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Defining the Problem:

Chinese character writing and recognition have often been most difficult for non-native speakers who are learning the language.  One of the main reasons that a lot of students who are interested in Chinese but do not take the language courses is that they are afraid of Chinese characters, which are drastically different from the alphabetic writing system of their native languages, English, for example.  Many students who take Chinese see character recognition and writing as the most challenging part of the learning.  
As a result, they resort to the comfort of Pin Yin (the sound-spelling) system, or the Romanization of Chinese characters, avoiding the challenge and deferring or neglecting the learning of the characters.  Indeed, it is not uncommon in a Chinese classroom to find students whose abilities to read and write Chinese lag far behind their skills in listening and speaking.   Sometimes, we even find students who have learned Chinese for years, lived in China for quite a while and speak Chinese with near-native fluency, and yet can hardly read or write in Chinese.  
So, the problem becomes, how we can “bridge” this gap between the oral and written efficiency.   In other words, how we can help students overcome the fear of reading and writing Chinese characters, and achieve language efficiency in all four basic skills: not only listening and speaking, but also reading and writing?  


The “BRIDGE”:  CAT 7:5 ( Memory Matrix)


In reading CAT (Classroom Assessment Techniques), one of the reading assignments for the BRIDGE seminar, I was attracted by the “Memory Matrix” (CAT 7:5), which I hope may be adapted and prove to be a good approach to help ease students’ fear of Chinese characters.  I designed the “Radical Memory Matrix”, in the hope that it would help students demystify Chinese characters and understand their structural (left and right structure or top and bottom structure or inside and outside structure) composition and possible meaning through “radicals”.  
“Radicals” are essential components or roots of Chinese characters that tell us structural composition of the characters and understand their meaning.  There are only a limited number of radicals in Chinese.   In another word, they help student “categorize” the characters.  Once students understand a radical, they can use their knowledge of the radical as a clue to the meaning of all the other new characters that contain this radical. 


The Radical Memory Matrix 
	  
	  

    Radicals
	          
          As
     Simple     Character
   汉 字
	
        Name
      名   字


	
    Meaning
  意  思
	  Examples 
in Compound 
   Character  
   例 字           

	          女
	       女
	  Nü zi pang 
	   female
	妈  (mom)     
她   (she) 

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	




Results, the resultant problems and the future:

Before the matrix was introduced, you would sense the uneasiness, reluctance, nervousness, or even resistance on the part of students during the time for discussion and practice of the characters writing.  After the “Radical Memory Matrix” was introduced, they seemed to have been somewhat “intrigued,” enthusiastically asking a lot of questions.  They became very excited when they found out that the analysis made it “easy” for them to recognize and write those complicated compound characters that would otherwise be very difficult for them. 

This also brought about two “good problems”:  
1) Students could be a bit “over enthusiastic” and want more time than we can afford in class;
2) They wanted “neat” analysis and / or explanation for all new characters they came across, including those that do not lend themselves to neat analysis or explanations.    
To address the 2nd problem, I have asked students to identify before class characters that they found easy to recognize and write but do not fall into the neat “radical” analysis, and then teach each other the “tricks” or the clues that work for them.    From what I could tell in class, they enjoyed “teaching” other people their “tricks”.

The first problem, although good, had led me to ask if I had focused too much on character recognition and writing, particularly in the first year courses, taking away their class time for practicing listening, speaking, and other activities?  While students’ interest in characters seem to have been raised, have their listening and speaking and overall performative competence been impacted negatively as a result? 
To help myself to have some sort of sense along this line, I asked students to “create” a dialogue, as part of final, that incorporate all the important grammar points and themes/topics we had learned and “perform/present” it in front of the class and turn in their written draft after their performance.  I was very pleased with both their oral presentations and their written drafts.   The following sample is the written draft by a non-heritage student in CHI II. 
While it is hard to come up with a quantitative assessment, it seems that the Radical Memory Matrix, while helping ease students’ fear of Chinese characters, did not have any negative impact on the other skills, and on the contrary, it seemed to have increased their interest in learning the language.  This is also reflected in the retention rate for Chinese classes.  Of 13 students in this class, 11 will continue to the next level.  The two who are not continuing include one who just graduated.   For a language course at this level, this is an extremely high retention rate. I will definitely continue to use Radical Memory Matrix, now more confident that it can be successfully integrated to help advance the multiple course objectives.
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