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ABSTRACT

This qualitative study investigated the English reading instruction and teachers’
pedagogical approaches in three elementary schools in Beijing, China. Eleven English teachers
in these three elementary schools participated in the study and data were collected through semi-
structured interviews, field observations, and documents.

The findings of the study indicated that these teachers of English had covered eight
aspects of knowledge when they taught Chinese students how to read in English, and these eight
aspects included phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, writing,
grammar, and cultural knowledge. Among these eight aspects, the teachers varied mostly with
regard to phonemic awareness and phonics instruction. Furthermore, the participating teachers
had different concerns in developing their teaching pedagogies. They all had concerns focusing
upon the learner, the subject, and the teacher, but it differed on the subcategories within. Some
teachers emphasized more of an affective involvement of the learner whereas some were
concerned more with the background knowledge of the learner; some focused on the practical

aspect of the language whereas some focused more on the target language being a testing



subject; some were concerned with how to facilitate students’ learning process and some
concerned more with how to lead the class or the learning. These pedagogical differences were
the reason for the different approaches these teachers adopted in their classrooms and also

determined where they were placed on the locus of control continuum.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Introduction and Background of the Study
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September 9th, 2005, in an English classroom in Shanghai, a British English teacher and
30 Chinese students were attempting to have the longest English class in order to challenge the
Guinness World Records. In 72 hours, they could only take 15 minutes’ break for every eight
hours and no one was allowed to sleep. Doctors and nurses were prepared at any time. The
students and the teacher were going to use only these three days to finish all the English courses
that had been designed for three months — this is completely crazy.

This was a piece of news that was published in the China Education and Research
Network (author unknown) in December 15", 2005. In that article, the author used real examples
like the one above to show that learning English has become a national campaign in China, and
Chinese students spent more than 6,000 hours on learning English in their elementary and middle
school years. Furthermore, the author also mentioned that English teaching has become a
lucrative industry and has applied all the different methods and strategies used in the world.
English has become a must-learn language in China for anyone who wants to receive better

education, study abroad, obtain a better job or get promoted.



I have been learning English both in China and in the United States. My life and
education in the United States is different, interesting, and challenging compared with my life in
Beijing, China. In Beijing, I learned English from textbooks then taught English oral
communication and extensive reading in a vocational high school. In the US, my English
language skills continue to improve from managing everyday life, being a graduate student of
reading education, becoming a certified elementary school teacher and teaching preservice
reading methods and assessment courses to undergraduate college students. I have become
knowledgeable about teaching reading in US elementary schools. These experiences along with
my assistantship as an evaluator of Georgia’s implementation of the Reading First Federal
program in grades K-3 have led me to wonder: What is beginning English reading instruction
like in China’s elementary school classrooms?

No one can deny the fact that English has become the language of globalization because
of its use in social, economics, and political fields in many countries. Accompanied by the
development of the economy, international trades, and intercultural communication, English has
become the most popular foreign language in China. The Ministry of Education (2006) has
reported that more than 300 million Chinese people are learning English, and the total number of
English learners in China will surpass the total number of native English speakers in the world in
the next few years.

China has a history of more than 100 years of English teaching and learning. Since 1978,
economic development has been the major goal of China, and the teaching of English has
developed most significantly in the past 30 years (Bao, 2004). In 2001, English became a

required subject starting at third grade (Ministry of Education, 2001a). The Ministry also



suggested that some elementary schools could choose to start English instruction as early as first
grade if they had the capacity.

A great deal of effort has been made, and progress has occurred; however, there are
problems associated with the implementation of English education in elementary schools (Bao,
2004; Cui, 2002). First of all, the nine-year basic education system in China (six years in
elementary school and three years in middle school) is not sufficiently developed for teaching
English in the elementary curriculum. Why? Because there is a lack of resources, such as teacher
preparation, professional development programs, qualified and experienced English teachers, and
quality textbooks for the basic education system. Second, there is a need to develop assessments
and evaluations that could inform English instruction in the primary grades. Finally, there is no
research and insufficient knowledge about how to teach English reading to China’s elementary
school children. Cui (2002) pointed out that even though there are more than 400 universities in
China that are qualified to offer English as a major, less than 20 universities are qualified to offer
PhD programs on English education. Hence, there is a great need for expert teachers, researchers,
and scholars in the field of English education.

Given the current situation in Chinese elementary schools regarding English education
and my experience of learning and teaching English reading in the United States, it is essential to
investigate how English is taught to students in elementary schools. Therefore, this interview and
observation study will focus on how Chinese students in elementary schools are taught to read in
English.

Research Rationale and Research Questions
My review of related literature has shown that little is known about teaching students

how to read in English at school levels in China. Research studies on teaching English reading



have focused on the tertiary level rather than the school level, and more studies have investigated
the teaching and learning of vocabulary and comprehension in English rather than other aspects
of learning how to read in English; hence, there is a huge need for empirical study to investigate
English reading instruction in elementary and secondary schools in China. For this reason, I
conducted this interview and observation study to understand the teaching of English reading in
three Beijing elementary schools. My first research question is — What aspects of English
reading are taught in elementary schools in Beijing China and how they are taught?
Furthermore, the literature review for this study also indicated that little is known about Chinese
teachers’ pedagogical concerns, so my second research question is - How do teachers in
Chongwen and Xuanwu districts shape their pedagogical approaches of teaching students
reading in English?

Significance of the Research

This is a critical moment for English education in China. With China’s entry into the
World Trade Organization in 2001 and its hosting of the Olympics in 2008, English has been
closely associated with Chinese people’s daily life. It has become a key to success and to the
world outside China. The hunger for learning English has made it a required subject in
elementary school.

This study is significant for the following reasons. First, the study targeted the
investigation of a rather new phenomenon. It was in the year of 2001 that the Ministry of
Education in China required elementary schools to teach English as a compulsory subject
(Ministry of Education, 2001a). Seven years have passed, but the teaching of English in
elementary school is still in the experimental stage, and there are problems associated with this

implementation (Bao, 2004; Cui, 2002). Hence, the purpose of this study is to provide research



evidence on the English teaching instruction in elementary schools in Beijing to inform policy
making and the development of pre-service and in-service teacher preparation programs.
Furthermore, while the objectives of English education in elementary school in China have been
developed and published (Ministry of Education, 2001b), they have not been explicitly or
thoroughly explained. For example, the objectives state that English should first be introduced in
third grade although if elementary schools have the capacity they could begin instruction in first
grade (Ministry of Education, 2001a). What is unclear, though, is what is meant by capacity.

Second, based on my extensive search of studies in the past 16 years on English teaching
in China from different databases, no empirical study investigated the teaching and learning of
how to read in English in primary and secondary schools levels. Most of the journal articles,
book chapters, and all the conference proceedings that I could retrieve, identified tertiary level
university students, either English majors or non-English majors, as their research participants.
Hence, this study offers useful information about how basic learning and teaching happens,
which will also provide more clues to better help tertiary level teaching and learning.

Third, the disconnect that exists between English education in elementary school and
English in secondary school in China provides another rationale for the purpose of this study
(Bao, 2006; Liu, 2001). Because elementary schools start English instruction in different grades,
some in first grade and some in third, students who finished elementary schools are in different
levels in terms of their English ability, which makes it hard for middle school English teachers to
teach in order to meet students’ different needs (Bao, 2006). Furthermore, the middle school
English teachers that I interviewed in the pilot study also reported that the English instruction in
elementary schools did not sufficiently prepare students to study English in order to reach the

middle school objectives. Some of these teachers mentioned that what students had been taught



in elementary schools was too easy, and many elementary English teachers only paid attention to
how to motivate students to learn rather than strategies for learning well. Therefore, when
students moved to middle school, they did not have the basic English knowledge and they lost
interest in learning English immediately, which caused them to fail in the required national
examinations

Fourth, the review of related literature has shown that English reading instruction to
Chinese students should cover the five domains of reading including phonemic awareness,
phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension. However, the available research on learning
English reading focused on the teaching of vocabulary and comprehension, and little is known
about how phonemic awareness, phonics, pronunciation, reading aloud, and fluency are taught in
classrooms in China. This study, in contrast, is broad in investigating all the components of
reading that are taught in elementary classrooms and it places an equal emphasis on how each of
them are taught by teachers.

Fifth, the use of data triangulation has strengthened the quality of the qualitative research
(Patton, 2002). Semi-structured interview, observation, and document analysis were ways of data
collection. Data from observations and documents such as textbooks, teacher’s manuals,
students’ work samples, and test papers compensated for what could not be obtained from
interviews. These different data sources are used to validate the findings of the study.

Finally, although this study focuses on Chinese students in elementary schools, it makes
recommendations for teaching English in other countries where there is no strong presence of

English outside of the EFL classroom.



Organization of the Dissertation

This dissertation is organized in the following manner. The first chapter provides an
introduction to the background of the study, research purposes and questions, and the
significance of the study. The second chapter provides the theoretical framework of the research
and reviews relevant literature. The third chapter presents the methodology and research design,
the findings of the pilot study, the context of the research site, the introduction of research
participants, subjective statements, data collection and analysis, and research trustworthiness and
ethnical issues. The fourth chapter presents the findings of the study based on data analysis. The
findings include two big sections: the first section provides findings toward the subject of
teaching reading and the second section provides findings toward teachers’ pedagogical concerns.
The fifth chapter is the concluding chapter and discusses the findings and implications for further

research.



CHAPTER 2
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES AND RELATED LITERATURE REVIEW
A researcher’s theoretical perspective influences what is studied, the methods used, and
the reporting of findings (Crotty, 1998). In this chapter, I present the epistemological and
theoretical perspectives that influenced the conduct of this research followed by a review of
literature related to teaching students how to read in English in China.
Epistemology and Theoretical Framework
Ruth Hayhoe and Julia Pan (2001) in their introduction to the edited book “Knowledge
Across Cultures” write that it is “crucial that Chinese people know themselves, and build upon
their own rich cultural heritage while embracing all that is positive from the international
community” (p. 17). Contrary to Occidental philosophies, there is an absence of logic in Chinese
philosophy (Weber, 1958). Knowledge was a matter of interpretation rather than scientific
evidence (Li, 2006; Zhou, 2006), and was expressed “in the form of parables...rather than of
rational argumentation” (p. 433, Weber, 1958). Being a Chinese national, I am deeply influenced
by Chinese philosophy. In deciding on the epistemology and theoretical framework of this
proposed study, I acknowledge the interpretive nature of Chinese philosophy, and also embrace
what I have learned about Western philosophies. My readings of social constructionism (Berger
& Luckmann, 1966; Crotty, 1998; Schwandt, 2000; Shotter, 1995) provide me the
epistemological stances in designing the study, and the readings of symbolic interactionism

(Blumer, 1969) provide the theoretical framework for the study.



Epistemology refers to the “ways of knowing reality” (Dillon, O’Brien, & Heilman, 2000,
p. 14). The term social constructionism and social constructivism often appeared in educational
research, and these theories share a number of things in common. According to Shotter (1995),
studies informed by social constructionism or constructivism both focus on human activities
rather than on things or substances; hence, the process of creating knowledge is more important
than the process of discovering knowledge. Furthermore, coming from the social constructionism
or constructivism perspectives, we do not see knowledge or society being independent from us;
rather, it is created by us, and we, in turn, become the product of our creation (Berger &
Luckmann, 1966). Finally, instead of addressing the causal relationship, social constructionism
and constructivism are both concerned with meanings and significances.

In addition to these similarities, Hruby (2001) has made a distinction between the two.
Constructivism refers to “knowledge formation in the head” (pp. 51), whereas constructionism
deals with “knowledge formation outside the head between participants in social relationship”
(pp- 51). In this research, I use the term social constructionism, which argues that “the view that
all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practice,
being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and
developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42, Crotty, 1998). The
emphasis in social constructionism is that human beings’ generation of meaning does not occur
in a vacuum, but instead meanings are constructed by individuals interacting with their social
world, and the understanding of this meaning can only be achieved through the interaction
between and among the investigator and the investigated (Crotty, 1998; Hruby, 2001; Schwandt,

2000).



Epistemology also has methodological implications (Dillon, O’Brian, & Heilman, 2000).
I believe that my participants have constructed their own meaning of teaching through their
experience within the social and educational context in China. These meanings affect the
teaching practice in their classrooms. In order to capture and understand the complexity of
teaching English reading in these three elementary schools in Beijing, I offered my participants
opportunities to talk about their experiences, perspectives, and understandings about teaching
English reading through interviewing (see appendix A for teacher interview protocol). Through
observation, I experienced the classroom context that my participants were in and tried to
understand what the teachers told me during interviews and, especially, what they have not said
or done (Glesne, 2006). Meanwhile, I am also aware that each interview and observation affects
my understanding and interpretation of teaching English reading in these schools, so I am
constantly involved in the process of modification in order to have a thorough and fair
interpretation.

A social constructionism epistemology demands that the point of view of the social
individuals, their understanding, and their meanings should be of primary consideration.
Symbolic interactionism, a theoretical perspective that shares the same premise, provides the
framework for my study. Symbolic interaction maintains that human beings develop their
conception of the world through a process of interaction by acting on things based on the
meanings things have for them (Blumer, 1969). The three basic premises laid out by Blumer
(1969) are: first, “human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things
have for them”; then “the meanings of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social
interactions that one has with one’s fellows”; finally, “these meanings are handled in and

modified through an interpretive process used by the person in dealing with the things he or she
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encounters” (p. 2). Symbolic interactionism comes in multiple varieties, and the perspective that
I hold that influences my study is interpretive interactionism (Denzin, 1992; 2001), which
emphasized studying the subjective perspectives that human beings bring to their activities and
environment. In addition, I also find that interpretive interactionism is somehow in line with the
characteristic of Chinese philosophy, which also emphasized the subjective interpretation made
by social individuals.

In this research, it is essential to study what meanings these Chinese teachers of English
give to the required textbooks, teachers’ manuals, the national elementary English objectives and
syllabi. And it is also necessary to examine how the teachers act upon these symbols in the
school contexts while their prior educational, social, and cultural experiences in China have
impact on them. The participants became interpreters of these symbols and prior experiences,
and their interpretations were derived not only from themselves, but also from the social
interactions including people they met in the past or in the setting and important persons that had
influences on their lives. A researcher coming from an interpretive interactionist perspective tries
to understand the participants’ interpretation through interview, observation, and document
analysis. In answering the research questions of this study — 1) what aspects of English reading
are taught in elementary schools in Beijing China and how they are taught, 2) what shapes their
teaching pedagogies and perspectives of teaching reading, I do not simply report the dimensions
of reading that are taught in Beijing, but I investigate in depth how participants in different
school settings respond to the same documents similarly or differently, and how they made the
decision of adopting certain teaching pedagogies and approaches of teaching students reading in

English.
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Related Literature Review

I reviewed literature to answer a few questions that are related to this study of English
reading instruction in China. First of all, I reviewed literature to answer a very broad question -
what is known about English reading instruction in Chinese classrooms? Reviewing what has or
has not been researched in China on English reading instruction was needed in order to place my
study in a larger context. The results directed me to what and why I should investigate in order to
contribute to the field of teaching Chinese EFL students how to read in English.

Second, I reviewed the literature to answer the question — are Chinese students learning
how to read their mother tongue Chinese similarly or differently from learning how to read
English? It is known to all that Chinese is a logographic language and has a nonalphabetic
writing system. There are no grapheme-to-phoneme correspondences in the pronunciation of
Chinese characters. English scripts, however, are different in that phonological knowledge is a
crucial step in the process of learning to read. This is a necessary part of literature review
because it might influence how Chinese teachers teach students reading in English, which is
another focus of this study.

Third, I reviewed literature to answer the question - what does scientifically based
reading research say about teaching reading in the US? This question is relevant because I want
to use what [ have learned as a member of a team evaluating the implementation of Reading First
in Georgia in conducting my study in China. In evaluating Reading First my primary
responsibility was to observe and code instruction in more than 60 elementary schools in the
southeastern state of Georgia in the US. The Reading First program is part of President Bush’s
No Child Left Behind legislation of 2001 (NCLB, 2001), and is designed to ensure that all

children learn to read well by the end of third grade. Based on scientifically based reading
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research, the program requires classroom teachers from kindergarten to third grade to
systematically and explicitly teach in five domains of reading: phonemic awareness, phonics,
fluency, vocabulary and comprehension (U.S. Department of Education, 2004).

Finally, the last question that directed my literature review is - if scientific based reading
research has concluded that phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and
comprehension are domains of reading that should be included when teaching children reading in
the US; then should English reading instruction for Chinese children also cover the same five
domains of reading? The result of literature review on how Chinese students learn to read their
first language indicated both differences and similarities from learning to read English as a
foreign language. Therefore, I reviewed research about what kind of teaching is needed and how
it might differ. This allowed me to consider if the best practices in teaching English reading in
US schools are relevant when teaching Chinese children for whom English is a foreign language.
To seek answers I reviewed research on teaching phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency,
vocabulary and comprehension to students learning English as a foreign language. The related
literatures on all four questions will provide rich information and solid background knowledge to
undergird my study.

What is known about English reading instruction in Chinese classrooms?

I have searched in both the English database and the Chinese database. The English
database includes ERIC (Education Resource Information Center) and 13 peer reviewed journals
tracking back to 1990. First of all, I searched the ERIC database using these terms: English
second language; English foreign language; TESOL; TEFL; second language instruction;
second language learning; English curriculum; English teaching and learning; Bilingual

education; Reading instruction, English, and I used Chin* as my key word identifier. Secondly, I
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used the Bibliography of Asian Studies database by country/subject, China, and by two specific
limiters Secondary Education and Teachers & Teaching. Finally, I searched a list of 13 journals
from 1990 to present including Reading Research Quarterly; World Englishes; Language,
Cultural and Curriculum; TESOL Quarterly; Research in the Teaching of English; Journal of
Literacy Research; Journal of Education for Teaching; Reading Psychology; ELT Journal;
Comparative Education Review; Second Language Research; Journal of Curriculum Studies;
Journal of Asian Pacific Communication. The Chinese database includes the five most

authoritative and comprehensive databases: Journal and Magazine Full Text Database (7 [E 1]
2 CEHERE ), Doctoral Dissertation Full Text Database (18 5247 i ST SCE R ),
Excellent Master’s Thesis Full Text Database (4 [Elff: 55 150716 SC4CEHEE ), Major
Conference Paper Full Text Database (H[E B 2431y 6 SCA TR ), and Major Newspaper

Full Text Database ([ B 24 4% 4 UL ).

From the reading the literature I was able to identify three themes that teachers and
researchers have been writing about related to the teaching of English reading: 1) research on the
teaching of intensive and extensive reading, 2) research on the methods of English language
teaching in China, 3) research on the education of Chinese teachers of English.

Intensive and Extensive Reading in China. The teaching of English reading is an
important part of English teaching in the Chinese context. In primary and secondary school
levels, English classes last for 40 to 45 minutes every day, and all the four skills, listening,
speaking, reading, and writing are covered, but the emphasis is on reading. In tertiary colleges
and universities, students of all majors learn English through intensive and extensive reading
classes, and only English majors will have further listening and speaking classes. Although the

English teaching practice at the school level helps students to build a base for further English

14



learning, little is known about teaching and learning English in classrooms at different school
levels. Most studies related to teaching English reading focus on tertiary level colleges and
universities (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Ge, 1993; Ji, 1993; Qian & Xu, 1993; Shen, 1993; Tang, 2002;
Wang, 1993; Wang & Xing, 1993; Wu, Z. Y., 1990; Wu, Y. A., 2001; Yang, 2004; Yin & Chen,
2002; Yue, 1990; Zhang & Han, 1993; Zhen & Zou, 1993; Zou, 1993).

Intensive reading is the core foundation course for students at tertiary level universities.
However, the name “intensive reading” is disputable. Gu (2003) argued that intensive reading is
a reading-based intensive language training course aimed at reading to comprehend text and to
learn English; others disagreed, suggesting that intensive reading is neither an intensive English
course, nor a reading focused course (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Wu, 1990). Rather, it is a text based
and teacher centered course, which “integrates all skills and emphasizes the meaning and use of
words and knowledge of grammar with some translation” (p. 66, Cortazzi & Jin, 1996). In this
course, teachers teach everything including vocabulary, grammar, sentence structure, reading
aloud, and fluency based on written texts. Those in favor of this course argue that it permits
students to develop a good command of the language and language skills, and it cultivates good
learning habits. The opposite view states that the focus of intensive reading courses is hardly on
reading skills, the grammar translation and teacher lecturing methods are rather ineffective,
students’ motivation and interest are not fully stimulated, authentic contexts in using the
language are not provided, and the differences between spoken and written forms of the language
are not taught (Wu, 1990; Yue, 1990).

Teachers teach intensive reading following several steps. They first teach new vocabulary
and phrases, including the pronunciation, meaning, and usage; then they read aloud and explain

the text sentence by sentence, teaching grammar rules and analyzing sentence structure; lastly,
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they lead students to do exercises which emphasize grammar points (Wang, 1993). Intensive
reading classes enable students to achieve a number of goals. They allow students to read with
good pronunciation, expand students’ vocabulary and grammar knowledge, and offer a chance
for students to improve their speaking and writing skills (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Wu, 1990).

Extensive reading, as the name suggests, is a course that requires students to read
extensively so they can be exposed to a larger amount of authentic language in order to improve
their reading speed and reading comprehension ability. Before an extensive reading class,
teachers assign reading tasks; in class, teachers raise comprehension questions and ask students
to do summaries or retelling activities; after class, teachers sometimes assign homework, such as
writing a report of what students read in class (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Wu, 1990).

However, the way extensive reading has been taught has been much criticized (Ge, 1993;
Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Wu, 1990). Ge (1993) declared that teachers’ dominant roles in extensive
reading classes hold students back from realizing their full potential as language users. Students
receive a great deal of language input from teachers, such as vocabulary and comprehension
knowledge, but they do not have enough opportunities to practice what they have learned. Other
researchers also comment that the Chinese way of teaching extensive reading is not so different
from the teaching of intensive reading, which provides few opportunities for students to read
extensively and fails to meet the goals of this course (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Wu, 1990).

Traditional intensive and extensive reading classes have shown weaknesses and
disadvantages, and many Chinese English teachers and researchers requested a change in
teaching practices. Most of these studies suggested a student-centered approach (Wang, 1993;
Wu, 1990; Zhen & Zou, 1993) and an integration of all the skills in teaching English reading (Ge,

1993; Yue, 1993; Zhen & Zou, 1993). One study (Wang & Xing, 1993) recommended the
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application of a discourse approach to the teaching of advanced reading. The student-centered
approach to teach reading recommended using reading centers, paired work, group discussions,
and student involvement in all kinds of teaching tasks, including text explanation and analysis.
Creating a favorable English atmosphere in the classroom to help enhance students’ confidence
in communicating in English is the greatest strength of this teaching approach.

Traditional intensive reading classes emphasized the teaching of grammar and language
structure analysis, but failed to teach the target language as a whole. Yue (1993) compared three
freshman English classes and found that when teachers integrated all the listening, speaking,
reading, and writing skills into the teaching of reading, students’ English proficiency level
improved greatly. Ge (1993) and Zhen and Zou (1993) also suggested that integrating listening,
speaking, and writing activities in the reading class will further enhance students’ reading
comprehension. Furthermore, Wang and Xing (1993) proposed the discourse approach, which
identified the differences in language and culture between English and Chinese, and suggested
that the teaching of advanced English reading should include English linguistic discourse and
cultural discourse.

In the Chinese context, reading in English is an activity that happens mostly in English
classrooms, so teachers need to find ways to encourage students to read outside the classroom.
Qian and Xu (1993) surveyed the amount of reading students in English programs in a university
expose themselves to outside the classroom and reported that these students read only .27
English books a week. They asserted that these students spent too little time on reading due to
lack of interest and insufficient vocabulary, and suggested that teachers should emphasize
reading by creating more elective English courses to increase students’ exposure to English

reading.

17



Another reason that inhibits Chinese students from reading extensively is their slow
speed in reading in English. Shen (1993) stated that fast reading is an important skill in teaching
English reading. Chinese students’ slowness in reading in English is caused by their poor reading
habits including word by word reading, repeated reading of unfamiliar words or phrases before
finishing a complete sentence, vocalization, or mouthing every word while reading, constant
dictionary use, and mental translation. Teachers should set up purposeful training sessions to
help students overcome these poor habits of reading in English.

Yin and Chen (2002) and Zou (1993) suggested incorporating English literature into the
reading class as a way to provide more opportunities for students to read. Yin and Chen (2002)
argued that traditional English reading classes tended to be like training centers where students
were provided with narrow, exclusive, and fragmented knowledge rather than taught how to
actively involve themselves in the pursuit of knowledge to meet the educational purpose.
Appropriate use of authentic English literature in reading classes, on the other hand, not only
provided an authentic context for the learning of necessary language skills, but also, and most
importantly, engaged students in the learning process and taught them to read for pleasure and
appreciation. In addition, students could also gain information and knowledge on social, cultural,
and historical aspects about English speaking countries from the reading of authentic English
literature (Zou, 1993).

Whether English should be the only language used in reading classes in the Chinese
context is a matter of debate. Krashen (1981) has argued that second language learning follows
the same route as first language acquisition, so teachers should minimize the use of the mother
tongue in a second language learning atmosphere. However, the results of a study based on

questionnaires and classroom observations in a tertiary level college (Tang, 2002) revealed that
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both teachers and students acknowledged the benefit of using Chinese in English classrooms.
Appropriate use of the mother tongue in foreign language classrooms tends to be more efficient
in teaching difficult and abstract words and concepts; less time consuming in terms of teachers’
explanation process, which leaves more time for students to practice; and beneficial as it allows
students to compare the differences and similarities of Chinese and English.

Methods of English Language Teaching in China. Adamson (2004) examined the history
of English teaching in China, and scrutinized the English curricula, syllabus, textbooks, and
teaching approaches. According to him, China has undergone some major historical periods:
English under the Soviet influence from 1949 to 1960, seeking quality in English education from
1961 to 1966, English in the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976, English for modernization
under Deng Xiaoping from 1977 to 1993, and English for globalization from 1993 to present.
The literature has also pointed out that four methods had been prevalent in the history of English
language teaching in China, and they are the grammar-translation method, the audiolingual
method, the communicative language teaching method, and the task-based language teaching
method (Adamson, 1998, 2004; Anderson, 1993; Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Dzau, 1990; Ford, 1988;
Liu, 2002; Liu & Adamson, 1998; Nunan, 2004; Rao, 1996; Wang, Q. 1999; Yu, 2001).

The history of using a grammar-translation method to teach a second or foreign language
can be traced back to more than three centuries ago when Latin and Greek were taught, and the
purpose of teaching was for the acquisition of necessary skills to read and understand the
classical languages (Chastain, 1988). The grammar-translation method is characterized by its
emphasis on reading and writing with little attention given to speaking or listening. Grammar
knowledge is important in learning a foreign language and is taught deductively, from rules to

examples (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Under the grammar-translation method, the teacher is the
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authority, being at the center of the teaching and learning process, and directing all the classroom
activities; the learner is considered as a passive receiver, learning what is presented by
memorization (Omaggio, 1986).

The grammar-translation method was adopted in English language teaching in China for
many years and was the dominant teaching approach in the period under the Soviet influence
from 1949 to 1960 (Dzau, 1990; Ford, 1988, Adamson, 2004; Liu & Adamson, 1998). In the
textbooks published at that time, the linguistic components focused on pronunciation, grammar,
and vocabulary, and a typical lesson consisted of 1) a reading passage or a dialogue that included
grammar items, 2) all new vocabulary in a box, and 3) grammatical rules and structures in
tabulated form. Some of the learning and teaching activities were reading aloud the passage or
dialogue, writing and copying new vocabulary, explaining and mechanical translating the
English texts or grammar points into Chinese, etc. (Adamson, 2004).

Because the grammar-translation method was not effective in preparing students to speak
the language fluently, the US government developed the Army Specialized Training Program
(ASTP) with the purpose of providing military personnel who could speak a foreign language
fluently in World War II (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). The ASTP adopted the informant method
— using a native speaker of the language and a linguist to facilitate the language learning process.
Later after the War, language teaching researchers and educators developed the audiolingual
language teaching method based on the informant method, structural linguistic theory and
behavioral psychology (Richards & Rodgers, 2001; Steinberg, 1993; Stern, 1983).

According to Celce-Murcia (2001), the development of the audiolingual method is based
on the assumption that language is a habit of formation, so imitation, memorization, and pattern

drills are used to promote the learning of basic language patterns. The audiolingual method

20



stresses pronunciation from the beginning of language learning, and gives priority to listening
and speaking skills, so reading and writing are not suggested to be presented before or
simultaneously with listening and speaking skills. Dialogues are used predominantly and
grammar structures are presented inductively. Teachers take the active role and are encouraged
to correct every error learners make.

The audiolingual method started to emerge in foreign language textbooks in China in
1960s and was wildly promoted in secondary schools in the mid 1970s (Adamson, 2004). The
1961 version textbooks aimed to react to politicization and to improve pedagogical quality in
English education, and it also advocated the inclusion of original English language materials. In
addition to the dominant grammar-translation method, students were encouraged to memorize
the English expressions and sentences, so they would be able to speak English when necessary.
The 1963 version textbooks were the first sets of textbooks that included cassette tapes, which
reflected the emphasis on oral practices including read-aloud, phonics, and pronunciation, and
indicated the starting influence of the audiolingual method (Adamson, 2004).

The audiolingual method was demanding of language teachers and the techniques of
memorization and drilling exercises also became tedious and boring for the learners (Rivers,
1968). In addition, Chomsky’s theory (1959) of transformational grammar also challenged the
assumption of the audiolingual method that language learning was a process of habit formation.
All these dissatisfactions led to the emergence of the communicative language teaching method
(CLT).

CLT is an indirect language teaching approach introduced in the late 1970s and the 1980s,
which encourages learners to achieve language competence based on extensive communicative

task engagement instead of teaching language rules, principles, and strategies directly (Celce-
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Murcia, Dornyei, & Thurrell, 1997). It calls for student-centered learning activities rather than
teacher lecturing, it concentrates on use and appropriateness rather than on language form, and it
favors fluency-focused rather than accuracy-focused activities; it also takes learners’ differences
and the variations in language into consideration (Maley, 1984).

Even though the idea of applying CLT to language teaching was first introduced to China
around the late 1970s, no substantial progress was made until the early 1990s (Yu, 2001). In
1979, Li Xiaoju and her Canadian colleagues published the first series of English textbooks in
China based on the communicative approach to language teaching. These textbooks focused on
putting students in the central role in classroom learning and providing students with
opportunities to master all four skills rather than just intensive and extensive reading (Cortazzi &
Jin, 1996). Later Li (1984) published her article “In Defense of the Communicative Approach”
claiming that the focus of learning a language is learning to communicate and called for the
adoption of CLT to replace the traditional grammar-translation method. CLT targets training
students to be able to listen, speak, read, and write English, in order to solve Chinese students’
problem of not being able to understand and speak English (also known as the deaf and dumb
English). Thus, the State Education Commission (1992) published a new national English
syllabus emphasizing the ability to be able to communicate in English to replace the old syllabus,
which soley emphasized reading and writing skills.

Though the advantages of CLT were obvious, there was still resistance toward the
implementation of CLT from both teachers and students (Anderson, 1993; Hu, 2003; Rao, 1996;
Wang, 1999; Yu, 2001). This resistance toward CLT centered on the following aspects. First of
all, there were many factors that limited teachers’ adoption of CLT. Most of the teachers were

not qualified enough to teach English communicatively. Most of the English language teachers in
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China are Chinese nationals, who learned English based on the traditional grammar-translation
method, and most of them have never been to any native English speaking countries or talked
with foreigners. They were not able to speak English competently enough to teach their students.
Furthermore, the syllabus called for the adoption of CLT, but in-service teachers had never been
trained in how to teach English communicatively. Even though there were professional
development activities, the training emphasized more on content areas rather than on teaching
methods (Anderson, 1993; Cortazzi & Jin, 1996). In addition, economically speaking, the low
salary of English teachers caused a lack of motivation in pursuing better ways to teach English.
Many of the teachers held a second or third teaching job, so they did not spend much time in
researching how to better apply CLT to classrooms (Yu, 2001).

Secondly, the contextual factors (Hu, 2003) limited the use of CLT. The Chinese context
is different from many other countries where English is taught as a foreign language. And these
contextual factors, such as scarcity of authentic language atmosphere and materials, oversized
classrooms, lack of financial resources, and shortages of teachers in rural regions, made it
inappropriate to adopt CLT in many classrooms in the underdeveloped regions of China.

Thirdly, CLT did not meet the needs of teachers and students in China (Anderson, 1993).
CLT is aimed at training learners with communicative competence so they could be able to use
the language to communicate effectively and efficiently. This approach may be a good method in
the United States or in other countries; however, it did not serve the English learning and
teaching situation in China. In English classrooms in secondary schools, the teachers’ primary
responsibility was to prepare students for the English section in national examinations and

communicative skills were not the focus of those tests. In addition, there were also many
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students who did not think that they would use English in their future jobs and had no hope of
visiting English speaking counties.

Students did not respond favorably to CLT as well (Anderson, 1993; Rao, 1996). Under
the influence of Chinese traditional culture, learning is considered a serious pursuit that students
should seek from respected others (usually their teachers); memorization is viewed as one of the
most effective strategies in learning. CLT countered this traditional belief in a way that made
students the center of the classroom and suggested using games and role-playing as learning
activities. Students felt confused about taking the center roles and viewed games and role-plays
as playful activities that were inappropriate for classroom settings.

The situation in China has been changing. With the development of science and
technology, English today is considered a skill one has to have in many fields, and more and
more jobs require their employees to have the ability to communicate in English. Science and
technology have also allowed native English speaking teachers and authentic English materials
to be more and more accessible, and teacher quality has also improved greatly so that many
teachers are able to speak fluent English now. However, there are still problems of unbalanced
development between urban and rural schools and the heavy pressure of national examinations.
In addition, Chinese traditional beliefs of learning still prevail among teachers and students.
Hence, an effective way of teaching English probably is to combine the traditional Chinese
methods of teaching with CLT (Rao, 1996; Wang, 1999), as Wang’s study (1999) indicated that
both traditional analytic methods and communicative methods should be practiced in language
classrooms in China.

Nunan (2004) suggested that CLT is a broad philosophical approach and task-based

language teaching method (TBLT) represents “a realization of this philosophy at the levels of
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syllabus design and methodology” (p. 10). There are a number of definitions describing what the

task is. Long (1985) defines a target task as:
A piece of work undertaken for oneself or for others, freely or for some reward. Thus
examples of tasks include painting a fence, dressing a child, filling out a form, buying a
pair of shoes...In other words, by ‘task’ is meant the hundred and one things people do in
everyday life, at work, at play and in between (p. 89).

When those tasks are transformed from the real world to the classroom, they become

pedagogical in nature, and Breen (1987) defines a pedagogical task as
...any structured language learning endeavour which has a particular objective,
appropriate content, a specified working procedure, and a range of outcomes for those
who undertake the task. ‘Task’ is therefore assumed to refer to a range of workplans
which have the overall purposes of facilitating language learning — from the simple and
brief exercise type, to more complex and lengthy activities such as group problem-
solving or simulations and decision-making (p. 23).

Nunan (2004) also offered a definition for a pedagogical task that
...[1t] is a piece of classroom work that involves learners in comprehending, manipulating,
producing or interacting in the target language while their attention is focused on
mobilizing their grammatical knowledge in order to express meaning, and in which the
intention is to convey meaning rather than to manipulate form. The task should also have
a sense of completeness, being able to stand alone as a communicative act in its own right
with a beginning, a middle and an end (p. 4).
Even though the definitions are different, they all emphasized the communicative

language use in which learners’ attention should be given to meaning instead of grammatical
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form. Learners should be active participants in pair-work or group work, and teachers should be
selectors, choosing or creating tasks that suit the learners’ need. In addition, teachers should also
be prepared to provide demonstration of task procedures to facilitate the learning process (Nunan,
2004; Richards & Rodgers, 2001).

The current series of textbooks (the 2001 version) used in China promote the TBLT
method, and the 2001 National English Curriculum Standard (NECS) emphasizes students’

comprehensive language ability which includes five big components: language knowledge (i& &
511R), language skills (i 5 £ fi£), learning strategies (2% 2] 7 M%), emotional attitude (/7
%), and cultural awareness (344 & i). The NECS (2001) requires teachers to cultivate

students’ learning interest and to encourage students’ learning from real tasks by practicing,
thinking, participating, communicating and cooperating.

Education of Chinese Teachers of English. Two themes are present in the literature on
English teachers: one called for bringing cultural perspectives of the English language into the
teaching practice (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Gu, 2005; Lessard-Clouston, 1996; Tang, 1993; Zhang,
2003a), and the other suggested that pedagogical knowledge should be emphasized more in the
training of Chinese EFL teachers (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Hu, 2005; Zheng & Adamson, 2003;
Zuo, 1990).

The cultural perspectives of the English language involve both linguistic and
sociocultural elements that language teaching should take into consideration. Linguistically
speaking, what makes teaching most challenging is the use of slang and the so-called pitfalls
defined by Tang (1993). The so-called pitfalls are culturally-loaded words and phrases that are
not comprehensible when translated into Chinese literally. Tang used the guinea pig as an

example to show that the lack of cultural knowledge would lead to inappropriate comprehension.
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In a context introducing how German athletes were treated like guinea pigs, some Chinese
people understood it as pigs from Guinea. Likewise, understanding that a restroom is not a room
for people to take a rest and a teashop is not a shop to sell tea also requires learners to be familiar
with the cultural context. English is full of words and phrases like those examples, and Chinese
EFL teachers should be aware of them in order to better help their students.

In addition, even though English is a world language, British English and American
English differ in many aspects such as pronunciation, spelling, punctuation, and the use of words.
One characteristic of the English taught in China is that there is no standard to require which
English, British or American, should be taught in schools (Zhang, 2003a). Some EFL teachers
learned British English from their teachers, so they continue to teach their students British
English; some teachers have a preference for American English, so they teach their students what
they prefer. Furthermore, the worst situation is that some teachers are not aware of the
differences between British English and American English. It is possible that students who
learned British English in middle school and got used to the British pronunciation and spelling,
are judged wrong for using British pronunciation and spelling by their high school English
teacher only because this teacher learned American English (Zhang, 2003a). Training should be
provided to Chinese EFL teachers to make them aware of the differences, and a national unified
standard should also be determined in order to minimize these types of confusion.

Sociocultural elements provide a context for language use and should be part of language
teaching. Lessard-Clouston (1996) interviewed 16 Chinese EFL teachers on their views of
culture in language learning and teaching. Among more than 300 definitions of culture, he
emphasized looking at the aesthetic, sociological, semantic and pragmatic perspectives of culture

in language learning and teaching. The results indicated that even though most of the teachers
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recognized the necessity to include teaching of culture in their classrooms, not many did so in
their own classrooms. Furthermore, several teachers (19%) admitted that they did not include
any cultural aspects of the language into their teaching because they think that students learned
English mainly for examinations, not for future use. The sample of 16 teachers was rather small;
however, it still represents many Chinese EFL teachers’ beliefs toward embracing culture in the
teaching of language. The fact that Chinese EFL teachers lack of intercultural experience with
the West could be one factor that explains this situation. As Gu (2005) suggested, more
intercultural experience will familiarize Chinese EFL teachers with the sociocultural aspects of
the English language, change their inappropriate beliefs, and allow them to adopt more a critical
and comprehensive perspective in language teaching.

The roles teachers play in classrooms influence the approaches teachers apply in their
teaching. Traditionally in the Chinese context, teachers were viewed as gardeners, role models,
and the fount of knowledge (Adamson, 1998; Gu, 2005; Rao, 1996). Since the job of teaching
was to pass knowledge to students, teachers only needed to know the subject well, and little
attention was given to pedagogical skills. Therefore, in teacher education and in-service training
programs, the emphasis was to improve EFL teachers’ proficiency in English rather than to teach
and strengthen teachers’ pedagogical knowledge (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Hu, 2005; Zuo, 1990).
Hu (2005) scrutinized the 1984 and 1993 versions of the unified curriculum for EFL teacher
education programs at teacher colleges, and found that neither version devoted much course time
to pedagogical knowledge and skills. Cortazzi and Jin (1996) also pointed out that many Chinese
EFL teachers’ expectation for in-service training courses was to improve their English language

skills rather than to learn teaching pedagogy and methodology.
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Furthermore, the lack of practical experience was another problem in the English teacher
preparation program (Hu, 2005). The 1993 curriculum, compared with the 1984 curriculum, gave
teachers more freedom in the teaching practice; for example, it allowed teachers to offer elective
courses and the choice of standard use, it incorporated communicative language teaching, and it
doubled educational related courses. However, the practicum course remained the same: it was
six weeks in length and was offered at the very end of the program. The six weeks student
teaching was the first and only time that pre-service English teachers would go out to classrooms
to observe and practice teaching under supervising teachers. Two problems existed in this
practicum: firstly, the student teaching experience came too late at the very end of the program,
which left pre-service teachers little time to reflect in order to improve their teaching; and
secondly, supervising teachers were not well trained professionals, which provided poor quality
supervision.

In general, the problems that existed in the teacher education programs have a direct
influence on the teaching practice in classrooms. The earlier section mentioned that students
depend heavily on the flexible use of strategies in learning English reading, accordingly, a
considerable amount of teaching should be devoted to the teaching of strategies, but it is evident
from reading teacher education literature that strategies and methodologies are not focal points in
teacher training programs. In addition, except for some summer intensive training programs, the
educational system provides few opportunities for in-service teachers to go back to school to
receive formal graduate education. Teachers are not aware that they could be researchers
exploring English teaching and learning in their classrooms, and this could be one explanation of

the lack of research about English teaching and learning at the school level.
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These findings also provided some implications: 1) research and studies on teaching English
reading focused on the tertiary level rather than the school level, and there is a huge need to
investigate English reading teaching in elementary and secondary schools in China; 2) since
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension are important domains
that should be included in teaching reading in an EFL context, more studies and research should
be conducted emphasizing how they are taught; 3) more empirical research should be conducted
in school classrooms in China so that empirical evidence could be used to inform future teaching
and research.
Is learning how to read in Chinese similar or different from learning how to read in English?
Since some readers of this dissertation may not be familiar with Chinese, I will briefly
introduce how reading Chinese is taught in elementary schools in Mainland China. Beginning
literacy instruction in China starts with the teaching of Pinyin. Pinyin is formally called Hanyu
Pinyin: Hanyu means the Chinese language, pin means spell, and yin means sound (“Pinyin”
2008). It is the official Mandarin romanization system, and some people also translated Pinyin
into phonetic transcription in English (Pinyin- the official Chinese System of Romanizing
Chinese, n. d.). Each new Chinese character is paired with the Pinyin representation of it when

teaching character recognition. For example, in learning the character _/- (meaning above or up),

the Pinying shang is provided to facilitate students’ acquisition of the pronunciation of the
character and promotes students’ phonological awareness. The mark above the letter a * shows
the tone of the Pinyin, since Chinese have five different tones that differentiate the meaning of
syllables (It is worth of mentioning that the Chinese here refers to Mandarin).

The current Pinyin system was approved and issued by the National People’s Congress

on February 11" 1958 and became the international standard (ISO7098) of “Latinized Spelling

30



Method of Chinese” in 1982 (Pinyin list, n. d.). Chinese Pinyin consists of 21 initial consonants
and 6 finals or compound vowels (Please see Appendix C for the Pinyin List). There are four
tones' in Chinese: 1) smooth tone, marked “~ on the top of the vowel or “1”at the end of the
syllable, 2) rising tone, marked * " on the top of the vowel or “2”at the end of the syllable, 3)
upper tone, marked “ * ”on the top of the vowel or “3”at the end of the syllable, and 4) falling
tone, marked  “on the top of the vowel or “4”at the end of the syllable.

Chinese and English are different in many ways. In terms of phonology, the basic unit of
speech in Chinese is the syllable. A typical Chinese syllable consists of only an onset and a rime,
and has four different tones that differentiate the meaning of syllables (Li, Anderson, & Zhu,
2007). For example, the syllabus fu has an onset f and a rime u, and has four different tones
representing different meanings: fu(1), fu(2), fu(3), and fu(4). In terms of orthography, Chinese is
a logographic language and has a nonalphabetic writing system. Each Chinese character

represents a morpheme as well as a syllable. For example, the character /7 has the syllable of fu
and pronounces fu(4). Chinese also has more homophones than most languages. Compared with
the large number of Chinese characters, there are only about 400 possible syllables or about 1200
when tones are considered (Shu & Anderson, 1997). One syllable could have many representing
characters meaning completely different things. For example, the characters / (meaning rich),
/4 (meaning vice- or auxiliary), # (meaning go to or attend), 77(meaning negative or lose), /&
(meaning tutor or the surname of a person ), %7 (meaning woman), & (meaning again or
duplicate), & (meaning father), 7 (meaning overflow or cover) all have the same syllable fu(4),

which means that their pronunciations are the same, but their meanings are different. In addition,

most Chinese characters also consist of both a phonetic component and a semantic component, in

"It is debatable concerning how many tones there are in Mandarin Chinese. Most of the researchers say 4 tones and
some say 5 — and the fifth one is light tone, not marked or with “5” at the end of the syllable (Pinyin list, n. d.).
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which the phonetic component reflects a syllable or the pronunciation and the semantic
component is associated with meaning or a morpheme (McBride-Chang & Ho, 2002). For

example, the character £ [pronounced ma(1), meaning mother] consist of a phonetic component

of % [pronounced ma(3), meaning horse] and a semantic component of % [pronounced nii (3),

meaning woman].

Morphemes are the smallest unit of meaning in words and morphological awareness is
children’s awareness of “morphemic structure of words and their ability to reflect on and
manipulate that structure” (Carlisle, 1995, p. 94). Both English and Chinese have morphemes. In
English, for example, all the words superman, superior, and superpower share the same

morpheme super. In Chinese, the term #£ 7~ (cup), 7% 7~ (child), and // 7~ (son) also share the
same morpheme 7~ (has a lot of meanings, but it means the small thing in this context)

pronounced zi (3). Research has indicated that morphological awareness is important for children
learning to read both alphabetic languages, such as English, (Carlisle, 1995; Carlisle &
Nomanbhoy, 1993) and Chinese orthographies (McBride-Chang, C. & Ho, 2000; Shu &
Anderson, 1997; Shu, Anderson, & Wu, 2000; Shu, Anderson, & Zhang, 1995). McBride-Chang
et al. (2005) conducted an experimental study investigating the relations among phonological
awareness, morphological awareness, vocabulary and word recognition among approximately
100 second graders each from Beijing, HongKong, Korean and the United States, and found that
morphological awareness is more important in reading Chinese, whereas phonological awareness
is more important in reading English. Wang, Cheng, and Chen (2006)’s study supported their
findings by saying that “learning to read an alphabetic system entails acquiring the grapheme-
phoneme correspondences...[and] learning to read Chinese, a morphographic system, entails

learning the grapheme-morpheme correspondences” (p. 543).
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Studies of Chinese have suggested that phonological awareness is important (McBride-
Chang & Ho, 2002; Shu, Anderson, & Wu, 2000; Yin, Anderson, & Zhu, 2007). McBride-Chang
and Ho (2002) tested 106 three and four years old Chinese children in Hong Kong on Chinese
syllable deletion, vocabulary, short-term verbal memory, speech perception, speeded naming,
English letter naming and Chinese character recognition, and found that 1) speech perception is
associated with phonological awareness across languages, 2) phonological awareness emerges as
the primary phonological processing skill in normally developing Chinese readers, and 3) letter
naming knowledge predicts unique variance in Chinese character recognition.

Shu, Anderson, and Wu (2000) investigated the role of phonological awareness in
learning to read Chinese among 113 second, fourth and sixth graders in Beijing. They believed
that the role of phonetic awareness, meaning “insight into the structure and function of the
phonetic component of semantic phonetic compound characters (Shu, Anderson, & Wu, 2000, p.
57)”, in reading Chinese is parallel with the role of phonemic awareness in reading English; the
only difference is that phonemic awareness “has to do with paying attention to units of speech,
whereas phonetic awareness is inextricably tied to orthographic units” (p. 57). They concluded
that phonetic awareness continues to develop over the elementary school years, which was
reflected by the increasing influence of phonetic regularity on the performance of children in
higher grade and the increasing percentage of phonetic-related errors among older children.
Their findings supported the early research conclusion that factors influencing the pronunciation
of Chinese have proved to be similar to the factors influencing pronunciation in English, so
Chinese readers also used phonological information, or Chinese orthography-phonology

correspondence rules to decode some Chinese characters (Ho & Bryant, 1997).
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Yin, Anderson, and Zhu (2007) studied the developmental stages in reading English
words among 118 Chinese students in second, fourth, and sixth grades in Tianjin, China, and the
results revealed several points. First of all, both Chinese children and English speaking children
acquire basic literacy skills in a similar manner. Chinese children follow stages in alphabetic
reading development similar to those of native English-speaking children: the pre-alphabetic
stage, the partial alphabetic stage, and the full alphabetic stage. Second, Chinese first graders
learn Pinyin in the first three months of school. Because the sound values of letters in Pinyin
overlap with the sound values of letters in English, Chinese children’s may benefit to some
extent of using Pinyin to decode English words; even though it is rather limited and it will not
change the overall patterns of learning to read English words. Finally, the current “look and say”
method of teaching how to read in Chinese is not a helpful way to help Chinese students learning
reading in English.

In conclusion, even though English and Chinese have a lot of differences, the studies I
reviewed indicated that they are similarities across the languages and Chinese students also
followed similar developmental stages in learning the two languages. Therefore, it is necessary
for me to review more research to see what is suggested about teaching students in the United
States how to read in English.

What does scientifically based reading research say about teaching reading in the US?

Teaching is both an art and a science (Walpole & McKenna, 2004). The art of teaching is
intangible and takes many complex factors into consideration, such as teachers’ emotion and
students’ individuality and background; the science of teaching looks for experimental research
evidence to improve our teaching methods and results. The National Reading Panel (2000)

reviewed a large number of experimental and quasi-experimental studies and reported that
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scientifically based reading instruction should include the teaching of phonemic awareness,
phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.

Phonemic awareness is the awareness that spoken language consists of a sequence of
phonemes (Yopp & Yopp, 2000). The NRP report (2000) concluded that explicit phonemic
awareness instruction is highly effective in improving children’s phonemic awareness, reading,
and spelling skills under a variety of teaching conditions. Teachers need to remember that
phonemic awareness training is an important part of beginning reading instruction, and, because
there are many ways to teach phonemic awareness, teachers should carefully evaluate each
method and use the most appropriate one to their own students.

Phonics refers to the various approaches designed to teach children about the
orthographic code of the language and the relationships of spelling patterns to sound patterns
(Stahl, 1992). The NRP examined five different approaches to phonics instruction: analogy-
based phonics, analytic phonics, embedded phonics, phonics through spelling, and synthetic
phonics. It reached the following four conclusions: 1) systematic phonics instruction produced
significant benefits for students across all grade levels from kindergarten to 6™ grade, 2)
systematic synthetic phonics instruction was significantly effective for disabled, low-achieving,
and low socioeconomic status students’ reading skills, 3) systematic phonics instruction helps to
improve the spelling ability of good readers more than that of poor readers, and 4) systematic
early phonics instruction produced the biggest impact in kindergarten and 1** grade even though
conventional belief suggested that phonics instruction was not appropriate for younger students.
Teachers should keep in mind that effective phonics instruction should be integrated with other
reading instruction such as phonemic awareness, fluency, and comprehension in order to provide

the best reading instruction.
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Fluency is reading with speed, accuracy and proper expression without conscious
attention (IRA, 2002), and guided repeated oral reading and independent silent reading are the
two most commonly used approaches for fluency instruction (NRP, 2000). The NRP reported
that guided repeated oral reading procedures had a significant and positive impact on word
recognition, fluency, and comprehension for all students, good readers as well as struggling
readers, across all the grade levels. In addition, even though it is widely recognized that engaging
students in wide, independent, silent reading increases reading achievement, there is no sufficient
research evidence to suggest the amount of independent silent reading students should do in
order to improve their reading skills.

Vocabulary development is a critical aspect of successful reading. Vocabulary is stored
information about the meanings and pronunciations of words necessary for communication, and
the five different types of vocabulary are listening vocabulary, speaking vocabulary, reading
vocabulary, writing vocabulary, and sight vocabulary (IRA, 2002). The NRP report (2000)
suggested that vocabulary development leads to gains in comprehension, so teachers should
provide both direct and indirect quality vocabulary instruction. Some effective ways of
vocabulary instruction include keyword method, incidental learning, repeated exposure,
preteaching of vocabulary, restructuring reading materials, and context method.

Comprehension is defined as the construction of the meaning of a written text through a
reciprocal interchange of ideas between the reader and the message in a particular text (IRA,
2002). The findings from the NRP report (2000) revealed that teaching a combination of reading
comprehension strategies is most effective in helping students to improve reading
comprehension. Teaching comprehension strategies in natural settings and content areas can be

most effective. Strategies such as comprehension monitoring, cooperative learning, graphic
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organizers, story structure, question answering, questing generating, and summarization have
proven to be the most scientific based comprehension instruction strategies, and should be used
as part of a multiple-strategy method.

What has been reviewed so far is a summary of what is contemporarily termed
scientifically based reading research (SBRR). SBRR is having an impact on reading instruction
in classrooms in the United States. It is important for us to give credit to these scientifically
based research and studies; however, in the meantime, we should keep in mind that teaching is
more than a science, and we should go beyond this evidence to include the research evidence that
is not based on experiments and quasi-experiments (Pressley, Duck, & Boling, 2004).

Should English reading instruction to Chinese students also cover the five domains of reading
including phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension?

Before answering this question, I want to first review differences between teaching
English as a second language (ESL) and teaching English as a foreign language (EFL). When I
searched for literature related with EFL teaching, I found that many articles treat ESL and EFL
as two terms for one thing. Being an English language learner and an English teacher, I think that
there are more differences than similarities between the two.

The most predominant difference is that in the EFL situation, English is not the language
of instruction (Bao, 2006). In the ESL situation, the teachers are usually native English speakers
or at least someone who can speak English fluently and accurately, and English is the
instructional language for all subjects. In the EFL situation, however, the instructional language
is the native language, and English is considered a subject just like Math or Social Studies.
Furthermore, most of the classroom English teachers in the foreign context, such as China, are

themselves language learners who cannot speak completely fluent and error-free oral English
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(Bao, 2006). Secondly, the language atmosphere is seldom rich in the target language in the EFL
situation. Students cannot expect to be immersed in an English atmosphere both orally and in
print, which limits students’ opportunities to learn the language through real life experience and
practice. Finally, in countries where English is taught as a foreign language, such as China,
English materials and books are not widely available. Students mainly rely on textbooks to learn
the language (Bao, 2006).

Taking all these factors into consideration, will phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency,
vocabulary and comprehension be necessary domains of reading to be taught in China where
English is a foreign language? The literature I reviewed in the earlier sections have already
indicated that Chinese students follow the similar developmental stages leaning to read English
as learning to read Chinese, so I looked for more research to see if phonemic awareness, phonics,
fluency, vocabulary and comprehension should be taught to Chinese students learning to read in
English.

The search results show that most studies and research conducted about how Chinese
students learn to read in English focused on vocabulary and comprehension, which suggested
that these are important components that English reading instruction should include. However,
are phonemic awareness, phonics, and fluency important components in learning to read English
in China? I could not find much related literature about the teaching of phonemic awareness,
phonics, and fluency to Mainland Chinese students, so I broadened the search and included the
teaching of these domains of reading to students in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and other countries
where English is a foreign language.

Literature related to the teaching of phonemic awareness and phonics. In the field of

beginning reading instruction for native English speaking children, there has been a debate
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between explicit phonic instruction and the whole language approach (Baumann et al., 1998). In
the late 1990s, however, the pendulum was replaced by a balanced approach to reading
instruction, in which phonics teaching should be combined with the whole language approach
(Smith, 2003). Many foreign language researchers and teachers have advocated embracing the
whole language approach in EFL teaching (De Godev, 1994; Lems, 1995; Louton & Louton,
1992; Redmond, 1994), but little has been written on how phonics should be taught in the EFL
classroom (Liaw, 2003), even though it has been recognized as an important skill for EFL
students to improve their spelling and comprehension (Birch, 2002). Some Chinese researchers
and teachers also realized the importance of teaching phonemic awareness and phonics to
Chinese students and argued that it is useful and beneficial for children to have these skills in
learning how to read English (Chien & Chen, 2002; Chen, 2006; Ding & Peng, 1998; Kong &
Wang, 2005; Leou & Huang, 2006; Liaw, 2003; Liu, 1995; Qiao, 2003; Wang, L., 2003; Wang,
M. T., 2006; Wang, P. G., 1999; Xu, 2002; Zhang, 1998). Among all these articles, six are
empirical studies, and these studies will be discussed below (Chien & Chen, 2002; Leou &
Huang, 2006; Liaw, 2003; Wang, L., 2003; Wang, M. T., 2006; Xu, 2002).

Chien and Chen (2002), Leou and Huang (2006), and Liaw (2003) studied elementary
school students in Taiwan, and one finding they shared in common is that when explicit
instruction on phonemic awareness and phonics is provided in classrooms, students made great
improvement on their vocabulary and reading comprehension. Both Wang Lu (2003) and Wang
Mintao (2006) studied elementary school children in Mainland China, and reported that teaching
English through the International Phonetic Alphabet is not the best method; instead, providing
children with phonemic awareness and phonics instruction leads to positive gains on students’

spelling and comprehension ability. Xu (2002) explored the development of Chinese and English
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phonological awareness for Chinese Mandarin-speaking children and found that there is a strong
correlation between children’s development of Chinese and English phonological awareness.
Teaching English phonemic awareness and phonics can not only facilitate students’ English
learning but also their learning of Chinese.

Literature related to the teaching of fluency. Fluency has been a neglected area in reading
instruction in US classrooms (Allington, 1983). The same is true in the English classrooms in
China. No empirical study on reading fluency was found during my extensive search, but a few
articles investigated Chinese students’ oral speaking fluency development (DeVeto, 2003; He &
He, 1999; Sorest, 2005; Zhang, 1999; Zhou, 2001). Is English reading fluency important in the
foreign context? The answer is Yes! Fluency is an important reading skill even in the foreign
language setting (Taguchi, Takayasu-Maass, & Gorsuch, 2004). Many foreign language
researchers have investigated using extensive reading to help EFL students achieve reading
fluency and reported that extensive reading is effective in increasing EFL students’ reading
speed and comprehension (Bell, 2001; Elley & Mangubhai, 1983; Robb & Susser, 1989).
Taguchi, Takayasu-Maass, and Gorsuch (2004) explored if assisted repeated reading would work
as effectively as extensive reading among Japanese college students, and found that assisted
repeated reading provided a distinct form of scaffolding for EFL/ESL students to improve their
fluency and comprehension.

Furthermore, I conducted a pilot study in 2004 to investigate what does teaching students
to read in English mean to teachers in Beijing at different school levels. In that study, I
interviewed some elementary and secondary school teachers in Beijing asking their opinion on
teaching fluency using reading aloud (Hoffman, Roser, & Battle, 1993), silent reading (Anderson,

2000), and repeated reading (Samuels, 1979). I got various responses: the elementary teachers
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supported teaching fluency and agreed that it was an important reading skill, while some
secondary school teachers mentioned that fluency was not directly related to students’ final
objective — passing the English examination.

Based on the research evidence presented above, I think it is important to teach reading
fluency in the EFL context. Therefore, it is important to conduct empirical research to investigate
if and how reading fluency is taught in English classrooms in China.

Literature related to the teaching of vocabulary and comprehension. As stated earlier, my
search of research literature on teaching English in China resulted mostly in studies of
vocabulary and comprehension instruction. This makes it obvious that these two dimensions of
SBBR are already important in teaching how to read in English. In my extensive search, I found
a total of 11 studies investigating vocabulary and comprehension. Nine of them are empirical
studies that examined students’ use of strategies in learning vocabulary and reading
comprehension (Chan, 2003; Feng & Mokhtari, 1998; Gu, 1994, 2003; Gu & Johnson, 1996; Ji,
1993; Li & Munby, 1996; Parry, 1996; Tang, 1997); the remaining two are teaching reflections
delivered by language teachers in Chinese tertiary level universities based on their experience in
teaching English (Gu & Qian, 1990; Xu & Zhang, 1993).

Vocabulary is an important component of learning how to read. Knowing the vocabulary
is a necessity for Chinese students in order to be able to read English. Knowing a word implies
more than just knowing the form, the spelling and its pronunciation, but also includes knowing
how to use it in different contexts. Gu and Qian (1990) identified the features of English
vocabulary as 1) a huge quantity of vocabularies and specialized terms and lingoes in each field,
2) vocabulary is subjected to change constantly with the development of technology and the

expansion of knowledge; 3) a word could have multiple meanings and the meaning changes in
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different contexts; 4) the meanings of idioms are not always self-evident and many of the idioms
are bound to the history and culture of English speaking countries. Xu and Zhang (1993) argued
that Chinese students traditionally used two strategies to learn vocabulary, through extensive and
intensive reading, and through word by word translation. Empirical studies concerned with
vocabulary learning strategies suggested that Chinese students apply a variety of learning
strategies rather than solely depend on repetition (Gu, 1994, 2003; Gu & Johnson, 1996).

Gu (2003) studies two successful non-English-majors’ use of strategies in vocabulary
learning and found out that even though these two learners used very different strategies, they
both achieved success in the learning experience. One learner depended on the deeply rooted
strategies used for the acquisition of Chinese to learn English vocabulary, such as the meticulous
study of selected texts, list learning, and repetition; the other relied on reading extensively to
increase the possibility of the natural recurrence of words. The success achieved by the two
learners indicated 1) successful learners were aware of intentional and incidental learning and
emphasized intentional learning more; 2) repetition and memorization were meaningful
strategies 