutors and get my message across, I 

start my pronunciation work immediately! 

 

 

Appendix B 

 

Language self-esteem (adapted from Habrat, 2018) 

Please respond to the following statements on a 5-point Likert scale.  

1 - strongly disagree; 2 - disagree; 3 - neutral; 4 - agree; 5 - strongly agree  

 

1. I can follow easily what my academic teachers say in English classes. (+) 

2. I am able to help my groupmates in their English coursework. (+) 

3. I am good at most English courses at the university. (+) 

4. I believe that if I work hard, I will be able to achieve the goals I set for myself. (+) 

5. I think most of my classmates are smarter than I am. (-) 

6. The academic teachers of English feel that I am poor at my work. (-) 

7. I get frightened when I am asked a question in an English course. (-) 

8. I perform better in English than most of my friends. (+) 

9. I often feel like giving up studying English. (-) 

10. On the whole I am satisfied with my English. (+) 

 


