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Abstract

Previous studies have shown that learners’ individual diferences (e.g., motivation, age) can impact second 
language learners’ pronunciation. his study focused on one individual diference that has received relatively 
little attention—namely, personality. It sought to determine to what extent subcomponents of personality (as 
deined in the Big-Five model of personality) account for learners’ foreign accent during quasispontaneous and 
unplanned speech. Fity-one English-speaking learners of Spanish performed a speaking task that was scored 
for degree of accentedness. Results revealed that personality explained a considerable portion of the variance, 
and that extraversion and neuroticism were signiicant predictors of foreign accent. he discussion addresses the 
interplay between personality and foreign accent and examines implications for the acquisition of pronunciation 
in the classroom. 
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Introduction

It is well-known that second language (L2) learners’ 

pronunciation usually falls short of native standards, 

especially among adult learners. his type of speech is 

normally referred to as accented, that is, marked by a 

foreign accent. he ield of L2 phonology has shown that 

this accented speech can be attributed to an array of 

interrelated factors, both internal (e.g., L2 proiciency, 

transfer from the irst language (L1), age, motivation, 

aptitude, and personality) and external (e.g., register, 

speaking style, and relationship with the interlocutor) 

to the language learner (Ellis, 1985; Major, 2001; Suter, 

1976; Tarone, 1979, 1983). Within the group of internal 

factors, research on L2 accent1  has focused on how—

and if—learners’ individual diferences (IDs) correlate 

with their L2 accent. Age of arrival (AoA) in the L2 

community has been arguably the single most studied 

variable as a predictor of foreign accent (Flege, 1981; 

Flege, Munro, & MacKay, 1995). Other IDs that have 

attracted researchers’ attention have been motivation 

(e.g., Moyer, 1999), length of residence (LoR) in the L2 

community (e.g., Riney & Flege, 1998), and L2 use (e.g., 

Piske & MacKay, 1999). 

Comparatively less consideration has been given 

to how learners’ personality relates to foreign accent. 

Studies that have addressed this relationship have 

found, for instance, that personality correlates more 

strongly with oral proiciency than it does with overall 

proiciency (Robson, 1994) and that higher anxiety 

correlates negatively with pronunciation achievements 

(e.g., Hinton, 2014; Oya, Manalo, & Greenwood, 2004). 

Research in this ield, however, has also generated new 

questions and issues that demand further investigation. 

For example, some studies focused on certain 

subcomponents of personality, usually extraversion, 

but ignored others (e.g., Busch, 1982; Purcell & Suter, 

1980); or examined aspects of L2 speech such as luency 

(e.g., Oya et al., 2004), pronunciation accuracy (e.g, 

Busch, 1982), or the common triad of luency, accuracy 
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and complexity (e.g., Carrell, Prince, & Astika, 1996), 

none of which easily provides essential information 

about the degree of perceived L2 accent.  

Finally, most research on L2 accent has studied 

populations of speakers who have acquired the L2 

primarily as a result of immersion where the L2 is 

spoken (e.g., MacKay, Flege, & Imai, 2006; Munro & 

Derwing, 1995; hompson, 1991). his is probably 

due to the widespread interest in AoA and LoR as 

predictor variables. Much less attention has been given 

to instructional settings, where pronunciation learning 

can be expected to difer from naturalistic acquisition. 

In the classroom, learners tend to receive less but 

more comprehensible input (Loewen, 2015), linguistic 

exposure comes from native as well as non-native 

speakers (other classmates and some instructors), and 

learners may receive explicit pronunciation instruction 

as well as feedback on their production (Lee, Jang, & 

Plonsky, 2015), all of which afect learners’ L2 accent in 

ways that are not normally found in a naturalistic setting. 

In terms of the L2s investigated, English has been the 

most popular language examined (Piske, MacKay, & 

Flege, 2001). As a result, we know comparatively little 

about L2 accent among populations of learners who 

acquire languages other than English in an instructed 

setting. In an attempt to contribute to this area, the 

goal of this study was to investigate the extent to which 

personality may afect foreign accent among learners of 

Spanish as a second language. 

Literature review

L2 Accent

For decades, research on L2 accent has attracted 

the attention of many second language acquisition 

(SLA) researchers as the ield has tried to explain why 

learners’ pronunciation oten deviates from native 

standards. Munro (1998), for example, investigated and 

deined foreign-accented speech as “nonpathological 

speech produced by L2 learners that difers in partially 

systematic ways from the speech characteristic of 

native speakers of a given dialect” (p. 139). Regarding 

the components that make up a foreign accent, studies 

have looked at segmental phonology, prosody, voice 

quality, and speed of delivery, among other factors, and 

concluded that aspects beyond the individual segment 

(e.g., syllable structure, stress, and intonation) seem 

to have a relatively large impact on L2 accent (e.g., 

Anderson-Hsieh, Johnson, & Koehler, 1992; Flege & 

Hammond, 1981; Jilka, 2000; Munro, 1995; however, 

see Lee, 2014, for alternative indings). Park (2013), for 

example, found that non-target like segments in the 

syllable coda had a bigger weight than onset segments 

in the perception of a foreign accent in English among 

speakers of Korean. Beyond phonology, there has also 

been some interest in the efects of syntactic and lexical 

factors on foreign accent. Ioup (1984), for instance, 

found that L2 accent is more readily detectable at the 

level of phonology than at the level of syntax: a group of 

native speakers of English could notice a foreign accent 

and match this accent to a particular native group based 

on phonological cues, while they were unable to do so 

based on syntactic information alone. As for lexis, there 

seems to be an inverse relationship between lexical 

frequency and foreign accent: L2 speech is perceived as 

more accented when low-frequency words are used (Levi, 

Winters, & Pisoni, 2007), though the same efect could 

not be replicated by Porretta, Kyröläinen, and Tucker 

(2015). In a related study by Incera, Shah, McLennan, 

and Wetzel (2017), predictability of sentence-inal 

words in English correlated with listeners’ perception 

of a foreign accent: the more unpredictable the word 

from the hearer’s perspective, the more accented native 

speakers perceived the sentence to be. 

Unlike general L2 phonology, the study of L2 accent 

is concerned not only with how L2 pronunciation difers 

from native targets but also with determining how these 

diferences are perceived by their interlocutors. Heavily 

accented speech, for example, may render learners’ 

speech unintelligible, thus hindering communication 

(e.g., Derwing & Munro, 1997; Munro & Derwing, 1995, 

2001; Munro, Derwing, & Morton, 2006). A high degree 

of accentedness may also be the source of negative 

attitudes from native speakers in the host community 

(Brennan & Brennan, 1981). hese reasons have led SLA 

researchers to look into those factors that may explain 

foreign accent in L2 learners. he pioneer work of Suter 



229Ilha do Desterro v. 70, nº 3, p. 227-243, Florianópolis, set/dez 2017

(1976; Purcell & Suter, 1980), for example, explored 

both internal (such as age of exposure to the L2, attitude, 

and L1) and external factors (such as contact with native 

L2 speakers and amount of formal instruction in the L2) 

that afected the foreign accent in English of 61 college 

students (four diferent L1s). He found that the speaker’s 

L1, the concern for pronunciation accuracy, and the 

amount of conversation carried out in English yielded 

the strongest correlations with L2 accent, as rated by 

English native speakers.

Ater Suter, other researchers followed suit. Out 

of the many variables examined, AoA has generally 

shown a strong association with degree of foreign 

accent (MacKay, Flege, & Imai, 2006; Moyer, 1999; 

Piske et al., 2001; hompson, 1991). Experience with 

the L2, oten operationalized as LoR, may predict 

foreign accent with less accuracy: some studies have 

claimed the existence of a relationship (Purcell & Suter, 

1980; Riney & Flege, 1998) while others have not found 

such link (Elliot, 1995; Moyer, 1999; Piske et al., 2001). 

According to Flege and Liu (2001), this discrepancy 

might be due to a sampling error: some studies have 

investigated groups with a short LoR (one or two years) 

or with relatively little L2 use. he authors underscored 

that “[i]t appears that adults’ performance in an L2 will 

improve measurably over time, but only if they receive 

a substantial amount of native speaker input” (p. 

527). From a methodological point of view, therefore, 

indings from studies on LoR are diicult to compare. 

Flege and associates have been among the leading 

igures in the study of the factors afecting L2 accent, 

especially age. In his early work, Flege reviewed a 

number of studies that analyzed the diferences in L2 

accent between child and adult learners (Flege, 1981). 

Although the author accepted that there is an obvious 

advantage in attainment for the former group, he did not 

attribute such diferences to maturational constraints, 

especially of the sort proposed by the critical period 

hypothesis. Instead, he suggested that the non-native 

like accent in adult L2 learners is due to the inluence 

of the already developed L1, an idea that he captured 

in the phonological translation hypothesis, which holds 

that “a tendency by mature speakers to interpret sounds 

occurring in a foreign language in terms of sounds 

found in their native language may be a more important 

cause of foreign accent than any limitation on phonetic 

learning imposed by neurophysiological maturation” 

(pp. 448-449). Motivation has also been an ID 

investigated in relation to foreign accent. Moyer (1999), 

for instance, reported that “professional motivation” 

correlated negatively with degree of foreign accent (the 

higher the motivation, the less noticeable the accent) 

among English learners of German. Another popular 

targeted factor has been gender, which has produced 

mixed outcomes: a few indings suggest females 

are perceived to have less of a foreign accent than 

males (e.g., hompson, 1991) while others found no 

correlations between gender and L2 accent (Elliot, 1995; 

Piske et al., 2001; Suter, 1976). Combined, these studies 

have answered some questions regarding the factors 

that afect a foreign accent, but many issues remain 

unresolved. he ield needs both replication studies 

and novel research in order to address unanswered 

questions.  

In conclusion, research continues to ind a good 

amount of variability in L2 learners’ accent that 

cannot be explained. As MacKay et al. (2006) discuss, 

“previous work has established that divergences from 

L2 phonetic norms […] contribute to the perception of 

L2 accent […]. It is less certain, however, why certain 

individuals diverge more from L2 phonetic norm, and 

thus have stronger foreign accents, than others do” (p. 

158). By examining learners’ personality—a relatively 

underinvestigated ID in SLA research—this current 

study expects to shed additional light on the complex 

ield of foreign accent. 

Personality

As noted by Dörnyei (2005), it is surprising that, 

despite the amount of research on personality in the 

ield of psychology, there has been little transference of 

this research to SLA studies. As discussed by Dewaele 

and Furnham (2000), a probable reason for this is the 

strong “negative publicity” for extraversion ater some 

early studies found no correlation between extraversion 

and language test scores (p. 356). Dörnyei and Skehan 

(2003), for example, did not include personality in their 
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review of IDs because they believed “progress in this 

area has been slow, in terms of both methodology and 

systematic patterns of results” (p. 590). More than a 

decade ater these assertions, research on personality in 

SLA is still scarce, but the sum of indings to date reveals 

interesting trends as well as lingering issues (e.g., Busch, 

1982; Dewaele & McCloskey, 2014; Hinton, 2014). 

On the one hand, a number of studies have shown 

no relationship between personality (oten restricted to 

the extraversion subcomponent) and oral proiciency. 

Suter (1976; Purcell & Suter, 1980), for example, found 

no correlation between foreign accent in English and 

extraversion among college-level learners of English 

of various L1s. Van Daele, Housen, Pierrard, and 

Debruyn (2006) studied Dutch-speaking secondary 

school students of English and French and found that 

extraversion afected lexical complexity but did not 

afect accuracy, syntactic complexity or oral luency 

measures in either language. On the other hand, some 

research has found a signiicant relationship between 

personality and oral achievement. Busch (1982) 

looked at the relationship between extraversion 

and several measures of English proiciency among 

Japanese students of English as a foreign language 

(EFL). Apart from some secondary correlations, 

results did not support the hypothesis that extraverts 

are more proicient in English. In fact, introverts had 

signiicantly better pronunciation in English than 

extraverts. Robson (1994) looked at various personality 

traits in relation to class participation and L2 English 

proiciency among Japanese junior college women. 

No relationships were found between personality 

traits and overall proiciency, but, interestingly, some 

signiicant correlations emerged between personality 

and oral proiciency. he study by Oya et al. (2004) 

produced mixed results. It investigated personality 

and anxiety for four measures of oral proiciency 

among EFL speakers of Japanese in Auckland, New 

Zealand. hey found a signiicant correlation between 

extraversion and the global impression measure of oral 

proiciency, but there were no signiicant correlations 

with the other three measures: luency, accuracy, or 

complexity. In sum, a modest body of research has 

found a link between personality and oral proiciency, 

though the direction and strength of this relationship 

remains unclear.       

An explanation for these conlicting results could 

come from the kind of association between personality 

and linguistic tasks established in previous research, 

especially early ones. Dewaele and Furnham (1999), for 

example, claimed that a signiicant efect for extraversion 

should emerge when a demanding oral task is used as 

opposed to a written task or test. Similarly, Carrell et 

al. (1996) wondered if the associations with personality 

found in their study would have been diferent “had we 

employed other types of language achievement measures: 

more oral, social interactive, open-ended, less structured 

measures” (p. 97). Strong (1983) summarized the results 

of previous studies on personality and L2 acquisition 

and concluded that clearer efects of personality would 

be found when “natural communicative language” was 

examined, instead of tasks that employed “formal tested 

language” (p. 241). his methodological issue needs to 

be taken into account in future studies of L2 accent and 

personality.

he present study adheres to the Big Five 

taxonomy of personality, which began in the 1970s 

and developed progressively in psychology as various 

research groups studied the areas in which personality 

traits can be subsumed (see John, Naumann, and 

Soto, 2008, for review). As John et al. (2008) argued, it 

has become one the dominant models of personality. 

he taxonomy is comprised of the ive personality 

dimensions listed below.   

1. Openness to experience: High scorers tend to be 

original, creative, curious, complex; Low scorers 

tend to be conventional, down to earth, narrow 

interests, uncreative.

2. Conscientiousness: High scorers tend to be reliable, 

well-organized, self-disciplined, careful; Low 

scorers tend to be disorganized, undependable, 

negligent. 

3. Extraversion: High scorers tend to be sociable, 

friendly, fun loving, talkative; Low scorers tend to 

be introverted, reserved, inhibited, quiet. 
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4. Agreeableness: High scorers tend to be good 

natured, sympathetic, forgiving, courteous; Low 

scorers tend to be critical, rude, harsh, callous. 

5. Neuroticism: High scorers tend to be nervous, 

high-strung, insecure, worrying; Low scorers tend 

to be calm, relaxed, secure, hardy. 

Given the scarcity of research on personality and 

L2 accent, the analysis in this study included all ive 

components of the model. Also, conlicting results in 

this body of literature suggest we still need to explore 

the ield widely before focusing on the personality traits 

that emerge as signiicant predictors of foreign accent. 

Summary of review and general motivation

he few studies that have addressed the speciic 

relationship between personality and L2 accent have 

yielded contradictory results. In addition, these studies 

have favored naturalistic settings of learning and 

have overwhelmingly focused on English as a second 

language. With this in mind, the main goal of this 

study is to determine if personality traits can explain 

the level of foreign accent among Spanish learners 

who have acquired the L2 in an instructed setting. he 

following overall research question was thus posited:  

To what extent do subcomponents of personality 

(namely, openness to experience, conscientiousness, 

extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism) account 

for learners’ foreign accent in Spanish? 

Method

Participants

A total of 51 students enrolled in Advanced Spanish 

I (ith semester) at a university on the east coast of the 

United States participated in the study. he age range 

was between 18 and 22. here were 29 females and 22 

males. In order to participate, students needed to meet 

the following criteria: be native speakers of American 

English, have no signiicant knowledge of another 

language beyond a level equivalent to two semesters of 

instruction, and have not spent more than one month 

in a Spanish-speaking country. 

In order to determine proiciency with a more 

reliable and valid tool than mere classroom enrolment, 

participants completed an Elicited Imitation Task 

(EIT) test for Spanish (Ortega, 2000; Ortega, Iwashita, 

Rabie, & Norris, 1999). he EIT belongs to a family of 

imitation tests that measure L2 proiciency. It is quick 

to administer and relies exclusively on aural stimuli 

and oral production, which is particularly appealing 

for studies dealing with production of spoken language 

only, such as the present study. It has been shown to 

be a reliable and valid measure of L2 oral proiciency 

(see Bowden, 2016, for discussion). For the sake of 

space, details about the administration and scoring are 

omitted here, but they followed the same procedure 

described by Bowden (2016) and Ortega (2000). 

he test produces a score between 0 and 120. Results 

yielded a mean of 91.33 for the group in this study (n 

= 69, SD = 9.89, range: 55–114). It is worth mentioning 

that this igure is close to the 96.5 mean reported by 

Bowden (2016) for a comparable group (sixth-semester 

college Spanish). he inal sample of 51 participants 

resulted ater seven outliers (whose scores were two 

standard deviations above or below the group mean) 

were eliminated from the study. 

Four early Spanish-English bilinguals (three 

females and one male) also participated for comparison 

purposes. hese heritage speakers (early bilinguals who 

were raised in families that speak a minority language, 

Kondo-Brown, 2006) were chosen instead of Spanish 

monolinguals in order to do justice to participants’ 

bilingualism: L2 speakers difer from monolingual 

speakers in both language use and cognitive processing, 

and they appear to resemble early bilinguals as their 

proiciency increases (Cook, 1999; Ortega, 2009). hese 

four participants scored between 115 and 119 on the EIT.  

Materials

1. Background questionnaire

he background questionnaire was designed 

to collect participants’ demographic and other 

background information that might afect their L2 
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accent in Spanish, such as extended periods in a 

Spanish-speaking country and unusual amounts 

of Spanish use outside the classroom. Answers to 

questionnaire items were used to eliminate subjects 

that did not meet the criteria for participation, though 

data were still collected from them.

2. he Big-Five personality test 

he Big-Five personality test—derived from the 

Big Five taxonomy—was used to examine participants’ 

personality in each of its ive subcomponents. he test 

has been extensively used in the ield of psychology 

(see John, Naumann, & Soto, 2008, for review) and 

increasingly in SLA research (e.g., MacIntyre & 

Charos, 1996; Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2002), and it is 

considered a valid and reliable measure of L2 learners’ 

personality, as it “captures a considerable proportion 

of the variance” among diferent personality factors 

(Dörnyei, 2005: p. 14). he test contains 45 items on a 

7-point Likert scale. his study used the online version 

of the test (http://www.outofservice.com/bigive), 

which is available for free and has been shown to be 

as reliable as the paper-and-pencil version (Gosling, 

Vazire, Srivastava, & John, 2004). At the end of the 

test, the system generates a percentile (0-100) for each 

of the ive personality dimensions. 

3. Elicitation task 

he elicitation task prompted the use of a 

quasispontaneous and unplanned speech style since 

previous work suggests that it is during this type of 

discourse that personality may play a more crucial role 

in shaping L2 pronunciation outcomes (Bialystok, 1982; 

Dewaele & Furnham, 1999; Strong, 1983). A set of two 

pictures was used in the speaking task (also employed in 

a similar study by Elliot, 1995). One picture portrayed 

students in a classroom and the other one showed people 

at a party; both groups were being rowdy and annoying 

their teacher and a neighbor, respectively. Participants 

had to describe them in Spanish. Directions were given 

in English and emphasized that participants could go 

beyond mere description of the pictures and relate the 

topics to their own experiences (See Appendix I). 

4. Exit questionnaire

his questionnaire elicited participants’ reactions 

to the test. Speciically, it asked them to assess 

the accuracy of the scores for each of the Big Five 

personality components. he questionnaire also asked 

participants how they felt about participating and 

speaking in their Spanish class. Finally, there were two 

open-ended questions regarding participants’ beliefs on 

how their personality afected their learning in general, 

as well as their Spanish pronunciation in particular (see 

Appendix II).

Procedure

Interviews were conducted in the researcher’s 

oice. he data collection session with each participant 

lasted between 35 and 45 minutes. he researcher was 

the only person with whom participants interacted. 

Ater receiving a general description of the interview 

session and consenting to participate, participants 

completed the background questionnaire. hen they 

proceeded to complete the elicitation task, which was 

recorded with Audacity 2.1.2 at a sampling rate of 32 

kHz, using an external Logitech USB microphone 

attached to a personal computer. Instructions for the 

task were written (see Appendix I), but the researcher 

provided further assistance in English if participants 

required it. Since one central goal of this task was to 

elicit the most casual and spontaneous speech possible, 

the researcher adopted a friendly attitude and tried to 

create a relaxing atmosphere. 

here were no time constraints set for the task, 

but two participants were asked to stop ater speaking 

for ive minutes. Other participants averaged three 

minutes. he researcher had to elicit more speech from 

three participants who spoke for less than 70 seconds. 

hey were asked to relate the events in the pictures to 

their own experiences, which in every case resulted in 

contributions of at least two minutes in length. 

Ater the elicitation task, participants completed 

the Big Five Personality Test online, which took 

approximately seven minutes. Results appeared on the 

screen at the end of the test in the form of a percentile 

for each of the ive personality dimensions. Participants 
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were asked to read their results and the interpretation 

line given for them. he researcher copied the scores on 

a pre-printed form. Participants were given a printed 

copy of the results. he personality test was conducted 

ater the speech elicitation task, so that knowing that 

their personality was being measured would not afect 

participants’ performance on the oral task.

Next, participants were given a ive-minute break, 

ater which they came back to the room to complete 

the EIT, which lasted 10 minutes. Finally, participants 

answered the exit questionnaire (paper and pencil) and 

were debriefed on the goals of the study. 

Data coding and analysis

he degree of foreign accent was assessed by 

three native speakers. For this purpose, the researcher 

prepared a digital recording for each participant. Each 

recording lasted 90 seconds (considered suicient time 

for raters to provide their judgements), beginning at 

second 30, when participants felt more comfortable 

with the task and fewer hesitations occurred. Any 

interventions or prompts from the researcher were 

clipped out of the recording. 

Resulting speech samples were given an overall 

rating produced by three expert raters, all native speakers 

of Spanish. An “expert rater” in this study refers to 

someone with a conscious knowledge of the linguistic 

L2 system and how learners’ L2 might be afected by 

the L1. he researcher selected three advanced Ph.D. 

students in Spanish Linguistics from the same institution 

where participants were recruited. Even though previous 

studies on L2 accent are divided between the use of expert 

and naïve raters (see Piske et al., 2001, for discussion 

and review), experienced raters are usually considered 

more reliable. Huang and Jun (2015), for example, 

compared ratings given by non-native speakers of the 

L2, unexperienced native speakers, and experienced 

native speakers, and concluded that experienced raters 

(comprised mostly of foreign language teachers) were 

better at detecting and rating non-native features in L2 

speech. Expert raters in this current study were expected 

to focus on pronunciation2 while ignoring other areas 

of participants’ production, such as non-target uses 

of lexical, morphosyntactic, or pragmatic features. As 

discussed above, a foreign accent appears to be primarily 

but not exclusively made up of phonological factors. 

herefore, expert raters can more easily tease apart the 

diferent components that make up a foreign accent and 

focus only on those relevant for the study. 

he speech samples were presented to raters in 

a randomized order, and a diferent order for each 

rater, through noise-canceling headphones attached 

to a personal computer. No speciic training was given 

beyond the instructions (see Appendix III), which 

emphasized that raters needed to: 1) base the rating on 

an overall impression of participants’ pronunciation, 2) 

be prepared to ind a variety of levels in luency, accuracy, 

complexity (both lexical and morphosyntactic), 

and even engagement with the task, 3) ignore the 

aforementioned factors when giving a score, 4) try 

not to lump scores in the middle range, 5) listen to the 

entire recording before giving a score. hree recordings 

from participants who were eliminated from the study 

were used as practice. 

Answers were marked on a 6-point Likert scale, 1 

being “a very strong foreign accent” and 6 “no foreign 

accent.” Inter-rater reliability was calculated using 

individual Pearson correlation scores and an overall 

Cronbach’s Alpha score. For the former test, all three 

pair-wise comparisons reached signiicant positive 

correlations (raters 1 and 2: r = .715, p < .01; raters 1 and 

3: r = .805, p < .01; raters 2 and 3: r = .675, p < .01), while 

for the latter, the score was .891 (on a possible range 

from 0 to 1). hese two measures can be interpreted 

as a high level of inter-rater reliability (Larson-Hall, 

2010). he inal holistic score for each participant was 

calculated by averaging the scores from the three raters. 

Results 

Results revealed a wide range in both levels of 

foreign accent and subcomponents of personality 

for the 51 learners in this study (see Table 1). As for 

early bilinguals (comparison group), two individuals 

received the highest score possible (6.00, indicating 

no foreign accent) and the other two received 5.67. 

An independent-sample t-test veriied that L2 learners 



234 Germán Zárate-Sández, Reexamining Foreign Accent: How Much Can Personality Explain?

were signiicantly diferent from the comparison group 

in their L2 accent scores (t = 6.12, p = .02, df = 53). 

Since no personality data were collected for the heritage 

learners, no further analysis was done for this group.     

Table 1: Descriptive statistics for holistic L2 accent scores 

and subcomponents of personality

N Mean SD
Range

Max. Min.

L2 accent score 51 3.59 1.10 1.67 6.00

Openness 51 47.84 26.29 0 98

Conscientiousness 51 57.27 24.69 3 92

Extraversion 51 54.96 24.11 7 97

Agreeableness 51 63.69 18.29 30 97

Neuroticism 51 47.12 24.79 5 96

In order to answer the research question, scores 

from the ive personality dimensions were entered 

into a standard multiple regression analysis, in 

which the ive personality scores represented the 

explanatory variables and the holistic L2 accent score 

represented the predicted variable. As can be seen in 

the correlation matrix on Table 2, extraversion and 

neuroticism yielded signiicant correlations with L2 

accent; a positive one for the former and a negative 

one for the latter. here was also a signiicant negative 

correlation between neuroticism and agreeableness. No 

other intercorrelations among explanatory variables 

were found. he results of these correlations show a 

desirable level of multicollinearity, a prerequisite to 

enter predictor variables into a multiple regression. 

Table 2. Pearson correlation matrix for predictor and 

predicted variables

Personality subcomponents

L2 accent 1 2 3 4 5

L2 accent 1.000

Subcomponents

1. Openness .006 1.000

2. Conscientiousness -.129 -.163 1.000

3. Extraversion .364** -.053 -.163 1.000

4. Agreeableness .109 -.144 -.053 -.163 1.000

5. Neuroticism -.589** .224 -.144 -.053 -.320* 1.000

Note. Correlations signiicant at * p < .05, ** p < .01

he regression analysis proved signiicant and 

showed that the predictor variables in the model 

account for 47% of the variance in L2 accent (r2 = .47, 

F(5, 45) = 8.10, p < .001). However, only neuroticism 

signiicantly predicted L2 accent (β = -.63, p < .001), as 

did extraversion (β = .24, p = .035). Scatterplots for the 

relationship between these two variables and L2 accent 

scores are presented in Figures 1 and 2. 

Figure 1. Scatterplot for L2 accent scores (X axis) and neu-
roticism (Y axis), with regression line
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Figure 2. Scatterplot for L2 accent scores (X axis) and extra-
version (Y axis), with regression line

hese results indicate that participants’ personality 

can account for their L2 accent in Spanish. he model 

of personality encompassed in the Big-Five Personality 

Test captured 47% of the variance in foreign accent 

scores. he only dimensions that were signiicantly 

correlated with the predicted variable, however, were 

neuroticism and extraversion. he negative correlation 

for neuroticism implies that higher levels of this 

personality trait are associated with a stronger foreign 

accent. Higher extraversion, in turn, correlates with 

lower levels of perceived foreign accent in Spanish. 

Discussion and conclusion

his study investigated whether subcomponents of 

personality (deined in the Big Five model) account for 

foreign accent among learners of Spanish as a second 

language, as perceived by Spanish native speakers. 

Results suggest that this understudied individual 

diference should be added to the list of IDs that 

potentially predict and explain accent in a second 

language. 

Neuroticism was the strongest predictor of L2 

accent. Nervous, anxious, and worrying individuals may 

have more accented L2 speech compared to learners 

who are conident and relaxed. Even though this is 

apparently the irst study that inds such relationship, 

neuroticism has been discussed in the ield of SLA under 

the construct anxiety. In particular, foreign language 

anxiety and foreign language classroom anxiety have 

been related to learners’ traits (e.g., perfectionism 

and unwillingness to communicate) as well as to 

outcomes in linguistic performance (see Dewaele, 

2017, for a recent review). he dynamic approach to 

anxiety by MacIntyre and Serroul (2015) proposed 

that learners will tend to go through a series of stages 

to cope with communication diiculties. he interplay 

of motivation, anxiety, perception of competence, and 

willingness to communicate (what the authors call “the 

four horsemen of communication diiculties” p. 130) 

will eventually determine how each learner handles 

these situations. Although the discussion in MacIntyre 

and Serroul (2015) focused only on lexical and syntactic 

elements of communication, their indings suggest 

that anxiety can also impact L2 accent, not necessarily 

by itself but working in tandem with other factors in 

communication. 

In order to probe deeper into how learners’ 

neuroticism impacts their L2 pronunciation, a few 

excerpts from the exit questionnaire (questions 3.1 and 

3.2) are now presented and analyzed. he following 

three, for instance, are from students who scored 

between 60 and 80 on neuroticism, and between 2 and 

4 on foreign accent. 

Excerpt, participant 5

“I am very insecure and that negatively afects 

my learning of Spanish. I am oten afraid to ask 

questions or give my answers because I don’t want 

to look stupid. My classmates have much better 

pronunciation than me and I feel I will be judged 

if I make pronunciation mistakes.”

Excerpt, participant 14

“I don’t like to be wrong, so in my classes I don’t 

participate normally unless I know I’m correct 

and I can say what I want to say luently. I practice 

things in my mind before saying them out loud, 

but usually I just don’t have time for this, so I just 

stay quiet.” 
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Excerpt, participant 35

“It’s tough for me to improve my speaking and 

pronunciation when I’ve had people make me feel 

dumb about not speaking Spanish well.”

Even though these extracts describe subjects’ 

classroom participation and opportunities for 

interaction, they might be good illustrations of learners 

whose neuroticism impacts their L2 accent negatively 

not only in this study (as shown in their scores) but also 

in the classroom. hese participants also demonstrate 

that neuroticism may correlate with other personality 

traits such as perfectionism. Participants admitted they 

did not want to look “stupid” or “dumb” or be judged for 

making pronunciation mistakes, which prompted them 

to remain silent or participate only if they knew they 

were correct. hese trends, though not systematically 

examined for all participants, are in line with previous 

research that obtained a positive correlation between 

foreign language (classroom) anxiety and perfectionism 

(Taguchi, Magid, & Papi, 2009).

Other participants, on the other hand, obtained 

high neuroticism values but were perceived as having 

relatively little foreign accent. Participant 33, for 

instance, received a 69 for neuroticism and a 4.67 for 

her L2 accent score. his is what she said:

Excerpt, participant 33

“I am hoping to go abroad. […] I am not sure if I 

want to go alone because I am very scared to go 

alone, in case I get lost or something, which has 

to do with my anxiety. In class, I feel comfortable 

answering though, and am loving my Spanish 

classes at [name of the university], so I am not 

afraid to speak if I have a good idea.”

his particular participant acknowledged her 

neuroticism, but also believed that it did not afect her 

pronunciation in the classes she was taking. We could 

argue that her motivation to be in class compensated for 

her general anxiety and perhaps gave her the courage 

to speak in class and practice her pronunciation. his 

participant points to the dynamic nature of anxiety 

(subsumed in neuroticism) and how it interacts with 

other personality traits. 

Extraversion, in turn, correlated positively with 

degree of foreign accent; learners who are more 

sociable, talkative, and outgoing tended to be perceived 

as having less foreign accent. his inding is in line with 

previous studies that obtained a similar relationship 

(e.g., Oya et al., 2004). he relatively unstructured 

format of the current task seems to have captured a 

relationship between extraversion and oral skills that 

some previous studies overlooked. As predicted by 

Dewaele and Furnham (1999), extraversion should 

emerge as a signiicant predictor of L2 accent when the 

linguistic task is unplanned and spontaneous—that is, 

when it poses some level of complexity. his type of task 

contrasts with a low-complexity task, such as reading 

a paragraph or a list of isolated sentences (e.g., Moyer, 

1999; hompson, 1991). hough the current study did 

not set out to compare task types, it conirms Dewaele 

and Furnham’s predictions. 

As was the case for neuroticism, learners’ accounts 

of their experiences further illuminate the relationship 

between extraversion and pronunciation. he following 

excerpts are from learners who followed the trends for 

the group as a whole; that is, the higher their extraversion 

score, the more native-like their accents in Spanish.

 

Excerpt, participant 40

“Being a little bit on the shyer side makes it more 

nerve-wracking for me to speak in front of the 

whole class in a language I already barely feel 

comfortable speaking. Of course, if I don’t speak 

the language, my teachers cannot hear me talk and 

then they can’t really correct my pronunciation.”

Excerpt, participant 10

“I am always speaking class [sic] and I try to get 

to know all my classmates. It’s great practice to 

interact with diferent students all the time. I like 

listening to the teacher, my classmates and the 

videos we use in class. It kind of trains my ear in 

Spanish. […] I get mad if the teacher doesn’t give 

me feedback on my pronunciation when I know 

for sure I said something wrong!”
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Excerpt, participant 22

“If you are shy like me, you won’t speak as much 

and therefore you end up practicing less Spanish. 

I would never go out and ind native speakers to 

interact with. I can have some long conversations 

with my own classmates, and I do enjoy that, of 

course. I love Spanish, but I ind some situations 

and people more intimidating than others.” 

 Some learners who did not follow this pattern 

also provided interesting insight into their learning 

and use of Spanish pronunciation. Participant 27, 

for instance, scored 89 on the extraversion scale but 

received only 1.67 for his perceived foreign accent. He 

commented:

Excerpt, participant 27

“Most of the time I just say whatever comes to 

my mind without thinking about how I say it, the 

pronunciation, or the correct Spanish grammar. 

I have a sociable personality and I am always 

eager to interact with others in order to learn 

more from them. Some people would say I’m 

impulsive, but I feel the more you think about 

something, the more you change the original 

idea you wanted to say.”

It could be argued that this participant did not 

worry about his L2 accent because his extroverted 

personality allowed him to get the message across 

efectively without being bothered by the accuracy of 

formal linguistic features. Similar results were obtained 

by Dewaele and McCloskey (2015), although in this 

study it was the interlocutor’s foreign accent (rather 

than their own) that did not appear to bother extraverts.

Results from the quantitative analysis along 

with answers from the exit survey show an intricate 

relationship between personality and pronunciation. In 

many cases this relationship is not necessarily stable or 

present across the board, as for participants who claim 

to be talkative inside the Spanish classroom but shy 

outside. As is the case with all correlational research, 

this study does not claim to establish causality: it has 

not shown that personality traits “cause” a foreign 

accent. Some data, in fact, suggest that the direction of 

the relationship may be the opposite, as for participants 

who get anxious when they do not pronounce words as 

well as they think they should. All in all, the survey data 

from this study call for cautious analysis of individual 

diferences, where every “individual” potentially has 

something to say, and where exceptional behaviors add 

to the richness of the description.  

In terms of learners’ achievement, it is noteworthy 

that at least two participants obtained scores within 

the range of early bilingual speakers (5.67-6.00). hese 

speakers also showed high levels of extraversion and 

low levels of neuroticism. Even though they constituted 

only two cases, they may provide evidence that some 

speakers actually achieve L2 proiciency with an 

undetectable or at least negligible level of perceived 

foreign accent. Bongaerts, Summeren, Planken, and 

Schils (1997) obtained similar indings for highly 

motivated learners. Results from this current study 

suggest that personality is another variable that 

explains exceptionally low levels of L2 accent for some 

L2 learners who were irst exposed to the L2 during 

adulthood.  

A word of caution is necessary regarding the role 

of foreign accent in L2 pronunciation. Decades ago, the 

interest in foreign accent was mostly rooted in a desire 

to gain understanding about something that needed 

to be eradicated. Foreign accent was perceived as an 

undesirable feature of L2 speech, a deviation from L1 

norms. Today, models of L2 pronunciation recognize 

that L2 accent is a problem only to the extent that it 

interferes with intelligibility and comprehensibility 

(see Derwing & Munro, 2015, for discussion). his is 

the stance adopted in the current study, though these 

dimensions were not included given the exploratory 

nature of the project. 

Finally, the current study is in the minority when 

it comes to the context of learning analyzed. he vast 

majority of studies on L2 accent have been conducted 

in the area of naturalistic SLA (e.g., MacKay et al., 2006; 

Munro & Derwing, 1995; hompson, 1991), probably 

due to the interest in variables such as AoA and LoR. 

Instructed SLA, however, has received comparatively 

little attention. he results of this study raise some 
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interesting implications for instructed learning of 

pronunciation. First, the data showed that a native-like 

accent is attainable in an instructed setting. Of course, 

this does not amount to saying that instruction alone 

will result in a native-like accent. It is reasonable to 

assume, for example, that motivation and other personal 

traits will make some students seek opportunities to 

communicate outside the classroom or be proactive 

about improving their pronunciation. What we can 

conclude is that contact with the L2 community is 

not an essential condition for attaining native-like 

pronunciation, even if this is true only for very few 

learners. Second, some participants in this study 

described the classroom as a sort of safe haven where 

they could use the language in a relaxing atmosphere. 

Some introverts confessed that they felt shy or nervous 

about talking with native speakers in the community 

or studying abroad, yet found themselves more relaxed 

in the classroom and thus able to engage in meaningful 

communication that perhaps would not have occurred 

in diferent contexts. his highlights the importance of 

seeing the L2 classroom as a welcoming place where 

most personality types can thrive. 

In sum, this study contributes to the body of 

knowledge on L2 learners’ personality traits. he Big 

Five model accounted for a signiicant portion of 

learners’ foreign accent in Spanish. Given previous 

research in the ield, it was perhaps unexpected to ind 

that neuroticism was a stronger predictor of foreign 

accent than extraversion. Quantitative data along with 

answers to open-ended questions showed an intricate 

but revealing interplay between L2 accent and these 

two personality dimensions. Findings like these suggest 

that we may be closer to incorporating personality 

into a model of individual diferences that can better 

explain and predict achievement in second language 

pronunciation.   

Notes

1. A note on terminology: “foreign accent” and “L2 
accent” are used interchangeably in this article.

2. he researcher did not give raters a deinition of 
“pronunciation” since the goal was to obtain a holistic 
(global), unbiased score of foreign accent, based on the 
raters’ knowledge as native speakers and background 

in Spanish linguistics. he written instructions ofered 
what were considered the basic guidelines for all raters 
to follow (see Appendix III).
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APPENDIX I: Elicitation Task 

Directions

Please describe in Spanish what’s going on in these pictures. here are no right or wrong answers for what 

you say. Feel free to focus or comment on any aspect of the pictures that you want: people, setting, events, 

connections with your own life, etc. You can also go back and forth between the two pictures as you please. 

Please speak as loudly and clearly as you can for the recorder and do not take any notes on this piece of paper. 
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APPENDIX II: Exist questionnaire

EXIT QUESTIONNAIRE

Name: ________________________________________

Please read the following questions and answer them to the best of your knowledge. his information will 
be kept conidential, and your name or individual answers shall never appear in any part of this project. 

(1) Look at the results of your personality test. Do you think they are true for you? Please discuss each 
item separately.

  Openness ______________________________________________________
 Conscientiousness _______________________________________________
 Extraversion____________________________________________________
 Agreeableness __________________________________________________
 Neuroticism ____________________________________________________

(2)  How do you usually feel about participating and speaking in Spanish in class? Please check all that 
apply.

 _____ Most class participation occurs when the teacher requests it.
 _____ I tend to participate without the teacher’s request.  
 _____ I like speaking activities in groups.
 _____ I like speaking activities in pairs.
 _____ I prefer to work alone rather than in pairs or groups. 

_____ I tend to participate more than my classmates (ask more questions, make more
   comments, etc.)
_____ I prefer written over oral activities in the classroom.
_____ I usually seek opportunities to speak Spanish in the classroom

(3)  1. Do you feel that any aspects of your personality afect (either positively or negatively) your learn-
ing of Spanish? If so, please explain how.

2. Now consider your pronunciation in Spanish. Do you feel that any aspects of your personality af-
fect (either positively or negatively) your learning and use of Spanish pronunciation?

hank you for participating! 
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Please provide an overall impression of the participants’ pronunciation as compared to that of a native 
speaker. Please do not try to detect speciic sounds or intonational patterns to judge participants’ L2 
accent. Rather, your evaluation is expected to be a global score, based on a composite of features that you 
may have detected consciously or unconsciously.

 

Since the speaking task is likely to yield diferent responses given its open-ended nature, speakers may 
vary in the level of luency, accuracy, and complexity in terms of syntax, vocabulary, storytelling ability, 
etc. However, you are expected to base your judgment on pronunciation alone. 

Use the scale below, from 1 (very strong foreign accent) to 6 (no foreign accent). Try not to lump scores 
into the middle range. Circle your choice. 

he recording you will listen to lasts 90 seconds. Please listen to each recording once only and wait until 
the end of each recording before you give your score. 

Please do not discuss your answers with anyone else.

1 --------------------2 --------------------3 -------------------4 ----------------- 5 --------------- --6 

Very strong foreign accent                No foreign accent

APPENDIX III: Instructions and scale for raters


