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PREFACE

A Modern Book of a Thousand Characters is a textbook for foreign learners of modern
Chinese to learn Chinese characters through intensive training.

“Intensive Character Recognition” is a traditional method for learning Chinese
characters. China’s ancient educators believed that extensive reading is not an effective way
to develop pupils’ reading ability in Chinese. They found that the number of individual
Chinese characters used in different combinations in writings is very limited, though there is
a vast accumulation of ancient literature and the total number of the characters in a book may
run into tens or hundreds of thousands. Therefore, they proposed to teach pupils a certain
number of Chinese characters through intensive training first, so that the task of learning
classical Chinese may be made easier and pupils may acquire a reading ability in a relatively
short period. The principle of “character recognition before reading” been established,
various kinds of textbooks on intensive character recognition were produced.

Among them, A Book of a Thousand Characters written by Zhou Xingsi during the
reign of Emperor Wu (Liang) in the North — South Dynasty (420 - 589 a.d.) may serve as
an exemplar. The author skillfully constructed 250 verses, four characters each, out of a
thousand characters of high frequency. Easy to understand, read aloud and memorize, this
small book achieved great success in developing pupils’ reading ability. It began to be widely
accepted in the Sui Dynasty (581 - 618 a.d.) and remained the most popular primer for
classical Chinese until the end of the Qing Dynasty (1644 - 1911 a.d.).

Since the May 4th Movement in 1919, classical Chinese has given place to the
vernacular as the medium of writing. Although in terms of style, classical Chinese and the
vernacular are quite different, they have one thing in common. That is they are both
composed of Chinese characters. Chinese characters remain the basic units of the writing
system, in other words. Thus in the teaching of modern Chinese, if we teach students a
certain number of Chinese characters of high frequency through intensive training first, we
will also achieve the aim of raising the students’ reading ability in a short period. The
principle of character recognition before reading and the method of intensive character
recognition, in my view, apply not only to the teaching of classical Chinese, but also to that
of modern Chinese; not only to the teaching of Chinese characters to native speakers, but also
to that to foreign learners. What is required is a suitable textbook on intensive character
recognition to different learners of modern Chineése.

At present a speech — writing synchronized method is employed in the teaching of
Chinese to foreign learners, i.e. what is learned in speech is learned in writing at the same
time. This is in fact a method for learning languages of alphabetic writing. But Chinese is
written in characters, including textbooks for oral lessons. It is impossible to teach reading,
and speaking for that matter, without a fair good knowledge on the part of the student of
Chinese characters first. That is why European and American students find Chinese difficult

3



to learn. On the other hand, this method does not allow students from Japan and Korea to
give full play to their knowledge of Chinese characters, which results in the slow — down of
their acquisition of Chinese.

To solve these problems, I wrote, on the model of A Book of a Thousand Characters,
A Modern Book of a Thousand Characters, taking into consideration the characteristics of
modern Chinese and the special difficulties of foreigners in learning Chinese characters.

The first draft of this textbook was completed in September 1994, and was put to use
subsequently. We separated the teaching of spoken language from that of written language.
In oral lessons, students used textbooks written in Pinyin. In reading lessons, following the
principle of character recognition before readiﬁg, we taught them the 50 sentences in A
Modern Book of a Thousand Characters before giving them short texts to read. The result
proved to be encouraging. Japanese and Korean students were able to acquire 1000 plus
Chinese characters of high frequency within 50 school days. And as they were exposed to
some 5000 words in the meantime, they were able to study short texts and newspaper
articles with no difficulty after that. As for students from other places, though they didn’t
do as well as those from Japan and Korea, they also welcomed this method as it greatly
reduced their difficulty in learning Chinese characters.

To improve one’ s speaking ability, one must not only speak and listen a lot, but also
read a lot to enlarge one’ s vocabulary. The acquisition of many Chinese characters in a
relatively short period, therefore, will also help students in their study of spoken Chinese.
At least they will find it easier to read the oral textbooks written in characters.

The plan of the book and how to use it.

1. In the book there are 50 sentences out of 1234 Chinese characters of high frequency,
known as The 50 Sentences of a Modern Book of a Thousand Characters. The sentences.
consisting of about 20 characters each, are all on topics of daily conversation. To help attain
the goal of learning Chinese characters through intensive training, they are easy to
understand, read aloud and memorize.

2. A sentence a lesson, there are 50 lessons in the book. If one studies a lesson a day,
then he will be able to finish the book in 50 days and learn the 1234 Chinese characters in it.
These characters are all frequently used in modern Chinese, making up over 90% of the
total In other words, if you know these characters you will have no problem in
understanding the greater part of modern Chinese.

3. Chinese characters have a capacity of forming new words layer after layer. Apart
from the sentence in each lesson, there is a section on word formation, showing the student
the possibilities of forming new words from the individual characters. In this way, we hope
to help the student to understand the meaning of the characters better, review the characters
learned before and enlarge his vocabulary. There are altogether over 3000 words and phrases
introduced in word formation sections. The student needs only to be able to recognize them,
he is not required to use them on his own.

4. To facilitate the students’ mastery of correct pronunciation and intonation, the
Chinese characters in this book are all transcribed in Pinyin, and tapes with the characters,
words and sentence in each lesson read by phoneticians are also available.

5. To enable students to understand the meaning of characters, words and sentences



better, there are English translations of them in the book. The characters and words related
to the sentence in each lesson are translated thereon. The English translation of the words
and phrases in word formation sections appear in Vocabulary, which together with the
English translation of the 50 sentences constitute the Appendixes to this book.

6. In order not to forget the old while learning the new, it is advisable for a student to
review all the sentences learned from the very begining every now and then.

7. To help students learn the complex forms of characters in the process of learning the
simplified, the complex form is provided alongside wherever applicable. This will be of great
use to Japanese and Korean students who have some knowledge of the complex forms.

The characters in this book have been chosen in consultation with
Table of Frequently Used Modern Chinese Characters published by State
Language Work Committee
Table of Frequently Used Chinese Characters written by the Department of

" Language Instruction Research, Beijing Language Institute
3650 Frequently Used Chinese Characters calculated by the famous philologist
Mr. T. K. Ann

The author would like to express his sincere gratitude to the senior scholars, colleagues

and students who provided him with great encouragement and support during the writing of
this book. ,

Zhang Pengpeng
Beijing
September, 1995
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1] — yi one
21 = ér two =+  twenty —six
3| = sin three =A March
4w si four
5| & wi five A5 five minutes
6| o< lit six
71 % qi seven
8] A ba eight
9 jia nine
10|+ shi ten
11|F [#] heo number, date, mark
12| A yué the moon, month
13| % nian  year
14| °F xid below, down
15 | 4 wi noon T4 afternoon
16| £ cha differ from, wrong, short of
chai  send on an errand
17 | % fén minute, divide, (measure word)
fén component
18| & [®] dian  drop, point, o’ clock 2283 four o’ clock
19| ¥ ban half, halfway
20 | f& ta he
21| ¥ dao arrive, up to
22| 4t béi north
23| ® jing  capital b= Beijing (Peking)
R =R NEE=ER A ASTFRA UK,
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12
13
14
15
16
17

18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

A
= A

E wang  king, (a surname)
% xian  earlier, before, first
% shéng give birth to, grow, %4 [ xiansheng] Mr., gentleman
-3 shi to be, correct, right
1% wéi (measure word), place
£} 3 fai not, wrong, abbr. for Africa
% chang often, ordinary E| X 3 very
Y] you to have, there is
% [#] ijing pass through
% [M&] yan examine £5 experience
5] de (a structural particle)
di target, bull’s — eye
# lao old, outdated
JF [#6] shi teacher 25 teacher
y:8 zdi to be at, in
X [id] zhe  this
JLU[R] ér child, son, (suffix) XL [zheér] here
# jido to teach
jido to teach, religion
E wo I, me
11 [4M] mén  (suffix) 41 we
¥ [ $] xué to study, learning
J[¥%] «x practice % 3 to study
M [#] xian  present, appear AR, modern times
A dai historical period, generation, take the place of
A [#%] han the Han nationality
& [&] yu language LE Chinese (language)

RE Fit KA
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1| 4w ra if, as, be as good as
2| R gud fruit, result o R if
3|1k ni you(singular)
41 A~ bu not, no
5| %o zhi to know, knowledge
6| ik dao road, to say, Taoism o il [ zhidao] to know
7 & shi food, eat sy mess hall, canteen
8| % tang  a hall for a specific purpose
9| e hé and
10 % can  food, to eat
11| /7 [#&] ting  hall X7 dining room
12 | AR fa clothes, to obey, to serve
13| % [(#] wa affair, to be engaged in
14| i [ A ] yuan a person engaged in some &R waiter
field of activity
15| *4 jido to shout, call
16 | 11 shén
171 4 [B] me (suffix) A what, which
18| & ming  name, title
19| F zi word AF [mingzi] name, title
20 | % jiu as soon as, at once
21| B [Ml] wén toask
221 # - ta she
23| & nin you( respectful )
24| (K] ogu expensive, valuable, your
25| # xing  surname, family name ##  May I ask your surname?
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1| % zhéng middle, in, abbr. for China

zhong  hit, fit exactly

2| B [B] guo country P & China

31 A rén man, person

4| # jié street

5{ L shang up, higher, mount, go to A L [jieshang] in the street

61 L [R] jian  tosee

71} dn mian  face, flour, side L& to meet

8| 4r da to hit, to make

9|48 zhdo  to beckon, to recruit
10 | ™ hi to breathe out, to shout irdg*¢  [da zhaohu] to say hello
n|€ [(#£] a to love, to like
12| % [#£] shuo to say, to explain
13 | F hao good, kind , 1+ hello

R héo like, be fond of
14| & xi happy, be fond of
15( 2k [#] huan merry .7 g to like
16 | #f na which, what . - R L [nar] where
17} & qu g0, to leave, of last year LterdE goto...
18 | a (word of mood) | :
19 | v¢, chi to eat
20| & [#&] fan meal
211 3 le (word of tense)

liao understand, end

221 %% [*%] ma (word of mood)
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