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1. BACKGROUND

First, we will shortly present our project Focus on
learning  pronunciation:  Swedish as L1/L2
(www.jyu.fi/fokus). Second, we focus on the
possibilities of using language testing corpora to
investigate L2 pronunciation. The project focuses 1)
on studying the phonetic aspects of L2 Swedish with
speakers of Finnish, Russian and English as L1, and
2) studying aspects of Swedish L1 speakers’
production of these languages as their L2. The
variant we focus on is Finland Swedish, but also
Swedish as spoken in Sweden will be considered
(for Swedish phonology, see, e.g. [1], [3]; for
differences between Finland Swedish and Swedish
spoken in Sweden, see [14], [16]).

The cross-language design of the project was
chosen for studying 1) the effect of different L1-L.2
interrelationships (e.g. genetic relationship; writing
system/orthography; phonological distance) on
learning pronunciation and transfer phenomena
between each L1-L2 pair and 2) the influence of
various sociophonetic factors (e.g. language attitudes
attached to different foreign accents) (see [13]).
Hence, by using methods of acoustic and auditory
analysis we will analyse features of learner language
with Swedish either as L2 or L2 with the purpose of
highlighting  the  potential  language-specific
difficulties, but also potential language-independent
factors such as inter-individual differences (for
second language pronunciation learning, see, e.g.
[6], [18], [20]). While the particular focus of
analysis is on prosody (see, e.g. [23]), we are also
interested in segmental features typical for each
variant of L2 speech (e.g. [15]), and further, in
learners’ own views on learning pronunciation (e.g.
[12]).

In addition to its theoretical aims of gaining new
information on the L2 oral performance, the project
aims at a contribution to language teaching practices
(see, e.g. [5], [7], [8], [19]) and design of teaching
materials (see, e.g. [4], [15]). Finnish and Swedish,
as two national languages of Finland, are mandatory
subjects in formal education. English, while being a
very widely used language of media, youth culture
and business, is also the most frequent choice for the
first foreign language at Finnish schools. Finally,

while Russian speakers are the largest linguistic
group in Finland after the national language
communities, the status of Russian at school is one
of the lesser studied languages. Research-based
knowledge is now particularly needed for
developing teaching of oral skills because of the new
oral proficiency exam to be launched (for the current
practices, see, e.g. [22], [21]).

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The main research questions of the project team are:

1. What phonetic/prosodic features are typical of
Swedish as spoken by Finnish, Russian and
English speakers? What are the most central
problems for each L1 group? How can these
problems be  addressed in  teaching
pronunciation?

2. What phonetic/prosodic features are typical of
English, Russian and Finnish as spoken by
Swedish speakers? What are the most central
problems in each L2? How can these problems
addressed in teaching pronunciation?

3. What features seem to be associated with L1
effects? What aspects may be language-
independent? How do findings help to develop
teaching pronunciation?

4. What is the added value of imitation experiments
for understanding how pronunciation is learned?

5. How are different foreign accents evaluated in
the society? How can this knowledge be used in
teaching pronunciation?

6. What kind of pronunciation teaching methods
seem to be effective (e.g. transcription, listening,
visual feedback; teacher feedback)? How should
this knowledge be used in designing teaching
materials?

3. DATA

New data sets will be collected, but there are also
existing corpora that will be used for analysis.

3.1 Corpora to be collected

The data sets to be collected (“FOKUS data”)
include: 1) Speech samples consisting of reading
aloud (sentences, a short text) and spontaneous
speaking (a short oral narrative task) to be analysed



acoustically and by perception tests. Data includes a)
L2 Swedish as produced by Finnish, Russian and
English speakers and b) L2 Finnish, English and
Russian as produced by Swedish speakers. 2)
Imitation tasks based on pilot studies by the authors
[24, 25]. Task involves imitation of utterances by
learners and non-learners (i.e. persons who have not
studied the language) to be analysed acoustically and
by perception tests. 3) Data on Finnish university
students learning Swedish. The data includes both
the students’ oral performance, its analysis and the
students’ interviews. Data (both read-aloud and
spontaneous speech) are being collected on Swedish
pronunciation courses given at University of
Jyvéaskyla.

3.2 Existing language testing corpora

The existing language testing corpora include: 1)
The Finnish National Board of Education Learning
Performances and 2) The National Certificates of
Language Proficiency. The first corpus consists of
the learning performances of Finnish ninth graders
in Swedish, Russian and English in a test organized
by the Finnish National Board of Education [9, 10,
11]. The oral skills sub-test has been video-recorded
and evaluated on the Finnish National Curriculum
Scale (a more fine-tuned version of the CEFR-
scale). It consisted of four different tasks in each
language, one of which was a monologue and three
were dialogues. In addition, extensive background
questionnaires have been collected from both the
pupils and their teacher. All the participants are of
the same age, come from a similar language learning
background (Finnish schools), but have different
L1s: Finnish, Finland-Swedish, and some Russian.
They have taken the test in Swedish, Russian or
English and we have taken a sub-sample of their
performances to be investigated more thoroughly.

The National Certificates of Language
Proficiency data consist of test performances given
in a national language proficiency test evaluated
across CEFR (Common European Framework for
Languages) proficiency levels. The test takers come
from a variety of language learning backgrounds (no
specific course or study unit is required to take the
test) and socioeconomic groups. In the test, each
speaker is recorded typically doing two monologue
tasks and some “interactional” tasks, where s/he is
asked to have a conversation with the person s/he
hears on the tape.

4. METHODS

Methods will include using tools of experimental
phonetics such as acoustic analysis and perception
tests. Programs such as Praat [2] and KayPENTAX’

Computerized Speech Lab
(http://www.kaypentax.com) will be used. Results
will be analysed using statistical means.

5. DISCUSSION

Using language testing corpora as data in L2
pronunciation research has both advantages and
disadvantages. By using existing data, the steps of
recruiting participants and making recordings can be
avoided, and the speakers’ oral proficiency level is
reliably assessed. However, finding suitable samples
from the data bank may be laborious due to missing
video or audio files and consent forms. Also, as the
conditions of the recordings vary, their quality is not
always optimal. Further, due to ethical principles of
the language testing system, the instructions of the
speaking tasks themselves are not available and the
use of background information of the subjects is also
limited. Similarly, as the original video file is not
available to researchers, it may be difficult to
distinguish the speakers in dialogue tasks.

In comparison, we have also met challenges in
finding suitable designs and tasks for the purposes of
the present project, especially as concerns
spontaneous elicitation. For example, when piloting
tasks, we found a picture telling task unsatisfactory
for investigating tone accent in Swedish as it
resulted in pitch patterns that are typical of reading a
list. Hence, while monologue tasks might be more
suitable for such purposes, they present other types
of challenges, such as their potential unauthenticity.
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