
 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Studies concerning Chinese learners’ spelling errors in English are not many. 

Most of them in dealing with spelling errors are focusing on the spelling problems in 

writing English composition and very few have put an emphasis on spelling itself. 

This study, however, focuses on vowel substitution in spelling errors and aims to find 

the reasons behind them. The literature review will include previous research on 

spelling errors. Besides, as some studies show that L1 transfer plays a vital role in 

English pronunciation (Teng, 2002; Chen, 1999) and pronunciation in turn has 

influence on spelling, a contrastive analysis of Chinese and English vowel systems is 

also provided. Finally, some studies on difficulties of Chinese learners with English 

vowels will be presented as well.    

 

2. 1 Spelling Errors Committed by Native Children 

Spelling errors involving vowels are tackled quite frequently for native speakers. 

Many researchers deal with them to explore young children’s spelling errors. Charles 

Read (1971, 1975) pioneers the study by observing English native young speakers’ 

invented spellings in which children use their knowledge of letter names, letter sounds, 

and spelling conventions to create plausible spellings which are phonetically 

reasonable but incorrect in conventional spelling. Read (1975) indicates that young 

children’s early invented spellings reflect their knowledge of the place and manner of 

articulation of speech sounds. He especially mentions the phenomenon about vowel 
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substitutions. Children tend to substitute the short vowel to be spelled with the nearest 

long vowel in place of articulation and then use the long vowel letter name in the 

spelling. Many beginning spellers are found to be likely to spell the /I/ sound in fish 

with letter e, the /E/ in fell with a, (cited in Lombardino 1997). In short, Read (1975) 

notices that children select a vowel letter whose name is most similar to the sound 

they are attempting to represent.  

Several researchers have proposed models of spelling developmental stages 

(Henderson 1980, Gentry, 1982, , Ehri, 1991, 1992; Bear D. R. & Templeton, S., 

1998). In their studies, children’s invented spellings are found to be changing at 

different developmental stages. The general characteristics of developmental stages 

described in these early works are featured as follows: 

(1) Preliterate /prephonetic stage1, in which children spell by combining letters 

randomly, without making any sound-symbol relationships (e.g. KO for 

muffin). 

(2) Semiphonic/early letter name, in which children begin to use letter name to 

represent words or syllable. Children’s spelling includes initial consonants 

and final consonants, the most salient sounds they hear. (e.g. BP for buzz, 

PL for pickle). 

(3) Letter name stage, in which children use a single vowel in each major 

syllable and spell vowels by how they feel and sound. They often exchange 

short vowel sound for closest long vowel sound. (e.g. letter a for short e, nat 

for net, letter e for short i, sek for sick, or lop, lomp for lump)  

(4) Within-word stage, in which children correctly use short vowels and mark 

                                                 
1 Bear & Templeton (1998) characterize the first two stages of spelling development as prephonemic 
and semiphonemic.  
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long vowel sounds, but sometimes do it incorrectly (e.g. caek for cake, flote 

for float, seet or sete for seat).  

(5) Syllable juncture stage, in which children fail to use double consonant 

before adding ending (e.g. hoping for hopping, atend for attend). 

(6) Derivational constancy stage, in which children develop greater 

understanding of relationship of words, derivations, and multiple meanings 

to help with spelling (e.g. solem for solemn, benafit for benefit). 

According to the characteristics of each stage indicated above, it is noted that 

phonological awareness is crucial in early stages of spelling development—letter 

name stage is the typical one, and morphological spellings mark the final stages 

(Treiman, R. & Bourassa, D. C., 2000).  

In addition, Treiman (1993) also finds that vowel substitutions account for a 

relatively high proportion of children’s vowel spellings. Children tend to replace one 

vowel with another that has similar phonetic properties to the correct vowel (e.g. 

furmer for farmer). Ehri et al. (1987) find that when children are asked to categorize 

vowel sounds in spoken words, the errors they make reflect choices of vowels that are 

adjacent on a phonological continuum—that is, a vowel is chosen that sounds similar 

to the spoken vowel. It is obvious that the subjects tend to replace a vowel with 

another which sounds similar to the target one. 

Based on the findings of the research on spelling errors committed by native 

children, Masterson and Crede (1999) observe a ten-year-old boy with academic 

problems and then offer an assessment and a designed intervention. To assess the 

boy’s spelling abilities, they conduct a series of tests including dictation—written 

spelling, writing in context, and recognition tasks. Through an error analysis, the 

errors patterns have been identified:  



 8

(1) Errors in sound/symbol correspondence: It refers to the occurrences of letter 

transpositions (e.g. girl as gril ), syllabic errors (e.g. craft as kacaft and 

bragged as badat), vowel omissions (e.g. cramped as ckpent), cluster 

reductions (e.g. scrape as sape and striped as sipte) and other error not 

following a straight left-to-right fashion (e.g. cheated as chteted).  

(2) Errors in short i and e distinction: It refers to the subject’s use of the two 

vowels interchangeably, without reliable recognition of short i and e words. 

(e.g. him as hem, hem, as him, signal as segnel, and tallest as tallist). 

(3) Errors in long e digraphs: It refers to subject’s inaccurate use of the various 

spellings of long e (e.g. ee, ea, ie, ei).  

In Lombardino, L. J. et al’s (1997) study on invented spellings of one hundred 

kindergarteners (aged 6-7), 10 invented spelling patterns and 21 response types have 

been identified as the children’s most frequently occurring spellings. Among them, 

there are 3 patterns concerning vowels: (1) consonant cluster reduction +/- vowel 

substitution ( ing => en in picking ), (2) vowel digraph reduction (oa => o in road, ee 

=> e in feet, peeked, ai => a in mail), (3) vowel substitution (e => a in step, dress, i 

=> e in chin, picking, u => o, a in junk).  

The two experiments mentioned above provide a more comprehensive set of 

spelling error patterns for identifying children’s errors.  

 

2.2 Spelling Errors Committed by Chinese Learners 

The analysis of spelling errors by Chinese learners in previous research focuses 

mainly on the studies of errors in English writings. Chiang T. H. (1981) and Chiang P. 

J. (1993) explore the errors in Chinese college and senior high school students’ 

English compositions. Both of them list spelling error as one of the lexical errors and 
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classify them by the following six causes: (1) formal similarity (e.g. 

communication/communitation2), (2) overgeneration (e.g. basic/basical), (3) inherent 

difficulty in English spelling system (e.g. guidance/guidence), (4) inaccurate 

pronunciation (fresh/flesh, uncle/ancle), (5) lack of practice, and (6) a slip of the pen 

(errors in performance due to negligence). They observe the relationship between 

spelling and pronunciation as they find inaccurate pronunciation to be a cause for 

spelling errors. However, they do not explain much about the reason why some words 

tend to be mispronounced.   

Later, Wang (1994) conducts a more comprehensive survey to inspect spelling 

errors on English vocabulary by Chinese junior high school students. She explores the 

errors through the data from a vocabulary translation test. In this test, students are 

asked to translate Chinese words into English equivalents. Wang (1994) finds five 

types of spelling errors:(1) substitution (one or more letters are substituted with others, 

e.g., rabbit/ ribbit, present/prasent), (2) omission (one or more letters are missing 

from the target words, e.g. bigger/biger, August/Augst), (3) transposition (one or 

more letters are misplaced, e.g. minute/miunte, first/frist), (4) addition (extra letter is 

added to the target word, e.g. October/Octorber, pencil/pencial, bench/beanch), and 

(5) combination of the above. Each error type is further divided into two groups of 

consonant and vowel according to the place where errors occur. After the exploration 

of the errors, Wang (1994) points out three prominent features in the error of vowel 

substitution: first, errors often occurs in non-stressed syllables; second, the substitute 

letter(s) and the target letter(s) are often pronounced the same or similarly; last, a 

target letter may be replaced by its phonetic symbol. And eight reasons are attributed 

to the vowel substitution: 

                                                 
2 The word in bold indicates the target word; the word in italics indicates misspelling. 
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(1) incorrect pronunciation, e.g. hospital/huspital, husband/hasband, 

bench/banch.  

(2) Inherent complexity in English sound-spelling correspondence (one 

pronunciation with more than one spellings or vice versa), e.g. doctor/docter, 

neighbor/neighber, neither/niether. 

(3) Reliance on visual memory, e.g. girl/gril, first/frist, hello/holle. 

(4) Formational configurations not being memorized (misapplication of rules), e.g. 

wore/weared, teaches/teachs, brought/brang. 

(5) Failure to remember minute details (punctuation and capitalization), e.g. 

Mrs./Mrs , Tuesday/tuesday. 

(6) Interference from other words (in sound or in meaning), e.g. quite/quiet, 

worm/warm, snack/snake, usually/often. 

(7) Interference from Chinese (confusion of meanings in English and in Chinese), 

e.g. can(能夠—be able to)/enough(夠--sufficient). 

(8) Insufficient practice. 

Wang (1994) finds there is a relationship between spelling and pronunciation, as 

she points out that the reasons (1), (2), and (4) contribute to the spelling errors. But no 

further analysis is conducted. Such a treatment does not explain much of the spelling 

errors; it seems to serve merely as a generalization to simplify the phenomena of 

misspelling. In fact, Wang (1994) mentions that many errors result from students’ 

incorrect pronunciation of the words in the first place. She recognizes the importance 

of pronunciation to spelling, but fails to further explain why some letters or words are 

susceptible to the substitution.  

 In short, from the researches presented above, the focus of the studies is mainly 

on the description of spelling errors, that is the form of the errors. And the real reason 
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for causing the errors is not offered yet. An in-depth analysis is still needed to locate 

the real problems in Chinese students’ spelling errors.  

 

2.3 Contrastive Analysis of English and Chinese Vowels 

Contrastive is a detailed and systematic comparison and contrast of the first 

language of the learners and the language to be learned. Points of similarity and 

difference between the two languages are identified in such analysis (Teng, 2002). 

Wardhaugh (1970) proposes two hypotheses of contrastive analysis: one is the strong 

version and the other is the weak. The strong version refers to predicting errors in 

language learning based on a contrastive analysis of the L1 and L2. That is to say, 

through the contrastive analysis, errors in language acquisition can be predicted and 

then be prevented as well if adequate instruction is provided. And the weak version 

asserts the explanatory power of the contrastive analysis on the study or learners’ 

errors. In this study, the weak version is adopted to examine the results of the 

experiment and submit a reasonable answer to the subjects’ errors. 

In general, vowels can be described by the tongue position (the tongue height 

and tongue advancement), the degree of constriction of the tongue (tense vs. lax 

vowels) and the shapes of lips (rounded vs. spread). The table below shows how 

English vowels are classified according to the three parameters (see Table 2.1 the 

English vowels). 
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Table 2.1: English Vowels 

Front Central Back  

Unrounded  Rounded 

Tense i  u High 

Lax I  U 

Tense e  o Mid 

Lax 
 

 
E 

´ 
√

 
ç 

Low    Lax Q a         A 
(adapted from Cipollone N., Keiser, S. H., & Vasishth S, 1998) 

Apart from the simple vowels in Table 2.1, there are three diphthongs in English, 

which are /aI/, /aU/, and /çI/. They consist of a vowel followed by a semi-vowel 

(glide), either /y/ or /w/. 

In Mandarin Chinese, there are seven simple vowels (Tse, 1998). They are also 

depicted in terms of tongue height, tongue advancement, and lip rounding. The 

vowels in brackets are rounded vowels as shown in Table 2.2 Mandarin Vowels.  

Table 2.2 Mandarin Vowels 

 Front Central Back 

High ㄧ-- i/ㄩ--(y)  ㄨ--(u) 

Mid ㄝ -- E  ㄜ-- ´ /ㄛ--(o) 

Low  ㄚ-- a  

(Based on Tse, 1998) 

Vowels in these two languages differ in many ways. First, they differ in tenseness 

(tense or lax). In English, there are pairs of vowels such as /i/ and /I/, /e/ and /E/, /u/ 

and /U/, and /o/ and /ç/. “The first vowel in each pair is often produced with greater 

tension of the tongue position than their counterparts and are often somewhat longer 

in duration.. These vowels can be distinguished from the shorter and less tense vowels 
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by the phonetic feature tense and lax” (Fromkin & Rodman, 1998). This distinctive 

feature--tenseness does not appear in Chinese vowels. Second, in English, the tense 

vowels /i/, /u/, /e/, and /o/ are often lengthened or diphthongized, especially before a 

final voiced consonant or in final position. The production of these vowels is 

accompanied with a glide /w/ or /y/, whereas the corresponding vowels in Mandarin 

are lack of the accompanying glide. This would cause Chinese speakers to say /E/ 

instead of /e/ in pronouncing face and delay. Third, the same phoneme shared by 

Mandarin and English is still different in pronunciation. For example, Mandarinㄨ

--(u) is pronounced with lips more closed and less rounded, more tense and less 

protruded than English /u/ (Lu, 1979). In addition, the Chinese /o/ is less rounded and 

shorter than the /o/ in English; consequently, when Chinese students make the English 

sound /o/, they do not round it well. The English /ç/ does not exist in Chinese. 

Learners may pronounce the /ç/ in English as if it were the Chinese /o/ sound. Last, 

English has quite a few vowels like /I/ , /Q/, and /U/ that do not exist in Mandarin. 

Chinese learners of English have to learn to distinguish between the two sounds of /I/ 

and /i/, because Chinese only has a tense vowel similar to the English /i/. Chinese also 

has only one high back rounded vowel /u/, while English has two, the tense /u/ and 

lax /U/. Therefore, Chinese students will have a hard time distinguishing English lax 

vowels from tense vowels. Besides, two other English vowels which are likely to 

confuse Chinese speakers are /Q/ and /E/ as in bad and bed respectively, since 

Chinese has only one low-mid front vowel,ㄝ(E), which is between these two in terms 
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of its position (Yu, 1996). 

To sum up, there is no /Q/, /I/, or /U/ in Chinese vowels, however there are some 

similar vowels with close pronunciation in Chinese. Due to this, Chinese students 

always get confused if they lack the awareness of the differences between the two 

phonetic language systems.  

Based on the above contrastive analysis of Chinese and English vowels, the most 

likely English phoneme pairs to confuse Chinese learners are: (1) /i/ and /I/, (2) /e/, 

/E/, and /Q/, (3) /U/ and /u/, which are listed in Table 2.3.  

Table 2.3 Comparison of Chinese and English vowels 

English 

Phoneme 

Approx. Chinese 

Phoneme 

i 

I 

 
i(ㄧ) 

 
e 

E 

Q 

 

E(ㄝ) 

u 

U 

 
u(ㄨ) 

(Based on Bright & McGregor, 1983) 

According to the table, it is very likely that Chinese learners may confuse English mid 

front phonemes /e/, /E/, and low front /Q/ for there is only one mid front phoneme 

E(ㄝ) in Chinese. Similar problems also happen to other English vowels mentioned 

earlier. 
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 With the above mentioned knowledge about the differences and similarities of 

the two phonetic systems, it is reasonable to conclude that there would be some 

difficulties Chinese students may encounter when dealing with the English vowels. 

Following are some studies concerning this issue. 

 

2.4 Difficulties for Chinese Speakers with English Vowels 

Quite a few studies focus on Chinese students’ performance in pronouncing 

English. In Teng’s (2002) investigation of Chinese subjects’ performance in the 

pronunciation of eight English tense and lax vowels, namely, /i/ and /I/, /e/ and /E/, /u/ 

and /U/ as well as /o/ and /ç/, subjects are found to show the tendency of frequently 

substituting the tense vowel with its corresponding lax vowel. Or they may borrow 

sounds from their native languages for the target vowels, either for the tense or the lax 

vowel in each pair. Besides, subjects tend to use prolonged lax vowels as the 

substitutes for tense vowels. All these indicate subjects’ unawareness of the contrast 

between tense and lax vowels in English. And these also reveal subjects’ unawareness 

of tenseness as the distinctive feature in English vowels. 

Chu (1997) studies on junior high school students’ pronunciation skill with a 

focus on their command of English spelling-sound correspondences. She observes the 

following common articulation errors the students make: 

(1) Mispronouncing vowel sound of low front /Q/, which is usually replaced by 

mid front /E/. Actually, the most common articulation error is the 

mispronunciation of the vowel sound /Q/. Pronouncing /Q/ as /e/ is also 

found but it is not as frequent. 

(2) Failing to distinguish the lax vowel /I/ and tense vowel /i/. 
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(3) Confusing the phoneme /√/ with /A/ when pronouncing the word study. 

(4) Mispronouncing vowel sound of front vowel /e/. A substantial number of 

students mispronounce late as let.  

Moreover, she also observes that some errors are related to students’ confusion of 

vowel letter with phonetic symbols. For instance, there are students who pronounce 

ride as /rid/, wrongly corresponding the letter i to the phoneme /i/. Similarly, subjects 

pronounce not as /not/, hot as /hot/ and move as /mov/ and pronounce letter a as /A/.  

She concludes that quite a few students are not aware that spelling patterns 

decide the phonetic values of single vowel letters. Many errors are caused by 

assigning a short sound to a letter when the spelling pattern requires a long vowel or 

vice versa.  

In addition, she notices that vowel digraph is also students’ weakness. Without 

the knowledge that the letter strings ou and oy stand for diphthongs, the students tend 

to pronounce each of the letter as the long sound of one of its component letter (i.e., 

pronouncing ou as /o/ or /u/; oy as /o/) This phenomenon demonstrates that many 

junior high students do not have sufficient knowledge of spelling-sound rules of 

vowel letters. 

According to the findings in the previous research, Chinese students’ difficulties 

in pronouncing English vowels are listed as follows: (1) Chinese students have a hard 

time differentiating the vowels of neighboring tongue positions. Therefore they tend 

to confuse /A/ and /√/, and especially, students prefer to use /E/ to replace the 

neighboring front vowels /e/ and /æ/. (2) Chinese students lack the awareness of 

tense/lax, therefore students confuse tense and lax vowels. Moreover, they tend to use 

short or lax vowels to replace their corresponding tense vowels. (3) Students tend to 
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confuse vowel letters with phonetic symbols, therefore they pronounce letter a as /A/. 

(4) Students do not really understand that spelling patterns decide the phonetic value 

of simple vowel letters. For instance, students are not fully aware that vowels in 

CVCe form are usually long vowels. 

 

2.5 Summary 

 With regard to spelling errors, many studies attribute mispronunciation as one of 

the main reasons to cause misspelling, but what is the deeply rooted cause for some 

letters to be more susceptible to misspelling than others is barely explored. Especially 

for the substitution of vowels, most studies just attribute the errors to 

mispronunciation.  

Still other researchers focus on the invented spellings by English native young 

children. They propose the stages of spelling development of children, in which letter 

name strategy is identified as a main basis for children to select letters to represent 

their sounds when spelling. This prevalent phenomenon of English native children can 

also account for the spelling errors made by Chinese speakers of English learners, 

especially in vowel substitution. 

 Moreover, to fully understand Chinese students’ difficulties in spelling errors, 

another track of research is also taken into consideration. It is the contrastive analysis 

of English and Chinese phonetic systems. By examining the differences and 

similarities between the two systems, many spelling errors are understandable and to 

some degree are predictable.  

 Finally, some studies on Chinese students’ difficulties in pronouncing English 

vowels are also reviewed to help understand students’ real problems in spelling. 

Based on the phonics instructions the students received, many of them tend to spell 
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words by the way they are pronounced. Therefore, it is believed that students’ 

pronunciation of English vowels plays a significant role in vowel substitution of 

spelling errors. 

  

 


