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This study aimed to explore what Mandarin Chinese vocabulary should be designed and delivered for young second
language learners in kindergarten when they learn Mandarin Chinese language in Indonesia. A Mandarin Chinese
vocabulary list designed by language teachers at a trilingual kindergarten (Indonesian, Mandarin, and English) in
Indonesia was examined and revised by the researcher, and then the new revised Mandarin Chinese vocabulary list
was examined by the Committee of the Kindergarten. The study found: (1) The Mandarin Chinese vocabulary list
designed by language kindergarten teachers was lack of some concepts that children should have from perspectives
of child development. For example, Mandarin direction words were not included in the list. (2) From the
perspectives of parts of speech, the original vocabulary list focused mainly on nouns, partly on adjectives and verbs.
Other parts of speech were not in the list. For example, pronouns (e.g., “F [1]”, “fR [you]”, “fth [he/she]”) was
not in it. (3) Some Mandarin words of the vocabulary list were categorized mistakenly or confusedly. For example,
“Beft. (watering flowers)”, was categorized as plants. (4) The Mandarin meanings of “/A/A” (pronounced as
[gong-gong]) and “%£%%” (pronounced as [po-po]) in the vocabulary list were different from the general meanings
in China. (5) Some objects may have different Mandarin names and may confuse children to learn Mandarin. For
example, pineapple can be called as “ %% (pronounced as [féng-1i]), “J% % (pronounced as [bd-1uo]), or “¥i %L
(pronounced as [huang-li]). The study suggests: (1) Mandarin vocabulary should be delivered to children in
kindergarten based on principles of child development and linguistics. (2) Mandarin vocabulary list should be
designed based on children’s daily life and their local environment. (3) Mandarin vocabulary list should be
categorized based not only on children’s development of language skills, but also on their cognitive, physical,
social-emotional skills. (4) Based on child development, the trilingual kindergarten may define a standard
vocabulary list from all languages they teach, including Indonesian language, English language, and Mandarin

language.
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Background

With the strong economic growth of China, learning Mandarin Chinese has become a trend all around the
world. The trend has also influenced Indonesians. After the Indonesian government abolished the ban on
learning Mandarin Chinese and recognized Chinese culture in 1998, learning Mandarin Chinese is popular not
only among Chinese Indonesians, but also has been mandated by regents of local government in Indonesia in
the post-Suharto era (1998-present) (“Post-Suharto era”, 2017; Setijadi, 2016; Wong, 2010).

A trilingual kindergarten located in the South Sumatra province in Indonesia has started to teach Mandarin
Chinese since 2008. Currently, there are 11 classes, around 300 young children in the kindergarten. These
young children take a-half-hour Mandarin Chinese class every day. The Mandarin Chinese language teachers of
the kindergarten are Chinese Indonesians who ever took a-half-year Mandarin Chinese language training class
before their Mandarin Chinese teaching. The Mandarin Chinese language curriculums, including a vocabulary
list, were discussed and provided by the Mandarin Chinese language teachers, and then examined and decided
by the Committee of the Kindergarten.

The researcher, who has a doctoral degree in early childhood education and a master’s degree in bilingual
education, has been a member of faculty of Early Child Care and Education Department of a university for over
12 years. The researcher has been interacting with teachers and children of the kindergarten during the summer
period since 2012 as a visiting professor. Due to the above reason, the Committee of the Kindergarten asked
assistance from the researcher for revising their Mandarin Chinese vocabulary list. Therefore, the purpose of
the study mainly explored what Mandarin Chinese vocabulary should be designed and delivered for children in
kindergarten when they learned Mandarin Chinese language in Indonesia. The Mandarin Chinese vocabulary
list designed by Mandarin Chinese language teachers at the trilingual kindergarten in Indonesia was examined
and revised by the researcher, and then the new revised Mandarin Chinese vocabulary list was examined by the

Committee of the Kindergarten.

Literature Review

Children’s language development and the importance and complexity of vocabulary were reviewed. In
addition, how adults assist young second language learners to learn was discussed.

Children’s Language Development

Children’s language development is amazing and needs to be explored. Noam Chomsky (1965; 1986),
recognized as “the father of modern linguistics”, stated that all children had universal grammar (UG) in their
mental mind to obtain language via language acquisition device (LAD). The grammar is an innate constrained
structure with different subsystems of principles and the device is an inherent mental capacity for children to
receive and produce language. In other words, children acquire language “naturally”.

However, some scholars (Bruner, 1983; Hayes, Barnes-Holmes, & Roche, 2001; Hockett, 1968;
MacWhinney, 2007) possessed empiricism theories of language acquisition, which language is attained through
sensory experience. For example, Hockett (1968) criticized Chomsky’s theories that “the grammar of a
language is a well-defined system by definition not more powerful than a universal Turing machine” (p. 40).
Vygotsky (1978) and Bruner (1983) emphasized child language development was deeply influenced by the
social interaction between children and adults. Hayes, Barnes-Holmes, and Roche (2001) stated that children

obtained language mainly through interacting with the environment based on behaviorism. MacWhinney (2007)



22 EXPLORING MANDARIN CHINESE VOCABULARY

posited that children’s language was emerged from the interaction of pressures and the environment.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory of Development (1979) stressed child development was
influenced by people and things in their surrounding environment. In other words, children are “nurtured” to
acquire language.
The Importance and Complexity of Vocabulary

Among language acquisition theories, vocabulary seems to play an important and basic role to acquire
language no matter linguists assume children “naturally” or “is nurtured to” acquire language (Alqagtani, 2015;
Cameron, 2001; Schmitt, 2010). Children must learn about the meanings of words in order to build
vocabularies. In addition, children cannot deliver their own ideas and cannot communicate with each other
without sufficient vocabulary (Wilkins, 1972). Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) proposed that vocabulary
knowledge was an important inside-out skill for children’s emergent literacy. Stanovich (1986) stated children
who had a big vocabulary in kindergarten would perform better in reading, and vice versa. In other words,
vocabulary is the core to learn a language and is essential for successful second language learning (Lewis, 1993;
Nation & Webb, 2011). The vocabulary knowledge of a reader is highly related to his language comprehension
(Baumann, Kame’enui, & Ash, 2003; Saeed, 2015). Especially, vocabulary is academically related with reading
and writing skills (Cummins, 2003).

However, vocabulary is not as easy as it seems to be (Brown, 2011). On the contrary, it is complicated,
especially between two languages.

3

First, a “word” may represent various concepts (Baumann, Kame’enui, & Ash, 2003). For example,
“banana”, according to Merrian-Webster’s web definition for English language learners (Banana, 2017), means
“a long curved fruit with a thick peel that is yellow when it is ripe”. In other words, banana is a kind of fruit.
However, the concept of “go bananas”, meaning “to become very excited or angry”, which has no relation to
“fruit”. Different concepts of a “word” usually confuse second language learners.

Secondly, the relationship between a “word” and a “word” in two different languages is as complicated as
mathematical set theory (Intersection). For example, the English word “ball” is usually translated as “Ek (qin)”
on the English-Chinese dictionary websites (e.g., Google Translate). Furthermore, the English word “ball” also
means “party”’. However, the Mandarin Chinese word “Ek (qit)” is translated as “ball”, “sphere”, or “globe”
on the Chinese-English dictionary websites (e.g., Google Translate). In other words, the Mandarin Chinese
word “EK (qgit)” does not have the meaning of “party” as the English word “ball” does. Consequently, the
relationship between “ball” and “Ek (qit)” is not equal, but is more like the intersection A N B of two sets A
(English language) and B (Mandarin Chinese language). The English word “ball” and the Mandarin word “Ek
(qit)” have their own (different) concepts although they share a same concept.

Principles of Language Development for Second Language Learners

How adults provide much guidance on selecting words to assist young children to learn second language
words is important (Barker, 2007; Brown, 2011; Webb, 2016). Konishi, Kanero, Freeman, Golinkoff, and
Hirsh-Pasek (2014, p. 406) suggested the following six principles for adults to help young children to learn a
language:

1. Children learn what they hear most.

2. Children learn words for things and events that interest them.

3. Interactive and responsive rather than passive contexts promote language learning.
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4. Children learn words best in meaningful contexts.

5. Children need to hear diverse examples of words and language structures.

6. Vocabulary and grammatical development are reciprocal processes.

In addition to language development of young children, other aspects of development (i.e., cognitive,
social-emotional, and physical areas of development) and development principles (i.e., cephalocaudal principle,
proximodistal principle, and maturation principle) need to be taken into consideration when adults assist young
children to learn language (Herr, 2012).

In short, adults play an important role to assist children to acquire language although children have talents
to do it. Learning vocabulary is important and obvious for children to have better language development. In
order to assist children to develop their vocabulary, aspects and principles of child development should be
taken into consideration. However, because of complexity of vocabulary, it is not easy to learn it, especially for
a second language learner. Therefore, what vocabulary should be taught based on language learner’s ability and

comprehension seems to become an important issue to be explored.

Research Method

The study focused on what Mandarin Chinese vocabulary should be designed and delivered for children in
kindergarten when they learned Mandarin Chinese language in Indonesia. In addition, how words should be
categorized and what words should be assigned to appropriate categories were explored.

The original Mandarin Chinese vocabulary list (Table 1) designed by language teachers at a trilingual
kindergarten (Indonesian, Mandarin, and English) in Indonesia was examined by the researcher. According to
literature review and observation from the researcher, the researcher examined the vocabulary list designed by
language teachers of the kindergarten based on the following principles:

1. Vocabulary fits the aspects and stages of child development, including cognitive, social-emotional, and
physical areas of development.

2. Vocabulary emerges in child’s daily life.

3. Vocabulary includes appropriate parts of speech, such as nouns, adjectives, verb, and so on.

4. Vocabulary is generally used by most Mandarin-Chinese speakers.

Finally, the new vocabulary list was recommended by the researcher. In order to enhance dependability
and confirmability of the study (Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985), the processes and results were
examined by the Committee of the Kindergarten. The Committee was comprised of the principal of the
kindergarten, the principal of the tri-language elementary school (Indonesian, English, and Mandarin), the
school foundation manager, an Indonesian language teacher, an English teacher, and a Mandarin teacher. They
listened to the report of the researcher and checked the revised vocabulary list.
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Table 1
The Original Mandarin Chinese Vocabulary List

79 (Category) ¥ (Content)

F B &, g, g, B, k. . Fo. me, ke T TR Kk
@ Fihs L B B, O IR, 570 B &k

785 WEL W@ BFER Bhih. B, BRIk, AN, HEEE. SRS L. K. WP, Dl
(Environment) BEGG . R WRE. R, K. AR, 2. B e IR, W, Al
H & i AR TR, PRF B8RS, I90d u. B, ZRgh. ummE. FHEE. AR KR WET
(Daily Supplies) PR BT T B 4R

kY| s RS ML R IR RS, MU, . . FlE. B, S0 mgut. g
(Animal) TobR, e, R, g, X9, W D B 4L

ity M e WL B b T DR BB EEL M IR, B KRR, A
(Plant) NN SNy ia

K}j—]% - o

o e Yean K%, STEL. MitE. HEG

RS T H th WL, FPIE. BT W KA RIES KTE SRE AATE. B i
(Transportation) #l

ol wgr. L B Bk, BT, KTR. MR, KK AbL

(Occupation)

Ky FEL K K BT BRI, Bele. RIS, pERR

(Water, Air, Fire) Ko BEL RS L. RE. WL SR

ARLR ML, AR THL THEIML.

(Communication Tool)

st 5K, EVEERTIIE. RS, THHEAL

(Nation)

INEEA Bk, 0 K. B KB, A= BAL. Az, #HF. KK T, BL R, #%
(Nature) -

Results

The study found:

1. The original Mandarin Chinese vocabulary list designed by language kindergarten teachers was lack of
some concepts that children should have from perspectives and principles of child development or child’s daily
life. For example, Mandarin direction words (e.g., “4i1/1 [right side]”, “/ci/ [left side]”) which are often used
in the classroom, were not included in the original list. For another example, animals were all in the category of
animal and were not subcategorized as water animals and land animals. Also, feelings (e.g., “/=>% [happy]”,
“4:/5 [angry]”, sports (e.g., “FI 5 EK [play basketball]”), shape (e.g., “—=ffJE [triangle]”, “IF J5 &
[square]”), comparison (e.g., “ KA1/ [big and small]”, “/= Fl#%& [tall and short]”), mathematics (e.g.,
numbers), and geographic concepts (e.g., “E¥H [Asia]”, “ElJEJEVHIE [Indonesia]”, which are usually taught
in kindergarten, were not included in the original vocabulary list.

2. From the perspectives of parts of speech, the original vocabulary list focused mainly on nouns, partly on
adjectives and verbs. Other parts of speech were not in the list. For example, pronouns (e.g., “¥& [1]”, “/&X
[you]”, ”fthi [he/she]”) and adverbs (e.g., “Pi [fast]”, “I% [slowly]”) were not included.

3. Some Mandarin words of the original vocabulary list were categorized mistakenly or confusedly. For
example, “I%{t. (watering flowers)”, which meaning is to water flowers, was categorized as “f##J (plants)”.
“BE -7 (hat)”, “F<> (umbrella)”, “¥k4 (swimsuit)” were classified as “transportation (AZiH T ). “Vfs
(washing face)”, “Mll“f* (brushing teeth)” were sorted as “7K (water)”. Colors, such as “[“ff (white)”, “ZL {4
(red)”, were in the category of “F& (1)
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4. The Mandarin meanings of “/A /A" (pronounced as [gong-gong]) and “%#£%£” (pronounced as [p6-po]) in
the original vocabulary list were different from the general meanings in China. “A’/A” was recognized as
grandfather and “#£%%£” was recognized as grandmother in the original list. After interviewing the committee
members and the researcher’s Malaysian Chinese students, the researcher found “/A/A” and “%%%” were
recognized as grandfather and grandmother in Southeast Asia. However, in Mandarin Chinese, grandfather is
normally called as “tH42” (pronounced as [zii-fu]) and grandmother is normally called as “#fl 5} (pronounced
as [zi-mii]). The meaning of “/A /A mainly is recognized as “father-in-law”. “/27y” also can mean “eunuch”
or can be a respectful form to address “an old man”. The meaning of “¥%%%” mainly is recognized as
“mother-in-law”. “%¢%%> also can be a respectful form to address “an old woman”. According to “/A /A (gong
gong)” (2017) in Baidu Encyclopedia website, the main meanings of “/A/A” and “%£%%> are father-in-law and
mother-in-law. However, “/A /2" and “%£%%” are recognized as grandfather and grandmother on father’s side in
the Hokkien language (##%1%) spoken area or part of the Wu language (5=1#) spoken area. Besides, “A A~
and “¥%£UL” are recognized as grandfather and grandmother on mother’s side in the Cantonese spoken area. The
ancestors of Southeast Asian Chinese were mainly from the above areas and it may be the reason why “2A/A”
and “%%£¥%£” in the original vocabulary list were recognized as grandfather and grandmother.

5. Some objects may have different Mandarin names and may confuse children to learn Mandarin. For
example, pineapple can be called as “X %" (pronounced as [féng-li]), “ %> (pronounced as [bo-lud]), or
“3 AL (pronounced as [huang-li]). Potato can be called as “1. 5. (pronounced as [ti-dou]) or “Lh%% 2
(pronounced as [mi-ling-shii]). Bicycle can be called as “H1T4- (pronounced as [zi-xing-chg]) or “[I 4=
(pronounced as [jido-ta-ch&]). Hence, the formal or generally-used Mandarin names of objects are
recommended to be in the list.

Therefore, based on aspects and principles of child development, child’s daily life, and the above findings,
the study suggested the new vocabulary list could be revised as Table 2:

Table 2
The Revised Mandarin Chinese Vocabulary List
71+35 (Category) W% (Content)
(%;9) A Ltk
o e RIS, FEZe. Bp. BEE (D L k. Sk BB B B0k
(Body) Gk BOEs. B E Bk BT JEB. LR
Wi F: Fis CREHR. MR« TH. TE
BRI BADEE. KRR JBEag. MR
Ml WKy W20 Piy 1R, R (%,
MRS : HRrh. B
PR
Sk E ﬁijf&‘@
(Body Movement) Ho: O
T WL AR =GR KR
e b B B Bk
Gk €, JER:. AR
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(table 2 continued)
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2 (Category)

W%¥ (Content)

‘iﬂl
gég W, Atk
T R EL . B
G IRRGE Bilk: % e . . 7
(Feeling) B2 K.
BT B, L
AT TR . Yole. VENR. VERMR. B TR, Bok. BRI BB
(Behavior in Life)
st BN AL WL MR 0.
(Emotion)
% Ao, Ba. W0, A Wl . MRk 5. MRk 0. BB G 5151, Bl
(Relationship) B AABE B, Gl Bl AL R
St ST NS UNE YONR SN
(Pronoun)
[T L Bekon B/Es Bb BN B bl BE. A&de. T B W5 HRi. JE
(Occupation) Pl
W A . it
B K. BLM. R
iﬁn KO R BT PR FfE. 0.
Yokl . BE 76 FOK. F W
Hit: DFT BER. EAE. 1550 )
P (L d ML H B B B T B %, BG
(Color)
S e 0
AR . WG KOG —f. B
(Shape) BB BBUE. FATDGG. T (e
itk Kk BRpk. R TA
ﬁi) BR. O GHE. PERERL Uk, BUR
— WETR: 7. Bk, Bb. FE. A%%. Aiik. K. A
SCOBLA - KETHR: M Wikt
(Transportation) — —
AT L GHL. FITHL. WURAL. K
s K PR Al D, S I B, Bk AW BT R WD

(Human Environment)

FH: BTV Hh. B wE. . R/IT. deld

R REEE) WP KL B e, oRE. iR 3B

?ﬁm BB . FTRR CHERR. CPIERR. HEER. SLER. BEEO) L ik
7 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9, 10
(Number) 1. A T s 40y K
T B B . R BB B R
i ) TH: RL. AR, F4 WL
(Time) ) AL L
W Wi EPT. TR, BT, R, R A
WL, . g . . . g
SIL)| RATE): 5. 0, 1,
(Animal) R W, . G, BT, . BEAL WX

KB . W, dF T
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(table 2 continued)

/95 (Category) W% (Content)

5]

(Sex) B, Lt

iER7] LR

(Plant) MYIREE: MR 220 W B, Wk Je. e, Fhr

MNP RIS T R BT MR UKOK UKAE. S K
A THL Rl L. AL XU RO (OB AT L G
WD L PERHL. Rk R Sk

S T K. Wb, ACH. RN, IR, Wi, BLF. Bir. Bk, X7
(Essential Products) R I B B ST BT Bl BVE. BEE. B, . BB AR

2NN
PR R PR OIBR. PRROK (RRKS) R
Rk #h OB B, B

RS Sl s g WL . E. ARbk. BB TR BE. M. Kl
(Natural Environment)

I R MR, W Bk, FER

A TRKE: KK BH . W B T Ve

(Natural Phenomenon)

KLk K By WL By F HD W
BT, e, Lim. R

(}]j)ji:ction) Fi‘ﬂ\ Ei# N .
07wl m dbh
ﬁ)ﬁ! ‘I;’%\ ‘I%
iﬂ%‘lg: %—\ /ﬂ:&
S LR T T A
(Comparison) @ o é\ b
M E. B
B K.
ﬁ)ﬁ! ﬁ\ 3;
o FP: Y. B JEPH. eI KRR

(Geography-Continents and |[E 5%: EISEJETO. Brmd. RGN, HE. SEE. wE. ME, HE. Fhff. IO
Nations) DA

Tl KB R A

(Universe)

. HhER

ot

Discussion

After the study, it is found it is not easy to make a Mandarin Chinese vocabulary list for young second
language learners. Based on the results of the study, the following principles to make a Mandarin Chinese
vocabulary list for young second language learners are recommended:

1. Explore aspects and principles of child development first before making a Mandarin Chinese
vocabulary list from the perspective of early childhood education. The list should be made not only from
child’s development of language skills, but also from their cognitive, physical, social-emotional skills.

2. Consider parts of speech (i.e., nouns, adjectives, verbs, adverbs, etc.) from the perspective of linguistics
when designing a Mandarin Chinese vocabulary list.

3. Design a Mandarin Chinese vocabulary based on child’s daily life. Choose Mandarin words appearing
in the life of children.

4. Classify Mandarin vocabulary words into appropriate categories. Teaching a language is not only for

communication, but also is related to logics/cognition and other aspects of child development.
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5. Discuss and choose words with other members or outside experts. Especially, the same words that have
different meanings or different names of the same object should be discussed and chosen carefully.

Finally, it is also recommended that a bilingual or trilingual kindergarten may define a standard
vocabulary list from the languages they teach in order to connect the relationship between languages they teach
to young children. For the trilingual kindergarten in the study, it is recommended there should be a standard
vocabulary list commonly used for Indonesian language, English language, and Mandarin language.

Conclusion

This paper explored the relationship between vocabulary and child development first in order to examine a
Mandarin Chinese vocabulary list designed by a trilingual kindergarten in Indonesia. Then, the Mandarin
Chinese vocabulary was examined and revised based on the perspectives of linguistics, Mandarin word usages,
the daily life and environment of child, and aspects and principles of child development. Finally, principles of
making a Mandarin Chinese vocabulary list for young second language learners are recommended based on the
findings of the study.
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