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Abstract: Although accent is not often specifically addressed in many second and foreign
language classes, it is extremely important in courses for interpreters. The interpreter's
accent can adversely affect the reactions of listeners, especially when it render s the message
difficult to understand. Nida, in a1952 article entitled "Selective Listening,” (Language
Learning, Vol. IV, Numbers 2 & 3) describes a method for first identifying, then improving
the accent of second language learners. This technique has been applied, with some
variation, to improving the accent of sign language inter preting students. The technique
focuses on specific features ofaccent - such features as rhythm, articulation, and stress, with
two goals: 1) to enabl e students to perceive variables related to accent in native signers, and
2) to enabl e them to produce signed interpretations which reflect native-like accent. This
method of identificati on followed by specific suggestions for improvement allows students
to make noticeable progressin their sign production in fairly short periods of time. Using
this method, improvement has been noted both in students whose accents make their
interpretations unintelligible and in students whose accents need improvement in one or two
features only, such as the articulation of a specific handshape or the mastery of the stress
pattern of a specific word.

LINTRODU CTION

Accent has received littl e attention in the resear ch and the teaching of American
Sign Language (ASL). There exists no definition of accent in ASL and ASL courses do not
often directly address the issue of teaching and/or improving accent. In this paper, a
method of improving accent in ASL is investi gated,. a method which combines detailed
analysis and feedback with a process of "selective watching" and "selective shadowing".
Accent in ASL is defined as the combination of features which involve the physical
articul ation of signs, as well as those which organize the utterance in terms of pacing, stress,
rhythm, and intonation. These features in spoken languages include speed of speech and
pausing between constituents, tone, pitch, emphasis, and



articulation. When discussing a signed language such as ASL, these featuresinclude the
manua articulation of the sign parameters, the speed of articulation, the space used for
articulation, the rhythm of the segmentswithin signs eye gaze, head rotation, body rotation,
head tilt, and facial expressions. The complex interaction of these featureswhich produce
the phenomenon called "accent" in ASL hasyet to be described in detail and this description
was not the intent of this project. Rather, the intention wasto work with second language
learnersof ASL in order to help them improvetheir accents.

The original motivation for this study stemmed from a practical need to provide
interpreting students with feedback and advice about improvements needed in their signing,
and more specifically, in their accents. _ Student problemsin this area appear to fall intotwo
major categories articulation problemsand gestdt problems (Ref. 11). Whilethe researcher
was abl e to provide specificinformeation about articul ation prollems, gestalt problems were
much more difficult to identify and to remedy. Problems whichfall into this category are
problemsrelated to the appropriate use of space, head nods, head and body rotation, eye
brow movement, and eye gaze, and mouth movements, as well as the rhythm and pacing of
themanual and visual sigrals, al of which combine to produce appropriate accent and
phrasing within ASL discourse. The coordinated use of these features produces a native-
like gestalt; the uncoordinated production or thelack of one or moreof thesefeaturescan
causedissonancefor thereceiver, ranging from slightly noticeableto greatly irritating to
complete incomprehensibility.

The major goal of this project was to experiment in depth with a method of feedback
and practice which the researcher had used occasionaly in previous courses. Thisislabelled
"sdedive watching' and" sdedive shadowing," based on Nida'sdiscussion of "selective listening"
(Ref. 9). For thepurposeof thisstudy, accent isdivided into two categories, articulation and
gestalt (Ref. 11). It was predicted that problems falling into the articulation category would
be more susceptibleto improvement through these methods than would problemsfalling into
the category of gestalt. This prediction was not supported by the preliminary findings,
however. Instead, it appears that both aspects are susceptible to this method.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The research that exists about accent in ASL hasgenerally centered on spedfic

lingui stic features of phradng, such as grammetical marke's produced on theface Little has
been done in the area of intersentential and intrasentential phrasing. There exists, to the
researcher's knowledge, no literature concerning the teaching of these aspects of ASL to
second language learners. Thus, the research for this project began in the areaof spoken
language teaching and acquigtion. This material will be dicus®ed first and will befollowed
by areview of research specifically relaedto ASL.

Accentin spoken languagesis achieved through the use of features such asrhythm,
spedd, intonation, and stress, the overall affect of thisislabdled phrasingby Scollon (Ref. 12).
The teaching of these featuresin second language classrooms when the language being
presented is spoken is called pronunciation practice. Thistype of practice hasfallen out of
favor in most spoken language classroomsinthe U.S. Thisisattributed by Wong to three
factors (Ref. 16). First, pronunciation has proven to be difficult to improvein second
language learners. Studies cited by Wong have supported the belief that pronunciation is not
only difficult to improve, but nearly



impassibe. Second, the shift toward more communicative phil osophies of 1anguage teaching
view pronundation as havinglittle placein the classroom. Third, Krashen'stheory (Ref. 4)
that true competenceis acquired and not consciously learned has ledmany teacher sto
assumethat studentswill unconsciously absorb appropriate pronunciation given
comprehensibleinput. Wong disagrees with those who ignore pronunciation, claiming that
"...if welook closely at the components of the communi cative process we will seethat
pronunciationis one of the moreimportant meansby which we achieve our communicative
objedives" (Ref. 16,pg227). She then presents examples of attitude studieswhich
demonstrate native speakersreactionsto non-native speaker accents, using accent to identify
and separatein-group members from out-group members. Wong then describes three major
aspects of pronunciation:

rhythm-"...an organizing principlefor the timing of articulations and as a grid
against which we match our perceptions"(pg.229, citing Ladd,1978:25, citing Lenneberg
- no reference cited),

stress- a characteristicwhich"plays... an active part in word identification, in
organizing the flow of information, and in directing the listener's attentionto wha is
importart inthat flow..." (pp.230-31).

intonation - which "helpsconvey how speakersfeel about what they are saying and--of
equal importance--how they feel about the peoplethey aretalking to." (pg231).

If each of these featuresisimportant for defining communicative competence in the
second language learner, then they are even moreimportant for the second language learner
aspiringto usetheir skillsfor cross-cultural communication activities suchas interpreting.
Thusidentifying those ASL features which function for rhythm, stress, and intonationis
important for these learners,

Rhythmisidentified as being especially important for communicative competence by
Scollon, who identifies tempo as an underlying factor not only in discourse but in the
regulating of turn-taking as well (Ref. 12). He labels the appropriate production of tempo in
coordination with stress and intonation as the "ensemble" of language production, an
understanding of whichis necessary in order for a speaker to be considered competent in any
givenlanguage.

Intherealmof teaching and/or improving accent, Nida (Ref. 9) discusses the
method of "selective listening," whichintroduces second language learners to the sounds of
the new languagethrough listening to one or two specific soundsat atime. Thishelpsthe
student become more aware of the soundsin the new language and therefore hel psthem
both understand and produce them more easily.

Bosco (Ref. 2) discussesanother method, that of employing a"monumental text."
Thismethod involves providing students with a text in the second language whichis
produced by a native signer about a major topic. Examples of thisare Lincoln's Gettysburg
Addressand Kennedy'sInaugural Address. Students are instructed to study this spoken text
until they are ableto reproduceit with all the subtleties of the native speaker. Both of these
methods were adapted to sign languagein theforms of " selective watching” and " selective
shadowing," and proved to be extremely useful during the progress of thisproject.

ASL research has not directly addressed the aspect of "pronunciation” in either the
language itself or in the teaching of ASL as a secord language. The research which exists has
focused on grammatical features of ASL which function at the syntadtic level. Liddell (Ref.
6& 7) describes a numbe of markers which function linguidically in AS_, including topic,
wh- questions, rhetorical questions, yes/no questions, conditionals and



relativeclauses, al of which function at the clause level. He al so describes some nonmanual
aspectsof ASL, such as adverbial markers produced on the mouth and head nods. Baker-
Shenk (Ref. 1) addressesgrammatical markersin ASL as well, focusing on two specific
types of markers, the negative marker and the yes/no question marker. She examines data made
upexdusvdy of thesetypesof sertences describing all non-manual aspectswhich occurred
with these sentences. However, as she pointsout, it still doesnot attenpt to accourt for these
featuresin connected discourse.

Other research which has focused on non-manual aspectsof ASL phrasing indudes
Nowell'sstudy of head nods (Ref. 10) and Snyder's study of head nods functioning as and/or
withmodals (Ref. 13). Snyder providesinsight into the use ofhead nodsin specific functions
within asentence and as suchisusefu for studying phrasing. Nowell describesa variety of
functionsof head nodsin connected discourse, ind uding the useof heed nodsasdismurse
markersused to structureatextin ASL. Thisisespecially useful inthestudy of accentin ASL

Another featurerelated to accent in ASL iseyegaze Theimportance of eye gazeis
mentioned by Liddd| (Ref. 6 and personal communi cation), Baker-Shenk (Ref. 1), and Valli
(Ref. 15). However, little actual research has been conducted in this area, which seemsdue
primarily to the difficuty of videotgping signersand capturing all information relevant to eye
gaze - direction, height, eye contact - in away that allowsfor accurate measurement of these
features. One study relevant to this research isthat of Mathe (Ref. 8) which discusseseye
gazeactivity inrelation to turntaking behaviorin a classroom of deaf studentswith a deaf
teacher. She identifiestwo types of eye gaze, group gaze and individual gaze, which are used
to regulate turn-taking by the students. Similar uses of eye gaze appear in settings other than
the classroom.

Although variousaspectsof accent in ASL havebeen studed, no studesaddressthe
oveall gegalt, or the"ensenble' described by Scdlon (Ref. 12). Moreove, noneaddressthe
isseof improving asecond languagel earng’'sacaent. This projectisaprdiminay study of two
methods, " sd edive watching" and " sd edive shadowing," which were used to improvethe
signing accent of such learners.

3. METHODOLOGY OF PROJECT

3.1 Setting and Subjects

The setting chosen for this project wasthe Gallaude Univerdty Interpreter Training
Program, which offers a Master of Artsdegree in ASL/English interpreting. The curriculum
of thisprogram includestwo semedersof intensive ASL instructionat an advanced level; itis
expeded that studentsentering the program will be fluert in ASL but will need additional skill
improvement in order to function asinterpreters. One skill requiring improvement was
accent. This advanced ASL class of interpreting studentswasoriginally chosen for my
project because theinstructor and the department were bothwillingto permit me accessto the
course and to thevideo equipmert required for the project.

Theclass congsted of eight students, all inthe second semester of thefour semester MA
program. In addition to these 8 students, a professional interpreter, wartingto improve her
accent, also participated in the study. The 9 partici pants experience with variousforms of sign
language either ASL, signed facd miles of English,or Pidgin SignEnglish (PSE) ranged from
oneyea, three morthsto over eighteenyeas.



There were 8 women and one man in this study. The teacher of the class was a deaf, native
ASL signer. The methodology he used for teaching the class was primarily the modified
direct method; he used ASL for all communicati on other than written forms, writing was
conducted in English since ASL is not awritten language. After the purpose of this study
was explained to the class, volunteers were recruited to participate. All the students
volunteered. It was hoped that only half would volunteer so that a control group could
have been established, but since they were all eager to partici pate, it was decided to accept
them all. This provided more oppor tunity for working with themethod, which for this study
was more important than producing any quantitative results which a control group might
have provided.

3.2Method
Feedback Sessions

The design of this project consisted of a series of three evaluation and feedback
sessions with each participant (with the exception of two who missed appointments). The
entire project covered a seven week time period during the second half of the spring
semester. The goal of these sessions was to meet with each participant to discuss individual
problems related to accent and to suggest methods for practice which the students could
employ independently between the sessions, as well as after the project was completed. The
first feedback session occurred at the beginning of the proj ect. For this session a5 minute
story that each student had prepared for the ASL class and which had been videotaped
during their presentations was evaluated. Evaluati on of each story required approximately
20 minutes and consisted of watching the signed production and making extensive written
notes about the production under the two following categories: sign production and "other".
This category of "other" was eventually changed to "gestalt." Sign production evaluation
consisted of detailed analysis of the four major sign parameters: handshape, movement,
location, and palm orientation; gestalt consisted of features such as eye gaze, use of space,
head nodding, and phrasing. Notes were recorded on afor m which was later shared with
the parti cipant. Based on the number and types of accent errors found, participants were
placed in groups accordi ng to those having mostly articulation errors and those having
mostly gestalt errors.

After the evaluation was completed, a 30 minute interview was scheduled with each
participant. During this interview the researcher first explained the notes, discussing the
findings with each participant. Then the parti cipant's story wasreplayed on the videotape,
with the researcher pointing out the problems just discussed. This was an introduction to
the method labell ed "selective watchi ng". After this, the researcher made suggestions about
ways that participants could work on the problem areas between that interview and the
next. These suggestions centered on the use of "selective watching' and " sel ective copying".
"Selectivewatching” refers to the watching of an utterance, either the signer's own or that of
anative signer, and focusi ng attention on one or two featuresof that utterance, in this case a
feature such as finger extension or eye gaze. Watching for specific features builds an
awareness of these features in the watcher, an awareness which then can be used to
improv e the watcher's own production. To paraphrase Nida, "We will do much to improve
our speaking [signing] if we will learn to hear [se€] correctly. One of the secretsto correct
speaking [signing]



iscorrect hearing (seeing)” (Ref. 9,pg.95). " Seledivecopying” isan activity whichrequires
thewatcher to copy, asexactly aspossble, theproduction of asinglefeauresuch as eye gaze
frama nativesigner. Thisisdone by wachingavideotapeof thenative signer and copying, as
exadly as possible, every moverrent of the eyes or every nod and shake ofthe head. This
activity was especially useful for featuresof gestalt.

The second evaluation interview wasscheduled three weeks after thefird. Thesewere
scheduled tolag for 45 minutes because thefirst 30 minuteinteviews had proven to be too
short. For this one, participants were asked to bring to the interview a recent exampleof
ther signing, an exarmplewhich had beentaped afew daysbeforethe secondinterview. For this
interview thesignngwasnot eva uated prior to the meeting. I nstead, the previousanalysiswas
reviewed and the participant was askedto comment about any improvement in accent that
he/she had noted and any practice methods which had been useful. Students reported that
they had "practiced" little but had begun noticing the accert features much morefrequently,
bothin their own signing andin others._ This"noticing’ was, in itself, consideredto be a
successful form of practice. After this the participant played the tape which had been madefor
thissession, pointing out eacherror, explaining why it wasan errar, and desaribingthe
appropriate correction. Any participant who missed a significant number of errors was
stopped and the researcher reviewed the same segment, pointing out the errorsthat had been
missed. Thisexerdselasted for appraximately 20 minutes_ Thisanalysiswasprimarily
directed at signparameter errors, although othe errors suchas eye gazewere al so pointed out
whenappropriae. At thispoirt, the parti ci pant wasshown a taped story signed by a deaf,
nativesigner. The goal of thiswas similar to that of the"monumental text" described above.
The student and the researcher watched this for spedfic produdion featuresrel ated to
rhythm, stress, and phrasing, noting such feauresaseyegaze, head nod, andfadal expression.
The researcher then suggested activitiesfor thepartia pant to prectice. Theseactivitieswere al 0
"sdedivewatching' and "selective copying" activities.

Thethird evaluationinterview occurred at the end of the semeder, just prior tothe
participants find evaluations. For their final evaluationinthe ASL class, they were required to
prepare and present a 20 minutelecture_ They were given the option of preparing thisafew
daysearly and tapingit to bring to thefinal interview. Thiswasto provide them with feedback
which might be useful during the actual presentation as well asto ensurethat thesigning
samp ethey brought to thefind intervien was very recent and well prepared. Onceagain the
researcher asked the parti cipants for commerts about any improvementsor changesnoticed
between the second and thirdtapings. Their comments were detailed and specific, an
indication that they had incorporated the selective watchi ng techni questhey had been shown.
Finally, the researcher watched thetapefor oneto two minutesto seetheoverall production,
commented on this thenreviewedit for specific problens.

Addressing the Research Questions

In order to assessthe usefulnessof selectivewatching and sel ective shadowing for
accentimprovemert avariety of strategeswasused. To address the question of whichtype
of accent problem would be most susceptibleto improvement, theresearcher compared their
performancein thefird evaluation with that of the second and third evaluations. Thiswas
based entirely on the researcher'sjudgment. Future



research will requirea moreaobjective test, such as preparing a videotgpe with two samplesof
each student'ssigning, one being from the first evaluation and one beingfrom the final
evaluation. These would have been ordered randomly, i.e., either in the order of first and last
or last followed by first. Then, a panel of deaf, native signerswould be asked to rate the
performances. This would provide an objective measure for thisaspect of the study and
would also providethe researcher with an objective measureagainst which to test her own
evaluatiors. Thiswill be avaluable avenuefor future research.

In order to evaluate the overall method of working on accent, the participants
responses to an opinion/eval uation question given to them at the end of the project were
examined. This provided a gauge of the usefulness of the method from the participant's
perspectives. In addition, the researcher evaluated the usefulness of the methodasa
teacher, a purely subjective but useful perspective. Thisprovided abasisand arationalefor
usingthe method whichthe researcher did not previously have. The resultsof thisproject
arediscussd in the next section.

4.RESULTSAND DISCUSSION

In thissectionthe results are discussed in two parts: first, the actual improvement of
accent asaresult of the methods; and second, the responses of the participants to the methods.

41 Accent Improvement

It was predicted before starting this project that those students with accent problems
inthe category of articuation would make quick improvements whilethose with problemsin
gestalt would not improvequickly. Thereweretwo reasonsfor thisprediction. First,
articulation problems are rel ated to the four parameters of signs, handshape
movement, location, and palm orientation, arelatively limited number of features. Gestalt
problems, on the other hand, are related to many more features, such as head nodding, body
rotation, head rotation. eye gaze, use of space, and facial expression. Not only do these need
to be mastered individually; the student must also learn to control their complex interaction
during any utterance Second, because much moreis known about the parametersthan about
the gestalt, more specific feedback could be provided to those with articul ation problemsthan
to those with gestalt problems. Thisprediction wasnot supparted by the findings.

After thefirst evaluation in which the participantswer e divided into two groups, with
each participarnt receiving advice about how to look for their errorsand what to look for in
other signers they were expected to continue the " sel ective watching" processon their own
and incorporate improvementsin their signing. After the second evaluation, although
articulation problems had improved,i.e. some students had improved a feature such as weak
finger extension or loose articul ation, none had shown marked overall improvement. On the
other hand, those with gestalt problems showed marked improvement in both their
awareness of their errors and in their overall production of the gestalt. This result was
unexpected. There are two possible explanations for this. First, their ASL teacher had been
workingwith them on oneof these features, eye gaze. This could have been expected
to influence their improvement in eye gaze, but not necessarily the other features. The
second explanation,



which was voiced by one of the students, wasthat gestalt problems had never before been
discussed with them as such, whereas arti cu ation problems had been addressed, if only
sporadicdly. Simply being made aware of the type of problem may have hel ped students
focusattertion morequickly on thisareaof accent

Having continued the sel edive watching process for the second eval uationand having
added selective copying as an activity, the students were expected to continue incorporating
what theylearned into their own signing. After the third evaluation, those with gestalt
problems showed continued improvement. In addition, those with articulation problems
had improved significantly, that is, instead of recurring patternsor problems, the previously
idertified misarticul&ions occured only occasiorally or not at all. Thus, based on the
researcher's judgment, both types of accent problems were improved during the course of
this project.

Becauseall of the studentsparticipaed in the study, there wasno control groupfor
comparison of accent improvemert. There were other facdorswhich could al o haveinfluenced
their improvemert, such astheir other classes and their continuedexposure to signing
throughout the study. Although the findings are only preliminary, these data suggest that
both types of accent problems are remediable with this type of method, and encourage
continued research in this area.

4.2 Participant Responses

This part of the study, evaluating responses to this method for problems of accent,
was equally asinteresting as the actual effect of the method. The researcher had usedthis
typeof detdled, spedficfeedback for othe studentsand for moregeneral problems related
to interpreting and signing.. However, she had never focused attention specifically on
accent in such a structured fashion. That this method wasbeneficid to the participantsis
clea fromtheir responsesto thefinal opinion/evaluation form.

After thefinal interview, each participant wasasked to writetheir opinion about the
project and the methods used. These were given to the students after classby their teacher,
who asked them to answer, then return them to the researcher. Five responses were
received from the nine students who participated. The most common comment from the
participants was that the selective watching process had made them aware of specific
problemswhich they could tackle in structured activities until thisprojea they had simply seen
their overdl signproductionasa 8\r/ob|em but had no understanding of how to begin
improving. One student wrote, "What really helped wasthe detailed level of thecriticisms
I'vebeen told for years that my signing is stiff, #'erky, not smooth, etc., but your
recommendaionswerethefirst that were specific enough to allow me to monitor and modify
my production? Another student wrote, "Every vidoedasignmert |'ve hadsince, | have
noticed thethingsyou pointed outand worked towards correcting them." A third wrote, ™Y our
ability to pinpoint and identify minute details in errorsof sign praduction, eyebehaviar, etc
wasextremely helpful for me. Also, it helped me to be more aware of what to work on
specifically as well aswha tolook for when watching native ASL speskes, and when critiquing
others."

These commentsare representative of other written commentsand of comments made
by students during the interviews. Based on student reaction, this method of detailed

feedback, coupled with selective watching and copying, has proven



to be very effective for these students. Learning to provide themselves with this type of
feedback is, in the researcher's judgment, the most beneficia aspect of this type of teaching.
With it, each instance of output can be turned into input for continued learning.

5.CONCLUSION

This study was not an attempt to provide quantitative evidence proving the
effectiveness of a particular method. Rather, it was an attempt to use a method of
feedback for teaching in order to determine if there was any benefit to be derived from
using it, and as such canbe considered as a quali tative study. The results which were most
encouraging were those of the students' responses to the method, and the researcher's own
expanded understanding of both the topic, accent, and the method of detailed feedback and
analysis of selective features. While the findings of the current study are in no way
generalizabl e, they provide motivation and direction for future research.

This study would not have been possible without the willing cooperation of anumber
of people from Gallaudet University: Dr. Robert E. Johnson, chairman of the Linguistics
and Interpreting Department, who allowed me access to his faculty, students, and video
equipment; Clayton Valli, the teacher of the ASL class, who provided equipment, office
space, and, most importantly, time for discussion of the project; and the interpreting
students in the MA Interpreting class, who participated in this project willingly and
cheerfully.
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