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“Learning Conversational Chinese through Movies”
~ Teaching Guide

| How this method was developed

In the early 1980s, we screened a Chinese movie for some foreign students. After screening
the movie, we asked them whether they understood it and how they found it. They said they under-
stood the movie and found it good. However, when we casually asked them to speak more specific-
ally about what they had watched, everyone kept quiet. That gave us an idea: Since movies com-
municate rich and vivid information to its audience, through language, music, colors, actions,
facial expressions, setting, plot, etc, wouldnt it be an excellent way to teach chinese in if we
could coach students to articulate what they have watched in a movie?

We therefore started collecting movie clips which we felt could be used as teaching materials.
At first, we collected over a hundred clips. Of these, we selected over ten to work on. Based on
the teaching needs identified, we designed a series of lesson plans, with a different focus for each
lesson. Teaching guides were developed to accompany each lesson plan. ¥

For the purpose of this publication, four movies/movie segments were further short listed from
the original list of over ten. They are: “Raining Night”, *‘He’s Named Xian” , “Stage Sisters”
(segment) ; and *“Women’s Sky” (an abridged version). In the early 1980s, Shanghai Film Studio
made a collection of six short films entitled “ Waves and Sand” using the top screenwriters, actors
and technicians. “Raining Night” and “He’s Named Xian” form part of that collection. * Stage
Sisters” is a representative piece of work by famous director, Xie Jin. Although this movie was set
in the distant past, the first 20 minutes of it, which is what we have selected for use, is highly
captivating. Unlike others, “Women’s sky” is a more modern light-hearted comedy about the lives
of air-hostesses. we have made an abridged version of it lasting about 50 minutes.

All the four selected movies/movie segments have exceptional photography, excellent acting,
and an interesting and captivating plot. With appropriate guidance by the teacher, studenis using
these materials have felt motivated to watch, 1o learn and to talk in chinese about the movie seg-

ments screened.
I The design of this set of materials

This set of materials aims to help students learn Chinese through watching, listening and

speaking the language. It is suitable for intermediate and advanced learners of conversational Chi-

@ In June 1994, The “Learning through watching, listening and speaking” teaching method started by Shi Shiqing, was giv-
en the Excellence in Teaching Award ( Third Grade) at a national event organized by the National Office for Teaching Chinese as For-
eign Language.
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nese (i e. those with HSK grading of 5 and above ). While designed to be used as material for
classroom teaching, it is also suitable for self-learning.

This set of materials offers an absolutely new and unique way of learning conversational chi-
nese. Unlike the traditional method of learning through * model essays ”, this method allows
students to learn through a variety of exercises involving watching a movie segment, listening to the
conversations, thinking about and recounting what they have watched. With appropriate guidance
from the teacher, students will overtime be able to describe what they have watched with increasing
detail, accuracy and completeness, and in a coherent and grammatical way. While the guide pro-
vides some explanation for selected words in the movie segment shown, students are encouraged to
use words from their existing vocabulary to describe what they have watched, and in so doing,
strengthen the connection between visual image and words. This differs from the traditional method
of literal translations.

The entire program can be completed in 12 - 18 months, based on 6 —8 hours of lessons per
week.

Our aim is for students to learn to give a complete, detailed, vivid, accurate and grammatical
recount of what they have watched, and thus strengthen their ability to express themselves in chj-
nese. Students should practise the use of non-basic sentence structures with multi-compound clauses
(mainly a compound with double-clauses and a compound with three-clauses in their narration ) .

This set of materials comprises the following

(1) audio-visual recording of selected movies/movie segments ;

(2) audio recording of selected movies/movie segments ;

(3) a student’s guide; and

(4) a teaching guide.

(1) Audio-visual materials

(1) Movie materials; These have heen segmented and/or edited based on teaching needs.

When segmenting the movie materials for different lessons, we ensured that the story content
per lesson was sufficiently self-contained. For example, when segmenting the first movie “ Raining
Night” , we had intentionally kept each segment short. As this will be the first time that students
will be exposed to this form of learning, more time will be needed at this stage to reflect on what has
been watched; more time will also be needed for the teacher to help students improve on their re-
count. The aim is for the students to be as detailed as possible in their narration. For the first mov-
le segment of “Raining Night” , the narration should include details about the dressing of the char-
acters and about the physical setting of the scene. For the second segment, over twenty actions can
be described. There is therefore a need to take two lessons to cover the movie “ Raining Night” .

Also, each movie segment must be interesting and have a certain degree of suspense and yet a
sense of continuity. Only then will the students be motivated to reflect on the movie content and be
enthusiastic to talk about it. For example, the movie segment of “ Stage Sisters” which is set in the

home of Mr Ni has been divided into three sub-segments. The first sub-segment ends with Teacher




Xing feeling very worried and helpless when he sees Yue Hong being teased by Mr Ni. The second
sub-segment shows Mr Ni’s sidekick confining Yue Hong in the Bi Sha Hall on the instruction of Mr
Ni. The third sub-segment shows Teacher Xing refusing to let Mr Ni keep Yue Hong in his home
despite threats from Mr Ni’s subordinate. Each sub-segment therefore keeps the students in suspense
thus capturing their interest lo continue watching the movie.

Another example of how we create a sense of suspense in the way we segment a movie clip can
be seen in the third segment of “ He’s Named Xian” , In this segment, Mr Qian intentionally steps on
a wallet dropped by a youngster; Mr Qian wants to keep the wallet for himself. As he does this,
someone taps on his shoulder. Mr Qian frightfully turns around to see who that may be. We end the
third segment of the movie here, without revealing the identity of the person who tapped Mr Qian’s
shoulder. Students are then asked to discuss how the story may develop. As the students enthusias-
tically talk about their respective views, learning will take place.

Due to copyright reasons, an abridged version of “Women’s Sky” is used. This version ex-
cludes parts of the original movie where the conversations are too fast or too complicated and not di-
rectly related to the main story line. We are quite pleased with this abridged version. As the editing
was done skillfully; the main story remains intact and there is hardly any trace that parts of the mov-
ie have been removed.

(ii) Audio recording

We recorded a sound track of “Raining Night”, *He’s Named Xian” , and excerpts of “Stage
Sisters” , capturing all the conversations, with accompanying music background. This recording
can serve as teaching material for listening classes, or as reference material for students preparing to

recount what they have watched.
(2) Text materials

The following are provided in the Teaching Guide:

(i) A complete collection of the actors’ lines;

(ii) Answers to the main questions for reflection;

(i1i) A write-up on the main story of each of the movie clips;

(iv) Teaching tips for reference;

(v) Each movie clip is accompanied by at least two sets of assessment questions;

(vi) Script for the sound track.

The Teaching Guide is student-friendly so as to allow students to also use it, for revision as

well as self-study.
Il How to use this set of materials

In order to achieve the desired learning objectives, please take note of the following areas .
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(1) Pay attention to all six elements of learning, namely, watching, listening , think-

ing, speaking, writing, and assessment.

(i) Watching . During each lesson, the students will first watch the selected movie segment
for the day, to gain a general understanding of its content. The movie is segmented based on the
story flow and thus some segments may be longer than others. The teacher may, depending on the
ability of the students, breakdown the longer segments into more manageable sub-segments.

(ii) Listening: The students should aim to understand fully the conversations in the movie seg-
ment. To facilitate that, they should strive to fill in the blanks in the “dictation” section of the
Students’ Guide.

(iii) Thinking: Students should be guided to answer questions listed for the corresponding
movie segment. They should consider various aspects of the movie segment, including time, ven-
ue, seiting, events, emotions and actions/ behaviors of the characters, etc. This thinking process
will help students better recount the movie segment watched accurately, clearly and vividly.

(iv) Speaking: The students should recount the movie segment in a coherent manner, while
not omitting any pertinent details.

(v) Writing: This supplements the “ speaking” element. There is limited time during the ac-
tual lesson for students to practise recounting the movie segment waiched. Getting the students to
write out the movie segment watched, as a piece of homework » will allow them to review the movie
segment in their mind, and practise expressing themselves in writing. Also, through their written
work , the teacher can assess their strengths and weaknesses, thus enabling the teacher to coach the
students more effectively. T is imperative, however, that the students orally recount the movie seg-
ment immediately after watching it in class, and not just read off their written account of the story.

(vi) Assessment: For assessment purposes, we recommend that the teacher let the students
watch a movie segment they have not watched before, and then get them to record on tape their ac-
count of what they watched. The students should recount the movie segment based on a set of ques-
tions to be provided. The students will also be given about ten words and 2 — 4 non-basic sentence
structures with a compound sentence which they are required to use in their recount. The students
are to be given half an hour for the recording. (This will give the students no time to first write out
the narration before recording it; therefore, they will have to speak as they think. ) The teacher
should then listen to the individual recordings. This is an objective method of assessment, as as-
sessment is based on how well one answers the set of questions, and one’s usage of the selected
words and non-basic sentence structures with compound sentences. (If the class size is large, the
alternative would be to get the students to write out their narration, as opposed to recording it. Yet
another alternative is as follows: (a) distribute list of questions to students; (b) show the selected
movie segment three times ; (¢) give students 5 minutes to reflect on what they have watched; (d)
select 3 -4 students to come to the front of the class to record their recount; (e) the teacher and the
other students together grade these 3 ~4 students. The students who speak first should be given bo-
nus points, as he/she has a more difficult task than those who speak later. For example, if there

are four selected students, the first to speak should be given 4 bonus points, while the second




should receive 3 bonus points. In this way, student involvement is encouraged. However, it would

mean the teacher must have a few more sets of assessment questions on hand. )
(2) The arrangement of lessons

(i) Let the students watch the selected movie segment once or twice. The teacher should
guide the students in understanding its content and the conversations therein. Thereafter, the
students should ;

* have a broad understanding of the content of the movie segment watched ;

+ fill in the blanks in the dictation section of the Student’s Guide ;

* practise applying the words used in the conversations of the movie segment watched.

(ii) The students should, keeping in mind the questions listed, watch the movie segment a-
gain once or twice. They should then:

* answer the questions listed (If the students are not comprehensive in their responses, the

teacher can show them the movie segment again. )

* learn and use words that accurately describe what happened in the movie segment watched,
using the listed questions as a guide.

(iii) The students should link together the answers to the listed questions, to form a coherent
and complete recount of the movie segment watched. (If necessary, the students may watch the
movie segment again, )

* The teacher should guide the students, where necessary, to comprehensively recount the
movie segment (If the movie segment is relatively long, different students can take turn to
recount parts of it, to form a complete coherent narration. )

» The students’ recount of the movie segment should be as detailed as possible.

- When recounting the movie segment, the students should be encouraged to practise the use
of non-basic sentence structures with compound sentences.

Note: (a) If the selected movie segment is relatively complicated, the teacher may divide it

into more manageable sub-segments.
(b) Answers to the listed questions can be found in the relevant section of the Teaching

10 Guide.

(3) The entire program consists of three stages

(i) Familiarization; This is the stage where the teacher will make an initial assessment of each
student’s command of the Chinese language, and where the students will be introduced to this new
method of learning a language. We expect this stage to last about 3 weeks. The movie selected for
this first stage of learning is “Raining Night”. Besides guiding the students in detailed observation
and accurate recounting of what they have watched , the teacher should also take note of the flow of
the students’ narration. In addition, attention should be paid to the students’ grammar and their use

of simple sentence structures, such as the use of “8” and “H§” and the position of an object when



