Common Chinese Mistakes Made by English Speakers

Mistake #4 Using “ma” for “non-yes-or-no” questions
Some students have this wrong notation: “Whenever you put “ma” at the end of a statement,
instantly, you change that statement into a question.” This is not an accurate statement. The accurate

statement should be:

“Whenever you put ‘ma” at the end of a statement, instantly, you change that statement into a
“yes-or-no” question.”

Basically, for any questions that require real answers other than "yes-or-no” , you CANNOT add ma at

the end of the sentence. For example, when you ask “who are you” “What doyoudo “, “How do
I say this in Chinese” , “why” , “where is the bathroom” , etc, you are looking for real answers such
as “I'am Mary” , “I am a lawyer” , “The bathroom is there” , etc. These are NOT “yes-or-no”

questions, so you don’ tadd “ma” atthe end.

The only time you add ma at the end of the sentence is when you are asking a question that requires a

“yes-or-no” answer. For example, to ask “Do you want coffee? “, you simply add ma at the end of
the statement of “You want coffee” , because the answer the question requires is either “Yes, I do” ,
or "No,Idon" t" .In this case, you can add ma at the end.

Examples

English Pinyin Chinese

Questions that need real answers (No “ma” at the end)

Who are you? R IREE?
(it. v ho?) ni shi shéi ? (res
it. You are who? R 7
What job do you do? e, 3 . (R A TAE?
, , ni zud shén me gong zud ? .
(lit. You do what job?) (RS EETAE ?
How old are you?
ni dué da ? R ?
(lit. You how old?) frEx
Where' s the bathroom? L I FEIEERER ?
(it. The bath is where?) Xi shou jianzaina li ? s o
it. The bathroom is where? YEFERTE 7
Do you want coffee or tea? o {FEPHERZEES ?
. ni yao ka féi hai shi cha ? e
(lit. You want coffee or tea?) {FEMHEEEA ?

Questions that need “yes-or-no” answers ( “ma” at the end)
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Can you speak English? o ) {REVRISING ?
) . ni hui shud ying wén ma ? -

(lit. You can speak English ma?) {REREIE ?

Does she have a boyfriend? L . WwEERRRD ?
. . ta you nan péng you ma ?

(lit. She has a boyfriend ma?) B ERRRS ?

Did you eat yet? . {RIZIR TS ?
} ni chi fan le ma ?

(lit. You ate ma?) {IRAZER 718 ?

Have you been to China before? o , {REIHE ?
. . ni qu guo zhdéng gué ma ? .

(lit. You have been to China before ma?) {FEIBFEE ?
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