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INTONATION AS A MEANS TO BETTER UT-HCMC STUDENTS’
COMMUNICATION COMPETENCE

GIANG DAY NGU DIEU - GIAI PHAP NANG CAO NANG LUC GIAO TIEP
CUA SINH VIEN TRUONG DAI HOC GIAO THONG VAN TAl
THANH PHO HO CHI MINH

Nguyén Thi Nguyét Anh
Department of English — Ho Chi Minh City University of Transport

Abstract: Although recognized as one of the significant constituents of English pronunciation,
intonation has been one of the most neglected areas not only in classroom but also in materials
purposely designed for teaching and learning English, which inevitably leads to a worrying result -
learners’ regular failure in conversational exchanges with native speakers of English due to
misunderstanding and/or being misunderstood caused by their inadequate awareness of intonation.
Without any exceptions, students at University of Transport in Ho Chi Minh City (abbreviated to UT-
HCMC) have to suffer the same problem. This paper, therefore, attempts to highlight the fact that
teaching intonation to students at UT-HCMC does work in enhancing their communication
competence. By presenting communicative values of basic intonation patterns and recommending
some effective and applicable strategies for teaching intonation drawn from a long process of study,
observation and experimental teaching done with the participation of 36 students of the English-4
class, the paper is hoped to bring both teachers and students at UT-HCMC a new way of teaching and
learning intonation, which hopefully will release both of the subjects from the burden of time- and
effort-consuming process of intonation teaching and learning.
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T6m tdt: Dix dwoc cong nhdn 1a mét trong nhifng thanh to quan trong trong he théng phat am
tiéng Anh nhung ngit diéu lai 1a mét trong nhing yéu to it dwoc quan tam nhat trong 16p hoc ciing nhu
trong cac tai liéu duoc thiét ké cho muc dich day va hoc tiéng Anh, ddn dén mét két qua rdt dang lo
ngai — nguoi hoc thirong xuyén that bai trong giao tiép véi nguoi ban xi do khéng hiéu vé ngi diéu
ddn dén hiéu nham hogc bj hiéu nham. Khong phai Ia ngogi 16, sinh vién truong Pai hoc Giao thong
Vdn tai Thanh pho Ho Chi Minh (Viét tat 1a UT-HCMC) ciing gap phdi van dé twong . Bai viét nay
nham nhdn manh rang viéc day ngi dieu cho sinh vién sé giiip ndang cao nang luc giao tiép cua ho.
Bang cach trinh bay gia tr; giao tiép cua cAc mau ngir diéu co ban va dé xuat mét s6 cach day ngir
diéu thiét thuc va hiéu qud duwoc rat ra tir qué trinh nghién cizu, quan sét va day thuc nghiém lau dai
véi si tham gia cia 36 sinh vién I6p Tiéng Anh 4, bai viét ndy hy vong sé mang dén cho giéo vién va
sinh vién truong PH GTVT TPHCM m¢t cach day va hoc ngi diéu mai, giup gido vién va sinh vién
giam bat thoi gian va cdng suc trong viéc day va hoc ngir diéu.

Tir khéa: Giao tiép, ngir diéu xuong, ngit diéu xuong - 1én, ngir diéu, mau ngir diéu, cao do, ngir
diéu 1én, ngir diéu 1én — xuong.

Chi sé phan logi: 3.4

1. Introduction

Intonation makes a linguistically
significant role in English pronunciation
since in English, “different pitch patterns can
signal very different meanings for the same
sentence” (Avery & Ehrlich, 1995, p. 77).
With a good command of intonation, English
speakers can find it a bit easier to make
themselves properly understood and to
precisely perceive “information over and
above that which is expressed by the words
in the sentence” (Richards et al, 1987, p.

148). Thus, mastering communicative values
of intonation patterns and being able to
naturally  apply these  patterns in
conversational exchanges are essential to any
learners of English who aim at improving
their communication competence. However,
“English intonation is English, it is not the
same as the intonation of any other language”
(O’Connor, 1986, p. 108). Learning English
intonation, therefore, requires Vietnamese
learners of English whose mother tongue’s
tunes are quite different from those of
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English, a considerable amount of time and
effort to seriously learn and to regularly
practice the shapes as well as the meanings
of the English tunes. Unfortunately, students
at UT-HCMC have very few chances to be
exposed to intonation, and thus, do not know
how to employ this aspect of supra-
segmental phonology as one of the efficient
means to avoid regrettable breakdowns in
their oral communication. It is strongly
believed that the inclusion of intonation in
the English curriculum officially applied at
UT-HCMC is of urgent needs to (improve)
the current situation of intonation teaching
and learning at this institution.

2. Intonation and its role
2.1. Definition of intonation

To understand what intonation is, it is
first necessary for us to understand what
pitch is. Pitch, as defined by Celce-Murcia;
Brinton and Goodwin (2002, p. 184), is “the
relative highness or lowness of the voice”.

If pitch represents the individual tones of
speech, then “intonation can be thought of as
the entire melodic line. Intonation involves
the rising and falling of the voice to various
pitch levels during the articulation of an
utterance” (Celce-Murcia; Brinton and
Goodwin, 2002, p. 184). People can mean
differently by using the same group of words,
arranged in the same order, but saying them
with different tones. For example, the
utterance Close the door, if produced with a
rising pitch contour from middle to high,
could signify the question Do you want me to
close the door? If produced with a falling
pitch contour from high to low, however,
these same words could signify a command.
Clearly, speakers are able to make a group of
words mean what they want it to mean by
choosing the right intonation. That explains
why in real oral communication, fluent
speakers of English always produce
utterances with moving tones rather than
level tones.

2.2. Rationale for teaching intonation

What would happen if we produced
utterances in which every syllable was said
on the same level pitch, with no pauses and

no changes in speed or loudness? This is the
sort of unnatural speech that is rarely used in
real communication. According to Roach
(2000), there are at least three reasons why
intonation should be taught in EFL (English
as a Foreign Language) classes:

= [ntonation enables us to express
emotions and attitudes as we speak, and thus
adds a special kind of meaning to spoken
language.

= Intonation helps to produce the effect
of prominence on syllable that marks out the
word to which it belongs as the most
important in the utterance.

= |ntonation can signal to the listener
what is to be taken as “new” information and
what is already “given”.

Obviously, intonation is not only central
to conveying meaning in spoken English but
also important in conveying the attitude of
the speaker towards what is being said. Only
by using correct intonation can speakers
make themselves properly understood, and
only when mastering intonation patterns can
listeners correctly understand what others
imply in their utterances. Therefore, English
users must be consciously aware of
intonation and properly apply it in face-to-
face conversation.

2.3. Intonation patterns and their
communicative values

An intonation pattern is “the movement
of pitch within an intonation unit” (Celce-
Murcia et al, 2002, p. 185). According to
Roach (2000), English intonation comprises
of four main tones: the rise-fall, the rise, the
fall and the fall-rise.

2.3.1. The rise-fall

The rise-fall is the tone in which the
pitch rises and then descends again (Roach,
2000). Example 1:

~ - —

A All of themewent!

! The bold underlined letters indicate tonic syllables;
the dots identify prominent syllables and the
interrupted lines refer to the tones chosen.
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Being  characteristic ~ of  simple
statements, commands and wh-questions, the
rise-fall is one of the most common patterns
in English (Avery & Ehrlich, 1995; Celce-
Murcia et al, 2002). In addition, these
scholars also note that when the voice falls to
the bottom of the pitch range, it usually
indicates a complete thought, i.e. the speaker
has finished speaking while a fall that is not
to the bottom of the pitch range indicates that
we still have more to say. Besides, Halliday
(1978) asserts that surprise may be expressed
through this tone. Tag questions, as Avery
and Ehrlich (1995, p. 80) add, “when
produced with the rise-fall intonation,
indicate that the speaker already knows the
information and he/she is merely eliciting
confirmation from the listener,” and thus, are
often referred to as rhetorical questions to
begin conversations like Cold, isn’t it.

2.3.2. Therise

Roach (2000) states that the rise is the
movement from a lower pitch to a higher
one.

Example 2:
NS
v some chairs
Despite their different perspectives,

Avery and Ehrlich (1995), O’Connor (1986)
and Halliday (1978) do share the point that
the rise is the characteristic of yes/no
questions; we can, through the use of rising
intonation, turn a declarative sentence into a
yes/no question. In addition, these linguists
also assert that doubt, surprise or disbelief
can be expressed by means of rising
intonation. Tag questions, they add, when
spoken with a rise, mean the speaker
genuinely does not know the information and
therefore, wants the listener to provide it.
Being used with lists is another function of
the rising contour mentioned by Avery and
Ehrlich (1995) who state that the pitch of the
voice rising slightly on each noun of the list
indicate that we are not yet finished
speaking.
2.3.3. The fall

As stated by Roach (2000), the fall is the
tone which descends from a higher to a lower
pitch.

Example 3:

——
e

e —

\Why did you ego

O’Connor (1986) emphasizes that short
yes/no questions used as responses like Are
you, Did he are frequently uttered with the
fall. Bradford (1992) and Brazil (1997),
however, state that the fall, one of the two
most commonly found tones in English, is
used when the utterance contains information
which the speaker thinks is new to the hearer.

2.3.4. The fall-rise

Roach (2000) defines the fall-rise as the
tone in which pitch descends and then rises
again.

Example 4:

-

—_— ""'\ J"""

I v might have ethought of ebuying it

According to Lujan (2004) and
O’Connor (1986), the fall-rise is to signal an
incomplete thought, i.e. by means of fall-rise
intonation, the speaker means that he/she has
something more to say. Statements that are a
correction of what someone else has said or
which are warnings are also characteristically
expressed with the fall-rise (O’Connor,
1986). To make a command sound pleading,
more a request than an order, the fall-rise
ought to be selected, adds the author.
Bradford (1992) and Brazil (1997), however,
from different perspectives, assert that the
fall-rise is used when the utterance contains
known information - ideas the speaker thinks
his/her hearer already knows about or has
experience of.

3. Experimental teaching of intonation

To make sure the intonation-teaching
strategies recommended do work with UT-
HCMC students, the researcher conducted a
study with 6 steps:
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Step 1: The students were asked to do an
in-class written diagnostic test which aimed
to check how much they knew about
intonation as well as its function in specific
contexts.

Step 2: The first recording of the
students’ oral performance was carried out,
the objective of which was to measure how
well they produced English intonation.

Step 3: The students’ papers were
marked, their performance was evaluated,
their problems were identified and score
groups were established. Students’ results
were divided into 4 groups including A, B, C,
D with the scores ranging from 9 — 10, 7 - 8,
5-6and 0 - 4 respectively.

Step 4: The experimental teaching was
done for 9 weeks. During the process,
different techniques were applied to help the
students (1) recognize what intonation is and
how this supra-segmental aspect helps
convey meanings and the speaker’s attitudes
in specific contexts, (2) master the
communicative values of some common
intonation patterns, and (3) effectively use
the patterns in their oral communication.
While the students got used to, acquired and
produced intonation patterns, first in isolated
utterances and next in complete dialogs,
careful observation was made and detailed
notes were taken.

Step 5: The in-class written achievement
test which was aimed to check the students’
ability to recognize intonation patterns used
by other people as well as what is conveyed
by means of these patterns was done. Right
after that, the second recording was made.
The purpose of this was to measure how
better, if ever, the students produced English
intonation compared with the first time.

Step 6: Students’ papers were marked.
The results gained from the comparison
between the students’ two tests and two
recordings provided reliable data for
subsequent treatment which, in its turn,
served as the foundation on which the
researcher based to make evaluations on the
students’ progress and the techniques
employed.

4. Results and discussion
4.1. Results from the two tests

A test was designed to be used twice,
first as a diagnostic test, called pre-test, done
at the pre-experimental teaching stage and
then used again as an achievement test,
called post-test, which was done after the
teaching had finished. The researcher’s
decision for one test to be used twice, instead
of two different tests, is due to the fact stated
by Brown (2005, p. 3) that “diagnostic tests
and achievement tests, by their very nature,
belong to the same test family - criterion-
referenced test, i.e. they share a number of
features in common including type of
interpretation, type of measurement, purpose
of testing, distribution of scores, test
structure and knowledge of questions, and
thus it is quite possible for one test to be able
to be used twice”. The test was designed to
check the students’ ability to recognize

common intonation patterns and their
communicative values. It has 3 sections.
= Section |, which contains 10

statement-word-order utterances, was meant
to check whether the students (1) can
distinguish the rise tone from the rise-fall
tone and (2) know that a statement-word-
order utterance, when produced with the rise-
fall tone, functions as a declarative statement,
but when spoken with the rise tone, can be
used as a question that requires a yes/no
answer.

= Section Il, which has 10 utterances
with either finished or unfinished lists, was to
check if the students know how to use the
rise and the rise-fall tones in lists.

= Section Ill, which is a dialog with
eight one-word utterances, was to test
students’ ability to recognize different

patterns used in a simple conversational
exchange.

Below are the results of the two tests.
Table 1. Students’ results obtained
from Section | of the two tests.

Test Results A B C D
Number | 9 7 [ 8 | 12

Pre-test 7 25 | 212 | 23 | 308
Number | 28 8 0 0
Post-test o 1777 223 | 0 0
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As seen from Table 1, in the pre-test, the
students in group D outnumbered those who
form Group A or Group B. However, the
results from the post-test had noticeable
changes. To be more specific, 25% of the
students were grouped in A and 30.8% in D
in the pre-test, but these figures respectively
soared up to 77.7% and plunged to the

minimum of 0% in the post-test.
Table 2. Students’ results obtained
from Section Il of the two tests.

targeted at measuring the students’ progress
in intonation production in particular and in
their oral skills in general, was also done
twice right after the written tests were
finished. Not meaning to challenge the
students, the researcher only asked them to
read out loud the dialog in Section I1I of the
written tests. By this means, the researcher
could tell whether the students remembered
how different intonation patterns are used in
specific contexts, and how well they

Test | Results) A | B | C | D | produced English intonation. Below are some
Pre-test |umber | 6 | 3 | 3 | 24 | of the students’ dominant problems found in
% | 167 | 83 | 83 | 66.7 | the two recordings.
Post-test | umber | 8 21 3 4 Table 4. Students” dominant problems
% 222 | 583 | 83 | 11.2 as found in the two recordings.

Like Section I, Section Il also saw big Problem Pre-test | Post-test
differences in the tests’ results. In the pre- _ (times) (times)
test, Groups A and B made up only 25% and Wh- Rise 50 19
Group D 66.7% while their corresponding |-duestions | Level 11 1

Yes/No Rise-fall 10 3

percentages went up to 80.5% and went questions Level 11 10

down to 11.2% in the post-test. Tag Rise 10 6

Table 3. Students’ results obtained questions Level 4 1

from Section 11 of the two tests. Alternative Rise 18 3

Test Results | A B C D questions Level 3 0

Number 0 12 6 18 Rise 16 11

Pre-test ™o 0 | 333 167 | 50 Statements ™ evel 4 2

bosttest | Number [ 24 | 11 | 1 0 utte/?;rllces Level 28 3
% 66.7 | 306 | 27 | ©

As shown in Table 3, in Section Ill, the
number of students in Group A increased
dramatically from 0% in the pre-test to
66.7% in the post-test while the number of
students in Group D fell down remarkably
from 50% in the pre-test to 0% in the post-
test. It can be concluded from the students’
scores of the two tests that the students did
make some progress in their recognition of
the use of intonation in oral communication.
After 9 weeks of being exposed to intonation,
the students showed their improvement under
two evidences: the number of below-average
scores had sharply fallen while the number of
average and above-average scores had
considerably increased.

4.2. Results from the two recordings

As intonation can only be applied and
perceived in oral communication, the test
would be said to lack its face validity if the
researcher just relied on the results from the
written one (Hughes, 1996). The recording,

Excluding all the sound-related matters
which are out of the scope of the study, the
researcher only  examined  problems
concerning the students’ production and their
understanding of how intonation patterns are
used in the conversational contexts provided
by the two tests. Table 4 showed the
students’ dominant problems the researcher
had found out after spending a considerable
amount of time patiently listening to each of
their oral performances in comparison to the
model performance of a native speaker of
English.

Problem 1: Misuse of the rise tone in
unmarked wh-questions

As seen from Table 4, misuse of the rise
tone in unmarked wh-questions was the
students” most common mistake with 50
times counted in the first recording. The
figure, however, decreased dramatically in
the second recording with only 19 cases.
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Problem 2: Misuse of the rise-fall tone
in unmarked yes/no questions

While most EFL learners mistakenly
think that all kinds of questions should be
pronounced with the rise tone, there were
still 10 cases found in the first recording in
which the students used the rise-fall tone in
unmarked yes/no questions. The situation
seemed to be brighter in the second recording
with only 3 cases ever found.

Problem 3: Misuse of the rise tone in tag
questions for confirmation

The choice of tone used in tag questions
for confirmation also posed a considerable
difficulty to the students who might
misconceive that all kinds of questions,
including tag questions, end with the rise
tone. Affected by this misconception, 10
cases related to this kind of mistake were
found in the first recording. The situation
was a little improved in the second recording
with a slight decrease to 6 cases.

Problem 4: Misuse of the rise tone in
closed-choice alternative questions

Being no exception, the selection of tone
used in closed-choice alternative questions
was also influenced by the myth that the rise
tone is the only choice for questions in
English, irrespective of what kind they are.
Up to 18 mistakes of this kind were found in
the first recording. Optimistically, the figure
significantly reduced to only 3 cases in the
second recording.

Problem 5: Misuse of the rise tone in
statements

The misuse of tone in statements was
also common among the students. In the first
recording, as many as 16 cases used the rise
tone, instead of the rise-fall tone, to indicate
the finality of a declarative sentence. Fewer
mistakes of this kind were recognized in the
second recording, however.

Problem 6: Misuse of the level tone

Failing to be aware of the fact that the
level tone is the least commonly used by
native speakers of English, more than half of
the students, in their first performance,
mistakenly used this tone in all kinds of
utterances. Others occasionally used the level
tone in wh-questions (11 cases), yes/no

questions (11 cases), tag questions (4 cases),
closed-choice alternative questions (3 cases)
and statements (4 cases). In their second
performances, however, there was a
noticeable fall in these figures respectively
down to 1, 10, 1, 0, and 2 case(s). There also
existed a sharp decrease to just as low as 3
students who chose the level tone in all kinds
of utterances.

It can be concluded from the above-
presented figures that the students made a
considerable progress in their use of
intonation, in the limited contexts of the tests
though. In other words, they were able to
select the tones appropriate for specific kinds
of utterances in the given contexts. Although
their production of intonation was not natural
enough and their pronunciation of sounds
was not as good as expected, the
improvement they made in their oral skills
was undeniable.

4.3. Comments on techniques applied
in the experimental teaching

Carefully  observing the students’
reactions to the teaching and learning of
intonation in general and to each of the in-
class activities in particular, the researcher
took notes from which some helpful
comments were then drawn:

= The concrete ways the researcher
employed when explaining such abstract
notions as pitch or such complicated
concepts as intonation and intonation patterns
made it easier for the students to get a
thorough grasp of these intrinsically
troublesome jargons.

= By systematically dividing English
intonation, which is definitely the target item,
into smaller units, each of which has its own
focus, the researcher helped the students well
distinguish the differences in the production
as well as the communicative values of
English common intonation  patterns.
Accordingly, the students managed to
approach these patterns with very little
difficulty.

= The use of audio and visual aids like
CDs and movies helped create a stress-free
learning environment, leading to the increase
in the students’ participation in the lesson,
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which enabled them to approach the target
items in a less burdensome, and thus, more
effective way. Moreover, these materials
provided the students with  good
opportunities to see how intonation is used
naturally in daily conversational exchanges
by native speakers of English.

= Given step-by-step practice including
guided, controlled, free, communicative
helped the students gradually absorb
intonation, which is by its nature complicated
and challenging to most EFL learners,
including the student subjects. Especially,
during the communicative practice, the
students were provided with situations they
may encounter in their daily life, which made
the practice more meaningful and motivating
to them.

= By using such visual techniques as
conducting, exaggeration, backward buildup,
etc. as a practice guide for producing
intonation patterns, the researcher helped the
students concretize the invisible changes in
the pitch of their voice; this enabled the

students to recognize and then imitate
producing these pitch changes more
comfortably.

= The inclusion of games and

storytelling as parts of the in-class activities
to some extent aroused the students’ interest
in the lessons. The more eager they were, the
more easily they absorbed the target
language items.

In short, all of the techniques employed
during the experimental teaching, though
bearing some unavoidable constraints, were
proved to be fairly effective in intonation
teaching; therefore, if flexibly applied in
different  teaching environments  with
different learning subjects, the strategies will
definitely bring some satisfying results to
both teachers and learners of English.

5. Recommendations on intonation
teaching strategies

Meant to facilitate both teachers and
students at UT-HCMC in intonation teaching
and learning, a number of practical teaching
strategies which are either suggested or
adapted by the researcher are suggested as
follows.

5.1. Employing concrete ways to
explain abstract concepts

The notions of pitch is too abstract for
the students to understand thoroughly; pitch
changes in intonation patterns are so invisible
that they can pose great difficulties to
students not only in recognition but in
production as well. By concretizing these
abstract concepts, teachers can help students
notice pitch changes in the target intonation
patterns better and thus, produce the patterns
more accurately. Counting is interesting way
of practicing pitch range. Teachers ask
students to count from 1 to 5, first with each
number being on a higher pitch than the
previous one, then, with the pitch and the
numbers descending from 5 to 1. After that,
teachers count lowering the pitch with each
number from 1 to 5 and then return to the
starting pitch.

5.2. Applying  various  visual
techniques in intonation production
practice

To help students recognize and get
familiar with producing pitch changes in
different intonation patterns, teachers should
apply such visual techniques as conducting
(moving the arms and hands with the rhythm,
stress and intonation of a word, phrase or
sentence), tapping (doing with a fingertip or
with a pencil, resulting in a series of sounds
to demonstrate patterns of stressed and
unstressed syllables of a sentence),
exaggeration (exaggerating the difference
between stressed and unstressed syllables by
putting more stress on stressed syllables),
acceleration (saying a sentence slowly at first
and speeding it up gradually until the natural
tempo is reached) and backward buildup
(starting with the final word of a sentence
and adding to it the preceding words one at a
time). These techniques can not only create
fun in intonation classes but also help build
up the students’ confidence in intonation
practice.

5.3. Using audio-visual aids

In introducing the notions of intonation,
pitch changes or presenting intonation
patterns, it is effective to use audio-visual
aids like movies or songs. However, teachers
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should be selective in choosing this kind of
aids because not all movies or songs are
suitable for the purpose in question. A good
piece of movie or song must meet the
following requirements:

= It must be of the students’ level.

= It must contain the intonation pattern
in question and the pattern must appear quite
often in the selected movie or song.

= The sounds or the images must be
clear enough for the students to perceive and
catch any pitch changes in intonation
patterns.

= |t should not be too serious or
students will feel tense; accordingly, their
enthusiasm will be lost.

5.4. Using games

Games with intonation are very
attractive to learners. However, the difficulty
level of the games to be employed should be
taken into special consideration. For one
thing, over-challenging games may destroy
the students’ motivation and decrease their
active participation. For another, games of
little challenge may become boring shortly
after they are started. Another thing is that
small rewards can bring big success in games
and activities alike.

5.5. Telling stories

Telling stories is beneficial in the
intonation class. However, to make full use
of stories in intonation class, teachers should
seriously consider the selected story’s
content, difficulty level and length since
these elements are of great significance to the
success of the activity.

5.6. Using sound recorders

Recording their voice when practicing
producing intonation patterns is one of the
best ways that help students know how well
their production is. This is quite applicable
nowadays since the recording can be done
with  mobile phones. Once finishing
recording, students can play the recorded
item again, listen, and compare their own
performance with that of their partner or of
native speakers. This can be done several
times until students feel satisfied with their
own performance. This kind of practice can
be done either in class, under teachers’

guidance, or at home, by students
themselves. Therefore, teachers should
encourage their students to bring mobile
phones into the intonation class for this
purpose.

6. Summary

Evidently, intonation plays an important
role in English pronunciation. Thus, a good

understanding of intonation does help
enhance communication competence of
English learners. Therefore, UT-HCMC

teachers should consider including this supra-
segmental feature in their English lessons,
helping to improve their students’
communication competenceQ
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