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A B S T R A C T   

Second language comprehensibility and accentedness are highly complex phenomena, and 
numerous studies have been conducted to better understand these constructs. However, research 
has seldom addressed L2 comprehensibility and accentedness in relation to speakers’ proficiency 
in the target language. This study explores L2 English comprehensibility and accentedness across 
three proficiency levels. The speakers were 60 teenaged Finns, half of them speaking Finnish as 
their L1 and half speaking Finland-Swedish as their L1. Using 20-s speech samples, the 
comprehensibility and accentedness of the speakers were rated by 34 English-speaking teenagers 
on a 9-point scale. Comparisons were made regarding comprehensibility and accentedness be-
tween L1 Finnish and L1 Finland-Swedish speakers, and the data were also analysed for a possible 
relationship between the ratings and the speakers’ overall oral proficiency in English. The results 
revealed a surprising difference between the language groups for speakers at proficiency levels 
B1–B2: Despite an equal proficiency assessment, L1 Finland-Swedish speakers were rated as more 
comprehensible and less accented than L1 Finnish speakers. Overall, the ratings were found to 
correlate with the speakers’ oral proficiency, but the correlations were rather weak and the steps 
from one proficiency level to another often had only small effects on comprehensibility and 
accentedness.   

1. Introduction 

According to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR, Council of Europe, 2001), an independent 
language user (B2) is characterised by speech that is intelligible and does not require the listeners to strain themselves in order to 
understand the speaker. Hence, many learners aim to develop their intelligibility as well as ease of understanding as they climb the 
ladder of language proficiency. At the same time, researchers are working to untangle and understand the related phenomena of 
intelligibility, comprehensibility and accentedness (e.g., Munro & Derwing, 1995; Trofimovich & Isaacs, 2012). Understanding these 
phenomena has proved a complex task. The phenomena are partly related yet distinct: For example, a person with a noticeable foreign 
accent can still be highly comprehensible (e.g., Munro & Derwing, 1995). In addition, the phenomena are affected by various, partly 
over-lapping factors (see 2.1). 

Derwing and Munro (2015) conceptualise intelligibility as the degree of match between a speaker’s intended message and the lis-
tener’s comprehension, or, actual understanding. Intelligibility is investigated with objective measures such as listeners transcribing 
speech samples in standard orthography (e.g., Field, 2005; Gass & Varonis, 1984; Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2008; Munro & Derwing, 
1995). The term comprehensibility is used for the listener’s ease of understanding a speaker, and is often studied with help of subjective 
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listener ratings using numeric scales (e.g., Saito et al., 2016; Saito, Webb, et al., 2016; Trofimovich & Isaacs, 2012). Finally, accent-
edness refers to a listener’s perception of a speaker’s strength of foreign accent, and is often studied together with comprehensibility, 
using scalar ratings (see references above). As reaching B2 proficiency on the CEFR scale entails ease of understanding, the speaker 
needs to have a good level of intelligibility and comprehensibility, whereas accentedness is of less importance. 

The number of studies on these phenomena are increasing, but they seldom consider language proficiency as a factor. As such, the 
present study sets out to explore L2 comprehensibility and foreign accentedness of speakers across three oral proficiency levels. The 
investigation has a two-pronged focus: Firstly, listeners’ perception of the ease of understanding speakers with varying oral profi-
ciency, and secondly, listeners’ perception of the strength of the speakers’ foreign accent. Exploring the link between overall oral 
proficiency and comprehensibility/accentedness will add to our current understanding of L2 development and the role of compre-
hensibility and accentedness within L2 assessment. As for the context of the present study, this research investigates L2 English spoken 
by two groups of teenaged learners from Finland: L1 Finnish and L1 Finland-Swedish Finns. Previous empirical research and 
contrastive phonetics have broadened knowledge about the typical challenges that Finns have regarding spoken English (e.g., Lin-
tunen, 2004), but very little is known about how listeners perceive these challenges when realised in speech. Moreover, Finns’ English 
has not previously been subjected to comprehensibility and accentedness ratings. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Complexity of L2 comprehensibility and accentedness 

Second language comprehensibility and accentedness are highly complex phenomena. Several studies have focussed on decon-
structing them to find out which aspects of speech are linked with or explain comprehensibility and accentedness ratings. As for 
comprehensibility, these investigations point to the importance of suprasegmentals such as speech rate, pausing, stress and intonation. 
According to Kang et al. (2010), suprasegmental features alone can collectively account for 50% of the variance in comprehensibility 
ratings. Studies have also discovered that while many speech features are linked with both comprehensibility and accentedness, 
segmental accuracy is more strongly associated with accentedness. 

For example, Trofimovich and Isaacs (2012) discovered that several speech features correlated with both comprehensibility and 
accentedness in L1 French speakers’ English, but segmental accuracy only correlated with accentedness. Saito and colleagues (2016) 
obtained similar findings regarding L1 Japanese speakers’ English: while comprehensibility was linked to all linguistic domains, 
accentedness was strongly related to pronunciation – especially segmental accuracy. Based on an investigation, in which speech 
samples were manipulated to combine native suprasegmentals with non-native segments and vice versa, Winters and O’Brien (2013) 
conclude that segmental cues seem to contribute to accentedness more than suprasegmentals. 

The complexity of L2 comprehensibility and accentedness is highlighted by the fact that the aforementioned pronunciation and 
fluency features are not the only factors in these phenomena. For example, research has shown that grammatical aspects (Isaacs & 
Trofimovich, 2012; Saito, Trofimovich, et al., 2016), hesitation (O’Brien, 2014), various lexical variables (Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012; 
Saito, Webb, et al., 2016) and semantic context (Kennedy & Trofimovich, 2008) also play a role in L2 comprehensibility and 
accentedness. In addition, task type (Bergeron & Trofimovich, 2017), listening conditions (e.g., Volín & Skarnitzl, 2010), non-native 
listeners’ language proficiency in the target language (Beinhoff, 2014) and attitudes/attitude manipulation (Taylor Reid et al., 2019) 
can also play a role. 

Additionally, listeners’ L1 may affect the perception of comprehensibility and accentedness. Some scholars have suggested that 
non-native listeners who share the speakers’ L1 may find their peers’ L2 speech more comprehensible and less accented (Gallardo del 
Puerto et al., 2015), but contradicting findings have been presented. Lima (2016) did not find a difference between comprehensibility 
or accentedness ratings given by non-native listeners who share and do not share the speakers’ L1. Moreover, Riney et al. (2005) 
revealed that listeners sharing the speakers’ L1 may even be stricter in their ratings. Thus, definitive conclusions about the existence of 
a shared language benefit cannot be made, but an even more complex picture of L2 comprehensibility and accentedness is formed. To 
add to the complexity, Tokumoto and Shibata (2011) found that different language groups might value their own L2 accent differently. 
In their study, L1 Japanese and L1 Korean speakers were rather negative about their accent in English, whereas L1 Malaysian speakers 
appreciated Malaysian-accented English. As stated above, attitude (manipulation) has been found to affect the perception of 
comprehensibility and accentedness (Taylor Reid et al., 2019). 

2.2. Second language proficiency and comprehensibility/accentedness 

Comprehensibility and accentedness are often considered in language proficiency assessment. For example, comprehensibility is 
among the descriptors of B2 proficiency in the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001), and the CEFR companion volume with new descriptors 
for phonological control (Council of Europe, 2018) considers foreign accent at each proficiency level except for the lowest (A1). 
Consequently, comprehensibility and accentedness can be expected to be in line with spoken language proficiency, even though 
criteria-based language assessment and subjective ratings are completely different ways of evaluating L2 speech. However, Isaacs and 
Trofimovich (2012) argue that there are several shortcomings in the way that comprehensibility and pronunciation has been modelled 
in assessment context. In their view, pronunciation and accent are often conflated and the treatment of pronunciation is inconsistent 
and vague. Hence, they propose distinct guidelines for L2 comprehensibility scale development to supplement existing assessment 
criteria (Isaacs & Trofimovich, 2012). 

Scholars have seldom taken an interest in the connection between proficiency and comprehensibility/accentedness by considering 
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speakers’ L2 proficiency as a variable in their research. Beinhoff (2014) considered non-native listeners’ language proficiency in a study 
that focussed on intelligibility, comprehensibility and accentedness, finding that the listeners’ proficiency is an influential factor. 
Regarding speakers, Isaacs and Trofimovich (2012) and Saito and colleagues (2016) distinguished between three “ability levels” in 
their investigations of linguistic correlates of L2 comprehensibility and accentedness, but the levels were based on the global ratings 
received by the speakers instead of proficiency assessment. 

One study that considers a criteria-based language proficiency assessment as a speaker variable is by van Maastricht et al. (2016). In 
this study, L1 speakers of Dutch (n = 41) rated three Dutch-speaking groups for comprehensibility, accentedness and nativeness: L1 
speakers (n = 4), proficient L2 speakers (n = 4) and less proficient L2 speakers (n = 4). The proficient L2 speakers were determined to 
have a CEFR level of B2 or above, whereas the less proficient L2 speakers were at level A2 or below. The results reveal that L1 speakers 
of Dutch were considered more comprehensible and nativelike, and less accented than the L2 speakers. A similar tendency was 
detected between more and less proficient L2 speakers, but as for comprehensibility, the difference between the L2 groups did not 
reach statistical significance at 0.05 level (p = .058). Accordingly, the study does not offer conclusive results. Hence, the links need to 
be confirmed in further investigations such as the present study. 

2.3. L2 English spoken by Finns 

Finnish-speaking and Swedish-speaking Finns’ English was chosen for the present study in light of the unique possibility for 
comparison that they offer. Both Finnish and Swedish are national languages in Finland. Children and youth attend either Finnish- or 
Swedish-medium education, but all teaching follows the same national core curricula, e.g., the national core curriculum for basic 
education. As a result, possible differences in the English of these two speaker groups are likely to do with the influence of the L1 
(Asunmaa, 2020), rather than differences in education, for example. Swedish-speaking Finns have been previously found to be more 
successful in their English studies (e.g., Härmälä et al., 2014), which may be due to Swedish being a Germanic language like English, 
whereas Finnish as a Finno-Ugric language is typologically more distant from English. 

Previous research on English spoken by Finns has mainly dealt with Finnish-speaking Finns, who may be prone to issues of 
comprehensibility and a detectable foreign accent. In a study by Paananen-Porkka (2007), English-speaking listeners evaluated 
Finnish-speaking adolescents’ speech rhythm in English, describing it as “jerky” (p. 288) for some of the speakers. Listeners also 
characterised some of the speakers as disturbingly hesitant, speaking too slowly and pausing in an unusual way. Similarly, Pihko’s 
(1997) English-speaking listeners drew their attention to L1 Finnish-speakers’ prosodic features such as rhythm, slow speech rate and 
pausing, and to a few segmental features, e.g., the pronunciation of /v/. Morris-Wilson (1999) also found English-speaking listeners 
intolerant towards /v/ mispronounced as /w/ by L1 Finnish speakers. Even Finns themselves may consider Finnish-accented English 
relatively difficult to understand, reporting difficulty in focusing and irritation due to fluency issues (Pihko, 1997). In the same study, 
Finnish speakers’ negative attitude towards Finnish-accented English was evident. 

2.4. Adult vs. young participants in listener tasks 

The present study is focussed on L2 English spoken by teenaged language learners. The choice of speakers derives from the author’s 
longitudinal venture to develop English pronunciation teaching within the educational system of Finland. The work was started by 
mapping the contents and practices of pronunciation teaching (Tergujeff, 2013). Investigating teenagers’ L2 comprehensibility and 
accentedness in relation to the speakers’ language proficiency will provide useful further information that can be utilised in developing 
teaching and assessment. In addition to teenaged speakers, teenaged listeners were opted for in the present study. This was based on a 
real-life orientation: teenagers from Finland would most likely use English to communicate with fellow teenagers, for example in 
contexts of international study exchange and social media. 

Choosing to work with teenagers was a conscious risk. Only a few previous studies have used under-aged raters, but researchers 
have not reported any major problems with their choice of participants. For example, Field (2005) reported no problems regarding 
teenaged native-speaker participants in an intelligibility test (dictation). Further, Butler (2014) does not discuss any difficulties with 
their Korean Year 6 students, who took part in an attitudinal questionnaire and intelligibility test. However, Norell (1991) noticed that 
a teenaged group (13–17-year-olds) left more blanks in an accent identification and comprehensibility rating task than an adult group. 
They also state that a number of participants had to be discarded due to filling in the answer sheet “out of step” (i.e., the number of the 
text passage on the tape did not match the number on the questionnaire, p. 14), but it is not clarified in which group these participants 
were. Similarly, Paananen-Porkka (2007) had to discard two out of 34 teenaged participants, because they had failed to fill in a 
questionnaire properly. 

A few studies have addressed whether listeners’ age affects the perception of foreign accent, and found no effect (Toivola, 2011; 
Uzal et al., 2018). However, these studies only investigated adult listeners. An exception is Scovel (1981), who noticed that 
5–10-year-old children’s ability to differentiate between a native-speaker accent and a highly proficient non-native speaker’s accent 
increases with age. Scovel’s study suggests that children as young as ten can quite reliably identify accents (97% correct). As a result, 
my reservations regarding teenaged raters did not pertain to their ability to give reliable ratings due to their young age, but rather to 
whether they would take the task seriously and be able to fully concentrate on it. 

3. Aim and research questions 

The present study explores L1 Finnish and L1 Finland-Swedish speakers’ L2 English comprehensibility and accentedness across 
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three proficiency levels (A2, B1, B2). The aim is to obtain new knowledge about the comprehensibility and accentedness of Finns’ 
English, and the relationship between these and the speakers’ general spoken proficiency. The following research questions were set 
for the study:  

1. How comprehensible is L2 English spoken by L1 Finnish and L1 Finland-Swedish speakers, as rated by English-speaking listeners?  
2. How foreign accented is L2 English spoken by L1 Finnish and L1 Finland-Swedish speakers, as rated by English-speaking listeners?  
3. Are there differences in L2 English comprehensibility/accentedness between L1 Finnish and L1 Finland-Swedish speakers? If yes, 

what kind?  
4. What is the relationship between L2 comprehensibility/accentedness ratings and the speakers’ overall L2 oral proficiency? 

4. Methodology 

To address the research questions, comprehensibility and accentedness ratings were undertaken with speech samples elicited from 
L1 Finnish and L1 Finland-Swedish speakers. English-speaking listeners rated the speech samples, providing an overall evaluation of 
the speakers’ comprehensibility (RQ1) and accentedness (RQ2). To answer RQ3, the ratings were compared by language group. Before 
the ratings, the speakers had been assessed for their spoken proficiency in English (see 4.2). Relations between these proficiency 
assessments and the comprehensibility/accentedness ratings were analysed through Spearman’s rho in order to answer RQ4. 

4.1. Participants 

The present study involved two groups of speakers and one group of listeners. The speakers were L1 Finnish (n = 30) and L1 
Finland-Swedish (n = 30) teenagers, who were Year 9 students, aged 15 to 16. Participant selection was based on the students’ English 
proficiency level, which had been determined in a national assessment (see 4.2). The present study used a total of 60 speakers from 
three proficiency levels and two language groups: 10 L1 Finnish and 10 L1 Finland-Swedish participants represented proficiency levels 
equivalent to A2, B1 and B2 on the CEFR scale1 (Council of Europe, 2001). In addition, selection criteria included an even distribution 
of male and female participants. The language groups were determined based on background survey data linked to the national 
assessment. The groups were comprised of students who declared only one language (Finnish or Finland-Swedish) as their mother 
tongue and the language spoken at home. 

As teenagers from Finland are likely to use their English skills for communicating with other teenagers, teenaged listeners were 
recruited. To avoid the possible influence of listeners’ varied English proficiency (Beinhoff, 2014), English-speaking listeners were 
chosen over non-native listeners. However, the author disliked a strict definition of a native speaker, and chose to use teenagers with 
various linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Only the following criteria were applied: They attended their education in English and 
stated to speak English as one of their home languages. This decision was made based on a real-life orientation; the English-speaking 
people that Finnish youth come across in real life are often from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. 

The raters were recruited in a secondary school in the UK. They studied in Years 10 and 12, and their ages ranged from 14 to 17. In 
total, 38 students took part as raters in the listening task. They also completed a background questionnaire eliciting information about 
their linguistic background, experience in Finnish-accented and Swedish-accented English and if they had studied Finnish or Swedish. 
Three participants had frequent contact with Swedish speakers and one participant admitted to not speaking English at home. These 
four participants were discarded from the analysis. The total number of raters accepted for the present study was 34. All of them 
completed the comprehensibility and accentedness ratings on all 60 speakers, yielding a total of 4 080 ratings. As there were 11 blank 
responses, the results were ultimately based on 4 069 ratings. 

4.2. Proficiency assessment 

The speakers of the present study were among participants in a national assessment on students’ English skills in Finland at end of 
their obligatory schooling (see Härmälä et al., 2014). The assessment was conducted by the Finnish National Agency for Education and 
the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre, who provided the author a research permit to the assessment data for spoken proficiency. The 
data consisted of monologic and dialogic speaking tasks that were video-recorded in the participants’ schools. Students’ proficiency 
was first assessed in terms of the Finnish application of the CEFR by their own teachers, after which 10% of the assessments were 
checked by trained raters at the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre. 

The main objective of the national assessment was to map student achievement in relation to the learning goals of the national core 
curriculum. According to the curriculum that was in effect at the time (Finnish National Board of Education, 2004), the goal for Year 9 
learners was to reach proficiency level A2.2 in English. The assessment scale did not consider proficiencies above B2.1, but merged the 
best students into the category “B2.1 or above”. This may have been a result of the tasks not enabling a higher proficiency assessment 
(the tasks were designed to measure language proficiency A1–B1). In other words, participants who may have reached proficiency 
level B2.2 or even C1 were not apparent in the results of the assessment. As this was problematic for the purposes of the present study, 
the B2-level speakers’ speech materials were re-evaluated by two experts, and none of the speakers were found to have obtained 

1 A finer scale was used in the original assessment, with each level divided into two, i.e., A2.1, A2.2, B1.1, etc. 
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C1-level proficiency. 

4.3. Speech materials 

The speech samples used in this study were extracted from video recordings of a semi-spontaneous monologue task (Härmälä et al., 
2014). Audio files were first separated from the original video files at the National Education Evaluation Centre, as the author’s 
research permit only applied to the audio material. The speech samples consisted of approximately 20-s samples of the task, in which 
the speakers were required to speak freely about themselves, their families, hobbies and summer plans. As a result, the samples could 
not be extracted from the beginning of the speaking task like in many previous studies, as this would have disclosed identifiable in-
formation about the speakers. The chosen samples were therefore extracted from the middle or towards the end of the speaking task. 
Careful consideration was used to avoid decontextualisation and fragmentation of the samples. 

The length of speech samples used within comprehensibility and accentedness research varies greatly. Some studies have used 
speech samples shorter than 10 s (e.g., Munro et al., 2006), whereas others have relied on samples longer than 1 min (e.g., Lima, 2016). 
Unfortunately, there is no research available on how speech sample length might influence the ratings, but most studies have used 20- 
or 30-s samples. Twenty-second samples were chosen for the present study, following e.g., Isaacs and Thomson (2013), O’Brien (2014) 
and Trofimovich et al. (2017). With 60 speech samples to rate, the total duration of the listener task was an important factor in the 
choice between 20- and 30-s speech samples. Opting for 30-s samples would have increased the total duration by 10 min, which was 
not considered ideal. 

4.4. Procedure 

Comprehensibility and accentedness ratings were conducted with the listeners in two groups. This facilitated the presentation of 
the speech samples in two different orders to minimise the possible effects of fatigue and boredom towards the end of the rating session, 
and the novelty of the task in the beginning. To the first group of listeners, the speech samples were presented in a randomised order. 
Then the samples were arranged in four sets, out of which the ones that were presented to the first group of listeners as first and last 
were presented in the middle to the second group of listeners. Randomising the order for both groups might have resulted in same 
speech samples being presented among the first or last samples to both listener groups, and was thus avoided. Before the actual ratings, 
the listeners got to practise with two test samples so that they would know what to expect and how to use the rating scale. 

Speech samples were presented to the listeners via loud speakers in a regular classroom. No noise interference occurred. The 
volume was adjusted before the actual ratings. The researcher manually set the pace of presenting the speech samples, making sure that 
the listeners had enough time to give their ratings, as it was felt that this was a better option than setting a fixed interval between the 
samples. Estimating a suitable interval would have been difficult, and may not have been long enough for all participants (cf. Jeong 
et al., 2017). 

Listeners heard each speech sample only once, after which they rated the speaker’s comprehensibility (i.e., how easy or difficult to 
understand) and foreign accentedness (i.e., accent strength) on separate 9-point numeric scales. The choice of a 9-point scale followed 
several previous studies (e.g., Munro & Derwing, 1995), and offers the advantage of allowing enough choice for the rater (see Isaacs & 
Thomson, 2013, for a discussion on different scales). On the scale, 1 stood for “very easy to understand” and “no foreign accent”, and 9 
stood for “very difficult to understand” and “very strong foreign accent”. In other words, the lower the rating, the more comprehensible 
and less accented the speaker. Based on O’Brien (2016), rating both comprehensibility and accentedness after hearing the speech 
sample only once can be considered at least as effective as rating the continua separately. 

Listeners gave a pen-and-paper response by circling their ratings on the scale. They were instructed to do the task individually and 
not to peek at each other’s ratings. The rating session took 45 min including instructions and a small break halfway through the ratings 
to prevent fatigue and boredom. Here, it was considered desirable that the listener test takes less than an hour, even with a break in the 
middle. During the break, the participants were not allowed to compare ratings, but a general discussion about Finland was led by the 
researcher. 

4.5. Analyses 

The possible connection between the ratings given by the listeners (n = 34) and the speakers’ oral proficiency level were inves-
tigated with Spearman’s rho. In addition, independent sample t-tests were performed to compare ratings between the proficiency 
levels. Also, differences between ratings received by L1 Finnish and L1 Finland-Swedish participants were tested for statistical sig-
nificance using the t-test. Effect sizes were calculated using Cohen’s d (Cohen, 1988). Effect size reveals the effect of the difference, 
whereas the t-test alone can only explain whether or not the difference can occur by chance. In interpreting the effect size, Cohen’s 
(1988) guidelines were followed: Small effect (d = > 0.2), medium effect (d = 0.5–0.8), large effect (d = > 0.8). However, the in-
terpretations were considered cautiously when drawing conclusions, because Plonsky and Oswald (2014) have found that Cohen’s 
(1988) labels underestimate the range of effects that are typical within L2 research. They suggest that d values around 0.40 should be 
considered small, 0.70 medium and 1.00 large. 

As there were some initial doubts about using teenagers as raters in the present study, rater agreement was investigated with the 
Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC). Using an absolute agreement definition, the average measures ICC proved .959 for compre-
hensibility and .917 for accentedness. As Cicchetti (1994) determines ICC values between 0.75 and 1.00 to signify excellent agreement, 
the results show that the teenaged listeners were remarkably unified in assigning ratings. Thus, the ratings can be deemed reliable. 
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5. Results 

5.1. Comprehensibility 

Comprehensibility ratings varied greatly between the speakers. Speaker averages varied from 1.38 to 7.71 on the 9-point scale; A2- 
level speakers’ averages ranged from 3.38 to 7.71, B1-level speakers’ from 2.53 to 6.26, and B2-level speakers’ from 1.38 to 6.41. The 
total average was 4.46. Fig. 1 demonstrates the average ratings by proficiency level and language group. In addition, averages for all 
speakers have been added (see discussion in 5.3). At proficiency level A2, L1 Finland-Swedish speakers were rated as slightly easier to 
understand than L1 Finnish speakers (average 5.28 vs. 5.53), but the difference was not statistically significant (t = 1.733, p = .084). At 
higher proficiency levels, L1 Finland-Swedish speakers were rated as clearly more comprehensible than L1 Finnish speakers: The 
average ratings at B1 level were 3.56 vs. 5.09, and at B2 level they were 2.94 vs. 4.34. These differences were statistically significant (t 
= 11.458, p = .000 and t = 9.855, p = .000). Difference at the B1 level proved to have a large effect (d = 0.88), whereas the effect of the 
difference at the B2 level was medium (d = 0.76). 

5.2. Accentedness 

Similarly to comprehensibility, speakers’ accentedness varied. Average ratings ranged from 2.91 to 6.82 on the 9-point scale; A2- 
level speakers’ averages ranged from 4.85 to 6.82, B1-level speakers’ from 3.82 to 6.41, and B2-level speakers’ from 2.91 to 6.18. The 
total average was 5.31 – slightly higher than the total average for comprehensibility (4.46). The ratings are presented in Fig. 2 by 
proficiency levels and language groups. In addition, averages for all speakers have been added (see discussion in 5.3). Speakers from 
both language groups received nearly equal average ratings at A2 level (6.06 vs. 5.91), and no statistically significant difference was 
found (t = 1.132, p = .258). However, L1 Finland-Swedish speakers received better ratings compared to L1 Finnish speakers at levels 
B1 and B2: 4.74 vs. 5.69 and 4.13 vs. 5.32. Both differences were statistically significant (t = 6.805, p = .000 and t = 8.231, p = .000) 
and with medium effect sizes (d = 0.52 and d = 0.63 respectively). 

5.3. Ratings and overall oral proficiency 

As can be seen in Figs. 1 and 2, speakers with higher proficiency received better ratings for comprehensibility and accentedness on 
average, i.e., they were easier to understand and perceived as less accented. If we combine the ratings received by L1 Finnish and L1 
Finland-Swedish speakers, the average ratings for comprehensibility were 5.40 (A2), 4.33 (B1) and 3.64 (B2); and for accentedness 
5.99 (A2), 5.21 (B1) and 4.74 (B2). These results are presented in Figs. 1 and 2, along with language group specific averages per 
proficiency level. The figures demonstrate visually how the listeners clearly differentiated between A2 and B1-level Finland-Swedish 
speakers, whereas the differences between proficiency levels are smaller for the Finnish speakers. 

Fig. 1. Comprehensibility ratings received by L1 Finnish (n = 30) and L1 Finland-Swedish (n = 30) speakers of English at three proficiency levels (1 
= very easy to understand, 9 = very difficult to understand). 
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Further analyses revealed that all differences between comprehensibility ratings and the speakers’ proficiency levels were statis-
tically significant. However, variation occurred as for effect sizes and between language groups. When the language groups were 
combined, the effect sizes ranged from small to large: Between A2 and B1 speakers the effect was medium (d = 0.57), between B1 and 
B2 small (d = 0.36), and between A2 and B2 (two steps) large (d = 0.91). Considering L1 Finnish speakers only, the effect of the 
difference was small both between A2 and B1 speakers (d = .25) and B1 and B2 speakers (d = .42). The difference between A2 and B2 
speakers proved to have a medium effect (d = 0.64). As for the L1 Finland-Swedish speakers, the effect was large between A2 and B1 
speakers (d = .91), small between B1 and B2 speakers (d = .31), and very large between A2 and B2 speakers (d = 1.25). These results 
are presented in Table 1. 

Similarly, accentedness ratings were distinct and statistically significant across the three proficiency levels (Table 2). All speakers 
combined, the difference between A2 and B1, and B1 and B2 speakers’ accentedness had small effects (d = 0.43 and 0.25), while the 
effect was medium (d = 0.68) between A2 and B2 speakers. As for L1 Finnish speakers, the differences had small effect sizes (d = .22, 
0.21, 0.44), whereas L1 Finland-Swedish speakers’ difference reached a medium effect (d = .62) between levels A2 and B1, a small 
effect (d = .31) between B1 and B2, and a large effect (d = 0.93) between A2 and B2. 

To further test the link between the ratings and proficiency, the data were analysed with Spearman’s rho (Table 3), which 
confirmed a negative, statistically significant correlation between proficiency level and the ratings, concerning both comprehensibility 
(rs = -.345) and accentedness (rs = -.260). In other words, the higher the proficiency, the lower the rating score (= easier to understand 
and weaker accent). However, this tendency cannot be deemed strong: correlations between 0.20 and 0.35 are interpreted weak 
(Cohen et al., 2007, p. 536). The R2 value for comprehensibility was 0.12 and for accentedness 0.07. These values indicate that only 
12% and 7% of the ratings respectively can be attributed to the proficiency level. When analysed separately for the L1 Finnish and L1 
Finland-Swedish data, the correlations proved weaker for L1 Finnish speakers. The relationship between proficiency and accentedness 
was especially weak for the Finnish speakers. Overall, the link to accentedness was weaker than the link to comprehensibility. 

Fig. 2. Accentedness ratings received by L1 Finnish (n = 30) and L1 Finland-Swedish (n = 30) speakers of English at three proficiency levels (1 = no 
foreign accent, 9 = very strong foreign accent). 

Table 1 
Differences between comprehensibility ratings received by speakers with overall proficiency levels A2, B1 and B2.   

A2–B1 mean 
difference 

t p d B1–B2 mean 
difference 

t p d A2–B2 mean 
difference 

t p d 

All − 1.08 10.408 .000 .57 − 0.69 6.544 .000 .36 − 1.77 16.771 .000 .91 
L1 Finnish − 0.44 3.244 .001 .25 − 0.75 5.392 .000 .42 − 1.20 8.319 .000 .64 
L1 Finland- 

Swedish 
− 1.72 11.771 .000 .91 − 0.62 4.601 .000 .31 − 2.34 16.203 .000 1.25  
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6. Discussion 

6.1. Comprehensibility and accentedness of Finns’ English 

The present study obtained new knowledge about how Finns’ English is perceived by English-speaking listeners. Unsurprisingly, 
the ratings revealed huge variation between the speakers, as the speakers’ overall oral proficiency in English varied from A2 to B2 on 
the CEFR scale (Council of Europe, 2001). Speakers tended to receive stricter ratings for accentedness than for comprehensibility, 
which supports earlier findings: The phenomena are related but distinct, and accented speech can be relatively easy to understand (e. 
g., Munro & Derwing, 1995). 

The two language groups involved in this study received significantly different comprehensibility and accentedness ratings at 
proficiency levels B1 and B2. Accordingly, speakers with the same proficiency level can be perceived very differently by listeners, in 
terms of comprehensibility and accentedness, and the difference seems to surface first at the threshold level of independent language 
user (B1). Why this occurs language specifically in my data is curious and calls for further investigation. The unexpected outcome of 
the study implies that there is something in the L1 Finland-Swedish B1- and B2-level speakers’ English that makes it sound more 
comprehensible and less accented than L1 Finnish speakers’ with equal English proficiency; or vice versa, there is something in L1 
Finnish speakers’ English that makes it sound less comprehensible and more accented. The latter could include speech features such as 
segmental inaccuracy, unusual rhythm, dysfluent pausing and slow speech rate, which have been found to disturb listeners in L1 
Finnish speakers’ English (Morris-Wilson, 1999; Paananen-Porkka, 2007; Pihko, 1997) and to be linked with comprehensibility and 
accentedness (e.g., Kang et al., 2010; Trofimovich & Isaacs, 2012). 

The possible effects of accent attitudes (e.g., Taylor Reid et al., 2019) cannot be completely overruled, even though the listeners 
indicated not being familiar with Finnish- and Swedish-accented English. The listeners may have had differentiating attitudes towards 
the accents of the two speaker groups, or they may have been more intolerant towards some specific speech features that were present 
in Finnish-accented English only, causing the difference in the ratings received by the two speaker groups. 

6.2. Link between oral proficiency and L2 comprehensibility/accentedness 

As previous research has seldom addressed comprehensibility and accentedness in relation to the speakers’ overall proficiency in 
the target language, the focal point of the present study was to explore this relationship. A study by van Maastricht et al. (2016) found 
that more proficient L2 speakers are perceived as more comprehensible and less accented than less proficient L2 speakers. However, 
the result did not reach statistical significance for comprehensibility. When the present study investigated the issue with speakers 
across three proficiency levels, all results were statistically significant. However, many of the differences were small and so was their 
effect size. If Plonsky and Oswald’s (2014) stricter interpretations were followed, some of the effects could be questioned altogether: 
differences between accentedness ratings received by B1 and B2-level speakers have effect sizes below 0.40, which Plonsky and Oswald 
view a suitable cut point for small effect in L2 research. The same applies to comprehensibility of L1 Finland-Swedish speakers between 
proficiency levels B1 and B2, and L1 Finnish speakers between levels A2 and B1. 

It can be concluded that the present study confirmed van Maastricht and colleagues’ (2016) observation with a statistically sig-
nificant result, but uncertainties remain because of effect sizes. It seems that the higher the speaker’s proficiency, the more 
comprehensible and less accented they are, but for the L1 Finnish speakers in particular, the steps from one proficiency level to another 
are rather small. When it comes to L1 Finnish speakers’ accentedness, not even the difference between A2 and B2 speakers (two steps) 
reach the level of medium effect. At 0.44, it barely reaches the cut point for small effect in the interpretation of Plonsky and Oswald 
(2014). Correlation coefficients confirmed what was suggested above. Statistically significant correlations were found between pro-
ficiency and comprehensibility/accentedness, but the correlations were mainly weak. 

Table 2 
Differences between accentedness ratings received by speakers with overall proficiency levels A2, B1 and B2.   

A2–B1 mean 
difference 

t p d B1–B2 mean 
difference 

t p d A2–B2 mean 
difference 

t p d 

All − 0.78 7.830 .000 .43 − 0.48 4.633 .000 .25 − 1.26 12.462 .000 .68 
L1 Finnish − 0.37 2.858 .004 .22 − 0.37 2.762 .006 .21 − 0.75 5.696 .000 .44 
L1 Finland- 

Swedish 
− 1.17 8.124 .000 .62 − 0.61 4.038 .000 .31 − 1.77 12.044 .000 .93  

Table 3 
Correlations (Spearman’s rho) and statistical significance between overall oral proficiency and L2 comprehensibility/ 
accentedness in Finns’ English.   

Comprehensibility Accentedness 

Proficiency (all) rs = − .345, p = .000 rs = − .260, p = .000 
Proficiency (L1 Finnish) rs = − .249, p = .000 rs = − .170, p = .000 
Proficiency (L1 Finland-Swedish) rs = − .432, p = .000 rs = − .351, p = .000  
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This is noteworthy from the viewpoint of language assessment. Language assessment aims to offer information about language 
learners’ proficiency and development to the learners themselves and to other relevant actors such as teachers and employers. 
Especially in the CEFR assessment (Council of Europe, 2001), the descriptors are very practical, focussing on describing how the 
learner can operate in the target language. As an example, the global CEFR scale describes a B2-level speaker as being able to speak so 
that it “makes regular interaction with native speakers quite possible without strain for either party” (p. 24). The criterion makes an 
obvious reference to comprehensibility and to real-life speakers; the kind that gave very different comprehensibility ratings to B2-level 
speakers of L2 English in the present study, depending on the speakers’ L1. 

With this in mind, it seems that the proficiency assessment has failed to fully consider the aspects that affect comprehensibility. The 
qualitative aspects to be considered for spoken language use at B2 level include a sufficient range of language; a relatively high degree 
of grammatical control; avoiding errors that cause misunderstandings; the ability to correct one’s mistakes; speaking with an even 
tempo and avoiding noticeably long pauses; and coherent discourse (p. 28). As for phonological control, a B2-level speaker has ac-
quired a “clear, natural pronunciation and intonation” (p. 117). One way of understanding the results of the present study is that the 
above criteria may not be sufficient when assessing oral proficiency with comprehensibility among the descriptors. It seems as though 
some speech features are perhaps not considered in the oral proficiency assessment, but nonetheless affect the evaluation of the 
speakers’ comprehensibility and accentedness. As Isaacs and Trofimovich (2012) argue, the treatment of pronunciation in assessment 
context is often inconsistent and vague, which may partly explain why correlations between proficiency and comprehensibili-
ty/accentedness turned out weak in the present study. Considering the complex nature of comprehensibility (see 2.1), evaluating it as 
part of a proficiency assessment is no easy feat, but guidelines for assessing comprehensibility are offered in Isaacs and Trofimovich 
(2012). 

It is worth noticing that the CEFR was updated after the proficiency assessments used in the present study were conducted; a 
companion volume with new descriptors (Council of Europe, 2018) was published in 2018. The companion includes e.g., a new set of 
descriptors for phonological control, which can help to place the speakers in proficiency levels more easily than before. The new 
descriptors are substantially more detailed than the previous ones, taking into consideration both segmental accuracy and supra-
segmentals in a detailed manner (p. 136). If we consider the above-mentioned example of B2-level speakers being able to communicate 
without strain for either the speaker or the interlocutor (unchanged in the 2018 update bar the legitimate loss of “native speaker”), the 
new phonology descriptors are specific about some of the speech features that have been found to correlate with comprehensibility. For 
example, stress placement is emphasised in the new descriptors, and found to correlate with comprehensibility by e.g., Trofimovich 
and Isaacs (2012). In sum, assessing oral proficiency with the help of the new descriptors may give results closer to the listener ratings, 
and the lack of such detailed descriptors at the time of the present study may explain the found discrepancy. 

6.3. Reflections on the study and future directions 

Another approach could be to consider the present study as a test of how well the original assessment (Härmälä et al., 2014) 
succeeded in evaluating Finnish youth on the CEFR scale – especially from the viewpoint of equality between the two language groups, 
as there was variation between the groups in how well the proficiency assessments correlated with comprehensibility and accent-
edness. One could ask if the L1 Finland-Swedish speakers, who are known to succeed better in their English studies, were perhaps 
required more to reach B1–B2 proficiency. This could explain better comprehensibility and accentedness ratings. 

In addition, attitudes towards foreign accent can be different among language groups (Tokumoto & Shibata, 2011), which could 
have affected the assessment. One has to bear in mind that the proficiency assessments were originally conducted by the speakers’ own 
teachers, who quite likely belong to the same language group as their students. If Finnish-speaking teachers have been more critical 
towards Finnish-accented English than the Finland-Swedish-speaking teachers towards Finland-Swedish-accented English, a difference 
might occur. However, 10% of the speakers’ tests were checked at the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre (FEEC) by two trained 
raters. The agreement between teachers and the trained raters at FEEC was high (r = 0.79–0.84; Härmälä et al., 2014), which speaks to 
the reliability of the assessments. 

It is also noteworthy that the oral proficiency assessments were conducted based on longer stretches of speech than the compre-
hensibility and accentedness ratings. Selecting the extracts for the present study plays a role in the outcome of the ratings. As described 
in 4.3, the present study used 20 s of the speakers’ monologue task, avoiding all personal details they may have revealed in the task. It 
needs to be acknowledged that the extract may not have represented the speaker’s overall proficiency, but may have given a better or 
worse impression. This limitation needs to be considered by not drawing too definite conclusions about the results. Future studies on 
comprehensibility and accentedness across different proficiency levels could look into the possibility of planning the speech data so 
that the exact same materials could be used for both oral proficiency assessment and comprehensibility/accentedness ratings. 

Considering the complex nature of comprehensibility and accentedness, it should also be acknowledged that no definite expla-
nations for the results can be presented without thorough analyses of the speech samples. The differences between the language groups 
may lie in lexis, grammatical aspects, fluency, pronunciation, etc. Additionally, the language proficiency assessments are not based on 
sole comprehensibility and accentedness, but several other aspects of language use have naturally been considered in determining the 
speaker’s proficiency. However, the present study points to an unclear relationship between overall oral proficiency and compre-
hensibility/accentedness, and raises questions to be tackled in future research. The natural next step is to analyse how the English of 
these two language groups differs, and to find connections between those speech features and comprehensibility, accentedness and 
overall oral proficiency. More generally, research-based knowledge is needed on the role of comprehensibility and accent in language 
assessment, and the possible effects of listener attitudes towards accented speech. 

On a final note, it was considered important to use age-matched speakers and listeners in the study, and teenagers were recruited to 
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act as raters. This was considered a risk, as only a few previous studies have used young raters, and the participants’ concentration 
spans and if they would take the task seriously was unknown to the researcher, who had never worked with the participants before. 
Fortunately, all concerns proved unnecessary, with no problems occurring in the rating sessions. The answer sheets were filled in 
correctly and with hardly any blanks (cf. Norell, 1991). Participants gave their ratings independently and without disturbing others. 
The ICC analysis of the ratings revealed a remarkable rater agreement. Based on the present study, teenagers can participate well as 
raters in comprehensibility and accentedness studies. However, careful attention should be paid to giving clear instructions, practising 
with test items and the length of the rating session. Limiting the length of a rating task to the maximum of 60 min can be considered a 
good rule of thumb. 

7. Conclusion 

This study set out to explore L1 Finnish and L1 Finland-Swedish speakers’ L2 English comprehensibility and foreign accentedness, 
and their possible link to the speakers’ overall oral proficiency in English. The study obtained new knowledge about the compre-
hensibility (RQ1) and accentedness (RQ2) of Finns’ English, and about how they develop across three proficiency levels (see Figs. 1 and 
2). Results revealed that comprehensibility and accentedness ratings given by English-speaking listeners correlate with the speakers’ 
proficiency level (RQ4). However, the correlations were mainly weak, and there seems to be a discrepancy between ratings received by 
the two language groups (RQ3). Despite identical proficiency assessments, L1 Finland-Swedish speakers’ English was rated more 
comprehensible and less accented than L1 Finnish speakers’ English at proficiency levels B1 and B2. This implies there is something 
that differentiates the speaker groups from each other at these levels of proficiency. 

Even though the issue needs to be confirmed in future studies, the results imply that speakers with an equal level of proficiency are 
not necessarily as equally accented or comprehensible. As for accentedness, the result is not surprising nor important, as accent does 
not necessarily compromise comfortable intelligibility. However, the weak link between overall oral proficiency and comprehensi-
bility is more unexpected and curious from the language learning viewpoint. Therefore, language learners wishing to achieve good 
comprehensibility are advised to pay attention to speech features that have been found to correlate with the phenomenon, regardless of 
their overall oral proficiency level. Finally, the constituents of comprehensibility and accentedness could be more carefully considered 
within language assessment, as has already been implemented in the CEFR update (Council of Europe, 2018). 
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