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Introductory NotesIntroductory NotesIntroductory Notes
This Introduction will not only explain some important basic concepts of the Chinese
Language Proficiency Test (HSK) philosophy behind all the six levels of this test but
also point of how to work with this book and thus to make the best of it.

1. The Background
Third-party resources on grammar and language points for each of the six levels of the
Chinese Language Proficiency Exam ( Hànyǔ Shuǐpíng Kǎoshì [HSK]) that
are available on the Internet are often not only incomplete but also misleading if not
false. Hence, Western learners of Chinese preparing for any of the six levels of this
Proficiency Test will face the difficulty of finding appropriate revision material cover-
ing grammar and language points for each of the six levels of the Test. My own re-
search for printed materials in this area has shown that such grammar and language
point guides for each of the six test  levels are hard to find or may not be available at
all.

Instead of relying on third-party resources for a concise yet complete coverage of
grammar and language points for each of the six test levels it may be more advanta-
geous and natural on rely on resources coming from the Hanban ( ), the competent
examination body, itself. However, there seem to be none except those that are listed
in the test syllabi for each level (HSK , HSK Level 1 - 6, , Pek-
ing 2015, with separate syllabus booklets published for each of the six text levels). Be-
sides other aspects covered in those syllabi, the relevant grammar and language
points covered for each exam level are merely listed with a sample sentence for each
grammar and language point listed. To state it more explicitly, they are listed and not
guides with explanatory notes, and as such give course instructor a fairly good idea of
what is required for each test level and what therefore needs to be covered in courses
of instruction preparing for any of the relevant test levels.

This publication is a guide to the grammar and language points for each of the six test
levels especially addressing the needs of Western learners preparing for any of the test
levels.

Here is a brief list regarding the six test levels with regard to the six corresponding le-
vels of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) for foreign languages.

CEFR HSK

A1 Level 1

A2 Level 2

B1 Level 3

B2 Level 4

C1 Level 5

C2 Level 6
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Corresponding CEFR and HSK levels listed in the Table are thought to be roughly
equivalent in terms of the language proficiency profile in the area of speaking, listen-
ing, reading and writing skills. It has taken Mainland China a long way to adopt a
purely communicative-oriented approach in its Chinese Language Proficiency exam
design and the textbooks required for it that are now standard in the current foreign
language industry worldwide. In this respect, Mainland China follows current Wes-
tern standards also followed in other branches of foreign language teaching (English
as Foreign Language, German as a Foreign or Second Language, etc.). Before, Chinese
Foreign Language Proficiency Test design and corresponding textbooks and other ad-
ditional materials followed a more traditional approach with a focus on grammatical
structure, phonology (for pronunciation and practising the pronunciation of syllables
with tonal patterns) and a traditional way of character acquisition to lay the essential
foundation for reading and writing practice.  Traditional learning habits in Chinese
culture rely heavily on memorisation and rote learning and focus much less on indivi-
dual critical reflection. As China is rising to become a global player not only in inter-
national economy but also in international relations, she felt the need to follow up on
other major nations’ international cultural policies in setting up her own cultural insti-
tutes in different parts of the world known as Confucius Institutes ( ) to
spread Chinese language and culture like , for example, the UK or Germany had done
before a long time ago by running their networks of the British Council or the Goethe
Institutes for British English and the German language respectively. With this back-
ground in mind, a change in approaches to teaching Chinese as a  foreign language
was more than only essential in order to catch up with the rest of the world.

2. Grammar vs. Language Points Concepts
In Language Pedagogy and Foreign Language Teaching Methodology, one of the
main reasons why the communicative approach to foreign language teaching has been
given priority and had become a current standard in the foreign language teaching in-
dustry is the criticism brought forward against earlier approaches used prior to the
communicative approach becoming a standard in this industry: It is claimed that ear-
lier approaches taught the student things about the language instead of using the lan-
guage itself. That is, theoretical knowledge of Chinese of the Chinese sound system and
of Chinese grammar, for example, by themselves are not enough to develop the Wes-
tern learner’s practical language skills in the four main language activity areas of
speaking, listening, reading and writing. Really learning a foreign language and being
able to practically use it always comes by mastering these four practical language
skills in a flexible number of situational settings and at different levels. Being able to
use the four practical language skills comes by constant and regular practice. Theoreti-
cal phonological knowledge of the Chinese sound system and of Chinese grammar
structures as well as the knowledge of a certain number of Chinese characters and its
related vocabulary, for example, then are viewed as some kind of sub-skills to be ac-
quired in context of training the four major language skills of speaking, listening,
reading and writing.

Within the communicative foreign language teaching framework, things like sound
system and grammar structure knowledge play a less prominent role than in earlier,
more traditional foreign language teaching approaches. This explains some of the
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background behind the philosophy of the language and grammar points ( ) fol-
lowed in the their compilation and listing in the HSK Text Syllabi for each proficiency
level of the Chinese Language Proficiency Test (HSK).

Before discussing further details of the language and grammar points ( ) and the
concepts behind them and to what extent they differ from more traditional grammar
point presentation, let us briefly outline the role of the four major language skills in
communication and in which way they relate to another:

Now. let’s get back to the question of language points vs. the more traditional grammar
points.

The HSK Test Syllabi (HSK ) list language points ( ) as one of several
parts of the entire Test Syllabus for a certain proficiency level. These language points or

 may include such learning topics traditionally relating to grammar in addition
to others not traditionally relating to grammar as may be seen later in the sections of
Grammar and Language Point Presentation for the different test levels in the later part
of this book (pp. 1 - 122).

Here are come important criteria for the differences between more traditional grammar
(or grammar point) and more current language point presentation:

1. Grammar topics are no longer dealt with in a systematic manner, for example, be-
ginning with the grammar points of nouns, followed by those of other word classes
like adjectives and verbs, and the structure of sentences at the end. Instead, topics are
selective, depending on situation of speech and purpose of communication in a text-
book unit.

2. A grammar point will be dealt with in progression instead of being presented com-
pletely. For example, a grammar point like the use of the particle  indicating perfect
aspect after a verb will be dealt with progressively, spread over a number of lessons
or units, in all its complexity instead of being presented with its complex rules in a sin-
gle lesson.

spoken
language

active
(productive)

passive
(receptive)

written
language

Speaking Listening

Writing Reading
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3. Only those grammar points will be dealt that are important in the larger context of a
lesson. If, for example, the presentation of the function of the particle  indicating
perfect aspect after a verb and one of its complex rules is not required in the larger
context of a lesson, it will not be covered.

4. It’s not only “classical” grammar points that can be covered in the notes of a lesson;
it may as well be other items such as adding to another word like ( mod-
ernise) pertaining to certain patterns of word formation in Chinese rather than gram-
mar in a traditional sense.

The first HSK test format with its contents from before 2010 was replaced by a new
test format with a focus on the communicative approach and its four practical lan-
guage skills in 2010 (the so-called “New HSK”), and the language proficiency levels to
be tested were made to follow those of the CEFR both in terms of ability profile for
each level and the criteria for such language ability profiles themselves.

Hence, the current language points ( ) according to the current Test Syllabi (
) for any level cover both essential grammar points traditionally considered to be

the same and other point of language use that do not traditionally pertain to “gram-
mar”.

3. On the Material Covered in This Book
Here, we will present further details on the arrangement of the material in this book.
The material on language points for each HSK level is organised in chapters for cover-
ing each HSK level. The front cover of a such a chapter will typically look like this:

While the cover page of a chapter gives full reference to the source used, the second
page of each chapter lists all the language point items prescribed for study in the rele-
vant test syllabus. Listing and treatment of those language points for each HSK level
follows strictly the order as given in the original Chinese Test Syllabus for a certain le-
vel of the Chinese Language Proficiency Test (HSK).
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Words and Phrases are dealt with first and are followed by Sentence Structures and
other items in the following main sub-sections of a chapter.

The way language points including real grammar points are treated in a chapter may
differ significantly. For the lower proficiency test levels (HSK Level 1-3), some gram-
mar points may be dealt with at length although this will not be done for each indivi-
dual grammar point on a regular basis. The reader should be aware that this book is
simply a guide and cannot serve as substitute for a good reference grammar book.
Thus, the approach to what grammar points are dealt with at length is highly selective
and intended to include points nor easily found in any standard Chinese grammar.
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There is another approach to treatment we thought useful when dealing with lan-
guage points of the higher levels of the HSK (Levels 4-6).

Here, we would rely on providing bilingual and monolingual definitions from high-
quality dictionaries and lexicons well-known all over China and made available by re-
putable publishers. These definitions will lead the user to gain a better understanding
and insight into the different fields of meaning pertaining to a certain lexical entry and
its usage in modern vernacular or Classical Literary Chinese.

Some dictionaries and lexicons will cover definitions relating both to Modern and
Classical Chinese. Hence, you will also get some practice in distinguishing between
more relevant information provided for a certain lexical entry and such that may be
les relevant for you and thus could be safely ignored if it refers to Classical (Literary)
Chinese while your own focus is on Modern Chinese.

The sample extract on the following page indicates that in our choice of dictionaries
and lexicons to quote from we have relied on diverse resources to give you a first im-
pression what the current state of art in Chinese lexicography has to offer. This way,
you will also get a first impression on what dictionaries and lexicons are available for
different purposes which in turn will help you focus on those that are most relevant
for you.
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Grammar  and Language Points dealt with in this book do not occur in isolation but in
texts of spoken  and written Modern Chinese. Therefore, the reader of this book pre-
paring for any of the six levels of the HSK should practice such structures and lan-
guage points in connection with spoken or written texts in which they typically occur.
For the convenience of the reader, we have added a number of graded Chinese text at
the end of this book to help the reader apply what he has learnt in the previous chap-
ters covering the different language points for each of the six test levels.

These texts at the end of the book cover different levels of difficulty pertaining to the
different levels of the Chinese Language Proficiency Test. The texts cover various gen-
res such as

(1) Stories and Legends,

(2) Essays, and

(3) Life - topics that relate to current life in Mainland China.

For each of these texts, we have a two versions: one which is entirely in Chinese and
represents its original Chinese text version while the second version includes Chinese
characters and corresponding Hanyu Pinyin transcription. Looking up unknown char-
acters in such texts in a dictionary may at times be a somewhat painful and time-con-
suming process, and to encourage the reader’s motivation to deal with Chinese texts
at different levels of language difficulty we have added these transcription aids to fa-
cilitate referencing of unknown characters or words in dictionary and appropriate lex-
icons that with respect to the order of entries are organised alphabetically according to
the Hanyu Pinyin system. The sample extract on the following page will give you a
first impression of how the material in this latter part of the book is organised.

4. Some Practical Suggestions for Study
Here are some practical suggestions of how to work with the material in this book and
how to make the most of it.

1. Read the instructional parts in the chapters on language points for each HSKL level
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carefully and then try to apply what you have learnt practically by translating the
sample sentence(s) given in each section into English. Also, read the monolingual and
bilingual definitions given in the chapters for the higher test levels carefully and com-
plete the study and work assignments given there as well.

3. Be reminded that this book is a guide and should always be used in conjunction
with other literature and reference tools listed under References at the very end of this
book (to be found after after the texts (pp. 123 - 146)).

4. Select any of the texts according to your Chinese Language Proficiency level, study
and translate them into English and later re-translate them into Chinese if you can.
This will enhance both your reading comprehension in written Chinese and your ac-
tive expression in Chinese by writing a free re-translation into Chinese translated into
English before.

And now good luck and best wishes of success in your endeavours  to prepare for the
Chinese Language Proficiency test at the level you have chosen!

August 2018
THE COMPILER
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HSK GrammarHSK GrammarHSK Grammar
Language PointsLanguage PointsLanguage Points

HSK Level 1

The presentation of grammar points for HSK Level 1 is based upon the curricular out-
line in:

HSK  [HSK Test Syllabus], HSK Level 1, pp. 10-11. Published by the Confu-
cius Institute Headquarters (Hanban). People’s Education Press, Peking 2015.
ISBN: 978-7-107-30418-7

There are 12 Language Grammar Point topics with eventual sub-divisions, all of
which are listed on the following page.

HSKHSKHSK
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Words and PhrasesWords and PhrasesWords and Phrases

1. Nouns
1.1 Time Nouns with 
Structures with express an action A that is taking place while another action B
is performed or in progress.  For example:

  Action A       Action B

In the sample sentence above,  someone is asked to buy some fruit on the way home.
Such structures are quite common in Mandarin Chinese, and Chinese grammar calls
the entire complex of  in the sentence sample above a “time noun”. Such
a time noun like  is typically found at the beginning of a Chinese sen-
tence. In English, such sentences would often translate in different ways paraphrasing
“on your way home, buy some fruit”.

1.2. Position Noun 
Other grammarians might call a postposition since it is attached to the end of an-
other noun as the following sentence sample shows:

 refers to a point of time (“one week”) when X went to China. This  point of
time is further specified by  (“before” or “ago”) that is attached to . Chinese
grammar calls this a position noun. There are other position nouns such as  or .
Again as in 1.1 in the case of Time Nouns above, position nouns are attached to other
nouns that make them then position nouns. For a complete list of time and position
nouns, you should refer to systematic grammar books for foreign students studying
Chinese as a foreign language like  ( )[A Practical Grammar
of Chinese for Foreigners, Revised Edition, published by Beijing Language and Cul-
ture University Press, Peking 2014, pp. 20ff].

2. Verbs
   2.1 General Verb 1

You will typically find a verb like 1  in sentences like

 

In sentence such as these, it is indicated that “X is in/at Y” with X usually referring to
a person and Y referring to a location. The location usually follows 1. The major rea-
son why has a subscript 1 here is that it can occur in different grammatical roles as
word in a Chinese sentence. In the sample sentences above, its role is that of a main
verb. However, during the course of your Chinese language studies, you will realise
that it can also assume the role of a preposition or a verbal complement. Compare for
example the following sentences:
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In the first of the two sentences above, the sentence contains another main verb 
followed by an object . Here,  is a preposition indicating the place at which the
studies are followed by X.

In the second sentence,  is attached to another verb  and assumes the grammatical
role of a complement.

That means that can assume several grammatical roles in a Chinese sentence:
- that of a verb
- that of a preposition
- that of a complement

You can now assign subscripts  1  - 3 according to the grammatical roles of . In this
section, only its primary role as a main verb in a Chinese sentence is relevant. In this
context, it may be of interest to note that many prepositions used in Modern Chinese
were verbs in earlier stages of language development, and when losing their primary
verbal meaning in the ancient language, they developed into prepositions in Modern
Chinese.

2.2 Verbs of Potentiality and Will: , , 
A. :

The sample sentence above indicates that  is used as main verb referring to an ac-
quired skill. Being able to cook is such a skill.

B. :
 

The sample sentence above indicates that  is used as main verb referring to an in-
stance of being able to do something that does not depend on acquiring a skill but on
circumstances that a person may not always be able to influence. Being able to come at
a certain time is such an instance.

 can also mean “can/to be able to” with reference to a permissible or non-permissi-
ble action, e.g.

 Sir, you cannot/may not phone here.

C. :

In the sample sentence above,  is used in conjunction with another verb following it.
This indicates that  acts as a modal verb here. It expresses a wish/desire to do some-
thing. The desire to go to sleep because one is tired is such an instance.


