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1. The Economics of Language

This first point may sound strange
but in fact it is easy to understand.
Different languages can be easily
distinguished by the number of words
that native speakers produce in normal
speech. Ask the following question in
your first language - Chinese (ask your
partner if you are using this book in
class); try to answer in a natural style:
—What food do you like eating? || Now
think about your (or your partner's)
answer. Try to repeat the answer
exactly as it was given. How many
actual words did the answer contain?
Now ask the same question in English
to a native speaker of English (if you
can find one). Ask your teacher if you
are using this book in class. Again, the
answer should be as natural as
possible. How may actual words do the
answer contain? Hopefully the result
should be quite clear. As a spoken
language, Chinese operates quite
—economically||. Native speakers of
Chinese are able to hold conversations
and communicate efficiently using
small amounts of language. The way
that Chinese has developed as language
means that users of the language are
able to exchange precise and exact
ideas or concepts using a limited
amounts of words in their speech.
Spoken Chinese can therefore be
described as an economical||
language. In simple terms, spoken
Chinese doesn't waste words. Spoken
English on the other hand is quite
—uneconomical|| - it requires large
amounts of words to communicate
even basic ideas. In other words,
spoken English wastes words. This is
our first major differences between
spoken English and Chinese. As aresult
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of this, your IELTS responses should be
longer than your natural spoken
Chinese language response.

2. The Location of Key Information

Over the years [ have often heard
people describe English as a —direct
language||. In fact, this description is
quite inaccurate. English is actually a
very indirect language. Try listening to
any British politician speaking in
Parliament and you will certainly agree
with me here. Chinese on the other
hand is a direct language when it is
spoken. Ask and answer the following
question in Chinese: —When do you
usually listen to music? || In Chinese,
the answer would probably begin with
a —time||, any details or explanations
probably came after the Kkey
information or answer. For example,
—At weekends or the evenings..
(because + details) || If the same
question is asked in English, it is more
likely that the details or explanations
came first and the actual answer or key
information came towards the end of
the response. It is a good idea to
visualize the two answers as triangles:

Chinese answer (begins with key
information)

English answer (begins with details)

Many language scientists (linguists)
agree that spoken English contains
approximately 50% redundant
language. Redundant language can be
described as words that don't contain
meaning or words that do not alter the
meaning of our message. These words
and phrases are often described as
—conversational filters||. Anyone who
want to speak English in a native-
speaker style must use examples of
these words and phrases.
Conversational filters may appear at
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the beginning, in the middle or at the
end of our spoken sentences. Although
spoken Chinese does contain some
kind of redundant language, the actual
amount is much lower than 50%.
(Somewhere around 10%) Look at the
following example: “Well you know my
hometown London is kind of like huge
you know. I mean it's actually
enormous maybe even the biggest city
in Europe. So really if you live there, it's
sort of amazing really. You can do
almost anything you want. Like you
know there's so many things to do, and
I guess that's why I love living there.”
(about 60 words) Now look at the same
message without redundant language.
“My hometown London is huge, maybe
the biggest city in Europe. If you live
there, it's amazing. You can do anything
you want. There are so many things to
do. That's why I love living there.” (36
words) With not exactly 50 redundant
languages but very close the message
in the first answer is exactly the same
as the message in the second answer. If
you are speaking English in the same
way that you speak Chinese, you will
not be producing this important
—native-speaker feature|| of spoken
English. There are many examples of
redundant language.

Another major difference between
spoken Chinese and spoken English is
that Chinese tends to recycle
vocabulary.

Spoken Chinese conversations are
often structured in a way that focuses
on closed questions, in particular
—yes/no questions.

Look at the following example: —Is
the food delicious? || The natural
answer in Chinese would probably
either: —Yes, it's delicious. || or —No, it's
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not delicious. || (followed by a reason).
In spoken Chinese, it is perfectly
normal to recycle vocabulary in this
way.

On the other hand, spoken English
doesn't normally do this. One of the
reasons is because English
conversations contain fewer closed
questions and many more open
questions. Example: —What's the food
like?

Look at the following question: —Do
you like animals?

If the candidate answers in a spoken
Chinese style, the answer would
probably begin with: — Yes, I like
animals especially.

In this answer the candidate is
actually relying on the language in the
question to form the answer. The
candidate is not offering the examiner
any original language.

We <can see that vocabulary
recycling has a negative effect on your
score for two reasons. Firstly, native
English speakers do not do it. Secondly,
the examiner will penalize the
candidate for copying the language in
the question.

This point is discussed in more
detail in the section on vocabulary.

Another key difference between
spoken English and spoken Chinese is
that spoken English is heavily graded.
In other words, native speakers of
English wusually speak in degrees.
English often uses —shades of different
meanings. In contrast, spoken Chinese
is usually —black or white.

Look at the following example
question: —Do you like watching TV?

Now look at the following answers:

Yes, I really like watching TV...
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I guess I'm quite fond of watching
TV...

For the most part, | would probably
say that I quite like watching TV...

To some extent I would say I like
watching TV...

Well, I wouldn't say I actually like
watching TV...

Well, I suppose you could probably
say that I'm fond of watching TV...

Do I like watching TV..well it's hard
to say...

The examples above display a
common feature of spoken English -
the use of —speaking in degrees.

Chinese answers usually begin with
a definite and clearly defined yes or no
followed by supporting reasons.

3. Summary of the Differences
between Spoken English and Spoken
Chinese
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