
Region Writing System Phonetic System Example: “The dog is sleeping”

Mainland China, Singapore,
Malaysia

Simplified Characters Pinyin

Taiwan Traditional Characters Zhuyin/Bopomofo

Hong Kong, Macau Traditional Characters None

Chinese Language(s)
MANDARIN

JIN
WU
HUI

GAN
XIANG

MIN

HAKKA
YUE
PING

Population and distribution: Chinese is spoken by
over 1.3 billion native speakers worldwide. It is the
world’s largest language group by number of native
speakers. [1] 
Common language: Standard Mandarin is the main
common language used across Mainland China. [2]  

       In Mainland China, it is called Putonghua (普通话).
Dialects and regional varieties: Chinese has many
regional varieties, such as Cantonese, Shanghainese,
Hokkien, Hakka. Some students may speak a regional
variety at home, and each of these varieties may not
be understood by speakers of other varieties,
including Putonghua.

The Chinese Language(s)
Language

Phonetic systems
Pinyin is a widely used romanization system for Standard Mandarin, especially in Mainland China and
many Mandarin-learning contexts worldwide. It uses the Latin alphabet to show pronunciation and is
commonly used for learning, dictionary reference, and typing. It is not used in formal written Chinese.
Zhuyin, also known as Bopomofo, is another phonetic system used to mark Mandarin pronunciation. It
uses symbols rather than Latin letters and is commonly used in Taiwan and Taiwan-based Mandarin
learning materials.

Writing systems: Chinese is written with Chinese characters. Simplified Chinese characters are used in
Mainland China and are also common in Singapore and Malaysia. Traditional Chinese characters are
commonly used in Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, and many classical Chinese materials.

References for the Language and Education of Newcomer Students 

Geographic Distribution of Chinese Language(s) [4]

**

* Students learn Standard Written Chinese (a formal register) without any phonetic system. Informal or other Cantonese contexts may use the  
  Jyutping phonetic system. Students can encounter the pinyin system with traditional characters in Mandarin language class.

*

https://www.britannica.com/topic/languages-by-number-of-native-speakers-2228882
http://en.moe.gov.cn/documents/laws_policies/201506/t20150626_191388.html
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_sinitic_languages_full-en.svg


School stage
Common school

type
Grades Compulsory? Notes

Primary Primary school Grades 1–5 or 1–6 Yes Usually begins at 
age 7.

Junior secondary Middle school Grades 6–9 or 7–9 Yes

Together with primary
school, forms China’s 9

years of compulsory
education.

Senior secondary

High school

Vocational high
school / technical

or specialized
secondary school

Usually Grades
10–12

No

Admission based on high
school entrance exam. 

Includes vocational and
technical pathways.

Higher education
University, junior
college, or higher
vocational college

After senior
secondary
education

No

Admission routes vary, but
the college entrance exam
is main pathway for many

students.

Schooling and Education

School entrance and exams: 
During Grades 1–9, students usually attend local public schools without an entrance exam. 
After Grade 9, students take the high school entrance exam. Admission is not guaranteed, it
depends on exam scores.
At the senior secondary education level, students usually enter either an academic high school
pathway or a vocational pathway.

School types: Most students in Mainland China attend public schools, especially
during compulsory education. Private schools exist but are less common in
Grades 1–9, and some major cities also have international or bilingual schools,
often serving expatriate, returnee, or internationally oriented families.

Language of instruction: In public schools, Standard Mandarin, or Putonghua, is
the main language of instruction. [2] Local dialects are generally not used to
teach academic subjects. International and bilingual schools may use English or
a bilingual model.

Compulsory education: Grades 1–9 are compulsory. [3] Public compulsory
education is tuition-free, and public school placement is usually connected to
the student’s residence location.

http://en.moe.gov.cn/documents/laws_policies/201506/t20150626_191388.html
http://en.moe.gov.cn/documents/laws_policies/201506/t20150626_191391.html?utm


School day and daily schedule: 
In many public schools, a typical school day is longer than a typical U.S. school day. Students
often start around 7:30–8:00 AM and finish in the late afternoon, often around 5:00 PM,
though the whole schedule varies by region, school, and grade level. 
Daily schedules may also vary by weekday, with different combinations of subjects on
different days. A class period is commonly about 40–45 minutes, with 10–15 minute breaks
between classes. Students may have around 6–8 class periods in a day, plus homework after
school.
In some schools, the last one or two periods may be used for interest-based activities, clubs,
sports, or supervised study time.

Schooling and Education Cont.

Curriculum: Public schools follow national curriculum standards,
with core subjects such as Chinese, mathematics, English, science,
and social studies. English usually begins around Grade 3 in public
schools, though some private or bilingual programs may start earlier.

Classroom style: Students often stay in one fixed classroom while
subject teachers rotate in and out. Public school classes are often
larger than typical U.S. classes, commonly around 40–50 students.
Each class usually has a homeroom teacher, who teaches one subject
but also manages class affairs such as attendance, discipline, parent
communication, and student issues.

Schedules and breaks: The school year is usually divided into two
semesters. The fall semester starts from September 1st, and the
spring semester starts around February or March. Summer break is in
July and August. Winter break is shorter and is usually arranged
around the Chinese New Year, which changes from year to year, but is
usually in January or February. 



Tips for Educators
Avoid one-size-fits-all assumptions: Students from China can have very different schooling
experiences depending on region, school type, language background, and family resources.

Ask about language background: A student may use Putonghua (Standard Mandarin) at school but
a regional variety at home. “Chinese-speaking” does not always mean the same spoken language
or the same writing system.

Check the writing system: When sharing translated materials with families, check whether
Simplified or Traditional Chinese is preferred.

Expect uneven English exposure: Some students may have studied English for years but feel
stronger in reading and grammar compared to listening or speaking it.

Teachers can help by explaining U.S. classroom norms directly: Such as when participation is
expected, what group work is like, when it is okay to ask questions, and how students can seek
help.

Be mindful of assessment pressure: Some students may come from exam-oriented school systems
where grades and ranking felt very high-stakes. Low-stakes practice and clear rubrics can help.

Understand family expectations: Families may place strong value on academic success, but they
may also be unfamiliar with U.S. school systems, counseling, special education, or parent-teacher
communication norms.
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