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Abstract. The differences in thinking patterns between English and Chinese have
been found to have a significant impact on Chinese students’ English writing,
whereas there are few analyses of thinking differences specific to the English
writing of junior and senior high school students. Therefore, this study aims to
analyze and investigate how some of the variations between English and Chinese
thinking patterns act on the Englishwriting of Chinese students aged 12–18. In this
thesis, the main method of research is literature study. By collecting, identifying,
and collating existing literature for comparative analysis, problems and reasons
that emerge for this particular aspect of English writing among younger students
are presented. For these students between 12 to 18 years, who are still in a state
of further awareness of their mother tongue, differences in interlingual modes of
thinking pose a barrier to English writing in terms of both writing content and
structure. To improve students’ writing skills, instructors must lead students to
identify the differences. Meanwhile, it is crucial to apply appropriate solutions in
their teaching.
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1 Introduction

With the globalization of the English language, English has been a compulsory subject
for most junior and senior high school students (mostly aged 12–18) in China since
1977. However, there are substantial differences in patterns of thinking between English
and Chinese, which constrain and shape the use of the language all the time. [1] To
effectively improve students’ writing skills, teachers need to lead students to identify
these differences and apply appropriate solutions based on thinking patterns.

An extensive literature is available on the differences in modes of thinking between
Chinese andEnglish, albeit with some differences in analytical generalization. For exam-
ple, Wang summarises the features of each of the English and Chinese thinking patterns,
including rational thinking vs. visual thinking. Then, he conducts a comparative analy-
sis, whereas Liu and Deng firstly trace the differences in ways of thinking by analyzing
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specific aspects such as word choice, sentence structure, discourse construction, and
language style. [1, 2].

Previous research proposed various strategies for providing Chinese-English trans-
lations specifically based on differences in thinking, which focuses more on the transfer
of information in bilingual conversions than on direct output. [3–6].

In contrast, writing instruction is not common in such studies. At the same time,
progressive instruction targeting university students accounts for the majority of them,
and there is a lack of summaries of English writing specifically for Chinese junior
and senior high school students. [1, 7] Unlike university students, this age group is
still perceiving and refining their mother tongue, and the learning of foreign languages
is often deeply influenced by the everyday use of Chinese. In their English writing,
a variety of Chinglish expressions emerge, making the writing awkward and causing
misunderstandings in comprehension. Therefore, it is important to collate a comparative
analysis of the differences in thinking patterns to benefit younger students’ understanding
of the two languages and to help lay the foundations for their English writing.

The present study begins by summarising and analyzing the differences in thinking
patterns between English and Chinese based on existing literature. Then, starting with
the problems that Chinese students tend to have in English writing, the study selects the
collated differences to find the reasons that can explain these phenomena and then uses
comparative analysis to logically categorize and present these differences in thinking.
The main aim is to provide teachers with ideas for teaching English writing to Chinese
students aged 12–18, which is to enable students to develop a better understanding of
cultural differences and become more authentic in their English writing.

2 Comparative Analysis

2.1 Differences in Writing Content

There are distinct discrepancies between the preferences of Chinese users and native
English speakers regarding the presentation of words and the selection of main ideas in
their writing.

2.1.1 Visual Thinking (Chinese) vs. Rational Thinking (English)

Chinese is considered to be a language that focuses on visual thinking, while English
is more rationally oriented. [8] In general, Chinese is image-oriented without the use
of rigorous lexico-grammatical articulation and logical connectives for argumentation.
Overall, impressions are more important in Chinese logic. [9] The Chinese way of
thinking is mainly intuitive and perceptual, focusing on perception, experience, and
sensation. As a type of pictograph, Chinese characters are also a concrete expression of
intuitive thinking. In the beginning, the meaning of Chinese characters originated from
the depiction of things in the primitive material world by the Han ancestors. As a result,
Chinese characters were always associated with visual images drawn from reality [2].

Almost every individual character in the Chinese language has its own meaning
without being formed into a word. For example, figurative expressions occupy a large
part of the Chinese written record. Even in philosophies that explore abstract meanings,
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Fig. 1. Radical and multiple-component character

readers can often catch a glimpse of visual thinking. The famous piece ‘Autumn Water’
from the Taoist classic ‘Zhuangzi’ explores the abstract concept of external perception
through the use of such visual objects as the river and the sea, the frog in the well and
the summer insect.

This visual way of thinking in Chinese allows subjective feelings to be given greater
importance, while rational analysis and functional purpose are both fused into intuition.
The consequence is that the logical formal representation of objective reality is often
neglected [10].

By contrast, English belongs to the classification of phonogram scripts, which record
language by using a limited number of letters to record the phonetic sounds in the
language. Compared to Chinese, which emphasizes the overall impressions, English
focuses more on the component and is committed to specific details. [8] Details such as
morphological changes and word order all play an important role in the understanding
of the content.

Consequently, Chinese speakers are better at expressing abstract concepts using
figurative methods, while fully abstract thinking and concepts are not very common.
Native English speakers, instead, tend to represent concrete matters in terms of abstract
concepts and have better use of abstract thinking skills. [10] It is necessary to consider
the mode of thinking pays more attention to the visual whole or logical analysis leads to
the following problems in the content of Chinese students’ English writing. As there is
no hieroglyphic element in the English letters, the memorisation and spelling of English
words pose certain difficulties forChinese speakerswho are used to associatingmeanings
withwords. In learningChinese,many characters canbeused to conveymeaningutilizing
figurative radicals, but this pattern in no way applies to English words. [11] At the same
time, Chinese people sometimes only pay attention to the meaning of the chosen English
words but ignore the part of speech, resulting in grammatical errors in sentences. This
is particularly common with English beginners in China and accounts for most of the
content problems in English writing in junior and senior schools (Fig. 1).

2.1.2 Dialectical Thinking of Chinese vs. Logical Thinking of English

It is believed that Chinese is a dialectical-Thinking language, While English emphasizes
more on logical analysis. The thinking pattern embedded in traditional Chinese culture
is contradictory and dialectical. Rarely is there a given premise or fulcrum in Chinese
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cultural thinking, but there are always two opposing but unifying factors that are interre-
lated, which coexist and complement each other. They interact with each other and can
only reveal their own meaning and value within the structure of a whole. The Chinese
believe that only the coexistence of differences can constitute a contradiction, which is
the source of the development and change of things.

As an example, since ancient times, the Chinese have widely believed in the ’unity
of heaven and human beings. In this context, heaven refers to the various surrounding
organisms that are intrinsically linked to man. [12] The “heaven” has a significant influ-
ence on the daily activities of human beings, but it can also be interfered with by artificial
actions. The Chinese tend to place heaven, earth, man, and society in oneweb of relation-
ships, examining their organic connections holistically and focusing on the relevance of
the whole. They are accustomed to a dialectical approach to diversity as well as to the
pursuit of harmony and unity among multiple opposites. In writing, the Chinese focus
on the correlation of the intrinsic meaning of the whole, rather than often analysing each
part individually and giving less consideration to entities, individual concrete elements.
[13] Multiple perspectives are more likely to be accepted at the same time in Chinese
writing because of the belief that different things have their own meanings and constrain
each other. Chinese writing favours a more dialectical and holistic approach to thinking.

In contrast, there is a strict sense of logic in English [14]. Native English speakers
are better at abstract thinking than the Chinese, with an analytical style of thinking. This
analytical way of thinking divides the universe into two distinct worlds, making clear
distinctions between subject and object, human beings and nature, spirit and matter,
thought and existence, soul and body, phenomena and essence, and opposing the two
to make an in-depth analytical study of this dualistic world separately. [14] In Western
philosophy, the pursuit of alternate contrasts in reasoning has been a long-standing
practice, leading to the development of a logical mode of thinking. [8] In many cases,
things are either black or white, and there is rarely a middle ground or a combination of
the two in English writing. [9].

Both the pursuit of harmony and unity of the world by the Chinese and the dichoto-
mous thinking of English speakers will be reflected in the content of their writing. The
Chinese mindset leads to an unconscious overuse of dialectical thinking in English writ-
ing. With the dominance of dialectical thinking, Chinese people often support more
than one position in argumentative essays. However, these opinions from different posi-
tions are not properly detailed and often logically conflict with one another. As a conse-
quence, the central idea of the essay appears unclear. Also, there is toomuchmeaningless
exposition.

In addition, this difference in thinking patterns is closely linked to other features.
The logic of English writing tends to be straightforward and clear, and ideas can often
be swept away at a glance. On the contrary, Chinese thinking strives for harmony among
multiple elements and seems to bemore tortuous, requiring further connection to specific
content to figure out the logic. This causes Chinese students to make the mistake of
failing to clarify the ideas in their English writing, especially when they started writing
argumentative essays in English in junior or senior high school. Excessive long padding
and ambiguous statements make their essays unfocused. As a result of not fitting into
the traditional English mindset, these writings turn out to be perplexing.
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2.2 Differences in Writing Structure

For Chinese students, differences in sentence structure and writing coherence play an
important role in English writing. Similar to writing content, the framework and linking
of the text are intimately aligned with the discrepancies in thinking between the two
languages.

2.2.1 Passive Voice vs. Active Voice

Although the passive voice is a linguistic phenomenon found in both languages, due
to the differences in thinking and expression habits between the two languages, the
active voice is commonly used in Chinese, while the passive voice is used much more
frequently in English than in Chinese.

InEnglish, the basic structure of the passive voice is the copula be+ the past participle
of the verb. The preposition ‘by’ introduces the perpetrator (which can also be omitted)
and it is also common to use get as an auxiliary verb. In terms of semantic function, the
English passive voice is mainly used to express objectivity. According to statistics, the
English passive voice occurs most frequently in academic corpora, with 25% of all finite
verbs using the passive voice. [15] In academic discourse, verbs that appear mainly in
the passive voice are usually those that represent scientific analysis and research, such
as test, analyse, and interpret. In addition, words such as blame, arrest and hit are often
used in the passive voice when it is inappropriate to mention the perpetrator of a negative
event in the news. It can be seen that the use of the passive voice in the news genre also
has the semantic function of indicating something unfortunate or unpleasant [16].

In Chinese, the Chinese character ‘被’ (Bei) is often used to help verbs form the
passive voice. In this type of sentence, the perpetrator can either be omitted or placed
between ‘Bei’ and the verb. In spokenChinese, the character ‘Bei’ can also be replaced by
other Chinese characters. This structure has some similarities with the English passive,
but there is a fundamental difference in that the verbs in the active and passive voice
in Chinese are homographs, whereas in English these verbs must be morphed. [17]
Secondly, most Chinese grammarians believe that the main form of the Chinese passive
voice (i.e., the ‘Bei’ clause) denotes a pejorative meaning. [18] Wang points out that the
‘Bei’ in the common passive voice in Chinese is developed from themeaning of “suffer.”
As a result, this grammatical structure often indicates misfortune or unpleasantness. [19]
Although the use of the passive voice in modern Chinese has expanded significantly
with the influence of Western languages (especially English), sentences that contain the
passive voice to express unwanted or unpleasant situations remain the majority.

In summary, although the Chinese passive can denote both objectivity and unpleas-
antness semantically, as can the English passive voice, the priorities are reversed. The
increasing use of the passive tense to indicate objectivity in Chinese is obviously influ-
enced byWestern languages and is not as common as the other semantics. [16] This may
explain why the use of the passive voice in Chinese seems to be more restricted, with the
predominant ‘Bei’ structure being used much less frequently than the common structure
of passive voice in English. Therefore, for Chinese learners of English, the proper use of
passive sentences to show objectivity will make the writing more authentic and reduce
Chinglish expressions.
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However, some scholars might argue that it is wrong to assume that the use of passive
structures necessarily produces amarked effect. [20] From another aspect, new problems
have emerged because of the excessive use of the passive voice by someChinese students
in their English writing. Due to a lack of instruction, some students who are aware of
the difference in language habits begin to use the passive voice without restraint. This
results in a failure to articulate their ideas with clarity, conciseness, and power in the
essays. By over-admiring the passive voice, the sentence structure becomes unwieldy
when viewed in its entirety. [21] The ideas cannot be expressed well either.

2.2.2 Parataxis and Hypotaxis

Most studies have concluded that one of the most important differences between the
English andChinese thinkingpatterns is that English emphasizes parataxiswhileChinese
stresses hypotaxis [22, 23].

Lian points out that the main difference between ‘hypotaxis’ and ‘parataxis’ is that
the former refers to the linguistic connection between words or clauses that express their
grammatical meaning and logical relations, whereas the latter, on the contrary, expresses
their grammatical meaning and logical relations through the meaning of the words or
clauses. [22] The concepts of hypotaxis and parataxis can be defined in both narrow
and broad senses. In a narrow sense, hypotaxis and parataxis are lexical and syntactic.
A sentence is in hypotaxis when there are function words between words or clauses to
indicate their conjunction, while it is in parataxis when there is no conjunction between
compound sentences and their relationship takes place implicitly. Generally, hypotaxis
and parataxis are considered to be the basic rules of organization and expression of
language. Because of their systematic nature, the use of both is not limited to the lexical
and syntactic levels but can also occur at a broader linguistic level, such as discourse
[23].

English has a great focus on hypotaxis due to its more varied means of combining
forms. In the first place, affixes are applied to words to indicate their grammatical class,
making it clear how they are related to each other. [24] For example, in the word ‘obvi-
ously,’ the suffix ‘-ly’ allows one to know immediately that it is an adverb. Meanwhile,
there are strict morphological changes in English, which provide a distinctive picture of
the grammatical depth of the relationship between words. In the sentence “It has been
4 years since I smoked.”, the word “smoked” suggests that the speaker must have quit
smoking. However, Chinese learners of English may misinterpret it as “the speaker has
been smoking for four years” since there is no strict morphological change in Chinese.

In contrast, Chinese as an analytic language is not equipped with adequate mecha-
nisms for morphological change. For example, there are no singular or plural forms of
Chinese nouns, and verbs themselves do not have various tense changes. As a result,
Chinese texts do not provide readers with visual clues of syntactic structure in the way
that English does. In this way, the Chinese tend to structure statements according to
semantic relations, and grammatical relations are covert and ambiguous, with the basic
feature of paradoxical linkage [24].

It is striking to note that English, with its emphasis on hypotaxis, employs a great
deal of ‘subordination’ in its writing, whereas in Chinese, ‘coordination’ is the pre-
dominant form of sentence construction. [24] In Chinese literary writing, nouns can
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even be juxtaposed or connected directly, without any linking devices in between. This
has brought about a general lack of use of linking devices by Chinese students in their
English writing.

In addition, misuse and inappropriate choices of conjunctions are also common in
Chinese students’ English writing. According to statistics, Chinese students use ‘so’
more than twice as often as native English speakers but use more written conjunctions
such as ‘before’ only two-thirds as often as native speakers. Thus, compared to native
speakers, there is a clear tendency for Chinese students to be more colloquial in their
written language. [25] Therefore, It is also necessary for Chinese students to consider
how to choose the appropriate cause-and-effect conjunctions in English writing that
reflect the hypotaxis of English.

3 Conclusion

To sum up, by analyzing the existing literature and comparing the differences in think-
ing between English and Chinese, this study illustrates the respective characteristics of
content and structure in writing and points out the various problems faced by Chinese
junior and senior high school students in English writing. Firstly, in terms of content
selection, Chinese people tend to use visual thinking and focus on thewhole image, while
English speakers generally focus on logical analysis and reasoning in a clear sequence.
Furthermore, dialectical thinking leads Chinese students to support excessive points of
view at the same time in their English writing, making their expressions ambiguous
and not sufficiently concise. In terms of sentence structure, there is a clear distinction
between English and Chinese in terms of whether the passive voice or the active voice
is used more often, and whether words are linked in hypotaxis or parataxis. For Chinese
students, these differences have led to difficulties in mastering the use of passive voice
and connectives, either insufficient or too much.

The present study helps Chinese junior and senior high school students to understand
the differences in thinking patterns between Chinese and English and thus guides them
to some extent in writing more authentic English. However, only a few of the differences
between English and Chinese thinking were selected for this study, and many details
have not been developed. For writing instruction, the relevant cooperation of English
teachers is also crucial. Future research could break down the types of differences to
provide more detailed guidance for teachers in terms of the existing problems to better
assist students in their English writing.
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