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ABSTRACT

Over the past two decades, Mandarin teaching strategies of Chinese language schools in
the United States underwent several changes to accommodate the growing number of
students with Chinese heritage who cannot speak Mandarin fluently. This study aims at
exploring the Mandarin listening policy of a Chinese language school as it welcomes
these newcomers. Utilizing case study as its research design, the current paper examined
the language policy in two areas: language practices and language beliefs. It selected
from the school one teacher, the class this teacher taught, two non-Mandarin-speaking
students in this class, the parents of these two students, and four school administrators as
participants in a language school in New York City. Participant observation, interviews,
and document collection were used as data gathering methods. The findings indicated
that two major listening activities were present when teaching Mandarin to these new
students namely: (1) listening to textbook CDs, and (2) watching various Mandarin
language movie DVDs. Given that, the school established a Mandarin environment
where these new students could more easily understand Mandarin messages with the help
of visual contexts, such as textbook pictures and videos with English subtitles.

Keywords: language policy, Chinese language school, non-Mandarin-speaking, Chinese
heritage, listening

INTRODUCTION

The increase of non-Mandarin speaking students with Chinese descent among Chinese language
schools in the United States of America was a new phenomenon since the 1990’s (Lai, 2004;
Lee, 1996). Despite all these students have a Chinese background; they cannot speak fluently
either a non-Mandarin Chinese dialect or English. That circumstance has brought new
challenges to these schools which teach Chinese in Mandarin (Lai, 2004). The major challenges
of these institutions are the students’ limited Mandarin speaking ability and their non-Mandarin
home language environments (Lee, 1996). Besides, these newcomers also came from different
cultural backgrounds. Nevertheless, they are listening to Chinese as a heritage language (Lee,
1996; Peyton et al., 2008).

Facing these new challenges, many Chinese language schools have adopted new measures to
meet the listening needs of these non-Mandarin-speaking students with Chinese descent (Lee,
1996). These strategies cover two parts: (1) the schools’ classroom listening practices; and (2)
the schools’ beliefs about how to teach listening to these students. Teachers and administrators
have to implement this new student body. Thus far, there have been no universal standards for
these schools’ adaptations in Chinese listening (Lai, 2004; Lee, 1996). Consequently, the actions
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taken often vary from one school to another dependent on each school’s thoughts and approaches
when coping with these challenges.

BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW

The purpose of this study is to explore how a Chinese language school in the U.S. teaches
Mandarin listening comprehension when it faces an increasing number of non-Mandarin-
speaking students with Chinese descent on its classroom. These teaching practices, according to
Spolsky’s (2004) language policy theoretical framework, can be defined as language practices.
In the same way, language practices are shaped by the school’s language beliefs. In this section,
previous literature regarding language policy theories and the context of the current study will be
discussed.

Spolsky’s Language Policy Theory

Spolsky (2004) asserted that language policy theory works in this study as a framework for
examining one Chinese language school’s language policy adaptations, i.e. its language practices
and its language beliefs. The Chinese language school’s language practices mainly refer to its
teaching/learning practices in Mandarin listening, particularly taking into account its Chinese-
heritage non-Mandarin-speaking students. As for its language beliefs, they include the beliefs in
the insertion of the Chinese-heritage non-Mandarin-speaking students by all stakeholders,
including school administrators, teachers, parents, and students. As a result, the school itself was
the focus when scrutinizing the school’s language policies and the forces that shape, implement,
and fine-tune these language practices to satisfy the requests of the school’s Chinese-heritage
non-Mandarin students.

Although there are studies that have addressed language practices and language beliefs
separately, there are no studies that look at these two components simultaneously, or that have
looked at how these two parts are affected by a student body different from the one which the
school used to teach. There have been some studies done on listening practices at Chinese
language schools including the teaching of listening (He, 2001) and the use of listening strategies
(Chi, 1989). There have been researches about their language beliefs (Higgins & Sheldon, 2001;
Lao, 2004). However, none of these studies has brought together the two dimensions, nor
explored the interactions between them.

Review of the Literature on Language Policy

Numerous studies on language policy were conducted by researchers from 1960s up to present.
There are several stages during this long period: the first stage, from 1960s to 1970s, had seen
Haugen (1959) as the first researcher to use the term language planning, the mostly used term
among many for language policy when discussing “the form of choices among available
linguistic forms” (p. 8). This definition, however, was narrowly focused on the forms and syntax
of a language (Hornberger, 2006), aimed at the modernization in developing countries (Ricento,
2006; Tollefson, 2002a). Later at the same stage, other scholars also provided similar definitions
of language planning (Fishman, Ferguson, & Das Gupta, 1968; Rubin & Jernudd, 1971), seeing
it as language-problem-solving at the national level. Meanwhile, scholars also witnessed the
emerging use of language policy (Neustupny, 1968) and language development (Ferguson,
1968). Again, modernization of a language and language problems solving were emphasized in
these two terms.
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In between the period of 1970°s and 1980’s or the second stage, scholars found the definitions of
language policy, limited and recognized that language planning included linguistic, social,
economic, and political factors. For example, Cooper (1989) thinks a theory of social change
needs to be developed, which thought could be seen in his book titled, Language Planning and
Social Change. Also, Tollefson’s (1991) historical-structural approach emphasized that it was
necessary to look at people’s political stance.

As the third or the present stage started in the mid-1980’s when communism collapsed and the
globe became smaller, the meanings and terms connected to language policy also changed. For
instance, Kaplan and Baldauf (1997) focused on local situations when defining language
planning, a shift from earlier emphasis on national-level planning. Likewise, scholars redirect
their attention to how social inequality and language policy under the impact of globalization
were connected to each other (Tollefson, 2002b).

The Status of the Chinese Language in the World

As China’s economy has been rising since the 1990’s, so has the status of its language in the
world (Ding, 2008; Lo Bianco, 2007). Lo Bianco (2007) points out that Asia has been the region
where learning Chinese has been the ‘“strongest” (p. 5). Ding (2008) even says that, as a
language for business around the Pacific Rim, Chinese is becoming more popular. Meanwhile,
statistics showed that there are more than 30 million learners in more than 100 countries learning
Chinese as a foreign language (Chang, 2006).

In Asia, at the elementary- and secondary-school levels, Thailand and South Korea has been
offering Chinese lessons since 2007 (Erard, 2006). Singapore also has a policy of nurturing a
team of Chinese elites who are bilingual and have a firm grip of Chinese “culture, history and
contemporary developments” (Matthew, Krishnamurti, & Sevic, 2005, p. 46).

In addition, Chinese courses are available in various levels of education systems in different
countries. For example, in the Asia-Pacific region, Australia has been promoting Chinese at its
middle and primary schools since the mid-1980’s (Lin, 1995). In Europe, at the middle school
level, a French government official was assigned to promote Chinese in 2006 (Chang, 2006).

The Status of the Chinese Language in the U.S.

According to the US Department of Education, approximately 24,000 elementary and secondary
school students in the U.S. are learning Chinese (U.S. Department of Education, 2006).
Moreover, the Modern Language Association (MLA) points out that in 2002, 34,153 students
were enrolled in various Chinese courses at college or a higher level (Welles, 2004).

These two numbers, nevertheless, have not shown the actual number of students at Chinese
language schools in the U.S. Two additional numbers should be taken into account here. One is
the number of students from the National Council of Association of Chinese Language Schools
(NCACLS) and the other from the Chinese School Association in the United States (CSAUS).
Presently, the NCACLS (NCACLS, 2006) has about 100,000 and the CSAUS 60,000 (CSAUS,
2007). All these numbers, including the US official and MLA ones, when taken together,
constitute about 200,000 Chinese language learners in the U.S.

In the mainstream U.S. education system, steps have been taken to enhance the learning of
Chinese. For example, the AP Chinese test programs have been initiated in 2007 by the College
Board (College Board, 2006). Furthermore, the U.S. education system acknowledged that it is

www.ajmse.leena-luna.co.jp Leena and Luna International, Oyama, Japan.
158 IPage Copyright © 2012



ISSN: 2186-845X ISSN: 2186-8441 Print

Tz IafVET ARFAV Y YA XY TF =S¥ Vol. 1. No. 2. July 2012

necessary to promote the learning of foreign languages, including Chinese (Crookes, 1997;
Welles, 2004). Also, during the 2004-2008 Bush administration, the Department of Education
had a Foreign Language Assistance Program budget of 24 million dollars to promote the learning
of critical languages, including Chinese (U.S. Department of Education, 2006).

The Chinese Language School in the U.S.

Earlier studies on CHL learning at Chinese language schools in the U.S. focus primarily on
difficulties in teaching English-dominant Chinese-heritage students (Lin, 1998; Wang, 1995).
Lin (1998) compares bilingual children with pseudo-bilingual children who are learning
Mandarin while picking up English. He finds that the Chinese language school, as a Mandarin-
speaking environment, is critical for the success of these children’s Mandarin learning. Wang
(1995) examines the issue of the students’ language shift when attending Chinese language
schools. He finds that these students usually show a tendency of gradually becoming English
dominant once they start attending school.

However, these schools may provide multilingual practices when teaching CHL to its increasing
Chinese-heritage non-Mandarin-speaking students (Garcia, 2009). The following section will
discuss the multilingual approach.

The multilingual approach in the Chinese Language School in the U.S.

Based on Garcia’s (2009) analysis, two types of multilingual approaches are used in Chinese
language schools: 1.) preview/view/review; and 2.) co-languaging. Both of these approaches
have bilingual practices which are seen more at Chinese language schools. A discussion of these
two approaches will follow.

Preview/view/review. Preview/view/review mainly refers to the language exchange between two
languages in a language classroom where use of the two languages depends on the progress of
the lesson (Garcia, 2009). For example, the teacher will use L1 to explain the lesson he/she will
teach, play the CD of the lesson in L2, and then use L1 to review the lesson just taught.

Co-languaging. Co-languaging provides the same content through different languages and
through technology. For instance, a teacher may play a movie DVD in L1 with L2 subtitle or
caption.

AIMS OF THE STUDY

This study examines the language practices in and beliefs about teaching Mandarin listening
comprehension at one Chinese language school in the U.S. by investigating the interactions
between, as well as the content of, the school’s language practices and language beliefs. As such,
this study will attempt to answer the following questions:

Research Question I

How does a Chinese language school adapt its language practices in teaching listening
comprehension to deal with the increasing number of these students in its classrooms?

Research Question 11

How do the school’s language beliefs shape its decisions of teaching listening comprehension in
relation to the increasing number of these students in its classrooms?
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PROCEDURES OF THE STUDY
Research Design

The present study used case study as the research method given that retrospective data were
given due consideration. The researcher examined a Chinese language school’s practices of and
beliefs in Mandarin listening through participant observation, interviews, and documents.

Population of the Study

The researcher chose the bilingual class in Li Xing Chinese Language School in New York City
because it had the largest number of non-Mandarin-speaking students with Chinese heritage. It
has 15 non-Mandarin-speaking students with Chinese heritage, whose ages ranged from 10 to 14.
These students met every Saturday morning for three hours. Among them, nine were Cantonese-
speaking, two were Fuzhou-speaking, and four were English-speaking of Chinese heritage.

Data-Gathering Procedures

To explore these two language policy components, the research employed three major data
collection methods in a case study: (a) participant observation; (b) interviews; and (c) document
collection (Merriam, 1998).

a. Participant Observation

The classroom observation at Li Xing' lasted for one semester. The researcher spent three
hours per Saturday morning at Li Xing to observe the classroom activities in Mr. Wang’s
bilingual class. The author took field notes of classroom activities in order to find the
patterns of Mr. Wang’s and the students’ practices in Mandarin listening and their
interactions. Also, videotaping was used to pinpoint more details of non-Mandarin-speaking
students’ classroom practices. Data collected through participant observation would then
serve as the basis for later interviews with the teacher, students, students’ parents, and
administrators.

b. Interviews

The researcher interviewed four types of participants in this study: the teacher, Mr. Wang,
two non-Mandarin-speaking students, two parents of the two non-Mandarin-speaking
students selected, and three school administrators. The author interviewed the teacher, Mr.
Wang, in order to understand Mr. Wang’s background, teaching experience, and beliefs
about teaching Chinese. As for the two focal non-Mandarin-speaking students, they were
interviewed individually to reveal their beliefs about how Mandarin was taught. Similarly,
two parents of the two non-Mandarin-speaking students were interviewed to explore why
they registered their children for the Chinese language school and their beliefs about how
well the school taught their children. Lastly, three administrators were interviewed to
understand their backgrounds and their beliefs in teaching Mandarin listening.

c. Document Collection

Documents, including examination sheets, school notes, and handouts (Bogdan & Biklen,
1992) were collected at the Chinese language school.

1

Li Xing and all other names are pseudonyms for the school and participants of this study.
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RESULTS

This section discusses the major findings of the study. When analyzing and comparing data
collected from the school site, the researcher found the following two major patterns of
teaching/learning Mandarin listening at Li Xing: One was the emphasis on listening through
textbook CDs and the other listening training through watching movie DVDs with English
subtitle. Both patterns will be discussed below.

Pattern 1: Emphasizing Listening through Textbook CDs

The first pattern found at Li Xing in terms of teaching/learning Mandarin listening was listening
to a textbook CD. The textbook CD was designed to align with the teaching of the texts and
example sentences. With the help of the CD, the teacher could teach listening and speaking
throughout. In fact, textbook CD listening was the most frequently seen activity in the bilingual
classroom observed, in which students had the opportunity to repeat after the CD. Many of the
participants in this study had mentioned the indispensability of this listening-repeating activity.
For example, the vice principal indicated that:

CELAEREANE, ANEH, AR SRR T, SRR T,

[“If students don’t understand what they hear and cannot speak, it will not be easy for them to
remember the words and they will eventually lose the interest to write the words.”]

The teacher, Mr. Wang, further pointed out the most important activity he always did in his
class—Tlistening to and repeating the texts from the textbook:

...... CDsL/EHE . .. A DVDIE R — itk i AR SC, T PL—A) — AR AR IR
L HRRELAEEE T Rk AR E T

[“Listening to songs of texts in the CD for the textbook...and the sub-texts in the DVD for the
textbook, I can teach students to repeat sentence by sentence.... If my students can repeat the text
from the textbook after they hear it, they are already excellent.”]

Also, Evelyn, one of the two students interviewed, talked about the benefit of CD listening
activities. She said, “I think it is a good idea to help students understand what he is teaching by
playing a CD in class.”

As for the parents, they both thought that it was a good idea to emphasize listening to Mandarin.
One parent, Ella, even mentioned that the main reason why she sent her child to Li Xing was to
provide her child with more exposure to Mandarin. She said that:

HUNZEARE R ST, RN TEBAMMEMIM R N b 2, FrLAE B ASFR M/ NLIE
REEBEEGE, BN, HMRATMETEA, ... ELRR R Bk A SR, 1558 HLOEH 8L
.0 E O ATERRE, SR,

[The reason why I send my child here to learn Chinese is because...... in our neighborhood, there are
more Mandarin-speaking people, so I think that my child should learn a little Mandarin. Besides, it’s
also because we are Chinese...... To learn Mandarin...... it depends mainly on listening to
Mandarin...... here (Li Xing) she will...... learn faster by forcing herself to listen to Mandarin. ]

The other parent, Vicky, also talked about giving her child more chances to listen to Mandarin
and pointed out that more listening worked for her child:

AL DA N = DOBRIRsee, RIEREGL RN, ... H T Rl mahi FE Ik
EAE MR, FEERERY, ... BAEH_EHGRAMTERERADH, ... BT ATLME, L. Veronica
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TEERH LR, L AR B AT RO BEE, B AGMPEIE RO EIRE. . FTLATRER, E A P ST
RAF, P PATR S R an (o0 S R el 22,

[“Just when my daughter was three or four years old, when she could listen to nursery songs,
I..... bought some tapes of children’s books made in Taiwan and let her listen to them. These tapes
were in Mandarin...... I would also let her listen to Mandarin songs in my care...... After Veronica
starts attending Li Xing...... she does learn faster...... if you want to teach her the good Mandarin, then
you need to provide her the right Mandarin...... so that’s why I say this Chinese language school is
good. So I will continue to let her learn at this school.”]

On each Saturday morning, the teacher first played the textbook CD for his students to listen
to. Then, he let them repeat after the CD more than one time. For example, he would say:

—. .. =, ready ? (Mr. Wang started playing the CD.) “Vb#f |, FTHudl, —{EH—H...... ”

[“One, two, three, ready? (Mr. Wang started playing the CD.) (Voice from CD) “On the beach, on the
snow-covered ground, one after another...... ]

For another example, the teacher emphasized the activity of listening to the CD and then
repeating after the CD:

If, BIEHECD, RZIRFNS, (FGEREACD, )
[“O.K. Now, listen to the CD and repeat.”] [“Played the CD for the textbook.”]

HIERECD, (CDREMAVEE « “fIRB T b, — g2
[Now listen to the CD.] ([Voice from the CD: “Why do you turn on the light and then turn it off?”’])

Pattern 2: Emphasizing Listening through Watching Mandarin Movie DVDs

The second finding was that the school also emphasized Mandarin listening by letting its
Chinese-heritage non-Mandarin-speaking students watch Mandarin movie DVDs.

Mr. Wang said that, “E24 2R Rl (T8, SiMpgfEss, B, »

[“Students need to listen carefully to what is said in the film. This is to test their listening
comprehension.”].

The researcher noticed that in most of the classes observed, Mandarin movie DVDs were played.
Moreover, Mr. Wang indicated that the use of Mandarin-language movie DVDs was the most
successful way for enhancing non-Mandarin-speaking students’ listening ability:

CEMEZL WM, LURMDVDRIRE R ARk, T 2 Mt & Zfollow, ... A
PRATE AR R RS, .. BRI, MRS T DR A G SRR, 7
[In so many teaching methods, playing Mandarin-language movie DVDs is the most effective

one. Once you play the movie, the students will just follow what is going on...... I will connect

the topic of the movie with students’ life experience...... and ask them about the meaning of the
movie...... they won’t forget...... what they hear in these extracurricular activities (movies).]

This statement was further sustained by the two students interviewed. One student, Evelyn,
said that:

“I can understand a little bit more about what the teacher is saying by looking at the film.”
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The other student, Veronica, even mentioned that she felt particularly touched by one
documentary film on the charity issues in China:

“I feel most impressed by...... the one (film) that shows the small kid with a small lead,
writing her homework.”
Relationship between Practices and Beliefs

Based on the previous section of findings that highlighted the developing patterns of Mandarin
listening activities for non-Mandarin-speaking students at Li Xing, this section will use
Spolsky’s (2004) language policy theory, especially his theory on language practice and
language beliefs, to further analyze collected data. This section will first discuss the adaptations
of language practices at Li Xing. It will then discuss the school’s beliefs about teaching
Mandarin listening and how these beliefs influence its language practices. Therefore, this
section is divided into two parts:

(1) adaptations in language practices;
(2) language beliefs that shape the language practices decisions.
The School’s Adaptations in Language Practices

Li Xing stressed the importance of teaching Mandarin listening by integrating it into the school’s
pedagogy. This way of teaching Mandarin listening will be discussed below.

Listening and the Learning Material

Emphasizing listening comprehension at Li Xing would become most explainable when we
look at the benefit of bringing a Mandarin-language environment to the non-Mandarin-speaking
students at Li Xing. This was so because these students did not own a natural environment at
home where they could practice listening to Mandarin. However, their parents wrote some
Chinese. Consequently, more opportunities to listen to Mandarin became the teacher’s number
one mission.

One factor that could have interfered with the outcome of listening to Mandarin materials, i.e.
textbook CDs and various Mandarin movie DVDs, was the non-Mandarin-speaking students’
age—they were older students between 10 and 14. Li Xing knew very well about this limitation
and pointed out that English was a necessary tool to keep these older students coming to school.
The teacher, Mr. Wang, solved this problem with a special method—playing various Mandarin
movie DVDs with English and Chinese subtitles. According to the researcher’s field notes, non-
Mandarin-speaking students could better understand the movies through English subtitles while
listening to Mandarin messages.

Language Beliefs and Their Shaping of Language Practices

This section will describe the language beliefs about listening and then analyze their impact on
the school’s language practices.

The Importance of Listening Comprehension for Second Language Acquisition

The school believed that language is best learned when messages are first understood.
Therefore, Mandarin teaching has to enhance listening comprehension. Li Xing’s administrators
and the teacher all believed that listening should be prioritized when teaching Chinese to non-
Mandarin-speaking students. For example, the principal said that:
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LR EHEEAB P, RN L BT R AR St e R 2 R, i
ANRFERIROHR D, IR ZH Hh SCHe 2

[“These kids don’t listen to Chinese much in their daily life. So they don’t speak Chinese...... so the
teacher’s responsibility is to let them listen to Chinese more. If all they hear is all English, why
bother using Chinese?”’]

Another administrator, Ms. Yu, also mentioned a similar belief that:
fan Foer i, IRt EeR, FRAEFBMEAOREE, AR aT LAk,

[If they have the listening comprehension ability, and then they can speak Chinese, then when I am
teaching in class, they can absorb what I teach quickly.]

The teacher, Mr. Wang, also believed that listening should be emphasized over speaking,
reading, and writing as he said that:

WHER. ... A ELUMCDEDVD A &2, CDRLEFEARRSCRIMIG, oL —f)— AL
, RIS, DVDRURE R AR SBLE.  JRMMEE T DI AN E SR,

[“I teach...... basically by playing CDs or DVDs. CDs have Chinese texts with songs. I can teach
students to listen to them and repeat after the CD sentence by sentence. DVDs are the most effective
tool...... these activities...once they hear it, they will never forget.”]

The Influence of the Importance of Listening Comprehension on Language Practices

Li Xing’s bilingual class teacher would typically play the textbook CD to start his Saturday
mornings, an activity clearly impacted by the belief in the priority of listening to Mandarin,
followed by repeating the CD and queries on its content. The teacher believed that a good non-
Mandarin-speaking student fluent in Mandarin should be able to understand a question in
Mandarin and then answer it in English. He also stated that he played various Mandarin movie
DVDs with English subtitles in order to train his non-Mandarin-speaking students to understand
spoken Mandarin messages in different contexts in the movie. During the participant
observation period, two thirds of the classes had seen the playing of Mandarin-language movie
DVDs in the bilingual class.

What this section makes clear is that it is language beliefs that drive language practices. While
the school adapted language practices based on the characteristics of the community, of the
children, of the teacher, and of the instructional material, these in turn were shaped by the beliefs
of the school.

DISCUSSION

Listening comprehension was prioritized when Mr. Wang taught his Chinese-heritage non-
Mandarin-speaking students in the bilingual class. This language practice was supported by
Krashen’s (1985; 2003) concept of comprehensible input. Krashen (1985) postulates that people
acquire a language “by understanding messages or by receiving comprehensible input” (p. 2).
Krashen (1998) further indicated that providing comprehensible input that is not conveniently
available outside the classroom may best facilitate heritage language speakers’ development in
their heritage language. In particular, “aural comprehensible input” was listed by Krashen (2003,
p.- 7) as the first method to be used in a language classroom. Also, this activity priority received
support from other studies, which either focuses on the priority of listening (Nida, 1982) or
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confirms that listening activities can help comprehension of a second language (Vandergrift,
2003), such as the class in this study.

Furthermore, pictures from the textbooks, body movements, and teacher/student demonstrations,
as well as videos, were also used to enhance non-Mandarin-speaking students’ listening
comprehension. The pictures, body movements, and demonstrations were what Krashen (2003)
calls context which helps to make aural learning materials such as textbook CDs and various
movie DVDs more comprehensible.

CONCLUSION

This study has shown that Chinese language schools in the U.S. have come up with two types of
adaptations in their Mandarin teaching at the school site when dealing with an influx of Chinese-
heritage non-Mandarin-speaking students. One adaptation is listening to textbook CDs while the
other one is watching Mandarin movie DVDs with English subtitles.

While the diversity in the student body has provided schools with the flexibility to adapt, the
school also believes in the importance of establishing a Mandarin environment where aural
messages can be understood with the help of visual contexts such as textbook pictures and
videos. Such circumstances served as the reasons why the teacher always starts his Saturday
morning Mandarin class by playing the textbook CDs, followed by other activities. Also, these
would account for the reasons why the teacher sees Mandarin movie DVDs with English
subtitles as most effective for enhancing the Mandarin listening comprehension of his English-
dominant and non-Mandarin-speaking students.
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