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Three to Four-years Old Children’s Perception and
Production of Mandarin Consonants

Hintat Cheung

National Taiwan University

This study examines Chinese children’s perception and production of syllable
initial consonants. We tested if children’s speech sound perception developed
ahead of their production. Twenty 3-to-4-year-old children were tested on their
production and perception of 16 syllable initial consonants. They first named
pictures of familiar objects and then they were asked to imitate new names of
novel cartoon figures. After the brief learning process, they were asked to match
cartoon figures with pre-recorded voices. Data obtained from the naming task and
the imitation task indicated that among the tested initial segments, /p, p’, k>, m, n,
x/ were mastered by these children while /ts’, s/ were the most difficult ones.
Results from the perception task showed that sounds that were properly produced
were also correctly perceived. The only exception was the /f-x/ pair, of which
perception was found to be more difficult than production. In sum, our findings
suggested that children’s capacity to discriminate phonemic minimal pairs develop
in near-synchronization with their ability in producing such sounds, with a slight
advantage on the production side.

Key words: Mandarin, perception, pronunciation, synchronization
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