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Abstract

This action research study investigates the intelligibility of Saudi EFL learners’ speeches in
relation to the Lingua Franca Core (LFC). This study is carried out in an EFL class of 15
Saudi learners. One native and four non-native speakers of English performed the role of
evaluators. A mixed-method approach was adopted to collect and analyze quantitative and
qualitative data. The learners’ scores in their pre and post-intervention speeches led to the
understanding of the impact of LFC on leaders’ speeches. The scores were awarded by five
evaluators responding to a five-point Likert scale questionnaire while judging learners’
intelligibility. The results showed moderate improvement in the learners’ post-intervention
speeches in terms of intelligibility. This procedure was followed by semi-structured
interviews conducted with individual evaluators/listeners who rated post-intervention
speeches as well-organized, lengthier and planned, delivered fluently and confidently in spite
of insignificant improvement in the production of LFC features. Based on the findings, it can
be recommended that LFC can have little or no impact on the learners’ pronunciation, thus
intelligibility should be the goal of language teaching and learning in EFL settings.

Keywords: intelligibility, comprehensibility, pronunciation, lingua franca core, non-native
speakers, EFL context
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1. Introduction

Pronunciation has always been considered a challenging area for both teachers and learners,
especially in the EFL context where other skills tend to be given more consideration. Its
importance has been revived and been the subject of increased investigation, study and
emphasis over the past thirty years in the ELT domain. It is widely acknowledged that
learners of all levels should be taught pronunciation, as faulty pronunciation may lead to
simple communication breakdowns. Therefore, if the pronunciation instruction becomes an
'integral part of [the] oral communication', learners can perform better both in classroom as
well as outside (Morley 1991, p. 496). Researchers suggest that learners are not required to
emphasize pronunciation at the expense of other skills with a wiew to acquiring
native-speaker-like pronunciation, but that their achieving mere intelligibility will serve their
purpose. Celce-Murcia, Brinton, and Goodwin (1996) point out that L2 learners of English
require to reach a “threshold level of pronunciation” to be intelligible to others. This is
arguably the primary goal of teaching and learning pronunciation, specifically where learners
have had little pronunciation instruction in context during their school years. Their exposure
at that time is limited to classroom practice only and is of course adversely impacted where
their L1 sound system completely differs from that of the target language.

Not surprisingly, the communicative approach has dominated EFL classroom practice for
decades. Its mode of instruction has emphasized communication by means of the target
language. Although, it does not explicitly concentrate on pronunciation instruction,
nonetheless, its role has been considered significant in regard to effective and comprehensible
communication in foreign language teaching (Carey 2002:3). Since sounds are considered of
paramount importance in communication, EFL teachers must pay attention to the essential
features; segmental & prosodic, of pronunciation. It is important that speakers and hearers
understand each other and produce the target language sounds accurately for intelligible
communication. In order to encode and decode a message correctly, learners have to master
the sound patterns of the target language. Gilbert (1984) affirms that the skills of listening
comprehension and pronunciation are interdependent: “If they cannot hear English well, they
are cut off from the language...If they cannot be understood easily, they are cut off from
conversation with native speakers” (p.1).

While replicating the findings by Zoghbor (2010), the key aim of the study is to investigate
the influence on pronunciation teaching on the EFL learners’ intelligibility. The reviewed
literature in the following section highlights certain domains in teaching pronunciation.
Firstly, it accentuates the significance of teaching and learning pronunciation in the EFL
context. Secondly, it discusses theories; supporting and proposing intelligibility as a goal of
teaching and learning pronunciation in EFL classrooms. Thirdly, it investigates factors which
can potentially affect learners’ goals of achieving native-like pronunciation. Fourthly, it
proposes a model of Lingua Franca Core (LFC) for teachers to exploit in their classrooms,
with a special focus on features relating to learners’ intelligibility and on the applicability of
this model for the learning situations and primary perspectives of non-native speakers. Finally,
it considers specifically Arab learners’ pronunciation deficiencies, i.e. segmental and
suprasegmental, which essentially influence their speech intelligibility.
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1.1 Research Questions

Does Lingua Franca Core (LFC) help to improve the learners’ intelligibility as a result of
classroom instructions?

What are the listeners’ perceptions of EFL learnersintelligibility in their speeches?
2. Context of the Study

In Saudi Arabia, although the government authorities have come to realize the importance of
English language in times recent, Arabic is still the main language for communication in the
Kingdom and its neighboring gulf states. It is the language of the Holy Quran and hence, is
deemed a holy language. In Saudi schools and universities, Arabic is the language of teaching
for almost all the subjects and students get their first exposure to English language at the
age of 12 in schools. When they enter the universities where they have to take the mandatory
foundation year courses, they are equipped with 6 to 7 years of English learning.

This action research study is carried out in the English Language Institute (ELI) at King
Abdul-Aziz University, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. At the ELI, there are about 300 male teachers
from 25 different countries with various L1 backgrounds and this number is enormously
growing. Likewise, every year nearly 7000 students enroll in the preparatory year programme
where they take 18 hours of English language classes per week.

At the ELIL prior to the enrollment in the foundation year programme, students take the
Oxford Placement Test designed by the University of Oxford. Achieved grades demonstrate
their levels of English proficiency which help stream them into appropriate levels; beginners,
elementary, pre-intermediate and intermediate. It is observed that more than 70% of the
students are usually placed in lower levels as they mostly lack motivation (Shah et al, 2013).
In a modular system, learners remain in one level for a module of six teaching weeks before
they are promoted to another level. The Oxford Headway Plus (Special Edition) textbook is
adopted for teaching beginner, elementary, pre-intermediate and intermediate level students at
the ELI.

3. Literature Review

This section of the paper explores relevant literature on the use of LFC and develops a
conceptual and theoretical framework for the study. The opening section highlights the
importance of teaching and learning pronunciation and introduces the concept of
intelligibility in general. Then, the core contents of LFC followed by the Arabic phonology
which is of course the learners’ L1 and relevant to this study.

The Significance of Teaching and Learning Pronunciation

In many language classrooms, pronunciation has been ignored due to a variety of reasons. For
example: lack of teachers’ and learners’ motivation, inadequacy or lack of professional
training for teachers, teachers own deficient pronunciation or inadequate or irrelevant
instructional materials and textbooks.

Despite the fact that pronunciation has received little attention in foreign language teaching, it
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has always been part of language classrooms in one way or another. Its history signifies its
role in the context of second language teaching as commented by Seidlhofer (2001, p. 56), it
“stood at the very beginning of language teaching methodology as a principled,
theoretically-founded discipline, originating with the late-nineteenth-century Reform
Movement”. Reform Movement phoneticians who supported the teaching and learning of
pronunciation reached a consensus on its significance in second language instruction, (see
Collins and Mees 1999; Howatt, 2004).

The significance of teaching pronunciation is reviewed in literature which highlights its role
in language curriculums. It is believed that teachers and learners should pay attention to its
necessary components. “Pronunciation should be taught in all second language classes
through a variety of activities” (Scarcella & Oxford, 1994). However, in contrast to what
Scarcella & Oxford (ibid) say, it is seen that the textbooks do not offer a variety of activities
in ‘pronunciation sections’, i.e. OUP (Oxford University Press) Headway Plus contain
identical exercises which sound monotonous at times. Moreover, they rarely fulfil the
learners’ basic needs in EFL contexts.

However, researchers and material designers have agreed that making pronunciation an
integral part of curriculum has lasting effects on learners’ communication skills. In this regard,
there are two pre-eminent principles regarding teaching and researching pronunciation, ‘the
nativeness principle’ and ‘the intelligibility principle’ (Levis, 2005). In the former, it is
claimed that L2 learners can achieve native-like accents whereas the latter principle claims
that learners’ need to be understood. Many researchers indicate that “nativeness” is an
unachievable task for the L2 learners (Scovel, 2000), even so“nativeness principle”
dominates today’s pronunciation instruction (Levis, 2005). Although, factors such as
motivation, L2 exposure, and formal training in pronunciation can have a positive impact on
the learners’ accent, they cannot overcome the age factor (Moyer, 1999) which can possibly
demoralize learners. Therefore, Moyer (1999) suggests “At best, perfectionist performance
goals turn out to be unrealistic; at worst, they can be devastating: They can defeat students
who feel that they cannot measure up, and they can frustrate teachers who feel they have
failed in their job” (p. 498). However, the goal of attaining native-like pronunciation/accents
is somehow achievable for learners in ESL context, i.e. UK, USA, and New Zealand where
they have plenty of opportunities to interact with native speakers outside their classrooms. On
the other hand, EFL learners in countries like Saudi Arabia, Oman and Afghanistan mainly
continue to rely on classroom instruction, electronic media, videos and movies etc. Therefore,
teachers need to avoid frustrating their learners and rather raise their awareness of the
importance of intelligibility in EFL context.

In the light of the above findings, it is recommended that realistic, easily attainable teaching
and learning goals are set. Morely (1991, p. 500) states that the goal of teaching and learning
of pronunciation in the classroom should not be achieving ‘perfect accent’ but should rather
seek to improve functional intelligibility and communicability and increase self-confidence.

3.2 Intelligibility

It is difficult to define intelligibility as academic literature demonstrates a lack of consensus

4 www.macrothink.org/jsel



ISSN 2329-7034

\ M acrothink Journal for the Study of English Linguistics
A Institute™ 2016, Vol. 4, No. 1

among scholars and a failure to agree on one definition. According to Smith and Nelson
(1985), the terms intelligibility and comprehensibility are often used interchangeably. They
propose that intelligibility refers to the recognition of word forms, utterances and expressions
whereas comprehensibility means the construction of meanings. Similarly, Munro and
Derwing (1995) also reach the conclusion that intelligibility is measured by the learners’
ability to transcribe the actual words of an utterance whereas comprehensibility is measured
by an overall rating of understanding of a given speaker. More recent research on the issue of
intelligibility has explored it as learners’ endeavour to make them understood to others and
especially to ‘native’ speakers of English. However, Jenkins (2000) broadens her definition of
intelligibility which she calls “a dynamic construct in which listener and speaker negotiate
word and utterance recognition”. She makes it clear from two aspects where simple
identification of words and the importance of listener’s role are highlighted.

In ESL or EFL contexts, improved learner intelligibility is generally considered as a desirable
outcome of pronunciation teaching. Abercrombie (1949) made a point that “language learners
need no more than a comfortably intelligible pronunciation” (p. 120). Morely (1991) supports
his idea and states that, “Intelligible pronunciation is an essential component of
communication competence”. Many more studies claim that intelligibility should be the
ultimate goal of adults learning English in ESL or EFL contexts (Dalton & Seidhofer, 1994;
Derwing, 2003; Jenkins, 2000; Morely, 1991). Realization of such a goal enables them to
communicate effectively in foreign language contexts. It can be seen in the case of foreign
graduate students in UK universities whose first aim is to be understood rather than to acquire
the speech characteristics of native speakers.

Generally, intelligibility of a speaker is dependent on the degree of listener’s understanding
(Munro & Derwing, 1999) which is thought to be an ultimate goal of teaching in classrooms.
(Levis, 2005). Such a realistic goal can maximise learners’ opportunities to learn and practice
pronunciation tasks in the classroom. Moreover, learners are able to gain more confidence by
setting and achieving realistic goals such as ‘international intelligibility’ in the EFL context.

On the other hand, the principle of ‘nativeness’ as mentioned above continues to persists in
classroom instruction as practitioners believe that intelligibility should not be the only goal of
L2 learners (Levis, 2005). Harmer (2001) also advises that L2 learners of English should not
be denied the possibility as well as opportunity of acquiring or learning native-like
pronunciation if they are sufficiently motivated to make the required efforts. Though this is in
fact achievable, research demonstrates that there are various factors involved which can
possibly adversely affect achievement of learners’ goals of attaining native-like
pronunciation/accents.

3.3 General Perception of Intelligibility

L2 learners are driven by their learning beliefs, attitudes, aims and perceptions which are all
significant factors involved in their learning and need to be taken into account by researchers,
teachers and educators.

During the last decade, researchers have expressed interest in learners’ attitude towards
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pronunciation and its goals. Most results demonstrate that learners aspire to speak in the same
or a similar manner as native-speakers. Timmis’ (2002) study on learners’ attitudes towards
pronunciation concludes that students and teachers are more inclined to achieve native-like
proficiency through classroom instructions.

The influential Derwing (2003) study claims that almost half of the informants (Immigrants
to Canada) view and native-like pronunciation/accents as tools for enabling successful
communication. He also makes the very important point that native-like
pronunciation/accents, although extremely challenging to successfully acquire, entail and
generate respect and social status.

This discussion section closes with Ur’s (1996, p. 52) decisive comments that “It needs to be
said that the aim of pronunciation improvement is not to achieve a perfect imitation of a
native accent, but simply to get the learner to pronounce accurately enough to be easily and
comfortably comprehensible to other (competent) speakers. ‘Perfect’ accents are difficult if
not impossible for most of us to achieve in an EFL context anyway, and may not even be
desirable. Many people, even if subconsciously, feel they wish to maintain a slight
mother-tongue accent as an assertion of personal identity”.

3.4 Pronunciation Model: Lingua Franca Core

In spite of extensive research conducted on intelligibility in the domain of teaching
pronunciation, practitioners, researchers and educators still lack consensus on a particular
construct in order to promote its primary goal. Jenkins (2000) proposes a model called
Lingua Franca Core (LFC), which advises teachers not to restrict learners merely to
emulating and aspiring to produce British RP/BrE or General American GA/AmE
pronunciation/accents. In fact, her LFC model ensures L2 learners’ performance validity and
identity in most favourable situations where they are able to still achieve their primary goal of
intelligibility. Importantly, Jenkins’ syllabus focuses on L2 learners, who chiefly interact with
L2 speakers hailing from different L1 backgrounds. So, ‘native’ speakers of English are not
necessarily considered here. Jenkins (2006) believes that this model equips L2 speakers to
articulate their ‘identity and affiliation with the international community’. It also enables
speakers to remain intelligible to listeners. Jenkins (2000) argues that the main issue of
intelligibility in the English as an International Language (EIL) context is pronunciation.
Therefore, she identifies key areas in Table 1 which require attention in the interests of
international intelligibility.

Table 1. Pronunciation targets for teaching EFL - Modified from Jenkins (2005, p. 147)

A B C D
# Aspects of Pronunciation EFL Targets Influence on | EFL Targets
Intelligibility
1 All Sounds \ All sounds except /e/
The Consonantal but not all and /0/
Inventory RP non-rhotic /r/ \ Rhotic /r/ only
GA rhotic  /1/ but not all
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RP intervocalic [t] | V Intervocalic [t] only
GA intervocalic [t] | but notall
2 \ Aspiration after /p/,
Phonetic requirements Rarely specified but not all /t/, and /k/
Appropriate  vowel
length before
Fortis/lenis
consonants
\ Word initially, word
Consonant cluster All word positions | but notall medially
4 Vowel quantity Long-short \ Long-short contrast
contrast
5 Vowel quality Close to RPor GA | x L2 (consistent)
regional qualities
6 Weak forms Essentials X Unhelpful to
intelligibility
7 Features of connected | All X Inconsequential  or
speech unhelpful
8 Stress-timed rhythm Important X Does not exist
9 Word stress Critical x Unnecessary/ can
reduce flexibility
10 Nuclear (tonic) stress Important \ Critical

Jenkins (2000) makes it clear that LFC “is neither a pronunciation model nor a restricted
simplified core” (p. 158). In fact she refers to the most important features which make real
difference in international situations using English as a lingua franca. It also signifies the
speakers’ L1 background which contributes to learners’ intelligibility. In the EIL context,
however, it is not possible or ideal for teachers to set their own priorities as opposed to
selecting features based on learner needs. Therefore, teachers are encouraged to carry out an
action research on their learners’ pronunciation problems specifically relating to their
intelligibility. This is intended to provide factual information on issues and their scope on the
most important aspects of pronunciation which can be matched with LFC and applied in
classrooms.

3.5 Response to Lingua Franca Core

Jenkins’ (2000) LFC poses numerous questions, as learners, teachers and researchers have
strongly reacted to its model. For example, Dauer (2005) questions its goal of intelligibility
for L2 learners. She asks if it benefits both EFL and ESL learners, especially those who travel
or study in a foreign country. Moreover, EFL teachers in Jenkins’ own study are willing to
incorporate the model in their classrooms, but express reservations as to whether or not the
LFC meets learners’ goals outside the classroom.

Jenkins (2006) reassesses the LFC goals and discovers that the majority of the L2 learners
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oppose the idea of intelligibility as the sole goal of pronunciation teaching and learning,
while noting a proportion of learners prefer to retain their own accents. She also observes that
GA/AmE and British RP/BrE accents are so widely accepted in English language classroom
learning and teaching that other accents are not catered for, especially by non-native teachers.
She concludes that LFC implementation in EFL classrooms is beneficial if concerned
teachers find it useful as a means of providing their students with actual opportunities to gain
‘ownership’ of the target language.

So far, it is highlighted in the above section that teaching of pronunciation has definite
classroom implications as there remains a perceptible gap between the researchers’ findings
in the field and classroom dynamics. The situation further is further complicated in EFL
contexts, where both learners and teachers strive for ‘native-like’ pronunciation/accents and
hence strive to exceed the goal of intelligibility. The LFC model however can assist EFL
teachers to some extent to identify and rectify learners’ pronunciation errors and focus on
only those problems which are detrimental to intelligibility.

3.6 Classroom Priorities: Segmental or Superasegmental Features

Wide-ranging comprehensive research and needs analysis is required to select which
pronunciation features should be taught to particular groups of students, with particular
emphasis given to learner intelligibility enhancement. Moreover, the importance of either
segmental (phonemes) or suprasegmental/prosodic (word stress, rhythm and intonation) have
not, as yet, been clearly prioritised by the researchers, which further complicates the picture.
However, it is important to understand learners’ existing target language knowledge which
undoubtedly helps teachers focus on pronunciation features requiring urgent attention.

Hammond (1995), comments that learners of second language are fully able of "perceiving and
articulating subtle" differences with adequate clarification (p. 300). If this clarity is
forthcoming, the focus should be immediately switched to suprasegmental features since they
are more important in communicative teaching as they deal with highlighting stress and
intonation which are essential elements in regard to students’ abilities to communicate
intelligibly. Hammond (ibid) also points out that a teacher should consider the significance of
‘sound and meaning’ which are the basic linguistic goals of language learners (P.294 and
which can only be mastered through teaching suprasegmentally.

Wong (1993, p. 45) asserts that most significant features of pronunciation, i.e. stress, rhythm
and intonation play a vital role in communication and enhance learners’ intelligibility as
opposed to the role played by segmental features, i.e. phonemes or individual sounds.

Anderson-Hsieh’s, Johnson’s, and Koehler’s (1998) study, involving 11 groups of learners,
provides results indicating the relative contributions made by the suprasegmental or prosodic
pronunciation features. They demonstrate that “prosodic deviance may affect comprehension
more adversely than segmental deviance” (p. 562).

Similarly, Derwing’s, Munro’s and Wieb’s (1998) study examines the effects of both
segmental and suprasegmental classroom instructions on learners’ intelligibility. They
conclude that suprasegmental instruction has greater positive impact on learners’
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performances specifically in oral and communicative tasks.

It is evident from the above findings that EFL teachers and learners should pay increased
attention to prosodic English language features as they enhance communication and
intelligibility. The LFC model however does not sufficiently emphasise suprasegmental
aspects of pronunciation teaching, with the exception of ‘nuclear stress” in the interests of
intelligibility.

3. Methodology

This study adopts a mixed methods research design (Creswell, 2014) and aims at exploring
the perceptions EFL teachers regarding the speech intelligibility of intermediate level EFL
learners in the Saudi context. The quantitative data were collected using a five-points Likert
scale which was followed by semi-structured interviews. As semi-structured interviews
‘offers a compromise between the two extremes’ (Dornyei, 2007, p. 136), which fitted the
purpose of this study.

3.1 Data Collection Procedures

For the purpose of this study, LFC features were integrated into pronunciation activities given
in the Headway Plus (intermediate). The customised learning activities allowed the teacher to
ensure that all features of LFC were covered. Learners were encouraged to produce, correct
and reflect on their pronunciation. Exercises used in ‘English Pronunciation in Use’ by
Hankook, ‘Pronunciation in Use’ by Hewings (2007) and ‘English Pronunciation Made
Simple’ by Dale and Poms (2005) were integrated with exercises used in the Oxford
Headway Plus (Special Edition) by Liz and Soars (2011) for pre-intermediate students at the
ELI

In the first stage of data collection, pre-intervention data was collected from 14 EFL learners.
They were given a range of topics to choose from and speak about them. Each student
selected one topic and presented it to the class. For post-intervention data collection, similar
procedure was followed; however, the topics were based on the themes covered in the
syllabus. It was assumed that learners would feel motivated to prepare themselves well for
oral examination which was conducted the following day.

Pre-intervention speech duration ranged from 30 seconds to 1 minute whereas
post-intervention speeches were a bit long. They were digitally recorded on Olympus MP3
recorder and copied onto a password protected HP computer. All the speeches were labeled
with students’ pseudonyms.

3.2 Research Instrument

The present study adopted a five-point Likert scale procedure. The questionnaire was used by
Zoghbor (2010) for the same purpose. However, we modified it after consulting experienced
colleagues. Firstly, the questions were rephrased and simplified. Secondly, the rating choices
were changed to clear the ambiguity and make the judgment more precise and accurate. Both
questions subscribe to the definition of intelligibility and comprehensibility by Smith and
Nelson (1985).
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Intelligibility: The ability of the listener to recognize individual words or utterances in a
speech Comprehensibility: The ability of the listener to comprehend the meaning of the word
or utterance in its given context (Smith & Nelson, 1985, Cited in Zoghbor 2010).

3.3 Participants

To execute LFC, evaluate its effectiveness and assess the learners’ intelligibility and
comprehensibility, pre-intermediate level students were the only available group since I had
no option to teach a particular group of learners rather it was on the discretion of the
authorities. Owing to the nature of action research, I had complete access to my own class of
twenty students; however, only fifteen students aged 18-21 expressed their interest in the
project. All the informants were Saudi nationals who spoke Arabic as their L1.

Five purposively chosen listeners/evaluators who judged the intelligibility and
comprehensibility of the learners through a five-point Likert scale, participated in the
semi-structured interviews. With regards to the evaluators’ expertise, they all had master
degrees either in TESOL, applied linguistics or linguistics with solid background knowledge
of English phonetics and phonology.

3.4 The Procedure for Data Presentation

For the data presentation, MS Excel is used. In order to make the graphic representation of
the data reader friendly, data figures are given different values from 5 to 1. In contrast to the
Likert scale questionnaire, the most intelligible speech is given 5 and the least intelligible
speech is given 1 value. FEach student is assessed by five different evaluators. Thus their
responses (V) to the Likert Scale questionnaire are valued and counted. Then, the total score
is graphically presented. For example, the score of Ali is 21.

Name |Veryeasy |Easy Average Difficult Very Total
difficult

Ali W W v

Formula| 5+5 4+4 3 21

Same procedure is followed for pre and post intervention speeches.

All five interviews are transcribed. The transcription is linked to the interpretation and
relevance of the research questions by concentrating on the phonological remarks made by
the interviewees which are subject to content analysis, 'an approach to the analysis of
documents and texts that seeks to quantify content in terms of predetermined categories and
in a systematic and replicable manner' (Bryman, 2001, p. 274). The collected data mainly
reflect the interviewees’ perceptions of the intelligibility of the EFL learners.

Evaluators used separate questionnaires for individual students both at pre and post
intervention stages of data collection. This allowed us to measure the individual students’
speech intelligibility and present the data into two separate graphs.

3.5 Ethical Considerations

Ethical issues were considered before the start of the study. Each individual signed a consent
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form. Prior to the research, the formal written consents of the Dean of the ELI, students and
colleagues (evaluators) were sought. The participants were guaranteed confidentiality of their
information and identities (Neuman, 2006). At the time of data analysis, the participants’
anonymity was prioritized by using their pseudonyms.

4. Findings and Discussions

This section of the paper presents the qualitative and quantitative findings of the action
research into two parts: the numerical data obtained through a questionnaire and the findings
of semi-structured interviews.

4.1 Quantitative Data Presentation

To examine the difference between pre and post intervention speeches of the individual
learners, the MS Excel graphic representation is used. Figure 1 represents the scores of
intelligibility and figure 2 delineates the scores of comprehensibility. The difference between
the pre and post intervention speeches of the pre-intermediate level Saudi EFL learners’
intelligibility is summarized in the chart below.

Informant 15
Informant 13 | ™ post- Intervention

Informant 11
Informant 09
Informant 07
Informant 05

™ Pre- Intervention
Informant 03

Informant 01 -

0 50
Score

Figure 1. The intelligibility score of the learners

The above chart delineates the intelligibility scores of the informants in their pre and post
intervention audio speeches. Based on the five evaluators’ understanding of the speeches, the
scores suggest that the difference varies from informant to informant. The blue bars indicate
pre-intervention scores whereas the red ones show the post intervention scores of the learners.

It is evident from the chart that there is no difference in speech intelligibility of the
informants 1, 3, 5 and 14 as their pre and post intervention scores are virtually identical.
Similarly, informants 2, 6, 7, 10 and 15 have improved their scores only a little. On the
other hand, there is a significant difference found in the pre and post intervention speeches of
the informants 4, 9, 11 and 12. Moreover, informants 8 and 13 have greatly improved their
intelligibility scores in their post intervention speeches. The difference between the pre and
post intervention speeches of the pre-intermediate level Saudi EFL learners’
comprehensibility is summarized in figure 2.
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Overall, not significant improvement can be noticed in the learners’ pronunciation in terms of
their intelligibility and thus, the impact of LFC on the learners’ accent and intelligibility was
insignificant.

Informant 15

Informant 13 M post-

Informant 11 Intervention

Informant 09
Informant 07
Informant 05 ¥ pre- Intervention
Informant 03

Informant 01

Figure 2. The comprehensibility score of the learners

Resembling the intelligibility scores, the above chart indicates variation in the learners’
comprehensibility of the speeches. No significant difference is found in the pre and post
intervention speeches of informants 5 and 15. Surprisingly, there is an obvious decrease in the
comprehensibility scores of informants 2 and 10. On the other hand, informants 3, 9, 12 and
14 have managed to improve, but very little. However, considerable improvement can be
seen in the post intervention results of the informants 1, 6, 7 and 8. Similarly, informants 4,
11 and 14 have improved their comprehensibility scores a great deal.

Overall, the influence of LFC in terms of learners’ speech comprehensibility is insignificant
as the listeners did not notice much improvement in the learners’ speech.

4.2 Analysis and Discussions of the Questionnaire and Semi-structured Interviews Findings

This study partially supports the work by Jenkins (2000, 2005, 2007; Zoghbor, 2010). The
empirical data collected in her studies show improvement in learners’ intelligibility. However,
in this study there is moderate improvement in speech intelligibility and comprehensibility of
most students and very few learners have shown significant progress as a result of classroom
instruction.

There can be various factors that might influence the listeners’ understanding of the speeches.
It is worth mentioning that all 5 listeners have had extensive experience of teaching Arab EFL
learners, which might have improved their intelligibility and comprehensibility of the
speeches. As found by Zoghbor (2010), this study also supports the definition of
‘intelligibility’ stated by Bamgboose (1985) ‘as a complex of factors comprising recognizing
an expression, knowing its meaning, and knowing what that meaning signifies in the
sociocultural context’ (p.11). The listeners who have taught the Arab EFL learners have a
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good understanding of their sociocultural context. Therefore, they found it easy to understand
expressions and their meanings in a given context.

Due to my exposure to Arabic English, I find it easy to understand Arab speakers
because I have developed good knowledge of their culture’ Evaluator 1.

The above quote indicates that constant interaction with Arab speakers has helped the
listeners understand Saudi culture and its version of English which has influenced the
intelligibility of the speakers in this action research. This is similar to what Zoghbor (2010) in
her research found about her participants whose exposure to Arab culture influenced their
understanding of the speakers’ speeches.

A number of sentences, phrases or words were considered unintelligible, however, they did
not impact the overall comprehensibility of the speeches. On the other hand, there were
phrases or sentences which were intelligible, but comprehensibility as a whole was impacted
and the message was unclear. This supports the findings by Nelson (2008) who states that an
argument might be intelligible but not comprehensible due to its structure. Evaluator 5 noted
down number of incomprehensible sentences and phrases where the words were quite
intelligible but their meanings in given context were unclear due to its inappropriate
structures and thus he declared them as ‘misfit’ sentences. However, four non-native
English speakers have little or no problems to understand the learners whereas evaluator 4
who was a native speaker has found it difficult to rate the questionnaire and thus listened to
the tracks more than once.

The EFL teachers’ responses suggest that intelligibility was more important than native-like
accent as learners in EFL contexts can improve their pronunciation with the help of the
teachers and native-like accent may not be a realistic task in EFL settings. A number scholars
believe that to effectively teach pronunciation and gain maximum outcomes, the goal should
be a realistic one as ‘intelligibility’ (e.g. Cook, 2002; Levis, 2005; Celce-Murcia et al., 1996;
Wells, 2005) which is set by LFC considering native-like pronunciation least important in
EIL context. All the evaluators unanimously agreed on this point that learners in learning and
teachers in teaching should set an achievable goal which is of course ‘intelligible accent’.
Evaluator 5 stated that:

My preference is intelligible accent. My aim is to communicate and if the ideas are
communicated properly, words are intelligible and sentences are comprehensible
then its good.

Likewise, the evaluator 1 and 3 on this study have the same viewpoint that the accents of the
Saudi EFL learners did not impact on their intelligibility. However, evaluators 2, 4 and 5 have
opposite opinion:

Yes, the listeners’ accents surely influence their intelligibility and comprehensibility
because the listener is used certain phonemic patterns whenever he finds something
different from that pattern then he finds it very difficult to understand (Evaluatorl).

When the questions was asked to note the learners’ difficulties in terms of accurately
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producing individual sounds, the listeners found identical issues as discussed by Kharma and
Hajjaj (1997). The listeners’ responses suggest that apart from the individual phonemes,
learners encounter various difficulties with consonant clusters positioned at the beginning,
middle or at the end of words. These are not considered uncommon issues as Jenkins (2000)
states that NNSs try to delete or insert syllables in the middle of consonant clusters and the
former threats the intelligibility; however, in this study, the listeners believe that such
problems did not affect the intelligibility of the learners. Again, this could be due the
familiarity of the listeners with the learners’ background and context. In terms of
suprasegmental features of LFC, learners have shown no improvement in the area of nuclear
stress. Perhaps, it is due to the influence of L1 as Kharma and Hajjaj (1997) consider Arabic a
syllable-timed language and its intonation pattern is quite similar to English, however, Arab
learners face difficulties employing English intonation patterns. Though intonation is not a
feature of the LFC, stressing particular words can be equally difficult for Saudi EFL learners.

5. Limitations of the Study

Time constrain is considered a major impediment. A module with six teaching weeks is
probably inadequate time for the students to materialize their learning. More time would have
given the teacher sufficient room to reflect on the learners’ anticipated problems and
classroom tasks. In addition, it was challenging to integrate the pronunciation activities based
on the LFC contents into the teaching pacing guide provided to the teachers by the
administration. The teachers are advised to rigidly follow the hourly pacing guide thus, the
activities embedded into the pacing guide do not get due time as the main goal is to finish the
given syllabus. Similar to the core curriculum, the New Headway Plus (Special Edition) also
put less emphasis on pronunciation which explains the students’ failures in overcoming their
pronunciation problems.

As pronunciation is not tested in oral exams, it has not been included in the core curriculum.
Consequently, students lack intrinsic motivation to learn and improve their pronunciation.
Generally, students value tasks directly relevant to their testing and exams. Since,
pronunciation was neglected it becomes very hard for the teacher to motivate the learners and
develop their taste for pronunciation tasks.

6. Conclusion

This action research has replicated the study by Zoghbor (2010) and investigated the impact
of LFC in improving the intelligibility of the Saudi EFL learners at pre-intermediate level.
Based on the qualitative and quantitative findings of the research, it can be said that students
have shown moderate improvement in their post-intervention speeches, however the
classroom instructions have positively impacted on their pronunciation to some extent.
Generally, the post-intervention speeches are rated more intelligible as the individual words
have facilitated the comprehensibility of certain sentences. For the evaluators, intelligibility
of the learners should be an achievable and substantial goal than native-like accent in EFL
context.
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