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Chinese Tones and Tones Teaching

University of London William X.F. Yu

[Abstract] The purpose of the paper is to study how to teach tones in Chinese to English
speakers. Tone is a tough issue for English speakers. In this paper, we discuss the properties of

the tones, and propose that tones in Chinese can be taught to English speakers with their

knowledge of intonation and stress in English.
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I. An Introduction of the Tones in Chinese

As is well known, Chinese is a pictorial language. Each Chinese character looks like a
picture that carries a certain meaning and a specific pronunciation with an initial, a final,
and a tone, moreover, it may and may not carries a grammatical function. “Initial” and
“final” are the terms in Chinese phonetics. Initial includes all consonants in the initial
position of a Chinese pinyin syllabus. “Final” refers to the vowels and vowel-n such as

’ » « ”

(1 113 “: . [13 [
“an,” “en,” “ian,” “ien,” “uan,” “uen” or vowel-ng such as “ang,” “eng,” “ong,

“iang,” “ieng,” “iong” and “uang” and “ueng,” or vowel-r compound such as “er. ” For
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instance: f£ in Chinese should be read as “hua” in a first tone which means “flower. ” 7§
“hua” consists of an initial “h,” a final “ua” in a level tone. :k should be read as “hud”
including an initial “h” and a final “uo0” in a falling-rising tone and it means “fire. ” Both 1§
“hua” and ‘X “huo” can have a grammatical function in a sentence such as a subject or an
object in a sentence as fEFF T “hua kai le” (Flowers are blooming. ), AZSHABMEFFIEH
KHIUB? “Rén léi shénme shihou kaishi yong hud de ne?” (fire!) Bi“péng” has a “p” as its
initial while “eng” as its “final. ” “Péng” does have a meaning which is “friend,” but it has no
grammatical function at all since unlike classical Chinese, we do not use it alone any long.

There are forty-seven thousand; nine hundred and twenty-three Chinese characters in
the Chinese language (but in the biggest dictionary, there are about 60 000 Chinese
characters). However, there are only 419 initial-final compounds. You can imagine how
many characters one initial-final compound should accommodate. It is easy to find an
initial-final compound for a great number of different Chinese characters. For instance,
there are 114 Chinese characters sharing a pronunciation of “ji” in the Chinese-English
dictionary published by Beijing Foreign Language University 1972 (There may be more in
the other Chinese dictionaries). The consequence is that there are a great number of initial-
final compounds which would be very ambiguous if there was no tone. For convenience,
the four tones are created for us. Therefore, there are 1 241 syllables with different tones.

There are four different tones in Chinese now. The first tone is a higher level tone.
The second tone is a rising tone. The third tone is a falling and rising tone. The fourth
tone is a strongly falling tone. If we divided the pitch into five different levels, and 5 is the
highest level, we may describe them as follows: the first tone is from 5 to 5; the second
tone is from 3 to 5; the third tone is from 2 to 1 to 4; the fourth tone is from 5 to 1. I

illustrate it as follows:

5 5
4 4
3 3

2\ 2
1 1

Apart from these four tones, there is a neutral tone which is lighter and shorter then
the others.

Tones are necessary for conveying the meaning of what is being said. For examples,
“mai” 3£ (to buy) has the same initial and final as “mai”32 (to sell) but, the former one 3E
is in third tone while the later one 3Z is in the fourth tone. “Nar” W JL means “where”
while “nar”#f JL, means “there” due to the difference of the tones and characters. For more
examples “shuijido” BEH both syllables in fourth tone means “to sleep” but “shuijido” /K%
both syllables in third tone means “dumpling. ” “Wenni” [a]4 in fourth tone and third tone

means “to ask you,” but “w&nni” ¥J{/X both in third tones means “to kiss you. ” To name,
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there are a lot. Sometime it may make a hearer confused. Suppose, a man wanted to say
“wd wenni” R AR, but he made a mistake by saying “wo wénni”FRWJHK, if the girl is very
conservative, she might knock out the man’s tooth.

Sometimes, different tones may carry different grammatical information. For example,
B “lei” has three different tones even though the three has the same initials and finals. 2
“1&i” is an adjective that means “tired”; B “1é” in & is an adjective meaning “heaps of,”
“clusters of”; & “1&” is also a verb meaning accumulate. Due to the differences in tones,
we got three different readings in which 2 has different meanings and grammatical
functions. “Jiao” #{ carries a meaning of “to teach” and has an independent grammatical
function as a verb, but “jiao” #{ in i, E and £ has no independent grammatical
function even though it may also carry a kind meaning as “teaching. ” & “d&” has three
pronunciations: “d&,” “dé” and “de.” Apart from the first one % that differs from the
other two in the initial and the final and that is a auxiliary verb means “to have” or “must”;
the second one 18 “dé” has the same initial and final with the third £ “de” in a neutral
tone. f8“dé” is a verb that means “to obtain” and “to get”; but #5“de” is a particle to
introduce a complement to a verb.

Tones may change in a certain way. Tone sandhi means a change of tone due to the
influence of neighboring tones. There are two rules for tones sandhi in Chinese.

Rule one: An initial-final compound in a third tone is followed by another initial-final
compound in the third tone, the first third tone must change into rising tone, the pitch
level will be from 1 to 4.

For an example, /RIF“ni hiao” both in third tone, when we read “ni hdo,” “ni” should

be changed into a rising tone while “hdo” has no change.

Rule two: An initial-final compound in the third tone is followed by an initial-final
compound in the other tone including neutral tone except a third tone, the third tone must
change into half falling tone and the pitch level should be from 2 to 1 which is different
with the fourth tone indeed.

For an example: iF/% “hiochi” and #fH7 “haochi” are in different tones. Due to the
difference of the tones of #F“hao”, the former word #F W7 (“hdochi”) means “delicious”
while the later word ##0% ( “haochi” )means “be gluttonous. ”

I illustrate them in the diagram as follows:

5 5
4 4
3 3

2\ 2
1 1
Apart from that, “ba” R (not) and “yi” — (one) often change the tones in a

certain way.
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The rule for the pronunciation of “bu”;
a. “Bu” A(not) is normally in fourth tone,

99

b. “Ba”/~(not) must be changed into a rising tone “ba,” when 7~ “bd” is followed by
an initial-final compound in fourth tone such as “bashi” /N2 (to be not) , “bazud” A4 (do
not sit) and so on,

The rules for the pronunciation of “yi”

a. “Yi” —(one) is usually in first tone when it is read individually in listing such as

€

yi” in “yi, ér, san,..” —,”.=... (one, two, three...) or at the end of a word such as
“wanyi” Jj— (in case), “shizhongrayi” #H44N— (constant) ,and “gianhoubuyi” &G~ —
(not to keep consistent).

b. When it is followed by an initial-final compound in fourth tone or in a neutral tone
which derives from a falling tone, it must be changed into rising tone as “yi gé rén”—4~ A
(one person) , “yiding”—3& (definitely), “yiyang” —#% (the same) and “yi zuo fangzi” —
& F5F (one house).

c. When“y1” is followed by an initial-final compound in any other tone except fourth
tone, it must be changed into fourth tone for instance, “yigqi” —#2 (together), “yi qan
rén”—#£ N (a group of people), and “yizhi”—HF (always; straight).

From the examples above, we can see that tones are quite important for Chinese.

Since tones play an important role, Chinese is also known as a tone language.

II. Problems for English Speakers in Learning Chinese

In English, there is no tone at all. Therefore, some English speakers might be panic
at the mention of tones to them. “My god, there is no tone in our language, how can we
pronounce it in accordance with the marked tone?”

It is true, when we start to learn pinyin, apart from the pronunciation of some initials
such as “j, q, X, 2z, ¢, s, zh, ch, sh, r,” tone is the biggest problem for English speakers.
It takes a long time to master it indeed. Among the four tones, it is easy for English
speakers to pronounce fourth tone which is a falling tone. The reason is very simple, in
English there are stresses which stress just sound like a falling tone. It is also not difficult
to read first tone since every body will produce it. It may take time for English speaker to
master the second tone and third tones. Frankly speaking, comparatively it is easier for
them to read separately such as reading “ma, ma, mi, ma,” alone but it is harder to read
them in the text. When students read a text, they often mix the words in the second tone
with the words in the fourth tone. We have investigated in two classes. There are 12
people in each class. The result is that seventy percent students read the initial-final
compound in second tones as forth tones when they read a text. Sometimes students did
know that it was a second tone and they should read rising tone but when they pronounce it

with a strong strength, they produce a fourth tone indeed.
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As we argued in the past section, tones are necessary for conveying the meaning what
is being said, the misusing of tone may make the meaning ambiguous. For instance, if one
wants to ask a younger girl by saying: “wo xiing wen ni” FAE[R{K (I want to ask you/
may I ask you...), but he pronounces it as “wd xidng wén ni” AWK (I want to kiss
you), and then it may cause a big argument. It is important for us to correct the students’

tones since the very beginning.

M. Solutions for the Problems

For English speakers,we could approach in a way that differs from the traditional way
of teaching by teaching “ma 5 (mother), ma ik (hemp), ma T (horse), ma # (scold),”
instead, we teach Chinese tones to English speakers with the knowledge of the intonations
and stresses in English.

First of all,we should encourage our students and let students believe that they know
tones very well and they can do it indeed. We could start with a demonstration of
intonations in English. The intonation of a sentence is the pattern of pitch changes that
occurs. The part of a sentence over which a particular pattern extends is called a tone
group. Within the tone group there is usually a single syllable that stands out because it
carries the major pitch change. A syllable of this kind is called the tonic syllable.
Sometimes there are two or more tone groups within a sentence. For an example:

(1) a) She 'sat by the 'window, b) 'reading a 'letter.

As is well-known, there are nine different types of intonations in English. Here we
are not going to detail all of them since readers know them very well. We just illustrate
three of them for our purpose as follows:

(2) 'Water is 'liquid.

In sentence (2), the intonation may be simply described as falling.

(3) I 'might?

If sentence (3) means “Did you say I might,” one will have a larger rise in pitch.

The combination [ + falling] followed by [ + rising ] commonly occurs with a
lengthened vowel in a phrase or a sentence expressing doubt, such as

(4) 1 'think 'so-o.

Sentence (2) has a falling intonation that is similar with the first tone in Chinese.

Sentence (3) has a rising intonation that is similar with second tone in Chinese; and
sentence (4) has a falling-rising intonation that is similar with third tone in Chinese.

Having demonstrated the intonations of sentences, the second step is to demonstrate
the intonations in the mono syllabic sentences.

As is well known, there may be some sentence containing only one word with a mono-
syllable such as “yes” and “no,” in other words, the word itself is a sentence and a tonic

syllable as well, therefore, the possible tones’ patterns may all be demonstrated on a single
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word, as in (5) below:

Word tone meaning
(5) A. Yes Level =“We agree with what you say. ”
B. Yés high-rising =“Did you say ‘yes’?”
low rising =“Please go on, I'm listening. ”
C. Y&s falling-rising =“T'm double, ”
D. Yes falling =“The answer is yes. ”

The intonations in the sentences (5) (A—D) are similar to the four tones in Chinese
indeed. We may take the words “yes” and “no” as an experiment to practise the four tones
in Chinese now.

The experiment shows that it is easier for English speakers to understand the tones in

“ma” (Chinese words) is used as an example for teaching

Chinese in this way. In one class,
of tones in a traditional way while in the other “no” and “yes” are used as an example to
teach Chinese tones in English way and then practise Chinese characters. The consequence
is that in the former class, only 50% of students can understand it while 100% of the
students in the later class can acquire it.

Having learnt the four tones, students may pronounce initial-final compounds in
different tones individually. However, when students read a text, you may find that
English speakers often read Chinese initial-final compounds in second tone as the one in a
fourth tone. Sometime, even though they know that it is a second tone and they are very
anxious to make the sound rise with strong strength, but they actually read it as a falling
tone, The reason is that in English there are so many stresses in the sentences. For
examples, if somebody else says, or if you had even thought that someone else might
possibly say: “'John and 'Mary should 'go. ” You might, without any prior context actually
spoken, say:

(6) 'T think 'John 'and 'Mary should 'go.

From the sentence (6), you can see how many stresses in the sentence. In order to
distinguish rising tone from the falling tone, the best way is to practise the number or
listing words in English such as follows;

(7) One, two, three.

(8) Coffee and tea.

(9) Left, right.

In (7) sentences, “one” and “two” should be in a rising tone, but “three” is in a
falling tone. In sentence (8), “coffee” is in a rising tone, but “tea” should be in a falling
tone. In sentence (9), “left” should be in a rising tone while “right” is in a falling tone.
Anyway, when one lists things or give an order to the matching troops, one may use a
rising tone followed by a falling tone. This practice may help the students to distinguish a

rising tone from a falling tone. After students practise the English words, we let them
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practise Chinese words such as /A3 “baqu,” A& “btshi,” #BE “hanpo” (soul), FTH
“hudmian” (knead dough), &zl “huddong” (activity). {E#r “Huoming” (save sb’s life),
SEHb “pingdi” (flat ground) , and F-##“pingjing” (clam, quiet) in which each word contains
one character in a second tone and one character in a falling tone. In the class with an new
approach, 95% of the students think that it is helpful for them to distinguish second tone
from a falling tone.

N. Conclusion

Chinese as a tone language has four different tones. Tones are necessary for conveying
the meaning of what is being said, therefore, it is important to pronounce characters in
different tones correctly. Since in English there are stresses and intonations that are
accents of the pitch group. It is the best way to teach Chinese tones in an effective way that
is to start teaching with stresses and intonations in English, and then lead students to

practise Chinese tones.
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Appendix

A Drill of Tones in Chinese
Part one Practise four tones
I. Read English mono-syllabic words such as “yes” and “no” in four different tones.
D a. yés yés yés yes b. nod nod nd nod

II. Read Chinese simple vowels in four different tones individually.

2 a. a a a a b. 0 o) ) o
; é é & é d. i i i i
. e a a a bt f i il { il
. Read Chinese initial-final compounds in four different tones.
(3) a wa wa wa wa b. ma ma mai ma
c. wan wan wan wan d. wai wai wai wai
e gén gén gén gén f. g gt gl gl
g jia jia jia jia h. rang rang rang rang
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IV. Read the sentences with all initial-final compounds in the same tones.

(4) a. Ta gege tiantian he kafei. (His elder brother drinks coffee everyday. )
b. Dé gud huérén xué wan paigit. (The Chinese in Germany learn to play volley-ball. )
c. W6 xidng wo y& déi qingging ldoban. (I think that I should treat my boss a meal as well. )
d. Xie taitai ai kan yidali dianshi. (Mrs Xie likes to watch Italian TV. )

Part two Distinguishing the second tone from the fourth tone

I. Read English words.

(5) a. One, two, three (count) b. left, right (word of command)

II. Read Chinese words as follows.

(6) a. b qu(not going) b. Chéngzud (to redo)
c. paidui (to queue up) d. nitrou (steak)
e. yangqi (western style) f. handai (frigid zone)

Part three Tone sandi
I. Read the bi-syllables Chinese words both in the third tone.

(7) a. sudyi (therefore) b. yingxidng ( to influence)
c. chianpin (products) d. jidnshdo (to reduce)
e. wangwang (frequently) f. kéyi (can)
g. bénling (ability) h. yduhio (friendly)
i. shuigud (fruits) j. ligudn (hotel)
k. shdubido (watch) 1. méihdo (wonderful)
m. haoshdu (skillful) n. méimin (perfectly satisfactory)

II. Read the bi-syllables Chinese words in a third tone with another tone except third tone.
3rd+1st

(8) a. laoshi (teacher) b. chinshéng (to produce)
c. jidndan (simple) d. qgicha (at first)
e. gudiwan (to turn) f. ginshang (sorrowful)
3rd+2nd
(9) a. kénéng (possiblely) b. zligué (motherland)
c. jiuha (wine pot) d. ganging (feeling)
e. hiorén (good man) f. ganya (dare to)
3rd+4th
(10) a. yihou (afterwards) b. késhi (however)
c. zényang (how) d. wangshi (the past event)
e. xidngxiang (to imagine) f. méimido (splendid)

Part four Read the following words or phrases containing “yi” — (one)and “bu” A~ (not)

(11) a. bthui (not able to) b. baqu (not go) c. biydng (not in use)
d. bibidn (inconvenient) e. btdan (not only) f. bacud (correct)
(12)a. byjiu (not long) b. buhio (not good) c. bulai (not come)
d. bumang (not busy) e. buting (not listen) f. buxing (not good)
(13) a. wanyi (in case) b. shiféen zhi yi (one tenth)

c. shizhong r yi (consistent) bizoli rt yi (think & act in the same way)
(14) a. yihuir (a little while)

b. yilu (all the way)

yikuair (at the same place)

e oo

yimian (one aspect)
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(15) a. yixie (some) b. yijiazi(one family)
c. yididnr (a little) d. yiténg (together)

Part five Read the following passage

Wejiao jicke, Wo shi Yinggud rén. W9 jia yi gong ydu litt ge rén: baba, mama, jigjie, méimei, didi hé
wd. Wb de baba shi yisheng, w6 de mama y& shi yisheng. W& de jigjie érshi qi sui, shi xidoxué laoshi. Wo
de méimei hé didi dou shi zhongxuésheng. W& shi daxuéshéng, Xianzai wo shi Beijing daxué de litxuéshéng.

(My name is Jack. I am from the UK. There are totally six people in my family: my father, my
mother, my elder sister, my younger sister, my younger brother and me. My father is a doctor, and my
mother is a doctor too. My elder sister is twenty-seven years old, and she is a teacher in a primary school.
My younger sister and younger brother both are students in a middle school. I am a student in a university.
Now, I am a foreign student at the University of Beijing. )

—Yu gud





