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Introduction

different countries and territories are divided into two categories, namely 

are equally acceptable for communication and language education in local 

together with other Southeast Asian countries, tries to embrace and promote 

This study reports the attitude of Swedish people, a group of Westerners, 

A number of previous studies investigated attitude towards non-standard 

on the attitude is still emerging. Our central interest is, therefore, in whether 

8
Understanding Matters: Swedes’ Attitudes  

Towards Malaysian English

Hyeseung Jeong
Juliana Othman 

Journal of Educational Research (Special Issues, 2020)_NEW.indd   115 17/8/2020   11:11:57 AM



Journal of Educational Research (Special Issue, 2020)

the degree of understanding the message heard affects the attitude, and if so, 
in what ways it does. 

non-Standard pronunciation varieties may not be as positive as towards 

is whether the contextually preconditioned attitude among Swedes can be 

accent? If then, in what ways?
The rest of the introduction section describes the pronunciation features 

in Southeast Asia and discusses how they would be perceived by those 

environment. It also reviews previous studies on language attitudes, mainly 

international contexts. 

Pronunciation features of Malaysian English found in other Southeast 
Asian English

tongues which actually share common phonetic features. 

of all, th

Journal of Educational Research (Special Issues, 2020)_NEW.indd   116 17/8/2020   11:11:58 AM



117

Journal of Educational Research (Special Issue, 2020)

as sree or tree and dis

balan lif fas. 

facsheet scrips. Beside 

speakers do. 

is noticeably smaller than that of RP, due to the fact that some vowels which 

ook’ 
oo ea i o aught’ differ 

When it comes to the patterns of word and sentence stress (giving more 

clearly as speakers and, as listeners, do not rely on them greatly to understand 
others’ utterances. 

therefore often not quite well recognised or understood by Western native 

pronunciation features except not realising th

speakers, and a number of scholars have strived to raise the status of non-
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Southeast varieties eventually. In addition to this, actual change in the attitude 

international contexts and thus function as an effective communication tool. 
This is the concern our study. 

Attitudes towards non-standard English pronunciations

that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favour 

is often negative, judging or disfavouring non-standard accents, while in 
favour of standard pronunciation. Few exceptions to this frequent tendency 
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well as people we share beliefs and values with, largely contribute to shaping 

native speaker pronunciation while being critical of their own accents. They 

appears to lead Iranian students to highly value the two varieties other than 

also emerged as important factors affecting the participants’ language 

studies investigated how actual understanding or the intelligibility of speech 

an immediate, direct variable on it. For example, drawing on the concept 

the effect on extant preconception of different accents certainly has effects on 
the participants’ comprehension and in turn on their attitude about the speech 
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they heard. However, it also demonstrates that whether they understand a 
speech with ease is more strongly linked to positive or negative attitude 

a speech with ease, moderated or reinforced pre-existing negative attitudes 

intelligibility for their perceptions. 
As mentioned previously, it is a Swedish language education policy to 

and pronunciation seems to be common among Swedes (e.g., Armandi, 

they encounter its speakers. The matter we are interested in is whether and to 

towards it, which can be presumably pre-coloured by their preconceptions 

Context
The study was part of a larger study that investigated the mutual intelligibility 

for this current study, however, were the Swedish participants’ comments 

Participants
The 51 Swedish participants were either staff or students at two Swedish 
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at the perception test. The other group, Swedes 2, also listened to the same 
speaker reading the same sentences, but for this group, the speaker altered 
her pronunciation for the three phonetic features – word stress, consonant 
cluster and long vowel – while maintaining her own overall accent. These 
three phonetic features in her unaltered pronunciation were the main factors 

p = 0, when equal variances are not assumed. For a more detailed 
report on the effect of the intelligibility of the speaker’s pronunciation, refer 

Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of the percentages of the answers given 
with understanding by Swedes 1 and Swedes 2

Participants SD
Swedes 1 30 17.15
Swedes 2 21

Written comments and interviews
After the perception test, individual participants were asked to provide a 
written comment about the speaker. After that we also had a short interview 
session individually. One request we made to the participants was to tell us 

if it was, what made them feel that way. They freely talked about what they 

the perception test. 

How we analysed
As our focus was on whether, and to what extent the degrees of understanding 

irrespective of their manifestation types – cognitive, affective or behavioural 
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listeners attributed being unable to understand to their own listening ability, 
not commenting on the speaker negatively. For example, when the word 

checked to which, between the speaker and listener herself or himself, was 

well as between the scores of the answers given with understanding and 
attitudes by performing two sets of non-parametric Spearman’s Correlation.

What we found

that understood the same speaker much better than Swedes 1. That is, among 

negative. A Spearman’s correlation shows that the groups (Swedes 1 and 
rs = .325, 

p = 0.02. In addition, there was even a stronger correlation between the 

rs = .470, p = 0.001. 
her 

pronunciation of] ‘nest’ made me not understand. I’m not sure if I have the 
correct pronunciation, but it is clear, but it is me who don’t know the word…
[her pronunciation of] of ‘warm’, I was uncertain. I don’t think there was 
anything wrong but the ‘r’ was a bit undistinct I had no problems to 

sounded like ‘a’…but no problems to understand.” Yeah, it was much 
easier than I thought

sound. The two Swedish participants seem to intuitively have Standard 
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easily understand. Although not explicitly shown, it appears that he also had 

participants who understood her quite well had a positive attitude towards 
her pronunciation. 

It was too 
fast

The rhythm of language, it’s like.... (untranscribable, mimicking 
Too blurry A lot of sounds are missing” (P1, 

They are pronounced differently 
than I usually It was 
a row of sounds that I couldn’t make any sense of… The vowel pronunciation 
is the problematic thing all the way through

Observe that most of the negative comments above were made by 

phonetic features detrimental to the intelligibility of her reading, the speaker 

the difference between the former and latter was to what extent they were 
able/unable to understand the speaker. As revealed by the correlation test, 
understanding appeared to be a crucial factor for the Swedish listeners’ attitude 

What do these mean?

her second reading of 15 sentences for Swedes 2 was featured with her 
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addition, on the individual level, those who understood the speaker better 
tended to have a more positive attitude than those who did not understand her 
well. Therefore, we suggest that the degree of intelligibility of the speaker 

variety. 
Before they listened to the speaker, we did not explicitly discuss with the 

the interaction between preconceived general attitude about a non-standard 
pronunciation and an impression created momentarily by encountering 

language education policy, we speculated that Swedish listeners might have 

speculation, participants’ comments evaluating the speaker’s pronunciation 
were mostly related to her pronunciation features that they thought deviated 

made when the speaker was not easily understood or not understood at all. 
On the other hand, when understood well, her pronunciation did not usually 
invoke negative evaluations although it was noticeably different from 
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still prevalent at both national and individual levels in many countries (Liurda, 

pronunciations can be more known internationally through media or 
educational systems, but research has evidenced that sounding like a native 

integral to their cultural and national identities. In this regard, for example, 

syllabus that can be utilised to promote locally-coloured but still very easy 

that this approach of embracing both locality and intelligibility promotes 

general statement can be easily applied to attitude towards different 

we forged a link between the degree of understanding and the degree of 
positivity in the listener’s attitude. In doing so, we were grounded on the 
intelligibility principle for pronunciation: seeking to be well understood 
without removing one’s own local accent. This topic of our study appears to 

therefore, recommend future research on the topic in different contexts and 
with diverse international interlocutor combinations. 
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