TEACHING CHINESE PRONUNCIATION

I am assuming that you have already had some experience teaching Chinese and therefore
are familiar with the Chinese Pinyin system. So | will not be introducing Pinyin but will be
helping you know How to Teach Pinyin -- especially the more difficult sounds.

Handouts:

Mandarin Consonants & Vowels
English Consonants & Vowels
Mandarin syllables chart

Facial diagram

By contrasting the Mandarin Consonants & Vowels with the English ones, this will give us a
clue as to where our students’ problems might lay.

When teaching, we need the following:
flashlight (torch), mirror, tissue paper, pictures/drawings of the mouth & tongue

Mandarin Chinese has 21 consonants (/5 £t), 16 vowels (#£}) and 4 tones (+ zero tone)

How to Teach (basic principle when teaching pronunciation: listening precedes speaking)

1. The teacher reads the sounds while the student listens.
2. The teacher reads the sounds again, the student repeating after each one.

3. The student reads aloud, the teacher correcting any errors.

4. Two simple tests:
a) Reading & Speaking: the teacher writes a sound on the board, the student says it.
b) Listening & Writing: the teacher says a sound, the student writes it down.

How to help students with pronunciation problems

1. Use a mirror + show them the drawings of the sound so that they can see where (e.g.)
the tongue should be positioned as well as the shape of the lips.

2. Tell them not to go by feeling, but, like rehabilitation, think about the correct position
of the tongue & lips, then deliberately and slowly make the correct movements. (Tell
them that rehabilitation takes time, so they need a lot of patience and self-discipline!)

3. Don’t correct one sound for too long, but let them go home and practice by themselves.
4. Get students to highlight the problem sounds in their textbook (e.g. the story) and
deliberately slow down when coming to that sound.

5. Focus on one sound at a time, not all at once, e.g. focus on one sound per week.




CONSONANTS (initials) (6 groups)

lips

b  not voiced and not aspirated, as in English ‘spill’

p lots of aspiration (Chinese: presence or lack of aspiration is key feature of Chinese)
m same as English

f  same as English

teeth (dental, not as in English where these sounds are alveolar)

d not voiced and not aspirated, as in English ‘still’; dental, not alveolar, as in ‘width’
t lots of aspiration; tongue further forward than English ‘t’

n tongue further forward than English ‘n’, as in ‘tenth’

l  tongue further forward than English ‘l’, as in ‘health’

back of tongue

g not voiced and not aspirated, as in English ‘skill’

k lots of aspiration

h  don’t overdo the friction (hen3 hao3); as in Scottish ‘loch’

palatal (tongue tip touching back of bottom teeth + lips flat as in ‘yi’)
ji  unaspirated

gi aspirated

xi  two variations in pronunciation

retroflexed (in north China only)

zh southern China pronunciation: use English ‘j’ as in ‘John’

ch southern China pronunciation: use English ‘ch’ as in ‘Charles’

sh southern China pronunciation: use English ‘sh’ as in ‘Shawn’

r  French ‘j’ in ‘jaune’; close to English ‘z’ in ‘azure’; Mandarin’s most difficult sound!

Z asin ‘woods’
not in English, so a problem for many students (not = ‘ts’ in ‘hats’); use back of hand
s  tongue further forward than English ‘s’, as in ‘months’

VOWELS (finals)

yi asin ‘heat’, not ‘hit’; a pure vowel, not a glide, i.e. ‘i’, not ‘y-i’
wu as in ‘when’, but is a pure vowel, not a glide, i.e. ‘W’, not ‘w-u’
yu German U: tongue positioned for ‘yi’ + lips shaped for ‘wu’

a Doctor: “Open your mouth wide and say ‘Ah’ ”



o English ‘or’
e throaty sound
(y)e Beatles: “She loves you yeah, yeah, yeah!”

ai asin ‘aisle’, but is an even glide
ei asin ‘eight’, but is an even glide
ao asin ‘sour’, but is an even glide
ou asin ‘dough’, but is an even glide

an tongue tip or blade behind upper teeth
en tongue tip or blade behind upper teeth
ang tongue at back of mouth (velar)
eng tongue at back of mouth (velar)

er retroflexed (wide variation between native speakers)

IRREGULAR SPELLING

bo, po, mo, fo, not buo, puo, muo, fuo (because ‘U’ is very light in these four sounds)
y + an is pronounced ‘yen’ (e.g. ‘bian’)

y + ou is spelled ‘iu’ (e.g. ‘liu’)

w + ei is spelled ‘ui’ (e.g. ‘dui’)

w + en is spelled un (e.g. ‘kun’) [confusing: Kun1ming2 B4 and pei2xund 35il]

SEVEN COMMON PROBLEM SOUNDS FOR NATIVE ENGLISH SPEAKERS

cai: students say ‘zai’ (i.e. unaspirated): use tissue paper or back of hand

che: students say ‘chi’ (i.e. tongue too high): tell them to open mouth

shi: students say ‘she’ (i.e. tongue moves away from roof of mouth too soon)

zhu: students say ‘Jew’ (i.e. making pure vowel ‘U’ into a glide)

xue: students say ‘shui’ (i.e. ‘e’ not clear + U = lips not rounded enough); also ‘yue’

xi:  students say ‘she’ (i.e. tongue up instead of down behind back of lower teeth)

ren: students say English ‘r’ asin ‘red’ (i.e. tongue needs to be right up + clear friction)

DIFFERENCES IN CHINESE BETWEEN NORTH AND SOUTH OF CHINA

In the south of China there is no -r (JL) ending, except possibly zher4, nar4 and nar3
In the south of China there are fewer zero tones (%)

In the south of China the 3™ tone dips low but does not rise

In the south of China zh becomes z, ch becomes ¢, sh becomes s

In the south of China yu becomes yi




TONES

1* tone level at a relatively high pitch
1
2" tone rises, starting from low-mid pitch 4
3 tone dips, starting from a mid pitch, 2

dropping low, then rising to mid

4" tone falls sharply, starting from a high
pitch, dropping right down to low

1 tone  remember to pitch it high enough (approximately E® or D° for women and

Middle C or D® for men), and keep it level throughout.

2" tone  similar to expressing surprise in English, e.g. “Dead?!” You need to put lots of
energy into making a proper 2" tone - like going up a long steep hill.

3 tone  be sure to let it drop low enough. Similar to expressing resigned sadness,
e.g. “(He’s) dead”. In the south of China it is short and low with no rise.

4" tone  start high and don’t be afraid to let it fall right down. Similar to a sharp
command in English, e.g. “Don’t!”.

The chart above is not absolute:

1St 1St

tone + 2™ tone: 1% tone starts lower than normal: dou1 mang2, tat lai2,

e.g.
tian1 tang2

e.g. 3" tone dips, but no rise: hao3 chi1, Bei3 jing1; hao3 kan4, wu3 wan4;
liu4 wan3, zui4 shao3

Neutral tone

Whereas most syllables in Chinese have a specific tone, a few syllables are toneless.
These ‘neutral tone’ syllables are relatively short and unstressed. However, they do
have pitch which varies according to the tone of the previous syllable.



1% tone

1% tone, the pitch on the neutral tone syllable is low.

If the preceding syllable is
kai1 le
zhuo1 zi
san1 ge .
tal de

2" tone

If the preceding syllable is 2" tone, the pitch on the neutral tone syllable is low.

fang2 zi
lai2 le /
mang2 zhe .

shei2 de

3" tone
If the preceding syllable is 3™ tone, the pitch on the neutral tone syllable is mid.

hao3 a
yi3 zi

wu3 ge \/

ni3 de

4" tone
If the preceding syllable is 4*" tone, the pitch on the neutral tone syllable is very low.

lei4 le

si4 ge

kuai4 zi

zuo4 zhe .

NOTE: the final e in toneless syllables is pronounced the same as the e in en.



COMMON TONE PROBLEMS

3 tone + 2™ tone, e.g. Mei3 guo2 (USA) l\/
2" tone + 1° tone, e.g. shi2 yi1 (11) \/

When a student says a word incorrectly, tell them whether it’s the tone or the sound.

Use colour to remember the tones.

Some students are unable to say tones correctly, especially older students.
You must decide whether to keep correcting or simply give up.

STRESS
In both Chinese and English, certain syllables are more prominent than others.
However, the way in which they are stressed differs:

Length Loudness
Chinese primarily secondarily
English secondarily primarily

Tone Pitch & Length when Stressed

in loudness. Thus, when a 1%

the tone graph on an elastic background.

1** tone

Wo3 xing4 Zhang1, bu-shi4 Zang1. My surname is Zhang, not Zang.
2" tone

Wo3 xing4 Huang2, bu-shi4 Wang2. My surname is Huang, not Wang.
3" tone

Stress in Chinese is primarily an enlargement in
4 pitch range and time duration and only secondarily
tone is stressed, it
is higher and longer; a stressed 2" tone will be
longer and has a sharper rise; a 3™ tone will dip
lower; a 4™ tone will start higher and fall lower.
Stress, therefore, can be pictured as stretching

Wo3 shuo1: Ta1 bu4 lao3, bu-shi4 ta1 bu4 hao3. | said: He isn’t old, not he isn’t good.

4™ tone

Ta1 shuo1: Wang3 hou4, bu-shi4 wang3 you4. He said: Go backwards, not go right.



RHYTHM

Rhythm = the timing or beat of the language. It is not easy to learn because of the
influence of our mother tongue.

“Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water.”

Read this out, firstly as a native English speaker would say it (i.e. by grouping words
together); then read it as a native Chinese speaker might read it (i.e. each syllable
being even-metered).

English rhythm is stressed-timed and so groups words together.

Chinese rhythm is syllable-timed and so each syllable has roughly the same emphasis.

Read out the following Chinese sentences, firstly stressed-timed (i.e. words grouped
together), then syllable-timed (i.e. each syllable having roughly the same emphasis,
except the zero tone):

Wo3 xing4 Zhang1, bu-shi4 Zang1.
Wo3 xing4 Huang2, bu-shi4 Wang2.

Wo3 shuo1: Ta1 bu4 lao3, bu-shi4 ta1 bu4 hao3.
Ta1 shuo1: Wang3 hou4, bu-shi4 wang3 you4.

So, for those whose mother tongue is stressed-timed (e.g. native English speakers), we
must be careful not to group words together when learning a syllable-timed language
because we will lose the beauty of our Chinese ... and never allow or never encourage
a student to speed up.

All the files and Powerpoints: https://sites.google.com/site/learnchineseinafrica/

“Teacher Training Course: How to teach Chinese”



