Error Analysis of -ia and -ie for Thai Students Learning Chinese at
Walailak University
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Abstract

To day in Thailand, learning Chinese receives tremendous attention is regarded as important as
learning English. It follows that the development of teaching and learning Chinese is equally important
as it is for learning English. Currently, there exists many issues relating to teach and learn the Chinese
language that have not been studied or even addressed for example, listening and pronunciation
should be a priority issue. Phonetics in the Chinese language are many. So many in fact that Thai
students’ pronunciation is generally incorrect for example -ia and -ie vowels are one of the common
vowels that Thai students get wrong, because they sound quite similar and this causes Thai students
to feel confused to the point of mispronunciation.Therefore, this research is conducted to learn if
the mispronunciation of vowels -ia and -ie is a result of the students’ inability ability to distinguish
these two vowels sounds only by listening. A listening test was conducted using 14 questions, with
83 first-year Chinese language students of Walailak University to identify whether the vowel sound is
-ia or -ie. The result was all students passed the test, which means the students can distinguish the
different between -ia and -ie. Therefore, the research found the error in Chinese phonetics among
Thai students is not caused by listening, but caused by mispronouncing unfamiliar vowels that are
not used or found in the Thai language. The technique to pronounce -ia correctly is to open mouth
as o and when pronouncing -ie correctly as in smiling, with the wide mouth. It was found that
these two techniques do help to reduce confusion, while overcoming any mispronunciation; to an

acceptable degree.
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Introduction

Similarities and differences between sequence of speech sounds is a syllable, and each
Chinese and Thai speech,Thai and Chinese both syllable is made up of three parts as consonant,
belong to the Sino-Tibetan tonal language family.  vowel and tone, like “19” (kai) and Lile (mia).

The smallest unit of organisation structure for a

Table 1
“lo/” (kai) and ¢ (mia).

Word Initials Vowels
1o (kai/ £ /egg) v (k) 1(-ai)
o (mia/ B 22 /wife) u(m) Wg (-ia )
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However,differences exist between initials,
vowels and tones in three aspects. Consonants
in Chinese can appear in front of the vowels
and can also be used after the vowel. Chinese
vowels can only appear after consonants except
for the zero consonants; however, Thai vowels can
appear around the top and bottom of consonants
and also have sub-short and long tones.

Difficulties encountered by Thai students
in learning Chinese phonetics mainly occur in two
aspects. The first is the initial consonant problem
which is centred on k, h, j, g, x, z, ¢, zh, ch, sh,
and r. The second is vowels and occurs mainly

for ie, uo, and ao.

Objective

1. To address the problem of -ia and
-ie sounds in Chinese of Thai students whether
their listening skill caused confusion, so that they
pronounced the same sound.

2. To find the solution and select the proper
lesson for Thai students to clearly pronounce -ia
and -ie as native speakers.

3. The result would be beneficial to
students and teachers of Chinese language in the
future in order to improve and elevate Chinese

lesson.

Literature review

Error Analysis not only enjoys its
significance in Second Language Acquisition
(SLA), but also is a sphere that always needs
much attention and must-have methodology in
the Chinese-Thai education and research. In the
1960s and 1970s, Peter Cod, a British specialist
in Applied Linguistics released The Significance
of Learner Errors, a classic academic paper. It
marked the origin of the whole sphere of foreign

research on SLA and Error Analysis, so this paper

has been regarded as the rite of passage in this
field. Selnik came up with the famous concept
of interlanguage in 1969, aiming to discover and
study the linguistic system and the learning
regularity of SLA learners when acquiring this certain
language. It laid a solid foundation for Error
Analysis and related research on SLA of later
generations. Jianji Lu, the leading guru in China’s Error
Analysis, published papers generally clarifying the
definitions of error and interlanguage, distinguishing
a pair of seemingly the same concepts, error and
mistake, and detailing the origin of interlanguage.

The past decades have seen that quite a
few scholars conducted study and research on
phonetic errors in Thai’s acquiring Chinese. Some
of the examples are as follows:

By comparing Thai and Chinese in terms
of initials, finals, and tone, Hongyin Li (1997)
discovered that the phonetic errors mainly appear
in/zh/, /ch/, /sh/; /t/; /h/; /k/ and the distraction
from Thai nasal sound. Finals errors are mainly
embedded in /ua/ & /uo/, /ia/ & /ie/, /ei/ & /U/.
According to the author, Negative Transfer in
first language mostly contributes Error Analysis.
The author always made the own discovery: (i)
the forwardness of Chinese characters, though
rarely noticed by most people, do exist in the
general regularity of accent backwardness in
Chinese characters; (ii) it is such forwardness
that mainly leads to error in accents of Chinese
characters so that the particularity of the small
number of “accent-forward” characters should be
emphasized in teaching of Chinese among Thais.

Yinlian Jiang (1996) did research on students
subject of Silpakorn University. By comparing the
phonetic systems of Chinese and Thai, the author
claimed that initial errors mainly appear in /j/,
/q/, Ix/; 12/, /c/, /s/; /zh/, /ch/, /sh/; final errors

/0/ and finals with /i/ or /u/ as the initial vowel
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sound. The author offers some solutions to errors:
contrast and sound-prolonging should be applied
to /z/, /c/, /s/; whole-syllable pronucing /zh/, /
ch/, /sh/; analysis on pronouncing principles /j/,
/9/, /x/; medials of finals with /i/ or /u/ being the
initial vowel should be pronounced as short vowel
sound in Thai [i] or [u] when students encounter
finals with /i/ or /u/ being the initial vowel. The
author holds that Negative Transfer in first language
mainly contributes to error. The major standpoints
are: contrast and mimicking are more important
than other methods; distraction in first language
is the fountainhead of error; source of distraction
should be found out through thorough contrast
analysis in two languages to exclude distraction
in first language.

Mei Chen (2010) studied students
subject of Rajabhatrajanarindar University Thailand,
Dhaiboonrittaya School. By simply comparing the

phonetic systems of Chinese and Thai, the author

Conceptual framework

concluded that those students’ initial errors in
Chinese mainly appear in /z/, /c/; /t/; /h/; /i,
/q/, /x/; /zh/, /ch/, /sh/; final errors /U/; /er/; /
uo/ & /ua/; /ie/ & /ia/. Solutions are provided as
follows: gustures-pronunciation should be
applied to /z/, /c/; analysis on pronouncing
pronouncing principles /r/; vibration ( of vocal
chords=) /h/; graphic presentation graphic graphic
presentation /j/, /q/, /x/; whole-syllable
pronouncing /zh/, /ch/, /sh/; vibration (of
vocal chords) /U/; exaggerating-transition /er/;
contrast /uo/ & /ua/, /ie/ & /ia/. The author holds
that Negative Transfer in first language mainly
contributes to error. The major standpoints
are as follows: the teaching and learning of
phonetics and pronunciation is the crux in that of
languages; only the prominence in phonetics and
pronunciation can facilitate the teaching tasks of

other related aspects.

Problem

*Thai students studying Chinese have a problem in pronuncing the-iaand -ievowels

*Thai students are not ableto recognise the diffent vocal sounds ofthe-iaand -ievowels

identify ifit isthe-ia or-iesound.

*Have studentsdoatest of 15 questions. Circlethewordsthat areheard from theaudiotapeto

language, "-iavowel".

*More than haf the Students tested passed. Therefore, thetest showsthat studentsdo nothavea
problemwith listening; the student’s problem iswiththe-ia and-ievowels, because of the Thai

*When sounding the student's mouth shape must bewide open i.e this looks like a hearty, wide
open laugh. Thaistudents areto be encouraged to not read Thaisz (-ia) asChinese-iaand-ie. The
teacher and Thai students must read together, sotheteacher can loudly sound out to the students
the difference between the-ia and -ie sounds.

.y
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Methodology
To find The

students cannot hear the difference between

reasons why Thai

the two sounds ia and ie were investigated,
using the distribution of questionnaires to test the
listening sounds that are Pinyin ia and ie with

Walailak University students Chinese language

Table 2
Length of Chinese language study

Population and Sample
Student of 83 Thai first-year Chinese
students at Walailak University

MNo. of students | Percent
Study time (%)
2 months or less | 26 31.36
1 year 5 6.02
2 years 3 3.61
3 years 45 34,21
4 years 2 2.40
6 years 1 1.20
11 years 1 1.20

The respondents were divided into two
groups according to their language study time.

First group : First-year students majoring
in Chinese at Walailak University who had studied
Chinese for less than two months. Second group
. First-year students (57) majoring in Chinese at
Walailak University who had studied Chinese
for more than one year. A total of 49 (54.21%)

students had studied Chinese for 3 years or more.

Research Tools
A questionnaire was used to examine why

Thai students failed to distinguish between Pinyin

after listening to the ia and ie sounds. The first
part included the name of the respondent and
the time spent learning Chinese. The second part
contained the ia and ie strategy scale of Chinese
listening comprehension.

Two options were offered to distinguish
between the ia and ie sounds as contents of the
phonetic rhyme ia and ie and related topics (jia,
jie), (qia, qie), (xia, xie), and (lia, lie). The scale

consisted of a total of 14 items.

Data Collection

Results were as follows:
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Table 3

Study time of two months or less

Score MNeo. of students Percent
(6]
2 1 3.84
5 1 3.84
=1 1 3.84
r 2 F.69
8 1 3.84
9 1 3.84
10 2 F.69
11 3 11.53
12 1 15.38
13 3 11.35
14 7 26.92

The first group of Chinese learners had
studied the language for two months or less.
Average score was 10.84 with a pass mark at 8.

Out of the 26 students, 21 (81%) passed. Most
Table 4

Study time of more than one year

of the students achieved a perfect score so the
time length for learning Chinese did not affect
their ability to distinguish between the ia and ie

sounds.

Score No. of students Percent (%)
9 3 5.6
10 6 11.31
11 11 20.75
12 16 30.18
13 13 24.52
14 22 41.50

The second group of Chinese learners
had studied the language for more than one year.
Average score was 11.04 with a pass mark at 8.
All of the 53 students passed. The lowest score
was 9 points. These students had no listening
ability problems in distinguishing between the

ie and ia sounds.

Table 5

Statistical Analysis

The first group made errors in the ia sound
at 45% and the ie sound at 55%. The second
group made errors in the ia sound at 48% and
the ie sound at 52%. Both groups made errors in
the ia and ie sounds with more errors in ie than

in ia.

Errors made by Walailak University students in ie and ia sounds

Study time le
Two months or less 45% 55%
More than one year 48% 52%
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Analysis of the causes of errors

There is no ie [i€] in Thai, and the
approximation is only [i: a], so students often use
this instead of both ‘ie’ and ‘ia’. There are 10
complex vowels in Chinese and 30 in Thai. The
complex vowel sounds are different and there is
no Thai equivalent for the Chinese [au] [ia] [ou]
[iao] [iou] [uei] and [uei]. Thai has several similar
tonal sounds as [au] [ia] [iu] and [ui], so students
use these sounds instead of Chinese and errors
occur (Chen E, 2006).

Result

Thai students learn Chinese Pinyin ia
and ie and the pronunciation differences are not
adequately distinguished. Most of the students
could distinguish between ia and ie, but if left
to pronounce these sounds on their own they
made errors because there is no ie in the Thai

language.

Discussions

le and ia are free variants of the same
phoneme in Thai and are often confused with
each other. To rectify such errors, students need
to first recognise that the Chinese uo and ua, and
ie and ia belong to different phonemes; they
cannot be mixed. Students must remember that
Chinese words which sound as uo, and ie are read

as ua and ia, and then this problem should be

<

solved. (Chen E, 2006)

It becomes important to know that the a
is following behind ia, so the mouth shape must
be opened large. When pronouncing the sound
ie, this looks like laughing. Thai students must be
reminded not to read Thai iy (ia) as Chinese ia
and ie. These sounds must be read at the same
time to the students so that they can hear the

difference between them.

Recommendation

Chinese teachers at Walailak University
use Boya Primary Chinesel to teach students.
However, Boya Primary Chinese 1 does not refer
to the most common errors of Thai students when
learning Chinese. The phonetic exercises in Boya
Primary Chinese 1 for Junior 1 are not difficult for
Thai students to learn Chinese. This book does not
adequately assist Thai students to comprehend

and master difficulties of pronunciation.

Research deficiencies

1. The Questionnaire only examined the
syllables of a word. The phonemes -ia and -ie
were not placed in sentences which might give
different results.

2. The questionnaire used only two
option questions of -ia and -ie so the difficulty of

choosing the correct answer was relatively small.

&
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