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Abstract 

The aim of this study was to find out whether students participating in a study-abroad 

program for one and two terms improve their oral proficiency in speech rate and 

pronunciation of voiced and unvoiced dental fricatives. The participants consist of French, 

German and Spanish speaking students housed in an L3 environment and interacting with 

primarily L2 and bilingual speakers. This study was conducted by transcribing and analysing 

several pre-recorded interviews.  

 The results did not show any noteworthy progress in either speech rate or pronunciation, 

other than for the students who had the weakest oral proficiency at arrival. Nevertheless, all of 

the results are interesting because they indicate that oral proficiency must have many other 

influencing aspects. Hence, this survey suggests some reasons that partly may explain the 

results such as the level of previous knowledge, motivation, impact of lingua franca 

communities and different personality traits i.e. extroversion and introversion. Thus, the 

insight into how different features can affect acquiring an L2 may lead to improvements of 

today’s language learning environments. 
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1. Introduction 

This is a study of how French, German and Spanish students develop their oral proficiency in 

English by participating in a study-abroad program in Sweden. The two features of interest 

are the participants’ progress in speech rate, the number of silent and vocalized pauses in 

relation to the number of words per minute and pronunciation of voiced and unvoiced dental 

fricatives. This research differs from previous studies by taking place in a third language (L3) 

i.e. Swedish environment instead of a second language (L2) or bilingual. However, the 

students do primarily interact with L2 or bilingual speakers. 

 

2. Review of literature 

2.1 Concept of fluency  

 The meaning of the word fluency is ambiguous and has been a subject for discussion for a 

long time. Fluency has been defined as both a descriptor for measurement of oral performance 

for L2 learners and as an indicator of progress in L2 learning (Chambers 1997). 

However, the word would by many people most likely be considered to refer to having an 

overall oral language proficiency, which agrees closely with common descriptions made in 

many dictionaries “A smooth and easy flow; readiness, smoothness; esp. with regard to 

speech.” (Oxford English Dictionary 2009-05-21) or “When a language is fluent, it is spoken 

easily and without many pauses” (Cambridge Dictionary 2005:486). According to a prior 

informal study (Freed, Segalowitz and Dewey 2004:277), first-year undergraduate students 

were asked to define the term fluency; their answers were “speaking quickly and smoothly,” 

“Speaking without saying um, without hesitations,” among other related ideas. This study 

showed very similar patterns to the responses that Freed (Freed 1995 cited in Freed et al. 

2004:277-278) got in a study where six educated adults were asked about what they believed 

to be important features when they evaluated students’ speech. Some of the characteristics 

that they emphasized were the terms “articulate” and “lack of hesitation”, “less tendency to 

stumble over phrases”, “faster rate of speech” (Freed 1995 cited in Freed et al. 2004:277). 

Fluency as a general concept is quite vague, as mentioned above; therefore it will be narrowed 

down to a distinct definition of what the concept in this case refers to.  

 According to several linguists there are different ideas of what it is that makes a person 

speak fluently and how to measure it. Psycholinguists claim that it depends on previous 

knowledge of for example grammar. Furthermore, there is the theory of CLT (communicative 
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language teaching) which maintains that being able to speak fluently is connected to the 

ability to use already acquired grammatical knowledge. However, according to Chambers 

(1997:537) there are many factors other than grammar that influence the learners’ speech. He 

acknowledges a further step from only having acquired grammatical knowledge into the 

phenomenon of automatized language, which is acquired after a certain amount of time 

depending on the learner. Automatization makes it possible for the speaker to talk more 

rapidly with fewer pauses; it can be compared to learning how to drive a car. After much 

practice the task becomes “fluent”, meaning that it requires less thought and awareness from 

the driver. However, it is important to keep in mind that just because an L2 learner can speak 

fluently it does not mean that s/he is doing it accurately. Neither does good L2 knowledge 

always result in fluent speech as Sajavaara (1987:63 cited in Freed et al. 2004:279) has 

observed. 

 A study carried out by Mo Welin (2008), investigated the supposed correlation between 

fluency and accuracy. He could not find any correlation between the two concepts among the 

participants in his study, as had been suggested by previous tests (Hincks 2005 cited in Mo 

Welin 2008:27). However, Mo Welin does highlight the fact that other studies, such as for 

example the one by Kormos and Dénes (2004 cited in Mo Welin 2008:27) that claims the 

existence of correlation, had a different approach. The participants in their study were asked 

to narrate, which makes the task less improvised instead of describe, as the ones in Mo 

Welin’s study and this one. Furthermore, like many others within the same subject, Mo Welin 

ends with the suggestion that individual differences may be worth looking into further 

because of the different levels of motivation. 

 Nonetheless, in order to be able to measure fluency, the concept of accuracy will be 

disregarded entirely even though there are some linguists such as Kormos and Dénes (2004 

cited in Mo Welin 2008) who clearly disagree because they, as aforementioned, claim the two 

features to be correlated. 

 Freed, Segalowitz and Dewey (2004) measured fluency by analysing pre-recorded tapes 

and transcriptions and the same will be done here. However, in their study they looked at 

several different features such as speech rate (excluding false starts, repetitions, and partial 

repetitions), hesitation-free speech runs, filler-free speech runs, fluent runs, repetition-free 

speech runs, grammatical-repair-free speech runs, total words spoken, duration of speaking 

time and longest turn. Due to limitations concerning the extent of this research, it will not be 

possible to compare all of these aspects. Therefore only silent and vocalized pauses, and total 

words spoken (following the same characteristics as mentioned above) will be taken into 
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account in the belief that Cucchiarini’s (cited in Freed et al. 2004:279) idea that these features 

correlate in produced speech and thereby will give a comparable speech rate. Freed et al. 

support this approach by claiming that the total number of words reflects more than speech 

rate (2004:291) and therefore the number of words will also be regarded as the measurement 

of fluency. 

 The study by Freed et al. (2004) was performed on students who are English native 

speakers and included an analysis of three distinct learning experiences of French. The first 

one took place in the students’ home environment, the second at a summer immersion 

program and the third in the L2 environment i.e. France. None of the students had ever been 

abroad. The different learning situations included a different amount of French class time, and 

amount of extra activities outside of school. The participants were also asked to report on how 

much time they spent using their L2 in different situations. The results showed that the 

students who participated in the immersion program had made the greatest improvement, 

whereas none of the other participants showed any significant results.  

 However, these researchers do not want to claim that study-abroad programs in any way are 

unsuccessful but that the participants’ improvement is based on how much time each 

individual chose to spend using the opportunity to practice their L2.  

 It will be interesting to see whether the participants in this study will make any progress or 

if the results that Freed et al. found are common among exchange students. 

2.2 Extrovert vs. introvert personality features’ affect on fluency 

 All people are different in many aspects, but the importance of it has not been accepted as 

related to language learning among applied linguists. Dewaele and Furnham argue that being 

extrovert or introvert may affect speech production (1999:509).  

 According to Eysenck and Eysenck (1964:8 cited in Dewaele and Furnham 1999:513) the 

typical distinctive personality features for each trait are that extroverts are very sociable, 

talkative, spontaneous and impulsive which makes them speak faster. Introverts however are 

quite the opposite. They are quiet, planning, rarely act in an impulsive manner and therefore 

seldom speak before they think. 

 Earlier studies performed on the subject had other goals than finding out how personal 

characteristics affect learning. They wanted to enable prediction of the language learning 

success according to how extrovert a person is (Naiman et al 1978 cited in Dewaele and 

Furnham 1999:520). The results of the tests were not challenged for a very long time and 

therefore there are very few studies of the importance of this factor. 
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 However, according to the few studies that have been performed on the personality traits 

extrovert and introvert have suggested why some people have the ability to speak rapidly and 

some more accurately in their L2. Some suggest that extroverts are risk-takers (Ely 1986 cited 

in Dewaele and Furnham 1999:536) who go for speed whereas introverts may be more careful 

and therefore produce slower speech. Dewaele and Furnham (1999:536) indicate that this may 

support the assumption that introverts speak more accurately because they take their time to 

think through their intended speech in order to focus on grammar and articulation rather than 

speed. 

 It has been found that extroverts have better short-term memory and can therefore easily 

improvise speech rapidly in a situation such as describing a picture. Kleinsmith and Kaplan 

(1963 cited in Dewaele and Furnham 1999:515) followed up on this argument and found that 

introverts had better long-term memory than extroverts. Further studies on the matter showed 

that extroverts were very good at associating and speaking quickly even though there were 

differences in their size of vocabulary (Eysenck 1974 cited in Dewaele and Furnham 

1999:516). This can be claimed to be supported by Mo Welin (2008), who found that fluency 

varied a lot depending on individual characteristics. There was no uniformity among the 

native speaking participants’ oral production nor did they outperform the L2 learners as he 

had expected. Further studies have also shown that even though extroverts could speak more 

rapidly it did in no way mean that they spoke more accurately; in the same study the introvert 

participants responded by being slower but more accurate in their speech (Eysenck & Eysenck 

1985 cited in Dewaele and Furnham 1999:516).  

 Many linguists have come to the conclusion that a good short-term memory, which the 

extroverts are claimed to possess, is the reason for their ability to quickly recall words and 

express themselves rapidly. However, what Dewaele and Furnham (1999:537) found to be the 

primary reason for differences between the participants’ stage of fluency in their study was 

the level of motivation. 

 Previous studies on how these personality traits affect pronunciation have not been found. 

Hence, only some thoughts and ideas about how it may be connected will be discussed based 

on the theories in Dewaele and Furnham’s (1999) article. Perhaps extroverts, who supposedly 

speak more, practice their speech accordingly and therefore achieve better skills in 

pronunciation or that because introverts plan ahead before they speak, they pronounce more 

accurately. However, in the form of this essay it has not been possible to consider personal 

characteristics such as those mentioned above, yet they will be regarded as a possible source 

of explanation for the results. 
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2.3 Lingua franca community  

 This study is based on interviews with students participating in a study-abroad program in 

Sweden. It is the first study in fluency that involves L2 learners who are spending their time 

abroad in an L3 environment, whereas previous studies on this subject have taken place in an 

L2 environment or in the learners’ home countries i.e. first language (L1) environment. This 

unique setting creates different circumstances for the L2 learners which may affect their 

language progress because they are mainly surrounded by and interacting with other L2 

speakers.  

 Shaw, Caudery and Petersen (forthcoming) performed a study of a similar situation in 

Sweden and Denmark where they focused on how these kinds of surroundings can be related 

to lingua franca communities and how this influences language learning. They claim that this 

type of community is created by placing people of different nationalities in “tightly-knit” 

groups for a long time. This is enhanced by the fact that it is difficult to make friends with the 

local students and that it forces the exchange students to mostly interact with each other 

(forthcoming). This implies that they will develop a lingua franca based on a mixture of their 

English speeches, which thereby means that they also will apply shared features and develop 

their language skills towards the same direction. Something that assisted this development 

was that a majority of the participants wanted to improve their English but many also wanted 

to learn the local language which kept the students from focusing exclusively on their primary 

L2. This became apparent by the third interview where the students reported that they had 

decreased their use of English and increased their use of the local language instead.  

 Their study discovered that the students who had weak L2 skills at arrival reported that they 

had improved themselves whereas the ones with strong L2 skills had lost some of theirs. 

Hence, the participants did in the end think that they had an easier time understanding non-

native accents than understanding native speakers of English.  

2.4 Concept of pronunciation 

 Non-native English speakers pronounce th-words, which in standard native speech include 

a dental fricative (both voiced and unvoiced), in many different ways and by listening to 

recordings of some exchange students speech it will be possible to see whether they improve 

their pronunciation by spending time abroad. Minugh (1995) produced a list of all the English 

phonemes and is the source where the words of interest will be taken from. By looking at the 

different native tongues average scores it will be possible to see whether any of them were 
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better at pronouncing dental fricatives at arrival and which ones that have improved the most 

during their stay.  

2.5 Effects of native tongue 

 The three languages of concern are French, German and Spanish and according to language 

history they do not belong to the same language family other than that they are all Indo-

European languages. French and Spanish belong to Romance whereas both German and 

English belong to the West-Germanic branch (Fennel 2001). The reason why it is easier for 

people within the same branch to learn and to speak each others’ languages is because many 

of the sounds/phonemes and suprasegmentals are similar. All the Germanic languages have 

also got related rules about aspiration, vowel system and consonant clusters.   

 

3. Aim, Research questions and Hypothesis 

 Previous studies (e.g. Caudery, Petersen and Shaw 2007) have looked at various aspects of 

segmental phonology in part of the material described below, but no consideration has been 

given to fluency. Therefore, the author of this study decided to examine primarily fluency, 

which has been discussed in some detail in the exchange-student literature as noted above, but 

not considered in a lingua-franca environment. The aim of this essay is to find out whether 

studying a second language such as English abroad in an L3 environment increases oral 

proficiency in fluency, hesitation-free speech (number of pauses in relation to words per 

minute) and pronunciation (voiced and unvoiced dental fricatives). The idea is that if there is 

improvement then it will be possible to see how the three elements have improved and if there 

are any differences depending on the students’ native-tongue and time abroad. To clarify the 

aim of this study the following questions have been the starting point. 

 

1 Have the students increased their fluency, and decreased their amount of interrupted 

speech? 

2 Are there any differences in improvement between the weakest and the strongest 

students’ development? 

3 Has the students’ pronunciation of dental fricatives improved? 

 

 The hypothesis is that the students’ improvement will differ between the ones who have 

stayed for one term and for two. The ones that have only studied abroad for one term will 
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most likely not have made much noticeable progress, whereas the ones who have studied for 

two terms will have. Besides the progress in proficiency the result will probably also be 

related to the students native tongue. As some linguists claim, good basic skills in language 

make it easier to learn more. Whether this is true or not will be answered by measuring the 

level of progress the strongest and weakest participants have attained during their stay. It is 

also a possibility that the German speaking students will have higher scores overall 

throughout the tests because they may have an advantage by belonging to the same language 

tree as the English language.  

 

4. Method 

4.1 Material 

 The materials used for this survey are recordings of exchange students’ speech, supplied by 

Caudery, Petersen and  Shaw’s project (2007). They begun their study by gathering 

approximately 240 exchange students who had seven different L1’s, among them three are 

used in this study; French, German and Spanish. The participants was interviewed around the 

start of their term, half-way though and at the end, the students  who stayed for a whole year 

were also interviewed at the end of their second term. During their interviews they were asked 

about their learning experience and finally they were asked to describe a picture, first in 

English and then in the local language. 

 This study has used the recordings from interview 1, 3 and 4 (at arrival, after one term and 

after two terms). They consist of a total of 66 recordings, 17 transcribed by me, whereas the 

pre-transcribed recordings have been revised by me in order to keep the research consistent.  

 

4.2 Participants 

 The participants in this study are students from three different native-tongues: 14 French, 8 

German and 11 Spanish. They consist of a mixture of men (18) and women (15) participating 

in a study-abroad program at Stockholm University, Sweden. Among these students, a total 

number of 26 students stayed for one term whereas only 7 stayed for whole year. An ambition 

was to show differences in oral progress in relation to how long the students stayed in Sweden. 

However, because of the small number of participants staying for two terms it is not possible 

to draw any conclusions about them. Moreover, there is no further information about the 

individuals taken in regard of other than their oral proficiency, therefore different ideas and 
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assumptions about the results will be discussed in relation to results and thoughts from 

previous studies. 

 

4.3 Procedure 

 By listening to the recordings and by analysing the transcriptions it will be possible to see if 

the participants’ second language has improved during their stay in Sweden. The students 

have been divided by their native-tongue and time spent abroad studying English.  

 Measuring fluency (ratio of pauses to words) and pronunciation at two different occasions 

during the students’ stay in Sweden will enable a comparison between the recordings and 

transcriptions for each individual and native tongue. The research will also show if there are 

any particular features that have improved more than others and which students that have 

improved the most. Thus, the ten participants who had the weakest scores in fluency at arrival 

will be compared to the ten with the strongest. Thereby, in order to measure these aspects the 

transcriptions will be marked up, calculated and presented in tables.  

4.3.1 Details of questions 

 

Fluency  

RQ1a   How many words are there per minute? 

RQ1b   How many vocalized and silent pauses are there according to words per minute? 

 

 Vocalized and silent pauses will be marked up and counted together because throughout the 

recordings they occur within the same pause at most times. They usually begin with silence 

which appears to be stressful for the speaker who then tries to fill the void in order to create 

more time to think. At other times vocalized pauses only appear as a quick filling without any 

apparent reason. A pause is difficult to define, but in this case they have been marked up 

when a person, according to the author, clearly pauses in order to find words or uses vocalized 

pauses to keep the flow of sound. The pause-time can differ a lot because some people say 

nothing for several seconds, whereas others only throw in a vocalized pause and then 

immediately continue their speech. However, because the pauses are a way to create more 

time to plan upcoming speech and thereby lower the number of words, all of these features 

affect fluency. By counting the number of pauses and dividing them by the number of words 

produced per minute it is possible to measure ratio of pauses to speech, which indicates the 
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amount of interrupted speech. Through analysing the number of words per minute a form of 

speech rate can be determined and compared. 

 

Segmental pronunciation 

RQ3a  Has the students’ pronunciation of words that begin with voiced and unvoiced   

    dental fricatives come any closer to standard native-speaker realization? 

RQ3b  Are there any differences in pronunciation according to native tongue? 

 

 All words that begin with dental fricatives have been separated into voiced and unvoiced, 

and then the phonemes have been scored between 0-2 according to how they are pronounced 

by each student, as described in detail below in 4.3.3.  

 

4.3.2 Measurement of fluency 

 The best way of measuring whether a person speaks fluently or not is today still widely 

debated in the field of linguistics. As mentioned above, there are several different opinions 

where some argue (Kormos and Denés 2004 cited in Mo Welin 2008) that it is important to 

consider accuracy of the produced speech whereas others claim that fluency mainly concerns 

speed and flow. One constraint with this essay is that all of the different features proposed to 

measure fluency are too extensive. Thus, it has been necessary to focus primarily on the last 

proposal which measures speed and flow. The investigation will be carried though by 

measuring and comparing several transcriptions.  

 The most tangible way of measuring the participants’ progress in fluency is to consider 

speech rate and ratio of pauses to speech. It was carried through by first of all to transcribing 

the recordings near the beginning and near the end of the subjects’ stay in Sweden. The 

transcriptions contain text from one minute of speech where each student has been asked to 

describe a picture in English. By counting how many words each transcription contains per 

minute and disregarding false starts, repetitions and partial repetitions it is possible to get a 

comparable speech rate for each student and measure their progress. The silent and vocalized 

pauses divided by words per minute will then give the ratio of pauses to words and make it 

possible to compare the development of uninterrupted speech.   

 Unfortunately, there are some participants who were not able to speak for one whole minute. 

In their case, the number of pauses and words were divided down to the number per second 

and then multiplied by sixty in order to get an equivalent value for the comparison. Besides 

the actual counting, the subjects were also divided according to their mother tongue which 
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makes it possible to locate different patterns dependent on their L1. Another feature that will 

also be compared is which students have improved the most.  

 There are no guidelines that show how much speech rate has to increase and ratio of pauses 

to words has to decrease in order to be of significance therefore this research will be 

independent of earlier attempts due to the fact that these analyses can only be compared with 

each other. 

 

4.3.3 Measurement of pronunciation 

 To measure the development of pronunciation is complicated and the prior intention was to 

measure words that begin with alveolar stops (unvoiced), dental fricatives (both voiced and 

unvoiced) and palato-alveolar affricatives (unvoiced). But because of the shortness of the 

transcriptions which only cover about one minute of speech there are not enough occurrences 

of either alveolar stops or palato-alveolar affricatives. Therefore they will not be included in 

the research. Instead word-initial dental fricatives, voiced and unvoiced, will be the only 

features viewed closely. The reason for this is to see not only how much improvement the 

students made but also whether there are any differences between the native-tongues. The 

voiced dental fricative will also be compared to see whether there are any patterns there as 

well. 

 In table 1 below follows an alphabetical list of all the dental fricatives that occur in the 

recordings; 

Table 1 Alphabetical word list  

Dental Fricatives /ð/ Voiced Dental Fricatives /θ/ Unvoiced 

Than Thing  

That Think 

The Third 

Their  Thirty 

Them  Thousand 

Then  Three  

There  

These   

They  

This   

Those   
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 To facilitate the measurement and comparison of the students’ pronunciation, each 

occurrence of the words above will be scored between 0-2 points according to how they are 

pronounced.  

 

 0 points; Correct / native-like   

 1 point; Slight mispronunciation - This score will be given when a student’s 

 pronunciation of a word contains the wrong phoneme within the range of dental 

 fricatives, voiced and unvoiced.  

 2 points; Mispronunciation - This score will be given when the subject pronounces 

 the particular Dental Fricative completely incorrect, for example with a [z] or [w]. 

 

 The total score for each feature will be divided into the maximum score, 2 points, and then 

into the total number of occurrences for each native-tongue e.g. French, German and Spanish 

in order to get a percentage that is comparable. This is a necessity because of the different 

sample sizes of recordings and because the participants are describing different pictures from 

their own thoughts and ideas. The amount of occurrences of each feature was very different 

because some of the students hardly ever used initial dental fricatives. A low percentage is the 

most desired result, which indicates fewer mistakes.  

 

5. Limitations 

 One factor that affects the result of this study is that there are no comparable statistical 

references, which complicates drawing conclusions. Therefore this study should be seen as an 

inspiration for further studies in this field.  

 There are some limitations of each part-study e.g. fluency and pronunciation. To begin with, 

none of the measurements provide any noteworthy results for progress in the interviews after 

two terms because there are too few recordings available. Moreover, in the measurement of 

pronunciation the results may be slightly subjective since they have been scored according to 

one person’s opinion of what sounds right and not. However, it does give some indication of 

how learners within each native tongue indeed do pronounce the different words. Finally, the 

oral progress of the students is presented as an average which may include major individual 

differences. The reason for this is because each recording contains a various number of 
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occurrences of these features and it would not be possible to draw any further conclusions 

from that. 

 In regards of fluency, the results will be presented with average scores which may be 

slightly misleading because of the individuals’ different levels of oral proficiency. However, 

in order to get some sense of how much this can differentiate, the ten strongest and weakest 

students’ progress will be presented as well. These differences may include previous language 

studies or skills, motivation to learn but also motivation to speak during the interviews.  

 

6. Results 

 The following presentation of the results is divided into two segments, fluency and 

pronunciation. This is to simplify the understanding of the different features analysed in this 

survey. The results shown are an indication of how students participating in a study-abroad 

program may develop their language skills.  

6.1 Fluency 

 Table 2 below is a presentation of the average number of pauses, words and percentage of 

pauses in relation to words per minute for each language group studying English in Sweden.  

They are divided into three main parts; French, German and Spanish and six subparts 

representing the students who have stayed for one term and the ones who have stayed for two.  

The results show no changes in the overall average number of words produced per minute 

among the participants, some even decreased their performance. There were no differences 

between the French, German or Spanish students either, as expected. The number of pauses 

did however decrease which is a sign of improvement. The calculations of ratio of pauses to 

words show that the uninterrupted speech rate has improved. Although not a great difference, 

this indicates that the students’ fluency indeed did improve.  



   16 

 

Table 2 Speech rate  

 Number of pauses Number of words Ratio of pauses to words 

 12 French students who stayed one term 

Interview 1  9,99 99,4 9,99/99,4x100= 10,00%  

Interview 3 7,39 94,73 7,39/94,73x100= 7,80% 

 2 French students who stayed two terms 

Interview 1  12,35 102,58 12,35/102,58x100= 12,00% 

Interview 4 9,4 89,4 9,4/89,4x100= 10,50% 

 7 German students who stayed one term 

Interview 1  9 98,66 9/98,66x100= 9,10% 

Interview 3 7,77 98,14 7,77/98,14x100= 7,90% 

 2 German students who stayed two terms 

Interview 1  7 107,5 7/107,5x100= 6,50% 

Interview 4 8 108,5 8/108,5x100= 7,37% 

 8 Spanish students who stayed one term 

Interview 1  8,35 84,21 8,35/84,21x100= 9,90% 

Interview 3 7,17 82,25 7,17/82,25x100= 8,70% 

 3 Spanish students who stayed for two terms 

Interview 1  8,66 109 8,66/109x100= 7,94% 

Interview 4 4 133,66 4/133,66x100= 2,99% 

 

 When analysing this table it is important to keep in mind that the results from the students 

who have stayed for two terms are based on very few recordings and therefore should not be 

given too much weight. Nevertheless it does, at least among the Spanish speaking students, 

show a major improvement. There are clear indications that these results definitely should be 

investigated further. Perhaps it takes at least two terms before any greater changes can be 

recognized in oral performance in a second language.  

6.1.1 Level of improvement 

 One research question was which of the students would make the greatest improvement in 

fluency. According to the bar diagrams below it is very clear that all of the students that by 

the first interview, right after arrival, had the least developed oral proficiency have improved 

more than the participants who possessed the greatest level of oral skills. The participants 

whose language skills were strongest at arrival seem to have developed their skills in the 

opposite direction by decreasing their level of fluency, in regards to ratio of pauses to speech. 

Because there were no differences in the number of words overall among the students it will 

not be presented. 
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 The short bars are the most desired results. The differences are most visible, and the 

increases and decreases show changes consisting of several percent.  
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 It is interesting that among these ten students it is evident that the weakest among the weak 

are the ones that improved the most, se for example student 2, 4 and 6 compared to student 

number 7, who has not made much progress. It seem as though the French students are the 

ones who overall have improved the most.  
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Chart 2 Improvement of oral proficiency   
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 The results of this chart is quite ambiguous, some of the strongest students show a slight 

improvement whereas the most notable feature is that many of the participants have decreased 

their fluency in a distinct way, see for example students number 1, 2, 3 and 10. These findings 

are valuable for further discussion.   

6.2 Pronunciation 

 The results from the measurement of pronunciation of words beginning with dental 

fricatives are divided into two sections; voiced and unvoiced. Further, each section has two 

tables: table 3 and 5, which represent the students who stayed for one term, and table 4 and 6, 

which represent the students who stayed for two terms. 

6.2.1 Voiced dental fricatives 

 The French speaking students are the only ones who showed a major improvement in their 

average score throughout all of their interviews. At the first interview they demonstrated the 

weakest score (percentage of mistakes according to the amount of occurrences of the feature) 

in mispronunciation of voiced dental fricatives, after one term, at the third interview they had 

advanced to the same level as the other students. They made the biggest improvement, with 

almost 10 % less mistakes. The German and Spanish speakers made more mistakes in their 
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third interview. However, the few students who stayed for two terms made great 

improvements by their fourth interview.  

Table 3 Percentage of mispronunciation of voiced dental fricatives 

Pronunciation by students who stayed one term 

Voiced Dental fricatives /ð/  French German Spanish 

Interview 1 30,90% 8,33% 7,20% 

Interview 3 20,10% 21,55% 12,15% 

 

Table 4 Percentage of mispronunciation of voiced dental fricatives  

Pronunciation by students who stayed two terms 

Voiced Dental fricatives /ð/  French German Spanish 

Interview 1 18,75% 5,00% 12,00% 

Interview 4 12,50% 11,35% 2,05% 

 

6.2.2 Unvoiced dental fricatives 

 Pronouncing unvoiced dental fricatives turned out to be very difficult for the French 

speaking students. They had an approximately 30-40 % higher average score than the other 

participants. The German speakers demonstrated very good pronunciation skills, at least in 

their first interview. Nevertheless, none of the L2 learners’ average advanced to any better 

results by the third interview as can be viewed in table 5 below. However, this may very well 

be because of the few occurrences of these features among the students. 

Table 5 Percentage of mispronunciation of unvoiced dental fricatives 

Pronunciation by students who stayed one term 

Unvoiced Dental Fricatives /θ/ French German Spanish 

Interview 1 42,50% 5,55% 12,50% 

Interview 3 55,65% 25,00% 10,00% 

 

Table 6 Percentage of mispronunciation of unvoiced dental fricatives  

Pronunciation by students who stayed two terms 

Unvoiced Dental Fricatives /θ/ French German Spanish 

Interview 1 50,00% 0,00% 0,00% 

Interview 4 0,00% 0,00% – 

 

 The reason why table 6 shows 0 % is because there were no mistakes made. However, the 

participant hardly ever used unvoiced dental fricative in their interviews, which explain these 

results. In the Spanish students fourth interview no words of this kind were spoken, thus 
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marked with hyphen. Obviously, it is not possible to say whether the students’ pronunciation 

had improved in any way by the end of their second term. 

 Overall the unvoiced dental fricatives were rarely used, which could be connected to the 

task of describing the pictures used during the interviews. See appendix.  

 

7. Discussion 

7.1 Fluency 

These results represent the only study about improvements of fluency when studying in an L3 

environment surrounded by a majority of other L2 and bilingual speakers. The research’s 

results are similar to previous studies although they have been conducted according to other 

circumstances i.e. in an L2 environment.  

 The results indicate a decreased number of pauses in relation to the number of words 

spoken after one term spent abroad. However, these changes are not huge and it is difficult to 

say why this is and why the number of words per minute did not increase as expected. One 

could have assumed that spending time abroad would expand the vocabulary and also the 

speech rate. Moreover, the reason for all of these results may be that the students have 

become more aware of how they do and should perform in their L2. Thus, this may have led 

to a slower speech rate because the students want to spend more time thinking through and 

present their sentences more grammatically correct. This may also be one of the reasons for 

the decrease in the number of pauses. The students have most likely become more confident 

and used to producing longer sentences without several pauses in order to search for words. 

As mentioned in the beginning, grammatical accuracy was not taken into consideration in this 

investigation; therefore it is not possible to say whether the students truly do create more 

correct speech. However, it is difficult to say if this would have made any difference because 

many of the previous studies have come to different conclusions; some claim that there is a 

correlation between fluency and accuracy (Kormos and Denés 2004), whereas others have 

found the opposite results (Mo Welin 2008). According to the results of this study, they could 

more or less be connected to Mo Welin’s findings that there is no correlation between fluency 

and accuracy, because there was no improvement in speech rate and that makes one wonder if 

the students’ accuracy perhaps has increased. 

 Another feature concerning fluency that may be the answer to why there is such a small 

difference between the various occasions is that some of the students may have lost interest in 
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participating in the project by their third and fourth interview. It is possible that many of the 

students were motivated and wanted to perform well at their arrival to a new country and in 

the beginning of their term, but that they lost interest after they had got settled in. During their 

end-of-stay recordings some of the students seem to give up very quickly and could not 

produce one minute of speech even though they definitely do possess the skills to do it. 

According to other studies, as mentioned in section 2, the main reason for the students’ 

performance is the level of motivation. So if this is true in this case, it can also explain some 

of the results of this study. 

7.2 Level of improvement 

 The most interesting discovery was that there were major differences in the students’ 

individual improvement. The students that were the weakest at arrival made the greatest 

progress, whereas the strongest more or less became weaker.  

 The study by Shaw et al. (forthcoming) suggests that this can be expected when people are 

placed in a type of lingua franca community, which exchange students often are. Together 

they create their own form and accent of English in order to speak to each other as 

successfully as possible, which also means that they might come to find it more difficult to 

speak to native speakers of English. This can be explained by considering the lack of 

interaction with natives. Accordingly, it is not surprising that the weak and strong students 

have developed differently. Obviously, the weakest students had to practice their oral 

proficiency more than the strongest that already possessed those skills in order to 

communicate with their fellow students. The strongest students would most likely not 

experience much challenge by living in a lingua franca community where the level of English 

used perhaps was lower than their own. This can perhaps explain why the strongest students 

did not improve as much as the weakest.  

 In the aforementioned study the individuals’ motivation for practicing their L2 was affected 

by varying interest in learning the local language (L3) which may create a difference in the 

results if there had been a comparison with students studying in an L2 environment. 

7.3 Pronunciation  

 A summary of the results presented above show that the students have not improved their 

pronunciation but if anything decreased their accuracy, except for the French speaking 

students for one feature, voiced dental fricatives. By the third interview they had caught up 

with the better performers whose speech had begun to move in the other direction, just like 
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the fluency results. All of the students’ performances were found to be at nearly the same 

level after one term in Sweden, which indicates that the lingua franca theory may be applied 

here as well. 

 From an analysis of the students’ results on pronouncing unvoiced dental fricatives, it is 

clear that all of the average scores had become of poorer quality. A reason for this may very 

well be that the students had begun to broaden and practice their vocabulary with more 

unvoiced dental fricatives, among other features, and had not yet acquired a correct 

pronunciation of them.  

 The hypothesis that the German speaking students would outperform the other students was 

not confirmed, although they did appear to know how to pronounce unvoiced dental fricatives 

a great deal better than the other participants did at arrival. Perhaps this is because the 

Germanic languages have some similarities that have made it easier for them to learn other 

features of the English language in order to be able to focus on this. Unfortunately, they did 

not show that they were better learners since the other students caught up fairly quickly. 

Furthermore, the possibility that Germans may have had an advantage compared to the French 

and Spanish students can perhaps be because the students’ language skills within each group 

varied a lot. Some of the students may have gone through a noteworthy number of courses 

and travels in order to develop their L2 proficiency, whereas others may have had a much 

lower level of skills and thereby lowered the average score. The amount of progress that the 

students made is very individual due to the fact that they all spent different amounts of time 

speaking and studying English.  

7.4 Further thoughts about the results 

 Most of the results can most likely be traced back to each individual’s motivation and 

attitude; they all have different reasons for studying abroad. Nevertheless, the fact that the 

French and Spanish students caught up with the German ones after only one term does in a 

sense contradict the ideas which claim that the more knowledge a language learner possess 

the greater the improvement will be. There seems to be a certain level of oral proficiency 

where the learning process slows down and focuses on other features than only speaking 

rapidly. Perhaps one cause of the German students not improving their number of pauses and 

word count very much was because they have acquired an ability to speak more accurately. 

 It is important not to forget that the features of the recordings may be due to big personal 

differences, such as whether the student is extrovert or introvert. However, that can not be 

answered by only listening to a person’s speech because a slow rate of speech does not always 
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suggest that a person is introvert. Thus, it is a good indication. This fact may, if these 

personality traits are as important as suggested, affect the results very much. It could mean 

that one of the language groups got higher scores because they had the most extrovert 

participants, whereas another had more introverts and therefore ended up with the same 

average score. The idea about personal characteristics being determining suggests that it 

would be very interesting to perform a study built primarily on individual performances, only 

to see whether it is as influential as some claim. However, perhaps the presentation of the ten 

weakest and strongest students showed that even though some have difficulty with speaking 

rapidly, they do improve more than the ones who already possess this skill. 

 

8. Conclusion 

 As a conclusion it is not possible to say whether the exchange students have increased their 

oral proficiency more by spending time abroad than they would have done by staying in their 

own country, as suggested by some studies (Freed et al. 2004). However, one can hope that 

the reasons for not increasing their fluency mean that they have increased their level of 

accuracy instead and that the concept of fluency and accuracy are not correlated.  

 Concerning pronunciation, only the French had made considerable progress by the third 

interview meanwhile the German and Spanish students had decreased their level of accuracy. 

It may expectantly be connected to a higher complexity in their speech or to the proposition 

that the exchange students who live together in an L3 environment develop their own form of 

English as a Lingua franca. 

 Finally, everything concerning the results about the language learning process appears to 

primarily be dependent on the participants’ motivation, as Dewaele and Furnham (1999:537) 

argue, which in this case is impossible to determine. However, in fact Shaw et al. 

(forthcoming) found that learning more English was not the dominant motive for studying 

abroad and that many students chose to focus on learning the local language. 

 Considering the results overall, the feature of speaking fluently does not really make any 

difference. According too most people it would be more satisfying to speak to someone who 

uses accurate collocations that are understandable rather than to someone who only says 

things randomly in order to fill a void. Hence, one can draw the conclusion that there are 

several different aspects that needs to be considered in order to measure oral proficiency; 

lingua franca environment, motivation, personality traits are features that this survey and 

other studies has detected as important. Perhaps further studies of the impact lingua franca 
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communities have on the learning process could lead to a change in the arrangement for 

housing during study-abroad programs, where a majority of the students are placed together 

with other L2 learners.  

 Further insight into the importance of motivation may find some way to improve the 

exchange programs, and perhaps add some extra activities in English as the immersion 

programs did, which resulted in the best outcome (Freed et al. 2004). Finally the claimed 

biological differences between extroverts and introverts may perhaps lead to some other 

conclusions as how to optimise the learning process for different individual needs. 
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Appendices 

 

Fluency 
 

French Interview 1 Interview 3 Interview 4 

Male 
Number of 

pauses 
Number of words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

1 14,21 101 6 66   

2 13 80 6 114   

3 10,21 98,29 12 82,6   

4 6 114 9,6 110,4   

5 5 121 7 83   

6 7,8 58,69 5,3 73,3   

7 17,7 80,45   9 63 

8 7 124,7   9,7 115,8 

Average 80,92/8=10,115 778,13/8=97,266 45,9/6=7,65 529,3/6=88,2 18,8/2=9,4 178,8/2=89,4 

    

French Interview 1 Interview 3 Interview 4 

Female 
Number of 

pauses 
Number of words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

1 9,4 90,58 9,7 79,5   

2 10,8 112,8 2,5 100   

3 10 78,75 10 99   

4 12 75 6,6 84   

5 13 127 8 127   

6 8,57 135,7 6 118   

Average 63,77/6=10,6 619,83/6=103,3 42,8/6=7,13 607,5/6=101,25   

    

Total 
average 

114,69/14=10,3 1397,96/14=99,85 88,7/12=7,39 1136,8/12=94,73 18,8/2=9,4 178,8/2=89,4 

Percentage 10,3/99,85=0,103 = 10,3% 7,39/94,73=0,078 = 7,8% 9,4/89,4=0,105 = 10,5% 

German Interview 1 Interview 3 Interview 4 

Male 
Number of 

pauses 
Number of words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

1 10 70 9 70   

2 9,23 95,76 11,4 85,7   

3 10,9 90,9 3,15 134,2   

4 8 122 6 100   

5 6 107 6,66 76,66 8 111 

6 8 108   8 106 

Average 52,13/6=8,68 593,66/6=98,94 36,21/5=7,24 466,56/5=93,3 16/2=8 217/2=108,5 

       

German  Interview 1 Interview 3 Interview 4 

Female 
Number of 

pauses 
Number of words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 
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1 8,9 97 8,18 125,45   

2 8 108 10 95   

Average 16,9/2=8,45 205/2=102,5 18,18/2=9,09 220,45/2=110,2   

       

Total 
average 

69,03/8=8,62 798,66/8=99,8 54,39/7=7,77 687/7=98,14 16/2=8 217/2=108,5 

Percentage 8,62/99,8=0,086 = 8,6% 7,77/98,14=0,079 = 7,9% 8/108,5=0,0737 = 7,37% 

Spanish  Interview 1 Interview 3 Interview 4 

Male 
Number of 

pauses 
Number of words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

1 11,35 66,48 8,4 60   

2 9 92 8 89   

3 9,23 107,69 9 79   

4 6 126   5 115 

Average 35,58/4=8,89 352,17/4=88 25,4/3=8,46 228/3=76 5 115 

       

Spanish  Interview 1 Interview 3 Interview 4 

Female 
Number of 

pauses 
Number of words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

Number of 
pauses 

Number of 
words 

1 11 75 6 62   

2 4,2 91,57 5 87   

3 7 102 7 105   

4 10 72 7 83   

5 5 107 7 93   

6 11 89   4 138 

7 9 112   3 148 

Average 57,2/7=8,17 648,57/7=92,65 32/5=6,4 430/5=86 7/2=3,5 286/2=143 

       

Total 
average 

92,78/11=8,4 1000,74/11=90,97 57,4/8=7,17 658/8=82,25 12/3=4 401/3=133,66 

Percentage 8,4/90,97=0,092 = 9,2% 7,17/82,25=0,087 = 8,7% 
4/133,66=0,0299 = 

2,99% 

 

The ten weakest and strongest students’ development 
 

Highest 
Score 

1 

(French) 
2 

(French) 
3 

(French) 
4 

(French) 
5 

(German) 
6 

(German) 
7 

(Spanish) 
8 

(Spanish) 
9 

(Spanish) 
10 

(Spanish) 

Interview 1 5,30% 4,10% 5,60% 6,30% 6,60% 5,60% 4,80% 4,60% 6,90% 4,70% 

Interview 3 8,60% 8,40%  5,00% 6,00% 8,70%  5,70% 6,70% 7,50% 

Interview 4   8,40%   7,20% 4,30%    

Difference -3,30% -4,30% -2,80% 1,30% 0,60% 
-3,1% / 
-1,6% 

0,5% -1,10% 0,20% -2,80% 

 

Lowest 
Score 

1 

(French) 
2 

(French) 
3 

(French) 
4 

(French) 
5 

(French) 
6  

(French) 
7 

(German)  
8 

(Spanish) 
9 

(Spanish) 
10 

(Spanish) 

Interview 1 14,10% 16,30% 13,30% 22,00% 12,70% 16,00% 14,30% 17,00% 14,70% 13,90% 

Interview 3 9,00% 5,00% 7,20% 7,20% 10,10% 7,90% 12,90% 14,00% 9,70% 8,40% 
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Interview 4           

Difference 5,10% 11,30% 6,10% 14,80% 2,60% 8,10% 1,40% 3,00% 5,00% 5,50% 

 

Pronunciation 
 

Stay one Term French German Spanish 

1st Interview Amount Points Amount Points Amount Points 

Dental fricatives /ð/ Voiced       

The 30 8 14 1 21 0 

Than 1      

That 11 5 6  2  

Their 5 3 3  1 1 

Them 3  2 3 12 2 

Then 1    1  

There 9 6 6  9 3 

These 3  1    

They 43 42 18 4 25 3 

This 4 4 3 1 5 2 

Those   1    

Total 110 68 54 9 76 11 

Percentage of mistakes 68/2/110=0,309 = 30,9% 
9/2/54=0,0833 = 
8,33% 

11/2/76=0,072 = 
7,2% 

Dental Fricatives /θ/ Unvoiced       

Thing 2 2 1    

Think 18 15 6 1 8 2 

Third       

Thirty   1    

Thousand       

Three   1    

Total 20 17 9 1 8 2 

Percentage of mistakes 17/2/20=0,425 = 42,5% 
1/2/9=0,055 = 
5,55% 

2/2/8=0,125 = 
12,5% 

       

3rd Interview French German Spanish 

 Amount Points Amount Points Amount Points 

Dental fricatives /ð/ Voiced       

The 36 4 10  28 3 

Than 1    1  

That 5 1 5 3 9 2 

Their 1    1  

Them 4 3 2  5 2 

Then       

There 9 10 9 10 8 2 

These   1 1 1  
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They 29 17 14 5 24 10 

This 7 2 3  5 1 

Those       

Total 92 37 44 19 82 20 

Percentage of mistakes 37/2/92=0,201 = 20,1% 
19/2/44=0,2155 = 
21,55% 

20/2/82=0,1215 = 
12,15% 

Dental Fricatives /θ/ Unvoiced       

Thing 2  1 1   

Think 11 14 4 1 5 1 

Third 1 2     

Thirty   1 1   

Thousand 1 1     

Three       

Total 15 17 6 3 5 1 

Percentage of mistakes 17/2/15=0,5565 = 55,65% 3/2/6=0,25 = 25%  1/2/5=0,1 = 10% 

       

       

Staying Two Terms French German Spanish 

1st interview  Amount Points Amount Points Amount Points 

Dental fricatives /ð/ Voiced       

The 6 3 5  14 1 

Than       

That 1  1  3 1 

Their       

Them 2    2  

Then       

There 3 1 1  4 1 

These       

They 4 2 3 1 6 4 

This       

Those       

Total 16 6 10 1 29 7 

Percentage of mistakes 
6/2/16=0,1875 = 
18,75% 

 
1/2/10=0
,05 = 5% 

 
7/2/29=0,
12 = 12% 

 

Dental Fricatives /θ/ Unvoiced       

Thing       

Think 1 1 3  4  

Third       

Thirty 1 1     

Thousand       

Three       

Total 2 2 3    

Percentage of mistakes 2/2/2=0,5 = 50%  0,00%    
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Staying two terms French German Spanish 

4th Interview Amount Points Amount Points Amount Points 

Dental fricatives /ð/ Voiced       

The 5 1 10 1 19  

Than     1 1 

That   2 1   

Their   1    

Them       

Then     1  

There 2  5    

These   1 1   

They 5 2 3 2 3  

This       

Those       

Total 12 3 22 5 24 1 

Percentage of mistakes 3/2/12=0,125 = 12,5% 
5/2/22=0,1135 = 
11,35% 

1/2/24=0,0205 = 
2,05% 

Dental Fricatives /θ/ Unvoiced       

Thing       

Think 2  1    

Third       

Thirty       

Thousand       

Three       

Total 2  1    

Percentage of mistakes 0,00% 0,00% - 

       

       

Pronunciation by students who stayed one term    

Dental fricatives /ð/ Voiced French German Spanish    

Interview 1 30,90% 8,33% 7,20%    

Interview 3 20,10% 21,55% 12,15%    

       

Pronunciation by students who stayed two terms    

Dental fricatives /ð/ Voiced French German Spanish    

Interview 1 18,75% 5,00% 12,00%    

Interview 4 12,50% 11,35% 2,05%    

       

Pronunciation by students who stayed one term    

Dental Fricatives /θ/ Unvoiced French German Spanish    

Interview 1 42,50% 5,55% 12,50%    

Interview 3 55,65% 25,00% 10,00%    
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Pronunciation by students who stayed two terms    

Dental Fricatives /θ/ Unvoiced French German Spanish    

Interview 1 50,00% 0,00% 0,00%    

Interview 4 0,00% 0,00% –    

 

Pictures described by the participants 

     

 


