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Learning a language is always demanding, especially when you decide upon
learning it in a certain age, or when the decision of learning it is encouraged or
decided by someone else. The motivation factors are always different, thus the
language acquisition is also going to be somewhat different. It is crucial to have a
desire to learn a language, especially when it is as difficult as Chinese.

Chinese, as a nation, is one of the most traditional nations on Earth, using the
script which has been used for over five thousands of years. Although, it has
undergone numerous changes, and we can look at characters from a totally new
perspective, as if it was a totally new language than the one used before, it has its
roots in the ancient Chinese character writing style. What is more, the stroke order
and the precision in writing every stroke in the manner it has been written over those
thousands of years, is still considered to be crucial for the Chinese native speakers. It
might be compared to Polish orthography, something necessary in order to write
proper Polish words, phrases, sentences.

The aim of this article is to provide the analysis of the Chinese language
acquisition of characters by beginner students of various ages divided into two
language groups: youth and adults. Various aspects of learning Chinese characters
will be analyzed, with special emphasis on the constraints the students need to deal
with in the process of learning the characters. What is more, each aspect will be
summarized and certain examples from class observation and other sources will be
provided, in order to illustrate the entire scope of a particular learning problem.
Finally, the most important elements will be summarized and pointed out in order to
give a conclusion to the entire article.

Key words: Chinese language, Chinese characters, psycholinguistics, language
acquisition.



1. Research Sample Introduction

The analyzed research sample amounts to 42 students divided into two groups:
youth and adults. The first group (22 students), aged 10-19 are students of primary
schools, gymnasium, and middle schools, whereas the other group (20 students)
consists of students aged: 20 and more, where we can find university students and
working people. As we can see in the table below (see table 1), students of both
groups had no previous experience in terms of learning Chinese, it is an important
factor which will help obtaining clear results of the Chinese characters’ acquisition in
the further parts of this article devoted to the process of the analysis of the collected
material.

The reason why | have decided to divide the subject groups in such a way is
because both of this groups living background and living situation is different, what

will have further implications in terms of learning Chinese writing style.

Table 1
Research sample — students taking part in the pilot study
Research Age Background Amount
Sample of students

Youth 10-19 | =No previous Chinese experience 22
»Primary and grammar school students
»High school and university students

Adults 20 and | =No previous Chinese experience 20
over | =University students
=\Workers

It is important to mention the fact that, the reasons for learning the language in
question ‘were similar to almost half of the first group, namely: parents’
encouragement. However, the other half of the first group of students decided to learn
Chinese because they wanted to start doing something making then outstanding as far
as their interests are concerned.

As far as the other age group is concerned, Chinese was taken up mainly for
‘instrumental purposes’ as their future university major, in order to use it in the future
for earning purposes, just like the students which were already working (in order to

see more about motivation and instrumental motivation [1; 2].



2. Research Methods Introduction

In order to write this article | have used the following methods:

— Weekly class observation of the characters’ acquisition process,

— Weekly class observation of the progress in the amount of the learnt
characters,

—  Weekly written test,

— Writing Chinese characters on the blackboard — the verification of the
stroke order,

— Oral examination — oral explanations of how to write certain characters

— Monthly after class conversations / meetings — discussions about the
struggles in learning characters,

The above mentioned methods have been used in order to keep track of the
progress in learning Chinese characters by both age groups. The methods in question
helped in researching the learning progress, changing motivation and students’
attitude towards learning Chinese. Each age group had class once a week for two
hours (120 minutes). The students and children were taught in groups of 11 people a
group, whereas the adults were taught in groups of 10 students each group. Due to the
fact, that all of the students were of Polish origin, there were no further complications
in terms of the language environment influencing the learning process. Both age
groups were taught in Poland, where they had no Chinese language background and
the teacher was their only medium with the language. The textbooks used for the
purposes of this article were books by yang Jizhou: ‘HanyulJiaocheng’ volume 1
and 2 [3; 4].

The chosen area of research has not been investigated thoroughly in Poland,
and because most of the notion and research of this article was created especially for
the purposes of this paper, based on observations, and various testing strategies, thus
there will be more original text and fewer cited remarks of other linguists.

3. The Analytical Chapter

In the following chapter | will introduce the specificity of Chinese as opposed

to Polish, what is more | will introduce the specificity of learning Chinese characters



and the constraints the students need to go through while learning characters, and
how it influences their learning.

a. Chinese language Introduction

Before moving to the Chinese characters introduction, it would be wise to
introduce the general differences between Polish and Chinese, in order to know, more
or less, how many difficulties the Polish students struggle with, while learning
Chinese characters (table 2).

Table 2

Polish and Chinese language comparison

POLISH

West Slavic Language

CHINESE

Sino-Tibetan Language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sino-
Tibetan_languages

97% Poles

Homogenious language (only 5 main

56 ethnic groups

Various dialects

dialects: greater Polish, Lesser Polish,
Massovian, Silesian, Kashubian)

(it is said to have over one hundred of
dialects)

Non-tonal language

Tonal laguage

Latin script

Chinese characters
and their phonetic representation

Complicated grammar

Simplistic grammar

SVO language

SVO language

As it can be seen in the table above, Polish language is rather a unified
language, which is spoken by the 97% of Polish people, whereas in China, there are
over 56 ethnic groups speaking their own dialects. Numerous times, participating in
HANBAN training programs, | have heard that there are over one hundred dialects in
China nowadays, thus there was a need to create one language of spoken
communication — Mandarin Chinese + the governmental language used in mass
media, and other sources of communication across China. Chinese writing system
stayed the same. It has rather simplistic grammar, comparing to Polish that is a very

good issue, because Polish grammar is very compOlicated. There is no conjugation,



declination, flexion, rather vague plural and gender distinction. Chinese, as well as
Polish, is the SVO language, however the Chinese sentence structure is much stricter
than the structure of a polish sentence.

What is the most difficult issue concerning Chinese, is the fact that it is a tonal
language, consisting of four (five) tones, which have corresponding characters, called
in Chinese: “‘hanzi’ and their phonetic representation, called: “pinyin’.

Thus, while learning Chinese, the students need to learn five various elements
at the same time:

— The meaning

- The tone

— The pinyin

— The hanzi

— And the stroke order of the character.

At the beginning, learning Chinese is like learning a totally new language.
Students need to learn HOW to learn Chinese first.

b. Chinese characters’ Acquisition Introduction

Characters are often compared to pictures of squares, rectangles and other
shapes [5, p. 1 — 3). As opposed to other languages, there are only few words which
consist of only one letter, such as onomatopoeic sounds or interjections like a for
instance sound of surprise ‘Mi!” or “Hk!” [6].

As stated before, it is rather a grammatically simple language. What is more, it
Is a syllabic language, where each syllable has its own visual representation in the
form of a character, commonly known as: ‘hanzi’. However, there is a limited
amount of such syllables, 419 to be exact.

As it can be seen in the table above (table 3), the sentence ‘I am Polish’ —is a
compilation of five syllables which can exist alone. ‘I’ + “to be’ + ‘Poland’ + “person’
means | am Polish. Only the word ‘Poland’ is written together, due to the fact that it

Is a phonetic equivalent of the English word Poland.



Table 3

An example of a Chinese sentence written in monosyllabic characters’ structure
(based on [6])

Simplified Character Version English Definition
and PinyIn
F wo | / me/my
& shi is/are / am/ yes / to be
# == Bolan Poland
A rén man / person / people
REE=A I am Polish

However, although there are only 26 letters in the Chinese alphabet [7, p. 6],
there are 419 syllables and most of them can have four or five tonal representation
(there are also multiple meaning syllables, or polysemic syllables, or polyphonic
syllables). We can observe it in the table below, on the example of the word ‘mi’
(table 4).

Table 4
Chinese phonetic and written representation of one syllable and its meaning
Syllable Tone Character Translation
representation
M1 173 Sound for calling a cat
M Mi ik Riddle
Mi * rice
Mi R Secret

We can find four various tonal representations with four corresponding
characters, meaning ‘WX’ — “ sound for calling a cat’ , “i%’ — “a riddle’, K’ — ‘rice’,
and ‘%’ — “a secret’ [8; 9.

In terms of learning Chinese characters, students face numerous problems. In
the past, characters were simply pictograms, ideograms, which connected to the

historical origin of how they were created in the ancient times, could help to

memorize them in present (table 5).



http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=%E6%88%91%E6%98%AF%E6%B3%A2%E5%85%B0%E4%BA%BA
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http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=%E6%88%91%E6%98%AF%E6%B3%A2%E5%85%B0%E4%BA%BA
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=mi2
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=mi4

The evolution of Chinese characters — pictures
(based on [10])

Table 5

English : : Traditional | Simplified o
: Pictogram evolution Pinyin
translation character character
Horse ﬁ % g =5 I M
Moon P 9 @ A H Yué

As it can be observed, the characters look much different, than they used to in

the past, but it is still crucial to write them in the appropriate manner. One of the first

Issues is the matter of learning the strokes and their order in even a single character.

In the below mentioned table, we can see three out of twelve examples of strokes and

the specificity of their writing system. There are twelve strokes which are used in

order to write Chinese characters, however | will just mention three of them, most
difficult to my students, namely: #9744, it and £, B4, 24 (table 6).

Table 6

Chinese writing system — strokes and their writing explanations
(based on [5, c. 107 — 109; 11])

Stroke’s Visual representation Example | Explanation of the writing system
name
a4 ng The horizontal stroke with a downward
héngzhégou I turn and hook is written first from left
to right, then downward, and finally a
turn is made toward the top-left by
quickly lifting the pen to make the
hook.
T N\ The downward stroke to the left is
pié J written from top-right to bottom-left.
15 hénggou, \ = ) fiy | The stroke with a hook: the hook is

X £ shugou,
25 £ wangou

written by lifting the pen quickly as
you approach the end of the hook.

Students’ first struggle is to write these strokes correctly.

Another problem they are facing is the similarity in terms of the final

representation of certain characters, such as:


http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=1&wdqb=%E9%A9%AC

Hand H, Zdrand 1, Fand#k, W and II
Kand K, PRand Bk, Kand X, fFand &

They often forget to write a stroke in * H” (‘eye’) making it *H’ (‘sun”), or they
prolong the stroke in the word ‘day’ — ‘’k’, making it a part of a character meaning
‘husband’ or a ‘doctor’ — “=k’. There are only tiny elements differentiating the above
mentioned characters, but they were crucial for the correct writing of the characters.

Thanks to such details, people learning Chinese tend to be more patient and
organized with time, what helps children, teenagers and university students enhance
their comprehension, abilities in reading and writing, and it also helps improve
problem-solving management in all of the age groups [12; 13; 14].

Another difficulty in learning Chinese characters, which the students struggle
with, is the fact that the characters must be written with the appropriate stroke order.
The stroke order is also a little bit like orthography for Polish people, thus it is crucial
to know HOW to write correctly. There are eight major rules to write Chinese
characters correctly, the following example is just ‘a taste’ of what the students need

to struggle with, in the character learning process (figure 1).

Figure 1. Stroke order of the word ‘character’

What is more, there are many characters, which students have to remember.
Many of which are quite similar. The way they cope with the problem is quite
interesting. They tend to see the characters as pictures; students describe the
characters ‘in their heads’ in order to create their own story. For example the word
‘man’ — ‘53 is a compilation of the word ‘H’ — “field” and “strength’ — 77, thus a

man is a person who works on the field, and has to have a lot of strength (3 =H+77).

The word ‘good’ is a compilation of a word ‘son’ — *¥-” and ‘a female’ - %,

because it is good when there is a mother and a son in the family (=% +F).



Another example is: ‘peace’ — “%’, because it is peaceful when there is ‘a
female’ — ‘2’ in the house — * " (Z&Z=""+%).

However, those explanations are known worldwide. My students have prepared
yet another description of certain words, more descriptive, less logical. The word
‘white’ — ‘4" looks like an open copying machine for the adult students, whereas
youth group sees it as a drink with a straw. The word "% — ‘often’, is seen by the
kids as an Indian person, who works out in the gym a lot, and has got a hat with
feathers on its top. Adults have no idea to the given character. However, they all see
the word ten — “-I-* as a cross, or a plus sign, and the word ‘sleepy’ — ‘/H” — as a tree
on the bed.

Another important factor influencing students’ attitude towards learning
Chinese characters, is the motivation factor. Unfortunately, learning Chinese is like
opening one door, behind which you find another three or more sets of doors just
waiting for you with the unknown. One learns one character, and then he gets
‘bombed’ with yet another characters which occurring with the previous one,
introduce totally new meanings of the previously learnt character. Thus motivation
for learning characters and hard work one needs to put into learning is crucial.

It turns out that the motivation in the first group of students is, as follows:

— 10 students are encouraged by their parents;

— 7 treatis as a new hobby;

— 4 believe it will be useful to know Chinese in future.

Whereas, students from the adult group learn, because:

— 10 students believe it will help them in the future, to find better jobs;

— 5 students learn Chinese because they co-operate with China, thus they
need to know the language;

—  Streat is as new hobby, and a language that will keep them younger.

As it can be noticed, the motivation factors vary depending on the age group,
but the majority of youth is encouraged by their parents, thus it is a less conscious

decision to learn Chinese, and Chinese characters, thus learning is less effective,



whereas in the adult group, the students are highly motivated for the instrumental
purposes, believing that knowing Chinese will enable them to have better living
standards by obtaining better paid jobs, thus the motivation rises.

Finally, the last part of this article is shortly devoted to the results in terms of
the Chinese characters acquisition process. | have divided the one year course into
three stages, out of which each occurs in different periods of time— 0 — 3 months, 4"
month and after 4 months. It turns out, that the first group of students, the youth,
learns a striking amount of characters within the first period of time — which amounts
up to 300. Adults learn approximately 400—-450 characters. The middle stage is the
‘loss of hope’ stage, in which the students struggle the most, thus learn the smallest
amount of characters, 30 and 70 respectively. The reason for such situation, is
because of the fact that students become aware of the difficulties, and they stand in
front of a difficult decision, ‘what to do? Keep up and learn more aware of what is
waiting ahead? Or just give up?’. After this 4™ month, most of the students accept the
difficulty and keep on learning. The pace is slower than at the beginning, but they are
more aware of their knowledge and more respectful towards Chinese characters and
learning Chinese, what is the key to success.

4. Conclusions

As it has been introduces in the previous chapter, the students, without group
division, tend to struggle with similar issues while learning Chinese, especially
Chinese characters. Apart from the fact, that they have to learn all the five elements
of the language in question at the same time (meaning, tone, pinyin, hanzi, stroke
order), something they are not accustomed to do, they also have to follow the rules in
which they have to write each, out of 12 stroke types, and then put them in
appropriate order, where you have eight major ways of writing the characters. Not to
mention the fact, that the students need to struggle with precision in the writing
process, so that none of the strokes would go over its place, because then it may mean
yet another character. What is more, they have to remember to put the word in a strict

and fixed order, although Chinese is SVO language.



However, students found their own ways to cope with the problems of learning
Chinese characters; they memorize the characters by means of collocations, or mental
representations as they see the characters as pictures introducing a story, what helps
them to put the words in their memory for longer.

Another important factor, described above, is the issue of the motivation factor,
which has crucial influence on the learning process. It turns out, that when the
decision about learning Chinese characters is more conscious, the acquisition process
Is better and faster; comparing it to a situation when the parents are encouraging, not
so aware of the difficulty of Chinese writing system, kids, who get disappointed soon.

The last analyzed material is the stages of learning Chinese Characters. We can
see, that after three months of very good and energetic learning process, the period of
doubt occurs, after which (ap. After 1 month) the students which stay and keep on
with learning Chinese, are more mature in learning the characters, and although the
process is slower, it is more self-aware, and stays in the students’ minds longer.
Learning Chinese is like canoeing, you never know when the the dangerous waterfall

comes (doubt), you just have to keep on rowing.
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banbka Karapxuna

3aCBO€HHS KUTaMChbKOI MOBH. TpyJHOIII, SIKI BUHHKAIOTh HA MEPIIUX eTarax
BHUBUYCHHS KUTANChKOi MOBHU MOJIbCHKUMHU CTYACHTAMHU-TIOYATKIBIIMU

3acBOEHHS MOBHM 3aBKJIM BHMAara€ BEJIUKHUX BHUTpaT, OCOOJUBO SKIIO BHU
BUPIIIUTE BUBYMUTH 1i y IIEBHOMY Billl, KOJH PIIICHHS HaBYaTucCs OakaHe, a00 XTOCh
IHIIMI BUPIMIKB, MO0 BU HaBuanucsa. DakTopu MOTHBALli 3aBXKIW Pi3HI, TOMY W
OBOJIOJIHHS MOBOIO TaKOXX Oyjae nemio Bigpi3HATHCS. BaximBo matm OakaHHS
BUBYUTH MOBY, OCOOJIMBO KOJH BOHA TaKa CKJIaJHa, IK KUTAaHChKa.

Kuralickka MOBa, K HaIlis, € OAHIEI0 3 HAHOLIBII TPAAMIIIHHUX Ha 3eMil, i
BOHA pO3BMBajJach OUIbII HIK M'STh THCSY POKIB. XO04a, MOBa 3a3Haja YUCICHHUX
3MiH, 1 MM MOXEMO MOJAMBUTHUCS HA 1€pOrIipU 3 aOCOIIOTHO HOBOI TOUKH 30pY, BOHA
ii7ie CBOIM KOPIHHSM B CTapOJaBHIM CTHJIb MHCbMa KUTAWCHKUX iepormidiB. binbiie
TOTO, TMOPSAIOK HAMUCAaHHS 1 TOYHICTh Yy MHCHMOBIM (GOpMiI KOXKHOI PHCKH B
HaJICKHOMY TOPSAKY, SK BOHa OyJia HamucaHa 3a Ti THUCAYl POKIB, JO LHUX Tip
BBAXKAETHCS BUPIIAIIBHUM JJI1 HOCIIB KUTalChKOi MOBH. Lle Moxe OyTH mOpiBHSHO 3



NOJBCHKO1 opdorpadiero, Aemo-110 HeOOXIAHO AT TOTO, 00 HAMKMCATH MPABUIBHO
NOJILCHKI CJI0Ba, (hpa3u, pedeHHs.

MeTtoto 1aHOi CTAaTTi € aHaJl3 BUBYEHHSI KUTAIChKOI MOBH, 1€pOrTi(iB YUHIMU-
MOYATKIBISIMU, SIKI OYyJIM MOJIUICHI Ha JBI MOBHI TPyIHU: MOJIOAbL Ta JIOpPOCIi. ABTOp
pOaHai3yBaB pI3HI AaCMEKTH HaBYaHHS KHUTAMCHKUX 1€pormidiB, MpU LbOMY
oco0iMBa yBara MpUAUIEHA TPYIHOIIAM, 3 SIKUMHM YYHI CTHKAIOThCS Y Mpoleci
BUBYCHHS 1€pormidiB. binbiie TOro, mpoaHami30BaHO KOXKEH acleKT Ta i
UTIOCTpallii KOHKPETHOI 3aj7adl HaBYaHHS HABEJCHO IE€BHI MPUKIAAU 3 KJacy
croctepexeHb TaKoXK y3arajibHEHO Ta 3a3HAYEHO HAWOLIBII BaXKIUBI €EMEHTU U
3p00JIeHI BUCHOBKH 3a CTATTEIO B IJIOMY.

Knrowosi cnoea: xkurtalicbka MOBa, KUTAWCBhKI 1€pOriiH, ICHXOJIHTBICTHKA,
3aCBOEHHS MOBH.

banbpka Karapxxuna

VYcBoeHMe KUTAUCKOTO si3blKa. TPYIHOCTH, KOTOPbIE BO3HUKAIOT HA MEPBBIX
JTarax U3y4yeHUs! KUTAMUCKOTO SI3bIKa MOJLCKUMU HAaUYWHAOIIUMU CTYJEHTAMU

N3yuenue s3bika Bcerga TpedyeT OOJbIINX 3aTpaT, OCOOEHHO €CJIU BbI PEIIUTE
y3HaTh €r0 B OMpPEACICHHOM BO3pacTe, WJIM KOTrJa PelICHUE YUUThCS JKelaeMoe, Uin
KTO-TO JAPYTOW pelui, 4To0bl Bbl YUHIIM KUTaWCKuW. DaKTOphl MOTHBAIMU BCETa
pasHble, MOATOMY M YCBOCHHE f3bIKa TaKke OyJeT HECKOJbKO OTIMYaThCs. BaxHo
UMETh KEJIAHUE U3YUUTh S3bIK, 0COOCHHO KOTa OH TaKOM CIIOXKHBIM, KaK KUTAHCKUH.

Kwuralickuii sS3pIK, Kak W HaIlWs, SBJSICTCS OJHUM M3 HanOoJyiee TPaTuIIMOHHBIX
Ha 3emJie, ¥ OH pa3BUBAJCSA OOJiee YeM MATh ThHICSY JIET. XOTs, pedb MOJBEPIiiach
MHOTOYHMCIICHHBIM WM3MEHEHHUSM, M Mbl MOXXEM IIOCMOTPETh Ha Heporiudsl ¢
COBEPIIEHHO HOBOW TOYKU 3PEHHS, OH YXOJUT CBOMMHU KOPHSAMH B JIPEBHUI CTHIIb
nyucbMa KuTaickux ueporndoB. bonee Toro, mopsgoKk HamuMCaHWsT U TOYHOCTH B
MUCbMEHHON (OpMeE KaKJIOM 4YEepTOUYKM B HaJJIEKAIIEM IOpsAJIKE, KaK OHa Oblia
HaIlMCaHa 3a T€ THICAYMU JIET, JI0 CUX IOP CUMUTAETCS PELIAIOIINM JIJIi HOCUTENEH
KUTANCKOro si3bIKa. DTO MOXKET OBITh CPAaBHEHO C MOJIbCKOM opdorpadueilt, koraa
KO€-4TO HE0OXOUMO JIsl TOTO, YTOOBI HAMKMCAaTh MPABWIHHO MOJILCKUE CIIOBA, (Ppasbl,
pEIOKEHHUS.

Llenpr0o gaHHOW CTaThbU SBJISETCS AaHAJIU3 YCBOCHHUS KHUTAWCKOTO SI3bIKA,
Ueporu(poB HAYMHAIOIMIMMH YYCHUKAMU, KOTOpble ObUIM TMOJACJIEHBI Ha [BE
SI3BIKOBBIE TPYIIBI: MOJOJEKb M B3pOCIbie. ABTOP IMPOAHAIM3UPOBAT pa3IMYHBIC
aCmeKThl OOy4YeHHUs KUTAUCKUX HepOriau(doB, YACIUB MPU ATOM 0CcO00€ BHUMAHHE
TPYAHOCTSIM, C KOTOPBIMH CTaJKHUBAIOTCSI YYEHUKHM B TPOLECCE H3YyUYECHUSs
uepornudoB. boree Toro, nmpoaHaIM3UPOBAH KaXKAbIH aCHEKT W I WJUTFOCTPAINH
KOHKPETHOM 3ajaun OOy4eHHsI MPUBEJEHBI U OINpPECIICHHbIE MPUMEPHhl M3 Kiacca
HaOmoneHnil. Takxe 000O0IIEHbI U yKa3aHbl Hau0oJiee BaXKHBIE AJIEMEHTHI, YTOObI U
c/ielaHbl BRIBOBI [0 CTATHE B IIEJIOM.
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