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An Analysis of Negative Transfer of Pinyin
in English Language Acquisition

HEIEEAFHBEEZSIEEFR BE

[Abstract] Pronunciation is extremely important in English study. However, Chinese pronunciation

habit always prevents the students from acquiring standard English pronunciation; thus, many Chinese
middle school students have various English pronunciation problems. This paper mainly points out some
salient sounds and analyzes the reasons of causing the problems. Meanwhile, the paper also shows some
ways to solve the problems.

[Key Words] problematic sounds of English; Pinyin in Mandarin; language transfer; SLA

| . Introduction

In the process of teaching English in the middle school, phonetics is not considered as important as

The author has

been teaching English for about fourteen years, and from 2004 to 2008, the author focused on teaching

vocabulary and grammar, even it is always ignored both by some teachers and students.
oral English in an English vocational school. During that period, what the author found commonly was
that the way the students pronounced some English speech sounds was just like what they did in
Chinese.

author is working now. The students also have the problematic sounds of English.

And the same articulatory sound problems happen again in the senior high school, where the
The author chose her class (39 students) as a sample. The pictures (Pictures 1-3) below were taken
from their English text books ( New Senior English for China Student’s Book 3&4) to show some of
the ways of their English language acquisition. Almost each of them made marks in their English text

books to help themselves pronounce the new words.

gravny /gr& (hu\ /OAs/ ady. gl()Pe /gloub/ Yo ae; ne ke
in one’s turn % ‘
L men
Satclllte fScF prevent ... fron . ‘{Q' ’Q’“ Yn
ort & 4 ) violent /'vaiol V
puzzle /'pazl/ n. by t e\ E
gent e /d3enq Ny e . in time )21, s \
biology /bar'vlod carben /'ka:bo Pl \Q. ML'L {um’
%eoloélgl d't:\’ ROARTEY Mf
\\ r b.l(rllk?gl.‘él /bay %Wt ".—"“ ! ‘\Y\l /\p?\(// 5 T

Picture 1
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therefore r'deatsi/ adv. 5EE

equlp; Rxwip/ v, & vi. Bt

¥ s sg}'gﬁ%mnﬂsa.gom/ n &

QF:'ITB fagem/ n. 774 FREC
£, o

d.x“%’lﬁ/ imat/ n. ?H:"J‘

exporf hK' spoit/ vi. & vi.

n?!ﬁo#qn(yg/nd:_flb naloty/ ;

ereggral deafd/ adv.

eéag( ip/ vi. & vi. §
2 ggrght?xn /'so:gam/ n.
w. B
A\ peanut /'pimat/ n. {&?
export Iuk‘spv'l/ vi. & vi

grain /grem/ .

ndll()ndlll %‘ naloty %’cu@p&i /nk_]o peifn/f. ,:-_,:.
u?)d\h( Ju'perin/ £ \'{)EIN Fl& 7, [g'g Aonelotl 4

AN person.xlll_\ /. p3isa'ne L()l)ﬂl\c /kongt{u o v, {863 n 4

confuse /kon'fjuz/ vi. {: régret%f: qx' ot R

regret /rigret/ vi. S 5 . 3P A
c‘i%::'mltaﬁ /kemikl/ adj. 1t |

4 Vi Tty
qnnJgimﬁf"/k:’gwnlk/ acdj.

. iui

Uhunu_.\l ke m l/ ciclj.

£
¢
BN nv(uuuq,ejﬁ \|‘Ln| a

\

v, -
fhr. ” t‘nlYiol‘i’? (//I'L ,

. fertile

At l{grtil{é”/l’fszlull/ cdj.

fertilizer /'ts:tilaizo

Picture 2

ﬂ-.erefore ['Oeata:/ ady. |
equ]p /]'k ]#vt?& vi. fif
S/ n.
VAN sorghurg /'so:xg '
grain /gr ﬁ“% i
A peang't /'pl nAt/ n. 1624
export /i1k's vi. vi.
A hﬁ,\_ul:f‘
nationality 7/, nze[3 aels{n/
occupation / Dq( 3 rfelfn/ n
/\ personality ;

p3:sa'nacl:
confuse /k n‘%u:z/ vr. {473
regret /mi'grey/ vr. i Pk .
n. B P
chemical / kemikl/ adj. (k.
4\ organic /o: qiénll\/ adj.

It is apparent that both in Picture 1 and Picture 2, the students prefer to get the sounds of the
words by using Pinyin in Mandarin and even some Chinese characters which is inadvisable in the second
language acquisition (SLLA). According to the author’s survey, there are only two students who can

divide an English word accofding to the syllable by using their own symbols, shown in Picture 3.

gravity /'greNdu/ n. J5 4§

satellite I'setolait/ n. 114

gentle /'dzentl/ adj. &
geologist /d3r’ Ql_?tilll._ﬂ-t/

diet /'dapt/ n.
vi.

.Spaghetti /s
et ———

disCouni /'y
back
weakness /'y
strength /'st
conbult /kor

win ...

physicist Ifzisist/ n. 3y H "'1_2("/‘]/\[/ n % :‘I)ZL“/ :‘::l:::
block out $iff: (jgg) = uscle/ma T

extinct k'stnkt/ adj. ;- PLOWSCUVE [ carrot fhcro
climate /klamut/ n. 5 fo ibkets 7
" comet /kpmit/ n. E{ L bean /bim/ n. | :T:Zf::i},', /,‘

Picture 3

It is clear that the way of learning words in Picture 3 is much better than that in Picture 1 and
Picture 2. Whether their divisions are correct or not, it is indeed a proper way in SLA.

According to language transfer, the majority of the difficulty from learning the 1.2 2nd language is
caused by students’ L1 1st language. Thereby, if there are differences between the I.L1 and the L2,
student’s L1 will interfere his 1.2, which people consider as negative transfer; on the contrary, if there
are similarities between the L1 and the .2, the L1 will improve the .2 to be better, which people regard
as positive transfer,

As shown in the three pictures, the students have learned English at least for three years in the
junior middle school, but it is clear that they are still affected by their I.1 more or less while learning 1.2,

so it is the negative transfer that functions more to form such incorrect phonemes.
I . The Problematic Sounds of English and the Causes

It is believed that learning English is greatly influenced by the students” L1. When they speak

-3-
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English, their “foreign” accents are obvious. Usually, when a Chinese student speaks English, his
English pronunciation sounds like Chinese. Most of the Chinese students learn Pinyin probably when
they are five, so they will be affected easily by Pinyin while learning English. Pinyin in Chinese is
similar to phoneme in English, People who have learned Pinyin before will find that there are some
similar phones both in English and in Chinese.

Due to the similarities shown in Table 1, for most of the English phonemes, there is a substitution
of it in Pinyin. The substitution is only similar to it, but not the same as it. Students get used to

pronouncing the English sounds by using the substitution in Pinyin.

Table 1
English vowels irness English consonants A Ssm
(the final sounds) (the initial sounds)
/i:/ /i/ i /p/ /'b/ p b
las/ /A/ a /t/ /d/ t d
/a:/ /of e /g/ /k/ g k
fu:/ /u/ u /s/ [/ 5 Z
/o:/ /of 0 F1t st sh r
/au/ ao /f/ f
/ei/ ei /h/ h
/ai/ ai 71y 1
/au/ ou /m/ /n/ [v/ m n eng
/w/ w

Besides the phonemes in Table 1, Table 2 illustrates some special sounds only in English.

Table 2
English vowels English consonants

/e/ /i/

/=/ /v/
/ua / /0/ /8/

fio / /t5/ /d3/
/ea / /tr/ /dr/

/oi/ /t/

Students cannot find the equivalent sounds for sounds shown in Table 2, but they insist on trying
their best to find the approximate sounds from Pinyin, They make sounds by taking notes in their
manners of learning Pinyin. However, there are no completely same sounds in English and Chinese, so
the problematic sounds of English come into being. There are some salient problematic ones that are
usually wrongly pronounced by these students, such as /i;/&./i/, /w/&/v/, /r/&/3/, /0/&./s/, and
/z/&./8/. The author will analyze them from different aspects.

1. Substitutionof /6/ and /0 /

In phonetics, there are two dental fricatives that are in the same form, but with different sounds.
People usually call them the “th-sounds”, which are formed with the tongue tip behind the upper front
teeth. One is the voiceless dental /0/, and the other is the voiced dental /8/. Some students tend to

L] 4 .
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pronounce three as /srei/ and this as /zis/, mouth as mouse, thick as sick, bath as bus, path as pass,
thing as sing and so on.

There are no such phonemes as /8/ and /8/ in Mandarin, so the students choose to make sounds /s/
and /z/ instead of /0/ and /&/. Therefore, they usually pronounce /s/ or /z/ for the words beginning
with th, such as they, those, think and thought.

When the students pronounce the dental fricatives /0/ and /d/, what they try to do is just to find
the similar sounds from Pinyin. Actually, they don’t know how to put their tongues into the proper
position, and some of them are afraid of biting their own tongue tips, which will definitely lead them to
the wrong sounds of the two phonemes. If they just protrude their tongue tips between their teeth loosely or
tightly, they will find it easier to make the correct sounds /0/ and /&/.

In fact, the difficulty of /0/ and /8/ doesn’t lie so much in their articulation, which most students
can perform correctly in isolation, as in their combination with other fricatives, the problems will appear

seriously and clearly.
2. Replacement of /r/

The approximant /r/ is regarded as intermediate between vowels and consonants. The /r/ sound at
the beginning of the words belongs to the alveolar. But interfered by Pinyin, most Chinese students
usually pronounce it somewhat like the voiced palato-alveolar approximant /3/, which is different from
the correct phoneme /r/. They usually pronounce rose as /3ouz/ instead of /rouz/, row as /3ou/, and
road as /3aud/, but for other words, beginning with /r/, such as rate, read, ride, rude, wrap,
wreath , and write, they can make the correct sounds. When it comes to the word wrong, they can make
an accurate sound as well. Thus, it may be inferred that some of their pronouncing problems for /r/ as
/3/ only happen when it is at the beginning of a word, and the diphthong /au/ follows like rope, wrote.

Students can practice more by maintaining the vowel sound while curling the tip of the tongue back-
ward. Alternatively, practice may start from /3/, in the articulation of which the tongue has a position
somewhat similar to that of /r/, although the sound is fricative, the narrowing between tongue and roof
of the mouth is made too far forward, and the tongue is hollowing and lateral contraction is missing.
From the /3/ position, the tongue is lost. With both methods, it is often helpful to hold the jaws widely
separated and the lips somewhat rounded. Teachers should choose more similar sound practice of

comparing /3/ and /r/ on purpose for students.
3. Interchangeof /w/ and /v/

Many students ignore the difference between /w/ and /v/. In Chinese, the distinction between the
two sounds is not clear, which means the interchange of the two sounds cannot cause differences in
understanding. Thus, although the students may know the way of articulation, they still would not like
to try to distinguish the two sounds. Take the author’s Chinese family name as an example, the family
name is Wen /won/, but it is usually wrongly called as Miss Wen /von/ by her students, and everyone
knows it’s the English teacher. It doesn’t affect their understanding the author’s family name. There is
another example “very”. Most students are used to pronouncing it like /weri/, and west to vest or wvest
to west.

They would like to mix the fricative /v/ with the bilabial /w/ sound especially at the beginning of
words like web and we, vase and vest. Sometimes, they prefer to use friction between the lower lip and
upper teeth, and sometimes on the contrary, they prefer to use /w/ in which the lips are rounded and
the upper lip is not touched by the teeth.

It is significant that /w/ should not be replaced by the consonantal sound /v/. Sometimes, /w/ is

c 5 .
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called “semi-vowel” or “glide”. While pronouncing the sound /w/, the students should pay more
attention to making the lips round. They should protrude and round their lips in the articulation. It is

also important to pronounce the fricative /v/ correctly.
4. Changes of the Long Vowel /[i:/

As the above examples shown for the consonants, some of them are voiced while some are
voiceless, yet the vowel sounds are all voiced. Take a problematic sound /i:/ as an example.

There are some words like cheap and meet (/i:/) that are often pronounced as chip and mit (/i/)
respectively, and some students may always fail to distinguish between thirteen and thirty. Here /i:/ is
pronounced as /ei/. Some students cannot pronounce see, she, he, we in correct way, either. What
people usually hear is like /sei/, /fei/, /hei/, and /wei/.

The students will feel a little difficult while making this vowel, which is similar to sound in Pinyin.
It is a vowel of closely the same quality. Students fail to imitate this glide only with caution, since any
exaggeration will sound dialectal. If they don’t pay much attention to it, they will get the same feeling
while listening.

Students cannot control the length of the vowel, as well as the width of their mouth shape. Most
students will make a clear sound when it is said in isolation, but when it is in a word, this length will

not be apparent.

I . Solution

From the above examples, it can be inferred that the Chinese language, especially Mandarin, plays
an important role in English language acquisition, by which most students cannot avoid being influenced
more or less. Therefore, the role of the L1 in students’ foreign language acquisition is worth carefully
studying. The students’ .1 habits prevent them from getting English habits.

As shown in language transfer, the positive transfer will improve students’ learning in English, so
people should make good use of the positive transfer instead of the negative transfer while teaching
English speech sounds.

When mentioning the improvement of pronunciation, it simply means to let the students pronounce
accurately so that they can understand each other easily. The author will try to solve the existing

problems from three aspects.
1. Teachers’ Role

As for teachers, they should enhance their own proficiency in English, especially in English
pronunciation first. When teachers make the English speech sounds, they should avoid making
mistakes, because what the teachers speak will directly influence what the students hear. Only when the
teachers’ pronunciation is accurate can the students imitate correctly.

Some teachers, who still practice the traditional teaching approach, prefer teaching grammar and
vocabulary (the usage of a word) to teaching phonetics, which is part of the articulatory English speech.
They think a higher score is the most necessary for students, which is true whenever and wherever.
However, nowadays, as the New Curriculum Reform declares that students should develop themselves
comprehensively, being equipped with fluently oral English is as important as the paper testing for
them.

Listening will be added in the college entrance examination in this June; moreover, speaking is as
important as listening. Only when the students themselves pronounce the correct English speech sounds
will they understand what others tell them easily. The effect of speaking and listening is interdependent.

'6.
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Thereby, some teachers should change their traditional teaching mind, and try to focus more on the
students’ pronunciation as well as grammar and vocabulary. In the process of teaching phonetics, the
audio-lingual method, in which students are taught directly, is better to be used. Students can repeat
the sounds directly after the teachers, and they will get better improved in their pronunciation by
repeating again and again.

Particularly, teachers in junior middle school should arrange lessons for students to practice
phonetics more. As a senior high school English teacher, the author finds it somewhat late for the
students to learn phonetics after they enter the senior high school. The earlier the teachers teach the
students the International Phonetic Alphabet (the IPA), the better the students’ pronunciation will be.
It will also make getting English language acquisition easier after mastering the IPA, basically for
remembering English words.

&

Thus, teaching pronunciation deliberately is necessary. From now on, do avoid teaching “silent

English” on the premise that teachers themselves pronounce accurately.
2. Students’ Role

It is known to all that interest is the best teacher. The students are teenagers from 16 to 18.
According to their psychology and body features at this stage, most of them are still active to play but
passive to study. They need more encouragement, which will give them more confidence in the course of
English language acquisition. Each time when they make a progress in pronouncing, they will do much
better in the later study. -

If they succeed in pronouncing the accurate phonemes gradually, they will show great interest in
learning English. And first of all, teachers should clearly instruct students how to avoid making
pronunciation errors.

When learning English, a proper English dictionary is essential for the students. After learning the
phonetic symbols, students can check the pronunciation of the new words that they are not sure in the
dictionary.

Students should read more in the morning loudly. People usually talk about the sense of language,
which means the ability to “feel” language. But actually, only when they read more, the sense of
language will accompany them. Therefore, as a language learner, reading is essential.

What’s more, it is the students themselves that should value the importance of making accurate
English speech sounds. With their great interests and efforts, they will make more achievements in

English language acquisition.
3. More Activities

Teachers should prepare more relative exercises for the students to practice. Similar discrimination
exercises can be used in introducing possible difficult features of the English speech sounds. Direct
articulatory order is often possible to help in the production of pronunciation.

When referring to some similar phonemes, exercising should be designed in contrast, such as
setting groups to practice the similar words like see, say/sheep, ship/west, vest. Other activities, such
as imitation of the native speakers, making dialogues with classmates, learning English songs, watching
films and so on, will also make students get familiar with the English speech sounds constantly. There
is another special activity—tongue twister, which is designed to be difficult to articulate properly. It
demands more accuracy while practicing. And each time for practicing, the students will have much fun
due to the special designed activity.

Such activities are all prepared for a refined pronunciation.
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IV. Conclusion

There is a unique phonetic system in each language, as well as a set of rules for pronouncing the
sounds. Chinese middle school students have learned Pinyin for more than ten years, so they form a
habit of pronouncing as they do in Pinyin. It is the negative transfer of their L1 that brings some
difficulties while learning English. What they can do to avoid more pronouncing mistakes is that they
need more practice with the teachers’ effective instructions.

As an English teacher, the author considers the IPA as a necessary beginning in English language
acquisition, Teachers are responsible to teach the students the IPA as soon as they enter the junior
middle school. 1f the students know and master the rules of English phonetics, they will at least
pronounce in the English articulatory manner.

It is impossible to correct all the students’ problematic sounds immediately, but negative transfer

will be lessened with the increase in the students’ proficiency in the .2 step by step.
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