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Introduction <

Little has been written documenting the actual effects of study ab>a1\m China
on a student’s Chinese language abilities, much less on a f|c skill like reading
comprehension. Although there are a few articles that look-at i an uence of study
abroad for other languages (e.g., Brecht and Davidson 1992; echt Davidson, and
Ginsberg 1993; Carlson et a 1990), they are malnly concerned with the foremost
maodes of communication, i.e., speaking and Ilst g (in particular, see DeKeyser
1991, Freed 1990, Ginsberg 1992). The arti cles that h e ublished in the area
of Chinese language studies merely hypothesize | ble glts of study abroad
(mogt recently, for example, see Kubl 97).

A period of immersion @)@ is evider/tﬁy a hatﬂral catalyst for increases in
overal language proficiency. Yet tpefe is till little quantitative evidence regarding
acquisition of reading skills. This study documents the semester-long progress of
twenty-one foreign stue( studyl ng{Chl nese at Beij jing Univergity. Thefirst evaua
tion was taken in Sept(;g)q /1997 and aﬁecond evauation was made in January
1998.

Method v S N
Part/C/pané\\\\/ )

The participants for this study were volunteers (N = 21) from among the stu-
dent studyl ng at the Center for Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language at Beijing

‘L\J iversity (Beida). | posted a flyer asking for volunteers. But this garnered few par-

tiqipahts and | had to go “door-to-door” to ask for participants and secure the final
ple population. The mgjority (n = 12, 57%) were American students, and there
were nine participants representing six other countries (seven participants from Eu-

Journal of the Chinese Language Teachers Association
] October 1998, Volume 33: 3, pp. 13-24
01998 The Chinese Language Teachers Association



14 Jeffrey J. Hayden

European countries, one from Canada, and one from Mexico?®). The class levels of
these participants ranged from Level 1 to Level 17.2 There were fifteen males and six
females ranging in age from 20 to 34 years, with amean of 24 and amode of 25. Ten.
of the participants were undergraduates, four were graduate students, and seven were
currently not in any degree program but had applied to and intended to start grajgaté/\ S

>

school the following fall. oV
This sample was taken from a foreign student population, excl U?V' /e of Sﬁx
and Korean nationals, of approximately 200. As | wanted to ol ekg;; of
oversess study of the Chinese language on people who were not famili ith the
Chinese writing system (i.e., Chinese characters), Japanese and K orean students were
not included in this study. Additionally, students who had forme Ixstudied either of
these languages were intentionaly kept to a minimum; ‘WUS; ly three of the
twenty-one participants had studied Japanese: one participant for one semester, one
participant for one year and another participant for E—bout two years.
- ) )

Finally, a caveat. Any statistics book should explain that, generally spesking and
depending on the type of study being ucted, n er 1an thirty students should
be obtained to achieve data significant enough to make reliable claims (see, espe-
cialy, Brown 1988, or Hatch & araton 1991). Beqajse‘of this, | merely offer this

set of data as suggestive rath a%)ncl usive. An}gcl ams madein this paper are, at
best, tentative. ’ : C ) \\
N 2 A
\// ’ ) \// ) O

1) was initially worried aboﬁt\these participants’ English proficiency and their ability to perform the compre-
hension tasks |'had lanned, since they involved proficiency in English as well. The participants were informed
that if they e@ount&\anything they did not understand or were unclear about, they were free to ask for clari-
ﬂcation./None\of\lQ participants asked any questions during either of the evaluations.

2 Thesysterﬁ at Beida divides classes into the following levels: Levels 1-8 (roughly equivalent to Beginning

Chinese classes in the United States), Levels 9-14 (roughly equivalent to Intermediate Chinese), and Levels

‘ 15}0 (rqughly equivalent to Advanced Chinese). Students at all levels are required to take 20 hours of class.

/ Levels1-8 attend three required sets of classes, namely, General Chinese (Hanyu, i.e., grammar and usage),

< Spoken Chinese (Kouyu), and Listening Comprehension (Tingli). Levels 9-14 attend two required sets of

sses, namely Hanyu and Spoken Chinese, as well as an elective course, the topics of which vary from se-

mester to semester and number from six to ten choices. Levels 15-20 attend Hanyu classes, as well as two

elective courses which typically cover a wide range of academic specialties such as economics and political

science, etc. Each semester at Beida is 16 weeks long. The learning period of this study was approximately

12 weeks long (base evaluation three to four weeks after the start of the semester in September, second
evaluation one week before final examinations in January).
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Materials

Computer Adaptive Test for Reading Chinese (CATRC)

AN

The main ingtrument for evaluating the participants reading ability was a com\
puter program, the Computer Adaptive Test for Reading Chinese (CATRC). Thisteév\
was designed and is maintained by Professor Tao-chung (Ted) Yao, now at t

versity of Hawaii.3 Because Beida' s policy in placing studentsisto fin '
tween a student’s varying abilities* the particular levels and types I&\&stu-

dent happened to be placed in a Beida only provided a genera idea of a student’s
abilities. Therefore, the CATRC provided a more accurate picture of a student’s gen-
eral reading proficiency level for usein this study. \\

The CATRC is described in detail in Yao (1995:81), ‘éo/will only give a brief
explanation of its operation here. Worth noting is that item response theory (IRT)
was gpplied for item andysis and equating, thug/rellably cdibrating the test items
with the abilities of examinees. The main advantage a opmputer-adaptl vetest (CAT)

has over * paper-and-pencil” tests cited }3)/ Yao N&at “ becagée the computer [pro-
gram] only asks the student to answer WU@ ons:within the student’s ability

range, the CAT can be shorter than a conventional “paper-and-pencil’ test.” (p. 76)
Thus, aCAT reducestherisk of undue fatigue on the @<arn| nee, concentrating on ma-

terial within the examinee' s ability /'x{ge \\
20\

Yao's CATRC utkﬁées thé Hy dé(opllcatlon on the Macintosh computer
platform. There is a database that currently consists of about 450 test items. These
items cover the four main pKOflClenCy levels (Novice, Intermediate, Advanced, and
Superior), includl sublevels i.e., Novice Low, Novice Mid, Novice High, &tc.),
as described in the ACTFL (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Lan-
guages) Chinese Proficiency Guidelines (1987). Each level’s set of items are stored
ina Hypei‘CaK le cdled a“gtack.” The program randomly selects items from the
different stacks to present to each examinee. When an examinee answers a question
correctly, gheis given an item of smilar or greater difficulty; when an examinee an-
: sp/érs aquestion incorrectly, the program then randomly selects an item of similar or
lesser difficulty. Inthisway it closesin on and identifies an examinee' s reading level.

31 would like to thank Prof. Yao for providing me with the latest copy of the CATRC and allowing me to take it
to China to use in this study.

4psa simple example, let us say a student has a speaking level at Beida’s Level 10 and a reading level at
their Level 12. Beida might initially place that student in a Level 11 series of classes.




/

%hat it provides an immediate, if rough, assessment of a student’s reading level. As
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An example card is presented in Figure 1 below.

e N S 3 %
s =R SOl T FfF'
(This is the name of a business establishment in Beijing) Q

What is the establishment? ~

a Department Store L~ \
b. Hotel N l//\
c. Wineshop W\

d. Drugstore O« )

Figure 1. A sample card Mao chung CT&i) Yao's

Computer ptive Test for eadlng Chmese

The examinee uses themo 0 sdect the%n%er and clicks on it. This sdec-
tion is recorded, and information asthe ;pecific test item, the correct answer for
the item and the examinee's answers areﬁ in asummary card for that particular
examinee. Thereisno time limit to the evauation, and an examinee may take aslong
as s/he needs to eit. ovyéver, once the evaluation has begun, an examinee
must continue until the program notm&s her/him that the test is over. In other words,
an examinee cannot the test in the morning, quit the program, and then come
back and/Qnism\ in the afternoon. Generally speaking, based on my experience in
this stud’y{ ﬁqﬂ nees should be told that an hour to an hour and a half of timeis nec-
essary to take the test. Beginning level students may take less time, and advanced

1 e\//alfsiudents may take dightly longer.

There are many advantages to using such an evaluation toal. First and foremost

soon as the student finishes and the program compl etes the summary processing, the
examiner has most of the important information at her/his disposal. By comparison,
the Chinese Proficiency Test (CPT) requires one to wait weeks before (to order a
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copy of the test and set up atest Ste) and after its administration (to process the re-
sults), in addition to charging examinees afee. It is also more restrictive with regard
to its portability, especially in its usage outside the United States, where it is currently-
the test most relied on to officially assess reading and listening comprehension.

any current model Macintosh computer is negligible. Provided the site of the

has Macintosh computers, installation of the stacks and schedulir%dfthe\itg
can be done in a matter of hours. One problem with doing such a in maintand
China utilizing the CATRC, however, is that educational institmionsmgni nantly
use IBM-PC computers. Because Beida is no exception, there are no Macintosh
computer |aboratories readily available. Additionaly, there is nOJ\FM-PC verson of
the CATRC available yet. For the purposes of this study,@ne(éﬁo . | brought and
used my own Macintosh PowerBook 520c laptop computer. <~

e > <

Second, the amount of storage space required to install the CATRC stackssﬁg 0

One advantage of the CATRC not mentioned in Y a0 (1995) is that it can bere-
peatedly used with the same sample population. Unlike the CPT, the CATRC is pro-
grammed to be totally random. This means that for longitudinal study of a group of
participants, the test can be used at the beginning and end Qf\“an academic term or at
the beginning, middle, and end of ‘any ic year. And, as is shown below, the
incidence of duplicate test itemspro insignifipmt.;frhis isimportant in that it does
away with the “ practice effect” n mentionée@ Brown (1988:35).

One possible disadvantage the CAT! R;é has compared to the CPT, however,
when consideri ng@loi ng statistical studi es@ié that each examinee of the CATRC takes
an individualized version of the test. This is due to the random nature of item selec-
tion programmed into the CATRC. The selection and quantity of items and the
amount of time to take the test will be different for each examinee. The implication
of thisisthat tﬁe\ Its of this evaluation cannot really be used for detailed compari-
son of/onea\ami nee with another examinee or within a group of examinees based on

specific test items.

/ | I for}/r‘al rlntervia/vs

N

In addition to the CATRC, | interviewed the participants regarding their educa-

. tion in the Chinese language. This added qualitative information to the quantitative
data results obtained by the CATRC. Questions asked included information regard-
ing the classes at the participants' respective home institutions and their Chinese lan-
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guage experiences at Beida. Since the students were placed in different classlevelsin
the Beida program, it was important to dlicit details regarding the materials and cur-
riculum employed at the various levels. | aso made severd visitsto classesin session.
to observe first-hand how and what students were taught.

'/ N
Procedures > 4\,?/
N

For the most part, participants were scheduled during times wh ey \ m
less digtracted and more relaxed. Generally, this was in the aftern WQIU% or
on days when they had no classes. | also tried to avoid scheduling close to their in-
classtest days. Evaluations were conducted in awell-lit private room free of interrup-
tions and distractions. = \\

The mean time used to work through the first administration of the CATRC was
fifty-five minutes, with a minimum of eeven mmgtes and a maxi mum of two hours
and forty-four minutes. For the second administration, the mean time was dightly
longer a one hour and eight minutes, with thegg;est time bgng sixteen minutes
and the longest time being two hours and ninet utes, \

s N\

Descriptive dtatistics weré\ﬁaed to /sjm%arize the gathered data. A fre-
quency distribution tab)ewas cr 0 map. ‘the observed changes in evauations.
The ACTFL Guideline levels (both general /';md sublevel %) were converted to ordinal
scales, and then fquuency and means anal)@es (paired t-test) were run using the con-
verted results of th\m‘};st eval udti on‘and the second evaluation.

NS
Results o - \\ -

ThemltEL base evaluation resulted in one Novice, twelve Intermediate, Six Ad-
vanced and two Superior readers. After the second evauation at the end of the se-
gn;s[er the eval uation produced one Novice, seven Intermediate, five Advanced, and

/ ght Superior readers. Table 1 below shows the distribution of these participants.
< rthe main levels, there was a mean of 2.40 on the first evauation and a mean of
%OO on the second evaluation, with sds of .75 and .97 respectively. At the sublevd,

5 General: Novice = 1, Intermediate = 2, Advanced = 3, Superior = 4. Sublevel: Novice Low = 1, Novice Mid =
2, Novice High = 3, Intermediate Low = 4, Intermediate Mid = 5, Intermediate High = 6, Advanced = 7, Ad-
vanced Plus = 8, Superior = 9.
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however, there was a mean of 5.70 (Intermediate Mid) on the first evaluation and
7.05 (Advanced) on the second evaluation, with sds of 1.89 and 2.09, respectively.
The non-parametric matched ttest using the ordinalized scores was run where ¢ =

2,861, df= 19, p< .05. \

N N
(Second evaluation) < /\
AP S Totds \

NM NH IL IM IH A

NM 1 0 0 O O 0 0 O

NH O 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

IL O 4 0 0O 1 0 5
IM 2 0 2 0 40 5

IH 0 0 1 1 2

A 0 0. 3 3

AP * 0 1 0 1 3

S Y 2 2
Totdls 1 0 0 7 0.3 2 8 2

o \\aﬁ YN
Table 1.0Observed fr q(edriies\of change bet\'/\ieie\nv
the first evaluation and the sec evaluation. (*Sge\jﬁ\gte #7 below.)

Ascan be seenin Table lz/év - there vére, QuTtéen participants who showed
improvement from the firgt to e%nd eva ueit@?r, representing 66.7% of the total
participants. Five pati%am’sw ked att 'same level on both evaluations, rep-
resenting 23.8%, and two participants indicated some degree of decline, representing
9.5% of the total. There was an average Qyédl observed gain in reading proficiency
of 1.35 sublevels g/}rom Intermediate Low to Intermediate Mid, etc.)

Of the & dents%ho showed reading proficiency gains, the two greatest in-
creases involved jumps from an Intermediate Low rating to an Advanced Plus rating
and from anTK([ermedi ate Mid rating to a Superior rating. The qualitative data gath-
ered'on these participantsisinsufficient to form any conjecture regarding why the in-
cr swere so marked. (However, the reader is referred to the Discussion section of

/ | this paper to consider the possibility of language recuperation.) Of the participants

/ Wbo showed loss in reading proficiency, the greatest decrease involved a dide from

%w Advanced Plus rating down to an Intermediate Mid rating. The cause of this drop

. was evidently an emergency return home by the student due to illness resulting in a
month of Chinese language inactivity, aswell as physical and emotiona hardship.

As noted above, four participants showed no gain in reading proficiency. For
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two of them this comes as no surprise, since they rated at Superior and could not

move up. An anadysis of the range of questions the CATRC asked of the two Inter-
mediate Mid participants who maintained the same level indicated that more ques-

tions were asked in the higher levels before settling back down to the former levd.

This indicates to me that athough these participants apparently experienced an inl/\ S
crease in vocabulary and character recognition, it was not to such a degree as oen- |~
able them to attain anew level. In fact, this is supported to some degree by még\v}\(if v

the participants relating afterwards that they felt they could recogWor e@r -
ters during the second eva uation. & \

There was a mean of 34.19 total test items given on the first evauation, with a
minimum of 19 and amaximum of 66. For the second evauation, amean of 34.62 to-
tal test items were given, with aminimum of 16 and a maxi m}mef . Duplicate test
items comprised a mean of 4.29, or 12.94% of the mean of totd test items from the
second evaluation, with aminimum of 0 and amaximum of 12. As mentioned above,
the average amount of duplicate test items each participant encountered was deter-
mined to be unimportant. The determi nation;tham\%ﬁir\zplayed ndimportam part inthis
participant’ s assessment rests on several factors. The mai n‘,f@gr is that the duplicate
items were at a much lower level of proficiency (i.e., Ad\ia@ced) than the participant
findly placed at (i.e., Superior). In-addition, of the duplicate items answered cor-
rectly during the first evaluati swered i/anr;r:eCtly during the second evalua-
tion. This leads me to conclude thet there wasn(j\slbnificant influence from repested
exposure to those test mg;ns N AN

Also revealipgto\me were the data Qtfa' ned from the informal interviews. For
the most part, panreipgms reported that they did not do much reading apart from pre-
paring the classroom materias.Many (n = 13) felt particularly “bored” in class (the
most commonly used term used to describe their fedings) and generally dissatisfied
with the Classrbq materids. A few (n = 6) actualy went out of their way to read
materia Quts\tie of what was presented in their textbooks. Of these, only three par-
ticipants subscribed to newspapers or magazines or bought books that might have
/given them an opportunity to read material closer to their persona interests. Some

/ | articipants (n = 4) felt overwhelmed by the amount of time required in attending

< classand some even indicated that classtimein Chinawas “awaste of time”. A smdl
%dmber of the participants (n = 3) even went so far as to stop attending some of their
. forma class hours by the tenth week of the semester.
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Discussion

A few important things need to be said at the outset of this discussion. While an-
increase in ability was detected, severa factors may beindirectly involved. The main
congderation is, as noted in Kubler (1997:18), the fact that most students had not hed . \
formal Chinese training of any kind for about three months prior to their arrival t0/
Beida, which may have offset the results. In essence, their first evaluation may =
tificially low. Consequently, any increase observed at the end of this fall m
needs to be handled with care. In order to lessen the potential eff time delay
in “getting back on their feet”, the participants were initialy evaluated t to four
weeks into the semester. This allowed them to get settled in to their new surround-
ings and classes, and also to regain some degree of the Chin guage they may
have had. By thistime, they had also been allowed by Belda}a Ch e classlevelsif
they themsalves fdlt they were misplaced based on their Beida placement test scores.
The methodology | employed should therefore |ﬁc;ém the rellablllty of the partici-
pants initia ratings. o

Ideally, of course, an examinati or)/af partlmﬁﬁs shoukd\be done at the end of
each term of formal study and the beginning of the next term of study to determine
more precisely the general trendsof tempor /anguage1oss This can perhaps be the
purpose of another study. H &due to the yolunteer nature of the selection of
participants for this study, suc%{ |nat|on d have been close to impossible
to arrange.

Another factﬁmay be théemount o£ (me spent studying for class. It was diffi-
cult for participants t g/speufy the time they spent preparing for classes. In the infor-
mal interviews, however, many of the participants admitted thet they felt that they did
not prepare much for their classes. Specifically, of the twenty-one participants sur-
veyed, three sahsk ey spent no time preparing for classes, seven said they spent about
two hours per\week four said they spent between three to six hours per week, and six
sad they spent between seven and ten hours per week. They also reported that, de-
‘ pzdmg on whether tests were approaching, or other possible external activities, their
& erages’ could vary radically. Of course, students are probably the best judges as
to how much preparation they need to make for varying class loads. This aspect of

/% research could be studied in more detail.

A

A possible factor in the overal gain in reading proficiency documented in this
study may be the amount of reading for pleasure students do on their own. As previ-
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oudy mentioned, only three participants said that they had bought materials such as
newspapers, magazines or novels to read outside of class. The other eighteen partici-

pants did not think this was worthwhile, considering their reading proficiency too-

low to attempt broaching such resources. However, three of those eighteen
participants admitted to buying other textbook-type materials to work thrqugh oh/\ N
their own. P

I should make one final note regarding the participants  reported m tivﬁmm v

coming to Chinato study. A mgjority of them stated that their main during thi
period of study abroad was ora proficiency development. Of the :sgtici-
pants surveyed, fourteen said that they wanted to work on their speakir\%%dg ities. Of

the remaining seven participants, four said they wanted a total immersion experience,

two said they wanted to specifically develop reading skills, and Onsgsted developing
writing skills as most important. ((/ ~
Conclusion NP

- > )
This study documented a certain amount of gain in readi ngj\/‘aoi ny resulting from
a study abroad experience in Beijing among a\\%ﬁnteer sa@ple’of participants. As
surmised by Brecht, Davidson, and Ginsberg (1993), compared to a student’s ora
proficiency, gains in reading comprehens peared to-be relatively small, averag-
ing 1.35 sublevels. The reedne;ééigkeqo in m'nCQhat this sample is only from one
school in one mainland Chi ity. Results frol other school in the same city or
other schoolsin the country may produce diffﬁrfent results. | would urge that other re-
searchers pursue opportunities to replicate this study. Better organization of time and
arrangement of (/:Q/Operation with the teachers of the target indtitution(s) might pro-
videalarger mpTQs;ze and more comprehensive data.

Despite the apparent weaknesses in the present study, however, | believe that it

is important for several reasons. Firgt, it encourages other researchers to go into the

field and gat%r information. Much can be done in the comfort of one’'s home ingtitu-

tion, but that only sheds light on some of the questions we have regarding language
/acquisition. Second, the combination of quantitative and qualitative data gives us a

/ [ { ler representation of the lives of foreign students studying abroad. One can admin-
< ister tests that show improvement in one modality or another, but describing the envi-
%nment surrounding the students and bringing out their own thoughts about living in

. aforeign country helps us answer the question of why the numbers say what they

say. Findly, this study is longitudinal. Many studies concentrate on taking a “ snap-

shot” of aparticular student or group of students at a specific point in their language
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development, generdly at the end of a defined learning period. This study monitored
the progress, aswell asthe changing attitudes, of students involved in a study abroad
experience and specifically related the findings to Chinese language acquisition. N
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