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Abstract

The writing system is certainly one of the most fascinating aspects of the Chinese language,
but at the same time, it is also one of the most frustrating aspects for learners (with the
exception of learners from Japan and Korea), causing many students to focus solely on the
speaking aspect of Chinese. Even worse, the writing system 1is virtually ignored by most
learning materials and teachers and is one of the main reasons learners abandon their study
of the language altogether. In recent years, Chinese character pedagogy has made some

strides, but a holistic and systematic pedagogical method has yet to appear. The aim of this
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paper is to present the basis for such a method, that is to provide a learning—centered
conceptual framework for understanding Chinese characters that can act as the basis for a
holistic and systematic pedagogical method.

Is there really a need for yet another conceptual framework for Chinese characters?
According to psychologist and memory expert, Dr. Kenneth L. Higbee, the most important
factor for effective memorization is that the learner understands that which is to be
memorized. Therefore, increasing the learner's understanding of each individual Chinese
character to be learned is tantamount to increasing the effectiveness of their learning.
Analyzing the structure of Chinese characters has long been seen by most teachers as "too
difficult." The main two reasons for this are: 1. the average Chinese native speaker did not
learn characters by way of analysis and thereby is not in the habit of analyzing them; and 2.
using the Six Principles Theory (<& LiuSha), the traditional framework presented by XuShén
(i) in the Shuowen Jidzi (i M), to analyze characters is indeed quite difficult due to
overlapping categories which are not clearly defined. For example, even in the academic
world, explanations of what the Derivative Cognate (1> Zhuinzhu) category is exactly vary
greatly between scholars. As Mr. Qit Xigui (%#)1) points out in his book Chinese Writing
(U7 EEEE Wenzixué Gaiyao), there are at least nine different theories as to what this
category is. In addition, the differences between some categories are quite subtle, Mr. Zhan
Yinxin (f£%F3%), in his book A Few Words about Chinese Characters (¥7M%#), points out
the difference between an associative compound (#7) for which one of the meaning
components also expresses sound and a phono—semantic compound (JZE7%) whose sound
component also expresses a meaning. While this type of difference may be very important to
a researcher, to a second language learner, it is a huge burden. As such, it is obvious that
the traditional framework for analyzing characters is not suitable for language pedagogy.

A conceptual framework which is suitable for teaching Chinese characters must be logically
consistent, simple, concise and be consistent with the nature of the characters themselves.
The framework presented here has three types of characters (meaning characters,
sound—meaning characters and symbols) and four types of character components (sound
components, components which express meaning by their form, components which express
meaning by their meaning and components which act as a substitute for an earlier form). This
conceptual framework is not only easy to grasp, but it also helps the learner to truly
understand the form of each character, in other words, to understand how meaning
components (or form components) and sound components work. At the same time, the
framework helps learners to understand the system of Chinese characters as a whole, fosters
learners' ability to guess at the sound and meaning of characters they have not yet learned
and increases their ability to recall characters they have already learned by triggering their

memory with sound and meaning clues.



