
Chinese          

 

Mandarin is the most-spoken language in the world, with over 1.5 

billion speakers. When most people think of “Chinese”, it is 

Mandarin that they are picturing. But Mandarin Chinese is far 

from the only variant of the Chinese language – or the only 

language spoken in China… 

 

There are a great number of different languages or dialects 

spoken in China. There are 8 primary spoken dialects. These are: 

Putonghua (Mandarin), Yue (Cantonese), Wu (Shanghainese), 

Minbei (Fuzhou), Minnan (Taiwanese), Xiang, Gan and Hakka. 

 

Chinese is written using characters. Each Chinese character 

represents a monosyllabic Chinese word or morpheme. 

  



Written Chinese  
Chinese is written using characters. 

Chinese characters do not constitute 

an alphabet. Each one generally 

represents one syllable of spoken 

Chinese. A character may be a word on 

its own or a part of a polysyllabic word. 

The characters are often composed of parts that may 

represent physical objects, abstract notions, or pronunciation. 

Reading in Chinese requires the memorization of a great number 

of characters: college-educated Chinese know about 4,000. 

 

Chinese characters are written to fit into a square. 

The strokes of Chinese characters fall into eight main 

categories: horizontal (一), vertical (丨), left-falling (丿), right-

falling (丶), rising (lower element of 冫), dot (、), hook (亅), and 

turning (乛, 乚, 乙, etc.). 

 

There are eight basic rules of stroke order in writing a Chinese 

character: 

    Horizontal strokes are written before vertical ones. 

    Left-falling strokes are written before right-falling ones. 

    Characters are written from top to bottom. 

    Characters are written from left to right. 

    If a character is framed from above, the frame is written first. 

    If a character is framed from below, the frame is written last. 

    Frames are closed last. 

    In a symmetrical character, the middle is drawn first, then sides.  



Chinese Tones 
All varieties of spoken Chinese use tones to distinguish words. A 

few dialects of north China may have as few as three tones, 

while some dialects in south China have up to 6 or 12 tones, 

depending on how one counts. 

 

The four main tones of Standard 

Mandarin, pronounced with the 

syllable ma. 

 

Example of Standard Mandarin tones  

Characters  Pinyin  Pitch contour  Meaning  

妈/媽  mā  high level  "mother"  

麻  má  high rising  "hemp"  

马/馬  mǎ  low falling-rising  "horse"  

骂/罵  mà  high falling  "scold"  

吗/嗎  ma  neutral  question particle  

 

So, be careful not to say your mother is a horse! 
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First words 
Welcome Huānyíng 欢迎 

Hello Nǐ hǎo 你好 

Goodbye Zàijiàn 再见 

Yes Shì 是 

No Méiyǒu 没有 

Thank you Xièxiè 谢谢 

Please Qǐng 请 

Sorry Bàoqiàn 抱歉 

Good Morning Zǎoshang hǎo 早上好 

Good afternoon Xiàwǔ hǎo 下午好 

Come here Guòlái 过来 

Well done Zuò dé hǎo 做得好 

 

Practice writing these words using characters. 

Try and guess how to pronounce these words. 

  



Numbers 1 to 10  
Numbers are also written in characters. 

One     一   Yī 

Two     二   Èr 

Three     三   Sān 

Four     四   Sì 

Five     五   Wǔ  

Six    六   Liù 

Seven     七   Qī 

Eight     八   Bā 

Nine     九   Jiǔ 

Ten    十   Shí  

 

Practice counting to 10.  

Can you count backwards 

from 10 to 1? 

Practice writing the 

number characters.  



Questions and answers 
 

What is your name? 请问你贵姓大名？ 

Qǐngwèn nǐ guìxìng dàmíng? 
My name is Lucy. 我的名字是 Lucy. 

Wǒ de míngzì shì Lucy. 
 

How old are you? 你几岁？ 

Nǐ jǐ suì? 
I am nine years old. 我今年九岁 

Wǒ jīnnián jiǔ suì 
 

How are you? 你好吗？ 

Nǐ hǎo ma? 
Very well. 很好 

Hěn hǎo 
 

What is this? 这是什么？ 

Zhè shì shénme? 
This is a pencil. 这是一个铅笔 

Zhè shì yīgè qiānbǐ 
 

Do you understand? 你理解吗？ 

Nǐ lǐjiě ma? 
I do not understand. 我不明白 

Wǒ bù míngbái 



 

Chinese words used in English 
—Food and Eating— 

1. pekoe. A popular type of tea. The name comes from Chinese 

dialect Amoy, spoken in Xiamen, China, in which the tea is called pek-

ho. In Mandarin, it’s 白后 (bái hòu), which means “white empress.” 

The name refers to the tips of young buds from the tea plant. 

2. chop suey. A mixed-vegetable dish you can order at Chinese 

restaurants. It comes from 杂碎 (zá suì), meaning “mixed pieces.” 

For example, you might see “pork chop suey” or “vegetable chop 

suey” listed on a menu. 

3. dim sum. These are small, appetizer-like dishes of food, served 

for brunch at Chinese restaurants. Dim sum comes from 点心 (diǎn 

xīn). It translates literally as “touch the heart,” perhaps because of 

the dishes’ small, attractive quality. 

4. ginseng. A herbal root used for tea and naturopathic medicine. 

It comes from 人参 (rén shēn). Ginseng is known to have many health 

benefits, including boosting circulation, lowering cholesterol and 

reducing stress. 

5. won ton. Chinese meat-filled dumplings, usually served in soup, 

sometimes accompanied by noodles. The name is from 馄饨 (hún tún), 

meaning “irregular pasta.” 

6. wok. Stir-fry pan used for cooking. The word comes from 

Cantonese wohk, meaning “pan.” Its equivalent in Mandarin is 锅 (guō) 

7. hoisin sauce. A dark-coloured, savoury condiment with 

consistency like ketchup. It’s also called oyster sauce. It comes 

from 海鲜酱 (hǎi xiān jiàng), literally, “seafood sauce,” because it 

traditionally includes oyster essence or flavour. 



8. ketchup. From the Hokkien Chinese term kê-tsiap, it was 

originally a sauce made from fermented fish. Europeans tried to 

replicate it and later added tomato as a key ingredient. In Mandarin, 

ketchup is 番茄酱 (fān qié jiàng), or “tomato sauce.” 

9. chow. Refers to food. “Chow down” means to eat. The term is 

Chinese-English pidgin, and dates back to the 1800s, when Chinese 

labourers developed railroads in California. There are different 

stories on this word’s origin. One explanation is that it comes from 

the Chinese word for “stir fry,” 炒 (chǎo). 

10. tofu. Soy bean curd. It comes directly from its Chinese name, 

豆腐 (dòu fǔ). 

11. lychee. A tropical fruit with characteristically red shells and 

sweet, white flesh. Lychee is also used to flavour other foods like 

tea. In Chinese, it’s 荔枝 (lì zhī). 

 

—Culture and Sayings— 

12. kung fu. A Chinese martial arts, made famous by Hollywood 

movies and movie stars like Bruce Lee and Jackie Chan. The word 

comes from 功夫 (gōng fū). 

13. coolie. A labourer. The term comes from European colonialism 

and the practice of importing cheap labour from China and India. In 

Chinese it’s 苦力 (kǔ lì), or literally, “bitter work.” 

14. gung-ho. To show enthusiasm. It comes from the name for 

Chinese industrial cooperatives, 工合 (gōng hé), which means “work 

together.” In 1942, a US Marine Lieutenant saw and admired the 

work ethic of these organizations. He brought the phrase back to 

America as an unofficial slogan for the Marines. 



15. tai chi. A slow, meditative martial arts exercise. It comes 

from the Chinese name for this practice, 太极拳 (tài jí quán), or 

“shadow boxing.” 

16. yin and yang. In Taoist philosophy, yin and yang represent two 

balancing forces in the universe. Yin is the dark force, and 

represents feminine quality. Yang is the light force, and represents 

masculine quality. The harmony of ying and yang is thought to 

balance the universe and influence everything in it. It comes from 

the Chinese term 阴阳 (yīn yáng). 

17. mah-jong. A Chinese gambling game. It comes from both 

Cantonese màhjéuk and the Mandarin 麻雀 (má què), which literally 

mean “sparrow.” A sparrow is often pictured on the first tile of a 

playing set. Mahjong is also phonetically identical to the game’s name 

in Chinese, which is 麻将 (má jiāng). 

18. feng shui. The practice of feng shui is thought to balance the 

energies in the environment and bring about good fortune. It comes 

from Chinese 风水 (fēng shuǐ), meaning “natural surroundings” or 

literally “wind and water.” 

19. typhoon. A type of hurricane. The term comes from the 

Chinese equivalent, 台风 (tái fēng). 

20. Shar Pei. A breed of dog with characteristically brown, 

wrinkly skin and a blue-black tongue. Its name comes from 沙皮 

(shāpí), meaning “sandy skin.” 

21. Shih Tzu. A Tibetan dog breed with a long silky coat. It comes 

from 西施犬 (xī shī quǎn). 

22. chop chop. A famous phrase for “hurry up!” Chop chop comes 

from the Cantonese word, gāp, which in Mandarin is 急 (jí). Both 

mean “in a rush.” 

 


