
GETTING  HELP  WITH  YOUR  CHINESE 
(adapted from Getting Help with your Thai by Adrian S. Palmer) 

 
Chinese people often take great delight in helping foreigners with 
their Chinese. So how can we help them help us better? 
 
Asking for Repetition 
 

In the early stages of learning Chinese, the message we most 
often need to send is, “What did you just say?”  “Please say it 
again.”  “Please speak more slowly.”  Here are a few useful 
phrases: 
 
What did you just say?      
I didn’t understand.      
Please say it again.      
Please speak slower.      
I’m sorry, I still don’t understand.   ( )   
How should I have said that sentence?   
 
If you still didn’t understand what the other person said after 
they have repeated their sentence, you may need to add on an 
excuse for asking them to say it yet again: 
 
I’m sorry, I’ve just started learning Chinese, may I trouble you to say it again. 

 
I’m sorry, I didn’t hear clearly, please say it again. 

 
 

Asking for Repetition of a Single Word within a Sentence 
 

Sometimes, we miss just one word and so need the other person 
to simply focus on that word. 
 
You just said something that sounded like …, please say it again. 

 ...,  
What was the word before/after …?     … /  
And then what did you say?     
And still then … ?     …  
What was the first word you just said?    
What about (e.g. the book)?      ( )  



 
When you catch the grammar of the utterance, but not all of the 
content, you can use the following Question Words to isolate the 
part of the sentence you missed. 
 
What … ?     ...        Who … ?    …  
Which … ?    + M …      Why … ?    …  
When … ?    …      How … ?    …  
How much/many … ?    …   or    …  Where … ?    …  
 
 
Eliciting Words 
 

Your passive listening vocabulary (i.e. words you recognize when 
spoken to you) will always be way ahead of your active speaking 
vocabulary, so we need some techniques and useful phrases to 
elicit words we have learnt but failed to recall. 
 
(holding up an object) How do you say this in Chinese? 
( )   
How do you say ‘teacher’ in Chinese? 
‘Teacher’   
The word sounds a little like …  /   The word sounds the same as … 

( )  …   /    …  
What do you clean your teeth with? 

 
Naming categories: It’s a kind of (e.g. animal)    ( ) 
Naming parts: It’s part of a car.    
Describing: It’s green and has lots of leaves.   
Describing: What do you call the thing you wear on your head?  

  
Acting: What’s this action called?    
Acting: When you are (e.g. tired), what do you normally do?  ( )

  
Opposites: What’s the opposite of … ?      …  
Relationships: It has to do with hospitals.      
Comparison: It’s like a cat, but bigger.      
Profession/job: The person who works in a church.   ( ) ( )  
Location: It lives in the sea.       ( )  
Uses: It’s used to cut things.       ( )  
Hesitating: I need to buy a … (while you act it out) +M … 



 
Asking for Meanings 
 

What does … mean ?         …  
What is the meaning of the first word … ?      
What do you mean?          
What (thing/matter) are you referring to?   ( / )  
What (matter) are you talking about?     ( )  
 
 
Asking for further Details 
 

What is … like?      …  
How is … normally used?       …  
Where is … normally found?    …  
Who normally uses one?    …  
What is it made of?     …  
 
 
Asking Someone to Write it down 
 

Please write it down.        
How do you write that character/word?     
 
 
More Excuses 
 

Oh dear! I’ve forgotten!        
I’m really stupid!          
I’ve learnt it before, but I can’t recall it.   
 
 
And finally, don’t forget to thank those who help you!  They are 
worth their weight in gold! 
 


