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Abstract

This exploratory study investigated the effectiveness of graded readings with
Chinese language beginners at the university level. The research focused on
two primary questions: (1) How effective is the use of graded readings as a
homework project in a beginning Chinese class? and (2) What are learners'
perceptions of using graded readings? Data collection included the perfor-
mances of the learners' Chinese character naming accuracy and speed, vocab-
ulary recognition and reading comprehension tests, and a survey regarding
the learners’ opinions of the graded readings. The study results show that af-
ter using the graded readings for a semester, the learners gained a higher
character naming speed compared to learners who did not use the graded
readings. In addition, the readings increased the learners' character and vo-
cabulary knowledge and enhanced their reading comprehension.

Keywords: Chinese; graded reading; true beginners; university level; learner
perceptions
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1. Introduction

Graded reading, which is also called basal reading or simplified reading (Waring,
1997), involves reading books written or adapted for second language learners
using limited vocabulary and grammatical structures (Nation & Wang, 1999).
Graded readings are usually divided into different vocabulary levels and have
tight grammatical controls, which provide learners comprehensible, meaning-
focused input and assist in fluency development (Nation, 2013). The term
graded reading is frequently used interchangeably with the term extensive read-
ing; however, differences exist between graded and extensive readings. For ex-
ample, graded reading uses modified materials, which is not a requirement of
extensive reading. Also, graded reading emphasizes the development of fluency
and linguistic knowledge at one level before moving to the next level, while the
main goal of extensive reading is to promote reading for pleasure, which in-
creases student motivation. Graded readings are often used for extensive read-
ing because they provide texts at the reader’s linguistic level, which is a require-
ment of extensive reading (Waring, 1997). For instance, in Walker’s (1997) study,
graded reading was adopted in a self-access extensive reading project. Graded
reading can also be used with intensive reading, which “involves the close de-
liberate study of texts” (Nation, 2013, p. 219). For example, the current study
examined graded reading with features of intensive reading. A specific purpose
of graded reading is for language learners to develop target language knowledge
at one level, which enables them to move to a higher level. Hence, graded
reader series usually consist of multiple levels, with increased length and con-
tent difficulty at each reading level. Ultimately, the goal of graded reading is “to
do so much of it that the learner can deal with native level texts fluently” (War-
ing, 1997, para. 3). Studies (Hafiz & Tudor, 1990; Horst, 2005; Tanaka & Staple-
ton, 2007) have shown that graded readings are beneficial in developing many
reading skills, such as helping build learners’ reading fluency and accuracy, in-
creasing the amount of vocabulary knowledge learners can access, and devel-
oping the ability to read for ideas rather than decoding word meanings (Waring,
1997). In addition to improving reading skills, studies (Elley & Mangubhai, 1983;
Hafiz & Tudor, 1990) have also shown that learners’ writing skills improve after
using graded readings for a substantial period of time. In addition to the linguis-
tic benefits, affective benefits are another gain of graded reading. As Nation
(1997, p. 16) stated, “[s]uccess in reading and its associated skills, most notably
writing, makes learners come to enjoy language learning”.

Although studies (Elley & Mangubhai, 1983; Hafiz & Tudor, 1990; Nation,
1997; Waring, 1997) have found a wide range of language learning benefits asso-
ciated with graded reading, the benefits are associated with learners of languages
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with an alphabetical writing system. There is currently a lack of discussion regard-
ing languages with a non-alphabetical writing system, such as Chinese, and how
graded readings contribute to learning these languages and should be applied to
the classroom. As a result, graded readings are not widely used in the Chinese
classroom. In order to maximize the potential usefulness of graded readings to
enhance Chinese language learning, this exploratory study investigated the effec-
tiveness of a graded reading design in a Chinese beginner class in an attempt to
help identify effective ways of using graded reading to learn Chinese.

2. Reading in Chinese

Learners of Chinese, whose native language is English, were found to experience
higher levels of reading anxiety compared to English-speaking learners of lan-
guages that employ an alphabetical writing system (e.g., Spanish) (Zhao, 2008).
The Chinese writing system, which differs considerably from that of the English
language, was identified as a major source of the learners’ reading anxiety
(Zhao, 2008). The Chinese written language does not use an alphabet; instead it
consists of symbols called characters. One of the challenges for learners with
alphabetic first language backgrounds (e.g., English speakers) is that Chinese
characters provide little in the way of phonetic information (Everson, 1998). To
comprehend a character, learners must gain knowledge of the shape and mem-
orize the sound of the character. Radicals, the basic components of characters,
can sometimes give learners hints regarding the sounds and meanings of char-
acters. However, as the Chinese written language has evolved, some of the rad-
icals do not carry the same meaning or sound as the original radicals. For exam-
ple, only 26% of the sounds of the phonetic radicals are identical to the charac-
ters they represent (Fan et al., 1984). As a result, learners, especially novice
learners who have not yet developed a basic vocabulary in Chinese, may fre-
quently rely on the translated vocabulary lists or a dictionary to check the mean-
ing and sound of a character while reading. This time-consuming process may
reduce the comprehension of the text, and thus lower learners’ confidence in
learning to read Chinese.

In order for novice learners to develop a strong foundation in Chinese lit-
eracy, the classroom instructor involved in this study designed a graded reading
series suitable for novice learners. The series was designed to promote charac-
ter recognition, which increases the ability to decode meaning during reading,
writing, which is strongly related to the development of reading ability, and the
reviewing of the sounds, meanings, and writing of words learned. This study in-
tended to investigate the level of effectiveness of the graded reader design and
the learners’ opinions of the graded readings.
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3. Theoretical framework

Nation’s (2013) four strands of teaching a second language: comprehensible
meaning-focused input, meaning-focused output, language-focused learning,
and fluency development, can be used to explain the theory behind the design
of the graded reading project for true beginners of Chinese in this study. The
first strand, comprehensible meaning-focused input, advocates that learners
need to have the opportunity to focus on the information they receive by listen-
ing or reading. In addition, learning can best occur if most of this information is
comprehensible to them. The second strand, meaning-focused output, recom-
mends that learners should be provided the opportunity to practice saying or
writing information they try to convey. The meaning-focused output activities
will help learners strengthen previously learned knowledge. The third strand,
language-focused learning, suggests that an adequate amount of time spent on
deliberate learning of specific language items, such as vocabulary, is effective in
second language development. The fourth strand, fluency development, pro-
motes the idea of learners practicing with language items already learned in or-
der to maximize fluency with these items. The graded readings used in this study
comply with all four strands. First, the readings were simplified to a degree
which the true beginning learners in this study were comfortable reading. As
Nation (2013, p. 226) stated, “[w]ithout simplification, the strands of meaning-
focused input, meaning-focused output and fluency development become im-
possible for all except advanced learners. Second, the readings included a pre-
reading section, which focused on the learning of vocabulary. Third, the readings
included a task completion section, which offered learners the opportunity to
review and practice language items previously learned by asking learners to pro-
duce language output, which helps develop fluency. More details about the de-
sign of the graded readings are discussed in section 5.2.3.

4. Benefits of graded reading

A few studies have shown that language learners acquire vocabulary knowledge
through graded reading. For example, Horst’s (2005) study of 21 adult immi-
grant learners of English used electronic scanning, lexical frequency profiling,
and individualized checklist testing to examine learners’ vocabulary growth. The
adult learners read on average two graded readers of their choice per week in a
six-week reading program. The results of the pre- and post-vocabulary tests
showed that the learners gained knowledge of more than half of the new vo-
cabulary identified in the books they read. Another study showing vocabulary
gain from graded reading is Pigada and Schmitt’s (2006) case study of adult
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learners of French in England, who were asked to read one graded reading per
week in a four-week program. The results of the vocabulary tests, which in-
cluded spelling, meaning and grammatical characteristics indicated that the
knowledge of 65% of the vocabulary words were enhanced partially or fully. In
a series of studies regarding the best practices for integrating graded readers
into the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom, Lee (2007) found that
participants in the graded reader experimental groups outperformed the con-
trol groups in vocabulary development and reading comprehension scores in all
three studies. The results from Lee’s studies suggest that larger reading gains
occurred when learners were provided with a greater variety of books to read.
Graded readers can also help learners to maintain the knowledge of already
known vocabulary. Nation and Wang (1999) analyzed seven graded readers and
provided insight on the usefulness of graded readers in terms of vocabulary de-
velopment. They found that while graded readers can be used to learn new vo-
cabulary, they are most beneficial in reviewing previously learned words.

In addition to increasing learners’ vocabulary knowledge, studies also
found that reading and writing skills were improved by using graded readings.
For example, Hafiz and Tudor’s (1989) study, which involved 10 and 11 years-old
English as a second language immigrant learners in a 60-hour graded reading
program, reported significant gains in both reading and writing; namely, the
learners’ accuracy, fluency, and range of expression. In a subsequent study, the
authors used the same research methods with Pakistani secondary students
learning English as a foreign language. The results of the 23-week long study
also showed significant improvements in learners’ reading and writing skills (Ha-
fiz & Tudor, 1990). In a different study, a two-year longitudinal graded reading
study involving 400 Fijian primary school learners of English, Elley and Mangub-
hai (1983) reported positive effects of the use of graded readings. At the end of
the first year, the study results illustrated substantial gains in the learners’ read-
ing and word recognition skills. By the end of the second year, significant im-
provements were found in both the learners' oral and written production.

Studies also found that graded readers assist in improving learners’ read-
ing speed and comprehension. In a study with Japanese EFL learners, Tanaka
and Stapleton (2007) created their own graded readers and used them in what
they called a quasi-extensive reading program. This was considered a quasi-ex-
tensive reading program because after reading the students were expected to
complete comprehension and vocabulary questions. In addition, the teacher
read the story to the class each day instead of allowing the students to read
silently. This was done because the learners were beginners and it was feared
that they may not have a full understanding of the phonetic system. Tanaka and
Stapleton compared the results of the participants who used the graded readers
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with those who did not and found a significant gain in reading speed and com-
prehension scores for learners who used the graded readers. In another study,
Beglar, Hunt and Kite (2012) compared one-year pleasure reading programs
with different amounts of weekly reading using graded readers for first-year Jap-
anese university students learning EFL. The study concluded that reading sim-
plified rather than non-simplified texts resulted in reading speed and compre-
hension improvement. Also, the study results showed that the group that read
the most made greater reading speed gains than the other groups.

Despite the positive findings in the literature regarding the language
learning benefits derived from the use of graded reading, existing studies only
focus on the learning of languages with alphabetic writing systems. There is a
lack of research on how graded readings can be applied to second language
learners of Chinese to yield maximum learning results. Studies on the effect of
graded readings in learning a non-alphabetical script, such as the Chinese writ-
ing system, are needed. This study intended to fill the gap in the hope of con-
tributing new pieces of information to the existing literature.

5. The study
5.1. Research Questions

This study intended to answer the following research questions:
1. How effective are graded readings as a homework project in a begin-
ning Chinese class?

a. How did performance of reader and non-reader groups compare
in measures of character recognition, vocabulary knowledge, and
reading comprehension?

b. How effective is the use of graded readings in helping the reader
group gain language knowledge featured in the readings?

2. What are learners’ perceptions of using graded readings?

With respect to research question 1, the effectiveness of the graded readings
was evaluated in two ways. For question 1a, the effectiveness was evaluated
through a comparison of Chinese character, vocabulary, and reading compre-
hension performances between learners who used the readers and learners
who did not. For questionlb, the effectiveness was determined by testing only
the graded reading group on the characters, vocabulary, and readings that they
were exposed to in the graded readings to see how much they had compre-
hended and remembered. Finally, for question 2, students’ perceptions of using
graded readers were investigated through asking open-ended questions in a
questionnaire administered to learners who used the readers.
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5.2. Method
5.2.1. Participants

The learner participants were students enrolled in two different sections of the
first-year Chinese course in a public university in the United States. These two
groups were taught by two different instructors; however, the instruction dura-
tion, the textbook and the learning objectives were identical. The sections met
five hours per week. The students were taught 10 lessons from the textbook, Chi-
nese odyssey, Volume 1. The topics of the lessons included basic greetings, intro-
ducing family members and friends, welcoming guests, asking someone’s name,
doing homework, looking for someone, and talking about one’s job. The learning
objectives included the development of basic vocabulary, character writing skills,
grammar, cultural knowledge, and skills in expressing oneself orally and in writing.
In terms of assessment, the students were to take written lesson quizzes
which tested the students’ knowledge of Chinese characters such as radicals and
stroke order, vocabulary pronunciation, and vocabulary definitions. The written
lesson quizzes were accompanied by oral lesson quizzes in which students were
expected to correctly use the vocabulary and grammar learned in the lessons to
have a short conversation with the instructors. In addition to lesson quizzes, the
students were to take three major tests. The first test covered lessons one to four,
the second test covered lessons five to eight, and the final test was comprehen-
sive. The tests not only focused on testing the students’ character or vocabulary
knowledge, but also emphasized reading (e.g., reading passages and answering
comprehension questions) and writing (e.g., writing a letter to a friend).
Fourteen of the students from each of the two groups volunteered to par-
ticipate in this study, and all participants were true beginners of Chinese as a
foreign language. There were a total of 19 males and 9 females, all of whom
were native speakers of English, ranging from 18 to 29 years of age. Both sec-
tions of the first-year Chinese students were assigned reading homework for
each of the 10 lessons; however, only one section used graded readers, while
the other section, which acted as the control group, did not. The graded readers
were assigned by the teacher participant, David (pseudonym), as extra credit
homework in the section he taught. David was interviewed and his teaching
journals were collected to describe and evaluate the graded readings he de-
signed for this study. On the other hand, instead of using graded readers, the
teacher of the control group, Helen (pseudonym), assigned her students reading
homework from the Chinese odyssey, Volume 1 workbook. The reading home-
work included two sections. The first section was reading a short passage and
answering true/false questions about the passage. A supplementary vocabulary
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list was included in this section to help students understand the passage. The sec-
ond section was reading authentic materials and answering questions about the
materials. For example, in one lesson students were shown Chinese business
cards and were asked to answer questions regarding the information listed on the
cards. Both instructors were experienced teachers, with David holding a Master
of Second Language Teaching degree and having six years of teaching experiences,
and Helen holding a PhD in Education and having ten years of teaching experience.

5.2.2. Data collection and procedure

David assigned his students 20 graded readings for the duration of a 15-week
semester. At the end of the 15-week program, the researchers gave participants
in both groups a Chinese character naming test, a vocabulary recognition test,
and a reading comprehension test. In these tests only the characters and vocab-
ulary that appeared in both the graded readings and in the textbook were used.
Through these tests, the researchers tried to determine whether the partici-
pants who did the graded readings performed better on the class materials than
the ones who did not do the readings. No pre-test was given in this study as all
of the participants were true beginners.

The Chinese character naming test (See Appendix 1) contained 140 char-
acters, which was the total number of characters that appeared in both the text-
book and the graded readings. The participants met with one of the researchers
one-on-one and were asked to read aloud the characters shown on a Power-
Point presentation. If the participants read a character aloud correctly, they
would receive one point. If the tone was off (as judged by a native speaker of
Chinese with considerable experience assessing learners’ speech production),
but the pronunciation was correct, they would receive half a point. The total
points one could receive was 140. In addition, the participants were told that
their naming speed would be timed.

The vocabulary test (See Appendix 2) had 92 words, which was the total
number of words that appeared in both the textbook and the graded readings.
For every word shown to them, they had one of the following four choices: (1)
“I don't remember having seen this word before”; (2) “I have seen this word
before, but | don't know what it means”; (3) “I have seen this word before, and
| think it means ”. (English translation); and (4) “I know this word. It
means ”. (English translation). The four-choice options were adapted
from Paribakht and Wesche (1997), as they intended to capture vocabulary
learning during a short instructional period and were designed to account for
partial and/or whole vocabulary knowledge that the learners gained. Partici-
pants who chose (1) did not receive any points for the word. The ones who chose
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(2) received one point. The ones who chose (3) and provided the correct trans-
lation received two points. The ones who chose (3), but did not provide the cor-
rect translation received one point. The ones who chose (4) and provided cor-
rect translation received three points. The ones who chose (4), but did not pro-
vide the correct translation received one point. The total points a participant
could receive was 276 points.

The reading comprehension test (See Appendix 3) consisted of two short
stories with approximately 100 characters each. Each story was followed by five
comprehension questions. The participants received one point for each ques-
tion answered correctly. The total points one could receive was 10 points. Ap-
proximately 95% of the vocabulary and 100% of the grammar used in the stories
appeared in both the textbook and the graded readings.

In addition, for the graded reading group, the researchers administered
extra Chinese character naming, vocabulary recognition, and reading compre-
hension tests, which the participants in the other section did not take. These
extra tests consisted of content that only appeared in the graded readings. The
assessment system was the same as on the previous tests. The purpose of these
tests was to report how much extra learning occurred in the reading group from
the graded readings. The extra Chinese character naming test contained 189
characters (189 points total), which was the total number of characters that ap-
peared in the graded readings. The vocabulary test had 160 words (480 points
total), which was the total number of words that appeared in the graded read-
ings. The reading comprehension test consisted of two short stories, with ap-
proximately 100 characters each. Each story was followed by five comprehen-
sion questions (10 points total). Approximately 95% of the vocabulary and 100%
of the grammar used in the stories appeared in the graded readings.

After the graded reading group took the extra tests, a questionnaire was
given to them to gather their perceptions of using the graded readings. Ques-
tions included the learners’ opinions about the usefulness of the graded read-
ings, their interest level in the stories, changes they would like to see in future
readings to accommaodate their learning, and whether or not the graded reading
experience was positive.

5.2.3. The graded readings used in this study

Nation’s (2013) four strands of teaching a second language (i.e., comprehensible
meaning-focused input, meaning-focused output, language-focused learning,
and fluency development) informed the design of the graded reading project for
true beginners of Chinese in this study. The first strand, comprehensible mean-
ing-focused input, advocates that learners have the opportunity to focus on the
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information they receive through listening or reading. In addition, learning can
best occur if most of this information is comprehensible to them. The second
strand, meaning-focused output, recommends that learners should be provided
the opportunity to practice saying or writing information they try to convey. The
meaning-focused output activities can help learners strengthen previously
learned knowledge. The third strand, language-focused learning, suggests that
adequate amount of time spent on deliberate learning of specific language
items, such as vocabulary, is effective in second language development. The
fourth strand, fluency development, promotes the idea of learners practicing
with language items already learned in order to maximize fluency with these
items. The graded readings used in this study comply with all four strands. First,
the readings were simplified to a degree which allowed the true beginners in this
study to read comfortably. Second, the readings included a pre-reading section,
which focused on the learning of vocabulary. Third, the readings included a task
completion section, which offered learners the opportunity to review and practice
language items previously studied by asking them to produce language output.
The instructor, David, wrote 20 readings for graded reading level one spe-
cifically for his true beginners. These learners were neither Chinese heritage
learners, nor did they have any prior Chinese language learning experience. A
typical graded reader is a small book, consisting of a reading text often with sev-
eral thousand words and a few pictures to help illustrate the story, and some-
times includes a list of vocabulary and/or an introduction of the main characters
in the story (e.g., Oxford Bookworms series). Unlike a typical graded reader, the
graded readings used in this study were short stories with an average of 77 Chi-
nese characters per reading. The reason for this design was to offer simplified
readings which accommodate the true beginning learners’ novice proficiency
level. Texts with hundreds of characters would far exceed the current level of
the learners in this study and, thus be against Nation’s (2013) strand of compre-
hensible meaning-focused input. In addition, the design of these graded readers
attempted to assist learners in overcoming the obstacle of recognizing charac-
ters in the context of a story. Laufer and Hulstijn’s (2001, p. 15) involvement load
hypothesis proposes that “words which are processed with higher involvement
load will be retained better than words which are processed with lower involve-
ment load”. Laufer and Hulstijn suggest that involvement load relies on the level
of need a learner has for a word, whether or not a learner must search for a
word, and the level of word evaluation required by the learner to determine the
fit of a word in context. If this hypothesis is applied to character recognition, it
is easy to see why a typical graded reading series is not suitable for novice learn-
ers of Chinese. In current graded readings, learners are often provided with Pin-
yin, a phonetic system, which uses the western Roman alphabets to represent
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Mandarin pronunciation, above or below the characters. Having access to the
Pinyin, the learner no longer has a need for the character form (using the pho-
netic radical as cue for the Pinyin), nor is he or she required to search for the
Pinyin. Also, if learners are provided with either pictures or glosses of new vo-
cabulary, the need for the character form is again reduced. However, because
these learners have no previous experience with Chinese characters, they can-
not be given a text without any form of support. In applying the involvement
load hypothesis to the design of the graded readings used in this study, we chose
to exclude pinyin adjacent to the characters. Instead, the graded readings were
divided into four sections (i.e., pre-reading, writing, reading text, and task com-
pletion) with the hope of providing the readers with support without removing
their level of involvement with the character form. A sample of the readings is
included in Appendix 4.

The pre-reading section introduced new vocabulary and their meanings
in English, gave examples of the vocabulary in context, explained concepts that
may occur in the reading text, and gave hints on how to remember some of the
Chinese characters. This section of the readers was designed to facilitate Chi-
nese character and vocabulary recognition before the learners attempt to de-
code meanings during reading. It focused on vocabulary and intended to reduce
the learners frequently consulting the vocabulary list to check the meaning of a
word while reading, which would hinder comprehension of the text. Also be-
cause this section was separated from the actual text, the learners still needed
the character form to determine the pronunciation and meaning.

In the writing section, the learners practiced writing characters, which
gave them another chance to see and focus on the new words before reading
the text. Studies have shown that in Chinese writing is strongly related to the
development of reading ability. This is because Chinese writing practice allows
the learner to break down the character and then reassemble it, thus simplifying
a complicated object (Tan et al., 2005). In addition, research has revealed that
learners completed more reading if writing tasks accompanied the reading tasks
(Tsang, 1996). This section also reinforced the meaning-focused output strand
suggested by Nation (2013). Finally, writing characters satisfies a high involve-
ment load of need, searching, and evaluation of the character form.

The third section was reading the text, which began with around 30 char-
acters in the first reading and then slowly increased to about 150 characters in
the later readings, with an average of 77 characters per reading. The characters
used in the readings were in the top 800 most commonly used characters iden-
tified by Taiwan's National Standardized Test for Chinese Language Proficiency
(Steering Committee for the Test of Proficiency, Huayu, 2008). With respect to
the topic of the readings, each was part of a continuous story, which described
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a Chinese teacher and his family, their astonishment at finding the teacher’s fa-
ther stealing from the school, and how the teacher and his family tried to inves-
tigate why and what their father was stealing. The decision on the limited num-
ber of characters (30-150 characters) used in each reading and the bizarre story
plots in this section intended to lower the beginning learners’ reading anxiety
and develop a sense of accomplishment and enjoyment with Chinese reading.
The simplified short texts in this section offered beginning learners comprehen-
sible meaning-focused input.

The final section, task completion, asked the learners to write the Chinese
phonetic system, Pinyin, for the vocabulary, translate the text into English, copy
the story into a notebook, answer comprehension questions about the story,
and record their reading of the story aloud. The design of this section had fea-
tures of an intensive reading program, which ensured that learners focused on
specific language items. The tasks in this section also helped learners improve
their reading fluency. For example, reading the story out loud was one of the
effective strategies to improve reading fluency, one of the best determiners of
reading proficiency (Shen & Jiang, 2013). On average, the participants spent an
hour on each graded reading assignment. Every Friday, participants were re-
quired to hand-in two reading packets, with the assignments completed. Before
midnight on Friday, participants were also required to email the professor the
audio files for the reading-out-loud assignments. Packets were assessed based
on completion, rather than accuracy, and were returned to the students the fol-
lowing Monday with feedback and corrections. Learners were encouraged to
look over their mistakes before starting the next reading packets.

In sum, the graded readings in this study had the following purposes. First,
they were used as motivators for learning Chinese characters and improving Chi-
nese reading skills. Second, the graded readings accompanied by sections which
focused on language details provided true beginners, who had no basic Chinese
language foundation, with the ability to read with ease and comfort. Using the
graded readings designed specifically for novice learners would reduce the fear
and anxiety associated with learning to read the complicated Chinese writing
system. Third, the reading activity was designed to cultivate a reading culture in
the class and eventually develop learners’ vocabulary so that they could begin
reading simple authentic texts without help in the near future.

5.2.4. Data analysis
The researchers graded the tests described in section 5.2.2., and used those

scores to answer the research questions. For research question 1a, an independ-
ent-samples t-test was conducted to compare character (accuracy and naming
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speed), vocabulary, and reading comprehension performance results between
the participants who used the graded readers and the ones who did not. For
research question 1b, simple statistics of the participants’ extra character, vo-
cabulary, and reading comprehension test performances were reported. For re-
search question 2, the participants’ answers in the questionnaire were typed
and schemes which emerged from the answers were categorized.

5.3. Results

Chinese character naming, vocabulary, and reading comprehension tests

Table 1 illustrates the results of the character naming (accuracy and speed), vo-
cabulary, and reading comprehension tests. The independent t-test results re-
vealed that there were no significant differences in the results of the character
naming accuracy, vocabulary, and reading comprehension tests between the
reader and non-reader groups. However, this study found a significant differ-
ence in the results of the character naming speed between the non-reader
group (M =11.72, SD =5.72) and the reader group (M =7.86, SD = 1.29); t(26) =
2.462, p = .021. In other words, the non-reader group spent more time, an av-
erage of 11.72 minutes, to finish the character naming test, which is an average
of 5 seconds to name a character; whereas the reader group only spent an av-
erage of 7.86 minutes to finish the test, which is an average of 3.4 seconds to
name a character. This significant result implies that the reader group was able
to identify characters faster than the non-reader group. Moreover, the large
standard deviation of the non-reader group indicated that this group’s naming
speed performance was inconsistent. Some were fast, and others were slow to
finish the task, while the performance in the reader group was consistent, as
evident in the much smaller standard deviation the group received.

Table 1. The results of the character, vocabulary, and reading tests.

Number Average points Percentage
of participants  or minutes received of points received

Characters non-reader group 14 85 points 60.70%
answered correctly reader group 14 65 points 46.43%
Character naming  non-reader group 14 11.72 minutes N/A

speed Reader group 14 7.86 minutes N/A

Vocabulary non-reader group 14 180 points 65.22%
answered correctly reader group 14 193 points 69.93%
Reading questions  non-reader group 14 8.14 points 80.14%
answered correctly Reader group 14 7.68 points 76.80%
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The extra tests

The results of the extra Chinese character naming test taken by the reader group
showed that on average the group accurately named approximately 30 (16%)
characters that only appeared in the graded readings. The average time spent
to name the characters was 10.55 minutes, which is an average of 3.5 seconds
to name a character. The results of the extra vocabulary test illustrated that
among the 160 words that appeared in the readings, but not in the textbook,
the participants gained a combination of partial and full knowledge of approxi-
mately 40% of the words. The results of the reading comprehension test showed
that, on average, the participants answered approximately seven out of the ten
questions correctly.

Learners’ perceptions of using graded readers

In general, the majority of the learners had a positive experience with the read-
ers used in this study. For the pre-reading section, the learners made positive
comments about how the section helped them recognize separate definitions
for similar characters and key words, which helped them prepare for the reading
of the actual text. They also liked that the section talked about radicals and ety-
mologies of characters. For the writing section, the learners commented that
this section helped them learn stroke order, vocabulary, and writing. A few
learners mentioned how time-consuming it was to complete; however, they be-
lieved that spending time to finish this section was beneficial to them. For the
reading section, the learners liked that the text presented new sentence struc-
tures and vocabulary in context. They also felt amazed at the large number of
characters they were able to recognize when they read the text. For the task
completion section, the learners thought it was effective in helping them review.
They particularly liked the comprehension questions, which prompted them to
think and have a deeper understanding of the vocabulary and grammar.

With regard to the plots in the stories, the learners’ opinions were gener-
ally positive. Most of the learners thought that the plots were interesting and
funny, while a couple of learners thought the stories were surreal and should have
included elements of Chinese culture. With respect to any modifications needed
for the readings, the learners mentioned that it would be nice to incorporate more
class materials and have discussions of the readings in class or in small groups
after class. Overall, the learners spoke positively about the effectiveness of the
readings. When asked if they had the choice to decide whether they would con-
tinue with more readings next semester, all of the learners answered positively.
One learner mentioned how it was a good experience saying that he “learned a
lot”, and that “it felt like more intense exposure, sort of like going to China and
being forced to try to understand”.
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6. Discussion

To answer research question la, (How did performance of reader and non-
reader groups compare in measures of character recognition, vocabulary
knowledge, and reading comprehension?), this study found insignificant results
between the reading and non-reading groups on their character naming accu-
racy, vocabulary, and reading comprehension tests, but mean performance on
two of the four measures (character naming speed and vocabulary accuracy)
showed a learning advantage for participants in the reading group. However,
only the character naming speed proved to be significant. This means that the
use of graded readings had improved the learners’ speed of recognizing charac-
ters. According to Shen and Jiang (2013), character naming accuracy and speed
are the strongest predictors for reading proficiency. Although this study only
found that the use of graded readings helped the learners’ character naming
speed, considering the short length of period this study had, it is reasonable to
hypothesize that used over a longer period of time, graded readings might im-
prove not only the learners’ character naming speed, but also character naming
accuracy and vocabulary, which ultimately will have a positive effect on their
reading fluency. It is also reasonable to hypothesize that the reason the differ-
ences between the two groups were not dramatic is that the control group had
regular reading assignments, which focused on the review of in-class materials,
through which, only two or three new words were introduced per lesson. Since
the learners were exposed to a smaller number of new vocabulary words, it
might have helped them pay more attention to, and ultimately retain, the vo-
cabulary learned in the classroom better. However, future research will be
needed to test these hypotheses.

As regards to research question 1b (How effective is the use of graded
readings in helping the reader group gain language knowledge featured in the
readings?), the results show that on average, the learners gained approximately
30 (16%) characters that appeared in the readings, but not in the textbook, with
a naming speed of 3.5 seconds per character. As there is no other similar study
to this one, it is difficult to compare the level of effectiveness of the graded
readings used in this study with other Chinese graded readings; however, con-
sidering the difficulty in learning characters, it was a great accomplishment that
the true beginners in this study acquired 30 extra characters from the readings
in addition to the class materials in a short period of time. In addition, the learn-
ers acquired a combination of partial and/or full knowledge of approximately
40% of the 160 words that they were exposed to in the graded readings and had
correctly answered 70% of the comprehension questions in the readings tested.
These results in vocabulary growth and reading comprehension scores were almost
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comparable with the findings in studies of learners of languages with alphabetic
writing systems. For example, the learners of English in Horst’s (2005) study had
a 50% vocabulary improvement and the learners of French in Pigada and
Schmitt’s (2006) study gained partial and/or full vocabulary knowledge in 65%
of the vocabulary. Considering that the learners in this study were true begin-
ners and that the target language does not use an alphabet, the results of 40%
vocabulary gain and 70% of reading comprehension showed the effectiveness
of the graded readings used in this study.

To answer research question 2 (What are learners’ perceptions of using
graded readings?), the findings imply that overall the learners felt that the
graded readings were effective in several ways. For example, the different sec-
tions of the readings helped them to learn characters, vocabulary, writing, and
grammar. Most of the learners appreciated the plots of the stories, but a couple
of them suggested Chinese cultural elements be added to the stories. Another
suggestion made by the learners was integrating the graded readings with the
class materials and class instruction. To conclude, the learners thought the
graded reading assignment was a positive learning experience and they would
want to continue using the graded readings in the future.

7. Conclusion

Although there were calls for minor changes, the graded readings used in this
study were considered a success. First, they improved the learners’ character
naming speed, which could positively affect the learners’ reading fluency in the
future. Second, they increased the learners’ character and vocabulary
knowledge, and enhanced their reading comprehension. Finally, and most im-
portantly, they boosted the learners’ confidence in reading Chinese, a language
which causes many learners to experience anxiety when learning to read. It
seems very likely that this can be ascribed to their experience of working with
the graded readings. As Nation and Wang (1999, p. 356) mentioned, “[t]he
strongest argument in favour of graded readers is that without them learners
would not be able to experience reading in a second language at a level of com-
fort and fluency approaching first language reading”. The design of the pre-read-
ing, writing, and review sections used in the readings in this study are not typical
in a graded reader; however, adding these sections enhanced the level and
amount of comprehensible input in the graded readings. It is difficult to create
comprehensible and short graded readings which are interesting to read for
adult beginners of Chinese who have no basic character and vocabulary
knowledge. With the addition of the pre-reading, writing, and review sections,
the learners had more opportunities to preview and review the content of the
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main reading text, and, hence, the learners received more comprehensible in-
put, which made it easier for them to grasp the stories they were reading. This
design also enabled the learners to read longer texts at the beginning learning
stage as the different sections reiterated the knowledge they needed to com-
prehend the main text. As many researchers (Hill, 1997; Day & Bamford, 1998;
Krashen, 2002b; Sims, 1996) believe, the findings of this study advocate the use
of graded readings as a tool to improve reading. This is especially true when
learners try to acquire a language which they perceive as difficult to learn.

This study had several limitations. First, the number of participants and
the length of the study were both limited. Future studies are needed to investi-
gate the long-term effects of the graded readings used in this study. Second, this
study only looked into one design of graded readings. Other designs of graded
readings also need to be evaluated so that language teachers can be informed
about the effects of different graded reading designs and know how to maximize
their students' learning. Third, the control group, the non-reader group, was not
assigned some other kind of learning project to compare the effectiveness of it
to the graded reading project. This would be a goal for a future study. Finally,
more studies of graded readings in Chinese are needed to confirm the results of
current and future studies in order to yield higher reliability.

287



Ko-Yin Sung, Frederick J. Poole

References

Beglar, D., Hunt, A., & Kite, Y. (2012). The effect of pleasure reading on Japanese
university EFL learners' reading rates. Language Learning, 62, 665-703.
(http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/).1467-9922.2011.00651 .X).

Day, R., & Bamford, J. (1998). Extensive reading in the second language class-
room. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. (http://dx.doi.org/10.1177
/003368829802900211).

Elley, W. B., & Mangubhai, F. (1983). The impact of reading on second language
learning. Reading Research Quarterly, 19, 53-67. (http://dx.doi.org/10.23
07/747337).

Everson, M. E. (1998). Word recognition among learners of Chinese as a foreign
language: Investigating the relationship between naming and knowing.
Modern Language Journal, 82, 194-204. (http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.154
0-4781.1998.th01192.x).

Fan, K. Y., Gao, J. Y., & Ao, X. P. (1984). Pronunciation principles of the Chinese
character and alphabetic writing scripts [In Chinese]. Chinese Character
Reform, 3, 23-27.

Feldman, L. B., & Siok, W. T. (1999). Semantic radicals contribute to the visual
identification of Chinese characters. Journal of Memory and Language,
40, 559-576. (http://dx.doi.org/10.1006/jmla.1998.2629).

Hafiz, F. M., & Tudor, 1. (1989). Extensive reading and the development of lan-
guage skills in an L2. ELT Journal, 43, 4-13. (http://eltj.oxfordjour-
nals.org/content/43/1.toc).

Hafiz, F. M., & Tudor, I. (1990). Graded readers as an input medium in L2 learning.
System, 18, 4-13. (http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0346-251X(90)90026-2).

Hill, D. (1997). Survey review: Graded readers. ELT Journal, 51, 57-81. (http://dx.
doi.org/10.1093/elt/51.1.57).

Hill, D. (2008). Graded readers in English. ELT Journal, 62, 184-204. (http://dx.
doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccn006).

Horst, M. (2005). Learning L2 vocabulary through extensive reading: A measure-
ment study. Canadian Modern Language Review, 61, 355-382. (http://dx.
doi.org/10.3138/cmir.61.3.355).

Krashen, S. (2002a). The comprehension hypothesis and its rivals. Paper presented
at the eleventh International Symposium on English Teaching/Fourth Pan
Asian Conference, Taipei, Taiwan. (http://www.finchpark.com/courses/tkt/
Unit_10/comprehension.pdf).

Krashen, S. (2002b). Foreign language teaching: The easy way. Taipei: Crane. Lau-
fer, B., & Hulstijn, J. (2001). Incidental vocabulary acquisition in a second

288



Evaluating the impact of graded readings on the recognition of Chinese characters and reading...

language: The construct of task-induced involvement. Applied Linguistics,
22, 1-26. (http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/applin/22.1.1).

Lee, S. Y. (2007). Revelations from three consecutive studies on extensive reading.
RELC Journal, 38, 150-170. (http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0033688207079730).

Morano, R. (2004). Simplified readers as comprehensible input in the EFL class-
room. Academic Journal of Kang-Ning, 6, 225-250.

Nation, P. (1997). The language learning benefits of extensive reading. The Language
Teacher, 21, 13-16. (http://jalt-publications.org/tlt/issues/1997-05_21.5).

Nation, P. (2013). Learning vocabulary in another language. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. (http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CB09781139524759).

Nation, P., & Wang, K. (1999) Graded readers and vocabulary. Reading in a For-
eign Language, 12, 355-380. (http://nflrc.hawaii.edu/rfl/).

Pigada, M., & Schmitt, N. (2006). Vocabulary acquisition from extensive reading:
A case study. Reading in a Foreign Language, 18. (http://nflrc.ha-
waii.edu/rfl/April2006/pigada/pigada.html).

Shen, H., & Jiang, X. (2013). Character reading fluency, word segmentation accuracy,
and reading comprehension in L2 Chinese. Reading in a Foreign Language,
25, 1-25. (http://nflrc.hawaii.edu/rfl/April2006/pigada/pigada.html).

Steering Committee for the test of proficiency — Huayu (2008). The 800 basic vocab-
ulary. (http://www.sc-top.org.tw/download/800Words_Beginners.pdf).

Sims, J. (1996). A comparative study of improvements in reading comprehension
of skill-based instruction and extensive reading for pleasure with Taiwan-
ese freshman university students. Doctoral dissertation. Florida State Uni-
versity, Tallahassee, FL. (https://www.lib.fsu.edu/find/etds.html).

Tan, L. H., Spinks, J. A., Eden, G., Perfetti, C. A., & Siok, W. T. (2005). Reading de-
pends on writing, in Chinese. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sci-
ences of the United States of America, 102, 8781-8785. (http://dx.doi.org/
10.1073/pnas.0503523102). Tanaka, H., & Stapleton, P. (2007). Increasing
reading input in Japanese high school EFL classrooms: An empirical study
exploring the efficacy of extensive reading. The Reading Matrix, 7, 115-131.
(http://www.readingmatrix.com/archives.html).

Tangitau, V. (1973). Intensive and extensive reading. TESL Reporter, 7, 7-9.
(https://ojs.lib.byu.edu/spc/index.php/TESL/issue/archive).

Tsang, W. K. (1996). Comparing the effects of reading and writing on writing perfor-
mance. Applied Linguistics, 17, 210-233. (http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/applin/
17.2.210).

Walker, C. (1997). A self access extensive reading project using graded readers (with
particular reference to students of English for academic purposes). Reading
in a Foreign Language, 11, 121-149. (http://nflrc.hawaii.edu/rfl/).

289



Ko-Yin Sung, Frederick J. Poole

Waring, R. (1997). Graded and extensive reading — questions and answers. The
Language Teacher, 21. (http://jalt-publications.org/tlt/articles/2133-grad
ed-and-extensive-reading-questions-and-answers).

Zhao, A. (2008). Foreign language reading anxiety: Investigating English-speak-
ing university students learning Chinese as a foreign language in the
United States. Electronic Theses, Treatises and Dissertations. Paper 529.
(http://diginole.lib.fsu.edu/etd/529).

290



Evaluating the impact of graded readings on the recognition of Chinese characters and reading...

Appendix 1

* Sample from the Character Naming Test (Speed and Accuracy)

Slide 1 Slide 2 Slide 3
s fn F
Slide 4 Slide 5 Slide 6
2l R £
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Appendix 2

*Sample from the Chinese Vocabulary Test

Chinese Vocabulary Test
Please report your knowledge of the Chinese vocabulary listed below.
Instruction: Read the Chinese words listed below one by one and decide which one of the
four answers below is true to you. Circle the answer that is true to you in the answer column.
If you select answer 3 or 4, please remember to write the translation under the answer.
1. Ildon’t remember having seen this word before.
2. | have seen this word before, but | don’t know what it means.
3. I have seen this word before, and | think it means

4. | know this word. It means

. (English translation)

. (English translation)

Word answer word answer word answer
PRIF 1234 B 1234 ny 1234
Word answer word answer word answer
Zm 1234 = 1234 —A~ 1234
Word answer word answer word answer
BHE 1234 1T 1234 2 1234
Word answer word answer word answer
EF 1234 +H 1234 B2 1234
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Appendix 3
*Sample Chinese Reading Comprehension Quiz

Chinese Reading Comprehension Quiz
Read the paragraphs and then answer the comprehension questions that follow. Use English
to answer the comprehension questions.

PREF L FRINIT L Al IRIDIEE EHGE M. AIFE S SR AR
o WA W E S AR - WIERBAT AR 7] AT LARABATT. BAT="H 5
FEERESS, MAH R TR, [EREITAE LRI .

Who is 7]NBH?

What do /]~#’s parents do?

How does /\BH feel about his parents' occupation?
What do the three of them often do together?
What do the three of them rarely do together?

agbsrwdE
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Appendix 4

*Sample Reading

e BUARA TR TR N, FrLURE S 2 RID TH AR A — R KR
MK “A RIBOTVRKIA N TR M. AN T B9, 128, NE, f B
SN AT N
* Sample Activity

Task 2: Answer Comprehension Questions

Comprehension Questions
1. Write the Chinese character for three things that were stolen.

2. Why was it easy to realize that something was stolen?

3. What character was used to express missing something?
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