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Author’s Preface

This volume owes its existence to Professor Lu Bisong. It was
his idea to have some articles of mine translated into Chinese and
published in Beijing, and he arranged for the organizing and coordi-
nating which has resulted in publication. I am deeply grateful to him
for this honor. Professor Lu is literally the founder of the field of
Teaching Chinese as a Foreign or Second Language. His devoted
work as a teacher and subsequently administrator at the Beijing Lan-
guage Institute ( now the Beijing Language and Culture University )
not only led to thousands of foreign students becoming competent in
Chinese, but laid the groundwork for the initiation of this field in
China and for the integration of teaching Chinese elsewhere in the
world with instruction in China. His presidency of the Institute in
the 1980’s initiated the transformation of the Institute into a universi-
ty of international stature, one within which both major theoretical
and major pedagogical advances have been made, and from which
excellenl teachers, teaching malerials, and course schemes have
emanated. His founding of the International Association for the
Teaching of Chinese in the 1980’s gave a worldwide scholarly home
for research and experimentation in the field, and today the Associa-
tion is the de facto “umbrella” organization for the regional and na-
tional associations of Chinese language teachers in various parts of
the world.

In addition, his early work as a texthook writer and editor and
his later work in theory and method of teaching and in the structure
and development of the Chinese language have provided all of us

with models of clarity, insight, and precision, models which the rest
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of us attempt to follow, but at which most of us ( especially this writ-
er) fall short. His editing of journals has provided a scholarly vehi-
cle of the highest standard to represent our field at its very best.

I have been especially fortunate that I had the privilege of meet-
ing Professor Lu in 1973, when I was asked to accompany the first
delegation of Chinese language specialists from China on a visit
through the United States. The friendship which began with that trip
has continued over thirty-five years. It is a friendship through which
I have been immeasurably enriched, not only professionally, but
deeply personally as well. Both of us are now well advanced in
years. It is at this stage of life that we humans realize more and more
that whatever achievements we may have had grow small in compari-
son with the blessings of friendships. I feel that particularly pro-
foundly with Lu Bisong. In ways that defy words to express, this
friendship has become closer over the years despiie the fact that
spread throughout all of these years, our total time together in the
same city has been less than a year. What a wonderful friendship |

* * *

I wish to offer my thanks to those who translated the articles in-
clude herein that originally were published in English and those who
devoted the hours necessary to correcting and rendering intelligible
the two or three which originally appeared in Chinese. Those transla-
tors are: Fang Li, Meng Yanhua, Wuyun Saina, Xie Yingqiu, Yao
Tao-chung, Yao Jingjing, Yu Ping, Zhang Zhanyi (in alphabetical
order).

I wish also to offer my thanks to the Beijing Language and Cul-
ture University and to its University Press for publishing this book.
When I say that this is an honor, I am certainly not exaggerating ei-

ther my feelings or the facts. If what 1 wrote in thel970’s and1980’s



had any use for others at the time of writing, I am doubtful of their
having any current value. The Press’s confidence that they might
continues to astonish me and humble me.

It has been my good fortune that the Press’s editor assigned to
this project has been Ms. Wang Yali. A tireless worker, Ms. Wang
has been encouraging throughout the process, and also understand-
ing of my own delays in getting material to her. She has made this
book far better than it would have been without her, and she has
made it a pleasure to work on it. What errors there may be here are
my own fault and certainly not hers.

Finally I want to offer my special thanks to Professor Cui Yong-
hua, Professor Liu Xun and Professor Wang Xiaojun for their high
concern and enormous help during the publication of this collection
of papers.

* * *

As T think over the pieces included here, it strikes me how
much each one is a response to particular issues that I was facing at
the time in my own struggles to understand how Chinese is structured
and operates and how we foreigners actually learn the Chinese lan-
guage. | am not a systematic thinker. Though I have numerous times
outlined systematic grammars of Chinese, I have never been able to
write one because my attention and motivation have always been cap-
tured by specific problems that seemed to me important, intriguing,
and about which I found myself thinking day and night. That episod-
ic approach seems to me to have provided such consistency as there
niight be to unite the disparate essays included here.

Beyond that, 1 suppose that there have been three themes or
modes of approach that are evident. The first such theme-and by

“first” I mean both chronologically first in my working experience
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and first in being the theoretical underpinning for whatever else 1
have tried to write-has been some points of the underlying “language
logic” of the Chinese language which makes that language different
frommy own native language, English. Every language has certain
underlying conceptual codes which permeate that language. These
“conceptual codes” of our many languages are generally not availa-
ble to conscious retrieval by us as native speakers—unless we exam-
ine simultaneously how aspects of our language operate and how we
ourselves ( and fellow native speakers) —actually speak in different
situations. Nor, in earlier years were they generally addressed in
formal linguistic analyses of languages, and particularly were not u-
sually addressed in textbooks, though increasingly both linguistic an-
alyses and pedagogical grammars are highlighted by profound in-
sights. Points of internal “language logic” are found at all linguistic
levels, phonology, morphology, syntax, discourse, pragmatics. For
the foreign learner, grasping that internal logic is ultimately the heart
of the language acquisition process, and until one begins to grasp
that “language logic” one is overwhelmingly speaking one’s native
tongue with sounds and sentence patterns of the target language.
While most of us who attempt to learn Chinese { and certainly this
writer) will always remain partly speakers of our own native langua-
ges via a Chinese medium, the degree to which we master major fac-
ets of the internal logic of Chinese is the degree to which we begin to
sound more like normal speakers and less like foreign intruders.

My attempts to explore the nature and implications of the struc-
ture of the Chinese syllable, the morphology and syntax of the resul-
tative construction, the basic word order of Chinese, and the seman-
tics of verbal aspect in Chinese and the Cantonese final particle sys-

tem have all been efforts directed towards grasping small pieces of
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the natural logic of the Chinese language.

The second theme that has repeatedly drawn me to work has
been to try to figure out ways of teaching and learning that willbe ev-
er more effective. For me, at least, I think that perhaps two general
principles have become my most important guidelines through study
of others’ works and personal trial and error.

One of those principles is that students need to hear and read
several times the amount of language as they need to produce in or-
der for them to begin to produce natural utterances. The work of
Harris Winitz and others on the “ comprehension method” has been
most enlightening. The epiphany came for me not from directly re-
flecting on my own teaching, but from reading their work and then
suddenly realizing why some things had seemed easy in Chinese and
some nearly impossible. The “easy” things-though, of course, they
were not at all easy, but the result of hundreds of hours of exposure-
included realizing at some point that when I heard spoken Cantonese
in Hong Kong I could generally tell when a sentence was correct and
when it was not, even though I didn’t understand the meaning of the
sentence. This was not in any sense an unusual feat. It was simply
the result of having heard my wife speak Cantonese with her friends
and relatives over many hundreds of hours and of my spontaneously
and entirely without any intent doing what young children do regard-
ing their native language, grasp its principles of systemic organiza-
tion without realizing that they are doing so.

The second principle of language teaching and learning that 1
slowly learned over a long time is that activity which uses the target
language in a realistic context is the most valuable thing that can
be done in any language course. Drilling and explanation both

have important uses, but they achieve little unless much more time
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is spent on appropriate and interesting exercises which provide con-
trolled, structured, and do-able excursions into using the target lan-
guage.

Such writing as 1 have done on the comprehension method,
controlled composition, intensive and extensive reading, fitting ut-
terance length and complexity to student levels of achievement, defi-
ning the different levels of attainment and recognizing that as we pro-
gress through ever more fluent and accurate stages of language acqui-
sition, we reiterate the process of going from beginner to advanced
with each new big step that we take-all relate to and, hopefully, il-
lustrate those two principles.

Finally, the third theme on which I have tried to write concerns
initiating and administering language and area study programs. Alto-
gether over the past forty-some years, I have spent far more hours on
administrative tasks than on research and writing. Indeed, research
and writing have seemed to me the reward-the holiday, if one will-
that one earns as a consequence of patient slogging through eons of
administrative chores. The pressure of the need to get things done at
the moment has inhibited long-term reflection on what good adminis-
trative viewpoints and mindsets might be. Like most administrators ,
I have written comparatively little on the subject. What I have writ-
ten has focused on the on-going need for Americans to improve our
language attainment rapidly and to a much higher level than we ever
thought possible. In this, I have been enormously inspired and in-
structed by being able to observe China’s highly successful experi-
ence in teaching English as a second or foreign language and the
stunning results of teaching Chinese to students from third-world
countries. I have also been inspired by the best of my own American

students. The most capable of our young people have become, per-
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haps for the first time in our history, intelligent, outgoing, and fear-
less language learning, similar to their counterparts in other coun-
tries. As a result, the best of American attainment in Chinese has-
soared to a level that T would never have imagined would be seen in
my lifetime. This is illustrated most dramatically by the results of the
debate sponsored in 2007 between Qing Hua University students and
excellent students from major universities in Europe, Japan, and the
United States. In general, one may justly say that, so far a foreign-
language acquisition is concerned, there is a real and palpable (e-
ven if only vaguely defined) global standard of expectations among
students of foreign languages and today the best students from all
countries quickly discover that standard of expectations and work to
meet it.

What 1 have tried to write on study abroad, organizing language
programs, initiating Asian studies in institutions which have nothing
at all in their curricula regarding Asia, the training of Sinologists,
and the progress that we as a field seem to be making has all been at
least implicitly pointed towards a recognition of a generally very high
standard of Chinese language attainment amongst European and Asi-
an students of the language and an insistence that Americans should

extend effort to meet that standard.

Timothy Light
October 2008
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