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Abstract

A study on the perception of Korean
vowels and consonants by Chinese
learners of Korean

Hyosung Hwang
Department of Linguistics
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

The aim of this paper is to investigate the perception of Korean vowels and
consonants by L1 Chinese adult learners of Korean, and to construct the gradient of
learnability of Korean vowels and consonants using High Variability Phonetic
Training (HVPT).

In experiment 1, 85 L1 Mandarin learners of Korean varying in proficiency (low,
mid, high) participated in an identification test on the confusable sets of Korean
vowels, word-initial consonants, and coda consonants. The results demonstrated
that the learners generally performed well in identifying the vowels except /a-o/
and /ja-jo/ regardless of their proficiency. However, the learners showed low
identification accuracy for the word-initial consonants, especially for the lax
sounds /b, d, §, dz/ in the three-way contrast (i.e. lenis, fortis, and aspirated). The

learners perceived Korean lenis and aspirated stops and affricates as Mandarin
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aspirated categories, thus showing low identification accuracy for the lenis
consonants. The learners also performed poorly identifying Korean fricatives /s/
and /s7/, which are assimilated to Mandarin /¢/ before /i/ and to /s/ in other vowel
contexts. As for the coda consonants, the learners showed moderately high
identification accuracy for the nasals (/m, n, 1/) and liquid (/1/), but the accuracy for
the obstruent codas (/p, t, k/) was relatively low.

In experiment 2, a perceptual training was conducted to investigate whether the
training can help L1 Mandarin learners to discriminate multiple sets of phonemic
contrasts covering the majority of Korean consonants and vowels. A total of 64
Chinese adult learners (33 lower level learners, 31 upper level learners) were tested
on their identification ability of Korean vowels, word-initial consonants, and coda
consonants before and after participating in 10 sessions of online perceptual
training using high variability phonetic training method. Both lower and upper
level learners were able to benefit from the training. Identification accuracy for the
sounds that were poorly identified before the training significantly increased after
the training, and the sounds with a high functional load (e.g. lax consonants)
showed great improvements. A phoneme learnability index was calculated by
taking the average of the identification accuracy scores of individual phonemes,
and the pairwise learnability index by calculating the average of the phoneme
learnability indices of two contrastive sounds. A learnability gradient for Chinese
lower and upper level learners was established on the basis of the phoneme
learnability index and the pairwise learnability index.

This study proved that HVPT method is successful in training Chinese learners on
extensive sets of Korean vowels and consonants. It is expected that the learnability
gradient of Korean segmental sounds found in this study would offer some
empirical backgrounds in determining a relative order of priorities in teaching

phonemic contrasts to L2 learners.
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