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THE EFFECT OF Ll USE ON FOREIGN ACCENT RATINGS IN QUICHUA­
SPANISH BILINGUALS
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ABSTRACT

This study assessed the hypothesis that degree of Ll activation
influences L2 production accuracy by examining bilinguals who
used their Ll on a regular basis in a bilingual setting: Otavalo,
Ecuador. Thirty native Quichua speakers who had begun to learn
Spanish between the ages of 6-8 years were recruited to form
three groups differing in self-reported LI use. The three groups
repeated five aurally presented Spanish sentences. Native Spanish
listeners rated the blocked, randomly presented Spanish sentences
for degree of Quichua accent. The High Ll Use group had
stronger Quichua accents than the Low Ll Use group. The more
the Quichua subjects used their Ll, the less Spanish-like their
sentences were judged to be. This finding supports the proposal
that the amount of Ll use influences production in the L2,
indicating that factors other than neurological maturation
influence the success of L2 learning.

1. INTRODUCTION
Many recent investigations have focused on the effect of
variation in the age of second language (L2) acquisition (AOA)
on the production and perception of an L2. The findings of these
studies indicate that the earlier in life a second language is
learned, the more native-like the pronunciation of the L2 will be
[1,4,8, 10, 12].

Recently, Flege, Frieda, and Nozawa [3] investigated the
effect of variation in the amount of self-reported use of the first
language (Ll) on L2 production accuracy. They found that the
more the Ll (Italian) was used, the stronger the perceived foreign
accent was in the L2 (English). This fmding is of potentially great
importance for theories of second language acquisition and
bilingualism. In AOA-based studies, age is often interpreted as a
surrogate for neurological maturation, e.g., plasticity at the time
of L2 learning. The fmdings rrom Flege et al. [3] indicate that
some factor(s) other than just neurological maturation at the time
of L2 learning influence L2 production capabilities. It suggests
that the interaction of the Ll and the L2 can affect production and
influence the ultimate degree of success in pronunciation of the
L2.

Flege et al. [3] proposed that the bilinguals' degree of Ll
"activation" influenced L2 production accuracy. The authors
discussed their findings in terms of a "single system hypothesis."
According to the single system hypothesis bilinguals are unable
to fully isolate the Ll and L2 phonetic systems. The phonic
elements of the Ll subsystem necessarily influence phonic
elements in the L2 system, and vice versa. The nature and
strength of the influence of the Ll and the L2 on one another may
be dependent on several factors, including the nature of the L I
and L2 phonetic systems (e.g., how many and what types of

phonetic categories they possess) and the amount and
circumstances ofLi and L2 use [5, 7].

Although interesting, the Ll use effect described in Flege et
al. [3] is far from being clearly established. The study needs to be
replicated and the design extended before the Ll use effect on L2
production can be fully accepted. Two design aspects of the study
might be questioned. First, the study was a post-hoc analysis. The
sentences analyzed were drawn from data collected for an earlier
study. The Ll use effect should be studied with a data set that has
the participants' amount of Ll use as a design variable to allow
planned comparisons between groups differing in Ll use.

Second, in the Flege et al. [3] study, the low Ll use group
reported using Italian so infrequently (3% of the time) that it is
uncertain whether they actually had an active LI system. That is,
it is uncertain if the low Ll use participants could actually speak
Italian at the time they were tested. No evaluation of the
participants' Italian capabilities was performed. Given the low
use of Italian and the limited domains in which Italian was
reported to be spoken, it is possible that some of the subjects
tested never developed a full competence or had lost production
proficiency in Italian. The loss of production proficiency is not an
unreasonable proposal as the Italians had lived in Canada for 34
years on average and spoken Italian only rarely during that time.
Grosjean [6] suggested that language forgetting is "probably as
frequent as language learning in adults" (p. 238) and that
production is more affected by loss than perception or
comprehension. He proposed that people undergoing the
language forgetting process can be termed "dormant bilinguals"
in that they no longer use one of their languages on a regular
basis. Perhaps the Ll use effect found in the Flege et al. [3] study
was actually a difference between dormant bilinguals and
functioning bilingual speakers. Further investigation into the LI
use effect should be carried out with a population of speakers
who use their Ll on a regular basis in a wide variety of contexts.
In addition, an assessment of the participants' Ll proficiency
should also be conducted.

The aim of the present study was to replicate and extend the
study by Flege et al. [3]. The bilinguals studied here continued to
use their Ll on a regular basis and were assessed for Ll
proficiency. They lived in a bilingual community that is
characterized by widespread, societal bilingualism: Otavalo,
Ecuador. In addition, we examined the effect of Ll use on L2
production by investigating three groups of bilinguals who
differed in Ll use. Replication of the earlier finding would
confirm the effect of Ll use on L2 production, supporting the
single system hypothesis. A failure to replicate the Flege at al. [3]
study might suggest that the reported LI use effect was actually a
difference between dormant bilinguals and functioning bilingual
speakers.




