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Kim, Kyung-Ryung. 2009. A study of Korean/Chinese Bilingual’s Writing
Competency. The Linguistic Association of Korea Journal. 17(4). 79-97. This study
descriptively investigates the relationship between first language and second
language writing competence of ethnic Koreans in the Yonbian area of China. All
participants have been educated as bilingual speakers who can handle both Korean
and Chinese. Various analyses such as Mean Length of Utterance (MLU), usage of
syntactic categories, lexical transferences, frequency of errors, scales of composition
task were utilized to examine bilingual speaker’s writing competency. This research
found that participants were quite balanced bilingual writers. The analysis of both
MLU and syntactic usage shows systematic consistency. Lexical transference from
Chinese consisted of low percentages of the data and occurred limitedly. Errors were
not found when writing Korean while a low percentage of errors were found when
writing Korean using Chinese characters. Participants organized their ideas well in
Korean and chose suitable vocabulary. They used accurate paragraphing in both
Korean and Chinese writing constituent. Ethnic Koreans quite successfully
maintained writing competency in Korean and also showed a balanced level of
writing competency in Chinese.
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1, Introduction

There exist 55 minority ethnic groups maintaining their language and culture

* This study was supported by a SookMyung Women's University research fund in 2007, The
three anonymous reviewers deserve full credit for their helpful advice.



80 | Kyung-Ryung Kim

in China. Among them, ethnic Koreans maintain traditional Korean culture,
society and their own language. An ethnic Korean autonomous province was
established in 1952 and about 2 million of them live in China; 0.8 million in
Yonbian, 0.35 million in Kilim, 0.4 million at Heungyong, 02 million in
Yoryeong (Heo et al, 2003). Yonbian is the biggest assembly area which consists
of six cities and two districts where 80% of the people are ethnic Koreans.

For this reason, in the Yonbian area, communicating in two languages is a
natural phenomena from birth. Official educational institutions - elementary,
middle and high school- mainly teach subjects in Korean and also teach Chinese
as a second language. They learn 1890 hours of Chinese and 2588 hours of
Korean through twelve years of a required educational period (Lee, 2004).

Korean ethnic groups in Yonbian has maintained their own educational
system successfully. They focused their efforts on bilingual education in order to
keep Korean identity and also support Chinese language education.

The young generation of ethnic Koreans in Yonbian are raised to be
generous to other cultures and to respect other languages. So for them, bilingual
education is more than a mere language education. Through the education, they
learn to preserve their own ethnic culture and, at the same time, learn to
assimilate themselves into the main social mechanism of China (Choi et al,
2003). Ideally, they want to be balanced bilinguals who are positive toward two
languages and cultures in the society. They not only want to develop high levels
of Korean language and culture but they also want to actively participate in the
main social activities in China. Without knowing the Chinese language, it's hard
to find a good job or take higher positions in the society. So, ethnic Koreans
have to be fluent in Chinese too.

Ethnic Koreans in Yonbian manage several publishing companies that
publish newspapers, magazines and general books in Korean. But it's hard to
translate all information from Chinese to Korean. In order to access advanced
technical or scientific knowledge timely, Chinese literacy is necessary (Park,
1995).

Academically, a high level of Korean-Chinese bi-literacy is a must for ethnic
Koreans in Yonbian. However, recently many fourth generation ethnic Koreans
decided to send their children to Chinese schools rather than ethnic Korean
schools (Ma, 2009) because they do not have confidence in ethnic Korean
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schools’ bilingual programs. They demand high levels of language competence

in both languages but some of them fail to achieve satisfactory levels of Chinese

competency or vice versa.

Specifically, writing competency is closely related to educational success or
achievement of a higher social status. Writing competency continues to be a
main part of the educational value by a society and serves as a primary
gatekeeper of institutions. Compared to speaking, writing requires a conscious
effort, a great deal of practice and high level of accuracy. It usually takes longer
to accomplish high levels of sophisticated composing skills (Cummins, 1991;
Mileidis, 2002; Choi, 2004, etc).

Even though writing competency is as important as the aforementioned,
there are very few studies examining ethnic Korean’s writing competency in a
concrete setting (Kang, 2009; Lee, 1999; Jeong, 1990). This descriptive study
examined Korean/Chinese bilingual’s writing competency through composition
prompted tasks. Research of bilingual writing has to be more specific in terms of
investigating the writing skills relating to the success in both languages.

This study examined Korean-Chinese bilingual writing competency, its
application, interference, code switching phenomena through various analyses to
answer the following research questions:

1) Are the bilinguals of Korean and Chinese with higher education in the
Yonbian area balanced in writing competency in respect of form and
contents?

2) Is there a correlation between Korean and Chinese competency?

3) Code-switching frequently occurs in colloquial communication of bilinguals.
Will it occur in literary style communication as well?

2. Literature Review

Researchers (Cummins,1991; Collier,1989,1992; Rashid & Hanizah, 2003 etc.)
argued that the amount of time at acquiring academically high levels of writing
competency needed to be 4-10 years in order to be fully proficient. It means that
among the four language functions, writing seems to be the most difficult to
handle in a balanced way, because writing requires broad skills of cognitive and
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academic fluency and accuracy. In other words, balanced bilinguals have the
ability to handle synonyms, antonyms and various levels of vocabulary usage of
two languages.

Writing also contains complex processes because it requires time and effort
to learn and teach. As mentioned, writing consists of various aspects and
dimensions in terms of its process and product. Therefore, a bilingual program
must consider multidimensional method of writing such as, following
instructional practices, assessment procedures and language development.
Writing cannot be seen as a separate subject. The major part of the literacy
dilemma is attributed to the lack of adequate writing instruction. Writing is a
basic skill necessary for cognitive, social and psychological growth.

The multidimensional nature of the writing process has to be understood
and recognized as a fundamental basis for academic development. Writing
contains complicated aspects of language. It contains an array of intervening
elements and requires utilization of language tools ranging from mechanics to
organization. The writing process has to involve two main aspects; content and
form. The writer must understand a given topic and constitute an organization.
In order to satisfy two main aspects, bilinguals also have to handle languages
accurately with an abundance of knowledge about the topic.

Mahmoud (2000) proposed that writing includes complicated processes of
pre-writing, developing, organizing and supporting. During this process,
language transfer of writing skills also occur between languages. Researchers
(Homza, 1995; Howard & Christian, 1997) examined that language
similarities/differences and different degrees of language proficiency influence
the nature or degree of code switching. It is defined as a mastery of two
linguistic systems. During this process, interaction occurs naturally and
simultaneously. Expecting transference patterns was complex.

There is a possibility to find weak patterns but most cases seems temporary
and eventually develop into parallel mature writing processes (Routman,1994;
Bader, 2007). Mature writing processes and skills are defined as once learned,
acquired or maintained. Dominant language transfer patterns exhibit from L1 to
L2. Transference is a continued process on developing bilinguals’ relative
strength in L1 and L2 writing and these can be referred to as biliterate
development (Edelsky, 1989; Sipe, 1998; August & Hakuta, 1997).
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Cummins (1991) argued that the level of L2 competence is influenced by L1
competence developed. This indicates that writing competency of first language
naturally transfers to L2. Therefore L1 competence is a reasonable indicator of
L2 competence development. Language transference can be treated as a main
concern of linguistics and educators (Hornberger & Skilton, 1998). Balanced
bilinguals transfer their knowledge simultaneously and fluently.

This research supports the position that language acquisition is not a process
of overcoming differences between two languages. L1 can be a critical basis for
learning L2, and various linguistic elements can be systematically code switched.
This is a natural phenomenon to develop both language systems.

3. Method

Korean-Chinese college students in Yonbian area were chosen as research
subjects because they have been educated in both languages since elementary
school. Twenty five Korean/Chinese bilinguals who attended Yonbian
University participated in this study. Yonbian University was established in 1949
and currently manages 7 divisions of economics, philosophy, law, education,
history, engineering and science. There are currently 78 master’s degree and 8
doctoral degree students enrolled, and the size of the university in terms of
enrolled students is increasing. Yonbian University was established for ethnic
Koreans with ages ranging from 19 to 25. All of them have been educated in the
educational institutes for ethnic Koreans. Participants regarded themselves as
bilinguals with ethnic Korean identity.

The researcher and research assistants visited Yonbian University to collect
the necessary data. The faculty members of the Yonbian University helped to
organize the experiment. Students were assembled together at a designated time
and place. All of 25 students took the test in a designated classroom at once.
Before the test began, students were well oriented and explained about the test
procedure. The composition was done in Chinese first then Korean. Raised
questions were answered by the test managers in the room. The test took 2
hours and 30 minutes, including the orientation of the test. After the test, they
answered basic survey questions.
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The composition prompt testl) was used to measure writing proficiency -
contents and form. 10 continuous pictures are shown to test subjects and the test
subjects describe the pictures, exerting their language accuracy and proficiency.
A given topic and the situation the picture illustrate should be relevant to a
participant’s everyday social life. No jargons and abstract vocabularies need to
be used. Based on these pictures, composition level test standard was applied as
in Hughes et al (1997). In the content building, even when there were minor
grammatical error, no points were taken off if the story flows. Only when the
story is blocked with ambiguous or unnecessary sentence, points were taken off.
Papers were scored using a scoring rubric that highlights four components:
focus, organization, support and conventions. Scoring standards are described in
the following table. The actual composition prompt test samples are presented in
appendix A.

Score Description Level
5 Each components are logically well connected, iR s
including events, causes and effects.
4 Contents include object-oriented activities. Incomplete sequence
3 Events are connected by cause and effects. Reactive sequence
2 Events are connected chronologically. Action sequence
1 Events are not logically connected. Descriptive sequence

Measuring Writing Proficiency of Form: Collected data was analyzed by
Brown’s Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) criteria. Following Brown’s criteria,
any new kinds of grammatical knowledge increases the length of utterance.
Morpheme development can be expressed by calculating MLU (Brown,1973,
P.54). MLU calculation procedure for Chinese and Korean is as follows.

1) Pilot study was activated before activating real test at Yonbian. 10 Korean and 10 Chinese
students(bilingual) participated for the experiments in Korea. All of them were graduate or
undergraduate students in Korea. The composition prompt test by using 10 continuous
picture was more efficient instead of using closed-answer questions. Detailed description
and explanation of cause and effect expressed more in a detailed way by illustrating various
pictures.



A Study of Korean/Chinese Bilingual's Writing Competency | 85

1) Only fully transcribed utterances are used.

2) A sentence is completed by the full stop (or period).

3) Include all exact utterance repetitions

4) Do not count such fillers ah,mm, yah.

5) All compound words count as single words. For example, (boardwalk
AYP=2=AfT5EH =1 morpheme, Rules of the Road=Z5EMRHEI=1
morpheme)

6) Catenative verbs in Korean or Chinese are counted as one verb. (Pass
[dol(go over)+7}tHgo)] dol7td=iEiiE=1 morpheme)

7) Particles representing the tense such as 22, 7, i## in Chinese are
counted separately(eaten[§$ItH=02T7=2). Korean verbs are analyzed by
component parts, the verb root and tense suffix. Each component count
as a separate morpheme (visited[Z}%TH= 2 morphemes).

8) Chinese pronoun is assumed to have the same function with Korean
pronoun

9) Chinese preposition is induced to Korean particles.

10) Chinese conjunction is induced to Korean adverb.

All of the language data were categorized by syntactic category such as the
percentage of occurrence in each category. The occurrence of syntactic categories
- Noun, Pronoun, Number, Verb, Particle, Adverb, Adjective - were statistically
measured. The syntactic categories were also used for measuring error rates.

4, Results

4.1 Mean Length of Utterance (MLU)

MLU is used as an indicator to describe written language proficiency. When
comparing the MLU of two languages, Korean MLU is larger than Chinese
MLU.

Korean is an agglutinative language but Chinese is an isolating language.
Because of the characteristic of agglutinative language, complex chains of
particles, suffixes or predicates consisted of Korean sentences so the number of
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Korean MLU are seemingly larger than Chinese.
The discrepancy between Korean and Chinese MLU is not so significant
when considering linguistic difference. Figure 1-1 indicates the result of this.

<Figurel-1.> Group mean of morpheme number in Korean/Chinese writing.
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On average, the mean of morpheme numbers in writing was higher in
Korean than Chinese. When Chinese MLU was high for a subject, Korean MLU
was high. But the reverse was not the case; when Korean MLU was high,
Chinese MLU was not necessarily high. As shown in Figure 1-2, Korean MLU
was higher than Chinese MLU except in 3 subjects.

<Figure 1-2> Each participant’s morpheme number in Korean and Chinese
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<Figure 2> presents the usage of syntactic categories in Korean and Chinese.
Subjects showed similar tendency in using syntactic category in both Korean and
Chinese.
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In Korean, nouns were the most frequently used. Syntactic categories of
particle, verb, adverb, adjective, number and pronoun followed in the order of
usage frequency. In Chinese, nouns are also used most frequently. The
frequency order of other categories are slightly different as follows: verb,
particle, adverb, pronoun, number and adjective. However, the overall
distributions of syntactic category usage in both languages are very similar,
which implies that participants showed consistency in handling both languages.
Despite the cross linguistic differences or similarities, the results suggested that
they acquired both linguistic systems in a balanced way.

<Figure 2> The usage of syntactic categories in Korean and Chinese
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In the same data, several case of code switching have occurred in Korean
and Chinese composition. These code switching cases tend to occurred not in a
random way but in a systematic way, showing competent bilinguals’
characteristic. Code switching also occurred in a systematic way. Similar
findings were obtained in other studies for other languages such as
Spanish/English or Japanese/English (Noguchi, 1996; Mileidis, 2002).

Code switching occurred most at word level - Noun (61.7%). Chinese lexical
items were code switched in Korean structure dominantly. This indicates they
are Korean dominant writers.

On survey questions, participants prefer to code-switch when they cannot
find proper corresponding Korean lexical items. Most of the frequently code
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switched Chinese lexical items pertained to the highest frequency usage in daily
life. Sipjageori (+F##), jeonhwabang (Ea#Hf), juwonsil (BfZE), gugeupsil (#E
%), inhaengdoro (MT:#i#), sinhopan ({E%), jagayongcha (HFKHH),
danhyangdoro (HLf#%), gingeupsil (%&%), yeohaengin (&fTA) juwonbu (Eff
#F) were the illustrated examples.

Participants also intentionally code-switched when they wanted to express
sentences in a simpler way instead of using complex Korean phrases. The
occurrence of code switching for this reason occupied 12.76% of the data. This
tendency tends to occur in oral communication (Ma, 2009) but it also appeared
in written text. For example, jeongmyeonchungdol (IEf2%g), honmisangtae (5%
#AHE), toewonsusok (GBFRHCR), gyotongyuchik (ZEHfll), insabulseong (AFA)
and honsudantae (FHERIE).

The suffix hada (do; 3}t}) was attached after Chinese nouns and the suffix
functioned as a verb in Korean sentences. This kind of code switching
occupied 25.5% of the data. This occurrence also can be found frequently
during oral communication between bilingual speakers. This was also found
in written texts such as: Churwonhada (HiBE3lth), hojeonhada (fFE3}TY),
chungsanhada (#53}}), wankwaehada (52t43}}), bichamhada (3.

Code switching (CS) in written text did not occur dominantly in the whole
data, but its occurrence was systematic and highly consistent. Other kinds of CS
cannot be found in this study. It is interesting to observe that bilingual writers
in this study handled code switching intentionally with a meta-linguistic
awareness. Figure 3 indicates code switching percentage by category.

<Figure 3> Code switching appeared in written text
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hada idiom
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In the Korean composition test, errors did not occur, but in the Chinese
composition test, some errors occurred. Even though the error rate was very
low, it occurred throughout all the syntactic categories in Chinese composition.

The errors most frequently occurred in the category of adjective. Participants
seemed to have difficulty finding proper adjectives in Chinese. Errors were also
found in the category of noun, number and particle. There were no errors in the
categories of pronoun and verb. Figure 4 shows the result.

<Figure 4> Errors in Chinese Composition
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Writing in Korean tended to be more sophisticated than in Chinese,
especially with regard to vocabulary usage and certain grammatical features.
Grammatical and lexical errors were not present in Korean composition tasks.
Given that Korean is the dominant language, this is not a surprising finding.
Example 1 presents the errors found in the category of noun, verb, particles,
adverb and adjective in Chinese composition. Types of errors are illustrated in
example 1.

Ex 1) Errors of Syntactic categories?)

a. Errors at Noun
Shen shen di hou hui zhe zi ji mei shou jiao tong gui ze suo zhao lai
de hou huan.(FREFEHUGHH B CIRFEERABHRRAEE/E)

2) Bold Letters written on the left side are incorrect and correct on the right side.
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b. Errors at Verb
Xing qi liu jia fu le 5760$ yuan yi yao fei chu yuan le . (F&/f7
57608 TTEHR T T, )

c. Errors at Particle
Guo zi hui er(BF/T&/L)

e. Errors at Adverb
Ta liu zhe ling ren chi jing de xue ye tang zai le di shang(flifth /4
NZ e AR T 3 L)

f. Errors at Adjective
Bu yi hui er, ji jiu che dao le , hu song yun mi bu xing de nan ren
dao le yi yuan.
(F—8L, SHEET, EER/TENEIBANETE. )

In the Korean and Chinese composition prompt test, it was found that
virtually no correlation existed between Korean and Chinese. The mean of
composition prompt test scores?) of Korean and Chinese were 3.88 and 3.78
respectively. Statistically, there was no signifiant difference between Korean and
Chinese.

When analyzing mean length of utterance of Korean and Chinese, it was
found that correlation existed between Korean and Chinese. The mean length of
utterance?) of Chinese and Korean were 12.52 and 17.27 respectively. It is found
that the correlation coefficient was 0.30 (30% correlation) and the t-test result
indicate the there was significant difference between Korean and Chinese.

<Table 1> Pearson Correlation Test Result for Chinese and Korean MCU

Chinese MCU Korean MCU
Chinese MCU 1
Korean MCU 0.004 1

3) t-test also has been done. Null hypothesis was ‘no difference between Korean and Chinese’.
Result was t=-0.4433, p=0.3305. Thus, do not reject the null. Thus, no significant difference.

4) t-test also has been done. Result was t=-1.7127, p=0.0498. Thus, reject the null. Thus,
significant difference.



A Study of Korean/Chinese Bilingual's Writing Competency | 91

<Table 2> Pearson Correlation Test Result for Chinese and Korean Sentences

Chinese Sentence Korean Sentence
Chinese Sentence 1
Korean Sentence 0.305 1

5. Conclusion and Implications

The conclusion of this study are summarized as follows. First, the
participants with good proficiency in L1 also had good L2 skills in
Korean/Chinese test. Overall data supports the proposition that L1 (Korean)
writing transference can occur only when L2 (Korean) reach certain levels of
proficiency. Being fluent in one’s native language increases the probability of
becoming proficient in a second language.

Second, participants showed similar tendencies in using syntactic categories
in both Korean and Chinese. This result indicates that participants generally
show mature writing skills in handling two languages with consistency. Despite
the cross linguistic differences or similarities, they acquire both linguistic
systems and use them freely while writing.

Third, code switching occurred systematically with consistency. In this study,
code switching occurred when lexical items did not exist in Korean or when
attempting to make a simpler phrase. Balanced bilingual speakers freely control
two languages and also freely code-switch even in writing,

Fourth, participants have received half of their academic instruction in
Chinese but that did not seem to have negative influences on both language
development. Moreover, Korean/Chinese language proficiency of all students is
impressive and it is encouraging to see that the curriculum has successfully
accomplished the difficult task of developing contents of writing. Participants
sometimes relied on their L1 literacy skills to accomplish L2 writing tasks.
Participants were aware of the importance of topical knowledge and its
constituent.

Fifth, there were clear patterns regarding the types of language errors that
are most common. Immature writing skills seemed a developmental and
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temporary. The process seems complex since writing skills are either discarded
or developed in a certain level. During this process, code switching or errors
were contingent on developing a bilingual’s relative strength in L1 and L2
writing competency. Bilingual participants in this study showed spontaneous
writing competency that also revealed acquisition of literacy in Korean and
Chinese.

Implications or suggestions are as follows. In the past, Korean-Chinese in
Yonbian area were educated in both Korean and Chinese since elementary
school. However, these days, increasing number of Korean-Chinese in Yonbian
area send their children to Chinese-only school instead because they want their
children to assimilate into the main stream Chinese society, which requires a
fluent Chinese. ~ The subjects in this study are found to have balanced Korean
and Chinese language competence. This proves that Korean schools in Yonbian
are capable of teaching Chinese well enough and disproves the need for
transferring to Chinese schools. On the contrary, the results suggest that
sending children to Korean school will pay-off since the children in Korean
schools will grow up as competent bilinguals. However, the concerns for the
errors in Chinese composition can not be easily dismissed. Even if the errors
were not high in the data, the errors occurred throughout all syntactic categories
in Chinese composition. Grammatical and lexical errors were still present in
Chinese composition test. The difference in language accuracy is more explicit in
writing. The educational institutes in Yonbian need to develop effective
curriculum to decrease the error rate in writing in Chinese.

This finding was based on writing proficiency of bilingual participants’
single writing assessments, which is the limitation of this study. Also the
number of subjects were limited to 25 because of the time restriction. More
abundant data will be needed for continued research.
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Appendix A

(Writing Composition Test Sample)

Subject A

Chinese

K, fETFHO -85 LREERIE O8RS .

WAL AR T, HEMEITT SRS TER, HE TR,

MWE—ZRRGHE T BRRE, HIEMHSAREUIHRT .
EMARLLE5760K% B, EEKEEAXMHE LABRFINZIEPTHFEETE
AN T .

RS,

Korean

ARAZ AN FEe] ETFEAT BAE BA 3k AL EAs 7 2t At g
Ut 223t 2 A=v &do| Ashdil FEAE ElFUS AT A} Al &1
of WA FEAe] de HYe FUA AU n YR E FZ FLYA Evjo
BAHO7 220 o] B9 AA AE7} Folin HUE & F gt E2Y @ HY
F4319 576088 S A& HAL BN s} oz e £F AEAT AN
27 gk BAE BA R Aoyt E A A} ALLE BIE. o] E FLE ATt
=7 ¥yt

Subject B

Chinese

—AMNEEDE FEETYE, AN T 0, SRMERET B, BIAGREEE™
&, FEAE,

B HATEMAER T X MER, THIER119.

MR, EBRFERTIEEINAEE.

BMABEEET XK.

BR, B, BREAMRE, 3 BROLTENG, B=K, B/ T57608E
THIEHRT .

FEHERKNT], SOENART, WEEANAEE M

Bt R RIS .
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XIS RRR T — %, XA AR

Korean

g Algdo] A7HAE 21 1) vl e A AW FES A vl A9 A
Fe A GAA FRAT o] Al A gA FAL AAh DL 74 AlEEo] 1199)
st o] A4S L3k B A3 G2 o] AlFE FEEIG. o] AR 3 FF
< En)gedl A3 AUt olEd LY Ak HAALE wolr Y et WAL 1 o]
€% EQY A5H) 5760% 2= W1 HH9sAth BYdA Ust 2& Aot 28y Fow
< Folghe HAS Bl 34X o] Alge B&S olFREA ¥u Ayt E Akt
Wt





