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Phonetic Interference in Syllable-Initial Plosives between Mandarin
Chinese and English

Sarah Johnson, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
Sarah Johnson is currently a first year graduate student in Linguistics at the University
of Illinois at Urbana Champaign. She enjoys cross-stitching, singing, and traveling. She
aspires to become a researcher and professor in Linguistics and dreams of someday
taking a trip to the thermosphere or farther.

Abstract
This study explores manifestations of L2 phonetic interference between
Mandarin Chinese and English through an investigation of non-native production in
both languages. By concentrating on voicing and aspiration in syllable-initial plosives in
stressed positions, a specific occurrence is isolated in which non-native speakers have a
tendency to substitute L2 allophones with similar L1 allophones that differ by one
feature. While aspiration is similar for plosives in both languages, differences in
phonotactic rules for voicing are manifested in observed interference in both L2 English
and L2 Chinese. Possible explanations for this interference are briefly introduced, which
include a lack of perceptual salience and reinforcement by orthographic overlap
between Mandarin Hanyu Pinyin, a romanized form of Chinese that incorporates the
Latin alphabet and English. This study is a preliminary analysis of a phenomenon.
Further research is necessary to explore the roles which speech perception and the
orthography-phoneme interface have in second language phonological development.

Introduction
Pronouncing the sounds of another language, especially when it has a drastically
different phoneme inventory, can present a multitude of challenges. Apart from
articulating a range of unfamiliar phonemes, a learner may also be confronted with
unfamiliar consonant clusters or phoneme orders that contradict the phonotactic
constraints of previously acquired languages (Hayes, 2009, p. 52). That which is
perceived as linguistically unfamiliar or difficult does not present the only obstacle in
acquiring the allophones of phonemes of another language. Indeed, it is often the case
that the more “foreign” the sound, the fewer production errors learners may make due
to increased perceptual salience and self-conscious speech (Murray & Christison, 2011,
p. 158). Past research suggests that similarity between phonemes across languages,
while promoting acquisition of the “general idea” of a set of phonemes, may also lead
to incorrect perceptions of the phones being identical (Major, 2001; Murray &
Christison, 2011; Pytlyk, 2011). A learner may substitute a phoneme in all its allophonic
realizations in the target language with one from previously acquired languages. This
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transfer may result from the difficulty in distinguishing small phonetic differences
between the target sound and a similar one in earlier acquired language(s). The two
sounds may be analyzed and stored as the same phoneme (Major, 2001). This
overgeneralization results in phonetic interference which can be detected in speech
patterns as a “foreign accent.”
The implications of this interference depend on the phonemes in question. If a
learner substitutes a phoneme in the target language (TL) with a different, yet similar,
phoneme found in the native language (NL), two hypothetical consequences may result.
As an example, the target phoneme and all its allophonic realizations will be referred to
as X. The learner does not have phoneme X in the NL, however the NL sound inventory
does possess Y, a similar phoneme only differing in one or two features, such as
aspiration or lip rounding. For reasons that may include low perceptual salience, the
learner substitutes the target X with the NL Y. If the TL does not possess phoneme Y in
its inventory, then all that may result is the learner exhibiting an accent. If, however, the
TL inventory possesses both X and Y, the learner may use individual allophonic
realizations of Y as a surface production for occurrences of both X and Y. This situation
may seriously affect intelligibility. In instances of the former case, beginning and
intermediate language learners may not feel the need to burden themselves with the
worry of seemingly indiscernible phonetic differences. However, this may be of
importance to advanced speakers of a second or third language who wish to address
the presence of an accent in hopes of passing as “native-like.”
Previous Research
As any native English speaker studying Mandarin Chinese may confess, learning
the sound system of Mandarin presents various challenges. Not only do the alveolopalatal and retroflex affricates, /tɕ tɕʰ/ and / ʈʂ ʈʂʰ/, have unfamiliar places of
articulation relative to English, the dental affricates /ts/ and /tsʰ/ occur syllableinitially in Mandarin, differing from English phonotactic constraints (Curzan & Adams,
2012; Rau, Chang, & Tarone, 2009). Likewise, Chinese learners of English may initially
exhibit difficulty producing the dental fricatives /θ/ and /ð/, sounds which do not
exist in Mandarin. Since Mandarin Chinese has a syllable structure consisting of
(C)(G)V(X), in which C represents a consonant, G a glide, V a vowel, X nasal coda, with
V(X) making up the rime (Duanmu, 2006, p. 2), some complex English consonant
clusters can present difficulties as well (Xiaorong & Jian, 2011).
The examples mentioned above, among others, are popular topics for
comparative analyses of the Mandarin and English phonological systems. A less
commonly visited set of phonemes are the plosives transcribed in English phonology as
/p t k ; b d g/ and in Mandarin phonology as /pʰ tʰ kʰ ; p t k/. The sets of Mandarin
and English plosives are so similar that in a recent study on phonetic negative transfer
between Mandarin and English, Xiaorong & Jian (2011) describe the differences in the
labial plosives as “almost naught.” It is tempting to assume that since plosives of
Mandarin and English are generally similar that this similarity would reinforce positive
transfer between the languages. As the results of the present study indicate, this is not
necessarily the case. The similarity between these phonemes seems to override any
small phonetic differences, in this case differences in voicing among the Mandarin /p t
k/ and English /b d g/ explained below, and promote interference.
Note that by isolating these phonemes in one phonotactic position, stressed
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syllable-initial position following a voiced sound, this study explores transfer involving
a single set of allophones. The English phonemes /p t k/ possess aspirated allophones
in stressed syllable-initial position, as in “paper, tell, cake.” These phonemes are
traditionally represented in a broad transcription without an indication of aspiration
since the underlying representation of these phonemes is generally considered
unaspirated and voicing is the dominant phonemic distinction among plosive pairs in
English (Odden, 2005, p. 44; Curzan & Adams, 2012). This allophonic rule in English
can be expressed as follows. In stressed syllable initial positions /p t k/ become [pʰ tʰ
kʰ]. Throughout this paper, a narrow transcription is provided strictly referring to the
allophones with brackets to avoid confusion. This way, the English allophones focused
on in this study are the plosive pairs [pʰ tʰ kʰ] and [b d g] while the Mandarin Chinese
allophones are the [pʰ tʰ kʰ] and [p t k] pairs.
While the English plosive phoneme pairs are distinguished by voicing, the
plosive phonemes in Mandarin are distinguished by presence or lack of aspiration. In
the whole set of Mandarin consonants, aspiration is the dominant contrastive quality
between phoneme pairs (see Table 1).
Table 1, Standard Mandarin Chinese Consonants, (adapted from Duanmu, 2006)
*phoneme pairs distinguished by aspiration are bolded.
Labial
p

Dental
t

pʰ

tʰ

Palatal

Retroflex

Velar
k
kʰ

ts

tɕ

ʈʂ

tsʰ

tɕʰ

ʈʂʰ

f

s

ɕ

ʂ

m

n
l

x
ŋ

r

A study by Deterding & Nolan (2007) collected samples of seven Mandarin
speakers and seven British speakers reciting carrier sentences containing the sets of
plosives in their native language in order to analyze the differences and similarities
between them. They measured voice onset time, or aspiration (VOT), and the
percentage of voicing (POV) in each plosive. The results indicate that these phonemes
are largely similar. Placing these phonemes in syllable-initial stressed positions, much
like in the present study, they found that the Mandarin [pʰ tʰ kʰ] and the English [pʰ tʰ
kʰ] are produced with nearly identical VOT and POV (noted by a general lack of the
latter) and that the Mandarin [p t k] and English [b d g] are characterized by a general
lack of aspiration. The only difference found between the last set of phonemes is that
Explorations	
  in	
  Linguistics,	
  Volume	
  2,	
  Issue	
  1,	
  2015.	
  

7	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

English [b d g] productions exhibit greater averages of voicing percentages while the
Mandarin [p t k] have roughly the same POV values as their aspirated counterparts,
[pʰ tʰ kʰ]. These findings indicate that while largely similar, there is one substantive
difference in the syllable initial unaspirated plosive allophones of Mandarin and
English: voicing.
Context
The present study takes a contrastive analysis of these specific allophones a step
further by eliciting non-native productions of English by speakers with an L1 of
Mandarin and of Mandarin by speakers with and L1 of English to isolate phonetic
transfer. Can speakers with an English L1 come to devoice the unaspirated plosives of
Mandarin in stressed syllable-initial position? Likewise can speakers with a Mandarin
L1 learn to voice the unaspirated plosives of English in the same position? The results of
the present study indicate that speakers from both language backgrounds experience
difficulty producing L2 sounds in a native-like fashion.
Participants
The participants consist of six Chinese students between the ages of 19 and 21
and six speakers of Standard American English between the ages of 19 and 22. All
twelve students were studying at the undergraduate level at Furman University in
Greenville, South Carolina, United States. The American students had been studying
Mandarin Chinese for three or four years and the Chinese students had been studying
English for an average of eleven years each. While the study time discrepancies should
be taken into account, there seemed to be little or no difference in the expected results
between the two groups for L2 production of the allophones in question. Even
considering the fact that the fluency of the Chinese speakers of English far exceeded
that of the American students studying Mandarin and that the groups experienced their
nonnative language in different contexts (English as a second language compared to
Chinese as a foreign language), both groups exhibited the same types and values of
phonetic transfer for the allophones analyzed. Participant details are listed in the
following two tables (see Tables 2 &3).
Table 2, Participants with L1 Mandarin Chinese
Participant
M1
M2
M3
M4
M5
M6

Age
19
19
21
20
20
21

# of Years
studied
12
9
11
11
10
12

Hometown
Hunan
Shaanxi
Chengdu
Kunming
Tianjin
Shenzhen

Other
languages
NA
Shaanxi dialect
Chengdu
dialect
Kunming
dialect
NA
NA

*“M” stands for Mandarin, and is used to represent participants whose native language
is Mandarin.
The hometown is listed for every participant in order to keep in mind the effect
that a varying accent or dialect might have on the results. Although the regions each
participant originates from vary, the particular allophones analyzed did not seem to be
affected by any regional differences in speech.
Explorations	
  in	
  Linguistics,	
  Volume	
  2,	
  Issue	
  1,	
  2015.	
  

8	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

Table 3, Participants with L1 English
Participants
Age
Hometown
# of Years
Other
languages
E1
22
4studied
Lexington, KY
NA
E2
21
4
Charleston. SC
NA
E3
19
3
Bethesda, MA
NA
E4
20
3
Columbus, OH
NA
E5
19
4
Atlanta, GA
Spanish
E6
21
4
Summerville, SC NA
*“E” stands for English and is used to represent participants whose native language is
English.
Method
Data Types
This study uses two sets of data: one of native language production as examples
for comparison and the second of non-native language production. The allophones
analyzed in this study are the Mandarin [pʰ tʰ kʰ p t k] and the English [pʰ tʰ kʰ b d
g]. The first set of data consists of spectrogram images of native language elicitations of
these allophones in Mandarin and English while the second set consists of spectrogram
images of non-native elicitations.
Data Collection
Six Mandarin speakers and six English speakers were interviewed about their
language learning experiences and samples were taken of their speech using a digital
recorder. In the first test, participants were asked to read aloud carrier sentences in their
native language; participants then read aloud carrier sentences in their respective nonnative language. Carrier sentences are sentences that have seemingly random content
but possess an arbitrary word containing the target sound (see Appendix 1). The
sentences disguise the target phonemes so that participants do not know which sounds
the researcher intends to analyze. The carrier phrases consist of short sentences
containing target words with the particular allophones analyzed in the study, placed in
similar phonetic environments. In each sentence, the target word and phoneme are
bolded and the transcription given. Each plosive is placed after a preceding voiced
sound, syllable-initially, and before low vowels to recreate similar environments for
each allophone. Target sounds are placed after voiced sounds in order to detect closure
during voicing, a process discussed in the Data Analysis section. For each Mandarin
sentence in Appendix 1, the Pinyin and translation are given, as well as an IPA
transcription for each target word. Note that, in Hanyu Pinyin, if the logic of this
romanization system is mapped between phonemes and orthographic symbols, the
Pinyin symbol “t” is used to primarily represent the voiceless aspirated [tʰ] in this
environment and the symbol “d” to represent the voiceless unaspirated [t].
Data Analysis
The data is analyzed using PRAAT software. This study employs an analysis of
the spectrogram and corresponding oscillogram and is quantitative in nature; VOT and
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POV values are recorded, averaged, and compared. VOT is measured by the amount of
elapsed time in milliseconds between the release of the stop burst and the beginning of
voicing for the following vowel (Ladefoged, 2006). As seen in the spectrogram image of
the first part of the Mandarin word [tʰɑ] (“she/her”), a small dark spike in the
beginning indicates the release of the alveolar stop, [tʰ] (see Figure 1).
Figure 1
Voice Onset Time,[tʰɑ]

*This image was derived from data in the present study
There follows a brief period of voicelessness before the beginning of the vowel
/ɑ/ which can be seen by an increased amplitude and intensity of the oscillogram
indicating a vibration of the vocal folds (Ladefoged, 2006). In this case, the voiceless
interval lasts for approximately 108 ms, which validates the notion that this phoneme is
aspirated. In general, a VOT greater than 30 ms is perceived by listeners as aspiration,
while aspiration less than 30 ms cannot be easily perceived (Johnson, 2011).
While calculating voice onset time may seem rather straight forward, the percent
of voicing is less easily measureable and the results can be more ambiguous than
desired. The percentage of voicing (POV) of plosives can be measured by calculating the
duration of voicing during the stop closure before the initial release burst. Johnson
(2011) describes the onset of a stop or affricate as consisting of three primary stages:
shutting, closure, and release, with each stage describing the movement of the primary
articulator (see Figure 2). The shutting stage is the end of the preceding word or
segment and the closure is the transition between segments.
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Figure 2
Plosive Release, (Johnson, 2011)

In Figure 3, some shading details have been added to the diagram in order to
demonstrate the process of calculating POV. Voicing can be detected in the period of
the shutting and closure transition. In the revised diagram (see Figure 3), squiggly lines
represent the wave oscillation indicative of voicing. As the preceding segment comes to
a close, the voicing amplitude decreases until it is nearly undetectable during the
closure. POV is calculated by taking the percentage of significant wave oscillation that
is present during the stop closure. This can be calculated using the formula,
, in which A is the end of the shutting, B is the end of any voicing
during the closure, and C is the start of the release (Deterding & Nolan, 2007).
Determining where one phoneme ends and another begins during the shutting and
closure transition can make precise analysis of voicing rather tricky. Deterding & Nolan
(2007) admit that often during their analysis of plosives, conclusions were “something
of a guess”.
Figure 3
POV Diagram, (adapted from Johnson, 2011)

Figure 4 depicts an example of the initial segment of the English word “dawn” to
show the points of wave amplitude changes between segments (see Figure 4). The
region marked by C indicates the beginning of the release for the word “dawn.” As
noted in the carrier sentences in Appendix 1, this word has been placed in the context of
“by dawn.” The portion before the region marked A is the end of the word “by,”
transcribed as /ɑj/. There is clear voicing that continues into the closure before the
release of [d] in “dawn” that continues until the region marked B. The entire closure
from region A to C lasts for 44 milliseconds and voicing during the stop closure lasts for

Explorations	
  in	
  Linguistics,	
  Volume	
  2,	
  Issue	
  1,	
  2015.	
  

11	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

approximately 27 ms. The segment [d] has a POV of 61%, distinguishing this phoneme
as a voiced consonant.

Figure 4
POV, “by dawn”

A (closure), B (end of voicing), C (release burst)
*This image was derived from data in the present study
Findings
Test 1
The first part of the study consists of an analysis of native speaker production of
Mandarin and English. These measurements will be used for comparison with the
results of the second test which analyzes non-native elicitations. The results for VOT
can be seen in Table 4 below.
Table 4
Native VOT Production

Average

Average

Voice Onset Time
M1-M6 for Mandarin Time in ms. E1-E6 for English
88
[pʰ]
[pʰ]
102
[tʰ]
[tʰ]
94
[kʰ]
[kʰ]
95
[p]
11
[b]
[t]
13
[d]
[k]
20
[g]
15

Time in ms.
86
110
74
90
11
18
27
19

The Mandarin [pʰ tʰ kʰ] and the English [pʰ tʰ kʰ] have consistently similar
durations of aspiration, the only prominent difference being that of the Mandarin [kʰ]
and English [kʰ]. The first has a VOT of 94 milliseconds and the latter of 74. This 20
millisecond difference does not appear significant considering the 47 millisecond
difference between the aspirated phoneme with the shortest VOT and the unaspirated
phoneme with the longest VOT (the English [kʰ] at 74 and the English [g] at 27).
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Likewise, the Mandarin [p t k] and English [b d g] have consistent VOT figures as
well. The set of aspirated allophones have individual VOTs consistently above 70
milliseconds with an average above 90 milliseconds and the unaspirated allophones
have VOTs consistently below 30 milliseconds with total averages below 20
milliseconds. It can be concluded from these figures that the allophones in the first
section are aspirated and that the allophones in the section below are not aspirated.
Table 5 lists the results for analysis of POV where speakers were asked to read
sentences in their native languages.
Table 5
Native POV Production
Mandarin

Average

M1-M6 for
[pʰ]
[tʰ]
[kʰ]
[p]
[t]
[k]

Avereage

Voicing Percentage
Time in ms.
E1-E6 for English
14
[pʰ]
12
[tʰ]
20
[kʰ]
15
21
[b]
17
[d]
19
[g]
19

Time in ms.
26
23
20
23
45
48
48
47

Voicing trends are higher in all English plosives across the board. Table 5
indicates that in English the distinctive feature is ±voice. Mandarin aspirated plosives
have an average of 15 POV while English aspirated plosives have an average of 23 POV.
Similarly, the Mandarin unaspirated plosives have an average of 19 POV. The English
aspirated plosives have a trend of slightly higher voicing percentage than the
unaspirated plosives of Mandarin, a trend that Deterding & Nolan (2007) saw in their
results as well. The unaspirated plosives of Mandarin are represented orthographically
in Pinyin as “b d g”, a fact that may cause many learners with an L1 of English to
assume that these sounds are voiced. In fact, they are less voiced than the aspirated
plosives of English in similar phonetic environments, segments associated with the
English orthographic symbols “p t k”. Possible implications of this confusion will be
addressed in the last section.
The feature which distinguishes the English and Mandarin unaspirated plosives
is voicing. The English column has an average of 47 POV, amounting to more than
double in any other category. This finding is not surprising. In syllable-initial position,
unaspirated plosives of English are typically voiced (Odden, 2005). The greatest
difference in plosives between these languages is a presence or lack of voicing in
syllable-initial position for the unaspirated varieties. This is to be expected, as the
Mandarin and English unaspirated plosives are indeed two different phonemes
distinguished by voicing.
The conclusions drawn from the first test, although rather straight-forward, are
important to keep in mind while comparing these figures to the second test results on
non-native production. To summarize, the data in test one verifies that Mandarin and
English aspirated plosives, [pʰ tʰ kʰ] and [pʰ tʰ kʰ] respectively, are nearly phonetically
identical in terms of VOT and POV. While unaspirated plosives in Mandarin and
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English, [p t k] and [b d g] respectively, are similar in terms of VOT, they differ in POV
values and are indeed classified as significantly different phonemes.
Test 2

From the conclusions just drawn in the first part of the experiment, one might
hypothesize that if these participants were asked to read aloud sentences in their
nonnative languages containing plosives in similar phonetic contexts, they would
exhibit the same voicing and aspiration tendencies which are particular to allophones in
their native languages. Based on the results below, this hypothesis would be correct.
The following tables have been set up in a way to compare the results of the non-native
elicitation of this test with the results from the previous section of native elicitation.
For voice onset time, there are similar results, with few differences. There seems
to be a trend of decreased aspiration in the Mandarin group when speaking English,
with a VOT of 67 in L2 English production (see Table 6), compared to native Mandarin
production of aspirated plosives as listed in Table 4 with an average VOT of 95 (see
Table 4). The causes behind why aspiration trends do not seem to carry over from the
native language for the Mandarin group are not readily apparent; it may be due to the
increased variability that can occur in smaller sample sizes. In future study of this
phenomenon, it will be necessary to use a larger number of participants to see if this
trend reoccurs and to take a closer look at implications and explanations for variability
in the data.
Table 6
Non-native English VOT Production

Average

Voice Onset Time
E1-E6 for English Time in ms.
M1-M6 for English
86
[pʰ]
[pʰ]
110
[tʰ]
[tʰ]
74
[kʰ]
[kʰ]
90
[b]
11
[b]
[d]
18
[d]
[g]
27
[g]
19

Time in ms.
62
86
53
67
12
20
27
20

Other than the anomaly just mentioned, the results are as expected with similar
trends of aspiration and lack of aspiration in corresponding categories, keeping in mind
that VOT greater than 30 ms is considered significant aspiration (see Table 7). There is a
predictable tendency towards aspiration and unaspiration in the syllable-initial stressed
environment and these trends carry over into the non-native language. Since it was
established that VOT values are similar to begin with between the two languages and
that speakers exhibit the same tendencies in the non-native language, it is not necessary
to spend much time here. POV figures present more interesting results.
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Table 7
Non-native Mandarin VOT Production
Voice Onset Time
M1-M6 for Mandarin Time in ms.
E1-E6 for Mandarin
88
[pʰ]
[pʰ]
102
[tʰ]
[tʰ]
94
[kʰ]
[kʰ]
Average
95
[p]
11
[p]
[t]
13
[t]
[k]
20
[k]
15

	
  

Time in ms.
89
100
89
93
10
19
23
17

Just as hypothesized, there is a much greater percentage of voicing when the
English L1 group speaks in Mandarin than in any other category (see Table 8). L2
speakers of Mandarin had an average of 52 POV, a drastic difference from the 19 POV
in the Mandarin L1 samples.
Table 8
Non-native Mandarin POV Production
Voicing Percentage
M1-M6 for Mandarin Time in ms.
E1-E6 for Mandarin
14
[pʰ]
[pʰ]
12
[tʰ]
[tʰ]
20
[kʰ]
[kʰ]
Average
15
[p]
21
[p]
[t]
17
[t]
[k]
19
[k]
19

Time in ms.
13
20
18
17
46
53
57
52

And likewise, the Mandarin L1 group generally lacks voicing when producing
English unaspirated plosives, with 20 POV for L2 speakers of English and 47 POV in the
English L1 samples (see Table 9).
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Table 9
Non-native English POV Production
Voicing Percentage
E1-E6 for English Time in ms.
M1-M6 for English Time in ms.

Average

[pʰ]
[tʰ]
[kʰ]
[b]
[d]
[g]

26
23
20
23
45
48
48
47

[pʰ]
[tʰ]
[kʰ]
[b]
[d]
[g]

25
20
6
17
21
29
10
20

Discussion and Conclusion
There is a general trend of participants carrying over voicing rules from the NL
into the TL. In stressed syllable-initial positions, learners whose L1 is English have
difficulty devoicing the unaspirated stops of Mandarin, and likewise, learners whose L1
is Mandarin have difficulty voicing the unaspirated stops of English in a similar
environment. It seems that this occurs regardless of whether a participant has been
exposed to the TL for three years or eleven years for these particular allophones.
These results raise an important question: In the event that a learner of Mandarin
voices unaspirated plosives or a learner of English generally lacks voicing in
unaspirated plosives, would this create such an effect as to make a phonemic difference
and impede communication? Perhaps luckily for learners, the answer is actually no.
Since aspiration is the key phonemic factor that makes any difference in meaning for
plosives in Mandarin, adding a voicing element with no concomitant aspiration in most
environments would only give the speaker a subtle foreign accent without inhibiting
communication. And likewise, if an English learner with an L1 of Mandarin produced a
syllable-initial unaspirated plosive without voicing in English, intelligibility would not
necessarily be hampered since the alternative phoneme pair in this phonetic
environment depends on the presence of aspiration.
How can interference involving the unaspirated plosive allophones of Mandarin
and English be explained? Two possible explanations are a lack of perceptual salience
and orthographic overlap between the languages. Research suggests that when
phonetic differences are small and not perceptually salient between two languages,
learners will exhibit great difficulty perceiving these differences and may analyze the
sounds as the same (Major, 2001; Pytlyk, 2011). In this case, it may be difficult for
learners of English to perceive voicing in unaspirated plosives in this context, and
likewise, it may be difficult for learners of Mandarin to perceive the general lack of
voicing. While the interference manifested in speech can be analyzed, it would be
necessary to explore speech perception of non-native phonemes in this context to
further justify it as an explanation for L1 interference.
Another possible explanation, which may even be working together with
perceptual salience, is the effect that shared orthographic symbols have on phonological
analysis and access. Although this is a relatively understudied topic, some research
suggests that bilinguals will access phonemes and allophones in both languages when
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reading aloud words that contain the same orthographic symbols used to represent
different phonemes in either language (Jared & Kroll, 2001; Stone, Vanhoy, & Van
Orden, 1997). In an earlier study, Stone et al.(1997) reason that “the visual
representation of a word activates letter nodes, which, in turn, activate phoneme
nodes.” Furthermore, there has been some study of the effect that orthographic
knowledge has on the very perception and recognition of L2 speech sounds (Escudero,
Hayes-Harb, & Mitterer, 2008; Hayes-Harb, Barker, & Nicol, 2010; Pytlyk, 2011; Simon
& Van Herreweghe, 2010; Ziegler & Ferrand, 1998). Jared & Kroll (2001) claim that “If a
bilingual’s two languages share the same alphabet but have different pronunciations for
the letters, then there will be conflict between the pronunciations generated for a given
letter string if both sets of spelling-sound correspondences are activated”. It could be
the case that this dual activation increases the possibility for one language phoneme to
interfere with the speed or efficiency in activating the other.
Mandarin and English share orthographic representations in the form of
romanized Pinyin and English letters. It might be tempting to assume that because
Chinese largely uses Chinese characters in written texts that there should not be any
influence of orthographic similarity between Mandarin Chinese and English. Taking a
closer look at literacy development for Chinese children and L2 classroom learning for
students whose L1 is English, this explanation seems too simplistic. In the People’s
Republic of China, children are taught Pinyin from a young age in order to facilitate
learning Chinese characters in literacy development (Anderson, Shu, & Wu, 2000).
Pinyin is also often used in typing characters on computers and cell phones in mainland
China. The Romanized form of Chinese in mainland China plays a pronounced role in
everyday life and should be an integral part of the average mainland Chinese speaker’s
orthographic knowledge. When English speakers learn Mandarin, many are taught the
Pinyin representations first in order to facilitate learning the sound system of Mandarin.
Characters are taught after the learner has been introduced to the Mandarin sound
inventory in a classroom setting (Chou, Xia, & Goh, 2001; Xun, 2002).
When speakers with an English L1 read aloud Chinese characters, they could be
accessing the same mental orthographic representations as they would when reading
aloud from Pinyin. When a learner reads aloud a Chinese character, is this learner
activating the representation of that word in terms of the Pinyin they have come to
mentally associate with its pronunciation and then simultaneously activating the
English sound to symbol connection extrapolated from the shared Pinyin-English
orthography? Could this activation incite or promote phonological interference from the
native language? For example, in the case of the word “蛋糕”, “dangao” in Pinyin, or
“cake”, this word could be analyzed in the following way by a learner whose L1 is
English: Upon seeing the character, the Pinyin representation is accessed as “dangao”.
At this moment the English equivalent of the phoneme associated with the symbol “d”
is simultaneously accessed inciting interference of that phoneme in the form of the
voiced alveolar plosive [d] that would actually be pronounced as the voiceless alveolar
plosive [t] by native Mandarin speakers.
It is important to keep in mind that although this explanation may seem
compelling, if the learner did not even perceive the difference between the
lack/presence of voicing in either phoneme, then the process just described may not be
the entire reality of the interference phenomenon. Dual activation of the Pinyin and
English symbol-sound connections may not be significant because the phonemes stored
which are associated with Pinyin could be identical to the English phonemes. The
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problem would then not be dual access during reading but at the very inception of
phonological development when the learner first perceived, analyzed, and stored the L2
phoneme and allophones as the same as in the L1. Orthography may or may not play
any role in this case.
Implications of Study/Areas for Future Research
Jared & Kroll (2001) suggest that when children begin to develop literacy in a
language, they reach a point when it becomes difficult to separate the symbol from the
associated sound. This explanation presents a rather tempting hypothesis about the
mapping processes which occur with the orthography-phoneme interface and how
these processes could lead to L1 interference and the “foreign” accent. However, it is
important keep in mind a perceptual salience hypothesis regarding how learners may
perceive, analyze, and consequently map L2 phonemes onto the L1 inventory as the
same sounds, even when there are small phonetic differences. It may also be the case
that orthographic overlap with dual activation and perceptual salience are working
together to promote L1 phonological interference. Further research is needed to isolate
and determine each variable’s role in second language phonological development.
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Appendix 1
Stimuli
1. I enjoy eating buttery popcorn while I watch scary movies.
[pɑp]
2. He said that he will be back by dawn to collect the rent.
[dɑn]
3. My favorite seafood dish is chilled shrimp dipped in cocktail sauce.
[kɑk]
4. Although many critics were skeptical at first, the Bollywood film was a hit.
[bɑl]
5. His favorite sports are tennis and golf.
[gɑlf]
6. Jim had grown into a tall and lanky young man.
[tɑl]
7. 我哥哥喜欢吃蛋糕。
Wo gege xihuan chi dangao. “My brother likes to eat cake.” [tan]
8. 我想去爬山，但是他想去跑步。
Wo xiang qu pa shan, danshi ta xiang qu paobu. “I want to go hiking, but he
wants to go for a run.” [pʰa]
9. 你在干嘛？
Ni zai ganma? “What are you doing? [kan]
10. 我爸爸的房子很干净。
Wo baba de fangzi hen ganjing. “My father’s house is very clean.” [pa]
11. 他们两个人现在在谈恋爱。
Tamen liangge ren xianzai zai tan lianai. “Those two are in love.” [tʰan]
12. 我去过北京，可是我没有机会吃烤鸭。
Wo quguo Beijing, keshi wo meiyou jihui chi kaoya. “I have been to Beijing, but I
didn’t get a chance to try the Peking roast duck.” [kʰau]
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An Observation of Evolving Slang as Used in Verbal and
Textual Communications

Marissa Karomfily, Saint Joseph’s University
Marissa Karomfily is currently a sophomore at Saint Joseph's University where she
studies Linguistics and English. She likes to read in her free time and scour Pinterest for
new craft ideas. She hopes to pursue a degree in law or speech pathology after
completing her undergraduate studies.

“YOLO!”
This abbreviation was commonly used by teenagers in 2012 to stand for “You
Only Live Once.” In my own observations, I’ve noticed that “YOLO” was used in a
more straightforward, if not literal manner, and used to communicate thoughts along
the lines of, “Okay, I’ll give it a try. Who knows when the opportunity will come up
again?” Whether someone says “YOLO” because he wants to try something new or
because he wants an excuse to try something dangerous, “YOLO” essentially means
what it stands for. It is similar to the adage “carpe diem.” “YOLO” has since dwindled
in its usage. Slang is quickly added and dropped from a teenager’s vocabulary, but that
is not to say that “YOLO” has become totally obsolete. Rather, “YOLO” has evolved
into an ironic or sarcastic phrase depending on the speaker.
No one says “YOLO” anymore in attempt to sound “cool” or up-to-date with
current slang. Today, teenagers will say “YOLO” when faced with an activity they do
not want to do or in other similar situations, like taking a test s/he did not study for.
“YOLO” is not intended, at this point, to be an encouraging phrase. Now it means more
“Let’s get this over with” than “Yeah, you should totally go for it!” and is only accepted
when used in a sarcastic or ironic tone of voice. This slang word once held a more literal
meaning, which teenagers used to encourage each other to try new things and take new
opportunities, or to engage in reckless behavior. This is an example of word coinage,
and not just in the creation of the phrase, but in the change in meaning over time.
“YOLO” has become like many other outdated slang phrases like “you’re
buggin’”, “groovy” or “gnarly.” Although these phrases are occasionally used in
conversation, it is not a usage of the word as it was originally intended. These slang
phrases are accepted if used sarcastically, but if used seriously, the speaker indicates to
the other interlocutors that s/he is no longer up to date with the current slang words,
which can lead to social exclusion.
Accepted slang used via texting has also evolved. No longer do most people
substitute “u” for “you” or “r” for “are,” especially as smart phones have become more
popular and more widely used. With autocorrect, customizable short cuts for common
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phrases, and a separate key for each individual letter, texting in non-standard English is
considered lazy and irritating to most readers. As such, many texters do not use
acronyms for phrases or questions anymore, given the easier-to-use keyboard. Some are
still in use or have been recently created thanks to social media sites such as Twitter.
Some examples are: “smh” for “shaking my head” or “ily” for “I love you,” but “imo”
for “in my opinion,” and “ikwym” for “I know what you mean,” are no longer popular
outside of specific online communities.
One phrase that is still popular is “LOL” for “laughing out loud.” Today “LOL”
exists only via texting, and no longer means “laughing out loud.” Now it is more of a
placeholder or acknowledgement that the previous comment held some humor. It can
also be used in place of a filler word if the conversation is not particularly amusing. A
teenager will text “haha” if the message actually made her laugh - the funnier the
message, the longer she may extend “haha.” Neither of these terms is used in verbal
conversation unless to convey a great deal of sarcasm, but both exist in a texting or
instant-messaging conversation to acknowledge a humorous aspect of the exchange.
Slang comes in and out of serious use quickly. Although its popularity may die
down, it rarely becomes totally unknown. The particularly popular phrases manage to
stay part of current conversation and slang, evolving in meaning and tone. Instead of
applying it seriously, the speaker uses it ironically. This does not make the meaning
ambiguous, but rather assigns the slang word new meaning, giving it new life, as it is
now potentially accessible to a separate generation than the one who originally began
using it.
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Like Like Like Like

Emily Smedley, Saint Joseph’s University
Emily Smedley is currently a junior at Saint Joseph's University where she studies
Communication Studies and Marketing. She likes reading in her free time and spending
time outdoors. She hopes to pursue graduate work in Marketing Strategies in the future
and start her own non-profit organization.

When I was on the bus making my way back to my apartment, I overheard a
young woman talking on the phone behind me. She said, “Oh my god that test today. I
completely failed. It was, like, so unfair. Like, I didn’t understand anything. Like, wow.
I talked to my teacher and she was like…” Her conversation continued on in this
manner for 15 minutes. I stopped counting after the 20 use of the word like. Despite the
uneducated and slovenly connotations that some people associate with this habit, this
non-standard use of the word like is taking on a unique role in the English language.
The word like can take many forms. It may be employed as a verb, preposition,
noun, adjective, adverb, and conjunction, though it seems to be mostly commonly used
as a verb and preposition in my experience. One can use this word as a verb to suggest
that he/she enjoys, has strong feelings or affections for something or someone. For
example “I really like my linguistics class this semester.” In this sentence the word like is
used to communicate that I enjoy and possess certain positive feelings towards my
linguistics class. The prepositional use of like is used to compare two nouns or verbs.
For example “He runs like the wind.” or “Her singing sounds like a dying cat.” In the
first example, the boy’s running is compared to wind. In the second example, the girl’s
singing is compared to the sound of a dying cat.
There is another use for the word like that may not immediately come to mind
when considering the definitions of the word. People, especially the “grammatically
inclined”, may have a hard time finding this definition to be legitimate because of its
casualness and non-standard usage. The word like is often used in speech similar to the
above example: “It was, like, so unfair. Like, I didn’t understand anything. Like, wow.”
The girl continuously used the word like but she was neither comparing two objects or
actions nor commenting on something she enjoyed. This non-standard type of usage is
extremely common among youth today. It is used as a filler meaning that it is utilized
when a speaker attempts to describe a topic but does not necessarily know how to go
about it. The insertion of the term like gives the speaker time to think in the middle of a
sentence.
While this new usage of the word like as a filler exists in English, other languages
may not consistently utilize fillers in this way. As a result, bilingual speakers of English
and another language may not employ such fillers when speaking English, but rather,
fillers more common in their other language. One of my professors was born in Turkey
and natively speaks Turkish and Arabic. Another professor is from New Delhi in India
and natively speaks Hindi. Instead of using like or any word similar to it, from my
th
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observations, they employ silence as a filler. Similarly, they rarely include superfluous
words in their speech. I have observed that even if one speaks English as a second
language, that person will still conform to many trends of their native language. There
are other factors to consider when discovering the reason for using like as a filler. Are
those employing like less well-versed? Are they slovenly with their English? Is it only
used in younger generations? Is it stereotyped as a trend for a certain group of people?
Sociolinguists ask these questions. Unfortunately, the answers require lengthy research
studies, demographic analysis and hundreds of participants.
This unique usage of the work like reveals a key aspect of human language. It
shows that human language is constantly subject to change and adaptation. Language
changes with the times in order to reach communicative goals and accommodate
conversation style. Language change is often viewed as a negative; however, it simply
indicates that the language is dynamic and in constant use. Although it can be
perceived as problematic, language change is not negative. Some people may cringe at
the unique uses of the word like, but this usage does not suggest that the person
employing it is any less educated than a person not employing it.
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