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Abstract

Abstract

Language transfer is a common phenomenon in the process of
second language acquisition. Chinese EFL leamers are frequently
reported to reveal certain foreign accent in oral communication.
Based on the teaching experience and intuition, most of the Chinese
previous researches adopted the empirical and qualitativé method to
probe into the problems in Chinese learners’ English intonation
without theoretical and statistical support. Especially in the area of
prominence distribution and nuclear contour patterns at sentence
level, few systematic and detailed researches could be found at
home. ' .

Combining the data from the IViE labeling system, the present
research adopts the AM approach to observe and analyze the
similarities and the differences in the area of prominence
distribution and nuclear contour patterns between the six British
speakers and the thirty-eight Chinese leamners ( divided into the high
group and the low group) in seven different sentence types
( altogether 308 sentences labeled). The Optimality Theory is
applied to describe and explain the prominence performance
distinction among the native speakers and the Chinese high and low
learners with the architecture of constraint ranking. The application
of Constraint Demotion Algorithm ( CDA) in the acquisition of

1



FPEREIEFS B ERE IR/

prominence distribution is also studied. A finite-state nuclear
contour grammar is set up to ensure the position of nuclear tone in
English nuclear contour structure.

In the read speech experiment, all the subjects are required to
read the vivid story “Cinderella”, which is familiar to all the
subjects in order to avoid different intonation patterns caused by
reading comprehension. The high and low group learners are
divided for the sake of observing the intonation performance of
different-level learners. :

Through data observation and fitness test, it is found that the
Chinese learners demonstrate some typical features in the area of
prominence patterns: firstly, the native speakers mainly stress the
content words in utterance with a clear isochronic rhythm, the
function words are made prominent only when speciﬁc context and
semantic conditions are added, while the learners mainly depend on
the syntactic signals for prominence, the subject, predicate and
object could easily attract prominence, and function words are also
likely to be made prominent in an utterance; learners seldom
consider the significant role of factors such as the isochrony and
context in producing English prominence, and therefore, learners
(especially the low group learners) usually create more prominence
than the British native speakers in the read speech. Secondly, the
native speakers and the learners share the prominence pattern in the
imperative sentence, declarative question, and wh-question, but
they hold different prominence pattern in exclamatory sentence,
‘declarative sentence, yes/mo-question and tag question. It is
implied that the short sentence (e. g. declarative question and wh-
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question) and the syntactically simple sentence ( e. g. imperative
sentence) are easier for leamers to produce the native-like pattern
of prominence, while the middle or long sentences (e. g.
declarative sentence, exclamatory .sentence and yes-no question)
are more difficult for the learners to produce the native-like
prominence patterns. The tag-question with fewer content words
adds difficulty for the learners to locate the prominence even though
it is short and simple. Thirdly, the high group shows a
comprehensive better performance than the low group in the seven
sentences, the high group leamers are much closer to the native
speakers.

Nuclear accent is the most important prominence in the
intonational phrase with its location on the stressed syllable of the
last prominent word. The location and contour change of the nuclear
accent would decide the speakers’ intention, provide auditory cues
to the beginning and the end of major syntactic constituents, and
highlight the features of sentence types. Firstly, through Chi-square
test, significant difference between the native speakers and the
learners could be seen in all the sentences except the tag-question
and the declarative question, it is inferred that the sentence type
exerts more influence on the learners’ nuclear contour performance
than the sentence length. Secondly, the leamers ( especially the
high group learners) apply more rising tones than the native
speakers in the four interrogative sentences, the native speakers are
more flexible in applying the default nuclear accent combined with
the context to achieve the intended communicative purpose.
Thirdly, different from the result of prominence analysis, the high
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group does not reveal the expected better performance in nuclear
contour patiern than the low group, on the contrary, the low group’
s performance is closer to the native speakers than the high group in
the tag question and the yes/no question.

Based on the data from the phonetic experiment corpus, the
present research has described and analyzed objectively the
performance of the learners’ prominence distribution and nuclear
contour patterns with an attempt to improve the classroom teaching
and learning of English intonation. IViE labeling system, which is
developed from ToBI, has not been applied systematically in China
since its appearance. The application of the AM approach in.
describing intonation combined with the IViE labeling system in the
present research is first adopted in China to analyze the Chinese
learners intonation problem. Through the comparison of the
intonation patterns between the British native speakers and the
Chinese learners in phonetics and phonology, the dissertation aims
at illustrating the intonation problems of Chinese learners and the
related resulting factors, attempting to explain the intonation
. features of the Chinese learners in prominence distribution and
nuclear contour with OT analysis. It would be concluded that the
present study has enlarged the application area of the IViE labeling
system and the AM approach, provided a new angle for the research
of EFL learning in China, and contributed to the study of second

language acquisition empirically and theoretically to some extent.
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AM approach: autosegmental metrical approach
CDA: constraint demotion algorithm '

CON: constraint

EVAL: evaluator

GEN: generator

Dec: declarative sentence

Dec-Q: declarative question

EFL: English as a foreign language

ESL: English as a second language

Excl: .exclamatory senténce

GLA: gradual learning algorithm

HG: highintonation-level group of Chinese learners
1D: implementation domain '

.Imp: imperative sentence

IP: intonational phrase

IPO: Instituut voor Perceptie Onderzoek in Holland
IULC: Indiana University Linguistics Club

IViE: intonational variation in English

LG: lowintonation-level group of Chinese learners

MIT: Massachusetts Institute of Technology

NS: native speakers ( refers to the six British speakers here)
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