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Abstract 

FACTORS RESTRICTING TIBETAN STUDENTS LEARNING ENGLISH 

by 

YANGXIUDAZHEN 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Teresa Burns 

 

In contemporary China, English language learning has become a top priority.  However many 
factors limit the English language learning potential of Tibetan students in China.  This paper 
will examine those factors and suggest possible solutions, based both upon current research and 
upon the author’s personal experience as a Chinese Tibetan who majored in Chinese in college 
then focused upon English language teaching.  Research into language learning methods and 
comparative linguistics as well as personal experience suggests that the best solution is to have 
Tibetan students in China taught English by Tibetan speakers familiar with all three languages 
and with the differences in formal language learning that exist Tibetan, Chinese and English.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Within contemporary China, learning English has become a top educational priority for both 

teachers and students.  Education in the English language in the context of accelerating globalization 

has been approached from different perspectives because of the value of English as the most 

commonly used language for global political, cultural and economic exchange (Junyue Chang, 2006).  

Most students in English courses speak and write Chinese and so much of the teaching of the target 

language, English, is done in Chinese.  This causes particular pedagogical issues for minority students 

such as those in Tibet whose first spoken or written language is not Chinese.   

This paper will look at factors influencing English language learning among Tibetan students 

in China, including Chinese government language policies, policies concerning national minority 

groups within China, the culture influencing primary language learning among Tibetans, and 

language transfer between Tibetan, Chinese and English. 

Due to globalization, the application of English in international communication is more and 

more widespread and important. English teaching is an important component part of education in 

minority areas in China because of its contribution to the progress and economic development of 

underdeveloped ethnic areas.   This paper will focus upon Tibetan language speakers within China.  

Although many speakers of Tibetan live outside of China, the English language learning of those 

speakers is beyond the scope of this paper.  As Figure 1 shows, there are many Tibetan language 

speakers in China, who live outside of the Tibetan Autonomous Region.  Of course, there are also 
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many Tibetan language speakers outside of China, but since many of them do not learn Chinese as a 

second language, the discussion of their English language learning is outside the scope of this paper. 

 

Figure 1:  Areas in China with large numbers of Tibetan language speakers 

 

Within China’s Tibetan Autonomous Region and within other areas in China which have large 

Tibetan-speaking populations, English fluency is generally weak.   Tibetan culture, geographical 

position and lifestyle restrict the development of English teaching. However, the poor teaching 

conditions, lack of teacher resources and training in English proficiency, and especially the use of  
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unsound teaching methods seriously affect how well Tibetan students learn English.  This paper will 

focus on the various cultural and educational factors which restrict English teaching and learning in 

Tibet and then suggest factors which might encourage more fluent English acquisition. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

 

The problems to be addressed are as follows  

1. What are the factors which inhibit Tibetan students learning English in China? 

 Several factors inhibit English-language teaching in Tibet or among Tibetan native speakers 

elsewhere in China.  Tibetan students tend to learn English through the paradigm by which English is 

taught to native speakers of Chinese rather than via Tibetan  educational on linguistic paradigm; 

Tibetan language speakers may also come from different cultural backgrounds which may make other 

sorts of teaching methods more appropriate; Tibetan students wanting to learn written English may 

come from families where parents feel that they must give up some of their traditional Tibetan culture 

and have children attend schools using Chinese as the primary language of instruction if they want 

their sons and daughters to learn English well?  

 Tibetan students tend to have a weaker foundation in Chinese than Han Chinese students and 

often attend poorer schools; their learning may be affected by other issues such as the primary 

language (Chinese or Tibetan) of their instructor.  Therefore, a study which looks at the factors 

inhibiting English learning among Tibetan students must attempt as much as possible to separate out 

what issues concern the primary language of the instructor, what issues come directly from the type 
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of teaching method used, and how both language and teaching issues are affected by cultural issues.  

Specifically, negative language transfer resulting from Chinese-speaking teachers teaching English to 

Tibetans needs to be addressed since it results in poor communicative competence in English 

learning. 

 

2. What’s the solution to this problem? 

 Proposing a complete solution to this problem may be beyond the scope of any one paper or 

could involve solutions which are not economically possible.  While the Chinese government has 

dedicated many resources to educational opportunities for national minorities, many of the students 

themselves come from poor families.  If they enter schools with Chinese as the primary language of 

instruction, they begin at a disadvantage because their first language is Tibetan.  If they are from 

families who have taught them excellent Chinese as pre-schoolers, they may also fear losing their 

own culture.  Finally, the structure of formal Chinese and English language teaching is very different 

from formal Tibetan language teaching.  Thus, the best solution may be a form of trilingual education 

very different from that currently offered to Tibetan students in Chinese schools.  Most particularly, it 

will suggest increased awareness among language teachers about how Tibetan has been formally 

taught and how that influences Tibetan educational culture.    

 This paper will compare and contrast the Tibetan language and language teaching with the 

teaching of Chinese as a primary language within China, teaching English as a foreign language 

within China as a basis for suggesting how negative language transfer might be eliminated.  To help 

the reader better understand the situation, it will examine a cases of Tibetan students who have 
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succeeded in attaining a high level of English proficiency and examine inductively why those 

students may have succeeded where others did not; it will look at how particular teaching methods 

might be incorporated into existing educational frameworks.  For instance, it will look at the 

possibility of having Tibetan teachers teaching English to Tibetan students: that is, one would assume 

that teaching English from the target language (English) or the language of the students (Tibetan) 

rather than through a third language (Chinese) would improve English language learning.  We will 

look at traditional language teaching techniques from Tibet and see how they might transfer to other 

formal educational settings.  Since Tibetan monastic education language learning shares some 

similarities with the Physical Response Method, this cultural history might suggest a way to  improve 

the English-learning situation among Tibetan speakers.  The paper suggests, from research and 

personal experience, that the best way to improve English language learning among Tibetan students 

in China is to combine the above mentioned techniques as a way to help students strive for excellence 

in learning a third language. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

APPLICABLE DEFINITIONS AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 This literature review will address several different sorts of studies.  First, it will 

review two language learning theories which may be very helpful in understanding how to 

better teach English to Tibetan language speakers within China.  Then it will review 

literature concerning language teaching and language policy within China particularly those 

that focus upon minority nationalities.  As you will see, there are few studies which explicitly 

address English language teaching in Tibet. 

 Rather than a separate section of definitions, this paper will define terms within the 

literature review and subsequent sections as necessary. 

 

Total Physical Response (TPR) Language Teaching Method 

Total physical response (TPR) is a language teaching method developed in the 1970s by San 

Jose State psychology professor James Asher. It develops and tests the hypothesis that using 

language and physical movement together can promote language acquisition. In TPR, 

instructors give commands to students in the target language, and students respond with their 

entire body.   Asher built upon the work of child psychologist Jean Piaget and others to 

suggest parallels between first language acquisition and later language learning.  He pointed 

out that the memory association will become stronger and probably will be revived more 

quickly when coordinated with a physical activity.   

 

10 

 



 

While the term is a recent one on language teaching pedagogy, it is similar to traditional 

Tibetan language learning techniques in monastic schools, particularly debate practice   

 

Negative Language Transfer as a Teaching Impediment 

 Negative language transfer usually refers to speakers or writers applying knowledge 

(“transferring”)  from their native language to a second language. It borrows from theories of 

transference in psychoanalytic literature and applies them to language learning.   Kasper 

(1992) expands this idea and discusses negative language transfer from a second language 

during third language acquisition.  Although she does not specifically mention Tibetan or 

Chinese, her theory can easily be connected to the idea that a person who speaks Tibetan as a 

first language and Chinese as the second language would likely experience negative language 

transfer from Chinese while learning English, especially if that person is being taught English 

by a speaker whose first language is Chinese and thus may make pronunciation errors caused 

by negative language transfer from Chinese to English which are very different errors than 

the negative transfer errors a Tibetan speaker might make from Tibetan to English. 

 

Studies of Bilingual and Trilingual Education in China Focusing Upon National 

Minorities 

  Bilingual Education has come to mean a variety of things within Chinese 

language teaching. Part of China’s national education policy is compulsory instruction in 

English for most students, especially those in the Han majority; as Yang (2005) has 
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pointed out, this has even led to the term “China English” to designate the millions of 

English language speakers within China.  However, students from national minorities 

who speak a first language other than Chinese (such as Tibetan, Korean, Mongolian, or 

other minority languages) also may receive bilingual instruction in Chinese and their 

native language.   

Scholars such as G. Hu (2005) have discussed the problem of having non-

language teachers attempting to teach English to students in China.  In particular, this 

practice of can reinforce negative language transfer from the teacher to the student.  Hu 

emphasizes that this notion of bilingual instruction, “content-based English language 

teaching (ELT), or the use of English as an instructional medium (Brinton et al., 1989), 

is widely known in China as bilingual education/instruction” but often winds up with 

people teaching in English who are not English language teachers and do not speak 

English well.  He adds that “this type of bilingual education is distinct from the 

traditional notion of bilingual education in China, namely the education of ethnic 

minorities in Chinese and their indigenous languages” (Feng, 2005; Ye, 2003; W.J. 

Zhang, 2002; Zheng, 2004) (95).    

Therefore, in actual practice, bilingual education conceived in this way creates a 

situation where it means Chinese-English instruction for the majority population but 

may create the situation where minority populations must choose between bilingual 

instruction in their own language and Chinese, or in Chinese and English.  Because of 

this, writers such as Bob Adamson, Feng Anwei, Liu Quanguo, and Li Qian in "Ethnic 

Minorities and Trilingual Education Policies” (2009) look at the the tensions between 
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social equity, economic development, national cohesion, and ethnic identity that are a 

part of  making educational policies for areas of ethnic minority concentration. They 

note that the policies, although they vary from region to region, usually encompass the 

minority group's home language, Chinese, and English. In other words, they are 

trilingual.   

Others who have written recently on this same topic include Feng (2009) and 

Tsung (2009).  Zhou (2000) also looked at language policy and illiteracy among ethnic 

minorities in China.  Adamson et. al. focused on  three minority groups: the Zhuang, the 

Uyghur and the Yi people.  Feng focused on policy but no particular minority group; 

Tsung focused on “mother tongue” and issues particular to Xinjiang Uyghur 

Autonomous Region (XUAR).    

 

Studies of English Language Instruction Among Chinese Tibetans 

Studies of English Language Learning among China’s Tibetan minority are very 

few.  In his extensive review of English among China’s national minorities, Yang (2003) 

points out that learning of “China English” is extremely uneven especially among 

national minorities who learn Chinese as a second language and then English as the third 

language.   Yang’s goal in this comprehensive study was to give an “in-depth analysis of 

the status quo of English as a third language among China's largely rural ethnic minority 

communities [including] …  a brief introduction to China's ethnic minorities and their 

languages, a description of their limited teaching” as well as the “use of and less than 
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favourable attitude toward English, and an examination of the major contributing 

factors” (554). 

Based on Yang’s analysis, Tibetan education falls into the first of his categories, 

minority nationalities who had written systems before the founding of the People’s 

Republic of China in 1949.  He points out that, according to their culture’s history of 

written language and access to bilingual education, China’s minorities can be broken 

into three types: 

Type 1 includes the Korean, Kazak, Mongolian, Tibetan and 

Uygur that had functional writing systems broadly used before 

the founding of the People's Republic of China in 1949 and have 

had regular bilingual education since then. In Type 2 there are 

the Dai, Jingpo, Kisu, Lahu, Miao, Naxi, Va and Yi, all of whom 

had functional writing systems of limited usage before 1949 and 

have had only occasional bilingual education since 1949. The 

remaining 42 groups belong to Type 3, and they had no fully 

functional writing systems before 1949 and have had limited or 

no bilingual education since then (Dai & Dong, 1999; Zhou, 

2000). 

Of these groups, Tibet’s written system is by far the oldest.  Few if any theorists have 

discussed how the ancient language-learning system in Tibet influences learning 

English, so this paper will look at that specifically in a later section.    
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Yang further notes that “[s]ince 1949, Chinese has been the language of 

instruction in these communities, with their native languages playing a largely 

supplementary role (Dai & Dong, 1999; Zhou, 2000)” (555).  Although the National 

Commission for Languages and Writing Systems in China oversees the teaching of 

Putonghua or standard Mandarin and simplifying Chinese characters, this language 

policy board does not oversee English language teaching.  Thus, Yang concludes that, as 

of the time of his study in 2005: 

It would be next to impossible to provide a description of ELT in all the 

minority communities, as so many differences are found in education across 

the regions they inhabit. Nevertheless, it is indisputable that education of any 

type among most of the minorities lags far behind the populous east. All 

indicators seem to suggest that English as a school subject fares even worse 

than other subjects, and sometimes it may simply be nonexistent. 

He points out two very important things: that many people who are national minorities 

have little exposure to English at all and that there is a severe teacher shortage: 

 Because of the second, the communities must turn to a large number of 

mianban [sic] [minban] or community-sponsored teachers. Usually without 

professional training and with only a secondary education, the [minban] 

teachers constitute a major proportion of all teachers in the west. This figure is 

as high as 31.33 % of elementary school 

teachers in Tibet, compared with the 13.8% national average (C. Wang, 2002). 

We must look at these two important points made by Yang in terms specific to Tibetan 

Comment [U1]: Ask Alice about this! 
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language learners.  While his assertion that most national minority students have little 

exposure to English is broadly true across China, it is likely not as true among Tibetans.  

Most Tibetans are aware of the importance of English and furthermore, many foreigners who 

speak English visit our hometowns.  Even if the foreigners speak French or Japanese as a 

first language, likely they will use English to try to communicate with us.  No study has 

looked at this, but this consideration must be part of any discussion of English language 

learning in Tibet. 

 The second point in Yang’s excellent study is also broadly true but perhaps “true” in 

a different way that one would expect in Tibet.  Although Tibet has the largest number of 

community-sponsored teachers, this may not indicate that these teachers have no educational 

background.  In fact, since Tibet has such a long history of written language and language 

instruction, they may be teachers who have a background in the monastic schools.  A school 

that wants to employ Tibetan teachers will usually require someone to know Tibetan and 

Chinese but not necessarily English; however that person very likely has some knowledge of 

how to educate students.  Especially if they are male, they would know temple schools well, 

and most Tibetan people whether male or female know about monastic education, because it 

is close to our lives and culture.  It is very common that a family member will send one child 

to attend such a school.  As this paper will discuss later, this type of language education is 

very close to the heart of most Tibetan people.    

 Yang further speculates that, along with government policy, English is highly valued 

in China because “large numbers of Chinese students have gone overseas to pursue advanced 

degrees” (559).  However, in the only study of this which looks at national minorities and 
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international education, C. Hu's (2003) study in Singapore, “only two [students] were from 

Inner Mongolia and Ningxia, two autonomous regions for ethnic minorities, with no students 

at all from Xinjiang, Tibet and Guangxi, the other three autonomous regions”(559).   

 No study has compared the number of students who are from minority nationalities 

yet not living in autonomous regions who choose to study abroad.  Yet within the author’s 

own graduating class from UW-Platteville, four of the eighteen students in this year’s class 

are from minority groups and all four of us are studying abroad.  The author, while not from 

the Tibetan Autonomous Region, is Tibetan.  It may be possible that the number of students 

has increased and/or it may be possible that students who are national minorities educated 

outside of the autonomous regions are more likely to receive strong education in English and 

to study abroad.  This paper will look at that possibility in terms of the author’s own 

experience as a Tibetan educated outside of the autonomous region. 

As noted above, Postiglione, Jiao and Manlaji (2007) discuss the overall context 

for language schooling and ethnic minorities as a context for their study on the Tibetan 

students outside of Tibet, the neidiban.    Like Yang (2003), they point out that 

“Language is a major component of China's policy edifice for its 55 state designated 

ethnic minority groups” (50).    However educational choices for Tibetan students 

outside of the Tibetan Autonomous Region are somewhat different.  The author’s 

experience and understanding of the choices faced by neidiban Tibetan families matches 

that discussed in the article; thus this article will also be referenced later in this thesis. 

The choices for Tibetan speakers are different depending upon whether they live 

within or outside of the Tibetan Autonomous region, and that effects how they learn 
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English or if they have the opportunity to do so formally in school.  Wan and Zhang 

(2007) study bilingual (Tibetan-Chinese) education within the Tibetan Autonomous 

Region and say that the general teaching objective is to “advance Tibetan bilingual 

education from a traditional form to a modern system that meets the challenge of the 

contemporary world.” (Implicitly, this means they also assume that traditional Tibetan 

education does not meet the challenge of the contemporary world.)  

They also say that:   

[The] emphasis of bilingual education today is put on facilitation of 

the students' command of their own minority language and culture 

and the acquisition of modem scientific knowledge.   This is to 

enable them to attain the aim of "Min-Han Jian Tong" [mastering 

both Tibetan and Mandarin Chinese] in  both oral and written 

literacy, and to develop themselves into modern talents with 

minority identity.  (136)  

They conclude that “[f]rom the perspective of improving cognitive development of minority 

children, to promote minority cultures, and to ensure nationality equality, bilingual education 

[in Chinese and the minority language] in minority regions should be enhanced and 

strengthened” (143).  Similarly, Zenz (2010) argues that while “China's minority education in 

general – and Tibetan education in particular – is often viewed [outside of China, especially in 

the west] as a hegemonic tool designed to assimilate minorities,” that treatment is too simple.  

After evaluating the development of Tibetan-language education in Qinghai province, Zenz 

concludes that the Tibetan students and their families are not “passive victims at the hand of a 

 

18 

 



 

dominant state, but strategising agents who can creatively explore and expand the political and 

cultural space within which they operate.”  Zenz points out that the parents and families choose 

between three different educational options.  As a child who has grown up seeing first-hand the 

effects of these different choices, the author explore this from the perspective of her own 

family.  The educational path chosen within this system very much affects how well a Tibetan 

student will learn English. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE TIBETAN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM WITH REGARDS TO 

LANGUAGE LEARNING 

 

To better understand the situation for Tibetan English language learners in China, onE 

needs an understanding of the different educational systems both for Tibetans living within the 

Tibetan Autonomous Region and for areas such as Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan 

provinces where large numbers of families speak Tibetan, and among Tibetans living elsewhere 

in China where there are few Tibetan speakers, or who choose to send their children to school 

elsewhere in China. 

Types of Educational Systems 

At present, there are two main kinds of the educational systems in the Tibetan 

Autonomous Region and in areas where there are large numbers of Tibetan families: monastic 

(temple) education and school education.  Outside of the Tibetan Autonomous Region in Qinghai, 

Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan provinces, families also may choose between schools where the 

primary language is Tibetan or where the primary language is Chinese.  English language 

education is much stronger in the schools where Chinese is the primary language.  Additionally, 

the teachers in the schools where the primary language is Chinese usually are Han Chinese and 

those in the schools where the primary language is Tibetan tend to be Tibetan Chinese.  Wan and 

Zhang (2007) refer to the type of bilingual educations in schools where Tibetan is the primary 

language as following two tracts: "Chinese plus Tibetan" for the first and "Tibetan plus Chinese" 
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for the second.  They add that “while both Tibetan and Chinese are offered as language courses in 

primary schools, all the school subjects are taught in students' mother tongue at the primary-

school level” (130).  Wan and Zhang do not discuss English language instruction, but the author 

will add that these forms both also include some English instruction but much more time is spent 

teaching Chinese.  In other words, English is the third language.  In the schools where Chinese is 

the primary language, the bilingual education is in Chinese and English.   

The above types of schools follow a format that a westerner would easily recognize: 

classroom instruction in reading and writing, for example.  In contrast, monastic education is a 

traditional Tibetan education form conducted by the temple.  (It is called “monastic” because the 

monks teach young boys.  In a similar system, nuns teach young girls, though the entire system is 

usually translated as “monastic.”)  The aim of monastic education traditionally is to instruct 

students in Buddhism, but actually it also has had the function of eliminating illiteracy and 

promoting cultural awareness.  

Outside of the Tibetan Autonomous Region, where many Tibetans live with the Han 

Chinese majority and with other minorities, they can choose to go to Tibetan school or Chinese 

school.  The choice a family makes generally will represent particular cultural views.   

The first kind of view is that the language which should be emphasized is Chinese.  (In 

fact, that was the opinion of my own family and my undergraduate major was Chinese.)  From 

this perspective, parents think that their children will have the best chance of a good future if they 

know China. If they choose this way, their children can get a good job in the future. These parents 

are mainly living in Tibetan dialect regions and some reside in the cities. Some are government 

staff members and some work in government-owned companies, but they are still worried about 

Comment [UWP2]: Many people outside of 
Tibet may not realize that traditional Temple 
education has continued .  [If you want—tell more 
about this especially as focused on language.]  [Why 
is studying Tibetan language so important.] 
[Temple education is in Tibetan, not Chinese nor 
English… so this model helps preserve the culture 
but is not relevant to learning English.] 
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maintaining their native language. These Tibetans will send their children to a Chinese school and 

educate them in Han Chinese.  Postiglione, Jiao and Manlaji (2007) report that only about 1% 

(1.16%) of Tibetans in China attended all Chinese schools with no exposure to the Tibetan 

language in school (55).  However, in some places this figure must be much higher that 1%; for 

instance, I think in my hometown of Tongren, the figure is slightly higher even though Tongren is 

well-known as a center of Tibetan culture.   

The second view, the majority view, is that the Tibetan language should be the main 

language used in school and Chinese should be the second language. Some people who may have 

this view are farmers, herders and peasants who lack formal education. At the same time, many of 

them are also concerned about their children’s future.  They are struggling between the tension 

between wanting children to maintain their own culture and the necessity of learning Chinese.  

Chinese government policies allow a person who does not speak and write Chinese at a high level 

to choose Tibetan as the primary language for college entrance in exams so not excelling at 

Chinese does not prevent a Tibetan from going to college.  But the only opportunity they will 

have upon graduation is to return to a Tibetan-speaking area where jobs are very limited. 

The third idea mainly exists among Tibetan intellectuals rather than parents. Those people 

are not satisfied with the level of bilingual teaching in the current teaching situations. They want 

to strengthen both Tibetan teaching and education on the national culture. They express both 

concern about protection of Tibetan culture and the need to know national culture.  This group 

also supports strong English language teaching. 

A fourth view mainly exists among young people. These are the young people who have 
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good jobs and income. At school they had a chance to learn both Chinese and Tibetan. After they 

entered society, they found that Chinese was more important in practical terms. So they attach 

great importance to learning Chinese, but still are very worried about the Tibetan language.   At 

the same time, they see little practical reward in mastering Tibetan.  In fact, they would see more 

practical benefit to learning English. 

Presently, the vast majority of Tibetan primary schools put Tibetan as a main course, 

carrying out synchronous teaching with Tibetan and Chinese and other courses taught in the 

Tibetan language. In order to allow Tibetan students to receive a higher education, the state offers 

the college entrance examination in Tibetan. Also, the tests are graded on a curve. They have an 

extra grade called preparatory education in the university for minority students.    The result is 

that Neidiban young people who are academically and practically motivated can likely go to 

college. 

As we will see, all of these choices and attitudes affect English language education.  Keep 

in mind that a student will study less English in a school with Tibetan teachers and more in a 

school with Chinese teachers, yet the pronunciation of Tibetan, while very different from Chinese 

and English, is actually slightly closer to English. This can cause some unusual situations, as you 

will see when reading my personal example. 
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School Choice and Its Effect on English Language Learning: My Neidiban Story 

I was born in Tongren County, Huangnan Tibetan Automous Prefecture, in southeastern Qinghai 

Province, China.  (Explain what an autonomous prefecture is)  My parents both are Tibetans who 

received Chinese education and they use Chinese frequently in their daily life and work. So ever 

since I was born, my parents have used two languages, Tibetan and Chinese, to communicate 

with me. Thankfully, I learned both of them well. When I was about two years old, I could recite 

Tsang poetry, although I didn’t even know what that the words meant.(Tsang poetry contains 

many ancient Chinese words that are hard for even very educated modern poetry lovers to 

understand.)  For instance, I remember learning the poem “To Wang Lun” by the poet Li Bai.  

Here you can see the title and poem as written phonetically in Chinese pinyin then translated to 

English. 

Pinyin: Zeng Wang Lun 

Li Bai cheng zhou jiang yu xing, hu wen an shang ta ge sheng. Tao hua tan shui shen 

qian chi, bu ji Wang Lun song wo qing.   

English: To Wang Lun  

 Li Bai I'm on board; We're about to sail, When there's stamping and singing on shore; 

Peach Blossom Pool is a thousand feet deep, Yet not so deep,Wang Lun,as your love 

for me.  

For a child who doesn’t know Chinese characters at this age, it is really hard to understand the 

meaning and the rhyme words. It is very complicated. But children just enjoy the sounds of the 
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poetry and practice the memory. Memorizing these sorts of poems also gives a foundation for 

learning Chinese in the future.  Yet there are also many, many philosophical and scholarly 

articles written about this poem. 

In fact, the way that many Han Chinese children learn Chinese at a very young age is 

very similar to how my parents taught me. If I did not have two parents who were both educated 

in Chinese schools and worked in places such as hospitals and government offices where most 

people are Han Chinese, they likely would not have taught me Chinese in this way which is so 

typical of Han Chinese culture. 

Because of their educational background in both Chinese and Tibetan, my parents pushed 

me to learn languages in ways that were very different from the experience of a typical person in 

my hometown.  Of course, I did not realize that at the time.  Now, I recognize that they had me 

learn both languages in ways that were deeply respectful of the culture and the culture’s 

language history.   

A Tibetan’s daily life is filled with proverbs. We put a person’s speech and how many 

proverbs you master as a measure of talent in the Tibetan language. When I asked my father 

what sorts of proverbs I was taught as a child, he told me that they taught me simple proverbs 

such as “Kindhearted likes the milk, good words like the key.” They tried to teach me many 

times and let me repeat the words.  This is also a way for many other children when they learning 

Tibetan language. 

My parents both lived in a small town and their parents were government staff members 

and did some work in government-owned companies. From their childhood, they had a chance to 
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learn both Tibetan and Chinese. They both went to medical school at that time, and after they 

graduated, both of them worked in the hospital. Even though they went to Chinese school for 

their education, they needed to communicate with patients in Tibetan and spoke Tibetan at home. 

My father once ran the Longwu Monastery Hospital for couple of years, and this monastery 

hospital included both western medicine and Tibetan medicine. So he had a really good 

opportunity to know Tibetan culture especially that of monastic education, even though he was 

not educated that way himself. 

After much deliberation, my parents decided to send me to a Chinese school, because 

being good at Chinese is more useful than being good at Tibetan if one wants to get a good job in 

the future in China. So I learned Chinese and had no opportunity to learn Tibetan at school. 

Since childhood, I have spoken Mandarin Chinese very well. Because my parents were busy with 

their work, they had to send me to the local elementary school when I was 5 years old (usually 

children go at age 7).  My mother told me that the teacher didn’t want me to go to school at that 

age because I was so young compared with any other students in my class. But my mother forced 

the teacher to accept me and make a promise that I could do well. Fortunately, I did really well at 

that class.  But my parents have always asked me to speak Tibetan at home even until today.   

When I was in grade two, my parents considered that the teaching quality in Xining, 

which is the capital of our province, is much better than our hometown. They made a new 

decision to send me to the school in Xining. Because of this decision, I began to learn a new 

language. Luckily this language was English. I say “luckily” because if I had gone to school in 

our hometown, I would have had no chance to learn English at the elementary school at that 
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time. (Today, this has changed.)   When I was a child, students there began to study English in 

junior high school. When I went to the new school, our teacher started to teach us to read and 

write the alphabets, which I thought really looked like Chinese pinyin. Partly I thought this 

because the signification of the character (not its pronunciation) also was sequenced in English 

like in Chinese pinyin. 

Teachers gave priority to the students to cultivate our interests and taught us some simple 

daily language, such as, “Hello”, “How are you?” and so on. In grade four, the school had an 

opportunity to send two students to join in the oral English speech competition, which was held 

by our province, and I was one of the lucky ones because our teacher thought that I was good at 

English. I remembered that our teacher asked me to recite a passage fluently, while doing some 

simple movements. After that I needed to answer some questions. I really did a good job on that 

day and won first prize in the contest. This inspired me to learn more English in the future.  

 In my junior high school, my parents sent me into a private school. In that school, besides 

attaching great importance to the Chinese, they also paid attention to English. They had reading 

time in the morning and evening every day. English had become a main course. Most 

importantly, the school had a foreign teacher to give us English lessons. Because the foreign 

teacher couldn’t speak Chinese, you had to communicate with her in English. It improved my 

English in a short time. She not only taught us language, but also the western culture through 

holding some activities or celebrating festivals. It made me feel that learning English was really 

interesting. 

When I was in high school, I went to a school in Hubei province which is almost 1800 
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kilometers from my hometown.  I was good at both Chinese and English. But I found that 

English teachers only paid attention to your reading, writing, grammar and vocabulary. They 

spent little time on speaking and listening because of the university entrance exam (which 

doesn’t test on speaking and listening.). Everyone started to memorize words and do reading. We 

rarely had a chance to speak English.  Despite my skills in English, I was really not able to study 

more spoken English at that time. 

I was recommended to choose Teaching Chinese as a Second Language for my major 

because I was good at both English and Chinese. In my opinion, the Chinese major should pay 

more attention to your English, because if you want to teach foreigners to learn Chinese, you 

must to communicate with them and the language most commonly spoken by foreigners in China 

is English.  (Perhaps some readers would think that I studied this major so I could teach Chinese 

to Tibetans, but in fact that would be extremely unlikely because I chose the major while at a 

Chinese school, not a Tibetan school, and the major was designed for teaching Chinese to 

foreigners.)  I realized if I had better English skills, foreigners would be able to understand what 

I was talking about better and learn more from me. But when I went to the university, I found 

that our courses attached more importance to Chinese and didn’t value English. No one cared 

about your English proficiency. We also didn’t have a chance to take the English professional 

level exam so I only passed CET-4 and CET-6 and spent little time with English. 

Incidentally, because my parents take education seriously, my younger brother also 

studied at an inland school in China, one where the teaching quality is better than in my 

hometown. During summer break, he also went to summer English programs in Wuhan to 
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improve his English because of his educational background which was similar to or better than 

mine.  He went to an inland China school in middle school, which is very unusual.  Many 

Tibetans attend a neidiban school in high school. 

When I graduated from the university, I had the chance to join the English Education 

Program. Because I found that I still loved English very much, this might be the most correct 

choice I have made in my life. When I attended the classes, I found that many things there were 

all I wanted. The teachers who came from the United States encouraged you to have your own 

ideas and interacted with you frequently in class. They had an open and free education mode, 

teaching with a lot of discussions. The atmosphere was very active. I was a person who felt very 

embarrassed when I was speaking in public, but I started to enjoy talking in public and adjusted 

to the teaching style in a short time. It enhanced my English greatly.  

After that, I was lucky to find a part-time job as an English teacher in Qinghai-University 

for Nationalities in my spare time. The students who I taught were minoring in English.  This is 

where I began to develop very clear ideas about how English instruction to Tibetan students. 

 

My Experience Teaching English to Tibetan Students 

Qinghai-University for Nationalities is where I began to develop very clear ideas about 

how English instruction to Tibetan students.  I realized that it would be better if done through 

different methods than to Chinese students.   

At the school where I was teaching, students came from many different places, including 
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a few Tibetan students. At first, I taught all students in English, rather than using Chinese to 

teach or frame how to understand the English words.  Most students thought that some courses, 

such as Grammar, would be too difficult to be taught in English, and asked me if I could teach 

them in Chinese like other teachers. Then I began to teach them those English courses in Chinese 

in order to let them understand the content but continued to teach the others in English with no 

Chinese.  (Because of the small number of Tibetan students, I did not use that language at all.) 

When I asked my students if they had any suggestions about my teaching, they all said the 

classes were great. I was satisfied at that time because I thought that my teaching methods were 

suitable for these students.  

Yet when I corrected the final paper, I found that my Tibetan students did really poorly. I 

felt very sad and wanted to know why it happened. Then I texted one of them and asked, “I 

found that all of you worked very hard in class, why didn’t you do very well on your exam?” He 

said, “Dear teacher, we attended a Tibetan school and our Chinese is really bad. So, when you 

taught English in Chinese, for Han nationality students it was good, but for us it was really 

difficult and confusing. We couldn’t understand what you were talking about.”  

These words hit me like a pot of cold water.  I realized that the Tibetan students had just 

agreed with the Chinese students about my teaching techniques because they didn’t want to be 

singled out.  His answer made me begin to rethink my teaching techniques. It made me start to 

think about what I could do to help those who attended Tibetan school from an early age. Their 

education background was really different from mine; even though we are all Tibetan and 

trilingual. In order to protect our nation’s own character, which is an important part of our 
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culture, they chose to attend the Tibetan schools while I had gone to Chinese schools.  

However, when these students tried to blend into this society, they were in such an awkward 

situation. For them, this was not fair. Their mother tongue is Tibetan and they learned a little Chinese 

at school. When they learned a third language, English, the teacher used Chinese, their second 

language, to teach them English. This was unfamiliar for them and strange. It will put them at a loss. 

As a Tibetan, and as an English instructor, it is my responsibility to help them solve these problems.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SPECIFIC ISSUES FACING TIBETAN STUDENTS LEARNING ENGLISH IN CHINA 

 As I have studied more, I’ve realized that the biggest problem faced by my students comes 

from the negative language transfer from Chinese to English as they try to learn English from 

Chinese teachers who do not pronounce it poorly, and from the fact that traditional education in Tibet 

in the monastic schools stresses excellence in oral language first.  Many educational works in 

English, Chinese and Tibetan explain in similar terms how memorization, proverbs and debate all 

form important parts of traditional Tibetan language teaching.  Like English and Chinese, Tibet’s 

written language is intertwined in its culture and educational systems.  However, even though English 

and Chinese are so different in terms of grammar and pronunciation, the way each language tends to 

be taught in formal educational systems where it is the first language have surprising similarities.  As 

we will see, this makes it even more important for teachers of English to Tibetans to be aware of how 

different formal Tibetan language instruction is compared to English and Chinese language 

instruction. 

The Structure of Traditional Tibetan Language Instruction as Contrasted to the Structure of 
Typical Chinese and English Language Instruction
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As Muriel Saville-Troike (2003) pointed out, as children acquire linguistic competence 

and go to school, there is a linguistic code-switching which occurs between the family setting 

and the school.   In many speech communities, even though “formal education is conducted in a 

linguistic code quite different from the one children have acquired at home,” it is still true that 

“the development of communicative competence in these settings emphasizes a formal style, 

reading and writing skills, and ways of speaking often unique to the school.” (244).   

Saville-Troike points out that culturally there is great similarity between large groups of 

educational systems.  She says that “comparative studies … suggest there may be more 

commonality cross-nationally in ways of using language in this [the educational] cultural domain 

than in any other, in large part because formal schooling in most of the world today stems from 

the same European traditions” (244).  Even while allowing for possible Eurocentric bias in this 

statement, it is clear that language learning in formal educational settings in both the United 

States and China have built in cultural elements which are very different from Tibetan language 

education.  As Saville-Troike explains, once a child goes to school, education “is carried out 

largely through the medium of language, and the children who succeed are those who ‘learn how 

to learn’ through abstract linguistically mediated instruction” (244).  An educated person must 

learn how to read and write a language and to know a second language in this type of education 

system means you know how to read it and write it.  As with my own experience learning 

English in China, sometimes this means that a person reads and writes but rarely speaks or 

listens.   
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In countries like China and the United States, the children who learn to excel in written 

Chinese or written English are the children most likely to succeed.  Although the cultures and 

languages are extremely different, the structure of formal education itself is more similar than 

most would think.  In contrast, a very few cultures which have long written traditions also have a 

system of formal education much different from that of public education in the United States and 

China.  Saville-Troike gives the examples of Quranic schools in the Middle East and Africa and 

monastic schools in Tibet as schools which structure education differently.  Though the written 

language is very old, students do not begin formal education by focusing on learning written 

language but on perfecting, memorizing, and developing skill with spoken language. This is very 

different from most educational systems.  Usually “emphasis in writing begins on school entry in 

most parts of the world,” from Latin American to Australia to Japan to China” and 

communicative competence in the school focuses on written language for the primary language.  

Oral competence may be stressed (especially for a second language), “but this often means 

competence in reciting what was written by others” (245).   

Tibetan monastic education stresses oral competence foremost.  Because of this, learning 

how to hear the correct sounds and learning how to quickly structure those sounds becomes of 

more primary important to a Tibetan speaker.  One can see that a Tibetan language speaker 

learning English through the filter of a teacher with Chinese pronunciation might be more 

influenced by negative language feedback, for example, than a English speaker learning Tibetan 

through the filter of a teacher with Chinese pronunciation.  In some places in Tibet, for instance, 

one might find monks who can speak English and Chinese very well but can only write Tibetan.  

When foreign visitors come to my hometown, such men are very capable of serving as tour 
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guides, though they would not be able to read a book.   It would be very unusual to find an 

English-speaking person who could speak Mandarin Chinese or Tibetan and know nothing about 

how to write them, yet this is very common among Tibetan speakers. 

Because of this, we must consider some factors about spoken Tibetan as it is formally 

learned in monastic schools.  Traditional monastic education has for over a thousand years 

included learning, memorizing and recreating thousands of Tibetan proverbs which are not 

written down by the student learning them.  There are plenty of books which list such proverbs.  

But the books are not consulted in the learning of them: language instruction is primarily oral.  

Tibetans take great cultural pride in the expressive cadences and sprightliness of intonation that 

characterizes excellence in spoken Tibetan.  These factors can’t are not captured in written 

Tibetan. 

A thousand years ago, monastic education was in place of public school education in 

Tibetan areas and it is still close to the heart of most Tibetans.  The monastery was the school, 

the lama was the teacher, and the Buddhist scriptures were teaching materials. A small part of the 

society was public school; the rest was Tibetan Buddhist monastery education. It not only has an 

extremely profound influence on Tibetan society, but also has a vital position in the history of 

Tibetan education. In the process of the development of society, Tibetan Buddhist monastic 

education has played a positive role in establishing education system, training talents, saving 

Tibetan ancient books and carrying forward the traditional culture.  

Dreyfus (2003) explains in detail traditional Tibetan teaching; knowledge of this is also 

easily available on Tibetan, Chinese, and English websites.   Basic education focuses on 
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strengthening the memory by memorizing scriptures, then having teachers explain them, and 

then strengthening the mind and cultivating eloquence through argument and traditional debate, 

called  ཚད་མ་རིག་པ། in Tibetan.  (As you will see, how you say that if you are a Chinese or 

English speaker is not the same, so I have written it in Tibetan.)    \ 

Examinations are all oral, and require recitation and analysis of texts by memory.  Drefus 

(2003) devotes several pages of discussion to “The Physicality of Tibetan Debates,” and how 

physical movement is coordinated with structuring argument and responses to arguments to lead 

to enlightenment.  For example, at particular times a hand is raised, then brought down, then 

there is a clap indicating the other monk must respond.  Speakers first crouch then stand then 

crouch.  Thought and argument are intertwined with stylized movement.    

 In the study of techniques of modern English language learning, one encounters the 

theories of San Jose State psychology professor James Asher and total physical response (TPR). 

Traditional debate practice between monks would seem to a westerner who has studied language 

learning theories to show someone learning language by this method.  As noted before, this 

theory develops and tests the hypothesis that using language and physical movement together 

can promote language acquisition. In TPR, instructors give commands to students in the target 

language, and students respond with their entire body.   In fact, this method of developing 

language excellence has been used in monastic education for hundreds of years to develop 

excellence in one’s own language and culture.  It makes sense that for Tibetan students, such 

techniques would also be the best way to learn a target language, such as English.   
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 Also, because this type of language learning focuses on oral rather than written language, 

it means that oral language differences may make negative language feedback a more 

pronounced problem for Tibetan speakers. 

 

Linguistic Differences Between Tibetan, Chinese and English and the Effect Upon to 

Language Learning 

Because of the stress on excellence in oral language and the marked phonetic differences 

between Tibetan, Chinese and English, it is very hard for Tibetan speakers whose Chinese is 

poor to learn English from Chinese teachers.     

Let me use my own name as an example of the problem of negative language transfer.   It 

is not easy for either native Chinese or English speakers to pronounce my name.  In Tibetan, we 

would write it this way:  གཡང་�གས་�་�ོན། 

As a Chinese Tibetan, if someone asked me about my name in English, I would tell them 

the name in Chinese as written in Chinese pinyin transliterated into Roman characters--

“Yangxiudazhen”—the name on this thesis.   “Yangxiudazhen” is a transliteration from Tibetan 

to Chinese pinyin to Roman characters. Because we have only one name rather than two or three 

in Tibetan, even having only one name causes some confusion (in my student record here, for 

instance, I am listed as “Yangxiudazhen Yangxiudazhen” because the computer system seems to 

not understand having only one name.)    My name written out this way --“Yang xiu da zhen”—

an English phonetic representation of Chinese pinyin--is not the exact pronunciation of my name 
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in Tibetan (and it makes English speakers think I have four names instead of one.)  In this 

example, the last syllable of my name, written “zhen,” really sounds closer to “drun” when 

pronounced, but that sound is harder for a Chinese ear to hear. It is easier for an ear used to 

English. 

After I came to United State, when someone asked me about my name, I said it the way 

I would say my name to a non-Tibetan.  But I found that the pronunciation I was using is closer 

to Chinese, not to Tibetan or English.  Tibetans who live in the United States and transliterate 

their name to English have names which, when written in Roman characters, sound closer to 

Tibetan but still not exactly right.   To make this more confusing, there is a system often used in 

the United States called the Wylie transcription which is a way to transcribe Tibetan writing 

using only the letters on a typical English keyboard.  The creator of this system, Turrell Wylie 

(1959) said that the system had to solve a “fundamental problem,” which was whether to 

represent Tibetan as it sounded, or as it was written.  He said “a survey of [western] publications 

by a dozen Tibetan scholars selected at random reveals a dozen varying systems of transcription-

a profusion of apostrophes, diacritical marks, Greek gammas, capital and italic letters.”  Wylie 

created a system to try to take into account both writing and pronunciation, but it too has 

problems.  For instance, if I use Wylie transcription my name becomes “g.yang phyugs zla 

sgron.”  The first syllable, to an English and to a Chinese speaker, sounds like “Young,” because 

you are not usually able to make or hear the Tibetan sound represented by the “g.”  However, the 

second part sounds nothing like my name: in fact it is a transcription of letters rather than sounds 

from Tibetan to English.  
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If I asked an English speaker to write my name, it sounds to them like “Young shu dha 

drun.”  The pronunciation sounds closer to Tibetan but still slightly different.    One can see 

simply from the pronunciation variations on my own name how the negative language transfer 

from Chinese to Tibetan could be very confusing for a Tibetan speaker trying to learn English, 

since to my ear “Yangxiudazhen” sounds very different from “Young shu dha drun,” and though 

the second is a little closer, neither are how my name is said in Tibetan.  Because all of my 

identification (passport, records, driver’s licence) say “Yangxiudazhen,” I must use this one in 

my daily life.  Now, imagine how it would be if that Tibetan speaker is trying to learn English 

from someone whose pronunciation is strongly influenced by Chinese. 

In fact, while Tibetan is very different from both Chinese and English, in its ancient form 

it is closer to the roots of English, since English is an Indo-European language and Indo-

European languages trace back to proto-Indo-European and ancient languages like Sanskrit.  

Sanskrit is the ancient language which most directly influences the Tibetan taught for centuries 

in monastic schools.  The influence of Chinese on Tibetan is much more recent and especially 

strong with loan words.  Most obviously, there are many loan words in Tibetan from Chinese for 

words that Tibetan had no words for until recently.  For example, take the word “refrigerator.”  

With the development of science and technology, Tibetans started to use refrigerators and call 

them the name they had in Chinese,  bing xiang. Now we have our own word in Tibetan. Tibetan 

scholars create these  new word by trying to describe the item. If I translate it into English word- 

for-word, it means “icy case.” 

Many of these new words appear in the Chinese-Tibetan-English Visual Dictionary of 
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New Daily Vocabulary (2008).  The staff and contributors of this book are all Tibetans who are 

intellectuals in the Tibetan language.  This book was very welcomed in Tibetan areas. Some of 

teachers in Tibetan schools try to teach these new words to their students.  This book is much 

more difficult to get in the United States at this time. 

Here is a story I heard from my friend. He went to a shop whose owner is a Tibetan, and 

he spoke with him in Tibetan, but one word, “orange,” he said in Chinese with Chinese 

pronunciation. (You can also say this same word with Tibetan pronunciation so it sounds Tibetan 

rather than Chinese, as opposed to the Tibetan word, which has existed for hundreds of years.)  

The shop keeper taught him how to say this word in Tibetan with anger.  That made my friend 

feel really ashamed because we had this word in Tibetan. Because of the influence of Chinese, 

we rarely use some Tibetan words in our daily life, but just say them in Chinese with Chinese 

pronunciation. Nowadays, many Tibetans have started to realize that we need to keep all of the 

words that we already have, and we should learn the new words. 

Tibetan students also are at some disadvantage when they learn English through Chinese 

because the grammars of all three languages are so different.  For example, if you say “I love 

you” in Chinese, it is the same sequence as in English. But in Tibetan, we often say “I you love”, 

putting the verb behind the object.  In this case, since it is the unusual case where Chinese and 

English grammar match, there would not be grammatical negative language transfer.  The 

problem is that Tibetan students who are not proficient in Chinese do not understand the words 

as they are pronounced and moreover in traditional education a student would not study written 

grammar by writing and sentence structure but through maxims, proverbs, and debate.   In other 
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words, this grammatical difference which English and Chinese schools might be more likely to 

focus on actually makes very little difference to us until we can hear and speak the language to 

begin with.   An excellent language teacher, from a Tibetan perspective, puts primary emphasis 

on excellence in oral language. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

The best solution to the disadvantages faced by many Tibetan students who learn English 

may be a form of trilingual education very different from that currently offered to Tibetan 

students in Chinese schools.  Very few Tibetan students currently receive the excellent education 

in Chinese that the author was fortunate enough to receive and so their second language becomes 

Chinese rather than English, and then they learn, or attempt to learn, English through the 

traditional educational structure which focuses on written language and through the filter of an 

English teacher who speaks Chinese and pronounces English words in a Chinese way.   

Most particularly, English language teachers must be aware of the stress placed upon oral 

language within Tibetan traditional education and of the negative language transfer caused by 

having teachers who pronounce English words in a Chinese way to Tibetan students.  Based on 

my own experience as a Tibetan teacher who majored in Chinese then English and who had a 

better formal education than many Tibetans, I have seen firs- hand how having a Tibetan 

language speaker teach Tibetan students English results in those students learning English more 

quickly and without the cultural shame induced by having them suffer through learning English 

via Chinese.  Finally, traditional Tibetan language learning in the monastic schools, as 

exemplified by the physical quality of monastic debates, suggests that Tibetan students might 

much more easily learn a second language of any kind by repetitive oral practice and response 

integrated with physical activity rather than focusing on the written language.  This explains why 

Tibetans who learn English outside of school often can speak but not write the language. 
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 Finally, excellence in English language learning among Tibetans in China must also contain 

the idea that tri-lingual education like bi-lingual education encompasses respect for all three cultures, 

including the formal education systems of those cultures.  This can lead to surprising realizations for 

all involved but more importantly to the success of our students in learning a third language. 
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