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Learning Chinese – Pinyin or Zhuyin?

When you’re learning Chinese in school or university, you will most likely first learn some
form of Pinyin for a period of time before progressing on to learning and reading the Chinese
characters themselves. While learning a phonetic alphabet is an essential part of learning
Chinese, you do have a choice about which phonetic alphabet you learn, and the choice you
make will affect your pronunciation, reading ability, and how fast you learn.

You’re probably wondering how the choice of phonetic alphabet could have such a big
influence on the learning process, after all, it’s all Chinese in the end, isn’t it?

While Pinyin might be easier for westerners to grasp from the outset, the use of the roman
alphabet to represent the Chinese sounds may have an adverse effect on pronunciation –
shouldn’t a new language with unique aspects of pronunciation warrant a completely new
phonetic alphabet that allows the learner to detach themselves from the pronunciation of their
mother tongue?

That’s were Zhuyin comes in. Zhuyin, or BoPoMoFo, is a Chinese phonetic alphabet that was
used in mainland China until being replaced by Pinyin, and that is in widespread use in
Taiwan. If you want to learn more about the history of Zhuyin you can read the Wikipedia
article.

Apart from providing a new system of pronunciation that enables you to complete remove
yourself from any influence of English pronunciation, Zhuyin also has great benefits when
reading Chinese. Learners of Chinese will know this all too well – that when you look at a
poster or newspaper that has both English and Chinese, your eyes are automatically drawn to
the English. Naturally, this problem also occurs when reading Pinyin accompanied Chinese
too, and is amplified by the Pinyin being on a separate line than the Chinese. Consider the
following text:

When learning Chinese and reading this text, the reader is forced to look away from the
Chinese to read the Pinyin, subsequently overlooking the Chinese:
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Zhuyin/Pinyin table from Wikipedia

When reading vocabulary or terminology lists, as the Pinyin is even further away from the
Chinese, the effect is more pronounced:

Again, resulting in the Chinese being ignored or overlooked unless the read specifically diverts
their attention to it:

Zhuyin, on the other hand, is tucked in next to the character, almost becoming part of the
character. It is nearly impossible to read the Zhuyin without being exposed to the Chinese
character. The result is that when reading Chinese, the reader of Zhuyin receives increased
exposure and reinforcement of the Chinese characters, at the same time speeding up
retention.

Obviously the main set back up Zhuyin is that the learner must first memorise all of the
characters that represent the Zhuyin alphabet. This process usually takes a couple of weeks,
but as seen above, the long term benefits far outweigh this temporary setback.

Another thing to consider is that Pinyin based learning materials are far more widely available
than Zhuyin based materials. Meaning that you are more likely to find something that
interests you in Pinyin, than in Zhuyin. Although, if you are willing to use learning materials
that aren’t specifically targeted at foreign learners, then you can still find many books
available that feature Zhuyin pronunciation. For example, the except below is taken from a
book targeted at Taiwanese secondary/high school children, but if you can read Zhuyin then
you can read this book too:

Ultimately, the choice of whether to learn Pinyin or Zhuyin,
especially if you are learning in school, may not be yours.
Added to the fact that Zhuyin learning materials aren’t as
widespread in the west as Pinyin materials, it might not be
as easy to get a Zhuyin-based start in Chinese. But even if
you’ve been learning Chinese for a long time, it’s still worth
your while learning Zhuyin, if not only to increase the
variety of learning materials available to you, and get a
non-mainland China perspective on things.

The image to the right shows the Zhuyin and Pinyin
equivalents, for a full table including various types of
Pinyin, please see the Wikipedia page on Zhuyin:

Which system did you learn when starting out learning
Chinese? What’s your opinion of Pinyin, or Zhuyin for
learning Chinese? Leave a comment below!
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To grind or not to grind – that is the question
We talk a lot of varied and diverse study plans and about not wasting time by writing line
after line of words in repetition, but maybe at the earlier stages...

Free Pinyin-Zhuyin Mandarin Chinese Phonetics Cheat Sheet
The first few weeks or months of learning Chinese is inevitably spent studying a phonetic
alphabet that will enable you to pronounce the new words you will be learning. This...

Motivation or Diversity – which is more important?
I remember being in primary school, and my teacher mentioning to my parents that I
wasn’t very interested in reading. After talking it through with my parents it became
clear...

Chinese learning – Around the Web, 6th of June 2010
So what happened in the world of learning Chinese and Chinese related blogs this week?
(well more than a week since it’s been a while since the last post). How...

Put the Chinese dictionary down!
Don’t check the dictionary on your first read-through of a text. This is something that is
extremely difficult to achieve, and mainly because when learning Chinese it’s not easy
to...
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