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Abstract

Through the investigation and evaluation of several previous studies con-
cerning the theory of teaching Chinese writing and reading, this paper aims
to contribute to the Hanzi pedagogy. We believe that the methods presented
here can be appropriately applied in classrooms where students have a first
language in which the writing system has no connection to Chinese charac-
ters. All students whose first language’s writing system is appreciably differ-
ent from Chinese writing system are in the same situation when they start
to learn and acquire reading and writing skills in Chinese. The target demo-
graphic of the following teaching methods is broad,and includes students
with varying level of Chinese language knowledge. Methods tailored to begin-
ner and more advanced students are discussed as well.

Ten different methods and strategies on teaching Chinese characters to
second language learners are presented here. It should be noted that there is
no sharp line that separates the different theoretical approaches — this is to
say that they do not exhibit mutual exclusivity. The various approaches, con-
ceptual frameworks and considerations are categorized as follows, moving
from theoretical proposals to more practical ideas: the Liu Shu (Liu shii 755E)
approach; the stroke-oriented habit-forming approach and rote memorization;
the holistic method and delayed approach; the focus on recognition approach;
developing grapho-phonological awareness; the character color-coding
approach; mnemonic strategies and wild association; on the unit of instruc-
tion: word or character?; learning through hand- or typewriting; characters
similar in form (xingsi zi F/{LI5) and homonymic characters (tongyin zi
[E] & ).
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Liu Shu (Liu sha 753) approach

When researchers, teachers or even textbook writers attempt to categorize
Chinese characters, Liu Shu is the most often quoted resource. Liu Shu, or the
Six Methods of Forming Chinese Characters, refers to the post face (xu #¢)
written by Xu Shen for the earliest dictionary, the Shuowenjiezi (i X fi#5),
compiled in 100 AD. In the post face of Shuowenjiezi Xu Shen categorized
the Chinese characters under six groups, based on their structure: ideogram
(zhishi $525), pictogram (xiangxing £2J), picto-phonetic character (xingshéng
FZ#E), compound ideograph (huiyi & &), transfer character (zhudnzhu ##;3)

.....
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Pictograms can be explained as simplified drawings of what is to be rep-
resented. For example: person rén A, sun ri H, and mountain shan ([]. Ideo-
grams express an idea through an iconic form. For instance: above shang |-,
below xia T+, and one yi —. A picto-phonetic character consists of two parts:
a semantic element and a pronunciation part. The semantic element indicates
the meaning of the character, and the phonetic element is used for its sound
value alone, independent of its meaning, to represent the pronunciation of
the graph. The character eyebrow méi J& can be taken as an example. With
the addition of different determinatives different words are formed, as follows:
with the ‘water’ determinative, the meaning of the character is river bank JJg;
with the ‘woman’ determinative, we get the character for attractive #f§; with
a ‘tree’ determinative, the character means lintel (of a door) #g; and, when it
is preceded by the ‘gold’ determinative, the meaning is americium %§. In con-
trast, the compound ideographs are compounds of two or more pictographs
or ideographs, based on their meaning: two trees form the character for grove
lin %K, and three trees in one character makes the character for forest sén #x.
Transfer characters are not very common, and also the least understood. Xu
Shun only mentioned =% (k&o to verify) and # (140 old) as examples. Finally,
a loan character is used to write a verb based on their common pronunciation.
For instance, the character for wheat was borrowed to write the verb come
lai 2, based on their identical pronunciation.

Several scholars have highlighted the defects of the Liu Shu method.
The first argument against the Liu Shu approach concerns the fact that Xu
Shen wrote the postface in which this approach was detailed almost 2000
years ago. Since that time, there have been several changes to the Chinese
writing system, for example the character simplification movement in the
1940s, which is seen by many as an arbitrary language reform. Furthermore,
Xu Shen did not possess any information about the oracle bones either, hence
he could not trace back the origin of characters. Therefore, in the light of cur-
rent knowledge, certain examples of Xu Shen need to be recategorized. For
example, according to Xu Shen {Z (xin to believe, to trust) is a compound
ideograph, but now we are able to reconstruct Old Chinese and know that this
character is a typical case of picto-phonetic category. Second, some charac-
ters’ categorization is not clear. For instance, the character for root bén 7&K
can be explained as either an ideogram or a pictogram. Third, Xu Shen’s
ideogram and pictogram categories both cover pictographs, with the latter
being used to represent concrete pictures and the former for more abstract
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forms. The line between these two categories is therefore somewhat vague,
and does not provide instructions on how to classify the characters that fall
between these two categories. Finally, the category of compound ideographs
is debatable as well, with some scholars (e.g. William Boltz: The Origin
and Early Development of the Chinese Writing System) even claiming that
there is no such thing as compound ideographs: Chinese characters are simple
pictographs or phonetic-semantic compounds.'

In summary, Liu Shu can be used to explain ancient characters and is a
good method for making the Chinese writing system appear systemized for
beginners. Liu Shu is part of the literary heritage of the Chinese language, and
hence, as we will see later, using the Shuowenjiezi and Liu Shu approaches in
classrooms can help to bring Chinese culture closer to students. However,
noting the shortcoming presented above, we must recognize that a compre-
hensive character teaching curriculum should not be based purely on the Liu
Shu method.

The stroke-oriented,
habit-forming approach and rote memorization

The stroke-oriented, habit-forming approach originates in traditional calligra-
phy training. The strategy of this teaching approach is to illustrate strokes,
stroke order and stroke directions step by step to help students learn charac-
ters. The students reproduce (copy) the characters, following the exact stroke
order.

The way the information transfers from the short-term memory to the
long-term memory is analogous to the process of forming a habit, whereby
a process is continually repeated until a habit is formed and transferred into
the long-term memory. However, the pertinent question which must be asked
is to what extent it can be stated that language learning is a habit-forming
process. It has been said that such a purely behaviourism-based view of learn-
ing “ignores the internal-state and structure of a human’s memory and infor-
mation processing and thus fails to recognize the active engagement of a
human’s cognitive capabilities in the process of learning and memorizing.”

Sampson—Chen 2013: 256.
> Chu 2006: 244.
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Chu Chengzhi considers another theoretical problem regarding the stroke-
oriented, habit-forming approach, and states: “Chinese characters are most
suitably analysed as a three-level hierarchical construction: stroke-component-
(whole) character. Several strokes form a component. Certain components
constitute a character. The immediate building blocks of characters are not
strokes, but components.” This explanation emphasizes the importance of
character components during the learning process, and brings into question
the merit of a stroke oriented approach.

However, it is true that the number, writing order and direction of the
strokes are primary elements of characters that students are confronted with
when learning to write characters, and therefore a good sense for strokes is
necessary to successfully acquire Chinese characters. We believe that this
stroke sense can and must be developed at the very beginning stage of lan-
guage learning. An introduction on stroke types and the basic rules of stroke
order can provide students with a strong theoretical foundation with which
to further character learning, and acquiring the simplest characters through
copying tasks quickly enables students to become sensitive to strokes.

When the stroke-oriented, habit-forming approach is heavily utilized, a
threshold level can be reached at which the learning process turns into a rote
memorization exercise. The students copy characters one after another without
logical thinking or analysis of the components. When comparing the effects
of four different teaching methods on beginner Chinese as a foreign language
learners in terms of character recognition and usage, Caitriona Osborne, re-
garding the group that used a rote memorization learning strategy, found that
“the ability to use the language was quite limited in this group, suggesting
that memorization had occurred without a thorough understanding of the
characters.” Several studies have concluded that only a limited number of
characters can be learned through rote memorization. When students can no
longer effectively use rote memorization to learn and remember further char-
acters, or wish to memorize a large amount of Chinese characters, they must
rely on analogy or rules to relate similar characters.’

Following the above-mentioned idea of Chu, that the characters are not
directly formed with strokes, we believe that, after obtaining an essential sense

Chu 2006: 245.
Osborne 2016: 221.
5 Lametal. 2001: 121-122.
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for strokes while acquiring the basic characters, rote character copying during
the language learning process ceases to be useful as students become more
advanced. After the initial stage of character acquisition, practicing charac-
ters through copying becomes a time-consuming and frustrating endeavour.
Once the student is able to automatically and intuitively write strokes in the
correct order and direction, focusing on character components instead of
strokes becomes much more meaningful. Due to the two problems mentioned
above, we believe the stroke-oriented; habit forming approach—although
useful at the initial stage of character learning—should not be utilized as the
predominant way of teaching Chinese characters.

The holistic method and delayed approach

The pertinent question underlying the evaluation of the holistic method and
delayed approach is: when should character teaching begin? The holistic (also
known as integrated) teaching method introduces characters at the very
beginning stage of language learning. It simultaneously focuses on all four
core language skills: reading, writing, speaking and listening. In other words,
all aspects of the language are treated as a part of a whole, and there is no
distinct or special focus on memorizing characters. The holistic method is
widely applied in tertiary level institutions. On the other hand, with the de-
layed (also known as time lag) approach, characters are not introduced at
the very beginning stage of language learning, allowing students to instead
focus on developing basic speaking skills first. After the students have devel-
oped limited speaking skills, the development of character recognition skills
begins. When the student can identify a certain number of characters, they
begin the phase in which they learn how to write characters, slowly, step by
step, and practice all skills through compound, complex tasks. The presen-
tation of characters can be delayed both in reading and writing exercises or
only in writing, and the length of time they are delayed for can also be var-
ied. As we will see later, there are several methods which wholly or partly use
the delayed method, e.g. focus on recognition approach and learning through
hand- or typewriting.

There is no consensus on the effects of time delayed character teaching.
Some scholars see it as a beneficial to the character learning process because
this method is similar to how native speakers acquire reading and writing
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skills; that is, speaking precedes the use of characters. By using a delay, the
learning of characters also results in the review of words which have already
been learned, since previously learned oral vocabulary is transcribed with
characters. On the other hand, some believe that, since sooner or later the
character curriculum must catch up to oral vocabulary, the delayed approach
only postpones the character learning process, and does not do so in a way
that is beneficial to the student, as it leaves them with a shorter time in which
to learn the characters. Another argument against time delayed character
teaching is that writing characters might have a positive effect on acquiring
oral vocabulary. When character learning is delayed, this potential positive
impact is certainly lost.’

Focus on recognition

One subtype of the delayed approach is the focus on recognition method.
Some researchers suggest that learners should focus on recognition of char-
acters rather than their production. In this way, characters can still be taught
in classrooms, but because learning to recognize characters is not as time con-
suming as acquiring writing skills, students are left with more time to de-
velop speaking and listening skills first.

As Allen states, the importance of character recognition probably exceeds
the importance of producing characters, at all levels. “Given the widely ac-
knowledged difficulty in writing Chinese characters, no one finds disparities
between reading and writing abilities odd. This is true for the native speaker
as well as the student of Chinese or Japanese as a foreign language.”” As he
further notes, character recognition ability plays an important role in using
electronic media. For typing on a computer or smart phone, one has to be able
to recognize and choose from the homophonic characters that appear on the
screen side by side. With this technology, character ‘writing’ is left to the
computer, but the user still has to be able to accurately recognize characters.

Several Chinese reports note that such a focus on recognition revolution
(often mentioned as dud rén shdo xié %i\/V’E) has already started in China.
According to Hao Lixia:

Packard 1990: 167.
7 Allen 2008: 244.
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The literature and language class curriculum for primary school
formulated in 1992 required first and second year students to
learn 1150 characters, while the curriculum criteria of 2001 re-
quired them to learn to write only 800-1000 characters. The
curriculum criteria of 2001 still required students to be able to
recognize 1600-1800 of the most commonly used characters,
but from these it was only required for them to learn to write
800-1000 characters. This type of requirement clearly reflected
the idea that being able to recognize characters does not equate
with being able to write characters. It guaranteed that by recog-
nizing a certain number of characters elementary students were
able to read somewhat independently by the end of the first
year. The current first year textbook of the People’s Education
Press only requires students to write 100 characters (and recog-
nize 400). The approach of “recognizing many, writing a few”
has already become the consensus for teaching writing to pri-
mary school students. Reducing the number of characters that
the students must learn to write makes it possible for the stu-
dents to feel less of a heavy burden when tasked with writing
new characters. Increased character recognition aims to accel-
erate reading, while writing fewer characters results in students
learning to write effectively and quickly later.®

As Zhou Qiong notes, this approach is worth taking into account, especially
in children’s education. Children at the beginning of their education are at
the optimal age for learning, at least in terms of their memorization abilities.
Therefore, it is worth considering an approach in which they are made to
learn to recognize and read as many characters as they can, and in which
expectations and demands regarding character writing are lowered. This lays
a good foundation for later stages of the character learning process, where the
writing of characters can be more emphasized. While focusing on recogniz-
ing the characters, they develop a good sense for strokes, which will help them
in writing characters in the long term.’

As a subtype of the delayed method, the focus on recognition approach
has the same advantages and disadvantages that were mentioned previously.

Hao 2010: 129.
Zhou 1999: 18.
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However, as we have noted before, the different aims and abilities of students
must always be taken into account. Therefore, for students who do not wish to
reach high proficiency in Chinese, focus on recognition might be a successful
teaching method.

Developing grapho-phonological awareness

Grapho-phonological awareness refers to an understanding of how orthog-
raphy encodes phonological information. For example, in Spanish “h” is gen-
erally not sounded, and, once the learner has mastered this basic pronunciation
rule, they can transfer this knowledge to new words and likely pronounce those
correctly.

According to Zhu, only about 10% of Chinese characters belong to picto-
graphic or ideographic categories, while 90% are phonetic compounds.'® These
characters have a meaning component and a phonetic component, and the
latter gives a clue on the pronunciation. The more accurately the phonetic
part encodes the pronunciation of the character, the more regular the char-
acter is. There are approximately 200 radicals and 800 phonetics in Chinese
(Hoosain, 1991). Radicals and phonetics can be independent characters with
their own meaning, or unpronounceable graphic units. In the case of regular
phonetic compounds, the phonetic part of the character gives a useful clue
for the readers on the pronunciation of the whole character. If the phonetic
part is a real character on its own and the reader knows its pronunciation,
the reader can derive the pronunciation of the whole character from the sound
of its phonetic, or at least suppose that Chinese characters that have the same
phonetic may sound similar.""

The majority of researchers do not think that the orthography-phonology
correspondence is regular enough to assist reading (e.g., Hoosain, 1991; Wang,
1973). In support of this, researchers assumed that readers directly derive the
pronunciation of the character from the sound of its phonetic and highlighted
that the predictive accuracy of the pronunciation of the phonetic compound

' Zhu 1988: 85.
""" Connie Suk—Han Ho—Peter Bryant 1997: 279.
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from its phonetic component is only about 40%.'? The predictive accuracy
is even lower if the tone is also taken into account.

Although Chinese phonetic compounds might seem quite irregular pho-
nologically, other studies have shown that Chinese readers do tend to use the
phonetic component when reading Chinese characters (e.g. Chen and Allport
1995, Seidenberg 1985, Zhu 1988, Fang, Horng and Tzeng, 1986). These find-
ings suggest that although the orthography-phonology correspondence is not
taught to native Chinese learners, they gradually pick up and apply the pho-
nological regularities at some stage in the process of learning to read Chinese.
Some researchers (e.g. Connie Suk — Han Ho — Peter Bryant, 1997, Richard C.
Anderson, Wenling Li, Yu-Min Ku, Hua Shu and Ningning Wu, 2003)
suggest that these results have important implications, and can be used to
guide the formulation of new strategies to help young Chinese learners with
poor reading abilities to improve their reading.

The application of the orthography-phonology correspondence for learn-
ing Chinese characters has resulted in the creation of computer games for
native speakers to assist their learning. A study examining the effect of a
game platform for strengthening the association of phonological components
in Chinese characters with the pronunciations of the characters was carried
out in a Taiwanese elementary school. The results indicated that playing the
games helped students to strengthen the association of the phonetic compo-
nents and the pronunciations of Chinese characters."

It is true that Chinese orthography-phonology relation cannot be com-
pared to the consistency of correspondence that, for instance, Spanish has.
However, certain semi-regular characters, phonetic and tone variations might
be compared to the English phonetic system, where one letter often repre-
sents different sounds, e.g. the “o” letter in rose and women. Explaining the
logical foundation of characters and drawing attention to the partial infor-
mation about pronunciation available in regular or semi-regular characters
might help foreign students to learn characters. Therefore, it would be an in-
teresting research subject to find out how and to what extent orthography-
phonology correspondence can be useful to Chinese as a foreign language
learners, and to what extent the learning process accelerates once the student
has grasped the essence of pronunciation markers.

12 Zhu 1988: 85.
" Huang et. al. 2012: 5.
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Character color-coding

Color is said to be the most powerful visual stimulus experienced by humans.
Many studies have shown how color has an important influence on cognitive
processing and the human brain. In marketing, colors are used to entice peo-
ple to read advertisements. In clinical settings, involved interventions using
specific wavelengths of electromagnetic radiation in the visible range are
used to treat patients with memory-related problems, such as learning disor-
ders, autism and dyslexia. Research on attention and cognition has shown
that colors are able to increase humans’ attention level. The more attention is
focused on a specific stimuli, the more likely the stimuli will be transferred
from working memory into a more permanent memory. Thus, colors can help
us in memorizing information."

Due to the supportive role that colors have in the learning process, a few
online Chinese dictionaries and phone applications, as well as a few books
(e.g. Dummitt 2008), have already started to apply character color-coding
(e.g. Pleco, MDBG). The characters are colored according to their tones; for
instance, Pleco uses red, green, blue and purple for first, second, third and
fourth tones, and grey for neutral tone.

Caitriona Osborne, when comparing the effects of four different teaching
methods on beginner Chinese as a foreign language learners in terms of char-
acter recognition and usage, used character color-coding as the main teach-
ing method for one of the four groups. The study showed that color-coding
each character depending on the tone of the character aids memorization,
maintains the students’ attention in class, and increases the learners’ focus on
and awareness of tones and pronunciation.'’

Although character color-coding is not an individual teaching method, it
can be used as an effective supplementary learning tool, as characters do not
represent tones, and even the most regular characters’ phonetic components
usually do not indicate tone. Despite the scientific evidence in support of
character color-coding and the benefits that colors play in memorization, char-
acter color-coding is not widely utilized in Chinese language books.

Y Dzulkifli — Mustafar 2013: 3.
5 Osborne 2016: 223.
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Mnemonic strategies and wild association

According to Wang and Thomas, mnemonics are: “Learning strategies that
make elements of abstract information more familiar and encourage students
to form meaningful association to these familiar elements.”'® Mnemonic
strategies are learning strategies, consisting of either visual images or words
that can make the memorization process easier and increase recall of infor-
mation.

The dual-coding theory of Paivio'’ explains how mnemonic strategies aid
in memorization. Based on this theory, human memory consists of two inde-
pendent, but connected subsystems, one verbal and one visual. The theory
claims that pictures are more effective memory aids than words. However,
it also suggests that when information is dual coded (verbally and visually),
better recall can be expected.

Many studies have examined the effects of dual coding and mnemonics
strategies on language learning (e.g. Paradis, 1978, Wang et al. 1992, Mantyla
and Nilson, 1983, etc.). Research has shown the positive influence mnemonic
strategies have on language learning, and also that self-generated strategies
appear to be more useful than supplied mnemonic cues. However, other
studies suggest that some students may have difficulty generating effective
mnemonic strategies, since creating such cues require appreciable effort and
creativity."®

In the case of Chinese character learning, mnemonic strategies (often
called the wild association method) involve creating stories which relate to
character components and imagining characters as vivid pictures. For exam-
ple, the components of ‘house’ and ‘pig’ make the character ‘home’ 57 (jia).
For this character, Gilbert C. Remillard in Chinese Blockbluster proposes
the following mnemonic: “When at home, in their own House, some people
live like Pigs.”"”

Admittedly, wild association is the least scientific or linguistically appro-
priate approach to character learning, and it is certainly not a pedagogical
method. However, as presented above, there is an empirical explanation be-

'® Wang — Thomas 1996: 104.
7" Paivio 1986.

'8 Kuo—Hooper 2004: 25.

9 Remillard 2017: 322.
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hind its usage, and it is at least useful for its ability to make students more
deliberately analyze characters and ponder their components.

On the unit of instruction: word or character?

The question here is: what should be the basic unit of instruction, word or
character? This dilemma is similar to the meaning-centered approach versus
character-centered approach debate, which mainly arises in the field of teach-
ing Chinese as a first language. The meaning-centered approach is consistent
with the idea of adopting words as the unit of instruction (ci bénwei 17 4(17),
while the character-centered approach is analogous with teaching characters
as the basic element of learning (zi bénweéi FEAAYL).

The meaning-centered approach stresses that the purpose of learning to
read is communication; therefore, characters (or rather words and expres-
sions) are introduced in the sequence in which they appear in the textbooks’
dialogues. This is the mainstream method that textbooks follow. Regarding
characters, this approach makes character teaching somewhat distributed,
and there is no attempt to introduce together characters or categorize them
based on some criteria, for example teaching characters together that share
the same graphic components. This means that the expression {/R%F (ni hido
hello) is taught sooner than, e.g., components of hdo #F: % (nli woman) and
- (zi child), because greetings are elementary and fundamental to commu-
nication. In other words, these are more meaningful and useful for students
in communication.”

In contrast, the character-centered approach teaches Chinese characters
by dividing them into groups based on certain linguistic features. The criteria
for making such groups can be for example a common radical, or they can
be organized and taught sequentially starting with simple characters and pro-
gressing to compound characters.”’ For instance, with the character-centered
approach characters that share the same component (e.g. xing 4: nature, kuai
| fast, qing {% feeling, pa ]9 fear, mang [t busy, man 1€ slow) could be
taught in the same group. Similarly, % (nli woman) and - (zi child) would

20 Lietal. 2014: 290.
2L Lietal. 2014: 291.
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precede #f (hdo good), because the latter is the combination of two more
simple characters.

Although the majority of the most commonly used textbooks apply the
meaning-centered method, there are some proponents which support the
character-centered approach. For instance, Zhang Mingming wrote in Com-
parison between word-based teaching method and character-based teaching
method (Ci bénwéi jiaoxuéfd hé zi bénwéi jiaoxuéfd de bijido TR AN ZF %
FIFARN B ERIELER, 1992) that making words the basic unit of teach-
ing is suitable for languages like English and French, where there are a lim-
ited number of letters representing sounds, but due to the fact that Chinese
characters represent both sound and meaning, the word-centered approach
is not the only suitable method of teaching Chinese. Wang Junin “The "Zi-
centered" Theory and TCFL (“Zibénwei” lilun hé duiwai Hanyii jidoxué

RN BHASHINIMNUEZF., 2005) calls our attention to classical
Chinese where characters represented words, and although the Chinese writ-
ing system underwent significant changes, the connection between character
and meaning still exists. Another supporter of the character-centered approach,
Bai Lesang, selected 400 commonly used characters to illustrate the teaching
method that takes characters as the unit of teaching. He explains the strokes’
type and order, character components, structure, origin, meaning, pronuncia-
tion, as well as the characters’ ancient forms as they appeared on oracle bones
and vessels. Lii Bisongalso supports the character-centered method, and claims
that strokes should be taught first, followed sequentially by stroke orders,
simple characters, more complex characters, and finally words and sen-
tences. He believes that in the writing of further teaching materials, such as
textbooks, this question concerning the unit of instruction should be consid-
ered, and among the first questions examined.*

Although there is no consensus among scholars, a comparative study of
the two methods has shown the beneficial effect on character recall that the
grouped method has in comparison with the distributed approach. This result
was shown in a delayed recall test, while no differences were observed in the
immediate recall test that was conducted. The authors stated that “[t]his de-
layed effect may suggest an underlying mechanism of learning and retention-
instructional effects might be delayed because they boost long-term memory

2 Yu2017: 184-185.
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more than initial learning.”> The study’s overall results suggest that “learning
characters presented in a grouped sequence can strengthen the orthographic
constituents over a period of two week.”**

Learning through hand- or typewriting

Considering the striking change arising in our writing habits with the ex-
tended use of mobile phones and computer keyboards, and the progressive
disappearance of traditional handwriting from our everyday life, the ques-
tion of the contribution of handwriting movements to visual perception of
characters is of growing importance. Computers are now widely used both
at work and in education. Therefore, in the field of teaching Chinese as a
second language, the question arises as to whether Chinese characters should
only be taught through typewriting, and whether traditional handwriting
should be eliminated from classroom.

Jen and Xu introduced a fairly radical approach to Chinese character
teaching by suggesting “abolishing the requirement for writing Chinese char-
acters by hand at the beginning of the Chinese language learning process,
and utilizing Chinese word-processing software instead.”* According to their
“penless Chinese character reproduction method”, beginners, using well-
designed word-processing software, only need to be able to input on a key-
board the romanized letters representing the sound of a character and to
recognize the intended character from among the homophone characters pre-
sented. For this, students only need to acquire the correct pronunciation and
to master their character recognition skills. Hence, Jen and Xu’s method
strengthens speaking and reading. With word-processing software, the stu-
dents will be able to “write” exactly as much as they can both speak and
read. If they make mistakes in “writing” Chinese characters, this reflects prob-
lems the students have in either speaking or reading. Jen and Xu claim that
with the penless approach writing becomes integrated with two other tasks
in Chinese language learning: speaking and reading. During typing, the char-
acters appear side by side on the screen for students to choose, so the penless

B Lietal. 2014: 298.
X Lietal. 2014: 298.
2 Jen and Xu 2000: 4.
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method also provides opportunity for the students to become aware of the
structural differences and similarities among characters. Furthermore, students
will be conscious of homonyms as well.

The approach of Jen and Xu is a subtype of the delayed method, the po-
tential advantages and disadvantages of which have been discussed previ-
ously. Several studies not related to the Chinese language strongly suggest
that motor knowledge acquired through learning to write contributes to the
visual recognition of letters. Finding letters on the keyboard has little motor
contribution to this learning process. A study comparing the visual recogni-
tion of graphic shapes that had been taught through traditional handwriting
or typing found “stronger and longer lasting (several weeks) facilitation in
recognizing the orientation of characters that had been written by hand com-
pared to those typed.”® If the findings of these studies investigating the neural
basis of the motor contribution to writing are taken into account, the strategy
suggested by Jen and Xu is an incomplete and insufficient Chinese language
teaching method. Furthermore, the penless method presupposes that every
classroom is equipped with computers, which is usually not the case.

Characters similar in form (xingsi zi FZ{LI5F) and
homophonic characters (téngyin zi [5]FF)

The two types of characters discussed in this section are collectively respon-
sible for the most common mistakes made by foreign learners of Chinese;
therefore, it is important to raise special awareness to these pitfalls, even in
more advanced classes.

Regarding similar characters (xingsi zi #2{L15%) Chen Wuyun writes in
Explanation of Similar Characters in Modern Chinese (PRI FIAUFE
¥¥E Xiandai Hanzi Xingsi zi Chiitan): “Similar characters’ forms are simi-
lar to each other. There are five criteria that need to be taken into account:
form of strokes, number of strokes, components, length [of strokes] and struc-
ture of characters. Characters similar in form can be defined from these five
aspects.””’

% Longcamp et al. 2008: 803.
7 Chen 1989: 17.
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In connection with characters similar in form, Liang Mingxuan and Zhang
Yang®® mention the plus/minus one stroke method (jia jian fa JIEGE).
They suggest making a list of all the characters that look similar and high-
lighting and explaining the differences. One stroke added or subtracted can
make a big difference in meaning and for beginners it is difficult to remem-
ber the difference between such characters. Liang and Zhang also suggest an
exercise on the similar characters to reduce confusion, proposing the class-
room activity of adding one stroke and making a new character, and then
reducing one stroke and making a new character (jia y1 bi bian xin zi, jian
yibibian xinzi “JI—FLHF > BH—ELHF ).

Liu Zhigang, when discussing teaching Chinese as a second language,
also calls attention to characters which are similar in form, and gives further
examples: H (ri sun), H (mu eye), | (ching factory), | (guing wide), X
(mu tree), A& (hé grain seeding), 73 (ban do), 77 (wéi act as), K. (quin dog),
< (tai highest), X (yi shoot a retrievable arrow), X, (g& dagger-axe), &
(jian small), Jii (liang cool), i (jing surprise), 14 (xing nature), % (xing
surname), ¥f (huan ring), and £F (huai bad).*

Regarding homophonic characters (tongyin zi [5]55F), Su Peicheng states
in Modern Chinese Character Study Essentials (Xiandai hanzi xué gangyao
PRI FF2N2E): “Homophonic characters are similar in pronunciation but
are not the same in meaning. Among them, the similar pronunciation can be
said to exist in a broad sense or a narrow sense. Characters which are homo-
nymic in narrow sense have the same initial, final and tone, for instance: {H
dan (but), &£ dan (egg), 73 dan (light). Characters which are homonymic in
broad sense include characters for which the initial and final are identical,
but for which their tone is not the same, for instance: 7 gong (collective),
fit gong or gong (to supply or present offerings), and #t gong (arch).”*

Wu Zhen gives a detailed explanation®' on how he would teach the char-
acters [& (du degree) and J& (du to cross a river, sea, etc.), from which we
can elucidate how homonymic characters might be effectively managed and
taught. 1) As part of a PowerPoint presentation, the teacher shows a short
animation about a man who crosses the river in a boat from one side to the
other. The animation is intended to help grab the students’ attention. After the

2 Liang—Zhang 2015: 147-148.
2 Liu 2008: 85.

30 Cited in: Wu 2016: 88.

31 Wu 2016: 89-90.
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animation, the teacher tells the students that the topic of the video was cross-
ing the river (du hé J& ). 2) On the screen, the teacher shows the pronuncia-
tion and the stroke order of the character }J&. Then the teacher writes the char-
acter on the blackboard, and asks the students to copy it a few times. 3) The
teacher shows and explains the components of the character on the screen
and tells the students that this character belongs to the category of picto-
phonetic characters. The teacher then explains to the students the meaning
of the picto-phonetic character category. 4) The teacher asks the students to
make other words with this character, like du guo JE%f > and du jiang
JEIT. 5) The teacher explains the difference between du J& and du &, with
the help of the expressions du guo J&#f and du guo fE%L. 6) The students
are asked to use these two words to fill in the gaps in the following sen-
tences: A) FJF O () TR - B) JAEAA () &= - C) /7 ()
XA EM - D) i () TH—AEAFHINYE o 7) The teacher
makes a conclusion about the difference between the two words: du guo
JERT is in space while du guo FE#T is in time. 8) After explaining the words
guodn 78 and guodii 11, the teacher asks the students to use these two
words to fill in the gaps in the following sentences: A) F[EIENT L E
HEZREEARER () K- B) SREGRRIR » MizET> ()
T o O REMEEZEANIMNAIHE () FIRENIE: - D) () =
5 EE5A{K - 9) The teacher makes a conclusion about the difference
between the two words: guodu 1[5 : excessive and guodu 71J&: pass from
one stage to another. 10) The teacher explains two idioms which include the
characters du & and du J& (gongdl nanguan, duguod nanguan F:fE
MESS 0 JEREYESS). 11.) Finally, as a group work classroom exercise, the
students are asked to make a story using the above mentioned four words
and the two idioms. While one group is telling the story, whenever the char-
acters du [& and du )& are mentioned, the other group has to decide which
character is used.

Characters similar in form and homophonic characters are always diffi-
cult to differentiate for students learning Chinese. Calling the students’ atten-
tion to these similar characters can help them overcome these difficulties.
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Conclusion

Teaching is a field of research where we can never be satisfied with our
results, and a field where there is not only a single good answer. What we
can do, is to summarize experience and learn from each other. We believe
that the teachers’ job is to provide students with the tools they need to learn
the reading and writing of Chinese characters, and that later on students can
decide for themselves how to use the provided methods and the obtained
knowledge to achieve their individualized goals. If someone wants to be-
come a translator, he or she will actively use Chinese characters, and for that
high proficiency in character writing and reading will be necessary. Others
might decide instead to, given their language aspirations, deemphasize Chi-
nese characters, in which case there would be no need to be highly qualified
in character writing. With time, students will decide what they want to use
the language for.
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