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Abstract
As many European countries have language proficiency requirements for obtaining citizenship, language testing is a possible 
source of social inequality. The ‘Broken Finnish’ project has been set up to ensure test fairness by addressing the proficiency 
rating in the National Certificates of Language Proficiency (NCLP) test for Finnish in Finland, with a special focus on perceptions 
of pronunciation and ‘accent’ in relation to the examinee’s L1 and how the raters recognise them. We explore if and how these 
perceptions affect the proficiency ratings. We are also interested in studying where the perceptions might arise from. In this 
paper, we present results from one L1 group: Thai speakers. 

Introduction: Accent perceptions in societal gatekeeping
Like many European countries, Finland uses language proficiency requirements as one of the gatekeepers for citizenship. 
Consequently, language testing is a possible source of social inequality. To ensure the fairness of a test system, in the project 
‘Broken Finnish’: Accent perceptions in societal gatekeeping (Academy of Finland; 2018–2022, www.jyu.fi/hytk/fi/laitokset/solki/
broken-finnish/in-english), we study the rating process in the National Certificates of Language Proficiency (NCLP) test in 
Finland, with a focus on perceptions of pronunciation in relation to the examinee’s L1 and how the raters recognize it. We study 
whether there is any bias towards test-takers, and whether the correct recognition of the speakers’ L1 affects the ratings of oral 
proficiency. We will focus on the ratings of Thai L1 speakers and show 1) how the correct recognition of the Thai speakers’ L1 
influenced their rating, and 2) how the raters described the performances of the speakers.

Context of the study: Finnish National Certificates of Language 
Proficiency (NCLP) test 
The NCLP is a test system for adult second and foreign language learners overseen by the Finnish government’s official system 
for language proficiency testing in a total of nine languages. Since 1994, there have been approximately 130,000 test-takers, and 
there are approximately 8,000 L2 Finnish test-takers per year. 

The organizations responsible for the test system are Finnish National Agency for Education (EDUFI) and University of Jyväskylä 
(Centre for Applied Language Studies). It is independent of any syllabus or curriculum, but applies the Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001). NCLP has its own rating scale varying from 1–6 in 
four skills. Levels 3 and 4 form the so-called intermediate level which equals CEFR Levels B1and B2, which are the citizenship 
threshold in Finland; since 2003, CEFR Level B1 in Finnish or Swedish has been the language requirement for Finnish citizenship. 

The focus of our project is the speaking test of Finnish at the intermediate level. The performances are rated along seven criteria 
for speaking (aligning with the CEFR): 1) general criteria (a holistic criterion covering six other, more analytical criteria), 2) 
fluency, 3) flexibility, 4) coherence and cohesion, 5) vocabulary (range, accuracy, idiomaticity), 6) pronunciation and phonological 
control, and 7) grammatical accuracy. 

http://www.jyu.fi/hytk/fi/laitokset/solki/broken-finnish/in-english
http://www.jyu.fi/hytk/fi/laitokset/solki/broken-finnish/in-english
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Data of the project
In order to explore whether the test-takers face any biased rating, we designed a data set focusing on test-takers of five different 
L1s: Arabic, Estonian, Russian, Thai, and Finland Swedish. Informed by previous research, we knew that the speakers of these 
languages face negative stereotyping in Finland (e.g. Jaakkola, 2009; McRae, Bennett, & Miljan, 1988; Reuter & Kyntäjä, 2005; 
Sirkkilä, 2005.) Our hypothesis was that, because of these general stereotypes, these groups might also face biased rating.

The data were collected through an online platform in 2015 and 2016. Altogether 50 (10 for each L1) examinees’ speaking 
performances were rated by 44 certified raters. The performances were rated both holistically (the general criterion) and 
separately for the six analytical criteria presented above. The raters were also asked to write down the speaker’s L1, to indicate 
how certain they were about the assumption, and to describe the speaker, the performance and the bases for their assumptions 
of the L1. 

The three-fold interaction between L1, the various criteria and the L1 assumption (whether it was accurate, that is, ‘recognized’, 
or not) was studied using multi-faceted Rasch analyses. In addition to these statistical analyses done by the project’s statisticians, 
we analyzed how the performances were described in the open answers.

Findings: L1 recognition affects on the rating of Thai L1 speakers
The results confirm the hypothesis in that the correct recognition of the L1 affected the rating in the case of Thai speakers. If 
the L1 was recognized, there was a significant decrease in the rating of pronunciation as well as a significant increase in the 
ratings of fluency and the general criterion. Furthermore, the other criteria seem to be affected along with recognition, but these 
changes were only tendencies, not reaching statistical significance. In this section, we will present some of the raters’ reasoning 
for the recognition as well as descriptions of the affected skills, pronunciation, fluency and general holistic impression, drawing 
on Ahola’s previous research (in press). 

On one hand, the L1 Thai female speakers (n=8) were very well recognised by the raters. The recognition seemed to be based 
on the raters’ experience in teaching and testing L1 female Thai speakers. On the other, L1 Thai male speakers (n=2) were not 
recognised by the raters but the suggested L1s included Russian, Somali and Arab speakers. The most probable reason for 
this bias in gender-related (non)recognition is simply that the raters do not have experience in teaching or rating L1 Thai male 
speakers because there are not many in Finland. 

Negatively rated skill: Pronunciation
The criterion that was negatively rated, and thus rated lower when L1 was recognized, was pronunciation. The pronunciation was 
heavily criticized and the learning of comprehensible pronunciation was described as difficult or even impossible:

For the speakers of these languages it (pronunciation) is so difficult to learn that they will never manage to raise their level any 
higher. One feels sorry for them.

Source language can be strongly heard in the pronunciation. It requires attentiveness and patience from the listener and 
certainly repetition from the speaker to be understood in everyday situations.

The challenges in comprehension were described, for example, on the sound level. The raters described problems in producing 
consonants and consonant clusters (e.g. r = l, -ts- , -st-) which are typical problems of Thai language speakers and, more 
generally, speakers of tonal languages in Finnish (e.g. Aho, Toivola, Karlsson, & Lennes, 2016). In addition to sounds, reasons for 
comprehension challenges were put down to prosodic features, like high pitch or speech rhythm. Deviant prosody is known to 
easily reveal learners’ L1 (Anderson-Hsieh, Johnson, & Koehler, 1992; Giles & Rakić, 2014).

The Thai appear to find it difficult to produce speech. Stress is often on each word or individual words and there are pauses 
between words.

Speech rhythm, intonation and phonology sound Asian throughout.

Pronunciation also sounds naive, like little children’s speech. 

A girly way to speak and intonation remind me of Thai speakers.

As can be seen in the last two extracts, the prosodic features were connected to the perceptions and stereotypes of Thai women. 
In these descriptions the raters describe more qualities of an imagined speaker than the performance itself.
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Positively rated skills: Fluency and holistic impression (general criterion)
Fluency is connected to the amount of speech and the speakers’ ability to fill the given time with speech as well as to the speech 
rate (e.g. Fillmore, 1979; Kormos & Dénes, 2004). This ‘productivity’ leads naturally to more output to be assessed. The Thai L1 
speakers produced speech rather actively and there was more speech production compared to speakers of other L1s. This means 
that they were able to show their production fluency even though they had shortcomings in other language skills (Ang-Aw & Goh, 
2011; May, 2006; Pollitt & Murray, 1996). The raters perceived and described this productivity in terms of fluency, which they also 
rated higher when they recognized the speaker as a Thai L1 speaker. 

Produces a lot of content. Difficult to assess – appearance of fluency but a lot of vagueness.

Speech is fluent and there is a relative amount of speech production. Searches for words to an extent and the speech is partly 
listing items. 

Speaks nonstop without pausing to make things into logical wholes.

The verb is often missing and the expressions are constructed by putting words together. 

A lot of speech together, nonstop. The speech is a little choppy structurally.

As we can see, perception of fluency does not depend on, for example, the perception of the level of proficiency of pronunciation, 
proven by the fact that fluency was rated higher while pronunciation was rated lower. Fluency is often compared to general 
proficiency or they are even used as synonyms for each other. This is seen in the behavior of the raters: they granted the Thai 
L1 speakers higher ratings in the general criterion, in their holistic impression of proficiency, than the ratings of the analytical 
criteria would have predicted. 

Summary and implications
Our data showed that the recognition of the L1 of the speakers and the raters’ perceptions of the speakers as a group had an 
effect on rating in the case of Thai L1 speakers. This is not an unexpected or surprising result as there is an extensive pool of 
research on rater bias based on speakers’ background (see, e.g. Brennan & Brennan, 1981; Carey, Mannel, & Dunn, 2011; Cargile 
& Giles, 1997; Kang & Rubin, 2009; Lev-Ari & Keysar, 2010; Lindemann, 2005; Munro, 2003; Reid, Trofimovich, & O’Brien, 2019; 
Toivola, 2011).

Previous studies have often addressed so-called ‘primed’ ratings where the samples are preceded with, for example, real and 
fake photos of the (disguised) speakers and the raters are nonprofessionals in relation to language proficiency assessment. 
Our research differs from most of those in that it is done in a high-stakes test context and with trained raters. However, despite 
the education and experience in rating, the raters of our research are vulnerable to (possibly unconscious) stereotyping and the 
differences in their degree of linguistic awareness (Niedzielski & Preston, 2000; Preston, 1996). 

Comprehensibility as a phenomenon is both a listener-specific and speaker-specific feature, and, unlike intelligibility, sensitive 
to various aspects independent of language or proficiency, like stereotyping and prejudices (see, e.g., Isaacs & Trofimovich, 
2012; Munro & Derwing, 1995; Riney, Tagaki, & Inutsuka, 2005). In general, our results show that in addition to the formal 
criteria, there are some hidden, implicit or unconscious criteria: ‘the raters’ own’ criteria, such as ‘grammatical accuracy equals 
high proficiency’, ‘you cannot expect more of them’, or a ‘pity factor’. The rating seems to be dependent on the expectations of 
proficiency level, which seem to be set much lower than for many other L1s, e.g. for Estonians (see Ahola, 2020). These lower 
expectations, then, apparently connect to the image of the Thai L1 speakers living in rural peripheral areas as stay-home mothers 
and wives given less opportunities to learn Finnish. This is naturally a stereotyped view on the speaker group and does not apply 
to everyone, but according to statistics and previous research, this seems to be the case with this particular speaker group (e.g. 
Lumio, 2014; Shinyella, 2012; SVT, 2018) 

No test is perfectly reliable, but it is obvious that in this kind of high-stakes test, there should not be any kind of bias involved in 
the rating process. However, it is also obvious that, where there are humans involved, there will also be emotions and attitudes. 
Now that we have more understanding of the bias, we are able to develop rater training further, also in relation to these more 
unconscious and sensitive areas, such as stereotyping. This will be implemented by giving the raters even more feedback on rater 
bias and raising awareness of rating behavior and hidden criteria, as well as training with more samples of different L1 speakers. 
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