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A Tentative Study on Chinese College EFL Learners’ Employment
of Sentence Tones in Spoken English
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Abstract: With the categorization of tones in the phonetics framework proposed by Brazil (1985, 1997)
as the rationale, the present study tentatively investigates the features of tones at the sentence level by
Chinese college EFL learners. The study finds that regarding the employment of sentence tones, there is
no significant difference between learners of various proficiencies. On the whole, learners tend to
overuse level tone, revealing there is not much acoustic fluctuation in their expression. In addition, they
are also likely to misuse the sentence tones for some particular sentence patterns, an indicator that their
awareness of linking sentence patterns with tones needs enhancing. The study makes in-depth
discussions on the possible reasons for the research findings and points out the direction of studying the
interfaces between tone and verbal or nonverbal channels for further research.
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Tab.l1 Phonetics framework!*®

2k gy &
prominence prominent/non—prominent syllables
tone rise—fall, fall, rise, fall-rise, level
key high, mid, low
termination high, mid, low
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Tab.2 Descriptive statistics of sentence tones and Levene statistics across the proficiency groups

i Min Max Mean Std. Deviation 7 I  Levene Statistic dfl df2 Sig.

B i 0.00 55.00 14.05 12.76099 B 0.626 2 147 0.536

R T 0.00 6.00 0.81 1.17409 R T 0.084 2 147 0.919

o 0.00 46.00 18.08 10.41522 o 0.417 2 147 0.660

VAR 0.00 29.00 4.54 474678 VAR 2.493 2 147 0.086

THEEIR 0.00  42.00 4.23 6.63569 THEEHR 0.418 2 147 0.659
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Tab.3 Descriptive statistics of sentence tones in each proficiency group
CH B4 A
B
Min  Max Mean  StdD. Min  Max Mean Std D. Min Max  Mean Std D.

F% % 0.00 5500 1424 12.16 0.00 54.00 1230 13.40 0.00 47.00 1562 12.73
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9 200 4400 19.16 10.58 1.00 46.00 15.66 9.67 0.00 43.00 1942 10.74
J+ 8 0.00 29.00 5.32 5.76 0.00 20.00 4.32 4.04 0.00  18.00 3.98 4.25
FHBFE 0.00  42.00 4.58 7.42 0.00 26.00 3.80 6.04 0.00  34.00 4.32 6.48
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Fig.2 Concordances of misuse of F tone
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Fig.3 Histogram of F-R tone distribution
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Fig.4 Concordances of tag questions
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Fig.5 Histogram of L tone distribution
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