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PLT Title 

Drilling Tones in Chinese Pronunciation 

 
Blurb for PLT Conference Brochure 

Tone is a very unique and challenging aspect of the Chinese language. Quite a number of vocabulary are spelled the 
same way but pronounced differently with different tones. When students’ vocabulary expands tremendously, their 
confusion increases more and more. This results from student’s own inaccurate pronunciation due to the insufficient 
attention to tones. Our PLT work explores different ways to drill students’ tones in a routine manner. 

 
Contact Information (Write * next to facilitator’s name.) 

Name School Grade Level or Subject 

Star Lew* Belmont High School 9-12th grade, Chinese 

Xin Yu Chenery Middle School 5-8th grade, Chinese 

 
PLT SMART Goal  

During this year, all the Chinese class students from 7 –12th grade will practice challenging ritual drills to improve their 
tones and pronunciations so as to facilitate their listening skills. 

 
Key Actions 
-Identified problem: students are not able to pronounce the five tones correctly 

-Identified goal: all students will be able to distinguish tones and pronounce when being asked to say a specific tone 

-Identified study groups: 7
th
 – 12

th
 grade Chinese class students 

-Planned interventions: use Practical Rhythmic Chinese rhymes and other do-now activities 

-Observed chorus classes to learn some warm-up strategies for singing 

-Implemented warm-up tone drills in class 

-Informally assessed students throughout the year on vocabulary tone marking 

-Formally assessed three times of students progress 

 

 
Findings  

- In high school, the high score of the assessment has increased from 35% to 80%. Mean has increased from 
7.3% to 23%. Median has increased from 5% to 20%. 

- In middle school, the mean of the assessment has increased from 8.6% to 19.1%. Median has increased from 
5% to 15%. 

- Lower level classes have more interest and put in more efforts in pronouncing the tones right than higher level 
classes; 

- Though higher level classes find it waste of time talking about tones rather than vocabulary or grammar, they 
were able to grasp the tones quicker than lower level classes. 

- Lower level classes feel more rewarding and express more positive attitude towards the training; 
- All levels like the warm-up rhymes and chants; 
- The assessment is a good tool to show improvement, but is not able to tell which tone which student needs to 

work on more. 

 



Recommendations / Next Steps  

- Tone drill is necessary and should start as early as from 6th grade; 
- Assign more listening or tone-drill homework; 
- Do more formative assessment on pronunciation and tones; 
- Use more single-syllabic vocabulary rather than compound words for assessment to evaluate which tone needs 

more work; 
- Should cooperate student-centered speaking assessment;  
- Seek out other techniques and visual aids to make healthy tone pronunciation less abstract and easier to 

understand for students 

 


