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Abstract: This article presents a socio-linguistic analysis of the difficulties faced by the students from Northern
Vietnam in distinguishing between the phonemes /n/ and /i after they move from their home provinces (such as
Hai Duong, Hai Phong, Thai Binh, Nam Dinh, and Thai Nguyen) to Hanoi for study and work. These pronunciation
patterns, stemming from regional dialectal characteristics, often become a source of language anxiety for
students entering environments where the Hanoi dialect - considered the more prestigious - predominates. Based
on the Audience Design Theory and Communication Accommodation Theory, this Study analyzes how students
adjust their speech in response to social judgment, audience expectations, and professional pressures. Through
qualitative examples drawn from newspaper articles and previous empirical studies, this paper identifies three
stages of change in linguistic attitudes and behaviors: initial linguistic trauma upon arrival in Hanoi, the shift in
aftitude after prolonged exposure to the standard dialect, and the lasting occupational impacts manifested by
persistent linguistic anxiely. The analysis further discusses whether the /n/—/lf variation should be treated as a
dlialectal feature or a mispronunciation, arguing that while it is a legitimate regional characteristic, it is socially
constructed as an error in dominant linguistic contexts. The study highlights the complex relationship between
language, power, and identity in contemporary Vietnam and calls for greater sociolinguistic awareness in education
and society to reduce stigmatization and promote linguistic inclusivity.

Key words: /n/-/l/ variation; Linguistic insecurity; Audience Design Theory; Communication Accommodation
Theory.

Received a manuscript: 08/12/2025; Edited: 09/12/2025; Reviewed: 15/12/2025; Paper accepted: 22/12/2025.

1. Introduction

This essay analyzes a distinct sociolinguistic
group: students from Northern Vietnamese
provinces such as Hai Duong, Hai Phong, Thai
Nguyen, Nam Dinh, and Thai Binh, who experience
pronunciation difficulties with the /n/ and /I/ sounds.
These students move to Hanoi for higher education
and professional opportunities. Due to the regional
influence of dialects in their hometowns, their non-
standard pronunciation often leads to linguistic
insecurity, which is defined by Holmes & Wilson
(2022) as “anxiety or lack of confidence about
‘correct’ or standard linguistic usage, especially in
formal situations” (p. 680). When they integrate into
Hanoi’s formal and professional environment, where
the standard dialect is dominant, this insecurity
becomes more pronounced.

By applying Audience Design Theory, which
suggests speakers adjust their speech based on
the audience, and Communication Accommodation
Theory (CAT), which focuses on how individuals
modify their communication to either converge or
diverge from others, this essay examines whether
these pronunciation patterns are dialectal variations
or mispronunciations and discusses the social
implications for these students.

2. The group description

The students in question form a distinct
sociolinguistic class due to shared phonological
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features and social experiences. As highlighted
in Van and Hién’s (2022) study on pronunciation
correction among students at Thai Nguyen
University, students from provinces such as
Nam Dinh, Hai Duong, Thai Binh, and Bac Giang
frequently confuse /n/ and /I/ sounds when speaking
both Vietnamese and English. These pronunciation
errors are not just individual articulation issues but
are linked to broader dialectal habits that are deeply
ingrained in the students’ linguistic backgrounds.
In their hometowns, these speech patterns are
not considered errors. However, in Hanoi, where
the prestigious standard dialect dominates, they
face negative attitudes and pressure to conform
linguistically.

Hanoi, the capital city, as the nation’s
educational hub, gathers millions of students
from provinces from all over Vietnam, including
Hai Duong, Nam Dinh, Thai Binh, and others
annually. This movement to the capital suggests
a reasonable hypothesis that these students,
carrying their dialectal features, experience
challenges and linguistic pressures. Bén (2011)
also discusses the mispronunciation of the /n/
and /I/ sounds, which is common in regions like
Hai Phong and the outskirts of Hanoi. While these
features may be normal within their dialects,
they often cause discomfort in listeners and are
stigmatized in professional environments. Efforts
to correct such pronunciation are ongoing,



especially in educational institutions and among
teachers.
3. Bell’s Model of Linguistic Variation

(1) Group has its own
identity, evaluated
by self and others

(2) Group differentiates its

language from others’:
“social,” or

inter-speaker variation intra-speaker variation
(indicators) (markers)

\ (3) Group’s language is /
evaluated by self

and others:
linguistic evaluation

(4) Others shift relative
to group’s language:
“style,” or

Fig.1: The derivation of intra-speaker from inter-speaker
variation,by way of evaluation

Bell's (2002) model of audience design (Figure
1) helps explain the linguistic progression of
Northern Vietnamese students as they transition
between different social environments. The model
emphasizes the cyclical relationship between
inter-speaker variation (differences between social
groups) and intra-speaker variation (how individuals
shift their speech relative to others).

Group Identity and Differentiation: In their
hometowns, students from Northern provinces
develop a strong group identity based on their local
dialect, particularly the /n/ and /I/ sound variation (step
1 in Bell's model). This feature distinguishes them
from other regions and serves as an inter-speaker
variation or indicator of their social group (step 2).

Evaluation by Others and Linguistic Insecurity:
Upon arriving in Hanoi, their speech is evaluated
negatively, triggering linguistic insecurity (step
3). This evaluation drives them to modify their
pronunciation to conform to the prestigious dialect
of Hanoi, as they seek to avoid social stigma and
gain acceptance in professional settings.

Intra-Speaker Variation and Style-Shifting: As
students adjust their speech to fit the expectations
of the Hanoi audience, they engage in style-shifting
(step 4), aligning their pronunciation with the
standard dialect.

By analyzing this cycle, this essay can better
elaborate on how linguistic identity evolves through
social evaluations and how students respond
to the pressures of language conformity in new
environments.

4. The three stages of language attitude change

Stage 1: Linguistic Humiliation and Initial
Adaptation in Hanoi

Upon moving to Hanoi, students from Northern
provinces frequently experience what can be
described as linguistic insecurity, mentioned as
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“anxiety or lack of confidence”. This insecurity
becomes particularly evident as they attempt
to integrate into academic and professional
environments, where their distinct dialectal features,
such as the confusion between /n/ and /I/ sounds,
are often stigmatized to some extent.

A real-life example comes from Phwong, a
22-year-old contestant who, to this day, recalls
the sting of a judge’s comment during a singing
competition: “You have a beautiful appearance and
a clear voice, but unfortunately, we have never seen
a singer who mispronounces on television” . This
illustrates how mispronunciation extends beyond
mere speech and can influence a person’s self-
image and professional opportunities.

Mispronunciation, particularly the confusion
between /n/ and /I/ sounds, is widespread and often
carries social implications, including embarrassment
and professional disadvantages. Despite this, many
young people strive to correct their pronunciation
errors to improve their communication and self-
presentation.

This stage of linguistic humiliation marks the
initial adaptation these students undergo as they
confront the social expectations of Hanoi’s formal
linguistic environment. The pressure to modify their
speech stems not only from a desire for linguistic
conformity but also from the practical need to thrive
in academic and professional spheres.

Research by Derwing et al. (2009) and
Huttinger (2024) indicates that non-standard
accents or dialects, while often intelligible, are
frequently associated with social stigma. This
aligns with the experiences of the aforementioned
Northern Vietnamese students, who, despite
being understood, are often judged based on their
pronunciation of certain sounds like /n/ and /I/.
These students face the challenge of modifying their
speech to conform to the linguistic norms of their
new environment, often due to external pressures
and social judgment.

An illustrative example comes from VnExpress
(2011), which humorously recounts the experience
of Lam, a young man from Hai Dwong known for
his singing talent. L&m frequently volunteered to
perform at social gatherings, but due to his inability
to distinguish between /n/ and /I/, his performances
were often met with laughter. Famous lines such as
“n&ngnghe chiéuxudngthanhphéméngmo”became
“ldng nghe chiéu xudng,” turning his performances
into long-lasting jokes among his peers. This
example highlights how mispronunciations can lead
to social exclusion or ridicule, further reinforcing the
pressure on individuals to correct their speech for
better social acceptance.
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Interestingly, Lam explained that “cd nang anh
déu néi nhw thé” (my whole village speaks like that),
underscoring how dialectal features are deeply
rooted in regional communities. According to Holmes
and Wilson (2022), language is intricately linked to
identity and social factors, and variation often reflects
social variables such as age, gender, ethnicity, and
class. These regional dialects, while forming an
essential part of Lam’s identity, can lead to social
challenges when speakers enter environments
where the standard dialect is dominant.

Stage 2: Return to Hometowns and Attitudinal Shifts

Upon returning to their hometowns after
spending time in Hanoi, many students exhibit a
noticeable shift in their attitudes toward their local
dialect. Having corrected their pronunciation of
/n/ and /I/ while in university, they often view their
previous speech patterns, once a core part of their
identity, as inferior. Van and Hién (2022) found
that students who had undergone this linguistic
shift frequently expressed less tolerance for those
in their hometowns who continue to use the non-
standard dialect.

This shift in attitude creates a sense of linguistic
tension. While back in their hometowns, these
students may not revert to using their local dialect.
This change can even lead them to correct others
in their community, which creates unnecessary
stress. Interestingly, the differences between local
and standard speech patterns are often unnoticed
by the local population, who continue speaking
as usual without feeling any sense of linguistic
inadequacy. Yet, it is the returning students, those
who have modified their speech in Hanoi, who often
feel like fixing the mispronunciations of others,
further contributing to the tension.

This behavior is particularly evident in familial
settings, where younger individuals who have
changed their pronunciation might attempt to correct
their elders like their parents or grandparents when
they mispronounce words. This may lead to negative
reactions, as the older generation may interpret
these corrections as disrespectful. For example, a
young person correcting their parent’s speech in
an attempt to “improve” their language can strain
familial relationships, as these corrections are
perceived as undermining the elder’s authority and
“normal” way of speaking.

Stage 3: Professional Impact and Continued
Linguistic Insecurity

Even as these students advance in their
careers, they might continue to face difficulties due
to lingering pronunciation issues. In professional
settings, where clear communication is essential,
persistent mispronunciation of /n/ and /I/ may
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not severely impact comprehension, but it still
influences how others perceive them. These
pronunciation challenges contribute to feelings of
linguistic insecurity and affect their confidence and
career prospects. While mispronunciation might not
always be a significant barrier to understanding,
it can lead to assumptions about professionalism,
potentially preventing individuals from gaining
certain opportunities.

According to CAT people adjust their
communication strategies to align with group norms
or to differentiate themselves from out-groups,
often reinforcing social boundaries (Giles, 2016).
For students from Northern provinces who move to
Hanoi, group identity plays a central role in shaping
their communication patterns. They modify their
speech to align with the linguistic norms of their
professional or academic environment, seeking to
fit into these prestigious groups and reinforce their
identity as part of the professional or academic
community.

Giles’ (2016) CAT also highlights various
psychological and social motivations behind
accommodation behavior, including the desire for
approval, relationship building, or status negotiation.
In these students’ cases, the primary motivation
for adjusting their speech is to achieve success in
academic settings and advance their careers. By
improving their pronunciation, they aim to avoid
social separation and present themselves more
favorably in professional contexts.

5. Dialect or Mispronunciation?

Back to the central question in this analysis is
whether the /n/ and /I/ pronunciation variations
represent dialectal differences or are simply
mispronunciations. From a phonological standpoint,
Hwa-Froelich et al. (2002) argue that the regional
variations in Viethamese phonology should be
classified as dialectal features. These sounds
are part of the students’ cultural and linguistic
heritage, and within their local context, they are not
considered errors.

However, in the broader Viethamese linguistic
environment, particularly in  Hanoi, these
pronunciation patterns are often viewed as
mispronunciations due to the dominance of the
standard dialect. Bell’'s (2002) audience design
framework explains that linguistic choices are
often influenced by the audience’s expectations,
and in this case, the audience expects standard
pronunciation. Thus, while the /n/ and /I/ variations
are part of a legitimate regional dialect, they are
treated as mispronunciations in Hanoi’s professional
and academic contexts.



6. Conclusion and limitations

This sociolinguistic analysis of students from
Northern Vietnam who struggle with /n/ and
/I pronunciation demonstrates the complex
relationship between dialect, linguistic identity, and
social power. While these pronunciation features
are part of their regional dialect, they are treated
as mispronunciations in Hanoi’s professional and
academic settings. These students face challenges
not only in social and professional interactions
but also in navigating the pressures to conform to
the linguistic norms of a prestigious dialect. Their
experiences highlight the importance of addressing
linguistic insecurity to promote social inclusion
and professional advancement. By integrating
sociolinguistic theory and relevant examples, this
analysis contributes to a decent understanding of
how language shift is taking place in Hanoi, Vietnam,
and how the students’ experiences in Hanoi reflect
broader sociolinguistic challenges.

However, the analysis is limited by the lack
of extensive empirical research and surveys
specifically addressing this issue. Further
research is needed to explore the broader social
and psychological impacts of mispronunciation,
particularly in formal and professional environments,
and to investigate the long-term effects of linguistic
accommodation on students’ career development =
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Phan tich ngon ngi - xa hdi v& nhiing khd khan phat am / va /U cia Sinh vién mdt s trudng dai hoc phia Bac Viét Nam
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Email: khanhnx@thanhdong.edu.vn

Tom tat: Bai viét trinh bay mot phan tich ngon ngi - xa hoi vé sinh vién mién Bac Viét Nam gép kho khan trong viéc phan biét hai
amvi /n/ va /Il sau khi ho chuyén tir cac tinh qué hutong (nhu Hai Duong, Hai Phong, Thai Binh, Nam Binh va Thai Nguyén) Ién Ha
Noi dé hoc tap va lam viéc. Nhiing kiéu phat &m nay, bdt nguon tir ddc diém phuong ngit ving mién, thuong tré thanh nguyén
nhan gay ra tinh trang bat an ngén ngir khi sinh vién budc vao nhing moi truong noi phuong ngdt Ha Noi - von duoc xem 1a uy
tin - chi phoi. Dua trén Ly thuyét Thiét ké Nguoi nghe (Audience Design Theory) va Ly thuyét Biéu chinh Giao tiép (Communication
Accommodation Theory), nghién ctu phan tich cach sinh vién diéu chinh 167 noi cia minh trude su danh gia xa hoi, ky vong cta
nguoi nghe va ap lue nghé nghiép. Théng qua cdc vi du dinh tinh duoc rat ra tr bai viét trén bao chi va cac nghién citu thue nghiém
trirée do, bai viét xdc dinh ba giai doan thay doi vé thai do va hanh vi ngén ngi: su ton thuong ngon ngit ban dau khi dat chan dén
Ha Noi, su chuyén bién vé thai do sau mot thoi gian dai tiép xuc voi phuong ngd chuan va nhing tac dong nghé nghiép kéo dai
dugc thé hién qua tinh trang bat an ngén ngi lién tuc. Phan tich cdng thao luan ligu bién thé /n/-/I/ nén duoc coi la mot ddc diém
phuong ngit hay 1a 16i phat am, tir do Iap ludn rang mdc du day la mot dac trung vang mién hop phap vé mat ngon ngir, nhung no
bi kién tao vé mat xa hoi nhur mot “16i” trong nhiing boi canh ngén ngit chi phbi. Nghién ciu nhan manh méi quan hé phifc tap
gitra ngon ngdt, quyén e va ban séc trong boi canh Viét Nam duong dai, dong thoi kéu goi ndng cao nhan thirc ngén ngi - xa hoi
trong gido duc va xa hoi nham giam thiéu su ky thi va thuc ddy tinh bao dung ngon ngd.

Tir khoa: Bién thé /n/-/I/, Bt an ngén ngd, Ly thuyét Thiét ké Nguoi nghe, Ly thuyét Digu chinh Giao tiép.
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