Per Linguam 2019 35(2):1-17
http://dx.doi.org/10.5785/35-2-846

Journal Home Page: I er A Journal for Language Learning

o .
http://perlinguam.journals.ac.za L]n gu am Tydskrif vir Taalaanleer

A COMPARATIVE STUDY ON TEACHING AND LEARNING
CHINESE CHARACTERS BY PRIMARY SCHOOL NON-NATIVE
CHINESE LEARNERS IN SOUTH AFRICA AND CHINA

Professor Emeritus NM Nel, Assistant Professor Quan Zhou

Associate Professor S Krog Zhejiang International Studies University, China
Professor LDM Lebeloane

University of South Africa

Given China’s fast-growing economy, more people have been motivated to learn Mandarin;
however, many encounter challenges in learning the complex characters and consequently
abandon it. In view of South Africa’s decision to introduce Mandarin as a second additional
language in schools (by choice) and China having to cater for non-native Chinese learners in
certain schools, the University of South Africa and the Zhejiang International Studies
University agreed to embark on a collaborative research project with an emphasis on the
teaching and learning of Chinese characters. Qualitative comparative case studies were
employed and multiple data collection tools were used, including interviews, questionnaires,
lesson observations, and volunteer participant learners and researchers involved in a Chinese
characters exercise. A qualitative comparative case study was conducted in order to narrate a
cross-unit comparison, comparing and contrasting the findings. Inductive qualitative content
analysis of both sets of data (South Africa and China) was done, and three common themes
emerged. The data from South Africa and China are discussed individually under the three
themes. Common considerations or factors regarding the teaching and learning of Chinese
characters are identified, which makes it possible to incorporate them in an eclectic approach
(based on lessons learnt by both research parties) in South Africa and China. This
comparative study also informs a facilitative process to implement the introduction of
Mandarin as a second additional language in South African schools.
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INTRODUCTION

Chinese can be considered ‘the most difficult major language’ due to the great number and
complexity of written characters (ShaolLan, 2014: 9), hence ‘... [aspiring learners] give up
mostly because of the characters’ (Ren, 2014: 144, 147). Chinese is a unique orthography.
Some aspects of Chinese literacy acquisition do not conform with alphabetic orthographies.
For example, semantic radicals do not have ‘analogy to alphabetic orthographies’, which in
this case is English. Phonological cues in Chinese are unreliable and word building is reliant
on ‘lexical compounding’, thus morphological awareness is of utmost importance when
learning to read. There are also simplified and traditional scripts, and their characteristics,
strengths and weaknesses have an impact on the teaching and learning of Chinese. By
learning Chinese, segmental and suprasegmental phonological sensitivity and visual skills are
promoted, which are cognitive advantages (McBride, 2015: 523). Chinese children are not
taught to recognise and to use a phonetic component in a character, yet they are able to do so,
which points to a specific relationship between learners’ phonological skills and their reading
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(Ho & Bryant, 1997: 951). Based on the fact that ‘phonology is universally involved in
reading’, a reading disability in Chinese, just like English, can result from phonological
deficits (Perfetti, Cao & Booth, 2013: 11).

There are not many language teachers who have deep insight into the phonetics and
phonology of Standard Chinese. In view of the tonal character of Chinese, pronunciation is
not receiving the attention needed in Standard Chinese. It is thus necessary that, for the future,
Standard Chinese pronunciation should be brought in line with Second Language Acquisition
research, so that a ‘modern methodology’ can be developed that is drawn from findings of
research in phonetics and phonology. This necessitates aspects such as teaching materials and
training pedagogues (Ttiskova, 2017: 27-28). The Chinese logographic characters are based
on meaning instead of phonology. The ability to read the Chinese characters is ‘strongly
related to a child’s writing skills’. Logographic writing in the development of reading is
mediated by two mechanisms which interact. The one is orthographic awareness, which
facilitates visual symbols, phonology and semantics development. The other is motor
programmes, which are established to enable long-term motor memories of Chinese
characters to be formed (Tan, Spinks, Eden, Perfetti & Siok, 2005: 8781). Of great
importance in reading Chinese characters is visual skills to enable the person to detect and
memorise the stroke patterns required to derive meaning and sound. There are many more
stroke patterns that one has to learn and to remember than there are letters in an alphabet.
Thus, visual skills are crucial not only in the early stages but also later on when learning to
read Chinese (Ho & Bryant, 1997: 951). Shen (2005: 53) stresses the importance of gaining ‘a
comprehensive picture of the patterns involved in choosing and using character-learning
strategies in classroom learning situations’ by non-native learners.

Li (2013: 294-305) explains that learning the Chinese language involves a great deal of
practice by learners, including learning by memory and rote-learning strategies. Although
classrooms are more participatory and electronic chatrooms are available in this modern age,
allowing increased access to real cultural environments, language teachers are unsure of what
to teach and how and which ‘real world situations’ they need to prepare the learners for.
Wang and Lai (2015: 93) express their concern that not enough consideration is given to what
and how the language (Chinese) should be taught. Furthermore, ‘globalization puts pressure
on educators to diversify their teaching of language rules and conventions at the microlevel of
age, gender, social class, and ethnicity and to teach what the diverse forms mean’ (Moeller &
Catalano, 2015: 301).

Wong, Gao, Chai and Chin (2011: 232) found that, by interacting with co-researchers with
different backgrounds, experiences and schools, it was possible for them to appreciate each
other's perspectives and challenges, ultimately leading to ‘mutual understanding, reassurance,
and increased confidence in designing/implementing plans’ (Wong et al., 2011: 239). The fact
that the teaching and learning of Chinese characters is a novel field of research, the authors of
this article were motivated to embark on a long-term collaborative research project (between
the University of South Africa in South Africa and Zhejiang International Studies University
in China) in 2017. The title of the project is: The teaching and learning of Mandarin of non-
native Chinese learners with an emphasis on Chinese characters, which holds common
benefits for both parties as it is considered the main reason for non-native Chinese learners of
Mandarin to abandon it.

The researchers’ current (proactive) research is being conducted in the wake of an agreement
between South Africa and China to improve learners’ maths, science and technology results.
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This agreement was signed as a step in the direction of improving basic education, and on the
basis that education ties can be strengthened on an institutional as well as a policy level. Part
of the agreement, which has relevance to our project, is to also promote the Chinese language,
the aim being to teach Mandarin in schools in South Africa (‘China to help ...”, 2016).
Subsequently, the South African Department of Basic Education (DBE) listed Mandarin as a
second additional language (Grades 4-9) * in the National Curriculum Statement grades R-12
(Department of Basic Education, 2015: 3). To expedite and assist with this initiative, the
South African Minister of Basic Education, Angie Motshekga, announced that the Chinese
government would donate 2 000 textbooks to assist local schools which offer Mandarin, as a
South African textbook still needs to be developed. In addition, in pilot schools teaching
Mandarin, e-learning classrooms would be established (‘South Africa formalizing ...’, 2016).
Further, 100 teachers would be sent to China annually for methodological and cultural
enrichment (‘SA eyes mass Mandarin teaching...’, 2016) and the Chinese government would
assist this country in developing a curriculum for teaching Mandarin (‘China to help...’,
2016).

By embarking on this comparative research, the researchers’ common aim is to identify
common considerations that can be incorporated into an eclectic approach flowing from the
research questions. This is done by drawing a comparison once similarities and differences
based on the two sets of findings (South Africa and China) have been identified. In doing so,
we will also be contributing to and facilitating the promotion and implementation of
Mandarin as a second additional language in South African schools.

APPROACH FOR LEARNING CHINESE CHARACTERS

Studies have found that learning strategies which non-native learners of Chinese use suggest
‘rote memorization, graphic cues and knowledge of radicals’ (Shen, 2005: 53). It is necessary
to consider how a learner perceives a Chinese character and how the perception develops in
order to develop a strategy that is effective to learn Chinese characters. Tse, Marton, Ki and
Loh (2007: 384-388) developed an approach based on the ‘phenomenographic view of
learning and awareness that puts learners’ perceptions of what is to be learnt and how these
perceptions come about as central to learning.” Thus, a perception-orientated approach was
adopted by Tse et al. (2007: 384) ‘which integrates enhancement of the way of seeing
(perception of the meaning and structures of the language into the process of doing (the
reading, writing and the using of language)’. Thus, the way of seeing (i.e., the learner’s
perception of the meaning and structures of the language) is integrated into the doing process
(i.e., reading, writing and using the language).

It is important to highlight the structures of characters (components and how they are put
together, what they mean with regard to the meaning/sound of the whole character) where
related characters in clusters are present, as well as their similarities and differences. Initially,
the meaning and sound of characters must be seen as coming from a context which makes
sense to the learner. In this way, the learner focuses on the appearance, sound and context of
the characters simultaneously, and discovers that characters and their sounds change as the
message in the text becomes clear. The role of the character in the text is stressed, rather than
its features. Teaching thus starts with the whole (within context) as it relates to the learner’s
past experience of the meaning of the words when speaking. In this way, meaningful reading
leads to the reader examining how the meanings of the words associate with the characters
and their shapes. Emphasis should also be on what the characters mean and how each
corresponds to a syllable. The characters and text need to be within the learners’ ‘mental
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lexicon of meanings’ (Tse et al., 2007: 388). Hence, the teacher needs to be instrumental in
synchronising the syllables and the position of the characters. To do so would necessitate
teachers to acquaint themselves with the types of errors learners are apt to make, to analyse
the errors, and how to prevent these errors and support the learners.

In second language acquisition, the aim of error analysis is to identify the errors and the
sources of errors a learner makes while acquiring the second language. This process is known
as interlanguage (IL). It is assumed that the mother tongue is a solid system, as well as the
target language. Moving from the mother tongue to the target language has numerous
‘incremental developmental phases/steps/stages/approximations’ that are all systematic and
governed by developmental rules that are neither 100% L1-compliant nor 100% L2-
compliant, and this is called IL. Thus, those interim grammar rules which the learner relies on
for IL performance results in ‘systematic performance errors’ (Nodoushan, 2018: 63). Error
analysis in this day and age has to do with the ‘study of error treatment in language teaching’
(Nodoushan, 2018: 64), and is thus necessary for future research endeavours as researchers
venture deeper into Chinese phonetic learning and related areas.

Research questions
This study was guided by the following research questions:

1. What are the experiences of primary school non-native Chinese learners learning
Chinese characters in the contexts of South Africa and China?

2. What are the experiences of Chinese teachers teaching primary school non-native
Chinese learners learning Chinese characters in both contexts?

3. What common considerations or factors can be identified by exploring the experiences
of non-native Chinese learners learning Chinese characters and teachers teaching
Chinese characters in the two contexts?

4. How can the identified common considerations or factors be incorporated into an
eclectic approach for teaching and learning Chinese characters?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The worldview adopted by the researchers was social constructivism. The researchers
explored the subjective meanings of the primary school non-native Chinese learners’
experiences of learning Chinese characters in the contexts of South Africa and China. The
researchers relied heavily on the views of the participants regarding the learning and teaching
of Chinese characters in the two contexts. The subjective meanings and making sense of them
were formed by means of interaction with others (the learners, teachers and parents) through
discussion or interactions (social constructivism), and the influence of historical and well as
cultural norms. The resultant meanings were ‘varied and multiple’, which led the researchers
to ‘look for the complexity of views’. Subsequently, a pattern of meaning developed
inductively. In so doing, the researchers concentrated on the processes of the participants’
interactions with each within their specific contexts, that is, South Africa and China
respectively (Creswell, 2007: 20). The participants were active and involved in every phase of
the process as they were partners in the whole research exercise (De Vos, Strydom, Fouche &
Delport, 2011: 7). The researchers’ own perspectives and appreciating others’ perspectives are
emphasised in this worldview. Praxis and reflexivity, which is understanding how one’s
experiences and background affect one’s understanding and acts, played an important role in
these research efforts (Patton, 2002: 546).
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Qualitative comparative case studies ‘for the purpose of cross-unit comparison’ (Wilson
2009: 206-207) were used in this study. In a multiple case study such as the present one, ‘the
researcher replicates the same study’ (in South Africa) with different learners (in China) in
order to ‘compare and contrast the findings’ (Efron & Ravid, 2013: 41-42). Creswell (2007:
74) refers to a ‘collective case study’, since the subject (teaching and learning Chinese
characters) requires multiple case studies from several research sites (South Africa and
China). ‘Lessons learned’ are identified through qualitative synthesis, and generic factors (in
this case, the teaching and learning of Chinese characters) are generated that can be used to
develop a common approach for teaching Chinese characters to primary school non-native
Chinese learners in South Africa and China (Patton, 2002: 500).

Table 1: School contexts and samples?

South Africa China

School context: a Chinese school (pre-
school to Grade 12) in Gauteng; caters for
all nationalities; language of learning and
teaching is English for non-native Chinese
learners and Mandarin for Chinese learners;
Mandarin is taught on a daily basis (half an
hour) to non-native Chinese learners as a
second additional language.

School context: an international primary
school in Hangzhou for non-Chinese and
overseas ethnic Chinese; Mandarin is taken
as the medium of instruction; learners are
re-grouped according to their Chinese
language  competence; a  45-minute
Mandarin class is taught daily as a foreign
language.

Sample: convenience sampling — grade 5
class, 20 non-Chinese learners.

Sample: convenience sampling — eight
learners across grades 1 to 5 (grading by

Mandarin competence, not age, i.e., grade 1
is the beginner’s level), including both
overseas ethnic Chinese and non-Chinese.

Criteria used: all these learners started
learning to read and write Chinese
characters in this grade (2017).

Criteria used: all these learners learn
Mandarin as a foreign/second language.
(Overseas Chinese Mandarin mother-tongue
speakers were excluded from this study — a
significant number of learners.) Difficulties
in accessing large numbers of beginner
Mandarin learners (grade 1s) necessitated
sampling across grades. Sample learners
who were not from the beginner group
(grade 1s) shared with the researchers their
experience of when they were beginners.
Chinese cultural background at home does
help those ethnic Chinese non-Mandarin
mother-tongue speakers learning Mandarin
in terms of family support. However, they
still face some challenges similar to their
peers without any Chinese cultural
background at home. As reported by the
teachers interviewed, learners at grade 1to 5
are varied in Mandarin competency, but still
share some similar challenges in learning
Mandarin.
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The total sample size of teachers was really
not big, due to the limitation of research
conditions. Teachers who specialise in
teaching Chinese as a second language in
China usually work in international schools.
The number of this kind of school is limited
and it made very hard to find many samples.

Data collection tools

Data collection tools developed by the South African team included: a learner focus group
interview schedule; individual semi-structured interview schedules for the learners and the
principal, deputy principal and teacher; a parent questionnaire (open-ended questions); a
learner questionnaire (open-ended questions based on a table consisting of three Pinyin
words, the equivalent characters and English words); the teaching lesson presented by
learners acting as ‘teachers’; and conducting a reflection session after the lesson. The
researchers thus used multiple forms of data collection to ‘build [an] in-depth case or storied
experiences’ (Creswell, 2007: 143). In China, the Chinese team adapted the data collection
tools to suit their research context. The Chinese side mainly revised the expression of some of
its questions and deleted several questions that were not suitable for China's context. By using
an ‘interpretive lens’, the reflexivity of the researchers was emphasised; hence, the
researchers reflected on the data collection process and the resulting documented
interpretations (Creswell 2007).

Data analysis

Inductive qualitative content analysis was used in this study, where the themes, patterns,
activities and content of the study were organised, described and ultimately compared to
arrive at certain causes, consequences and relationships that allow for interpretation (Patton,
2002: 479, 253). Inductive qualitative content analysis depends greatly on the coding process
(Elo & Kyngas, 2008: 108; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005: 1285). Content analysis is described as
‘the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic classification
process of coding and identifying themes or patterns’ (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005: 1278).
Researchers derive themes from the data by immersing themselves in the data (Elo & Kyngas,
2008:109-111; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005: 1279). The researchers categorised the interview
transcriptions (conducted by a transcriber) and tabulated these under the emerging themes
before recombining them where necessary (Wilson 2009: 209). The interview guides served
as ‘descriptive analytical framework(s) for analysis’ (Patton, 2002: 440). Cross-case analysis
was employed, where different participants’ answers to common questions were grouped
together and “different perspectives on central issues’ (Patton, 2002: 440) were analysed. The
additional data gained from the remaining tools were integrated as complementary data under
these themes, and were used to cross-check facts and discrepancies. By means of the above
multiple

data collection methods, the researchers were able to triangulate the data so that the research
findings and conclusions could be strengthened (Wilson, 2009: 209).

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS
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Three themes emerged from the interview transcriptions. The categories for each theme will
surface as the narrative unfolds. First, the South African data are discussed under each theme
heading, then the data from China follow. The themes emerging from China coincided with
those from South Africa.

Theme 1

South Africa: Teacher’s Chinese character teaching strategies/teaching styles

When the teacher was asked how she taught the Chinese characters she explained that she
‘show[s] them the Pinyin chart and sound[s] them out to the [learners], then repeat. Then
when they are familiar with the sound, we sing it.” The teacher opined that it is important that
the learners learn the characters and the Pinyin early in the learning process. This way of
teaching was also evident when learners acted as teachers and researchers were taught certain
characters and the accompanying Pinyin. The researchers were instructed to repeat the writing
of the newly learnt characters and to repeat the sounds until near perfection. In the focus
group interview, a learner explained that:

In fact we had a listening skill, so everything for the Pinyin, the character what
haven’t learned that well, yet. She could like for the beginning she put all the Pinyin in
and the characters, for the second one she put a little bit of the characters and a lot of
the Pinyin, for the third one she puts barely any Pinyin along with the characters and
for the fourth one she put .... 1t makes it good, either to practice over and over and
over, like we get cycles tests and if we do very bad in my cycle test then you have to
write more time up, like let’s say somebody get 55%, then they have to everything that
they have done wrong, five times. Like if somebody 96%, then they will just have to
write it. So they will have to write it.

The teacher first taught the sound, followed by the meaning and finally the characters. In
teaching the characters, she taught the strokes and the rules for writing each character, the
radicals and associations, by making use of pictures associated with the characters. There was
great emphasis on the correct stroke order of the characters, demanding repeated stroke order
exercises. The sounds of the characters were first drilled with the use of worksheets and
games. One learner explained: ‘She puts the computer on, she plays a tape out of a book and
then we have to, like, circle the words what we hear. And it is like eight words that you have
to circle.” This exercise made the learners aware of the sounds of the characters and matching
them with the correct visual form of the character. During a lesson observation, the learners
were divided into groups of six to eight and they played a card game, matching characters and
pictures as a means to make learning fun but at the same time strengthen the recognition of
the characters by sight. All these efforts were part of drill work in order to inculcate the
systematic way of learning the characters, both on a visual and an auditory level.

To recognise and write the characters, the teacher used a top-down approach (during our
lesson observation) by reading a text and then explaining the meaning. With reference to the
phenomenographic theory (Tse et al., 2007: 384-388), it is important how learners perceive
the characters. By means of ‘guided perceptual experiences’ (Tse et al., 2007: 384), the
learner’s perception of the meaning and structures of the language is integrated into the doing
process (i.e., reading, writing and using the language). Emphasis is also placed on the
structures of characters, such as related character clusters and their similarities and
differences. The meaning and sound of characters come from a context. It is important to note
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that the role of the character is emphasised instead of its features. As the Chinese teacher
explained, her teaching started with the whole (context). She also emphasised the meaning of
the characters and their correspondence to a syllable. The characters and text need to be
within the learners’ ‘mental lexicon of meanings’ (Tse et al., 2007: 388).The teacher thus
needs to synchronise the syllables and the characters’ positions. VVocabulary and characters
were identified in the text, followed by homework (in the form of worksheets) to allow
learners to practise the characters. By the end of the year, the learners are expected to
construct basic sentences using characters only.

China: Teachers’ Chinese character teaching strategies/teaching styles

All Chinese teachers’ teaching strategies are from the arrangement and analysis of interview
materials. Teachers’ teaching strategies included four parts: how to deal with the greatest
challenges in Chinese character teaching, the general procedures of teaching, the specific
methods of teaching, and the teaching measures for students” common mistakes.

Chinese language teachers who teach foreigners in China commonly believe that their greatest
challenge lies in helping learners combine the character, meaning and pronunciation. In many
cases, a learner’s reading and writing cannot progress concurrently with his or her listening
and speaking skills, as the latter are easier to achieve. To bridge these difficulties, the teachers
believe that immersion teaching, which provides a highly supportive target-language
environment for Chinese language learners, can offer a solution. Thus, they teach in Chinese.
When learners begin their first class, the teachers impart mainly in Chinese (and sometimes in
a learner’s mother tongue, to assist), before eventually establishing a Chinese-only teaching
environment as the learners make progress.

The normal procedures are to teach Pinyin first and then the Chinese characters — a process
adopted by most teachers. During the interview, however, one teacher questioned this pattern.
She preferred the opposite order of teaching, because she believed it helped learners to read
more characters. According to her, it could be challenging for younger non-native learners to
start with Pinyin, as its various rules are difficult to memorise, which could make it harder to
learn the characters. Younger learners might not be able to read all the letters or words
appearing in English texts. Although both English and Pinyin use letters, they are totally
different systems. Introducing Pinyin to learners’ studies at an earlier stage would thus be
likely to confuse them (this was also demonstrated in interviews with learners). Another
possible downside of teaching Pinyin before characters is that learners might be more skilled
at reading Pinyin than characters, which could be reflected in their ability to listen and speak
Chinese well, while showing poor performance in writing.

While teaching the characters, teachers often show them to learners first, before explaining
the etymology (often in combination with the relevant traditional Chinese culture, to facilitate
understanding) with the aid of pictures. They follow this by asking learners to use their
imagination to build their own mnemonic system, and show them how to write the character
in the proper order of strokes (which was also an important aspect of learning to write
Chinese characters in the South African context) before requiring them to write in the same
way. Based on that, teachers may conduct contests around character writing, and assign
homework which involves writing practice (Chinese character-writing workbooks). Certain
reading materials require learners to read to their parents, and to obtain a parent’s signature as
evidence of having completed this task. Teachers use various resources to support their
teaching, including textbooks, flashcards, information resources and so forth. For example,
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teachers may use online sources such as learning websites and songs on Youku (a popular
Chinese online video service similar to YouTube) to support their teaching.

For teaching purposes, teachers usually divide a Chinese character according to its phonetic
and semantic parts to help learners remember and understand. It is very challenging for

learners to distinguish characters with similar shapes, such as < A (human)’, < A\ (enter)’ and
J\(eight)’; <4 (cow)’ and ‘4~ (noon)’. In this case, teachers could tell stories to make it easier
to differentiate. For example, to distinguish i (wine)” from i/ (spill)’, teachers may
explain as follows: nothing is left after the spill, so the ‘bar’ is missing (Pi); brewing wine
requires yeast, and the ‘bar’ (#5) represents the yeast. In semantic teaching, teachers may help
learners by telling stories according to the components or shape of a character. The most
challenging part is explaining function words (in contrast to content words, where learners
can use their imagination to help them memorise words). Function words include, for
example, ‘AZ1Z (should)’, which requires mechanical memorising and repeated practice.

While teaching pronunciation, most teachers encourage learners to memorise by forming an
association with the phonetic part of the character. Tones are the most difficult to learn,
especially the falling-rising tone and the falling tone, pronunciation of the ‘light level’ and

‘departing’ tones. For example, ‘%% (1i1)’ can possibly be pronounced as ‘ S (lii)’.
Theme 2
South Africa: Learner learning strategies

The researchers deemed it useful to ask three selected learners to teach them a few Chinese
characters, thereby gaining insight into how the learners learnt the characters. Each learner

had 10 minutes to teach the research team a character. Learner A taught the character <A

(rén)’ (Pinyin: person/people), learner B introduced the tone signs, and learner C taught the
numbers 1 to 10. The first learner started the lesson, and the other two assisted. They wrote
the characters on the board, explained the numerical sequence of writing the characters, the
pronunciation and the meaning. The researchers were given an opportunity to practise the
characters and ask questions. Examples of each of the four tones were written on the board,
and the researchers practised the pronunciation. Associations were used to recall the

characters, for example, 7 (the number 6) looks like a person. Finally, all three learners
taught the researchers to write a sentence using the same approach followed above:

e  Characters: 2RIZ 28R,
e Pinyin: lai chi zao fan (come eat breakfast).

It was evident that the learners taught the researchers as they had been taught to learn the
Chinese characters, that is, with accompanying Pinyin and repetitive exercises.

Responses from the learner questionnaires included: ‘I keep practising how to write it then |
make up sentences with the character.” ‘I practise it over again so | can understand it better.’
‘I memorise the characters by writing them over and over again.’ | have an extra book where
| just keep on practising my characters over and over till I can remember it but if | forget |
will ask Lao Shi.” ‘I will teach myself the strokes of the character so | could study easier.’
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During classroom observation, the learning environment was learner-friendly, and learners
were at ease to approach the teacher, who in turn was responsive to the needs of the learners.
Individual learner interviews and focus group interviews reflected positive responses:

I enjoy when [ ] we have to say sentences, she always gives us two characters that we
have to say and we either say it loud or soft; It is nicer in a group when you can help
each other and we sometimes do words and maybe in groups of 2 or 3; | feel that first
you have to learn the Pinyin and then the character because you stop learning the
pronunciation first and then you can write the characters. Because you have to learn
and to get it right ... the tone, the lines and all of those.

Enjoying the lesson, having the teacher’s support and also doing group work, as well as the
fact that Pinyin is a way to ease the learners into learning the characters, were factors that
enhanced the learning of the characters.

Negative learner responses included: ‘When we have to write things over and over.’ Ja, and
also the characters are, like, in here, with the Pinyin you have to learn the tones as well, and
those are very confusing.’ The teacher noted: ‘Reading, | think she is doing much better, but
can she understand what she is reading without the English writing below? Writing, yes, she
struggles — yes, | think extra support is needed.’ The teacher put a great deal of effort into the
teaching of the characters. However, there are difficulties which learners and teachers face;
hence, there is a need to find ways to overcome these difficulties. The repetitive element
which is always present and the four tones, which confuse the learners, exacerbate the
difficulty in learning the characters. With reference to the error analysis discussion above, it
would be a worthwhile endeavour to get to the root of the difficulties and, in so doing, address
them as early as possible.

China: Learner learning strategies

From the interview, it transpired that learners mainly learnt Chinese in four ways: First,
learners learnt through practice, by inventing a story about one specific character. For
instance, when learning the character 3% (beauty), a learner noted: ‘It is composed of a “sheep(

) at the top and a “big(_X) ” at the bottom. If the sheep is big, she is more beautiful, so she
is a beauty.” The learner found a way to recognise and understand the character correctly.
Another suggested the teacher ‘show me how to use them in [a] sentence’, to promote
understanding. Second, learners learnt by using pictures as visual stimulation. Learners
believed a photo or image would help them understand a character. One learner mentioned
learning through photos, by ‘label[ling] items, such as a jar, with its name in Pinyin and
Chinese characters both’. Third, learners learnt by emphasising the importance of direct
memorisation: ‘I will repeat writing the characters until I can memorise them, and my sister
will check it for me.” ‘I have homework writing Chinese characters. It helps in memorisation
because it makes me write repeatedly.” ‘We have copies to make and will look them up in the
dictionary back home, so it helps to consolidate the memory.’ In the process of writing
characters repeatedly, strokes and radicals played an important role: ‘I write them in radicals,
and the radicals help to memorise.” Finally, learners learnt by highlighting the significant
influence of the mother tongue on Chinese learning. As one participant noted: ‘My Chinese
name “Mei” and English name “May ” all start with an “M”. They are both my names. They
are connected.’
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It appears that there were similarities in the way the non-Chinese learners in China learnt the
Chinese characters, for example, the use of visual aids and writing the characters repeatedly.
As explained earlier, ethnic Chinese non-Mandarin mother-tongue speakers learning
Mandarin who have a Chinese cultural background at home have an advantage in terms of
family support. However, they are still faced with challenges which are similar to those of
their peers who do not have a Chinese cultural home background. The influence of
interlanguage, where the learner is reliant on the L1 grammar rules, leads to ‘systematic
performance errors’ (Nodoushan 2018: 63), which applies to both sets of learners and which
calls for error treatment in Mandarin teaching.

In the process of learning, learners preferred to write characters beautifully. They explored the
fun of learning Chinese and enjoyed the contests their teachers arranged. One learner said: ‘I
will write Chinese characters prettier than others, because my name (Meimei) means
“peauty ”.” In mentioning handwriting, some learners described the process as ‘painting’
because the characters look beautiful. One learner said it was funny how stories came to his
mind about the characters once he saw them. One of the amazing things about Chinese

«w ks

characters is that they intrigue learners to learn: The characters are interesting, like “&F
(strange) ”. It can be combined with “ 7/ A (human)” as “#F (lean)” or with “Z (horse)” as

“Z (ride) ”. 1 think it very interesting that the teacher teaches us more characters through the

combinations. | am impressed.’ Learners also loved the contests, which had same results as
game-playing, to make teaching more effective. ‘I love the contests of character writing. Like
the teacher asks us to find the phrase “Z/H(scared). ” Whoever finds it first, [gets] a point.’
‘l love the competition to find out who can write faster than others or has the best
handwriting.’

Most learners did not like to write characters repeatedly: ‘7 don'’t like too much writing. My
arm gets sore if I write too much.” ‘Writing Chinese wears me down faster than writing
English.” They also did not enjoy tests aimed at evaluating teaching performance: ‘I don 't like
the test, but I enjoy the lesson.” Some participants mentioned that they did not want to be the
one whose handwriting was not pretty, nor to be laughed at by others. There are many
similarities between English letters and Pinyin, which can confuse learners: ‘I can'’t tell the
difference. They look [the] same to me (especially to beginners).’ ‘I couldn’t tell when I was
[in] grade one and two.’

Theme 3
South Africa: Parental roles/involvement

Generally, parents were very supportive of their children learning Mandarin, hence their
decision to enrol them in a Chinese school. One parent stated: ‘We were apprehensive at first.
The progress since last year has, however, shown that the learning of the language is not as
difficult as we had anticipated.’ Another parent explained:

Progress can be observed on a long-term, not on a day-to-day basis. The reading and
writing of Chinese characters keeps him motivated and looking ahead to the next
day’s class. My child enjoys learning the Chinese characters as he finds them more
interesting than the English.
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Parental involvement in terms of learning the Chinese characters can mainly be related to
homework, communication with the school and their children’s progress. A parent stated: ‘I
hardly interact with the teacher. Feedback is normally through her school report or parents’
evening. | check her homework.” Another said: ‘I have not seen the reason to communicate
with the teacher because | have not seen any need to; my son is doing quite well in the
language and he enjoys it very much.” In response to a question about them learning
Mandarin, one parent said: ‘Yes, we are encouraged, but simply do not have time to do so.
Also classes are on Saturdays and clash with other commitments.” Another said: ‘No,
Mandarin adult classes are offered independently and at a cost.” A learner responded by
saying: ‘My dad, he is quite good at Chinese so he also helps me sometimes. He sometimes
takes, like, online classes to learn.” With regard to parents’ knowledge of their children’s
progress, one parent said: ‘She has enjoyed learning the language, however she has and
continues to struggle with writing the characters — particularly the tone signs.” Another
parent noted: ‘There’s certainly progress, in the time he takes to complete his tasks and the
comfort he does it with. He enjoys it and always has fun writing the characters and learning
new things every day.’

Generally, the parents were pleased with the fact that their children were learning Chinese
characters and the progress they made. Although the parents were not familiar with the
language and were not able to communicate in Mandarin, they encouraged their children and
pointed out the benefits of learning the language. Parents were not confident in helping their
children with their Mandarin homework and were dependent on the teaching the children
received during school time.

China: Parental roles/involvement

Parents showed their support of their children learning the Chinese language. Some of them
made their own choice to send their children to study the Chinese language. They were highly
motivated to find ways to improve their children’s Chinese language proficiency and to teach
them about the Chinese culture.

As regards homework, parent-child reading, parent-teacher meetings and communication with
teachers, parents were very involved in their children’s Chinese language learning. Some
parents chose to contact the teacher via WeChat or other social networks to be updated on
their children’s progress. A parent shared her joy with the teacher regarding her child’s
progress:

He just told us in both Chinese and English the story of ‘General Tian Ji in a horse
race (H5Z L)’ [a famous anecdote of ancient China]). He also challenged his

father about how to win the race. It was a well done. We were proud of him and he
said that he ‘enjoyed the Chinese lesson today.’

Another parent expressed his gratitude towards the teacher: ‘She is so happy with Chinese and
tells me it is her favourite thing about school. Thanks for all you do for her. She gets so
excited when you message her.” Some parents who could speak Chinese tutored their children
at home. One learner mentioned that his father would teach him Chinese characters by telling
stories, and he loved it.

CONCLUSION
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The authors of this article were able to provide evidence in the findings section for the
research questions pertaining to the experiences of the teachers and learners of Chinese
characters in South Africa and China. Common factors were identified in both contexts
regarding the teaching and learning of Chinese characters. These factors are considered as the
authors arrive at an eclectic approach, influenced by the phenomenographic view and
substantiated by literature.

In the South African context, all the participant learners indicated that they enjoyed learning
Mandarin, the way they were taught and supported by the teacher, and the group activities.
This was reflected in the way that the learners taught the researchers selected characters. It
was also evident that learners were intrinsically motivated to strive for excellence as they
practised writing the characters over and over in an effort to memorise and perfect the
characters. The importance of learning the characters accompanied by Pinyin was also
expressed by the learners as part of the character learning process. The general challenges the
learners experienced were writing the characters repetitively and having to simultaneously
learn the Pinyin and its tones (which are confusing). The teacher was concerned about the
learners’ understanding of what they read without having accompanying English text. This
necessitates extra support.

The main aim of the Chinese teacher in the South African school under study, in teaching
Mandarin, was for learners to be able to engage in everyday communication, and to be able to
write sentences using only characters. Liu (2002: v-vi) claims that Chinese language teachers
are leaning more towards developing learners’ communicative ability in Mandarin; therefore,
teaching materials should be learner-centred. The South African Chinese teacher was in
favour of first teaching the sounds, then the meaning, and lastly, the strokes and rules of
writing the characters. This she did using pictures, worksheets, games, tapes and computers.
Using a top-down approach, she read the text, explained the meaning, and learners identified
vocabulary and characters. Ultimately, the learners had to be able to write sentences by the
end of the year.

The parents were in favour of their children learning Mandarin, and were pleased that their
children enjoyed learning Mandarin and with their children’s progress. However, some
parents reported that their children found it difficult to learn the characters. Parents tried to be
involved in their children’s learning, but were met with numerous challenges. Although
learners were expected to do homework, parents expressed that they did not have the time to
help their children and that they were unable to attend Mandarin classes on Saturdays due to
other commitments. The most positive and significant outcome expressed by the parents was
their children’s enjoyment of learning the characters.

In the context of China, most learners were motivated to learn, with their enthusiasm being
closely related to the teaching methods their teacher adopted. Learners cared about beautiful
handwriting, discovering the charm of the Chinese language and participating in contests
during their study. Among their least favourite activities were too much writing, not having
beautiful handwriting and being made fun of by their peers. Chinese characters were viewed
varyingly: some learners believed in Pinyin, while others confused it with the English
alphabet. Some learners used their mother tongue to help them recall the characters and most
enjoyed participating in classroom contests. Teachers usually started with Pinyin, then the
characters. Helping learners to learn the characters, their meaning and pronunciation was a
significant challenge. Most teachers adopted different teaching methods and used diverse
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teaching resources to support their teaching. Of all the classroom activities, games and
contests were the most effective ways of motivating learners to learn.

The main aims of Chinese language teachers in international schools in China were (along
with the study of Chinese language knowledge and skills) further clarifying study goals,
cultivating autonomous and collaborative study, and forming an effective study strategy so as
to be able to use the language in a comprehensive way. For beginners, they adopted the HSK
(Chinese proficiency test organised by the Confucius Institute Headquarters in China) level
standard. They prepared learners to be able to use simple Chinese words as well as sentences,
to also understand them when communicating and even to go beyond that. The order of
learning the Pinyin before learning the characters was widely adopted. In the process of
teaching, teachers used various teaching resources, photos, flashcards, textbook, games or
activities, and information resources as teaching aids. Through immersion teaching, learners
entered an environment which provided them with numerous opportunities to practise their
listening, speaking and writing skills, which would improve their Chinese language
competence in a comprehensive way. Parents strongly encouraged their children to study the
Chinese language, and they were involved in the process through checking homework,
undertaking parent—child reading, attending teacher—parent meetings and communicating with
the teacher. They hoped their children would master the language. If one parent in a family
was fluent in Chinese, he or she tended to tutor the child at home.

The approaches used by the South African and Chinese teachers in this study were much
along the lines of Tse et al. (2007: 375), who developed an approach based on the
phenomenographic approach to learning together with other ways to teach Chinese characters.
The learners start learning with their own language, and the characters are introduced to the
learners to use in meaningful contexts. Systematically, the structural features of the
characters, the written form and the pronunciation are attended to. The learners and teachers
in both contexts reported sharing good experiences and similar challenges. The difference is
that South African learners were not immersed in the language, and hence did not have the
advantage of being exposed to Chinese as frequently. The most significant aspect in both
contexts was the enjoyment of learning the characters by way of fun activities and effective
teaching and learning strategies.

For Chinese learners, the most commonly employed strategies were related to memory and
rote learning. For South African learners, memory strategies, repetitive practice and
orthographic knowledge-based strategies (e.g., analysing the character by applying learned
orthographic knowledge — knowledge of radicals and formation of characters), and meta-
cognitive strategies (analysing one’s own character learning processes and results) were
employed for writing characters and reading aloud with Pinyin. When teaching characters to
young learners, the focus should be on the 214 basic radicals. Picture methods are best for
teaching characters. It is vital to deal with learners’ schema conflict appropriately (e.g.,
cultural and language differences), as their alphabetic language background presents
difficulties with Chinese as an ideographic language. Learners need to learn to speak Chinese
using a thematic format. Learning to read and write Chinese characters involves moving from
the most basic to the more complex, from characters with fewer strokes to those with more
strokes (Li, 2013: 66-75).

Regarding the implementation of Mandarin as a second additional language in South African
schools, it is necessary to develop textbooks for the South African context in conjunction with
Chinese language experts. It is, however, a prerequisite that there be an adequate syllabus and
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that research be conducted on how South African learners process Mandarin acquisition.
According to Burhansyab (2019: 71), earlier studies have found that most of the errors L2
learners make are due to interlingual factors. Findings by Lan (2019: 437) regarding L1
transfer errors from English to Chinese have contributed significantly to theoretical as well as
pedagogical aspects. The focus was on common types of errors in Chinese writing by Chinese
L2 learners as a result of English influences. Since language transfer, negative language
transfer and error analysis theories are relevant to second language acquisition research, it is
important to include the identification of errors which result from negative language transfer
(Yang 2019: 603). This calls for a holistic plan to develop Mandarin teaching and a national
body to coordinate and integrate the efforts of various individuals and organisations (Zhang &
Li, 2010: 96). Therefore, this collaborative project will continue as a sequel to this article as
we investigate the influencing factors in  Chinese  phonetics learning.

END NOTES

! The three-curricula model for language learning and teaching: 1. ‘Home language’ as first
language (as well as language of learning and teaching). 2. ‘First additional language’ as a
second language. 3. ‘Second additional language’ as an optional third language, e.g.,
Mandarin (English Second Additional Language, 2002:4).

2 There are some differences between the two groups. Of course, learning Chinese in China
will be a better language context, but there are still similar difficulties teachers and learners
will face, since they are all non-native Chinese. The length of tuition time may make it easier
to solve these problems, but it won’t make them disappear. Although the teachers in the two
countries adopt different ways to solve these difficulties, there are still many similarities.
Comparing and finding the similarities and differences, we identified the general teaching
strategies used in the two contexts, which was the main purpose of this research, hence these
discrepancies will not influence research outcomes.
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