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Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language: a Learner’s Point of View

For most Westerners Chinese is too intimidating a challenge to even begin. In
Shenzhen, China, the manufacturing capital of the world, most foreigners have no
knowledge of the Chinese language past ‘hello’. Those few that do have a decent
command of the spoken language have no knowledge of how to write or read the
language. A very select group of foreigners in Shenzhen have command of spoken
and written Chinese, and they have spent years acquiring these communicative skills.
In the article we would try to find a better way and demystitea learning Chinese and
get quicker results in fluency for a greater number of those seeking to learn Chinese
as a foreign language. The author of the article shares the experiences he had had as a
foreign language learner, a teacher and a foreigner living in China. The first thing the
author would recommend to teachers of Chinese is the immortal Latin phrase “know
thyself”. Teachers should know their strengths and weaknesses and be on a constant
search to improve themselves and their lessons.
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Over the past 20 years | have learned three foreign languages fluently: Spanish,
German and Russian. Now | am undertaking the task of learning three foreign
languages rolled into one: Chinese, Chinese, Chinese.

Am | being dramatic here? Surely Chinese is just one language like any other?
The reason | am describing Chinese at three foreign languages is that it contains three
distinct components that, in my opinion, require the time and effort of a learning a
European language to a native English speaker. The three components | am referring
to here are ‘hanzi’ written characters (1), the sound that they represent (2) and the
tones that are used to convey meaning (3).

For most Westerners, Chinese is simply too intimidating a challenge to even

begin. Here in Shenzhen, the manufacturing capital of the world, | would say over



95% of the foreigners I met have no knowledge of the Chinese language past “hello’.
Those few that do have a decent command of the spoken language have no
knowledge of how to write or read the language, instead relying on the Anglicized
‘pinyin’ alphabet to write pidgin messages via e-mail and text messages. A very, very,
select group of foreigners | have come across in my time here have command of
spoken and written Chinese, and they have spent years acquiring these
communicative skills.

Is there not a better way? Can we demystify learning Chinese and get quicker
results in fluency for a greater number of those seeking to learn Chinese as a foreign
language? Most certainly. In this brief writing, | will share the experiences | have had
as a foreign language learner, a teacher and a foreigner living in China.

The first thing | would recommend to Chinese teachers is the immortal Latin
phrase ‘temet nosce’ — know thyself. Know your strengths and your weaknesses and
be on a constant search to improve yourself and your lessons. This holds true for all
teachers, but when dealing with foreigners, it becomes increasingly important.
Without assessing yourself, you have no starting point to begin your educational
journey with your students.

In the city of Luhansk, | had my first every Chinese lesson. The teacher was
very nice and friendly, but | eventually stopped going to her lessons. Why? Allow me
to state the problems that led to me studying on my own.

The teacher was very young and | believe it was her first teaching assignment
(if this low level of experience holds true with Chinese teachers abroad, this problem
may be affecting thousands of classes and perhaps millions of students). The class
was comprised of myself, a handful of girls from Turkmenistan and our Chinese
teacher in a Ukrainian classroom (quite the snapshot of globalization!). Classes
centered on rote learning. Tediously going through the tones with a wall chart and
writing characters again and again in the right stroke order.

The textbook (which | must say is quite good and | still use from the Beijing
Language and Culture University Press) was followed page by page and exercise by

exercise.



The predictability of the lessons led to low energy in the classroom and
eventually led to disinterest. Why were these lessons not connecting with us? Like |
said before, each teacher must know themselves, which will then lead to knowing
their students. Our young teacher never left China before her assignment in Ukraine.
She had little knowledge of America and Turkmenistan. Why did she not take the
first lesson to get to know us? It would have broadened her knowledge and helped to
tailor lessons that were relevant to us. Instead of starting with the book on day one,
the first lesson could have been better served by trying to connect with the students
and see what our learning styles were. Ultimately, we were taught as if we ourselves
were Chinese, which was doomed to failure.

So step one is for teachers of Chinese to assess themselves and to see how they
can best connect to their language learners. Does the Chinese teacher in Germany
know anything about the German educational system? What about the Chinese
teacher in Canada? How can those teachers thrive in their environment? To know that
you have to adapt your style to the place you find yourself in instead of trying to
import a classroom from China is the first hurdle. Finding the best ways to learn for
individual students is the second.

As mentioned before, learning by rote is doomed to failure from now on. In
2015, students need to employ creativity in learning to be globally competitive.
While 1 still use a traditional method of textbooks for doing things like reading
dialogues and learning grammar, my primary method of language acquisition is via
my iPad. Apps such as ChineseSkill, Mindsnacks Mandarin, Memrise, Chinese
Flashcards, Learn Chinese Language Mahjong and others are challenging and fun
ways to expand my knowledge. As | have learned as a teacher, there must be a
balance in learning. On one hand, there is the drudgery of rote learning that bores
students to tears and scares away many people from learning Chinese. On the other
hand is the danger of making learning too much like playtime where everything must
be learned through gamification. The challenge of the teacher is to keep it fun and

interesting while giving substance to the lesson.



How do we do this? For me the answer lies in training teachers. | remember
my first days in front of a classroom of my young Kazakhstani sixth graders. | will
never forget the blank stares at some of my first lessons! Clearly, it was trial and error,
but | never stopped trying to figure out how to see the lesson from their eyes, not just
mine. After a first few painful lessons, | adapted my ways and, just as importantly,
explained to the student how they can adapt. They were used to rote which was
getting them nowhere. By the end of the year, many students felt proud that they
could speak English without feeling embarrassed or getting red-faced.

In conclusion, | would say to all the Chinese teachers reading this, to lose their
rigidity and gains some flexibility. Education is going through a technological
revolution but the core competencies of engaging students, being relevant and
problem-solving will never go away. Try to see learning Chinese through the eyes of
your foreign student. This perspective will go a long way in bringing success to your

lessons, and eventually more foreign Chinese speakers in the world!

Jlennapn O.

BuknamanHs KUTalCbKOI MOBH: TOYKA 30pY JIFOJUHU, IKA BUBYA€ MOBY

binbmiicTs Mo y BChbOMY CBITI MOOOIOIOTHCS BUBYATH KUTalCbKy MOBY. B
[enpwkeni (KHP), mnpomucnoBiifi cToiuIill CBiTY, OUIBIIICT, 1HO3EMIIB, IO
IpaIoTh TaM, HE MOXYTh CIUIKYBAaTHCS Ha KHTAHChKIA MOBI. Jlroam , sKi x
BOJIOJIIFOTh PO3MOBHOIO KHTAMCHKOIO MOBOIO, HE MOXYTh nucatu abo uutatu. B
CTaTTi MU CrpoOyeMO PO3BIATH Mi( MPO TPYAHOII BUBYCHHS KHUTAMCHKOT MOBH 1
JIOBECTH, 110 OTPUMATH IIBHUJIKI PE3YJbTaTH MOXKJINUBO. ABTOP JIIUTHCS JOCBIIOM,
SKAW BIH OH OTPUMaB B SKOCTI JIFOAWHH, IO MPAIfOBaB BHKJIaJa4eM aHTIIHCHKOI
MOBH 1 B SIKOCTI JIFOJIMHU, 1110 BUBYAB KUTAWCHKY MOBY SIK 1HO3€MHY. ABTOp Haramaye
BUUTEISIM, OE3CMEPTHY JIATUHCHKY (hpasy - mi3Hail camoro cebe. Bunrtens moBuHEH
OyTH THYYKUM TEAarorom, 3HaTH CBOI CHJIBbHI 1 ClIa0Ki CTOPOHU 1 OyTH B IOCTIHHOMY
NOIIYKY, 11100 MOCTIHHO MiABUIILYBAaTH CBIM mpodeciiinuii piBeHs. Ilepmuii ypok 3
1HO3€MHO1 MOBH CJIiJ] IPUCBSYYBATH 3HAOMCTBY 31 CTYJI€HTaMH, PO3MI3HAHHIO 1XHIX
CTUJIIB HaBYaHHS, BCTAHOBJICHHIO KOHTAakKTiB HUMH. [Ipoiiec HaBUaHHS MOBi CIif
0aunTH OYMMAa CTYJICHTIB — II€ 3al0pyKa YCIIIXY.

Knrouosi cnosa:xuraiicbka MOBa,rHY4YKUH TIEAaror,m3HaTi caMoro ceoe.

Jlennapir A.
[IpenogaBaHne KMTAMCKOTO S3bIKA: TOYKA 3PEHUS YEJIOBEKA, KOTOPBIM HU3y4aeT
SI3BIK



BospIIMHCTBO NIOAEH BO BCEM MHUPE ONACAIOTCS M3ydaTh KUTAMCKHM A3bIK. B
[I>upwxone (KHP), npoMebluieHHOW cTonuIEe MUpa, OOJBIIMHCTBO WHOCTPAHIICB,
paboTarolmux TaM, He MOTYT OONIaThCAd HAa KUTAWCKOM si3bike. JIr0u, KOTOpHIE Ke
BJIAJICIOT PA3TOBOPHBIM KUTAWCKUM SI3bIKOM, HE MOTYT MHUCATh WIK YUTaTh. B cratbe
MBI TOMbBITAEMCSl Pa3BEsITh MU(] O TPYIHOCTH HU3YUYEHHUS KUTAUCKOTO S3bIKa M
JI0Ka3aTh, YTO MOJYUYUTHh OBICTPBIC PE3yJIbTaThl BO3MOXKHO. ABTOP JEIUTCS OIBITOM,
KOTOPBIM OH TMOJYyYHJI B KAaueCTBE YEJIOBEKa, KOTOPHIA paboTayl IMperojaBaTeiemM
AHTJIMHACKOIO SI3bIKa M B KAUYE€CTBE YEJIOBEKA, KOTOPbIA M3yyall KUTAMCKUHN S3bIK Kak
WHOCTpaHHBIA. ABTOpP HAlOMHUHAET YYMTENSIM, O€CCMEPTHYIO JAaTHHCKYIO ¢pasy -
Io3Hal camMoro ceOs. YuuTenabp HOJDKEH OBITh TMOKHMM II€JaroromM, 3HaTh CBOU
CHWJIbHBIE W CJIa0ble CTOPOHBI M OBITh B TOCTOSHHOM ITOMCKE, YTOOBI IOCTOSIHHO
MOBBINIATH CBOM TpodeccroHambHbI ypoBeHb. [IepBblii YpPOK MHOCTPAHHOTO SI3BIKA
CI€AyeT TOCBSIIATh 3HAKOMCTBY CO CTYyJACHTaMH, PACIO3HABAHUIO HUX CTHIEH
oOy4eHMs, yCTAaHOBJIICHUIO KOHTAaKTOB HUMHU. [Iporecc oOydeHUs S3BIKY CIETyeT
BUJIETh IJ1a3aMU CTYJACHTOB — 3TO 3aJI0T ycrexa.

Knroueswvie cnosa: KATaWCKUH SA3BIK, THOKUH 1EIaror, II03HaTh CAMOI0 ceOsl.
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