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Abstract

This study was motivated by a recognition of the difficulties of teaching literacy in
Chinese as a foreign language (CFL). CFL teachers deliberate over pedagogy, content
sequencing, goals for literacy learning, and the use of authentic materials. These issues are
complicated by the long history of Chinese literacy practices and the cultural significance of the
writing system. The teachers bring rich personal histories and expertise, shaped by this cultural
background, to their teaching. The study aims to gain a better understanding of teacher cognition
on teaching Chinese literacy, to inform the discussion on improving CFL literacy instruction.

The participants are five teachers raised and educated in China who are currently
teaching in U.S. K-12 schools. This qualitative study employs semi-structured interviews,
triangulated with lesson plans and classroom observations. The conceptual framework is based
on Borg’s model (2003) of four sources of language teacher cognition—schooling, professional
coursework, classroom practice, and school contexts—extended to incorporate the role of
surrounding cultures of learning, as conceptualized by Jin and Cortazzi (2006). The analysis of
the data foregrounds the stories told by the participants, examined using a modification of
Labov’s scheme. VAB (Values, Attitudes, and Beliefs) Coding is used to identify common
themes among the participants. The themes are then examined within the wider perspective of
CFL literacy teaching in the United States. The findings are further examined through the lens of
“Sponsors of Literacy” (Brandt, 1998), to view CFL teaching from a socio-eoconomic
perspective.

The data in this study suggest that CFL teachers believe in the importance of teaching
fundamental, bottom-up skills in Chinese literacy. The teachers are also committed to nurturing
an appreciation for Chinese literacy, including the writing system, among their students. They
draw on the traditional Chinese model of an expert, caring teacher to meet the needs of their
students. This means modifying the traditional Chinese model of bottom-up literacy teaching.
These modifications sometimes include student-centered learning and top-down reading
strategies.

The findings suggest that future efforts in CFL pedagogy research, teacher training, and
curriculum development take into consideration the cultural and personal backgrounds of the
teachers.
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Chapter I Introduction

As a supervisor of Chinese language teachers for the past ten years, I have observed the
efforts of Chinese teachers to help their American students learn to read and write Chinese and
the struggles of those students. As a life-long student of Chinese language, linguistics, and
culture, I am also deeply familiar with the cultural significance of Chinese characters and the
difficulties of learning the complex and opaque writing system. In my efforts to develop more
effective curriculum and pedagogy for teaching Chinese literacy, and the many discussions I
have engaged in with others making similar efforts in the United States and China, I have
become even more keenly aware of the strong, culturally grounded beliefs many Chinese
teachers hold regarding the teaching of Chinese literacy. I am convinced that to develop better
ways to teach Chinese literacy we must not only consider new scientific findings in second
language acquisition, in effective literacy pedagogy, in the neuro-cognitive processing of
Chinese characters, and in other related fields, but also the cultural perspective and beliefs of
those who teach Chinese as a foreign or heritage language.

Purpose and Brief Description of Study

The goal of this study is to gain a better understanding of the thinking of native speaker
Chinese language teachers on teaching Chinese reading and writing in the United States. The
participants are teachers raised and educated in China who are currently teaching in a variety of
K-12 schools in different regions in the United States. This study uses a qualitative approach to
explore the beliefs of the participants on teaching Chinese literacy. The data collection method is
direct interviews, triangulated with additional evidence from lesson plans and classroom
observations. The interviews were semi-structured but conducted as co-constructed
conversations, to encourage the teachers to express their perspectives. The conversations focused

1



on the histories of the teachers in acquiring and teaching literacy and their current teaching
practices, with questions designed to elicit discussion of beliefs and stories of experiences related
to shaping those beliefs. The analysis of the data foregrounds the stories told by the participants,
as manifestations of each teacher’s unique voice, and identifies themes among the participants.
These themes are then examined in light of the wider perspective of Chinese language teaching
in the United States and the challenges faced by teachers and learners related to Chinese literacy.
Research Questions
1. What do teachers of Chinese as a foreign language believe about teaching Chinese
literacy to English speakers?
2. Where do these beliefs come from?
3. How do the teachers view the relationship between their beliefs and their Chinese literacy
classroom practices?
Problem Statement
The need for Chinese literacy in the United States. Chinese language programs in the
United States have grown rapidly during the past decade, both in K-12 schools and in higher
education (Everson & Xiao, 2009, p. 87; M. Zhou, 2011). Motivations cited by students and their
parents for studying Chinese include future career opportunities, the importance of linkages
between the United States and China, and attraction to Chinese language and culture (Andersen,
2014; Dretzke & Jordan, 2010; A. H. Wang, Kong, & Farren Sr, 2014). The U.S. government
has identified Chinese as one of the critical languages in which skills are “fundamental to the
economic competitiveness and security interests” of the United States and has funded the
teaching of Chinese through several programs under the umbrella of the National Strategic

Languages Initiative (NSLI) launched in 2003 (Education, 2008, p. 1). Several state



governments, e.g. Utah, Oregon, North Carolina, have also made Chinese language teaching an
educational priority (Asia Society, 2016a, 2016b; Rogers, 2012). While proficiency goals for
Chinese language programs vary, it is widely recognized that advanced proficiency must also
include advanced literacy. The federally funded Flagship program, for example, is a NSLI
program designed to train students to professional level proficiency in strategic languages
(National Security Education Program, 2016). The Flagship goals for professional level
proficiency include advanced literacy. (See Chapter II for discussion of literacy, including
advanced second language literacy and literacy in Chinese.) In the case of Chinese, the
pedagogy, educational activities, and assessments used in the Chinese Flagship programs are
aimed at producing graduates with advanced literacy in Chinese, including familiarity with
traditional literary language and modern formal written Chinese (Spring, 2012). While not all
learners aim for the advanced literacy proficiency standards set by the Flagship program, even
less ambitious learners need reading and writing skills in Chinese to function, even at lower
levels of proficiency.

Chinese literacy acquisition—A challenge for learners. Achieving proficiency in
Chinese is not an easy proposition for English speakers. The U.S. government includes Chinese
in the list of Category IV languages, the most difficult for English speakers to learn (Everson,
2007). The classification is a heuristic that measures difficulty using an estimate of the time
needed to acquire proficiency in a foreign language. It is estimated that it would require about
four times as much instructional time for an English speaker to learn a Category IV language,

such as Chinese, as it would for the same learner to achieve an equivalent proficiency level in a



Category I language, such as Spanish ! (Jackson & Kaplan, 2001; State). The linguistic distance
between Chinese and English is characterized by significant contrasts in morphology and syntax.
The challenges cited by English speaking learners as the most daunting, however, are the lexical
tones and, above all, the opaque writing system (Duff et al., 2013; Helen H Shen, 2013). The
deep orthography of Chinese characters, with no direct mapping of graphic symbols to
phonemes, and the number of independent characters that must be learned (2,000 to 3,000) to
decipher even the surface level of authentic, everyday text present daunting tasks to learners and
their teachers (P. Chen, 1999; H. Li, 2015).

Native speakers undergo years of training and practice to acquire even basic literacy in
Chinese. Elementary school literacy education in China, for example, covers about 3,000
characters, as well as many other challenging skills related to reading and writing Chinese. A
more detailed description of the skills required for Chinese literacy is offered in Chapter II. The
process for non-native speakers of Chinese is even more arduous. While the number of
characters introduced is a highly imperfect metric, it can serve as an incomplete heuristic for
comparison. Most high school programs in the United States introduce one to three hundred
characters per year and students in typical university Chinese language classes are expected to
learn around four to six hundred characters per year. These targets do not include all of the word
combinations formed by the characters or the other skills required to read Chinese text. Recent

research on reading Chinese, particularly studies on the psycholinguistic processing of Chinese

! At some point after 1999, the number of categories used to rank languages by difficulty
was expanded from three to four, but the U.S. government characterization of the relative
difference in difficulty for English speakers between the least difficult and most difficult did not
change.



characters, and on pedagogy based on current theories of second language acquisition may offer
teachers of Chinese as a foreign language more effective approaches to teaching literacy.

Pedagogical dilemmas. There is much controversy among teachers of Chinese as a
foreign language on teaching literacy in Chinese. Teachers and curriculum designers disagree
about the appropriate goals of teaching reading and writing in Chinese and the best pedagogical
approaches for achieving those goals (e.g. Allen, 2008; Ye, 2011). These controversies have
persisted over several decades. A 1992 survey of Chinese language teachers found that “there is
a lack of consensus among teachers on what the ideal curriculum should be; on which skills
should be emphasized; on the choice of phonetic transcriptions systems; on the type and number
of characters that students should learn...” (Moore, Walton, & Lambert, 1992). The national and
state standards developed under the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages
(Board, 2015) and other frameworks now offer some guidance on Chinese curriculum in K-12
schools, but there is still much disagreement among Chinese teachers on what to teach and how
to teach it. These controversies are particularly evident when it comes to discussions of reading
and writing instruction. Chinese language teachers still report frustration and confusion on which
characters to teach, how many and at what pace, how to use authentic materials, and what are the
best ways to help students acquire literacy in Chinese (Everson, 2009).

The Role of Beliefs and Culture. Studies of teacher cognition have suggested that
beliefs, both tacit and explicit, serve to filter information, frame problems, and guide practice,
especially when teachers are confronted by poorly defined problems (see discussion in Fives &
Buehl (2012)). Given the lack of common agreement on best practices in teaching Chinese
literacy, it would not be surprising to find that Chinese language teachers follow their own

deeply held, often implicit beliefs on the Chinese writing system and how it should be learned.



Research on the sources of teacher beliefs have pointed toward personal experiences as
learners and as teachers, as well as training, as sources of beliefs (Borg, 2003; Fives & Buehl,
2012; Richardson, 1996). The literature also suggests that beliefs are shaped by cultural
background (Borg, 2006). In the case of teaching Chinese literacy, the cultural heritage of the
writing system and the Chinese traditions of teaching and learning reading and writing may play
a powerful role in the beliefs and attitudes of teachers. The writing system is often presented in
Chinese contexts as an essential signifier of Chinese identity (Yen, 2005). Popularized national
narratives often credit the writing system as a powerful binding force contributing to several
thousand years of cultural continuity and the perception of a unified cultural identity across a
broad geographic region (F. Wang, Tsai, & Wang, 2009).

The writing system also figures prominently in traditional Chinese cultural ideals of
teaching and learning. In the Chinese “cultural theory of learning,” a good teacher is expected to
serve as a parental figure, providing virtuoso expertise, caring discipline, and moral guidance to
students (Jin & Cortazzi, 2008). A model teacher successfully guides students in the time-
honored traditions of acquiring literacy, as noted by Jin and Cortazzi (2008):

...literacy in Chinese—widely considered a badge of identity by Chinese—is acquired

with well defined practices of learning, including demonstration, modeling, tracing,

repeated copying and subsequent memorization of the precise movement, direction, and
order of strokes to comprise the skill of writing several thousand characters of the

Chinese script with associated aesthetic awareness and socio-cultural knowledge (p. 178).

Defining literacy goals. In addition to the complexity of the Chinese writing system and
the layers of cultural nuance associated with that system, teachers must also contend with

defining appropriate goals for Chinese as a foreign language (CFL) literacy education.



Traditional literacy education, in Chinese as well as in other languages, has tended to focus on
academic language and a prescribed canon. In recent years, language educators have started
broadening literacy education to include a wide range of texts and tasks related to those texts.
Literacy may be defined broadly as the ability to “respond appropriately to written language”
(Bormuth, 1973, p. 9). In recent decades, scholars have reexamined both what it means to
“respond appropriately” and what is meant by “written language.” Some scholars have reframed
literacy as social practices in which writers and readers share discourse worlds. “Literacy
redefined must encompass complex interactions among language, cognition, society, and
culture” (Kern & Schultz, 2005, p. 382). Literacy practices create cultural narratives expressed in
a wide variety of forms, including both traditional cultural products and new media, that may
arise from a diverse range of cultural groups within a society (Geisler et al., 2007). This
perspective, sometimes called a multiliteracies approach, challenges traditional literacy
pedagogy.

Foreign/second language educators in recent years have reconceptualized the goals of
language pedagogy as less defined in imitation of educated native speakers and more connected
to developing “translingual and transcultural competence” (Geisler et al., 2007, p. 237). Students
who have achieved translingual and transcultural competence have the “ability to function as
informed and capable interlocutors with educated native speakers in the target language” and “to
reflect on the world and themselves through the lens of another language and culture” (p. 237).
Transcultural competence entails comprehending the cultural references in a wide variety of
textual modes and forms of expression in the target culture. To achieve translingual and

transcultural competence in Chinese, learners must therefore not only learn to recognize a large



number of characters, but also to grasp the cultural narratives embedded within a wide variety of
texts, from classical literary Chinese to modern multimodal messaging.

Given the multiple layers of challenges and ill-defined goals for teaching literacy in
Chinese, it is not surprising that teachers of Chinese as a foreign language struggle to develop
best practices in this area (e.g. Gao, 2010; Ye, 2011).

Conceptual Framework

This study explores the thinking of teachers on a specific domain of teaching—Iliteracy.

There is an extensive body of research on the thinking of teachers and how their thinking shapes
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teaching. Researchers have used terms such as “beliefs,” “attitudes,” “knowledge,” “personal
practical knowledge” and other constructs in an attempt to describe teacher thinking and
investigate the ways that teacher cognitions, particularly tacit, inexplicit cognitions, have an
impact on teaching (e.g. D. J. Clandinin, 1985; Connelly, Clandinin, & He, 1997; Elbaz, 1983;
Fives & Buehl, 2008; J. Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992). In the title of this study, I have used the
term “beliefs.” It is perhaps a risky choice, in that established researchers have found it difficult
to define. Indeed, researchers have described the construct of teacher beliefs as “messy” (Pajares,
1992) or “slippery” (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). Simon Borg, in his research on the thinking of
language teachers, chose not to attempt to disentangle beliefs, knowledge, values, and other
overlapping constructs related to teacher thinking but to adopt instead an inclusive term—
“teacher cognition”—which he defined as “the unobservable cognitive dimension of teaching—
what teachers know, believe, and think™ (2003, p. 81).

In this study, I look at teacher cognition, in the inclusive sense used by Simon Borg, with

a focus on “beliefs.” Because my interest in beliefs arises from a desire to understand the choices

teachers make in their teaching, I use the term “beliefs” in a sense that is close to the definition



offered by psychologist Milton Rokeach, who defined “belief” as a type of value that “guides
and determines action” (Rokeach, 1973, p. 25). For the purposes of this study, I am not
attempting to draw a bright line around the concept of “beliefs” but to look at beliefs as those
aspects of cognition that appear to be deeply held and seem to have a strong impact upon teacher
decision-making.

The conceptual framework is built upon the model developed by researcher Simon Borg
(2003) to illustrate the types and sources of cognitions of second and foreign language teachers.

Borg’s model includes four categories of experiences that contribute to or are impacted by
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language teacher cognition. These include “schooling,” “professional coursework,” “classroom
practice,” and “contextual factors” (Borg, 2003, p. 82). Borg defines “schooling” as “experiences
of classrooms” as learners, especially in language learning (p. 82). For this study, I expand the
construct of schooling to extend to out-of-school experiences with literacy, as well as
experiences in the classroom. “Professional coursework™ in this study may have occurred in
China or in the United States. “Classroom practice” in Borg’s model includes practice teaching
and “influences cognitions unconsciously and/or through conscious reflection” (p. 82). In
“contextual factors,” Borg refers primarily to the institutional and social environments of
schools, including requirements and policies imposed by school systems, administrators,
governments, parents, colleagues, budgets and other external factors that may impact upon
teacher decision-making. In Borg’s model, each of these categories of experiences both impact
upon and are impacted by teacher cognition. Each of the categories may also impact other
categories, such as in the ways that contextual factors may shape classroom practice, particularly

when contextual factors prevent teachers from acting in accordance with their cognitions,

thereby creating “incongruence between cognition and practice” (p. 82).



Borg’s model accounts for the impact of institutional and social factors of school contexts
but not for the role of the surrounding cultural environment that shapes the learning and teaching
experiences of teachers. To address this, I have extended the model to incorporate the role of the
Chinese “cultures of learning” and the cultural significance of the writing system into a
composite lens through which to view the beliefs of Chinese language teachers on teaching
Chinese literacy to English speakers.

The conceptual framework of this study emphasizes the role of culture in shaping
formative experiences of the participants but is not intended to problematize culture as a barrier
to improved pedagogy or to essentialize or stereotype the participants. On the contrary, I hope
that the insights co-constructed by the interviewer and the participants will be viewed as an
initial step toward developing a better understanding of the perspective of CFL teachers on
teaching Chinese literacy. That understanding could be useful in developing better training,
curriculum, and institutional support for CFL teachers. Part of the long-term goal is to help CFL
teachers create classrooms that embody what Claire Kramsch has christened a “third culture”
(Kramsch, 1993, p. 243), in which teachers and students create a flexible space where both
Chinese culture and the local culture are appreciated.

The conceptual framework used to design and implement this study focuses on sources of
teacher cognition as shaped by culture. It has been very useful in exploring the beliefs of a group
of teachers who are charged with imparting their language and culture to students in a cultural
environment foreign to the teachers, one with different values and different models of learning.
Borg’s model, extended to include culture, has been a helpful lens in examining the puzzle
addressed in this study. I found, however, that the story needed another page. It seemed that the

analysis did not adequately address the importance of individual agency, not only as highlighted
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in the teachers’ stories of childhood interaction with literacy outside of school but also as a
persistent note in their accounts of teaching. As an alternate perspective on this picture, then, I
have added an analysis of this puzzle using a construct—"‘sponsors of literacy”—that views
literacy not just as a component of language but as an economic value for which teachers and
students must negotiate with and navigate among powerful “sponsors.” Textbook publishers,
businesses engaged in U.S.-China trade, educational testing companies, government agencies,
and universities, as a few examples, may all serve as “sponsors” who promote or govern access
to Chinese literacy. I have found this added page offers a fuller understanding of the puzzle,
particularly within the politically and economically charged international context of this story.
What do CFL teachers believe about teaching CFL literacy? Here are a few of the types
of questions that I discussed with participating teachers. What do they see as the best ways to
teach Chinese characters? How does a “good” student best learn to read Chinese? What role do
they believe the teacher should play in this process? Is it important to follow traditional Chinese
practices in learning to read Chinese? What role does the cultural significance of Chinese
characters play in the thinking of CFL teachers with regard to teaching literacy? Do CFL
teachers, for example, feel an obligation to teach their students not only how to read Chinese
characters but also to appreciate the cultural significance of the writing system? What
experiences have CFL teachers had, both as learners and as teachers, that have helped shape their
beliefs? For example, did they learn Chinese characters primarily through rote memorization and
extensive copying? What role has reading played in their personal development? Did they learn
English as a foreign language primarily through grammar-translation instruction or by other

methods? What type of literacy pedagogy did they learn about in pre-service professional
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training? Have they had specific experiences in teaching Chinese that they view as illustrative of
their views on teaching literacy?
Assumptions and Limitations

The puzzle of CFL teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding Chinese literacy is not one
that lends itself well to a quantitative study. An attempt to set up statistical contrasts to correlate
specific, delimited beliefs with contributing demographic or personal background factors may
not result in useful generalizations. I have chosen, therefore, a qualitative approach, in this effort
to yield insights into the tacit beliefs of teachers. These beliefs may be overtly articulated by the
teachers but may also be implicit and unexpressed. Teaching is a highly personal, social act that
takes place in a rich variety of contexts with specific, unique individuals, and beliefs about
teaching are intimately connected to these complex social contexts. A qualitative approach
allows the researcher to gain understanding of the experiences of individuals in specific contexts.
In light of the need to look backward, as well as to the present, I have employed a primary
strategy of in-depth, direct personal interviews, triangulated with lesson plans and observations
of teaching. I included five teachers in the study, selected to allow for the incorporation of
different, thoughtful voices and to gather glimpses of the multiple facets of teacher perspectives
on teaching Chinese literacy.

The goal of this study is not to generate generalizations that would apply to all teachers
within the demographic categories of the participants. I hope, instead, that the stories of
individual teachers illuminate the dilemmas faced by CFL teachers in teaching literacy. I also
aim for what Lincoln and Guba (1985) term “transferability,” or the potential of qualitative

research designs and findings to be applicable to other comparable contexts and individuals.
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This study focuses on the cognitions of native speaker Chinese teachers who were raised
and educated in China. CFL teachers who are not native speakers of Chinese or are heritage
speakers educated solely or primarily in the United States are also important members of the
CFL teaching community. Their perspectives are also valuable but are not the focus of this study.
Significance

The findings in this study may be valuable to researchers investigating the second
language acquisition of Chinese literacy and potential pedagogical interventions. Experiments
with innovative classroom pedagogy for second language literacy are likely to be more
successful when the cognitions of the teachers are considered. Effective pedagogies are also
more likely to be sustainable when the cultural background and belief systems of the teachers are
considered within curriculum and pedagogy plans.

The findings of this study may be useful to educators who train teachers. Faculty who
teach methods courses that include Chinese language teachers, for example, may wish to
consider the findings here in designing content to help pre-service teachers prepare to teach
Chinese literacy. The findings may also be helpful to administrators supervising Chinese
language teachers. Chinese language teachers themselves who are interested in reflecting on their
own literacy teaching practices may find the questions and themes raised here worthy of
consideration. These findings may also be useful for curriculum developers working on better
materials and pedagogy for teaching Chinese literacy. This may benefit the students who might
use those materials to learn Chinese literacy more easily. Finally, the study is a step toward
addressing a gap in the literature, as there are few studies of the cognition of CFL teachers and
very few focused on beliefs related to teaching Chinese literacy (Lii & Lavadenz, 2014 may be

the only recent example). The findings of this study also suggest questions for further study.
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Terminology
Chinese: When used to identify language in this study, “Chinese” refers to the official language
used in the People's Republic of China, also known as "Standard Chinese," "Mandarin

Chinese" or “Putonghua”(ptitonghua 81 [common speech]) and as Guoyu (gudyti
[E1E [national language]) in Taiwan, as well as by other terms in China and throughout

the Chinese diaspora. Although there are some differences between the official "Standard
Chinese" of the PRC and the Standard Chinese used in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore
and elsewhere in the Chinese-speaking world, most of the characterizations mentioned in
this proposal would apply to all of the varieties of Standard Chinese, except where noted.
Cantonese, Shanghainese, Taiwanese Hokkien, and other Chinese languages, often
referred to as “dialects” or “topolects” of Chinese, are generally not included in the scope
of this study. The term “Mandarin Chinese” is largely avoided, in favor of Standard
Chinese or Putonghua, to prevent confusion with the term used for the Mandarin group of
dialects.

CFL (Chinese as a foreign language): Chinese language taught in an environment such as the
United States, where the dominant local language is not Chinese.

CSL (Chinese as a second language): Chinese taught to native speakers of other languages in
China or a Chinese-speaking environment.

Foreign language/second language: foreign language usually refers to a language not typically
spoken as a dominant language in a society; second language indexes a language learned
to conform with the dominant language in a society.

L2: second or foreign language, to be specified when needed.
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Chinese literacy: the abilty to interact with and produce Chinese text, including the range of
skills from the basic decoding process involved in reading Chinese characters through the
linguistic and cultural awareness required to comprehend and create a wide range of
authentic texts.

Teacher cognition: “the unobservable cognitive dimension of teaching-what teachers know,
believe, and think” (Borg, 2003, p. 81).

Belief: within Borg’s inclusive construct of teacher cognition, values that “guide and determine
action” (Rokeach, 1973, p. 25)

Pinyin: The official system for Romanization of Chinese used in China. See discussion under
literature review on Chinese literacy.

PRC: People’s Republic of China

Overview of Chapters
Following the current introductory chapter, Chapter II covers a review of relevant

literature, including three parts: the first part describes the Chinese writing system, followed by

discussion of the definitions of literacy and of literacy in Chinese; the second part is a review of
studies of teachers of Chinese as a foreign language, including studies of teaching Chinese
literacy as a foreign language; finally, part three of Chapter II constructs a conceptual framework
for the study, based upon Simon Borg’s model for language teacher cognition, expanded to
account for the role of culture, with a review of related literature on teacher cognition, Chinese
cultures of learning, and the cultural significance of the Chinese writing system. Chapter I11
details the methods used in this study. Chapter IV presents the data collected, analyzed for

stories and themes and presented as a series of case portraits for the five participants. Chapter V

steps back for a wider view of the themes in the data within the broader context of CFL teaching
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in the United States. Chapter V also revisits the conceptual framework of the study and then
reexamines the findings through the lens of the construct “sponsors of literacy,” which allows us

the see the problem also in a socioeconomic context.
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Chapter II Literature Review

Introduction

This literature review chapter is divided into three parts. Part One offers a description of
the Chinese writing system, with enough detail to help the reader understand the degree of
complexity of Chinese writing and the features that make it especially challenging for learners.
This is followed by a section reflecting upon the term literacy, both in general and specifically in
Chinese, to situate the research problem addressed in this study within the broad context of
literacy. Part Two includes an overview of studies of CFL teachers, followed by a review of
studies of the cognition of CFL teachers related to teaching Chinese literacy. The purpose of Part
Two is to describe some of the common challenges faced by CFL teachers in English-speaking
countries and to review the literature on the cognitions of CFL teachers on teaching literacy, to
provide more detail related to the research problem. Part Three constructs a conceptual
framework, beginning with a brief overview of the literature on teacher beliefs and teacher
cognition, followed by a discussion of second language teacher cognition. This section then
describes the Borg Model for Language Teacher Cognition, which provides the basic structure
for the conceptual framework of the study. The Borg Model is expanded to account for
underlying cultures of learning. The section then reviews literature related to Chinese cultural
theories of learning and the cultural significance of the Chinese writing system. Finally, this
section describes in brief some of the literature and background information related to the four
components of the Borg Model as it pertains to CFL teachers.

Part One: Introduction to the Chinese Writing System and to Literacy

Introduction to the Chinese writing system. To understand the challenges involved in

learning to read and write Chinese, it is important to first gain an understanding of the basic
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principles of the writing system. What are the unique features of the Chinese writing system?
What aspects of the writing system make it especially difficult for learners from alphabetic
language backgrounds?

Typology and controversy: is Chinese “logographic?” One way of categorizing writing
systems is to consider the segment of language encoded in the basic graphic units of the system.
Some typology schema include three general categories of writing systems: alphabetic systems,
which typically encode individual phonemes; syllabaries (e.g. Japanese kana) which encode
syllables; and logographic systems, which directly encode words or phrases, without mediation
by phonology (C. Perfetti & Liu, 2005).? The iconic gendered figures sometimes found on
restroom doors, for example, might qualify as logographic. A purely logographic system, in
other words, would offer a “simple visual-to-meaning process that allows the reader to by-pass
language” (C. Perfetti & Liu, 2005, p. 194). Recent scholars have argued that there are no purely
logographic writing systems, as all writing systems are derived from spoken language. Perfetti
distilled this principle into his proposal for the “highest level universal [of writing systems]”: the
“Language Constraint on Writing Systems,” which asserts that “writing systems encode spoken
language, not meaning” (p. 2).

From the 17" century until recently, some scholars have insisted that the Chinese writing
system directly accesses meaning, without reference to phonology (DeFrancis, 1989). Yuehping
Yeh notes that this belief “is passionately embraced by the Chinese literati” (Yen, 2005, p. 149).

(For a case in point, see the TED talk and website of Shao Lan, http://chineasy.org/, who uses

2 Other scholars have introduced more complex typology proposals, including schemes
that recognize abjads (e.g. Hebrew), abugidas (e.g. Sanskrit), and other categories. For a good
overview, see (Joyce & Borgwaldt, 2013).
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cute graphics to present Chinese characters in a way that perpetuates the ideographic
perspective.) Linguist John DeFrancis argued persistently against this assertion, pointing out that
the majority of Chinese characters do contain phonetic components and clearly reflect encoding
of spoken language. While phonetic shifts over time may have obscured the spoken language
origins of some characters, the connection of Chinese characters to the phonology of Chinese is
still evident (DeFrancis, 1989). A growing body of neurolinguistics research on the mental
processing of Chinese characters confirms phonological activation in reading Chinese (examples
include Hsiao & Liu, 2010; Kong et al., 2010; Ying Liu & Perfetti, 2003).

DeFrancis rejected the terms “pictographic,” “logographic,” and “ideographic” for
Chinese (DeFrancis, 1989). He proposed instead the term “morphosyllabic,” which he defined as
a ““meaning-plus-sound’ syllabic system” (p. 58). This term has gained traction among many
scholars of Chinese language (e.g. (Norman, 1988; C. Perfetti & Liu, 2005; Ramsey). The term
reflects the morphosyllabic nature of Chinese, in that almost all morphemes are single syllable
(P. Chen, 1999). Each Chinese character maps to one syllable, which usually represents a
complete morpheme (Norman, 1988).?

Orthographic depth. For educators, it may be useful also to consider Chinese in terms of
orthographic “depth,” a construct developed for the comparative study of reading in different
alphabetic orthographies (Katz & Frost, 1992). In “shallow” orthographies, such as Finnish, the
graphemes of the written language map consistently to the phonology of the spoken language

(Seymour, 2006). In “deep” systems, the graphic symbols for the language may contain rich

3 The rare exceptions are disyllabic (two character) morphemes, sometimes derived from
loan words (X. Zhou, Marslen-Wilson, Taft, & Shu, 1999). Some characters are polysemous, that
is, they may represent different morphemes and even different syllables in different contexts
(Cheung, McBride-Chang, & Chow, 20006).
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morphemic or etymologic information but the “correspondences [to sounds] are variable,
inconsistent, sometimes arbitrary and subject to lexical and morphological influences” (Seymour,
2006, p. 442, with reference to Katz & Frost, 1992). Chinese has a complex, opaque
orthography, with inconsistent phonological components but also rich etymological information.
On a continuum of orthographic depth, Chinese would be toward the deepest end of the scale,

with Spanish at the shallow end and English somewhere in the middle.

Chinese characters. This section describes the structure and subcomponents of Chinese
characters.

The Chinese character as a unit of orthography. Chinese characters are composed of
strokes, used to construct graphic components drawn to fit into an approximately square shape.
The strokes are written in a prescribed sequence and directionality, the effects of which are
readily apparent when written with a calligraphy brush but less so in characters written with a
pen or pencil (Honorof & Feldman, 2006). The number of strokes in each character varies from
one to over 50, with an average of six or seven per character in the non-simplified, “traditional”
character set, and four to five in the simplified character set* (2006). (See description of
simplified characters below.)

The structures of characters. Based upon degree of graphic complexity, Chinese
characters can be categorized as simple (or unitary), with one component (only about 5% of

characters), or compound, with two or more components (X. Zhou & Marslen-Wilson, 1999)

4 These averages vary, depending upon the corpus used, and the numbers quoted here are
offered simply to give a general idea of the degree of difference between traditional and
simplified characters.

20



(based on analysis by D. Li, 1993). In compound characters, the components, often called

radicals, can be arranged in several different grids. A few examples include:

left-right columns: T xin [new] D:’;
top-bottom: X jid [home/family] f’ :
enclosure around content: [24 guo [country] El;
three stacked layers: % liang [bright] E ;

l-shaped frame with content £ yudn [far] ;

Components can be nested within each other to create even more complex characters, e.g.

ES

B2 xin [fragrant]. %

Some of the unitary characters are generally assumed to be the most closely related to the
oldest Chinese characters, examples of which have been found on bovine scapular bones and
tortoise shells used in the Shang Dynasty (1300 BCE to 1100 BCE) to record divination. These
are often described as “oracle bone characters.” A few unitary modern characters retain some
pictographic imagery, e.g. 111 shan [mountain] or serve as ideographic diagrams, e.g. I shang
[up/top]; I xia [down/bottom], — yi [one]. The majority, however lack iconicity (Xiao &
Treiman, 2012).

Submorphemic components. Radical components in compound characters may carry