Introducing university staff to the
language and culture of Chinese
students

Introduction

When the university was faced with the prospect of a larger intake of
Chinese students for the next academic year, | was asked in May 2019 to
prepare a CPD session for staff to introduce them to Mandarin, which is
the most widely-spoken official language in a large, multilingual and
populous country. The following is an outline of how | prepared and
conducted the session. This session would also be useful for anyone going

to China for the first time for business or pleasure.
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Designing the Session

As a linguist, | am fascinated by the differences between the English and Chinese languages. But soon |

realised that merely describing the differences would be neither engaging nor particularly relevant. For

example, when considering syntactic features. Wang et al (2013) cited the following:-

“Wang Yin, the famous professor, once said that some linguists .... compare English structure as

“grape structure”, for the trunk of the grape is very short with many fruit attached on it to form very
long sentences. Different from that, the Chinese sentences are shorter with phrases in sequential

order by themselves just like the bamboo joints. So Chinese is called “bamboo structure”. “(Hu

Wenzhong, 1999)

Although Chinese and English have the same SVO (Subject-Verb-Object) word order. Chinese sentences go

from a general concept to the most specific.

| reflected on my own experience as a student of Mandarin, and decided to focus on some of the aspects |
had found most interesting. The aspects | had found rewarding on my own personal journey were when |
was able to communicate with others in Mandarin Chinese and also when | started to understand how
Chinese characters were formed and how the written language related to the spoken language. As a result of

this | decided on four objectives arising from these observations.

e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, SUMMER 2019, VOL. 26, NO. 2 PAGE25  WWW.AMED.ORG.UK @ e é%g?ésotlons



Four design objectives
1. Adopt an interactive approach
The first observation was that it is far better to use an interactive approach which allows the audience
to feel what it is like working in the two languages, so objective one was to make the session
interactive.

2. Encourage active participation
The second observation was that by the end of the session it is necessary to feel you have learnt

something and are able to hold a short conversation, so objective two was that the participants should
have a short conversation.

3. Focus on relevant content
The third observation is to make the content relevant to the audience, so objective three was to

introduce language that would be useful in an everyday context if meeting a business contact in China
or booking into a hotel.

4. Evaluate the effects of this linguistic awareness on staff-student relationships
The fourth observation was how this awareness might impact interaction with Chinese students, so

objective four was to evaluate how this renewed awareness might impact the relationships staff are

able to develop with their Chinese students.

Image 1: Chinese students at the University of Chichester celebrating the end of their Business English Course
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With these four objectives in mind the session was designed around the following eight aspects of the

Mandarin language,

= Facts and Figures = Greetings

= Tones = Numbers

= Characters and Pinyin =  Months

=  Grammar = Days of the week

In the following pages, | illustrate briefly how | introduced each of those aspects.

Facts and Figures

Fig. 1: Map Showing Chinese Linguistic Groups
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U.S. Central Intelligence Agency - From the Perry-Castafieda Library Map
Collection: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/middle_east and_asia/china_ling_90.jpg Additional source - Library of Congress
collection: https://www.loc.gov/item/90686002/
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In the first part, the objective was to create an awareness that not all Chinese students may understand each
other in their first language. In fact many schools in China still give classes in the local language and
Mandarin is studied like a foreign language (Greenwood, E., 2007). There are three main languages in
China: Mandarin, Shanghaiese and Cantonese. The population of China is approximately 1.6 billion people.
The majority speak Mandarin as a first language, but 91 million people speak Shanghaiese and 55 million
people speak Cantonese (Greenwood, E., 2007). China also has over 80 different dialects, so although the
characters used to write Mandarin are the same, they may be pronounced differently in different parts of
China.

Mandarin is a tonal language. There are four tones in Mandarin.
= 1t Tone - high level as in ma - mother
= 20 tone —rising as in ma - hemp
= 3" tone - falling then rising as in ma - horse
= 4% tone - falling as in ma - scold
There are more tonal languages in the world than non-tonal languages. Cantonese has eight tones.
Having introduced these facts and figures, | encouraged participants to practise saying the tones by

repetition.

Characters and Pinyin
A character is a series of mini-pictures that tell you the meaning of the word. Here are two examples. The

first is the character for ‘cat’ and the second is the pinyin version of the word for ‘cat’ in Chinese Mao.

i

Source: trainchinese.com

Image: Paxabay.com

Pinyin is a phonetic system in roman letters to aid pronunciation. It has been used in China since 1958.
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There are four character types: pictographs, ideographs, phonographs and combinations of characters.

1. Pictographs look like the object they describe, e.g.: 2. ldeographs represent an idea, e.g.:
mu - tree er - two
Source: trainchinese.com Source: trainchinese.com

3. Phonographs - Part of the character gives the sound/pronunciation whilst another part gives the

meaning.
For example in the character yuan — meaning garden, the —
central part of the character gives the pronunciation and E
when enclosed by four sides the character means garden.

Source: trainchinese.com

4. Putting characters together to make a new
character, e.g.: Woman - na - and child - zi -
together make good - héo. - -
nu zZi hao

Participants in the class then practised writing the Source: trainchinese.com

e

character for ‘good’ - hao

Grammar

Two interesting facts about Chinese are that:

1. There are no different tenses

2. There are no plural endings
Here are some examples:-

The verb does not change
= shi-to be
=  WO0shi—Iam
= Nishi-You are
= Tashi—-He/Sheis
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There are no verb tenses

= WO miingtiadn qu - | will go tomorrow

= W0 zuotian qu le - | went yesterday
Chinese uses a combination of adverbials, context and word order to express time.
This can lead to confusion amongst learners (Jung Chang, 2001)

No singular and plural — Ma xihuan chi pingguo - Horse like eat apple

Greetings
= Nihao - Hello = NI hdo ma? — How are you
= Nihao - Hello = W03 hén hao.- I'm very well.

Participants practised their conversation in pairs.

/(’/]7\ é; N1 hao mao mi

The picture of ‘Hello Kitty’ was used so that participants could see the

character for ‘hao’ — good and the character for ‘mao’ — cat, which had

been introduced previously. They were then able to identify the

character for ‘n’ — you and ‘mi’ — the diminutive marker.
They then added to the conversation by asking each other's names.
= Nijiao shénme? - What's your name?

= Wojiao ............ - I'm called

= Finally they said goodbye to each other.

Hello Kitty — Drawing by Daniel Howard =  Zaijian! — Goodbye
dannyman.toldme.com Creative Commons

= Zaijian! - Goodbye
Numbers

Next, participants were introduced to the numbers and quickly realised how logical they were and how easy it

was to combine them with other words to make the days of the week and the months of the year.

1-y1 6 —liu 12 — shiér
2 —er 7-qr 20 — érshi
3-san 8 —ba 22 — érshiér
4 —si 9 —jiu 100 — yibai
5-wi 10 -shi 1000 - gian

Participants were given a list of numbers and had to work out from the above how to say them in Mandarin.

This was a paired task. Numbers could then be practised interactively using dice.
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With a little more information they were able to work out the days of the week and the months of the year

themselves.
= XingqiyT — Monday
= Yilyue — January
=  One exception xinggitian — Sunday

This work was again undertaken in pairs. It was a sociable activity and the participants supported each other

when working out the answers and encouraged each other to say the words.

e ’:;;;;/W/IWUM//

JEEETT

""7/ /

il // 1

Image 2: Paired speaking activity.
With additional information some participants were then able to write down and say their date of birth.
= Jiuylé sihao - September 4t (days)
= erlinglinginian — 2007 (years)

This task clearly demonstrated how just a little knowledge of Mandarin can be very powerful and a useful

asset.

Impact of awareness on staff interaction with Chinese students

The following points linked to the aspects of Mandarin learnt during the session.

Common errors Chinese students make

= Plurals — There are often frequent errors of agreement between nouns and verbs.

= Tenses — as discussed verbs in Mandarin do not change so tense is inferred from context, adverbials

and word order.
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= Pronunciation - /v/ is absent from most Chinese dialects. There is no distinction between the sounds
/p/and /b/, It/ and /d/, /k/ and /g/. People from the south of China find it difficult to distinguish /I/ and
Irl. According to Jung Chang (2001). There are many vowel sounds in English which have no

equivalent in Chinese. He also states that many Chinese dialects do not have the sound /n/.

Suggestions

=  Be clear with times — use the words ‘tomorrow’, ‘yesterday’, ‘next week’, ‘last week'’.

= Alphabetical order — many Chinese names begin with W, X, Y and Z. They are all at the end of the
alphabet so be mindful when organising activities.Students’ reading speed in English may be slower
than home students, so it is useful to allow students access to reading passages before the class so

that they can prepare.

= If a video or long listening passage is to be used in class allow student access on MOODLE before

the class so that students can listen to it in advance.
= Allow time for students to answer. They need time to process the information.

After completing the tasks and learning a little about Mandarin, it was easier for participants to appreciate

some of the language difficulties Chinese students are faced with.

The session was well received and the four objectives were met. Everyone had a short conversation, the
session was interactive, the content was relevant both in terms of the teaching context and the participants
own lives and the session ended with some practical suggestions to use when planning lectures and

seminars for mixed groups with Chinese students.
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