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A Middle Schooler Acquires Chinese (Mostly) on Her
Own
By Pu-mei Leng

Pu-mei Leng has been teaching Mandarin as second language for secondary
schools since 2005. She currently teaches high school Mandarin at the
McDonogh School in Owings Mills, Maryland.
Chloe is currently a ninth grader and a bilingual speaker of English and French
who suddenly became interested in Mandarin and made spectacular progress on
her own, with very little help from native speakers or teachers.
I met Chloe when I was a supervisor on a short school trip for American students
to China and Chloe was in grade six. She had completed about six months of
instruction in Mandarin which was done in the traditional way, with very limited
oral or aural exposure.
It was clear that Chloe was very interested in the language and in China itself.
While she was in China, she kept a notebook, wrote down the signs she saw, and
kept notes in English about the places she visited. She also practiced using the
small amount of Chinese she knew.
At the end of the academic year, both Chloe and I left the United States. I took a
job teaching Mandarin in Hong Kong, and Chloe's family moved to another city.
Aware of her deep interest in Chinese and China, before she left I gave her 10
books and 10 movies in Chinese, in case she could not find a Chinese class. Two
years later, we were both back in the United States. Chloe's mother asked me to
tutor Chloe in Chinese because her interest was still very strong.
Her competence in Chinese was astonishing. At first, I spoke slowly and used
simple vocabulary, but it was clear that her Chinese ability was far beyond that of
a young person who had had only one year of a traditional Chinese class in
school. During our sessions, we talked about the news, the election, and a film she
had seen, and she understand nearly everything, even though there were words
here and there that she didn't know. When she spoke, it was slow, but fluent.
I discovered how she did it. She had very limited instruction from a tutor for four
months, about once a week, using traditional methodology, toward the end of her
two years in another city. But more importantly, Chloe told me that she watched
the Chinese movies I had given her over and over and read the books many times.
She had no other contact with Chinese until her sessions with the tutor at the end
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of her stay. After she started meeting with her tutor, she learned how to download
more Chinese movies and cartoons from the internet. The movies were subtitled
in Chinese and she got help from her tutor in reading and understanding the
characters.
I did not administer any formal test to Chloe, but it was evident to me, a teacher
of Mandarin, that she had acquired an impressive amount of Chinese—far more
than any student with only one and a half years of traditional instruction.
Chloe did it the hard way – by finding meaning in what must have been, at first,
incomprehensible input. But her determination and patience paid off.
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