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Introduction

The People’s Republic of China has a population of 1. 3 billion which is made up of fifty-six ethnic
groups. Han is the largest nationality among these ethnic groups and accounts for 90 percent of the
Chinese population. The native language that the Han people speak is called Hanyu ( the Chinese
language) . Hanyu can be divided into seven major dialects, which share the same written form as
putonghua while having slightly different phonological properties. The seven major dialects include
mandarin, wu, yue, xiang, min, kejia, and gan. Mandarin is spoken by Han people in the Central
Plains, northeast, northwest and southwest of China. Wu dialect is spoken in Shanghai, Jiangsu and
Zhejiang. Yue, which is also called Cantonese, is spoken by the Han population distributed primarily in
Guangdong and Guangxi provinces. Xiang is mainly spoken by Han people in Hunan province. Min
dialect is spoken in the areas of Fujian, the east of Guangdong, Hainan, Taiwan and the south of
Zhejiang. Kejia, known as Hakkas, is spoken by Han people in the east of Guangdong, west of Fujian,
south of Jiangxi, as well as southeast of Guangxi. And gan is spoken in the most parts of Jiangxi
province. Among the seven major dialects, mandarin is spoken by about 71 percent of the Han
population (Huang & Liao 1981). Figure 1 (see page 5) illustrates the geographical distribution of the
seven major dialects. In addition to Han nationality, various minority languages are spoken by
10 percent of Chinese people who are minorities.

Standard Chinese is based on mandarin and takes Beijing speech sound as the standard
pronunciation. However, the standard Chinese has also included many expressions from other dialects
and excluded some local colloquial expressions in Beijing dialect. To give one example, standard
Chinese uses much less of the [ r] retroflexion than the Beijing dialect does. Thus, standard Chinese is
not the same as the Beijing dialect.

Since the original Chinese characters were pictographs, they lack sound-to-script correspondence.

In earlier times, different phonetic pronunciation sysiems were used to mark the Chinese characters.
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Introduction

One of the systems is called Zhiyin , which provides the pronunciation of a Chinese character by citing
another character with the same pronunciation. Fangie is another method which indicates the
pronunciation of a new Chinese character by using two other known Chinese characters, the first having
the same initial consonant as the given character and the second having the same vowel and tone of the
given character. Zhuyin fuhao (national phonetic alphabet) is a set of symbols (simplified classical
Chinese characters) used to transcribe the pronunciation of characters. It was used in the mainland
before the 1950s and is still being used in China’s Taiwan province. Hanyu pinyin ( Chinese Phonetic
Alphabet , or Pinyin for short) is the phonetic system adopted by the People’s Republic of China since
the 1950s. In order to learn standard Chinese, one must learn its phonetic system first. The purpose of
this textbook is to introduce Pinyin, the phonetic alphabet of standard Chinese to the beginners.

This textbook consists of ten lessons. Lesson 1 provides a brief introduction to the standard
Chinese phonetic system. Lessons 2 to 9 are designed to teach you how to pronounce each sound
through the learning of the Pinyin system — 21 initial consonants and 36 simple or compound vowels.
Each lesson ( except Lesson 2) consists of three sections. Section 1 introduces the phonetic symbols
and their ways of pronunciation. And it compares the similarities and differences between Chinese and
English in pronouncing a particular sound when it becomes relevant. Section 2 presents classroom
exercises including a series of pronunciation activities such as sound and tone recognition,
discrimination and pronunciation practice. Section 3 provides exercises such as Chinese tongue twisters
or poems for further practicing the introduced sounds in meaningful contexts. Lesson 10 gives a brief
introduction of the phonetic spelling rules for writing Chinese syllables and tone changes in the context
of intonation patterns. The last part of the textbook, an Appendix, introduces classroom expressions
which is helpful to learners for class practice. In addition to the textbook, a workbook provides after-
class exercises for each lesson. Both the textbook and the workbook are accompanied by a CD, to
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enable learners to practice repeatedly.
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Figure 1. Geographical Distribution of the Seven Major Han Dialects
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I. An overview of Chinese Pinyin

Chinese Pinyin uses Roman alphabetical letters as its written form but having pronunciation, which

is illustrated in Table 1 below:

Table 1. Chinese Phonetic Alphabet

Aa Bb Cc Dd Ee Ff Gg Hh li

T 7 i 77 t & L KA =Y |

Jj Kk LI Mm Nn Oo Pp Qq Rr
Wi t t % r 7 2 4 LR Y i
Ss Tt Uu W™ Ww Xx Yy Zz

H# 2y kA { H A Y T I Y P 4

% National phonetic alphabet is still being used in China’s Taiwan Province.
# % According to the Hanyu Pinyin Fang’an (Scheme for the Chinese Phonetic Alphabet) issued by the

“_

Chinese Language Reform Committee ( February 1958), “v” is used only to spell foreign languages,

languages of national minorities and dialects.

Before introducing Chinese syllables, we need to know the names of the articulators — the parts of
the human speech organs used to produce a specific sound. The major articulators involved in pro-
nouncing Pinyin are illustrated in Figure 1.

A Chinese syllable usually consists of three elements: the initial consonant, the simple or com-
pound vowel, and the tone. The initial consonant refers to the consonant which appears in the initial _
position of a syllable, and the simple or compound vowel comes after it. Some syllables can stand alone
without initial consonants. There are a total of 21 initial consonants ( see Table 2) and 36 simple or
compound vowels (see Table 3) , which include seven simple vowels and twenty-nine complex vowels-
compounds. The complex vowels-compounds can be further divided into three categories: compound

vowels, front nasal simple or compound vowels and back nasal simple or compound vowels.
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