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Abstract

Norwegian children in the 21st century are quite massively exposed to English
as an L2, primarily through subtitled television programmes, films and various
computer-based activities. The article investigates to what extent this passive
exposure influences their basic phonological competence in the L2 by analyzing
their ability to actively distinguish between certain phoneme pairs in English
which are considered difficult for Norwegian learners, mainly due to
interference from the phonemic system in their L1. The data material was
collected through 136 recordings of 11-16 year old pupils in ten Norwegian
state schools. By comparing the results to similar studies made in Norway 20-35
years ago, at a time when young people's exposure to English was considerably
more limited, the article discusses the effects of incidental foreign language
acquisition on young people's L2 competence. The discussion is also placed in
the light of recent, international research in this field. By critically investigating
some of the findings of that research, the article furthermore attempts at
problematizing the concept of L2 acquisition by focusing on the distinction
between active and passive language competence. The findings indicate that
basic L2 phonological competence is in no way automatically enhanced by
passive exposure to the language. The article points to the necessity of
structured teaching programmes to counterweight the complexity and variations
in the L2 input that young people encounter in their media based exposure to the
L2.

Keywords: English phonetics and phonology; incidental language learning;
teaching English as an L2

Introduction

Children and young people in Norway today are quite massively exposed to the

English language, particularly through the media, and clearly more so than
earlier generations. This article investigates to what extent this exposure has
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implications for aspects of young learners’ basic oral acquisition. The focus is
primarily on phonological contrasts which have been considered difficult for the
learners due to first language (L1) transfer, but which will be present in the
sound inventory of native speakers (NS) of English. The article includes a
discussion on incidental foreign-language acquisition through media exposure,
with reference to passive versus active language skills and foreign-language
acquisition in general, by comparing its findings to similar, earlier studies in
Norway (Handeland, 1987; Hestetraeet, 1993; Johannessen, 1979; Nilsen, 1989;
Rugesater, 1992), as well as relevant studies carried out elsewhere in Europe
(d’Ydewalle & Van de Poel, 1999; Kuppens, 2010; Lefever, 2012; Leppink,
2010; Mitterer & McQueen, 2009; Vanderplank, 2009). The article also touches
upon how its findings may affect the methods and foci for the teaching of
English as an L2 to young learners.

Four phonological contrasts were investigated in this study: between /s/ and
/z/, between /15/ and /ea/ (US /1r/ and /er/), between /e/ and /&/ and between /ov/
(US /ou/) and /av/. The main reason for choosing these contrasts is that they
have been investigated in earlier studies of Norwegian learners’ phonemic
inventory, something which facilitates a comparative, longitudinal approach.
The findings of the present study may be divided into two main categories:
sound contrasts that clearly create problems for young learners, notably the /s-z/
and the /10-ea/ (/ir/-er/) contrasts; and those that seem to create relatively few
problems, i.e. the /e-a/ and, in particular, the /ov/ (/ov/)-av/ contrasts. It is
interesting to note that all these findings seem to correspond well with the
findings of earlier studies (Handeland, 1987; Hestetraeet, 1993; Johannessen,
1979; Nilsen, 1989; Rugesaxter, 1992), indicating that young learners’
phonological acquisition does not seem to have changed much, in spite of the
substantial increase in passive exposure to the L2. The findings do not, however,
support the conclusions in a number of studies on foreign-language learning
based on measuring the effects of passive input through media exposure (Bird &
Williams, 2002; Koolstra & Beentjes, 1999; Kuppens, 2010; Lefever,
Ragnarsdottir, & Torfadottir, 2006; Leppink, 2010; Markham, 1999; Torfadottir,
1994; Williams and Thorne, 2000). These studies have investigated various
aspects of the development of language competence in L2 learners, such as their
understanding of written and spoken language, oral production related to
vocabulary building, and to a certain extent grammar skills and conversational
skills. However, they have only dealt with phonological acquisition, which is the
focus of this study, to a very limited extent, if at all.

Language learning through the type of passive input that one is exposed to
through the media (and other types of passive input not followed up by
practicing the language) has been labelled incidental foreign-language
acquisition (see, for example, d’Ydewalle & Van de Poel, 1999; Vanderplank,
2009). It has been assumed that such input will help in building competence in a
foreign language, and this assumption has been supported by research.
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According to Kuppens (2010), several empirical studies have found that children
and adolescents can incidentally learn a foreign language through watching
television. In particular, research on incidental acquisition through watching
subtitled television programmes has been carried out in countries with relatively
small language communities - for example Holland, Flemish-speaking Belgium
and Iceland - where subtitling rather than dubbing is common, largely due to
economic considerations related to the size of the target group (for an overview
of this research, see, for example, Lefever, 2012 and Vanderplank, 2009, pp.12-
22).

The general use and effects of modern audio-visual and digital technology in
language teaching, as well as teachers’ attitudes towards this new technology,
has been the subject of considerable critical research internationally for a
number of years; see, for example, Bush, 2000; Grgurovic & Hegelheimer,
2007; Hulstijn, 2003; Koolstra & Beentjes, 1999; Lam, 2000 and Tschirner,
2001. Kramsch and Anderson’s (1999) study of the effects of the use of audio-
visual, multi-media technology to reflect target-language culture as well as
linguistic input is an example of the generally optimistic tone in this research
regarding the potential of new technology in language learning. Similarly,
Weyers’s (1999) article on television programmes as a valuable asset in
providing L2 input as part of a structured teaching programme highlights the
positive effects of such methods. Herron, York, Corrie and Cole’s (2006) study
comparing the learning outcomes of two groups of students, one taking part in a
film-based course and the other participating in a comparable text-based course,
showed that the former group had a better learning outcome overall.

Studies which have focussed on the effects of visual and auditory input with
and without captions and subtitles have generally suggested that learners benefit
from the combination of text, subtitles and visual information; see, for example,
Bird & Williams, 2002; Huang and Eskey, 1999-2000; Markham, 1989 and
Williams & Thorne, 2000. However, the conclusions from some more recent
studies have questioned some of these effects (Taylor, 2005) or shown limited
improvement among the learners (Yuksel & Tanriverdi, 2009).

Other recent studies have investigated the role of media input with regard to
L1 and language change (Stuart-Smith, 2011), stressing, among other things, the
high degree of variation in the language expressions found in the media today.
This type of research contributes to the understanding of the complexity of
incidental language learning through watching television, aspects of which will
be discussed later in this article in relation to the findings of the present study.

The complex discussion related to second-language acquisition and age has
largely centred on the sensitive language hypothesis theory (see, for example,
Doughty & Long, 2003, pp. 539-588 and Lenneberg, 1967). However, there
seems to be general agreement that from approximately two years of age and up
to puberty children attain L2 skills more easily than older learners. This will
include, not least, basic, phonological acquisition. Adults acquiring a second
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language tend, for example, to retain a non-native accent in that language
(Archibald, 1998, p. 37). This is confirmed by central research investigating
phonological acquisition in particular: “Age of L2 learning appears to be the
most important predictor of degree of foreign accent.” (Piske, MacKay, & Flege,
2001, p. 191). The vast majority of the informants in the present study were
between eleven and thirteen years old at the time of the recordings, i.e. within an
age group that is particularly sensitive to language learning. The findings in the
present study, however, indicate that passive exposure to an L2 through rather
heavy media exposure over time, where subtitled television programmes play a
central role, has minimal, or at least very limited, effect on phonological
acquisition among young learners.

Method

Experimental design

With the aim of investigating whether Norwegian children today are closer to L1
phonological patterns in English than earlier generations, 136 eleven to sixteen-
year-old pupils in ten schools in western Norway were asked to read a simple
text and a set of specially designed sentences in English, and to answer a set of
questions about their overall exposure to English. Emphasis was put on features
where Norwegian learners are known to have special problems, either due to
transfer from their L1 sound system or because of speech sounds and contrasts
that do not exist in Norwegian (Nilsen, 2002; Nilsen & Rugeszter, 2008). The
focus was not on whether their pronunciation as such is close to a specific NS
norm, but whether contrasts that are present in all major L1 accents are present
in the pronunciation profile of these children. It is taken for granted that children
have adopted a full set of phonological contrasts in their first language by the
age of eleven. The study comprises eight English speech sounds (approximately
20% of the sound inventory in English). Using Wells’s (1982) classification
system, the main focus has been on what he labels systemic differences.

The features investigated are the contrasts between the centring diphthongs
/19/ as in <beer> and /ea/ as in <bear> (represented as a contrast between the
combinations /1r/ and /er/ respectively in rhotic accents); the monophthongs /e/
as in <bed> and /&/ as in <bad>; and the diphthongs /ov/ (US /ouv/) as in <no>
and /av/ as in <now>. In addition, the study investigates the contrast between /s/
and /z/, as it comes out in word pairs such as <ice> and <eyes> or <Sue> and
<zoo>; as well as the pronunciation of /z/ between voiced segments, as in
<present>.

In a short, structured interview (in Norwegian, before the recording started),
each informant was asked several questions about his or her media habits. The
first was ‘How often do you watch television programmes where English is
used?’, and they were presented with the following alternatives:
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Every day or nearly every day
Four or five days a week

Two or three days a week
Once a week or less

In addition, they were all asked several follow-up questions:

Can you mention some of the programmes that you watch?

Do you watch English films on DVD?

Do you hear English through computer games and / or the internet?

Are you exposed to English in other ways (personal relationships / holiday
trips, etc.)?

e How often do you speak English yourself (at school and in other contexts)?

The informants

At the time of the recording, the youngest informants (50 in all) were in the fifth
grade in the Norwegian state school system; the second group (74 in all) were
seventh graders; and the oldest pupils (12 in all) were in the tenth grade. All
these students had started to learn English at school in the first grade, when they
were six. The recordings took place in 2010-2012 using a small digital recorder
at the schools the informants normally attended, i.e. in an environment that was
familiar to them, in order to reduce the formality of the situation as much as
possible. The informants were recruited on a voluntary basis through their form
teacher. A clear majority of the pupils in all of the classes participated, but
pupils with special linguistic backgrounds were excluded, for example
immigrant children with a first language other than Norwegian, and pupils with
reading disabilities which made it difficult for them to take part.

Since 1997, English has been a compulsory subject in Norwegian state
schools from grade one, i.e. pupils start their formal education in English from
the age of six. During the first two years, the number of lessons is limited,;
according to the national norm (Leereplanverket for Kunnslapslgftet, 2006) they
have a total of 138 lessons in the course of the first four years and 228 lessons
during the next three, years five to seven. The majority of the informants
therefore had had between 150 and 350 English lessons at the time of the
recording.

Basis for comparison

In order to investigate whether there has been a development over the last few
decades with regard to Norwegian learners’ phonological acquisition in English,
it is necessary to compare the results of the present findings with earlier studies.
There are a few studies that may be used as a basis for comparison. Only two of
these (Hestetraeet, 1993 and Rugesater, 1992) actually focus on phonological
contrasts; however, there are others (Handeland, 1987; Johannessen, 1979;
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Nilsen, 1989) dealing with phonetic descriptions that can be used indirectly by
interpreting the results with phonological contrasts in mind. Handeland (1987)
and Nilsen (1989) limit their analyses to vowel sounds only, whereas the other
analyses cover all the phonemes dealt with in this article. Although the focus
and method of these studies varied somewhat, the data material in all of them
was based on the informants reading a text in English. The studies centred on
learners who were generally in their late teens or (most of them) early twenties
at the time of the recordings. The overall exposure of young people to English
when these studies were conducted was much more limited than is the case with
children and young people today, due to the introduction of cable and satellite
television from the 1990s onwards, and of the internet services that are now a
common feature in practically every home in Norway.

Auditory analysis

The descriptions below are based on auditory analysis. The main focus is on
contrasts, and the reading text therefore contained a number of minimal or near-
minimal pairs to avoid allophonic variation as much as possible. To avoid
making the contrasts stand out too much in the text structure, they were
regularly made less visible by not putting them side by side in isolation. The
idea was that by placing the relevant words in a context, it would be easier for
the informants to identify their meaning, particularly since the rather un-
predictable system of spelling representation in English does not always make it
clear, not least to a foreign learner, what the words mean when seen in isolation.

Auditory analysis has its potential weaknesses. It is not always easy to hear
whether speech sounds are the same or not. In actual fact, two individual sounds
are phonetically never 100% identical. However, it is normally possible to hear
whether the given phonemic contrasts are present or not with native speakers
and non-native speakers of a language alike. There are bound to be borderline
cases and grey areas, not least because of allophonic variations, and ambiguous
or unclear cases have been marked as such in the data. On the whole, however,
in the framework of the present study, the kind of auditory analysis used for this
article must be considered an acceptable tool, and a combination of features
(vowel duration as well as quality, voicing as well as lenition in various phonetic
contexts) has been used to establish whether a potential phonemic contrast
exists, or not. With as many as 136 informants, it is possible to identify certain
rather clear-cut indicators. Furthermore, it may be argued that distinctive
contrasts that cannot be perceived in an auditory analysis are linguistically
irrelevant.

In an ideal world, it would have been desirable to compare the findings of the
present study to previous studies with informants of the same age group and
with informants with the same L1 variety. It would also have been desirable to
compare the findings to studies that made use of exactly the same methodology.
However, such studies are not available, and in view of the dominant theories on
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language learning and age, such as the sensitive language hypothesis theory
(Lenneberg, 1967), a comparison of 11-16 year-old language learners with
learners in their late teens and early twenties should still provide us with relevant
information about changes regarding phonological acquisition related to
increased exposure to an L2. A limitation in this study lies in the fact that only
one specific, albeit fundamental, aspect of oral L2 acquisition is measured.

Findings

Figure 1: Overview over how much the informants watched TV. N=136.

TV habits

Every day / almost
every day (70%)

Seldom [ never
(3%)

2-3 days a week
(10%)

4-5 days a week (17%)

The interviews: Exposure to English through the media

As seen in Figure 1, 70% of the 136 children said that they watched television
with programmes in English every day or almost every day; 17% stated that they
watched such programmes 4-5 days a week; and 10% said that they watched
such programmes 2-3 days a week. Only 3% maintained that they watched
television with programmes in English once a week or less. Even though the
number of hours these children spend in front of the television or computer
screen may vary, and the information they provided in this kind of interview
situation may not be 100% accurate, the figures below clearly function as an
indicator of their passive exposure to English through modern media, primarily
television. Some English-language television programmes for children in
Norway are dubbed, but when the informants were asked what sort of
programmes they watched, the most typical answers in this study were sitcoms,
soaps and other series mainly targeted at a teenage or adult audience, plus
Animal Planet, and for many boys, Discovery Channel. None of the programmes
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mentioned are dubbed when transmitted in Norway; all of them are merely
subtitled.

One might conclude that almost 90% of the informants had been exposed to
English on a more or less daily basis through television alone.

In addition, these children would to a certain, although varying, degree have
been exposed to English through other media, not least through the use of
computers. Admittedly, much of this would be English in its written form, but
there is a growing use of multimedia functions not only in computer games, but
also through sound files and video clips on the web. When asked about sources
other than television where they encounter English, more than 80% of the
children mentioned at least one additional source - e.g. films / DVDs, computer
games with sound, music, or holiday visits to English-speaking countries - all of
which add to young Norwegians’ overall exposure to oral English these days.

There is every reason to believe that 11-16 year olds today are exposed to
more spoken English than children 30-50 years ago, when the media situation
was very different. In those days there was, for example, only one TV channel
in Norway, and most of the programmes were in Norwegian. No households had
access to English-speaking TV channels via satellite and cable. The type of
multimedia resources that have become a natural part of young people’s
everyday life today, including the Internet, were unknown to children in those
days. In addition, at that time they did not start to learn English at school until
the age of eleven (or later), compared to six today.

Phonemic analyses
In the following, the auditory analyses of the informants’ phonemic contrasts, or
lack of such, are presented.

Figure 2: Overview over whether the informants distinguished between /s/ and z/

Two phonemes (4%)

Inconclusive
(17%)

No contrast (79%)

Kare Nitter Rugesaether 8/20 2014©adno.no



Acta Didactica Norge Vol. 8. Nr. 1. Art. 10

As seen in Figure 2, less than 5% of my informants made a clear and apparently
systematic distinction between /s/ and /z/ in their reading. Approximately 80%
showed no signs of distinguishing between the two at all. That means that they
used a voiceless fricative, /s/, throughout, including words where the spelling
was <z>, as exemplified by the word <zoo>. <ice> and <eyes> are
homophonous and the /z/ in a word like <present> shows no sign of lenition or
voicing. A couple of informants pronounced <zoo> with a voiced fricative,
reflecting an awareness of the contrast when the spelling is <z>, but not in other
cases. Somewhat less than 20% of the informants showed signs of vowel
lengthening in the words <lies> and <eyes>, which may be due to influence
from the <e> in spelling following the first vowel letter, but since there are no
other signs of a distinction, | have put those down as inconclusive. Nevertheless,
the overall impression for the group as a whole is clear: the vast majority have
not acquired the contrast in question, and replace the /z/ with the nearest L1
equivalent (Norwegian does not have /z/ or any other lenis fricatives.)

Figure 3: Overview over whether the informants distinguished between /1a/—/ea/
(/1r /- ler)

Two phonemes (4%)

Inconclusive
(15%)

Mo contrast (81%)

As shown in Figure 3, a little over 80% of my informants showed no signs of
distinguishing between these two phonemes, so that <ear> and <air> were
homophonous. For approximately 15% of them, the findings were inconclusive.
In some cases there would probably be some confusion among the informants
due to interference from overlapping spelling, for example where <ea> is used
for both phonemes; this may complicate the acquisition of this phonemic
contrast, but only a little over 4% made a clear distinction between the two
phonemes.
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Figure 4: Overview over whether the informants distinguished between /e/ and
Il

[Two phonemes (56%)

No contrast
{10%)

Inconclusive {(34%)

As Figure 4 shows, more than half (56%) of my informants made a clear and
consistent distinction between these two sounds. With a quarter of this group,
the distinction seemed to be based solely, or at least primarily, on increased
length when the phonemes occurred before lenis consonants, as in <bed> and
<bad>, with little or no audible difference in quality. The existence / non-
existence of a contrast among a third of the group (34%) had to be classified as
inconclusive, either because any difference was difficult to hear, or because of a
lack of consistency that made it difficult to know whether they made a
systematic distinction between the two sounds. 10% clearly did not make any
distinction between the two phonemes in their speech. It should be added that
this contrast differs from the other phoneme pairs in this study in that it is

recognizable from a similar, or more or less parallel, contrast in the informants’
L1.

Figure 5: Overview over whether the informants distinguished between /av/ (fou/)
and /av/

Two phonemes (68%)

Mo contrast
(2%)

Inconclusive (7%,

Kére Nitter Rugesather 10/20 2014©adno.no



Acta Didactica Norge Vol. 8. Nr. 1. Art. 10

In spite of all the potential problems related to phonetic closeness, overlapping
spelling representations and L1 variations concerning these two diphthongs, this
contrast does not seem to create any difficulties for young learners today, as can
be seen in Figure 5. Just under 5% failed to make any distinction between the
two, and 7 % fell into the category “inconclusive”, since it was difficult to
properly judge whether both phonemes were represented. That means that 88%
of the informants made a clear distinction between the two phonemes.

Comparison to earlier studies

The findings regarding the four phonological contrasts were compared to five
previous studies carried out in Norway in the late 70s, 80s and early 90s
(Handeland, 1987; Hestetraeet, 1993; Johannessen, 1979; Nilsen, 1989; Ruge-
seeter, 1992) in order to identify any development or changes in the learners’
patterns regarding these L1 distinctions.

Is -zl

Johannesen’s (1979) phonetic descriptions of the pronunciation of these two
phonemes among his informants indicate that quite a few, but not the majority,
of the students used /s/ for /z/, implying that more than half operated with two
phonemes. Nilsen’s (1989) statistics show that 85% of his students pronounced
Izl as /s/, thus indicating that the vast majority of them did not distinguish
between fortis /s/ and lenis /z/. Likewise, Rugesater (1992) reports that 65% of
his informants twenty years ago made no distinction at all between the two
phonemes.

In other words, there seems to be a fairly straightforward correlation between
these earlier findings and the findings of the current study, with the exception of
Johannessen’s study, which indicates better skills on this point among his
informants. The lack of any contrast between /s/ and /z/, or rather the lack of a
/z/-phoneme, continues to be part of the phonological pattern of young
Norwegian learners, although they have been heavily exposed to English during
their early years. However, it should be added that since some of the informants
in the present study had adopted a /z/ where the spelling was <z>, they may
have showed possible signs of a process where the /z/ was being incorporated
into their phonemic inventory on a more general basis.

/19-¢e3/ - (/1r - er/)

From the available data, it is possible to conclude that a great many of the
informants in all the previous studies had problems with this contrast.
Handeland (1987, p. 32), reports that only 19% of her informants distinguished
between these two speech sounds. However, she also found that 176 students
(35%) pronounced /12 / as /ea/, which suggests that the number of students who
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lacked a contrast here might actually have been higher; in a comment, she states
that the most common mistake when it came to these two phonemes was to use
[€] as a the “first element for both” (Handeland, 1987, p. 34). Nilsen’s (1989)
study suggests that about two thirds of his informants failed to make a
distinction between these two speech sounds. Rugeseaeter (1992) reports similar
findings, with 65% of his students not distinguishing between these vowel
phonemes; in addition, approximately 25% had pronunciation weaknesses that
made it difficult to assess whether they actually had this contrast systematically
incorporated into their profile, and less than 10% made a clear, systematic
distinction between them. Hestetreeet’s (1993) findings further support this
impression. She has a more careful approach in her analysis, which means that
she is reluctant to rule out any possible phonemic distinction based on her
material. She has not found one single informant who clearly and systematically
operated with two phonemes, and claims that 95% either clearly made no
distinction between the two, or that it was “doubtful” that they did.

There is no indication in the findings of the present study that young people
today are much better at actively distinguishing this sound pair in English
compared to Norwegian learners two or three decades ago.

/e - [/

Johannessen’s (1979) study is based on a limited number of informants (12) and
is inconclusive when it comes to this sound pair. Like Johannessen, Handeland
(1987) did not investigate specifically whether her informants had incorporated
the contrast between /e/ and /e&/ in their English pronunciation. Judging from her
descriptions of sound manifestations, one might assume that only a small
percentage (perhaps 4% or possibly a little more) failed to make a distinction
between the two phonemes. Nilsen (1989) reports in his study of 172 students
that 59% of them had an /e/-phoneme which was ‘too open’ (compared to RP),
while 5% had an /ee/-phoneme which was ‘not open enough’. To what extent
any of his informants actually failed to distinguish between /e/ and /z/ at all is
unclear, but since a lack of distinction between /av/ and /av/ 1s reported for some
of his informants, one can assume that a similar coalescence between /e/ and /&/
was not registered, or at least not a focal point in the analysis. Rugesater (1992)
found that about 40% of his informants did not make a distinction between the
two phonemes, so that <said> and <sad> were homophonous. Hestetreeet (1993),
however, found that 52% of her 42 informants made a clear distinction between
the two vowel phonemes, whereas 45% were characterized as unclear
(‘doubtful’ / “inconsistent’ / “blurred’); only 1 out of 42 clearly did not have two
phonemes in his/her pronunciation profile.

In spite of slightly varying results, it must be said, looking at the five
previous studies as a whole, that 11-13 year olds today seem to have much the
same pattern in their pronunciation of English /e/ and /e&e/ as was the case with
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Norwegian learners of English 20-30 years ago, including a contrast, or lack of
such, between these two monophthongs.

/ou (/ou/) - av/:

Johannessen (1979) concentrates on the phonetic realisations of the two
phonemes. He reports that many of his informants had realisations of both
phonemes that deviated from the norm (RP), but by studying the phonetic
descriptions one can quite safely deduce that no more than 16% of his
informants had the same manifestation of both phonemes. Handeland’s (1987)
findings are relatively difficult to interpret in relation to a potential contrastive
loss when it comes to these phonemes, but again by studying the descriptions of
the realisations of each phoneme, one may deduce that up to 58 students (11%)
failed to make a distinction between the two. Although she reports that some
students (an additional 5% with /ou/and 7% with /au/) ‘were unstable in their
pronunciation’ (Handeland, 1987, pp. 30-31), which may be explained as
distributional problems, the overall picture seems to be that only a small
minority of the students had failed to develop two distinctive phonemes here, in
spite of realisational deviations from the norm of reference. Nilsen (1989)
reports that 11% of his informants had an /ou/-phoneme ‘not distinguished from
/au/’, and 14% had an /au/ -phoneme ‘not distinguished from /oau/’. It is unclear
whether these weaknesses apply to the same students, but it seems evident from
his data that a clear majority of his informants had two distinct phonemes for
/av/ and /av/. Rugesater (1992) states that more than 80% of his informants had
two phonemes for these speech sounds. Hestetraeet (1993) reports findings that
are somewhat less conclusive. While she does not exclude completely the
possibility of any of her informants having two phonemes in this field, she
characterizes many of her findings as blurred or doubtful. Her findings do not
clash with Rugeseter’s (1992, p. 3) conclusion that ‘with regard to /ov/ and au/
in general, realisational ‘inaccuracies’ and distributional confusion rather than
systemic neutralization seems to be typical with [the informants] as a whole.’

Discussion

The following discussion considers recent research into the effects of incidental
language learning through the media, and relates the results of that research to
the findings of the present study. The conclusion also considers possible
implications of the findings for the teaching of pronunciation in the L2 English
classroom and in teacher education.

The type of input a learner receives through watching L1 subtitled television
programmes contains an auditory element as well as visual support (pictorial
information). The visual support can be divided into two types: the situation in
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which any dialogue takes place, and facial expressions and gestures; both may
contribute to clarifying and shedding light on linguistic meaning, in addition to
the support given by the subtitles themselves via the learners’ L1. In theory, this
iIs a favourable context for language learning, and a substantial number of
studies indicate the positive learning effects of this type of input. In natural L1
acquisition, however, there is a mixture of input and language practice
accompanied by direct and indirect feedback from the learners’ surroundings in
an interactive process. Exposure to an L2 through the media will not include
active use of the language under guidance, only passive reception. It may
therefore be relevant to consider the limitations of incidental language learning
as well as its positive effects.

When discussing language acquisition, it is useful to distinguish between
different types of skills. The basic division into the four language skills
(listening, reading, speaking and writing), often referred to explicitly or
implicitly in theories and methodology related to language teaching and
learning, (e.g. Cook, 2013; Macaro, 2003; Pinter, 2011 and Simensen, 1998, pp.
139-219) is a good starting point. It is natural to assume that passive exposure
(listening) to an L2 first and foremost leads to better receptive skills; i.e. by
being exposed to the spoken language learners will develop their understanding
of what is being said, and in the case of subtitled television, there is the added
element of potentially combining the meaning of words and expressions in the
L2 and L1. So in developing listening skills and a passive vocabulary (possibly
with a reference to the L1 through subtitling), media exposure may help. When
it comes to the development of active language skills (e.g. pronunciation skills
and grammatical skills), the effect of media exposure may be more uncertain.
Leppink’s (2010) study, which aims at finding out whether or not exposure to
L2 media input benefits L2 proficiency, compares two groups of high school
students, one °‘high exposure group’ and one ‘low exposure group’. The
experimental design includes a QPT (quick placement test) and a pronunciation
task. Her conclusion is that high media exposure had a significant effect on the
QPT results, but ‘the difference between the two groups on the pronunciation
task was not significant’ (Leppink, 2010, p. 40). Potentially, she attributes that
to the limitations of the experiment, and the type of pronunciation test used, but
it may also be connected to the fact that the QPT measures understanding
(receptive skills) and has a multiple choice or a cloze test format, whereas
pronunciation is part of the active language production. Leppink’s group of
‘high exposure’ informants belong to the same age group as the informants of
the present study, and the results are therefore comparable. Thus, it is interesting
that the findings are basically the same. Closer examination of some of the more
optimistic articles concerning the effects of the combination of auditory and
visual input in language learning (Bird & Williams, 2002; Huang and Eskey,
1999-2000; Markham, 1989 and Williams & Thorne, 2000) reveals that they
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also measure receptive skills, notably listening comprehension, and not much
regarding acquisition linked to the learners’ long-term, productive skills.

The QPTs used in Leppink’s (2010) experiment may also be said to measure
immediate understanding (short-term effects) where the informants may be
helped by visual information there and then; in contrast, pronunciation skills are
to a large extent a result of a long-term development, and may be more difficult
to improve or change in the short term. This perspective is discussed by
Kuppens (2010). In her article she ‘investigates the extent to which children’s
foreign language skills benefit from their long consumption of media’ (Kuppens,
2010, p. 65). The informants are Flemish Dutch-speaking children in their final
year of primary education, and are thus comparable to the informants of the
present study in terms of age. Her findings show clear and positive long-term
effects from watching subtitled movies and television when it comes to
translation skills both ways (Dutch to English and English to Dutch). The
children were tested orally, but not on pronunciation. The extent to which the
test actually measured their active language proficiency may be somewhat
limited. The words and phrases that constituted the texts the children were asked
to translate were (understandably enough, given their age) short and simple and
partly translucent in terms of L1 — L2 meaning. However, grammatical
correctness was included in the scores, so a certain, although limited, degree of
active expression in addition to recognition was included in the experimental
design.

Earlier research (see, for example, d’Ydewalle & Van de Poel, 1999;
Vanderplank, 2009) has pointed to significant effects from media exposure to an
L2 on language acquisition among young learners, although again it may be
argued that much of what has been measured is linked to passive understanding
rather than active performance. Certain active skills, such as pronunciation, i.e.
avoiding L1 transfer on the phonological as well as the phonetic level (Leppink,
2010; Rugeseter, 1995), seem to be less influenced by this exposure, even with
young learners in their most receptive years of language acquisition.

The limitations of the effect of media exposure have been investigated in
earlier research on incidental foreign-language learning, too. One of the
weaknesses of television as a medium for language acquisition is related to the
overwhelming amount of information, not limited to pure linguistic information,
constantly thrown at the recipients. “ [...] the language of broadcast programmes
comes too quickly for learners and there is too much of it. It is all too often
culturally bound or bound in contexts that may be unfamiliar to foreign language
learners’ (Vanderplank, 2009, p. 9).

In addition, when children watch television in their spare time, they are not
in a ‘learning mode’; they associate television with leisure activities and are thus
not receptive to language input to the same extent as in a classroom situation.
Weyers’s (1999) study shows that television is an asset in foreign language
learning, when used as part of a structured class activity.
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With regard to subtitled television programmes in particular, there is
evidence that young learners do not benefit much from their age-related
receptive skills compared to adult learners in relation to the overall learning
effect. d’Ydewalle & Van de Poel (1999), in their assessment of the learning
effect of incidental foreign-language acquisition among adult learners and
children (Dutch 8-12 year olds) through watching subtitled television
programmes in a foreign language, claim that ‘[they] obtained real but limited
foreign-language acquisition’, but that ‘the learning of the children was not
superior to adults investigated in prior studies.” (p. 227) This is, of course, not in
accordance with the sensitive language hypothesis theory. The findings may, to
some extent at least, be explained by the limited reading skills of the children,
although eye movement research (d’Ydewalle & Van Rensbergen, 1989) shows
that children down to the age of eight seem to have the same level of attention as
adults when watching subtitled television programmes. Earlier research also
suggests that children make an effort to process the sound track (e.g. Pezdek &
Hartman, 1983; Pezdek & Stevens, 1984).

A recent study by Mitterer and McQueen (2009) into learning via subtitled
television produced some interesting findings that can be directly linked to the
findings of the present study. The usual design for subtitled television pro-
grammes is an L2 (the original) soundtrack with L1 (native-language) subtitles.
Another combination, found mostly on DVDs /Blue-Ray movies, is an L2
soundtrack and L2 subtitles (originally meant as support for hearing-impaired
native speakers of the soundtrack language). Mitterer and McQueen (2009)
found that watching subtitled television with L1 subtitles actually harmed
foreign language perception and oral production of new sounds. In contrast, L2
subtitles helped to produce more native-like pronunciation. The authors indicate
lexical interference as an explanation of why L1 subtitles are counter-effective
in the learning process. In the experiment, the informants were exposed to
accents of English that they were unfamiliar with (Scottish and Australian
accents). Children and young people today, watching different English language
television programmes with native-language subtitles, are in much the same
situation. They are exposed over time to many different accents of English;
national variants (British, American, Australian, etc.) as well as regional, local
and social class accents. This may clearly be confusing when they try to build
their own phonological system in English, as native accents differ both on the
phonetic and the phonological levels. It is not unnatural to assume that this
mixed input is so complex and difficult to grasp, that the overall consequence
may be that learners resort to their native-language sound patterns. In other
words, they may resort to L1 sounds since they lack a single, stable phonetic
norm in the L2 they are exposed to, with phonological implications.

This discussion may easily be linked to the idea of destandardisation, used
by Stuart-Smith (2011) with reference to the language expressions found in
modern media. Traditionally, media was considered to have a stabilising effect

Kare Nitter Rugesaether 16/20 2014©adno.no



Acta Didactica Norge Vol. 8. Nr. 1. Art. 10

on language expression due to a more normative attitude concerning
‘correctness’, for example as reflected in the term ‘BBC English’. Today, the
situation is much more complex, with a host of channels sending different types
of programmes aimed at various sub-cultures with different language
expressions and identities. So Norwegian children today are increasingly
exposed to English through the media, but the overall exposure is much more
complex and varied than before, which may be a complicating factor when
learning English as an L2 through the media, not least when it comes to
phonological acquisition.

Conclusion and suggestions for further research

The overall findings in this study from Norway clearly indicate that massive
exposure to oral English, mostly through subtitled television programmes, in
itself has little or no impact on children’s basic phonological acquisition in
English as a second or foreign language. Young learners who have been exposed
to English through the media on a regular and often daily or near-daily basis, at
an age where they are still particularly receptive to language acquisition, seem to
have the same problems when it comes to sounds and contrasts as learners of
English of earlier generations, whose exposure to the language was much more
limited. Pronunciation constitutes a basic element in the learners’ active
language skills, i.e. skills that form part of their L2 language expression. On that
basis, it is fair to say that the findings support earlier research on incidental
language acquisition through media exposure carried out on comparable groups
of informants in Holland and the Flemish-speaking part of Belgium. Media
exposure alone may contribute to the learners’ L2 acquisition when it comes to
passive vocabulary and L2 understanding, but as a potential tool in the process
of acquiring active skills in an L2, it seems that this exposure needs to be
exploited in structured teaching programmes where the learners are in an active
learning mode rather than a passive entertainment mode. Passive exposure to
English, even if quite substantial, seems not to be sufficient in relation to
phonological acquisition, even in the age group most receptive to language
learning. It is therefore important that English teachers develop their
phonological awareness and knowledge about L2 acquisition processes. More
emphasis should perhaps be given to basic, interactive pronunciation teaching in
primary school, and in teacher education programmes.

Nevertheless, some recent studies (Kuppens, 2010; Lefever, 2012) seem to
suggest that other aspects of language production among young learners, for
example grammatical and conversational skills, are positively influenced by
media exposure to an L2, so more research is needed to explore how, and to
what extent, different types of active skills are influenced through such
exposure. In addition, it would be of interest to further investigate practices in
the Norwegian English classroom with regard to pronunciation teaching, and the
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Impact these practices actually have on young learners’ phonological
acquisition,
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