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PREFACE

It has been two years since Mark and I started discussing the prospect of
co-editing a book together on English literacy instruction for Chinese
speakers. When I initially told Mark that I did not have time for another
project, he was somehow able to convince me with his mantra “We never
have enough time. We must do everything bit by bit.” Sure enough,
bit by bit, two years have passed and here in front of me is a completed
book. For this encouragement, Mark deserves my heartfelt thanks.

Mark and I knew from the start that this book should not only be
for researchers but also teachers. That is to say, we wanted this book to
draw heavily on research but also focus on the classroom applications of
the research reported. This helped us to frame our decision making in
a manner that encouraged contributors to write in an easily accessible,
jargon-free, and citation-light style. We also welcomed contextualization
of studies through the discussion of educational settings and targeted
learners. We encouraged reporting of reflective practice and pedagog-
ical implications. We hoped that submission of chapters that presented
research in this manner would widen the audience of the book and get
the information provided on its pages into the hands of those that are in
critical need for its contents—pre-service and in-service teachers, teacher
trainers, educational administrators, and policy makers.

Mark has teaching experiences in mainland China and Hong Kong
while I have teaching experiences in Taiwan and Macau. The moment
that this clicked with us—that we each represented two Chinese-speaking
regions—we knew that our coming together on this project could also
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vi  PREFACE

be a way of bringing together a group of geographically distinct yet
culturally related educators and researchers. We also figured out at that
point the project was going to be a huge undertaking. We soon agreed
to produce a balanced book in terms of geographic locations (main-
land China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan) and educational contexts
(pre-primary/primary, secondary, and tertiary education). Soon after, we
added the section on policy. As the workload grew in size, we contin-
uously reminded ourselves that this project was needed by the Chinese
speaking education community and it became a labor of love.

First language Chinese speakers constitute the largest population of
English learners in the world—this population of learners will only con-
tinue to grow. This volume reports the current state of knowledge on
the development of teaching English literacy to Chinese speakers. We
hope that not only readers in the four regions but also readers in other
contexts will find the research and discussions within the volume relevant
and enlightening. Each chapter highlights a specific context, provides
background information on the learners, and offers a look to the future
of literacy instruction for Chinese speakers.

Taipa, Macau Barry Lee Reynolds
December 2018
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CHAPTER 1

English Foreign and Second Language
Literacy Development for Chinese Speakers:
What Do We Know?

Mark Feny Teng and Barry Lee Reynolds

INTRODUCTION

The twenty-first century witnessed discussions of greater scope and
depth in the teaching and reform of English literacy. At first glance,
“literacy,” referring to a skill in reading and /or writing, is easy to under-
stand. But at the same time, literacy is both a complex and dynamic
concept. Literacy is continuing to be interpreted and defined in a mul-
tiplicity of ways (Helman, 2016). The notion of literacy is influenced by
not only institutional agendas, national contexts, educational policies,
and cultural values, but also influenced by instruction, assessment, and
classroom practices. In teaching English as a second language (L2) or
a foreign language (FL), theories of literacy have evolved from those
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focused solely on changes in individual practices to more complex views
encompassing broader social contexts (the “literate environment” and
the “literate society”). These views encourage and enable literacy activi-
ties and practices to occur. As a result of these and other developments,
understandings in the policy and practices associated with literacy have
expanded. Literacy is no longer viewed as a simple process of acquiring
basic language skills. Instead, literacy also encompasses the development
of cognitive skills and the application of these skills in ways that contrib-
ute to socioeconomic development and critical reflection as a basis for
personal and social change. Academics from a wide range of disciplines
have engaged in an ongoing and, at times, highly contested debate over
the meaning and definition of the term “literacy” and how it is related to
the broader notions of education and knowledge acquisition.

Following UNESCO (20006), literacy is delineated as including four
discrete elements: literacy as an autonomous set of skills (e.g., reading,
writing, and oral skills); literacy as an applied, practiced, and situated pro-
cess; literacy as a learning process; and literacy as text. However, as defini-
tions of literacy have shifted, literacy is no longer exclusively understood as
an individual transformation, but as a contextual and societal one. There
is a need to build an international awareness of a specific social context,
e.g., for first language Chinese Speakers, in which literacy is encouraged,
acquired, developed, and sustained. “Chinese Speakers” is a term we use
to refer to English learners in mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and
Taiwan. The four geographic locations, although different, share con-
nected cultural and economic ties. A broader understanding of literacy
for Chinese Speakers can provide fertile ground for further research in the
four locations, as well as fostering an international awareness of innovation
and progress toward the development of effective English literacy pro-
grams for all first language (L1) Chinese speakers across the world.

For Chinese Speakers, English has been an integral component of
school curricula. English literacy has been highlighted for academic pur-
suit and pragmatic needs of learners. The increasing reform in English
literacy instruction has brought about learning opportunities but also
posed challenges for learners who need to develop English literacy
skills. Researchers and classroom practitioners have paid continuous
effort to English curriculum reform at different levels. For example,
teaching and learning English literacy for Chinese Speakers tends to
draw on “the earlier, the better” ideology, suggesting that an early start
on English learning will enhance learners’ literacy skills. It is hoped that
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starting English instruction in primary school will bring more learning
opportunities to learners. To meet the needs of educational reform, new
syllabi have also been continuously issued to guide English teaching for
the secondary school level of education. The purpose of these refine-
ments is to address the changing situation of English language teach-
ing (ELT) and the higher demand for English literacy skills among
secondary school learners. In addition, literacy instruction in university
helps learners better prepare for the competitive job market after they
graduate.

However, policy-makers, school administrators, and ELT classroom
practitioners have doubted the effectiveness of English literacy instruc-
tion in China (Hu, 2005). Many challenges raised by researchers include
the lack of pedagogical innovations in language policy, the traditional
teacher-centered language instruction, and the lack of effective language
assessment methods. Many learners, having studied English for many
years, still could not read and write in English. The unsatisfactory out-
come made language educators reflect on the existing curricula. An effec-
tive instruction mode for English literacy was also called for to address
public concerns and social needs. In addition, EFL /L2 literacy instruc-
tion research agendas for Chinese Speakers have become increasingly
cognizant of various learner needs. For example, EFL/L2 learners in
under-resourced communities may be academically vulnerable because of
their limited exposure to academically enriched environments, compared
to those learners in socioeconomically advantaged regions. As argued
by Ruan and Leung (2012), the provision of enhanced opportunities
to develop language literacy skills at an earlier age is one mechanism of
an EFL education setting. This has been shown to predict positive aca-
demic development among EFL learners from under-resourced commu-
nities. The development of language and/or literacy skills provides the
groundwork necessary for the success of English education. For these
reasons, English education researchers, practitioners, and policy-makers
have long been concerned with identifying and replicating high-quality
instructional practices that support the teaching and learning of English
literacy. These practices are particularly important for Chinese Speakers
as they not only constitute the largest EFL market in the world but also
are vulnerable learners who need literacy instruction for numerous rea-
sons. However, the region lacks a synthesis of research findings related to
English literacy for various educational levels: pre-primary/primary, sec-
ondary, and tertiary levels of instruction.
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Therefore, we may need to rethink the practices for teaching English
literacy to EFL /L2 learners, e.g., the way we go about reading interven-
tions, teaching vocabulary, and writing assessment. English language lit-
eracy is traditionally thought of as the ability to read and write in English
to an appropriate level. However, in the modern age, literacy tends to
encompass more elements whilst increasing diversity and complexity.
Thus, teaching literacy must satisty the needs of learners at various educa-
tional levels (ibid.). Concerning the definition of literacy, Mackey (2004)
argued that literacy has never been a set of fixed skills and that it must
be dependent on the context. Meek (1991) described literacy as a part
of history, and literacy changes as societies change. Edwards and Potts
(2008) defined literacy not as a static and impersonal state, but rather
one which is individuated and enacted as social practice. In the case of
EFL/L2 settings, English literacy can be conceived as a set of actions
and transitions in which EFL/L2 learners are allowed to use reading
and writing for personal and social purposes. From this perspective, the
basic foundational skills in learning to be literate in English for EFL/
L2 learners are the skills to read and write in English in different situa-
tions for different purposes. In addition, EFL /L2 learners need to build
upon these skills for higher order thinking, cognitive awareness, negotiat-
ing meaning, adapting to conventions, and familiarizing themselves with
new discourses. Given that literacy is not a set of basic competences to be
taught and learned based on a pattern of instruction, there is a need to
explore current changes in English literacy practices and instruction.

Recent initiatives related to literacy have been undertaken. For exam-
ple, the National Matriculation English Test (NMET) reform in main-
land China, the “Biliterate and Trilingual” policy in Hong Kong, the role
of EFL as a subject and English as a medium of instruction (EMI) with
implementation of Taiwan’s 12-year basic education, and the “triliterate”
and “tetra-lingual” policy in Macau. Attention has been paid to practices,
instruction, and measuring levels of literacy and in the seriousness with
which the outcomes from curriculum reform are regarded. The process
of literacy development is complicated. This process requires an extensive
knowledge base and repertoire of strategies. While reading texts, learn-
ers need to overcome greater conceptual demands and barriers, figure
out more detailed graphics, and possess a greater ability to manipulate
and synthesize information across a broad array of text genres. A call for
reframing pedagogical practices for literacy instruction is not an ending
fad (Lems & Miller, 2017). Responding to this call, this book attempts
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to provide teachers with strategies and new ideas to enhance L2 literacy
development through a collection of studies targeted at pre-primary and
primary, secondary, and tertiary levels of education in mainland China,
Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan. The region and the learners from
this region deserve attention for a number of reasons. First, L1-Chinese
speakers are the largest group of English language learners around the
world. Second, along with this wide acceptance of the English language,
education policies for Chinese Speakers have further increased learners’
exposure to English through compulsory lessons at all stages of educa-
tion. Third, the introduction of EFL /L2 literacy is happening at an ever
increasingly earlier age, resulting in the need for ELT researchers and
practitioners to seek routes to enhance L2 literacy instruction at all levels
of education.

While it can be argued that much has already been written about 1.2
instruction at the tertiary level, the literature published has not directly
addressed the numerous issues related to L2 literacy instruction and
learning for other levels of education and the attention that has been
given to tertiary education has not been equally divided among the four
geographic locations. Given the limited research on the literacy develop-
ment of English language learners at all levels of education for Chinese
Speakers, this book is of great value for both academic and practical rea-
sons. In terms of academic reasons, first, literacy provides a good foun-
dation for learning English in an L2 or EFL context. For example, when
L2/EFL students are literate in key literacy-related skills, including
phonological awareness, print concepts, decoding skills, and extended
discourse, they possess funds of knowledge about various aspects of read-
ing and writing, and this knowledge provides an experiential base for
furthering their English literacy development (McKenna & Robinson,
2013). Second, the ability to acquire literacy skills is the core of lifelong
learning. That means students need literacy to enable lifelong learn-
ing. For example, our knowledge environment changes fast and higher
education today is much more in the mode of providing basic informa-
tion literacy along with the skills needed to pursue lifelong learning and
keep up with our changing world (Crawford & Irving, 2013). In other
words, obtaining basic English reading and writing skills allows learners
to locate and apply the right information for the right purpose through-
out life. In terms of practical reasons, there is little doubt that the study
of English is extremely popular with Chinese Speakers. The teaching and
learning of English in Hong Kong and Macau occupy a high position.
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Language schools are also increasingly flourishing in mainland China and
Taiwan. Furthermore, the time has come to discuss ways of supporting
ELT practitioners in bridging the gap between literacy instruction during
the early years to those of higher and adult education.

However, discussing how to develop an effective approach to lan-
guage teaching should not be undertaken lightly and will surely pose
future challenges. It has been compared to a muscle that needs the
constant constraining discipline of exercise to strengthen individuals’
innovative thinking and problem-solving. In this case, we need to con-
sider ways of diffusing good practice, and perhaps most important of
all, ways of integrating modern approaches across the curriculum and
across institutions so that professional innovation can influence L2 liter-
acy instruction for Chinese Speakers. This includes critical issues in the
teaching of basic literacy skills, e.g., reading and writing, covering the
pre-primary, primary, secondary, and tertiary levels of education. Thus,
this edited volume provides suggestions for helping learners at all levels
of proficiency and academic levels. This volume is a practical resource
designed to help English language educators incorporate literacy-related
approaches into their content classrooms by applying a core set of
instructional techniques that are evidence-based. Drawing upon studies
in different contexts, this book provides an up-to-date outlook which
focuses on teaching literacy skills to L2/FL learners. Each chapter is
contextualized and hands-on, featuring;:

e Critical discussion of basic literacy skills, e.g., reading and/or
writing;

e Practical tips, ideas, and suggestions which teachers can adapt/
adopt for L2 literacy instruction, practices, and assessment;

e Primary research relevant to school teachers (either pre-primary/
primary-level, secondary-level, or tertiary-level teachers); and

e Easily applied principles and techniques.

Literacy, traditionally defined as reading and writing, is often
regarded as a simple notion. However, it opens up a world of complex-
ity in modern society. Still, there is no up-to-date general agreement
on the definition of literacy. With a focus on L2 /EFL literacy, we may
conceptualize literacy as the development of literacy skills for L2 /EFL
learners in terms of reading, writing, assessment, and word building,
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which in a deep way may affect both the substance and style of educa-
tional programs. From a functionalist perspective, a focus should also
be placed on teaching skills that learners need for complex demands
of a changing technological and economic environment. However,
literacy also goes beyond basic skills and includes a capacity of higher
order thinking, even some discernment for practical language use. In
addition, literacy should be beneficial for learners’ personal growth.
This advocates for inclusion of enjoyable reading and writing materials,
and other ways to engage learners who are not proficient in English to
ready them for independent lifelong learning through the English lan-
guage. This requires language educators and policy-makers to approach
literacy in a new way. In particular, we need to consider critical literacy,
a type of literacy which needs a critical consciousness of the social con-
ditions in which learners find themselves. Finally, literacy is constructed
through three ways: adaptation (for real-world survival), power (cul-
tural and economic advancement), and a state of grace (self-knowing)
(Donehower, Hogg, & Schell, 2011).

According to UNESCO (2008), one who is literate is a learner who
can read and write a short simple statement on his or her everyday life.
The UNESCO definition of literacy is problematic for English language
learners, particularly those EFL /L2 learners who require extensive sup-
port because they often do not read and write in conventional ways as
L1 English speakers. From our perspective, literacy for EFL/L2 learn-
ers is required for effective functioning in their learning community and
also for enabling them to continue to use reading and writing for their
own and their community’s further development. We argue that literacy
is highly dependent on the context of the learner’s community. Thus,
we may need a specific focus, where different methods and practices
in mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan may inform each
other. In doing so, we have aimed for the book to be balanced in terms
of geographical distribution (mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and
Taiwan) as well as learning context (pre-primary/primary, secondary,
tertiary).

To address critical issues in EFL/L2 literacy, we need to provide an
interface between applied linguists and ELT practitioners—to provide a
link between theory and pedagogical practice. The utility of skill-based lit-
eracy for EFL /L2 students with an extensive need for support has been
challenged over the past two decades. With each section of the book,
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there is a focus on pre-primary/primary, secondary, higher education, and
policy for all four geographic locations: mainland China, Hong Kong,
Macau, and Taiwan. This book will provide a systematic and comprehen-
sive overview of the critical issues in teaching and learning literacy for all
four of the geographic locations. The book goes beyond providing support
on how to aid learners in reading and writing a second language but also
delves into what it means for learners to be literate in a second or a foreign
language. While previous studies have been conducted on the four geo-
graphic locations—mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan—
previous research has not discussed and compared the four regions in an
integrated way. This book serves as our attempt to do just that.

This book is of practical interest to language teachers, language
teacher educators, EFL /L2 classroom practitioners, and English educa-
tion researchers in search of new teaching ideas, techniques, and liter-
acy practices. Additionally, this book will also provide insight for future
researchers and scholars as a reference for conducting literacy research
with Chinese Speakers, as well as in similar contexts.

OVERVIEW OF THE VOLUME

As is evident in EFL/L2 literacy research, reading and writing is
impossible to separate. To be literate necessitates and supports a good
level of reading and writing, not one or the other. The work in this
volume brings together the effort of scholars whose goal is to improve
learners’ reading and writing, as well as basic skills. The instruc-
tion practices that are discussed in the chapters can support concep-
tual learning and aid learners in the comprehension of various text
genres. We have organized this body of research into four sections
that can help readers of the book—for example, those responsible
for educational policy and practice at primary, secondary, and ter-
tiary levels—frame policies and practices related to EFL/L2 literacy
development.

Part I the introduction and Part VI the conclusion serve as book-
ends to the four main parts of the volume. Upon reading the two chap-
ters, readers will understand an overview of what literacy is and why it
is important, along with being introduced to some critical issues related
to English literacy teaching and learning targeting Chinese Speakers.
Recommendations are also provided for teachers and teacher trainers to
deepen their understanding of literacy and to facilitate planning effective
English literacy instruction for Chinese Speakers.
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Part II focuses on English literacy instruction for the pre-and primary
school levels. Teaching English to young learners is different from adult
learners (Teng, 2019). Topics in this section include the development of
a school-based reading program, measuring the vocabulary knowledge of
young English learners, literacy instruction through stories, songs, and
games, employing tailor-made learning materials, and investigating how a
government-funded award scheme on instructional design affects primary
school students’ literacy development. We can see that although initiatives
were made to improve literacy instruction, developing English literacy
skills for pre- and primary school students was challenging. The chapters
in this section show that English literacy skills can be developed through
extensive reading programs, stories, songs, games as well as creating con-
tent and language integrated learning (CLIL) materials or through gov-
ernment-funded initiatives. These chapters show how English teachers
can tap into students’ understanding of reading and vocabulary strategies
to help learners make meaning of texts, and vocabulary knowledge can be
enhanced through young learner reading programs.

Part IIT focuses on English literacy instruction for secondary school
students. The topics cover formulaic language, spaced multi-draft com-
posing and feedback, evolution of writing assessments, critical thinking
skills, the use of English as a lingua franca, and critical issues in teaching
reading. While the topics in this section are varied, the insights gained
for literacy instruction are focal. Secondary school students already have
acquired English learning experiences. However, there is a need to max-
imize on these learning experiences while catering to their diverse needs
and abilities. Doing so will prepare them for their future academic studies.
Research in this section supports that secondary school students learn by
doing and literacy activities are acquired through meaningful participation.
More specifically, enhancement of literacy skills requires practice of those
skills: Secondary school learners need to participate in vocabulary (e.g.,
formulaic language and lexicon), reading, and writing activities (e.g., feed-
back). While developing English literacy skills through language practice
is important, learners and educators alike still have some tough issues to
consider. Genuine dialog among stakeholders are vital for internalizing
assessment for learning and assessment as learning. The research reported
in this section of the book also highlights the need of secondary school
students to begin the practice of becoming reflective learners. Educators
and learners alike must acknowledge the effects of English having become
a lingua franca in the global community and how critical thinking must
start to take a central focus in secondary school classrooms.
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Part IV focuses on literacy development for university students. Topics
include critical language awareness and intercultural literacy, innovating
writing instruction, focused feedback, writing assessment, and assign-
ment design. Academic literacy in university contexts has been the focus
of numerous investigations for years. However, the outcome is not as
expected because Chinese-speaking university students entering the
university context lack sufficient English proficiency to take advantage of
language learning practices, e.g., feedback, assessment, and project-based
assignments, to cope with different reading and writing activities required
in the higher education context. Literacy in academic reading and writ-
ing requires students to be competent readers and writers of different aca-
demic genres. This process involves students’ intercultural awareness, for
which teaching English should be recognized as a global lingua franca.

Part V focuses on literacy development from the perspective of pol-
icy in different regions. Policy-makers nowadays exert much more influ-
ence over English literacy practice than ever before. The four chapters in
this section show that literacy development is related to policy-makers’
interests and is influenced by the political decisions of the government.
Policies that have been implemented indicate that expectations have
been high, carrying the assumption that students’ English literacy can
be enhanced. However, in practice, there is a gap between policy and
outcomes. We can still notice some asymmetries in agenda-setting and
in forms of accountability. We need to value all stakeholders’ opinions,
but we also need to listen especially to frontline teachers’ and students’
voices. Research supports that more effort and support from local and
national governments and education ministries or bureaus are needed to
achieve the desired outcomes outlined by regional policy.

Concluding this volume in Part VI with the topic of developing
EFL/L2 literacy demonstrates that a substantial amount of research
continues to be needed. By the same token, as is evident in the chap-
ters in this book, much is known about the need for reading and writing
instruction and the features of such instruction. However, the develop-
ment of EFL /L2 literacy, as discussed in this book, is not only related to
reading and writing, but also students’ vocabulary, thinking skills, inter-
cultural literacy, and language policy. If a higher level of English literacy
is to be achieved, then EFL /L2 literacy instruction and practice requires
intensive and extensive attention. Recommendations for future English
literacy studies and EFL /L2 literacy development are presented in the
concluding chapter.
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CHAPTER 2

Developing a School-Based
Reading Program for Lower-Grade
Primary Learners: The Case
of a Primary School in Hong Kong

Benjamin L. Moorhouse and Kevin M. Wong

INTRODUCTION

The position of the English language in Hong Kong is unique com-
pared to that in other parts of Greater China. It is the language of the
former colonial power, Great Britain, one of the official languages of
government and the principal language of higher education. English is
often seen as one of the key reasons for Hong Kong’s continuing pros-
perity as a global business hub and a necessary skill for any individual
who wishes to be successful. This places a high social and economic value
on English, which is manifested at all levels of education. At the primary
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school level, parents see English as a gatekeeper to entering prestigious
English-medium secondary schools as well as their child’s future prosper-
ity. Therefore, English language teachers often feel pressure to raise their
students’ English proficiency and prepare them for high-stakes assess-
ments. This has led to a backwash effect on the teaching and learning
of English, which has historically been dominated by “established factual
knowledge, being taught through teacher-centered and textbook-driven
pedagogy, and assessing children’s learning through norm-referenced
procedures” (Adamson & Morris, 1998, p. 196).

For a long time, reading instruction has been dominated by a pleth-
ora of textbooks, workbooks, and exercise books designed to prepare
students for the high-stakes assessments. Typically, a reading lesson
would involve the use of texts included in commercial textbooks, which
are chorally read aloud followed by multiple choice comprehension
questions. The aim of reading lessons appeared to be about extracting
information from a text to answer questions (Lin, 1999), rather than
developing reading skills or an enjoyment of reading.

A paradigm shift in English reading instruction has begun to take
place in Hong Kong primary schools. Following recent educational
reforms in Hong Kong, a new emphasis has been placed on early read-
ing development. Now, English language teachers are advised to allocate
40% of lessons to reading instruction (Curriculum Development Council
[CDC], 2004, 2017). Moreover, curriculum documents suggest that
real books, in contrast to textbooks, should be used to “[boost] learn-
ers’ interests and reading skills, and [help] them become lifelong read-
ers of English” (CDC, 2004, p. 100). To meet the expectations of these
reforms, many primary schools have joined a government-developed
literacy! program, while others have developed their own school-based
programs. Although these programs are becoming increasingly common
in Hong Kong schools, there has not yet been an examination of how
such programs are developed and implemented or critiqued for their
effectiveness in developing young learners’ reading skills and enjoyment
of reading.

This chapter provides an overview of early English reading programs
in Hong Kong, followed by the case of a school-based reading program
designed to meet the needs of the educational reforms. It reports on the
program’s rationale, development, and implementation. This is followed
by a critique of the program’s effectiveness through lessons learned in
the development and implementation process. The chapter concludes
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with a discussion on how similar school-based programs in Hong Kong
and Greater China have the potential to engage young learners in devel-
oping reading skills while cultivating an enjoyment of reading in English.

HoxG KonG EpucaTioNAL REFORMS

In 2004, the Hong Kong Education Bureau (EDB), previously named
the Education and Manpower Bureau, launched the English Language
Curriculum Guide for Primary one to six (CDC, 2004). This document
was written in support of the English Language Education Key Learning
Area Curriculum Guide: Primary One-Secondary Three (CDC, 2002)
with a specific focus on English in the primary years. It provided guide-
lines, teaching ideas, suggestions, and exemplars in various aspects of
English teaching, learning, and assessment “to help primary school prin-
cipals and teachers plan, develop, and implement their own school-based
English Language curriculum” (CDC, 2004, p. 3).

The document placed a new emphasis on reading instruction. This
was the first time that schools had been explicitly advised to allocate
40% (or three out of eight) of their weekly English lessons to reading.
Reading instruction was to be more than just reading a textbook text
and answering questions. Now teachers were tasked with developing a
curriculum that cultivated a “reading to learn culture” (CDC, 2004,
A27). The document stated that,

...reading not only provides a source of satisfaction and pleasure, but it
also serves as a means to seek information; acquire, develop and apply
knowledge; develop thinking skills’; broaden horizons and enhance lan-
guage proficiency. (A27)

Reading lessons were to be places where students could learn reading
skills and become “confident about their abilities as readers and acquire
and maintain positive attitudes to reading” (CDC, 2004, A28). To help
teachers, the documents provided guidelines and suggestions encour-
aging teachers to use various activities and tasks, giving students a pur-
pose for reading, and developing their reading skills, including decoding
words and skills to comprehend texts. When decoding new words, read-
ers draw on semantic knowledge (knowledge and experience), syntactic
knowledge (structure), and graphophonic knowledge (letters and sounds)
(CDC, 2004). Proficient readers use this knowledge simultaneously and
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unconsciously. However, educators can help students develop and use
these different kinds of knowledge by explicitly teaching them certain
skills, such as using pictorial clues, recognizing sentence structures, and
sounding out individual letters or chunks of words. To develop learn-
ers’ skills to comprehend texts, educators can teach comprehension skills
such as predicting, questioning, and summarizing.

Whereas in the past, read after me and choral reading dominated
reading lessons, the focus shifted to teaching reading through differ-
ent strategies depending on the needs of the students and difficulty of
the texts. Teachers were encouraged to use storytelling, reading aloud,
shared reading, supported reading, guided reading, and independ-
ent reading (for details of these teaching reading strategies, see CDC,
2004). However, to many in Hong Kong, these reform documents
seemed idealistic (Cheung, 2014). They advocated for a radically dif-
ferent way of looking at reading instruction from teachers’ historical
practices. Moreover, implementing the recommendations successfully
required knowledge and skills beyond what English language teachers
had received in pre-service education (Chien & Young, 2007; Morris
& Adamson, 2010). Pre-service teacher education had predominantly
focused on classroom practice with little time devoted to curriculum
development (Chien & Young, 2007). Therefore, they often lacked the
knowledge and skills necessary to ensure successful implementation of
the reforms.

(GGOVERNMENT PROGRAMS

To support schools in implementing the reforms and to facilitate the
professional development of teachers, the Native-speaking English
Teaching Section of the EDB launched a pilot program, “Primary
Literacy Program — Reading (Key Stage One)” [PLP-R] in 104 schools
in 2004 and an additional 67 schools in 2006 (CDI, 2010). In 2007,
the program was modified to include a writing component and became,
“The Primary Literacy Program — Reading/Writing (Key Stage One)”
[PLP-R/W].

The PLP-R/W was designed to be a holistic, systematic literacy pro-
gram specifically for Hong Kong primary schools (CDI, 2013). It
included eighteen units to be taught over three years (primary one to pri-
mary three). Each unit lasted for eight lessons of 110 minutes each, con-
ducted over four weeks. A unit was based on one big book (an enlarged
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text which can be shared with a class). The lessons were then divided
equally between reading focused lessons and writing focused lessons. In
the lessons, two main strategies were used to teach reading: shared read-
ing and guided reading.

e Shared reading is a teacher-led, whole class routine where the
teacher and students read a big book or enlarged text. The teacher
models and demonstrates reading strategies and what a good reader
does as they read.

e Guided reading is a teacher-led, small group routine where students
read a book at their instructional level (90-95% accuracy rate when
the child reads independently). The teacher guides the students to
“talk, read and think” through the book (Washtell, 2008, p. 60).

The units were specifically designed to introduce decoding and com-
prehension strategies, and the big book was used to ensure a shared
low-pressure reading experience. Reading lessons were separated into
pre-reading, while-reading, and post-reading stages (see Fig. 2.1 for the
structure of a typical PLP-R /W reading lesson).

In addition to using shared reading and guided reading teaching strat-
egies in lessons, schools were encouraged to implement a “home read-
ing” program (CDI, 2010) with books provided to students for them to
read independently at home.

The EDB provided all English teachers in program schools with
extensive professional development training through centralized work-
shops as well as school-based support. Teachers were encouraged
to co-plan and co-teach the sessions each week to ensure successful
implementation.

The PLP-R/W was well received with about half of all primary
schools in Hong Kong implementing it today. The EDB self-evalua-
tion report found students’ confidence and reading ability improved
as they were able to use a broader range of reading skills (CDI, 2013).
Moreover, students enjoyed the PLP-R/W lessons and teachers were
also more confident and could see the benefit of teaching reading in a
systematic and explicit way (CDI, 2013).

However, as the program was developed to cater to a wide number of
teachers and learners, it could not meet the needs of all school contexts.
For example, the big books were relatively simple and did not challenge
students who are more proficient in English. Students in Hong Kong
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Pre-reading

—  Warm-up activities — The teacher leads students to sing a song or
read a simple poem, usually matching the theme of the big book. This
prepares them for learning in English and creates a relaxed learning
atmosphere.
—  Phonological awareness and phonics activities — The teacher
revises previous sounds and teaches a new sound or spelling pattern. She/he
uses songs, flashcards and phonics games to develop students’
sound-spelling relationships.
—  High-frequency words activity — The teacher introduces
high-frequency words using word cards. She/he uses a whole-word
approach: reading out the word and the students repeating. Often
high-frequency words have irregular spelling and are function words,
which do not carry concrete meaning. The teacher may then invite students
to make oral sentences with the words to link the words to meaning. All the
words introduced appear in the ‘big book.’

While-reading
—  Book cover — The teacher shows the cover of big book and asks
questions about it, such as, “What can you see?” “What do you think the
book will be about?” ‘What is the title?” “Who is the author?’. This
develops an interest in the book, stimulates participation and develops
students’ awareness of book features.
—  Picture walk — The teacher goes through the book, focusing on the
illustrations. Simple questions can be asked, and key content can be
introduced or elicited. ~ Students get to preview the book and can then
focus on the words in the reading part.
—  Shared reading — The teacher reads the book with the whole class.
The teacher models and demonstrates reading strategies and what a good
reader does as they read.
— Questions — The teacher can ask some questions about the book, such
as, ‘Did you like the story?” and, “Why did you like it?’

Post-reading
—  Reading skills practice — Students work on an activity or task that
develops a specific reading skill or strategy, such as sequencing or reading
for specific information.
—  Sharing and conclusion — The teacher wraps-up the lesson, giving
the students feedback on their performance and giving them the home
reading book to take home.

In the subsequent lessons, teachers revisit the big book in various ways to develop and

reinforce students’ reading and writing skills.

Fig. 2.1 Structure of a typical PLP-R/W reading lesson
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have varying proficiencies in English due to previous educational expe-
riences, out-of-school learning opportunities, and family background.
Another issue with the big books was that while they were specifically
written for the program and were not authentic or “real” as suggested
by the curriculum documents (CDC, 2004). Instead, they were simpli-
fied texts written to illustrate specific language features, which can appear
unnatural and do not always match the genre (e.g., stories written in
present continuous tense in primary one and two). Furthermore, teach-
ers were advised to follow the lesson plans exactly as they were written.
This made the program quite rigid and did not give teachers much flexi-
bility to adapt or modify the content to meet the needs of their learners.

ScHOOL-BASED PROGRAMS

An alternative to the PLP-R/W is the development of a school-based
reading program. School-based reading programs (S-BRP) are specifi-
cally designed for a school and the learners in that school. By develop-
ing a S-BRP, schools and teachers have greater autonomy to develop a
program to meet the diverse needs of their learners. Teachers can choose
what texts they use, what strategies they wish to develop, and how they
will teach reading between and within grade levels. At the same time,
changes to the program can be made to respond directly to students’
needs, the expertise of the teachers, or other factors.

Although the number of schools that have adopted their own S-BRPs
is currently unknown, those that have developed their own programs
have found benefits from doing so. Lee (2017) introduced a school-
based reading program that was developed by the teachers in his school.
The program was implemented in all primary grades and focused on
developing students’ reading skills. This was done through the develop-
ment of specific guidelines and schemes of work, with modules focus-
ing on different skills and genres. He found that teachers gained a better
awareness of the benefits of teaching reading skills explicitly while the
program had a positive impact on their professional growth. Lee con-
cludes with some useful suggestions on how a skills-oriented reading
program can be developed.

Similar to Lee’s program, the program introduced in this chapter
focuses on developing reading skills. However, unlike Lee’s program,
the program included specific teaching strategies for reading instruction
such as shared reading and guided reading and also the use of authentic
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1. Is there a core team of English teachers willing and able to develop the
program?

2. Which grade will you introduce the program in and how will it develop
over the next three to five years?

3. Does the school have the resources, manpower and time to spend on the
program’s development?

4. What reading skills do our students need to develop?

5. How do we ensure our students develop an interest in reading and enjoy
reading for meaning?

6. How do we structure a reading program?

7.  What teaching reading strategies should we use?

8. Should we use authentic text or text specifically written for language
learning?

9. What activities should we use?

10. How do we integrate the reading lessons with other parts of the English
curriculum?

11. How do we ensure all English teachers are capable and comfortable to
teach reading?

12. What are the indicators of successful implementation of the program and
how frequently will this be monitored?

Fig. 2.2 Key questions for developing a school-based reading program

texts. Other school-based programs have emphasized the development of
a reading culture, providing books for students to read at home, buddy
reading, extensive reading, reciprocal reading, and online reading.

Although S-BRPs provide schools and teachers with more flexibil-
ity, they also come with challenges. Teachers need to have the skills and
knowledge base to design the program to satisty the demands of the
reform, create monitoring and assessment tools to evaluate the success
of the program, and meet the diverse needs of learners in the school.
In order to develop a successful school-based program, there are a num-
ber of considerations and decisions that need to be made (key questions
to help develop a S-BRP can be found in Fig. 2.2). The list of ques-
tions in Fig. 2.2 can help program developers remember holistic ele-
ments of reading, instead of focusing primarily on preparing students for
assessments.
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THE ScHooL

The previous sections have provided an overview of the educational
reform and its impact on the teaching of reading in Hong Kong. The
rest of the chapter introduces a S-BRP that was developed and imple-
mented in one Hong Kong school and provides lessons learned along
the way.

The reported case is a government-aided primary school founded in
2000 and situated in the Eastern District of Hong Kong Island. It has a
student population of about 1000. The students all speak Cantonese as
their mother tongue and come from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds.

The school was an original PLP-R pilot school, which decided to
develop its own program instead of joining the revised PLP-R/W pro-
gram. The teachers were able to build on the professional knowledge and
skills gained from their experience with the PLP-R.

RATIONALE

In 2013, the core English language teaching team, which included the
English panel chair, two vice-panels, and the Native-speaking English
Teacher, decided that the PLP-R no longer met the needs of their lower-
grade primary students and that it was an appropriate time to develop
a S-BRP for primary one to primary three.? The key reasons for this
decision were both pedagogical and practical.

Pedagogically, the team felt that the PLP-R was not well aligned with
the general English curriculum. Students could not easily review and
transfer what they were learning between the two curricula. Moreover,
some of the PLP-R books were not interesting, which the teachers felt
influenced their effectiveness. Furthermore, the team felt the phon-
ics part of the program was not comprehensive enough. It focused on
teaching individual letter sounds in isolation without developing learn-
ers’ decoding and encoding skills. They believed students were not learn-
ing the graphophonic knowledge needed to read successfully. Practically,
the team had recently finished implementing a new and successful pro-
cess writing program (Lee & Wong, 2014) in primary three to six, which
provided them with increased confidence to engage in school-based
program design and development. This was supported by the school’s
management who ensured time and resources were allocated to the pro-
gram’s development.
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The team decided that the S-BRP would be developed in the first
three grade levels simultaneously to speed up the S-BRP’s implemen-
tation, following a small-scale pilot in primary one. A coordinator with
experience in PLP-R and curriculum development was assigned to each
year to oversee its development and implementation. Like the PLP-R /W,
she/he would co-teach the S-BRP with another English teacher. This
ensured more teachers would develop the capability and become com-
fortable with the teaching of reading.

The team all agreed that the S-BRP should be based on the curricu-
lum reform principles that provided learners with meaningful, purpose-
ful, and enjoyable literacy experiences. Furthermore, the team felt that
the S-BRP needed to be systematic, developmentally appropriate, and to
complement the general English program. This would ensure the pro-
gram best met the needs of the learners as they moved through the pri-
mary years.

DEVELOPMENT

Before the S-BRP could be implemented, the team made important
decisions regarding the number of lessons to devote to the program, its
structure, texts and activities, reading strategies to incorporate in each
grade level, and how these strategies might be spiraled and reinforced
with each year. The team decided to allocate a 110-minute lesson to the
S-BRP cach week, with three to four lessons devoted to one unit. There
were to be about eight units in one school year. A program overview was
developed showing details of each unit (see Fig. 2.3, for an example of a
primary one unit).

To facilitate the transition to the new S-BRP, the structure of cach
lesson was designed to be similar to the PLP-R/W with pre-reading,
while-reading, and post-reading stages. In primary one, all lessons would
be based on shared reading. This ensured that students who were new to
the language received high-quality reading input in a low-risk environ-
ment. In primary two, as students’ reading abilities increased and their
reading levels were assessed for guided reading groups, the S-BRP struc-
ture included both shared reading and guided reading. The same struc-
ture was used for primary three.

When selecting texts for shared reading, there was a consensus among,
the team to use authentic texts with fun and engaging activities devel-
oped to complement the books. Books were chosen based on their level
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Unit | Book Related Number | Lesson | Focus HFW Focus Post-Read
Textbook | of decoding Comprehension | ing
Unit(s) lessons skills Strategies activities
5 The 6,12 3 1 Phonics: man, Predicting / Story
Enormous Consonant | woman | Sequencing Sequencin
Turnip D , boy, g
G girl,
J dog
Short
Vowel
U
2 Blending : some, Role-play
E.g. old, the story
gut, jug, want,
dug, rug, but,
bug help,
up
3 Introduce can’t, Modifying
syllabificati | to, us, the story
on: say(s),
E.g. you,
tur /nip, pull
e/ nor
/mous

Fig. 2.3 Example primary one unit overview

of difficulty (with an increase in difficulty over the three years of the pro-
gram), interest to the learners (considering their preferences and previ-
ous experiences), themes (as close as possible to those of the textbook
and general English curriculum), and potential scope for teaching and
developing students’ reading skills (e.g., books with repetitive stories to
help develop predicting skills). While books that were physically large
were preferred, small books could be used with the aid of a visualizer
(see Fig. 2.4, for examples of books selected for the primary one level).
Guided reading books, where possible, were selected to match the theme
of the “shared reading” book or general English curriculum.
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1) Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? By Bill Martin Jr.
2) Where is Max? By Nigel Croser

3) The Sandwich. By Pat Edwards

4) It’s not easy being a Bunny. By Marilyn Sandler

5) The Enormous Turnip. By Dan Goldman

6) Mr. Noisy’s Helpers. By Rozanne Lanczak Williams

Fig. 2.4 Selection of the primary one book

The team decided that there should be a specific focus on develop-
ing students’ decoding words skills and comprehending texts skills. For
decoding skills, the team established a teaching sequence for phon-
ics instruction, which focused on individual letters as well as blending
sounds to make words. This strengthened the relationship between letter
sounds and word formations (see Fig. 2.5, for a sample of the teaching
sequence).

As high-frequency word recognition is essential to reading fluency
and accuracy, the team devoted time in each lesson to explicitly intro-
duce and revise these words (Washtell, 2008). As with the PLP-R/W,
the whole word approach was adopted along with interactive games to
motivate students and increase their retention of the words.

Lesson | 1 2 3 4 5 6
Focus | Consonant |Blending | Consonant | Blending | Consonant | Blending
sounds S E.g. F E.g. L E.g.
and T Sat, Sam R bib, rib, C hot, lot,
blends M Tam, Mat B fib, Biff H call, cat
Short Short fit, sit Short
Vowel Vowel Vowel
A I O

Fig. 2.5 Sample of the teaching sequence for phonics
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For comprehending texts skills, each unit focused on a different skill
such as predicting, visualizing, questioning, inferring, and summarizing.
These were incorporated in the questions asked while-reading and also
in the post-reading activities. Post-reading activities included role-play,
sequencing activities, cooking, board games, and writing new stories or
new endings to the stories (see Fig. 2.6, for an example of a post-reading
activity from a primary one unit).

Post - reading: Sequencing Activity

MName: { ) Class:

Cut and tick the characters in the order they pulled the enormous turnip.
Write the characters names.

[The enormous turnip ]

Help us pull up
this enor mous
turnip.

Fig. 2.6 Example post-reading activity from a primary one unit
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To aid teachers in the implementation of the S-BRP, lesson plans were
written and PowerPoint presentations were made by each grade-level
coordinator for each unit (including objectives and pre-reading activi-
ties). Coordinators were given a single period per week in the timetable
to work on the curriculum development. All materials were stored on a
shared drive. These initial decisions about the S-BRP were critical in lay-
ing a foundation for successful implementation.

An important part of the PLP-R that was retained was “home read-
ing” or extensive reading where students were provided with a book to
take home each week at their independent reading level (CDI, 2010).
The opportunity for independent reading is seen as essential for the
development of learners’ reading skills and enjoyment (CDC, 2004).
While it is ideal for books to be self-selected by learners (Renandya,
2007), the books were assigned to students due to logistical con-
straints in a school with 1000 students. Careful consideration was given
to ensure there were a variety of topics and texts to interest different
learners.

IMPLEMENTATION

With any new program development, it is essential to evaluate and adapt
the program during its implementation to meet the teaching and learn-
ing needs of students. Regular co-planning meetings were held between
the grade-level teachers to evaluate the program’s delivery and effective-
ness, with particular focus placed on students’ enjoyment and strategies
development. This ongoing development, implementation, and evalua-
tion allowed for appropriate and timely changes to be made.

Throughout the implementation, teachers paid attention to students’
responses and engagement during lessons through informal observations
and shared this during the co-planning meetings. Teachers commented
that students were more engaged in the reading lessons than they had
been previously. Students enjoyed reading authentic texts and participat-
ing in the shared literacy experience. The use of shared reading meant
that reading occurred in a low-pressure environment, and they could
focus on meaning and enjoyment of each big book. The guided reading
lessons in primary two and three provided opportunities for students to
practice the strategies they were learning in the shared reading lessons
with the support of the teacher. This encouraged greater participation.
Teachers also took the opportunity to observe the skills students used,
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which allowed teachers to adapt future lessons and units to meet the
needs of different students in different classes.

With the coordinator taking the lead role in each year level, adapta-
tions could be made easily based on the observations of students’ devel-
opment. If students found a book too easy, difficult, or boring, another
book could be selected. If students seemed to struggle with specific
decoding or comprehension strategies, greater focus could be placed on
these skills in subsequent lessons with specific activities designed to rein-
force them.

LESSONS LEARNED

Although the program was seen by the teachers as successful in develop-
ing students’ reading skills and enjoyment, its development and imple-
mentation were not without challenges. Drawing from conversations
with the S-BRP coordinators, English panel chair, and English teachers
at the end-of-year department meeting, as well as minutes and conver-
sations from weekly co-planning meetings, the following section offers
lessons learned to educators interested in developing a similar S-BRP. It
describes these challenges in three areas: aligning assessments with teach-
ing and learning, aligning differentiated materials by genre and theme,
and enhancing teachers’ knowledge and skills in program development
and implementation.

ALIGN ASSESSMENTS WITH TEACHING AND LLEARNING

One benefit of S-BRP is the ability to adapt the curriculum to meet the
specific needs of students. This flexibility, however, is challenging for
curriculum development that aims to be systematic and sustainable for
teachers to use in future years. For example, teachers may change the
sequence of phonic sounds introduced to students according to their
performance in class. However, this becomes difficult when trying to
standardize phonic sounds that are spiraled and reinforced throughout
the years. Another challenge arises when students are given high-stakes
assessments, as all classes should receive the same instruction, so they are
equally prepared for end-of-term tests. To address these types of chal-
lenges, teachers were given more autonomy to determine what students
should learn in class, and assessments became more adaptable to reflect
what was being taught in each classroom. For this reason, it was critical
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that teachers were in constant communication about their progress,
which was facilitated during the timetabled weekly co-planning meetings.

ALIGN DIFFERENTIATED MATERIALS BY GENRE AND THEME

One reason why the school adopted a S-BRP was because materi-
als in the PLP-R program did not meet the diverse learning needs of
students. In particular, books selected for shared reading were gener-
ally targeted toward students with lower levels of English proficiency.
Using the PLP-R program as a model, the school selected a variety of
books at various difficulty levels to include in both the shared reading
and guided reading programs. This included books from a variety of
genres, which were spiraled throughout the years, as well as books that
loosely aligned with the themes visited in textbooks used in the general
English classes. By selecting books around the theme of the textbook,
students could build related vocabulary and knowledge of the theme
at the same time as developing reading skills (Brewster & Ellis, 2004).
These extended students’ vocabulary around a particular theme or cat-
egory. Unlike the PLP-R program, however, teachers adapted the text
in shared reading books to meet the English proficiency needs of dif-
ferent classes. Guided reading books were also aligned with the theme
of the shared reading book. Although it was challenging to find guided
reading books with a similar text type and/or theme at varying read-
ing levels, this was particularly beneficial for students’ overall literacy
development.

ENHANCE TEACHERS® KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS IN PROGRAM
DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION

With the development of a S-BRP, the third challenge involved devel-
oping the necessary skills and knowledge in teachers to implement the
new program. This was a challenge because many of the teachers were
educated before the educational reforms were enacted in Hong Kong
and were accustomed to a traditional one-size-fits-all approach to read-
ing instruction (Cheung, 2014). Therefore, teachers needed professional
development to understand the rationale behind the curriculum and
how to teach it. To address this, the school strategically introduced the
school-based reading program by first piloting the program in primary
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one. This was led by the team of teachers who then became grade-level
coordinators in the consecutive years. Assigning a coordinator position at
each grade level provided teachers with an expert to address concerns and
challenges, incorporate suggestions for future development, and facilitate
communication among the teachers of each grade level.

CONCLUSION

This chapter provided an overview of early English literacy programs
in Hong Kong and presented the case of a S-BRP that was designed to
meet the specific needs of students. While government-based literacy ini-
tiatives were developed to meet the needs of the educational reform and
have been implemented widely across Hong Kong primary schools, this
chapter shows that school-based literacy programs can offer more flexi-
bility and autonomy to meet the diverse needs of learners.

Although a considerable amount of work and commitment are
required to develop and implement a S-BRP, schools and teachers in
Hong Kong and Greater China are encouraged to explore the potential
benefits that such a program can bring to their English learners. As our
students’ English abilities are becoming more diverse, we need to move
away from standardized reading instruction and consider ways to cater
to their various needs. S-BRPs have the potential to develop students’
reading skills while cultivating an invaluable enjoyment of reading. As
English continues to take a front seat as a globalized language, it is criti-
cal that schools equip students with a robust English literacy foundation
in the early years, providing students with the social and language capital
needed to be competitive in the twenty-first century.

NOTES

1. Literacy is a complex term that has been interpreted (and debated) in
different ways. In a narrow sense, it refers to reading or to reading and
writing. In a broader sense, it refers to the ability to interpret, access, and
construct texts which are social-situated and functional and can be multi-
modal (Gibbons, 2009).

2. The team chose primary one to primary three for the development and
implementation of the S-BRP as the PLP-R had been implemented in pri-
mary one to primary three. The school focused on a school-based process
writing program in primary three to primary six.
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CHAPTER 3

Measuring the Vocabulary Knowledge
of Hong Kong Primary School Second
Language Learners Through Word
Associations: Implications
for Reading Literacy

Qing Ma and Hung Yuk Lee

INTRODUCTION

When acquiring a language, lexical knowledge is undoubtedly one of
the vital components. Taking the construction of a house as an analogy,
words are the bricks to be added progressively to the structure of the
first language (L1). This analogy can also be applied to understand how
a second language (L2) is acquired; thousands of vocabulary items are
progressively added to the L2 structure and thus forming a systematic L2
mechanism. The expansion of the lexicon is obligatory to enhance the
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learners’ L2 reading literacy. This study probed into the lexical knowl-
edge of young Hong Kong L2 learners by looking at the word associ-
ation (WA) patterns and exploring possible factors that influence them.
Given the close relation between lexical knowledge and reading literacy,
implications for L2 lexical development will be discussed in order to
facilitate young Hong Kong L2 learners’ reading literacy development.

LITERATURE REVIEW

L2 Reading Litevacy Development and Vocabulary Knowledge

Literacy refers to “the ability to identify, understand, interpret, cre-
ate, communicate and compute” (UNESCO Education Sector, 2004,
p. 13), with the use of spoken and written materials related to various
contexts. The process of literacy development involves a range of com-
plex elements of a language including the awareness of speech sounds,
spelling patterns, patterns of word formation, word meaning and gram-
mar; in other words, phonology, orthography, morphology, semantics
and syntax. It is commonly agreed that adequate reading literacy skills
are essential for receiving formal education and subsequently gaining full
participation in society. Research into L2 reading has long established
that L2 vocabulary knowledge plays an important role in developing
learners’ L2 reading comprehension for both young (Lervig & Aukrust,
2010) and adult learners (Qian, 1999, 2002). In investigating the rela-
tionship between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension for
a group of young L1 and L2 learners in Sweden, Lervig and Aukrust
(2010) came up with the conclusion that “vocabulary appears to be a
critical predictor of the early development of reading comprehension
skills in both L1 and L2 learners. The limitations in vocabulary skills in
the L2 learners seemed sufficient to explain their lag in developing read-
ing comprehension skills” (p. 612).

Wovd Association as o Way to Measurve L2 Leavners’
Vocabulary Structure/Knowledge

Word Association (WA) Tests have been used to examine the content
and organization of lexical entries in the mind. There is a popular notion
among many researchers that WA responses could reflect L2 learners’
developmental proficiency (Meara, 2009; Namei, 2004; Wolter, 2001).
It is common for L2 learners’ WA responses to be compared against
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those of L1 speakers; the rationale behind this is that the more advanced
the L2 learners’ proficiency is, the more similar are the WA responses to
those of L1 speakers. Such studies either used WA to measure L2 learn-
ers’ general language proficiency or compared L2 learners’ WA responses
to those of L1 speakers. More recently, research interest has shifted
to how the responses can be used as a tool to fathom how L2 learn-
ers” mental lexicon is organized and accessed (Fitzpatrick & Izura, 2011;
Fitzpatrick, Playfoot, Wray, & Wright, 2015).

The mental lexicon is defined as a collection of lexical entries which
contain phonological, semantic and syntactic information (Jackendoff,
2002). Ma (2009) holds the view that the lexicon is dynamic and can
be represented in the form of a network, showing the highly complex
relations among numerous entries in both L1 and L2. Ma (2009) con-
cludes that many factors, such as L1 proficiency, L2 lexical knowledge,
L1 influence and learning environment, may affect the structure of the
L2. Meara (1996) believes that words in the mental lexicon are con-
nected via three types of association, namely paradigmatic, syntagmatic
and form-based. First, the paradigmatic association shows a clear seman-
tic relationship: for instance, hyponymy (e.g. animal-tiger), coordina-
tion (e.g. spoon-fork), synonymy (e.g. small-tiny) and antonymy (e.g.
high-low). Second, syntagmatic relationships denote words that usually
co-occur in a well-formed syntactic structure, such as read books and
lemon ten. Third, form-based association refers to words that are for-
mally, phonologically or inflectionally similar to each other. Examples
include cube-cute and simulnte-stimulate. In addition to these often-cited
three categories of WA, McCarthy (1990) points out that words may be
associated with each other via encyclopedic information. For example,
Li and Wang (2016) adopted this category and included a fourth type,
i.e. encyclopedic, which is formed by drawing on one’s previous experi-
ence, e.g. picnic-happy and father-superman. This type of WA response is
connected to the prompt word in general meaning, but neither are they
in the same semantic category nor can they collocate directly with the
prompt word.

Two Key Factors That Influence WA Patterns:
Word Knowledge and Word Class

Some researchers (e.g. Meara, 1996; Soderman, 1993; Sokmen,
1993) have argued that L2 wusers demonstrate a syntagmatic-
paradigmatic shift, i.e. L2 learners start with more form-based and
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syntagmatic associations and they tend to produce more paradigmatic
associations and less form-based ones as they grow older and their lan-
guage proficiency advances. However, other researchers (Fitzpatrick,
2006, 2007; Nissen & Henriksen, 2006) have challenged this asser-
tion. One factor that may alter such a general syntagmatic-paradigmatic
shift is the participant’s knowledge of a prompt word. For example,
Wolter (2001) pointed out that the degree of vocabulary knowledge of
each individual word, instead of the general language proficiency of the
speaker, is the vital and decisive factor that accounts for varying types
of association. Native adult speakers even tend to produce form-based
associations when they are unfamiliar with the prompt words. This view
was further supported by Namei’s study (2004) where both the L1 and
L2 mental lexicons were found to be organized along a word-knowl-
edge continuum. Unfamiliar words are organized according to the
form, moderately known words syntagmatically and well-known words
paradigmatically.

Another factor that may affect the claim regarding the syntagmat-
ic-paradigmatic shift is the word class of the prompt words, which was
documented by a number of researchers starting from the 1960s but
nonetheless was insufficiently explored by researchers in recent dec-
ades. A study by Nissen and Henriksen (2006) showed that while nouns
elicit more paradigmatic responses, verbs and adjectives elicit more syn-
tagmatic responses even when the prompt words are well known to
participants. Li and Wang (2016) similarly found that both verbs and
adjectives lead to more syntagmatic responses than nouns. A study by
Zareva (2011) revealed a slightly different picture: nouns and adjectives
prefer paradigmatic responses, whereas verbs tend to result in more syn-
tagmatic responses.

The participants in the research cited above were usually L1 speak-
ers or adult L2 learners. There is little research that investigates young
L2 learners” WA. However, it is worth conducting such research with
young L2 learners as a way to tap their lexical knowledge and to under-
stand how it may affect their L2 reading literacy development. This
small-scale study, therefore, focused on the WA responses produced by
a group of young L2 learners of English in the context of Hong Kong
primary schools. The objectives were to investigate the influence of word
knowledge and word class on the WA responses of young Hong Kong
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L2 learners. Based on the understanding of their WA responses, efforts
were made to link their vocabulary knowledge measured by WA to their
L2 reading literacy development. The research questions are set out
below.

1. How does word knowledge affect young Hong Kong L2 learners’
WA responses?

2. How does word class affect their WA responses?

3. What factors influence the L2 learners’ WA responses?

METHODOLOGY

Participants

Six Hong Kong primary school students, aged from 8 to 10 and
attending grades 3-5, participated in this study: Three girls and
three boys, with Cantonese as their mother tongue. Informed verbal
consent was obtained from each participant as well as from their class
teacher. All of them were learning English as a second language in a
government-aided local primary school. They experienced traditional
textbook-based teaching in developing their L2 reading literacy. Their
English proficiency was considered intermediate compared to that of
their classmates. Table 3.1 is the general background information of
the participants with pseudonyms used to protect their identities.

Table 3.1 Participant details

Name Gender — Age  School level — School Language The school’s general

type proficiency way of developing
L2 reading literacy
John M 8  Primary 3 Aided Intermediate  Textbook-based
Rebecca  F 8  Primary 3 Aided Intermediate  Textbook-based
Franky M 9  DPrimary 5 Aided Intermediate  Textbook-based
Chloe F 9 Primary 4 Aided Intermediate  Textbook-based
Vincent M 10 Primary 4 Aided Intermediate  Textbook-based
Emily F 10 Primary 5 Aided Intermediate  Textbook-based
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Test Instruments

Two test instruments were used in this study: A Word Association Test
and the Vocabulary Knowledge Scale. First, the Word Association Test
adopted in this study is a modified version of the one used in Li and
Wang (2016). The test was originally developed for university stu-
dents. Given the smaller vocabulary size of primary school children,
12 low-frequency vocabulary items were replaced with some high-fre-
quency words. All 18 prompt words were selected from the first 1000
and the second 1000 word high-frequency levels to make sure they
were suitable for young L2 learners. Examples include “dog”, “eat”,
“long” and “beautiful”. Following Li and Wang (2016), the modified
18 prompt words include three word classes, i.e. nouns, adjectives and
verbs, i.e. 6 words per word class, in order to examine the word class
influence on the learners’ WA patterns. Words of both high concrete-
ness and low concreteness were included. The full list of prompt words
is shown below (Table 3.2).

The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) (Paribakht & Wesche, 1997)
was employed to measure the participants’ lexical knowledge for each
prompt word. This is a test combining a self-report rating and perfor-
mance on lexical items that can measure initial vocabulary development
in educational settings. It takes into consideration both the breadth and
depth dimension and the reception and production dichotomy in meas-
uring word knowledge (Ma, 2009). For each word, the test produces
a five-point rating indicating progressive degrees of lexical knowledge:
(1) means nil knowledge, (2) recognition of the word form, (3) vague
word meaning, (4) word meaning, and (5) productive use (the highest
degree). See Table 3.3 for details of the five scales. Despite the criticism
the VKS received, i.e. it might not reveal the knowledge differences in
the five scales (e.g. Wolter, 2001), it has been adopted in various studies

Table 3.2 Prompt

. Sample words
words in the test 4

High concreteness Noun dog; kitchen; skyscraper
Verb cat; climb; sink
Adjective long; beautiful; dark

Low concreteness  Noun faith; dream; memory
Verb want; suggest; belong

Adjective important; wrong; brilliant
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Table 3.3 Word knowledge assessed in VKS

Rating  Sample question Word knowledge type

1. I don’t remember having seen this word before Nil knowledge
I have seen this word before, but I have little idea Recognition of word form
about its meaning.

3. I have seen this word before, and I know it means ~ Vague word meaning
(synonym or Chinese translation)

4. I know this word well. It means (synonym Word meaning
or Chinese translation)

5. I can use this word in a sentence: Productive use

for measuring L2 learners’ initial vocabulary development given the ease
in implementing the scale. In addition, Read (2000) points out that it is
sensitive and able to capture increases in vocabulary knowledge.

Procedure

The participants completed two tasks: a WA task and a test of vocabu-
lary knowledge (VKS). First, they were instructed to listen once to each
prompt word. Then, they were required to write down the first English
word that came to mind regardless of whether they could spell the asso-
ciated word correctly or not. After all 18 prompt words were processed
this way, then participants were asked to rate their level of familiarity
with each prompt word using the VKS. All the participants took the
test individually and completed the two tasks in about 15-20 minutes.
A follow-up interview was conducted with each participant to clarify the
words they wrote down as well as to resolve spelling mistakes or some
apparent irrelevant responses.

Data Analysis

Following Li and Wang (2016), all responses were categorized accord-
ing to the four typical associations, namely paradigmatic, syntagmatic,
form-based and encyclopedic relations. All data were coded by two
well-trained researchers and an inter-rater reliability of 85% was reached;
disputed cases were discussed until agreement was reached. The assign-
ment of each WA to each category follows carefully the definition of each
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WA type. The frequency and percentage for each of the four categories
were tallied; subsequently, chi-square tests were conducted to meas-
ure whether the two key factors, i.e. word knowledge and word class,
would have an effect on the participants’ WA responses. These quantita-
tive results can answer the first two research questions. As for the third
research question—what other factors will influence their WA respons-
es—a more qualitative approach was taken since this question is left open
and exploratory in nature. All interview data were coded and catego-
rized. All codings were checked, negotiated and agreed on by the two
researchers. A content analysis of the interview data, together with the
results regarding the individual WA responses, was used to answer the
last research question.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Influence of Word Knowledge on the WA Patterns

Table 3.4 shows the distribution of word association types based on the
scale of vocabulary knowledge as measured by VKS. On the one hand, it
demonstrates that responses to unfamiliar prompt words (nil knowledge
and word form) are form-based predominantly: 42 (91%) out of 46 and
8 (73%) out of 11, respectively. Then, the form-based responses decrease
as the degree of knowledge of the prompt words increases: vague word
meaning (25%), word meaning (20%) and productive use (5%). On the
other hand, when knowledge of the prompt word is good (word mean-
ing or productive use), there are more paradigmatic (14, 35%) and
syntagmatic associations (15, 37.5%) plus a considerable number of ency-
clopedic associations (9, 22.5%).

Table 3.4 Distribution of WA type based on the scale of vocabulary knowledge
as measured by VKS

Nil knowledge Word form  Vague word Word Productive
meaning meaning use
Paradigmatic 0 (0%) 1 (9%) 0 (0%) 2 (40%) 14 (35%)
Syntagmatic 3(7%) 2 (18%) 1 (25%) 2 (40%) 15 (37.5)
Encyclopedic 1(2%) 0 (0%) 2 (50%) 0 (0%) 9(22.5)
Form-based 42 (91%) 8 (73%) 1 (25%) 1(20%) 2 (5%)
Total 46 11 4 5 40
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Since there are a few cases where the frequency falls below 5, a
Fisher’s exact test (similar to a chi-square test) was conducted to find out
whether there is any significant difference in the WA patterns for each
type of word knowledge. Since there are several “0”s for word form,
vaygue word meaning and word meaning, these three categories were
combined into one larger category, i.e. partial word knowledge. The
result shows a significant difference between the three types of word
knowledge, namely nil knowledge, partial knowledge and good knowl-
edge; x?>=58.15, df=6, p=0.00. Figure 3.1 shows the distribution
patterns.

The results also show that form-based associations persist to some
extent even for well-known words, which is in line with the finding of Li
and Wang (2016). For example, “kitchen”, when the meaning is a well-
known word, yielded a form-based response “chicken” from one partici-
pant who said in the interview that the word kitchen sounds like chicken.
Apart from a sound similarity between the two words, this phenomenon
can be explained by the impact of the learner’s early learning experience
where kitchen and chicken were often confused and hence one word will
trigger automatically the other even though the words are now well dis-
tinguished, as suggested by Li and Wang (2016). This may be regarded
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Fig. 3.1 WA distribution patterns for three types of word knowledge: nil, par-
tial and good
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as one distinct feature of L2 learners’ WA as compared to that of L1
speakers, where such responses are rarely reported.

Table 3.4 also shows that the primary school children failed to rec-
ognize a considerable proportion of the prompt words, i.e. 46 (43%),
including many familiar, first 1000 frequency words such as “eat”,
“dream”, “wrong”, “dark” and “memory”. Since the majority of Hong
Kong students start learning English at the age of 3 (K1), this shows
an inadequate vocabulary size for primary 3-5 grade children that have

been learning English formally for 6-8 years.

The Influence of Word Class on the WA Patterns

Table 3.5 shows the number of associations participants produced for
prompt words of different word classes of which participants had partial
or good knowledge. Unknown words were excluded from this analysis
since as shown above they typically produced form-based responses that
had little to do with the meaning or collocate(s) of the prompt words.

Table 3.5 shows that different word classes may favor different types
of associations. For example, nouns largely elicit paradigmatic (6, 31%)
and encyclopedic associations (5, 26%); verbs mainly syntagmatic associ-
ations (11, 52%); and adjectives paradigmatic (9, 43%) and syntagmatic
associations (8, 38%). A chi-square test showed a significant difference in
the WA patterns for different word classes: x?=14.50, df=6, p=0.02.
Figure 3.2 clearly shows the distribution patterns for each word class.

The results in both Table 3.5 and Fig. 3.2 suggest that word class
plays an important role in determining word association responses.
These results accord with the observations of other researchers (e.g.
Li & Wang, 2016; Nissen & Henriksen, 2006; Zareva, 2011): prompt
words of different word classes tend to trigger different types of word
associations. Nouns and adjectives tend to elicit more paradigmatic
responses while verbs more syntagmatic responses.

Table 3.5 Distribution

of WA type based on Noun Verb Adjective

three different word Paradigmatic 6 (31.5%) 2 (10%) 9 (43%)

classes Syntagmatic 2(10.5) 11 (52%) 8 (38%)
Encyclopedic 5 (26%) 3 (14%) 3 (14%)
Form-based 6 (32%) 5 (24%) 1 (5%)
Total 19 21 21
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Fig. 3.2 WA distribution patterns for word classes: nouns, verbs and adjectives

The fact that both nouns and adjectives tend to yield more paradigmatic
associations can be explained by how words are believed to be organized
in the mental lexicon (Miller & Fellbaum, 1991). Nouns are thought to
be organized via meanings in a hierarchical manner, e.g. synonyms, mer-
onyms or hyponyms for adult L1 speakers. This also appears to be true
for young L2 learners when the L2 words are known. For example, the
results of this study show that the most frequent WA for the prompt word
“dog” was “cat”. In addition, nouns tended to lead to a considerable pro-
portion of encyclopedic associations, yielding responses such as “grand-
mother” or “mother” for the prompt word “kitchen”, which is related to
the participants’ life experience. Adjectives were usually connected with
each other via meanings, antonyms or synonyms. For instance, the prompt
word “long” repeatedly triggered its antonym “short” by the participants.
Adjectives were also prone to syntagmatic associations, resulting in a+n
pattern, such as “important dictation”, “long hair” or “beautiful people”.
This can be explained by the fact that most adjectives are abstract in nature
and require “a noun for a fully-fledged interpretation since they are seman-
tically underspecified” (Li & Wang, 2016, p. 454) if in isolation.

The Influence of Other Factors

Each of the six participants’ WA patterns, together with their back-
ground information on L2 learning and reading verified in the interview,
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underwent a detailed qualitative analysis. It appears that three additional
factors! will further influence the individual’s WA pattern: (1) being a 1.2
reader or non-reader, (2) age of the participant, and (3) L1 influence.

Readers vs. Non-readers in the L2

In the interview, three participants, John (aged 8), Vincent (aged 9)
and Emily (aged 10), were identified as L2 readers, i.e. they had formed
the habit of reading English books. In addition, John and Vincent used
English with their domestic helper or even their parents at home. With
such a comparatively rich environment of language input, they had a
larger vocabulary size as measured by the VKS, reaching a mean word
knowledge of 3.53 (out of 5) for the prompt words. On the other hand,
Franky (aged 10), Chloe (aged 9) and Rebecca (aged 8) were non-12
readers who mainly confined their English learning to the classroom with
few outside language learning opportunities. Compared with the non-
L2 readers, WA patterns of L2 readers are characterized by more para-
digmatic (3.67 vs. 2) and encyclopedic (3.33 vs. 0.67) WAs. Although
the L2 readers also possessed a considerable number of form-based
WAs (mean=06.67), they were, nonetheless, much lower than that of
non-L2 readers (mean=11.33). See Table 3.6 for the WA pattern and
background information for all the L2 readers and non-L2 readers. See
Figs. 3.3 and 3.4 for the distribution patterns of WA for L2 readers and
non-L2 readers.

The Age Influence on Encyclopedic WA

Table 3.6 shows that the two eldest children, Vincent and Emily who
were both aged 10, produced more encyclopedic WAs than those of
the younger ones. They produced 8 (67%) out of the 12 encyclope-
dic responses to well-known prompt words made by all six partici-
pants. This implies that well-known prompt words tend to trigger a
past event or other relevant experiences for more mature participants.
For example, Emily wrote down “sad” on hearing the prompt word
“want” because she immediately thought of the disappointing expe-
rience associated with making wishes. In a subsequent interview, it
was revealed that what she wanted to have or do was usually not ful-
filled, so she felt sad on encountering the word “want”. The prompt
word in this case aroused a sentimental encyclopedic memory. Emily
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also wrote down “mother” for the prompt word “kitchen” since it
was her mother who cooked in the kitchen every day. Vincent also
gave a number of encyclopedic responses. His examples include
associating “wrong” (prompt word) with “English” and “climb”
(prompt word) with “fall”. He indicated that he often made mistakes
in English and his teacher frequently commented that he was wrong
in using English. Thus, the word “wrong” reminded him of his poor
English performance evaluated by his teacher. As for “climb”, he once
climbed up a tree and fell down. Thus, “fall” was the first word that
came to his mind.

Reliance on L1 in Producing the L2 WA

The interview data revealed that the participants relied on their L1
when attempting to retrieve a WA for a prompt word. When they took
the WA test, some of them asked for the English word they intended
to produce, such as 1l (hill), % (short), &K/ (clothes), to name just
a few. In addition, it was also apparent that they mainly relied on
a back-translation strategy in producing the WA, i.e. they first trans-
lated the prompt word into Chinese, associated it with another Chinese
word and then back translated this word into English. They would
seek help from the tester if they did not know the associated word
in English or how to spell the English word. Sometimes they knew
the pronunciation of the English words but they did not know their
orthographic forms and thus made quite a lot of spelling mistakes in
the WA test.

A heavy reliance on L1 was commonly observed when the participants
encountered unfamiliar words. For instance, on hearing the prompt
word “brilliant”, the Chinese word “AN” (people) immediately popped
up in Franky’s mind as it occurred to him that the Cantonese pronun-
ciation of “ A” rhymed with “brilliant”. Rebecca thought of dogs when
she heard “wrong”, which rhymes with the barking sound () of dogs
in Chinese.

Meara (1996) pointed out that learners sometimes produce odd
word associations as a consequence of mistaking a prompt word for
another phonologically similar vocabulary item in either the L2
or L1. This phenomenon also occurred in this study. For example,
Emily and Chloe wrote down “eyes” for “faith” as they mistook it for
“face”.
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PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

This study shows that young L2 learners tend to produce form-based
WAs on encountering unfamiliar words even though the words are
highly frequent. This suggests that these primary school students may
not have sufficient vocabulary to deal with L2 reading. Lexical knowl-
edge plays a critical role in L2 reading, especially in lexical processing
(Koda, 1997). The failure to use context for lexical decoding can be
largely attributed to word misidentification (Huckin & Bloch, 1993).
When such word misidentification takes place, L2 learners assume that
they know the word and tend to “ignore various contextual clues that
highlight the semantic incongruity resulting from the misidentification...
inefficient orthographic processing can lead not only to inaccurate lexical
retrieval, but to poor comprehension as well” (Koda, 1997, p. 35) in the
L2 reading process. In this connection, it is essential to help the young
Cantonese L2 learners of English enlarge their vocabulary size to reach
a threshold level for L2 reading, especially the 1000 frequency level.
Apart from the primary school textbooks which are adapted to the level
of primary school students, teachers may consider using graded readers
to control the vocabulary within the 2000 frequency level and lessen the
reading difficulty. Guessing unknown words encountered in L2 read-
ing is the main strategy to deal with unknown words; however, research
shows that the learner needs to know 95% of words in the text in order
to make successful guesses (Liu & Nation, 1985). Using graded readers
can significantly reduce the vocabulary difficulty of the text and make the
reading a more enjoyable process. As stated by Nation and Wang (1999,
pp. 356-357), “Graded reading schemes allow learners to have early
contact with easy material in the second language”.

This study shows that being an L2 reader appears to lead to better
vocabulary knowledge as measured by the VKS and yields more paradig-
matic, syntagmatic and encyclopedic WAs and considerably fewer form-
based WAs. In this sense, the development of L2 vocabulary knowledge
and L2 reading literacy appears to mutually support each other; more
reading leads to more vocabulary knowledge and a better vocabulary
knowledge facilitates the L2 reading process. Consequently, language
teachers may consider developing a L2 reading program with a focus
on vocabulary enhancement. By so doing, both L2 reading literacy
development and vocabulary learning can be made more efficient and
effective.
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The results show that words of different syntactic categories pre-
fer words of certain categories, i.e. nouns favor nouns (paradigmatic:
synonyms or hyponyms), adjectives both adjectives (paradigmatic: syn-
onyms) and nouns (the modified part: red saz) and verbs nouns (syn-
tagmatic: the noun collocates of the verbs). This suggests that teachers
may be advised to teach words by associating them with relevant words
from different syntactic categories. Specifically, when teaching nouns, the
teacher may associate the new noun with other synonymous nouns or its
hyponyms. If the target word is an adjective, the teacher may elicit from
students nouns which it can modify, e.g. bright (eyes). When teaching a
verb, the teachers may tell students what nouns collocate with the verb.
All these can help the learners form a link between the new word and
other known words in their L2 mental lexicon.

This study also tentatively shows that age is related to one type of WA,
i.e. encyclopedic. Children may produce more encyclopedic responses as
they grow older. This can be explained by the fact that older children
tend to have richer life experience as they mature cognitively. Teachers
may therefore be advised to seek links with learners’ L2 life experience
to motivate and boost their learning. As pointed out by S6kmen (1997),
connecting L2 words to personal experience of learners could make
the learning more interesting and engaging. This also fits in well with
the idea of scaffolding embraced in a sociocultural learning framework.
For example, when teaching the word “climb”, the teacher may ask
questions such as “Have you climbed up a tree/mountain?” or “What
happened to you?” These interactive opportunities could supply rich lan-
guage input as well as make the learners eager to use the L2.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study has certain limitations. The number of participants is relatively
small. The results would be more representative if more participants could
have been involved. Although this study reveals some evidence that older
children tend to produce more encyclopedic WAs, this result could be bet-
ter validated with participants with a bigger age range than in the current
study. Furthermore, it is possible that some participants hesitated in writ-
ing down the first word that popped into their mind because they wanted
to avoid spelling mistakes. Efforts should be made to address these limita-
tions and aim for more precise and reliable data in future studies.
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CONCLUSION

This study shows that the type of word association depends on various
factors, including L2 vocabulary knowledge, word class, age and L1
influence. While the word knowledge of the target word appears to be
an important factor that influences the WA pattern, the word class also
affects the associations of equally well-known words. Other factors also
play their part, such as age and personal experience. Another point worth
noting is that the relations among lexical items are highly complex and
dynamic. The structure of the mental lexicon indeed undergoes constant
change, as pointed out by Ma (2009). A sizable and systematic word
bank can in turn facilitate young learner’s reading literacy development.

NOTE

1. Given the small number of participants involved in this study, the results
of the additional three factors, largely emerging from the qualitative data
analysis, should be treated with caution. These factors are better to be con-
firmed with a larger sample size.

APPENDIX 1:
WORD ASSOCIATION TEST AND VOCABULARY
KNOWLEDGE SCALE (ENGLISH VERSION)

Data Set: Age: Gender: M/F
Word Association Test (Li & Wang, 2016, modified)

1 Dog 7 Kitchen 13 Skyscraper
2 Eat 8 Climb 14 Sink

3 Long 9 Beautiful 15 Dark

4 Faith 10 Dream 16 Memory
5 Want 11 Suggest 17 Belong

6 Important 12 Wrong 18 Brilliant

Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (Paribakht & Wesche, 1997)

(1) I don’t remember having seen this word before.
(2) T have seen this word before, but I have little idea about its
meaning.
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(3) I have seen this word before, and I know it means ___ (synonym
or Chinese translation).
(4) T know this word well. It means (synonym or

Chinese translation).
(5) I can use this word in a sentence:

1 Dog 7 Kitchen 13 Skyscraper

2 Eat 8 Climb 14 Sink

3 Long 9 Beautiful 15 Dark

4 Faith 10 Dream 16 Memory

5 Want 11 Suggest 17 Belong

6 Important 12 Wrong 18 Brilliant
APPENDIX 2:

SAMPLE WORD ASSOCIATION TEST AND VOCABULARY
KNOWLEDGE SCALE COLLECTED FROM STUDENTS

Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (Paribakhi &
1) don’t remember having seen this word before
€ 2 )1 have scen this word before, but | little i
1 3 ) 1 have scen this word before, and | know it m
(4 ) 1 know this word well. It means

(5 ) 1 can use this word in a 1

1 Dog 5 (p)7Kitchen |
2 Eat 5 (p)&Climb |
l 3 Long ¢ g (F)? llcml-li._l'l_l.i_- ____
| Faethy 2 LF)10 Dream

5 Wamt -5_ (H

6 I_rn_nuﬂanl ot
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CHAPTER 4

Second Language Literacy Instruction
for Pre-primary Learners in Hong Kong;:
Using Stories, Songs, and Games

Mei Lee Ny

INTRODUCTION

This chapter situates itself against the background of a global preva-
lence of the early learning of English as an L2 in pre-primary settings.
The chapter’s scenario is Hong Kong, an Asian city with a British colo-
nial background and a long history of English education. This chapter
focuses on the L2 literacy instruction that happens within kindergartens
using Chinese as the main medium of instruction and teaching English
as a specific subject during a certain period in the day. These contexts are
regarded as low L2 exposure contexts because children are exposed to a
limited input of the target language (L.2) both within and outside school
settings. The chapter is divided into two main sections. The first section
describes the dual challenges of the young learners who are cognitively
immature for abstract language learning and who are constrained by the
limited L2 exposure in their environment. The second section proposes
that informal instruction strategies, which include stories, songs, and
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games, better fit the pre-primary learners’ developmental characteristics
and their low L2 exposure contexts. The chapter then concludes with
insights gained from research evidence, shedding light on how age-ap-
propriate L2 literacy instruction raises children’s motivation and interest
in L2 learning.

Duar CHALLENGES FOR HoNnG KoNG
PrE-PRIMARY .2 LLEARNERS: FORMAL INSTRUCTION
IN Low .2 ExroSURE CONTEXTS

With the important role of English as the international language of
communication and of social and economic advancement, the teaching
of English to children has increased rapidly worldwide since the early
1980s, as has been documented by many sources. This global trend
of learning English as an L2 in the carly years is clearly identifiable in
Hong Kong. Ng and Rao (2013) conducted a comprehensive survey of
256 kindergartens (38% of the total registered local kindergartens that
use Chinese as the main medium of instruction). Their results showed
a prevalence of English language teaching along with a trend for such
instruction to include younger age groups. All of the sampled kinder-
gartens (100%) offered English teaching at K2 and K3 levels (ages 4 and
5, respectively) and 97.3% of the sampled kindergartens offered English
teaching to K1 children (age 3).

Survey data in Ng and Rao’s study also revealed a formal approach
to L2 instruction, which specifically focuses on the production of lan-
guage forms as the main learning goals. The formal teaching of English
as an L2, as a specific subject following a textbook-based curriculum,
commonly took place several times a week, with about 20-30 minutes
per session. The total instruction time of English throughout the week
varied among the sample schools but was generally limited, with an aver-
age median of 64 minutes per week in a half-day session of 180 min-
utes. The authors categorize these cases as low L2 exposure contexts
because children are having limited input from both within and outside
the classroom.

Yeung, Ng, and King (2016) followed up the situation and found that
in local kindergartens whose medium of instruction was Chinese and
were in low L2 exposure contexts, the teaching of English relied exten-
sively on the use of textbooks. Such instruction generally focused more
on print learning and using the whole word method (e.g., copying target



4 SECOND LANGUAGE LITERACY INSTRUCTION FOR PRE-PRIMARY ... 59

words) than on oral language skills. Formal print-oriented exercises, such
as copying words and sentences, were found to be more dominant than
oral activities such as singing, reading stories, or playing language games.
Story-based English teaching is not commonly found or systematically
implemented in Hong Kong kindergarten classrooms. When teaching
vocabulary, kindergarten teachers mainly focus on recognition and mem-
orization rather than on understanding and the use of vocabulary (Lau
& Rao, 2013).

The formal approach to L2 learning in low L2 exposure contexts pres-
ent dual challenges to the kindergarten L2 learners. Extensive exposure
to the target language is not readily available, and yet the more efficient
L2 formal and explicit language instructions do not meet the distinctive
learning needs of kindergarten-age children, which are found to be very
different from those of older learners.

DISTINCTIVE LEARNING
NEEDS OF .2 PRE-PRIMARY LLEARNERS

How are young children different from older learners in learning English
as an L.2? Piaget’s theory has pinpointed that pre-primary children are
still in the pre-operational stage and do not have the cognitive maturity
to handle abstract language forms on paper, nor can they be analytical
about language. Hence, pre-primary children often resort to the abilities
they have in acquiring their first language to cope with the learning of
their second.

Enever (2015) cited Halliwell’s six proposed main categories of these
abilities: “grasping meaning, drawing on paralinguistic features of com-
munication to get across their meaning in a second language, acquiring
through continuous exposure and use, their instinct for play and fun,
the need to make sense of the world around them and their instinct for
interaction and talk” (p. 19). Pre-primary children have a natural instinct
to understand and make sense of any situation by looking for meaning
rather than by paying attention to words or language forms. They rely
on sensory experience to make sense of oral language and on experiential
forms of learning with physical or visual situational clues. With regard to
their instinct for play and fun, they are still developing and learning how
to regulate and manage their behavior and feelings. Pre-primary children
need to play and have fun to fuel the motivation for learning an 1.2 that
they do not need to use often in their daily life.
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In summary, pre-primary children are different from older learners
who can learn both analytically and experientially. Hence, they very
much need more meaning-driven language experience to compensate for
the limited input they receive beyond classroom instruction. Considering
the abovementioned conditions of the learners and the context, we argue
for an informal L2 literacy instruction approach for pre-primary learners
who are learning their L2 in low-exposure contexts.

INFORMAL 1.2 LITERACY INSTRUCTION
APPROACH FOR PRE-PRIMARY [LEARNERS
IN Low .2 ExroSURE CONTEXTS

For pre-primary learners who have to cope with the learning challenges
of a low-exposure context and limited cognitive resources, a specific
L2 instructional approach that adopts informal L2 instructional strat-
egies based on stories, songs, and games should be the ideal path for-
ward. These informal strategies not only (1) promote oral language skills
(vocabulary and phonological awareness in particular), which are found
to be the essential building blocks for later literacy, but also (2) cater to
the unique learning needs of pre-primary L2 learners.

VOCABULARY AND PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS (PA)
AS IMPORTANT FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS FOR EARLY LITERACY

Extensive research has consistently confirmed that oral language skills are
important building blocks for future reading and writing skills, and that
they are important determinants of school readiness and future literacy
development. Oral language skills include vocabulary, syntax, oral lis-
tening and comprehension, oral narratives, and communication. Among
them, vocabulary is supported by empirical evidence as being a particularly
important oral language skill and highly predictive of future literacy skills,
including word reading, comprehension, and achievement outcomes years
later. Liu, Yeung, Lin, and Wong (2017) showed that both the initial level
and the growth of vocabulary predict English reading among Hong Kong
Chinese ESL children of kindergarten age. Their study highlights the
importance of vocabulary for kindergarteners who learn English as an L2.
In addition to oral language skills, language theorists have regarded
phonological awareness as another important early literacy skill that
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forms the building blocks for the decoding skills needed in reading.
Phonological awareness (PA) refers to the conscious ability to identify
and manipulate oral speech sounds. This includes the ability to iden-
tify environmental sounds, segment words into syllables, identify words
that rhyme, and begin to identify beginning sounds in words. This
awareness of the sound structure in English then paves the way for the
knowledge of phonics with which children are able to match individual
sounds to print. The effects of phonological awareness combined with
phonics teaching on predicting reading skills have been strongly sup-
ported with substantial evidence in Western studies (e.g., Hatcher,
Hulme, & Ellis, 1994).

The above literature supports the conclusion that literacy instruc-
tion for young learners should begin with and focus on the early liter-
acy skills which provide the building blocks for other literacy skills. This
sequence makes more sense to young L2 learners who do not have the
cognitive resources to cope with abstract symbols and coding in reading
and writing. Instead, by providing considerable listening and speaking
experiences, the active constructive cognitive processes in listening com-
prehension help listeners to work on meaning, which serves as a good
foundation for comprehending messages. The spoken language opportu-
nities also provide fundamental skills for building a vocabulary bank and
for becoming aware of sound systems and language structures, thus pro-
viding a foundation for the literacy skills of reading and writing in English.

As far as the pre-primary level is concerned, stories, songs, and games
are regarded as desirable L2 literacy instructional strategies more so than
the formal instruction based on copying abstract symbols and learning
the abstract rules of grammar and sounds. On the one hand, these infor-
mal instructional strategies suit the unique learning abilities of the very
young and, on the other hand, they have been supported by extensive
research as being effective in developing the vocabulary and phonologi-
cal skills that form the foundation for later literacy development.

How Do Storigs, SONGS, AND GAMES DEVELOP
VOCABULARY AND PA?

Well-selected storybooks are age-appropriate tools for pre-primary learn-
ers because they capitalize on the young learners’ need for contextual-
ized and concrete here-and-now experiences. Good quality children’s
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stories offer language learning opportunities for young children by facili-
tating their understanding of vocabulary and engaging them in the active
pronunciation of words and in discussions of their meanings during story
reading. Good quality illustrations also help children make sense of the
content and the text of the story.

Stories Contextualize Vocabulary Learning

Stories provide an organizing framework to contextualize the vocabulary
of words that are otherwise isolated from one another and that do not
make much sense to children. Take the classic story of The Very Hungry
Caterpillar by Eric Carle as an example. The story provides a vivid and
concrete storyline to connect the vocabulary for food and for the days of
the week in a context that is meaningful and familiar to young children.
Children learn the names of the food that the hungry caterpillar eats
every day when they recall its concrete experience of searching for food
on different days. Story reading activities thus offer meaning-focused
input and present language within a meaningful context. They enable 1.2
learners to experience how language is used in real life. These concrete
experiences scaffold their understanding and recall of the vocabulary pre-
sented in the story.

Apart from having quality stories with contextualized vocabulary
input and quality illustrations to assist young children with word mean-
ings, the way in which a story is read or told to children also helps
vocabulary development. The literature has noted that the story-based
instruction of vocabulary is effective in teaching new English words to
children. Three instructional approaches to teach vocabulary through
story reading have been discussed in literature, namely incidental,
embedded, and explicit. Yeung etal. (2016) study demonstrated that,
consistent with the literature, the explicit instructional approach, which
provides children with multiple chances to interact with the target words
in the stories before, during, and after the reading the stories, was found
to be most effective in making children learn new words. Many of the
predictable books with repeated phrases and words lend themselves
best to this type of explicit instructional approach. Take Eric Carle’s
book From Head to Toe as an example. The book introduces the basic
body parts and simple body movements through a playful and rhythmic
question-and-answer word game. Each page presents one animal who



4 SECOND LANGUAGE LITERACY INSTRUCTION FOR PRE-PRIMARY ... 63

can do something with a certain part of his body, e.g., the penguin
says “I can turn my head, can you do it?” Before reading the story, the
teacher pre-teaches the target words of body parts and briefly explains
their meaning to children with pictures. During the reading, the teacher
also pauses and briefly explains the target words once again when they
appear in the story. The children can be asked to act out the action or
to show the body parts to their friends, to show their understanding of
the words. Consolidating activities in the form of games and songs can
be conducted after the story reading to provide children with multiple
exposure to the new words.

Stories and PA

Phonological awareness can be intentionally taught through storybook
reading, which provides a meaningful context for children to develop
an awareness of sounds in the environment, words, syllables, rhymes,
onset-rimes, and phonemes. Different books may easily lend themselves
to focusing on many different components of phonological awareness.
For example, books such as The Listening Walk by Paul Showers incor-
porate opportunities to listen to sounds in the environment; Pete the Cat
by Eric Litwin has compound words and repetitions that provide oppor-
tunitie