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Abstract

This case study aimed to investigate the influences of Chinese speakers’ Southwestern dialects,
which do not distinguish alveolar nasal /an/, /en/, /in/ and velar nasal /ang/, /eng/, /ing/ sounds,
on their English pronunciation in words of these sounds. The study also explored whether Chinese
speakers who spoke more standard Mandarin would have more accurate English pronunciations.
The findings of the study revealed that most Chinese Southwestern dialects speakers could not
perform velar nasal sounds in Chinese Mandarin, which also influenced them to perform velar nasal
sounds in English. This study also found that Chinese Mandarin speakers showed more advantages
in the English pronunciation of velar nasal sounds than Chinese Southwestern dialect speakers.
There is a significant, positive, moderate correlation between the Mandarin Proficiency Test and
IELTS Speaking Pronunciation, suggesting that Chinese speakers who achieved a higher level on the
Mandarin Proficiency Test also achieved a higher level on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation overall.
Furthermore, this study provides insights into researching the influence of diverse dialects on English
pronunciations among English as a Second Language speakers.
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1. Introduction

China has fifty-six ethnic groups, with the Han Chinese as the majority and the other 55 groups as
minorities, and many of which have their own dialects (Zhou, 2003). According to Tang and Heuven
(2009), The Chinese language consists of many varieties. Dialectologists have classified various Chinese
dialects based on phonological features and tone, including several regional dialects within each language
group. Chinese language can be divided into Mandarin and Southern branches, and the Southern branch
includes Wu, Gan, Xiang, Min, Hakka, and Cantonese. The mutual unintelligibility of Chinese language
characteristics demands a common language that people from different regions can communicate and
understand, which is Mandarin, also called Putonghua (meaning common speech), the official spoken
language in China.

Email: kwu@ou.edu


https://doi.org/10.58304/ijts.20240104

Kexuan Wu 47

Tang and Heuven (2009) advanced the term Mutual Intelligibility as a meaningful way to argue
about linguistic distance. The researchers purport that if the degree of mutual intelligibility between two
languages is high, then the linguistic differences between the two languages are low. On the contrary,
if the degree of mutual intelligibility between two languages is low, the linguistic differences between
the two languages must be radical. Based on the characteristics of tone and phonology of Chinese
dialect, Chinese dialectologists proposed various classifications of the Chinese language varieties and
agreed that the Chinese language can be divided into the Mandarin branch and the Southern branch.
Generally, the degree of mutual intelligibility between language varieties within the Southern branch is
much lower than that language varieties’ intelligibility within the Mandarin branch. Tang and Heuven
(2009) stated that Chinese Southwestern language varieties belong to the Mandarin branch. However, the
Southwestern region is also very mountainous, especially Yunnan Province and Guizhou Province, which
are further away from the Northern Mandarin region than other regions, such as Zhongyuan, Beijing, or
Northeastern regions. Although Southwestern language varieties belong to the Mandarin branch, their
degree of mutual intelligibility is much lower than that of other Mandarin varieties, such as Zhongyuan
Mandarin, Beijing Mandarin, or Northeastern Mandarin. Some Southwestern dialects do not distinguish
between /n/ and /l/, blade-alveolars /z/, /c/, /s/ and cacuminal /zh/, /ch/, /sh/. They also have difficulty
distinguishing between alveolar nasal sounds /an/, /en/, /in/ and velar nasal sounds /ang/, /eng/, /ing/.

Pronunciation has been a crucial role in effective and successful communication in output and
input aspects. Although mispronunciations among foreign language learners are not uncommon, as the
foreign accent they acquire is influenced by the phonetic features and intonation characteristics of their
first language (L1) (Avery & Ehrlich, 1992), pronunciation has been a common concern in terms of
confidence and encouragement in speaking language among second language (L2) learners (Bang, 1999).
Intelligible pronunciation is one of the fundamental features of learners’ capacity and ability as well
as one of the most significant language instructions. Understandable pronunciation promotes learning
efficiency whereas ambiguous pronunciation leads to great difficulties and challenges in language
learning (Gilakjani, 2012). Chinese learners of English encounter difficulties with certain vowels,
consonants, stress, and intonation. For example, they frequently mix up sounds like /a1i/ with /&/ and /
e/. This leads to challenges for native English speakers in understanding words like “bide”, “bad”, and
“bed” when pronounced by Chinese learners. Additionally, Chinese speakers commonly struggle with
English dental fricatives such as /6/ and /0/ since Mandarin Chinese lacks these sounds. Thus, teachers
were suggested to explain the key differences between the phonological systems of English and Chinese
to students, and to create instructional materials and effective pronunciation exercises targeting these
areas. (Han, 2013). Pronunciation is an essential and critical feature in speaking and communication in
learning English as a Second Language (ESL), and many ESL teachers emphasize facilitating students’
pronunciation in language proficiency (Rajadurai, 2001).

China is the country with the largest population in the world, and there are numerous Chinese
speakers whose L1 is Mandarin and who learn English as a Second Language (ESL). However, many
dialects are also spoken in China, and some dialects are similar to Mandarin syllabically but are different
from Mandarin phonemically. China uses Pinyin as a standard Romanization System, which transcribes
Mandarin Chinese characters into the Latin alphabet as the segments of morpheme of Mandarin (Godfroid
et al., 2017)), thus, the study uses Pinyin to identify different pronunciations between Mandarin and some
dialects of Chinese. The purpose of the study is to investigate whether Chinese speakers’ Southwestern
dialects, which do not distinguish alveolar and velar nasal in Pinyin, influence these speakers’ English
pronunciation in words of these sounds. Additionally, this study aims to investigate whether Chinese
native speakers who speak more standard Mandarin (referring to the Mandarin Proficiency Test rubric),
would have more accurate English pronunciation (referring to the IELTS Speaking Pronunciation rubric).
Furthermore, this study intends to provide insights into future research to investigate the influence of
diverse dialects of other languages on learning ESL.
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2. Literature Review

2.1 The effect of first language and linguistic transfer in second language acquisition

It is widely observed that learners’ L1 can influence learners’ second language (L2) acquisition as L2
learning is dependent on the interaction between the previously learned L1 systems and the newly
acquiring L2 system (Huang, 2010; Kim et al., 2017). According to Ortega (2013), every process of
acquiring L2 requires the knowledge and experience of their L1 or other previously acquired languages,
which have influences on L2 acquisition. Odlin (2006) explained that linguistic transfer is the outcome,
which is caused by the differences and similarities between the formerly acquired language and the target
language, and has an acceleration or inhibition effect on the learners’ acquisition of another language.
Corder (1973) suggested that second language acquisition is an accumulation of actions, in which L1
interference may cause negative transfer. However, L1 can also aid in L2 learning through positive
transfer. Both of these language learning processes can explain the transfer among different languages.
Additionally, language transfer occurs not only in words or sounds, but also in syntax and culture.

Speakers’ script-reading skills in L1 can effectively influence their script-reading skills in L2,
and different L1 speakers approach their L2 reading differently. Wang et al. (2003) investigated two
groups of ESL college students. The first group consisted of Korean ESL learners with an alphabetic
L1 background, while the second group consisted of Chinese ESL learners with a non-alphabetic L1
background. An alphabetic language system refers to a language that selects phonemes or syllables to
represent spoken language, while a non-alphabetic language system refers to a language that selects
words or morphemes. The study combined self-rated English proficiency in listening and script-reading,
familiarity ratings of the test materials, and experimental tasks to explore phonological and spelling
similarity. The study clarified the relationship between orthography to phonology in script-reading
literature and found that Korean or Chinese reading skills influence English reading differently. Korean
speakers approached reading phonologically in their L1 (due to their alphabetic system) and performed
better in achieving phonological information in English. Meanwhile, Chinese speakers approached
reading orthographically in their L1 (due to their non-alphabetic system) and performed better in gaining
orthographic information in English.

Phonological awareness is defined as the ability that allows the learner to recognize the sounds of
small phonological units and analyze these units (Yang et al., 2017). Chien et al. (2008) conducted a
study in Taiwan to investigate the role of phonological awareness development of Chinese English
language learners using six tests, such as syllable awareness, initial phoneme oddity, final phoneme
oddity, medical phoneme oddity, final phoneme deletion, and initial phoneme deletion. The study showed
cross-linguistic transfer from Chinese as L1 to English as L2 among phonological awareness is mainly
observed at the phoneme and syllable levels. The researchers concluded that Chinese phonological
awareness can predict English phonological awareness.

A large number of people who speak Chinese as their L1 are learning English as their L2 in the
United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and China. As a result, linguistic researchers were
motivated to explore the linguistic dynamics and relations between Chinese and English because transfer
plays a crucial role in SLA. Gittardo et al. (2017) studied 117 Chinese-English bilingual high school and
college students residing in a metropolitan center in Canada. In this study, all participants have lived in
Canada for over six months and they were divided into two groups according to the length of residence
in Canada. The participants were tested through both English vocabulary, word formation, sentence
structure, and grammar to examine the models of English and Chinese word reading. The result revealed
that reading in English is affected by L1 among Chinese-speaking adolescents and young adults.

The learning of English as an L2 is facilitated for children whose first languages use an alphabetical
system, such as Spanish, French, and Italian (Yang et al., 2017). Previous studies have shown that L1
can have an impact on both the phonetic and phonological aspects of L2 acquisition (Backman, 1979;
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Barlow, 1998; Lepetit, 1989; Luo, 2017; Mennen, 2007; Yang & Chan, 2010; Ueyama, 2000; Willems,
1982). For instance, in English, a falling pitch is used for predicative statements, while in Mandarin, it
indicates both statements and questions with different tones. Similarly, a rising pitch in English represents
questions, but it can indicate statements and questions in Mandarin. English speakers learning Mandarin
are more sensitive to perceiving information when the intonation and tone match.

However, not all L1 influences on L2 are negative. Research evidence on cross-linguistic transfer
sheds light on the positive influence of L1 on L2 or foreign language learning. For instance, a laboratory
study was designed to investigate whether native speakers of a tone language have an advantage in
learning another tone language compared to learners with a non-tone language background. Participants
included 6 Thai native speakers, 6 English native speakers, 6 Taiwanese native speakers, and 1 Mandarin
Chinese native speaker. All participants were tested through minimal pairs (e.g., /pan/ = to share and /
pan/= to pedal) in order to contrast the low and mid-tones of Thai. The study illustrated that participants
whose L1 was a tone language, such as Mandarin, were better at identifying and distinguishing between
low and mid Thai tones than participants whose L1 was an intonation language, such as English (Wayland
et al., 2004).

2.2 Dialects of Chinese and the influences on English pronunciation

Although L1 and L2 have a large number of differences in linguistics, lexicon, phonology, and so forth,
most people acquiring an L2 develop literacy based on the development of their L1 literacy (Hudson,
2007). Many minority groups have their own dialects in China, creating problems with pronouncing
some sounds in standard Mandarin. In this case, their L1 dialects significantly influence their speaking in
Mandarin, which is a fact among Chinese people who speak dialects. Studies have shown that different
dialects of Chinese influence English pronunciation (Zhang & Yin, 2009; Luo; 2014; Chen; 2016; Huang,
2017). English learners from Yunnan Province found it difficult to distinguish between /&/ and /e/ in
English words such as “bad” and “bed” (Zhang & Yin, 2009). In some local dialects in Jiangxi Province,
people pronounce /f/ as /l/, which causes some problems with English pronunciation (Luo, 2014).
English learners from Hubei Province often have trouble pronouncing the word “very”, instead /veri/,
they pronounce it as /weri/ (Chen, 2016). People who speak Wenzhouness, a dialect in Fujian Province,
commonly mispronounce /0/ as /s/ and /0/ as /z/, for instance, English learners who speak Wenzhouness
say “thanks” as “sanks” (Huang, 2017). In addition, Li and Wayland (2006) found that native speakers
whose dialects do not distinguish /n/ and /1/ have difficulty distinguishing these two sounds in English.

Chinese is one of the most widely spoken languages as nearly one-fourth of the population in the
world speaks Chinese as a native language (Hua, 2002). There are many dialects spoken in China, such
as Cantonese, Min, Wu, Hakka, and Ping. Most children whose families speak dialects in China learn to
speak the local dialect and Mandarin when they are born. Children speak dialects with their parents, other
family members, friends, and other local people, while Mandarin is spoken at school or only in class. Cui
and Heuven (2011) stated that Chinese dialects share similar pronunciation features but are linguistically
different from each other, similar to certain European languages, such as Spanish, Portuguese, and
Italian, within the same phylum.

Oral language as one of the basic skills for language learners plays an important role in language
learning, and pronunciation plays a foundational role in communication. For learners learning English as
L2, mastering English pronunciation is one of the most important aspects to achieve high proficiency in
English. However, every language has its own characteristics and rules, and based on second language
acquisition theory, learners’ L1 has influences on the acquisition of L2. Even though Mandarin Chinese
is the common language used in China, the varieties of Chinese dialects also influence Chinese English
language learners’ process of acquiring English. Cui and Heuven (2011) found that when learners
of English from the same native language background communicate with each other, their mutual
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intelligibility is better compared to communication with different native language backgrounds English
learners. Their study addressed the effect of L1 Chinese on L2 English production and perception. More
specifically, their study confirmed Chinese English language learners’ pronunciation of English vowels is
different based on the learner’s dialect background.

Previous studies have explored the effect of L1 and linguistic transfer on L2 and the influence of
dialects of Chinese on English pronunciations. This study aims to investigate the influence of Chinese
speakers’ Southwestern dialects on their English pronunciation in words, and whether Chinese native
speakers who achieve a higher level on the Mandarin Proficiency Test correlate with achieving a higher
level on the IELTS Speaking Pronunciation. Two research questions were developed to guide this study:

1. Do Chinese Mandarin speakers have more accurate pronunciation of alveolar nasal /an/, /en/, /in/
and velar nasal /ang/, /eng/, /ing/ sounds in English than Chinese Southwestern dialects speakers?

2. Do Chinese speakers who achieve a higher level on Mandarin Proficiency Test achieve a higher
level on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation?

3. The Current Study

3.1 Context the of research

This study uses interviews and audio materials within a real-life context to explore an issue (Creswell
& Creswell, 2018), and a purposeful sampling method was applied in this research to recruit twenty
participants who aged between 18-19 and came from the Southwestern language region and Northern
Mandarin regions of China. Ten participants from the Southwestern language region were labeled as
Southwest 1-10, including 4 males and 6 females. Ten participants from the Northern Mandarin region
were labeled as North 1-10, including 3 males and 7 females. All participants were asked to read aloud 12
short sentences in Chinese characters (Appendix 1), 12 short sentences in English (Appendix 2), a short
passage in Chinese (Appendix 3), and a short passage in English (Appendix 4). The researcher plays
multiple roles in this study. Firstly, as a Chinese and English bilingual, the researcher can effectively
evaluate the participants’ Mandarin and English pronunciation. Secondly, the researcher, with experience
in teaching ESL in China and the U.S. can adequately evaluate the participants’ performance. Thirdly, the
researcher received advanced education in second language acquisition, linguistics, language learning
theories, and practices, making the researcher a reliable resource to evaluate the participants.

3.2 Data analysis

The provided Chinese texts were in Chinese characters only to ensure that participants’ scripted-reading
is based on their language background, while Pinyin was only included in this paper to help readers
identify the testing sounds. Both Chinese and English reading materials had the alveolar nasal and velar
nasal sounds matched with different vowels to allow participants multiple opportunities to pronounce
these sounds, and for the researcher to analyze the data comprehensively. Short sentences in Chinese
and English were used to assess participants’ pronunciation of these nasal sounds, and the researcher
analyzed the frequency of their performance. Short passages in Chinese and English were used to test
participants’ proficiency in standard Mandarin and English pronunciation accuracy. The Mandarin
Proficiency Test Standards (Appendix 5) and IELTS Speaking Pronunciation rubric (Appendix 6) were
employed to evaluate participants’ pronunciation in Chinese and English. Additionally, the researcher
analyzed the data from various perspectives, including individual and regional group performance of
alveolar and velar nasal sounds in reading short sentences, and individual and group pronunciation of
reading short passages.
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4. Findings

The researcher analyzed the data from different perspectives. Firstly, the researcher analyzed participants’
performance of alveolar nasal sounds and velar nasal sounds in reading both Chinese and English short
sentences by regional group and individually. Then, the researcher analyzed participants’ pronunciation
performance in reading both Chinese and English short passages by regional group and individually.
Analyzing the data by regional group and individually aimed to provide a more comprehensive answer to
the research questions.

4.1 Chinese Southwestern dialects influence speakers’ English pronunciation

To answer the first research question about whether Chinese Mandarin speakers have the more accurate
pronunciation of alveolar nasal sounds /an/, /en/, /in/ and velar nasal sounds /ang/, /eng/, /ing/ in English
than Chinese Southwestern dialects speakers, the researcher analyzed if participants who perform
alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds in Chinese short sentences would also perform these sounds in
English short sentences. Table 1 and Table 2 show the two groups’ frequencies of performances for
alveolar and velar nasal sounds in Chinese and English short sentences.

Table 1

Performances in Chinese Short Sentences by Group

North Frequencies (%) Southwest Frequencies (%)
/an/ 20 (100%) /an/ 20 (100%)
/ang/ 20 (100%) /ang/ 4 (20%)
/en/ 20 (100%) /en/ 19 (95%)
/eng/ 20 (100%) /eng/ 0 (0%)
/in/ 20 (100%) /in/ 20(100%)
/ing/ 20 (100%) /ing/ 0 (0%)
Table 2

Performances in English Short Sentences by Group

North Frequencies (%) Southwest Frequencies (%)
/en/ 18(90%) /en/ 20(100%)
/en/ 10(100%) /een/ 2(20%)

/en/ 20(100%) /en/ 20(100%)
/ey/ 16(80%) /en/ 4(20%)
/m/ 19(95%) /m/ 19 (95%)
/m/ 30(100%) /m/ 4(13%)

In reading Chinese short sentences, Northern participants performed 100% of alveolar nasal and velar
nasal sounds, Southwestern participants performed 20% of the velar nasal sound /ang/ and performed
0% of the velar nasal sounds /eng/ and /ing/. In English short sentences, Northern participants performed
100% of velar nasal sounds /@n/ and /1y/, and 80% of the velar nasal sound /en/. Southwestern
participants could only perform 20% of the velar nasal sounds /e@r/ and /en/, 13% of the velar nasal
sounds /1r/.
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Moreover, according to Li and Wayland (2006), Chinese native speakers whose dialects do not
distinguish /n/ and /I/ have difficulty distinguishing these two sounds in English. In this research, the
researcher found that Southwest 5, 7, and 9 could not distinguish /n/ and /I/ in Chinese, and they also
could not distinguish these two sounds in English:

Southwest 5: & I KL, [W0 zai zhéng Ii cdi lido(nido).]
A book is not(lot) judged only on its length(nength).

Southwest 7: FEBEIEM ¥, [W0O zai zhéng Ii cdi lido(nido).]
A book is not judged only(onny) on its length(nength,).

Southwest 9: K 1E AR, [W0 zai zhéng Ii cdi lido(niao).]
A book is not(lot) judged only on its length(nength).

Table 3 and Table 4 show the individual participants’ frequencies of performance for alveolar and velar
nasal sounds in Chinese and English short sentences.

Table 3
Performances in Short Sentences by Northern Participants
Participant Frequencies in Chinese Frequencies in English
North 1 12(100%) 10(83%)
North 2 12(100%) 10(83%)
North 3 12(100%) 12(100%)
North 4 12(100%) 12(100%)
North 5 12(100%) 10(83%)
North 6 12(100%) 12(100%)
North 7 12(100%) 11(92%)
North 9 12(100%) 12(100%)
North 8 12 (100%) 12(100%)
North 10 12(100%) 12(100%)
Table 4
Performances in Short Sentences by Southwestern Participants
Participant Frequencies in Chinese Frequencies in English
Southwest 1 6(50%) 6(50%)
Southwest 2 6(50%) 6(50%)
Southwest 3 6(50%) 9(75%)
Southwest 4 7(58%) 9(75%)
Southwest 5 6(50%) 7(58%)
Southwest 6 6(50%) 6(50%)
Southwest 7 8(67%) 7(58%)
Southwest 8 6(50%) 7(58%)
Southwest 9 6(50%) 7(58%)

Southwest 10 6(50%) 6(50%)
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Among the Northern participants, all of them were able to perform 100% of the alveolar nasal and velar
nasal sounds when reading Chinese short sentences. However, in reading English short sentences, North
1 was only able to perform 83% of the sounds due to difficulty with the velar nasal sound /ey/ in the
word “length” and /1y/ in the word “handwriting”. Similarly, North 2 also performed 83% of the sounds
due to pronouncing the alveolar nasal sound /e&n/ of the words “plan” and “fan” as /&n/ (as in “plan(g)”
and “fan(g)”). North 5 had a similar performance, as she was also unable to perform the velar nasal
sound /en/. Among the Southwestern participants, Southwest 1, 2, 6, and 10 only performed 50% of
the sounds in both Chinese and English. They had difficulty performing all of the velar nasal sounds in
Chinese short sentences, and could not perform velar nasal sounds in English short sentences.

More specifically, Southwest 3 performed 50% of the sounds in Chinese short sentences as she
could not produce all the velar nasal sounds. In English short sentences, she was able to perform 75%
of the sounds but struggled with the velar nasal sounds /en/ and /m/ in the word “sing”. Southwest 4
performed 58% of the sounds in Chinese, but he struggled with the alveolar nasal sound /en/ in the
word “pén”, and velar nasal sounds /eng/ and /ing/. In English short sentences, he was able to produce
75% of the sounds but struggled with the velar nasal sounds /er/ and /1y/. Southwest 5 performed 50%
of the sounds in Chinese short sentences but struggled with all the velar nasal sounds. In English short
sentences, he performed 58% of the sounds but struggled with the velar nasal sounds /&n/ and /er)/ in the
word “strength”, the alveolar nasal sound /m/ in the word “skin”, and velar nasal sounds /1/ in the words
“King” and “sing”. Southwest 7 performed 67% of the sounds in Chinese short sentences but struggled
with velar nasal sounds /eng/ and /ing/. In English short sentences, she performed 58% of the sounds but
struggled with the velar nasal sounds /ern/, /en/ in the word “strength”, and the velar nasal sound /m/.
Southwest 8 performed 50% of the sounds in Chinese short sentences as she could not perform any velar
nasal sounds in Chinese short sentences. In English short sentences, she was able to produce 58% of the
sounds but struggled with the velar nasal sounds /&n/, /en/ and the velar nasal sound /m/ in the words
“handwriting” and “sing”. Southwest 9 performed 50% of the sounds in Chinese short sentences as he
could not perform any velar nasal sounds. In English short sentences, he performed 58% of the sounds
but struggled with the velar nasal sounds /en/ or /r/.

4.2 Correlation between Mandarin Proficiency and IELTS Speaking Pronunciation

Table 5 and Table 6 show the individual participant’s achievements on the Mandarin Proficiency Test and
IELTS Speaking Pronunciation.

Table 5

Achievements on Mandarin Proficiency Test and IELTS Speaking Pronunciation (Northern)
Participant Mandarin Proficiency Test IELTS Speaking Pronunciation
North 1 Advanced-low Band 7

North 2 Advanced-low Band 6

North 3 Advanced-high Band 6

North 4 Advanced-low Band 7

North 5 Advanced-low Band 7

North 6 Advanced-low Band 7

North 7 Advanced-low Band 6

North 8 Advanced-low Band 7

North 9 Advanced-low Band 7

North 10 Advanced-low Band 5
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North 1, 4, 5, 6, 8, and 9 achieved Advanced-low on the Mandarin Proficiency Test and Band 7 on the
IELTS Speaking Pronunciation as they showed occasional mistakes in reading the Chinese short passage,
but the tone was natural. In reading the English short passage, they showed occasional lapses but were
easy to understand. North 2 and 6 achieved Advanced-low on the Mandarin Proficiency Test and Band
6 on the IELTS Speaking Pronunciation as they showed occasional mistakes in reading the Chinese
short passage, and some mispronunciation of a few words, but they could be generally understood in
reading the English short passage. North 3 achieved Advanced-high on the Mandarin Proficiency Test
and Band 6 on the IELTS Speaking Pronunciation as their phonetic standards, words, and grammar were
correct in reading the Chinese short passage, but they showed a few mispronunciations and mistakes in
sounds and words, which could generally be understood in reading the English short passage. North 10
achieved Advanced-low on the Mandarin Proficiency Test and Band 5 on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation
because he showed occasional mistakes in reading the Chinese short passage, and frequent lapses and
mispronunciations but could generally be understood in reading the English short passage.

Table 6
Achievements on Mandarin Proficiency Test and IELTS Speaking Pronunciation. (Southwestern)
Participant Mandarin Proficiency Test IELTS Speaking Pronunciation
Southwest 1 Intermediate-high Band 7
Southwest 2 Intermediate-high Band 5
Southwest 3 Intermediate-high Band 7
Southwest 4 Intermediate-high Band 7
Southwest 5 Intermediate-low Band 5
Southwest 6 Intermediate-low Band 6
Southwest 7 Intermediate-high Band 4
Southwest 8 Intermediate-high Band 6
Southwest 9 Foundation-high Band 4
Southwest 10 Intermediate-high Band 5

Southwest 1, 3, and 4 achieved Intermediate-high on the Mandarin Proficiency Test and Band 7 on
IELTS Speaking Pronunciation as the participants showed a few mistakes, could not differentiate
alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds in reading Chinese short sentences, and showed occasional lapses
and a few mistakes in reading English short passage. Southwest 2 and 10 achieved Intermediate-high
on the Mandarin Proficiency Test and Band 5 on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation, as participants could
not differentiate alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds and mispronounced a few words in reading the
Chinese short passage and showed mispronunciation of some words and sounds and frequent lapses in
English reading. Southwest 5 achieved Intermediate-low on the Mandarin Proficiency Test and Band
5 on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation, as the participant could not differentiate alveolar nasal and velar
nasal sounds and side nasal sounds in reading the Chinese short passage, and showed mispronunciation
of some words and sounds and frequent lapses in English reading. Southwest 6 achieved Intermediate-
low on the Mandarin Proficiency Test and Band 6 on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation, as the participant
could not differentiate flat tongue sounds, alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds, and side nasal sounds in
reading the Chinese short passage, and showed mispronunciation of a few words and sounds but could be
generally understood throughout. Southwest 7 achieved Intermediate-high on the Mandarin Proficiency
Test and Band 4 on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation as the participant could not differentiate a few
alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds and flat tongue sounds in reading in the Chinese short passage, and
showed a limited range of pronunciation and caused difficulty for the listener to understand in reading
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English short passage. Southwest 8 achieved Intermediate-high on the Mandarin Proficiency Test and
Band 6 on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation, as the participant could not differentiate a few alveolar nasal
and velar nasal sounds and had a few mistakes in reading the Chinese short passage. The participant
showed some effective use of features, but had mispronunciation of a few words that reduced clarity in
reading the English short passage. Southwest 9 achieved Foundation-high on the Mandarin Proficiency
Test and Band 4 on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation as the participant showed more errors and mistakes
in words and sounds and dialect tone was obvious in reading the Chinese short passage, and in English
short passage, the participant used a limited range of pronunciation features and showed frequent
mispronunciations in sounds.

To answer the second research question about whether Chinese speakers who achieve a higher
level on Mandarin Proficiency Test can achieve a higher level on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation, the
researcher analyzed if participants who scored higher levels on the Chinese short passage would also
score higher levels on the English short passage. There are six levels in total for the Mandarin Proficiency
Test Standards, from the highest level to the lowest level: Advanced-high, Advanced-low, Intermediate-
high, Intermediate-low, Foundation-high, and Foundation-low. There are seven bands from IELTS
Speaking Pronunciation, from the highest band to the lowest band: Band 9 to Band 3. As participants’
Mandarin proficiency ranges from Advanced-high to Foundation-high, five scores were assigned:
Advanced-high as 5, Advanced-low as 4, Intermediate-high as 3, Intermediate-low as 2, and Foundation-
high as 1. Five scores were also assigned for IELTS Speaking Pronunciation: IELTS 7 as 5, IELTS 6 as
4, IELTS 5 as 3, IELTS 4 as 2, and IELTS 3 as 1. Chinese Mandarin speakers show more advantages in
English pronunciation than Chinese Southwestern dialect speakers, as Northern participants achieved
a mean of 4.2 and Southwestern participants achieved a mean of 2.6 on the Mandarin Proficiency Test.
Northern participants achieved a mean of 4.5 and Southwestern participants achieved a mean of 3.6 on
the IELTS Speaking Pronunciation. Besides, results showed a significant, positive, moderate correlation
between the Mandarin Proficiency Test and IELTS Speaking Pronunciation, 1(20) = .52, p <.002.

5. Discussion

Learners’ L2 acquisition depends on the interaction between their L1 systems and the newly acquiring
L2 system (Huang, 2010; Kim et al., 2017), and learner’s L1 influences L2 acquisition on both phonetic
level and phonological level (Backman, 1979; Barlow, 1998; Lepetit, 1989; Luo, 2017; Mennen, 2007,
Yang & Chan, 2010; Ueyama, 2000; Willems, 1982). Based on the data analysis by regional groups, the
data indicated that Chinese Southwestern dialects influence English pronunciation in words containing
velar nasal sounds. In reading Chinese short sentences, Northern participants performed all alveolar and
velar nasal sounds, while Southwestern participants could only perform alveolar nasal sounds. Besides,
Southwestern participants could only perform 20% of the velar nasal sounds with /a/ vowel, none of
them performed velar nasal sounds with /e/ vowel or /i/ vowel. In reading English short sentences,
Northern participants performed 100% of the velar nasal sounds with /&/ vowel and /1/ vowel, and 80%
of the velar nasal sounds with /e/ vowel. However, Southwestern participants only performed 20% of
velar nasal sounds with /&/ vowel, 20% of velar nasal sounds with /e/ vowel, and 13% of velar nasal
sounds with /1/ vowel.

Similarly, based on the data analysis by individuals, Northern participants performed 100% of the
alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds in Chinese short sentences and performed 83% - 100% of alveolar
and velar nasal sounds in English short sentences. Whereas, Southwestern participants performed 50% -
67% of alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds in Chinese short sentences and 50% -75% of alveolar and
velar nasal sounds in English short sentences. As Southwestern participants’ dialects have influences
on their pronunciation in English, the finding suggests that the majority of Southwestern participants
could not perform velar nasal sounds in Chinese, nor could they perform velar nasal sounds in English.
In addition, Li and Wayland (2006) found that Chinese speakers whose dialects do not differentiate /
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n/ and /1/ also have difficulty differentiating between these two sounds in English. In this study, some
Southwestern participants could not distinguish /n/ and /I/ in Chinese, they also could not distinguish /n/
and /I/ in reading English.

The dialects of Chinese speakers learning English as a foreign language have been found to
influence their English pronunciation in previous studies (Zhang & Yin, 2009; Luo, 2014; Chen, 2016;
Huang, 2017). Additionally, the degree of mutual intelligibility between two languages is negatively
correlated with linguistic differences between the two languages (Tang & Heuven, 2009). Compared to
Chinese southwestern dialects, Mandarin Chinese and English have higher mutual intelligibility as the
southwestern dialects do not differentiate between alveolar and velar nasal sounds.

The study’s findings indicate that Northern participants who speak Mandarin have more advantages
in English pronunciation than Southwestern participants who speak Southwestern dialects, as the results
showed a significant, positive, moderate correlation between Mandarin Proficiency Test and IELTS
Speaking Pronunciation, #(20)= .52, p< .002, which also suggest that Chinese speakers who achieve
a higher level on Mandarin Proficiency Test achieve a higher level on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation
overall.

6. Conclusion and Implication

China is home to a large number of ethnic groups, many of which have their own languages. In the
southwestern region of China, several dialects do not differentiate between side nasal sounds /n/ and /
1/, and some dialects also do not distinguish between flat tongue sounds /z/, /c/, /s/ and /zh/, /ch/, /sh/.
Additionally, some dialects do not differentiate between alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds /an/, /
en/, /in/ and /ang/, /eng/, /ing/. It is commonly observed that L1 influences the acquisition of L2, and
the differences and similarities between previously acquired language and target language can lead to
linguistic transfer. Although a large number of people in China speak Mandarin Chinese, there are still
many minority groups who speak dialects. Studies have shown that the pronunciation of English vowels
by Chinese learners varies depending on their linguistic background. Therefore, this study was designed
to investigate the influence of the Chinese Southwestern dialects on English pronunciation.

This study found that the majority of Chinese Southwestern dialect speakers struggle with performing
velar nasal sounds in both Chinese Mandarin and English due to the lack of these sounds in their dialects.
The study also confirmed the findings of Li and Wayland’s (2006) study that speakers of Chinese
Southwestern dialects, whose dialects do not distinguish between /n/ and /I/ in Mandarin, have difficulty
distinguishing between these two sounds in English. Furthermore, the study revealed that speakers from
Northern China who speak Mandarin have an advantage in performing velar nasal sounds in English
compared to speakers from Southwest China and suggested that Chinese speakers who achieve a higher
level on Mandarin Proficiency Test achieve a higher level on IELTS Speaking Pronunciation overall.
However, the sample size in this study is relatively small. Further studies could expand the number of
participants to increase the credibility and generalizability of the research.

Furthermore, future studies could investigate the influence of other Chinese dialects, such as
Cantonese, Wu, Min, etc., on English pronunciation. It would be interesting to explore whether dialects
that do not distinguish between flat tongue sounds, such as /z/, /zh/, /c/, /ch/, and /s/, /sh/, affect speakers’
English pronunciation of these sounds. Additionally, future studies could investigate the influences of
diverse dialects of other languages, such as Latin-American Spanish and European Spanish, Canadian
French and European French, on speakers’ English pronunciation or ESL learning.

Ethical Statement

The study followed the research guidelines and ethical standards and was approved by Institutional
Review Board of the university as the requirement to conduct human subjects research. Students’ oral
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consent to participate in the research was obtained by recording the consent. To protect participants’
privacy and represent their backgrounds and experiences accurately, anonymous identifiers were used
during the description process. All the recordings were kept in a safe folder with a password protection.

Appendixes

Appendix 1 Short sentences in Chinese contains alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds.

FHAT—HAPZARE . [Wo men yiqi chifan ba.]

an PRATA b Ky %42 . [NT men bu bi wei wo dan xin.]
A K AR K. [Jn tian di hii lang hén da.]
e fl3E 3\ T /A . [Ta ba ché shi ru le xido xiang.]
X A4 KFRIE 7. [Zhe bén shii tai chén jiu le.]
o FLFTA Y VR A5 4. [Shi tou di po le ni de hua pén.]
WA A BB [Zhi ni sheng ri kuai 1&!]
M RAEWAE. [WO i zhéng I chi lido.]
. £ 25 2 —47. [Xin yu jiu shi y qié.]
" X2 kK B E . [Zhé jiu shi shi bai de yuan yin.]
ing fb R —/NF LBy A, [Ta zhi shi yT gé ping fan de rén.]

R —ANERBH B, [Zhe shiyT gé xing i de shi dai.]

Appendix 2 Short sentences in English contains alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds.

py This is my study plan.
If it’s hot, turn on the fan.
[een/ Hang the picture on the wall.
I also like this wooden board.
fonf There was a sudden flash.
Jen/ A book is not judged only on its length.
He used all his strength.
i/ She }‘1as b‘ea‘utiful skin.
I believe it is a sin.
He has good handwriting.
I/ The King trusts his people.

We sing to please her.

Appendix 3 Short passage in Chinese from Mandarin Proficient test

Y1 wei fangméi

— W %

zhongguo niizudjia, zai nitiyu yudao yiwei mai hua de 130 taitai. Lio taitai

F LR, B4 N BE —fL £ % WE KK £ KK

chuanzhud pojiu, shénti xtirud, dan lidnshang de shénqing que shi nayang xianghé xingfen.

7 OF WME, AKREH, B L & W F 4 EME H X E.
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Niizuojia tidole y1 dud hua shud: “Kan qildi, ni hén gaoxing.” Lio taitai miandai wéixido

TR HJT — & R FOREK R B X7 Z KKE FHRK

de shud: “Shi de, yiqi¢ dou zhéme méeihdo, wo weishénme bu gaoxing ne?  “Dui fAnndo, ni

o R H, VM X AR R 2 X R x a,

ddo zhén néng kan dé kai.  Niizuojia you shudle y1ju.  Meéi lido dao, 130 taitai de huida géng ling

2 R O &G KX X BT —H. % B &, # KRN EEE 4

TR Kz —IR: “H#R & B2 HE H 4T £ TFERE, E & #R K

zaogao de yitian, k€ san tian hou jiushi fuhuo jié. Sudyi, dang wo yudao buxing de shihou,

B EH—X M= X FERAEET. U, 4% REEH L% oK,

jiu hui déngdai san tian, zheéyang yiqi¢ jiu hutfu zhéngchangle.” “Déngdai santian”, dudme

e FHZK XZHF TR KEE ¥ T.” “SF =K, Z4

fu yu zhéli de huayt, dudome leguan de shénghu6 fangshi. Ta ba fannao hé tongku pao xia,
BETURNEE S ARA 0 & B A UEMERORE R T,

quanli qu shouhuo kuaile.

2 f1x kR B

Appendix 4 Mandarin Proficiency Test Standards

Advance-1 When reading and talking freely, the phonetic standards, words and grammar are
correct, the tone is natural, and the expression is smooth.

Advanced-2 When reading and talking freely, the phonetic standards, words and grammar are
correct, the tone is natural, and the expression is smooth. Occasionally there are
words and mistakes.

Intermediate-1 ~ When reading and talking freely, the rhythm is standard, the tone is natural, and the
expression is smooth. There are some mistakes in a few difficult sounds (flat tongue,
alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds, side nasal sounds, etc.) Words and grammar are
rarely mistaken.

Intermediate-2 ~ When reading and talking freely, some of the individual tones and the pronunciation
of the consonants and vowels are not accurate. There are more mistakes in difficult
sounds (flat tongue sound, alveolar nasal and velar nasal sounds, side nasal sounds,
fu-hu, z-zh-j, i-U are not differentiated, etc.). The dialect tone is not obvious. There
are situations where dialect words and dialect grammars are used.

Foundation-1 When reading and talking freely, there are more errors in consonants and vowels, and
the mistakes of difficult sounds are out of the usual range. The tone adjustment is not
accurate. The dialect tone is obvious. There are mistakes in words and grammar.

Foudation-2 When reading and talking freely, there are plenty errors in consonants and vowels.
The dialect feature is prominent and dialect tone is obvious. There are many mistakes
in words and grammar. Listeners’ who are not from the same region may not
understand a part of the conversation.
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Appendix 5 Short passage in English

“Saturday morning was come, and all the summer world was bright and fresh, and brimming with life.
There was a song in every heart; and if the heart was young, the music issued at the lips. There was
cheer in every face and a spring in every step. The locust-trees were in bloom, and the fragrance of the
blossoms filled the air. Cardiff Hill, beyond the village and above, it was green with vegetation, and it
lay just far enough away to seem a Delectable Land, dreamy, reposeful, and inviting.” —Mark Twain, The
Adventures of Tom Sawyer

Appendix 6 IELTS: Speaking Band Description - Pronunciation

Band Pronunciation

+ Use a full range of pronunciation feature with precision and subtlety
9 + Sustains flexible use of features throughout
* Is effortless to understand

 Uses a wide range of pronunciation features
8 » Sustains flexible use of features, with only occasional lapses
* Is easy to understand throughout; L1 accent has minimal effect on intelligibility

» Shows all the positive features of Band 6 and some, but not all, of the positive features of

7 Band 8
« Uses a range of pronunciation features with mixed control
6 + Shows some effective use of feature but this is not sustained
» Can generally be understood throughout, though mispronunciation of individual words or
sounds reduces clarity at times
5 + Shows all the positive feature of Band 4 and some, but not all, of the positive features of Band 6
+ Uses a limited range of pronunciation features
4  Attempts to control features but lapses are frequent
» Mispronunciations are frequent and causes some difficulty for the listener
3 * Speech is often unintelligible
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