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Prefacé

With their long-standing history, tremendous vitality, singular writing
style, exceptional historical and cultural value as well as aesthetic value,
Chinese characters have always fascinated people from all over the world.
But to Western learners, Chinese characters seem like a majestic yet fear-
some tiger, who makes them shrink back in fear. For people who grew up
with an alphabet have to memorize each and every single one of those
square-shaped characters individually, an enormous challenge indeed. The
symposium “Hanzi Renzhi. How Western Learners Discover the World of
Written Chinese”, organized by Prof. Andreas Guder (School of Applied Lin-
guistics and Cultural Studies, University of Mainz, Germany), brought to-
gether more than 40 scholars from China, the USA, France, Germany, the
United Kingdom and Denmark, to discuss the role of cognition in the pro-
cess of learning Chinese characters, in a concerted effort to uncover the se-
cret of learning Chinese characters. I consider this effort a very worthy
one;much to my regret, I was otherwise tied up with business and thus not
able to take part in the conference. Yet, by asking me to write a preface for
this compilation, Prof. Guder enabled me to “participate” after all, and I
would like to use this opportunity to present my views on the learning of
Chinese characters.

So, are Chinese characters really difficult to learn? The answer is yes.
They are not easy to learn even for Chinese people, how hard must it be for
a Western learner who grew up with an alphabet! Yet, we cannot omit the
fact that Chinese children can acquire a basic reading ability within 4-5
years of learning, meaning that learning Chinese characters is by no means
impossible. With this kind of conviction one can have the confidence to
study Chinese characters. What Chinese learners can master, Western
learners should also be able to master, even if it obviously requires a bit of

patience and perseverance.
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Do Chinese characters follow certain rules? They do. If we analyze our
own experience in learning Chinese characters, we will easily see that the
symbols of Chinese characters as a means of recording language are of a
very systematic nature. Chinese characters can be divided into many differ-
ent subgraphemes (¥ # bdjidn). These subgraphemes can be combined in
various ways. Chinese characters have three dimensions, namely shape,
sound and meaning. Character shape is just one factor and we must not re-
volve about it only, as sound and meaning are ailso very important factors.
Many Chinese characters can be learned with the help of phonetic and se-
mantic components. There are many characters we have never seen before,
but the phonetic element can help us guess the pronunciation of a charac-
ter, and the semantic element can help us guess its meaning. Take, for ex-
ample, the character #f (pronounced fiJ, meaning “crucian carp”). The pho-
netic element {1 fi tells us that the pronunciation is fJ, and the semantic el-
ement # “fish” tells us that we are dealing with some kind of fish. Similarly,
the character #§ (pronounced: tdng, meaning “phoenix tree”) consists of the
phonetic element [f tong and the semantic element ﬂt‘;wood”, thus we know
we are dealing with some kind of tree named tong. Of course, this method is
not always accurate, because there are both ancient and modern charac-
ters, and some characters may have a different pronunciation and meaning
in different regions in the north and south of China. Nevertheless, it can be
said that learning Chinese characters is just like studying anything else:
You can draw inferences about other cases from one instance.

It is hard to sum up in one word what exactly it is that makes Chinese
characters so difficult to learn. In my opinion, for elementary learners, the
shape of Chinese characters is very weird, none of them seems too pleasing
to the eye, and many of them look very similar and are hard to distinguish
from one another, for example + and + or % and . The hardest part,
however, is that you need to memorize each and every single one of them.
Compared to the alphabetic writing, it will obviously take a lot more time to
store every single Chinese character in your mind. Memory becomes even

more difficult for adults. Furthermore, some Chinese characters also have
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different pronunciations. The character “”zhong, for example, can be read
as the level tone or the falling tone, in the word # E zhdénggué meaning
“China”, it is read as the level tone, whereas in ## zhongddn meaning “to
be hit by a bullet”, it is read as the falling tone. The character # can be
read as either chdng or zhong, for example, in the words E & chdngdié “to
overlap”and EZ zhongydo“important”. Thus the same character can be pro-
nounced in different ways. The third difficulty lies in the fact that there are
simplified and unsimplified forms of Chinese characters: & 4 1 tushdgudn
“library”, for example, is the simplified form of B & #%. Learners of Chinese
will always encounter with both simplified and unsimplified forms. Especially
Western learners sometimes start with the unsimplified character form, and
then switch to simplified characters at a later stage. The two writing sys-
tems definitely “add frost to the snow”, meaning they do not make learning
any easier. In addition, many people use pinyin to learn spoken Chinese.
This has led to different levels of written and spoken language acquisition:.
spoken language is easy and the writing system is hard to learn. Thus stu-
dents tend to learn spoken Chinese very well, giving up written Chinese
quite early. These are just a few of the arguments explaining why Chinese
characters are so difficult to learn. Inappropriate teaching methods can fur-
ther intensify these difficuities.

What are the problems in the cognition of Chinese characters? Chinese
elementary education is called 5 shi zi “knowing characters”, thus the
knowledge of written Chinese first of all means the ability to distinguish and
recognize characters. You need to know the characters in order to slowly
familiarize yourself with them until they become old acquaintances. The
second point comprises the recognition of rules and patterns. Once learners
have acquired a certain reading ability, they will become aware of the rules
and patterns Chinese characters are based on, and will understand how im-
portant the pictophonetic character system is for their studies and how it
can help Western learners in learning even more characters. Thirdly, there
is a very detailed and step-by-step learning progress. Written and spoken

fanguage should be learned simultaneously in order to kill two birds with
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one stone and to avoid the separation of written and spoken language. As a
fourth point, I consider it necessary to combine Chinese characters learning
with the studies of Chinese history and culture. Every Chinese character is a
relic of Chinese history and culture, and Chinese characters can help learn-
ers understand a lot about the history and culture of China. Thus, Chinese
characters learning is not as dull as ditch water. Furthermore, questions
such as: Why does the character for “peace” % consist of a woman in a
house? Why does the character & “family” show a pig in the house? Why
“beautiful” is a big sheep? Why is there a F“grain”in the character i “intel-
ligent”? What's the meaning of i in i 7 i etc., make the study of Chi-
nese characters a lot more interesting. Chinese characters are not only the
symbols that record the language;they also contain a lot of knowledge and
information about China. The fifth point regards the function of the picto-
phonetic character system in distinguishing and recognizing characters.
Statistics compiled by Prof. Wan Yexin show that from the Spring and Au-
tumn Period (770-476 B.C.) until today, most Chinese characters (about
80% ) are composed of the pictophonetic methods of word-formation. This
discovery has resolved many misconceptions we had in the past about the
nature of Chinese characters. Although, traditionally, there are six cate-
gories of Chinese characters, the function of the phonetic components must
not be made light of. Finally, the research on the cognition of the“families”
of Chinese characters: Most of the characters we are familiar with are not
isolated ones, they shere a certain component part of a “family”, for exam-
ple, “4 7 «if 7 “mm«gr «pn«frate, Every component forms its own family,
in which all characters are connected by a certain meaning, for example,
the component “ 1 .

T2 AN 13 AT AT AT AZ A 1 i L ASC e AR A R A7 4 BRAT P R R B AR B 4%

L AE 7 15 PR K A 0 1 00 1 R I MR A A A 4 i 1 R R A b

Among these characters, there will be quite a few we do not know, but
what we can deduct is that they all depict some kind of psychological activi-

ty or experience, the common semantic component links them all together.
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Chinese characters have a unique position within the context of Chinese
language. Some people even say that the most basic grammatical element
of the Chinese language is neither a morpheme nor a word but a character.
In Chinese, we always say “write a few characters”, but we hardly ever say
“write a few words”. The research on how to get to know Chinese charac-
ters is indeed very valuable and thus the research on the cognition of Chi-
nese characters is an important task that still lies ahead of us, and I hope
that, in the future, more scholars will turn their attention to the research on

the cognition of Chinese characters.

(Translation; Katrin Zimmermann and Andreas Guder)
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Eloquent but Blind
— The Problem of Reading Proficiency
in Chinese as a Foreign Language J

Peter Kupfer

Abstract Despite the impressive developments of Tea-
ching Chinese as a Foreign Language (TCFL) during the
past more than two decades, there are three main prob-
lems concerning the position of the Chinese language and
TCFL on a global scale: 1. Chinese as a “hermetic” lan-
guage; 2. Chinese as a highly demanding language; and
3. the exclusiveness of Chinese script. Therefore urgent
measures have to be taken to develop sinographemic di-
dactics as an integrated discipline of TCFL, like statistical
and analytical investigation of the systematism of Chinese
script for TCFL purposes, methods and types of process-
ing different kinds of Chinese texts by adult learners with
non-Chinese educational backgrounds, the role of influ-
ences and differences within cultural and educational tra-
ditions, background knowledge and previous information,
reading experience and automaticity in decoding etc., as
well as physical conditions, like brain activities, eye move-
ment, processing of faulty texts or non-standard script etc.
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Eloquent but Blind — The Problem of Reading Proficiency in
Chinese as a Foreign Language

1. RECENT DEVELOPMENTS AND NEW CHALLENGES IN
TEACHING CHINESE AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

In language i)olicies, as in her rapid political, economic and social develop-
ment, China has undergone remarkable changes recently. Since China’s opening
to the outside world in the 1980s, not only the exchange of information with the
rest of the world in all fields has expanded in an extraordinary manner, but also
the Chinese language itself has gradually achieved international recognition as
well as an upgraded position among the world languages. On the one hand, the
acquisition of foreign languages has become a matter of course among the
younger generation in China. On the other hand, Teaching Chinese as a Foreign
Language (TCFL) has become emancipated as an independent academic disci-
pline, and has unfolded a large range of activities and research projects while at
the same time establishing a complete network of institutions and scholarly ex-
change in China and around the world.

Especially since the beginning of the new millennium, the “Chinese fever”
(Hanyd-re) as it is called, is spreading all over the world — with the increasing
support of government and mass media in China. According to the latest statis-
tics, there are 30 million learners of Chinese in the world, and the number is ex-
pected to increase to 100 million in 2007. Just recently, too, at the end of July
2005, the Ministry of Education of the PRC and its administrative organ, the Na-
tional Office for Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language, abbreviated as Han-
ban, organized the first World Chinese Conference with an impressive opening
ceremony headed by prominent state leaders in the Great Hall of the People in
Beijing.

This is just one sign showing emphasized efforts by the Chinese government
to implement a Chinese language and culture policy on a global scale. In this
context, there are quite a few lately started programmes, which demonstrate Chi-
na’s determination to promote Chinese language teaching and learning around
the globe as, for instance, the implementation of the international standard profi-

ciency test, HSK (Hanyu Shuiping Kaoshi), and the annual worldwide competi-
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tion, Chinese Bridge, the enforced education and training of teachers of CFL in
China and abroad, a delegation of its own CFL teachers to universities in differ-
ent countries, the support of research and teaching material projects, as well as
conferences, and the setting-up of Confucius Institutes in many parts of the
world."

During the past twenty years or more, a dramatic change could also be ob-
served in the quality, targets and demands of Chinese language acquisition.
Whereas until the 1980s most of the beginners at Chinese language courses were
still motivated by an exotic fascination for language and culture, and in literary
studies, since the late 1990s the tendency for professional application and spe-
cialization among learners is something which prevails worldwide. Most of the
young people deciding to learn Chinese nowadays have a specific objective for
its later use in their future career, mostly in economics. They are no longer pri-
marily attracted by the philosophical, historical and literary aspects of the Chi-
nese language.

This inclination towards pragmatic demands in language acquisition and the
need to obtain more or less professional skills in Chinese in order to gain access
to the growing Chinese market has changed the worldwide TCFL situation fun-
damentally since the turn of the century. At the same time it has released a re-
markable increase in the standards and specialization of language skills demand-
ed in communication with China. This means that TCFL faces new challenges on
a global scale.””

The recognition of China as a global partner in all fields of human activity
and the growing role of the Chinese language in international communication,
directly provokes the question with regard to the present and future status of the

Chinese writing system within the globalisation processes. It could be that we in

(1) The recent developments of TCFL in the world have been widely spread in the Chinese mass media.
See for instance the two editorials in A & B % # MR (People’s Daily Overseas Edition) of April
2nd and June 16th,.2005.

(2] Kupfer (2001; 414-431) and (2004).



