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The Development of Thai Tonal Pronunciation Exercise:
A Case Study of Chinese Students, NRRU

Kanitha Putthasatien
Thai Program, The Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,
Nakhon Ratchasima Rajabhat University, Thailand

Abstract

The main objectives are to study and to develop Thai tonal pronunciation
exercise: a case study of Chinese students in Nakhon Ratchasima Rajabhat University,
Thailand. The data were recorded from 15 Chinese students studying in Nakhon
Ratchasima Rajabhat University (NRRU) by using the Cool Edit Pro Program and
a VDO-recording device. They were given a list containing 45 words, each of
which contains 5 tonal minimal pairs: Mid, Low, Falling, High, and Rising tones.
The investigation was carried out in three main stages. In the first step, Praat program
was utilized to collect tones pronounced by the students where they have not yet been
trained by the method proposed. Next, the method was then designed, developed, and
given to them to practice. The students were allowed a week time to train themselves
with the method. The last step involves having the students to pronounce the same
list of words once again, using Praat. All the tones recorded from both first and third
steps are then compared using Wave-Form analysis. It has been found out that while
other tones have noticeably improved, the Low tone appears to be the one mostly

incorrectly pronounced.
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Introduction

The researcher is a lecturer in Thai Program, the faculty of Humanities and
Social Sciences, Nakhon Ratchasima Rajabhat University (NRRU), Thailand, and
has been teaching Thai to foreign teachers and students who had come to study and
work at NRRU. In the academic year 2014, NRRU has signed a Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) agreement with Yuxi Normal University, Yunnan, China.
Accordingly, there have been 15 Chinese students coming to study at Thai Program
at NRRU and had taken a course entitled ‘Linguistics Approach to Thai Language’.
As the lecture is responsible for this particular topic, the researcher noticed that all
of them clearly had problems with pronouncing Thai tones. This is where the idea of

creating a method aimed to help them with the Thai-tone pronunciation began.

The purposes of research
To study, develop, and propose a Thai tonal pronunciation exercise originally
designed for a specific group of Chinese students; those studying in Nakhon Ratchasima

Rajabhat University, Thailand.

The scope of research

The number of Chinese students participated and involved in this study is
15, all of which are studying in Nakhon Ratchasima Rajabhat University (NRRU),
Thailand. The recording devices used for the whole experiment are Cool Edit Pro
Program and a VDO recorder where all the tones gathered were then analyzed by Praat.
A total of 45 words with 5 tonal minimal pairs: Mid Tone, Low Tone, Falling Tone,

High Tone, and Rising Tone, were selected.
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Methodology
1. Sample
There are 15 4th-year female Chinese students (formerly studied Thai
for 2 years in Yuxi Normal University, Yunnan, People’s Republic of China (PRC))
currently on studying in Thai program, The Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,
Nakhon Ratchasima Rajabhat University, Thailand in the academic year 2015 and
the sample is these students.
2. Test Words
The test words in this study were taken from 45 long vowels with open
syllables from 5 tonal minimal pairs: mid, low, falling, high, and rising tones. The test
words are those with manner of articulation; affricates, fricatives, nasals, laterals, and
approximant. In some cases, more suitable words were replaced by closed syllable.

The detail can be seen in Appendix.

Data analysis

The investigation was carried out in 3 main stages. In the first step,
the students, referred to as ‘the informants’ herein, were given a list of 45 words
to naturally pronounce. All tones they produced at this stage were recorded and named
as ‘pre—test’. After this step, the investigator designed a method aiming to help them
pronounce better. The process started with the investigator lecturing them how to use
the method and they were allowed approximately a week time to practice on their
own at home before coming back for the test, tones recorded at this stage is named
as ‘post-test’. In the process of sound analysis, there are three main sets of data:
1) individual pre- and post-score comparison, 2) pre— and post-score comparison
by wordlist, and 3) pre- and post-score comparison by tones. The validity of the
score measurements was tested by using percentage and T-test (with p < 0.05).

The results were shown in the following figures.
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Results

The 1" main part of the results indicates that the accuracy of pronounced
tones obtained from the post-test scores is clearly higher than that of the pre-test.
As can be seen from Figure 1, prior to the method, the 1st and 13th were found to
mispronounce the most with only approximately 25 correct words out of 45 words or
only about 55.56 %. On the other hand, the 9th informant had the highest pre-test
score of 30 points, accounting for 66.67%.

For the post-test scores, it has been found out that the 1st informant had
the lowest score of 34 points, accounting for 75.56%. The 7th, 8th and 9th had the

highest score of 40 points which is approximately accounting for 88.89%.

The Comparison of individual Pre- and Post- Scores
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Figure 1 : The Comparison of Individual Pre- and Post- Scores.
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The 2" main part of the results indicates that there are words which none
of the students correctly pronounced and they include /thaat/, /khaa khin/, /chaa
chaaw/ /haa hay/, /khanaa/, /bitlaa/, /laalan/, /waa wée/, and /yaardan/. On
the other hand, there are also words which all of them can pronounce correctly, after
following the exercise proposed. They are/ thaa sii/, /thaa thaay/, /thaa wdon/,
/khaa cay/, /khaa khaay/, /khaa kh&en/, /chaa ndan/, /sip haa/, /haa i/,
/pay maa/, /naa khaaw/ /Iii laa/, /daa lzla/, /wi? waa/, /waa klaaw/,

/kIn yaa/, and /yéa yaay/, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1 : The Comparison of Wordlist Pre— and Post- Scores.

Pre-Test Post - Test
No. Wordlist

Scores % Scores %
1 /thaa sii/ 15 100.00| 15 100.00
2 /thaat/ 0 0.00 6 40.00
3 /thaa ndam/ 2 13.33| 15 100.00
4 /théa thaay / 15 100.00| 15 100.00
5 /thaa w3on/ 15 100.00| 15 100.00
6 /khaa cay/ 15 100.00| 15 100.00
7 /khaa khin/ 0 0.00 9 60.00
8 /khaa sat/ 12 80.00| 12 80.00
9 /khaa khaay/ 15 100.00| 15 100.00
10 | /khaa khgen/ 15 100.00| 15 100.00
11 | /chaayen/ 10 66.67| 15 100.00
12 | /chaa chaaw/ 0 0.00 7 46.67
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Pre-Test Post - Test
No. Wordlist
Scores % Scores %

13 /cha cha chaa/ 1 6.67 2 13.33
14 /chaa naan/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
15 | /7it chaa/ 15 100.00| 15 100.00
16 | /heehaa/ 15 100.00 | 15 100.00
17 /rdok haa/ 4 26.67 15 100.00
18 /sip haa/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
19 /héaa hay/ 0 0.00 7 46.67
20 /haa 1t/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
21 /pay maa/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
22 /pra maa/ 3 20.00 9 60.00
23 /maa maa/ 14 93.33 15 100.00
24 /16t maa/ 2 13.33 3 20.00
25 /maa haw/ 13 86.67 15 100.00
26 /naa khaaw/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
27 /nd2y naa/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
28 /naarak/ 12 80.00 15 100.00
29 /kha naa/ 0 0.00 13 86.67
30 /nak naa/ 8 53.33 15 100.00
31 /i laa/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
32 /bit laa/ 0 0.00 8 53.33
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Pre-Test Post - Test
No. Wordlist
Scores % Scores %
33 /1aa sat/ 12 80.00 14 93.33
34 /laa 1‘;10/ 0 0.00 15 100.00
35 /daa laa/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
36 /witwaa/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
37 /laray waa/ 3 20.00 9 60.00
38 /waaklaaw/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
39 /waa wee/ 0 0.00 5 33.33
40 /yii waa/ 6 40.00 15 100.00
41 /Kin yaa/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
42 /yaaraan/ 0 0.00 8 53.33
43 /yaa yaay/ 15 100.00 15 100.00
44 /14l yaa/ 1 6.67 3 20.00
45 | /panyaa/ 6 40.00| 15 100.00

The 3" main part of the results indicates that the Low tone is the tone which
most of them seemed not to be perfectly and correctly pronounced whereas the Mid

Tone and Rising Tone are 100% correctly pronounced (see Figure 2).
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The pre- and post score comparison, by tone
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Figure 2 : The pre- and post- scores comparison, by tones.

Conclusion and discussion

From the whole investigation, there are now 3 parts of main findings
concluded as follows;

1. Asseen in Figure 1, the students with the lowest pre-test scores have
similar characters including; not speak-up as much, not participating in conversation
with Thais as much. The reason for this may have been the lack of ability to correctly
pronounce.

2. The reason why the Low tone remains the most difficult tone for them
to pronounce can be attributed to the fact that Chinese tonal system does not contain
Low tone, as specified by Yi Ling, W. (2012). Nevertheless, with using this proposed
exercise, it has been found that they all can pronounce much more accurately. It then
has been suspected that they might have been further improved if they had more time

to practice (i.e. longer than a week).
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3. As Thai contains tones, meaning that mispronouncing one tone may
result in a different meanings of word, even if a foreigner mispronounces one tone
incorrectly, they can still make sense by the surrounding context.

4. The results obtained from this study can be used in the process of
teaching Thai language to foreigners as well as the development of Thai speaking
practice exercise. This is to help them pronounce as perfectly to the native speakers

as possible.

Appendix
Tones
Mid Low Falling High Rising
Affricates | /th/ /thaa sii/ /thaat/ /thda naam/ /thaa thaay/ /thaa wdon/
é 210 vinh Fimne 213
‘to paint’ ‘tray’ ‘wharf’ ‘to defy’ ‘permanent’
/kh/ | /khBacdy/ | /khaakhin/ /khaa sat/ /khaakhaay/ | /khaakh&en/
ala (e ERE ] e T
‘be doubtful’ ‘galangal’ ‘butcher/valuable’ ‘trade’ ‘leg and arm’
Fricatives | /ch/ /chaa y_en/ /chaa chaaw/ /cha cha chaa/ /chaa ndan/ /7it chaa/
iy AN 2T ¥z B gy dam
‘iced tea’ ‘scandalous’ ‘cha cha cha’ ‘for a long time’ ‘be jealous’
/h/ /hée haa/ /rbok haa/ /sip haa/ /haa hay/ /haa ri/
L@ Tsasi Fum #ld w38
‘be merry’ ‘plague’ “fifteen’ ‘choral sound’ ‘to consult’
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Nasals /m/ /pay maa/ /pra maa/ / maa ma/ /16t maa/ /maa haw /
Tuan Usenain Eatte) 508 B
“back and ‘feel bashful’ ‘noodle’ ‘carriage’ ‘barking dogs’
forth’
/n/ | /nda khaaw/ | /ndoy naa/ /néa rak/ /kha naa/ /nak naa/
5 v o . o
M UpEHH 15N AU AUNKU
‘rice field’ ‘custard ‘lovely /face’ ‘Chinese kale’ ‘extremely’
apple’
Laterals | /17 /Tii 13a/ /bit laa/ /1aa sat/ /1aa Tan/ /dAa laa/
- - e e v o
aan Janan GaL(7e] BRVIEN] MHa
‘style’ ‘gimlet’ ‘to hunt’ “fall behind’ ‘akind of
flower’
. Iwi/ /wi? waa/ /?7a ray waa/ /waa klaaw/ /waa wee/ lyii waa/
Approxi- )
Fnvf azlsuin nam Fuwi dwn
mant
‘to marry’ ‘what’ ‘to blame’ ‘feel lonely’ ‘beloved’
Iyl /Kin yaal Jyaa raan/ lyaa yaay/ Ira? yaal /pén yaa/
fuen wehas g sedn Uunen
‘take some “to divorce’ ‘grandmother’ ‘hang’ ‘hip roof”
medicines’

Figure 3 : 45 wordlist of 5 tonal minimal pairs
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