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Teaching Mandarin Chinese to the World
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1. General Survey of Mandarin Chinese

Mandarin Chinese has become one of the international languages, spoken and
used in a number of countries for a variety of reasons. Often it is the second language,
especially in the western countries. This paper wishes to investigate the trend of
Chinese teaching and learning around the world. Also, the project suggests some ideas
for how non-literary based Chinese teachers may become more proficient teachers

through pre-service training, in-service training and self-study.

1.1 Mandarin Chinese as the language of international communication

An international language is defined as the language which is used by people of
different nations to communicate with each other (Smith, 1983). In the last ten years
the use of Mandarin has increased significantly and today, it is probably one of the most
frequently used languages on TV, in video, pop songs and at international meetings.

It also becomes the main language of sports, international trade, the United
Nations and air and sea communication. The most important point is that it contains
more words than any other languages in the world and more people learn or attempt to

learn it than any other languages.



4

POEREIREE W F BT R (T)

Thus, the role and importance of Mandarin Chinese in the world today cannot
be considered as slight. It has become the common language among people who
come from different nations, and it is used in academic, industrial, business, religious,
cultural, social and government areas, instead of English.

As the number of non-native speakers of Mandarin Chinese is growing so quickly
and they are gradually accepting Mandarin Chinese as one of their daily languages,
rather than just a tool borrowed from others, the future of Mandarin Chinese is
becoming less controlled by native speakers, so Mandarin Chinese has become a
language belonging to those who use it, not only who take it as their mother tongue
(Quirk, 1995). It seems that Mandarin Chinese no longer belongs to its originators, but

has become the property of the world.

1.2 What is Standard Chinese?

The term “Standard Chinese” is valuable for many reasons, for example, it
provides a center for teaching in terms of grammar or lexis and it also unifies the great
differences of the language itself (Harmer, 1991).

According to Smith’s (1983) survey, a standard language is concerned with: the
existence of a large number of varieties of a language; different functions and used
for different varieties; the variable distribution, both geographically and socially, of
different varieties, and differing restrictions upon the co-occurrence of some elements
within language variations, social and professional attitudes towards particular varieties
(Smith, 1983:88).

Therefore, obviously Standard Chinese is just an ideal, and apparently there are
several varieties of Standard Chinese available to both native and non-native speakers.
Nowadays, the term “Standard Chinese” should be changed to International Chinese

because Chinese has become a tool of communication in coun{less human interactions.

1.3 The approaches to Mandarin Chinese correctness

There is a general agreement that all Chinese users are, at the same time, Chinese
learners whether they are native speakers who have acquired Chinese or non-native
speakers who are still acquiring Chinese.

That those who are brought up in a Chinese-speaking environment are likely to
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acquire greater proficiency in Chinese than those who are not is perhaps self-evident.
However, it does not necessarily follow that all of the former are more proficient
than all of the latter. If non-native speakers have higher motivation, better capacity,
wider experience or better education, and so on, they still can prevail over the native
speakers’ advantage. Davies gave a clear explanation:

Native speakers move from a position of insecurity to one of security, while non-
native speakers move in the reverse direction. Native Speakers, however defined, start
off seeking meaning: they learn the language offered them in order to gain the meaning
they seek. As they progress, the gain in meaning gives them greater and greater
security as they come through the medium of the first language (L1), to control their
environment. Non-native speaker, on the contrary, already have that control in their
L1. Their learning of the second language (L2) means that they must abandon the
security of their L1 to become less and security in the L2 as well as in their L1. (Davies,
1991:35-36)

Thus, although non-natives are handicapped in their command of Mandarin
Chinese, they have the potential to catch up with native speakers by constantly
practicing the four skills of grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, functions, and others,

in order to achieve Chinese language correctness.

2. The Non-Literary Based Chinese Teachers

Whether one is a literary or a non-literary based Chinese speaker, teaching a
language involves encountering and overcoming a number of problems which may be
said to be little general or specific, i.e., to the subject being taught. Some of the general
problems relate to teaching per se and are shared by all or other teachers regardless of their

teaching subject. These are briefly discussed here, the starting point of language teaching.

2.1 Language teaching in general

The language teaching profession has expressed an increasing desire to avail
itself of relevant findings and their applications. As a result, language teaching is
becoming an interdisciplinary field of psychologist, and representatives of other
related disciplines, new approaches to it have evolved. New material and aid have been

developed, and new learning environments created (Wenden and Rubin, 1987).

5
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Since language learning is a two-way street, teachers need a new approach to
language teaching. There are many factors which will influence the language teaching
methods. Valdman (1987:5-6) gave following seven most common factors: I ) There is
no single method that suits every program. II ) No method is adequate in scope for all
learners” personalities. III ) No single method is suitable for all teachers. IV ) Each method
has its own advantages. V ) The eclectic approach could make use of all previous methods.
VI ) It provides the accumulative effect of approaching the problem of language teaching
from different angles. VII ) It provides teachers with the stimulation of a new approach
from time to time to encourage them in reading, discussions with colleagues, and
classroom experimentation.

In short, language teaching should not only focus on the theoretical ideas but also

social demands and reality.

2.2 The role of the language teacher

Today, the teacher’s job is defined as being “to provide the best conditions for
learning. The teacher is a means to an end: an instrument to see that learning takes
place” (Byrne, 1976). However, teacher must be careful not to involve learners on
things they do not like. Learners do not like too much autonomy. So, nowadays,
teachers have to be multi-skilled in order to be a source of stability.

For subject teachers, language is the means and knowledge is the end. Even
for the non-subject teachers, i.e., those who tried to teach students skills rather than
knowledge. language is an important intermediary. Foreign language teachers, thus
become a special group because for them the foreign language brings the means and the
end together.

All Chinese language teachers, literary or non-literary based ones, are bound in
the indistinguishable situation of learning content and carrisr content. It could be said
that for students reaching classroom interaction is the Chinese learners’ content, while
grammar is the carrier content, in that grammar completely carries the message of real
communication. Good Chinese teachers are ready to change their activity and formal
way of teaching as the classroom requires, and the best Chinese teachers are able to

glide from one role to the other very quickly and skillfully.
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3. Mandarin Chinese Teacher-Learner

We all know that a fundamental condition for successful teaching is that the
teacher should be a permanent learner. Atkinson (1987) suggested that the teacher must
be capable of being more teachable than the apprentices. To put it simply, teachers
can engage in two kinds of learning activity, which are organized and autonomous
learning (Dickson, 1987). Organized learning means teachers training which includes
pre-service training and in-service training. On the other hand, self-study is continuous
initiated learning, and it is very flexible, so the teacher-learner can adapt her activity
to her own needs. Therefore, she carries full responsibility for her learning process

(Dickson, 1987).

3.1 Mandarin Chinese language improving approaches

The Mandarin Chinese language learning activity, like other languages learning,
is in three areas: language proficiency, language awareness and pedagogical skills
(Medgyes, 1986). Most non-literary based Chinese teachers seem to experience a
process called fossilization (Szesztay, 1992) whereby incorrect linguistic features
become a constant habit in the way we speak and write. Within a group of second
language learners, the degree of fossilization is decided by the duration of the social
and psychological distance between the learners and the target culture (Sheorey, 1986).
Since this process cannot be avoided, most non-literary based Chinese teachers are
generally eager to combat it.

The Chinese language class produces numerous situations which can elicit life-
like conversation. For example, when a teacher sees a sad student, she can ask what
happened to him. When a student arrives late, the teacher can inquire the reason for
his lateness, and so on. This kind of class management is more like real life than any
well-prepared communicative activities and provides the only opportunity for authentic

second language communication practice.

3.2 Being an ideal Mandarin Chinese teacher
Does a literary based Chinese teacher stand a better chance of being an ideal
Mandarin Chinese teacher? And, is it true that the more proficient Chinese speaker is a

more efficient Chinese teacher?

7
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Fluent non-literary based Chinese teachers reveal strategies (including the
retention of clear but distinct accents) that can help Chinese language learners to
cope with the target language. Also, non-literary based Chinese teachers have one
inestimable advantage over literary based Chinese teachers, particularly those who
have never learned a foreign language. They have actually learned the target language
as foreigners and have direct insight into and experience of the processes involved for
other non-native Mandarin Chinese speakers.

Strictly speaking, an ideal Mandarin Chinese teacher cannot be defined in a
single meaning; each ideal Mandarin Chinese teacher is ideal in his or her own way,
and therefore, is so different from the others, that is to say, one can only become an
ideal Mandarin Chinese teacher on his or her own terms. Because there are too many
varied conditions to consider in Chinese language teaching, the ideal Mandarin Chinese
teacher can be generally described as a person who has reached the proficiency in
Mandarin Chinese. Thus, one of the most important duties for non-literary based
Chinese teachers in becoming professional is that they have to improve their command

of Mandarin Chinese.

4. Conclusion

Although the wide-spread use of Mandarin Chinese has made it an international
language, speaking Mandarin does not mean that one has to behave like Chinese or
Chinese-speaking people. Nobody requires those members who use Mandarin Chinese
to become more like native Chinese speakers in their life style. There are many varieties
of Chinese and non-native speakers do not need to act as a Chinese, a Taiwanese or a
Cantonese. Being a native speaker of Mandarin Chinese does not necessarily guarantee
an absence of communication problems even in international communication settings.
Technical language is often required.

The future growth of the use of Mandarin Chinese seems to be assured if the
students of today retain the same opinions as those who have gone before them. They
will use Mandarin Chinese more often and will have their children learn it, too. It is
safe to predict that the status of Mandarin Chinese as a world language continues to
rise. This increase in the use of Mandarin Chinese inevitably leads to the issue of which
kind of Mandarin Chinese should be learned. There is no doubt that Mandarin Chinese

is the center of stars for the next century.
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