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Teaching Chinese Grammar 

 

Some students (i.e. the analytical ones) love the grammar and have lots of questions. 

Other students (i.e. intuitive learners) acquire the grammar rules by what feels right.  因材施教！ 

 

How to Teach Grammar 

a) State the Rule 

b) Compare & Contrast with English 

c) Anything else Worth Noting? 

d) Practice the difficult-to-grasp bits: 

Be clear on where the difficulty lies as this will determine the grammar exercises you will need to use: 

i) the position in the sentence (compared to English), e.g. Time Words and Prepositions:  substitution drills 

ii) Chinese distinguishes this pattern, but English doesn’t, e.g. 再、才、就 = then:  fill in the blanks 

iii) new grammar concept, e.g. RVE:  use pictures 

 

A) Linking Verbs   (S LV N)    他 姓 王 

Nouns: no distinction between singular and plural  (compare: English ‘sheep’). 

Chinese does not have words for 'a' and 'the'. So Chinese = I am student. Teacher is American. 

The most common linking verb is 是 (to be). Two other linking verbs are 姓 (to be surnamed)  

and 叫 (to be named/called). Also 像, e.g. 他像我哥哥. 

 

B) Adjectives  [i.e. descriptive verbs]  (S [adv] adj)   他 很 高 

Note: ‘is’ is already embedded in the Chinese adjective, so there is no need to add a separate word 

for ‘is’ in ‘describing’ sentences, i.e. 累 means ‘is tired’ as well as simply ‘tired’. (I am tired.  

Tired students cannot study well.) Note that an adverb is usually added before the adjective. 

 

Note: Chinese adjectives, in their positive form, almost always require an adverb to precede them. 

However, if there isn’t one, use 很, e.g. 我很忙 – from which we can therefore deduce that 很 

doesn't always mean 'very', but often carries little meaning. If no adverb precedes the adjective, the 

meaning expressed is one of comparison, e.g. 这本书好 (This book is a good one) infers that the 

other book being referred to isn't a good one. 

 

C) Action Verbs 

No irregular verbs (contrast English ‘to be’: I am, you are, he is) 

你 明天 在北京 要 跟他 买 那三本  很贵的 书 吗？ 
 

a) Subject vs. Topic 

Comparing the general tendencies, it holds true that English is more of a ‘subject’ language whereas 

Chinese is more of a ‘topic’ language. To simplify the matter, a subject is the subject of a verb, 

while a topic is the ‘subject matter’ of a sentence. In other words, the initial noun in English is 

usually the subject, whereas the initial word in Chinese can be: a subject, an object, a time phrase,  

a place phrase, an adjective, or an action verb. So words are often brought up to the head of the 

sentence – to the topic position – in order to focus attention on them. So the general rule in Chinese 

is: first set the scene, then indicate the action. 
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Chinese sentences can have a topic without a subject: 

鸡已经吃了 The chicken has already finished eating (鸡 = subject)  or  The chicken has already 

been eaten (= English Passive). 

 

b) Time Word 

你 明天 在北京 要 跟他 买 那三本  很贵的 书 吗？ 

In Chinese, Time WHEN words (6 o'clock, today, Wednesday) all appear before the verb (= the exact 

opposite of English where Time Words come after the verb), e.g. I go tomorrow = 我明天去. 

 

Time HOW LONG is the same as English. 

 

Whereas in English, time phrases require the prepositions 'in, at, on' before them, e.g. at 6 o'clock, 

in the afternoon, on Friday, Chinese doesn't need the 'in, at, on', e.g. 我六点来. 

 

c) Place Word 

你 明天 在北京 要 跟他 买 那三本  很贵的 书 吗？ 

When talking about where things are located, because 在 must be followed by a Place Word, most 

nouns need a PW-suffix attached to them, e.g. on the table = 在桌子上, not just 在桌子;  in the cup 

= 在杯子里, not just 在杯子. So, adding a suffix to nouns has the function of turning them into a 

Place Word.  [when 在 is a verb = to be in/at/on;  when 在 is a preposition = in/at/on] 

 

In order to express the idea “The bus/train ticket is with him”, Chinese demands a Place Word (这儿 

or 那儿) after the (pro)noun: 车票在他那儿. The reason is that a Place Word must always follow 在, 

even though one is not necessary in the English. 这儿 or 那儿 therefore turns the (pro)noun into a 

Place Word, e.g. He is with his friend 他在他朋友那儿. 

 

d) Auxiliary Verb 

你 明天 在北京 要 跟他 买 那三本  很贵的 书 吗？ 

Auxiliary Verbs (e.g. want to, can, like to, will, etc.) are used in the same way as in English,  

i.e. immediately preceding the verb they help. Adverbs normally precede the Auxiliary Verb,  

not the main verb. 

 

Auxiliary Verbs 会、能、可以 

In English the Auxiliary Verb ‘can’ has 3 different shades of meaning: 

I can speak Chinese  =  I know how to speak Chinese 

I cannot come today  =  I am unable to come today 

Sir, can I go now?  =  Sir, may I (have permission to) go now? 

Chinese uses 会、能、可以 to express each of these differing shades of meaning. 

Our difficulty in understanding how to use these three Auxiliary Verbs correctly is further 

compounded by the fact that 会、能、可以 each has at least two distinct meanings: 

会： know how to  (i.e. learned or acquired skills) 

会： will, shall  (i.e. anticipated or possible occurrence of future events, or expressing confident 

 predictions) 
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能： able to  (i.e. possibility due to circumstantial factors which favour or obstruct the occurrence 

 of events or permission from friends and acquaintances) 

能： inherent ability 

 

可以： may  (i.e. permission)   [可以 in the negative always indicates prohibition.] 

可以： suggesting an alternative approach or solution to a problem 

 

The Future in Chinese 

会 =  will  (i.e. anticipation of future events), e.g. 他会卖 = He will sell it 

要 =  want to  (i.e. intention to do something), e.g. 他要卖 = He wants to sell it 

 

e) Preposition   (跟、给、替、对) 

你 明天 在北京 要 跟他 买 那三本  很贵的 书 吗？ 

Chinese prepositions (Co-Verbs) function like English prepositions, defining when, where, how, for 

whom, with whom, etc. the action of the main verb takes place. Common ones are ‘with’, ‘for’, ‘to’ 

and ‘from’. 

 

In English, prepositions normally follow the verb (e.g. I go with you); in Chinese, prepositions 

precede the main verb. However, for emphasis, the preposition + noun can precede the subject. 

Time Words, adverbs, Auxiliary Verbs and negatives normally all precede prepositions. 

 

The most appropriate English translation for a given preposition differs with the main verb being 

used, e.g. 跟 can be used to have the meanings ‘with’, ‘to’ or ‘from’. Vice versa, in the English 

sentence “He bought something for me”, the preposition ‘for’ corresponds to 给 if it means ‘for my 

benefit’, but corresponds to 替 if it means ‘in my stead’. 

 

With a few verbs, when meaning to, 给 always follows the verb, e.g. 卖 (sell), 寄 (mail),  

拿 (take hold of). 

 

Other prepositions:  location (在),  direction & motion (从、到),  conveyance (坐、骑) 

 

f) Verb 

你 明天 在北京 要 跟他 买 那三本  很贵的 书 吗？ 

No irregular verbs (contrast English ‘to be’: I am, you are, he is) 

 

g) Number, Measure, Specifier 

你 明天 在北京 要 跟他 买 那三本  很贵的 书 吗？ 

 

Number 

二 and 两: 两 is used when counting items, e.g. 2 books, 2 students, so a Measure word must 

always follow 两. 二 is used when counting numbers, e.g. 12, 22, 2-4-5-2. 
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Measure 

Measures: although we have Measures in English, e.g. a pair of shoes, a sheet of paper, a suit of 

clothes, many Chinese nouns have their own special Measure. 

A Measure word is required whenever a noun is quantified by a number, e.g. 一本书 (one book),  

五支笔 (five pens). But as Measure words are always used together with a number (五个人 = five 

people), they cannot stand alone. An exception to this rule is 一 (one) which is occasionally omitted 

as understood. 

Measures are not required when the noun is used generically to refer to something without regard to 

specific quantity, e.g. 书是你的 (the book(s) is/are yours),  我没有笔 (I don’t have any pens). 

 

h) Modifying Adjectives 

你 明天 在北京 要 跟他 买 那三本  很贵的 书 吗？ 

In English, modification can be indicated in several different ways: 

a) a possessive adjective, e.g. my pen 

b) ’s added to the modifier, e.g. the teacher’s book. 

c) a possessive pronoun, e.g. the pen is mine. 

d) ‘of’ between modifier and modified, e.g. $100 of books. 

e) two nouns occurring in sequence, the first one modifying the second, e.g. a Chinese book. 

 

In Chinese, the general rule is: Modifier precedes Modified and 的 is normally added to the modifier, 

except where there is a close personal relationship between the modifier and modified (我妻子), or 

place names are used as modifier (中国笔). 

 

i) Object 

你 明天 在北京 要 跟他 买 那三本  很贵的 书 吗？ 

The object may be transposed (i.e. moved) to the beginning of the sentence in front of the subject 

where it becomes the topic of the sentence. This is done for convenience or emphasis, and is used 

frequently in Chinese. The more the object is modified, the more likely it is to be transposed. 

 

ASPECT  (no tenses in Chinese) 

 

Action in Progress   (English V-ing) 

他在买书吗？ 

Alternative sentence patterns for expressing ‘Action-in-Progress’: 

 S 在 verb object    他在看书 

 S 在 verb object+呢   他在看书呢 

 S    verb+着 object 呢  他看着书呢 

 

Ongoing State 

他坐着吗？ 

着, attached to a few verbs, indicates posture, e.g. sitting, lying down, kneeling, standing   

or a present continuing state, e.g. waiting, holding (an object), sleeping, wearing (clothes). 
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他坐着看书吗？ 

着 can also be attached to verbs indicating the posture or manner in which an activity is being 

carried out, e.g. posture: eat seated; read standing   
 

Two examples of the difference between 着 and ‘Activity in Progress’ 在 : 

 他在穿我的衣服   He is putting on my clothes  (active) 

 他穿着我的衣服   He is wearing my clothes  (stationary) 
 

 他在拿我的书   He is taking/picking up my book  (active) 

 他手里拿着我的书  He is holding my book in his hand  (stationary) 
 

The first sentence in each of the above examples indicates the dynamic nature of the action whereas 

the second sentence indicates the static mode of the action. 

 

Action Completed 了 

他买了三本书吗？ 

了 is probably the most difficult part of speech for the student of Chinese to understand how to use 

correctly. This is mainly because students jump to the wrong conclusion that they have now found 

the past tense in Chinese. Although 了 is used where an action took place at a point in the past, it is 

not applied automatically as the past tense is in English. Its use is, to a large extent, determined by 

the thrust of the utterance. The plain form of the verb in Chinese (e.g. 我买三本书) indicates no 

more than that the action is entered upon; whether it is carried through to completion or not is a 

point which the speaker may or may not feel is worth making (i.e. by adding 了). 
 

The Basic Rule: in order to indicate that a particular action has been completed or an event occurred 

(similar to have V-ed in English), 了 is added to the verb. Note: this rule only applies to action 

verbs, not to adjectives nor to linking verbs.  
 

English tense  vs.  Chinese aspect 
 

 Tense:  past, present, future 

 Aspect:  starting, progressing, completing 

 

At this stage, it is vital that you note an important distinction between English and Chinese. In 

English, past, present and future are indicated in two ways: tense + time. In English, we say, “They 

went yesterday”  not  “They go yesterday”.  The tense of the verb must agree with the time of 

the action. 

 

In Chinese, this system of tense is replaced by a different system (called aspect) which looks at the 

action - as to whether it is going on now (= the progressive aspect: 在 + V), whether or not it has 

been experienced before (= the experiential aspect: V + 过), or whether it has already been 

completed (= the perfective aspect: V + 了) ― but without reference to any point in time (i.e. past, 

present, future).  

 

How is aspect marked in a Chinese sentence? 

The action completed suffix 了 is added to the action verb (except when the object is simple and 

unmodified when 了 is tacked on to the end of the sentence). 
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In situations such as: “Last semester she was my teacher” (linking verb), or “When I was young, I was 

very fat” (adjective) - both of which speak of events in the past – 了 is not used for these types of 

past events for the reason that they could never be considered as the completion of an action. 

Normally a Time Word is sufficient, but sometimes nothing is used - simply the context of the 

conversation is sufficient to indicate that the event is in the past. 

 

Summary of the different uses of 了 

 

Action Completed: indicates the completion, conclusion or occurrence of an action or event (similar 

to ‘have V-ed’ in English). It is only used with action verbs. Double 了 = up to now (吃了两碗饭了). 

 

After ...., then ... : when one action is completed, then another one has, is or will begin. 了 is 

suffixed to the verb in the first clause, and will also be suffixed to the end of the second clause if the 

action has already taken place. From the sentence examples, we can see that 了 not = past tense. 

 

Change in Situation: indicates that a new situation has come about. 了 can be used with any type 

of verb, and always appears at the end of the sentence. 你很胖 (= fat) vs. 你胖了 (= put on weight) 

 

Immediate Future: indicates that an action or event is just about to happen. 了 is used with action 

verbs. 快, 就 and 要 precede the verb, and 了 comes at the end of the sentence. 

 

Exclamation: 对了！ 够了！ 太 Adj 了！ 

 

Experienced before 

他买过这本书吗？ 

过 is suffixed to the main verb to indicate an experience in the past. No specific time reference is 

indicated with 过. Negatives are formed by prefixing 没(有) to the verb. 

 

Experienced recently 

他买过了这本书吗？ 

Perfective-过 refers to the doing + completion of an action relating more closely to the present 

moment than the “have you ever ... before?” meaning indicated by Experience-过 (which identifies 

an experience in the more remote past). 过 as a main verb means ‘to pass through’ or ‘to go 

through’, so perfective 过 has the idea that the action has been gone through, in other words, that 

the action has been done; 了 is added to indicate completion. 

 

Note the difference in meaning in the following sentences: 

When discussing whether you have bought a certain book, you would say: 

这本书我买过. I’ve bought this book before  [-- it was about 5 years ago] 

这本书我买过了.  I’ve bought this book.  [-- in fact I just bought it only yesterday] 

这本书我买了.   I’ve bought this book.  [-- but there are two other books I haven’t bought yet] 
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Summary of Aspect in Chinese 

 

 Fact  他写信  He writes letters  (= a basic statement) 

 Action in Progress  他在写信  He is writing letters  (- in answer to 

  the question: What is he doing?) 

 Change of Situation  他不写信了  He is no longer writing letters   

  (whereas he was doing so previously) 

 Completion  他写(了)信了  He has written the letters  

 or He wrote the letters 

 Experience  他写过信  He has written letters before  

  (at some time in the past) 

 

 

VERB PARTICLES 

 

verb + 到、给、在   (contrast with 到、给、在 + verb) 

 

他今天学到哪儿？  

i) when or where an activity lasts until or reaches to, e.g. 看 (read), 学 (study, learn), 读 (study 

or read aloud), 写 (write), 上(课) (attend class), 准备 (prepare), 考 (test, examine), 教 (teach).  

ii) verbs of motion involving a destination (except 来 & 去), 到 + PW follow the main verb: e.g. 跑 

(run), 走 (walk), 飞 (fly), 回 (return), 搬 (move), 开 (drive), 寄 (mail), 拿 (take), 送 (deliver). 

 

他要送给你吗？ 

带/拿 (bring), 寄 (mail), 写 (write), 租 (rent), 借 (lend), 还 (return something borrowed),  

卖 (buy), 打电话 (to telephone), 送 (give a gift). 

 

他的书放在哪儿？  

e.g. 坐 (sit), 站 (stand), 住 (live), 睡 (sleep), 躺 (lie down), 放 (put), 挂 (hang), 写 (write), 

出生 (be born) 

 

RVE 

他跑累了吗？ 

Resultative Compound Verbs are a combination of  V + RVE 

 

 Action Verb  indicates the action 

 Resultative Verb Ending  indicates the result of that action 

 

In English we say, “He swept the floor clean”.  ‘Clean’ tells us the result of his sweeping and is 

therefore being used here as an RVE. 
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Whereas the Actual form shows the actual result already attained, the Possible form indicates the 

possible result that can(not) be attained e.g. “Are you able to finish reading this book by 6 p.m.?”  

Possible result is indicated by the insertion of 得 (for the positive) and 不 (for the negative) 

between the main verb and the RVE. 

 

RVEs can be Action Verbs, Adjectives or Directional Compounds. 

Some also have idiomatic meanings, e.g. 起来. 

 

How Actions are Performed  (adverbial use of adjectives) 

他跑得很快 

In English, in order to describe how an action is being performed, an appropriate adverb is placed 

after the verb: 

Q: How does the teacher speak to her students? 

A: She speaks slowly and clearly. 

English Adverbs of Manner are normally formed by adding -ly to the adjective, e.g. slow - slowly;  

clear - clearly. In Chinese, many adjectives can also be used adverbially. Note that the 得 in this 

lesson is descriptive, i.e. it describes how an action is being done, e.g. He runs fast = 他跑得很快. 

She talks slowly = 她说得很慢. The 得 can also describe degree, e.g. Her Chinese characters are 

written very clearly = 她的汉字写得很清楚. 

 

When an adjective is used to describe the manner in which an activity is being done, the subject + 

verb stand before the adjective, and 得 is added to the verb.  Adverbs precede adjectives. 

The negative 不 stands before the adjective, unlike English where it stands before the action verb: 

e.g. 他跑得不快 = He doesn’t run quickly 

 

Note the difference in meaning between 跑不快 and 跑得不快. In the first example, 快 is being 

used as an RVE and 不 expresses the persons inability to run fast. However, in the expression  

跑得不快, 不快 indicates how the person is running – “He doesn’t run quickly”. 

 

的、得、地 

的 : used mainly to indicate possession, e.g. 我的书  or  modification, e.g. 很大的房子. 

得 : its use is adverbial – used when an adjective is used adverbially to describe how actions are 

being performed, e.g. 他跑得很快. 

地 : used when reduplicated adjectives stand before verbs to emphasise how actions are being 

performed, e.g. 高高兴兴地走回去.  我已经清清楚楚地告诉你了，你怎么还不懂？ 

 

Adverbial use of Adjectives 

这支笔很好写 

汉字不好写 

In English, in order to say that an action is (un)pleasant or (not) easy to do (e.g. Chinese food is 

pleasant to eat.  Chinese characters are not easy to write), words such as ‘easy’, ‘difficult’, 

‘pleasant’ are placed immediately before the main verb. In Chinese, adjectives such as 好, 难,  

容易 are placed immediately before the main verb, e.g. 汉字很难写. 
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好/难 + verb indicating sense  =  (un)pleasant to the senses 

好/难/容易 + verb indicating activity  =  easy/difficult to accomplish 

 

Passive 

我的钱被他偷走了 

The Passive is formed by placing the receiver of the action at the head of the sentence, followed by 

preposition 被 (by) + the doer of the action. Unlike English, the verb remains unchanged. The verb 

is always followed by 了 or some other complement (e.g. RVE). (compare with 是 ... 的 pattern) 

 

Chinese uses the Passive construction much less than English. It is normally used in Chinese to 

express what happened to someone or something in adverse situations. 

 

把 

他把我的钱偷走了 

 

What is 把 ? 

把 is a preposition with a difference: ‘把 + noun’ appear in the normal preposition position (just in 

front of the main verb), but 把’s noun is actually the object of the main verb. 

把, unlike other prepositions, is not translated in English. 

 

How does 把 function? 

把’s job is simply to bring the object of the main verb up to just in front of that verb.  The sentence 

pattern thereby changes from ‘S-V-O’ to ‘S 把+O V’.  (Hence 把 can only be used with verbs which 

take objects, i.e. transitive verbs.) 

 

Who is 把 used with? 

把’s object is always a definite, specific person or thing (e.g. the boy, this table), never people or 

things in general. This is true even when no specifier is used, e.g. 她把东西拿回去了 = She took all 

the things back. 

 

When & Why use 把 ? 

There are two separate yet inter-related factors involved in the speaker’s choice of whether or not 

to use 把: it is most often used when: 

1. The action verb is lengthened through the addition of 来/去 or a verb-compound with a 

directional ending, or the verb is reduplicated, or the action verb takes both a direct and indirect 

object (e.g. verb + verb-suffixes 在、到、给), or the verb itself takes both direct and indirect objects. 

and 

2. The speaker wants to focus attention on the object and what happened to it rather than the 

subject, e.g. 我已经把汽车卖了 would more likely be used in a discussion about what happened to 

his car, whereas 我已经卖了汽车 is simply reporting an event, with no special focus. 
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Anything else Worth Noting? 

There is no difference in meaning in a sentence where 把 is used and in a sentence where 把 is not 

used. The difference is not one of meaning but of emphasis or focus: 把 is used when the focus is on 

the object - and what happened to it - rather than on the subject. It is therefore up to the speaker 

to decide whether or not to use 把, depending on the desired thrust of the utterance. 

 

Suggestion 

我们走吧 ！ 

When the speaker wishes to make their point in the form of a suggestion, rather than a direct 

command, they may preface their suggestion or request with a “Let’s ... !” : 

“Let’s go and buy the ticket now !”   “Let’s eat !” 

 

Probability 

您是王老师吧 ？ 

In English, when the speaker seeks confirmation of the truth of their statement, they do this by 

means of a ‘tag question’ (-- tag questions are used when the questioner makes a statement with 

which they presume the listener will agree): 

“You’re Mr. Smith, aren’t you?”    “He’s probably very busy, isn’t he?” 

 

and what about ...? 

他们都要去，你呢？ 

The sentence particle 呢 is used in two ways: 
 

a) At the end of an abbreviated question, which usually follows straight on a statement just made. 

Because the preceding sentence has already set the scene for the question, only enough of the 

question need now be given to make clear what is being asked - the rest is omitted. 
 

b) 呢 is also used at the end of a sentence containing a Question Word, giving the effect similar to 

that made in English when introducing a question with ‘Well, ...’,  ‘And ...’,  ‘But ...’ (i.e. less 

abrupt). 

 

Indirect Object 

黄老师不给你书吗？ 

In Chinese, the Indirect Object precedes the Direct Object, as in the English sentences: He gives me 

the book or Mr. Smith teaches her French. The Direct Object represents what is being transferred 

as a result of the action, and the Indirect Object denotes who is being affected by that action. 

Indirect Objects occur most frequently with the verb 给 (to give). 

 

Prepositions of Conveyance  

他要坐出租车到车站去. 

In order to state the means of conveyance used to get from one place to another (e.g. He went by 

bus), use preposition 坐 and 骑 (by). 

坐:  ride in a conveyance with seats, e.g. 汽车、公交车、火车、长途汽车、飞机、船. 

骑:  ride on a conveyance you straddle, e.g. 自行车、电动车、马、摩托车. 
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Expressing Existence with 有 

桌子上有什么东西？ 

In order to say: ‘There is/are objects or people on/at/in Place Word’ 

e.g. There is a book on the table.  There are many Chinese in America.  Who is there in the park? 

the Place Word stands in the subject position, followed by 有 and the noun. 

Note that, when using 有 in this sentence pattern, it means there is/are rather than to have (as in 

the sentence 我有笔 = I have a pen) 

 

Verb-Object Compound 

他吃饭 

Certain verbs in Chinese are normally linked together with its own particular object, and the verb + 

its object are said together as a single verb unit, e.g. 吃饭 = to eat. In English, the object is not 

required. Some common Chinese Verb-Objects: 

 

Chinese Verb-Object Literal Translation English usage 

 说 话 / 讲 话   to speak speech  to speak, to talk 

 看 书   to read books  to read 

 读 书   to study books  to study 

 教 书 

吃 饭  

 买 东西  

 走 路  

 开 车  

 做 饭  

 写 字  

 做 事  

 to teach books 

 to eat rice 

 to buy things 

 to walk roads 

 to drive vehicles 

 to make rice 

 to write characters 

 to do things 

 to teach  

 to eat 

 to shop 

 to walk 

 to drive 

 to cook 

 to write 

 to work 
 

 

Emphasis with 是 ... 的 

我是在美国工作的  (It was in America that I worked) 

If you want to focus on the circumstances connected with an action, simply place 是 at the 

beginning of the words to be stressed and 的 at the end of the sentence. 是 is often omitted as 

understood in positive sentences. 是……的 mainly emphasizes circumstances connected with past 

actions. 是 can be used without 的 for emphasis, e.g. 是我没说清楚，不是你没听清楚.  

 

More, over 多 

二十多本书 

多, when used in approximations, means ‘over’ or ‘more than’: 

Normally for numbers which end in 1 to 9 (e.g. 3, 36, 108), the pattern is: NU - M - 多 – N 

Normally for numbers which end in a zero (e.g. 20, 200, 2600), the pattern is: NU - 多 - M - N 

When 多 comes after the Measure, it means a fraction of a whole number. 
 

多 (more) and 少 (less) can be used adverbially, standing before the verb being modified.  

Their English equivalents follow the verb as part of its object: 请多吃一点. Please eat a little more. 
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6 verbs of Motion 

请他马上上来 

来 and 去 can be suffixed to 6 special verbs of motion, yet still retaining the meaning of motion and 

direction in relation to the speaker. These 6 verb-compounds do not require 这儿 or 那儿 because 

‘here’ and ‘there’ are already embedded in the meanings of 来 & 去. 

 

 上来 =  come up (here)  上去 = go up (there) 

 下来 = come down (here) 下去 = go down (there) 

 出来 = come out (here)  出去 = go out (there) 

 进来 = come in (here)  进去 = go in (there) 

 回来 = come back (here)  回去 = go back (there) 

 过来 = come over (here)  过去 = go over (there) 

 

These 6 verb-compounds, plus one other –– 起来 (upwards) –– can themselves be suffixed to certain 

other verbs of motion in order to indicate direction. So, when suffixed to any other verb, 来 and 去 

no longer include the meaning ‘come/go’, but only express direction, e.g. 请他马上拿上来. 

 

Comparing Distances with  A 离 B 远/进 

加拿大离中国非常远 

Distance between two places - but only as to whether far or near – is formed by inserting 离 (be 

separated from) between the two Place Words, and adding 远 (far) or 近 (near). In English we say 

“The post office is far from the train station”, whereas Chinese says “The post office from the train 

station is far”. The extent of the nearness or farness is indicated by placing an appropriate adverb 

(e.g. 很, 不太) just before 远 or 近. 

 

Comparing: same or different  A 跟 B 一样 adjective  

这本书跟那本书一样贵 

Similarity or difference between two (or more) persons or things is indicated by inserting 跟 

between the two items being compared, and following them with 一样 (to be alike). Whereas in 

English we say “This pen is the same as that pen”, Chinese says “This pen and that pen are the same”. 

When stating in what way they are similar or different, an adjective is added after 一样. 

 

Comparing:  A 比 B adjective  adverb/N-M(-N) 

哥哥比弟弟大三岁 

In order to compare two (or more) persons or things, 比 (as compared with) is inserted between the 

two items being compared, and an adjective comes after the second item to show in what respect 

they are being compared. Whereas in English we say “This watch is more expensive than that watch”, 

Chinese says “This watch compared with that watch is more expensive”. When indicating to what 

extent, a suitable NU+M (+N) or adverb is added after the adjective. 

 

B 没有 A 这么 or 那么 adjective 

你的房子没有我的房子这么干净 
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Relative Clauses 

正在聊天的人都是我朋友 

In English, relative clauses (e.g. who are chatting) modify nouns (e.g. the people): “The people who 

are chatting are all my friends”. The relative clause follows the noun it modifies and points back to 

that modified noun. In Chinese, the relative clause precedes the noun. 
 

modifying clause precedes modified noun 
 

and the modifier always has 的 attached to it. In other words, what stands before 的 describes 

what comes after 的. 

 

In English, relative pronouns (‘who’, ‘which’, ‘that’) introduce the relative clause that follows: 

The man who came is my brother.   The house that Jack built is near here. 

However, there are no such equivalent words in Chinese. Instead, Chinese does this by way of a 

modifying clause + 的. 

 

Reduplicated Verbs, Adjectives, Measures  

 

Reduplicated Verb 

Reduplicated verbs give a softer, friendlier, more casual tone of voice (i.e. do it a little bit or for a 

little while), e.g. 中午到我家来坐坐、喝喝茶，怎么样？ 

 

V  V V   (single-syllable verb) 

VO  V V-O 
 

AB  ABAB  (double-syllable verb), e.g. 来，来，来，我给你们两位介绍介绍. 

 

Reduplicated Adjective 

Reduplicated adjectives add a degree of emphasis or vividness. 
 

大  大大的(地)  (single-syllable adjective) adds vividness, e.g. 这杯花茶凉凉的，不好喝. 
 

AABB (double-syllable adjective) adds emphasis, e.g. 我已经清清楚楚地告诉你了，你怎么还不懂？ 

 

Reduplicated Measure 

Reduplicated Measures + 都 = each/every one, e.g. 我妻子炒的菜，样样都好吃！ 
 

Reduplication of NU+M(+N) + 地 = one at a time, one by one, e.g. 我的房租是一个月一个月地付的. 

 

一点儿  & 有一点儿 
 

Adjective (一)点儿 = a little Adjective  (compared to the norm.) 

今天冷一点儿. 

 

有(一)点儿 Adjective = slightly Adjective, a little Adjective   (no comparison) 

今天有一点儿冷. 
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才、再、就  

In English we use just one word for all three Chinese words – ‘then’. The choice of whether to use 

才、再 or 就 is often dependent on the sort of emphasis the speaker wishes to give: 

 

a) 才、再、就 + verb  =  then 

 才 stresses a condition 

再 stresses the order of events 

就 stresses immediacy 

 

 才： 你（得）吃完饭，才可以出去玩。 

 Not until you have finished eating the meal are you allowed to go out to play. 
 

 A condition or stipulation is implied – not until one thing is completed are you permitted to start  

 on the second thing. If you are a parent, you will probably be using 才 a lot with your children:  

 “You can’t watch the television until you have finished your homework!”   

得 (must) is often used to emphasize the condition or stipulation. 

 

再： 你（先）吃完饭，再出去玩。 

(First) finish eating the meal, then go out to play. 
 

 A series of actions which are to be carried out in order. 再 is only used with future actions. 

 If you are the type of person who loves an ordered life – first eat breakfast, then wash and dress  

 – you will be using 再 a lot!  先 (first) is often used to emphasize the order of events. 

 

 就： 你（一）吃完饭，就出去玩。 

 (As soon as) you have finished eating the meal, then go out to play. 
 

 As soon as one action is completed, the next one will begin almost immediately. 

 If you are the sort of person with a busy schedule, rushing from one thing to another, then you  

 will be using 就 with great frequency!  一 (as soon as) is often used to emphasize immediacy. 

 

 However, 就 doesn’t always express immediacy: it can simply indicate a subsequent or  

 consequent action or result: 
 

 你如果没事，就可以走。 

 If you have nothing to do, you may leave. 
 

 妹妹吃了一个苹果就饱了。 

 Younger sister was full after eating (only) an apple. 

 

 (Although 就 normally means ‘then’, it is usually left untranslated in English) 

 

b) 就 / 才  =  faster / slower  than expected 

 

 就 emphasizes faster than expected 
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 你的汉语学得很快，才学了半年就说得这么流利了！ 

 You’ve learnt Chinese very quickly – you’re so fluent after only half a year ! 

(– most people take at least one year to reach your level of fluency) 

 

 才 emphasizes slower than expected 
  

 你的汉语学得很慢，学了两年才学了两本书。 

 You’ve learnt Chinese very slowly – you’ve only completed two books after two years. 

(– most people have finished five books after two years!) 

 

c) 就 / 才  =  earlier / later  than expected  

 

 就 emphasizes earlier than expected (= as early as ...) 
 

 我们本来约好上午十一点见面，可是他九点就来了。 

 We originally fixed to meet at 11 a.m., but he came at 9 o’clock. 

  

 才 emphasizes later than expected  (= not until)  
 

 我们本来约好上午九点见面，可是他十一点才来。 

 We originally fixed to meet at 9 a.m., but he only came at 11 o’clock. 

 

d) 就 / 才  =  only  
 

 就  =  只   
 

 全班同学都来了，就王明道还没来。 

 The whole class of schoolmates have all arrived, it’s only Wang Ming-dao who hasn’t arrived yet. 

 

 才 indicates falling short of the normal standard or expectation, and therefore sometimes  

contains an element of surprise. 
 

 你才吃了半碗饭！ 

 You have only eaten half a bowl of rice !  (- are you ill?) 

 

e) 再 / 才  =  not until  
 

再 is used when making a suggestion, request or giving commands. 
 

 我们等明年存够了钱再结婚吧！ 

 Let’s wait until next year when we have saved enough money and then get married!   

(= my strong advice) 

 

才 implies a condition that must first be fulfilled  
 

你今年才 19 岁，两三年后才可以结婚。 

 You’re only 19 years old, so you can’t get married for 2-3 years. 

 (– you’re too young to get married) 
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Deletion  

 

a) Deletion of subject  (often = ‘one’ or ‘it’s’ in English) 

星期天不开门。    They (or we) don’t open on Sunday(s). 

太远了！     It’s too far ! 

 

b) Deletion of Pronoun when referring to the same person in both clauses: 

问老师有没有笔。   Ask the teacher whether she has a pen. 

 

c) Deletion of Possessive Pronoun when understood from the context: 

车在哪儿？     Where is your (or the) car? 

 

d) Deletion of Conjunctions  (and; but;  if ..., then, ...) 

我吃菜，不吃肉。   I eat vegetables but not meat. 

他不去，我也不去。   If he doesn’t go, then I’m not going. 

 

e) Deletion of Linking Verb ‘to be ’: 

Price: 这个东西多少钱？ How much is this? 

Age: 你的小孩几岁？  How old is your child? 

Time: 现在几点了？  What is the time? 

Date: 明天几号？   What is the date tomorrow? 

  

f) Deletion of Impersonal Pronoun ‘it ’  (as subject or object) 

下雨了！     It’s raining now ! 

我喜欢。     I like it. 

 

g) Deletion of unstressed ‘a’ and ‘the’: 

你有没有笔？    Do you have a pen? 

书在哪里？     Where is the book? 

 

h) Deletion of unstressed ‘any’ (negative) and ‘some’ (positive): 

他没有。     He doesn’t have any. 

你要不要？     Do you want some? 

 

 

Strict order:  conditional clause  -->  main clause 

Whereas in English the main clause can often precede the conditional clause, in Chinese the 

conditional clause must precede the main clause: 

 

If:   如果你不想去，你可以不去。 

   If you don’t feel like going, you don’t have to go. 

or  You don’t have to go if you don’t feel like going. 
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When:  他到的时候，我们就马上吃饭。 

After:  我穿好衣服以后，就去上课。 

Before:  考试以前，要先复习。 

As soon as: 他一生病，就去医院检查。  

Because: 因为他没考上大学，所以要去找工作。 

 

 

Adverbs joining up two clauses 

 

Conjunctions linking Clauses: adverbs in associated pairs: 

Although ..., but ...  虽然 ..., 但是 ...  (concession) 

As soon as ..., then ... 一+V ..., 就 ...   (immediacy) 

Because ..., therefore ... 因为 ..., 所以 ...   (cause/reason + result) 

Both ..., and ...   又/也 ..., 又/也 ...  (addition) 

If ..., then ...   如果 ..., 就 ...   (condition) 

Not only ..., but also ... 不但 ..., 而且/也 ...  (addition) 

Seeing that ..., then ... 既然 ..., 就 ...   (reason + consequence) 

Except for ...   除了 ... 以外, 也 ...    (exception) 

First ..., then ...   先 ..., 再 ...   (order of events) 

If it’s not ..., then it’s ... 不是 ..., 就是 ... 

No matter ..., still ...  不管 ..., 还是 ...    

The more ..., the more ... 越 ..., 越 ... 

Even if ..., (still) ...  就是 ..., 也 ... 

On the one side, on ... 一边 ..., 一边 ... 

So long as    只要 ..., 就 ... 

Unless ..., otherwise ... 除非 ..., (要)不然 ... 

Even if ...    即使 ..., 还是/也 ... 

 

 

 

Grammar clips: www.compasslearningservices.org/cme 

http://www.compasslearningservices.org/cme

