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ABSTRACT 

 Past research studies demonstrate that 

the Chinese language learning and 

teaching process is not much developed 

and is not a very student-friendly 

education process in Sri Lanka. One of the 

reasons is lack of teaching materials 

including Chinese dictionaries. This study 

aimed at developing a multilingual 

dictionary as a media to support literacy in 

Chinese language learning for beginners 

in Sri Lanka. The study used mix method 

to apply Design and Development Model 

(DD Model). In the beginning of the 21st 

century Chinese and local scholars begun 

to compose bilingual Chinese dictionaries 

with Sinhala and other local language 

options. But there are significant 

shortcomings in these works. DD Model is 

applied in this research to construct a 

Chinese multi-lingual dictionary. The 

steps were: 1. Analysis, 2. Design, 3. 

Development, and 4. Finalizing. The 

process of Analysis in this study is based 

on previous research. Among three types 

of results which carried out in Chinese 

speaking and non - Chinese speaking 

countries to formulate the number of most 

commonly used Chinese words or 

characters, the chosen concept is called 

one thousand most common Chinese 

words or characters to develop as words 

with multi-lingual explanations in this 

research. Design is done according to the 

traditional Chinese monolingual 

dictionaries. Development process 

basically included following these six 

categories: (1) Chinese word in character 

form (2) Picture in early Jiaguwen or/and 

Jinwen forms (3) Pinyin (4) Part of Speech 

(5) Multilingual meaning and (6) 

Example. Finalizing process is the 

completion and publication of a Chinese 

(Sinhala/English/Tamil) Multilingual 

Dictionary for Chinese language learners 

in Sri Lanka.  

Keywords: Chinese, Sinhala, English, 

Tamil, Multilingual, Dictionaries 

 

INTRODUCTION 

As an island Sri Lanka has been 

influenced by various foreign cultures 

including Chinese culture since early 

Chinese navigators found this country as a 

turning point of their sailing route in 

Indian ocean. This island was one of very 

important destinations for Chinese sailors 

due to its location. “Sri Lanka was one of 

last stops for Chinese navigators in the 

Han period as Han Shu mentioned. At that 

time, it used the term of Sichengbu for Sri 

Lanka which can be identified as 

Sinhadipa, one of ancient names of Sri 

Lanka.” (Dhammadinna, p.10) Therefore 

early Chinese navigators used to call this 

tiny island with more than 30 different 

Chinese names within few centuries. “In 

Chinese sources dating from the Han 

dynasty (206 BC – 220AD) to the Qing 

dynasty (1616-1911AD) alone, more than 

thirty names have been used to denote Sri 

Lanka.” (Sobhitha). 

But it is unclear how did Chinese 

navigators communicate with local people 

in Sri Lanka in early period. Of course, 

there are some hints also available in early 

Chinese records about how did early 

visitors communicate with local Sri 

Lankans. For example, one of famous 



Chinese Buddhist monks called Fa Xian 

(Fa Hsien) who had visited Abhayagiriya 

Temple of Sri Lanka in 411 AD had 

mentioned how did Sri Lankan people 

communicate with foreign navigators in 

pre-historic era. According to “A Record 

of Buddhistic Kingdoms” of Fa Xian 

monk “The country originally had no 

human inhabitants, but was occupied only 

by spirits and nagas, with which merchants 

of various countries carried on a trade. 

When the trafficking was taking place, the 

spirits did not show themselves. They 

simply set forth their precious 

commodities, with labels of the price 

attached to them; while the merchants 

made their purchases according to the 

price; and took the things away. Through 

the coming and going of the merchants (in 

this way), when they went away, the 

people of (their) various countries heard 

how pleasant the land was, and flocked to 

it in numbers till it became a great nation.” 

(Legge, p. 101-102) 

In 5th century AD Fa Xian translated 6 

of 11 or 12 Buddhist texts from Pali or 

Sanskrit language with the help of Nepal 

Buddhist monk called Buddhabhadra. 

This Napal Buddhist monk was a resource 

person and a “living dictionary” in the 

translation process as well.  Until the 

application of modern translation 

methodologies with dictionaries the 

process of translating and communicating 

from language to language was very 

primitive from the pre-historic era to the 

medieval period of Sri Lanka. Dictionaries 

are not only useful for translation process 

but also, they are much more needed for 

language communication. The primary 

aim of this research is to propose a 

scientific guideline for the preparation of 

Chinese multilingual dictionaries for Sri 

Lankan Needs. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Past research show that the Chinese 

language learning and teaching process is 

not much developed and is not a very 

student-friendly education process in Sri 

Lanka. One of the reasons is lack of 

teaching materials including Chinese 

dictionaries. 

“The teachers are also advised to use 

variety of teaching methods to stimulate 

the learner by motivating students and 

encouraging learning Chinese language in 

TCFL classroom. The teachers should 

focus on leaching materials in terms of 

enabling Chinese language 

communication in the classroom.” 

(Sammanie, p. 22-23) Yang (2016) stated 

that compiling Chinese dictionaries for 

CFL learners should follow four basic 

principles: simplicity, practicality, 

comprehensiveness and explicitness. 

However, a fundamental problem lies in 

the fact that lexicographers in many cases 

fail to capture the specific learning needs 

of users, which are often deeply rooted in 

their learning process. (Yang, p. 45-51) 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The study used mix method to apply 

Design and Development Model (DD 

Model). Data is gathered from written 

work and questionnaires. The steps were: 

(1) Analysis, (2) Design, (3) 

Development, and (4) Finalizing.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The process of analysis in this study is 

based on previous research. Among three 

types of results which carried out in 

Chinese speaking and non - Chinese 

speaking countries to formulate the 

number of most commonly used Chinese 

words or characters, the chosen concept is 

called one thousand most common 

Chinese words or characters to develop as 

words with multi-lingual explanations in 

this research. In the beginning of the 21st 

century Chinese and local scholars begun 

to compose basic Chinese dictionaries 

with Sinhala and other local language 

options. Following five versions are the 

only Chinese dictionaries published up to 



date in China or Sri Lanka with Sinhala 

language option 

(Figure 1). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Shortcomings of these Dictionaries 

 

1. Three of five dictionaries have 

published in China; therefore, they are not 

available in Sri Lanka. 

2. They do not fulfill the local 

requirements as Sri Lankan learners prefer 

locally composed dictionaries. 

3. Two of five dictionaries are 

published in Sri Lanka, but their entries 

are few with compared to the other foreign 

language dictionaries. 

4. All five dictionaries are not very 

suitable for the beginners due to various 

weak points in the contents.  

5. Entries of Chinese dictionaries 

must consist with Chinese Characters 

following by words that start from entry 

character. But all above dictionaries are 

lack of this facility.  

Bilingual Chinese dictionaries given 

with Sinhala language explanation are not 

very common to the local Sinhala 

language users in Sri Lanka even now. 

This situation occurs huge barrier to the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

    

   

 
 

 

 

 

 

development of Sinhala-Chinese 

language-based communication. Sinhala 

dominant society needs more efficient 

Chinese dictionaries to carry out positive 

activities in the process of socio cultural 

academic and political aspects. To fulfil 

these requirements at least there must have 

preliminary studies regarding for 

preparing modern Chinese dictionaries for 

local needs. 

Monolingual Chinese dictionaries with 

Chinese definitions are not suitable for 

local people in Sri Lanka though they may 

have certain Chinese knowledge. They 

may prefer Chinese bilingual dictionaries 

with Sinhala definitions as such 

dictionaries are more convenient to use. 

But monolingual Chinese dictionaries are 

more user-friendlier than locally prepared 

dictionaries due to those books are 

improved with modern scientific methods. 

Following is the Chinese definitions for 

the character “爱” in a monolingual 

Chinese dictionary (Figure: 2).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Figure: 2 [The Chinese character “爱” shown in a Chinese monolingual dictionary 

王继红、陈鸣、任丽青主编《现代实用汉语词典》上海远东出版社、第3页。] 

 
Here each Chinese entry consists of 

both simplified and complicated 

(Traditional) forms of the character, 

Pinyin pronunciation with the tone, 

different meanings and examples of the 

usage of each definition, some of 

definitions are given with synonyms. This 

type of dictionary can be said to be a user-

friendly dictionary with modern scientific 

methods. We suggest to apply this method 

as called “Design” in this research which 

is used in the traditional Chinese 

monolingual dictionaries.   

Sinhala/Tamil/English speaking Sri 

Lankan people will not be able to read and 

understand completely these definitions as 

those are written only in Chinese language 

(Monolingual). Correct pronunciations 

and understanding of meanings of Chinese 

characters are essential for foreigners but 

monolingual Chinese dictionaries are 

prepared for professionals or fulfil local 

Chinese needs. Local community of Sri 

Lanka usually abide with basic 

grammatical components such as verbs, 

nouns, tenses and more. Therefor 

preparation of Chinese dictionaries must 

be more localized. This is an example of a 

Chinese entry in proposed Chinese 

Sinhala bilingual dictionary (Figure: 3).

 

  

Figure: 3 [The proposed entry of the 

Chinese character “爱” with Chinese 

Sinhala bilingual options] 

 

Above quotation of the proposed 

Chinese-Sinhala bilingual dictionary 

includes Chinese character form in both 

simplified and complicated (Traditional) 

definitions same as in monolingual 

Chinese dictionaries and more definitions 

in Sinhala too such as Sinhala meanings, 

types of words and sometimes more 

explanations in Sinhala than in Chinese. 

Also, it seems bilingual dictionaries are 

more practical rather than Chinese 

monolingual dictionaries (with Chinese 

definitions).  

There are two types of Chinese 

monolingual dictionaries mainly using in 

modern days. They are Chinese character 

dictionaries（汉语字典）and Chinese 

word dictionaries（汉语词典）. Chinese 

character dictionaries offer Chinese  

 

 

 

 

characters with their meanings and 

usage. But they haven’t meanings of 

Chinese words. Chinese experts and 

professionals use this type of dictionaries 

for special purposes. For example, 

following quotation is copied from《古汉

语常用字字典》(Dictionary of 

Frequently Used Classical Chinese 

Characters). Here are the main Chinese 

characters with Chinese definitions, 

characters are given in dark and large 

format and according to the Pinyin order. 

This format is not suitable for Sri Lankan 

needs, especially for those who are 

studying Chinese or working in Chinese 

(Figure: 4).  

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure: 4 [Chinese entries in a bilingual 

Chinese character dictionary 

《古汉语常用字字典》，商务印书

馆出版，2001，22页。] 

 
版，2001，22页。] 

 
On the other hand, commonly used 

Chinese abbreviations in monolingual 

Chinese dictionaries are also can be used 

in localized Chinese-Sinhala bilingual 

dictionaries. Chinese characters are 

logographic letters, though most of 

characters contain at least two parts, 

especially a meaning part and a 

pronunciation part. Ordinary practitioners 

may have not be able to understand the 

inside components of Chinese characters, 

but they can understand the meanings of 

Chinese characters by using Chinese 

abbreviations. In the process of the 

preparing Chinese-Sinhala bilingual 

dictionaries, the editorial must finalize the 

basic Chinese abbreviations to clear and 

correct usage. At the beginning the 

ordinary practitioners may face some 

difficulties when they use bilingual 

dictionaries, because the formation of the 

content of an entry (Chinese character or 

word) consists of both Sinhala and 

Chinese definitions with Chinese 

abbreviations. But users of Chinese-

Sinhala bilingual dictionaries can be 

encouraged this way to use monolingual 

Chinese dictionaries too. In this way it is 

easier to overcome from many difficulties 

as practitioners face when they use 

monolingual Chinese dictionaries.  There 

are too many Chinese abbreviations in 

monolingual Chinese dictionaries, but it is 

convenient if the editorial limits the 

number of abbreviations. For example, 

there are most used Chinese abbreviations 

of dictionaries as follows,“名,英,方,

波斯,阿拉伯,前缀,梵,见,拟声,叹,形

,同,助,注,动,介,副,口,旧,代,见” 
etc. The list of abbreviations must have a 

user-friendly order, for example (Figure: 

5). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure: 5 [Proposed method for 

abbreviations in a bilingual Chinese 

dictionary] 

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure: 6 [The application of proposed method for abbreviations to a bilingual Chinese 

dictionary] 

 
In this research, we have focus into 

main body of an entry in a dictionary. The 

“entry” means a Chinese character or a 

Chinese word which is given in a 

dictionary according to the alphabetical 

order. This step is named Development in 

this research process. This step basically 

consists of following six categories: (1) 

Chinese words in character form: This part 

consists of one or two (or more than two) 

syllable Chinese characters  (2) Pictures of 

early Jiaguwen or/and Jinwen forms: 

These written forms of  Chinese characters 

are the most earliest written styles in 

Chinese history (3) Pinyin: is the official 

system to romanise Mandarin Chinese, 

using the Latin alphabet and diacritics to 

represent sounds and tones. It enables 

learners to read, pronounce, and type 

Chinese characters, and it is the 

foundational phonetic tool used in 

mainland China and globally for Chinese 

language education.  (4) Part of Speech: 

Most of parts of this section are given as 

examples in abbreviations. (5) 

Multilingual meaning: This research 

suggests to apply the trilingual policy of 

Sri Lanka by applying English, Sinhala 

and Tamil meaning in construction of 

Chinese multilingual dictionaries for Sri 

Lankan needs.  (6) Example: Each entry is 

given at least one example in Chinese to 

understand the meaning(s) of Chinese 

word.  

After the completion of each entry in 

this proposed dictionary method, 

Development procedure seems to be as 

follows. Here is given ten entries of one 

thousand most common Chinese words as 

an example (Figure: 7). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure: 7 [The application of proposed method for the preparation of Chinese multi-lingual 

dictionary] 

 
The fifth step of this research is called 

Finalizing process. It is the completion and 

publication of a Chinese 

(Sinhala/English/Tamil) Multilingual 

Dictionary for Chinese language learners 

in Sri Lanka.  

 
CONCLUSION 

Sri Lanka is one of earliest countries 

that has started teaching Chinese as a 

foreign language in Asia. But the 

development of Chinese education 

throughout past decades cannot be 

satisfied as according to the results of past 

research work. The result of this research 

will expand the existing knowledge of 

Chinese education in Sri Lanka.  As any 

other dictionary, Chinese multilingual 

dictionary should also be a product of high 

lexicographic achievement in Chinese 

language studying. Since this study only 

involved basic aspects of Chinese 

multilingual dictionaries, further studies 

are needed to get more valid results that 

can be generalized for the benefit of 

Chinese language learners. 
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