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Abstract 
Mandarin Chinese has become a very important language global-wise, even the department of 
education of Sweden has made it a second language in middle and high schools, and my task as a 
language teacher is to help students not learn but, ideally speaking, “merge” with the Chinese to make 
Chinese as their own language. Therefore, how to realize this idea has been a challenge to me. 
Since stage 3 courses (In stage 1 and 2 courses at DU, students, as beginners or only have learnt 
Chinese for one term, are taught with patterns, grammars, and phrases to speak and write structured 
and meaningful sentences, as well as short articles) I will ask students to do presentations and 
activities about some topics, which are related to but not bounded by textbook, which can stimulate 
students’ self-directory learning. Students, based on the learning materials in the textbook, need to 
learn by themselves. During such process, students will be able to apply knowledge they can find in 
the textbook as the pre-understanding to acquire knowledge external to the textbook and then reach a 
new understanding. (In Robert Han Jauss’s word: horizon of expectation) In so doing language 
applications based on old knowledge for describing and understanding is extended by studying new 
materials on their own. 
In this presentation, I will explain my method of how I make Chinese as students’ own language by 
comparing two of my stage 3 courses – Oral Proficiency 3 (Debate) and Integrated Chinese 3:  in 
integrated Chinese 3 I utilize a psychological effect that makes students balance the feeling of being 
secured and the feeling of being chaotic (one course has textbook to follow they feel that everything is 
in control and oriented; and another course has no textbook that makes students feel that this course 
is chaotic even if this course may have been deliberately designed and structured). I will also explain 
how students, based on the balance of two contradictory feelings, are more certain, voluntary, and not 
intimated to deal with something beyond their reach during language activities since they have already 
had something in reach. 
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1. Teaching Chinese as a foreign language 
Mandarin Chinese (putonghua), which has different grammars, syntax, and writing system compared 
with European languages, is not only a language tool that students can use for their career in the 
future, but also is a path leading students to Chinese culture.  
For students who have never systematically learnt Chinese before college, Chinese study contains 
two parts: the first part is the target language itself – patterns, grammars, and syntax; and the second 
part is Chinese culture in a broad sense including literature and philosophy. Each part has its own 
difficulty. 
Aside from pronunciation, the biggest obstacle for students to learn Mandarin Chinese, due to the 
influences of students’ mother languages, is to write and speak Chinese in a correct sentence order.  
Basically, modern Chinese also follows subject-verb-object sentence structure, however, since 
Chinese has a very weak sense of tenses and grammars, Chinese in a sense is freer than any other 
languages in the world. Hence, in terms of the communicative purpose of language, I, in the very 
beginning, will encourage students to create Chinese of their own based on some simple sentence 
structure. Errors of grammars and syntax are acceptable only if the information in speaking and writing 
can be addressed. Accordingly, students will not be controlled by linguistic rules and gain confidence 
and make Chinese as their own language. Then, once students are not afraid of Chinese anymore 
and know they can make Chinese their own language, they will be more motivated to study by 
themselves because they can see the result. 
 

2. To make Chinese as students’ own language 
Since China has been the second largest economy in the world, more and more students are 
interested in studying Mandarin Chinese for better job opportunity either in Chinese companies or in 
European companies who have businesses in China or in any other Chinese speaking countries or 
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areas. Therefore, Mandarin Chinese has become a very important language global-wise, even the 
department of education of Sweden has made it a second language in middle and high schools, and 
my task as a language teacher is to help students not learn but, ideally speaking, “merge” with the 
Chinese to make Chinese as their own language. Therefore, how to realize this idea has been a 
challenge to me.   
In stage 1 and 2 courses, students, as beginners or only have learnt Chinese for one term, are taught 
with patterns, grammars, and phrases to speak and write structured and meaningful sentences, as 
well as short articles. But, since stage 3 students have had one year language training – Chinese is 
only a three year program; language training courses are only in the first two years –, it is time to 
encourage students to learn by themselves which is very crucial for them to make Chinese as their 
own language. I will ask students to do presentations and activities about some topics, which are 
related to but not bounded by textbook, which can stimulate students’ self-directory learning. Students, 
based on the learning materials in the textbook, need to learn by themselves. During such process, 
students will be able to apply knowledge they can find in the textbook as the pre-understanding to 
acquire knowledge external to the textbook and then reach a new understanding. (In Robert Han 
Jauss’s word: horizon of expectation) In so doing language applications based on old knowledge for 
describing and understanding is extended by studying new materials on their own.  
For example, I design some activities related but not in the textbook. For a lesson about shopping, I 
ask students to make a presentation about fashion. Students need to introduce any items they like, 
such as clothes, pants, and accessories – brand, price, customer, and so on. This type of case-
oriented / problem-solving activity is to activate the autonomy of learning. Students have to learn by 
themselves because they cannot find all the answers in the textbook, and such design can also 
activate their interest in active learning because I believe that students are willing to study what they 
think interesting and worthy-discussing topics such as fashion and some social issues. 

 
As you can see, the text gives students a context for them to apply what they learn in this lesson, 
however, even if the text is very useful, the text limits students’ imagination and confines them in a 
specific context. For example, “fashion” could be an important topic for students to explore. Hence, I 
asked students to present something about fashion. To make a good presentation, students need to 
do a research by themselves – learn the product, find 
new Chinese words, sentences, and rhetorical 
expressions, and they even need to design a 
marketing strategy and then present it in Chinese. 
And, for letting students know that I am with them, I 
also made a presentation introducing my favorite 
brand and product to students. (Students’ 
presentations will be shown in the next section). 
 
 
 



 
 
 

3. Asking students to learn Chinese by themselves  
As above-mentioned, to make students learn Chinese actively, I ask students in Chinese III to do 
research on topics which are related to but not the same as the topics in the textbook. The reason I 
use this teaching method is that, for achieving such result of active learning, I once tried it in my 
debate course which is also a stage 3 course, but, since there was not textbook for such language 
training course – there are books about debating but there are not books about using debating as 
language training – and I had to prepare some course materials totally strange to students, such as 
some articles regarding legitimization of prostitution, the limit of freedom of speech, and some racial 
and religious issues and legal cases. Here are some examples: 

 

 
As you can see, not all the topics are easy for students to understand and prepare under the 
circumstances of no textbook, therefore, students did complain as you can see in course material: 

 
So I took this opportunity of teaching a new 
course to adopt the teaching method I used in 
debate course, using the fact that Chinese III 
has a textbook with topics that students and I 
can both manage to offer students a well-
structured course with textbook and clear 
instruction to follow; meanwhile, since I also 
use some topics which are not exactly the same 
as the topics in textbook to facilitate students’ 
interests and motivation to do self-study. This 
method utilizes a psychological effect that: once 
students have a textbook to follow they feel that 
everything is in control and oriented (no 
textbook makes students feel that this course is 
chaotic even if this course may have been 
deliberately designed and structured), therefore, 
based on the feeling of security, students will be 
more certain, voluntary, and not intimated to 

deal with something beyond their reach during language activities since they have already had 
something in reach. As I mentioned in the previous section, also taking fashion as an example, 
students, based on what they have in their textbook, try to learn something new they are interested in 
and present to other students, and then other students can also learn more new things, such as: 



 
 
 

   

 
Before students presented, I didn’t know about this 
brand. In presentation, I really felt the enthusiasm 
and idea of this company, and students’ love of this 
company’s products. From students’ presentations, I 
can also assess how many words, sentence 
structure, and knowledge of such brand and product 
students learn by themselves. Since presentation is 
also a part of grading, students need to take such 
activity seriously. Therefore, the improvement of 
their language skills and their attitudes toward this 
activity are quite obvious that I can see in their 
presentations. Although students were quite 
enjoying learning new things by themselves through 
cooperation with their teammates, such activity does 

have downsides. Since it is an online course, students don’t really meet each other in person; 
sometimes they do not really communicate with each other. Hence, I may arrange a time – 
obligatory – in the future for students to participate online discussion together because students need 
real coordination, not just finish each part of the work assigned. 
 

4. Conclusion – Theorizing my teaching  
At the beginning of Learning to Teach in Higher Education chapter 6, Paul Ramsden quotes: “Bad 
teaching is teaching which presents an endless procession of meaningless signs, words and rules, 
and fails to arouse the imagination,” which implies that good teaching is teaching with arranged and 
meaningful signs that can arouse the imagination. It leads me to “what is imagination” and 
“imagination of what”, i.e. “what is knowledge” and “how knowledge is formed, transferred, and 
obtained”. 



 
 
 
Therefore, the question of what the nature of knowledge is comes first into my mind. From a Platonic 
point of view, knowledge is a description of a prototypical ideal of an empirical phenomenon in the real 
world that can be acknowledged and perceived by human intelligence. Or, knowledge is an existent 
entity that we at least admit its existence that we can experience through the interaction between the 
consciousness and the outside world, if we examine knowledge from the perspective of Edmund 
Husserl’s phenomenology.  
Both theories imply that knowledge is fixed, universal and eternal that the only way for learners to 
know is to learn from someone who has already known it. But, if we try to trace back to the origin, 
some questions will arise, such as “who is the first teacher” and “who or ‘what’ taught the first teacher 
to be a teacher” who made an un-seeable Being a teachable knowledge. The first teacher somehow 
had to form knowledge in a situation that no one would be his or her teacher. That is to say: the first 
teacher must learn by him or herself; and the first teacher must be a learner before he or she became 
a teacher.  
If we treat knowledge in this way, knowledge is no longer a thing that students can only learn from 
their teachers. Knowledge needs to be discovered by learners themselves even if we still believe 
some transcendental existence as their teacher. When post-structuralism and de-structuralism are 
involved in the discussion about knowledge, the idea of knowledge is changed and the stability of 
knowledge is challenged. Knowledge becomes multiple and individual, teachers no longer transfer 
knowledge but encourage students to create his or her own knowledge in “chaos”.  
As what I have mentioned in the previous sections, students learn Chinese not in the textbook based 
on the textbook. In other words: students learn Chinese through a controllable chaotic process. It is a 
very irrational emotion that once you have a textbook you feel something in control; if there is no 
textbook your emotion will tell you that this course is chaotic even if such course may have actually 
been well-structured. Therefore, I want to take an advantage of that. Because we use textbook in this 
course and I also explain some vocab., grammars, and sentences from the textbook, students are 
assured that they have something to follow. But, when an activity starts, this course will be switched to 
an uncontrolled or a least controllable mode in which students have to force themselves to learn 
actively and voluntarily. Meanwhile, since the activity is related to the textbook, students will still be 
given a feeling (or illusion) that they are still in control. If I say that case-oriented / problem-solving is 
my teaching method, giving students an illusion that they are in control but in fact I am pushing them to 
the edge of out-of-control will be the methodology. 
If I need to apply a theory to theorize my teaching, I will use phenomena-graphy. Knowledge is 
something “there” but also needs to be constructed. Therefore, phenomena-graphy is a very suitable 
term to define my teaching method because phenomenology implies the “existence” of knowledge, 
and graphy – like photography and calligraphy – suggests the construction of raw materials. It is like 
stars don’t line up by themselves to form a particular constellation; stars are lined up and formed to be 
a certain constellation by humans’ minds. A constellation is there, but is also not there if human 
intelligence doesn’t get involved. I think this idea can also be applied in language teaching, students 
need to get involved to form knowledge of their own. 


