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Abstract 
Models of word recognition have been strongly influenced by native English-speaking theorists, who have 
tended to embrace relatively fixed notions of various important concepts, such as “word” and “morpheme.” 
While there are many “universals” of basic literacy learning, there are also a number of differences between 
Chinese and English in how to learn to read and to write words, and, indeed, in whether “word” is the most 
appropriate unit of focus in literacy learning at all.  In this talk, I will highlight research that changed my 
notions of cross-cultural literacy learning with a special emphasis on Chinese. For example, I will discuss 
the centrality of lexical-compounding, characters (vs. words), and copying for early literacy-learning in 
Chinese, as well as how phonological aspects of literacy learning are more ambiguous but in some ways 
better marked in Chinese as compared to English.  This Chinese-English contrast has both theoretical and 
practical implications for understanding how children learn to read and write across languages, scripts, and 
cultures.  
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