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English Writing
and
Chinese Writing

vill show you:

+~ what makes “good writing”;
+~ people write in different ways;

¢/ English writing differs from Chinese writing:

® in directness;
¥ in sentence and word variety ;
& in use of connectives;

¢~ how to learn English writing.
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There is nothing more difficult than sitting down in front of a blank piece of white
paper, knowing that you have to write an essay and figuring out, right there, what
to say. It is even more difficult when you have to do it in a foreign language, say,
in English, rather than in Chinese, your native tongue. In fact, it has been
discovered that, on those occasions where Chinese English learners do sit down in
front of that blank page and successfully manage to fill it with well written great
ideas, it is usually the result of a great deal of work to unlearn (= make an effort
to forget) much of what they have been taught about “good Chinese writing”.

This chapter, therefore, will help you gain a quick understanding of major aspects
in which English writing differs from Chinese writing. Suggestions will also be
made to you, writing beginners of English as a foreign language (EFL). However,
we will begin with some common features of “good writing” in general, since you
will definitely benefit from them if you know what they are.

y 3 4 Common Features of “Good Writing”

English writing is different from Chinese writing, but this does not mean they
have nothing in common. As a matter of fact, some basic principles in writing are
universal to all languages.

First, writers of all languages make a point in their work. They write to
communicate, to argue, to explain, to describe, or to narrate. Whatever they are
writing about, they have a purpose or a central idea. In some languages, such as
Chinese and Japanese, this central idea tends to be implied, but in others, such as
English, it is clearly expressed in most cases. Explicit or implicit, it is always there
in a paragraph or an essay.
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Activity 1.1

Directions: Go over the following paragraphs, one in English and the other in
Chinese, and decide which sentence in each paragraph expresses the

author’s main idea. Write your answer on the space provided .

i A

Good-bye, Tony

(11 have decided not to go out with Tony. (2)First of all, he was late for our first date.
(3)He said that he would be at my house by 8:30, but he did not arrive until 9.20. (4)
Second, he was bossy. (5)He told me that it would be too late to go to the new Steven
Martin movie | wanted to see, and that we would go to a new horror movie, instead. (6)
| told him that | did not like gruesome movies, but he said that | could shut my eyes
during the gory parts. (7)Only because it was the first date did | let him have his way.
(8)What he did after the movie angered me most of all. (9)Rather than suggesting a
hamburger or a drink, he proposed we go right home, simply because he was not happy
about the movie. (10)When he left me, | said: “good-bye, Tony”, in a friendly enough
way, but in head | thought, “Good-bye forever, Tony.”

Sentence expresses the main idea of the passage. This idea is why the writer
plans not to

(D F] 2007 4F, b A ¥ E Py A4 7= S K % 8] 7,500 96, (2) X — H AR I95E
W& E R HERRZ N LR SR E R CEFR. QORI RK KT
HPORYE AE R EERE, M E S THYKROLE. DOFE, FEANEE R
SR (DIBRILZ S, 2 T 1k A MR 55 PETS 2% A3 5 8 R B2 I 28 th & K
B, (6) F—HITE IR B R 0 32 T I 00 A 0% 4 T A 0 T T 5 ok [ 5% 1Y
Ak—FE,

Sentence expresses the main idea of the passage. This idea is
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Second, if you want to communicate effeétively with readers, you must support
your idea. You must provide solid evidence for your point. Think of your readers
as reasonable people. They will not take your views on faith, but they are willing
to accept what you say as long as you support it. Therefore, remember to support
any statement that you make with specific evidence.

Activity 1.2

Directions: Go over the above English paragraph in Activity 1.1 again and see how the

writer support his/her main idea. Write your answer on the space provided
or indicate it by checking the corresponding box .

1. How many supports does the writer provide in Paragraph A?
[ ] One. [] Two. [ ] Three. [ ] Four.
2. These supports are:
1) He was late for their first date.

2)

3)

Finally, writers organize and connect the specific evidence. By doing so, they are
‘being reasonable and persuasive. Remember that a paragraph or an essay is more
than a group of grammatical sentences; it needs to be well-organized so as to be
reasonable and convincing.

Activity 1.3

Directions: Identify the signal words used in the above English paragraph that explains
the reasons why the writer plans not to go out with Tony. Write your

answers on the space provided .

1. The first signal word: first of all

2. The second signal word:

3. The third signal word:
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7.2 Cultural Differences in Writing

While there are principles common to all good writing, a more important thing
you have to know about English writing before you actually write in English,
whether a paragraph, a letter or an essay, is that different cultures have different
ideas about what constitutes “good writing”. For example, a business letter in
Chinese is vastly different in structure and rhetoric from a similar letter in
English. It has also been found that Chinese essays often contain materials that
would seem excessive or unnecessary to a reader of English. Therefore, the most
important thing you have to know when you learn to write in English is that native
speakers of English have different ideas from us Chinese about “good writing”.

What is considered “good” Chinese writing, therefore, is not necessarily “good”
writing according to the English writing conventions. When writing an English
essay, you should be aware of certain writing conventions that most native
English readers and writers take for granted. You should understand that these
conventions are not rules that you have to follow at all costs; rather, they reflect
an English reader’s expectations. If you fail to meet these expectations, the reader
will be confused, and your essay will not hit the mark.

Before we go on to the differences between English and Chinese writing, we shall

take some time to think about the following questions or, as you are encouraged to
do throughout this course, to discuss it with your partner(s).

Activity 1.4 ,

Directions: Which of the following may be one of the reasons why people in the world

have different views about “ good writing”? Indicate your answer by

checking the box .

1. People have different writing traditions.
(] Yes. [ ] No.
2. They have different views toward “self”.
[] Yes. [] No.
3. Different cultures have different writer-reader relationships.
[] Yes. [ ] No.
4. Writing has different functions in different societies.
[] Yes. [] No.
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5. People have different cultural backgrounds.
[] Yes. ] No.

6. The written language is different from the spoken language.
[] Yes. ] No.

7.3 English Writing vs. Chinese Writing

A lot of research has been conducted to unveil the ways in which Chinese writing
differs from its English counterpart. The following are some of the important
differences discovered, which Chinese beginners of English writing can never

afford to ignore.

First of all, Chinese writers tend to be “indirect”, while Anglo-Americans are
found to be more “direct”. “Indirect” means that Chinese writers do not always
follow a linear pattern of placing a thesis statement, a sentence that expresses the
central idea of an essay, in the introductory paragraph, followed by supporting
paragraphs and a concluding paragraph. Instead, Chinese writers often express
their purpose or central idea when they are finishing an essay, that is, in the last
paragraph.

An example of this “indirect” Chinese way of writing is presented below. This is a
translation of a letter of request written by a Chinese listener to the China Service
of Radio Australia (kirkpatrick, 2000).

Respected Radio Australia producers,

| have been a loyal listener to Radio Australia’s English teaching programmes and to |
“Songs You Like” for several years. | consider both programmes extremely well

produced.

Let me describe myself a litfle: | am a middle school student. | am eighteen and my
home is in X, a small border city. The cultural life really isn’t too bad. Because | like
studying English, | follow those programmes closely. But because the Central |
Broadcasting Station’s English programmes are rather abstruse, they are not really |
suitable for me and therefore | get all my practice in listening comprehension from

Radio Australia’s English programmes. This practice has been of great benefit. As ||

progress, step by step through the course, | am keenly aware that not having the teaching |
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materials presents several difficulties. Because of that, | am taking time to write this letter|
to you, in the hope that | can obtain a set of Radio Australia’s English programmes’|

teaching materials. Please let me know the cost of the materials.

In addition, | hope to obtain a Radio Australia calendar. Wish Radio Australia’s MSC

programmes even more inferesting.
Listener X

(date)

The letter above represents “good writing” in the Chinese sense, but when
English speakers read it, they might feel a bit upset and ask themselves something
like: “When is she going to get to the point?” One of the reasons is that the letter
seems “hopelessly indirect” to the Australian eyes: it gets to the point only at the
very end.

If the letter were written by a native speaker of English, it would have been
something like the following.

Dear Radio Australia,

| would be very grateful if you would be kind enough to send me the teaching materials |
of your excellent English language teaching programmes. | am learning English from|

your programmes but | am finding it difficult without the materials.

I would also be very grateful if you would be kind enough to send me a Radio Australial|

calendar.

Yours sincerely,
KX

Activity 1.5

Directions: Go over the above two letters again, and then decide what makes the first
one “indirect” to native speakers of English? Discuss with your partner (s)
before checking the box .

1. The author writes things that seem to be unrelated to his/her purpose of writing the
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letter.
[] Yes. [ ] No.
2. The author does not express his/her intention of writing the letter in the first
paragraph.
. [] Yes. [ ] No.
3. The author puts the date of writing at the end.
[] Yes. [] No.
4. The author explains the reasons why he/she needs the teaching materials and the
calendar.
[] Yes. [] No.
5. The author does not include his/her postal address.
[] Yes. [ ] No.
6. The author introduces himself/herself in the letter.
[] Yes. [ ] No.

The indirectness of Chinese writing can also be seen in the structure of the
paragraph. In English paragraph writing, a paragraph often begins with a topic
sentence, followed by supporting sentences and, sometimes, a concluding
sentence. A topic sentence is a sentence which states the main idea of a
paragraph. However, when writing in Chinese, we do not necessarily start a
paragraph with such a general sentence. We will explain the structures of English
paragraphs in Chapters 4, 6, 7, 8, and 9, but at present you may have some idea of
the differences between English and Chinese paragraphs by discussing the
following questions with your partner(s).

Activity 1.6

Directions: Chinese writing beginners are often advised to kaimenjianshan (write on a

subject directly without beating around the bush ). Indicate your
understanding of this strategy of writing by checking the box .

1. The first paragraph should not contain sentences which are unrelated to the topic.
[] Yes. [ ] No.
2. The first sentence of the first paragraph should indicate the topic of the whole essay.
[] Yes. [] No.
3. The first paragraph should always include a sentence which expresses the central idea
of the essay.

[] Yes. ] No.
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4. The first sentence of a paragraph should express the main idea of the paragraph.
[] Yes. [ ] No.

5. The last paragraph should not restate the central idea of the essay.
[] Yes. [] No.

Activity 1.7 |

Directions: Go over the following passage, and then explain why it is possibly a

translated paragraph from a Chinese one. Indicate your answer by checking
the box.

It is reported that currently 25 millions people in countries other than China are
learning the Chinese language and culture and that 2,100 universities in 85
countries offer courses of Chinese as a foreign language. In the United States
alone, over 80 universities offer degree programs in Chinese and more than 700
universities teach Chinese as a second language. The numbers are on the
increase as people are becoming more and more interested in the Chinese
language and culture. There is every evidence that a worldwide craze in learning
the language is rising.

1. The paragraph primarily discusses learning of the Chinese language and the Chinese
culture.
[] Yes. [] No.
2. It has no topic sentence.
[] Yes. (] No.
3. The paragraph expresses the main idea at the end.
[] Yes. (] No.
4. It has only four sentences.
[] Yes. [ ] No.
5. The sentences are too long.

[] Yes. [J No.

Another difference between English and Chinese writing lies in sentence and
word variety. While both languages make use of repetition in sentence structure
and word choice, it seems that more variety is expected of English writers than
Chinese ones. For one thing, English writers are often encouraged to use a variety
of sentence types. This means that grammatically correct sentences are not
necessarily “effective” sentences in writing. In other words, some options will



