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ABSTRACT 

 
Learning Chinese characters can be a daunting experience for the non-native 
learners. This quantitative study aims to experiment the effectiveness of ‘Wild 
Association’ on learners’ ability to learn Chinese characters, and to determine 
whether these learners who use ‘Wild Association’ demonstrate higher achievement 
in character recognition and character writing compared to learners who study 
Chinese characters by drilling. Consisting of 98 learners from the elementary level of 
Mandarin proficiency course in UNIMAS, the learners used their own imagination to 
learn Chinese characters, and at the same time, relating their own experience in 
doing so. Learners’ performance was measured through the pre-test and post-test in 
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the form of dictation and character-recognition worksheet. The results indicate that 
‘Wild Association’ is effective in helping learners to recognise and write characters, 
and is especially more effective in helping learners to recognise characters. 
However, learners who underwent traditional drilling approach still outperformed 
those who employed ‘Wild Association’. It can be concluded that ‘Wild Association’ 
is a possible alternative for teaching characters in the initial stage, when characters 
are still foreign to learners. The result implies that ‘Wild Association’ suits the 
learning style of learners nowadays.  
 
Keywords: reading, writing, Chinese characters, non-native learners, imagination, 
association 

Introduction 
 
Despite their well-known uniqueness such as being the longest continuously used 
writing system in the world (Zhou, 2014), highly concise and expressive, Chinese 
characters are also commonly known for their obvious drawbacks such as hard to 
recognise, remember, learn and write (Feng, 2004; Sung, 2014; Zhao, 1985). Such 
viewpoints then lead to the arguments on how best to teach Chinese characters. 

The traditional way of teaching Chinese characters to Chinese children has 

always been memorising some most basic characters (such as 亻‘human’ or 口 
‘mouth’) before applying such knowledge into the learning of more complex 

characters (such as 他 ‘he’, 们 ‘indicating plural’, 你 ‘you’ and 叫 ‘call’, 咬 ‘bite’, 吃 
‘eat’). More often than not, prior to the learning of characters, Chinese children 
would have possessed some ability in speaking the language. Therefore, this 
approach can work for them. However, it hardly works for the non-native learners in 
a local national university setting such as Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS), 
who hardly know anything about this language. Time constraint is the major 
challenge as they merely take up the language as an elective subject for one 
semester (14 weeks) (Lam & Hoe, 2013). Within that one semester, learners will be 
exposed to a number of high-frequency characters, which may or may not come 
from the category of basic characters indicated earlier. For example, the characters 

for one of the most frequently used phrases in Mandarin, 谢谢 ‘thank you’, are not 
even from the basic characters category. This is the reason why it would be naïve for 
one to imagine that non-native learners can learn Chinese characters the same way 
as the native Chinese do (Lam, Ang, Damien, & Hoe, 2017). In order to enable the 
non-native learners to start learning characters within a 14-week-long semester, 
innovative approaches have to be employed.  

Many studies suggesting a wide array of approaches to teach Chinese 
characters to non-native learners have been conducted. These studies include parts 
analysis, contrastive analysis and characters riddles guessing (He, 2008), emphasise 
the radical structure (Kuo et al., 2015; Taft & Chung, 1999; Tong & Yip, 2015), 
memory strategies, examine the writing system of learners’ first language (Lin & 
Collins, 2012), and utilise digital tools (McLaren & Bettinson, 2015, 2016). One of the 

way to teach Chinese characters is to utilise the pictographic (象形) properties of 
Chinese characters. The noun form for pictographic is pictograph. Pictograph is the 
drawing of an object according to its shape (Zhou, 2014). A number of Chinese 
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characters evolved from object, such as 人 for human, 口 for mouth, 山 for 

mountain, 日 for sun, 月 for moon, and 木 for wood, hence, they are said to have 
pictographic properties (Figure 1).  
 

 
Figure 1. Examples of characters evolving from object 

 

While there are other properties such as ideographic (指事), compound 

ideographic (会意), and phono-semantic compounds (形声) possessed by Chinese 
characters, many basic characters fall under pictographs. Although it has been 
reported that Chinese characters, which are pictographic total up to only around 
600, their influence cannot be ignored as they form the basis for characters which 
are ideographic, compound ideographic and phono-semantic compounds in nature 
(Shen, 2008; Zhou, 2014). Most importantly, focussing on the pictographic 
properties of characters can serve as the most fundamental function of jump-
starting and raising the interest of learners – including non-native learners – in 
learning Chinese characters. 

There are a number of Chinese character teaching approaches utilising the 
pictographic properties of Chinese characters. One of them is to let learners to have 
their imaginations run wild (Kuo & Hooper, 2004; Lam, 2011; Unger, 1991; Xu, 2003). 
When learners use their own imagination to learn Chinese characters – and, at the 
same time, relating their own experience in doing so – they can learn faster and 
more effectively (Li, 1994; Liu, 2005). The learners’ imaginations need not relate to 
the etymology (the study of the sources and development of words) of the Chinese 
characters – as zero beginners are not expected to know the etymology. They are 
encouraged to come out with their own stories or provide rationales of why, for 

example, 人 means human, or 鱼 means fish. Such approach is termed as ‘Wild 
Association’ (Lam, 2011). It can make the teaching-learning of Chinese characters to 
take place in a more interesting, interactive and meaningful way.  

Figure 2 shows an example of the association between the character 看
‘see/look’ and the imagination of a learner from an elementary class (Level 1). It can 
be clearly seen that if it is associated properly and creatively, ‘Wild Association’ can 
trigger and stimulate learners’ desire to learn.   
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Figure 2. ‘Wild Association’ associating the character 看 ‘see/look’ and learner’s 

imagination 
 

Research Objectives 
 

1. To investigate and compare the effectiveness of ‘Wild Association’ in helping 
learners to  
(a) recognise characters, and to  
(b) write characters. 

2. To determine whether learners who use ‘Wild Association’ demonstrate 
higher achievement in character recognition and character writing 
compared to learners who study characters by drilling. 

 
Methodology 

 
When and Who 
 
‘Wild Association’ was incorporated into our Level 1 (elementary) Mandarin lesson 
in week 9 of a normal semester. Learners who were involved in the experiment were 
chosen from five groups. Our learners were already exposed to a number of Chinese 
characters in week 9 of a semester. Nevertheless, their performance varied. Some of 
them could write certain characters, which have fewer strokes, and some of them 
could only recognise certain characters without being able to write them. As a 
result, their overall motivation went down slightly. That is why we chose that period 
to introduce the ‘Wild Association’ approach because it can boost their spirits 
besides arousing their interest. It could be relatively less relevant to introduce this 
approach earlier as the number of characters introduced to the learners are 
considered limited, hence reducing the desired impact of such teaching approach. 

Three weeks prior to the experiment, the performance of learners from 
these five groups in both character recognition and writing were measured through 
pre-test. Such pre-test came in the form of character-recognition worksheet and 
character-writing test (dictation).   
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Three weeks later, out of the five groups of learners, four groups underwent 
the ‘Wild Association’ session, in which after the session, two of these groups had 
their characters writing ability measured, while the other two groups had their 
characters recognition ability measured. The remaining one group was classified as a 
control group (Table 1) and did not undergo the ‘Wild Association’ session. Instead, 
drilling approach under traditional teaching was applied to this group. The ability of 
this group on characters recognition and writing was also measured at the end of 
the semester. A total of 98 learners’ performance were gathered, after excluding 
those who were absent either during pre-test, ‘Wild Association’ session, or post-
test.  
 
Table 1 
Details of participating groups (learners)  

Group 

Number 
of 

learners 
(N) 

Pre-test 
Underwent ‘Wild 

Association’ 
session? 

Post-test 

1 21 Character writing Yes Character writing 

3 16 Character writing Yes Character writing 

2 22 Character 
recognition 

Yes Character 
recognition 

4 17 Character 
recognition 

Yes Character 
recognition 

5 22 Character writing  
and recognition 

No 
(control group) 

Character writing  
and recognition 

 
How 
 
The actual incorporation of the approach in class is as follows: 

In an effective classroom, there should be a certain amount of time 
allocated for ‘teacher’s time’ and ‘learners’ time’. ‘Teacher’s time’ is the time 
reserved for teacher to deliver his/her teaching content and input, while ‘learners’ 
time’ is the time for learners to get hands on activities in order to promote active 
learning.  

For this study, ‘teacher’s time’ occupied 40 minutes, leaving the remaining 
70 minutes as ‘learners’ time’. During the first 40 minutes, we did our talking and 
introduced ‘Wild Association’ to learners. The actual ‘Wild Association’ came in 
during ‘learners’ time’. For ‘learners’ time’, 20 characters which learners had been 

exposed to since the early of the semester, namely 你, 们, 吗, 忙, 局, 很, 困, 对, 这, 

没, 再, 老, 有, 起, 冷, 高, 邮, 觉, 饿, and 和, were pre-determined. Learners were 
then divided into groups of three, with each group getting 2~3 characters (with 
meanings written aside). The characters were different for each group. They were 
then told to relax, after which they were made clear of their task, i.e. to use own 
imagination and experience to associate the characters they had in hand with their 
meaning. The greater their imagination or association, the better the effect will be. 
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Examples of ‘Wild Association’ (Figure 2) were shown using power point slides to 
stimulate their senses. 

After 30 minutes, each group was asked to present their ‘Wild Association’. 
It was expected that learners would come out with funny associations that 
promoted classroom interaction. The learners enjoyed listening to the ‘Wild 
Association’ (i.e. stories) from their peers. While a learner was presenting, his/her 
team member was asked to write the character in question on white board to let the 
others see how they related the character with their ‘Wild Association’. The 
remaining learners were asked to try write down the character together. Such 
activity promoted in-class practice and active learning, which reinforced the entire 
learning in class.  

Towards the end of the lesson, teacher conducted a post-test. The post-test 
varied according to each group. For learners of Group 1 and 3, the test came in the 
form of dictation, in which all 20 characters came from the presentation in class. Its 
purpose was to measure again learners’ character writing ability. As for learners of 
Group 2 and 4, they were asked to write down and present the meaning of all 20 
characters in class in order to measure again their character recognition ability. The 
lesson ended by asking the learners’ opinions on such learning approach. They were 
generally positive towards it and were eager to try out such approach with other 
characters. 

 
Results and Discussion 

 
Prior to participation in ‘Wild Association’, learners’ achievements in abilities of 
character recognition and character writing were generally lower (Figure 3), despite 

certain characters (such as 你 ‘you’, 很 ‘very’ and 吗 ‘question particle’) were 
introduced to learners since the first few lessons of the semester. Such approach 
seemed to be more appealing or familiar to them, and hence showed better pre-test 
results. Nevertheless, after going through ‘Wild Association’ approach, both abilities 
demonstrated overall improvements. In other words, ‘Wild Association’ as an 
intervention approach proved its value in helping learners to recognise and write 
characters.  
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Figure 3. Effectiveness of ‘Wild Association’ in helping learners  

to recognise/write characters 
 

However, after taking a closer look, one will observe that learners’ character 
recognition ability was greatly and obviously elevated using ‘Wild Association’. This 
could be due to the nature of ‘Wild Association’ that primarily presents an image in 
front of learners; hence stimulates their sense of sight. Since character recognition 
requires the sense of sight, ‘Wild Association’ has proven to be a relevant approach. 
Character writing ability, on the other hand, relies more on productive ability. 
Hence, with the relatively smaller improvements demonstrated by character writing 
ability, it can be concluded that ‘Wild Association’ is more effective in helping 
learners to recognise characters. 

Interestingly, and rather surprisingly, both groups of learners who 
underwent ‘Wild Association’ did not demonstrate higher achievements in the post-
test for characters recognition (Figure 4). Instead, their peers in the control group 
who studied through drilling approach scored better. If we map this finding with 
learners’ achievements in character writing (Figure 5), similar pattern is found in 
which the control group also demonstrated slightly better achievements in the post-
test of character writing if compared with those who underwent ‘Wild Association’. 
In short, generally, those who underwent traditional drilling approach outperformed 
those who underwent ‘Wild Association’.  
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Figure 4. Comparison of achievements in character recognition among learners who 

underwent ‘Wild Association’ and learners who studied characters by drilling 
 

 
Figure 5. Comparison of achievements in character writing among learners who 

underwent ‘Wild Association’ and learners who studied characters by drilling 
 

Such findings suggest that the traditional drilling approach still plays an 
important role in learning Chinese characters, but this should not disregard the 
credits of ‘Wild Association’. Learners’ creativity and ability to associate are the two 
crucial variables in ensuring a positive outcome in conducting such approach. 
Considering that ‘Wild Association’ requires learners to come out with own 
imagination and association, instructors are not supposed to intervene or offer 
associations to learners. The rationale being that own-created association based on 
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one’s experience can better impress the learner. Learners need to utilise their own 
cognitive skills throughout the whole process. Learners who are anxious or not 
relaxed and hence unable to associate will defeat the purpose of such approach. It 
can be seen from Figure 3, 4 and 5 that underachievement was found in pre-test and 

post-test for certain characters like 老 ‘indicating respect’, 觉 ‘feel’, 邮 ‘related to 

post’, 冷 ‘cold’ even though learners had gone through ‘Wild Association’. Based on 
instructors’ observations, these characters that are harder to generate associations 
and would require more creativity from the learners.  

One limitation of this study would be the number of learners taking ‘Wild 
Association’. During this particular semester, UNIMAS offered five groups of Level 1 
(elementary) Mandarin classes; hence this is the maximum number of groups we 
could conduct our experiment. It would be better if the study could be done with 
bigger sample size in order to obtain a better result.   
 

Conclusion 
 
‘Wild Association’ is a possible alternative for teaching characters at least in the 
initial stage, especially when those characters are still foreign to learners. It can 
boost learners’ interests and keep them moving, while minimise their fear towards 
learning those characters. However, when they are more familiar with the 
characters, the traditional drilling approach is still a preferred choice. However, it 
does not mean that ‘Wild Association’ cannot be used in teaching characters writing, 
since neither the traditional drilling approach nor ‘Wild Association’ is exclusive to 
any particular course. Incorporating both approaches is the best way, considering 
that it can suit the learning styles of different learners, especially majority of these 
learners are visual learners, as encountered by instructors nowadays. As learners 
generally reacted positively towards the use of ‘Wild Association’ in class, it implies 
that such approach suits the learners’ learning style who prefer hands-on activities 
as well as interactions. In addition, the study shows that characters learning can also 
be fun for the non-native learners. Understandably, some may not agree to use 
‘Wild Association’ as it is not the traditional approach, but considering the 
background and instrumental learning needs of non-native learners, the fun and in-
class participation-promoting ‘Wild Association’ is still undoubtedly an alternative. 
More in-depth studies such as examining the effectiveness of ‘Wild Association’ 
across learners in the beginner and elementary levels, looking into the possibilities 
of retaining learners’ performance after they have tried out ‘Wild Association’, and 
exploring students’ perception towards the approach could be conducted to find out 
more about the potential of this approach.  
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