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Beginner lessons for Tones
Master Mandarin Tones for Effective Communication!

DEFINITION

Tones in Mandarin are variations in pitch that change the meaning of words. There are four main tones that beginners
must learn to pronounce correctly.

KEY CONCEPTS

First Tone

A high, level pitch that remains steady, like singing a note.
Second Tone

A rising pitch, similar to the intonation used when asking a
question.

Third Tone

A low, dipping pitch that first drops and then rises, like a roller
coaster.

Fourth Tone

A sharp, falling pitch, similar to giving a command or expressing
urgency.

Neutral Tone

A light, quick tone that has no specific pitch contour, often softer
than the other tones.

EXAMPLES

→ mā (妈 ) - mother
→ má (麻 ) - hemp
→ mǎ (马 ) - horse
→ mà (骂 ) - scold

MEMORY TIPS

★ Think of the first tone as a flat line, the
second as a rising balloon, the third as a
roller coaster, and the fourth as a falling
rock.
★ Use hand gestures to mimic the pitch
changes: flat hand for first, rising hand for
second, dipping hand for third, and a
downward motion for fourth.
★ Associate each tone with a familiar
word or phrase in your native language
that has a similar pitch pattern.

COMMON MISTAKES

✗ Confusing the second and third tones
due to their similar pitch patterns.
✗ Omitting the neutral tone when it
should be pronounced, leading to
misunderstandings.
✗ Mispronouncing the fourth tone as a
softer sound instead of a sharp drop.

QUICK RECAP

Mandarin tones are crucial for distinguishing word meanings. Remember the four main tones: high, rising, dipping, and falling.
Practice with examples to improve your pronunciation.
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