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Kazoo training for L2 pronunciation practice and reduced foreign

accentedness?
1

This paper presents a controlled pretest—training—posttest study on using a small membraphone
instrument called kazoo for L2 pronunciation practice and reducing foreign accentedness.
Learners were recorded for free speech before and after a six-week pronunciation and oral skills
course including L2 prosody training with personal kazoos. A control group did not receive any
kazoo training but did similar tasks in regular speech. Samples of all learners’ free speech before
and after the course were rated for foreign accentedness by L1 speakers. In addition, learners
taking part in the kazoo group were interviewed in focus groups to ascertain their views on kazoo
training. The results imply that the kazoo has potential as a pronunciation teaching and learning
tool. Even if a group-specific analysis did not yield clear results, developing on an individual
level was more common in the kazoo group. Moreover, many of the learners found positive
aspects about kazooing. However, problems occurred as well; these are also reported on in this
paper to hopefully help others who wish to conduct further teaching experiments and develop
specialised tasks and materials for kazoo pronunciation practice.

Keywords: L2 pronunciation, foreign accent, teaching experiment, kazoo, learner interview

1. Introduction

Kazoo (see Picture 1) is a musical instrument, to which one hums in order to make a buzzing
sound. Mere blowing into the kazoo does not create a sound. Using kazoos for second/foreign
language pronunciation teaching and learning is probably not very common or even familiar to
many language teachers. However, kazooing has been recommended for teaching speech
prosody already in the 1970s (Gilbert 1978). The recommendation is based on the kazoo’s
buzzing sound blurring the individual speech sounds, hence drawing attention to what can be
heard clearly: prosody. In addition, kazoos are cheap to buy and add to the variety of
pronunciation teaching techniques. Even though pronunciation has gradually gained increased
attention within the field of second language research, as stated by e.g. Derwing (2010) and
Pennington (2015), practical studies on teaching techniques are still scarce and hence extremely

welcome (Derwing and Munro 2015, 25). Thus, we decided to take up a classroom study to

! The research design is a result of collaboration between the authors. Author A was responsible for writing the
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experiment. Author C conducted the learner interviews, and all authors took part in analysing them. In addition,
authors B and C participated in editing the manuscript.



investigate the potential of kazoo training for reducing foreign accentedness and as a
pronunciation teaching and learning tool in general. This paper presents findings from a
teaching experiment, in which L2 prosody was taught with the kazoo in a controlled pretest—
training—posttest setting. To study the effects of kazoo training, participants’ productions of
free speech before and after the teaching experiment were rated for foreign accentedness by
native speakers. Also, the participants were interviewed to ascertain their experiences in

training with the kazoo.

[Picture 1 around here. ]

Kazoo’s buzzing sound is produced with a vibrating membrane in the instrument. Hence, the
kazoo is one type of a membraphone. The membraphone technique was also used in the eunuch
flute (or onion flute, or mirliton) in the 16th and 17th century. However, membraphones are
known already from Ancient Greece and traditional African societies, where they were used
for impersonating voices of the dead in ceremonies. (Montagu 2007, 6.) In its current form,
kazoo is known as an American invention from the 1850s, although documented proof of the
origin of the instrument is not available. Kazoos may be mainly used as children’s toys, but
they had a significant role in blues and jazz in the 20th century. The kazoo is worth considering
a serious instrument, as there are thousands of kazoo bands in the United States alone, and
well-established composers and artists such as Leonard Bernstein and Ringo Starr have used
kazoos in their music. (New York Times, February 6, 1993.)

Most research on kazooing has been done in the fields of music and music therapy.
Anyone who can hum can play the kazoo without prior musical training or experience, and
because of this democratic nature of the kazoo, they are commonly used in music therapy (see

e.g. Wetherick 2014). Research suggests that as kazoos mask the voice, many inhibitions, such



as the natural embarrassment of exposing one’s voice out loud, can be removed (Bodner and
Gilboa 2006). In another context, studying music and music theory has been found to benefit
from kazooing. For example, young music theory students were assumed as being too
intimidated for singing out loud, so kazoos were introduced in a teaching experiment by
Snodgrass (2007). The students were motivated to practise on the kazoos, and their singing was
strong. They developed in singing melodies by sight (i.e. prima vista, straight from the notes
without hearing or practising the melody), and the teacher was able to correct those who were
slightly off-pitch. Moreover, the student feedback included a comment on hiding behind the
kazoo making a student feel more at ease with their own voice.

Benefits of the kazoo discovered in the fields of music therapy and music teaching
could potentially help second and foreign language learners as well. Especially removing or
decreasing the embarrassment of speaking out loud would be welcome as for learners with low
willingness to communicate (WTC, McCroskey and Baer 1985, for L2: MacIntyre and Charos
1996; Maclntyre et al. 1998) and/or high language anxiety, in particular. As scholars have
suggested, willingness to communicate should be considered an important learning goal
(MacIntyre et al. 1998; Dornyei 2003). Many learners do not feel at ease speaking a
second/foreign language in front of a class (e.g. Kjellin 2002, 139-140). Therefore, methods
enabling learners to practise their pronunciation without anxiety or embarrassment are needed,
and kazoo training may be one option.

Gilbert (1978) bases her recommendation for using kazoos in language learning
and teaching on that most productive teaching should appeal to both sides of the brain; whereas
the left hemisphere is crucial for language, the right hemisphere is important for melody.
Current knowledge on speech lateralization suggests that the issue is more complex (see e.g.
Watkins and Devlin 2008; Peelle 2012). Nevertheless, Gilbert (1978) suggests that as

pronunciation processes are spatial and melodic tasks, the verbal approach may be appealing



to the wrong side of the brain. Thus, she feels musical aids should not be merely nice
supplements but rather a fundamental teaching approach. Gilbert recommends kazoos for
intonation and stress, but also sees the potential of using kazoos to demonstrate emotional
patterns. She points out that learners may not hear intonation from normal speech very well,
because they are struggling with strange sounds, word meaning, and difficult grammar all at
once. The kazoo offers a speech model that is stripped of everything but intonation and stress.
Gilbert (1978) names the kazoo “probably the best tool a pronunciation teacher could have”
and is of the opinion that the kazoo gets faster results than e.g. visual cues (cf. Gilbert 1980
below). She also states that students having personal kazoos may increase the effects.

Gilbert (1980) has studied the effect of using personal kazoos on the perception of
prosody. In a series of pilot studies, she tested if it was possible to identify a language based
on prosody alone and how perceptive and production training affect the identification. A buzz-
like resynthesis of free speech in Japanese, Cantonese and English was played to speakers of
those languages. The listeners were to identify in a pre-test and a post-test which language was
spoken. The listeners were divided into a passive group, active group, and a control group.
Between pre-test and post-test, the passive group received perception training in the buzz-like
resynthesis of the three languages, whereas the active group also imitated the stimuli using the
kazoo. The control group received no training. After several adjustments to the research design
concerning the time span of the pre-test—training—post-test setting, listeners’ L1, the amount of
training, and the length of training sessions, Gilbert was able to find significantly more
improvement in the identification by those who had trained with the kazoo. This result was
achieved by using L1 Japanese listeners who received four 15-minute training sessions within
one week, which was the time between pre-test and post-test. Gilbert concludes that people can

tell the difference between the given languages based on prosody alone, and that training —

especially active mimicry with the kazoo — can increase this ability.



As Gilbert (1980) only studied the effects of kazoo training on receptive skills, we
decided to investigate kazoo’s potential for L2 speech production. In the present study, L2
Swedish was taught to L1 Finnish-speaking learners. Half of the participants aimed for the
Sweden-Swedish variety, whereas the other half aimed for Finland-Swedish, which is a distinct
variety spoken in Finland. The learners studied on a course where they could themselves choose
their target variety. As kazoo training was used for the learning of prosody, we will now briefly
present the most important prosodic challenges and learning goals for Finnish-speaking
learners of Swedish. These are the realisation of stress, rhythmic pattern and tonal word accents
(in Sweden-Swedish). The challenges are based on the differences between Finnish and
Swedish prosody.

In Sweden-Swedish, duration is the main correlate of stress: stressed syllables are
long, while unstressed syllables are more or less short, or at least shorter than stressed syllables
(Kuronen and Tergujeff 2018; Bruce 2010, 85). In Finnish, the main correlates of stress are
fundamental frequency and amplitude, while duration has a minor role as a stress correlate
compared to Sweden-Swedish, partly because length is used extensively for phonological
contrasts (see e.g. Ullakonoja et al. 2014). Thus, there is a greater prosodic — rhythmic or
durational, to be exact — difference between the stressed and the unstressed part(s) of speech in
Sweden-Swedish than in Finnish. The acquisition of this rhythmic feature in Sweden-Swedish
seems to be of great importance for perceived foreign accentedness (Kuronen and Tergujeff
2017). In addition, Sweden-Swedish has two tonal word accents (see e.g. Riad 2014, 181-191),
while Finnish has no lexical tones. As tonal word accents occur only in stressed syllables, this
feature also adds to the prosodic difference between stressed and unstressed syllables in
Sweden-Swedish. Previous research has discovered that aspects of Sweden-Swedish prosody
are difficult but possible to learn for L1 speakers of Finnish (Kuronen and Tergujeff 2018;

Kuronen, Ullakonoja and Kautonen 2016; Kuronen 2015).



Finland-Swedish differs in some prosodic respects from Sweden-Swedish (see e.g.
Helgason, Ringen and Suomi 2003). Finland-Swedish resembles Finnish regarding stress
correlates: fundamental frequency and amplitude are the main correlates of stress, and duration
plays a minor role (Vihanta, Leinonen and Pitkdnen 1990). Still, the difference between
stressed and unstressed syllables is greater in Finland-Swedish than in Finnish. Thus, even
though learning Finland-Swedish can be considered less demanding for L1 Finnish-speaking
learners (see e.g. Kautonen 2017), both varieties include prosodic learning goals, making them

suitable target varieties for the present study.

2. The Present Study

2.1 Aim and Research Questions

The aim of this study is to investigate learners’ experiences and the effect of kazoo training on
reducing foreign accentedness. Thus, a teaching experiment was arranged with a pretest—
training—posttest setting, including an experimental group and a control group. The following

research questions were set for the study:

1. How do learners experience the kazoo as a learning tool?

2. Can kazoo training help reduce the rate of foreign accent in L2?

Due to lack of previous research, it is difficult to predict the results. Gilbert’s (1978; 1980)
work is encouraging, and previous studies (e.g. Kuronen and Tergujeff 2018) on L1 Finnish-
speaking learners’ development in Swedish prosody gives reason to believe that reducing
foreign accentedness in these learners is possible. However, prosody is not the only aspect of

pronunciation that influences the perception of foreign accent. Several studies (e.g. Boyd,



Abelin and Dorriots 1999; Boyd and Bredinge 2013; Kuronen and Zetterholm 2017) point to
individual sounds playing a role in foreign accentedness of Swedish, along with prosodic
features. As training with the kazoo will obviously be of no help in developing the
pronunciation of individual sounds, the possible effects of kazoo training will have to do with

prosody alone.

2.2 Participants

The participants of the present study were advanced L1 Finnish-speaking adult learners of
Swedish (n=20) and L1 Swedish-speaking listeners (n=77). The learners had studied Swedish
for at least six years before entering their current educational context, in which they pursue a
university degree in Swedish language and/or second language teaching. Half of the learners
(n=10) aimed for the Sweden-Swedish variety, whereas the other half (n=10) targeted Finland-
Swedish. Similarly, the native-speaker listeners represented the Sweden-Swedish (n=37) and
Finland-Swedish (n=40) varieties. In addition, native speakers of Sweden-Swedish (n=2) and
Finland-Swedish (n=2) were used as control speakers. All native speakers — listeners and
control speakers — were recruited in educational contexts in Sweden and in Finland, and they

were either experts or students in a language or related field (e.g. Swedish as a second language,

language education, phonetics).

2.3 Teaching Experiment

The learners took part in an intensive oral skills course in Swedish, which combined explicit
teaching of Swedish phonology and phonetics (including segmental and prosodic features of
speech), conscious pronunciation training, and more general oral skills practice. The approach
was interactional, including discussion on different aspects of oral language skills in Swedish.

The major differences between the Sweden-Swedish and Finland-Swedish varieties as for



pronunciation were covered during the course, and the learners got individualized feedback on
their pronunciation according to their choice of target variety. The course took six weeks
altogether, including two 90-minute sessions per week. Teaching took place in a language
laboratory, which enabled recording learners’ speech. Listening to one’s own pronunciation
was used as one of the teaching methods.

The participants (n=20) were volunteers from three teaching groups of the course,
following the same course plan as for the contents and the overall working methods. The sole
difference was that the participants (n=10) in Group 1 trained with personal kazoos. The control
group (n=10) was formed of learners from two other groups (Group 2 and Group 3) to reach a
balance between participants targeting Sweden-Swedish and Finland-Swedish. Groups 1 and 2
were taught by the same instructor, but Group 3 was taught by another instructor due to staff
arrangements that were beyond our control. However, this slight difference is not considered
crucial as for the learning results, because the contents and the overall teaching methods were
identical in all groups.

As no explicit kazoo-playing materials or teaching tips are generally available, we
decided to take on the recommendation to use kazoos, and applied them to the kind of materials
and tasks we would have used in teaching also without the kazoo. Simply put, the kazoo
training consisted of working on the same materials and tasks that the controls practised on
without the kazoos. For example, stress patterns in short dialogues were discussed, marked to
the text and read aloud. Kazoo training was restricted to sessions that dealt with prosody
(mainly rhythm) and the kazoos were used for approximately 10 minutes per session.
Altogether, the experimental group trained with the kazoos for approximately 60 minutes,
which is equivalent to the amount of training the participants received in Gilbert (1980). We
wish to emphasise that the instructor had no prior experience in actually using kazoos in

teaching; however, he had familiarised himself with the recommendation in the literature and
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how to play the kazoo. In addition, ideas on how to use the kazoo in the teaching experiment
were discussed among the authors of this paper. The idea of the experiment was to simulate a
situation in which a teacher decides to try out a new method based on a recommendation but

without special training or ready-made tasks or materials designed for the method.

2.4 Data and Procedure
The learners were recorded for free speech and read-aloud tasks (not dealt with in this study;
see Kuronen and Tergujeff 2017; 2018) before and after the course. The free speech task
consisted of picture story-telling (ca. 3 minutes), samples of which were used as material in a
listening test conducted for the present study. The learners were asked to tell freely about two
images, which both pictured a yard with children engaged in different activities, such as reading
a book, playing ball, and riding a bicycle. The two images featured different children and
different activities. The same images were used for both pretest and posttest, and identical
materials were collected from four native speakers of Swedish to be used as control items in
the listening test. Speech samples from all participants were chosen so that they represented
the best 20 seconds of the speaker’s free speech task before and after the course. This was done
because many of the participants struggled with producing grammatically accurate free speech,
and we did not wish ungrammatical structures to interfere with listeners’ judgments. This may
have been the case if the speech samples had featured the participants’ first 20 seconds of the
speaking task, which is a methodological choice commonly made in previous research (e.g.
Munro and Derwing 1999; Saito, Trofimovich and Isaacs 2016). In determining the best 20
seconds, criteria included grammatical accuracy and overall fluency.

Speech samples were admitted to a listening test with 77 native speakers of
Swedish. Learners who aspired for Sweden-Swedish pronunciation were rated by speakers of

Central-Swedish from the Stockholm area, whereas those who pursued Finland-Swedish were
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rated by speakers of that variety. The listeners gave scalar evaluations of the strength of the
speakers’ foreign accent (accentedness ratings) and of their perception of how easy or difficult
the speaker is to understand (comprehensibility ratings; for terminology, see e.g. Derwing and
Munro 2015, 3-5). However, the comprehensibility ratings yielded such good scores already
in the pretest that the learners could simply not make much progress in this respect. Hence, the
comprehensibility ratings were disregarded in this study. The ratings were done on a 7-point
scale (1 = no accent, 7 = extremely strong accent) with an online survey tool. All participants
agreed with transmitting their 20-second sound samples over the Internet.

In addition to the ratings, the experimental-group learners were interviewed in
focus groups of 3—4 learners to explore their views on using the kazoo as a teaching/learning
tool. The interviews were semi-structured and thematic, and they were conducted at the end of
the teaching experiment. The interviews focused on pronunciation learning during the course
and the teaching methods used. Specific questions about the kazoo were included, e.g. what
the learners thought of its effects on learning, whether they practised on it at home, and whether

they would use it themselves as teachers.

2.5 Analyses

Data obtained from the focus group interviews were robustly transcribed, and a qualitative
thematic analysis was conducted on them in a researcher triangulation procedure. Researcher
triangulation is a means of strengthening reliability of qualitative research. The idea is not to
rely on a single researcher’s interpretation but to co-construct the analysis together in an expert
group (Denzin 1978, 303). The authors plus another expert specializing in questions of L2
Swedish pronunciation were involved in the triangulation. Each of the four experts first coded
the transcripts for the following themes rising from the data: benefits, challenges, using kazoos

in teaching, and the fun factor. Next, the themes were discussed by the experts, who then co-
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constructed the analysis. Quantitative data obtained from the accentedness ratings were
admitted to statistical analyses to investigate the possible effect of training. Statistical
significance of the difference between learners’ pre- and posttest speech sample ratings were
tested by using a paired-samples t-test. Effect sizes were calculated using Cohen’s d, which
indicates the difference between means in terms of standard deviation units (Cohen 1988).
Effect sizes were interpreted following the general guidelines: small effect >0.2, medium effect

0.5-0.8, large effect 0.8—1.3, very large effect >1.3.

3. Results

3.1 Learner Interviews

Participants were divided on the usefulness of kazoo training: some found it truly helpful
(Example 1), whereas some thought it did not benefit their pronunciation learning. However,
many of the participants that were sceptical about the benefits of the kazoo for their own
pronunciation learning recognised its potential for various aspects. They emphasised that they
understood the idea and stated that it could have worked for someone else. Novelty of the
method was seen as an asset (Example 2), and kazoos were welcomed to add variety to L2
teaching methods and learning activities. Intonation (Example 3), rhythm and stress were
mentioned as factors that may benefit from kazoo training — in both perception and production.
Thus, kazoos were seen to promote focus on prosody, even though it was mentioned that simply

humming without the kazoo might have had the same effect.

Example 1. “Kyll4 se niinku oikeesti on hyddyllinen, et sitd ois voinu melkein

ehka sit vahdn enemmanki --
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“It was like truly useful, and we could have perhaps actually used it even more -

Example 2. “Ihan hauska idea ja tavallaan kyl siind véhin ehka just ehki se sen
niinkun menetelmén uuden- tavallaan niinku uutuus toi sithen semmosta lisié, et
sen tavallaan huomas etté hei tddki on tapa huomata- niinkun oppia tota painoa

tossa lauseessa. Mut sit méd en osaa sit sanoo sitte kuinka kovaa se tehos.”

“Pretty nice idea, and in a way, the method being new, the novelty added to it,
and you noticed that hey, this is one way to notice like stress in the sentence. But

I don’t know how well it worked.”

Example 3. “-- mi huomasin sen intonaation paljon paremmin [kazoolla] ku

pelkadstd puheesta.”

“l noticed the intonation a lot better [with the kazoo] compared to regular

speech.”

Many learners stated in the interviews that practising with the kazoo was fun. It sounded funny
in a positive sense but also invoked some negative fooling around in class (Example 4). In
connection with mere humming having the same effect as kazooing, it was stated that practising
with the kazoo is more fun (Example 5) and is more concrete. Learners also joked about using
their personal kazoos for May Day Carnival celebrations, which is a clear indication of kazoos

appealing to their sense of humour.
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Example 4. “Se meni vdhén itelld sellaseksi hassutteluksi ettd tuli puhalleltua
sellasia kaikenlaisia muita #44nid ku niitd varsinaisia repliikkejd mitd piti

puhallella.”

“For me it slipped into fooling around a little bit. I whistled all kinds of sounds

other than the lines we were supposed to.”

Example 5. “-- Ma vaan sitten hymisin [ilman kazoota] sen saman homman. Se
niinku mun mielestd ajoi saman asian mutta ei se nyt. Just onhan se silld kazoolla

on se nyt vdhin hauskempaa kun se kuulostaa hassulta.”

“Then | just hummed the same thing [without the kazoo]. I thought it had the

same effect but no, I mean it’s more fun with the kazoo because it sounds funny.”

As the learners taking part in the kazoo experiment were mainly future language teachers, they
were asked whether they considered the method something they would use in their own
teaching. Learners were generally open to the idea of using kazoos, but they had trouble
thinking of suitable learner groups for kazooing. Some considered kazoos suited for motivating
young learners (Example 6), but also for adults that were ready to hurl themselves into playful
activities (Example 7). Some suspected lower and upper secondary school pupils reluctant to
take part in kazooing, and pupils fooling around too much with the kazoos was a common
concern. Further, large groups and groups with restless pupils were mentioned as contexts in
which kazoos might be better avoided. One interviewee pointed out that the method is worth

trying, if even a couple of learners find it beneficial. Kazoos were recommended for
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demonstrating stress; some found the method more suitable for introducing topics rather than

for actual pronunciation practice.

Example 6. “Voi se ehkd motivoida jotain muksuja jotka ei muuten ehkd oo niin
motivoituneita ruotsin opiskeluun jossain yldasteella tai jossain, tai sit se voi

my0s mennd aivan laskiks.”

“It might motivate some kids who are otherwise not so motivated to study
Swedish, like in lower secondary school or so. Or it can turn into sheer fooling

around.”

Example 7. “Ja sit tdélld yliopistossa ehki ainut, silleen alkaa olemaan sen verran

avoin ettd okei no helvetti jos tdd nyt pitds toimia ni yritetdd ees.”

“And here in the university, it might be the only place. One starts to be open, like

okay, what the hell, if this should work, let’s at least give it a try.”

When reflecting on the possible use of kazoo in their own teaching, the participants emphasised
the importance of extensive instruction. This was probably due to themselves having severe
challenges with getting started on the kazoo. Many of the participants indicated in the
interviews that they found it difficult at first to produce the buzzing sound. It was mentioned,
for example, that producing the sound required speaking somewhat louder than they were used
to speaking, which was straining and distracted their focus (Example 8). Other challenges had
to do with the amount of practice: kazoos were used too little in class (Example 9), and some

participants were poorly motivated to kazoo in their free time. Participants also seemed to be
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afraid of or suffering from negative attitudes against the kazoo in their surroundings: one was
worried about what their neighbours would think if they heard the kazoo through the walls, and
another stated that their girlfriend did not like them kazooing at home. In addition, some

participants found it challenging to take kazooing seriously.

Example 8. “Se keskittyminen meni mulla ehké siihen ettd ma saan sieltd pillistd
jonkun dénen eiki siihen ettd miten mi teen ne dénenpainot. Md ymmaérrin sen
ettd siitd olis sithen hyotyd ja sit ku méd vdhin opin kiyttddn sitd ni se meni

paremmin.”

“My concentration was on getting a sound out of it and not on how to produce
the stress. | understand that it would be beneficial for stress, and when | learnt

to use it a little, it worked better.”

Example 9. “-- siis periaatteessa oikeesti kylld ymmarsin sen idean miké siind
ois et se varmasti niinku auttanu, et loppupeleissd me ei kyl hirveesti taidettu

kiyttdd sitd.”

“In principle, 1 did understand the idea of it and I’m sure it would have helped,

but in the end, | don’t think we used it that much.”

3.2 Accentedness Ratings
Overall, accentedness ratings did not reveal much difference between pretest and posttest
speech samples. There was only a small but statistically significant difference between pretest

and posttest mean scores for both the kazoo group and the control group. On average, the kazoo
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group was rated slightly less accented in posttest than in pretest, whereas the controls were
rated slightly more accented (see Table 1). The difference between pretest and posttest was
statistically significant for both groups, but effect sizes proved minimal. This means that the
differences between pretest and posttest cannot be explained by chance, but the actual effect of
the differences is only minute. Hence, we cannot draw conclusions based on the group
comparisons despite the opposite directions of development, but will next zoom in to explore

the ratings on the level of individual learners.

[Table 1 around here.]

Learner-specific accentedness ratings demonstrated that not everyone presented a change in
their accentedness as a result of the six-week intensive course, which is clearly reflected in the
group-specific results presented above. In fact, only 11 out of 20 learners reached a statistically
significant difference between pretest and posttest scores. Detailed results describing the
development of these 11 learners are presented in Table 2. The rest of the learners cannot be
taken into account, as there was (practically) no difference between pretest and posttest mean
scores, and the minor differences may be explained by chance; however, see Appendix for all
results. As for the learners who went over a statistically significant development, only 5
learners were able to reduce their rate of foreign accent. The 6 remaining learners developed
in the opposite direction. Effect sizes varied from small to large; in most cases, the effect size

was medium or large.

[Table 2 around here.]
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Reduced rate of foreign accentedness was found mainly among kazooers: 4 out of 5 learners
reducing their accentedness were kazooers, meaning that only one control made this
development. Out of the 6 learners that made a change in the opposite direction, 2 were
kazooers and 4 were controls. Thus, it appears that kazooers succeeded better in reducing their
foreign accent. In addition, reducing foreign accent seems to have worked slightly better with
learners who targeted Finland-Swedish: 3 out of 4 kazooers targeting Finland-Swedish received
lower mean scores for accentedness in the posttest, whereas all 3 controls targeting Finland-
Swedish were judged to have a higher rate of accentedness. This was confirmed by a paired-
samples t-test: those aiming for Sweden-Swedish did not present a statistically significant
difference between their pretest and posttest mean scores, whereas those aiming for Finland-
Swedish did (see Table 3). Moreover, learners of Finland-Swedish made the change for the
positive. The effect size was small. These results were obtained using all data; not only learners

who made a statistically significant change from pretest to posttest.

[Table 3 around here.]

4. Discussion

Group-specific analyses, i.e. kazooers vs. controls, did not indicate that kazoo-playing would
clearly lower the rate of foreign accentedness. Overall, many of the learners did not
demonstrate a statistically significant difference between their pretest and posttest scores, but
their foreign accentedness was judged more or less the same both before and after the
intervention. These results highlight the difference between our experiment and Gilbert’s
(1980) study: Gilbert’s aim to reach receptive effects with 60 minutes of kazoo training was
successful, whereas our investigation on reducing foreign accentedness in free speech with the

same amount of kazooing did not yield such clear results. To apply the learnt skills into free
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speech would possibly have needed more practice; learners themselves stated in the interview
that the kazoo was used only little (Examples 1 and 9). In a previous study (Kuronen and
Tergujeff 2018), the same learners were able to make substantial prosodic developments during
this teaching experiment, when assessed from read-aloud speech. This clearly indicates the
difficulty of applying skills to free speech. Also, not all development may always appear
directly after an intervention. On the contrary, learners may be less confident (Lintunen and
Maikildhde 2015) and feel puzzled by all new information and find it hard to concentrate on
several things simultaneously, which was even mentioned in the interviews. Applying learnt
features into free speech may take time. Hence, the lack of delayed posttest is an obvious
limitation of the present study.

Target variety specific analyses revealed that learners of Sweden-Swedish hardly
demonstrated any change in their rate of foreign accentedness, whereas learners of Finland-
Swedish did: kazoo group targeting Finland-Swedish reduced their foreign accentedness, but
the control group developed for the negative. Finland-Swedish was assumed an easier target
variety to begin with, because it has less prosodic learning goals compared to Sweden-Swedish.
Learners could hence focus on rhythm and disregard tonal aspects, which means they have
been under lighter cognitive strain during the learning process (cf. Ullakonoja 2011). The
results imply that kazoo training works better if the prosodic learning goals are limited to
rhythm — or perhaps any one aspect — whereas focusing on two aspects (in this case: rhythm
and tonal features) simultaneously may be too challenging.

When analysed on the level of individual learners, reducing foreign accentedness
was clearly more common among learners in the kazoo group. Thus, we see potential in the
kazoo as a pronunciation teaching and learning tool — especially if used extensively and with
tasks and materials explicitly designed for the kazoo. We wish to reiterate that our teaching

experiment was conducted without much previous experience in practising on the kazoo, and
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that kazooing was applied to normal pronunciation tasks that otherwise were done in regular
speech. Still, almost all learners who reduced their foreign accentedness were in the kazoo
group. It is also noteworthy that segments as well play a role in perceived accentedness (e.g.
Boyd, Abelin and Dorriots 1999; Boyd and Bredinge 2013; Kuronen and Zetterholm 2017),
and as many learners practising on the kazoo succeeded in reducing their accentedness,
kazooing cannot be seen to negatively affect the development of segments. The possibility of
the kazoo hindering or disturbing the development of segments occurred to us in planning the
experiment but fortunately proved an unnecessary concern. However, if kazoo training is
practised extensively, teachers should make sure that sufficient attention is paid to individual
sounds as well.

Interviews with the learners also support kazoo’s potential as a pronunciation
teaching and learning tool. Even though some of the learners did not feel they personally
benefitted from kazooing, they were positive about the idea; some found it more suitable to
other learner groups, and some found it valuable in terms of its novelty effect and in adding to
the range of classroom activities. In our view, new ideas and techniques are welcome to
language instruction, as varied activities are crucial for motivation and maintaining interest. In
addition, the interviews clearly demonstrated that training on the kazoo was viewed as fun,
which also increases motivation. The fact that kazoos mask the user’s voice has been found to
remove inhibitions such as embarrassment of speaking or singing in front of others (Bodner
and Gilboa 2006; Snodgrass 2007). However, this issue was not raised by any of the
interviewed learners. Hence, this study does not offer support to kazoos affecting language
anxiety or willingness to communicate (WTC). Still, we want to point out that this aspect was
not explicitly addressed by the interviewer, and we do not know whether any of the learners
suffered from language anxiety or low WTC. Thus, the possibilities of kazoo training

contributing to this matter calls for further investigation.
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Overall, more classroom research is needed on pronunciation teaching techniques,
and we hope that our study will inspire teachers and researchers to conduct teaching
experiments. As for future research regarding the kazoo, we would like to see kazoo teaching
experiments conducted on children, who might form a better target group for kazooing despite
the interviewees’ concern for children losing focus and fooling around; children’s natural
enthusiasm for playful activities might deepen their engagement, and their lower level of target
language proficiency might provide more opportunities for development. For example,
participants with lower proficiency could be tested for comprehensibility, which is more
important for communication in comparison to accentedness, and which is heavily influenced
by prosody. In the present study, the participants were too advanced for this research purpose;
hence, it was quite impossible for them to develop their comprehensibility, as they were very
easy to understand already before the intervention. Future research should also focus on other
languages, as this study only investigated the learning of Swedish by L1 Finnish speakers. The
benefits of kazooing might come forth clearer in research designs with two languages diverging
more radically from each other in regards to rhythm, e.g. L1 Spanish speakers learning Swedish

or e.g. English.

5. Conclusion

The aim of this study was to shed light on using the kazoo as a learning and teaching tool for
second language pronunciation and its possibilities for reducing foreign accentedness in second
language (free) speech. The research entailed a practical teaching experiment with a controlled
pretest—training—posttest setting, followed by listener ratings for foreign accentedness and
learner interviews in focus groups. Participants were divided in their views on the usefulness
of kazooing as for their own pronunciation learning, but they saw potential in it and could use

it themselves in teaching with a suitable learner group. Kazooing was seen as a fun activity,
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adding variety to teaching techniques. Nevertheless, no indication of change as for willingness
to communicate or embarrassment to speak out loud came up in the interviews. Accentedness
ratings suggest that kazoo training has the potential of reducing foreign accentedness,
especially in target languages with a limited amount of prosodic learning goals. At least in this
study, kazooing mainly helped the learners of Finland-Swedish, whose prosodic learning goals
were restricted to aspects of rhythm, whereas reducing accentedness was rare among learners
of Sweden-Swedish, trying to tackle learning goals both rhythmic and tonal. In addition, this
study gives no reason to suspect that small-scale kazooing would hinder the development of
segmental features of pronunciation.

Based on the results of this study, we recommend that second and foreign language
teachers familiarise themselves with kazooing for prosodic training and try it out with suitable
learner groups. Kazoos are cheap to buy and add to the variety of classroom activities.
Moreover, their novelty effect and fun factor may increase motivation among learners. What
our experiment taught us is not to overestimate the ease of playing the kazoo. Even adults can
have difficulties in learning how to make a sound. Hence, learners would benefit from careful
instruction on how to get started on the kazoo, and tasks designed for how to control the sound.
In addition, teachers should test different kazoo types and choose the kind for their learners
that plays with relatively weak volume and air stream. Based on our experience, the cheap

plastic kazoos are the easiest to play.
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Picture 1. Kazoo in metal and in plastic.

pretest mean | posttest mean | change t-test p Cohen’s d
Kazoos 3.59 3.43 -0.16 005%** 15
Controls 3.47 3.62 +0.15 005%* 15

Table 1. Group-specific pre- and posttest mean scores for foreign accentedness as judged by native-speaker
listeners on a 7-point scale (1=no accent, 7=extremely strong accent).

speaker target pretest mean | posttest mean | difference | t-testp | Cohen’s
variety d
Kazoo 1 Swe-Swe 3.54 3.19 -0.35 .035* .36
Kazoo 3 Swe-Swe 432 4.97 +0.65 001** | 57
Kazoo 5 Fin-Swe 4.90 4.35 -0.55 .000%** | 67
Kazoo 8 Fin-Swe 3.55 2.70 -0.85 .000*** | 87
Kazoo 9 Fin-Swe 2.28 1.73 -0.55 .006** | 46
Kazoo 10 Fin-Swe 2.59 3.10 +0.51 .002** | 53
Control 1 Swe-Swe 4.03 3.65 -0.38 .004** | 50
Control 4 Swe-Swe 2.94 341 +0.47 .039%* .36
Control 7 Fin-Swe 4.26 4.75 +0.49 .013* 42
Control 9 Fin-Swe 3.23 3.60 +0.37 .034* .35
Control 10 | Fin-Swe 2.85 3.33 +0.48 .003** | 51

Table 2. Learner-specific pre- and posttest mean scores for foreign accentedness as judged by native-speaker
listeners on a 7-point scale (1=no accent, 7=extremely strong accent).

group pretest mean | posttest mean | difference | t-testp | Cohen’sd
Kazoo Swe-Swe 3.65 3.73 +0.08 .309 -

Kazoo Fin-Swe 3.57 3.24 -0.33 .000%** | 29
Control Swe-Swe 3.55 3.61 +0.06 467 -

Control Fin-Swe 3.39 3.60 +0.21 .005%* .20

Table 3. Target variety specific pre- and posttest mean scores for foreign accentedness as judged by native-
speaker listeners on a 7-point scale (1=no accent, 7=extremely strong accent).
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Appendix: Learner-specific pre- and posttest mean scores for foreign accentedness as judged
by native-speaker listeners on a 7-point scale (1=no accent, 7=extremely strong accent).

speaker target pretest posttest difference | t-test p Cohen’s
variety mean mean d
Kazoo 1 Swe-Swe | 3.54 3.19 -0.35 .035%* .36
Kazoo 2 Swe-Swe | 2.46 2.54 +0.08 571 -
Kazoo 3 Swe-Swe | 4.32 4.97 +0.65 001 %* .57
Kazoo 4 Swe-Swe | 4.19 422 +0.03 .872 -
Kazoo 5 Fin-Swe | 4.90 4.35 -0.55 000*** | 67
Kazoo 6 Fin-Swe 3.83 3.36 -0.47 316 -
Kazoo 7 Fin-Swe | 4.33 4.03 -0.30 124 -
Kazoo 8 Fin-Swe 3.55 2.70 -0.85 000%** | 87
Kazoo 9 Fin-Swe | 2.28 1.73 -0.55 .006** 46
Kazoo 10 Fin-Swe 2.59 3.10 +0.51 .002%* .53
Control 1 Swe-Swe | 4.03 3.65 -0.38 .004** .50
Control 2 Swe-Swe | 3.54 3.49 -0.05 157 -
Control 3 Swe-Swe | 3.22 3.11 -0.11 440 -
Control 4 Swe-Swe | 2.94 341 +0.47 .039%* .36
Control 5 Swe-Swe | 4.03 441 +0.38 .085 -
Control 6 Fin-Swe 2.63 2.53 -0.10 553 -
Control 7 Fin-Swe | 4.26 4.75 +0.49 013%* 42
Control 8 Fin-Swe | 4.00 3.83 -0.17 .163 -
Control 9 Fin-Swe 3.23 3.60 +0.37 .034%* 35
Control 10 | Fin-Swe 2.85 3.33 +0.48 .003%* 51
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