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Abstract 

hi view of the fact that hand-writing Chinese characters is the most frustrating 
factor in Chinese language learning, we propose in this article a fairly radical approach 
that could bring a fundamental change into Chinese language teaching. Our suggestion is 
abolishing the requirement for writing Chinese characters by hand at the beginning of 
Chinese language learning process, and utilizing Chinese word-processing software 
instead to help the students (1) bypass the difficulties entailed by character hand-writing, 
(2) achieve an early development of writing skill, and (3) reach a comprehensive 
improvement of their language competence. In this article, we have offered our 
assessment on the following three aspects: (1) The degree to which character hand­
writing constitutes a major obstacle to early Chinese language learning; (2) The benefits 
of using Chinese word-processing software in acquisition of Chinese language skills; (3) 
The side effects from adopting this approach and the possibilities of their overcoming. 
We believe this proposal addresses one of the most pressing issues in today's Chinese 
language teaching, and should generate fruitful discussions among Chinese language 
teachers, as well as general interest in the field of foreign language teaching. 

Learning Chinese language is by no means an easy task, whereas learning to write 
Chinese characters is probably the most difficult aspect facing all the students learning 
the language, in particular, the beginning students. Until now, there has been no way to 
remove this gigantic stumbling block other than asking the students to labor for hours and 
hours on practicing character hand-writing.1 The precious time devoted to character 
hand-writing by the students is obviously taken away from the more pressing business of 
learning to speak and read in the language. Moreover, the prolonged and slow-moving 
process of learning to write Chinese characters by hand often leads to extremely 
unsatisfactory result in character reproduction and significantly slows down the entire 

1 As Professor Jing-Heng Ma points out, all Chinese language textbooks currently used in the United States 
focus on spoken language, where Chinese characters are treated only as an accessory left for the students to 
deal with on their own (Ma, 1997:107-108). 
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process of learning Chinese language. With an ever increasing number of students 
enrolled in Chinese language classes in this country and throughout the world, the 
obstacles presented by writing Chinese characters become all the more obvious and all 
the more acute. It is now the time for a change that is consonant to the fast-changing 
world we live in. 

This article presents a fairly radical two-part strategy that can help the student 
overcome the difficulties inherent in Chinese character reproduction: first, we propose 
abolishing the traditional requirement for hand-writing Chinese characters at the 
beginning of Chinese language learning process; second, we suggest utilizing Chinese 
word-processing software as a tool to help the student "write" Chinese characters without 
using a pen. The students using well-designed word-processing software should be able 
to "write" Chinese characters on the computer screen, so long as they can (a) input on 
regular keyboard the romanized letters representing the sound of a Chinese character; and 
(b) recognize the intended character from among a small group of different characters 
that have the same sound. In other words, the ability to write Chinese characters by hand 
now becomes unnecessary and is actually converted into two other related skills that are 
relatively easier to acquire: the ability to speak (a) and the ability to read (b). The real 
difficulties entailed in "drawing" the proper strokes that constitute a correct Chinese 
written character have been left to the "hands" of the computer. 

We will elaborate this strategy in the following three areas. First, we will show 
the degree to which writing Chinese characters by hand constitutes a major obstacle to 
Chinese language learning. Second, we will outline the benefits of using Chinese word-
processing software in acquisition of Chinese language skills. Third, we will consider the 
side effects from adopting this approach and the possibilities of their overcoming. Also 
included is an appendix that reports the results from our empirical study on the problem 
of hand-writing Chinese characters, which indicate the dramatic improvement the Pen-
less approach could produce. 

I. The Problems of Writing Chinese Characters by Hand 

The fundamental problem underlying the learning of Chinese character hand­
writing is simple: Chinese is not a phonetic language — there is no necessary relation 
between the pronunciation and the physical appearance of a character. In other words, a 
Chinese character consists of a number of strokes that, unlike the roman alphabets, by 
themselves do not represent phonemic values. This characteristic alone is what makes 
learning Chinese language much more difficult than learning a phonetic language, for in 
Chinese language there exists tremendous distance between speaking and reading, and 
again, between reading and writing. In other words, to be able to speak Chinese words is 
far from being able to read those words, and to be able to read Chinese words is far from 
being able to write those words. We can safely say that, although all languages have 
certain distance between these aspects, no other language has a distance as large as in 
Chinese language. 

It is certainly true that reading in a foreign language is generally more difficult 
than speaking the same language, and the ability of speaking a foreign language does not 
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automatically translate into the ability of reading in the language. But, because Chinese 
is not a phonetic language where the physical appearance of a character may have 
nothing to do with its pronunciation, reading in Chinese is much more difficult than 
speaking the language. It is in this sense that DeFrancis (1984:52) "guesstimates" that 
"learning to speak Chinese is about 5 percent more difficult than learning to speak 
French, whereas learning to read Chinese is about five times as hard as learning to read 
French." 

Moreover, with Chinese language, even if one can read Chinese characters, one is 
still far from being able to write them. Writing such characters means that one has to 
remember all the necessary strokes in their correct order, which is clearly much more 
difficult than simply recognizing the characters where a general impression of them 
would suffice. Clearly, while there is little distance between speaking and reading, 
between reading and writing in many phonetic languages, Chinese character writing is far 
removed from the spoken language, which by itself is rather easy to learn. 

Indeed, as Moore and Walton suggest, this distance may account for the 
"Category 4" status of Chinese, which labels the language much more difficult for 
English-speaking learners than Romance and Germanic languages. According to Walton 
and Moore (1992: 128), 

This complexity [of nonalphabetic writing systems] affects the study of the 
language in two ways: the writing system itself takes longer to master than the 
writing systems of Category 1-3 languages do; and mastery of reading and writing 
takes so much time away from study of the oral language that the entire language 
learning process is slowed significantly. 

Various romanization systems of the Chinese language or phonetic 
representations of Chinese speech, e.g., Pinyin, GR and other schemes, were created 
precisely to shorten the distance between speaking and reading, between reading and 
writing. But, so far, they have been used only to help the learning of Chinese language, 
especially in terms of pronunciation, not as alternative scripts replacing the characters.2 

The beginning students of Chinese language, therefore, immediately find 
themselves actually dealing with two entirely alien systems at once, the romanization 
system and the Chinese characters, whose proper reproduction entails hours and hours of 
tedious practice. If we equate learning a Chinese romanization system to the learning of 
a phonetic language, then learning Chinese means that the students have to accept some 
extra work in comparison with learning most other languages. What is worse, the "extra" 
work is both tedious and frustrating. 

Many a time, teachers have watched the students still frustrated with their 
inability to reproduce correctly formed characters, despite the tremendous efforts they 

2 A 1980 report by the CETA delegation to China, entitled Computers, Language Reform, and 
Lexicography in China, indicated that Pinyin, as a supplemental script was primarily used as an aid for 
learning characters and their pronunciations, and that many university students who had studied Pinyin in 
first and second grades acknowledged that they had practically forgotten it (Mathias and Kennedy, 
1980:20-24). The situation remains largely so in today's China as well as other countries where Chinese 
language is taught. And the only possible change would have to be initiated by using Pinyin as an input 
method on computers, which in fact has become a notable trend in recent years. 
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have made to master the written form of the characters. Our empirical study has found 
that over 44% of all errors made by Chinese language students have to do with writing 
the characters by hand (see the Appendix). Not surprisingly, in our survey, students cite 
the difficulty of writing Chinese characters as the number one reason when asked why 
they decided to discontinue taking Chinese after the first year of study. And 91% of the 
students who did leave Chinese study complained about the amount of time dedicated to 
character writing. Clearly, the development of the skill to write Chinese characters by 
hand is inevitably slow, and the time spent on developing the skill is again inevitably the 
time taken away from the development of other still more important language skills. As a 
result, learning to write Chinese characters by hand considerably slows down the pace of 
learning in speaking, reading, and listening to the language. 

The same frustration is also reflected in different approaches to Chinese language 
teaching. Some colleges simply avoid teaching the students any Chinese characters for 
the entire first year, with all instructional needs relying on one or another form of 
romanization. This approach clearly aims to push aside the main obstacle in order to 
achieve a faster development of speaking and listening skills. Unfortunately, this 
approach at best yields only an incomplete Chinese language learning experience, as it is 
the Chinese characters, not the romanization schemes, that are used in written 
communication in all Chinese-speaking communities. Also, while this approach may 
temporarily postpone the difficulties of writing Chinese characters by hand, it does not 
really "resolve" any of the inherent problems of character hand-writing, because the 
characters eventually will have to come to the scene in the learning process. The same 
drawback also exists in the so-called "two-track" programs, where some courses are 
focused on training oral/aural skills with no Chinese characters involved, and the others 
are devoted to the development of reading and writing in Chinese characters alone. 
While the separation of the two "tracks" may indeed meet some students' special needs, 
in either case it can provide only incomplete Chinese language learning experience, 
except when a student takes both at the same time, where the second "track" would still 
inevitably interfere with the first. 

Other colleges emphasize the unity of all aspects of Chinese language learning, 
though they disagree among themselves over the appropriate pace of character 
acquisition. For instance, the popular textbook, Practical Chinese Reader, adopting a 
most traditional "easy but slow" approach, introduces the four skills immediately and in 
unison. Thus the sentences, and therefore the grammatical items, must remain relatively 
simple to match the process of character acquisition. Because much of the energy is spent 
on characters, much less time is allowed for oral-aural skill development. And because 
one can only learn to write a very limited number of Chinese characters per lesson, the 
oral-aural content in each lesson has to be limited to the same degree. As a result, the 
students using this textbook have a low overall proficiency, showing that through equal 
emphasis of all four skills none is well developed. 

In contrast, the more demanding textbook Chinese Primer prefers to set a 
"difficult but fast" pace (Ch'en, 1994:xi). Chen based his Chinese Primer on the 
philosophy that the college student's already developed cognitive abilities make him or 
her different from the elementary school student. The Chinese language texts used in 
Chinese elementary schools, not matched with the intellectual and emotional levels of the 
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college student, are not appropriate instructional materials. Thus, the proper approach 
should be to create material suited for the student. Ch'en's text, created for the college-
level student, emphasizes the oral-aural skills so that within one year all major 
grammatical points and sentence patterns are covered. The introduction of characters, 
then, has to be secondary, as the number of Chinese characters appearing in each lesson 
is simply too large to be tackled by any college student within a limited time frame. The 
students therefore are asked to learn only few characters a day. fewer than what they can 
speak and comprehend with the help of a romanization system. As a result, the ability of 
reading and writing Chinese characters is ahnost always falling behind the ability of 
speaking and listening comprehension, which is the well-known "temporary lag in 
character-learning" (Ch'en, 1994:xi). 

While the editors of the Chinese Primer are absolutely right to point out that the 
"easy but slow" approach unnecessarily slows down the entire learning process/ they 
themselves fail to account for the "temporary lag in character-learning" retained by the 
Chinese Primer. This "temporary lag," again, does nothing to resolve the basic problems 
entailed by hand-writing Chinese characters, as the students are still required to write all 
the characters anyway. Moreover, the students using the Chinese Primer are often quite 
confused exactly by the unbalanced development of their linguistic skills caused by this 
"temporary lag." The fundamental problem, again, lies in the requirement of hand­
writing Chinese characters. 

Clearly, the above three approaches to Chinese language teaching have already 
exhausted all the logical possibilities of dealing with character hand-writing in Chinese 
language instruction. On one end of the spectrum is the approach that simply avoids 
Chinese characters altogether. On the other end is the approach that takes care of 
everything, including speaking, listening, reading and writing in characters. The 
approach represented by the Chinese Primer is actually a pretty wise compromise in this 
respect, as it handles Chinese characters while maintaining a relatively fast pace. 

But, none of the approaches, as we pointed out above, has resolved the problem of 
hand-writing Chinese characters. Character writing in Chinese is so far removed from 
the spoken language that as long as there is a requirement of hand-writing Chinese 
characters, one has to live with the problem no matter what approach is adopted. To get a 
sense of exactly how removed Chinese character writing could be from the spoken 
language, one only need to refer to the results we have obtained from our empirical study 
that are detailed in the Appendix. Trying to find out exactly how much (or how little) the 
students can write what they can already speak and read, the experiment has yielded 
astounding results: given the most favorable conditions, the students can write correctly 

3 According to a 1995 survey involving Princeton University, Swarthmore College, Bryn 
Mawr College, and Middlebury College, the overall proficiency of first-year students 
using the Chinese Primer is higher than average. While on the scale of American Council 
on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) students using Chen's text average 
intermediate-low (I-L), students using other texts rank novice-mid (N-M) to novice-high 
(N-H). 
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only 39% of what they can speak and read, and the students produced a large number of 
partially correct Chinese characters (44%), an avoidable event if they were not hand­
written. 

II. The Advantages of Writing Chinese Characters with Computer 

As we pointed out before, the students using well-designed word-processing 
software should be able to "write" Chinese characters on the computer screen, so long as 
they can (a) input on regular keyboard the romanized letters representing the sound of a 
Chinese character; and (b) recognize the intended character from among a small group of 
different characters having the same sound. It is clear from the above-mentioned 
experiment that if computer were used in place of hand-writing, the students would have 
been able to "write" exactly as much as what they can both speak and read. In other 
words, there would have been a 44% to 61% improvement in the students' performance 
immediately. Now, with the use of computer, the students may only make two possible 
mistakes in "writing" Chinese characters: they may mispronounce the character or fail to 
recognize its visual form (which in reality reflects the problems the students have in 
either speaking or reading). As the software immediately alerts the students to both these 
mistakes (for the right Chinese character will not be found on the screen if any one of the 
two mistakes is made), "writing" Chinese characters on the screen becomes fully 
integrated with two other tasks in Chinese language learning — speaking and reading. 
Although Chinese language, as a non-phonetic language, will never be really "easy" to 
learn, the removal of the single largest obstacle to the development of early language 
learning skills will make access to the language much easier. 

This Penless approach has the undoubted advantage of helping to reinforce the 
individual student's knowledge of Chinese romanization system, which is now used in 
virtually all Chinese word-processing software programs as a major input method. If the 
software programs were designed to incorporate tone marks in their input methods and to 
produce the appropriate sound for the selected character appearing on the screen, the 
student's listening comprehension and pronunciation would definitely be further 
enhanced. Theoretically, this approach should even improve the student's ability to 
recognize Chinese characters, since the student will be constantly urged to make 
conscious choice between characters with structural similiarities as well as differences, 
rather than depending upon rote memorization of Chinese characters. This approach will 
also highlight the picto-phonetic characters, which constitute more than 80% of Chinese 
characters, so that the students can easily learn to separate the sound and meaning 
components of such a character, a skill that will further speed their acquisition of Chinese 
characters. This approach, needless to say, will greatly benefit the development of the 
students' composition ability at a very early stage. This approach, by the way, will also 
have the advantage of bridging the difference between simplified and traditional 
characters, as the switch-over from one form to another requires no more than clicking 
the mouse or pressing a single key on the keyboard. 
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Most importantly, this approach will lead to the synchronized and faster 
development of reading, writing, speaking, and listening skills, which up to now has been 
merely an unrealizable ideal. Borrowing the words of the Chinese Primer's editors, this 
approach solves the old problem of how to have the four basic language skills "pursued 
in concert, and used to reinforce one another" (Or en, 1994:xi). Teachers no longer need 
to fear that in emphasizing one aspect of the Chinese language learning process they may 
be exerting a negative impact on the development of the student's comprehensive ability 
to function in the language, as all the four basic language skills will be intertwined in 
such a way that an exercise on anyone of them will have a positive impact on the 
development of all others. 

As for the so-called picto-phonetic characters mentioned above, there obviously 
exists a strong misconception, even among linguists, that Chinese orthography lacks any 
systematicity. This certainly appears true to English-speaking students whose familiarity 
with an alphabetic system contrasts sharply with any phonetic similarity that may exist 
within the Chinese system. According to Tan and Perfetti (1997:42), however, "Most 
modern characters (about 80-90%) consist of a phonetic component (the phonetic) and a 
semantic radical." This knowledge can certainly be used in the instruction of Chinese 
characters. Tan and Perfetti (1997: 41) suggest that Chinese readers may use these 
phonetics "during the identification of Chinese words." Although they are speaking of 
first-language readers, the same is also true for the students of Chinese as a second 
language. If students are able to grasp phonetic similarities among parts of characters 
they will have a real advantage in the learning process. The Penless approach, 
undoubtedly, provides extremely rich opportunities for the students to become aware of 
the structural similarities and differences among Chinese characters as the characters 
appear side by side on the screen for them to choose. 

A related issue would be the fact that Chinese language has a high rate of 
homonyms. The same sound in Chinese could refer to dozens even hundreds of distinct 
meanings and as many characters. With the Penless approach, once again, the students 
have to make a conscious decision when facing all the possible characters with the same 
pronunciation on the computer screen. In our empirical study, we find that among all 
partially correct characters produced by the students, a whopping 74% are errors related 
to homonyms. It is then no doubt that a vast majority of these errors could have been 
avoided if a computer were used in producing the characters. 

III. Possible Side-Effects of the Proposed Approach and their Overcoming 

There must have been concerns among the readers of this article that the students' 
hand-wrriting skill will be impaired if trained according to the Penless Approach. In fact, 
some of the students may never learn to hand-write Chinese characters properly if they 
start with computer instead of a pen. But let it be clear that our proposal here by no 
means excludes the possibility that the students may learn to hand-write Chinese 
characters at a later stage, perhaps out of their own interest in hand-writing or their 
appreciation of Chinese calligraphy. This proposal merely recognizes that there is a 
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world of difference between choosing to write Chinese characters by hand (to satisfy 
special needs) and needing to write Chinese characters for the purposes of everyday 
communication. 

Students are motivated to learn Chinese language for many different reasons. 
Most of them hope to function in the language to deal with personal, professional, and 
social situations. Such situations seldom require an immediate demonstration of hand­
wTiting skill, while reading, listening, and speaking are constantly brought into play. For 
students who come to Chinese language learning with a particular interest in Chinese art 
or aesthetics, some additional courses on character hand-writing and calligraphy may be 
offered, perhaps even in conjunction with learning "classical Chinese." 

Furthermore, we need to look into the current (which has been "current" for 
thousands of years!) Chinese language teaching practice to answer any possible 
questioning about the proposal of abolishing hand-writing requirement. The issue here, 
as we see it, is NOT that the students will not have the ability to hand-write if trained by 
the proposed method, but that the students are NOT able to write the characters as 
required when trained in the traditional way. As our empirical study has demonstrated, 
the students cannot reproduce 61% of required characters even when they are able to 
pronounce and read them. And the same or similar results should be easily obtained at 
any school for any type of students. Anyone who questions the proposal of abolishing 
hand-writing requirement and deplores the disappearance of pen in Chinese language 
learning process should be reminded the painful fact that the students simply CANNOT 
reproduce Chinese characters with a pen as required in spite of their tremendous effort. 
The very essence of our proposal is precisely that it addresses the long-standing problem 
in Chinese language teaching, that is, much time has been wasted on character hand­
writing with very discouraging results. 

Let us suppose that the students have a complete command of pronunciation and 
character recognition for certain numbers of Chinese characters, then we can have two 
scenarios: (1) the students have spent a huge amount of time on hand-writing but still can 
not write all the characters they have learned; (2) The students do not spend any time on 
character-writing per se but can write all the characters they have learned (so long as they 
know how to pronounce and recognize the characters, both of which being presupposed 
already). In other words, there is simply NO scenario where the students could hand­
write all the characters they have learned (unless, of course, one spends his or her life 
time on practicing hand-writing)! 

Obviously, this proposal presupposes some initial expenditure on computer 
equipment on the part of colleges and universities (and possibly students). Still, with the 
increasing use of the computer in both academia and business, such expenditure has been 
routinely factored into the regular operating budget of institutions and individuals. And 
thanks to modern technology, computers are becoming smaller and cheaper, but more 
sophisticated and powerful. 

What should really concern us the most about this proposal now seems to be the 
fact that none of the currently available Chinese word-processing software programs suits 
the proposed approach ideally. But the good news is that, technically, it is not difficult at 
all to design an ideal one for the purposes outlined above. 



Sino-Platomc Papers, 102 (March, 2000) 

An ideal Chinese software program for the Penless approach should at least 
incorporate the following set of features: (1) It should have complete letter input, instead 
of partial letter input. That is to say, the student would need to type in the complete 
romanized form to produce a single Chinese character, not the partial romanized form for 
the sake of time efficiency as we find in all commercial Chinese word-processing 
software packages. (2) It should require that the student indicate tone as a part of input, 
which is both to help narrow down the scope of possible characters having the same 
sound and to aid the student in developing greater accuracy in pronunciation. (3) It 
should randomly re-order the characters appearing in the input window every time when 
a character is chosen so as to make sure that the student chooses a specific character 
through real recognition, not by remembering its numbered position in the input window. 
(4) It should be able to produce the sound of the character when the character is chosen 
by the student, so as to reinforce the association between the sound and the written 
symbol. (5) It should have a limited number of Chinese characters in store, so that the 
students could better concentrate on basic vocabulary appearing in commonly used 
Chinese textbooks. (6) It should be able to have the romanized form appear below or 
above the character chosen in the text to further reinforce the association between the 
romanized form and the specific Chinese character. 

It should be noted that the rapid development of speech recognition technology-
will soon make keyboard input unnecessary, which for us would mean simply dictation 
input instead of keyboard input—the final realization of our premise: as long as one can 
produce a correct sound and recognize the character among a number of homophones, 
one can "write" the character on the screen. 

For thousands of years, writing brush was the only instrument commonly used to 
reproduce Chinese characters, and one of the criteria in judging the achievements of a 
learned person was his brush-writing competence. It was not very long ago that pen 
replaced writing brush as the main instrument in writing Chinese characters, with the 
result that brush-writing gradually transformed into a purely artistic form. How many of 
us today still feel embarrassed about our inability to produce good brush-writing, which 
supposedly best exemplifies the very essence of Chinese written language? And on what 
ground can we assert that pen is absolutely necessary for writing Chinese characters, as 
writing brush was once so conceived? 

This is not the place to speculate about the fate of pen in writing Chinese 
characters or in its general use. The reason why pen replaced writing brush is simply 
because the former is easier to use. The same should also be pertinent to the case 
considered here, when computer is proposed to replace pen as a writing instrument. 
Throughout the entire history, now for the first time, it becomes possible that a person 
who cannot write a Chinese character by hand can "write" it on the computer screen, 
without having to go through the extremely painful process of learning to hand-write the 
characters. Also for the first time in history, the writing of Chinese characters has 
something to do with their phonetic characteristics, as one has to enter romanized letters 
on the keyboard in order to bring Chinese characters onto the computer screen (and with 
a speech recognition program, it will be the speech itself that directly leads to Chinese 
characters on the computer screen). To the language of such a long history, computer 
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technology has brought along with it a real revolution, of which the Penless approach is 
both an outcome and a precondition. 

Finally, after having discussed the ways in which the Penless approach would 
benefit the students of Chinese as a second language, we should note that this approach 
has equal application in first language learning situations as well. The same problems of 
hand-writing Chinese characters are common to the Chinese students in Chinese-
speaking countries and regions. It is really surprising to realize how many precious early 
years of a Chinese student's life are spent on practicing character writing. It is certainly 
deplorable that a Chinese student cannot read and write adequately until they reach the 
age of 13 or even older simply because he or she does not have enough characters in 
storage even though their oral/aural competency has been much more developed. We 
have noticed that in recent years there has been an experiment conveniently labeled as 
"ZT" conducted in China, where the elementary school students use only Pinyin 
romanization for the entire first two years of their study so that they can more quickly 
develop their overall linguistic competence. It has been proved that the students trained 
with the "ZT" method show far better general linguistic ability than the conventional 
students, even in terms of Chinese characters when they eventually catch up with the 
convention students in dealing with Chinese characters (Rohsenow: 1996). The Penless 
approach could certainly supplement the "ZT" method to maintain its fast track while 
avoiding another unfortunate "temporary lag in character-learning". 

To extend the point along the same line, the Penless approach will also have to do 
with the issue of "digraphia" much talked about in the past two or three decades under the 
general topic of Chinese language reform. "Digraphia", according to DeFrancis, is a 
situation of Chinese language where writing in Chinese characters would co-exist with 
writing in Pinyin (DeFrancis, 1984:268-9). This, of course, would be a transition period, 
with the final goal being a situation where writing in Pinyin eventually replaces writing in 
characters. Whatever the reason may have been, however, writing in all Chinese 
speaking communities today is still virtually 100% in Chinese characters, while writing 
in Pinyin or other romanized forms is limited to a few small newspapers specifically for 
school children. One may well wonder whether writing purely in Pinyin is too "foreign" 
to the Chinese who have been so used to their difficult yet "meaningful" characters, or 
whether the idea of giving up Chinese characters one day is too unthinkable to the 
Chinese whose entire culture has been inscribed in such characters. Here, the Penless 
approach should be able to provide some important perspectives. First, this approach will 
greatly promote the use of Pinyin or other romanized schemes in writing. Second, this 
approach by itself calls for "digraphia" of a kind as it constantly and instantly moves 
between a romanized scheme and Chinese characters. Finally, this approach, 
paradoxically enough, may eventually help preserve Chinese characters in writing, 
instead of abolishing them altogether. 

As for the direction of Chinese language reform, the Penless approach should at 
least suggest a standardization of picto-phonetic characters—designating, for instance, a 
common character that is used as the phonetic component in picto-phonetic characters so 
that one can pronounce such characters correctly whenever the phonetic component is 
identified. This is actually to carry through the fundamental principle of picto-phonetic 
characters as it was conceived at the very creation of such characters thousands of years 
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ago. And the Chinese language as it stands right now, for many different reasons, has a 
large number of picto-phonetic characters that share the same phonetic component but 
pronounced differently, which has created tremendous confusion even among native 
Chinese speakers. Clearly, with the increasing use of Chinese word-processing software 
on computers, standardization of this kind should replace the traditional strategy of 
reducing the number of strokes for a character in consideration of relatively easier 
memorization and hand-writing, i.e., Chinese character simplification, as the number of 
strokes is no longer an issue with Chinese word-processing software, while a 
standardization as mentioned here would truly simplify the learning and the use of 
Chinese language in the digital era. 

APPENDIX: The Empirical Study 

Purpose 

The purpose of this empirical study is to measure the distance between writing 
and speaking/reading in Chinese language learning. To put it in more concrete terms, the 
purpose is to find out exactly how much (or how little) a student can write what he or she 
can already speak and read. 

Procedure 

SUBJECTS 

N:54 

College Level Students, first-year Chinese students 

Proficiency: 550 characters 

First year Chinese students of a top private liberal arts college and a summer 
intensive Chinese language program with various Chinese backgrounds. Most students' 
Mandarin background (if they have any) is limited to speaking ability with little or no 
background in character recognition or reproduction. 

DESIGN OF THE EMPIRICAL STUDY: 

Based on the psycholinguistic theory, the process of learning characters consists 
of two stages: recognition and reproduction. Some students acquire only the recognition 
competence, which is the passive knowledge of character writing. Some students can 
"reproduce" but the characters are either completely incorrect or partially correct. 
Neither of these two can be considered acceptable "reproduction." 
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As stated earlier, the purpose of this study is to find out exactly how much (or 
how little) a student can write what he or she can already speak and read, we designed the 
study in two parts: Recognition and Reproduction. 

Recognition: 

Students were presented with a list of Chinese characters alphabetically arranged 
according to each character's Pinyin. All of the 550 characters taught in the first year 
Chinese course made up the list. 

This part of the study required that students first write the sound of a character in 
Pinyin (including tone mark) to show their ability to pronounce the character; then, they 
were required to write down the English equivalent of the Chinese character to show their 
ability to read the character with understanding. 

Reproduction: 

Given short sentences in English and their Chinese translation in Pinyin, students 
were asked to write down the Chinese translation in characters for the given sentences. 
Pinyin translation was provided together with the English sentences, because the point of 
emphasis of this study was the difference between character recognition and character 
reproduction, not translation. With the Pinyin translation, the students would be able to 
concentrate on producing the characters instead of attempting to translate the sentences 
properly. Therefore, the errors, if there were any, could only come from character 
reproduction, instead of translation. The characters to be used in translation, of course, 
were all present in the list for recognition mentioned above. 

Error Types: 

The errors made on both sections of this study can be divided in the following 
categories for the purposes of our study (see charts below). 

1. No Production: This would be the case if the student had forgotten how to write 
the character completely. 

2. Partial Error: This includes both homonym errors and miscellaneous errors: the 
former refers to the characters that are not the intended characters but have the same 
pronunciation as the intended characters, the latter includes all other partial errors, for 
example, using a incorrect radical, etc.. 

3. No Error: This would be the case of complete Recognition and Reproduction. 

The ones marked partially correct are the characters with mainly correct strokes 
with some small errors. Many of the participating students made more partial errors and 
homonym errors than full errors. Out of all the partial errors, the most common ones are 
homonyms of the desired character or words with the same components. 
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Background Information 

GENDER 

The sex of the students does not seem to effect this question. Our results show 
other factors to be more important; thus, we did not account for data of this kind. 

PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE 

Clearly, previous study of Chinese has a direct correlation to the number of 
characters both recognized and reproduced. In this study, however, the students did not 
have substantial (if any) previous character study. Therefore, this variable does not 
wan-ant further study in this case. 
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TIME LIMIT 

Since our focus is on ability, not speed, we did not see any need to set a time limit 
for completing the word list and the translation. Otherwise it would have created a tense 
situation that would not have borne reliable results. 

CONTACT HOURS/WEEK 

The students from the liberal arts college who participated in the study each had 
seven hours of contact time with instructors every week. The students from the summer 
intensive program had twenty hours of contact time with instructors every week. 

LIMITS OF CURRENT STUDY: 

Target Population: 

The number of subjects is very low. This study should clearly be realized again 
with a broader subject base. 

The selection of students is also shallower than we would like. Subjects of this 
study were all first-year students, though based on the results, we believe that the results 
apply to other levels as well. 

Outstanding Cases: 

Nearly all (98%) of the cases comply with our expected results and thus are 
addressed in our reflections on the study. The remaining 2% are aberrations that 
represent too small a number to account for, yet must be reported. 
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LI Shuicheng  
Peking University  

Sino-Western Contact in the 
Second Millennium BC 

iv, 29 

98 Jan. 
2000 

Peter Daniels, Daniel 
Boucher, and other 
authors 

Reviews VIII 108 

99 Feb. 
2000 

Anthony Barbieri-Low  
Princeton University  

Wheeled Vehicles in the Chinese 
Bronze Age (c. 2000-741 BC) 

v, 98 + 
5 color 
plates 

100 Feb. 
2000 

Wayne Alt  
Community College of 
Baltimore County (Essex)  

Zhuangzi, Mysticism, and the 
Rejection of Distinctions 

29 
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101 March 
2000 

C. Michele Thompson  
South Connecticut State 
University  

The Viêt Peoples and the Origins of 
Nom 

71, 1 

102 March 
2000 

Theresa Jen  
Bryn Mawr College  
Ping Xu  
Baruch College  

Penless Chinese Character 
Reproduction 

15 

103 June 
2000 

Carrie E. Reid  
Middlebury College  

Early Chinese Tattoo 52 

104 July 
2000 

David W. Pankenier  
Lehigh University  

Popular Astrology and Border 
Affairs in Early China 

19 + 1 
color 
plate 

105 Aug. 
2000 

Anne Birrell  
Cambridge University  

Postmodernist Theory in Recent 
Studies of Chinese Literature 

31 

106 Sept. 
2000 

Yu Taishan  
Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences  

A Hypothesis about the Sources of 
the Sai Tribes 

i, 3, 
200 

107 Sept. 
2000 

Jacques deLisle, 
Adelheid E. Krohne, 
and the editor 

Reviews IX 148 + 
map 

108 Sept. 
2000 

Ruth H. Chang  
University of 
Pennsylvania  

Understanding Di and Tian: Deity 
and Heaven From Shang to Tang 

vii, 54 

109 Oct. 
2000 

Conán Dean Carey  
Stanford University  

In Hell the One without Sin is Lord ii, 60 

110 Oct. 
2000 

Toh Hoong Teik  
Harvard University  

Shaykh 'Alam: The Emperor of 
Early Sixteenth-Century China 

20 

111 Nov. 
2000 

Victor H. Mair  
University of 
Pennsylvania  

The Need for a New Era 10 
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112 July 
2001 

Victor H. Mair  
University of 
Pennsylvania  

Notes on the Anau Inscription xi, 93 

113 Aug. 
2001 

Ray Collins  
Chepachet, RI  
David Kerr  
Melbourne, FL  

Etymology of the Word 
“Macrobiotic:s” and Its Use in 
Modern Chinese Scholarship 

18 

114 March 
2002 

Ramnath Subbaraman  
University of Chicago  

Beyond the Question of the 
Monkey Imposter: Indian Influence 
on the Chinese Novel, The Journey 
to the West 

35 

115 April 
2002 

ZHOU Jixu  
Sichuan Normal 
University  

Correspondences of Basic Words 
Between Old Chinese and 
Proto-Indo-European 

8 

116 May 
2002 

LIU Yongquan  
Institute of Linguistics, 
Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences  

On the Problem of Chinese 
Lettered Words 

13 

117 May 
2002 

SHANG Wei  
Columbia University  

Baihua, Guanhua, Fangyan and 
the May Fourth Reading of Rulin 
Waishi 

10 

118 June 
2002 

Justine T. Snow  
Port Townsend, WA  

Evidence for the Indo-European 
Origin of Two Ancient Chinese 
Deities 

ii, 75, 
1 

color, 
1 b-w 
print 

119 July 
2002 

WU Zhen  
Xinjiang Museum, 
Ürümchi  

“Hu” Non-Chinese as They Appear 
in the Materials from the Astana 
Graveyard at Turfan 

21, 5 
figs. 

120 July 
2002 

Anne Birrell  
University of Cambridge, 
Clare Hall  

Female-Gendered Myth in the 
Classic of Mountains and Seas 

47 
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121 July 
2002 

Mark Edward Lewis  
Stanford University  

Dicing and Divination in Early 
China 

22, 7 
figs. 

122 July 
2002 

Julie Wilensky  
Yale Univesity  

The Magical Kunlun and “Devil 
Slaves”: Chinese Perceptions of 
Dark-skinned People and Africa 
before 1500 

51, 3 
figs. 

123 Aug. 
2002 

Paul R. Goldin and the 
editor 

Reviews X 30 

124 Augus
t 2002 

Fredrik T. Hiebert  
University of 
Pennsylvania  
John Colarusso  
McMaster University  

The Context of the Anau Seal 
 
 
Remarks on the Anau and Niyä 
Seals 

1-34 
 

35-47 

125 July 
2003 

ZHOU Jixu  
Sichuan Normal 
University 
Shanghai Normal 
University  

Correspondences of Cultural Words 
between Old Chinese and 
Proto-Indo-European 

19 

126 Aug. 
2003 

Tim Miller  
University of Washington  

A Southern Min Word in the 
Tsu-t’ang chi 

14 

127 Oct. 
2003 

Sundeep S. Jhutti  
Petaluma, California  

The Getes 125, 8 
color 
plates 

128 Nov. 
2003 

Yinpo Tschang  
New York City  

On Proto-Shang 18 

129 Dec. 
2003 

Michael Witzel  
Harvard University  

Linguistic Evidence for Cultural 
Exchange in Prehistoric Western 
Central Asia 

70 

130 Feb. 
2004 

Bede Fahey  
Fort St. John, British 
Columbia  

Mayan: A Sino-Tibetan Language? 
A Comparative Study 

61 
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131 March 
2004 

Taishan Yu  
Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences  

A History of the Relationship 
between the Western and Eastern 
Han, Wei, Jin, Northern and 
Southern Dynasties and the 
Western Regions 

1, 3, 
352 

132 April 
2004 

Kim Hayes  
Sydney  

On the Presence of Non-Chinese at 
Anyang 

11 

133 April 
2004 

John L. Sorenson  
Brigham Young University 
Carl L. Johannessen  
University of Oregon  

Scientific Evidence for 
Pre-Columbian Transoceanic 
Voyages CD-ROM 

48, 
166, 

19, 15 
plates 

134 May 
2004 

Xieyan Hincha  
Neumädewitz, Germany  

Two Steps Toward Digraphia in 
China 

i, 22 

135 May 
2004 

John J. Emerson  
Portland, Oregon  

The Secret History of the Mongols 
and Western Literature 

21 

136 May 
2004 

Serge Papillon  
Mouvaux, France and 
Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia  

Influences tokhariennes sur la 
mythologie chinoise 

47 

137 June 
2004 

Hoong Teik Toh  
Harvard University  

Some Classical Malay Materials 
for the Study of the Chinese Novel 
Journey to the West 

64 

138 June 
2004 

Julie Lee Wei  
San Jose and London  

Dogs and Cats: Lessons from 
Learning Chinese 

17 

139 June 
2004 

Taishan Yu  
Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences  

A Hypothesis on the Origin of the 
Yu State 

20 

140 June 
2004 

Yinpo Tschang  
New York City  

Shih and Zong: Social 
Organization in Bronze Age China 

28 

141 July 
2004 

Yinpo Tschang  
New York City  

Chaos in Heaven: On the Calendars 
of Preclassical China 

30 
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142 July 
2004 

Katheryn Linduff, ed.  
University of Pittsburgh  

Silk Road Exchange in China 64 

143 July 
2004 

Victor H. Mair  
University of 
Pennsylvania  

Sleep in Dream: Soporific 
Responses to Depression in Story 
of the Stone 

99 

144 July 
2004 

RONG Xinjiang  
Peking University  

Land Route or Sea Route? 
Commentary on the Study of the 
Paths of Transmission and Areas in 
which Buddhism Was 
Disseminated during the Han 
Period 

32 

145 Aug. 
2004 

the editor  
   

Reviews XI 2, 41 

146 Feb. 
2005 

Hoong Teik Toh  
Academia Sinica 

The -yu Ending in Xiongnu, 
Xianbei, and Gaoju Onomastica  

24 

147 March 
2005 

Hoong Teik Toh  
Academia Sinica 

Ch. Qiong ~ Tib. Khyung; Taoism 
~ Bonpo -- Some Questions 
Related to Early Ethno-Religious 
History in Sichuan  

18 

148 April 
2005 

Lucas Christopoulos  
Beijing Sports University 

Le gréco-bouddhisme et l’art du 
poing en Chine  

52 

149 May 
2005 

Kimberly S. Te Winkle  
University College, 
London 

A Sacred Trinity: God, Mountain, 
and Bird: Cultic Practices of the 
Bronze Age Chengdu Plain  

ii, 103 
(41 in 
color) 

150 May 
2005 

Dolkun Kamberi  
Washington, DC 

Uyghurs and Uyghur Identity 44 

151 June 
2005 

Jane Jia SI  
University of 
Pennsylvania 

The Genealogy of Dictionaries: 
Producers, Literary Audience, and 
the Circulation of English Texts in 
the Treaty Port of Shanghai  

44, 4 
tables 
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152 June 
2005 

Denis Mair  
Seattle 

The Dance of Qian and Kun in the 
Zhouyi  

13, 2 
figs. 

153 July 
2005 

Alan Piper  
London (UK) 

The Mysterious Origins of the 
Word “Marihuana”  

17 

154 July 
2005 

Serge Papillon  
Belfort, France 

Mythologie sino-européenne 174, 1 
plate 

155 July 
2005 

Denis Mair  
Seattle 

Janus-Like Concepts in the Li and 
Kun Trigrams  

8 

156 July 
2005 

Abolqasem Esmailpour 
Shahid Beheshti 
University, Tehran  

Manichean Gnosis and Creation 157 

157 Aug. 
2005 

Ralph D. Sawyer  
Independent Scholar 

Paradoxical Coexistence of 
Prognostication and Warfare  

13 

158 Aug. 
2005 

Mark Edward Lewis  
Stanford University 

Writings on Warfare Found in 
Ancient Chinese Tombs  

15 

159 Aug. 
2005 

Jens Østergaard 
Petersen  
University of Copenhagen 

The Zuozhuan Account of the 
Death of King Zhao of Chu and Its 
Sources  

47 

160 Sept. 
2005 

Matteo Compareti  
Venice 

Literary Evidence for the 
Identification of Some Common 
Scenes in Han Funerary Art  

14 

161 Sept. 
2005 

Julie Lee Wei  
London 

The Names of the Yi Jing Trigrams: 
An Inquiry into Their Linguistic 
Origins  

18 

162 Sept. 
2005 

Julie Lee Wei  
London 

Counting and Knotting: 
Correspondences between Old 
Chinese and Indo-European  

71, 
map 
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163 Oct. 
2005 

Julie Lee Wei  
London 

Huangdi and Huntun (the Yellow 
Emperor and Wonton): A New 
Hypothesis on Some Figures in 
Chinese Mythology  

44 

164 Oct. 
2005 

Julie Lee Wei  
London 

Shang and Zhou: An Inquiry into 
the Linguistic Origins of Two 
Dynastic Names  

62 

165 Oct. 
2005 

Julie Lee Wei  
London 

DAO and DE: An Inquiry into the 
Linguistic Origins of Some Terms 
in Chinese Philosophy and 
Morality  

51 

166 Nov. 
2005 

Julie Lee Wei  
London 
Hodong Kim  
Seoul National University 
and David Selvia and 
the Editor  
both of the University of 
Pennsylvania 

Reviews XII i, 63 

167 Dec. 
2005 

ZHOU Jixu  
Sichuan Normal 
University 

Old Chinese '帝*tees' and 
Proto-Indo-European “*deus”: 
Similarity in Religious Ideas and a 
Common Source in Linguistics  

17 

168 Dec. 
2005 

Judith A. Lerner  
New York City 

Aspects of Assimilation: the 
Funerary Practices and Furnishings 
of Central Asians in China  

51, v, 
9 

plates 

169 Jan. 
2006 

Victor H. Mair  
University of 
Pennsylvania 

Conversion Tables for the 
Three-Volume Edition of the 
Hanyu Da Cidian  

i, 284 

170 Feb. 
2006 

Amber R. Woodward  
University of 
Pennsylvania 

Learning English, Losing Face, and 
Taking Over: The Method (or 
Madness) of Li Yang and His 
Crazy English  

18 
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171 June 
2006 

John DeFrancis 
University of Hawaii 

The Prospects for Chinese Writing 
Reform 

26, 3 
figs. 

172 Aug. 
2006 

Deborah Beaser The Outlook for Taiwanese 
Language Preservation 

18 

173 Oct. 
2006 

Taishan Yu  
Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences 

A Study of the History of the 
Relationship Between the Western 
and Eastern Han, Wei, Jin, 
Northern and Southern Dynasties 
and the Western Regions 

167 

174 Nov. 
2006 

Mariko Namba Walter Sogdians and Buddhism 65 

175 Dec. 
2006 

Zhou Jixu  
Center for East Asian 
Studies, University of 
Pennsylvania; Chinese 
Department, Sichuan 
Normal University 

The Rise of Agricultural 
Civilization in China: The 
Disparity between Archeological 
Discovery and the Documentary 
Record and Its Explanation 

38 

176 May 
2007 

Eric Henry 
University of North 
Carolina 

The Submerged History of Yuè 36 

177 Aug. 
2007 

Beverley Davis Timeline of the Development of 
the Horse 

186 

 




