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PREFACE

Although the history of Chinese lamguage can be traced back to the
second millennium in an unbroken tradition, the systematic study of its
grammar did not begin until the late nineteenth century. After the publi-
cation of the first Chinese grammar Ma Shi Wén Tong (55 X 3C i) by
Ma Jian Zhong (5 & 8 ) in 1898, Chinese linguists have never
stopped studying and debating on Chinese syntactic structures for over
one hundred years. Especially in recent decades, along with the develop-
ment of teaching Chinese as a foreign language, the questions on how to
teach foreign students Chinese grammar based on their acquisition fea-
tures have become a fast growing subfield of applied linguistics.

The aim of this book is to examine the relation between the teach-
ing of Chinese syntax and the acquisition process by adult learners in
order to establish a pedagogical system which would better reflect the
nature of Chinese language and better serve the purpose of teaching
Chinese grammar as a second language (1.2).

Since the development of teaching Chinese as a second language is
closely related to the theories in foreign language education, I have
attempted to conduct a comparative study on contemporary theories on
second language learning and their application to teaching practice in this
book. Five categories of which have been identified and examined. Due

to the data collected for current theoretical conclusions are mainly drawn
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from European languages , it is clear that a more accessible theory to the
practice of language teaching has to be complemented by a thorough
pedagogical research on different languages.

For this reason, I have tried to provide a Chinese linguistic back-
ground through a review of the features of Chinese syntax and three dif-
ferent syntactic analytic systems. A further study of pedagogical Chinese
syntax was conducted by investigating the teaching materials and meth-
ods introduced in three commonly used Chinese textbooks.

The major theme of this book is to identify adult learners’ acquisi-
tion features of Chinese syntax and the pedagogical principles for teach-
ing accordingly. To achieve this goal, the surveys were designed to
probe the learners’ acquisition process, and the analyses of the surveys
have been summarized into nine acquisition features by adult learners,
and nine pedagogical principles for the Chinese syntax teaching.

It is my hope that this book can build up a bridge to connect the
research on Chinese syntax and the practice of teaching Chinese as a [.2
from the pedagogical point of view.

During the course of preparing this book, I would like to express
my special thanks to Dr. Richard A. Demers of the University of Ari-
zona. His insight, erudition, experience, patience and fine sense of hu-
mor are absolutely essential in the development of my interest and my
thought. I would also like to thank Dr. Marie C. Chan, Dr. Ronald C.
Miao, and Dr. Feng-hsi Liu who have read the entire manuscript and
provided me with valuable comments. In addition, I would like to ac-
knowledge the Advisory Committee of the Department of Asian and
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Middle Eastern Languages and the professors at Western Michigan Uni-
versity for their inspiration and support. My sincere appreciation is also
to all the students for their enthusiastic participation in the studies. I
have a special feeling of gratitude to many students who have taken Chi-
nese classes with me at The Beijing Language and Culture University,
The University of Arizona, EASLI of Indiana University, and Western
Michigan University.

I am indebted to Sinolingua for its generous support. I am also for-
tunate to have Jia Yinhuai, Zhang Wangxi for their editorial advice.
However, none of the individuals or organizations mentioned above is in

any way responsible for the errors and general content of this book.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

The Chinese language, like other languages around the world, is
rule-governed behavior. Someone who knows Chinese must have the
knowledge of syntactic rules which is demonstrated by his competence
and performance. In other words, Chinese syntax is the network of sen-
tence structural rules by which a Chinese speaker can combine words to
form longer units of meaning accurately and systematically. However,
there are two basic ways to acquire the syntactic rules: one way is the in-
tuitive acquisition processes where learners do so without being given
rules and without having consciously analyzed what they are doing, such
as first language acquisition by children; the other way is the conscious
learning processes where learners follow given rules devised by language
teachers and linguists, such as occurs in second language learning by
adults. One of the fundamental problems in the area of teaching Chinese
as a second language is to discover the differences between these two
types of syntactic acquisition pr.ocesses. It is the intention of this book to
investigate how Chinese syntactic rules are acquired by adult learners,
and how they might best be taught based on the investigation and analy-
ses of students’ learning processes. This book will integrate different
approaches in syntactic analyses and syntactic teaching, especially those
related to teaching Chinese to English speaking adults, and work



towards a framework of Chinese pedagogical syntax. In doing so, the
discussion will focus on the syntactic acquisition process by adult learners
in terms of acquisition features, the influences from the native language,

and different teaching methods and learning strategies.

1.1 A Truly Foreign Syntactic System for English Speakers

According to the Modern Language Association (MLA) statistics
(Brod, 1988), the enrollment growth rate of Chinese language class is
one of the highest in the U.S. in recent years at the college level (with a
29 percent growth between 1983 and 1986), and more than likely this
rate will continue to increase in the future. However, Chinese language
is still one of the less commonly taught languages (LCTLs) in the
U.S., and enrollments in all of the LCTLs only constitute
approximately 5-8 percent of the total foreign language enroliments in
colleges and universities.

The above figures show that college students in the U. S., on the
one hand, are getting more and more interested in Chinese language for
political, economic and cultural reasons. On the other hand, most stu-
dents do not want to take Chinese because it is not only one of the
LCTLs, but also a truly foreign language for native English speakers.
Based on the degree of learning difficulty, the Foreign Service Institute
and the Defense Language Institute have divided various foreign lan-
guages into four categories (with 1 being the least difficult to 4 being the
most difficult). Chinese is ranked in category 4. This classification indi-



cates that Chinese is much harder for native English speakers to learn
when compared with the other foreign languages from category 1 to cate-
gory 3 (Category 1, the easiest, includes French, German, and Span-
ish; category 2, Greek, Hindi, Bulgarian; and category 3 Hebrew,
Russian, Turkish). In order to reach an adequate level of proficiency, as
determined by standardized proficiency tests, students studying Chinese
require 175 percent more time than those studying languages in category
1 (Walton, 1992).

Why does Chinese take so much time for English speakers to learn?
There are at least three reasons:

1) Chinese characters—a non-alphabetic writing system;

2) Different linguistic code, such as the syntactic system;

3) Different pragmatic usage of sentences in real life situations.
Clearly, Chinese syntax plays an important role in the teaching and
learning of Chinese as a second language, and is one of the main reasons
for the source of learning difficulties. As a truly foreign syntactic system
to English speakers, its features have been presented in the ways listed
below: First, the sentence structures have been either presented in the
tonal alphabet system (such as pinyin ), or in the Chinese writing sys-
tem (characters), both of which are entirely alien to English speakers.
In addition, the written forms are not related to spoken Chinese accord-
ing to the learner’s viewpoint when he or she compares Chinese with his
or her native language. Second, the system is different from English not
just in the sentence structures, but also in conceptual schemes. Third,

the usage of sentences for interpersonal and intercultural communication



is different from the usage in English. For most English speakers, the
differences between the Chinese syntactic system and the English one is
much greater than the differences among the Indo-European languages.
In other words, English speaking learners are more prepared to acquire a
syntactic system of another Indo-European language than Chinese, since
they are already members of an Indo-European culture and language and
have already been equipped with the framework of English syntactic
system which can serve as a universal grammar when they are learning
another Indo-European language. The Chinese syntactic system, howev-
er, is quite different from that of English. There is little in common
between two systems carried over from the learner’s knowledge and ex-
perience of his native language. When he or she starts to learn Chinese,
he or she lacks a great deal of background. Therefore, it is expected that
the teaching and learning strategies for Chinese syntax should be differ-
ent from that used for the teaching of Indo-European languages.

In order to ease adult learners’ difficulties in learning Chinese syn-
tax and speed up the whole learning process, it is important to find out
what the influences from a learner’s syntactic knowledge of his first lan-
guage are; how to describe the Chinese syntactic system to English
speakers; and how the system is acqﬁired, and what the best strategies

for teaching and learning are.

1.2 The Place of Teaching Syntax in 1.2 Acquisition

For nearly ten years in the past, the major argument in the field of
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teaching Chinese as a second language has been over “the proficiency
movement”. As a reaction to the emphasis on language proficiency, the
place of syntax in language instruction has been questioned or ignored.

Historically, the common practice in the field of foreign language
teaching had placed an almost exclusive emphasis on grammar, without
attention to the development of actual language skills. Learners were
taught the structure of the language instead of the ability to communicate
in the language. Due to the overemphasis on grammar, the controversy
surrounding the status of grammar has been raised in second language
pedagogy since the late 1970s.

It is almost universally agreed upon that the ultimate goal for learn-
ing a second language is to be able to use it in real life situations. Accord-
ing to this goal, some linguists claim that learners can learn how to
communicate by practicing communication, therefore, the “formal accu-
racy” in the beginning stages should be neither required nor expected
(Savignon, 1983). Under the influence and guidance of the proficiency
movement, Chinese curriculum, textbooks and tests have been developed
with the focus on what a learner can deal with in real life by using Chi-
nese. The learners are often asked to perform tasks, such as banking,
shopping, traveling, even at the beginning stage. As a result, the role of
syntactic teaching has been downplayed. Some adult learners are able to
use broken Chinese to perform tasks in a real life situations after a short
time of learning, but ultimately they are rarely able to get beyond the
survival level without acquiring a systematic infrastructure.

The proficiency-based approach has been a mainstream in the field



of teaching Chinese as a second language for over one decade, and it has
provided some pedagogical insights for many teachers. However, not all
of the Chinese teachers share the same opinions, and more and more
teachers and learners started to question this approach and its results.
Some of them still believe that “formal instruction in grammar can be
seen as one key element in producing expert language learners who will
develop the independent capacity to gather and assimilate information
and skills on their own through contact with native speakers” (Richard,
1993).

It is a fact that formal syntactic instruction cannot only provide
learners with a systematical infrastructure, but also prepare them for
further learning on their own. Grammar training and functional ap-
proach are not mutually exclusive, but mutually interdependent. In or-
der to be able to use the target language in real life situations, it requires
not only the skills for situational conversation, but also the competence
in the syntactic system. “It is extremely important that students become
familiar with the structural properties of languages other than English”
(Demers and Farmer, 1991:ix). The early emphasis on grammatical ac-
curacy tends to solve the problems of misunderstanding and misproducing
sentences in communication, and reduce survival-terminal cases among
many adult learners. This is especially the case, since Chinese syntax is a
truly foreign system for English speaking learners; it therefore requires
even more attention and formal training. It is important to have a com-
promise or integrated approach and establish a middle ground between

the two extremes. In other words, we need to balance the emphases on



