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Received 7 March 2014 This paper reports on a study which was conducted to validate the effectiveness of a

Received inrevised form28  oyidebook entitled “Mandarin Pronunciation Guide with a Comparison of English and

ng’eﬁfeld‘llo July 2014 Malay words.” Many authors (i.e. De Mente, 2006; Peters, 2006; Sharma, 2007) have used
English phonetic to explain Mandarin pronunciation. However, no study has been conducted
to prove the effectiveness of using English phonetic to learn Mandarin. Mandarin
Pronunciation Guide, which content includes using similar corresponding English and
Malay sounds, is a guidebook which is written for Malay and English speaking students who
learn Mandarin as a foreign language. This study therefore aimed to verify the effectiveness
of the guidebook as used among students of a public university in Malaysia. Participants
were fifteen Malay students who were asked to use the guidebook. Pre-test and post-test
were administered before and after the utilisation of the guidebook where participants were
requested to record their pronunciation of 100 Chinese words. The results showed a
significant improvement among participants which validated the effectiveness of the
Mandarin Pronunciation Guide for use among Malay learners.
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INTRODUCTION

The first step in learning to speak a foreign language is to learn to pronounce words in that
language, and in doing so, learners tend to rely on their first language sound system (Flege, 1995;
Eckman & Inverson, 1993). Research shows that the major factor influencing foreign language learners’
pronunciation is the transfer of their first language phonology (Tarone, 2005). The transfer can be either
positive or negative; those foreign words with syllables or phonemes which also exist in the first
language will have a positive transfer, whereas words with syllables or phonemes which do not exist in
the learners’ first language will cause a negative transfer.

Observations and experiences of the researchers of this study indicated that transfer of the first
language in Mandarin pronunciation of Malay students did occur. For example, the Malay students could
pronounce Mandarin syllables like ma* [ma], mu [mu], fu [fu], he [xx], ni [ni], ne [ne], and li [Ii] easily
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and correctly because these sounds are also found in the Malay language. However, in most cases, they
would find difficulties in pronouncing syllables involving aspirated consonants (p, t, g, ch, c, k), palatal
consonants (j, g, x) and also those syllables with apical vowels (-i [ ], -i [ 1, ]) as well as rounded high-
front vowel () which although it is guided by the same roman alphabets for its pronunciation, do not
exist in their first language.

These observations are similar with the findings by Goh (2007), who ranked b, d, g m, n, I, f, s, h, a,
e, i, 0, U as easy pronunciations for Malay learners, whereas p, t, k, z, ¢, zh, ch, j, q, x, sh, r, U, -i [1 ], and
-i [ 1, ] as difficult pronunciations. He stated that the difficulties are caused by the interference of the first
language and confusion of Mandarin alphabetical phonetic, or Hanyu Pinyin (3Xi&Hf%) spelling
system.Therefore, in an effort to improve Mandarin pronunciation among Malay learners at the
university, a group of teachers published a guidebook entitled Mandarin Pronunciation Guide. They
claimed it has been written based on the ubiquitous learning principle of “from the known to the
unknown” put forward by the American psychologist, David Ausubel (1968).

1.1 The Mandarin Pronunciation Guide

The Mandarin Pronunciation Guide uses similar corresponding English and Malay sounds to explain
how a Mandarin syllable should be pronounced. The guidebook describes the pronunciation of a total of
416 Mandarin syllables listed in Xiandai Hanyu Guifan Zidian (Li, 1998), a dictionary published in 1998.
Since Mandarin is a monosyllabic language and many English or Malay words are made up of more than
one syllable, sometimes, only part of the pronunciation of an English word or a Malay word is used in the
guidebook. For example, for the Mandarin syllable “bang”, the English guide is put as ‘punc’ as in
‘punctual’ and the Malay guide ‘pang’ as in ‘panggung.’ In cases where there is no phonetically similar
English or Malay word or segment of word can be found, a combination of segmental pronunciation is
used. For example, the English guide for the syllable “lie” is given as “start with ‘li’ as in ‘litre’, gliding
smoothly into ‘air’”’; whereas its Malay word comparison is given as “start with ‘li’ as in ‘licin’, gliding
smoothly into ‘e’ as in ‘ekor’.”

It is not difficult to note that there are obvious shortcomings in using the sounds of one language to
pronounce the words of another language because no two languages share the same phonemes.
Regardless of which language, there are a number of phonemes which do not exist in another language.
For example, Goh (2007) listed 13 Mandarin consonants, 7 vowels and 8 diphthongs which do not exist
in Malay language. Kan Qian (2007) in comparing the 23 initials and 36 finals of Mandarin speech
sounds with English commented that some of the Mandarin sounds are quite similar to English sounds,
but others are less so. Therefore, using English or Malay words as guide to produce Mandarin sounds can
only be approximate.

Another distinct limitation of the guidebook is that Mandarin Chinese is a tonal language, where
tones differentiate meanings, but English and Malay are not. Thus, using English or Malay words to
indicate Mandarin pronunciation has its imperfection in producing the correct tone of a particular
syllable, which is a distinctive feature in Chinese.

LITERATURE REVIEW

An experimental study conducted by Gao and Shi (2006), which explored the French students’ first
language transfer in learning Chinese reviewed that the students experienced a positive transfer in
acquiring high-front vowels i and U, and a clear negative transfer for a, o, e, u and apical vowels -i [} ], -i
[ 1 ]- To overcome the problem, the researchers suggested that teachers should indicate to students on
tongue’s position while teaching them to pronounce those vowels with negative transfer of their first
language.

In another study, Yang (2005) discovered that phonetic errors made by Vietnamese students in
learning Chinese were shown in certain particular initials, finals and tones, which are called shengmu (7
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£E), yunmu (#9%F), and shengdiao (7 1) respectively in the Mandarin language. She concluded that the
interference of first language and overgeneralization of certain phonetic rules of the target language were
the main factors that contributed to the errors. She recommended that teachers should use suitable
teaching techniques to help students develop new pronunciation habit in order to avoid such errors.

Although the introduction of Chinese Phonetic Scheme, or Hanyu Pinyin spelling system, to some
extent has helped many foreigners to pronounce Chinese words (Chong, 2009), Wang (2007) pointed out
a few limitations of the scheme, such as its spelling rules and its phonetic symbols. The spelling rule of
omitting two dots above the character i [y] in syllables such as yu, ju, qu and xu can cause confusion to
learners and lead to mispronunciation of U [y] as [u]. In addition, the phonetic symbol i represents three
different phonetic values of [i], [ ] and [ , ], which many learners simplified and pronouncing them as
[i]. Wang (2007) recommended an improvement in the Chinese Phonetic Scheme to minimize possible
confusion generated by its spelling rules and phonetic symbols.

Tracey, Ron and Murray (2006) studied the English pronunciation and fluency development in
Mandarin and Slavic speakers. Recorded speech samples at three different points of time over a period of
ten months were assessed by 20 native listeners to evaluate the respondents’ pronunciation and fluency
improvement. In fact, electronic audio apparatus has made research in language speech much easier and
convenient, because speech samples recorded at different points of time can be assessed and compared by
researcher at his convenience.

Many researchers (De Mente, 2006; Peters, 2006; Sharma, 2007; Kan Qian, 2007) have used
English phonetic to explain Mandarin pronunciation. Sharma (2007) tabulated Chinese Phonetic
alphabets side by side with English sounds in terms of keywords. De Mente (2006) used an adapted
Wade-Giles system and common English words to show the pronunciation of the 405 Chinese syllables;
Peters (2006) used easy-to-read vowel symbols to help its readers to pronounce about 500 Chinese words.
However, no study so far has been carried out to verify the effectiveness of these reference materials
among the readers or learners.

OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY

The main objective of the study was to verify the effectiveness of the guidebook for learners whose
first language is Malay. With the guidebook, the study aimed:
1. To identify Mandarin syllables that are commonly mispronounced by the Malay students;
2. To ascertain the effectiveness of the Mandarin Pronunciation Guide in improving the
Mandarin pronunciation of the Malay students; and
3. To suggest ways to supplement the Mandarin Pronunciation Guide in order to further
improve the Mandarin pronunciation of the Malay students.

METHODOLOGY

4.1 Participants

A total of 15 Malay students volunteered as participants of the study. They were second year
undergraduate engineering students and had no Mandarin language experiences except attending a one
credit hour Mandarin for Beginners course. The Mandarin course is one of the communicative foreign
language courses offered by the university. Their proficiency in English were average as all of them
passed the English paper in Malaysia Certificate of Education (SPM) with grades ranging from C5 to A2.
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4.2 Research Materials

The research materials of the study include 1) the table of 100 Mandarin syllables, 2) the Mandarin
Pronunciation Guide, and 3) students’ questionnaire.

4.2.1 The Table of 100 Mandarin Syllables

The study used the Table of 100 Mandarin Syllables (refer Appendix A) formulated by a group of
researchers to elicit the articulation of foreign students learning Mandarin Language. The table was
developed in Peking University, Beijing, and was published in Mandarin Pronunciation Learning
Strategies for Foreign Students (#ME S4B B> WWH5E) by Zhu Chuan (4£)11) and his colleagues
in 1997. The Table of 100 Mandarin Syllables was used because it comprises all the 32 phonemes found
in Mandarin syllables and a well distribution in terms of combinations of initials and finals. The
recording of these syllables were used as the pre-test and post-test instrument in the study.

4.2.2 The Mandarin Pronunciation Guide

Extracts of 100 syllables as used in study were taken from the Mandarin Pronunciation Guide, and
assembled into a booklet of about 17 pages. Please refer to Appendix C for sample of the extracts.

4.2.3 Students’ Questionnaire

The questionnaire consisted of two parts: Part A required the subjects to fill in their demographic
data including their language background; Part B required them to answer 3 objective questions of their
opinion towards the guidebook based on its extracts.

4.3 Research Procedures

A Multimedia Language Laboratory (MLL) was used to record the pronunciation produced by the
participants. The lab is equipped with 30 computers with audio recording facilities. The participants were
familiar with the audio equipment including its operation in the MLL as they had attended language
lessons in the labs.

A one group pre-test and post-test design was used in the study. The participants were gathered at
the MLL, and were first advised to sit in alternate seating in order to sit for the tests and record their own
pronunciation at their own pace. The procedure began first with the participants receiving the Table of
100 Mandarin Syllables, where they needed to read, record, save and send their recordings to the
researcher via e-mail. This recording is treated as the Pre-test data of the study. Secondly, the participants
were requested to use the guidebook, after which they would do the second reading and recording and
sent their post-test recording to the researchers via the same email address. They were told to answer the
questionnaire after the post recording.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Two researchers listened to the recording and determined the correctness of the articulations. They
had earlier decided not to take “tone” into consideration in determining the correctness of the sound
because it was not described in the guidebook. The results were recorded in a specially designed form
(refer Appendix B) and a simple percentage calculation was used to verify the outcome of the study. The
findings of the study are presented in the following sections.
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5.1 Mispronunciation of Mandarin Syllables

The results of the pre-test showed that more than 50% of the participants mispronounced the 21
syllables listed in Table 1.

Table 1: 21 highest mispronounced Mandarin syllables based on the pre-test results.

No. of students who mispronounced

No Syllables in pinyin (total n = 15) % of students
1 ju 14 93.33
2 qun 14 93.33
3 yu 14 93.33
4 zi 13 86.67
5 na 13 86.67
6 ] 13 86.67
7 quan 13 86.67
8 qu 12 80
9 Ci 11 73.33
10 Si 11 73.33
11 zhi 10 66.67
12 zhe 10 66.67
13 Xue 10 66.67
14 ri 9 60
15 qi 9 60
16 peng 8 53.33
17 da 8 53.33
18 ta 8 53.33
19 chi 8 53.33
20 ge 8 53.33
21 ye 8 53.33

The finding confirmed a portion of what have been observed by researchers of the study that Malay
students faced difficulties in pronouncing syllables involving palatal consonants (j, g, X), aspirated
consonants (p, t, g, ch, c, k), syllables with apical vowels (-i [ ], -i [ 1, ]) and rounded high- front vowel
(). Table 1 shows that more than 80% of the subjects could not correctly pronounce the syllables: ju,
gun, yu, nd, i, quan, qu and xue, which have high-front rounded vowel (). These were the only
syllables with high-front rounded vowel ({i) in the 100 syllables tested, which has a well distribution in
terms of initials and finals, i.e., inclusion of all possible combinations of initials and finals. Thus, it is
safe to state that Mandarin syllables with high-front rounded vowel (0i) are difficult for Malay students to
pronounce correctly.

In addition, syllables with apical vowels (-i [ ], -i [ 1, ]) like zi, ci, si, zhi, chi, ri, were also difficult
sounds for them to produce correctly. There are a total of seven syllables with apical vowels in Mandarin
and all were tested in the study. From Table 1, the mispronounced percentage for these syllables zi, ci, si,
zhi, chi, ri were in the range of 53.33% to 86.67%. The mispronounced percentage for syllable shi,
which is not shown in the table, was 46.67%. Thus, it is safe to state that Mandarin syllables with apical
vowels (-i [ ], -i [ 1, ]) are difficult too for Malay speaking students to pronounce.

Apical vowels (-i [ ], - [ 1, ]) and rounded high-front vowel (i) are phonemes which do not exist in
Malay students’ first language. Hence, the finding supported the statement that foreign language learners
tend to rely on their first language sound system and would experience difficulties in pronouncing
syllables with phonemes which do not exist in learners’ first language (Eckman & Inverson, 1993;Flege,
1995; Goh, 2007).

Obviously, the 21 syllables listed in the Table 1 cannot be the accurate number for commonly
mispronounced syllables by Malay learners because Mandarin has a total of about 410 syllables whereas
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the study only tested 100 of them. In fact, other than syllables containing high-front rounded vowel (1)
and apical vowels (-i [1 ], -i [ 1. ]), no conclusion can be drawn from the study with respect to syllables
involving palatal consonants (j, g, x) and aspirated consonants (p, t, g, ch, c, k). Table 2 shows that there
were a total of 18 syllables with palatal consonants (j, g, X) tested and at least two third of the subjects
managed to pronounce correctly jie, xiong, xiao, ji, jia, jin, jing jian. Moreover, Table 3 shows that a total
of 18 syllables with aspirated consonants (p, t, g, ch, c, k) were tested and at least two third of the subjects
managed to pronounce correctly ku, ke, kuai, chan, chen, cheng and chun.

Table 2: Percentage of mispronounced syllables with palatal consonants (j, g, x).

Syllables in Pinyin No. of participants Percentage (%) of Mispronunciation
qun 14 93.33
ju 14 93.33

quan 13 86.67
qu 12 80
Xue 10 66.67
qi 9 60
Xiu 7 46.67

xiang 7 46.67
xian 6 40
jie 5 33.33

xiong 5 33.33

xiao 5 33.33
jiu 3 20
ji 2 13.33
jia 1 6.67
jin 0 0

jing 0 0

jian 0 0

Table 3: Percentage of mispronounced syllables with aspirated consonants (p, t, g, ch, ¢, k) by the

participants.

Syllables in Pinyin

No. of participants

Percentage (%) of Mispronunciation

qun 14 93.33
quan 13 86.67
qu 12 80

ci 11 73.33
qi 9 60
peng 8 53.33

ta 8 53.33
chi 8 53.33
ti 7 46.67
pa 6 40
piao 6 40
ku 5 33.33
ke 5 33.33
kuai 2 13.33
chan 1 6.67
chen 1 6.67
cheng 1 6.67
chun 0 0

In addition, unexpectedly more than half of the subjects were unable to pronounce correctly
syllables zhe, da, ge, ye, as these sounds exist in Malay too. The reason was most probably that they
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confused Chinese phonetic spelling with Malay syllables, as Goh (2007) put it, and had pronounced them
as Malay syllables. In Mandarin, zh [ts], d [t], g [K] are voiceless consonants and are close to j, t, k
respectively in Malay. The e in ye should be mid-high front vowel [¢] and may confuse with [¥] by the
subjects. As shown in Table 4, almost all rectified their pronunciation for the four syllables in the post-
test, which can be an excuse to exclude these sounds from “commonly mispronounced syllables.”

5.2 Effectiveness of the Guidebook

The performance in the post-test indicated a significant improvement in comparison with the pre-
test, which validated the effectiveness of the Mandarin Pronunciation Guide among Malay learners.

Table 4: Percentage of improvement of the 21 mispronounced Mandarin syllables based on the pre-test and
post-test results.

No. of students with correct % of students with correct
No Syllables pronunciation pronunciation Percentage (%)
" inPinyin of improvement
Pre-test Post-test Pre-test Post-test
1 ju 1 13 6.67 86.67 80.00
2 qun 1 14 6.67 93.33 86.66
3 yu 1 8 6.67 53.33 46.66
4 Zi 2 10 13.33 66.67 53.34
5 ni 2 14 13.33 93.33 80.00
6 [V 2 14 13.33 93.33 80.00
7 guan 2 12 13.33 80.00 66.67
8 qu 3 14 20.00 93.33 73.33
9 ci 4 14 26.67 93.33 66.66
10 Si 4 10 26.67 66.67 40.00
11 zhi 5 13 33.33 86.67 53.34
12 zhe 5 13 33.33 86.67 53.34
13 xXue 5 14 33.33 93.33 60.00
14 ri 6 13 40.00 86.67 46.67
15 qi 6 15 40.00 100.0 60.00
16 peng 7 15 46.67 100.0 53.33
17 da 7 15 46.67 100.0 53.33
18 ta 7 15 46.67 100.0 53.33
19 chi 7 15 46.67 100.0 53.33
20 ge 7 14 46.67 93.33 46.66
21 ye 7 14 46.67 93.33 46.66

The participants demonstrated a tremendous (40-80%) improvement in the post-test in pronouncing
correctly the 21 Mandarin syllables mispronounced in pre-test after they had gone through the extracts of
Mandarin Pronunciation Guide. Table 4 shows that more than 80% of the participants pronounced
correctly the syllables ju, qun, nd, i, quan, xue and qu, which have high-front rounded vowel (i), and at
least two third of them got the sounds correct for syllables with apical vowels (-i [ ], -i [, ]) zi, ci, Si, zhi,
chi, ri in the post-test. It is worthy to mention that syllables qi, peng, da, ta and chi were pronounced
correctly by all the 15 subjects in the post-test after using the Mandarin Pronunciation Guide.

The finding tallied with the responses of the subjects to items in Part B of the questionnaire as
shown in Table 5. For example, with respect to “usefulness of the guidebook to help students learning
Mandarin”, 13 subjects responded “Very useful”, 2 “Useful” and none for “Not sure” or “Not useful”.
Hence it is safe to deduce that the Mandarin Pronunciation Guide is very useful and effective in
improving the Mandarin pronunciation of Malay students.
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Table 5: Students’ perceptions of the Mandarin Pronunciation Guide utilisation.

Item Usefulness of the guidebook to help students learning Mandarin

Very Useful Useful Not Sure Not useful
Responses

13 (86.67%) 2 (13.33%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Item The most useful column of the guidebook

Malay word English word Phonetic None
Responses comparison comparison description

8 (53.33%) 7 (46.67%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Item Easiness of the English explanation of the guidebook easy

Very easy Easy Difficult Very difficult
Responses

5 (33.33%) 10 (66.67%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)

Although the effectiveness of the guidebook in improving the subjects’ Mandarin pronunciation
cannot be denied, but the post-test performance in Table 4 shows that, except i, peng, da, ta, chi, which
they scored 100% correct, the participants’ Mandarin pronunciations require further improvement.
Moreover, Table 5 also shows that in Item related to the most useful column of the guidebook, no
respondent put “phonetic description” as most useful, which may mean that the column on phonetic
description of the Guide was rarely or never referred by the participants.

Undoubtedly, the above findings are useful guide for teachers who are teaching Mandarin as foreign
language as well as writers who are writing textbook for the same purpose, particularly when the targeted
learners are Malay with some English background. With the findings as a guide they should foresee what
are the sounds which their students will likely face difficulties, and therefore, suitable learning activities
can be prepared beforehand. The findings also provide useful hints for teacher trainers to include in
teacher training programme the scope of knowledge of the target language.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The study has two obvious limitations. Firstly, Mandarin is a tone language but the study has
omitted it in its analysis and secondly, a data sample of 15 subjects may be too small a number to make a
generalization. In spite of that, with respect to the main aim of the study, the findings showed convincing
conclusion that the Mandarin Pronunciation Guide is a very useful and effective tool among the Malay
students in improving their Mandarin pronunciation.

Based on limitations of the Guide book and findings discussed above, the researcher would like to
make the following recommendations:

Firstly, with respect to the Mandarin Pronunciation Guide, the pronunciation description column
was never referred to by the respondents as shown in Table 5 above. It is recommended that the
descriptions should be in bilingual instead of English only since the targeted readers or users of the
guidebook are the Malay speakers, and thus Malay language will be more appealing and friendly to them.

Secondly, the presentation or page layout of the guidebook should have a more attractive, appealing
and user friendly design. Meaningful pictures or sketches providing hints in correct pronunciation could
be added to catch the users’ attention, especially for those syllables like yu, zi,and si, which were
mispronounced by quite a portion of the subjects in the post-test. In addition, an easy to use audio
pronunciation tool may be included.

Tone is an integral part of a Chinese syllable and thus any study or guidebook on Chinese
pronunciation without mentioning tone can be considered as incomplete. It is thus recommended that the
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Mandarin Pronunciation Guide should provide guidance in producing correct tones which differentiate
meanings in the language.

In regard to further study, it is suggested that a bigger sample of 50 respondents should be used and
all syllables containing phoneme which do not exist in the respondents’ first language should be tested in
order to convincingly verify the effectiveness of any guidebook of this kind. In the case of tonal language
like Chinese, tone has to be part of the study.

Further study in how, and to what extent, is the influence of Malay speakers’ first language in
learning Chinese as a foreign language should also be carried out.
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