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A Study of Oral Methods of Teaching Beginning Chinese

George C. Y. Wang

Because I teach in the United States, my comments are based on
the situvaticon there. Because I teach in a university, I have
focused on working with university students.

A beginning Chinese course should emphasize listening,
speaking, reading and writing--all aspects of using the language.
This paper, however, is limited to speaking. A comprehensive
disecussion of oral methods would include several theories and
realities and would take many hours. Teday I would like to bring up
some ideas on which we could have an exchange of opinions,

I. The growing importance of oral methods of teaching Chirese

At the beginning of this century foreign language teachers
used grammar-translation methods. Thesae methods stressed
remembering ruleg, memorizing new words, using the dictiomary and
translating the foreign language into English. Speaking received
lirele attention. Many Chipese language teachers accepted these
methods. Those whe studied Chinese learned to read and to make
written translations. Oral communication was emphasized wvery
lirrle,

After World War II began, Western foreign language teachers
began to emphasize oral practice and communication. Teachers
adepted many new teaching metheods, ineluding avdiclingual methods,
the oral approach and the communicative approach. These new
methods stressed pronunciation and practice of basic sentence
patierns and commonly used sentences. The final goals of these
methods were to prepare students to speak, to express themselves,
Lo communicate with native speakers. Because all the new methods
stressed oral practice, I call these all oral methods.

Although in recent years language teachers have had a tendency
Lo change their ways of teaching, the basic principles have
remained essentially the same. Teachers still stress pronunciation
and sentence patterns and encourage students to think as well as
memorize, to express their own thoughts, to conduct conversations.

The audiolingual metheds, oral appreoach and communicatlve
approach all emphasize that the purpese of teaching forsign
language is tTo enable students to uze that language to communicate.
These methods try to prepare students to carry on conversations on
daily life, not te teach language as literature, It is no lenger
acceptable to teach students te read but not to speak.




Some may think that emphasizing oral methods means losing
sight of the importance of reading and writing. This actually is
not true. Oral methods can foster students’ abilities in reading
and writing, for when students read silently, they hear the words
in their heads. If students don't practice pronunciation and
sentence patterns adeguately, they will cultivate incorrect habits
as they read silently, hearing the words incorrectly. In the end,
the incorrect habits will obstruct their reading and writing
skills. If the student e¢an build a good foundation in
pronunciation and sentence structure, when they read silently, they
will reinforce all skills and consclidate all they have learned.

II. Pronunciation practice

A. Research into similarities and differences in pronunciation
between Chinese and the students’ mother tongue

Learning a foreign language always means sncountering sounds
net found in your mother tongue. Some new sounds will be very
difficult to proncunce. Chinese language teachers should conduct
research into the similarities and differences in pronunciation
between Chinese and the students’ mother tongue im order to know
which sounds are difficult and why these are difficult. With this
knowledge the teacher can try to help students overcome
pronunciation problems.

First impressions are the strongest. Students hawve the
pronunciations of their mother tongue deeply ingrained. Their
pronunciacion habits interfere with thair laarning new
pronunciation habits. The teacher who has done research will find
it easy to point out the need to add new pronunciation habits.
When you teach pronunciation, you should draw a simple picture on
the blackboard showing the way to produce a sound. You should
indicate where the tip and the center of the tongue are and the
position of the lips when a person makes a specific sound. You can
use dotted lines to represent the movement of the tongue. All
textbooks have these kinds of pictures, but students find these
very complicated and difficult to interpret. You may use a sheat
of very thin paper in front of your mouth to show when a sound is
aspirated. After vyou have taught a sound, you should give
sufficient practice for the students to master it. You should make
a comparison between similar sounds and teach students to
distinguish the difference between them. The Chinese language has
four different tones and tone changes. These present many
difficulties for foreign students. You cannot escape these. You
must face these one by one, practice one by one and overcome one by
one. In short, when you teach pronunciation, you should enable to
students to do three things: Hear the sound; distinguish the
sound; make the sound.

B. Repetition

Many language teachers often use repetition in practice
exercises. It is a necessary sStep. Usually the teacher reads the
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passage a few times and then leads the class in repeating it
loudly, imitating the teacher’s sound and intonation. After a few
repetitions, when students become fluent, the teacher may divide
the class into several small groups and let the students practice
by themselves in those groups (if you have fewer than twenty
students, you may work with the entire class). The next step is
having individuals speak so the teacher can correct each one.
When an entire elass imitates the teacher, the students
benefit. Shy students do not feel self-conscious and afraid of
making mistakes. If the class repeats the words together, those
who speak correctly balance those who are incorrect and would be
embarrassed by their mistakes. Even though a few students may have
incorrect tones or intonations, the entire class should sound very
close to the teacher’s tones and intonatioms. Students have an
opportunity to discoever their own mistakes and try te improve.

C. Pile—up fluency drill

In repetition exercises, the sentences must be short. If a
sentence is too long for students toe repeat in one breath, they
will have problems. Chinese language teachers in the United States
usually divide a long sentence inte several sections. Teachers
have students begin by repeating the last part of the sentence and
then preceding sections cne by one. Gradually students come to
repeat the entire sentence. This method locks very simple, but it
has many good points. According to educational theory, when we
hear scmecne say a sentence, we zlways remember the last part of
the sentence better, give it more importance than the rest.
Because the pile-up fluancy drill starts from the last part of the
sentence and moves backward, the students have more cpportunity te
practice the last part of the sentence than the other parts.
Determining hew many times to break a sentence means considering
both the words and the meaning.

ITII. Introduction of new words

Many language teachers like to tell students the meaning of
word in their own language. That is not enough. The meaning of
the new word is very important, but it is not the entire answer to
teaching the new word. When students remember a word’s meaning,
they still may not understand what people mean when they use it,
and students may not be able to use the word correctly. When
teachers introduce a new word, they should use three steps.

1. Pronunciatien, as explained above

2. The meaning of the word

In explaining a word, it is best not to use the students’
mother language--except in cases where it is absolutely necessary.
Teachers cannot always avoid direct translation at the beginning
level, but at the intermediate and advanced levels teachers usually
don't need to use direct translation.

3. Practice in using the word
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Students who are told the meaning do not necessarily
understand how to use the word correctly. Practicing using the
word correctly is vital. Practice can take many forms. You may
use sentence patterns already learned, substitution drills,
question and answer, sentence-making. The more methods you use the
better results you will have. Many words serve as more than one
part of speech. Teachers should tell students of the dual function
but have students practice cnly the function being studied. Before
you ask students to practice, you should give an example. Give
students an opportunity to practice individually with you. When
you ask students to practice, call on better students first. Ask
poor students later. Poor students may beccme aware of what you
are doing, but most prefer this to being asked before they are able
to do fairly well. Education psychologists consider it better to
give the poor students time to benefit from the learning they
receive by hearing the good students give correct answers. No
matter which students make mistakes, you must correct these imme-
diately.

IV, Dialogues

A dialogue is a short conversation between two or three
pecople. Teaching with dialogues is one of the very old methods.
Many other teaching methods have almost disappeared, but dialcgues
are still important.

Many people think dialegues are suitable only for advanced
classes, but these are useful at any level--if the teacher uses
these properly.

A. Value of the dialogue method
1. Dialogues can provide a natural envirenment for learning

the language. Dialogues give two or three people a chance to
exchange thoughts, to communicate as they would in an actual
situation. The exchange is 1lively and vibrant compared to

repetition. The unexpected is possible.

2. When you converse with others, you must pay attention to
prenunciation, vocabulary and sentence structure. Dialogues allow
students to practice all of these at once.

3. Because the dialogues have genuine content, they make a
relatively deep impression. Students find these easy to remember
and practice.

4. Dialogues related to daily life and social activities
present many new words in the context of their use, so students
learn tc use these as native speakers do. The teacher may need to
introduce a few new words to make the dialogues realistic. :

5. Through dialogues, students may build their confidence
in using the language.

Although dialogues give one of the best methods of practicing
Chinese, if the content of a dialogue is dull, it may not capture
students’ interest. If the dialogues in your textbocks are not
interesting, prepare your own.
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B. Three important principles of dialogue practice

When you prepare dialogue materials, you should consider three
important principles.

1. Simplicity

If you are preparing a dialogue for twe people, eight
sentences will be encugh. If it is a dialogue for three people,
nine sentences will be enough. Each sentence should be short.
Long sentences are hard for students to remember.

2. Naturalness

The contents of the dialogues should follow normal speaking
habits of native speakers. The words you choose, the
pronunciation, the speed, the sentence pattern should reflect a
real situation. Only through doing this can you prepare students
to speak naturally.

3. Balance

Each student should have an equal opportunity to speak.
One student should not dominate the dialogue. They shcould have the
same number of times to speak, and their sentences should be
approximately the same length.

Materials for dialegues should coordinate with the contents of
the textbook. Materials alsce should be related to the students’
lives.

The teacher may ask the students to practice the dialogue more
than once, changing roles each time. Before students practice a
dialogue, the teacher may read it once or twice to provide a model.
Encourage the students to speak from memory and knowledge rather
than to read the dialogue.

V. Conclusion

No matter how serious, how responsible teachers are, they
cannot succeed if students are not alsoc serious and responsible.
Students must work hard. They must show initiative. Teachers also
must work hard to hold and promote the students’ interest in the
language. When students have problems, teachers must help them
overcome these. Many teachers try to evoke students’ interest by
using games, helping students learn through play. Teachers should
prepare supplementary materials, modify textbooks. They should
encourage the students to use the language lab--and make sure they
will have varied, interesting materials toc work with there.

Oral methods require giving considerable attention to oral
practice. At the same time, the teacher must not neglect reading
and writing. We must teach language as a whole, giving sufficient
weight te¢ each of its parts.
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