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THE DILEMMA IN CHINESE ACQUISITION
FOR NON-ENGLISH INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN CHINA
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With the development of the internationalization of higher education in China, an increasing number of
international students with different nationalities, cultural backgrounds, and language backgrounds have come
to China to further their studies. Some of them speak English as their mother tongue, but some do not.
However, most Chinese teachers in China only know English as a foreign language, and most Chinese
materials for foreigners are edited in English. Therefore, Chinese classes for international students are
generally carried out with English as an auxiliary language, which meets the needs of many students but
leaves others unserved. This research takes the international students of Huzhou University in China as
research samples and finds a noticeable gap between the native and the non-native English speakers in their
Chinese acquisition.4 Based on this finding, this article finally puts forward a series of teaching reform
suggestions for Chinese teachers in China.
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JTAJIEMMA OBYYEHMSI KHTAMCKOMY SI3bIKY HHOCTPAHHBIX CTYJIEHTOB,
HE TOBOPSAIINX MO-AHIJIMIACKH, B KUTAE
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C pa3BUTHEM HMHTEPHAIIMOHAIU3AIIMK BBICIIET0 0Opa30BaHUS Bce OOJbIIEe KOIMYECTBO MHOCTPAHHBIX
CTYACHTOB Pa3HBIX HAIMOHAJIBHOCTEH, KyJIbTYp M SA3BIKOB Ipue3xkaroT B Kurait 11 mporomkeHus: yueOsl.
HexoTopblie U3 HUX TOBOPST HA AHTJIIMHCKOM KakK Ha POJHOM SI3BIKE, a HEKOTOphIe HeT. OHaKo OOIBIIMHCTBO
kuTaiickux yuutened B KuTtae BIafelOT TOJNBKO aHTIMICKUM KaK MHOCTPAHHBIM, U OOJBIIMHCTBO yUEOHBIX
MaTepualoB 10 KUTAHCKOMY SI3BIKY [UIsl MHOCTPAHLIEB CO3[ACTCSl HAa aHIVIMHCKOM si3blke. IloaTomy ypoku
KHUTACKOTO JIUIsI MHOCTPAHHBIX CTYAEHTOB OOBIYHO MPOBOJATCS C UCHOJIB30BAHUEM AHTJIIMHCKOTO B Ka4eCTBE
BCIIOMOT'aTEIbHOTO S3bIKa, YTO YJJOBJIETBOPSET IIOTPEOHOCTH OJJHUX CTY/IECHTOB, HO OCTaBJIACT 0€3 BHUMAHUS
Jpyrux. B aToMm uccnenoBanun npoaHaau30BaHbl yCIIEXW HHOCTPAHHBIX CTYJICHTOB Y HUBEPCUTETA XYyUXKOY B
Kunrae B KaudecTBe HMCCIIENOBATEIBCKUX BBIOOPOK. BblI OOHapykeH 3aMETHBIH Pa3pblB B YCBOCHHH SI3bIKA
HOCHUTEJISIMU aHIJIMICKOTO s3bIKa M TEMHU, JUI KOTO aHTJIMICKUN S3bIK HE ABIseTCsS pOAHBIM. OCHOBBIBAsICh Ha
9TOM OTKPBITHH, aBTOP CTAThU BBIABHUIACT JUIA KMTalcKuX yuureseil B Kurae psin npeanoxenuii mo pedopme
IIpernojaBaHusl.

Knrwoueevie cnosa: OBJIAJICHUEC KATaNlCKAM SI3BIKOM; HE HOCUTEIIb AHTJIIUUCKOTO S3BIKA, BCIIOMOTaTEIbLHBIN
S3BIK, MMOHSATHBIN BBOJ; IPEIIOIaBaHUEC KHATaNCKOTO SI3bIKa KaK HWHOCTPAaHHOTIO.

4 This study is funded by Huzhou University and is based on Huzhou University’s research project “Research
on Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language from the Perspective of the Acquisition of a Third Language:
Taking Chinese teaching to Russian speakers as an Example”. (Project code: 2019SKY'Y06)
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Till 2018, the number of international students in China has exceeded
490,000 [1]. Today, China is keeping working on integrating the opening up
of education into the broader framework of national in-depth reforms [2].
China, one of the most popular destinations for students to study abroad, has
been and will keep attracting international students of various countries. Due
to their diversified national backgrounds, the international students, who come
to China to further their education, have distinct mother tongues. Take Huzhou
University, a university in Zhejiang Province in China, as example, in the past
three years, in a Chinese language class consisting of twenty students, the
students’ native languages are usually very different, with an average of five
to six types in one class, mainly involving English, French, Russian, Arabic,
Korean, and so on.

Many Chinese teachers, especially the language experts, have noticed the
diversity of the international students’ mother tongues, and most of them
advocate teaching Chinese in Chinese [3]. However, apart from Chinese,
avoiding using any non-Chinese auxiliary language is very hard, especially in
the classes for beginners. When teachers need to use an auxiliary language,
they usually choose English, and there are three apparent causes: First, most
language materials for foreigners to learn Chinese are edited in English.
Second, most Chinese teachers only speak English as a foreign language.
Third, as a practical matter, English meets the communication needs of most
students. Therefore, in most colleges and universities, applying English as the
auxiliary language in Chinese classes is a compromise teaching strategy, and it
is hard to find an alternative.

Using English as the auxiliary language of instruction can help native
English speakers greatly, but for non-native English speakers whose English
proficiency varies largely, its impact is hard to predict and control. Since
2019, our team has been investigating the language acquisition of international
students at Huzhou University. One of our focuses is to examine whether
students’ English proficiency affects their Chinese learning or not? If it does,
what Chinese teachers should do to respond to this problem?

In 2019, our team chose fifty students whose mother tongue is English and
another fifty whose mother tongues are not English as the research samples
from Huzhou University. All of these students came to China for the first time
in the autumn of 2019 and started to learn Chinese systematically just after
they arrived at Huzhou University. In their first semester, these students joined
four Chinese classes for beginners. These four classes have different Chinese
teachers, but all the teachers can only speak Chinese and English. Besides,
these teachers follow the same teaching framework and use the same Chinese
textbooks edited in Chinese and English. At the end of the semester, all these
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students took a Chinese test using the same standardized exam. After
collecting the test results of the students, we used the SPSS software to
examine the results.

Table 1. (Results of the Chinese exam) Figure 1. Distribution of the results
Native Std. —
language | N | Mean | Deviation | Range —_—
Non- 50 | 78.50 13.81| 61.00 = .
English s

English | 50|85.53 11.58 | 44.00 £ o 1

Total 100 | 82.02 13.17| 61.00 i

Natrie language

Table 1 highlights some significant facts. The numbers demonstrate better
results for native English speakers than for the non-native, with the mean
exam score of the native English group reaches 85.53, whereas that of the non-
native group only reaches 78.50. The score range of the non-native group (61)
is larger than that of the native English group (44). Meanwhile, the standard
deviation of the non-native group (13.81) is larger than that of the native
English group (11.58), indicating that the former has a higher degree of
dispersion. Figure 1 displays the distribution and degree of dispersion of the
two groups’ test results. The median and quartiles of the two sets of data
demonstrate that nearly 3/4 of the native English students received a score of
80 or above, but only 1/2 of the non-native English students reached a score of
80 or higher.

The comparison between the two groups manifests a noticeable gap
between the native and the non-native English speakers in their Chinese
acquisition. However, without close attention, teachers may fail to see the gap
or to measure the impact of students’ English proficiency on their Chinese
learning. Not every native English student learns Chinese well, nor does every
non-native English student fail in Chinese acquisition. From Figure 1, we can
see that in both groups, there are students who can get the full mark on the
test; likewise, both groups involve the students who failed the exam. Their
Chinese acquisition is not simply determined by their English fluency.

To further reveal the dilemma of the non-native English students in
Chinese learning, we organized a series of classroom observations in Chinese
classes and have interviewed many international students about their
classroom interaction strategies. We found that non-native English students,
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especially those who can hardly talk in English, have noticeable problems in
classroom performance compared to the students with high English
proficiency. Two types of classroom performances can reveal the dilemma of
the students who have difficulty using English.

First, the students with low English proficiency could suffer more
communication anxiety in classroom interaction. Every student may encounter
questions that are hard to understand or to answer. To deal with these
questions in a Chinese class, the students with high English proficiency tend to
be more relaxed than their classmates, as they explained in the interviews, that
they know if they have problems understanding the teacher’s question in
Chinese, they can use English to communicate with the teacher easily.

In contrast, when students cannot effectively use the target language or
communicate with teachers in English smoothly, it is hard for them to stay
proactive in classroom interactions. Chinese and English bring them double
language barriers, and these students tended to be quiet and passive in
interactive activities. The students may avoid interacting with the teacher in
verbal communication and eye contact; they may choose a seat far from the
teacher; they may excessively rely on their mobile phones for translations. All
of these symptoms reveal that the students are suffering from communication
anxiety.

Second, the students with low English proficiency tend to show blind
obedience in the interaction with the teacher. The blind obedience here refers
to a communication strategy used by students to deal with teachers’ questions.
Blind obedience is usually embodied in that students agree with the teacher’s
statement or point of view without clearly knowing the answer or even the
question. Most students have used this strategy in class.

According to Long and Sato [4], questions raised in class can be generally
categorized into two types — epistemic questions and echoic questions, with
the former, serves the teaching goals and the latter serves classroom
management. According to our observations, it can be perceived that when
dealing with echoic questions, such as “do you understand”, very few students
answer “no” regardless of whether they understand or not. This is one type of
blind obedience. In our interviews, most students stress that even if they did
not understand what the teacher said, they did not want to interrupt the class.
Affirmative responses, or being silent, helps the teacher to continue the lecture
without interruption.

In dealing with epistemic questions, students’ responses vary greatly. When
a student cannot understand the teacher’s Chinese question and can hardly
check with the teacher in English, the student may perform blind obedience to
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respond to the teacher’s question. They tend to address what the teacher said is
right, and then repeat the words in the question sentence. The following
dialogues were recorded and taken from the Chinese classes for international
students. The native language of these two students is not English, and they
know limited English words and sentences.

Dialogue 1

FO: ORI FHILE G4 e ?

(Teacher: What dictionary do you have in your phone?)
Fhe X, X i

(Student: Right, right! I have dictionary.)

Dialogue 2

FON: 157 i B LG ik ?

(Teacher: Where do you often eat?)

e XD R ALK

(Student: Right! I often eat at “where”.)

The first student’s answer in dialogue 1 is inappropriate. He failed to grasp
the question word “ft4”> which means “what” in the question sentence. The
second student’s answer in dialogue 2 does not make sense. The student did
not understand that “Mf )L means “where”. After addressing the teacher is
right, he just repeated the question sentence. It should be noted that once
students get accustomed to this strategy in response, they can hardly find their
problems and hardly repair their utterances by themselves.

According to the exam results and the classroom observation, it is evident
that the international students’ English proficiency does make a visible impact
on their Chinese acquisition in China, and in the process of Chinese learning,
the non-native English students have been affected negatively by their limited
English proficiency. In the face of this dilemma, what should teachers do to
promote every student’s Chinese learning?

First, a Chinese teacher should try to avoid using English in class. This
strategy can, on one hand, help to eliminate the language barriers for non-
English speakers, and on the other hand, to bring down native English
speakers’ dependence on English. However, this does not mean teachers
should use natural Chinese to teach, especially in the class for beginners. The
Chinese language classroom is a non-natural language environment and has its
specific teaching and learning purpose and focus. Moreover, most
international students in China are adults, and their language acquisition relies
more on understanding than simply imitating. Understanding is the
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precondition of internalizing a language [5] and is of great importance for
international students in colleges and universities [6]. In short, Chinese
teachers should use comprehensible Chinese to carry out classroom teaching.
Besides, to help students obtain a comprehensible input, Chinese teachers
should further explore other attempts, especially when teaching elementary
Chinese, such as applying non-verbal language, creating practical discourse
scenarios, and adopting multimedia teaching tools to activate students’ uptake
from visual and auditory dual channels.

Second, teachers should have a thorough understanding of the language
background and language ability of the learners. We have interviewed some
Chinese teachers and found that not every teacher knows clearly about their
students’ mother tongues and English proficiency. The lack of understanding
of the students’ language backgrounds can directly lead to improper use of
interlanguage in class.

Third, when it is necessary to use an auxiliary or bridge language in class,
teachers should pay additional attention to the classroom performance of non-
native English students to assess whether they have encountered a
comprehension obstacle or not. The comprehension obstacle usually leads to a
delay in response, a certain degree of communication anxiety, or blind
obedience in answering teachers’ questions. To help them cope with the
comprehension obstacle, teachers should keep adjusting not only the way how
they explain but also the strategy how they ask questions. Effective
questioning can engage students in a sound teacher-student interaction and
promote their interaction competence. Besides, the teachers should keep
following students’ responses, which reveals the problems students have, and
always be aware of rephrasing their questions into comprehensible forms.
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