
IOE, UCL's Faculty of Education and Society

What else could we do 
about vocabulary 
learning?
Reflection, Ideas and 
Solutions?
Victor Wu - Lecturer in Teacher Training and Professional Development

© Victor Wu UCL 2023

Where are we with our practice?
What reality? What goal(s)?

Vocabulary 
T&L

What 
Learning 
Content?

What 
Learning 
Process?

What 
Learning 

Outcome?
What 

challenge?

What 
goal(s)?
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What would be the ideal approach to vocabulary T&L for 
day-to-day practice and for curriculum design? 

Approach

Principles 

NeedsEnvironment

• Approach: What goal? What content and sequencing? What 
format and presentation? How to monitor and assess? 

• Chinese as a Foreign Language (CFL) & as a School 
Subject

• Environment: Learner-focused, Teacher-focused, and 
Situation-focused

• Needs: Necessities (Must), Lacks and Wants
• Principles: What underpins and justifies content selection? 

learning and teaching methods? and monitoring and 
assessment methods?

q Adapted from: Macalister, J., & Nation, I. S. P. (2020). Language Curriculum 
Design. In Language Curriculum Design (2nd ed.). Oxon, UK: Routledge.
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Basic Learning and Teaching Units

• Characters or Words?
• A Character = A Word?
• A character-centred approach? A word-centred approach?
• “汉语的词是语言中最小的能够独立运用的有音有义的语言单位” [Word in Chinese 

languages is the smallest – independently used in speech – acoustic and semantic 
linguistic unit.] (黄伯荣 & 廖序东, 2011)

• 62% of lexical items in 现代汉语辞典 and 85% of lexical items in 词频词典 are bi/pluri-
syllabic/character words

• Chinese characters as carriers of meaning and as cultural phenomena  
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Double-unit Approach(es) to T&L of Vocabulary in CFL

q Bellassen, J. (2018). ⼀元论抑或⼆元论: 汉语⼆语教学本体认识论的根本分歧与障碍 [Monism vs Dualism:The Fundamental Divergency and 
Obstacle in the Ontological Epistemology of Chinese Second Language Teaching]. TCSOL Studies(4), 1-11.

Single-unit 
Character-centred

Single-unit 
Word-centredDouble-unit

© Victor Wu UCL 2023

Double-unit Approach(es) to T&L of Vocabulary in CFL

Double-unit 
Relative 

character-centred 
Approach

二元相对字本位 
(Bellassen, 1980’)
*For Novice Learners
*Specificities of 
Chinese

*To develop communicative competences 
*To develop and strengthen learners’ ability in reading comprehension

*Frequency and Combinatory capacity

*From the selected characters to words, and to texts
*Meaning, etymology and radical
*Strokes, stroke order, and character composition

*Active Knowledge/Skill VS Passive Knowledge/Skill
* (1st level of) Threshold of Characters: 405 (255)

q Bellassen, J. (2018). ⼀元论抑或⼆元论: 汉语⼆语教学本体认识论的根本分歧与障碍 [Monism vs Dualism:The Fundamental Divergency and 
Obstacle in the Ontological Epistemology of Chinese Second Language Teaching]. TCSOL Studies(4), 1-11.
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(1st level of) Threshold of Characters: 405
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(1st level of) Threshold of Active Characters: 255
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Joel Bellassen, 1991
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Selected Characters for the Unit New Words (based on the selected 
characters)

© Victor Wu UCL 2023



Character Knowledge (Semantic and 
Structural)

Text and Dialogue
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Wohui Mandarin Programme
Dulwich College Shanghai Pudong
YCT 1 Course – Spoken
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Wohui Mandarin Programme
Dulwich College Shanghai Pudong
YCT 1 Course – Written
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Another Double-unit Approach?

• For novice learners 
• Chinese as a School Subject: 

Contextual Constraint
• For and within a prescribed corpus 

lexical items (e.g. KS3 MEP 
Vocabulary)

• 3 Criteria: Recurrence, Combinatory 
Capacity and Word-focused, and 
Independence

• Supplementary: To deepening, 
retrieving and enhancing

Reccurence 

Combinatory 
CapacityIndependence
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Independence

Free Morpheme Bound Morpheme 

Combinatory Capacity
126 out of the 168 characters 

(75%) More than 2 words

Recurrence
168 out of 537 characters 

(31%) Appeared 3 times or more

Source: KS3 MEP 
Vocabulary (Jinbu 1, 
Jinbu 2, and 
Edexcel GCSE 9-1 
Chapters 1-3) 
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Example: Year 7 - 31 characters; 117 distinct word
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Example: Year 7 - 31 characters; 117 distinct word
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• What do you think of this approach 
(strength and weakness) ? 

• How would you implement this 
approach in your day-to-day T&L?

• How would you implement this 
approach into the Mandarin curriculum? 
What challenge would you likely face? 
What pedagogical resources which may 
support you implementing this 
approach? Consider the following 
aspects: Approach

Principles 

NeedsEnvironment
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A Double-unit (and Complementary) Approach to T&L of 
Vocabulary in Chinese as a Foreign Language and as a 
School Subject?

Double-unit and 
Complementary 

Approach to 
Word-centred 

T&L

*For Novice Learners
*Specificities of 
Chinese

*To deepen, retrieve and enhance vocabulary knowledge
*To develop the ability to deal with unfamiliar words
*To facilitate vocabulary expansion 

*Recurrence, Combinatory Capacity, and Independence

*Meaning and form of individual characters
*Characters as word parts and its link with the word meaning  
*From word formation to culture understanding

*Free Morphemes vs Bound Morphemes
*Cognitive Development
*Systemic and Spiral Curriculum Design 
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Exemplar Learning Activities

*CPT: Character, Pinyin and Tone
*CPMT: Character, Pinyin, Meaning and Tone
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• A component which considers Chinese characters and words 
as the object of the language and culture study, and as 
complementary to day-to-day practice, and to enhance spital 
nature of the cross year curriculum

• A component which integrates language, culture, linguistics, 
and cognition 

Study of Chinese Characters and Words – 
An Additional Learning Component?
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