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Leaming English 
as a Foreign Language: 

A Fresh Perspective to View 
Language 

by Liu Wei, grad student, Bemidji State University 

We native speakers of Chinese 
are prone to take for granted that 
all the aspects of our language are 
natural. Before I learned English in 
elementary school, in my view lan
guage should just appear in the way 
as Chinese does. However, when I 
began to learn English, my opinion 
was shaken. 

The first thing is the spelling 
of English letters. Those letters ap
pear to be much simpler than the 
Chinese characters. At the same 
time, I was struggling to write the 
complex Chinese characters cor
rectly. I sighed it would be nice if 
the spelling of Chinese could be as 
simple as of English. For instance, 
if it takes me three seconds to write 
down the Chinese character for the 
meaning of shoe, it takes me only 
one second to write the English 
word "shoe." In the past, I assumed 
that the Chinese characters were the 
only way to express the things in 
the world. Now I see there are dif
ferent ways, and the spelling of a 

language can be simple or difficult; 
can adopt letters or characters. I am 
conscious of the fact that there is 
an aspect of language-the spell
mg. 

The next aspect of English that 
appeals to me is its pronunciation. 
Before I began to learn English, I 
took for granted that all the sounds 
for the things in Chinese were natu
ral. For example, I thought it is 
natural for book to be called /su/-a 
Chinese sound. I cannot imagine 
the meaning of book can be ex
pressed by any other sounds. Of 
course, the same is true with all the 
other things. At that time, we knew 
that in the world there lived other 
peoples such as British, American, 
Russian and Japanese. We also 
knew that they spoke language as 
we did. But to us, their language 
was but gibberish. When we kids 
were imitating the speech of for
eigner, we just uttered meaningless 
sound out of mouth. Is a foreign 
language able to express the idea 
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and feeling as effective as our Chi
nese does? I doubt. Thus I assume 
that all the things in our language
Chinese are natural and reasonable, 
and language should just take forms 
as Chinese does. Nevertheless af
ter I learn English, I find the mean
ing of "book" can be expressed by 
the English sound /buk/. It is as ef
fective as my native language--Chi
nese. Moreover, Chinese has four 
tones to differentiate the characters 
when they bear the same phonemes. 
I imagine that if the tones get re
moved from Chinese, then it must 
cause great confusion in people's 
communication. Now I see that in 
English there is no tone, and the 
meaning is expressed clearly. On 
the other hand, the pronunciation of 
Chinese does not have stress, while 
that of English has. Thus I know 
that a language does not have to use 
tone to express the ideas; it does not 
have to use stress to express the 
ideas either. I am conscious of the 
fact that there is an aspect of 
language-the pronunciation. 

The third aspect of English 
that appeal to me is its syntax, es
pecially the interrogation. Both En
glish and Chinese adopt a word or
der of S-V-O that is the short form 
for subject-verb-object. However, 
when a sentence is an interrogation, 
the difference between the two lan
guages is conspicuous. Before I 
began to learn English, I assumed 
that when a sentence is ended by a 

sound /ma/ in Chinese that serves 
as an interrogative auxiliary, then 
this sentence will be an interroga
tion. If it isn't, then it will be a state
ment. I cannot imagine the word 
order of a sentence can be changed 
to make an interrogation. All in
terrogations in any language should 
use interrogative auxiliary as the 
end, like Chinese does. Now after I 
learn English, I see English does not 
use interrogative auxiliary as the 
end of the sentence for an interro
gation. It resorts to a more radical 
change than Chinese does. It 
changes the order of the sentence. 
It moves the verb in front of the 
subject to make an interrogation. 
Then I know that to make an inter
rogation does not have to use an 
interrogative auxiliary to end the 
sentence as Chinese does; it does 
not have to change the word order 
as English does either. I am con
scious of the fact that there is an 
aspect of language-the syntax. 

The fourth thing of English 
that appeal to me is its vocabulary. 
Before I began to learn English, I 
assumed that everybody's vocabu
lary should be the same. After I fin
ished my elementary school, I felt 
I could know all the Chinese words 
in the media. Because Chinese uses 
free morphemes to make words, 
and a graduated student of elemen
tary school may have learned all the 
free morphemes. On the other hand, 
English does not use free mor-
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pheme to form words as much as everybody's learning situation is 
Chinese does. For example, people different from each other, thus their 
might not understand the English English vocabulary varies from per
word "dendrology" if they haven't son to person. Thus I know the sta
leamed it, and they have to consult tus of vocabulary vary a lot in dif
a dictionary to know its meaning. ferent languages. I am conscious of 
However, if the thing is expressed the fact that there is an aspect of 
in Chinese, people ---------. language-the vocabu-
needn't consult a dictio- We see this is lary. 
nary, even they haven't true with me. . . I should say the 
learned it. In Chinese, Learning education in China pos-
"dendrology" is pro- English as a sess the feature ofbilin-
nounced "/su/ /mu/ / gual education, which 
xue/". All the three foreign may benefit the learners 
sounds are free mor- language may in the view oflanguage. 
phemes. In English, /su/ endow the Bilingual education pro-
means tree; /mu/ means learners with a vides two different per-
wood; /xue/ means dis- fresh ceptions of language 
cipline. So the meaning t· (Levine 11-12). We see perspec ive. . . 
of the three sounds is a this is true with me. 
discipline that deals with wood and During the learning of English, I do 
tree. The reader of Chinese can comparison between the foreign 
know the meaning of it at the first language (English) and my native 
glance, even they haven't heard of language (Chinese). I see the things 
such discipline before. I don't have in one language may either appear 
the concept of vocabulary in Chi- in a different way or get absent in 
nese. In English, however, people another language. 
are unlikely to know the meaning Leaming English as a for
of new words unless they have eign language may endow the 
learned the words before. Since learners with a fresh perspective to 

view language in general. 
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