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Abstract

This paper seeks to answer the question: should technical phonetic descriptions be
introduced in the teaching of Mandarin pronunciation to beginning learners, and if so, what
type of description, in how much detail, and following what order? The presenter will argue
that the indiscriminate introduction of articulatory specification can impede rather than aid
the acquisition of a foreign language sound system, and that if aspects of phonetic description
are to be incorporated into the teaching of pronunciation, it should be done with an awareness
of interlanguage phonology, distinctive feature theory, and the limitations of present-day
Mandarin phonetic/phonological description. Examples from the portrayal of Mandarin
vowels, voicing contrasts, tone sandhi, and consonant place of articulation in the literature
will be used to illustrate the issues at hand and support the adoption of a selective and tiered
approach to the use of phonetics in teaching pronunciation.
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0. Introduction
1. Common methods of teaching pronunciation
B Listen and repeat (no use of phonetic theory)
B Physiological diagrams (partial use of articulatory phonetics)

2. What is easier for the beginning student?
B Joseph Conrad ( FE+:i4%) phenomenon (Scovel 1969)

B Aptitude for oral mimicry (Kenworthy 1987; Jones 1997)
B Phonological short-term memory (PSTM)

THE PHONOLOGICAL LOOP

A
- N

subvocal rehearsal
(non-speech)

(After Baddeley 1986; Gathercole 1998)

phonological
store/trace
(2 sec)

SPEECH -

B Motor theory of speech perception (Lieberman ef a/ 1967; Lieberman et al 1985);
inappropriate acoustic image formation (Neufeld 1977)
Interlanguage phonology (Tarone 1987): mapping of foreign sounds onto
(1) native language phonemes (L1 transfer) [CONTRASTIVE ANALYSIS], and
(2) universally unmarked patterns [MARKEDNESS THEORY |
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1. Contrastive Analysis
1. Vowels

By (%) — u/ju(difficulty in distinguishing 4/%+/42 ~ 38/ & /#p)
By (#%)/9 (&) —> o/ A (sounds in-between “e” and “a” to Chinese ear 1&/i% ~ ¥&/32)
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MODERN STANDARD CHINESE

GENERAL AMERICAN ENGLISH
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2. Consonants
B Retroflex series (replacement with English “j”, “ch”, “sh”) } MERGER
B Alveopalatal series (replacement with English “j”, “ch”, “sh”)

MODERN STANDARD CHINESE

LABIAL DENTAL ALVEOLAR PALATO-ALVEOLAR ALVEO-PALATAL PALATAL VELAR GLOTTAL
STOP h h h

pp tt k k
AFFRICATE h h h

ts ts ts ts t¢ t¢

FRICATIVE

f S S 1 ¢ X
NASAL

m n
APPROXIMANT .

w 1 j

GENERAL AMERICAN ENGLISH
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STOP

b p" d t" g k"
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dz ts |tf d3

FRICATIVE
fv 00 sz [ 3 h
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m n 1
APPROXIMANT .
1 ™ j

3. Phonotactics
B c],—>ei(eg, F4 > KEH)
B o], —>ou(eg., & > EX)

4. Tone

2. Markedness Theory
1. Marked vowels: [y], [], []
2. Marked consonants:
B Retroflex series “zh”, “ch”, “sh”, “r”
B Alveopalatal series “j”, “q”, “x”
3. Unmarked tonality and the description of Tone 3
B  Tonal systems of the world’s languages
(a) 2 tone: H, L (level tones)
(b) 4 tone: H, L (level tones), HL, LH (contour tones)
B Traditional vs contemporary descriptions:
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TRADITIONAL DESCRIPTION: Tone 3 as dipping tone

CONTEMPORARY DESCRIPTION: Tone 3 as /ow tone

“The third tone’s pitch starts at 2 (the second
lowest point of your pitch range), falls to the lowest
point of your pitch range, then goes upward to 4
(the second highest point of your pitch range). It is
like “Mom” when you say it in a disapproving
manner.” (p. 9) ...

“When a third tone syllable is followed by a first,
second, fourth or neutral tone, the pitch drops and
does not rise (i.e., only the first half of the third
tone is pronounced; it is called “half-third tone”. (p.
26) (Interactions I: A Cognitive Approach to
Beginning Chinese, 1997)

“... in natural speech, a final Tone 3 need not be [214],
but is often [21]. For example, in a study in 1998, 1
asked six native Standard Chinese speakers (four of
them being Chinese language teachers) to read at
normal speed sixteen expressions that contain a final
Tone 3 ... Five of the six speakers pronounced all the
sixteen final Tone 3s with [21] ... All the speakers
agree that a final [214] carries some emphasis.”
(Duanmu 2000: 221-222)
“The third tone is a low tone with a pitch value of 214
(even though in reality the pitch value is more like 21)”
(Integrated Chinese, Level 1, Part 1: 9, 1997)

3. Distinctive vs Redundant Features

1. Vowels
B Distinctive:

(1) High front rounding: [y] vs [u] vs [ju] (/%+/3% ~ &/ & /#p)
(Teach via C/A: [y] is [1] with lip-rounding.)
(C.f. Intergrated Chinese 1-1, p.1: “To produce this vowel, first pronounce i, then
modify the shape of the mouth from unrounded to rounded”)

(2) Secondary height:

(a) ¥ /9 — o/ A (perceived by Chinese as #%/7) [c.f. RP “er”
(b) an > on / An (e.g., 1% [hen], [han])
(3) Diphthongization and fronting of “u” [¥% /7 vs % /7]
(C.f., sociolinguistic difference: “00” in macho Italian vs gay accent)

B Redundant:

(1) Diphthongization of “i” (e.g., 7 & ~
#F AHF)

(2) Fronting of “ao” (e.g., & ¥ ~

2. Consonants
B Distinctive:

5o %)

(1) Lip rounding in retroflex and alveopalatal initials:
Chinese [fround] is distinctive; English [+round] by default

(Teach to spread lips when pronouncing “zh”, “ch”, “sh”, “r”, and

€699 66 9% ¢¢ 79)

] 9, X
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(2) Voicing and Aspiration

B Early textbook view: In English are able to perceive voicing contrasts, but
not aspiration; Chinese: aspiration is distinctive, voicing is not. As a result
much time is spent on teaching the distinction between [p, p"]
“...while /p-, t-, k-/ and /b-, d-, g-/ in Mandarin differ as to the presence or
absence of aspiration, the difference between these two stop series in English
is said to be that /p-, t-, k-/ are “voiceless” stops whereas /b-, d-, g-/ are
“voiced” stops.” (Tung 1983: 115-116)

B Phonetic literature: In English, aspiration is the main acoustic cue in the
perception of stops (e.g., “b”, “p”); whereas in continuants (e.g., “ch”, “sh”),
voicing serves as the main cue.

FIG Voicing and aspiration as continuum on VOT scale (After Catford 1977: 113)
h
[b] [p] [p"]

EARLY < > LATE

GRroup 1 (Cantonese, Thai) @
GRroup 2 (English) @ @
GROUP 3 (Spanish) @ @

(3) Tone: Tone Sandhi
(a) Distinctive (system-wide; phonemic): Tone 3 Sandhi [i.e., %3 ; & 5]
(b) Redundant (phonetic effects):

B T4+T4: “Chao (1968: 28-29) points out that when T4 is followed by
another T4, the sequence is [53 51], instead of [S1 51]. However, as Chao
suggests, this may be a phonetic effect and need not be included in a
phonological analysis” (Duanmu 2000: 221) [# R.]

B TI/T2+T2+FT: “If in a three-syllable word or phrase the first syllable is a
1% or 2™ Tone, the second is a 2™ Tone, and the third syllable is any
except the neutral tone, then the second syllable (which is in the 2" Tone)
is pronounced in the 1% Tone” (Chao 1948 :26) [Z4-4% ; K. kbt ; B4
7 ; 3EAEMR] - (EXPERIMENT: A A 4% vs E b4t vs JA4E5F)
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4. Areas of Controversy
1. Retroflex consonants
B Chinese vs Indian retroflex:

(a) “this sound does not have the tip of the tongue curled up and backwards, as it
does in Indian sounds symbolized in a similar manner. All three speakers
produce the constriction for this sound with the upper surface of the tip of the
tongue (as compared with the under surface of the tip, as is common in the
Dravidian languages of Southern India). The constriction is about the same place
for all three speakers, namely at about the centre of the alveolar ridge.”
(Ladefoged and Wu 1984: 271)

(b) TS sh ORI NSRRGSR 0 o
B AL e P TR DRI S50 - 3 g
%oﬁm%ﬂﬁ%%W$*%ﬁoilﬁ’ﬁﬁﬁﬁwm(ﬁﬁﬁmm
FIFSRTED ) SIE2Bhp (] o R A EIES R0 e I i)
HOMALE IR RIS - T AL T A SR sh AL
jﬂ%}ﬂf} o HipL Py d=f * ElfJJ]’FT]ﬁfJEIfJ~ %Hlfzszﬁ o (VE 2003.01.01 #%
TR SIIEERE S T

B Variant place of articulation?

(Ladefoged and Wu 1987: 269)

2. Alveopalatal consonants
B Multiple place of articulation? ([¢] off the main IPA consonant chart)

(Ladefoged and Wu 1987: 269)

(a) “Chinese palatals are articulated with the blade of the tongue placed against the
front part of the palate: simultaneously the free part of the tongue is raised toward
the alveolar ridge.” (Norman 1988: 140)

(b) “The narrowest channel occurs near the front part of the alveolar ridge for Subject
C, and notably further back for Subject B ... it is farther back than [s], but not
quite as far back as [s]. And, as in the previous cases, the category to which this

sound is assigned has to specify not only the location of the constriction but also
the shape of the whole body of the tongue.” (Ladefoged and Wu 1984: 271)
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B [s [PA symbol [¢] adequate? (C.f. Polish alveopalatal)
(a) Ladefoged and Wu (1984: 270): Mandarin different from Polish -- Polish sound is
more palatal.

(b) Halle and Stevens (1991: 93): Polish and Mandarin [¢] are close enough, and can be

characterized by the same set of features [-anterior], [+distributed], [-back]. Different
from Russian postalveolars.

3. T B ) # Chinese “r”: fricative or approximant

B Fricative [z]: closer to “z”, “zh” (c.f. English “pleasure”) [Karlgren 1926; Chao 1934;
Hartman 1944; Howie 1976; Hsueh 1986; Lin 1989]
(a) T[z] RPE—09—BHIEF > LARFIFAHWFERT [5] 228y o 4 (ER&
1970: 16)
(b) “The Chinese r differs from the English r in two respects. We have already noted
that the [retroflex] initials are pronounced with no lip action, unless followed by a

rounded vowel. The other difference is that it is shorter and has more friction.”
(Chao 1948: 21)

B Approximant [1]: closer to “r” (c.f. English “run”) [Cheng 1973; Norman 1988; Kuo

1994; Duanmu 2000]

(a) TIHBEIASEZ d8 "R FK [zan] > F8 T A AR [zpn] 5 ARIRIE o
P ege > R ARAKR "y T 0 BEAKT o 1 (RBE 1982)

(b) M8i@36 A (1] fo3ksged (1] RABBLR : F— > BFHRMEH @ > kB0
M ABERNET > FEFIFLIMERET = BFHFxra > 23
#9335 [1] R B /BALE o (£ 4 1983:21)

(c) “the Chinese r is pronounced with less friction than the comparable English

fricative, and acoustically sounds much closer to the usual American
pronunciation of 7.” (Norman 1988: 140)

(d) "rBEEBES T EENRBEE - RIFERBENTE > TAIePi# &85
BB ~ BERARERZE . TMETR AR r BFTUR RS
BFAFTZH > RAR - ARG FH > LEEARRGER : AR
BT BRSO BEBY WA ANRN r BFERARTHES > (2R
RBAREMEMRK o 1 (BEE ~ B 1994: 192)

5. Dialect Variation

English

1. American vs British “er”

B Colloguial Chinese (Kan Qian, 1995: 3): “e — like ir in Sir”

B Colloguial Chinese (T ung and Pollard 1982: 9): “e — as in her; € — as in there”

2. “hw” preserving vs “hw”-less dialects
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Chinese

1. & ~%~3t: [0]vs[o]

2. X~7~ & [w]vs[v]

3. A~ ®& 4T [in] vs [ien]

4. JE ~ A7 ~ B : [ien], [yen] vs [ien], [yen]

7. Is pronunciation worth teaching?
1. No, because:

2.Yes

CRITICAL AGE HYPOTHESIS: No adult ever achieves perfect native pronunciation in L2
(Scovel 1969) — free dinner to anyone who can show him an individual who learned a
L2 after puberty and who now speaks that L2 with perfect native pronunciation
(Scovel, in Tarone 1987: 80).

POSSIBLE CAUSES --

(a) Social Pressure: “social pressures for phonological conformity and the ways these
are manifested, for instance, might be different for children than for older learners”
(Tarone 1978, in Jones 1997)

(b) Cognitive Development: The close of the critical period is related to the onset of
Piaget’s stage of formal operations (Krashen 1977; Rosansky 1975). In this stage
of cognitive development, adolescents begin to consciously construct abstract
theories of the world. (Tarone 1987: 81).

Pronunciation is an acquired skill, and focused instruction is at best useless and at

worst detrimental (Krashen 1982).

ANALYTICAL ACTIVITIES: “Whereas imitation activities might be more successful with
younger learners, older learners might benefit from a more descriptive or analytical
approach” (Brown 1992, in Jones 1997)

INCREASING EMPATHY LEVEL:

(a) “the more learners identify with native speakers of a language, the more likely
they are to sound like native speakers. Conversely, learners who wish to retain
identification with theri own culture or social category may conscioiusly or
unconsciously retain a foreign accent as a marker of in-group affiliation” (Jones
1997)

(b) Increasing empathy level with alchohol: “The learners’ pronunciation of the target
language improved up to a certain point and then, as subjects drank greater
amounts of alchohol, rapidly deteriorated”. (Guiora ef al/ 1972, in Tarone 1987)
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