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ABSTRACT: Learning Chinese as a foreign language demands not only mastering the 
written characters but also acquiring a deep understanding of its unique phonetic 
features. Among these, three critical phenomena—erhua (retroflex suffixation), the 
neutral tone, and tone sandhi—play a pivotal role in the accuracy of pronunciation 
and fluency of verbal expression. These phonological characteristics are fundamental 
for effective spoken communication and provide insight into the cultural and social 
nuances inherent in the Chinese language. Understanding and correctly applying 
these features can significantly enhance comprehension and interaction in various 
communicative contexts. Furthermore, these phonetic phenomena embody rich 
linguistic traditions that reflect regional dialectical variations and historical language 
development. Moreover, in the field of Chinese language education, it is imperative 
to develop instructional strategies that balance theoretical knowledge with practical 
application. Effective pedagogy should aim not only at transmitting linguistic 
concepts but also at developing students’ auditory discrimination, pronunciation 
skills, and a professional attitude towards language use. This article explores these 
three phonetic phenomena from both linguistic and educational perspectives, 
reviewing relevant research and identifying challenges faced by learners. Based on 
this examination, a comprehensive teaching method is proposed that integrates 
theoretical understanding with hands-on practice through interactive activities and 
real-life language use scenarios. This approach seeks to facilitate a holistic learning 
experience, ultimately supporting the comprehensive development of students as 
proficient and confident speakers of Chinese, well-prepared for professional and 
intercultural communication.

KEYWORDS: Learning, Chinese, language, phonetics, 
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INTRODUCTION
Learning Chinese as a foreign language requires a deep understanding of its 

phonetic features. Among these, three phenomena directly impact pronunciation 
accuracy and fluency of expression: erhua (retroflex suffixation), the neutral tone, and 
tone sandhi. These phonological features are not only essential for effective spoken 
communication but also reflect the cultural and social characteristics of the Chinese 
language (Chen, 20001). Moreover, in the context of Chinese language instruction, 
it is crucial to design effective teaching strategies that not only convey theoretical 
knowledge but also enhance students’ practical abilities and foster a professional 
attitude. This article examines the above-mentioned phonetic phenomena from both 
linguistic and pedagogical perspectives and proposes a method that integrates theory 
and practice in the teaching process to support the comprehensive development 
of future professionals.

Erhua Phenomenon (Erhua Sound)
Erhua is a typical phonetic phenomenon in Mandarin Chinese, especially common 

in the Beijing dialect and in the northern regions of China. It is characterized by the 
addition of the suffix “-r” (er) at the end of a syllable, which alters the pronunciation 
of the word and, in some cases, affects its meaning or tone (Duanmu, 20072). 
This phenomenon is significant in Chinese language learning because it may impact 
learners’ listening comprehension and spoken expression. For example:

	❙ 花 (huā) → 花儿 (huār): means “flower,” with a more colloquial and 
affectionate tone.

	❙ 桌子 (zhuōzi) → 桌儿 (zhuōr): a colloquial way to say “table.”

TEACHING STRATEGIES
To facilitate students’ learning of erhua, the following teaching strategies are 

recommended:

1.	 Introduce the phonetic phenomenon through authentic listening 
materials: Use recordings of native speakers to help students recognize 
the phonological changes brought about by erhua in real communicative 
contexts.

1 Chen, M. (2000). Tone Sandhi: Patterns across Chinese Dialects. Cambridge University Press.
Este es el estudio fundamental sobre los patrones de cambios tonales en diversos dialectos chinos
2 Chen, M. (2000). Tone Sandhi: Patterns across Chinese Dialects. Cambridge University Press.
Este es el estudio fundamental sobre los patrones de cambios tonales en diversos dialectos chinos
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2.	 Conduct repetitive imitation and guided practice: Have students practice 
pairs of words with and without erhua to help them feel the pronunciation 
differences.

3.	 Explain the sociocultural background and appropriate usage contexts: Help 
students understand when it is appropriate to use erhua in communication 
(Lin, 20073).

These teaching strategies help students develop phonetic skills, improve listening 
discrimination, and understand the sociocultural norms of Chinese, enabling them 
to use the language more accurately and appropriately in professional contexts.

Neutral Tone (Qīngshēng)
Neutral tone is a phonological phenomenon in which certain syllables 

lose their original tone and are pronounced in a weakened, shortened, 
and pitchless manner. Neutral tones are commonly found in grammatical 
particles, suffixes, and unstressed syllables in compound words (Yip, 20024). 
For example:

	❙ 妈妈 (māma): the second “ma” is pronounced with a neutral tone.

	❙ 桌子 (zhuōzi): the suffix “zi” is pronounced with a neutral tone.

	❙ 什么 (shénme): the second syllable “me” is pronounced with a neutral tone.

TEACHING STRATEGIES
To help students master the use of the neutral tone, the following teaching 

strategies are recommended:

i. Step-by-step introduction: Introduce the concept of the neutral tone at 
the elementary stage with clear and relatable everyday examples to help 
students understand its usage context.
ii. Listening exercises: Use audio materials containing natural dialogues 
to train students’ perception and recognition of neutral tones.
iii. Speaking practice: Assign repeated oral practice with sentences containing 
neutral tones, providing immediate feedback to correct pronunciation errors.
iv. Contrastive Practice: Present the differences in pronunciation and 
meaning between full tones and neutral tones to help students understand 
how tonal changes affect semantics (Po-Ching Yip & Rimmington, 20115). 
These activities help enhance students’ listening discrimination and the 
accuracy of spoken expression, laying a solid foundation for fluent and 
natural communication in Chinese.

3 Lin, Y.H. (2007). The Sounds of Chinese. Cambridge University Press.
4 Yip, P.-C. (2002). Tone. Cambridge University Press.
5 Yip, P.-C., & Rimmington, D. (2011). The sounds of Chinese. Cambridge University Press.
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Tone Sandhi Phenomenon (Biàndiào)
Tone sandhi refers to the changes in tone that occur in specific tonal combinations, 

with the most common case in Mandarin being the sandhi of the third tone 
(low-dipping tone). These changes play an important role in achieving natural 
pronunciation and accurate semantic understanding (Chen, 20006).

The most common tone sandhi rules include:

i. Third Tone + Third Tone (T3 + T3) Sandhi:

When two third tones occur consecutively, the first syllable changes to a 
second tone, while the second syllable remains a third tone.

	❙ 你好 (nǐ hǎo) → ní hǎo

	❙ 很好 (hěn hǎo) → hén hǎo

ii. Tone Sandhi of “一” (yī):
a. If followed by a fourth-tone syllable, “一” changes to the second tone (yí).

	❙ 一次 (yí cì), where “次” is in the fourth tone.

b. If followed by a syllable in the first, second, or third tone, “一” changes to 
the fourth tone (yì).

	❙ 一条鱼 (yì tiáo yú), where “条” is in the second tone.

iii. Tone Sandhi of “不” (bù):

When “不” precedes a fourth-tone syllable, it changes to the second tone 
(bú).

	❙ 不对 (bú duì), 不是 (bú shì)

These tone sandhi phenomena are not only crucial for producing natural speech 
flow but also reflect the complexity and regularity of the Chinese tonal system.

TEACHING STRATEGIES
To help students understand and apply tone sandhi rules, the following 

instructional methods are recommended:

1. Clear explanations with visual and auditory examples, emphasizing 
common tone sandhi patterns and general rules.

6 Chen, M. Y. (2000). Tone Sandhi: Patterns across Chinese dialects. Cambridge University Press.
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2. Segmental practice and repetitive drills, allowing students to 
distinguish between syllable combinations with and without tone sandhi. 
3. Listening discrimination activities, such as identifying tone sandhi in 
dialogues or songs.

4. Speaking games and interactive activities to reinforce students’ accurate 
use of tone sandhi in natural communication (Duanmu, 20077).

These methods promote the development of phonetic skills and foster students’ 
positive attitudes toward tonal accuracy, which is crucial for achieving professional-
level Chinese proficiency.

Integration of Skills and Development of Professional Competence
Mastering erhua, the neutral tone, and tone sandhi not only enhances 

pronunciation and comprehension in Mandarin, but also lays the foundation for 
effective and precise communication in professional settings.

THEORETICAL KNOWLEDGE DEVELOPMENT
To solidify theoretical knowledge, students should understand:

	❙ The phonetic and cultural attributes of these phonological phenomena 
(Wang & Smith, 19978).

	❙ The corresponding rules and their exceptions.

	❙ The importance of context and register in language use.

Implementation methods include:

	❙ Lectures supported by multimedia materials.

	❙ Analysis and reflective exercises using authentic materials.

	❙ Critical discussion and comparison of various dialects and communicative 
contexts.

SKILLS AND COMPETENCE DEVELOPMENT
Practical skills include:

	❙ Fine auditory discrimination to distinguish tones and tonal variants.

	❙ Accurate and natural spoken expression, with flexible application of learned 
phonetic features.

	❙ The ability to adjust language style according to communicative context.

7 Duanmu, S. (2007). The phonology of Standard Chinese (2nd ed.). Oxford University Press.
8 Wang, L., & Smith, J. (1997). Chinese pronunciation and phonology: A pedagogical approach. Beijing 
Language and Culture University Press.
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SPECIFIC METHODS
	❙ Active listening training and repeated imitation

	❙ Role-playing and professional simulations

	❙ Ongoing feedback and self-assessment through recordings

CULTIVATING A PROFESSIONAL ATTITUDE
Developing a positive learning attitude involves:

	❙ Respecting the linguistic and cultural diversity of the Chinese language

	❙ Recognizing the importance of phonetic accuracy for effective 
communication

	❙ Maintaining an open mindset, being receptive to correction, and embracing 
lifelong learning

These integrated competencies ensure that students are not merely memorizing 
rules mechanically, but truly becoming professional and communicatively competent 
users of Chinese.

Conclusion and Teaching Recommendations
The learning of erhua, neutral tone, and tone sandhi is a vital component of 

language literacy for professional learners of Chinese. Although these features 
may sometimes be considered phonetic nuances, they are in fact key indicators of 
advanced language proficiency, cultural sensitivity, and communicative competence.

In teaching, it is not enough to simply explain phonetic rules; effective instruction 
must integrate theory and practice to enhance students’ phonological awareness 
and their application in real-world contexts. Moreover, attitudes and values should 
also be emphasized, including cultural openness, attention to detail, respect for 
linguistic variation, and the willingness to continuously improve.

Specific recommendations include
	❙ Incorporate active listening with authentic materials from the beginner level

	❙ Design context-based speaking practices such as dialogues, descriptions, 
and professional tasks

	❙ Provide standard pronunciation models and continuous feedback

	❙ Utilize educational technology (tone apps, recordings, pronunciation 
software) to support autonomous learning
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	❙ Assess not only rule memorization but also the correct application in real-
life contexts

A teaching approach that combines phonological understanding, systematic 
practice, and the development of a professional attitude will enable students to 
not only pronounce accurately but also communicate effectively in multicultural 
and professional environments.

CLASSROOM IMPLEMENTATION
1. Warm-up (5 minutes)

	❙ Greetings and introductions

- Greet students in Chinese, using “你们好吗？” (“How are you?”), and encourage 
them to respond simply. - Display the PPT and play the accompanying audio text.

	❙ Students listen to the recording while reviewing pinyin and tones. This 
enhances learning effectiveness by stimulating both auditory and visual 
perception.

- Interactive Q&A

	❙ Use contrastive analysis to guide students in identifying differences between 
erhua, neutral tone, and tone sandhi versus their usual pronunciation, 
naturally leading into today’s topic.

	❙ Ask: “Did you notice anything different about the pronunciation of these 
words compared to what we’ve learned before?”

Guided Exploration (20 minutes)
(1) Learning Erhua (10 minutes)

	❙ PPT Presentation and Interaction

	❙ Use PPT slides and audio recordings, combined with contrastive 
analysis, auditory and visual comprehension, and spaced repetition 
to enhance learning.

	❙ Clearly define erhua and provide detailed explanations of its 
pronunciation rules, functions, and usage norms.

	❙ Interactive Correction

	❙ During practice, the teacher promptly corrects students’ 
pronunciation and usage errors through systematic drills, reinforcing 
what was learned.
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(2) Learning the Neutral Tone (5 minutes)

	❙ PPT, Audio, and Imitation

	❙ Present slides, play audio, and have students identify the phonetic 
patterns. Explain the definition, pronunciation features, and 
structural function of the neutral tone. Then guide students through 
pronunciation imitation, using contrastive analysis, auditory-visual 
aids, spaced repetition, and affective strategies.

(3) Tone Sandhi (5 minutes)

	❙ Gesture-Based Teaching and Visual Aids

	❙ The teacher briefly introduces the concept of tone sandhi, focusing 
on the most common patterns:

	❙ Third tone sandhi

	❙ Tone change of “一” (yī)

	❙ Tone change of “不” (bù)

	❙ Combine contrastive analysis, auditory and visual integration, spaced 
repetition, and contextual guidance to help students understand 
tone sandhi rules and their real-life application, enhancing the overall 
effectiveness of instruction.

	❙ Emphasize the rhythm and natural flow of speech during tone sandhi 
instruction, enabling students not only to pronounce accurately and 
fluently but also to gain deeper insight into the connection between 
Chinese phonology and its cultural context.

	❙ Encourage students to illustrate tone contours using gestures (e.g., 
rising, falling, dipping motions) or head movements to support memory 
and reinforce intuitive understanding of tonal variations.

Controlled Practice (25 minutes)
	❙ Platform-based Exercises

	❙ Use the PPT to display vocabulary involving erhua, neutral tone, 
and tone sandhi. Play recordings and have students imitate the 
teacher’s model. Then, students practice additional words on their 
mobile apps.

	❙ Students use platforms such as Wordwall and the official Putonghua 
Proficiency Test simulator for self-guided practice.

	❙ Technology Integration and Active Practice
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	❙ Use technological tools to combine imitation, gestures, and 
pronunciation exercises. This multisensory participation reinforces 
understanding and application of erhua, neutral tone, and tone 
sandhi.

	❙ Through multimodal learning, students enhance phonetic 
awareness and expressive abilities, enabling more accurate and 
natural pronunciation.

Feedback (9 minutes)
	❙ PPT and Audio Files

	❙ Review the key points of erhua, neutral tone, and tone sandhi using 
a PPT. This helps reinforce students’ understanding and accuracy 
in applying these phonetic features.

	❙ Wordwall Game

	❙ The teacher provides QR codes linked to interactive activities 
focused on erhua, neutral tone, and tone sandhi. Students scan 
the code and access the materials on their own, using audio and 
interactive practice to check their progress at their own pace, 
enabling personalized learning.

Reinforcement Practice (1 minute)
	❙ Review Test

	❙ A short test is used to consolidate the day’s learning and reinforce 
key concepts.

- Assign homework to students to complete exercises on erhua, neutral 
tone, and tone sandhi, in order to assess the classroom learning content. Through 
contrastive analysis, auditory comprehension, and spaced repetition, provide timely 
feedback to reinforce long-term memory and help students identify areas for 
improvement, thus supporting independent consolidation of knowledge.



81

CA
PÍ

TU
LO

 6
TE

A
CH

IN
G

 O
F 

ER
H

UA
, N

EU
TR

A
L 

TO
N

E,
 A

N
D

 T
O

N
E 

SA
N

D
H

I I
N

 C
H

IN
ES

E 
W

IT
H

 S
PE

CI
FI

C 
EX

A
M

PL
ES

ASSESSMENT CRITERIA

Assessment 
Item

Excellent 
(3–3.5 pts)

Good (2–2.5 pts) Pass (1–1.5 pts) Needs 
Improvement 

(0–0.5 pts)

Erhua Accurately 
recognizes and 
uses common 
erhua words; 

pronunciation is 
natural, fluent, 

and contextually 
appropriate.

Most erhua 
words are 

pronounced 
correctly; 

expression is 
generally natural.

Can pronounce 
some erhua 

words correctly 
with prompts.

Incorrect 
pronunciation 
or minimal use 
of erhua words.

Neutral 
Tone

Accurately 
identifies the 

position of the 
neutral tone; 

pronunciation 
is light, natural, 
and smoothly 

connected.

Most neutral 
tones are correct, 

though some 
may be slightly 
forced or lack 

natural rhythm.

Occasionally 
pronounces the 

neutral tone 
correctly, but 

pronunciation 
is unstable.

Unable to identify 
or pronounce 

the neutral tone; 
mispronounces 

with stress.

Tone 
Sandhi 

(including 
3rd tone, “
一”, and “不”)

Mastery of tone 
sandhi rules; 

pronunciation is 
natural with no 

significant errors.

Understands 
tone sandhi 
rules; minor 

inaccuracies in 
some words.

Recognizes some 
tone sandhi 
patterns but 

lacks fluency in 
application.

Lacks tone sandhi 
awareness; 

frequent errors; 
needs targeted 

support.

Overall Score Recommendations (Adjustable as needed)
	❙ 9–10 points: Excellent (Comprehensive phonetic mastery, natural 

expression)

	❙ 7–8.5 points: Good (Basic mastery of phonetic phenomena, with occasional 
minor errors)

	❙ 5–6.5 points: Pass (Some understanding, but pronunciation use is not 
yet stable)

	❙ 0–4.5 points: Needs Improvement (Limited understanding, major issues 
in pronunciation)

CONCLUSION
Teaching Chinese phonetics—erhua, neutral tone, and tone sandhi—can be a 

challenging yet highly rewarding process when combined with effective teaching 
methods and modern technological resources. By integrating traditional approaches 
with innovative tools, educators can create an interactive learning environment 
that motivates students to improve their pronunciation and overall language 
comprehension.
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This instructional approach not only supports long-term knowledge retention 
but also provides students with a rich and meaningful learning experience.

With thoughtful planning and the appropriate use of educational tools, students 
in language centers can build a strong foundation in Chinese phonetics, laying 
the groundwork for full mastery of the language. The combination of innovative 
teaching strategies and technological resources presents an excellent opportunity 
to transform language instruction into a dynamic and efficient experience.
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