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aspects of foreign accent? The answers to these questions would not only further our 
knowledge of comprehension in general and in particular the roll of signal independent 
information in the understanding process, they could also demonstrate some aspects of 
the communicative status of L2-users and thereby contribute to goal specification in the 
teachingfleaming of a second language. 

METHODS 
Two related test methods were used in these pilot experiments. The first of these was a 
variation on the SRT-related method used by Walker & Byme (1985). The other 
method which we ourselves developed was also based on the "threshold of perceptibil- 
ity" principle but we used Helen-test questions (Ludvigsen, 1974) as a more objective 
means to determine if subjects actually understood the message (McAllister & Dufberg, 
1989). The general experimental configuration can be seen in Fig. 1. 
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Fig. I 

We used two types of noise in these experiments. One was the same noise used by 
Hagerman in the development of his speech test (Hageman, 1984). This noise has 
speech spectrum characteristics and is amplitude modulated. "Cocktail party noise" was 
also used. This noise was made by rerecording and mixing the recorded speech material 
used in the test so that the same material was superimposed upon itself a total of 24 
times. 

Our subjects were four L2 speakers, foreign students at Stockholm university, with a 
good knowledge of Swedish and four native speakers who were members of our staff or 
students. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
A summary of the results are presented in Fig. 2. 

Fig. 2. 
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THRESHOLD METHOD HELEN METHOD 

It should be noted that out expectations were that the L2 speakers would be less tol- 
erant of noise than the native speakers, or in other words, their comprehension ability 
would be more negatively effected by masking noise. That is to say that we have as- 
sumed that these language users suffer from a perceptual perturbation with, in effect, 
the same consequences as, say, hearing loss but which has its source in the use of the 
signal independent information. In this case that information is reduced by a grasp of 
the language that is less firm than that had by native speakers. As the signal is masked 
in these experiments, the native speakers are able to tap their reserve of signal indepen- 
dent information and experience. Lacking this, the L2 speakers should exhibit more dif- 
ficulty in dealing with the masked speech signal. There seems indeed to be support for 
this reasoning in our results. The SRT-results for the L2 speakers show that they per- 
form consistently worse than the native speakers. This may indicate that "foreign ac- 
cent" entails not only a deviation from the production norms of the target language but 
also could involve deviant perceptual behaviour. 

Further, our results indicate that the babbling noise may be a somewhat more effec- 
tive masker than the Hagerman noise (the reader is kindly referred to a discussion of 
noise type in the results of these experiments in McAllister & Dufberg, 1989). 

We judged the Helen method as having at least more face validity than the SRT 
method because it eliminated variation caused by subjective judgements of comnprehen- 
sion level on the part of the subjects. However, he correlation between the scores for the 
two tests was found to be low, (I.= .50 for babbling noise, .38 for Hagennan noise.) 




