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Abstract 

Most of the lectures, I have no idea what’s going on.
1
 What‟s the real problem 

when students can‟t understand their non-native English-speaking professors? 

This study combined quantitative and qualitative methodologies to explore 

student attitudes toward international instructors and evaluate a possible training 

program to reduce accent-/bias-related communicative issues. 

 

Introduction 

 The communication gap between undergraduates and international professors: co-

constructed (Tyler 1995) communicative difficulties in undergraduate classroom 

 

 First identified as the “foreign TA problem” (Bailey 1984:3); some association between 

international TAs & decreased student performance (Watts & Lynch 1989; Borjas 2000) 

 

 Accent bias: Students perform worse on evaluations when they believe their teacher is non-

native (even when speech itself is Standard American English) (Rubin 1992) 

 

 My two-component model of the communication gap: 

 

 

 

 

 

 Previous communication gap research has focused heavily on TAs 

 

 Previous communication gap research has failed to involve students in potential solutions; 

reliance on instructor-centered research “presumes that [they] „own‟ the problem and that 

they are ones who must resolve it” (Rubin & Smith 1990:338) 

o Research should acknowledge and address students‟ contributions to communication gap 

                                                 
1
 Quotation from student in Study 2 (see below) 

Accent misunderstanding 

Linguistic & 
cognitive factors 

Created by both 
instructor & student 

Accent bias 

Cognitive factors 

Created by student 
only 
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Research questions 

1. Can accent training help students better comprehend international professors? 

2. Does the presentation of bias negatively affect students‟ comprehension of these professors? 

3. What are students‟ experiences with, biases about, and responses to having a class with an 

international professor? 

4. Is the communication gap limited only to teaching assistants (as suggested by the label 

“foreign TA problem”) or does it extend to full-time faculty? 

 

Study 1 Methods 

 3 math lesson videos, ranging from 5-6.5 minutes in duration; audio: excerpts from online 

mathematics course from India  

 3 web-based modules corresponding to 3 testing groups:  

o Training module informed students about general accent ideology and specific linguistic 

features of professor in videos 

o Bias module presented students with materials asserting professors‟ responsibility for gap 

o Control module presented students with information unrelated to topic of international 

professors/accents 

 80 undergraduates at a small university (one with limited TA presence), randomly assigned 

to testing groups 

 Participants viewed 2 of 3 lessons, completing assessment after each 

 Between lessons, participants viewed one of the three modules 

 After 2
nd

 lesson, participants completed Linguistic Profile Questionnaire 

 We hypothesized that (1) Training group would show greater improvement than Control and 

(2) Bias group would show significantly less improvement than Control 

 

Study 1 Results 

 Improvement score means effectively equal across 

groups (F(2,77) = 0.63, p > .1) 

 Assessed questionnaire responses to “Do you think 

you speak with an accent? If so, how would you 

describe it?” (Training module asserted that all 

speakers use an accent.) 

 Training group had greater rate of „yes‟ than non-

training (z = 2.67, p < .005) 

 

 While capsule training did not produce gains in 

comprehension, students immediately began to absorb linguistic principles; suggests that it is 

possible to diminish student-created accent bias 
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Study 2 Methods 

 57 students from Study 1 participated in discussion sessions 2 weeks after Study 1 

 Discussion questions included: 

1. Do you talk about professors‟ accents a lot with your friends? 

2. Have you ever dropped a class or even changed your academic plans because the 

professor had a foreign accent? What about other students you know? 

3. What do you wish professors (or even the school) would do to deal with the issue of the 

communication gap between undergraduates and mathematics professors? 

 

Study 2 Results 

Several interesting themes and generalizations emerged from discussion sessions (student 

quotations in italics): 

 Recognition of word ‘mispronunciation,’ not phonological generalizations 
o For a while, you’ll have no idea what he’s talking about, even if you’re familiar with the 

term pronounced in a different way 

 Socialization into accent bias 
o You hear people talk about it all the time 

o It definitely does influence which classes I would choose or which professors I choose to 

take a class with 

 Negative cognitive effects 
o When you can barely understand what he’s saying, it’s easier to just space out 

o The whole class, you’re trying to decipher [the accent] 

 Habituation to specific accents 
o If she says something that’s different, she says it that way every time 

 Difficulties in implementing student-centered training programs 
o I want [the school] to change for me, I don’t want to have to change for [it] 

 Accent training as a possible solution 
o I was sitting there like, “why don’t people do this all the time?” 

o I really found it useful thinking about specific things a professor’s accent does to what 

they’re saying, and actually that did help me understand some of my professors 

 

Conclusions 

1. No evidence that Training or Bias modules affected students‟ comprehension of foreign 

professor 

2. Students can be made to internalize critical linguistic ideology about accents 

3. A complex set of perceptions, reactions, and biases governs students‟ relationships with 

international faculty 

4. Communication gap is not limited to international TAs, but extends to full-time faculty 

5. Students universally acknowledged persistence of communication gap and necessity for 

future research 



Possible Further Directions 

 Training programs that either combine or dissociate cross-cultural training and specific 

accent training and/or long-term training (cf. Derwing, Rossiter, & Munro 2002) 

 Extension of subject material beyond mathematics 

 Long-term ethnographic study of socialization of accent bias 
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ALL FEEDBACK WOULD BE GREATLY APPRECIATED; FEEL FREE TO SHARE 

WITH COLLEAGUES! 


