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1 Introduction 

As we write this introduction, our thoughts return to an anecdote related by a 
colleague at the University of Salford in Greater Manchester who taught an 
intermediate-level (Mandarin) Chinese and Translation class. This was a particu-
larly talented and enthusiastic group, eager to learn Chinese, and among them was 
Lisa, a diligent student with a gift for languages. She had consistently excelled 
in her studies, but on this particular day, she seemed nervous. It was vocabulary 
translation quiz day, and the challenges of mastering Chinese characters and tones 
had proven daunting. One of the questions asked of the students was to translate the 
word 水 (shuĭ, water) in the sentence: 这个(zhègè) 大学(dàxué) 很(hěn) 水(shuĭ). 
Lisa hesitated and translated it as ‘This university has lots of water’. While shuǐ 
does directly mean ‘water’, in this context, it carries colloquial and metaphorical 
meaning to describe something as poor in quality or substandard and thus can be 
translated as ‘awful, not good’ but not as ‘water’. The sentence can be translated 
as ‘This university is awful’. This moment highlighted a critical aspect of learning 
Chinese: the importance of vocabulary translation in context. The same word can 
carry different meanings depending on its usage, and mastering these nuances re-
quires both linguistic and cultural understanding through context. Lisa’s experience 
is not unique. Many students face similar hurdles when learning Chinese due to the 
language’s tonal nature and the multiple meanings of words depending on context. 

As with any language, vocabulary learning serves as a critical foundation for 
learners, as it forms the basis of comprehension, communication, and overall lin-
guistic proficiency (Alqahtani, 2015; Du and Chen, 2021). This is particularly true 
in learning and teaching Chinese vocabulary as it presents unique challenges due 
to the language’s complex structure, logographic character-based writing system, 
tonal system, and deep cultural embeddedness (Yan, 2020; Gong and Lai, 2024). 
Each Chinese character conveys meaning visually, offering a unique learning ex-
perience distinct from alphabetic languages that most learners are familiar with. 
For example, the traditional Chinese character ‘愛’ (ài) carries profound visual, 
philosophical, and cultural significance connected with its basic meaning of ‘love’. 

The top component is a simplified depiction of a person, resembling a child, 
symbolising potential offspring or the nurturing aspect of love. The three dots (氵), 
representing water in Chinese, are often associated with wealth and resources, 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003545361-1 
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2 Multimodal Approaches to Vocabulary Translation in T.C.F.L. Textbooks 

subtly implying the material support necessary for love to flourish. The middle 
component (冖) represents a cover or roof, symbolising protection and shelter, 
foundational elements for emotional and physical security in love. 

Central to the character is 心 (heart), emphasising the emotional depth and sin-
cerity inherent in the concept of love. However, the simplified Chinese charac-
ter introduced in 1954 has deleted the heart (心). Finally, the bottom component 
(友) means ‘friendship’, which highlights the idea that enduring love is rooted in 
companionship and mutual respect. This reflects the Chinese philosophy that love 
flourishes when supported by friendship. 

Together, these elements visually and philosophically illustrate that love en-
compasses multiple layers: the potential for children, the need for protection and 
material stability, heartfelt emotion, and the enduring foundation of friendship. 
This holistic representation highlights the integration of emotional, physical, and 
practical dimensions in sustaining love. The character ‘愛’ serves as a vivid exam-
ple of how Chinese writing intricately weaves layers of meaning into its structure, 
portraying love as a multidimensional and enduring force. 

This example indicates that vocabulary learning is not just about knowing how 
a word sounds or looks but also about grasping the meaning embedded within its 
character. In this context, vocabulary learning and the way vocabulary is translated 
and presented in textbooks play a crucial role in supporting a learner’s deeper com-
prehension of and connection to the language. 

Vocabulary translation is the process of conveying the meaning of words or 
phrases from one language to another, considering not only their linguistic form 
but also their cultural, contextual, and functional significance. In learning and in 
Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language (T.C.F.L.), vocabulary translation plays 
an important role in bridging the gap between learners’ native languages and the 
complexities of Chinese. It serves as a crucial tool for learners to acquire a func-
tional and contextual understanding of the Chinese language, enabling them to 
communicate effectively while also appreciating the cultural depth and nuances of 
the language. 

While the fundamental role of vocabulary in reading proficiency and language 
learning has long been acknowledged (Tsung and Cruickshank, 2011; Marcos 
Miguel, Osa-Melero and Martinez 2023; Teng and Zhang, 2023), there has been 
a notable scarcity of research on vocabulary translation in the past two decades. 
Acknowledging the nuanced vocabulary translation challenges across varying 
proficiency levels is crucial, as accurate and culturally sensitive translation of 
vocabulary/terminology is essential for learners to genuinely understand and en-
gage with the language. Addressing this gap, this book aims to: 

1 identify and evaluate the strengths and the weaknesses in vocabulary transla-
tion in representative T.C.F.L. textbooks published in the U.S.A., the U.K., and 
China using a triangulated research approach. 

2 assess the impact of vocabulary translation accuracy on teaching effective-
ness and learning outcomes in T.C.F.L. classrooms and provide evidence-based 



 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 3 

insights and practical recommendations to improve vocabulary instruction 
methods, bridging the gap between research findings and real-world teaching 
practices. 

3 develop a vocabulary translation quality evaluation framework based on func-
tional equivalence theory and linguistics-based approaches to analyse and eval-
uate vocabulary translation in pedagogical contexts. 

With these objectives in mind, the book is divided into eight chapters. 

The introduction chapter establishes the research context for the entire book, 
outlining its aims, scope, and structure. Chapter 2, T.C.F.L. Pedagogies and Vo-
cabulary Translation, commences by outlining key research definitions, providing 
background information, and then proceeds to explore the project’s originality and 
contribution to scholarship. Within this chapter, the research questions are eluci-
dated, setting the stage for empirical research to explore and identify significant 
translation challenges between Chinese and English, particularly in T.C.F.L. It pro-
vides a contextualisation of previous studies on vocabulary translation, T.C.F.L. 
pedagogical approaches, and translation theories in language teaching. The chapter 
critically assesses existing functional linguistics-based approaches in vocabulary 
translation and highlights a significant research gap in this field. A comprehensive 
examination of current research on T.C.F.L. pedagogical learning and teaching ap-
proaches provides valuable insights into contemporary methodologies. This study 
also explores relevant translation theories and practices, specifically focusing on 
vocabulary translation in teaching and learning contexts. 

The theoretical frameworks presented in Chapter 3 form the foundation of the 
volume’s analytical framework. This framework integrates essential theoretical 
concepts, including the ‘tripartite theory of glosseme’, a specialised translation 
quality evaluation framework designed for assessing vocabulary translation, and 
the principle of functional equivalence in terminology translation. These theoreti-
cal components provide the basis for analysing the translation issues identified in 
this project and for developing a vocabulary translation quality evaluation frame-
work, with the overarching objective of enhancing the overall quality of translation 
practices. 

Chapter 4 outlines this study’s triangulation research methods – corpus-based, 
questionnaire survey, and user assessments. The chapter commences with an in-
depth exploration of the compilation process for our self-built corpus, laying the 
groundwork for subsequent data analysis. It then outlines supplementary research 
methodologies, focusing on questionnaire surveys and user assessments to gather 
empirical insights from the users’ perspectives. The chapter further provides de-
tailed depictions of identified translation problems, establishing the basis for an 
exhaustive contrastive analysis that examines variations across preliminary, inter-
mediate, and advanced levels of T.C.F.L. textbooks. 



 

 

 

 

 
 

4 Multimodal Approaches to Vocabulary Translation in T.C.F.L. Textbooks 

Based on the data elucidated from our self-built corpus and survey, Chapter 5 fo-
cuses on empirical discoveries related to vocabulary translations and the associated 
methods employed in Chinese language instruction. The corpus analysis reveals 
numerous translation challenges within T.C.F.L. textbooks. The user survey under-
scores that teachers and students widely perceive translation problems in Chinese-
English activities, expressing doubts about the quality of vocabulary translations in 
many available textbooks. These concerns align with our corpus findings, prompt-
ing further considerations about the potential impact of substandard translations on 
students’ progress. 

Chapter 6 further discusses the identified translation challenges in T.E.F.L. (Teach-
ing English as a Foreign Language) textbooks. Based on the theoretical framework 
and translation quality evaluation framework, the translation problems of these 
vocabularies have been subdivided into three categories: semantic meaning, prag-
matic meaning, and grammatical meaning. Findings show that most translation 
problems occurred in the content word class at both the preliminary and intermedi-
ate levels, especially in the verb, noun, and measure word classes. The main issues 
concerning content words lie within the semantic meaning category. 

Chapter 7 conducts a comprehensive comparative analysis, examining differences 
and similarities in translation problems at preliminary and intermediate levels and 
disparities in the content and function word classes. The results reveal a higher per-
centage of translation problems at the preliminary level compared to the intermedi-
ate level in selected T.C.F.L. textbooks. The content words in this study present a 
majority of the issues for both levels when compared with the function word class. 
The chapter concludes by offering suggestions from both translation perspectives 
and linguistics-based approaches as potential strategies to overcome translation 
challenges and enhance the accuracy of vocabulary translation. 

This final chapter encapsulates the volume’s key discoveries and highlights its 
unique contributions to current scholarly discourse, along with the practical impli-
cations of the research. Beginning with an acknowledgement of the study’s limita-
tions, we discuss its distinctive contributions, which expand and enhance existing 
scholarly literature. Valuable insights are offered for T.C.F.L. textbook writers, 
editors, and professional Chinese teachers. Recommendations encompass common 
translation strategies and the application of linguistics-based approaches to trans-
lation studies. We strongly advocate involving both Chinese and English experts 
to guarantee satisfactory translation outcomes and deepen understanding of the 
vocabulary translation process. 
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