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PREFACE TO “AN INTENSIVE
COURSE OF PRACTICAL CHINESE”

by Lii Bisong

A good many foreigners complain the Chinese
language is very difficult to learn, and some go to the
length of saying that, of all the languages in the world,
Chinese is the most difficult language. This is, however:
really a misunderstanding. Actually, we cannot say with-
out distinction that one language is easy to learn and an-
other is not since whether it is easy or not depends pri-
marily on how one’s native language and the target
language he is to learn differ. The greater the difference
is, the harder one will fecl. Generally speaking, it is
easier to learn a language related to one’s native language
and harder to learn the one irrelated. Such is also the
case with study of the Chinese language. The Chinese
language is by no means the hardest to the learner as
compared with other languages that are not related to
his native language.

To begin with, Chinese pronunciation is not very
difficult. Regularity and economy are two distinctive
features of Chinese pronunciation.  In the common
specch, there are altogether 21 initials and more than 30
finals which can be combined to form 410 odd syllabic
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phonetic units, i.e. initial-and-final combinations which
stand for syllables. In other words, one may claim to
have mastered all the syllabic phonetic units in Chinese
if he has learned those 410 syllables, most of which have
proved not so difficult to most foreign learners. In the
common speech, there are four basic tones and the neutral
tone as well (quite a number of words take), which have
proved rather difficult to the majority of foreigners in
their studies. As tones are capable of differenciating
meanings of words, great attention has to be paid to them.
On the other hand, however, in order to speak idiomatic
Chinese, great efforts should also be made to learn the in-
tonations well. True, in speaking Chinese, foreigners
have problems with intonation, i.e. they speak Chinese
with a heavy foreign accent, but in most cases it produces
no effect at all on expressing themselves clearly when
they are engaged in social interaction as long as they pro-
nounce the sounds and tones properly.

Secondly, the fundamental grammar is not very
hard to learn. Like the speech sounds: Chinese grammar
has distinctive regularity and economy as its features.
In Chinese, there are in all no more than a hundred fun-
damental grammar points most of which are fairly easy
for foreigners to command. They will be able to carry out
everyday conversation with Chinese only in two or three
months’ concentrated study. Some grammar items, such
as the “ @ ” sentence, complements and various aspect
expressions, etc. may be rather troublesome, but they are
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only of a small number. The most difficult of all may be
the ditferent uses of the numerous function words and
syntactic changes in the context on which great efforts
are therefore to be made. Grammar items of this kind,
however, are of rare occurrence at the initial stage.

Like all the developed languages in the world, the
Chinese language is extremely rich in vocabulary, with
a large number of idioms, allusions, common sayings and
two-part allegorical sayings, but so far as the commonly
uscd words are concerned, the number is very limited.
The statistics taken by the Research Centre of Language
Teaching, Beijing Language Institute from a acorpus
of 1.8 million characters show that the frequent recur-
rence of the first 1,665 words counted at their frequent
order in the corpus comes to 80 per cent and that of the
first 4,138 words 90 per cent. This fact explains that one
will have not much difficulty in rcading books on general
topics il he learns 1,600 — 4,000 commonest words.

In learning Chinese, what troubles foreign learners
most is perhaps the Chinese characters: which seem to
them, as some put it, like pictures. To some extent this
is also a misunderstanding. As a matter of fact, Chinese
characters are also characterized by the distinctive regu-
larity and economy. The number of the basic strokes and
the rules of stroke-order is limited, and Chinese charac-
ters fall into two major categories: one-component
characters and compound characters. If one learns the
proper way of writing the basic strokes and the proper
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stroke-order of each character as well as some simple
one-component characters, he will find it easier to learn
and write the complicated one-component characters and
compound ones. Chinese characters are ideograms, with
many components indicating meanings, and most of them
are pictophonetic characters as well, with one component
indicating meaning and the other pronunciation. Once
one familiarizes himself with a certain number of them,
he will be in a position to learn more by way of “taking
the words literally” or ‘‘guessing the pronuncia-
tion of a character according to the pronunciation of its
phonetic component”. It is, however, not our hope that
foreign learners have just a specious understanding in
learning Chincse characters. But it is quite inevitable for
them to undergo such a stage in the course of their study,
and they are bound to understand and use them correctly
provided that they make a continuous effort. Numerous
as are the Chinese characters, everyday characters are of
only a limited quantity. In the aforesaid corpus merely
4,574 characters present themselves among which the
accumulative recurrence of the 1.000 ones that repeat
themselves more than 245 times reaches 91 per cent and
that of the 2,148 that occur over 30 timecs 99 per cent.
That is to say, if one learns 1,000 characters, he will have
not much difficulty in reading: and if one learns 2418,
readnig will come naturally to him. Besides, Chinese
characters are square-shaped, greatly differing from
languages using alphabctic scripts. At the first glance
they look rather complicated. Tt is, thereforc, quite

7



understandable that beginners have some fear of diffi-
culty in dealing with them, but, working at them hard
for only one or two months, they will come to know that
it is not so difficult to break down the barrier since, com-
pared with the written form of such language as English,
they are by no means the most difficult. True, the Eng-
lish alphabet is not large in number, consisting of 26 let-
ters only, but its word spelling does not always agree to
the pronunciation. Large quantitics of English words
need mechanically remembering one by one, and learners
will perhaps spend more time in memorizing them than
the Chinese characters. Moreover, Chinese characters
have another advantage over the written form of the Eng-
lish language, that is, much time can be saved when they
are learned. Reading materials in Chinese need less time
than reading those in alphabetic languages even if they
are of the same contents. (This partly results from the
terseness of the Chinese language.) There used to be a
view that the Chinese characters were not so good for
information transfer. With the development of modern
science and technology, however, such a view could be
expected to prove improper since, on the one hand, Chin-
ese characters take a smaller space in information trans-
fer and on the other hand, machines, like man, recognize
them more quickly than alphabetic writings.

To sum up, by saying that Chinese is not so hard to
learn T mean that it is easier in comparison with other
languages that are not related to the learner’s native
language, but not that one can have a good command of

8



Chinese without making an effort. As a matter of fact,
it is in no way an easy job to effortlessly master any for-
eign language. In learning a foreign language, including
Chinese, people without exception desire to do it well,
and that in the shortest posssible time. But hw? In my
opinion, first, students have not only to work hard but
to pay great attention to their method of study as well;
second, teahcers have to tcach in the proper way and can
never teach forcigners in the same way as that for thc
native speakers; third, good textbooks must be prepared.
In terms of textbooks, what are good ones in
our mind? In evaluating them, different people
may have different standards. But by my standards,
they must meet the following requirements: 1,
easier both for teachers to teach and for learners to learn;
2, clear in aim and practical in use, and 3, standard and
idiomatic in language and lively and attractive in content.

Going over “AN INTENSIVE COURSE OF
PRACTICAL CHINESE”, I feel its author has made
every cffort to meet the foregoing requirements in his
book, its features standing prominent. For example, while
most attention has been given to the contents which atre
arranged in such a logical way as to assure each of the
lessons is neither too easy nor too difficult, great care has
been taken to give prominence to the characteristics of
teaching Chinese as a foreign language: thus ensuring
nearly all of the texts are of great interest and attraction
to learners. These are a clear indication of the years’

rich experience of the author in language teaching and
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texthook compiling. So far as all these go, I say the text-
books compiled in the previous years cannot stand com-
parison with tiz present one.

It is at the author’s request, and my unshirkable
duty as well, that | have prefaced his new bock as above.

October 13, 1986

10



i i

GRAGSEFDOEIRADY, BANE S A E ST DGETI RS 1)
LAY R 3, It SE

KPBWHRE, RADEFIEBEMHEEAROTE, BENERZR
THEMETEDREH, RNXASE -Thesm B hRE—~E%
B, HRAGE_F/., BRMESGE-E,

AAIL TR, T IV EE A, VURATE B £,
2, WP, |ET--EHIBEIEE.

GRS RSy, 3 (— ) AMANE (E3ERE
—4 ), WHEMBEAFDDG; WX () ZARE, AEZER
Bl R

B CATTOR ) fBdk, A4AR BB 2 B0ER HANERE:
Ho BAVHEERBY B O DUEEIE/E T B A0 EH M, HHe0
AVEIE A, BFXTOMNE R S SR R Bl I ARt TR, 5
RIS S h Wi i VR R /NG

DUy, FUHE I I B E . RI1EE, IFA—
EBORF ARG I E, TEZIRLTHN e RE, k35
MOFREE o BT W ARSE 2R 05 00 RG22 3E, (HE DB AR
I 7 WAL S 52 R4 5T .

)RSy, BAERMIRSC TN, B KRERE, @i
EREIRG L IR GE T E 1 — R R Rk Ty s, M RR R 5 B
Mo BEAMBZHET —BE AT 5], PIRE— S EEEEL, &
SIS agEE, AR -R S8 B,

B DGR E 36 T, 1 R EFRO0R, 415607,

11



R E A AR B IET HCBF, €22 L RBIETIE
A, 7R,
HE
198648 B

12



THE AUTHOR’ S NOTES

AN INTENSIVE COURSE OF PRACTICAL CHINESE
is an elementary textbook for teaching foreign students modern
Chinesc as well as for those who wish to learn it by themselves.

This textbook has been prepared on the principle of combin-
ing functional item drills with grammar analysis, that is, priority
has been given both to the determination of the functional items
in the light of the most essential language items that learners
need in everyday life, and to the emphasis of one or two of the
grammatical phenomena that present themselves in the specific
functional item so that they could be happily combined into
a natural and organic whole.

This course, corsisting of 25 lessons, has a number of peo-
ple, both Chinese and foreigners, whose activities in China run
through the whole book, thus providing specific language situa-
tions in which standard, idiomatic modern Chinese in current
use is spoken.

The TEXT of each lesson is made up of two parts: Text
I and Text 2. The former consists of two dialogues (in the case
of revision lesson, however, only one is provided), their con-
tents completely limited to spoken Chinese in everyday life;
the latter mostly is about a funny story in a narrative style.

PHONETICS (included in Lessons 1 -—5) and GRAM-
MAR mainly dcal with the phonetics and grammar in each
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lesson. After making a due deletion and simplification of all
the granimar points necessary for an elementary course for fore-
ign beginners, the author has chosen 60 grammar items dealt
with in a way that best solves the specific difficulties that lear-
ners will surely meet with in the course of their study. The
revision lesson following each unit is a brief summary of the
grammar items that have been taught up to that point.

CHINESE CHARACTERS — A table of stroke-order of
the characters taught in each lesson is given at its end. The
author doesn’t consider it absolutely necessary that students
have to have a sound mastery of the characters and write them
skillfully while they are working on the lesson. Instead, the
teacher is allowed considerable leeway to adapt the character
writing to the needs of actural learners since they vary greatly
from place to place. Tt is suggested, however, that students
know and understand the characters correctly as soon as they
meet them both in and after class. Otherwise, they will pro-
bably fail to accomplish the exercise work properly all by them-
selves. *

EXERCISES — The various forms of exercises are devised
primarily for the text of each lesson. The question-and-ans-
wer drills aim at enabling the students to have a skillful mast-
ery of the various expressions indicated in the functional items
conceined and use them flexibly and readily. Besides, in view
of further consolidating the grammatical concepts and review-
ing the words already taught, some other forms of exercises are

also devised so that students could draw inferences about other
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