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「千里之行，始於足下。」
―老子
“A journey of a thousand miles
begins with a single step.”
―Laozi

“One language sets you in a corridor for life.
Two languages open every door along the way.”
―Frank Smith
Welcome to Master Mandarin! Today, you embark on a journey that will
forever change your life. As Charlemagne said, “To have another language is
to possess a second soul.” More than just learning new sounds, words, and
grammar, Mandarin ability enables you to see the world from a completely
new perspective, better grasp—and operate within—Chinese culture, and
even deepen your understanding of your native tongue and home country.
I wish you great success and am excited for the wild adventures and new
opportunities that await you.

Section 1

How to Use this Guide

But right there are the real challenges of learning a language:
★ Consistent action
★ Requisite time on task
This applies whether you are learning on your own or in a formal
class, yet most courses and language products fail to set proper
expectations about the time and effort involved in learning a
language. Instead, they bombard us with marketing messages
like:
“Learn a Language in 10 Days!”

“Learn Chinese in Just 15 Minutes a Day!”

Warning: Hard Work (and Fun Times) Ahead
I must walk a fine line between motivating new learners and
setting realistic expectations. On the one hand, I want would-be
learners to know that anyone can learn a foreign language no
matter their age, income, or zip code. You don’t need expensive,
location-dependent classes, boring textbooks, or a new foreign
address. What you need are the right tools—and more
importantly—the motivation to use them day in and day out.

If we exercise common sense, we know that these are marketing
lies, not pedagogical promises.
On the other extreme, you can find many blogs and forums
bellyaching about how difficult languages are (especially Chinese).
Some claim you must take formal classes or you will forever
speak like Tarzan. Others tell you it takes decades to reach
fluency. Fortunately, these pedantic pessimists are just as wrong
as the marketing liars. The road to fluency may be long and
winding, but the smart traveler can use the right tools, methods,
and psychology to speed their progress, lighten their load, and
have a hell of a lot more fun along the way.
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The Learning Happens Out There, Not in This Guide
Master Mandarin is NOT a textbook. This is by design. Textbook
learning doesn’t work for most people because it treats language
as a set of facts to be memorized, not the innate biological
system it truly is. Nobody has ever learned to drive by reading the
car’s owner’s manual, yet that is precisely the way most people
try to learn foreign languages. Not us. Instead of trying to force
Mandarin into our brains through tedious rote learning, we’ll learn
the fun, natural, adult-friendly way. Any adult, barring cognitive or
physical disabilities, can acquire a language if they get sufficient
exposure and practice. This is precisely what happened when
you acquired your first language as a baby, and the process can
happen even faster as an adult with the right materials, methods,
and attitude.
“Textbooks prepare you for the real world as much as
cookbooks prepare you for real cooking. YOU still have to
make the cookies.” ―Chris W. Hubbard

Master Mandarin Guide Format & Tips
You Don’t Need to Read the Guide in Order
Think of this guide as a “choose your own adventure” book. I
have tried to organize the guide in the most logical order possible,
but feel free to jump around, reading chapters and sections in the
order that feels most natural to you.

You Don’t Need to Read the Entire Guide
While I think you will get the most benefit from completing the
entire guide, it is certainly not necessary. Some people only want
to learn how to speak Mandarin, for example, while others want
to focus more on reading and writing. I have therefore separated
these skills (and the relevant tips, tools, and tech) into discrete
sections. For those who have experience learning other
languages (or who have already read one of my other language
guides) but have yet to tackle Mandarin, you can probably skip
Chapters 1 and 2 and go straight to Chapters 3, 4, or 5.

All Web Links are Clickable
All online resources listed in the guide include a clickable link so
you don’t have to waste your precious study time searching for
sites or typing in ridiculously long URLs.
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All Chinese Words are Shown in Hanzi & Pinyin
I hate when learner materials write Chinese words in Pinyin only.
Publishers claim that this makes things easier for the learner, but
in reality, it just makes things easier for the publisher! For your
sake, I haven’t been so lazy. Each Chinese term in the guide
includes:
★ The word’s pronunciation in hànyǔ pīnyīn (漢語拼音,
, lit. “Chinese language transliteration”).
★ The word written in hànzì (漢字,
, lit. “Chinese
characters”). Traditional characters are shown first, followed
by their simplified counterparts.
★ An English definition.
For example, the word for “study” or “learn” would be written:
xuéxí (學習, 学

, “to study” or “to learn”)

Chinese Names are Presented in Chinese Order
As you may know, Chinese family names are written first, followed
by a person’s given name (the opposite of English order). To help
you get used to the Mandarin convention and minimize potential
ambiguity, I have written all Mandarin names in this guide as
follows:

★ The standard spelling in English (usually using Wade-Giles
Romanization or an adopted English name).
★ The Chinese name in italicized Hanyu Pinyin (with the family
name first, followed by the given name).
★ The name in traditional and simplified characters (again, with
the family name first and given name second).
For example:
★ Bruce Lee: lǐ xiǎolóng (李小龍, 李小
★ Jet Lee: lǐ liánjié (李連傑, 李

)

杰)

★ Jackie Chan: chéng lóng (成龍, 成

)

★ Sun Yat-sen: sūn zhōngshān (孫中山,
★ Xi Jinping: xí jìnpíng (習近平,

)

)

★ Ma Ying-jeou: mǎ yīngjiǔ (馬英九,

)

It’s worth noting that some famous Chinese names are actually
honorific titles, not “Family Name, Given Name” combinations like
above. For example:
★ Confucius: kǒngzǐ (孔子, lit. “Master Kong”)
★ Mencius: mèngzǐ (孟子, lit. “Master Meng”)
★ Lao Tzu: lǎozǐ (老子, lit. “Old Master”)
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Section 2

FAQs & Attempted Answers

contexts. The incorrect belief that a teacher, course, or textbook
will get a language into your head is one of the major reasons
why traditional language courses don’t work. Well, that and the
fact they tend to bore the heck out of learners, convince them
they aren’t good at languages, and completely ignore how our
brains evolved to learn, process, and produce language.

Why Should You Trust My Advice?
“The top 1% often succeed despite how they train, not
because of it. Superior genetics, or a luxurious full-time
schedule, make up for a lot. Career specialists can’t
externalize what they’ve internalized. Second nature is hard
to teach.” ―Tim Ferriss, The 4-Hour Chef

Why Did I Create Master Mandarin?
“We do not need more language courses. We need courses
on how to learn languages.” ―Steve Kaufmann
This guide is designed to be just that: a course on how to learn
Mandarin. While the right teacher or tutor can be a big help, it is
important to understand that nobody can “teach” you a language.
Languages are “acquired” only if you get enough exposure to—
and enough practicing using—the language in meaningful

I made just about every possible mistake when starting out in
languages. I used terribly inefficient methods, slogged through
boring materials I wouldn’t wish upon my worst enemy, and
almost gave up more than a few times. But this is good news for
you: struggling so much in the beginning and later correcting
course makes me a much better language coach. You never
want to learn from a “natural” who picks up new skills easily:
★ They will not know how to explain what they did and how
they did it.
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★ They will not be able to empathize with people who are
struggling along in the dark.
I know your pain because I’ve felt it, too. I struggled along in
languages just like most folks until I figured out that the traditional
“tried and true” methods and materials used in most schools are
anything but true.
I don’t have all the answers, but I do know the way up Mandarin
Mountain and I’ve written this guide to show you the way. I can’t
promise you an easy climb, but I can guarantee that you’ll reach
the top if you follow the tips, tools, and strategies included in this
guide.

What Do I Mean By “Mastery”?
First of all, “mastery” does not mean “perfection”. Such a thing
doesn’t exist in languages. And even if it did, it would not be a
“S.M.A.R.T. goal” (covered later in the guide) and is therefore
irrelevant to our purposes. So if “mastery” does not equal
“perfection”, what does it mean?
I define “mastery” as follows:
The ability to use a language well for your communicative
purposes.

That’s it. Mastery is completely relative to your personal and
professional needs:
★ If you are learning Chinese to work in China or Taiwan, then
“mastery” would mean being able to easily communicate
with your boss, colleagues, and customers.
★ If you want a meaningful social life, then “mastery” might
mean being able to understand and contribute to casual
conversations at a quiet tea shop on Maokong, māokōng (貓
空) or at a loud Taipei dance club.
★ If you are a kung fu film fanatic, then “mastery” for you might
mean being able to understand your favorite flick without
relying on English (or even Chinese) subtitles.
★ If you are a hitherto monolingual Chinese-American, perhaps
“mastery” entails finally being able to talk with relatives in
their native language.
In all of these scenarios, “mastery” does not entail learning every
last word you may hear or read. Even native Mandarin speakers
come across vocabulary they don’t know, or encounter Chinese
characters that they have forgotten how to write or pronounce.
The key is to know enough Mandarin that you can ask about the
meaning of an unfamiliar word or character and then actually
understand the answer.
Am I saying that you shouldn’t worry about how well you speak
or write? Absolutely not. You should constantly strive to expand
your vocabulary and improve your grammar, but remember that
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the focus should always be on quality over quantity. Just as in
martial arts, having lots of moves is not as important as mastering
a small set of techniques.
As Bruce Lee famously said:
“I fear not the man who has practiced 10,000 kicks once,
but I fear the man who has practiced one kick 10,000
times.”

How Long Will it Take to Learn Mandarin?
“To understand 95% of a language and become
conversationally fluent may require 3 months of applied
learning; to reach the 98% threshold could require 10 years.
There is a point of diminishing returns where, for most
people, it makes more sense to acquire more languages (or
other skills) vs. add a 1% improvement per 5 years.” ―Tim
Ferriss, How to Learn Any Language in 3 Months
This is one of the most common questions I get from new
learners and also one of the hardest to answer. First of all, it all
depends on what you mean by “learn”. Are you referring to
conversational fluency and basic literacy or native-like
proficiency? In the case of the former goal, a dedicated learner
should be able to master enough core words and structures to

have basic (but flowing) conversations in just a few months.
Continuing on at this pace, a year’s time should be enough to
reach an “intermediate” level that allows you to handle the vast
majority of situations you’re likely to encounter day to day. You
can of course keep learning and improving from there, but the
law of diminishing returns starts to kick in quickly.

Why Do I Focus So Much on Psychology?
“In language learning, it is attitude, not aptitude, that
determines success.” ―Steve Kaufmann
Your beliefs about the Mandarin language—and your ability to
learn it—can make the difference between success and failure.
During my time as an English teacher in Asia, I made careful
observations about which students progressed and which didn’t.
The difference between the two groups was rarely intelligence:
many bright learners struggled to learn English while some
relatively dim learners took off. The students that succeeded were
the ones with the right psychology. They were motivated to learn,
set good goals, and made language learning an integral part of
their lives. Those that failed did not have psychology on their
sides. They were unmotivated to learn, made overly ambitious
goals or none at all, and only spent time with the language while
actually in the classroom. Bottom line: If you have a bad attitude,
it doesn’t matter how good your methods or materials are.
14

How to Learn

2

“Live as if you were to die tomorrow.
Learn as if you were to live forever.”
―Mahatma Gandhi

“Eighty percent of success is showing up.”
―Woody Allen

Learning Mandarin may not be easy, but it’s certainly not complicated. All
you have to do is “show up” and give your brain the exposure and practice it
needs to make sense of the new sounds, patterns, and symbols. Do this
enough times in meaningful contexts, and your brain will automatically
perform its amazing evolutionary feat: building the robust procedural
memories that enable you to understand and produce Mandarin at lightning
speed. This chapter shows you how to keep showing up.

Section 1

Kill the Myths

Q: What do you call someone who can speak 1 language?
A: American.
Ha, ha, ha! My sides! My sides!

One of the first steps in learning how to learn is
killing off destructive false beliefs about language learning
in general, and Mandarin learning in particular.

Myth: You’re Not Good at Languages
Q: What do you call someone who can speak 2 languages?
A: Bilingual.

Q: What do you call someone who can speak 3 languages?
A: Trilingual.

Q: What do you call someone who can speak 4 languages?
A: Quadrilingual.

But seriously folks, it is time to put this myth to rest. Yes, most
adults (especially Americans it seems) fail to learn foreign
languages well despite mandatory study in high school and
university.
But this failure is a product of bad attitudes, bad materials, and
bad methods, not a lack of innate ability.
Though outliers like Daniel Tammet have demonstrated how
extraordinary cognitive abilities can be used to learn languages
extremely quickly (he learned enough Icelandic in 7 days to
handle a media interview in the language!), the good news for us
non-savants is that there lies another tried and true path to
fluency:
Extensive Exposure + Hard Work + Perseverance
If you spend enough time with the language (sorry, it’s going to
take much more than 7 days for most of us), your brain will
eventually make sense of the language. All you have to do is
show up and put in the effort.
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Section 2

Set “Smart” Goals

★ Landing a job that requires Mandarin ability.
★ Being able to understand Mandarin films without subtitles.
★ Reading a Mandarin novel cover to cover.
These are all noble goals to have, but in their current form, they
aren’t very useful. Why? Because they are too massive to act
upon.

As The Cat taught us in Alice in Wonderland, it doesn’t matter
which direction you go if you don’t have a destination in mind:
Alice: “Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go
from here?”

The Cat: “That depends a good deal on where you want to
get to.”

Alice: “I don't much care where.”

To have any chance of success, we need to get “smart” about
how we create and execute our goals.

What are S.M.A.R.T. Goals?
“S.M.A.R.T.” is a useful acronym meaning:
S pecific

M easurable

A ttainable

R elevant

T ime-Bound

To get a better idea of what S.M.A.R.T. goals look like, let’s first
look at an example of a goal that is not very “smart”:

The Cat: “Then it doesn't much matter which way you go.”
“I want to speak perfect Mandarin.”
Unlike Alice, you likely have a “destination” you’d like to reach in
your Mandarin journey, may it be:
★ Attaining a particular level of fluency.

This “goal” is doomed to failure because it doesn’t meet any of
the “S.M.A.R.T.” goal criteria:
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Section 3

Stick to Your Goals

Maximize Action & Willpower by Minimizing Choices
Too Many Choices Leads to Paralysis

You should now have some
specific, measurable, attainable,
relevant, and time-bound goals to
guide you along on your Mandarin
journey. Now comes the hard part:
actually sticking to them day in and
day out. The excitement of undertaking
a new language is usually enough to keep
us on track in the beginning, but our initial
enthusiasm inevitably wains over time. When
that happens, it’s time to enlist some powerful tools we have for
shaping behavior and ensuring action:
★ Strengthening & conserving willpower
★ Changing & building habits
★ Increasing the sense of urgency
★ Setting stakes

Most of us have been raised to believe that choice is good.
Choice is freedom. Choice increases happiness. One small
problem: it’s a myth. While some choice is obviously better than
no choice, studies have shown that too many options actually
decrease happiness and productivity.
“[Choice] produces paralysis, rather than liberation. With so
many options to choose from, people find it very difficult to
choose at all.” ―Barry Schwartz, The Paradox of Choice

Ever-Increasing Choices Lead to Ever-Higher Expectations
When we’re given nearly infinite choices, we start to expect
perfection and are inevitably disappointed with the “imperfect”
reality we encounter. This problem can be especially pronounced
when selecting Mandarin learning tools and materials. Given how
many choices the modern learner has, it can be hard to know
where to begin, and in the end, many never even get started.
Don’t let yourself fall into this trap of “perfectionistic inaction”.
Though I recommend using materials that fit your interests and
needs, don’t let non-ideal content stop you from learning.
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Section 4

Make the Time
Schedule Mandarin Time First

life. He then asks a volunteer to try and add in as many of the
rocks as possible into the nearly full container. The first rock she
shoves in is titled Planning, Preparation, Prevention &
Empowerment. She then works in a rock that says Relationships
& Family. She manages to push in Employment and Major
Projects by moving the gravel around. She struggles to fit in
Service, Community & Church, even rolling up the sleeves on her
suit jacket as she moves around the other rocks in a futile
attempt to make more space. She picks up Sharpen the Saw but
immediately puts it back on the table as there is obviously no
room left for any more rocks. Covey quips:

Big Rocks vs Small Pebbles
Don’t wait for convenient chunks of time to study Mandarin; they
won’t come. Instead, you will probably get “bogged down in the
thick of thin things” as Stephen R. Covey puts it, going days,
weeks, or even months without making any progress in the
language. Covey drives the point home in his famous “big rock”
demonstration. He first reveals a large glass container, a
metaphor for our life he tells us. He then pulls out a big bag of
little pebbles and fills up the container nearly to the top:

“She just put down ‘Sharpen the Saw’. How many
frequently do that? ‘I just don’t have time today to sharpen
the saw.’ You ever been too busy driving to take time to get
gas?”
Covey then takes survey of all the rocks still on the table. Urgent
& Important and Vacation are among the many that don’t make it
into the “Life Bucket”. He then gets down to the hat trick:

“This is analogous to all the small things that fill up our lives.
Little by little they just accumulate.”

“I’ll tell you what you can do if you want to. You can work
out of a different paradigm altogether.”

Next to the bucket, he has laid out a number of big rocks, each
labelled with an important element of a happy, healthy, productive

The volunteer then moves to a second empty glass container,
opting this time to put in the big rocks first. Every last one fits in
37

Section 5

Learn the “Natural” Way
“Language is not a cultural artifact that we learn the way we
learn to tell time or how the federal government works.
Language is a complex, specialized skill, which develops in
the child spontaneously, without conscious effort or formal
instruction, deployed without awareness of its underlying
logic…” ―Stephen Pinker, The Language Instinct

Work With, Not Against, The Way Your Brain Works
In addition to walking upright, having opposable thumbs, and not
eating bugs out of each other’s hair, modern humans have
another major advantage over their primate brothers and sisters:
the human brain. This evolutionary masterpiece allows us to
experience, learn, store, and recall just about any information or
concept we encounter, make connections between hitherto
unconnected ideas, invent everything from the spork to the spark
plug, and acquire one (or many!) human languages.

The Capacity to Learn Languages is Hardwired
Humans have been acquiring languages for hundreds of
thousands of years without any help from textbooks or grammar
teachers. This is because the ability to acquire languages is
hardwired into our genes.
Members of some remaining hunter-gather societies speak
dozens of languages despite having never set foot in a classroom
or learning how to read and write. Anthropologists believe that
such multilingualism was the norm, not the exception, through
most of human history. Why do these hunter-gatherers succeed
in language learning when so many people in industrialized
cultures fail? The answer is simple: they spend almost all of their
time communicating with other human beings in meaningful
contexts, not memorizing extraneous information out of context.
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Section 6

Learn Through Action
“You don't learn to walk by following rules. You learn by
doing, and by falling over.” ―Richard Branson
Given the choice between a textbook and a traditional martial arts
class, I’ll take the latter any day!
Learning through action
(especially a new physical skill or
art form) is not only thoroughly
enjoyable in and of itself, but it’s
also an extremely effective way
to acquire languages:
★ It forces you to get out of
your head and focus on the
task at hand.
★ It requires two-way
communication with other
people.

Learn a Mandarin Martial Art
If you’ve been wanting to learn a martial art but have yet to take
the plunge, your mission to learn Mandarin is the perfect excuse
to get started.
Learning martial arts is not just good for the body, but also your
ability to defend it—and that of your family and friends—from
harm. On top of that, learning a martial art in China or Taiwan (or
from a Mandarin speaker in your home country) is an excellent
way to learn Mandarin in context.
➔ Learn more about Chinese martial arts in this Wikipedia article.

Here now are some of the most popular Chinese martial arts
styles, arranged in alphabetical order. Note that Chinese styles
are usually divided into the following dichotomies, though which
styles belong in which group can be somewhat controversial, and
truth be told, doesn’t matter nearly as much as many martial
artists claim:
★ wài jiā (外家, “External School”) vs nèi jiā (内家, “Internal
School”)
★ běi quán (北拳, “Northern Fist”) vs nán quán (南拳,
“Southern Fist”)
★ wǔdāng quán (武当拳, “Wudang Fist”) vs shàolín quán (少林
拳, “Shaolin Fist”)

★ It helps build strong procedural memories.
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Section 7

Immerse Yourself

7:30 am: Wake Up
I take three deep, conscious breaths to start the day off right. I
remind myself how excited I am to be learning Mandarin, and
how important learning the language is in my life. I then spend 10
minutes going through a few levels of ChineseSkill on my iPhone.

7:40 am: Shower

Maximize Exposure Throughout Your Day
By popular request, here is a sample immersion schedule
employing the tips, methods, and tools detailed in the guide. The
schedule is based around a 9 to 5 job, but can be easily tweaked
to fit any lifestyle or work schedule. Keep in mind that this
schedule represents a best-case
scenario where you
use all possible
opportunities to immerse
yourself in Mandarin. I don’t
expect that a normal human
being will do all these things
every single day. Just try to do as
much as you can most of the time,
and you will be on the right track. All
of the tools and resources
mentioned in the schedule are
detailed in Chapter 4: Build
Your Toolbox.

Using the steamed-up shower door, I write out as many Chinese
characters as I can from memory. If the mood takes me, I also
sing lines from my favorite Mandapop songs, hoping that nobody
is listening...

7:50 am: Getting Ready
I play an audio lesson from Chinese Learn Online as I brush my
teeth, shave, and get dressed.

8:10 am: Breakfast
I prop my iPad up on the counter and begin watching an episode
of “New Modern People”, módēng xīn rénlèi (摩登新人类), a
popular Taiwanese drama.

8:30 am: Commute
As I contend with rush-hour traffic, I listen to an episode of
Mandarin Chinese with Michel Thomas or Pimsleur Chinese 1,
63

Section 8

Work with a Tutor

Why You Should Work With a Tutor
Because a Tutor Helps You Engage in “Deliberate Practice”

“The key to learning is feedback. It is nearly impossible to
learn anything without it. Even with good feedback, it can
take a while to learn. But without it, you don’t stand a
chance, you’ll go on making the same mistakes forever.”
―Stephen Dubner, Think Like a Freak
Finding a native speaker to practice speaking with should be one
of your top priorities. An actual tutor is ideal, but any native
speaker can be of help modeling correct pronunciation,
vocabulary, and sentence patterns, and providing realtime
feedback on your pronunciation and language usage.

Though I recommend immersing yourself in Mandarin as much as
possible throughout your day and focusing on activities you enjoy,
keep in mind that reaching a high level of mastery in a relatively
short amount of time will also require “deliberate practice”.
Deliberate practice is differentiated from regular practice as
follows:
★ A focus on quality over quantity. According to K. Anders
Ericsson, a professor of Psychology at Florida State
University, deliberate practice leads to expertise because it
emphasizes how one practices, not simply how much.
Whether trying to get in shape or learn a language, you will
get the most benefit from short, intense, high-quality practice
—which is really good news for those who claim that “not
having enough time” is what holds them back from learning a
language.
★ Getting immediate feedback on performance. To engage in
deliberate practice, you will need a tutor, language exchange
partner, or friend to give you immediate, specific feedback on
your usage of the language. Many native Mandarin speakers
will be reluctant to correct your mistakes, so make sure to
68

Section 9

Use the Shadowing Method

What You Will Need to Shadow Properly
To use the shadowing method (at least in the fashion espoused
by Arguelles), you will need the following:

Bilingual Materials With Audio & Text

What is “Shadowing”?
In a nutshell, “shadowing” involves
immediately repeating the words you
hear in a recorded dialogue as you
hear them. Yes, this means you will be
talking over the speaker much like a U.N.
interpreter (which should be no surprise
since a very similar method is used
to train simultaneous interpreters).
While the basic shadowing concept is nothing new—young
children do something very similar instinctually when acquiring
their first language—the method was formalized as a second
language learning method (with the distinct steps shown below)
by Alexander Arguelles, an accomplished polyglot and language
professor. He points out that the method is not for everyone, and
requires a lot of practice to do correctly, but he has found no
better way to teach oneself a language.

Arguelles recommends the ASSiMil series because:
★ They include audio recordings.
★ They include text in both English and the target language
(with matching, numbered sentences for quick reference).
★ Each lesson is short and approximately the same length (1
single page of text, with audio usually around 2 minutes).
➔ Get a copy of ASSiMil’s “Chinese with Ease: Volume 1”.

Unfortunately, ASSiMil’s “Chinese With Ease” book can be quite
pricey, so I would recommend the following alternatives:
➔ The dialogues & transcripts from ChinesePod lessons.
➔ The dialogues & transcripts from ChineseClass101 lessons.
➔ The dialogues & transcripts from Chinese Learn Online.

If you bought the Complete Package, use your
discount codes for these 3 tools.

➔ Read Alexander’s “Guide to Autodidactic Foreign Language Study”.
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Section 10

Use Spaced Repetition
Why You Should Use Spaced Repetition
In 1885, a German psychologist named Hermann Ebbinghaus
(1850-1909) put forth a paper titled “Über das Gedächtnis” (“On
Memory”) in which he codified something every school student
already knows: new information is forgotten at an exponential rate
unless reviewed immediately. He plotted this rate along what he
termed the “forgetting curve”.

The Bad News: We Forget New Information REALLY Quickly
As you can see, Ebbinghaus observed that he forgot new
information almost immediately, with over half of the target
information lost in just the first hour! Though his experiment was
conducted only on himself (i.e. an N=1 study), his basic findings
have been reproduced in more scientific studies since his time,
and it's generally agreed that we forget the vast majority of new
information we encounter (as much as 80%) within 24 hours.

The Good News: We Can Hack Our Memory Using Spaced Repetition
The good news is that we can use strategic repetition schedules
to hack our memory and help control what sticks and for how
long. Each subsequent re-exposure, if properly timed, can help
push information we want to remember further and further into
long-term memory. This memory-boosting method was first
popularized in language learning by Paul Pimsleur (1927-1976),
the man behind the Pimsleur Approach. His particular brand of
spaced repetition was dubbed “Graduated Interval Recall” (GIR),
which he detailed in a 1967 paper titled “A Memory
Schedule” (published in The Modern Language Journal). His
proposed review schedule was as follows:
Exposure
Sequence

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

6th

7th

8th

9th

10th

11th

Time Since
Last Exposure

5
sec.

25
sec.

2
min.

10
min.

1
hour

5
hours

1
day

5
days

25
days

4
mon.

2
years
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Section 11

Use Timeboxing

Why Timeboxing Works
Studying in short bursts and taking frequent breaks offers many
advantages:

Short, Predefined Time Limits are Less Intimidating
“Time boxing is simply fixing a time period to work on a task
or group of tasks. Instead of working on a task until it’s
done, you commit to work on it for a specific amount of
time instead. But don’t let the simplicity of the concept
deceive you—there’s much more to this tool than meets the
eye.” ―Litemind

Though you will probably end up spending more time once you
get started, knowing that you only have to do 10 or 15 minutes a
day is far less intimidating than overly ambitious numbers,
meaning you are that much more likely to begin in the first place.

Short Time Limits Help Get Things Done
This counter-intuitive fact is encapsulated in Parkinson’s Law:

Project managers and programmers have long known that
limiting work sessions to short, pre-defined time limits helps
boost focus and output, but the technique works just as well for
language learners, too.
There are many different productivity techniques and tools based
on short time limits, but my favorite is the “Pomodoro Technique”,
a form of “timeboxing” developed by Francesco Cirillo. The
technique breaks down work or study into 25-minute intervals
called “pomodoros” (the Italian word for “tomatoes”), followed by
a 5-minute break. After every fourth pomodoro, you then take a
longer break of 10 to 20 minutes.

“Parkinson’s Law dictates that a task will swell in (perceived)
importance and complexity in relation to the time allotted for
its completion. It is the magic of the imminent deadline. If I
give you 24 hours to complete a project, the time pressure
forces you to focus on execution, and you have no choice
but to do only the bare essentials. If I give you a week to
complete the same task, it’s six days of making a mountain
out of a molehill. If I give you two months, God forbid, it
becomes a mental monster. The end product of the shorter
deadline is almost inevitably of equal or higher quality due
to greater focus.” ―Tim Ferriss, The 4-Hour Workweek
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Section 12

Take Good Notes

When to Take Chinese Notes
As You Read, Watch, or Listen to Chinese Content

“I take notes like some people take drugs. There is an
eight-foot stretch of shelves in my house containing nothing
but full notebooks. Some would call this hypergraphia
(Dostoevsky was a member of this club), but I trust the
weakest pen more than the strongest memory, and note
taking is—in my experience—one of
the most important skills for
converting excessive information
into precise action and follow-up.”
―Tim Ferriss
In addition to jotting down useful
words and phrases you encounter
and keeping track of questions
you’d like to ask your tutor, notes
are also a great way to
consolidate knowledge and
practice your Chinese writing
skills throughout the day.

This is an obvious one. When you encounter Chinese characters,
words, phrases, structures, or cultural nuances that you want to
later discuss with your tutor, write them down!

As You Consume Non-Chinese Content
Though you should be consuming Chinese content as much as
possible, there will inevitably be situations in which you must
read, watch, or listen to content in your native language. But even
in such cases, you can still write your notes in Chinese even if
they are about something not related to the language. This can
be an especially useful way to keep your notes private from
prying eyes during conferences, presentations, business
meetings, conference calls, etc.

During Tutoring Sessions
To get the most from your tutoring sessions and language
exchanges, make sure to keep detailed notes of vocabulary,
structures, etc. that come up during the conversation. However, I
suggest that your tutor take the notes for you so you can focus
on listening and speaking, not writing things down.
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What to Learn

3

“Language is infinitely
expansive (much like
cooking) and therefore
horribly overwhelming if
unfiltered... What you
study is more important
than how you study.”
―Tim Ferriss, The 4-Hour Chef

Mastering a small set of core words, Chinese characters, and
grammatical structures enables you to understand a large
percentage of the Mandarin you encounter day to day.

“We should remember the warning of the wise Grail knight in Indiana Jones and
the Last Crusade: ‘You must choose, but choose wisely, for as the true Grail will
bring you life, the false Grail will take it from you.’ Choose the highest-yield
material and you can be an idiot and enjoy stunning success. Choose poorly
and, as the Grail knight implied, you’re screwed no matter what. You’ll chase
your own tail for years.” ―Tim Ferriss, The 4-Hour Chef

Section 1

Learn Essential Patterns

★ On the one extreme, devout grammar mavens claim that you
must formally study a language’s grammar lest you forever
produce broken, disjointed, unintelligible streams of words.
★ On the other end of the spectrum, you find people saying
that you should ignore grammar completely. It just gets in the
way of learning to communicate quickly.
As is the case with most things in life, the truth lies somewhere
closer to the middle. Ultimately, you can only internalize proper
Chinese grammar through extensive input and active output,
during which most of the heavy lifting is done by your brain at a
subconscious level.

Myths About Chinese Grammar
Myth: You Have to Study Grammar to Make Grammatical Sentences
“You do not have to know grammar to obey grammar.”
―Barry Farber, How to Learn Any Language
Grammar study is one of the most hotly debated topics among
language teachers, applied linguists, polyglots, bloggers, and
forum trolls:

However, a little bit of grammar study can be of great help for
adult learners if it is used in conjunction with—not as a
replacement for—listening, speaking, reading, and writing.

Myth: Chinese Doesn’t Have Grammar
It’s often said that “Chinese doesn’t have grammar”. This myth is
perpetuated by Chinese native speakers and non-native learners
alike, who mistake a lack of Indo-European style “conjugation” for
a lack of “grammar”. Yes, it’s true that Mandarin lacks the
complex verb endings found in languages like Spanish, Italian,
and French, but this doesn’t mean it’s “without grammar”. Like
every human language, Chinese has syntactical rules that must
be followed to create grammatical sentences.
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Section 2

Master Pronunciation

least develop extremely strong listening skills and accurate, easy
to understand pronunciation.

Step 1: Learn Hanyu Pinyin or Bopomofo

“Learners need to develop a concern for pronunciation.
They must recognize that poor, unintelligible speech will
make their attempts at conversing frustrating and
unpleasant both for themselves and for their listeners.”
―Joanne Kenworthy
Proper pronunciation is arguably the most important component
of getting your meaning across. Native speakers can often make
sense of bad grammar, but such is not usually the case for bad
pronunciation. You will likely always carry a foreign accent in
Mandarin, but you can use the tips and tools in this section to at

Until the mid 20th century, the default Romanization system for
Mandarin was Wade-Giles, a less-than-intuitive system that has
led generations of non-native speakers to mispronounce Chinese
terms, names, and cities. For example, the capital of China is
written “Peking” in Wade-Giles. Unless you are a trained linguist
familiar with the system, you probably wouldn’t know that the
letter ‘p’ represents an “unaspirated p sound” (close to the ‘b’
sound in the English word “bate”) and that ‘k’ represents a sound
much like the ‘j’ in the English word “jingle”. Fortunately, the
Chinese government came to the rescue in 1958 with the
creation of Hanyu Pinyin, hànyǔ pīnyīn (漢語拼音,
). The
system was later adopted in 1982 as the international standard,
transforming our old friend “Peking” into a far more intuitive
spelling: Beijing.

Advantages of Hanyu Pinyin
We English speakers are fairly lucky when it comes to learning the
sounds of Chinese. Not only does the language present us with
few new sounds, Hanyu Pinyin denotes all the sounds using Latin
letters we already recognize (e.g. b, p, m, f, etc.)
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Section 3

Learn Chinese Characters

Why You Need to Learn Chinese Characters
Hanyu Pinyin Only Takes You So Far
One of the most common questions I hear from beginning
learners of Chinese is:
“Why should I learn characters? Can’t I get by with Pinyin?”
Learning Hanyu Pinyin is an important first step in your Mandarin
journey as it familiarizes you with all of the sounds in the
language, allows you type Chinese on your computer or
smartphone, and helps you look up words in the dictionary. But
Romanization is not a substitute for characters:

yī zì qiān jīn (一字千金, “One character is worth one
thousand pieces of gold.”)
Learning Chinese characters is often considered the most difficult
aspect of learning Chinese. And I won’t lie to you: it is going to
take time and effort. But what most people don’t realize is that
Chinese characters actually represent one of the most logical
aspects of the language, knowledge of which bestows numerous
advantages on the learner as you’ll see below.

★ While you can find some Chinese content written in Pinyin,
these materials tend to be extremely boring, stilted, and
inauthentic. Being able to read Chinese characters opens up
a massive pool of authentic Chinese content, and there is no
better feeling than reading literature in the original language.
★ Most traditional Chinese restaurants (the kind of thing you fly
all the way to China or Taiwan for), write their menus and
specials entirely in Chinese characters. Sure, you can always
point at pictures, but wouldn’t you rather be able to read the
menu?
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Section 4

Learn to Read Chinese

To that end, here are some simple ways to maximize your
exposure to written Chinese throughout your day:
If you bought the Complete Package, check out the
immersion ideas in my sample weekly schedule.

Change Your Device Language to Chinese
Most of us spend a significant amount of time working and
playing on our computers and mobile devices. Why not use this
time to improve your Chinese reading skills?
➔ See the “Change Your Devices to Chinese” section.

Use the Chinese Version of Sites & Search Engines
“Reading is to the mind what exercise is to the body.”
― Joseph Addison

Maximize Your Exposure to Written Chinese
Educators, researchers, linguists and textbook companies have
come up with a dizzying array of complex theories and
methodologies for improving readings skills, but like most things,
they tend to overcomplicate a relatively straight forward process.
To get better at reading, you simply need to do more of it.

Just as you can change your device display language to
Mandarin to increase exposure, you can do the same for Google,
YouTube, FaceBook, etc.
➔ See “Use the Chinese Version of Sites & Search Engines”.

Get Your News in Mandarin
Many Mandarin newspapers have free web versions which give
you the added benefit of being able to use pop-up dictionaries.
➔ See the “Chinese Newspapers” section.
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Section 5

Learn to Write Chinese

There is fierce debate as to what culture first invented true writing,
but no matter when, where, and by whom it was first created,
one thing remains certain: writing is one of the most useful human
tools ever invented. Being able to write Chinese will bestow
countless advantages along your Mandarin journey.

Write in Chinese Every Chance You Get
As I’ve said many times, you get better at what you practice.
Improving your writing skills is no different: you must write to get
better at writing. Here are some ways to fit in writing practice
each day:

Write Your Journal in Chinese

“It ain’t whatcha write, it’s the way atcha write it.” ―Jack
Kerouac
Unlike speaking, writing is not a naturally evolved, innate
language skill. Rather, it is a human invention that first hit the
human scene in the Middle East, the Far East, and Mesoamerica
between six and nine thousand years ago depending on who you
ask and what you consider true “writing”.

Journalling in Chinese is perhaps the best way to make writing in
the language a strong habit since it’s something you can do every
single day. Don’t worry if you lack time to write a long entry; even
scribbling a single sentence is progress.

Take Meeting & Class Notes in Chinese
By writing things down in Chinese, you miraculously transform
time and soul-sucking meetings or classes into something useful
(at least for your progress in Mandarin!). And best of all, your
colleagues or classmates won’t be able to read what you’re
writing, assuming you don’t live in China or Taiwan.
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Section 6

Learn to Type Chinese

Chinese Input Methods
There are three main Chinese input methods:

Hanyu Pinyin Input
Though you should try to write by hand on paper as much as
possible to reinforce your Chinese character knowledge and help
build procedural memories, you will also need to know how to
input Chinese on your computer and smartphone to send emails
or text messages, search for things online, or maintain a language
learning blog.

The fastest way to enter Chinese (assuming you know how
particular words are pronounced) is to type in Hanyu Pinyin,
hànyǔ pīnyīn (漢語拼音,
), using a standard QWERTY
keyboard. Depending on your device, you will either need to
change some of the settings or install an app. More on this in a
moment.

Zhuyin Input
Bopomofo, or zhùyīn fúhào (注音符號, 注音符号), is a common
input method in Taiwan. Most native English speakers will
probably find Hanyu Pinyin input faster, but Zhuyin does have its
advantages (especially with regard to learning how to properly
pronounce Mandarin).

Handwriting Input
Many modern devices allow you to write out Chinese characters
using the screen or trackpad. This is a great advantage for
situations when you encounter a character you want to write or
look up but don’t know how it’s pronounced.
133

Build Your Toolbox

4

“Man is a tool-using animal.
Without tools he is nothing,
with tools he is all.
―Thomas Carlyle

“Study hard what interests you the most in the most
undisciplined, irreverent and original manner possible.”
― Richard P. Feynman
The ability to “choose your own adventure” represents one of the greatest
advantages of self-guided immersion over traditional classroom-based
learning, where you are usually stuck with whatever materials and topics
your teacher or school chooses.
Since you are learning Mandarin on your own terms, you have no excuse but
to pick excellent materials and resources that fit your unique interests,
professional needs, learning style, and S.M.A.R.T. goals.

Section 1

Choose Ideal Materials

★ PhraseBooks
★ Grammar guides
★ Dictionaries
★ Podcasts
★ Online radio

“Excellence is never an accident. It is always the result of
high intention, sincere effort, and intelligent execution; it
represents the wise choice of many alternatives; choice, not
chance, determines your destiny.” ―Aristotle

★ Audiobooks
★ Music
★ Online video sites
★ Television shows

Choose Your Own Adventure
There is no better way to improve both enjoyment and efficacy
than choosing your own materials. The ability to “choose your
own adventure”, so to speak, represents one of the greatest
advantages of self-guided immersion over traditional classroombased learning, where you are usually stuck with whatever
materials and topics your teacher or school chooses.
That’s why I have dedicated so much of this guide to specific (but
diverse) resource recommendations that enable you to choose
something that best fits your personal interests and professional
needs, including:

★ Movies
★ Video games
★ Comic books
★ Newspapers
★ Magazines
★ Books
The following sections in this chapter are dedicated to each type
of resource, but first, here are some tips on how to choose the
best possible materials:
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Section 2

Essential Reference Tools

Rough Guide Mandarin Chinese PhraseBook
Rough Guide’s phraseBook is well designed and easy to use, but
on the downside, it only includes English and Pinyin in the main
part of the guide (characters are only shown in the glossary).
➔ Rough Guide Mandarin Chinese PhraseBook (with audio download)

Choose a PhraseBook

Build up a Collection of “Chunks” & Sample Sentences

Lonely Planet Mandarin PhraseBook

Sample sentences are extremely useful to learners of all levels.
They expose you to the most common “chunks” and
“collocations” in the language, and they show you how a
particular word or grammar pattern is used in varying contexts.

Lonely Planet’s excellent
phrasebooks are not just for
travelers; they happen to be one of
the best sources of high-frequency, high-yield vocabulary and
grammar patterns available. And best of all, Lonely Planet prints
each phrase in English, Hanyu Pinyin, and Chinese characters,
unlike most phrasebooks that include only English and Pinyin.
Including the Chinese characters is not just good for your
exposure; it also enables you to use the “speak first, then point”
method with native Mandarin speakers. If your pronunciation fails
to get your meaning across, you can just point to the phrase in
the book. Eyes often win out over ears!
➔ Lonely Planet Mandarin PhraseBook and Audio CD

Why chunks? As Ramesh Krishnamurthy points out:
“Many people think of language as words. Words are small,
convenient units, especially in written English, where they
are separated by spaces. Dictionaries seem to reinforce this
idea, because entries are arranged as a list of
alphabetically-ordered words... More recently, attention has
shifted from grammar to lexis, and from words to chunks...
Corpus research confirms that native speakers of a
language actually work with larger ‘chunks’ of language.”
➔ Read the complete article here.

➔ Lonely Planet Mandarin PhraseBook (book only)
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Section 3

Awesome Apps

★ Amazing interactive subtitles that allow learners of all levels
to work their way through real world content intended for
native speakers.
★ Authentic content from from China and Taiwan including
music videos, movie trailers, short films, talks, commercials,
etc.

Smartphones enable a level of on-thego learning never before possible. No
matter where you are, you can now just
whip out the miniature computer in your
pocket and study flashcards, watch
Chinese videos, listen to podcasts,
speak with a tutor, and more.

Learning Apps & Games
FluentU
Words fail to express how much I like FluentU. It is exactly the
product I would have created if I built a video-based language
learning site and app from scratch. Here are some of the best
features:
★ A beautiful, user-friendly app for iOS makes on the go
learning all the easier.

★ The ability to save new words right from the interactive
subtitles, and review them using spaced repetition flashcards
and fill in the blank exercises.
Highly recommended.
➔ Sign up for a FluentU account.
➔ Download the iOS app (free).

ChineseSkill
ChineseSkill is offers Chinese learners a fun, game-based
approach to learning vocabulary, grammar, characters, and
tones. Each “level” of the game tests and reinforces listening,
reading, and writing skills, and includes audio readings recorded
by native speakers (which you can play back at normal or extraslow speed). You can choose to learn either traditional or
simplified Chinese characters, and practice your character
knowledge using ChineseSkill’s nifty drag and drop character
quizes to test your character skills.
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Section 4

Chinese Podcasts

Why Podcasts are Perfect for Language Learning
Podcasts offer many advantages over other material types:

Podcasts Are Almost Always Free

Pod What?
Despite the numerous
advantages podcasts offer
language learners, I am
often surprised how many
people are still unfamiliar
with this modern form of content
creation and distribution. In a nutshell, podcasts are free audio or
video programs distributed via RSS or XLM feeds, meaning that
new content automatically shows up in your feed reader or
“podcatcher” (the most common of which is iTunes).
The word “podcasting” is a portmanteau that combines the pod
from “iPod” with the casting from “broadcasting”, but it is
important to note that podcasts are not specific to Apple devices
and can be enjoyed on any smartphone, media player, or
computer. Many apps (e.g. Stitcher) even allow you to stream
shows so you don’t have to fill up your device with files.
➔ Check out “Podcasting in Plain English” by Common Craft.

While some podcasts offer premium content and tools on their
companion sites, the podcasts themselves (which is really all we
need for our purposes) are usually free.

Podcasts Are Usually Short
Podcasts tend to be quite short (5 to 20 minutes), making them
easier to repeat again and again.

Podcasts Are Diverse
Podcast programs range from professionally created shows
produced by major studios to do-it-yourself programs recorded in
someone’s bedroom. This leads to a wide, varied pool of topics,
with something sure to meet your specific interests.

Podcasts Are Convenient
Based on your podcatcher’s settings, the latest episodes of your
favorite podcasts can be automatically downloaded as soon as
they become available. You can literally get your favorite shows
delivered in your sleep!
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Section 5

Chinese Radio
While perhaps not as ideal for language learning as other sources
of listening input (since you can’t pause, go back, or read
transcripts), Chinese radio is still worth adding to your arsenal
since it provides a good kick-back listening experience that
doesn’t require as much active jockeying as podcasts. Radio
programs also tend to be more closely tied to events of the day.

TuneIn
While many Mandarin radio stations have their own websites, I
find it much easier to just access everything in one place using
TuneIn’s excellent site or mobile apps.

Stitcher
To find Mandarin programs on Stitcher, you can either just search
for “Chinese” or browse by topic:
1.

Click “Browse Shows” in the left sidebar and then
“International”.

2.

Scroll down and choose either 中國的: 消息 (news) or 中國
的: 文明 (culture).

➔ Set up a free Stitcher account.
➔ Download the Stitcher app for iOS or Android (free).

Radio Taiwan International (RTI)
Radio Taiwan International, or zhōngyāng guǎngbō diàntái (中央
廣播電台) in Mandarin, offers a variety of news and culture
programs, broadcast free via their website.
➔ Browse RTI (Radio Taiwan International) programs.

➔ Browse Taiwan radio station streams on TuneIn.
➔ Browse Mainland China radio station streams on TuneIn.
➔ Download the TuneIn app for iOS, Android, or Windows Phone (free).
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Section 6

Chinese Audio Courses
If you are completely new
to Mandarin or have been
studying for a while but still
struggle to produce
accurate pronunciation
or speak on the fly, I
highly recommend
getting your hands
on one of the audio
courses from Michel
Thomas or Pimsleur.
They can be a bit pricey,
so check your local library
first.
Both programs do an excellent job of presenting essential words,
phrases, and structures in an intuitive, building-block method, all
the while getting you to speak aloud so you can activate what
you learn, get used to hearing and producing the sounds of the
language, and build stronger procedural memories.

The Michel Thomas Method
With Michel Thomas’ passing on January 8, 2005, the world lost
one of the best language learners and teachers to ever live. And
live he did!
Born to wealthy Jewish factory owners in Poland, Michel Thomas
(born Moniek Kroskof) was sent to live in Germany when growing
antisemitism began to limit his opportunities at home.
He later studied in France and Austria, but as history shows,
none of these countries were safe from the spread of Nazism.
Michel joined the French Resistance (at which time he changed
his name), but was later caught and interned by the Nazis.
After surviving not just one, but multiple Nazi concentration
camps, he went on to work with the U.S. Army Counter
Intelligence Corps to fight his former captors, a duty for which he
was awarded the Silver Star in 2004.
Just as the awful reality of internment led Viktor Frankl to uncover
the true human power, so too it did for Michel, who states:
“I concentrated so hard that I stopped feeling pain... I
contemplated the untapped reserves of the human mind.
The great hidden depths of the brain. I learned from it.”
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Section 7

Chinese Audio Books

LibriVox
In their own words, LibriVox provides “acoustical liberation of
books in the public domain”. While this may mean that many of
the titles available aren’t exactly best-sellers, at least they’re free!
➔ Browse free Mandarin audio books on Librivox

I used to think that audio books
were only for the lazy or illiterate,
but I quickly changed my tune
once I realized how powerful they
can be in foreign language learning.
Just like with podcasts, you can listen
while commuting, doing housework,
shopping for groceries, etc. And best of all,
you can back up your listening by later
reading (or pre-reading) your audiobook’s print
or eBook counterpart.

CXT8.com & YSTS8.com
These two similar sites allow you to stream or download a wide
range of Mandarin audio books for free. Unlike LibriVox, the titles
are modern and current.
➔ Read how to download books on cxt8.com & ysts8.com
➔ Browse audio books on CXT8.com.
➔ Browse audio books on YSTS8.com.

10,000+ Chinese Audio Book Collection

OverDrive

With the free yǒushēng xiǎoshuō dàquán (有声小 大全) app for
iOS, Mandarin learners can download over 10,000 Chineselanguage audio books! That oughta keep you busy a while!

The free OverDrive app allows you to check out audio books from
over 30,000 libraries. All you need is a library card!

➔ Download the 有声小

大全 app (free, iOS)

➔ Download the OverDrive app for iOS, Android, Mac, or Windows.
➔ Browse Chinese-language audio books available on OverDrive.
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Section 8

Chinese Music

Where to Find Mandarin Music
Free Download Sites in China
China has a number of websites that allow you to download
heaps of free music:
➔ Baidu Music (百度音

)

➔ 5ND Music (5ND音

)

➔ 9sky Music (九天音

)

➔ Kugou Music (酷狗音

)

➔ Kuwo Music (酷我音

The Chinese characters in the word for music, yīnyuè (音樂, 音
), literally mean “sound” and “fun”, which I think says a lot
about the power of music in language learning. Not only is music
inherently enjoyable, but the rhythm of music actually improves
retention of new phrases. Try it yourself: just add a simply melody
to any phrase or sentence you’re struggling to remember, and
boom, you will be able to recall it much more easily. Moreover,
learning the lyrics of Mandarin music helps you get reading and
listening input at the same time.

)

➔ Migu Music (咪咕音

)

➔ Sogou MP3 (搜狗音

)

➔ Haosou Music (好搜音

)

While the pile of potential musical gold is high, you do, however,
have to contend with two challenges: 1) you need to navigate
Chinese-only sites (which is actually really good reading practice
in its own right), and 2) you probably have to install a VPN that
has a China-based server. For more on VPNs:
➔ See the “How to Unblock Blocked Content” section.
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Section 9

Chinese Videos

Where to Stream Chinese Video
Youku
The name Youku, yōukù (優酷・ 酷), literally means “Excellent &
Cool”, a very apt name for the popular video site. In its early days,
Youku differentiated itself by focusing on user generated content,
but now includes a wide range of professionally created content.
One of the advantages over other similar sites is Youku’s lack of
video length restrictions, meaning that you can watch many fulllength films, tv shows, etc. on the site. If you are outside China,
videos on the site will be blocked unless you use a China-based
VPN or install the “Unblock Youku” extension for Chrome.
➔ Browse videos on Youku.
➔ Install the Unblock Youku Chrome extension.

We have been conditioned by well-intentioned mothers to believe
that television will “destroy our brains”. This might well be true if
one spends their time watching “reality” TV shows that don’t
actually reflect reality, the sensationalist 24-hour news cycle, and
tasteless drivel that neither entertains nor educates. But if you
watch television in Mandarin, this otherwise time and brainwasting activity can become a constructive form of language
learning that even Mommy should be able to get behind.

Tudou
Literally meaning “Potato Net” in Mandarin, Tudou Wang, tǔdòu
wǎng (土豆網・土豆网), or just Tudou for short, is a massive
video hosting and sharing site based out of Shanghai, China.
Interestingly, Tudou serves up even more minutes of video each
day than YouTube; 15 billion minutes versus YouTube’s 3 billion!
The site is a great place to find Mandarin language videos,
movies, cartoons, music videos, and more. Though the company
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Section 10

Chinese Video Games

★ They are designed around human psychology, providing just
the right mix of challenge and reward to keep you going.
★ Many console games (especially of the RPG variety)
incorporate a good mixture of listening and reading input.
Like all things in life, the key is moderation and balance.
Remember that you are using the game to enable you to better
communicate with real, living, homo sapiens out in the real,
physical world.
This now concludes the public service announcement.

Where to Buy Chinese-Language Video Games
Knowing more than a few friends who have wasted much of their
teenage and adult lives playing video games, I am a little reluctant
to recommend them as a Mandarin language learning tool.
Given their supposed "corrupting influence", China itself even
banned video game consoles for 14 years, finally lifting the ban in
2015.
But I must admit that video games can be an especially powerful
tool for independent language learning:
★ They are addictive, meaning they don’t require the motivation
and discipline required for many other forms of input.

Amazon
Amazon is the first place I suggest looking for games and game
consoles as they offer free shipping for Prime members and have
a wider selection (and far better pricing) than most online retailers.
After clicking the following link, you can further refine your search
to your video game platform by selecting options on the left. I
also suggest searching for your game of choice followed by
“Chinese edition” or 中文版.
➔ Browse the Amazon Video Game Store.
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Section 11

Chinese Comic Books

Why Comic Books?
Here are a few of the reasons comic books are so well suited for
language learning:

Comics Present More Colloquial Language
Perhaps the greatest advantage of comic books is that they tend
to use less formal language than textbooks, newspapers, etc.,
offering you a unique chance to see Chinese words that you
would normally only hear.

Comics Provide a Vivid Visual Context
Not only are the illustrations fun to look at in their own right, but
they also help provide a context for the words you are reading.
The clearer the context, the easier it is to figure out what’s going
on, make new connections, and commit Mandarin words and
phrases to memory.
I was late to the mànhuà (漫畫, 漫画, “comic books”) party, not
discovering this wonderfully addictive art form and language
learning tool until well into my language learning journey. I hope
you don’t make the same mistake: comics are one of the best
ways to improve your Chinese reading skills, especially in the
awkward intermediate phase when novels are bit too daunting
but learner specific materials are too easy.

Some Comics Include Pinyin or Zhuyin
Some Chinese comic books include pīnyīn (拼音) or zhùyīn (注音)
reading guides next Chinese characters. Not only will this help
you learn the readings of Chinese characters, but it will also make
it much faster to look up new words in a dictionary. You can of
course use handwriting input on your smartphone or trackpad or
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Section 12

Chinese Newspapers
For those wanting to get their
news fix in Chinese, here are
some tools and resources
for finding bàozhǐ (報紙,
“newspapers”) and Chineselangauge news sites.

International Chinese Newspapers & Sites
Popup Chinese News
Popup Chinese offers Chinese learners one of the best learnerfriendly tools around for reading the news. They share small
snippets of actual news stories from around the web on their site,
short chunks that are far easier to read than full-length news
articles. Best of all, they have a great built-in pop-up dictionary on
the site to help you with unfamiliar words.

The New York Times, Chinese Edition
The Chinese version of the New York Times, or niǔyuē shíbào
zhōngwén wǎng guójì zònglǎn (
国
), is an
excellent tool for improving your Chinese reading skills. Not only
are the articles well-written and researched, but you can read
them in both Chinese and English using the parallel reading
setting which displays the Chinese and English versions of an
article side by side.
➔ Read the Chinese version of the New York Times online.

World Journal
The World Journal, shìjiè rìbào (世界日報) is the largest Chineselanguage newspaper in North America. The print version is
available in major cities with sizable Chinese populations (e.g. Los
Angeles, San Francisco, New York, Boston, Philadelphia,
Chicago, Dallas, Houston, Toronto, and Vancouver), but you can
subscribe by mail in the U.S. and Canada, or access the online
version no matter where you are.
➔ Read the World Journal online.

BBC News in Chinese
The Chinese version of BBC news, BBC 中文网, is a great place
to get quality news coverage while also practicing your Chinese.

➔ Read Chinese news excerpts on Popup Chinese News.
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Section 13

Chinese Magazines
Finding content that fits your
specific interests is an essential
part of self-guided immersion,
and magazines afford a level of
niche granularity not available in
many other forms of print
media. Best of all, many of the
magazines below offer free
content online.

Bilingual & Language Learner Magazines
The following magazines are written for bilingual readers and
Chinese language learners. While you shouldn’t train yourself to
rely on English translations, these magazines at least provide a
good intermediate step between learner materials and authentic
Chinese language content.

The World of Chinese
The World of Chinese is published every two months, with each
edition focusing on a particular facet of Chinese culture. In
addition to the print magazine, they have a monthly version of the
magazine available on iOS called the “China Dispatch”. Some
older issues of the China Dispatch are available for free within the
app, while more recent editions can be purchased for $2.99 each
within the app.
➔ Read free articles on the World of Chinese website.
➔ Get the China Dispatch on iOS.

Taiwan Panorama
Taiwan Panorama, táiwān guānghuá zázhì (台灣光華雜誌, 台湾光
志), is a bilingual Chinese-English monthly magazine
highlighting various facets of life in Taiwan, including ecology and
the environment, travel and leisure, art and culture, education,
history and civilization, finance and economy, science and
technology, sports, society, and health. The magazine has
received a number of awards, including the “Cross-Strait
Relations & Mainland News Reporting Award”, the “National
Publication Award”, and the “Hsing Yun Journalism Award”.
➔ Read Taiwan Panorama online.
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Section 14

Chinese Books & Literature

Where to Find Free Chinese Books & Texts
Haodoo
Haodoo, hǎo dú (好讀, 好 ), has heaps of free Chineselanguage eBooks in both MOBI and EPUB formats (for use on
Kindles and iOS devices respectively). Just click on a book title
from the list and then click either “下載直式 mobi 檔” (for the
MOBI version) or “下載直式 epub 檔” (for the EPUB version).
➔ Browse free Chinese eBooks on Haodoo.

Readmoo
Readmoo offers a rotating selection of free Chinese-language
ebooks. All you need to do is set up a free account.
shū zhōng zì yǒu huángjīn wū (書中自有黃金屋,
, “A book holds a house of gold”)
Although books and literature will probably become most
enjoyable once you reach an upper-intermediate to advanced
level, you can start at any level, especially if you use eBooks
(since you can quickly look up unknown words), children’s books
(with their basic vocabulary and simple story lines), and visual
novels (with their vivid visual contexts).

➔ Browse free eBooks available on Readmoo.

Wikisource
Like its sibling Wikipedia, Wikisource is a free, online resource.
While there is plenty of overlap between the two, Wikisource’s
aim is to house public domain or freely licensed literature, books,
and other text-based content. As of writing, the number of
Chinese works is quite limited, but it’s still worth a peek.
➔ Browse free Chinese eBooks on Wikisource.
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Section 15

More Resources

Blogs
Hacking Chinese
Hacking Chinese, or zhōngwén jiēmì (中文揭密), was created by
Olle Linge, or líng yúnlóng (凌雲龍,凌云 ), a Swede currently
living in Taipei, Taiwan. He splits his time between pursuing a
master’s degree in TCSL (Teaching Chinese as a Second
Language) and working for Skritter. Olle describes Hacking
Chinese as follows:

The previous sections should have provided plenty of resources
to keep you busy for the foreseeable future, but if you are
somehow hungry for even more, here are some excellent sources
for more Chinese language resources and tools, including:
★ Blogs
★ Textbooks
★ Books about language learning

“The ‘hacking’ here refers to gaining access to hidden
information using a skilled method, so it's not about
cybercrime and I have no idea how to hack your girlfriend's
Facebook account to see if she's cheating on you (I'm not
making this request up, I have actually received several
such job offers). The tagline of the site is ‘everything you
want to know about learning Chinese but no-one will tell
you’, which sums it up pretty well, I think.”
I really like that Olle focuses on how to learn Chinese, not just
what. Having the right resources and tools is one thing, but
knowing how to best use them is another. Olle teaches you both!
Click “Resources” and then filter by selecting one or more tags.
➔ HackingChinese.com
214

Chinese 101

5

「書不盡言，言不盡意。」
—孔子
“Writing cannot express all words,
words cannot encompass all ideas.”
—Confucius

Chinese is Just Another Language

It should come as no surprise to you that Mandarin is a very different
language from English and other Indo-European tongues. But “different”
needn’t mean “difficult”. Look upon Chinese as an adventure in an exotic
linguistic land, not an unwelcome trip into unfamiliar territory.
And remember that the real learning happens out there in the world, not here
in the guide. The “Chinese 101” section is provided only as a preview of the ins
and outs of the Mandarin language, helping to whet your linguistic appetite
and prime your brain for what it will hear, say, read, and write as you go
through the input and output activities I suggested earlier in the guide. Don’t
worry too much about memorizing what you see here; it takes lots of
exposure before the “rules” will make much sense. In fact, I suggest just
skimming this section quickly now and returning to it in a few months again
once you’ve been in the Chinese trenches for a while.

Section 1

Chinese Speakers & Dialects

★ Chicago: ≈70,000
★ Los Angeles: ≈67,000
★ San Jose: ≈64,000
★ Honolulu: ≈40,000

Chinese Speakers Around the World
A whopping 1.2 billion people (or 16% of the world's population!)
speak one of the Chinese dialects as their native language. Of
this number, millions of Chinese-speakers can be found in
countries outside of China, including Taiwan, Singapore,
Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand, and the significant ethnic
Chinese communities in the following major cities:
★ New York: ≈700,000
★ Yokohama: ≈675,000
★ Vancouver: ≈400,000
★ Sydney: ≈350,000
★ Johannesburg: ≈350,000
★ Toronto: ≈279,000
★ Melbourne: ≈260,000

So worry not, you will have plenty of opportunities to use your
Chinese!

Chinese Language Family & Origins
Based on written records, the Chinese language can be traced
back at least 3,000 years. It is believed to have evolved from a
Sino-Tibetan protolanguage, and today is classified by
most linguists into the Sino-Tibetan language family.
The family includes all the dialects of Mandarin, as
well as 400+ languages spoken across a wide swath
of Asia, all the way from the Tibetan plateau, to the
Malay peninsula, to northern Pakistan, to northeastern
Vietnam. Based on the total number of native speakers in
each language family, the Sino-Tibetan language family is
the second largest following Indo-European.
That said, the Mandarin language (if taken alone) has the
most native speakers of any living language.
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Section 2

Modifiers Are Placed Before the Words they Modify

Chinese Word Order

Chinese is considered a “head-last” language since modifiers
come before the words they modify. English is the opposite,
usually putting the modifying phrase after what it modifies.
In the phrase “the pencil that I write letters with”, for example, the
“that I write letters with” part modifies “the pencil”. In Chinese, the
modifier “that I write letters with”, would come before, not after,
“the pencil”. You will also notice that the particle de (的) is placed
between the modifier and the noun.

Like English, the basic word order of Chinese is Subject-VerbObject or “SVO”:

Subject
wǒ (我, “I”)

Verb
ài (愛,

, “love”)

wŏ xiě xìn de qiānbǐ (我写信的鉛筆, lit. “I write letter pencil”)

Object
nǐ (你, “you”)

wǒ (我, “I”)

hē (喝, “drink”)

kāfēi (咖啡, “coffee”)

nǐ (你, “you”)

kàn (看, “watch”)

diànshì (電視, “TV”)

The Word Order of Time & Place
In Chinese, there are special rules for where you place words
describing when and where something happens:

Where to Put the “When” Part in a Chinese Sentence
As you will see below, however, there are many cases in which
word order does not match up in an intuitive way between the
two languages. But at least Chinese is not SOV like Japanese,
meaning you won’t have to do quite as much mental gymnastics
as learners of Japanese!

In Chinese, the words that indicate when something happens
come near the beginning of the sentence, usually right after the
subject (though you will occasionally see them at the very
beginning of a sentence).
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Section 3

Chinese Particles

Most Common Chinese Particles
Arranged in alphabetical order, the most common grammatical
particles in Chinese are as follows:

Ba
A Higgs Boson Particle walks into a
church. The priest says, “We don't allow
Higgs Bosons in here.” The Higgs Boson
Particle replies, “But without me, how can
you have mass?”

The particle bā (吧) is a sentence final emphatic particle used to
offer a suggestion or soften a command. Somewhat similar to
“Ok?” or “Right?” in English.
For example:
zǒu ba (走吧, “Let’s go.”)

Ha, ha! Gotta love physics jokes! Lucky
for us, Chinese particles, called zhùcí
(助詞, 助 ) in Mandarin, are not
nearly as difficult to work with as
subatomic particles. These little lexical
work horses are used for a host of grammatical functions:

De

★ Indicating possession

The particle de (的) is used to indicate possession (similar to ’s in
English), to mark the topic, to nominalize a phrase (i.e. turn it into
a noun), and to create relative clauses. Note that in Classical
Chinese, the particle zhī (之) was used instead of de (的).

★ Continuing actions

For example:

★ Showing a state of completion
★ Expressing the speaker’s emotion

bùshì wǒ de cài (不是我的菜, “[It’s] not my cup of tea.”)

➔ Learn more about Chinese particles on Wikipedia.
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Section 4

Chinese Writing

The Origins & Spread of Chinese Characters
Oracle Bone Script

Chinese writing is at once
complex and elegant, beautiful
and busy. Unlike most IndoEuropean languages which are
written using an alphabet, Chinese is
written using “characters” called hànzì (漢字,
, lit. “Han characters”). Each character,
also called a “logogram”, represents a single
syllable. Some words in Mandarin are made of
only one syllable, meaning a single character can represent a
complete word. For example:
wǒ (我, “I” or “me”)
However, most words in Mandarin are bisyllabic, meaning they
are written with two Chinese characters. For example:

Chinese characters originiated in China over 3,000 years ago.
The oldest evidence of written Chinese, found carved on bones
and turtle shells, dates to the late Shang dynasty (1200–1050
BC). This script, known as “oracle bone script” or jiǎgǔ wén (甲骨
文, lit. “shell bone writing”), represents a fully formed writing
system, meaning that the actual origins of Chinese characters
likely came much earlier. It is believed that the inscriptions were
used as part of various religious rites, divinations, and efforts to
communicate with the spirits of ancestors.

The Spread of Chinese Characters Across Asia
Chinese characters eventually spread to neighboring countries,
including Japan (where they are called “kanji”), Korea (where they
are called “hanja”), and Vietnam (where they were previously used
in a system called “chữ Nôm” prior to the adoption of a
Romanized script). Today, Korea generally writes using a phonetic
alphabet called “hangul” (한글), though “hanja” are still
occasionally used for official documents. In Japan, “kanji” are
used side by side with “kana”, a syllabic alphabet.

zhōng wén (中文, “Chinese”), i.e. 中 (China) + 文 (language)
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Section 5

Chinese Verbs

mistake of thinking of le (了) as simply a past tense marker, but
this is an overly simplistic analogy that will get you into trouble
later on. Instead, always think of this particle as marking
completion of an event (an event that may sometimes be in the
future).
For example:

You probably remember from
elementary school that “verbs
describe an action, state, or
occurrence”. This is certainly true for
Chinese, too, but Chinese verbs have many
unique properties not found in English.

No Verb Tenses
Unlike Romance languages that inflect verbs to indicate tense,
Chinese shows when something happens and indicates the flow
of events (i.e. “aspect”) by using grammatical particles, auxiliaries,
and time adverbs:

The Perfective Particle “Le”
The perfective particle le (了) is used to indicated that something
has been completed, or will have been completed at some point
in the future. Many beginning learners of Chinese make the

tā zŏu le (她走了, “She has left”)
wǒ dāng le chúshī (我當了廚師, 我当了厨
chef [and still am one].”)

, “I became a

The Experiential Particle “Guo”
The experiental particle guò (過, ) is used to indicate that one
has done (or experienced) something before.
For example:
nǐ qù guò běijīng ma (你去過北京嗎, 你去
you ever been to Beijing?)
wǒ dāng guò chúshī (我當過廚師, 我当
be a chef [but no longer am].”)

北京

厨

, “Have

, “I used to
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Section 6

Chinese Adjectives
Looking at the word “adjective”
in Mandarin is actually quite
telling about what these words do:
xíngróngcí (形容詞, 形容 ) literally means
“description words”.

Adjectives Used BEFORE Nouns
Like in English, Chinese adjectives can modify nouns they
precede. The difference in Chinese is the use of the particle de
(的). The rules of when to use—and when not to use— de (的)
can be a little confusing at first, but you’ll get the hang of them
with enough exposure and practice:
★ If an adjective is made up of only one Chinese character, it
can directly modify the following noun without adding de (的),
though it is occasionally added for emphasis:
xīn chē (新車, “a new car”)

xīn de chē (新的車, “a NEW car!”)
★ If an adjective is made up of two Chinese characters, de (的)
is usually used:
hǎokàn de bǎoshí (好看的寶石, 好看的宝石, “a beautiful
jewel”)

Adjectives Used AFTER Nouns
Also like in English, Chinese adjectives can be used as predicates
after the nouns they modify. But contrary to what you might
expect, predicate adjectives do not follow the copula shì (是). A
common mistake made by beginning learners is to say
ungrammatical things like *wǒ shì kāixīn (我是開心) to mean “I’m
happy”. Instead, predicate adjectives are used by themselves or
following hěn (很).
wǒ kāixīn (我開心, 我开心, “I’m happy.”)
wǒ hen kāixīn (我很開心, 我很开心, “I’m [very] happy.”)
Interestingly, in this context, hěn (很) does not necessarily mean
“very” as it usually does. When used to simply link a subject and
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Section 7
In a complete sentence, it would be:

Chinese Adverbs

wǒ zuótiān cōngcōng de zài jiā lǐ kàn le shí běn shū (我昨天
匆匆地在家裡看了十本書, 我昨天匆匆地在家里看了十本
)

“The road to hell is paved with adverbs.” —Stephen King
Adverbs, called fùcí (副詞, 副 ) in Mandarin, are words used to
modify verbs and adjectives. In English, adverbs are usually
created by adding “-ly” to adjectives, while in Chinese, you add
de (的).

Adverb Order

② Manner

③ Place

For example, if you want to say “I quickly read 10 books at home
yesterday”, the order of adverbs would be:
zuótiān
(昨天, “yesterday”)

Time adverbs, called shíjiān fùcí (時間副詞,
了 ), describe when something happens.
Below are some common time adverbs to
be familiar with. Note that I cover many of
these in much more detail in the “Chinese
Dates & Times” section.
➔ See the “Chinese Dates & Times” section.

When placing multiple advers before a verb, they are usually
arranged in the following order:
① Time

Adverbs of Time

cōngcōng de
(匆匆地, “quickly”)

zài jiā lǐ
(在家裡, “at home”)

Day
★ “day”: tiān (天)
★ “yesterday”: zuó tiān (昨天)
★ “today”: jīn tiān (今天)
★ “tomorrow”: míng tiān (明天)
★ “everyday”: měi tiān (每天)
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Section 8

Chinese Pronouns
Chinese pronouns, called dàicí (代
詞, 代 ) behave a bit differently
than their English and Romance
language counterparts:
★ No need to inflect verbs to match the subject
pronoun.
★ Pronouns do not change form when they are a subject or
object.

1st Person
Singular

wǒ hē kāfēi (我喝咖啡)
“I drink coffee.”

1st Person
Plural

wǒmen hē kāfēi (我們喝咖啡)
“We drink coffee.”

2nd Person
Singular

nǐ hē kāfēi (你喝咖啡)
“You drink coffee.”

2nd Person
Plural

nǐmen hē kāfēi (你們喝咖啡)
“Y’all drink coffee.”

3rd Person
Singular

tā hē kāfēi (他喝咖啡)
“He drinks coffee.”

3rd Person
Plural

tāmen hē kāfēi (他們喝咖啡)
“They drink coffee.”

★ No distinction in the spoken language between “he”, “she”,
and “it”.

No Agreement Between Pronouns & Verbs
Unlike most European languages, you do not need to conjugate
Chinese verbs to match the subject pronoun. Notice below that
the verb form is the same for all subjects in Mandarin but that we
add an ‘s’ on the end of third-person singular verbs in English:
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Section 9

Chinese Proper Nouns

Chinese Family & Given Names
Syllables
Personal names in Chinese usually consist of 3 syllables:
★ A 1-syllable family name

Since there is no capitalization
in Chinese, proper nouns can
be difficult to pick out in text.
Therefore, this section is
designed to familiarize you with
the most common Chinese
proper nouns, including family
names, given names, place
names, and brand names.
The more familiar you are with
Chinese names, the better you will
be at reading news, magazines, etc.
and the easier it will be to remember
the names of people you meet and
places you visit.

★ A 2-syllable given name

Order
Contrary to English, Chinese personal names are arranged in the
order:
Family Name + Given Name
For example, Bruce Lee’s name in Mandarin is:
lǐ xiǎolóng (李小龍)
The lǐ (李) part is the family name and the xiǎolóng (小龍) part is
the given Name.
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Section 10

Chinese Numbers

Counting 0 to 10
You count from zero to ten in Mandarin as follows:
★ 0: líng (零 or 〇)
★ 1: yī (一)

In this section, we will cover
numbers, called shùzì (數字, 数字):
★ How to count from zero to
900 trillion (yes, you read that
correctly!).
★ How to say ordinal numbers,
fractions, percentages,
decimals, and negative
numbers.
★ Units of measurement and how
to count people, items, and
objects using “classifiers”.
Note that in written Chinese, there are two ways to indiciate
numbers: 1) Chinese characters (e.g. “一”, “二”, and “三”), and 2)
Arabic numerals (e.g. “1”, “2”, and “3”). They are pronounced the
same regardless of which way they are written.
➔ Hear the numbers 0 to 1,000,000,000 pronounced aloud.

★ 2: èr (二)*
★ 3: sān (三)
★ 4: sì (四)
★ 5: wǔ (五)
★ 6: liù (六)
★ 7: qī (七)
★ 8: bā (八)
★ 9: jiǔ (九)
★ 10: shí (十)
*Note that you use liǎng (兩, 两), not èr (二), when combining
numbers with “classifiers” (a.k.a. “measure words”). For example,
“two cups of coffee” would be liǎng bēi kāfēi (兩杯咖啡), not èr
bēi kāfēi (二杯咖啡). More on classifiers later in this section.
➔ See “Classifiers” for more info.
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Section 11

Chinese Dates & Times

Western vs Chinese Calendar
Depending on the context and country, there are a few different
calendar systems used in the Chinese speaking world. To convert
between them, you can use this online conversion tool:
➔ Chinese Calendar Conversion

In this section, you are going
to learn:
★ The different calendars
used in the Chinesespeaking world
★ How to read dates
★ How to tell time

Western Calendar
The “Western” or “Gregorian Calendar”, called gōnglì (公曆, 公 ,
lit. “common calendar”) or yánglì (陽曆, 阳 , lit. “Sun Calendar”)
in Mandarin, is used for most official purposes.
Note that when reading out the year in Mandarin, you say each of
the four digits one by one. So August 1, 2015, or 2015年8月1日,
would be pronounced:

★ Holidays in China and Taiwan
Note that as with addresses, you always go from “big” to
“small” when saying the date in Chinese:

èr líng yī wǔ nián bā yuè yī rì

Chinese Calendar
year → month → day
For example:
2015年8月1日

The Chinese Calendar, called nónglì (農曆, 是 , lit. “Agricultural
Calendar”) or yīnlì (陰曆, 阴 , lit. “Moon Calendar”) in Mandarin,
is “lunisolar”, meaning that it incorporates elements from both a
lunar and solar calendar. It is used for traditional holidays (e.g.
Chinese New Year) and for choosing auspicious days for
weddings, business ventures, funerals, etc. Because lunar
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Past

Present

Future

Year

qù nián (去年, “last year”)

jīn nián (今年, “this year”)

míng nián (明年, “next year”)

Month

shàng gè yuè (上個月, 上个月, “last
month”)

Week

shàng gè xīngqí (上個星期, 上个星期,
“last week”)

Day

zuó tiān (昨天, “yesterday”)

jīn tiān (今天, “today”)

míng tiān (明天, “tomorrow”)

Morning

zuótiān zǎoshang (昨天早上,
“yesterday morning”)

jīntiān zǎoshang (今天早上, “this
morning”)

míngtiān zǎoshang (明天早上,
“tomorrow morning”)

Afternoon

zuótiān xiàwǔ (昨天下午, “yesterday
afternoon”)

jīntiān xiàwǔ (今天下午, “this
afternoon”)

míngtiān xiàwǔ (明天下午, “tomorrow
afternoon”)

Night

zuó wǎn (昨晚, “last night”)

jīn wǎn (今晚, “tonight”)

míngtiān wǎnshàng (明天晚上,
“tomorrow tonight”)

General

yǐ qián (以前, “earlier”)

zhè ge yuè (這個月,
month”)
zhè ge xīngqí (這個星期,
“this week”)

xiànzài (現在,

xià gè yuè (下個月, 下个月, “next
month”)

, “this

“now”)

,

xià gè xīngqí (下個星期, 下个星期,
“next week”)

yǐ hòu (以後, 以后, “later”)
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