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Chinese Characters — Our Cultural Treasure

One of the main missions of the Overseas Community
Affairs Council (OCAC) of the Republic of China
(Taiwan) is to promote the continuing education of the
Chinese language among our compatriot communities
abroad. To pass on this important cultural heritage, the
OCAC has long been publishing educational materials
printed in traditional characters, in lieu of simplified
characters, so as to facilitate the younger generation to
learn and appreciate the artistic beauty and innate values
of the Chinese language.

Traditional characters have evolved alongside
Chinese long history, and as a result, the characters have
developed into logograms through shapes, pronunciation
and meaning, which closely conform to the traditional
Six Principles of Character (pictograph, ideograph,
compound ideograph, phono-semantic compound,
phonetic loan character and derivative cognate).
Approximatively 80% of Chinese characters are phono-
semantic compounds, also known as radical-phonetic
characters, created by combining radicals on one side
and phonetics on the other. Knowledge of these facts
makes the learning of Chinese characters much easier,
and is just half the battle!

Traditional Chinese characters have been in use for
5,000 years. Ancient classics and historical documents
available nowadays are written or printed in traditional
characters. Therefore, learning traditional characters can
break through the limitations of time, travel through eras
without the boundaries of words, as well as comprehend
the treasure of civilization imbued with abundant
human thoughts and wisdom. Additionally, a variety of
calligraphy styles, both symmetric and aesthetic, help
shape traditional characters into a unique and scholarly
art.

Dr. Chin-chuan Cheng, member of the Academia
Sinica, has pointed out in his research that the maximum
number of words an average person may acquaint in a
given language is about eight thousand. The simplified
characters promulgated in Mainland China cover merely
a total of 2,235 characters, including 482 independently
simplified ones and 1,753 derived from simplified
radicals and independently simplified ones. These limited

number of characters, created without solid origin, have
lost the traditional picto-phono-semantic traits sine qua
non to Chinese characters.

Furthermore, another linguist, Professor Xian Li,
has pointed out the limit of the simplified characters:
“simplified radicals cannot be deduced and applied to
all,” “symbols replacing radicals have no established
rules,” “independently simplified radicals cannot be
deduced,” “the use of homophonic characters in a
different contexts complicates the whole character

LR N3

system,” “exceptions always found whenever
simplification rules are applied,” and “arbitrary

simplifications destroy the logic of Chinese characters.”

The intricate implications of learning simplified
Chinese characters result in an inevitable imbroglio
of academic research and linguistic application,
jeopardizing related sciences such as paleography,
historical geography and historiography.

Due to current practical need and global trend,
the proportion of traditional characters users has
considerably declined compared to that of simplified
characters users. Yet learning traditional characters
is nevertheless meaningful, important and necessary,
if taken into account the following perspectives:
pedagogical efficiency, cultural creativity, better
understanding of Chinese traditional culture and history,
cultural links to East Asian civilizations, involvement in
a global cultural outlook, and an aesthetic appreciation
of inherent beauty of Chinese characters.

It is our hope that by consolidating the learning of
traditional characters, while providing simultaneously a
comparison table scoping simplified characters, we can
pragmatically provide useful teaching methodology to
the overseas communities. By encouraging the study of
traditional characters as a vector, and then comparing
them with simplified characters in textbooks, we are
convinced that this approach will create the ideal
environment for the transmission of Chinese culture
abroad, where both types of characters are currently
prevalent.
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Preface

The promotion of overseas Chinese
education involves the strengthening and
passing down of culture. In order to serve
overseas compatriots and to provide abundant
mandarin teaching materials and resources,
OCAC started publishing in 1985 the Chinese
Learning Biweekly that features languages,
history, art and culture. With the rapid growth
of information technology and the Internet,
digital learning has become a new trend for
teaching Chinese. OCAC has also endeavored
to provide digital teaching materials on
the Internet. Combining excellent Chinese
teaching with high technology, OCAC expects
to offer a series of vivid and multifunctional
digital teaching materials for our overseas
descendants.

Traditional Chinese characters are the most
precious cultural heritage of human beings.
They are used in communication and idea
exchange. Also those characters have formed
the backbone of our own culture. In order
to promote traditional Chinese characters,
OCAC has invited Li-Yun Chen, a lecturer at
National Taipei University of Education and a
teacher at New Taipei City Xiude Elementary

School, to compile the columns of “How Fun
It Is to Learn Chinese Characters” in Chinese
Learning Biweekly and assemble them into a
book.

These teaching materials are designed for
entry-level students ranging from grade one to
grade six in elementary school. These biweekly
issues have easy-to-understand text with
colorful illustrations to introduce the origin and
application of traditional Chinese characters.
Through the content, students are able to
comprehend how the characters were created,
and appreciate the creativity of our ancestors as
well as the beauty behind these characters.

Through the publication of this book, we
sincerely hope to inspire learners’ interest
and help lay a solid foundation for Chinese
learning. We would also like to express our
gratitude to the editing team of this book, and
hope to move forward in Chinese education
with overseas teachers and experts in various
fields.

OCAC, Republic of China (Taiwan)
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Author’s Preface

It is always my belief that traditional Chinese
characters are the most beautiful characters in the world
and the best symbol to express human affection. Take
a look at the character of mountain, “ [[] 7 .Why is it
written in this way? Well, take a look at a real mountain
and then look at [I] again.Isn't it just like a picture?
Another example would be the character of moon, “H” .
Isn' t it just like the smiling moon on the sky? See, aren' t
characters fun?

Let' s read this song of chin( 7 , means blue/green):

with some water ( { ) next to chin, you got river that
is clear (& ).

with some words( & )next to chin, you can say

“please” with sincerity (3% );

with a sun( H ) next to chin, you got sunshine
without clouds ( H& );

with an eye( H ) next to chin, you can see things
with big eyes (& );

with a rice( 2K ) next to chin, we are fairies
everywhere (& );

with a bug( H ) next to chin, we have dragonflies
(4% );

with a heart( | )next to chin, we have a good mood
every day (&)

It' s rhyming, it' s easy to understand; learning
characters is indeed fun!

If we want to read at ease yet extensively, to write
affluently and effortlessly, we need to know many
characters. Knowing characters is the foundation of
reading and writing; the more characters you know, the
better you can read and write.

However, knowing characters isn' t just about
recognizing a character' s shape, pronunciation, and
meaning. We have to use some methods to not just

“know” many characters, but also be able to determine
the pronunciation and meaning when encountering an
unknown character. Otherwise, how can we know all the
Chinese characters?

As a matter of fact, Chinese characters are
logograms; there are patterns when it comes to formation
and pronunciation. Many people use radicals or
components to know characters, and play characters-of-
the-same-family games. All of these make characters
fun.

Li-yun Chen

The objective of teaching “knowing characters”
is to be able to recognize and write characters. |
believe knowing characters means more than knowing
characters, but with methods. Take teaching the character
round, “ [Bl,” for example: the outer rim [] stands
for its meaning (shape), the inner part & stands for its
pronunciation (sound). Using the same method, students
will be able to understand characters like || (surround) »
(solid) * [ (country) by themselves.

Therefore, I have used some interesting methods,
such as character puzzles, graphic organizers, or songs
in the columns of “How Fun It Is to Learn Chinese
Characters” to help children know characters easily.
These methods are the genuine approach to cultivate
the ability of knowing characters.For example, to help
children memorize the new character “ 22 7 | we can
use the following puzzle:

Mr. Wang ( ) and Ms. White ( F ) sitting on a
rock (£71).

This is how we use a puzzle as a memonic phrase.
We can use the same puzzle or phrase method to enhance
memory when it comes to writing as well. When children
learn how to write numbers, we can use the following
pattern: crutch 1, duck 2, butterfly 3, sailboat 4, pistol 7
and so on. The principle of designing this kind of game
is to create more ‘“clues” to build the connection
between the character and its sound or meaning. In
this way, learners can be greatly assisted to know new
characters.

There are four main domains of teaching knowing
characters:

Teach learners to pronounce (know the
pronunciation,) to write (know the shape), to speak (know
the meaning), and to use (know the usage).

Of course, to learn new characters through games can
not only make learning fun but also help learners learn
effectively. Isn' t it something enjoyable? I hope you
can all learn how to know characters naturally through
games. Let' s make learning an enjoyable experience!
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