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PREFACE

At a gathering of university teachers of Chinese language, a teacher, unsure
of himself, casually and hesitantly aired an idea about publishing a book on
teaching and learning of Chinese in an international context such as Australia.
To his surprise, his idea started an earnest discussion.

There was an agreement among us that this would be a good opportunity for
each of the contributors to reflect on our work as a teacher, and each of us could
concentrate on one issue or aspect of Chinese teaching. Teachers at this
gathering were mostly experienced teachers of Chinese. Some of us have been in
the profession for a long time and some have been teaching Chinese for almost
30 years. It is time for us to look back at what we have been doing.

We hope this book is of some interest to people who teach Chinese, people
who are training to be teachers of Chinese and people who would like to be
teachers of Chinese in the international contexts.

This book contains fourteen articles on topics of a fairly wide range, from
ecology of Chinese teaching and learning in an international context, creation of
a productive learning environment and pedagogical re-imagining, to language
class students placement, classroom language use and emotions in Chinese
language learning, to culture and cinema in teaching Chinese, to teaching tones,
Chinese characters and syntax, and to interpreting and translating as part of
Chinese learning.

The process of writing this book has been a pleasant one of cooperation
among contributors. Chapters in this book have all gone through a blind review
process, in which every contributor has reviewed one or two chapters written by
other contributors. We would like to acknowledge the effort and hard work
every contributor has put into writing and reviewing chapters of this book.

We would like to thank Shanghai Jiao Tong University Press for publishing
this book, and to Xin Yan of the Press who has overseen the publishing process
of this book.

Guogiang Liu, Shaoming Zhou and Hui Xu
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Teaching Chinese in an International Context

Guoqiang Liu and Fengqi Qian

Abstract: The beginning of the new millennium ushered in a period of boom
as far as learning and teaching of Chinese language is concerned. This article
examines some issues encountered in various areas in the Chinese language
teaching and learning ecology of Australia, which is an international context for
the teaching and learning of Chinese in an environment where the Chinese
language evolved from a community language to a language of acquisition in the
formal education. Categorisation of Chinese learners in Australia is far from
being able to provide an accurate picture of what types of learners they are,
because categories are by nature loosely defined; but generally there are three
groups of learners: second language learners, background speakers and native
speakers. In the area of language education planning, there is a need to address
the challenge of learning Chinese characters and its resulting disincentive effect
for learners from European language backgrounds, and a lack of continuity in
the transition from primary school to secondary school curriculum and subject
offerings. At the university level, grouping of different types of learners in
classes need to be improved so that each type of students can feel encouraged to
learn Chinese and be able to learn it more effectively; intensive in-country
Chinese programs of different models are invaluable to participants in terms of
learning the language while living among native speakers of the target language
and expanding their horizon in their personal development in a new culture; and
recently needs of international students from Chinese backgrounds had to be
included in course design and teaching. Chinese has become an international
language given the great number of speakers in almost every corner of the
world, and in this context, effective Chinese teaching and learning should be

focused on localisation of teaching, including textbooks and other teaching
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materials, so that learners can consider Chinese more relevant to them and they
can live the language.
Keywords: Chinese language education; language policy and planning;

internalisation and localisation; learner categories; language maintenance

1. Introduction

The beginning of the new millennium ushered in a period of boom as far as
learning and teaching of Chinese language is concerned. Rapid economic
development in China ignited an intense and worldwide interest in China in
understanding this country, its culture and its people. As a result, people around
the world became keen on learning the Chinese language. and schools and
universities started to offer Chinese courses to meet this demand. Australia was
no exception. This contrasted a situation in which the numbers of learners of
other languages were declining in Australia, such as Indonesian and some
European languages. This article examines some issues encountered in various
areas in the Chinese language teaching and learning ecology of Australia, which
is an international context for the teaching and learning of Chinese in an
environment where Chinese is a community language and in fact a foreign
language to some learners who speak English as their first language with no or
very little contact with Chinese. Specifically, it will look at the backdrop of
language policy and planning (LPP) of Chinese teaching in Australia, challenges
in internationalisation and localisation of Chinese teaching, the types of learners
of the Chinese language in Australia, issues relating to Chinese language

education planning, and Chinese teaching at the university level.

2. The Backdrop of Language Policy and Planning

From the mid-1980s, Australia started a process of ambitious and explicit
language policy making, which was unusual among English-speaking countries
for whom the dominant position of English in the world acts as a brake or
disincentive against large-scale investments in second language education. More
like a global “basic skill” than a foreign language (Graddol, 2006) . English has
been expanding as a global language. This status represents a constraint on the
widespread commitment to language planning involving teaching of several

languages. An analysis of the European pattern of bilingual and multilingual
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1 Teaching Chinese in an International Context

proficiency drawn from the regular assessments of multiple language skills
conducted by the European Commission as part of the Euro-barometer studies
(Lo Bianco, 2001) manifests this clearly.

Australia is uniquely located in geography, its population size is small, and
economically it has been increasingly dependent on non-English speaking Asian
countries. Therefore, Australian public policy came to an appreciation of
cultural, linguistic and educational consequences of the burgeoning economic
growth of Asia much earlier than European and American countries ( ASC,
1988). Australia increasingly sourced immigrants from Asia, the bulk of its
inbound tourism also came from newly prosperous Asian countries, and it
needed to negotiate its geo-political security with its Asian neighbours. During
that time Australian public officials started to talk of Asia as “the region”, or
“our region” (Garnaut, 1989) and there were narratives whether and how
Australia could be described as an “Asian nation” (Fitzgerald, 1997).

The combined and cumulative effect of these political, economic and
demographic forces led to a kind of national cultural makeover. The effects and
policies leaning to closer ties with Asia did not necessarily mean cultural or
demographic Asianisation, and an important movement in favour of this
consequence emerged. Its education version, often referred to as “Asia-literacy”
(meaning “development of a knowledge about Asia”), often featured in a series
of strategic policy reports (ALLC, 1994; Lo Bianco, 2004), and those leading
the charge included key national figures from the areas of diplomacy, trade,
security and politics. Different from other language planning movements in
Australia’s recent LPP history, the move to strongly favour and provide strong
finance support to Asian languages and studies in preference to others was top-
down and elite-led (Lo Bianco and Wickert, 2001). It should be noted that there
was not much opposition to these language education-planning changes during
the mid to late 1990s, although the broader policy of integration with Asia met
with strong opposition in Australia.

It is obvious that the mainstreaming and prioritization of Asian language
studies were seen widely as a useful skill supporting the national interest.
However, the collective effect was the adoption of nation-changing principles,
from 1994 to 2002, delivered by a rare level of cooperation and shared vision
among state and national governments, accompanied by a push to identify
strongly with regional institutions. By finding an instrumental rationale for the
mass teaching of second languages, the Asian languages experience of Australia,

o 3
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with its successes and failures, is an instructive case study in acquisition language
education planning. In a short period of time, key Asian languages, which were
marginal in education provision, became the most widely taught second or
foreign languages at all levels of education, replacing the European languages
which had been historically dominant in education. At one stage, Australia
recorded the highest levels of Japanese teaching of any country in the world
(ASAA, 2002, Japan Foundation, 2003; Rudd, 1994).

During this period of time, the Asia-literacy movement invoked a wide and
deep cultural change, as well as causing a change in the sphere of acquisition
LPP, bringing the society into a different kind of consciousness. This trend later
waned (ASAA, 2002) and it was considered as overblown. However, the
predominance of interest and commitment for Asian languages and for studies of
Asia cultures in schools remained. This experience, and the preceding LPP
priority which favoured multiculturalism as the basis for making choices about
what languages to teach (Clyne, 2005; Lo Bianco and Wickert, 2001), has
produced both intensity and fluctuation to Australian LPP. The continual shifting
and changing served to weaken the sustained planning and investment of
resources that required in serious long-term educational LPP.

As mentioned before, opting for Asia was a policy movement led by social
elites, thus this was a top-down imposition of national interest priorities. Like
any top-down imposition of policy, it was removed from the realities of
population demographics and tended to favour diplomacy, trade, strategic security
and nation-to-nation rationales and emphasised foreign country “otherness”,
even, at its extremes, recirculating the orientalist idea of the inscrutable other
(Singh, 2001). A case in point is the Japanese language, whose social fortunes
and esteem was transformed dramatically. Japanese was once regarded as the
linguistic code of a threatening “other”, but it became the prestige linguistic
code of a “neighbour” (Lo Bianco, 2003; Marriot, Neustupny, and Spence-
Brown, 1994). It shows that discourse planning such as the deliberate naming
and framing of a topic or issue in a persuasive rhetoric intended to influence
policy making interacts with the traditional concepts of LPP (Lo Bianco, 2005).
The political and policy discourse that produced so called “Asia literacy” as an
acceptable policy idea is essential to the realisation of the concrete actions in
education that are usually what is analysed as LPP. For Asian languages this
rested on persuading the Australian population that of its interdependence with
the Asian region, and specifically on a program of economic regionalism, but
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1 Teaching Chinese in an International Context

one premised not on multicultural or local presence of these languages, but of
difference discrete though interacting nations. Over time, this tidy assumption
has eroded; for the Chinese language, this had always been problematic.

Over a long period dating back to the gold rush days in the 1850s, Chinese
has been one of “Australian” languages. It is used locally. and has developed in
the sphere of retention and recovery in LPP (Smith, et al., 1993). As such, the
presence of Chinese as an education activity since the mid-19th century has
essentially been the concern of domestic speaker populations, divorced from
formal policy and motivated by internal and local objectives (Jupp, 1998).
Though retaining and recovering Chinese language skills was international as
well, this was very much restricted to the connections between family groupings
linking the immigrants’ new living environment with their country of origin. In
the airstream of the deliberate Asia literacy policies of LPP in recent years,
Chinese has been heavily promoted and has now entered the sphere of
acquisition planning. It is clear that over two decades or so Chinese has
experienced a rapid expansion, which is likely to draw on multiple reasons and
justifications combining local and extra-national purposes.

3. Learner Categories

School systems will be discussed in this section where the focus will be on
issues arising from typical classification of students into either “foreign language
learners” or “second language learners”. At the tertiary level, the impact of
increasing numbers of “background speakers” on curriculum will also be looked
at. Background speakers are a term used by Australian teachers of languages for
a particular category of students and in this case it means both Australian-born
speakers of Chinese and international students on temporary study visas, though
in proficiency terms these two groups are quite different.

Discussions of the complexity of language education across several spheres
of LPP activity can be seen in many terms used to describe the different types of
learners, settings, methods and motivations for which these learners choose to
or their parents ask them to study Chinese. The vocabulary of language in
education planning therefore signals the kinds of issues and challenges that
educators are faced with and engage in debate. Chinese teaching in Australia
constantly categorises learners, some of the main salient features in the
Australian context include:
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(1) citizenship status: local or international; temporary, itinerant or
permanent;

(2) national background : (European) Australian; PRC Chinese; non-PRC
Chinese (e.g. Malaysian and Singaporean); non-Chinese Asian; non-
Australian European or North American; and Asian Australian;

(3) ethnic background : European-Australian, Asian, Chinese-Australian;
Chinese; other-Australian;

(4) language skills: passive (or receptive) knowledge of Modern Standard
Chinese ( MSC) or active knowledge of MSC; passive or active
knowledge of characters and tones; passive or active knowledge of other
Chinese dialects; monolingual English speakers; bilingual speakers of

non-Chinese languages plus English.

The complex identity formations and sociolinguistics that the above
classifications imply in diverse ways interact with the learners’ acquisition of
Chinese, their motivations and interests, and their purposes for learning
Chinese. Categories by nature are fairly loosely defined. For efficiency, the
focus of discussion here is restricted to the learners of Chinese in the three main
groups that teachers and education administrators typically identify: second
language learners, background speakers and native speakers.

Second language learners are those students who commence Chinese study
without any prior knowledge of any Chinese dialect. Most of these learners were
born in Australia and the majority of them speak English as their first language,
though some have home backgrounds and skills in other languages. Mostly
second language learners are completely beginners in relation to Chinese, having
no prior experience in learning the language.

Background speakers are those who speak some dialect or variety of Chinese
at home, such as Cantonese or Shanghaiese (they happen to be two Chinese
dialects other than Mandarin with the largest groups of speakers in Australia).
An unknown proportion of these learners has some familiarity with Chinese
characters but there are no reliable statistics of the number nor of their level of
proficiency.

International mother-tongue speaking students are typically learners of
Chinese origin or those who speak MSC fluently, and local students who are fully

proficient in Chinese, sometimes referred to as “native speakers”.
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1 Teaching Chinese in an International Context

4. Issues Relating to Chinese Language Education Planning

This section focuses on two challenging aspects in the teaching of Chinese:
D curriculum design in response to student needs in relation to learning Chinese
characters; and @ issues facing curriculum designers in various settings of

Chinese education.

Chinese Characters

Learners of Chinese often remark that Chinese is difficult to learn,
especially for speakers of European languages. They single out the Chinese
writing system called Chinese characters as the most difficult part to the Chinese
language to learn. Characters also represent a major challenge for students who
come from an ethnic Chinese background with exposure to a Chinese dialect at
home and who study Chinese as a community language. Chinese characters
inevitably require more substantial and sustained learning for students with no
prior learning or exposure to the Chinese language, spoken or written. Parents
of these students often report that their children complain about how difficulty it
is for them to learn Chinese, and it is always a struggle for parents to encourage
and persuade them to persevere with Chinese learning.

Demonstrating the complexity of issues of background and unproblematised
assumptions about ethnicity, nationality and language was a debate featured in
letters and opinion pieces in Singapore’s main newspaper, The Straits Times
during December 2003. The debate was prompted by a letter published on 1
December from mother of a student who had been transferred to a school in the
United States because of the requirement for bilingualism, parodied as a
“Chinese language exile” by staff writer Kelvin Tong. Tong wrote that among
“the usual laments” about education is the regular claim that “Mandarin is
difficult to learn” while several letters counter-pose the argument that “All roads
are fast leading to China”. With deep and globally significant changes taking
place in the distribution of economic power and human capital across the Asia
Pacific region, the debates underscore the relevance of the ecology of Australian
Chinese language discussed above. Although research shows that it does indeed
take speakers of European languages significantly longer time to achieve set
levels of proficiency in MSC than cognate languages, and that the bulk of this
extra time is accounted for by needing to learn characters, China’s rise and its
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increasing prominence ensure that the demand for Chinese is booming, unless
significant impacts brought by major events in international politics and
international relations interrupt this boom (the impacts of COVID-19 and events
following it remain to be seen).

The difference in learning times and levels of proficiency expected to
achieve in standard university courses across different languages has not
adequately been addressed in curriculum policy. However, at the level of
secondary education, different categories of languages and specifies different
expected outcomes are acknowledged. For instance, dividing languages
according to their orthographic systems, roman alphabetic, non-roman
alphabetic and character-based ( VCAA, 2004 ), the Victorian Essential
Learning Standards (VELS) explicitly acknowledges the greater time investment
required for Chinese, Japanese and Korean as compared to French, German,
Italian and Spanish in the first category, and Arabic, Greek or Russian in the
second category. At each assessment level, the two dimensions of the languages,
(i) communicating in the language and (ii) intercultural knowledge and
language awareness, are graded with differential expectations according to the
classification of the particular language.

Chinese programs in schools in Australia have always seen the tasks of
learning to speak the language and learning at least to read Chinese characters as
intimately linked. Typically, students need to learn several hundred characters
by the end of their high school study of Chinese as a second language. Under the
VELS, for instance, the requirement is 415 basic characters and 32 special terms
or proper nouns (VCAA, 2004: 14-17).

Unlike English, which generates an infinite number of words and constructs
with mere 26 letters, a person needs to have a vocabulary of thousands of
Chinese characters in order to read successfully. While people brought up in an
environment in which they have exposure to Chinese characters all the time can
see components which constitute individual characters and come to consider
learning them as not necessarily onerous, and despite the debates reported above
in Singapore, users of languages based on alphabets tend to see characters as
essentially unrelated, each requiring separate and individual acquisition. The
psychological effect can be substantial and learners usually view learning as a
huge endeavour. At both school and university levels, one such effect has been
to discourage second language learners (Hannas, 1997: 125) and to generate a
view that for comparable levels of investment learners achieve lower levels of
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reward compared with languages that are cognates of English, or which at least
share its orthographic conventions. This is despite many devices and aids, both
printed and digital, that demonstrate or display inter-character connections and
roots and seek to make more intuitive the design inspiration for individual
characters.

There has been a thinking in response to this continuing challenge among
some teachers and curriculum designers. They ask whether spoken Chinese based
learning only can be taught, and even whether character learning can be done
away with at some levels of schooling altogether. Other options include the use
of a form of Romanisation ( pinyin) of Chinese, either in a transitional period
or for an extended period. On the other hand, people question what the effects
of focusing only on verbal Chinese communication without acquiring literacy
skills will have on the rates of acquisition and ultimate levels of proficiency and
the nature of this proficiency that is attainable.

Some argue that second language learning should initially be focused only on
what is likely to produce the greatest degree of success for the largest number of
learners. The basis of this reasoning is that practical communication skills,
rather than book knowledge. should be focused on for young learners who need
to develop basic communication skills, i.e. listening and speaking, at the initial
stages of their Chinese learning.

This view is a longstanding one among many Chinese linguistics scholars
even for background learners. When advising Chinese background parents in the
United States to encourage their children to retain and improve their Chinese, a
distinguished scholar in Chinese linguistics (Chao, 1976) cautioned that learning
to speak Chinese was fundamental, and prior to, and indeed more important
than, devoting extensive time to the study and correct formation of Chinese
characters. For Chao this would render Chinese “...as a living experience”
(Chao, 1976: 236). For some teachers and curriculum designers, a delay in
formal study of Chinese characters until spoken communication is established is
preferable for learners recovering or maintaining their previous skills in MSC,
for dialect speakers acquiring standard forms and most importantly for
beginning, non-background students.

Once characters are removed from the learning task, the relatively
straightforward nature of spoken Chinese grammar, with no tense marking,
aspect or case marking, i.e. lacking “inflectional morphology” (Norman, 1988
159), and the shared word order with English (SVO) transform Chinese from
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