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ON SELECTING CHINESE NAMES
FOR FOREIGN STUDENTS
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Zhu Min, Chinese Teacher of the Confucius Institute at EStvos Lorand University, Hungary
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came to work as a Chinese teach-
er at the Confucius Institute at
Eétvos Lordnd University (ELTE)
n Hungary in 2009. The stu-
| dents here are very interested in
Chinese and many of them asked me
to give them a Chinese name.

It is no easy to satisfy every student.
Before giving them Chinese names, I
conducted a small survey. The result
shows 90 percent of the students would
like to have a Chinese name; of these,
30 percent want an authentic Chinese

name and the other 60 percent want
their Chinese names to sound Chinese
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Zhu Min (first right in the front)
and her students.

but be pronounced like their Hungarian names.

Knowing their requirements, I started the
work. First I made clear the Hungarian pro-
nunciation of their names. Some of the names
can quickly remind of Chinese names. For
example, I translate the common name “Szofia”
to “Song Feiya” instead of “Suo Feiya” because

“Song” is also a common surname in China and
it sounds more Chinese.

But most of the names are not easy to
translate, especially when two or more people
share the same name. For instance, there are
two students, both surnamed “Sarhany.” The
first syllable pronounces like “sha” or “xia.”
For Hungarian students, it is difficult to dif-
ferentiate “x” and “sh.” Many students can’t

precisely pronounce “shang” (meaning “up”)

and “xia” (meaning “down”). Therefore, I
named them “Sha” and “Xia” respectively to
help them differentiate the two similar pro-
nunciations.

As with Chinese names, there are similar
family names similar given names in Hungary.
Taking advantage of this phenomenon can help
when teaching Chinese phonetics. For instance,
there are two girls, both named “Petra.” The
Hungarian students have difficulty in differen-

tiating aspirated and un-aspirated consonants,
like “pao” and “bao.” So I came up with the
Chinese names “Beibei” and “Peipei” for the
two girls. I told the class to pay attention to “b”
and “p,” otherwise they would call the wrong
person. As a result, the students began paying
more attention to the difference between aspi-
rated and un-aspirated consonants.

In dealing with the pronunciation difficul-
ties Hungarian students have, I set up a few
“traps” in their Chinese names. For example,
the students often mistake the Chinese vowel
“e” for the English “¢” in “egg.” Then I adopted
more Chinese characters containing this vowel,
like “He,” “Ke” and “Le.”

On one hand, I try to integrate phonetic
education with selecting Chinese names; on
the other hand, I try to
match the meanings of the
Chinese names with the
students’ wishes. “Gabor” is
a very common Hungarian
name. Sometimes, there are
three or four Gabors in one
class. It would be confus-
ing and boring if they were
all called “Gao Bo.” So we
named one of them “Gao
Buyun,” literally meaning
‘high-step-cloud,” which the
class like very much. There
is another student who loves
Wushu. So we gave him a
swordsman-style name “Sun
Yunlong,” meaning “cloud
dragon.” He is very excited
about the name.

Now you see, short as
Chinese names are, it takes
great skills to choose the best ones. I think
the most importantly they should be “respect-
ful” and “thoughtful.” We should respect the
students’ own wishes and avoid simply giving
a long selection for the students to choose for
themselves. We should also take into considera-
tion their native pronunciations and their own
likes in the hope of stimulating their interest in
Chinese language and culture and facilitating
Chinese education. &
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