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ABSTRACT

This paper investigates the production of oral
vowels and voiced fricatives in Mandarin L2
French across different speaking styles. We
analyzed a corpus of 5 hours’ speech from fifteen
Mandarin learners of French performing three
different production tasks of increasing complexity:
isolated word reading, text reading and spontaneous
conversations. Similar data from one hour’s
recording of five French natives were used for
comparison. Results show that rounded vowels,
although part of the Mandarin inventory, tend to be
less rounded than those of natives, whereas voiced
fricatives are poorly voiced due to their absence
from the Mandarin system. Results also reveal
challenges in the continuous speech task,
highlighting the importance of specific training for
L2 learners. The main differences found between
natives and L2 speakers lay in the amount of vowel
reduction and the degree of voicing of the voiced
fricatives as speech changes from reading to
spontaneous speaking style.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Variation and reduction in spoken languages

It is well established that the quality of foreign
accent highly depends on the learner’s native
language. It is therefore important for L2 teachers
to put much emphasis on those sounds that are
different from the L1 language. However, it is not
enough to be able to pronounce L2 sounds correctly
only in the base form of the word; after all, seldom
do we speak in the same way as does an electronic
dictionary. Variation and reduction are omnipresent
in spoken language production and highly
dependent on factors such as speaking style,
environment, social context and the relationship
between the speaker and the listener [1].

While a native speaker usually switches between
different degrees of variation and reduction
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without effort, it can be challenging for L2 learners
to produce the reduced forms of the target
language appropriately [2]. For instance, Gut [3]
showed a lack of sufficient vowel reduction in
German by English learners. Meanwhile, variation
and reduction are often related to the rate of speech
and the duration of segments, and L2 learners are
known to have a slower speech rate in general.

Recently, more L2 oral corpora have been created
for studying L2 phonetics and phonology, together
with thorough annotations, permitting a more
comprehensive  description of L2 learners’
pronunciation and accent. Aside from its linguistic
purpose, the study of L2 oral corpora can serve as a
valuable reference for the design of specific
pronunciation training programs. L2 pronunciation
training is supposed to be most effective when
conducted with material appropriately adapted to
the specific L1 difficulties. In our study, we have
based our analyses on a newly collected oral
corpus, which includes the reading of word lists,
the reading of texts and spontaneous conversations
by Mandarin learners of French (ChiLFreSC).

1.2. Some differences between the French and
Mandarin phonological systems

One of the most notable differences between the
Mandarin and French phonological systems is the
occurrence of voiced occlusive and fricative
consonants. Although rich in both fricatives and
affricates, Mandarin possesses only one voiced
fricative /z/, and the main opposition for the
occlusives is made by the distinctive feature of
aspiration rather than voicing. While previous
studies [4, 5, 6] investigated the problems of
Mandarin learners of French when producing
voiced occlusives, the production of voiced
fricatives has not yet been studied extensively.

The presence and frequency of nasal and rounded
oral vowels are further distinguishing features of
the French phonological system when compared
with the Mandarin inventory. In French, six out of
ten oral vowels (excluding the central vowel /o/)
and all of the back vowels /u, o, 9/ are rounded






