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Abstract
Students in Chinese language programs often experience a motivational de-

cline when introduced to Chinese characters. Character learning is widely per-
ceived as tedious, time-consuming, and cognitively demanding (Olmanson & Liu, 
2017). Traditional teaching approaches emphasize rote memorization, which can 
frustrate learners. This article draws upon Oxford’s language learning strategies 
(1990), incorporates principles from “Wild Association,” and proposes a creative, 
interactive character instruction method designed to enhance student participation 
and facilitate character learning. Through classroom examples, this article illus-
trates how young learners make meaningful connections to character structure 
through imagination and personal associations. This method supports visual and 
social learning preferences, making character acquisition more approachable and 
enjoyable. Identifying effective Chinese character learning strategies is essential 
to maximizing learner performance and mitigating frustration that may lead to 
attrition.

Keywords: Chinese character instruction, language learning strategies, Wild As-
sociation, visual learning

Introduction
Chinese ranks as the sixth most studied language in American higher educa-

tion institutions (Lusin et al., 2023). As a dominant less commonly taught lan-
guage, Chinese instruction is offered in up to 72% of U.S. high schools either 
through classroom or online formats (American Councils for International Educa-
tion, 2017).

Despite relatively steady enrollment, researchers note that students often lose 
interest in Chinese after one or two semesters due to linguistic challenges (Sung, 
2014). The complexity of the Chinese writing system—its lack of phonetic trans-
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parency, intricate stroke patterns, and abundance of homophonic and hetero-
graphic characters—poses significant difficulties for learners whose first language 
uses alphabetic scripts (Shen, 2010; Yan et al., 2015).

Lu et al. (2013) reported a decline in learner motivation upon the introduction 
of characters. Xu et al. (2013) emphasized that Chinese script lacks consistent 
grapheme-phoneme correspondence, making orthography especially difficult. 
Wang (1998) asserted that Chinese’s tonal pronunciation and non-alphabetic 
script contribute to its reputation for difficulty. For English-speaking learners, the 
structure of Chinese characters presents a major hurdle (Wang & Leland, 2011).

Established Approaches to Chinese Character Instruction

Character-Centered Approach
The character-centered approach, rooted in classical education, utilizes texts 

such as The Three Character Classic, Hundred Family Surnames, and The Thou-
sand Character Classic (《三字经·百家姓·千字文》). These character-dense 
rhymes promote recognition over production, allowing learners to read but not 
necessarily write characters (Lam, 2011). The strategy categorizes radicals se-
mantically or phonetically to expedite recognition (Zhan & Cheng, 2014). How-
ever, this approach has been criticized for being too removed from practical lan-
guage use and for not adequately addressing the needs of learners from alphabetic 
backgrounds, who require different scaffolding strategies.
Meaning-Centered Approach

Contrasting with the previous approach, the meaning-centered approach 
presents characters within contextual usage. It emphasizes understanding polyse-
mous or function-specific characters. However, it may neglect the explicit teach-
ing of orthographic and phonological awareness, which is essential for effective 
written communication (Olmanson & Liu, 2017). One challenge of the 
meaning‑centered approach is that focusing on characters in context and commu-
nicative texts can leave less explicit guidance on character form and structure, 
which may lead some teachers to rely on rote memorization rather than systematic 
instruction (Lam, 2011).
Component-Based Approach

The component-based approach encourages analysis of character compo-
nents, helping learners reduce memorization load by understanding the structural 
logic of characters. While effective for simplifying complex characters, it can still 
result in rote memorization if not paired with conceptual understanding (Cui et al., 
2018; Lam, 2011). This approach is more effective for compound characters, 
whose semantic and phonetic components aid recognition, but less applicable to 
simple pictographs, which lack analyzable parts (Zhou et al., 1999).
Computer Assisted Chinese Character Learning (CACCL)

CACCL uses digital tools to teach Chinese characters through multimedia, 
interactive exercises, and adaptive feedback (Li, 2023). It can improve recogni-
tion, recall, and learner engagement, especially for second language learners. 
However, its effectiveness depends on learner motivation and access to technol-
ogy, and it may not fully replace traditional handwriting or in-depth character 
analysis. CACCL works best when combined with established instructional meth-
ods. By integrating digital tools into character learning, CACCL expands oppor-
tunities for both classroom and self-directed study, bridging traditional pedagogy 
with modern educational technology.
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Theoretical Framework: Language Learning Strategies and         
Wild Association

Oxford (1990) categorized language learning strategies into six groups: cog-
nitive, metacognitive, memory-related, compensatory, affective, and social. The 
examples presented in this article emphasize memory-related and social strate-
gies. Alongside Oxford’s framework, the examples also draw on the concept of 
“Wild Association” (奇特联想), a creative technique introduced by Weimin Li 
that uses imaginative associations to help learners build personal meanings from 
character forms (Sun, 2014).
Memory-Related Strategies

Memory-related strategies involve associating verbal material with visual 
imagery, movement, or spatial positioning (Oxford, 1990). Visual imagery in par-
ticular enhances verbal recall, especially for learners with strong visual-spatial 
intelligence (Shen, 2010). The mind’s storage capacity for visual information sig-
nificantly exceeds its capacity for verbal material, making visual-verbal associa-
tions particularly powerful for character learning.
Social Strategies

Social strategies encourage collaboration and cultural immersion. Group 
work fosters motivation, improves self-esteem, and encourages knowledge shar-
ing (Oxford, 1990). Cooperative learning also reduces anxiety and builds mutual 
support systems. In character learning contexts, social strategies allow students to 
share mnemonic devices and creative associations, enhancing the collective learn-
ing experience.

Pictographic Characters and the Wild Association Approach
Traditional instruction often involves repetitive character copying, which stu-

dents find tedious (Tse et al., 2007). Chinese characters originated from six clas-
sifications, with pictographs being the earliest, depicting humans, animals, and 
natural elements in stylized forms (Low et al., 2014). Focusing on the picto-
graphic properties of characters can serve as the most fundamental function of 
jumpstarting and raising the interest of learners in learning Chinese characters 
(Lam et al., 2018).

There are several Chinese character teaching approaches utilizing the picto-
graphic properties of Chinese characters. Weimin Li (李卫民) suggested a more 
liberated approach to learning the compositions of the characters. His approach is 
called Wild Association (奇特联想). Wild Association encourages learners to 
come up with their own explanation, as imaginative as possible, of why the char-
acters are composed the way they are. Lam et al. (2018) found that such imagina-
tive strategies enhance retention and deepen engagement by turning abstract char-
acters into vivid, memorable images rooted in learners’ personal and cultural ex-
periences. Wild Association in character deconstruction and memorization is sug-
gested to be the most effective when applied and controlled moderately in charac-
ter memorization (Sun, 2014). Lam et al. (2018) suggested that when learners use 
their own imagination to learn Chinese characters and relate their own experience 
in doing so, they can learn faster and more effectively. The learners are encour-
aged to come up with their own stories or provide a rationale. Such an approach 
makes learning characters more interesting, interactive, and meaningful. It also 
triggers and stimulates learners’ desire to learn. Kuo and Hooper (2004) explained 
that Chinese characters are highly imageable logographic words. Chinese charac-
ters were often created through careful observation and logical reasoning, each 
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character reflecting a story or suggesting a logical or philosophical idea. Logo-
graphic words provide graphic and semantic contexts that can lead to successful 
character recognition. The visual appearance of a character helps learners differ-
entiate and identify the characters. While “Liushu,” a traditional framework for 
classifying Chinese characters, has been recognized and accepted as the basis for 
the teaching of Chinese characters, the Wild Association approach is accepted as 
a valid and useful supplement.

Implementing a Creative Teaching Model
To reduce learning anxiety, I employed an interactive strategy combining 

Wild Association with memory-related and social learning principles. This 
method is a viable alternative for teaching characters, particularly in the initial 
stages when the characters are still unfamiliar to learners. It can boost learners’ 
interest and minimize their fear of learning characters. It also supports learners’ 
engagement and visual processing, allowing them to interact with characters 
through creative, hands-on tasks (Lam et al., 2018). 

During a sports unit for sixth-grade students, I began with a warm-up asking 
which sports they enjoyed and which were popular in China and the United States. 
We then created a Quizlet flashcard set together to introduce the new vocabulary. 
When I shared that I am good at ping-pong, I displayed the characters “乒乓” 
(ping-pong) and asked for their impressions. Students noticed the similarity be-
tween the characters, mimicked the motion of playing ping-pong, suggested that 
the characters resembled paddles, or commented that the pronunciation sounded 
just like “ping-pong.” Using this group activity as a model, I asked students to 
create their own visual interpretations of the vocabulary. The class of 16 was di-
vided into three teams, each exploring how the sports related to their correspond-
ing characters.

The activity spanned two class sessions of 40–45 minutes each. In the first 
session, I modeled Wild Association while introducing the vocabulary, demon-
strating how visual interpretations can support character learning. In the second 
session, students worked in teams to select three to four sports and generate visual 
interpretations linking the Chinese characters to a meaning, image, or movement 
that made sense to them. They were encouraged to draw pictures, connect charac-
ters to shapes, or relate them to personal experiences. Teamwork lasted 25–30 
minutes, followed by brief presentations in which students explained their associ-
ations. While circulating among the teams, I observed without intervening, allow-
ing students to generate their own imaginative connections. This non-intervention 
was intended to highlight the value of peer collaboration in building meaningful 
connections. Grounded in social constructivist theory (Vygotsky, 1978), the deci-
sion to withhold direct guidance enabled students to reinterpret inputs freely and 
rely on peer-to-peer scaffolding to co-construct understanding.

Figure 1 shows examples of students decoding the characters and interpreting 
the characters in their own words.
Figure 1
Posters of Students Decoding the Sports Characters and Interpreting the 
Characters in their own Words
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Note. Students wrote the following sentences describing each sport, from left to 
right:

We remember 篮球 [basketball] because “篮” [basket] looks like the color 
blue “蓝” [blue]

We remember 游泳 [swimming] because the 2nd character 泳 [swim] like the 
character water and you swim in the water; I remember 游泳 [swimming] because 
the three dots on the left means water

We remember 网球 [tennis] because the first character 网 [net] looks like ten-
nis racket; I remember 网球 [tennis] because the first character looks like a net

I can remember 冰球 [ice hockey] because the first character 冰 [ice] looks 
like hockey sticks

We can remember 足球 [soccer] because the first character looks like a person 
kicking a ball; I remember 足球 [soccer] because the ball is black and white like a 
zebra

I remember 乒乓球 [ping-pong] by the two characters in the middle look like 
the paddle of the game ping-pong

I remember 骑车 [riding a bike] because the 2nd character looks like a bike 
frame  

Another activity involved fifth-grade students interpreting characters for fam-
ily members (Figure 2).

This method emphasizes the learning process by integrating memory-related 
and social learning principles. In the first example, students formed creative links 
between character forms and sports, making the characters more approachable 
and less intimidating. Through dual coding and elaboration, they paired shapes 
with images, movements, and personal associations that supported long-term re-
tention. Many reinforced meanings through embodied cognition by acting out the 
sport, linking motor memory to character recognition. Collaborative work further 
strengthened social learning as students observed, discussed, refined, and shared 
their interpretations during presentations. These creative exercises also allowed 
students to personalize their learning experience while strengthening character 
recognition and recall. Informal observation indicated that students demonstrated 
greater enthusiasm for character learning and showed improved retention when 
they created personal associations compared to traditional rote memorization 
methods. The collaborative nature of the activities also fostered peer support and 
reduced individual anxiety about character complexity.
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Figure 2
Students Use Association and Connection to Decode Characters of Family 
Members

Note. Three groups of students wrote the following sentences, reflecting their in-
terpretations of family-member characters:
爸爸 [father] makes me think of a badly drawn face; I remember this because 

some dads have mustaches and stomachs
妈妈 [mother] because it (马) looks like a face and it is the same character as 

a question word; 妈妈 [mother] makes me think of a half face
哥哥 [older brother] makes me think of video games; 哥哥 [older brother] 

looks like a game console
姐姐 [older sister] makes me think of bookshelves; I remember this because 

the big sister is reading a book
弟弟 [younger brother] makes me think of a slide
妹妹 [younger sister] makes me think of a doll; Because it looks like someone 

in a dress; I remember this because some little sisters wear skirts
While the activity does not involve immediate target-language communication, it 
is designed to build foundational character recognition and prepare learners for 
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subsequent communicative use. By creating personal and motor-based associa-
tions, students actively engage with the material, strengthening long-term reten-
tion, motivation, and confidence, which are essential before engaging in sentence-
level or conversational tasks (Lam et al., 2018; Vygotsky, 1978). The time in-
vested in these creative, interactive exercises is supported by evidence showing 
that they reduce learning anxiety, foster peer-supported learning, and enable stu-
dents to internalize characters more effectively than rote memorization alone. My 
informal observation indicated that students demonstrated greater enthusiasm for 
character learning and showed improved retention when they created personal as-
sociations compared to traditional rote memorization methods.

Discussion and Limitations
Research suggests that language learning is most effective when learners ac-

tively regulate their strategies (Winke & Abbuhl, 2007). In Chinese character 
learning, integrating visual and social strategies reduces cognitive load, fosters 
creativity, and builds learner confidence. Collaborative sharing of mnemonic de-
vices enhances engagement and promotes deeper processing (Wang & Leland, 
2011). Rather than relying on repetition, students benefit from analyzing, compar-
ing, and visualizing characters, which improves retention and makes learning 
more meaningful (Wang, 1998).

The present examples employed the Wild Association approach as the tech-
nique for teaching Chinese characters. This strategy encourages students to gen-
erate personal visual or imaginative associations, positioning them as active cre-
ators of meaning rather than passive recipients of information. In the classroom 
setting examined here, students frequently volunteered to share their own charac-
ter-association strategies after learning this method. Those who continued study-
ing Chinese in higher grades reported that they remembered the activity and con-
tinued applying the strategies, suggesting that Wild Association can become inter-
nalized as part of long-term character learning practices.

Several limitations should be noted. Wild Association is most effective with 
pictographic and ideographic characters, which naturally support visual associa-
tions. More abstract or complex phonetic-semantic characters may require modi-
fications or additional support. Although creative associations aid initial learning 
and retention, advanced proficiency still requires systematic understanding of 
character structure, radicals, and composition principles. The Wild Association 
activities described here focus primarily on character recognition rather than im-
mediate target-language communication, which may limit opportunities for prac-
ticing sentence-level or conversational skills. Additionally, these creative, interac-
tive character-learning activities did not incorporate digital learning strategies, 
which have been shown to enhance engagement and retention in recent research 
(Li, 2023). Therefore, Wild Association should complement, rather than replace, 
structured instruction. Moreover, research on Wild Association remains limited. 
Aside from foundational studies (Lam, 2011; Lam et al., 2018) and a brief men-
tion by Ye and Ésik (2025), recent scholarship rarely addresses the approach di-
rectly, and most applications focus on early literacy instruction for young learners 
(Du et al., 2024). It is worthwhile to examine studies on graphic creativity (Wu, 
2022) and visual mnemonics (Chang et al., 2022), as these studies suggest princi-
ples similar to Wild Association, even if the term itself is not explicitly used. Ad-
ditionally, features of the classroom setting may limit generalizability. At my 
school, the language program is interest-based. Students are only required to rec-
ognize characters, and a variety of activities are used to maintain engagement. 
The young age of learners also makes collecting formal feedback challenging. 
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Future research should examine the long-term effectiveness of Wild Associa-
tion across different character types, age groups, and proficiency levels. Investi-
gating how it can be integrated with traditional structural approaches may support 
comprehensive character instruction and provide evidence-based guidelines to 
improve learning outcomes while sustaining student engagement and motivation.

References
American Councils for International Education. (2017). The national K-12 

foreign language enrollment survey report. https://www.americancouncils.
org/sites/default/files/FLE-report-June17.pdf

Chang, L.-Y., Tang, Y.-Y., Lee, C.-Y., & Chen, H.-C. (2022). The effect of visual 
mnemonics and the presentation of character pairs on learning visually 
similar characters for Chinese-as-second-language learners. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 13, 783898. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.783898

Cui, J., Goh, H. H., Zhao, C., & Soh, K. C. (2018). Effective ways in teaching 
Chinese characters without phonetic clues. In K. C. Soh (Ed.), Teaching 
Chinese language in Singapore (pp. 111–120). Springer. https://doi.org/
10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5_8

Du, Y., Chen, S., & Tian, Y. (2024). Mother tongue literacy teaching and its 
implications for international Chinese character teaching. Advances in 
Education (教育进展), 14(11), 1322–1331. https://doi.org/10.12677/
ae.2024.14112207

Kuo, M.-L. A., & Hooper, S. (2004). The effects of visual and verbal coding 
mnemonics on learning Chinese characters in computer‑based instruction. 
Educational Technology Research and Development, 52, 23–34. https://doi.
org/10.1007/BF02504673

Lam, H. C. (2011). A critical analysis of the various ways of teaching Chinese 
characters. Electronic Journal of Foreign Language Teaching, 8(1), 57–70. 
http://e-flt.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/v8n12011/lam.pdf

Lam, K.-C., Ang, L.-H, Kuan, W.-L., & Hoe, F.-T. (2018). Character recognition 
through Wild Association: An alternative in learning Chinese script for 
beginners. Issues in Language Studies, 7(1). https://doi.org/10.33736/
ils.1223.2018

Li, M. (2023). A review of technology-enhanced Chinese character teaching and 
learning in a digital context. Language Learning & Technology, 27(3), 65–
82. https://doi.org/10.64152/10125/73532

Low, J. H., Hew, S. H., & Wong, C. O. (2014). Innovative pictogram Chinese 
characters representation. World Academy of Science, Engineering and 
Technology International Journal of Industrial and Manufacturing 
Engineering, 8(2). https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.1091340

Lu, M.-T. P., Hallman Jr., G. L., & Black, J. B. (2013). Chinese character learning: 
Using embodied animations in initial stages. Journal of Technology and 
Chinese Language Teaching, 4(2), 1–24. http://www.tclt.us/journal/
2013v4n2/luhallmanblack.pdf

Lusin, N., Peterson, T., Sulewski, C., & Zafer, R. (2023). Enrollments in 
languages other than English in US institutions of higher education, Fall 
2021. Modern Language Association of America. https://www.mla.org/
content/download/191324/file/Enrollments-in-Languages-Other-Than-
English-in-US-Institutions-of-Higher-Education-Fall-2021.pdf

Olmanson, J., & Liu, X. (2017). The challenge of Chinese character acquisition: 
Leveraging multimodality in overcoming a centuries-old problem. The 



A C������� M����� ��� T������� C������ C���������

March 2026 103

Emerging Learning Design Journal, 4(1), 1–9. https://digitalcommons.
montclair.edu/eldj/vol4/iss1/1

Oxford, R. L. (1990). Language learning strategies: What every teacher should 
know. Heinle.

Shen, H. H. (2010). Imagery and verbal coding approaches in Chinese vocabulary 
instruction. Language Teaching Research, 14(4), 485–449. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1362168810375370

Sun, M. (2014). Liu-Shu based approach of teaching Chinese character in 
teaching Chinese as a second language. Southeast Review of Asian Studies, 
36, 37–57.

Sung, K.-Y. (2014). Novice learners’ Chinese-character learning strategies and 
performance. Electronic Journal of Foreign Language Teaching, 11(1), 38–
51. https://e-flt.nus.edu.sg/v11n12014/sung.pdf

Tse, S. K., Marton, F., Ki, W. W., & Loh, E. K. Y. (2007). An integrative 
perceptual approach for teaching Chinese characters. Instructional Science, 
35(5), 375–406. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11251-006-9011-4

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: Development of higher psychological 
processes (M. Cole, V. Jolm-Steiner, S. Scribner, & E. Souberman, Eds.). 
Harvard University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvjf9vz4

Wang, J., & Leland, C. H. (2011). Beginning students’ perceptions of effective 
activities for Chinese character recognition. Reading in a Foreign Language, 
23(2), 208–224. https://doi.org/10.64152/10125/66851

Wang, S.-H. C. (1998). A study on the learning and teaching of Hanzi-Chinese 
characters. Working Papers in Educational Linguistics, 14(1), 69–101. 
https://repository.upenn.edu/handle/20.500.14332/49406

Winke, P. M., & Abbuhl, R. (2007). Taking a closer look at vocabulary learning 
strategies: A case study of a Chinese foreign language class. Foreign 
Language Annals, 40(4), 697–712. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1944-
9720.2007.tb02888.x

Wu, H. (2022). The help and effect of associative thinking in “graphic creativity” 
on memorizing simplified Chinese characters. Innovative Teaching Methods 
and Practice (教学方法创新与实践), 5(2), 134–135. https://doi.org/
10.12345/jxffcxysj.v5i2.10905

Xu, Y., Chang, L.-Y., Zhang, J., & Perfetti, C. A. (2013). Reading, writing, and 
animation in character learning in Chinese as a foreign language. Foreign 
Language Annals, 46(3), 423–444. https://doi.org/10.1111/flan.12040

Yan, L., Yingjuan, T., & Jing, C. (2015). The comparative study of Chinese 
character teaching between Chinese as first language and Chinese as second 
language. American Journal of Educational Research, 3(1), 1–4. https://doi.
org/10.12691/education-3-1-1

Ye, Q., & Ésik, S. (2025). Ten different methods and strategies on teaching 
Chinese characters to second language learners. Journal of Chinese 
Language Teaching in Europe, 1, Article 4. https://doi.org/10.61637/
cltcee.2025.1.4

Zhan, H., & Cheng, H.-J. (2014). The role of technology in teaching and learning 
Chinese characters. International Journal of Technology in Teaching and 
Learning, 10(2), 147–162. https://commons.erau.edu/publication/1097

Zhou, X., Marslen-Wilson, W., Taft, M., & Shu, H. (1999). Morphology, 
orthography, and phonology reading Chinese compound words. Language 



NECTFL Review Number 96

104 March 2026

and Cognitive Processes, 14(5–6), 525–565. https://doi.org/
10.1080/016909699386185

Allison Lai is a Chinese language educator with more than 20 years of experience 
teaching in Taiwan, the UK, and the U.S. She currently teaches at Springside 
Chestnut Hill Academy, PA. Her research interests include Chinese pedagogy, 
technology in language teaching and learning, and cross-cultural education.


