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Many European university campuses are linguistically and culturally heterogeneous
contexts where employees and students encounter unfamiliar accents every day. The
current paper describes 1-hour listener-training workshops provided at a French university
to improve participants’ attitudes towards and ability to decipher different French or
English accents. Workshop participants were university library staff, an under-researched
demographic. The data (transcribed audio recordings of discussions) were gathered from
two face-to-face language-focused training sessions and were analyzed thematically to
determine whether (and if so, how) participants make connections between the training
and their personal experiences of spoken language variation. To design effective training
grounded in research, we need to understand the resources that listeners draw upon when
facing with spoken language variation.

INTRODUCTION

The current paper looks at training that pronunciation specialists can offer to people who have
daily interactions with speakers from diverse backgrounds in professional contexts. As such, it
describes work which responds to Munro and Derwing’s (2020, p. 23) call for “more research
focusing on what listeners can contribute to the success of interactions.”

In all interactions, both the speaker and the listener have agency to facilitate comprehension.
Cultural accommodation theory (CAT, see Giles et al., 1991) explains how speakers can modify
the way they speak and behave during interactions (e.g., adjusting word choice, speech rate,
content), but it does not address listener agency (e.g., how to cope with decoding the acoustic
signal). Research has shown that listeners can improve their ability to understand variation (Bent
& Baese-Berk, 2021; Bradlow et al., 2023). Nevertheless, even well-intentioned listeners can fail
to understand what is said to them, so it is important, especially in multicultural, multilingual
professional contexts, to provide listeners with training to prepare them for spoken exchanges
(Henderson & Ferchiche-Jay, 2024, Jeong et al., 2025; Lindemann et al., 2024).

It is well-established that familiarity facilitates comprehension. Already in 1984, Gass and
Varonis showed that familiarity with a speaker, an accent, and non-native speech have a
facilitating effect on comprehension. More recently, Saito et al. (2019) showed that listener
background variables (including experience and familiarity with accented speech) predict the
degree to which listeners find non-native speech comprehensible. Listeners can also adapt to
accented speech through exposure (Bradlow & Bent, 2008; Norris et al., 2003), and to that end
listener training can provide structured exposure. This is important because familiarity with a
variety of accents influences a person’s ability to understand other, novel accents (Baese-Berk et
al., 2013; Lindemann, 2010), meaning that listener perception is not acoustically neutral.
Research has shown that: (a) comprehensibility is at least partly a listener construction; (b)
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misidentification of speaker origin activates stereotype-based evaluations of the perceived
speaker, rather than the actual origin; and (c) these biases are widespread and systematic rather
than idiosyncratic (Lindemann, 2010; Lindemann & Subtirelu, 2013). Therefore, structured
training needs to go beyond perceptual exposure.

Structured training has targeted solely the attitudinal dimension (e.g., Lindemann et al., 2016), or
a combination of perceptual and attitudinal dimensions (e.g., Derwing et al., 2002; Kang et al.,
2015). The combination-focused studies show that brief cooperative interventions reduce
negative attitudes toward non-native speakers. A short cognitive dissonance-based intervention
can produce significant and sustained improvement in both language attitudes and
comprehensibility ratings (Miao et al., 2023).

In concrete terms, training can also offer practice distinguishing between accentedness,
comprehensibility and intelligibility: “accent is about difference, comprehensibility is about the
listener’s effort, and intelligibility is the end result—how much the listener actually understands™
(Derwing & Munro, 2009, p. 280). Understanding the difference between them can help
participants to step back from an initially negative knee-jerk reaction to accented speech, giving
them experience in how to manage their reactions (e.g., joy, frustration; Jeong et al., 2025;
Lindemann et al., 2025). In other words, training can target a listener’s ability to cope with
cognitive dimensions and affective dimensions of their attitudes toward accents (Cristia et al.,
2012), and this influences their willingness to tolerate variation.

While perceptual and attitudinal training may improve listener skills, the broader language
ideology! of trainees’ community shapes how they apply what they have learned. Ideology
matters specifically for such training in professional multilingual contexts, because professional
trajectories are at stake, for example, in hiring or promotion decisions (Telo et al., 2022, 2023).
To analyze how French L1 speakers orient (as listeners) to non-native speech in francophone
contexts, Beaulieu et al. (2026) posit three listener stances: expert, co-citizen, and committed
listener.> An example of an expert is an L1 native speaker who, by virtue of their education
and/or experience of linguistic background, was recruited to evaluate second language speakers’
proficiency (e.g., for standardized language exams). In contrast, the co-citizen stance goes
beyond a purely linguistic criteria and situates the evaluation in its social content, with the
example of how international students’ speech is judged in Montréal, where accented French is
favorably perceived as a sign of social integration (Tekin & Trofimovich, 2023). The third stance
is that of commiitted listeners, whose relational aspects of spoken exchanges overrule linguistic
proficiency; for example, francophone patients seeking healthcare in French in predominantly
English-speaking western Canada (Beaulieu, 2012). According to Beaulieu (2026), their
judgments “cannot be reduced to reactions to linguistic features, nor to the activation of social
stereotypes™ (p. 57) but may emerge from affective and relational needs in contexts of
vulnerability such as healthcare interactions (ibid.).

A qualitative, discourse-based approach is thus adopted for this study to analyze training that was
designed to be both contextually grounded and pedagogically effective. This makes it possible to
better understand the personal and professional resources which trainees draw on when
confronted with spoken language variation in a structured training context.



Research Question

The research question of this study is as follows: In their comments, what (kinds of) links do
workshop participants make between spoken language variation (heard in the training) and their
personal experiences?

METHOD
Participants

Participants (n = 15) were attendees at in-person workshops organized for university library staff
in both administrative and “front of house” roles at a large, French public university: 9 French-
speaking participants attended the workshop in French, and 6 English-speaking participants
attended the one in English. They were between 25-58 years old. Most had a master’s or doctoral
degree, and all had travelled abroad repeatedly. In the pre-workshop survey, none indicated they
were bilingual in French and English. In addition to encountering several varieties of French
during their work, they reported high exposure to English: 73% said they spoke and 70% said
they heard English a little or a lot every day. People attended the workshops out of curiosity and
received no official recognition (e.g., pay rise, continuing education credits).

Workshop Procedure & Data Collection

This section describes the four-step procedure of the workshops during which I collected data.
The data collected for this paper were spoken comments produced in all four steps, assuming that
the social meanings which individuals attached to linguistic variation would thus be reflected.
Discussions were recorded using a mobile phone. The workshops explored variation either in
spoken French or English, and were conducted in the targeted language, e.g., the training on
French was held in French.

The workshops lasted 60-90 minutes and were given in a room with entire walls of whiteboard,
where notes were taken collaboratively and were easily seen by all participants.

Step 1 was an opening phase in which participants discussed their general ideas about spoken
language variation by responding to two questions: “At work, do you ever have trouble
understanding people whose English/French accents are different to yours?” and “Is there a type
of accent that seems easier/harder to understand?”

Step 2 oriented the discussion toward nativeness by asking participants to guess a speaker’s
origin from a set of recordings of speakers with a variety of English or French, which is less
commonly encountered (e.g., Newcastle upon Tyne English accent or Alsace French accent). A
rational of choosing such accents was that people in France, for example, generally have
difficulty understanding the Alsatian accent; the accent is salient and has been negatively
stereotyped (Erhart, 2020; Sperandio, 2017). Step 2 ended with the suggestion that the key
feature of an accent is its degree of “otherness” for a specific listener.

In Step 3, participants were asked to rank three speakers, from easiest to hardest to understand.
They found this task challenging, so recordings had to be played several times.



Finally, in Step 4 participants were encouraged to give advice to a colleague in a believable
scenario: for example: “What can you do before a new Brazilian colleague arrives in your team?”
and “How can you get your ear ‘used to’ that type of accented French/English?” Step 4 was also
where participants discussed strategies for accommodating others during interactions at work, for
example, reflecting on questions like “How can I adapt my language?” and “How can I adapt to
the other person’s speech?” and “How can we communicate despite our differences?”

Shortly after each workshop, participants received a debriefing sheet based on photographs of the
whiteboards. Figure 1 shows how comments from Step 4 appeared on that sheet. Within one
week after the workshop, participants could also access supporting materials via an electronic
platform.

Figure 1
Step 4 Tips from a Typical Debriefing Document

What tips would you give me for before & during an interaction with a new colleague?
BEFORE DURING

o Write, draw

e Listen to that accent e Reformulate, identify key words & reuse them when
you speak to the person

o Create a “cheat sheet” with e Reduce: slow down, use shorter phrases, use more
key information, e.g., pea common words, especially “internationally known”
may sound like bee words (parking, stop, ...)

e Verbs: tenses may sound similar (e.g., only one vowel
distinguishes je fais from j ai fait)
e Use gestures & body position intelligently

e Make sure you are facing the person, to facilitate lip-
reading

e Remember to leave extra time for silence, so they have
time to process your speech and think of their reply

¢ Go find a colleague who might do better (if you’re
desperate)

e (Politely) find another shared or intermediate language
(e.g., Spanish, English, Arabic)

Data Analysis

Audio recordings of the group sessions were transcribed automatically using the TADDAM tool*
and then manually checked, with no timestamps inserted. No quantitative analysis was carried
out, as the objective was to examine the types of links workshop participants made between
spoken language variation (heard in the training) and their personal experiences with speech that
sounds different to theirs. Comments were then printed out and color-coded manually by the
author to identify general themes.




RESULTS

This section presents a brief thematic analysis of comments which workshop participants
explicitly mentioned from personal experiences of spoken language variation. These comments
were categorized as follows: proximity; background; need for listener training. The comments
cited below have been translated from the original French into English; no participants
commented in English, even in the English workshop. Participants are identified as L (for
listener) followed by a number (e.g., L5).

Proximity: It’s Close to us

The notion of proximity arose both in a general sense (“It’s more related to what we’ve learned
culturally,” L13) and in relation to varieties of English they have encountered: “It’s actually
closer to the English we’ve learned” (L4), or “It’s closer to a bad English accent, which is closer
to mine” (L15). Similarly, L9 divided French speakers into two categories, echoing the
native/non-native dichotomy: “With French speakers who have accents, because the system is
familiar, we can understand them. It’s more difficult with speakers who are learning French.”

Some participants noted typological similarity: “We are used to hearing European languages that
are similar to ours” (L2); “They are also Latin languages” (L9). Referring to one speaker
(Colombian), L7 linked typological and geographical similarity: “It’s close to us in the European
geographical area... It’s a native language that is closer to ours in terms of language positioning,
pronunciation, and intonation.” Presumably they were reacting to the typological similarity of
Spanish and French, even without knowing the origin of the speaker.

Background: Childhood, Family, Schooling, Media

Participants often linked the idea of “being used to an accent” to comments about living
somewhere, childhood (family and school), or media exposure. L13 implicitly evoked the lasting
effects of immersion and extensive exposure: “I speak Spanish because I lived in Chile. That was
20 years ago, but I understood Chilean Spanish well.” L9 said that their mother had spoken
Occitan to them, which led them to add “and I studied Spanish a lot.” In contrast, immersion was
not sufficient for L10, who mentioned that despite living in Alsace, they nonetheless had trouble
understanding a colleague at work. Participants also mentioned formal studies: “These are
intonations that [ heard during my studies” (L4). Another said that they listen carefully to Arte:
“There are different accents, multiple accents. It’s European, but it’s also French. And so, the
sounds are familiar to me” (L6). One participant was vague about why they were not used to an
accent, but they nonetheless put words to their experience: “But since it didn’t have the rhythm
I’m used to, because I’'m used to Cameroonian French, and I couldn’t find the rhythm of
Cameroonian French at all” (L10).

5

Furthermore, L10 explicitly linked students’ background to the issue of respect, explaining how
they treat the subject during weekly, library-based, French conversation workshops for
international students:

It’s also more a question of respect or not stigmatizing people... you don’t necessarily want
people to refer to your origins... I see a lot of international students in my conversation



workshops. I always refrain from asking about their origins... I tell them to introduce themselves
however they want to, and I do not give my nationality... I think it’s assigning people to an
origin... And you don’t know what people have been through. There are people who have fled
their country for whatever reason.

L10 concluded by conceding that if the person seems happy to talk about their origins, then she
“goes for it.”

Need for Listener Training

Several participants expressed pragmatism and the need for practice: “You just have to get used
to those accents” (L2); “It’s different from what I’m used to, so I have to deal with it” (L5); “It’s
really just a lack of practice” (L4). L6 took a broad view: “We’re used to listening to people who
speak foreign languages and have accents, so we’re not discovering ‘accents.” One mentioned
dealing with specific types of doctoral students: “At the science library, we mainly have Indians
and Asians” (L6); they recommended having a session devoted entirely to a variety of English
from these areas. Another participant said that they had trouble specifically with certain accents
from France: “There were people from the southwest, and I couldn’t understand them. And I had
my boss next to me, talking to me. I couldn’t understand a word she was saying” (L6).

DISCUSSION

The current paper presents a snapshot of the kinds of links workshop participants make between
spoken language variation (heard in the training) and their personal experiences.

The participants’ comments were categorized into three themes. The proximity theme connects to
Bradlow and Bent’s (2008) multi-talker generalization findings and the background theme maps
directly onto the findings from Gass and Varonis (1984) and Saito et al. (2019), with comments
that illustrate what familiarity looks like in lived experience. These comments also raise
interesting questions about what types of familiarity and experience constitute useful preparation
for encounters with linguistic diversity.

One of the workshop goals was to highlight speaker-based vs listener-based factors in spoken
interactions, so that participants could pinpoint things they could act upon in both roles. To this
end, the workshops provided participants with experience handling three useful constructs from
the second language speech literature: accentedness, comprehensibility and intelligibility
(Derwing & Munro, 2009). Steps 1 and 2 spurred general discussion of accents and what it means
to be a ‘native’ speaker. Participants found recordings of native speakers in Step 2 challenging to
understand and rarely identified them as native speakers, e.g., both Alsatian and Newcastle
accented speakers were variably described as being from Africa, Asia, or Scandinavia.

This realization (that native is not always easier to understand and cannot always be reliably
identified) is important for two reasons. First, it raised the question of how useful the concept of
native speakers is. In this step, more time could naturally be given to discussing ‘otherness’ as an
alternative to the native/non-native dichotomy, and to the impact of each listener’s background.
Interestingly, participants spoke almost interchangeably about native French accents and accents
from traditionally non-francophone countries but did not ‘combine’ different varieties of English,



perhaps because they were more conscious of specific varieties of French. Second, the awareness
neatly illustrates how perceptual exposure alone is not sufficient; it needs to be explicitly
addressed in training if bias is to be countered. Step 3 clearly focused on comprehensibility
(ranking of speeches from easiest to hardest to understand) and participants justified their choices
by citing specific features such as “pronunciation of R” or “choppy.” I repeatedly focused Step 3
discussions on listener-based aspects, namely, how participants could find exactly the same
feature helpful or frustrating, depending on their past experiences. Finally, with regard to
intelligibility, this was not measured through a dictation or comprehension exercise (see Kang et
al., 2018, for a review). However, at least once in each workshop I spoke French with the accent
of a generic native English speaker, to illustrate how even heavily accented French can be
completely intelligible. They might find a specific accent disagreeable or charming, but that was
not the same as being unable to understand it.

It is noteworthy that participants primarily described experiences rather than interpreting them
prescriptively. This might signal a hidden, professional skill of university library staff, similar to
that of teachers. Cicurel (2011) coins the term ‘pedagogical-linguistic’ skill to describe how
teachers are able to organize content in order to explain it and render it accessible. Cicurel argues
that this may result from teachers being frequently exposed to learners’ speech (that they are
obliged to understand) and having to make themselves understood. In a large, modern public
university, many users will not speak in the same French or English as library staff, so
accommodation is necessary (see Giles et al., 1991), both by and for speakers and listeners. As
L6 declared, “We’re not discovering ‘accents.’” In general, participants seemed to be aware of
their agency as listeners and of their role in making communication work as illustrated by L2:
“You just have to get used to those accents.”

This pragmatic willingness may also reflect a community language ideology in the context of the
library at a large public university, in terms of whether the target language is used in a minority
or majority context, and in relation to the expectations of the speakers and listeners. First,
comments about variation in French and English were analyzed interchangeably here, even
though the library is in a country where French is the official language, and at a university where
French is the majority language. Beyond the classroom, English is recognized on campus as the
de facto transactional language (e.g., at the library, at the health center); it is therefore a minority
language which nonetheless has recognized value. The library staff encounter English frequently
enough to feel motivated to attend a lunchtime workshop in their personal time, with no monetary
reward, or official professional benefit. I responded to their identified need by providing
workshops on English spoken variation.

This raises the question of representations of linguistic norms that library staff bring to exchanges
with library users. Their expectations are evidently colored by their own experiences with spoken
language variation, as revealed in the analysis of their comments. Perhaps those are also filtered
through their professional role. To support this claim, it is helpful to apply Beaulieu et al.’s
(2026) conceptual reframing of how native speakers evaluate non-native speech, via three
perspectives: expert, co-citizen, or committed listener. Staff are visually identifiable as experts in
the library building for all matters related to the library, and potentially they are assumed to be
native speakers of French. Moreover, in order to do their job effectively, library staff realize that
they have information that is useful to library users, so communication must succeed
(intelligibility) and with as little effort possible (comprehensibility). In other words, they



recognize that, as speakers they need to be intelligible, and as listeners they need to find library
users intelligible. French is the dominant and majority language at this library, so staff could be
expected to insist that only French be used. Yet, their comments acknowledged both the diverse
reality such as “We’re used to listening to people who speak foreign languages and have accents”
(L6), and the shared responsibility for making communication work as in “I have to deal with it”
(LS).

These quotes also illustrate the third perspective—the committed listener where, according to
Beaulieu et al. (2026), the individual values the relational aspects of interactions over nativelike
proficiency, that is, leap-frogging the dichotomy of native speaker expert versus nonnative
speaker expert. Finally, they also appeared to adopt the perspective of co-citizens, such that a
university library workplace community may be similar to how Beaulieu et al. (2026) referred to
Montréal: “a French-speaking multicultural city where comprehensible French (not necessarily
nativelike) is seen as favoring social integration and is positively perceived.”® This would explain
the lack of prescriptive language in workshop participants’ comments; they are co-citizens
helping library users integrate into the academic world, and they attempt to achieve this by
adapting their own speech and listening actively (Rogers & Farson, 1957). This tentative
interpretation would be in direct contrast to broader French society, which has been described as
having a normative vision of the language, linked to the construction of the national identity (Le
Liévre, 2008, 76).”

CONCLUSION

This study has two major limitations: the spoken comments of only 15 participants were
examined and only the author coded the comments. This should be rectified in future work, for
example, when analyzing the larger dataset from all workshop sessions (e.g., those where both
students and non-library staff participate). In terms of actionable suggestions for language
learners and users, the participants often mentioned that people could “listen to more varieties”
(i.e., watch films or listen to the radio), but that is easier said than done. Online search engines do
not offer an accented-speech search criterion, so how could one easily locate audio or video of,
for example, Brazilians or Koreans speaking French? Future research in a longitudinal design
could make it possible to assess the claim that exposure to spoken language variation in a non-
experimental setting modifies how participants generalize a certain speaker or variety to other
speakers and other accents. Additionally, the language representations of library staff could be
researched and compared to other professional populations such as nursing or human resources
staff (Beaulieu, 2012; Lindberg & Trofimovich, 2023). This would expand our understanding of
how professional contexts impact spoken interactions and more specifically the reception of
accented speech.

The objective of the listener training presented here was to train participants’ ears and their
attitudes towards spoken language diversity, in order to facilitate communication with speakers of
a target language whose pronunciation may not be familiar to participants. Such a short workshop
inevitably touched on aspects of intercultural communication while provoking discussion around
nativeness and accommodation. Participants gained hands-on experience and showed increased
awareness of their potential agency as listeners. By putting words to aspects of their lived
experience, they reflected their overall firsthand knowledge of spoken variation, thus expanding
the knowledge base upon which they can draw in future.
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