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Abstract: The most important forms of Chinese idioms, chengyus (CYSs), have a fixed length of four
Chinese characters and have long attracted the attention of linguists, lexicographers, translators,
language instructors. The work presented here work attempts to provide a quantitative perspective of
assessing difficulty levels of Chinese idioms for Chinese L2 learners. The approach is based on three
dimensions. One is the semantic parameters, which attributes mainly from the view of the relation of
the literal meaning and deeper meaning. The second is the syntax parameters, which is mainly
divided into syntactic structure and syntactic function. Third is the pragmatic parameters, which takes
sentimental color, cultural color and special restriction and collocation of Chinese idioms into
consideration. Finally, a general approach to assess the difficulty levels of Chinese idioms for
Chinese L2 learners is proposed.

1. Introduction

The most important forms of Chinese idioms, chengyus (CYs), have a fixed length of four Chinese
characters and have long attracted the attention of linguists, lexicogra-phers, translators, language
instructors. Some CYs ,for instance,* i 7 f£’[bian di kai hua](blossom everywhere) can be
understood through the constituent words, but most CYs ,for example,“%14] #4%[zhin ding jié
ti€]( speak or act with determina-tion and courage)seems to have nothing to do with the conventional
meanings of the words of which they are composed. That is to say, most CY's are characterized by full
or partial semantic non-compositionality. On the other hand, CYs are largely fixed both lexically and
syntactically. Consequently, It is the low semantic transparency that leads to the difficult problem of
Chinese as a second language teaching and learning, as well as a focus and difficulties that natural
language processing faces, and even a tricky task for the compilation of Chinese CYs dictionary
faced to Chinese L2 learners.

So this put forward questions to us, which CYs are less-well understandable, and which are more
easily understandable? How to judge an idiom is difficult or easy for Chinese L2 learners? These
questions above converge at one point that difficulty levels of CY's should be assessed for Chinese L2
learners. We believe that research as such will have benefit on teaching Chinese as a second language
and lexicography, Chinese linguistics study. On the other hand, our work may also contribute to NLP
tasks like automatic metaphor recognition and processing, semantic role labeling etc.

2. Related Work

In the last two decades, the study of CYs for Chinese L2 learners has focused on three aspects:
firstly, the importance of CYs in TCSL (Hong B0,2003; Pan Xianjun, 2006; Zhang Wenyi, 2006; Shi
Lin,2013); the second are CYs errors and reasons why learners made such errors, in the hope of
providing practical assistance to the Chinese learning of L2 learners(Zhang Yongfang, 1999;Li
Yanling, 2006; Shi Lin,2013, etc.); And third is compilation Chinese idioms dictionary for Chinese
L2 learners(Wang Ruojiang, 2001;Zhang Shuai,2009; Yang Yuling, 2011).

Although it is generally agreed by the linguistics that the compilation of a suitable Chinese idioms
dictionary for Chinese L2 learners is at all imminent, unfortunately, the dictionary has not been
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published yet. The biggest challenge of lexicography is that it may be hard to determine definitions
and annotations, which offer different levels of details and difficulty of each idiom. At present, the
research of difficulty coefficient of Chinese idioms targeted for Chinese L2 learners is relatively few.
This is not only the main difficulty of our work, but also the focus. We tried to start from the learner's
errors(all errors examples were collected from our Chinese teaching process):

*(D)HEE E L, [l 7 A H T A5 51 N B 158 75 [t méi ySu zhti jian, ha lan tiin z3o di ting xin
bié rén de shud hua] . CABIRFIRIR M “l el A 2 HaEHANE, Aot 8%, &2 3. )

He had no definite view, galloped listen to what others say. {Unknown special pragmatic
restrictions:“ [ [&] %+ % ’[ht lin tiin z30]( swallow a date whole) means to read carelessly, without
analyzing and thinking, including derogatory meaning. }

*(2)_E AR A% F)[ shang ké shi b yao qing ji wang dong].  GE XRi%, FEGE 7 1H
PR, IMAREEEE, BERMCRPUTS), 2. )

Make no move without careful thought in class. {Semantic error: “} %% %:%l’[qing jit wang dong]
(act rashly and blindly) means to act thoughtlessly, including derogatory meaning. }

*(3)N TR 24, AR FRIGE T &t [weile zhuan héndud gian,ta dong beén x1 zou le gé di].

(AU BGEIEVEDIRE . “ARFIE" AT EIE. )

He rushes around every day to make a lot of money. {Unknown special syntactic function:“#< 5%
P4 7’ [dong bén x1 z8u] (going in all directions for sth) cannot be fol-lowed by objects. }

*(4)FRAMIPE[E AR 2, 9% R 143 A UF[ women ban tong xué xiang jing ri bin, guan xi shi
fen you hiol.  CANHIRRMI, {EADN REG R . “HEN =R HIERFEE . D

Our classmates are respectful and friendly. {Unknown special pragmatic re-strictions: “fH#un
T£”[xiang jing rt bin] (respect each other like guests)is restricted to couples only. }

*G)ACE B EZ T H OEMAL, (HIE O, MR PRHELRNMEZ T [ta fugin
suirdn xtwang haizi ziji yao dili, dan hdishi caoxin, jiu qu xuéxiao tantéutanndo di kan haizi] .

(AFERIE R IE R, PRI E W . )

Though he wanted his child to be independent, his father went to the school to pop his head in and
look about. {Unknown sentimental color of the idiom:“$& L ¥R [tantéutannio](crane one's neck to
peer) has negative connotations. }

*(6) fh L )\ U vE, Z MR, A EEHER[ ta qizuibashé de shudhua, hdowugenju, bl
yaolitale CABI“LME/\FE M EIE—RLSEL, AreHa. )

He speaks without foundation, without understanding. {Unknown special prag-matic restrictions:
the subject of “t M /\ & ’[qizuibashé](all sorts of gossip)usually plural and cannot be singular. }

(AR RER R R, S RRRIBIR, KEFHCKB/MPE[ta meitian dou lai shangke, jintian
tiran tdoke, dajia dou dajingxidoguail. CIFEXW1E, 12710 AR, WA BPIRRRRIRS] . Kb
ANEEH FAE S € A BLECE A LORARIE S )

He comes to class every day, and all of us make a fuss when he skip class today. { Semantic error:
“R P/ IVEE[dajingxidoguai]( get excited over a little thing)is often used in the negative structure or
in a disapproving tone. }

*(8) % M 7E Ax H W& B I ik, 3 T 237 [ ldoshi zai zhongmukuikui de shihou, jinle
huichiang]. CRERFERIEHEL. ZGEZ 5“7E...... R AR -

The teacher came into the meeting in full view of the public. {Unknown special pragmatic
collocation: “£x H &R [zhongmuUkuikui]( under the watchful eyes of the people) is often used in
collocation with“zai...... xia”. }

*(9) A 2 AR /N 0 3 3 [t zuoshi hén xidoxinyiyi]l. (ANBHRGEAR G O A AEREZ X, A8
AR R e D

He works very carefully. {Unknown special pragmatic collocation: “/)».0» 3 2 [xidoxTnyiyi]( be
very scrupulous) itself has a degree of meaning and can no longer be modified by the degree adverb.}
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and bustle)usually means people are crowded and noisy. }

While teaching Chinese to foreign students, we find the foreign students at middle and advanced
level exists many errors in Chinese idioms and these errors often out of our expectation. Our students
often made serious errors when using very simple Chi-nese idioms, which indicates that the difficulty
of idioms is very different from our understanding of Chinese second language learners. Due to
cultural difference, Chinese L2 learners have different understanding of our Chinese idioms.
Therefore, we believe that it is of great theoretical and practical significance to assess the difficulty
level of idioms from the perspective of Chinese L2 learners.

3. Difficulty Parameter Setting.

Setting difficulty parameter of Chinese idioms takes three steps to accomplish: One is to make a
horizontal composition analysis of the Chinese idiom, and set the difficult parameter of the idiom;
The second is to make longitudinal analysis of the Chinese idiom and make the difficult parameter
values of the idiom. Thirdly, we quantitatively analyze idioms one by one according to parameter
values, and then categorize them into three levels: easy, more difficult, and most difficult.

In order to close to the learners' learning experience, We selected 900 Chinese four-character
idioms from four sets of teaching materials named Boya Chinese(Advanced ,3 volumes), Developing
Chinese(Advanced, 2 volumes), XIANDAI HANYU GAOJI JIAOCHENG(3 volumes)

,SHIYONG HANYU GAQOJI JIAOCHENG(4 volumes) and two sets of Chinese Syllabus ,
named National Syllabus of Graded Words and Characters for Chinese Proficiency, Chinese Syllabus
for Foreign Students in Institutions of Higher Learning, as research and then we made a difficulty
assessing study.

Table 1The proportion of CYs in textbooks and syllabuses

National
XIANDAI SHIYONG Sy llabus of Chinese Syllabus for
HANYU GAOJI [HANYU GAOQJI |Graded Words |Foreign Students in
JIAOCHENG(3 |JIAOCHENG(4 |and Characters [Institutions of

Boya Developing
Chinese(Advan |Chinese(Advan
ced ,3 volumes) |ced ,2 volumes)

volumes) volumes) for Chinese Higher Learning
Proficiency
words 2725 2315 2230 3213 8822 8024
CYs 277 351 369 504 120 249
proportion of | =45 1 5ot 15.16% 16.54% 15.68% 1.36% 3.10%

CYs

Setting difficulty parameter of Chinese idioms, a key step in this study, needs to break up the
structure of the idiom from the horizontal dimension. Therefore, this research sets up three idioms
difficulty parameter items: semantic, syntactic and pragmatic parameters.

3.1 Semantic Parameters

We study idioms semantic parameters attributes mainly from the view of the relation of the literal
meaning and deeper meaning. There are three kinds of relationship be-tween the literal meaning and
the deeper meaning, namely the original, extended and metaphor. Since most of the literal meaning of
idioms is not the deeper meaning, semantic parameter is the major cause of the difficult of a Chinese
idiom. Mu Chunling (1998) confirmed that about 90% of Chinese idioms have implicit meaning, by
carrying on sample gathering and statistical analysis about the implicit meaning of Chinese idioms. It
accounted for more than 60% in 400 idioms errors we collected from learners due to not
understanding of Chinese idioms deeper meaning, which is similar to the result Shi Lin (2008)
studied idiom errors based on inter-language cor-pus. In addition, the character of idiom is hard to
read, write and understand, the ancient Chinese semantic, syntactic, rhetorical characteristics retained
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in the idiom, are also main reasons that cause learners to make errors, therefore, semantic parameters
also should be combined with the content.

Table 2 Semantic Parameters and Values

Parameter the Relationship between Literal M eaning & Deeper Semantic Difficult Morpheme
Item
original extend metap hor Error prone words Ancient Chinese characteristics
parameter 1 2 3 2 3
values

3.2 Syntactic Parameters.

Syntax parameters mainly divided into syntactic structure and syntactic function two aspects.
Chinese idioms are generally made up of four morpheme, idioms can be divided into the symmetry
and asymmetry idiom structurally. Symmetry structure idioms are in the majority, the largest joint
structure idioms, Chen Jie (2010) found that symmetry structure idioms accounted for 78% in A new
dictionary of idioms. Previous studies (Huang Xiting, Chen Chuanfeng, 2000;Xia Xiuwen, 2009)
suggest that it is faster for Chinese L1 learners to identify and recognize symmetry idioms than
asymmetric idioms, so we focus syntactic structure parameters item mainly on symmetric structure
and asymmetric structure.

Most Chinese idioms can serve as some parts in the sentence, which can be divided into six types:
predicative idiom, attributive idiom, adverbial idiom, accusative idiom, complement idiom and paren
idiom, Of which, predicative idioms are the most, followed by the attributive idioms and adverbial
idioms. Xia Xiuwen (2009) classified syntactic functions of 120 Chinese idioms from National
Syllabus of Graded Words and Characters for Chinese Proficiency based on about 150 million
modern Chinese corpus of Peking University linguistics research center, which provides available
thought and method for the study.

Table 3 Syntactic Parameters and Values

Parameter Syntactic Structure Syntactic Function
Item Symmetric | Asymmetric | Predicativity | Attributive Adverbial | Accusative
rameter
paramete 1 2 3 2 2 2
values

3.3 Pragmatic Parameters.

We take sentimental color, cultural color and special restriction and collocation of Chinese idioms
into consideration for pragmatic parameters. In addition to the origi-nal meaning, some idioms also
have a strong sentimental color, which has appreciatory and derogatory color, as well as a neutral one.
Some idioms contains the rich Chinese cultural back knowledge, in which ancient fables, myths and
legends, or historical story concentrated, are also the obstacles for Chinese L2 learners to under-stand.
There are a lot of special restrictions and collocations, so we also take the fixed collocation into
account for the parameter Setting.

Table 4 Pragmatic Parameters and Values

Parameter Sentimental Color Cultural Color Special Collocation & Limitation
Item Appreciatory | Derogatory Neutral Yes No Yes No
arameter
P 2 2 0 3 0 2 0
values

In this research, we still need to set idiom difficulty parameter value to determine the degree of the
difficulty. Synthesizing each kind of situation, we set three lev-els(easy, more difficult, most difficult)
to use Numbers 1, 2 and 3 respectively.

--829--



Table 5 Difficulty Level of CYs

Difficulty Level Degree of Difficulty Difficult Value
Levell Easy CYs DV<8
Level2 More Difficult CYs 9=DV<13
Level3 Most Difficult CYs Dv=14

4. Steps of Assessing Difficulty Levels of an Idiom

The first step is to analyze the parameters item of the idiom and calculate the difficulty parameters
value of the idiom. The second step is to assess the difficulty level of the idiom.

According to the difficulty parameters value is calculated, theoretically, the highest difficulty
value is 19, the lowest is 4, most of the difficulty values are between 4 and 17, according to the scope
of this value, the idiom of the difficulty level is set for three block, namely, easy, more difficult and
the most difficult of idioms, the difficul-ty value difference between each grade is 5. For instance,
according to the three-levels difficult assessing way, the difficulty value of the idiom“p%+ L
J3”’[ chéng qian shang wan](tens of thousands of) is 4, while the idiom “P& 71X < [ai sheng tan
gi]( sigh in despair) is 7, both of them belong to level 1, the easy level. The difficulty value of the
idiom “ANiz /5 B’ [ bu yudn wan li](make light of travelling from afar) is 9, while the idiom*“£x H B
%% [ zhong mi kuikui]( a crowd of people staring)is 11, and the idiom“#H#{ a5 [ xiang jing ra
bin](to be always courteous to each other like "guests") is 13, all of them belong to level 2, the more
difficult level. The difficulty value of the idiom“illi 5= 7844 [ lan ya chong shu](hold a post without
qualifications) is 17, it belongs to level 3, the most difficult level.

Table 6 the Parameter Content and the Difficult VValue of CYs

. Syntactic Color(Sentimental | Difficult Special Parameters Values

cYs Structure/Vales | Semantic/Vales Function/Vales _|or cultural)/Vales Morpheme/Vales  [Collocation/Vales [in Total
% 75 1Y <[ shéng tan qi]( sigh i . L .
dst;aiy;)w [ai sheng tan qi]( sigh in Symmetric/1 Original/1 Predicativity/3 e () [ai)/2 7
Ax HBRIE] zhong mi kuikuil(a Asymmetric/2 Extend2 | Predicativity/3 BB kuikuil/2 | [ zai...zhi xia)/2 11
crowd of people staring)
AHAL AN 52 [ xiang jing ra bin](to b_e _ o _ L (of husband and
alway's courteous to each other like |Asymmetric/2 Extend/2 Predicativity/3 Appreciatory/2 TE[bin]:guests/2 wife)/2 13
"guests")
WEAEFEHL[ 1an yG chong shu](hold a . Lo Derogatory/Cultural |, 1o o
post without qualifications) Asymmetric/2 Metaphor/3 Predicativity /3 5 W) [an]/ 4= (4)/4 17
iz 73 B[ bt yuan wan 1i](make . -, Lo JzZ&:Adjective is used
light of travelling from afar) Asymmetric/2 Original/l Predicativity/3 as verb/3 9
AT 15[ chéng qian shang wa ! . T
n](tens of thousands of) Symmetric/l Original/l Attributive/2 4

We apply the study results into advanced stage Chinese L2 teaching, which shows that errors from
Chinese L2 learners decreased dramatically, according to statistics, 53 students all used idioms and
all use correctly in around 800-words essay. Second, the ability of learners' memorizing idioms
improved obviously, most learners can remember more than 75%, the best learner reached 94%.
Three is that the initiative and confidence of using idioms has been enhanced in the written Chinese.

5. Conclusions

The study conducted above focusing on assessing the difficulty level of idioms is always an issue
deserved to study in TCSL. The approach proposed above is not able to get the most accurate result ,
this paper is only a trial study with small sample sizes on assessing difficulty levels of Chinese idioms
and as the results show, the difficulty levels assessing based on teaching materials has a good effect.
It's important to note that the inadequacies of the study are mainly limitations regarding the research
tools and sampling, limiting us from studying the subject further.
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