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The Intelligibility of Vietnamese-Accented English
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Abstract
Given Vietnamese students’ limited speaking abilities, this paper aims to offer useful insights to English educators regarding
the pronunciation patterns of Vietnamese-accented English by assessing its intelligibility by an artificial intelligence (AI)
speech-to-text transcription and Asian human listeners.  This research project was conducted in two phases.  In the first
phase, recordings of two Vietnamese speakers of English were evaluated by 

http://www.hpu.edu/
https://otter.ai/
mailto:trang.phamthiminh13@gmail.com


��������	
�������	���	���

Vietnamese  graduates  in  the  labor  market.  The  limited  speaking  competence  is  often  a  result  of
distinctive  pronunciation  features  rooted  in  learners’  mother  tongue,  which,  in  turn,  affects  the
intelligibility of Vietnamese L2 speakers of English.

"�������#����� refers  to “[the]  extent to which a speaker’s  message is  actually understood by a
listener” (Munro & Derwing, 1995, p. 76), which has gained intense discussions and scholastic inquiry
in the last number of years. Along with intelligibility,  ����	������#����� is also regarded as a common
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/ŋ/ (Do, 2018). In a similar vein, according to Ha (2007), Vietnamese EFL learners have a tendency to
make  three  common  errors  —  namely,  sound  omission  (in  medial  and  final  positions),  sound
redundancy, and sound confusion. Those deviations of accented English hinder the listener's degree of
understanding of an utterance.

Intonation and speech rate also significantly impact the intelligibility of non-native speakers. A
positive correlation exists between intonation and intelligibility, which, as demonstrated in Sereno et
al.’s  (2015)  study,  Korean-accented  English  with  poor  intonation  leads  to  misunderstanding  and
confusion for  native  speakers.  Similarly,  a  high speech rate  with  an accent  potentially  produces  a
massive problem for listeners to understand strongly accented speakers; additionally, slow speech with a
strong accent poses the issue of radically affecting listeners’ comprehension (Matsuura et al., 2014).
Souza and Mora (2014) revealed that due to a lack of language experience and exposure compared to
native speakers, non-native speech processing is slower; therefore, increasing speaking rate challenges
listeners. This finding is offered additional support by Souza and Mora (2014) and Sereno et al. (2015)
when examining the intelligibility of Catalan/ Spanish English speakers and Korean English speakers.

Listener Factor
Listener’s experience and paralinguistic features are often examined in intelligibility studies. Between
these two indicators, paralinguistic features, including external noise, rate of delivery, tone and pitch of
voice, also evidently influence listeners’ comprehension and the success of the interaction (Ardila, 2013).
Extensive research has also delved into the influence of the listener's familiarity with the target accent,
with an emphasis on comprehensibility over intelligibility. Listener’s experience, in this case, refers to
exposure to particular English accents and their familiarity with the topic, vocabulary and background
knowledge to comprehend a speaker’s utterance. According to Field (2005), the more often listeners are
exposed to particular English dialects and accents, the more intelligible and comprehensible they are.
Similarly, Matsuura et al. (2014) observed that 179 English-major Japanese undergraduates found it
more challenging to comprehend Indian English than North American English accents, as the Japanese
students had a lesser degree of exposure to Indian English.

However,  this  hypothesis  is  not  applicable  to  every  case.  Dita  and  de  Leon  (2017),  when
investigating  the  intelligibility  and  comprehensibility  of  Philippine  English  to  international  EFL
students, discovered that language variety exposure does not correlate with high intelligibility of that
variety, which contradicts the aforementioned theory. Nevertheless, they maintained that the shared
manner of pronouncing the words between interlocutors could aid the intelligibility of Filipino speakers.
Major et al. (2002), in examining the effect of native language accent on listening intelligibility of 100
listeners from China, Japan, Spain and America, also indicated that Chinese native speakers scored
remarkably lower when listening to Chinese-accented English.

In  summation,  while  exposure  to  specific  accents  can  enhance  comprehension,  it  does  not
always hold true, as indicated by various studies that challenge this hypothesis. Thus, insight into the
relationship  between  listeners’  experiences  and  intelligibility  is  of  great  importance  in  English
communication and interaction.

Intelligibility of Vietnamese-Accented English
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proficiency.  Their  self-assessment  scores  suggest  an  approximately  B2+ or  higher  level  of  English
proficiency according to the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). This indicates their
understanding of standard language in a variety of contexts with both familiar and unfamiliar topics.
However, they need to improve on recognizing discourse structure and idiomatic usage. Participants
can  also  easily  follow  the  main  ideas  and  information  content  of  talks  in  academic  settings  and
specialized  fields  if  presented  in  standard  language  (Council  of  Europe,  2020).  The  listeners  were
randomly divided into two equal groups: Group A (n = 20) was asked to complete the test by listening
to Speaker A’s audio, while Group B (n = 20) listened to Speaker B’s audio.

Materials
���������	
��	���	�������
The audio samples submitted by the speakers included two parts. The first part of the script was chosen
from  Randall’s  ESL-Cyber  Listening Lab,  an online website  offering different listening tests  based on
students' levels and testing purposes. The listening script “Arches National Park” designed for academic
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 Finding and Discussion
Linguistic Features of Vietnamese-Accented English
To answer  research  question  1,  “What  are  the  pronunciation  deviations  by  Vietnamese-accented
English as indicated by an AI transcription software?”, I fed the speakers’ recordings to an automatic
transcriber using AI. Based on what the AI recognized and did not recognize, I inferred the deviations
in the speakers’ pronunciation compared to the native speakers’ model that the AI was trained on.

Omitted Sounds
According to  Otter, the speech-to-text AI, and the original script, both speakers tended to omit the
ending sounds /k/, /s/, /t/, /l/, /θ/, /ks/, and /v/ in both tasks, especially when sentences were
spoken rapidly. Both Otter and the researcher were unable to correctly identify these sounds due to the
speakers’ omission of the final sound in their speech.

Table 2
(���	���$�������	���)��������#������	 in both tasks

Speaker Original word
Mispronounced

words

Frequency
(number of

occurrences)

Omitted or
replaced sound

A

hike /haɪk/  high /haɪ/  4

/k/park /pɑrk/  par /pɑr/  2

like /laɪk/  lie /laɪ/  1

visitors /ˈvɪzətərz/   visitor /ˈvɪzətər/  1

/s/
close /kloʊs/  co /koʊ/  1

areas /ˈɛriəz/  area /ˈɛriə/  1

case /keɪs/ kay /keɪ/ 1

write /raɪt/   ride /raɪd/  1
/t/

kit /kɪt/ keep /
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Table 2 illustrates the final sounds of Vietnamese-accented English, which speakers tended to omit or
replace with another sound in English. This finding undoubtedly confirms Nguyen and Ingram (2016)’s
study about mistakes and confusion of final sounds. It also supports the observations by Nguyen et al.
(2023) that Vietnamese learners of English tend to have difficulties with several English final consonants
due to the fact that there are no consonant clusters in the final position in Vietnamese words and only
stops and nasals occur in the syllable-final position.

Sound Confusion
Otter detected various mispronounced vowels, especially from Speaker A. Confusion of this speaker's
vowel /æ/ is recorded in the first task. For example, the phoneme /æ/ in ����� /sændi/ became /aɪ/ in
���� ���� /saɪd  ˈɛni/;  in  ��	
 /pæk/ becoming /aɪ/  in  ���� /paɪp/,  and in  ��� /hæt/ becoming /ɑ/
in ���	� /hɑrt/. The phoneme /ɜ/ may also contribute to her intelligibility since it was mispronounced
as/ʌ/ in ��$�� /stʌdi/ (original word: ��$	�� /stɜrdi/) and into /ɪ/ in &��� /wɪl/ (original word: &��	�). In
the same vein, speaker B had an issue with the sound /æ/ which he occasionally mispronounced as /ɛ/
in  ���� /hɛd/  (original  word:  ��� /hæt/)  and  into  /ɑ/  in  /stɑnjuəs/  (original  word:  ��	��$�$�
/ˈstrɛnjuəs/). However, when reading the second task, the ten sentences, they did not make mistakes in
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The  aforementioned  stress  patterns  are  transposed  from the  pronunciation  of  the  Vietnamese
language, a syllable-timed language with no word stress. This prosodic contrast with English language
(word stress and accent) is not only found in Vietnamese language (lexical tone) but also in Japanese
(pitch accent)  (Beckman & Ayers,  1994).  Hence,  the finding above supports  Nguyen and Ingram’s
(2005) observation that Vietnamese native speakers tend to deliver a distinctive speech rhythm of word
stress reduction and high frequency of unstressed syllables. Nevertheless, as Speaker B exhibited stress-
timed rhythm and sounded like a General American English accent, it would be remiss to generalize
that  Vietnamese  L2  speakers  of  English  share  the  same  pronunciation  characteristics.  Another
noteworthy observation is  that Speaker B’s  learning experience and major enable him to be more
exposed to the English language than Speaker A, entailing his significantly high score on the IELTS
Speaking test.

Intelligibility of Vietnamese-Accented English
In response to research question 2, “How intelligible is Vietnamese-accented English to Asian EFL
listeners?”, two tasks were conducted, followed by brief interviews to investigate the intelligibility level
of Vietnamese English to Asian EFL learners. Table 3 and Table 4 display the mean scores of human
listeners.

Table 3
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de  Leon’s  (2017)  hypothesis  of  intelligibility,  in  which  they  state  there  is  no  correlation  between
speakers’ English level and their intelligibility.

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the mean scores of Task 1 are considerably lower than that
of Task 2 in both speakers, indicating that Task 1 is more challenging than Task 2. It can be justified by
the types of exercise. In task 1, human listeners were asked to fill in the blanks in a long text, which
requires higher concentration, whereas in Task 2, separate, short sentences were spoken, and pauses
were provided, which may offer listeners time to figure out the missing sentences. Additionally, based
on the sound and stress analysis above, both speakers made the majority of mistakes in Task 1 rather
than Task 2, which may result in confusion among listeners.

Factors Affecting the Intelligibility of Vietnamese-Accented English
To  address  the  last  research  question,  which  is  concerned  with  the  factors  contributing  to  the
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attempt to fill in the words, which make sense in the context and fit with the grammatical structure of
the sentence.

The same phenomenon is observed in the second task. When asked to write the exact sentences
according to what they heard, some of  the participants made use of  the topic.  After two or three
sentences, the listeners revealed that they could guess the topic of the task (music). Some listeners even
guessed the main idea of the sentence after the first time listening and then wrote according to what
they thought rather than what they heard.

,<$������������������������������������������
���&�"�������12
,"����=������������������������������������������12

(Listener B3, Open-ended questionnaire)
,"�
��&���������������������������������$��������"�����$���������������������������&�	���#���	�����������������
���������-/.�"�����$�����	�-/.�"�����&	����#���$���"�
��&�������������������������������12

(Listener A14, Interview)

Linguistic context sometimes hinders the listeners’ understanding of the speaker’s utterances.
Some listeners reported that due to a lack of efficient background knowledge about the topic “music,”
they could not write the sentence correctly. This phenomenon is also detected in Japanese listeners in
Matsuure et al. (2009) when they could understand the English recording but failed to transcribe the
words correctly.

Furthermore,  even though comprehensibility  is  not  discussed in  this  study,  it  is  essential  to
address the relationship between comprehensibility and intelligibility to explain the phenomenon in
which listeners managed to comprehend the main ideas before listening to the recording. As Smith and
Nelson  (1985)  coined  this  indispensable  relationship,  when  phonological  input  (pronunciation,
intonation, stress, etc.) is inadequate for word recognition, meaning that when intelligibility is neglected,
listeners  tend  to  explore  neighboring  words  and  context  by  using  their  overall  understanding
(comprehensibility), to predict the main ideas and later, guess the missing words. Hence, it is evident
from  this  study  that  listeners’  comprehensibility  is  also  a  critical  factor  in  ensuring  the  speaker’s
intelligibility.
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the less proficient one (Speaker A), which corresponds with the findings of Bent and Bradlow (2003)
while refuting the suggestion of Dita and de Leon (2017). The study also discovered that rate of speech
and  intonation  greatly  contributed  to  intelligibility,  in  which  strong  intonation  could  deduce  the
meaning of an utterance, supporting the findings of Sereno et al. (2015) and Matsuura et al. (2014).
Moreover,  it  was  also  found  that  variations  of  pronunciation,  particularly  sound  confusion  and
omission,  reduced  speakers’  intelligibility,  which  is  consistent  with  the  results  from Ha (2007)  and
Cunningham (2009) when investigating the same type of participants. Likewise, findings also affirmed
the hypothesis Matsuure et al. (2009) made about the significant role of the linguistic environment in
influencing intelligibility. This study further proved the close relationship between comprehensibility
and intelligibility as defined by Smith and Nelson (1985).
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Appendix 1
Listening Test

Task 1: Write the words you hear in the correct blank

ARCHES NATIONAL PARK
Arches National Park is located in the dry desert of Southeastern Utah just (1)______ of the city of Moab. This
(2)_______ is  home to over 2,000 natural arches (3)  __________from sandstone layers by wind, water,  and
erosion. Local and international visitors can enjoy breathtaking views of these natural wonders throughout the
year. Some formations are just off the road and are accessible to all people within a short distance on well-
traveled trails. But other arches can only be reached by driving distances on four-wheel drive (4)______ or after
long strenuous hikes along sandy washes.
Like any (5) ______ of this nature, you should be prepared for the adventure in the desert
First, hike with a partner for safety and (6)________ word where you will be traveling in case of an emergency.
Personally, I enjoy hiking with family members and close friends.
Second, carry a cell phone with you. However, keep in mind that you might not get any reception, so don't
depend on it.
Third, be sure to have the right clothing and footwear for the (7)_______. Light, breathable clothing is best
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Appendix 2
Script

Part 1: Read the passage.
ARCHES NATIONAL PARK

Arches National Park is located in the dry desert of Southeastern Utah just north of the city of Moab. This park
is home to over  2,000 natural arches carved from sandstone layers  by wind,  water,  and erosion. Local and
international  visitors  can  enjoy  breath-taking  views  of  these  natural  wonders  throughout  the  year.  Some
formations are just off the road and are accessible to all people within a short distance on well-traveled trails;
other arches can only be reached by driving distances on four-wheel drive roads or after long strenuous hikes
along sandy washes.
Like any hike of this nature, you should be prepared for the adventure in the desert:
First,  hike  with  a  partner  for  safety  and leave  word where  you will  be  traveling  in  case  of  an emergency.
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Appendix 3
Questionnaire

AIMS, OBJECTIVES AND METHODS
This  study mainly  focuses  on the  intelligibility  of  Vietnamese  English learners  perceived  by  Asian listeners.
Intelligibility, in the scope of this study, can involve the extent to which a speaker’s ideas are comprehensible by
Asian listeners.

The study consists of two main stages. In the first stage, participants are asked to complete two tasks to assess the
intelligibility  of  the  audio.  In  the  second  stage,  all  participants  are  asked  to  complete  an  open-ended
questionnaire,  which takes  about  10  minutes  to  complete,  followed  by  a  5-minute  interview online.  Audio
recordings are used only for data retrieval and analysis only and destroyed after completing analysis.
The results  of  this  study  will  be  used to  provide  teachers  and students  with  essential  augmentation  of  the
understanding of intelligibility from Asian listeners’ perspectives, which may enhance the learning and facilitating
of English writing at the undergraduate level.

CONFIDENTIALITY
The name of all those student participants who take part in the study will be anonymized and any information
they provide will be kept strictly confidential. Pseudonyms will be used to prevent identification of teachers and
students. The final report will be used for academic and research purposes only.

PARTICIPATION
You are absolutely voluntary to participate in this study. You are free to withdraw from it at any time. If you
decide to do so before completion of data collection, information about you will be destroyed and will not be
presented in the report.

CONSENT
I have read and understood this information and am willing to participate in this study.

Signature of the participant: ______________________________ Date ___________

18
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Questionnaire
1. Nationality: ____________________________________
2. Length of time spent in English-speaking countries: ____________________
3. TOEIC/ IELTS/ CSEPT Score (If any): ______________
3. Rate your language skills (Tick the box)

Poor Fair Good Excellent



Appendix 4
Speaker A’s Intelligibility Score from Otter

Original script Speaker A
Arches National Park is located in the dry desert of Southeastern Utah
just north of the city of Moab.

Archers  National  Park  archers  national  located  in  the  desert  of  Southeastern
order, just north of the city of Mark.

This park is home to over 2,000 natural arches carved from sandstone
layers by wind, water, and erosion.

This pair home to over 2000 nature archers kept from sandstone layers by wind,
water and erosion.

Local and international visitors can enjoy breathtaking views of these
natural wonders throughout the year.

Local  and  international  visitor can  enjoy  a  breath-taking  view  of  the nature
wonders of the year.

Some formations are just off the road and are accessible to all people
within a short distance on well-traveled trails; other arches can only be
reached by driving distances  on four-wheel  drive  roads  or after  long
strenuous hikes along sandy washes.

Some formation adjust of the road and  assess all to own people within a short
distance on Rochelle we chose other edges can only be reached by driving distance
on fall 



1. He appreciates opera. One he appreciates so Korea.

2. What kind of music do you like? too What kind of music do you like?
3. Do you like jazz? Three do you jash

4. Who do you think is the greatest composer of our time? For who do you think either grip this composure our time

5. I am not familiar with the works of Mozart. Five I'm not familiar with the words of matter

6. I am not familiar with the words of Bacharach. Sick I’m not familiar with the words Ba rach
7. I do not care much for rock music. Seven I do not care much a phone rock music
8. Did Nick write that health report? didn't ride that health report.

9. My classmate answered my phone call Night My classmate answer my phone call.
10. Tourists like to look at rural neighborhood Ten tourists lie to a guru neighborhood.
No. of words: 368 No. of words: 374
Count for incorrect transcription N = 73 (19.8%)
Missing word N = 4
Correct transcriptions N= 291 (79%)
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