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Abstract

The paper is concerned with the imitation of vowel duration and quality upon exposure 
to native and non-native English speech. The participants were Polish learners of English 
recruited at the University of Lodz. The study aimed to determine whether the extent of pho-
netic imitation may be influenced by the model talker being a native or a non-native speaker 
of English and whether different imitation strategies may explain some of the variability in 
L2 speech. The results of the study suggest that phonetic imitation may account for some of 
the variability in L2 pronunciation and that the native/non-native status of the model talker 
may have a bearing on the direction of convergence. It was also found that the magnitude 
of imitation may depend on the degree to which a given L2 feature functions in the learners’ 
interlanguage.

1. Variability in L2 pronunciation

The fact that there exist considerable distinctions between the L2 pronunciation 
of speakers with different native languages is well documented in SLA literature 
and appears to be closely linked to differences in perception. According to Native 
Language Magnet Model (Kuhl 2000), the representations of native sounds in 
our brains act like ‘perceptual magnets’ for L2 phones that bear resemblance to 
the L1 sounds. Perceptual Assimilation Model (Best 1995) and Speech Learning 
Model (Flege 1993) propose that the perception of an L2 phone involves compar-
ing the sound with all sounds in the L1 system of the speaker. Indeed, the fact that 
the perception of a given sound depends on the listener’s native language was 
confirmed  in a number of studies, e.g. Brown (2000), Fox et al. (1995), Iverson et 

http://dx.doi.org/10.18778/8088-065-8.08

http://dx.doi.org/10.18778/8088-065-8.08


142

Magdalena Zając

al. (2001), and Rochet (1995). The differences in perception lead to a wide range of 
variability in the production of a given sound by speakers with different mother 
tongues. For instance, Davidian and Flege (1984) discovered that the native Polish 
subjects in their study devoiced word-final plosives in their English productions, 
whereas native Spanish and native Chinese participants deleted word-final stops. 
Livbjerg and Mees (1988) state that Danish learners may be disposed to replace 
English /ʌ/ and /ɒ/ with their native vowel /ɔ/, while Gonet, Szpyra-Kozłowska 
and Święciński (2010) show that English /æ/ is often substituted by /a/ or /e/ by 
native speakers of Polish.

It has also been argued that various cognitive and affective factors contribute 
to increased accent variability among different L2 speakers. Piske et al. (2001) ar-
gue that the degree of foreign accent in one’s speech is largely determined by one’s 
ability to mimic unfamiliar speech sounds. Suter (1976), Purcell and Suter (1980) 
and Elliot (1995) found that the amount of concern for L2 pronunciation accuracy 
had a considerable bearing on learners’ L2 productions, indicating that motiva-
tion may play a major role in successful acquisition of L2 phonology. Numer-
ous studies show that the age at which one starts learning a second language has 
a significant impact on the degree of foreign accent in one’s speech and suggest 
that attaining native-like pronunciation is considerably more difficult for adult 
learners than for children (e.g. Flege 1988; Moyer 1999; Oyama 1976; Suter 1976; 
Tahta et al. 1981; Thompson 1991). Another factor which was found to affect non-
native pronunciation is L2 input. For instance, Purcell and Suter (1980) provide 
some evidence that increased contact with native speakers may reduce the degree 
of foreign accent in learners’ speech. 

Other findings indicate that variability in L2 pronunciation is also strongly 
related to a number of social factors. For instance, non-native pronunciation 
appears to depend on the speaker’s gender to some extent. Tahta et al. (1981) 
and Thompson (1991) discovered that women’s L2 pronunciation was rated 
higher than men’s, while Hartford (1978) found that female Mexican-Ameri-
can adolescents used more prestige forms in their English pronunciation than 
did male Mexican-American adolescents. Thompson (1976) concentrated on 
Chicano English and found that participants with lower socio-economic sta-
tus used Spanish-influenced pronunciation features to a greater extent than 
subjects with higher socio-economic status. Gatbonton (1975) investigated the 
pronunciation of  French-Canadian learners of English and reported that suc-
cessful acquisition of English dental fricatives was conditioned by the strength 
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of affiliation with the English community. Similar observations were also made 
by Zuengler (1982).  

An interesting aspect of L2 pronunciation is that it varies not only between 
individual speakers but also within one speaker. For instance, a given learner’s 
production of a particular sound may differ depending on the phonetic environ-
ment of the sound in question. Anderson (1987) observed that native speakers of 
Mandarin Chinese omitted /r/ more frequently in post-vocalic positions and de-
leted word-final /t d/ more frequently in consonant clusters. The results of a study 
by Bayley (1996) showed that Chinese learners tended to omit English /t/ and /d/ 
more after liquids than nasals or obstruents. Benson (1988) found that consonant 
deletion in the productions of Vietnamese learners of English was connected with 
the preceding vocalic context. Tarone (1982) hypothesised that the production of 
a given second-language pronunciation feature is also affected by the amount of 
attention that a learner pays to speech form. She argued that attention to speech 
form increases when learners are asked to perform elicitation tasks such as read-
ing of word lists and decreases in less formal tasks such as free speech. Tarone’s 
claims were corroborated in a study by Dickerson and Dickerson (1977), who 
examined Japanese learners’ realisations of /r/ in free speech, dialogue reading 
and word-list reading and found that /r/ was supplied only 50% of the time in the 
first task and almost 100% correctly in the last task. Similar results were obtained 
in a study on Thai learners’ production of English /r/ (Beebe 1980). Interestingly, 
it was found that the number of target-like realisations of the investigated sounds 
depended not only on the amount of attention paid to speech but also on phonetic 
environment. Dowd (1984) examined L2 pronunciation of Mexican women and 
detected that the informants’ production of certain features was affected by the 
type of question they were asked and that some of the investigated features shift-
ed in opposite directions. When asked an emotional question, the participants 
tended to produce final consonant clusters less accurately but, at the same time, 
increased correct realisations of /r/. The findings of Gonet et al. (2010) suggest that 
some within-speaker variability may also be brought about by the existence of 
phonetic false friends in the learners’ L1 and L2. It was found that Polish learners 
of English substituted /æ/  with either /e/ or /a/ and that in the majority of cases, 
the substitution pattern accorded with the vowels present in the corresponding 
Polish loanwords from English.

Overall, it appears that variability in L2 pronunciation occurs both between 
different and within individual speakers. A speaker’s L2 phonetic performance 
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may be affected by certain social factors such as age, gender, personality traits or 
attitudes, language-related features such as the structure of the speaker’s L1 sound 
system and language universals and, finally, cognitive factors such as the amount 
of attention paid to speech or language aptitude. 

2. Phonetic imitation

The process of changing or adjusting one’s speech upon exposure to the speech of 
others first attracted researchers’ attention in the 1970s. Howard Giles and col-
leagues referred to the phenomenon as convergence or accommodation and de-
veloped a framework called Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT) to 
account for the accent and language shifts that individuals make when interacting 
with other people. The advocates of CAT were primarily concerned with speech 
behaviour in conversational interactions and the social-psychological factors that 
may affect language and accent shifts in socially rich settings (Bourhis and Giles 
1977; Coupland 1984; Giles 1973; Giles et al. 1973). Similar studies were also car-
ried out by Gregory and Hoyt (1982), Gregory and Webster (1996), Bilous and 
Krauss (1988), Natale (1975a, 1975b) and Welkowitz and colleagues (Welkowitz 
and Feldstein 1969; Welkowitz and Feldstein 1970; Welkowitz et al. 1972). Pho-
netic convergence in conversational interactions was investigated more recently 
by Pardo and colleagues (Pardo 2006; Pardo 2010; Pardo et al. 2012; Pardo et al. 
2013),  Kim et al. (2011), Llamas et al. (2009) and Lewandowski and colleagues 
(Lewandowski 2012; Schweitzer and Lewandowski 2012). 

In the late 1990s the process of adjusting one’s speech to the speech of others be-
gan to be referred to as phonetic imitation. As opposed to accommodation, phonetic 
imitation is examined in socially minimal, laboratory settings, where the partici-
pants are usually required to repeat pre-recorded single words. The focus in a vast 
number of phonetic imitation studies is on the mechanisms underlying speech pro-
duction and perception and the phenomenon itself is often treated as an automatic 
reflex of the human brain rather than a socially or psychologically motivated pro-
cess (Brouwer et al. 2010; Delvaux and Soquet 2007; Goldinger 1998; Goldinger and 
Azuma 2004; Honorof et al. 2011; Kim 2011; Mitterer and Ernestus 2008; Nielsen 
2011; Shockley et al. 2004). What seems to be of interest in this particular strand of 
research is that the results of some of the studies have shown phonetic imitation to 
be sensitive to language structure. For instance, Mitterer and Ernestus (2008) exam-
ined convergence in the pronunciation of native speakers of Dutch and found that it 
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was only the phonologically relevant pronunciation features that were imitated by 
the participants. Nielsen (2011) reports that native speakers of American English 
imitated extended VOT values in word-initial voiceless stops but did not imitate 
reduced VOT values in the same phonetic context.

A number of studies merge the social-psychological aspects of accommodation 
in conversational interactions with the laboratory-based methodology used in pho-
netic imitation research. One of such studies was carried out by Namy et al. (2002), 
who explored the effect of gender on the magnitude of phonetic imitation and found 
that the participants converged to male talkers more than to female talkers and 
that female participants were more likely to converge than male participants. Babel 
(2009) investigated whether racial biases and perceived attractiveness influence the 
magnitude of convergence in the pronunciation of American English speakers. The 
results revealed that participants with a pro-black bias were more likely to imitate 
a black speaker and that the more attractive a given talker was considered, the more 
the female subjects tended to converge. It was also found that some of the investi-
gated vowels were imitated to a greater extent than others. Similar results were ob-
tained in Babel’s subsequent study (Babel 2010), in which she focused on the imita-
tion of Australian English vowels by speakers of New Zealand English. She observed 
that subjects who were disposed favourably towards Australia converged more than 
participants with a New Zealand-bias. Babel et al. (2012) confirmed the finding 
that voices that are considered attractive may induce more imitation and that dif-
ferent vowels may not be imitated to the same extent. Yu et al. (2013) examined the 
imitation of extended VOT values by speakers of American English and found that 
personal characteristics and cognitive abilities such as openness and high attention 
focus contributed to greater imitation effects. Taken together, the studies on pho-
netic imitation imply that the phenomenon of adjusting one’s speech to the speech 
of others is conditioned by both linguistic and social-psychological factors.

Although the majority of accommodation and imitation studies are con-
cerned with speech adjustments made by native speakers of a given language, 
several researchers set out to examine speech convergence in L2 speech. Earlier 
such studies were conducted within Communication Accommodation Theory 
and examined accent shifts in conversational interactions between native and 
non-native speakers. The participants in Beebe’s (1981) study were Chinese-Thai 
bilingual children (brought up in Thailand by Chinese parents) who were in-
terviewed in Thai by two female interlocutors, one Thai and one Chinese. The 
phonetic variables under investigation were 6 Thai vowels. The results of the 
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study revealed that the subjects converged towards the Chinese interlocutor by 
making some of the investigated vowels more Chinese-like. Zuengler (1982) in-
vestigated the English pronunciation of native speakers of Spanish and Greek, 
who were interviewed by a native American English interlocutor. It transpired 
that participants both converged and diverged from the native interviewer and 
that the direction of accommodation was a function of the strength of ethnic 
affiliation. More recently, Lewandowski (2012) found that German learners of 
English converged their pronunciation towards native English interlocutors in 
conversational interactions. Zając (2013a) sought to determine whether Polish 
learners of English accommodate their pronunciation to different accents of 
English. The results suggested that some of the participants converged towards 
their interlocutors’ speech (Canadian English and Standard Southern British 
English speakers). Kim et al. (2011) studied phonetic convergence in conversa-
tions between subjects who had either the same or different regional dialects, and 
between native and non-native speakers of English. As opposed to the data ob-
tained by Beebe (1981), Zuengler (1982), Lewandowski (2012) and Zając (2013a), 
Kim et al.’s results revealed that it was only the participants who shared the same 
language and dialect that were likely to converge. 

Several studies on phonetic imitation in non-native speech were carried out re-
cently by Rojczyk and colleagues. Rojczyk (2012a) found that Polish learners imi-
tated a native English talker’s realisation of /æ/, while Rojczyk (2012b) observed 
that native Polish participants imitated English VOT values. Rojczyk et al. (2013) 
examined immediate and distracted imitation of English unreleased plosives by 
native Polish speakers. Statistical analysis of the results showed that the partici-
pants imitated the phonetic feature under investigation and that distracting the 
informants impeded convergence to some extent. 

3. Aims

The current study follows the experimental procedures used in imitation studies (i.e. 
eliciting and examining speech adjustments in a socially minimal setting) to inves-
tigate phonetic convergence in the pronunciation of Polish learners of English. The 
general aim of the study is to determine whether the phonetic imitation framework 
may be used to account for some of the variation present in L2 pronunciation. 

Another goal is to examine whether imitation is influenced by the model talker 
being a native or a non-native speaker of English. On the one hand, foreign-ac-
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cented speech is often viewed unfavourably by native and non-native speakers 
alike (e.g. Chiba et al. 1995; Dalton-Puffer et al. 1997; Gill 1994; Lippi-Green 1997). 
This could lead to divergence from L2 pronunciation and convergence towards 
native speech. On the other hand, several accommodation studies show that in-
dividuals might be more inclined to converge towards speakers with whom they 
share a sense of solidarity and that they may tend to accommodate more towards 
speakers that appear similar to them in some respects (Gregory and Hoyt 1982; 
Welkowitz and Feldstein 1969; Welkowitz and Feldstein 1970; Welkowitz et al. 
1972). A strong sense of identification with a fellow non-native speaker could lead 
to greater phonetic alignment with foreign-accented speech and might induce the 
learner to diverge from the native speaker. 

The present paper refers to a study whose results were partly discussed in an 
earlier article (Zając 2013b). The final aim of the current study is to expand on the 
findings of Zając (2013b) by examining and interpreting the previously obtained 
results together with the data that was not analysed in the earlier paper. 

4. Variables

The phonetic variables under investigation were the duration and quality of 
four English front vowels (/æ e ɪ iː/), which were examined in two phonetic envi-
ronments, followed by a voiced alveolar stop and a voiceless alveolar stop. In Eng-
lish (as in many other languages), vocalic elements tend to be considerably shorter 
before voiceless obstruents than before voiced obstruents (Hogan and Rozsypal 
1980; Peterson and Lehiste 1960). Vowel duration in English is also one of the cues 
for the voicing of the following consonant (Hogan and Rozsypal 1980; Raphael 
1972). In contrast, Jassem and Richter (1989) found no significant length differ-
ences between vowels preceding underlyingly voiced final obstruents and vowels 
preceding underlyingly voiceless final obstruents in Polish. One could therefore 
assume that maintaining a large enough length contrast between vowels followed 
by voiced consonants and vowels followed by voiceless consonants may prove 
problematic for Polish learners of English.

The front vowels were selected since Polish learners of English are frequently 
reported to struggle with their realisation. The low vowel /æ/ is often replaced 
by Polish speakers either with /a/ or /e/ (e.g. Gonet et al. 2010; Nowacka 2010; 
Sobkowiak 2001; Weckwerth 2011), which could result in the eradication of 
the TRAP/DRESS or the TRAP/STRUT contrast in the learner’s interlanguage. 
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With regard to the current study, the tendency could result in the the partici-
pants merging /æ/ and /e/ into one category. The high vowel /ɪ/ is often assimi-
lated by Polish speakers with native /i/ (e.g. Nowacka 2010; Sobkowiak 2001), 
which can make it difficult for Poles to maintain the KIT/FLEECE contrast in 
English. 

5. Participants and procedure

The participants were 20 native speakers of Polish (12 females and 8 males) study-
ing at the Institute of English Studies, University of Lodz. All of the subjects were 
first-year students with upper intermediate proficiency in English (approximately). 
The subjects participated in three experimental tasks: a written matching exercise, 
an auditory naming task, and a shadowing task, which was further subdivided 
into two phases. In the first task, the participants matched English words (the 
analysed tokens) to photos that represented their meanings. The purpose of this 
exercise was to familiarise the informants with the analysed words. In the second 
task, the participants saw the photos again on the computer screen and were in-
structed to identify them by using the words from the matching exercise and say-
ing them out loud. The final stage of the experiment (the shadowing task) involved 
presenting the photos used in the earlier tasks together with a model talker’s voice 
(a native model talker in the first section of the task and a non-native model talker 
in the second section). The participants’ task was to listen to the voice and then 
identify the word represented in the photo by saying it out loud. The model talkers 
were two men in their mid-twenties. One of them was a native speaker of South-
ern British English, while the other was a native speaker of Polish, who spoke with 
a relatively heavy foreign accent.

6. Stimulus

The stimuli used in the shadowing task were pre-recorded monosyllabic words. 
The words contained the analysed front vowels flanked by /b/ and /t/ or /d/ (bad, 
bat, bed, bet, bead, beat, bid, bit). The participants could hear each of the investi-
gated words twice, once pronounced by the native model talker and once realised 
by the non-native model talker. 

The vowel durations used by the model talkers are presented in Table 1. The 
abbreviations NM and NNM stand for the native model talker and the non-native 
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model talker respectively. The data show that the British model talker used notice-
ably longer vowels before a voiced obstruent in each of the analysed pairs of words. 
The Polish model talker’s usage of vowel duration was variable,  his /æ/ and /e/ 
were longer when followed by the voiced obstruent, and his /ɪ/ and /iː/ were shorter 
when followed by the voiced obstruent. 

Table 1. Vowel durations in the model talkers’ productions (Zając, 2013b)

NM NNM

vowel b_d b_t b_d b_t 

æ 140 98 145 128

e 127 77 138 94

iː 167 145 114 118

ɪ 103 81 81 105

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate they way vowel quality was realised by the model 
talkers. It can be seen that the British model talker has separate categories for all 
four vowels. In the case of the Polish model talker, the distributions of /ɪ/ and /iː/ 
overlap and a similar pattern is also visible with /æ/ and /e/. This indicates that the 
non-native speaker merged the KIT category with the FLEECE category and the 
TRAP category with the DRESS category. 

Fig. 1. Formant plot of the native model talker’s 
vowels

Fig. 2. Formant plot of the non-native model 
talker’s vowels
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7. Results and analysis

Table 2 presents mean durations of each of the investigated vowels in two contexts, 
followed by a voiced stop (b_d) and followed by a voiceless stop (b_t), and under 
three conditions, prior to exposure to the model talkers’ speech (baseline) and 
following exposure to the model talkers’ speech (shadowing NM and shadowing 
NNM). The values are given in milliseconds, standard deviation is given in brack-
ets. The probability levels for a non-chance difference between the values were cal-
culated with the use of one-tailed paired-samples t-tests. The results indicate that, 
prior to exposure to the modelled speech, the participants already shortened three 
out of the four investigated vowels in the context of a following voiceless obstruent. 
After exposure to the model talkers’ pronunciation, the subjects shortened all of 
the investigated vowels in the context of a following voiceless stop. Interestingly, 
the participants shortened the vowel in bit after listening to the non-native model 
talker even though he adopted an opposite strategy (Table 1).

Table 2. Participants’ mean vowel durations under three conditions (Zając, 2013b)

baseline shadowing NM shadowing NNM

vowel b_d
N=20

b_t
N=20 p b_d

N=20
b_t

N=20 p b_d
N=20

b_t
N=20 p

æ 202 (46) 162 (38) 0.000** 160 (31) 143 (25) 0.001** 170 (33) 136 (23) 0.000**

e 194 (44) 143 (25) 0.000** 160 (40) 111 (26) 0.000** 164 (29) 119 (19) 0.000**

iː 205 (45) 148 (36) 0.000** 184 (33) 141 (28) 0.000** 162 (34) 132 (30) 0.000**

ɪ 140 (32) 138 (42) 0.423 131 (29) 106 (21) 0.000** 125 (22) 111 (26) 0.031*

Table 3 shows the number of participants who exhibited a given vowel contrast 
under three conditions, prior to exposure to the model talkers’ speech (baseline) 
and following exposure to the model talkers’ speech (shadowing NM and shadow-
ing NNM). Whether a particular subject maintained a given contrast or not was 
determined by examining the participants’ vowel plots. The first and the second 
formants were measured at the midpoint of the vowel and a Praat (Boersma and 
Weenik 2014) script was subsequently used to compute the vowel plots. The results 
indicate that the majority of the participants failed to realise the four vowels as 
separate categories before listening to the modelled speech. After exposure to 
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the British talker’s speech, the number of participants who maintained the KIT – 
FLEECE contrast increased slightly. However, over half of the subjects still failed 
to differentiate between /ɪ/ and /iː/. On the other hand, after exposure to the Brit-
ish model talker’s speech, the majority of the informants were able to distinguish 
between /æ/ and /e/ and the number of participants who maintained this contrast 
became over three times greater than in the baseline productions. Following ex-
posure to the Polish model talker, the number of participants who distinguished 
between the four vowel categories decreased slightly as compared with the base-
line productions. Generally, the vast majority of the subjects failed to realise /ɪ/ 
and /iː/ and /æ/ and /e/ as separate categories upon exposure to the non-native 
talker’s pronunciation. Overall, it appears that /æ/ and /e/ were differentiated by 
a greater number of informants than /ɪ/ and /iː/. 

Table 3. The number of participants who maintained a given vowel contrast under three conditions

vowel contrast baseline shadowing NM shadowing NNM 

KIT – FLEECE 6  9 5

TRAP – DRESS 5 16 2

8. Discussion

The results of the study indicate that the participants adjusted vowel length in 
their productions after exposure to the model talkers’ speech. The subjects short-
ened all of the investigated vowels in the context of a following voiceless obstru-
ent in the imitation (shadowing) task, which can be interpreted as convergence 
towards the native English speaker and divergence from the native Polish speaker. 
As argued in Zając (2013b), it is possible that the participants failed to accommo-
date towards the non-native model talker out of a desire to sound more native-like. 
This interpretation seems plausible in view of the finding that some L2 speakers 
tend to favour native pronunciation over foreign-accented speech (Chiba et al. 
1995; Dalton-Puffer et al. 1997; Forde 1995). Additionally, the informants were 
accompanied by the author of the study throughout the whole experimental pro-
cedure. The subjects, first-year students of English studies, most probably believed 
the author to be a member of the university staff.  This, coupled with the formal 
context of the experiment, could mean that the subjects felt they should try to 
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diverge from the non-native model talker to create a favourable impression. Such 
a view is corroborated by Bell’s (1984) theory of audience design, according to 
which speakers may sometimes accommodate to persons in their surroundings 
with whom they are not in direct interaction at a particular moment.

An important observation is that the subjects in the current study were found 
to differentiate vowel length in most of the investigated word pairs even before 
exposure to the native model talker’s speech, which implies that this particular 
feature of English phonology may not be as difficult to acquire for Polish learn-
ers as previously expected. Indeed, Slowiaczek and Dinnsen (1985) observed that 
some vowel length differences before voiced and voiceless obstruents may also ex-
ist in Polish, which could facilitate the acquisition of this feature in English. 

As regards vowel quality, the results of the current study indicate that exposure to 
the model talkers’ speech caused some subjects to modify the spectral characteristics 
of their vowels, although it needs to be emphasised that the participants exhibited 
considerable variability in their accommodation strategies. The majority of the par-
ticipants converged to the native Polish speaker by merging the two vowel contrasts 
after exposure to his speech. Over half of the participants diverged from the native 
English speaker by failing to produce a contrast between /ɪ/ and /iː/ when imitating 
his speech. At the same time, the majority of the subjects accommodated towards 
the native model talker by differentiating the TRAP and DRESS vowels. Overall, 
it would appear that the number of participants who accommodated towards the 
native Polish speaker was greater than the number of participants who imitated the 
native English speaker, especially in the case of the KIT/FLEECE contrast. 

Taken together, the results of the current study suggest that using vowel dura-
tion as a cue for the voicing of the following consonant was a more stable element 
in the participants’ interlanguage than differentiating between the four investi-
gated vowels (the participants used contrasting vowel durations but mostly failed 
to maintain vowel quality contrasts in their baseline productions). It was also 
found that the participants diverged from the non-native model talker on vowel 
duration but mostly converged towards him on vowel quality. This could mean 
that the magnitude of imitation in L2 speech is more sensitive to affective factors 
(e.g. attitude towards foreign-accented speech) when the imitated pronunciation 
feature begins to function as a stable element in the speaker’s interlanguage. If the 
imitated pronunciation feature is not yet a stable element of the interlanguage, it 
seems that the speaker’s convergence strategies are more permeable to transfer 
from the L1 sound system.
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9. Caveats

As referred to in the Results section, the assessment of whether a given inform-
ant distinguished between the four front vowels was made by analysing formant 
plots. In some cases, the selected method proved insufficiently straightforward 
and objective. For instance, one could interpret the vowel plot in Figure 3 to 
mean that speaker 13 maintained contrasts between the two vowel pairs since 
their distributions do not clearly overlap. On the other hand, some of the vow-
els appear to be very close to each other, which could be taken to mean that the 
speaker did not distinguish between FLEECE and KIT and TRAP and DRESS. 
A possible solution to this problem could be to have phonetically trained and/
or native English raters listen to the participants’ realisations of the word pairs 
(e.g. bad and bed) and ask them to decide whether the words are the same or 
different. 

 

Figure 3. Formant plot of speaker 13’s vowels

10. Conclusions

The results of the study indicate that exposure to the speech of different talkers 
may bring about variability in L2 pronunciation. The participants were found to 
imitate the duration and quality of four English front vowels when presented with 
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pre-recorded productions of single words by a native and a non-native speaker of 
English. The findings of the study suggest that, depending on whether or not the 
pronunciation feature under investigation functions as a stable element in the 
learner’s interlanguage, the magnitude of imitation in L2 speech may be more sus-
ceptible to either the L1 sound system or affective factors such as attitude towards 
foreign-accented speech.
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