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Abstract: The massive relocation of international students calls for a thorough investigation of
diverse difficulties faced by them, among which language-related barriers are reported to have
serious consequences. The main goal of this research is to investigate accent-related challenges as
barriers to comprehension and effective communication faced by international students in the United
Kingdom (UK), along with the factors that helped or could help the students in terms of having
better experiences. The scope of this study is limited to native British accents. The study relies on
data collected to analyse the impact of native-accented speech, both qualitatively and quantitatively,
on the listening experiences of currently enrolled or recently graduated international students in a
British university. The underlying mixed-method approach is comprised of a survey and an interview.
Analysis of data collected from the survey (n = 33 participants) revealed that 42% of the participants
considered native-accented speech as the biggest factor affecting their listening comprehension.
This is followed by a fast speech rate, which was selected by 36% of the participants. Regarding
mitigation of the difficulties, participants showed mixed responses in terms of adopting various
strategies. During the interview, participants (n = 6) shared their listening comprehension experiences,
particularly those encountered during the initial months after their arrival in the UK. The results
obtained are potentially useful in terms of students’ support, English as a Second Language (ESL)
curriculum design, English language teachers’ training and establishing learning pedagogies.

Keywords: learning and understanding spoken English; overseas students; higher education;
language pedagogy

1. Introduction

This research is centred on international students’ educational experiences abroad.
International students, such as those in this study, are those students who travel out of their
home countries for tertiary study and whose previous cultural and linguistic experiences
differ from the traits of the host country where they are going. Students’ experiences
inside and outside of the classroom contribute to their educational development. Research
findings have concluded that a common international student deals with language and
cultural-related challenges, but despite that, they should succeed academically due to their
motivation and efforts [1].

Recent years witnessed a tremendous increase in international students being admitted
into courses in English-speaking countries. Given the international, socio-economic and
geo-political situations, this trend is anticipated to continue. Thus, Higher Educational
Institutions (HEIs) have set as one of their major priorities to internationalise their campuses.
The driving force for the increase of international students in English-speaking countries
is the conviction that getting a degree from these countries is a good investment for their
future careers. Moreover, it is also expected that this educational journey will enrich their
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English language skills [2]. Consequently, there is a wider cultural diversity among HEIs
across the globe. The presence of international students enriches classroom discussions
since they share stories and experiences from different cultures [3].

The UK, being a hub of exceptional quality and a standard of education and profes-
sional training, is highly popular among international students [4]. During the last decade,
the number of students coming to the UK to pursue higher education has increased beyond
expectations. The UK met its 600,000 international students target a decade earlier than
was originally hoped [5]. Based on Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) data corre-
sponding to international students enrolled in Higher Education (HE) in the UK, Figure 1
shows statistics from the academic year 2014/15 until 2021/22. An increasing trend in the
recruitment of international students is clearly seen. The academic year 2021–22 witnessed
around 680,000 enrolments of international students in the UK, with an increase of 12%
compared to the previous year. While these students belong to various parts of the globe,
China, India and Nigeria are the top three countries of origin for international students.
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A huge number of international students offers notable financial, social, cultural and
academic benefits to a host country in general and to the UK in particular. However,
international students face numerous challenges as they begin living in a new environment.
Among their adjustment issues, language-related difficulty has been ranked as the main
one, interfering in international students’ academic and social lives [6].

Language proficiency is strongly linked with the personal, academic, social and
cultural development of international students. Among the four linguistic skills, listening
typically takes up to 40–50% of the time we use a language, thus highlighting its vital
importance [7]. Despite this, listening has been the least investigated of all the four language
skills [8], even though listening comprehension is imperative in the learning of a second
or foreign language because of the aspects it covers. Thus, listening is a complex skill that
requires multiple cognitive operations in the process of comprehension and is affected by
a variety of factors [9]. Thus, difficulties in listening comprehension deserve particular
attention. Among the listening comprehensive difficulties, understanding diverse accents
is reported to be the most common cause [10] and has implications in both academic [11]
and social lives [12]. That is why this research focuses on the issue of challenges related
to understanding accents. It attempts to investigate that difficulties in understanding
accents can become a big language barrier to effective communication in terms of academic
development and social adjustment.
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The remainder of the paper is organised as follows: Section 2 provides an overview
of previous research on the study-abroad experience of international students. Section 3
presents the research design, which includes research methodology and participant selec-
tion criteria. Moreover, ethical aspects including participants’ consent and potential risks
are highlighted, as well as the data collection procedures. Section 4 discusses the findings
obtained to investigate the listening comprehension difficulties faced by international
students, particularly during their initial time in the UK. Finally, Section 5 presents the
conclusion of the research and emphasises its potential in terms of enhancing international
students’ experience.

2. Literature Review

Education literature reports some relevant state-of-the-art works investigating the
effect of accents on the experience of international students. Research [13] investigated
the impact of the Liverpool English accent on international students’ listening experiences
in a study-abroad context during a one-year programme. The research explored the
previous training experience of the students in terms of preparing them for understanding
a second language (L2), which has been limitedly addressed [14]. The participants were
102 international MA Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) students
aged 20–35 (mostly Chinese) enrolled at the University of Liverpool. A mixed methods
approach was followed, which consisted of a questionnaire (n = 92), rated scale-based
listening experiences (n = 11), semi-structured interviews (n = 11) and spoken interaction
journals (n = 21). It was found that lack of accent familiarity was the biggest factor in
listening comprehension difficulties of international students, followed by speed of speech.
To mitigate the listening difficulties, most of the students either requested speaker repetition
or a change in their speech rate to gain understanding. Moreover, the participants were
asked to respond on the time they took to understand the accents. Results show that more
than 70% of the participants took 1–6 months to get used to listening to and understanding
the Liverpool English accent. Two participants could not manage to understand Liverpool
English, even after 12 months. Data collected from the participants indicate that 88% of the
respondents mentioned that spending time with locals helped them to better understand the
Liverpool English accent. It can therefore be assumed that interaction with native speakers
is an important factor in gaining listening proficiency. Therefore, language institutions
should provide more opportunities for learners to have a study-abroad experience so that
they can develop self-confidence in using the target language.

Research [15] reported on the difficulties experienced by Chinese international stu-
dents during their adaptation to English academic communities. These difficulties were
related to understanding lectures, verbally answering their teachers’ questions and par-
ticipating in class discussions. The results of this study suggest that online courses may
help enhance the language proficiency required in academic contexts since they provide
interactive user forums to encourage student participation. The themes identified by this
research included accent, speed, new vocabulary, interactive communication, academic
conventions, etc. It is implied that these linguistic problems are due to insufficient expo-
sure and practice prior to moving to English-speaking environments. Therefore, Chinese
international students need to have more cross-cultural interactions with native speakers
or local people from the host country in and outside classrooms. Grammar translation
remains the predominant teaching approach in China, despite some changes towards the
development of listening and speaking skills. These results support the idea that one of
the most important issues HEIs need to address is a significant change in foreign language
assessment. The new criteria should be more oriented towards the completion of authentic
tasks so that learners develop communicative competence.

Another research study [16] qualitatively analysed various challenges experienced by
international students in Montreal, Canada. These challenges were related to the English
language and other academic aspects in addition to social, personal and cultural problems
faced by the students. The research tool consisted of flexible semi-structured interviews
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with ten participants. Many participants reported experiencing language-related issues in
the context of their university courses, even though only a small number of individuals
acknowledged linguistic challenges encountered outside of the classroom. These results
suggest that English courses tailored for academic language use should be beneficial to
students including those with advanced English proficiency. Furthermore, credit-bearing
courses should be offered to international students so that they feel motivated to register,
despite their hectic academic schedules. Participants emphasised the need to have a face-
to-face language support or language exchange program. These findings suggest that
weekly conversation clubs with native English-speaking volunteers would be beneficial
since these programmes enable linguistic and cultural exchange. One limitation found in
this study is the small sample size of participants. Furthermore, the results deduced cannot
be considered representative of the international student population of this Canadian
university due to the limited number of nationalities involved.

Another study [12] explored the issues faced by international students at the tertiary
level in Australia due to accented English at two levels: (i) their own accent as a communi-
cation barrier and (ii) their difficulty in understanding other people’s accents. Considering
students’ interactions in educational and social settings, this study utilised a mixed meth-
ods approach. Moreover, a survey and group interviews were employed to examine their
accent-related challenges, perceptions and concerns, as well as their mitigation strategies to
address those issues. The study included 182 participants from three major universities.
The results indicated that even though participants had an effective command of English,
they faced educational and social issues due to first language (L1) and L2-accented English.
Their foreign accent caused adverse attitudes and prejudice towards them. These findings
add to the body of research that already shows that, both in official settings and in casual
interactions, people use accents to draw conclusions about others. In common speech, one
says, ‘a person has an accent,’ highlighting the distinction from the presumptive norm of
non-accent, as though accents are exclusive to foreigners. Furthermore, these results may
be taken to indicate that acquiring an intelligible accent should be a more realistic goal of
spoken language courses in teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Thus, future
L2 speakers can be more easily understood in international settings. Students appeared to
have more trouble understanding Australian English in social contexts than in classrooms.
Their top three mitigation strategies were repetition, paraphrasing and speaking more
clearly. These results provide some tentative initial evidence that international students
have limited social interaction with L1 speakers, which could contribute to losing con-
fidence while speaking English. The study also reports some limitations. Sample bias
may result from the snowball sampling employed, as the participants are chosen based
on recommendations. For example, the sample may be skewed since participants tend to
recommend people who share common traits or experiences with them.

In another study [17], it has been reported that students’ English pronunciation is
influenced by the local language and dialects of nations where English is not widely spoken.
Variations in body language and expressions can also be brought by local customs. Students
do not learn in an environment that requires the same vocabulary, pronunciation, writing
style or usage as the UK. Furthermore, students in these nations are typically not instructed
by native speakers. In fact, perceptions about Westerners and their habits impact language
learning even in situations where there are native speakers. Each of these elements has an
impact on the level of English language competency of students who come to the UK for
higher education.

According to research [18], foreign students found it challenging to adjust to diverse
versions of spoken English and English accents in the sociocultural and academic context
of their host nation, as opposed to the stereotypically “posh” English they had been
exposed to in the media. They had trouble with the accents of local people and foreign
teaching staff, colloquial language, specialised vocabulary and speech rate. The sample
space in this research consisted of twenty-three students enrolled in a one-year Master’s
course at a British university. Most of the participants in this study were L2 English
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speakers. This investigation yielded two conclusions. Firstly, it seemed that most of
the participants faced greater difficulties adjusting to the academic than to the socio-
cultural environment during the initial stages of their sojourn, which brought significant
psychological stress. Secondly, the primary cause of their difficulties in adapting to both
academic and socio-cultural contexts was frequently attributed to their unfamiliarity with
the various English accents. These results should be considered when planning and
implementing academic workloads across host universities so that the learning journey
does not become a continuous source of stress, particularly for international students. These
findings suggest that international students may benefit from a time management course as
part of their core subjects. Furthermore, there should be training in listening programmes
that are specially designed to get more familiar with the local accent.

There is a dearth of research in the ‘Higher Education’ literature that looks in-depth at
how international students join the academic community of practice and adjust to British
society through the lens of language experience. Thus, barriers to listening comprehension
arising from understanding British accents with a focus on international students have
not been fully explored and require special attention. Given this research gap, the present
research attempts to examine whether British accents have any significant effect on interna-
tional students’ listening comprehension in academic and social contexts. Also, it explores
how students deal with consequences arising due to non- (or less) familiarity with accents,
which constrain them from grasping the intended meaning. To the best of the author’s
knowledge, no study has investigated the holistic view of university international students’
listening difficulties in terms of diverse East Yorkshire accents.

This study does not attempt to underestimate non-native English accents when choos-
ing to investigate only the impact of the difficulties in understanding British accents. It is
acknowledged that non-native English accents are representative and are authentic vari-
eties to which English as a Second Language (ESL) learners need to be eventually exposed.
It is understood that many international students encounter numerous difficulties when
listening to native and non-native varieties of English. However, the focus of this study is
on native British accents since international students are expected to be somehow more
familiar with them. Moreover, many learners still prefer to have a native speaker accent as
their ultimate goal [19].

3. Research Design

This research involves a pragmatic paradigm considering the multi-faceted dimensions
of the research problem. This enhances the reliability of the investigation and its results [20]
and allows a deeper comprehension of a study compared to employing only qualitative or
quantitative approaches.

A qualitative approach was mainly adopted to deal with the world of human experi-
ence. This research was carried out through a survey and a follow-up interview. In other
words, this procedure represents a sequential method described as “quan →QUAL” [21].

The research questions of the present study are listed in Table 1, given below.

Table 1. Research questions in the present study.

Question Number Description

RQ1 Is dealing with native accents the biggest challenge international
students face in understanding British English?

RQ2 What strategies they often use to mitigate accent-related challenges in
their academic and social life?

RQ3 What is their perception towards effectiveness of these strategies
based on their experience?

RQ4 What recommendations can they give to incoming and future
students to prepare for this situation?
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3.1. Instruments

The two research instruments in this mixed methods study included an online survey
and semi-structured interviews. There were questions specific to academics (such as in the
questionnaire sentence (Q4f) and specific to social life (e.g., Q13–Q15 in the interviews).
However, the research instruments had elements that are applicable to both academic as
well as social life. Additionally, the flexibility in the questionnaire has been enhanced by
having an open-ended question, (Q4a): “If you used any other strategy not listed above,
please specify here”. This proved to accommodate the collection of valuable subjective
and potentially useful information related to both academics and social interaction. The
research instruments are detailed below:

3.1.1. Online Survey

For this paper, the term ‘questionnaire’ is used to refer to the set of questions to collect
data from participants, while the term ‘survey’ refers to the method that uses this data,
evaluates it and finally draws conclusions.

A questionnaire was created and administered by JISC online surveys. The guiding
factors in designing the questionnaire were vocabulary, prior knowledge, speech rate, input
and accent. The questions were formulated with reference to [10,22], which concluded
that L2 listeners’ difficulties are mostly due to irrelevant topics, unknown vocabulary,
unfamiliar accents, etc.

There were twelve questions in total in the questionnaire comprised of closed-ended
questions, except for Q4a, and demographic questions. Table 2 summarises the type of
questions asked in the survey. The questionnaire is appended in Appendix A.

Table 2. Summary of the online questionnaire. Questions shown in grey are related to demographic
in-formation.

Question
Number Type Brief Rationale Related to

Q1 MCQ Biggest difficulty in
understanding RQ1

Q2 Ranking scale Factors affecting
understanding RQ1

Q3 Likert scale Mitigating the lack in
understanding RQ2

Q4 Frequency scale Frequency of using
mitigation strategies RQ2

Q5 Dropdown binary ESL? RQ1

Q6 Open-ended Years of prior studies in
English RQ1

Q7 MCQ Accent priori-usage RQ1

Q8 Dropdown demographic Gender

Q9 Open-ended demographic Time spent in UK RQ1

Q10 Open-ended demographic Nationality

Q11 Open-ended demographic Programme of study

Q12 Open-ended contact Institutional email address

Reliability in the questionnaire was increased by having questions confirming other
parts of it. For example, Q1 and Q2 were strongly interlinked and thus their responses
could be compared. In Q3, multi-item scales were used, as shown in Table 3.
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Table 3. Description of multi-items in Q3 of the questionnaire (see Appendix A).

Strategy Multi-Item Sub-Questions

Asking others for help 3a 3h

Asking for repetition 3b 3f

Asking people to speak more slowly 3c 3g

Asking people to rephrase 3d 3j

Using context to understand speech 3e 3i

3.1.2. Semi-Structured Interviews

Following the survey, the researcher interviewed a smaller group of students (n = 6).
The interview was comprised of 12 questions which were prepared in detail as this tool
served as the main research instrument. They included some questions specifically written
for the present study, while some other questions were designed using previously reported
studies [13]. Complete interview questions are appended in Appendix B. Codes have been
assigned to participants to protect their identity while reporting the interview data. The
two research instruments complemented each other. The survey addresses RQ1 and RQ2
while the interview addresses RQ1 to RQ4.

3.2. Piloting and Validation

The data collection tools were piloted prior to being administered to the whole sample
to check if they were direct and simple and to guarantee that the research would be more
accurate. Moreover, during the piloting phase, it was evaluated whether the answers
provided addressed the research questions. The goal of the pilot study was to increase the
validity, reliability and clarity of the research instruments. Minor adjustments were made
to enhance clarity and to encourage participants to elaborate more on their answers.

3.3. Sampling

The present study used convenience sampling and purposive sampling for the survey
and the interview, respectively. For the survey, the choice of convenience sampling was
primarily driven by constraints in terms of the availability of participants. The convenience
sample is mainly made up of the researcher’s class fellows, MA TESOL students at a
British university.

For the semi-structured interview, purposive sampling was employed to deal with
the issue of the small sample size of the interviewees, an area in which qualitative research
shows vulnerability. Purposive sampling is one strategy for addressing this problem. As
advised [21], this method can be made more ethical if a preliminary questionnaire
(appended in Appendix A) in the research is included so that it serves as a tool to systemat-
ically choose the participants for the qualitative phase that follows.

3.4. Participants

The participants are current or recently graduated international students from a
British university. Most of them speak English as a second or foreign language. During the
admission procedure, the students successfully evidenced that they fulfilled at least the
minimum English language requirement criteria laid down by the University. Moreover,
at the time of taking part in this research, all participants had spent at least a ten-month
sojourn living and studying in the UK.

Table 4 presents the participants who contributed to the survey. In total, 37 par-
ticipants submitted the questionnaire. However, four participants had to be excluded.
Participants for the interview were selected based on the outcome of a representative initial
questionnaire. Twelve out of 33 participants agreed to be interviewed, which is certainly
an encouraging response. However, given the focus of the present study and to be in line
with research questions, all the respondents (7 out of 12) who chose accent as the biggest
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difficulty to their listening comprehension were invited to participate in the interview.
Out of 7, 6 participants finally gave the interview. The last column of Table 4 lists the
participants who took part in the interview.

Table 4. Demographic information about participants.

Parameter Description
Number of Participants

Survey (n = 33) Interview (n = 6)

Gender

Male 15 2

Female 17 4

Prefer not to say 1 0

Nationality

Nigerian 14 2

Pakistani 9 1

Taiwanese 1 0

Vietnamese 3 1

Ukrainian 1 1

Indonesian 1 0

Ghanaian 2 0

Iranian 1 1

Indian 1 0

Level of study

Undergraduate 0 0

Masters 31 6

PhD 2 0

Programme of study

TESOL 24 3

Advance Computer Science 3 2

Energy Engineering 1 0

Chemistry 1 1

Chemical Engineering 1 0

Analytical Science 1 0

Logistics and Supply Chain
Management 1 0

Politics 1 0

3.5. Data Collection and Analysis

All the interviews were carried out individually in English. The interview session
started after obtaining informed consent from the participants and it lasted around 30 min.
Each interview was recorded and transcribed word by word for subsequent analysis.

Even though the present study is based on a mixed methods approach, quantitative
and qualitative data analyses were conducted independently. Analysis of quantitative
and qualitative data was based on descriptive statistics and content analysis, respectively.
Excel was also used to compare data sets, analyse standard deviation, create graphs and
diagrams and recognise anomalous data. For analysis of the interview data, all transcripts
were thematically analysed. A three-stage coding process [21] was followed.

4. Results and Discussion

The findings from this study are based on responses collected from two research tools:
a survey and an interview. The results are sequentially presented by addressing each
research question in detail.
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4.1. Research Question 1 (RQ1)

RQ1 is “Is dealing with native accents the biggest challenge international students
face in understanding British spoken English?”. The data used to respond to this research
question come from survey responses followed by interview data.

The purpose of the survey was to find out the main difficulty of listening compre-
hension encountered by international students dealing with British spoken English. The
participants (n = 33) were quite diverse in terms of gender, country of origin and prior
exposure to the English language. The randomly invited sample for the survey turned
out to be gender-balanced, as illustrated in Table 4. A relationship between gender and
listening comprehension difficulties could not be determined. Therefore, this parameter
was not relevant to any research question.

There was also a great diversity with respect to the countries of origin of participants.
They were from 9 different countries, though 70% of participants were from Nigeria
and Pakistan. The diversity in participants’ nationalities reflected a wide range of first
language and cultural backgrounds. Figure 2 shows a pie chart illustrating the nationalities
of participants.
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Furthermore, the survey was intended to investigate the kinds of challenges faced by
participants in listening comprehension, along with their degree of impact. The English
language background of participants was assessed by asking them if English was their
second language. It was found that English was the second language for more than 90%
of participants.

It is interesting to note here that around 35% of those students from ESL countries
indicated accent as the biggest factor in their listening comprehension difficulties. On
the other hand, almost 72% of students from EFL countries mentioned that accent was
the biggest barrier to understanding native English speech. Analysing the results from
these two groups of English users, a notable difference has been observed that is worthy
of further research. Even though the sample size of this research is small, a qualitative
study could be carried out to investigate why native accents may have a bigger impact on
EFL speakers.

To investigate the impact of prior studies (English as a medium of instruction) on the
listening proficiency of participants, they were requested to specify how long they had stud-
ied English in their home countries. Corresponding results are illustrated in Figure 3,
which shows a huge variance in participants’ prior studies in English ranging from
5–40 years. Two participants having 10 years and 20 years of prior studies in English
reported no difficulty in listening comprehension. Except for these two participants, it was
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found that, generally, the number of years of English studies was not a function of the
listening proficiency of the participants.
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With regards to the length of stay of participants in the UK, there was less diversity.
Around 70% of participants (n = 23) had been in the UK for a year or less, while 15%
(n = 5) were living in the UK between a 1–2-year timeframe. Complete information on the
time spent by participants in the UK is shown in Figure 4. Surprisingly, it was revealed that
the listening difficulties encountered by the participants of both maximum and minimum
stays may not indicate substantial differences. This observation is consistent with earlier
reported works [12,23], which were, respectively, conducted in Australia and New Zealand.
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Figure 4. Time spent by participants in the UK (survey result)—Q9.

Participants were asked about their previous familiarity with accents to get to know
them better. The majority of participants were exposed to British and/or American accents
prior to coming to Hull. This could be attributed to the popularity, clarity and understand-
ability of these two widely used accents [24]. Some participants selected Australian and
Canadian accents, while a few others chose non-native accents such as Nigerian, Pakistani,
Indian, etc. as well. In the survey, many students selected multiple accents with which they
were familiar, which is why the percentage exceeds 100%, as shown in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Prior accent familiarity (survey result)—Q7.

For the sake of fairness and reliability, instead of having a survey question asking
directly about accents with a binary answer, the first question (Q1) in the survey listed
all the major difficulties associated with understanding native English speech and invited
the participants to choose one as per their genuine thoughts and experiences. It is worth
mentioning that the purpose of having “unfamiliar vocabulary” and “slang, colloquial
expressions and idioms” as separate answer options for Q1 was to get more precise data.
The answer “unfamiliar vocabulary” is expected to be more related to the academic use of
language while “slang, colloquial expressions and idioms” are more related to everyday
language. Two respondents stated that they had no problem with listening comprehension,
while around 94% of participants (n = 31) reported they faced difficulties. Figure 6 below
sums up the responses given by the participants.
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Figure 6. Biggest difficulty in listening comprehension (survey result)—Q1.

Having established accent as the biggest difficulty in listening comprehension,
Figure 7 presents a bar graph to explore the spread of participants’ responses. Out of
30 responses corresponding to accent, 66.7% of them (n = 20) gave an impact score of
4–6 (as illustrated by the bottom three bars in the figure). Thus, the pivotal role of accent in
listening comprehension was highlighted.
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Moving to a more in-depth investigation of accent as one of the biggest barriers to
understanding native English speech based on the survey results, this research additionally
selected an amount of interview-based data that offer further context and explanations for
this answer. As Interviewee 1 (I1) said:

“Frankly speaking, there were a lot of difficulties the first time I arrived, but I could choose
only one option in the questionnaire. [It was] the most difficult thing from the list, that’s
why accent was number one.”

Within this study, accent has been found to be the biggest factor contributing to
listening comprehension difficulties. This result may indicate some confirmation of the
findings in previous literature [10,25]. Half of the participants considered that the average
speech rate of native speakers is fast, which in turn aggravates their accent-related problems.

(a) Unfamiliarity to variants of British accents:

Commenting further on this language barrier, 33% of participants regarded the great
variety of British accents as the cause of listening comprehension difficulties, while the
remaining interviewees highlighted their lack of familiarity with local accents. According
to their views, the accent they encountered after their arrival in the UK was quite different
from the standard British accent they were used to listening to in school or college. A
possible explanation for this might be that since Received Pronunciation (RP) and General
American (GA) are still the reference accents of English in the ELT world [26], L2 English
learners may have very limited exposure to non-standard varieties in the classroom. A
small number of those interviewed suggested that their L1 might influence the way English
is spoken and taught in their home countries, and even though English is their official or
second language, they are exposed to non-native-accented English.

(b) Challenges caused by British English accents:

The qualitative data provides insight into which aspects of a student’s life can be more
affected by their listening comprehension difficulties related to British accents. All the
students stated that they faced British accent-related challenges in their social life, while
67% (n = 4) mentioned that these challenges had an impact on their academic life as well.
Interviewee 5 (I5) commented:

“To be fair, it didn’t have much influence on my academic life because even the lectures
and the staff and, you know, just friends, our classmates, they speak English very clearly.
However, I would say it’s not the same case in my daily life. An example [of] this [is]
when I was working at a tea shop.”

This finding is consistent with that of [12], which pointed out that the distinctive accent
of Australian English was a factor contributing to listening difficulties faced by students,
particularly when communicating at work and socially interacting with people.

(c) Perception of British accents:

This theme delves into what kind of British accent was perceived by interviewees as
the hardest to understand. One half thought that the Hull accent is particularly challenging
compared to other cities such as London, Manchester and Reading. Interviewee 2 (I2), for
instance, said:

“I’ve been to other cities such as London. It’s easier to understand. I don’t know. I think
their accent is different from here. Basically, the London accent and Manchester, too was
much clearer there. So those are like the few places where I could understand just from
the first statements.”

In relation to another finding, 50% of the interviewees reported facing accent-related
challenges when interacting with common people from society. However, they emphasised
that the situation was completely different regarding educated British people as their
lectures, doctors, administrative staff, etc. Interviewee 4 (I4) shared her thoughts in the
following way:
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“I realized, like, some people who are educated, they have something like their accent is bit
proper rather than those people who are like illiterate or uneducated, people like in shops,
like factories, they have a bit more difficult accent.”

Unfortunately, these findings are rather difficult to interpret because there may be a
bias towards an accent variety out of the educational level of its speaker. By integrating
the responses received using two research tools, it was concluded that findings from the
interviews reinforced the survey findings. Accent was stressed as the biggest listening
difficulty, followed by fast speech rate.

Though not directly related to the scope of the present work, sociolinguistic aspects
are taken into consideration while discussing the communicative challenges faced by
international students. Lippi-Green [27] argued that comprehension barriers extend beyond
language-related issues to encompass linguistic discrimination. It is worth noting that
L1-L2 miscommunication is not mainly due to L2 speakers’ listening comprehension
difficulties. A great linguistic variation of the English language should be considered as
one of the main reasons for communication problems between L1 and L2 speakers. The
varieties of English accents are not reflected in the instruction materials, particularly the
ones aimed at developing listening skills. Another reason could be that there is a negative
language attitude towards foreign-accented speech; therefore, the responsibility of the
communicative act is given to the other group, who speak with an accent [28]. Previous
studies such as [27] have reported that the major characters in Disney cartoon movies have
Standard English accents, whereas the other characters have distinct accents. This suggests
that the characters in question might not be as important as those who have a conventional
American or British accent [29]. As a result, disparate accents support a negative attitude
towards language.

This is how those in positions of authority maintain the status quo of standard varieties.
Individuals are trained that the way they speak is the primary way that their identity is
represented. Additionally, people from the lower class, working families and members
of specific ethnic communities are disparaged by educational institutions based on their
speech patterns. Standard Language Ideology manifests itself through the hierarchy of
languages and dialects, the refusal to accept accountability in communication acts by the
predominant language group and the propagation of the non-accent illusion. A setting
where the standard language mentality is prevalent is in higher education, where faculty
members from linguistically diverse backgrounds face stigma because of their identity,
accent and language [30].

Furthermore, distinct English dialects are perceived differently. Researchers in England
have found that certain dialects are considered vulgar throughout the nation, such as
accents from Birmingham or parts of London [27]. Nevertheless, some accents, mainly from
the countryside, are said to be charming. Each person has a unique favourite language
or dialect sound [31]. There are dialects that are relatively more regarded than others.
One area of study has been identifying the source of linguistic attitudes [32]. Language
attitudes are shaped by a multitude of circumstances, including social context and personal
experience, as he has noted. The literature in this field explains that it is common for people
to think that their own speech pattern is the only proper one and that other speech patterns
are incorrect [29]. Moreover, several instances of language discrimination in the workplace
can be observed while considering the circumstances in the United Kingdom. However, it
is reported [28] that people who experience linguistic discrimination at work have had to
gradually adapt to the adverse situation.
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4.2. Research Question 2 (RQ2)

RQ2 is “What strategies do they often use to mitigate accent-related challenges in their
academic and social life?” Having established accent as the biggest difficulty faced by interna-
tional students in listening comprehension, the next step was to explore how participants
cope with barriers due to native-accented English.

In the survey, the participants were asked in Q3 to share their thoughts on strategies
they used to mitigate listening comprehension difficulties on a Likert scale. Q3 is a multi-
item scale containing ten statements (a–j), which correspond to 5 strategies (each repeated
twice to enhance reliability). However, in Q4, we have 6 strategies. This difference is
due to the fact that strategy referring to the speed of talking (in Q3) corresponds to two
aspects/statements in Q4: listening to people as well as listening to audio recordings.

The data analysis process here involved coding, simple computation and finally
comparing against a criterion. This process was indirectly validated by Q4 (to be mentioned
later). Firstly, coding was done to transform the Likert scale (involving subjective strength)
to a numerical scale which is more meaningful for further processing, as detailed in Table 5.

Table 5. Coding Likert scale options to numbers.

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

−2 −1 0 +1 +2

Secondly, for each strategy, the mean rating of the two responses given by each
participant was computed as strongly recommended [33]. The final step involved defining
a criterion to determine if a participant was using a particular strategy. For data analysis,
a participant was considered using a strategy if the mean rating of their responses was
positive (greater than 0). Results obtained after data analysis showing the number of
participants employing various mitigation strategies are given in Figure 8. Interestingly,
it was found that participants had diverse views regarding their preferred mitigation
strategies. Many participants were inclined to use multiple mitigation strategies in their
academic and social lives while having comprehension difficulties, which is why the total
number of participants in Figure 8 is more than 32.
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A stacked bar graph showing the frequency of using various mitigation strategies
by international students is illustrated in Figure 9. As exhibited in the graph, most of
the participants often or sometimes used a particular mitigation strategy. This confirms
the estimation approach used in the analysis of Q3 (Figure 8). For example, in Figure 8,
24 participants favoured using contextual understanding. This is consistent with Figure 9,
where 4, 12 and 8 participants (24 in total) respectively reported that they always, often
and sometimes used context to understand British people’s speech.
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Figure 9. Frequency of using mitigation strategies (survey result with n = 33)—Q4.

For the sake of rigorous analysis and given the breadth of mitigation strategies, an
open question was presented to the participants: “If you used any other strategy not listed
above, please specify here”. Figure 10 presents the valuable comments received corresponding
to this open question.
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Following the identification of accent as the biggest obstacle to listening comprehen-
sion, the next step is to examine the strategies used among students to cope with these
challenges through interviews.
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(a) Strategies employed by international students:

The interview data also largely provided the answer to the second research question.
When the participants were asked how they managed to understand native-accented speech,
a common strategy among all of them was asking for repetition. As two participants stated:

“I say ‘pardon’ so that they repeat themselves.” (I5)

“If I don’t get it clearly, I just ask them to repeat themselves.” (I2)

These results reflect that asking for repetition and clarification were among the most
common communicative strategies used by EFL learners to resolve communication break-
downs. Other strategies employed by the interviewees were paraphrasing the information
they received, asking their interlocutors to paraphrase what was said, asking friends for
help by translating into their mother tongue and listening to the recordings of the lectures
with or without subtitles. Moreover, one participant said becoming more aware of how
words were pronounced with the local accent helped her to gain better listening com-
prehension. Finally, another subject commented that she recorded sensitive telephonic
conversations such as medical consultations and job interviews so that she could listen to
the audio later to be able to grasp the details.

(b) Opposing attitudes towards the most used strategies:

Two divergent and often conflicting discourses emerged. On one side, one-third of the
participants did not mind asking people to repeat themselves since they believe, in general,
local native speakers are friendly. Thus, these interviewees did not feel anxious when doing
so, even for a second time. Nonetheless, one participant reported feeling embarrassed
if she did not catch the meaning of the oral message after it was being repeated once.
Therefore, she avoided asking for a repetition for a second time. L2 students [12] also used
this strategy of asking for a repetition; however, they were not willing to do so many times
in contrast to interviewees of the present research.

According to research [12], if miscommunication was not resolved, L2 students consid-
ered asking for repetition again may create an embarrassing moment for both interlocutors.
Therefore, they developed another strategy: pretending to understand. However, only one
interviewee of the present research reported pretending to understand what was being said
to avoid feeling judged and ashamed.

(c) Impact of accents on students’ learning experiences and social interactions:

The investigation of the strategies employed to address accent-related issues shed
light on new themes. For example, the impact of these difficulties on students’ learning
experiences and social interaction emerged. This impact can be classified as positive and
negative effects related to their experiences both on- and off-campus. The corresponding
findings can be presented and examined as follows:

Positive effect on learning experiences.
A participant considered that all the lecturers who taught her had a clear accent. She

commented:

“All lecturers who taught me this course have beautiful English, understandable English,
and for me it was a pleasure to listen to their lectures, because I enjoyed the sound of the
language itself.” (I1)

i. Negative effect on learning experiences.

A student who had trouble understanding the lectures in the initial stage of her studies
thought this had impacted her academic performance significantly. Another student said that
although listening to the recordings of the lectures was helpful, it was time-consuming, too.

In summary, limited understanding of lecture content in the initial months of their
sojourn was not seen as a serious issue compared with the communication breakdowns in
their social life. With regards to the impact of accented speech on students’ social life, of
interest here is the attitude these difficulties awoke in participants. It is worth noting that
these listening comprehension challenges produced antagonistic attitudes.
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ii. Positive effect on social life.

Lack of understanding of spoken English due to accents inspired one participant
to learn the Hull accent. Her motivation was being understood faster and better by the
customers she interacted with. Even though another interviewee had a difficult time
understanding the Hull accent during the initial weeks after her arrival, she spent a lot
of time interacting with local people before the start of the academic year. Consequently,
she became self-confident in asking for repetition, paraphrasing or telling her British
interlocutors that she could not understand “the English” they were speaking. Additionally,
she learned more about their customs and traditions and became more familiar with their
accent within 2 months of her arrival in the UK.

iii. Negative effect on social life.

One interviewee showed no interest in taking action regarding this language barrier.
In fact, he emphasised that he knew about the accent diversity of the UK even before
coming here to study. Two other interviewees felt guilty for not being able to understand
native English speakers. As a matter of fact, they shared specific incidents where they were
very ashamed because they could not understand what they were told. One of them shared
a negative experience, as follows:

“I used to work as a security guard during my Masters. We usually talk on radios when
we need to communicate with different guards. So, there were different people. All were
British, but they were from different places, so all they had different accents. So, I always
had trouble, and sometimes those people had to come to my place, to my position to
tell me that “we are saying this to you”, “Why don’t you understand”? That was so
embarrassing for me.” (I4)

In a similar vein, I6 said:

“And when people ask me, what do you study in the university? I say TESOL. So, I am
so embarrassed to say that because sometimes, I don’t understand what they say. And
I say, they will judge me. And they tell me, she’s studying teaching English, but she
doesn’t understand what we tell her.”

Building cross-cultural relationships is an important factor for successful academic
and social adjustment. Although interviewees did not experience any linguistic prejudice
or language discrimination, difficulties in understanding British accents themselves could
be regarded as a barrier to socialising with native speakers.

Based on the two sources of results, a small variation in the trend of mitigation strate-
gies to better understand native English speech has been observed. Results from the
survey showed ‘contextual understanding’ as the most widely used strategy followed
by ‘asking for repetition’. However, the interviewees revealed ‘asking for a repetition’
as their first preference. Findings from both quantitative and qualitative data analy-
sis opened a new dimension to accent discussion, which is related to the perception of
mitigation strategies.

4.3. Research Question 3 (RQ3)

RQ3 is “What is their perception towards the effectiveness of these strategies based on their
experience?”. This research question is answered by analysing data from question 12 and
question 15 of the interview. The interview answers provide a comprehensive picture of
the students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of their strategies. Even though participants
highlighted the challenges in their academic life brought by native-accented speech, the
vast majority agreed that the strategies used were helpful enough to handle linguistic
issues. On the other hand, concerns regarding the limitations of their strategies to deal with
communication breakdowns outside campus were more widespread.
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Perception of the effectiveness of their strategies in academic life:
As mentioned in the discussion on RQ1, not all participants faced accent-related

difficulties in the academic environment. A common view among interviewees who found
difficulties in understanding British spoken English in educational settings was that those
types of difficulties could be more easily resolved than the ones faced in their social lives.
The first finding may be explained by the fact that participants could access recordings of
the lectures and play them as many times as necessary. As a matter of fact, Interviewee 6
said that she occasionally used the subtitles for extra help. She claimed:

“Listening to the recordings of lectures with subtitles was enough for me.”

Another reason could be that they could compensate the listening difficulties encoun-
tered in their classes with further reading about the subject topics for a better and deeper
understanding. As one participant mentioned:

“So, that was all (about challenges related to academic life) I think because mostly what I
also do is self-study and read books, I think the problem was that the lecturer (a native
speaker) spoke fast and because of his accent, too.” (I3)

Perception of the effectiveness of their strategies in social life:
Students reported major and more frequent listening difficulties in social settings. All

students who were interviewed showed their concern about this matter. For instance, some
interviewees pointed out that the most difficult accents they heard were from ordinary
people such as taxi drivers, shop assistants, bus drivers, etc. To the question: “Were the
strategies you used in your academic life to manage the difficulties due to unfamiliar accents equally
useful in your social life”, I4 replied:

“No, it was not. No, it was not helpful. But I feel like I got the experience over to try to
tackle this language barrier or accent.”

These results reflect other research [12], which also found that, apparently, interna-
tional students had more trouble understanding spoken English in social contexts than in
academic settings.

4.4. Research Question 4 (RQ4)

RQ4 is “What recommendations can they give to incoming and future students to prepare for
this situation?”. A common view among interviewees was that L2 English learners who are
potential international students need to be exposed to British accents before coming and
while staying in the host country. Opinions of most participants coincided regarding the
great availability of resources to build listening comprehension skills in this digital age. For
instance, I1 commented:

“Nowadays there are a lot of sources where you can hear real English, videos, films, series,
YouTube videos. Different bloggers who you can listen to all the time and in order not
to have problems with listening. We need to listen to different accents. Not only BBC
English, as I said, not only English which is used in London or somewhere at higher
institutions, but also the one spoken by ordinary people, like workers, builders, shop
assistants. The more you listen, the more you understand.”

Other response to this question was:

“One of the things that I regret is that I didn’t expose myself to the British environment
as much as possible. I was kind of worried about being judged and I preferred to stay
home than interacting with people. If it was about maybe one year ago, when I arrived
here, I definitely would look for a job. I would volunteer in a store to interact with British
people, because then staying home and waiting for our English knowledge to be increased
nothing will happen, we need to be exposed to the people, to the environment and we
cannot predict the accent of each people. So, we have to be prepared for that.” (I6)
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This finding on the importance of exposure to a specific accent to increase familiarity
and comprehension is aligned with the results reported in another research [34]. This
exposure to an authentic English-speaking environment could equip students with not
only linguistic but also cultural competence. Eventually, this cultural knowledge could
further improve their listening comprehension skills.

4.5. Limitations of This Study

Despite having successfully achieved its primary objectives, it is acknowledged that
this study suffers from some limitations, as detailed below:

• One limitation is its small sample size. The study involved 33 participants (from
9 different nationalities) in the survey and 6 of them participated in the interview and
thus may not be very representative of the large population of international students.
Nevertheless, the objective of this research study was to draw an insight into the
subject matter using a realistically available dataset.

• The present study considered ‘accent’ as a whole and did not go into the various
components and lower-level features of accents.

• The present study is primarily based on the opinions and experiences of international
students. The reliability of the results can be further improved by designing and giving
listening tests to the participants. Data obtained from tests can be correlated with data
acquired from research tools. Alternately, prior to interviews, participants can also be
requested to hear, compare and identify regional British accents, including that of East
Yorkshire.

• Question 2 of the questionnaire (Appendix A) investigated various factors that could
affect understanding of British spoken English. Item (d) specified ‘Speed of listening’
as one of the factors. It would have been more precise and clearer to use ‘Speed of
talking’ instead.

5. Conclusions and Recommendations

There is an increasing trend in research on the globalisation of universities. This
stresses the immense need to thoroughly address challenges faced by international students,
which could enhance their experience in foreign countries. This study aimed to investigate
one major aspect of English language listening which is related to unfamiliar British accents
and how they can negatively impact students’ listening comprehension while living and
studying abroad. Furthermore, it examined what international students consider has
helped them have a better overall experience. Ultimately, the objective of this study is to
provide some support to overseas students to mitigate this adaptation issue. To achieve
these objectives, an online survey and semi-structured interviews were conducted following
a mixed methods research approach with international students as participants whose
mother tongue(s) is not English and who attend or (recently) attended the British university
being examined in this research paper.

The survey involved data collected from 33 participants recruited from diverse nation-
alities, levels and programmes of study. The statistical analysis of the data from the survey
revealed that accent is the biggest factor contributing to listening comprehension difficul-
ties faced by international students. Six participants were interviewed using purposive
sampling. Participants generally talked positively about the support available to them, e.g.,
recording of lectures, language-related workshops and activities. However, it was found
that not all international students are aware of language support services available to them
on campus and in the local community.

This study may help in supporting the design, development and use of listening mate-
rials in future ELT, especially in terms of offering students valuable exposure to diverse
accents. Raising awareness of the variations in pronunciation of native English speakers
and greater exposure to various accents can improve the ability and confidence of L2
English users in terms of listening comprehension. Using authentic listening materials
such as recordings, songs and videos could help students to reduce accent-related listening
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comprehension difficulties. Language instructors can demonstrate to students by pronounc-
ing the same words with different accents and having them repeat these words so that
learners can notice the basic features of different accents. Finally, the curriculum of English
in colleges, preparatory and in-sessional courses could be adjusted to reduce the impact of
listening difficulties.

Furthermore, language support services for international students could be further
improved by initiating services such as peer tutoring, peer-pairing programmes and cus-
tomised academic workshops run by local English teachers. They could work as a team
to develop open online courses to provide international students with the listening skills
needed to achieve their academic and social goals. The academic and cultural content of
these courses should be designed keeping in mind the students’ field of study and the
accent of their host city, respectively.

Finally, one way for HEIs to challenge the standard language mentality and the mono-
lingual worldview that many of their students firmly adhere to is by making sociolinguistic
classes required. Another way could be by bringing up sociolinguistic topics in English
class discussions. In addition, classroom pedagogies, workshops and cross-cultural training
should be used to foster students’ openness to accent diversity. A statement addressing
accent variations should be included in course policies to make communication efforts ob-
vious. It is important to use pedagogical activities that encourage students to view accents
as a natural element of language rather than something that must be fixed. Workshops that
provide orientation and guidance on how to behave and what to anticipate in the event of
accent discrimination may also be beneficial for educators who are foreign-accented speak-
ers. In order to build diversity-oriented environments, it is imperative that we increase
awareness of the linguistic reality of the English language.

It is expected that wider dissemination of these findings will help improve the linguis-
tic experience of international students in English-speaking countries. Although the present
study has been conducted at a British university, the researcher believes that the findings
from this research are relevant and applicable to other English-speaking environments
having similar dynamics with minor changes.
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Table A1. Interview questions.

Question No.
Remark/
Research
Question

Description

Q1

Trust
and

Ethics

Hello, my name is Katherine Vasquez. I am a master’s student in English Language Teaching at the
University of Hull.

Q2
How are you doing today?
- (for face-to-face interview) Are you sitting comfortably?
- (for Team interview) Can you see me and hear me well?

Q3
Thanks for your willingness to take part in this interview. This research is about challenges faced by
international students to understand British accents.
I am interested in knowing your thoughts and opinions, which do matter a lot!

Q4 You have the right to withdraw any time without having to give any reason. Just to remind you that all
information will remain strictly confidential and codes will be used to maintain your anonymity.

Q5

I will be audio-recording the interview subject to your consent. The interview consists of three opening
questions and eight specific questions and will last around 35-40 minutes.
I will be happy to prompt you throughout the interview in case something is not clear.
Please note that there are no right or wrong answers to any of the questions.
Once the interview starts, please feel free to talk about your experiences over the initial phase of your stay
in the UK
Do you have any questions about the project?
Would you like to start now?

Q6
Opening

Questions

Have you lived or studied in any English-speaking country before you came to Hull for your studies?
Q7 Are you a full-time student?
Q8 Are you based in Hull or do you commute from some other city to Hull?

Q9 RQ1
Among various difficulties mentioned in the questionnaire, you chose accents as the biggest difficulty
you had in understanding native English speakers.
Can you elaborate more on that?

Q10 RQ1

Can you give me concrete examples when you experienced problems due to unfamiliar accents inside the
university?
(Additional prompts: While listening to lectures, conversation with British class fellows, talking to
Student union or any other office etc.)

Q11 RQ2
How did you manage those situations?
(Additional prompts: Did you request for repetition? Did you ask speaker to slow down? Or did you
request speaker to say it again in different words? etc.

Q12 RQ3 To what extent do you think, your strategies were helpful in overcoming challenges due to unfamiliar
accents?

Q13 RQ1 Do you feel that you experienced the same kind of difficulties in understanding English accents outside
and inside the university?

Q14 RQ1

Can you give me concrete examples when you experienced problems due to unfamiliar accents outside
the university?
(Additional prompts: While listening to shopkeepers, conversation with landlord, talking to someone on
phone etc.)

Q15 RQ2, RQ3 Did the strategies you use in your academic life to manage the difficulties due to unfamiliar accents, were
equally useful in your social life?

Q16 RQ4 Now that you have several opportunities to interact with British people, what advice you can give to
students in your home country who plan to study in the UK in terms of a better listening comprehension.

Q17
Final Questions

Is there anything else you would like to share or add to our discussion?

Q18 Thank you very much for your time and generous participation in this study.
Good luck with your studies!

Key: Green = [___5___] Yellow = [____8_____] Blue = [___2____] White (Opening Qs) = [___3____].
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