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Foreword

The Singapore Centre for Chinese Language (SCCL) was established in 2008 as
Singapore’s sole government-mandated research organization entrusted to study the
teaching and learning of Chinese Language. It is endowed with the following
mission:

To provide quality training in pedagogy and research, to enhance the learning of Chinese
Language and culture, and to establish Singapore’s brand name in Chinese Language
teaching.

And, with this mission, the Centre aspires to become:

A Centre of Excellence for the learning, teaching, and educational research of the Chinese
Language in a bilingual context.

Over the years since its establishment, the Centre has conducted numerous
practice-oriented in-service courses for Chinese Language teachers to meet their
updating needs in teaching methodologies. It also mounted master’s and doctoral
programs for the study of Chinese Language pedagogies in collaboration with The
University of Hong Kong. Besides, the Centre published many series of
research-based instructional materials for use by students in the classroom and
monographs on teaching methodologies for teachers.

The research staff at the Centre has presented a large number of their research
outputs at local and international conferences and has their papers published in
conference proceedings and learned journals. Some of these have been reproduced
together with pre-published ones in the monograph Teaching Chinese Language in
Singapore: Retrospect and Challenges (Soh, 2016, Springer), to which the present
monograph is a sequel.

The present monograph is titled Teaching Chinese Language in Singapore:
Efforts and Possibilities. It is dedicated to the commemoration of SCCL’s 10th
anniversary and presents field-tested innovative ideas of curriculum and pedagogies
which deserve larger-scale application and further verification in the schools. I hope
it would serve as a meaningful reference for the Chinese Language education

v



research fraternity and inspire young teachers and researchers to take pride in
enhancing Chinese teaching and learning through bridging theory and practice.

I am thankful to my predecessor Dr. Chin Chee Kuen for molding the research
tradition at the Centre, the researchers for their unrelenting efforts, and Dr. Soh Kay
Cheng, our Research Consultant, for undertaking the task of compiling and editing
the two monographs. I am confident that the ardent collaboration of them all will
leave an impressive mark in the scene of innovative teaching and learning of
Chinese Language, not only in Singapore but beyond.

Dr. Suan Fong Foo
Executive Director

Singapore Centre for Chinese Language
Nanyang Technological University

Singapore
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Preface

The monograph Teaching Chinese Language in Singapore: Retrospect and
Challenges (Springer, 2016), as the title implies, first provides a historic perspective
and then looks into challenges ahead. The present monograph Teaching Chinese
Language in Singapore: Efforts and Possibilities is a sequel to it. And, again, as the
title implies, the new compilation presents results of recent efforts in solving some
instructional problems of teaching Chinese Language and points to possible further
developments.

The articles in this monograph are all written by the experienced researchers at
the Singapore Centre for Chinese Language, Nanyang Technological University.
As their responsibilities, the authors are constantly in search of innovative ideas for
teaching Chinese Language more effectively and efficiently. This is a demanding
task as Chinese Language is one of the most difficult, if not the most difficult,
languages on earth. It is made doubly difficult by the complex language environ-
ment of the multilingual Singapore and the ever-changing trends in home
languages.

The articles are organized into three parts. Part I: Curriculum and Instructional
Materials includes a keynote speech delivered to international conference and deals
with innovative ideas for Chinese Language curriculum, worthy of further empirical
verification. There are also thoughts, based on experience and empirical evidence,
regarding instructional materials such as textbooks qualities and Chinese characters,
with consideration for the students’ home language backgrounds.

Part II: Teaching of Oral and Written Chinese includes articles on the teaching
of oral interaction (which has been emphasized by the most recent review of the
Ministry of Education) and the teaching of narrative at the secondary school level.
There are also reports on efforts to find effective and efficient methods of teaching
written Chinese, a most challenging aspect of teaching the Chinese Language.
Topics covered include computer-assisted essay writing, scaffolding, the use of
First Language (English) in Second Language (Chinese) essay writing, and
strategies used by secondary school students in writing Chinese essays, the use of
dramatics and creative pedagogies in teaching Chinese.
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Finally, Part III: Assessment Literacy presents two reports relevant to assessment
literacy, a topic which has come to the fore in the recent years in Singapore. First is
a report on a survey of primary school teachers, revealing how much they know and
yet to know about this critical aspect of teaching. This is followed by a report on the
development and validation of the Assessment Literacy Scale for use with teachers.

As for the Appendix, it reports a different kind of research—research into lan-
guage research reports and ways to enhance the statistics. Data collection is
time-consuming in language research; therefore, it cannot be over-emphasized that
the usefulness of data should be enhanced and the results properly presented, for the
benefits of both the researchers and their audiences.

Although all authors are on the payroll of the Centre, the views expressed in the
articles are grounded in the empirical evidence available, within the methodological
limitations of the research designs, and the views do not necessarily coincide with
the official views of the Centre.

It is indeed a great pleasure for me to organize and edit my colleagues’ research
outputs into this monograph. I hope it will build a bridge between researchers at the
Centre with researchers out there all over the world for the common goal of
enhancing the teaching of Chinese Language to learners regardless of their lan-
guage backgrounds. I must also admit that any errors left in the texts are my
responsibility.

Singapore Kay Cheng Soh
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The original version of the book was revised:
Co-author affiliation has been changed.
The erratum to this book is available at
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5_14
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Chinese Language Curriculum
in Singapore (1960–2000): From Culture
Transmission to Language Application

Chee Kuen Chin

Abstract This article traces the development and modification of Chinese
Language curriculum for Singapore schools during the period of 1960–2011. The
curriculum modification was influenced by the changing conditions in the social
environment and student proficiency in the language. The trend was shifted from
culture transmission to language application. This article also reports later devel-
opment in Chinese Language curriculum in Singapore. As a response to the
changing socio-linguistic environment, the curriculum emphasizes clearly on lan-
guage application in daily life, while paying attention to national and world trends
in globalization.

This article discusses the development trail of the Chinese Language curriculum in
Singapore since independence. It covers the post-independence period of 50 years
(1965–2015). The development of the Chinese Language curriculum in Singapore
can be divided into four stages, which include Chinese–English medium schools
coexistence (1960s–70s), rigorous education streaming (1980s), complex and
diversified curriculum (1990s), and differentiated curriculum (2000s–2010s).

In Singapore, the planning, designing, and implementation of the Chinese
Language curriculum were closely associated with the prevailing social, political,
and linguistic forces in each period of time. They were the responses to both
internal and external driving forces. The curricula were centrally written and
released by the relevant divisions in the nation’s Ministry for Education.

The article is previously presented as keynote speech at the International Conference on
“Heritage and Creativity: Deepening Language Education Innovation”, Beijing Normal
University in 2016 and has been revised since.

C. K. Chin (&)
Singapore Centre for Chinese Language, Singapore, Singapore
e-mail: cheekuen.chin@sccl.sg

© Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2018
K. C. Soh (ed.), Teaching Chinese Language in Singapore,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5_1
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The article will discuss the main objectives, structures, and language teaching at
different stages and make appropriate reference to those driving forces. This article
is a factual report on the Chinese Language curriculum implemented over the past
five decades or so in Singapore.

Chinese–English Medium Schools Coexistence Stage
(1960s–70s)

Singapore became an independent state in 1965. After independence, the govern-
ment decided to implement a bilingual education policy which required all students
to study two languages. In 1968, with the intent of retaining various ethnic groups’
language and culture in a multi-racial and multi-cultural society, and to use each
ethnic group’s mother tongue as an effective channel for transmitting Asian values
and traditions, the government made the mother tongue of three main ethnic groups
(i.e., Chinese, Malay, and Indian) compulsory subjects in the school curriculum.
The mother tongues were also required subjects in all national examinations for
primary and secondary school students. The first primary school Chinese Language
curriculum was released in 1971, and the first secondary school curriculum was
released in 1973. It was the period when both Chinese Medium Schools (CMSs)
and English Medium Schools (EMSs) coexisted with CMSs which used Chinese
Language as the main medium of instruction while EMSs used English for the same
purpose. The Chinese Language curriculum released during this period comprised
two syllabuses, one catering for First Language learners in CMSs and the other for
Second Language learners in EMSs. They shared several common characteristics
elaborated on below.

Ethnic Exclusivity The learners of these two curricula were restricted to ethnic
Chinese students. This was in line with the bilingual policy, that teaching in the
mother tongue of three ethnic groups in schools was designed to preserve the roots
of their cultures as well as to master language skills, irrespective of language
courses. Both the 1971 and 1973 Chinese curriculum consisted of two syllabuses.
One syllabus catered for Chinese for First Language (L1) learners while the other
catered for Second Language (L2) learners. Both curricula arranged objectives into
learning phases, with each phase covering two academic standards. The six stan-
dards in primary education were divided into three learning phases and the four
standards in secondary education were divided into two learning phases. In total,
there were five learning phases in the whole foundation of education in Chinese
Language.

Use of Essential and Associate Objectives in Curriculum Planning The Ministry
of Education (1971, 1973) used two sets of objectives in curriculum planning, the
essential objectives and the associate objectives. The essential objectives were a
series of progressive language objectives targeted at the development of three
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language skills in different learning phases. The three language skills were oral
(listening and speaking), reading, and writing skills. The associate objectives were
affective objectives which covered Chinese culture, national education, moral edu-
cation, care for society, respect for cultures in different ethnic groups, understanding
the region, and so on. The associate objectives also served as criteria for the selection
of teaching materials. However, assessment of students’ Chinese Language ability
was only based on the essential objectives.

Use of Essential Objectives The difference between L1 and L2 curricula lay only
in the essential objectives (i.e., language objectives). For instance, one of the Phase
3 (primary 5/6) reading objectives required students who learned Chinese as a L2 to
be able to “read short and simple reading materials” while the comparable
objective for L1 learners in the same learning phase required them to read simple
story books, Chinese newspapers, and magazines independently (Ministry of
Education 1971). For another example, one of the writing objectives for Phase 4
(secondary 3/4) L2 learners was to extract the main points in Chinese articles while
the comparable objective for the L1 learners in the same learning phase was to write
a summary of Chinese articles (Ministry of Education 1973). The L1 and L2
curriculum shared the same set of associate objectives (affective objectives) in the
same learning phases.

Nurture National Consciousness and Promote Traditional Culture The cur-
riculum developed in this stage used substantial amounts of text from various
genres as teaching materials to fulfill the educational goal for Chinese Language
teaching to nurture traditional culture and values of the East so as to facilitate
nation-building in addition to developing language skills.

Teaching materials for the primary school were selected according to the
associate objectives spelt out in the syllabus. They were chosen and arranged in a
manner compatible with the life experience and psycho-linguistic developmental of
primary students. The materials, written in age-appropriate genres like children’s
songs, poems, stories, fairy tales, were useful in preparing children’s good moral
and attitude toward life and, at the same time, cultivating their self-discipline and
patriotism. It also educated children to respect fellow-Singaporeans’ languages and
cultures and to be aware of roles and responsibilities for all citizens in the new
nation. There was, however, little difference in terms of language used between
CMS and EMS teaching materials in lower primary in the 1971 curriculum. The
teaching materials began to show differences in the language used at upper primary
level, introducing greater complexity in sentence structures, and variety in vocab-
ulary for L1 reading passages.

The teaching materials of the CMS syllabus in the 1973 curriculum were mainly
modern Chinese literary works. The CMS teaching materials took the form of an
anthology. The selected reading texts in the anthology were organized into two
components, namely “intensive reading materials” (IRMs) and “general reading
materials” (GRMs). The IRMs were mainly modern literary works produced by
Chinese writers from the twentieth century and some classical literary works by
writers or poets from ancient China. Students were introduced to the literary works

Chinese Language Curriculum in Singapore … 5



to appreciate the beauty of the genre styles and the themes and values behind the
literary works. They were also requested to master the linguistic elements of these
literary works, including meaning of the vocabulary and word compounds and
forms of expressions. The IRMs provided a comprehensive learning experience for
students to help them master Chinese Language and understand Chinese culture
deeply. The GRMs were more practical pieces used in daily life, commentaries,
elementary modern Chinese Language grammars, articles on literature and art, and
so on. At the upper secondary level, the GRMs also included Guoxue(国学) and
basic classical Chinese Language grammars. Content from the GRMs was not used
in examinations. The GRMs provided students with learning opportunities to
broaden their horizon of the Chinese Language beyond examinations. The literary
works for the EMS syllabus were rewritten to simplify the vocabulary that suits the
language proficiency level of L2 learners.

Emphasize Improving Writing Capacity The 1970s’ was a time when fostering
Chinese oral skill was not emphasized in the Chinese curriculum. This was closely
related to the socio-linguistic environment found in Singapore at that time. In the
70s, the main languages used in ethnic Chinese families were Mandarin or Chinese
dialects or both. Mandarin or Chinese dialects were heard and spoken in most
Chinese families. As students had already been exposed to their ethnic language at
home, the provision of authentic contexts for them to use Chinese Language for
interacting was deemed unnecessary. The 1971 and 1973 Chinese Language cur-
ricula hence paid more attention to developing students’ written capacities.

In general, the main objective of the 1971 and 1973 Chinese Language curricula
was to develop students’ reading and writing abilities in the language. Both cur-
ricula introduced traditional Chinese culture, moral values, and the uniqueness of
the local multi-racial and multi-cultural society through the teaching materials. In
addition to written language abilities, the Chinese as L1 curriculum included ele-
ments of Chinese literature and Guoxue that reflected the very strong emphasis on
mother tongue-oriented language teaching in the 1970s’ curricula.

The overall objectives of Chinese Language curricula in the 1970s’ were basi-
cally the same for both L1 and L2. However, language proficiency requirements for
L1 and L2 were different. The language proficiency gap between L1 and L2 became
wider with the increase in class levels. The main differences lay in the domains of
reading and writing where writing varied the most.

Rigorous Education Streaming Stage (1980s)

The 1980s’ of the twentieth century marked a critical stage in education develop-
ment in Singapore. Singapore implemented an education streaming system (ESS) in
the foundation stage of education (primary and secondary education). The ESS
streamed students at two stages, primary 3 and primary 6. Students were streamed
into different education tracks according to their streaming examination results in
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primary 3 and the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) in primary 6. ESS
required all students to study two languages irrespective of their tracks. They all
studied English language at L1 level and their mother tongue at either L1 or L2
level, depending on the streams they were enrolled in.

In the primary education stage, students were streamed into Normal Stream
(6 years to sit for PSLE) and Extended Stream (8 years to sit for PSLE). In the
secondary education stage, based on the overall score they had obtained for PSLE,
students were streamed into Special Stream (4 years to sit for Singapore-Cambridge
General Certificate of Education (Ordinary level) Examination; GCE ‘O’ Level
Examination), Express Stream (4 years to sit for GCE ‘O’ Level examination), and
Normal Stream (5 years to sit for GCE ‘O’ Level examination). All streams studied
English Language at the L1 level. Students in the Special Stream (overall score
obtained in PSLE in top 8–12%) studied Chinese Language at the L1 level.
Students in the Express Stream and students in the Normal Stream took Chinese
Language at the L2 level. The most significant impact of the ESS on Chinese
Language teaching was that students’ Chinese Language proficiency were now
decided by the education stream that he was enrolled in, not the language medium
of the school that he was attending. Language streams that prevailed since inde-
pendence now ceased and were replaced by education streams. There were a
number of important features in the 1980s’ curriculum.

Primary School Chinese Language Syllabus (1981) There are two main features
in the 1981 primary school syllabus.

First, all education streams achieve the same curriculum goal, and the overall
curriculum goal for the 1981 primary Chinese Language syllabus stated specifically
that:

The overall goal of Chinese Language teaching is to cultivate students’ listening, speaking,
reading and writing language capabilities, and instill in them the oriental values that would
help in the work of nation building. Upon completion of primary Chinese Language syl-
labus, students will be able to listen and understand general topics of daily life, speak
Chinese fluently, read ordinary children’s literature books and local news in brief from
Chinese newspaper and write short letters. (Ministry of Education 1981: 1)

In order to achieve this overall goal for students in different streams, the 1981
syllabus classified the curriculum objectives into general objectives and additional
objectives. General objectives were the core objectives that should be achieved by
all students irrespective of their education streams. The additional objectives were
for students who were taking Chinese as L1, or who were taking Chinese as L2 but
possessed a higher level of language proficiency. Both sets of objective were
hierarchical in nature where the objectives of lower standards in upper streams
could be the objectives of upper standards in lower streams. Table 1 lists some
examples of these hierarchical curriculum objectives.

Secondly, it was the first time that a Chinese Language Syllabus included a
Chinese Characters List. The rationale was to control the quantity of characters for
each class level so that students would be able to acquire vocabularies in texts in a
gradual and systematic manner (Ministry of Education 1981). The Chinese
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Characters List of the 1981 syllabus specified 1800 basic Chinese characters and
another 200 additional characters. In their primary years, students learning Chinese
as a L2 needed to master the forms and meanings of 1800 Chinese characters while
students learning Chinese as a L1 a total of 2000 Chinese characters.

Secondary School Chinese Language Syllabus (1983) Four key features were
observed in the secondary school CL syllabus developed in 1983.

Firstly, inclusion of moral education in language syllabus. The overall curricu-
lum goal of the 1983 syllabus clearly articulated that Chinese Language teaching
was to “cultivate students’ listening, speaking, reading and writing capacity while
enabling them to recognize and absorb the valuable traditional oriental culture
through the language learning” (Ministry of Education 1983: 4). It was thus
emphasized that the Chinese Language syllabus should inculcate awareness of
patriotism, filial piety, love for others, spirit of serving the society, personal
accomplishment, respect for labor, respect for lifestyles, custom and etiquette of
different ethnic groups, and so on. The 1983 syllabus reflected the language edu-
cation view of encompassing moral values in literary texts (文以载道).

Table 1 Curriculum objectives of primary school Chinese Language (1981)

Language
skills

Curriculum objectives General
objectives in
standard

Additional
objectives in
standard

Oral
(speaking and
listening)

• Use short sentences to converse
• Describe a story of more than 100
words

• Make a brief speech

Primary 2
(Normal
Stream)
Primary 6
(Normal
Stream)

Primary 7
(Extended
Stream)

Reading • Understand the meanings of the
idioms learned

Primary 4
(Normal
Stream)
Primary 6
(Extended
Stream)

• Read the general local news Primary 6
(Normal
Stream)
Primary 8
(Extended
Stream)

Writing • View the picture(s) provided and
write an essay of about 70 words

• Understand and apply learned
words and phrases

•Write an essay of about 200 words
with the given topic

Primary 6
(Normal
Stream)
Primary 7
(Extended
Stream)

Primary 3
(Normal
Stream)
Primary 8
(Extended
Stream)

8 C. K. Chin



Secondly, the use of modules instead of class levels in planning curriculum
objectives. In the traditional Chinese curriculum, objectives were set in accordance
with class levels. The 1983 syllabus changed the practice by using modules to set
curriculum objectives. The whole syllabus for secondary school Chinese Language
comprised a total of 60 teaching modules with different streams completing dif-
ferent numbers of modules within 4–5 years. Each module contained four lessons.
The following table lists the number of modules prepared for different streams
(Ministry of Education 1983) (Table 2).

The 1983 syllabus organized the 60 modules into three modular groups. There
were 20 modules in each group. The curriculum objectives encompassing four
language skills were set according to the modular groups and progressed spirally.
Below are some of the examples:

Thirdly, the development of the Chinese Characters List. Following the practice
of the primary school Chinese Language Syllabus, the 1983 syllabus also devel-
oped a Chinese Characters List to control the quantity of characters for different
streams in secondary education. Students in Special and Express Streams learning
Chinese as L1 were requested to master 3500 Chinese characters (including those
learned in primary years). Students in Express Stream learning Chinese as L2 would
have to master 3000 Chinese characters (including those learned in primary years).

Table 2 Modules by streams by class levels of secondary school Chinese Language Syllabus
(1983)

Stream Standard Number of modules

Chinese as First language Chinese as Second language

Special Secondary 1 13

Secondary 2 13

Secondary 3 14

Secondary 4 10

Total 50a

Express Secondary 1 13 10

Secondary 2 13 10

Secondary 3 14 10

Secondary 4 10 10

Total 50 40

Normal Secondary 1 10 7

Secondary 2 10 8

Secondary 3 10 8

Secondary 4 10 7

Secondary 5 10 10

Total 50 40
aExcluding the first 10 modules of secondary 1 CL2 instructional materials. CL1 started with
module 11 at the beginning of secondary 1 and completed with module 60 at the end of secondary
4 or 5

Chinese Language Curriculum in Singapore … 9



For students in Normal Stream, if they learned Chinese as L1, they would have to
master 3000 Chinese characters at the end of secondary 4 and 3200 Chinese
characters at the end of secondary 5. If they took Chinese as L2, they would learn
2400 and 2700 Chinese characters at the end of secondary 4 and secondary 5,
respectively (Table 3).

The 1983 syllabus also compiled a Chinese Idioms List to control the number of
idioms that each stream should master by the end of secondary education. Chinese
as L1 learners in both Special and Express Streams would learn 250 idioms.
Chinese as L2 learners in Express Stream would master 200 idioms. For Normal
Stream, students would learn 200 idioms if they were L1 learners and 125 idioms if
they were L2 learners.

Fourthly, more attention to oral and practical writing teaching. The 1983 syl-
labus included oral and practical writing in the instructional materials for the first
time in any Chinese Language syllabus in Singapore. All modules began their first
lessons with oral or practical writing materials. The oral materials included inter-
views, news broadcasts, dialogues on daily life issues, forums, debates. The prac-
tical writing materials included local news, short notes, notices, circulars, official
correspondences.

Table 3 Examples of curriculum objectives in secondary school Chinese Language Syllabus
(1983)

Language
skills

The first modular group
(module 1–20)

The second modular
group (module 21–40)

The third modular group
(module 41–60)

Listening Able to understand the
local news in general

Able to understand the
foreign news in general

Able to understand
speeches and news in
relation to social,
political, and economic
issues of Singapore

Speaking Able to converse with
others on topics related to
daily life

Able to discuss with
others about school work
and career-related topics

Able to discuss issues
related to economic,
social, and culture of
Singapore

Reading Able to read and
understand the local
news, announcements,
and simple passages in
publications

Able to read and
understand speeches of
political leaders and
community leaders in
general, as well as articles
in newspapers and
magazines

Able to read and
understand newspaper
editorials and literary and
artistic works

Writing Able to write simple
correspondences and
proposition essays with
not less than 220 words

Able to write covering
letters, simple notices,
and proposition essays
with not less than 300
words

Able to write proposition
essays with not less than
500 words
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Complex and Diversified Curriculum Stage (1990s)

Entering the 1990s, the Ministry of Education further divided the Normal Stream of
secondary education into Normal (Academic) and Normal (Technical) Streams.
Students in the Normal (Academic) Stream continued to learn Chinese as L2.
A much easier new L2 subject called Foundation Chinese was developed to cater to
students in the Normal (Technical) Stream. At the same time, the Ministry for
Education revised the strict requirements for offering Higher Chinese in secondary
education by allowing more capable students in the Express Stream to learn
Chinese at L1 level. By definition, the capable students were those students whose
PSLE score fell into the top 30% and obtained at least grade A in English Language
and Mathematics in the same examination. At the same time, the Ministry for
Education provided another channel to help students who performed very well in all
subjects except Chinese Language with Chinese B curriculum

The Chinese Language curriculum thus became more diversified in the 1990s.
New syllabuses for primary and secondary schools were implemented in 1993 with
the features as described below.

Firstly, setting overall curriculum objectives from the language and culture
domains. Both primary and secondary school syllabuses set overall objectives for
the language and culture domains. The objectives in secondary school were the
enhancement and deepening of primary school objectives. Table 4 compares some
objectives given in the 1990s’ primary and secondary school syllabuses.

As can be seen from Table 4, the secondary curriculum objectives were a
continuation of the primary objectives but extended to become broader and deeper.

Secondly, inclusion of shared national values. The Singapore Government
released a White Paper on national shared values in 1991. The five shared values
were: (1) nation before community and society above self, (2) family as the basic
unit of society, (3) community support and respect for the individual, (4) consensus
not conflict, and (5) racial and religious harmony (Parliament 1991: 2). The
Chinese Language curriculum developed in this stage infused these values into
language teaching to enable students to understand the values that helped Singapore
succeed in the journey toward nation-building. The inclusion of the shared national
values highlighted the language education view of transmitting culture and tradi-
tional values through language teaching.

Thirdly, use of thematic approach to organize curriculum content. A thematic
approach was used to organize curriculum content. There were eight major themes
used to organize the curriculum module and in the selection of teaching materials.
These eight themes were (1) interpersonal relationships, (2) community and nation,
(3) foreign cultures and artifacts, (4) Chinese traditional culture and values,
(5) health and personal hygiene, (6) natural world, (7) technology, and (8) imagi-
nation and fantasy (Ministry of Education 1993a, b). Each theme embraced various
sub-themes to make the contents of Chinese Language teaching more varied and
relevant to the changing environment. It is noted that among the themes, Chinese
traditional culture and values seemed to have the most sub-themes. The proportion
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of the teaching materials aligned with this particular theme was also the highest in
the primary and secondary instructional packages. This feature again reaffirmed the
language education view of transmitting culture and traditional values through
language teaching.

Table 4 Overall objectives of 1990s primary and secondary school syllabuses (examples)

Domain Primary school Chinese Language
syllabus (1993)

Secondary school Chinese Language
syllabus (1993)

Language Nurture students’ listening, speaking,
reading, and writing capacities and
increase their interest in learning
Chinese
• To enable students to understand
general topics and reports relating to
their daily lives

Strengthen students’ listening,
speaking, reading, and writing
capacities and increase their interest in
learning Chinese
• To enable students to understand
topics, news reports, and so on
relating to their daily lives

• To enable students to use Chinese to
converse, discuss, and comment on
general topics fluently and accurately

• To enable students to use Chinese to
communicate, discuss, debate,
comment, give impromptu speeches
and so on expressively and
accurately

• To enable students to read general
passages, children’s literature books
and short local news while enabling
them to have a wider range of
reading interests and be able to
appreciate children’s literature

• To enable students to read general
news, reviews, popular literary
works, and so on and at the same
time cultivate their broad interests in
reading and be able to appreciate
literary works

• To enable students to write short
essays, personal letters, and reports

• To enable students to write various
genres, formal letters, personal
letters, reports, and so on

Culture Students will know and absorb the
Chinese culture and traditional values
through the study of Chinese
Language
• To enable students to understand
Chinese culture

Students will know more and absorb
more about Chinese culture and
traditional values through the study of
Chinese Language
• To enable students to understand
Chinese culture more deeply

• To enable students to absorb and
reflect traditional values by putting
them into practice in daily life

• To enable students to absorb and
reflect traditional values by putting
them into practice in daily life

• To make students understand the
importance of getting along in
harmony with people in a
multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, and
multi-religious society

• To make students understand that we
should get along in harmony with
people in a multi-ethnic,
multi-cultural, and multi-religious
society

• To help students understand and put
into practice Singapore’s 5 shared
values

• To help students understand and put
into practice Singapore’s 5 shared
values
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Differentiated Curriculum Stage (2000s–2010s)

Entering the twenty-first century, English has become the living and working
language for the majority of Singaporeans and has increasingly become the pre-
dominantly spoken language at home. Although the 2000 Census of Population
showed that 35% of the total of Chinese families used Chinese as the predominant
home language over 23% used English, the gap narrowed for those below the age of
14 (Department of Statistics 2000). A survey conducted by the Ministry of
Education in 2004 showed that the proportion of families from Chinese or English
language backgrounds were comparable (Ministry of Education 2004). The Chinese
Language curriculum therefore needed to address the learning needs of students
from diverse family language backgrounds.

The diverse home language environment posed a new challenge for curriculum
design and language teaching. The Chinese Language curriculum had undergone
two rounds of major reform within the first 20 years of the twenty-first century. The
first round paid greater attention to learners’ learning differences, emphasizing that
the Chinese Language curriculum should be tailored for learners from different
language backgrounds. The second round of reforms emphasized that, besides
learners’ differences, nurturing learning interest and applying language learned to
real-life situations were of equal importance. It aimed to nurture active learners and
proficient users of the Chinese Language (Ministry of Education 2011a, b).

The Tailored Chinese Language Curriculum

Given the fact that language backgrounds of ethnic Chinese students were getting
more and more complex, the Chinese Language curriculum in Singapore was
reaching a critical point where it needed to be re-structured and re-designed. The
Chinese Language curriculum needed to adopt a model that was different from the
past to allow students with different abilities and needs to learn the language within
their learning capacities. To that end, the Ministry of Education implemented a new
Chinese Language Syllabus in 2007 and 2011, respectively. The Chinese Language
curriculum developed in this period had several features.

Primary School Chinese Language Syllabus (2007)

Greater attention was paid to curriculum differentiation in the 2007 primary syl-
labus. This was achieved by adopting four strategies as described below.

Firstly, two-stage curriculum planning. In order to teach students from complex
language backgrounds according to their ability, the 2007 syllabus divided the
six-year primary Chinese Language teaching into two stages. Primary 1–4 were
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designated as the foundation stage and Primary 5–6 as the oriented stage. Two
courses were provided, namely Chinese Language course and Higher Chinese
Language course, with two sets of instructional materials developed to differenti-
ated objectives as spelled out in the course syllabuses to meet the learning needs of
students from different language backgrounds. Students were allowed to study
Higher Chinese from primary 1. An additional course, Basic Chinese was offered in
the oriented stage for students who were less academically oriented.

Secondly, setting the overall curriculum goals. The 2007 syllabus set the overall
curriculum goals for three domains, namely language ability, humanistic literacy,
and universal capacity. Language ability involved development of four language
skills. Humanistic literacy involved core elements of Chinese culture and traditional
Asian values. Universal capacity covered knowledge and skills that were needed in
the twenty-first century.

Thirdly, setting the basic language attainments and encouraging students to
achieve the best level they can. The modular approach was adopted in curriculum
design. Under the modular approach, each CL instructional unit in primary 1 and 2
comprised three modules (i.e., Introductory Module, Core Module, and Advanced
Module). The introductory module of each unit prepared students from
English-speaking family background to learn the keywords and main sentence
structures of the unit orally. Once they had achieved the learning objectives of the
module, they would proceed to study the core module which focused on written
skills. Students who had basic oral skills in Mandarin began their study with the
core module in each unit. The core module was the compulsory module for all
students. The core module set the basic language proficiency level all students must
attain. The more capable students were given a chance to study the advanced
module in each unit where they could further enhance their Chinese proficiency
level.

In primary 3 and 4, most of the students began their study in the core module.
For minority students who still faced difficulty in learning the language, a
Supplementary Module was provided for them to receive additional coaching. In the
Oriented Stage (primary 5 and 6), only core and advanced modules were provided
in the CL course. For students who were less academically oriented, a Basic
Chinese course was provided for them to reduce their learning burden.

The Higher Chinese Language course comprised only core and advanced
modules throughout two stages of primary education, to encourage students with
interest and ability to excel in the language from primary 1.

Fourthly, modules of each course focusing on different language skills. In
conjunction with the differentiated curriculum design, Chinese Language, Higher
Chinese Language, and Basic Chinese courses each focused on the development of
different language skills for students. Table 5 summarizes the teaching foci of the
three courses (Ministry of Education 2007: 15).
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Secondary School Chinese Language Syllabus (2011)

Firstly, variety of courses for students with different language abilities. In order to
cater for the learning needs of students with different language backgrounds and
abilities, the 2011 Chinese Language syllabus offered five different courses. Each
course pitched at different language proficiency levels that needed to be achieved by
students taking the course. Table 6 summarizes the overall objectives of these five
courses (Ministry of Education 2011a: 13–15).

In addition to the above language objectives, the 2011 syllabus continued with
the practice of the 2007 syllabus by including objectives for humanistic literacy and
universal capacity in the curriculum. The humanistic literacy objectives were
essentially identical to the 2007 syllabus. The universal capacity objectives raised
the requirements and planned to develop students’ twenty-first century skills further
by infusing creative and critical thinking skills, self-directed inquiry skills, ICT
skills, and collaborative skills into the language learning.

Table 5 Teaching foci of different courses in primary school Chinese Language syllabus (2007)

Foundation stage (primary 1–4)

Courses Module Teaching focus

Chinese Introductory (primary 1 and 2) Listening and speaking
Chinese character recognition

Supplementary (primary 3 and 4) Chinese character recognition

Core (primary 1–4) Listening and speaking
Chinese character recognition and writing
Reading

Advanced (primary 1–4) Increase the breadth and depth of reading

Higher
Chinese

Core (primary 1–4) Listening and speaking
Chinese character recognition and writing
Reading
Increase the breadth and depth of reading

Advanced (primary 1–4) Writing

Oriented stage (primary 5–6)

Basic Chinese Core Listening and speaking

Chinese Core Reading

Advanced Increase the breadth and depth of reading
Writing

Higher
Chinese

Core Reading
Increase the breadth and depth of reading
Writing

Advanced Strengthening writing skills
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Table 6 Overall objectives of five Chinese courses in secondary school (2011)

Courses Overall objectives

Basic Chinese (Normal
Technical)

Strengthen students’ oral interaction skills, nurture basic ability in
reading and writing, eventually will achieve the following
objectives:
• Able to listen and understand narrative, persuasive, and practical
speeches that suit their language ability

• Able to express their views and feelings with regard to the general
topics and interact with people

• Able to read narrative and practical texts that suit their language
ability and experience the thoughts and feelings behind the texts

• Able to write simple narrative and practical correspondence
• Able to recognize 1500–1600 commonly used Chinese characters
and be able to write 1000–1100 of them

Chinese B Strengthen students’ oral interaction skills, nurture basic ability in
reading and writing, eventually will achieve the following
objectives:
• Able to listen and understand narrative, persuasive, and practical
speeches that suit their language ability

• Able to express their views and feelings with regard to general
topics and interact with people

• Able to read narrative, persuasive, and practical texts that suit their
language ability and be able to appreciate simple literary works at a
preliminary level

• Able to write narratives and practical correspondence that are
within their language ability

• Able to recognize 1600–1700 commonly used Chinese characters
and be able to write 1100–1200 of them

Chinese (Normal
Academic)

Strengthen students’ four language skills, especially nurture their
ability in reading and writing, eventually will achieve the following
objectives:
• Able to listen and understand narrative, persuasive, argumentative,
and practical speech that suits their language ability

• Able to respond to general topics with personal views and feelings
and able to interact with people

• Able to read narrative, persuasive, argumentative, and practical
texts that suit their language ability and able to appreciate simple
literary works at a preliminary level

• Able to write narratives, persuasive essays, argumentative essays,
and practical correspondences that are within their language ability

• Able to recognize 2200–2300 commonly used Chinese characters
and be able to write 1800–1900 of them

Chinese (Express) Strengthen students’ four language skills, especially nurture their
ability in reading and writing, eventually will achieve the following
objectives:
• Able to listen and understand narrative, persuasive, argumentative,
and practical speech that suits their language ability

• Able to respond to more complicated topics with personal views
and feelings and able to interact with people effectively

• Able to read narrative, persuasive, argumentative, and practical
texts that suit their language ability and able to appreciate literary
works

(continued)
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Secondly, each course with different emphasis on language skills. In view of the
differences in the overall objectives of the five courses, though all the four language
skills would be taught in all courses, the proportion of each skill in terms of
curriculum hours for each course was different. Table 7 lists the proportion of each
skill in each course (Ministry of Education 2011a, b: 7).

Graded Curriculum Objectives According to Domains

The 2007 and 2011 syllabuses adopted a grading concept to set curriculum
objectives. There were five language domains for setting objectives in the 2007
primary school syllabus. These five domains were (1) oral (listening/speaking),
(2) recognize and write Chinese characters, (3) reading, (4) writing, and (5) com-
prehensive language applications. Each domain arranged the objectives into three

Table 6 (continued)

Courses Overall objectives

• Able to write narratives, persuasive essays, argumentative essays,
and practical correspondence that are within their language ability
and able to write simple literary works

• Able to recognize 2400–2500 commonly used Chinese characters
and be able to write 2000–2100 of them

Higher Chinese Strengthen students’ four language skills, especially nurture their
ability in writing, eventually will achieve the following objectives:
• Able to listen and understand narrative, persuasive, argumentative,
and practical speeches that suit their language ability

• Able to interact with people effectively on complicated topics and
able to make a short speech on a given topic

• Able to read narrative, persuasive, argumentative, and practical
texts that suit their language ability and able to appreciate literary
works in depth

• Able to write narratives, persuasive essays, argumentative essays,
and practical correspondence that are within their language ability
and able to write simple literary works

• Able to recognize and write 2700–2800 commonly used Chinese
characters

Table 7 Proportion of language skills in five secondary school Chinese Language courses

Language
skills

Basic
Chinese (%)

Chinese
B (%)

Chinese (normal
academic) (%)

Chinese
(express) (%)

High
Chinese (%)

Listening and
speaking

65 50 40 35 25

Reading 25 30 30 35 30

Writing 10 20 30 30 45

Chinese Language Curriculum in Singapore … 17



levels (two standards in one level starting from primary 1). In addition to the five
language domains, there were four humanistic literacy domains (values, Chinese
culture, love and care, and aesthetic) and four universal capacity domains (thinking
skills, self-learning skills, ICT-based learning skills, and social and emotional
management skills). Humanistic literacy and universal capacity objectives were not
divided into levels.

There were four language domains in the 2011 secondary school syllabus,
namely (1) listening, (2) speaking, (3) reading, and (4) writing. The curriculum
objectives in the domains were arranged into five levels, starting at level 3 and
ending at level 7. Table 8 shows the corresponding arrangements for language
domains, levels, and courses for easy reference.

Table 8 Level structure for 2011 Chinese Language syllabus (secondary)

Note L Listening, S Speaking, R Reading, W Writing
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In addition to language domains, the 2011 syllabus also embraced four
humanistic literacy domains and four universal capacity domains, both were
identical to the 2007 syllabus.

The School-Based Curriculum Formed an Integral Part
of the Curriculum

The Chinese curriculum developed in this stage included school-based curriculum
(SBC) as an integral part of the curriculum framework. It was the first time that the
SBC became a key component of the Chinese Language curriculum in Singapore. It
was hoped that the SBC would supplement the central curriculum to better suit
students with different language abilities, learning interests, and educational needs,
so that their potential in Chinese Language could be developed to the highest
possible level.

The 2007 syllabus suggested that SBC could represent 20–30% of curriculum
hours in primary education (Ministry of Education 2007). It was suggested that the
SBC at primary school could take the form of enrichment studies or extended
studies in the core module. At the Oriented Stage, schools could consider the
learning needs of students and use SBC as a supplementary or enhancement
learning module to improve the teaching efficiency of Chinese Language (Ministry
of Education 2007).

The 2011 syllabus suggested that SBC could represent 10–15% of curriculum
hours in secondary education (Ministry of Education 2011a). It was suggested that
the SBC could be a simplified, extended, or deepened version of the central cur-
riculum. It also encouraged schools to use authentic materials or supplementary
readers available in the market to assist students in learning. If resources were
available, schools could develop a brand new SBC to enhance students’ learning
experience (Ministry of Education 2011a).

However, the SBCs of both the primary and secondary schools should be guided
by the overall objective of the central curriculum. SBC was an integral component
of the central curriculum and it should not become a separate module from the
central curriculum.

Nurturing Active Learners and Proficient Users

With the arrival of the knowledge-based economy resulting from the information
era in the twenty-first century, the trend of globalization has been accelerating in
many countries. More and more countries are aware that in a highly competitive
global environment, a nation’s workforce that is multilingual will have an advan-
tage as the world is moving away from a single dominant economic language and
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moving toward the direction of plural language. Singapore is an open economy and,
in order to guarantee sustainable competitiveness, being able to master more than
one language is a survival skill for its citizens, not the privilege of a small number
of elites

With the growth of Asia in the twenty-first century, citizens of Singapore who
can master their mother tongues well will not only be able to retain their traditional
cultures and values, but also use their languages to communicate and connect with
people who use the same languages with the same cultural background in the region
and beyond. Hence, communication, culture, and connection, the so-called 3C
components become the curriculum goals for the new round of mother tongue
language curriculum reform in 2010 (Ministry for Education 2011b).

A new mission has been entrusted to the Chinese Language curriculum of
Singapore in the twenty-first century. In addition to the transmission of Chinese
culture to younger generations, the Chinese Language curriculum needs to
strengthen the students’ ability and skill in communicating and connecting with
people using the same language and sharing the same culture. To do so, Chinese
Language teaching should try to engage students in using the language in their daily
lives. Chinese Language teaching must provide students opportunities to apply
language skills in authentic tasks in various real-life scenarios. The ultimate goals
of Chinese Language teaching are, therefore, to nurture active learners and profi-
cient users in the language. The Chinese Language curriculum should provide
students with enjoyable learning experiences and useful language skills so that they
can continue to use the language after they have left school.

The Ministry for Education released a report, Nurturing Active Learners and
Proficient Users (Ministry of Education 2011b) which was submitted by the Mother
Tongue Languages Review Committee in 2011. The report proposed a new
direction for the Chinese Language curriculum. As a matter of follow up, the new
Chinese Language syllabus for primary schools was launched in 2015, marking the
commencement of a new round of Chinese Language instructional development.
The 2015 syllabus has the following four unique features.

Closely Aligned With 3C Curriculum Goals and Twenty-first Century Skills
The 2015 primary school syllabus set the general objectives from three curriculum
domains: (1) language ability, (2) humanistic literacy, and (3) universal capacity.
Table 9 shows how the general objectives of these three domains are aligned with
the 3C curriculum goals for the twenty-first century skills.

As shown in Table 9, the overall objectives of the language ability and
humanistic literacy domains are well aligned with the 3C curriculum goals. The
overall objectives of the universal capacity domain focus on development of
twenty-first century skills as required in the context of a contemporary global
education.
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Continuation of Differentiated Curriculum Model Operate on the idea, “set the
basic language attainments and encourage to achieve to the best level possible,”
the modular curriculum model was retained. Teaching foci for different courses at
the foundation stage and oriented stage are also identical with the 2007 syllabus in
general.

Stress on Training of Communication Skills The 2015 primary school syllabus
stresses further the development of students’ communication skills in the context of
daily life. Besides setting the objectives of the traditional four language skills, the
2015 syllabus includes objectives for two interactive language skills, namely “oral

Table 9 Domains and objectives of the 2015 primary school Chinese Language curriculum

Domain General objectives [Cn represents different 3C curriculum goals]
C1: communication; C2: culture; C3: connection

Language
ability

• Able to understand information on general topics in various types of media
(print media, radio, new media, etc.) that suit the language proficiency
level of students (C3)

• Able to state own experiences, feelings, and ideas clearly (C1)
• Able to read the reading material that suits the language proficiency level
of students independently and able to access knowledge and information
(C2/C3)

• Able to use common writing methods to express emotion and points of
view according to needs (C1)

• Able to interact with people, both orally and in writing, to share feelings,
exchange information, and disseminate points of view (C1)

• Able to communicate with people using comprehensive language skills
(i.e., combination of listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills) (C1)

Humanistic
literacy

• Cultivate moral accomplishments and positive values, promotes one’s
all-round development (C2)

• Attend, love, appreciate, and transmit profound Chinese culture (C2)
• Possess general living knowledge and awareness of local affairs and
customs (C2/C3)

• Love family, concern for society, loyal to our country, and care for the
world (C2)

• Cultivate global awareness, understanding, and respect for different
cultures for the sake of cross-cultural communication (C1)

Universal
capacity

• Nurture capacity of imagination, creativity, and critical thinking to analyze
and solve problems

• Develop independent learning, be able to engage in enquiry-based study to
lay the foundations for life-long learning

• Develop social and emotional management skills to handle interpersonal
relationships, be able to collaborate with others and to make contributions
in a team

• Use information technology as a means of effective communication orally
and in writing (C1)

• Use information technology as a learning tool to search for and process
information, acquire knowledge, and enhance learning effectiveness

Note Compiled and modified from: Ministry of Education (Singapore) (2015) Syllabus Chinese
Language (Primary)
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interaction” and “written interaction.” Under each objective, the syllabus lists a set
of knowledge or skills that need to be taught in the six years of primary education.
It is worth noting that the stress put on students’ language interaction skills requests
Chinese Language teaching to go beyond the classroom and to integrate the lan-
guage learning into students’ daily life experiences. Family, neighborhood, com-
munity, and society can all provide students with authentic contexts to learn the
language. Chinese Language teaching is moving toward the direction of authentic
learning.

Conclusions

By way of summary, the developmental trail of the Chinese Language curriculum
in Singapore from the 1960s’ to 2010s’ displayed the following 10 characteristics:

(1) Curriculum goals have been transformed from a twin goals model to that of a
multi-domain model.

(2) Curriculum composition has been changed from solely one central curricu-
lum to that of one central curriculum supplemented by a number of
school-based curricula.

(3) The development of the curriculum has been changed from language
streaming to education streaming.

(4) Curriculum structure has been changed from an anthological approach to that
of a modular approach.

(5) Course content organization has been changed from a non-thematic approach
to that of a thematic approach.

(6) Course levels have been moved from simple bi-level (First or Second lan-
guage) composition to a multi-level multi-standard structure.

(7) Background of learners has changed from mainly Chinese speaking family to
multi-language speaking family.

(8) Perception of teaching Chinese has changed from developing language
abilities, understanding traditional culture, cultivating Asian values and
national identity to nurturing communicative language ability, enhancing
humanistic literacy, and applying language skills in daily life.

(9) The learning path adopted by the curriculum has been changed from
developing students’ four language skills simultaneously to that of stressing
different skills in accordance with students’ language backgrounds and
learning abilities.

(10) The nature of the curriculum has been transformed from mother tongue
language teaching to that of non-mother tongue language teaching.
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Conceptualization of the Chinese
Language Teaching Paradigm

Chee Kuen Chin

Abstract Chinese Language curriculum in Singapore has undergone several major
reforms since the nation’s independence. This article analyses the characteristics
and language education views of Chinese Language curricula and discusses a
paradigmatic shift needed for Chinese Language curriculum which takes into
consideration various trends and conditions in Singapore, with an emphasis of
affording students to use the language in real-life situations with specific purposes.

The bilingual education policy of Singapore has been implemented since
Independence (University of Singapore Students’ Union 1980). In the late 70s of
the twentieth century, the government decided in the policy to use English as the
first language for all students and the main teaching medium, whilst Mother Tongue
is the second language which is made compulsory for all students to learn (Goh and
The Education Study Team 1978). Later, the Mother Tongue was designated as a
key subject for cultural inheritance and more students were encouraged to study it
close to the level of first language (Lianhe Zaobao 1999). The government hoped
that traditional, moral, and culture values could be transmitted from generation to
generation through Mother Tongue so that the Asian social qualities in Singapore
society would be preserved and further enhanced. This bilingual–bicultural policy
has indeed nurtured a group of bilingual talents in the Chinese community who can
use two languages fluently to communicate with the West and the East. The success
of the implementation of the bilingual education has also made an impact on the
language learning environment. The most obvious influence is the decrease in the
number of Chinese who speak Chinese as their main home language. The number
of Chinese who speak English as their only or main home language has increased
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yearly. The official data show that there were about 20% of the ethnic Chinese
students admitted to Primary One in 1988 came from English-speaking families
(Cheah 2001); In 2010, ethnic Chinese Primary One students who came from such
families increased to 59% (Ministry of Education, Singapore 2011).

In spite of the shift in home language, Chinese Language remains a language
commonly used in the community and Singapore is still a multilingual society
providing much room for the practice of Chinese Language. There are opportunities
to input and output Chinese Language everywhere in the daily life in Singapore.
The key concern here is how we should utilize these social resources to serve the
purpose of Chinese Language teaching and learning. If we look at these kind of
social resources squarely, and if we really believe that teaching which integrates
social resources will have a positive effect on students’ motivation and learning
outcome, we must change the thoughts and concepts of teaching with regard to
Chinese Language. We need to change the existing paradigm for teaching Chinese
Language and look for a new paradigm which is congruent to the needs of language
learning. Chinese Language teaching in Singapore has reached the critical point for
paradigmatic change awaiting our exploration and development.

Paradigms for Chinese Language Teaching in Singapore

In the past 20 years, a paradigm shift has taken place in Chinese Language teaching
in Singapore, in both theory and practice. The change can mainly be seen in the
aspects of teaching methods and learning approach.

From Artistic to Integrated Paradigm

Since the 1980s, Chinese Language teaching has undergone several reforms in
Singapore. Although the impact of home language on Chinese Language learning
was highlighted in each reform, the orientation of the curriculum has all along been
set at the level of transmitting traditional Asian culture and values and training the
language skills of students. Therefore, the promotion of traditional (Confucian)
Chinese and Asian culture and values has been the backbone of the Chinese
Language curriculum. Teaching materials selected on the basis of such purpose
inevitably bear the sense of transmitting morals through texts as a natural conse-
quence. The difference between Chinese Language curricula (e.g. higher Chinese
and normal Chinese) is usually shown through the levels of language while the
themes of the curricula remain the same.

With such a curriculum, the language proficiency and cultural literacy of
Chinese Language teachers become very important. Chinese Language teachers do
not only need to have excellent language ability, they also need to have sufficient
knowledge of Chinese culture to teach effectively. Chinese Language teachers are
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required to have solid professional knowledge as well as enthusiasm in teaching.
This kind of paradigm is referred to artistic paradigm by scholars. Its teaching effect
varies with teachers.

At the turn of the century, the older generation of Chinese Language teachers
who graduated from traditional Chinese schools began to retire because of age. The
succeeding younger local Chinese Language teachers were educated in the new
curriculum with emphasis on English Language. Save for a minority, the language
proficiency cultural literacy of the young generation of local Chinese Language
teachers was understandably not as good as those of the older generation.
Therefore, Chinese Language teaching can no longer rely on the personal qualities
of the teachers. Chinese Language teaching began to emphasize procedures, rules,
and systems. Chinese Language teaching has then follows the scientific paradigm. It
has to adopt the scientific paradigm to build the four basic elements (teacher,
student, content, method) in language teaching. It also has to adopt the introspective
paradigm to value the self-reflection of teachers in order to improve the teaching
ability through introspection. Action research and lesson study, which encourage
teachers to review their own teaching, are typical examples of the introspective
paradigm. Chinese Language teaching in Singapore now can no longer rely on the
artistic paradigm as the only thought of teaching. It has to adopt multiple para-
digms. Therefore, Chinese Language teachers must use a dynamic insight from the
angle of multiple and integrated paradigms in order to understand teaching from
different levels and multiple perspectives (Sang 2008: 96).

From Acceptance to Instructional Paradigm

In Chinese Language lessons in the old paradigm, the teaching basically focused on
the preaching cultural values and teaching linguistic skills. Teachers are the
demonstrators of high standard of language and are also the source of cultural
knowledge. Teachers must first have their own buckets of water before they can
provide water for the students’ needs; teachers must reserve sufficient water before
they can fill up the containers of students for the acceptance of knowledge (Li
2006a, b). This learning method, from the perspective of the relationship between
teachers and students, is regarded as Receiving Paradigm.

The arrival of the Internet era has changed the learning in schools. Students
changed from passive absorption to active participation. They build up knowledge
through discovery and exploration. They also make use of the networks to learn by
themselves. Students start to become the owner of learning. Situational creation,
problem inquiry, collaborative learning, and meaning construction have gradually
become the new ways of learning. Facing the massive flow of modern educational
technology, teachers must play change role as instructors as well. They have to
guide student learning through organizing and monitoring. Students behave
increasingly like actors and teachers increasingly like directors. Directors are
coaches who coordinate with actors to procure a successful acting (Li 2006a, b).
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Teaching and learning of Chinese Language in Singapore have to change with
times. The way to unify teaching and learning effectively for the improvement of
teaching effect is directly related to the change of thoughts and perspectives of
teaching and that is the paradigmatic shift in teaching.

Needs of the Twenty-First Century

In January, the Ministry of Education released the 2010 Mother Tongue Languages
Review Committee Report (hereinafter “the Report”). The committee made a his-
torical summary of the curricula and teaching of Chinese Language in Singapore in
the past 20 years. They then suggested a forward-looking objective, Active
Learners and Proficient Users. The Report clearly points to the next stage of
Chinese Language teaching to focus on nurturing students’ skills in applying the
language in their daily lives and to enable students to communicate with people in
Chinese Language with confidence in real-life situations. The Report suggested that
Mother Tongue Language teaching should integrate with the daily lives and
interests of students and to guide them learn their Mother Tongue Languages
effectively through different strategies. To be consistent with the changing language
environment, the Mother Tongue Language teaching must move away from the
paradigm of cultural transmission. It has to emphasize more on students’ ability to
practically applying the language. Chinese Language teaching must adopt the
objective of nurturing active learners and proficient users, and language learning
should be in real-life contexts.

The objective of nurturing active learners and proficient users is consistent with
the current direction of international language education. Contemporary language
teaching focuses on a learner-centred approach (Tarone and Yule 1999). It
emphasizes nurturing students’ ability to use the language in real situations and
scholars believe that effective language learning must enable students to apply what
they have learned. Language knowledge and skills taught in classrooms have to be
consolidated through application in real-life situations (Benson 2001; Tarone and
Yule 1999; Nunan 1988).

Information technology is an indispensable part of contemporary teaching
(Zhong 2006). In fact, over the past 20 years or so, we experienced the use of the
computer as a tutor and as a learning tool, and ICT as a learning system. This has a
great impact on the methods of learning. The task-oriented approach of language
learning can enhance the development of interpersonal communication skills. The
availability of information technology also provides the convenience of real-time
interaction needed for effective language learning.

However, it is not easy to attain the objective of nurturing active learners and
proficient users, as advocated in the Report, especially when learning the language
as a Second Language. Language teaching needs general planning by setting
spontaneous curricular combining content and extra-curricular resources. We need
to consciously build up a relationship between teachers, students, content, and

28 C. K. Chin



materials. Chinese Language teaching has to enhance students’ interests by pro-
viding vibrant and diversified learning experiences. Learning of Chinese Language
has to be related to daily lives to promote effective learning. There should be a
variety of the design of teaching Chinese Language in Singapore to put forward a
paradigm suited to the local language reality. Chinese Language teachers should
take cognizance of the change in the home language environment and understand
the shift in the status of teachers. There is also a need to re-look at the teacher–
student relationship afresh to establish a practical and effective integrated paradigm.

In the following, the present author first states the key elements of the integrated
paradigm and then elaborates on the features of each key element as well as the
thoughts for its embodiment. In the subsequent chapter, he then discusses a
school-based research project at the Singapore Centre for Chinese Language as an
example to illustrate the teaching process and its effects from the implementation of
the paradigm advocated hitherto.

Chinese Language Teaching Paradigm

From the above analysis, for the effective implementation of the objective of nur-
turing active learners and proficient users, it is proposed that the paradigm for the
next stage of Chinese Language teaching in Singapore should have four key
elements:

(I) Learning-centred
(II) Tasks as principle axis
(III) Interaction as principle
(IV) Technology as means.

An integrated teaching paradigm that consists of these four key elements can
properly differentiate Chinese Language teaching in Singapore from that in other
regions and thereby highlights the features of Chinese Language teaching in
Singapore. These four key elements are further elaborated below.

Learning-Centred

Active learning involves the design of the learning process and the ways in which
teachers make effective treatments of the students’ language. Language learning
unavoidably involves input, shift, and output, which respectively represent the three
stages of language learning, namely acceptance, guidance, and communication. The
three stages circulate repeatedly during language learning. Here, the teachers play
important but different roles in the process and gradually raise the demand based on
what the students have achieved.
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Acceptance

At this stage, the main activity is teaching by teachers and accepting by students.
First, teachers make language input through explaining linguistic knowledge. Here,
teachers are the active subject (actor) and the students are the passive object (acted
on). The teacher–student relationship is a “subject–object relationship”. To enable
students to easily understand the language input from the teachers, more examples
are used during the process of explanation.

Guidance

At this stage, the main activity is to make use of scaffolding, to imitate, and apply.
Teachers, acting as the guide of learning, have to provide the suitable scaffoldings
to enable students learn actively and grasp the content. Here, the students are the
active subject and teachers the passive object that provide the scaffoldings required.
In language teaching, teachers have to help students grasp what they have to learn.
For the teaching of a Second Language, teachers have to provide more opportu-
nities for imitation and application so that students can have something to follow
and imitate and can learn by themselves according to the procedures, steps, forms,
and methods provided by teachers.

Communication

At this stage, the main activity is to participate equally and to express actively.
Here, the teachers are no longer coaches. They are the learning partners of students.
Both teachers and students become the active subjects. The teacher–student rela-
tionship and the student–student relationship are all inter-subject relationship. There
should be multi-directional dialogues, communications, and multi-directional par-
ticipation between teachers and students and among students. Through active
communication, learning opportunities are created. Language practice can be done
in different learning contexts to enhance the language ability in expression.

Tasks as Principle Axis

Chinese Language teaching in Singapore can use the task-based learning approach
based on the input–output hypothesis of the language acquisition (Krashen 1982),
the interaction hypothesis of the cognitive psychology theory (Swain 1985), and the
core theory of constructivist theory (Bruner 2009) as its principle axis. It empha-
sizes on learning and grasping language through practical application.

Task-based learning is divided into three segments: pre-task, task cycle, and
post-task. In the pre-task segment, teachers bring in the task and introduce the
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knowledge related to the learning theme and task to students. In the task cycle
segment, teachers set the task, decide the form for the completion of the task
(pair-up, small group, or large group), guide students to plan for the task and
provide the necessary support (e.g. scaffolding). Students execute the task and
report the results after completing the task. Then, in the post-task segment, teachers
guide students to analyse the situation in the completion of the task. Teachers now
sum up the language issues and errors which students have committed and provide
remedies and reinforcement according to the needs.

Task-based language learning requires the interaction and cooperation of the
social environment to assist learners to understand the speakers’ expressions in the
contexts, and guide learners to form expressions appropriately (Liu 2011; Deng and
Cheng 2010; Zhu 2007; Chen 2004; Wei 2005). Students can have better under-
standing of the target language in the process of using the language to finish the
task. In this process, the students experience and understand the language and make
timely self-adjustments of their language mistakes. It is a process of making and
verifying hypothesis which has a positive effect on language learning.

To achieve the objective of applying the knowledge, Chinese Language teaching
in Singapore needs to ensure students learn and apply the language in a natural
environment. Thus, providing real or quasi-real settings that are related to students’
daily lives is good for meaning construction and this can also promote the con-
nection among language knowledge, language skills, and language experience
(Cheng 2006).

In the multilingual social environment of Singapore today, it is suitable to use
tasks as the mainline in Chinese Language teaching, as this allows students to
accomplish a number of tasks relevant to their daily lives and to grasp language
when completing the tasks, so that they gradually develop the habit of thinking and
expressing in Chinese Language. Chinese Language teaching should let student
have the feeling of “learning is living, living is also learning” (Liu 2011: 121).

Before getting students to complete the tasks in, the teachers have to set the
language focus relevant to the tasks. Zhang (2008) suggests two ways of setting
language focus that match the tasks:

1. Structure-oriented. Teachers set the tasks according to the learning objectives
and preset the language focus based on the requirements for the accomplishment
of the tasks. This is a kind of “structure-oriented” approach. Students must and
can only use the prescribed form of language in the process of completing the
tasks. Its advantage is that students must use their best effort to apply the specific
language focus. Its drawback is that it causes the loss of naturalness in the use of
language.

2. Social-driven. Teachers do not provide specific language focus but assign tasks
to students directly and let the tasks create the need for variations in language so
that students can use the language under a natural condition. This approach
allows a natural use of language. Its disadvantage is that there is no guarantee
that language learning will happen consequentially.
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Structure-oriented approach can be used in the initial stage of task-based
learning. In the true kind of task-based learning, there must be a balance between
“structure-oriented” and “social-driven”. That is to strengthen the naturalness and at
the same time enhance the certainty and completion of tasks under real or quasi-real
settings.

Interaction as Principle

One of the purposes of learning a Second Language is to communicate with people.
The aim of nurturing active learners and proficient users is to use it with the hope of
being able to actively socialize and interact with people in Chinese Language in
different real-life situations. In the teaching of Chinese Language as a Second
Language, it is very important to create settings for training the verbal and written
interaction skills of students (Ministry of Education, Singapore 2011).

The form of social interaction can be broadly categorized into four types (Soller
and Lesgold 2010):

1. Construction: During the process of interaction, learners ask questions and give
responses to construct new knowledge. Through asking questions and giving
responses, learners have acquisition, exchange, absorption, complementarity,
and construction of knowledge.

2. Criticism: During the process of interaction, learners challenge the arguments of
their partners and point out their deficiencies, contradictions, and omissions.
Learners experience the process of questioning, defending, refatting, and
arguing.

3. Accumulation: During the process of interaction, learners trace, absorb, and
accumulate important knowledge. Once they have accumulated sufficient
knowledge, learners will publicize the knowledge and share it with people.
Learning is a process of tracing, absorbing, accumulating and publicizing
knowledge.

4. Motivation: During the process of interaction, learners provide explicit
encouragement to each other. Members of the team work together and
encourage each other to make learning successful.

In teaching Chinese Language that takes interaction as its principle, the teachers
should be concerned about the social activities of students. If the students have
restricted or even wrong perception, concept, or point of view, they should be
reminded and guided to look for the correct knowledge or knowledge chains (ac-
cumulation). Through asking questions and giving responses to each other, they
should have better understanding of the concept (construction). They can then share
with others. If teachers see a certain small group of students relying on a few
students’ interpretation on the text all along, they should encourage them to chal-
lenge the point of view, to raise questions, and be brave to express different points
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of view (criticism). Then, through exchange of ideas and discussion, a viewpoint
which is acceptable to most classmates can be formed and can also be further
explained (construction). Furthermore, the teachers can encourage students to
acknowledge and express appreciation of the performance of their peers
(motivation).

Learning models such as cooperative learning, collaborative learning,
inquiry-based learning and task-based learning can all promote the development of
language interaction. In the teaching of Second Language, the designers of teaching
always combine these activities with their teaching strategies for complementarity
to serve the objective of language teaching.

Technology as Means

Chinese Language teaching in Singapore should be congruent to the students’
proficiency in and frequent use of information technology to stimulate their interests
and enthusiasm in learning Mother Tongue language (Ministry of Education
Singapore 2011). For the purpose of achieving the objective of nurturing active
learners and proficient users, the educational information technology cannot stop at
the level of providing knowledge or information. It should actively promote
learning. We should fully utilize information technology, which students love, to
nurture different kinds of learning styles and communication skills. Teaching based
on information technology should make effort to achieve the goal of “learning style
of today is the living style of tomorrow” (Lu 2005: 46).

As a means, information technology can provide timely and flexible support to
the acquisition of information (input), conversion of information (collaboration and
construction) as well as production of information (output) in the process of
learning. In the process of guiding students to learn, teachers have to provide
scaffolding to guide students’ learning. Teachers can utilize the platform of learning
network and, according to the needs of learning and students’ level and ability,
provide students with three types of learning scaffolding:

(1) Acceptance Scaffolding: Acceptance scaffolding provides the necessary
resources to learners to assist them in redeploying knowledge they possess and
helps them carry out learning activities, including, for example, online tools
(dictionaries, terminologies, translation, reading machines and search engines
etc.), collaboration techniques guidelines, tasks timetable and webpages which
are related to the theme of learning etc.

(2) Conversion Scaffolding: Conversion scaffolding guides learners to process the
information they obtained into new forms. It can assist them to carry out
knowledge integration, conversion and construction, for example
problem-posing, thinking maps, mind-maps, tables, etc.

(3) Output Scaffolding: Output scaffolding assists learners to organize and present
the end products clearly and orderly, for example, end-product samples,
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templates, application software, multimedia source materials (e.g. image
library, audio library).

Students are different in their language proficiency. Their learning progress,
talent in learning language, and home language environment are all different. Thus,
information technology can help to develop differentiated Chinese Language
teaching to meet different learning needs according to their ability. Teachers can,
based on the aim of teaching and the objective of training, provide activities for
synchronous learning or asynchronous learning. Scholars think that the Web-based
differentiated teaching has the following advantages (Zhong 2006; Li 2006a, b;
Leng 2006):

(1) Provide abundant learning resources.
(2) Free to choose learning styles.
(3) Not restricted by time and space.
(4) The virtual space in the learning platform promotes multi-directional exchange

and communications. Information and thoughts can be exchanged, checked,
and corrected timely and quickly.

(5) The learning situations and progress of students can be monitored and managed
effectively.

(6) Timely comments and instructions can be provided.

Educational information technology provides an irreplaceable leverage in
today’s learning. It makes learning proactive, cooperation-oriented, realistic, and
constructive. It also enhances meaningful learning.

Conclusion

In the conceptualization of the Chinese Language Teaching Paradigm, we consider
the language shift in Singapore where Chinese Language is concerned, the con-
temporary theories of language learning, and the prevalence of educational tech-
nology which affects the way young students learn. We also strongly believe that
for the students to learn Chinese Language efficiently, they should be afforded the
opportunities of using the language in real-life situations with specific purposes. By
integrating these trends, the paradigm was conceptualized. It was field tested in an
experiment and showed great promise (see next chapter).
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Chinese Language Teaching Paradigm:
Case Study

Chee Kuen Chin, Cheng Gong and Boon Pei Tay

Abstract This chapter reports an experimental study based on the theoretical
framework for Chinese Language teaching in Singapore based on the paradigm
propounded in the previous chapter. Experimental and control students were
compared on oral and composition skills, with sizable gain in both measures
favouring the former group. Stages of implementation and variables involved are
detailed.

A school-based research project completed by Singapore Centre for Chinese
Language is used here to show the thoughts, organization, process and effect of
teaching which is based on the Chinese Language teaching paradigm. The case study
demonstrates the elements of the paradigm but not to do a detailed data analysis.

Pedagogical Thoughts

The paradigm shift from the transmission model to an integrated model calls for a
pedagogical rethinking of Chinese Language teaching in Singapore. As discussed in
the previous chapter, the integrated model could effectively enhance Chinese
Language teaching by combining four key elements of the model, namely learning
centred, tasks, interaction and technology.

One of the important goals of education today is to help students understand the
complex global society in which they are living. Students need to be competent in
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examining complex situations and defining solvable problems with multiple sources
and media (Bruce and Bishop 2002). They need to become active learners and be
able to identify problems and find workable solutions themselves. They need to
learn how to learn, find problems, investigate the problems, find creative ways to
solve them and share their perspectives with others. They need to fulfil their
learning tasks through collaboration so that they could develop cognitive skills at a
higher level. Learning today should aim to develop skills of inquiry, communica-
tion, construction and expression. In other words, the four primary interests of the
learner as described by Dewey (1956) are still applicable to learning today (Bruce
and Bishop 2002).

In terms of second language teaching, language educators in the last two decades
have been calling for connecting the language learned in the classroom with its
practical use in daily lives. Krashen and Terrell (1983) indicated that second lan-
guage learning needs to be linked with the outside world. They opined that second
language teaching should encourage students to interact with native speakers out-
side the classroom (p. 181). Pegrum (2000) urged that exposing foreign or second
language students to the outside world could provide them with opportunities for
realistic language input in a dynamic and meaningful context and thus increase their
motivation. He believed that natural communication in authentic situations would
help in the transition of a classroom language to a contextual language. Ozverir and
Herrington (2011) pointed out that maintaining essential contextual conditions have
been important in second or foreign language teaching. They hold the view that
language learning should involve students more in real-life tasks so that the
knowledge and skills acquired would not become inert. All these scholars are
supportive of using the outside world or authentic situations as resources for second
or foreign language learning. Their views are relevant to the teaching of Chinese as
a second language in Singapore. The integrated model as proposed in the previous
chapter is constructed based on the concept of authentic learning whereby students
will be exposed to real-world contexts to complete authentic language tasks. The
model takes the form of an inquiry-based learning process. In the process, students
are requested to identify real-world problems and find workable solutions through
inquiry-based projects on their own. They will be using Chinese Language to
communicate with native speakers and peers to gather information they need. They
will construct solutions after having analysed and interpreted the information and
then report back to the classroom to make a presentation and defend their views.

Inquiry is an active learning process. Inquiry-based learning views learners as
inquirers whereby they learn through work on meaningful problems in real situa-
tions (Bruce and Bishop 2002). Inquiry learning provides learners with opportu-
nities of asking, investigating, creating, discussing and reflecting when working on
any question or problem (Bruce and Davidson 1996). Scholars in the field of
language education in China opined that, through their researches, inquiry-based
learning could improve students’ language performance. Jin (2008) argued that
inquiry-based language learning helped in stimulating students’ interest in learning
the language, enhanced their abilities in analysing and solving problems, and
nurtured their creative thinking. Yang (2009) found that inquiry-based learning
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facilitated active participation in language learning. Huang (2008) argued that
inquiry-based learning would promote collaborative learning as students needed to
complete their inquiry tasks using team effort to solve the meaningful problems.
The studies of these scholars from both West and East have echoed the common
stand that inquiry-based learning does help in language learning. Below is the
detailed description of an inquiry-based project that was designed based on the
integrated model linking language learning with the outside world.

In the project, the teachers embedded learning in real-life situations of students.
They requested students to form small groups and plunge into the thick of life to
explore the themes relevant to their daily lives to accomplish the inquiry-based
tasks. In the process of exploration, students needed to use different methods to
collect opinions from the public to understand public’s thoughts on a selected topic
according to the theme of inquiry.

After they collected the opinions, students organized and sorted out the data and
conducted oral presentation in Chinese Language in the classroom. They answered
questions from teacher and classmates extemporaneously. After the oral presenta-
tion, students further consolidated the opinions of different groups to complete the
written assignments. Teachers made use of information technology to provide
assignment instructions and scaffolding in each of the inquiry-based learning
activity.

Organization of Teaching

Table 1 is the yearly scheme of work of this task-oriented inquiry-based learning.
Each of the tasks is aligned with the secondary 1 and 2 instructional materials
developed by the curriculum branch in the Ministry of Education of Singapore
(Ministry of Education 2011, 2012) or school-based teaching materials developed
by the experimenting school.

The design of these six tasks follows the principle of starting from simple to
complex, from easy to difficult, and from familiar to unfamiliar. Teachers let stu-
dents first interact with people and things that they were more familiar with (i.e.
environment and people of the school) to complete simpler tasks in order to nurture
their confidence in using Chinese Language. Students then entered the real-life
situation to carry out more complicated and challenging tasks. In the design of
teaching, it followed the sequence of language usage in daily lives, i.e. input first
and then output, listening and reading first and then speaking and writing. Students
first read and understood the materials to grasp the language (vocabularies and
sentence patterns or chunks) needed for the tasks. Then, they used the language to
communicate with people in real-life situations to obtain information and integrate
the information input together. In group presentation, they verbally expressed their
thoughts first and then listen to opinions of other students and gave their own
response. After that, they revised their thoughts with reference to the classmates’
opinions and consolidated the output.
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Teaching Flow

This inquiry-based learning started from the second semester of Secondary one and
ended at the second semester of Secondary two, lasting for one and a half academic
year. The whole flow of teaching is divided into three stages.

First Stage

The stage commenced in the second semester of Secondary one. This was for
training of basic ability. Before starting the inquiry-based learning, students have to
grasp the usual procedures and skills of inquiry-based learning. Students need to
know things such as design of questionnaires, interview questions, data collection
and presentation and possess the basic skills to be able to carry out the tasks in an
efficient way. Teachers and researchers, through setting a few small topics, allow
students to try designing simple questionnaires and interview questions and to learn
the basic methods of presenting data (such as using excel spreadsheet to input data
and convert data into statistic charts). These built up in the students a good technical
foundation for the inquiry-based tasks. Starting the preparation work half a year
earlier helps to reduce the anxiety of students when facing the tasks and to enhance
students’ enthusiasm in learning.

Second Stage

The stage started from the first semester of Secondary two. At the stage, Mini Quest is
a kind of simple Web-based learning mode. Its framework is relatively short, divided
into three parts: the situation, the task and the result. It can usually be finished within
2–3 class hours. Teachers and researchers set simple and easy tasks for students
through Mini Quest Website. Students finished the tasks on campus or in class. To
help students adapt to the inquiry-based learning under real-life situations more
quickly, teachers and researchers arranged two real-life situations and one quasi-real
situation in the three activities. These three simulated situations included interviewing
interested parties of school canteen (real-life situation), interviewing food experts
role-played by school teachers of different Chinese dialect groups (quasi-real situa-
tion) and doing questionnaire survey with their own parents (real-life situation). The
people and things in these three situations are the most familiar ones to students. The
purpose is to let students finish these three simple tasks comfortably under less
pressure and to gain inquiry-based learning experience. These three Mini Quest
activities integrated with the content of the central teaching materials. Students were
also required to use the vocabularies, sentence patterns and chucks from the text. It is
a structure-oriented language setting.
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Third Stage

The stage commenced in the second semester of Secondary two. At this stage,
WebQuest was used. WebQuest is an inquiry-based learning mode which is
Web-based and is widely used in many countries. Its framework is more compli-
cated, divided into six parts in total: introduction, task, process, resources, evalu-
ation and conclusion. Topics explored in the WebQuest are more complex, and the
research process is also comparatively longer. At this stage, the tasks set by teachers
and researchers required students to go out of the campus and get into the real-life
settings to interact using Chinese Language with strangers they encountered. These
tasks were quite demanding. Teachers and researchers set up three settings, namely
MRT station, neighbourhood mall and travel agency. Students finished a street
interview, a questionnaire survey and a telephone enquiry in these three settings.
A set of code of public conduct, a start-up business proposal and a travel package
were produced for the tasks. After finishing the tasks, students first did oral pre-
sentations and then they finished the written assignments. This series of
inquiry-based tasks was basically designed according to the theme of the
school-based teaching materials. However, it imposes no restriction on students
regarding the use of vocabularies, sentence patterns and chunks so that there is
more naturalness in the use of language. It is a language setting of social-driven
approach. Since teachers and researchers consciously adopted the keywords and
important sentence patterns which were needed for the tasks in the teaching
materials, it was structure-oriented.

Teaching Effect

To objectively review the efficacy of inquiry-based learning based on social resources
on the standard of oral and written expression of students involved in the project, the
research team did a comparative analysis on the performance of the experiment group
of students (N = 31) and the control group of students (N = 29) before and after the
experiment. The results of the comparisons are shown in Table 2.

Oral Examination

The pretest results of oral examination of the experiment group students before the
experiment were lower than that of the control group students, indicating lack of
group equivalence prior to the experiment. The mean difference of the oral
examination is −1.68 in favour of the control group, and the effect size is a small
but near medium Cohen’s d = −0.47. The results after the experiment show that,
for oral examination, both the performance of the experiment group and control

42 C. K. Chin et al.



group students improved. The mean difference was reduced to −0.19, still in favour
of the control group.

However, the gain score mean is 3.78 for the experiment group and 2.29 for the
control group. The gain score means show a difference of 1.49, and the effect size is
0.52 in favour of the experimental group. Thus, in spite of the initial disadvantage,
the experimental group did benefit more from being involved in the study.

Written Composition

The pretest results of written composition of the experiment group students before
the experiment were lower than that of the control group students, indicating lack of
group equivalence prior to the experiment. The mean difference of the written
composition is −2.18 in favour of the control group, and the effect size is a small
Cohen’s d = −0.34. The post-test results show that the performance of the exper-
iment group improved (by 8.21), while the performance of the control remains
unchanged (ignoring the minute difference of −0.37).

The gain score mean is 8.58 in favour of the experiment group with a corre-
sponding d = 1.22, which is a very large effect size. This shows that the experi-
mental group has gained a lot from being involved in the project.

We have also conducted focused group discussions with students. Students who
participated in inquiry-based learning generally reflected that their confidence in
communicating with others and oral presentations using Chinese Language has
improved, and their interest in learning Chinese Language has also become
stronger. We believe that the personal experience and sense of achievement they
obtained in the process of completing the inquiry tasks would bring about a gradual
change of their attitudes towards Chinese Language.

The preliminary results of this experiment (as a case study) show that the
inquiry-based learning activities which have been designed and carried out based on

Table 2 Oral and composition results of experiment and control groups

Experiment group
(N = 31)

Control group
(N = 29)

Mean
difference

Effect
size

Mean Standard
deviation

Mean Standard
deviation

Pretest

Oral examination 22.69 5.62 24.37 3.56 −1.68 −0.47

Oral examination 26.47 2.91 26.66 2.01 −0.19 −0.09

Gained score 3.78 4.48 2.29 2.89 1.49 0.52

Post-test

Composition 56.21 10.92 58.39 6.39 −2.18 −0.34

Composition 64.42 5.94 58.02 7.67 6.40 0.83

Gained score 8.21 8.79 −0.37 7.06 8.58 1.22
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the proposed Chinese Language teaching paradigm can effectively enhance and
consolidate students’ curricular knowledge and extracurricular knowledge sponta-
neously through the active interaction with people in an environment similar to
real-life situation and the experience of solving problems and accomplishing tasks
in the activities. It can improve students’ ability in language expression under the
condition of natural application of the language. Details of this project can be found
in the relevant reference articles (Gong et al. 2012).

Elements of Teaching Paradigm

The teaching paradigm suggested in Chap. 2 places emphasis on consolidating four
key elements in second language teaching and enhances spontaneous integration of
the elements through effective organization of teaching. The integrated teaching
paradigm formed by these four key elements aims at providing learners with
opportunities of applying Chinese Language to communicate with people, devel-
oping self-directed learning ability through the accomplishment of tasks and nur-
turing the lifelong learning ability which is required with the assistance of
information technology. Diagram 1 shows the relationship of the key elements of
the integrated teaching paradigm.

Diagram 1 Relationship among the four key elements of integrated teaching paradigm
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This concentric circle model is a four-ring disc which can be turned around
flexibly. Designer of the teaching turns the sections of each ring according to the
needs to form different permutations and combinations to meet the teaching
requirements.

Learning Centred

Every language lesson is a complete language learning process. Teachers ensure
that students have grasped certain content of learning and certain language focus.
Students go through the stages of acceptance (language input), guidance (language
conversion) and communication (language output). Teachers first carry out lan-
guage input for students. They then guide students to imitate, apply and grasp the
language focus. Through multi-directional conversation and communication, stu-
dents’ application of the language can be promoted and their ability to express can
be improved.

In inquiry-based learning in lower secondary level based on social resources,
before teachers ask students to do the tasks, they teach students the relevant content
of the texts as well as the vocabularies and sentence patterns covered therein during
lessons. Teachers teach vocabularies and sentence patterns according to the content
of the texts. Teachers follow the three-step cycle flow of acceptance-guidance-
communication in the teaching of every applicable vocabulary and sentence pattern
to ensure that students can grasp every language focus.

Tasks as Principle Axis

After students have grasped certain language knowledge, vocabularies and sentence
patterns, teachers start to set tasks for students and request them to complete the
tasks according to certain requirements within the given time. According to the
students’ language ability and task requirements, teachers should not only set up the
structure-oriented or social-driven language setting but should also introduce to
students the relevant knowledge which is related to the learning theme and the tasks
in the pre-task section to get them well prepared. In the task cycle (or in-task)
section, teachers start to set up tasks and decide the form of tasks (set for individuals
or small group). They also assist students to make the necessary tools for the task
and tell students clearly the expected outcomes of the tasks. If necessary, teachers
let students practise in class (e.g. previewing survey or interview). After finishing
the tasks, students report the results in different forms and answer questions from
teachers and students. In the post-task section, teachers review the learning process
together with students to analyse students’ performance. They also draw conclu-
sions on the language problems which have arisen in the process of completing the
tasks or prepare reinforcement exercises.

Chinese Language Teaching Paradigm: Case Study 45



The task of the inquiry-based learning in lower secondary level based on social
resources, for example, required students to go to the MRT station to do street
interviews. Before students entered the station to complete the interview task (i.e.
survey on the conduct of passengers), teacher used social-driven and
structure-oriented language to guide students in setting interview questions for the
rehearsal of street interview to strengthen the confidence and adaptability of stu-
dents. Teacher also told students the expected outcome of the task before the
beginning of the task—developing code of conduct of train passengers. At the same
time, teacher provided sample code of conduct for students’ reference. After that,
students were divided into groups to start the action. They determined the targets of
the interviews and made sound recordings and written records of the interviews.
After task completion, the teachers organized presentation in class. The groups took
turn to report their first drafts of the code and listened to the comments from teacher
and students to improve their drafts. After the presentation, teacher guided students
to review again to re-examine the areas that they had done well and areas that could
be improved and then summed up the experience. Teacher also did correction
teaching for common mistakes found in the presentation to correct the wrong
language expressions of students timely.

Interaction as Principle

Interaction is an important way of learning language. The interaction situation
should, however, be combined with the real-life application situation as much as
possible. As said, the long-term bilingual education policy has created a living
social environment that uses Chinese Language in Singapore. If this is well utilized,
it can improve the learning Chinese Language. Teachers should consciously create
real-life interactive environment to provide opportunities for students to apply the
language. Interaction can take place at any stage of the flow of the task-based
learning. The four types of interaction can be adopted flexibly by teachers
according to the learning situations. For example, teachers can enhance students’
construction of new knowledge, the development of self-evaluation and
peer-assessment ability of students can be improved through criticism, students can
search and share knowledge with one another through accumulation, and students’
motive in learning and their teamwork can be improved through motivation.
Chinese Language teaching should provide situations which are similar to real-life
situations as far as practicable to improve students’ ability to communicate and
enhance students’ confidence through different types of interaction.

In the process of inquiry-based learning in lower secondary level based on social
resources, teachers and researchers let the groups finished tasks in real or quasi-real
situations for many times through construction. Students also obtained deep
understanding of the topic of inquiry. In the many group discussions in relation to
the tasks, group members, through criticism, gave opinion on their members’
viewpoints and even started debates and disputations. They reached consensus and
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presented the outcome in the end. In the process of monitoring the task, teachers did
not only provide scaffolding to help students understand the flow and procedures of
the task, and the necessary tools or samples for the completion of the tasks, they
also met with different groups of students regularly to check their understanding of
the knowledge or concepts. If any mistake of knowledge has been found, teachers
would utilize the interaction of accumulation to request students to look into the
knowledge and to openly present the knowledge they have acquired at the end of
the task cycle. In the process when the groups were completing the tasks, teachers
would encourage group members to give encouragement to each other. Teachers
also gave a lot of acknowledgement and appreciation to the groups for motivation.
Using various types of interaction appropriately can develop students’ learning
initiative and strengthen their learning motive.

Technology as Means

Information technology has become indispensable for improving learning,
increasing interest and enhancing motivation. While the third generation of network
technology has been increasingly well developed, information technology will
definitely play an increasingly important role in the near future. Among the Chinese
Language teaching paradigms suggested in Chap. 2, information technology exists
as a learning support system for providing detailed learning instructions, activities
procedures and online resources to learners. It also provides the necessary scaf-
folding in their learning process. It takes care of the individual differences in
learning and develops students’ self-directed learning ability through scaffolding.

As in the inquiry-based learning in lower secondary level based on social
resources, teachers provided a lot of acceptance scaffolding to students, including
online translation, reading machine, task flowchart and timetable as well as online
resources. These assist students to handle the difficulties they faced in absorbing
information or the uncertainty in scheduling the task progress due to lack of
experience. Teachers also provided conversion scaffolding to students, including
questions which can assist their thinking and mind maps, sample questions of
interview and survey, customized excel files for the analysis of data, etc., to help
them effectively organize the collected data, and sum up and sort out the data.
Teachers also provided the conversion scaffolding to give product samples, tem-
plates (e.g. customized power point files), etc. This made students more confident in
presentation. Using technology can effectively provide different kinds of support in
different learning stages to meet the learning needs of students. Information tech-
nology will play a more and more important role in Chinese Language learning in
Singapore.
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Conclusion

To implement the curricular reform objective of nurturing active learners and
proficient users, Chinese Language teaching in Singapore must integrate with real
life and fully utilize the high-quality teaching resources (including hardware and
software resources) and the advantageous social environment to promote the
learning. Through a case study, we found that the Chinese Language teaching
paradigm integrating resources from everyday life is suitable for the learning of
Chinese Language as a second language in Singapore.

Chinese Language teaching has to go beyond the home and classroom and
thereby allows practice in the wider world outside. Chinese Language teachers
should fully utilize social resources to let students use Chinese Language to
communicate in real-life environment so that they can improve their language
ability and confidence. The findings of the project echo the views of Krashen and
Terrell (1983), Pegrum (2000), Ozverir and Herrington (2011), Yang (2009) and
Huang (2008). Chinese Language teaching in Singapore needs to fully utilize the
bilingual society. Chinese Language teaching should also learn from the successful
experience of contemporary language teaching and the educational technology.

Changing teaching paradigm is the first imperative of Chinese Language
teaching in Singapore while the integrated paradigm is an important option for the
curriculum and teaching of Chinese Language in the future.
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Mandarin Competence of Primary
School Students in Singapore:
A Preliminary Comparison Across
Academic Level and Home Language
Backgrounds

Hock Huan Goh, Chunsheng Zhao and Siew Hoon Kwek

Abstract This study investigates Chinese language competence of Primary 1,
Primary 3, and Primary 6 students in Singapore schools. A total of 720 students
were involved. Their Chinese language productions were classified into 15 parts of
speech and six sentence patterns. Students of the three class levels show similar
profiles for word types but divergent sentence patterns, albeit with different levels
of competence. The same findings were observed when the students were compared
in terms of home language background.

Singapore’s multiculturalism creates its uniquely diverse language environment.
Since the 1970s, it has influenced Singapore’s language policy in view of the social,
economic, and political needs of Singapore (Cheah 2003; Wu 2010; Zhao and Liu
2010). In the early years of Singapore, to eliminate the language barriers of different
Chinese dialect groups, the Speak Mandarin Campaign was launched to promote
the use of Mandarin among dialect group (Gupta 1997; Wu 2008). Concurrently, to
integrate with the Western world, Singapore adopted English as its administrative
language (Dixon 2005; Goh 2004). These policies eventually led to changes in the
language environment of Singapore. One obvious change is the imbalanced
development of languages, i.e. English and Mandarin. The unique feature is that the
vast majority of the Chinese population, in the past 20 years, chose to give up
dialect and Mandarin as their home language and switched to English for com-
munication (Guo 2004; Goh 2017).

The original version of this chapter was revised: Co-author affiliation has been changed.
The erratum to this chapter is available at https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5_14

H. H. Goh (&) � C. Zhao � S. H. Kwek
Singapore Centre for Chinese Language, NTU, Singapore, Singapore
e-mail: Hockhuan.goh@sccl.sg

S. H. Kwek
Academy of Singapore Teachers, Ministry of Education, Singapore, Singapore

© Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2018
K. C. Soh (ed.), Teaching Chinese Language in Singapore,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5_4

51

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5_4&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5_4&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5_4&amp;domain=pdf


The teaching of CL in such an environment faced many challenges, one of which
is the lowering of CL competence among Chinese children (Li 2005). The home
language environment has been gradually taken over by the English Language
(Department of Statistics 2001). The two earlier CL reviews and the latest review
pointed out that the need to preserve the use of Mother Tongue Languages.

In 1999, the review committee acknowledged the drastic change of the home
language environment and pointed out that the then CL syllabus was no longer
compatible with the students’ CL competence. Therefore, it was necessary to
simplify the teaching materials to facilitate students’ learning of CL (Chinese
Language Review Committee 1999). The 2004 review acknowledged that learning
Chinese language is difficult and the review committee reiterated that the teaching
of CL should take into account students’ home language backgrounds and learning
ability (Chinese Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee 2004).
The most recent report on the teaching of Mother Tongue Language puts forward
guidelines which emphasized that the aim of Mother Tongue teaching should be
relevant to functions in daily life (Mother Tongue Language Review Committee
2010). These three reviews showed that the Chinese language in Singapore has
gradually shifted its role from the culture and knowledge carrier to a mere language
skill to fulfil daily communication. In such a non-supporting language environment,
the direction of CL teaching has become a concern among Singapore CL educators
(Li 2005). To help students with different language abilities and home language
backgrounds, The Ministry of Education launched a new primary school Chinese
language curriculum in 2007 adopting the modular approach. With a core module,
the new curriculum provided a bridging module for the weaker students so that they
would catch up on the core module. As the same time, the more competent students
were provided an enrichment module so that they would enhance their ability
beyond the core module (CLCPRC 2004).

With the implementation of the new curriculum, the overall Chinese language
performance of students and the performance of children from different home
language backgrounds need to be evaluated. For these, in 2011, the Singapore
Centre for Chinese Language was funded by the Ministry of Education to embark
on a systematic evaluation to enable an understanding the differences in Chinese
language competence and compare children of different age groups and also to
identify the differences in language abilities among children of different home
language backgrounds.

This evaluation, therefore, aims to identify the gaps in Chinese language
learning among different age groups and home language groups, so as to determine
the contents of future CL curriculum. This article is a report on the preliminary
results of this evaluation.
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Method

Data

To carry out the above-mentioned evaluation, the Singapore Centre for Chinese
Language built the Singapore Primary School Children Spoken Chinese Corpus
(hereafter, Corpus) to find out the basic vocabulary and sentence pattern of children
of different ages and from different home language backgrounds. The construction
of this Corpus underwent three stages, i.e. language data collection, corpus build-
ing, and corpus-based analysis. This section will focus on the language data col-
lection to outline the data basis of this analysis. For a fuller description of corpus
building, refer to Goh et al. (2016).

The language data collection for the Corpus was indeed complex. Firstly, the
corpus identified three school types which corresponded to children of different
home language backgrounds. The three school types are Special Aided Programme
(SAP) schools which are mainly populated by children from Chinese-speaking
homes, the government schools which are mainly populated by children from
bilingual-speaking homes, and the Traditional English schools which are mainly
populated by children from English-speaking homes. This corpus collected three
types of data to best capture the Mandarin-speaking abilities of primary school
children. The three types of data were gathered through one-on-one interview,
classroom talks, and home talks.

The interview mainly gathered language data of individual child through elici-
tation by researchers. This approach was a direct and simple way to gather a large
amount of language data, but the data gathered will be less natural and hence is
regarded as unnatural data. Classroom talks were gathered with the help of teachers;
they conducted two 30-min oral activities for students to freely talk about a topic of
their interest in Mandarin. This provided relatively natural language data as
classroom interaction is the situation whereby children learn, use, and practise their
oral skills. This type of data can hence be regarded as semi-natural data. Home talks
were gathered with the help of parents whereby they recorded two 30-min home
dialogues of daily activities (e.g. during dinner or outing in a car) using Mandarin.
This type of data is considered as most natural, as children were in their most
familiar interactional atmosphere and they used Mandarin as and when they felt the
need. Table 1 shows the arrangements for data collection for the Corpus.

As shown in Table 1, for the Corpus, it was intended to collect one-on-one
interview data from 720 children, but due to absence and loss of data caused by
faulty equipment, the final gathered interview data was from 699 children. As for
classroom talk and home talks, data of all the 48 classes, and the 72 families was
collected as planned.

Moreover, before data collection, two questionnaire surveys were conducted.
One of the surveys solicited the home language exposure and language use of the
children. This survey was used to compute Chinese Exposure Index (CEI) which
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represents the home language background of each child. This index forms a con-
tinuum from −1 to +1. However, for ease of description, this has been divided into
continuum of four parts to form four typical home language groups, i.e.
Predominantly Mandarin-Speaking Homes (PMSH; CEI 1.0–0.6), More
Mandarin-Speaking Homes (MMSH; CEI 0.5–0.0), More English-Speaking Homes
(MESH; CEI 0.0 to −0.5), and Predominantly English-Speaking Homes (PESH;
CEI: −0.6 to −1.0). The other questionnaire mainly surveyed on the favourite
topics of children to identify the topics for eliciting language data in the interview
and classroom talks. The identified topic of interest ensured that children could
express and elaborate on content they were familiar with and interested into best
assess their Chinese language abilities.

All collected data were fully transcribed and processed to build the Corpus. The
completed Corpus contains 1,285,096 word tokens with 8371-word types. These
word types consist of 7358 common words (that are used in standard Mandarin),
164 idioms and phrases, and 849 names of person and places. Besides common
words, 290 special words that are specifically used in Singapore, Malaysia, Hong
Kong, and Taiwan were also found. These words can be seen as unstandardized
words which should be reviewed for preservation or elimination from the education
perspective.

Analysis and Results

As for sentence types and sentence patterns, the entire Corpus contained
299,394 sentences, of which most sentences are declarative sentences, forming
91.0% of the Corpus. The corpus has 6.9% of interrogative sentences, 2.2% of
exclamation sentences, and 0.4% of imperative sentences. In terms of simple

Table 1 Distribution of data gathered for the SPSCSC corpus

School type P1 P3 P6 Total Hours of records

Interview
No. of students

SAP 60 60 60 180 90

English 60 60 60 180 90

Government 120 120 120 360 180

Total 240 240 240 720 360

Classroom talks
No. of classes

SAP 4 4 4 12 12

English 4 4 4 12 12

Government 8 8 8 24 24

Total 16 16 16 48 48

Home talks
No. of families

SAP 6 6 6 18 18

English 6 6 6 18 18

Government 12 12 12 36 36

Total 24 24 24 72 72
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sentences, verb predicate sentences, elliptical sentences, and single-word sentences
are the most commonly found sentence patterns, representing 28.6, 22.8, and 9.7%,
respectively, of the simple sentence. As for complex sentences, the three most
common sentence patents are “因为……所以…… (Because…hence…)” of the
causal relation complexes, “……然后…… (…and then…)” in the successive
relation complexes, and “如果……就…… (if…then…)” of the hypothetical
complexes which occupy 3.2, 1.0, and 0.8% of the sentences, respectively.

Comparisons by Grades On the basis of the above, this study attempted to
uncover the vocabulary and sentence pattern of students with reference to their
academic grade and family background. As the classroom talks could not be tracked
to individual child and the topic of home talk are not comparable, the following data
description and analysis will only be based on the 699 students of the one-on-one
interviews.

Table 2 above shows the proportions of word types covered by children in the
15 parts of speech (POS) in the Corpus. Generally, in most cases (such as adjec-
tives, nouns, verbs, locatives, time, prepositions, adverbs, conjunctions, and pro-
nouns), the lower grade students covered less proportions of word types in each
POS, whereas students of higher academic grade covered more word types.
Generally, word-type coverage in each POS increases in correspondence to the
grade levels. In other words, older children covered a larger vocabulary while
younger children covered less vocabulary. This is in line with the assumption of
language development overage.

Although the coverage of POS aligns with the assumption of language devel-
opment, children of Primary 1 and Primary 3 did not cover more than half of the

Table 2 Word-type coverage on parts of speech among students of different grades

Parts of speech Word-type N Primary 1% Primary 3% Primary 6%

Adjective 726 30.4 40.6 63.4

Noun 3384 31.5 42.6 63.6

Verb 2062 35.5 49.8 74.4

Locative 47 40.4 61.7 68.1

Time 109 45.0 55.1 72.5

Preposition 39 46.2 61.5 74.4

Adverb 268 47.8 57.8 76.1

Conjunction 66 48.5 59.1 81.8

Onomatopoeia 49 30.6 20.4 24.5

Quantifier 135 50.4 68.9 79.3

Position words 62 56.5 75.8 77.4

Interjection 32 65.6 59.4 65.6

Particle 21 66.7 61.9 85.7

Pronoun 94 71.3 73.4 87.2

Modals 27 77.8 74.1 70.4
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word types for POS of the content words, i.e. nouns, verbs, and adjectives. In these
POS, the children cover only between 30 and 49% of the word types. In addition,
the POS less covered by Primary 1 children includes locatives, time words,
prepositions, adverbs, and conjunctions. Although Primary 3 and Primary 6 chil-
dren covered more than half of the word types in most POS, their coverage was
usually around 70% of the word types. And, Primary 6 children cover 80% or more
of the word types only in three POS, i.e. conjunctions, auxiliary words, and pro-
nouns. Among the 15 POS, onomatopoeia is the least covered by children of all
academic levels, as the word-type coverage of onomatopoeia among all children
less than 25%. These differences among the grade levels are shown clearly in
Fig. 1, where onomatopoeia takes a dip for all levels.

In terms of sentence patterns, the ratio of simple sentences and complex sen-
tences is slightly different across the three grades (Table 3 and Fig. 2). The pro-
portion of simple sentence produced by children of the three grades are more or less
comparable, around 35% of the total number of simple sentences they produced. As
for complex sentences, there is an obvious trend of progressive growth over the
three grades. Primary 1 children produced the least complex sentences of about
20% of the total number of complex sentences produced. Primary 3 children pro-
duced a higher proportion of complex sentences, about 30%. And, Primary 6
children produced the greatest proportions of complex sentences, nearly 50% of the
total number of complex sentences produced.

In terms of special sentence construction, pivotal construction (兼语句),
serial-verb construction (连动句), ba-construction (把字句), and bei-construction
(被字句) displayed a progressive growth among the children across the three
grades. That is, Primary 1 children produced least of these four constructions,
ranging from 9 to 22% of their total number of sentences produced, whereas

Fig. 1 Profiles of parts of speech by grades
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Primary 3 children produced more sentences of these four constructions, ranging
from 26 to 32% of their total number of sentences produced, and Primary 6 students
producing the most sentence of these four constructions, ranging from 44 to 64% of
t their total number of sentences produced.

Summing up these trends, children of all three grades have mastered the simple
sentence patterns, but not all of the three grades mastered the complex sentence and
the four special sentence constructions; only elder children were found to have
mastered them. This is in line with the assumption of language development
overage; i.e. the language use of young age learners tends to be simpler, while older
ones tend to produce more complex sentences as their thoughts become more
complex overage.

Comparison by Home Language Backgrounds After differentiating children via
the computation of the CEI, it was found that the number of children identified as
coming from predominantly Mandarin-speaking homes (PMSH) is rare, numbering
only nine children in the entire sample. As the language database formed by these

Table 3 Sentence-pattern coverage across academic grade

N Primary 1% Primary 3% Primary 6%

Simple sentence 53,801 33.0 30.8 36.2

Complex sentences 11,890 20.0 30.6 49.4

Pivotal construction 2090 22.4 32.8 44.8

Serial-verb construction 54 13.0 27.8 59.3

ba-construction 586 9.4 30.7 59.9

bei-construction 311 9.0 26.7 64.3

Fig. 2 Profiles of sentence structures by grades
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nine children is extremely small, their computed word-type coverage for the POS
and the sentence patterns are rather low. This makes it hard to compare this group
with the other three groups. This being the case, this article only compares the
word-type coverage and sentence pattern results from children of the predominantly
English-speaking homes (PESH), more English-speaking homes (MESH), and
more Mandarin-speaking homes (MMSH) in the following analysis to give a pre-
liminary understanding of the vocabulary and sentence pattern differences among
children of different home language backgrounds.

Table 4 presents the word-type coverage in the 15 POS among children from
different home language backgrounds. Generally, word-type coverage of seven
POS (i.e. nouns, adjectives, verbs, quantifiers, adverbs, conjunctions, prepositions)
shows a progressive trend across the three home language groups; children from
predominant English-speaking homes covered fewer word types in the seven POS,
whereas children from more Mandarin-speaking homes covered more word types in
these seven POS. It is observed that the word-type coverage of six other POS did
not show the progressive trend across home language groups; for locatives, time,
position, particle, interjections, and modals, PESH children covered the least of
these six POS whereas MESH children covered the most of these POS, and the
MMSH children covered slightly fewer word types for these six POS. Furthermore,
it was observed that two POS (i.e. onomatopoeia and pronoun) are rarely covered
by PESH children, but are equally covered by MESH and MMSH children. These
can be seen clearly in Fig. 3.

Table 4 Word-type coverage on part of speech among students of different home language
background

No. of children Word type PESH MESH MMSH PMSH

−1 to −0.51 −0.5 to 0 0–0.5 0.51–1

N = 98% N = 256% N = 173% N = 9%

Noun 3384 22.9 49.0 50.5 12.9

Adjective 726 28.9 46.1 54.6 15.0

Locative 47 44.9 72.3 48.9 19.2

Verb 2062 30.7 57.0 61.5 18.1

Quantifier 135 37.0 69.6 70.4 25.9

Adverb 268 37.7 61.6 69.0 27.1

Time 109 39.5 66.1 58.7 22.0

Conjunction 66 43.9 71.2 72.7 25.8

Preposition 39 46 66.7 74.4 43.6

Onomatopoeia 49 10.2 28.8 28.6 2.0

Positions 62 50.0 67.7 66.1 35.5

Particle 21 57.1 76.2 71.4 42.9

Interjection 32 62 68.8 62.5 25.0

Pronoun 94 66.0 80.9 80.9 50.0

Modal 27 66.7 81.5 70.4 48.2
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From the observations above, it is obvious that the word-type coverage of each
POS is low among PESH children. But the children who are from bilingual families
(MESH and MMSH) displayed a complex situation. Although both MESH and
MMSH children generally displayed a higher coverage of word types in most POS,
they did not show a specific pattern or trend. MESH children have a higher cov-
erage for some POS but the word-type coverage of MESH and MMSH is almost the
same.

Similar to the results on grade differences, for some of the POS in Table 4,
children from PESH and MESH did not surpass half of the word types (i.e. nouns,
adjectives, and locatives). Among these POS, PESH and MESH children only cover
between 10 and 49% of the word types. Table 5 also shows that PESH children
covered least of most POS, which includes verb, quantifier, adverb, time, con-
junction, and preposition. The word-type coverage for these POS ranges between
30 and 46%. Also similar to the findings across grades, it is noted that ono-
matopoeia is rarely covered by children of all three home language groups, as their
coverage of onomatopoeia word types is less than 30%.

With regard to sentence patterns, the proportion of simple sentences and com-
plex sentences among the three home language groups did not display a progressive
trend. That is, PESH children produced the least simple and complex sentences
(17.3 and 12.7%, respectively). MESH children produced the most simple and
complex sentences (47.4 and 46.9%, respectively). And, the MMSH children
produced slightly less simple and complex sentences as compared to the MESH
children (33.3 and 38.2%, respectively).

As for the four special sentence constructions, three of the constructions did not
display a progressive trend as well (i.e. pivotal construction, serial-verb construc-
tion, and ba-construction). PESH children produced the least pivotal construction,

Fig. 3 Profiles of parts of speech by home language backgrounds
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serial-verb construction, and ba-construction with 11.4, 11.1, and 9.4%, respec-
tively. MESH children produced the most pivotal construction, serial-verb con-
struction, and ba-construction with 47.4, 46.9, and 47.4%, respectively.
And MMSH children produced slightly lesser pivotal construction, serial-verb
construction, and ba-construction as compared to the MESH children (33.3, 38.2,
and 39.3%, respectively). Interestingly, the bei-construction shows a progressive
trend across the three home language groups, where PESH children produced the
least of such construction (9.0%), the MESH children produced more of such
construction (36.0%), and the MMSH children produced the most of such con-
struction (52.1%). The trends are clearly depicted in Fig. 4.

Table 5 Sentence-pattern coverage across home language background

Total PESH MESH MMSH PMSH

−1 to −0.51 −0.5 to 0 0–0.5 0.51–1

N = 98% N = 256% N = 173% N = 9%

Simple sentence 53,801 17.3 47.4 33.3 2.0

Complex sentences 11,890 12.7 46.9 38.2 2.2

Pivotal construction 2090 11.3 47.4 39.3 2.0

Serial-verb construction 54 11.1 50.0 35.2 3.7

ba-construction 586 9.4 48.5 38.4 3.8

bei-construction 311 9.0 36.0 52.1 2.9

Fig. 4 Profiles of sentence structures by home language background
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Conclusion

In summary, in terms of vocabulary, the word-type coverage of the parts of speech
(POS) increases over the grades of the students and this is consistent with the
principles of language development overage. However, it is noted that, while
reaching Primary 6, the children only cover between 60 and 70% of word types in
each POS. The curriculum developers may need to review if the uncovered word
type is necessary for CL learning and then incorporate these word types into
upcoming syllabuses.

With regard to home language backgrounds, the word-type coverage of children
from the English-speaking homes is relatively low. Although this is not unexpected
in view of their language experience, CL teachers will need to pay more attention to
students from the English-speaking homes and help them expand their vocabulary.

As for the sentence patterns, the students of different grades also present a
progressive trend whereby higher grade children covered more sentence patterns
than lower academic grade children. This progressive trend was observed in chil-
dren with different home language backgrounds as well where children from
Mandarin-speaking homes covers more sentence patterns as compared to their
English-speaking counterparts. Coverage of the ba-construction and the bei-con-
struction by English-speaking children is similar to the coverage of the two con-
structions found in primary one child. This suggests that CL teachers need to find
ways to help English-speaking children master the ba- and bei-construction.

As the results in this study are based on the computation of the Chinese
Exposure Index, the number of children in each home language group is quite
different, with the PESH group having the greatest number of children, followed by
MMSH, PESH, and PMSH. This may have resulted in the non-progressive trend
observed on some of the parts of speech and sentence patterns when viewed across
home language groups. A more meaningful analysis could be conducted by
reviewing the CEI computation and sampling an equal number of children from
each home language group after the confirmed CEI, after which comparison can
then be made. This shall ensure a more comparable set of data and result in more
implicative findings.
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Part II
Teaching of Spoken and Written Chinese



Improving the Teaching of Chinese
Speaking of Young Students
from English-Speaking Families:
Teacher’s Professional Development

Jing Yan, Hock Huan Goh and Hong Xia Zhou

Abstract This article highlights the recent shift in the teaching of Chinese
Language in Singapore from its traditional emphasis on oral communication. It
looks into the Chinese Language teachers’ beliefs, teaching strategies, and diffi-
culties encountered in implementing the change. The research team design lessons
plans which were implemented by purposively selected teachers in five schools.
Teachers were observed and interviewed, and multiple case studies were reported.

In Singapore, there has been a shift in home language from Chinese to English for
the last three decades (Singapore Department of Statistics 2000). According to the
Report of Chinese Language Review Committee (2004), 50% of Primary 1 Chinese
students and 59% Primary 2 Chinese students were found to come from
English-speaking families. They are deemed to be less competence in Chinese
language, similar to second-language (L2) speakers. This situation had exaggerated
over the years and has led to great challenge in Chinese language teaching and
learning since home language plays an important role in children’s language
acquisition and development. This change gives rise to the revision of the Chinese
curriculum which shifts its emphasis to oral communication for early primary
schooling.

The emphasis on oral communication is evident in the curriculum revisions.
Firstly, the 2004 Chinese Language Review Committee (2004) stated that teaching
speaking should be promoted, and the Committee suggested a series of teaching
strategies for speaking, such as introducing a word list for oral communication,
using songs and verses. Secondly, the 2010 report (Mother Tongue Language
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Review Committee 2010) further stresses the importance of fostering students’
interactive communication skills.

Following the trend of the current Chinese curriculum, the research team first
designed suitable teaching strategies within the framework of Communicative
Language Teaching (CLT) for developing Chinese oral competence of
English-speaking primary students. After that, the research team provided trainings
to teachers, and then the teachers implemented these teaching strategies into
practice. With a focus on teachers’ professional development, this study explored
the changes in teachers’ perceptions and practices before and after the intervention.

More specifically, this study addresses the following research questions:

(1) What are the Chinese Language teachers’ beliefs and perceptions of teaching
oral Chinese to young students?

(2) What are the oral Chinese teaching strategies used by the teachers?
(3) What are the changes in the teachers’ perceptions and practices after they have

learned the newly designed strategies?
(4) What are the difficulties and challenges for implementing CLT in young

students?

In this study, we first introduced the theoretical basis of CLT and relevant
empirical studies and then the specific features of CLT. After that, certain com-
ponents of CLT that serve as the framework for designing teaching strategies are
clarified.

Communicative Language Teaching

Based on Canale and Swain (1980), communicative competence refers to, firstly,
L2 speakers, in order to communicate effectively, have to grasp a certain amount of
vocabulary and internalize the grammatical structures of that language for com-
municative purposes. Secondly, L2 speakers have to show an awareness of com-
munication strategies to overcome difficulties they may encounter in a conversation.
Thirdly, L2 speakers need to understand sociocultural knowledge of the society or
communities in which the target language is used. CLT has communicative com-
petence as the ultimate goal of language teaching, which differentiates it from some
traditional teaching approaches, such as translation and audio-lingual method—two
teaching approaches based on the concept of language being a system consisting of
grammatical rules and vocabulary.

Communicative language teaching has been supported by theories of
second-language acquisition such as comprehensible input hypothesis (Krashen
1977, 1985) and interaction hypothesis (Long 1985). According to Krashen (1977,
1985), second-language learners would acquire a second language if they were
exposed to sufficient comprehensible input. Long’s (1985, 1998) interaction
hypothesis confirms the role of comprehensible input and, moreover, puts forward
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the role of interaction in producing comprehensible input. He stated that the input
can be, through interaction, modified to the learner’s current language proficiency
level. Moreover, the interactional features such as comprehension checks, clarifi-
cation requests, and negotiation of meaning have also been demonstrated positively
to be contributing to second-language acquisition (Doughty and Pica 1986). The
benefits of learner–learner interactions were emphasized and demonstrated by
several studies; these benefits include reducing learning anxiety; increasing learn-
ers’ talk amount, and opportunities to produce various speech acts (Pica and
Doughty 1985; Porter 1986). Based on the above theories, CLT emphasize the
following two principles:

• Information gap is a key factor in generating authentic communications that will
facilitate language acquisition.

• Language is learnt through interaction and negotiation of meaning.

In general, CLT is an approach for designing and organizing language activities
which is not specific to any language. Therefore, CLT has not only become
prevalent in English language teaching in East Asia since the 1980s based on
Ho et al. (2002) survey, but also been widely applied in teaching Chinese as a
second/foreign language. For instance, some Chinese textbooks designed for for-
eign language learners have embedded principles of CLT (Yang 2003). According
to Ding’s survey (2006), teachers had perceived CLT as an effective approach in
teaching Chinese as a second language. Gao’s (2015) and Gu’s (2006) studies
found that task-based language teaching as a branch of CLT (Littlewood 2004), can
be implemented in oral classes of teaching Chinese as a foreign language in
enhancing students’ Chinese learning motivation and communicative competence.

In Singapore context, CLT has also been applied in Chinese language teaching.
For example, Liu and Sim (2013) conducted a research project on developing
resources for task-based language teaching with iMTL portal in students who study
Chinese language “B” syllabus. They found that after the intervention, students’
oral competence improved. Therefore, this study made efforts in applying the
framework of CLT in teaching Chinese speaking to primary students.

Teaching Strategies

A framework for designing teaching strategies has been proposed for following the
above principles. The framework includes three components: vocabulary teaching
strategies, teacher–learner interaction, and learner–learner interaction.

Vocabulary Teaching Strategies Games are designed for vocabulary learning.
Vocabulary is students’ language resources for interaction. However, traditionally
teachers tend to use drills when teaching vocabulary, which is neither sufficient for
vocabulary learning nor oral interactive competence. In the process of playing
games, students need to listen carefully and respond to the teacher’s or peers’ oral
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language as quickly as possible to keep games going. Through participating in
games, students are forced to strengthen the link between pronunciations and
meanings in the short-term memory, which creates conditions for knowledge to
transfer from short-term memory to long-term memory. In addition, playing games
enhances young students’ learning motivation. There are three principles for
designing the games. First, the games are aimed for practising and exercising
vocabulary only, without requirements of using other language skills, such as
reading and writing. Second, the games are meaningful, which means students use
vocabulary to achieve some goals rather than simply practising. Third, the games
are interactive. Students are required to work in a group to play the games.

Teacher–Learner Interaction Questioning and responding strategies are designed
for creating authentic communications. During authentic interaction, learners can
comprehend teachers’ discourse, abstract grammatical rules from context, and use
language for communicative purposes. The principles for creating authentic tea-
cher–learner interaction include providing unpredictable information, using genuine
requests, and reacting to messages (Spada and Fröhlich 1995; Spada 2007). First, a
teacher should provide unpredictable information, which means the information is
new to students. Second, teachers’ strategies of asking questioning and providing
feedback have to be taken into consideration. There are two kinds of questions,
namely pseudo request and genuine request. The difference between these lies in
information exchange. Pseudo-requests refer to questions the answers of which are
already known to both teachers and students. Therefore, asking a pseudo question is
to provide an opportunity for practicing certain linguistic forms rather than
exchanging information. Genuine requests refer to the questions which require
answers that are unknown to the teacher. The purpose of asking this kind of
questions is to gain information from the students. For CLT, teachers are encour-
aged to increase the number of genuine requests to make meaningful interaction.
related to questions are the forms of feedback. Teachers’ feedback can be responses
to linguistic forms or to messages of students’ responses, or both (Spada 2007).
Response to message will be more likely to involve students in a conversation than
to linguistic forms. Besides, response to message is coherent with the nature of
interaction. For CLT, response to message is encouraged.

Learner–Learner Interaction Learner–learner interaction activities are designed
for providing students chances to negotiate for meaning. During interaction, stu-
dents can resort to their linguistic knowledge and use language for communicative
purposes. During this process, they will notice the gap between what they can
express and what they intend to express, which helps them internalize grammatical
rules. There are two principles for designing the learner–learner interaction activ-
ities. First, the content of the activities is of students’ interest and relevant to their
life in order to get students focusing on completing a task. Second, for the purpose
of getting students to interact in Chinese as young students are likely to code switch
to their first language (English), the difficulty level in terms of linguistic knowledge
and cognitive demanding is carefully controlled. In addition, formats of activities
are structured by assigning roles of individual student.
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The three components are designed to reflect the essential principles of CLT.
The research team designed eight oral lesson plans within this framework with
details of teaching steps, structures of activities, and worksheets. All the lesson
plans were given to the participating teachers before the intervention. As the extent
to which a class is communicative is mainly reflected in teacher–learner interaction
and learner–learner interaction, this study, therefore, focused on the teachers’
implementations of these two components.

Method

Research Approach

With the purpose of developing a set of Chinese speaking teaching strategies that
are suitable for young students as well as to enhance teachers’ professional
development, design research is chosen as the research approach for this study. The
main goal of design research is to design for implementation, featured in exploring
the gap between designers and enactors so as to provide guidance on implemen-
tation (Collins et al. 2004). Interviews and class observations are frequent data
collection instruments for this research methodology.

Procedure

The research team first conducted an environmental scan by making classroom
observations of the teachers’ regular teaching practice. Upon the design of lesson
plans, the team trialled the designed lessons with two schools in a pilot study, after
which the lesson plans were fine-tuned and delivered to teachers in the first training
session. The research team provided all the eight lesson plans to the teachers.
However, the teachers were required to make power-point slides based on the
lesson plans on their own. This requirement aims to help the teachers internalize the
lesson plans.

After this training, the research team commenced its main study whereby
teachers of the five participating schools embarked on the use of the revised lesson
plans. A final refinement of the lesson plans was made, and a second training was
provided to teachers of the five schools.

Main study lasted for five months. Two research assistants were assigned to
observe each class. Field notes were made during the observations. All classes were
audio- and video-recorded except the sixth class of one school because it was
video-recorded by the Ministry of Education for other purposes.
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Participants

Five schools were purposively selected from the traditional English-background
schools through discussions with Chinese master teachers. One teacher from each
school who taught Primary 2 was chosen as the experimental teacher. Primary 2
students were our target student participants. Considering the key concern of design
research being the collaborations between designers and enactors, experimental
teachers were chosen based on their willingness in participating in the study. As
such, their classes became the experimental classes. Thus, a total of five experi-
mental teachers and classes were chosen for the study. By interviewing the teachers,
some information of the five classes are shown in Table 1. The students were from
English-speaking families, weak in Chinese due to Primary 1 Chinese Language
results, with some of them coming from the Philippines, Thailand, Indonesia, and
Europe. There are three core classes and two bridging classes. The primary Chinese
curriculum uses the modular approach. Each unit of the Primary 2 textbook consists
of three modules, i.e., bridging module, core module, and enrichment module. All
students have to study the core module, whereas students of the bridging class have
to study both the bridging and core modules. The bridging module was designed to
equip low proficient students with vocabulary and sentence structures used in the
core module.

Data Collection

Pre- and Post-Interview The team conducted pre- and post-intervention inter-
views with teachers to understand their perceptions of oral competence, use of
teaching strategies, concerns and problems in teaching oral Chinese, and changes in
perceptions and practice after the intervention. A set of predetermined questions
were drawn up to elicit the information, such as “What is your definition of oral
competence?” and “What are your frequent teaching strategies?” Each
pre-intervention interviews lasted for half an hour and the post-intervention inter-
view one hour.

Table 1 Participating schools and the number of students

Schools Modular classification No. of students

School 1 Core 35

School 2 Core 27

School 3 Bridging 9

School 4 Bridging 12

School 5 Core 28
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Classroom Observation To understand how teachers apply the designed teaching
strategies and to assist them in fine-tuning their oral Chinese lessons, the team made
on-site observations. The observations were recorded in the field notes based on the
lesson plans designed by the team. The purpose is to uncover to what extent the
teachers implemented the lesson plans and what adaptations they made for the
lessons. Thus, if the teacher follows the lesson plan, the observer confirmed it in the
field notes. If the teacher reduced or added questions or activities, the observer
detailed the adaptations made by the teachers. Two researchers observed the class
for every lesson so that the field notes taken reflected consented observations.

Tracked Recording of One Teacher’s Output To understand the extent of
implementation and changes in the strategies, the team recorded one teacher’s
classroom output as a case study. The record was analyzed using Spada’s and
Fröhlich (1995) coding scheme consisting features of teacher–learner interaction
within the framework of communicative approach. Comparison of their speech
output provided rich quantitative evidence on the suitability of our designed
teaching strategies.

Data Analysis

This part first presents the interview data. Teachers’ beliefs and perceptions are
compared before and after the research. Second, teachers’ self-reported teaching
strategies were compared with their responses to the designed teaching strategies. In
addition, a case study of one of the experimental schools is presented with the
purpose of providing insightful details on the implementation of CLT. (Note: the
abbreviation, T1, T2, T3, T4, and T5 refer to the five experimental teachers,
respectively.)

Teachers’ Belief and Perceptions of Speaking Ability

Before the study, four out of the five teachers were aware of the communicative
aspect of speaking. However, the grammatical aspect was highly regarded as
important component of speaking skills. The necessary connection between what
should been taught in class and applied in daily life seems unrealized by most
teachers. The Excerpt 1 shows teachers’ responses.

T1, T2, T4, and T5 believed that speaking ability involved the ability of listening
comprehension and responding to what interlocutors have said. T3 however
believed that speaking ability merely comprises of tone, pronunciation, and
grammar, whereby the communicative aspect was unimportant. T4 emphasized that
students should be able to produce complete sentences. T1 had an awareness of that
there was a gap between classroom teaching and daily life communication. From
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her point of view, there were different requirements of speaking in class and
communication in daily lives.

After the research, there are changes in teachers’ understanding of what is
speaking ability. Take T3 for example, before the research, he emphasized on the
grammatical aspect of speaking. The communicative aspect was completely
neglected. After the research, he realized he should play the role of facilitator,
motivated his students to speak and then scaffold the students to communicate
better. T1 also realized that there were no absolute right or wrong answers when
communication concerned since the ultimate purpose is to convey the message.
Besides, T1 became to be aware of the connection between teaching in class and
application in life. This can be seen from the Excerpt 2.

Excerpt 2 Teachers’ perceptions of speaking ability after the research

Speaker Utterances

T1: Speaking is close to content of life. Teaching speaking can teach the content of life,
can be used outside class. there is no right or wrong answers in speaking, ask open
questions

T2: … Is the students’ ability to communicate

T3: We shouldn’t teach speaking on purpose, it is part of students [ability]. We need to
elicit their speaking motivation, then we use theories to summarise sentence
structures, let them speak the right sentences. The speaking ability is there, we play
the roles of facilitator

T4: Can speak, can listen. speaking is important, because speaking is for
communication

Excerpt 1 Teachers’ perceptions in of speaking ability before the research

Speaker Utterances

T1: … two aspects, one is to answer teachers’ questions,and the other one is for
application in real life

T2: I think in daily life, they should be able to … listen and speak, speaking means that
they understand what I am talking, even they cannot understand the whole sentence,
but he can grasp some words to answer

T3: Pronunciation, intonation, grammar

T4: Can speak complete sentences, can understand other people’s talking, can answer

T5: They can use some sentence structures to communicate with me, or communicate
with other people
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Reported Teaching Strategies

Before the research, oral classes were oriented by certain syntactic structures and
vocabulary set in the textbooks. The objectives of oral lessons were to learn the
specific syntactic structures and vocabulary. And hence, the teaching of oral skills
was only conducted at the syntactic level rather than at the discourse level. The
teachers did not take into consideration how students could apply those syntactic
structure and vocabulary in their daily communication. In other words, the com-
municative functions of the syntactic structure and vocabulary were not explicitly
taught. This can be concluded from Excerpt 3.

Teachers reported that repetition and making sentences were frequently used
teaching approaches. T3 reported that he mostly used repetition in oral lessons, and
he would require his students to make sentences. He mentioned that his approach
was oriented by the oral exam format. T1, however, was aware of the limitations in
making sentences during oral lessons, but she has no other choices.

However, these two teaching strategies are not sufficient for training commu-
nicative language teaching as verbal communication is not just simply repetition or
the arrangement of words into grammatical utterances but the orchestra of linguistic
items with reference to context and discourse.

Teachers also reported that learner–learner interaction was seldom employed in
oral lessons. There were many concerns about deploying learner–learner interaction
activities. Firstly, teachers doubted that all students were able to engage in such
activities. Secondly, students were likely to use English during such interaction.
Thirdly, teachers were not confident in peer evaluation with regards to the young
age of their students, and lastly, they are worried that students would be negatively
influenced by their peers’ mistakes. The Excerpt 4 illustrates these concerns of
teachers.

Based on the interviews, we can see that though the participating teachers were
aware of communicative aspect of speaking ability, the grammatical aspect was
highly regarded. The oral lessons were oriented by syntactic structures and
vocabulary in the textbooks. Repetition and sentence -making were reported as
most frequently used teaching strategies. Learner–learner interaction was seldom
used in oral lessons.

Excerpt 3 Teachers’ reported speaking teaching strategies (1)

Speaker Utterance

T4: Usually learn to recognize some words, learn how to write characters, and sentence
structures, sentence structures are in the textbook, for example “changchang”, “…
zhi hou”

T3: Repeatedly do something

T1: Sometimes some words, have to ask them to make sentences, or some words may
be used in daily life, I will let them [use the words] to make a sentence

Improving the Teaching of Chinese Speaking of Young Students … 73



After the research, there were changes in the ways teachers provided feedbacks.
The Excerpts 5 and 6 show the evidence that the teacher began to have the
awareness of expanding students’ oral production so as to sustain the topic in
interaction. T2 noted that interaction was indeed mutual as interaction does not only
mean teachers providing more opportunities for students to speak up, but students’
responses also motivated teachers’ responses and feedbacks. In addition, she tries to
be a good listener, which is a premise for authentic communication.

From Excerpt 6, T3 realized that the grammar of speaking was different from the
grammar of writing. Complete sentences are not often obligatory in speaking as in
writing. T3 believed that she should not deny her students’ anxiety to speak though
they used improper expression or even used English sometimes. She made use of
the opportunity to restate the students’ expression in Chinese. She also came to
understand that using standard sentence structure was not often the case in verbal
communication, and the use of standard sentence structure was indeed an unnatural
communication style.

Though there are many concerns for conducting learner–learner interaction,
teachers reported that students performed better than they have expected. If the
structure of the activities, students’ roles, and task difficulty are carefully designed,
beginner learners can successfully complete interaction task (Excerpt 7).

Excerpt 5 Teachers’ strategies of providing feedback (1)

Speaker Utterance

T2: Students are very active, making me feel greatly encouraged. Interaction is more
than giving students chances to talk. Students’ responses are also encouraging to the
teacher

Excerpt 4 Teachers’ perceptions of learner–learner interaction activities

Speaker Utterance

T1: I think it is better for me to listen [and evaluate], because they are too young [to do
it] at the age of 7, 8. So, I don’t think peers can evaluate what is wrong. That is why
I don’t consider of arranging them to talk in groups or evaluate. Usually I listen
[and evaluate]

T2: Actually I don’t like group work unless there is any appropriate one. Because I
often find that only the group leader or those who are more proficient do the work
while the others just remain silent in the group

Excerpt 6 Teachers’ strategies of providing feedback (2)

Speaker Utterance

T3: In authentic communication, we don’t talk with standard sentences each time. For
example, when asked “Have you eaten?”, deliberately, I should reply “yes, I have
eaten.” [But] this sounds unnatural in communication
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The use of CLT oral lessons has made substantial changes in the participating
classes, the following changes were observed in general. During the research, all the
experimental teachers have implemented new teaching strategies in their classes,
though to different extents. The focus of their oral lessons has shifted from pro-
ducing grammatically correct sentences to interactive communication. We observed
that the teachers generally encouraged students to expand on topics of discussion
and most teachers minimized their habit to immediately correct students’ gram-
matical mistakes. In terms of vocabulary teaching, the games introduced by the
research team were used in the participating classes and were well received by both
teachers and students. The teachers have accepted to conduct more learner–learner
interaction activities in their speaking lessons. By scaffolding what students need in
the interaction tasks, controlling the tasks’ difficulty, and employing highly struc-
tured activities, the learner–learner interaction was conducted successfully beyond
the teachers’ expectations.

A Case Study

To illustrate practice of CLT implementation, we chose T3 for a case study. First,
we present the coding of four lessons in “Providing unpredictable information,”
“genuine request,” and “reaction to message.” The coding results indicate the extent
to which the lessons are communicative. The first lesson (L1) is pre-class obser-
vation, while the other three lessons (L2, L3, L4) took place in the main study. The
topics of these four lessons are “Chinese New Year”, “I like … /don’t like …”,
“Football” and “Fast Food Restaurant”. Second, we present some excerpts of class
talk to show T3’s strategies of conducting interaction and providing feedback.

Providing Unpredictable Information

Figure 1 shows the amounts of providing unpredictable information of the four
lessons, which are 65, 90.3, 47.2, and 55.4%, respectively. For a communicative
class, the information should be unpredictable for both teachers and students so that
authentic communication can occur.

T3 provided the highest amount of unpredictable information in the first inter-
vention lesson. Then, it decreased in the second intervention lesson and raised up in

Excerpt 7 Teachers’ responses to learner–learner interaction activities after the research

Speaker Utterance

T2: Students performed much better than I have expected in “Fan” activity, I thought
they were not able to do it at the beginning. Make some changes on details and
structure of activity, so that the students wouldn’t become lazy, let them feel fresh
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the third one. Based on fieldnotes, the lowest amount of unpredictable information
in Lesson 3 may be attributed to the following reasons: First, the topic of the third
lesson is “Football Match”, which the students are very familiar with. This led to
less unexpected information communicated between the teacher and students.
Second, the teacher focused teaching new vocabulary related to the topic, which
constitutes to greater shared/predictable information during the classroom interac-
tion. Another reason is that the teacher may return to his old habit, paying attention
to students’ use of certain syntactic pattern and ignored the exchange of unpre-
dictable information.

The data of this category show that the effects of teachers’ training are immediate
and obvious on teacher’s first lesson but did not sustain. However, the percentage
increased afterward, indicating that teachers may take some time to sustainably
apply the principles.

Genuine Request

Genuine requests also make authentic communication occur. Figure 2 indicates that
the percentage of genuine request increases from Lesson 1 (26%) to Lesson 4
(53.4%) except Lesson 3. To some extent, T3 has improved on his questioning
strategies. Again, based on fieldnotes, T3 focused on introducing a large amount of
vocabulary related to the topic. He asked questions that required students to pro-
duce the new words repeatedly and hence led to the high amount of pseudo-requests
which aimed at practising certain vocabulary.

Fig. 1 Providing unpredictable information
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Reaction to Message

Teacher’s feedback is categorized into “reaction to form,” “reaction to message,” or
reaction to both. For communicative class, reaction to message is encouraged.
Figure 3 shows that the percentage of teacher’s reaction to message increases first,
then decreases, and increases again.

In general, the percentage of “Reaction to Message” in the three intervention
lessons outperformed the lesson before the intervention, which indicates T3’s
improvement on providing feedback. The lowest percentage is in Lesson 3. As
explained earlier, Lesson 3 was focused on teaching vocabulary, and the teacher’s
feedback was on whether the students have orally produced the new words
correctly.

In addition to the above coding results, we selected some excerpts for demon-
strating T3’s strategies of asking questions and providing feedback. In the
Excerpt 8, the teacher gave evaluative feedback to the student’s answer, after which
he guided the students to the correct answer by providing more information through
expanding. In his last utterance, he gave a hint for the correct answer of the targeted
word. This expansion facilitated learners’ comprehending of the new word.

In this Excerpt 9, the teacher tolerated students’ branching off and took
advantage of this opportunity to keep the conversation going. By asking students to
provide information about the consequences of playing soccer at home, the teacher
created further opportunity for students to communicate in the target language. As a
result, students became motivated in exchanging their own life experience with
their teacher. Furthermore, the interaction was enhanced and students’ language
output increased in the process.

Fig. 2 Genuine request
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Fig. 3 Reaction to message

Excerpt 9 T3’s interacting strategies (2)

Speaker Utterance

T: We are at the … football field … play … where else?

S: At home

T: Play at home?

S: Play at home.

T: Play at home, what will happen?

S: I know, break our …

T: Ah, if we play football at home, we will break the glass-made objects

S: Teacher, I … but teacher …

T: Can use soft balls, but if you play strongly, the soft ball can also break a vase

S: I like breaking things. Right!

Excerpt 8 T3’s interacting strategies (1)

Speaker Utterance

S: Captain

T: He is not the captain, jun4yuan2, jun4yuan2, tell me who he is? He is the person
who stands in front of the goal, there is a “men (door)” in his name

S: Oh, I know. “flying door man”, “football goal”

T: It’s not “football goal”, goal keeper. Together, one, two, three …
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To sum up this case study, the teacher made certain improvement in terms of the
questioning strategies and providing feedback strategies. From the above analysis,
we can see that vocabulary teaching and students’ familiarity of the topic have
impacts on the extent to which the lesson can be communicative. Teaching
vocabulary through decontextualized repetition of the words resulted in less
authentic communicative interaction between teacher and students. In addition to
that, for beginning learners, selection of teaching content is also essential in a CLT
lesson. If students are very familiar with the content, there would be minimal
information exchange. Therefore, teachers should consider students’ background
and prior knowledge and select appropriate teaching content accordingly. For
professional development, we can see that training has immediate effects on the first
lesson. However, the effects do not sustain. This informed us that trainings should
be provided based on intervals, and teachers need time to internalize new teaching
principles and strategies.

Discussion

Though most teachers were aware that oral lesson is for communicative purpose,
their design of oral lessons was tailored for the practice of vocabulary and syntactic
structures listed in the textbooks. According to the interviews, repetition and
sentence-making were two main strategies. Their feedback on students’ oral pro-
duction was also focused on the grammatical forms. And some teacher even applied
the grammar of writing into the teaching of speaking. Besides, there is a lack of
learner–learner interaction in oral lessons. On the whole, these teachers commonly
believed that vocabulary and syntactic structures were basic resources for students
to speak. After the research, teachers gradually realized that grammar of speaking
does not equate grammar of writing. They realized their roles as facilitators to
promote learners’ speaking in class, and provide feedback on content and sustained
the topic as possible. In addition, they noticed that learner–learner interaction can be
successfully conducted in oral lessons if the structure, given students’ roles and task
difficulty, were carefully designed.

For professional development, first of all, there are changes in teachers’ beliefs
and perceptions of speaking ability which play important roles in teaching practice.
These changes are caused by observed changes in students’ responses, engagement,
and class atmosphere. Second, there are changes in teaching practice. However, the
change is not immediate and straightforward, but gradually and curly. This
informed us that trainings and reflections should be continuously conducted till
teachers can sustainably apply the teaching strategies.

The prerequisite and balance between linguistic knowledge and communication
skills posed challenges for the implementation of CLT for young beginner learners.
Young beginning learners are generally lack of language resources for fluent
communication. In order for classes to be communicative, language knowledge
should be provided in less communicative classes beforehand. Therefore, we have
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made some adjustments within CLT framework as shown in Table 2. Firstly, the
classes should be divided into two groups which differentiate students as either
language learners or language users. For language learners, the teacher should focus
on teaching language knowledge. The topic has to be familiar to the students so that
they can relate and response readily when requested to interact. Vocabulary and
sentence structures related to the lesson topics (especially those words that can be
used for further communicative purposes) should be carefully selected and taught to
students. This type of classes is aimed at delivering language knowledge which
provides premises for communication in later classes where learners are treated as
language users.

For language users, teachers should design lessons with tasks that require higher
communicative skills. Teachers should not introduce much new language knowl-
edge. Instead, teachers should provide multiple contexts/scenarios that relate to the
lesson topic so that students could practice the prescribed language knowledge over
different circumstances to build their intuition in using those language knowledge.
In view of their previously learnt language knowledge, language users can be
engaged in structured learner–learner interaction activities, and the content of the
topic could be dwell for greater depth based on what students have already knew.

Further research is encouraged on focusing components of CLT individually.
Although it is not difficult to adopt and implement the specific strategies of CLT,
being able to understand its underlying principles proved to be challenging for
teachers. However, we must say that the understanding of the underlying principles
of CLT has to be overcome by teachers so as to allow them to adapt the strategies
flexibly and appropriately for their students.

Limitations and Suggestions

Like many studies, our study is not without flaws. Firstly, due to time constraint,
transcriptions are not fully coded and reported. Therefore, the observations made in
this report are restricted to the amount of data we managed to process. Secondly, we
noticed that group training sessions for teachers were not sufficient, and it takes
time for them to comprehend and internalize the theories and principles. Thus,
reflection after each lesson played an important role in the professional

Table 2 Recommended framework for designing CLT for young beginning learners

Topic Language
knowledge

Activities

Language
learner

Familiar Highly
demanding

Vocabulary and sentence structure
teaching strategies and activities

Language
user

Familiar + new
information

Lowly
demanding

Multiple contexts/scenarios related to the
topic
Learner–learner interaction
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development in this study. In future research, stimulus-recall can be employed, in
which researchers and teachers watch and analyze classroom videos together. In
addition, CLT can be implemented in other grades so as to build a systematic
Chinese-speaking curriculum across the primary school years.
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Oral Interaction: Concept, Competence,
and Assessment

Jinghua Fan

Abstract The article delineates the concept of interaction as it derives from
language communication and describes the features of interactional competence
from the perspective of discourse analysis. With references to categorization of
interactional skills, this article proposes that interactional competence can be
assessed in terms of the quality observed in a basic interactive unit consisting of
responsive turn, turn-switching, and initiative turn.

One of the most conspicuous recent modifications in the objectives of Chinese
language teaching in Singapore is the emphasis on interactional competence. The
Active Learners and Proficient Users (Ministry of Education, Singapore 2011)
recognizes the importance of promoting the actual use of Chinese language in the
changing landscape of multi-language use in Singapore and adds the dimension of
oral and written interactions into the conventional dimensions of language com-
petency in terms of listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills. The rationale of
the addition is the division of language skills into three categories, namely the
receptive (listening and reading), the productive (speaking and writing), and the
interaction skills (e.g., group discussion). To illustrate the framework of targeted
skills, the report has also presented a brief description of some proficiency indi-
cators with examples of some situational tasks of communication. The report has
since become the guideline for the reform of Singapore’s Chinese language edu-
cation and the development of the new series of textbooks.

However, to many Chinese language teachers who are used to the concept of
four traditional skills, interaction competency is a new concept. Interaction has
always been functioning in everyday communication and has also been covered as
part of teaching in the past. This has resulted in different understanding of the
concept of interaction and its forms. This article aims at delineating and defining the
concept of interaction and describes the components of interaction competency with
examples of interaction activity from Chinese language teaching.
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Language Communication and the Concept of Interaction

The primary purpose of learning a language is to use it for communication, and
communication is realized through contextualized use of language forms. Scholars
have been dividing the processes in language learning from different perspectives
(i), and the most accepted division has been the distinction between linguistic
competence and communicative competence. For a summary of the processes
involved in learning a language, refer to Robert M. Dekerser’s Cognitive-
Psychological Processes in Second Language Learning in the Handbook of
Language Teaching (Long and Doughty 2009).

Three areas of acquirement may be involved in learning a language: the
knowledge of the language’s linguistic rules and forms, the understanding of the
pragmatics, and the abilities to put language forms into use.

By language forms, it is meant the meaningful units of speech, such as a phrase,
word, or sentence structure, which can be formally learned or casually picked
up. Linguistic forms are functional in communication when they are purposefully
contextualized in accordance with the requirements of specific situations. From
classroom teaching, language learning is to focus on language forms and functions
and apply them to social communicative situations. This is one essential objective of
the above-mentioned report entitled Nurturing Active Learner and Proficient Users.

Language communication may be one-way or two-way, or linear or interactive.
In one-way communication, producers (of speech or texts) are separated from
receivers (CEFR 2004: 57). The participants function as either the encoder–sender
or decoder–receiver, and there is no feedback channel that allows for response from
the receiver. In language learning situations, this one-way communication can be a
lecture, a speech, an oral report, or a presentation. In this sense, two-way com-
munication happens when the sender receives feedback from the receiver. In lan-
guage learning, interaction may be defined as the collaborative exchange of
thought, feelings, or ideas between two or more people, resulting in a reciprocal
effect on each other, and interaction is the heart of communication (Brown 2001:
165). In interactive activities, such as conversation and correspondence, the par-
ticipants alternate as producers and receivers, often with several turns (CEFR 2004:
57). In short, interaction takes place when people need to express meaning and
exchange information in a way that all the parties involved contribute both as
senders and receivers. In other words, interaction is a language action in which two
or more language users communicate with or react to each other through language
(Wagner 1994: 8).

In real-life situations, there may be synchronic face-to-face oral communication
in which the interlocutors’ utterances are presented in the real time, or asynchronic
written communication in which the messages are presented in deferred relays.
Nowadays, communication has been increasingly mediated by information tech-
nology, and real-time written communication can also be easily realized. For
example, the immediacy of electronic mails has changed time deferment in the
traditional mailed exchanges while speech translation devices can now convert the
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oral utterances in a face-to-face communication into written recording in the virtual
reality. Phenomena like this have made it more difficult to define oral and written
interaction and distinguish between them. In this article, the analysis of interaction
is based on face-to-face spoken communication, although the classroom may have
integrated virtual reality.

In the context of Chinese language teaching in Singapore, there is a need to
reiterate the difference between communication and interaction. Although interac-
tion is one aspect of interpersonal communication, there is one fundamental dif-
ference between communication and interaction; interaction is two-way
communication and can never be one-way. This means that when teachers design
oral interaction activities they should have a feedback loop for students to “talk
back.” For example, one of the oral activities frequently used for lower primary
students is show-and-tell in which a student speaks before classmates about
something while showing the object or its picture. For example, a primary student
describes her favorite doll before the class. This activity is presentational rather than
interactional, because during the process both the acts to show and tell are one-way,
and no interaction is involved. If there is a subsequent session of discussion based
on the content, there will be interaction since the presenting student’s utterances are
not prepared like what has been presented in the show-and-tell while the class-
mates’ utterances are made upon both the show-and-tell and the utterances by the
presenting student and other classmates.

To promote interaction, it is essential to create a situation for the students to react
to each other. The participants in such situations should act alternatively as speakers
and listeners with one or more interlocutors conjointly through the negotiation of
meaning following the cooperative principle of conversational discourse (CEFR
2004: 73). For meaningful learning, the created situation should promote the stu-
dents’ willingness to react to each other. That is, the cooperative principle in
conversational discourse should be naturally followed instead of being forced upon.
This implies that activities like sentence drills or other pair work exercises where
students are assigned the roles of asking and answering without spontaneous role
shifting in the session may be called reactive but not interactive. In the same way,
the most common teacher–student conversation type of Initiation–Response–
Feedback (IRF) may not be interactive because the teacher almost always initiates
with expected responses to which the teacher gives positive, corrective, or negative
feedback.

However, in a short conversation like IRF, we can see a prototype of an inter-
actional unit. Speaker A’s first turn initiates, and Speaker B’s response reacts to the
initiation, while Speaker A reacts to Speaker B’s response by providing a feedback,
thus closing the interactional unit. An interactional unit comprises of at least one
initiative turn and one responsive turn. In the IRF model, the responsive turn may
function as both a response to the original initiation and an initiation for another
response, for example in a conversation between two Chinese language speakers
(Table 1).

We should first of all assume that Speaker B responds by following the coop-
erative principle of conversation, and then it can be understood that Speaker B’s
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response in Turn 2 is intended to be an answer to Speaker A’s question (Turn 1)
rather than a question to Speaker A. Turn 2 is a rhetoric question, implying that it is
a confirmative answer and that Speaker B assumes A actually knows the answer to
his own question. Turn 2 functions mainly as a responsive turn, but it also implies
an initiation. Hence, in Turn 3, Speaker A response “So early?” implies that
Speaker A has grasped Speaker B’s implications, and Speaker B in Turn 4 explains
the reason for having an early lunch.

It can be seen that a conversational discourse comprises internally connected
interactive units, and in each unit there is an initiative turn and a responsive turn,
but one turn may be both a response and an initiation to ensure the smooth con-
nection between units and the smooth flow of the discourse. The dual function turn
is important in that it both takes up a turn and yields a turn. When a turn is intended
and understood to be both responsive and initiative, the producer of the turn takes
on the roles of both an initiator and a responder. However, the role shift in an
interactional discourse is often seen in a turn which consists of more than one
sentence. For example, in the following conversation (Table 2), the role shift takes
place in Turns 4 and 6, when the speaker utters two sentences, one being an answer
to the previous turn, one being a question initiating a new topic.

In Table 2, the first three turns and the first part of Turn 4 appear to form a
question-and-answer session, in which the roles are fixed. This part can be
understood to be preliminary interactional communication in which the turn-taking
is smooth and natural. When Speaker B in Turn 4 asks Speaker A “How about

Table 1 A conversation with a question as an answer

Turn 1 A1 Eaten already? (已经吃了?)

Turn 2 B1 You think it isn’t the time yet? (你觉得还不是时候?)

Turn 3 A2 So early? (这么早?)

Turn 4 B2 I didn’t have breakfast this morning (我没吃早餐。)

Table 2 A conversation with turns containing more than one sentence

Turns Speaker Utterances (literal translation
from Chinese)

Functions

Turn 1 A Hi, have you eaten? Asking for information as a
greeting

Turn 2 B Yes. Responding a greeting

Turn 3 A What did you eat? Asking for information

Turn 4 B Duck noodle. How about you? (1) Providing information
(2) Asking for information as a

greeting

Turn 5 A I’ve eaten too. With our new colleague.
We tried the newly-opened chicken rice
stall.

(1) Providing information
(2) Complementing
(3) Clarifying

Turn 6 B Oh, so you are his office buddy! Was it
good?

(1) Self-clarifying
(2) Asking for information
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you?”, Speaker B’s role changes from a responder to an initiator; thus, interaction in
its true sense takes place. This interaction may come to an end, if Speaker A in Turn
5 only answers the question with “I’ve eaten too.” However, Speaker A expands the
topic by providing two new pieces of information in Turn 5; therefore, the con-
versation can proceed. Turn 5 appears to be a responsive turn, but the functions of
complementation and clarification can imply an invitation for response. Speaker A’s
addition of information not only expands the topic about the lunch but also
introduces a possible new topic about the new colleague. From Turn 5, we can see
that the role in an interaction may be slippery, when the response can be an implied
initiation and the receiver can be an implied sender. Obviously, Turn 5 is well
received, as Speaker B in Turn 6 responds to both topics, and the conversation can
be expected to continue.

In sum, an interactional unit consists of a responsive turn, turn-shifting, and an
initiative turn, and interactional units are linked to form an interactional chain in
which participants take and yield turns by changing their roles as sender and
receiver. One turn may perform different functions, which in turn may change the
nature of the role based on the turn to the effect that the responder may be both
responding and initiating. When different turns are connected based on the coop-
erative principle, new information is introduced or generated so that the existing
topic may be expanded and the conversation is extended.

Components and Descriptors of Interactional Competence

Before analyzing what composes interactional competence, it is necessary to dis-
tinguish between oral competence, communicative competence, and interactional
competence. Among the different categorizations of oral skills, Martin Bygate’s
classification in Speaking is representative, in which he divides oral skills into two
major categories under motor-perceptive skills and the interaction skills.
Motor-perceptive skills involve “perceiving, recalling, and articulating in the cor-
rect order sounds and structure of the language … and it is the context-free kind of
skill” (Bygate 1987: 5). What Bygate puts under interaction skills are categorized
into routines and negotiation skills. In routines, information routines are divided
into expository and evaluative, and interaction routines are divided into service and
social routines. In negotiation skills, there are negotiation of meaning and man-
agement of interaction (Table 3).

Routines can be defined as conventional ways of presenting information, and
conventionality implies predictability (Bygate 1987: 23), and we can find that most
of everyday interactions require routine skills. These conventions predetermine
what initiative turns appear to be and what responsive turns are expected to be, and
they tend to be characterized in broad terms to include the kinds of turns typically
occurring in given situations, and the order in which the components are likely to
occur, and to be organized in characteristic ways (Bygate 1987: 25). Bygate gives
an example of a restaurant situation, arguing that although we may not know
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exactly what words or meanings will be communicated, it is still quite easy to
predict the kinds of information being asked and giving (Bygate 1987: 26). In this
way, language learning can be pre-programmed in the sense that what can be
communicated has always been embedded already into different situations.

Bygate separates “routines” from “negotiation” skills, and routines depend less
on context. From the perspective of context dependency, it can be argued that the
more context-dependent a communication situation is, the more interactional skills
are needed, and the higher interaction competence the situation can promote. In a
sense, the language forms used in a routine interaction situation are predictable, and
therefore they can be prepared. This implies that interaction competence involved in
routine situations may not be adequately shown. Therefore, Bygate’s classification
of oral skills, built around the core concept of routines, may provide an insight for
us to look into linguistic features beyond words and meanings.

Based on Bygate’s classification of oral skills according to genres (Bygate 1987:
23–41), O’Sullivan et al. (2002: 33–56) develop a checklist of discourse functions
as an attempt to design oral tasks to test the language user’s performance. They
have reorganized Bygate’s classification, to put different discourse functions under
informational function, interactional function, and managing interaction. For
example, under “Interactional Function” there are agreeing, disagreeing, modifying,
asking for opinions, persuading, asking for information, conversational repair, and
negotiating meaning, while under “Managing Interaction” there are initiating,
changing, reciprocating, and deciding (O’Sullivan et al. 2002: 54). As this reper-
toire of discourse functions in the checklist is easily represented by typical com-
munication situations in which the interaction routines can be functioning well.
Therefore, again, if interactional competence is primarily the competence showing
in the process and act of interaction instead of the words used to refer to meaning or
sentence structure used to organize meaning, what lies in the heart of interactional
competence?

In interaction, not only must an interlocutor communicate with the other, but
also the interlocutors will react to each other (Wagner 1994: 8). Accordingly, we
can examine the skills involved in interaction from two perspectives. One per-
spective is to examine the skills as needed within a turn, which may be described as
intra-turn skills. These skills may not be much different from the ordinary speaking
skills, such as how to maintain coherency within the turn, make the turn relevant to

Table 3 Bygate’s classification of oral skills

Motor-perceptive skill

Interaction skills Routines Information routines Expository

Evaluative

Interaction routines Service

Social

Negotiation skills Negotiation of meaning

Management of interaction
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the previous turns. In interactional communication, the interlocutor must respond to
the previous turn in terms of content. In this sense, in Bygate’s classification of oral
skills (Table 3), the skills described under interaction, except for negotiation skills,
are all intra-turn skills. The other perspective is to examine the skills needed
between turns, which may be described as inter-turn skills. These skills are
demonstrated as the interlocutor’s awareness of the conversational discourse and
may be argued to be the interactional skills in the truest sense.

Based on the above analysis, we can argue that interactional competence should
focus on the inter-ness of communication. And, considering operationality in lan-
guage teaching, we propose that interactional competence should be examined and
described in the following three aspects: (1) turn-taking in a conversational dis-
course; (2) functions of turns; and, (3) typical language forms. These will be
elaborated hereafter.

Turn-Taking in a Conversational Discourse Turn-taking is an important indi-
cator of how interaction flows, and a conversational discourse comprises more than
one interactional unit involving role shift between the sender and receiver with the
shift automatically realized through turn-taking. In an interactional unit, three
aspects may be observed to determine the level of interactional competence: (a) the
adequacy of response. This can be understood from the perspective of Grice’s
(Grice 1989: 26–31) maxim of quantity, which says that a speaker should make his
contribution as informative as is required; (b) the smooth and naturalness of
turn-taking. This includes whether the speaker has the awareness of turn-yielding,
turn-holding, turn-requesting, and turn-taking; and (c) the readiness to initiate an
appropriate turn or to terminate a turn. This is to evaluate whether the participant in
the interaction has the awareness and ability to contribute to an interaction.

Function of Turns In an interactional unit, a turn can be a short utterance or a
sustained one. When a turn comprises of a sustained utterance, the turn itself can be
understood as a one-way presentational passage. No matter how long a turn appears
to be, it has functions to perform. For example, Turn 4 in Table 2 (“Duck noodle”)
is a phrase, but it functions perfectly well as an adequate response to the previous
question. Turn 5 comprises of three short sentences and performs three functions,
and the act of uttering three sentences in one turn may also be seen as a way to hold
the turn. O’Sullivan et al. (2002: 47) suggest that the function of the turns may be
an aspect of interactional competence, and their checklist can be modified with
reference to a notional-functional syllabus developed according to the Chinese
Language Syllabus in Singapore to better meet the needs in Singapore’s context.

Take the example of an initiative turn. The primary function of an initiative turn
is to open an interactional unit with a new topic or to introduce a new element into
the existing topic. It can be an exclamation, a statement or a question, to perform
the function of greeting, calling for attention, asking for comments, soliciting an
opinion, etc. Due to the interrelationship between language functions and forms, the
choice of language forms should also be assessed for its appropriateness to perform
certain functions. For example, in CERF (2004: 34), the task to “ask for and
provide everyday goods and services” has been described with different qualifiers
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across different levels of proficiency. Language functions in interaction can be
described and assessed from the perspectives of adequacy, appropriateness, rele-
vance, transparency, and effectiveness. Adequacy refers to the quantity of the
utterance, such as ellipsis; appropriateness refers to the register of the chosen
language, such as formality or colloquiality; relevance refers to how targeted and
direct an utterance is to the previous utterance; transparency refers to how explicit is
the meaning of an utterance; and effectiveness refers to the performativity of an
utterance, or how the utterance enforces its effect upon the receivers.

Typical Language Forms There are two ways to define the typicality of language
forms, but first of all there is the question about whether there is a typical language
form. When we talk about typical language forms, we are describing what language
forms are most often used in a communication situation, which relies on the
assumption that there is an accepted interrelationship between language forms and
language functions. The fact is there may be many different language forms to
perform one function, and they may appear to be highly colloquial and elliptical or
very formal and cumbersome. Different language forms may mean different degrees
of difficulty for learners. For example, there are many ways to ask for direction,
some of which may not be appropriate in terms of, say, register, formality, or
politeness, and obviously appropriateness should be an essential part of interac-
tional competence. Therefore, the final obtainment of the information, e.g., the
completion of a communicative task, may not be a valid indicator for interactional
competence.

For the same reason, it may also be argued that the can-do lists in CERF (2004:
26) may not be adequate to assess language proficiency. For example, the descriptor
for the overall spoken interaction of “Independent User” (Level B2) contains the
description “Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes
regular interaction, and sustained relationships with native speakers quite possible
without imposing strain on either party” (CERF 2004: 74). This description can
only be a “global scale,” and actually it also appears in the “Common Reference
Levels: Global Scale” (CERF 2004: 24), and therefore, it can be used as a reference
but not a rubric. This may imply that the can-do lists are not easily used to indicate
interactional competence. The lists have also pointed to typical communication
situations that can be used to construct a repertoire of language forms. For example,
the descriptor for the overall spoken interaction of “Independent User” (Level B1)
contains the description “Can exploit a wide range of simple language to deal with
most situations likely to arise whilst travelling” (CERF 2004: 24). Although the
situation is given, it is still difficult to generate a set of typical language forms to
cover the range of “simple language” so that they may be orchestrated into formal
language teaching syllabus.

Given that it is difficult to prescribe a typical language form to represent a typical
communication situation, it may be necessary to find an alternative way to describe
the indicators of interactional competence in a conversational discourse. In every-
day interaction, participants often observe the maxim of economy, which implies
that the choice of language forms in an utterance depends more on the context
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instead of following the linguistic rules. If ambiguity arises, participants will resort
to self-monitoring or negotiation of meaning. This leads us to examine the language
forms that are less content-related than process-related. This comes to the discourse
markers, and we propose that discourse markers can be a good indicator for
interactional competence.

The study of discourse markers has long gained attention in the area of lin-
guistics. There are many different definitions of discourse markers, and even dis-
course markers are referred to with different terms (ii). In this paper, discourse
markers are defined as linguistic expressions usually in the form of words or
phrases which are commonly used to signal the relationship between an utterance
and its immediate context. Discourse markers are “closely related to the
non-referential (or interactional) meaning of language rather than referential (or
propositional) meaning… of an utterance, but influence the hearer’s interpretation
of the utterance” (Ogi 2017: 52). Archakis (2001) and Fuller (2003) note from the
syntactical and semantic perspective that (1) discourse markers are syntactically
separated from the rest of the sentence, (2) they do not add anything to the
propositional content of an utterance or affect its truth conditions, and (3) they are
used to signal relationships between discourse units in order to create discourse
coherence (also cited in Ogi 2017: 12). Discourse markers’ close relationship with
the process of interaction rather than the content of communication can be a valid
indicator of interactional competence.

Just as certain language forms are related to certain functions, which can be seen
in Bygate’s classification of routines, certain language forms are closely related to
certain functions. For example, in negotiation of meaning, when asking for clari-
fication, language forms such as “Do you mean…?” will be used, while shifting a
topic or introducing a new topic, the interlocutor may use language forms such as
“Speaking of this, I think of…”. These markers can function to direct the inter-
locutor’s attention to the flow and structure of discourse (Carol Lynn and
Martinovic-Zic 2004: 117) and the interaction itself.

Toward a Framework of the Assessment of Interactional
Competence

Based on the above analysis, we can now propose a framework of the assessment of
interactional competence with reference to the structure of discourse in Chinese
language. Chinese discourse focusing on a thematic topic can be divided into four
phases, namely the introduction (起 qi, the opening of a topic), the development (承
cheng, the development of a topic), the transition (to another viewpoint) (转 zhuan,
the inclusion of an alternative viewpoint), and the conclusion (合 he, the meeting of
minds or conclusion) (iii). To apply this model into the analysis of a conservational
discourse, qi is the initiative turn, cheng is the taking over and a continuation of a
turn, zhuan may be understood as the expansion of a turn, and he refers to the
conclusion or the meeting of mind in the end. These four phases can also be
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understood as four functions, and this means that there are some expressions and
structures closely related to them. For example, some discourse markers in the final
phase may include “to sum up” and “in short”.

Interaction is a dynamic system, in which interlocutors are alternatively a
speaker and a listener, prepared to take over or yield a turn, and sometimes try to
hold a turn or interrupt it, and usually there will be some accompanying prosodic
changes (iv). For example, to examine the second phase (cheng) of an oral dis-
course, it should be noted how a turn is taken up without unnatural delay. To
examine the third phase (zhuan) of an oral discourse, how relevant is the added
topic? The following table describes the assessment framework of interactional
competence with some examples (Table 4).

The following table (Table 5) exemplifies a sustained conversational discourse
with different language functions and discourse markers. The English version is a
literal translation of Mandarin Chinese oral interaction, which may appear to the
English reader a little unnatural and strained pragmatically. Also, a specific utter-
ance may have different functions according to different interpreters, while there
may also be differences between the actual conversation heard and the transcription
of a conversation.

This article attempts to expound the essential feature of interaction by distin-
guishing between communication and interaction. Upon the analysis of turns in a
conversational discourse, it puts forward the concept of an interactional unit. The
article maintains that the assessment of interactional competence should be based
on the process instead of the content of the interaction, and it argues that discourse
markers, due to their close relation with interactional meaning of language, may
serve as a valid indicator for interactional competence. Finally, the article proposes
a framework of assessment of interactional competence which is constructed on the
structure of Chinese passage and exemplified with conversational discourse
markers.

Notes

(i) For a summary of the processes involved in learning a language, refer to
Robert M. Dekerser’s “Cognitive-Psychological Processes in Second
Language Learning,” in The Handbook of Language Teaching, pp. 119-38
(Eds. Michael H. Long and Catherine J. Doughty, 2009).

(ii) For a detailed review of the definitions of and the terms for discourse marker,
refer to Naomi Ogi’s Involvement and Attitude in Japanese Discourse,
especially Sect. 1.2 Chap. 1 (John Benjamins Publishing Co., 2017). In the
book, Ogi has also argued for the use of interactive marker to replace the
term discourse marker, and I find this argument especially relevant to my
preposition for using discourse markers as an indicator for interactional
competence.
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(iii) There are many academic papers and books on the structure of Chinese
discourse, and according to Liu Xizai (1813–1881) whose definition in his
six-volume Generalization of Art (《艺概》) is one of the earliest and most
classical, “qi means an introduction to what to come, and connecting to what
to come is also a method of qi; he means a convergence with the above, and
connecting to what has been written is also a method of he; between qi and
he there are cheng and zhuan which connect in one way to qi and in another
way to he. (起者起下也, 连合亦起在内; 合者合上也, 连起亦合在内; 中
间用承用转, 皆兼顾起合也)”. For a reflection of the model of a four-phase
Chinese discourse, refer to Wan’s (2013).

(iv) Given the scope and objectives of the current paper, I will not elaborate on
the types and functions of Mandarin Chinese discourse markers and I will
only raise some examples to illustrate how they can be used to indicate the
different aspects of interactional competence as shown in a Chinese con-
versational discourse. It also needs to clarify that in Mandarin Chinese
conversational discourse, some often used words such as “na (那), na me (那
么)” (then) are unstressed and may be heard but often omitted in transcrip-
tion, as I have done so in the example (Table 5). For a brief review of the
functions of Mandarin Chinese discourse markers, refer to Li-Chiung Yang’s
paper (2006). The paper maintains that “the interactive and communicative
nature of the [discourse marker] should be part of the definition, as we view
the function of discourse makers as a running commentary on the underlying
text that helps to make the text coherent in the context of the particular
conversation” (Yang 2006: 268). The paper also suggests that the functions
of discourse markers are to signal phrase relationship, interactive relation-
ship, cognitive and emotional relationship which are in turn signaled by
discourse context, phrase position, lexical meaning and prosody.
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Teaching Oral Narrative Skills
to Chinese Children in Singapore

Li Li, Su Yee Au and Geok Hoon Tan

Abstract This article presents an intervention to help Singaporean children in
narrative skills in Chinese language to prepare them in coping with the shift.
Grade-three children participated in the study. Half of the children were taught
through a specifically designed intervention programme, while the other half with
the usual programme. Comparisons after a year showed that the experimental group
made greater progress than did the control group in oral narrative skills and overall
oral skill scores.

Recent studies on enhancing the Singaporean children’s oral competence in
Chinese language (CL) have shown that oral language teaching, in certain aspects,
has positive impact on the children’s interest in learning Chinese language and their
communicative competence (MOE 2011; Ko et al. 2012; Sun and Fan 2012). Also,
some studies found that although Singaporean Chinese children had no trouble
using Chinese language in giving short responses during conversation, they faced
difficulties in providing longer and more complex sentences in CL (Goh et al.
2008).

The curricular objectives for Singaporean primary school students in the middle
grades (i.e. Primary 3 and Primary 4) are shifting from learning to provide con-
versations on daily topics in CL to conversing over more abstract themes and
providing narrations and discourses that are complete and detailed in contents. With
this change in the objective, the students need more assistance in narrative skills
beyond learning Chinese characters, vocabulary and sentence structures. Narrative
skills combine cognitive development, linguistics and social interactive skills. In the
classroom context, oral narrative skills refer to students’ competence in mastering
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the narrative structures, organizing information and textual knowledge, and pre-
senting orally with suitable discourse structure, sentence structure and vocabulary.
Narrative skills are often not taught explicitly in CL lessons in Singapore schools
where teaching and training focus mainly on enhancing students’ reading and
writing skills.

The present study is an intervention on narrative skills in CL among Singaporean
Primary 3 and Primary 4 students. It is quasi-experimental comparing students’
performance in oral language competency, oral narrative skills and reading com-
prehensions between an experimental group and a control group.

Literature Review

Children’s oral narrative skills refer to their skills of processing, organizing and
expressing personal experiences and familiar routines (Crais and Lorch 1994).
From about the age of two years, monolingual children are exposed to narratives
and gradually developing narrative skills along with their cognitive development.
They start from naming objects, presenting sequential events, to presenting logi-
cally related events and situations. At about seven years of age, monolingual
children are able to produce true narratives for a series of events with a clear focus
on the theme and being arranged according to their temporal, spatial or logical
sequence, or both. (Applebee 1978; Paul et al. 1996)

Except for knowledge about the language, higher-order cognitive skills are also
involved in the process of narration (Hudson and Shapiro 1991). Children have to
process, reorganize and manipulate knowledge and skills of various aspects,
including interpersonal interaction skills, sociocultural knowledge, pragmatic and
linguistic knowledge, understanding the sequential and causal relations of events,
memory about the past experiences and mastering narrative structural knowledge.
Development in oral narrative skills helps with a smooth transit of children’s skills
in conversations from short and contextualized daily conversation, firstly to the
utterance of familiar, decontextualized topics and personal experiences, then to
more abstract topics comprising complex relations of events (Hedberg and Westby
1993).

Oral narrative skills are among the essential oral language competence in school.
In classrooms, students are constantly required to respond to questions asking about
abstract concepts and topics. They have to, for instance, describe the procedure of
carrying out a science experiment, tell a story to the class or share experiences with
peers. Not only the integration of linguistics knowledge with communication skills
is required, students also need to be able to apply their knowledge of narrative
structure properly in using language (Applebee 1978; Mccabe and Rollins 1994).
Students’ knowledge of narrative structure will also help them in reading com-
prehension in terms of story plot, episodes, theme and event relations (Chi 2004).

Studies on the monolingual children indicate the close associations among
children’s oral narrative skills, their cognitive development and their language

100 L. Li et al.



development. For instance, reading comprehension, as a popular indicator of lan-
guage development, was found to be closely associated with children’s narrative
skills (Oakhill and Cain 2007). The close relations were similarly found among
bilinguals (Westerveld 2013).

From the findings of these summarized studies, we conclude that systematic and
explicit instructions in oral narrative skills may enhance children’s oral language
competence. For bilinguals, this effect may also be observed in their second lan-
guage. Therefore, the present study developed and implemented an intervention
programme among Singaporean bilingual children learning CL as their second
language. The programme serves as the transit method helping Primary 3 and
Primary 4 students by providing abstract and decontextualized discourse in class-
rooms. By doing so, the teaching aimed to enhance students’ oral competence in
Chinese language. Further, with enhanced knowledge of narrative structure, stu-
dents undergone the intervention programme were expected to perform better in
story structure and comprehension of reading materials.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Primary 3 students from two primary schools were invited to this one-year inter-
vention study involving 212 students, assigned to experimental and comparison
groups according to their classes. Four classes were assigned to the experimental
group and another four classes to the control group. Students in both groups were
reported as not having difficulties in cognitive development nor in language
development. Students in the experimental group were also reported to be slightly
less proficient in CL than those of the control group.

Prior to the intervention, students in both groups were assessed on their CL oral
narrative skills individually. Their CL reading comprehension was also evaluated as
an important indicator that represents an aspect of children’s language develop-
ment. Students’ oral test scores for the first semester were collected.

There was a one-year interval between the pretest and post-test. At the end of the
project, the students were retested on oral narrative skills and CL reading com-
prehension with the same tasks used for pretest. Teachers collected students’ oral
test scores for the first semester towards the end of the project. A loss of numbers of
students was observed at the post-test, because limited time slots could be allocated
by the schools for collecting data from all the participants. A final count of the
participants who have completed all the tasks in both tests was 126.

The intervention was conducted between the two testing sessions July in one
year to April in the following year. The research team worked closely with the CL
teachers in designing and implementing the lesson plans and teaching materials.
Teachers in the experimental group were trained with the principles of the
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interventions and introduced to the teaching materials. They were asked about the
possible difficulties in the implementation after a trial lesson. Amendments were
made after teachers’ feedback. Teachers in the control group were briefed to teach
in their normal way using their own lesson plans.

Measures

Oral Narrative Skills This study adopted the recount storytelling task as the test
of the students’ oral narrative skills. Two story topics (Celebrating Birthday and
Seeing a Doctor) which were familiar to Singaporean children and were the most
common in their daily lives were selected for the task. Participating students were to
choose one from the two topics to tell about their past experience orally in CL.

During the tests, trained researchers provided the students with content-unrelated
prompts to keep the conversation going. These prompts are standard across the
testers, such as “Then?”, “Any more you would like to say?” and words which
show affirmation such as “yes”, “ok” and “oh”.

The student’ utterances were recorded for further analysis. Based on Story
Grammar (Stein and Glenn 1979), the research team modified a grading rubric
(Westerveld and Gillon 2008) and scored students’ oral narrative skills. The grading
rubric covered five aspects: introduction, theme, conflict and resolution, conclusion
and coherence. For each aspect, the researchers used a three-grade rating rubric
according to the descriptions for each grade. For the convenience of calculation,
one, two and three points were assigned to the three grades, respectively. Two
researchers rated all the recordings for the pretests and post-tests (N = 126). To
avoid rating bias in both pretest and post-test, the recordings of the pretest and
post-test were randomized. We calculated the interrater reliability (agreement
between the two raters) for the ratings of the pretests and the post-tests. Very good
interrater agreement was achieved for the ratings of the pretest (with Cohen’s
Kappa = 0.80, p < 0.001, N = 126) and the post-test (Cohen’s Kappa = 0.85,
p < 0.001, N = 126). The average scores were taken to represent students’ per-
formance in the oral narrative task.

Reading Comprehension Children’s CL reading comprehension was tested with
two age-appropriate passages with multiple-choice questions. This reading com-
prehension test was meant to gauge the students’ abilities in comprehending CL
written texts. The passages were selected and revised with reference to local text-
book. Each passage was a story and had less than 300 Chinese characters (237
Chinese characters in Passage 1 and 280 characters in Passage 2). Most of those
characters were introduced to the students in their textbooks. Each passage had five
multiple-choice questions covering five different aspects, i.e. the theme, the prob-
lem and resolution, the feelings of the main character, the reference in the content
and the summarization. For instance, the question asking the feelings of the main
character in passage is:

102 L. Li et al.



How does the red fox feel when he heard the words of the old fox?

(A) Happy,
(B) Afraid,
(C) Disappointed,
(D) Angry.

Two CL teachers with at least 10 years of teaching experience in primary
schools were invited to comment on the suitability of the passages and the ques-
tions. They confirmed the suitability of the content and the words in the passages
for most of the Primary 3 and Primary 4 students, and the estimated completion
time was about 30 min. The total scores for this reading comprehension test are 10
points. For the correct answer of each item, one point was given; otherwise, zero
point was given to the item. This reading comprehension test was found to have
basically acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.67 for pretest,
N = 126; Cronbach’s α = 0.72 for post-test, N = 126) for research purpose.

Intervention Programme

The intervention was conducted in the experimental classes, while control classes
went through the usual syllabus without intervention. All the participating teachers
were informed to refrain from discussing their teaching practices during the inter-
vention period. During the one-year intervention, the research team closely col-
laborated with the teachers in the experimental group to revise and develop the
intervention procedures: teachers provided valuable feedback on the design of
teaching materials and the alignment with the textbook materials; the research team
introduced the teaching focus of each lesson and made sure teachers were aware of
students’ varied CL proficiency and learning needs. There were in total 12 lessons
in the programme. The research team provided teaching guide for all lessons.
Before the lesson, the research team discussed with the teachers to clarify the lesson
objectives and to ensure that the foci were clearly delivered.

The whole set of 12 teaching plans started with an introduction of narrative
structures and followed by training on abstracting themes, plot setting and elabo-
ration on details. The training focus was then shifted to the temporal, spatial and
logical relationships of events in the stories and the importance of coherence.

The enhancement of the intervention on students’ narrative skills can be viewed
at three aspects. Firstly, tasks on narrative structure, such as events sequencing,
narration from different perspectives and narration upon changing of themes, would
help students in the mastering of the narrative structure. Secondly, the training foci
on the enrichment of theme abstraction, plot descriptions and details elaboration
would enable students to provide more meaningful oral expressions in a variety of
ways. Lastly, students would learn about the logical flow of events in a storyline
and the coherence of narration, such as causal relations, story plot twist, character
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referencing. The explicit teaching of the foci in each lesson was emphasized, so that
students were clear about the learning objectives, task requirements, prior knowl-
edge and skills, and assessment criteria.

In each lesson, teachers introduced and explained the concept words explicitly
and went on with explanation of tasks, including the learning objectives and tar-
geted skills of each task. Learning objectives and skills learnt were then reiterated
after the completion of each task.

After the explicit teaching of the programme, the students were expected to
demonstrate the following achievement:

1. To be able to narrate a complete and detailed story according to a set of related
pictures or a video clip.

2. To be able to narrate an event that they have experienced or heard.
3. To be able to comprehend events and their relationships in passages through

listening or reading.

During the process of intervention, we encouraged teachers of the control group
to teach with their usual lesson plans, which normally follow the teaching guide
provided by the Ministry of Education in Singapore. We have observed two lessons
for each of the teachers in the control group during the intervention period (without
prior notice to the teachers to avoid special preparation). Some resemblances were
found in the content, e.g. teacher using “5WH1” method (by asking questions
starting with “who”, “when”, “where”, “what”, “why” and “how”), to help stu-
dents’ understanding of a story from the textbook. But none of the lessons exhibited
the explicit teaching of narrative structure as used in our intervention programme.

Data Analysis

Students’ overall oral test scores, oral narrative skills ratings and reading com-
prehension test scores were collected before and after the intervention from both the
experimental and control groups. Same tasks of reading comprehension and oral
narrative skills were deployed to the students in the pre- and post-tests. For the
overall oral test ratings, both schools follow the same rating rubrics with scoring
range from 1 point to 10 points, but there might exist difference across the teachers
who give the ratings.

We did comparison between the experimental group and the control group in
students’ pretest scores. No obvious difference was found between the two groups
in students’ overall oral language scores (Cohen’s d = 0.10) and their oral narrative
skill scores (Cohen’s d = 0.24). But there was difference found between the two
groups in their reading comprehension scores (Cohen’s d = 0.43). Considering that
students in both groups may achieve better in the second time of the same tests, and
there was group difference among students’ pretests, we calculated the gain-scores
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of both groups on each measure. Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations
of the pretest scores, post-test scores and gain-scores for both groups on each
measured task. The difference between the scores of the two groups was calculated
with effect sizes for each task.

In the post-tests, students in the experimental group outperformed the control
group students in all the three tasks (Cohen’s d = 0.49 for overall oral language
skills; Cohen’s d = 0.65 for oral narrative skills; Cohen’s d = 0.55 for reading
comprehension task). Descriptive statistics show that the gain-score means of the
experimental group in students’ overall oral language skills, oral narrative skills and
reading comprehension test were slightly higher than those of the control group. In
terms of effect sizes, the experimental group improved more in overall oral lan-
guage skills and oral narrative skills with small to medium effect sizes when
compared with the gains of the control group: Cohen’s d = 0.40 for improvement in
overall oral language skills and Cohen’s d = 0.37 for improvement in oral narrative
skills. These indicated that the intervention had observable impact in enhancing
students’ oral narrative skills and overall oral language skills, and the effect is small
but nearly medium. Students in both groups made progress in reading compre-
hension skills. However, the experimental group made more progress, as shown by
the gain-score mean of 0.98 for the experimental group but only 0.69 for the control
group. The difference has a corresponding Cohen’s d = 0.12, which is a trivial
effect size. Thus, although there seems to be some impact of the intervention in
enhancing students’ reading comprehension skills, it cannot be said with certainty
in view of the rather small effect size.

Given that the five different aspects in the rubric for scoring students’ narrative
skills require different levels of cognitive and linguistic knowledge and skills
(Westerveld and Gillon 2008), we did further analysis in each of the five aspects.

Table 1 Comparisons between experimental and control groups

Experimental
group (N = 57)

Control group
(N = 69)

Mean difference Cohen’s d

Mean SD Mean SD

Overall oral language skills

Pretest 7.88 1.35 7.74 1.31 0.14 0.10

Post-test 8.06 1.44 7.33 1.55 0.73 0.49

Gain 0.18 1.27 −0.41 1.67 0.59 0.40

Oral narrative skills

Pretest 9.60 2.76 8.98 2.30 0.62 0.24

Post-test 10.63 2.77 8.97 2.35 1.66 0.65

Gain 1.04 3.44 −0.01 1.92 1.05 0.37

Reading comprehension

Pretest 5.14 2.41 4.10 2.44 1.04 0.43

Post-test 6.12 2.35 4.80 2.48 1.32 0.55

Gain 0.98 2.24 0.69 2.43 0.29 0.12
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Ratings of oral narrative skills in both pretests and post-tests from one rater were
randomly taken for analyses. Based on students’ overall oral language scores in the
pretest (Mean = 7.88, SD = 1.35, Median = 8), we selected a group of students
from the experimental group with overall oral language scores including and below
7 (N = 25) as low-performance group, and the other students were in the
average-to-good performance group (N = 32). We calculated the effect sizes for
each of the five measured aspects to better understand the possible intervention
effect on different aspects. Table 2 showed the descriptive statistics and effect sizes.

It was found that students with low performance in overall language skills
tended to improve more on narrative structure-related aspects, such as introduction
(Cohen’s d = 0.60), conflict and resolution (Cohen’s d = 0.45), conclusion
(Cohen’s d = 0.41) and the overall coherence of the story (Cohen’s d = 0.70).
Their improvement in the scores of story theme seemed not that obvious (Cohen’s
d = 0.26). The improvement of scores in the average-to-good group can be
observed, but was not that obvious as the low performance group. Trivial effect
sizes were observed in the mastery of story theme (Cohen’s d = 0.10), conflict and
resolution (Cohen’s d = 0.18) and conclusion (Cohen’s d = 0.18). And small effect
sizes were found in the overall coherence of the story (Cohen’s d = 0.39) and the
introduction (Cohen’s d = 0.35).

Teachers of the experimental group also gave positive feedback on the pro-
gramme. Feedback on the process and the effect of the intervention eight months
into the project and at the end of one year was gathered from the teachers of the
experimental group. They reflected that their students liked the learning activities
and actively participated in these. As for the effect of the intervention, teachers
reflected that this programme created more opportunities for students to speak in the
classroom. Teachers also mentioned that because the programme trained students in
story structure and story construction, it might also help them in composition
writing.

Table 2 Students’ improvement in the different aspects of oral narrative skills

Pretest Post-test Mean
difference

Cohen’s
dMean SD Mean SD

Low performance group
(N = 25)

Introduction 1.56 0.82 2.08 0.91 0.52 0.60

Theme 1.52 0.59 1.68 0.63 0.16 0.26

Conflict and
resolution

1.76 0.66 2.08 0.76 0.32 0.45

Conclusion 1.64 0.70 1.96 0.84 0.32 0.41

Coherence 1.12 0.33 1.48 0.65 0.36 0.70

Average-to-good
performance group
(N = 32)

Introduction 2.22 0.79 2.50 0.80 0.28 0.35

Theme 2.19 0.54 2.13 0.70 −0.06 0.10

Conflict and
resolution

2.28 0.81 2.41 0.61 0.13 0.18

Conclusion 2.38 0.71 2.25 0.76 −0.13 0.18

Coherence 1.66 0.83 1.97 0.74 0.31 0.39
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Discussion and Conclusion

This article reports on an intervention study aiming to enhance Singaporean pri-
mary school students in oral language skills when they were transiting from daily
conversation to more complex and abstract talks. The one-year programme com-
prises twelve teaching plans. Primary 3 and Primary 4 students from two schools
participating in the study were trained with explicit and systematic activities for
enhancing their oral narrative skills in CL. Small to medium effects were found in
students’ overall oral language skills and oral narrative skills. The results indicated
that the intervention attained the expected outcome of enhancing students’ oral
narrative skills and their overall oral language skills. However, the intervention was
not effective in enhancing students’ reading comprehension; this seems to contra-
dict the findings from a study on CL monolingual children (Chi 2004). A possible
reason would be that the duration of the intervention is not long enough to have
such an effect on students’ reading comprehension skills. Another plausible
explanation would be that reading comprehension skills are combined competence
that was influenced by many reasons. These influential aspects may change along
with children’s cognitive and language development (Perfetti et al. 2005). And yet
another possibility is the short test lengths of only 10 items for two passages,
rendering the test not powerful enough to detect the expected group difference.

We also noticed that the intervention might help more on reinforcing the
understanding in the narrative structure and coherence of events among students
with relatively lower performance in overall oral language skills. For other students,
the observed intervention effect was similar across the different aspects of narrative
skills examined.

Limitations

The current study has a few limitations. We have only conducted the intervention in
two schools. The language ability profiles of the students in these two schools may
not be comparable to the national norm. Thus, the observed effect needs to be
examined with reference to the students with other language ability profiles. The
design of the teaching plans was closely tailored to the current textbooks for the
convenience of implementation for the teachers. Possible revision should be con-
sidered in the case of curriculum change. Only immediate post-tests were conducted
in the study; the long-term effect is worthy of further investigation.
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Effective Ways in Teaching Chinese
Characters Without Phonetic Clues

Jiaoyang Cui, Hock Huan Goh, Chunsheng Zhao and Kay Cheng Soh

Abstract Learning Chinese characters is a challenge for most English-speaking
students. Considering both the learning objective and the learners’ ability, we
developed the multiple teaching strategies to make learning Chinese characters more
enjoyable. Based on the analysis of 947 Chinese characters without phonetic clues,
we have devised some relevant teaching strategies in learning different types of
Chinese characters and found that the single-component Chinese characters are best
learned through the graphic method while the component-based teaching strategy is
effective for teaching structural awareness, meaning, and radical position.

Chinese characters are thought to be the most challenging difficulty in learning
Chinese. The challenge comes from both the feature of the character, which is a
combination of shape, sound, and meaning, with no clear association between the
shape and the sound, unlike the alphabetic writing system such as that of English
language. On the other hand, recognizing a Chinese character does not mean one can
write it correctly as the position of the components must be correct; even a misplaced
dot may make a lot of difference in word meanings. Therefore, Chinese characters
are believed to be the bottleneck for foreign learners to start Chinese language (Sun
2014; Hui 2015). To solve the challenge, many researchers and educators, especially
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in the field of teaching Chinese as a foreign language, have attempted to find
effective ways to teach Chinese characters by proposing some innovative approaches
(Shen 2005; Lam 2011). In this article, we focus on investigating 9471 Chinese
characters, including 174 simple characters and 773 compound characters which do
not provide clues to the pronunciation of the characters.

There is living controversy on the question of how to best teach Chinese
characters. Long ago, there has been debates (Lam 2011) focusing on the
character-centered approaches (i.e., Three, Hundred and Thousand; Intensive
Learning of Characters; Learning by Components; Learning by Rationales; Wild
Association) and meaning-centered approach (i.e., Extensive Learning; Using
Pinyin; Listening for Learning). The field of teaching Chinese as a foreign lan-
guage, some hybrid approaches have been proposed (i.e., Texts of a Family of
Characters; Learning with Information Technology) to engage learners to learn
characters in more attractive ways so as to reduce the difficulties of Chinese
character learning.

Jing-Schmidt (2007) tried to reduce the difficulties from meta-knowledge that all
humans share the same conceptualization process, namely imaginary. The origin of
the pictograms of Chinese characters comes from image, and the compounds with
the same radicals (most are pictograms as simple character) can also be attributed to
mapping the pictograms. Based on these common cognitive processes, it is nec-
essary to reconstruct the link between images, pictograms, and relevant compounds
for learners who are used to the alphabetic writing system. As for the teaching of
compound characters, component-based teaching approach has been suggested, as
some educators believe that the components are the important unit in recognizing
and memorizing Chinese characters. Therefore, it requires more attention in
designing the principles of character deconstruction and composition (Zhang 1990;
Cui 1997; Taft and Chung 1999). Moreover, the strategy of “Input before output”
(or recognition preceding writing) should also be noted in studies relevant to
teaching Chinese as a foreign language and has been verified by experiments (Zhou
1999; Jiang 2007). In this article, we adopt the diverse teaching strategies involving
both character-centered and meaning-centered approaches according to the char-
acteristics of 947 Chinese characters.

Analysis of Chinese Characters

As mentioned above, there is no phonetic hint in the 947 Chinese characters
involved in this study. This means the learners can rely on the form to infer the
meaning in the absence of pronunciation clues. In order to obtain more information

1947 Chinese characters are classified as the phonetically clueless, and this result is based on the
agreement of four researchers who annotated the most frequently 1500 Chinese characters and
divided them into characters with or without the component-supported phonetical clue.
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between the form and meaning, we first divide these characters into two categories
according to simple and compound characters. Five subcategories are listed based
on the Liu Shu Theory,2 and the major constituting part is also calculated. In this
way, we learn how many characters within which category we should pay more
attention to while teaching. The distributions of the 947 Chinese characters are
shown in Fig. 1.

As shown in Fig. 1, the 947 characters are first grouped into simple and com-
pound character, and the latter is 82% of all characters. Furthermore, 58% of the
pictograms makes up a major proportion in the simple character, while compound–
phono-semantic character is 50% in the compound character. The pictograms
derived from pictures are more attractive and accessible to primary students, con-
sidering their strong visualization ability. Moreover, those single characters are the
components of other compound characters such as the compound–phono-semantic
character and therefore require more attention at the beginning stage.

Besides the division by Liu Shu Theory, another perspective is to analyze the
Chinese character by components. In this way, teachers are recommended to teach
simple characters first and other related compound characters later; for instance,
“人 ren2 ‘man’”, “一 yi1 ‘one’” and “口 kou3 ‘mouth’” should be taught before “合
he2 ‘close’ or ‘together’”. Furthermore, this approach would evoke similar leaning
process for English-speaking learners as they learn a word based on the previously
acquired alphabet, such as learning of the word ‘dog’ after knowing the three letters
‘d, o, g’ separately before. Under this assumption, it is necessary to analyzing the
947 Chinese characters by their components. Bearing in mind that the
phono-semantic compound is the major constitution in compound characters and
there are no phonetic clues for those characters, we have to focus on the link
between the semantic component and the compound character. There are 303
compound characters in relation to 56 simple characters. Taking the most

Fig. 1 Percentage of simple character and compound character

2Liu Shu ‘six writings’ is the title to stand for six categories of Chinese characters, pictogram,
ideogram, combined ideogram, phono-semantic compound, transfer, and phonetic loan. This
classification was first described by the scholar Xu Shen in the postface of his dictionary Shuowen
Jiezi in 100 AD to explain the structure of Chinese characters and the radicals representing the
principle of Chinese character formation.
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composing function 口 kou3 ‘mouth’ for example, there are 40 characters com-
posed with it and some are semantically related, like “哭 ku1 ‘cry’,嘴 zui3 ‘mouth’,
吹 chui1, ‘blow’”.

Based on the Chinese Language ability of the students and the features of the
947 Chinese characters, it is essential to consider how to integrate those properties
in the teaching of Chinese characters. In the following section, we propose the
diverse teaching approaches with the attempt to cover those clueless characters.

Liu Shu-Based Teaching

This approach is in accordance with how the characters were created in ancient
Chinese. The direct mimic of the given object’s contour makes those characters
more accessible and easily memorized. Taking 人 ren2 ‘man’, 鸟 niao3 ‘bird’, and
水 shui3 ‘water’ as examples, Fig. 2 is the evolution chart of each character.

As for those single characters with historical origin meanings, we recommend
two teaching materials which have been used by many teachers in classroom, one is
video and the other picture book.

Videos The following two videos are strongly recommended while teaching those
pictograms, 36 pictograms characters3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
RxWCAnaKjds and Chinese Characters4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
AIeSzxDE_NI. There are 25 characters in total displayed in the two videos with
vivid storytelling. This method can also be seen as one of the meaning-centered
approaches, more importantly, the constituting elements are Chinese characters by
themselves (Figs. 3 and 4).

Picture books Picture books are the most popular form in facilitating early reading
of Chinese characters. Similar to the video storytelling, the pictograms can also
constitute a storybook where each picture is a character. The following is a picture
book called 过河 ‘Walk across a river’5 with easily understandable sentences to
describe the simple story of how a father and his son try to walk across a river in a
rainy day. All the pictures are formed according to their pictograms, such as “山”
‘mountain’, “水” ‘water’, “雨” ‘rain’ (Fig. 5).

The common features of the above material are context-based; that is, all the
characters serve to constitute a whole story. Taking the students’ ability into con-
sideration, both the videos and picture books, with sounds, visuals, and even ani-
mations as stimulus, have a great attraction in engaging young learners to view

3The animation of 36 Chinese Characters is created by the animation director, A Da, in 1983.
4The Chinese Character is one of the video series for promoting Chinese culture, which was
directed by Dong Yuhui in 2011 and later became well-known after being played in New York
Times Square.
5The picture book is created by the company, 小象汉字 ‘Xiaoxiang Hanzi’, along with relevant
120 flash cards and an animated cartoon.
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Fig. 2 Pictographic character of evolution chart

Fig. 3 Image cropped from the video 36 Chinese characters

Fig. 4 Image cropped from the video Chinese culture characters
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more characters. There are a total of 38 pictogram characters that appear in the
material. All the individual characters are shown in Table 1.

It is noticed that some characters are repetitive and good for memorizing while
some appear only once and need more effort to remember. More importantly, those
simple pictograms are suggested to be taught first for the beginning learners, not
only because of their interesting features but also because they can be the building
blocks for later learning of the compound characters.

Component-Based Teaching

It is a logical and natural continuation to teach more complex Chinese characters
after the previous stage in which the students have mastered some simple charac-
ters. For the compound characters, it is essential to use the familiar parts indicating
semantic clues to learn the new characters and, moreover, to reinforce the memo-
rization of the single characters learned earlier. For instance, 木 mu4 ‘wood’ is a
pictogram by itself and can serve to construct other 23 Chinese characters, mostly
as the semantic component, like 林 lin2 ‘woods’, 树 shu4 ‘tree’, 森 sen1 ‘forest’.
Additionally, applying this approach also requires the teaching of the systematic
structure of Chinese character so as to make the student better understand the
components as the building blocks. The benefits of explicitly teaching the meaning
and function of those components in the compound characters are as follows:

Fig. 5 Chinese character-picture book

Table 1 Pictograms appear in videos and picture book

日 山 水 木 林 鸟 草 田 竹 马 夫 象 刀 叟 虎 弓 舍 羊 大

舟 鱼 网 燕 云 伞 石 火 龟 鹿 雨 豕 花 门 犬 子 女 月 人
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1. To uncover the systematic structure and composition of each individual Chinese
character;

2. To highlight the association among characters sharing the same semantic
component; and,

3. To reduce the time taken in recognizing and memorizing characters by strokes.

ICT-Assisted Teaching

Pinyin Input Teaching Hanyu Pinyin and Chinese characters with computer are of
great help in recognizing Chinese characters. Even in composition lesson, we also
found that students preferred typing to handwriting, due to the less effort required
and nice presentation of the Chinese characters on the screen. In the field of
teaching Chinese as a foreign language, some instructors also use this method as a
crutch with which the beginning learners from English-speaking background more
easily move up to early reading.

With the computer, Chinese characters can be displayed with shape, sound, and
Pinyin; for instance, the following is the Pinyin-input module in Automated Essay
Evaluation System developed by Singapore Centre for Chinese Language. The aim
of this module is to facilitate the students’ typing skills so as to enhance their
writing ability. By doing so, students can also improve the recognition of Chinese
characters by reading and typing with Pinyin as the helper. For example, if the
students do not know the Pinyin of some Chinese characters, they just put the
mouse to those characters and the correct forms will be shown immediately
(Fig. 6).

Fig. 6 Pinyin-input typing practice
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Conclusions

Considering the sequence of teaching Chinese character, it is suggested to arrange
the single characters with less strokes before moving on to the more complex
multi-component characters. This can be designed as the complementary exercise to
the textbooks practice where the Chinese characters are organized according to the
topic, not by the character density.

On the basis of previous studies about the teaching of Chinese characters and the
analysis of the 947 Chinese characters, we propose the hybrid teaching approaches
including Liu Shu-based method, Component-based method, and ICT-assisted
method. Common properties or some principles of these approaches are: (1) simple
characters precede compound characters; (2) learning characters in concrete text;
(3) using ICT to reinforce the connection among shape, sound, and meaning; and
(4) creating more enjoyable atmosphere in leaning Chinese characters. However,
experimental studies are needed to verify the proposed teaching approaches; and we
will conduct such studies in the near future.

Appendix

Radical Characters

口 只, 后, 名,句, 哥, 各, 周,号, 商, 善, 哭, 嘴, 同, 员, 合, 向, 喜, 品, 告,司, 命,古,
台, 器, 吉, 叫, 右, 叶, 君, 呆, 启, 哇, 喊, 含, 唐, 吹, 咖, 唉, 呈, 叹,

木 果, 李, 朵, 某, 条, 杀, 杰, 梁, 林, 检, 梦, 树, 森, 标, 查, 杨, 权, 楚, 杂, 棒, 柔, 染,
概,

土 在, 塞, 场, 坚, 块, 培, 地, 坐, 坡, 环, 坏, 圣, 墙, 填, 埃, 塑, 域, 坛,

月 有, 朋, 能, 脚, 脑, 服, 肯, 朝, 肥, 胡, 股, 脱, 胖,

日 是, 普, 易, 旦, 旧, 明, 早, 时, 星, 春, 暴, 显, 暗,

贝 赛, 质, 责, 贵, 赢, 负, 赞, 贴, 赚, 赖, 赌, 贤,

心 思, 念, 急, 恩, 意, 感, 总, 惠, 悉, 恶, 患, 恋,

女 姓, 好, 如, 她, 始, 委, 妻, 妇, 威, 娱, 娃,

人 以, 会, 介, 今, 金, 令, 从, 余, 众,

竹 第, 算, 策, 签, 等, 答, 筑, 籍, 篮,

八 公, 共, 美, 兴, 六, 具, 兵, 典,

大 天, 奥, 奇, 套, 夺, 奖, 奏, 奋,

门 闻, 间, 闹, 闪, 闲, 闭, 阅,

又 发, 叔, 反, 受, 取, 双, 变,

力 劳, 加, 动, 助, 务, 劝, 勤,

车 轻, 辑, 输, 辉, 软, 载,

目 看, 真, 直, 着, 相, 眼,

厂 压, 原, 厚, 厨, 厉, 厌,

十 单, 克, 南, 千, 博, 协,
(continued)
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(continued)

Radical Characters

子 学, 季, 存, 孙, 孔,

立 竟, 竞, 章, 童, 端,

田 画, 番, 留, 男, 略,

工 项, 差, 巧, 左,

火 烦, 灵, 灰, 灾,

雨 需, 雪, 雷, 霞,

一 表, 丽, 丝, 严,

王 珍, 班, 瑞,

虫 虽, 蛋, 蛇,

干 年, 并, 幸,

手 拜, 拿, 拳,

方 族, 施, 旅,

儿 光, 先, 兄,

米 类, 粗,

小 尚, 尝,

几 凭, 凯,

止 步, 武,

鸟 鸡, 鸣,

户 所, 扇,

甘 甚, 甜,

二 井, 些,

示 票, 禁,
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Scaffolding Instruction of Chinese Essay
Writing with Assessment as Learning

Cheng Gong, Chee Lay Tan and Chee Kuen Chin

Abstract This article shares ideas of how to teach writing through activities based
on constructivism and scaffolding. The findings suggested that there is little relation
between teacher’s feedback and students’ writing improvement. Instead, the rela-
tion is found between the numbers of communication seeking feedback the students
send out.

Since educational reforms took place in 1984, the social linguistic environment in
Singapore has been undergoing rapid transformation. The transformation is clearly
represented by the percentage figure of ethnic Chinese students whose home lan-
guage is English, which rose from 28% in 1991 to 59% in 2010 (MOE 2011).
Ethnic Chinese Singaporean students’ linguistic capability in the Chinese language
has been on the decline; most of these students find it a challenge to learn Chinese,
especially where the acquisition of writing skills is concerned (Liang 2000; 沈
2008).

Against this socio-linguistic background, there are three conflicts in the teaching
of writing.

In the Ministry of Education Chinese Language Syllabus 2011 (MOE 2011),
composition writing allocated a higher percentage in exams now than in previous
years. Except for Foundation Chinese Language (FCL) and Chinese Language B
(CLB) curriculum (these are two courses provided for lower achievers), the per-
centage for writing in Chinese courses is either 30% (Normal Academic and
Express) or even 45% (Higher Chinese). The differentiated requirements show that
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writing is not only a compulsory language skill required by MOE, but also extre-
mely important in examinations. On one hand, as mentioned before, the students
find it challenging to learn Chinese writing; on the other hand, the curricula set
higher requirements in the exams. This is the first conflict.

For many students, composition writing is a challenge. It is especially difficult
for many Singaporean students since Chinese is neither the medium of instruction
in schools nor the home language. When they were required to write a Chinese
composition, they always complained that they had no idea of what to write and
how to write. The teachers, however, were also reported to have difficulties in
teaching compositions. The teachers we interviewed showed concerns on how to
teach writing confidently and systematically. They said they did not have a sys-
tematic plan on how to teach writing. Instead, they only introduced the writing
skills in the reading classes. This makes the teaching of writing skill a by-product of
reading.

Nowadays, people communicate using a multitude of methods, such as mes-
saging and emails, rather than conversing in person or via telephones. This requires
better written communicative skills among our students, and more effective
teaching of writing by our teachers. However, in many places, writing is usually
taught by inexperienced and under-prepared teachers (Johns 2009, cited in Lee
2013). Although the skill of writing has always been emphasized, the teaching of
writing has received little attention in most teacher education programs (Hall and
Grisham-Brown 2011). Hence, the second conflict is: the students have no idea
what and how to write, while the teachers mostly just teach them a limited number
of writing tips, rather than systematic ways of thinking and writing.

The third conflict comes from the writing process. Students are always trained to
write timed essays in class so that they can finish writing in real exams. As a result,
they do not have enough chances to improve their writing skills by learning how to
revise their writings according to comments and suggestions given by their peers
and teachers. When the teachers mark the compositions, they mainly focus on
students’ language use rather than the content. Teacher’s feedback is neither
specific nor useful to the students because they may not understand the feedback or
may not know how to follow up accordingly. As a result, even if the teachers spent
much time on giving feedback, most of the suggestions turned out to be unread or
neglected and the same kinds of mistakes were repeated in the students’ writings.
This problem may be due to the quality of the teachers’ feedback or from the
students’ lack of opportunities and knowledge to revise.

Considering the three conflicts that the students and teachers encounter, we
developed an online interactive process writing course. This course combines
in-class and out-of-class learning, focusing more on facilitating the students to give
feedback to their peers and to do self-revision according to the comments received.
Writing assessment, which is to comment on the drafts and to revise according to
the rubrics and comments, is the key to the course design.
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For this study, the main research questions are as follows:

Question 1: Is the online process writing course effective in enhancing students’
performance in narrative essay writing?
Question 2: Do the revision remarks or comments received and generated in the
writing process contribute to students’ performance?

Scaffolding

Scaffolding instruction as a teaching strategy originates from Lev Vygotsky’s
sociocultural theory and his concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD).

The zone of proximal development (ZPD) refers to “the distance between the
actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the
level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult
guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky 1978: 86).

In other words, the zone of proximal development is “the distance between what
children can do by themselves and the next learning that they can be helped to
achieve with competent assistance” (Raymond 2000). Vygotsky’s belief suggests
that when a student is in the ZPD doing some tasks, providing appropriate assis-
tance will provide an important boost for the student to achieve the task. This
appropriate assistance was mentioned in many literature as “scaffolding instruc-
tion.” The term “scaffolding” was introduced by Wood et al. (1976). They
emphasized that when the scaffolding was appropriately provided, the elements of
the task which were initially somewhat beyond the learner’s capacity, became
within his range of competence. In scaffolding instruction, a more knowledgeable
other, be it the teacher or the peer, provides scaffold or support to facilitate the
learner’s development and performance. Individualized support based on the lear-
ner’s ZPD can be provided by the scaffolding teaching strategy (Chang et al. 2002).
The more capable other provides the scaffold/assistance so that the learner can
accomplish the task provided in scaffolding instruction that he or she could
otherwise not complete alone, thus helping the learner through the ZPD (Bransford
et al. 2000; Olson & Platt 2000).

Information Process Theory and Cognitive Load Theory are also useful in fur-
ther explaining the necessity of scaffolding instruction. Information Process Theory
is a general theory of human cognition. The information processing model consists
of three functions: sensory memory, working memory (which significantly overlaps
with short-term memory), and long-term memory. Miller (1956) presented the idea
that our short-term memory, or working memory, is limited in the number of
chunks it can contain simultaneously. This concept of chunking and the limited
capacity of short-term memory became a basic element of all subsequent theories of
memory. Developed from Information Process Theory, Cognitive Load Theory
(CLT) (Sweller 1988, 1999) suggests that learners can absorb and retain informa-
tion effectively only if the information is provided in such a way that it does not
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overload their mental capacity. The more information that is delivered at once, the
more likely that the students will not actually learn nor call upon the information for
later use. John Sweller describes the human cognitive architecture and the need to
apply sound instructional design principles based on our knowledge of the brain
and memory. It is a major theory providing a framework for investigations into
cognitive processes and instructional design because learning happens best under
conditions that are aligned with human cognitive architecture (Sweller et al. 1998;
Paas et al. 2003, 2004).

Cognitive Load Theory states that the content of long-term memory is a series of
sophisticated structures, known as schemas that enable us to perceive, think, and
solve problems. They are the cognitive structures that form our knowledge base.
Schema directly affects the manner in which information is synthesized in working
memory or short-term memory (Sweller 1988). Cognitive Load Theory suggests
that learning requires a change in the schematic structures of long-term memory and
is demonstrated by performance progress. This performance progress only happens
when the learners become increasingly familiar with the cognitive processes
associated with the learning material so that it can be handled more efficiently by
working memory (Sweller 1988, 1999).

Information contained in instructional material must first be processed by
working memory. Hence, from an instructional perspective, in order to help schema
acquisition to occur, instruction should be designed to reduce working memory
load. Especially when teaching cognitively complex or technically challenging
materials, Cognitive Load Theory is concerned with techniques for reducing
working memory load in order to facilitate the changes in long-term memory
associated with schema acquisition.

Writing is a complex process which involves a lot of cognitive and
meta-cognitive activities (Murray 1972). To a large extent, a written product is “the
outcome of a set of complicated cognitive operations” (Hedge 2011: 303) that
involves planning, drafting, revising, and editing. In the conventional
product-oriented writing process, the generation, formulation, and development of
ideas seem to be ignored throughout the whole writing process (Zamel 1982). Since
Chinese is not the medium of instruction in schools, for Singapore students whose
home language is not Chinese, writing is very challenging both cognitively and
linguistically. The writing process is recursive in nature whereby revision and
writing are integrated, and initial ideas get extended and refined (Zamel 1982).
Hence, teachers should guide learners in the writing process in a recursive, inter-
active, and potentially simultaneous way (Hyland 2003). With teachers’ and peers’
assistance, the students are more likely to reduce the pressure on their working
memory, which in turn will facilitate their short-term memory and further to
internalize information into long-term memory.
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Assessment as Learning

Three prepositions are sometimes used to relate assessment and learning (Earl
2003). Assessment of learning refers to the tradition of judging performance and
outcomes. Assessment for learning emphasizes the importance of formative feed-
back during learning process. And, assessment as learning expresses that using
assessment as a form of learning can develop students’ capacity to be self-aware
and self-monitoring above and beyond the essential requirements (Davies et al.
2011).

For a long time, assessment has been done after the teaching and learning
process. Stiggins (2002) warns that if we wish to maximize student achievement,
we must pay far greater attention to the improvement of summative assessment of
learning. He further stated that the students benefited from assessment for learning
in several critical ways: They become more confident learners because they get to
watch themselves succeeding; and they come to understand what it means to be in
charge of their own learning: to monitor their own success and make decisions that
bring greater success. In this sense, as Stiggins (2002) suggested, we must balance
assessments of learning and assessment for learning. About assessment as learning,
Earl and Katz (2006: 54) emphasized that what is assessed is “each student’s
thinking about his or her learning, what strategies he or she uses to support or
challenge that learning, and the mechanisms he or she uses to adjust and advance
his or her learning.”

While assessment as learning is the ultimate goal (Earl 2003), the literature on
how to achieve this in practice is scarce (Davies et al. 2011). Hatton and Smith
(1995) claimed that it can be done through a hierarchy of self-assessment tasks
which act as scaffolding for the learner across a curriculum that supports assessment
as learning. Marcangelo et al. (2010) argued that achievement of these tasks ini-
tially involves the development of strategies for planning, monitoring, checking,
and self-testing as well as abilities to analyze what one knows, what one needs to
know, and matching these together to achieve the task in hand. To achieve these
skills, Davies et al. (2011) suggested the student be exposed to opportunities to
practice these skills within different contexts, to self-assess their effectiveness in
terms of outcomes achieved, and to receive feedback on their efforts in
self-assessment. Kirkwood and Price (2008) believed that the design of assessment
influences how the learning content is studied and appropriately designed assess-
ment can change students’ approaches to learning.

This article shares the strategies and mechanisms of a hierarchical three-stage
scaffolding instruction using scaffolding and assessment as learning, and how it
helped to construct the students’ knowledge and concept of writing.
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Method

Students

There were 60 secondary one students who took Express Chinese course in a
mainstream school, forming an experimental class (N = 32) and a control class
(N = 28). In the experimental class, there were 15 girls and 17 boys; in the control
class, there were 11 girls and 17 boys. They are students in the Express Stream
(Chinese course in Singapore is classified into five sub-courses as Foundation
Chinese, Chinese Language B Syllabus, Chinese Language (Normal Academic),
Chinese Language (Express) and Higher Chinese). Foundation Chinese, Chinese
Language B Syllabus, and Chinese Language (Normal Academic) are courses
offered for lower achievers, while Higher Chinese is the course offered for higher
achievers. Students in the Express Steam make up the majority of the students’
population in a neighborhood school.

Procedure

There were five rounds of recursive writing activities for the experimental class in
this two-year study, and each activity lasted for about 8 weeks. These five rounds of
writing activities were the intervention part. Before and after the intervention, we
did the pre-test and post-test. In the control class, the teacher went about her normal
teaching but arranged for her students to sit for the same pre-test and post-test.

Each writing activity of the experimental class had nine major steps: pre-writing
planning, self-directed learning of the writing skills from online, in-class quiz,
in-class writing skill instructions, first draft writing, peer and teacher feedback,
in-class teacher review, second draft writing, and student reflection. Before all the
activities, there was an orientation training about the writing rubrics. Hence, alto-
gether there were ten steps for the writing activity. In each writing activity, the
students wrote the first draft and then did revision and editing, with the feedback
from their teachers and peers. After the writing tasks, the students did a reflection.
In every step, they needed to write according to the rubrics. Although the core skill
that the students need to learn is to assess a piece of writing using the writing
rubrics, the teachers should not just throw the rubrics to them and ask them to
follow. Without sufficient and appropriate demonstration and guidance, by no
means can the students know how to do it. The teacher should divide the learning
contents up into smaller “bite-sized” lessons and tasks and encourage the students
to accomplish one simpler task before moving on to a harder one. Some examples
of gradual and small feasible tasks are: what are the rubrics, how to comment with
reference to the rubrics, what is considered good writing, how to transform poor
writing into a good one, perform a peer review with reference to the rubrics.
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In this process, the teachers “taught” quite little, giving more ownership to the
students. The learning materials were on the wiki platform. Students did group
presentations in class and taught one another in small groups after class and online.
Students assessed their peers’ writing and gave feedbacks online, after which they
revised their writings on their own. The core part of this project is self-directed
learning through the teaching materials and self-editing of the writings according to
peer and teacher reviews, and most tasks were completed online.

How did we enable the students to do peer review? How could they comment on
each other’s writing if they did not know what and how to write? This is the
highlight that we would like to share in this paper: the three-stage scaffolding
instruction.

By simultaneously considering the structure of the learning content and the
cognitive architecture that allows learners to process that content, we have been
able to generate a unique instructional design and procedures scaffolding. We call
this a three-stage LPA scaffolding. LPA stands for the three stages: learning,
practice, and application. The stages and learning goals of each stage are displayed
in Table 1.

In order to accomplish the learning goals for these three stages, ten steps of
activities must be arranged accordingly. The ten steps are listed in Table 2. At stage
one, the learning stage, the students got to learn the form and content of the rubrics.
Steps 1–3 belong to this stage. In this stage, the teacher provided a model by
demonstrating how students should assess their peer’s work and give feedback,
using the structure of the writing rubrics and peer assessment guiding questions.
The writing rubrics consist of three dimensions: content, organization, and lan-
guage. Under these three dimensions, ten items of writing, such as theme, choice of
materials, plot, emotions, consistency, cohesion, deployment, vocabulary, grammar,
and rhetoric techniques were enlisted and described.

Steps 4–9 belong to stage 2, the practice stage. This stage strengthens what the
students have learned in stage 1 by providing them more chances to practice. Step
4–6 formed an activity called “Tell me why this is a piece of good writing,” and
steps 7–9 formed an activity called “Come, let Dr. Woodpecker treat you.” These
activities guide the students in forming standards firstly on how to appreciate good
writing, how to break down/deconstruct texts and then on how to transform poor
writings into good ones. All the activities were arranged for students to carry out in

Table 1 Three-stage LPA scaffolding and the corresponding learning goals

Stage Students’ learning goals

1. Learning Familiarize with the writing rubrics

Learn how to use the writing rubrics by modelling the examples

2. Practice Analyze a good piece of writing using the rubrics

Analyze a piece of poor writing and improve it using the rubrics

3. Application Comment on peer writings using the rubrics

Revise own writings using the rubrics
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groups to facilitate discussion and collaborative learning. After some preparations,
the students did class presentations using the guiding tasks and questions. By group
collaborations and presentations, they got to understand how a writing rubrics work
on a piece of writing. With this kind of “comprehensible output” activities, the
students learned to judge texts critically. They also had the chance to crystallize and
consolidate vague ideas of assessment into specific utterances. Teachers were no
longer sole knowledge providers but activity guide and supervisors. They only
stepped in at steps 3, 6, and 9 to make sure that the students were doing right, and
they recapitulated and emphasized what was to be internalized.

Step 10 is actually not a single step job as it shows. However, it requires
repeating and recursive works by the students to practice the rubrics on the writings
of their peers and their own.

Results

To ascertain whether the experimental and comparison classes were equivalent, we
run the independent t test on the pre-test writing scores. As shown in Table 3, there
is a mean difference of −2.58 (t = −1.30, d.f. 58, p > 0.05, two-tailed) indicating
that the two classes were equivalent although the experimental class scored
somewhat lower than did the comparison class. The Cohen’s d = −0.34 indicates a
small effect size which is non-trivial and deserves some attention.

Table 2 Ten steps of activities and the materials used

Steps Activities Teaching materials used

Stage 1: Learning

1 Orientation training to make the students
familiarize with the rubrics

Writing rubrics, writing rubrics
checklist

2 Group presentation Same as above

3 Teacher review and demo A piece of model comments

Stage 2: Practice

4 Group preparation A piece of model writing, writing
rubrics, guiding questions

5 Group presentation Same as above

6 Teacher review and demo Analysis of the model writing

7 Group preparation A piece of poor writing, writing rubrics,
guiding questions

8 Group presentation Same as above

9 Teacher review and demo Analysis of the poor writing, improved
version of the poor writing

Stage 3: Application

10 Application of the rubrics Recursive use of the above mentioned
materials as needed
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In the post-test, the experimental class scored higher than did the comparison
class, with a mean difference of 3.06 (t = 1.67, d.f. 58. p < 0.05, two-tailed). The
corresponding Cohen’s d = 0.44 indicates a small but near medium effect size.

As noted previously, the initial difference favoring the comparison class is not so
small that it can be totally dismissed. To offset this, a gain score analysis was
attempted. As can be seen in Table 3, the experimental class has improved by 3.73
from the pre-test to the post-test, whereas the comparison class has in fact deteri-
orated by −1.91. This suggests that, by comparison, the experimental group has
gained by 5.64 (t = 3.29, d.f. 58, p < 0.05, two-tailed) after the intervention. The
corresponding Cohen’s d = 0.86 indicates a large effect size. This leads to an
affirmative answer to the first research question: The wiki-based process writing on
Chinese narrative essay was effective for lower secondary school CSL students in
enhancing their performance.

Effect size is typically used at the conclusion of a research project to ascertain its
success or lack thereof (Soh 2010). The obtained Cohen’s d = 0.86 for the gain
scores indicates a large effect size. This compares very favorably with the average
effect size of Cohen’s d = 0.40 recommended by Hattie (1999, 2009) as a bench-
mark for teaching experiments. Hattie’s (2009) study, with a large number of more
than 800 meta-analyses covering 165,258 studies, helps us look at the average effect
size of similar experiments in the same field. This helps us examine the value of the
effect size of our own project in a more objective and comparative perspective
without focusing solely on a single value of one experiment.

Correlation

To answer the second research question on whether revision remarks or comments
received and generated in the writing process contribute to students’ overall per-
formance, Pearson’s correlation coefficients between the students’ individual scores

Table 3 Mean comparisons on writing scores

Experimental
group
(N = 32)

Comparison
group
(N = 28)

Mean differences t-value Cohen’s d

Mean SD Mean SD

Pre-test 57.44 8.89 60.02 5.96 −2.58 −1.30 −0.34

Post-test 61.17 8.27 58.11 5.40 3.06 1.67 0.44

Gain 3.73 7.69 −1.91 5.10 5.64 3.29 0.86

Note (1) Effect size Cohen’s d was calculated using the Web-based effect size calculator of the
University of Colorado (http://www.uccs.edu/*lbecker/) which uses the pooled standard devia-
tion as the denominator. For gain scores, SD = √(S12 + S22−2 * S1 * S2 * 0.6), assuming a r = 0.
6 between the pre-test and post-test scores
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and the number of remarks that the students gave and received were calculated. The
resultant correlation coefficients are displayed in Table 4.

As can be seen from Table 4, three of the six correlation coefficients are sta-
tistically significant. The largest r = 0.69 (p < 0.05, d.f. 58, two-tailed) goes to
remarks the students gave to their peers with post-test. This suggests the effec-
tiveness of involving the students in peer review where they had to be able to
evaluate their own works first. This is followed by two moderate correlation
coefficients of r = 0.49 and r = 0.48 (p < 0.05, d.f. 58, two-tailed) when the stu-
dents both received and gave comments, where the involvement of teachers made
very little difference. The statistically significant correlation coefficients echo some
researches that address the effectiveness of peer review for writing (Berg 1999;
Rollinson 2005; Villamil and De Guerrero 1998), the effectiveness of teacher
review (Zhang 1995; Connor & Asenavage 1994; Paulus 1999), and the combined
effectiveness of both teacher review and peer review (Tsui and Ng 2000). It is of
interest to note that students benefited the most when they were required to give
remarks to their peers’ writing using the rubrics; this corroborates with Lundstrom
and Baker’s (2009) findings.

Conclusion

This study can be considered successful in helping students improve their writing
performance. The students get to understand the writing rubrics, assess, and modify
their essays through a set of scaffolding activities. Assessment as learning played an
important role in this course design. We attribute the improvement to the skills and
abilities acquired during the five process writing activities, especially the peer
review where they mutually engaged with each other in a coordinated effort to raise
questions and solve problems together. The three-stage scaffolding teaching
activities and materials enable the students and guide them to make feedbacks. Peer

Table 4 Correlation coefficients

Pearson’s r

Correlation of remarks only the students gave to their peers with post-test 0.69*

Correlation of all the remarks that the students received from their peers and
teachers and gave with post-test

0.49*

Correlation of all the remarks that the students received from their peers and gave
with post-test

0.48*

Correlation of remarks the students received only from their teachers with
post-test

0.20

Correlation of remarks the students received only from their peers with post-test 0.07

Correlation of remarks the students received from both their teachers and peers
with post-test

0.11

Note Asterisked coefficients are statistically significant (p < 0.05, d.f. 58, two-tailed)
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review encourages critical reasoning as the students need to consider the validity of
the suggestions and make decisions on whether and how to use them.

When the students’ critical reasoning ability has been enhanced, it will in turn
help students with their writing because writing is an act of discovering meaning.
A willingness to engage with students’ assertions is crucial, and response is a
central means to initiate and guide ideas (Straub 2000). Hence, teachers could focus
more on the ideas that our students produce, rather than dwelling on the formal
errors (Hyland 1990; Murray 1985). This transformation will liberate the teachers
from the time and frustration in picking out every formal error within the students’
writings, while maintaining work-life balance.

The finding that the highest relevance with the post-test is the number of feed-
back sent out, and not the number received, suggested the need to encourage
students to generate more feedbacks using the writing rubrics, not necessarily for
inviting responses but as a practice in writing with a purpose. James Howell’s quote
“We learn by teaching” best fits the situation here as the students learn more when
they try to “teach” their peers by giving comments and suggestions. When the
students need to teach others, it shows that their leaning becomes much more
effective.

It is demonstrated in this project that if the teachers incorporated assessment as
learning and assessment for learning into the teaching of writing, assessment of
learning will likely improve. As the adage goes, “process is more important than
outcome.” When the outcome becomes problematic, the part that we should handle
is not the outcome but the process. Our students learn far less from product writing
and much more from process writing because the experience of using assessment as
a form of learning enables them to construct and internalize the rubrics for writing,
which will eventually enable them to see writing from a higher level of perspective.

In the modern days, the teachers cannot teach all that the students need in class.
What our students need is the ability for self-directed learning and the desire and
ownership for life-long learning. When the teachers step down from the teaching
platform, they give more authorities to the students who are supposed to be the real
owner of their learning. When the teachers teach LESS, effective learning activities
makes the students learn MORE. It requires more profound literacy in teaching
writing, better classroom orchestration and activity enactment on the teachers. In
order to teach LESS, the teachers need to internalize all the teaching materials and
chose wisely what to teach. During the group presentation steps, the teachers need
to improvise prompt assessment and remark on the spot, which also requires a lot of
teaching skills. This gives the teachers many opportunities and space for their
personal professional development.
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Facilitating Creative Writing Instruction
Using iPads in Secondary Schools:
A School-Based Research

Chee Lay Tan, Lynn Dee Puah and Hee San Teoh

Abstract Chinese Language creative writing instruction in Singapore has been
unable to shake off traditional teaching routines because teachers fear that
over-emphasis will cause students to go off-topic in examinations. The Singapore
Centre for Chinese Language and Nanyang Girls’ High School launched a
year-long school-based research project in 2012, using iPads to supplement creative
writing. Results indicate that the iPad strengthens the connectivity of knowledge
and obtains seamless learning results, beneficial to the teaching of creative writing
in the Chinese Language and students’ creative thinking abilities.

In Singapore where Chinese Language is considered a Second Language in the
school curriculum, writing skills are often harder to nurture than listening and
speaking skills. The presence of essay-based examinations makes it harder to do
away with the routine of traditional writing instruction which limits students’
critical thinking and creativity that are two important skills of students in the
twenty-first century (Wong et al. 2010b: 81). In Singapore’s teaching environment,
most teachers worry that over-emphasizing the teaching of creative writing will
cause students to write off-topic in examinations and thereby affecting their per-
formance (Koh 2006: 251), so few teachers carried out experiments with advanced
technology (such as tablet computers, applications) to encourage creative writing.
However, this research believes that it is exactly through the reintroduction of
creative thinking could school teachers break away from the over-emphasis of
examination-oriented teaching and learning. The teachers’ feedback from this
research, to be seen later, also confirms the importance of how and why creative
writing will benefit Chinese Language teaching in the Singapore context.
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The teaching of essay writing must keep up with the times and be adaptable to
our era of an information overflow. The 2010 Mother Tongue Languages Review
Committee Report (“Nurturing Active Learners and Proficient Users”; Ministry of
Education 2010: 56) mentioned that “students’ passion for learning their mother
tongue should be stimulated through students’ advantage of being familiar, fre-
quent users of information technology” because “using information technology and
interactive tools can extend students’ learning beyond the classroom, helping them
understand concepts more easily” and “integrating computers, online resources,
and classroom teaching to give teachers and students more opportunities to
communicate in real time.” With the premise of using information technology
wisely, we notice that the tablet computer invented in the late twentieth century, and
especially the iPad, has quickly become students’ new toy in recent years. We
believe that tablets will be the new trend in technological support of teaching in the
future, and multi-sided experiments with them should be conducted in classrooms.
From 2010 to 2013, educators from the UK, US, New Zealand, Australia, and other
countries also held iPad classroom trials. However, in Singapore, research in using
the iPad in Chinese Language teaching is still in its initiating stage.

Thus, the Singapore Centre for Chinese Language and Nanyang Girls’ High
School collaborated in a year-long school-based project in 2012, carrying out
multi-sided experiments in using iPads in teaching creative writing. We designed
nine iPad-supported creative writing lesson plans, aiming to develop students’
imagination and creativity, and to increase their interest in creative writing by using
iPads. This article focuses on sharing design principles behind teaching models that
integrate iPads into creative writing lessons and analyses.

Mobile Learning with iPads

In recent decades, because of the integration of information technology, in partic-
ular mobile technology (Wong et al. 2011) into classroom teaching, old learning
theories gained new definitions, and the role of teachers has changed significantly.

Wong and Chin (2010) organized Chinese Language mobile learning research
and the literature of its practical applications, clarifying how Computer-Assisted
Language Learning conforms to how language learning theory moved from
behaviorism to changes in communicative, situational, and structural learning,
integrating with Mobile-Assisted Language Learning to form the “second wave” of
learning technology, changing teacher-centered classrooms into student-centered
classrooms.

As a mobile technology trend, the tablet computer’s recent popularity has a deep
impact on teaching. The introduction of the Apple iPad has been more suitable to
mobile learning than previous forms of mobile technology, such as cell phones,
laptops, iPhones, PDAs. Melhuish and Falloon (2010) note that the iPad has the
connectivity and capabilities of a laptop and the portability of a cell phone. Lin and
Lien (2012: 248) point out that “because the iPad can use most of the iPhone’s
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applications, and has a larger visual area and many creative usage methods, it has
become the most popular tablet device in recent years.” The authors believe the
popularity of the iPad will give teaching many advantages, and if the iPad can be
integrated into teaching, it will “make up for what activities in traditional teaching
or teaching that integrates messages cannot do.”

In the UK, a report by the National Association of Advisors for Computers in
Education (NAACE 2012) confirms the benefits of the iPad in teaching and
learning. A study in Longfield Academy (a secondary school) indicated that the
iPad had positive effects in both teaching and learning, causing students to have
more active learning motivation, research, communication, and writing skills and
that the iPad leads to the use of more educational applications. The study indicated
that English, Mathematics, and Science were the subjects where the iPad was used
most.

The Australian Learning Exchange (2010) also conducted a pilot study in 2010
to understand six situations when the iPad is integrated into the classroom,
including the best study settings the iPad can provide, the affordability of learning
to students, learners’ participation levels, usage by learners with learning disabili-
ties, the educational value of iPad applications, and technical or administrative
issues with iPad usage. The results indicated that the iPad provided value-added
benefits in all six areas, providing especially positive effects when it came to critical
thinking, problem-solving, decision-making, research and information fluency, etc.
In particular, the increase in student participation and information literacy
strengthened connectivity.

In Singapore, Seah-Tay (2011) conducted an iPad pilot research study to
understand student participation levels with iPads. In comparison with a class that
did not use iPads, a class that used iPads had more student-centered activities and
questions indicating higher-order thinking, showing increased connectivity between
students and knowledge.

These studies are pilot studies that did not focus on any subject in particular. Lin
and Lien (2012) introduced the iPad applications Idea Sketch, StoryKit/Story Lines,
and GoodNotes/Dropbox into creative writing pedagogy in the Chinese Language
lessons. Some of these applications are suited to local research, but require sys-
tematic research and trials.

As a response to the lack of research on iPads in Chinese Language teaching, we
conceptualized iPad-supported Chinese Language creative writing pedagogy
because the teaching of creative writing requires the use of various strategies to
convert inspiration to thinking, so the classroom must be more student-centered.
Moreover, we see many advantages of the iPads to both students and teachers.

Firstly, the personalization and mobility of the iPad can support activities that
traditional teaching cannot, and its portability and long battery life overcomes the
limitations of traditional desktop PCs or handheld computers that do not allow
students to learn outdoors. Secondly, the small size of iPads also allows students to
have face-to-face interaction in small-group activities. And, thirdly, the iPad’s front
and back video heads and microphone can record, store, and share students’
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language output well. Moreover, the iPad’s personalized applications increase
students’ individualized learning, stimulate their imaginations, and challenge them.

As for teachers, there is a lower threshold for entry compared to traditional
computers so teachers can easily download and organize various related applica-
tions and iPad teaching activities, and even centralize the use of iPads for lesson
preparation, teaching, discussion, homework organization and feedback collection,
and so on. So teachers can play the roles of presenters, facilitators, and designers
more easily, navigating these three roles more smoothly with a “seamless transi-
tion” (Wong et al. 2010b).

Creative Writing Pedagogy

To understand creative writing pedagogy, the definition of “creative” and “cre-
ativity” should be understood. US academic Frank E. Williams established the
Taxonomy of Creativity in 1970 (quoted in Chen 2008). Williams believed creative
learners have four affective levels of creative thinking skills: curiosity, risk-taking,
complexity, and imagination. Curiosity is an ability formed by questioning,
thought, and confusion, and is the key to asking, pondering, and experimentation.
Risk-taking is the courage to guess, attempt, experiment, and take criticism,
including the ability to stick to one’s beliefs and to take on unknown situations.
Complexity is the ability to manage complex problems and unclear opinions, and
requires introducing logic to a situation to find out the causes of effects and
changes. And, imagination is to conceptualize ideas and make them concrete to
surpass the constraints of reality. These four important thinking skills are especially
important in the Singapore Chinese lessons, as they break away from the “safe and
traditional” approach to examinations where route learning is over-emphasized.
Teaching creative writing, which trains these thinking skills, is hence an important
way of changing the “safe and traditional” mind-sets of many teachers and students.

Mao et al. (2000, p. 218) note that, firstly, when integrating creative thinking
into teaching, creativity must first be the teaching goal. Secondly, activities should
be student-centered. Thirdly, the classroom atmosphere should be egalitarian and
harmonious. Lastly, teachers should use many strategies to inspire creative think-
ing. The first and last points are the most important, so teachers should consciously
use teaching methods and tools (including information technology) to stimulate
student creativity.

Lin (1994) defines three layers of methods for the teaching of creative writing.
The first consists of writing genres, such as letters, sentences, essays, stories, and 16
other genres. The second layer consists of teaching methods, including character
imagination, sensory usage, essay editing, picture association, and 19 other meth-
ods. The third consists of teaching goals, including nurturing the four
above-mentioned affective levels of creative thinking skills. Lin also points out that
in the creative writing classroom, teachers should be positive, creating a relaxed,
harmonious classroom atmosphere. The first and second layers have important
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implications for curriculum design and teaching methods, while the third layer can
be used as the standard for this study, meaning that nurturing the four affective
levels of creative thinking skills is its teaching goal for creative writing.

There are also other related creative writing pedagogy studies in China, Hong
Kong, and Taiwan. These include Mou (China 2009) use of free association,
brainstorming, and sensory stimulation to stimulate elementary school students to
write. Zhu (2001) targeted creative writing training for elementary school students
that involved representation, association, imagination, and fantasy. Liu’s (2005)
study with secondary school students, based on mental stimulation, enumeration,
image recall and mind-mapping as teaching methods integrated into expository
writing, lyric writing, and narrative writing. Lai et al. (2011) study with elementary
school students fused mind-map with online writing and showed significant student
improvement in writing performance, creativity, and attitude.

The studies reviewed above show that mental stimulation, free association,
sensory stimulation are worth referencing, and the research methods and assessment
design were especially relevant to our concept of online writing and mobile
learning. However, besides Liu’s (2005) study, the subjects studied were elemen-
tary school students in the monolingual Chinese environments of China, Hong
Kong, and Taiwan. For this reason, these studies cannot be fully transported to
Singapore’s bilingual classroom.

Therefore, the present study aimed to specially design a creative writing peda-
gogical method for Singaporean secondary schools. Thus, we seek to answer to this
research question: Can using the iPad to support the teaching of creative writing
enhance the level of creativity in student compositions?

Method

Participants

Two Secondary One classes in Nanyang Girls’ High School in Singapore were
studied. Nanyang Girls’ High School is a Special Assistance Plan and independent
school with students of high academic achievement, and possesses complete
information technology facilities and a wireless broadband system. The experi-
mental class had 33 students, and the control class had 30. All experimental stu-
dents had access to a school-provided iPad, making their study and research easy.
Before the project commenced, we conducted a survey and found that these two
classes of students rarely read Chinese Language books on their own and mainly
use English to communicate and think at home and in school. To them, Chinese
Language was just an examination subject (even though they study it at the First
Language level, as Higher Chinese) and not a language of daily life. In this
bilingual environment, these students disliked writing in Chinese and did not know

Facilitating Creative Writing Instruction Using iPads in … 139



how to write creatively; moreover, they had never used the iPad or any other
portable technology product for Chinese composition.

Procedure

A blend of qualitative and quantitative methods were used to collect data
and information, including pre- and post-trial interviews with teachers, pre- and
post-trial tests with students, classroom observations, and students’ pre- and
post-trial composition grades (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1 Research method chart
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Teaching Resources

Two categories of teaching resources were consulted for this study: traditional
resources (such as Microsoft PowerPoint, paper worksheets, and the usual resources
that teachers are familiar with) and iPad resources (such as the camera and video
functions, sound recording, cutting and pasting, Wi-fi Internet access) and appli-
cations. Besides portability, these all-in-one media functions enabled students to use
the iPad indoors and outdoors and allowed them to record sounds, images, and
videos to lay the groundwork for creative writing and captioning images. At the
same time, many free or cheap applications, such as e-book making applications,
were effective in supporting the teaching and learning of creative writing.

In our research, the iPad applications we used included the WordPress blogging
application, the Scribble Press application, the SimpleMind+ application, and the
iPad Web browser Safari (for usage strategies and their support for student pro-
duction of creative writing, refer to the lesson plans in 3.5.1). We mainly used the
WordPress online blogging application to enable students to directly participate in
learning activities on iWrite.sg on the iPad. The seven categories on iWrite.sg
included genre introductions, rhetorical introductions, quotes, local writers (where
works were displayed with copyright permission), classroom compositions, student
writing, and teachers’ notes. iWrite.sg was designed and built by the research team,
after which teachers participating in the study were consulted for feedback. In the
process of the study, researchers and teachers edited and tweaked the content of the
platform and students used the iPad to upload their words, images, videos, and
audio content to the Web site, rating and providing feedback on each other’s work
and enriching the platform. The platform was a rich source of reading material, and
a space for expression and interaction. Howland et al. (2008, pp. 160–190) point out
that the use of a blog in teaching extends student learning beyond the classroom,
enabling students to interact with learners and experts outside the classroom,
encouraging them to learn actively and to compose texts with goals, promoting
critical thinking and reading, and comparing their own writing with their peers.
Blogs also accommodate different learning styles, so quieter students have a
channel for communication, encouraging meaningful learning. This is the iWrite.sg
homepage (Fig. 2).

iWrite.sg can be used on a regular PC, but its use on an iPad with multimedia
functions and portability enables students to have seamless learning. Seamless
learning is when learners integrate formal and informal learning situations, personal
and social learning, and real-life and online learning (Wong et al. 2010a). Through
iWrite.sg on the iPad, students can read books, images, and upload text, pho-
tographs, sounds, and video, learn and write outdoors, and even upload their cre-
ations from different applications (such as their e-books on Scribble Press) onto the
iWrite.sg platform—things desktop and handheld PCs cannot do. Hence, a com-
plete “listening, speaking, reading, writing, and commenting” teaching and learning
activity can be combined on an iPad, and the process of obtaining and entering
knowledge becomes more intuitive, direct, and convenient, helping students
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integrate their knowledge more effectively. So iWrite.sg supports the teaching of
creative writing actively, and also provides seamless learning results in students’
extracurricular revision, self-directed learning, giving and accepting feedback, and
so on.

Lastly, iWrite.sg can be linked to a data analysis tool to help researchers
understand students’ learning process, enabling us to collect information on hit
rates, composition writing, commenting, and rating. These figures and information
are very helpful for subsequent qualitative and quantitative analysis. Figure 3
shows the use of Google Analytics in collecting iWrite.sg composition reading rates
without double-counting reading rates and visit durations, etc.:

Lesson Plans

This study designed nine iPad-supported lesson plans for creative writing, and a
“meet-the-author” session. Through multimodal lesson plans, we hoped to stimulate
students’ interest in writing and their creativity, and at the same time improve their
writing abilities. The “ICT Intervention” section in the teaching design framework
chart of Table 1 provides information on iPad-supported teaching activities.

Fig. 2 The iWrite.sg homepage
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The chart above shows that the characteristics of the lesson plans of this study
are:

1. The integration of the iPad into the teaching of creative writing. Each lesson
introduced the iPad and iWrite.sg into the classroom, doing away with mono-
tonous, boring teaching and practice styles of traditional writing classes. The
multimedia input and output functions of one iPad can make learning more
interesting and educational, which is attractive to lower secondary students.
iWrite.sg gave each student an opportunity to display their work, and each piece
of writing could receive feedback from teachers, students, and students from
other classes, stimulating students’ desire to express themselves. This went
against conventional ways of thinking and was highly beneficial to students’
creative writing.

2. Adherence to the principle of “first explain, next give examples, then
practice” in the process of teaching. Starting with explanations and examples
enabled these high-ability Higher Chinese students to get familiar with various
creative writing methods (different from how lower-ability students are taught
using the “first give examples, next explain, and then practice”). Next, related
practice and homework was delivered in the classroom. The iPad was effective
in all three steps: First, teachers used iPad slides to explain concepts. Next,
students read information on iWrite.sg on the iPad or searched for other
examples. And finally, students practiced writing with iPad applications, such as
in the creation of e-books.

3. Using student-centered teaching in which teachers act as guides. With 1-to-1
computing, the iPad scaffolds and supports learning conveniently, acting as a
guide to students’ independent and outdoor learning so that learning becomes
student-centered with a more open-minded, free atmosphere. This stimulates
student creativity and their latent imaginations.

Fig. 3 An example of Google Analytics Web site data
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4. Nurturing students’ social skills. In introductions, teaching, practice, conclu-
sions, and extended after-class activities, interactions between the teacher and
students, among students, among small groups of students, and between stu-
dents and the online platform occur. The iPad’s portability and interactivity
makes human-to-human and human-to-machine interaction easier, inspiring
students with each other’s minds, the exchange of ideas, and increased inter-
activity and creativity in their composition process.

Data Analysis

Pre- and Posttest Compositions

As the study stressed creativity in writing, and not the usual essay grades, the pre-
and posttests’ essay prompts were mostly creativity-based. However, it does not
mean that creativity is the only assessment criteria, as writing skills are also
reflected in the students’ writing, including imagination and use of language,
complexity of sentences, etc., which will affect the assessment scores too. Firstly,
the research team (including teachers) underwent training together to obtain clearer
definitions and examples of the four affective levels of curiosity, risk-taking,
complexity, and imagination that were the evaluation criteria. Also, we distin-
guished some unclear and subjective examples (see Mao et al. 2000: 222–223):

1. Imagination: Students redefine reality through words, creating imagistic asso-
ciations and free associations, then rendering them visually and concretely
through precise language use.

2. Complexity: Students clarify complicated issues using words and sentences
step-by-step and with perseverance.

3. Curiosity: Students conduct deep investigations into confusing questions
through words, thus raising more issues and getting to their root to thoroughly
understand the truth.

4. Risk-taking: Students raise bold conjectures or stick to their beliefs through
words, and have the courage and spirit to conduct experiments and receive
criticism.

Secondly, student work would be anonymous and graded during the pre- and
posttests in the first grading round, after which researchers would conduct a second
round of grading and cross-checking. Creativity points were calculated, which is
different from the grading system for regular compositions: If there was an example
of one affective level, it would be counted as one point out of the maximum of four.
In the end, the research leader would conduct a third round of grading and checking
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because the definitions of the four affective levels of curiosity may lead to over-
lapping or vagueness, so defining them is difficult. The pre- and posttest graders
were the same, and to ensure a high level of grading reliability, a comparison would
be carried out only after triangulation across the three stages. As some students
were absent during the tests, the scores come from just 32 students of the experi-
mental class and 28 of the control class.

As shown in Table 2, initially, control class scored higher than did experimental
with a medium effect size in terms of Cohen’s d = 0.64. However, this was turned
around at the posttest with the experimental class scoring higher, and the corre-
sponding effect size is Cohen’s d = 0.70. This reversal in means resulted in a gain
in creativity in favor of the experimental, with an effect size of Cohen’s d = 1.00. In
sum, when the initial difference was offset, the experimental class gained much
from the lessons in creative writing using iPads.

The results showed that both experimental class and control class improved after
a year of training in writing. However, experimental class had greater improvement.
Control class outperformed experimental class in the pretest, while experimental
class outperformed control class in the posttest. This has shown that the intervention
has a positive impact on experimental class students as compared with control class
students who received traditional training in writing composition.

Qualitative analysis was carried out with pre- and posttest student compositions.
Student 7 wrote a composition on the topic If I had magical powers in the pretest
and a composition on the topic If I were a small drop of water in the posttest. Both
pre- and posttest compositions had a child protagonist who was in unfortunate
situations, and her writing performance and creativity in the posttest far outshined
her pretest. Comparing her first and last paragraphs: In her pretest, the student just
used a simple comparative technique in her introduction, but in her posttest, she
used lively personification in her introduction, with descriptions that were more
diverse and accurate, making her essay more imaginative and engaging—a clear
sign of greater creativity, as well as much enhanced writing skills. Her teacher was
glad to see the changes in her last paragraphs. In her pretest’s last paragraph, a
string of questions brought her essay to a close as her speaker asked herself what
else she could do for children and for society, which was simpler and more direct,
like her classmates’ writing styles. But in her posttest’s last paragraph, this student
was more immersed in the role of being “a drop of water” and wrote with

Table 2 Comparison of the composition creativity levels

Pretest Posttest Gain

Experimental class Mean (SD) 1.00 (0.95) 2.88 (1.10) 1.88 (1.29)

Control class Mean (SD) 1.61 (0.96) 2.14 (1.01) 0.54 (1.40)

Cohen’s d 0.64 0.70 1.00
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imagination and emotion, “I closed my eyes with determination and rushed towards
those pale lips.” This student was writing from the point of view of a drop of water
which had to fall to the ground in a storm, and when it saw a child in a drought
yearning for water, it decided to sacrifice itself to quench the child’s thirst. The
ending was full of empathy and made an artistic gesture (see Appendix 1).

Student 18 wrote an average essay in her pretest that was mainly clichés, but in
her posttest, her writing improved vastly. Her posttest topic was “If you were the
earth” and its theme was environmentalism, which was rather creative. The whole
essay used parallelisms to begin every paragraph, and used questions to conclude
each paragraph, which was a big structural and linguistic improvement. Also, she
used many unique phrases and advertising language free of clichés, and finally used
an appeal with pathos to the reader: if you were the earth and were sad, don’t let
Mother Earth cry any more (see Appendix 2). The essay had feeling and philo-
sophical thinking.

There are many similar examples, showing that after a year of creative writing
training, the experimental class’ creativity was stimulated. Since they were previ-
ously trained in the Primary Six Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE)
composition format, they lacked opportunities to delve into their creativity. iPad
supported the experimental class in referring to resources such as iWrite.sg’s
rhetorical techniques and model essays, epitomizing mobile and seamless learning
concepts, in the details of learning tasks (e.g., teachers would set up homework
instructions and guidance on iWrite.sg), in multimedia stimulation and support for
sensory descriptions in writing, in creating more learning nodes and strengthening
connections between nodes, and in increasing the breadth and depth of writing
output. These teaching strategies for creative writing enabled the experimental
class’ students to effectively use the iPad to scaffold their writing, expand their
thinking, leading their essays’ creativity level to exceed the control class
significantly.

Teacher Feedback

The feedback shows that this year-long study of the teaching creative writing
stimulates student thought and that students dare to think about and design content
from different angles and that in the area of conceptualization, there was more
flexibility. It is especially important as, with creative writing, the mind-sets of
teachers and students are challenged to be more open and receptive to changes. Not
only did the content become more creative, the creative use of language and
structure also reflect better writing skills and overall performances. In addition, the
teacher agrees that the study was successful mainly because with the
iPad-supported teaching of creative writing, the teacher speaks less in class and
students have more opportunities to participate in class. Students actively partici-
pated in class activities and welcomed the creative writing content. More concrete
observations of the iPad by teachers were that even though the iPad applications are
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complex with many functions, students adapt to using them quickly, and it is
portable and can be used for outdoor learning, in which students can record
whatever inspires [them] and search for information online to enrich their essay
content. An example of the latter is that if a discussion of a character requires
knowledge of ancient figures or famous people, students can do a search of that
person’s background on the iPad and share their findings, seamlessly linking
real-life and online learning. Teachers also believed students would have a new
form of stimulation from searching for pictures for picture association: “more
colourful pictures, text, and design [enabled students to] express their imagina-
tions.” Students were familiar with the iPad and adapted to using it as a learning
tool quickly, getting into learning mode.

The teacher who taught the control class found that writing lessons were not
exciting enough and were unable to stimulate student interest. Students did
acceptably; they probably listened attentively in order to prepare for examinations.
This shows that the support of an iPad and matching creative writing teaching
strategies can make a class more exciting, stimulate student interest, and improve
student performance.

Classroom Observations

Nine iPad-supported creative writing lessons positively affected student creativity in
essay writing. Compared to lesson observations prior to iPad use, the integration of
the iPad gave students an outdoor learning tool, more face-to-face interaction
opportunities, a platform for more intuitive input and output, making students more
engaged in discussions, and creating a more active atmosphere.

Taking the lesson plan for editing an essay as an example, this lesson’s goal was
to improve students’ imagination, dialogue writing, and character creation skills.
Teachers suggested that students select a familiar text and discuss it in small groups,
rewriting it into a dialogue-based text or a text in another genre using the iPad’s text
editing application, using the iPad to record audio, then uploading both text and
audio on iWrite.sg.

Whenever students participated in this lesson in small groups, they would
actively seek assistance from the teacher whenever they had technical issues or
questions about how to edit content. They also actively asked teachers questions,
making the participation rate much higher than that in non-iPad composition
classes. Classroom production was also of higher quality (see Appendix 1). For
example, a group of students adventurously went beyond the teacher’s requirements
and boldly rewrote the text as a game, different from any other group, and also tried
to rewrite it as a poem, displaying their creativity by going beyond the rules. In
addition, the text they chose, The Hunger Games, was originally a popular com-
puter game for youths with intense and violent elements, but this group of students
changed the focus by converting the complex game rules and content into a sor-
rowful, lonely short lyric poem. They were inspired by the rules of the online text

150 C. L. Tan et al.



and their gaming background but did not just view the tasks as a game, but rather to
make the reader (or the player) create associations with the fragility of human life,
connecting nodes of knowledge, and exercising a rich sense of innovation.

Conclusion

From a year-long pilot study, we found that using the iPad in the teaching of
creative writing had a measurable positive impact on students’ creativity, as well as
their overall writing performances. When evaluating students’ pre- and posttest
compositions, we found a large gain in creativity and writing skills in the experi-
mental class.

Teacher feedback indicated that iPad support changed the classroom from a
teacher-centered to student-centered, stimulating students’ active classroom par-
ticipation and group participation. Teachers affirmed that the iPad was a new tool
for composition learning and teaching, and stressed that the iPad enabled students
to understand that its use could make writing interesting and entertaining, over-
turning their impressions of language classes, and adding new possibilities to
teaching processes by providing space for them to express their creativity.
Teachers’ responses indicated that the iPad enabled them to move away from being
a traditional “lecturer” into becoming an organizer and manager of classroom
activities, and to consciously value classroom activity design, giving students a
sense of ownership.

Compared to the traditional teaching method of the control class, iPad support
for creative writing was better at making the classroom active, enabling students to
be more proactive and involved in discussions. Besides, teachers were not just
teaching to students, but acting as guides, participants, respondents, classroom
observers, with multiple roles.

Student-produced writing, teacher feedback, and researcher observations show
that the iPad provided more opportunities for students to express their creativity,
compose boldly, explore resources and opportunities independently, and created
mobile and seamless learning effects. The positive and productive connotations that
the iPad has for creative writing are worth future popularization.
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Appendix 1: Excerpts from Student 7’s Pre- and Posttest
Compositions

Paragraph 1 from the pretest:

“If I had magical powers
If I had magical powers, I would fly to orphanages all across the world to visit

the little orphans in them, and create sweets to make them happy. I would create a
magical broom like in Harry Potter so the children can fly happily in the sky and
forget all their worries…”

Paragraph 1 from the posttest:
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“If I were a small drop of water
The strong wind blew. I hugged other drops of water, and lay on the field. Wooo,

wooo – the wind blew stronger and stronger, suddenly, I was blown away by the
wind and tossed in the air. The leaves flew past me… good bye, brother, sister,
father, mother, grandfather, and grandmother droplets!”

Last paragraph from the pretest:

“If I had magical powers… what else would I do?”
Last paragraph from the posttest:

“I closed my eyes with determination and rushed towards those pale lips.”
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Appendix 2: Student 18’s Posttest Composition
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学生《文章改写》课产出之样例

Adaptation of The Hunger Games: Catching Fire (translated from Chinese)

Cold glass
separates two close hearts.
A familiar temperature
with a fresh memory
but unable to be touched.
Is a call of help from afar
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the arrival of dawn
or an eternal sleep?
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Effect of Phonological and Semantic
Radicals on the Identification of Chinese
Characters: Instructional and Research
Possibilities

Limei Zhang and Suan Fong Foo

Abstract Phonological and semantic radicals are important clues to the learning
and remembering of Chinese characters. This chapter reviews relevant studies in
this regard and suggests that Chinese Language teachers use the phonological and
semantic radicals as a framework to organize teaching materials for effective
teaching.

Singapore is a multilingual country with four official languages, namely English,
Chinese, Malay, and Tamil (Chua, 2011; Shepherd, 2005). Chinese is spoken by the
largest ethnic group which accounts for 74% of the whole population (Department
of Statistics, 2016). Under the bilingual education policy of Singapore, students of
all ethnic groups are required to learn English plus their respective ethnic language
while English is the medium of instruction of all other subjects. The teaching of
Chinese has become a keen concern among educators, parents, and students (Soh,
2016). A survey by Singapore Centre for Chinese Language shows Chinese
Language teachers are facing various challenges. It was noted that the teaching and
learning of Chinese characters is the greatest difficulty. Among the primary school
teachers, 39.2% mentioned that word recognition is most challenging for their
students. Actually, inadequacy in Chinese character identification has become a
barrier to students’ improvement of reading and writing ability in Singapore (e.g.,
Soh, 2016; Zhang et al., 2016). Therefore, it is imperative to find effective methods
to help students and teachers in the learning and teaching of Chinese characters.

To read successfully in a language, information about orthography, phonology,
and semantics of the words encountered should be processed effectively (Taft &
Graan, 1998). Orthographic units are technically called graphemes. In other words,
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graphemic, phonological and semantic constituents are characteristic of any lan-
guage. Graphemic information provides the visual basis for lexical processing.
Phonological information is necessary if the word is to be read aloud (or silently in
the mind), whereas semantic information is important for the meaning of the word.
While reading in a language, the reader needs to bind the three constituents suc-
cessfully. This seems to be the universal rule of grapheme–phoneme correspon-
dence (GPC) (Pritchard et al., 2016) in the reading process.

Structure of Chinese Characters

In the case of alphabetical system such as English, the phonemes are associated
with graphic units closely, which is termed the grapheme–phoneme connection
(Perfetti & Zhang, 1995). That is, words can be broken into phonemes describing
their pronunciation (Hagiwara, 2016). While reading in alphabetical writing system,
the conversion from graphemes to phonemes is necessary for semantic access
(Hung et al., 2014). For logographic system like Chinese, word meaning is mainly
associated with visual units (Perfetti & Zhang, 1995). Chinese characters, which
represent words or morphemes (Taylor & Taylor, 1983), mostly cannot be broken
into phonemes which give a description of pronunciation. This gives rise to the
argument about the role phonology plays in processing Chinese.

Modern Chinese characters can be divided into four major categories: pic-
tographs, self-explanatory characters, associative compounds, and phonograms
(Chen & Yeh, 2017; Tan et al., 1995). Pictographs normally have an etymology
related to the picture of the symbol. For example, 月 (noon) is a pictographic
character representing the shape of a crescent. Self-explanatory characters are
normally based on pictographs. For example, adding a symbol in the root part of 木
(tree) would produce a new character 本 (root). Associative compounds are also
produced on the basis of pictographs. For example, 休 (rest) is composed of a 亻

(person) and a 木 (tree), indicating that a person leans on a tree to have a rest.
Phonograms, made up of phonetic radicals and semantic radicals, constitute 80–

90% of all modern Chinese characters (Chen & Yeh, 2017; Tan et al., 1995; see
Fig. 1 for an example). Phonetic radicals may provide clues to the pronunciation of
phonograms, while semantic radicals are supposed to provide clues to the meaning
of characters (Hagiwara, 2016). Take the phonogram 液 (liquid) for example. The
character consists of two radicals at different positions:氵 (water) on the left and夜
(night) on the right. As shown in Fig. 1, the two radicals have different functions.
The radical 氵 provides a semantic clue whereas the radical 夜 indicates its
phonological clue. Furthermore, the semantic radical 氵 helps form new phono-
grams沐 (taking a bath) and 湖 (lake) while the phonetic radical夜 is connected to
two other phonograms 掖 (tucking in) and 腋 (armpit) which share the same
pronunciation with液 and夜. Therefore, in spite of the lack of grapheme–phoneme
connection, it is possible to predict the pronunciation of the phonograms (Hagiwara,
2016).
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When armed with knowledge of pronunciation and word meaning presented by
phonetic and semantic radicals, readers of Chinese characters are likely to learn
more effectively (Shu et al., 2003). The current chapter aims to review the relevant
literature of the effect of phonetic and semantic radicals on the identification of
Chinese phonograms. Based on the review, possible approaches to and necessary
research on the learning and teaching of Chinese characters in Singapore schools
will be discussed.

Chinese Processing Models in L1

How Chinese is processed among first language (L1) readers has attracted many
researchers’ attention during the past two decades (e.g., Chen & Yeh, 2015; Perfetti
& Liu, 2005; Wong & Chen, 1991). Regarding the retrieval of appropriate word
meaning, different theories have been proposed. Some researchers argued that the
meaning of a word can be accessed directly through its orthographic information
(e.g., Hino et al., 2012; Jared & Seidenberg, 1991; Taft & Graan, 1998). Often
referred to as the Direct Route Model, this involves the direct activation of the
semantic information correspondent to its orthographic representation (Hino et al.,
2012). For example, Taft and Graan (1998) conducted a study to investigate
whether it is possible to read a word for meaning without phonological mediation.
On the basis of their semantic categorization tasks, they concluded that the direct
route plays the main role in retrieving meanings of words.

An alternative route involves the activation of phonological information. In other
words, the phonological information is activated when a word is read, followed by
the activation of its semantic information which is similar to how meaning is
retrieved when listening to the word. This route is termed phonological-mediated
route (Perfetti & Liu, 2005). In the past two decades, considerable research has
shown that phonological encoding is an indispensable processing strategy in
reading, be it the alphabetical or logographic writing system (Perfetti & Liu, 2005;
Perfetti et al., 1992). This is known as the Universal Phonological Principle

Fig. 1 An example of
phonogram “液”
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(e.g., Perfetti & Liu, 2005; Perfetti & Zhang, 1995; Tan et al., 1995 etc.). For
example, Perfetti and Zhang (1995) investigated whether phonology is a part of
word identification in Chinese reading using two experiments of Chinese synonym
and homophone tasks. Their results provide support for the principle.

On the basis of the direct route model and the phonological-mediated route,
Coltheart (2005) proposed a dual route view, which holds that reading involves two
separate cognitive mechanisms: a lexical route and a sub-lexical route (Pritchard
et al., 2016). Whole words carrying meaning are processed through spelling alone
while unknown words are decoded via phonological knowledge. In other words,
according to the dual route model, there are two pathways to meaning: one is the
O ! S (orthography ! semantics) pathway and the other is the O ! P ! S
(orthography ! phonology ! semantics) pathway. Recent research findings
confirmed that both orthographical and phonological routes are used for word
identification (e.g., Chi et al., 2014; Pritchard et al., 2016; Spinks et al., 2000). For
example, Chi and associates (2014) investigated whether phonological information
of the phonetic radicals is important in the processing of phonograms. Results
indicate that the phonetic radicals play an important role in identifying Chinese
phonograms in both naming tasks and normal reading. Their study provides support
for the dual route model.

By way of summary, the review of Chinese processing models indicates that in
the course of word identification in L1 reading, phonological and orthographical
information are all activated to gain access to meaning. In other words, both
phonological and visual decoding are involved in Chinese character identification
(Chen & Yeh, 2015; Perfetti & Liu, 2005; Perfetti & Zhang, 1995; Spinks et al.,
2000 etc.). On this basis, in the case of identification of the phonograms which
constitutes the majority of Chinese characters, phonological radicals should be
attached more importance. In the following section, implications for the instruction
of Chinese characters in Singapore are provided.

Implications for Teaching Chinese Characters in Singapore
Schools

As mentioned in the previous sections, phonetic radicals play an important role in
the identification of Chinese characters. In spite of the imperfect grapheme–pho-
neme connection among Chinese characters, teachers can help raise students’
awareness of phonetic radicals, especially the role of phonetic radicals in the
identification of Chinese characters (Chi et al., 2014). It might be interesting if
teachers can practice new methods of Chinese character instruction under teacher
trainers and researchers’ guidance and help.

For example, it might be helpful for Chinese Language teachers to select all the
phonograms from among the textbooks and categorize them into different types
based on the connection between the phonetic radicals of the characters and their
respective pronunciation. This way, the teaching of Chinese characters would be
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more directed toward the connection between phonetic radicals and Chinese
characters. Meanwhile, students might find it is easier to draw the link between the
character, its phonetic radical and semantic radical, thus leading to more effective
memorization of the character. It is hoped that with more practice from teachers and
students, the findings about the effect of phonetic radicals on the identification of
Chinese phonograms can provide more effective methods for learning and teaching
of Chinese characters in Singapore.

Conclusions

This chapter reviews the relevant literature about the effect of phonological and
semantic radicals on the identification of Chinese characters. It provides an illus-
tration of the structure of Chinese characters, especially phonograms, which con-
stitutes the major part of modern Chinese characters. Chinese processing models in
L1 were reviewed, followed by the implication of research findings in this area for
teaching Chinese characters in Singapore schools. As suggested, Chinese teachers
are encouraged to teach characters making full use of the research findings.
Meanwhile, their practice in classrooms provides useful data for further research
which benefits teaching and learning of Chinese characters in the long run.
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Part III
Assessment Literacy



Investigating the Training Needs
of Assessment Literacy
among Singapore Primary Chinese
Language Teachers

Limei Zhang

Abstract This study gathers empirical data from primary Chinese Language
teachers to examine their learning needs in language testing and assessment.
Primary Chinese Language teachers (N = 103) responded to a survey on language
assessment literacy (Fulcher, 2012). Results from the study reveal teachers’ needs
in language testing and relevant issues. The findings provide guidance for the
design of training materials and development of programs for enhancing teachers’
assessment literacy.

Language assessment literacy refers to teachers’ knowledge about measurement
practices and its application to classroom teaching (Inbar-Lourie, 2008; Malone,
2008, 2013; Taylor, 2009). With more details, Fulcher (2012, p. 125) defines it as
“knowledge, skills and abilities required to design, develop, maintain or evaluate
large-scale standardized and/or class based tests, familiarity with test processes,
and awareness of principles and concepts that guide and underpin practice.” Due
to its importance in language education and teaching training, researchers have paid
growing attention to the investigation of assessment literacy among language
teachers.

The term assessment literacy was first introduced by Stiggins (1991) who
defined it as the ability to know and understand key principles of sound assessment.
According to Stiggins, assessment literacy helps teachers evaluate students’
achievement outcomes effectively. Inbar-Lourie (2008) argued that assessment
literates should have the knowledge and ability to give answers to important
questions about the purposes of assessment, the appropriateness of measurement
tools, testing conditions and the effects of the assessment on students. More
recently, assessment literacy is defined as teachers’ knowledge, skills, and abilities
in designing, developing, or evaluating assessments, competencies about test
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processes as well as the application of the knowledge to classroom practices
(Fulcher, 2012; Malone, 2013).

However, to date, few studies have been conducted to investigate Chinese
Language teachers’ assessment literacy, although learning Chinese has attracted
global interests. This study was therefore designed to examine Singapore primary
Chinese Language teachers’ training needs in assessment literacy through ques-
tionnaire data. The purpose of the study was to provide information about
Singapore primary Chinese Language teachers’ training needs in assessment
knowledge and to inform the design of training materials and development
programs.

Relevant Studies

Researchers have conducted studies investigating classroom teachers’ assessment
literacy and provided solutions to existing problems. For example, based on her
study on foreign language education in the USA, Boyles (2005) examined teachers’
professional development in assessment in districts experienced in this practice,
aiming to provide examples for other districts. Boyles (2005) recommended that a
universal understanding of assessment literacy and criteria of good assessments
should be reached and further suggested that professional development about
assessment literacy should be organized through online training, workshops, and
programs at national and regional levels.

Based on a review of components of language assessment literacy knowledge in
general education and research on language testing and assessment courses,
Inbar-Lourie (2008) proposed that a framework of core language assessment
knowledge is established. According to Inbar-Lourie (2008, p. 396), this framework
includes “a body of knowledge and research grounded in theory and epistemo-
logical beliefs, and connected to other bodies of knowledge in education, linguistics
and applied linguistics.”

Koh (2011) investigated the effects of professional development on Singapore
primary teachers’ assessment literacy over two school years. The participating
teachers were randomly assigned to two groups: one group receiving ongoing and
sustained professional development about assessment, the other group attending a
one-day professional development workshop. Results showed that teachers’
assessment literacy in the former group improved significantly.

Fulcher (2012) conducted a survey study examining language teachers’ training
needs. Participants were 287 ESL/EFL teachers from seven countries or regions. In
addition to informing the design of teaching materials and development of online
resources for teaching training, the study developed and piloted an instrument used
to elicit language teachers’ training needs in assessment literacy. More importantly,
it provided new and expanded contents of assessment literacy based on empirical
data.
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Zhang and Soh (2016) reported on Singapore primary and secondary Chinese
Language teachers’ knowledge of language assessment. The study involved 323
primary and secondary teachers who responded to the Assessment Literacy Scale
prepared by the researchers. Results indicate that the participating teachers’
shortfalls in assessment literacy and their training needs. The respondents were able
to answer general questions of commonsensical nature correctly but were weak
where specific technical knowledge is concerned. Findings from this study have
useful implications for primary and secondary Chinese Language teachers’ training
in assessment literacy.

More recently, Soh and Zhang (2017) developed a questionnaire of Teacher
Assessment Literacy Scale which covers four essential aspects of educational
measurement including nature and function of assessment, design and use of test
items, interpretation of test results, and concepts of reliability and validity. Both
classical and Rasch analyses were conducted with encouraging psychometric
qualities. It is hoped that Teacher Assessment Literacy Scale can help gauge
teachers’ understanding and skills in assessment literacy.

As gathered from the above, while studies on teachers’ assessment literacy are
gaining momentum, there is a dearth of such studies in Singapore, especially
concerning Chinese Language teachers. This study will therefore address the fol-
lowing two research questions:

1. What are Singapore primary Chinese Language teachers’ specific training needs
in assessment literacy, especially in terms of test design and development,
large-scale testing, classroom testing and test validity and reliability?

2. Are there any differences in assessment training needs among Singapore pri-
mary school teachers of different genders, ages, educational backgrounds, and
levels of assessment knowledge?

Method

Participants

The participants in this study were 126 Chinese Language teachers from Singapore
primary schools. Among these teachers, 14.3% were males and 85.7% were
females. The information of their age, academic qualifications, and self-evaluated
assessment knowledge levels is presented in Table 1. Their assessment knowledge
was measured through a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 for “very poor” to 5
for “very good.” As shown in Table 1, the participating teachers’ assessment
knowledge varies in terms of its adequacy. 62.4% of participating teachers had
average knowledge in assessment, while 33.3% teachers had good assessment
knowledge and the rest 4.3% possessed poor knowledge in assessment.
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Instruments

A survey which elicits language teachers’ assessment training needs was adopted in
this study (Fulcher, 2012). There are 23 closed-response designed to evaluate
language teachers’ knowledge need in assessment. They are categorized into four
subscales: six items measuring test design and development, eight items measuring
large-scale standardized testing, seven items measuring classroom testing and
washback, and two items about validity and reliability. Teachers were required to
provide their response on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 “unimportant” to
5 “essential.” The survey is shown in the Appendix.

Data Collection and Analysis

The survey was first translated into Chinese, followed by a back-translation pro-
cedure to ensure the accuracy of the translated version. A group of primary school
teachers attending in-service training courses and seminars was invited to partici-
pate in this study voluntarily.

To analyze the data, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted first.
Since Fulcher (2012) examined the underlying structure of the questionnaire using
exploring factor analysis (EFA), CFA was used in this study to verify the structure
of the questionnaire.

Multiple fit indices were used to examine the model fit. The value of chi-square
to degree of freedom ratio (v2/df) should be less than three for a well-fitting model
(Hu & Bentler, 1999). The comparative fit index (CFI) is to evaluate the relative fit
improvement of the hypothesized model compared with the null model. A value
greater than 0.90 is considered a good model fit (Kline, 2011). The absolute fit
index root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) indicates how well a
model fits the population and should be less than 0.10 to indicate good model fit

Table 1 Demographic
information of the
participating teachers

Items Variables Percentage (%)

Age 21–30 32.3

31–40 36.3

41–50 24.2

Above 50 7.20

Academic qualifications Below bachelor’s 6.4

Bachelor’ 72.4

Master’s 16.3

Others 4.9

Assessment knowledge Poor 4.3

Average 62.4

Good 33.3
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(Kline, 2011). The narrow interval of the RMSEA 95% confidence interval shows
better model fit.

A series of independent t tests and ANOVAs were then conducted, examining
the relationship among teachers’ training in assessment literacy and their different
gender, age, levels of educational background, and assessment knowledge.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics of each item and subscales of the questionnaire were calcu-
lated first (See Tables 2 and 3). The values of skewness and kurtosis of all the items
were within an accepted range of normal distribution (Bachman, 2004). In addition,
it was found that the average scores of the four subscales ranged from 4.16
(SD = 0.81) to 3.45 (SD = 0.54), with the highest being validity and reliability
(M = 4.16, SD = 0.81), followed by test design and development (M = 3.99,
SD = 0.67), large-scale standardized testing (M = 3.66, SD = 0.55), and classroom
testing and washback (M = 3.45, SD = 0.54). The reliability of the questionnaire
was also estimated. The Cronbach’s alphas for all items and each subscale were
0.91, 0.84, 0.81, 0.74, and 0.96, as shown in Table 3.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

On the basis of the structure of the questionnaire, the CFA model was hypothesized
and tested. The fit indices are shown in Table 4. The value of chi-square to degree
of freedom ratio is 1.55, which is less than 3. CFI is 0.93, greater than 0.90;
RMSEA is 0.066, less than 0.10. RMSEA 95% confidence interval is narrow
(0.051–0.080). The fit indices showed that the CFA model is a well-fitting model,
which provides supportive evidence that the questionnaire is a valid instrument
used among Singapore primary Chinese Language teachers.

ANOVA and t Test

An independent sample t test was conducted to examine male and female teachers’
differences in assessment training needs. Results showed that the differences were
not statistically significant with t (118) = 0.32, p > 0.05; t (118) = 1.23, p > 0.05;
t (116) = 0.94, p > 0.05; and t (122) = 0.05, p > 0.05. On average, male teachers
reported greater needs than female teachers in terms of test design and development
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(male: M = 4.04, SD = 0.68; female: M = 3.98, SD = 0.67), large-scale standard-
ized testing (male: M = 3.81, SD = 0.47; female: M = 3.63, SD = 0.57), classroom
testing and washback (male: M = 3.56, SD = 0.53; female: M = 3.43, SD = 0.54),
and validity and reliability (male: M = 4.17, SD = 0.69; female: M = 4.16,
SD = 0.83).

One-way ANOVA was run to evaluate the assessment training needs of teachers
of different ages, education levels, and levels of assessment knowledge.

Results showed that there were no significant differences among teachers of
different ages (F (9, 108) = 0.66, p > 0.05; F (9, 108) = 0.35, p > 0.05; F (9,
107) = 0.90, p > 0.05; and F (9, 112) = 0.82, p > 0.05). In spite of this, an
examination of the mean differences indicates that for test design and development,
large-scale testing and classroom testing, those aged between 21 and 25 have the
strongest training needs, while for validity and reliability issues, those aged
between 51 and 55 need training the most.

For the differences in assessment training needs among teachers of different
education levels, analysis results showed that there were no significant differences
among the groups (F (3, 107) = 1.86, p > 0.05; F (3, 108) = 0.87, p > 0.05; F (3,
106) = 1.98, p > 0.05; and F (3,111) = 0.47, p > 0.05). An examination of the
mean differences indicates that the teachers with diplomas had the strongest training
needs in all four aspects, followed by those with master degrees.

Finally, regarding assessment training needs of those with different assessment
knowledge, there were no significant differences among teachers with different
levels of assessment knowledge (F (3, 107) = 0.93, p > 0.05; F (3, 108) = 0.22,
p > 0.05; F (3, 108) = 1.11, p > 0.05; and F (3, 111) = 0.60, p > 0.05). In spite of
the non-significance, the mean differences among the groups are obvious. It is
interesting to find that those with poor assessment knowledge have stronger training
needs in test design and development and validity and reliability, while those with
average and good assessment knowledge are more interested in training in terms of

Table 3 Reliability and descriptives of the subscales of the survey

Subscale Cronbach’s a M SD

Test design and development 0.84 3.99 0.67

Large-scale standardized testing 0.81 3.66 0.55

Classroom testing and washback 0.74 3.45 0.54

Validity and reliability 0.96 4.16 0.81

Table 4 CFA model confirming the structure of the questionnaire

Model v2 df v2/df CFI RMSEA RMSEA 95% confidence interval

CFA model 306.58* 198 1.55 0.93 0.066 0.051–0.080

*p < 0.05
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large-scale testing and classroom testing and washback. This finding has important
implications for the design of training courses in assessment literacy for Singapore
primary Chinese Language teachers.

Discussion

This study examined Singapore primary Chinese Language teachers’ training needs
in assessment literacy. Results revealed the Chinese Language teachers’ needs and
interest in learning about all four aspects of assessment literacy: test design and
development, large-scale testing, classroom testing and test validity and reliability.
As indicated in the mean scores of the four subscales, Singapore primary Chinese
Language teachers showed strong training need in knowledge regarding validity,
reliability, test design and development, but relatively weaker need in large-scale
standardized testing and classroom testing and washback. Answers to the research
questions are presented below:

Research question 1: What are Singapore primary Chinese Language teachers’
specific training needs in terms of test design and development, large-scale
testing, classroom testing and test validity and reliability?
Singapore primary Chinese Language teachers’ training needs are categorized into
four types, i.e., test design and development, large-scale testing, classroom testing
and test validity and reliability. In terms of test design and development, teachers
reported to have the greatest need to know about writing test tasks and items (Item
5), followed by deciding what to test (Item 3), and how to evaluate language tests
(Item 6).

For large-scale testing, their top training needs were to learn how to do test
analysis (Item 8), interpret test scores (Item 7), standard testing (Item 17), and use
of statistics. Regarding classroom test and washback, teachers were most interested
in classroom assessment (Item 15), how to prepare learners to take tests (Item 18)
and selecting tests for their own use (Item 9). In addition, they think that it is
necessary to know more about the issue of validity and reliability (Item 10 and 11).
Of all the listed items of training needs, the participating teachers were most
interested in wring test tasks and items (Item 5), deciding what to test (Item 2), test
analysis (Item 8), reliability (Item 10), validity (Item 11), and classroom assessment
(Item 15).

On the whole, the teachers had the greatest need in receiving training in writing
test tasks and items, test analysis and deciding what to test. In other words,
hands-on, practical knowledge, and key issues of validity and reliability in language
assessment attracted teachers’ attention and interest the most. The findings are
consistent with Fulcher’s (2012) conclusion that the practice of language testing is
the core component in assessment literacy framework.
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Research question 2: Are there any differences in assessment training needs
among Singapore primary school teachers of different genders, ages, educational
backgrounds, and levels of assessment knowledge?
The results of analysis showed that there were no significant differences in
assessment training needs among teachers of different genders, ages, and educa-
tional backgrounds and assessment knowledge.

In addition, it was found that the topics of test design and development,
large-scale standardized testing, and classroom testing were more interesting to
younger teachers while validity and reliability attracted more interest from teachers
of older age. The possible explanation for this tentative finding might be that
younger teachers, who are not experienced in teaching and assessment, intended to
know more about fundamental knowledge in language assessment. Older teachers,
who have more experience in teaching, are more likely to be interested in the deeper
level of assessment knowledge such as validity and reliability (Malone, 2013).

Regarding the relationship between teachers’ academic qualification and training
needs in assessment, those with diplomas and masters’ degree seem to have more
interest in learning assessment knowledge than those with bachelors’ degree and
below bachelors’ degree. The explanation might be that the diplomas holders are
more likely to be newly recruited teachers, so they are the group who need training
in assessment knowledge the most. For those master degree holders, it might be that
the higher academic qualification the teachers achieved, the more important they
feel it to learn knowledge about language assessment literacy. Also, the teachers
with higher academic qualifications might have better chances to get to know the
importance of assessment literacy in language teaching. However, due to the lim-
itation of the sample size, this conclusion should be subject to further examination.

As indicated previously, those who self-reported to have poor assessment
knowledge have stronger training needs in test design and development and validity
and reliability, while those with average and good assessment knowledge are more
interested in topics of large-scale testing and classroom testing and washback. This
might be due to the common understanding that former topics are the fundamental
ones while the latter ones are more advanced in assessment knowledge.

Conclusions and Implications

This study examined Singapore primary Chinese Language teachers’ training needs
in assessment literacy. Results indicated that the participants were interested in
practical, hands-on knowledge of language assessment. Those with poor assessment
knowledge seemed to have greater training needs in fundamental topics in
assessment knowledge, while those with good knowledge in assessment showed
greater training needs in more advanced topics.

Expectations are that the findings from this study can provide useful information
for the preparation of relevant training materials and courses for primary Chinese
Language teachers in Singapore.
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Future research is suggested to be conducted with a larger and more represen-
tative sample. It is hoped that studies carried out in this way will provide more
revealing and comprehensive findings of Singapore Chinese Language teachers’
assessment literacy and their related training needs.

The present study used self-report questionnaire data, which are understand-
ably open to acquiescence and faking biases. It is therefore useful to conduct
studies using actual tests of knowledge (Kunnan & Zhang, 2015), for instance,
asking the teachers to interpret reliability indices such as the Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient. However, it is readily appreciated that this approach will entail much
more testing time and may even be psychological threatening to the teachers.

Appendix: The Questionnaire

For each one please decide whether you think this is a topic that should be included
in a course on language testing.

Indicate your response as follows:
5 = essential; 4 = important; 3 = fairly important; 2 = not very important;

1 = unimportant

1 语言测试的历史 History of language testing 1 2 3 4 5

2 语言测试的设计程序 Procedures in language test design 1 2 3 4 5

3 确定应测试的内容 Deciding what to test 1 2 3 4 5

4 编写测试规范 Writing test specifications 1 2 3 4 5

5 编写测试题目 Writing test tasks and items 1 2 3 4 5

6 评价语言测试 Evaluating language tests 1 2 3 4 5

7 解释测试分数 Interpreting scores 1 2 3 4 5

8 试题分析 Test analysis 1 2 3 4 5

9 选择合适的测试题目为我所用 Selecting tests for your own use 1 2 3 4 5

10 测试的信度 Reliability 1 2 3 4 5

11 测试的效度 Validation 1 2 3 4 5

12 统计分析的使用 Use of statistics 1 2 3 4 5

13 评估绩效测试(如口语/书面表达) Rating performance tests 1 2 3 4 5

14 如何给封闭式试题打分(如MCQ) Scoring closed-response items 1 2 3 4 5

15 课堂评估 Classroom assessment 1 2 3 4 5

16 大规模测试 Large-scale testing 1 2 3 4 5

17 标准化测试 Standard setting 1 2 3 4 5

18 如何帮助学习者备考 Preparing learners to take tests 1 2 3 4 5

19 考试对于课堂教学的反拨作用 Washback on the classroom 1 2 3 4 5
(continued)
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(continued)

20 考试管理 Test administration 1 2 3 4 5

21 考试中的伦理考量 Ethical considerations in testing 1 2 3 4 5

22 考试在社会中的使用 The uses of tests in society 1 2 3 4 5

23 教育评量的原则 Principles of educational measurement 1 2 3 4 5
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Teacher Assessment Literacy Scale:
Design and Validation

Kay Cheng Soh and Limei Zhang

Abstract With the increased use of language assessment, language teachers are
required to develop assessment literacy and take the testing and assessment
responsibilities. This article reports the processes and outcomes of the development
and validation of the Teacher Assessment Literacy Scale for use with Singapore’s
Chinese Language teachers.

In the past, patients were passive recipients of medical treatments. The present-day
patients are involved in the healing process; they are informed and they are
engaged. Analogously, in the past, student assessment tools were crafted by test
specialists while teachers were passive users; this is true at least in the American
context where standardized tests are the regular fixture of the school. Nowadays,
with the emphasis on assessment for learning (or formative assessment) in contrast
with assessment of learning (or summative assessment), teachers, in America and
elsewhere, are expected to use assessment in a more engaged manner to help
students learn. Teachers are therefore expected to use test information not only for
assessment of learning but also, perhaps more importantly, assessment for learning.
This shift all the more underlines the importance of teachers’ assessment literacy if
they were to complete this crucial aspect of their job with professionalism. Popham
(2006) brought up his very apt analogy between educational and healthcare pro-
fessions where proper use of test information is crucial. Not only do teachers need
assessment literacy but everyone else who has an interest in education and everyone
includes teachers, school leaders, policy-makers, and parents.

Due to the change in the emphasis on formative assessment and its contribution
to learning (Fulcher 2012), the notion of assessment literacy has changed contin-
gently. Traditionally, assessment emphasizes objectivity and accuracy (Spolsky
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1978, 1995), due to the influence of the psychometric and positivistic paradigms,
and testing activities normally are carried out at the end of learning periods (Gipps
1994; Wolf et al. 1991). In that context, only measurement specialists were
expected to have specialized knowledge of test development, score interpretation,
and theoretical concepts of measurement. In contrast, assessment is now perceived
as an integral part of teaching and learning to provide timely information as
feedback to guide further instruction and learning. This requires teachers to design
assessment, make use of test results to promote teaching and learning, and be aware
of inherent technical problems and limitation of educational measurement (Fulcher
2012; Malone 2008). Thus, it is important that teachers have sufficient practical
skills as well as theoretical understanding.

Assessment Literacy Measures

Over the years, efforts have been made to measure teacher assessment literacy.
Gotch and French (2014) systematically reviewed teacher assessment literacy
measures within the context of contemporary teacher evaluation policy. The authors
collected objective tests of assessment knowledge, teacher self-reports, and rubrics
to evaluate teachers’ work in assessment literacy studies from 1991 to 2012. They
then evaluated the psychometric work from these measures against a set of claims
related to score interpretation and use. Across the 36 measures reviewed, they found
weak support for these claims. This highlights the need for increased work on
assessment literacy measures in the educational measurement field.

DeLuca et al. (2016) emphasized that assessment literacy is a core professional
requirement across educational systems and that measuring and supporting teach-
ers’ assessment literacy have been a primary focus over the past two decades. At
present, according to the authors, there is a multitude of assessment standards
across the world and numerous assessment literacy measures representing different
conceptions of assessment literacy. The authors analyzed assessment literacy
standards from five English-speaking countries (i.e., Australia, Canada, New
Zealand, the UK, and the USA) and Europe to understand shifts in the assessment
developed after 1990. Through a thematic analysis of 15 assessment standards and
an examination of eight assessment literacy measures, the authors noticed shifts in
standards over time though the majority of the measures continue being based on
early conceptions of assessment literacy.

Stiggins (1991) first coined the term assessment literacy to refer to teachers’
understanding of the differences between sound and unsound assessment proce-
dures and the use of assessment outcomes. Teachers who are assessment literates
should have a clear understanding of the purposes and targets of assessment, the
competence in choosing appropriate assessment procedures, the capability of
conducting assessment effectively and of avoiding pitfalls in the process of
assessment practices and interpretation of results.
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This sounds simple but can be a tall order in actuality. For example, the by now
classic textbook of educational measurement by Linn and Miller (2005) has alto-
gether 19 chapters in three parts. The five chapters in Part I cover such topics on the
role of assessment, instructional goals of assessment, concepts of reliability and
validity, and issues and trends. These may not be of immediate relevance to the
classroom teachers’ work but provide necessary conceptual backgrounds for
teachers to be informed assessors. Part II has ten chapters of a technical or pro-
cedural nature, which equip teachers with the necessary practical skills in test
design using a wide range of item formats. The ending Part III has four chapters,
dealing with selecting and using published tests as well as the interpretation of
scores involving basic statistical concepts. The three parts that made up the essential
domains of assessment literacy expected of classroom teachers are typical of many
education measurement texts supporting teacher training programs.

According to Popham (2009), increasing numbers of professional development
programs have dealt with assessment literacy for teachers and administrators.
Popham then asked the question of whether assessment literacy is merely a fash-
ionable focus or whether it should be regarded as a significant area of professional
development for years to come. Popham first divided educators’
measurement-related concerns into either classroom assessments or accountability
assessments and then argued that educators’ inadequate knowledge about either of
these can cripple the quality of education. He concluded that assessment literacy is a
condicio sine qua non for today’s competent educator and must be a pivotal content
area for current and future staff development.

The above review of the pertinent literature on assessment literacy and its
measurement has implications for the present study. First, in recent years, the
Singapore Ministry of Education has launched the initiatives emphasizing
higher-order thinking skills and deep understanding in teaching, such as ‘Teach
Less, Learn More’ (TLLM) and ‘Thinking Schools, Learning Nations’ (TSLN).
Consequently, school teachers are required to make changes to their assessment
practice and to equip themselves with sufficient assessment literacy. In spite of the
importance of assessment literacy, few studies have been conducted to examine
their assessment knowledge and skills. Among the very few local studies, Koh
(2011) investigated the effects of professional development on Primary 4 and 5
teachers of English, Science, and Mathematics. She found that ongoing professional
development of assessment literacy is especially effective in improving teachers’
assessment literacy, when compared with teachers who participated in workshops
training them to design assessment rubrics. The findings suggest that to successfully
develop teachers’ assessment literacy, the training needs be broad enough in the
topics covered, and the training has to be extended over a reasonable period of time.

In a more recent study, Zhang & Chin (under review) examined the learning
needs in language assessment among 103 primary school Chinese Language
teachers using an assessment literacy survey developed by Fulcher (2012). Results
provide an understanding of teachers’ interest and knowledge in test design and
development, large-scale testing, classroom testing, and test validity and reliability.
With these very limited number of studies in the Singapore context, there is a need
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for more studies to be carried out for a better understanding of Singapore school
teachers’ assessment literacy. For carrying out such studies, it is necessary to
develop an assessment literacy scale which is broad enough and yet concise to
measure the teachers’ assessment competence properly and accurately.

Secondly, in systems like that of the USA where standardized tests are designed
by test specialists through a long and arduous process of test development, applying
sophisticated psychometric concepts and principles (with regular intermittent
revisions), it is reasonable to assume that the resultant assessment tools made
available for teachers are of a high psychometric quality. In such a case, the most
critical aspect of assessment literacy that teachers need is the ability to properly
interpret the results they obtain through the tests. Measurement knowledge beyond
this is good to have but not really needed. However, in a system like that of
Singapore where standardized tests are not an omnipresent fixture, teacher-made
tests are almost the only assessment tool available. This indicates the teachers’ need
for assessment literacy of a much broader range, going beyond the interpretation of
test results. Therefore, this study aims to develop an instrument for assessment
literacy to measure teachers’ assessment literacy in the Singapore context.

Thirdly, previous studies have provided the framework for the present writers to
follow in designing an assessment literacy scale. As one of the most influential
studies in language assessment literacy, Fulcher (2012) has expanded the definition
of assessment literacy. According to him, assessment literacy comprises three
levels’ knowledge:

• Level 1 concerns the knowledge, skills, and abilities in the practice of assess-
ment, especially in terms of test design. Specifically, this type of knowledge
includes how to decide what to test, writing test items and tasks, developing
writing test specifications, and developing rating scales.

• Level 2 refers to the processes, principles, and concepts of assessment, which
are more relevant to quality standards and research. This type of knowledge
includes validity, reliability, fairness, accommodation, washback/consequences
as well as ethics and justice of assessment.

• Level 3 is about historical, social, political, philosophical, and ethical frame-
works of assessment, which is concerned with such issues as the historical,
social, and political as well as the philosophical and ethical bases for assessment
practice.

Following Fulcher’s (2012) framework, we aim to measure teachers’ assessment
knowledge of two aspects, i.e., (1) the knowledge, skills, and abilities in assessment
practice as well as the fundamental principles and (2) concepts of language
assessment. This does not mean that we did not value the third domain (Level 3) but
that we considered this as not being so urgently needed by teachers in Singapore
and as not being so critical to their day-to-day use of assessment in the classroom
context.
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Method

Design

In the development of the Teacher Assessment Literacy Scale, consultation was
made to two classics of educational measurement (Hopkins 1998; Linn and Miller
2005). The first decision to be made was to identify and delimit the domains to be
covered in the scale, and it was decided that four key domains needed to be
represented in the new measure:

1. Understanding of the nature and functions of assessment.
2. Practical skills to design and use a variety of item formats to meet the

instructional needs.
3. Ability to properly interpret these to inform further teaching and guide student

learning.
4. Ability to evaluate the qualities of the test results, involving basic knowledge of

statistics.

Against the background of the above considerations, it was decided that ten
items be written for each domain as a sample representing the possible items of the
domain. Four domains having been delimited, the whole scale thus comprises 40
items. It was further decided that the items would take the form of four-option
multiple choice to ensure objectivity in scoring and keep the testing time within a
reasonable limit of about 30 min.

Due to space constrain, the actual items are not presented in this article.
However, interested researchers may contact the first author for a copy of the items
via sohkaycheng@hotmail.com.

Trial Sample

The scale thus crafted was then administered to 323 Chinese Language teachers,
170 from primary schools, and 153 from secondary schools and junior colleges.
There is a female preponderance of 83%. Of the teachers, 52% have more than ten
years of teaching experience. In terms of qualification, 93% hold a university
degree and 95% have completed professional training. However, only 48% reported
that they had elected to study assessment in their pre-service training, and 78%
acknowledged that they felt the need for more training in assessment.

Teachers attended various in-service courses at the Singapore Centre for Chinese
Language from January to March 2015. The participants can be considered mature
in the teaching profession as more than half of them having ten or more years of
teaching experience. Moreover, the female preponderance is typical of the teaching
profession in Singapore. Thus, bearing in mind some limitations in these regards,
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the participating Chinese Language teachers can be deemed sufficiently represen-
tative of Chinese Language teachers in Singapore.

Analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to examine whether the collected data
support the proposed model of four specified dimensions. Next, the classical item
analysis was performed to obtain item difficulty (p) and item discrimination (r).
Then, the Rasch analysis was conducted to estimate item locations to indicate item
difficulty within the context of the whole set of items analyzed, with a positive
index indicating the difficulty to answer correctly and vice versa.

Results

Results of statistical analysis are highlighted below, and details can be found in Soh
and Zhang (2017).

Descriptive Statistics

As Table 1 shows, the means for the subscales vary between 5.52 and 2.97, out of
10. The highest mean is for the first subscale (nature and function of assessment)
while the lowest is for the fourth subscale (concepts of reliability, validity, etc).
Generally, the means show that teachers were able to answer correctly about half of
the 30 questions in subscales 1–3, but they were able to answer correctly only about
three of the 10 questions in subscale 4. If a criterion-referenced approach requiring
90% of the teachers to be able to answer correctly 90% of the questions, thus
expecting approximately 80% of correct responses, the results obtained are far from
being satisfactory, being 45% on average.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Subscale Mean Standard deviation

Nature and function of assessment 5.53 1.23

Design and use of test items 4.87 1.38

Interpretation of test results 4.50 1.58

Concepts of reliability, validity, etc. 2.97 1.50

184 K. C. Soh and L. Zhang



Confirmatory Factor Analysis

When confirmatory factor analysis was run, the results show that the incremental fit
index CFI = 1.00 is greater than 0.95, while the absolute fit index RMSEA = 0.001
is less than 0.06. The RMSEA 95% confidence interval is narrow. X2/df = 0.57 is
less than 3.00.

Table 2 shows the path coefficients of assessment literacy range from 0.21
(concepts of reliability, validity, etc) to 0.49 (nature and function of assessment), all
significant at the 0.05 level, and the average is 0.39, indicating that the latent
variable is well-defined by the four variables. However, of the four path coeffi-
cients, those for the first three subscales are sizable, varying from 0.41 to 0.49, but
that for the fourth subscale (statistical and measurement concepts) is rather low at
0.21, indicating that the other three subscales are better measures of assessment
literacy.

Classical Item Analysis

Subtest 1: Nature and Functions of Assessment
Subtest 1 deals with understanding the functions assessment has in teaching and
learning, and concepts related to the norm- and criterion-referenced interpretation of
test scores. For this subtest, the facility indices (p) vary from a very low 0.07 to a
very high 0.94, with a mean of 0.55 and a median of 0.56. In short, the items of
Subtest 1 vary widely in difficulty although the average facility suggests that this
subtest as a whole is moderately difficult. At the same time, the discrimination
indices (r) vary from 0.13 to 0.33, with a mean discrimination of 0.23 and a median
of 0.22. These figures indicate that the items have a low but acceptable discrimi-
natory power.

Subtest 2: Design and Use of Test Items
The items of Subtest 2 deal with the understanding of the suitability of various item
formats and their appropriate uses. The p’s vary from a low 0.13 to a very high
0.96, with a mean of 0.49 and a median of 0.44. In short, these items vary widely in

Table 2 Path coefficients Subscale Path
coefficient

Error

Nature and function of assessment 0.49 0.24

Design and use of test items 0.41 0.17

Interpretation of test results 0.47 0.22

Concepts of reliability, validity,
etc.

0.21 0.64
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difficulty although the mean suggests that this subtest is moderately difficult as a
whole. At the same time, the r’s vary from 0.11 to 0.30, with a mean of 0.21 and a
median of 0.22. These results indicate that the items have a low but.

Subtest 3: Interpretation of Test Results
The items of Subtest 3 pertain to knowledge of item indices and meanings of test
scores. The p’s vary from a very low 0.03 to a high 0.78, with a mean of 0.45
(median 0.51). These figures indicate that the items vary widely in difficulty
although the mean suggests that this subtest is of moderate difficulty. At the same
time, the r’s vary from 0.05 to 0.47, with a mean of 0.24 (median 0.23). These
results indicate that the subtest as a whole has acceptable discrimination.

Subtest 4: Concepts of Reliability, Validity, and Basic Statistics
Subtest 4 deals with abstract concepts of test score qualities and knowledge of
simple statistics essential to understand test results. The p’s vary from a low 0.11 to
a high 0.64, with a mean of 0.30 (median 0.25). These figures indicate that the items
are difficult ones when compared with those of the other three subtests. The r’s vary
from 0.05 to 0.36, with a mean of 0.19 (median 0.17). These results indicate that the
subtest as a whole has low discrimination.
By way of summary, the 40 items generally have an acceptable level of facility for
the teachers involved in this study, although the facilities and discrimination vary
widely, reflecting probably the wide heterogeneity of the teachers’ assessment lit-
eracy. Moreover, the items tend to be have low discrimination power, partly due to
the constrains of low facilities of some items. These findings could at least partly
account for the fact that the teachers taking part in this study have discernible
deficits in their assessment literacy, with an overall mean of 18 for the 40 items (i.e.,
45%).

Rasch Analysis

For the Rasch analysis (Rasch 1993) performed on the 40 items, item estimates
vary from −3.664 to +3.245, with a mean of 0.000 (median 0.260). These show that
the items cover a wide range of difficulty, and the median indicates that the items as
a set are somewhat on the difficult side of the scale. For the 40 items, the Infit MSQs
vary between 0.690 and 1.146, with a mean of 0.965 and a median 0.999. At the
same time, the Outfit MSQs vary between 0.859 and 1.068 (with a mean of 0.970
and a median of 0.978). These indicate that the item fit statistics all fall within the
recommended range of 0.7–1.3, and therefore, all 40 items of the scale fit the Rasch
model well.

Based on the item estimates, the 40 items can be classified into three groups in
terms of item difficulty. The 11 items of the ‘difficult’ group have facilities (p’s) less
than 0.2. These items are separated from the rest by a natural gap in Rasch diffi-
culties between 14.17 and 1.125. Most of these difficult items deal with some
quantitative aspects of test. The remaining items deal with diagnosis, functions,
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assessing written expression, and above-level assessment. Generally, answering
these questions correctly requires more specific training in assessment many of the
teachers do not have, especially for items which are quantitative in nature.

At the other end, there are seven items in the ‘easy’ group, with facilities greater
than 0.80 indicating that 80% or more of the teachers answered them correctly.
These items are separated by a natural gap in Rasch difficulties, between −1.579
and −2.009. These items deal with concepts which can be gained through experi-
ence in assessment and are therefore commonsensical in nature; no specific training
may be needed to answer such questions correctly.

In between the ‘difficulty’ and ‘easy’ groups, there are 22 items of ‘appropriate’
facilities, between p = 0.20 and less than p = 0.80. Their Rasch difficulties span
from +1.125 to −1.579. In terms of item content, only three are from Subtest 1
(Nature and Function). There are six items from Subtest 2 (Design and Use of Test
Items), seven items from Subtest 3 (Interpretation of Test Results), and six items
from Subtest 4 (Reliability, Validity, and Basic Statistics). These clearly show the
location of the teachers’ deficits in assessment literacy.

Correlations Between Classical Facilities and Rasch
Estimates

A question that has often been asked is whether the two approaches (classical and
Rasch) to item analysis yield comparable results. It is therefore interesting to note
that the correlation between the classical p’s and the Rasch estimates is r = |0.99|,
indicating that the two approaches of item calibration yielded almost identical
results. This corroborates with many recent studies (e.g., Fan 1998; Magno 2009;
Preito et al. 2003).

Discussion

Reliability

The conventional method of assessing score reliability is Cronbach’s alpha coef-
ficient, which indicates the degree of internal consistency among the items, with the
assumption that the items are homogeneous. The 40 items of the scale are scored 1
(right) or 0 (wrong), and therefore, the Kuder–Richardson Formula 20 (KR20),
which is a special case of Cronbach’s alpha for dichotomous items, was calculated.
The reliability coefficients vary from KR20 = 0.18–0.40, with a median of 0.36.
Moreover, for the scale as a whole and the total sample of combined primary and
secondary teachers, Cronbach’s internal consistency coefficient is α = 0.471. These
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indices are generally low, compared with the conventional expectation of a mini-
mum of 0.7. This definitely leads to the question of trustworthiness.

However, there have been criticisms on Cronbach’s alpha as a measure of item
homogeneity or unidimensionality (Bademci 2006). One condition which might
have led to the low reliabilities is the heterogeneous nature of item content among
the 40 items since they cover many different aspects of educational measurement,
some being qualitative and others quantitative in nature, even within a particular
subtest. This renders suspect of the conventional reliability measures which assume
item homogeneity. Participant homogeneity could be another factor contributing to
low score reliability. Pike and Hudson (1998: 149) discussed the limitations of
using Cronbach’s alpha (and its equivalent KR20) to estimate reliability when using
a sample with homogeneous responses in the measured construct and described the
risk of drawing the wrong conclusion that a new instrument may appear to have
poor reliability. They demonstrated the use of an alternate statistic that may serve as
a cushion against such situation and recommended the calculation of the Relative
Alpha by considering the ratio between the standard error of measurement
(SEM) which itself involves the reliability as shown in the formula, thus,

SEM ¼ SD � SQRT 1� reliabilityð Þ

Pike and Hudson’s Relative Alpha can take a value between 0.0 and 1.0 and uses
an alternative way to evaluate score reliability. Their formula is,

Relative Alpha ¼ 1� SEM2=ðRange=6Þ2

In this formula, SEM is the usual indicator of the lack of trustworthiness of the
obtained scores and, under normal circumstances, the scores for a scale will the-
oretically span over six standard deviations. Thus, the second term on the right is an
indication of the proportion of test variance that is unreliable. Relative Alpha
indicates the proportion of test-variance offset for its unreliable portion, i.e., the
proportion of test variance that is trustworthy.

In the present study, the maximum possible score is 40, and the theoretically
possible standard deviation is 6.67 (=40/6). However, the actual data yields stan-
dard deviations of 4.24 (primary) and 4.66 (secondary) for the scale as a whole,
which are 0.64 and 0.70, respectively, of the theoretical standard deviations. In
other words, the two groups are found to be more homogeneous than theoretically
expected.

The Relative Alphas for the primary teachers vary from 0.94 to 0.98, with a
mean of 0.97. For the secondary teachers, the Relative Alphas vary from 0.93 to
0.97, with a mean of 0.97. Thus, in both cases, the statistics suggest that much of
the test variance has been captured by the 40-item scale, and the scores can
therefore be trusted.
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Validity Evidence

Regarding content-referenced evidence, the scale was developed based on a model
resulting from an analysis of empirical data and a survey of relevant literature. In
addition, content analysis was conducted on the scale for a better content repre-
sentation. The Rasch analysis provides further content-referenced evidence.
Substantive validity evidence refers to the relationship between the construct and
the data observed (Wolfe and Smith 2007a, b). In the current study, the Rasch
analysis, Infit and Outfit as well as the confirmatory factor analysis provide sub-
stantive referenced evidence. Also, the alignment of the analysis based on classical
test theory and the Rasch analysis supported the validity argument further.

Conclusion

This article presents preliminary evidence of the psychometric quality, the
content-referenced and substantive validity of the newly developed scale. As
pointed out by Popham (2006), there is a similarity between the healthcare and
teaching professions in that the practitioners need to be able to properly read
information about the people they serve as a prerequisite to what they intend and
need to do. Thus, the importance of teachers’ assessment literacy cannot be
over-emphasized. There is therefore a need for an instrument that can help gauge
this crucial understanding and skills of teachers. However, interest in this regard has
rather a short history, and there are less than a handful of such measurement tools at
our disposal at the moment.

The new scale reported here is an attempt to fill the vacuum. It covers essential
conceptual skills of educational measurement which are a need-to-know for
teachers if they are to perform this aspect of their profession adequately. The new
scale is found to be on the ‘difficult’ side, partly due to a lack of relevant training
among the teachers who provided the data. However, it is encouraging that its items
have also been found to fit the measurement model reasonably well. What needs be
done from here on is to apply the scale to larger and more representative samples of
teachers in varied contexts and subjects for its consolidation. In short, the current
study is the alpha, far from being the omega.
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(1) In Frontmatter,
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(b) The second affiliation has been incorrectly included for Chunsheng Zhao.
This have been updated to show only the first affiliation.

(2) In Chapter “Mandarin Competence of Primary School Students in Singapore:
A Preliminary Comparison Across Academic Level and Home Language
Backgrounds”,

(a) Author name “C. Zhao” has been removed from the second affiliation of
“Academy of Singapore Teachers”.

(b) City name “Brisbane” has been corrected to “Singapore” in the affiliation of
author “S. H. Kwek”.

The erratum book has been updated with the changes.

The updated online version of this book can be found at
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5
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Epilogue

Having compiled and edited this monograph, I realized that it was not as easy a task
as I first thought it would be. Like climbing a tall hill for morning exercise, you
panted only when you have stopped. This is because the chapters cover so many
different topics, although all pertaining to effective teaching of a difficult language,
Chinese Language of course.

Admittedly, my training in educational psychology, especially in research and
statistics, does not prepare me sufficiently for the task in the field of language and
linguistic research. Nonetheless, the understanding and enthusiasm of the authors
have made the task much easier and pleasant and I have to trust their expertise in
their specialized fields.

My engagement as the Research Consultant at the Centre has taught me much
about Chinese Language and its linguistics, and I hope, in return, my colleagues
have benefitted from my sharing with them in educational measurement, experi-
mental designs, and statistical analysis. I strongly believe that an interaction of the
two disciplines (educational psychology and Chinese linguistics) will help to
unravel some of the essential instructional problems of how to teach and learn
Chinese Language more efficiently. And the chapters collected here attest to this
conviction.

I am grateful to all the authors who have contributed generously their time and
efforts to make this monograph possible. In the course of editing, I learned.

Kay Cheng Soh

© Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2018
K. C. Soh (ed.), Teaching Chinese Language in Singapore,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-8860-5
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